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THE SUMMONED 

 

Chapter 1  

 

Merciless Wrath 

 

On a sunny afternoon in May, Sanderine Ravensworth trotted triumphantly from the woods 

with her gang, closely followed by her dog Panras. 

They stopped. The slender horses took the reins and began to graze hurriedly. Cheerful girls’ 

voices rippled through the valley. A red flag passed from hand to hand like a brightly colored 

spear. 

Kristel’s team slunk away into the woods. 

‘You tricked us and ambushed us,’ it sounded indignantly in the distance.  

‘Do your whining with the board!’ a Dragonder jeered back at them. 

The gang roared with laughter. Sanderine joined in as she leaned down to stroke the shaggy 

wolfhound. 

A sharp whistle pierced through the gaiety: three equal notes followed by a single high note. 

Panras spun around as if stung, and leaped joyfully up the slope. Sanderine also knew who 

the whistler was before even seeing him: her brother, Gert Ravensworth. She paid no 

attention to her best friend Fen Kleyn’s disapproving look. 

‘Your brother, what’s he doing here?’ 

‘He came to congratulate me!’ After these words, she grabbed hold of the reins and joined the 

wolfhound. 

Gert stood waiting by his horse with a smile on his face. As soon as she reached him, she 

dismounted and hugged him excitedly. The blond-haired young man pushed her at arm’s 

length and looked her over with amusement. 

‘Happy birthday! Fourteen. Unbelievable, you grew even taller. I’d better start gorging 

myself or pretty soon I will be taking orders from you! What do they feed you in Fort Tor, 

dung beetles?’ 

‘Oats, crushed oats, same as the horses,’ she replied, grinning. For a brief moment, a worried 

clouded her steel-blue eyes; then she tossed back her curly hair and burst out laughing: the 

wagging dog had placed its paws on her brother’s shoulders and was attacking his left ear. 
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Gert quickly freed himself. ‘Panras, down! My ear wants to stay alive! Good dog.’ He patted 

the dog and pulled her close for a moment. 

Down below, the girls deliberated for a moment and then disappeared under the trees. He 

noticed. 

‘Come on, time is short. Let’s head for the river.’ Without waiting for her agreement, he 

mounted his black gelding and trotted down the slope toward the south. She caught up with 

him before he had reached the valley behind it. 

‘Time is short? Is someone after you?’ 

Gert didn’t answer. She knew perfectly well that he was always in trouble for leaving the 

Academy of Warfare without permission. 

Panras caught up with them, her tongue dangling from her mouth. 

‘I spoke with Elmar,’ Gert told her as they crossed the last rise. 

‘When?’ 

‘Six days ago. He stole the library key and dug through the Dragonder archives. He found out 

that we’re not as exceptional as we thought we were. Skipping a generation occurs on a 

regular basis. There is even a name for it: The Quiet! We couldn’t bruise an apple if we 

stared at it for hours!’ 

‘You’re saying that Bern and you will never become Destructors. Then how did Elmar turn 

into a Healer?’ 

‘What I mean is that neither will you. You will never be more than a shadow version of 

Asega, in every aspect. 

‘I can become a Healer like our mother was.’ 

‘Forget it, you’re too much of a minx. We fit in a pattern. Father must have anticipated that 

none of us would become a threat to him. No wonder he never showed an interested in us.’ 

‘We will meet with him in the High House next month. I hope Boiten remains in Fireburg. 

Without that scumbag we might get the chance to have a normal conversation with him.’ 

Gert shook his head sympathetically. ‘Wake up, dreamer!’ 

 

The slope led down to the Arc River basin, which ran in a wide loop from east to west and 

formed the south border of the river island. Beyond the meandering river lay Hellow. The 

water level was low. Layers of gravel alternated with sandbanks, and large parts had already 

a covering of weeds. 
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They secured their horses to a young oak and walked over the embankment to the water. The 

river was quiet. Ships preferred the deeper and fast-flowing water of the Aacher River north 

of Testerband, paying a toll at the port city of Akron. 

Panras roamed the riverside and found a washed-up birch trunk. She bounded back to them 

with her treasure. 

Sanderine studied Gert from the side. The eighteen-year-old had the look of a sage; he took a 

piece of wood from the ground and hurled it away. Panras immediately dropped the birch and 

ran to the spot where the wood had bounced off the ground. Gert paid no attention to it. 

‘I’m going to graduate in Warfare in a few months. Shall I tell Father that his army is illegal 

and that the fortification rights lie with the Dragonders? I will absolutely not join his army. 

We are in peacetime now, but for how long? More and more youths from Testerband, 

Wetherland, Landrift and DELAND have been called to serve in his army. They will 

complete their training in about four years, and so will you. Are you going to join Bern and 

take part in a filthy war against the Peoples States and the City States to help Father seize the 

Glister? And then the North States? What drives him? He resents the Firstlings beyond the 

Northern Mountains, even though he has never met one of them.’ 

They crossed a pebble bank. The pebbles and shells clinked under their feet. Sanderine 

suddenly bent down: ‘Look, I just found something to ward off the wizards!’ She 

triumphantly held up a smooth milky-white rock. ‘Amethyst! Perhaps the Glister looks just 

like this!’ 

Gert laughed and examined the stone. ‘Amethyst? Nice addition to your collection.’ 

‘Just kidding. Wish it was though. This is just a rock!’ 

Sanderine threw the stone away from her. Panras, who had returned in the meantime, dropped 

the stick in surprise and ran after it. 

‘Making fun of me, are we.’ He shoved her. She immediately pushed back and tried to make 

him loose his balance. Panras jumped between them, barking loudly. Sanderine laughed and 

reassured the dog, embracing its shaggy head. 

‘Everything is fine. We’re just having some fun like the old days.’ 

‘Ernest told me that Father was a good-natured young man once. We know everything there 

is to know about his childhood until the moment he went on a journey by himself. When he 

returned, he was changed. Boiten helped him assemble an army and seize the power. Around 

the time that you were born, he and his uncle invaded Landrift. He conquered two lands 

within a three-year period! He only stopped because his funds had run out from the six-year 

war with the Kingdom of Bergen.’ 
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‘I heard that Boiten tortures the resistance fighters from Bergen to make them betray the 

Prince.’ 

‘If he’s smart, he’ll leave his homeland. I also want to leave. I want to go to Oldeland to 

study Cheronese.’ 

‘You will never manage to do that.’ 

‘Departure used to be mandatory,’ he retorted fiercely. 

The drumming of horses’ hooves sounded behind them. They looked around. 

‘Here come the nannies,’ Gert observed resentfully. ‘Tony, Hanky and Weepy.’ 

Three lightly armed men caught up with them and turned. 

‘It is forbidden to engage with Dragonders in training and that applies to you as well, Gert 

Ravensworth.’ The captain attempted to conceal his irritation. ‘Besides, the Lord of 

Testerband strictly forbade you to leave the Academy.’ 

Gert looked up at him scornfully. 

‘Military service for boys, guard posts at Tolbridge, and criminals getting careers with the 

Secret Force. What a nice view of the future.’ 

The man threw Gert a furious look. ‘Return to your horses. My men will take you back to the 

academy. I will escort your sister to Fort Tor.’ 

They turned around and were immediately fenced in by two horsemen. 

Sanderine turned aside. ‘It might be more respectful to ride behind us,’ she stated sharply. 

‘We’re not going to escape.’ 

The men exchanged looks, then pulled in their horses and lined up behind them. 

Shortly after, they said goodbye to each other. 

‘See you in a month,’ he said before he vanished from sight. 

Heading in a different direction, she realized that her little excursion would not be without 

consequences.  

 

Four weeks later, the hill with the High House emerged in the landscape. The castle lay at the 

foot of a wooded hill range that protected Testerband in the north against floods. 

Sanderine had left Panras at Fort Tor, in the care of her friend Fen. She inhaled deeply as she 

rode through the sycamore woodland – she loved her native ground. She made several stops 

at the farmsteads of old friends, taking her time to greet them. Farmers and peasants 

welcomed her with cups of fresh milk and handfuls of cherries. 

‘Another very, very good friend? Again?’ her escorts cried out in desperation. 

Beyond the woods, the road swept briefly up the hill to the gatehouse. 
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It was midafternoon, and the brick facade with its two towers glowed orange in the blazing 

sun. The High House had a square foundation with an elongated courtyard in its center. The 

main building was three stories high. Directly behind the gate lay the outer ward with the 

stables and the servant’s quarters. She said goodbye to the Dragonders and entered the 

courtyard through a deep gateway. The castle was usually quiet, except for the month of June 

when the traveling court arrived to stay for two months. Everything was being dusted, shaken  

 

out, refreshed and scrubbed. Behind her, a cart loaded with barrels of wine and beer rattled 

over the bricks into the outer ward. 

As a child, Sanderine had loved the bustle of preparations for the annual feast, but as she 

grew older she began to have mixed feelings about it. She didn’t feel part of it. 

The servants and maids greeted her warmly as she entered. She greeted them back and went 

in search of Elise, her chambermaid since she was eleven. 

A boy with long wavy hair approached her. He was a few years older than her, and they 

resembled each other closely. They happily fell into each other’s arms.  

‘Elmar. It’s great to see you.’ 

‘Welcome home. Gert hasn’t arrived yet and Bern is in a meeting with Boiten and the 

seneschal. 

She studied his face. ‘There are circles under your eyes. Are you getting enough sleep?’ 
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The young Healer had been discharged from the military service as a hopeless case, and sent 

home. 

‘I’m allowed to take care of the pigeons and falcons,’ he replied quickly. ‘But I’m bored out 

of my mind and want to travel like Mother did.’ 

‘That would be really nice, you should ask for permission. I’ll catch up with you in a bit.’ 

He nodded. 

She entered the tower and went up the spiral staircase. Her bedroom was on the first floor.  

Elise had just laid out her evening wear and bowed when she entered. ‘Isxandra. You are 

right on schedule. Your bath will be ready in an hour. Look, this is what you will be wearing 

tonight. You will look wonderful in it!’ 

On the four-poster bed lay a ruby-red undergarment with flaring sleeves and a forest-green 

overgarment with long tails. On top of the overgarment lay a belt with an ornamental pin. An 

orange-brown cloak had similar pin. 

Sanderine took the pin and carefully studied the circle with rubies and opals, and the emerald 

in the middle. ‘Where did this come from?’ 

‘I have no idea, young lady. Perhaps it belonged to your grandmother.’ 

Sanderine looked at the rest. ‘Red and green! Whose idea was this? Am I supposed to dress 

in a flag? Look, it even has the raven and the black kite embroidered on it!’ She nodded at the 

two small insignias below the belt. 

Elise raised her hands helplessly. ‘It wasn’t my idea. I am just your maid.’ 

‘You never know anything.’ Sanderine turned and walked to the door. 

‘Stay in the courtyard,’ Elise called after her. ‘Don’t make me go look for you!’ 

 

The feast began. The Armorial Hall buzzed with people. It unnerved her to see the waiting, 

bored court officials and ex-servicemen from the six-year war. A lackey by the entrance 

loudly announced her arrival: ‘Isxandra Antares Kellan Regina Ravensworth.’ 

All present turned to look at her. She was very aware that, although she was fourteen years 

old, she still had a child’s body. Straight as a flagpole. That’s what her mentor told her all the 

time. Well, here we go again, she thought dryly. How appropriate. She uncomfortably 

crossed through the room and searched for her brothers. Gert was standing by the table, in 

deep conversation with Rutger Hedgeland, the cup-bearer, a hostage now serving in her 

father’s court. When he saw her advancing, he slapped Gert supportively on the shoulder and 

disappeared to the back. 
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Before reaching the dais with the table, she noticed Karen Marin, who was standing beside 

the seneschal and the state treasurer. Sanderine promptly turned to greet her superior. The 

leader of the Dragonders radiated authority and was a striking presence with her stout figure. 

Her hair had been pinned back and she was dressed in blue and brown – the attire of women 

warriors. 

She could easily pass for a man, Sanderine thought – a man with gentle eyes. Karen Marin 

had been appointed chief of the Dragonders after the demise of Asega Alisha, and had 

founded several Dragon Chambers abroad. Carrier pigeons kept her informed of the latest 

news. Fort Tor had a pigeon loft as well. 

As she greeted her, there was a spark of affection in the brown eyes before they returned to 

their usual reserved glare. When the chief showed no signs of starting a conversation, she 

next greeted the seneschal and the treasurer. 

Had the Lieutenant Colonel of the Fort complained about her brazen behavior? She went to 

join Elmar and Gert, who had turned toward the stoic faces of the waiting guests. 

‘What a boring lot,’ Sanderine remarked sullenly. 

Gert nodded. ‘That’s what happens when you kick out the priest and the jester.’ 

They tried hard not to laugh. Elmar frowned. 

The loud tap of a staff announced the arrival of the Lord of Testerband. He entered with a 

brisk step, accompanied by Bern and Boiten. Everyone fell silent and bowed respectfully. He 

nodded lastly at his children, walked to the dais and sat down behind the table. Everyone 

followed his example. Sanderine and her brothers were seated on his right-hand side 

according to age. A door opened behind her, and Rutger Hedgeland posted himself next to 

her father, holding a pitcher of wine. 

While the servants served drinks to the guests, Sanderine studied the sequestered banners. 

The light of the evening sun entered through four high raised stained-glass windows, casting 

a colorful elongated image of the red kite, the raven, the sun and the dragon on the inner wall. 

The Lord of Testerband rose from his seat, welcomed everyone and made the first toast of 

honor. 

Sanderine observed him from the side. Elmar and she had the same nose, the same deep-set 

blue eyes and the same curly dark hair. Her father was handsome, but had a stern exterior. 

Elmar was attractive and approachable. What about her? She was ugly according to her 

mentor, and was looking more and more like her dog with each passing month. In reply, she 

had commented on her mentor’s funny little eyes and shapely round nose, and had asked her 

if she had had a pig for an ancestor – it had not been appreciated. She briefly felt her knees on 
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the cold basement floor again, saw the wobbling bucket with suds and the scour brush in her 

hand. 

The food was carried in. Large platters of steaming meat pies and roast fowls spread a 

delicious aroma through the hall. Bern lifted his roemer and drank to his father’s wellbeing 

and health before they started eating. During the meal, Sanderine prepared herself. She was 

expected to make a toast to Karen Marin and the Dragonders at the end of the meal. When the 

moment arrived, she got to her feet, spoke with conviction and didn’t spill her drink. Karen 

Marin thanked her and made a toast to all present. While everyone drank, Elmar got up, 

stepped off the dais and bowed to her father. The guests continued their conversations. 

‘Greetings, Elmar. Come forward and ask your question.’ 

‘High Well-born Sir and Father. I ask you, please, to grant me permission to leave the High 

House and travel through Testerband to heal people.’ He waited for his answer, flushed with 

anticipation.  

Hendrik observed him attentively. ‘I understand your request. How old are you?’ 

‘I am sixteen.’ 

‘If you accept the protection of a personal guard, I will allow you to travel across 

Testerband.’ 

Elmar shook his head unhappily. ‘I don’t want people to know who I am. A guard will make 

that impossible.’ 

‘You are still too young. Ask me again next year.’ 

Elmar slunk away. Gert had been listening to the conversation and now got up. When he 

walked around the table and dropped to his knees, the room fell silent. Sanderine shifted 

uneasily in her chair. 

The Lord of Testerband allowed his son to ask his question with a warning glare. 

Gert stood up. ‘High Well-born Sir and Father. I have tried to convince you for years that I 

don’t belong in the Academy of Warfare. I detest war. I humbly request your permission to 

leave Testerband to study abroad as befits a true Ravensworth.’ 

‘I receive regular reports that you are leaving the academy against my wishes. That you are 

infuriating your superiors with your insolent remarks and your stubborn behavior. Is this 

true?’ 

Gert looked up and withstood the icy stare. ‘I have told you of my wish to refrain from all 

military affairs from the very beginning, and have asked you to relieve me of my duties. I 

want to go to Oldeland to study History and the Cheronese language. I ask you once again to 

grant me permission.’ 



 12 

Hendrik tapped the table with the handle of his knife. ‘You are not granted permission to 

travel abroad. I will find you something more suitable after you have proven yourself to be 

trustworthy. That is my answer. Now go.’ 

Gert bowed quickly and returned to his seat next to Elmar. They did not look at each other. 

Outside, the sun approached the horizon. Sanderine looked at the colorful shapes on the wall. 

The light would climb some more and then fade. 

The dishes and plates had been cleared in the meantime. Drinks were poured. Musicians 

posted themselves in a corner by the entrance. Soon, the music drowned out the chatter. 

When a group of dancers rushed inside to perform, several guests left the table to watch 

them. Sanderine was happy to get away and walked to the front. 

Bern appeared beside her and leaned over to her affectionately. ‘Good job back there.’ 

She nodded, pleased with the compliment. 

‘I hear things about you now and then,’ he continued. ‘They say you show promise.’ 

Sanderine looked up in surprise. ‘Says who?’ 

A wide grin appeared on his face. ‘I have my sources. It’s good to show what you have to 

offer, but don’t overdo it. Attracting attention to yourself can be dangerous.’ He gave her a 

knowing look. ‘Find out who your real friends are.’ 

His look confused her. Was he talking about Gert? She changed the conversation to a 

different topic. 

‘Elmar is really miserable here. Why won’t Father let him go? He won’t hurt a fly and he 

looks it. No one will hurt him!’ 

‘Healers travel with their families at his age. Our mother lives abroad and can’t help him 

unfortunately. 

She was confused. ‘Abroad? Didn’t she die six months after I was born?’ 

Bern shook his head. ‘Antares was merely declared dead.’ 

‘She left? Why?’ 

‘Living in the High House became unbearable for her. She was a famous Healer before she 

met Father.’ 

‘But what about us? Why didn’t she take us with her?’ 

‘Think for a moment. She wasn’t allowed to do that. Healers are wanderers. They don’t have 

a permanent address and they’re always on the road. Surely that’s no life for a child.’ 

‘Where is she now?’ The revelation had nonetheless hurt her, and her voice was fragile. 

‘Her territory lies somewhere in the northwest. It’s called Wetterlând.’ 

‘Do Gert and Elmar know about this too?’ 
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Bern shrugged. 

‘What kind of a family is this!’ 

‘A notorious one, you know that.’ 

He was referring to his namesake Bern Ravensworth who, 347 years ago, had used the Glister 

to lead the Battle of the Nations and stop the invasion of the wizards of the North States. This 

achievement had marked the beginning of a new era. Sanderine had been born 333 years after 

Bern’s Intervention. 

‘Think about what I just told you and stay away from Gert.’ Bern ruffled her head 

affectionately and walked in the direction of Karen Marin. 

Sanderine remained behind in confusion. Thibault and Garhelm, sons of Suger Wolfenstein 

the quartermaster, struck up a conversation with her. She talked to them absently while 

looked around for Gert. 

After graciously cutting off the conversation, she crisscrossed the entire Hall but couldn’t 

find him. Worried, she went to the kitchen to ask the maids if they had seen Gert. They told 

her they had just seen him go in the direction of the staircase. 

She searched the main building, then crossed the outer ward under the red evening sky to 

search through the stables. 

Gert startled visibly when she entered, put away a knife. He was saddling his horse. He 

pulled the girth tight in the twilight. 

‘What are you doing?’ she asked worriedly. 

‘Sanderine.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I found out something terrible: Father has started to hate 

humanity.’ 

His eyes were large and black. Pelle, his gelding, nervously stepped sideways. 

‘Deadly games are being played. One of my friends was arrested. I can’t bear the thought of 

what they might be doing to him.’ 

He grabbed her by the shoulders. ‘You must escape. You are the lawful successor of Asega 

Alisha. It is your responsibility as Patroness of Justice to demand an explanation from Father. 

But he is not going to risk that. He will send people over to hurt you! What happened to my 

friend will happen to your girlfriends. Escape across the border!’ He let go of her and led 

Pelle toward the exit. 

She came after him. ‘Where are you going?’ 

‘I’m not going to tell you. Be quiet as a mouse outside, do you hear me?’ 

Distraught, she followed him to a small unguarded gate. 
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He removed the cross-beam and opened the heavy door. ‘Leave the beam where it is and go 

back to the party. Make sure that nobody sees you.’ 

He led Pelle through the gate, mounted and disappeared into the growing darkness below. 

She rushed to pull the wood door shut, then waited for him to return. It was still possible. The 

sky was still red. 

It turned dark. She heard voices near the main gate. A cart-wheel rattled over the 

cobblestones – the feast was coming to an end. 

She felt a strong urge to tell Bern about Gert’s departure, but the gate wasn’t locked and Gert 

could still change his mind. She didn’t want to get him into trouble unnecessarily. 

She took the service entrance to the kitchen, entered the Armory Hall and blended in with the 

guests. 

Elmar gave her a searching look. ‘What’s going on? There are guardsmen everywhere. Have 

you seen Gert?’ 

Her eyes suddenly burned with tears and she shook her head. ‘I’m tired. I’m going to my 

room.’ Her voice was brittle. 

He noticed and tried to grab her by the arm, but she quickly turned away and got out of there. 

 

Her room was opposite Gert’s bedroom. Elise helped her out of her clothes and into her 

nightgown. To her relief, Elise didn’t pay much attention to her, but shared the kitchen gossip 

and discussed the guests’ outfits. When she was finished, she left the room. 

Sanderine couldn’t sleep. She listened intently for any sounds in the vicinity. 

Commotion. People in the corridor. It could be Elmar, Bern or her father. Through the open 

window, she heard excited voices in the outer ward. Her door was opened. Someone looked 

inside. She was afraid to see who it was, pretended to be asleep. The door closed. 

The clatter of horses’ hooves jolted her awake. It was getting light outside. A red glow 

announced daybreak. A starling sang on the roof. She quietly left her room and opened Gert’s 

door, hoping he had returned during the night. The bed was neatly made up. She closed the 

door again, worried. It took forever for Elise to arrive so she could go downstairs for 

breakfast. Elmar was there already and looked as if he had been awake all night. He did not 

ask her anything. 

 

Halfway through the morning, she was sitting next to him at the back of the Court Hall. It 

was the Lord of Testerband’s responsibility to administer justice and to resolve the disputes 

between the residents of his Domain. Her father made his decisions in consultation with the 
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seneschal. Family members of suspects and victims flooded the room and slipped quietly into 

their seats. People whispered. The Lord of Testerband entered the room with the seneschal 

and Bern. They took their seats facing the public. 

Bern gave her a stern look over the heads. She could not comprehend what his look meant. 

Gert’s chair was empty. 

She focused her attention on the jurisdiction. It opened with some minor cases: a dispute 

about passage right, ownership rights and theft. She found no fault with her father’s verdict; it 

observed the letter of the law and the punishments were in accordance to the offense. Most 

were fines and short-term compulsory labor. What she did miss was a look of interest in her 

father’s eyes; nothing seemed to move him. Rational and cold. Is that what Gert meant when 

he talked about their father’s hatred of humanity? 

In the midst of a more serious case – a hot-tempered farmer had killed a servant in a blaze of 

fury and now stood sobbing with regret on the stand – the door of hall was opened. Boiten 

entered, directly followed by two guardsmen carrying a stretcher. Someone lay on it. 

The figure was covered by an ash-grey cloth. It became quiet. 

They halted at the front of the hall. Elmar stood up, hurried to the stretcher and folded back a 

corner of the blanket. 

‘He’s dead,’ Boiten said softly. ‘He took his own life.’ 

Elmar stared at the balding man for a moment, then pulled the blanket further down and 

grabbed the wrist. The overgarment was dark red and the left hand was covered with blood. 

He straightened up, turned halfway round and looked at Sanderine in utter dejection. ‘Gert.’ 

Later on, she remembered how a strong determination had taken hold of her. She coolly 

examined the wound in her brother’s chest, lifted his left hand and noticed two deep cuts in 

the palm. 

Boiten loomed up before her. The knife she always carried with her was already in her hand. 

Boiten froze. The force of the thrust would be fatal. Then, a sudden unbearable pain in her 

wrist made it impossible for her to continue. 

She cried out in pain and let go of the handle. The knife clanked on the stone floor at Boiten’s 

feet. He kicked it away violently. Two guardsmen grabbed hold of her. She cast Boiten a look 

that left nothing to the imagination. 

‘Murderer!’ It had seemed like a dream, unreal. 

Her father remained sinisterly calm. 

He had questioned her in his meeting room shortly afterwards. He wanted to know what Gert 

had told her, wanted to know if she was involved in his plans to take over Testerband. She 
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knew nothing about it. Sanderine found out what it was like to be interrogated by a 

Destructor. Her ignorance saved her. 

 

She was sent back to Fort Tor the next day. 

Deadly games are being played, Gert had said. It was all too true. She was sent to the 

sleeping quarters, not allowed to participate in the training. She wrecked the hall in a fit of 

rage. It didn’t solve anything, it just got her into even more trouble. A few hours later, she 

betrayed her dog Panras out of utter powerlessness. 

The sun disappeared behind the edge of the woods and lastly let go of green hills. The sky in 

the west was still bright blue. Down in a cell in Fort Tor it was getting dark. 

Fen Kleyn had been given permission to visit her and burst into tears when she saw the 

bruises on her face. She kneeled before the cot and clutched Sanderine’s hands. ‘I want to 

help you. I am your friend, but I don’t understand. To think that only three years ago, we 

carried you around on our shoulders. How can someone change so radically!’ 

Sanderine pulled her hands free. ‘I can’t be helped,’ it sounded weakly. ‘I have decided to 

leave.’ 
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Chapter 2 

 

Andores 

 

A few days later, she was back on her feet again. She hid the death of her brother and all that 

had happened deep inside herself, and filled the void with plans and preparations for her 

escape. In the middle of night two days later, she pitched a rope over the fort wall and headed 

north on foot, where somewhere the Aacher River flowed. She was sure about one thing: her 

future lay in Wetterlând, her mother’s wandering domain. 

The Polar Star was her guide. She knew her native land well enough to run across the fields 

and meadows by night in the light of the moon. 

Her scouting skills came in good use. She crossed dunghills and walked through large 

stretches of sand-bedded streams to throw off her scent. One time, she heard the barking of 

dogs far behind her. She listened intently, concluded after a while that the sound was fading. 

At night she moved on, following the thoroughfare to Fort Grid. 

As soon as dawn showed herself she hid in a ditch or in some dense bushes. Voices startled 

her awake a few times, and she watched from her hiding place how guardsmen from the 

Secret Service – recognizable by their dark green overcoats and pointed helmets – questioned 

farmers and countrymen. They all held up their hands and shook their heads in denial. The 

horsemen’s voices sounded angry, and after a short debate they disappeared behind the trees. 

The moon waxed and waned. The bread she had brought with her ran out. She reached the 

Aacher River fourteen days later. 

Right before sunrise, she removed her gear and tied it into a bundle with her belt. Then, 

dressed in just a sleeveless tunic, she walked into the water. The water dragged her away. The 

river was over three hundred feet wide. It took all of her strength to get away from the river 

bank. Worn-out, she let the river carry her for a while. When she regained her strength, she 

struggled onward and fought the wide river one stroke at a time. The water wasn’t too cold, 

fortunately, its source being thousands of miles away. 

She managed finally to reach the other side. She crawled up the sandy river bank, spent. She 

loosened the belt behind a river dune and spread everything around her to dry. The sun shone 

unhindered. 

It was late in the afternoon when she awoke. She put her trousers back on, her riding boots, 

overgarment and gear, and looked from the crest of sand at the land behind it. 
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Everywhere she looked, the tops of shrubs and saplings stuck out above the sea of waving 

reeds. The Palland was known to be impenetrable, but the widespread swamp had apparently 

dried out over the past ten years. 

She bravely stepped down and let the vegetation enclose her. 

Dried out or not, it was still treacherous. In addition to the reed plains, the no-land had 

countless little lakes filled with squishy bog moss. Raised strips of land with little trees 

meandered in between them. The ridges were of different length but they had one thing in 

common: sooner or later they all led to a dead end. 

The other side lay somewhere in the north, but the Pole Star was useless in this area. It was 

incredibly dangerous to travel by night. Using the sun as navigation, she became hopelessly 

lost after two days. 

All of the tales about swamps turned out to be nonsense: not a single monster rose from the 

dregs with riddles for her to solve, nor did Tall Met show her his fishy head. They were just 

oldwives tales meant to scare children, she concluded. She did see some will-o’-the-wisps at 

night, but she didn’t feel drawn toward them. Only someone with a mad cow’s brain would 

leave solid ground to follow a speck of light. 

Her opinion of the Palland changed on the fourth day, when she stepped into a deserted 

building to shelter from an approaching thunderstorm. It stood between some birches on a 

spit of land and was overgrown with vines. It looked old and forgotten. Spurred on by the 

pitch-black clouds, she looked for the entrance and hacked away at the tough stalks with both 

hands on the hilt of her sword. She noticed that she was losing her strength; she had been 

living on edible plants and roots for days, digging them up with her weapon. 

Inside the building, she was met by a surprise. Daylight poured in through a rectangular 

opening in the flat roof. Mounted on a platform stood an artistic looking instrument. She 

walked up the three steps in amazement. Three golden eyes on a green copper pole were 

staring at her. 

 

Below the eyes was an engraving of a lightning bolt, and below that a circle with ten little 

balls. The moon and some stars, she guessed. She put the sword away and let her index finger 

glide across the balls. 

It became dark while she inspected the instrument. Two different sized silver shields were 

suspended from the pole, the smaller one in front of the larger. They were bound together by 

a copper wire, with the pole in between. Twelve silver beetles rested on the wire. 
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A bright white light filled the space for a few seconds. She looked up at the ash-grey clouds 

and waited. Five seconds later, an ear-splitting crack followed. She winced involuntarily, felt 

a sprinkle of rain on her nose. It became a little lighter. She bent over one of the bugs. 

Refined silverwork. Resembled a Maybug with its fan-shaped wings, but finer. She even 

believed she could see its determined pug nose. 

A sudden blinding light, a hissing sound and then a massive thunderclap. Lightning had 

struck nearby. It began to rain, and the heavy downpour drove her to the sheltered part of the 

building. Water gushed over the instrument, but something else caught her attention: the 

larger shield slowly changed color from a silver-gray to a warm red and started to shine. 

 

The beetles took on the same shine. Sanderine watched the marvel with open mouth. The 

twelve insects spread their wing cases and made a jingling sound as they freed themselves 

from the metal, flew up and formed a hovering cluster. And it didn’t end there: the beetles on 

the copper wire changed color again until they shined brightly. 

Twelve new insects let go of the metal and, jingling, joined the others. 

She moved to the exit. 

The silver beetles began to glow for a third time. This could go one forever, she thought 

awestruck. What is it? What will it become? What if it’s something sacred that no one is 

supposed to witness – I should get out of here. My presence is purely coincidental, but try 

and explain that to the beetles. 

Outside, the rain and lightning continued. She ran frantically across the strip of land for a 

hundred yards, afraid the creatures would come after her. Then she waded haphazardly 

through the reeds to another rise of land and continued walking. 

The storm passed. 

It took an hour for her fear to subside. The distance between herself and the temple had 

become large enough. That night she huddled on an elevation, wet and numb with cold. She 

tried to sleep until she heard a jingling sound. 

She got to her feet uncertainly and looked around. The creatures had left the building. About 

ten blazing orbs glided in a wide formation across the swamp. It was a wonderous spectacle. 

One of the swarms came alongside her. She made herself small, just in case. It hovered for a 

moment, as if hesitating, then moved closer to her. The area where she sat was flooded with 

the light. The other orbs floated toward her as well. 
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She slowly straightened up. 

Scared, but also curious, she reached out to touch the swarm. It 

immediately dispersed; beetles covered her hand, crawled up her 

arm. She quickly shook them off. A moment later she was 

completely covered in them. She searched the ground for 

support, cleared her eyes, and watched the glowing bugs 

disappear into her stomach like light spirits. 

Then she dreamed that the creatures changed something inside 

of her. When they were done, they flickered above her. She 

floated above the swamp, carried by a cloud of light. The dream 

was unsettling. 

It took a while before she realized that she was laying on a 

bundle of straw somewhere, behind a little fence. The hut was 

quiet. She vaguely remembered the kind voice of a woman and 

the clicking of a spoon against her teeth.  

She had been fed like an infant. An oil lamp on a rope offered a 

view of the room. The hut stood halfway into the ground, had 

walls of wood and a smoke hole in the roof. She discerned sods 

between the beams.  

She focused her attention on herself. She felt different, as if the fiery creatures were inside 

her; her body was smoldering; foreign and hostile. 

There was a rustling sound nearby. A mouse or a rat. The mere sound of it made the creatures 

swarm from one body part to another. 

 

She carefully got to her feet. 

On a simple table lay a round loaf of bread and some cheese. She walked over hungrily, lifted 

the bread to smell it. A goat screamed outside. 

The wobbly door was jerked open. The bread fell on the table. A shadow entered. Then 

everything turned to chaos. 

The earthen floor trembled, the lamp swayed and cast everything in darkness for a moment; 

the wooden walls cracked as if hundreds of soldiers were beating against them with their 

shields. She grabbed hold of the startled woman. 

‘Make it stop! Make it stop!’ she screamed. 

All of the tension discharged through her arms; the woman collapsed. 
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The swaying stopped. The stillness returned. 

She looked down at the figure in disbelief. The old woman wasn’t moving. She quickly 

turned her on her back and listened near her mouth: she wasn’t breathing – she lay deadly 

still with a serene look of surprise on her kindhearted face. Sanderine shook her shoulders 

and shouted that she needed to wake up. It didn’t happen. 

She sat down at the table, crushed. She recalled the features of witkragh her mentor had 

described to her mockingly. 

‘It begins with a poltergeist: the room will shake to warn everyone to get away; then an 

imperceptible deadly force will shoot up in the Ravensworth, which must be tamed. For you 

though it won’t be more than the pounding on a door because your big mouth got you locked 

in once again.’ 

She had to do something. She couldn’t just coldly leave the woman who had helped her 

behind in the hut. She wanted to know her name and opened a cupboard. She found a single 

mug and a single plate, some knifes and spoons, a fork. The woman had led a solitary life. 

Along the side lay a straw mattress. Her gear with sword hung on a nail beside the door. 

Sanderine ate all of the bread and cheese, girded on her belt and dragged the body outside. A 

goat bleated reproachfully when she turned the corner and headed for the peat bog with the 

deceased. 

Alder trees grew on the push moraine, and the swampland below had a scattering of young 

birches. She used her sword to dig a hole in the yielding ground. She pulled the woman into 

the pit, then looked down at her apologetically. This could never, never happen again. This 

woman with no a name could not have died for nothing. 

‘You rescued me from the swamp. I am grateful to you and I’m sorry that…’ She steadied 

herself and continued solemnly. ‘I swear to you that I will never endanger someone’s life 

again. I can only do something when I am attacked.’ 

Followed by those words, she covered the body with dark earth and the chunks of peat that 

were piled up as fuel next to the hut. She closed the door of the hut, walked up to the goat and 

cut the rope. The animal followed her, but soon became distracted by some green tussocks. 

Sanderine found a trail running through the heath and woodland in a northeast direction. The 

walking exhausted her; she was asleep under a tree before the sun had even set. The 

following day, she came across a hamlet made up of five wooden farmhouses with thatched 

roofs. It must have rained heavily during her stay in the hut. The potholes on the brink – the 

shared yard between the farmhouses – were full of water. Chickens rummaged in the waste 

on a dunghill teeming with flies. 
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Her presence woke a few of its dwellers from their afternoon nap. 

A young woman holding a baby appeared in a doorway, children gaped at her. An old man on 

a bench in front of one of the largest farmhouses brushed the flies from his wrinkled face and 

watched her approach attentively. 

She walked up to him and bowed politely. ‘Good afternoon, do you speak Landish?’ 

He nodded, revered, and formed a circle with his thumb and index finger the width of a 

carrot. 

‘A bit,’ he laughed. 

Landish was the shared language of the Front West, a remnant of the Cheronese Empire 

which had once extended from the East Sea to the Northern Mountains. The descendants of 

that empire which had persisted for a hundred years before it fell apart, had since then not 

just introduced a second language, but used the same weights and measures besides. The 

legislation and religion showed similarities as well, despite the great distances. 

‘I need directions. I want to go to a town. Lots of homes, lots of people.’ 

‘Ah, yes. Town. Market. Buying and selling.’ 

‘Where is the town?’ she asked patiently. ‘That way?’ She pointed to the west where a field 

lay shimmering in the midday heat. 

He shook his head. ‘Not that way. Too far.’ His eyes lingered for a moment on the red kite on 

her chest. His attention to her clothes made her realize that she hadn’t removed the insignia 

yet, and that her riding boots, riding breeches and sword were giving away her background. 

The old man was bound to think she was some rich parents’ lost child. 

Shouts and laughter sounded in the distance. 

A strong-willed looking woman, who turned out to be his daughter, was returning from the 

fields with a group of women. She received the knowing look the old man was giving her. 

‘Would you like something to drink?’ she asked pleasantly. ‘Follow me inside.’ 

Sanderine was hungry enough to accept the invitation. The other residents followed them into 

the farmhouse, talking excitedly. 

It was cool and dark inside. The wooden poles in the threshing-floor, which separated the 

animals during winter, were thoroughly scrubbed; the manure gutter had been emptied and 

scoured clean. The hayloft above the stables was half-filled. Along the wooden wall hung 

some tools and a ladder. 

The living quarters were in the back. There was a high table surrounded by chairs. Light 

coming from some small windows fell on the earthenware plates, pitchers and dishes in the 

cabinets against a wood partition, behind which was a milking pen or a cellar. 
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The family showpiece was suspended above the table: a wrought-iron chandelier with 

decorative green and blue enameled beads. The woman poured her a mug of buttermilk and 

sat down opposite of her with an expectant look on her face. The others found a spot on the 

bench or the floor and watched interestedly. 

‘Is it good?’ the woman wanted to know. 

‘Yes, delicious.’ 

‘Are you hungry? Would you like some bread?’ 

‘Well, since you are offering so kindly, yes please.’ 

She didn’t dare ask for the name of the land, afraid she would give herself away. 

‘What is the name of this village?’ 

‘Firehoven.’ The old man had fetched some bread and put it in front of her on the table. 

‘Where did you come from?’ the daughter asked warmly. 

‘Oh, somewhere west of here,’ she said while she ate. ‘I am heading to town; can you give 

me directions?’ 

The woman ignored her question. ‘Are you lost?’ 

‘No, not at all. My parents know where I am. They sent me off with a footman, but he came 

across a girl he had been trying to find for years. I’m happy for him. I didn’t want to wait for 

him so I just went ahead on my own. I’ll meet up with him in town.’ 

Sanderine smiled forgivingly. 

The woman was not impressed. ‘What is your last name?’ 

‘It doesn’t matter. I need to reach the town. That’s all.’ 

‘It absolutely matters. It’s much too dangerous to wander around this area. We are close to 

the Palland. You are a child. We will notify your parents. Tell me how we can reach them.’ 

The daughter’s determined tone of voice greatly alarmed Sanderine. This conversation was 

heading in the wrong direction. 

Before she was able to refuse, a dull crack sounded in the room. A few people heard the 

sound as well. Something had snapped. One of the women got up, carefully inspected the 

shelf with earthenware and pulled out a plate. She exposed the two halves. Surprise all 

around. The halves were handed to the hostess, who examined the fresh breaks angrily and 

instructed someone to throw the plate on the dunghill. 

The attention returned to the unusual guest, who was as surprised as they were. ‘We will help 

you if you tell us where you are from,’ the hostess said, resuming the interview. 

Sanderine’s irritation overcame her fear. They were treating her as a child. That had to 

change rapidly. 
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‘I didn’t come here for help. I just need some directions. It was you who invited me in!’ 

Something cracked in the cabinet again. A plate broke into three pieces, slid off the shelf and 

crashed to the floor into smaller fragments. The astonished hostess said something in dialect 

that sounded like swearing. This time, the spectators recovered more quickly from their 

surprise and fixed their eyes on Sanderine. 

She hesitantly put down the bread and smiled innocently. ‘I’d better get going now.’ 

The daughter wanted to place her hand reassuringly on her elbow, but Sanderine quickly 

pulled in her arm, afraid that the woman would instantly drop dead. ‘Don’t touch me!’ 

‘I want you to stay. You will end up in the swamp. We are offering you a place to sleep, and 

will send someone to Korn to tell the bailiff where you are.’ 

‘The bailiff!’ A wave of panic washed over her. 

A sound above the table. The beads of the chandelier rattled increasingly louder. 

The noise in the turf hut had also begun innocently and had ended terribly. This had to stop. 

But how? 

The floor shook under her chair; she held firmly on to the table so it wouldn’t start shaking as 

well. A shutter blew open somewhere above her, then banged shut. Bits of chalk whirled 

down. One of the elders made a sign against the Evil Eye. 

The shaking had to stop. 

Calm down! she ordered herself. The noise and the rattling, it’s that defect of yours. These 

people are not going to hurt you, just look at them. They are afraid, they won’t detain you 

now. She forced herself to calm down. 

The rattling stopped, the draft disappeared. The women began arguing amongst themselves. 

‘Perhaps it would be better if you left,’ the daughter agreed reluctantly. ‘My father will show 

you the way to Korn. Take the bread for along the way, nobody will touch it now anyway.’ 

‘Thank you.’ She took the bread and hurried. Freedom waited outside. 

The old man walked her to a meadow and pointed diagonally across to the other side. 

‘The road starts over there.’ 

She thanked him. 

He watched her until she had disappeared into the woods on the other side of the field. 

 

After walking for hours, she passed by an empty barn. Night was approaching. She hesitated, 

then turned around and decided to spend the night in it. 

The barn was black, had a finish of tarred boards and was fairly large. She walked around to 

the back and found a narrow door. 
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In the yard stood several sawhorses and chopping-blocks, and also bundles of branches. The 

large round pit filled with coal dust and a pile of loose dirt beside made her guess the barn 

was used by coal burners. 

The door looked solid. She placed herself in front of it and put her fingers behind the top 

batten to pull the door open. It wouldn’t move. 

She pulled again, determined this time, lost her balance along with a dull crack. She fell 

backwards and found herself under a board. She quickly crawled out from under it. Witkragh 

has some use after all, she said to herself. 

Inside the floor was tamped-down; a pair of horse blankets hung over a rafter crossbar. A few 

tools among which a broom and a rake stood in a corner. It was warm inside and it smelled of 

tar. 

She went back outside and took off her green tunic, sat down on a chopping-block and 

removed the insignia of the red raptor with spread wings with her knife, carefully pulling the 

threads from the fabric; then she put the fabric into her trouser pocket. She hoped to reach the 

town the next day and make inquiries about Antares. Her mother could help her tame the 

witkragh, so that things nearby her would remain in one piece. 

It had worked for her father: she had never detected anything unusual about him, that is, until 

she was cruelly introduced to it. The punishment had destroyed any childlike illusions she 

might still have had about him. This man didn’t care about her at all. She hoped to find the 

warmth and appreciation she had missed from her father in Antares. 

When the sun disappeared behind the treetops, she made a bed in the barn with the blankets 

and lay down on it. She was tired. Soon her thoughts drifted; she was vaguely aware that she 

was about to fall asleep. Right at the moment she dozed off, the barn faded. She sat up with a 

start. 

All of a sudden, the night was wiped out by daylight. From one moment to the next she found 

herself sitting in the middle of a burned-down heathland. All around her, young oaks shot up 

from the ground, growing into full-grown oaks within seconds. The sky above the woods 

changed rapidly: clouds changed their direction, dissolved or colored from white to violet. A 

violent storm erupted, some oaks were blown down. 

Out of nowhere, a construction of poles rose up around her, supporting four rafters. A man 

directly above her was diligently hammering planks onto beams to form the roof. He 

suddenly missed his hold, fell off the roof-ridge and crashed to the ground directly in front of 

her. She gasped in terror. Before she could get up the image had faded along with the 

daylight. The dark barn remained. She pulled the blanket closer anxiously. What was going 
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on? she wondered. Was it a ghost? Did the accident really happen when they were building 

the barn? Why did this horrible event force itself upon me? 

She waited a while, listening intently at the sounds outside, but there was nothing unusual to 

be heard, and there were no more apparitions. 

 

She rose at dawn, reached the edge of the woods at mid-morning and looked across a low-

lying grassy land marked by a network of dikes. The sun was out and the land looked 

welcoming. The cart track that ran down a wide dike, branched off continually to end in 

dwelling mounds called terps. The dikes, terps and worn away trenches were indications of 

the frequent flooding of the river branches of the Aacher River, but as she walked down the 

track there was no water in sight. Red and white cattle grazed in the pasture. 

By the end of the morning the road came alive: there were carts carrying early summer 

turnips, and young cattle were driven to a small town that towered high above the grassland. 

A woman carrying a basket on her arm walked little ahead of her on the dike. The basket was 

filled with eggs. 

Sanderine hoped to find something to eat in the town. She walked next to the woman for a 

while, asking her questions in Landish. 

The egg woman told her that the town in the distance was Korn, which lay on the Lange 

River. While they talking, Sanderine looked down at the brown eggs hungrily. An egg 

spontaneously cracked. Egg white seeped out. A second egg cracked. She straightened her 

head immediately. She could picture the woman running after her, pointing an accusing 

finger at her and crying for help. She thanked the woman before caught sight of the sticky 

mess and hurried away, creating as much distance between them as possible. 

 

Korn was built on a terp. As she walked through its streets, the inhabitants glanced at her 

offhandedly. The center of the town had large rectangular square with a temple. Houses, 

workshops and taverns had been built around it. 

It was a cheerful coming and going. A flamboyant gathering of archers, drummers and flag 

wavers stood talking in small groups in front of the ferry-house. A young man with sleek 

black hair detached himself from the group and retreated into the shadow of the house of 

prayer. 

It was past noon and the temperature was rising. 

She walked through an alley to the edge of the town. A staircase along the side of the terp led 

down to a wooden wharf, where two ships with short masts lay ready for departure. The 
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course of the waterway ran vertical to the northeast. This was not a natural drainage, she 

understood; the Lange was a channel. A path ran along both sides of the water. Two 

unharnessed horses led by a child were grazing near the front most ship. 

She turned back, and found the black-haired boy who was examining the blades of his 

throwing knives in the shadow. He was elegantly dressed in brown tones and smiled cordially 

when she sat down beside him. 

‘What’s all the commotion about?’ she asked him in Landish, pointing toward the talking 

men by the ferry-house. ‘I’ve never seen such a colorful bunch of people, and they’re all so 

cheerful! Why is that?’ 

‘We are about to set off for the Landjuweel in Bach.’ 

She pulled up a knee and wrapped her arms around it. ‘The Landjuweel, what’s that?’ 

‘A tournament. We just completed the third out of the four competitions here in Korn. The 

archery of Bach won two silver plates; that’s why we are all going to Bach next. The 

competitions are held during the day, and in the evening we, the entertainers, perform. Eight 

cities take part in the tournament. The town that wins the first prize in Bach gets to take home 

three silver plates and organizes the final Landjuweel, which has four silver plates as first 

prize.’ 

His own enthusiasm made him chuckle. ‘It’s all about honor and entertainment. Where are 

you from if you never heard of this?’ 

‘Somewhere in the west. My parents are dead and my uncle kicked me out of his house. I 

decided to travel to the northeast. I’ve been walking through the woods for such a very long 

time,’ she continued innocently, ‘I really have no idea where I am right now.’ 

He laughed. ‘I’m sorry to disappoint you. You’re still in Wetterlând and as long as you see 

woods, terps and streams, it remains Wetterlând.’ 

‘Do you know the region well?’ 

‘I am a Wetterlânder. And I have visited almost all of the cities as a knife thrower.’ 

‘I’m looking for a relative of mine, a Healer. Do you know a middle-aged woman with blond 

hair and brown eyes? Her name is Antares.’ She waited intently for his answer. 

He savored the name reflectively. ‘Antares. I know a Healer who fits your description, but 

her name isn’t Antares but Andores.’ Noticing the undone shoelaces of his left shoe, he took 

up the ends to tie them up again. Sanderine watched him automatically while he continued 

his story. 

‘Andores is a renowned name in Wetterlând; almost everyone has a relative who once 

benefited from her help.’ The knife thrower made a loop with one lace, and was about to 
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wrap the other around it when it suddenly broke off near the eyelet. Irked, he held up the 

detached piece. ‘Hey, broken!’ 

She could feel her face redden and thought it wise not to look at his shoes again. 

He removed the remaining piece of the lace swiftly from the shoe and tied the ends back 

together. 

‘In the past, Andores would visit occasions where many people gathered, but she’s so well-

known these days that anyone with an ailment knows how to find her. I am sure the residents 

of Bach will gladly tell you more about her whereabouts.’ He stood up and put his knives into 

his backpack. ‘Bach lies upstream, a two- or three-days’ journey on foot. I must go now. 

Good luck with your search.’ 

The crowd in front of the ferry-house had grown. The archers’ relatives had come to wish 

them luck and wave goodbye. 

