
        
            
                
            
        

    











“Every journey, no matter how long, begins with the first step. You alone decide whether you take it with fear in your heart or with a hopeful look.”
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Language of the Suvris

 



Aht‘te Kiala. – You belong to Kiala.

Bennm tro laketh si fran. - Knowledge is the key to insight.

Eloneri ger‘aht, to redt verus sat.“- The Goddess is always with you, trust in her wisdom.

Eloneri wêrah tch‘e ymtoî la. - The Goddess has chosen you to fight for her.

Ga ketari‘los croí – Follow your heart.

Ghé. – Be calm.

Gôith!“- Wind.

Ha‘erthî. – The lap of the Goddess.

Hesta! - Run.

Juheh yn blentyn och‘te Otheiá. – You’re verily a child of Otheiá.

Juheh yn blentyn och‘te Thânre. - You’re verily a child of Fire.

Merâéth. - Danger.

Och‘te Otheiá. – I belong to you Otheiá.

Res‘te Otheiá. – They don’t belong to Otheiá.

Saer‘te eloneri fenva kaa. – Such is the will of the Goddess.

Saer‘te nâeth eloneri fenva kaa. - Such is not the will of the Goddess.

Solêa. - Light.

Sumos on. – We are one.

Suvris ka hera Ghaâs. - A Suvris wants admission.

Suvris uahth Bennm. - A Suvris thirsts for knowledge.

Te‘cha Jolah. - Praised be you Jolah.

Thân. - Fire.

Ti dachler’te! – Thank you!

Ti tch’e co Yelo. - I love you Yelo.

Ti ga ketari’los ghret.- I’ll follow your way.

Ti och‘te Suvris. – I belong to you Suvris.

Tre más jal su tch‘a qayndâ. – Once more I need your strength.

Ti Suvris. – I am a Suvris.

Tschîn. - South.





I


Fire! The heat leapt at Yelo like a wild animal. Everywhere she looked, flickering walls engulfed her. Breathing became unbearable. The smoke ate corrosively into her lungs. Her eyes burned. Through the veil of tears, she could hardly see anything. Everything was ablaze. She could already feel the flames licking greedily at her skin. They were too close! Yelo had to get out of here, but her legs just wouldn’t move. Panic spread through her. Suddenly, she heard a scream from the distance. A woman was calling out to her. Yelo felt as if she should know the voice. She clung to her like an anchor. She was all that kept Yelo’s panic at bay. The air was unbearably hot! She knew it wouldn’t be long before the flames would engulf her. There! From a small gap in the endless sea of flames, a hand reached out to her. Yelo sobbed gratefully, but before she could grasp it, it was gone. Despair flooded through her and soaked every fiber of her being. She was lost! Hopelessly, she sank to her knees and surrendered to her fate. But deep inside her, something was stirring. Something stronger. Something that pushed back her despair and seemed to come from her very soul. A powerful rebellion against the inevitable end. This was not to be her destiny! She would not perish in this sea of flames! Determination surged through her body and to her fingertips. She struggled to get up, swayed, and looked around. If she wanted to live, she had to get out of here. Fast! Her legs still would not obey her. Yelo bared her teeth. She gathered all her strength and braced herself against her fate. But it was as if her feet were one with the soft, swaying ground. It held her tightly. She couldn’t leave! She was doomed! Panic broke out again. Fear crept up her legs like leaden, paralyzing fingers. Despair spread again, but Yelo would not give up. Not yet! She couldn’t. Yelo craned her neck and cried out to the dark sky. As if in response, she heard the screams of a woman again. Was it the same one? Yelo didn’t know. She had to get away from here. Away from this place that was on fire. But she couldn’t leave! Tentacles of pure fire held her tight. She couldn’t escape. Tears of exhaustion ran down her face. Despair threatened to overwhelm her completely, but Yelo struggled against the fiery grip. Against the elemental force of the fire. She didn’t want to give up! She wanted to live! She had a right to it! It was getting harder and harder to breathe. The smoke burned in her lungs. Yelo desperately needed fresh air! She struggled to take a deep breath ...

Yelo woke up and felt the familiar relief. In the last few weeks her nightmares had increased. But none had been as bad as this one. Fear still held her tightly. Nothing remained for her after these dreams, except a deep exhaustion.

Slowly she opened her eyes. The deep darkness with its stars and the well-familiar moons of Isen, Jagra and Frew had given way to a pale pallor.

Yelo knew she had to be on her way soon. Ghane would be pleased. Yesterday at dawn she had set out to catch rabbits. It was her way of showing her appreciation. For the fact that Ghane had given her a home since last summer. Ghane’s home was nothing but a small hut on the edge of the forest, and yet she had still taken Yelo in without hesitation. She was an old woman with countless wrinkles and folds on her face, who claimed to be as old as the trees of the forest. Yelo wasn’t doubtful that this was true. No one in the village knew as much about herbs and their uses as Ghane. Yelo owed her life to the old woman. Once, when Yelo was very young, everyone thought she was going to die. She had been bitten by a Hertriv while playing in the woods. Yelo had tried to get the Hertriv, who looked almost like the dogs in the village, as a playmate. But the latter was not at all pleased with the attention Yelo gave him. At the time she didn’t know anything about the animals of the forest. About the fact Hertrivs had nothing in common with dogs other than the external resemblance. They were very shy and loved nothing more than dark solitude. That Yelo, of all people, had found such a specimen in broad daylight was rather unlikely. The animal must have been sick. For although the bite had not been really bad, her hand had swollen in the evening, and she had developed a fever. Kala, the woman Yelo had been living with at the time, had tried everything, but nothing had been able to bring the fever down. By morning, Yelo had lost consciousness, and everyone thought she was dying. But Ghane had known what to do. When Yelo woke up three days later, her hand only hurt slightly, but she felt weaker than ever before in her life.

Since then, Yelo has had the utmost respect for the old woman and always used the time she spent with her to learn a little more about the plants and their effects. She enjoyed learning about herbs much more than the boring math and reading classes she had to attend at Fretiz. Fretiz was the village elder. He had three sons and made a point of making sure everyone could read, write, and do math to a respectable level. When Yelo was with him, she tried to become just as involved in the tasks she was set, but she hated it! She was always the worst. While the three boys studied every day of the week, Yelo was with Fretiz only twice a year for a month. Since her inability was a constant nuisance to Fretiz, but he felt responsible for her, she now had to come to practice three times a week, which had been the case since last summer. She had really made progress since then. Now Yelo was twelve winters old and could write and read without mistakes. The only thing she still struggled with was math.

‘Pah! Who needs math?’ She smiled triumphantly. Yelo knew she was still better at the ‘really important stuff’ than the other three! She could throw and jump much further than them and knew far more about the forest.

Then, she had played a lot with the other children. She loved to wrestle with them or run through the village with little swords she had carved herself, tracking down would-be robbers. But last summer, things had changed.

Yelo felt her mind drift and muttered something to herself. She didn’t like to think back to that day. The day that had changed everything for her. It had begun like most summer days before.

Yelo had had an idea. She was used to all the children following her. Since she could not only throw farther, jump, and run faster than all the other children, but also always had the best game ideas, it was clear she was the leader. While they were all having a battle with sand balls at the village green, Yelo noticed how the mood had turned against her and everyone else was just throwing at her. She didn’t have a chance to come out from under her cover. Breathing hard, she crouched behind her makeshift earthen wall and felt her anger rise. Dark and urgent. It took her breath away and left her unable to think clearly. Finally, the anger turned into pure hatred. With a scream she jumped up and threw herself at her now enemies. She felt a strength in her like never before in her life. It was exhilarating. She felt like she could uproot trees! They should just come! Just then, Twert emerged from his cover to throw at her again. Paying only brief attention to him, she rammed her fist into his face as she ran past. She didn’t even notice Twert falling back with a broken nose, and on she ran – towards the rest of her enemies!

Suddenly Sileas, the eldest son of Fretiz, ran up to her, grabbed her arm and tugged with all his might, hoping to knock her down. But Yelo hardly felt it. Effortlessly, she shook off his attempt and tucked Sileas’ head under her right arm. Choking him she ran on until the other boys emerged from their cover. In a frenzy, Yelo moved towards them. Still choking poor Sileas she punched and kicked her attackers. Yelo didn’t even notice the many blows she was receiving from the other children. Nothing and no one could slow her down!

Suddenly she was lifted in the air by a strong arm and flung away. Wret, the blacksmith, stood over her, glaring. At first, Yelo didn’t even know what had happened. Slowly, the fog which obscured her vision lifted. Irritated, she sat up and looked around.

„What ...? How ...?“

Then her vision cleared. What she saw made her freeze in shock. Several of her playmates lay bleeding on the floor. The others stood around Sileas, who had strangely stopped moving. Stunned, Yelo stared at the motionless body. Had it been her? What had she done? Yelo’s arms and legs were shaking uncontrollably, and her heart was still galloping like a wild horse in her chest. Her head was pounding, and her body ached. Only slowly did the feeling of hatred leave her veins and retreat back into her core. She still felt a slight tingling all the way to her fingers and toes. She had felt it. That power. Untamed and wild, it had swept her away into a maelstrom of uncontrolled, intoxicating violence. Nothing had been able to stop her. And now Sileas lay on the floor and was no longer moving. Had she killed him? She couldn’t remember. What had she done to him? She looked at the faces of the others for answers, support, or sympathy. But no one dared to look her in the eye. Yelo let herself fall back and closed her eyes. Silently, she pleaded to the only power who could help her now.

‘Oh, mighty Goddess Jolah don’t let him be dead! Please don’t let Sileas be seriously injured! Let him get well again. I promise I won’t do it again. I promise. Just please let him get better. I’m begging you! Please, please!’

She struggled to her feet.

‘I promise I will never let anything like this happen again! I won’t. Just don’t let Sileas be dead! Please!’

As she walked up to the other children with trembling legs, she felt a sharp pain in her right side. She had probably broken a rib or two.

Slowly she dragged herself towards the others, but they backed away and glared at her. In some looks she read pure fear. Were they afraid of her? What had she done? Was Sileas all right? She had to know!

“What about Sileas?” asked Yelo uncertainly.

Anxiously, she looked at Wret.

“Nothing, little one. He’ll get back on his feet in no time. You’ll see.”

The blacksmith’s huge paw rested on her shoulder. This time, not with the intention of hurting her. He patted her gently on the back and turned to face Sileas again. Now Yelo could see Sileas’ calm, even breaths. But she also noticed the ugly, dark purple marks on his neck. Had she done this to him?

By now, Fretiz and the other adults had spoken up. They gathered around the boy, who was still lying on the ground. Yelo heard angry murmur. Scuffles among children were usually not something adults got involved in, but this had clearly gone too far. She heard words like punishment and confinement. She had never felt as alone as she did in this moment. Her eyes filled with tears of desperation. She hadn’t wanted this!

The people in the village were her family. A large one, certainly, but she knew it no other way. Since Yelo had no parents, she took turns living with the various families in the village. Each took her in for a few weeks. No one really knew where she had come from. One morning, the baby was lying on Fretiz’s doorstep. Dressed in a plain gray shirt and a strange locket around her neck. Embedded there was a silver, roughly toothed leaf of the beran tree. Above it, three iridescent snakes in bright purple coiled around and into each other. They seemed to crawl out of the corners of the leaf. It was so alive one was afraid to touch it for fear the snakes might bite. It couldn’t be opened, despite continuous efforts.

When they tried to take it away from her, Yelo began to scream. She kept screaming until they put it back on her. The village elders then decided this child must be a gift from the Goddess and named her Yelo - the ‘gift’.

As Yelo grew up people in the village quickly realized she was different. She was curious, wild, strong, and unusually tall for a girl. She could hardly be tamed. Although the people in the village cared for Yelo, they regularly breathed a sigh of relief when the time of lodging her was over and another family had to take this little tomboy in.

Now these same people were standing there, looking at her, some of them very angry, some scared. She had done something bad. Very bad. She had lost control! Yelo didn’t know exactly what THAT had been, but it scared her deeply. Uncertainly, she stared at the people around her who were her family. But no one seemed to take notice of her. She felt more abandoned than ever before. What would they do to her? Would they send her away? But where would she go? She had no one, after all. Hopelessness filled her heart. Thick tears slid down her cheeks.

In the meantime, Sileas had regained consciousness and stood up shakily. Relieved, she watched him take a deep breath and knock the dust of clothes. Nothing else had happened to him! However, he seemed to have had a good scare. It was a load off her mind! While Sileas rubbed his neck, he looked over at Yelo. When their eyes met, she saw an expression of astonishment and respect rather than fear. Sileas was, after all, was three winters her senior and considered the strongest boy in the village. With a deep exhale she straightened up. She was his equal. In her he had found his master. But Yelo also knew he wouldn’t let her get away with it. When he turned around without a word and left the village green with the others, she saw it confirmed herself. Lost, Yelo stared after them. She sensed they were probably not going to play with her anymore.

When Ghane saw the sniffling girl with the disheveled hair, she smiled and stepped up to her.

“So, you have strength, and you can fight. You’re just a little stupid! Like a Billy goat!”

She looked deep into Yelo’s eyes. Then she became serious.

“What good would it have done you if you had strangled him? Huh?”

Yelo looked hopefully at the wrinkled face. Not everyone had turned away from her. If only she could convince her she hadn’t wanted this!

“I didn’t want this at all! I … I don’t even know how this happened in the first place.”

Yelo clung to the old woman and looked at her pleadingly.

“Really! Please, believe me! There was suddenly such a rage, and I couldn’t see anything, and the others were throwing at me! All of them against one. That’s not fair!” Yelo took a deep breath. “I really didn’t mean to do that. I’m sorry.”

Resignedly, she hung her head. Ghane, looking at the dejected girl, put her index finger under Yelo’s chin and raised her head to look at her.

“You’ll have to talk to the village elders. You don’t really think there won’t be consequences, do you?”

Yelo shook her head silently. She knew she’d done something wrong. Only she didn’t have the slightest idea how it could have come to this. She had never been this angry before. Fear rose up inside her.

“Ghane?”

“Huh?”

“Do you think I have been possessed by evil?”

“How in the name of the Goddess did you come up with that idea?” asked Ghane in amazement.

“The other people said so. They said I wasn’t a normal girl. No girl could strangle a boy like Sileas half to death. But you know, I didn’t really do that at all. I mean, I don’t know how I did it. It just happened. I was angry and then–” Yelo broke off. She knew herself how lame she sounded. The village elders would certainly not accept anything like that as an excuse.

“My child, I’ve always known there was something special in you, and I was just waiting for the day when it would show.” Ghane smiled at her. “You made a mistake today. But only because you weren’t prepared. This will not happen again. I will introduce you to a woman with whom you will learn to handle this power. Now go and get your things. You will live with me from now on.”

“Really?”

Hopeful and full of gratitude, she looked at the old woman. When Ghane nodded Yelo was incredibly relieved. She didn’t have to leave the village! Even though she was not entirely comfortable seeing the others in the village again so soon. In Ghane’s house at the edge of the forest she could avoid the others and keep to herself for a while. Pretend nothing had happened.

When Yelo took her few belongings from Kala’s house she had been glad no one was home.

Since then, the small hut at the edge of the forest had been her home.

This incident happened last summer. Although the village elders had been lenient in their judgment – she only had to replenish the wood supplies of all village members as compensation – the break in trust was still clearly felt.

The other children neither talked to her nor wanted to play with her. She was alone. Even the adults, who had always had a good word for her, avoided her now and considered her an outsider. No one wanted to take her in anymore. No one, except Ghane.

The old woman knew how to keep Yelo busy. Yelo had to help her gather and process the herbs. Especially in autumn. There were countless things to collect, dry, grind and mix. Yelo really blossomed. The otherwise rather shy girl, without a permanent home, finally felt at home. Ghane taught her to cook and hunt. Showed her how to make clothes from animal skins and flax and which seeds to sow and when. Together they roamed the forest. Ghane knew how to tell a story about every herb, and so Yelo acquired an extensive knowledge of medicinal herbs along the way. As soon as she learned how, Yelo began to set small traps at the edge of the forest to secure a meal or two. Over time, Yelo became better at tracking and catching wild rabbits. She watched and learned. Ghane also had an almost inexhaustible knowledge of wildlife. Yelo was an attentive student and she sensed Ghane enjoyed rediscovering the world through her eyes. The old woman appeared so much younger, her eyes sparkling and her face often marked by laugh lines. Yelo loved it when Ghane told her of earlier times when she herself was still a girl, impetuous but at the same time with a primal confidence in the forces of nature. Ghane always maintained insatiable curiosity for the driving force of learning.

She told Yelo she knew right from the start Yelo would change the fate of the world. On the medallion Yelo wore around her neck was the mark of an ancient priesthood - the Suvris.

Ghane told her the Suvris had perished hundreds of winters ago. Only in the ancient scrolls could one read of the consecrated women. In the name of the Goddess, they were once the elite of the known world. Trained in battle and masters of the knowledge of the ages, they served the queen of the House of Alvituas, chosen by the Goddess Jolah, and supported her rule. It was a time of peace and prosperity.

The scrolls indicated the Suvris were descendants of the elendeari – a race related to the elves. They were one with the forces of nature and knew how to use them. Unlike the elves who had left this world thousands of winters ago the elendeari remained. Once they fought at the side of the Goddess Jolah against Ischion – the God of Darkness – for supremacy over Otheiá. The battles were fought and won. The stories became legends and eventually they were completely forgotten.

What remained were the Suvris, who have watched over the chosen ruler and the temples ever since.

Yelo loved these stories! To her, they were just that: stories, fairy tales, legends. The past. But Ghane insisted Yelo was a Suvris, and she needed to learn. It wasn’t that Yelo had anything against fighting and learning. No, she just doubted she could save Otheiá on her own. Especially when Ghane told her the time of the Goddess was long gone and faith in her was waning. Mankind turned more and more to Ischion. With the Suvris, the power of the ruling House of Alvituas also disappeared. There were countless wars, and countries Yelo had never heard of that were razed to the ground. Ghane’s voice became rough and insistent as she told her about the    marauding hordes and monsters that have since been roaming the lands, pillaging villages and towns. There was no one who could stop them.

In the meantime, darkness had spread through Otheiá like a plague. The known world was in a fever.        Without the support of the Suvris, the House of Alvituas was no longer able to rule the various kingdoms. No   other ruling house was powerful enough to reunite the countries.

The power of the Alvituas had waned. They had      nothing left but their small kingdom of Etrion in the     far north, wedged between the high cliffs of the Denar Mountains and the seemingly endless sea of Oluer. Queen Gevres was blessed with a daughter. The hopes of the people now rest on Kevra. They long for a time of peace.

But Jolah was silent and for a long time. It seemed         as if she had turned her back on humanity. But now Yelo had appeared, and although she was still a child, she bore the mark of the Suvris.

Yelo was not convinced she could help a queen, let  alone all of Otheiá. Yet Ghane was sure Yelo was a sign. The sign Jolah had turned back to humanity and the Suvris were returning.

Ghane, noticing Yelo’s uncertainty, had only furrowed her brow and told her she would speak to Jelemora,   one of the few priestesses who still served Jolah. Yelo needed to be trained and instructed in the arts of the Suvris. Her power had already shown itself. But she would have to learn to control it. Jelemora would know where Yelo had to go. 




❖      

The next day Ghane left and did not return for three quarter-moons. Yelo enjoyed her solitude although she didn’t really get much out of it. Ghane had given her so many chores, but Yelo never got to go into the forest and hunt. Every evening, exhausted, she fell into her bed beside the small wood stove.

When Ghane appeared at the edge of the forest one morning Yelo was relieved.

Although the time had flown by, she didn’t feel quite right being alone like this.

She quickly put down the bundle of herbs she was about to tie and hurried toward the old woman.

“Ghane!” cried Yelo. “Ghane!”

As she came closer, she noticed with concern how old Ghane looked. Her back was hunched, and the wrinkles on her face seemed deeper than before. The old woman was breathing heavily.

“You look pretty exhausted,” said Yelo. “Are you hungry? Look I gathered all the plants and made the ointments too!”

Impatiently, Yelo pulled the old woman into the small hut.

“Slow down, not so fast Yelo!”

Ghane, looking at the excitedly hopping child, smiled wearily.

“I’m sorry I’m so late, but it was raining in the mountains. The roads were flooded and impassable. I had to wait a whole four days in Fresta! But I knew how to use the time wisely. Six births and a sick sow.” Ghane smiled. “We’ll get two piglets for that in the spring!”

“Come Ghane, sit down, I’ll make you some tea.”

And while they both made themselves comfortable at the small wooden table in front of the stove, Ghane told her about her journey.

For Yelo, Fresta was the epitome of adventure. More than three thousand people lived in Fresta. Merchants from the southern part of the kingdom met every week in the large marketplace. Reven was the smallest kingdom of Otheiá. Prince Kleras rarely visited, despite Fresta being the third largest city in Reven.

The town benefited from the fact Kleras’ tax collectors showed up only once a year. Fresta was too far to the south to make it worthwhile to move parts of the army here. The rocks of the Husir Mountains, rose far into the sky, forming an insurmountable border for any attacking army.

Nevertheless, there was a lively exchange with the traders from the southern kingdom of Ghere. Unlike Reven, Ghere was a hot, dry land. Only a few plants braved the drought. Strange animals with dragon-like bodies and caustic breath lived here. Many of the people who lived in the vast deserts of Ghere were nomads who roamed with their large herds of cattle.

Although the country was barren and hardly beautiful at first sight, Ghere was one of the richest kingdoms of Otheiá. Ghere lived from the trade of fruits, cattle, fish, and spices, which only grew here in the warm sands. The fishing grounds in the east of the country were plentiful and the plantations in the huge capital Ljhsare, immense.

The inhabitants lived peacefully. Ghere was simply too remote and well protected by its natural borders, for there to have been any claims of ownership of this land by other royal houses. King Herfon had been clever enough to stay out of all previous warlike conflicts. Thus, Ghere lived from the steadily growing trade and King Herfon got richer due to the tax revenue.

Ghere’s merchants did not shy away from the mountain pass, and so Fresta had become the main hub for exotic spices and fruits, from which all the other kingdoms of Otheiá were supplied.

And although Yelo knew nothing of Fresta’s importance to the spice and fruit trade, her heart yearned for this place. Ghane talked extensively about the great marketplace with all its colors and smells. A fascinating world opened up in Yelo’s mind’s eye, where people, colorfully dressed, strolled among the market stalls, and ate exotic foods.

“There’s really nothing you can’t buy there.”

Yelo’s jaw dropped further and further at the thought of all these delights. With her mouth still open, she looked to Ghane, who had finished her report.

“I’d like to go there someday, too!” Yelo’s voice was all excitement. “I want to go to the marketplace. Can’t you take me next time?” Yelo grabbed the old woman’s hand. “Please!”

“Soon you will see Fresta with your own eyes.” Ghane patted Yelo’s hand. “I have talked to Jelemora about you, Yelo. She is one of the last priestesses of Jolah. I want you to find her next spring. She will train you and teach you everything you need to know.”

“Yes!” Yelo jumped up. “I get to go to Fresta!”

Then she slowly realized what Ghane had just told her. Astonished, she looked into Ghana’s eyes.

“Wait. What do you mean by teaching? I already know how to write and read. What else do I need to learn?”

Ghane laughed.

“Oh Yelo, there is so much more to know! You are something special. The mark on the medallion you wear will give people hope again.”

“Hope? Hope for what? I don’t understand. I’ve always had the medallion, haven’t I?”

Yelo found it difficult to follow Ghane. Confused, she sat back down and looked at the deep grain of the wooden tabletop. Slowly, her fingers followed the small indentations as her thoughts swirled. Was the old woman trying to get rid of her? Had she done something wrong?

“I know, Yelo. I know.”

Ghane patted her arm. Then she took Yelo’s head between her hands and looked seriously into her eyes.

“Yelo, what I am about to tell you is exclusively for you. I want you to listen carefully and memorize my words. This sign on the medallion is a symbol for a better world. A world where people can live peacefully again and do not have to starve. A world in which a queen watches over this peace. A queen chosen by the one true Goddess.”

Ghanes eyes began to shine.

“This mark is the symbol of the Suvris, a caste of priestesses who once protected the ruling House of Alvituas. For the queen who will reunite Otheiá and bring peace to the world comes from this house. The Suvris were trained in the arts of combat, but they were also scholars. They mastered the knowledge of nature and used it to maintain peace. This is what you are supposed to learn! But the Suvris have been gone for hundreds of winters. I had long since given up hope by the time you came to our village – with the medallion around your neck!”

Yelo sensed how excited Ghane was. She was not faring any better either. For years she had wondered where she came from, who her mother was, and why she had given her away. And was she really supposed to be a Suvris? It was just a story, after all. Wasn’t it?

“If the Suvris have been gone for hundreds of winters, why would I somehow be connected to them? Maybe my mother just found the locket? Or bought it?”

Yelo wasn’t convinced. But Ghane looked deep into her eyes.

“I know it, Yelo.”

There was so much calm, confidence and certainty in her voice Yelo fell silent.

“How?“

She was almost afraid of the answer.

“You have powers we humans don’t have.” Before Yelo could contradict, Ghane continued: “Do you remember the incident at the village green?”

And of course, Yelo remembered it! She would have loved to just forget about it, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t. Shame rose up inside her. She nodded and said in a flat voice:

“I lost control and almost strangled Sileas.” Yelo looked guiltily at the floor and whispered, „I wish the whole thing had never happened.”

Yelo didn’t speak further. What else could she say? After all, Ghane knew how much she suffered from this incident and how much it had changed her relationship with the others in the village. How lonely she had felt since then.

Ghane went on urgently:

“I know, but this was exactly the sign I’d been waiting for so long, Yelo. At last, your powers have shown themselves! You weren’t prepared and couldn’t control them. But the fact they are there clearly shows you are a descendant of the Suvris! Yelo! You can change the world! But for that, you need to learn. You need training.” Yelo was not at all comfortable with the thought of having to leave Ghane.

“Can’t you make these powers just go away?“

Hopefully, Yelo looked up at Ghane, but she smiled and gently shook her head.

“Having these powers isn’t just a burden. It is also a privilege and an obligation at the same time. You have a responsibility to humanity and to Otheiá. This is a gift from the Goddess, and you must learn to use it for good. Yelo, you must find YOUR family! You must find the Suvris!”

Ghane’s voice became more insistent.

“We need you. Otheiá needs you.”

“But I’m here to help you!” Yelo’s voice grew louder. “I don’t want to leave you! This is my home!”

Upset she jumped up. Otheiá was so big after all! Why should the world depend on her – Yelo – of all people? And what could she possibly do? Let others take care of all the war and plundering! Ghane got up too and grabbed Yelo’s upper arms.

“Yelo, this isn’t just about me! The people of Otheiá are suffering. There are so many wars. And the hordes of trilljas have long since left their own realm. With Ischions help they found a new home in Wramgar. Their Grand Duke Lokastron pledged himself to Ischion and now trilljas are roaming all over Otheiá. They’re even here in Reven! Nobody can stop them. They are supported by Ischion’s dark forces. It is time for the peoples to reunite and act together against Wramgar. Ischion’s power must be broken and Jolah must be given the place she deserves.”

A shiver brushed over Yelo’s skin. She had heard of trilljas only in horror stories the elders told each other in the evenings by the fire. The trilljas served Ischion, the God of Darkness. It was said they offered one hundred human sacrifices every day to strengthen his divine army. These creatures were half-dead beings, half-human, and half-demon, brought back to life with magic. They roamed Otheiá, plundering and murdering, burning villages and towns and devastating entire regions. Supported by dark sorcerers who destroyed all resistance. Dread and fear crept into the hearts of those who opposed them. The trilljas knew no mercy and slaughtered everything and everyone who stood in their way.

No royal house could stop them. Many had already allied themselves with Lokastron and renounced Jolah. Driven by fear and terror, the rulers paid tribute to Lokastron and still had to accept he invaded their lands and reduced entire villages and towns to rubble. Thus, the number of Ischion’s followers grew. But Ischion’s thirst for dominion over the known world was far from being quenched. Lokastron and his trilljas were welcome tools. Coalitions with the other principalities were only a means to an end. Soon his dark armies were large enough to plunge all of Otheiá into darkness. The size of his army grew day by day.

Yelo shuddered. Everything in her rebelled.

“Ghane, I’m just a girl – I’m alone! What am I supposed to do against the Kingdom of Wramgar or even a God?”

Almost overwhelmed, she sank back in her chair. This could not be true! Yelo looked desperately into the wrinkled face of the old woman, who smiled gently at her. Then her look became serious, and she took Yelo’s hands in hers.

“Nothing yet, Yelo. Nothing yet. Your time hasn’t come yet. But one day it will. And when it does, I want you to be prepared. Promise me you will try to walk this path and gain as much knowledge as you can. Promise, Yelo!”

Even though it was hard for her to believe she would be able to influence the fate of the world, she promised. The old woman seemed to care a lot and Yelo did not want to disappoint her. The prospect of getting out of her village and traveling to Fresta certainly added to that. She nodded silently. It was decided.

❖      

Yelo sighed. A smile crept onto her face. That was two moons ago.

She took a deep breath and stretched. The air already smelled of winter and fresh snow. Even if it wasn’t yet so icy, the rivers were freezing over, and it was already bitterly cold at night. Yelo might not be able to go hunting much before the snow forced her to stay indoors. She opened her eyes. The sky above her had turned bright purple. It was going to be a lovely day. Time to be on her way.

She had found refuge in the remains of an old fortress. There wasn’t much left of it, but enough to find shelter from the wind and rain. Yelo had discovered it two years ago. The ruins were on the only small mountain in the middle of the huge valley where her village was located. By chance, she had found the small path, barely recognizable as such, which had led her straight up here. Since then, Yelo had used the ruins as a place to sleep during her hunting trips.

Yelo stood up and rubbed her limbs until they were warm again. When she had chased away the last remnants of the cold, she looked around.

She loved this view. In the distance she saw the peaks of the Husir Mountains. Below her the tops of the trees formed a colorful carpet as far as the eye could see. She could make out the small incision of the Lest. Like a seam, the little river wound through the woods. To the south, she saw small columns of smoke rising. There lay the village.

Yelo was about to let her gaze wander further when she paused. There was more smoke than usual! And something else seemed wrong. The forest below her, usually full of life, was dead silent. No sound reached her. Not even the sound of rustling leaves could be heard. It was just quiet. Too quiet.

Pure horror gripped Yelo. With hands flying, she gathered her things. Something was very wrong. A dark foreboding seized her, and she ran. Down the hill. Faster, faster, her feet carried her towards the village. But with every step she also felt an inner certainty. She would be too late. Angrily, she shook her head. She had to try. She simply had to! Desperation brought tears to her eyes. She had long since lost the feeling in her legs, which, by now heavy as lead, carried her, painstakingly slowly, but closer to the village with every step. She had to hurry!

When she finally reached the village square in the late morning, the fires were extinguished. Only here and there still smoldered remnants and in some places small columns of smoke rose into the air. The smoke stung her lungs like countless pinpricks. Yelo stood rooted to the spot. Through a thick veil of tears, she saw the devastation. Most of the houses had burned down. The charred, still-smoking remains of the dwellings rose up like warning fingers. The sandy ground was littered with debris and strange reddish-brown stains. A light breeze carried the smell of burned wood and pitch to her. Wherever Yelo looked, far and wide there was not a soul. She stood alone among the ruins and listened tensely. It was eerie and Yelo felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. Where was everyone? Except for the soft hissing of the smoldering remains, not a single sound could be heard. Finally, she gathered up all of her courage and called out.

„Where are you guys? Is anyone there?”

Her voice echoed across the devastated village square and breathed into the midday silence. As much as Yelo wished it, there was no answer. What had happened here? It smelled of burned wood and of ... she was sure she knew that smell, but ... She gasped for air. It smelled like burnt flesh! But how ...? No, it couldn’t be. Surely, she was mistaken.

“Hello?” She called. A little louder this time.

The smoke scratched her throat and forced her to cough. There! She heard a faint rustling and murmuring voices. Then a loud croaking sounded. Startled, Yelo turned around. The sound had come from the back of the village. Hope sprouted in her. Perhaps everyone had gathered there.

Kala’s house was the only one which had not burned down completely. Part of the stable was still standing. Behind the house, the village green began. Yelo had not been there since the summer. Almost relieved, she set off. Surely, they would explain to her what had happened.

As Yelo turned the corner, her breath caught. Her legs failed her. What she saw was so unimaginable she fell to her knees. She clenched her fists and squinted her eyes. No, this simply couldn’t be! This was a dream. It could only be a dream! But as hard as she tried to convince herself she was dreaming; she couldn’t get the horrible images out of her head. Sileas and Kala lying on the floor, covered in blood and with severed limbs. Fretiz, one half of his body in the water and the other on the edge. She felt overwhelmingly nauseous. Although her stomach had long since emptied, she continued to retch for a long time. Then she sat back and tried to take a deep breath. She had to get a grip on her fear. Maybe they weren’t all dead. Surely, they wouldn’t just leave her here alone?

Her mind refused to comprehend what her eyes were telling her. Yelo hesitated, knowing she had to face reality. She forced herself to open her eyes.

Then she got up and entered the square around the village pond. Letting her gaze wander, she grasped the full horror that presented itself to her. Wherever she looked, she saw frozen faces. The sight ate into her soul and made her sob uncontrollably. With trembling steps, she passed the cruelly disfigured corpses of Sileas and Kala. Looking out over the village pond, she discovered the other villagers as well. Twert and Marele, even Hera’s baby Gunna, had not been spared.

Whoever had ravaged here had killed everything and everyone she had ever cared about. People, who had raised her and given her a home. The only family she had known all her life. Dead. Disfigured. Thrown carelessly into the water. Executed with unthinkable cruelty.

Long ago, her mind had stopped processing the images she saw. Mechanically her feet carried her around the village pond. A flock of crows had already settled down and were fighting over the few body parts sticking out of the water.

Whoever had done this hadn’t bothered to hide their actions.

Yelo had never seen anything so terrible before. She felt as if she were paralyzed. This gruesome sight dug deep into her soul. She would never be able to forget it, she knew it.

Sure, she went hunting and killed the animals she caught. But not like that. This was something completely different. This wasn’t a clean, quick stab in the throat.

No, her friends had suffered. Yelo’s eyes took in the details unhindered. Terrible wounds marked their bodies. None of them resulted in a quick death. Her friends had been slaughtered with no remorse. This was pure cruelty!

Yelo fell to her knees. A sob shook her body. She could not and would not see any more, breathe in the penetrating stench of burnt wood, flesh, and death. Yelo didn’t want to hear the cawing of the crows anymore. She wanted to close her senses. Tightly she squeezed her eyelids shut. But as hard as she tried, salty tears still ran down her cheeks. She felt tired and so infinitely empty. Finally, she sank onto the sandy ground and stared up at the sky. Now she was really alone! No one could take care of her anymore or give her a roof over her head. Deep despair took her breath away. She was twelve winters old. What was she to do? Where was she supposed to go?

When she had calmed down a bit, something struck her. So far, she hadn’t seen Ghane among the dead. Where was she? Hope sprouted in her heart. Ghane lived outside the village, perhaps ...

There! Suddenly she heard the murmuring again. Maybe someone had survived after all, and she wasn’t alone!

“Hello? Is someone there? You don’t have to be afraid. It’s me, Yelo!”

Her voice echoed loudly across the otherwise quiet village square with the pond in the middle. She listened. The murmur came from near the little wooden walkway from which they always jumped into the pond in summer. Slowly, Yelo moved towards it. She wanted to get away from the pond and the corpses, not get nearer.

When she finally reached the pond, she recognized a gray bundle floating in the water below the wooden walkway. Hold on! It wasn’t a bundle! That was a human being! Now Yelo also noticed the hand with which the person was holding on to the rotten post. An old, wrinkled hand. A hand which was familiar to her. A hand which had gently caressed her face so many times.

“Ghane!”

Ghane was alive! Everything would be alright again! Yelo ran towards the old woman who tried to hold on.

“Ghane, What’s wrong with you? What happened here?”

Still sobbing, Yelo ran into the water. When she finally got to Ghane, it was up just above her hips.

“It’s me, Ghane,” said Yelo softly. But Ghane didn’t answer. Gently, she grabbed her hand and tried to pull the old woman out of the water.

“Please, say something!” Yelo pleaded in a tear-choked voice.

At last, and with some level of difficulty she had pulled Ghane out of the cold water. Now she could see the long bloody tear running across her chest. Her skin was sunken and pale. Ice-cold fear flooded through Yelo. Her hope abruptly died. She had learned enough from Ghane to know she would die.

Yet she would not, indeed could not, face reality. She simply could not be left alone! Against all common sense, she held on to the idea she might still save Ghane. Yes, that everything would be fine. She gently shook the old woman’s shoulders.

“Wake up!” Yelo pleaded. “Please don’t leave me alone! Please! Ghane! I’m scared, please help me!”

Ghane slowly opened her eyes. Yelo could see how much it was straining her.

„You are here!” whispered Ghane.

Yelo had to bend down to understand her. She almost thought she could detect relief in her tone.

„Go to Fresta and look for the priestess, Jelemora. You will find her in the old temple. She will know what to do.”

Ghane sighed deeply. A faint rattle could be heard. Her chest heaved with difficulty.

“Can’t you come with me? Surely there is a medicine which can cure you. Ghane, please. Tell me which and I’ll get it. I’ll take care of you! I promise. You’ll see, you will soon feel better. I’m sure of it!”

“No, Yelo. Not ...”, she paused, taking a gasping breath, “not this time. From now on, you must take care of yourself alone. But be careful. What you see here has been done by Ischion’s servants, and I’m sure they haven’t gone far yet. I thank the Goddess for you not being in the village when the trilljas came. They knew no mercy. Know Yelo, this... this fate awaits every free person in Otheiá if you don’t find a way to stop them! Go and learn. Fulfill your destiny.”

Slowly she raised her hand and placed it on Yelo’s cheek. With difficulty, her lips formed the words.

“You have been like a daughter to me these past few moons. I thank you for giving an old woman like me a little joy and hope once again.”

Then her hand fell and Ghane took her last breath. Yelo looked at the now peaceful face. And in her matured the realization she was now all alone.

“Ghane! No!”

Yelo screamed her despair into the world. She screamed and felt something stirring inside her. How THAT stirred. Anger rose, forced up her throat and looked for an exit. Finally, Yelo put her head back and an inhumane sound escaped her throat. Full of pain and rage. Anger at the trilljas who had done this to the villagers, her family. Anger at this God of Darkness, in whose name the gangs of Wramgar committed their atrocities.

Now she was completely alone in this world. And the anger turned into hatred. It swept over her body like a wave. A surge of uncontrollable energy flooded her veins down to the tips of her fingers and toes. She could no longer think. All she felt was pure hatred taking shape inside her and forming her. It grew larger and larger and soon it had left the confines of her body behind. It rose up into the bright blue sky above her, forming a canopy of anger. The world around her disappeared behind a fog of pain and rage.

It was already getting dark when Yelo came to herself. She was lying on the floor, completely exhausted and with wet clothes.

When her vision cleared, she was looking straight at a mountain of people. Astonished, she rubbed her eyes. There, in the middle of the village square, lay the corpses of the villagers. Piled up between wooden bars, some of which were still smoking. At the very top, Yelo could make out the gray cloak of Ghanes robe. What had happened? Who had done this? Had it been her? But how? And where had she gotten the wood? Yelo got up and peered over to the village pond. The water was still reddish in color. But no lifeless body floated in it anymore. Had it happened again? Had she lost control again? Yelo looked at her hands. Deep burn blisters adorned her palms. Carefully, she felt the bulging blisters on her left palm with her right index finger. Pain shot through her like lightning. Yelo tore two pieces of cloth from her still wet robe and bandaged her hands as best she could.

Powers we humans don’t have, Ghane had said.

Yelo hadn’t the slightest idea how she’d done all of this on her own and without help. But it seemed right to her. She took a burning log from the still smoldering remains of a house and lit the lowest logs. Slowly the fire ate its way up to Ghane.

Yelo sank to her knees and stretched out her hands to the evening sky.

“Oh Goddess, I ask you grant these souls a good journey. Please give them more happiness in the next life! Jolah, I swear before you and the rising souls of my village I will avenge their deaths! I will not rest until all trilljas are gone from this world and every thought of Ischion has been erased. Please give me the strength to do so and guide me!”

Yelo was serious about her oath, so she pulled her small hunting knife from the leather sheath at her side and scored her thumb until a small drop of blood oozed out. Then she stretched her fist again into the evening sky.

“Jolah, to you I dedicate my blood and my being. In your name I will fight. Please help me on my way to become worthy of this task.”

She dropped her hand and stood up. Everything had been said. Yelo did not know if the Trilljas would return, or if they were still around. She simply did not care. Yelo was just tired and completely worn out. Her mind still refused to comprehend what she had seen. She didn’t want to think anymore. Didn’t want to remember.

Never could she have imagined such horror as what she had witnessed today. The grief, the hatred, and the feeling of being lost defined every breath she took. Yelo could not imagine ever feeling anything else again.

She made her way to Ghane’s house, hoping it had escaped the trilljas’ fury of destruction. But alas, it had not. The small, crooked house was completely destroyed. In the ruins, Yelo found a few medicinal plants and some bread. She put everything in her pouch and headed south towards Fresta. She would fulfill Ghana’s last wish and keep her vow. Even if it was the last thing she would do in this life.

Darkness had fallen by now. Tonight, she would have to survive in the forest. Good thing she had her blanket with her. It was too far to her shelter in the ruins. She would have to make do with the small tree house she’d built near the riverbank two winter ago.





II


Yelo had been on the road for five days. The little bit of food she had had, was long gone and hunger growled through her. Yelo had stuck to the river and walked south along the shore for as long as she could. She knew from Ghane’s stories the Lest crossed a trade route leading directly to Fresta. But she hadn’t found it. The weather had also failed her. It had been raining continuously for two days. Yelo was soaked to the bone. Incessantly, the cold gnawed at her. She was miserable because there was simply no dry wood left and she couldn’t make a fire to dry her clothes and warm up a little. This morning she had decided to leave the riverbank and head east through the forest, hoping to find the road to Fresta under the cover of the trees. The air had become noticeably cooler. Winter was just around the corner.

She needed food and shelter. Yelo had no illusions about what would happen to her if she fell into the hands of trilljas. Or other marauding gangs. Although she was relatively tall at twelve winters, she was still a child. Some might think she would be useful as a slave. She had to hurry. So far, she had been lucky, she knew that. But soon she would no longer be able to avoid meeting other people. Yelo had already prepared a story for when this was the case. She was a student of Jelemora and had visited her family. Yelo didn’t know if the old priestess was known but hoped her name and the fact she served Jolah offered her enough protection.

Since yesterday she could see the high peaks of the Husir Mountains in detail. From stories she knew Fresta was at the foot of the mountains. For a brief moment, relief spread through her. She was on the right track.

But almost immediately her hunger announced itself again and extinguished all other thoughts. With her head down and shoulders hunched, Yelo trotted on.

This morning she had left the forest behind and was now on a wide plain. At least the rain had stopped and small rays of sunlight warmed Yelo a little. The withered grass formed a yellow-brown carpet muffling every sound. Yelo watched her feet as she thought about what delicacies she would like to have in her belly. Definitely the potato goulash from Ghane and of course the sweet porridge from Kala. Oh, even the hard millet flatbread Fretiz always gave her made Yelo’s mouth water.

Soft sounds from the distance soon reached Yelo’s ear. Startled, she raised her eyebrows.

“Oh!”

With her mouth open in amazement, she watched the colorful hustle and bustle slowly moving towards her. Like wasps on a sweet cake, heavily armed men on horseback swarmed a huge caravan. For a moment, Yelo thought she had been transported back to one of Ghane’s stories.

The drivers’ voices grew louder and louder. Large Reduns, packed with heavy cargo, led the trek. Behind them came countless merchants. The small wagons were loaded with barrels, crates, and bales of cloth. The mules struggled to pull the heavy wagons forward.

Yelo had never seen Reduns in the flesh before. Their slender heads sat on necks nearly five paces long. The horn on their forehead was probably an arm’s length, pointing straight up into the sky. They were frugal animals, making their home in the vast savannahs of Ghere. Thousands of small light blue scales protected them from the sun. The chest was covered by two huge dark blue horn plates. The body rested on strong legs ending in broad hooves. Reduns were gentle animals, but once stirred up, nothing and no one could stop them.

Fascinated, Yelo stared at the bright blue bodies shining in the sun. Her gaze wandered further. Over the colorful, loaded wagons of the merchants and to the end of the caravan. With heavy steps and tied to chains, about two dozen people dragged themselves forward. Their clothes barely hung to their bodies in tatters. The skin underneath was marked by countless red welts mingling with the dust of the road. The armed men never took their eyes off off them. Again and again, they cracked their whips on the defenseless bodies. They were slave traders! Terror struck her limbs and jolted Yelo out of her stupor. She had to get away! Quickly!

But it was too late. She had stood on the open plain far too long. Already two horsemen had broken away from the caravan and were riding toward her.

“Oh no!”

Yelo froze for a moment. Then she turned and started to run. The edge of the forest wasn’t that far away. She probably wouldn’t be fast enough, but she had to try! Yelo used her last reserves as she run back towards the forest, which stood out as a dark line on the horizon. Her feet barely touched the ground. Faster! Even faster! Yelo pushed herself as hard as she could. She had no time to see what her pursuers were doing. But she heard them getting closer. The horses’ hooves drummed on the ground, dull and steady.

Her lungs were burning, and she was already panting heavily. Yelo knew she couldn’t outrun them. But she had to try. Ghane had told her enough about slavers that she didn’t want to fall into their hands. And so, she kept running. Only a miracle could help her now. Therefore, she begged the only power she knew.

“Jolah please, I beg you, help me! Don’t let them get me!”

With difficulty, Yelo forced out the words. Her sides stung; her breathing was shallow. Yelo could barely lift her legs. Completely exhausted, she staggered on. The last few days without sufficient food had left their mark. She was barely able to keep herself upright. Tears of desperation welled up. Hastily, she wiped them away with her forearm. She didn’t want to be weak, didn’t want to show she was afraid.

The riders were now right behind her. Yelo heard the heavy snorting of the horses. The hooves drummed hard on the dry ground. She felt the vibrations in her feet. Suddenly she was grabbed by the scruff of the neck and lifted up. Her legs lost contact with the ground, and she hung in the air like a helpless puppy.

“Let go of me! Get away!”

Yelo tried to reach for the hand which was holding her.

“Well look what we found here. A nimble rabbit!”

A hoarse, throaty laugh rang out behind her. She struggled to make out the words. The pronunciation was rather imprecise and edgy, much as if the words were foreign to his tongue.

The man turned her so he could look her in the face. Smiling, he eyed her.

“You will make me a fortune.”

His comrade laughed again and said something in another language. Yelo had never heard anything like it. It sounded more like a guttural click and rasp than words. Again, the men laughed and Yelo was thrown across the saddle. Her captor pressed her onto the horse with one hand and rode off. Yelo kicked, screamed, and tried to bite the rider’s leg, but to no avail. The horse’s shoulders moved alternately with each step. Already Yelo could not breathe. The hand squeezed the last breath out of her, and the horse’s shoulders dug painfully into her chest. With difficulty, Yelo fumbled for her small hunting knife, which still hung in the small leather sheath at her right side. It was difficult, as it was wedged between her body and the horse, but finally she got hold of it. Slowly she pulled it out of the scabbard and brought her arm forward again. Where should she stab? In her position, she couldn’t really be picky. The only thing she could reach was the man’s left leg. But for that, she had to take the knife in her other hand. The angle wouldn’t work though. Yelo couldn’t swing far enough to do any real damage with the knife. But maybe it would be enough to make him drop her. Maybe he would fall off his horse, too, and then she could take it. Even though she had never ridden before, she was sure: with a horse, she would surely escape! There were too many maybes, she knew. But she had no other choice.

She hung her head and pretended to have passed out. Slowly she took the knife in her left hand. Just one chance! Her hand trembled slightly. She had never stabbed a human being before. For doubts, however, she lacked time. They had already come too close to the caravan. With a yelp, Yelo took a swing and sank the small knife deep into the man’s lower leg.

The man cried out. Whether in pain or surprise, she could not tell. But before she could think of anything, dark night enveloped her.

When Yelo woke up, it was already night. However, she could see the three moons above her only blurred. Her left eye would not open properly, and she felt as if her head had been caught between two millstones. She raised her hand to touch her face.

“Shh, shh! Don’t move. Not good. You be sick.”

A warm hand rested on her arm. With an effort, Yelo turned her head toward the voice. She struggled to open her eyes. When she finally did, she looked into two shining eyes. They flickered in the firelight, and Yelo felt as if she were looking up into the vast night sky with all its twinkling stars. The eyes belonged to a girl with dark hair framing an oval face. Her skin was the color of shiny soot with a hint of gold. Beautifully curved lips twisted into a hesitant smile.

“Who are you? Where am I? What happened?”

Yelo tried to sit up. But when she raised her head, everything spun, and she felt nauseous.

“Don’t move! You be sick! I Sara.” Gently, Sara pushed Yelo back.

“Man you caught and beat. You now be here with us. What’s your name? And come from where?”

“I ... I am Yelo. My village is ...” She broke off. “My village ...” Again, her voice failed. She took a deep breath then started anew.

“I come from Derfa, a small village west of Fresta. Who are these men? Where are they taking me? Where are you from?”

“You curious as little frog.” Sara smiled, revealing a row of pearly white, even teeth. Yelo estimated she was three to four winters older than she was.

“I trapped in Veras, is home village. Is border with Reven. Men come and take me with them. I gather berries in mountains with father and mother. Men murder parents and take me. Now slave made of me.”

Sara’s bright eyes swam over. Tears rolled down her face like dark beads.

“I ... I’m really sorry, Sara.”

Yelo did not know what else to say. Her own horror was still fresh in her memory. And something else was bothering her. Even though Yelo dreaded the answer, she had to ask the question.

“Are these trilljas, Sara?”

“No, they are Ghulak. Slave traders from Ghere. Robbers and murderers. Now bring slaves and spices to Flamr. Be very late.” Sara sighed deeply. “There also sell us.”

“Where is Flamr? Is that far from Reven?”

Sara shrugged.

“I never been there. Flamr is land with much water. When I was child, merchant came to our village and told. People there have no houses. Living on boat - is house on water. Very big. Everything on water there. Is far away. Four moons travel.”

“Four moons away?”

In disbelief, Yelo shook her head. She couldn’t even imagine people living that far away. In general, Yelo had the impression she didn’t really know much about the world. If only she had paid more attention to Fretiz.

“Sara, what do you think they will do to us?”

“If lucky, we work in big house. But mostly is worse. Real bad if we get bought by house of pleasure.”

“House of pleasure? What do you mean? What is it? Is this a place where you have fun?”

Yelo had never heard of such a thing. Surely such a house, where everyone had fun, wouldn’t be so bad.

“No, just strange men having fun. With you! You still little and not know. You know how little babies come?”

“Of course. I come from a village. I have often seen when the ram has covered the sheep. And it’s the same with people. But What’s so special about it?”

Sara laughed out loud. “That’s how they do it in brothels.”

“They make babies in the brothel? Do people need that many there?” Yelo could hardly believe it!

“But why?”

Who would want so many babies? And what for? Yelo didn’t understand what Sara was getting at. But she laughed louder and louder.

“Making babies!” Sara wiped tears from the corners of her eyes and took a deep breath.

“Men buy women for that. Babies don’t always come.”

Hm, Yelo couldn’t really imagine something like that being fun.

“But what if the women don’t even want it?”

Sara’s gaze clouded, and a shadow flitted across her face.

“Women not being asked, Yelo. You have no choice. Must go with the men.”

“But I don’t even know them! And what for? If they don’t want to marry me and have a baby?”

“Just to ‘have fun,’ Yelo. I’d rather be dead than go there. But trilljas buy a lot of slaves, too. People tell bad things about it. None ever seen again or come back. But you still small, you will be lucky.”

Yelo still didn’t have a clear idea of what such a house of pleasure was for, but she didn’t want to be sold to trilljas either. Not yet. First, she would learn, then her time would come. Like a hurricane from the darkness, she would descend upon them and avenge all the lives they had ever taken. Hatred burned like a small spark deep within her, feeding on every memory of her village. She would nurture it until one day it would be big enough to sweep all trilljas from the face of Otheiá. Although it was not time yet. She still had to wait. Had to grow up and learn. But first she had to get out of here and find Jelemora.

The conversation with Sara had tired her and she closed her eyes. Her head was pounding with every heartbeat.

“Sara, how come you speak our language?” she murmured.

“I grow up on border. Many traders come. I learned. Now you must sleep. Tomorrow before sunrise we go on.”




❖   

  


A hard kick in the side woke her up. The man who had caught her stared down at her. In the rising sun she could see the glint of his coal-black eyes. His coarse face, half covered by a long beard. He was of stocky build. Yelo estimated him not very tall for a man, but then she was no yardstick. In the village she had always been the tallest among the children, and in the last year she had been almost taller than most adult women. The man’s broad chest was covered by a light leather doublet, over which he wore a dark jerkin. A long fur lay on his shoulders and back. In his belt were two curved daggers in sheaths of leather. A large leather whip was tucked loosely behind his belt, so it was within reach at all times. His short, stocky legs were tucked into thick leather trousers and ended in dark boots. Yelo had never seen boots like these before. They shimmered with every movement and the soles seemed thick and very heavy. A small hook, about half a finger long, was attached to the heel. The clothing was that of a warrior. It provided enough protection but wasn’t too heavy for a long journey.

The stench emanating from him was simply sickening. A mixture of sweat and dung. He didn’t seem to have washed for moons. She didn’t like him and would have loved to jump at his throat, but in her condition, she had no chance. Instead, she would have to be patient. All she could do at the moment was glare angrily at him.

“Come on, you wildcat, up with you.”

He pulled her up by her chains. She hadn’t even noticed they had been put on her. Her fingers felt the rough metal on her neck. The iron ring was chafing already. Bastard! Furious, she jumped toward him and snapped.

“Look at this tomboy!”

He laughed out loud and held her by her iron ring with an outstretched arm, so the iron band pressed tightly against her throat, preventing her from breathing.

Already she couldn’t breathe anymore and was kicking frantically to free herself.

“Let go of me, you son of a bitch!”

Her hands clutched his hand holding the ring. Desperate and angry, she tried to loosen his fingers and kick him.

“Let go of me! Let go of me right now!”

Finally, her feet met resistance. She had hit him in the face! Furious, he flung her away.

“You’ll pay for this! I’ll teach you obedience. All you need is a good ride on my cock to make you docile.”

With an obscene gesture, he grabbed his crotch. His comrades, who had been watching the spectacle, bawled loudly.

“That’s right, Lordt, show the little girl who the boss is!”

Raucous laughter drifted over. Hateful, Lordt stared at her.

“Oh yes, my wild filly, you’ll meet my dick. Be sure about that.”

It sounded like a threat. He took one last look at Yelo, who was writhing on the ground, and went to his horse.

With difficulty she struggled to her feet. The weight of the chains nearly crushed her. Her head pounded dully, and she stood up swaying. Sara, in the meantime, had hurried to her.

“Come, don’t linger. We eat quickly. Here, bread.”

She pressed a moldy crust of bread into her hand. Slowly, she pulled Yelo away with her, toward the others. Wherever Yelo looked, she saw desolate faces. The people appeared inwardly frozen and seemed to collapse under the weight of their chains. No one here seemed to have any hope. Yelo had just enough time to greedily devour the bread and wash it down with three handfuls of water before it started. Yelo was pulled forward by her chain and she had no choice but to follow.

By noon she could no longer feel her legs. Her head was pounding, and her throat was burning. They had not taken a rest and Yelo was swaying. The days of hunger had left their mark. The little bit of bread Sara had given her in the morning didn’t help either. She had no reserves which could make walking more bearable.

The prisoners, destined to be slaves, trotted, in two rows, one behind the other, at the end of the caravan. They were bound together by chains at their iron rings. Their feet were also in iron, so they could walk, but not take larger steps. They were constantly spurred on by mounted men who swarmed around them and cracked their whips as soon as they thought someone was not walking fast enough. Yelo had also felt the whip several times. Her back was burning where the leather had hit her. She was lucky she was still wearing her hunting cloak, which protected her a little from the blows of the whip. And otherwise, all they had taken from her was the knife and her small pouch. Even the locket was left to her.

Yelo had long since lost her bearings. She didn’t know where she was or how long they had been walking. They had left the wide grassy plain behind them and were now following a narrow path to the west, which opened up between the trees, toward an undetermined destination. In between, she had thought she heard the murmur of the river, but it had soon died away, so she wasn’t sure she hadn’t dreamed it.

A small boy was walking in front of her. His bony shoulders protruded from his tattered little shirt. She guessed he was about half her age. Still, he seemed to have less trouble with the long walk. Yelo grimaced. Now even toddlers were stronger than she was!

Sara, who was walking beside her, noticed her expression.

“Will get better. You see. First day hard. For everyone.”

Yelo looked at her gratefully. She was glad Sara had taken her under her wing a little. She felt understood. It was nice to talk to people of the same age. Painfully, she realized how much she had missed being with other children. Since the incident in the summer, no one wanted to play with her. Now they were dead. If only she could have spent all that time with them! Until the end. Until the trilljas came. Maybe if she had been there and lost control again ....

Tears gathered and finally ran down her cheeks. There was no point in thinking about ifs and maybes! Never before had she been able to bring out her powers at will. Angrily, she shook her head. The pain was sharp and came promptly.

Carefully, she palpated her neck. The ring had chafed the skin and small rivulets of blood flowed slowly down her torso. This was not good at all. Next to her booming head, she couldn’t use this injury at all. At least not in her weakened state. Yelo had to come up with something if she didn’t want to risk infection.

“Sara, how much longer are we going? Will there ever be a break?”

Yelo longed to finally stretch out long on the ground and rest.

“No, little frog. No break. Not before moons rise. You have to do something under ring, otherwise rub bloody.”

“Too late already Sara, but thanks.”

Yelo pulled out the small cloth she usually used to       clean her hunting knife. She had washed it in the river only three days ago, so it was reasonably clean.

“Sara, can you please help me?”

Together they stuffed the cloth between the iron ring and Yelo’s skin. This proved to be somewhat difficult, as they could not even stand still. If they slowed their steps, they were painfully pulled along by those walking in front of them.

“Hey you there! Keep going!”

One of the guards rode up to them and lashed out with his whip.

“Lazy bunch, run!”

Again, the whip cracked. This time it struck Yelo painfully on the ear. Her already battered head   exploded into a thousand stars and darkness engulfed her.

❖      

She awoke to a constant rocking which turned her stomach. With difficulty she tried to open her eyes, but she couldn’t.

“Shh, don’t move.” Sara whispers softly.

“You fell. Lordt mad at guard. He snatch whip away from other and said you his property. He not right to damage you. Other also become angry. Fought.        Relan intervened. Relan is leader. He also been angry and said man with whip must pay compensation if   Lordt does not get good price for you.”

Yelo felt something wet on her lips. She sucked greedily on the wet cloth.

“More! More water.”

“Wait.”

Sara walked away. She could make out the voices              of the guards farther away, heard the occasional cracking sound of a twitching whip.

Slowly she drifted back into the darkness.

“Here, drink.”

Sara’s voice was like a light breeze. Her head was lifted slightly, and a cool vessel pressed against her lips.

“Drink.”

The liquid tasted bitter and Yelo gagged.

“Drink. Is medicine. Must drink!”

Bravely, Yelo swallowed. The liquid cooled her parched throat and soon she noticed the turmoil in her stomach subside. Breathing a sigh of relief, she sank back.

“Better?”

“Much better,” Yelo murmured, soon falling asleep.

When she awoke, the moons were already above her in the clear, star-filled sky. The pitiful remains of a small fire glowed before her. She felt much better than she had that afternoon, and even the droning pain in her head was now only a muffled throb. She lay on a thin mattress filled with withered grasses from the plains. It was a little prickly, but much more comfortable than sleeping on the bare ground. The iron ring had been taken from her. Yelo could only guess why they had done this. She doubted it was for her own good. Probably they thought she could not escape in her condition anyway or it was needed for the other prisoners.

At the moment, she didn’t care about the reason. She was just grateful not to feel this tightness around her neck anymore and to be able to breathe freely. Slowly, she turned her head. A slight dizziness came over her, but she gritted her teeth. Near her, she could make out the curled-up figure of Sara, who had her arms wrapped tightly around her body in an attempt to keep herself warm. The light blanket offered her little protection against the nights increasing cold. Yelo, too, was shivering. Her eyes fell on the small, smoldering log in front of her, which barely provided any warmth. Yelo grimaced. At least she had something like a fire. A glance at the other prisoners told her they were less fortunate. Huddled together, warming each other, they lay on the bare ground. Yelo decided to stoke her small fire a little and add wood. There should be enough combustible wood all around in the forest. Slowly Yelo stood up. She staggered slightly, but she resisted the impulse to lie down again immediately. A little exercise would do her good. As she took the first step, her anklets clinked softly. Startled, she ducked her head. Crap! Cautiously, she looked around and met the gleaming eyes of Sara, who looked at her questioningly. Did Sara actually know her eyes resembled the starry sky above her? But she didn’t get around to pursuing the thought any further.

“What you do?” hissed Sara softly. “You lie down – don’t get up.”

With flailing hands, she motioned Yelo to lie back down, but she shook her head.

“Sara, I’m cold, I just wanted to add some wood.”

“No more wood.”

“I know, but there is certainly enough around us. I’ll go and gather some.”

“You must not. Ghulak guard us. Stay here.”

“I can do this!”

Contrary to her own words, she didn’t really feel up to it. Her knees were weak, and she struggled to put one foot in front of the other. Her head ached dully, and she noticed the dizziness coming back. But when she set her mind on something, she had to go through with it. She was stubborn about it. Even Ghane had had to experience her stubbornness time and time again. The thought of the old woman hurt. With a grim smile, she squatted down and gathered a few grasses from her mattress. Slowly she wrapped them around her anklets. That way they wouldn’t jingle with every movement. If she was going to move at all without being noticed, she had to make sure she couldn’t be heard ten paces away. Standing up caused her to feel dizzy again - this time more violently than before. Slowly, she exhaled. Breathed in again. Exhaled.

“Yelo?”

In.

Out.

“Yelo? Don’t. Is too dangerous. Stay here!”

Now she felt better. As quietly as possible, she scurried over to Sara.

“Look, we’re both cold. Besides, I don’t have a ring around my neck, and I am able to move. I’ll try to get some wood.”

“It’s not safe!” Sara’s face was full of concern.

Yelo put her hand on Sara’s forearm. “I promise I will be careful.”

She gave her a reassuring nod and slipped away. The carts were loosely spaced all the way to the edge of the forest. With a little luck, she would get as far as there. However, she also realized this was the most her body could do at the moment. Escape was out of the question in her current condition. Slowly she moved forward. The chains hindered her a little. Even more so, however, was the constant dizziness.

She could see one of the guards. He was sleeping standing up, leaning on a long stick. Yelo looked around. At a distance of about fifty paces, she could make out the nearest guard. He was not asleep but talking quietly with a comrade.

Slowly she moved forward. It was a risk, but she would have no choice but to dart into the forest under the sleeping guard’s nose.

Placing herself on the ground, Yelo crawled forward. Her head pounded so loudly she worried the guard might be able to hear it. At last, she had reached the edge of the forest. She was panting heavily and the cold sweat on her skin made her shiver.

Although she didn’t know this area, the forest was her home. She knew its language, knew where one was most likely to find animal trails or even dead wood. Nimbly, she moved through the darkness. It was as if she could see the trees. And indeed, she could. Her luck did not fail her. She quickly gathered a few dry branches and made her way back. Now it was much harder to get past the sleeping guard. With arms full of wood, crawling past was out of the question. But she was lucky again. The guard had disappeared. Slowly, Yelo scurried from shadow to shadow until she finally arrived back at her spot. Sara looked at her with wide eyes.

“Finally, you h–”

But Yelo heard nothing more of Sara’s sentence. Her strength left her abruptly and she sank to the ground.

A comforting warmth crept up her limbs and she felt safe, as she had not felt for a long time. A warm body pressing gently against her, one arm lay across her hip. She was safe and protected. Softly, Sara’s breath brushed the back of her neck. Yelo felt the little hairs there stand up. A pleasant tingling sensation spread through her body and her heart began to beat faster. In amazement she wondered what that meant. Was she getting sick again? Or was this a normal reaction, being so close to someone else? In any case, she couldn’t remember ever having reacted like that to another person. But then, she had never lain so close to another person or been in such a situation. Slowly she stroked the back of her neck with her hand and moved a little away from Sara. Now she no longer felt her breath directly on her skin, she relaxed again. Sara had apparently rekindled the fire. It burned quietly and warmly in front of her. She could see the other prisoners in the flickering perimeter. They had all moved closer to get at least a little warmth. Most of them didn’t even have a blanket or warm clothes. They were as they had been captured. Many wore only light summer clothing.

Yelo didn’t know how long the caravan had been traveling. But when she looked at the haggard faces, she guessed it must have been several moons. Sara was right. This trek was too late. Already the nights were cold, and an icy wind was blowing from the mountains. Not long now and the first snow would fall. Yelo knew the caravan was heading west but had no idea what was waiting for them there. But for her one thing was certain: at the first opportunity she would try to get away.

And she would take Sara with her. But to do so, she first had to regain her strength. Yelo wasn’t stupid. Running certainly wouldn’t help her keep her strength up. She had to try to play sick for as long as possible so she and Sara could ride on the cart and not have to wear iron rings around their necks. As soon as her head was clear, they would flee! Until then, she would use the time. She would observe the guards, the procedures, the daily routine. Yelo knew how to hunt, and now she was hunting. But this time it wasn’t about tracking down an animal. No. This time she needed information to determine the appropriate time to escape!

With that thought, Yelo turned to Sara. She was sleeping on her side, her head resting on her folded arms. Her chest rose and fell evenly in rhythm with her breaths.

Sara had really helped her a lot. Without her, she probably would have been dead already. She would take Sara with her. She owed her, even if it would be more difficult. Sara was older than her, but she didn’t seem like she would do well in the wilderness. Yelo decided not to worry about that until later. First, she had to get well and then she would see how things turned out.





III
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The mountains rose into the clear blue sky. Covered with snow, they glittered and sparkled in the sunlight. The air was icy. Breath came out of her mouth as a delicate cloud and the first snowflakes danced from the sky. Yelo peeked out from under half-opened lids. It was just after noon. The rocking of the cart no longer caused her nausea. Sara, sitting next to her, had dozed off. Yelo’s plan had worked. For more than a half-moon now, she had been riding along with Sara on the cart during the day. This, however, was only due to the fortunate circumstance her “owner” Lordt had left the trek for a reconnaissance mission. This had happened a quarter of a moon ago. In his absence, none of his comrades dared touch his property again. So, they left everything as it was. Fortunately for Yelo and Sara they could rest and regain their strength. The pain in her head had long since subsided and, according to Sara, there was nothing more than a pale, yellowish-green shimmer on her face. The time had come to escape – tonight!

Her heart beat a little faster when she thought of her escape, and an initial excitement spread through her. But she didn’t let it show. She was well prepared. At night the horses, unlike the Reduns, were not guarded. They stood loosely tethered so they could graze but not run away. The merchants’ carts and their mules stood a little apart, usually without any order to the edge of the camp.

Yelo had been watching the patrols closely for the last few days and nights. Every evening the same six men were assigned. With three taking the first watch until just after midnight and the other three until morning.

The second shift was the one Yelo had chosen to plan her escape around. The guards stood at a distance of about fifty paces around the prisoners. With the breaking of dawn, their attention waned. They nodded off more often. Yelo and Sara had to use this moment to escape if they wanted to succeed. Since they were still riding on the cart, they were not wearing iron rings around their necks. Only the ankle chains had been left on. With them they could run small steps, though they would have to wrap the chain links with grass to keep them from making too much noise. But that was done quickly and with ease. If their escape were to succeed, however, they had to get rid of the shackles. Yelo was sure if she had only had her knife or a small piece of iron, she would have been able to get the lock open somehow. During her time with Wret, the blacksmith in her village, she had often watched him make locks and also pick them. It couldn’t be too difficult!

But her things, and with them her small hunting knife, were gone. She suspected Lordt had taken her few belongings. Nevertheless, she was glad he was not here! That way he couldn’t foil her plan. As for the problem with the chains? Somewhere there would be something she could find to open the anklets. She was sure of that.

To avoid attracting attention, she hadn’t told Sara about her escape plans yet. But now the time had come. She turned to Sara, who was sleeping next to her.

“Sara!”

Yelo gently shook her shoulder.

“Sara!”

Startled, Sara straightened up and stared sleepily at Yelo.

“Be there already? Why you whispering?”

“Hush, be quiet. And no, we’re not there yet but I have something to tell you. I’ve been thinking about something. Tonight, I’m going to escape, and I want you to come with me.”

Doubt crept onto Sara’s face. Yelo nudged her gently, trying to sound more confident than she actually was.

“Come on, What’s keeping you here? I’ve thought about this carefully and spent the last few nights scouting everything out. This is going to work for sure.”

She heard herself talking and felt it would take more to convince the skeptical girl. Sara, still staring at her, put her hand on Yelo’s forehead.

“Yelo, are you sick again?”

The caring tone in her voice quickly smothered the growing anger. Yelo knew Sara was genuinely worried about her. But they couldn’t stay here. Sara didn’t seem to take her seriously, though. Convincing her would be much harder than she had originally thought. Maybe it would have been better to let her in on their escape plan from the beginning. However, such thoughts were of no use to her now. They wasted time they didn’t have. She took a deep breath.

“Sara, I am completely healthy. I’m fine again. See?”

Yelo started to roll her shoulders and spun her head left and right. Then she stopped and leaned to her. “Sara, I’ve got it, really. I took a good look at the guard shifts. The guards change when Jagra appears. And just before Frew goes down, the three of them are nodding off. That’s the moment we should make our move.”

Her plan was well thought through and Yelo hoped she could convince Sara. Her voice had gotten a little louder with excitement. Startled, she looked around, but nobody seemed to take any notice of them. Sara looked at her hopefully. She leaned toward Yelo.

“You mean this will work?” she asked, her voice hoarse with excitement.

Yelo nodded.

Sara considered Yelo’s plan. Then she frowned. Yelo watched doubt, fear, and hope struggling for dominance within Sara. Yelo, sensing a little nudge was all was needed, spoke softly to Sara.

“Don’t you think it’s better for us to try our luck on the run than to have babies in some brothel? The timing is right. I don’t worry about which direction we choose. As long as we’re in the forest, we’ll be fine. There isn’t a forest I can’t find my way in.” She took Sara’s hand and put all her conviction into her voice.

“Sara, I’ll get us to safety.”

Sara, who had been listening attentively to Yelo, smirked.

“So you thinking. And I thought, you still headache!”

With a wide grin on her lips, she nudged Yelo in the ribs.

“Hey, stop it!”

“Little frog with big idea, huh?” Sara began to laugh softly.

“Exactly! And I don’t even know what there is to laugh about!”

Despite her own tone of voice, Yelo allowed herself to be infected by Sara’s mirth. They both chortled and giggled until the owner of the carriage finally turned from his seat around. He looked at them surly.

“You seem to be feeling better again. It’s about time! Now you can walk with the others again!”

“Please, we’re sorry! We were just talking about home and our parents. Please forgive us!”

Yelo’s eyes widened, and she looked at him pleadingly. Despite his grumpy tone, she sensed he felt sorry for them. She wasn’t wrong.

“Oh, fine by me!” Gruffly, he waved it off. “But starting tomorrow, the lazy time will be over, and you’ll be running with the others again!”

Yelo nodded while he turned back around. She knew the anger wasn’t really directed at her. He had told them he had a daughter of Yelo’s age, and the thought she might be taken away from him was simply unbearable to him. However, he had no objection in principle to the slave trade, as long as prisoners were taken in war. Yelo was wondering how that should even work. Even the soldiers had families and friends. In her opinion, it just wasn’t right to take away people’s freedom and force them to do things like have babies. It didn’t matter whether people were taken from the fields and villages or from the battlefields. She vowed to herself: As soon as she grew up, she would make sure slavery was abolished! But she kept that thought to herself for the moment. For now, she had to escape and make sure she and Sara had a future at all.

