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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 girlsô 

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

spear. 

Kristelôs team slunk away into the woods. 

óYou tricked us and ambushed us,ô it sounded indignantly in the distance.  

óDo your whining with the board!ô 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 Kleynôs disapproving look. 

óYour brother, whatôs he doing here?ô 

óHe came to congratulate me!ô 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 armôs 

length and looked her over with amusement. 

óHappy birthday! Fourteen. Unbelievable, you grew even taller. Iôd better start gorging 

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

dung beetles?ô 

óOats, crushed oats, same as the horses,ô 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 brotherôs shoulders and was attacking his left ear. 
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Gert quickly freed himself. óPanras, down! My ear wants to stay alive! Good dog.ô 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. 

óCome on, time is short. Letôs head for the river.ô 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. 

óTime is short? Is someone after you?ô 

Gert didnôt 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. 

óI spoke with Elmar,ô Gert told her as they crossed the last rise. 

óWhen?ô 

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

that weôre 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 couldnôt bruise an apple if we 

stared at it for hours!ô 

óYouôre saying that Bern and you will never become Destructors. Then how did Elmar turn 

into a Healer?ô 

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

Asega, in every aspect. 

óI can become a Healer like our mother was.ô 

óForget it, youôre 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.ô 

óWe 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.ô 

Gert shook his head sympathetically. óWake up, dreamer!ô 

 

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. 

óIôm 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.ô 

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

suddenly bent down: óLook, I just found something to ward off the wizards!ô She 

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

like this!ô 

Gert laughed and examined the stone. óAmethyst? Nice addition to your collection.ô 

óJust kidding. Wish it was though. This is just a rock!ô 

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

the stick in surprise and ran after it. 

óMaking fun of me, are we.ô 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. 

óEverything is fine. Weôre just having some fun like the old days.ô 

óErnest 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.ô 
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óI heard that Boiten tortures the resistance fighters from Bergen to make them betray the 

Prince.ô 

óIf heôs smart, heôll leave his homeland. I also want to leave. I want to go to Oldeland to 

study Cheronese.ô 

óYou will never manage to do that.ô 

óDeparture used to be mandatory,ô he retorted fiercely. 

The drumming of horsesô hooves sounded behind them. They looked around. 

óHere come the nannies,ô Gert observed resentfully. óTony, Hanky and Weepy.ô 

Three lightly armed men caught up with them and turned. 

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

Ravensworth.ô The captain attempted to conceal his irritation. óBesides, the Lord of 

Testerband strictly forbade you to leave the Academy.ô 

Gert looked up at him scornfully. 

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

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

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

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

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

Sanderine turned aside. óIt might be more respectful to ride behind us,ô she stated sharply. 

óWeôre not going to escape.ô 

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

Shortly after, they said goodbye to each other. 

óSee you in a month,ô 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 ï 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. 

óAnother very, very good friend? Again?ô 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 servantôs 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 didnôt 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 otherôs arms.  

óElmar. Itôs great to see you.ô 

óWelcome home. Gert hasnôt arrived yet and Bern is in a meeting with Boiten and the 

seneschal. 

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

home. 

óIôm allowed to take care of the pigeons and falcons,ô he replied quickly. óBut Iôm bored out 

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

óThat would be really nice, you should ask for permission. Iôll catch up with you in a bit.ô 

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. óIsxandra. 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!ô 

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. óWhere did this come from?ô 

óI have no idea, young lady. Perhaps it belonged to your grandmother.ô 

Sanderine looked at the rest. óRed 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!ô She nodded at the 

two small insignias below the belt. 

Elise raised her hands helplessly. óIt wasnôt my idea. I am just your maid.ô 

óYou never know anything.ô Sanderine turned and walked to the door. 

óStay in the courtyard,ô Elise called after her. óDonôt make me go look for you!ô 

 

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: óIsxandra Antares Kellan Regina Ravensworth.ô 

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

old, she still had a childôs body. Straight as a flagpole. Thatôs 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 

fatherôs 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 ï the attire of women 

warriors. 

She could easily pass for a man, Sanderine thought ï 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. 

óWhat a boring lot,ô Sanderine remarked sullenly. 

Gert nodded. óThatôs what happens when you kick out the priest and the jester.ô 

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 mentorôs funny little eyes and shapely round nose, and had asked her 

if she had had a pig for an ancestor ï 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 fatherôs 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 didnôt 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. 

óGreetings, Elmar. Come forward and ask your question.ô 

óHigh 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.ô He waited for his answer, flushed with 

anticipation.  

Hendrik observed him attentively. óI understand your request. How old are you?ô 

óI am sixteen.ô 

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

Testerband.ô 

Elmar shook his head unhappily. óI donôt want people to know who I am. A guard will make 

that impossible.ô 

óYou are still too young. Ask me again next year.ô 

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. óHigh Well-born Sir and Father. I have tried to convince you for years that I 

donôt 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.ô 

óI 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?ô 

Gert looked up and withstood the icy stare. óI 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.ô 
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Hendrik tapped the table with the handle of his knife. óYou 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.ô 

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. óGood job back there.ô 

She nodded, pleased with the compliment. 