The travelers gathered up their belongings and went down the stairs to the river where the 

skipper and the other crewmembers of the barges were waiting for the travelers. The vessels 

were towed by the horses. She was not familiar with this method of transportation. The wide 

Aacher River carried sailing ships or rowing-boats. She followed the people down the stairs, 

glanced at the comfortable looking partially canopied vessels and walked down the towpath 

alongside of the canal. 

 

It took a long time for the towing barges to actively depart. It was at least midafternoon when 

the first of the two vessels drew up behind her. She had already run out of steam from her 

five-hour walk to Korn that morning, and her feet were protesting. 

The barge approached with a lot of noise, because the drummers had consumed a fair amount 

of hard liquor at the ferry-house. They were singing and drumming while the chaser guiding 

the horse passed by her. 

Sanderine stepped aside to let the draft horse pass, and moved back in behind the chaser. The 

four drummers stopped their drumming and called out at her, first in the local dialect and then 

in Landish when she didn’t react. They were in excellent spirits. 

‘Hey, green sleeves, green sleeves! Show us your smile, lassie. Give us a nice big smile!’ 

She looked over. A man with a moustache and mischievous little brown eyes had the biggest 

mouth. 

‘Where are you going, green sleeves? Redeye wants to know where you’re going and 

Bluepants wants to know where you’re staying.’ 
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Laughter all around. Others gathered around the drummers to join in the merriment. A long 

brown jug was passed around. 

‘Look, she has a sword! Strange attire. She’s not from around here. Did you see those fancy 

boots?’ 

She turned her head back straight, afraid to look at the group. 

The barge had come up alongside her in the meantime. She fixed her eyes on the leather strap 

around the horse’s haunches, which was connected to the yoke to which the towline was 

attached. 

‘A lass with a sword; ran away from home I bet, exploring the big wide world. Tell me, green 

sleeves, do you know how to handle that sword? How about a fencing match, me with my 

drumstick, and you…’ 

The man’s attention on her was getting on her nerves. If even this imbibed chap saw right 

through her, she would end up with the bailiff within a week. Before she could devise a plan, 

she felt a sweltering emanate from her. The heavy workhorse let out a frightened squeal, 

suddenly jumped forward and ripped through the harness effortlessly. Then it took off with 

its tail and neck high in the air. The chaser shouted hoarsely. The yoke lay on the ground and 

the towline hung limply in the water. 

The barge slowed down and moved to the side. Surprised cries sounded from the barge. The 

chaser ran after the workhorse, shouting loudly. The skipper jumped on land and walked to 

the harness that lay disorderly on the grass. 

‘What’s going on?’ the steersman asked in bewilderment. 

‘The entire harness fell apart.’ 

‘What?’ 

Sanderine walked by, just as the skipper was showing him the torn straps. 

‘The entire harness fell apart.’ The skipper repeated, distraught. ‘How run-down could it be? 

It simply pulverized near the buckles.’ 

Way up ahead of her, the chaser had caught up with the horse and now cried out for a rope. 

The boy who had been sitting on the animal’s back earlier while it grazed, jumped onto the 

towpath with a rope and ran past her toward the man. 

‘This harness is irreparable,’ she heard the skipper shout behind her. ‘Where did you get it, 

Derk, from a burial mound?’ 

She walked past the astounded chaser, the child and the animal. The draft horse snorted her 

scent suspiciously. 

‘How could this have happened?’ 
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‘What’s going on?’ the skipper asked on the barge behind it, which had also come to a stop. 

‘It’s the strangest thing; the entire harness was ripped to shreds. Someone must return to 

Korn and get a new harness.’ A few people started to grumble. ‘You go on ahead of us – this 

will take hours.’ 

‘All right, we will see you tonight or else tomorrow afternoon.’ 

When the voices had faded in the distance, Sanderine looked behind her one more time. The 

horse was grazing along the bank as the other horse passed it. The front barge was moored to 

the side; the drummers had disembarked to find a cool spot in the shade of a hawthorn. Then 

it was quiet for a few minutes. The channel curved slightly to the east. 

The second barge moved up beside her. The archers were drinking beer and were less 

boisterous. The knife thrower stood by the wooden railing and was holding a piece of bread. 

His sleek hair swayed in the soft breeze and his brown eyes twinkled with mischievous 

delight. 

‘Why are you walking with such difficulty when you have such pretty riding boots. Blisters? 

I guess you didn’t practice much before you entered those big woods.’ He smiled. 

‘I’m afraid to look. Can I ask you another question? Is there a back road somewhere?’ 

‘Yes, but it’s not a short-cut. Follow the road going east when you reach the village Foren, 

the Overlink High Road. It leads past Underlink, Midlink, Sidelink and Uplink. Past Uplink, 

walk straight to the north and you will reach Bach. 

‘How far again is Bach from here?’ 

‘About a two-day’s walk.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘You’re welcome. By the way, are you hungry?’ 

She nodded. He broke his bread in two halves and threw one half to her. ‘Here.’ 

She caught the chunk. ‘Thanks!’ 

‘You’re welcome. If I bump into you in a couple of years, I’ll make you my assistant.’ 

‘Oh, really? What would I have to do?’ 

‘Stand still, hold your breath and be pretty, and I will throw my knives right past your body. 

You seem brave enough.’ 

She smiled. ‘Thank you.’ 

‘My pleasure.’ He raised his hand as a goodbye. 

The distance between her and the vessel became too big for them to continue talking to each 

other. The barge with the broken harness never caught up with her. 
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She reached Foren towards evening, walked through the village and followed the knife 

thrower’s directions. Plumtrees grew on the incline of the Overlink High Road. She picked 

and ate as many plums as she could stomach. A little while later she passed a deserted 

hayfield with haystacks – a good place to spend the night. 

The following day, she walked cheerfully down the Overlink High Road and reached 

Underlink in the evening, where she found a barn to sleep in. She continued on the high road, 

spent the night in a farm wagon and reached her destination the next day. 

 

Bach on the Wetter River was surrounded by a wall, a moat, and an outer embankment where 

countless upturned rowboats on scaffolds waited for high water. She could hear from a 

distance that a celebration was going on in the town. The sound of cheerful voices and music 

was everywhere, and people were waving colorful flags. 

Tent camps had been set up outside of town to accommodate the performers, archers, 

drummers and banner-wavers. Visitors could enter the town over two drawbridges. Sanderine 

checked her clothes behind a shrub, brushed the dried-up mud from her trousers, beat the dust 

off of her tunic and walked into the town. 

Bach was beautiful. The earthen bank in front of the town wall was lined with nut trees, and 

fronted with tall brick houses of various sizes with orange tiled roofs. A windmill had been 

decorated with bright colored fabrics. All of the inns were packed with visitors. 

In the center of Bach were the Town Hall, a temple and a weighing-house. The weighing-

house was no more than a covered space with a large scale suspended from a brick archway. 

Bach counted three squares, whereupon the shooting competitions were held. When she left 

the bank and wandered through the streets, the first crossbow contests had already begun. 

Spectators stood three rows thick before a netted fence. Now and then they burst out in cheers 

and applauded excitedly. 

Sanderine accosted people at random, asked if they happened to know Andores. Most of 

them knew her but had never met her. After another ramble around, she ended up in the 

center again and approached the temple’s priest. He was busy decorating the entrance with 

garlands of flowers, but paused to speak to her. 

‘Do you know a Healer named Andores?’ 

‘Yes indeed! Do you need her for something?’ He glanced at her clothes with curiosity. 

‘I want to speak with her. Do you know where she lives?’ 

‘Her house lies just outside of Newbach. But I don’t think you will find her there. Andores is 

mostly on route, helping people.’ 
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He noticed her disappointment. ‘Is it important?’ 

Sanderine nodded. 

He thought for a moment and then his face brightened. ‘I have heard that she was asked to 

open the Aklan Light Fest tomorrow night. If you start walking early tomorrow morning you 

should reach Aklan by evening. 

‘Which way do I go?’ 

‘Cross the bridge over the Wetter and walk north. Then ask for further directions.’ 

She extended her hand to thank the priest but pulled it back just in time. The garland above 

their heads snapped and it rained flowers. The man spread his arms wide in bewilderment. He 

smiled pleasantly when she put a bunch of gathered flowers into his hands. 

‘Thank you.’ He sighed and walked into the temple to find a new rope. 

Sanderine stayed in Bach for the rest of the day. The sunny weather heightened the festive 

atmosphere. The bakeries made a special bread with onion and salted fish. A good-humored 

woman handed her a piece. She felt safe in the multitude. Testerband with its military 

discipline and its fortresses seemed a completely different continent. She watched the 

performances of the singers, dancers, storytellers and theatre troupes, who each occupied a 

spot on the square and collected silver coins from their audience. The boy with the sleek 

black hair she had met in Korn, was juggling his knives, cleaving apples on poles and hitting 

the bullseye blindfolded. She did not approach him. Everyone in Bach was cheerful and 

friendly. Someone gave her a mug of beer. She joined a round dance. For the first time in a 

very long time, she felt happy and free. 

The day ended as wonderful as it had begun. Several partygoers gathered at the west wall to 

watch the setting sun, their arms linked. Lamps were ignited everywhere. She climbed over 

the city wall in the evening dusk, pushed a rowboat from the scaffold and went to sleep in it. 

 

It promised to be yet another warm, summer day. The nervousness increased: she was about 

to meet her supposedly dead mother. Her mood changed with every imagined version of their 

reunion. She was received with warmth, open arms and joy in one; in another she was 

rejected and slunk away disappointedly. There was also the possibility that she was just 

chasing a fantasy. What if Bern had not meant wat he said. What if the similarity to Andores 

was just a coincidence. What was she supposed to do when she didn’t find her mother? 

Summer wouldn’t last forever. The accidents she was causing would ultimately lead to her 

ruin. She would have to confess her true identity in order to save herself, and what would 
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happen next? She didn’t want to think about turning back and especially not about seeing her 

father again. 

The priest had told her about a bridge across the Wetter River on the other side of Bach. She 

crossed over the bridge and walked northwards, swam across a little stream around midday, 

wrung out her tunic and socks, and continued her journey. 

Halfway through the afternoon, the landscape began to change: grassland gave way to 

farmlands and broadleaf woods. The construction of the houses was different: the brick house 

in the front – the voorhuys – had a tiled roof and stood crossways against the back part of the 

house – the achterhuys – which had a thatched roof and an extension to facilitate the 

unloading of a hay wagon. The barns and the smaller houses were built of wood. 

The road followed the left bank of a brook that ran northwards. She asked a fisherman if the 

village Aklan lay on a brook. He shook his head, no. She asked a horseman for directions at 

the next bridge. He pointed to the east. Following his direction, she crossed the stream and 

walked down the road through the woods. Along the way, she noticed two tall boulders 

standing opposite each other in the oak woods. 

She reached the edge of the woods at dusk. On top of a slope stood a village of a few hundred 

houses. Its residents cultivated grain fields and vegetable gardens in between the village and 

the woods. A wooden fence protected the crops from damage caused by boars and deer. 

She passed a run-down wooden sign that said ‘Aklan’, and felt the tension rise. The moment 

of truth was near. If the priest had been right, Andores would be opening the Light Fest 

within a few hours. 

Groups of people stood gathered around a flat boulder near the buildings, children as well as 

elderlies. They were talking quietly, and everyone carried a torch. 

She joined the circle. 

‘What’s going on here? What are you waiting for?’ she asked a girl with a low voice. Her 

father heard her question. ‘We are waiting for our priests,’ he explained amiably. ‘The Healer 

will make a fire as soon as they arrive.’ 

Sanderine tried to stay calm. She stood on her toes and peered over the heads; standing by the 

boulder was a woman dressed in a long orange-red gown. That had to be Andores. She 

walked around behind the circle until she could see the woman’s face. 

The recognition came as a shock. Gert had resembled her. And her brother wasn’t the only 

who looked like her. Leaning against the woman’s body stood a girl about ten-years old, with 

the same blond hair and the same brown eyes. 

Andores looked warmly around at each face. 
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‘There they are.’ 

Sanderine looked over her shoulder. A man and a woman dressed in cream-colored gowns 

and dark-blue sleeveless robes were walking toward the waiting people. 

She turned back to get another look at the Healer and the child, and was overwhelmed by 

Andores’ focus on her. They stared at each other as though spellbound. The child noticed and 

tugged at her robe. 

Andores looked down and pulled the girl close reassuringly. On top the boulder lay two 

different stones, some dried mushroom caps, wood chips and a small bunch hay. The priest 

spoke a few words and then handed Andores a decorated torch. The Healer thanked all 

present, beat the stones together to make them spark and made a fire. She ignited the first 

torch. Shortly after, the chanting procession moved into the village with blazing torches. 

Sanderine followed them. 

The procession ended in the temple. It was dark inside; thick drapes covered the round arched 

windows. Patches of light fell on a statue in the back of the building, softly illuminating the 

genderless features of a human figure wearing a crown of flames. 

The Light Bearer’s right hand was holding a round dish and the left hand held a burning 

torch. The helpers stood alongside the statue: a man and a woman with serene faces in long 

robes, with flaming wings adorned on their backs; these were the light spirits, the fighters 

against evil. Placed in front of the sculpture was a semicircle of thick, thin, long and short 

candles. 

Sanderine gently pushed her way to the front to get a good view of the ceremony. 

Andores lighted a thin candle with her torch. The candle was used to light the other candles. 

A priestess gave a speech in conclusion, encouraging the people to pass on to others the light, 

the love and the Good. Everybody gazed devoutly at her face. 

A fluctuated light distracted Sanderine. The priestess was standing too close to the candles 

without realizing it. She watched her robe move toward to one of the many little flames. Her 

mouth went dry. 

The next moment, all of the candles went out. Everything was suddenly cast in pitch-

darkness. 

Confusing everywhere. The priestess stepped backwards, startled. 

Sanderine could feel her face burn with embarrassment. She backed away in the dark as 

inconspicuously as possible, and found a place to stand at the rear. 

‘The candles went out, the offering wasn’t accepted,’ a woman whispered in horror. She was 

not the only one who took the extinguished light for a bad omen. The priest tried to reassure 
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the people. Andores reinforced him with full conviction, but the damage had already been 

done. 

The Ravensworth could hardly believe that something as innocent as snuffed candles could 

cause such a fuss. She didn’t dare leave the building before the others – people were already 

throwing furtive looks at her and she didn’t want to draw even more attention to herself. 

When the service was over, everyone except for the priests and Andores moved to stand on 

the square before the temple. 

The villagers had their eyes fixed on the woodpile on top of the flat tower. If it didn’t catch 

fire quickly enough, Aklan’s misfortune would be irreversible. The priest and priestess 

lighted the beacon together. Andores watched them. A white curl of smoke appeared, and 

soon the pile was burning brightly. Perhaps things weren’t so bad. The spectators started 

talking to each other excitedly. 

 

They were handing out small flat round rolls with honey in the square. 

She had barely eaten, and tried to discreetly gather as many rolls as she could. It would be a 

while before she could approach Andores. 

After she had found a quiet spot to sit and eat, she pictured Andores’ face next to her father’s 

face, to see how they looked together. Somehow it was possible, but she had to add a playful 

smile to her father’s face and that was no easy task. 

Her parents were married twenty-two years ago; a young woman and a young man. A Healer 

and a Destructor. She tried to hold on to the smile on his face, but soon the corners of her 

father’s mouth curved down and the cold-hearted expression returned. Suddenly she could 

imagine why this woman had left: because she had loved the young man with the smile and 

not the Lord of Testerband, the subjugator he had become. 

Footsteps approached, someone sat down beside her and offered her another roll. It was the 

girl who had stood next to Andores. Her name was Iris. 

The child pulled up her legs, wrapped her arms around her knees and gazed at the fire on 

tower. 

‘It will burn until the sun rises, did you know that?’ she said to her in Landish. 

‘No, I didn’t know that.’ 

‘My mother sent me to you with a message,’ she continued earnestly. ‘If you cherish your 

freedom, you should leave Aklan as soon as possible. You are being watched. There are two 

tall boulders in the woods along the side of the road to Newstead. Go there and wait.’ 

‘I will go to the rock and wait there. Can I ask you something?’ 
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‘Sure.’ The girl looked aside at her, smiling. 

‘Do you have any brothers and sisters?’ 

The forward question surprised Iris, but she did reply. 

‘I have a brother, but he’s really big now, you know.’ 

‘What is his name and how old is he?’ 

‘Marcus. He is a Healer just like Mother and he is about twenty-six. Why do you want to 

know?’ 

‘I was wondering what female Healers do once they have children. Traveling would become 

a problem I assume, and Healers are always on the road, right?’ 

‘Not always. My mother lives in a house with an old woman and has for years. I am going 

back now. She told me not to talk to you too long. You should leave.’ 

Iris got up without saying goodbye and joined the other children. They seemed to know her, 

because they immediately accepted her into their circle. 

Two more children, she thought with surprise. Marcus and Iris could be her half-brother and 

half-sister. Bern was twenty-one. There were five years between Marcel and Bern. Had 

Antares kept a previous marriage a secret? Perhaps it was customary amongst Healers to have 

other people take care of their children for the time they were too young to travel. 

She got to her feet, looked around the square and saw that a man was watching her from the 

main street. She was afraid to walk past him and strolled into the opposite street instead. The 

town had no city wall or palisade built around it, so it was easy to avoid the man by crossing 

through some gardens and alleys. 

She quickly walked to the edge of the oak woods and headed back to Newstead. The sky 

above the crowns of the trees colored from blue to red along the way, and as time progressed, 

the sun sank below the treetops and the woods steadily darkened. 

It was twilight when she arrived at the two boulders. At the foot of an old oak tree behind the 

boulders was a round hole full of oak leaves. 

She removed her boots, placed her sword beside her, settled down on the bed of leaves and 

waited for Andores as planned. 

An hour passed. It became pitch-dark all around her. A screeching owl flew over the treetops, 

searching for mice. She listened to the sounds around her, yawned a few times, stretched 

herself out and fell asleep. 
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Chapter 3 

The Pit in the Plum 

 

When she woke the next morning, someone was sitting across from her with her back against 

a rock, observing her calmly. It was a woman with long grey-blond hair tied in a braid. Her 

face was tanned from living outdoors. Her mouth and eyes had been softened by delicate 

lines. At first sight, Andores looked both friendly and unyielding. 

‘Good morning,’ she greeted the Healer as she sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. The 

trace of a smile appeared on Andores’ mouth. ‘Good morning.’ 

It was cold in the woods. The woman wore a brown summer coat and was rubbing her upper 

arms. In the east, the sun freed itself from the treetops; it would soon get warmer. 

‘Weren’t you cold last night?’ she asked sympathetically. 

Sanderine shook her head. 

Andores studied her grubby riding-breeches and wrinkled green tunic. 

‘How long have you been wandering?’ 

‘Three weeks, maybe four.’ 

‘You were fortunate that the weather was warm and dry these past weeks. You look fairly 

presentable for someone without a roof above her head.’ The woman was silent for a 

moment, then looked at her seriously. ‘I evidently didn’t come here to discuss the weather 

with you. I noticed you yesterday at the Light Fest. I’m pretty sure it was you who 

extinguished the sacrificial candles and terrified the villagers of Aklan. That was not very 

clever of you.’ 

‘The gown was touching the flames; it happened because it alarmed me.’ 

Andores folded her arms across her chest, unconvinced. 

‘You claim that you can’t help it. When did you start experiencing these strange 

phenomena?’ 

‘About five or six days ago.’ 

‘That’s very recent.’ The Healer stood up, moved to sit by the edge of the hollow and 

extended her hand. 

Sanderine hesitated, afraid to hurt the woman. 

‘Give me your hand,’ Andores insisted. 

She carefully placed her hand in the more refined female hand. The joined hands felt briefly 

like a normal handshake, then a wave of warmth flowed from Andores toward her. The 
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response came immediately. The witkragh struck back before she could warn the woman. 

Andores winced and quickly let go. ‘Such malice! I wasn’t going to hurt you.’ 

Tears rushed out. Sanderine jumped to her feet. ‘You could have died!’ she screamed angrily. 

‘Don’t you ever do that again! Do you hear me! Never!’ 

Andores had remained seated, looked up at her apologetically. 

‘I’m sorry. I had to test it. You spoke the truth. I can now safely assume that your visit to 

Aklan was no coincidence. Please, don’t be mad and calm down.’ 

Sanderine ignored her. When she gained control of herself again, she sat back down. 

‘I am looking for a certain someone who can help me. Have you heard of the name Antares?’ 

She observed the woman intently. It took her a long time to answer. Too long. The card-

house of expectations she had built over the past weeks wobbled. 

‘Antares,’ the Healer answered softly. ‘I know Antares well. She is my sister.’ 

Sanderine was shocked. She had never considered the possibility of relatives on her mother’s 

side. Her father was an only child. She didn’t even know whether Antares had any brothers or 

sisters. 

‘What is your name?’ 

‘Sanderine.’ 

‘I have heard about you. You are my sister’s daughter, you were raised in Testerband. Why 

did you leave the river island?’ 

‘It’s a long story. I was hoping to tell my mother about it.’ 

‘I am your aunt. You can also tell me.’ 

‘I’ve never heard of you, I don’t know if I can trust you.’ 

‘Would you have trusted your mother?’ 

‘Yes. My mother is my mother. I found out recently that she is alive. Do you know where I 

can find her?’ 

‘In her homeland Hellow, unreachable to you.’ 

Sanderine looked at her brazenly. ‘Really? Says who?’ 

Andores’ eyes glistened. ‘You don’t fool me, young lady. You ran away from home. The 

Secret Service is undoubtedly looking for you. To reach Hellow you would have to go east, 

through Landrift. That’s the same as asking to be arrested. If you wish to keep your freedom, 

you need to stay clear of your father. 

Andores noticed that Sanderine’s eyes had hardened and that a disagreeable expression had 

appeared in her face. ‘I will help you,’ she continued in a friendlier manner. ‘I will find you a 

place to stay and teach you everything I know about witkragh. Look at me…’ 
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Sanderine turned her head and looked at her expectantly. 

‘I am glad that you came to me. I really want to help you.’ 

Antares’ sister, Sanderine thought scornfully. She is much too well-informed. She recognized 

me by my looks at the flat boulder and was watching me in the temple. The woman sitting in 

front of me is Antares herself. This is my mother. Every fiber in my body is screaming with 

recognition. This is my mother. A mother who doesn’t want to be a mother. 

Andores stood up and walked a several feet into the woods, then turned. ‘Follow me and I 

will teach you the first principles.’ 

Sanderine strapped on the belt with the sword and joined her. Now that she was walking 

beside the Healer, she saw that she was a hand’s width taller than the woman. 

After they had moved through the woods for a while, Andores stopped at a blown-down tree 

in a clearing. She gathered some pinecones under an isolated conifer, selected three cones 

and placed them on the tree trunk. 

‘Go and stand six feet away and knock them off the trunk.’ 

Sanderine automatically reached for the hilt of her sword. ‘How? Should I throw it?’ 

‘Don’t use your weapon. Use your willpower,’ Andores commanded without blinking. 

Sanderine directed her attention at the pinecones and fruitlessly attempted to move them. 

‘Point your finger at them and focus,’ Andores instructed. ‘Imagine that they are dangerous. 

Convince yourself of the urgency to knock them away.’ 

Sanderine concentrated on the cones. The Healer folded her arms and waited. After two 

failed attempts, it was as if the pinecones were hit by an invisible rock – they suddenly flew 

in all directions. When she had mastered the skill, Andores told her to repeat the exercise 

without pointing. An hour later she was able to move the cones instantly. 

‘That’s enough for today,’ said Andores contentedly. ‘By practicing you have subordinated 

the witkragh to your will. From now on, it shouldn’t lash out uncontrollably whenever you 

feel threatened.’ 

Just to be sure, she shook her hand again and touched her shoulder. Nothing unusual 

happened. 

‘Good work. It’s gone.’ 

‘I’m normal again,’ Sanderine said with relief. ‘I don’t have to be afraid of accidents 

anymore, and I owe that to you. All I need to do now is decide where to go next.’ 

She had made the last remark out of pride. If Antares wouldn’t acknowledge her as her 

daughter, she didn’t want any favors from her. 
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‘You’re training isn’t finished yet. I am going to leave you in the care of two old ladies for 

the time being.’ 

‘Not with you?’ It was more of a conclusion than a question. 

‘I don’t live alone,’ Andores explained kindly. ‘There’s Iris and also an older woman. The 

fewer people know about your arrival, the better. You will like staying with the two old 

ladies. They live in a large house on the edge of the Wayland Forest. Coby and Trudy are 

friendly, their Landish is quite good and they could use a pair of strong hands.’ 

The sun stood high above the trees already. The heat beat down on their heads and shoulders. 

While they were walking, Sanderine had to admit to herself that she trusted this person 

completely, whether she was her mother or not. 

‘Never let anyone notice that you are a Destructor,’ Andores warned her along the way. ‘It is 

a given fact that a Ravensworth never abuses his or her power; be proud of that and live up to 

it. Your power also has limitations: you need your sight to operate the witkragh; you are 

powerless in the dark or when blindfolded. And you won' be able to free yourself if your 

hands are tied behind your back.’ 

 

The Healer didn’t return to the two boulders on the way back, but walked south through the 

forest, crossed a shallow part of the brook, moved past the road to Newbach and entered into 

the pleasant coolness of the dense Wayland Forest. 

It was near midday when they left the forest and walked up an entrance road to a house. The 

voorhuys stood by itself, had two levels and was covered with ivy. A large barn obliquely 

behind it was also overgrown with ivy. Two scrawny hunting dogs notified the arrival of 

visitors with their barking and ran toward the strangers. 

Two elderly women paused their work in the garden. The tallest one was seventy years old. 

Her sister was five years older and leaned on a walking stick with every step. One of them 

was evidently hard of hearing, because their conversation could be overheard even thirty feet 

away – that’s how loud they were shouting to each other. 

‘We have visitors, Trudes!’ the tallest one shouted. 

‘I know, I know. I hear you just fine.’ 

‘It’s Andores, Trudes! I recognize Andores.’ 

The hounds had turned back excitedly, jumped around the grannies with their tongues 

hanging out, and finally took position beside them, panting. 

‘Someone’s with her, Cobes. A chap, a tall chap.’ 

‘It’s not a chap, Trudes. It’s a lass.’ 
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‘How can you tell?’ 

‘Well, it’s pretty obvious isn’t it!’ 

‘I don’t see anything that looks like a lass. It’s dressed like a chap – I can even see a 

weapon.’ 

‘It still is a lass. Good morning, Andores. Come for a visit?’ 

‘Good morning, ladies,’ the Healer replied with amusement. ‘I’m looking for a place to stay 

for this young lady here. Need a good worker?’ 

Sanderine observed the women. They both had hooked noses and wore their long white hair 

tied up in a bun at the back of their heads. The one leaning on the cane had red cheeks and a 

rounder face. Four lively little blue eyes took her in from head to toe. 

‘We certainly can. Trudes, it’s not a chap, do you see it now? It’s her clothes. How long can 

she stay?’ 

‘I’m not sure yet. Five days, probably more. I will come and see her every afternoon.’ 

‘Is she in some kind of trouble?’ 

‘Sort of. She ran away from home and I have taken it upon myself to help her along. I can’t 

tell you more I’m afraid.’ 

‘We’ll put her to work all right. Are you a big eater, girl?’ 

‘Her name is Astrid,’ Andores replied, smiling broadly. ‘Astrid Woodbird. I will return 

tomorrow afternoon, agreed? Take good care of her, will you?’ 

‘Certainly, Andores, certainly. You can leave here safely. Come on, Astrid, let’s get to know 

one another. Trudy just invented something new: a boiling hot brew of water and flower 

petals. She had concocted something earlier with burnt beechnuts, but that was disgusting.’ 

‘That is your opinion, Cobes. It tasted just fine.’ 

‘Even Igor and Olof recoiled from it, Trudes.’ 

‘Igor and Olof are our dogs, sweetheart.’ 

Sanderine turned to frown at Andores, who was getting ready to leave. 

‘Relax, they’re not going to poison you. I forgot to mention that they have a great sense of 

humor. See you tomorrow.’ 

Coby took Sanderine by the hand and coaxed her further into the yard. 

‘We are just getting started; we’ll be hilarious in ten years or so.’ 

Their little joke sent them into a fit of laughter. 

It took some time to get used to. The grannies made her sit on a bench behind the house and 

fed her cookies. They bustled in and out of the kitchen and never stopped talking. As soon as 

the conversation threatened to peter out, one of them would ask her a question or offer a 
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cookie. A simple nod of the head, or a yes or no, was enough to turn the sisters’ flow of 

words into a waterfall again. 

After half an hour, she let go of her serious demeanor and began to laugh at the remarks, 

which pleased the grannies to no end. She carried water, dug up roots and turned hay in the 

meadow behind the barn. Trudy made a hearty meal of roast chicken and various roots and 

tubers. When evening came, the three of them sat around the high table in the dining room. 

Trudy loaded the food into a fruit bowl; then both ladies watched open mouthed how the pile 

of vegetables was effortlessly wolfed down. 

‘Just as we thought,’ they sighed several times. 

‘She looked starving.’ 

‘I’m still growing,’ Sanderine explained with a smile. 

‘That can’t be possible!’ 

‘I hope not, for your sake,’ Trudy said. ‘You will become much too tall if that’s true.’ 

‘You need to grow sideways instead of lengthways,’ Coby warned. 

They ended the meal with a piece of plum pie and a glass of last year’s home-brewed plum 

wine. Then they moved to sit on a bench on the western side of the house and enjoyed the 

evening sun. Right before it turned dark, she helped the grannies carry buckets of lukewarm 

water to the washhouse. In it stood a round wooden barrel, held together by iron bands. When 

the tub was filled halfway, Coby gave her a piece of soap and a towel. 

‘Give yourself a good scrubbing, Astrid. And don’t forget your ears.’ 

The sisters let out a cry of disbelief when they saw the blackened water after she had finished 

washing her hair. When she was clean and refreshed, the women handed her their father’s old 

nightshirt and took her to a room on the first floor. She helped them make the large wooden 

bed, and quickly slid between the clean sheets when the sisters had left. After half an hour, 

the house became quiet. Everyone was asleep. Outside, Igor and Olof paced the yard 

vigilantly, ready to raise the alarm and search the grounds at the slightest noise. But nothing 

happened during that warm summer night. 

 

In the morning, one of the grannies knocked on her door to wake her. The sun climbed up 

from behind the forest. She dressed and helped Coby with the feeding of the chickens and the 

three pigs, then brought the cow and her calf in from the field. The calf sucked on 

Sanderine’s fingers while Trudy milked the cow. 
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Andores arrived in the afternoon. She had brought along a pair of sturdy looking walking 

shoes and made Sanderine try them on. They were a little too big, but a pair of knitted socks 

solved the problem. 

‘I want you to wear these shoes instead of the boots,’ Andores explained. ‘The boots give 

away your origins, and they aren’t suitable for long distance travel besides.’ 

‘Do you know where I can go to yet?’ she asked as they walked into the forest to continue the 

training. 

‘Not yet. I did manage to arrange a meeting with someone who is very knowledgeable. I had 

to do this discreetly, but I finally managed. You still need to be a little patient.’ 

They arrived at the clearing. This time, Andores broke off a branch with young acorns and 

suspended it from the bulge of a birch trunk. 

‘I want you to break the seeds without moving the branch.’ Breaking was more challenging 

than moving. 

‘Get a good grip on them with your eyes first, then break them; when that goes well, increase 

your distance to the seeds.’ 

Andores’ instructions seemed to be working. It was late in the afternoon when she had 

mastered the skill of breaking. 

‘Practice discreetly with wood, pebbles and twigs,’ Andores advised her before they returned 

to the two sisters. 

The second morning, Coby asked her to chop some wood. 

‘The forester sawed some wood for us, but the pieces are too big. Can you split the wood for 

us?’ The woman grabbed her hand and led her out the kitchen to the side of the house, where 

a block of wood stood with a rusty ax slammed into it. 

She made no objections, to Coby’s great delight, not even when Coby returned half an hour 

later to watch the splitting with Trudy. 

‘She’s improving,’ the sisters commented as they peered at Sanderine’s routine. 

Trudy knitted her brows musingly. ‘It’s almost as if those trunks are split before the ax hits 

the wood – that’s how smoothly it’s going.’ 

‘Indeed,’ Coby agreed. ‘Keep doing that for a while. We’re going inside to knead dough and 

bake bread.’ 

The sisters disappeared into the kitchen contentedly. 

The wood chopping was laborious. She chopped and destructed simultaneously, enjoying the 

splitting crack when she hit the wood, and the dull clump when the chunks fell to the ground. 
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Andores brought Sanderine a pair of black linen trousers and a simple belt for the knife and 

sword, early in the afternoon of the following day. The trousers were also a little too big, but 

the belt prevented them from dropping to her ankles. 

‘I will try and find you a coat and a sweater first thing tomorrow. You can continue wearing 

the green tunic though.’ 

It’s the end of July, too warm to wear a sweater and a coat, Sanderine reflected. If she needed 

these garments, Andores must have a walking tour of several months in mind. 

‘Thank you. These clothes will keep me going for a while.’ 

‘You’re welcome. I am happy to help you out. Shall we go?’ 

The walked down the yard to the exit.’ 

‘Today you will learn a new skill,’ Andores told her on their way to the clearing. ‘You are 

going to make a dome, a witkragh dome.’ 

‘A dome?’ Sanderine had no idea what might look like. 

‘Antares told me about the domes once. It’s an encasing that touches the ground at the base – 

a kind of witkragh cocoon. It’s transparent, indestructible and impermeable. A witkragh 

dome has one limitation though: you have to keep your attention on it, or it will dissolve 

immediately.’ 

‘How is it that you are so well informed?’ Sanderine asked bluntly. 

‘There is only a one-year age difference between Antares and me,’ Andores explained 

patiently. ‘Antares once assumed that she would raise her children herself, and she had 

prepared herself thoroughly for the task. We had many conversations about all kinds of 

things, and she told me a lot about the procedures of witkragh.’ 

‘Do you know why she left?’ 

‘Her husband wouldn’t listen to her anymore. He attacked Landrift. Antares couldn’t stomach 

that and left the High House. She wanted to take her children with her, but the law prevented 

that.’ Andores had replied pragmatically and without emotion. 

Sanderine had hoped for regret, a sign of love for the children she had left behind. She 

walked on in disillusionment. 

They had reached the clearing in the meantime. Andores picked up a branch from the ground 

and handed it to her. ‘Draw a circle around yourself and sit down.’ 

Sanderine did what she asked and then looked up at her from her spot on the sandy ground. 

‘Look at the bit of line directly in front of you – it represents the entire circle. Now imagine 

that you need place to hide. The rest should follow, as far as I know.’ 
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Sanderine concentrated on the section in front of her and tried to execute the assignment, but 

nothing happened. 

‘You have to convince yourself of the necessity of the dome. Search your memory for a 

situation in which horsemen are charging at you. I gather you experienced something similar 

in one of the army drills. Convinced yourself that you will die if you don’t find a hiding 

place.’ 

Andores’ description triggered a memory that completely threw her off balance. She couldn’t 

focus on the circle any more. She was back on the square. All of the students from her year 

were storming at her to destroy her. Everyone, except one girl, whose mouth had formed a 

round black hole, her eyes wide in horror, her scream drowned out by the shouting and the 

stamping of running feet. Fen Kleyn. Sanderine could have wept with gratitude. The fury was 

a single organism with hundreds of thrashing arms, hundreds of pounding legs. The memory 

overwhelmed her. She cowered instinctively, prepared for the worst. Something shot out 

from the earth around her: it was half of a cocoon of impenetrable, transparent material. 

‘You did it!’ 

Sanderine sat shivering on the ground, protecting her head with her arms. Andores touched 

the force field with astonishment. 

‘It will remain like that for as long as you feel threatened. This is amazing. I had heard about 

it, but I never actually witnessed one.’ 

Sanderine came to herself and looked up. She pushed against the wall in wonderment. The 

membrane immediately disappeared. Andores asked her to create a new one. Sanderine used 

her fear. She drew circles on the ground for the first three domes, but didn’t need to for the 

fourth. Andores made her practice some more. She had to also be able to protect herself while 

running and after a fall. 

Sanderine was remarkably quiet on the way back. 

 

The following afternoon, Andores gave her a short, brown leather jacket. 

‘Today’s lesson will probably be your last,’ she said with a smile. 

Sanderine heard it without much enthusiasm. 

At the open spot in the forest, Andores produced some plums and some bean pods. She split a 

plum in two and showed her the two halves; one half had a light-brown pit in its center. 

‘First, you learned how to move objects, then you destructed seeds and created a force field. 

This one goes a step further. I want you to break only the stone of the plum. The plum itself 

must stay intact. This is the last procedure of witkragh that I can teach you.’ 
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Andores placed a plum in the hollow of a branch, walked back to Sanderine, and waited. 

Sanderine stared at the shiny red fruit. 

‘Did you try?’ the Healer asked ten seconds later. ‘Can I go and look?’ 

‘No,’ replied Sanderine. ‘Not yet.’ 

Andores nodded encouragingly. ‘Go ahead and try. You might not succeed right away, but 

that doesn’t matter.’ 

Sanderine glanced at the plum, shifted nervously. Come on, she told herself, people eat plums 

all the time. Still, it didn’t feel right. Then she understood why. It was corrupt; destructing 

something that was concealed was a vile act. She didn’t want to think about it, didn’t want to 

be reminded. After a loaded silence, she stepped back and looked at the Healer. ‘I’m not sure 

if I want to be able of doing this,’ she said. 

Andores was extremely surprised. ‘What did you say?’ 

‘This exercise doesn’t feel right,’ she replied, this time with more conviction. 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘This application seems quite innocent, but that’s a deception. I know perfectly well what it 

leads to.’ 

‘You are making me curious. What does it lead to according to you?’ 

‘First, it’s a pit in a plum, then it’s the yoke of an egg, then a chicken that will be slaughtered 

anyway, and then… This skill is evil. It gives a Destructor too much power over others.’ 

‘This skill is what makes the Destructor a Destructor. It doesn’t sound like you want to 

become a Destroyer.’ Andores observed. ‘Why not?’ 

‘Because.’ 

‘You also learned how to fight, did that bother you as well?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘What’s the difference?’ 

Sanderine nodded toward the plum. 

‘You can see the weapon when you’re in a fight. You can duck when you’re attacked, strike 

back and defend yourself. People can decide whether to interfere or not. With this procedure, 

there is nothing to see. The people around will be confused at most about what is happening, 

and the victim will be defenseless. It’s horrible. Disgraceful.’ She felt the tears well up in her 

eyes. 

Andores’ expression had hardened. ‘You speak from experience.’ She gave Sanderine a 

scrutinizing look. ‘What happened between you and your father?’ 
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‘Are you sure you want to know?’ she asked. ‘You are my aunt, not my mother. I have bad 

news.’ 

‘I think it’s important that I know what happened.’ 

‘Well, when Antares left Testerband, she left us in in the High House in the care of 

kindhearted people, I can’t say anything about that. Once a year, our life was turned upside 

down. As soon as the cherries began to ripen, we knew it was coming, the moment when the 

Lord of Testerband would arrive to administer justice in the court hall, have a look at us and 

give a feast. Once those three things were over, we could continue our lives as children. As 

we got older, we grew to dislike this time of year. There was no conversation when he came, 

no attention, no love, nothing. When Gert turned sixteen, he wanted to go abroad to study. He 

had every right to do so, it was even his duty to leave Testerband, but Father wouldn’t let him 

go. Oh, no. He and that wretched Boiten had formed a block against which my brother 

struggled for two years. And when they carried Gert into the courtroom on a stretcher, Boiten 

made up a phony story about his suicide. Father didn’t even take the time to look at him…’ 

Anger and grief washed over her. ‘Gert put up a fight, I could tell by looking at his hand. 

That’s when I was faced with the truth. He was murdered. Then I tried to kill Boiten.’ 

While Sanderine continued talking, Andores stood as if transfixed. She seemed to barely hear 

the rest of her story. 

Sanderine looked at her militantly. ‘It was a foolish thing to do of course in hindsight, but I 

didn’t care at that moment. I was interrogated. My father wanted to know if I had been 

involved in Gert’s plans to leave.’ She clenched her jaws, trying to control herself. 

Andores’ gaze returned to reality, focused again. 

‘You just told me that your brother is dead. This comes as a great shock to me. I care about 

you. I might not show it, but I really care about you and your brothers. I want you to master 

this skill and I want this for my own peace of mind. All of this is far more serious than I 

thought. I now understand that this no longer concerns your freedom but your life. I will not 

be told after the fact, that you are no longer alive, that you were slaughtered like a lam when 

there is a wolf hiding inside you. A wolf who is perfectly capable of defending itself. 

Now come over here and set aside your aversion. I am not asking you to abuse your power 

like your father has done. But if you must eliminate someone because you are in danger, you 

must do it accurately and inconspicuously. So. And now you will focus your attention on the 

fruit and split the pit. We won’t stop until you are able to destruct blindly.’ 

‘I didn’t think a Healer could harbor such cold-heartedness. The witkragh precludes a normal 

life.’ 
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Andores shook her head. ‘Sanderine, you are Alisha’s successor and you should be proud of 

that. You can’t spend your life in some backwater village. And now we have said enough, 

now you will get to work.’ 

Sanderine did what Andores asked her to do and learned that afternoon how to split pits and 

peas. While she was practicing, she realized that she had discussed more things with Andores 

in a few days than she had with father in ten years, but that there was no loving relationship 

to speak of yet. 

Both were deep into their own thoughts on the way back. 

‘I am meeting someone tomorrow who might be able to answer my questions. Tomorrow I 

will know where to send you,’ Andores announced before saying goodbye. 

 

Around twelve o’clock that night, Igor and Olof sounded the alarm. The sisters and Sanderine 

were asleep in their beds. The dogs ran off barking, then quietly returned with someone. 

Shortly after, someone pounded on the door. 

Coby heard it, woke up Trudy, went downstairs and cautiously opened the door. 

It was Andores. She looked nervous but determined. ‘Go and wake up Astrid. She must get 

dressed immediately. I am taking her to another address.’ 

Coby shook her head with disappointment. ‘I hoped she would stay a while longer.’ She 

walked up the stairs to wake her, but that was unnecessary. 

Sanderine met her on the landing. ‘What’s going on?’ 

‘Andores is at the door. You need to get dressed. She is taking you with her. Trudes, get up! 

Astrid is leaving.’ 

Shortly after, Trudy stumbled down the stairs with a lantern in her hand. 

Andores waited in the hallway. ‘I’m sorry. I’m afraid to leave her here any longer. Your 

house lies too close to mine.’ 

Trudy nodded resignedly. 

Sanderine came downstairs dressed in her new clothes and shook the sisters’ hands, smiling 

warmly. ‘Thank you for everything. You should find a reliable boy from the neighborhood to 

help you with your chores.’ 

‘Oh, we’ll manage. For the time being anyway. Take care yourself, Astrid. You were a good 

help.’ Trudy and Coby walked with her outside to see her off. 

Andores was already on her way to the exit. Sanderine turned around and waved at them 

once, then ran after the Healer. 
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The moon was in its third quarter and provided enough light to travel in the dark. Andores 

found the road that ran from Newbach to Lagath, walking briskly. After they had walking 

next to each other for at least an hour, Andores spoke up and told her why she was taking her 

to a new address in the middle of the night. 

‘I heard tonight that strangers showed up in Aklan. They are looking for a girl that fits your 

description. If someone told them about my presence at the initiation of the Light Fest, they 

will assume that we encountered each other, which means that they will be searching the area 

near my house today or tomorrow. I decided not to wait, and to take you further north to the 

heathlands. Beyond the heath and sand dunes lies a dark pine forest, which forms the border 

of the neighboring land named Oldeland. A shepherd named Gerald roams the heathland with 

his flock. You’ll be safe with him for now. I hope to hear more about your destination 

tomorrow.’ 

That night, they walked down the road for a few hours, then crossed through an uninhabited 

terrain of sand-drifts and heaths. 

 

They reached a wooden sheepfold as the eastern sky brightened yellow to herald the break of 

day. Andores knocked on the door with a stick. 

Soon, two surprised dark eyes looked at her from under a shock of hair. ‘Andores? What are 

you doing here?’ The door opened a little further, a head came out to check the weather and 

now the shepherd saw Sanderine. 

‘I’ve come to ask you to allow this girl keep you company for a few of days.’ 

He stepped outside. ‘The girl is welcome to stay. I hope you brought something to eat for her 

though.’ 

Andores gave him a loaf of bread, a jug of milk and a piece of soft cheese. 

He put the food in a partly filled game-bag and handed it to Sanderine. ‘Carry this.’ Then he 

turned to Adores. 

‘Do you have something warm for her to wear? It can be cold early in the morning.’ 

The Healer shook her head, then extended her hand to show her appreciation. ‘I’ll bring one 

tomorrow, Gerald. Thanks for helping me.’ 

He grinned and shook her hand. ‘I’m glad to return a favor.’ 

‘Astrid, come with me for a moment?’ Andores and Sanderine walked away from the 

shepherd so he couldn’t overhear their conversation. ‘It’s important that you explore the area. 

If I don’t show up tomorrow, you must leave Gerald and wait for me in the pine forest behind 
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the sand-drift. If I do, I’ll be arriving late in the afternoon. Do you have any questions?’ 

Sanderine shook her head. ‘Be careful.’ 

‘Don’t worry, no one will hurt me. See you tomorrow.’ 

Andores greeted the shepherd and headed back home. 

Gerald let out the sheep, checking each one as the animals shot past him. Before they set out, 

he lifted a bundle of willow branches from a basin of water and secured it to the wooden 

frame he carried on his back. The sheepdog held back the flock at the front until the shepherd 

gave him a short whistle-signal. 

Gerhard drove the sheep in an easterly direction. Sanderine stayed close, trudged alongside of 

the flock, feeling tired from the nocturnal walk. 

After an hour, the shepherd stopped before a rolling heathland, sat down on a low flat rock 

under Scots pine and removed the branches from the frame. It soon became clear that he was 

a skillful basket maker. The dog kept the sheep from wandering too far off. 

Sanderine watched the flock for a while. Gerald was weaving a large harvest basket and 

didn’t say much. The sun drove away the morning chill. 

She deciding to explore the area, left the game-bag with the shepherd and walked in a 

northerly direction. The sand-drifts Andores had mentioned lay on the northern edge of the 

heathland. She plodded through the sand and looked at the high dune tops, which still had a 

few shrubs and trees growing on them. She became sleepy after half an hour, found a 

sheltered spot in the shadow of a conifer and fell asleep. 

The sun was at its highest point when she awoke. She decided to continue her exploration and 

walked further into the desolate expanse. 

She returned to the shepherd at midafternoon and sat down on the edge of the rock. 

‘Where have you been?’ he asked while he weaved. 

She watched his skillful hands bend, twist and press the pliable twigs, increasing the height of 

the basket frame. 

‘There’s a pine forest behind the sand-drift. Do you know how far the forest reaches? 

He shook his head. ‘I never walked into it. But…’ He leaned toward her secretively. ‘They 

say there is a massive hole in the middle of that dark forest, a funnel. It’s hilly at first, then 

you reach a slope that grows steeper and steeper, then you slip on a bed of needles and 

whoosh, down you go. Soon after, you fall through the spout of the funnel and enter the 

underworld, where the dead wander and moan.’ 

Her childlike expression made him laugh. ‘Do you know any more bizarre stories?’ 

‘Who knows.’ He resumed his work, savoring the effect of his story.’ 



 51 

He lowered the basket a few minutes later. ‘I know a story about a monster without a heart. A 

wolf told it to me out of gratitude, because I had pulled his sick tooth. Look, I can prove it.’ 

He reached into his shirt and removed a cord from his neck. On the cord hung a wolf’s tooth 

and a red down feather. He handed it to her. She took the pointy tooth from him. The tooth 

had scarcely touched palm of her hand or the environment changed. 

The shepherd who had been sitting beside her just a moment ago, was now walking up ahead. 

She was in a different part of the heathland, which was alternated with grass and saplings. 

Something was happening. The shepherd peered into the distance with a surprised look on his 

face. A few seconds later he was almost trampled by four armed horsemen. 

One of them pulled out his sword with a scream and swung at him. The sharp steel narrowly 

missed his head; he recoiled in terror. 

A shove brought her back to reality. ‘Wake up. What’s going on with you?’ 

‘Nothing. I drifted off for a moment, that’s all.’ 

‘Did you see something? Are you a fortuneteller?’ 

‘A fortuneteller? What is that?’ 

‘Someone who can predict the future. A cousin of mine can do that. They say that Andores 

can as well. Did you see something while you were daydreaming?’ 

‘No, I saw nothing. I’m not a fortuneteller.’ She managed a thin smile as she handed back the 

wolf’s tooth. 

‘I would love to hear that story of yours. The monster without a heart. The wolf told you?’ 

The shepherd grinned. He hung the tooth back around his neck and told her the story. 

 

It was night when they returned to the sheepfold. After the flock had been watered, the dog 

drove the sheep into the pen. They ate and called it a night. Gerald slept by the door, 

Sanderine on a sheepskin to the side. The vision of the attack of the four horsemen had 

alarmed her more than she wanted to admit. It was the second time that she had seen strange 

things. 