Dusk had just set in when excited murmurs swept over the trek like a wave.

Yelo stuck her head out of the cart and peered ahead to see what had caused the commotion. What she saw shook her confidence.

“Oh no!”

“What’s the matter? Why ‘oh no’?”

Sara grasped her shoulder and looked concerned.

“It’s nothing, just ...,” her voice trailed off and she slumped back into the cart. All her plans!

“What? You speak now!”

Sara grabbed her arm and leaned over her. Almost frightened, she looked at Yelo.

“What is it?” She shook Yelo’s arm lightly. “Yelo!”

Sara’s voice snapped her out of her torpor.

“He’s back!” Yelo’s voice dripped with disappointment. “What crap! Such stupid crap!”

Angrily, she slammed her fist on the floor of the cart only to be rewarded with a sharp pain shooting through her hand. Great, now a splinter too! It really couldn’t get any worse! Grimly, she smiled at Sara, who was still looking at her with wide eyes, uncomprehending.

“Yelo! Who back?” asked Sara impatiently.

“Lordt.”

Yelo looked from Sara to her hand and tried to pull out the splinter which rested painfully throbbing in her skin. In the semi-darkness of the cart, however, she could hardly see anything and couldn’t get a grip on it. Her eyes still fixed on the tiny piece of wood pestering her, she continued:

“He’s back.”

“Oh!” Sara was shocked and for quite a while stayed silently watching Yelo’s fruitless attempts. Apparently, she had seen enough, because she reached for her hand.

“Oh, give it!”

With a few pulls, she had freed Yelo from the splinter.

“That is problem, no?” asked Sara into the silence. “We no longer can escape.”

Moist pooled in Sara’s eyes. A first drop escaped and ran down her cheek and Yelo’s heart broke. They had come so far! Everything had been perfect. Yelo shook off her own uncertainty. Her plan was good. It didn’t matter whether Lordt was there or not. He would hardly stand guard. She took a deep breath.

“Oh no, I won’t let him stop me. We will escape! We just have to be more careful.”

“What?”

Sara looked at her questioningly. Yelo hadn’t even noticed she had been mumbling to herself. Determined, she nodded to Sara.

“We’ll try it anyway. He’ll be tired from the long ride and will probably sleep soon. It’s perfect.”

She tried to sound more confident than she really was. Again, she peered out of the cart. Lordt was still standing surrounded by his comrades. She couldn’t hear what was being said, but he pointed ahead and gestured a large circle with his hands. Apparently, in addition to good news, he had also found a suitable resting place for tonight. Now it was time to pay attention. It was about time. They couldn’t wait any longer.

Winter would soon set in with all its might and then escape was out of the question. In their condition, exposed to the cold without proper clothing, they would not get very far. On top of that, the snow would make their progress much more difficult and leave tracks. They could be followed easily. No, they had to leave tonight!




❖      

The evening dragged on, still no peace had returned. They had reached a small valley at nightfall, which offered them enough space to camp. The surrounding mountains were heavily forested, giving them ample protection from the icy winds. In the back of the valley a natural pool had formed, which was filled with water. It fed from a small water inlet, which was probably much stronger during spring, when the first warm rays of sunshine melt the snow on the mountain slopes. Now there was not much more than a small trickle.

The prisoners had been allowed to wash, of which Yelo had made extensive use despite the cold. The cold water had awakened her spirits. Unfortunately, not only hers. The Ghulak celebrated the return of their comrade.

The wineskin circled and the mood became more and more boisterous, the bawling and hooting louder and louder.

This suited Yelo just fine. The more they drank, the deeper their sleep was afterwards. Time to get some sleep herself before they left. She snuggled closer to Sara and soon fell asleep. Ever since the night she got the firewood, Yelo had gotten used to sleeping snuggled up against Sara. It warmed them both during the icy nights and gave her a sense of security.

Suddenly she was awakened rudely from her dreams. Someone had grabbed her arm and pulled her up.

“Come on, kitty, you’re coming with me now.”

Lordt! His breath reeked of wine. Roughly, he dragged her along. Yelo looked to Sara and saw two men grabbing her. Sara screamed and flailed, but to no avail. The men held her and laughed throatily.

“Look at that wildcat, Lordt!”

They lifted Sara up as if she were merely a sack of flour and carried her away. Helplessly Yelo watched her struggle desperately against the rough treatment. But it was useless. She didn’t stand a chance.

Yelo didn’t have the slightest idea what was going to happen next, but an inner voice told her it wouldn’t be good.

Lordt roughly dragged her toward the fire. His comrades hooted and laughed.

“Now my kitty you will learn what it means to serve.”

He rudely pushed her forward and pointed to a pile of dirty laundry.

“Go on, wash!”

“I’d rather chop off my hands, you bastard!”

Yelo snorted in anger. How dare he!

“Well, you can have that right now!”

Lordt drew one of his curved daggers from its sheath and grabbed Yelo’s hand. Roughly, he yanked her toward him and placed the blade just above her wrist. Already Yelo felt the cold steel on her skin. Her knees began to tremble, and fear coursed through her body. He was going to cut off her hand!

“Don’t! Please, I’ll ... I’ll do it!” she screamed desperately.

Panicked, she tried to snatch her hand from him. But he held it ironclad and scowled at her. Goosebumps ran down her spine at his look.

Yelo realized, as she looked into his grim face, this man knew no mercy. He was cruel and cold. To him, she was nothing more than a possession. He would not hesitate to cut off her hand just to teach her a lesson. His voice was little more than a whisper as he leaned toward her.

“Don’t you dare play games with me. You’re nothing but dirt. When I say ‘jump,’ you jump. When I say ‘run,’ you run. And when I say, ‘wash my clothes,’ you will obey! Do I make myself clear?!”

Slowly, he ran his dagger up her arm. Yelo breathed an inward sigh of relief. She would keep her hand.

“Is that clear?”

He put the blade under her chin and forced her to look up. Tears of anger streamed down her face. She nodded. Where were her great powers? They were never there when she needed them! Despair threatened to overwhelm her, but she was determined not to let it show. She had to stick to her plan and try to escape. Tonight. But where was Sara? Yelo looked around but couldn’t see her anywhere. Suddenly a murmur went through the men. A woman was led into their midst. Sara. In the glow of the flickering fire, her body shimmered golden. The tight-fitting gown shimmered and emphasized Sara’s curves. Over it she wore a long purple vestment. The fabric fell down to her feet and blew lightly in the night wind. It gently caressed her stature. Sara suddenly looked grown up. Yelo had never seen such a beautiful woman. With open mouth she marveled.

Somehow Sara seemed strange in this garment. It wrapped around her body like a second skin. Every movement made the material glow. The sight of her friend in this dress was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen in her life. A kick snapped her out of her thoughts.

“Get to work!”

Yelo swallowed her pain and bit her lips not to provoke Lordt again. She stared at the dirty pile of laundry with disgust. The stench was terrible. Even a lot of water and Selast, a washing herb, wouldn’t change that. Even more so, without hot water.

One of the men took out his Hergate and began to play. Yelo liked the sound. It was a difficult instrument. Fretiz had been the only one in her village who could play it. Once she had tried it too, but she hadn’t gotten it. She had difficulty with the alternate plucking of the strings and blowing of the bellows. Yelo sighed. It had always been special when Fretiz had started playing. Bitterness rose in her and she closed her eyes. Fretiz was no more. Her village was gone too. Her whole life had fallen apart at the seams.

“Yelo!”

Sara’s voice snapped her out of her thoughts.

“Yelo, watch out!”

But her warning came too late. A furious kick caught her in the back, knocking her to her knees.

“You’re supposed to do the laundry, not stand around doing nothing! Korlas, you will guard her and make sure she doesn’t get away.”

Korlas didn’t seem to agree with this at all. He shook his head angrily. Apparently, he hadn’t the slightest desire to play the watchdog. That was just fine with her.

“Why me?” Korlas was furious. “She is your slave. Take care of her yourself.”

With a lewd glance at Sara, he continued:

“I have other plans.”

His comrades had noticed the look. They all hooted     and laughed. Yelo noticed Lordt gritting his teeth in annoyance. He seemed to be having trouble controlling himself. She waited anxiously to see how he would   react. Lordt looked around and finally pointed his finger at Yelo.

“You, come here.”

When Yelo stepped up to him, he took one of the Reduns’ pull chains and attached it to Yelo’s ankle cuffs.

“Now you won’t run away from me, my kitty.” Then        he pointed his finger at two large wooden barrels some distance away.

“You’ll find everything you need there. Now get started!”

He pounded an iron stake into the ground and     attached the other end of the pull chain to it.

“Make yourself useful!”

The chain was heavy. Usually, these chains were attached to the Reduns which had to pull particularly heavy loads. The chain was long and made of heavy Eleryth. A metal which was considered indestructible but was only used in working with the Reduns due to its enormous weight. Yelo grabbed the pile of dirty laundry and dragged herself to the troughs.

In fact, a large brush and Selast lay at the ready. The water was ice cold and soon she had lost all feeling in her fingers.

“Dance, my beauty!”

The request was for Sara. Yelo looked over and noticed tears running down her face. Her shoulders were hunched and tense. Clearly, she was afraid. But as      long as she danced, they could do nothing else to her. So, Sara danced.





❖      

It took Yelo a long time to turn the stinking pile back into something that could generally be called wearable clothing. She had spread the freshly washed clothes out to dry on the wooden rack next to the barrels.

Her hands were numb from the cold water. She slowly stretched her back and looked at the men.

They had made Sara dance again and again. In between, she had had to stop and hand them the wineskins. They kept trying to touch her, but the wine had made their movements sluggish by now and Sara had managed to avoid them each time.

Yelo hoped she would now be spared from further tasks. The extra chain was incredibly heavy. She felt as if her foot was sinking deeper into the ground with each additional blink. The numbness slowly left her hands and warmth returned to her fingers like tiny pinpricks. The pain almost took her breath away and she had to bite her tongue to keep from crying out loud. She put her hands under her armpits and prayed the pain would soon be over. Several breaths later, the pain became more bearable, and she put her hands down.

With difficulty she dragged herself back to Lordt. He was celebrating exuberantly with his comrades.

“I’m done!” said Yelo firmly.

At first, she thought he hadn’t heard her and was about to start again, but then he looked at her disdainfully.

“Well, look at that little wildcat - all tame all of a sudden.”

He took the chain and gave it a jerky tug. The ground slipped from under Yelo’s feet, and she landed hard on her rear end. Dragging her across the ground, he pulled her close to him. Everyone hooted. Furious, Yelo tried to get back on her feet, but she just couldn’t. The chain was too heavy, and he had pulled too fast. Lordt bent over her.

“Now go and get some wood.”

His breath reeked of wine and his vision was slightly blurred as he looked at her. She definitely had to get rid of the chain. As much as she disliked it, she had no other choice. Yelo decided to swallow her pride. Her voice took on a pleading tone.

“Please, I ... I can’t. The chain is so heavy. I can’t take another step. I–”

“Stop whining!”

Angrily, he yanked on the chain and Yelo, who had just picked herself up, was knocked over again.

“Hurry the hell up!”

He kicked her. She managed to dodge just in time, but the other men laughed anyway. Yelo spotted a small pile of firewood about sixty paces away. She had to think of something - fast.

“Think Yelo, think!”

Muttering to herself, Yelo dragged herself along. In front of a cart piled high with food supplies lay a small pile of firewood. There wasn’t much left. She figured it would just about last until midnight. Carefully, Yelo looked over her shoulder, checking if she was being watched. But no one took any notice of her. She grabbed a larger twig and quickly shoved the remaining pile under the cart, behind the front wheel. Then she dragged herself back. Only a few steps separated her from where the men were sitting, when suddenly, with a jerk, her legs were snatched away.

“What are you doing, you lazy piece of shit? You were supposed to get firewood and now you arrive here with a toothpick!”

Lordt dragged her through the circle of men right up to him and began kicking her. She didn’t even get a chance to respond. A searing pain exploded in her left side. She gasped.

“There’s nothing left,” she cried desperately while trying to shield her head from the kicks.

“Believe me! There’s nothing left! Look, there’s nothing left!”

Her words finally seemed to reach his wine-dazed brain and he glared at her.

“What are you talking about? That can’t be! Jelas, Martu! You lazy dogs! Your job was to get enough firewood!”

Lordt looked around, his lips contorted angrily. The other men watched him intently, expecting another outburst. Lordt glanced around once more before taking a deep breath. Then he pulled on the chain. Yelo, anticipating the next abuse, sucked in a loud breath. Instead, he knelt and untied the chain from her foot.

“There’s plenty left at the merchants. Go and get it. Hurry up! If I freeze my jewels off, you’ll feel the whip!”

Yelo sighed with relief and scrambled to her feet. Pain drove into her chest like a sharp dagger. He had probably broken one of her ribs. At least she was rid of the heavy chain. She scurried away as fast as her shackles would allow. Actually, now would have been the opportunity to run away, but she wanted to take Sara with her. Besides, her absence would be noticed immediately at this point. No, she had to wait. Wait for a better opportunity. She decided to take a look at the lineup of guards, so as not to have any surprises later. She sauntered on towards the merchant carts, pretending to collect wood. At the valley entrance, only two guards stood. The high mountains all around made further guards unnecessary.

It was time to return. She didn’t want to risk angering her tormentor even more. As she turned, she stumbled slightly and heard a faint clang. Quickly, Yelo bent down and felt the ground. Jolah had been kind to her that night. Her hands found a small blunt knife, not much bigger than a nail file. Yelo felt the nicks and cracks on the blade. The handle had broken off. The knife was very small. Just suitable for cutting vegetables and the perfect tool to open her shackles! She thanked her Goddess for this find.

Now she was no longer defenseless and immediately felt much better. Quickly she slipped it in her right boot. She would sharpen it later with a stone. But first, she had to escape!

When she returned with her arms full of wood, Lordt was standing in the middle of the circle, telling some story with wide gestures. She couldn’t understand him, but his comrades seemed to be enjoying themselves. They laughed and hooted. Just then he paused and let Sara hand him the wine. As he drank, his eyes roomed lecherously over her body.

“Well, my beauty, we’re about to get to know each other a little better.”

He threw the wineskin away, grabbed Sara by the        hips and greedily pulled her up against him. Breathing heavily, he looked at her face.

“And who knows, if you’re a nice to me, maybe I’ll     think about buying you for myself.”

Sara leaned back in disgust, trying to get free. Already his hand was snatching at her breast and pinching it painfully. Sara gasped. Every attempt to ward off the rooming hands failed. Yelo watched in horror as Sara cried out in fear while Lordt was laughing. He pulled Sara even tighter against him and grabbed her buttocks. Firmly he pressed Sara against his own body. Sara tried to back away, but suddenly Korlas was standing behind her. He glared angrily at Lordt. Then he grabbed Lordt’s hands and tried in vain to detach them from Sara’s body.

“First I’ll take her for a ride, Lordt.”

The wild flicker in his eyes revealed how much he         disliked Lordt. Resolutely he grabbed Sara’s left arm.

“She’s my property! I captured her! I alone decide who gets to fuck her! Do you understand that? So, keep your paws off her!”

The slight tremor in his voice showed how upset he   really was. Suddenly it became very quiet. The men looked tensely at Korlas and Lordt, who were now     facing each other and glaring angrily. Lordt seemed speechless by so much audacity. Slowly he released Sara. She took the opportunity and quickly put a few steps between herself and him, but she did not get far. Still Korlas held her left arm tightly.

“How dare you!” roared Lordt angrily. “You are a weakling, a wimp! And here, in front of the others, you are suddenly playing the hero? It’s about time I teach   you a lesson!”

Angrily, he tore his two daggers from their sheaths. Korlas let go of Sara’s arm and backed away a few steps, fumbling for his own dagger.

Yelo saw his fingers grasp the knife handle. Slowly, he unsheathed it and stood with his legs apart in front of the taller Lordt. Both fixed themselves. None of the other men were paying attention to anything else anymore. A circle had formed around the two men, who, not taking their eyes off each other, strode in circles.

No one paid any more attention to Sara, who continued to back away when she was suddenly grabbed by her arm again!

“Not again! Let me g–”

Her cry was stifled by a hand across her mouth. Sara turned around. Yelo put a finger to her lips and motioned her to back away further. When they finally left the circle of men, they both breathed a sigh of relief.

“Now, Sara! Let’s get out of here!”

Anxiously, Sara shook her head.

“No, will see us! Not yet!”

Yelo looked intently at Sara. She just felt now was the right time and didn’t want to argue any further.

“Sara, they are distracted. Now is exactly the right time! Come on!”

Yelo was getting impatient. Why was Sara resisting like this? She tried to pull Sara by the arm a bit towards the cargo carts and thus out of the men’s sight. Finally, Sara gave in and together they crept from cart to cart. They slowly approached the edge of the forest. Once they were there, they could make their way to the entrance of the valley under the cover of the trees. But they weren’t there yet. Yelo stopped and looked up at the sky. Jagra had not yet risen. It wasn’t even midnight yet. She squatted down and pulled the small knife from her boot.

“Yelo?”

“Wait, give me a moment...” Surprised, Yelo heard a small click and the shackles fell to the floor.

“Sara, it worked! It really worked!” Yelo couldn’t believe it. She turned to Sara and held up the shackles.

“They’re off!”

Sara looked incredulous at first, but then started to grin.

“How?”

“I’ll explain later,” Yelo said, putting the knife away.

Behind her, the fight between Lordt and Korlas didn’t seem to have started yet. She could hear the savage insults they both hurled at each other. If they were lucky, this would distract even the guards. She could well imagine nobody would want to miss this spectacle. Lordt was simply too unpopular with his comrades with his boasting.

Yelo could already make out the edge of the forest. She estimated the distance at perhaps fifty paces. Between her and the protective forest stood loosely distributed individual merchant carts. Yelo was glad they weren’t standing so close together. This way no merchant should be able to discover them. Nevertheless, they had to be careful.

The darkness provided the perfect cover. Isen was in the new moon and Frew was so low no light fell into the little valley. Yelo crouched down and motioned for Sara to do the same.

“Crap!”

Sara stumbled. Her dress, though quite pretty, was of little use. It kept getting tangled in her legs. Yelo watched Sara struggling.

“This isn’t going to work, Sara. Wait.”

Yelo crept away. It was not far to her night spot. There she had hoarded some bread and she hoped to find Sara’s actual clothes. Although her thin summer pants provided no real protection against the cold, they were much more practical than this dress. Even if the small detour cost a little time, they would make up for it quickly if Sara could move reasonably.

Yelo was lucky - she reached her night spot unseen, and everything was there. Quickly she made a small makeshift bag out of Sara’s things and slipped back.

“Oh!”

Sara twitched surprised as Yelo whispered in her ear.

“Here, your clothes. Put them on so we can get going.”

Yelo waved the handful of clothes in front of Sara. The latter grabbed them and began to struggle to peel herself out of the dress.

“Yelo - help please.”

Sara tugged at the fabric, but the dress was stuck half over her head and wouldn’t budge. Yelo almost started to laugh. But this wasn’t the place for it. She quickly pulled the small knife from her boot and cut the ribbons in which Sara was hopelessly tangled. Soon Sara was standing in front of her in her own pants. They decided to cut up the dress and take it with them. From a few scraps, Yelo made herself a small bag in which she stowed her bit of bread. With the rest they would later pad their own clothes to protect themselves from the cold.

Quietly, they moved forward. Thirty more steps to go, but now there was only open ground till the edge of the forest.

“We have to crawl, there is no other way,” Yelo whispered.

She pushed her makeshift bag onto her back and tightened the strap. Hopefully, it would not slip down. Then she lay down and motioned for Sara to do the same. Very slowly they crawled forward. Although Sara wasn’t very used to sneaking up, Yelo was amazed at how skillfully she did it. Finally, unseen, they reached the edge of the forest, where they both stood up. They crept on, hunched over. Yelo took Sara’s hand and led the way.

“We must get to the valley entrance. I’m sure the fight will be over soon, and then they’ll realize we’re gone.”

Sara nodded and pointed ahead. As quietly as possible, they crept under the shelter of the trees toward the entrance. The ground was covered in wet foliage and soon Yelo’s shoes were soaked. At least the rotting leaves muffled their footsteps. Nearly soundless, they snuck along toward the valley entrance. Yelo saw already the fire which marked the entrance to the valley. Usually, a sentinel stood next to it to warm himself a little, but at the moment the place was deserted. Yelo turned to Sara and grinned broadly.

“I guess curiosity killed the cat after all. They’re gone! Quick now!”

This was the trickiest part so far of their escape. They had to leave the shelter of the trees. The entrance was a wide gap in the rock, brightly lit by the fire. Yelo hesitated. On both sides were sheer rock walls with sharp edges. The rock shimmered bare in the bright glow of the fire. Plants simply didn’t find enough support here. If they wanted to get out of the valley, they had to give up their hiding place and step into the firelight. Yelo took a deep breath. It was now or never.

“Let’s go!”

She hurried off. Sara seemed taken aback, but followed only a blink later. Yelo sprinted toward the entrance as fast as her legs could carry her. Already the firelight reached her body. Her breath came in gasps, echoing far in the night stillness. Running along the edge of the glow, Yelo crossed the valley entrance, closely followed by Sara. Once through, Yelo turned left, back into the shelter of the trees. She slowed down and listened into the darkness. When no warning call sounded, relief flooded through her veins. Nobody had seen them! However, the days in captivity and the new injuries were taking their toll.

“Sara, I can’t run any further!”

They stopped. Panting heavily, Yelo tried to keep her balance. Even if she wanted to put as much distance as possible between herself and the camp with the men, running was out of question.

“Where now?” Sara questioned.

Yelo wanted to go southeast. She was going to keep her promise to Ghane and seek out Jelemora. But where did Sara want to go?

“I’m going to Fresta. I promised an old friend to visit Jelemora. If she agrees I’ll start my training with her.”

“So, what you want to learn?”

“Um ...”

Now it became complicated. How was she supposed to explain something she herself did not exactly understand? She could hardly say she seemed to be the last one of a long-dead priestly caste and now had to acquire knowledge and learn to fight to save the world from a dark God. Couldn’t she?

“Um, I ... well I ...” She cleared her throat and tried again. “Look, Jelemora is kind of a holy woman. She knows about plants and stuff.”

“Medicine woman you become?”

Sara snorted. The idea seemed to amuse her splendidly because she didn’t stop giggling. Slowly, Yelo was    getting annoyed she had said anything at all. Maybe she should have said something more mysterious. But now it was too late.

“Where do you want to go?” asked Yelo, trying to distract her.

At the question, Sara fell silent.

“I not know. Parents no longer. Aunt in Ljhsare. Maybe get work there and allowed to stay.”

Yelo nodded. They could walk most of the way    together. In Fresta, Sara would surely find traders who could take her back to the capital of Ghere. But they couldn’t go directly southeast. They had to detour. Yelo had roamed the woods long enough to know her pursuers would do everything they could to catch her again. And first they would look for them in the direction from which they had come. They couldn’t go back in a straight line.

“Hmm, I don’t think we can go back toward Reven right away. That’s where they’ll look for us first. We should make a turn. Let’s go north first. I don’t know how     long they will spend their time looking for us, but certainly not more than three to four days. Then we’ll turn east and finally south until we get to Fresta.       Even though I’ve never been here, I know my way around the woods. So, this should work. Hopefully we’ll shake them off that way.”

Sara nodded.

“Good plan. We do so. But where is north?”

Yelo smiled in disbelief. It was beyond her how anyone could not know where north was. She smiled at Sara and pointed up into the night sky.

“Look, we’ll just follow Frew.”

The moon was low. Pale and wan, it was just visible through the treetops. To their left, the mountains towered.

“That way.”

She pointed ahead with her hand. Even though everything hurt her, they had to get away from here. Their escape would soon be noticed and then they were no longer safe. Yelo grabbed Sara’s hand and pulled her into the forest.





IV


Since morning, they had been walking in an almost impenetrable thicket. The ground was knee-deep with rotting leaves and small roots. Surrounded by a constant semidarkness hardly any daylight reached them. Three days ago, they had turned their backs on the mountains and headed east. The forests here were full of unknown plants and sounds. It was almost impossible to get through.

So far Jolah seemed to be kind to them. The weather was mild, and they were spared the rain. They had found enough water along the way to quench their thirst. Yelo had made small snares, with the help of which she had managed to catch two small rabbit-like creatures. The animals provided much needed food. At first it had been difficult to start a fire on the damp forest floor but finally Yelo managed to get the fire going. They were so hungry they didn’t even wait for the meat to cook and gobbled it down half raw. But after almost a moon and a half of starving, the meat had tasted as delicious as anything Yelo had ever eaten. She had made makeshift water hoses from the skins and a small bow from the sinews and a flexible branch. As arrows she used small, sharpened sticks, the tip of which she had hardened in the small fire. It wasn’t much, but she felt safer that way.

Yelo struggled ahead, closely followed by Sara. But it was an extremely laborious undertaking. She had trouble keeping direction. Again and again, she climbed a tree to determine the exact path. But as far as she could see, lush, dark green with a gentle, purple glow stretched out in long, drawn-out undulations before her eyes. A never-ending sea of leaves as far as the eye could see. Back on the ground, the plants enclosed them like a curtain. They couldn’t see further than two steps and the constant twilight tugged at their nerves. Yelo felt increasingly tense. Her tuned senses were sounding an alarm. Even though she couldn’t see anything, she knew they weren’t alone. Someone was following them. Or something. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t make out any pursuers. Or was the strange environment playing tricks on her? Every time she had climbed a tree, the forest below seemed completely motionless. So far, she hadn’t shared her apprehension with Sara; she didn’t want to worry her unnecessarily. The dense forest and the constant twilight didn’t leave Sara completely cold either.

Imperceptibly, the shadows grew longer, and the twilight intensified. It was time to find a place to rest.

With a sigh she handed Sara her bow and climbed up a tree. It wasn’t easy, but finally she reached the top. The sight that met her eyes was truly breathtaking. In the light of the setting sun, the dark green of the canopy of leaves turned into bright purple. But she couldn’t enjoy the sight. Something was wrong. The little hairs on her arms stood up. Her already tense nerves seemed to be playing tricks on her. They had gotten the direction wrong! Instead of going east, they had gone north. How could that even happen? After all, they had followed the course of the sun. Somehow, she must have been mistaken. She couldn’t believe it. She had never been this wrong before. Shaking her head, she continued to look around for a suitable resting place. Seeing no gap in the forest indicated a clearing, they would have to spend the night in the thicket again. Yelo was about to climb back down when she heard a dull rumble. Something was moving below her. It seemed as if the forest floor was coming alive. The trees swayed back and forth and up and down. Yelo struggled to hold on. There! A pungent, but at the same time familiar smell penetrated her nose. Like vinegar, but at the same time sweet and musty like rotten carrots. It reminded her very much of Habeliks, a very rare plant whose roots were dried and ground. Brewed as a tea, the herb put everyone to sleep. But you had to be careful not to overdose. If you took too much, you would never wake up. Ghane had always used it when she had set someone’s bones or worse. It was sometimes better if people were asleep and didn’t notice. With the smell came sounds. Throaty, grunting sounds. Deafeningly, they masked even the rumble of the swaying ground.

Yelo didn’t have the slightest idea what creatures might be making those noises, but she was scared. Fear rose and took her breath away. The impulse to flee became overwhelming. But she was stuck here, trapped in the top of the swaying tree. What about Sara! She was in danger once these creatures discovered her!

“Sara! Hide!”

But Sara didn’t answer. Suddenly she heard a scream. Wood splintered and branches snapped. After that, there was silence.

As hard as Yelo tried, she couldn’t see anything up here in the canopy. She had to get down! Now! She had to check on Sara.

“Sara! Sara! What’s going on? Please answer!”

As fast as she could, she climbed down. She was lucky not to slip on the swaying tree. Arriving on the still quivering ground, she was confronted with a frightening sight. Around her, branches lay splintered, some small trees torn out. Like a swath, the destruction cut through the dense undergrowth, forming a tunnel through the thicket.

There was no sign of Sara.

Yelo didn’t know what those creatures were or if they were still around. Her first thought was of Sara. She had to find her!

“Sara!”

Her call echoed unusually loud in the silence which had now fallen. Yelo listened. But there was no answer. Where was she? Had she gone into hiding? Or had her warning come too late?

“Sara, stop hiding and come out now!” shouted Yelo again. “They’re gone.”

Worried, she looked at the thicket that seemed to be getting closer with every breath. Sara did not answer. She was gone. Yelo feared whatever it had been that   had come through here had taken Sara.

The still swaying ground made her nauseous and she threw up. Her stomach cramped and she felt increasingly miserable. She wanted to throw herself     on the floor and wait until she got better. But she didn’t have time. She had to find Sara. Whoever or       whatever had captured Sara was getting farther and farther away. With difficulty, Yelo kept on her feet, trying to find tracks on the moving ground. But other than her broken bow, she discovered nothing else. She would have no choice but to follow the trail of destruction to get to Sara.

With her stomach still revolting, Yelo staggered into the tunnel of trees. She ran as fast as she could, but again and again she fell on the twisting ground. Soon, even the last bit of light was gone.

With the onset of darkness, the swaying of the ground had also stopped, but she still had the feeling every- thing was shaking beneath her. By now, darkness had fully fallen. Here, on the forest floor, it was impenetrable. Yelo couldn’t even see her hand in front of her eyes. As hard as it was, she couldn’t go any further. The feeling of abandoning Sara was overwhelming. But in this darkness, she could too easily err and run in the wrong direction. Then she would never find Sara. No, it was better to rest now and start at first light to look for Sara.

Yelo climbed a tree and made herself comfortable in a wide branch fork. The trunk at her back and the canopy surrounding her protected her a little from the night wind, but she had nothing against the cold which slowly crept up. She tore off a few twigs and covered herself. Anxiously, Yelo listened to the sounds of the nocturnal forest. Again and again, she expected to hear the guttural sounds. Once she thought she heard someone screaming in the distance, but she didn’t know if it was just her imagination. For when she listened intently, nothing but silence echoed back to her. Slowly, Yelo drifted off to sleep.




❖      

The next morning rudely awoke her. Thick raindrops fell on her face. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but it was already dawning. Time to set out. Clumsily, Yelo climbed down from the tree. Her limbs were still stiff from the cold and clammy from the rain. She didn’t want to lose another moment. Quickly she followed the trail of destruction.

For a long time Yelo followed the tracks. Whoever or whatever had abducted Sara seemed to need no rest. As hard as she tried, barely sleeping, and feeling her way through the darkness, she couldn’t catch up. The trail led steadily in a northwesterly direction. Finally, after three days of incessant walking, the tunnel widened. It seemed as if something big had trampled down everything within a radius of fifty paces here. The acrid stench was unbearable. The floor showed several hollows, as if someone had slept in them. But they were too large for a human being. Who had rested here? And where was Sara? In the center of the circle, Yelo could make out the remains of a large fire. The ashes were cold. There was nothing else to find here. No traces of Sara. Yelo was increasingly worried about her. Was she still alive? And if so, where was she?

With a heavy heart, she left the campsite and continued to follow the tracks leading her through the dense forest.

As she followed Sara’s captors, she slowly noticed a change in her surroundings. The thicket had become increasingly thinner, and the trees were no longer as close together. Now she focused on it, she could also make out a few wisps of sky between the treetops now and then. At last, she had left the strange, dense forest. Yelo was exhausted and her stomach growled. The chase had left her no time to search for edibles or to hunt. Every now and then she tore a few leaves from the trees she thought were edible, to assuage the worst of her hunger. However, they were anything but tasty. Yelo had her trouble choking down the bitter, woody greens, only to vomit them up again shortly after. Only water was available in great quantities. It had been raining incessantly since she had begun her search for Sara. And even though she’d been relatively protected in the thicket, there wasn’t a single part of her body that wasn’t soaked and cold. She was frozen through and exhausted as never before in her life. And slowly Yelo realized she might not be able to catch up with Sara. She’d been running for days, and yet she didn’t feel like she’d made up any ground.

Meanwhile, dusk had already fallen. Again, Yelo hadn’t been able to catch up with Sara’s captor. Resigned to the idea of spending another night in uncertainty about Sara’s fate, Yelo decided to take a break. At least it had stopped raining now. Just as she was about to look for a suitable place to sleep, her senses once again sounded the alarm. Her heartbeat quickened, the little hairs on her arms and the back of her neck stood up. A light breeze carried the sweetly acrid stench of rotten carrots. With each step, the smell grew stronger. Tension coursed through her body as she followed her nose. She had finally caught up with Sara’s captor! Incredible relief spread through her. Cautiously, she followed the scent. They were close, she knew it! And there, now she could also hear sounds. Slowly, Yelo stalked closer.

Darkness had now fallen in its entirety. She decided to wait a little. As much as she felt the urge to rush to Sara’s aid, she had to proceed wisely. Otherwise, she too would be captured and then she would be of no help to anyone. No, Yelo would rest for a short while and sneak up later and find out if Sara was still alive. She hoped so and prayed fervently to Jolah.

Between the trees the ground was rocky. Isen and Frew had risen. The forest floor glittered in the dim light of the moons about thirty paces ahead of her. Slowly, Yelo crept there. And true enough, she was not disappointed. A small depression had formed there, where the rainwater had collected. Only now Yelo felt how thirsty she was. Hastily she lay down and drank her fill. Then she filled her small water hose. It was time to look around for Sara. On the tips of her toes and fingers she crawled forward, towards the pungent stench. Carefully she scanned the ground. No dry branch or fallen leaf should betray her. In was slow progress that way, but she didn’t want to take any chances. Finally, she caught the faint scent of smoke in the air. Whoever had kidnapped Sara had lit a fire. So, it had to be humans. Animals don’t make fires. She was a little relieved by the thought.

There was still hope for Sara. Maybe slave traders had taken her again.

The wind was favorable and so Yelo followed her nose. Finally, she saw a barely noticeable flicker in the darkness between the trees. She was close! Excitement welled up. She decided to make a half circle and stalk sideways. Frew had already set and Jagra was in full glory in the starry night sky when Yelo finally reached the camp.

What she saw made her confidence sink. Huge, dark figures lay on the ground. They weren’t human! Lying down, the figures already reached up to her shoulders. How big they must have been when they stood before her! The miserable stench, which Yelo had been following for days, emanated from them. How could they stand it themselves? A small fire burned in the center, illuminating the darkness within a radius of about thirty paces. In the glow of the flames, Yelo counted nine of these beings. Sara was nowhere to be seen. Slowly, Yelo crawled along the edge of the camp, always careful to stay in the dark and not get caught in the firelight.

The lone voice of a night bird broke the otherwise silent night. The ground beneath her vibrated slightly, as if picking up her heartbeat. Yelo took a deep breath. She had to keep calm and find Sara. She had to be here somewhere.

By now she had circled almost the entire night camp but she couldn’t find Sara anywhere. To Yelo’s amazement, the creatures hadn’t posted any guards. Apparently, they felt perfectly safe even without them. However, she could hardly imagine an opponent who could be dangerous to these creatures.

Again, the voice of the night bird sounded - this time closer. Involuntarily, Yelo looked up at the treetops. In the pale moonlight, she spotted a cage swinging high in the treetops. How had it gotten there? Was this the place where these creatures held Sara captive? The cage hung from a strong rope that had been thrown over the lower, strong branches of the tree. The end of the rope was wrapped around a huge war axe someone had driven into the ground. The axe was half the size of Yelo herself and had to be incredibly heavy. At least too heavy for her. Such crap! Not only did she doubt she would be able to pull the axe out of the ground. She also wouldn’t be able to hold the cage by herself and thus keep it from falling. Furthermore, it seemed almost impossible to get into the middle of the night camp and untie the rope without someone waking up. Either way, she first had to be sure Sara was up there.

Yelo slowly crawled to the tree trunk and straightened up. No matter how much she stretched, she could not reach the lower branches. Ten paces away stood a smaller tree. The branches there hung within her reach. She would have to jump to get from there to that tree, which would be difficult, but she didn’t really have a choice. Quickly she scurried over, grabbed the branches, and pulled herself up. The bark of the tree was damp and slippery, and the darkness made what seemed so easy during the day even more difficult. Again and again, she had to seek new footholds. She slipped several times, but finally she reached the top. The crown stretched wide, but compared to the huge tree next to it, it looked more like a sapling. Yelo chose the branch closest to the tree with the cage and balanced toward the end. Her feet kept slipping and she had to pull herself up with her hands. Eventually, she felt the branch begin to give way under her weight. She couldn’t go further. A little further up, at some distance, one of the middle branches of the large tree reached almost to hers. The gap wasn’t so big, maybe two paces. She had to jump. But would she make it? She used to play often with the others at the lake, jumping into the water from the trees that stood at the edge. But this was something completely different! Fifteen paces below, there was no water to cushion an impact, only the hard, rocky forest floor! But she had already made up her mind. Yelo began bobbing up and down on the branch until the swing was so strong, she crouched down and allowed herself to be catapulted upward with the next bounce.

Yelo stretched and grabbed the branches until she finally had a firm grip. As quickly as she could, she pulled herself up. Her heart raced and she paused briefly to catch her breath. Then she climbed, as fast as she could, to the branch where the cage hung. She peered in from above but could make out nothing but darkness.

“Sara!” whispered Yelo. “Sara! Are you there?”

She got no answer but didn’t dare raise her voice any further. Slowly, she lowered herself down the rope to the cage. It had been made of roughly cut branches and twigs. The construction was one step high and about three steps long. Inside, Yelo could make out a figure. She lay there like a doll, squeezed into a too-tight basket. Relief spread through her. She had found Sara! Finally! Yelo carefully reached through the bars and got hold of an arm. She clasped it and shook it gently.

“Sara, wake up!”

Only a low moan came from the cage. She felt for the latch of the cage, but it took her a while to find it. On the bottom dangled a heavy chain with a huge lock. She hoped despite its size, the lock worked just like the smaller issues. While she hung on the bottom of the cage with one hand, Yelo fiddled with the lock with the other hand in which she held her small knife. She carefully inserted it into the opening and tried to reach the small pin inside with the blade to push it aside. It was almost impossible, but finally it gave in to her efforts. A small click and the lock shackle opened. She had to use all her dexterity to get it off the chain without it falling off. But finally, it was done and she very slowly, link by link, removed the chain from the opening. She was lucky, Sara was lying on the edge, and she was able to open the small hatch inward. With effort that required all of her acrobatic skills, Yelo finally got into the cage. She could only kneel and had to be careful not to step on Sara. Yelo crawled in the direction where she thought Sara’s head was and turned her over by the shoulders. It took Yelo a while to realize it was indeed Sara she was holding there. In the pale light of Jagra, Yelo looked at her face. She seemed to be asleep, but Yelo felt the feverish warmth radiating from her body. Her clothes were soaked, and the metallic smell of clotted blood and excrement reached her nostrils.

Fear rose in her. Had she come too late again? Was there nothing she could do to protect the people she loved? Sadness constricted her throat. Anger and disappointment brought tears to her eyes. She had come too late! Deep inside, Yelo understood Sara was dying. She didn’t need to be able to see her for that. She just knew it. And she sensed death would be a welcome guest for Sara. Quietly and carefully, she cradled Sara in her arms as her tears dripped unhindered onto the scant remains of Sara’s robe.

“Yelo?”

Her voice was raspy, little more than a whisper.

“It’s me, Sara - I’m here! I’m so sorry! I tried everything, but I just found you today.”

“You here. Good.”

Sara swallowed. Her breath came shallow and Yelo knew how hard it must be for Sara to speak. She placed her hand on Sara’s cheek and gently stroked it.

“Shh, shh, don’t speak. I’ll get you out of here, you’ll see, everything will be fine.”

Sara shook her head.

“Too late. They have ...”

Sara’s voice broke and a sob escaped her throat.

“They did bad. My leg, Yelo, they ate my leg! I can’t ... please help me!”

Sara clasped Yelo’s hand. In a tear choked voice Sara pleaded, “Please!”

Horror spread through Yelo as it slowly dawned on her what Sara was asking. Terrified, she shook her head and tried to pull her hand away. But she couldn’t escape Sara’s grasp. And it was clear to her why Sara was so feverish. She had to have gangrene or worse. What kind of creatures were these who ate their captives alive! Never before had she felt so helpless. She knew what Sara wanted and was afraid of it at the same time. She’d never done anything like this before, except for the episode last summer, but she hadn’t been in her right mind then. Here, now, this was something completely different! She couldn’t do it! And even more: she didn’t want to!

She didn’t want to stay behind, alone in this world that seemed to know nothing but cruelty.

“Sara, please! I can’t!” pleaded Yelo.

“Please, Yelo!”

Her voice was a mere breath.

“Please make me dead. I no more can. Don’t want to be eaten. Please, I want to go home. Yelo! Please ...!”

Naked horror gripped Yelo. Desperation took her breath away.

“Sara, I can’t! Please don’t ask me to do this. We’ll find another way, I’m sure. You’ll see.”

“No other way. Please ... parents waiting – I…I already see them. Please ...!”

Her feverish hands grabbed Yelo’s and wrapped them around her neck.

“Please, Yelo! Please!”

Horrified, Yelo stared at her own hands.

“Never! I… I just can’t. Please Sara, you have to understand. I don’t want to be alone; I need you.”

Yelo wrenched her hands free and hugged Sara. She was sobbing hard, and Sara held her until Yelo’s crying died down. At that moment, Yelo was just a child who wanted to be protected. She didn’t want to be alone. Didn’t want to see the cruelties of this world. Deep inside Yelo knew she was acting like an immature child. Her selfishness alone prevented her from putting Sara out of her misery. This wasn’t fair. For the past two moons, Sara had always been by her side, helping her. But Yelo didn’t want to let her go. She had already lost her village and now Sara? The only person who meant something to her? No, that couldn’t be! She couldn’t kill her. It was just too much! She couldn’t. Yelo resisted the realization Sara probably wouldn’t survive the next day with her bad injuries, and then she would be alone anyway.

“Sara? Those creatures down there, what are they? Did they do this to you?”

Yelo raised her head to look at Sara. Her usually bright eyes gleamed like pale, almost extinguished stars in the moonlight.

“That be trilljas.”

So, these were trilljas? Yelo closed her eyes in horror. How horrible the sight must have been when they raided her village.

“Yelo, please ...”

Sara’s voice, barely audible, snapped her out of her thoughts.

“Please.”

Yelo knew there was no turning back. What Sara was asking for was a gesture of friendship. And it was all Yelo could do for her anymore. If she really wanted to be a friend to her, she had to do it. Even if it would break her heart. Never before had she taken a person’s life. She didn’t know if she could do it at all. Fearful, Yelo looked into Sara’s pain-distorted face. Dark eyes looked at her hopefully. Yelo was desperate. Her heard was beating so hard she feared it would burst right out of her chest. With shaky hands she reached for Sara’s neck.

“Sara, I ...”

Her voice cracked. Taking a deep breath, she started again.

“I ...”

With an effort, Sara raised her hand and placed her fingers on Yelo’s lips.

“I know, Yelo.”

Quickly, Yelo leaned over Sara and kissed her tenderly.

Then she closed her eyes and her hands brought Sara the salvation she craved.




❖      

When it was done, Yelo tilted her head upwards and a scream escaped her throat which had nothing human about it. Anger and desperation swept over her, and she felt a surge of strength she had never felt before. Once again, she screamed into the darkness. They would pay for this!

Something stirred beneath her - the trilljas were awakening. Now, in the flickering glow of the fire, she could see the huge figures better for the first time. They were nearly twice the size of a full-grown man, with huge muscular arms and legs. Their shoulders, upper arms, and thighs were covered with thick, stringy fur. Their bodies were clad in roughly tailored leather armor and their faces were distorted grimaces. Instead of noses, Yelo could make out only two holes. Huge tusks protruded from their mouths.

Ghane had told her then the story about the battle of the Gods Jolah and Ischion, which had destroyed the known world eons ago. Jolah, along with the elendeari, had victory in sight when Ischion resorted to a ruse. He created the Werenger. The only feelings he gave them were hatred and greed for human flesh. Their size and unbridled will for destruction almost turned the tide of the battle, until they were finally defeated by the elendeari in a final, all-important battle and pushed back to the northwest. This battle had taken a great toll among the elendeari. There were not enough of them left alive to consolidate Jolah’s rule. So, the Goddess Jolah created the Suvris, as descendants of the elendeari and the humans. She gave them a power superior to any human but also the wisdom of the elendeari to use it wisely.

The werenger were completely destroyed and had not been seen since that time. However, centuries later, there were tales of giant monsters in the northwest looking like the dark God in the flesh and were said to be descended from the Werenger. When they finally left their land Wramgar and went murdering and pillaging through the lands, they were given the name trilljas. And now these same creatures stood there. Yelo felt no fear, only an unbridled hatred ran through her body. Here they were! They had killed Ghane and wiped out her entire village! And now Sara too!

It was time! Time for revenge! With a cry, Yelo climbed out of the cage and grabbed the rope to lower herself down as a deafening noise erupted. Yelo froze. Below her, the bushes and trees became alive and a perhaps a hundred soldiers advanced into the clearing with swords and spears drawn. Any trilljas who hadn’t already risen were immediately cut down. The others were overwhelmed even before they realized what had come over them. They had nothing to oppose the human superiority.

Yelo came to live and climbed up the tree as fast as she could. She had barely retreated into the protective canopy when she heard the first voices and shouts. She didn’t know the language. It wasn’t as guttural as of the men from Ghere. The sounds were more reminiscent of something Ghane used to hum when spinning wool.

Yelo watched as the fire was stoked and soon the entire clearing was bathed in bright, flickering light. The buzz of voices below her increased until finally a carriage of some sort came rolling into the clearing. The armed soldiers bent their knee as the door opened. Out stepped a woman. But she was no ordinary woman. She held her head with a grace Yelo had never seen in a human before. Her gait was upright. It almost seemed as if she were floating. Her face glowed in the reddish firelight, revealing a straight, shapely nose and long, softly curved lips. When she spoke, her teeth shone like pearls in the darkness. She radiated a natural authority. This could only be a queen, Yelo was sure of that!

What was she to do now? She was in an area she didn’t know; winter was almost here. Should she put herself in the hands of these people? What if they sold her back into slavery? After her experiences over the last few moons, Yelo didn’t know if she could trust them. She decided to resume her original plan and head south. One last time she looked down at Sara, regretting not being able to bury her. But surely it wouldn’t be long before the people down there would discover the rope, the cage, and with it, her too. With one last look at Sara, she climbed down from the tree and crept back into the cover of darkness.





V


Winter had long since set in and Yelo was still on the move. The cloudy sky did not let the light of the stars through even at night. To determine an exact direction was almost impossible. The only solid landmark was the huge snow-covered mountains towering to her right. Yelo had managed to catch a few rabbits, but hunger was gnawing at her more and more. The cold bit into her bones and paralyzed her limbs. She was tired  to the bones but knew better than to lie down. If she did, she wouldn’t get up again. Exhausted and trembling, she put one foot in front of the other. Everything inside her screamed for her to rest. But the icy ground would be her deathbed. Therefore, she couldn’t give in.

A blizzard came up and tore at her few clothes. With sheer willpower, she struggled forward. She had         long since been deprived of her sight. The snow fell so thickly she felt her way blindly. And with the storm came the icy air. Yelo could barely feel her legs or arms.  Again and again, she slipped and fell, only to be caught by the soft but freezing blanket of snow. It was increasingly difficult to free herself from its soft embrace and to pick herself up again. She was so exhausted she was paying less and less attention to her surroundings. Shivering she staggered on. Suddenly the ground beneath her was gone and she fell. So now it’s over, she thought, as darkness enveloped her.

❖      

The smell of roasting meat woke her up. She was warm and comfortable, as she hadn’t in a long time. So, this is what it’s like to be dead and in Jolah’s realm, she thought, wondering if she would find Sara and Ghane here.

“Sinfra, look who’s finally awake.”

The voice came from her right. With difficulty, she opened her eyes. A man with countless wrinkles on his face smiled at her. A cold nose, followed by a wet tongue, brushed her face. She looked to her left and straight into two rainbow-colored eyes scrutinizing her intently.

She lost herself in the intense colors of these eyes and it almost seemed to her as if she could look through them into the soul of this animal. Yes, she almost believed she could hear a voice. Deep and primal, ancient, and somehow familiar. She blinked and rubbed her eyes. There was a dekal in front of her, she was sure of it! Ghane had told her about them. Dekale existed already in the times of the elendeari. It was said dekals had their own mystical past, closely intertwined with the elendeari. Although the dekals lived so closely with elendeari, they remained in Otheiá when the elendeari left.

Their rainbow-colored irises and dorsal armor gave them their distinctive appearance. They were almost twice the size of wolves. But dekals had also gradually disappeared. Imagining the eyes of these animals and their unusual armor had always fascinated her. And now there was actually a dekal standing in front of her! She couldn’t believe it. Yelo was immediately attracted to this animal.

“Hello beautiful,” Yelo cooed.

With an effort she sat up, reached out and stroked the large head.

“Watch out! Don’t!” The old man cried out in horror. But Yelo had already put her hand to the animal’s head and was scratching its shaggy fur. The old man’s mouth dropped open in amazement.

“How is this possible? This is a dekal, you know. Sinfra is imprinted on only one person, if at all. No one else would dare touch her. I don’t understand ...” He broke off and rubbed his forehead.

Yelo listened to the man with fascination as she scratched the dekal’s belly. Sinfa let out small, murmuring, almost whistling sounds. Slowly, Yelo stroked the thick horn plates which were spread all over the back, finally meeting at the belly. Small tufts of ice-gray fur protruded between the plates. Yelo lost herself in the intense contact with the animal. She was as if in a trance. Mumbling softly, syllables escaped unnoticed from her mouth, the meaning of which she did not know. She had no idea what language it was. But it seemed as if it came from deep within her. Her tongue formed the sounds effortlessly, as if she had spoken no other language in the past. Sinfra seemed to understand them. It was almost as if Yelo’s words wove an invisible web enclosing them both.

The old man stared at her.

“How ...? How ...? I never would have thought ...”

Again, he fell silent, and this time he stood up.

“Sinfra! Come here and leave the girl alone! She needs to get her strength back first.”

Sinfra rose and trotted to her seat, near a small fireplace. Yelo now had time to look around. She was in a narrow rock cave. The walls glittered in the firelight like a thousand tiny stars and were bare except for a small shelf with two plates and several cups and pots. Yelo herself sat on the only piece of furniture, a roughly cobbled-together bed. The entrance was closed with wide wooden boards covered with heavy furs. Yelo could hear a storm raging outside. But in here it was pleasantly warm. How long had she been here? How did she get here in the first place? What had happened?

“You’ve been here for two days.”

It seemed the old man could read her mind.

“I am Mintal.”

Although Yelo’s language seemed familiar to him, he couldn’t hide the fact it wasn’t his native tongue.

She cleared her throat. 

“I am Yelo. Where am I? And how did I get here?”

Mintal raised his hand to interrupt Yelo’s barrage of questions.

“Let’s eat something first,” he suggested. “Then talk–”

He was interrupted by a cough. His rattling breath startled her. Yelo knew such coughing fits. It came in the cold season when one was weakened. Ghane always made tea from Salverai then. It tasted disgusting, but usually helped within two days.

Yelo herself felt rested, but hungry. She didn’t want to lie down again. It just wasn’t right for her to use the old man’s bed any longer than necessary, especially when he was obviously sick.

She jumped up and went to help the old man. In the meantime, he had cut up some roasted venison and held out a large piece to Yelo. She didn’t ask twice and gratefully took the meat. For a long time Yelo had not eaten so well. Her full stomach and the cozy warmth awakened all her spirits. She licked her fingers clean with pleasure and washed everything down with the tea. She smiled gratefully at Mintal, who had long since finished his meal and was watching her. He nodded and took another sip of tea before he began:

“Two days ago, Sinfra brought you here. She came from hunting. Where she found you, I don’t know. She had grabbed you by the scruff of the neck like a young puppy. Ever since I’ve known her, she’s never done anything like that.”

He let his gaze wander. Finally, his gaze rested on the flickering glow of the small fire. A smile played around his lips.

“At first, I thought you were dead. You can’t imagine my joy when I realized there was a spark of life left in you.”

“Why did she take me?” wondered Yelo.

“I can’t tell you that either.” Mintal shrugged. “Dekals seem to have knowledge of their own. Most see them as little more than farm animals, but they have a language of their own. The elendeari spoke to them, you know. They were talking, just as we are now. It is said the elendeari brought them from their world to this one. They promised them to rule Otheiá together, and so it happened for thousands of winters and summers. Dekals were the queens of these forests. Together with the elendeari they kept the world in balance. But when the elendeari left this world, they stayed. Why, nobody knows. They are the legacy of elendeari. At that time dekals became close with the Suvris. You never saw a priestess without her dekal. They were one. Together they protected the queen of the house of Alvituas, chosen by the Goddess, until it all ended. The Suvris disappeared and with them the power of the royal house was somehow lost. That was more than three hundred winters ago. Since that time, war, hunger, and misery have returned to Otheiá.”

He stared into the flames. It was as if his words had brought back a whiff of the old events. Yelo was touched by his story. The breath of the past caressed her like the hand of her mother, whom she had never known. Like a promise.

“What about dekals, Mintal?”

“Huh? Dekals?”

The old man seemed to wake up from a dream. He looked at her briefly and smiled.

“Dekals had retreated deep into the woods. At first, the people tried to make them their companions and use them to protect their herds of cattle. But few were ever tamed. You must know dekals are independent and proud animals. They are predators themselves and must have the freedom to hunt. Their favorite prey is the fallow deer in the woods, but they also hunt rabbits and smaller animals.”

Yelo nodded.

“Yes, Ghane told me dekals form packs of at least ten to fifteen animals for hunting.”

“She’s right about that. That’s what I’ve read, too. They may be loners, but they hunt together. Who is Ghane? Is that your mother?”

“No.” Yelo shook her head. “Ghane is ... was the woman I lived with last winter.” Sadly, she looked down to her feet.

“Ah, yes.”

Yelo looked up and saw Mintal eyeing her thoughtfully. Then he straightened.

“Now, where was I? Ah yes, trying to tame dekals. In the long run, it had been too much of a hassle for the humans to have to go without protection every time they went hunting. Instead, they acquired dogs to protect their herds. Dogs are much smaller than the decals, but they stay with the people and can be fed at home. Of course, their fighting power doesn’t compare to that of dekals, but several dogs can be kept at the same time, and they work together.”

“But how come you have a dekal?” asked Yelo. “How did you tame Sinfra?”

“Oh, no!” Mintal shook his head smiling. “Dekals can’t be tamed. They submit to a person only once and only if this person manages to gain their respect. Then they remain loyal for a lifetime. But you have to know what you’re getting yourself into. Dekals aren’t cuddly animals. They are wild and remain so for their entire lives. And that is very, very long. Sinfra here, for example, has been with me for eighty winters and I’m sure she will spend another eighty winters in this world. Nobody knows exactly how old this species can become or how they reproduce. You have to know, there are only female dekals.”

“But how does that work?” wondered Yelo. “Haven’t you ever seen a dekal puppy?”

“Puppies? No. Come to think of it, I’ve never heard of dekal pups either. Hmm, it remains a mystery.”

The old man smiled and stroked Sinfra’s powerful head.

“Hmm, beautiful one? What do you say about that? Always the mysterious one, aren’t you?”

He laughed out loud and winked at Yelo.

“I think she likes being mysterious a bit, too.”

Sinfra, quite as if she had been following the conversation, opened her muzzle to reveal impressive fangs. It almost seemed like she was laughing. Then she yawned profusely, stretched once more, and curled up again. She laid her head next to the old man’s foot before closing her eyes.

“You find our conversation boring, don’t you? But you’re right. It’s really time for bed. With any luck, by morning the blizzard will have subsided.”

Yelo shifted restlessly back and forth. One urgent question still occupied her mind. She had no idea where ‘here’ actually was. How far had she progressed, on her way to Fresta? She had to know.

“Mintal, where are we actually?”

“We’re right below the Hautingr-Pass, in Mideria, inside the Deusari Mountains.”

“Ah.”

Yelo didn’t have the slightest idea where this mountain range was. Was she on the right track? She looked at Mintal a little lost.

“Where are you from?”

Though not really versed in the geography of Otheiá, Yelo at least knew this.

“From a small village in Reven.”

“Reven? Isn’t that north of the Husir Mountains?”

Yelo nodded.

“I think I’ve been there once. At that time, I came to Ghere by ship. We anchored in the small port town of Dekaja. I hoped to make my fortune with Zemtrius and put all my money into buying the goods.”

He grinned.

“What a fool I was then, young, and naive. Just twenty-two winters old and thought the world was my oyster. When I finally found a caravan in Ljhsare heading west, I thought I was just one step away from fulfilling my dreams. At first everything went well. We crossed Ghere and happily arrived at Festa. Our plan was to head northwest to Mideria and take the Hauntingr-Pass over the Deusari Mountains. But as soon as we reached the pass, wild hordes attacked us. I was lucky to be able to hide in time and thus escape slavery.”

“The hordes, were they trilljas?”

The very thought of these monsters made Yelo shiver.

“No, no, they weren’t trilljas. It was a band of robbers from Graefr. Mountain people who know nothing else except robbing and murdering. Graefr is barren and rocky. There aren’t enough pastures for cattle or forests for logging. Only riffraff and vagabonds are attracted there. People who have nothing left but their own lives. Every summer they plunder and rob the neighboring countries.”

“Why isn’t anyone stopping them?” Yelo wondered.

There had been nothing like this in her village or the surrounding area. If someone stole something, they were punished immediately and had to make amends. But after the debt was paid, the former thief was not chased away, instead remained in the village community. The theft was atoned for and made amends for. But since everyone had little and people helped each other, there was no need to steal from each other at all.

“It’s not that simple, Yelo. As the power of the ruling House of Alvituas dwindled, strife between the individual royal houses increased. No house was strong enough to unite Otheiá. Jolah turned away from humanity and wars and famines broke out. Who was to put a stop to all this? And to make matters worse, trilljas, under their Grand Lord Lokastron, rose up in the northwest and have since covered Otheiá with a dark trail of devastation. Truly, I tell you, there are worse things these days than the mountain people of Graefr!”

He poked a small twig in the embers of the small fire which had almost burned down. Deep wrinkles formed on his forehead as he gazed into the flames.

“These are evil times Yelo, and darkness will soon engulf all of Otheiá.” His voice was now only an ominous whisper.

Yelo was silent, remembering Ghane had prophesied something similar to her. She didn’t know if she would manage to keep her promise or if she’d ever get to Fresta. Now winter had set in, probably not. What should she do? She had no home and no place to spend the winter. She’d have to wait until spring. As soon as it was warm enough, she would be on her way again. Yelo looked up as a thought occurred to her.

“Mintal?”

“Huh?”

“Why are you up here in the mountains in the middle of winter?”

“Oh, my little one, I’m just a little stuck here. Actually, I’m on my way to Herst. There I meet my old friend Kar. Together with his grandson Olef, we plan to make our way over the Hauntingr-Pass to West Mideria. Olef is going to attend a school in Devren. Vanders is probably the most famous school, not only in Mideria, but all of Otheiá. Only very few can afford to send their children there. Olef is lucky Kar himself worked there for a long time and still has old contacts. He will learn diplomacy, martial arts, but also other things, just like a highborn. They even used to teach magic there.”

He grinned.

“The cunning devil!”

“He is a wizard?” Yelo couldn’t believe it!

She’d heard of wizards before, but always thought they were just fairy tales. Ordinary stories that became special with magic. Mintal started to laugh. It shook him so hard he had to hold his stomach.

“Kar a wizard?!” He gasped. “Oh, I wish he’d heard that! He’d burst with pride!”

Slowly his laughter ebbed, and he wiped a tear from the corner of his eye.

“Oh Yelo, no. Kar was a cook there, for over forty winters. In that time, he saw a student or two grow up, and later became a teacher or even the principal himself.”

“And the magic?”

Questioningly, Yelo looked to the old man.

“The story of Vanders is an old one. The school was once founded by elendeari. At that time, magic is said to have been taught there. Later, the Suvris were also trained there. But when they finally disappeared, humans took over the venerable walls and have used them for their own purposes ever since.”

Yelo held her breath. The Suvris had been trained there! Hadn’t she promised Ghane she would be trained? And where better to keep her promise than in the school where the Suvris had once been schooled? She would certainly learn more in Vanders than at Jelemora. Perhaps she could accompany him. Mintal hadn’t noticed Yelo’s thoughts had momentarily digressed.

“The new school year begins at winter solstice. Olef is the same age as you, by the way, if I’m not mistaken. You are sixteen winters old, aren’t you?”

“No.” She shook her head. “This is my thirteenth winter.”

For Yelo, it was nothing new. Most people had trouble estimating her lifespan so far, as she was unusually tall for her age. It took Mintal a while to digest the surprise, too.

“Only thirteen winters?” Surprised, he looked at her with wide eyes. It took him a while to digest this information.

“So, well, huh ... yes. But now tell me, how come you’re out here all alone? Especially at this time of the year? Don’t you have any family to take care of you?”

Yelo hesitated briefly. Could she trust him? So far, he had been very kind to her, but would that stop him from selling her as a slave? Her gaze brushed Sinfra, who had straightened up and was looking at her expectantly. Her gaze was all Yelo needed, and the events of the last few moons just bubbled out of her.

For a long time Mintal listened. His wrinkled face showed no reaction. Even Sinfra did not take his eyes off her for a moment. When Yelo finally came to the moment where she’d released Sara, the tears finally burst out of her.

Mintal rose and took Yelo in his arms. He gently rocked her back and forth and waited until she had calmed down again. Yelo took a deep breath. She felt relieved. A heavy burden had been lifted from her shoulders.

“This is a hard fate which has befallen you. I think these tragic events are meant to teach you something. Although I don’t know what exactly, but I’m sure Jolah didn’t put these burdens on you for nothing. You’ll have to find your own way. And I swear by our Goddess I will do everything in my power to help you. But now come and rest for a while. You are safe here. While you sleep, Sinfra will watch over you and I will think of something.”

He led Yelo over to the bed and tucked her in with care. For Yelo, this was something unusual. For the first time in her life, she felt cared for and protected. Even though she had always taken turns living with a family, she still wasn’t treated like a child of their own. She had always tucked herself in and listened to the stories the mothers or fathers told their own children. Yelo had experienced true care for the first time with Ghane. At the thought of her wrinkled face and clear, wise eyes, a tear ran down her cheek. She quickly wiped the annoying drop away and bit her lips.

Yelo had made a promise to Ghane, and she had sworn by Jolah. She would keep both promises. And finally, she would seek revenge. For Ghane, for Sara, and for her village. She had to become what Ghane had seen in her. The weapon against Ischion and his trilljas. In Vanders, she would begin. She would find and unravel the knowledge of the Suvris and make it her own! First thing tomorrow she would ask Mintal to take her with him. She would try everything to be accepted together with Olef in Vanders. With this thought and again a firm goal in mind, Yelo fell asleep reassured.





VI


The hell of flames raged around her. Yelo could hardly breathe. Blazing flames hungered for her skin. They reached for her. Someone called her. A woman! But she couldn’t see anything. The heat was getting stronger. She couldn’t stay here, had to move on! She shouldn’t stop! There, again a voice calling her. But no matter how hard Yelo tried, she couldn’t recognize anything. There, a movement! A hand reached out from the flames. Their fingers were already touching. Before she could grasp for it - the hand had disappeared, had dissolved. The heat became unbearable and Yelo could no longer breathe. Her breaths became heavy, infinitely heavy. Should she give up? There seemed to be no escape. She couldn’t get away. Terrified, she looked down at herself. Her feet were embraced by twitching shackles. The fire! It had her! It couldn’t end like this! She had to leave! Yelo summoned up all her strength and sure enough: the shackles shattered into countless small, glowing sparks. She began to run. Faster and faster her feet carried her, but the flames followed, threatening to catch up with her. Again, someone was calling for her! The voice was familiar but just as a name was about to form in her mind, she awoke.

Blinking, she opened her eyes and looked into Mintal’s worried face. The dark circles around his tired eyes told her he hadn’t slept. She felt weak and tired. Hmm, that was strange. After all, she had just woken up, hadn’t she? She couldn’t grasp a clear thought. The words and syllables were trickling ponderously through her brain. Her head felt dull.

“Mintal? What happened? I think I’m not quite well.” Her voice was hoarse, and she swallowed painfully.

“Oh, you’re absolutely right. You’ve had a severe fever for four days and I was beginning to lose hope. Sinfra hasn’t left your side for a moment.”

“Sinfra?”

Only now did Yelo notice she was sharing the bed with the huge dekal. She had curled up at the foot of the bed and her head rested beside Yelo’s thighs.

“Oh, I ...” She trailed off.

With difficulty, she straightened up and patted the dekal’s large head. She couldn’t believe she had been asleep for so long.

“Four days? But I felt fine, didn’t I? Why did I have a fever?”

Mintal shrugged his shoulders slightly.

“I don’t know. You were screaming in the middle of the night. When I came to you, you were burning up. It wasn’t until this morning the fever broke.”

“And you didn’t sleep at all, Mintal?”

He shook his head.

“I can sleep long enough later, little one. Don’t you worry about that.”

Yelo felt guilty.

“I’m really sorry.”

“Oh!” He waved it off. “Don’t waste a thought on that. I’m just glad you’re awake now. But to get better, you need to eat something now.”

He turned to Sinfra.

“Come along, my girl. We’ll give Yelo a little more room to breathe. Agreed?”

Sinfra looked once more at Yelo and finally rose. She trotted after Mintal, who was handling a small bowl by the fire. Yelo could have sworn Sinfra had been looking at her worriedly, the rainbow-colored eyes full of questions. Maybe the aftermath of the fever was playing tricks on her. She let herself sink back. Four days. Almost a quarter of a moon! That was a long time. She had had that dream again. But this time something had been different. She had recognized the woman who called her. Even though the name didn’t come to her mind, she knew she wanted to protect her. No, had to protect! Funny. And she hadn’t woken up scared. What did that mean?

Yelo sighed deeply. The answers would have to wait   until she had a clear head again. Why had she developed a fever in the first place? Did she have winter sickness after all? But she felt no other discomfort. Instead, she was emotionally relieved because she had shared her burden with Mintal. It had felt right to tell him about it. Now she felt a little better. The horror had lost some of its terror and she could breathe more freely again.

Mintal brought her a bowl of soup. The root vegetables were delicious and the meat wonderfully tender. Only now did she realize how hungry she was. Greedily she devoured the food and smacked her lips contentedly. Yelo sensed Mintal watching her and looked up. His wrinkled face had twisted into a smile.

“Well, you certainly haven’t lost your appetite. That’s good.”

A coughing fit cut him off. As he had done a few days earlier, his whole body convulsed. Concerned,               Yelo lowered the bowl. That didn’t sound good at all. She straightened up and swung her legs over the            side of the bed. Even though she still felt weak, Mintal was much worse.

“So Mintal, we’re going to switch. You really need to rest. Your cough seems to have gotten worse. Lie down and get some proper sleep. I’ll take care of the food.”

His weak resistance told Yelo how bad he really was.     The lack of sleep and then the cough, he probably had   the winter sickness. He needed to regain his strength. Yelo watched as the old man spread his blanket on        the bed and wrapped himself in it.

“Mintal?”

“Huh?” He had already closed his eyes.

“Do you possibly have any Salverai or other herbs here?”

“Salverai? I don’t know. Last summer I had collected some herbs because I wanted to look into it. I had taken them down ... maybe ... is ... still ...”

His voice drifted away. He had fallen asleep.

Yelo walked over to the fire. Her skin was sticky and itchy, her clothes dirty. It was time for a thorough wash. Body and clothes. After that, she would go in search of the herbs.

As Yelo pushed back the fur curtain in front of the entrance, the cold blew at her from between the wooden beams. She pushed them aside and stepped out into the evening winter day. The air was starry and icy cold. Her breath came in little clouds from her mouth and nose. How good that felt! Although the cold air bit at her lungs, she took deep breaths. Her mind cleared almost instantly, and she enjoyed the view in the setting evening sun. A long valley stretched out before her, surrounded by mountains thickly covered with snow. Yelo was halfway up the northern ridge. Here the rock had formed a natural ledge, forming a kind of roof which protected the entrance to the cave to some extent against wind and weather. She could see the whole length of the valley below her. It was perhaps two hundred paces long. The bottom of the valley was covered with conifers. Their branches bent under the weight of the snow. At least she didn’t have to worry about wood. Already the falling darkness enveloped the valley in blackness and the cold slowly crept into her limbs. Yelo swiftly stepped back into the cave. After some searching, she finally found a bucket, which she filled with snow and placed near the fire. She quickly relieved herself before closing the entrance of the cave again.

After stoking the fire, a little, she checked on Mintal again. He was sleeping fitfully. The pale pallor of his skin told her he must indeed be suffering from winter sickness.

Back at the fire, she picked out the largest cauldron, filled it with snow and hung it over the flames. While she waited for the snow to melt and the water to boil, she examined the contents of the numerous pots that stood on the small shelf. Sure enough, in a small jar were various dried herbs. Mirunte, Haberskraut, and even some dried Salverai leaves. ‘Perfect,’ she thought, and took some of everything. Using a small stone, she ground the herbs into a fine powder and put it all into a small, earthen cup. When the water boiled, she poured on the powder. The tea had to steep thoroughly if it was to develop its full healing power.

Then she washed herself extensively and enjoyed the clean feeling on her skin. In the remaining water she washed her clothes, which she then took outside to freeze dry. Wrapped only in a blanket, Yelo dozed by the small fire and stroked Sinfra. She had been watching her the whole time.

Yelo felt magically attracted to the dekal. Her hands sought contact again and again and tickled the dense fur, which slipped between the horn plates. She laid her head on the wide shoulders of the dekal and closed her eyes. For the first time in a long time, she felt something resembling peace. It seemed as if a weight was lifted from her shoulders. She felt incredibly light with the deep certainty of being on the right path. At that moment, she felt no doubt she had made the right decision. She would be trained and would follow the path the Goddess had predestined for her and Ghane had prophesied.

Mintal’s rattling cough jolted her out of her thoughts. She quickly poured some more hot water and brought him the tea. Carefully, she placed the cup to his lips.

“Drink.”

The old man seemed grateful, but when he took the first sip, his face contorted.

“This tastes like wet hay! What is it?”

“You’ve got the winter sickness. From the few herbs you have here, I made you the tea. Thank the Goddess Salverai was there!”

If Yelo’s voice was pliant at first, now she became resolute.

“Don’t complain - drink! Soon you’ll feel better, you’ll see.”

Obediently, the old man emptied the cup to the last drop. Yelo took the empty vessel from his hand and covered him caringly, just as he had done four days before.

“Get some rest, Mintal. You need to get your strength back. Sinfra and I will take care.”

“Sinfra!”

Desperately, he tried to sit up.

“You have to ... Sinfra! Be careful. The dekal only obeys me. She is ... she must hunt again soon ...”

Yelo gently pushed him back.

“Mintal, I already know. Don’t worry about it. We get along very well. I’ll take care of her.”

She didn’t know if it was her confident voice or fatigue that made him sink back down. But soon after, he was asleep.

Yelo, on the other hand, felt rested. She didn’t feel like sleeping yet, so she decided to take care of her clothes first. Armed with a small torch, she opened the cave exit and searched in the darkness for her things. Stiff and frozen solid, they were a bit bulky. A deep, drawn-out howl in the distance caught her attention. An unknown excitement came over her. The need to just run into the night and follow the sound was overwhelming. A nudge in her side startled her. Sinfra stood next to her, eying her questioningly. Then she looked back into the cave and again at Yelo. Yelo understood.

“You think I’d better go back inside, huh?”

She smiled and scratched Sinfra’s head, which reached her breast. With one last glance into the starry night, she dragged her frozen clothes inside and closed the entrance again.

Sinfra made herself comfortable again near the fire and closed her eyes. Lacking a suitable place to hang her clothes, Yelo had spread them out on the ground near the fire and waited for them to thaw and dry fully in the process. Her stomach growled, so she helped herself to the rest of the soup Mintal had cooked. Finally, with her belly full and wrapped tightly in the blanket, she lay beside the fire on a small pile of brushwood that served as her makeshift bed. Soon her eyes fell shut and she promptly fell asleep.