óI hear things about you now and then,ô he continued. óThey say you show promise.ô 

Sanderine looked up in surprise. óSays who?ô 

A wide grin appeared on his face. óI have my sources. Itôs good to show what you have to 

offer, but donôt overdo it. Attracting attention to yourself can be dangerous.ô He gave her a 

knowing look. óFind out who your real friends are.ô 

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

different topic. 

óElmar is really miserable here. Why wonôt Father let him go? He wonôt hurt a fly and he 

looks it. No one will hurt him!ô 

óHealers travel with their families at his age. Our mother lives abroad and canôt help him 

unfortunately. 

She was confused. óAbroad? Didnôt she die six months after I was born?ô 

Bern shook his head. óAntares was merely declared dead.ô 

óShe left? Why?ô 

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

met Father.ô 

óBut what about us? Why didnôt she take us with her?ô 

óThink for a moment. She wasnôt allowed to do that. Healers are wanderers. They donôt have 

a permanent address and theyôre always on the road. Surely thatôs no life for a child.ô 

óWhere is she now?ô The revelation had nonetheless hurt her, and her voice was fragile. 

óHer territory lies somewhere in the northwest. Itôs called Wetterl©nd.ô 

óDo Gert and Elmar know about this too?ô 
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Bern shrugged. 

óWhat kind of a family is this!ô 

óA notorious one, you know that.ô 

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 

Bernôs Intervention. 

óThink about what I just told you and stay away from Gert.ô 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 couldnôt 

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. 

óWhat are you doing?ô she asked worriedly. 

óSanderine.ô He took a deep breath. óI found out something terrible: Father has started to hate 

humanity.ô 

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

óDeadly games are being played. One of my friends was arrested. I canôt bear the thought of 

what they might be doing to him.ô 

He grabbed her by the shoulders. óYou 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!ô He let go of her and led 

Pelle toward the exit. 

She came after him. óWhere are you going?ô 

óIôm not going to tell you. Be quiet as a mouse outside, do you hear me?ô 

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

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

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 ï the feast was coming to an end. 

She felt a strong urge to tell Bern about Gertôs departure, but the gate wasnôt locked and Gert 

could still change his mind. She didnôt 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. óWhatôs going on? There are guardsmen everywhere. Have 

you seen Gert?ô 

Her eyes suddenly burned with tears and she shook her head. óIôm tired. Iôm going to my 

room.ô 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 Gertôs bedroom. Elise helped her out of her clothes and into her 

nightgown. To her relief, Elise didnôt pay much attention to her, but shared the kitchen gossip 

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

Sanderine couldnôt 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 horsesô 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 Gertôs 

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 Testerbandôs 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. 

Gertôs 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 fatherôs 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 

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

he talked about their fatherôs hatred of humanity? 

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

fury and now stood sobbing with regret on the stand ï 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. 

óHeôs dead,ô Boiten said softly. óHe took his own life.ô 

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. óGert.ô 

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

examined the wound in her brotherôs 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 Boitenôs 

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

that left nothing to the imagination. 

óMurderer!ô 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 didnôt 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 Sanderineôs hands. óI want to 

help you. I am your friend, but I donôt understand. To think that only three years ago, we 

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

Sanderine pulled her hands free. óI canôt be helped,ô it sounded weakly. óI have decided to 

leave.ô 
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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 Wetterl©nd, her motherôs 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 ï recognizable by their dark green overcoats and pointed helmets ï questioned 

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

horsemenôs 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 wasnôt 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-oô-the-wisps at 

night, but she didnôt feel drawn toward them. Only someone with a mad cowôs 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 didnôt 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 itôs something sacred that no one is 

supposed to witness ï 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. 

óMake it stop! Make it stop!ô 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 wasnôt moving. She quickly 

turned her on her back and listened near her mouth: she wasnôt breathing ï 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 didnôt happen. 

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

described to her mockingly. 

óIt 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 wonôt be more than the pounding on a door because your big mouth got you locked 

in once again.ô 

She had to do something. She couldnôt 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. 

óYou rescued me from the swamp. I am grateful to you and Iôm sorry thatéô She steadied 

herself and continued solemnly. óI swear to you that I will never endanger someoneôs life 

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

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 ï the 

shared yard between the farmhouses ï 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. óGood afternoon, do you speak Landish?ô 

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

carrot. 

óA bit,ô 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. 

óI need directions. I want to go to a town. Lots of homes, lots of people.ô 

óAh, yes. Town. Market. Buying and selling.ô 

óWhere is the town?ô she asked patiently. óThat way?ô She pointed to the west where a field 

lay shimmering in the midday heat. 

He shook his head. óNot that way. Too far.ô His eyes lingered for a moment on the red kite on 

her chest. His attention to her clothes made her realize that she hadnôt 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 parentsô 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. 