What was she supposed to do if the attack became a reality? She felt guilty about not telling 

the shepherd about the vision; it could prepare him in the advent of danger.  

When she opened the door of the shed, she immediately saw that a storm was approaching. 

Grey clouds drifted over. Gerald believed it would rain within a day. He drove his flock east 

again, further this time. Bored, she returned to the dune field and inspected the coniferous 

forest up close. Her restlessness increased after the midday hour. What if Andores didn’t 
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show up, what would happen then? Should she simply leave without saying goodbye to her? 

That would be a disaster. She still had something important to tell Andores. 

She returned impatiently, passed the time near the border of the heathlands. It was 

midafternoon, the clouds accumulated and it grew chilly. 

She jumped to her feet at the end of the afternoon. In the west, a figure on horseback 

appeared on the edge of the forest. When the figure came closer, she recognized her. 

Andores. Sanderine walked up to meet her, relieved. She held the gelding while Andores 

dismounted. 

‘I have some bad news,’ Andores said gravely. ‘The strangers spoke to Iris; that means that 

they really are looking for you. I took another road to get here so I wouldn’t give away your 

location. I’m sorry. Things are not progressing as I had hoped. You must start your journey 

this very afternoon. I have the address now. It lies far in the north, just as I expected. You 

will travel through many lands and cross the mountains to a land named Gellingburg. There’s 

a village named Ostrov, and nearby it lies the Wellsend Order. They will take you in if you 

are able to convince the board that you are a Ravensworth. The Order has a College. The 

north, Gellingburg, Ostrov and Wellsend Order. Remember these three names. You cannot 

delay your journey because you need at least three months to cover the distance. Fall will 

have arrived when you reach Gellingburg. So, where are you going?’ 

‘To the north, across the mountains, to the land Gellingburg, the town Ostrov and the 

Wellsend Order. Adores, there is something I need to tell you. I watched four men attack the 

shepherd in a strange daydream. Gerald said I was behaving strangely and asked me if I was 

a fortuneteller. Do misfortunetellers exist as well?’ 

A frown appeared on Andores’ forehead. ‘What makes you say such a thing?’ 

She told Andores about the wolf’s tooth and described the dream in detail. 

‘Do you often see something strange cut through reality?’ 

‘Once before, in a coal burner’s barn. A man fell from the roof. I only see horrible things that 

I really don’t want to see.’ 

‘You did well not to tell Gerald about it. What you saw would only create unnecessary fear 

and could lead to bad decisions. You don’t know if you are seeing something that lies in the 

present, the past or the future for example. Also, your imagination might put you on the 

wrong track.’ 

She was silent for a moment, observed Sanderine before she continued. 

‘The visions will disappear when you have evoked them consciously a few times. They are 

memories that cling to a place, a person or an object. What you “see” isn’t evidence of 
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anything, nor can it be used as such. The images can at most give you an impression of an 

event.’ 

Andores smiled teasingly. Sanderine caught her breath when she saw the smile: Gert’s 

teasing smile and this smile were identical! She recognized him in this woman. 

‘This comes as a surprise to me,’ Andores said mildly. ‘You clearly inherited something from 

our side of the family after all.’ 

This is definitely my mother, she thought happily. It’s her. It’s her! 

Sanderine tried hold on to the moment of happiness. She cleared her throat. ‘I still need to tell 

you something,’ she confessed. 

The moment of intimacy evaporated. Andores became distant again – she could tell by her 

reserved gaze. It hurt to see this, but she would not let herself become discouraged by the 

change in Andores’ attitude. What she had to get off her chest was more important than any 

other feeling. 

‘It concerns Elmar,’ she continued with a quiver in her voice. ‘He became a Healer at 

fourteen and was sent home. My father forbade him to travel across Testerband by himself 

because he’s too young. This has made him deeply unhappy. Can’t you send a relative to help 

him?’ She looked at Andores. 

The woman was struggling; she could tell from the tightening of her jaw and the shine in her 

eyes. Her plea had touched the Healer. 

‘I will do everything in my power to get him out of Testerband,’ Andores promised. She 

pulled a dark brown sweater out of a saddlebag and handed it to her. ‘Try this on for size.’ 

Sanderine removed her jacket and put on the sweater. A strand of dark hair came loose and 

fell across her forehead. Andores gently brushed the curl from her face and smiled. ‘The 

sweater fits. Keep it on.’ 

Sanderine had barely pulled her jacket back on, or she was distracted by the sheepdog’s 

barking. 

Farther up to the east of them, four horsemen galloped onto the heath. They were armed. The 

sheep jumped aside. They were heading straight at Gerald. There was no time to think. 

Andores and she looked at each other. 

Andores grabbed the reins and pushed the animal’s head in her direction. ‘Get on the horse,’ 

she said. ‘Go to Oldeland – the spruce forest. Now!’ 

Sanderine tarried a moment, then jumped lithely into the saddle. 
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She didn’t panic. This was something she had practiced in school. She was not helpless, far 

from it: she could meet their violence with violence, but only if she could determine the 

moment. The horse bolted off. Andores watched her go worriedly. 

  

She galloped across the heath toward the sand-drift. The four horsemen saw her go, turned 

away from the startled herder and chased after her. She tore through the hillocks in full speed. 

Her pursuers’ cries sounded behind her. She reached the edge of the sand-drift and shot up 

into the forest. She estimated the distance to the spruce forest at five hundred yards, and the 

horsemen’s disadvantage at half a minute. 

Going downhill, the horse stumbled suddenly and threw her off. She was catapulted across 

the ground and broke her fall by rolling like a ball. Remounting would take too much time 

and the territory wasn’t really suitable for riding. The hillocks were steep and small; the 

forest was overrun with leafy trees and bushes. 

She started running, ran obliquely to the northwest, taking care to stay shielded by the trunks 

and low bushes as much she could. Twenty seconds later, she dropped behind a hill and 

waited against the incline. Her plan worked: the horsemen lost sight of her and split up. She 

ran for her life. The larger the distance between the men, the better chance she would have to 

fight each one individually. She used a gully to cross a part of the wood unobserved. There 

was one more hill to cross before she would reach the spruce forest. 

As she was climbing up, one of the four men spotted her. 

He shouted. She hoped the distance between the riders had become too great to hear each 

other. In the dip behind the hill, he stormed down the incline toward her. She turned around, 

drew her sword, and gave the horse the scare of his life.  

The horseman was thrown off. She needed to take care of him quickly, before the others 

arrived. Her assailant was a mercenary. He jumped up, drew his sword and approached her 

with a triumphant grin on his face. She nimbly dodged his swing, struck back and used the 

witkragh to increase the effect, like she had done while chopping wood. The sharp pain 

caused by her hit stunned him for a moment, then he began thrashing about furiously. She 

needed all of her dexterity to stay on her feet while avoiding his blows. 

When he made a wrong move, she attacked and struck his right knee. She applied so much 

splitting force to his kneecaps that he buckled in agony and lost consciousness. Breathless, 

she straightened up, heard the cry of a man in the distance and hurried on in the direction of 

the spruce forest. 
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A second horseman caught up with her just before the dark border of tree trunks. This one 

blocked her path, jumped on the ground and proceeded to hack away at her violently. He 

probably found her previous attacker a moment ago, because this mercenary was not smiling 

but swore at her in a language she didn’t understand. She struck him directly in the groin. He 

stared at her blankly for a moment, then collapsed and rolled over the ground, shrieking. 

Haunted by his cries, she rushed into the gloomy spruce forest. 

She was proud of herself. She had contained herself and had used the force efficiently, 

without killing anyone. Her satisfaction gradually disappeared in the monotone, steadily 

darkening forest. It began to trickle. Rain was falling from the dark grey clouds above the 

forest, but the ground below remained dry for a long time. She thought about her abrupt 

parting with Andores with regret. The mercenaries had ruined everything. Their interference 

had kept her from finding out whether the woman she now had deep affection for was her 

aunt or her mother. 

 

The inhabitants of Oldeland were fond of religions and mysteries. Sanderine traveled from 

cloister to cloister for shelter and food like a pilgrim, reached the country Esens without any 

further problems and encountered a mountain range for the very first time in her life. 

Fall arrived. The trees lost a great deal of leaves during the first storm. The harsh living 

conditions, the sleeping outdoors and the lack of food took their toll. Sanderine was skin over 

bones and indescribably dirty when she arrived at the border of Gellingburg. The crops had 

been harvested and the fields looked desolate. 

It was almost dark when she arrived in Ostrov and asked a man for directions to the Wellsend 

Order. After a hesitant glance at her appearance he pointed northwards, beyond the town. She 

left the town and continued down the road to Dellmund, until she reached a three-forked road 

where according to the man, she was to turn right. The path led into the forest. The dark blue 

sky of the approaching night reflected in the puddles. Fallen leaves glistened in the gully. 

The lane came to an end at a tuff stone gatehouse. The high double door was closed. In the 

light of dusk, she discerned a tree leaf ornamentation in the niches on both sides of the door. 

She let the door knocker fall a few times. 

It took the muttering gatekeeper an eternity to open the door. An aging man with a felt cap 

above a furrowed face squinted at her and shook his head annoyedly. ‘We have no room for 

beggars. Go back to the city.’ 

‘I’m not a beggar,’ she replied. ‘I walked for months to get here.’ 

‘Students don’t walk in, students come here by appointment. Find a place to sleep in Ostrov.’ 
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She took a step forward indignantly. ‘I was sent here. Let me speak to your superior.’ 

He pulled the door toward him to close it, but something was stuck in between. The blade of 

a sword. 

She put her face close to the gap and could vaguely see a pair of terrified eyes. ‘Let me speak 

to your superior. Please, go and get someone.’ 

‘I certainly will. We’re under attack!’ 

The door opened with force a moment later. Two security guards appeared. Sanderine backed 

away, held her sword with both hands. 

‘Put it down!’ they yelled at her. 

She quickly flung it away from her. ‘I didn’t have a choice. He was about to shut the door!’ 

‘Be silent.’ One of them cautiously looked around for other attackers. The other one pushed 

her backwards and picked up the weapon. It had become too dark to see clearly in the 

meantime. He weighed it in his hand. ‘Elegant piece of work,’ he remarked. ‘Where did you 

get it?’ 

‘It’s mine.’ 

‘A vagabond with a sword.’ 

‘I’m not a vagabond. I’ve walked for months to reach Wellsend.’ 

‘Her accent is strange and her sword is extraordinary,’ the other reflected. ‘Let’s consult 

Arlin.’ 

Without a moment’s hesitation, he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into the gatehouse. 

The door slammed shut behind her. The guardhouse stood next to the gate. They showed her 

to a bench. One of the guards took the sword to the House of the Masters while she waited. 

He knocked on Arlin’s door and handed over the weapon after a brief explanation. 

The swordmaster was middle-aged, with long white hair tied back in a tail. His stern brown 

eyes, accentuated by bristly eyebrows, were softened by a witty sparkle. He walked to a lamp 

and turned the sword in his hand as he studied its hallmarks and the engraving of a raven in 

flight on the pommel. 

‘Highly unusual,’ he said softly. ‘A girl, you said? Let me see her.’ 

 

‘How did this come into your possession?’ he asked Sanderine fifteen minutes later, showing 

her the sword. 

‘Someone gave it to me.’ 

‘Who did?’ 

‘I’m not telling you. I want to speak to the Head of the Order.’ 
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He studied her from head to toe and thought for a moment. ‘All right, I will take you to him.’ 

He led her down a cobblestone path. Two large buildings stood on both sides. The path ended 

at a tall house of prayer. In the sparse light, she noticed that the serrated leaf design recurred 

on all of the facades. 

At the last building on the right, they went up a stairway. He knocked on a door on the first 

floor. She vaguely heard someone respond. 

‘Wait here until I call you inside.’ 

Shortly after, she heard him talking excitedly. A brief argument followed, then the door 

opened and she was allowed inside. 

The Wellsmaster had risen from his chair and walked around the table toward her. He was 

tall and lean and was dressed in a long robe in several greys; he had the boney fingers of a 

sage and looked trustworthy. 

‘Good evening. I am the Wellsmaster. What is your name?’ 

‘Astrid Woodbird.’ 

‘I see. Who gave you this sword?’ 

‘My father. It was especially made for me.’ 

‘All right, Astrid Woodbird. Arlin, she clearly feels uncomfortable. Can you leave us for a 

moment?’ 

‘Of course. I will wait in the corridor.’ 

‘Astrid,’ the Wellsmaster continued after the door had closed. ‘There is a way to find out who 

you are without saying your name out loud.’ He lifted a small earthenware bowl from the 

table, placed it on his hand and held it up. Sanderine threw the man a scrutinizing look, then 
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nodded. ‘Better put the bowl on the table, just in case.’ Shortly afterwards, the Wellsmaster 

called Arlin back inside. ‘Can you fetch the Head of the Women’s House? We need to go 

over a few things.’ 

 

They admitted Sanderine to the Order under strict secrecy although she was factually too 

young. The College on the terrain included four imposing houses two stories each, which had 

been built around the square courtyard. Directly in front of the houses stood the prayer house 

and the associates’ living quarters. The barns and stables were located at the periphery near 

the fields and the pastures. A covered walkway connected the House of the Masters with the 

Men’s House, and the Women’s House and the Refectory were also connected. 

They gave her a private room in the attic of the Women’s House, this to the astonishment of 

the first-year students who were two years her senior and shared a room with five others. 

The first lessons began a few days later. In a closed section of the library where the desks 

were lined along the wall beneath high stained-glass windows, a teacher dropped a heavy 

volume on her table with a thud. The Cheronese Book of Law. The Wellsmaster had a 

twisted sense of humor, she found. 

In addition to law study, she received fencing instructions from Arlin – once again to the 

astonishment of the young men. They watched them attentively from the walkway whenever 

they had the chance. 

Sanderine soon discovered why Andores had sent her to Wellsend: Arlin told her proudly 

about Prince Arnulf of Bergen who, four years ago, had been heavily wounded and taken to 

the Order by his friends. He had worked as a weaponmaster for eighteen months before he 

returned to his homeland. He led the underground resistance effectively until the Lord of 

Testerband put a price on his head, and Boiten’s guards used all possible means to hunt him 

down. 

‘But they didn’t succeed in arresting him,’ Arlin told her contentedly. 

‘He escaped to the east.’ 
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Chapter 4 

Wolves in Sheep’s Clothing 

Three and a half years passed by without much event. Wellsend was a quiet haven in the 

midst of the turning world. 

March was in its first week when the news spread through the dining hall of the Refectory, 

which also held the inn, that three youths had arrived from the Peoples States that morning. 

After the communal breakfast, the students and the associates of the Order joined the daily 

prayer service, where the priest ignited a fire basin for the light spirits and held a short 

speech. 

Before he could conclude the prayer service, the Wellsmaster walked up to the front. Three 

unknown youths followed behind him. The elderly man, dressed in the sober greys of the 

school, addressed the gathering. His eyes were sterner than usual. It became dead silent. 

‘Young people. I received some bad news. After an eight-year-long truce, the Lord of 

Testerband’s army has crossed the River Deep and occupied the border fortress. Then, his 

troops invaded the Peoples State of Asren. Asren surrendered after siege of three weeks. We 

can only draw one conclusion from these events: The Lord of Testerband has resumed the 

war for the Glister.’ 

Murmurs filled the space. He raised his arms and waited until it was quiet again. ‘Youngsters. 

These young men are from Asren. The Lord of Testerband himself sent them to Wellsend 

with a letter. I cannot disclose its content yet. The North-South Alliance must first carefully 

consider its stance toward the tyrant from Testerband.’ 

Sanderine didn’t hear what the man said after that. Her position was somewhere in the 

middle. Gert had been dead for over three years and the distance to her past seemed 

unbridgeable. She looked at the scrawny faces of the three youths. They had stood eye-to-eye 

with her father. The one in the center noticed her pensive stare. His eyes suddenly enlarged. 

He instantly nudged the others, began to whisper. 

She hid behind a tall gawkish boy, her heart racing. Their arrival had not been a coincidence, 

she realized with a shock. Her father knew where she was. She sensed that someone was 

watching her and looked over her shoulder, straight into the knowing eyes of physician Skew. 

Without showing a sign, she turned her ahead back and began chatting with a friend. 

She left the space between the others with an oppressive feeling. This was suspicious. The 

physician had not been one of the sworn associates involved in her arrival, as far as she knew. 



 60 

 

March passed slowly. There were rumors about couriers with letters and carrier pigeons with 

concise messages, which had been sent to all corners of the four adjacent lands, to call 

together the most influential people for a Peoples Council. 

Sanderine avoided bright lit areas. In the dining hall, she chose a seat far from the three boys, 

and always stood behind them during service hours; she didn’t speak in public and barely 

moved. It didn’t help. The youths from Asren soon developed a special sense to find her. 

Three pairs of brooding eyes followed her everywhere. 

 

It was early in the morning and dark outside. The bell in the tower rang five times. Her 

bedroom door opened and woke her up. The Head came inside and told her to put on her 

riding outfit. Arlin was waiting outside with a message. 

She pulled on a light grey shirt with long sleeves and over it a dark grey gambeson, its long 

hood hanging limply down her back, and grey riding breeches with riding boots. The only 

difference between her outfit and a boy’s, were its elegant execution and the incisions in the 

hemline of the shirt and the cap. She grabbed the dark woolen coat from the chair and went 

downstairs. 

 

She followed the weaponmaster worriedly to the stable where Marit, her mare, stood saddled 

and waiting for her. A servant arrived with his horse. He mounted, looked down at her 

gravely and asked her to follow his example. 

They rode through the gate. 

Five members of the Militia stood waiting for them outside. 

‘We were ordered to escort you to the Peoples Council in Esens,’ he explained. ‘The 

members of the North-South Alliance want to speak with you.’ 

‘With me? I want nothing to do with the Alliance,’ she answered indignantly. 

Arlin shrugged. ‘You can tell them that yourself. We are only carrying out the order.’ 

They traveled from staging-post to staging-post for a week. There was a guard at her door 

every night.  

‘For your protection,’ Arlin explained with a smile. 

To make sure I don’t run away, Sanderine thought. 

It was early in the afternoon when she caught sight of the impregnable fortress Hillenborg, 

stuck to a mountain slope like a plump wasp’s nest, and her heart immediately sank. 
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If the members of the Alliance have bad intentions, I will never be able to get out of there, 

she thought anxiously. 

They rode up the side of the slope for the rest of the day. After she was given something to 

eat and drink, she was led into the courtroom and presented on a platform, so that all 

members could get a good look at her from the gallery. 

The first part of the meeting would be etched in her mind forever. The chairman shook her 

hand and introduced himself as Sir Gersten of Lucia. He spoke loudly, so that everyone 

present could hear him. ‘Sanderine Ravensworth. Welcome to Hillenborg, it is a pleasure to 

meet you. Your father has sent a letter to Wellsend. In order to guarantee your safety, the 

Wellsmaster called the North-South Alliance together for a consult. I want to ask you a some 

questions on behalf of the princes, kings and high clergy of the four neighboring lands.’ 

She nodded reluctantly. ‘All right then.’ 

‘Under what circumstances did you leave your native land?’ 

‘I fled after my brother was murdered.’ 

‘That was four years ago. Did you fear for your life?’ 

‘There was no future for me in Testerband.’ 

‘Because you are Asega Alisha’s successor?’ 

‘The function doesn’t exist anymore,’ she answered truthfully. 

He was standing too close to her. He gave her the creeps. 

‘Sanderine. We are gathered here because the war for the Glister has been resumed. Your 

father threatens to invade Gellingburg from Wetherland and demands that we hand you over. 

We must take a clear stand against him, and so do you.’ He smiled encouragingly. 

‘The Alliance can go ahead and take a stand,’ she answered generously. ‘I know my position. 

I am impartial.’ 

Sir Gersten moistened his lips. 

‘The demand for your extradition is not the only issue at play here. Allow me to elaborate.’ 

He turned to the men on the gallery. ‘I’d like to use this opportunity to inform you of the 

latest news. Six weeks ago, a delegation from Wellsend spoke with the resistance fighters 

from Bergen. They told them that the Lord of Testerband had in the meantime invaded the 

Peoples State Footacre as well. And they had more disturbing news in addition to that. There 

are bloodthirsty monsters roaming around the country of Dellwine and Hoofgrave. These 

horrific beasts don’t resemble anything human or animal. Their number is growing and the 

resistance fighters believe that wizards created them on the border with Asren. Seeing that the 

Lord of Testerband has unleashed monsters on humanity, he no longer serves Life and the 
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Light Bearer. He has become the servant of Evil. We, the North-South Alliance, condemn 

these practices and support the prince of Bergen in his struggle to prevent the Lord of 

Testerband from stealing the Glister from Selene.’ 

He turned to her. ‘It is Good against Evil, Sanderine. Do you side with the Darkness or do 

you side with the Light?’ 

She had been listening to him with increasing astonishment. Did they drag her along for 

seven long days just so she could hear this nonsense?’ 

‘I have never heard of wizards who create monsters,’ she replied crabbily. ‘I refuse to choose 

and I have every right to do so. I want you to take me back to Wellsend. By the way, instead 

of this babble about Good and Evil, why were the no allies present on the battlefield at the 

Final Battle for Bergen nine years ago?’ 

The building was almost ripped from the mountainside. 

‘Take you back?’ 

‘Let’s kill her before she sides with her father,’ shouted a prince, who had turned red in the 

face. 

‘She’s with the Devil,’ a high priest cried. ‘Witch! Burn her!’ 

People rolled up their sleeves and came forward. 

‘Stop!’ A man wearing a black cassock rose to his feet and spread out his arms. It was the 

Mysterymaster from an Oldeland monastery. ‘Members of the Alliance, do not commit a 

crime in the heat of anger. I brought something important that I wish to read to you.’ 

The crowd dropped back and waited. He recited about ten enigmatic lines from a small 

leaden tablet. The verse opened with the word ‘when’: 

 

When a red shadow 

brushes the earth 

an Owl in the Palland 

will take to the sky. 

 

Other words followed, other verse lines, but she couldn’t stay focused. When the recital was 

over, it remained silent. 

‘I insist that we maintain secrecy regarding her existence,’ the Mysterymaster concluded. 

‘She is right. A Ravensworth stands alone. Let her go.’ 

No one in the assembly of distinguished men dared to contradict him. 
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He had achieved the impossible with the verse. Arlin and his men helped her off the platform 

and brought her back to Wellsend, safe and sound. 

 

April had arrived. Her two-week disappearance exactly during the time that an important 

Peoples Council was held in Esens, raised questions among the students, and the story of her 

reunion with unknown family was passed on scornfully. 

The youths from Asren became obsessed with her resemblance with the Lord of Testerband, 

and had trouble sleeping. They confided with physician Skew, but his interference only made 

it worse. 

At first there were only smoldering looks; after their conversation with the physician, the 

three began to whisper the rumor that she had a precious sword with her when she arrived. 

Testerband was the only country with a female warrior tradition. They stated that the 

Wellsmaster had not disclosed the letter’s contents to the public, because the Lord of 

Testerband had ordered him to send his daughter back to Testerband. It amused Sanderine’s 

friends to no end and they zealously kept her informed of all of the rumors. It was enough to 

drive one crazy. 

 

It was a Saturday afternoon, ten days after her return. To show that the gossip had no effect 

on her, she entered the courtyard of the Refectory as usual. She leaned nonchalantly against a 

wall, keeping an eye on a group of boys who had stopped to deliberate about thirty feet away 

from her. Their furtive looks at her warned her that they were about to play a trick on her. 

Earlier that week, the school’s top fencer had challenged her to a duel, but the proximity of 

physician Skew had kept her from responding. She didn’t trust the man. 

Not ten seconds later the time had come. The bravest of the bunch walked up to her swinging 

a burlap sack, and shook out its contents. 

A gigantic scorpion fell to the ground at her feet. The hellish beast instantly raised its tail in 

defense. People near her scattered to the side. 

She veered up to kick the animal away, but before she could balance her weight onto her left 

leg, a beautiful melody sounded nearby. 

A musician with a wind instrument to his lips had positioned himself across from her. 

The scorpion instantly fell under the spell of the compelling music and paraded back and 

forth in front of her. 

A circle of spectators formed around them to watch the dance with bated breath. 
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She looked at him in bafflement. The musician had long reddish blond hair and remarkable 

golden-brown eyes. She estimated he was about five years her senior. When he decided it 

was enough, he directed the arthropod – its stinger militantly raised – toward the bully, who 

cried out hoarsely and ran away to everyone’s hilarity. Then, he fixed his attention on her. 

The onlookers hushed. His act had made him instantly famous; everyone was eager to hear 

what he had to say. 

‘Why did you leave Testerband? You didn’t come here with the complicity of your father, 

did you?’ Sanderine couldn’t believe it. Did he really just say that? Was she losing her grip 

on reality? She stared at him for a second, then left the courtyard without answering. 

She withdrew into her room in the attic, and that night she dreamt about the three boys from 

Asren, physician Skew and the musician; they had gathered in the school’s inn and were 

drinking to her downfall. 

The bell in the tower of the prayer house rang six times. The school got ready for a new day. 

The students bathed, dressed and walked to the Refectory. During breakfast, the three young 

men approached her table. The shadiest of the three, Eric, provokingly placed his hands on 

his sides. 

‘We heard that Astrid Woodbird is a false name. Tell us your real name.’ His sharp voice and 

his militant posture drew the attention of the other students. 

She was aware of the fact everyone was listening and she looked at the expectant faces of the 

young men and women she had known for years. Her girlfriends lowered their eyes. 

‘It doesn’t matter what my name is.’ 

‘It matters very much. Everyone here wants to know who you are.’ 

‘What do you expect to accomplish with this spectacle? I will still be the same person.’ 

Eric didn’t accept her statement. ‘We want to know who you are. Tell us your name.’ 

‘Isxandra.’ 

‘Isxandra who?’ 

She waited a moment before uttering her last name. ‘Isxandra Ravensworth.’ 

Everyone gasped. Those who still sat with their backs to her now turned and stared at her in 

disbelief. 

‘What will you do to prevent your father from seizing the Glister?’ 

‘Nothing,’ she said when the silence had turned against her. His shortsighted attitude 

disturbed her greatly. 

What do they expect, she wondered angrily, that I wave the Gellingburg flag and declare war 

against my father? 
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‘The war my father is waging is not my concern,’ she spoke loudly and clearly. ‘I am 

impartial.’ 

An overall murmur arose in the dining hall. 

‘Isxandra Ravensworth. Your father wiped the little State of Asren from the map – my 

homeland. When the city capitulated, he ordered to carry off all of the adults; only the elderly 

and the children remained behind. I saw it with my own eyes. The seven aldermen and the 

magistrate were hanged in the market square. And you have the nerve to say that your 

father’s war is not your concern?’ His face reddened with anger as he spoke. 

She had gotten to her feet and stepped backwards over the bench. 

Before she could answer, he flew at her. She caught his attack and pushed him away. The 

other two dashed forward in alarm and grabbed his arms. All present had left the tables and 

stood around them in a large circle. 

‘You are a traitor of all that is decent!’ Eric screamed and spat on the floor. 

She did not reply. 

The heat of his anger seemed to suddenly spread to all of the students. It was as if an enemy 

had unexpectedly appeared in their midst. Everyone turned against her and started shouting. 

The security guards, who had been alerted by the warden, ran into the hall, oversaw the 

situation and created a human wall between her and the other students and led her outside. 

She made a decision, walked to the gate and asked the gatekeeper to let her through. 

‘What’s going on?’ he asked reluctantly.  

‘I’m leaving. Open the door.’ 

‘I can’t do that. The Wellsmaster told me not to let you through. You need his permission 

first. 

Arlin came walking up to them with long strides. ‘What is going on here?’ 

‘They won’t accept my impartiality. I have decided to leave.’ 

‘The Wellsmaster is coming. You must wait.’ 

The students had left the dining hall to find her and were shouting insults at her. The racket 

continued until the Wellsmaster appeared. 

Arlin drove the youths back with the aid of the Militia. While the grey, stooping man urged 

everyone to calm down, Sanderine let her eyes glide over the students. The three enraged 

boys from Asren stood in the front. Halfway down, she spotted physician Skew. He had a 

satisfied look in his eyes. 

She looked for the musician briefly but didn’t see him in the horde. 
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The Wellsmaster addressed the students. He explained that Sanderine was a fugitive and was 

entitled to protection and shelter. Then he tried to persuade her to abandon her plan. 

‘They will understand your viewpoint if you give them some time to think about it.’ 

She shook her head. ‘My father has his eye on Wellsend. I don’t feel safe anymore. I request 

your permission to leave.’ 

The Wellsmaster gave her a searching look, then nodded resignedly. 

‘Arlin, will you get her horse. Sanderine, come with me to my study.’ 

When they arrived in his room, he retrieved a purse with silver coins. He had a letter of 

recommendation written, and he gifted her the mare with the name Marit and a bow with 

accessories. Lastly, he returned the sword to her and wished her strength for the times to 

come. 

 

It was a beautiful spring day. The sky was blue, a lark sang above the meadows and several 

farmers were at work outside. Although she couldn’t have chosen a better time to travel, she 

wasn’t enjoying it. She was worried. 

She looked over her shoulder every now and then to see if someone was coming after her, but 

she never detected the slightest trace of a suspect figure. 

Her first destination was Dellmund. Her friends had told her much about this bustling city. 

Dellmund was a few days’ march from Ostrov and large enough to disappear in. 

A rolling green border loomed up before her around noon – the cart track ran straight through 

a hilly wood. She disappeared into the shadow of the trees without hesitating. The leafy 

woodland had burst into spring with flowers, garlands of pollen and velvety catkins. The 

woodsy smell and the chirping birds reminded her of her excursions in the woods of 

Testerband; There too, the shrubs and trees would be blossoming in the woods and orchards, 

along the paths and the edges of the ploughed land. The High House emerged in her mind’s 

eye, resting dreamily on top of the round hill. 

The sight of a terrified Gert in the dark stable jolted all good memories to the background. 

She shook off the images.  

The forest appeared again. ‘First, to Dellmund,’ she said to encourage herself, ‘Then we’ll 

see.’ 

The road remained quiet; she moved off the trail three times to let a wagoner pass. 

She rode all afternoon in the shade of the tree crowns, accompanied by the shimmer of the 

sun. 
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The beautiful day was crowned by a splendid evening. The sun stood low on the horizon 

when she left the woods and caught sight of a fishing village. Amer on the Aam River. She 

stopped at the bridge across the deep-lying river. Boats lay in the glittering water. It looked 

peaceful and timeless. She spotted a tavern in front of a row of small wooden houses leaning 

comfortably against the embankment, and decided to get something to eat. 

She rode into the inn’s yard, dismounted at a filled feeding rack and tied Marit to one of the 

rings. The elegant letters on frontage of the wooden building read ‘The Lambskin’. 

 

The establishment was a gathering place for fishermen and other workmen. The bustle and 

the laughter welcomed her. When she had closed the door behind her, she studied the layout 

of the room. The beer tap stood directly in front of her, and the open door behind it showed 

part of the kitchen. A fire burned in the hearth beside the beer tap. Some men were sitting at a 

sturdy round table before the hearth. And to her right stood three elongated tables with 

benches. The middle table was the only one occupied. 

The guests glanced at her sober attire and her weapons then returned to their conversations. 

She chose the first table, sat down with her back to the wall and snuck a peek through a small 

window that looked out on the horses. 

Marit had been watered and was pulling a tuft of hay from the rack. 

The innkeeper came up to her to take her order. 

‘A mug of beer and a hot meal, please. What are you serving today?’ He gave no reply, 

walked away and slammed his fist on the counter. 

‘Marie, pea soup!’ he barked into the kitchen. 

While she was waiting, two large dogs got to their feet. They leisurely stretched and walked 

up to her. The innkeeper was handed a bowl of soup and some bread from the kitchen. He 

served her and walked back to the bar to pour drinks for the other guests. When the dogs 

received no more than a pat, they sluggishly returned to their spot on the floor. 

The sun disappeared below the horizon. It would be dark soon. 

She considered renting a room for the night and checked the window again to make sure that 

everything was all right. Someone was stroking Marit’s head. It was the musician from 

Wellsend. 

Shortly after, the door to the tap house was opened. 

The young man was dressed in a chamois leather jacket, brown trousers and walking shoes. 

He stepped confidently into the room. 
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A skipper standing by the beer tap lifted his drink in greeting and downed it in a single swig. 

The newcomer greeted the innkeeper with a nod and surveyed the room. He found a spot at 

the other end of the three tables. 

She turned away her head. 

He was following her. The thought made her nauseous. 

Dusk advanced steadily. The innkeeper lit the candles of a few chandeliers. The door opened. 

Three men entered. 

They walked up to the musician and asked him politely if they could join his table. He 

nodded indifferently. Two men pulled back some chairs and sat down. The third man came 

toward her to admire a painting of deer in the moonlight. 

She startled when he touched her shoulder and leaned over to her. 

‘Sanderine Ravensworth,’ he said, softly but clearly. ‘Do you know the punishment for high 

treason?’ The man looked knowingly into her eyes for a moment, then casually returned to 

his companions. 

As the blood drained from her face, he sat down next to the musician and asked the others 

with a smile if they had also ordered for him. 

There was no doubt about it. These were guardsmen from Boiten’s elite corps. She knew the 

type. You couldn’t mess with these chaps, nor talk to them. They followed orders without 

questioning. Her father had appointed them to get rid of her. She took a deep breath. Part of 

her couldn’t accept that they were here to kill her, another part shouted that she had get out of 

there – get outside. 

The entrance door swung open. A boat had evidently just moored. The crew stumbled into 

the room. 

One of them triumphantly held up a large, long flute. ‘If the owner of this flute doesn’t show 

himself immediately, I will break it to pieces!’ 

The musician was already at his side, towered above him and wrenched the shawm from his 

hands.  

The others grabbed him from behind exultantly, lifted him in the air and carried him to the 

round table by the hearth. 

‘Blow, sneaky bastard!’ the crew roared. ‘You are going to blow us a tune!’ 

The three men lost sight of her for a brief moment. 

She quickly slipped behind the ship’s crew toward the exit. 

The door closed. The first tones of a melody sounded from the shawm. 

 



 69 

She was still able to discern the surroundings outside, but that would change within a half 

hour. Some dogs barked. Marit heard her coming and turned her head toward her. Sanderine 

nervously untied the reins, mounted and hurried to the river, where beyond the bridge the 

sunset glowed. 

She heard the door of the inn slam against the wall. Horses whinnied. The lamenting call of a 

bugle resounded. 

She was galloping up the bridge. Marit’s hooves clumped over the wooden deck. Her heart 

skipped a beat. Three men were coming up the other side of the bridge. She quickly reigned 

in Marit and looked behind her. Too late. She was trapped. She decided to attack. She let out 

a cry and drove Marit forward, drew her sword. 

They awaited her eagerly. She stabbed the man who parried her attack. He fell down. 

Another jumped forward, thrust his spear at her. He missed her stomach because Marit 

suddenly reared up, and pierced Sanderine’s upper right leg instead. She roared with pain, 

then reacted instinctively, like an injured animal. The light of dusk was just enough to see by. 

Something surged up from below, ready to destroy. Her eyes found theirs, one by one. The 

men’s knees buckled, the weapons slid from their limp hands and they crashed to the deck of 

the bridge. Dead. 

It became quiet, dismally quiet. 

The grimace on her face disappeared. She sheathed the sword and examined her injured leg. 

Her hand glistened blackly with blood. The sock in her riding-boot was soaking wet. She 

pressed against the gash, trying futilely to stop the bleeding. Then she focused her attention 

back to the six dead men. 

It was monstrous to desecrate the bodies, but she saw no other solution. No one could find 

out how they had died. She slid down the saddle carefully. 

She drew her sword and limped from one to the other, stabbing them. She pulled two men 

onto the railing of the bridge and pushed them over the edge. A splash sounded below. In a fit 

of revulsion, she hurdled her sword after it. 

She mounted as quickly as she could and continued her journey to Dellmund. 

The road was barely visible. She focused mostly on the red glow on the horizon. The moon 

rose. The trail took her into an uninhabited territory. No light from a house or a fire could be 

detected anywhere. Before her she perceived the contours of little grass hills, as far as the eye 

could see. She checked the wound; it was still bleeding, but not as badly. She pressed on the 

wound again for a while, reached the hills and rode in between them. 
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A short hour later Marit stopped so abruptly that she had to grab hold of the manes to keep 

from falling. When she had regained her balance, she pressed her good leg into the horse’s 

side to spur her on. Marit tried to wriggle away from under her. Sanderine didn’t understand 

and increased the pressure, causing the mare to turn on her axis. After the umpteenth spin, 

Marit lowered her head and bucked. Sanderine lost her grip and fell to the ground with a 

thud. Marit did not run away, fortunately. She limped over to her and felt for the rein. The 

mare turned away and tried to kick her while letting out a squeal. 

Sanderine backed away, became dizzy. As she reached for support on the ground, Marit 

tossed her head back and neighed loudly. A reply sounded in the distance – the unmistakable 

whinny of a horse or a pony. The musician! He had not been with the other men. 

The shock had given her new energy; she stumbled up a little hill, lay down on the top and 

scanned the area in the scant light of the moon, A human shape with reddish hair appeared in 

the valley. She pushed herself into the ground, hid behind a few clumps of grass. He rode up 

to Marit. 

Sanderine lifted her head, saw to her horror that he had spotted her. He halted at the base of 

her sanctuary. The moon shone in his face. Two golden cat’s eyes lighted up. Her heart 

stopped. 

He jumped off his horse and trotted lithely toward her. She scrambled up and drew her knife, 

feeling strangely light in the head. 

I’m too weak to fight, she realized. There was only one option left: witkragh. Tension 

thickened the air. Her gaze directed the earth force into his body to stop him. Nothing 

happened. She was completely flustered. 

No body! – flashed through her mind. A ghost? His fist struck her jaw. A single blow did the 

job. 

 

She must have lost consciousness for a moment. She was lying across her own saddle like a 

sack of oats, and Marit was following the musician like a shadow in the night. When he 

noticed that she was trying to free her tied-up hands, he came alongside her briefly to secure 

the knots. Distraught, she hung down her head and only saw dark grass glide by. The 

scoundrel isn’t human, flashed through her mind. He is going to revenge his palls and I don’t 

stand a chance against him. 

After a while, he stopped the middle of a small valley. Her heart started pounding painfully in 

her chest. He dismounted, walked up to her horse and loosened the belt that tied her to the 
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saddle. She tried break free, made a movement like a fish and shot forward. The ground was 

hard as a rock. 

Marit stepped over her and wandered into the grassy plain to find something edible. The 

other horse joined her. 

Sanderine rolled onto her right side, pushed herself up with her elbow, sat down. She had 

decided to look him in the face. He was watching her with contempt. 

‘I am going to disarm you,’ he told her. ‘I am going to judge you according to the laws of my 

people.’ His announcement didn’t register with her. 

‘Who are you?’ she asked quietly. He didn’t answer, sat down on the grass across from her 

and stared at her. 

She lost control of her thoughts. Time seemed to solidify. Something took her back to the 

moment she arrived in Amer, and then she experienced everything all over again, clear as day 

detail. All of her thoughts and all of her musings passed before her mind’s eye. Once again, 

she stepped into ‘The Lambskin’, saw the musician cross the room and be addressed by one 

of Boiten’s guardsmen. She ran from the inn and was attacked on the bridge and stabbed in 

the leg a second time. It ended with the killing of the attackers and the hurling away of the 

sword. Then it remained pitch-dark. 

Sanderine couldn’t move, couldn’t open her eyes. She started crying from sheer 

bewilderment. 

‘I’m such a fool,’ she heard him say. 

He freed her hands, pulled her up by the arms, held her against him. ‘I’m so sorry. I’m a 

complete idiot. I thought that you had killed those men over some triviality.’ He cleared his 

throat. ‘I wish I had known that they were trying to kill you. You’re paralyzed. Temporarily. 

Please calm down. Try to sleep.’ 

It was mostly the tone of voice that calmed her down. He carefully put her down and then 

disappeared. He returned a moment later, with a wet rag, her sleeping mat and a blanket. He 

bandaged her leg, cleaned her face with the rag and wrapped her in the blanket. He rolled her 

on her side, then pushed his sleeping mat next to hers. She fell asleep. 

 

The sun appeared on the horizon. She was able to move again; only the leg injury reminded 

her of the attack the night before. 

The musician raised himself sleepily when she got up. 
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She did not understand why she had been so afraid of him. He was just a young man with 

disheveled hair. She did not care why he had forced himself into her life, did not need any 

apologies. Ignoring him, she rolled up her mat and blanket and continued on her journey. 

‘Dellmund lies in the west,’ she told herself as she limped onward. ‘I’ll sort everything out 

along the way. I’m still alive and the pain will go away.’ 

Behind her, the musician called the horses, mounted and caught up with her. 

‘Where are you going?’ he inquired pleasantly. 

She pretended not to hear him. 

‘Where do you think you are going?’ 

She was definitely not going to answer him. 

He turned his horse sideways in front her. 

She turned to the left, turned to the right, looked up at him angrily. ‘Did I call for you?’ 

‘Let’s talk.’ 

‘We’re past the talking phase. Get lost.’ 

He spread his arms defensively. ‘I can’t. Six years ago, my people sent me on a mission to 

find a full-fledged Destructor. I visited all of the Ravensworth descendants without luck. I 

had already given up when some friends from Esens told me that a Ravensworth had showed 

up in Wellsend. I didn’t believe a word of it until they added that this person had dared 

oppose the Greats of the Front-West at the Peoples Council in the Hillenborg. I need to talk 

to you. I know some things about your father. I need your help.’ 

‘Which direction are you going in?’ She asked gruffly. 

‘North. I’m going north.’ 

‘North? Alas, then this is where we go our separate ways. I am going west.’ She tried to walk 

around the horse, but his stallion moved backwards and blocked her again. 

‘Why go west?’ 

‘I’m going to Dellmund.’ 

‘Why Dellmund?’ 

‘Dellmund is a large town.’ 

‘The north has large towns as well. Lucia for example. A beautiful town near a waterfall. 

Why not go there?’ 

‘Didn’t occur to me yet.’ Sanderine frowned. She couldn’t think. She wanted to be left alone, 

and it didn’t look like the boy would leave her alone if she turned him down. 

‘The north is negotiable,’ she answered finally. ‘I will give you a chance to make amends 

me.’ 
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He dismounted, summoned Marit and helped her strap on the mat and the blanket. 

‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ he said after he had remounted. ‘My name is Espen Asrath. 

I’m from Rath, from Ruaad. That’s an island in the Boreal Sea. Your father installed a shield 

in Rath that we have no power over. I am asking you to come with me to remove the 

obstruction. A hundred lives are at stake.’ 

This sparked her interest. ‘When did my father visit Rath? Why a shield? Against what?’ 

He considered his reply carefully. ‘Your father visited Rath twice. The first time was about 

thirty years ago. The second roughly twenty-two years ago. I can’t tell you why he installed 

the shield right now.’ He looked at her tellingly. ‘I want to cross the sea first.’ 

She avoided his gaze. ‘All right, Espen. The shore is still far away. I’m not making any 

promises.’ 

‘I hope you will eventually decide to help me out of your own conviction,’ he tried 

pleasantly. 

She shrugged. 

 

It soon became clear that traveling was too wearisome. The wound had begun to throb and 

she became very sleepy. When she almost fell off her horse past noon, he stopped by a stream 

at the edge of a spruce forest, right before of an incline. 

She quickly pulled out her mat and blanket, dropped down and instantly fell asleep. She slept 

the rest of the day and didn’t wake up until the next morning. 

This time he was already up and was looking down at her impatiently. 

‘You’re like a bear in hibernation. Impossible to wake, not even to eat something.’ 

She stood up sleepily, walked to the stream without any pain and washed her face. 

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked while he packed his things onto his horse. ‘Rested? I see 

you are able to stand on your injured leg. How does the wound look?’ 

‘Eh,’ she answered sheepishly, ‘I didn’t look yet.’ She dropped her trousers, removed the 

bandage and saw that the deep stab wound had healed nicely. 

‘Look at that,’ he exclaimed in amazement. ‘Blasted Destructor! That should’ve bothered you 

for at least another week. It’s not going to be easy for your father to get rid of you!’ 

He might as well have kicked her. She pulled up her trousers angrily. ‘Why are you putting 

so much emphasis on destruction? There is a huge difference between what I am able to do 

and what I actually do, just as it is with every human being.’ 

He laughed scornfully. ‘Is that your message? Can’t you hear how revolting that sounds, 

considering what is going on in the east? Your father…’ 
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‘I’ll tell what’s revolting!’ She strode quickly over to Marit. ‘A year ago, the silence was 

deafening, and now everyone suddenly has an opinion about my father. I can’t help it that he 

is my father! Why can’t I be impartial?’ 

Dear child. He is waging war again. He is still after the Glister. Do you have something better 

to do, your Majesty?’ 

‘My name is Sanderine. I’m not an aristocrat. I don’t have a title, just a rotten last name. Let 

the people fight their own wars. I want to decide for myself what I do with my life. Leave me 

alone!’ 

‘Your heritage connects you to the war. I’m sure they told you that at the Peoples Council in 

Esens. It clearly made no impression on you. Your brazen rejection caused quite a stir.’ He 

grinned. ‘It’s a miracle they let you go. How did you get them to do that?’ 

She turned away from him derisively. ‘What makes you think you can ask me such 

questions? Shouldn’t we be moving on by the way? It will take weeks to reach the shore.’ 

She rubbed Marit’s nose, held up the bridle and was about to place the bit in the mare’s 

mouth. 

‘They say that you look exactly like your father.’ 

She turned around as if stung. ‘Who said that?’ 

‘The refugees from Asren.’ 

‘Oh, the boys from Asren. In the end, they made me a suspect in every conversation. They 

accosted you of course when you arrived, happy with your statement.’ 

‘Well? Do you resemble your father?’ 

She glanced at the southern horizon, at the hilly terrain they had left behind them. ‘The boys 

thought he had spared their lives accidentally following the fall of their Peoples State. He 

personally sent them to Wellsend with a threatening letter, relying on the resemblance to set 

them to work. My father is no fool after all. Physician Skew was also a suspect figure. Did 

you talk to him?’ She placed the bit, moved the bridle’s headband over the ears and threw the 

reins across the horse’s crest. 

‘I don’t know who that is. One of the six attackers called you the successor of Asega Alisha. 

Is Asega another name for Dame, or Lady?’ 

‘No, it literally means Law-Speaker, but the name became meaningless after my great-aunt 

Alisha’s death.’ She had buckled the throatlatch, turned around and bowed. ‘Allow me to 

introduce myself. My name is Sanderine and my nickname is the Zander. Yesterday’s murder 

attempt shows that my father has no use for me. A grave insult,’ she continued derisively, 



 75 

‘because he is very adept at exploiting people. Shall we move on? Or shall we say goodbye 

right here? I am not that curious about his past.’ 

As a reply, he grabbed her mat and blanket off the ground and threw them into her arms. 

 

They left the hills behind them and crossed through a green and flat land. Nomads populated 

the region. On the night of the third day, they camped along the northern trade route. Four 

hooded wagons approached from the south. The leader considered them in passing and 

slowed down the horse with a soft cry. Youthful faces appeared curiously in the openings. 

Children jumped to the ground. 

‘My name is José Adrian. Do you mind if we join you tonight?’ 

Espen nodded. ‘This land belongs to everyone.’ 

He had barely said these words or bundles of branches, mats and blankets rolled from the 

wagons, followed by drums and other instruments. An hour later all of them sat eating around 

a fire. 

José’s family had sixteen members. The youngest was about ten years old and the oldest was 

in his thirties. They all spoke fluent Landish. 

Music was played after the meal. Sanderine only half trusted the gathering, politely kept her 

distance and didn’t get carried away in the merriment. She could regularly feel their eyes 

resting on her. Espen did not clarify who she was and what she was doing in his company. He 

played with the children, clearly feeling at home among the merry bunch. They parted with 

the family the next morning, fortunately. 

 

She ignored him that day. She had been observing him to find out who she was dealing with 

exactly but hadn’t gotten a clear picture. 

He had a mysterious influence on animals, but she couldn’t discern how he did it or how far 

his influence reached. He wouldn’t tell her anything about himself or about his descent, yet 

expected her to simply follow him to the sea. He had to a skilled maniac on an imaginary 

quest. 

‘We’re out of food,’ he told her late in the afternoon. 

They were nearing a wooded area. Their shadows glided in streaks across the tall grass. 

She listened without looking aside. ‘Could be, but that’s not my concern,’ she replied 

indifferently. 

‘Not your concern? You have to eat, don’t you?’ he retorted. 

‘It wasn’t my idea to travel through the wilderness. I have plenty of money.’ 



 76 

‘We are taking this route for your safety. We can go hunting.’ 

‘Be my guest.’ 

‘I’m not your servant. You have a bow. Or is it just an ornament?’ 

‘I can hunt. But why bother? If you can make a scorpion dance, you can probably lure a pack 

of rats with your flute.’ 

‘It’s a shawm! Not just some flute and I am not a rat catcher!’ 