This time her dreams were calm. She dreamed she was flying over Otheiá on Sinfra’s back. Ghane was standing on the ground below, beckoning to her. She felt free. Free as the wind! An exhilarating feeling.

The next morning, Yelo awoke completely rested and almost fully recovered. Her clothes were dry by now and she put them back on.

A glance outside revealed to her a beautiful, crystal-clear morning. The pale half-crescent of Jagra stood low in the west, while the sun was already rising in the east. The air was icy and clear. No clouds far and wide. This was going to be a wonderful day. Perhaps Yelo would get a chance to hunt. After days of inactivity in the cave, her body urged her to move and breathe fresh air.

to move and breathe fresh air. Sinfra had followed her outside and stood beside her as she surveyed the valley.

“Today I’m going to go down and see if I can catch us something.” Although the dekal wasn’t looking at her, Yelo had a feeling Sinfra would accompany her. This was going to be really exciting. To go hunting together with this creature! She could hardly wait. But first she had to check on Mintal.

“Mintal! Wake up, you need to drink something.”

Gently, she shook the old man by the shoulder. Concerned, she looked at the sunken face. His skin felt hot and feverish even through the thin robe. She was horrified to discover the disease had broken out. The next two days were crucial. Yelo fervently hoped the old man would beat the fever. She just had to make sure he drank enough. Again, she shook him gently.

“Mintal?”

“Huh?” Mintal looked at her confused. His feverish gaze roamed and lingered on her face again. He didn’t seem to know exactly who she was.

“It’s me, Yelo. You’re sick, Mintal.” Yelo showed him the cup. “Come on, you need to drink something!”

She placed the cup of freshly made tea to his lips and waited until he drank it all, then let him go back to sleep.

For her, it was time to get something to eat. She looked around the cave. There were plenty of small straps and ropes, so she used them and a few small pieces of wood to make small snares.

Then she opened the entrance and closed it from the outside, but not completely. This way, fresh air would always enter the cave and grant Mintal a healthier sleep.

Yelo had never hunted with an animal, let alone a dekal. She was excited and full of exuberance. She was going hunting with a dekal! If only Ghane could see her! However, her excitement was not conducive to hunting so she forced herself to calm down. Once again, she took a deep breath. The snow was knee-high, and the air was still icy. In small clouds her breath rose into the bright blue sky. Sinfra stood beside her, her body tense. Yelo patted Sinfra’s large head before beginning the arduous descent into the valley.

“Well, let’s find something to eat.”

As if the dekal had understood her, she ran. There was no way Yelo could keep up with her. Amused, she watched as Sinfra frolicked in the snow, just like a pup.

The descent to the bottom of the valley proved difficult. Yelo couldn’t see the terrain under the high snow. She had to feel her way forward. More than once she slipped and almost fell. So, she slid down the mountain more than she walked. When she finally reached the bottom, she had to admit to herself her strength wasn’t quite as good as she had thought. In the meantime, there was no trace of Sinfra. Yelo had seen her disappear into the small forest, but that had been quite a while ago. She didn’t begrudge the dekal the movement. The days in the cave must have been exhausting for Sinfra, too.

When she had recovered a bit, Yelo sorted her snares and went in search of fresh tracks.

By noon, she had circled the valley floor twice. She had found tracks, but not one of them had been fresh. Exhausted and disappointed, she let herself sink into the soft snow. After the effort, the snow cooled her heated body wonderfully. Lying on her back, she looked up at the blue sky, where not a single cloud clouded the view. She had to go back without having achieved anything. The ascent would certainly be even more strenuous than the descent.

Suddenly, a dark shadow settled over her and someone or something was thrown at her chest. Yelo had just enough time to recover from the fright when a wet tongue licked across her face. Sinfra.

“Hey! Don’t do that!”

She pushed the dekal’s thick head aside and straightened up. In her lap were two snow bunnies.

“How ...?”

She looked admiringly at the dekal. The look Sinfra gave her was filled with pride. Yelo almost thought she heard a soft laugh in her head. She was immensely relieved! With fresh food, Mintal and she should soon have their strength back.

“That’s just great, Sinfra! No one has to go to bed hungry today. This will get Mintal back on his feet! What about you? Have you eaten yet, too?”

She hugged the dekal’s head and pressed a big kiss to her muzzle. Somehow, Yelo was sure Sinfra had brought all her prey to her. The rabbits were big enough for Mintal and her to share one of them. The other she would leave to Sinfra.

“One is enough for us, the other is for you.”

She placed one of the rabbits in front of Sinfra’s paws. She seemed to understand and devoured the hare presented to her with just one bite.

The scent was enticing. Yelo had roasted most of the meat and made a soup with the remaining herbs. Sinfra, meanwhile, had watched her from her place in the corner.

When Yelo had returned, Mintal had slept deeply and quietly. He seemed to be feeling better already. His body was no longer burning up. When the meal was ready, she woke him up and he ate the hot soup and some of the roasted meat. His cough was already almost gone. He should be back on his feet in two to three days.

While Yelo ate the rest of the delicious smelling meat, she reflected it would probably be better to look outside the valley for fresh animal tracks tomorrow. To the north-east she had discovered a small path that led up to the exit of the valley. She would take this one tomorrow.





VII




The air was crisp, and the snow lay waist-high by now. Mintal had braided them both snowshoes from brushwood. That way they made much faster progress and should reach Herst by nightfall.

The past weeks in their shelter had become long. Although Mintal had soon regained his strength, another blizzard had prevented them from setting out for Herst. The storm raged for nearly two moons. The driving snow was so thick they dared not leave their protective shelter. Without Sinfra, who did not seem to mind the inclemency of the weather, they would have faced starvation. There was nothing left for them to do but to pass the boredom. Mintal, who had already experienced quite a bit, found in Yelo a curious and attentive listener. As it turned out, he had traveled to almost all parts of Otheiá and Yelo never tired of listening to him. Once he told of a sea voyage that had taken him far out to sea to Drechnias, a group of islands. There lived a warlike people who were also no strangers to magic. The most amazing thing, however, was the fact the women there were much stronger than the men. So, the men stayed at home and took care of the household and the children, while the women went on raids, hunting and fishing. Yelo especially liked this story. She imagined what it would be like to be a strong warrior herself and hoped one day to be able to master the powers that resided within her.

The journey to Herst was uneventful. The snow was firm, and they made good progress. Towards the evening, Yelo saw the brown roofs of the first houses appear on the horizon. The small houses stretched long and close to the eastern flank of the Deusari Mountains, below the Hautingr-Pass.

Never before had Yelo seen so many houses on one  spot. High mountains protected the town from the    west winds. The city gates were bustling with activity. Fascinated, Yelo watched the countless carts of merchants who wanted to enter the city. Even a small caravan made its way through the gates. Mintal had   told her Herst owed its wealth and status as a city to its location. This town was the last chance to rest and stock up on all the necessities before the arduous journey. Therefore, there were more inns here than anywhere else in Otheiá.

He led Yelo to a small inn. The room inside was         noisy and crowded. It reeked of beer, sweating men,   and other things Yelo didn’t want to dwell on. She was hungry and tired. Yelo watched Mintal talking to       the innkeeper. The old man had to lean far over the     counter to make himself understood. The innkeeper  was as tall as Yelo with her now thirteen winters, but at least three times as fat. His clothes appeared tattered  and greasy, as did his visitors. Yelo was sure Ghane would have warned her to enter such inns. The men  at the counter looked at her furtively. With her pointed ears, Yelo felt as if she were at a fair and became  uneasy. But Mintal redeemed her from this situation.

“Come on, I got a room for us. And there’s also a table      in the back where we can get some bread and cheese.     The hot beer will warm us up.”

“Are you sure we’ll be all right here?” asked Yelo doubtfully.

Mintal patted her shoulder.

“It’s a little run down, but don’t be mistaken. These are honest fellows even though it may not seem that way.”

He grinned and led her through the very back, where right next to the huge stove a small, rickety table      along with two stools was still free.

As soon as they were seated, two mugs of warm honey beer and a bowl of bread and cheese were ready. The old man’s face lit up at the sight of the food.

“Come on little one, eat up.”

Yelo’s mouth was already watering at the smell of           the warm beer. She watched as Mintal took a deep long sip. Then he leaned back against the wall and put a hand on his stomach.

“Nothing against your tea Yelo, but this is much better.”

Yelo didn’t hold it against him because he was right.     The sweet, malty taste of the beer caressed her tongue,   and she felt her body slowly warming up. The beer here was very different from the beer in her village. That      had always been bitter, so she had preferred to drink water.

The taste of honey spread through her mouth. Mmhhh! She closed her eyes in pleasure.

“I’m afraid you’re right, Mintal. This really is by far the most delicious beer I’ve ever tasted.”

With that, all was said for now, and they both chewed     in unison.

When they finally consumed their supper, Yelo leaned against the warm stove with a full belly and heavy    limbs. The unfamiliar beer made her eyes fall shut.        She was tired and ready to go to sleep. She sighed. Tomorrow they would leave for Vanders, assuming Mintal’s friend Kar hadn’t already left with his grandson. Anxiously, she opened her eyes.

“Will we still meet Kar here, or has he already left for Vanders?”

Mintal shook his head.

“Don’t worry about that. The innkeeper assured me Kar is still here, as is his grandson.”

Relieved, Yelo sighed. So, she hadn’t missed her chance   to get to Vanders. Mintal, who hadn’t missed Yelo’s reaction, smiled in amusement.

“First thing in the morning we’ll leave, Yelo. Kar’s house is at the northern end of Herst. It’s still four weeks until Winter Solstice. We will be there in time.”





❖      

Yelo woke up with chattering teeth. The few coals in the stove had long since burned down and icy air had taken possession of the bedchamber. Yelo’s blanket was frozen almost stiff.

A quick glance was enough for her to realize Mintal had already gone downstairs. She quickly got dressed and left the room.

“Good morning, little lady!”

The innkeeper greeted her with a wink. Yelo responded with a nod of her head as her gaze scanned the room. She spotted Mintal at the now familiar little table by the stove. He beckoned her to join him.

“There you are at last! I sent the innkeeper’s boy to Kar to announce us. As soon as You’ve eaten, we can be on our way.” As he spoke, he pointed to a large bowl of porridge on the table in front of her.

Quickly Yelo reached for it. The porridge was already a bit cold but sweetened with honey. It tasted simply delicious.

Mintal watched as she hungrily shifted spoonful after spoonful of the porridge into her mouth. He smiled.

“Well, someone seems a wee bit hungry, eh?”

“Hmm...”

That was all he could get out of Yelo, who was chewing with her cheeks full. She was already full, but she didn’t want to miss the sweet taste on her tongue. Only when the last bit had really disappeared in her mouth, she leaned back contentedly. Another sip of cool water and she looked at Mintal with a determined expression.

“I’m ready - we can go!”

Around noon, they arrived at a crooked cottage on the outskirts of Herst. The house made a run-down impression, the borders in front of the house and also the garden behind it looked unkempt and devastated in places. How did someone who lived like this pay for his grandson’s studies?

Kar proved to be a kindly old man whose interest was clearly not in maintaining his house or farming.

All his love was for food, which was evident from his enormous corpulence, and his equally chubby grandson Olef, who, as Yelo quickly discovered, was of a rather simple-minded nature. Why Kar wanted to send him, of all people, to this school was a mystery to her.

She quickly learned Olef had inherited his love of food and cooking from his grandfather and would have preferred to become a chef. He was a nice, talkative traveling companion, even if his horizons extended exclusively to all things edible. In this, too, he was in no way inferior to his grandfather.

During the next three quarters of a moon, Yelo alone learned twenty-two recipes for preparing dungos - a very rare small species of goat which existed only in Wramgar. Olef’s knowledge of preparing potatoes was also almost inexhaustible. Yelo wondered if she was the only one seeing the obvious. Olef’s interest was definitely not in the knowledge that would be imparted at Vanders.

Up to the Hauntingr-Pass they traveled by a horse-drawn sleigh and then continued on foot. Even before they climbed the pass, Sinfra parted from them.

Yelo, wondering why, asked Mintal about it.

“She is going to hunt. When I return, she will be waiting for me here.”

“Then why doesn’t she come with us? She can also hunt in Mideria, can’t she?”

“Actually, I haven’t the slightest idea.” 

Mintal shrugged his shoulders. 

“Maybe she has her hunting pack here, or maybe she’s not comfortable in the western half. I just don’t know.”

Again, he shrugged, then shook his head slightly.

“Come to think of it, I’ve never seen a dekal on the other side of the mountains in my entire life.”

“Why wouldn’t there be dekals there?”

“I don’t know. Maybe evil has already gained too much power there. Or they’ve all been killed.”

Yelo, not satisfied with this answer, nevertheless left it at that. Mintal couldn’t answer her question. Perhaps she would find in Vanders an explanation for their absence west of the mountains.

For a long time, she looked after the dekal until she could no longer recognize Sinfra. Then she turned and followed the others.

The pass itself wasn’t steep, so despite all the snow, it took them just a quarter of a moon to cross the Deusari Mountains. At the foot of the mountains, on the other side, was the village of Hauntingr, from which the pass had taken its name.

The inhabitants of Hauntingr seemed prosperous. The houses were made of stone and were in immaculate condition. Kar told them the Hauntingr Pass was the only way to cross the Deusari Mountains, which divided Otheiá in half, north of Kanda. Every traveler who wanted to go from west to east had to pass through here. The inhabitants knew how to take advantage of this. Inns, blacksmiths, stables, and merchants abounded and catered to every budget.

When their small group reached Hauntingr, it was already late in the morning and the village square was bustling with activity. The tangle of voices, colors, and smells made Yelo’s head spin. Dozens of merchants offered their wares. Even a slave trader was there. The sight stung Yelo. If she could change anything in this world, she would abolish the slave trade. One look at the half-starved faces of the prisoners, chained to thick wooden pillars, was enough to make her aware of her own experiences. The image of the tortured Sara appeared in her mind. Quickly, she turned away. The thought of her was just too painful.

A belated caravan camped at the edge of the square, offering spices of every kind for sale. Artists performed tricks on a small stage. Yelo particularly admired a woman juggling five burning torches simultaneously.

With determination, Kar and Mintal turned westward, and Yelo had no choice but to turn her back on the hustle and bustle. After some time, they came to a small house with a jetty that stood by a wide, frozen river. Although the air was crystal clear, Yelo couldn’t see the opposite bank. Mintal waved his hand, demanding her attention.

“You two had better stay here. Kar and I will see if we can get another transport.”

“A transport? But the river is frozen and impassable!” Astonished, Yelo shook her head. “What are we supposed to use to navigate the river?”

“Well, with a gliding ship! Everyone knows that!”

Yelo saw Olef staring at her, stunned. He seemed unable to believe there was anyone who didn’t know something as simple as a gliding ship. Ashamed, she lowered her eyes and turned around. As she gazed at the vast, icy expanse of the river, she realized how little she actually knew of the world she lived in. Yelo vowed to herself she would pay better attention in Vanders than she did at Fretiz. No more knowledge would escape her!




❖      

The wind pierced her face like sharp needles. It pressed into her lungs, making every breath a struggle. The icy air brought tears to her eyes. Astonished, Yelo watched as the landscape sped past her. The bony skeletons of the trees formed a pale gray haze as far as the eye could see.

Yelo looked to Olef, who was talking with his grandfather and Mintal. For the three of them, this way of traveling was not unusual. They didn’t seem to be making the trip for the first time, for they paid no attention to the scenery around them. For Yelo, however, there was something magical about the trip. Almost silently, the ship glided along on the frozen river. The wind caught in the huge sails and propelled them forward at tremendous speed.

‘This must be what it feels like to fly,’ Yelo thought. She searched for a sheltered corner. At the bow she spotted a large roll of sail rope, just behind the foremast. There she would be protected from the wind.

Mintal and Kar would have been happy to wait three more days in Hauntingr when they heard one last caravan was coming, also bound for Devren, Mideria’s capital. Unlike them, however, the merchants wanted to stay directly in Devren and sell their goods there. Although traveling in a larger company promised more security, they had decided not to wait any longer and to set out alone. From Devren it was only a short distance to Vanders. Now they had been on the frozen Sur since yesterday morning, and Yelo never got bored of marveling at the surroundings.

At first, the river had squeezed through the high mountains, often just wide enough for their gliding ship. Sometimes Yelo feared they would brush the rocks, but the captain seemed sure of himself. She estimated him to be about seventy winters. He was loud and a real chatterbox when they were all sitting together. But as soon as he took the wheel in his hands, he calmed down. Attentively, his eyes scanned the frozen surface of the river for obstacles. Never did he tire. Every now and then he let his gaze wander to the bulging sails and a certain pride glowed in his eyes.

After initial skepticism, Yelo decided to trust him and began to enjoy the journey as well. If only it weren’t for the strong wind!

Yelo wrapped herself more tightly in her cloak. She had a wonderful view and, in her corner, the icy air didn’t bite her face quite so hard.

If the weather held, they would arrive in Devren in a quarter-moon.





VIII
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White towers rose steeply into the blue sky, shimmering like mother-of-pearl in the sun. Vanders looked like a huge castle surrounded by spacious gardens and fountains, nestled in a wide valley lined with dense forests. It almost seemed as if time had stood still here. The silence that fell over this place made Yelo wonder. Was there anyone living here at all? The silence was disturbed only by the clatter of their mules’ hooves. She felt like an intruder as she followed the small, narrow path down to the castle. When they finally stopped in front of the brilliant white stone gate, she breathed a sigh of relief. She placed her hand on the white stone and marveled at how warm it was. Even though the winter sun shone brightly, it had far from having the power of summer. Where did the warmth come from? But before she could ask Mintal about it, the huge gate swung open, revealing a large courtyard covered with bright sand, lined to the right and left with flowering cherry trees. In the center was a massive fountain, with countless children and teenagers squatting at its edge. Some were talking, others were sitting on small benches under the flowering trees, reading books. But what was most astonishing was they were met by a babble of voices, of which nothing had been heard outside. It seemed as if they had stepped into another world. One in which a warm spring day presented the perfect contrast to the world beyond the gate. The temperatures were more like those of early summer than winter. None of the students wore a coat or even had a cap pulled over their heads like Olef. As they crossed the courtyard and walked toward the large school building which rose like a rock into the sky, the fine sand crunched under their feet. Deep down, Yelo felt that this place would change her. She belonged here – she had arrived. Now all remained was to hope she would be allowed to stay.

❖      

Yelo sat bored in the big chair, studying the face of the man who, Mintal had said, was the principal’s secretary. His hair accurately parted, the thin deep red strands rested over a narrow face whose most distinctive feature was probably the narrow, strongly curved nose. His eyes were close together. He reminded her of a Territ, a small bird of prey. He was busily writing in some book and occasionally gave Yelo a somewhat disparaging look from his deep black, piercing eyes. His hands, protruding from the dark robe, were bony. They looked like the hands of a dead man. With his scowl and black clothes, an aura of gloom surrounded him. Secretly, Yelo got goose bumps at the sight of him. However, she didn’t let on and decided to be wary of this man.

Finally! After what felt like an eternity, the door opened and Mintal, together with a man also dressed in dark clothes emerged from the office and came straight towards her. Mintal answered her questioning look with a little wink. She breathed a sigh of relief. It had worked!

“Yelo, this is Headmaster Grewansh. He has promised to let you attend school here. However, you’ll have to help out in the library in the afternoons when the other students have free time and clean the classrooms afterwards.”

Before Yelo could answer anything, the principal took her chin in his hand and raised her head enough to make her look him in the eye.

“Are you okay with this?”

His voice sounded rough and, contrary to his outward appearance, old. She looked into cold eyes, gray as steel, which studied her intensely and with slight amusement. His hair was thinning. The high, smooth forehead and angular face gave him an air of dominance. All the same, he could not have been older than fifty winters. Yelo felt something rearing up inside her under his gaze. It was as if everything in her was crying out to escape! Oh no - just not now! Quickly she straightened her back and cleared her throat. She was ready.

“I agree.”





IX 




As it turned out, the conditions Grewansh had listed for her were not the only thing setting Yelo apart from the other children. She wasn’t allowed to sleep in the dormitories with the other children.

She remembered well how she had entered the   dormitory on her first night. Before she could even look around properly, the principal’s secretary had harangued her.

“What are you doing?!” Viciously, he glared at her.

“I ... I was going to lie down.” Yelo wondered. She was right here after all; this was the dormitory. The            other children eyed her curiously from their beds.

“You don’t belong here! You better find another place. Just because Headmaster Grewansh has such a good   heart and let you study here doesn’t mean you’re like    the other kids. Their parents paid for the privilege             of being taught at this school! So, get out!”

Yelo didn’t know what had hit her. As the secretary grabbed her roughly by the arm and dragged her             out of the dormitory, she heard the other children giggling.

She had to sleep downstairs, in the kitchen. A few canvas sacks, stuffed with straw, served as her mattress.

When Yelo entered the dining room the next morning, she was greeted by spiteful murmurs.

“Village tramp!” called the first. And someone else shouted into the room:

“What’s she doing here? Such a savage!”

Yelo stood there wide-eyed, not understanding why the others were being so mean to her. They didn’t know her at all!

“She’s not human anyway, she can’t even write!”

“Just look at her ears! She looks like a Fracker!” Then they all started laughing.

“Fracker! Fracker!” they shouted and stomped their feet rhythmically on the ground.

Yelo was mortified and fled. She ran through the corridors crying until she found a small pantry and locked herself inside. She knew what a Fracker looked like. It was a small rodent with pointed ears and shaggy fur that lived mostly underground in burrows. She was deeply hurt. How could they compare her to such an animal!? She had done nothing to them! Tears of anger and disappointment ran down her face. And she was angry! Why hadn’t she shown them right away they couldn’t treat her like that? But she mustn’t. Yelo was afraid they would blame her for everything, and she would be expelled from school. She just hoped it would pass on its own. Surely the other kids just needed to get to know her first.

Oh, how she was wrong! The days passed and after a moon Yelo had to admit to herself she was an outsider again. Even Olef didn’t exchange a word with her anymore. Nobody wanted to deal with her, even worse. They were mean to her and taunted her for being different as soon as they saw her. Often, they called her names. She hardly dared to go to the dining hall. Every time she stepped through the door, they would insult her. Worst of all, they laughed at her. At first, she had tried to avoid them all. That seemed to incite them even more. So, she didn’t make a face and let the mockery and ridicule pass quietly over her. They should see she didn’t mind! But deep down it looked completely different. Yelo was profoundly hurt and felt lonelier than ever before. Apparently, she was a thorn in the side of many. Not only did she look different from the rest of the children. With her tall stature, pointed ears and curly hair, she simply stood out. On top of that, she had no family. Even during class, they wouldn’t leave her alone. Many were annoyed by the fact that learning was so easy for her, and she seemed to be much smarter than them, who came from rich families.

Every step in this school took so much effort. But she had promised Ghane to be educated. And it had been her decision to come here. So, she endured it.

❖      

Yelo was frustrated. She had been here for more than a winter and was not one step closer to her goal of learning about the Suvris.

She was bored to death in the lessons on diplomacy and courtly etiquette and also with writing poems and rhymes. The only thing that interested her to some extent was the lessons on strategies and warfare. But here she was the only girl! The other girls were not allowed to participate in this subject. They had lessons in ‘afternoon conversations’ instead. But in the afternoon, Yelo had to help out in the library, so she was allowed to participate in the class with the boys at noon. Anyway, most of the time Yelo wasn’t sure if the teachers even noticed she was there. She always sat at the very back of the classroom, on a small bookshelf. No one took any notice of her, and she was content to listen. It was easy for her to understand the topics and she sometimes wondered why some of the boys had such a hard time grasping the subject matter.

After class ended, Yelo cleaned the rooms. It turned out the librarian, Sahwera, required her services well into the evening, so there wasn’t enough time left for her to clean the rooms afterwards. Sahwera was a strict woman who hardly spoke a word more than necessary. It was difficult for Yelo to estimate her age. She had an athletic body. Her slicked-back short dark hair gave her the aura of power and knowledge. Although she had been working for her for more than a winter, they hadn’t exchanged more than three words in that time. Sometimes, when Yelo had made another mistake in listing the books, she would give her an annoyed look from her dark red eyes.

Yelo had perfected her writing and reading skills during that school year. Her work in the library, however, consisted exclusively of logging lists of books to be ordered or their outflows. She was simply bored. Sometimes she enviously watched the other students walking down the aisles with high shelves and taking out books. She was not allowed to do that either. However, she wouldn’t have known when to find the time to read either.

Yelo knew much knowledge was withheld from her, but she was grateful to Mintal for bringing her to this school.

She sighed deeply and looked into the distance. The hand with the quill paused over the page. A thick drop detached itself from the tip of her quill and fell inexorably toward the parchment. Suddenly, Yelo felt a draft and leaned back in surprise. In front of her stood Sahwera. In her palm - a jet black drop ink. She looked sternly at Yelo.

“Parchment is precious! If you do one thing, do it right. Put your heart and mind into it!”

Ashamed, Yelo lowered her eyes.

“I’m sorry! It won’t happen again, I promise.”

“I know, because you won’t be doing the listings here anymore!” With that, she turned and walked over to her standing desk.

A huge fright went through Yelo’s limbs. Was it all over now? Would the principal kick her out because she had been so unfocused?

“I ... I ... didn’t mean to, honestly! Please don’t kick me out, I haven’t even learned everything yet,” Yelo pleaded. “I ...”

Slowly, Sahwera turned and eyed her. Her gaze bored into hers and Yelo sensed this woman could read her like an open book. As if she saw her frustration, ambition, and thirst for knowledge. Quickly, Yelo lowered her gaze. Whatever it had been Sahwera had seen in her, she pointed to a stack of books next to her desk and told Yelo to sort them into the shelves. Yelo had never been out of the library’s reception area before. With some trepidation, she picked up the stack and made her way into the forest of ceiling-high, heavily laden wooden shelves. The many leather-bound spines of books reaching up to the ceiling made her realize how little she actually knew. Every single book contained so much that was new and unknown. Yelo glanced along the long shelf fronts. She had no idea where to put the books in her hand. Slowly, she walked through the high aisles, trying to discern a system by which the books had been sorted.  It took her a while to realize the shelves were arranged    by subject. Here were writings on diplomacy, there on  the craft of war. Others contained only prose. The deeper Yelo went into the library, the more varied the topics became. As she passed, she caught a glimpse of a book title or two emblazoned in gold letters on the spine. Yelo knew some of the titles from the listings, but what was hidden behind them, she couldn’t imagine.

That was no use! With a sigh, Yelo looked at the books    in her hand. To know where they belonged, she had to find out their contents. She looked around and spotted  a small reading table and chair in an alcove at the end of the shelf. Carefully she put down the books and sat. With caution she took the first book from the pile and opened it. Shocked she held her breath.

“Why, that’s ...! How ...?”

In front of her, the silver leaf of the Beran tree shimmered large on the side, upon which three purple snakes coiled around each other. With trembling hands, she took her medallion in her hand. There emblazoned was exactly the same symbol. Even the colors of the snakes were identical if a bit worn. What had Ghane once said? This was the sign of the Suvris. Her destiny! Yelo took a deep breath. At last, she was able to find out what it was all about. She forgot about Sahwera and everything around her as she bent over the book and opened the next page.

Sahwera watched the girl for a long time as she disappeared uncertainly between the high bookshelves. Had she done the right thing? Was Yelo ready?

Sahwera had waited a long time. As a Trekah, she had lived longer than humans, and yet it had taken all her knowledge to extend her lifetime as well until ‘she’ finally arrived. Sahwera had almost stopped believing in the prophecy. The ‘One’ would find its way to her and thirst for knowledge. Sahwera, as the last of the old masters, was granted to pass on her knowledge and shape the ‘One’ after the example of Jolah.

When Yelo arrived, Sahwera hadn’t been sure at first. Such a scrawny, tall girl was to be the one who would restore peace and unity to Otheiá? She should be able to push back Ischion and his legions? It sounded almost unbelievable, almost absurd.

Sure, she wore the medallion of the priestesses, but how did it get on her neck? The prophecy had revealed nothing about that. Only that she was destined to train this ‘One’. And Sahwera had spent the past four hundred and twenty-one winters and summers preparing for it.

It was difficult. Her work as a librarian gave her unhindered access to ancient writings, but much of what she read she couldn’t bring to life the descriptions of the ancient language spoken by all the creatures of Otheiá at that time or the formulas for mastering the elements. But Sahwera knew they were not meant for her and learned them with all the greater zeal, to do justice to her future pupil. And now the time had come. As announced in the prophecy, Sahwera had recognized the day when ‘the seed of knowledge might be planted, as it would fall on fertile ground’.

Today was that day. A smile stole onto her lips. Yelo was highly intelligent, and it wouldn’t be long before she would want to talk to her about what she had read.

She sighed. Finally, the time had come - she was prepared.





X


“Och’te Otheiá.”

Yelo concentrated on her breathing and closed her eyes. She was no longer aware of anything except the steady sound of her breathing. In. Out. In. Out. In constant change. Yelo felt the infinity of being around her, the perpetual cycle of life and the elements. She felt safe and one with the beings of Otheiá. She was the blade of grass beneath her bare feet, was the warm light of the evening sun on her skin, the light wind brushing her face. Otheiá was inside her. She was a child of this world. She merged with the endlessness of the universe. She let herself drift in the vastness of the sky, to finally return. Slowly she stretched out her right hand and turned the palm toward the evening sky.

“Thân.”

A pleasant warmth spread across her palm. Joy and hope flooded through Yelo’s veins. Was she finally going to make it? After four long winters of tireless learning and countless failures? After so many disappointments and self-doubt? Had she now succeeded? Slowly, she opened her eyes. A small flame, barely larger than a spark, danced on her palm. Yelo took a deep breath. She had really done it! Tears of gratitude ran down her cheeks. She was everything Ghane had hoped for, but she herself had always doubted. But the old woman had been right. Yelo was indeed a descendant of the Suvris. If only Ghane could see her now!

“Praise be to Jolah!”

Sahwera looked in fascination and awe at Yelo, who had just performed something that seemed to have disappeared forever from Otheiá. She had just learned to master the first and at the same time the most difficult of the three elements.

With a proud look, she examined Yelo. The small, skinny girl had grown into a tall, strong woman. She was certainly half an arm’s length taller than all the other students and even towered over the teachers. Together with the long, light blond, curly hair, and the pointed ears, she looked stranger than ever. Although slender in stature, Yelo had broad shoulders. Nevertheless, you couldn’t tell by looking at her what tremendous strength she harbored. Despite all efforts, Sahwera and Yelo hadn’t been able to summon these powers at will. Not to mention directing them. Sahwera knew it would require a different kind of training. Not much longer and it was time. She sensed Yelo would soon have to move on to complete her training.

Sahwera’s task had been to convey Yelo with knowledge of the elements and the history of the Suvris, as well as an understanding of her mission. This first step was about to be completed.

However, the Suvris were not only masters of the elements, but also of combat. This was the next step Yelo had to take in her training.

The Trekah sighed. Yelo had grown close to her heart. Sahwera had taught Yelo everything she knew. She had taught Yelo the ancient language of the elendeari, shown her the secret formulas for mastering the elements and inculcated in her everything about Otheiá she could find in the library. Yelo had proven to be very teachable, with a tremendous thirst for knowledge and a natural understanding of the land surrounding her. She now spoke all four languages of the known world. Yelo was truly a creature of Otheiá. She radiated such a natural and close connection with her environment it almost seemed as if she were a part of it. While humans tried to control their environment and mold it in their will, Yelo lived in it, with it.

Sahwera took a deep breath as she watched Yelo. She had fulfilled her task, indeed the purpose of her life. She had lived up to the prophecy and infinite gratitude flowed through her. Sahwera had given Yelo the knowledge of the Suvris. The first step was done.

“Sahwera! We did it! We actually did it.”

Staring in awe at the small flame in her hand, Yelo whispered.

“Jolah has finally heard me! Thank the Goddess!”

With a triumphant look, she looked at her teacher. The latter admired once again the changeability of Yelo’s eye color. Normally her eyes were the color of shining silver. But now they shimmered bright gold in the glow of the small flame, and it seemed to Sahwera as if she were looking into the rising moon of Isen.

She smiled at Yelo.

“Juheh yn blentyn och’te Otheiá. Eloneri wêrah tch’e ymtoî la.” You are truly a child of Otheiá. The Goddess has chosen you to fight for her.

Sahwera stepped to Yelo and put her hand to her cheek. Delicately, she stroked the flawless skin, which now reddened slightly.

“Suvrista.”

Shyly, Yelo smiled back. Yes, that’s what she was. A Suvrista - a disciple of the Suvris.

Sahwera looked into Yelo’s hand and reverently touched the small flame still dancing in her palm. She didn’t seem to notice the hot flame was burning her fingers.

Then she slid her own hand under Yelo’s outstretched one. Slowly she closed her and Yelo’s hand. The small flame disappeared into her fist and went out.

“Te’cha Jolah!”

Yelo whispered her thanks to the Goddess. Opening her eyes, she looked directly into the red eyes of Sahwera, who smiled warmly at her. Sahwera placed her hands on Yelo’s shoulders and cleared her throat. Her voice was rough and full of emotion.

“It is done. This is just the beginning Yelo. You have now mastered the first of the three elements. With Jolah’s help, you will be able to summon the gifts of Otheiá. But you must never abuse them and thus profane Otheiá. The elements are a part of Otheiá, just as you are. They belong to the eternal cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. To be one with the elements of Otheiá is the heritage of the elendeari. If you call them, they are only borrowed and only for a short time. Therefore, use them wisely. If you waste the gifts of Otheiás, you weaken them, and with them, you weaken yourself. It all belongs together, Yelo! Your task is to restore the balance. The gifts of Otheiá will be of use to you. Soon you will master the rest of the elements. Then it’s time for you to begin the next step of your education.”

Her teacher looked at her urgently. Yelo grew wistful at the thought of having to leave. For the past five winter, Vanders had been her home, even though the other classmates were still mean to her and made her feel like she didn’t belong at every opportunity. Anyway, she had spent most of her time with Sahwera. Although she was strict, Yelo had taken her to her heart and knew it was mutual.

Her thoughts wandered back to the first day of her training with Sahwera, when she had found a book with the image of her medallion. She had thought about it for a long time, but finally took heart and asked Sahwera about it. Contrary to her expectations, Sahwera didn’t scold her, but sat down with Yelo and told her the story of the elendeari and the sacred Beran tree:

Before the dawn of time, a tree grew out of Jolah’s womb. She called it Beran. Tall and wide, it stood against the infinite nothingness and darkness. Its crown housed the sun and the three moons. Its leaves consisted of innumerable stars. But Ischion, the God of darkness, envied Jolah this beauty and sent a storm to destroy the tree. With tremendous power, the storm of Ischion fell upon the creation of Jolah and tore at the huge branches. Like withered leaves, the stars fell down on the roots of the tree and covered them. The stronger the storm raged; the more stars fell down. Higher and higher they covered the roots. But no matter how hard Ischion tried, he didn’t succeed in toppling the Beran tree. When he finally gave up, exhausted, the roots of the tree were no longer visible. The fallen stars faded more and more. Finally, they ceased to shine altogether and crumbled to earth. Thus, Otheiá was born.

And every night, when the sun retires to sleep in the crown of the tree and the three moons emerge, the stars that have braved the storm can be seen twinkling.

Thus, Otheiá came into being as a result of the struggle  of good against evil, of light against darkness. Because both were equal, new things could be created. This balance must be preserved forever. In the past, the present and in the future.

Therefore, Jolah sent three iridescent serpents to watch over the balance. One snake nested in the crown and guarded the stars, the moons, and the sun. The second serpent ensured the trunk remained tall and strong and could support the crown. Finally, the third snake nested in the roots and ensured the Beran tree did not die but was supplied with everything it needed to live. Together, they have guarded the Beran tree ever since.

And similar to the three snakes, in the past the three great peoples of the elves, the elendeari and the humans took care of the balance on Otheiá.

When the elves left Otheiá a long time ago and the elendeari noticed their power was also beginning to wane, they transferred their knowledge to the Suvris, who have since worn the leaf of the Beran Tree with the three serpents as a sign of recognition.

Yelo sighed as she thought of this. Almost breathlessly, she had listened to Sahwera and even when she had finished, she had sat in the library thinking about it for a long time.

Full of gratitude and wistfulness, she looked once again at her teacher’s face and then gazed into the setting evening sun. With her eyes fixed on the deep red ball of fire, she asked softly.

“When?”

“You’ll leave next spring.”





XI
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Lost in thought, Yelo watched as the sun set on the horizon and the orange fireball slowly sank into the endless expanse of the Oluer. The broad waves beneath her shimmered like liquid silver. When Isen appeared in the firmament and the first stars ventured forth, Yelo’s heart tightened painfully. She bowed in awe before the infinite beauty of Otheiá. Yelo closed her eyes and listened to the soft sound of the sea echoing deep within her.

She had been traveling for two moons now and had already spent one of them on the water. Although she had never traveled the seas, Yelo felt familiar with the gentle rocking of the ship. She felt the immense power of the sea. Felt it speak to her of sunken treasures and hidden secrets. Of storms and tides. Oluer was as old as Otheiá herself.

The nights were still fresh and Yelo pulled the warm cloak, which fell in soft billows over her shoulders, tightly to protect herself from the rising cold. The coat had been Sahwera’s parting gift and, as far as Yelo could tell, the most valuable thing she now owned.

Again, she thought of the story of the Beran tree and clasped her medallion. It was quite warm in her hand. Delicately Yelo stroked the stylized snakes. It almost seemed to her as if they were moving.

“Och’te Otheiá!”

Yelo lifted the locket to her lips and kissed it gently.

For a long time, Yelo continued to stare into the endless expanse of night. Deep inside, she now felt a new chapter of her life had begun. Sahwera hadn’t told her where to go, only her path would lead across the sea. Yelo had long followed the Sur, which had led her deep south to Lynark. As she approached the small coastal town of Fenyw, she had heard the voice for the first time. It was still soft, little more than a whisper. In the ancient tongue, it called to her, beckoning. The words resonated deep within Yelo’s self, awakening a deep longing. Her whole being wanted to follow that voice. And so Yelo had hardly arrived in Fenyw when she set foot on the first ship which was to leave that very day. The voice accompanied her ever since. It was almost as if Oluer himself was speaking to her. She felt safe on this shimmering, in the darkness almost black carpet of water.

Yelo had no idea where the ship would take her, but she knew she was on the right path. Slowly, she closed her eyes. Soon she would be there.

❖      

Dark green, with snow-capped mountains, the middle of the three islands rose from the turquoise waters of the Oluer. Yesterday, just three small dots standing out against the vast horizon, the islands now stood impressively before her. Today, at sunset, they would reach their destination. Drechnias, the three islands. Mintal had told her about these isles. Here the women were stronger than any man and had ruled their kingdoms for over six hundred winters. Guests weren’t welcome. This, and the fact Drechnias was so remote, meant hardly any ships sailed to the islands. Although only on these islands the ore for Drechnian steel was found. The weapons the women forged from it were sought after throughout Otheiá. But they didn’t sell them. Only a few specimens had found their way to the mainland.

When Yelo set foot on land, she felt a strong sense of familiarity. As if she had finally arrived home. Astonished, Yelo looked around. The narrow streets with small houses from sand-lime brick, the dock, even the smell was strangely familiar. How could that be? Yelo was sure she had never been here before, at least not in this lifetime. She shook her head. The thoughts she got sometimes.

“You must learn to trust your feelings! They will always show you the right way.”

When Yelo turned around, she looked into eyes as deep green as the forest. Time stopped. Yelo’s breath caught. Her heart beat faster. It thumped challengingly against her chest, as if it wanted to leap out. Yelo was literally drowning in the figure before her. The woman was as tall as she was. A shapely nose and softly curved lips completed the beautiful face. Her clothes were made of the finest brown leather and wrapped around her slender body like a second skin. Her dark long hair was tied back in a ponytail. She exuded a calm and authority that left Yelo speechless. This woman was undeniably everything Yelo had ever wanted to be. She caught a brief flicker in the woman’s eyes as she studied her as well.

“I’ve been waiting for you, Suvrista. Come and follow me.”

Yelo hadn’t the slightest idea who this woman was or why she knew of her. Yet her voice was familiar. It took only two heartbeats for her to realize why. Of course, she knew the voice, having heard its call in her heart every day for the last moon and a half!

“It was you!”

But the woman was already too far away to hear her. Yelo broke free from her stupor and hurried after her.

“I heard your voice! In my head and in my heart. Why did you call me? Who are you?”

The woman stopped and turned to Yelo.

“I am Laravin, and I will continue your training, Suvrista. Now follow me and learn.”

With these words, Laravin disappeared into the forest. Yelo hesitated only briefly, then followed.
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“Yelo! Follow your heart. Trust your instincts, they will guide you. The sword is merely an extension of your will, a tool of your thoughts. Think the movement and the sword will follow.”

Yelo lowered her sword, exhausted.

“It doesn’t feel right, Laravin. It’s like I’m forcing my body to make these movements. They’re kind of ...”

She broke off, searching for the right words.

“They’re not natural, Laravin.”

She looked into Laravin’s calm face. Her teacher was adamant. Yelo knew she wanted something very specific from her, but she didn’t have the slightest idea what exactly it was. Sure, as a child she had sometimes fenced with sticks with the other kids, but this was different. She could never have imagined sword fighting, of all things, would be so difficult for her. She had always had an affinity for weapons and especially for swords, even if she had carved them herself. For two winters now, she had been following Laravin through the forests of Drechnias. Like a sponge, she had absorbed everything she had been taught about combat and survival. She had also mastered the technique of swordplay, only the drills didn’t feel right.

“That’s because you’re trying to implement them with your head, Yelo. You have to understand the movement comes from within yourself. The technique alone is only the key that opens the door to the skill hidden deep within you. You are a Suvrista, Yelo. Fighting is like breathing for you. You must trust yourself and your instincts. Your body will remember, you just have to let it. Let go!”

“You know very well I can’t. If I would, it could happen again at any time, and then I might hurt you.”

She had told Laravin about the incident at the village green, including the aftermath. Just the thought of hurting Laravin made Yelo’s breath catch. This would never happen again! Never again, would she let it come to that. She swallowed hard and looked to the ground.

“I ... I couldn’t bear it if I ...” she stammered.

“Yelo! Look at me!”

Laravin’s voice was insistent, but Yelo failed to follow. She knew Laravin would read in her eyes how much she meant to her.

“Look at me.”

With those words, Laravin approached and took Yelo’s face in her hands. Slowly, she raised her head until their eyes met. Laravin looked deep into her eyes. Yelo saw her pupils dilate, just as if-. No, what she was thinking again! That was absolutely impossible! Or was it? Yelo felt Laravin’s breath on her skin and noticed her own heartbeat quickening. She quickly lowered her gaze and fervently hoped Laravin didn’t notice anything. She took a deep breath. Now was not the time. Only yesterday Laravin had said Yelo had to learn to summon and control her powers at will. That was all that mattered now. She lifted her gaze and was snapped out of her storm of thoughts.

“Do you trust me?”

Yelo was sure Laravin already knew the answer when she asked the question.

“It’s time you actually became aware of it, too.”

Yelo was still looking at her with wide eyes. She heard the words coming out of her mouth, but she was distracted by the slightly curved lips. Yelo blinked. She had to concentrate!

“Yelo! Do you trust me?”

The intensity of Laravin’s voice snapped Yelo out of her stupor. Did she trust Laravin? It didn’t take her a heartbeat to answer that question. She did! Really and truly. She trusted Laravin with all her being. Slowly, she nodded.

“Good, then trust I can handle it and know what to do. I am your instructor. My job is to make this power available to you so you can use it in battle. You will learn to control it. But to do that, you must let it happen. Let it go!”

Her voice echoed in Yelo’s heart. She knew Laravin was right. It was time. Time to meet her destiny. And she wasn’t alone in this. Laravin would be with her. But Yelo was also afraid. What if she didn’t know what she was doing again? What if she hurt Laravin, or worse ...? The image of Sileas lying motionless on the ground stole into her mind. She couldn’t lose Laravin! A tear stole from her eye, which Laravin gently brushed away with her thumb.

“Don’t be afraid. I’ll be there. Nothing will happen. Trust me!”

With those words, Laravin released Yelo’s face and stepped back. She knew it would take all her skill to handle this power once unleashed.

Yelo closed her eyes and took a deep breath in and exhaled.

“Och’te Otheiá!”

Once more. In and out. And then the world around her shrank away.

Laravin watched the change. It seemed like Yelo was about to burst in flames. She wondered how long Yelo had been holding back this power. It wasn’t good to lock it up. This power was an inheritance of the elendeari. It fed from the depths of Otheiá. Composed of the power of the elements, it uncontrollably crushed everything and everyone who stood in its way.

Now it was Laravin who stood in the way. With a cry, Yelo lunged and covered her with sword blows. Laravin struggled to deflect the blows. She tried not to hurt Yelo in the process, but that was her undoing. Yelo feinted an attack to the left, only to bring her sword down in a semicircle at the last moment. Laravin just managed to raise her sword arm and prevent worse. When Yelo’s blade struck her forearm, she bared her teeth. Yelo had indeed been paying attention in her training sessions.

She herself had to be more careful now, too, or she would end up losing her life. Sure, it was important for Yelo to release the pent-up energy, but Laravin knew she wouldn’t be able to withstand this onslaught, much longer. She began invoking the powers of Otheiá in the ancient language of the elendeari.

Yelo heard a voice. Like a spark in the darkness. The voice was calling her, asking her to follow it. But she could not. Deep inside, she felt only anger. Rage. Hate. The voice, however, was full of love. It called. It was beckoning. Yelo clung to the words. Like an anchor, they pulled her into the light. The hatred disappeared the more she followed the words that spoke of love. As if a darkness had lifted, she was free and felt the soft forest floor under her feet again. The warmth of Otheiá. Her eyes caught sight of the sunlight peeking through the treetops. Fascinated, Yelo watched herself as she swung her sword. Was she fighting? But with whom? Her eyes were reluctant to follow her will. Slowly, she managed to focus her gaze. Along her arm to the hand which held the sword, further along the back of the sword to the blade of her opponent. Again, her blow was blocked. Strange. She was fighting! Why? Again, she heard the lovely voice calling her, enticing her. Her ears now picked up the sounds of the forest. The rustling of leaves high in the trees, the soft wind brushed through the treetops. But there was also another sound. Clink. Clang. It didn’t fit with the other sounds of the forest. That was odd. Again, she listened. Clang. It came from very close to her. Yelo tried to focus on it. Ah, now she heard it again. And she understood. It sounded whenever her sword met the blade of her opponent. Why was she fighting?

The voice called her and finally her heart opened. She knew who she was and what she was doing. Power ran through her veins; she didn’t feel the least bit tired.

She felt like she could fight forever. Then she looked her opponent in the face.

Laravin! Yelo’s arm with the sword stopped halfway. She saw Laravin was bleeding from countless wounds by now. Horrified, she dropped her sword.

“Laravin!”

“Ah, welcome back.”

Laravin smiled wanly and put her sword aside.

“I couldn’t have lasted a moment longer.”

Exhausted, she stretched out on the forest floor, right where she had been standing a moment ago.

“You’re bleeding.”

She knelt down beside Laravin and fiddled with her forearm to loosen the arm cuffs. They were covered in blood.

“I’m sorry, Laravin!” Yelo was distraught. How badly had she hurt Laravin? “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to do it! I ...”

“Shh, Yelo. It’s okay.” Laravin waved it off. “They’re just little scratches that showed me I taught you well how to handle a sword. I’m glad you took the first step. What you experienced today was caused by the fact you locked up your powers for too long. Our next task is to control that power and use it wisely. It’s not just about fighting. These powers are so much more. To be one with the elements and draw from their power in the service of Jolah - that is the goal, Yelo.”

She looked up at her encouragingly and Yelo understood. She extended her hand to Laravin, who took it, and helped her up.

“Let’s begin!”
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Cautiously, Yelo pushed her way between the trees to the edge of the hollow.

In front of her, she saw five trilljas settled around a small campfire, as well as two mancor - giant dragons chained to iron pegs with heavy chains of Eleryth.

Once the mancor were proud and independent   creatures who populated Otheiá since the dawn of time. Until their souls were poisoned with dark magic and now served the God Ischion. Their black, leathery wings were each fifteen paces long. Their yellow-brown, scaly bodies shone fiery red in the rays of the setting sun. Trilljas used the mancor in their forays. Nothing escaped the dragons’ hot breath. What they left, the trilljas slaughtered. An effective strategy to spread fear and terror.

Dusk had already fallen. It wouldn’t be long before         the hollow in front of her would be plunged into darkness, save for the small fire.

Slowly, she crept back into the shadows of the trees and mimicked the cry of the Turu, a small night bird.            She didn’t have to wait long. Across from her, on the other side of the hollow, Laravin answered.

Yelo leaned back and closed her eyes. She became          one with the forest floor, the trees above her, and the wind which carried her away. Up into the treetops and on         to Laravin. Yelo had to practice for a long time to use this power. Letting her soul wander had been the most difficult task. It was only a few moons ago, when they arrived in Lynark, she had mastered this. The ability    had proven extremely useful, as it allowed her to communicate with Laravin without having to be nearby.

Laravin couldn’t see Yelo’s soul, but she felt it. Every time Yelo’s soul was near she smiled. It had taken Yelo a long time to master this technique, but she had finally done it.

Now, after six winters, Yelo’s training was complete.

Yelo was twenty-four winters old and ready to assume her duties as Suvris. Laravin smiled again. Yelo’s initiation in the Temple of Drechnias was six moons ago. They had made it! Yelo had become a Suvris. It had been a long journey, but finally Yelo had been able to control her powers. Laravin had never seen such perfection in battle. Yelo instinctively combined the art of swordplay with the power of the elements. Almost without effort, she used Otheiá’s gifts and let them flow into her swords. No one would be able to resist her. She was the hope of Otheiá. Laravin was proud of her student. Yelo had proven to be what the prophecy had promised. Before the eyes of Jolah, Yelo had taken her oath as a Suvris to serve her and the ruling house of Alvituas and to bring back peace to this world.

Never would Laravin forget the gleam of those silver eyes as she had handed her the swords. Two swords of Elendearic steel. An incredible treasure! Next to Laravin’s the only swords of this metal in all of Otheiá. Dark runes adorned the metal. In the firelight they seemed to dance on the blades. Time hadn’t harmed them. The blades were as sharp as if they had just been forged.

Reverently, Yelo had received them. When her hands had closed around the sword handles, it had almost seemed as if the blades were coming alive and becoming one with her. The runes had begun to glow, and a silvery shimmer had danced up the blades, enveloping Yelo’s hands, her arms, until finally she had stood there in glistening light. With arms raised, swords crossed, Yelo had sworn her oath. Even today, Laravin got goose flesh when she thought of that moment. Such a manifestation of the Goddess’ power was not seen every day. Her own encounter with the Goddess was a very long time ago, even though Laravin felt Jolah inside her every day.

After the initiation, they had left Drechnias to make their way to Etrion. Finally, a few moons ago, they had reached the mainland in western Lynark. But what     they had seen had deeply disturbed them. Everywhere they went, they encountered destroyed villages and towns. The armies of Wramgar had finally reached the south and they left little behind. The people who survived were filled with fear and terror. Lokastron serves his God well. Ischions Empire grows with each passing day, and with it his power.

Whenever Yelo and Laravin had encountered trilljas,   they had fought the creatures. They’ve been tracking this group for two days. The mancor presented an additional challenge. Laravin had never seen such depraved creatures. They seemed to have sprung directly from  the darkest depths of their imagination.

She breathed in and out deeply. Sensing Yelo’s presence, she emptied her mind.

Finally, she heard Yelo’s voice in her head, just as if       she were standing next to her.

“What do you think?”

“The mancor are a problem. The trilljas alone don’t worry me.”

“Won’t the dragons be asleep as well? We could overpower them in their sleep.”

“This won’t work. Dragons have What’s called a third eye. It keeps watch all the time. The hollow where they are camped hardly provides enough cover for us in an open battle. There is only one option - we must be quick.”

“I understand. As soon as Isen rises, we attack. The trilljas first.”

Yelo hesitated. She felt a deep sadness inside her she couldn’t explain. For days this feeling became stronger and stronger. She would talk to Laravin about it once this battle was behind them.

“Laravin?”

“Yes?”

“I ...” Yelo faltered and took a deep breath. Her mind was whirring. Darkness enveloped her and with it came an emptiness she had never known before.

“Yelo?”

Yelo took another breath and forced herself to be in the here and now. She tried to shake off her dark thoughts.

“Please be careful.”

Yelo felt her heart tighten. A dark foreboding spread through her, paralyzing her. But she couldn’t hesitate. With all her might, Yelo forced herself to calm down and tried to shake off the uneasy feeling. She was so preoccupied with herself she almost missed Laravin’s answer.

“I’ll be careful. Whatever happens Yelo, always remember: you are a Suvris! Your destiny is to reunite Otheiá and restore hope and faith in Jolah to the people.”

“I will.”

With that, Yelo pulled her soul away. She turned on her back and tears welled up inside her. Something wasn’t right. But whatever it was, it would have to wait until this task was done.

She retreated deeper into the undergrowth and closed her eyes. As always, Laravin’s figure appeared before her inner eye. Tall and beautiful. Her hair, how it moved in the wind while she swung her sword, or how she concentrated trying to explain something to Yelo. The way she smiled when Yelo was displeased with herself.

She sighed. There was no doubt she loved Laravin. And there were moments when she caught Laravin looking at her. Her green eyes gleamed with warmth and affection, but there was something else. Something Yelo had seen only once before: desire. Lordt had looked at Sara the same way, on the evening of her escape.

But could it be? Was it really possible Laravin felt the same way about her? And if so, why hadn’t she said anything? Well, Yelo had also more than held back in this regard. But this was something else. After all, Laravin had been her teacher and older than her. She had no idea exactly how old Laravin was, but surely, she had experience in these matters. Her thoughts began to circle around the same topic again, as they had for countless nights before. This had to end at last! She was a grown woman, and it was time she acted on her needs! She would talk to Laravin.

Yelo opened her eyes. Now she had made up her mind, she felt better. She had waited far too long to do so.

But first she had to concentrate on the fight. She had never fought dragons before. So far, she had only read about them and seen the pitiful remains of a mancor attack. Their fiery breath could even melt stone.

Yelo shifted forward again a bit, so she had a clear view of the hollow and the sky.

The trilljas had posted two guards at the edge of their camp. One guard was directly in front of her, the other was posted on the opposite side. Almost perfect. Yelo smiled grimly. They wouldn’t stand a chance! The other three lay spread out around the remains of the burned down fire.

Yelo looked up. Isen was just beginning to rise. Slowly, she pushed up to the trilljas in front of her. He leaned listlessly on his huge broadsword, which reached Yelo’s shoulders. Although she was taller than most people, this creature still towered over her by quite a bit. Yelo had to stretch out her arms to even get to its shoulders. If she wanted to defeat him, there was only one way. Silently she straightened up, pulled her two swords from the back holster, and jumped. Lunging wide, she crossed her blades in front of the unsuspecting trilljas and cut his throat before he could even realize the danger. With a dull thud, he fell back. Yelo landed safely on the ground and immediately crouched down. She watched the sleeping trilljas carefully. Nothing moved. On the opposite side, the guard had also disappeared. A glance at the mancors convinced Yelo they hadn’t yet noticed the danger.

Now the difficult part began. Yelo literally melted into the ground and crawled in the direction of the campfire, which only glowed delicately. She made a bow to keep as far away as possible from the mancors. She had almost reached her destination when she noticed a change in the air. Something was moving toward her. Yelo tried to pierce the darkness with her eyes. But she couldn’t make out anything in the pale moonlight.

“Och’te Otheiá!”

Whispering, the words escaped Yelo’s lips. She tensed and jumped up. Beside her, Laravin emerged from the darkness and then the world around her erupted in deadly chaos.

The first of the three trilljas lying on the ground was dead before he could even open his eyes. While Yelo struck down the second as he tried to reach for his weapon, Laravin turned her attention to the third trilljas. But there was no time for her to deliver the killing blow. Before she could finish her blow, a huge wall of flame rolled toward her. The mancors were attacking! Laravin jumped back as Yelo dove out of harm’s way. The mancors, now fully awake, spun back and forth spitting fire and tearing wildly at their chains.

A quick glance over and Yelo left the remaining trilljas to Laravin while she tried to get the mancors attention. Quickly, she dove away under the flame breath. The huge bodies of the dragons obstructed each other as they tried to spread their wings. They were chained together too tightly. Yelo took advantage of this circumstance and dived unceremoniously between the two lizards. They tugged at her chains with all their might to free themselves. Yelo had to use all her skill to avoid being trampled. Again, and again the fearsome fangs of the lizards snapped at her. She barely managed to escape their teeth. She had to end this, and quickly. She wouldn’t be able to stay between the two dragons much longer. Suddenly, a gap opened up. Quickly, she thrust her swords right and left into the dragons’ two hind legs and leapt out from between the two lizards. Before she could climb one of them, she heard a yelp and turned around. Laravin’s body crashed into hers, throwing her to the ground. Across her body, Yelo saw the last of trilljas, arm still raised from the throw. A spear was stuck in Laravin’s back. Her body lay limp and heavy on Yelo.

“Laravin!”

Her heart clenched. She looked into Laravin’s eyes, which were slowly closing. Yelo saw her struggling to catch her breath. The wet rattling filled her ears, blocking out all other sounds. The incomprehensible forced itself upon her and flowed through her painfully. Her heart was breaking.

And suddenly time stood still. Yelo dove out from under Laravin’s body and cut off the trillja’s head before he had even lowered his arm.

As Yelo whirled around, her swords began to glow. She summoned the power of the elements as she moved toward the mancors. Pulsing, the power flowed through her veins. The glistening light emanating from the blades settled around her like an aura. The mancors, still stumbling and spitting fire, lost their heads with the next breath. The huge bodies fell to the ground, twitching, as Yelo rushed to Laravin and took her in her arms. Her eyes began to swim as she looked down at the lifeless form in her arms.

“Laravin!”

She didn’t move. Yelo knew this wound was fatal and all her knowledge would not be enough to save Laravin from death. Slowly, she pulled the mighty spear from Laravin’s back and spun her around.

“Laravin!”

Whispering, almost pleading, the words came out of her mouth.

“Laravin!”

Yelo raised her hand and gently caressed Laravin’s face. Her beautiful, beloved face. The tears gathering in her eyes took away her vision.

“Laravin! Please don’t go! I need you! I love you!”

Desperately, she shook Laravin by her shoulders. She couldn’t lose her! What was she going to do without her? Where was she going to start? She couldn’t accomplish the task alone. Stripped of all hope, she rested her head on Laravin’s chest and listened to the ever-weakening heartbeat.

“Laravin! Please!” sobbed Yelo. “Please, I need you!”

“Yelo.”

“Laravin!” Yelo looked up. She noticed Laravin was having trouble breathing. Her eyes sought Laravin’s, which gleamed pale in the moonlight. She knew Laravin’s breaths were numbered. Yelo saw a smile steal laboriously onto her lips. At that moment, Yelo realized Laravin loved her. With a sigh, she closed her eyes.

“Tschîn, Yelo. Tschîn!” South, Yelo. South!

Laravin’s voice was a whisper, faint yet insistent.

“South?”

Slowly, Laravin opened his eyes.

“Ga ketari’los croí.” Follow your heart.

Yelo gently lifted her up and set off. She wouldn’t deny her this request.
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She carried Laravin south in her arms. Stunned, she kept walking. She had no idea where she was going or for how long. The only thing she felt was deep sadness. The sun had risen and set again. Night was already falling and Yelo was wandering in the depths of Lynark’s woods. Laravin hadn’t regained consciousness. Yelo looked at the woman lying mortally wounded in her arms. One could almost have thought she was asleep.

Silently her heart cried out her pain into the night. And as she walked through the gathering darkness with Laravin in her arms, she suddenly heard a soothing whisper. Encouraging words in an ancient language, long forgotten, and yet so well known. They spoke of comfort and hope. Yelo followed them. They led her deeper and deeper into the forest. No path or way to guide her. Only the voice calling her lured Yelo forward. Finally, in the pale light of the moons, she caught sight of a clearing. Among the dense plants, she could make out a building which covered almost the entire clearing. A temple! Huge granite columns, thickly entwined with ivy, formed the entrance. The voice which had guided her up to here had fallen silent. She listened, but no sound reached her ears. Hesitantly, Yelo, with Laravin in her arms, entered the stairway leading up to the  entrance. Carefully she felt her way up the steps, always mindful of possible dangers. Finally, she reached the top without any incident and entered the temple slowly.

The interior was large and through the ceiling fell the shimmering glow of two moons. The walls were       covered with numerous ornaments and images. The    exact outlines remained hidden from her in the dim   light. After the terrible experiences of the last hours,    Yelo felt for the first time again something like peace within herself. An altar in the shape of a Beran leaf took place in the center. Carefully, Yelo placed Laravin on it.

She bent over her friend and kissed her gently.

“Laravin, we’re there!”

But Laravin’s breathing was shallow, and she didn’t respond. It was a wonder she was breathing at all. Pensively, Yelo looked at her face. It gleamed unnaturally pale in the moonlight. The otherwise full cheeks were sunken and marked by near death. Yelo started to cry.

Laravin sensed the magic of this place. Here the last       of her people had found their resting place, and so had the greatest of her creation, the Suvris. She knew her time had come. In all her years of life, when Laravin had imagined what this ‘One’ might be like, to whom she would impart all her knowledge, she hadn’t reckoned this ‘One’ would one day also own her heart. But this wasn’t her destiny. She, the last of her kind. The last of the elendeari. It was time for her to go. With difficulty, she opened her eyes.

With a cry, Yelo took Laravin in her arms.

“Laravin!”

“Yelo! You did it!” Laravin smiled gently. “Thank you so much. This is the place where the last of my people were buried. Now I too can return home. My task is complete.”

She closed her eyes. Speaking was visibly difficult for her. Desperately, Yelo fought back the realization these were to be her last moments with Laravin. Laravin, the woman she owed so much. The woman who had made her the fighter she was today. The woman she loved and hadn’t even told yet. She mustn’t, indeed couldn’t - lose her! In despair, Yelo looked into Laravin’s face, which already showed the coming death.

“Laravin, please don’t go. What am I supposed to do without you?”

Yelo’s voice was full of despair. Death was near and Laravin didn’t have many breaths left.

“You must follow your destiny, Yelo. You’re ready now. Look at the humans! Do you see them? They are busy trying to survive. People have only their cares and worries. They have lost faith! The only thing they know is Jolah has turned away from Otheiá. Only the fewest still have a small spark of hope in their hearts. You must stoke it! Rekindle the fire! The humans need you, Yelo! If you don’t find a way to give them confidence, Otheiá will perish. If Ischion rules our world, the darkness will swallow it and drag all mankind into the abyss of slavery!”

Yelo heard the urgent words. She sensed Laravin was speaking from conviction. And it was out of this conviction she had sought out Yelo more than six winters ago to prepare her for exactly this task. But she wouldn’t listen.

How could it be so many believed in her and gave their lives for it?! Was it supposed to go on like this forever? Who else would she bring to doom? Helplessly, she stared down at Laravin, who lay in her arms. She was everything to her. Teacher, companion, friend. She had shown her what it meant to master the forces of nature and to become one with them. Only Laravin had been able to make her understand what an important role she had in the never-ending story of Otheiá. That the hopes of humanity for a new beginning rested on her. Although she still resisted, she already knew she had no other choice. She would have to follow her destined path and - if the Goddess willed - fulfill her destiny.

In the pale moonlight, Yelo stared down at Laravin with tear-veiled eyes, who slowly lifted her hand and placed    it against Yelo’s cheek. Gently, she wiped away the tears rolling down Yelo’s cheeks. Lovingly, she smiled at the woman above her - who didn’t yet know how strong she really was.

“Yelo, I have to go–”

“Please don’t say that! I need you!“

“I wish we had more time, too. But the Goddess had other plans.” A cough interrupted her. Bloody foam gathered at the corners of her mouth, which Yelo carefully  wiped away. Gratefully, Laravin nodded.

“I want you to know this. I leave happy, for I have ful- filled my destiny. Now it is up to you to shape this world and restore balance. Don’t listen so much to the doubts within you. You are strong. Therefore, don’t be afraid and believe in yourself because I do. You are ready! Trust yourself and give us all hope!”

Gently she stroked Yelo’s cheek. Breathing became increasingly difficult for her.

“This is the end of our journey together. Whatever happens, follow your heart, and trust the Goddess. She will guide you when you lack confidence.”

She took Yelo’s face in both hands and gently pulled her down. When their lips met, she whispered the words which had been burning in her soul for so long.

“Ti tch’e co.” I love you.

Yelo looked deep into Laravin’s eyes, which shimmered deep green in the light of the moons. Everything she had dreamed of everything she had hoped for - now when it was a reality, she couldn’t form a clear thought. The sensation of finally kissing the woman she loved gave way to the realization this would be the only and last time. Deep sadness overcame her. Her tears finally broke their way and ran unhindered down her face. The salty drops wet Laravin’s cheeks, but she didn’t seem to notice them. Finally, Laravin ended the kiss and pulled         Yelo’s head even closer until she whispered directly into her ear.

“Eloneri ger’aht, to redt verus sat.” The Goddess is always with you, trust in her wisdom.

With that, she closed her eyes and Yelo felt her chest    rise and fall once more, for the last time.

“Ti ga ketari’los ghret.” I will follow your path.

But Laravin heard her no more. Yelo closed her eyes  and hugged her tightly.
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She sat like this for a long time. The morning was already dawning, and the first rays of sunlight fell through the ceiling and bathed Laravin in a soft, golden light. With a broken heart Yelo looked at the body lying so peacefully in her arms. It almost seemed as if she were asleep. She couldn’t believe Laravin was gone. When a ray of sunlight fell on her face, she tore her gaze away from Laravin and looked around.

The temple was large. Now she could see the paintings  on the walls more clearly. Although the colors were badly faded, she recognized the depiction of the last great war of the Gods. Here, in this temple, Laravin would find her final resting place. This was a worthy place for her teacher, companion, and friend.

Yelo wiped away the last tears and stood up. She couldn’t linger much longer. She had a job to do. It was time to   say goodbye and leave.

Carefully, she placed Laravin on the altar and spread her cloak over the outstretched body. Once again, she bent down and kissed her forehead.

“You’ll be in my heart forever. Have a good journey. May Jolah guide you.”

With these words, she turned and left the temple.

The sun had fully risen by now and she blinked at the brightness. After the twilight in the temple, it took time for her eyes to adjust to the light.

As her vision cleared, she looked directly into two rainbow-colored eyes eying her intently.

In front of the stairs sat a huge dekal. Her fur and horn plates were ice gray, with a slight bluish tinge.

Again, Yelo heard the voice in her head.

‘Ti och’te Suvris. Aht’te Kiala. Sumos on. Saer’te eloneri fenva kaa.’ I belong to you, Suvris. You belong to Kiala. We are one. Such is the will of the Goddess.

And Yelo understood. Kiala was her dekal. Every Suvris had a dekal as was intended by the Goddess. And now there was a dekal sitting in front of her. Kiala. Yelo couldn’t believe it. Her own dekal! She wondered if Laravin had known, and the thought comforted her a little. Fascinated, she looked at Kiala. Slowly, she walked down the steps to the animal and bowed her head.

“Ti och’te Kiala. Aht’te Yelo. Sumos on.” I belong to you Kiala. You belong to Yelo. We are one.

Yelo knelt before her new companion and bowed her head again. She was filled with gratitude the Goddess had honored her with this gift.

Sure, she had wondered a time or two if she would ever own a dekal when she finished her training. In the past, each Suvris had had a dekal. They had been one. But neither Sahwera nor Laravin had been able to give her an answer as to whether it would be the same for her. Dekals chose their companions themselves. And this one, Kiala, had chosen Yelo. Now she had her answer.

A cold nose on her face snapped her out of her thoughts. Kiala’s wet tongue lapped at Yelo’s cheeks. Yelo pressed her forehead to the dekal’s. Her face pressed deep into the soft fur on the bridge of her nose. Kiala smelled of forest and damp moss. A mixture Yelo herself loved from the bottom of her heart. In the forest she was at home, here she found peace. As she breathed in the scent of Kiala, Yelo felt as if she had finally come home. She understood with deep certainty she and Kiala were one. They were meant for each other. Warmth and deep love flooded her, spreading out, filling every cell of her whole being and healing her broken heart a bit. She looked deep into Kiala’s eyes and lost herself in the rainbow colors for a while. Then she pressed a kiss to the dekal’s forehead and stood up.

The road ahead was uncertain, but now she was no longer alone. She was a Suvris, and she had a promise to fulfill.

Kiala’s questioning look was met by Yelo with a small smile.

“Yes, I’m ready!”

With one last glance, Kiala turned and disappeared into the forest, closely followed by Yelo.





XIII


Yelo had been traveling together with Kiala for two quarter-moons. The experience of having a dekal by her side was incredible. Kiala was like an extension of herself. She was a born hunter. Her sense of detection was unerring. Kiala could still detect clues when even Yelo’s keen senses were failing. The fact she could converse with Kiala still amazed her. Kiala shared her knowledge with Yelo, helping her through the dark hours when grief for Laravin threatened to overwhelm her.

Their path had always led them east. Except for two minor run-ins with some trilljas, the journey had been surprisingly uneventful so far.

During this time, they had developed into a unit. They hunted, fought, slept, and ate together. Kiala was like a shadow of Yelo and never left her side.

The sun was already setting when Yelo reached the foot of the mountains. It was time for her to make camp for the night. Kiala had been gone since sunrise. She had probably joined her fellow species for hunting. It was the first time Kiala had gone hunting since she had been with Yelo. Even though they had been together for such a short time, Yelo missed her instantly. She had already gotten used to Kiala being by her side. And now she caught herself looking over her shoulder again and again and finding only her own shadow.

She climbed a small hill which was littered with rocks. Wind and weather had made them brittle. Some had broken apart as if a huge fist had smashed them. The thickly forested slopes of the western Deusari Mountains stretched in gentle waves before her. The forest was so dense it was impossible for her to discover a gap or a path. Yelo decided to spend tonight here. It didn’t take her long to discover a place where the fallen boulders had formed a natural cave.

She had just settled down when she noticed a change in the air. It was like a soft ... whirring, a sound almost inaudible, coming from the mountain. Tense, she stared into the night, which had now fallen completely. But she could see nothing but the dark outline of the mountains, black against the night sky. The wind brought the smell of fire. Now she could also perceive the clang of swords. And something else. A stench. Foul and pungent, wafting down the mountainside and finding its way straight to her nose. Yelo grimaced in disgust. She knew of only one creature who emitted such a smell. Trilljas!

Yelo drew her swords and ran toward the sounds. She relied completely on her instincts, which led her safely up the mountain. Her legs carried her further and further up the mountain, past boulders and between the trees. She could already see a glimmer of light between the trees in the complete darkness. Angry screams and shrieks reached her ears. One of them was all too familiar to her. Mancors! When she looked closer, she could make out their black wings against the night sky.

Breathing heavily, she stepped out into a large clearing, where a battle was going on. Two mancors roomed the air and spit their fiery breath again and again upon the people and their dwellings, which nestled tightly against the opposite rock wall. The mancors were attacked by five smaller, iridescent green dragons. Atop these dragons sat riders, hacking at the mancor’s heavy wings with their swords. Dragon riders! Fascinated, Yelo watched as the more agile dragons dodged the mancor and attacked them with their own fire breath.

On the ground, some of the houses were already ablaze, bathing the clearing in a bright light. Humans leapt among the blazing flames with swords drawn, fighting doggedly against onrushing trilljas. Twenty paces away lay a mancor with a burnt wing. Around him, three figures tried to deliver the fatal blow, but the mancor fought back desperately. Twitching and breathing fire, he spun in circles to escape the deadly blades. One of the attackers wasn’t fast enough. The dragon’s huge fangs closed around his body and caused an agonizing death. His agonized screams echoed far across the clearing, snapping Yelo out of her rigidity.