óWould you like something to drink?ô she asked pleasantly. óFollow me inside.ô 

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. 

óIs it good?ô the woman wanted to know. 

óYes, delicious.ô 

óAre you hungry? Would you like some bread?ô 

óWell, since you are offering so kindly, yes please.ô 

She didnôt dare ask for the name of the land, afraid she would give herself away. 

óWhat is the name of this village?ô 

óFirehoven.ô The old man had fetched some bread and put it in front of her on the table. 

óWhere did you come from?ô the daughter asked warmly. 

óOh, somewhere west of here,ô she said while she ate. óI am heading to town; can you give 

me directions?ô 

The woman ignored her question. óAre you lost?ô 

óNo, 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. Iôm happy for him. I didnôt want to wait for 

him so I just went ahead on my own. Iôll meet up with him in town.ô 

Sanderine smiled forgivingly. 

The woman was not impressed. óWhat is your last name?ô 

óIt doesnôt matter. I need to reach the town. Thatôs all.ô 

óIt absolutely matters. Itôs 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.ô 

The daughterôs 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. óWe will help 

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

Sanderineôs irritation overcame her fear. They were treating her as a child. That had to 

change rapidly. 
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óI didnôt come here for help. I just need some directions. It was you who invited me in!ô 

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. óIôd better get going now.ô 

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. óDonôt touch me!ô 

óI 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.ô 

óThe bailiff!ô 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 wouldnôt 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, itôs that defect of yours. These 

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

now. She forced herself to calm down. 

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

óPerhaps it would be better if  you left,ô the daughter agreed reluctantly. óMy father will show 

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

óThank you.ô 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. 

óThe road starts over there.ô 

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 wouldnôt 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 didnôt 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. 

óWhatôs all the commotion about?ô she asked him in Landish, pointing toward the talking 

men by the ferry-house. óIôve never seen such a colorful bunch of people, and theyôre all so 

cheerful! Why is that?ô 

óWe are about to set off for the Landjuweel in Bach.ô 

She pulled up a knee and wrapped her arms around it. óThe Landjuweel, whatôs that?ô 

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

archery of Bach won two silver plates; thatôs 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.ô 

His own enthusiasm made him chuckle. óItôs all about honor and entertainment. Where are 

you from if you never heard of this?ô 

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

decided to travel to the northeast. Iôve been walking through the woods for such a very long 

time,ô she continued innocently, óI really have no idea where I am right now.ô 

He laughed. óIôm sorry to disappoint you. Youôre still in Wetterlând and as long as you see 

woods, terps and streams, it remains Wetterl©nd.ô 

óDo you know the region well?ô 

óI am a Wetterl©nder. And I have visited almost all of the cities as a knife thrower.ô 

óIôm 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.ô She waited intently for his answer. 

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

her name isnôt Antares but Andores.ô 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. 

óAndores is a renowned name in Wetterl©nd; almost everyone has a relative who once 

benefited from her help.ô 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. óHey, broken!ô 

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. 

óIn the past, Andores would visit occasions where many people gathered, but sheôs 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.ô He stood up and put his knives into 

his backpack. óBach lies upstream, a two- or three-daysô journey on foot. I must go now. 

Good luck with your search.ô 

The crowd in front of the ferry-house had grown. The archersô 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 didnôt react. They were in excellent spirits. 

óHey, green sleeves, green sleeves! Show us your smile, lassie. Give us a nice big smile!ô 

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

mouth. 

óWhere are you going, green sleeves? Redeye wants to know where youôre going and 

Bluepants wants to know where youôre staying.ô 
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Laughter all around. Others gathered around the drummers to join in the merriment. A long 

brown jug was passed around. 

óLook, she has a sword! Strange attire. Sheôs not from around here. Did you see those fancy 

boots?ô 

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 horseôs haunches, which was connected to the yoke to which the towline was 

attached. 

óA 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 youéô 

The manôs 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. 

óWhatôs going on?ô the steersman asked in bewilderment. 

óThe entire harness fell apart.ô 

óWhat?ô 

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

óThe entire harness fell apart.ô The skipper repeated, distraught. óHow run-down could it be? 

It simply pulverized near the buckles.ô 

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 animalôs back earlier while it grazed, jumped onto the 

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

óThis harness is irreparable,ô she heard the skipper shout behind her. óWhere did you get it, 

Derk, from a burial mound?ô 

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

scent suspiciously. 

óHow could this have happened?ô 
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óWhatôs going on?ô the skipper asked on the barge behind it, which had also come to a stop. 

óItôs the strangest thing; the entire harness was ripped to shreds. Someone must return to 

Korn and get a new harness.ô A few people started to grumble. óYou go on ahead of us ï this 

will take hours.ô 

óAll right, we will see you tonight or else tomorrow afternoon.ô 

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. 

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

I guess you didnôt practice much before you entered those big woods.ô He smiled. 

óIôm afraid to look. Can I ask you another question? Is there a back road somewhere?ô 

óYes, but itôs 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. 