He stopped at the edge of a broad-leaved wood a half hour later and dismounted. Sanderine 

remained on the saddle. He folded his arms across his chest and looked up at her. ‘Go on, get 

off.’ 

He waited until she was standing on the grass, then got out his bow and quiver. ‘Come, let’s 

hunt.’ 

She silently followed his example. They walked into the wood, then decided to split up to 

increase their chance of a catch. The evening sun flickered between the leaves and cast warm 

yellow splotches on the green tree trunks. 

The quiet did her good. She was glad to be alone. Espen Asrath’s demeanor had no 

resemblance to a warrior and she doubted he was much of a hunter. Very well, he had 

assigned her to take care of dinner, and she demonstrate that she could do more than just 

destroy. 

She wandered seriously through the woods, searching for large game. 

The sun approached the western horizon. The splotches of light crept up the trunks, becoming 

warmer in color until they finally disappeared. The last rays of sun filtered through the 

innumerable trunks and twilight set in. As the light disappeared from the forest, she came to 

the edge of a large clearing by a stream, where a herd of deer were quenching their thirst. 

She sank to a knee. The wind carried her scent toward the herd; the leader raised its head in 

alarm and listened intently for suspect sounds. 

Sanderine carefully backed away, slipped behind the herd to the other side of the clearing. 

The leader had relaxed its alert pose in the meantime and approached the water to drink. 

When she had finally managed to get downwind, it was too dark to get a clear shot. She 

nevertheless took aim at a young buck that was drinking several feet away from the others. 

The whirr of her bowstring concurred with the whirr of another one, twenty feet away from 

her. The buck went down soundlessly. The other animals bolted. 

She remained where she was, peered between the trunks for the musician’s silhouette, but 

didn’t see him. Suddenly he let go of a tree trunk and stepped into the open space from the 

side. She nearly fell backwards from shock. 



 77 

She got up and walked in long strides to the buck. He waited calmly while she crouched by 

the dead animal to inspect the injuries. 

‘Your shot was the better one – fatal,’ she admitted thinly as she removed the arrows from 

the animal. The circumstances ruled out any coincidence. He must have known all along 

where she was, and shot the same deer to prove what a good shot he was. 

She looked around her for a moment. ‘It’s almost dark. Your eyesight must be much better 

than mine.’ 

‘I can see well in the dark,’ he answered. 

She remembered how he purposefully had looked up during the night of the assault. 

‘What do you mean exactly?’ 

‘As soon as it turns dark, I see a red color for everything that is warm, and yellow for 

everything that is hot. And that’s not all. I can also see the outflow of earthlight and its 

carriers.’ 

She straightened up in disbelief. ‘You can see who I am?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘What do you see?’ 

He leaned over to her. 

‘You are radiant. I can instantly spot you in a crowd of thousands. I can also see everything 

you do as a Destructor. I saw a blue glow light up when I looked through the windows of 

‘The Lambskin’. I knew that you had unleashed the witkragh on the men before I found their 

dead bodies.’ 

‘First the spectacle with the scorpion, then Marit turning against me and throwing me off. 

How did you manage that?’ 

‘I am a Compeller, a Firstling. I can influence the minds of humans and animals when I deem 

it necessary.’ 

‘Well. Clarity at last. You’re a Compeller! That sounds menacing. What if I refuse to help 

you; that wouldn’t be the end of it, would it?’ 

Espen couldn’t suppress a grin of amusement. ‘I admit, even if you do reject me, I will follow 

you around like a shadow. If those men hadn’t attacked you, I would have followed you to 

Dellmund.’ 

He made sure he had her full attention. ‘When will you realize that it’s useless to run from 

your father? You traveled one thousand miles and it still wasn’t enough. Say, you go to 

Dellmund. How many guardsmen will your father send after six of them failed? Eight? Ten? 
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What do you think will happen when your father places the Glister on his forehead? What 

will he do to you?’ 

His eyes remained fixed on her. ‘Which direction do you want go? Tell me. I am at your 

disposal.’ 

She lowered her eyes, then immediately looked up again. ‘Can I trust you?’ 

‘I can vouch for myself. I am a delegate. I show the way, that’s all.’ 

‘The way to where?’ 

‘To a city on an island,’ he answered calmly. ‘Come with me, if you want to know more 

about your father and want to do something honorable.’ 

‘I could go north, but sailing…’ 

He dropped the subject and focused on the dead game instead. ‘If you carry the weapons, I 

will take care of the buck.’ 

She considered his offer while she followed him. Maybe it was time to do something for 

others. She wanted to remain independent and not be a pawn in a game of chess. This journey 

gave her the opportunity to determine her position toward her father for herself. 

She decided to give him the benefit of doubt. 

 

They arrived at the edge of the woods. It had turned dark in the meantime. He walked 

eastward across the grassland until they had reached the horses. She would never have found 

the two animals again that night. 

He went into the woods to collect some wood while she stayed with the horses. 

He soon returned to make a fire. 

‘Can I help?’ she asked brightly. 

He stopped in surprise to look at her for a moment with the wood in his arms before he threw 

it on a pile, then pointed his head at the dead animal. ‘Can you handle a knife?’ 

She nodded. 

‘You can help.’ 

A half hour later, they cut long strips of meat from a thighbone, wrapped the meat around 

twigs and stuck them into the ground on an angle so the meat could roast in the heat of the 

fire. Espen had removed a few items from his saddlebag. She had to admit that he was well-

prepared for a long journey. When the meat was dry and cooked through, he salted it liberally 

and then tied it up in a leather cloth. There was enough meat for at least a week, he claimed. 

She observed him. His hair more blond than red and his skin lacked the typical paleness of 

redhaired people. 
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Everything about him seemed radiant in the firelight. 

‘What do you know about the Glister?’ he suddenly asked. 

‘It is mentioned in an epos,’ she replied. ‘Bern Ravensworth created it together with a 

Woodling and a Firstling. It gives a Destructor the power to win people over. An excellent 

instrument for warfare and that’s what my father wants to use it for. He wants to conquer the 

North States. Why are you asking this question? What do you know about the Glister?’ 

‘Not a lot more than you do, from what I hear. Can an epic poem be considered a reliable 

source of information? I believe my great-uncle knows more about the Glister. I am getting 

the impression that everyone underestimates the danger.’ 

A frown appeared on her forehead. ‘You might be right about that. King Nassar of Bergen 

and his sons were prepared to go to the extreme to stop him. They are direct descendants of 

Bern Ravensworth. Did the king know something about the Glister that we don’t? It’s a 

disturbing question.’ 

He looked at her and she looked back. Her blue eyes lit up in the glow of the fire. A smile 

appeared. She extended her hand to him. ‘I have decided to help you.’ 

He shook her hand happily. ‘Wonderful. Thank you! You have no idea how happy you just 

made me.’ 

It struck her that he didn’t promise anything regarding her safety and she missed an 

enthusiastic prediction that she wouldn’t regret it. The trip was evidently not free of risk. The 

conversation switched to innocent matters. 

Chapter 5 

Ruaad 

The woods merged to form an inaccessible forest. 

Espen Asrath turned westward until they crossed the thoroughfare to Lucia. A few days later 

they reached the dukedom of Lucia, which extended to the seashore. After a short visit to the 

city of Lucia and its impressive waterfall, Espen avoided the trade route and chose a cart 

track, which meandered through the woodlands like a green ribbon and led them via a detour 

to the shore. 

They were on route for fourteen days. They hunted when they needed to. The beautiful spring 

weather continued. The sun accompanied them and moved a little higher in the firmament 

with each passing day. Eventually, they left the forests and entered a barren marshland. The 

weather changed. Blue clouds amassed on the horizon until they formed a gigantic rolling 
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mountain. As the sky became more and more threatening, the blue changed to grey and the 

wind picked up. 

The persistent rain filled the cart tracks. 

Sanderine rode behind the musician, numb with cold. Her dark hair was plastered to her 

forehead and her ponytail hung limp. When they ate, she stayed on Marit with hunched 

shoulders. 

‘Aren’t you coming down?’ Espen asked concerned. ‘You can safely stretch your legs on this 

hill. A little movement would do you good, you must be freezing with cold.’ 

‘I will not set a foot on this ground,’ it sounded thinly from above. 

He took in the gloomy, desolate expanse. ‘Can you feel something? Is there a threat?’ he 

asked just in case. 

She shook her head. ‘Can’t you get back on your horse?’ she urged, ‘I don’t want to stay here 

any longer than necessary.’ 

She drove back the memory of the Palland, the light bugs and the death of the old woman, 

and watched a flight of seagulls with forced interest. ‘It was your fault, your fault,’ they 

screeched, ‘Your fault.’ 

The rain stopped. 

While they were riding he tried to get her to talk. He understood from her answer that she had 

once gotten hopelessly lost in a swamp. He didn’t insist any further and continued at a 

footpace ahead of her. 

The leaden grey day passed into a dark evening. 

A strong wind blew towards them and the fine water drops had a briny taste. They were 

nearing the seashore. 

Espen halted in the hollow of a dune and told her he would go to a town to arrange a boat for 

the passage. He didn’t explain why she had to stay and wait for him. His silence raised her 

suspicion, but she didn’t question him; she had enough trust in him by now to obey him 

without immediately demanding an explanation. He disappeared. She pulled out her mat and 

blanket, heard the braking waves in the distance. The surf sounded rough. She shuddered at 

the thought of going out to sea in the dark. All at once the roar of the thrashing waves was 

gone. Surprised, she climbed up the dune and looked out across the sea. In the distance she 

could vaguely see the white lines of seafoam touch the beach. The wind suddenly came from 

behind her, swelled to a breeze. She turned around in wonder. The wind had changed 

direction. A moment later, she slid down the dune and fell asleep. 
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He woke her up. It was still dark, but the first signs of the coming day were already visible in 

the east. 

‘Come on, the ship is waiting,’ he announced brightly. 

They arrived at a road along a river, rode through the fishing village toward the harbor. The 

town lay in a deep slumber. The dogs were awake and watchful, but didn’t bark; they sat in 

small groups and wagged their tails when they passed. Eight fishing vessels lay by the dock, 

all of them sailing barges with spritsail-rigs. 

Sanderine estimated the ships’ lengths at sixty-five feet and they looked strong and 

seaworthy. Espen stopped at the fifth ship where three fishermen awaited them. There were 

no greetings, no negotiations. 

They secured Marit and Filly to a fence and unsaddled the animals, untied the saddlebags and 

handed them to the crew along with the rest. Sanderine patted Marit as a goodbye, walked 

over the gangplank and boarded. Espen whispered a few endearments to Filly, then loosened 

the rope from the mooring post and threw it to the captain. When he had also boarded, the 

gangplank was pulled in and the anchor raised. 

 

Two of the three fishermen went to the ropes, raised the mainsail and eased the spritsail. The 

brown sail flapped for a moment, then pulled tight in the wind. 

The ship sailed into the mouth of the river, toward the open sea. 

Sanderine found a seat on a trunk in the luggage area and looked around. 

The barge was open except for the forecastle, which had a deck-house built below it. Behind 

her the shore became a purple line under a coloring sky. The sea was calm. 

Espen stood beside the captain for a while, about twenty feet from her. The man held on the 

tiller and looked determinedly ahead. 

Sanderine watched the fishermen with growing astonishment. They were ill-mannered chaps 

who completely ignored her. She even had to quickly pull in her legs one time to prevent an 

accident. When there was enough light to get a good look at the tanned faces, she saw that 

something strange was going on. The eyes the three men were fixed and glassy, as if they had 

been stewed until done. Then she remembered the scorpion’s mating dance in the square at 

Wellsend, and eyed the front of the ship suspiciously. Espen was standing behind the mast. 

The fishing village had been an unnaturally quiet and the dogs had behaved strangely as well. 

Were the fishermen taking them to Ruaad against their will? 

Conscience-stricken, she moved away from her spot and walked up the steps to the 

forecastle. 
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Espen heard her come and made a quarter turn. 

‘Those fellows aren’t talking amongst each other and they are staring ahead of them in a 

weird wayy,’ she began uncertainly. ‘You aren’t coercing them, are you?’ 

He shook his head reassuringly. ‘Everything’s fine. They think that this entire voyage is a 

dream. 

Her face clouded over – she disapproved. 

He noticed. ‘Let me reassure you, it’s just a delusion, they won’t remember any of it. They’ll 

be on their way back tomorrow afternoon, and might cast out the net out a little bewilderedly 

as most. That’s all.’ 

‘That’s all? Really!’ she sneered. ‘They’re not animals! We’re talking about human beings!’ 

‘I am doing this out of necessity,’ he replied stiffly. 

‘Necessity? Necessity? Did you even talk to them?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

He nodded his head toward the largest man. 

‘“Are you out of your mind?” was his reply. “To Ruaad? Head straight for misfortune? Get 

lost, fool, or I will set the dogs on you.”’ 

She clenched her fists. ‘And then you forced him!’ 

‘What else was I supposed to I do? His yelling would have roused the entire village.’ 

What she was hearing appalled her. If he could cast a spell on the fishermen, he could do the 

same to her. 

He saw that she doubted his sincerity and it stung. ‘Would you have handled it differently, 

Law-Speaker? No wonder you had no future in Testerband.’ 

She angrily opened her mouth and eyes to rebuke him, but suddenly realized he was right. 

Hadn’t she been guilty of manslaughter several times? She slunk away and barricaded herself 

on a ship's trunk in the luggage area. 

A spray of seawater on her neck jerked her out of her meditation. 

The sun shone and the ship was moving swiftly, before the wind. Espen was still on the 

foredeck. She had no desire to speak to him. Kidnapping was a criminal offense. 

Approaching him would mean that she approved of the situation and she didn’t want to do 

that. She stayed where she was, lay down on the trunks and basked in the warmth of the sun. 

Espen left the foredeck and addressed one of the fishermen. 

The man had brought provisions from home: a dry sausage and two loaves of bread. Espen 

asked him to divide one of the loaves and the sausage into five portions. The fisherman 
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obeyed without understanding, handed Espen two shares and divided the rest. Espen gave her 

a share, then returned to the front of the ship and sat down with his back against the mast. 

Evening fell. The big red ball of the sun sank into the sea. 

Sanderine found a place to sleep in the ship’s deckhouse. 

Espen kept the helmsman company. 

Later that night, the sea roughened; the waves became higher and the ship moved violently 

up and down. Sanderine awoke with a queasy feeling in her stomach. Everyone except the 

helmsman had left the deckhouse. 

Outside the sun was shining. The wind blew full into the sails. She sat down on a trunk, 

nauseous. Espen came up to her. 

‘Seasick?’ he asked pleasantly. She nodded. 

‘I feel it too. I expect us to reach Ruaad in about seven hours. The wind is favorable.' 

The ship thumped over a few large waves. Her stomach bounced up and down and her nausea 

worsened. He sensed that she wanted to be left alone and returned to the helm. Not much 

later, she leaned over the railing and threw up. 

The morning passed. Shortly past noon, white thunderclouds appeared in the north. A few 

screeching seagulls showed up out of nowhere and flew alongside of the boat. The helmsman 

had slept and came outside, went to stand by the short bowsprit to look out for land. The ship 

cleaved firmly through the blue-green waves. 

The helmsman cried out loudly an hour later. Everyone except the shipmaster walked to the 

front. A brown stripe interjected the water line. 

The strip of land gradually grew into a rocky hillcrest that steeply rose steeply up from 

several rugged bays. 

‘Ruaad,’ Espen stated happily. ‘For sure.’ 

 

The island came closer, grew bigger and bigger. Sanderine looked at the sheer hill ridge 

straight ahead of them and counted at least ten inlets. 

The coast gradually neared. The sky clouded over. 

She saw that the ridge was rock and had crumbled off in places. 

When the sailing barge finally headed for one of the bays, a trail of white smoke appeared on 

a headland to their right. 

The smoke was deflected by the sea wind. A minute crept by. 

A second plume of smoke rose behind the little peninsula. To their left, a third spiral 

appeared. 
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Espen squinted his eyes. ‘Beacon fires,’ he observed worriedly, without looking at her. ‘The 

coast is guarded.’ 

They spotted the fourth plume further down, and shortly after that, the fifth appeared behind 

the peninsula. 

The Firstling hissed incredulously. ‘Why are they a making a fuss about the arrival of a 

fishing ship?’ 

‘Perhaps they were recently attacked by pirates,’ she suggested carefully. 

He made a scoffing sound. ‘This is insane!’ 

They were still out in the open sea. The mouth of the bay lay directly in front of them. 

Horsemen cantered over the crumbled hill. There were twenty in total and they wore blue 

uniforms. When they sighted the ship, they galloped to the bay where the ship wanted to land 

and stopped at the top of the hillcrest. 

‘It really does look like they are awaiting you,’ Sanderine remarked. 

‘Me?’ Espen shook his head. ‘Nonsense. This has to be a coincidence. We will turn around 

and try again in the dark tonight.’ He jumped off the forecastle and hurried over to the 

shipmaster. 

She followed behind him. He gave the order to set out to sea. The two crewmembers grabbed 

the ropes, pulled the sail. The youths ducked so keep from being hit by the turning sail. 

The ship tacked. There was a problem. The wind came from sea, which meant that the 

seamen couldn’t sail straight out of the bay; it would take more time. The horsemen on the 

steep hill stood there and watched. The ship turned, sailed at close reach and got ready to tack 

again. 

While the ship was turning, a three-master in full sail appeared from behind the headland and 

set course to block their path. She went to stand next to Espen at the railing, looked at the 

colorful banners on the ship and saw that the sails were being pulled down. Rowers were 

lowering the oars into the water and the other crewmembers was getting ready to board their 

ship. 

‘They don’t want to chase you away; they want you to go ashore.’ 

‘Brilliantly summarized! You seem quite calm, considering what’s going on. Best realize that 

we are dealing with Lowlanders, hostile folk. I would rather not be arrested by them!’ He 

turned away from her angrily, revoked the command and gave the command to take them 

ashore as quickly as possible. 

As the ship turned into the wind, he moved to the forecastle. He directed his attention to the 

mass of clouds above the coast and uttered a few commanding phrases. The clouds tore open 
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and the wind changed direction, became offshore. Within half a minute, the horsemen had 

vanished into the fog. The coastguardsmen jumped off their horses immediately. The 

worsening of the weather didn’t discourage them, on the contrary: they skidded and 

clambered down the rock-face with the eagerness of ravenous hunting dogs. 

Espen returned to the stern. 

‘How did you do that?’ asked Sanderine. ‘You did something to that cloud.’ 

‘I am the son of an Aztarch,’ he explained irritably. ‘Aztarch descendants have a thing with 

the weather.’ 

The leeboards to the sides of the ship were let down to prevent the ship from drifting off. 

He looked at her gravely. ‘We are trying to reach the rock-face via left side of the bay to get 

away from the Coast Guard. If we don’t succeed, I don’t want you to fight them, understood? 

Blood must not be shed and it’s best if they don’t know that you are a Destructor. That would 

only overcomplicate things.’ The fog had meanwhile completely submerged the beach and 

whirled over the surf toward them. 

One of the crewmembers dropped the anchor. Espen freed the fishermen from their stupor 

and advised them to leave immediately. After that the youths grabbed their gear, sat down on 

the gangway and lowered themselves into the water. The water was chest high. 

The fishermen raised the anchor straightaway and lifted the leeboards out of the water. The 

sail billowed in the wind. The Lowlander’s three-master rushed forward and was about to 

ramm the ship. The men quickly lowered the sail and waved their arms, after which the ship 

was boarded and the deckhouse was searched. When the Lowlanders found nothing suspect, 

the men were permitted to sail southwards. 

The two youths carried their gear above their heads to prevent their things from getting wet. 

Waves broke against their shoulders. They were soaking wet when they reached the shore. 

The fog blocked the view on the bay. 

When they arrived on the beach, Espen walked to the left. After twenty-five steps, he made a 

quarter turn and walked cautiously in the direction of a group of rocks in between the bays. 

He wanted to reach the next inlet without being seen. 

Meanwhile, the coastguardsmen stole over the beach, hoping to surprise them. One time, the 

youths heard a male voice give an order in lowered voice. The rhythmic sound of the 

breaking waves faded into the background as they advanced. A noisy problem announced 

itself. Her feet squished and sucked in her boots with every step she took. Espen looked back 

at her irritably. ‘You’re making a terrible racket,’ he whispered. 

‘I can’t help it,’ she whispered back. ‘My boots are full of water.’ 
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‘Then take them off.’ She quickly threw off the luggage and sat down on the sand to remove 

her footwear. Espen put his musical instrument and saddlebags down, emptied the boots one 

by one and waited patiently until she was ready to continue walking. Seven steps later he 

signaled her to stop. They listened silently. The fuss with the boots had drawn the Coast 

Guard towards them. They heard whispering, continued on tiptoe. Seconds felt like minutes. 

Suddenly, a shadow bust through the white blanket. 

‘Hey!’ he shouted, and jumped at Espen without hesitation. 

The Firstling promptly dropped his gear and defended himself, flung the coastguardsman 

aside. The man shouted something in a foreign language, attacked Espen again and rolled 

across the sand with him. Sanderine rushed over to help him, then suddenly felt the weight of 

another man on her back. 

They fell down together. She fought him without using her weapons. The coastguardsman 

fought with bare hands as well. She wriggled out from under the man and kicked him harshly 

in the side. He swung at her with a cry of pain, missed, and narrowly escaped a kick in the 

stomach. A third man burst through the fog, engulfed her with his body and pushed her face 

into the sand. They disarmed her together, held her firmly. 

Suddenly, the beach crowded up. Men dashed forward from the fog. 

From the corner of her eye, she saw that the man who was still wrestling Espen was getting 

help from his comrades. They grabbed Espen by his clothes, pulled him away from the man 

and restrained him with three men. The fog lifted while they were being chained. 

A man helped her up. Someone gathered up their luggage. 

The coastguardsmen formed a circle around them. 

They let go of Espen and observed him with satisfaction. Still catching his breath from the 

struggle, he indignantly addressed the officer in command. He spoke in Lowlandish, 

undoubtedly protesting their arrest. The guards laughed in his face. Espen was visibly 

confused. 

The commander became serious, pulled out a sheet of paper and read it out loud. They were 

grabbed by the arm and led across the beach, to a slippery path that ran up along the side of 

the steep and rocky coastline. 

‘What did he read?’ Sanderine asked on the way up. 

‘These people are out of their minds,’ Espen replied, shaking his head. ‘They arrested me. 

Someone brought a charge against me six years ago. They are taking me in for questioning.’ 
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The Coast Guard took them to a fort. The fort stood on the peninsula from which the warship 

had appeared – a massive round structure with thick walls, two towers and an open inner 

court. Behind the fort lay a fishing village. 

They were separated from each other the moment they arrived. 

Espen was led up along the colonnades and Sanderine ended up in a dark and damp dungeon, 

where seawater flowed in through the gaps at high tide. Her clothes were clammy and sticky 

from the seawater. 

She was freezing, searched the rough walls for a way to escape. After fifteen minutes, she sat 

down on a step of a stone-hewn staircase and wrapped her shivering arms around herself. 

 

The guards opened the door of the dungeon an hour later to let in Espen. 

‘Wait,’ was shouted. 

Someone pushed a pile of blankets into his arms and placed a loaf of bread on top of it. The 

door was closed. He carefully came down the stairs. 

She had veered up, taken the bread and accepted a blanket from him. She sat down next to 

him, wrapped in the blanket. ‘So, what are they accusing you of?’ she asked. 

He shyly combed back his hair with his fingers. ‘Believe it or not: sorcery, kidnapping and 

attempted murder.’ He looked aside at her. ‘The accusation makes no sense at all,’ he 

continued with conviction. ‘It was as if I was playing a supporting role in a farce. It wasn’t 

me they were questioning, but the four fishermen I had recruited six years ago. They even 

invented a name for me. I’m the redheaded boy from Selene! The men stood around me, 

claimed to recognize me and described the events of six years ago without a trace of 

bitterness or anger. After that the Coast Guard commander accused me of sorcery, 

kidnapping and attempted murder. The man claimed he had every right to hang me, but no, 

he’s wouldn’t do that, he would to send me to see three kings – another weird thing – three 

kings! Everything about this place is weird. For starters, they waited six years for my return, 

and then did everything possible to arrest me on arrival. The cross-examination was only 

meant to confirm they had captured the right person. Then they threatened with the death 

penalty, but straight away offered a way out of it, via the pardon of the three kings. And take 

note of this – the Lowlanders helped your father to attack Rath twenty-three years ago! When 

I pointed this crime out to the commander, the charade was over and he told me that the 

former king had died. He stated that it wasn’t his job to inform me about the past. Can you 

still follow it?’ 
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She swallowed a piece of bread. ‘It sounds like they need you for something they can’t do 

themselves. That’s my impression.’ 

He stood up, walked down the steps, inspected the clammy space and returned to his spot. ‘I 

was seventeen. I didn’t mean any trouble and I even paid for the crossing.’ 

She handed him a piece of bread. ‘What made them think of murder? 

‘It makes perfect sense to them. I left the fishermen to their own devices on the other side of 

the sea. They could have died.’ 

‘Couldn’t you have erased the fishermen’s memories of you?’ 

He shook his head decisively. ‘That's a criminal act. It disrupts the victim’s life and leads to 

exploitation. It is prohibited by law.’ 

‘These Lowlanders live on the coast. Where do your people live?’ 

‘Ever since the war, about three hundred years ago, the peoples have lived separate from each 

other. We live in the mountains in the north and they live in the south. 

The only thing we share is the language, which originally stems from the Firstlings.’ 

‘You mentioned a city named Rath, where I am to remove a shield. You were going to tell 

me more about it after we crossed the sea. Well, here we are in Ruaad, with plenty of time for 

a good conversation.’ 

‘After the Lowlanders’ spineless attack, your father installed a witkragh wall – the shield I 

spoke of earlier – in front of the entrance of the sacred cave. Before that happened, three 

adults and about a hundred youths had just taken refuge there. My great-uncle Elem has the 

power to overturn the rock and awaken the Firstlings.’ 

‘Locked in a cave for twenty-three years!’ she exclaimed. ‘They are long dead by now!’ 

‘We are called Firstlings for a reason. We believe they are still alive. In the beginning of 

time, when the earth was still young and inhospitable, the first humans had to tide over 

periods of severe climate change. They were able to do this because they could intentionally 

put themselves into a state of simulated death. The two Compellers and the Archpriest 

attending the youths possess this knowledge. It’s as almost certain that they are still alive.’ 

‘Was every resident of Rath murdered? Except this small group?’ 

‘There were hundreds of survivors, and among them were dozens of Firstlings. They helped 

Elem with the burning of the corpses before they headed into the mountains. They didn’t 

want to live in Rath anymore.’ 

‘My father’s shield – what does it look like?’ 

‘As soon as we walk up the stairs, a membrane wall appears out of nowhere at its top, with 

the bluish witkragh color. The shield is indestructible.’ 
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‘A wall? I can make a witkragh dome, but it disappears when I fall asleep. If I understand this 

correctly, my father left the thing behind in a self-activating state! As far as I know, no other 

Destroyer has ever managed to accomplish that.’ 

‘Does that explain something about him or about you? Aren’t you too inexperienced and too 

young to know what exactly a Destructor can or cannot do?’ 

‘I will turn eighteen on May the twenty-second,’ she answered piqued. ‘Maybe I am eighteen 

already. To return to your first remark, I’ll admit that my knowledge about witkragh is 

limited. But I still find it peculiar. I have another question on my mind by the way. Why did 

my father decide to visit the Firstlings? Since we are stuck here anyway, you might as well 

elaborate on the story.’ 

‘I can only tell you what I know myself, and you should realize that I haven’t spoken with 

Elem in six years. A boy’s interest differs from an that of an adult. Elem told me that your 

father was looking for the final resting place of Bern Ravensworth and his ruling staff. He 

had learned somewhere that Bern, a few years after the war with the North States, had 

traveled after his friend Cal Menach. Cal had helped him manufacture the Glister. The 

Firstling lived on an island in the Boreal Sea according to the report. Ruaad was one of the 

possibilities. When he arrived on the island, the Lowlanders showed him how to reach the 

Firstlings. 

He received a warm welcome in Rath. He learned to speak the language and searched the 

records for additional information on the fate of the renowned Ravensworth. The Archpriests 

told him they weren't able to help him with his search. Several manuscripts had fallen into the 

hands of the Lowlanders during the last war, and had possibly been burned. Nothing could be 

found in the library of Rath, indicating that Bern Ravensworth had even met Cal Menach. It’s 

possible that your father didn’t believe them, and assumed that Bern and his staff were buried 

in the far end of the sacred cave, where only the High Priests were allowed. This could 

explain his military campaign five years later. Perhaps other occurrences during the year of 

his stay in Rath caused him to bear to a grudge against the priests, but I can’t tell you 

anything about that with certainty.’ 

His account of the historical events was interrupted by noises from above. The door opened. 

A commanding officer appeared in the opening and spoke to Espen. 

‘Come on,’ Espen explained to Sanderine, ‘they are taking us to another room for the night. 

We are each getting our own room. They’re doing everything they can to make us 

comfortable.’ 

The rooms were on the second floor and looked out on the sea. 
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Without getting a chance to say anything else to each other, they were shoved inside. The 

door was closed. 

In the room stood a bed, and a small cabinet with a bowl and pitcher on top. On the bed lay a 

small pile of clothes and a towel. A loophole in a niche of the outer wall served as a window. 

Sanderine walked through the room and peered at the blue sea through the opening. The clear 

light told her that evening had not yet arrived. The door opened behind her. 

A hefty woman resembling a grumpy toad carried in a bucket of warm water. She pointed 

threateningly at the bucket, then at her and the clean clothes, and left again. 

Sanderine felt much better when she was clean and wearing the blue garments. She took the 

comb and went to sit in the niche by the loophole to think. 

Espen had intervened in the natural order of things – he had changed the direction of the wind 

and had lowered a cloud to create a fog. She could not place what he had told her about her 

father. Apparently, her father knew a lot more about witkragh than she did. She wondered 

where he had obtained that information. From the library in the High House whose door was 

always locked? He had begun to hate humanity, she heard Gert say. 

She placed the comb in her hair and began to violently remove the tangles from her hair. 

Dusk had set in when she took to her bed to sleep. 

 

Dressed in Coast Guard blue, they were led outside the following morning. It was foggy. 

They traveled across the coastal region into the lowland amid fifteen guards. Espen rode at 

the front of the convoy and Sanderine at the back. The road was broad and paved with 

crushed shells. The landscape was not clearly visible, but it seemed green and hilly. Now and 

then slope covered with vegetation broke through the white blanket. 

The shadowy procession followed the road along the side of a river. They stopped a few 

times on the way to water and feed the horses, after which the journey continued. Late in the 

afternoon, the sun broke weakly through for a moment, then disappeared in the mist. 

 

The first evening and night was spent in a tavern with the name 'The Swan'. They ate together 

with the Coast Guard in a separate dining room. 

The innkeeper had an unusual hobby – everywhere you looked were dusty taxidermied 

animals: baby lambs, weasels, deer heads and even a rancid swan. 

Steaming platters of roast chicken spread a delicious aroma though the hall room, but the 

group sat looking around with repulsion. The beasts stared at them. Their glassy eyes were 

ruining their appetite, and the captain ordered the innkeeper to remove the dead beasts. His 
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urgent request was promptly fulfilled. After the exodus, the assembly relaxed and wished 

each other a good appetite. 

 

The following night was spent in a nobleman’s country house. The meal was extravagant and 

was served on an exceptionally long table. The guards ate in the kitchen. 

Espen and Sanderine were seated so far apart that they couldn’t see what the other was 

eating, let alone talk to each other without shouting. 

‘I might be mistaken, but I think today is the twenty-second,’ Espen shouted across the table. 

‘Happy birthday!’ He raised his cup.  

‘Thank you,’ she replied loudly. 

She gave him an entertained smile and raised her cup as well, after which they both drank. 

There was nothing else to do but spend the rest of the evening observing the other and 

grinning at each other. 

 

At the end of the third evening, a tavern in a village was claimed. To their astonishment, 

people appeared at the windows to peer into the dining hall with bated breath. When they 

spotted Espen, they began to nod and talk excitedly. The instant one of them left, another 

took its place. 

Soon, the voyeurs were chased away and kept at a distance. 

 

The following evening after a long day’s ride, the Coast Guard lodged them in a gatehouse 

with two towers, at the center of a town. The meal was served on the first floor and passed by 

calmly. They could finally exchange a few words. A commotion outside penetrated into the 

dining hall. A single voice at first, then several voices. A number of citizens had gathered in 

front of the building, hoping to catch a glimpse of the prisoner. The commander distraughtly 

opened a window. 

‘That’s not him!’ they heard someone shout from below. ‘This one’s too ugly.’ 

The commander distraughtly sent the people away. 

 

The fifth day arrived. The captain had his men line up at daybreak, checked their uniforms 

for any flaws and ordered them to polish their boots until they shined. He told Espen 

excitedly that they would arrive at their destination that night. 
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Newtown with its towers and prominent buildings came in sight. It was evening and the sun 

shone on the back of the company. Entire villages and hamlets had emptied out. Close to 

town, youngsters ran toward the procession. Drummers marched through the gate to greet 

them. 

It was a magnificent spectacle of flags and laughing faces, accompanied by cheers and 

drumrolls. 

Espen and Sanderine found all of the attention to be downright creepy. It resembled a 

ceremonial sacrifice too much. The Coast Guard ignored the crowd, rode proudly through the 

streets to the square in front of the new palace and lined up before the stairs. People poured 

into the square. The cheers resounded over the heads of the crowd. 

Three middle-aged kings appeared on the steps. They strode down the stairs to congratulate 

the Coast Guard with their successful enterprise. The beaming chief accepted the 

felicitations; each guard received a handshake and a thank-you. 

Then one of the kings gave a signal to bring the Firstling upstairs. As they went back inside, 

two men pushed through the horses and grabbed Espen by his clothes, as if they needed to 

convince themselves that he really existed. 

The Coast Guard drove them backwards and helped the Firstling from the saddle. Shortly 

afterwards, he disappeared in the doorway. 

The murmurs slowly died down. Now that there was nothing left to see, the crowd dispersed. 

Sanderine remained with the guards. They were gesturing busily and laughing disbelievingly. 

The door opened at the top of the stairs. The commander hurried outside out and came 

grumbling down the stairs. He took her by the arm. 

Doors swung open, hallways whizzed by, up a stairway, across a landing, doors swung open 

again. Finally, the last door was opened; a small decorated dining hall unfolded before her 

like a colorful present. In the middle of the room stood a richly laden table: platters loaded 

with roast fowl, prunes, strawberries, cherries and berries, dishes with butter and flat breads, 

cheeses, hams, pitchers of sweet white wine and other drinks. The food came as an 

unpleasant surprise. 

She let it go and she studied the three kings who were seated on the long side of the table. 

The first king was blond and wore a silver diadem on his head. He sat next to an older man 

with dark hair and penetrating eyes – this man had a short beard and looked decisive. The 

third king had brown hair, brown eyes and a friendly face. 

The three of them sat opposite Espen. 
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The commander brought her to the dark king, who stood up in surprise and studied her face 

closely. The two other kings waited attentively. He made a grim remark, sat down and 

addressed Espen. Espen translated his words. 

‘The king wants to know your name.’ 

The dark king’s meaningful glare made Sanderine assume that he had known her father. As 

far as she knew, she had no reason to fear them. 

‘You can tell him that my name is Sanderine Ravensworth.’ 

The king listened to Espen’s reply and responded heatedly. 

Espen looked straight into her face. ‘He is calling your father the Bloodbird and asks who 

you are.’ 

She understood the hint, gambled that the Lowlanders were unfamiliar with the power 

structure of the House of Ravensworth. 

Tell him that I am the successor of Alisha, the last Asega of Testerband.’ 

Espen translated the answer. 

The dark king frowned. ‘The successor of the last Asega? Ask her what her relation is to the 

Lord of Testerband.’ 

Espen forwarded the question to her. 

‘I am the successor of the Lord of Testerband’s father’s sister.’ 

The king growled. ‘The Lord of Testerband’s father’s sister, and his father’s grandchild 

apparently. Is she his niece?’ 

‘Are you his niece?’ Sanderine smiled instead of answering. 

The dark king took her smile for a confirmation. ‘Translate,’ he commanded. ‘I am Norwir. 

One of the three kings of Lowland. The Militia and the army are under my command. Seated 

to my right is Asmir. The law enforcement and the judicial process are his responsibility. On 

my right sits Deether, in charge of taxation and prosperity. I welcome you to Newtown. You 

may sit next to the Firstling.’ King Norwir made an inviting gesture toward the food. 

‘I want to why we were taken to Newtown first,’ Espen asked calmly. 

‘Dear master Asrath. We have a few matters to discuss with you.’ It was Asmir who had 

spoken. ‘You are here on account of abduction and the execution of forbidden maneuvers on 

people. Is this true, did you put a spell on the fishermen to get them to sail you across?’ 

‘I paid for the crossing. They had no reason to complain.’ 

‘I am pleased to hear that you are not denying the fact. Your honesty creates possibilities to 

come to an agreement. King Norwir will explain our proposal after dinner. We are happy to 
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have you at our table; we need the help of a Compeller. I suggest we eat first before we 

continue.’ 

The three kings snapped their fingers authoritatively and were served. 

Espen glanced uneasily across at the other side. 

Sanderine was suspicious as well, kept looking around her. 

Eventually Espen lifted his fork and pointed his head at the loaded table. 

‘Eat. You were right, they need me for something. I'm not sure if I should be happy about 

that. This Norwir will explain his proposal after we eat.’ Sanderine followed Espen’s 

example and served herself some food. She ate slowly and with attention. 

When they placed their cutlery on the empty plates, the table was cleared. 

Norwir made himself comfortable and began to speak. Espen wasn't given the time to 

translate the statement to her. 

When Norwir had finished his story, she saw doubt on Espen’s face. The king got up, moved 

forward and planted his hands on the table. He suggested something with a smile. After he 

had sat down again, he clapped his hands commandingly. A chamberlain entered the hall and 

handed Norwir a small box. The king showed the box to Espen. 

Norwir looked at one of the guards and asked him something. The man snapped to attention 

and nodded obediently. He sat down shyly and accepted the box. 

Carefully, almost fearfully, he pushed open the lid until he could look inside the little box. 

The man burst out in laughter and continued laughing uncontrollably. His laughter made 

everyone else laugh. Before the laughter turned to a roar, the chamberlain rushed forward and 

snapped the box shut. An awkward silence fell. 

The guard slowly caught his breath. The king sternly asked him a question. 

The man lowered his eyes and answered sheepishly. 

When he had returned to his spot behind Espen, the box was placed in front of Sanderine. 

Everyone looked at her expectantly. 

‘King Norwir wants you to open the box,’ Espen explained. 

She shrunk back involuntarily. ‘Why was that man laughing so bizarrely? Are they making 

fun of us?’ 

‘Judge for yourself.’ 

Keeping an eye on King Norwir, she pulled the box toward her to open it. When she got hold 

of the lid, the object shot across the table with such force that it landed on a fruit dish. 

‘Why are you so clumsy!’ Espen whispered. 

‘I’m not doing anything. It shot away on its own,’ she answered indignantly. 
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The chamberlain took the box from the dish and handed it to her again. Norwir sat up 

straight, watched closely. This time, she carefully placed the box on the table in front of her, 

held it firmly on the tabletop with her left hand, and pushed the lid with the thumb of her 

right hand. 

Before she could open it, something struck the box from her hands with the force of a club. It 

slammed against a decanter with wine, knocked it off the table and landed on the floor 

several feet away. The shards lay beside the table in a puddle of sweet-smelling wine. King 

Asmir and King Deether let out cries of surprise. The chamberlain hurried to clean up the 

mess. King Norwir grinned contentedly. 

The box was lifted from the floor and brought over to Espen. Everyone leaned over to him, 

curious to see what would happen next. Espen opened the box effortlessly and looked inside. 

Nothing happened. He shook his head in amazement. 

‘What do you see?’ Sanderine got up curiously. 

‘I see a small stone with a metal wire wrapped around it. The wire radiates a bluish light. 

Witkragh. It acts similar to what we call a Watcher, except for the wire – we don’t use metal.’ 

He sat up straight and looked at Norwir confidently. He spoke to him in Lowlandish, then 

translated everything in Landish. ‘This wasn't made by the Firstlings from the North States, 

nor by Compellers from Rath.’ 

He lifted the pebble from the box to get a better look at it. The bluish light disappeared. ‘The 

light went out. I think its magic is gone, you can try for yourself.’ 

‘You really are able to destroy it,’ Norwir said with relief. ‘There is something similar to this 

inside King Odin’s palace. We want you to enter the town and extinguish Odin’s Weapon. It 

could easily be done in one day.’ 

‘I am willing to try and neutralizing the thing. It will probably be much larger than this. I 

have a few conditions though.’ 

‘Which are?’ 

‘I want two strong horses outfitted with saddles and provisions for at least a week. As soon as 

I’m done here, I want to continue my journey immediately. Our gear is to be returned 

undamaged. And one more thing: I want Sanderine to accompany me tomorrow.’ 

Norwir shook his head. ‘She is our hostage.’ 

‘It is unwise to take her hostage,’ Espen spoke self-assuredly. ‘Can you guarantee that there 

will be no one else in the palace tomorrow? Can you warrant that no plunderers succumbed 

to the call of Odin’s Weapon in the past week or days?  
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Norwir did not answer him immediately, looked at him pensively. ‘No, I cannot,’ he 

admitted. 

‘Since you cannot guarantee my safety, I want her to join me. In case I break a leg along the 

way, or am attacked.’ 

‘She is our hostage.’ 

‘I will destroy Odin’s Weapon if I can. Give me one good reason why I would deceive you, 

when I am getting two horses as a reward? And, should I not succeed, she might.’ 

It was his trump card and it was effective. It offered a new perspective. 

Espen could tell by the look on Norwin’s face that his proposition confirmed a suspicion. 

‘You believe the Lord of Testerband created Odin’s Weapon, don’t you. Who is this Hendrik 

Ravensworth? Or should I be asking what he is?’  

‘The Lord of Testerband is a Destructor, a term you probably never heard of. The Firstlings 

called them Earthmasters or Mattermasters before the Great War, because they use the earth 

force and matter to serve their purposes.’ 

Norwin’s face brightened. ‘I’ve read about these people. An extensive study was done on 

Mattermasters. If Odin had known he was dealing with an Earthmaster, he probably would 

have been more careful.’ 

Norwir leaned over to Asmir to deliberate. 

A few moments later he directed his attention to Espen. ‘All right. We have decided to trust 

you. Your word of honor will be our warranty. Hendrik’s niece may accompany you. When 

you have completed the task, the horses will be yours and your gear will be returned to you 

outside the gate, along with a bag of provisions. Do we have an agreement?’ 

Espen nodded, and extended his hand solemnly to seal the agreement with a handshake. ‘We 

have an agreement.’ 

‘We are going to help them,’ he explained to her. ‘A malicious object is located in a deserted 

town and we are supposed to neutralize it.’ 

The chamberlain walked by, poured wine into the kings’ rummers and water into their 

glasses. Relaxed and delighted, the three kings rose from their thrones with their glasses in 

their hands. She and Espen followed their example. Deether said a few words and delivered a 

salute. 

Espen translated his words. 'To the liberation of Thaar! Let there be peace between the 

Lowlanders and the Firstlings!’ 

After these words, everyone raised their glasses and drank. 
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‘What was he telling you about?’ she asked Espen a moment later when they were seated at 

the table again. 

‘About your father and the attack on Rath. He told me the history of King Odin to explain 

why it had been so important to detain me. He began his story with your father’s arrival about 

twenty-eight years ago. Hendrik stated his search for a special people named Firstlings. King 

Odin directed him to the north, happy to be of service to him. 

Your father returned from the mountains a year later, and stayed with the king for a few 

weeks before he sailed to the mainland. Four years later, he came ashore again. Odin 

welcomed him with open arms. Your father had meanwhile become the Lord of Testerband. 

Norwir was one of the three commanders of Odin’s army at the time. Your father had arrived 

with a small group of warriors and an advisor named Boiten. Norwir was introduced to him at 

a banquet. 

King Odin had a weakness – his greed. From the moment he was crowned, he began 

hoarding precious objects, golden jewelry and gemstones. Your father told him about a 

parting gift he kept on his ship: a red case with a phenomenal weapon; a rarity, worthy of 

kings and princes. 

In return, your father asked for his help with a military campaign against the city of Rath. He 

was convinced that Bern Ravensworth’s centuries old staff was hidden in the Firstling’s 

sacred cave. The staff had an important historical and symbolical value, and he wanted to 

bring the object back to the mainland. 

To achieve this goal, he asked Odin for an army. The town would be freely open to visitors at 

Midsummer due to the annual Initiation Festival. The residents of Rath were wealthy, he told 

him; there was enough gold and jewelry available to cover the cost of the campaign. That 

prospect was reason enough for the king to join forces with him. 

They formed an alliance during the banquet in Thaar. Hendrik gifted him a small wooden box 

to show his appreciation. He called it a laughing box and claimed he had purchased it from 

the Firstlings of the North States. He foretold that anyone who opened the lid and looked 

inside would burst into uncontrollable laughter. The box was promptly passed around, and it 

worked. Norwir noticed that your father was watching the entire event with a cold smile on 

his face. Boiten laughed, but his laugh seemed to be more like a laugh of contempt. Norwir 

didn’t trust your father. He thought he was dangerous. 

The small box seemed like a bait, a test. There was something malicious about it; it was about 

power, the power over people. The noblemen weren’t laughing because something was 
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funny, but because something was forcing them to laugh and that something was an 

enchanted pebble with a wire in that box. 

During a meeting, Norwir announced his disapproval of the pillage and refused to lead his 

army unit into the mountains. He hoped that the two other commanders would follow his 

example, so that King Odin and the Lord of Testerband’s plans would become inoperable. 

It proved to be a misjudgment: the other two kept their mouths shut, and Norwir was 

imprisoned and locked up in a fort by the sea on the charge of resisting a royal decree. King 

Odin would sentence him personally when he returned from the campaign. 

While he was kept in a dark dungeon, the army moved into the mountains under the 

command of the Lord of Testerband and his men and returned a month and a half later. 

Norwir heard there had been a massacre in Rath and that jewelry and valuables had been 

taken, but the spoils had been very disappointing. The mutual understanding between the 

Lowlanders and your father dampened significantly. The staff, which had been the reason for 

the whole enterprise, remained in Rath, inaccessible in a cave. He considered the campaign a 

great failure and announced his departure to the mainland. 

King Odin escorted him to the shore and received the parting gift: the red case with the 

phenomenal weapon, after which your father and his men embarked and departed. The case 

was carried to Thaar on a wagon. King Odin must have unpacked it in his palace. 

No one knows what happened hour by hour. On the same day the case arrived in Thaar, a 

continued stream of refugees was set in motion. They were women, children and elders. They 

stated that their men had gone the palace with sticks, tools and knives, and that they 

themselves, although they didn't go, received a vision that something magnificent lay waiting 

for them inside the palace that had to be captured at all cost. 

The treasure gave meaning to life, and was worthy only of the bravest, strongest and 

shrewdest warrior. Anyone who possessed even the slightest of these qualities had to respond 

to the summons. Of the thousands of people who had gone over there, not a single one had 

returned – not even King Odin. 

Norwir was taken from the dungeon and set free. He seized the power, and with the aid of the 

army place erected a strong barricade around the cursed city, and put things back in order. All 

of the surrounding villages were evacuated. Then everyone in the country was warned about 

the impending danger in Thaar. 

The guards claim that the thing is still operative. The vision reveals itself to anyone who 

comes too close to it. The Lowlanders are convinced that only Compellers are able to 
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deactivate the weapon, and sent emissaries bearing gifts and tokens of remorse and 

atonement to Rath several times, but no one was able to find the city. 

My appearance in Selene has caused great excitement. The laughing box has demonstrated 

that they were right. But I am certain it didn’t originate from the North States.’ 

‘Then who made the box?’ 

‘Your father.’ 

‘That’s not possible. That box exerted coercion so it must have been made by a Compeller.’ 

Espen shook his head. ‘The wire around the stone radiated a bluish light. Witkragh. You are a 

Destroyer. Perhaps it is possible for one witkragh to repel another witkragh, like with two 

magnets. Everything points in his direction. Your father has somehow found a way to 

compel.’ 

‘My father, both Destroyer and Compeller?’ She shook her head in doubt. ‘I cannot believe 

that.’ 

She had barely finished speaking when a memory forced itself into her mind. The chairman 

of the Peoples Council in Esens was standing on the platform. He was talking about a new 

phenomenon: hostile monsters were roaming around Dellwine and Hoofgrave. The resistance 

fighters in Bergen claimed that wizards had created these monsters. 

She had dismissed the accusation as slander at the time, but now that she knew about the 

magic box and Odin’s Weapon, the information took on a whole new meaning. What if there 

were no wizards involved. What if her father had created those monsters himself! 

She shook her head. It was impossible! It was simply impossible! 

She fell silent. Espen noticed that she was staring ahead in shock. 