„Och’te Otheiá!“, she shouted, charging into the clearing. The runes of her swords began to glow. Death came swiftly upon the trilljas. Yelo hacked, slashed, and stabbed at them like a deadly storm. Moments later, the five trilljas lay motionless on the ground. But the mancor continued to draw their deadly circles. They quickly realized a new danger had appeared and concentrated their fire on Yelo. This was dangerous. The mancors had to come down from the sky! She positioned herself in the center of the clearing among the dead trilljas and raised her swords high above her head with blades crossed. Then she closed her eyes. Bright light from her swords flowed down her body to the ground and now completely enveloped her. Yelo stood in a dome of light. She looked up. The bright aura was strong enough. No fire breath could penetrate the light dome. Instead, it beaded down the sides. Yelo heard, as if from far away, a stifled scream, followed closely by a heavy thud. The ground vibrated slightly beneath her feet. But she couldn’t let herself be distracted. She took a deep breath and concentrated.

“Gôith!”

Yelo’s voice rang out, first in a whisper, then gaining strength, until she screamed out the words:

“Gôith! Te’cha Jolah!”

Satisfied, she felt the storm building up around her, increasing in strength and rising powerfully like a hurricane. The broad wings of the mancors had nothing to oppose this maelstrom. The leather of their wings tore, and the last two dragons crashed to the ground towards the waiting fighters. It didn’t take long for them to cut down the dragons, which were still stunned by the fall. Slowly, Yelo lowered her swords and looked into questioning faces. She towered over even the tallest of the fighters by at least a head. Yelo counted fifteen women and men staring at her uncertainly. Behind them, the four dragon riders landed and joined their comrades. Their dragons had brought them to safety in time from the summoned storm. Before Yelo could say anything, one of the fighters broke away from the group and stepped toward her. The deep furrows in his face told Yelo he must have experienced more than sixty winters. Nevertheless, his figure was strong and erect. He extended his hand to her, which Yelo took.

“Thank you, stranger. I am Merzon and these here are the fighters of the Siotha caste. Our people have been fighting Wramgar for a very long time. This hideout was safe for many summers and winters, but now they have discovered us. Thank you for helping us. We are in your debt. Without you, we would have been destroyed tonight.”

Yelo felt uncomfortable with all the attention. Blood rushed to her face, and she was grateful for the darkness hiding her red cheeks. She cleared her throat and bowed her head.

“I ... I was happy to help. I’m Yelo.”

Merzon eyed her from head to toe, including her swords which she still held in her hands. His gaze lingered on her pointed ears. Quietly, so only Yelo could hear, he murmured:

“And you are not human either, I see. There seems to be more to you than meets the eye, I’d wager.”

He took a step back and spread his arms.

“Welcome here with us.”

Then he turned to the others.

“Put out the fires and gather up the dead. Let’s see what is left of our belongings.”

His gaze fell on one of the dragon riders.

“Sentri, where is Cont?”

But the latter only shook his head.

“And the dragon?”

“Died with him.” Sentri lowered his eyes sadly. “There are only four of us left.”

Merzon nodded curtly and turned to Yelo.

“Follow me” he said, turning. Yelo nodded to the others and did as she was told. Merzon walked to one of the few dwellings spared by the fire and motioned for her to step inside.

When she entered the narrow hut nestled close to  the rock, she was astonished. As it turned out, this was only the entrance to a large, spacious cave. Several passages branched off from it and seemed to extend deep into the rock. In the front of the cave was a large wooden table, long enough to seat at least twenty people. Apparently, it was some sort of meeting room. Merzon gave her a moment to look around then pointed to one of the chairs.

“Please sit.”

He handed her a cup of fresh, clear water. Only now did she realize how thirsty she actually was.

She accepted the cup and emptied it in one go.

“Thank you.”

She gave a friendly nod to the old man. Yelo, however, was not fooled by his hospitality. She sensed the    man wasn’t happy about her presence. She couldn’t tell why, but if she wasn’t entirely mistaken, however, it wouldn’t be long before she found out. 

Merzon sat down across from her at the table and eyed her from dark eyes.

“I don’t know who you are or where you’re from.”        His eyes narrowed to slits and he scrutinized                 her appraisingly. “But I’ve been in this world long enough to know warriors don’t just fall from the sky. Lokastron’s minions work by any means necessary.      I’ll be honest, I don’t trust you.”

Yelo understood his concern and also his distrust. She had experienced too much in the last two moons not to understand his attitude. Lokastron’s armies had advanced deep into the south. They used mancors and who knows what other dark forces.

But she was on his side. She had to make that clear to him. This was a good opportunity to fight Wramgar. The people here needed her. But could she trust Merzon? Should she reveal to him who she really was? What she was? Wouldn’t it be too soon? How would the people react? Laravin and also Ghane had told her people needed hope. They were waiting for something or someone to give them back this hope. But what would happen if she told them she was the only Suvris in all of Otheiá? Would they believe her? After all, they had seen her fight. Well, strictly speaking, she might just be a mage. Yelo came to a conclusion. The truth would have to wait. Revealing herself would mean Lokastron would find out about her too, sooner or later. She couldn’t risk it! Her duty was to help the ruling house of Alvituas regain its former strength and to unite Otheiá. She took a breath and looked at Merzon, who seemed to have noticed Yelo’s inner conflict.

He looked at her tensely. Again, his gaze grazed her pointed ears.

“What are you? Another of Lokastron’s shenanigans? Sent to spy on Lynark’s hiding warrior castes in the mountains? We are the only ones west of the mountains who seriously resist Wramgar. The fact Lynark hasn’t yet submitted to Wramgar is entirely due to the warrior castes! I wouldn’t be surprised if he sent out scouts.”

He looked at her suspiciously and waited. What should she tell him? How could she convince a man who has survived so far only thanks to his mistrust? The silence around them spread, causing Yelo discomfort. She cleared her throat.

“I understand your distrust, Merzon, and I would be surprised if it were otherwise. You’re responsible for a lot of people. But I can assure you I am not a spy for Wramgar. It’s the opposite. I fight trilljas at every opportunity, for I have sworn not to rest until they have been wiped from the face of Otheiá!” Yelo had spoken with confidence and full conviction. Merzon twisted his lips into a smile.

“What an ambitious goal. How old are you? Huh? Looking at you, I would guess you have hardly experienced more than twenty-four winters. Yet you fight like a seasoned warrior. Where are you from?”

“Well, I’ve spent the last six winters and summers in Drechnias and I’ve been back on the mainland for two moons.”

Yelo had no intention of telling him everything. What she had said so far would have to suffice for the moment.

“Drechnias?”

Merzon frowned. The name seemed familiar, but apparently, he didn’t know how to classify it.

“You’ll know the area more as ‘The Islands’. That’s where I learned to fight.”

The memory of Laravin hurt and she pressed her lips together. Merzon hadn’t missed her reaction, but he didn’t press her.

“I know of only one kind of warrior who fights like this. At least, that’s what I’ve read about. Hmm...” He broke off and frowned, like he was wondering if this could be.

Yelo held back while Merzon regarded her thoughtfully. Then he seemed to have come to a decision, for he stood up.

“You can stay here for the night if you like. I must go now and take care of my people.”

With those words he turned toward the exit, but Yelo’s voice made him pause.

“I want to stay, Merzon. Let me fight by your side. I know, I can be of use here!” said Yelo forcefully. “I would be a reinforcement for your troops, I am sure of it.”

Merzon turned to face her. Resolutely, she looked at him.

“I’ll talk to the others.”

He gave her a curt nod and left the room.

Yelo stayed behind, staring at the door Merzon had closed behind him. She would stay and fight, provided the Siotha caste took her in. This people needed her. And once all trilljas were pushed back from Lynark, she would make her way to Etrion.

Yelo got up and made herself comfortable in a corner of the room, close to the fire. She was exhausted. Summoning the wind had taken a lot out of her. But she was glad it had worked. Laravin would have been proud of her because she had listened to her instincts. And with the thought of deep green eyes, she fell asleep.





XIV
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Yelo had climbed the mountain and was leaning against the still damp trunk of a tall fir tree. The wetness seeped through her clothes. She admired how the treetops below her turned blood-red in the morning light. The rising sun was already warming and drying the mist settling between the tree trunks. The valley was coming to life.

She had been here for five days, and most of that time she had spent searching the surrounding valleys for evidence of trilljas or mancors. So far, she hadn’t spotted any sign of them.

She had been accepted into the Siotha caste. The whole procedure had been short and sweet. Merzon had asked and all had raised their hands. Unanimously. She was the only woman besides Danun, Majlor and Kian. Yelo had the impression Merzon didn’t think much of women as fighters. At least he didn’t entrust them with important tasks, which she couldn’t understand at all. Danun was the best archer in the troop and Kian could take on any man in swordplay. In sword practice, only Yelo was able to defeat Kian. Merzon still didn’t seem to trust her. So far, she hadn’t found out much about him. Majlor knew to report he had lost his entire family to trilljas at an early age. He had traveled a lot since then and had eventually joined the Siotha caste. As Yelo experienced it, he was a prudent leader, but also a follower of the old ways and narrow-minded. In his view, a woman didn’t belong on the battlefield, although trilljas didn’t care whether they murdered men or women and children. She found his views too short-sighted.

Yelo sighed. She was glad the others treated her kindly, if somewhat reservedly. She hadn’t forgotten how much the kids at Vanders had teased her about her looks and size. Here, however, no one asked her questions about her ears or where she came from. They were grateful she had joined them and fought side by side with them.

Yelo rested her head against the tree trunk and breathed the still damp forest air. She loved that smell. It reminded her of another time. A time when hunting rabbits was still the most exciting thing she could imagine.

‘It’s still one of the most exciting things I can think of, even if our task involves a little more.’ She smirked as she heard the voice in her head. Kiala! Already a cold nose was boring into her palm. She was back again! Her heart literally overflowed with joy at the sight of the rainbow-colored eyes. She bent down and rested her forehead on the dekal’s. The thick, ice-gray fur tickled her nose.

“How did you find me?” asked Yelo in wonder.

‘Ti och’te Suvris. Aht’te Kiala. Sumos on. Saer’te eloneri fenva kaa.’ I belong to you, Suvris. You belong to Kiala. We are one. Such is the will of the Goddess.

Yelo thought she could almost sense something like impatience in Kiala, because she still didn’t understand. She smiled.

“Yes, I know. We are one.”

Although Yelo had read in Vanders about how there was an invisible bond between a Suvris and her dekal, connecting the two across all of Otheiá, it still amazed her how strong it seemed to be. The fact Kiala had found her so easily filled Yelo with awe.

She ruffled Kiala’s thick fur behind her ears. A quick glance at the sun told her it was time to return to camp.

“Come, I’ll introduce you to the others.”

As she appeared in the camp with the dekal at her side, all conversation fell silent. Most knew dekals only from old stories.

“This is Kiala,” Yelo said. “She is with me.”

As if in greeting, Kiala yawned profusely and showed her mighty canines.

Yelo pretended not to notice the others’ astonishment and sat down at the table while Kiala settled at her feet. Merzon’s gaze had brightened at the sight of the dekal. He caught Yelo’s gaze and nodded. Then he cleared his throat.

“As you know, trilljas attacks have increased in the last two moons. We have to send someone to King Brâer in Gens. He must hear about this! We absolutely need reinforcements, otherwise we won’t be able to stop the trilljas any longer and the way to the east will be clear. The capital will fall! This message is important. It must be delivered at all costs.”

Yelo looked around. All faces were tense. The way to the capital was dangerous and there was little chance of success if one traveled alone. But they couldn’t spare another person. Their position had to be held at all costs. Every single sword was urgently needed.

Merzon’s gaze met Yelo’s. He looked at her questioningly. Yelo rose.

“I’m going.”

She nodded to Merzon, who returned her nod.

“One word, Yelo, then you leave at once.”

Merzon took her aside and handed her the letter for the king.

“When you have delivered the message, go to the old tower, and ask for Sfrela. Tell her ‘Knowledge is the key to insight’ and she will know what to do.”

He placed both hands on her shoulders and looked deeply into her eyes. His voice was soft as he looked at her confidently.

“Te’cha Jolah.”

With those words, he turned and left. Speechless, she stared after him. Did he know who she was? How did he know the ancient language? This was strange. Why should she go to Sfrela? And above all, who was she? What could she show her and help her with? Yelo shook her head. Her questions would have to wait until she got there.

Before noon, she was already on her way. She kept the letter in the inside pocket of her vest.





❖      

She had followed exactly the instructions Merzon had given her, but now, after two quarters of a moon of steady uphill, she had to admit to herself she had missed the mountain pass. They struggled laboriously through the undergrowth until they finally found the first signs of people in the dense forest. Several logs lay neatly cut and piled among the tall trees. Kiala had picked up scent and they had been following the human trail for a day. Yelo hoped it would lead to a village. Maybe someone there could point her in the right direction. With luck, someone might even be found to travel the pass with her. They were finally going downhill, but the trees stood close together again and it was getting harder and harder to find a passable path. Yelo trusted Kiala. Following her nose, she kept finding small wildlife trails which brought them closer to their destination. The sun was already high in the sky when suddenly the air changed. It vibrated and the small hairs on Yelo’s arms stood up. Her skin began to tingle. She paused and Kiala also stopped. Her ears twitched back and forth. Yelo held her breath. There it was again! She would never forget this sound again. The call of a mancor! A quick glance at Kiala was enough.

“Tchîn!” South!

Yelo nodded to Kiala and watched the dekal disappear into the dense undergrowth.

She herself ran down the hill toward the sound. Branches whipped at her face, bushes tugged at her clothing, and twigs got tangled in her sword hilts, which extended beyond her shoulders, so she finally pulled them out.

Ahead of her, she saw a smaller gap in the dense forest. Briefly, she could make out a leathery, black wing. She was almost there! Already she smelled the dragon’s corrosive breath and heard the screams of people. Finally, she reached a far-stretched plateau with a small cluster of perhaps a dozen houses. To the right, the plateau merged into fields which nestled in small terraces down the mountainside. Some of the houses on this side were already burning. People were running back and forth with buckets of water trying to put out the fires. Yelo’s gaze lingered on a figure standing amidst the chaos in the village square, shooting arrow after arrow at the giant mancor with his bow. But the latter - completely unimpressed by the rain of arrows and the swarm of imprecations coming at him from below - continued to spit fire. As Yelo drew closer, she realized it was a young woman, barely older than herself. She was of small, roundish stature, but powerfully built. Her short, blond hair stood out from her head, giving her the appearance of a small straw doll Yelo had once owned as a child. Her dark skin shimmered in the sunlight. As nimble as her hands were, her lips were quicker. Her mouth didn’t stand still for a second. She hurled curses at the mancor which would make even the toughest sailors in Fenyw’s dockside taverns blush with shame. Her doublet was worn, and the scuffed leather bracers revealed this wasn’t the first time she had handled a bow. Yelo looked around. Trilljas were not to be seen. Most likely the mancor was on a pure foray. Yelo saw the dragon come in for a landing, to feast on the cattle grazing on one of the upper terraces. Taking advantage of the brief pause in the fire, the woman threw away her bow and grabbed a spear. Screaming loudly, she ran toward the mancor, who didn’t even bother to turn around.

Yelo knew the spear would be of no use. The blade was sharp, but it wouldn’t penetrate his scale armor. The woman would only lose her life! She jerked her arms up to get their attention.

“Hold it right there! Stop!”

But the woman paid no attention to her and continued running toward the dragon, unaware of the danger she was in.

Yelo ran as well.

“Hey there! You’re supposed to stop!”

Meanwhile, the woman reached the terrace where the cattle were grazing. Barely fifty more steps separated her from the giant dragon. She hurled the spear with all her might. It pierced the leathery wing and stuck in it. The mancor didn’t seem to like this at all. He turned around and spread his huge wings. Flapping his enormous wings, he tried to remove the foreign object. The whirling wind tore the woman off her feet. But she picked herself up, drew her dagger and faced the mancor, who seemed to notice her only now. This was madness! Was she completely out of her mind? Yelo shouted as loud as she could:

“Back! Get back!”

A few more steps and she would be there. It would be close. Already the mancor was opening its huge mouth, ready to pounce.

“Get back! Get back!”

Only now did the woman seem to notice her. With swords drawn, their blades already glowing, Yelo charged toward her, closely followed by Kiala. With mighty leaps she bridged the distance.

“What ...? How ...?”

The little woman stared at her, stunned. Forgotten seemed the dragon rising behind her, about to release its breath of fire. With a huge leap, Yelo jumped over the woman and lunged at the mancor with shining blades. She dove under the open mouth and plunged her blades into the neck covered with thick scales, while Kiala leapt in with a mighty leap and bit into the dragon’s foreleg. In her leap, Kiala had knocked the small woman over. She had fallen backwards and landed with her hands and buttocks in the now leaking warm blood of the dragon. It stank pitifully. Somewhat dazed, she stared at the floor and saw she was sitting in a puddle of shiny, black blood which was rapidly spreading wider and wider. The blood flowed from the neck of the suddenly headless mancor. The dragon’s head lay a few steps away. Yelo wiped her swords clean and put them away, while Kiala intently eyed the small woman still sitting on the ground in the pool of dragon blood. The woman seemed stunned, staring at Kiala with wide eyes. Concerned, Yelo put her hand on the woman’s shoulder.

“Are you all right?”

The woman looked back and forth between Kiala and Yelo, searching for words, but they seemed to have somehow escaped her, for her mouth moved, but no sound was heard. Finally, she shook her head and straightened up. She eagerly wiped her hands on her doublet. The blood was sticking terribly. Her pants were ruined anyway. She would need new clothes.

“Do you understand me? Can you hear me?”

Yelo shook her shoulder lightly. The woman in front of her seemed somehow dazed and absent. Were they speaking the same language?

“Is everything all right?” repeated Yelo.

The woman’s gaze now went to Kiala, who by now had settled down next to Yelo and continued to eye her. That seemed to finally snap her out of her stupor, and she cleared her throat.

“Um, yeah. I ...” Her voice trailed off. She took a deep breath and started again. “Yeah, I’m … I’m all right. Thank you ... um ... yeah.”

Relief spread through Yelo, and she smiled at the woman, who suddenly inhaled deeply. Yelo noticed how the woman’s cheeks reddened and she lowered her eyes in embarrassment. A little irritated by the reaction, she inquired again:

“Are you sure everything is all right?”

This question seemed to deepen the red. It spread all over the woman’s neck and finally disappeared under the dark shirt whose top buttons were undone.

“Hmm.”

Obviously, she was embarrassed about something, but what? To ease the situation a bit, Yelo reached out her hand to help the woman up, who was still sitting amidst the dragon’s blood.

She hesitated at first, but finally grabbed Yelo’s outstretched hand and stood up. Yelo took this as a sign she was indeed well.

“I’m Yelo, by the way,” she said, pointing to the dekal. “And this is Kiala.”

The woman walked up to just short of her chest, making her rather small even by human standards.

“What is this creature?”

She pointed her chin at the dekal. As she did so, she held Yelo’s hand a little longer than necessary and let her gaze wander up Yelo’s arm.

“Um, if I answer will you give me my hand back?” asked Yelo with a twinkle in her eye. It hadn’t escaped her notice the woman’s gaze had wandered along her body. As if she had been burned, the woman released Yelo’s hand and cleared her throat.

“Oh! Yes, of course, um ... I’m Tellion.” Her cheeks glowed.

Yelo smirked as Tellion finally relinquished her hand. She pointed to Kiala.

“Kiala is a dekal.”

“Dekal?! I thought they only existed in old stories!”

Intrigued, she looked at Kiala with wondering eyes and finally reached into the thick fur at her neck.

“Well; come here my girl! Thank you for your help!”

Then she started to scratch her intensely and finally pressed a kiss to the dekal’s nose.

Yelo’s words got stuck in her throat. Kiala also seemed a little irritated. But she quickly realized it felt very good to be cuddled on the neck and closed her eyes.

Yelo was still rigid and watched in amazement as Kiala began to make soothing sounds with her eyes closed. Seriously?! At this sight, Yelo refrained from pointing out to Tellion dekals were actually very dangerous and couldn’t be touched easily. No one would believe her now.

“This little one is cute.”

“Little one?”

Yelo stifled a laugh.

“She’s almost as tall as you.”

“Exactly. Almost! As long as I am able to see past her, she’s smaller than me.”

As if in confirmation, Kiala stood up and almost entirely covered little Tellion. The latter peeked out behind the dekal, which really reached almost to her shoulder.

“You see? I can see past her. That’s what I’m saying. Smaller than me.”

Satisfied, she gave Yelo a triumphant smile.

Yelo smiled back and turned.

“Where are we?”

“In Reiwa. It’s the last village before the Khel-Pass to Gens,“ Tellion replied. „Where are you from?”

“We are from the northwest and have been traveling for two quarter-moons. Actually, I wanted to go to Khel-Pass, but somehow, I missed it. What happened here?”

“I’m just passing through and have been here since yesterday. Just wanted to rest for a day or two, fill up my provisions, and then continue over the pass. The people here are friendly. Simple farmers. This morning, I just came from ... well, you know, all of a sudden, this beast showed up and started spitting fire like crazy. The poor farmers were terrified and had to watch helplessly as this monster set fire to one house after another. Well, of course, I couldn’t just stand by and watch. And then you showed up. Do you know that kind of creature?”

“This was a mancor. A dragon, corrupted by Ischion’s dark power and evil to the depths of his soul. He would have killed you, Tellion. You can do nothing against a mancor with a bow and arrow.”

“Yes, it seems I need a glowing sword to do kill it.”

“Maybe,” Yelo laughed. “Maybe you don’t. Where does your path take you once you pass the mountains?”

“My path leads to Gens. There I hope to learn all I need to become a great warrior.”

“Well, until you grow more, I don’t think you’ll be a ‘great’ warrior,” Yelo feigned.

The look Tellion gave her quickly silenced her, however, and she mentally made a note to stop teasing Tellion about her height.

Suddenly, Tellion grinned and gave Yelo a friendly buff in the side.

“I have a fabulous idea! I’ll take you to Gens and you teach me how to fight with a sword. Oh, and of course, what I need to do to make my sword glow as well!”

Yelo didn’t have to think long.

“Deal, I’ll be happy to help you with the first one, but I have my doubts about the other.”

A glance at Kiala confirmed her dekal was also pleased with this arrangement. Tellion seemed to be a bright young woman. Yelo estimated they were about the same age. Her face was open and friendly. The small wrinkles already appearing around the corners of her mouth revealed Tellion liked to laugh a lot. Yelo grinned. Well, the journey should certainly be exciting. Even more so, since Tellion tended to blush every time, she looked at Yelo. Suddenly it struck her. Frowning, she eyed Tellion from top to bottom and back again. Hm. Something was missing.

“Where’s your sword?”

“What? Oh … yeah. I … I don’t have one yet. But I’m sure the local blacksmith will be able to forge one for me, provided, of course, his shack is still standing.”

With these words she hurried away. Over her shoulder, she gave Yelo one last look.

“I’ll meet you back here at noon!”

With these words she disappeared between the still smoking houses.

Somewhat perplexed at the abrupt farewell, Yelo looked after her, then turned to Kiala with a smile.

“So, my ‘little one’. One scratch on the neck and you forget you’re actually a dekal? Really?” She shook her head and raised her eyebrows questioningly.

Kiala stood up. She stretched majestically, turned, and trotted toward the edge of the forest. There she settled down and closed her eyes.

Yelo was left to her own devices. She shrugged her shoulders and decided it made perfect sense to talk to the inhabitants of this village, not least to find out if trilljas had already ventured this far.





XV


As it turned out, Yelo had been right in her guess. Tellion was a pleasant traveling companion, an excellent archer, and an even better cook.

However, her mouth stayed hardly still. She told Yelo about her childhood and her desire to become a great warrior one day. Her family came from the south of Darklûn, the only green spot in a land otherwise dominated by desert. When Tellion was only ten winters old, her mother died. Her father had only a meager income as a charcoal burner, which was barely enough to feed himself and his daughter. Nevertheless, he loved his only child more than anything and fed her stories of old times, of great battles and brave warriors. When her father died of fever last summer, there was nothing left to keep Tellion in Darklûn. She had set out to become a great warrior. Once Tellion had emerged from the seclusion of the forest, she had quickly realized the world out there was very different from her father’s stories. Dark mages and trilljas terrorized the people in villages and towns, fear reigned everywhere. On her way east, Tellion had run into trilljas more and more often. Had seen what they did to the villages they attacked. Often, she had felt helpless, but the events had strengthened her desire to fight. When she had come to Lynark, she had heard the king was looking for volunteers willing to join the fight against Wramgar. She had answered this call and was now on her way to the capital.

Yelo was glad to have her along. However, Tellion had begun making eyes at and flirting with her at every opportunity. This made the whole journey arduous. At first, Yelo had thought this was fun and had gone for it. But soon she had realized Tellion was serious. Yelo felt emotionally in a dilemma.

She liked Tellion, though her feelings were more sisterly. Then she was also flattered, because no one had ever expressed interest in her so openly. On the other hand, she didn’t want to hurt Tellion by telling her the feelings she had for her had nothing to do with desire. But she didn’t want to mislead Tellion either. So, what should she do? Now she tried to ignore Tellion’s advances completely. But even that didn’t have the desired effect. Worse. Instead of understanding the unspoken message, as Yelo had hoped, Tellion intensified her efforts. She wanted Yelo and never for a moment allowed any doubt about it. At every opportunity she touched her or made remarks which brought the blood to Yelo’s cheeks. Yelo was completely overwhelmed. Not only was she still grieving for Laravin, and her heart wasn’t free at the moment anyway. No, she didn’t know how to fight Tellion off. Any comment from Yelo expressing her obvious disinterest was simply ignored by Tellion.

She had long since stopped feeling carefree in Tellion’s presence, quite as if she could no longer breathe freely. She saw only one way out: she withdrew. Yelo fervently hoped Tellion would understand the signals, but it almost seemed as if they were inciting her behavior even more. Tellion dropped remarks at every opportunity about how much they both had in common. Almost as if she was trying to get Yelo to realize they were both quite excellent together.

Yelo didn’t know what to do. She had never fought a battle like this before. With each step she took to the side, Tellion moved two more closer. Yelo was sure if she approached Tellion about it, she would dismiss her behavior as normal banter with a laugh. And who knows? Maybe she was right? Yelo wasn’t really experienced in this regard. In order to have as little time with Tellion as possible, Yelo and Kiala spent most of the day apart from her, hunting right and left in the forest. It wasn’t until evening they rejoined Tellion to look for a suitable place to camp for the night.

Together they had crossed the Khel Pass and already covered a good distance in the direction of Gens. Shortly after sunrise, they finally reached the first fields. Yelo hoped they wouldn’t have to spend the night in the open. Since Kiala had left them in the morning to go hunting, they moved on alone, looking forward to a soft bed. Tellion was interested in how often Kiala went hunting and how she found her way back to Yelo, and Yelo tried as hard as he could to answer all these questions for her. So, the day passed quickly, and just before sunset they finally reached a small village. A few huts crowded together in a small clearing. Their roofs were patched in many places, the chalk paint faded. Overall, the village looked a bit run down. But there was an inn, and Yelo was looking forward to a hearty meal and a soft bed.

Loud voices echoed from the inn as they approached. It was the largest building and stood somewhat apart from the other houses. Yelo braced herself against the heavy wooden door, which hung somewhat askew on its hinges. The smell of stale beer and meat broth met them as the two entered the taproom. Suddenly, the conversations fell silent. Yelo looked around. The inn was emptier than she had thought from the voices. The few tables were hardly occupied. Pure rejection struck them from a dozen pairs of eyes. In the back, the innkeeper leaned over the small bar counter and looked at them appraisingly.

“Yikes, how friendly everyone is here!” murmured Tellion.

“What do you want?”

The innkeeper’s voice sounded more curious than disapproving. An apron, which had also seen better days, stretched over his fat belly. Pulling his shoulders back, he straightened to what Yelo thought was his not very remarkable full height.

“We seek food and lodging for the night. It shall not be your loss,” Tellion replied, jingling a few coins in her hand. “Provided you have such things to offer.”

One of the guests spat on the ground and rose. Wordlessly, he walked past Yelo and Tellion and left the room. It took only a short time, and the other guests followed his example.

Finally, when only Yelo, Tellion, and the innkeeper remained, Yelo turned to the innkeeper in wonder.

“What’s going on here?”

The innkeeper waved it off nervously.

“Oh that. It’s nothing. They were about to leave anyway.”

Small beads of sweat formed on his forehead and Yelo noticed him chewing on the inside of his cheek. His mouth twitched as he did so, and his cheek muscles worked. Slowly, her patience was wearing thin. She didn’t like being lied to at all. And this man here? He wasn’t just lying; he was clearly afraid. But of what? She leaned over the counter, grabbed the front of his apron and shirt, and pulled the host close to her. The tips of his toes barely touched the floor. His eyes widened in shock as he stared at her.

“What are you afraid of?”

“Afraid? We? Oh ...” He must have noticed Yelo’s gaze harden, because he fell silent. His eyes slid over Yelo’s face as she stared at him, over her ears and the two sword hilts protruding above her shoulders. Then he looked Yelo in the eye, took a deep breath and freed himself from her grasp.

“It has just been a quarter-moon since our neighboring village was raided and wiped out. The arm of Lokastron reaches far and comes in many forms. We don’t like strangers here.” He paused for a moment, and with a glance at Yelo’s ears, he added. “Especially when They’re not human.”

“Ah, I see.”

Yelo backed away a little. She knew the feeling of being rejected all too well from her time at Vanders. But before she could lose herself in that thought, Tellion spoke up.

“Listen, we are not spies of Wramgar, nor do we mean you any harm. We are on our way to Gens, to the king. You have nothing to fear from us. On the contrary, you are lucky to have Yelo here. If any trilljas or other critters actually stray in here, then bang! She’ll chop them up. She ...” Tellion had talked herself into a frenzy and was flailing her arms wildly. Yelo put a hand on Tellion’s shoulder and squeezed it briefly to get her attention. It worked and Tellion closed her mouth.

Yelo leaned forward again and asked the innkeeper:

“Do you have a room or not?”

“Well, the thing is ...”

The innkeeper trailed off and ran his hands through his thinning hair. He was scared, but he was also afraid of her, even a blind man could see that.

“Of course, we have rooms, but at the moment ...”, he trailed off.

Yelo sighed and said goodbye to the beautiful idea of a warm bed.

“It’s all right, forget it. Do we at least get something to eat from you, or is this inconvenient right now too?”

She bit her tongue. She didn’t mean to sound sarcastic. People here were scared. How far had it come even in an inn you were no longer served just because you looked different? There had to be an end to this! Yelo noticed Tellion’s astonished look, but she shook her head slightly. Now was not the time for discussion.

The innkeeper looked relieved.

“Yes, of course. Right away. I’ll make you something. Just a moment.”

With those words, he disappeared into the kitchen. Tellion poked her in the side.

“What are you doing, Yelo? I thought you, like me, were finally going to sleep in a real bed again?”

“Not now, Tellion. I’ll explain later.”

“What’s there to explain? There are more than enough rooms here and we have money to pay for them. I told him not to be afraid, didn’t I? Damn it, I don’t want to sleep outside again!”

“I know. We’ll find something, you’ll see ...” She was interrupted when the man stepped out of the kitchen with a bundle. He set it down on the counter and added a jug of wine.

“This should be enough for the next few days. Now go.” With a wave of his hand, he turned and disappeared back into the kitchen.

Yelo looked at Tellion. The little woman shrugged and grabbed the bundle but paused at her gaze. She sighed in resignation and placed two coins on the counter. Yelo smiled contentedly before they left the inn.

The few houses didn’t look inviting. The shutters were closed everywhere. No light fell out. Darkness had already set in, and they had to hurry to find a place to camp for the night. Yelo had an idea.

“Now what?” asked Tellion.

“Come, follow me. I saw something on the way here. With any luck, we won’t be sleeping out in the open tonight.”

Yelo walked back the way they had come. She had seen a shack further out on the edge of the forest, half in ruins. From a distance, it looked like people were storing their wood there for the winter. Surely there would be a little spot where they could spread out their blankets.

Darkness had already fully fallen when they reached the edge of the forest. Yelo spotted the small hut immediately and walked purposefully towards it.

“Here? In this shack?” Tellion looked indecisive. “I seriously doubt you’ll even fit in there. You’ll have to bend those pretty legs of yours!”

“Tellion! Seriously?”

She just couldn’t help it. Yelo smiled to herself. The prospect of a good supper and some wine filled her with joy. When she reached the warped door, she inwardly thanked Jolah for her good fortune. It was not locked. Inside the hut, wood was piled up to the ceiling. One half of the room with the small fireplace was still empty. It would be cramped, but they had a roof over their heads, and they would be warm. There was plenty of wood.

After Yelo had lit the fire, they made themselves over the packed delicacies. In addition to bread and ham, the innkeeper had packed them a small loaf of cheese and dried fruit. With a full belly, Yelo leaned back. The stones of the fireplace had been warmed by the fire and pleasant warmth slowly penetrated Yelo’s back. She felt more relaxed than she had in a long time. The firelight danced on her skin and drew the most beautiful figures. Yelo looked in amazement at the constantly changing shadows on her arms, which shimmered golden in the light.

Tellion’s eyes lingered on the sight. Her heart began to beat faster, and her breath caught. Yelo’s eyes, which usually shone silver in the sunlight, were now deep black. She had opened her hair. The blond curls framed the face with the beautifully curved lips. The high cheekbones cast small shadows on the even skin.

Tellion looked at Yelo as she leaned against the fireplace, completely relaxed. In her eyes, Yelo was simply perfect. And she felt desire spreading through her, pulsing deep in her belly. She was getting wet. It would be so easy. All she had to do was lean forward and take her hand. But then what? What if Yelo wasn’t ready? She licked her lips. Why were they so dry? In general, it was kind of stuffy in here. She reached for the wine. Her hand was shaking so much she took the second one to hold the jug steady and drank greedily.

Through half-closed lids, Yelo saw Tellion’s cheeks redden. Was she warm? She sincerely hoped so, because she didn’t feel like fending off any more advances today. The silence made her uncomfortable, so she began to talk.

“You know, it wouldn’t have done any good to force the innkeeper. He was afraid. And from what We’ve seen so far, you can’t even blame him.”

“I don’t know, I told him not to worry.” Tellion shrugged. “You gave up too quickly.”

“Tellion, he was clearly scared. And he was right, I’m not human. I might as well be one of Lokastron’s spies. Do you really blame him for not wanting anything to do with me?” She had leaned forward.

Yelo’s face hardened. She struggled not to show her hurt. Being rejected because of her race was certainly not a new, but always painful experience for her. Compassion shone in Tellion’s eyes. She reached out and placed her hand on Yelos cheek.

Then she lifted Yelo’s chin so she could directly look her in the eyes.

“I don’t care at all what you are. You are just a wonderful being, strong, brave and beautiful. You are perfect!”

The smile Tellion gave her warmed her heart. A small tear stole from the corner of her eye and rolled down her cheek. Tellion wiped it away with her thumb and leaned forward. Her lips brushed delicately across Yelo’s cheek, but before they could reach their destination, Yelo came to her senses and leaned back.

“Um, thank you Tellion.” She cleared her throat.

“That was really very kind of you. Your words, I mean.”

She turned and spread her blanket on the floor in front of the fire.

“It’s time to sleep. Don’t you think?”

With that, she lay long on her back and closed her eyes.

Tellion watched the whole thing as if frozen. What had just happened? Yelo’s discomfort wasn’t lost on her. Did she go too fast? Or did Yelo not want to impose on Tellion?

“You’re right.”

She spread her blanket and lay down, a mere hand’s width from Yelo.

Tellion turned on her side and stared at Yelo, who lay motionless in front of her. Very carefully, she put her hand on Yelo’s belly. Yelo’s breath caught. Her abdominal muscles, indeed, her whole body, tensed. Tellion’s fingers slid over the small, hard ripples which appeared under Yelo’s shirt. Slowly, she let her hand slide down to Yelo’s hip and further onto her thigh. The strong muscles under her fingers felt firm and solid. Tellion slid closer to Yelo and pressed her body against her. Her breasts touched Yelo’s upper arm and immediately her nipples hardened. Holding her breath, she slowly moved her hand to the inside of Yelo’s thigh. Her fingers slid carefully upward. Only a short distance separated her from Yelo’s heat. But suddenly Yelo put her hand on hers, grabbed her and pushed her away.

“No!”

Tellion pressed harder against Yelo and leaned forward. Her lips touched Yelo’s earlobe very gently.

“Why not? I’m sure I could be good to you.”

“No, Tellion!”

Yelo’s voice sounded rough, almost desperate. Didn’t she want to understand? Tellion leaned over Yelo. Her hand caressed Yelo’s face. Whispering softly, she spoke to Yelo.

“You don’t have to be afraid. I’ll be very careful because I know it’s your first time. You’ll see, you’ll like it. I love you, Yelo!”

Frozen, Yelo looked into Tellion’s face, who looked at her full of warmth and love. ‘Oh Jolah! This had to come to an end! Right now!’ She pushed Tellion away and straightened up.

“Tellion, no! I don’t want this!”

Tellion’s eyes began to swim. Yelo didn’t want to hurt her, but clear words were overdue.

“Look, I’m really sorry, but I can’t return your feelings. I just don’t love you the way you love me. Yet I like you very much, but more like a sister. Not more and there will never be anything else between us. I sincerely hope you understand me.”

Tellion’s face froze in pain, so Yelo kept talking, “Your friendship is important to me, and I don’t want to lose you. But if you can’t, if it’s too hard for you, then please tell me, because then we’ll have to part ways.”

Tellion’s tears now flowed freely. She drew back and stared into Yelo’s face. Her look was accusing with pain. Then she turned abruptly and backed away a little.

Yelo deeply regretted she had hurt Tellion. Tentatively, she reached for Tellion’s arm.

“Tellion, please. I’m sorry.”

Only a short sniffle came in reply. Finally, Tellion stood up, grabbed her blanket, and left the hut.

Yelo took a deep breath. She hadn’t meant to hurt Tellion, and yet it had happened. She should have said something much sooner, she scolded herself. But it was what it was, and she would suffer the consequences. Yelo lay down with a deep sigh. She turned on her side and tried to sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come. She hadn’t felt this alone in quite a while. At dawn, she gave up trying to find sleep. Tellion hadn’t returned, but her things were still there.

Yelo stoked the fire and prepared herself some tea. Just a little while longer and she would face the new day. Resign herself to the fact she was alone again. If only Kiala had been here! Then the feeling of loneliness might not have been quite so strong.

Yelo stared into the flames, trying to delay the inevitable. But Tellion didn’t come. Finally, she sighed and gave herself a push. She poured the last of the tea into the fire, stood up and stowed the mug away. Just as she was rolling up her blankets, Tellion entered the room. Before Yelo could say anything, she raised her hand.

“I don’t want to talk about it!”

Her look was determined, and her eyes revealed she had not found sleep that night either.

Yelo felt guilty.

“Tellion, I ...” she began, but was interrupted by Tellion.

“No! I don’t want to talk about it. Please spare me your pity.”

Tellion’s gaze had become hard. Yelo knew she would need time and swallowed her words. Tellion was right. Even if she kept telling her how sorry she was, it wouldn’t change the fact she was hurting. And yet she was still there, hadn’t just left. Yelo decided she was more than satisfied with it.





XVI


Gens was just as Yelo had imagined a capital. They rested on a small hill above and enjoyed the view. Yelo’s heart beat faster at the sight of the countless houses. She felt like she was twelve again when Ghane had told her about Fresta, even though Gens was probably twice the size of Reven’s capital. Her eyes lit up as she surveyed the city. A vast field of rooftops and pointed towers stretched out before her. With its mostly white roofs, Gens looked as if it were under a blanket of snow. Only the golden palace towers glittered as the only splashes of color in the bright sunlight. Dazzled, Yelo closed her eyes. From her studies, she knew Gens was one of the three metropolises of the Old World. Big Cities where the Suvris had perfected their knowledge. Gens had also always been one of the richest cities of Otheiá. It had kept its wealth even after the disappearance of the Elendeari.

The city gates were wide open, and a never-ending stream of loaded carts, merchants, and passers-by poured in. She figured they would reach the gates themselves around noon.

By now, more than a quarter of a moon had passed since the night in the hut, and the tension between them had slowly faded. Even though Tellion’s lightheartedness hadn’t yet returned, her mood had lightened. The closer they got to Gens, the more excited she became. Yelo could almost feel Tellion’s inner tension. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, and her concentration waned. During their joint sword practice, she made more and more mistakes, until Yelo finally gave up the night before, unnerved. At least she had managed to teach Tellion the most elementary basic exercises with the sword. The rest would have to be done by the royal guard of Gens.

Yelo packed up the few leftovers of her meal and stood up with a sigh. As she looked down at Gens, she felt her heartbeat quicken. No one liked to be the bearer of bad news, including her. But her path led to King Brâer. That was why she had come to Gens. He needed to know how serious the situation was beyond the mountains.

Just before the entrance to the palace, she separated from Tellion, who was running excitedly toward the barracks of the palace guards. She had hugged Yelo briefly and hurried away. But not without taking her promise to visit her again before she left.

After Yelo had shown the letter from Merzon, she was immediately admitted to King Brâer.

When she stepped through the door, she was surprised. She had expected a royal room, perhaps even a throne room, but not the small simple study she now entered. The king rose from his desk, on which countless parchments were piled up. He was a tall, slender man whose eyes revealed an extraordinary astuteness. Friendly, he eyed Yelo from top to bottom. She bowed.

“Forgive the intrusion, Your Majesty. My name is Yelo, and I bring important news from the west side of the mountains.”

“You are most welcome, Yelo. I hope you bring good news. In days like these, I can truly use them.“ He eyed Yelo attentively. „Who sent you?”

“I come from Merzon, Your Majesty. He is the leader of the Siotha caste.” She took the letter from her vest and smoothed it out. “He asked me to give you this letter.”

The king nodded and accepted the parchment. As he read the contents, his brow furrowed. When he finished, he turned and stepped to the small window. Silently, he stared out. Yelo didn’t know what to say, so she waited. Finally, he broke the silence.

“So, it is true?” he asked.

“Your Majesty?”

The king turned and looked her in the eye. “The west will fall?”

“Not if you send reinforcements, Your Royal Highness. We are the only ones who can still fight at full strength beyond the mountains. The other castes have already been severely decimated by the constant attacks, and some are on the verge of annihilation. The trilljas are pushing into the country.”

“They must be warded off! If Siotha caste also falls, the way will finally be open for the armies of Wramgar.” In dismay, King Brâer looked at her. “This must be prevented at all costs!”

„We will fight with all available means, Your Majesty. But we need reinforcements! Our ranks are also dwindling with each attack.”

“How long do you think you can hold off the trilljas?”

“Um, that’s hard to say, Your Majesty,” Yelo mused. “Our hopes rest on an early onset of winter. We expect the snow and cold to stop Wramgar’s attacks. An early winter would give us time to regroup. But without reinforcements, we won’t be able to hold them off longer than next spring.”

King Brâer lowered his head and sat down at his desk. Wordlessly, he pointed to a small chair and motioned Yelo to take a seat as well.

She watched the king, who slumped his shoulders. His hands, clenched into fists, rested carelessly on the countless papers. Sadly, he looked at her.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t spare anyone. My army is completely occupied with pushing back the trilljas who are invading from Kanda. I simply don’t have enough troops to send you reinforcements.” He sighed deeply. Resignedly, he continued, “It’s hopeless the West can no longer be held. Our only hope is the mountains will delay Wramgar’s onslaught for as long as it takes the fresh recruits to be trained. Every day you persevere buys us valuable time to close our open ranks again.”

Disappointed, Yelo nodded. She regretted not being able to give Merzon better news. But she had also seen the newly recruited royal troops when she had accompanied Tellion to the barracks. They were mostly women and men from the villages. People who worked in the fields or in the forge, sat the looms working or wove baskets. No fighters. Tellion would be a real asset. It would take some time to train them to be useful soldiers, and Yelo would make sure they got them with everything she had.

❖      

After the audience with the king, he had her assigned a chamber. Yelo enjoyed sleeping in a bed again after such a long time. The food was excellent, and the beer tasted good, too.

The new day promised a lot of rain, but Yelo didn’t let it deter her. Well rested, she set off in search of the old tower. She was curious what Sfrela would tell her. Surely it was something important, or Merzon wouldn’t have sent her there.

On her way, she had finally reached what was probably the oldest part of Gens. The alleys were narrow, and the old houses leaned against each other. But everything still seemed well kept, even if the houses looked as if they were no longer inhabited. This made Yelo wonder. Why did people in other parts of the city live so cramped when they had entire houses available here? She shook her head, uncomprehending. Deep in thought, she approached the former marketplace. It was overlooked by a white tower standing in the middle of the square. Yelo had to bend her head far back to see the top. She put her hand on the wall. The stone under her fingers was warm and smooth. No bump, no gap, no crack betrayed its age. And it was old. Yelo could feel it deep inside. This tower breathed magic. Yelo walked around it once, but she found no entrance. Was she mistaken? Was this not the place she was supposed to go after all? Again, she circled the structure. Again nothing. No sign of an entrance. Was this a riddle?

She took several steps back and stared at the tower. Further up, she could make out a small window, so    there had to be a door somewhere. She pondered and stared     at the white stone. Suddenly an idea came to   her. Yelo took two steps toward the structure. What had Merzon told her?

“Knowledge is the key to insight!”

She waited for the words to bounce off the stones.         But nothing happened.

Yelo considered. Gens had been a city of the Suvris.     This tower must have existed back then. Time to try again.

“Och’te Otheiá. Suvris ka hera Ghaâs!” I belong to you, Otheiá. A Suvris desires entrance!

The tower began to glow and the stones in front of        her became dazzlingly bright. The brightness was so blinding Yelo had to close her eyes. When she opened them again, the stones were gone. In their place, a        tall round arch with a door made of heavy wood had appeared. The entrance!

When Yelo finally stepped through the door, she     found herself in a huge hall. The high walls were       lined with bookshelves which seemed to reach to the       ceiling. Yelo was surprised to see the hall was much larger than one would expect from the outside. In         the center was a large standing desk with a thick candle burning on it. Behind it hid a bent figure.

Yelo could make out only a gray mop of hair. Her presence filled the entire room. Magic permeated the air, and it seemed as if the room was breathing. No sound reached her ear. Even the candle flickered without the otherwise so familiar crackling. The absolute silence was impressive.

Yelo hesitated. She felt like an intruder. Embarrassed, she cleared her throat.

“Excuse me?”

Her voice echoed through the room like a thunderclap and she flinched.

“Are you Sfrela? Merzon sent me. He asked me to give you a message.”

Dark red eyes fixed her across the console. A trekah!    Just like Sahwera. Of course! The Keepers of Knowledge!

Yelo bowed.

“Och’te Otheiá. Suvris uahth Bennm. Bennm tro laketh si fran.” I belong to you, Otheiá. A Suvris thirsts for knowledge. For knowledge is the key to insight.

The woman eyed her insistently. Her voice echoed warmly through the room when she finally spoke.

“I have been expecting you. So, the prophecy has         been fulfilled. The ‘One’ has come. I see the swords of  the Elendeari with you. You have completed your training according to this.”

She nodded sympathetically and came out from       behind the desk. Yelo walked up to her and bowed deeply.

“My name is Yelo.”

Sfrela laughed softly.

“And what a gift you are! Truly an apt name.”

She smirked and motioned Yelo to follow her.

“You need not bow to me old woman all the time. We each serve Jolah in our own way. But your task is so  much greater than mine will ever be.”

She disappeared behind a bookshelf and Yelo hurried not to lose sight of her. Behind the shelf was a smaller hallway, the end of which opened into another room which, besides the cooking area, was furnished with a table, two chairs, and a bed. Sfrela pointed to a chair and Yelo sat down. She herself turned to the fireplace took two cups and put some herbs in them, which she then infused with hot water.

“Would you like some tea?”

She didn’t wait for the answer but put one of the cups in front of Yelo and sat down. Then she looked at Yelo tensely.

“Now tell me, Yelo, what brings you here?”

Yelo sighed. “It’s a long story.”

“Well, I have time and I love long stories.”

Sfrela winked at her encouragingly. Yelo took a sip of tea, sat back, and began to talk.

❖      

She had been with Sfrela for two moons now. The time with her reminded Yelo of her years with Sahwera. Like her, Sfrela was full of wisdom. She once again explained to Yelo the cycle of life, of nature, of being. She listened intently to how Yelo was able to concentrate the elemental forces in her swords and taught her how to use them even more purposefully. Most importantly, however, Sfrela sharpened Yelo’s eye for politics and explained to her how important political alliances were in the fight against Wramgar. Even in Vanders, Yelo had found diplomacy and politics more than tedious, these things had had so little practical use or relation to reality in her eyes. As hard as she had tried, she had seen no need for the subject.

But Sfrela put everything into context. She linked the knowledge to the current situation in the world and Yelo suddenly understood what it would take to bring peace back to Otheiá.

But now Yelo had to leave. She had already stayed here far too long. Merzon was waiting. And she also owed Tellion a visit. Saying goodbye to Sfrela was not easy for her. On the eve of her departure, they sat together in the library in front of the small fireplace. Yelo thanked her from the bottom of her heart, but Sfrela waved her off.

“You are welcome. It was preordained by the Goddess and I’m glad I could help you.” She paused and looked at the young woman, who was staring pensively into the flames. Then she placed a hand on her knee.

“You have a daunting task ahead of you, Yelo. Otheiá will survive only if you find a way to unite the royal houses under one leadership.”

Yelo nodded and fixed her gaze on the old woman. She felt the pressure on her shoulders, knew what was expected of her. But her own uncertainty made her doubt.

“This alone should be difficult enough. But will the ruling house of Alvituas also be ready for leadership? And will they even listen to me? I’m just a simple warrior. I–”

“You are a Suvris! Never forget that! Your self-doubt is out of place here. You are chosen by the Goddess.”

“But what if they don’t believe me?” Yelo seriously doubted Queen Gevres would listen to her, let alone go to war on her word alone.

„A battle against Wramgar can only happen under the leadership of the House of Alvituas as willed by the Goddess. Then and only then will humanity have a chance to survive. You must find a way!”

Affected, Yelo nodded. She realized for the first time in full what was required of her. She wasn’t allowed to put herself and her personal needs in the foreground. She had a destiny! She now also understood how much depended on her. If she didn’t find a way, no one would. Only now did she understand the sacrifice Laravin had made by not following her heart. Instead, she had taught Yelo everything she would need. Yelo sighed deeply and looked Sfrela firmly in the eye.

“I will find a way to stop and defeat Wramgar.”

“You will, my child.” She patted Yelo’s knee. “The Goddess would not have chosen you if she had not been convinced you would accomplish this task. This thought should give you courage and strength whenever you doubt yourself.”

❖      

As Yelo approached the barracks yard the next morning, the recruits were just finishing their archery training. It didn’t take Yelo long to spot Tellion’s stocky figure. She was taking final instructions from her instructor, and Yelo saw a smile spread across her face. It pleased her to see Tellion finally smiling again. Observing the scene more closely, Yelo suddenly bristled and began to grin. From the looks of it, Tellion’s smile seemed to please the instructor as well. Her cheeks reddened and she put her hand on Tellion’s shoulder. Yelo smiled.

She was genuinely happy for Tellion, who had apparently found someone who returned her feelings. When she felt Tellion’s gaze on her, she gave a quick wave. Tellion nodded and said a few more words to     her instructor before walking over to her. She was still smiling.

“And here I thought you’d forgotten about me!”

Yelo took her in her arms.

“From the looks of it, you didn’t really miss me.”

“What makes you think that?!”

Tellion’s feigned indignation couldn’t fool Yelo. For despite her words, Tellion’s cheeks turned dark red.    She was probably a little embarrassed Yelo could read her face like a book. So, she put her hand on Tellion’s shoulder and squeezed it gently.

“I’m happy for you. You deserve to be happy.”

Tellion’s eyes shone at these words.

“Her name is Vhrata. Every time I see her, my knees go weak. I think she’s the right one. The one!”

The last words were just a whisper, almost as if she hardly believed it herself.

“Then hold her tightly Tellion! No matter what may come, hold her tight.”

Once more she embraced Tellion.

“You are leaving Gens?” she asked.

“Yes,” Yelo confessed. “I’ve stayed far too long. I have to go back.”

“What a pity,” Tellion said sadly. “But I understand why. Take care of yourself, and farewell, Yelo.”

“Thank you, you are too. And don’t make life too hard for Vhrata,” Yelo added with a smile.

“Me?” asked Tellion with mock indignation. “Never!” She looked into her eyes one last time.

“And Yelo?”

“Huh?”

“Whenever you need me, I’ll be there. You can count on that.”

With those words, she turned and went back to her comrades.
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No sooner had she left Gens than Kiala joined her, and together they covered the distance to Reiwa in less than a moon. Soon she would have to face Merzon and tell him no help would come from Gens. They were on their own. This was the bitter fact and encouraged Yelo to stay with the warrior caste as long as necessary. She was needed here.

Yelo frowned at the thought of the old man. He had sent her to Sfrela. He had known! He had known she was a Suvris. And he had guessed she had not yet acquired all the knowledge; she was still missing something crucial. Apparently, there was more to the old man than met the naked eye.

Yelo frowned at the thought of the old man. She wasn’t sure what to make of him. He didn’t like women - at least he didn’t think much of them as fighters. Still, he had helped her. He must have guessed Sfrela would also help her with her way of fighting. Merzon was strict and didn’t forgive mistakes. But he was also a good leader. His decisions were always well thought out and had saved the caste from ruin. He was a very contradictory man, Yelo found. She came to no real conclusion. In any case, she was grateful to him for sending her to Sfrela.

When Yelo finally gave him the king’s message, Merzon’s expression remained almost unmoved. Only the deep wrinkles on his forehead betrayed how worried he really was. After staring into the fire for a long time, he finally looked Yelo in the face.

„So, we are on our own. But we won’t be able to hold them off forever, and if Gens falls, the entire east will fall. There has to be another solution! There just has to be!“

With these words, he turned back to the fire. The flickering glow settled over his exhausted face. To Yelo he just looked like a tired old man, not like a leader. She approached him and put her hand on his shoulder.

“I will stay and help you.”

Merzon shook his head in resignation.

“Your task is different, I know that. But in the current situation ...”

Again, he shook his head. Then he took a deep breath and looked at her.

“I’m grateful for your help. Honestly, without you, we probably wouldn’t even survive the coming winter. And who knows, maybe we’ll get reinforcements next spring after all.”

“The king promised help as soon as he could.”

The king had promised none of this, of course, but Yelo wanted to give the old man hope.

He nodded to her.

“Get some rest. Tomorrow morning you take over the west patrol.”

Yelo turned around. She understood he wanted to be alone.

“See you tomorrow.”

Merzon didn’t answer again but continued to stare into the fire.

❖      

It hadn’t taken long for Yelo to get used to the routine of a quarter-moon patrol and three days in camp. What was unusual was they had found no evidence of mancors or trilljas for two moons now. It was almost as if they had never been there. They had retreated from the mountains. The question was, why? Had their hopes come true and the trilljas were going to wait out the coming winter? Yelo poked around in the small fire which barely protected her from the night chill. She had been racking her brains all day, but she could make no sense of it. Where were they? What were they waiting for? Tomorrow she would return to the camp. She had to talk to Merzon. Something was wrong. Somehow, she had a bad feeling. Yelo was sure the trilljas were planning something. Their retreat was by no means accidental, that much was certain. Were they gathering their forces? Were they planning a major attack to finally break the resistance on this side of the mountains? But why did it take them so long?

Her inner turmoil grew. A tingling sensation rose in her shoulders and the feeling of increasing threat solidified permanently. Kiala also became restless. Alerted, she scanned the area, her ears did not stand still for a moment. Something was not right. She could feel it down to her bones. The night deepened. Coming from the west, the darkness permeated the forest like a dark, black mist. Billowing, it crept up the mountainsides, soaking everything, every tree, every living thing. Yelo felt it. Although the night was inky black, Yelo felt the darkness closing in and spreading. The small, flickering shred of light from her fire could no longer fight it. She couldn’t take it any longer! Yelo jumped up. She had to know if all was well in the camp. Yelo closed her eyes and breathed slowly in and out. Once again, in and out. She became one with the wind which gently brushed through the treetops and caught in the rocky precipices of the mountains. Yelo felt the soft ground under her feet and breathed in the moisture emanating from it. She became a child of the forest, one with Otheiá. And she let her soul wander. Farther and farther up into the night sky she rose and flew eastward. She crossed the vast rocky plain west of the camp. Shortly after, she should have seen the camp, but there was nothing but darkness. Impenetrable. She could go no further. The darkness towered over the camp like a black bell.

Breathing heavily, Yelo leaned on a tree trunk. She had to go back. Immediately! Even though she knew she would be too late. But she didn’t want to lose any more time. If she left now, she could reach the camp tomorrow at sunset.

❖      

When Yelo arrived the next evening, no fire greeted her. Only the smell of cold smoke lay like a veil over the camp. She let her gaze wander but couldn’t see anyone. No firelight came from the small huts, no sound reached her ears. The place seemed deserted.

In the glow of the rising moons, Yelo looked around. There were no traces of a fight. The silence was almost unnatural. She directed her steps first to the communal house, but there was no one inside. Where was Merzon? Where were the others?

“Merzon!”

Her voice echoed off the rocky walls. She lit the fire and the large room brightened. But wherever she looked, she found no clue as to where Merzon and the others had gone. She sat down at the large table and rested her head on her hands. She was exhausted and tired. The trip back had taken everything she had. She had only Kiala to thank for the fact they had not lost their way even in the deepest darkness.

She let her eyes wander over the long table. Barely two quarters of a moon ago, they had all sat together and celebrated Rhentia, a special day marking the end of the harvest and the beginning of a quieter time. There was celebration and thanksgiving to Jolah for her kindness. On this day, work rested everywhere. People came together, ate, drank, and sat around small fires in the evening and told each other stories. Yelo had enjoyed the feast. It reminded her of the time in her village. At that time, she and the other children had listened to Fretiz telling stories about dark figures and evil witches. That night, all the children had slept together in the big barn. Snuggled close together, they had assured each other they were not afraid at all.

Yelo smiled bitterly. That had been a different time; today none of them were alive, except herself.

Her gaze lingered on a small indentation in the opposite wall. She froze. Yelo couldn’t remember ever seeing it before.

She stood up, walked around the table and looked at the wall, but she couldn’t spot the indentation up close. Um. That was strange. She was sure she had seen something there. She returned and sat down in her seat. And right. With the fire at her back, she could make out the small depression. It was about two feet above the ground. Again, she walked to the wall and squatted down. Her hands slowly slid over the rough surface until her fingers found the small depression. Inside the indentation she felt a resistance, almost as if a small stone was wedged in. Carefully, she pressed against it. With a scraping sound, the wall swung back, revealing a narrow passageway to a room beyond. Yelo squeezed through the opening. The small room was dimly lit by the remains of a torch which had nearly burned down. In the dim light, Yelo could make out a figure on the floor. She bent down. In front of her lay Merzon. Dead. With horror, Yelo saw his body was covered with numerous wounds. Wounds she had never seen before. What tool did such a thing? He seemed to have been tortured. But by whom? And how did he get into this room? His face was distorted with pain, his hands unnaturally cramped.

What had happened here? She looked around. But apart from Merzon, there was nothing else in the room. The walls were smooth and completely clear except for the torch holder. The room itself measured about five paces in diameter. Her eyes fell on Merzon’s hands again. Something about the posture seemed familiar to her. She thought about it. Then it suddenly came back to her. Sahwera had once given her a book which described in detail an ancient form of communication using hand signals. She had insisted Yelo master at least the most basic forms. And this was one of those signs. This was the ancient name for Etrion, the land of the only rightful ruling house in Otheiá. Apparently Merzon had wanted to show her the way even in his last moments. He had known what she was, even if they had never spoken of it. He must have guessed her training would enable her to interpret these signs.

Yelo was pulled from her thoughts when she heard voices and noises behind her.

Crowding into the room were three of her comrades, their voices hoarse and excited as they peppered Yelo with questions.

“What happened here?”

“Where is everyone?”

“Where’s Merzon?”

The voices swirled until they recognized the figure before whom Yelo knelt.

“Yelo?”

She turned, staring into the faces of Danun, Sentri, and Kian, and shook her head sadly.

“I don’t know. I just arrived myself and found Merzon here. There was no one else to be seen. Did you guys run into anyone? Did you hear anything?”

“No, we just came from our patrol. We were in the south and everything was quiet there.” Danun’s voice trembled as she pointed to Merzon.

“Is he ... is he dead?“

Yelo nodded and straightened up.

“What will become of us now? Where are the others? What are we going to do?”

They all stared at her expectantly, as if she knew what to do. Their gazes clung to her in search of help, but Yelo had no answer to their questions.

“I don’t know. But there’s no point in staying here. The caste, and with it the resistance, is broken. It will soon be winter and with it the mountains impassable. Head east and join the king’s troops. Or go home.”

„Home? I don’t have a home anymore. The trilljas have taken everything from me!” With tears in her eyes, Danun stared at Yelo. The others murmured their agreement.

“The Resistance is all I have left, Yelo. I can’t just give up!”

Danun looked around in despair. “Without us, the capital will soon be overrun! We have a job to do here!” Her eyes lingered on Yelo. “And what about you? Where will you go?”

Yelo took a deep breath. She had made a decision. It was time she faced her faith. Her expression was determined.

“It is time for me to go to Etrion!”

Astonished, Danun sucked in a breath. Her eyebrows shot up.

“Etrion? What do you want to go there for? Why don’t you accompany us to Gens? That’s where the next battles will be fought, not in some small, insignificant country abandoned by the Goddess in the far north. We could use you here!”

Yelo shook her head and looked sadly at the hopeful faces.

“Queen Gevres needs me more.”

Danun took a breath to reply, but Yelo beat her to it. She stood up and put a hand on her arm.

“Please don’t ask any more, Danun. My mind is made up! I’m leaving in the morning.”
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Yelo’s path led her north along the western side of the Deusari Mountains to Flamr, where she spent the winter. Wherever she went, the influence of Wramgar was evident. People were fearful, inns were empty, and many chimneys remained cold. Those who could, had fled to east The Trilljas had not spared Flamr and razed countless villages and towns to the ground. Those who survived went into hiding. People were suspicious of strangers and Yelo was met with rejection. The once rich river country with its industrious river people was only a shadow of its former self. Fear reigned on the rivers and in the villages. The evil of Wramgar could be felt even in the water. The waters had lost their abundance of fish. It almost seemed as if the darkness itself had drenched the water. The fishermen were starving as their nets remained empty. The few who still believed in good and had hope in their hearts prayed desperately to Jolah to save them from this darkness, but she seemed to have abandoned the people.

Finally, the king had surrendered to the Grand Lord of Wramgar, Lokastron, and given Flamr into his hands.

The remaining humans had already abandoned their land and bowed to the darkness and their God. The influence of Ischion was stronger than ever. And with nothing around them but destruction, more and more people were losing hope.

Yelo was glad when winter lost its strength, and she was finally able to leave Flamr.

In Mideria, she got passage on one of the first lumber transports that would take her up the Sur River, through Graefr, and on to Eyr. But she didn’t get far. In the mountains, the snowmelt had just begun, and the Sur River was in flood. The boat could not continue its journey. Her only choice was to wait, or to make the rest of the journey on foot. Yelo decided not to cross the mountains and continue west of them to the north. Once she reached the Denar Mountains, it would not be far to Gara, the capital of Etrion.

Yelo was lucky. The hill tribes of Graefr had not yet descended into the valleys, and she herself was keeping as low a profile as possible. With the help of Kiala, she managed to avoid any encounters, with the exception of a few mountain goats. Thus, she was spared a run-in with the marauding gangs.

When she finally reached Etrion, it was almost midsummer.

Yelo was eager to finally get back to inhabited territory. She wanted to sleep in a real bed again and drink a cold beer. When the first farmland indicated she was approaching a village, she breathed a sigh of relief. Soon the small path she had followed so far merged into a wide road which meandered its way through the fields and pastures. The grain was already beginning to turn yellow, and the meadows smelled of dry grass. Yelo inhaled the familiar smell deeply. It reminded her of another, bygone time.

Kiala had stayed behind. She didn’t like cities much, and Yelo suspected she would use the time to hunt. The sun burned hotly down on Yelo, and toward noon the thought of a cool beer became more pressing. But the village was not yet in sight. Yelo sighed. The well-deserved refreshment would have to wait a little longer. The road was leading her further north when, with her keen ears, she suddenly caught the sound of approaching hoof beats. She looked for cover and finally found it in the small thorny bushes separating the fields from the road.

As long as she didn’t know who was coming at her at full gallop, it was better to hide for now. Yelo darted into the bushes and had just laid down when a dozen riders came around the bend in the road. Their heavy armor shone silver in the sunlight. The horses’ hooves kicked up the fine sand of the road, which wafted around their legs in thick veils of dust. It almost seemed as if they were floating on a cloud of sand.

As the group drew closer, Yelo noticed they formed a sort of ring, with a rider in golden armor moving in the center.

The swirling sand tickled her nose and she had to suppress a sneeze just as the first mounted men passed her hiding place. Although Yelo was sure she hadn’t made a sound which would have been heard over the pounding of hooves, the horse at the head of the group suddenly shied away. The rider had great difficulty staying in the saddle and not being thrown off. Had the animal seen Yelo? Or had it smelled her? She couldn’t completely rule it out. Probably Kiala’s scent clung to her clothes. She couldn’t risk the riders taking notice and perhaps spotting her! Though they most likely weren’t from Wramgar. At least they didn’t look like Lokastron’s minions, but she couldn’t be sure. Yelo pressed herself even deeper into the ground. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and concentrated. She had no idea if it would work, because Kiala had been the only animal, she had approached in this way so far. And Kiala and she were one. Who knew if it would work with a horse? But she had no time for doubts. Hadn’t Sahwera and Laravin taught her she, just like all living creatures on Otheiá, was one with the land and thus with them? Just like her, the plants and animals belonged to the never-ending cycle. They were Jolah’s creation, and all came from the one tree. She just had to try.

Once again, she took a deep breath and exhaled. Her tension receded. Cautiously, her senses felt for the horse, which was still prancing nervously not ten paces in front of her. She felt how strongly the animal’s heart was racing and felt its trembling flanks. Quietly, she whispered:

“Ghé. Ghé. Sumos on. Saer’te eloneri fenva kaa.” Steady, my friend. Steady. We are one. Such is the will of the Goddess.

Yelo repeated the words over and over again until she felt the animal’s heartbeat slow, and fear give way. She leaned back and breathed a sigh of relief. The horse stood still. Only the twitching ears still betrayed it was not completely relaxed.

The rider had managed to stay in the saddle, but now he dismounted and checked his animal’s legs. When the others caught up and also stopped Yelo’s gaze wandered to the center of the small gathering, to the mounted man in the golden armor. He appeared to be slightly smaller than his comrades. While his companions reined in their horses, he stopped as well. With his right hand, he removed the helmet from his head and handed it to a companion. Yelo’s breath caught. Beneath it emerged a smooth face with fine, delicate features, framed by a dark mane of long hair. Freed from the confines of the helmet, it fell down the back like a dark cascade, hiding the golden back plate of the armor. This rider was a woman! And what a woman! She seemed to have sprung from a saga. As Yelo gazed into the beautifully shaped face, she felt for a moment as if her heart would leap from her chest and continue to beat outside her body. Her breath stopped and tears came to her eyes. Gruffly, she wiped them away. ‘What was that all about?’ she scolded herself. This was not the first beautiful woman she had met. And yet, this one ... Spellbound, Yelo gazed at the shapely neckline, the slender neck and the energetic chin. She was perfect, as if Jolah herself had created her! The woman’s face gleamed in the glaring sun. Small beads of sweat covered her forehead. She had to be about Yelo’s age, maybe a winter or two older. Now Yelo looked more closely, she could also see the fine but powerful hands gripping the reins tightly. Yelo saw her loosen one hand and reach for the water hose handed to her by one of her companions. As the finely curved pink lips opened, they briefly revealed a row of pearly white teeth before they were hidden by the mouthpiece of the hose. As Yelo watched the woman drink, time literally stopped. Her throat went dry as she followed with her eyes the small, silvery drop of water which had stolen from the delicate corner of her mouth and was now slowly dripping down her chin onto her golden breastplate. Yelo’s skin began to tingle all over her body and the little hairs on her arms stood up. Deep inside she felt the desire to be close to this woman, to talk to her and hear her voice.

To be close to her? Confused, Yelo shook her head and closed her eyes. Where did that come from?

She had probably just been alone for too long, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t have time for a flirtation. The storm raging inside her was slow to subside. When she opened her eyes again, the moment had passed.

The foremost rider, apparently satisfied with the results of his examination, mounted his horse again. His companions shouted a few remarks at him Yelo didn’t understand but made him laugh out loud. The beautiful woman put on her helmet and signaled. The riders set off in unison.

Yelo stared after them for a long time. What had happened? Who was the woman who triggered such reactions in her?

Slowly she crawled out of the bushes and knocked the dust from her clothes. In the process, she discovered countless small holes the thorny bushes had torn in her doublet and pants. Annoyed, Yelo shook her head. She would probably spend a good part of the night patching them up. Grumbling to herself, she plucked a few more dry leaves from her blonde mop of hair and continued on her way.

Her anticipation of a cold beer and a cozy bed was gone. Her thoughts kept circling around the enigmatic woman. What role would she play in her life? Yelo had a feeling their paths would cross again, and she fervently hoped she would then be able to show a little more composure.

The road became busier and busier. Here and there she came across small carts, fully loaded with vegetables and fruits, others full of wood. Now she could also see the first isolated farmhouses between the fields.

Finally! In the light of the setting sun, Yelo finally reached a small town which was heavily fortified   despite its small size. The walls were high, and the city gate was made of solid wood. It was almost as heavy as iron and just as hard. The doors were additionally studded with metal bands. Yelo nodded appreciatively. This city would withstand a siege for a long time and would not fall so easily, that much was certain. She joined the line of those waiting. The guards at the gate took their job seriously and questioned everyone thoroughly. There wasn’t a cart not checked. Although the wait was a nuisance, and Yelo’s beer was moving further away, she still silently praised the thoroughness. After a long time, she would sleep safely tonight.

When she finally passed the city gate, darkness            had already fallen. She had asked the gatekeeper for    the inn and now followed his description. When she reached the marketplace, it was almost completely empty. The merchants and traders had long since dismantled their stalls.

At the southern end, several dozen refugees crowded in, as they were to be seen in many places in these times. They had settled in front of the Jolah temple, hoping for assistance from the Goddess. On the northern side, she spotted the group of horsemen, now without armor and horses, briskly crossing the square toward the temple. The beautiful woman was also among them. As they passed, the fugitives knelt down and raised their hands in pleading. Yelo was too far away to understand what request they were making of the woman, but she just shrugged and looked over the outstretched hands. Her companions mercilessly made their way through the crowd. Shouting savage insults, they beat the poor people and drove them to the side. Stunned, Yelo stared at the scene and pursed her mouth in disgust. This brutality was totally inappropriate. Who was this woman? Why didn’t she prevent such cruelty? Her arrogance didn’t match her lovely features at all. Was there a cold heart under the beautiful face? And why did people kneel before her and beg her?

With these thoughts, Yelo walked across the marketplace and finally reached the inn, only to find out all the rooms were already occupied and there wasn’t a single free spot in the bar either. Great! So, it was again nothing with the cool beer. Especially nothing with a soft bed! Really great!

Just as she turned to leave in disappointment, the innkeeper held her back.

“Wait!”

Yelo turned and eyed him expectantly. Friendly, he looked at her.

“I’ve got an idea. If you don’t mind sleeping in the straw, I can offer you a place in the barn. It’s not much, but it is dry, and the straw is soft.”

Yelo’s features slowly brightened. Hopefully, she looked at the innkeeper. The hint of a smile stole onto her face.

“Seriously?”

“Sure. If you don’t mind sleeping under the same roof with the horses?”

“I certainly don’t. I’m used to quite different things, believe me.”

He glanced at her two sword hilts protruding right and left over her shoulders and nodded. He believed her immediately.

Yelo silently sent a prayer of thanks to Jolah. She was getting a roof over her head after all! And maybe a cold beer, too. The innkeeper led her through the back door to the stables. A small wooden ladder took her to a kind of mezzanine where the bales of straw were stored. He pointed to a small alcove, which apparently often served as a place to sleep, and handed her a blanket.