óHow far again is Bach from here?ô 

óAbout a two-dayôs walk.ô 

óThanks.ô 

óYouôre welcome. By the way, are you hungry?ô 

She nodded. He broke his bread in two halves and threw one half to her. óHere.ô 

She caught the chunk. óThanks!ô 

óYouôre welcome. If I bump into you in a couple of years, Iôll make you my assistant.ô 

óOh, really? What would I have to do?ô 

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

You seem brave enough.ô 

She smiled. óThank you.ô 

óMy pleasure.ô 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 

throwerôs 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 ï 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 templeôs priest. He was busy decorating the entrance with 

garlands of flowers, but paused to speak to her. 

óDo you know a Healer named Andores?ô 

óYes indeed! Do you need her for something?ô He glanced at her clothes with curiosity. 

óI want to speak with her. Do you know where she lives?ô 

óHer house lies just outside of Newbach. But I donôt think you will find her there. Andores is 

mostly on route, helping people.ô 
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He noticed her disappointment. óIs it important?ô 

Sanderine nodded. 

He thought for a moment and then his face brightened. óI 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. 

óWhich way do I go?ô 

óCross the bridge over the Wetter and walk north. Then ask for further directions.ô 

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. 

óThank you.ô 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 didnôt find her mother? 

Summer wouldnôt 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 didnôt 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 ï the voorhuys ï had a tiled roof and stood crossways against the back part of the 

house ï the achterhuys ï 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 óAklanô, 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. 

óWhatôs going on here? What are you waiting for?ô she asked a girl with a low voice. Her 

father heard her question. óWe are waiting for our priests,ô he explained amiably. óThe Healer 

will make a fire as soon as they arrive.ô 

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 womanôs face. 

The recognition came as a shock. Gert had resembled her. And her brother wasnôt the only 

who looked like her. Leaning against the womanôs 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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óThere they are.ô 

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 

Andoresô 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 Bearerôs 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. 

óThe candles went out, the offering wasnôt accepted,ô 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 didnôt dare leave the building before the others ï people were already 

throwing furtive looks at her and she didnôt 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 didnôt catch 

fire quickly enough, Aklanôs 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 werenôt 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 Andoresô face next to her fatherôs 

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

smile to her fatherôs 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 

fatherôs 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. 

óIt will burn until the sun rises, did you know that?ô she said to her in Landish. 

óNo, I didnôt know that.ô 

óMy mother sent me to you with a message,ô she continued earnestly. óIf 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.ô 

óI will go to the rock and wait there. Can I ask you something?ô 
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óSure.ô The girl looked aside at her, smiling. 

óDo you have any brothers and sisters?ô 

The forward question surprised Iris, but she did reply. 

óI have a brother, but heôs really big now, you know.ô 

óWhat is his name and how old is he?ô 

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

know?ô 

óI 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?ô 

óNot 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.ô 

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. 

óGood morning,ô she greeted the Healer as she sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. The 

trace of a smile appeared on Andoresô mouth. óGood morning.ô 

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. 

óWerenôt you cold last night?ô she asked sympathetically. 

Sanderine shook her head. 

Andores studied her grubby riding-breeches and wrinkled green tunic. 

óHow long have you been wandering?ô 

óThree weeks, maybe four.ô 

óYou were fortunate that the weather was warm and dry these past weeks. You look fairly 

presentable for someone without a roof above her head.ô The woman was silent for a 

moment, then looked at her seriously. óI evidently didnôt come here to discuss the weather 

with you. I noticed you yesterday at the Light Fest. Iôm pretty sure it was you who 

extinguished the sacrificial candles and terrified the villagers of Aklan. That was not very 

clever of you.ô 

óThe gown was touching the flames; it happened because it alarmed me.ô 

Andores folded her arms across her chest, unconvinced. 

óYou claim that you canôt help it. When did you start experiencing these strange 

phenomena?ô 

óAbout five or six days ago.ô 

óThatôs very recent.ô The Healer stood up, moved to sit by the edge of the hollow and 

extended her hand. 

Sanderine hesitated, afraid to hurt the woman. 

óGive me your hand,ô 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. óSuch malice! I wasnôt going to hurt you.ô 

Tears rushed out. Sanderine jumped to her feet. óYou could have died!ô she screamed angrily. 

óDonôt you ever do that again! Do you hear me! Never!ô 

Andores had remained seated, looked up at her apologetically. 

óIôm sorry. I had to test it. You spoke the truth. I can now safely assume that your visit to 

Aklan was no coincidence. Please, donôt be mad and calm down.ô 

Sanderine ignored her. When she gained control of herself again, she sat back down. 

óI am looking for a certain someone who can help me. Have you heard of the name Antares?ô 

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. 

óAntares,ô the Healer answered softly. óI know Antares well. She is my sister.ô 

Sanderine was shocked. She had never considered the possibility of relatives on her motherôs 

side. Her father was an only child. She didnôt even know whether Antares had any brothers or 

sisters. 