'Abnormal or not, he can do something that is remarkable. Tomorrow, when we visit Thaar 

together to deactivate Odin’s Weapon, we will also learn more about the range of his power.’ 

She nodded. ‘I need to see it with my own eyes first before I can believe it.’ 

When the banquet was over, they were separated and lodged far away from each other in the 

palace. The three kings left nothing to chance: there were guards by their doors the entire 

night. 
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Chapter 6 

Odin’s Weapon 

The servants woke them at seven in the morning. 

Their clothes had been washed and returned to them. Espen appeared in the Dining Hall 

dressed in the linen shirt and trousers, with his chamois leather jacket over his arm. Sanderine 

wore the Wellsend grey as usual. 

King Norwir joined them, and told them during breakfast that two grey dapple horses stood 

ready and waiting for them in the courtyard. 

‘The geldings are from my own stables,’ he told them proudly. ‘Selected by an expert. Steady 

animals with a strong constitution, very suitable for rocky and mountainous terrain. Your 

gear and provisions will be sent by cart to Thaar later this morning. You will leave after we 

eat. I will escort you together with a unit of huntsmen.’ 

Shortly afterwards, the king patted the dapples’ necks with appreciation and introduced the 

animals to them. ‘The darker one is called Cox and this beauty here is Pippin.’ 

Espen inspected the animals. ‘Magnificent horses,’ he remarked. ‘I won’t be afraid to venture 

into the Azures with them.’ 

Twelve horsemen were waiting for them at the courtyard gate. 

The sky was blue, the sun shone and a cool northern breeze provided a pleasant temperature. 

 

A long barricade emerged on the horizon after a four-hour ride. Earlier on, they had already 

seen tower after tower rise up behind the treetops. 

The area in front of the fence had been cleared, and red shields with black death’s heads 

painted on them hung everywhere as a menacing warning for trespassers. Patrolling guards 

surveyed the surrounding area from the watchtowers. The road came to an end at the Main 

Gate. 

The riders stopped before a lowered barrier at a guardhouse. 

King Norwir dismounted and motioned Espen and Sanderine to do the same. 

The captain of the Guard exited the guardhouse, looking very surprised. The question in his 

eyes disappeared when he spotted the king. He shook his hand, smiling reverently. After the 

greeting, he turned to Espen with a delighted look on his face, and then bowed politely to 

Sanderine. The king explained her presence. 

The captain took a deep breath as if he were gathering courage to continue. 
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‘He has some bad news,’ Espen translated. 

‘This morning at dawn, the guards saw something walking by the edge of the compound, 

probably people. They must have climbed over the fence last night. We have to postpone 

your visit to the city for at least a week. It’s too dangerous.’ 

‘Too dangerous?’ Espen, unpleasantly surprised, turned to the king. ‘I am not going to wait. 

There might arise another reason for delay in five days. This girl will protect me.’ 

The captain shook his head. ‘You don’t understand. You must go alone. No one can resist the 

summon and the vision. We feel the pull even here – we hear the voice and think we see a 

glittering in the center of the town. This girl will stab you in the back before you reach the 

palace.’ 

King Norwir grabbed the captain’s shoulder quietly. ‘No, you are the one who doesn’t 

understand. The girl is the niece of the maker of the weapon. The voice has no influence on 

her mind, we are sure of this. She won’t attack him, but she is competent enough to protect 

him.’ 

Both the king and the captain scrutinized her carefully. 

Espen eased their minds. 

Sanderine realized they were talking about her and frowned at Espen. ‘Gee, they sure look 

worried. Are you scaring them? What did you tell them about me?’ 

He smiled innocently. ‘That you are the right person to help me. Are you brave enough to 

join me?’ 

‘Do we have a choice? We are the only ones who can stop this curse,’ she answered. ‘That 

thing keeps on drawing people to itself.’ 

‘I was counting on such a response,’ he answered. 

 

‘It would be irresponsible for her to go unarmed,’ the captain said to the king. He called a 

young guard over and told him to hand his weapon over to the girl. The surprised young man 

removed the belt with the weapon. 

Although she did not understand the words, she knew what they meant and girded on the 

weapon. 

‘Are both of you ready to go?’ King Norwir asked gravely. Espen nodded. 

The captain called a few of his men and walked to the closed passage with them. Espen and 

Sanderine mounted their horses and followed him, and were accompanied by the king and the 

twelve horsemen. At the gate, the man pulled out a large key and inserted it into the rusty 

lock. He turned the key with difficulty. 
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The lock sprung open. Two of his men grabbed the handlebars to open the half doors. 

Halfway through the door they received some unexpected help. The wind pushed along with 

them. The opening was cleared. 

Hair and loose garments fluttered in the airflow. 

Thaar lay dreamily in the distance, submerged in the greenery. 

The Lowlanders gloomily looked at the contours of the houses. Some quickly averted their 

heads, afraid of the persuading voice. 

The captain stepped aside. 

The king shook hands with both youths. ‘Be on your guard. I hope to see you safe and sound 

again, in three hours or so.’ 

‘We will do everything we can to succeed,’ Espen said as a goodbye. 

After those words, they spurred on their horses and stepped through the entrance. The door 

was quickly closed behind them. 

While they were riding, they took in the surroundings. The area had been fully reclaimed by 

trees and shrubberies over the past twenty-three years.  

The brick-paved road led them through a young woodland. The road was easily accessible 

and ran in a straight line to the edge of the city. The leaves of the shrubs rustled in the wind 

and the sun stood high in the sky. They discovered the first signs of life – pigs had been 

rooting alongside the berm and there were numerous holes. A rabbit colony had dug up large 

parts of the road. Sanderine appraised the sword before they reached the first houses, tried out 

different maneuvers. 

Espen watched with curiosity. ‘How skilled are you, actually?’ he wanted to know. 

‘I have no idea, to be honest,’ she replied. ‘I only crossed swords with Arlin and other 

weaponmasters in the past years. In Testerband, my friend Fen Kleyn always beat me; she 

was exceptionally good at it. I had to work really hard to remain second best.’ 

Sanderine put the sword away and focused on the environment. She noticed that he was 

observing her again. 

They rode passed the first houses, crossed the first intersection. 

They beheld the wreckage with open mouths. The roofs and walls were caved in, damaged or 

had collapsed; chimneys had crumbled. Trees grew everywhere; mountain-ash, elder trees 

and birch trees towered above the ruins, grew right in front of windows and doors. The rest of 

the open space was overgrown with bramble bushes and nettles. 

They crossed intersection after intersection. 
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Something banged, wood on wood. Softly at first, then louder, as if someone was trying to 

get their attention. Sanderine drew her sword. Another bang. 

She turned on her saddle, trying to determine the source of the noise. 

Espen scanned the area intently as well. 

A bang again – provokingly loud. Suddenly, Espen pointed at a large barndoor. 

She watched the door open, then shut closed with a bang – the wind. 

‘I don’t think those five men are anywhere near here,’ he said reassuringly. ‘They probably 

began looking for the treasure immediately.’ 

Sanderine nodded, put the weapon away. 

They crossed an intersection and rode past a large building. 

Another foreboding sound. A noise. The noise changed direction. Faint at first, remote – then 

closer. 

‘Dogs!’ Espen said. ‘Dogs are coming.’ 

They looked around them, searching. The barking came from a side street behind them. It 

was not the sound of anxious animals trying to chase away trespassers – the barks coming at 

them were aggressive. 

A pack of wild mongrels shot out behind them and stormed toward them. They would reach 

them in ten seconds at most. 

Espen jumped to the ground, alarmed by the bared teeth and the fanatical glint in the eyes. He 

drew Cox around and placed himself in front of the horses. 

The gelding jerked the rein frantically. 

Sanderine had turned around as well, sword in hand, ready to fend off the dogs. The twenty-

headed pack, with a large dull-brown male dog at its lead, covered the last feet triumphantly. 

The dog pushed off in attack, looked up and met Espen’s golden-brown eyes in midair. Jolted 

as if struck by lightning, the mongrel forgot to land on his paws and tumbled howling onto 

the road. 

The Firstling did not have to shout. The other dogs arrested in shock, dug in their heels with 

their hair on edge, and came to a stop. The leader lay prostrate at Espen’s feet, and when he 

scrambled back up, the expression of his head had dramatically changed. He looked like a 

defeated house dog. The pack watched with bewilderment. Wagging his tail submissively, he 

stretched himself out and cautiously sniffed at the extended fingers. 

‘There, now we’re acquainted,’ Espen spoke sternly. He straightened up, sent off the dogs 

with a decided gesture. 
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The humiliated pack slunk away and vanished behind the houses. The street became quiet. 

Clothing moved in the wind, a door banged in the distance. 

Espen threw the reins over Cox’s head and put his right foot in the stirrup. 

‘What a bloodthirsty gang. It’s good to have you around,’ she said casually. ‘You would 

make an excellent scout.’ 

‘I prefer music,’ he replied dryly as he swung his left leg across the saddle. He drew in the 

reins and scanned the area. Far behind them, he watched the wild dogs turn around and 

quietly follow them. 

‘The pack isn’t really going away,’ he told her as the gelding began to walk. ‘We need to 

keep an eye on them.’ 

Shortly after, they were startled by squabbling sounds in a rubble-filled alley – crows were 

fighting loudly over a rabbit’s carcass. 

Reassured, they continued down the road. 

They reached the heart of the city, a district with many towers. Pointy rooftops with orange, 

azure and dark grey tiling cut sharply into the sky. The main street ran straight through it. 

Sanderine gazed at the elegantly twisted steeples on both sides of the street, noticed an 

unusual number of openings in the towers and wondered if the inhabitants had kept large 

birds. 

Espen saw her peering upward. He looked behind him just to be safe before he continued 

their conversation. The dogs had remained at the same distance. 

‘Thaar is the largest city that the Firstlings founded in Ruaad,’ he told her proudly. ‘This is 

the oldest quarter; the Firstlings used the architectural style of the North States. It's what the 

Wetherlings’ cities must look like. It’s good to see that the Lowlanders didn’t tear down the 

buildings.’ 

He pointed at the gaps in the peaks. ‘See those small entries in the towers? Compellers often 

transformed themselves into birds of prey. The openings allowed them to fly out and alight 

freely. The art of transformation is ancient, but undoubtedly still widely in use in the North 

States. It was prohibited in Ruaad.’ 

She tried to imagine the transforming process. She watched a shadow change into an eagle 

for a moment, but the dogs’ attack made her think of something else. Two intelligent yellow 

eyes emerged before her along with a maw full of sharp teeth. She shuddered. ‘Why was it 

prohibited?’ she asked. 

Espen thought for a moment. ‘There were tensions between the populations. The newcomers 

saw the changing of form as a devilish act. The Archpriests were in power at the time, 
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according to Elem. They issued a decree and even held book burnings to destroy all 

instructions and formulas. 

Elem searched the manuscripts in Rath for secret coded writings, hoping to find the words of 

transformation somewhere. To no avail. He wanted to enter the partly submerged grotto 

system as a bat or an aquatic animal to get to the sleepers.’ 

‘You would never have embarked on this journey if he had found the formula, am I right?’ 

she remarked. 

He smiled. ‘I’m glad about it, in hindsight. I came across amazing musicians in the past six 

years, and I met a girl who wouldn’t put up with anything.’ 

He gave her a playful look – far too long to her liking. Confused, and then annoyed because 

she was blushing, she turned her head away. 

He looked over his shoulder. The dogs had come nearer, their ears stood upright and their 

tails wagged expectantly. He ignored the animals. 

They left the district with the towers behind them, rode through a woodland toward four or 

five large buildings. Flecks shot across the road in the middle of the woods. 

‘Rats!’ he exclaimed in disgust. ‘There are rats everywhere.’ 

They searched the ground and discovered large numbers of brown rats between the shrubs. 

The creatures lived near the disregarded waterways and had dug holes everywhere. 

The road was strewn with white rocks and metal scraps. They continued slowly without 

paying much attention to it. The rocks cracked beneath the hooves. 

Suddenly, Espen held in his horse. ‘Not stones, but bones!’ he cried out loudly, and pointed 

with his head toward the road. 

She stopped in horror. What she had taken for rocks, twigs and colorless bits of wood, were 

actually skulls and broken bones. 

Appalled, she expanded her field of vision. There had been a battle; rusty instruments were 

scattered everywhere, ranging from hammers to pickaxes, from knives to large nails. Nests of 

bones lay along the side of the road and rags fluttered in the shrubbery. The road had once 

been strewn with corpses. A gruesome trail of bones directed them to the presumed location 

of Odin’s Weapon. 

‘The dogs and the pigs must have fed off the cadavers, along with the crows and the 

magpies,’ Espen said with revulsion. 

They rode on, approaching the center. On the right side of the street stood a large building 

with a wide staircase that led up to a platform. Someone was lying on the road. 
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It was probably one of the trespassers the guards had spotted earlier that morning. He was 

lying on his stomach in a puddle of dried-up blood. 

They hurried over to the victim, dismounted and carefully rolled him over. The man was 

dead. Someone had pierced his heart with a rusty pin. 

The looked at each other. The truth had fallen in the street. 

Sanderine could not deny it. Her father had given the weapon to King Odin twenty years ago, 

and it was still operational, just like the forcefield in Rath. Her father was using his powers to 

destroy lives. 

She felt terrible. ‘The killer is searching for the thing. We must hurry.’ 

They looked at the elevated building. It could be the palace. The wide building with three 

roofs and a gallery closely resembled a temple. 

Espen took Cox by the rein and went up the stairs. She followed him. 

Skulls, shoulder blades and pelvic bones disfigured the steps and the platform. Sanderine 

estimated the number of skulls to be over a thousand. 

A herd of pigs reclined in the shadow of the gallery. They remained where they were as the 

two youths neared the palace, watched them brazenly with their smart little eyes. 

‘Tie the reins to the saddle and let Pippin go free, so he can escape if necessary,’ he said to 

her. He pulled the bridle over his dapple’s soft pointy ears and hung it on a torch holder. 

The doors in the center of the frontage stood wide open. They stepped through the dark 

opening, entered the hall. Violent yelling and clattering weapons sounded from the Reception 

Hall. The trespassers were attacking each other apparently. 

In front of the opening lay a mound of bones and skulls mixed with clothing, footwear, 

shields and swords. The two door halves hung crookedly from the hinges. 

She turned on her axis as she looked around. 

The building seemed to swelter with tension. 

The moment she realized that the violence was nestled inside of the building, it came right at 

her and overtook her with the force of a tidal wave. 

She saw the allies as they hacked away at the closed door with their axes, heard the wood 

split. Others charged against the woodwork with their shoulders, throwing in their full 

weight. A freshly hewn tree trunk was carried in to bash in the door. The trunk was propelled 

forward, encouraged by the cries of the crowd, and crashed powerfully against the wood. The 

things that were piled up in front of the door shifted. 

The king and his associates were in the hall. 

A triumphant roar sounded when the door began to move. 
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The rupture became a gap. Spears soared through the opening, arrows whirred, people 

collapsed on both sides of the door. The door opened wider and the battle became a man-to-

man combat. 

The hinges broke off from the outside force. 

Sanderine pressed her hands against the temples of her head and tried to shut out the echoes. 

Espen stared at her, wide-eyed. ‘Are you hearing the voice?’ he asked shrilly. 

She shook her head. ‘No. I am seeing things that have already happened. Wait a minute – it’s 

gone,’ she said. 

He observed her uncertainly. ‘Did the weapon bother you or not?’ he wanted to know. 

‘No, it has nothing to do with the weapon. Sometimes, when an event is really disturbing, a 

part of it remains in the building. I am sensitive to that. I watched the attack on the King’s 

Hall. Come, we must continue.’ 

The sound of iron on iron brought Espen back to reality as well. 

Sanderine pressed her lips together and was the first to climb the sliding heap of bones to 

enter the hall. He followed. 

The smell of decay and rotting flesh wafted toward them. They both immediately started 

breathing through their mouths to avoid the nauseating stench. 

On the way down, Sanderine snatched up a sword and a dented shield from the pile and 

shoved them into his hands. She quickly grabbed a shield for herself and stepped into the 

hall. 

She lost grip of everything. Shadows rushed up alongside her. She saw King Odin, waving 

around a strange object, laughing like a madman. He collapsed, several men collapsed, lying 

dead or dying in a circle around a case. The intruders in turn, fought for the weapon until just 

one of them was left, who, injured, draped the king’s robe around himself. 

Reality returned. King Odin’s once so magnificent Reception Hall had turned into a squalid 

vault. 

Four men were engaged in combat about thirty feet away from them. They were a few years 

older than Espen and were fighting amid the broken furniture, rags and bones. Sanderine 

could tell from their clothing and combat style that they came from affluent families. Their 

eyes expressed a cool hatred. Odin’s Weapon evidently caused an icy cold desire to kill. 

These men were able to think, and the fact that they were still violently hacking away at each 

other after all those hours, meant that they had paused in between. 

They covered the first few feet cautiously, afraid the men would immediately turn against 

them.  
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One of the four men turned his head toward them. It lasted no more than two seconds. His 

opponent seized the opportunity and thrust his sword powerfully into the unprotected 

abdomen. The winner let out a triumphant cry as the dying man collapsed. 

Sanderine was speechless. The killer stormed across the hall toward them. The phantoms 

returned. Someone ran away from her toward the throne, where the new king slowly rose. 

Espen nudged her with his shield. ‘Watch out. He’s coming!’ 

She warded off the first blow, dealt with him decisively. A fair fight was out of the question; 

the man needed to be disarmed before the two others thought of joining him. 

Struck by an unbearable pain, the thug crumpled to the floor. 

She kicked him so he would fall sideways, dashed forward and wrenched the sword from his 

hands, then rolled him on his stomach, put him in a hold and looked around. ‘A belt! A belt 

or a rope, quick!’ she shouted franticly. 

He found a curtain cord and hurried over to help her tie up the wrists. Then the ankles. She 

kept an eye on the others while they were doing this. 

The two were still circling each other. 

The fighting men paled in the luster of the festive evening. Sanderine recognized the young 

Norwir, who at a distance kept a close eye on the man at the head of the table – her father. 

Her throat went dry, she lowered her sword. Unbelievable! He really did resemble Elmar 

back then. The sound intensified, overpowering. Laughter welled up. The court was laughing 

on account of the small box, and one man in particular was laughing the hardest: Boiten. 

She no longer heard or saw the fight that was going on further down. Espen did. 

One of the fighters had shouted something to the others. ‘Newcomers!’ he had hollered. 

‘How about a truce?’ 

Espen noticed that Sanderine was watching something attentively. He followed her gaze, 

didn’t see anything unusual. 

‘All right,’ the other replied, gasping. ‘Give me a moment to catch my breath.’ 

They both lowered their weapon cautiously. 

‘Fancy a chat?’ 

‘Sure.’ 

They walked between the mess toward the youths, keeping a safe distance from each other. 

The darkest one was mindlessly toying with his sword and looked self-assured. His hair came 

down to his shoulders and his beard was short. 
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‘Holy crap!’ he said, when he stopped about ten feet away from them. ‘What do we have 

here? It’s as if I'm looking at a picture in a chronicle, Remmert. I thought we had 

exterminated his kind.’ 

‘A Firstling!’ Remmert replied. He had an open face, wore his blond hair cut short and was 

beardless. ‘They cast spells on everything, I’ve heard, treacherous folk. Not the type you 

would want to play cards with.’ 

‘Look at those eyes, just like the devil. What are you doing here? Do you think you stand a 

chance against us?’ They glanced at Sanderine depreciatively, who was staring into space. 

The tied-up man on the floor moved and turned toward the speaker. ‘Untie me, Winston, and 

I’ll help you. Three against two is a done deal.’ 

‘Why is he still alive?’ Winston asked Espen angrily. ‘You have to stick to the rules. He has 

been defeated. Now finish him!’ 

‘Put down your weapons,’ Espen commanded. ‘You are under a spell. There is no treasure.’ 

They laughed at him. 

‘That’s a good one,’ Winston grinned. ‘No treasure.’ He turned around and pointed toward 

the back. ‘The king is sitting right there and what does he have in his hand?’ 

Espen looked past the two men, noticed a glitter at the rear end of the hall. Someone was 

sitting on the throne. The man was looking straight ahead and held a glittering blue object. 

‘That thing is making you insane. I came here to deactivate it. Put down your weapons or the 

girl will disarm you and it won’t be gentle.’ 

They both burst into laughter. 

‘All right.’ Winston stepped a few feet forward, slowly extended his sword to the floor, fixed 

his brazenly goading eyes on Espen. 

Boiten’s laughter faded when the box snapped shut and the guests calmed down. Sanderine 

studied her father’s face carefully. He lacked Elmar’s compassion. But he still looked human, 

more human than she had experienced him herself. The lines in his face had clearly hardened 

over the years. The Lord of Testerband did not react, showed no self-satisfaction. 

When Winston had to let go of the sword, Espen nudged Sanderine again. The tip of the 

blade touched the floor. The next moment, the weapon came up and Winston jumped 

forward. Remmert joined him. 

Sanderine was late with everything. The tip of the blade penetrated her clothing and grazed 

her ribs. 
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She ignored the pain and needed all of her skills to ward off the frontal attack. Remmert 

attacked Espen. The Firstling used the shield to ward off the blows, slowly moving 

backwards. 

While Espen was defending himself, Sanderine broke Winston’s right thumb. He cried out in 

pain and dropped his sword. Before he was able to grab the sword with his left hand, she 

kicked him forcefully, making him tumble backwards over a broken chair. He remained on 

the floor in a daze. She turned around, saw that Espen was now using the sword to stop his 

retreat. She came to his aid. Remmert jumped aside. She feigned a move, whacked the side of 

his head with her shield that made him shoot across the hall. Espen flung away his shield, 

bounded after Remmert and overpowered him. She focused her attention on Winston. 

He had scrambled back on his feet, held the sword in his left hand this time, and, with a 

distorted mouth, headed toward her with determination. His image faded. 

Boiten was watching her father with an admiring, calculating eye. How she hated this man! 

Espen’s scream brought her back. Winston was just a few feet away from her. She quickly 

glided her gaze downward, at his feet. He immediately screamed and fell down, reaching for 

his boots. She held him in pain until Espen was finished tying up Remmert. 

He rushed up to Winston. The man lashed out at him. Espen jumped on his arm, grabbed his 

hand and wrenched the sword free. 

They tied him up firmly. The men spit and raged. Sanderine examined the injury in her side. 

The scrape was bleeding a little. 

‘What is going on with you?’ he asked testily. ‘You almost got yourself stabbed to death.’ 

‘The space is bursting with phantoms! They’re fighting and killing and driving me mad.’ 

‘Then we should hurry,’ he continued more pleasantly. 

They studied the hall. The Reception Hall was high-ceilinged. Light entered from two sides 

through a row of windows beneath the dome that were supported by a row of pillars. There 

were two other smaller halls behind the pillars, to the left and right of the main hall. The 

numerous forged chandeliers were covered in a thick layer of dust and wrapped in a shroud 

of cobwebs. The tapestry behind the throne upon which the most recent conqueror sat, was 

torn in places and stained. The peaceful scenes of gatherings, dances and hunting parties 

stood in sharp contrast with the grotesque morgue they adorned. 

Espen discovered the lead case that had carried Odin’s Weapon. 

The case lay on its side, next to an overturned table. It was empty and covered in a layer of 

dust. 
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Espen pointed his head at the throne and had to shout to be heard above the tumult. ‘That 

self-proclaimed king over there has the weapon.’ 

They walked through the wreckage to the back of the hall with growing aversion. 

Before the throne lay a pile of corpses. The one on top had recently died. This was the corpse 

that was spreading the pungent odor through the hall. 

The recent king sat cherishing his treasure without worrying about food or drink. He wore a 

wide, dark red royal robe trimmed with dirty white fur, and his arms were folded across his 

chest. 

His left hand held a scepter with a wrought iron branched hand at 

the knob. 

Three pointy fingers were wrapped in flat iron wire that 

connected the last. One finger curved behind. Gold wire had been 

twisted around the area where the knob connected with the 

scepter, leaving decorative wisps as finish. 

‘Such irony. The scepter in his hand is Odin’s Weapon,’ Espen 

told her. 

‘Careful, the fellow is still alive. He’s in a bad way, but that 

doesn’t mean he will give up his treasure without a fight. Look, 

he’s hiding his right hand under his left arm…’ 

He looked aside with a smile. ‘It’s your heirloom. Go and get the 

man’s scepter, will you?’ 

She shook her head. ‘Get it yourself, jokester. I’m not crawling 

on top of that corpse to get to him. Corpse liquid is toxic. She 

glanced at the rotting flesh and retched. ‘We need to get him off 

that throne somehow. A spear, let’s push him off with a spear. 

He walked into the hall and returned with a spear. ‘Do you think 

you can lift the claw from his hand?’ 

‘That’s a good plan.’ 

She took the spear from him, moved the iron tip of the shaft to the front, placed the tip in 

between the ironware and tried to lift it. 

It didn’t budge. ‘He’s holding on to it tightly…’ 

Suddenly, the man moved. The eyes turned in her direction, glared at her maliciously. The 

king began to speak with a hoarse voice. 

‘What is he saying?’ she asked Espen. 



 112 

‘Despicable greedy louse, thinking you can rob me of my life’s joy!’ Espen translated. 

He tried to persuade the man. The king shook his head decidedly, pointed with the scepter 

and began declaiming loudly. 

While Espen reasoned, spreading his arms, the pile came alive before Sanderine’s eyes. 

Kings rose before her, began to take shape. She suppressed the urge to start hacking away 

wildly and turned to Espen irritably. ‘Don’t tell me you’re going to stand here and argue with 

him! Pretty soon the others will have freed themselves and can start all over again!’ 

She ignored the ghosts and pushed the shank between the ironwork again. 

Before she could apply force, the king thrust the spear aside, pushed himself off with a 

scream and lunged at her, knife in hand. 

She instinctively pulled the shaft back and struck. 

She hit him in midair, bruised his ribs. He fell on the corpses, slithered down and shrieked 

with pain. The crown rolled into the hall. The knife and Odin’s Weapon slipped from his 

hands. 

The man groped for the scepter. She kicked the iron hand away. 

Before he could get up, she pushed him so he would fall against the base of the throne. He sat 

there, too exhausted to move, pointed an accusing finger at and squealed like a wounded pig. 

‘I have to get out of here!’ she screamed. ‘I can’t take this anymore.’ 

Espen snatched Odin’s Weapon from the dust. ‘Outside,’ he suggested. ‘Come.’ 

They ran through the hall to the exit, scolded and shouted at by the four men. Shaking with 

repulsion, they climbed the slippery wall of bones, ran through the open door to the top of the 

steps. The pigs scampered away grumpily and watched them from a safe distance along with 

the dogs. The two of them closed the half doors and leaned against the door in relief, taking 

big gulps of air. 

When they had recovered a little, Espen straightened up. He examined the scepter in his 

hands. 

‘Can I hold it for a moment?’ she asked him. 

He gave it to her. The iron claw shot away when she reached for it, clanged onto the tiles. 

She bent down to pick it up, but it scooted away from her like a frightened animal. Espen saw 

that she gave up and grabbed it. 

‘I saw him, inside, my father,’ she told him somberly. ‘It looks like you were right.’ 

Espen nodded. ‘It has to be. The wires wrapped around the prongs are glowing with 

witkragh. Compellers don’t work with iron; it heats up and cools down too quickly. This 

could only have been made by a Ravensworth and your father is the only one qualified.’ 
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‘If my father made this malicious thing, he must have become a Compeller,’ she concluded. 

‘Now I now know that Gert was right about everything. Father’s personality has changed 

completely. He became cruel and ruthless, and he definitely wasn’t that way as a young 

man.’ 

She looked him straight in the face. 

‘How can you turn a Destructor into a powerful Compeller, and how does someone lose his 

ability for compassion? Can you give me an answer to that?’ 

‘No. I only know about the shield in front of the cave. I don’t know what a Destructor should 

or should not be able to do. We never spoke about your father’s personality and the possible 

changes in it. I never asked Elem about it either. You can ask him as soon as we arrive in 

Rath.’ 

He hadn’t looked at her while answering her. The answer sounded vague. 

‘Let me extinguish this thing first. It happened automatically with the laughing box, but the 

mocking claw is still shining stubbornly.’ 

While they were talking, he had let the scepter hang casually down his leg. He lifted it up. 

Nothing happened. 

Sanderine watched silently as he inspected the spiral. He held the hand with its iron swaddles 

in front of his eyes. 

‘I have no idea what to do,’ he said with a frown. 

He held the scepter too close to his face. She opened her mouth to say something about it. At 

the same moment he let out a stifled cry. 

He hurled the scepter away from him furiously, bent over in torment and covered his eyes 

with his hands. 

She bent down with him worriedly. ‘What’s wrong?’ 

‘My eyes. They’re burning. It hurts like crazy. It attacked me, I think it attacked me! The 

hellish light. What a dirty trick. Is it still active?’ 

She walked over to the fork, reached out her hand and was able to grab it. ‘No. It stopped 

working. You were successful. Can you open your eyes?’ 

He stood up straight and tried to open his watering eyes, then shook his head. 

‘The pain is subsiding, but it hurts too much to open my eyes.’ 

‘Shall I go inside and free the men?’ she asked him. 

‘No. That’s too dangerous. What if they don’t remember anything, and think it was you who 

killed their comrade. Let the Lowlanders help them. Come, go and get the horses; I want to 

get out of here.’ 
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She touched his shoulder encouragingly. ‘All right.’ 

The horses had gone in search of something edible. They were standing next to the building, 

pulling tufts of dry grass indifferently. 

She took Pippin by the reins, grabbed Cox’s poll between the ears and led them up the stairs. 

When she reached the top, she saw that Espen had sat down. The dogs had crawled up to him. 

She chased them away. 

‘I’m thirsty,’ he said when he heard her coming. She grabbed the water pouch and put it into 

his hands. He stood up and drank. 

She picked up the scepter – evidence of their successful mission – tied it to the saddle and got 

ready to leave. 

Cox got his bridle back on. She led the gelding to where Espen stood waiting. He touched the 

animal, found the saddle, put his foot in the stirrup and mounted. The pigs had withdrawn 

into the shadow, oblivious of what had taken place in the palace and the impending changes. 

Holding on to the reins, she led the horses off the platform. 

The dogs moved to the side, wagging their tails uncertainly. She rode down the main street at 

a foot pace, followed by the animals. 

‘Can open your eyes a little yet?’ she asked along the way. 

He shook his head. ‘Too painful.’ 

‘You planned to continue your journey right away. Do you still want to do that? Perhaps it’s 

better to wait till you can see again?’ 

‘No. I want to move on.’ 

They rode through the city, left the woodland behind them. 

The barricade loomed up in the distance. Sanderine squinted at the sun to estimate the time 

from its position in the sky. It had to be shortly after midday. 

She heard the guards on the tower at the Main Gate shout a warning from afar. The doors 

opened. 

Four horsemen rode toward them; it was the captain of the Guard with two of his men, and 

King Norwir. 

The king stopped in front of them, looked unpleasantly surprised when he saw Espen’s closed 

eyes, then looked at Sanderine quizzically. 

‘What is going on with your eyes?’ 

‘Odin’s Weapon didn’t go out automatically. I didn’t know how to deactivate it and held the 

claw too close to my eyes. The witkragh flared up and injured me. You need to send someone 

to the palace as quickly as possible. We encountered six men. One was already dead when we 
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arrived. The second one was killed when we entered the palace, and we overpowered the 

others.’ 

He turned his head sideways at Sanderine. ‘Did you bring the scepter?’ he asked in Landish. 

She nodded, then realized he couldn’t see her. ‘Yes.’ 

‘Go ahead and give it to the king.’ 

She untied the knot and handed the scepter to King Norwir. 

He took the iron claw from her with disbelief. ‘This is Odin’s Weapon?’ 

‘The iron wire around the fingers radiated with witkragh,’ Espen informed him. ‘You can 

enter the city now, but prepare yourself for the worst: it’s a disaster area, infested with rats 

and animals gone wild, and there are human remains everywhere.’ 

‘I suspected as much,’ the king said somberly. ‘I am extremely grateful for your effort and 

commitment. I am sorry you were injured.’ 

The Lowlanders turned around and rode along with them. 

They arrived at the gate in the enclosure. 

‘Are you in pain?’ the king asked concernedly. ‘Shall I send for a surgeon to take a look at 

your eyes?’ 

‘No. I expect I will be able to see again in a couple of hours. I want to continue my journey. I 

request that you return our things to us, along with the promised food.’ 

‘Of course, but should you be traveling at this time, when you are not able to see yet?’ The 

mountains are dangerous.’ 

‘It will be days before we reach the mountains. Sanderine can help me.’ 

The group reached the barricade, dismounted at the guardhouse. 

Sanderine handed the belt with the sword back to the captain of the Guard. He thanked her, 

then signaled the guards on the towers to put out the flag. 

Cheering went up all around. Soon, the yellow flag with the black ram’s head was flapping 

boisterously from the mast. they saw it farther down: jubilation erupted from there as well. 

This continued on until all of the towers’ flags were out and all of the guards were in a festive 

mood. 

Sanderine told Espen that the towers were coloring yellow. He could hear the shouts and 

cheers. 

Kind Norwir called his men and instructed them to fill the saddlebags with food and to return 

their belongings to them. A servant handed her the blankets, coats, sleeping mats and the 

shawm; another servant advanced with the two bows and quivers. Espen’s things were 
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already in one of his bags. Sanderine divided the luggage over the two horses, fastened the 

blanket rolls, sleeping mats and coats onto the saddles. 

Finally, she loosened the reins on Espen’s gelding, threaded one of the ends along the bottom 

through the bit rings and tied a knot in it to prevent needless injuries to Cox’s mouth while 

being directed. Her determined movements gave King Norwir enough faith in the enterprise 

to let them go. 

He drew up next to Espen. 

‘I hope your eyes will recover quickly. Extend your hand so I can say goodbye to you. Do 

you think you will return to Lowland one day?’ 

‘Who knows. I might accompany the Ravensworth to the shore in a couple of weeks.’ Espen 

shook the king’s hand. 

Then Norwir shook hands with Sanderine. He pointed north with his arm. ‘The North. Tell 

her to go in that direction,’ he told Espen. ‘It will take three days to reach the border.’ 

She pressed her knees into the flank of her mount, pulled Espen’s gelding along with her and 

headed in the pointed direction. 

‘Do you mind if I switch to a trot?’ she asked a half hour later. 

‘Wait a little while longer. I am still getting used to the fact that I can’t see anything.’ He 

carefully touched his eyelids with his fingertips. 

She watched him. What if his eyes don’t recover, she thought, scared suddenly. That would 

be terrible. 
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Chapter 7 

Caught Up by the Past 

The sun shone abundantly for the remainder of the day. Sanderine led Cox along on a long 

rein. Now and then, she looked back at Espen, hoping to see some improvement. His eyes 

were still closed an hour later. 

She stopped. ‘Perhaps you should tie a cloth over your eyes,’ she suggested sympathetically. 

‘The darkness might help the recovery.’ 

‘Good idea. There’s a bandage roll in my saddlebag. Go ahead and take it out.’ 

They dismounted. Sanderine removed the bandage from the saddlebag and wound the strip of 

linen around his head. She steadied Cox while he got back in the saddle, and then continued 

down the unpaved road. 

‘I didn’t know the witkragh could affect me,’ Espen pondered out loud. ‘I would have 

protected my eyes had I known.’ They arrived at a fork in the road late in the afternoon. 

Sanderine gazed down the two roads undecidedly. The unfamiliar land rekindled memories of 

her wanderings in Oldeland and Esens. When they reached the next village, she had Espen 

ask for directions. People pointed straight ahead, to her relief. 

A farmer let them sleep in the stable that night. 

The next morning, Sanderine affirmed that Espen was still blind. 

They continued in a northern direction, passed through towns and villages. The inhabitants 

stopped their activities to watch them with curiosity. 

At dusk, they stopped at an inn along a deep-lying brook and spent the night in a large room 

with two bedsteads. 

‘Can you see anything yet?’ she asked him in the morning. 

‘No. I still can’t see a thing,’ he replied crankily. 

She quietly helped him get dressed. He walked down the stairs with a grim and determined 

expression around his mouth, felt his way to the door of the tavern, then had no choice but to 

accept Sanderine’s help if he didn’t want to make a fool of himself while groping around for 

a table. As soon as they entered, the conversations of the other customers fell still. Strangers 

were a scarcity in Lowland. The innkeeper and customers’ pity for him and approval of her 

made her feel extremely uncomfortable. If only they knew what was actually going on. 
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They left the town behind them. The landscape grew steeper. Green hills with trees peaked 

above the fields. Countless streams with wadable areas coursed through the valleys. The 

riverbed was filled with gravel and stones. 

That night they camped near the edge of a high-lying forest, to move the following day into a 

hilly and wooded area cut with fast-flowing brooks of clear water. Settlements became 

sparser and the first mountains appeared above the tree crowns. She told Espen about it. 

‘Can you tell the peaks apart yet?’ he asked attentively. ‘Let me know as soon as you see a 

rounded and a pointy mountaintop next to each other. One of them is named Anvil Mountain 

and the other is Eagle Mountain. These two mountains form as it were the gateway we will 

be traveling through.’ 

They spent the rest of the afternoon riding along the edge of the wooded hills toward the 

mountains. 

Evening came, and she decided to spend the night near some boulders along the wide 

riverbed of a brook. with Eagle Mountain and Anvil Mountain in the background. It was a 

warm spring night. She gathered some dry wood and made a fire. 

Espen had settled down on his mat, with his back against a worn-down boulder, and was 

enjoying the warmth of the evening sun. ‘Where are the saddles?’ he asked pleasantly. 

‘Behind me. Do you need anything?’ 

‘The shawm. Can you give me the shawm?’ 

She got up, crouched by his saddle and untied a long leather bag. She removed the instrument 

as she returned and sat down beside him. 

‘Here.’ She took his right hand and placed his fingers on the instrument. He clutched the 

shawm, felt all its sides, tested the reed with his mouth and began to play. He played a few 

songs, changing the melody when the tune took on a fixed pattern. After fifteen minutes, he 

lost the desire to play and slumped backwards with the shawm under his arm. 

‘How are you doing?’ she asked carefully. ‘Any changes yet?’ 

He shrugged. ‘It’s not completely dark anymore and the pain is not as sharp. I now see specks 

of color float by, but I don’t know if that’s a good sign… If it’s not, I will have had the 

foresight of choosing the right occupation to support myself with. Finding an audience will 

be a problem though.’ 

She tossed a few branches into the fire. ‘I’m sure that everything will be fine. It will just take 

some time, that’s all.’ 

He lifted the shawm with a sardonic smile on his lips and played a tune. 
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It was the end of May. They set out at sunrise and moved along the front of the mountains. 

When the flat-topped mountain was on their left, they followed the little river into the hills. 

At the hottest time of day, Sanderine suggested they rest a while and cool off in the river. 

After they ate, she helped him remove his shoes and guided him into the cold water so he 

could wash. She gallantly led him around a deep spot, but seeing how the heat was bothering 

him, she couldn’t resist taking him to the deep end. She let him continue by himself and 

remained where she was. 

He waded guilelessly toward the hole, suddenly lost his footing and fell face down into the 

water. He popped back up, gasping for air. She grabbed him by his clothes and pulled him 

away from the hole. 

‘Thought you could use a little cooling off,’ she teased. 

Instead of answering, he pulled her to him and flung her into the water. ‘The same goes for 

you!’ he said with satisfaction. 

She came back up, laughing, and took him back to the side. 

They wrung the water from their clothes and were soon on the move again. 

The gurgling stream meandered through the wooded hills, and slowly but surely Anvil 

Mountain came nearer. The mountains in the background rose perceptibly and had a 

distinguishing grey-blue color. 

‘The Azures,’ Espen explained. ‘We call these mountains the Azures.’ 

The stream became rougher. She carefully picked her way across the rocky riverbed and past 

rapids. Towards evening, they had to dismount their horses repeatedly to master a height on 

foot. 

He asked for the shawm again in the evening, and this time he played a little longer. 

‘You’re an excellent flute player,’ she said appreciatively when he got up to stretch his legs. 

‘Who taught you to play?’ 

‘My father, Eron.’ 

‘Your father! Is he a musician? 

‘Yes, and a singer. He lives in the Four Valleys, in the city of Holberg. He is a Highlander.’ 

‘A Firstling?’ 

‘No, a redhead with green eyes. I lived with him until I was eleven. I barely remember my 

time with him. He only worried about losing the income when Elem came to get me. I never 

saw him after that.’ It sounded resigned. 

‘Did he made you work for a living?’ 
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‘I performed for an audience. Elem encouraged me to continue studying. He is a decent 

singer and is interested in music.’ 

‘What instruments do you play?’ 

‘Nearly all of them. Harp, drum, fife, lyre, wheel fiddle, and the shawm of course. My father 

is a well-known harpist.’ 

‘And your mother?’ 

He sat down. ‘Ingrid Aztarch. She is one of the adults in the cave. She has the knowledge and 

power to put herself and others into a state of simulated death.’ His mouth curled downwards 

as he continued to speak. ‘She met Eron at the Midsummer Fest and became pregnant by 

him. She didn’t want to raise me. When I was two months old, she sent Elem to Holberg to 

deliver me to Eron. That took longer than planned. Eron was outraged and refused to take me. 

The Militia had to intervene. In the end, my father accepted his parental duty and Elem got 

his freedom back. The delay caused him to be absent at the Midsummer Fest in Rath, the day 

your father and the Lowlanders attacked the city.’ 

Espen raised his head, turned it in her direction. ‘Great-Compeller Ingrid Aztarch won’t be 

happy to see me. From what I learned from Elem, she is an arrogant and hardheaded woman 

who is in complete control of herself. Should it become clear that she cannot bear my 

presence, I will go to Holberg to see my father.’ 

They had something in common, Sanderine realized: he hadn’t been raised by his mother 

either. 

‘I tried to find my mother four years ago.’ 

‘Your mother is alive? He asked with surprise. ‘Everyone assumes she is dead.’ 

‘I did too, until Bern told me the truth. She is a Healer and lives in Wetterlând. She changed 

her name to Andores and claimed to be my aunt. She helped me. She gave me a different 

name – Astrid – and sent me to Wellsend.’ 

‘I met Andores!’ he exclaimed. ‘In a nobleman’s country home. His blacksmith had broken 

his leg and Andores was called over to heal the fracture. I watched her apply a force that 

looked a lot like witkragh, but it was milder and lighter of color. She came across as warm 

and dependable.’ 

‘Exactly. I loved her instantly and hoped she would visit me at the Order. I always hung 

around the courtyard for that reason. In vain, of course.’ 

‘And then someone finally did visit,’ he continued teasingly, ‘But instead of receiving of 

warm welcome or some appreciation for my dealings with the scorpion, you looked at me as 

if I were the devil himself.’ 



 121 

‘Can you blame me? The scorpion wasn’t the only happy dancer after your remark.’ 

They both laughed. 

 

The fifth day since their departure from Thaar arrived. Another cloudless and hot day. 

The stream ended in a waterfall. They dismounted and worked their way up the incline. 

Higher up the mountain, the vegetation became increasingly dense with conifers. That 

afternoon they moved through the dark forest above the river. Espen walked in between the 

horses, held on to a rope. At a curve in the hill they came to an open space, where Sanderine 

was able to get a better view of their surroundings from a field. 

The mountains rising before her eyes far exceeded her imagination. The distances were so 

vast and surreal that she couldn’t even fathom the scale of the landscape. 

‘If I remember correctly, there should be a path that will take us further,’ Espen told her 

encouragingly. 

She found a shallow gully on the other side of a field. This had to be the path Espen was 

talking about. With renewed courage, she led the horses across the open space and followed 

the track. An hour later, the hollow dwindled and disappeared in the overgrowth. She 

searched the ground for an indication without luck. 

‘Just keep on going. I’ve taken this path multiple times on the back of a herdin. Just make 

sure you don’t lose sight of the river.’ 

She looked around. ‘A herdin?’ she asked curiously. ‘What’s a herdin?’ 

‘A herdin is an animal. They look like a cross between a pony and a rock-goat. You can only 

find them in the Azures and they are perfectly adapted to the mountains. Compellers have 

used them as riding animals for hundreds of years. We can call and direct them with our 

minds.’ 

‘Well, that sounds wonderful. Did you call one yet?’ 

‘Only a tamed herdin will accept a rider. Mine is called Springer. She’s too far away to hear 

me.’ 

‘The mountain is in our way and I can’t find the path,’ she sighed. ‘I’m afraid I have to 

continue by myself.’ 

She left him behind near the horses and returned a half an hour later. She had found the 

connection. At the level of the waterfall, the worn away path clearly followed the riverbed. A 

new problem arose: the horses became unmanageable from the roar of the falling water. 

Espen had to calm them down constantly. 
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Evening had set in in the meantime. She set up camp on a level area that looked out on a 

torrent. She tiredly gathered some dry wood from under the conifer trees and threw it on a 

pile on a gravel bank near the raging water. 

Espen was listlessly playing with some rocks. Suddenly, he lifted his head. ‘Can you come 

here for a moment? I found a way to explain where we are to go next.’ He made four 

elongated piles of stones on the ground in front of his crossed legs, and waited for her to 

crouch next to him. 

‘Look. The mountains aren’t isolated but are part of long, rotating chains. Like these rocks in 

front of me. This is a map, you see?’ 

She nodded. ‘Yes, I see.’ 

He pointed to the first coil. ‘This is the most southern part of the Azures. Today, we climbed 

the first of the big mountain chains. The path should continue upwards and go across natural 

passes and plateaus to the fifth peak. That’s where the descent begins. When we get to the 

bottom, we follow a narrow dale and then hopefully reach a large valley, cross it diagonally 

and then climb up the next chain, the Clay Mountains. After the Clay Mountains, we track the 

dales and valleys until we arrive at the border of the highland, where we will be able to see 

Bulk Hill. Clear?’ He let some rocks slide from one hand to the other while he waited for her 

reaction. 

Sanderine gazed stupidly at the grayish-blue peaks high above them, covered with snow. 

‘You plan to go across those?’ she asked in disbelief. 

‘No, of course not. We stick to the tree line.’ 

‘How long do you think that will take us?’ The question sounded unnaturally cheerful. 

He smiled teasingly. ‘Am I sensing some desperation? Are they too extreme for you? I expect 

it will take us four or five days. That’s not too bad, is it?’ 

His cheerfulness and boundless confidence in the undertaking surprised her. 

‘How are your eyes?’ 

‘The specks of color have become streaks of color. Maybe I’ll be able to see again in a few 

days.’ 

‘You still can’t open your eyes, can you?’ 

He shook his head, touched the blindfold carefully. 

She got up and brought over the wood. 

The sun moved behind a mountain, setting the eastern slopes ablaze. 

She observed him. ‘Can I have a look at your eyes?’ 

‘All right.’ 
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She knelt in front him, pushed the cloth to his forehead, inspected the eyelids. ‘They look 

pretty normal. Too bad I’m not a Healer. My mother could probably have helped you.’ 

‘I hope it will heal by itself.’ 

She moved the blindfold back over his eyes, touched his cheek with the palm of her hand. His 

cheek was warm. A wave of desire washed over her. He kept his head still. Her hand moved 

to his ear briefly, then she pulled back her hand. She didn’t move for a moment, processing 

the knowledge that she wanted more than just a touch. She suddenly understood why people 

wanted to kiss each other; something she had never understood before. You love him, she 

realized. Love had never felt so near and so natural. This must stop. He is staying here, and 

you are going back. Saying goodbye will be hard enough as it is. 

She patted his cheek comradely and walked away from him, skipped from stone to stone and 

stopped by the water. She pressed her hands to her eyes to make the tears stop, waited until 

she had control over her voice, and returned with an armful of wood. She made a fire. 

He didn’t mention her caress, clearly finding it too embarrassing for words. 

 

The following day they haphazardly moved upward through the semi-dark forests. It was 

cloudy and chilly. The trees gradually thinned out, the hollow path meandered upwards and 

was easy to follow. 

They came to a big waterfall a few hours later. The powerful torrent of water had created a 

crevice the incline. Over the misty depth lay a wooden bridge with tree trunks as handrails. 

The mass of water came crashing down with a deafening roar. 

She shouted to Espen that they had reached a bridge. 

‘That’s correct,’ he called back. ‘We’re on the right track. Go across it.’ 

Sanderine was about to step onto the bridge. Cox instantly threw his head up and stopped in 

alarm. She pulled hard at the reins, but the gelding snorted and moved backwards. 

‘I want to, but… your horse,’ she screamed at Espen crabbily. ‘He’s afraid. That bridge. Are 

you sure it’s safe?’ 

‘The bridge?’ he hollered back. ‘That bridge can’t rot. There’s no need to be afraid.’ He 

calmed down the horse, who snuffled the woodwork suspiciously and then willingly allowed 

her to lead him. Pippin followed right after Cox, with Espen at his side. A rock-face rose 

straight upward to the left. To their right gaped the ravine. 