“Make yourself comfortable.”

Gratefully, she smiled at him. “Thank you.”

“It’s all right. Give me a moment. I’ll send my husband to bring you some food and a mug of dark beer.”

“Thank you very much!”

„Ahh! You’re welcome.” He smiled shyly, waved off and left the barn.

When Yelo closed her eyes contentedly that night, her belly was full, and her head buzzed slightly from the sweet dark ale. She felt warm and safe. The soft snorting of the horses lulled her gently to sleep.
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Slowly Yelo let herself sink into the cool water. The river had naturally formed a small pool which was just perfect for a refreshing swim. Kiala lay relaxed in the shade and watched Yelo behave like a child. She submerged herself, did headstands underwater, rolled onto her back, stretched her legs in the air, and made noises that could be heard all around. She sighed and closed her eyes. Her horn plates and thick fur not only kept her warm in the winter, but cool in the summer. All she needed was a shady spot.

Yelo turned on her back and drifted. She enjoyed the peaceful moment and looked up at the sky. No cloud obscured the azure blue above her.

The sun burned down on her with all its might. Even here under the canopy of the numerous trees growing along the riverbank, the heat was stifling.

For three quarters of a moon, Yelo had been following the river northward to the capital of Etrion, Gara. Often, she could only follow small paths through the dense woods, but the proximity to the water was a blessing, especially now, in the height of summer. Still, a bath like today was a luxury. The river was often only a trickle, in other places so wide and raging Yelo dared not set foot in it. The danger of being carried away by the current was simply too great. All the more she was happy she had found this spot. She had quickly made her decision to rest here. After she had washed all her clothes, she plunged into the floods. What a relief!

Kiala had caught a few small rabbits for them both this morning, so dinner was taken care of as well.

Yelo sighed, turned onto her stomach and dove under. She reckoned it wouldn’t take her much longer to reach the capital. Since she had left the small border town in the south, she had not encountered a single person. Apparently, the busy travel routes to the north were far away from the river.

When she finally emerged from the water and lay down on the sunny bank to dry off, her thoughts drifted back to the mysterious stranger. Who was she? Why had the misery of the poor people left her so cold? Her thoughts turned more and more in circles and her eyelids became heavy. The sand beneath her body was warm, and the light breeze brushing her body from the water was pleasantly cool. Yelo drifted into a light slumber.

❖      

After a hearty night’s meal and plenty of sleep, Yelo had set out before sunrise. The morning hours were much cooler, and she made better progress.

Around noon, she reached a small depression which had apparently served as a campsite for a group the night before. The grass had been trampled down over a large area and hadn’t yet risen again. Judging by the smell, it hadn’t been Trilljas who had camped here, but rather humans. A glance at Kiala confirmed Yelo’s assumption. She found a few scraps of a shirt and moss encrusted with blood. Whoever had been resting here seemed to be injured. Based on the tracks, Yelo estimated between eight and ten people had spent the night here. They weren’t even half a day ahead. Yelo would meet them at sunset at the latest.

She sent Kiala ahead. If they were enemies, the dekal would warn her before she walked into a trap.

Cautiously she went on. She didn’t want to be surprised by enemies. Whoever these people were, someone or something had hurt them. If an ambush was waiting for her, Kiala would find out.

During a small rest to the greatest midday heat, Kiala rejoined her. She had nothing to fear from the people in front of her.

After Yelo had rested, she walked briskly ahead. And soon she saw, far ahead of her, a group of people trudging laboriously northward.

Before sunset, she had caught up with the group. They were so exhausted they didn’t notice her and Kiala catching up. Yelo counted four men, three women, and three children. Four of the adults and two of the children were injured, some seriously, their bloody bandages badly crusted.

When the people finally noticed Yelo and Kiala, they cried out in fright, and all huddled together. The three adults who were unharmed positioned themselves between their injured and Yelo, ready to fight for them. When Yelo looked into the faces of the people, she saw pure despair. Pale and haggard, their eyes hollow and their cheeks sunken, these people had been walking for some time. She raised her hands as a sign they had nothing to fear from her.

„Do not be afraid. We mean you no harm. We are on our way to Gara and happened to come across your camp. It seems you are also going northward.”

She pointed to herself.

“I am Yelo.”

Then she pointed to her dekal.

“And this is Kiala.”

She had no idea if the humans even understood her. Completely frozen with fear, they glared at her. The children had hidden behind the adults and were also staring wide-eyed at the giant dekal. Yelo told Kiala to lie down. After making sure they did not have to fear Yelo, the people broke free of their rigidity and stepped toward her. One of the women extended her hand to Yelo.

“I am Trevia.”

That seemed to break the spell and soon Yelo and Kiala were surrounded.

As it turned out, the people had fled from a village near the Graefr border. It had been attacked by a marauding gang. Most of the inhabitants were captured by the attackers to be sold as slaves, only this small group had been lucky. They were able to escape. Although almost all of them were badly injured, they had made their way to Queen Gevres. She was their only hope of ever seeing their families again. The Queen had to protect her people and finally do something against the invading hordes from the south. There was no time to waste. But the way was arduous, and two children had already died from their injuries.

Fearing further raids or losing even more time, they hardly rested. Too much was at stake. But their progress was slow. Those whose injuries were not so severe carried the children or supported the seriously injured.

The misery Yelo saw almost tore her heart apart. She couldn’t just close her eyes to it.

„Please, let me go with you. I will protect you and Kiala will provide meat, so we can move faster. But first, I will look at your wounds.”

The villagers gratefully accepted Yelo’s offer. There seemed to be some hope among them again.

While Kiala went off to hunt for supper, Yelo looked at the people’s wounds. She didn’t have to be a healer to know some would not survive their injuries. Fortunately, Yelo’s supply of healing herbs was large enough. So, she could at least ease the worst of the pain.
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Although their progress was very slow, they reached Gara four days later. Directly in front of the town, the Vis River formed a natural ford which still had to be crossed. The river was very wide at this point, but only about two steps deep.

However, the people were at the end of their strength. They needed to rest, so they set up camp one last time to gather the last of their resources. One of the seriously injured had died despite Yelo’s efforts. And she knew none of the people here would make it across the river alone. She would have to carry each and every one. Yelo was just considering whether it would make more sense to go across alone and into town to get horses and a cart, when she felt the ground beneath her vibrate slightly. Horses! Perhaps she could ask the riders to help her ferry the injured villagers across. If everyone took one of the injured to join them on the horse, it should be possible.

She turned hopefully in the direction from which the sound of approaching hoof beats could be heard.

A cloud of red sand was coming toward her. Silvery shining armor soon peeled out of it. And there she could also make out the glimmer of golden armor. Her mouth fell open. This was the beautiful stranger!

Yelo stood up and walked towards them. She raised her hand in greeting, but the riders dashed past her, heading straight for the villagers who were camped in the wet sand in front of the ford.

The swirling sand enveloped her, and dust entered her mouth and nose. Her eyes watered. As Yelo turned, through the veil of tears and dust, she could just make out the riders trying to brutally push their horses through the people camped on the ground.

“Move! Away with you, you rabble!”

Their words came through their helmets hoarsely and muffled. This was going too far! Yelo ran toward the mounted men and seized the reins of the foremost rider. The latter let his horse mount high, so the reins slipped from Yelo’s hand again, and drew his sword. Before the man knew what was happening to him, Yelo had yanked him out of the saddle and sent him sprawling to the ground.

His comrades, noticing the process, now also drew their swords and turned on Yelo.

This was really ridiculous! Didn’t these people have eyes in their heads? Couldn’t they see the people here needed help?

Yelo also took her swords in her hands and stood in their way. The villagers crowded anxiously behind her. Kiala stood next to Yelo, whose swords began to glow. When the mounted men looked at this tall, strange woman with the glowing swords in her hands, they backed away. And Kiala didn’t fail to have an effect either. Her deep, dark rumble echoed in the midday silence which had now fallen. Few knew what kind of creature she was.

Both sides eyed each other in silence until finally the woman in the golden armor made her way through the closed ring of horsemen and rode toward Yelo. She urged her horse close to her until it was right beside her. Then she took off her helmet and eyed Yelo from above, out of cool eyes. She was even more beautiful up close, it flashed through Yelo’s mind. Fascinated, she looked at the golden halo which stood out in the woman’s otherwise ice-blue iris. Her thoughts were abruptly interrupted.

“What do you think you’re doing? Clear the way, or I’ll have you ridden down!” Her voice sounded imperious and dripped with arrogance.

Yelo’s blood began to boil. Who did she think she was! She was just catching her breath to say something back when she realized she didn’t need to hope for help here. Yelo did not have time to engage in a war of words with this beautiful, but absolutely stuck-up woman, who apparently had a cold stone in her chest instead of a heart. She had to act! The corners of her mouth twitched in anticipation of what she intended. She looked into the eyes of the woman, who was still looking down at her in a demanding manner. Then, in a flash, she grabbed the woman’s arm and, with one tug, pulled the arrogant bitch off her horse. She watched with quiet satisfaction as she fell to the sodden ground with her gloriously gleaming armor. Hopefully she’d get a few bruises out of it! She bent down to the woman lying on the ground. Her voice was calm, barely controlling anger as she spoke:

“I don’t know who you are, but a little more humility would suit you. These people are here to see your queen. Terrible things have happened to them. They are badly hurt, and they are not a rabble. With your permission, I will borrow your horse and those of your companions and help these poor people across the ford.”

Yelo looked down at her, smirking at the sight of the once-gold armor slowly but surely becoming clogged with wet mud.

“Of course, you are free to retrieve your horse in the other side of the river,” she added mockingly, making an inviting hand gesture toward the river. The woman snorted in anger. Yelo was just straightening up when the other riders got off their horses and rushed over. Their shouts echoed through the silence which had now fallen.

“Your Highness! Princess Kevra, wait! We will help you!”

Yelo’s breath caught for a moment. Highness?! Oh no!

The princess batted away the helping hands of her companions and quickly stood up. She hastily wiped away the mud now covering her previously gleaming armor. Not only was the arrogant woman the princess Yelo had come to protect, oh no! She had also humiliated her right here in front of everyone! The look Kevra gave her spoke more than a thousand words. If it were up to her, she would have Yelo killed on the spot, that much was certain. But she deserved what she got. She was supposed to protect her people and alleviate their suffering, not cause new ones!

No one from the entourage approached Yelo or tried to take the horses back from her, which she was collecting by walking around and grabbing the hanging reins. Perhaps the low growl escaping Kiala’s throat also contributed to the riders abandoning their horses in favor of the injured. And so Yelo watched as the princess stripped herself of her armor and, together with her companions, set off on foot through the water, which in some places reached up to her chest. Partly wading and swimming, they finally reached the other side.

However, Yelo had no time to lose, so she averted her eyes. The people here desperately needed her help. Yelo tied the reins together so the horses could walk behind each other and helped the injured into the saddles. She herself took the reins of the first horse and led the way. Carefully she waded through the water which just reached her waist and led the animals through the ford.

When they finally reached the other bank safely, she helped the injured to dismount. Then she took up the reins and handed her horse to the princess.

“Your Highness.”

With a slight nod of her head, Yelo turned and passed unhindered through the city gate to Gara along with the villagers.
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The audience with Queen Gevres went differently than Yelo had expected. Kevra sat to her mother’s right and froze when she saw her. Her lips pressed together, she looked at Yelo with flashing eyes. Pure hatred hit Yelo.

The queen didn’t seem to notice her daughter’s resentment.

Just like her daughter, she was beautiful. But unlike Kevra, she radiated a warmth which made it easier to speak frankly. Yelo had seen that face before. Her thoughts traveled back to the night when she had lost Sara. She sighed and closed her eyes. The memories were just too painful.

For a long time, she told the queen and the throne council about her journey and the attacks of the mancors and trilljas. About how whole regions had already been devastated and Otheiá was dying. The influence of Ischion was already felt everywhere. She proposed to raise troops, to demand alliances and to go to war. Just as it had happened thousands of winters ago.

Queen Gevres had listened quietly to her report. When Yelo finally finished, the queen stood up. She looked around the wide circle of the throne room until her eyes finally lingered on the banner of Etrion. When she finally spoke, her words were full of sorrow.

“These are great words and big plans you propose, Yelo. But we live in hard times, and the threat of Wramgar is felt even in Etrion. The alliances have long since broken down and the few remaining kingdoms are crumbling. The remaining ones have bowed to Wramgar. Etrion is no longer powerful enough to unite them all under one banner. Wramgar’s superiority is simply too great. But I am also certain this battle will come, whether we want it or not. The outcome, however, is no longer as open as I would like. Humanity is on the brink. The free peoples are weakened. Not only by Wramgar. Corruption, envy and resentment, greed and the desire and lust for power have weakened the once proud kingdoms. Who will stand by our side when the time comes?”

Yelo straightened to her full height and looked the queen in the eye.

“I will, Your Majesty. Allow me to serve you as my kind did hundreds of winters ago. Even though I am the last Suvris in Otheiá, I wish to fulfill my destiny. Just as Jolah has ordained.”

After Yelo’s words, a great commotion broke out in the hall. A Suvris! No one had ever seen one before. Countless voices murmured wildly.

Only a brief flare in the queen’s eyes betrayed her surprise. Her face otherwise remained otherwise completely still. She had wondered who this strange, tall woman was who had asked for an audience. But all her inquiries were to no avail. The only thing her scouts knew to report was she, together with a group of badly injured inhabitants of a southern border village, had reached Gara three days ago. And there had been a small incident outside at the ford, in the wake of which her daughter had turned up at the castle, soaking wet and with a grumpy look on her face. Of course, Kevra had told her nothing. But now, when she saw her daughter’s tense posture and put one and one together, Yelo must have been the cause of her involuntary swimming trip. She smirked silently. Kevra still had so much to learn. She didn’t have a bad heart, but she didn’t know hardship or worry. She was just too busy with herself and her pleasures to really win the heart of the people. Her daughter would not show weakness at any cost. She knew what was expected of her, and so she did not allow her heart to open even for a moment. In vain, Queen Gevres had tried to make her understand ruling was not just about showing toughness.

The queen sought the gaze of Yelo, who looked at her expectantly. This Suvris is really beautiful, she thought. Those eyes. Like deep lakes which shone silver in the sun. She had braided her blond mane into an intricate ponytail, which she tied with a small leather ribbon at the back of her head. As she stood there in front of her, tall and strong, she radiated an incredible calm. And yet, one look revealed she was also sensitive and compassionate. The queen shook her head inwardly. She still could not believe it. A Suvris. Indeed! She was here to serve her house, as others had once done before her. The Suvris had preserved the dignity of her house and brought it to power.

But this line had been broken for a long time. The queen took a deep breath. And now it was continued. Was this the answer to her prayers? Was this the sign she had so desperately begged Jolah for? Perhaps her chances against Wramgar were not so bad after all. At least there was hope again. She smiled. Hope she thought she had almost lost. And sometimes hope was the only thing people needed to face their fate.

The queen raised her hand and silence fell instantly. Then she descended the three steps from her throne and stood in front of Yelo. She had to put her head far back in her neck to be able to look into her face. Carefully, she took Yelo’s hand.

“Thank you, Suvris. On behalf of the House of Alvituas, I welcome you into our service. May the will of the Goddess be done.”

Yelo looked into the queen’s face and bowed deeply.

“At your service, Your Majesty!”

“I will now consult with the Throne Council about your proposal. Once we have come to a decision, you will be informed.”
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Yelo waited while the consultations dragged on until well after sunset. When she was finally called back into the throne room, she looked into tired faces. The queen raised her voice and demanded Yelo’s attention.

“We have come to the decision to send ambassadors to the realms which have not yet bowed to Wramgar. Meanwhile, I wish you to take up your service in the royal guard, Yelo.”

Yelo bowed.

“As you wish, Your Majesty.“

“General Heiwa!”

The queen turned to the man standing behind her throne.

“Your Majesty?”

He bowed deeply, almost submissively.

“Please make all the necessary arrangements for the Suvris’ induction into the royal guard.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

He bowed again and snapped his fingers. With a motion of his head, he motioned Yelo to follow him.

She also bowed again to the queen and followed the general, who left the hall through a side exit.

He led her into a larger room where, next to a desk, was an even larger table littered with spread-out maps.

General Heiwa sat down and examined Yelo appraisingly from narrowed eyes. That he did not offer her a chair, Yelo took very good note. His refusal hit her like a wave of ice-cold water.

He still did not speak a word and continued to stare at Yelo. She returned his gaze unimpressed, wondering what he was waiting for. Her question was promptly answered when there was a soft but firm knock at the door.

„Come in!”

The door opened and through it pushed a man, also uniformed, who could rival Yelo purely in size. Tall and broad-shouldered as he was, he had certainly once been very imposing in his youth. But by now his features were slack and his shoulders slumped. Everything about him seemed soft. His midsection had reached a considerable fullness which seemed to make any fighting almost impossible.

General Heiwa looked up.

“Ah, Nepet, come in! We have a new arrival here. More accurately, a fairy tale creature, if you believe her. She claims to be a ‘Suvris’. The queen wishes her to join the guard. See if she is any good and what you can do with her. But make sure she gets a proper haircut first.”

Nepet eyed Yelo coldly after this introduction from his general. His gaze contained the same disdain with which the general had already regarded her.

General Heiwa turned to Yelo.

“This is Lieutenant Nepet. You will do what he says and when he says it. Do I make myself clear? We can’t have any more wannabes who think they know everything better.”

Yelo bit back any comment. This was really getting off to a good start! She had no idea why the general was so dismissive of her. But she would have to find out. She had a job to do here, and it would really be better if she had the general on her side.

With a nod of her head, she said goodbye to him and followed Nepet, who was already out the door.
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“A test!”

“What kind of test?”

The people of Gara looked at each other questioningly. Yelo approached Kevra, who was sitting on her horse with her head held high, looking around for applause. She bit her tongue to keep from screaming out her anger. It took a lot out of her, but she controlled herself and in a calm voice tried to dissuade Kevra from this senseless endeavor.

“Your people are starving! They need food, not some test games!”

Disdainfully, Kevra looked down at Yelo. How she stood there! The two swords on her back and one hand casually resting on her dagger pommel. Her long mane was strictly tied back, so Kevra could see the pointed ends of her ears. And then that look! This woman was getting on her nerves! At least this creature was not at her side. It was about time she realized who was in charge!

Kevra got off her horse and turned to the residents.

“While my mother holds her throne council today, you have the honor of proving your love and devotion to me. In doing so, I want you to line up what is dearest to you. Starting with what is most precious to you. The one who manages to prove her love to me will be rewarded!”

Satisfied, she looked around. The residents would give everything, she knew. However, the love was more for her mother, Kevra was also aware of that. Her heart contracted when she thought of how devoted the people were to her mother. How they smiled at the queen and prayed for her. They were loyal to her. Kevra, on the other hand, seemed to be more of a nuisance to them. But she wanted those looks too, those smiles, and that devotion. She wanted her people to love her as much as her mother. And didn’t she do everything for them? She wanted people to see she was generous.

The inhabitants looked at each other questioningly. Murmurs were raised. They had nothing of value. The first voices were heard murmuring behind closed hands.

“What’s wrong with the child now?”

“We love our queen, she knows that.”

“What a spoiled princess! Doesn’t she know the worries and needs of the common people?”

But other voices were also heard.

“Let her be, she is still young, she will learn!”

Kevra, who had heard the murmuring voices as well as Yelo, looked angrily around.

“What are you waiting for?“

The people looked to Kevra and surrendered to their fate. Shrugging, they went to their homes to fulfill their princess’ wish.

“That goes for you too, Yelo!”

The sharp remark snapped Yelo out of her thoughts.

“You will work with Mr. Talriot to figure out the best way to express your love for me.”

Satisfied with herself, she turned with a smile and stepped to her horse.

Annoyed, Yelo sucked in a breath. She couldn’t believe the nonsense she had to deal with. Slowly, her patience waned as well, and she snapped indignantly:

“I don’t have time for this nonsense! As you know, the queen has convened the throne council. My duty is to–”

Kevra turned around with a jerk and walked furiously toward Yelo.

“Your duty is to obey! Do I make myself clear?”

Kevra came very close to Yelo. Her ice-blue eyes - like the snow-capped peaks of the Deusari Mountains, Yelo thought - gazed challengingly into hers. Yelo could clearly see the undisguised anger in them. And then there was something else. It was as if she were looking up at the morning sky, where the stars were slowly fading.

“Do I make myself clear?!”

Kevra’s energetic voice snapped Yelo out of her thoughts. A reply was already on the tip of her tongue, but she gritted her teeth. Only a small twitch of her cheek muscle betrayed how difficult it was for her not to say anything in return. Instead, she just nodded and took a step back.

“There you go, now we understand each other.” Laughing derisively, Kevra turned and mounted her horse. “By noon sun, I want to see results.“

With these words, she rode off.

Yelo’s fist closed around her dagger hilt. She found it incredibly difficult not to appear disrespectful to this spoiled and arrogant young woman. Sometimes she just wanted to put her over her knee and give her a good spanking.

“Come on, give it a rest. She’s the princess, after all.”

Talriot put his hand on her arm.

“Yes, she is the princess! It’s about time she started acting like it! But have you ever seen a more selfish and spoiled brat than her? Instead of standing up for her people, she’s always making up new nonsense. The people have enough to worry about, they don’t need to suffer her silly games too.”

“I know. But believe me, she is not bad. As a child, she often played with the other children in the streets. She knows and loves the people; she just somehow can’t show it. Basically, she has a good heart. She just needs to discover it.”

“Well, hopefully she finds it quickly. It’s just unbearable with her. Her mother is so gentle, but she? Quick-tempered and bossy!”

Talriot bit back a smirk.

“You know, as soon as you show up on the scene, she’s extra prickly. What is it with you guys?!”

Yelo shrugged.

“I don’t know, apparently she hasn’t forgiven me for our little encounter five moons ago.”

Talriot listened up.

“What encounter?”

Yelo smiled at the thought.

“I didn’t know who she was then, and she got the appropriate reaction for her behavior. You should have seen her face when she was lying there in the dirt! Oh, it was such a satisfaction!”

“You didn’t really throw her in the dirt, did you?”

Stunned and mouth agape, Talriot looked at her and watched the smile on Yelo’s face deepen. Eventually, his curiosity won out.

“What exactly happened?”

“Oh, it was on my way to Gara. We had a little altercation at the ford, just before the town. I felt compelled to use her horse to help a couple of people I was traveling with across the river. She wasn’t quite as supportive as I had hoped, so I helped a little. That was about it. Honestly!”

“How exactly did you help out?”

“Well, I ...” Yelo hesitated for a moment. “I borrowed her horse.”

At Talriot’s horrified look, Yelo quickly added:

“Only temporarily, honest!”

“She gave it to you that easily?”

“Um, no. I ... I had to help it along a little.”

“You didn’t really!”

Talriot stared at her open-mouthed until he burst into deep laughter.

“What I would have given to see her face! Delightful!”

It took him a while to calm down.

“Didn’t she say who she was?”

“Yes, I mean ...” Yelo squirmed a little. “I think so, but I’m not sure. I mean, I heard something like that. I ...” With a pitiful expression on her face, she broke off. The sight of her made Talriot burst out laughing again. She knew herself this had not been her smartest move. If only she had controlled herself a little better and asked nicely! Talriot’s laughter echoed in her ears. Now, in retrospect, she was embarrassed by her behavior. If only he would stop laughing.

“Look, it would have taken me forever to get the injured through the ford. I would have had to carry each one individually! But with her and her companions’ horses, it was a really quick affair. And she got it back afterwards. After all, nothing really happened to her. Nobody drowned or anything. She just got a little wet.”

Yelo raised her hands. “I had no choice, really!”

Still laughing, Talriot put his hands on her shoulders.

“Now some things become clear to me. But that’s just you. Not even really there yet and You’ve already messed with the future queen!”

After noticing Yelo’s grim look, he shrugged.

“Now come on, let’s go help these folks get their ‘valuables’ together. And we’ll have to figure something out, too, won’t we?”

“What nonsense! I was supposed to be assisting the queen in the throne council today. I don’t have time for such foolishness! And besides, I have a bad feeling about the emissaries from Darklûn. I should be with the queen.”

“Only to get into trouble with Princess Kevra again? You heard her order. Besides, General Heiwa will be more than happy to take your place behind the throne and stand by his queen.”

“Heiwa? You know very well he’s no substitute for me. He is capable, it is true, but he lacks the instinct for danger! Talriot, there is something in the air, believe me!”

Urgently, she looked at Talriot. She could not contradict a direct order from Kevra, but she would not give up so quickly. She slapped Talriot’s back amicably.

“I’ll go back to the guardhouse and tell Fiota and her men to keep her eyes open!”

With that, she turned and ran toward the castle.

Talriot looked after Yelo. He liked her. He liked her straightforwardness, which some would call stubbornness, her determination, and her strong sense of justice. She was smart and though usually taller than everyone else, an excellent fighter. Her movements were smooth and not clumsy like other people of enormous height. No one could match her. And this was not only due to the dekal who was her constant companion.

Right after Yelo had been put into his unit, he had felt she was special, and he could rely on her. Although Yelo was nice to everyone, she rarely opened up to others. It pleased Talriot she had chosen him, of all people, to make friends with her. But Talriot also knew little about Yelo. She rarely talked about her past and where she came from. If she did, sadness always covered her face and Talriot avoided further questions.

❖      

When Yelo finally returned, Talriot was still standing in the marketplace, undecided. He hoped Yelo would have had an idea by now of what they could present to Kevra, but when he asked her, she shook her head.

“Come on, we have to offer something too.”

“How about a spanking for our spoiled princess to show her our love?”

Sullenly, Yelo looked toward the sun. It was noon and Kevra was nowhere to be seen. She looked right and left, down the narrow streets. Everywhere people stood in front of their houses, with small gifts in their hands. Mostly they were straw bunches or wreaths of flowers. Now and then it glittered gold and silver in the bright sunlight.

Something was not right. Yelo felt herself becoming restless. She could no longer stand still and paced back and forth. Her nerves strained to the breaking point. She knew the signals. Something dark was afoot. She could almost feel it physically. The tiny hairs on her arms stood on end.

Worried, she looked over at Talriot, who was still frowning as he searched through his few belongings. He didn’t seem to feel anything. Yelo leaned against the wall of the small cottage they were standing in front of and closed her eyes. She concentrated on her breathing and traced her inner energy currents down to her feet. Deeper still, all the way down into the ground. She almost thought she heard Sahwera’s voice praying to her, ‘This is a gift from Otheiá. Ask Jolah for assistance and gain knowledge, Yelo. You and she are one, and Otheiá is your home. She will give you all you need.’

Yelo felt and listened. She was one with the countless tiny grains of sand beneath her boots. She lost herself in the endless expanses of the meadows, felt the individual blades of grass bend toward the sun. She followed the course of the water and the call of the clouds. Further, ever further her spirit swung. Already she could see into the castle courtyard. But what she saw made her stumble. No guard was to be seen. That was strange. She turned toward the throne room, but suddenly a darkness built up in front of her, threatening to swallow her. There was no getting through. She could see nothing, hear nothing. Blindly she stood there and searched for a way out. Nothing lay before her but a black abyss. She knew this darkness, had seen it before. This meant only one thing. Danger!

“Talriot!”

With a cry, Yelo forced herself back into the here and now.

“We have to get into the castle! Right now!”

She stopped looking around to see if Talriot was following her or not. Her legs were already carrying her toward the castle, past the stunned inhabitants who, shaking their heads, fled to safety. Her boots echoed loudly on the cobblestones as she ran with all her might through the narrow streets. The castle wasn’t far! She had already reached the end of the rows of houses. There Kevra stood and let herself be shown the gifts of the inhabitants with a pleased smile. When she saw Yelo coming towards her, she grimaced. But before she could begin to speak, she noticed Yelo’s horrified look. She didn’t think much of Yelo as a person, but she trusted her instincts without reservation. She left the residents and hurried to her horse. Hardly mounted, she gave it the spurs and followed Yelo, who had already covered half the distance to the castle. She quickly joined Yelo and helped her into the saddle behind her.

“What’s wrong?”

“I have a hunch, princess. Something ominous is afoot. We must hurry!”

No further words were needed, and together they reached the deserted castle courtyard a short time later. Even as she jumped from the horse, Yelo drew her swords.

Briefly she thought of Kiala. How nice it would be to have her by her side now! But it would be a while before she was back again.

With long strides she hurried up the long castle stairs, closely followed by Kevra. Nowhere did they meet any guards. The castle gate was unguarded, the door was open. The way to the throne room was also deserted. A strange silence lay over the palace. Yelo felt the traces of magic all over her body. But this was not good magic. Dark and threatening, last remnants of mist wafted through the high corridors. Finally, they reached the throne room. The sight meeting their eyes was almost unbearable. Everywhere they looked lay badly mutilated bodies. Motionless. Dead.

An almost eerie silence lay over everything. Everything seemed muffled. It was like being in a tomb.

Around the throne, the corpses piled up and formed a small protective wall. Fiota and her men!

“What happened here?” asked Yelo in horror.

“Mother!” Loudly, Kevra’s voice echoed through the throne room. “Mother!”

Suddenly, Yelo heard a soft gasp. Cautiously, she approached the throne, still holding her swords in her hands. There, in a small alcove, lay General Heiwa. He was bleeding from numerous wounds. Although severe, none of the injuries seemed truly life-threatening, if only she could stop the bleeding. But how? She had little time. She had to come up with something, or the general was doomed! 

In her desperation, she remembered having once read something about a Suvris who had saved her dekal, who was badly wounded. With the help of the Goddess and the elements, she had succeeded. Now Heiwa was not a magical being like a dekal, but she had to try. She prayed fervently to Jolah she might succeed. Quickly Yelo put away her swords and knelt beside the general. Then she put her right hand on his chest and her left hand on the floor. She had many questions. Where was the queen? What had happened? But that would have to wait. First, she had to stop the bleeding. Yelo closed her eyes and concentrated.

Kevra looked around. She had never seen so much death and cruelty. Tears streamed down her face. She circled the throne and discovered Yelo kneeling by General Heiwa with her eyes closed. He appeared to be dead. His body was covered with numerous wounds. But suddenly she saw the general’s body stirring. Yelo stood up.

“What...?” She looked questioningly at Yelo.

The latter nodded grimly at her. “I managed to stop the bleeding, but he desperately needs rest and a healer. We–”

Yelo didn’t get to finish her sentence. With swords drawn, Talriot and about three dozen guards came rushing into the throne room.

Stunned, Talriot stared at them.

“Yelo! What happened here!!! Where are Fiota and the others?”

With eyes widened in horror, he looked around. Then he saw them. With a yelp, he ran to the throne. There lay Fiota and the others from her unit. Comrades, friends, lovers.

Tears streamed down his face and got lost in his beard.

The other guards tried to make out at least one more sign of life somewhere, but it was in vain. Yelo heard a suppressed cry now and then, saw some kneel down and take one of the lifeless bodies in their arms.

She had failed. If only she had been here! Yelo struggled with herself. Why hadn’t she just insisted on staying with the queen instead of escorting Kevra to the village? She could have protected her. But where was the queen? She had not been able to discover her among the dead. It looked like her questions would have to wait until Heiwa was better, though.

“Talriot; take care of the general, please. He needs a healer.” She turned to one of the guards standing near her.

“Take some men and follow me. We need to search the rest of the castle!”

She turned to Kevra, who stood in the middle of the throne room with tears streaming down her face and kneaded her hands. To Yelo, she looked lost, standing there so helplessly. Something stirred inside her. She felt the need to go to her and reassure her everything would be fine.

Fine?! Yelo shook her head. ‘Where do I come up with such nonsense? Nothing is fine!’ Kevra had to make decisions. And she had to do it quickly. She had to pull herself together!

“Princess, it would be good if you sent for General Habert. He is currently in the northwest, securing the borders there against pirates and other criminals. We need to move some of his troops here. We still don’t know what happened and we need to be prepared for renewed attacks.”

She looked at Kevra, but she did not respond.

“Princess?”

Kevra stared at her, and yet somehow, she didn’t. Her eyes, usually ice blue, glittered darkly and looked off into nowhere. Yelo stepped up to her, grabbed her arms, and shook her gently.

“Kevra?”

No response. Yelo didn’t know if Kevra even heard her. She seemed completely frozen and lost in the terror around her. Gently, she put a hand under her chin and lifted her head so she could look into her face.

“Kevra!”

The princess’s eyes sought hers. A brief flare revealed she had finally gotten through to her.

“Where is my mother? Where is the queen?”

“Princess! You must send for General Habert. There is no time to lose.

Also, we must send messengers to the southern garrisons. If the queen has been kidnapped, we must find her! Quickly, we must not delay!”

Finally, after almost an eternity, Kevra awoke from her rigidity.

“You are right. Arrange everything necessary.”
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“It must not be tolerated!”

General Habert raised his fist.

“If they think they can get away with this, they are mistaken. We must attack Darklûn!”

“A war would only make things worse. As long as the queen is in Darklûn’s power, our hands are tied.”

Frowning, Chief Justice Saphora looked around and continued:

“You know we can do nothing against Darklûn and his allies. Etrion is weak!”

“What do you mean by weak?” interjected Habert.

“It is time to call in old alliances. We call upon Thorus and Aeron for assistance. Together we should succeed in freeing the queen!”

Murmurs of approval rose in the round.

Yelo stood to the left of the throne where Kevra had taken her seat. It almost seemed as if the princess was not present at all. Her eyes looked forlornly at the assembled people. She had not yet spoken at all. Hour after hour passed without the throne council present being able to agree on a course of action. Opinions varied between a declaration of war and an attempt to free the queen through diplomatic means. Neither side had yet been able to prevail. But a decision had to be made at last. Time was of the essence!

“We can do nothing against the dark forces with their magic, no matter how strong our army is!”

General Heiwa’s voice echoed through the throne room. By now he had recovered enough to participate in the discussions. He had reported what had happened in the throne room a quarter of a moon ago.

Queen Gevres had given the floor to the emissaries from Darklûn. They reported on the prosperity of their kingdom and delivered to the queen the request of their new king, Gusth, to marry the princess Kevra to him for the good of Otheiá.

Heiwa herself had delivered the information about the new ruler of Darklûn to the queen. Gusth had allied himself with the trilljas in order to ascend the throne with their help. As the son of a groom, he always felt disadvantaged by the world because he didn’t come from a rich family. Through betrayal and murder of the legitimate ruler, he had finally become king. His greed for wealth and power was inexhaustible. Gusth longed for legitimization which would cement his claim to the throne forever. Marriage into the ruling line of Alvituas would make him the rightful king over all of Otheiá.

Heiwa had been stunned to hear how the emissaries of Darklûn had threatened the queen with the downfall of her entire queendom if she should think of rejecting Gusth’s request.

When the queen refused to marry her daughter to Gusth, who was many winters older, it happened. Suddenly a black mist spread in the throne room. Everyone who touched it was consumed, only to reappear and fall dead to the ground a little later, horribly disfigured. When the first courtiers and guards fell, Fiota and her men had gathered around the throne to protect Queen Gevres. But even this had been of no avail. They had been engulfed by the black mist, just like the throne. But unlike their queen, Fiota and her men reappeared a short time later and dropped dead to the ground.

Heiwa told how he had had enough presence of mind and had tried to attack the emissaries himself. But he was defeated. All three were good swordsmen and he also had to dodge the mist. Eventually, he was pushed back and, after numerous injuries, lost consciousness. Apparently, the emissaries had thought him dead. Where they had escaped to, he could not report. Apart from him, no one in the throne room had survived. What astonished him most, however, was the fact he had not heard a sound during all that had happened. Even when his blade clashed with those of the attackers, there was utterly silence. It seemed to him the fog had swallowed any sound.

Why the palace guards and the guards in the courtyard had disappeared, he could not say. Their bodies were not discovered anywhere.

Yelo had listened breathlessly to Heiwa’s description. She suspected something bad. She remembered hearing from Sahwera once about the dark side of magic. Magicians who reversed and transformed the purity of being and its positive energy flows. But these deeds came at a price. The dark, once summoned, took more and more possession of these magicians until there was nothing left but darkness. The malice ate through their souls, leaving nothing but a deep, unending emptiness. Nothing can please such a soul anymore - no light can illuminate the darkness. These mages had fully devoted themselves to Ischion. The latter used their soulless shells as compliant servants to strengthen his claims to power over Otheiá. There was nothing to oppose this pure malice. Was it dark magic which had helped the emissaries kidnap Queen Gevres?

And that mist. She had seen it in her vision and felt its terrors. A silent shiver of horror still ran down her spine when she thought of how he was going to drag her into the abyss.

Yelo snapped herself out of her musings. Now was no time for fear. She had to concentrate!

By now, the argument between the different parties was in full swing. The clamor of voices echoed off the high walls of the throne room. Suddenly a jolt went through Kevra, and she stood up.

“Enough!”

Abruptly, the arguments fell silent and the pairs of eyes of everyone present focused on the princess. Her voice was firm as she spoke to her advisors.

„We are dealing with magic here. No one in our country understands any of this anymore, except Yelo. She could perceive its effects. It is time to hear her out.”

Astonished, Yelo realized she was suddenly the center of attention. She had not expected this at all. Even more so, since her knowledge of dark magic was limited.

“I ...”

What was she supposed to say? That nothing could be done against dark magic? That there was little chance of ever seeing the queen again? She took a deep breath and cleared her throat. With expectant looks, those present stared at her. She could not, no, she must not withhold the truth from them.

“The mist is dark magic. In my time in Vanders, I once read about something similar during the Dark War. At that time, Ischion had dark wizards in its service. Some writings told of the Fog of Terror. It covered the battlefields like a black cloth. Hardly anyone escaped it. Those who succeeded reported terrible creatures in the mist, with arms ending in razor-sharp claws. No armor could withstand them, no sword could harm them. Bloodthirsty and insatiable, these creatures spread death among those trapped in the mist. Only the elendeari could defy them. At one with the elements and with the help of Jolah, they were able to push back the dark wizards and eventually win the battle. During the Dark War, almost all of the dark wizards were killed. However, some escaped and have since disappeared. It was long suspected they found refuge in Wramgar, where they continued to serve their God Ischion. And eventually, like most of that time, they were forgotten.”

Yelo sighed deeply and looked into the faces of the people before her, who hung spellbound on her lips. In an urgent voice, she continued:

“In the meantime, however, Ischion has regained its strength. His trilljas roam the lands of Otheiá, plundering and pillaging. It seems they have now established themselves in Darklûn as well. It is very likely Gusth has formed an alliance with the Grand Lord of Wramgar, Lokastron. Whereas I am convinced King Gusth is rather a puppet of Wramgar, even if he does not know it himself yet. I am sure the threads of power converge in Wramgar. And,” Yelo took another deep breath, “there are dark wizards in Lokastron’s employ.”

She saw the terror spreading across the faces of her listeners. Everyone realized this would change everything. A war against Darklûn was futile at this point. There was something higher at work here. Much more than the queen’s life was at stake.

The breathless terror was shortly followed by a babble of voices, everyone was talking at once.

“Dark wizards!”

“What does she know? This is ridiculous!”

“We can’t do anything against dark magic!”

General Heiwa, who had been watching the commotion for a moment, finally stood up.

“We can’t abandon her after all!” His voice was hoarse. “We have to do something.”

Yelo inwardly paid him respect. He truly loved the queen and wasn’t ready to just give up on her.

“If she’s even alive!” remarked Kevra, her voice breaking.

“Well, that’s likely,” Yelo replied quietly. “Only death releases people from this fog. The fact we haven’t found her body means she’s still alive.”

“But then where is she? How can we free her?”

General Heiwa turned his gaze expectantly to Yelo. She shook her head.

“If she’s in the mist, not at all. No human would survive that.”

“What about you? You’re not human! You can do it!”

Heiwa’s bony finger pointed at her.

Yelo fell silent, taken aback, as he stared at her with a hateful glare. By now, this dislike was mutual. Although he was a really smart guy, his arrogance, haughtiness, and prejudice prevented him from being a really good general. His greatest weakness, however, was that he could not stand the word ‘no.’ He surrounded himself with a pack of lickspittles who only whispered to him what he wanted to hear. So, he had long since lost all touch with reality. With him, Yelo always had the feeling she had to be on her guard. And a leader no one could trust was a bad leader.

She sighed deeply. It was clear he would try to get rid of her at the first opportunity. But he was right about one thing. She was not human. She was a Suvris, a descendant of the elendeari. Her pointed ears testified to that. She had to try. Although the thought of the black mist sent shivers down her spine again, she straightened up.

“You are right, General, I am not human. But whether I can do anything against the dark wizards with their magic remains to be seen.”

The silence which now spread through the throne room was interrupted by Kevra’s determined voice.

“So, it is decided. Yelo will leave for the western’s lands at daybreak, and I will accompany her!”

What?! Yelo sucked in a sharp breath. Oh no! She really couldn’t have that now!

“Princess! With all understanding for your situation, I still think it’s better–”

But Yelo didn’t get far. Kevra gave her with a withering look.

“Understanding of my situation? You think something is better? Don’t you dare question my decision. You serve my house, and you will obey!”

Yelo flinched. Sure, she couldn’t dictate anything to Kevra, but what was she supposed to do with this spoiled brat? She wore her sword only as an adornment. Not to mention the hardships of a long journey she would hardly endure. She who had not yet spent a single night outside of a soft bed!

Not only would Yelo have to have eyes everywhere to make sure nothing happened to the princess - no - with Kevra as her companion, her journey would also slow down. Yelo had not quite recovered from the fright when the general added the crown to the madness.

“I will of course be at your side, Your Highness!”

General Heiwa bowed so low to the princess Yelo almost feared he would fall over. This was getting better and better! The two people she wanted furthest away would now be on her neck non-stop. Completely speechless, she stared over at Kevra, who was smiling gratefully at General Heiwa.

“So be it. I feel a lot safer with you by my side. We leave at sunrise!”

Sure thing! General Heiwa and safe. Yelo nearly burst into hysterical giggles. Admittedly, he knew how to wield a good blade, but he lacked instinct. A reinforcement he was not. The whole thing was just too absurd! The princess’s voice kept her from losing her composure.

“Saphora!” Kevra turned to the Chief Justice.

“Please send for Tara, we will need her arts. Tell her to prepare everything. We will fly to Darklûn.”

“Very well, Your Highness.”

Saphora bowed and left the throne room. Yelo’s mind raced. Frantically, she looked back and forth between Kevra and the general. The queen’s life was at stake! They could not risk every spy west of the Deusari Mountains knew about their plan. She had to prevent that! Yelo only hoped the princess would listen to her objection.

“Please, Your Highness. Allow me one objection.”

Somewhat irritated by the new interruption, Kevra looked at Yelo. Yelo didn’t know if Kevra had noticed the urgency in her eyes, but she paused. Surely, she was thinking about whether she had missed something. She seemed to have come to the conclusion it couldn’t hurt to hear Yelo out, because she nodded at her promptly.

“Speak.”

“Your Highness, I would like to point out possibly all of Darklûn’s spies are waiting for your reaction. It would surely be better to keep them in the dark about our intentions. Should Queen Gevres still be alive–”

“She is alive!” Kevra interrupted Yelo indignantly.

Yelo nodded quickly. “We should not risk the queen’s life unnecessarily. I therefore suggest we leave for the east, in the direction of Aeron. Let King Gusth believe we are asking for support there. After passing Aeron, we will turn towards Lynark and cross the Deusari Mountains there. No one will expect us to cross the border into Darklûn to the southeast. All eyes will be on the north. In anticipation of our attack, we can assume they will mass their forces there. So, we should go unnoticed in the south for a while. There’s a good chance we’ll reach Jera unnoticed that way.”

She bowed to Kevra, who had listened intently to Yelo’s words.

Kevra didn’t like it, but Yelo was undoubtedly right. Gusth probably expected a counterattack, or at least a rescue mission. The chance of finding and freeing her mother increased as long as he did not know where they were and what their plans were. She was a little surprised Heiwa had not expressed such strategic concerns. After all, he was the general of the castle guard and should have more tactical skills than some pointy-eared Suvris. Kevra hated to have to agree with her, but her mother and queen’s lives were at stake.

“I share the concerns you have raised. Your plan seems promising to me.” She turned to Heiwa.

“General, make all the necessary arrangements!”

“Very well, Your Highness.”

With that, they were all dismissed. Yelo was glad Kevra had for once forgotten her personal dislike for her. At least, Yelo thought, she seemed to have a sense of what was necessary.

When she went to her barrack to pack up her few belongings and prepare for the journey, Kiala was waiting in front of it. Delighted, Yelo knelt down and hugged her. The familiar smell of forest soothed her agitated nerves. She was glad Kiala had returned and could now accompany her on the journey. So at least one friendly being was by her side in this endeavor.

Yelo sighed. This whole thing was ridiculous! Heiwa and Kevra would only hinder her, if not jeopardize the whole mission. Angrily, she stuffed both her shirts and the cloak into her bag. Could it get any worse?

Oh yes. It did get worse. Before nightfall, Talriot came storming into her room.

“You are to report to Nepet. Now!”

“What does he want from me? Did he say what it was about?”

Talriot just shrugged.

“You know he won’t talk to us ‘unworthies’ unless he has to. He’s probably worried about his general. With Heiwa gone, no one holds his hand protectively. He must be scared!”

With a wink, Talriot closed the door, leaving a perplexed Yelo behind. That was the last thing she needed! Nepet was the person she preferred to avoid, after Kevra and Heiwa. He was Heiwa’s personal aide and belonged to his inner circle. He crawled to the bigwigs and bullied his subordinates. Nepet had made it clear to Yelo from the beginning he would not tolerate any opposition. He did not care whether she was Suvris or human. She had to follow his decisions and she had to respect him. At first, she did as she was told. Nepet was an excellent archer and, despite his corpulence, a good fighter with an axe. His hulking figure almost towered over Yelo. But very soon she noticed although he was a good fighter, he proceeded without strategic understanding. Unwilling to take advice from his subordinates, his dubious tactics led to numerous defeats at the hands of the marauding trilljas. Many comrades had lost their lives in these skirmishes.

Nepet was never held accountable. Heiwa had always known how to prevent this. Instead, the unit itself was held responsible for the failures. And that was not all! The general had promoted him from a lowly guard soldier to lieutenant and more recently to adjutant. After his last promotion, Nepet had lost all interest in his unit. He stayed away from the fighting ever since. He didn’t care about the people who served under him. The only thing which mattered to him was that everyone functioned. Even the smallest transgressions were punished harshly. The last months had demanded a lot of self-control and skill from Yelo. It was only thanks to her tactical skills and Kiala’s fighting abilities there had not been more victims. The battles were victorious and the trilljas were driven back from Etrion. Although everyone knew to whom they owed the victories, Adjutant Nepet was showered with honors.

Yelo took another deep breath. Since it couldn’t be helped, she might as well get it over with. Yelo left the barrack and made her way to Nepet.

❖      

The wind blew fiercely, driving the tiny raindrops like pinpricks under her neck guard. Shivering, Yelo pulled up her shoulders. She stood on the south tower of the castle and looked at the vehicle in front of her in awe. Actually, it looked quite like the small boats sailed by the dozens down the Fle in Mideria. Only the sail had an unusual shape. It was more like a bubble. How were the five of them supposed to fit in the craft? Not to mention Kiala, who also had to fit inside. Yelo would not undertake such an enterprise without her. She stared doubtfully at the small ship. It would be cramped for five. She sighed, still shaking her head. Nepet had opened to her last night he would also accompany her, to keep an eye on her. It was ridiculous! Neither Heiwa nor Nepet could match her in combat, yet both assumed they could.

Yelo swallowed her rising anger. The men might be out of touch with reality, but worse was she seriously doubted she could cross the border into Darklûn with these companions unseen. Assuming they even got that far.

But Yelo didn’t want to think about it any longer. The vehicle hovering in the air in front of her was too wonderful. This airship was the last one in all of Otheiá. In the time of the elendeari, they had been a common means of transportation. It took all sorts of skill and a dose of magic to pilot them. Over the centuries, however, the magic had been used up and no one had been around to renew it. Yelo had learned a lot about the elendeari. She had had always been amazed at the wonders they had created with the help of magic. And now she was actually standing in front of one of these works of art! She almost looked forward to traveling with this vehicle, had it not been for the company.

“Isn’t she beautiful? You don’t need to worry. The old girl is still quite decent. I’m Tara, the captain.” With these words, she extended her hand to Yelo, who took it.

“I’m Yelo.”

“I know, the Suvris.” Tara smiled mildly at her. Her face was weather-beaten and crisscrossed with countless wrinkles. And though her knuckles and hands were badly swollen, her grip was firm.

“Come little one, help me stow the provisions.”

Nimbly, despite her age, she hopped aboard and let Yelo hand her the packsacks up. Soon everything was safely stowed.

Finally, she helped Yelo into the vehicle. Both leaned against the railing and enjoyed the sunrise. Kiala had made herself comfortable in the bow of the ship under a tarp.

A question came to Yelo’s mind.

“Tara? Who did you learn to pilot this craft from?”

Tara smiled gently at Yelo. Her eyes began to light up.

“Oh dear, my family has been piloting this airship since the day it was built. I got the knowledge from my mother, who in turn got it from hers, and so on.”

“And how does your family know? I mean, the ships are magical and ...”

“And I’m only human, you mean? That’s right. The ship is full of magic. To change it or even to renew it is not granted to us. However, we can use it. My ancestor, the first captain, was once trained by the last Suvris so the knowledge would not be lost. And it was preserved. By my family! So, this is how I fly a magical ship, and Jolah alone knows why she puts up with it.”

She smiled at Yelo.

“She?”

“Yes, my old girl here.” Tara patted the railing.

“She won’t let us down; you can count on that. Though I don’t know if she actually makes it to Darklûn.”

A Suvris had taught Tara’s ancestor how to pilot this ship. Why didn’t Yelo know anything about it? Sahwera hadn’t said a word about airships, and she hadn’t found anything about it in Sfrela’s ancient writings either. Admittedly, she had not looked for it either. What kind of magic did it require? And what did Tara mean by saying they might not make it to Darklûn? Would the magic not reach that far? Yelo had no idea how much magic was needed for such a journey and how it could be recharged.

For the success of their journey, it would indeed be important to advance as far as possible in the direction of Darklûn. The less attention they attracted, the better. Their only chance was to remain unnoticed for as long as possible. How to proceed from there, Yelo didn’t know. She would have to improvise. Alone with Kiala, her chances of getting to Jera, the capital of Darklûn, and then to the king’s castle would certainly have been better. Now she would have to take her chances.





XXII


They have been traveling three days. The brown-grayish color of the rocks below them had long since turned into a green glow. Yelo leaned over the reeling and enjoyed the view. When she looked down, she had the feeling of gliding over a deep, dark green sea. Small hills and valleys gave the landscape the appearance of wave crests. The forest was so dense and impenetrable Yelo could not see the ground.

They glided through the air like an eagle in flight. She had never been this close to the clouds before! From up here, she had an incredible overview of the landscape. At first, Yelo found it difficult to orient herself, but then she remembered her lessons at Vanders and saw in her mind’s eye the maps she had spent so many nights studying. If her memory was correct, yesterday at sunrise they had left the borders of Etrion behind and passed the foothills of the Denar Mountains. Far ahead, she had been able to make out a small, glittering ribbon making its way through the green thicket. The river Sur. They had reached Eyr. Yelo’s respect for Tara, her captain, continued to grow. She took her bearings from the stars and the land below.

The quiet hours of dawn were Yelo’s favorite. She enjoyed the silence when Heiwa and Nepet were not boasting about their deeds to Kevra. Most likely, not even half of these events had actually taken place.

The morning fog had spread like a gray blanket over the tops of the trees. Only slowly did isolated small wisps of fog break free from the thicket of mist, rise into the sky, and dissipate in the first warm rays of the morning sun. Suddenly, her gaze lingered on something jutting out of the morning mist in the distance. Yelo held her breath. She had never seen anything like it but had heard of it. Full of admiration, Yelo looked at the huge Hirak. Similar to a stag, but with a huge hump, it stood on massive legs. The head with the enormous antlers laid in the neck, he protruded over the fog canopy. His gaze was directed at the reddish morning sky. Its humped shoulders rose far above the treetops. She had read all about these animals. A deep, drawn-out rumble rose into the sky. It echoed in Yelo’s ears, even though the Hirak surely stood out of the foliage half a day’s journey away. Kiala had also seen the Hirak. Noticing her admiring gaze, Yelo heard her voice in her head.

“Sumos on, Yelo.” We are one, Yelo.

Her gaze once again fell on the magnificent animal. Sumos on. Indeed. A creature of this world. The wonders of Otheiá were many. Reverently, she whispered her thanks.

“Och’te Otheiá!”

Then she turned excitedly to her still sleeping companions.

“Look! Look, a hirak!”

But it took a while for those just awakened to understand the meaning of her words. Kevra was the first to catch Yelo’s words and quickly jumped up to see in the flesh the miraculous creature many knew only from legends.

“Where?” she asked, now also excited, staring into the distance.

“Right over there!”

Yelo pointed her finger in the direction where she had seen the Hirak. But they were too far away by now, and the rising veils of mist obstructed their view. Disappointed, Kevra turned away.

By noon, the fog had lifted, giving them an unobstructed view of the evergreen again. What they saw there, however, amazed them. The forest was on the move. From above, it almost seemed as if someone was driving a wedge through the trees. A massive herd of fallow deer divided the forest, on the wild run to the east. Like a dark river the bodies made their way through the dense green. Yelo could not count them all. A panic seemed to have seized all the forest dwellers. For a long time, she stared at the fleeing herds and wondered what had caused them to flee.

The further south they went, the quieter the forest became, until finally it lay still and silent again below them. Not a single sound reached them anymore. The oppressive silence was unnatural and ultimately spilled over onto the ship as well. Even General Heiwa, who never tired of entertaining the princess with stories, was grimly silent.

Yelo went to the bow of the ship to settle down by Kiala, when her eyes fell straight on a huge tree far away. With its bare branches, it towered far above the other treetops, like a lighthouse in the endless green sea of the forest. As they got closer, she noticed countless gray and white owls were perched close together on the branches. They set like gray leaves on the pale branches and made the tree seem alive. Above the treetop, the rest of the owl flock circled, looking for a place to land. There were hundreds, if not thousands.

But what irritated Yelo most was the complete absence of any sounds. Not a single tone could be heard. It almost seemed as if she were dreaming. She looked around. The others had also spotted the tree.

“This is Kâlh Tûn, the gray giant.”

Tara’s voice rang unnaturally loud throughout the ship, startling everyone.

“He marks the border of Aeron.”

“Why is there no sound?”

Yelo’s voice was strained. The silence tugged at her nerves, too.

“Kâlh Tûn stands in a valley called Elaors - the battlefield. Here, thousands of winters ago, the last battle between Jolah and Ischion took place. Hundreds of thousands gave their lives then. It is said the ground was so saturated with their death cries it fell silent forever. Since then, silence has hung over the valley like a shroud. The blood flowed in streams and soaked the ground and the roots of Kâhl Tûn. Since then, it no longer bears leaves. Kâlh Tûn reminds us how many gave their lives then to bring peace to Otheiá.”

A slight chill spread up Yelo’s spine. Tara’s words had sounded almost like a prophecy. Yelo knew all too well Otheiá was once again on the brink of war.

As the afternoon wore on, everyone hung on to their own thoughts until Tara beckoned Yelo over. Kevra, who had seen the movement, also stood up and went to the captain.

“What’s so important?”

Kevra’s tone was commanding, and Yelo winced inwardly. Why couldn’t she be nice just once? Surely there was a valid reason why Tara wanted to talk to her.

She nodded encouragingly to the captain, who seemed genuinely concerned and was searching for words.

“So ... we ... I ...”

“Dear Goddess! Speak up, woman!” commanded Kevra to the old woman.

The old woman swallowed hard, and Yelo inwardly condemned Kevra’s lack of empathy.

Tara took a deep breath before finally presenting the reason for her concern.

“We have to land, Your Highness. The magic is depleted. We can’t fly any further.”

“What do you mean by the magic is depleted? We’re not even halfway there yet. And anyway, how are we supposed to get to Darklûn without the ship?”

Kevra’s voice grew louder and louder, almost shrieking as Yelo came to the captain’s aid.

“I think what Tara is trying to tell us, Your Highness, is the ship will not continue to fly. The magic made it fly has been used up and cannot be renewed.”

This was too much for Kevra and she raised her hand. Furious, she glared at Yelo.

“I know damn well what the old woman is trying to tell me! I don’t need any translation from you!”

With that, she turned back to Tara:

“How much further?”

“I’m not sure, Your Highness, but I think we might   make it to Fýnôn. In any case, that’s as far as the spell goes. I feel it, deep in my bones. The magic is gone. The ship won’t go any further.”

“How far is it to Fýnôn?”

“Before sunset, we should reach it.”

“Then see we get there! I’ll let the general know.”

With these words she turned and went to the stern, where Heiwa and Nepet had made themselves comfortable.

“What will happen to the ship and to you?”

Yelo was worried. A captain without a ship was no longer a captain.

Tara’s wrinkles deepened.

“I don’t know, child. Without my ship, I am nothing.”

She sank down into herself. Yelo put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed.

“I’m sure everything will be fine. I’ll figure something out when this is all over.”

She smiled confidently at Tara, though she felt no confidence. But she wouldn’t and couldn’t just leave the old woman to her own devices.

“We’ll find a solution. You’ll see.” Yelo nodded once more in encouragement before turning and walking  back to Kiala. Her thoughts circled around the recent events. In her mind, she spread out the map of Otheiá in front of her and searched for Fýnôn.               The capital was located in the northeast of Aeron.    From there it would be a long march into the mountains, but with luck they could cross the Deusari Mountains before winter. 




❖      

As it turned out, Tara was right with her assessment. Before sunset, they landed in the marketplace in Fýnôn. In fact, there was a kind of pier there which had apparently served as a landing pad for airships when this kind of transportation was not yet so rare. Traveling by airship had once been very common.

As soon as Tara set the ship on the ground, Heiwa and Nepet jumped out, closely followed by Princess Kevra. It obviously couldn’t go fast enough for them. Yelo was also happy to finally be able to leave the confines of the small aircraft. The physical closeness to the people she disliked had taken some nerve from her. She longed for a moment of peace. After helping Tara securing the ship, Yelo finally descended the steps of the pier, closely followed by Kiala. The princess, Heiwa and Nepet were already many steps ahead. They hurried across the square, probably toward the castle. Not they had told Yelo anything in this regard. But she had already gotten used to being considered an unwelcome appendage which had to be taken along somehow. Which in itself was really absurd, because in truth it was the other way around. She was the only warrior here! The only one who could most likely resist the mist! Yelo sighed. In a way, she was fine with the others avoiding her. So, she kept to herself and was alone with her thoughts.

The large marketplace in front of her was paved with reddish-earth brown stones. In the center, not far from the pier, stood a large fountain, around the base of which many beggars were camped. Haggard, covered with ragged clothes, they asked the passers-by for small gifts. Heiwa, Nepet, and Kevra walked carelessly past them without so much as a glance. Yelo kept wondering how someone could be so self-centered as to not even begin to notice the misery and need of others.

She shook her head. As she approached the well, her eyes fell on an old woman. She sat with her back leaning against the cold stone, watching her. Unlike the other beggars, she looked openly into her face. Her blue eyes scrutinized Yelo intensely. The old face was full of wrinkles and folds. It reminded her of Ghane. Although an old beggar woman by appearance, she nevertheless gave the impression of calmness and strength. She exuded an aura of authority which attracted Yelo. Her footsteps involuntarily paused in front of the old woman. She bent down to her and gave her a few coins. The old woman took the money and reached for Yelo’s hands. Without warning, she pulled Yelo down to her until she could look her straight in the eye.

“Thank you, my child.”

Yelo stared at the woman, speechless at the force with which the old woman had pulled her down.

She looked at Yelo’s companions, of whom only their backs were still visible.

“They are not ready yet, Yelo. But soon they will be, and then they will need you. Here, take this. It will help you in your task.”

She put a silver chain with some kind of amulet around Yelo’s neck. Surprised, Yelo grabbed the chain and looked at the amulet. On the front was some kind of small compass needle, but it didn’t show the cardinal directions, it seemed. North was definitely somewhere else! Embedded on the back, also set in silver, was a Techeat. The stone was a beautiful purple color which faded to white towards the center. It shimmered in the light of the setting sun.

Reverently, Yelo touched the gift. Her fingers glided over the smooth stone. It felt warm, almost as if it were alive.

“Thank you, but from where ...”

She fell silent as she looked up. The old woman had disappeared. Once again, Yelo looked at the amulet. It was beautiful, though she did not know how this would help her in her search for the queen. How had the woman known about her quest? And most importantly, how did she know her name? How did a beggar woman come to have something as valuable as this necklace? The questions rushed through her head. She looked around again. Where had the woman disappeared to? Who was she?

Somehow Yelo felt she must know her, but she couldn’t remember.

A glance at her traveling companions told her she would have to postpone the questions until later. Quickly, she let the amulet disappear under her doublet, where it rested on her chest along with the medallion. The princess, the general, and his aide had already crossed the marketplace and disappeared into an inn whose gold-ornamented façade alone revealed it was one of the most expensive in the city. Great! Yelo shook her head. So much for not wanting to stand out!

When she opened the door to the inn, she was met with icy silence. Not the usual buzz of voices, shouts or the sounds of customers. Just a glance at the innkeeper’s disconcerted face told her Kevra had again turned on all her charm. The haughty look of the general and his aide didn’t help ease the situation either.

“I demand I be given the use of the inn alone. I have no desire to dine with peasants and other rabble!”

The general bowed.

“Very well, High–” But he never got around to completing his sentence. Yelo interrupted him. He would really jeopardize her cover yet!

“Mrs. Highloria!” She bowed first to Kevra, then to Heiwa.

“Everything is unloaded and ready, Master Highloria. We can leave immediately tomorrow!”

Kevra looked at her, aghast. How dare she address her like that? Heiwa also seemed irritated at first, but finally understood.

“Uh, very well, Tara.”

He turned to the princess, who was now looking at him in irritation as well.

“I suggest, Master Highloria, we take our evening meal in the room. The journey has been very tiring after all.”

He turned to the landlady, who listened with interest to the exchange of words.

“You have rooms available, don’t you, good woman?”

Suspiciously, she had eyed Kevra, Heiwa, and Nepet. Her gaze finally lingered on Yelo’s tall figure and pointed ears. When Heiwa jingled a few coins, she finally shrugged and turned back to the general. She nodded, and when she finally spoke, her voice echoed lightly through the room.

“There are still two rooms available.” Her eyes fell on Yelo, and she added.

“I don’t think this one will fit in one of the beds, though.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Heiwa hastily assured her. “She sleeps outside with our things anyway. So, this shouldn’t be a problem. We’ll take the two rooms.”

Yelo’s jaw dropped. How dare he rule over her like that! Furious, she glared at him. As long as he had a soft bed for the night! She would have liked to show him right away what she thought of his behavior. With difficulty she suppressed her anger and clenched her fists. Her fingernails dug into her palms. But good! Fine! She didn’t want to sleep in the same room with Heiwa and Nepet anyway. Kiala certainly felt the same way. She would get a supper for herself and Tara and then sleep on the ship. At least this way she had peace from these people for a few hours!

❖      

After having dinner with Tara, she lay on a small mountain of sailing rope and stared up at the night sky. Isen and Frew shone in full glory, bathing the now empty marketplace in pale light. Yelo held the Techeat in her hands and wondered again who this old woman had been. She had known her name! Slowly she turned the amulet back and forth. The compass needle did not point north but turned in a circle and did not stop. In the moonlight, the stone was almost black with a silver lake in the center.

Tara had made herself comfortable beside her and was pulling on a small pipe. Fine, shimmering wisps of smoke came out of her mouth and disappeared into the night sky. She fell silent and gazed at the stars.

Yelo, sensing Tara’s uncertainty about what would happen next was weighing heavily on her heart, was eager to help. She had taken the rugged but lovely woman to her heart.

“Tara?”

“Huh?”

“Have you ever thought about sailing the sea?”

“Huh?” Puzzled, Tara looked over at her. “I ... well, no, not really. I have my airship, after all. I mean, I had it ...”

“Well, I think there’s certainly little difference. Sailors navigate by the stars, too.”

“Oh, never mind, my child. I’m just too old to be navigating the Oluer now. The air was my home, the water never will be.”

She paused and took a deep puff from her pipe, her eyes fixed on nowhere. When she finally continued in a low voice, she sounded slightly resigned.

“I guess I’ll be moving in with my sister on the farm. Farm work isn’t the real thing either, but she can use some help since her wife passed away. The children are grown and both in the royal guard. I think she’ll be pleased.”

She nodded quietly to herself, trying to encourage herself. But Yelo saw the sadness in her gaze. It had to be hard for someone like Tara, who had spent her life doing something as great as piloting an airship, and now was condemned to do simple field work. It was impossible to imagine how she would cope. A woman who had spent her entire life in the service of the Queen, piloting the only working airship in all of Otheiá! Now a peasant woman? That was barely imaginable.

Yelo was eager to help her. Slowly, an idea sprouted in her mind. After all, she was a Suvris, she could call the elements. Perhaps she could restore the magic of the airship? Surely there must be records somewhere of how to do this. Sahwera or even Sfrela would certainly be able to help her.

“Tara? Do you know anything about how the ships’ magic was replenished?” she asked curiously.

“No, not really.” Tara shook her head. “My grandmother once mentioned the magic which kept our ship in the air was cast by one of the last Elendeari. But how, she knew nothing about. Believe me, I studied all the available scrolls, fearing the day would come when the magic would be depleted. But I found nothing.”

A faint smile of regret settled on her lips. Yelo, feeling Tara’s sadness almost physically, put a hand on her arm encouragingly and looked into her eyes.

“As soon as we free the queen, I will write to my teacher at Vanders. If anyone can find out anything about it, she can. Perhaps there is a way to replenish the magic after all. I’m not an Elendeari, but I’m descended from them. Maybe that will be enough.”

A spark of hope glimmered in Tara’s eyes.

“Do you really think so?”

“It’s worth a try, don’t you think?” replied Yelo, shrugging.

Tara nodded. “Yes. If anyone can do it, surely a Suvris can!”

She breathed a sigh of relief, as if a weight had fallen from her shoulders, and began to smile.

Yelo saw Tara’s relief and how life returned to her eyes. She would find a way. With these thoughts, she finally fell asleep.
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Yelo rode ahead. She simply could not stand any more of her companions. Against her advice, Heiwa had insisted they take horses. Now they were forced to stay on the main roads. This made them easier to spot, but the general felt they had nothing to fear this far east. Yelo’s assurances both trilljas and mancor were already here were dismissed. And it was not only Lokastron’s henchmen who were to be feared. Slave traders and bandits were also roaming everywhere. If it had been up to her, they would have set out on foot and moved through the woods off the roads. The fewer people who noticed them, the better. But of course, neither Heiwa nor the princess had any intention of making the long journey on foot.

Yelo wondered once and again what the three of them thought they were doing here. On an excursion or a leisure trip? It was dangerous to travel in these times. Yelo cursed Heiwa’s stubbornness and arrogance, which prevented them from moving more slowly, but more safely and unnoticed.

Heiwa had made it clear to her right at the beginning he would take the lead at this endeavor. She had to keep her mouth shut and follow. However, his abilities were limited to the royal court and Yelo quickly realized she had to do something to avoid unpleasant surprises. So far everything had gone well, but Yelo suspected her luck would not last.

That’s why she had gotten into the habit of riding a good distance ahead of the others. On the one hand, she could search the streets for suspects, and on the other hand, she escaped Heiwa’s never-ending stream of words. He entertained the princess and Nepet at a volume as if he were at a royal banquet and not on a rescue mission in the wilderness.

It was hardly bearable! Again, she shook her head. Unbelievable! Yelo was sure, alone in the wilderness, without provisions and horse, none of the three would survive even one day. Oh Goddess, why couldn’t she travel alone?

“Hey there!”

Heiwa’s call resounded from behind. Yelo reined in her horse and turned.

Nepet waved her over while Heiwa helped the princess off her horse.

Why were they stopping? It wasn’t even noon yet. She trotted her horse back.

“Has something happened?” she inquired, but Nepet overheard the question.

“Go find some wood, we’ll rest!”

“Here?”

Yelo nearly fell off her horse. “May I suggest that–”

Heiwa cut her off, „You may not suggest anything. You have been given an order. Carry it out!”

Slowly she got off the horse, only with difficulty suppressing her anger. Everything in her screamed to grab him by his collar and shake some sense into that stubborn body. It took all her self-control not to immediately put that thought into action.

Yelo exhaled deeply. Well, if they wanted it so badly, they should have it! A rest in the middle of the road. Unprotected. No chance for cover! Yelo shook her head. They were crazy and this was madness! But there was also nothing she could do about it. Why wouldn’t Heiwa listen to her? Was he really so afraid of her he forgot all common sense? She didn’t want to question his authority. She just wanted them to be safe. Couldn’t he see that?

Kevra had watched the argument. Silently, she was pleased with the way the general was treating Yelo. It was about time for someone to show her her place. She had no objection to that. Yelo was just too arrogant. Kevra noticed how Yelo’s whole body tensed, and her hands clenched into fists. Silently, Kevra admired her for her self-control. She would never have let anyone talk to her like that. She saw Yelo press her lips together, throw her reins to Nepet, who unsaddled the horses and headed toward the forest. Fascinated, Kevra watched Yelo move smoothly and silently between the trees and finally disappear into the forest with the dekal.

As if they were part of the wilderness Kevra thought. Instinctively, she knew Yelo was more at home out here than the general.

First, Kiala noticed it. A change in the air. Yelo put a hand on the ground and felt the slight vibrations. That could only mean one thing. Hoof beats! Someone was coming, or rather many riders!

She threw away the wood she had gathered and ran as fast as she could back to the others.

If they hurried, they could still manage to take cover in time! In any case, they had to get off the road, and fast!

Yelo broke through the undergrowth and caught sight of Kevra, who was just looking up. When she looked into Yelo’s face and saw her tension, she instantly stood up. Something was wrong. With all her might, Yelo came sprinting up and shouted:

“Quick, clear everything up, someone’s coming!”

“You don’t give orders here, let’s get that straight.”

General Heiwa had risen and was looking at the princess, waiting for her approval. Yelo looked desperately at the general. He couldn’t be serious!

“General, we don’t have time for this nonsense. There’s someone coming down the street. Judging by the sound, it’s a group of horsemen. Until we know who it is, we should–”

“We should keep quiet and relaxed. There’s no reason to hide. We are not in enemy territory and any other danger I can handle myself. I’m not thinking of hunkering down like a rabbit in a hole! After all, I am not a general for nothing. I have proven my skills in numerous battles–”

This was too much even for Yelo.

“General, will you stop this bullshit already!” cried Yelo in exasperation. “It would be sheer folly to stay here! We’ve got to hide. If we hurry, we can still make it!”

Stunned, she stared into the faces of the others. Did no one but she suspect the danger? One look at Heiwa was enough to realize he would not follow her in his bigotry. She glanced at the princess and held out her hand.

“Kevra, please!” she said urgently. “We are not safe here. We need to hide. Come with me.”

Kevra, who was still unsure whether they should follow Yelo’s suggestion, was now outraged by the intimate form of address. Who did she think she was anyway!?

“How dare you!” Her face turned red with anger.

“What are you allowing yourself!” snapped the general before she could continue. “You have to address the princess as Your Highness. Don’t you dare–”

“Fine.” Yelo cut him off and raised her hands. Enough was enough!

“If you really want to die here, go ahead. I, for one, really love my life and want to continue to enjoy it, and I’m not going to put up with this any longer. So much stupidity is simply unbearable.” She turned to the princess. “And you, ‘Your Highness,’ would do well, should you survive the coming encounter, to seek another advisor and guide. I will set out alone to free the queen. I doubt even one of you will ever reach Darklûn.”

With these words she detached her bag from the saddle of her horse and disappeared into the forest. One of the larger trees offered her sufficient cover. Cautiously, she peered out to get a look at the road. The three were still standing where Yelo had left them, looking at each other in puzzlement. But before anyone could say a word, a large band of horsemen rode up and instantly surrounded them. Yelo counted about thirty riders. All were armed with swords, bows and daggers. Some still carried an axe across their backs. Their dusty clothes revealed they had been in the saddle for some time.