óWhat is your name?ô 

óSanderine.ô 

óI have heard about you. You are my sisterôs daughter, you were raised in Testerband. Why 

did you leave the river island?ô 

óItôs a long story. I was hoping to tell my mother about it.ô 

óI am your aunt. You can also tell me.ô 

óIôve never heard of you, I donôt know if I can trust you.ô 

óWould you have trusted your mother?ô 

óYes. My mother is my mother. I found out recently that she is alive. Do you know where I 

can find her?ô 

óIn her homeland Hellow, unreachable to you.ô 

Sanderine looked at her brazenly. óReally? Says who?ô 

Andoresô eyes glistened. óYou donôt 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. Thatôs 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 Sanderineôs eyes had hardened and that a disagreeable expression had 

appeared in her face. óI will help you,ô she continued in a friendlier manner. óI will find you a 

place to stay and teach you everything I know about witkragh. Look at meéô 
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Sanderine turned her head and looked at her expectantly. 

óI am glad that you came to me. I really want to help you.ô 

Antaresô 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 doesnôt want to be a mother. 

Andores stood up and walked a several feet into the woods, then turned. óFollow me and I 

will teach you the first principles.ô 

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 handôs 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. 

óGo and stand six feet away and knock them off the trunk.ô 

Sanderine automatically reached for the hilt of her sword. óHow? Should I throw it?ô 

óDonôt use your weapon. Use your willpower,ô Andores commanded without blinking. 

Sanderine directed her attention at the pinecones and fruitlessly attempted to move them. 

óPoint your finger at them and focus,ô Andores instructed. óImagine that they are dangerous. 

Convince yourself of the urgency to knock them away.ô 

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 ï 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. 

óThatôs enough for today,ô said Andores contentedly. óBy practicing you have subordinated 

the witkragh to your will. From now on, it shouldnôt lash out uncontrollably whenever you 

feel threatened.ô 

Just to be sure, she shook her hand again and touched her shoulder. Nothing unusual 

happened. 

óGood work. Itôs gone.ô 

óIôm normal again,ô Sanderine said with relief. óI donôt 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.ô 

She had made the last remark out of pride. If Antares wouldnôt acknowledge her as her 

daughter, she didnôt want any favors from her. 
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óYouôre training isnôt finished yet. I am going to leave you in the care of two old ladies for 

the time being.ô 

óNot with you?ô It was more of a conclusion than a question. 

óI donôt live alone,ô Andores explained kindly. óThereôs 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.ô 

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. 

óNever let anyone notice that you are a Destructor,ô Andores warned her along the way. óIt 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.ô 

 

The Healer didnôt 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 ï thatôs how loud they were shouting to each other. 

óWe have visitors, Trudes!ô the tallest one shouted. 

óI know, I know. I hear you just fine.ô 

óItôs Andores, Trudes! I recognize Andores.ô 

The hounds had turned back excitedly, jumped around the grannies with their tongues 

hanging out, and finally took position beside them, panting. 

óSomeoneôs with her, Cobes. A chap, a tall chap.ô 

óItôs not a chap, Trudes. Itôs a lass.ô 
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óHow can you tell?ô 

óWell, itôs pretty obvious isnôt it!ô 

óI donôt see anything that looks like a lass. Itôs dressed like a chap ï I can even see a 

weapon.ô 

óIt still is a lass. Good morning, Andores. Come for a visit?ô 

óGood morning, ladies,ô the Healer replied with amusement. óIôm looking for a place to stay 

for this young lady here. Need a good worker?ô 

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. 

óWe certainly can. Trudes, itôs not a chap, do you see it now? Itôs her clothes. How long can 

she stay?ô 

óIôm not sure yet. Five days, probably more. I will come and see her every afternoon.ô 

óIs she in some kind of trouble?ô 

óSort of. She ran away from home and I have taken it upon myself to help her along. I canôt 

tell you more Iôm afraid.ô 

óWeôll put her to work all right. Are you a big eater, girl?ô 

óHer name is Astrid,ô Andores replied, smiling broadly. óAstrid Woodbird. I will return 

tomorrow afternoon, agreed? Take good care of her, will you?ô 

óCertainly, Andores, certainly. You can leave here safely. Come on, Astrid, letôs 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.ô 

óThat is your opinion, Cobes. It tasted just fine.ô 

óEven Igor and Olof recoiled from it, Trudes.ô 

óIgor and Olof are our dogs, sweetheart.ô 

Sanderine turned to frown at Andores, who was getting ready to leave. 

óRelax, theyôre not going to poison you. I forgot to mention that they have a great sense of 

humor. See you tomorrow.ô 

Coby took Sanderine by the hand and coaxed her further into the yard. 

óWe are just getting started; weôll be hilarious in ten years or so.ô 

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 sistersô 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. 

óJust as we thought,ô they sighed several times. 

óShe looked starving.ô 

óIôm still growing,ô Sanderine explained with a smile. 