They followed a wide path the entire afternoon. A wind began to blow and it started to 

drizzle. Sanderine stopped before dusk, guided Espen to a boulder out of the wind and gave 

him his mat and blanket, after which he sat down. Shortly after, she sat down next to him. 
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‘You’re not loving the mountains, I’m guessing,’ he began with an apologetic smile. 

She untied her hair, untangled the wet curls with her fingers. ‘Oh,’ she answered, louder than 

necessary, ‘things would be different if you had been able to see, but now… Now I’m on my 

own, and I don’t know the region. It sometimes feels like I must fight for every few feet 

forwards. But I must admit that I’m also not used to much originally; in Testerband a 

molehill is considered a sizeable hill.’ 

He smiled. ‘You didn’t sound very cheerful today. Is something bothering you?’ 

‘We’re getting closer to our destination,’ she answered evasively. ‘I am thinking about the 

future.’ 

‘Well, do you know what your plans are yet?’ 

‘No, not yet and that is bothering me the most.’ 

‘You’re not going to help the resistance?’ 

‘I am certainly not going to look for my father’s adversaries if that’s what you mean. I want 

to learn more about the Glister’s power.’ 

‘I think Elem can help you with that.’ 

‘I hope so.’ 

‘They ate from the provisions and went to sleep. In the course of the night, the clouds drifted 

off and a myriad of stars appeared. It was cold in the mountains. The higher, the colder. 

 

The next day started out gloriously. There was almost no breeze and the long shadows of the 

morning sun were shrinking. The wide path along the cliffside undulated lightly. The rocks 

cracked cheerfully under her boots. She kicked a few stones and whistled tunelessly between 

her teeth. 

I exist, she thought as she ambled along, enjoying the view and the good weather. And my 

shadow runs with me with every step I take. 

The trees were far below them now. The path followed the gently declining slope. Halfway 

through the afternoon, the weather changed. The sky became overcast and the wind picked 

up. 

Behind them, a dark sky pushed up the mountain ridge. As she was describing the situation to 

Espen, the wind suddenly disappeared. This alarmed him. 

‘A heavy storm is coming,’ he said worriedly. ‘We need to find shelter.’ 

Sanderine searched around her. A pile of rubble lay against the side of the sheer rock-face, 

unsuitable for cover. 
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‘There should be caves in the mountain wall further up. I spent a night in one of them six 

years ago. Go and look how much further they are.’ 

She untied Pippin from Cox and placed the rope of his horse into his hands. Surprised, he 

swung around the far end. She mounted quickly. 

‘What’s this? What are you doing?’ he asked uncertainly. 

‘I’m going to have a look,’ she called back and trotted away from him. 

He listened to the fading clatter of the hooves on rocks and realized what she was doing. ‘Not 

on horseback!’ he blared after her. She didn’t hear him. 

The overcast sky had reached them in the meantime. It quickly turned dark. A strange 

greenish light streamed through the thinner layers of clouds and transformed the 

environment. It was as if she suddenly found herself in the underworld. The mountain pass 

looked unearthly and spooky. The Firstling had a good memory to her relief: after a blind 

bend in the road she spotted the dark, rough hole of a cave. She turned back. 

The wind picked up again, strengthened to a storm. Rolling rocks startled Pippin – she could 

barely control him. It rumbled softly in the distance. 

Espen clung to his gelding’s neck, his shoulder-length hair whirled before his face. 

‘You were right,’ she yelled at him. 

He let go of the animal. ‘Get off. Get off that horse immediately,’ he roared angrily. 

‘Have you lost your mind?’ 

She had just swung her left leg over the back of the horse, had one foot resting in the left 

stirrup, when lightning hit. Pippin shot forward in panic. The forward jerk caused her to lose 

balance and fall backwards on the rock. She got up immediately, helplessly gasping for 

breath. It was as if she no longer had lungs. Pippin ran off with great speed. 

He staggered on his feet when she leaned on him for support. The sky lightened again. After 

the thunderous clap, he touched her bent head. 

‘Where is the horse?’ he bellowed. 

‘I’m suffocating,’ she groaned. ‘Do something!’ 

‘You are what? What’s wrong?’ he shouted worriedly. 

She panicked. ‘I’m dying!’ 

Lightning flashed. He felt desperate. 

‘Hold on! I can’t let go of Cox. He will disappear into the ravine if I do.’ 

She sank on her knees and forced herself to breathe in. Rain gushed down on them. She 

didn’t collapse any further, which reassured him somewhat. 

‘Did you fall?’ he asked when the wind had subsided and the rain diminished. 
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‘How did you fall?’ 

‘On my back, flat on my back!’ It was still difficult to breathe. She carefully got back up. 

He listened to the weather. ‘We need to get away from here.’ 

‘I can walk,’ it sounded weakly. 

‘That is good news. A blind man and a cripple at these heights…’ 

She led him and the gelding along the front of the rock-face as quickly as she could. The sky 

became even darker and lightning flashed behind them. Just before hell broke loose, they 

reached the cave that was big enough for the two of them and the horse. She quickly brought 

him and the gelding into safety. Shortly after she stood at the opening of the cave. She 

somberly watched the sheets of rain lash against the rocks. Pippin had probably fallen into 

the ravine and it was her fault. And that was not all – the bow and quiver, the Wellsmaster’s 

letter of recommendation, the silver coins, the blanket and the sleeping mat had vanished 

along with the animal, and looking for them was futile. I am responsible for his death, she 

thought. He depended on me, just like Panras. I could blame it on the circumstances, but I 

made a fatal decision in both cases. She looked over her shoulder at Espen, who was leaning 

against the back wall and was stroking Cox’s head reassuringly. 

He turned in her direction. ‘How are you doing? Did you get over the shock yet?’ 

It got lighter. The clouds thinned out and the sun broke through, shone for the rest of the 

afternoon. They left the cave behind and moved on in silence. Sanderine searched the 

mountain walls and the slopes in vain, hoping for a miracle. Pippin was gone from the 

surface of the earth. A bearded vulture circled above the ravine. Soon, more vultures 

appeared. There seemed to be something edible down there, but she couldn’t see what it was 

from the path. 

 

They reached the fifth peak toward evening, and followed the path downward. Descending 

proved more challenging and dangerous than climbing. 

The sun moved across the sky behind them, and the shadows of the clouds came and went. 

Sanderine searched for the safest way down for Cox. She continued for as long as possible, 

didn’t say anything about losing the blanket and the sleeping mat. 

She stopped at the tree line, gave him his things for the night and tried to find a suitable place 

to sleep. 

She slept poorly. It was cold without the blanket and she missed the mat; the ground didn’t 

give an inch when she turned in her sleep. Every turn felt as if the mountain had slapped her. 
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She woke early, walked around to get warm. Within the hour, they continued on the journey 

downward. The sun rose slowly. Grazing chamois on little mountain meadows shot quickly 

into the forest when they saw her. 

The track ran toward an elongated valley. They reached its lowest point at the end of the 

morning, then followed a brook. 

It was hot in the narrow valley. The rippling water led them through a crevice a few feet 

wide. 

They were near the exit when a shadow fell across the crevice. Sanderine looked up in 

surprise, saw an enormous hairy stomach. 

The gigantic animal leapt forward, landed in front of the crevice and turned. It was Panras. 

Stunned, she dismounted and handed the reins to Espen, told him to wait. She exited the 

crevice uncertainly. 

Panras had laid down. Her endearing head rested on her front paws and her tail swept back 

and forth. The paws slowly colored red. Sanderine stopped in anguish. 

‘Panras. I don’t know what got into me. I am sorry. I was at my wit’s end…’ The memory 

awakened in the faithful eyes. Panras’ upper lip curled up. Teeth were exposed. Sanderine 

heard the swelling growls, saw the ice-cold gleam, watch the enormous front paws search for 

a foothold on the hard ground. The beast was getting ready to jump. 

‘Panras, listen…’ The pupils dilated, to Sanderine’s horror. She immediately turned around 

and hurried back to the entrance of the crevice. The dog jumped, jaws opened up. The wet, 

sucking sound of the lips over the pointy teeth was horrifying. As she disappeared into the 

mouth she dropped to the ground, groaning, convinced that she was done for. The jaws 

slammed together, missed. She rolled away, looked behind her. Blood gushed from Panras’ 

neck, coloring the brook red. The giant dog howled and pushed her big snout into the fissure 

to grab her. The attack abated: the head was to wide. The dog withdrew, eyes frenzied, and 

began to dig fanatically, expanding the gap with her tough nails. Sanderine scrambled to her 

feet, ran to Espen and the horse and pulled them around in a wild flight to escape. Espen had 

been listening to her groans with increasing astonishment. 

‘What is going on? What are you doing?’ he hollered, his voice skipping, as she dragged him 

along with her. 

‘Can’t you hear her?’ she shouted over her shoulder. ‘Panras is trying to dig us out.’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘A dog! An enormous angry dog is attacking.’ 
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‘Wait. Don’t panic. I didn’t realize there was a Watcher around. It won’t hurt us or I would 

have warned you. The animal doesn’t really exist.’ 

She stopped, listened to him with shaking knees. 

‘There’s a long black rock in front of the exit of the crevice.’ 

She turned around, saw the contours of an oval rock further down. 

‘Take me to it,’ he encouraged. ‘The dog won’t hurt you.’ 

As she took the rope to guide him and the gelding to the opening, he started to make fun of 

her. ‘Who in your past made you so afraid of a dog?’ 

‘No one,’ she answered hoarsely. ‘Panras was mine.’ 

‘What happened to your dog, that it would appear here as a boogeyman?’ 

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ 

The dog was lying in wait for her, grabbed at her straightaway. She screamed as her knees 

buckled under. Nothing. Just air and sound. The dog had no power. 

Espen listened to her screeches and burst out laughing. ‘Hey, you’re still screaming. It’s a 

illusion, wake up.’ 

When she had gotten back up, the dog attacked her again. She stifled a cry with difficulty, 

stumbled toward the monolith and pulled Espen off his horse. He managed not to fall, placed 

his hands on the stone and spoke to it. The phantom flashed away. 

‘That’s better, she sighed. ‘It still is horrible.’ 

‘This here is a Watcher.’ He slapped the boulder appreciatively, whose height and width far 

exceeded him. ‘A Watcher utilizes the victim’s imagination. It creates an illusion, generates 

fear and confusion. Elem must have installed it here to scare off visitors arriving from the 

south.’ 

‘I have to sit down for a moment,’ she said, excusing herself. ‘My legs are shaking.’ She 

slumped to the ground. 

He sat down beside her. 

When her heartbeat had returned to normal, she stood up. She wanted to understand the 

phenomenon. ‘A rock is a rock and generally doesn't do anything’ she reasoned out loud. 

‘How do your people change a stone into a Watcher? A magic spell?’ 

‘No, it’s not that simple,’ he replied. ‘The formula is a kind of matching tool. The words 

evoke the appropriate state of mind and we change the rock with the power of the mind.’ 

‘Who possess this mindpower, all Firstlings?’ 

‘Highly gifted Firstlings. And you have to be trained for it.’ 

The proud air with which he had answered infuriated her for some reason. 
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She placed both of her hands on the rock as she had seen him do, and loaded the rock with 

witkragh without breaking the substance. 

She felt a vague tremble. The rock was alive in a way. The rock was singing. 

‘I feel something,’ she said contentedly. ‘The rock is buzzing.’ 

He got up, turned toward the rock and glided his hands over the surface. 

‘A tone!’ he exclaimed with surprise. ‘I clearly hear a sound! What did you do?’ 

‘I filled the rock with witkragh.’ 

She looked from the stone to him and back at the stone. The conclusion she made on the spot 

nearly bowled her over. 

‘We’re not that different. Your abilities and my abilities could be variations of the same 

thing. Compelling can’t be taught, according to you. My father must have changed 

completely, when you consider what is capable of – there is no other explanation.’ She 

stepped back excitedly. ‘He was a friendly young man before he set out on his journey. After 

his return, he visited a Healer. Why? Because something was wrong with him. And Antares 

was able to help him. They fell in love and he married her. But her help turned out to be only 

temporary. It explains why he wasn’t able to love us, why he became so ruthless.’ 

‘I think you might be drawing too many conclusions. Could he have hidden his true nature 

from the outside world until he became powerful enough?’ 

‘He was a smart and cooperative child according to the servants and maids at the High 

House.’ 

‘Fine. I’m willing to accept that your father was benevolent, but he certainly isn’t that way 

now. Shall we move on?’ He randomly walked in the direction of the water. 

She watched him head straight for a hole and hurried over to him. ‘Stand still. The ground 

isn’t level.’ 

He pointed toward of the water. ‘The course of this stream should take us to a path that will 

lead us upward, up Clay Mountain. Where is Cox?’ 

The grey dapple had used the opportunity to find a shrub in the shadow and was tugging at its 

leafy branches. 

Dissatisfied about the way their conversation had ended, she guided the animal back to 

Espen, waited for him to grab hold of the stirrup and then continued their journey. Soon, they 

came to the start of the mountain path that cut through the incline in long sweeps, and they 

began the climb up Clay Mountain. 

Broadleaf trees grew here and there that overshadowed the path and provided coolness. A 

moment of insight made her stumble backwards. She turned around. 
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The gelding halted. Espen almost lost grip of the rein. 

‘Let me tell you something. I don’t stand a chance against my father’s shield!’ 

‘What are you saying this time!’ he exclaimed. ‘You almost gave me a heart attack! Elem 

didn’t send me on this journey for nothing, did he?’ 

Her face turned ashen when his answer dawned on her. 

‘He didn’t send you on this journey for nothing,’ she said hoarsely. ‘It’s possible, it can be 

taken down, but the Destructor in question will have to become as powerful as my father.’ 

She swallowed. Her voice regained its usual sound. ‘His mind is distorted, because the 

witkragh is distorted! I can tell you this: the price is too high. I don’t want to become what he 

is!’ 

‘I’m sure that won’t be necessary,’ he said distraughtly. ‘Your conclusion is based on 

assumptions. Elem might have a very different explanation for what happened to your father.’ 

She stared at him. ‘I hope so. I really hope so.’ 

She turned around and moved on. I don’t want a heart of stone, she thought fearfully. I don’t 

want to resemble him.’ 

The name Clay Mountain had been chosen well. The mountain chain was not just lower, but 

also rounder and less steep. Rain and snow had worn away the heights and filled in the 

hollows. The green meadows below the rounded mountain top were covered in a sea of little 

flowers. 

‘Is Elem trustworthy?’ she asked Espen before they went to sleep. 

‘He is, as far as I can tell. I have great respect for him. He is kind, understanding, a good 

listener. He has never said anything spiteful about your father, as far as I can remember. He 

was both my parent and my mentor.’ 

‘That may be, but it’s a boy’s judgment.’ 

‘I believe my judgment to be right, even if I was a boy at the time. Children aren’t that stupid, 

you know. But my relation to him will probably change and perhaps my judgment will as 

well. I don’t need him anymore to have a home. I have become independent.’ 

They went to sleep. He slept under his blanket on his mat and she on the damp grass. 

Panras appeared in her thoughts and carried her back to Testerband. After she had returned to 

Fort Tor, they had left her in the dormitory by herself. She had become aware of one thing: 

the school’s goal was to destroy her. Beside herself with anger and grief, she had knocked 

over the closets, pulled the curtains from the rails and ripped them to shreds. The beds were 

next; every board that could break was broken. She even wrenched the chandeliers from the 
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ceiling and threw them onto the courtyard. There were shouts in the square. The Dragonders 

had returned from the drill. 

She was dragged into the square an hour later. The students were lined up to one side. She 

was placed in front of them and held in place. One of the teachers led Panras into the square. 

Four senior students came riding. She was horrified when the girls tied a rope on each paw. 

The teacher addressed the students. She was publicly given a choice: to sign a declaration of 

good intentions or to demonstrate her malice by abandoning her dog. 

There was no doubt on their faces. She would mend her ways of course and this was her 

chance to prove it. 

She asked to read the declaration. It didn’t mention anything about good intentions. Issued in 

her name, it summoned twenty-four women to form a council and declare her as the Asega. If 

she signed it, she would instantly incriminate herself of treason, because Karen Marin was 

the only one with the right to form or disband a council – she knew this thanks to Gert. 

This is what they had been working toward all this time, she realized. 

The text put an end to all doubt and she could feel herself grow cold and calm. She asked for 

writing materials and a knife. 

The mentor couldn’t hide her satisfaction, screwed open an inkpot and handed her a pen. 

‘The knife first’, she insisted. ‘I want to release my dog first.’ 

She walked up to Panras, asked for more rope and reassured her. She moved the knife 

forward, but instead of cutting the ropes, the blade penetrated the neck and cut the aorta. 

Panras slumped down, dead. She flung the knife at the feet of the women and said she would 

never sign her own death sentence. 

Sanderine burst into tears. How could I have done that? she asked herself. How could I just 

step over her as if she didn’t matter? 

The teachers were furious. One of them shouted that she should be punished. The outraged 

students ran toward her. 

It was a clear night, and it was getting cold again. It took a long time before she fell asleep. 

 

The next morning, she was too tired to get up. She eventually worked herself up, stiff from 

the cold. The packing up and saddling went agonizingly slow. She had trouble getting a grip 

on the buckles with her numb fingers and everything hurt. She was struggling with herself, 

struggling with the material. 

Espen waited patiently until they moved on. 
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She was glad that the sun was out and warming her body. As they walked, the blood began to 

flow through her fingers, and after a few hours she became interested in the environment 

again. 

They reached the highest point of the Clay Mountains and walked down through the 

charming fields. 

A sudden yank of her arm caused her to look behind her. 

Espen had let go of the stirrup and was bent over slightly, with his back to her. He had his 

hands before his eyes. 

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked worriedly. 

He uncovered his eyes with a swift motion, turned his face to the sun. ‘The sun!’ he cried out 

excitedly. ‘I see the sun, the light!’ He turned to her, beaming. 

She laughed happily. ‘That means that you will soon be able to see again, how wonderful!’ 

He repeated the movement. ‘Definitely. I can see the sunshine through my eyelids.’ 

‘Can you open your eyes yet?’ 

‘No. But that will happen today or tomorrow, for sure.’ 

They continued in high spirits. 

The afternoon sun burned on their heads and shoulders. Sanderine removed her overgarment 

and draped the school attire across the saddlebow. She suggested he do the same with his 

chamois jacket, but he wouldn’t hear of it. 

The contour of a deciduous forest appeared against the valley. 

Inside the forest, they rode downward in the shade of the canopy of leaves. 

Espen told her that he had called one of the herdins, Springer. He was sure that the animal, if 

still alive, would leave Rath immediately to answer his call. 

The trees gave way to fields and the valley came nearer. 

The path came to a road running north above the valley. 

The road was frequented regularly; it showed in the sharp-edged hoofmarks and tracks of 

horses and other hoofed animals. 

Late in the afternoon, a rider on a pack animal caught up with them and stopped for a chat. 

He noticed the instrument attached to Cox’s saddle and immediately turned to Espen with a 

wide smile. ‘Red, tall and in possession of an instrument,’ he stated cheerfully in 

Highlandish. ‘Hard to miss. Are you related to Eron Asrath?’ 

The man winked at Sanderine. 

Surprised, Espen turned his head in the direction of the speaker. ‘Yes. I am Espen Asrath.’ 

‘Espen. I’ve heard that name before. You’re not blind, I hope?’ 
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‘No, fortunately not. My eyes are almost healed. I had a little accident. Do you know my 

father?’ 

‘Eron? I never spoke with him, but I did hear him play. He sings about a stolen child in one 

of his most heartrending songs. Is that you?’ 

‘I wasn’t stolen. My great-uncle took me away from him.’ 

‘Well, your father clearly sees it differently. Perhaps you should look him up. I’ll be on my 

way now. It was a pleasure talking with you. Perhaps I will hear you play someday. Have a 

good day.’ 

Espen greeted him and he moved on. 

‘He wanted to know if I was related to Eron Asrath,’ he told Sanderine shortly afterwards. 

‘When I told him Eron was my father, he said I should pay him a visit. His comment made 

me think,’ he continued happily. ‘There are more family members apparently, perhaps even 

uncles and brothers and sisters. I am now determined to go to Holberg. Perhaps Eron missed 

me after all. 

She listened to him but didn’t say much back. 

She had nothing to expect from her family. Andores wouldn’t know what to do with her. 

Bern would immediately turn her in. Only Elmar would hug her affectionately and do 

anything to make her happy. 

They continued until the sun disappeared behind the Clay Mountains. There were some 

conifer trees above the road. Sanderine pulled off the lower dead branches and built a fire in a 

shallow ditch beside the road. 

Espen was sitting by the fire on the roadside, pulled down the blindfold and tried to open his 

eyes. He could. He blinked, looked around, seemed to drink in all of the shapes and colors. 

Then he directed his beaming gaze at her. ‘Being able to see is wonderful beyond 

description,’ he said breathlessly. 

She smiled. ‘Does it still hurt?’ 

‘A bit scratchy.’ 

He got up, stooped by the saddle to get his shawm. ‘This calls for a celebration.’ 

He sat down across from her on the other side of the fire, inspected the instrument, wet the 

reed and began to play. 

Sanderine etched the cheerful, quiet melody into her memory along with his image and the 

mountain scenery. I’ll be on my own again soon, she realized. He stopped playing a half hour 

later and moved the cloth over his eyes again tiredly. She handed him his things for the night. 

Cox had laid down. She huddled against him, hoping the gelding would accept her as 
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sleeping companion; but before she could count to ten, the dapple tried to bite her and 

indignantly got to his feet. She fell asleep far past midnight. 

 

Itchy whiskers and warm, gurgling snorts in her neck made her shoot upright with a scream 

and look around in confusion the next morning. Espen’s laughter let her know that he had 

played a trick on her. She studied her attacker wide-eyed. The itching had been caused by a 

longhaired animal with curved, ribbed horns and brownish-yellow goat eyes. She was too 

cold to produce a hearty laugh and could only manage a vinegary smile. 

The herdin went over to Espen. He stroked its auburn fur lovingly. ‘This is Springer.’ He 

looked up at Sanderine. ‘Wow!’ he exclaimed, ‘You look terrible! The only clean things 

about you are the whites of your eyes!’ 

For a moment she was back in the Refectory of Fort Tor, belittled and humiliated by her 

mentor in the presence of the other students. Her face tightened. ‘It doesn’t matter how I 

look.’ 

Her icy voice told him that he had offended her, and he stopped scratching Springer’s ears. 

He looked at his own trousers and yellow coat, beat off some dust. ‘I’m not that clean myself, 

I see. We should wash up when we get to some water.’ He smiled, trying to salvage the 

situation, but it only made things worse. 

She glared at him angrily and defiantly. He thought it best to drop the subject and helped her 

saddle up the gelding. 

They followed the path to the end of the valley. She rode on Cox and he on the herdin. 

The tension caused by his remark on her appearance didn’t go away until hours later, when 

they were standing barefooted in the ice-cold water of a mountain lake at far end of the 

valley. 

Espen gave her a chunk of soap. She washed her face and arms. 

‘The water is too cold to swim in,’ he stated good-humoredly. ‘And relaxing bare-chested in 

the sun isn’t an option either, because there are huge stinging insects around here.’ He 

indicated a good-sized beetle with his thumb and index finger. 

‘In this area populated?’ she asked, as she looked past the surrounding slopes at the cliff 

behind the lake. 

‘There’s a village on a river further up. We will pass by behind it in a little while. There are 

mountain villages and some small towns further to the west. Holberg is one of these towns.’ 

The cold drove them out of the water. 
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Shortly after they were riding alongside the lake in the direction of the rock-face, following a 

wide path. Two riders on rugged ponies leading a couple of laden pack-mules to the valley 

headed toward them. The mules carried coarsely woven sacks with coal, and the Highlanders 

greeted them pleasantly in passing. When they noticed the herdin Espen was riding, they held 

in their ponies in astonishment and watched them attentively. 

They arrived at a three-forked road. The path to the right meandered to the village of which 

they could see the exterior houses and a small tower. 

Espen turned left, headed straight for the steep cliff. 

The wide ridges of light-colored stones resembled a natural parapet and the protruding rocks 

with isolated pillars made the entirety look like a giant fort. 

‘Don’t be scared,’ he reassured her at the foot of the cliff. ‘There’s a path, and it is frequently 

used.’ 

They rode the first part at a footpace, but when the hairpin path narrowed and the ravine 

deepened, they dismounted and led the animals upward. 

The climb continued the rest of the afternoon. The last section was steep and dangerous. 

When they arrived at the top, Sanderine let her eyes wander over the landscape with 

astonishment. She had expected to see a mountain ridge, but extended before her instead was 

a gently rolling grassy plain, strewn with large rocks. 

The climb had pushed her to her limits. She dropped down on the grass beside the path, 

exhausted. ‘I didn’t sleep well last night,’ she explained. ‘I need to rest a moment.’ 

‘That’s fine. We have plenty of time.’ He led the animals to a few boulders and unsaddled 

Cox. When he placed the saddle on a flat rock and saw her lying in the sun, he understood 

why she was so dirty. He went over to her. 

‘I just realized that you have been sleeping on the hard ground for days,’ he said 

apologetically. 

He unfastened the mat and laid it down next to her. 

‘Here. Why didn’t you say anything? I would have gladly given you de mat and blanket.’ 

‘It was my own fault.’ 

‘You didn’t do it on purpose. You’re being too hard on yourself.’ 

She didn’t answer. He gave her the blanket as well, left her to rest and went for a walk along 

the precipice. Cox stayed close to Sanderine, grazing. Springer followed Espen along the 

edge to a ridge. 
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It had been eleven days since they had left Thaar. Eleven days! It felt more like a month. She 

woke up after a long sleep, feeling rested. It was slightly overcast. 

‘Rath lies behind the plateau,’ Espen told her while they were breaking up camp. ‘We will 

reach the city this afternoon.’ 

She felt her stomach contract with anxiety. What if Espen was wrong about his great-uncle. 

The very thought of shuffling into the lion’s den like a docile sheep made her nauseous. 

Espen didn’t seem worried about anything. He had taken up his role as guide again, telling 

stories about his wanderings in the area along the way. 

It was just after midday when they reached the northern edge of the plateau. 

They stopped near three crooked spruce trees and looked out across an extensive valley with 

a small lake and a stream running eastward. The mountain range continued on the other side 

of the valley, higher than the one they had travelled through earlier. The snow between the 

peaks glittered. 

Espen got off Springer’s back. 

Sanderine remained in her seat, waiting for the moment he would go down. 

‘Do you see anything out of the ordinary?’ he asked her. 

She scanned the area, shook her head. 

‘Watch this.’ After these words, he moved toward one of the trees. ‘Keep looking, okay? Not 

at me, at the other side!’ 

She turned her head and looked at the high mountains across the valley. 

He stopped at the oldest spruce, placed his hands on the rough trunk and spoke a few words. 

An enormous mass of rock suddenly appeared. The flat-topped hill lay in a natural hollow of 

the mountains. 

‘Bulk Hill,’ he stated proudly when he stood next to her again and watched along with her. 

There was something menacing about the apparition, as if the lump of stone was a portal to 

another world, with its own laws and rules. 

She couldn’t hide her terror. 

‘Are you afraid?’ he asked earnestly. 

‘I’m not stupid,’ she answered sharply. ‘Of course I’m afraid.’ 

He tried to reassure her with a smile, but she could see worry in his bright eyes as well. 

‘Six years is a long time for an old man. I hope he is still in good health. He must be in his 

late seventies now. Let’s go and see how he’s doing.’ He jumped on Springer’s back and 

descended to the lowest point. 
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She followed him silently. After they had moved past the lake, they took the road leading 

upward; a road with uniform hairpin turns. The road ended at a fissure about ten feet wide. 

‘I called another herdin,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Fatty.’ 

He had barely said the name or a herdin popped out of the dark gap. The animal ignored the 

winding road and jumped straight at Espen who burst out laughing from the sight of it. Fatty 

aborted his fall, turned around and shot back up like an overexcited dog, and disappeared in 

the crack. She understood that the animal’s prompt return would tell Elem Aztarch that his 

great-nephew was arriving within ten minutes. The fissure divided the front of the rock in 

two. 

While they rode upward, she peered at the narrow entrance apprehensively. There was no city 

in sight. 

He noticed her gaze. ‘Bulk Hill is hollow and open at the top. It used to be the mouth of an 

underground river. Water hollowed out the insides of the rock for centuries, swirling through 

this fissure down into the lake.’ 

When they had come closer, she saw that the crevice was narrowed by boulders. She 

estimated the rock-face to be at least a hundred and fifty feet high. 

The youths advanced to the fissure and entered the narrow passageway. Past the entrance, a 

beautiful blue glazed three-arched gateway came in sight. A man with light grey half long 

hair and a short beard waited beneath the middle arch. He was peering at the entrance with 

squinted eyes. His plain white robe stirred gently in the airstream. His mouth moved, 

formulated a name and finished with a beaming smile. 

‘Elem.’ Espen slid off the herdin and climbed up the stairs. 

Sanderine stayed below, waited calmly but apprehensively for what would come next. 

It was a warm welcome. 

The old man held Espen at arm’s length without letting go and looked over from head to toe. 

‘You have grown so much! Heavens me! I remembered you as a boy, but you are quite 

grown already. You look great. You’re even better looking than your father.’ 

His great-nephew laughed timidly, avoided his eyes. 

‘Six years!’ Elem continued. ‘You turned twenty-three last March, right? Twenty-three! 

What an age. You still have an ocean of time ahead of you.’ 

He glanced at the girl down below and looked at Espen quizzically. ‘Who did you bring with 

you. Why is she waiting down there? What kind of girl is she?’ 

‘I’m sorry you had to wait such a long time for my return,’ Espen began apologetically. 'I 

spent the past six years visiting all of the important Houses north of the Palland. I performed 
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for all of the Ravensworths, but none of them was a true Destructor. Last March, I gave up 

hope and traveled northwards. An indication along the way led me a monastic order in Ostrov 

where I discovered her…’ He was silent. 

While his great-nephew was speaking, the old man’s eyes glided intently over her face. He 

raised his eyebrows in disbelief. ‘Heavens above,’ he said softly. ‘She is the spitting image 

of… How is that possible?’ 

‘She's his only daughter.’ 

‘His daughter! How about that. He fathered a child! With whom? Who is her mother?’ 

‘A Healer. She also has three brothers.’ 

‘Four children. Well I’ll be! He certainly held his own. And you managed to get her to help 

us.’ Elem nodded understandingly, then turned to his great-nephew and threw his arm happily 

around his shoulder. ‘You have no idea how glad I am that you’re back. I had started to fear I 

had burdened you with an ill-fated assignment. Your looks could have drawn the attention of 

Hendrik Ravensworth.’ 

‘I was never in any danger,’ Espen replied with a smile. ‘I’m home now, just feel!’ They 

patted each other on the back, laughing. 

Shortly afterwards, Elem came down the stairs. 

She could barely endure his persisting gaze. 

He smiled pleasantly. ‘I welcome you, as I welcomed your father twenty-eight years ago.’ 

It shocked her to hear him speak the Testerband tongue so fluently, in the same way as her 

father. She studied him; he looked nothing like Espen except for the honey-colored eyes. The 

elderly man was a bit shorter, had a boney face and commanding eyes. Her presentiment had 

been correct. This was a man she had to reckon with. 

She dismounted, greeted him and spoke her name. 

Her demeanor visibly caught him off balance. He shook his head. ‘I must admit that the 

resemblance scares me, although you are clearly his daughter. It's as if someone is mocking 

time and the nature of things.’ He smiled again. 

 ‘My name is Elem Asrath. I am Espen’s great-uncle. His mother is the daughter of my young 

deceased brother. He shook her hand. ‘Again, welcome to the holy city of Rath. Come with 

me. I’m sure you are longing for a bath and some clean clothes. And you could probably use 

a warm meal as well?’ 

She nodded gratefully. ‘Yes, please.’ 

He turned around and, while talking with his great-nephew, disappeared through the middle 

gateway.  
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Chapter 8 

Intricacies 

She led Cox up the spacious steps and stopped beneath the middle archway in amazement. A 

colossal square stretched out in front of her. The square formed an inner courtyard into which 

countless arcades, columns, doors and windows opened out. 

The tall grey buildings varied in height and width. The totality of surfaces, lines and depths 

produced a fascinating unity. What stuck out immediately was the overwhelming silence. 

Diagonally across from her was a second staircase, with three blue archways as well. Her eye 

caught the rock-face in front of her. On a triangular plateau to which three staircases led, a 

large square stone stood resting against the rock-face. Above the stone, a white square 

surface had been painted, with a blue triangle. A large amber-colored eye looked down from 

the triangle onto the square. The majestic design of Rath was overwhelming. 

She started; realized they were waiting for her. She followed behind the two men from a short 

distance. 

‘I have some bad news,’ Espen said while they were walking. ‘The Lord of Testerband is 

waging war, attacking cities, defeating them, and is rapidly closing in on his goal: the 

dukedom of Selene, where the Glister is held. The scope of Hendrik’s power became clear to 

me on my way to Rath. He is not a regular Destructor like his daughter. He is capable of 

much more.’ 
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Espen looked aside to study his great-uncle’s facial expression. ‘My account doesn’t shock 

you. Did you know about this?’ 

‘Describe what you found out, and I will answer you afterwards.’ 

Espen described the effect of the magic box, and how Odin’s Weapon had caused madness 

among the population of Thaar. 

Elem nodded dismally. ‘It sounds like Arren was right, unfortunately. And to return to your 

question: yes, I knew he was unusual, but not to which extent. The witkragh shield deviates 

from a Destructor’s assumed abilities, and that worried me. But the shield itself is and 

remains an obstruction at most. Your findings on the manipulation of the human mind though 

changes my view on Hendrik’s abilities. I must reevaluate its scope and the consequences for 

us and the people on the mainland. And what about the girl, Sanderine. How does she view 

on her father’s power and actions?’ 

‘Her view of him has also changed. She is worried about her safety.’ 

Elem nodded sympathetically. ‘She’s right. The situation is serious, more serious than I 

thought, for her as well. I will explain that to her.’ 

They walked from the left cliff to a green cove with a steaming lake. Elem lived in the last of 

the formations of the receding cliff, close to the lake. Bedding hung over the stone balustrade. 

The herdin and the horse eventually wandered off to the pasture by the water on their own. 

Elem kept cows. The bull had been secured to the rock with a long chain, and chickens 

roamed at the edge of the square. Upstairs in his house, Elem quickly gathered some clothes 

and towels for them. 

Sanderine saw that Espen had walked to the plateau with the amber-colored eye. When he set 

foot on the last step, a membranous wall appeared out of nowhere spanning the entire length 

of the rock-face with the closing stone. He placed a hand on the immense shield and glided 

his eyes over it for a moment, then turned around. 

When he stepped over the edge of the height, the shield flashed away. He came back down 

and came standing next to her. 

‘Did you see that? Your father’s shield is an outright provocation. I just told Elem about the 

laughing box and Odin’s Weapon. He said that he knew your father was unusual, but not to 

which extent. Elem is very worried about the war your father is waging.’ 

‘Did you tell him that I think I don’t stand a chance against the shield?’ 

‘Why don’t you tell him that yourself when we sit down to eat?’ 

He let her go ahead of him. They climbed the stairs to Elem’s house and disappeared behind 

the round pillars. 
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In a large room that served both as a dining room and workspace, a stack of clothes and 

towels lay waiting for them on a table. Elem walked up to her and asked her to hold a red 

shirt and a pair of yellow-brown trousers in front of her. 

She took the clothes and did as he asked. 

‘They’ll fit,’ he decided contentedly. ‘You both look dusty. Go and wash up first, then we’ll 

eat. There’s a bathhouse by the lake with plenty of warm water and soap. Can you show her 

the way, Espen?’ 

The bathhouse was big enough to offer hundreds of people the opportunity to wash at the 

same time. 

Espen showed her the entrance to the women’s section. He then went over to men’s section 

himself. 

Her footsteps sounded loud and hollow as she walked through the magnificent building. 

Narrow windows high-up in the exterior walls let in the necessary light. Every surface was 

tiled. The floor tiles were light blue, the wall tiles white. A wavy row of decorative blue tiles 

had been fitted at chest height. Here and there she discovered mosaics of pretty shells and 

fish. The space was divided into separate areas. A wide staircase in the largest room led up to 

a large bath filled with cool water. 

After her tour of the bathhouse, she took a block of soap from a ledge and gave herself a 

thorough scrubbing. Her shoulder length hair was hopelessly tangled. She had to pull the 

knots apart with her hands before she was able to run a comb through it. She put on the red 

shirt, stepped into the trousers and left the bathhouse. When she entered the dining room with 

damp loose-hanging hair, there was no one was present. She returned to the balustrade. The 

empty square had a pure feel to it: shadows of people or objects were absent and the 

sweltering air divided the faraway buildings into fluctuating stripes. 

It was at least another fifteen minutes before Espen came down the stairs. He had shaved off 

his beard and moustache and was dressed in green clothes that accentuated his red hair. He 

looked boyish and innocent without his beard. 

He smiled as he approached her. ‘Red suits you,’ he said, just to say something. ‘At last, 

something besides grey on grey on grey.’ 

She smiled, went into the dining room and sat down at the table. 

Elem emerged from the kitchen holding a tray with three bowls of soup. Chicken soup with 

lots of vegetables. He distributed the bowls, handed each of them a chunk of sourdough bread 

each and wished them a good appetite. 
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‘Tell me something about yourself,’ he encouraged Sanderine halfway through the meal. She 

hadn’t said a word yet. 

‘Something about myself?’ she pondered aloud. 

‘What is your mother’s name, for example.’ 

‘Antares. My mother is a Healer from Hellow, a land east of Testerband. She left my father 

when I was six months old. Healers are wanderers. My brother Elmar is also a Healer.’ 

‘Espen told me that you have more brothers.’ Elem glanced over at his great-nephew for a 

moment. She followed his gaze and could tell from Espen’s attentiveness that he was 

listening. 

‘Can you understand what we are saying? Do you speak Testerbandish?’ she asked Espen, 

surprised. 

‘I can understand Testerbandish. I never practiced speaking it,’ he answered in Landish. 

‘Elem didn’t send me on my journey unprepared. I know all of the languages the Compellers 

gathered over the centuries.’ 

‘I see.’ She thought it best not to ask how the Compellers had gathered the languages. 

‘Where was I? Ah, yes. Bern is the oldest. He is my father’s highest envoy and 

representative.’ She had to swallow a few times before she continued. ‘I had another brother, 

Gert. Gert didn’t want to serve in the army; he wanted to go abroad but he was forbidden to 

do so. He turned against my father. He died four years ago. Murdered.’ 

‘What about you? Did your father cast you out as well?’ 

Memories of her last weeks in Testerband surfaced, and along with them came the shame. 

‘I ran away after Gert had died. I was officially trained to replace the head of the female 

warriors; but in reality, my father wanted to get rid of me. I realize these accusations against 

my father are severe and cannot be understood by an outsider. I suspect that my father lost 

the ability to love anything or anyone when he encountered the laughing box and Odin’s 

Weapon.’ She looked Elem in the eye, sharply and firmly. 

The elderly grey-haired man returned her gaze calmly but gravely. ‘The emanating threat of 

your father’s plans shocked me greatly this afternoon. Espen told me that your father resumed 

the war in order to obtain Bern Ravensworth’s Glister, and that he is advancing rapidly. Do 

you, or do the people on the mainland have any idea what he can do with the Glister?’ 

‘According to the description in a famous verse on the Battle of the Nations, it can be used to 

call people to battle from far away, whether they want to or not. It’s possible that King 

Nasser of Bergen knew more about it. He was a descendant of Bern Ravensworth and 

managed together with his sons to stop him for six years. I have heard that the Peoples States 
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in the Midlands are forming an alliance. The dukedoms in the east will undoubtedly make a 

stand against him as well; but I fear that my father’s plans to conquer the North States with 

the Glister will not convince them of the urgency to fight him tooth and nail. My father is 

incredibly sly in that respect.’ 

‘And what about you. Where do you stand in regard to his plans?’ 

She looked at Elem pensively, pushed a strand of hair behind her ear in the hope it would stay 

there. ‘I don’t think it will end with North States. For him it is not about conquering a 

territory – it’s all about gaining power over people. His heartless attitude toward us, his 

children, demonstrates that he is only interested in a person’s practical value.’ 

He looked at her solemnly. ‘What do you think it will mean for you as a human being, if he 

obtains the Glister?’ 

‘I believe I am becoming part of a larger whole.’ 

Elem moved his left hand in denial. ‘You underestimate the device. The Glister is a thought-

compeller. Its power derives from the unison of three types of knowledge and power. The 

Firstling Cal Menach was a scientist and a Firemaster. The human Bern Ravensworth was a 

Destructor, he could influence matter. The wood spirits became physical thanks to their 

knowledge of out-of-body and transgression methods, and are now known as Woodlings. 

They created the Glister together. Shall I tell you how the device will affect you?’ 

The tone of his voice didn’t predict anything good. Elem straightened his back and fixed his 

eyes on her as he spoke. ‘He will summon you in your mind and you will obey. He will give 

you assignments and will be able to see the world through your eyes. He will become you 

whenever it suits him, and you won’t be able to do anything but wait until he’s done. The 

moment the Glister touches your father’s forehead and he addresses you, you become part of 

him.’ 

Her jaw dropped in horror, then she shook off his descriptions. What Elem suggested was so 

extensive that she couldn’t believe it. ‘But the verse about the North States mentions a 

merging of minds, of something massive, something impersonal. Does my father know about 

the application you just described?’ 

‘I don’t know. He was well-acquainted with Bern Ravensworth’s history. He knew that Cal 

Menach was from Ruaad. His search for the Light Staff back then, led him to us. We 

consciously withheld information on this matter.’ 

‘What if I cross the ocean and travel to the other side of the world, will he still be able to 

reach me?’ 
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‘Distance has no impact on the range. He knows you. He can find anyone he has a mental 

image of.’ 

‘I have nothing good to expect from him. He sees me as a threat. But what about you, what 

will it mean for you if he gets hold of the Glister?’ 

‘I have nothing good to expect from him either. My memories and your memories will enable 

him to get a hold on Espen and everyone Espen knows. That is how the Glister operates.’ 

The incredulous frown on Espen’s face told her that he, too, was overcome by the power the 

Lord of Testerband would have at his disposal with the Glister. Her face turned ashen. ‘But 

that means that only the dead are safe from him,’ she cried out angrily. She stared at her 

hands on the tabletop. 

After a brief moment in which Elem and Espen exchanged inquiring glances, she shook her 

head. ‘I swore an oath and will keep it.’ She looked up. ‘If you view me as my father’s 

ultimate rival, I will have to disappoint you. The most I can do is defend the Glister. I am 

sorry.’ 

Elem’s face showed no signs of frustration. ‘I can only respect that,’ he answered kindly. 

Elem wasn’t trying to set her up against her father, she concluded. What mattered to him was 

the truth. Before she was able to relax, he addressed her again. 

‘There is another thing I need to bring up,’ he continued gravely. ‘As you may have 

suspected already, you don’t stand a chance against your father’s coercion skills. I’m afraid 

you will have to change.’ 

She shot right up like a startled goshawk. 

Espen watched with fascination. 

‘I’m not so sure about that,’ she said, sharp-tongued and keen-eyed. ‘Why must I change?’ 

‘Your father changed when he underwent an initiation for young Firstlings. The rite is for 

Firstlings who want to become a Compeller or a priest. Something must have happened 

during the procedure or during the trance, which magnified his control over matter and the 

human mind. You will undergo this rite as well.’ 

‘He also changed as a person. His current personality is just about the opposite of his original 

nature. I don’t want to become like him. I’m here to help, but no one ever mentioned 

changing myself. This goes much too far for me. You overwhelm me with this initiation.’ 

Elem shook his head. ‘I don’t mean to overwhelm you. I’m just not beating around the bush 

about it. I don’t have time to prepare you for the leap into the unknown. The rite can only 

take place on the morning after the full moon and that’s three days from now. I already need 

two days to get you in the right state of mind. Our experience with your father has shown that 
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the procedure with intoxicating substances has a fundamental effect on a Destructor, but I am 

completely sure that you yourself determine what you become. There are as many responses 

and choices as there are personalities. The rite was originally meant for the gaining of self-

knowledge. You don’t have to decide tonight. Take the time to think about it tomorrow, ask 

questions and let me know your decision tomorrow night.’ 

She sank back in her chair, considered his proposal. ‘All right, I will think about it and give 

you my decision tomorrow night.’ 

There was nothing left to say. 

Elem began to talk to Espen in Highlandish. Sanderine watched them. They had a lot to say 

to one another. Espen felt at home with his great-uncle, and they clearly loved one another. 

She was happy for him. 

Elem turned to her at some point and asked her who had raised her. She told him a little about 

her early childhood. Her answer to the question, and the relationship between Elem and 

Espen, made her feel lonelier than ever. She excused herself, said she was tired from the 

journey and asked for a place to sleep. Elem showed her to a room and wished her a good 

night. 

 

The three of them had breakfast together the next morning. When they were finished, 

Sanderine announced that she was going to the bathhouse to wash her clothes. Espen stayed 

with Elem, helped him take some glass instruments down from the shelves. 

Inside the bathhouse, Sanderine hardhandedly scrubbed the dirt from the garments. When she 

became sick of doing that, she rinsed the soap from the clothes, wrung out the stiff material 

and draped the wet things over a post outside to dry in the sun. 

She didn’t return to Elem’s house but decided instead to visit the deserted city. She wanted to 

think about the future without being disturbed. 

She climbed up the second staircase, walked through the blue gate and looked at the far end 

of the city from the other side. 

She crossed the square, entered one of the houses and discovered after walking through a 

dark corridor, that the homes were all connected. The corridors led her to the kitchens. She 

walked through airless halls and opened doors to hushed rooms. 

Memories. Dust and cobwebs covered the tables, floors and beds. 

She stepped over smashed furniture and household articles, looked at the torn apart 

manuscripts. The bleakness made her more miserable than she already was. She let the city 
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come alive, watched people cook, study, throw crockery and enjoy their meals together. 

Children with golden eyes played games in the dark corridors. Darkness didn’t exist for them. 

She involuntarily got carried away by the little everyday things, until armed Lowlanders 

brutishly forced themselves into the rooms and stabbed or dragged along everyone they came 

across. She backed away in shock and broke off the visions. 

The silence hung heavily and guiltily in the rooms and corridors, weighed down on her. 

She walked on. She had to make a decision about the future. Elem had confirmed her worst 

fears: she could only free the children if she underwent the same rite her father had 

undergone at the time, and the outcome of the procedure couldn’t be foretold. Her father’s 

heart had turned to stone. If she became like him… The very thought brought her on the 

verge of panic. She walked from room to room. Dusk set in. She tried to ward off her fear by 

approaching the matter rationally. 

You have seen for yourself that his actions are malicious. You rode through thousands of 

victims, watched people kill each other because they were spellbound by his device. What 

will happen if you refuse? Wouldn’t the blood of your father’s victims stain your hands as 

well? And what do you have to lose? The moment your father places the Glister on his 

forehead, the disaster cannot be overseen. You will become his puppet. An empty shell. He 

will make you do things you won’t be able to live with; and when he’s done with you and 

turns his attention to someone else, he will leave you behind in the greatest desperation. Who 

will be able to defy him? 

She sighed, brooded some more. The afternoon faded imperceptibly into evening. It became 

dark inside. 

She went outside, saw that the shadows were long and that the daylight had lost its brightness 

– the evening was advancing. She decided to go to the plateau with the closing stone and try 

out the forcefield. She had to try everything possible before she could justify the decision to 

take part in the rite to herself. She also wanted to find out what had happened in Rath at the 

time, and what her father’s part had been in the slaughter of the residents. 

She crossed the square, passed under the gate, saw the green meadow and Elem’s house in 

the distance. The sun colored the rock-face orange. The eye stared grimly across the square. 

She moved up the stairs, step by step, her gaze fixed on the entrance stone. The forcefield 

appeared before she had even set foot on the highest step. She moved forward. 

The air between her and the wall thickened, formed a springy cushion blocking her. She 

pushed with all her strength, tried to touch the membrane wall. She didn’t succeed, no matter 

how hard she tried. The eight inches from her fingertips to the wall were unbridgeable – 
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that’s how strongly the field repelled her. It was obvious; whoever wished to take down the 

forcefield would have to be on equal footing with its maker. 

She withdrew from the field, turned around and sat down. 

 

Human figures appeared out of nowhere in front of the plateau. A crowd of waiting people; 

they were talking to each other; the murmurs rose up to the where she was sitting. The 

atmosphere was cheerful, the people were in a festive mood, were dressed in cheerful colors. 

Regular folk and Firstlings together. There was no separation between the species; they were 

standing next to each other, sometimes hand in hand. 

Commotion. The crowd dispersed. Her father appeared, strode up the stairs toward her with a 

small entourage of armed men, looked determined. 

His stony eyes seemed to focus on her. 

She jumped to her feet like a kicked dog, shook off the image. Shortly after, she sat back 

down with a pounding heart, calmed down and put herself back into a relaxed state. 

The past rose before her eyes again. 