Yelo watched as Kevra took one look at their faces and cried out in fright. Apparently, she had just realized she had made a mistake. A big one! And, it seemed, it would be her last. These were no mere travelers, but bandits.

The riders reined in their horses.

“Who do we have here? A pretty wench and two jumping jacks?”

The men laughed. Their voices sounded rough. One of the riders dismounted and came up to Kevra. Just as he stretched out his hand to reach for her, Nepet picked up his axe and stood protectively in front of the princess. But the next moment another rider spurred his horse, drew his sword and plunged his blade through Nepet’s chest. This happened so quickly Nepet did not even get to lift his axe. Only a blink of an eye later, Nepet sank to the ground, dead. Kevra cried out in horror. She was about to bend down to Nepet when the rider jerked on the reins and the animal climbed up. At the last moment, the general was able to yank Kevra back from the swooping hooves. Then he raised his hands.

“Gentlemen, I’m sure we can come to some sort of agreement,” he said quickly. Yelo couldn’t believe after what had just happened to Nepet, he still thought he could somehow talk his way out of it! “Surely there is some way we can go our way unmolested. We have–”

One of the men struck him on the back of the head with the flat of his sword, knocking him unconscious. Kevra, standing next to him, was frozen in shock. Yelo fervently hoped it would stay that way. If her temper got the better of her and she reached for her sword, they would kill her easily. Yelo was sure of that.

“What are we going to do with her? Do we take her with us?” asked the rider who had struck Heiwa.

The man who was apparently leading the word was thinking.

“The girl looks like she comes from good stock. Surely, we could get a nice ransom for her. On the other hand, if we sold her as a slave, the earnings would probably be just as good with that pretty face. And we wouldn’t have any trouble with the relatives. I say we take her with us. They’ll join our little herd. And you leave me the little one alone! I want to taste her first, do you understand me?”

The others murmured their agreement, but some with a little regret.

They lifted the still unconscious Heiwa onto one of the horses and tied him tightly. Kevra’s hands were tied together in front of her stomach, and she had to take a seat in the saddle in front of one of the men, who was clearly enjoying his task. He tied her tightly to him with another rope so she would not slip down, but he would have his hands free. A couple of the men rummaged through the belongings and bags, taking what they thought was usable. They were especially pleased with the general’s bulging purse. Then they took the reins of the horses and mounted their own. They didn’t seem to notice there were four horses and only three riders.

They probably assumed they had used one of the horses as a pack animal. Then they rode off, leaving the dead body of Nepet behind.

Yelo watched them from her hiding place for a long time. When she was sure she would not be discovered should one of the riders look back again, she stepped out into the road. Kevra, surprisingly, had held her ground very well. Not a sound passed her lips as she was tied to the horse. Yelo had thought she would scream out of fear, but she was proved wrong. Who would have thought this spoiled brat seemed to have something like a backbone after all! Silently, she scolded herself for not having taken Kevra by force into the forest. But then she would probably have shouted at the whole of Aeron, which wouldn’t have helped anyone either. In the distance, she could just make out the cloud of dust kicked up by the horses’ hooves. She pursed her lips contemptuously. Slave traders! She had no idea where they were taking Kevra and Heiwa. But no matter how hard she tried to be indifferent, she could not bear the thought of leaving Kevra in the hands of these men. She couldn’t just leave them to their fate! However, it would take time to free her. Time, she didn’t really have if she wanted to see the queen alive again. She didn’t need to seek open combat. Though she was good with the sword, even she could not stand against such a large superior number. She had to think of something. Only very briefly did she toy with the idea of leaving the general with these people. A bitter smile flitted across her features when she thought of how the arrogant general had been forced to clean latrines. But the idea only exhilarated her for a moment. Even if she didn’t like him, he didn’t deserve this fate. But first she had to find out where the slave traders had their hiding place.

Yelo knew from stories the slavers operated from a fixed base in the summer and then, as soon as they had enough slaves, set off south to the caravans.

With any luck, the thirty horsemen were not just a splinter group, but all bandits. Well, she would find out soon. Before that, though, she had to take care of Nepet. She couldn’t just leave him here. Her eyes fell on the lifeless figure. He was lying face down on the street. The large pool of blood beneath him revealed he was dead.

While she acknowledged the selfless act leading to his death, Yelo felt no regret for his passing. He had brought it on himself.

When Yelo finally followed the slavers’ tracks south, she was exhausted. Since she was not allowed to make a fire, she had buried Nepet. To do so, she had carried the heavy body a short distance into the forest and then dug a small grave with the help of her dagger and her hands. This had taken longer than she had intended. By now, the slavers had a considerable head start. Yelo hoped at least the weather would hold and no rain would cover the tracks. With Kiala’s help, she would not have to rely on the road and would be able to move away from it. Perhaps that would enable her to close the gap again. She was ready to give chase!
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Oh, how much Kevra hated this smelly man behind her! He never missed an opportunity to grope her body. He pressed her to him, and she had no choice but to endure it silently. She had no idea where they were taking her. The area through which they rode seemed uninhabited. By early afternoon they had left the road and followed the course of a wide river.

Kevra kept arguing with herself. Why hadn’t she followed Yelo’s advice? She had seemed reasonable, but something had held her back. Whenever she saw Yelo, she couldn’t think straight. The only need she felt in their presence was to contradict her and show who was in charge. She knew this feeling stemmed from their first encounter at the river. Yelo had humiliated her. In front of everyone! Just remembering it made her blush again. Even if she had to admit the reason for it had been very honorable. Yelo had not demanded anything for herself, but only asked for help for the poor people. Still, she couldn’t afford to show weakness. Who would take her seriously then?

A hand on her chest snapped her out of her thoughts. She sucked in a sharp breath and turned her upper body to the side to shake off his hand. The movement made her slide and only the rope connecting her to the rider prevented her from falling off the horse.

By now her legs and butt were aching and she hoped they would rest soon. Kevra had no illusions about what would happen to her. She only hoped Yelo had witnessed everything and would find a way to free her and the general. But what if she didn’t? The first doubts began to spread through Kevra. Yelo had every reason to turn her back on her. Didn’t she?

The river, along whose banks they rode, widened more and more. They followed a small path leading eventually to a large basin which would surely flood in the spring when the snow melted. But now it lay dry and inviting before them. The broad river ran like a dark, wide ribbon through the fine scree. On their side, however, it left ample room for a camp. Finally, the men stopped their horses and dismounted. Kevra and the general were rudely taken from their horses and deposited near the river. One of the men chained their feet together. The chain was heavy and Kevra was glad the thick leather of her boots protected her ankles. Her hands remained cuffed. Kevra looked around. There was no escape for her. Even without the shackles, it would be quite impossible. Between them and the saving forest were about thirty heavily armed men with their horses.

With the chains on their feet, they could not escape through the river either. Not if they didn’t want to drown. Kevra sighed.

The general, meanwhile, had awakened from his unconsciousness. He was struggling to get his bearings and looked at Kevra in irritation.

“What ...? Your Highness? How ...?”

“Shh, don’t. The men must not know who I am. Call me Kevra!”

“But Prince-“

“Heiwa!”

“Very well, Your High... uh ... Kevra!”

Kevra looked intently at the general. Apparently, the blow to the back of his head had taken more out of him than she had first thought. Groaning, he held his head and tried to grasp the situation.

Kevra waited. She felt the fear slowly rising and threatening to overwhelm her. Surely none of this could be true! She was lying here tied up in the middle of nowhere and the general of the Royal Guard was having trouble even formulating a coherent sentence. He certainly would not free her in his condition. Was this the end of her? Calm down! Calm down! Silently, Kevra tried to concentrate. She deeply breathed in and out. There was no point in panicking now. For the first time in her life, she had to take care of herself. No one would protect her if she didn’t do it herself. She just had to hang in there, keep calm, and hope Yelo would find her. She smiled bitterly. She would never have dreamed she would say this one day. That she would have to depend on this arrogant, smug woman, of all people! But it seemed she was the only one who could get her out of here, if she came to help at all.

Slowly, anger rose up inside her. She was angry at Yelo, at the general, even at her mother, without whom she would not have gotten into this situation in the first place. And at the very end, she admitted to herself she was angry at herself, too. Her eyes fell again on the general, who had sat up in the meantime. A small spark of hope spread through her. Maybe she wouldn’t need the pointy-eared creature after all. Surely the general would have an escape plan soon! She only had to be ready. But the spark was abruptly extinguished when the general fell back into unconsciousness with a small sigh.

She sighed. Thank the Goddess, the night was mild. She was hungry and thirsty. When one of the men brought her a cup of water, she accepted it gratefully. While he went back to his comrades, Kevra leaned back and tried to make herself as comfortable as she could.

She closed her eyes, but sleep would not come. Kevra sighed silently into the night sky. This was going to be a long night.

❖      

Yelo rested only briefly. Just before sunset, she had reached the place where the men had left the road. She estimated they were half a day ahead of her. Apparently, they were following the river. The path along the bank seemed well used. But even if she walked all night, she would not reach the slavers’ campsite before dawn. And they had horses. The lead would continue to grow. She needed another plan and searched her memories for what she had read about Aeron. The Lest was the only river cutting through the landscape of forests and meadows to the south. It reached all the way into Reven. She assumed the slavers had set up their summer camp somewhere near the river. So, they could transport the slaves by ship all the way to Reven and join the arriving caravans from Ghere. But what if she was wrong? The life of the princess was at stake. A life she had sworn to protect. Everything inside her said she was right. She had to trust her instincts. If the slavers stayed near the river, she could close the gap. All she needed was a small boat. Or a raft. The current was moderate and would carry Yelo own the river faster than the men could ride. But that was also the problem. On the river, she was visible from a distance. Attacks from archers would leave her defenseless. There was no other way than to navigate the river at night. That was at least as dangerous. She didn’t know her way around here. What if she hit shoals or the current became too strong? She couldn’t remember reading anything about rapids or waterfalls, but a raft trip on an unknown stretch of water was dangerous even during the day. There was also the problem she would miss the spot where the slavers left the river. But she had no choice. Tonight, she would rest, gather strength, and tomorrow build the raft. Then she could set off.







❖      

Kevra awoke to one of the men urinating next to her. Disgusted, she turned away, couldn’t prevent small splashes from landing on her clothes.

The general next to her had also awakened. His gaze seemed much clearer than it had been last night. Just as she caught his questioning look, she was lifted up by one of the men and tied to a horse. Her hands were firmly fastened to the pommel of the saddle.

The general fared the same way.

The reins of their two horses were left long and attached to the saddles of two riders. Thus, their horses had to follow the leaders. The only task Kevra and Heiwa had was to stay in the saddle.

When they finally set off, their horses were taken into the middle. They wouldn’t be able to talk to each other undisturbed. Escape was out of question.

The ride was as monotonous as the day before. However, Kevra silently thanked her Goddess she now had a horse on her own.

After a short rest at noon, they left the riverside trail and followed a wider path that led them away from the water and into the woods. Throughout the afternoon they rode through the deep forest until they finally left the trees behind and came upon a large clearing. The forest here had been cleared to make way for several houses and cabins. Kevra saw numerous men, but also women, running back and forth busily. This was undoubtedly the main camp of the men who had kidnapped her. At the far end of the clearing was a large corral containing countless horses. Kevra guessed their number at one hundred and her courage left her abruptly. If there were as many bandits as there were horses, it was impossible for Yelo to free them. There were just too many. How could the king of Aeron allow such a thing? Kevra was stunned. Didn’t he know slave traders were doing business in his country?

They stopped in front of a crudely cobbled-together hut. The bestial stench of excrement, sweat and unclean bodies emanated from inside. As she and the general were pulled from their horses and pushed toward the hut, her nerves left her. Fear crept up and flooded her entire body. They were going to kill her! Kevra screamed and kicked. She tore herself away from the hands holding her and charged toward the edge of the forest. If she just ran fast enough, she would escape them! Her lungs were pumping, and her legs burned. She felt like she couldn’t move from the spot. The shadow of a horse fell on her. Then it went dark, and she felt nothing.

❖      

Yelo had some trouble finding the right plants to tie together the thin wooden poles which would form her raft. But finally, she had found what she was looking for. She watered the raffia properly to make it soft and stretchy. When she was satisfied, she took it out of the water and tied the wooden poles together. She had chosen to use many thin sticks because it would make her lie flatter on the water. Her raft was much more maneuverable this way and she could react faster if she was discovered after all. It certainly wouldn’t last long; she just didn’t have the right tools for that.

Yelo sighed and thought of Kiala. She had sent the dekal ahead. She followed the trail of the horses and would let Yelo know when the group of riders had left the shore path. By late afternoon, her raft was ready. It was still a little way to dusk. Time to get some sleep. The grass on the shore was warm and inviting. Exhausted, Yelo lay down. She would need all her senses in the coming night. She only hoped the princess was still alive.

❖      

Kevra woke up in a nightmare. She was lying on the floor and her head was pounding. She could feel the dampness seeping through her clothes from the rotting straw beneath her. The stench of urine and excrement was unbearable. Looking around in the pale light, she saw numerous emaciated faces. The cheeks hollow, the eyes empty. The hut in which she lay was about four paces wide and five paces long. Kevra counted thirteen other people with whom she shared the cramped space. All were standing or had made room for her to lie down. One corner remained empty. The stench emanating from there betrayed the reason. As she sat up, the general bent over her and helped her up. Swaying, she stood on shaky legs. The spot she had just vacated was immediately taken. Closely packed, people stood together and looked at her.

“High... Kevra, how do you ... feel?”

The general’s voice sounded concerned. His arms wrapped around her shoulders, giving her support. She leaned against him gratefully.

“I’m fine, thank you.” She hesitated. “What ... What happened?”

“You were knocked down trying to escape, High.... Kevra. Forgive me, I’m still getting used to it.”

“It’s alright.”

Kevra waved it off. She glanced around the cabin. No windows. Only a few scraps of light fell through the loose roof beams. She turned to the general.

“How are you feeling?”

“Thank you, much better. My skull is still buzzing, but that will subside. How’s your head?”

“It’s pounding pretty hard. How long was I unconscious?”

“We were brought in here yesterday. I was worried sick you wouldn’t wake up! Although ...”

He broke off and took a deep breath. Kevra admired him for that. The stench was so acrid she tried to breathe only shallowly through her mouth.

Once again, the general took a deep breath. Kevra could see him searching for words to tell her something obviously unpleasant.

“These are slavers who kidnapped us,” he finally confessed.

Aha, straightforward. Now that’s something new, Kevra thought.

“Yes, I already knew that.”

She could almost feel the general’s relief. Carefully, she released his arm from her shoulders and looked him straight in the eye. Her lips barely moved as she whispered, “Do you have any idea yet how we’re going to get out of here General?”

“Not really.” Resignedly, he shook his head. And with that Kevra saw her last hope of freeing herself under her own power fade away. Oblivious to Kevra’s inner turmoil, the general continued to speak:

“Some of the people have been here for more than a moon. They have never been let out and the door is only opened when there is something to eat. And princ ... Kevra, I counted over eighty men out there. We have nothing to oppose that superior force.”

Kevra’s gaze fell on the roof beams.

“What about the roof? Can’t we remove the beams?”

“And then what? Even if we could, we would have no way to escape the camp unseen. The hut is almost in the middle of the clearing. For safety, we need to reach the forest and is just too far away. It’s useless.”

His shoulders slumped and all at once Kevra saw how old he really was. And she came to another realization. This man here would not save her. He had already given up.

❖      

The current was strong and Yelo was making good progress. Jagra had not yet risen when she passed the spot where the group had camped. Yelo could make out the ash remnants of the campfire on the light-colored rock. She steered her raft to shore and examined the campsite. The ash had long since grown cold. Yelo directed the raft back to the middle of the river, where the current was strongest. Pressed close to the thin wooden poles, she flew across the water. And the Goddess was kind to her. No shoal, no rapid current prevented her progress. The morning was already dawning when she heard Kiala’s voice.

Her dekal had found the place where the slavers had left the river!

Yelo followed her call and soon she saw the dekal sitting on the bank. Just as she was about to steer the raft to the shore, one of the retaining straps for the thin poles snapped. The current tugged at the now loose wooden poles and soon the second raffia strap broke as well. The poles began to drift apart. With the last of her strength, she stretched her arms, clutched the poles and braced herself against the current. Soon she had solid ground under her feet and waded the last steps to shore.

Te’cha Jolah! She thanked the Goddess the raft had carried her this far.

She carefully examined the trail which led away from the river and right into the forest. If she was not completely mistaken, it was not a day old! With any luck, the slavers’ camp was not far away. She gave Kiala an encouraging look and together they disappeared into the forest.




❖      

Wide-eyed, Kevra watched as the prisoners fought over the scraps thrown to them through the door. Everyone grabbed as much as they could and defended their treasures from the others with their hands and feet. Disgusted, Kevra looked at the scraps. She was supposed to eat that? There was no way she would touch that and certainly not eat it! Even though hunger was already gnawing at her. She knew it wouldn’t be long before she was fighting over every morsel like the others. Desperately, she closed her eyes. Where was Yelo? Anger rose at the thought of her. As soon as she needed this arrogant Suvris, she was gone! She was probably already lying with a full belly in some tavern, while she was forced to eat this filth. Rage burned through her veins and for a moment she forgot her hunger. Desperately she clung to her anger, which made her forget where she was for a few moments. Still, Kevra know deep inside her anger at Yelo was unfounded and basically directed at herself. If she had followed Yelo’s advice, she would not now be sitting in the rotten straw, fighting with others over scraps of food. The general presented her with a half-rotten apple and a moldy scrap of bread.

Although she was hungry, she refused. She just couldn’t eat that. Not yet.

Heiwa shrugged her shoulders and greedily devoured the scraps of food she had spurned.

Desperately, she closed her eyes and wished for a moment to be unconscious again. She just wanted to lie here and not witness people emptying themselves right next to her, fighting over food or else shuffling back and forth until everyone was sitting halfway sensibly. There was no thought of lying down, there just wasn’t enough space. Her eyes searched the sky, but between the beams she saw only darkness. She leaned against the wall of the hut and wished herself back to Etrion.

❖      

Yelo followed the trail throughout the day, until the evening, always remaining parallel to the path in the safety of the forest. She didn’t want to risk being discovered. Although her progress in the forest was slow, it offered her sufficient cover. When the evening fell, she looked for a suitable hiding place. By now, the slavers had less than half a day’s head start. Hopefully their camp wasn’t too far away. Once she found it, she could worry about freeing Kevra and the general. Her stomach growled, but except for a few berries, she had been unable to find anything along the way. She did not dare to light a fire for fear of being discovered. Kiala had far fewer problems. When Yelo made herself comfortable in her shelter, she slipped away, returning contentedly around midnight.

In the morning, she awoke to the smell of fire and the feel of flames on her skin. In her ears she could still hear the scream of a woman. It took her a while to realize she had had a familiar nightmare. She had hoped to be rid of it. During her time at Vanders and later with Laravin, she had not dreamed it again. But for a few moons now, the nights in which this dream tormented her had become more frequent.

Yelo shook the stiffness out of her limbs. The sun had not yet fully risen when Yelo and Kiala set out.

Slowly they crept between the trees, until suddenly behind them, on the path, they heard the sound of approaching horse hooves. Instinctively, Yelo sank to the ground and pressed herself against the floor. Turning her head, she could make out a rapidly approaching group of riders in the distance. She counted ten men, similarly armed to the ones taking Kevra and the general. They surrounded a cart pulled by two horses. As the cart passed their hiding place, Yelo could make out three men and a girl sitting tied up next to sacks and barrels. The girl was perhaps fifteen winters old. Her eyes widened in terror as she looked at the men, but all of them had lowered their eyes. Yelo remembered all too well her own fear when she had been captured. The group passed by without spotting Yelo. Always careful not to make any noise, she crept on. Toward evening, Yelo noticed the forest clearing in front of her. Was this supposed to be the camp? She needed a suitable hiding place where she could not be discovered. All around her were only trees. No shrubbery, no bush. Her eyes wandered over the forest floor until she spotted a small depression where the leaves of the previous year had gathered. That would do for her purposes. Carefully, she crawled there and burrowed under the leaves. Unless someone stepped right on her, no one would suspect she was hiding under the pile of leaves. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply in and out. Yelo felt the familiar sensation of being one with the ground beneath and the air above her. Her soul freed itself and she let it wander towards the clearing.

The clearing, created by man, was large. Numerous houses and huts were found here. It looked almost like a village in the middle of the forest. She could not see any fortifications. Nor did she see any guards. Apparently, the slave hunters felt safe here.

Yelo counted over one hundred horses, almost as many men and a few women. Most of the men had discarded their weapons and riding clothes. Bare-chested, they sat around small campfires or in the shadows of the houses. Apparently, they had no fear of being discovered. Yelo continued to look for the prisoners but could not find any sign of them anywhere. Either they were in one of the houses, or they had been taken somewhere else.

Yelo withdrew again. The fact they had not posted guards was an advantage. But the sheer number of men was almost overwhelming. She would not be able to do anything here by force. She needed patience and brain. Above all, however, she needed some time. Time to scout out the area and come up with a plan. She prayed to the Goddess Kevra had that much time as well.

For her plan, Yelo needed a really suitable hiding place. She had to be able to make fire and it had to be big enough to accommodate her and Kiala.

Once again, she closed her eyes and let her soul wander in search of a shelter. But the search proved increasingly difficult. Darkness was falling now and Yelo was exhausted. She was having trouble making out anything anymore. Just as she was about to give up, she spotted a huge old tree whose trunk seemed hollow. It stood near the river and provided a suitable hiding place. At daybreak, she would set out. Her stomach growled and she looked forward to a warm meal. She sighed and crawled out of the hollow. It wasn’t wise to sleep on the ground in an unfamiliar forest. She was too easy to spot. But it was also too far to her future hiding place. Tonight, she would have to sleep once again under the open sky. Since no suitable shelter could be found, Yelo decided to climb one of the thick trees and spend the night at a safe height in the treetop. Soon she spotted a suitable tree and climbed up. She looked for a wide branch fork and made herself comfortable. From below, she would not be discovered even in daylight. For safety’s sake, she tied herself to the branch with her belt so she couldn’t fall off even while sleeping. When she was halfway settled, Yelo thought again about the events which had led her to this point. Arrogance and prejudice had already cost the life of one of her companions. The other two were in captivity. Yelo only hoped she would be able to free them.

She was a Suvris. Her job was to protect the ruling house of Alvituas. If she failed to free Kevra and the queen, she had failed. What would that mean for Otheiá? Would it perish? Was she really the only hope? What if she failed? Yelo reminded herself to be calm. It really didn’t help at all if she started to have self-doubts now. She would try everything to fulfill her destiny. And the first thing she would do would be to save the spoiled brat and that arrogant snob of a general! After that she would see. She hoped she could persuade them both to return to Etrion after this experience. Alone, she had a better chance of freeing the queen. Once again, she looked at the starry sky above her, where the two moons had already risen. It all seemed so peaceful.

❖      

When the heavy door latch was pulled back, Kevra awoke from her rigidity. Did they bring food? By now, even she could no longer ignore her hunger. Her body demanded nourishment. Light fell through the open door into the darkness of her hut, blinding her. The gush of fresh air made her head buzz. Half-closing her eyelids, she watched as three men, and a girl were roughly pushed into the hut. The expression on the girl’s face betrayed pure panic. When she saw the ragged, emaciated figures, fear burst out of the little girl. She cried out and braced herself with all her might against the hands which were trying to push her into the hut. She kicked and punched and finally she was able to free herself. But before she could take a single step, she was rudely grabbed by the hair and thrown to the ground. Her voice, loud and shrill, echoed across the square.

“Will you be quiet!”

The man’s harsh words were followed by a slapping sound. There was nothing human about the girl’s screams anymore. The shrill voice drove into everyone’s marrow. Kevra couldn’t stand it any longer.

“Enough!”

She rose and pushed her way through to the door. What she saw caused cold rage to rise within her. The girl was lying on the dusty floor. Her hands were clutching the left hand of a bearded man who squatted over her, holding her mop of hair. With his right, he beat her. Again, and again. The dull sound of his fist hitting the girl’s face and body was horrible.

“Enough! Stop it!” cried Kevra in a voice shrill with horror, but no one paid any attention to her.

By now the girl was lying motionless on the ground and no longer resisting, but the man didn’t seem to notice. His comrades looked unconcerned. Kevra threw herself between them and grabbed the man’s right fist, which was already lunging to strike again.

“That’s enough. Don’t you see? She’s already unconscious!”

The man looked irritated.

Almost disgusted, he let go of the girl and turned to Kevra.

Before she could react, he hit her in the face with the flat of his hand. The blow was so hard she toppled over backwards. Only the other prisoners, who had crowded close behind her, prevented her from falling to the floor. They caught her with their arms and carried her inside.

When Kevra came to, she was sitting in a corner with the general at her side. Next to her, the girl lay in the rotting straw, still unconscious. In the pale half-light, she saw the small thread of blood running down from the corner of her mouth.

Noticing Kevra regaining consciousness, Heiwa bent over her.

“Kevra, how could you do such a thing?” he whispered reproachfully. “What do you care about these people?! You are something better! There is no need to put yourself in danger because of the riffraff here.”

Kevra looked at him, wondering if he still didn’t understand her situation. No title, no royal throne would save her from the fate which threatened everyone here equally. She smiled bitterly at him.

“Here, in this hut, we are no better than anyone else. No matter of who we were or are in our real lives. There is no distinction made here. It simply doesn’t matter.”

Tears welled up in her eyes at the last words and she turned away. The general didn’t say anything more back.





XXV
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Slowly, Yelo pushed her way to the edge of the forest. The moons shone brightly and illuminated the clearing in front of her. On the one hand, that was perfect, she could see every detail clearly. On the other hand, it was also easier to spot her. She had to be careful.

For a week now, Yelo had been sneaking to the slavers’ camp every day and every night. During the day she watched the camp from one of the large trees surrounding it, and at night she explored. House by house. Always on the lookout for the captives. Most of the houses served as sleeping quarters or storage rooms. Since they were not in rows, but scattered across the square, she had to be especially careful. Once she had almost been discovered and forced to remain motionless on the roof of a house all night. By Yelo’s estimate, there were about one hundred people in the camp at the moment, but their numbers varied constantly. She observed a constant coming and going. Every day, groups of horsemen set out in search of new slaves. However, as it seemed, the hunt was not successful. Except for the cart Yelo had spotted on the first day, no more slaves had arrived so far.

For two days, commotion had been visibly spreading through the camp. The men and women seemed joyfully excited. They eagerly searched the surrounding woods for firewood and flowers. This morning, she had finally discovered the reason for the bustle. She had just made herself comfortable on her observation post, when directly under her tree one of the men had a tryst with one of the women from the camp. From their excited voices she could gather in less than a quarter-moon it was summer solstice. Like the peoples throughout Otheiá, the slavers wanted to celebrate with a great feast. This could be the opportunity Yelo had been waiting for.

If only she would find the house where the prisoners were housed! She had already searched three quarters of the camp. Only the southeastern part of the camp, farthest from her, was left.

It had taken almost half the night to get to the remote side. There were only a few, isolated houses here, none of them directly on the edge of the forest. The first house was about twenty paces from her, with no cover from bushes or shrubbery. There was no cover to be found between the houses either. Bare and sandy was the ground. Yelo sighed. Jagra had already risen, and she had to hurry.

Slowly, she lowered herself to the ground and carefully inched her way forward. Even though there were no guards posted, one look from the men was enough to spot her. The closer the summer solstice approached, the hotter the nights became. It was stuffy in the houses, and many slept outside, where a light breeze promised a little cooling.

When Yelo finally reached the back wall of the first house, she slowly straightened up and listened. No sound reached her ear, except for the steady breathing of two sleeping people. Carefully, Yelo grasped the ridge of the roof and pulled herself up in a smooth, gliding motion. There really were advantages to having a certain height. She lay flat on her stomach and carefully peeked over the edge of the roof. Directly below her, next to the front entrance, two men were asleep. One snored now and then, but both were breathing quietly and evenly. No one had noticed her. She looked across the square in front of her. On the right, at a distance of thirty to one hundred paces, were three other houses. The one in the back seemed particularly run down. Probably an old storehouse, Yelo thought. To her left was a larger house, not forty paces away. It was in good condition and the door had a strong crossbar. Yelo was undecided on which side to start. Kiala could not help her this time. She was hunting and would return in a quarter-moon at the earliest.

Yelo strained all her senses. But she heard nothing but the sounds of the forest and the sleeping men below her. She didn’t have much time before morning, so she decided to turn her attention to the left side first. This house was large and solid. It seemed suitable to house prisoners there.

Carefully, she lowered herself from the roof again. Once again, she listened strained, but nothing seemed to disturb the sleep of the men. She lay flat on her stomach and melted into the ground.

❖      

Kevra had stopped counting the days. Her life was determined by the two moments when the door opened, and food and water were brought. It was all that mattered. Food and water. Never in her life had she been so thirsty and so hungry. The heat in the hut was unbearable. The confinement of the room crowded with people tugged at her nerves.

She had long since learned who her fellow prisoners were. Most of them came from a small village north of Fýnôn, which the slave traders had raided and plundered. Many villagers had died in the process. Those who had survived the attack were captured and brought here. They had no illusions about their future fate. Two men were gem traders. They had been on their way from Fýnôn to Ljhsare when they had been ambushed, robbed and kidnapped by the slave hunters. Exactly how it had happened to her. Kevra kept wondering where the Aeron royal guard was. How could they allow these gangs to control the roads and raid villages? Did the king know about this? What kind of king was he who didn’t care about his people? However, she had to grudgingly admit to herself until recently she had not wasted a single thought on her own people either. Her mother, however, was quite different. No one in Etrion had to fear being robbed or kidnapped. Didn’t they? She had to admit she didn’t know.

The girl and the three men who were brought here last were convicted thieves who had spent some time in Fýnôn prison. One of the merchants had officially acquired them as slaves. Kevra was stunned slavery was apparently a widespread business. People were treated like cattle. She swore by Jolah if she ever regained her freedom, she would do everything she could to put a stop to such gangs. Better yet, slavery itself should be abolished. She absolutely had to talk to her mother about it.

But then she remembered the real purpose of her journey and the anxious question of whether her mother was still alive. A lump rose up her throat and thick tears forced their way out of the corners of her eyes. Silently, Kevra sobbed herself to sleep.

❖      

When dusk fell, Yelo was ready. Last night had brought no success. She had carefully scouted the entire left side of the southeastern camp. When dawn broke, she had to call off the search. Now she had spent another full day up a tree, which had given her a good view of the southeastern part of the camp. In the process, she had noticed both in the morning and in the evening, two of the men had taken their leftover food to the half-ruined house on the right. At first Yelo thought it was obviously being used as a garbage house, but then she had seen one of the men had been hauling water jugs in and out. Water? To a garbage house? That didn’t make any sense. All they had to do was dump the water on the ground, unless there were people in it who needed the water. Slowly she understood. Were the prisoners housed there? The house seemed too small for that purpose. Even for the six prisoners she knew about.

But she had to be patient. No sooner had darkness fallen than she crept up to the house where she had lain yesterday. Today no one slept in front of the entrance, it was still too early for that. Most of the slavers were sitting around a small campfire near the future feast site, busy with their dinner. This was a good opportunity for Yelo. If she waited again until everyone was asleep, it might be too late. The houses around her seemed deserted, and there was no one loitering in front of them either.

She had rubbed damp sand on her clothes and was barely distinguishable from the ground now the sand had dried. The distance between the houses was great, but she had to risk it. She asked Jolah for help and reached the first of the three houses safely and unnoticed. Carefully, she made sure the house was empty. Probably all the inhabitants were sitting at dinner in the fairground. In the shadow of the house, she reached the next one unnoticed. Cautiously, she peered around the corner. There stood the small hut, roughly cobbled together from thick tree trunks. Less than thirty paces away. Yelo was about to breathe a sigh of relief when she noticed the guard at the door. A thick crossbar prevented anyone from entering. The acrid stench emanating from the hut told Yelo she had found the prisoners’ location. At last! But she was stuck. As long   as the guard stood outside the door, she could not bridge the open space between the houses. She would have to wait, but not here. At any time, one of the men could come around the corner and discover her. Again, her only option was the roof. But this house was lower     than most of the others. She would need luck to avoid being spotted. She heaved herself onto the flat roof, which, fortunately for her, was already richly overgrown with deep green moss. Her clothes, rubbed with dark sand, didn’t stand out as much and helped her blend into the soft ground as best she could.

She didn’t have to wait long. The men returned from dinner and swarmed back and forth between the houses. Here and there they gathered, drank and talked. The guard was brought his share of the supper. From his joyful exclamation, Yelo gathered the water hose was probably not filled with water. That could only be good for her.

As the night wore on, the air cooled somewhat. It grew quieter in the camp and the men rolled out their blankets in the open. A steady snoring outside the prisoner’s barracks told Yelo the sentry had also already passed into the realm of dreams. It was the right moment to leave her hiding place.

Carefully, she lowered herself from the roof. Again, a lucky circumstance came her way. Because of the penetrating stench, none of the men even slept near the dilapidated house. Yelo reached the hut unseen. Carefully she walked along the sides. There was no window to be seen. But she had noticed last night the boards which formed the roof of the hut had holes in some places. She just hoped they would support her. Slowly, she pulled herself up. The boards creaked loudly in the still night air and Yelo held her breath. But no one took any notice of her. Carefully, she lay down lengthwise to distribute her weight evenly. The smell coming from inside the hut was disgusting. Quite as if she was lying directly over a latrine. She peered inside through a gap in the boarded roof but could see nothing but darkness. Judging from the sounds she heard, there were at least ten or more people below her. Yelo wondered. So many people in such a small space? That can’t be. Or could it? Were these the prisoners? Yelo needed certainty and therefore had to take a chance.

“Kevra? Heiwa?”

Though she only whispered, the words sounded loud in her ears. She feared she had been heard throughout the camp.

She listened. No response. Were they sleeping that deeply?

“Kevra? Is anyone awake? Anyone?”

Again, she listened. She heard a low murmur. Sup-pressed, but still recognizable.

“Kevra?”

❖      

She dreamed. The same dream again. For days it haunted Kevra in her sleep. Again and again, she saw Yelo’s outstretched hand, heard her asking her to go with her. Her pleading, silver eyes. And she heard her own stupid words, her silly indignation Yelo had addressed her by her first name. If only she had paid more attention to the content of the words than to dwell on such trifles! They would all be safe and Nepet would still be alive. Again, she heard the voice of Yelo. Her dream seemed almost real, so close she could hear Yelo calling her name. There, again.

“Kevra?”

Startled, she opened her eyes. This was not a dream! That was definitely Yelo’s voice!

She looked around. Had she gone crazy? Had she only imagined it? Her own voice sounded rough in the darkness.

“Yelo?”

“Kevra! Thank the Goddess, you’re awake.” Her relief was palpable.

“Where are you?” she hissed.

“Up here, on the roof.” Kevra looked up, where moonlight squeezed through the beams. In the pale light, she saw Yelo squeeze a hand through the opening. She straightened up and stood on her tiptoes. As she reached out, her fingertips touched Yelo’s. She felt tears of relief welling up inside her. Yelo had not abandoned her. She had come. And she would surely find a way to free her.

“Yelo! How did you get there?” asked Kevra excitedly.

“Shh, quiet. The guard is asleep right outside the door. How is the general?”

“The general?”

Kevra looked beside her in the darkness but could hardly see anything.

“Fine, I suppose. He’s sleeping here next to me.”

“How many of you are in there?”

Kevra looked irritated. Why did it matter? Then it dawned on her. Yelo didn’t want to free just her. It was like her to think of all the prisoners.

“There are nineteen of us. Most of them are from Fýnôn.”

“Nineteen?!”

Yelo was stunned. How did nineteen people fit into this hut? Getting that many people out of a camp with at least one hundred armed men was going to be more than difficult. She pulled herself together. Slowly, an initial idea began to form in her mind. For her plan, she would need Kiala. She silently called out to her, hoping Kiala would listen to her request.

“I’ll come up with something, Kevra. Hang in there. In less than a quarter-moon it will be summer solstice. Be ready.”

Kevra, sensing Yelo had a plan, became agitated.

“Just get me out of here, please,” Kevra pleaded.

Yelo stumbled for a moment. Never before had Kevra asked her for anything. She had only ever demanded. But nearly a half-moon in captivity in this hole probably left its mark on everyone.

“Don’t worry, I will. Oh, and Kevra?”

“Yes?“

“Not a word, to anyone. Not even to the general! There’s just too much at stake. Just one careless word and the possibility to escape would be lost.”

“I ... of course. Not a word. To anyone.”

Kevra’s heart felt light. That little spark of hope burned brightly now. She had never been so glad to see Yelo. Or hear, she corrected herself. She listened intently, but she could make out no other sound. Yelo had disappeared as quietly as the night wind.
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The day of summer solstice had come. Yelo stroked Kiala’s head. The dekal had been by her side again since yesterday. Yelo was glad she had answered her call. Without her, her plan would not succeed. She had prepared everything. Twenty small bundles of reeds lay ready by the river. Not large, but they would support the weight of a human. At least for a while. They would use them to swim down the Lest toward Reven. The slavers would surely look for them north, toward Fýnôn. Using the small, self-made rafts, they could travel downstream, reach the other bank, and eventually head north again on the other side of the river. If it were up to her, they would all continue to migrate to Reven. There, they would surely be able to join a caravan traveling toward Aeron. In a large and secure traveling party, they would no longer have to fear the slavers. But this decision had to be made by the people themselves.

All Yelo had left to do was to wait for darkness. When the men were drunk on wine and tired from partying, the elemental force of Otheiá would descend upon them. She smirked at the thought. The idea had come to her when she had remembered the fleeing herds of fallow deer, she had seen during her airship voyage. Even from the air, she had been able to see that nothing could stand in the way of such a herd.

All she had needed for her plan was a large enough herd of deer. With Kiala’s help, she had located one. At Yelo’s signal, Kiala would drive the animals before her across the camp. Yelo hoped in the excitement and confusion she could take out the sentry and free the humans. To create a little more chaos, she would open the horse gate. With the game rushing in, the animals would surely be startled as well and take flight. And that suited Yelo twofold. She didn’t know the condition of the people she planned to free. But for the escape to the river, they would surely need the whole night and the coming day. It was just as well the bandits were busy collecting their horses instead of chasing after them. If her plan worked, none of the men would notice the disappearance of the prisoners before morning.

❖      

As the days passed and she heard nothing more from Yelo, Kevra’s courage slowly left her. She questioned the entire encounter. Had she just dreamed the whole thing? And what if it was just a dream and no Yelo came to rescue her? Kevra felt even more lost and lonely than ever.

Outside, men seemed to be celebrating. Loud voices, singing, and laughter pierced through the thick wooden walls. What else had Yelo been talking about? Summer solstice? Or had she dreamed this too? Kevra had lost all sense of time, but as darkness crept down to her through the rafters, the last spark of hope finally left her. Nothing had happened. So, she had really only been dreaming. Yelo would not come. Kevra didn’t even have the strength to be angry with her anymore. Resigned, she leaned against the rough wall and closed her eyes. It wasn’t her turn to sit yet. Because they were too many people for the little space, they had split up. Half slept sitting until midnight, while the other half leaned against the walls. After that, they switched. They had not had anything to eat tonight. The men were probably too busy partying. Kevra sighed. She had long forgotten what fresh bread and clear water tasted like. And how clean air smelled!

Her mind was wandering aimlessly when she suddenly felt the wall vibrate at her back. The floor beneath her feet began to shake slightly. What was that? Alarmed, she looked around. The others had also noticed the quiet tremors and looked around in panic. They all stood up. Kevra saw the fear in their faces. The roar grew stronger and stronger until finally the whole house shook. Dust and sand poured down on them from the roof. Beside the roar, Kevra heard the wild screams of the men in the camp. Suddenly the door was ripped open and in a cloud of dust and sand stood Yelo. Behind her, chaos raged.

“Kevra?”

She quickly pushed past the others. Yelo had really come! She had not dreamed! Yelo was there to free them!

“Here, I am here!” she cried excitedly. “You really came!” she added in a hoarse voice.

“Of course,” Yelo wondered a little. She had told her, after all! Then she urged haste.

“Now, quickly, hurry up! Follow Kiala. She will lead you to the river.”

Yelo looked past Kevra, trying to make out something in the darkness of the hut.

“General?”

“I’m here!”

A scrawny figure pushed his way out from among the others. As Yelo looked into the haggard, heavily soiled face, she winced inwardly. A thick beard framed his chin but did an inadequate job of hiding his sunken cheeks. The eyes were deep in their sockets. She handed the guard’s sword to the general.

“Please lead the prisoners to the river. I will follow as soon as I am finished here.”

He wanted to revolt, but Yelo quickly put a hand on his arm.

“Please general, not now! The people need you.”

He glanced at her face briefly, then nodded and let Kiala lead him into the forest, followed closely by the others.

When Yelo was sure everyone had left the hut, she closed the door and positioned the sentry half lying in front of it. That was how she had found him. Only in daylight would his comrades see his sleep was a final one. The whole action had taken only a few moments. With a last glance back, Yelo made sure no one was paying the slightest attention to the hut. The chaos left by the fleeing herd was too great. Numerous men lay motionless on the ground, some limped around injured. The camp was in chaos. Yelo’s regret, however, was limited. Silently, she thanked Jolah and hoped her goodwill would last longer. Quick as a shadow, she disappeared into the forest and followed the fugitives.

❖      

They made worse progress than Yelo had thought. By dawn, many of them were so exhausted they had to rest. As day broke, she saw for the first time the poor condition of the prisoners. She doubted even one of them could muster the strength to stay afloat on the reed bundles. Maybe they could at least reach the other shore?

She passed her water hose around, which was gratefully accepted. The people stared at her hopefully. It was time to explain her plan.

When she finished, she received murmurs of approval. Even General Heiwa nodded. It would be a difficult undertaking. But if she managed to tie the bundles together and take the lead, they could reach the other bank.

Getting the people to the river quickly, however, was the biggest challenge. By now, the slavers had certainly noticed the disappearance of their captives. Not much longer and they would reach the river as well. As sorry as she was, she urged them to hurry. They all struggled to get up and tried to follow Kiala as best they could. The path was small and little used. Often, they had to stoop or crawl. When Yelo finally smelled the river, it was just before sunset. Even though she hadn’t noticed any pursuers yet, Yelo was sure they were already combing the forest for them. She fervently hoped they would look for them more along the wider paths to the north. That would give them some precious time. Yelo had the people stop and slowly pushed her way between the trees. She examined every rock and bush on the bank. Everything seemed to be deserted. They reached the bank a little above the road crossing. Here the river made a bend and hid them from searching eyes.

Yelo’s suggestion to cross the water before nightfall met with the general’s resistance. Despite his exhaustion, a remnant of his authoritarian bearing flared up.

“I don’t think it’s appropriate to cross this river after dark. The safety of ... everyone is at stake here. We are all exhausted and need rest.”

Yelo looked at him dumbfounded. She just couldn’t believe it! The man was incorrigible. It wasn’t she expected gratitude for the rescue, but a little more trust in her decisions would have been appropriate in her opinion. Especially since she had just freed him all by herself from a camp with over a hundred bandits.

She was about to retort something when the remaining people simply got up and headed for the shore. Yelo just shrugged her shoulders, rose as well and followed them. Inwardly, she was glad. She really had better things to do than constantly justify herself over every decision! And all this just to make the general feel like he’s pulling the strings. She almost regretted not having left him behind.

When everyone had positioned themselves on their bundles, Yelo had each person grab the feet of the person in front of them. She didn’t have enough rope to connect the improvised rafts together. The human chain would have to suffice. Yelo had no illusions it would take all her strength to pull the numerous people through the water. But she had no choice. If she was lucky, the moderate current as well as the curved course of the river would play into her hands and make her work easier.

Carefully, she carried her bundle to the water and lay down on it. She was grateful for the warm summer night, for she was instantly soaked. But the reed bundle held. When they were all in the water and she felt the grip on her ankles, she slowly drifted to the middle of the river. The grip on her ankles tightened as the current tried to tear the living rafts apart. She let the water carry her away. In the pale moonlight she could see the path which led to the camp. But the river carried her away quickly. Too fast. Yelo gathered all her strength and braced herself against the water which tugged at her and the others. Clawing with both arms, she finally managed to leave the center of the current and approach the other side of the river. Cautiously, she looked around. Everyone was still there. Thank the Goddess!

But Yelo also felt the formerly tight grip around her ankles loosening more and more. The others would not hold out much longer either. She had to hurry. When the shore was less than ten paces away, Yelo turned and looked into the fearful eyes of the princess.

“Kevra, pull me towards you and grab the bundle!”

“What? How? I don’t understand. Aren’t we going to keep swimming?”

“Yes, we are, Kevra. Please grab the bundle.”

When she finally did as she was told, Yelo breathed a sigh of relief. With her arms alone, she would not have been able to hold the position for another moment. Feeling Kevra grab the bundle of reeds she was lying on, she slipped into the cold water. It reached her shoulders, but her feet found firm footing on the rocky bottom. With the strength of her legs, it was now easier to brace herself against the current. With incredible power, she pushed Kevra and all those who followed after her to the shore. The general came last. When she finally helped him out of the water, her legs were shaking from the effort.

Exhausted, she lay down on the still-warm shore sand and took deep breaths. She was more tired than she had been in a long time. A wet tongue reminded her she could not rest yet. With a sigh, she pushed the dekal’s large head aside.

“Yes, it’s all right. I’m getting up already.”

A glance up the river told her they had landed about half a day’s ride from the road junction to the camp. That was a good start, but now it was time to get to safety first. Which meant away from the shore, into the forest. It was difficult for her to guess what the forest was hiding. In the end, they had no other choice. They had to risk it. She trusted Kiala would warn her in time if a serious danger appeared. Yelo turned to the others, who were also sprawled long on the ground.

“Come on, folks, we’ve got to go. We’ll be much safer in the forest.”

Some looked skeptically at the large trees looming before them like a dark wall. Kevra also visibly shuddered at the thought.

“What if there are vicious animals there? Or worse?”

Yelo sighed. “I guess we’ll have to take our chances. In the end, animals are still better than heavily armed slavers. And I trust Kiala. She will warn us in time, should there really be any danger.”

Yelo noticed the doubtful look Kevra gave Kiala.

“Trust me, she can do it. We can’t stay here.”

Yelo’s calm and insistent voice finally seemed to convince her. She scrambled to her feet and followed Yelo into the darkness of the forest.

They were lucky and finally found an ancient Hêrdtree. Its branches descended to the ground in a great arc, forming a natural pavilion under which there was more than enough room for everyone. The earth under the canopy was covered with the dry leaves of previous years, creating a reasonably comfortable surface to sleep on.

Yelo agreed with Kiala they would share the watch. Until midnight, Kiala would go hunting and explore the grounds, after which she would return and Yelo could enjoy her well-deserved sleep.

While the others lay down to rest, Yelo left the shelter of the leafy vault and leaned against a tree trunk outside. She closed her eyes and let her ears search for sounds which could mean danger. But she heard nothing except the familiar night calls of owls in their search for unwary rodents.

Deeply she breathed in the damp air. Her clothes were still wet, but the warm night air provided a pleasant cooling. By morning she should be completely dry. Yelo looked through the dense treetop into the sky, where the countless stars shone in competition with the two moons.

She had done it! She had succeeded in doing the impossible and had freed all the prisoners. Full of gratitude, she turned to Jolah. Yelo was incredibly relieved she had not already failed in her first task of protecting the ruling house of Alvituas.

She fervently hoped Kevra, and the general would now realize it was better if they went back to Etrion. This venture was simply too dangerous. Neither was suited for the rough life – the real life, Yelo corrected.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of approaching footsteps.

“Yelo?”

A whisper, almost inaudible. Kevra! Why wasn’t she asleep like all the others?

“I’m here, Kevra,” Yelo announced herself. She stood up and came out from behind the tree trunk. Attentively, she looked at the princess, who approached her somewhat indecisively.

“Well, I ... I just wanted to tell you I appreciate very much that you freed us. I mean ..., I wanted to ...”

She fell silent and suddenly looked around with interest. Puzzled, Yelo stared at the woman in front of her, kneading her hands. Was Kevra trying to thank her? Yelo, a little unsure how to deal with such a tame princess, only murmured, “I’m sure the others are happy too. I would have tried to free them either way.”

Kevra, still hesitant just now about how to express her gratitude, backed away and gasped. There she was thanking her, and Yelo hardly cared. What on earth had she been thinking? Yelo didn’t care about her at all. She would have done the rescue operation the same way. Tears welled up in her eyes from embarrassment. She had almost humiliated herself before this ... this servant!

“Quite right, it was your duty to free us.” Her voice trembled with suppressed anger. “And the fact it took so long will have repercussions, you can count on that. And by the way, you are to address me as ‘Your Highness’. I’m not one of your kind, let’s be clear about that!”

Before Yelo could see her tears, she turned and disappeared into the darkness.

Yelo stood there with her mouth open. She didn’t understand what had caused this sudden change. Why was the princess upset? Had she said something wrong? And if so, what? She sighed. This had really been a long day. The last thing she needed now was a lecture from this ungrateful princess! She just hoped this was the last night she had to spend in her company.

❖      

The rest of the night passed undisturbed and towards morning everyone awoke reasonably refreshed. The fresh air and finally enough space to sleep did wonders. Contrary to Yelo’s suggestion, the people who originated from Fýnôn had decided not to go south to Reven but wanted to walk north on this side of the river until the Lest crossed the Vuht. There they were going to try to get a ship passage that would bring them near Fýnôn.

The convicted thieves and the girl decided to try their luck in Kanda. Yelo felt especially sorry for the girl. The company of convicts was not the right company for the little girl. She would end up on the gallows sooner than she would have liked. But Yelo could not change her mind. Neither could the princess or the general. Both seemed keen to continue traveling in her company and driving her insane with their demeanor.

Yelo silently wondered what the Goddess was thinking, punishing her with such a traveling party.

But she had no other choice, so she had to accept it. Although the general didn’t have the slightest idea which way they should turn or how to survive in the forest, he made a point of questioning Yelo’s every decision, and Kevra did everything she could to agree with him. Yelo’s patience was sorely tested.

By the time they reached Lynark, she was on the verge of plunging one of her swords into the general’s chest and strangling the princess. She desperately needed a time-out. Very badly!

When they finally passed the city gates of Gens, Yelo breathed a sigh of relief. She immediately took the princess and the general to King Brâer. They had agreed they could trust him. They also hoped for information about how far the Trilljas had advanced beyond the mountains. Inwardly, Yelo hoped the king would finally bring Kevra to his senses.

King Brâer recognized Yelo immediately. When she introduced Kevra to him, he took her in his arms. He had never seen Kevra before but knew her mother well. He was dismayed to hear of her abduction. King Brâer promised to do everything in his power to help them.

After Yelo reported, she took her leave as quickly as she could, leaving both Kevra and the general in the king’s care.
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Kevra awoke rested. The shafts of sunlight danced through her room. The window sashes were wide open, letting in a melodious laugh. After a good bath, enough food, new clothes and a night in a real bed, she felt as if she had been reborn. The laughter coming in from outside deepened. It was absolutely infectious and Kevra grinned. She was about to get up to see where the laughter was coming from when she heard a voice which was all too familiar. She would recognize that calm, deep voice anywhere! This couldn’t be true! What was she doing here? In front of her window? Was she spying on her? Kevra got up and walked over to the window.

When she looked out, she saw the Royal Guard compound. There, next to the barracks on the training ground, stood Yelo, along with a smaller woman. Both held their swords in their hands and were talking. The woman seemed to know Yelo, as close as they were standing together. Yes, they even seemed familiar, because she kept putting her hand on Yelo’s arm. Kevra watched as a smile or two flitted across both their faces. Finally, Yelo put her head back and burst out laughing again. Kevra recognized the sound which had roused her from sleep. Clear as a bell and pure like a river, Kevra thought. Her eyes lingered on Yelo’s figure.

As she stood there, loosely holding the sword in one hand and casually resting the other on her hip, she seemed relaxed and at ease. She frowned. Thinking about it, she had actually never seen Yelo so liberated or laughing. Her thoughts began to wander. She took a deep breath and pulled herself together. Kevra reminded herself she didn’t really care if Yelo had something to laugh about or not. She was about to turn around when the little woman put both arms around Yelo’s middle and pulled her close. Kevra’s breath caught in her throat. What was that all about? How dare she!

The gesture was clear. Was this Yelo’s lover? Until now, she had never thought about who Yelo might love or if she was single. Somehow, Kevra was disturbed by the thought Yelo shared more than acquaintance with this woman.

Captivated, she stared at the two of them and watched Yelo’s reaction. But she didn’t seem to be bothered by the intimate embrace. On the contrary! She bent down to her! Would they kiss now? Had this woman conquered Yelo’s heart? She wasn’t even good-looking! Just before Yelo’s lips could touch the other woman’s, Yelo turned her head and whispered something in her ear instead, causing the other to burst out laughing.

Kevra realized she had been holding her breath. Shocked at her own reaction, she released it. Quickly she took two or three steps back from the window.

Never would she have thought Yelo apparently had human traits, too. She always seemed so controlled. But why not? Why should she be different from everyone else? She was flesh and blood, after all. Kevra admitted to herself she didn’t know Yelo at all. She had never perceived her as anything other than a soldier. As someone without a life of her own. Now she had to admit to herself she was completely wrong. She suddenly saw Yelo in a completely new light, which showed her Yelo as a woman - as a fighter. Proud and scary, compassionate and mysterious.

A truly exciting mixture! If she were interested, she scolded herself. Which she wasn’t! Of course, she wasn’t. Why should she be? She couldn’t stand her. Yelo was arrogant and ... and she had a laugh that captivated her.

Kevra shook her head in annoyance. Enough already! She really had better things to do than worry her head about one of her subordinates!

But her thoughts kept wandering to the image of the two women. She even forgot to ring for a servant and slipped into her new clothes without help. The pants of soft leather were still a little wide, but a seamstress would surely fix this until her departure.

❖      

Yelo had already gotten up early. She had found lodging in the Royal Guard’s quarters. Tellion had been very pleased to see her. Both of them had spent half the night putting their heads together and telling each other their experiences of the past moons. Tellion was now a corporal and had a small unit of her own. She had claimed her sword skills had improved as well and had taken Yelo’s promise to put them to the test in the morning.

Tellion had married her Vhrata by now, and they both lived outside the palace in a small farmhouse. They thought about having children, but now where the world was on the brink of war, they did not want to put a new life into a world where there might not be a tomorrow.

As dawn broke, Tellion woke her. She, too, had spent the night in the Royal Guard’s quarters. It had simply been too late to go home yesterday, especially since her unit was on duty early this morning.

Tellion hadn’t promised too much. After a quick breakfast, she had dragged Yelo to the training ground to show her a few exercises with the sword. Tellion had not changed one bit. She was still the charming, constantly flirting, always talking woman who Yelo remembered. Even Vhrata had not changed that. Wasn’t there a saying? Something about ‘coming to rest when married’ or such? However, it certainly didn’t seem to apply to Tellion.

With sweeping movements, constantly accompanied by an exact description, Tellion demonstrated her newly acquired knowledge.

Her eager efforts to show Yelo her sword skills were interrupted when Yelo drew one of her swords and parried Tellion’s attack with ease. The face Tellion was making made her laugh heartily. Completely perplexed, she stared at Yelo’s sword, which she held loosely in her hand.

Again and again, she tried to break through Yelo’s defenses, but not once did Yelo allow a gap. The ambition had taken hold of Tellion, and she went through her entire repertoire. All her efforts on the training ground could not be in vain after all!

“You just want it too much. Let your sword swing freely. It will find its way. Your arm needs to loosen up too.”

“What do you mean by ‘loosen up’? If I loosen up any more, the sword will fall out of my hand. Besides, I’ve got a cramp as it is.” Tellion lowered her sword.

“You know what I think?”

Yelo smiled at her and tilted her head slightly. “Enlighten me!”

“I think I like you way too much. And my body feels it. That’s why it’s only half-hearted about it. So, it doesn’t want to. Do you understand?”

She smiled mischievously at Yelo, stepped up to her, put her arms around her waist and pulled her close.

“Maybe my body does want something different, what do you think, huh?”

Tellion really hadn’t changed. She just had to flirt. But Yelo would not be teased by her. She leaned down to her as if to kiss her, then whispered softly in her ear.

“Since I have no interest in waging war with the entire Lynark Royal Guard, led by an angry commander named Vhrata, I regretfully must decline.”

Tellion burst out laughing.

“Well, at least with regret. Now that’s progress!”

Tellion was really not at a loss for an answer. Yelo silently wondered how she would deal with the prickly princess.

She extricated herself from Tellion’s embrace and raised her sword.

“And now with a little more enthusiasm, little one!”

“Little one? Just wait!”

With a yell, Tellion lunged at Yelo.

They both spent the rest of the morning on the practice field. Yelo enjoyed the fencing practice. For a long time, she had not had the opportunity to practice with an opponent. During their trip, Heiwa had refused any training. On what Yelo considered the far-fetched grounds the sword she had given him during their escape was not his own and was poorly balanced. In reality, she knew, he had been afraid to succumb before the eyes of the princess.

Apparently, he had forgotten sword training was not about victory or defeat, but about strengthening the muscles of the sword arm and keeping them supple and in shape. He just didn’t want to embarrass himself. Did he really think it would make him more respected? Well, it was still a mystery to Yelo why it was so important to him to show her who had the authority here.

When she finally appeared freshly bathed and with clean clothes for the meeting with the king, she was in a better mood than she had been in the entire previous weeks.

In addition to his guests from Etrion, the king had gathered his military advisors and the entire general staff of his military. He wanted to give them all the information he had about Darklûn. At her meeting the night before, the four had mutually agreed together to keep the real purpose of their trip a secret. The spies of Wramgar were everywhere, even in his court, as the king knew to report.

The news brought to them was anything but encouraging. Lokastron’s armies had occupied all of Lynark west of the mountains. They held the Khel Pass. And not just that. The king’s spies reported Lokastron held all the mountain passes south of Graefr. There was practically no connection to the land west of the Deusari Mountains anymore. That was not good news! Yelo bent over the table with the maps.

“So, the only options we have are the Hauntingr Pass or going by ship across the sea.” Yelo frowned. “The way north is more arduous. We don’t know how far the Trilljas have advanced. The way to Ghere is shorter, though no less dangerous. The heavily armed slave caravans will leave soon. However, if we stay to the south of Reven, we should be able to avoid them with a little luck.”

“That doesn’t require luck, but concrete planning!”

General Heiwa gave her a snide look and turned to the king.

“Your Majesty, if you would place a unit of your guard at my disposal, I will lead it myself–”

But he did not get far. The king raised his hand.

“With all due understanding of your request, General, I cannot simply place an entire unit of my guard at your disposal. They are urgently needed to defend our country against the incoming Trilljas. I do not have enough Soldiers to fill the gaps everywhere. Too many are dying, and too quickly. I can’t train them that quickly. But I understand your concern.” He let his gaze slide to Yelo and gave her an imperceptible nod. Then he turned back to the general.

“I will give you three people from my personal bodyguard to take you as far as Ljhsare. From there it is not far to the port city of Dekaja. There you can take a ship which will take you to Fenyw. My people are extremely capable. Your group is thus large enough to deter common rabble, yet small enough not to attract attention.”

Yelo had listened quietly to the exchange of words. She was silently pleased the general had not succeeded with his blasé attitude. The king’s proposal was more than she had expected. Three additional swords were an advantage. She nodded to the king to indicate her agreement.

It was also not lost on the general the king had spoken more to Yelo than to him.

“That is most gracious. Thank you very much. With your permission, Your Majesty, I would like to ask one more favor.”

The look the king gave the general was rather that for an annoying insect. He knew this kind of general too well. All they cared about was their title. But most of them lacked courage and foresight. They were useless in battle. He had no doubt it was thanks to Yelo alone they had survived the journey this far. Truly, he did not envy the warrior. Nothing was worse than an envious general who could not admit when someone was better than he was. He sighed in resignation and gestured for the general to speak.

“Would Your Majesty have the kindness to perhaps provide us with a carriage for the princess and some provisions for the journey? That would be truly wonderful, and we would be exceedingly grateful.”

Yelo saw the king smile in disgust. This was typical of the general. She did not believe for a moment the carriage was meant for the princess. But King Brâer did not even get to say anything back.

Princess Kevra stood up and bowed to the king.

“Forgive me, Your Majesty, but I don’t think a carriage is necessary. It would also be much too conspicuous. However, if you had a couple of horses for us to borrow as far as Ghere, that would be exceedingly kind.”

Yelo had to stifle a laugh when she saw the disappointed look on the general’s face. The king probably felt the same way, but he didn’t let on.

“Of course, Princess Kevra. I would be honored to select the animals together with you.”

He rose and offered his hand to Kevra. She took it and together they left the hall. Everything had been said. Tomorrow at sunrise they would leave.
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The heat was stifling. Walls of flame, dancing wildly, searching for her with greedy tongues. There was no getting through! She knew it wouldn’t be long and this would become her grave. Everything in her resisted. She wanted to get out, needed air!

With a cry, Yelo awoke. She sat upright in her bed. Her eyes, still wide with horror, searched for light. But darkness reigned around her. Only slowly did she realize she had been dreaming, again. Cold sweat covered her forehead. With a shaky movement of her hand, she wiped it away. Why was this dream haunting her? It had been with her as long as she could remember. She just couldn’t get rid of it. Perhaps it had some meaning. It was time she talked to someone about it. Maybe Sfrela could help her?

If she hurried, she could see her before she left. But although the thought was reassuring, relief would not come. On the contrary. Yelo felt her heartbeat quicken. What was going on? She listened. But it was quiet. Too quiet. Not a single sound entered her room. It was as if the world had stopped. As if something had covered the sounds of the night. Something ...

With a jerk she jumped up. She knew this feeling and this silence! Of course! It had only been a matter of time before Lokastron would reach out to all of Lynark. Terror flashed through her limbs. Kevra! And the king! She only hoped she was not too late. With flying hands, Yelo buttoned her doublet, stuffed her few belongings into her pockets, and donned her weapons. When she left her quarters and ran across the training ground, a huge chaos awaited her. There was fighting everywhere. The wounded were mostly on the side of the Royal Guard. But the most frightening thing was still the silence. Like a dark shroud, it covered the sounds of battle and muffled even the death cries. Nothing penetrated through it. It was haunting! She had just enough time to draw her swords when she was confronted by three attackers! The sight horrified Yelo. Her eyes were half-rotten and partly hanging out of their sockets. The few clothes which had not yet decayed hung down in tatters. These men seemed to have risen straight from their graves. Out of the corner of her eye, Yelo saw Tellion, surrounded by her people, shouting instructions. But she had no time to make her way to her. With a quick left turn, she dodged a skittering blow aimed at her center and sank her sword into the shoulder of the first attacker. The blade pierced his body and nearly split him in half. But unimpressed by this, he raised his sword again. With her mouth open, Yelo stared at him. He should have been dead! Her bewilderment made her hesitate for a moment, but her reflexes were still there. As if of its own accord, her body ducked and fended off the blow to her head. No ordinary metal would help here. Yelo searched within herself for her strength and called upon the powers of Otheiá to help her. The glow of their swords dimly illuminated the square. These were no ordinary attackers. Dark magic was at work here. With difficulty, she fought her way to the palace. Once the power of her swords was awakened, she cut through the attackers like a scythe through grass. On her way, bodies of the undead piled up left and right. But their numbers were almost overwhelming. Among them, she spotted more and more in the uniform of the Royal Guard. Some of their mortal wounds were still dripping. How was that even possible? Her eyes roamed over the square. She was horrified to see the men and women of the Royal Guard being slaughtered. But as soon as they fell to the ground, mortally wounded, they did not remain lying. It took only a moment and they rose again. Some of them were missing entire limbs and blood was still flowing from their actually fatal wounds. But something awakened them again, only to have them fight against their own comrades. Their bodies without soul and their eyes empty, they obeyed another power. It was gruesome to watch, and Yelo fervently hoped Tellion was not among them. Whatever was at work here had only one goal: destruction. She should hurry. Kevra was in danger, and she had to get her away from here.

Her only hope was she would find the princess as quickly as possible and get her out of the palace. Yelo prayed the Royal Guard would hold the palace. Unfortunately, her prayers were not answered. In the corridors of the palace lay the dead guards. However, there were very few of them and they were missing their heads. Apparently, this had prevented them from rising again, like their fallen comrades outside. The silence which covered everything had certainly also contributed to the guards assuming everything was fine, and thus allowing themselves to be taken by surprise. If only she could remember where Kevra had been housed! She hurried through the corridors of the palace, most of which were deserted. In some, however, fighting was still going on. One look was enough for Yelo to realize the palace was lost. All that mattered now was getting the king and princess out of here. If only she would finally find them! Frustrated, Yelo opened one door after another, but what she saw made her hopes sink further and further. Most of the occupants of the rooms lay murdered in their beds.

Eventually, she reached the southern part of the palace, where not only the throne room but also the counselors’ rooms were located. Here, too, the corridors seemed deserted. As Yelo was about to rush past the open doors of the throne room, she noticed a fleeting movement. She dropped to the floor just in time as two arrows whirred above her and lodged in the opposite wall. Yelo rolled out of the doorway and peered cautiously into the throne room. Hasty whispering voices reached her ear.

“Did you get him, General?”

“Shh, Your Highness, I don’t know.”

“Then check it! We must find the king.”

Surely this could not be true! She almost gave the general an unintended pleasure by letting him shoot her.

“Your Highness? General?” Her voice echoed loudly through the room.

“Yelo?!”

Was she imagining it, or was there really relief resonating in the princess’s voice?

“It’s me. Where are you?”

“We’ve been hiding here. Is the battle over?”

“No, I’m afraid not. Come, we must leave the palace as soon as possible. It is overrun by the undead.”

After a brief rustle, the general and Kevra appeared in the doorway. Kevra still in her night robe, the general in his hastily thrown on uniform.

“Where is the king, general?”

“The last time I saw him he was walking toward his chambers.”

“Let’s go then. Lead us! There is no more time to lose.”

They hurried through the corridors, which were only dimly lit by charcoal pans, in the direction of the royal chambers. With hastily thrown words, Kevra put Yelo in the picture. The general had not been able to sleep and had made a visit to the city. When he returned to the palace, he had witnessed the outbreak of fighting and immediately went to the princess. He had reached her bedchamber just in time, when she was already trying to dispose of an attacker. Heiwa had not hesitated long and had cut off his head. Then they had hastily retreated to the back of the palace, more precisely to the throne room, and waited until Yelo had arrived.

When they finally reached the royal chambers, they were presented with a picture of devastation. The library was in flames, tables, chairs and vases were overturned. They continued to advance until they reached the bedchamber, where the king, together with a man of his bodyguard, was standing with his back to the window, doggedly defending himself against a superior force of nine attackers. The king, barefoot, clad only in shirt and trousers, was already bleeding from numerous wounds. But his guard was worse off. It was foreseeable the man would fall at any moment. Yelo thought with horror the king would then face another enemy.

With a cry, she rushed at the attackers from behind, immediately followed by the general.

Fascinated, Kevra watched as Yelo’s swords began to glow. Like a Goddess of vengeance, she cut through the ranks. Her blades glowed and surrounded her with a bright aura. Blinded, Kevra had to close her eyes. She had never seen Yelo fight before. She felt fear and excitement in equal measure as she sensed their unbridled power, their controlled hatred, and their deadly precision. She saw for the first-time what kind of soldier Yelo was. But she was much more than that. She was a warrior. For the first time, Kevra understood the meaning of that word and felt the power inherent in Yelo. It frightened her and she wondered what would happen if Yelo ever released that power.

The general also put up a brave fight and soon they had given the king the air he so desperately needed. With one last stroke, he separated the head of the remaining attacker from his shoulders and lowered his sword in exhaustion. Deadly wounded, his bodyguard sank down beside him. King Brâer was already bending over to check on him. Oh no! With a yell, Yelo lunged at the king and pushed him aside. Just in time. The hand wielding the dagger plunged into the void.

“What?”

Dumbfounded, the king looked back and forth between Yelo and his guard. When Yelo raised her sword, he fell into her arm.

“No! Don’t! This is a good man. He has served me faithfully for over ten winters.”

“Your Majesty, look at him! He is no longer the one you knew. He is one of them. His soul is stolen.”

She freed her arm and looked resolutely at the king. Meanwhile, the man tried to rise with awkward movements.

“It must be done. He will find no peace otherwise and kill everything and everyone, Your Majesty. We must act quickly.”

The king looked at his man stunned, seeing what he had become, and closed his eyes. As he nodded in agreement, Yelo lashed out and cut off his head in a single motion. With regret, she looked at the king.

“I am sorry, but this is the only way to kill them forever.”

She watched as the king hung his shoulders in resignation, but there was no time for that now. They had to get out of here!

“Your Majesty, the palace has fallen. We have to get out of here. There are fights at every entrance. Is there another exit?”

She fervently hoped this castle, like most others, had secret passages. This was their only way to escape the attackers and get away.

To her relief, the king nodded. “There is an escape route. It leads under the castle and the town, to a small farmhouse outside Gens. But the entrance is in the throne room.”

This was more than inconvenient. Yelo assumed by now this part of the palace had also been swamped by attackers, and their numbers were increasing with each casualty. But they had no other choice. She nodded to the king and princess.

“Let’s go.”

She hurried past Kevra, who took a few steps back, startled. The expression on Yelo’s face did not bode well, and she was glad she was fighting on her side. However, she didn’t miss the worry line appearing on Yelo’s forehead. She herself felt completely defenseless in her nightgown and wished nothing more than to wear her armor on her body. Or at least her boots and pants. Barefoot, she felt every stone and shard. But her chambers were even farther away than the throne room, and one look at Yelos’ face was enough to make the question melt on her tongue. She resigned herself to her fate.

Led by Yelo, with the general taking up the rear, the small group hurried back down the corridors. Yelo was about to breathe a sigh of relief when she finally saw the entrance to the throne room, but at that moment a larger group of attackers came around the corner. Their destination seemed to be the throne room as well. As both groups faced each other, they paused briefly. The air was tense to the breaking point. Each waited for the other to make the first move. Suddenly, Yelo sprinted off, and chaos erupted. Her attackers, somewhat clumsy in their movements, tripped over each other in their haste. Yelo took advantage of this. At all costs, she wanted to reach the throne room before her enemies. The entrance doors were heavy, but they would not withstand such a superior force for long. But once closed and barricaded, they should buy them the time they needed to open the secret passage and leave. The king recognized Yelo’s intention first and followed her instantly, dragging Kevra with him. The general, suddenly at a distance from his group, followed moments later.

Even before they reached the throne room, Yelo realized they would not make it. She arrived at the same time as the first attackers. A mighty sword stroke severed the heads of two of them at once.

She turned her head only briefly, and when she saw the king also raised his sword, she shouted.

“Into it! Quickly! Get inside, Your Majesty! At once! I can’t hold them off for long!”

Yelo saw the blow aimed at her head too late. For a tiny moment she thought this was the end. But the expected pain failed to materialize, the blow was blocked. Yelo followed the glittering tip of the sword down and looked into the eyes of the general. She gave him a brief grateful nod and was already fending off the next attacks. This time with increased concentration. Through clenched teeth, her eyes no longer averted from her opponents, she pressed out:

“Go, general. I’ll hold them off. Close the doors behind me and follow the secret passage.”

Yelo knew this was the last thing she could do for Kevra and the completion of her task. At the thought of her own death, coldness coursed through her veins and an inner calm came over her. She was not afraid, she only regretted she had not completed her task as Ghane and Laravin had wanted her to do.

She fought with all her might and waited for the general to finally retreat into the throne room. But he did not give an inch.

“General, the princess needs you! Go! I’ll stop them!”

He did not reply. Yelo risked a quick glance and looked directly into the general’s eyes. She realized he was not going to leave. He wanted her to go. He would sacrifice himself so she and Kevra could continue on their way.

Respectfully, she gave him a curt nod, felled the attackers directly in front of her with two powerful swipes and stepped back, into the hall. She grabbed one of the two doors and together with the king she closed the entrance. The princess fell into their arms. Tears streaming down her face.

“No! Don’t! The general!”

“There was no other way!”