óThat canôt be possible!ô 

óI hope not, for your sake,ô Trudy said. óYou will become much too tall if thatôs true.ô 

óYou need to grow sideways instead of lengthways,ô Coby warned. 

They ended the meal with a piece of plum pie and a glass of last yearôs 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. 

óGive yourself a good scrubbing, Astrid. And donôt forget your ears.ô 

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 fatherôs 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 

Sanderineôs 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. 

óI want you to wear these shoes instead of the boots,ô Andores explained. óThe boots give 

away your origins, and they arenôt suitable for long distance travel besides.ô 

óDo you know where I can go to yet?ô she asked as they walked into the forest to continue the 

training. 

óNot 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.ô 

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. 

óI want you to break the seeds without moving the branch.ô Breaking was more challenging 

than moving. 

óGet a good grip on them with your eyes first, then break them; when that goes well, increase 

your distance to the seeds.ô 

Andoresô instructions seemed to be working. It was late in the afternoon when she had 

mastered the skill of breaking. 

óPractice discreetly with wood, pebbles and twigs,ô Andores advised her before they returned 

to the two sisters. 

The second morning, Coby asked her to chop some wood. 

óThe forester sawed some wood for us, but the pieces are too big. Can you split the wood for 

us?ô 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 Cobyôs great delight, not even when Coby returned half an hour 

later to watch the splitting with Trudy. 

óSheôs improving,ô the sisters commented as they peered at Sanderineôs routine. 

Trudy knitted her brows musingly. óItôs almost as if those trunks are split before the ax hits 

the wood ï thatôs how smoothly itôs going.ô 

óIndeed,ô Coby agreed. óKeep doing that for a while. Weôre going inside to knead dough and 

bake bread.ô 

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. 

óI will try and find you a coat and a sweater first thing tomorrow. You can continue wearing 

the green tunic though.ô 

Itôs 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. 

óThank you. These clothes will keep me going for a while.ô 

óYouôre welcome. I am happy to help you out. Shall we go?ô 

The walked down the yard to the exit.ô 

óToday you will learn a new skill,ô Andores told her on their way to the clearing. óYou are 

going to make a dome, a witkragh dome.ô 

óA dome?ô Sanderine had no idea what might look like. 

óAntares told me about the domes once. Itôs an encasing that touches the ground at the base ï 

a kind of witkragh cocoon. Itôs transparent, indestructible and impermeable. A witkragh 

dome has one limitation though: you have to keep your attention on it, or it will dissolve 

immediately.ô 

óHow is it that you are so well informed?ô Sanderine asked bluntly. 

óThere is only a one-year age difference between Antares and me,ô Andores explained 

patiently. óAntares 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.ô 

óDo you know why she left?ô 

óHer husband wouldnôt listen to her anymore. He attacked Landrift. Antares couldnôt stomach 

that and left the High House. She wanted to take her children with her, but the law prevented 

that.ô 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. óDraw a circle around yourself and sit down.ô 

Sanderine did what she asked and then looked up at her from her spot on the sandy ground. 

óLook at the bit of line directly in front of you ï it represents the entire circle. Now imagine 

that you need place to hide. The rest should follow, as far as I know.ô 



 45 

Sanderine concentrated on the section in front of her and tried to execute the assignment, but 

nothing happened. 

óYou 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 donôt find a hiding 

place.ô 

Andoresô description triggered a memory that completely threw her off balance. She couldnôt 

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. 

óYou did it!ô 

Sanderine sat shivering on the ground, protecting her head with her arms. Andores touched 

the force field with astonishment. 

óIt 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.ô 

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 didnôt 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. 

óTodayôs lesson will probably be your last,ô 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. 

óFirst, 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.ô 
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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. 

óDid you try?ô the Healer asked ten seconds later. óCan I go and look?ô 

óNo,ô replied Sanderine. óNot yet.ô 

Andores nodded encouragingly. óGo ahead and try. You might not succeed right away, but 

that doesnôt matter.ô 

Sanderine glanced at the plum, shifted nervously. Come on, she told herself, people eat plums 

all the time. Still, it didnôt feel right. Then she understood why. It was corrupt; destructing 

something that was concealed was a vile act. She didnôt want to think about it, didnôt want to 

be reminded. After a loaded silence, she stepped back and looked at the Healer. óIôm not sure 

if  I want to be able of doing this,ô she said. 

Andores was extremely surprised. óWhat did you say?ô 

óThis exercise doesnôt feel right,ô she replied, this time with more conviction. 

óWhat do you mean?ô 

óThis application seems quite innocent, but thatôs a deception. I know perfectly well what it 

leads to.ô 

óYou are making me curious. What does it lead to according to you?ô 

óFirst, itôs a pit in a plum, then itôs the yoke of an egg, then a chicken that will be slaughtered 

anyway, and thené This skill is evil. It gives a Destructor too much power over others.ô 

óThis skill is what makes the Destructor a Destructor. It doesnôt sound like you want to 

become a Destroyer.ô Andores observed. óWhy not?ô 

óBecause.ô 

óYou also learned how to fight, did that bother you as well?ô 

óNo.ô 

óWhatôs the difference?ô 

Sanderine nodded toward the plum. 