It had to be the same day. The day Espen had told her about: Midsummer, the day of the 

Summoning, one of the days when the city opened to outsiders. The crowd was unmistakably 

the same as in the first vision, but the exact point in time was unclear. Judging from the light 

outside it had to be around midday. A sound resonated. Before her stood a man in white 

garments with a crooked horn. He blew again. A young, blond woman with an attractive face 

walked up holding a list in her hands. 

She was dressed in a white ceremonial gown and wore an embroidered breastplate over her 

chest: a blue triangle with the amber-colored eye. 

Her arrival immediately loosened the tongues. 

She waited for silence with a serious look and a patient smile on her face. Then she 

announced a name in a clear voice. The first of a long row. The people applauded 

approvingly with each name. This was the Summoning, Sanderine understood. Each gifted 

Firstling, who had been registered by his or her family, was summoned to take part in the 

initiation. This is what her father must have taken part in as well. She concentrated on what 

she was seeing. Dozens of boys and girls broke away from their families, walked both 

proudly and timidly up the stairs and disappeared into the cave. The closing stone was tilted 

on a point next to the entrance. 

The man put the crooked horn to his lips and blew a few notes to finalize the ceremony. The 

confident smile on the lips of what might be Espen’s mother froze, her eyes traveled 
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worriedly over the heads. She had seen something. What had she seen? Her father’s arrival? 

Sanderine wanted to stand up to get a better view. The vision ended abruptly. 

Once again, she opened her mind to the past. She gasped in horror. The images of the raid of 

the homes had somewhat prepared her for what was happening before her eyes. It was the 

massacre itself. Lowlanders stormed into the houses. The square lay covered with mutilated 

corpses. The empty spaces colored red from their blood. Appalled, she watched the 

Lowlanders search every house vigilantly; women, elderly and children were hurled out the 

window without hesitation. 

Her father concentrated on the closing stone, but nothing happened, no crack sprung in it and 

no chip sprung off it. After another futile attempt, he ordered his men to go down. 

Suddenly, she recognized Boiten among them. Gert’s tormentor and murderer. 

She lost her concentration. The scene flickered, fell away. 

She got a hold of herself, banned all thought. The vision with the crowd returned. Her father 

walked up the stairs, his men followed. This time, three men were standing next to the young 

woman: an old man and two middle-aged men; all four of them were similarly dressed. Her 

father posted himself on the second-highest step and announced something in an authoritative 

voice. He spoke in Highlandish and pointed to the crowd with an all-embracing gesture. She 

regretted not being able to understand what he was saying. The oldest stepped forward, 

addressed him by the edge of the plateau, blazing with anger. The others listened motionless. 

Three archers appeared on the cliff above the amber-colored eye. The unarmed crowd fell 

silent. The old man raised his arms threateningly and was ruthlessly shot in the back from 

above. He tumbled over, remained lifeless on the ground. The people were still unable to 

grasp what was happening, shifted restlessly on their feet. The three other Firstlings didn’t 

wait and brought themselves to safety. The moment they disappeared into the cave, the 

closing stone toppled over in front of the opening with a bang. 

Great confusion broke out amongst the crowd. She saw brief fragments of a huge chaos; 

countless people were trampled under, died in the throng. Heavy fighting raged on the stairs 

near the entrance. The Lowlanders advanced. 

The vision snapped shut. Another unfolded. Her father had moved to the edge of the plateau, 

his face contorted in horror. The mass murder had just begun. Boiten intercepted him, 

wrestled with him. The vision circled around them until she could see her father’s face. 

He was furious, looked unyielding, but very human. 

‘Let them, Lord!’ Boiten shouted at him while quickly looking over his shoulder. ‘We are 

greatly outnumbered. This is an army of bloodthirsty lunatics!’ 
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‘That devious Odin broke his word! Her father responded furiously. 

Murkiness. 

For a second she could still see an old man wander across an empty square, then everything 

turned dark. 

The slaughter of the residents of Rath had not been a retaliation. Her father may have been 

harsh in those days, but still human. 

She got up, fought hard against the tears, paced back and forth. She took her time. The red 

evening glow had faded already and darkness was rapidly setting in. She wanted to have try 

at breaking the shield, walked backwards down the stairs, step by step, until the shield 

disappeared. She stayed where she was, focused her attention on the closing stone, tried to 

pulverize a corner. Nothing happened. Resigned, she turned around and caught sight of 

Espen. He was standing at the bottom of the stairs. She wondered how long he had stood 

there. He turned around without a word and disappeared in the direction of the fissure. 

Sanderine walked toward the only burning lights in the city and climbed up the narrow 

staircase to the first floor of Elem’s house. 

Except for the dining room, kitchen and four bedrooms, the building was bare and empty. 

Elem was still at work, rinsed a glass instrument with clean water. Displayed on the table 

were all kinds of filled flasks, and floating in a bowl of dark liquid were two thin wooden 

rods the size of a large splinter. 

He observed her coolly. ‘Why didn’t you tell us this morning that you were going to stay 

away all day? We were worried about you.’ 

‘I didn’t know I would. I looked around the city. Quite a challenge, I found out.’ She looked 

attentively at the delicate bulges and twisting tubes in the large glass object. 

‘It shows on you.’ He carefully placed the instrument on a shelf. ‘Did you think things over 

and come to a decision?’ She turned to the high table and sat down. 

‘I would like to know what happened to my father thirty years ago.’ 

Elem fetched a board with freshly baked bread and butter, placed it in front of her on the 

table. ‘Very well. I will tell you. But I want you to eat while you listen.’ 

She took a piece of bread, buttered it, and ate. 

Elem took a seat on the other side of the table. He found a suitable opening and began. 

‘It was springtime when your father arrived in Rath. He was walking among a group of 

visitors and was spotted by city guards because he was asking questions in poorly spoken 

Lowlandish. They took him to the detention chamber and asked him where he came from. 

When their attempts to communicate with him failed, they sent for a member of the City 
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Council, who decided to summon the entire Council and examine the stranger. Twenty-four 

people, included myself, gathered in a meeting hall. The young man sat in our midst, 

observed us sympathetically and clearly didn’t understand a word of what we said to him in 

all of the languages at our command. We hadn’t been to the mainland in about two hundred 

years and the Landish we knew had changed; he only understood the basics of the sentences 

we formulated. That is why an assessment was decided on. We pulled straws and the lot fell 

on me. The others left the hall. 

I soon realized that a genuine Earthmaster was sitting before me, a distant relative of Bern 

Ravensworth. I adopted his language and reassured him. With his consent, I assembled a 

small group of scholars to examine his abilities. He extinguished candles from a great 

distance, made buildings shake, pulverized objects and erected small indestructible 

membranous domes; all of it fascinated us endlessly. He had an unbelievably far-reaching 

control over matter, entirely different from our nature. He told us that his search for Bern 

Ravensworth’s grave had eventually led him to Rath. 

He wanted to return Bern’s remains and staff to the city Selene, where the queen of Bergen 

once built a tower as a tribute to her missing husband. We promised to help him look for 

clues in the manuscripts of that period. In addition to his quest for Bern Ravensworth’s 

bones, Hendrik had one ambition: as the future ruler of Testerband, he wanted to measure up 

to his progressive father and aunt. We soon took a liking to him. He was open, sensitive and 

honest. He studied our language, our history and our myths. We were sorry to disappoint him 

in regard to Bern’s past in Ruaad. Our library held no records of Bern’s friend and fellow 

combatant, Cal Menach. He showed no signs of being greatly disappointed about it. 

After a year, he asked the City Council for permission to undergo the initiation into self-

knowledge. He was ready to go home, and the ceremony seemed a fitting way to complete 

his studies with. We held a meeting about his request. Of the twenty-four Council members, 

only one man objected. That was Arren. He was one of the scholars who had investigated the 

witkragh phenomenon, and regarded witkragh as something autonomous. According to him, 

the witkragh ‘owned’ the Ravensworth. He believed that the earth force in its original form 

was driven to blindly protect its carrier. Nobody knew, he argued, what this inherent 

protective force would do if, during the initiation, it was urged to act because its host’s life 

was endangered. Contrary to our own view, he believed that the witkragh was not 

fundamentally fused with its host and could protect him regardless of his will. It protected 

itself by protecting its host. We regarded the witkragh as something inanimate, something 
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that was part of the Ravensworth and didn’t awaken until the transition period from child to 

adult. Hendrik shared our belief. 

Arren wasn’t able convince us of his view. The initiation ceremony seemed so ludicrously 

innocent to us, that we couldn’t imagine it would lead to any danger. Hendrik was given 

permission and underwent the procedure. After his awakening, everything seemed fine. He 

had nightmares, but that wasn’t unusual. We did find it curious that he wouldn’t say what the 

outcome of the ordeal had been. He was withdrawn and somber afterwards. We persuaded 

him to repeat the tests and what we learned astounded all of us, including your father. The 

extinguished candles refused to burn when we tried to ignite them. He had to allow it first. 

Nor would the candles extinguish without his involvement. The domes remained where he 

had erected them, even after he disappeared from sight. The building he caused to shake and 

tremble, kept knocking and banging until he returned and commanded the walls to be still. 

Arren declared that the witkragh had repositioned its boundaries, increasing Hendrik’s 

possibilities. He insisted that your father undergo an examination to check if he had suffered 

mentally from the intoxication. Your father refused, was not interested in his postulations and 

announced his departure. “My father is an old man”, he told us, “my aunt is even older and 

both are waiting for my return.” He was an only child and had a duty to fulfill. 

The Council gathered quietly. We couldn’t agree on how to proceed. Did we have the right to 

lock him up for the rest of his life? Locking him away could mean the end of the Destructors. 

He was an only child. Who were we to decide on the matter? Our fear was based on 

premonitions, not on science. Hendrik somehow found out about our meeting. He didn’t wait 

for the outcome and fled to the Lowlands. A few guards chased after him, but he managed to 

escape thanks to his new abilities.’ Elem fell silent and sighed. 

Sanderine now understood everything. ‘It was a fundamental mistake,’ she said dully. ‘His 

personality changed drastically in the past thirty years. He lacks the ability to love. I wonder 

if there is anything left of my real father. It is sad. And here I sit. I must be crazy to get 

myself killed, because that is what it ultimately boils down to.’ 

‘I understand that you are afraid of the results,’ he said calmly. ‘Only a fool would be 

fearless. You must trust yourself to make a different choice. There is another reason to do it 

besides self-preservation. Once your father explores the potential of the Glister, he will find 

out that he can prolong his life. I won’t go deeper into this right now. What you presently 

know about the thought-compeller should be enough to justify your partaking in the 

ceremony. Will you join me tomorrow, so I can prepare you for the procedure?’ 
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She rubbed her face. ‘I will come with you. I don’t know what else to do. I am going to my 

room to sleep.’ 

 

The following morning, the three of them walked along the front of the houses until they 

reached a tall building. Elem led them up the stone stairs to the attic. After a little while, they 

were standing in a long, high-ceilinged, empty hall. The only light in the room came from a 

circular hole in the facade under the ridge board. Four torches were ignited, one for each 

corner. Shortly after, seven lamps stood in a wide circle around her. 

The Firstlings seated themselves in front of the longest wall. There was no talking among 

them. After a prayer for wisdom, Elem recited grand and weighty myths in verse in the 

Testerband tongue. The majority of the stories told about the origins of life, about 

transformation, equilibrium and reversal. The myths were followed by other verses with 

reoccurring elements such as darkness, mist, sulphur, fire, wind, water and earth. Now and 

then, Elem paused his role as priest and commanded her to repeat the last sentence, to make 

sure she remained focused. During brief intermissions, Espen got up, walked over to her and 

gave her small amounts of food and drink. She ate and drank, looked him in the face without 

saying anything. There was nothing more to say. The choice had been made. The substances 

she was administered made sure she didn’t tire and kept her mind clear. 

The second day went exactly the same way, and she recognized the verses and myths from 

the previous day. Espen sang the songs because Elem was too hoarse to sing. He had never 

told her he could sing. He had a high-pitched layered singing voice. She had to admit that he 

was a talented musician and singer, just like his father. Towards evening, the drinks became 

bitter tasting. She withdrew into herself. All of her thoughts were focused on herself. She 

gazed dreamily ahead. The day ended in stillness. 

 

Elem roused her from a dreamless sleep. It was early in the morning. Her room was pitch-

dark. As soon as she realized what was about to happen, her stomach turned to stone. She put 

on the red shirt and the brown trousers in the light of a burning candle, then headed for the 

bathhouse. The cows stood blackly and hazily in the pasture. The lake reflected the dark blue 

sky wherein the stars were slowly fading. The sun was on the way. 

She placed a candle in a holder, washed her face in the basin. ‘This will be a dangerous day,’ 

she said to her mirror image. 
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The eastern sky colored blue while she slowly walked back to Elem’s home. The rooster 

crowed: ‘You're out of your mind!’ Within ten seconds it sounded again: ‘You're out of your 

mind!' She quickened her pace. 

She had entered the house and sat down at the high table. 

Elem was wearing the white robe with the embroidered breastplate, he had an authoritative 

air about him. He gave her an encouraging nod. Espen wore the green tunic. He looked paler 

than usual in the light of the oil lamp hanging above the table. Elem picked up the tray with 

the necessary articles. Espen removed the oil lamp from the hook, kept the flame burning and 

brought it along. 

They crossed over the square to the sanctuary. Espen remained at the bottom of the staircase. 

She and Elem climbed up the stairs, stepped onto the plateau. 

The shield appeared. Elem pointed her to a spot in the middle, signaled her to turn her back to 

the rock-face and handed her a small dish with a liquid. 

She drank. The brew had a bitter taste. She kept her eyes on the tray as she drank. On a cloth 

lay a sharp knife, a chunk of bread and a pitcher of water, and a drenched wooden peg. 

Elem walked over to the tray and removed the knife and the splinter. He returned to her and 

made a small incision in her right forearm. She gasped in pain. Without a moment’s 

hesitation, he wedged the peg under her skin. 

When he concluded the preparations, he sat down about twelve feet away from her. He raised 

his voice and sang a welcoming song. 

She focused on his singing to better tolerate the pain of the splinter. She couldn’t see Espen 

from where she was sitting. The sky reddened steadily behind Elem. The tip of a blazing red 

orb appeared above the rock-face. The sun. The potion began to take effect. The light split 

into six beams. A bright colored arc materialized above the city of a breathtaking magnitude. 

It slowly began to turn, like a languidly tumbling kite. The first rotation created a midpoint 

around which the color beams turned in an infinite spiral. 

‘Go!’ she heard someone command. She fell forward almost automatically, straight through 

the splendor of colors. 

 

She awoke in the coal burners’ barn in Wetterlând. She was homesick. The feeling was 

overwhelming. She longed to return to the High House on the hill in the midst of the farming 

fields, and she would do everything possible to get home. She walked back to the Palland, 

wandered through the reeds, traced the elevated strips of land and waded through the mud, 

but getting home remained just a dream: time and again the ridges came to a dead-end and 
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she had to turn back. After drudging along for days, she concluded that she had made no 

progress at all. 

Embittered, she down on the edge and jealously watched the homebound birds cross the 

swamp without hinder. She realized that she would never reach the river and turned back. She 

ended up in the Wayland Forest, near Coby and Trudy’s house. Her mood lifted – she had felt 

at home with them. She soon reached the entrance road to the house. The gravel crunched as 

she walked up to the front door. Dogs barked in the distance. Soon, Igor and Olof shot out 

from behind the house. She called them by their names, but the dogs growled aggressively 

and kept distance. She knocked on the door. There was no answer. Worried, she knocked 

again, louder. The door opened. Sanderine stared at the women speechlessly. It was Andores 

who stood before her.  

The Healer recognized her and looked at her annoyedly. ‘Yes, what do you want?’ 

‘Coby and Trudy. Are they home?’ 

Andores shook her head. ‘They died, both of them.’ 

‘And you live here now?’ 

Andores nodded reservedly. ‘Well?’ 

‘Can I sleep here tonight?’ 

‘No, you may certainly not.’ 

‘Why not? It’s just for the night. I’m on my way home.’ 

Andores began to laugh – a hoarse, jeering laugh. ‘Home? What home?’ 

‘The High House. The house I grew up in.’ 

‘Don’t waste your time. Who do you expect to find there?’ 

‘Elmar.’ She had whispered his name. 

‘Elmar is dead,’ Andores replied. ‘Died all alone. Died after you abandoned him.’ 

The revelation came as a blow. 

‘Was your life more important?’ 

‘No. He can’t be dead. You’re lying. I don’t know why, but you’re lying.’ 

‘Do you want to see it with your own eyes?’ 

Yes. I want to go home. You lived there for a while, but it’s my home.’ 

Andores stepped aside to let her through. ‘Have a look for yourself.’ 

The hateful tone made her step across the threshold cautiously. 

The very next moment she was standing in the Armory Hall of the High House. An 

overwhelming feeling of homecoming washed over her. Her joy dampened when she saw the 

miserable state of the hall. It was drafty. The floor of rectangular space with the large 
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mantlepiece was scattered with colored shards of glass from the six broken windows. The six 

chandeliers, iron circles, lay rusty to the side. The flags and banners along the interior wall 

fluttered threadbare and faded from the poles. 

Worried, she paced to the door beside the mantlepiece where the hallway to the kitchen 

began – there was always someone at work in there. The hallway was dusty and the wooden 

ceiling was full of black cobwebs. No one in sight. The stove and the hearth were cold. 

Worktables covered with waste. 

She hurried to the living area in alarm. 

All kinds of objects lay distributed across the floor of the high room – broken chairs, 

cabinets, smashed chandeliers. ‘Elmar!’ she called out loudly. She went up the spiral 

staircase to the first floor and opened the door to his bedroom. ‘Elmar?’ De room was empty. 

She went to her own room. 

Her four-poster bed lay in pieces; half-decayed curtains lay in a pile by the open window. 

There a pair of small riding boots had remained at the bottom of her closet. 

All of her possessions were gone. 

Shaken by what she was seeing, she went back downstairs, called out the names of the maids 

and the servants without expecting an answer. She entered the courtyard, ran through the 

inner gate to the outer ward. Maybe someone still lived in the coach-house next to the stable; 

someone keeping an eye on things. 

The coach-house was packed with rubble and the stable was in ruins. 

A smothering black cloud hung above the property. Disheartened, she sat down against a 

stone trough in the courtyard, not knowing what to do. 

Suddenly, two radiant Celestial Horses dispelled the darkness. They traced a semicircle in the 

sky and descended. She got to her feet in wonderment. 

On one of the breathtaking animals sat a dark-haired rider and she recognized him 

immediately: her father. Without saying a word, he dismounted, sat down beside her on the 

edge of the trough and attentively watched a set of geese fly over. She sneaked a look at him. 

His eyes had a hard sheen – there were gemstones in his eye sockets instead of eyes. He 

smiled, stretched his arms out in front of him and opened his fists. Two blue sapphires lay in 

the palm of his right hand. An ugly hard nut rested in the palm of his left hand. 

He glanced at the two objects, then looked at her sternly. ‘If you choose the gemstones, you 

choose invulnerability, beauty and immortality. Choose the nut and you choose uncertainty, 

growth and transient beauty.’ He turned to her warningly. ‘You have to choose and the choice 



 156 

you make is not free of obligations, be well aware of that.’ He stood up, adjusted his dark 

garments. 

‘Come, follow me,’ he proposed. ‘I am a god and you are my daughter, my heir. I will show 

you more.’ 

Before she could turn her face away, he brushed his right hand over her eyes. She anxiously 

felt for her eye sockets and felt stone. The gemstones. She noticed that her sight had 

improved. And it did not hurt – on the contrary; the beauty was consoling and seemed to ease 

all sorrow and fill the emptiness. Her father laughed. It was a divine laugh. The laugh of 

someone who had everything under control. 

He clapped his hands commandingly. The two fiery horses came to him. A moment later, the 

High House vanished in the dark, and they were riding across a corn-yellow plain under a 

dark blue sky. The sun shone and the stars twinkled. Her mind was clear, and a powerful 

force unfolded inside her, equal to her father’s. He rode in front. A small light glowed in the 

distance. The point of light grew larger. They stopped at the edge of a highland and looked 

out across the sea. Far below them lay a road that split the sea in two. 

Her father pointed to the other side. ‘Do you see that light?’ 

He waited until she nodded. 

‘That is the Glister, the purpose of our journey, our home. The destination you can share with 

me. The moment I place the diadem on my forehead, I will be connected with every living 

being. I have great plans for you.’ 

‘This is good, she said to herself. I’m on my way home. Home, with my father I so closely 

resemble. 

Her smile pleased him. ‘Come!’ he cried out enthusiastically. ‘Let us go.’ 

They effortlessly flew down the slope. The road through the sea was fenced off with 

transparent walls. Seawater sloshed over the edges. Fish of different sizes with the oddest 

snouts swam stately by, all magnificently colored. The floor of the sea was covered with 

silvery white sand.  

She saw the splendor but it did not move her. 

All of a sudden the landscape changed. Hazy figures appeared from far and approached them 

until they stood lifelike along the side of the road. 

The phantoms behind the wall showed signs of life. They blinked their eyes and moved their 

arms and fingers. They were all men, of different ages. She recognized King Odin in a flash, 

standing amid his dead fellow-countrymen. A pathetic figure. 

For a moment there was nothing, then more figures appeared, on both sides. 
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Her eyes glided over the observers, and understood that she was riding in between a defeated 

army. The fatally wounded warriors leaned heavily on their swords and pickaxes. Their battle 

attire was damaged, the banners torn and filthy. The army of the dead roused her curiosity. 

‘Who are these men?’ she asked her father. 

‘These are the Bergenians,’ her father answered. ‘Standing among those warriors are King 

Nassar and four of his sons. Fools, whose stubborn resistance delayed me for six years. They 

chose death.’ 

She briefly spotted an older man in passing, a king. He looked at them with a sad as well as 

sardonic grin. He was assisted by the crown prince, who gazed at her self-assuredly. 

Past the defeated army, new phantoms awaited them. They were women with serious, open 

faces, and children. She saw them at the moment of their death: their faces were contorted in 

death’s agony, the elders showed cuts at the throat. Two girls, princesses in appearance but 

flesh-and-blood girls as well, were looking at her. 

She knew their names; the eldest had to be Ewalda of Bergen. The princess who would never 

become queen. 

‘I see murdered women and children everywhere. Why did the crown prince’s daughter have 

to die?’ she asked her father. ‘What evil thing did they do?’ 

‘Nassar’s grandchildren were my future enemies, opponents of my battle for the Glister. I 

killed them out of precaution.’ Her father looked at her self-assuredly. 

Something broke. The stones in her eyes split. She felt a slight aversion to what she saw and 

pressed her lips together. 

Another person loomed in the distance. He stood by himself. She recognized him from afar. 

Gert. 

She restrained her magnificent horse, jumped onto the seafloor and ran toward him. Gert 

stood behind the wall with a faraway look in his eyes. 

She pounded on the transparent wall to draw his attention. The blond young man with 

friendly brown eyes seemed to jerk awake and fixed his eyes on her. A spark of recognition, 

gladness and affection dispelled the emptiness. He did not speak and did not try to – the 

expression on his face said it all. 

Her father noticed that she had stayed behind and turned around irritably. ‘Why are you 

lagging behind?’ he snapped. 

Gert had also recognized their father. A look of anger and repulsion appeared on his face. 

Then his eyes fixed on her again – the repulsion remained. Her father paid no attention to the 

phantom. 
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‘Can’t you see him? It’s Gert.’ 

‘And what of it? The dead are beyond help. You are wasting your time on them. We must 

focus on the future.’ 

His indifference infuriated her. The stones cracked. The beauty around her was as pointless 

and flimsy as his arguments. 

 

‘Killing women and children is shameful and criminal. Your battle for the Glister is not a fair 

battle of armies and warriors, but a dirty business.’ 

‘War is a dirty business and there is no such thing as an innocent person. The Glister with the 

eternal light is our legacy. I’m not cruel, I am straightforward. Opposing cities will realize 

from my actions what they are up against, and will surrender prematurely. You have already 

chosen for the stones; you have gone too far already. If you stand still, your life will end in 

the sea beneath the broken walls.’ 

She despised herself for her complaisance. Her mortality seemed of minor importance. ‘I 

don’t care,’ she heard herself say shrilly. ‘The violence against innocent people is 

inexcusable. The end does not justify the means. You have no right to kill people as a 

precaution. I don’t want those stones of yours! Destruction and construction, life and hope 

are what I set against your assurance, stagnation and monotony. I choose the nut!’ 

A thunderstorm raged. Rumbling sounded in the distance. 

‘Then die, fool, and enjoy your triumph in the few minutes you have left.’ 

 

The Celestial Horse reared up, and her father flung the nut at her feet with contempt. 
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‘You might be capable of destroying my works from now on, but you will never be able to 

use them.’ 

He grabbed her horse by the reins, spurred on his own and galloped to the shore. She lost her 

bravery when he was gone. Gert gazed at her without a shred of understanding and dissolved 

before her eyes. Part of the wall shattered in the distance. Water thundered into the passage; it 

propelled toward her, tall and powerful. 

There were only a few seconds left. A shrill screeching sounded above her head: the wall 

could no longer hold the pressure. A shockwave hit her body – all fibers, muscles and muscle 

attachments were close to tearing. She felt a crushing force. The limit of pain she was able to 

stand had been reached. As she was dying and everything fell away from her, she felt a force 

rise from below; a leafy canopy pushed her into the air. She faintly realized that it was the 

crown of a tree. The tree that had grown from the nut, the nut she had opted for. 

 

‘Wake up, Sanderine Ravensworth,’ a voice commanded. Someone was shaking her. She 

awoke and got up in a daze. She inspected her painful arm. The splinter had been removed. 

Elem handed her something to eat and drink and gave her a moment to recover. She ate and 

drank. He smiled earnestly. The knife lay within reach. 

‘Can you tell me what you have chosen?’ 

‘A nut,’ she answered, searching her memory. She managed a grim smile. ‘My father had two 

gemstones and I chose an ugly nut.’ 

Elem’s face expressed enormous joy, and for a moment she thought that he was going to 

embrace her. ‘We know about the nut,’ he said with relief. ‘It’s a good sign. It was the right 

choice. You can be pleased about it.’ 

‘What does it signify?’ 

‘The Tree of Life. Healing, curative power and humanity, as well as the destruction of 

unnatural phenomena.’ He smiled again, then his face turned serious. 

‘I am grateful for your help and your courage, but don’t expect any gratitude from the others. 

This is going to be a terrible day for them. To their experience, everything these children had 

in terms of family and friends were wiped out in a single blow, in one single day. Stay close 

to me, just in case.’ 

She nodded. He walked to the closing stone and turned to her for a moment: ‘Let us hope 

they are still alive.’ 

He pressed his hands gently against the stone an said a few words out loud. The stone tilted 

sideways. He looked at her tensely. ‘Take a lamp and follow me.’ 
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She silently followed him into a dark corridor. It was pleasantly cool inside. A high cavern 

with a ceiling full of orange colored cones was followed by a winding passage, which led to a 

second cavity. The space was enormous. In the light of the lamp, Sanderine could see people 

lying on the ground – three groups of them. 

The youths lay side by side, their feet pointing to each other. 

In the middle lay an adult with spread arms and legs, as if they were the spokes in a human 

wheel. 

Sanderine crouched beside the first circle and touched the face of a sleeping girl. The skin 

was cool but not cold. Her heart began to beat faster. Was it actually possible to awaken these 

sleepers after twenty-three years? 

The Firstlings looked unharmed and viable. 

She could tell from Elem’s movements that he was hopeful as well. ‘Good work,’ he declared 

happily. 

‘They didn’t lose much weight, it seems. A day or twenty years – it makes no difference for a 

Firstling in this state. 

He walked carefully across a ring to a woman, kneeled beside her, touched her forehead and 

spoke words Sanderine couldn’t understand. 

She heard the name Ingrid. Ingrid Aztarch. Elem pronounced her name again. Sanderine saw 

his face darken with worry. 

Seconds felt like minutes. Suddenly, a shiver ran through the body. Ingrid opened her eyes. 

Her gaze steadied when she recognized the rejoicing man above her. ‘Uncle Elem.’ 

‘Come, get up and help us. You know the students’ names. Wake them up. I will awaken 

Okan and Werner.’ 

Ingrid stood up and stepped out of the ring with Elem’s help. 

While Elem bent over the next adult, she looked down at the sleeping people in 

bewilderment. The woman’s gaze soon fell on Sanderine, who stood watching passively. 

The woman asked her something along the lines of: ‘What are you doing here?’ 

‘The girl is a Destructor,’ Elem said in Highlandish from a distance. ‘Her name is Sanderine, 

she is the successor of the Asega of Testerband. Hendrik is her father.’ 

Surprised, Ingrid observed Sanderine and then turned to Elem. ‘How did she get here and 

what is she doing here?’ 

‘Your son brought her here. Don’t you remember that the closing stone was blocked? You 

put yourselves and the youngsters to sleep. Years have gone by.’ 

‘Years? My son! How many years are we talking about?’ 
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‘Twenty-three years to be precise.’ 

A cry of disbelief escaped from her lips. 

‘You will have plenty of time to worry about that later. I want you to wake up your students,’ 

Elem said in a commanding tone. 

Shaking her head, she kneeled beside a girl and called her name. 

The girl awakened, sat up and looked around in surprise. 

Elem helped Okan to his feet and embraced him. After a few clarifying words, he turned his 

attention to Werner. A few minutes later, the priest stood unsteadily on his legs, accepted 

Elem’s arm for support. 

A boy woke up and got to his feet in confusion. A growing amount of voices filled the hollow 

space. Ingrid kneeled beside the next pupil and roused the child. 

All of a sudden, Sanderine realized that she hadn’t seen Espen. Without being noticed by 

Elem and the others, she walked back to the entrance to look for him. 

When she stood at the edge of the plateau, she saw him, lying stretched out on the stair. 

Surprised, she went down toward him. She shook his shoulder firmly. ‘Asrath, wake up! 

Espen?’ He didn’t react. 

She pulled him on his side to look at his face. His breathing was normal. She contemplated 

feverishly. This was the work of a Compeller. Only Elem could have caused this, but why? 

What had transpired between them? Had Espen stated his refusal to meet his mother? Did 

Elem want to stop him from suddenly leaving Rath to find his father? 

She stood up straight with an uneasy conscience and wondered if she should interfere. 

Something distracted her thoughts. 

Six boys appeared obliquely above her. They looked out over the square with bewilderment 

and spoke to each other in scared, high-pitched voices. Elem was still in the cave. They 

spotted her. Disbelief gave way to anger. 

One of them pointed at her accusingly, began to scream and threatened with his fist. The 

others joined him. If there had been stones around, they would have thrown them at her head. 

The boys marched up to her angrily, pointed to the exit of the city. 

A few girls appeared behind them. They stammered words in a state of shock, burst into tears 

and sought each other’s support. The boys saw this and began to yell shrilly. She could guess 

what about. She felt stripped of all strength and withdrew to the back. History seemed to 

repeat itself. 

Again, a courtyard with outraged peers. The only one who could have mediated between 

them lay inaccessible on the stairs. 
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‘What are you waiting for? They hate you because of your father. What is still keeping you 

here? Are you going to beg Espen for some affection?’ 

Upset, she turned around and hurried to Elem’s house to change her clothes. She took 

Espen’s saddle, Espen’s bough and travel gear, went to the field by the lake and saddled Cox. 

The boys had returned to the others, to her relief, and no one was paying attention to her. The 

herdin named Thunder suddenly raised his head as if he had been called and trotted over to 

the plateau. 

She mounted and went to find Elem to say goodbye to him. 

He was just coming down the stairs with the adults and the aggrieved youths, and looked 

unpleasantly surprised when he saw that she was ready for departure. 

‘I came to say goodbye,’ she told him. ‘I fulfilled my task. I have decided to leave 

immediately.’ 

‘It’s still early in the morning. I would prefer it if you didn’t leave today.’ He gave her a 

probing look. ‘Don’t be mistaken. You’ve been through a lot, and the substances haven’t 

worn off yet. I don’t want you to leave.’ 

She glanced up and saw four boys lift Espen and slide him across Thunder’s back. She fought 

back her tears, aware of the adult’s scrutinizing looks. 

‘I have made up my mind. I don’t belong here.’ 

Elem didn’t understand her rush. ‘You are our guest,’ he exclaimed. ‘It is thanks to you that 

these people are standing next to me. You’re not even giving me the chance to show my 

gratitude.’ 

‘I don’t want to be here anymore.’ She tried hard not to scream. 

The old man looked at her searchingly, involved the others in the dilemma. 

Ingrid shrugged indifferently. Okan and Werner glanced at her. 

‘We appreciate her effort, but our loss leaves us with nothing to celebrate. I’m afraid we 

aren’t very good company for her right now. Let her go if she wants to go.’ 

Elem finally gave in reluctantly. ‘I am not going to force you to stay. It’s up to you. Just 

count on experiencing hallucinations for a while, and that you’ll be sick tomorrow.’ He shook 

his head disgruntledly. ‘You are at the start of a long and dangerous journey. I had still 

wanted to discuss that in detail with you.’ He reached his hands behind his neck, unfastened a 

gold chain and handed her the trinket. A small engraved plaquette hung from the necklace. It 

was a picture of the One Eye that held the square in its grip from the rock-face. 

She politely refused. There was an immediate silence. 

Everyone watching held their breath. 
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She instantly realized that she had made a huge mistake. 

Elem’s look was uncertain. ‘Do you mean to deeply offend me?’ 

‘Of course not,’ she answered quickly. 

‘Then accept my token. A gift from an Aztarch cannot be refused.’ 

She accepted the necklace, thanked Elem for his gift and promised to wear it. 

Shortly afterwards, she stepped through the blue archways onto the stairs and vanished from 

sight. 

 

She had completely lost grip of time. Once she was outside the city, she realized that it was 

only nine o’clock in the morning. The sun stood low in the sky and dewdrops pearled on the 

leaves of grass. A few clouds drifted above the highland plain and it promised to be a 

beautiful summer day. 

She had no eye for it, fought against herself, didn’t want to deal with what had happened to 

her in the past hours. She crossed the valley, rode upwards and reached the edge of the plain 

where the three crooked spruce trees grew. 

Espen had touched one of the trunks to conjure up Rath. 

She looked sadly down at Bulk Hill from the edge of the plain. 

Just three days ago, she had stood beside him and had admitted her fear about what was to 

come. Had she been scared enough? Had it been wise to jump in the deep end? You made it 

through, she tried to console herself. You made a different choice than your father did. 

She regretted not having said goodbye to Espen, but also wondered if saying goodbye 

wouldn’t have saddened her even more. She had Cox step backwards, kept her eye on Bulk 

Hill. 

What she had suspected was true – Espen had made the city perceptible and without his 

presence, Bulk Hill flickered like a faltering mirage. Then the city vanished. The disillusion 

was complete. 

Espen was gone from the face of the earth and only existed as a memory. Tears rushed to her 

eyes. She spurred Cox to a fast gallop. Yellow clumps of grass and rocks shot out from under 

his hooves. 

At the end of the morning, the sun moved behind a large cloud. 

The rocks on the road turned into seeds and the whole detached from the ground – creating an 

arched bridge. 

She trotted onto the bridge, switched to an amble at a height of thirty feet, peered down and 

saw that Cox was being carried by seeds and nuts. 
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The sun came out and made every single nut, seed and pith sparkle. 

She stopped at the highest point and slid down the shoulder of the gelding. The piths and the 

nuts carried her too. It was marvelous. 

Holding her breath, afraid of falling sixty feet down, she held the dapple by the reins. She 

walked to the edge and tested the depth with her boot. 

There was no depth. She stepped off the path with a grim smile, mounted again and 

continued at a walking pace. Halfway through the afternoon, the bridge returned, now 

directly in front of her. The bridge writhed like a snake and dissolved. She began to feel 

nauseous, stopped near a few large boulders, unsaddled Cox and hobbled the gelding so he 

could graze. She flung the mat on the grass and crawled under the blanket. She heard some 

birds, nothing else. 

 

She was laying inside a hill. 

The nut had taken root and had grown into a mature tree with terrible speed. 

She lay in an enclosure of several sinewy tree roots, and somewhere on the brink of  

 

consciousness she realized that she was buried inside the hill. 

Earth below and earth above. How much? She had no idea. 

She wondered sluggishly why she could recognize soil as soil and knew about the little 

crawlers and diggers around her. She slumbered, secured for centuries. 
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‘And who are you?’ she suddenly heard someone whisper with curiosity. 

The certainty that she was dead disappeared. Again, stronger now, she realized that she was 

lying somewhere, imprisoned. She moved a little, was short of breath. 

She finally managed to push a layer of loose soil up with her stomach and chest. 

‘Who are you?’ the voice asked with a frightened undertone. 

‘I am Sanderine,’ she replied to the whisper. ‘Who are you?’ 

‘You tell me…,’ it sounded indulgingly. 

‘Are you the tree? Who else could you be?’ 

She waited futilely for a reply. Becoming scared, she ordered the tree to speak a few times. It 

remained quiet. 

In her sleep, she found herself in the hill under the tree for a second time. This time, she 

refused to be there. She created space, tried to dig her way up, but the resilient roots formed 

an inverted basket and stopped her. 

There was no one to help her. 

‘Who are you?’ the voice asked again. 

‘I am Sanderine,’ she answered. ‘Who are you?’ 

‘I am… Tell me who I am…,’ it sounded uncertainly. 

‘Are you the tree? Who else?’ 

There was no reply. 

Confused, she got up and looked around. 

It slowly dawned on her that she was on the highland plain of the Azures. It was early in the 

morning. 

She felt sick and had no appetite. Cox had wandered off and it took a while before she had 

found the animal. She saddled the gelding, strapped on her gear and moved on. The nausea 

and the headache didn’t disappear as she had hoped, on the contrary. After an hour, she 

reached the edge of the highland, descended with a throbbing head and followed the narrow 

path alongside the ravine on foot, holding Cox by the rein. She wanted to stop and lie down, 

but there was no suitable spot anywhere. 

Something startled Cox, made him shove against her. The stone she just stepped on slid 

away. She slipped, let go of the reins in shock and fell. The pain to her chin and hands made 

her claw around and find a foothold. 

She climbed back up, where a grunting and snorting Cox stood waiting for her. 

Her legs were shaking as she embraced the white dappled head. 
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When she arrived at the bottom, she mounted again but could barely remain in the saddle. 

Cox carried her to the lake. It took hours. 

It was late in the afternoon, not far from where she and Espen had bathed in the lake, when 

the gelding stopped to quench his thirst. 

She slid down the saddle and flopped into the ice-cold water. Gasping for breath, she 

scrambled back up and stumbled onward with the gelding on a line. 

She tied Cox to a willow shrub behind a small grove and let herself fall onto the mat, 

exhausted. 

In her sleep, she found herself in the hill under the tree for a third time. This time she refused 

to be there. She created space, tried to dig her way up, but the resilient roots formed an 

inverted basket and stopped her. 

There was no one to help her. 

‘Who are you?’ the voice asked again. 

‘I am Sanderine,’ she replied. ‘Who are you?’ 

‘I am… Tell me who I am…,’ it sounded uncertainly. 

‘Are you the tree? Who else?’ There was no reply. 

She stood up in her burrow. 

‘Sanderine is not my only name,’ she screamed wildly. ‘My full name is Isxandra Antares 

Kellan Regina! I am the Zander. Ravensworth is my family name. You can use all of them. 

Choose, whoever or whatever you are. Speak!’ 

She heard something, fell silent and listened breathlessly. 

‘Sanderine is gone,’ the voice sighed. ‘So many names and not one suffices.’ 

She froze. ‘I am still here. Can’t you hear me? You know my name. You are listening to me! 

Listen to me! I still exist! I will make you feel that I exist! I don’t intend to stay in your hole!’ 

Delirious with frustration, she scraped away the firm earth and dug at a wall. 

‘I am still here!’ she hollered and kicked in all directions, beside herself with rage. 

 

She was woken by her own groans. Her head was hurting. 

Feeling exhausted, she dragged herself to the lake to drink some water, stumbled back and let 

herself fall again. Day arrived and she slept through everything. Cox fed himself with the 

slender leaves of the willow shrub and pulled the bark from the branches. 

For the fourth time, she found herself under the tree and her desperation grew. She would not 

give in and the tree would not let her go. It felt as if she were slowly drowning in the soil. 
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She shot upright, gasping for air. It was morning again. The sun shone in the blue sky on the 

other side of the lake. 

It was the fourth day after the initiation. Cox greeted her with a soft neigh. 

The headache was gone and so was the nausea, and her hands were healed. 

She went over to the grey dapple, untied him and let him drink in the lake. She washed her 

face while the gelding lapped up the water. She could feel that the scabs on her chin had 

begun to peel. 

She was finally able to think and make plans again. She had to eat something. Although she 

had no appetite, she might become hungry over the course of the day. She decided to catch 

some fish for dinner. 

A glimmer of sunlight on scales caught her attention. The second try was successful. A hefty 

fish floated to the surface. She cleaned the fish, picked some leaves to wrap it in and put it 

away in a saddlebag. 

She moved on in good spirits, traveled through the forest to the other side of the valley, 

where somewhere the road lay that would take her across the Clay Mountains. 

The forested slope was too dense to travel through. 

The road was nowhere around. She wandered through the valley for the rest of the day. 

Towards evening she gave up, stopped in a large open space with plenty of grass for the 

horse and made a fire. 

She pushed a branch through the fish and held it over the fire. Roasting the fish and eating it 

comforted her. It had turned dark in the meantime. The fire was the only source of light for 

miles around. 

Something is wrong with me, she thought somberly. Something monstrous wants to be 

acknowledged. I must stop myself from entering the world of the tree when I’m asleep. She 

resolutely threw some branches on the fire and watched the sparks fly up. 
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Chapter 9   

No Return 

Espen lay on his bed, unable to move. During the first hour the paralysis had infuriated him, 

especially when one of the four boys who were lifting him onto the herdin let go, and he had 

slipped away and almost fell on his head. The clear children’s voices behind the walls and in 

the corridors sounded angry, then happy. 

Sanderine had been successful, but in what kind of shape was she herself? Her voice had 

sounded fragile when he heard her say goodbye. 

He couldn’t do anything. Being paralyzed had its advantages, he reflected wryly: he now had 

plenty of time to think and to re-experience the journey to Rath. 

He watched himself enter the courtyard of the Wellseind Order. The shawm almost slipped 

from his fingers when he caught sight of her. She radiated authority, subtle but unmistakable. 

At first she had annoyed him terribly, but he adjusted his opinion after a few weeks. 

Precocious, but quite nice. 

There was something clear and fresh about her that reminded him of a mountain lake in 

which the evening sky reflects itself mysteriously. 

He was glad he could recall the images in his mind’s eye. The past echoed through his mind 

like a perfect song, a powerful melody. It made him feel both happy and angry: happy 

because Elem had been surpassed by Sanderine’s procedure, and angry because he could not 

get up. He focused his attention on the past days’ events. 

While he stood waiting for Elem in the kitchen after their arrival, he saw that everything had 

remained the same. He had dropped his inventory of the kitchen and glanced over at 

Sanderine. How about that, he thought with surprise. She was studying the stone jars, the 

filled glass bottles and the crystal instruments arranged on the shelves. The color of her 

garments was different, but so was her appearance. He had observed earlier that she had an 

attractive face with distinctive features, and couldn’t resist taking another look, mocking 

himself at the same time. His opinion of her state of development had changed within a single 

minute. Ever since March he had perceived her a child, up until that moment at that table. 

She wore her hair loose, looked around earnestly and suddenly looked pretty and grown-up. 

While they were eating, Elem had mentioned how the six years had flown by. Not to Espen – 

the six years had felt like an eternity to him. He had met several people on the mainland, had 

performed for princes and eccentrics, had trekked from land to land, on foot and sometimes 
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on horseback. He had changed in every way. He barely recognized himself in the gifted boy 

Elem was describing. He suddenly remembered his encounter with the salesperson in the 

mountains. He wanted to talk about his father, but was afraid of the critical questions that 

might spoil the evening. 

He listened to Elem, answered his questions – but contrary to the past, he now viewed his life 

as separate from Elem’s life – he felt related to him but no longer attached. He noticed that 

Elem was casually observing him. 

 

When Sanderine didn’t return as expected the following day, he went to the bathhouse to 

look for her. She was gone. Her grey garments hung drying in the sun. He had shrugged and 

turned back. 

‘She went into the city,’ he told his great-uncle. 

‘I’m not surprised. There are different ways of preparing yourself – she chose solitude,’ Elem 

had replied, as he shook some dried leaves from a stone jar and lifted a mortar to crush them 

with. 

While he worked, Elem had him tell everything about his six-year search, but Espen’s 

thoughts were with her and he had repeatedly lost the thread of his story. His restlessness 

grew as the afternoon crawled by. Twice, he went out into the heat and walked past the front 

of the buildings hoping to catch a glimpse of her. She didn’t show herself. 

The evening was already halfway over. The setting sun flooded Bulk Hill in reddish gold and 

she still hadn’t returned. 

‘Sit down, for goodness sake,’ Elem cried out, when he had moved to the balustrade again 

and stood staring out over the square. ‘You’re pacing back and forth like a watchdog.’ Elem 

collected the extracts and began pouring pour the liquids into small bottles. 

Espen came inside to voice his concern. ‘She looked really upset last night. She is barely 

eighteen years old! I feel responsible for her. I brought her here. She wanted to remain 

impartial only a few months ago.’ 

‘She cannot remain impartial. It would be foolish to think so. She will realize that the 

initiation is crucial for her own development.’ 

Elem set aside the first bottle, holding a green liquid. 

‘What will you do if she doesn’t want to undergo the procedure?’ 

Elem lifted the funnel and rinsed it; he didn’t look up. ‘She is not going to do that.’ 

‘Do you think she lacks the courage to refuse? She has refused to cooperate before even 

though her life was in danger.’ 
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The old man looked at him irritably. 

‘The Glister signifies more to her than a death threat. She will lose her soul if her father gets 

hold of the thought-compeller and she realizes that. She doesn’t have a choice.’ 

One particular question lay heavily on his mind. He had been afraid to ask it, but now that the 

conversation had touched on the subject, he gathered his courage and cleared his throat so his 

voice wouldn’t sound hoarse. ‘What are you going to do if she chooses her father’s option 

during the ceremony?’ He waited nervously for the answer. 

Elem straightened himself. ‘I will not anticipate on that, young man.’ 

‘I still want to know. I brought her here. You can’t ignore me.’ 

Elem had walked up to him, placed himself in front of him. ‘If she makes the same choice as 

her father, I will have to end her life. I cannot justify unleashing a second ruthless demigod 

on humanity. Can you?’ The question had been asked with a frown. 

‘I hadn’t thought of that yet,’ he had to admit. 

Elem smiled empathetically, turned around and poured the second liquid – deep purple and 

opaque – into a bottle. ‘What does Sanderine mean to you?’ he asked suddenly. 

Espen had turned halfway toward the door. ‘What she means to me? A lot.’ 

‘You are friends?’ 

‘I think so. We never talked about it, but being together felt very natural. That’s why I don’t 

understand why she went into the city by herself.’ 

‘Could it be more than just friendship?’ 

He remembered looking at Elem sheepishly. He turned around and walked outside. 

‘What are you going to do?’ Elem asked sharply. 

‘I am going to think things over calmly,’ was the answer. 

He walked into the gigantic square to look for her. 

He soon spotted her. She was sitting cross-legged on the plateau, turned completely inward. 

He wondered what she was doing exactly. Was she calling up images from the past, like she 

had done at the entrance and the Reception Hall of the palace? He watched her stand up in 

distress. Blue witkragh beams shot from her fingers in an attempt to destroy the closing stone 

– it failed. 

She had seen him and had stared at him. What could he have said? That he felt bad for her? 

She wouldn’t have appreciated his expression of sympathy. She was much too proud for that. 

Confused by his own feelings, he had walked away to sit on the stairway outside Bulk Hill to 

think about everything. 
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Far below him in the bowl-shaped valley lay the lake. It turned dark. On arrival the day 

before, he had seen her as his travel companion and was determined to visit his father. But 

ever since Elem had taken charge of her and he was able to distance himself, he found out 

that he didn’t want to distance himself from her at all. He longed to be near her. 

She’ll be gone soon, he thought somberly. And then I’ll spend the rest of my life wondering 

whether we, in other circumstances, would have become lovers. What will I do in the future? 

Get an education, make music and get married? And tell my grandchildren on my deathbed 

that I met a remarkable girl when I was young, someone I had been crazier about than I ever 

anticipated, and that I had let her disappear from my life? Poor Grandfather, too scared to go 

for it. I can hear them say it already.  

He made up his mind, went up the hill to speak with Sanderine and Elem. 

 

Elem was inside, alone. 

‘Has she gone to bed already?’ he asked disappointedly after coming inside. ‘I wanted to tell 

her something.’ 

‘Weeks of time and still too late,’ Elem mocked good-humoredly. ‘Now that’s a real talent!’ 

She had consented. He could tell from Elem’s mood. He sat down at the table feeling self-

conscious, glanced at his great-uncle who was making calculations on a sheet of paper. 

‘I’m really worried about her,’ he blurted out suddenly. 