The king grabbed Kevra by the upper arms as she tried to open the doors again. He shook her gently and looked earnestly into her eyes.

“One of them had to sacrifice themselves so we could survive.”

Kevra’s tear-filled eyes moved from Yelo to the king and back again.

“Come, Your Highness,” Yelo turned to Kevra, “We don’t have much time. The general won’t be able to hold out for long.”

Her tension was palpable. She felt like she was trapped and wanted to get out of here. The king and princess were moving far too slowly. She was practically pushing both of them in front of her. Already she heard the attackers drumming against the heavy doors. Apparently, the general had fallen and was now one of them. The wood creaked and already the first splinters were flying.

“Where is the passage, Your Majesty?” she urged.

“Behind the throne on the right, in the alcove. Quickly. The lever is at ankle level. The sculpture–”

With a crash, the doors flew open, and the attackers flooded the great hall.

The king did not get to finish the sentence. Hastily, he beckoned Yelo and Kevra to the alcove and faced the attackers, sword drawn. Yelo had perhaps a breath or two before the attackers would be upon her as well. Her hands shook with haste as she searched the large sculpture. She searched and searched, but there was nothing. Nothing! Kevra gave a bloodcurdling scream.

She looked around while her hands frantically felt the wall.

The king successfully fended off two blows, but he had nothing to counter the sheer superiority. Three more attackers had already surrounded him and stabbed him from the side. With a last glance at Yelo, he fell.

Suddenly! A small bump at the base of the sculpture. Yelo scratched lightly over it with her index finger and a small passage opened up directly in front of her.

“Kevra, get in there!”

The princess didn’t move from the spot. When Yelo grabbed her hand, she started screaming again. Yelo forcefully pulled her through the narrow opening. Before the attackers could reached her, she pushed the door back into its moorings. Impenetrable darkness enveloped her. Angry blows against the wall did not bode well. They were not to linger.

Taking Kevra’s hand again, she felt the princess inner rigidity. At least her screaming had stopped. Yelo advanced through the darkness, pulling her behind her. Carefully groping, she ventured deeper and deeper into the darkness until she lost all sense of time. She was grateful the ground beneath her feet was level and dry. But the corridor they were slowly moving through was low and not built for someone like her. After bumping her head a few times, she drew her dagger and held it at an angle in front of her with her arm extended. That way she could quickly tell when the passageway was sloping. In this way she felt her way through the darkness for what felt like an eternity. Suddenly, her outstretched hand hit a wall. Horrified, Yelo stopped. Had they gone wrong? But upon closer scanning, she realized she was not facing a wall, but a heavy wooden door. A small ring was on one side. Cautiously, Yelo pulled on it. The door creaked softly but moved only a short distance. Now Yelo pulled with all her might. When she finally opened the door, they were standing in an old farmhouse. The sun fell through the window openings and illuminated the dust-covered floor. Countless small dust particles buzzed in the air and Yelo began to sneeze. Kevra had not spoken a word yet. Her eyes gazed blankly into nowhere. She didn’t seem to notice her surroundings or Yelo at all. Yelo was seriously worried. She had seen something like this before. Shock was what the healers called it when she had brought one of her comrades from Etrion to them after his first encounter with the Trilljas. It had taken almost a quarter of a moon for him to speak again. She couldn’t wait that long. They needed their senses together.

“Kevra!”

Yelo grabbed Kevra’s upper arms and pulled her toward her. Ever so gently, she shook her.

“Kevra! Come back to yourself! We don’t have time for this!”

Her eyes remained blank. Yelo shook her again, more forcefully now, but she remained frozen. Helpless, she resorted to the last remedy she could think of.

She lashed out and gave Kevra a resounding slap. Kevra’s hand jerked up and she held her burning cheek. Tears spilled from her eyes, and she looked at Yelo in hurt. That look almost tore Yelo’s heart apart and she instantly felt guilty. She was sorry for hitting Kevra.

But at least she wasn’t so frozen anymore. A deep sob, followed by a spasm, ran through the princess’ body. Yelo carefully pulled the now unrestrained weeping Kevra towards her and took her in her arms. She let it happen and for quite a while her tears flowed unhindered. When she finally caught herself, she straightened her back and took a step back. The look she gave her made Yelo flinch. Full of hatred, she stared at her. Her voice was like ice.

“If you hit me again, it will be the last thing you have done in this life! I wish you had stayed outside the throne room.”

The words hit Yelo like a blow. She felt anger rise abruptly within her. Before she could do something, she would probably regret later, she turned on her heel and left the cabin. As soon as she closed the door behind her, she took a deep breath. So many people had sacrificed themselves for this brat and she had nothing better to do than to bring out her hatred again. Still stunned, she shook her head and looked around.

The small farmhouse stood a bit off the path, by a small stream which meandered slowly and leisurely towards Gens. It looked dilapidated and uninhabited from the outside. It was perfect. No one would ever think there was more to this house than dust and spiders. Yelo squinted into the sun, which was already high in the sky. It had to be around noon. She walked over to the small stream and washed the dust and sweat of the previous night off her face and hands.

The city was barely visible in the distance. Small columns of smoke rose into the sky. From here, Yelo couldn’t tell if it was the palace was still burning or the city itself.

How had the residents fared? Had they survived last night or filled up the endless ranks of the undead? The thought of the resurrected dead sent a chill down Yelo’s spine. That wasn’t right. What died should stay dead. What had happened in the palace was more gruesome than anything Yelo had ever seen. She prayed fervently not all the people in Gens had succumbed to this madness and shared the fate of the general and the royal guard. She thought of Tellion and hoped somehow, she had managed to survive. Yelo sighed deeply. The uncertainty weighed heavily on her, but she didn’t have time to go back and check. She had to free the queen!

Slowly, her anger ebbed away. She didn’t care what the princess thought of her. She would not take part in these shenanigans anymore! If Kevra really wanted to continue traveling with her, she would have to show her a little more respect in the future. The look to the sky told her they had to leave soon. But now both the general and the king had fallen, she could no longer pursue her original plan.

Some admiration crept in at the thought of the general. He had sacrificed himself for her. It was so unexpected Yelo still couldn’t believe it. That he had voluntarily chosen such a fate still impressed her. Silently, she thanked him for sparing her this calamity as the walking dead. But with his and the king’s death, her enemies had possibly also learned of her plans to free the queen. Yelo was not sure how this dark resurrection spell worked. Did not only the body become a slave of the one who cast this magic, but also the mind? Could all memories be read?

Yelo couldn’t take any chances. Too much was at stake. If they wanted to succeed, they now had to break new ground. Khel Pass was held by the Trilljas, but she doubted they controlled the entire mountain range. At some point they would try to pass it. If they did not succeed, they would have to find another way across the mountains, perhaps a little to the south, below the pass.

But from now, it would be played by her rules. Either that spoiled brat of a princess complied, or she could run back to Etrion alone.

Yelo just didn’t feel like playing the whipping boy for her all the time anymore. Determined, she straightened up and entered the cabin.

Kevra was still standing in the same place where she had left her. Yelo walked over and stood directly in front of her. Her gaze bored into Kevra’s eyes, which glared haughtily at her. Yelo stepped close to her and looked unmoving into the ice-blue storm.

“I will set out to find the queen. You are free to follow me or return to Etrion. But if you want to accompany me and survive, there is only one rule from now on. You do as I say and when I say. It is your decision. But don’t you dare question my decisions again. I am tired of having to take orders from people who would not even survive a single day in the wilderness on their own and without help. Forgive the language, but I think I’ve made my point.”

Yelo watched the interplay of emotions on Kevra’s face. Everything from astonishment to annoyance to pure hatred was there. But she had been paying attention to the feelings of this spoiled princess for far too long. She was done with it now!

“What’s your decision?”

Kevra, seeing the icy determination in Yelo, knew there was no use arguing with her position now. One look at Yelo was enough for her to know she would leave her behind without a second thought. Kevra wasn’t naive enough to think she would survive out here alone for even a day.

She needed Yelo. She had to swallow her pride if she wanted to survive. And in times like these, there was no safer place for her than by Yelo’s side, even if she would have preferred to be somewhere else a thousand times.

“I ...” She cleared her throat. “We’ll do it the way you say.”

“Fine.”

The feeling of triumph Yelo had actually expected failed to materialize. The situation was too serious. But before they could set out, she had to find appropriate clothing for Kevra. She could not wander through the wilderness barefoot, clad only in her night robe. Yelo hoped she would discover at least something halfway useful in the small cabin and looked around. In a dresser next to the bed, she found some old, worn pants and shirts. Relieved, Yelo put the things on the bed. She was spared the trip to Gens. Who knew what they would find in the city and whether a soul had survived at all?

Yelo motioned for Kevra to put the clothes on.

“You don’t really seriously think I’m going to wear something like that!”

Kevra screwed up her face. “Who knows what bumpkin wore those clothes. You can buy me new clothes in Gens,” Kevra snapped.

Yelo felt her pulse rate double. This woman! How did she always manage to upset Yelo with a few words? Every time? Yelo forced herself to answer calmly, but she could not remove the trace of contempt from her voice:

“Certainly not. First of all, we don’t have any money, and secondly, the city has probably fallen just like the palace. So, either that,” she pointed her finger at the pile of clothes on the bed, “or you stay as you are. I can already promise you traveling through the mountains dressed only in a nightgown will be no joy.”

Kevra’s eyes flared with indignation, but she finally complied. She knew she had no choice, if she didn’t want to be left behind. Yelo could only guess what it had cost her. With a still disgusted look on her face, Kevra reached for the clothes.

“Turn around.”

Yelo thought that was redundant. She knew very well what a woman looked like. After all, she was one herself, but she complied. It just wasn’t worth it.

Along with the two well-worn boots that were under the bed, Kevra was at least scantily clad. The boots were too big for her, but after Yelo stuffed them with some grass, they fit.

With one last look at the town, they turned and began their walk north.
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Although they avoided the streets, they had to keep dodging patrolling hordes of undead. They seemed to populate the entire north of Lynark. Kiala, who had joined them as soon as they entered the forest, flattened her ears at the sight of them.

‘Res’te Otheiá. Saer’te nâeth eloneri fenva kaa!’ They do not belong to Otheiá. Such is not the will of the Goddess!

Yelo could only agree with Kiala. Having resurrected dead people wandering around was against nature and a horrible work Yelo always shuddered at the sight of. Grimly, she wondered how many people had given their lives to face this army of the undead.

The farther north they went, the more often the undead guards were replaced by trilljas, until finally they encountered no undead at all. Yelo was almost relieved to notice the increasingly pungent stench of the trilljas.

This was an enemy she could do something with. No blank eyes and limp arms holding weapons. Not a gruesome sight which followed one to sleep at night.

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed movement and looked back briefly. Kevra had caught one leg in a root and fallen lengthwise.

Yelo grinned. Amazingly, Kevra had kept to their agreement so far. She had followed every hint she had given her and had given no other cause for complaint. She was really holding her own. Otherwise, they were both silent, discussing only what was necessary. Yelo was fine with it, even more so, since they were now coming to the most difficult part of the journey. They had to leave the protection of the forests and make their way along the narrow mountain paths, visible from afar. Yelo doubted they would get away unseen. Therefore, she decided to rest in the shade of the trees and to continue their way only at nightfall. This was not without danger either, but if they were careful and leashed each other with the help of the small rope Yelo carried, it should work. That way, both could secure each other in case one of them took a misstep and fell.

When she shared her plan with Kevra, she just nodded and sat down, leaning her back against a tree trunk. Yelo also sat down in the shade of a tree. She had positioned herself so she could see the small path leading up to the pass. That way they wouldn’t be surprised.

They hadn’t encountered any trilljas for two days and Yelo didn’t expect to see any until evening. As a precaution, however, she asked Kiala to explore the area a little. This might be the last time for the next few days they would sleep in relative safety, and she decided not to waste a moment. She closed her eyes and fell asleep instantly.

Kevra watched as Yelo got comfortable. When she lay there like that, she seemed far less frightening than when she was awake. Secretly, she was grateful to her for bringing her along. The experiences in Gens, the hordes of undead, and finally the giant trilljas had made her realize for the first time what fate awaited all of Otheiá’s people. It wasn’t just about freeing her mother anymore. This was about the survival of all humans. The journey north through the woods, the constant dodging of patrols, sleeping out in the open, and the permanent fear, had taken everything from her. Her muscles and bones ached, and she was more exhausted than ever. Only her pride had prevented her from complaining. What Yelo could do, she could do even more. Even if it meant bloody feet and bruised muscles every night. She was glad at least they didn’t have to worry about food, even if she was still uncomfortable with the dekal. Kevra sometimes had the impression they both were talking. Without exchanging words. That was probably one of the mysteries which came with the Suvris. When Yelo had appeared in her mother’s castle and claimed to be a Suvris, she had laughed at first. Suvris? They were long gone, though not forgotten. In the scrolls of her library, she had found old records. Long ago, there had been hundreds of them, and all had served their ancestors. They had secured the power of their house Alvituas over all Otheiá. She hadn’t found much about the dekals in the writings. Except they were all females who had lived on Otheiá since the time of the Elendeari. They spoke to the Suvris in the language of the Elendeari. Every time Kiala looked at her, Kevra had the feeling she was reading her soul and seeing her most secret thoughts. This made her uncomfortable and she felt as if she was naked every time. Therefore, she avoided eye contact with her as much as possible.

She was startled out of her thoughts when Yelo began to whimper softly. Kevra kept wondering what these nightmares were which tormented her companion night after night. Sometimes it was so bad Yelo cried out and woke up. Kevra would then hear her breathing deeply and frantically, as if she couldn’t get enough air. Whereupon Yelo often got up and disappeared into the forest. In the morning, she did not let her nightly torment show, her facial features were controlled as always. Only the increasingly dark shadows under her eyes betrayed something or someone was haunting her dreams.

Kevra now made herself comfortable on the floor as well. Sleep was not a bad idea, especially since she would certainly not find any for the next few nights. Her anger towards Yelo had been fading for days. She regretted her words in the cabin. Even if she didn’t like Yelo, she preferred her company a hundred times more than that of the general who had so heroically sacrificed himself for her. She knew her chances were far better with Yelo. Kevra was sure the general had known this as well.

Once again, she opened her eyes. Her gaze fell on the sleeping figure of Yelo, now lying quietly there. With her two swords beside her, she lay calm and relaxed on her side. A strand of blond hair fell into her face, hiding her beautifully curved, full lips and energetic chin. Jet-black lashes settled on delicate cheeks. Her closed lids hid the incredibly mesmerizing eyes. Never before had Kevra seen such a color of eyes. They shimmered like liquid silver. But when she got angry, they darkened into deep black lakes. She wondered what color her eyes were when she laughed or when she loved. The little woman in Gens could certainly answer that. Again, she felt a little twinge in her heart when she thought of her. She just didn’t fit in with Yelo at all!

But why think about it? After all, she didn’t care who Yelo was having fun with! With this thought, she turned over and fell asleep. But not without hearing Yelo’s clear as a bell laughter in her ears.

❖      

Yelo awoke when she felt a gaze on her. Kiala was lying in front of her, head on her paws, looking at her through half-closed eyelids. Her relaxed posture told Yelo they were undisturbed. She stood up and stretched. Contrary to her expectation, she had slept well and felt rested. Glancing up at the sky, from which the last rays of the sun were just taking their leave before slowly disappearing into the horizon, she put on her two swords and then took a big swig from the water hose. She was glad only this morning they had come across a small spring, allowing her to fill the hoses. The path through the mountains was arduous and she had no idea when they would encounter water again. Her gaze fell on Kevra, who lay curled up with her back to her. She carefully approached and gently nudged her with her foot.

“Kevra, we have to go, get up!”

“Get out of here, I’m tired and still want to sleep.”

Kevra’s voice was sleepy. Yelo doubted she knew where she was. She lashed out and kicked Kevra’s butt, a little harder than before. The princess awoke abruptly. When she turned around and saw Yelo grinning at her with a satisfied expression on her face, she couldn’t hold on any longer.

“How dare you! How dare you kick me! You seem to have forgotten who you have in front of you!”

Her voice broke with indignation. What did this uncouth, sword-wielding pointy-eared woman think she was doing! With a cry, she lunged at Yelo. But even before her hands closed around Yelo’s neck, she felt the cold metal of Yelo’s dagger at her throat. She hadn’t even noticed how Yelo had drawn it. Dark clouds moved like smoke through the liquid silver of her eyes. Breathlessly, Kevra stared into the deepening darkness and finally thought she perceived a bright glint deep within it.

Only with difficulty did Yelo suppress her anger. When she finally spoke, her voice sounded as cold as steel and sent a shiver of fear down Kevra’s spine.

“I apologize for the rude treatment, Your Highness.” Her words dripped with contempt as she addressed Kevra by her title. “But we don’t have time for endearments.”

With that, she lowered her blade and turned around. Kevra was trembling with rage. How dare she! She was the princess! Oh, how she hated her! She hated her strength! Her body height! She just hated everything about this arrogant woman!

Her mouth opened a few times and her jaws ground with weary suppression. She would not allow herself to be exposed. Her time would come and then she would make Yelo pay for everything. Oh yes! The thought of all sorts of punishments brightened her mood a bit. Her eyes fell on the dekal, who had been watching the altercation with interest. It almost seemed as if Kiala was smiling at her. Was she laughing at her? Furious, Kevra hissed. This creature was just as arrogant as its mistress. Kiala would suffer too; she would see to it! With this thought, she turned around, went back to her sleeping place and took a deep gulp from her water hose.

In the meantime, the sun had fully set. Like a black cloth, the darkness spread out in front of them, shrouding the small path. Silently, Yelo knotted one end of her rope around her hips and tossed the other end to Kevra. She didn’t wait to see if the princess would follow her lead but left the shelter of the forest’s edge. Carefully, she stepped onto the rocky ground, which was littered everywhere with large boulders and fallen debris. The path was about a hundred paces above her position and would certainly be easier to walk on, but Yelo wanted to delay that moment as long as she could. Too many dangers lurked on this path. Later, when the pass wound its way between the peaks, they would probably have no other option. But until then, she wanted to stay under cover as much as possible. Even if it meant jumping over crevices on narrow game trails in the dark.

The climb proved difficult. While Yelo managed to scurry silently across the loose rock, Kevra made as much noise behind her as a whole herd of mountain goats. Not to mention the countless times she fell, nearly dragging Yelo into the abyss time after time. It was only thanks to Yelo’s strength and firm footing they were still alive at midnight and not lying crushed in some crevice.

During a short rest, Yelo untied the rope from her body.

“Kevra, we can’t go on like this. It is too dangerous. From now on, you will walk right behind me and put your feet where I had mine before. This way we should be able to move faster and, above all, more safely.”

Kevra, still full of anger, merely shrugged.

“Fine,” Yelo snapped, rolling up the rope and stowing it back in her bag. If she had her way, the princess could remain silent until they were back in Etrion.

She stood up and grabbed Kevra’s hand, which she instantly pulled back.

“What are you doing!”

“What do you think? A moonlight walk? Sorry to disappoint you, but this is merely for your own safety.”

“I can take care of myself, thanks!” Kevra was not ready to give in. There was no way she would take Yelo’s hand!

“Yeah, we just saw it. You can take care of yourself so much if I hadn’t held you, you would have fallen several times.”

“Thank you very much, but I didn’t ask you to!”

“Enough! You do what I tell you and nothing else. You’re stumbling around here like a whole herd of mountain goats, making too much noise. I can’t risk it. Not when everything depends on crossing the pass unseen.”

With a smug look at Kevra, she added:

“And rest assured I take no pleasure in wandering hand in hand with you through the wilderness. I’d rather drag a stubborn billy goat through a pack of hungry dekals!”

“Then do it, you arrogant pointy-ear!” Kevra yelled, tearing loose and storming off.

“Don’t!” shouted Yelo.

But Kevra paid no attention to her exclamation and had already disappeared around the next corner. Yelo ruffled her hair and inwardly cursed the fate which had brought her together with this stubborn, self-important wench, of all people. Shouldn’t a princess be lovely and pleasing?! At least not only according to her appearance? In the old stories there was never any talk of stubbornness. Silently cursing, she hurried after the princess. It was a mystery to Yelo why Kevra always upset her so much. Why couldn’t they even have a reasonable conversation? Kevra seemed to hate her with a fervor Yelo only partially understood. She, in turn, constantly felt the need to exorcise Kevra’s selfishness and arrogance. These were the qualities she detested most in people. No wonder she would love to put Kevra over her knee.

Even before she reached the corner around which Kevra had disappeared only moments before, Kiala gave a warning sound. It sounded like a growl, but quieter. It echoed in her head, and she instantly froze in motion. Kiala’s warning was clear. There was something up ahead, and it wasn’t Kevra. She silently scolded herself for not paying attention. But the argument with Kevra had made her forget everything else. She nodded to Kiala and lowered herself to the ground. Without another word, Kiala scurried to the other side, slightly above her position. Whatever was ahead, they would attack it from both sides. They could not wait! Kevra was probably in danger. Yelo listened hard, but she couldn’t hear anything. Perhaps ... before she was able to finish the thought, a shrill cry rang out, instantly suppressed. They had Kevra! She had to act! Quickly she jumped to the corner and peered around cautiously. Directly in front of her, in the shadow of an overhanging rock, four men stood around a campfire, while a fifth wrestled on the ground with the wildly thrashing Kevra. Judging by their clothes, they had seen better days. Their weapons, however, were excellent and in good condition. They were bandits or slave hunters. Probably Kevra, in her rage, had walked right into their camp.

Meanwhile, the man on the ground had managed to bring Kevra under control. The prompting shouts he threw at his comrades left no doubt about his intention. He was already beginning to rip open Kevra’s shirt. Yelo had no choice. With swords drawn, she lunged at the four standing men, while Kiala sank her teeth into the throat of the fifth, who had just been kneeling over Kiala.

The reaction of the men was instantaneous. They instantly reached for their weapons. With astonishment, Yelo registered how they took up a fighting position. These were not simple bandits, but trained fighters! While one of them managed to parry Yelo’s attack, the other three circled her attentively. With swords drawn, they instantly stabbed at her from all sides. While Yelo parried a blow with her left sword, she performed a half turn and sank her right sword into the chest of the man directly behind her. Kiala grabbed the nearest one and wrestled him to the ground. His shrill screams echoed through the darkness. Two remained. Suspiciously, the two men circled Yelo, who remained motionless, head bowed, attentively following the movements of her enemies. What happened next was so sudden Yelo barely had time to react. While she parried the attack of the one, she noticed out of the corner of her eye, how the other executed a lunging movement, but not in her direction! With a deft stroke, she decapitated the man in front of her and catapulted herself into the air. Holding her swords, she landed directly in front of Kevra and looked into her wide eyes when she felt a bump between her shoulder blades. But she didn’t have time to wonder what it was. When she turned to check on the man, he was gone. With a fluid motion, she put her swords away and motioned for Kiala to follow the man. She only hoped they had not encountered a scouting patrol and the man was now bringing in reinforcements.

Kevra stared wide-eyed at Yelo’s back. There was the hilt of a knife sticking out from between Yelo’s swords!

Yelo was getting short of breath and dizzy. Slowly, she dropped to her knees. She braced herself with her hands forward and gasped. What was wrong with her? Why was her breathing suddenly so bad? Before she could ask Kevra, who still stood before her, pale with fright, she heard Kiala’s voice in her head.

‘Hesta!’ Run!

With the last of her strength, she jumped to her feet, grabbed Kevra’s hand and pulled her behind her, into the cover of darkness. She didn’t know which direction, but now it was a matter of putting as much distance as possible between the campsite and themselves. Apparently, Kiala had spotted the main troop.      Annoyed, Yelo bared her teeth. So much for getting over the pass unnoticed. As soon as the main troop arrived at the camp, they would find out their scouts had not died on their own. They now knew they were there, and they would pursue them.

Kevra had awakened from her stupor when Yelo roughly dragged her up the hill.

“What are you doing? Let go of me!” she yelled angrily, trying to free her hand.

“They’re coming, Kevra. The others are coming! Run!”

Kevra wanted to revolt, but noticed from Yelo’s erratic, even panicked movements they were in danger. And Yelo was at the end of her rope. Fear ran down her spine in shivers. There wasn’t much which made Yelo afraid. So, she complied.

Yelo, meanwhile, kept running. Why was it so hard for her to breathe? Her vision was already clouding over, and Yelo knew it wouldn’t be long before she passed   out. Apparently, the pain in her back meant she had been hurt. They needed a place to hide. Right now!

Panic-stricken, she looked around. Far and wide, only rocks and stones. Mountains towered to the right and left. The moons shone brightly and gave the panorama a ghostly look. Like pale bones, the bare rocks shimmered in the moonlight. Above them Yelo spotted a dark place, perhaps a cave. If she stuck her arms and jumped, she could reach it. Yelo felt the    strength pouring out of her. She gritted her teeth. One last effort. She had to make it. Staggering, she turned around.

“Up there, we can hide,” she gasped, “I’ll go first, and then I’ll get you up there.”

She didn’t wait for Kevra’s answer but took three or  four steps back and got a running start. With the last of her strength, she catapulted herself up. As her finger- tips gripped the edge, a painful jolt went through her arms and back. She almost let go again, but she didn’t loosen her grip and instead pulled herself up. Breathing heavily, she was lying on a small ledge which had apparently been created by a lightning strike. The lightning had blown out a small piece of rock and created a sort of small tableau, just big enough for one person. With shaky hands she took the rope, bent over the ledge, and let one end fall down. Kevra grabbed it and pushed herself off the ground. Half Yelo pulled her up, half she climbed the rock. She reached the top not a moment too soon. Yelo dragged Kevra down to    her. When they both lay on their sides, the space was just enough. Pressing Kevra against the rock she squeezed herself against her back. She held her breath as she heard voices and the clatter of hooves below her. When the sounds finally passed, she exhaled in relief. They had made it, for now. She heaved a sigh of relief, and the darkness engulfed her.

❖      

Kevra took a deep breath. For the first time, she was grateful for Yelo’s physical presence. With Yelo so close behind her, Kevra felt more secure than ever before in her life. When the voices finally moved on, she was almost a little disappointed. Suddenly, Yelo lay heavily on top of her. Her weight squeezed the air from Kevra’s lungs.

“Yelo?”

She whispered in fear of her pursuers but received no reply. It was only with difficulty she managed to free herself, especially with the space being so cramped. When she finally pushed herself out from under Yelo, Yelo fell onto her stomach with a soft sigh. In the light of the moons, Kevra noticed the damp, dark stain which had spread around the dagger still stuck in her back, soaking the shirt.

What should she do? Her knowledge of treating wounds was rudimentary, to say the least. Even more so at night! Kevra was grateful for the light of the moons, which drenched the small plateau with their pale light. Kevra knew if she didn’t do something soon, Yelo would bleed to death. She rummaged through Yelo’s pockets and found a small packet of herbs and a fresh shirt inside. Carefully, she took Yelo’s swords from her back and undid the leather straps. Slowly, so as not to touch the handle of the knife, she slipped the sword holsters off Yelo’s back. This proved to be extremely difficult as there was not enough space to move freely. Kevra almost fell down as she looked around for a way to put the swords away.

Then she took Yelo’s dagger, cut the shirt lengthwise and pulled it off her. She tore it into narrow strips to have bandages. The already blood-soaked fabric, she   put aside. Her fingers slid over the strong muscles of Yelo’s back, shining delicately in the pale moonlight, until they finally closed around the handle of the knife.

Kevra pulled and with a slurping sound, the blade        left Yelo’s flesh. Immediately, fresh blood gushed from the wound and Kevra felt herself getting sick.               She suppressed the nausea and instead picked up Yelo’s herbal pouch. She prayed to the Goddess these were    the right ones. Kevra took out a small handful              and carefully sprinkled them into Yelo’s wound. Then she rolled up one of the shirt strips and pressed the small roll onto the wound. Finally, with one of the other strips, she tied it in place. Kevra had some trouble applying the bandage to Yelo’s back, rolling her back  and forth. But finally, she succeeded. Exhausted, she then sank to the ground next to Yelo and prayed Yelo would still be alive at daybreak.

Yelo had intercepted the dagger with her own body. Kevra knew it had been meant for her. Why had           she done this? Out of a sense of duty? Carefully, she stroked her hand over Yelo’s back. Her fingertips lingered on the soft skin which was in complete contrast to the hard muscles beneath. She let her hand             slide upward to her neck, where Yelo’s blond curls gathered. Gently, she brushed the hair aside and let the cool night air touch Yelo’s bare skin. She slowly bent down. Her voice, light as the night wind, entered Yelo’s ear as a whisper.

“Thank you.”

She lay down carefully next to Yelo, one arm around her waist, and fell asleep.




❖      

The morning sun burned hot on Kevra’s face and made her wake up drenched in sweat. Next to her, Yelo was literally glowing. She was still not conscious, but she was alive. Kevra breathed a sigh of relief. But what should she do? Yelo obviously had a fever and Kevra didn’t know if she would survive this injury. It was a small miracle she was still alive at all! Probably she had to owe this to her origin. Kevra was undecided what she should do. But one thing was clear: they couldn’t stay here! They needed a proper hiding place and fresh water. But how and where? There was nothing but barren rocks up here. And even if she did find something, Yelo was much too big and heavy for Kevra to carry. And what about the bandits? Who knew where they were lurking? Despair spread through her. She felt alone and overwhelmed. Her own survival depended on Yelo’s. But how was she to accomplish this alone? Kevra was lost in thought when Yelo groaned softly. Worried, she looked after her wound. She decided to change Yelo’s bandage first. Gratefully, she noticed the bleeding had stopped, but the fever raged through her body. Her skin was hot. She gave Yelo as much water as she could swallow and washed her with the rest. Then she placed the damp rag on the back of her neck and covered her with her clean shirt to protect her a little from the sun. She had made a makeshift repair to her own shirt last night after finding some thread and a small sewing needle in Yelo’s things.

Kevra had to find water and a place to hide. She would worry about everything else then. As Kevra cautiously looked down over the edge, she noticed Kiala looking up at her intently in the shadow of the opposite rock. Kevra was almost a little relieved. She wasn’t completely alone after all. A glance down told her she was about ten paces above the ground. Even if she jumped, she wouldn’t be able to get back up. She took the rope and attached it to a small ledge which she had previously padded with the soiled shirt strips so the movements would not chafe the rope. After making sure the rope would hold, she slowly climbed down.

When she reached the ground, Kiala stood in front of her and looked expectantly from her up to the edge of the rock and back again. Kevra shook her head.

“She’s not coming. She’s hurt bad. We need water and a place for her to rest. Do you understand?”

Kevra almost thought she saw something like understanding flash in the dekal’s eyes as Kiala carefully took her hand in her muzzle and gently pulled. Apparently, she wanted her to follow. With a last glance up to the small plateau, she followed the dekal. For a long time, Kiala led her through the mountains, higher and higher. Kevra stumbled now and then on the loose scree over which the dekal guided her uphill. It was almost noon when Kiala finally stopped in front of a larger pile of scree piled up on one of the rocks. Kevra was completely exhausted and sat down. Her eyes surveyed the terrain but failed to spot anything. Her head was pounding, and she was thirsty. Displeased, she looked at the dekal.

“What is here, Kiala? Other than boulders, I don’t see anything worthwhile. We need water!”

But Kiala kept looking back and forth between her and the pile of rubble. Annoyed, Kevra finally gave up.

“Fine, you win!”

She walked over to the pile and thrust her foot into the loose rock in frustration. With a crunching sound, the chunks gave way and lost their grip. Kevra jumped to the side just in time to see a large chunk of the rock trickle to the ground and pile up into a small heap.

“Great! As you can see, there’s nothing here!”

But Kiala did not seem to hear her. Carefully, she climbed the now-slid down pile and disappeared over the top edge into the rock.

“Where ...?”

Kevra stared in amazement at the pile of rocks which had apparently swallowed the dekal. Kiala was no longer to be seen. Cursing silently, Kevra set about climbing the pile as well. Again and again, the small stones beneath her gave way and she slid back several steps. When she finally reached the top, she could see a small space between the scree and the rock. Was there a cave here? With sweeping movements, Kevra shoveled aside the loose rock which tumbled down the slope in a cloud of dust. Finally, she saw the opening through which Kiala must have squeezed. Damp, stale air hit her. Through the light streaming in, Kevra could actually make out a small cave, about thirty paces in diameter. On one side lay - completely satisfied - Kiala. The dekal had lain down in front of a small basin, into which a small waterfall poured. She had found it! A suitable hiding place. Now it was only a matter of getting Yelo here.

❖      

Yelo was dreaming. A soft, sweet voice reached her ear. Cool water ran pleasantly down her burning throat. She was so thirsty! More, she wanted more! But the cup with the precious liquid did not come. Instead, a soothing coolness settled on her forehead. The pain in her head slowly ebbed away.

Another time, it was as if she perceived the scent of roasted meat. Had Ghane been cooking? She could not remember.

Sometimes her back burned, but cool hands soothed the pain. Then the darkness enveloped her again.

❖      

Yelo awoke to a touch in a most intimate place. She noticed a cool rag between her legs, which then immediately disappeared. A sound as if cloth was dipped in water and wrung out reached her ear, until shortly after the rag continued its way down Yelo’s legs. It took her a while to realize someone was cleaning her. But who? And why? Where was she? A slight shiver chased down her legs at the thought of her exposure.

When she finally opened her eyes, there was darkness around her - only dimly lit by the glow of a small fire.

Kevra, noticing Yelo’s goose bumps, straightened up. When her eyes fell on Yelo’s face, the blush rose in her cheeks. What might Yelo be thinking? She had only been concentrating on her task, pushing aside any thought of what part she was touching.

Almost defensively, she raised the hand still holding the rag.

“I ... I washed you. Look.” Her voice sounded strangely hoarse. Quickly she spoke on:

“I’m glad you’re awake. I had almost given up. But the herb Kiala brought ...”

Yelo raised her hand and interrupted her.

“Where are we?” she croaked, “and what happened?”

Kevra sighed deeply.

“What’s the last thing you remember?”

“I … I’m not … There was ... there was the plateau. And below us, the men who were looking for us ...” The thought made Yelo startle in panic.

“Where are they?”

Kevra leaned over her and gently pushed her back onto her bedding.

“Don’t worry, They’re long gone. Kiala made sure we didn’t run into them. And honestly, if I didn’t know better, you’d think she understood everything just as well as a human.”

“Better ...” muttered Yelo.

“Huh? What did you say?”

“I said ‘better’. Kiala is far better than any human. She is one of the oldest creatures of Otheiá. The dekals came here with the Elendeari. Their knowledge is far more extensive than ours.”

Yelo took a deep breath and felt a slight burning in her back. She straightened up with difficulty and reached back carefully. Her fingers felt a heavy bandage between her shoulder blades. But before she could ask the question, Kevra, who had been following Yelo’s movements intently, answered.

“You had a knife in your back. You intercepted it.“

She hesitated to say the next question, but she had to know.

“Why did you do that? Intercepted the knife, I mean. It was meant for me.”

“I ...”

Yelo hesitated to answer. Strictly speaking, she didn’t know why she had gotten in the way. She had acted out of pure instinct. It had been a reflex she couldn’t explain.

One look into Kevra’s ice-blue eyes told her she demanded an answer. And she would not rest until she did.

“I ... well, if anyone has the right to kill you, it’s more likely to be me and not some runaway bandit,” she finally said.

Kevra’s raised eyebrow told her, her attempt to relax the situation had thoroughly failed. Quickly, she tried to salvage what could be salvaged.

“Well, I don’t mean that I ... well, just they don’t ...” Yelo broke up and let it go.

Maybe it was time for a change of subject.

“How long was I unconscious?”

Somewhat skeptically, Kevra looked at Yelo. Then she sighed in resignation. She would have loved to know Yelo’s motive. But she was sure she would not get a more reasonable answer out of Yelo, so she gave up for the moment.

“Almost a half-moon.”

“A half-moon?”

How could that be?! And not only was she alive, but Kevra had somehow managed to bring her here to this hiding place. Because this was undoubtedly no longer the small tableau on which she had fainted. Apparently, there was more to the princess than Yelo had originally thought.

Kevra nodded in confirmation.

“Kiala found this cave just below the peaks, and together we dragged you here. Fortunately, she snatched a mountain goat right at the beginning, so we had plenty of meat. But you had a heavy fever, and no herb from your bag seemed to help. Although they stopped the bleeding in your back, they didn’t help the fever. It wasn’t until Kiala came back three days ago with another herb the fever went down and you were out of the woods. It’s a miracle you’re still alive.”

“That’s right,” Yelo nodded, “and I’m grateful to the Goddess for that.” She listened within. “I still have a slight pain when I breathe. The knife must have hit the lung. I’m afraid it will be a while before I regain all my strength.”

Then she looked up and straight into the face of the princess. Deeply touched by Kevra’s actions and care, she took her hand and squeezed it gently.

“Thank you.”

Quickly, Kevra pulled her hand away and turned. She didn’t want to look into those silver eyes looking at her seriously, but full of gratitude. She suddenly felt helpless. She couldn’t handle Yelo’s soft side of at all. This Yelo was so different from the tough, determined and oh so arrogant Suvris! She knew how to deal with that one. But now? This new side of Yelo made her seem somehow vulnerable, almost human. And Kevra felt her heart opening up to this Yelo. Gruffly, she shook her head. What kind of thoughts were these! It was easier if she didn’t like her! With a wave of her hand, she wiped away Yelo’s thanks.

“It’s all right. If you hadn’t intercepted the knife, you wouldn’t be in this situation in the first place. I’d say we’re even.”

Her voice sounded colder than intended, and almost guiltily she noticed Yelo flinch.

Yelo silently regretted she had let herself get carried away with seeking physical contact with Kevra. Of course, nothing had changed. They both still hated each other just as much as before. Didn’t they?

Yelo heard a soft voice in her head. She thought she remembered it whispering softly in her ear, begging her to come back. Had she only dreamed this? And if not, had it really been Kevra?

Whatever it had been, she would probably never know.
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Another three quarters of a moon passed before Yelo was recovered enough for them to continue their journey. The mood between them was more than frosty and they discussed only the most necessary things. As soon as Yelo could get up, she left the cave as often as she could and did not return until dark. Together with Kiala, she had hunted another mountain goat. Kiala had then left to go hunting with her conspecifics.

When they finally left, both Yelo and Kevra were immensely relieved to be able to leave the confines of the cave forever. Summer was already drawing to a close and the air was noticeably cooler.

A small game trail led uphill and took them directly to the top. From there it was only a short distance until they passed the peaks and the mountains. Contrary to their initial fears, they had gone unnoticed.

They eventually turned southwest and Yelo hoped to stop at Reiwa. Provided the village had not been razed to the ground. They needed provisions and new clothes. Perhaps they could also purchase a sword for Kevra.

On the way, they encountered traces of trilljas everywhere. Whole forests had been cleared and the ground burned. What they did with all the wood was a mystery to Yelo.

It was barely two winters ago Yelo had last been in the area around Reiwa. But how much everything had changed here! On the rocky tableau where the small village had once been, a huge wooden fortress towered towards the sky. Around it were countless barracks for trilljas and their allies. Next to them were dozens of hutches for the Mancor. Reiwa had been turned into an army base. Yelo took a deep breath. Truly, the arm of Lokastron was long, if he had already posted his armies so far south.

From their sheltered vantage point, Kevra and Yelo watched as whole armies moved eastward into the mountains and over the pass. The war had already begun.

Kevra sensed the impending doom spreading in the air like the dust of the street kicked up by the thousands of feet.

“Do you think they have already reached Etrion?” Her voice trembled slightly as she looked at Yelo with a worried expression.

“I don’t know for sure, but I don’t think so. Whatever Lokastron is up to, Darklûn has a part to play. King Gusth has made his move. Now it’s up to us to respond.”

“Do you really think Lokastron is using King Gusth as a puppet?”

“I am convinced of it. I think it is not possible even for Lokastron with all his trilljas and all his black magic to subjugate all of Otheiá. It would be much easier for him if his puppet married you or the queen, thus legitimizing his rule. And then, if Gusth has an heir ...”

“Never in my life! I’d rather die than lie down with him.”

Disgusted, Kevra screwed up her face. Yelo smirked slightly at the vehement reaction.

“I assume he won’t care much if you or your mother lie down with him willingly. But I think he would prefer you to your mother precisely because he needs an heir. Once he has him, I wouldn’t be surprised if Lokastron got rid of the king afterwards and appointed himself guardian of the heir. He would thus rule over all Otheiá without fearing the opposition of the people. And in all this we have not even considered God Ischion. Once Lokastron has conquered all of Otheiá in the name of his God, the question arises as to what else Ischion would need him for. However, ...”

A thought had been tormenting her for a long time, but she had not found an answer yet.

“However?” Kevra looked at her expectantly.

“Oh, nothing! It’s just ... I’ve been wondering ...”

“Well spit it out already, Yelo! What are you wondering?”

“In all my previous encounters with trilljas, I’ve always had the impression they were concerned with the pure annihilation of humanity. If so, then I wonder why Lokastron is bothering to make alliances with humans. It doesn’t seem logical to me he would worry about how to get around human resistance when everything he does in the name of Ischion amounts to their destruction. It just doesn’t add up. There’s something I don’t see yet.”

Frustrated, Yelo pursed her mouth. Kevra had listened carefully to her words and was thinking. The question was a valid one. Her previous encounters with Lokastron’s armies had been limited, but all reports always spoke of complete destruction of entire villages and towns. And yet ...

“Don’t you think Lokastron, the trilljas and all the black mages have to eat and drink, too? Who is to till the fields if not the peasants? I think that’s why he’s looking for alliances. He can’t destroy all of humanity. Then he and his armies would starve. Or ...” Kevra paused as an idea began to form in her mind.

“Or?”

“Or he’s not as strong as everyone assumes, so he’ll seek out strong allies who have strong armies. What if he’s too weak?”

Yelo rolled Kevra’s words back and forth. What if he really was weak? What if he knew the prophecy and therefore mustered all his forces to subjugate Otheiá as quickly as possible?

Kevra watched as Yelo pondered. A veil settled over her eyes as she stared into the distance, apparently not seeing anything. She sighed inwardly. This had been their first real conversation in two moons, since the day Yelo had awakened. At first it had been easy for her, but with each passing day she found it harder to bear the silence between them. Yelo didn’t seem to mind. Probably she was glad not to have to exchange a word with her. As soon as they passed the mountains, Yelo seemed even more tense than usual. Her nightmares now came every night and woke Kevra up. During the day, she seemed to be constantly brooding over something. The steep crease between her eyebrows wouldn’t go away at all. She knew Yelo was concerned about how far the armies of Wramgar had spread. But until this moment, she had had no idea what that actually meant. Now, when she saw this huge base with thousands of soldiers, it sent shivers down her spine. This danger was neither abstract nor far away. It was real and threatened not only a few countries. Her country and those of her allies were also affected. Otheiá was affected. Her house had been chosen by the Goddess to keep the peace in Otheiá. But how badly she and her family had failed! This war would tear Otheiá apart. How could they have let it come to this?

Now she stood here, on the eve of her own demise, ashamed and despairing, wondering once and again if there was anything left which could stop this war. Or anyone?

Her eyes fell on Yelo, who was crouching beside her, brooding. The Suvris were from another time. A time when her house ruled over all of Otheiá, and prosperity and peace were ubiquitous. Kevra gazed at the tall figure, who nevertheless could be as lithe as a predatory cat. Yelo was filled with the power of Jolah. There was still hope. The Goddess had not abandoned her! She had sent Yelo to her. And slowly something like confidence sprouted in her heart. Yelo would surely find a way to stop Lokastron and her house would regain its former strength.

Yelo snapped her out of her thoughts as she slowly pulled Kevra from her vantage point back into the shade of the trees.

„We won’t have a chance to replenish our provisions or get warmer clothing here. But deep in the woods, not a half-moon away, there is a safe place. I hope we’ll find what we’re looking for there. In any case, however, we’ll find a suitable sword for you.“

“A warrior caste?”

Yelo nodded briefly.

“A group of warriors who had fought against Wramgar and kept them out of the mountains for a long time. Come, we must not linger here any longer.”

❖      

Yelo was glad to be back on familiar terrain. But how much everything had changed here, too! Everywhere, small squads of trilljas and mercenaries roamed the forests, looking for food and trees to cut down. It was almost impossible to advance unnoticed. Now it paid off she knew the area very well and they hardly lost any speed. When they finally got out of the base’s catchment area, it became easier. They only occasionally encountered smaller mercenary squads, which they were able to avoid without hindrance.

It was a risk to return to Merzon’s camp. Yelo had no idea whether it was still abandoned or had been occupied by enemy troops. More likely, the latter was the case. But they needed a decent rest without one of them standing guard. With any luck, the camp’s supplies had never been looted. As for provisions, she didn’t get her hopes up, they had certainly rotted long ago, but the camp’s stock had always been well-stocked with warm clothing, furs, boots, and weapons.

They skirted the camp in a wide arc and approached from the west. No column of smoke indicated it was inhabited. Was she really going to get lucky for once?

She motioned Kevra to wait in the shade of a kela bush and slipped away.

Kevra hated it when Yelo left her behind, thinking she was incapable of sneaking up. She had watched Yelo do it hundreds of times! How hard could it be! By now, she had been traveling with her for so long, you would think she would have learned a thing or two. But no, Yelo still treated her like a stubborn child who couldn’t find her own way! Admittedly, the last times she had found her way, she had almost been sold as a slave or stabbed. But after all, everyone made mistakes, right?! She waited a moment longer, thinking it was time to look around a bit herself. Kevra had just extricated herself from the bush when she felt a hand on her shoulder. Her heart instantly went into her boots, but before she could utter a scream, a hand placed itself over her mouth.

“It’s all right. It’s me. The camp is empty. Come,” Yelo whispered in her ear.

Annoyed, Kevra pushed her hand away and snapped:

“Do you always have to sneak up on me like that? Why can’t you just come up from the front normally like everyone else?”

Puzzled, Yelo looked at the princess, then smiled.

“I came up to you normally. Maybe if you paid a little more attention to your surroundings, you would have heard me. At the latest, when I stepped on that little twig over there.”

“I am paying attention to my surroundings!”

She got up and left Yelo standing there, who paused only briefly and then caught up with her.

Sitting in front of the small fireplace in the meeting hut this evening, Yelo thought of her time here. Before sunset, she had visited Merzon’s grave and paid her respects.

They had found everything they had needed in the small storage hut. To Kevra’s satisfaction, she had discovered boots which fit her like a glove, so she could get rid of the old ones. In addition to the boots, they had found two shirts and pants. The pants were too short for Yelo, but if she put them in her boots, it would work. In the weapons room, Kevra had picked up a sword and a bow. The blade of the sword needed some attention, however, as dark brown rust stains had already appeared in some places. Yelo had shown Kevra how to use the whetstone, and now the grinding sound echoed across the empty campground. The summer before last, there had been life here. Laughter had echoed across the square and had made this place a home. But now most of the camp’s inhabitants were dead and the laughter had died.

They would leave in the morning. Yelo did not want to linger here any longer. The camp now seemed like a graveyard to her. She pursued the plan of making her way to Fenyw, hoping this city had not fallen as well. There she would surely learn news about Darklûn and the rest of Otheiá. She needed information about whether and where the queen was being held captive.

Yelo very much hoped she was still alive. In the face of the coming war, the people needed her. Yelo could not imagine Kevra could fill the role of ruler, uniting Otheiá under one banner. Even if she had evolved since last winter. No, her hope rested on Queen Gevres. To free her was her primary goal. Gusth would turn his eyes north, expecting an attack. They, however, would come from the south. The king would not discover them until it was already too late for him. He would not see his doom coming! Yelo felt she had made the right decision. She turned her back to the fire and closed her eyes.
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Even from a distance, Yelo had seen the flag of Wramgar flying over the walls of Fenyw. Her first impulse was to turn back and give the city a wide berth. But her keen eyes had also perceived bustle. Countless merchants and caravans were passing through the city gates. Apparently, Lokastron wanted to use the port city as one of the most important transshipment points for goods and slaves. With Fenyw, he had secured another important strategic point. Fenyw was the only port of access to the ‘islands’. No other port of Otheiá was close enough to make such a journey from there. Yelo should have guessed Lokastron would not want to leave out the islands with their rich ore deposits. Nevertheless, he seemed to be concentrating his forces on conquering the mainland at the moment. The fact mercenaries were guarding the city gates told Yelo there were no trilljas within the city walls. With a little luck, it should be possible for them to enter the city. However, it was not without danger. Yelo had no idea to what extent their enemies knew of their presence or expected them. Both had agreed Kevra would travel under her name. The name was common enough it would not attract attention. However, she could be pretty sure they knew what they looked like at least since their last encounter at Khel Pass. Yelo dared not hope they would be able to enter Fenyw without being recognized. They needed a disguise and even better camouflage.

Slowly, Kevra and Yelo joined the queue of people waiting to enter the city. While Yelo feverishly considered how they could pass through the gates undetected, Kevra observed the colorful hustle and bustle around her.

People looked busy. Merchants were checking their goods and carts one last time. The caravans waited patiently until they were allowed to enter. Every now and then, the draft animals of the merchants’ carts clashed, and the loaded goods began to sway dangerously. But an experienced tug on the lead harness and the animals obeyed. Only a few moments later they were standing calmly in a row again.

Frantic shouts from the back of the queue reached her ears and Kevra turned. Far behind them, a mule had become agitated. Apparently, it was not used to the huge reduns standing quietly beside it on the road. It spooked and mounted. Kevra saw an old woman trying in vain to calm the animal. Her small cart, fully loaded with jars and pots, swayed considerably and tilted to one side. The pottery goods began to clatter dangerously. She would lose all her goods before she even reached the marketplace!

Kevra quickly jumped to the old woman’s aid and grabbed the halter of the mule. Yelo, who had also noticed the commotion at the end of those waiting, instantly followed and braced herself under the cart. Together they managed to prevent the cart from tipping over and to calm the animal. Touched, the old woman grasped Yelo’s and Kevra’s hands and thanked them. Her eyes were milky and Yelo guessed her age to be over eighty winters. What made her take this arduous journey to the market?

She gratefully accepted the offer to accompany her to the marketplace. Yelo took the opportunity and hid her swords. She pushed them deep under the pottery goods until she was sure they wouldn’t be discovered. Only the dagger she left hanging at her side. She didn’t want to walk around completely unarmed after all. Then she opened her hair to cover her pointed ears. Slightly bent, she also pulled her hood over her head. Now she looked like a man hunched over with age, at least as long as you didn’t look her in the face. Yelo didn’t know if the old woman noticed her demeanor; if she did, she didn’t comment on it. The ruse succeeded. The gatekeepers paid no attention to them and their cart and let them pass.

❖      

Fenyw was just as Yelo remembered it. Loud and dirty, hectic, colorful and bursting with life. And somehow fascinating. When they reached the market near the harbor, they said goodbye to the old woman.

Yelo had been to Fenyw twice so far. The last time with Laravin by her side. The thought of her caused a stab in her heart.

At that time, they were staying in a small inn near the harbour. It didn’t have many rooms, but it was clean and Laravin had trusted the innkeeper. This seemed the safest place to get information, and Yelo decided to seek out the innkeeper.

Kevra followed Yelo through the maze of alleys and the narrowness of the houses. The closer they got to the harbor, the more penetrating the stench of rotting fish, garbage and other things became. It took Kevra considerable effort not to wrinkle her nose. When they finally stopped in front of a small shabby door, she breathed a sigh of relief. By now, she preferred any smell to this stench.

When they entered the inn, they were met with raucous laughter. A couple of men in sailor’s clothing sat in the taproom, shouting crude jokes at each other. Behind the bar stood a sturdy woman who you could tell had her place under control. Kevra guessed she must have experienced fifty winters by now. Her brown, wavy hair was already streaked with countless gray strands. Yelo greeted the landlady like an old acquaintance. It seemed she had been here before. She had wondered how Yelo knew her way around town so well.

Kevra let her mind wander. She paid no attention to what Yelo, and the innkeeper were talking about. She was just tired, exhausted, and after such a long time, she longed to finally sleep in a bed again.

Yelo, noticing Kevra could barely stand upright from exhaustion, murmured softly to the landlady:

“Tiares, please show us to the room. Kevra seems exhausted and I too would like to finally feel clean and visit the bathhouse. After that, I would like to have an undisturbed word or two with you.”

“You’d better hurry! It won’t be long now, and then the inn will be full and the walls will have ears. The spies of Wramgar are everywhere these days. This is very annoying. No one can do business sensibly anymore! Even my own spies are now avoiding me for fear of being captured.”

“And that is precisely the information I so desperately need. But let us talk later. Before sunset, I’ll be back.”

The bathhouse, usually a reliable source of information and rumors, was deserted. Only two mercenaries, who shared the pool with Yelo and Kevra, were present besides them. It had taken Yelo some persuasion to get Kevra to join her in the public bathhouse. Her remark about the somewhat strong body odor the princess exuded had finally tipped the scales.

When Kevra stood naked in front of her, Yelo stared at her, stunned, her eyes widening. She felt a desire rising deep within her, spreading unchecked, with a steady throbbing, throughout her abdomen. Her own nipples hardened as Kevra slowly let herself slide into the water. Like a silky cloth, it delicately wrapped around her hips until, over her belly, it finally covered her shapely breasts. Yelo’s mouth was suddenly bone dry and she licked her lips. Why was it suddenly so stuffy in here? Her eyes lingered on Kevra’s breasts, gently swaying with the water. Oh no, not that too! She felt herself getting wet. This couldn’t be happening! For Goddess’s sake, this was Kevra, the spoiled, arrogant princess who had never missed an opportunity to make her life miserable!

And yet, she couldn’t help but continue to stare at this very woman. Not only her face, but her whole body was also beautiful! Inviting hips, round breasts and flawless skin. The heat rose up to her face and made her blush. Her stomach began to do somersaults and the throbbing desire in her abdomen did not subside. She broke out in a sweat and clasped her hands behind her back, afraid Kevra would notice her trembling.

Holy Goddess, this had to end! She ripped off her clothes and jumped headfirst into the water and sub-merged herself. The cool water dispelled the heat a  little, but when she saw the looks the mercenaries were giving Kevra, she felt anger rising to her own surprise. She urged Kevra to hurry up. Grimly, she looked at the two men who couldn’t take their eyes off Kevra. But the princess seemed completely unimpressed. How dare they stare at her like that! Yelo tried hard not to show how angry she was. She would have liked to smack the greedy grin off their faces. And Kevra seemed to be enjoying the whole thing too! It took her forever to soap up and then rinse off. Finally, Yelo couldn’t  stand it any longer and pulled the completely befuddled Kevra out of the pool. Faster than expected, they left the bathhouse. Only because she didn’t want any trouble, Yelo tried to convince herself. But deep down, Yelo couldn’t help but admit it was solely because she wanted Kevra for herself. Oh Jolah! This was a development    she certainly did not need at all! She quickly banished from her mind the image of naked Kevra with water running slowly down between her breasts, to the dark triangle between her legs. This was definitely not a path she should take. Not mentally, either. Especially not mentally!

Still, Yelo’s nerves were tense. With all her senses, she suddenly felt Kevra’s presence. Almost gratefully, she breathed a sigh of relief when Kevra finally announced she wanted to go to bed early.




❖    

“So Laravin has fallen.”

Yelo had been finishing her report for some time, but these were the first words Tiares spoke.

“You know, I’ve known her my whole life. But I had never seen her as happy as she was the last time you two were here. I ... I was fond of her!”

Tiare’s voice broke and she wiped her eyes. Only briefly did Yelo wonder if there had ever been anything there, between Laravin and her. But why did she wanted to know? To make sure Laravin had loved her alone? This was childish. Laravin had lived many winters. It would have been only right and good if she had not spent them alone. Surprised, she realized this thought did not hurt. On the contrary. She would be happy for her if Laravin had found some love and affection during her long life. It would also be nonsensical to be jealous of the past. But her thoughts had wandered. She needed information.

“Do you have news from Darklûn?” she asked the innkeeper frankly.

She had told Tiares nothing about the background of their journey, only she wanted to go to Darklûn with Kevra. The fewer people knew, the better for them. To her regret, Tiares shook her head.

“Not for two moons. Last I heard, King Gusth was getting married on the winter solstice. Whom, I cannot say. But everyone is beside themselves with excitement. Countless caravans and showmen are leaving the city for Jera.”

“Winter solstice? Why so late?”

“No one knows any details. Even about the bride nothing is known. It is rumored to be the heiress to the throne of Etrion, but who knows? My spies have seen neither her nor anyone else. I’m surprised Gusth even has time to think about a wedding. He’s so busy playing errand boy for Lokastron, you’d think he’d have other things to do than look for a wife. But what amazes me even more is the fact this is apparently done with Lokastron’s consent. Although Fenyw is held by Gusth’s army, it was Lokastron’s army who conquered the city. He had his trilljas deployed and after one or two houses were burned by Mancor, the city was voluntarily surrendered. It still seems like a miracle to us he left us alive. We have been wondering ever since what plans Lokastron might have for Fenyw. But as you can see, life goes on. Most don’t care about politics at all as long as they can work and make money.”

“Then you are happier than the inhabitants of Gens.”

“Gens? What’s the news from the capital? Since Fenyw fell into the hands of Wramgar, we hardly hear any news from the king. The rumors say he has abandoned Lynark this side of the mountains.”

“Not just this side of the mountains. The king is dead. Gens has fallen. All the inhabitants have been cut down.”

“The king is dead?”

Stunned, Tiares stared at Yelo. She couldn’t believe         it. Yelo nodded. A shiver of goose flesh ran down her   spine at the thought of that night. Tiares, noticing the reaction, put a hand on Yelo’s arm.

“What happened?”

Yelo briefly considered whether to tell Tiares the truth. Finally, she decided to do so. It was only right for     people to know what danger Lokastron posed.

“They came at night. Using dark magic, they attacked the palace and the city. But the most terrible thing was everyone who fell rose again a few moments later          and reinforced Lokastron’s army as undead. Thus,        their superiority grew with each fallen. It was a grue- some sight. You can’t imagine it. Those lifeless eyes...”

Yelo’s voice grew quieter and quieter until it was almost   a whisper.

“The king is one of them! The palace, Gens,” she looked Tiares in the eye, “they don’t exist anymore!”

“Oh, my Goddess! But how? The king ...?”

Shocked, Tiares stared at Yelo, who only nodded.     “Yelo,” she grabbed Yelo’s hand and squeezed it,          “this means no one can stop Lokastron’s army anymore. Oh Jolah! Otheiá will perish!”

Her fearful look stirred something in Yelo and she in turn squeezed Tiares’s hand.

“It is not time yet and with luck we are able to unite the remaining forces of Otheiá and face Wramgar! Have hope! Our time will come. Otheiá is not yet lost! But first we must go to Darklûn.”

Her encouraging words did not miss their effect. Tiares now looked a little more confident again.

“You are right. There is always hope.” Her look became thoughtful.

“What do you want in Darklûn? For the wedding, too, perhaps?”

“Something like that, yes.”

Tiara stumbled briefly at Yelo’s vague answer, but then her countenance brightened with amusement.

“How well can you sing?”

“Huh? Sing? Um...” Irritated, Yelo looked at Tiares. Had she heard wrong? What did singing have to do with her question? She shook her head.

“Not at all. Why do you ask?”

Tiares laughed when she saw Yelo’s irritated, almost desperate look.

“Well, you want to go to Darklûn, and I happen to know in two days a caravan will leave for Darklûn. It’s transporting slaves and wood.”

At the thought of a slave caravan, Yelo pursed her mouth in disgust. Tiares quickly raised her hand.

“I know, I know. No one likes to travel in such company. But there will be an acting troupe traveling with this caravan. They want to go to the wedding festivities. The leader of the troupe owes me a favor. What do you think? Should I call it in?”

Yelo pondered. Traveling alone with the slave caravan was too dangerous, but within the acting troupe should be fine. As long as no one knew her real destination, it was the perfect cover. But she would definitely not sing! The decision was made, and she nodded to Tiares.

“Agreed. But no one must know our actual names or destination! And no one will sing either. Tell them anything else, as long as I don’t have to sing!”

Tiares put a hand on Yelo’s shoulder.

“Don’t worry. I’ll just say you’re storytellers.”

“Much better than a singer!” Yelo laughed in relief.

“Yeah yeah, alright!”

Laughing, Tiares went to the kitchen and returned a little later with a mug of beer, bread, ham, and some cheese. Gratefully, Yelo reached for it. She still had two days, before they would leave.

❖      

“She did what?“

Kevra’s voice overturned, hurting Yelo’s ears.

“How dare she! You’ve got to be kidding me! Never! Over my dead body!”

Undeterred, Kevra paced back and forth in her         room. Her hands clenched into fists; she looked as if she would pounce on Yelo at any moment. She was shaking all over. Yelo watched her reaction with increasing irritation. Sure, she would also prefer something else, but things were the way they were. There was absolutely no point in getting upset about it, as long  as they got to Jera safely and unnoticed.

Thinking about her own first reaction, however, she      had to admit it had turned out similar to Kevra’s. Uncomprehending, Tiares had looked at her, not understanding why Yelo was so upset.

“I don’t even know What’s wrong with you. Husera is         a bit old-fashioned, and she wouldn’t have taken you      like that, despite the favor she owes me!”

“But married, of all things? Tiares, honestly! I love my independence!”

“After all, you’re not really supposed to marry her. You’re just pretending during the trip, that’s all. And look at it this way: if everyone thinks you’re married, you don’t have to worry about awkward questions or fending off unfair offers. Sorry, but you’re both just too good looking for this not to happen and Husera definitely doesn’t want any incidents. When she heard two women wanted to travel with her, she flatly refused. It wasn’t until I told her you two were married, she was persuaded.”

Yelo stared through Tiares. This was not good. Really not good. But what was she supposed to do?

“If it’s really the only option.” She was not sure. “It shouldn’t be too difficult, I guess. But ...” Yelo contorted her face painfully.

“But what?”

“I was just thinking about how Kevra will take the news. I’d rather fight a horde of trilljas.”

Yelo’s uncertainty was not feigned, but Tiares did not seem to take her seriously.

“Oh, come on, it won’t be that bad. You guys get along well, and looking at that girl, there really are worse things than playing her wife for a few moons, aren’t there?”

She had no idea! Yelo shifted uneasily in her chair as Tiares nudged her amicably in the side.

“And with the looks she gives you sometimes, I hardly think she’d mind if the game turned serious.”

“Tiares, really!” Yelo’s cheeks turned red.

“What? It’s not that far-fetched.”

The image of two shapely breasts, flattered by cool water until they slowly disappeared under the surface of the water, formed in Yelo’s mind. Her heartbeat accelerated briefly before she could push the thought aside. Her throat was dry, and she swallowed several times.

“I think you are mistaken.”

“Well then ... this might get a little awkward, which I still have to tell you ...”

That Tiares was suddenly so meek made Yelo look up.

“What is it? Come on, out with it!”

“Well, the thing is this. You ... well ... you’re newly in love and you just got married. That’s why I was able to convince Husera you don’t have eyes for anyone but the two of you.”

With her head bowed, she disappeared into the kitchen in a flash.

It took a few blinks for Yelo to grasp the meaning of the words.

“We’re ... what?!”

She took a deep breath and exhaled again.

“Oh ...!”

And then again.

“Oh!”

❖      

“No way! You can absolutely forget it! Don’t think I’m playing your loving wife who pines for you all day long! I’d rather die! After all, I am the heiress to the throne of Etrion, not some runaway, love-struck strumpet!”

Kevra’s face was reddened as she stopped in front of Yelo, angrily glaring at her.

Yelo looked into her face. Outwardly calm, she had let the storm wash over her. But deep inside she was seething. Kevra seriously still thought of herself as something better! That she found the thought of a marriage with her so absurd, hurt Yelo a little, but she would not admit this.

Besides, it had not been her idea. She had been as surprised as Kevra. After all, she had come to terms with it, because it was her only way to get to Darklûn unnoticed. Surely, she could expect the same from ‘Her Highness’! Annoyed, she grabbed Kevra’s arm and pulled her towards her.

Kevra’s eyes widened in fright as she stared into Yelo’s face, who leaned down to her. Yelo’s eyes gleamed almost black. Would she kiss her now? She wouldn’t dare! Would she? Kevra held her breath and closed her eyes. She leaned forward slightly, but Yelo’s voice was like ice as her lips stopped just short of Kevra’s mouth.

“Don’t think you would even remotely fit my image of a wife! But as things are, we have no choice. You will come to terms with it, as will I, or we will never get to Darklûn in time!”

Her words hit Kevra’s slightly parted lips like a cold gust of wind, then her footsteps moved away.

Kevra’s eyes snapped open. Stunned, she stared after Yelo. How dare she! Angrily, she grabbed the water jug, which stood on the table, and hurled it full force at the door Yelo had just closed behind her. Who did she think she was? She would never throw herself at someone like Yelo! But even as she waited for her breathing to calm down again, she realized she had done just that. She only hoped Yelo hadn’t noticed. Kevra sighed irritated and then once again very deeply. She shook her head vigorously! No never! She wasn’t the least bit interested in her. No matter what this pointed ear thought! Nevertheless, she was hurt. Not only because of what Yelo had said and done, or not done, but also because of the way she had said it. Her voice had sounded quite harsh and contemptuous. As if Kevra wasn’t worthy of being her wife. And she hadn’t kissed her! Which hurt the most, because although it was hard for her to admit it, she had longed for it. At least for this moment. Just for this moment! She didn’t really want to ...? Oh Goddess! Stunned, she sank onto the bed and buried her face in her hands. She had never thought her journey would take such turns. But they were already so close!

She could not and should not risk her mother’s life just because she did not want to or could not play along with the charade. But Yelo, of all people? Why, oh Jolah?!

The memory of Yelo’s naked skin and her clearly defined muscles came to her mind. How firm they had felt under her hands! Annoyed, she shook her head as if she could banish the thought. No, no, no! Just because Yelo had a beautiful body - yes, admittedly a stunningly beautiful body - Kevra would not forget how arrogant and full of herself she was! Besides, it was totally natural for her to be attracted to an attractive body. So, her reaction was purely physical. That was the only reason she had wanted Yelo to kiss her. But since she didn’t want to ... she could have anyone; she was a princess after all! Satisfied she had found an explanation for the emotional chaos inside her, she gently slapped her thighs with her hands and stood up.

For her mother’s sake, she would play this game. She only hoped she wouldn’t regret it. But something deep inside her told her this would be exactly the case.
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Husera’s acting troupe consisted of ten men and twelve women, ranging in age from twenty to seventy winters. Husera welcomed them into her small wagon, which served as both a traveling vehicle and a place to sleep.

As they both entered, she pointed to two seat cushions on which Kevra and Yelo settled.

Yelo looked around. The room was small. Barely three steps long and two steps wide. Countless costumes      hung on the walls. Their bright colors lent something exotic to the rather drab carriage interior. Small bottles and earthenware pots were stacked on tiny shelves. A mat lay rolled up in the corner. Husera’s age was hard to guess. Her face was smooth and barely drawn except for the small wrinkles around her mouth. Still, the wise eyes revealed she must have been through quite a bit. She sat on a large crate, her hands resting on a small table. Husera eyed Kevra and Yelo extensively before speaking:

“So; you want to go to Jera? Please, don’t get me wrong, but there really are better places than Darklûn for a honeymoon. However, I don’t care about that. I just don’t want any trouble here. Do you understand?”

When they both nodded, she continued:

“You’ll get the wagon of one of my people. She has left the troupe to settle here in Fenyw. You will take care of the animal and the wagon. Keeping it clean is important.

The wagon is small, but that shouldn’t be a problem for you two, should it? Sleep is not exactly what you two are looking for, huh?” She grinned suggestively.

“I don’t think–”

Yelo interrupted Kevra with a nudge in the ribs.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine, thank you very much!”

She tilted her head.

Husera’s displeased gaze fell on her swords, their hilts protruding behind her back.

“I don’t think such heavy armament is necessary as long as you travel with us. I have already paid the caravan leader. He and his men will see to our safety.”

Yelo kept to herself what kind of security she thought slavers provided, and it was exactly this kind of ‘security’ she wanted to avoid at all costs. But perhaps Husera was right, and they would attract less attention if they conformed to their troupe in pure appearance as well.  It was hard enough as it was for Yelo not to stand out due to her sheer height.

“I’ll take them off as soon as we join the caravan. Don’t worry.”

“Then We’ve got everything settled!” With a light clap of his hands, Husera stood up. “Come, I’ll show you to your wagon.”

Yelo and Kevra trotted after her as she left the wagon and led them to the others.

“Listen up, these are our new companions, Yelo and Kevra. They’ll be joining us as far as Jera. Although,”     she cast a mischievous sideways glance at them, “we won’t see much of them. All I’m saying is, newlyweds!”

As the others cheered, both Yelo and Kevra blushed.

“Ah, to be in love again ...” Husera sighed dramati-     cally. She winked at both of them and grinned. Turning back to her troupe she continued:

“Anyway, please be nice and show them around. They    get the car from Lires.”

Yelo and Kevra shook numerous hands and received a friendly pat or two on the back.

When they finally reached the wagon, Yelo was    surprised at how small it was inside. They would just     find room to sleep in it. She heard Kevra sigh softly beside her and thought she heard a murmur.

“Only two moons, only two moons ...”

Looking to her, Kevra’s gaze was fixed straight ahead  into the wagon’s interior.

They would leave at sunrise and meet up with the caravan camped outside the city.

❖      

Kevra’s worst premonitions were confirmed. Immediately after Yelo told her they would travel in the company of a slave caravan; she was overcome by an oppressive feeling of fear. Too vivid were the memories of hunger and confinement, the feeling of being at the mercy of others. Even when Yelo assured her they were traveling within an acting troupe, the feeling would not subside.

And now she saw herself again exposed to these looks, which examined her taxingly.

Husera, the leader of the acting troupe, had welcomed them warmly, but expected them to make themselves useful in their daily work as well. Kevra’s job was to water the draft animals at every rest stop. If there was no watering trough, she had to bring them the water in two buckets. Not a hard job, even if she had to walk back and forth several times. But the fact the path led through the entire camp was more than unpleasant for her. The armed slave traders were rude, uncouth fellows who never missed an opportunity to shout lewd remarks at Kevra. She was smart enough to avoid them in the evenings.

The first night together with Yelo in her wagon had been terrible. They had retired early, glad to have escaped the expectant stares of the others. Space on the floor was more than tight. Their mats just barely fit side by side. It was so tight they lay pressed close together. Kevra desperately tried to find a position in which she wouldn’t touch Yelo. But that was impossible. No matter what position she chose, she always ended up touching the other woman. Yelo’s body spread a heat which seeped into her own. Kevra was hot. She didn’t know what to do. But Yelo also seemed more than uncomfortable. She lay frozen on her back and didn’t move once until dawn. Neither of them found sleep that night. In the morning they stared at each other with tired eyes. They couldn’t go on like this. In the end, they needed their strength.

After that night, Yelo had taken to leaving the wagon as soon as everyone was asleep and finding a place somewhere outside. She returned at sunrise, so none of the others noticed.

Although Kevra now had more space to sleep, she missed the by now familiar feeling of safety when Yelo was with her. But she would rather have died than admit that!

Yelo was more than satisfied with the sleeping arrangement. It was beneficial for her inner peace and at least provided her with undisturbed sleep. The first night together in the wagon had been terrible. Kevra had tossed and turned, her own heart had not stopped racing for a moment, and she had an irrational fear Kevra would hear it. Lying so close to her was not something she should entertain right now. The temptation to reach out and touch her was just too great. Yelo shook her head. There was no use in getting lost in daydreams. She knew what she felt. Desire. But the princess, of all people! How on earth had this happened? Especially, when Kevra hated her so deeply. Had she just been single for too long? Maybe she just needed a little distraction. That was it. For sure. But she wouldn’t find any distraction here for the next few moons. Not if she had to pretend to the others they were newly in love. Oh Jolah! In despair, Yelo stared up at the starry night sky. She fervently hoped and prayed this bout of desire would pass. She needed a clear head. And it really wasn’t helpful to have the image of the naked princess constantly before her eyes!





❖      

They had now been traveling together with the caravan for a quarter of a moon.