óYou can see the weapon when youôre in a fight. You can duck when youôre 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. Itôs horrible. Disgraceful.ô She felt the tears well up in her 

eyes. 

Andoresô expression had hardened. óYou speak from experience.ô She gave Sanderine a 

scrutinizing look. óWhat happened between you and your father?ô 
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óAre you sure you want to know?ô she asked. óYou are my aunt, not my mother. I have bad 

news.ô 

óI think itôs important that I know what happened.ô 

óWell, when Antares left Testerband, she left us in in the High House in the care of 

kindhearted people, I canôt 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 wouldnôt 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 didnôt even take the time to look at himéô 

Anger and grief washed over her. óGert put up a fight, I could tell by looking at his hand. 

Thatôs when I was faced with the truth. He was murdered. Then I tried to kill Boiten.ô 

While Sanderine continued talking, Andores stood as if transfixed. She seemed to barely hear 

the rest of her story. 

Sanderine looked at her militantly. óIt was a foolish thing to do of course in hindsight, but I 

didnôt care at that moment. I was interrogated. My father wanted to know if  I had been 

involved in Gertôs plans to leave.ô She clenched her jaws, trying to control herself. 

Andoresô gaze returned to reality, focused again. 

óYou 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 wonôt stop until you are able to destruct blindly.ô 

óI didnôt think a Healer could harbor such cold-heartedness. The witkragh precludes a normal 

life.ô 
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Andores shook her head. óSanderine, you are Alishaôs successor and you should be proud of 

that. You canôt spend your life in some backwater village. And now we have said enough, 

now you will get to work.ô 

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. 

óI am meeting someone tomorrow who might be able to answer my questions. Tomorrow I 

will know where to send you,ô Andores announced before saying goodbye. 

 

Around twelve oôclock 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. óGo and wake up Astrid. She must get 

dressed immediately. I am taking her to another address.ô 

Coby shook her head with disappointment. óI hoped she would stay a while longer.ô She 

walked up the stairs to wake her, but that was unnecessary. 

Sanderine met her on the landing. óWhatôs going on?ô 

óAndores is at the door. You need to get dressed. She is taking you with her. Trudes, get up! 

Astrid is leaving.ô 

Shortly after, Trudy stumbled down the stairs with a lantern in her hand. 

Andores waited in the hallway. óIôm sorry. Iôm afraid to leave her here any longer. Your 

house lies too close to mine.ô 

Trudy nodded resignedly. 

Sanderine came downstairs dressed in her new clothes and shook the sistersô hands, smiling 

warmly. óThank you for everything. You should find a reliable boy from the neighborhood to 

help you with your chores.ô 

óOh, weôll manage. For the time being anyway. Take care yourself, Astrid. You were a good 

help.ô 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. 

óI 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. Youôll be safe with him for now. I hope to hear more about your destination 

tomorrow.ô 

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. óAndores? What are 

you doing here?ô The door opened a little further, a head came out to check the weather and 

now the shepherd saw Sanderine. 

óIôve come to ask you to allow this girl keep you company for a few of days.ô 

He stepped outside. óThe girl is welcome to stay. I hope you brought something to eat for her 

though.ô 

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. óCarry this.ô Then he 

turned to Adores. 

óDo you have something warm for her to wear? It can be cold early in the morning.ô 

The Healer shook her head, then extended her hand to show her appreciation. óIôll bring one 

tomorrow, Gerald. Thanks for helping me.ô 

He grinned and shook her hand. óIôm glad to return a favor.ô 

óAstrid, come with me for a moment?ô Andores and Sanderine walked away from the 

shepherd so he couldnôt overhear their conversation. óItôs important that you explore the area. 

If I donôt 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, Iôll be arriving late in the afternoon. Do you have any questions?ô 

Sanderine shook her head. óBe careful.ô 

óDonôt worry, no one will hurt me. See you tomorrow.ô 

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 

didnôt 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. 

óWhere have you been?ô he asked while he weaved. 

She watched his skillful hands bend, twist and press the pliable twigs, increasing the height of 

the basket frame. 

óThereôs a pine forest behind the sand-drift. Do you know how far the forest reaches? 

He shook his head. óI never walked into it. Butéô He leaned toward her secretively. óThey 

say there is a massive hole in the middle of that dark forest, a funnel. Itôs 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.ô 

Her childlike expression made him laugh. óDo you know any more bizarre stories?ô 

óWho knows.ô He resumed his work, savoring the effect of his story.ô 
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He lowered the basket a few minutes later. óI 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.ô 

He reached into his shirt and removed a cord from his neck. On the cord hung a wolfôs 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. óWake up. Whatôs going on with you?ô 

óNothing. I drifted off for a moment, thatôs all.ô 

óDid you see something? Are you a fortuneteller?ô 

óA fortuneteller? What is that?ô 

óSomeone 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?ô 

óNo, I saw nothing. Iôm not a fortuneteller.ô She managed a thin smile as she handed back the 

wolfôs tooth. 