Elem looked at him questioningly. 

‘What if we postpone everything for a few years? I can go to the Wetherlings in the North 

States and ask for their help. They have mastered the skill of transformation and can awaken 

the sleepers from the inside.’ 

Elem suppressed his surprise. ‘It is not just about saving the children. Hendrik is after the 

Glister and is of great danger to us and to the rest of humanity. Why don’t you want her to 

undergo the procedure?’ 

‘She is fine the way she is. I don’t want her to change.’ He could feel his great-uncle’s 

scrutinizing look. 

‘Good heavens, the light just went on. I suspected you were in love with her – it was bound to 

happen after such an excursion. Come down from your cloud, happy angel. She will leave. 

This love can’t be any more hopeless.’ 

‘Hopeless? What do you mean, hopeless? I am going with her.’ 

Elem’s face tightened. ‘Go with her? That is absolutely ridiculous. You belong here, at home. 

Your future lies here.’ 
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‘There won’t be any future if Sanderine doesn’t succeed in stopping her father.’ 

‘If she fails, we must hold our ground. Every road leads in two directions. Being Compellers, 

we are not completely powerless against Hendrik and the Glister.’ 

‘That would be cowardly,’ he cried out. ‘We can’t just abandon an eighteen-year-old girl. 

You make me feel ashamed of myself. I am going with her, whether you like it or not. I am 

an adult and I will make my own decisions about my future.’ 

He did not wait for Elem’s response and strode resolutely out of the room. 

 

He had hidden his worry the next day and had not said anything. He could tell by the way she 

was looking at him during the preparations that she had already parted from him. No wonder. 

He had never let her know what she meant to him. It was dangerous to disturb her quietude. 

He would have to wait until it was over. 

 

When Elem stopped singing on the plateau in the early morning of the day of the ceremony, 

he had walked backwards into the square to watch them. Sanderine was already intoxicated 

and was slowly slumping over. Elem waited. Espen sat down. 

As the sun rose, the shadows shrank from the rock-face. After two hours, her posture 

changed. She moved. Her body began shaking violently. Elem got up. 

Espen couldn’t bear the sight of it. He stormed up the stairs, horror-stricken. The blue 

witkragh shield behind her faltered and disappeared. 

Elem stood at the edge and turned around, saw him coming. ‘She’s alive,’ he said 

reassuringly. ‘Stay where you are, Wiard!’ 

He obeyed immediately, astonished, couldn’t move. 

‘I’m sorry, dear boy,’ Elem said with a fatherly tone, ‘but you cannot leave. It would be 

suicide. Sleep for one full day, suppress your memories of Sanderine and the journey. 

Tomorrow, you will wake up refreshed and it will be as if you had never left.’ Elem made a 

decisive gesture with his hand and turned his back to him. 

Espen refused to accept it. Elem had conjured up a name he had never heard of. ‘My name is 

Espen.’ It was no more than a whisper. 

Elem turned around in surprise. 

‘You have no right.’ He raised his head with great difficulty to look at Elem. Elem didn’t 

answer but began to speak again, this time in an ancient language Espen could not understand 

but immediately felt the effect of. It removed the rigidity, but silenced him and shut down his 

ability to think. Espen tried to break his great-uncle’s spell by concentrating on Sanderine’s 
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name, losing control. He recalled her name once more, then drifted off. It was as if he had 

been asleep for a long time and was merely dreaming about something disturbing. Even the 

dream faded into nothingness. 

Sanderine’s touch had freed his mind, but not his body. He heard confusion in her voice, an 

undertone of panic. Then he had heard the boys above him utter threats. They had chased her 

away. 

Someone opened his bedroom door. He listened intently. A soft noise nearby. Scuffling feet 

and the sound of someone breathing. There was nothing he could do. The person came closer, 

leaned over him. Footsteps approached. The door opened wider. 

‘Oh, there you are. Dinner is almost ready.’ It was Elem. 

‘I couldn’t resist.’ He heard his mother’s voice for the first time. Full, feminine and 

pragmatic, pleasing to the ear. 

‘My son. Time has played a curious trick on me. Only a few days ago I said farewell to an 

infant, knowing I would never see him again. And now all of a sudden, here he is lying in 

front me, all grown-up. The spitting image of Eron.’ 

He heard Elem’s breath quicken. 

‘Now that you mention Eron, I just remembered something,’ he said with evident irritation. ‘I 

first of course had an honest conversation with Eron Asrath and asked him questions before I 

left the boy behind with him. His story threw a whole different light on what happened at the 

Midsummer Fest. It was not he, but you who approached him. When his performance was 

over, you made him believe his fiancée was waiting for him on the square. He went down, 

utterly surprised by her sudden arrival, and once he was outside you put him under your spell. 

He thought he was being seduced by his own fiancée. My arrival in Holberg with his son, 

nine months later, turned his life upside down. He was about to get married. He told me that 

he had never meant to have an affair. His mother was a Firstling and had told him about Rath, 

that is why he had gone to the city with some musician friends. So, what do you have to say 

for yourself now?’ 

‘What difference does it make. Why did you stop the boy, anyway?’ she went on sharply. ‘It 

would have been fine with me if he had left. His appearance will constantly remind me of my 

foolishness.’ 

‘Your foolishness? Eron Asrath clearly stirred something inside you, something I thought you 

weren’t capable of – passion. I saw and heard him as well that night, and I can imagine how 

you would. I want you to acknowledge him as your son so he can feel comfortable around 

you.’ 
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‘Since when is he more important than I am? What did that boy do to you? You are devoted 

to him, aren’t you?’ She left the room. Elem followed her. ‘He is a lot like your father. He is 

the apple of my eye.’ 

‘I used to be that the day before yesterday,’ she reproached him gently. 

‘The day before yesterday is twenty-three years ago,’ he corrected her. ‘I’m older now. 

Twenty-three years older!’ 

 

A bowl shattered with a hollow bang. The sound awoke Espen. Although he had stubbornly 

waited on his bed until he could move again, he had fallen asleep after midnight. He sat on up 

the edge of the bed, pressed his hands against his eye sockets and collected his thoughts. 

The conversation between his mother and Elem had been very illuminating. Ingrid would not 

stand in his way, that much was clear. He stepped into the corridor resolvedly. 

The boy in the corridor started up from his crouched position. 

‘Did I wake you? If you’re looking for the leaders…’ 

He nodded in the direction of the dining room. 

‘Thanks.’ 

Four faces, disturbed by the interruption of their deep conversation, turned to the doorway. 

He stared at a blond-haired woman, scarcely believing that this Ingrid was his mother. She 

was ten years his senior at most. He shook off the sinking feeling, gave Elem a reproachful 

look and closed the door. Elem followed right behind him. 

Back in his room, Espen saw that many of his things were gone. The door opening filled with 

curious youths. Elem gently pushed them aside, asked them to leave. They skulked away 

reluctantly. 

Espen had picked up his instrument and turned around. ‘I was about to burst out in anger at 

you to be honest, but the presence of the others withheld me. I know you had no intention of 

hurting me, on the contrary. But apart from casting a spell on me, I really blame you for 

letting Sanderine leave so soon. That was irresponsible and careless, and you know it.’ 

Elem sat down on the bed. ‘She resisted me with great determination. I got the impression 

that she was strong enough to look after herself.’ 

‘Proud enough to get herself killed, you mean. They threatened and insulted her, those 

youths.’ 

‘I didn’t know about that.’ 

‘Her behavior should have told you, but you only had eyes for your cousin and the other two 

friends.’ 
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‘Did Sanderine intervene?’ 

‘Yes, she freed me. But I still couldn't move though.’ 

Elem patted on the bed. ‘Come, sit down. Let us talk about it.’ 

Espen shook his head, remained where he was standing. 

‘Espen, hear me out. The girl you brought to us, is not just any Ravensworth. She is the 

successor of the Asega. The Asega is the Patroness of the Law and is superior in rank to her 

father. She serves the people and has been the Mother of the Nation for centuries, which is 

reinforced by the fact that she is unable to have children. Her father’s decision to remove her 

function has no legal value whatsoever. She belongs to the people of Testerband, they know 

her, know what she stands for, but you… You can become her husband at most. You have so 

much more to offer. How do you see yourself? What are your wishes for the future?’ 

‘I want to mean something to her.’ 

Elem shook his head. ‘She doesn’t need anyone. Love puts her at risk, makes her vulnerable. 

Did she ask you to join her? Has she said anything about you joining her even once? No. She 

may be younger than you, but she is much wiser. Espen, you are just a burden to her.’ 

Espen snorted indignantly. 

‘It's cruel that all of the failings of the past should fall on her shoulders. She needs someone 

who supports her and cares about her.’ 

Elem was close to despair. 

‘You want to put your life in her hands? My dear boy, at what cost to you?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘You are dear to me; dearer than anyone else on this earth. Your presence has been a godsend 

every single day. The thought of never seeing you again tears me apart.’ Elem fell silent and 

sighed. 

‘I know that I have gone to great lengths to keep you here with me. She broke my spell and 

stole your heart. The course of events will determine whether your decision today was a wise 

one. I won’t stop you anymore. If you believe you should go, then go. Just know that I hope 

you will return one day. 

Espen grabbed his chamois leather jacket.’ My mother will be relieved to hear that I am 

leaving after all.’ 

Elem shook his head, got to his feet. ‘You have as much right to be here as she does. You are 

my brothers’ grandson. You are an Aztarch.’ 

‘Where is the saddle?’ Did Sanderine take the gear along with her?’ 

‘She saddled the gelding. I expect she took everything that goes with it.’ 
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‘Does she have any food with her?’ 

‘She took whatever was hanging from the horse’s saddle. I don’t know if she took food from 

the kitchen. I also didn’t think to give her food to bring along.’ 

‘Provisions. I need provisions. Is there any bread left? Dry sausage? Cheese?’ 

Elem nodded resignedly and led him to the kitchen. 

 

Saying goodbye to his great-uncle was not easy. Elem had failed him perhaps, but it hadn’t 

diminished the affection he felt for his great-uncle. They embraced for a long time, solemnly 

watched by the youths and the three adults. 

He climbed on the herdin and in an impulse had the animal stop in front of his mother, in 

response to her surly glare. 

‘My name is Espen. I look like myself. I exist, separate from you and separate from Eron. 

Believe me when I say that I will return, even if takes years. One day, you and I will sit at a 

table together, and then you will tell me why you gave me away like a dog.’ 

Astonished by his impudence, she looked up at him angrily. He withstood her glare 

effortlessly. A moment later he was gone. 

 

Espen knew he was a full day’s travel from Sanderine. He assumed she had taken the road 

they had traveled on the way to Rath and expected to catch up with her somewhere on the 

Clay Mountain pass. By the end of the afternoon, he stood at the edge of the highland plain 

with the herdin, then descended as the sun moved behind the mountains. He passed the lake 

in the early evening and camped on the spot where they had stopped on the outward journey. 

The next morning he moved on, arrived at the junction where the pass across the Clay 

Mountains began. At night he found himself on the highest point of the Clay Mountains, but 

there was still no trace of Sanderine to his disappointment. 

From a high spot, he fruitlessly searched the dark slopes for a person and a horse. He couldn’t 

believe she was still ahead of him. She must have deviated from the road. Maybe someone 

had showed her another route, and she was wandering alone through the mountains. He had 

ridden the whole day without stopping and was too tired to continue his search. He wrapped 

himself in a blanket, lay down beside Springer and slept far into the morning. 

He returned to the road above the valley by the lake and realized that she might have missed 

the pass entirely. The sun disappeared behind the mountain ridge. After a short dusk, he saw 

the rise of a colorful column of warm air far down in the forest. A fire. Someone had made a 

fire. It could be Sanderine. 
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He decided to find out. The sound of cracking branches and Cox’s soft neighing must have 

alarmed Sanderine. She stood ready and waiting, knife in hand, and was completely 

dumbstruck when he appeared between the tree trunks with Springer. All color had drained 

from her face. 

‘I didn’t mean to scare you!’ he said apologetically. He carefully slid off Springer’s back. 

‘May I keep you company?’ 

She nodded, took a step forward and sat down. When he was sitting across from her, joy 

appeared in her eyes. ‘I am surprised to see you here! What happened between you and 

Elem? How did you get here?’ 

‘I suppose you could say that I escaped parental control. Then I went looking for you.’ 

‘He studied her face, saw that her eyes were red with exhaustion. ‘You look tired. Why didn’t 

you go to sleep?’ 

‘I’m just sitting by the fire, thinking, and so on.’ 

‘How did you get that scratch?’ 

‘Scratch?’ She absently felt for the spot on her chin. The scab fell off immediately. ‘I slipped, 

the day before yesterday, going down the cliff.’ 

He looked at her, openly and candidly. 

‘I’ve been wanting to tell you since the first night in Rath that my feelings for you are more 

than just friendship, but something always came up. Elem doesn’t approve. Yet here I am. I 

am coming with you.’ 

She moved her hands through her hair. ‘You? Coming with? With me? Absolutely not. I have 

too much to deal with already.’ 

‘Dealing with what?’ 

‘That is none of your business.’ 

‘I am coming with you, and I don’t care where we’re going.’ 

‘Whatever gave you that idea?’ she said angrily. ‘You are out of your mind. It is going to be 

an extremely dangerous journey.’ 

‘Let me explain. I want to be with you, it’s a simple as that. I don’t want you to disappear 

from my life, I can’t bear it.’ 

‘And I can’t bear the thought of something happening to you. I know what it feels like to lose 

someone!’ 

He noticed the gleam in her eyes. ‘I am twenty-three. I’ve made up my mind and that’s all 

there is to it. I don’t want to hear the word “return” anymore.’ 

‘Being around me isn’t safe.’ 
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He stood up, walked over to the herdin, pulled a clean cloth from a bag, poured some water 

on it and handed her the cloth. ‘Wipe the dust off your face. You look terrible.’ 

‘I will not be patronized,’ she snapped. She still accepted the cloth. The cold water refreshed 

her visibly. ‘You can’t come with me, I’m serious. I have enough problems as it is.’ 

He discerned affection in her eyes. She had his safety in mind, not her own. He sat back 

down across from her. ‘Go ahead and tell me. What kind of problems?’ 

She burst into laughter despite it all. ‘I am not going to discuss my problems with you.’ 

There was a silence. 

‘A friend wanted to join me as well,’ she continued with a dark look. ‘You will think twice 

about joining me when you learn more about me.’ 

‘Try me.’ 

‘You’ve heard the name Fen Kleyn before. We were bosom buddies for years. When Gert 

died, she wanted to join me abroad. I prevented that from happening, which was a good thing 

in hindsight. I swam across the Aacher River and went into the swamp.’ 

The Palland? You walked straight across the Palland to Wetterlând? 

‘Forget walk. I got lost in it. Glowing bugs appeared inside a building during a thunderstorm. 

They came after me and harassed me. What I am trying to tell you, is…’ 

He shook his head in surprise. ‘Balderwatchers? You came across the Balderwatchers?’ 

His enthusiasm annoyed her. ‘You know those things?’ she asked coolly. 

‘Absolutely, but only from legends and stories. They are our friends. It’s because of them that 

the Firstlings became humans. And the Ravensworths owe the earth force to them. 

 

Where fire strikes, 

The earth requires 

balance and retrieval, 

There shall in hiding 

The Balderwatchers awake. 

Capricious and daring. 

 

‘They undoubtedly saved your life. You should be grateful to them.’ 

‘I have a very different view of those creatures.’ 

He laughed at her. 

‘I haven't finished my story.’ 

He folded his arms across his chest. ‘I’m listening.’ 
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‘After I got lost in the Palland and was overwhelmed by those creatures you call 

Balderwatchers, I regained consciousness in a turf hut at the edge of the swamp. I vaguely 

remember someone feeding me for days, but I was alone at that moment. I didn’t know what 

to do. My body seemed to smolder. As if I was possessed by those fiery creatures. The door 

suddenly opened, and a woman came inside. Then everything turned to chaos. The walls of 

the hut began pounding and the floor shifted under my feet. 

I grabbed the woman’s shoulders and yelled at her to stop. She didn’t even get a chance to 

answer. She collapsed in my hands. She was dead! The Balderwatchers forced the witkragh 

on me and I killed her with it. I was normal before I went into the swamp and should have 

stayed that way, just like Gert and Bern.’ 

He shook his head with conviction. ‘You have it all backwards. The Balderwatchers 

apparently detected a flaw inside of you and corrected it, and they had every right to do so. 

The Ravensworths are their representatives according to our legends.’ 

‘I don’t care if they had the right. I am responsible for her death. I swore by her grave that I 

would never endanger someone’s life again, and will use witkragh only in self-defense.’ 

‘Is that what you meant when we were having dinner at Elem’s? Understandable, but not a 

good idea. It was an accident. You didn’t know you could kill her.’ 

‘Perhaps this could still be excusable, but I am a danger to everyone, and my friends can’t 

trust me either.’ 

‘You don’t mean that.’ 

‘Remember the bogeyman, Panras, the dog in front of the crevice? I killed her coldheartedly 

before I escaped.’ 

Her voice gave her away. It was like a false note in a well-tuned instrument. 

‘Why?’ 

‘What does that matter?’ 

‘Everything. Tell me more.’ 

She told him what had happened. He was right. When she came to the moment when she had 

asked for the knife, her voice faltered. She couldn’t stay objective. He saw how it still upset 

her. 

‘I am cruel and unreliable. Return to your father. He will be really happy to see you.’ 

‘You were a fourteen-year-old child. Your feelings of guilt tell me enough. I stand by my 

decision.’ 

She stared at him in a daze. 

‘You’re exhausted. Let’s get some sleep.’ he proposed. 
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‘All right. It’s about time indeed.’ 

They brought out the mats and the blankets and lay down by the fire. Springer and Cox 

nibbled the thin grass a for little while. 

‘Espen?’ it sounded awkwardly after a while. 

He turned toward her. 

‘I’m glad you came.’ 

He smiled. ‘Go to sleep.’ 

 

Espen started awake by the sound of frightened snorts and scraping hooves. It was far past 

midnight. The fire was smoldering. Lifting his head, he saw that the animals were looking at 

a blue light on Sanderine’s blanket. He stood up in surprise to get a better look at the glow. 

She was sleeping beneath a witkragh shield. To his horror, the shield had girded itself too 

tightly around the blanket and was obstructing her breathing. He watched the membrane 

increase the pressure, heard her breathe out with difficulty, after which the membrane yielded 

a little. The membrane enclosed her tightly again. She turned her head restlessly, moved her 

hands. He knelt beside her and grabbed her shoulders straight through the membrane. The 

shield flashed away. 

She shot upright, gasping for breath. She couldn’t speak at first. 

‘Were you having a nightmare?’ he asked sharply. 

She nodded. 

‘For the first time?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I’m changing. I’m changing into a monster.’ 

‘A monster? Why would you think that?’ 

‘The dream predicts it. Every night I find myself inside a small hill under a tree. The tree 

wants to digest me. He claims I no longer exist. When I tell him who I am, he whispers that 

there is no name for me anymore. I can’t submit to his demands, because he will turn me into 

a monster as soon as I hand myself over to him. My father turned into a monster as well.’ 

He threw his arm around her shoulders reassuringly. ‘No, that won’t happen, I assure you. 

Elem told me that you chose The Tree of Life and he was very happy about that. The Tree of 

Life represents the life force. You won’t change. You can trust the tree. Everyone 

experiences nightmares after the initiation into self-knowledge. Before I woke you up, I saw 

a membrane that covered you up to your neck. The force exerted on you will only go away if 

you give in to it, I’m afraid.’ 
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The sky above the eastern mountain chains colored blue. She looked at him with a faint 

smile. ‘Perhaps you’re right, but it’s not so easy to overcome the fear of the unknown.’ 

‘May I lay down next to you?’ he asked innocently. 

Sanderine threw back the blanket in reply. He took her in his arms. She yielded, embraced 

him. They both laughed shyly. They were lying in each other’s arms for the first time and the 

closeness was both strange and familiar. 

 

They packed up camp after daybreak, crossed through the forest and followed the road to the 

Clay Mountains. Little white clouds appeared in the afternoon. The sun disappeared now and 

then, to reemerge a moment later and display the flower-carpeted slopes in all their glory. 

At night, they camped on a mountain meadow. The height allowed them to enjoy the sun late 

into the evening, and the view was breathtaking: a carpet of green meadows at their feet and 

the blue mountaintops ahead. The mats lay side by side. Espen used his chamois leather 

jacket as a pillow. They ate from the provisions he had brought along. When they had 

finished eating, Sanderine slumped back contentedly. He did the same, turned on his side so 

he had one arm free. He playfully traced the lines of her face with his finger. ‘You have a 

remarkable head,’ he smiled. ‘As characteristic as a viol.’ 

She lifted her eyes, looked aside at him scornfully. ‘Am I supposed to feel flattered?’ 

‘Of course. The sound of the viol is unmistakable.’ 

‘Why don’t you just say it’s so ugly it’s almost pretty, like my mentor used to describe me.’ 

‘What a terrible thing to say. You’re not a conventional beauty, that’s true. Your face has a 

certain intensity and roguishness. I’m sure the boys at school let you know how attractive you 

are.’ 

‘They did. But it didn’t mean anything to me.’ 

She turned toward him, pushed a lock of his reddish blond hair behind his ear. ‘Until I met 

you. Did you ever consider cutting off your hair? It would look good on you. Fresh.’ 

He grabbed her hand, shocked, then saw her teasing smile. He relaxed, lay down on his back 

and chuckled. 

The sun sank slowly behind a mountain ridge. 

‘I hope you won’t regret your decision,’ he heard her say solemnly. ‘This trip will try us to 

the limit, and it could end badly for us. Do you realize that?’ 

He turned on his side. ‘Certainly. But I’m still going. I feel free when I’m with you. What are 

your feelings for me?’ 

‘I’m in love for the very first time.’ 
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‘That sounds like an encouragement.’ 

‘Yes, don’t rush it.’ 

He watched over her. She slept and her restlessness told him she was dreaming about the tree 

again.’ 

The membrane materialized. He watched closely but didn’t interfere. Beads of sweat 

appeared on her forehead; she mumbled, she struggled. 

After an hour she seemed to relax. The membrane colored bright white and vanished. 

Something new had happened, he understood. She opened her eyes and sat up with a dreamy 

look in her eyes. 

‘The membrane disappeared by itself,’ he said. 

She nodded. ‘Yes. I let the tree absorb me. A strange experience on the edge of love and life. 

In the future, I will be able to heal people, just like my mother and my brother Elmar.’ 

He pressed a kiss on her forehead joyfully. ‘I’m so incredibly happy for you.’ 

 

The following morning, they descended into the ravine. They paused for a moment at the 

stone Watcher by the narrow gorge. Past the ravine, they climbed up the five headed 

mountain chain, moved through the pass and spent the night in the cave where they had 

sheltered from the storm on the way there. 

The weather changed. Ash-grey clouds pushed in front of the higher mountain tops and the 

rain began to fall. They passed the bridge and the waterfall. The cold water swirled heavily 

over the smooth rocks. The dripping overgrowth further down engulfed them. The couple 

followed the grey river through the hills for two long days. At the foot of the Azures, Espen 

sent Springer back and got up behind her on Cox. 

 

The continuous rain in the north caused the water level to rise. The brooks overflowed their 

banks. They moved to higher grounds where many small villages were located. Everyone 

greeted them with kindness and no one bothered them. The weather improved. A new 

problem presented itself. Their food ran out, and the southern shore was at least a nine days’ 

march away from them. He had enough silver coins, but they were from the mainland. To 

find out if the money would be accepted, they dismounted by an inn and went inside. 

‘Good day,’ he greeted the guests when they entered, then walked over to the innkeeper. ‘I 

would like to pay for food and drink with a silver coin, is that possible?’ 
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The man took the coin and shook his head uncertainly. ‘I don’t have the tools to measure the 

value of the silver. You need to go to a silversmith to exchange the money. I will only serve 

you if you pay with Lowland coins.’ The man continued to look at him pleasantly. 

‘Don’t you trust me?’ Espen looked around, noticed that the guests were afraid to look 

directly at him. ‘Why don’t you just give them a bite?’ 

‘I don’t bite foreign money.’ 

He felt Sanderine tug his arm. ‘They don’t trust you. It probably has to do with something 

from the past. Let’s go, before the mood changes.’ She pulled him to the exit. 

‘My silver is as good as anyone’s. He won’t even bite!’ 

‘Let’s find a competent silversmith or a money changer. We need to buy a horse and 

replenish our food supply.’ 

 

A few hours later, they rode through a small town and found a silversmith workshop and 

store near a little square. They entered the store. A bell jingled. The smith came out of his 

workshop, looked at them wide-eyed, turned around muttering apologies and disappeared. 

‘Mister smith, I’m a customer!’ Espen called out just in case. 

The smith returned to his relief. ‘Certainly. How may I help you?’ 

The frail-looking man continued to nod agreeably while he stated that it was honest foreign 

money, then took the silver coins from him. 

He asked them to follow him. Sitting at a workbench, he took the first coin from the pile, 

studied the hallmark with an expert’s eye, polished the coin thoroughly, made several 

indentations, heated the coin in a small oven, tossed it into a foaming liquid and finally 

placed it on a precision scale. Then he took the second coin from the pile and, humming 

lightheartedly, began assessing, polishing, indenting and heating again. 

The first time, he had watched respectfully together with Sanderine. The second time, Espen 

tapped impatiently on the tabletop, and when the smith pushed a coin toward him a third time 

and examined the hallmark closely again, he started to lose trust. There were ten more coins 

to go. 

Sanderine became impatient as well. ‘Make him get down to business, I’m starving,’ she 

urged him. ‘I don’t know why, but he’s delaying us on purpose.’ She walked restlessly back 

into the shop to check on Cox. He heard the door to the street jingle. Soon after that, she 

slammed the door shut and ran back into the workplace. ‘You won’t believe this!’ she 

exclaimed. ‘Some lord or other sent his little army at us! There are more than twenty armed 

horsemen in front of the store!’ 
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He grabbed the bolting smith by the coat and quickly stuffed the silver into a coat pocket. ‘I 

want a clarification. You are coming with us…’ 

He exchanged looks with Sanderine. ‘What shall we do? The back door?’ 

‘We didn’t do anything! Escaping would be ridiculous.’ She went ahead of him. He shoved 

the silversmith to the exit. 

She opened the door and walked over to Cox and the soldiers, grumbling. He dragged the 

protesting smith along with him. The horsemen watched them with amusement. 

The captain addressed them. ‘Sir. May I ask you for your name?’ 

‘Espen Asrath.’ 

‘Good, you really are the one we’re looking for. We don’t mean to frighten you. I came as an 

envoy from the three kings. We were assigned to invite you and the girl for a visit to Sir 

Asmir’s country house. His estate lies in the middle of the country.’ He smiled 

apologetically. ‘I am not allowed to accept a refusal, I’m afraid. You will be under my 

guidance for five days. Can you convey my request to the girl and be kind enough to let go of 

the smith? The man did well to inform us of your presence.’ 

Espen let go of the smith and imparted the message to Sanderine. ‘We’ve been invited for a 

visit to King Asmir’s country estate.’ 

She studied the spokesman’s face. ‘He seems friendly. An invitation from the kings? Tell him 

we agree.’ 

The captain nodded contentedly. ‘Prepare yourselves for departure.’ 

The silversmith shook Espen’s hand as a goodbye. ‘I heard that you freed Thaar from the 

curse. I am sincerely grateful.’ 

The smith vanished into the store. 

Shortly afterwards, they rode out of town between the soldiers. 
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Chapter 10  

The Duel 

The five-day trip was oddly similar to the journey to Newtown with the Coast Guard. This 

time though, they were treated as heroes. Everyone who found the slightest chance to address 

Espen, asked him about the events in King Odin’s palace. 

They arrived in Asmir’s domain after five days and turned into a gravel road. 

Asmir’s country home lay in the middle of a wood and was surrounded by rose gardens and 

ponds with blooming lilies. Children dressed in white played in the park. The three kings had 

come out to greet them before they had even entered the courtyard of the palace with side 

wings. King Asmir stepped forward and welcomed them warmly. They dismounted. The 

horses were led away by the soldiers. 

King Norwir shook Espen’s hand and turned his gaze to Sanderine. 

‘Welcome, master Asrath. Can you translate my words directly to her?’ 

Espen nodded. 

‘I warmly welcome the Asega’s successor to tonight’s Midsummer Fest. You are our guest of 

honor. May I ask what your plans for the future are?’ 

‘I plan to travel to a city east of the mainland called Selene,’ Sanderine answered readily. ‘I 

will defend the city against the Lord of Testerband. The city has the Glister. I am not sure if 

you are familiar with the name.’ 

‘We know about the Glister from the Firstlings’ writings. Has your evil uncle set his sights on 

the Glister?’ 

Espen saw how the mention of ‘uncle’ confused Sanderine. ‘You made him believe that 

yourself’, he quickly reminded her. 

She nodded. ‘The Lord of Testerband has been waging war for years to reach the dukedom of 

Selene and overtake the city.’ 

‘Perhaps we can help you prevent that.’ 

Norwir turned to the other kings and smiled. 

‘Come,’ he said to her. ‘Forget about the war and your uncle’s plans for now. We are all very 

happy to find master Asrath’s eyes healed. Your companion has saved us from the spell. 

Tonight, we will celebrate an especially joyful Midsummer Fest to honor the liberation of 

Thaar.’ 
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The assembly entered the yard. A shrill whistle resounded. Dozens of children fluttered from 

the gardens like white butterflies and formed a stately row along the edge of the garden 

before the three kings and the guests of honor. The flawless performance of a beautiful song 

revealed their thorough preparation. 

Espen’s surprise disappeared when he remembered he had told Norwir that he would return 

to Lowland and escort Sanderine to the shore. The children talked to him and sang to him. It 

was a charming ceremony and everyone applauded enthusiastically when it was over. Asmir 

showed the youths around the estate, and took them to his house servants late in the afternoon 

with the instruction to bathe and to clothe them. 

 

Evening came. The sun dropped behind the treetops, and a row of fire baskets along the 

entryway were lit in the growing dusk. The lilies in the ponds closed their chalices. Soon, the 

first guest arrived. A carriage drawn by four horses. Others followed shortly after. 

 

The servants took them to a side wing of the palace. After a long hot bath, a servant handed 

Espen a short orange shirt and a pair of light brown trousers. When he was done getting 

dressed, he went in search of Sanderine. 

He found her seated on a chair in the company of three chambermaids. She had bathed and 

dressed and her hair had been trimmed. A hairdresser selected a white ribbon and braided it 

along with her hair into a long thick tress. The woman stepped back contentedly. Sanderine 

stood up. The maids grumbled approvingly. 

Espen gazed at her with astonishment. She looked beautiful. She was wearing a long, wide, 

white skirt and a tightfitting jacket. It fit her like a glove. 

‘It is not just coincidence that you are tonight’s guest of honor. They definitely thought this 

through to the detail,’ he observed. ‘Beautiful. Bizarre.’ 

He grinned innocently. ‘Does the absence of frills make it resemble a men’s skirt? Or is it 

your small, eh…’ His eyes met her cautionary glare, ‘…and straight figure that makes it look 

unfeminine? Or perhaps the jacket has shoulder pads?’ 

I wouldn’t know,’ she said icily. ‘There’s something weird going on with you as well. Did 

your shoulder pads sink to your trousers?’ 

He burst out laughing. 

The host entered the dressing room. King Asmir strutted past them contentedly and asked 

them to follow him. 
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He led them to the Banquet Hall where the guests were already seated at the table, and 

introduced them himself. The guests applauded as he guided them to their seats of honor. 

They nodded their thanks clumsily, sat down and looked around at the beautifully decorated 

hall with painted flags and banners draped elegantly along the walls and ceiling. 

The hall was square in shape and had a wooden dancefloor in the middle marked off by four 

pillars. A group of musicians sat in a small half-open chamber above the hall across from 

them. It was lit by dozens of pretty oil lamps that were chained to the ceiling. 

A servant approached them and addressed him, asking if Sanderine wanted some wine. 

‘Would you like some wine?’ 

‘Of course I would,’ she had him say. 

The servant poured her a cup of wine and gave him a cup of water without asking. He was 

not surprised. The Lowlanders knew that they weren’t allowed to serve him alcohol. 

After an informal introduction to the most important guests, King Deether opened the Fest 

with a solemn toast. 

‘I drink to the health of Espen Asrath, the man who freed Thaar from the curse.’ 

Everyone got up smiling, and joined in the toast. 

Lively music was played for the duration of the banquet meal. He talked with King Norwir 

while they were eating. When everyone had had enough to eat, servants cleared away the 

dishes and plates. 

Dancers – girls and young men – ran gracefully into the hall. They performed a lively 

folkdance in the open space accompanied by drums and flutes. They were substituted by a 

balancing act, in which two performers juggled whatever was tossed at them, even chairs and 

blazing torches. 

After the jugglers, an elderly singer with long-hair performed a song with a beautiful, 

ponderous voice. It was a ballad about a tragic love affair between a Firstling and a 

Lowlander. 

King Norwir stepped into the open space and raised his arms to get everyone’s attention. The 

hum of voices died away. He began to speak in a loud voice. 

‘Tonight, we not only honor Espen Asrath, but also Asega’s successor. She has disarmed 

three warriors in King Odin’s palace. I was told that she is a trained swordfighter and would 

like to see this with my own eyes – therefore, I invite her to a contest.’ 

Espen translated the words to Sanderine with growing astonishment. The king had addressed 

himself to her while he was speaking and now invited her over. 
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A contest, really!’ Espen sneered. ‘Go ahead shake a polite “no” with your head, that should 

be enough.’ He raised the cup to his lips to drink. 

She observed Norwir from head to toe. ‘I think I can safely hold my own against him.’ 

Espen choked on his water and held his hand against his mouth, coughing. The cough turned 

in to a smothered laugh; then he nodded toward the entrance. ‘That’s not your opponent! The 

man over there is!’ 

Diagonally across from her stood a man leaning on a broadsword. He was in the prime of his 

life and beamed with confidence. 

He burst out laughing again. ‘Forgive me,’ he said apologetically. ‘Surely they don’t think 

you are a match for that rosy cheeked lumberjack?’ 

‘Ultimately not, no,’ she replied thoughtfully as she appraised the man. 

‘Not if he is their champion – and he probably is by the looks of him. I’ll see how far I can 

get.’ She stood up in approval. 

He placed his cup on the table in disbelief. ‘You’re accepting the challenge?’ 

‘Of course. It’s just a game. Refusing is impolite to and more embarrassing than losing.’ 

‘I hope you know what you’re getting into.’ 

Sanderine left the banquet table and walked up to the king. Espen studied Norwir; the man 

looked a little bit too pleased with himself. Indeed, the man seemed to gloat over something. 

The Firstling took a hand full of nuts from a small dish, walked around the banquet table and 

went to stand next to one of the pillars. More people gathered around the battleground. He 

watched somewhat suspiciously. 

She stood in the middle of the open space and waited self-confidently. 

 

An armor-bearer came up to her and showed her a sword. 

She immediately shook her head. ‘Much too heavy. Fetch a lighter one.’ 

The instruction was understood. A moment later, the man brought over a more elegant 

specimen. Everyone watched with curiosity, saw her try out the sword. 

Her professional stance during the brief exercise convinced those present of her competence. 

He had watched her practice in the palace and hoped there weren’t any ghosts around to 

distract her. She waited calmly. 

The champion entered the battleground and placed himself in front of her. 

She greeted him and he greeted back. The duel began. 

After Espen had seen several exploratory clashes, he had more faith in it. He tossed some 

nuts into his mouth and continued to watch with enjoyment. The force of the attacks took a 
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lot out of her, that much he could tell, even though he didn’t know the first thing about it. The 

man was very skilled. The fight had a raw beauty to it – like a wild, dangerous dance. She 

was able to hold her own for a while, then her blows began to lose their potency. 

Because she couldn’t win by strength alone, she resorted to a trick. She tried to take his 

sword in an underhand manner. He caught on to the trick at the very last moment. The 

spectators laughed and applauded. 

He grinned appreciatively and promptly increased the fierceness of his strikes and blows. 

Everyone pushed closer to the front, not wanting to miss anything. In a final surge of fighting 

spirit, she attacked him effectively, made him step backwards. 

A glimpse of worry crossed the champion’s face, then he regained himself and the tables 

were turned for good. The duel was visibly getting out of hand. He aggressively forced her 

into defense, drove her backwards. 

She got angry, wounded his right hand. His face clouded over. 

He started hacking away at her even more ferociously. 

One wrong move and she would be seriously wounded, Espen realized. What will happen if 

she uses the witkragh to protect herself? He turned to the three kings in protest, who were 

standing on the other side. ‘Call off that bloodhound! She’s a Destructor. He is making her 

dangerous!’ 

The three kings kept their eyes fixed on the duel. Espen moved forward angrily, determined 

to separate the fighters himself, but before he could take another step, he was grabbed from 

behind and dragged back. 

He tried to struggle free, but the men held on to him tightly. 

All focus was on the match. At the edge of the battleground, the champion struck the weapon 

from her hands with an enormous blow. 

Spectators backed away to give the opponents more room. He immediately stepped forward, 

lifted the broadsword with both hands and was about to strike her. In the short time she had 

left, she frantically searched the walls for an alternate weapon. Someone whistled. A man had 

grabbed a knobbed metal staff from a torch holder and threw it to her. 

She gratefully caught it in the air. 

Something hissed. Light blinded everyone and a gust of wind flung Espen and the others 

backwards. It was as if lightning had struck. When he got back on his feet and was able to see 

again, he saw that the champion’s broadsword lay on the floor in three pieces. The staff in 

Sanderine’s hands was still glowing. She stared in shock at the thing for a moment, then 

dropped it. He walked up to her. 
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The champion had gotten up, looked at the remains of his broadsword in disbelief. He wasn’t 

hurt, fortunately. 

King Norwir entered the battleground, picked the staff off the floor and showed it to the 

bystanders. The metal stick had the length of a sword and had been crudely flattened by a 

hammer. The knob was made of finely forged strands reaching for vacant center, as if they 

had once held a precious stone. Espen knew at once what it was. It could be nothing other 

than Bern Ravensworth’s famous staff. 

King Norwir wrapped it in a leather cloth and fixed his dark eyes on Sanderine. ‘I want to 

offer her a gift, tell her that,’ he said. 

The other two kings smiled in agreement. 

Espen turned to her and translated King Norwir’s words. 

She wiped the sweat from her forehead and listened. 

‘This weapon once belonged to Bern Ravensworth. According to the Firstlings’ writings, he 

was a war hero of the mainland. The man suffered from an unknown disease and died within 

the year. The tomb where his bones are kept became overgrown and disappeared into the 

landscape. I knew there was a document somewhere, so I retrieved it and told my people to 

find the tomb and remove the staff named Witkreis. King Asmir, King Deether and I decided 

after a long debate to pass the weapon on to you. You just proved to us that you are 

courageous and that you are able to use it. It is yours.’ 

She stared at the king with a deadly pallor. Espen expected her at any moment to roll back 

her eyes and sink to the floor. He grabbed her arm to hold her steady. 

‘The king is waiting for a sign of agreement, my dear,’ he warned her quietly. ‘Don’t make a 

big deal about it. Just nod agreeably and accept the unsightly thing.’ 

She fixed her eyes on King Norwir and bowed her head in agreement. 

The dark-haired king gravely turned to Espen. ‘I have one single request. I want to ask her in 

behalf of everyone present, to make the Witkreis shine in between the ponds outside.’ 

Kind Norwir handed the weapon to her solemnly and went outside ahead of her. She 

followed in a half-daze. 

Five minutes later, she stood on a wooden bridge and unwrapped the staff from the leather 

cloth. She extended her arms and lifted the staff above her head. From a distance, Espen saw 

a blue witkragh column rise from the water and whirl upwards to the staff. The weapon 

pulled the witkragh from the earth through her, he saw. The staff lit up. She let it carry on by 

itself. It shone brighter and brighter. 
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All of them shielded their eyes and turned around. Before she stopped the presentation, he 

saw that something had unsettled her. She disconcertedly fumbled the staff back into the 

leather cloth, after which she was led back to the Banquet Hall. 

He waited for her there. ‘The staff called Witkreis once belonged to the Woodlings,’ he told 

her excitedly. ‘But this thing doesn’t even remotely resemble a staff 

anymore. Bern Ravensworth took the staff and… flattened it? Degraded it? Is 

that how he got injured? Was he on his way to Cal Menach to get help? 

Nobody knew where Bern and the staff had gone. He crossed the sea. 

Finally, after three centuries, a part of the mystery is solved.’ 

She looked down at the package darkly. ‘Witkreis has terrified me a few 

times before already. A moment ago, I tried to stop the thing and it tried to 

prevent me from doing it.’ She shuddered involuntarily. ‘I hope I will never 

have to use it.’ 

Her words surprised him. ‘Anyone else would jump for joy if they were 

given a phenomenal weapon like that, but not you. Why not?’ 

‘This thing made my father set out on a journey and what did he find? Adversity. I hate it. 

And another thing – it made me feel good. That is abnormal. It was encouraging me to 

continue.’ 

‘It might be of use someday.’ 

She shook her head in objection. 

He turned along with her when she walked past him, and threw his arm around her shoulder. 

She smiled and responded to his embrace, walked back into the Banquet Hall with him. 

The festive atmosphere returned. Musicians began to play again. The kings’ three wives 

pulled the two young guests onto the dancefloor while their laughing husbands watched 

them. They taught Sanderine and him how to dance as was customary in Ruaad – to the 

hilarity of the other dancing couples and spectators. 

When the guests were leaving, Espen asked Asmir where they could spend the night. The 

king asked a servant to take them to their rooms and wished them a good night. 

A servant took them to a side wing, to two rooms with a connecting door. They wished each 

other a good night, and went into their separate rooms. He walked straightway to the 

connecting door and opened it carefully. Sanderine apparently had had the same idea – she 

stood on the other side and chuckled as she let him in. He walked into her room, marveling. 

Her room was beautifully decorated. Brightly colored paper lanterns hung everywhere, even 

from the four-poster bed. Their soft colored light gave the bedroom an intimate atmosphere. 
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Sanderine closed the door behind him, leaning against it, observed the room with a smile. 

He went over to her, found her mouth with his lips and kissed her carefully. He explored 

some more, kissed the nape of her neck, returned to her mouth. She responded to his caresses. 

‘Let our first time be in here,’ she suggested softly. ‘Here, in this room.’ 

‘That would be an amazing end to an unforgettable day,’ he admitted. 

She undid her braid and let her hair fall loose over her shoulders. He held his breath. She 

heard him forget to breathe, read in his eyes the truly desired her. 

‘To think that just a month ago, you considered me too young,’ she teased. 

‘Well…’ He laughed. ‘Nope. You are gorgeous…’ 

She embraced him. They undressed each other without rushing. He led her to the four-poster 

bed. Now that they had come this far, there was no false modesty. She embraced him. They 

did their very best to please one another. They surrendered to the impulse of lovers under the 

colorful glow of the lanterns. The outside world no longer existed – all that mattered was that 

single place on earth where the two of them loved one another. 

After they made love, they fell asleep. 

He woke up early in the morning. The lanterns had gone out. The early light caressed her skin 

and her hair. Her arm lay relaxed across her waist. 

She was still asleep. They lovers and in love. He felt incredibly rich. 

 

The following day, they visited the tomb where Bern Ravensworth had been buried in the 

presence of the three kings. 

They wore their own clothes again: Sanderine in the Wellseind greys, and he in his yellow 

jacket, linen shirt and brown trousers. The burial chamber lay under a small hill and 

contained a single chamber. 

The stone sarcophagus that held Bern’s bones was decorated with paintings and scripture and 

stood in the center of the space. 

On the top of sarcophagus lay a long, narrow container with a worn bluish-grey color. 

It was the container in which the Witkreis had been kept for three hundred years. He noticed 

the impact it made on her. She asked him to arrange for her to be alone with it for ten 

minutes. He passed her request on to the kings. The men waited outside while she spent a 

short time alone in the tomb. 

Later that day, they said goodbye to the three kings and their wives and continued their 

journey southwards in the company of four attendants. 
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Three days later, they walked over a gangplank onto a single-masted ship named the Elf.  The 

ship was sixteen feet long and was rigged with a square sail. 

The captain introduced himself to them. He had their luggage moved to the guest quarters, 

which were located next to his at the nave of the ship. According to the captain, the Elf was a 

Nef, a ship that was used for trading purposes and coastal defense. 

The ship sailed from the harbor in the early morning. They stood silently on the forecastle 

and watched the maneuvers of the ten crewmembers. The coast of Ruaad narrowed down and 

disappeared from the horizon. 

The sea was calm and the sky was slightly overcast. At midday the sun broke through. The 

soft swell of the ocean lost its grey hue and sparkled in the light. 

Sanderine sat down against the closed wall of the construction to think. 

Espen stood nearby, gazed out over the sea. It was chilly and there was a stiff breeze; his 

chamois leather jacket and hair whipped back in the wind. He realized they didn’t know 

enough about the war and tried to list the problems they could encounter on their journey to 

Selene. After an hour the sun disappeared behind the clouds. The swell of the sea promptly 

colored a dull grey. 

She got up and joined him, leaned her arms on the wooden crenellations and gazed out over 

the open water with him. When she didn’t start talking of her own accord, he looked aside 

and asked her in a manner-of-fact tone what her plans were. She stood up straight. 

‘First, I want to gather reliable information about the course of the war. Based on that 

information, I plan to travel south, to Selene, to defend the city.’ 

He nodded pensively. ‘Have you considered drawing a group of people together? You could 

form a resistance army, for example.’ 

‘I have, she answered reflectively. ‘But forming an army takes time, and I’m under the 

impression that I must make haste. Also, an army advances rather slowly and will be noticed. 

And who will pay for this army? When mercenaries aren’t payed, they will start robbing and 

plundering. What seems best to me under the circumstances, is to journey to Selene as 

undetectably as possible. My arrival must be a complete surprise to everyone. My father 

thinks I am normal and I want him to believe that for as long as possible. What do you 

think?’ 

He wasn’t fully convinced by her arguments. ‘It all sounds very self-evident the way you 

present it, but keep in mind that we have no one to fall back on along the way. If nobody 

knows who we are, then no one will be able to protect us when we need protection. The 

whole enterprise depends for a large part on luck and that makes us vulnerable. That is what I 
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have against it. I realize that putting an army together is tricky as well.’ He shrugged 

uncertainly. 

‘I will support your decision, under a single condition: we need a good front if we are to 

travel unnoticed. I can pass myself off as a singer, which leaves you with just one part to 

play: my sweetheart…’ 

She turned to him in surprise and saw that he was grinning. 

‘I can picture it already. You as the gentleman and me as the tart. Thanks for the offer, but 

it’s not happening.’ She turned her back to him. 

‘A sweetheart isn’t necessarily a tart,’ he protested. ‘We can behave as if we have a strong 

connection. I’ll keep my hands to myself, I promise. I will treat you with the utmost dignity. 

No one will find it strange. What else are we supposed to do? Do you have a better idea? The 

traveling Lady and her minstrel?’ He didn’t dare laugh out loud. 

There was a silence. He waited. 

Finally, she turned around to face him. ‘I’m afraid you’re right. I will play along under one 

condition.’ 

‘Which is?’ he asked curiously. 

‘Will you agree to the condition?’ 

‘If it’s reasonable.’ 

 ‘You are too conspicuous with that long red hair of yours. I want you to let the first barber 

we come across fix your hair. That is, cut short as is customary on the mainland. No one will 

think anything of it. This way, everyone will stare at you.’ 

‘But my hair is my…’ He quickly swallowed the last word. ‘Of course. Scoundrel! But all 

right, have your way. I’ll have it cut as soon as possible. How far is Selene from the northern 

coast? 

She burst out laughing. ‘A thousand miles in a straight line. The distance and the time 

doubles by road. Three hundred miles on horseback can be done in three weeks. By road will 

soon take six weeks. Add to this all of the delays and unforeseen problems, and we’ll easily 

be on the road for twelve to eighteen weeks. I’m pretty sure your hair will be long gone 

before that!’ 

‘Three, four months?’ he asked incredulously. ‘Do you know the area? Have you ever looked 

at a map?’ 

She nodded. 

‘A thousand miles,’ he repeated softly. ‘Holy smokes. Quite a few disasters can happen over 

the course of four months.’ 
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There was a large gap in the clouds. The sun came out again. Sanderine suddenly realized 

that they were sailing directly to the east. She threw him an inquiring look. 

‘There is nothing for us in Lucia and Hedgeland-Aden,’ he explained. ‘It therefore seemed 

more plausible to go ashore as eastward as possible. It will save us weeks of walking.’ 

She thought for a moment and nodded. ‘You’re right. Well done.’ 

He smiled and threw an arm around her. They had dinner with the captain in the captain’s 

cabin. Because the guest quarters were small and stuffy, they returned to the foredeck after 

dinner. They sat against the wall of the structure, out of the wind as much as possible. There 

was nothing to see but water. Sometimes the sky lit up in the west when the late evening sun 

broke through the cottony clouds. She leaned closely against him and silently watched the 

dancing waves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