óI would love to hear that story of yours. The monster without a heart. The wolf told you?ô 

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 didnôt 
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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. 

óI have some bad news,ô Andores said gravely. óThe strangers spoke to Iris; that means that 

they really are looking for you. I took another road to get here so I wouldnôt give away your 

location. Iôm 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. Thereôs 

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?ô 

óTo 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?ô 

A frown appeared on Andoresô forehead. óWhat makes you say such a thing?ô 

She told Andores about the wolfôs tooth and described the dream in detail. 

óDo you often see something strange cut through reality?ô 

óOnce before, in a coal burnerôs barn. A man fell from the roof. I only see horrible things that 

I really donôt want to see.ô 

óYou did well not to tell Gerald about it. What you saw would only create unnecessary fear 

and could lead to bad decisions. You donôt 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.ô 

She was silent for a moment, observed Sanderine before she continued. 

óThe 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 ñseeò isnôt evidence of 



 53 

anything, nor can it be used as such. The images can at most give you an impression of an 

event.ô 

Andores smiled teasingly. Sanderine caught her breath when she saw the smile: Gertôs 

teasing smile and this smile were identical!  She recognized him in this woman. 

óThis comes as a surprise to me,ô Andores said mildly. óYou clearly inherited something from 

our side of the family after all.ô 

This is definitely my mother, she thought happily. Itôs her. Itôs her! 

Sanderine tried hold on to the moment of happiness. She cleared her throat. óI still need to tell 

you something,ô she confessed. 

The moment of intimacy evaporated. Andores became distant again ï she could tell by her 

reserved gaze. It hurt to see this, but she would not let herself become discouraged by the 

change in Andoresô attitude. What she had to get off her chest was more important than any 

other feeling. 

óIt concerns Elmar,ô she continued with a quiver in her voice. óHe became a Healer at 

fourteen and was sent home. My father forbade him to travel across Testerband by himself 

because heôs too young. This has made him deeply unhappy. Canôt you send a relative to help 

him?ô 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. 

óI will do everything in my power to get him out of Testerband,ô Andores promised. She 

pulled a dark brown sweater out of a saddlebag and handed it to her. óTry this on for size.ô 

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. óThe 

sweater fits. Keep it on.ô 

Sanderine had barely pulled her jacket back on, or she was distracted by the sheepdogôs 

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 animalôs head in her direction. óGet on the horse,ô 

she said. óGo to Oldeland ï the spruce forest. Now!ô 

Sanderine tarried a moment, then jumped lithely into the saddle. 



 54 

She didnôt 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 pursuersô 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 

horsemenôs 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 wasnôt 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 didnôt 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. óWe have no room for 

beggars. Go back to the city.ô 

óIôm not a beggar,ô she replied. óI walked for months to get here.ô 

óStudents donôt walk in, students come here by appointment. Find a place to sleep in Ostrov.ô 
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She took a step forward indignantly. óI was sent here. Let me speak to your superior.ô 

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. óLet me speak 

to your superior. Please, go and get someone.ô 

óI certainly will. Weôre under attack!ô 

The door opened with force a moment later. Two security guards appeared. Sanderine backed 

away, held her sword with both hands. 

óPut it down!ô they yelled at her. 

She quickly flung it away from her. óI didnôt have a choice. He was about to shut the door!ô 

óBe silent.ô 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. óElegant piece of work,ô he remarked. óWhere did you 

get it?ô 

óItôs mine.ô 

óA vagabond with a sword.ô 

óIôm not a vagabond. Iôve walked for months to reach Wellsend.ô 

óHer accent is strange and her sword is extraordinary,ô the other reflected. óLetôs consult 

Arlin.ô 

Without a momentôs 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 Arlinôs 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. 

óHighly unusual,ô he said softly. óA girl, you said? Let me see her.ô 

 

óHow did this come into your possession?ô he asked Sanderine fifteen minutes later, showing 

her the sword. 

óSomeone gave it to me.ô 

óWho did?ô 

óIôm not telling you. I want to speak to the Head of the Order.ô 
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He studied her from head to toe and thought for a moment. óAll right, I will take you to him.ô 

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. 

óWait here until I call you inside.ô 

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. 

óGood evening. I am the Wellsmaster. What is your name?ô 

óAstrid Woodbird.ô 

óI see. Who gave you this sword?ô 

óMy father. It was especially made for me.ô 

óAll right, Astrid Woodbird. Arlin, she clearly feels uncomfortable. Can you leave us for a 

moment?ô 

óOf course. I will wait in the corridor.ô 

óAstrid,ô the Wellsmaster continued after the door had closed. óThere is a way to find out who 

you are without saying your name out loud.ô 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 