Kevra had quickly made friends with one of the women from the acting troupe. Just like Kevra, Sâedri had a weakness for beautiful dresses, of which she carried countless for her performances. They both spent their evenings trying on the numerous costumes. Kevra enjoyed finally wearing a dress again instead of the rough, coarse pants on her body. And soon she moved on to wearing the dresses during the day as well. She ignored Yelo’s sullen look. Just because she didn’t like dresses, she wasn’t going to let her spoil her fun!

Yelo had no choice but to watch. Again and again, she caught the covetous glances which were thrown at Kevra. Since she had started wearing dresses instead of pants, some of the guards were always loitering near her. It deeply annoyed her Kevra was apparently blind to the effect she had on others in these costumes! For herself, the sight kept taking her breath away. It was really hard to banish any thought of naked Kevra from her mind when she appeared every day wearing a different stunning dress which really left nothing to the imagination. Most of all, however, she was annoyed Kevra was flirting with the armed men. How could she be so reckless? This would cause problems one day and then she would have to make her claim to her ‘wife’ clear to the armed slavers as well. She kept inculcating Kevra not to go through the camp alone. They couldn’t afford any incidents now!

Barely a half-moon had passed when the mood between them exploded. Kevra left her friend’s wagon in a new costume dress which barely covered her. The narrow straps only half covered her breasts and ended in a scrap of fabric that went just above her knee. Yelo’s breath caught in her throat. When she noticed the looks of the other men and women greedily conquering Kevra’s body, her nerves got the better of her. She grabbed Kevra’s wrist and dragged her to their shared wagon. Kevra fought back as hard as she could, but she was no match for Yelo’s iron-hard grip.

The others from the troupe obviously watched this spectacle with interest. Some of them smiled at each other.

“Ah, trouble in paradise already!”

“Who wants to share?”

The words reached Yelo’s ear before she closed the wagon door behind her. Her voice was heated as she chided the completely befuddled Kevra.

“You’re not going to wear that. You’re going to put on something else!”

“Something else? Why?”

Kevra had no clue what Yelo was so upset about. Surely not the dress! She felt wonderful in it.

“How about something which covers your body a little more!”

Yelo was outraged. How dare she pretend not to know what effect she had on others in that outfit!

Kevra freed her hand from Yelo’s grasp and snapped at her.

“It’s hot and I’m going to wear this dress whether you like it or not!” she yelled. “For that matter, I don’t see what business it would be of yours either.”

Kevra’s temper boiled over. How dare she tell her what to wear! This was decidedly going too far!

“This dress is just an invitation!” Yelo couldn’t believe she was being so stubborn. Didn’t she see the danger she was putting herself in?

“You look like a harlot! Don’t be surprised if one of our fellow travelers gets the idea, he can have you and puts his idea into action right away!”

She had talked herself into a frenzy. Kevra’s defiant look told her she would not yield a step.

“This is also something which is none of your business!”

With her mouth open, Yelo stared at Kevra. How could she be so blind? She was endangering the entire trip! The point was not to attract attention. Yelo stared angrily at the stubborn princess until she finally gave up. Very well! If she really wanted it that way!

“Fine!”, Yelo hissed, yanked open the door and stomped out of the wagon. Let Ms. ‘Highness’ see how far she got with her little dress, then. This time she would not come to her rescue. Such a stubborn woman!

“Fine!”, Kevra called after her, but Yelo didn’t give her another glance.

The day was hot and Kevra didn’t think of exchanging the breezy piece of cloth for the warm pants. Yelo was just trying to spoil her fun. If she really wanted to, Yelo could go ahead and sweat in her thick pants, but it wouldn’t happen to her! The narrow straps of her dress let enough air to her skin she didn’t feel so constricted. She didn’t care her cleavage slipped lower and lower, nor did she waste a thought on the looks she was attracting. To her fellow travelers, she was a married woman. The thought gave her confidence and a sense of security. No one would dare attack her.

In the afternoon, one of the reduns began to go lame, forcing everyone to make camp early. They found a suitable spot on the shore of a small lake fed by an underground spring. Yelo unhitched the draft horses and Kevra took them to the lake for watering. Her mood was cheerful, and she enjoyed the cool water. While the animals drank, she went a little deeper into the lake and dived in. The water cooled her skin, which had been heated by the sun. When she left the lake again, the wet dress stuck to her body like a second skin. Kevra looked down at herself and noticed the light fabric was almost transparent and gave an unobstructed view of her breasts. Yelo’s warning still ringing in her ears, she looked around uncertainly and only now noticed the three slave drivers who had apparently also watered their horses and were now staring at her covetously. Their eyes roamed over her body and stopped at her breasts. Instinctively, Kevra crossed her arms as one of the men stripped off his top and approached Kevra half-naked. With two or three steps he was with her. Before Kevra realized what was happening to her, he had put one arm around her waist and the other hand on her chest. Surprised, she cried out. But he pressed a hand over her mouth in a flash and stifled her scream. His breath was hot as he whispered in her ear:

“Well now, who’s going to be so jumpy here. It’s just the two of us and my two comrades. What do you say the four of us pass the time a little? Huh?“

Slowly, he let his tongue slide down Kevra’s ear to her earlobe. Kevra squirmed inwardly in disgust. She tried to free herself from his grasp, but it was futile. His comrades were already standing around her, grinning expectantly. Kevra scolded herself. How could she have been so careless? Why hadn’t she noticed the three of them? She looked around, but no one paid them any attention. She was alone! Kevra pushed herself off with both legs and squirmed. She hoped to escape his grip, but instead she was lifted up and taken out of sight of the camp. She was roughly thrown to the ground next to some smaller bushes. Now she was no longer visible from the camp. Desperately she turned her head back and forth to shake off the hand which was pressed on her nose and mouth. But the more she wriggled and moved, the stronger the pressure became.

“There now, such a little wildcat. Look at her. We’re sure to have our fun with her. Come on guys, take an arm and a leg each, so she doesn’t claw out my eyes.”

He turned to his comrades, who immediately obeyed. Their raucous laughter pierced Kevra’s marrow. Fear paralyzed her and robbed her of any clear thought.

Yelo, still angry, had meanwhile unhitched all the other draft horses. Where was Kevra? The last time she had seen her was when she had gone down to the lake with the first horses. But she should have been back long ago. Alarmed, Yelo searched the lakeshore with her eyes. But there was no one on the shore except the horses. Where was she? Inwardly, she cursed her anger at the princess who had made her let Kevra out of her sight.

She drew her dagger and hurried to the shore of the small lake.

Panic spread through Kevra. She could hardly breathe, so forcefully did the man press his hand on her mouth and nose. He straightened up slightly and fiddled with his pants, eyes sliding greedily over her body. When he finally forced her legs apart with his sheer weight, tears welled up in Kevra’s eyes. She waited for the pressure of his member seeking entrance, but it did not come. Instead, the blade of a dagger suddenly flashed at his throat. Completely surprised, he let out a scream and let go of her. Yelo stood bent over him, clutching the dagger whose blade was at her tormentor’s throat. Kevra, finally able to breathe again, blinked away her tears and watched, completely frozen, as the knife flashed in the bright sunlight. A small, red trickle made its way through dark stubble. Wide-eyed, Kevra watched Yelo clench her teeth and fight for self-control.

“I get the impression the lady would rather be somewhere else!”

“What business is it of yours?”

More surprised than scared the man stared at Yelo but didn’t dare to move for fear Yelo’s blade would cut deeper into his flesh. The other two, still holding Kevra, loosened their grip around Kevra’s limb and glared at the tall woman. They didn’t dare attack her for fear something might happen to their comrade.

“Come on, she’s enough for the four of us too. You may start too!”

The man she held the blade to was obviously still hoping to persuade Yelo.

“I don’t think she’s enough for the four of us. She’s mine and no one else’s!”

Yelo’s voice was icy, and her gaze determined.

“I don’t belong to–” Kevra began but fell silent under Yelo’s warning gaze.

“All right, you can have her first. I’m the last person to deny anyone their fun. But when you’re done with her, we can have her! After all, she wants it. Didn’t you see her offer herself?”

The men looked at Yelo almost pleadingly. She had to put an end to this once and for all. The journey was still long, and she could not continue to have incidents like this. Better if the men didn’t get any more ideas in the first place.

“I don’t think you can have her, because she is my wife! And I don’t like to share. Got it?” Her voice was now absolutely calm, but with a threatening undertone.

The men looked at each other briefly. One shrugged his shoulders.

“Well then. We couldn’t have known.”

One of his comrades added:

“She’s such a pretty thing, and she was jumping around here. Half-naked. We thought maybe she was looking for a little attention. I’m sure you understand.”

Hesitantly, they let go of Kevra, who immediately jumped up and literally exploded. Clenching her hands into fists, she screamed at the men:

“How dare you! You don’t know who I am! I’ll have you flogged as soon as–”

“Enough!”

Yelo’s voice cut through the fog of hatred and outrage, instantly silencing her. She grabbed Kevra’s hand and pulled her behind. As soon as they were out of sight, Yelo stopped and turned to Kevra.

“In the future, you will wear what I say. And don’t think I’m about something as childish as ruling over you. We have a job to do, in case You’ve already forgotten. Our goal is to get to Darklûn safely and INCONSPICUOUSLY. You will act like a married woman. Like my wife! Is that clear? We cannot have any more incidents of this kind!”

Her voice sounded as hard as steel and sent shivers down Kevra’s spine. She gasped for air. What she had just experienced and how narrowly she had escaped the threat of rape had cut her to the core. She was so incredibly angry and upset. Her nerves vibrated with tension, and it burst out of her:

“What are you thinking? How dare you speak to me like that! I’ve had enough of this charade! We are not married! Not even in your dreams–”

Yelo interrupted her sharply:

“Save your indignation! If you had listened to me this morning, I wouldn’t have been forced to assert my claim on you. If there is even the slightest doubt in their minds you are my wife, nothing will stand between them and you except my sword. Have I made myself clear? Next time I may not be there in time!”

Kevra bit her tongue. Yelo was right, even if it was hard for her to admit it. Once again! The fighting spirit left her abruptly and she was just exhausted. She nodded her agreement and allowed Yelo to take her hand. Hand in hand, they strolled back to camp. Kevra smiled grimly. The farce could begin. And she would do everything to make it as difficult as possible for Yelo.
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They had been on the road for almost one and a half-moon. A little more than half of the way lay behind them. Soon they would reach Darklûn. The landscape had changed. The forests were receding more and more, giving way to wide grassy plains. It would not be long before they too would disappear and be replaced by hot sand and scree. Darklûn was nothing but a hot sandy desert, characterized in the west by barren rocks which rose abruptly into the sky. Only in the very south was there a band of green which ventured into this wasteland. This was the river Wres, along whose banks stubbornly clung small strips of forest. The river stretched from Lynark almost to Jera, the capital of Darklûn.

Yelo assumed they would follow it as long as they could. She guessed it would take them at least another moon to reach the capital.

Her fellow travelers were in high spirits. Today was Tachlea, the festival in honor of Jolah. People all over Otheiá were offering small gifts to the Goddess today, thanking her for the bountiful harvest. They would not be traveling today and had set up camp near the riverbank. After the incident at the lake, the acting troupe kept a bit away from the armed guards, at the edge of the caravan. There they camped together with the other traders who had joined the trek. For the people and animals, this respite was just what they needed. Fires were lit everywhere, and prayers were said. Around noon, there was a delicious smell from the many campfires. The many delicacies, which already smelled so tempting, were to be eaten together in the evening.

Yelo felt the excitement spreading like a wave among the people. She was not spared either. Last time she had celebrated Tachlea she was still a child. Fretiz had played and everyone had sung along. Stories had been told and dancing had continued into the morning. Along with the other children, she had hidden under the long tables which bent under the weight of the many delicacies and listened to the adults.

The memory of her village still hurt. Like little pinpricks, she felt the loss of each one. She had not forgotten her vow. It had led her this far. Yelo looked across the glittering ribbon of the river. ‘I’m on the way, Ghane. On the right one.’

Husera and her troupe of actors were going to perform a play tonight, and everyone was anxious. Voices came from every corner, carefully repeating the passages they were going to perform tonight.

Even Sâedri did not have time and Kevra did not know what to do. She was terribly bored. Lonely, she sat on the small wooden staircase leading into her wagon and watched the excited hustle and bustle. Her eyes roamed over the people who had become her family in the last few moons, and finally landed on the glittering surface of the river, where the sun’s rays broke in all the colors of the rainbow. Autumn had arrived and she was enjoying the few days when the sun could once again assert itself. She wondered if her mother could see the sun too. Not much longer and they would arrive in Jera. Kevra fervently hoped her mother was still alive and they were not too late. She had been gone for almost eight moons now and Kevra had never been separated from her for so long. She missed her laughter and her warmth. Hopefully she was unharmed, and she would be able to hold her again soon. Yelo seemed convinced of it. Even if she hadn’t told her yet how she was going to free the queen. When she thought about how naive she had been in early summer! She would never have imagined the whole undertaking was so often on the brink, even she would be in mortal danger! And she had had no idea how bad things really were for Otheiá. They were too isolated in Etrion. Her ancestors had been concerned about the well-being of Otheiá. She, however, had not even had an idea of the threat until recently! Without Yelo she would not have gotten beyond Aeron, that much was certain.

Kevra frowned at the thought of her. Even after so long they had been traveling together, she had no idea who Yelo actually was. What was going on inside her, what she was thinking, or what she was dreaming about. When dealing with others, Yelo always seemed controlled and calm. Towards her, however, she could not show this calmness. Kevra never seemed to be able to please her. Only once had she seen her from a different side. Back then, when she had intercepted the dagger which had actually been meant for her. There she had seemed vulnerable for the first time, in contrast to her usual appearance. Kevra never ceased to wonder how someone could be so tall and move so lithely at the same time. A smile stole onto her face. Yelo was free. A free spirit despite being in her service. Quite the opposite of her. Kevra felt trapped. Loaded with the burden of succession and what was expected of her. Sometimes she caught herself wanting to be someone else. Only responsible for herself and free to make her own decisions. Just like Yelo.

She looked out over the wide shore, covered with countless small pebbles. Above the shore, her fellow travelers had begun piling wood for a large campfire. Tonight, it would keep them warm during the festivities. Kevra had never celebrated Tachlea outside the palace. In the palace, there was always a banquet in honor of the Goddess, and her mother distributed alms to those whose harvest had not been so successful. At the time, it had not occurred to her it was precisely these alms which got many people through the winter.

Her gaze drifted back to the people busily milling about. Everyone seemed busy somehow. The excited hustle and bustle around her was almost contagious.

Yelo had not lasted long in the camp and had disappeared into the surrounding woods. She would probably meet up with Kiala. The dekal had been following them at some distance for some time. Yelo had explained Kiala would attract too much attention if she traveled with them. Kevra briefly regretted not accompanying Yelo. She didn’t like to admit it, but she missed Kiala’s calm manner and her wise look.

Kevra tossed and turned restlessly. She could no longer just watch.

When Yelo returned from the forest, her eyes involuntarily sought Kevra immediately. But what she saw made her pause and doubt her sanity.

The door of her wagon was open and on the small step Kevra was squatting, her upper body still half          inside. Next to her, also on the step, was a bucket of water. Her upper body moved back and forth jerkily, her right hand with the brush dipping into the bucket again and again.

Yelo stared over at her. Never in her life would she forget this sight: the princess sitting on her knees scrubbing her carriage. No one would believe her! Yelo wasn’t so sure Kevra even knew what she was doing. As Yelo approached her, she straightened up and held her back. Her shirt was rolled up to her elbows, her forearms reddened from the cold river water. Satisfied, she looked into the wagon and stood up. Turning around, she caught sight of Yelo staring at her, stunned. It almost seemed   as if she had seen a ghost. Then it dawned on her.

“It just wasn’t bearable in there anymore.”

With a look as if it were the most normal thing in          the world, she reached for the bucket. But just as she was about to climb down, she slipped on the small pool of water which had formed around the bucket and fell   right on top of Yelo. The latter was able to spread her arms just in time before both Kevra and the full bucket of dirty water landed on her. Yelo, who was lying on her back, looked into Kevra’s confused face as she lay on top of her. Over Kevra’s shoulders and out of her hair slowly but steadily dripped the dirty water which had poured down her back and ran directly into Yelo’s face.

When Kevra noticed Yelo’s stunned look, she couldn’t help it. The corners of her mouth twitched, and she     burst out laughing. It didn’t take long for Yelo to join in the laughter.

The others in her group quickly took notice of her laughter. When they saw the two of them lying on           the ground soaking wet in a black broth, they too couldn’t help but laugh along.

Yelo, still laughing, felt the water slowly making its       way through her jerkin, pants and shirt. She cleared her throat.

“Would you please ...?”

She pushed Kevra away a little.

“Ah, yes, of course.”

Kevra quickly stood up and offered Yelo her hand, which she gratefully accepted.

When they were both finally on their feet and looking      at each other, they began to giggle again. They were soaked to the skin.

“Looks like we’re going for another swim today.”

“I’m just glad it’s not that cold today. Our clothes should dry quickly.”

With these words, they walked down to the river together. Yelo enjoyed Kevra’s impartiality and her good mood. Kevra kept looking over at her and started to giggle. Yelo grinned back. For the very first time, the mood between them was relaxed. No princess who attached importance to her rank. But simply two women having a good time together.

Kevra also enjoyed the goofy Yelo, who started grinning every few steps. She had never seen this relaxed           and laid-back side to Yelo before. Kevra felt at ease, just as if they were friends. It was as if a fresh breeze had blown away the tense mood of the last few days.




❖      

Yelo set up in bed when Kevra entered the room. She quickly pulled the blanket up to her chin to cover her body. As Kevra sat down, her eyes gleamed darkly with desire. Slowly she leaned down to Yelo until their lips touched. At first it was just a gentle touch, like a soft breath. Yelo involuntarily released a soft moan into Kevra’s mouth. Kevra, acknowledging Yelo’s reaction with a soft smile, felt desire rising inside her. She wanted Yelo! Hard she pressed her mouth on Yelo’s soft lips. Her demanding tongue coveted entrance, which Yelo was only too happy to grant her. When their tongues finally touched, a tingling sensation spread through Yelo’s body. Unbridled desire tightened her throat and took her breath away. Her trembling hands grabbed Kevra’s shoulders and pulled her down. Pure heat flooded Yelo’s body all the way up to the tips of her hair. Her breathing quickened. She leaned back and pulled Kevra with her. A small voice in her head wondered why Kevra, of all people, wanted her. But when she felt the princess’ body on top of her, all doubt disappeared. Finally, she had Kevra in her arms! She stroked along Kevra’s back, but it was not enough. Just as she put her arms around the princess to hold her even tighter, Kevra broke the kiss and straightened up. Yelo grumbled unwillingly, but Kevra gently placed a finger on her lips. She bent over her and with a jerk pulled away the disturbing bedspread between them.

“I want to feel all of you!”

Kevra’s voice was hoarse, and her searing gaze sent a shiver of excitement down Yelo’s spine. Slowly she pulled Kevra, who was suddenly naked, down to her.

Yelo suddenly opened her eyes! Panting heavily, she needed several breaths before she knew where she was.

Kevra’s head was on her shoulder, her left arm half resting on Yelo’s stomach. Somehow, they must have turned to each other in their sleep.

Inside, Yelo scolded herself for falling asleep. It had simply gotten too late, and the wine had done the rest.

Yelo blushed at the thought of last night. Her ears burned all the way up to the tips and she was glad no one saw her.

Yet it had all started so harmlessly! They had bathed in the cold river and washed their clothes. When their clothes had dried, it had already been evening and the first fires had lit up the sky.

Husera’s troupe had presented the story of Jolah’s battle against Ischion in a unique spectacle. The audience was delighted and gave a lot of applause. Afterwards they had eaten and drunk extensively. Even Yelo, who usually avoided wine, had emptied a cup or two.

After stories had been told and everyone had eaten and drunk their fill, the musical instruments were brought out to play for the dance. Until then, everything had been fine. But Yelo had completely forgotten one tradition about Tachlea.

When Yelo noticed the expectant looks of Husera and the others, she became uncertain.

“What is it? Why are you looking like at me that?”

Kevra, too, sensed something was expected of her. She just didn’t have the slightest clue what it was.

“Come on, you two. Don’t be so coy. You know it’s tradition at Tachlea for all newly married couples to open the dance. Since you are the only two who got married this summer, the honor is yours. Now, let’s go!”

Yelo’s senses were a little foggy from the wine and she still couldn’t quite follow.

“But Husera, I can’t dance, honestly! I’ve never–”

She didn’t get to finish her sentence. Instead, she was pushed out by the others to the open space which served as a dance floor, and the same happened to Kevra.

Yelo blushed to the tips of her hair and her knees buckled. Everyone looked at her expectantly when the music started. It had been ages since she had danced to Tachlea. And there it had been more of a bounce as they tried to imitate the adults. Uncertainly, she approached Kevra, who looked at her questioningly. Yelo leaned down to her.

“Please, just go with it,” she whispered.

She took Kevra’s hands and clasped them behind her head. Her own hands she put around Kevra’s waist and gently pulled her toward her.

“Come.”

Her voice, just a soft whisper, grazed gently over Kevra’s ear as she cautiously nestled against Yelo. When the music started, they followed the rhythmic sound. The first steps still uncertain, it didn’t take long until Yelo’s feet remembered the correct sequence of steps. Soon she was spinning and swinging Kevra around in a high arc as if she had never done anything else before. Kevra clung to her still anxiously when her feet lost the ground, but soon she noticed Yelo’s tight grip did not loosen. She relaxed and enjoyed the dance as well. When their eyes finally met, they sank into each other. Not even for a moment did the contact break, and it was as if Yelo could see into Kevra’s soul. Through the mask of arrogance and indifference, down to the real Kevra. A woman who was sensitive, loving but also lonely, fragile and frightened.

Only slowly did Yelo realize the music had stopped and they were only moving to the rhythmic clapping of the others. She stopped and forced herself not to look at Kevra any loonger. The princess’s arms dropped, and she took a step back.

With a soft sigh, Yelo turned as Husera approached them. The older woman put her hand on Yelo and Kevra’s shoulders and then turned to the audience.

“You have truly honored the Goddess with this dance. There is no doubt you two share a soul and belong to each other. So now ask the blessing for your union and kiss each other!”

With a wink to her audience, she continued:

“And then we less fortunate ones can get started too, while you lovebirds probably want to be alone!”

The others laughed good-naturedly, but Yelo’s ears rang. They were supposed to kiss? An uncertain glance at Kevra told Yelo this was decidedly going too far for her, too. But how did they get out of this act? She had not the slightest doubt that ‘Not at all!’ was the right answer.

Her eyes implored Kevra to play along with this charade and she prayed Kevra would curb her temper.

As she walked toward the princess, she could see the angry flare in her eyes. Almost imperceptibly, she shook her head. Her lips formed the words ‘Not now!“ and she hoped the princess understood.

Kevra looked around in panic and saw Yelo coming towards her. Her heart was beating so fast she feared it would jump out of her chest.

Yelo, seeing Kevra’s eyes wide open, could only guess how she must be feeling. She would probably rather be anywhere else than here right now. Cautiously, she stepped up to her. A little annoyed, Yelo watched the princess press her lips tightly together. There really were worse things than kissing her, weren’t there? It wasn’t like they had a choice if they didn’t want to blow their cover. With a deep sight, she put her arm around Kevra’s waist and pulled her close. Then she leaned down and quickly planted a kiss to her still pressed-together lips.

But before she could turn around, Husera’s voice rang out.

“Now now, don’t be shy you two. With this half-hearted kiss, I have my doubts whether the Goddess will even hear you. Show us a little more passion!”

The others, thus goaded by Husera, now shouted as well:

“Come on!”

“We want to see something!”

“Come on now, it’s Tachlea!”

Sighing, Yelo turned to Kevra, who was staring at her with eyes widened in terror. Her whole body was already trembling with suppressed anger. Or was it fear? Yelo didn’t know.

“Don’t you dare!” the princess hissed softly, between clenched teeth.

“Now come on,” Yelo murmured. “We can’t risk our cover! So, let’s get this over with quickly.”

“Never–”

Yelo smothered Kevra’s protest with her lips.

She had never expected what happened next. Nothing she had ever experienced or learned had prepared her for this. As their lips touched and she dove into the softness of Kevra’s mouth, something happened to her. Something, deep inside her, broke. She was flooded with a surge of emotion. Carefully locked away and guarded for years, they were now suddenly set free. They filled her, soaked every fiber of her body and suffocated every clear thought. She felt joy, fear, hate, love, loss and everything at the same time. What of it was real, what was long gone? Yelo was no longer aware of her surroundings. There was nothing but those warm soft lips. As if of their own accord, her arms wrapped around Kevra and pulled her closer. She wanted more, wanted to drink her fill of that sweet mouth. But abruptly she was brought back to reality when Kevra tore herself away. Her eyes flickered. Whether from anger or something else, Yelo couldn’t tell.

She barely noticed Husera took her hands and raised them in the air. The audience clapped and soon they were dismissed while the others crowded onto the open dance floor.

Stunned, Yelo lowered herself onto one of the few wooden blocks which served as a primitive chair and handed herself a cup of wine. She emptied it in one gulp.

What had just happened? Her eyes searched for Kevra, but she couldn’t spot her anywhere.

Her festive mood was gone, and she decided to retreat.

When she entered the wagon, Kevra was already lying on her mat, pressed as best she could into a corner. Without a word, Yelo lay down next to her. Careful not to touch her. She just hoped the party didn’t last too long, so she could leave the cramped space soon.

But somehow, she must have fallen asleep and now she was lying here. With Kevra next to her, using her shoulder as a pillow. Yelo tried to breathe more calmly. A narrow strip of light fell through the warped wagon door. It wasn’t long until dawn. Deciding this was an excellent time for a cooling bath, she slowly disentangled herself from Kevra.

Relieved, she exited the wagon and disappeared into the pale dawn.

❖      

When Kevra awoke a short time later, she realized with great relief she was alone. She needed time to get her thoughts in order! Rolling onto her back she stared at the dark wood, marked by the years, which formed the roof of the car.

The thing last night ... this should not have happened! But what had actually happened? She would never have guessed the turn the evening would take. Only yesterday she had gotten to know the light-hearted side of Yelo, and she thought it suited her perfectly. They had laughed and danced and then ... Kevra closed her eyes. But she couldn’t forget the expression on Yelo’s face or the pressure of her lips on her mouth. Her closeness and her smell. A fresh mixture of sun and earth. She groaned softly. Why had she let it come to this? She was a princess! She couldn’t just get involved with someone like Yelo. Could she?

Stunned, she held her breath and widened her eyes. She could no longer close her mind to the fact she wanted Yelo. Oh Jolah! How had this happened? She didn’t like Yelo at all! And this, as far as she knew, was mutual.

So even if ... She broke off the thought and her heart grew heavy. The sudden realization brought tears to her eyes. Desperately, she wiped them away. There was no point in thinking about it. Yelo had made her understand more than once she felt nothing but contempt for her. Even yesterday, before the kiss, she had made it clear she was doing this extremely unwillingly and to maintain her charade. For no other reason. And yet, there had been a moment when Yelo pulled her close. Her grip had been gentle, yet firm, and Kevra had thought for a brief moment ...

Annoyed, she dismissed the thought. There was no point in speculating about it. It was better to resign herself to the fact nothing would ever come of it. The sooner, the better. She was, after all, the heiress to the throne of Etrion! And Yelo was ... well, Yelo was Yelo! If she kept the Suvris at a distance, she would soon be herself again.

Determined to ignore her burgeoning feelings for Yelo, she got up.

When she opened the door, Yelo, of all people, was standing in front of her. Her wet hair told her Yelo had already been swimming. Her breath quickened at the sight of her. They stared at each other in silence for a few moments until Yelo finally lowered her gaze. She took a step back and let Kevra step out. Kevra was almost past her when Yelo grabbed her arm and stopped her. Astonished, Kevra looked up. But Yelo was looking everywhere except at her face.

Yelo’s cheeks began to glow. Kevra had trouble understanding her as Yelo stammered softly:

“Kevra, about yesterday ...” Yelo did not finish the sentence. It looked like she just didn’t know what to say. But Kevra immediately sensed her presence was making Yelo uncomfortable. Yelo straightened up and took a deep breath. Obviously, she wanted to get it over with.

“Well, I ... I’m sorry. I’m sure you understand it was necessary. Believe me, if there was any way I could have gotten around it, I would have. Never would I ...”

Kevras felt a brief twinge but didn’t let on. Instead, she straightened up to her full height.

“I understand. Let’s just stop talking about it and forget the whole thing, shall we?”

She shook off Yelo’s hand and walked down to the river with her head held high.

Yelo stared after her for a long time. She knew they had both crossed a line yesterday and she wondered what price they would pay for it.
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Although autumn was in its last throes, the land around them shimmered in the unbearable heat. Darklûn was nothing but red sand and dust. For a while, they had followed the narrow rivulet which remained of the once wide river Wres. But this too had dried up at some point. The rest of the way to Jera they would have to draw on their water supplies, which were now severely rationed. Most of the water was given to the animals, since they were the ones who had to bear the main burden. It would take them a good quarter of a moon to reach Jera, and thirst was now their constant companion.

Yelo wiped the sweat from her brow and looked up at the evening sky. The setting sun colored the sky a soft purple, punctuated by a few streaks of orange-red light. Once again Yelo admired the beauty of Otheiá. She looked around. None of the others seemed to waste a moment looking at the incredible play of colors in the sky. Her thoughts turned to the coming night. With the sun, the heat would also disappear, giving way to an unrelenting cold which crowded people close to the fires.

Yelo sighed. Ever since they had left the shelter of the woods, it had become increasingly difficult for her to find a place to sleep. Therefore, she had taken to making her night’s camp under the wagon. She was only glad Kiala came to her at night and they warmed each other. At dawn, the decal disappeared again, following them out of sight.

Her eyes fell on Kevra, who was leading the reins of her draft horse. Since Tachlea, they had avoided each other as much as possible. They spoke only what was necessary. Even if Yelo counted optimistically, it was at most barely two dozen words during the entire last moon.

Although it hurt, it was certainly better that way. Yelo scolded herself more than once for losing her self-control during the kiss. Worse, she had lost herself somehow. The wall she had built around her heart had collapsed. And there were consequences. Now she was confronted with feelings she thought she had long forgotten. Anger, sadness, vulnerability. Somehow, these feelings seemed to wash over her uncontrollably. Yelo felt more emotionally vulnerable than she had in a long time. It irritated her so much at first, she mostly kept to herself, not knowing when she would just burst into tears or throw a tantrum. She was just glad Kevra was so emotionally distant, almost cool to her, and didn’t notice. In the meantime, she had her emotions back under control and was immensely relieved about it.

Her thoughts were abruptly interrupted when she felt a burning sensation on her chest. Involuntarily, she reached for the amulet, the gift of the old woman from Fýnôn, which she wore around her neck. It was warm - almost a little hot - in her hand. Since they had crossed the border into Darklûn, the Techeat stone on the back had grown warmer and warmer. It almost seemed as if it had come alive. Its colors swirled endlessly and blurred into a whitish-purple glow. The compass itself was going crazy. Its needle spun incessantly, never standing still. What was it about her gift? Why didn’t the compass needle show any direction? And why was the stone heating up? And who could answer these questions for her?

She silently helped Kevra unhitch the horse, leaving her to care for it afterwards. Since firewood was impossible to find in this area, they had taken a small amount with them. But no one had expected the merciless cold, and so their personal supplies of firewood had quickly melted away. Therefore, they had switched to sharing a fire with the others. In this way, the supplies would last until Jera. When Yelo joined the others, the sun had already set. Wrapped in thick cloaks, they sat close together around the small fire provided little warmth. The evening was unusually silent. It almost seemed as if the cold darkness would affect everyone’s mind. Where usually songs and stories made the rounds, today only cool silence remained. The people ate the meager meal and soon returned to their wagons, where warm blankets promised sufficient protection from the biting cold.

Kevra had also retreated early and thus, at some point, Yelo sat alone by the small campfire, staring into the smoldering remains, deep in thought.

When she suddenly caught an unfamiliar smell, a mixture of rotten flesh and musk, her senses sounded the alarm! Her limbs tensed and her hand involuntarily jerked to her dagger hanging at her side. She stood up and closed her eyes. Straining, she listened into the darkness, but couldn’t hear a sound. There was nothing but total silence. She looked around. The few people still sitting around the campfires did not seem in the least worried. Even the posted guards remained quiet. The wind, which was increasing in strength, had now blown away the last remnants of the unfamiliar, musky smell, so Yelo was already wondering if she had been mistaken.

She would talk to Kiala. Maybe she had smelled something, too. Whatever it was, it certainly didn’t bode well. And her instincts had never been wrong before.

Yelo decided to get her swords out of the wagon before lying down. She just felt safer with them and was prepared for anything which might come. Just as she was getting comfortable under the wagon, a large dark shadow darted to her side.

“Hello my girl!”

Lovingly, Yelo stroked the thick fur. She missed having Kiala by her side and was glad this journey would soon be over. Though she didn’t yet know how to smuggle the dekal into Jera unnoticed. Even more so, where Kiala rather avoided the cities. Kiala’s eyes shimmered slightly in the pale moonlight. She didn’t seem to mind the cold at all. Yelo pressed a kiss to her forehead and reached over herself. There, on the underside of the cart, she kept the water supplies hidden for Kiala. After pouring a sufficient portion of water for her, Yelo reported the smell.

‘Merâéth!’ - Danger! Kiala confirmed her suspicions and seemed slightly alarmed. Sleep was out of the question tonight. They would take turns keeping watch. Whoever that smell came from was hunting for meat, they were both sure of that. And hunters meant danger!

When Jagra rose around midnight, Kiala took over the watch and Yelo snuggled deeper into the blanket. The night had been starry and quiet so far. She fervently hoped it would stay that way.

Yelo didn’t know how long she had been asleep when Kiala’s deep growl jolted her out of her dreams. She jumped out from under the wagon just in time, her two swords drawn, as the inferno broke loose. A huge, dark shadow leapt against her wagon, toppling it over as if it were built of light reeds rather than heavy eiken wood. Large fangs flashed here and there in the moonlight, and the death cries of animals and humans turned the camp into pure chaos.

Nothing could be seen in the darkness. Yelo heard the frantic shouts of the guards trying to form up somehow. She couldn’t tell if their attempts were crowned with success or not.

Who or what was attacking them? Kiala, who had been standing next to her a moment ago, had disappeared into the darkness. Her deep growls turned into wild battle cries. Yelo needed light, and fast! She gathered herself and thrust both her “Solêa!”

The glow from her swords spread out like a huge dome, bathing the entire camp in bright light. Dazzled, Yelo closed her eyes. It took a few breaths before her eyes had adjusted to the sudden brightness. What she saw made her freeze for a moment. Kiala was facing a creature which remotely resembled a monstrous cat. It was the size of a wagon; next to it, the dekal seemed puny. The scaly skin was covered with countless plates of bone shimmering blood red in the bright light. The creature had its eyes closed, obviously blinded by the light. Above each eye were two antennae - ending in dark, small spheres. They waved excitedly back and forth. The mouth was elongated and bared enormous teeth. This was undoubtedly a Kalras - a shadow of the desert! Yelo had read about these creatures in her time at Vanders. They basically hunted in large packs. Yelo counted over a dozen of these creatures in close proximity. And she knew the others were waiting in ambush. The Kalras drove their prey before them, directly to their conspecifics. Yelo remembered a passage of text which had said: ‘If a Kalras chases you, then do not follow the direction in which he drives you, because it would be your downfall. The only salvation is to run directly in the direction from which the Kalras comes!’

And that’s exactly what Yelo did. With a cry she ran directly toward the Kalras, who was standing in front of Kiala. With its eyes closed, it did not perceive the danger coming from her until the last moment. His antennae whirled forward and fixed on Yelo. But she had catapulted herself into the air and separated the animal’s head from its torso in flight. Deftly cushioning herself, she came up again behind the dying Kalras. Her eyes searched for the next opponent, when her attention was taken by a bloodcurdling scream. Kevra! Yelo looked in that direction and saw Kevra just climbing out of the overturned wagon. In front of her, another Kalras, both front paws propped up on the cart, stared down at her, snarling. Yelo reached for her dagger and threw it at the creature. She had no illusion she would hurt the creature with it, but she hoped to distract it from its prey. The throw was well placed, and the blade dug under the horn plates in the creature’s neck. But the Kalras only shook itself briefly. Its antennae searched for Yelo, while its eyes continued to fix on Kevra, who had by now fallen silent and was staring at the creature in fear. It was obvious, she had never seen anything like it!

With a low growl, Kiala threw herself at the Kalras and bit into its hind legs. His tail whipped wildly in an attempt to hit Kiala with the sharp thorns. Yelo took a running start, but before she could make the leap, she was knocked down. Quick as a flash, she rolled onto her side to get out of the danger zone. But she was too late. A huge paw pressed her to the sandy ground and almost   crushed her chest. Breathing was impossible. Desperately, Yelo slashed at the paw with her swords. The thick horn plates protected the animal, but not enough. Surprised for a moment, it twitched its paw briefly, then immediately lowered it again.

This moment was enough for Yelo. She quickly      wriggled out from under the Kalras, which now stood directly above her. He had his muzzle aimed at Yelo, ready to bite, when suddenly a spear flew in from the  side and bored deep into his flank through the              horn plates. The Kalras cried out in pain, baring his throat.

That was the opportunity she had been waiting for!

Raising her swords and crossing them over the beats head, Yelo cut the animal’s neck. With a leap to the right, she brought herself to safety and the Kalras collapsed, gasping. A quick glance to the side told her one of the paid guards had hurled his spear. But Yelo never got around to thanking the guard. Another Kalras appeared behind him. With bared teeth, it grabbed the man and mauled him.

Yelo turned away and hurried to Kevra. She was             still sitting stock-still in front of the overturned wagon, while above her the Kalras was struggling with Kiala. The dekal was already bleeding from countless wounds. Kiala needed help! Yelo wrenched the spear from the dead Kalras with all her might and took a running start. She catapulted herself into the air, dodged the Kalras’ whipping tail with an improvised somersault, and landed squarely on the beast’s back.    She placed her feet on Kalras’ back and rammed the  spear as hard as she could between the two shoulder blades. The horn plates could not resist her force and the spear sank to the center, where it finally pierced the heart. The beast collapsed dead on the spot.

Yelo let herself slide off its back and bent down to Kevra.

“Kevra, are you hurt?” she asked, her voice hoarse with worry.

The princess did not answer. Her eyes, widened in terror, fixed on the now dead Kalras and seemed to notice nothing else.

“Kevra!”

Yelo grabbed her shoulder and shook her gently.

“Kevra, do you hear me? Are you all right?”

Slowly, Kevra awoke from her rigidity.

“Huh ...?“

“Kevra, look at me! Are you all right?“

Only now did she seem to notice Yelo, who eyed her anxiously.

“I, yes ... I think so. What … what was that?”

Her voice trembled with fear. Only slowly did the paralyzing heaviness leave her limbs which had made her freeze at the sight of the monster.

“Those are Kalras. They are attacking our camp. There are many of them! Please hide in the wagon and don’t come out until I tell you, will you?”

“I ... yes, I will–”

She was interrupted by a soft whimper coming from Kiala, who was lying at the feet of the dead Kalras. Yelo quickly rushed to her dekal. What she saw brought tears to her eyes. The dekal’s front paw seemed broken and she was bleeding from countless wounds caused by the Kalras’ sharp thorns. With difficulty and with Kevra’s help, Yelo picked Kiala up and together they placed the dekal in her now overturned wagon. Fixing her eyes pleadingly on Kevra, Yelo straightened up. She was torn. Kiala was badly hurt and needed her. But so did the people in the camp. Kevra, seeing Yelo’s inner conflict, nodded at her.

“Go on. I’ll take care of her. Save what can be saved!”

With these words, she closed the door and barricaded herself inside. Yelo, trying not to think about the injured Kiala, closed her eyes and concentrated. It was necessary to get an overview. The bright dome slowly faded and gave way to darkness. Yelo renewed the evocation and hurried into the thick of the battle.

❖      

At dawn, the extent of the attack became clear. Several reduns and most of the draft horses had been killed. The mercenaries, who were supposed to provide protection for the caravan, had been cut down to two men. Several merchants, almost all the slaves, and two men from Husera’s troop were also among the casualties. Most of the wagons had been overturned and destroyed.

Fourteen Kalras lay dead scattered around the camp, but the attack had taken a heavy toll. The few barrels of water which had survived the attack would be just enough to get the survivors to Jera. Still, they had to hurry. No one knew how many of the Kalras were still out there, waiting for the next opportunity.

Yelo was most worried about her dekal, however. Her fears had been confirmed. Kiala had broken her front paw; she could no longer walk. And the wounds on her body looked bad.

With the remaining horses and wagons, they formed a small trek which made its way through the dusty desert to Jera. Yelo and Kevra had given up a seat in one of the wagons, leaving it to Kiala instead. No one had asked where the dekal had suddenly come from. The horror of the previous night and the loss of loved ones were too deep.

It would be a long and arduous march to Jera, of that they were all sure.
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When they finally reached Jera ten days later, they were totally exhausted. As soon as the protective city gates opened for them, Yelo thanked the Goddess for her assistance.

Now they just had to get into the palace and find Queen Gevres. It was fortunate Husera’s troupe was going to perform at the wedding. However, it was still more than a half-moon until the wedding, enough time for Yelo and Kevra to gather information about the queen’s whereabouts. They had talked Husera into taking them to the palace as part of the troupe. There was just one problem. Husera wanted to take her troop directly to the palace, but Yelo first needed to find help for Kiala. It was a miracle she had survived until now. However, she felt Kiala didn’t have much time left. They urgently had to find someone who could help her.

Yelo and Kevra persuaded Husera to wait another day. That would give everyone a chance to visit the bathhouse and take a rest. If they appeared before the king in their present condition, he would probably expel them from the palace anyway. This argument had finally convinced Husera. They camped in the immediate vicinity of the marketplace, which was a hive of activity. Countless smells and voices assaulted Yelo’s nose and ears, almost numbing her senses. She would have liked to stroll among the many market stalls, but Kiala needed her attention. But whom should she turn to, whom could she trust? Yelo decided to follow her instincts and entered the nearest inn. The lights were dim, and the tables were crowded. She took the last seat at the counter and ordered herself a beer. The innkeeper had given her a quick, critical once-over as she entered. Apparently satisfied with the result of the inspection, she didn’t give Yelo another glance and took her order without a word. The beer was deliciously malty and cool and, to Yelo’s surprise, not watered down like in most taverns. This probably also explained the high number of guests.

The resolute landlady had her hands full, but she seemed to have her inn under control. When things quieted down a bit, Yelo motioned for her to come over.

“What’ll it be? Another beer?”

“No, thanks. I just need some information.”

At the word ‘information’ the landlady’s eyebrows went up and almost reached her hairline. She hesitated only briefly before answering Yelo:

“I don’t think we sell that kind of ware here. Sorry!”

“Well maybe information isn’t the right word either,” Yelo said, briefly raising her hand which was resting on the counter. The landlady’s eyes lingered on the small gold piece, but Yelo placed her hand back on the gold and slowly slid it over to her. “I’m more in need of advice.”

She knew the landlady had no reason to trust her. They didn’t know each other, so it wasn’t surprising she was so dismissive. But she had to try. Kiala needed a real healer. Although she and Kevra had taken good care of the fracture, the poison of the Kalras, which had been on the thorns, raged through her body. Yelo knew nothing about it or the antidote.

The landlady looked at her appraisingly. Only when she noticed Yelos’ desperate look did she relax a little. She put her hand on Yelos, who withdrew hers, and the small gold piece disappeared into the landlady’s pocket.

“A word of advice? Well, let’s hear it!”

“Thank you!” Relieved, Yelo nodded at her. “If you had, say, an injured animal which had an unpleasant encounter with a Kalras, where would you go?”

The innkeeper stared at her for a moment, then smiled briefly.

“Well, IF I had such an animal, I would kill it,” she replied slowly. “There is hardly anything that would survive such

an encounter.”

Yelo smiled back.

“Suppose I was very, very attached to this animal and would give anything, anything at all, to see this animal restored to health?”

“Well, in such a case, I would ask for Breta in the Old Quarter.”

Yelo slipped her another small gold piece and nodded briefly. The innkeeper immediately made the gold piece disappear, then turned to her other guests.

Satisfied, Yelo left the inn. When she came to Kevra, who had been watching Kiala, she was in a much better mood. She told her what she had learned from the innkeeper and set off for the Old Quarter.

She followed the streets and houses, which had once seen better days. The facades unkempt and half decayed, the roofs leaking, they led Yelo unerringly to the Old Quarter, which was located in the western part of the city. Children, dressed in rags, begged in the streets. Yelo grabbed a little boy and stared into his soiled face.

“Do you know Breta?”

He nodded with his mouth open.

Yelo made a silver coin appear in her hand and showed it to him.

“Take me to her!”

The boy had followed her gaze and when he saw the flashing piece, his countenance brightened. Greedily he looked at the coin. Yelo let go of him and, jumping happily, he led her through countless alleys. When he finally stopped in front of a half-ruined house, Yelo couldn’t believe it. Someone was supposed to live here?

“Are you sure?”

The boy nodded and pointed his little finger at the slanted front door.

“The crazy old woman lives here.”

Yelo flicked the coin to the little boy, who caught it in mid-air.

“Thanks a lot, kid!”

But the boy had long since disappeared around the next street corner and no longer heard her. After one last look at her surroundings, she shrugged her shoulders and cautiously knocked on the door. The sound echoed muffled in the small alley, which was otherwise quiet. Yelo waited tensely, but no one moved. Gently, Yelo pushed open the door, which squeaked as it yielded to her pressure, and stuck her head in. Ahead of her she saw a long, narrow corridor ending in darkness.

“Hello? Is anyone here?” she called softly.

She heard a muffled sound from the end of the hallway.

“Breta? Hello?”

Finally, a door was pushed open at the back and Yelo heard shuffling footsteps.

“Yes yes, isn’t it? Hurrying, hurrying. Always. Strange. Nobody has time these days!”

The voice began to laugh softly to itself as it moved in Yelo’s direction. Yelo took a step back and looked at the old woman coming out of the darkness toward her, half naked. Her scrawny torso was clad only in a torn rag. The old woman’s mouth was open, and a thin thread of spit ran down her chin. Her feet were in two different shoes and her only skirt was an old blanket she had wrapped around her hips.

Yelo stared at the woman, who continued to mumble to herself. Was that Breta? The old woman seemed crazy and yet ... Yelo didn’t know exactly what it was. Her eyes seemed wise and had been eyeing Yelo intently from afar, even though her demeanor betrayed nothing of the sort. This woman was not the least bit crazy, even if she wanted to appear that way! Yelo nevertheless decided to be on her guard.

“Are you Breta?”

“Sometimes yes, sometimes no.”

She giggled and motioned for her to come in. Yelo entered and watched the old woman carefully. As Breta closed the door, she turned to Yelo and straightened up. The woman, now standing straight and erect before her, eyed her with clear eyes. Her gaze wandered over Yelo’s appearance, her ears, and finally stopped at her swords. Her mouth, now closed, twisted into a smile.

“So, she found you!”

Puzzled, Yelo stared into the old woman’s eyes, which grew moist and shimmered slightly. Her voice was crystal clear and pure. It no longer had anything to do with the eternal singsong Yelo had heard coming from her mouth until just now.

“Who?” she asked.

“Laravin,” said the old woman, as a matter of fact. With those words, she turned and motioned Yelo to follow her.

Yelo stood transfixed for a moment. This woman knew Laravin? How? She hesitated for a moment, then followed Breta into the depths of the old house, her head full of questions demanding answers. Breta led her down the dark hallway and finally through the small door at the end. When Yelo entered the room beyond, she marveled with her mouth open. She was standing in a meadow with a small stream running down one side. The other side was lined with tall trees, their canopy swaying softly in the night wind. Three stone steps led into a small temple. Yelo looked around. In the sky above her, the stars shone bright and clear, bathing the meadow and the small temple in brilliant starlight. This place radiated a deep peace which filled Yelo’s heart with joy. She felt at home for the first time in a long time. What kind of place was this? Somehow, she felt she should know, but she had no idea where from. She was sure she had never been here before.

“Where are we?”

Yelo could no longer hide her astonishment.

“This here is the beginning and the end, birth and death.”

Breta spread her arms and spun around. As she did so, she inhaled the fresh air deeply.

“This here is Ha’erthî, the womb of the Goddess.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Yelo didn’t understand.

“This here is the last retreat of the High Priestesses of Jolah. Only the high priestesses know about the place and only the initiates are allowed to enter.”

“But I am not a priestess!”

“No, you are not.” Breta turned to Yelo and looked deeply into her eyes. “You are a Suvris, a daughter of our Goddess, and this gives you the right to be here. More than any of us.”

Yelo was speechless. How did she know that? In general, it seemed like Breta knew a whole lot more about her than vice versa. But why the disguise? Why did she pretend to be a crazy old woman?

But before Yelo could ask her questions, Breta continued.

“I was quite young, just seven or eight winters old, when our temple was closed. Priestesses were allowed to continue living and working there, but no one was allowed outside. People were forbidden, under penalty of death, to practice their faith and come to us. Under the guidance of the High Priestess, I was trained as one of the last priestesses of Jolah. About that time, I met Laravin, who visited our temple for prayer despite the ban. She sometimes stayed with us for several moons. Thus, I learned all about the prophecy and,” her eyes searched Yelos and looked deep into the latter’s soul, “about you. Finally, about twenty winters ago, the temple was raided and destroyed by the minions of Wramgar. I say Wramgar, although it was the royal army who raided our temple. Darklûn had long since bowed to the will of Lokastron. When the old king died, it was only a matter of time before Lokastron found a willing puppet to ascend the throne for him. What I still don’t understand, however, is why he didn’t just annex Darklûn and proclaim himself king of both realms.”

She shook her head as if lost in thought and sighed deeply.

“Now ... where was I? Ah yes, it was clear to us Lokastron would not tolerate a temple of the Goddess in his domain. And so it happened, just as we had feared. Shortly after King Gusth took power, our temple was attacked, and all the priestesses murdered. I was lucky, because at that time I was just in the Tria temple in Lynark. I knew there was no place left to return to, and yet I followed the will of the Goddess and went to Jera. Even though not many knew I had been the last High Priestess in the temple, I didn’t want to take any chances and turned into ‘the crazy one’. No one seriously believed any danger could come from me. And so, I managed to stay here in Jera. Unnoticed by the enemies of Jolah, yet always present to those who seek the help of the Goddess. This, Yelo, is the only place any High Priestess in Otheiá can go. I came here to share with others, to pray together, and to celebrate the festivals. But for almost a summer now I have been waiting in vain. It almost seems as if I am the last."

Her voice broke and she looked around sadly.

“Isn’t this place beautiful? So peaceful.”

Her voice sounded so full of longing it broke Yelo’s heart. How must it have felt to be the last High Priestess to keep faith in Jolah? She wondered if she sometimes felt as lost as Yelo.

Breta seemed to focus on her again. “Now come, tell me your story.”

She motioned Yelo to follow her and together they sat down on the steps of the temple. The night was warm, but the wind cooled Yelo’s face. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the peaceful silence for a moment. Breta was a High Priestess of Jolah. Was she really the last? Had all the others been slaughtered? Yelo opened her eyes and looked into the old woman’s face. She trusted her. Not knowing exactly where to begin, she started with the trilljas raid on her village. Several hours must have passed when Yelo finished her story, but the sky had not changed. The stars shone just as bright and clear as they had at the beginning.

How long had she been here now? Meanwhile, what about Kiala? She couldn’t stay here any longer. Breta stood up and took her by the hand.

“Let’s go back. I sense you are worried about your dekal. But let me tell you barely a moment has passed since we entered this place. Time does not exist here.”

No sooner had she spoken these words than they were both standing again at the end of the long hallway, in the warped house.

“How ... ?” gasped Yelo in amazement.

“Oh, Yelo, you have seen the numerous wonders of Jolah. This is just one of them.”

She smiled good-naturedly at Yelo and entered a small supply room. The small candle on the wall illuminated the interior sparsely. It was more like a chamber than a room. There she went to a large chest and rummaged around in it. It took a while, but finally she had found what she was looking for and handed Yelo a small package wrapped in cloth.

“Here, dissolve this in water and give it to Kiala to drink. This should prevent further spread of the toxin for the time being. But you’ll still have to bring her to me. Kalras’ poison is deadly. It is only thanks to her strong organism she has lasted this long. Bring her to me, Yelo. I will take care of her.”

Yelo was not at all comfortable with the thought of leaving Kiala behind. But she didn’t want to lose her dekal, and Breta would certainly try everything to make her well again.

“Agreed,” she said, “I’ll come at sunset today.”

Breta nodded as a sign she understood.

“See you tonight, Yelo, and be careful.”

“Don’t worry, I will be.”

With those words, Yelo left the house and made her way back to the marketplace.
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Yelo looked tensely at Husera, who was making a spectacle of introducing herself and her troupe to the palace guards. The line behind them was still long. The imminent wedding called countless jugglers, players, and musicians to Jera, all hoping to earn a chunk of gold.

While Husera described her arts in flowery words, the guards, completely unimpressed, inspected all the wagons of her troupe. They looked into all the chests and boxes. Yelo had taken the precaution of attaching her swords to a costume and wrapping them in cloth, so they looked more like theatrical props than deadly weapons.

Like everyone else, she was wearing a costum. It wasn’t something she would have chosen willingly, but as a harlequin she could do somersaults and spin wheels. The cap also hid her pointed ears. Kevra, along with Sâedri, was dressed as a dancer. Both of them twirled their hips provocatively as soon as the guards came near them. Annoyed, Yelo rolled her eyes. Did they have to pander like that? With a grumble, she tore away from Kevra’s gyrating hips and somersaulted over the nearest guard soldier. The guards, abruptly alarmed, charged toward her, but she merely shrugged and somersaulted backward, over the onrushing guards, so she stood again this side of the palace gates. She wiggled her head and the little bells on her hat tinkled. With the grin painted on her face, she looked at the guards, who relaxed again and now clapped their hands in excitement. They were waved through and finally entered the palace, where Yelo hoped to find the queen.

She breathed a sigh of relief. The first part of their journey was done. Silently, she thanked the Goddess for bringing them this far. It was a miracle. So much had happened on their journey and yet they had gone largely unnoticed. She said a short prayer in her mind for Kiala’s health, which she knew was in the best hands with Breta, then she turned her attention back to her surroundings.

They passed several fortifications within the outer wall. Each gate was secured by a drawbridge and countless guards. Between the third and fourth rings of fortifications was a massive moat filled with viscous mud. The stench emanating from the ditch was unbearable. It smelled of sulfur and rotten meat.

Soon they had passed this last ring of fortifications and a vast square spread out before them. It was part of the inner palace grounds and surrounded by evergreen oliastrees and cypresses. To the right and left were elongated parks as far as the eye could see. In order to irrigate this quantity of plants, it required its own spring. There was no shortage of water here, that much was certain.

They were assigned a place along the wall. A little apart from the other jugglers, Husera had the tents set up. It was fine with Yelo. Here they could prepare undisturbed. Husera had offered them to become part of the troupe, but Yelo and Kevra had declined. Only tonight they would keep their part of the bargain and perform. Yelo as an acrobat and Kevra as a dancer. Neither had discussed. After all, the performance gave them unhindered access to the palace interior. Afterwards they would try to get into the catacombs and search for the queen.

Yelo and Kevra refrained from setting up their own tent. Everything they needed was in their wagon. They just had to find a way to smuggle their weapons and clothes inside the palace. None of them had any desire to descend into the dungeons of Jera dressed only in costume. However, as before, it was convenient for them the actors of their troupe kept changing their disguises during the show. Therefore, they took all their costumes, neatly lined up on a pole, with them to their performance. Yelo and Kevra simply hung their clothes with them. They prepared their weapons as before, so it looked as if they were just props.

❖      

The king was more than pleased. He clapped his hands enthusiastically as he followed the performances. Yelo, who had already finished her performance, looked around. They were in the throne room, which was truly impressive in its size. Not only was there room for their troupe of actors, but the king probably had his entire court with him, who were sitting at long tables, watching Kevra and Sâedri’s performance. Yelo counted well over a hundred people who had gathered here and were now attentively following every movement of the two women. Kevra and Sâedri, their faces hidden behind veils, swayed their hips to the beat of the music. Those present let their eyes wander over the flat bellies to the swirling hips. Captivated, they stared at the rhythmic movements of the two women. For a moment, Yelo wondered where Kevra had learned to move like that. But her thought ended abruptly as applause erupted. The dance was over, and the real spectacle began: ‘The battle of Laria against the Dragon King’.

In reference to the upcoming wedding and as a tribute to the king, it became ‘The victory of the brave King Gusth over the Dragon King.’ Husera’s troupe gave their best.

The king watched the show complacently. His round face with narrow-set eyes glowed with pride. King Gusth was of stocky build, almost squat. His short stature was a source of ridicule and malice to his enemies. But no one dared to treat him openly with contempt. What he lacked in height, he made up for in brutality and violence. And the king craved recognition. Everyone knew he was the only son of an impoverished horsekeeper. Marriage to Princess Kevra or Queen Gevres would finally free him from the stain of his origins and make him what he so desired. The rightful, legitimate king over all of Otheiá. Although many thought him a puppet of Lokastron, Gusth had plans all his own. The king took a sip of wine, and a devious smile stole onto his face. First came the wedding. After legitimizing his claim, he would turn to the problem of Wramgar. With a grin, he sat back and watched the spectacle from his elevated throne. It wasn’t often he was the hero of a story. And the troupe was good. His advisor had not promised too much. He took it upon himself to reward them generously.

Yelo had been watching King Gusth. Silently, she thanked Husera for her captivating performance. This would give them enough time to look around the palace. Impatiently, she waited for Kevra to change as well. When she finally finished and fastened her sword to her belt, Yelo handed her another small dagger. Amused, Kevra looked at the blade and raised her eyebrows questioningly.

“Keep it in your boot, but in a way you can easily reach it.”

“Ah.”

Kevra bent down and fastened the small dagger to the inside of her boot. Then she nodded as a sign she was ready.

‘Mother, here we come!’ Kevra had to restrain herself from running off at once. Yelo had suggested searching the upper floors first, in case they treated her mother like a ‘guest’ who wasn’t allowed to leave the castle. However, Kevra doubted this. She had formed her own opinion about the king during their dance. Still, they could not disregard that possibility. After all, her mother was the queen of Etrion and Gusth wanted to marry her. So, she followed Yelo, who crept quietly like a shadow through the corridors. But there were no additional guards in any of the corridors. Her mother was not here.

It was almost midnight when Yelo and Kevra made their way to the catacombs. This turned out to be more difficult than expected. Husera’s spectacle was over, and the feast was drawing to a close. Many guests departed and there was a bustle in the corridors and in the castle courtyard. Yelo and Kevra mingled with the guests, always careful not to attract attention and to reach the entrance to the cellars unnoticed. The palace courtyard was teeming with people and numerous carriages were waiting for their passengers. The entrance below the palace was guarded by attentive guards. There was no way through here.

Yelo looked around, hoping to discover another entrance to the cellar, when chance came to her aid.

She saw one of the noble guests break away from a group and, swaying, approach a woman who was entering the castle courtyard on the arm of another. Apparently, he had been drinking a lot of wine, because his steps seemed erratic. Drunkenly, his voice echoed across the square.

“Ahhh, ttthhhere ssshhhe is, m...my beloved!” He leaned heavily against the lady, who stared at him in horror. Her companion didn’t think it was that funny and roughly pushed his opponent away, causing him to fall. The friends of the drunken man now rushed to his aid. He struggled to get up and raised his fists. Within a few moments, a fierce scuffle ensued, and the guards were forced to intervene to prevent anything worse from happening. Yelo took advantage of this moment and quickly pulled the surprised Kevra behind her. Unnoticed, they both slipped through the door leading down to the castle’s cellar vaults.

The corridor ahead of them was dark and filled with smoke from the few torches hanging on the moist, shiny, musty-smelling walls. The steps leading them down into the dungeon were damp and slippery. Again and again, they slid and slithered down a few steps.

Yelo crept ahead. She had her dagger drawn, for safety’s sake. Just to be on the safe side. Who knew what was waiting for them around the next corner? But there were only steps. Countless steps. They led them deeper and deeper down, into the darkness. They had been walking for what seemed like an eternity when Kevra could stand it no longer.

“We should have reached the bottom of the stairs by now. In any other castle, the dungeon would already be dozens of floors above us. Yelo, where are we going?”

Kevra voiced what Yelo had been wondering for some time. Wherever these stairs led, they certainly didn’t lead to the dungeon.

“I don’t know. But the entrance was too well guarded to be harmless. Something in here is so important Gusth has it guarded by four men. I don’t know how else to say it, but I feel we are on the right track.”

Yelo’s voice was barely more than a whisper. Suddenly she sucked in her breath and froze. Kevra didn’t react in time and ran into Yelo. The latter stumbled slightly but kept her firm footing. Now Kevra also saw what had made Yelo freeze.

They had reached the end of the stairs. A small, narrow corridor stretched out in front of them. Dark stone marked the walls. But directly in front of them, a pulsing web of black and purple light shimmered, blocking the passage.

“What is that?” asked Kevra, her eyes wide.

The hairs on the back of Yelo’s neck stand up. She wanted to be anywhere but near this structure. Her inner turmoil grew.

“This is dark magic in its purest form,” she murmured.

“Yes, I thought so, but WHAT is it?”

Kevra still looked stunned.

“I haven’t the faintest idea.” Yelo shrugged. “It could be some kind of passageway, a transition perhaps. But whatever it is, it’s time to find out.”

Inwardly, everything in Yelo resisted approaching this thing even one step, but they could not hesitate. At some point, guards might show up down here. Sighing, she drew one of her swords and took a step toward the shimmering web.

“Yelo! Don’t!”

Kevra had grabbed her arm and was holding her back. Her eyes full of fear.

“We don’t know what this is. It could be a portal. By the Goddess, it could be anything! It could also be a trap!”

Yelo turned to Kevra and grabbed her by the upper arms. Her voice sounded more confident than she was.

“Kevra, I know you are afraid. But we are on the right path. Trust me. Whatever lies behind it will lead us to your mother. Of that, I am sure! Come, we mustn’t linger here any longer. The guards could come at any moment.”

She let go of Kevra’s arms and turned to leave, but once again she hesitated.

“Oh, and Kevra?”

“Huh?”

Kevra looked at her still fearful and full of doubt.

“Get ready to fight. Whatever is waiting behind shouldn’t have expected us.”

She smiled grimly at Kevra, turned for good, and disappeared into the web of light. Kevra hesitated a moment longer. When she suddenly heard voices from above the stairs, she also drew her sword and quickly followed Yelo into the web of black and purple light.

The darkness enveloped her like a heavy cloak. The light pulsed and streamed through her, polluting her body. Kevra felt the need to wash herself when she was suddenly blinded by brilliant light. She could no longer see anything, and her eyes began to water. In front of her she heard a deep roaring, dull and rumbling. A strong wind played with her hair and blew directly into her face. Blindly, she staggered forward. She was just trying to open her eyes with difficulty when she was grabbed by the upper arm and yanked back. Her scream was interrupted by Yelo’s calm voice.

“Watch out!”

At last, Kevra managed to open her eyes. Horrified, she stared into the abyss which led to the thundering depths only half a step away. They stood on a small rocky plateau, hundreds of steps above the deep green Oluer. Its great waves with white whitecaps thundered against the rock below them. She looked searchingly across the endless sea but found nothing but billowing infinity. The sun high above them made the waves glisten. Kevra turned to Yelo.

“Where are we?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea.” Yelo was as perplexed as Kevra.

“If the sun is any indication, we should be in the west, but that would mean we would have spent almost an entire day in the depths below the palace.”

“But how could that be?” Kevra shook her head in wonder. “It cannot be, can it?” Suddenly she remembered something else.

“Yelo, just before I went through the net of lights, I heard voices from above the stairs. We have to get out of here!”

Yelo reacted immediately and looked around. The plateau was small, nowhere to hide. Next to the corridor they had come from were two more corridors to the right and left. Yelo looked questioningly at Kevra, but she just shrugged. Since neither of them knew where these corridors led, it didn’t matter which one they chose. Yelo thought about it for a moment and finally pointed to the left passage. They put away their swords and stepped inside. The sunlight illuminated the corridor only briefly, and soon they were standing in complete darkness again. Or not after all? Astonished, Yelo widened her eyes.

“Kevra, do you see that?”

“I don’t see anything! What ... oh.”

Now Kevra also noticed the glow radiating from the walls. The white stone shimmered softly and bathed the corridor in a delicate semi-darkness. Astonished, Yelo ran her hand over the stone, which felt warm under her touch. It was saturated with magic. Yet it was neither dark nor light. It was much older than the perpetual conflict between good and evil. It was almost as if it came from the source itself. Yelo’s hand tingled. The magic made its way through her palm and into her soul. Almost as if she were looking - but for what?

“Have you ever seen anything like this?”

Yelo’s thoughts were interrupted by Kevra’s voice, and she pulled her hand away.

“No, never.” Yelo shook her head. “And I’m pretty sure I’ve never read anything about glowing walls either.” She turned.

“Come on, let’s keep moving.”

Cautiously, they pushed deeper into the mountain, always careful to listen ahead and behind. But there was no sign of their pursuers. They had probably chosen the other passage.

❖      

Yelo had lost all sense of time by now. The two of them were wandering around in the depths of the mountain. Countless side branches they had passed without encountering anything or anyone. They had always chosen the path which led them further down. The walls still shimmered slightly, but not as much as they had at the beginning of their exploration.

The deeper they went, the hotter it became. Soon the heat was unbearable, and they were both drenched in sweat. So far, they had found no clue to the queen’s whereabouts. Yelo felt the path led them in a wide spiral to the interior of the mountain. A sudden breeze caused her to stop moving. Kevra, catching Yelo’s reaction, wondered.

“What is it?”

Yelo put a finger to her lips and crouched down. She stared strained in front of her but could see nothing.

Kevra had followed her movement, but she had no idea what seemed to be troubling Yelo.

“What’s the matter? I didn’t notice anything except the heat. It’s barely off–“. Kevra broke off as a light breeze cooled her wet forehead.

“What was that? A breeze? Down here?”

“Apparently these passageways are ventilated. We’re either near an air shaft or in front of a larger cave. Either way, I don’t think we’ll be the only ones down here.”

Yelo carefully straightened up and crept forward in a crouched position. Her eyes searched the semi-darkness for possible danger. Cautiously, they felt their way forward. Step by step. Finally, the passage ended above another one. Carefully, Yelo lay down on her belly, pushed forward to the edge and peered down. The passage below her appeared wider. Numerous torches brightly illuminated it. Kevra, who had now also been gripped by curiosity, lay down on the floor next to Yelo and peered down as well.

“Where do you think the path leads?” she whispered.

Yelo didn’t get a chance to answer. Just then, two guardsmen turned the corner and she pulled Kevra back, who had leaned too far forward.

“What the–”

Yelo smothered her indignant question with her hand. She gestured for the princess to be silent. When Kevra finally heard the heavy footsteps directly below her, she understood.

“Guards?”

“Guards. The only question is, what are they guarding down here?” Yelo straightened up.

“Quick, we’ll follow them.”

Kevra reacted immediately and together they lowered themselves into the lower passage to follow the direction in which the guards had disappeared.

With swords drawn, they pursued the patrol, always careful not to make a sound. The breeze grew stronger, and as they both turned the next corner, they stood at the entrance to a massive cavern. Black lava rock had formed the steep walls which towered several hundred paces upward. They were lost in the vast darkness above their heads. There was no ceiling to be seen. The dimensions of the cave were enormous. Surely two hundred paces wide and four hundred paces long the vault stretched. The floor was littered with smooth stone ashlars. Positioned evenly spaced around the center, they formed centric rows.

The center was formed by a high, round pedestal of white stone, above which floated four black crystals. Around each of the crystals stood three mages clad in dark robes. Their mouths formed unknown words and their hands rested on the crystals. A beam of black light emanated from each of these crystals and joined the others above the center of the platform. A person was hovering there. The dark rays wrapped around the arms and legs like shackles, holding the body aloft. When Yelo looked closer, she realized it was a woman. She shook her head and blinked in horror. It wasn’t just any woman. This was the queen! The murmuring mouths of the mages drowned out the Queen’s soft cries of pain. Kevra, too, had recognized her mother.

“Mother!”

Before Yelo could stop her, she ran into the cave with a yell and was about to pounce on the first guard soldier crossing her path.

“Kevra, don’t!”

But it was too late. Before Kevra had reached the first guard, she was surrounded by four more. Grimly she swung her sword and parried their furious attacks.

Yelo cursed Kevra’s impatience and drew her other sword. Then she attacked the guards from behind, who had surrounded Kevra in the meantime. It was not long before the four soldiers lay dead in their own blood. Kevra had received a small scratch on her forearm, but no serious injuries. Breathing heavily, she turned to Yelo, who looked at her angrily.

“What was that all about? You can’t just run off like that!”

“You bet I can! That’s my mother, not yours.” Smugly, she thrust her chin forward. “I don’t even know What’s wrong with you. This was easy!”

“A little too easy, don’t you think?”

“How clever of you!”

A deep voice interrupted their conversation.

“I am glad to see you, Your Royal Highness. Too long have I waited for this moment. I was beginning to think you would miss your own wedding!”

King Gusth stepped out from between the stone ashlars, surrounded by his bodyguards.

Shock ran through Kevra’s limbs, but she let nothing show as she glared defiantly at King Gusth.

“Release my mother at once!”

Kevra gripped her sword hilt tighter and was about to lunge at the king when he raised a finger.

“Now now, don’t do anything foolish, princess. It would really be too bad if I had to cut off my future wife’s head before we even get married.”

A wave from him was enough and armed soldiers came out from behind the stone blocks everywhere. Their bows were aimed at Yelo and Kevra.

Yelo lowered her swords. With a glance, she motioned to Kevra to do the same, but she stubbornly shook her head, not wanting to give in.

“Kevra, put down your sword! Now!”

Yelo pressed the words out between her teeth, but Kevra shook her head again. Her thoughts were racing. There had to be a way out! There just had to be!

“Kevra, now!” Yelo’s voice was insistent. She feared if Kevra continued to hold her sword, Gusth would lose his patience and order the archers to release their arrows.

The king stepped toward her.

“You should listen to your big friend,” he said amiably. “She at least seems to have more sense than you.”

Resigned, Kevra lowered her sword. At his beckoning, Kevra and Yelo were bound. King Gusth pointed to the princess.

“Take her to the palace and lock her up. And with her,” he pointed to Yelo, “see to it she disappears. I will tolerate no more interruptions!”

Desperately, Kevra braced herself against her bonds.

“What about my mother?”

Gusth looked at Kevra’s beautiful face and licked his mouth with relish. Then he lifted his hand and placed it under her chin. With his thumb he stroked her lips, which she pressed tightly together. He leaned forward and as he spoke, small droplets of saliva hit her face. Disgusted, Kevra tried to turn her face away, but he held it.

“Well, I think your mother is in very good hands here, don’t you think? Be patient. Just one more quarter-moon and then you’ll be my wife. After you give me a son, we’ll let her play with her grandson. Huh? What do you think?”

He let go of her and his laughter echoed through the room.

The last thing Yelo saw was a struggling Kevra before darkness enveloped her.
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Yelo came to as she was roughly dragged through the dark corridors. Her head throbbed and her limbs felt as if they had been trampled by a Redun. Apparently, they had not been content to beat her unconscious. She felt at least two broken ribs. Her tormentors had each grabbed an arm and were dragging her behind them. Where to, Yelo could only guess. For sure, however, to a place where she would ‘disappear’. Yelo slowly opened her eyes. Apparently, there were only two of them. They probably thought it didn’t take more than that to get rid of her for good. Too bad they had trusted they had done a good job. A real pity. With a grim grin, Yelo tightened her legs and pushed herself off the ground with all her might. She let the pull on her arms guide her and swung backwards over the heads of the two guards. They were so surprised they let go of her arms. With two well-aimed blows, she smashed their larynxes, causing them both to collapse. A blink of an eye later, they lay dead on the floor. Yelo had no pity. The fate they had in store for her would certainly have been worse. She doubted they would have given her such a quick death either.

Yelo looked down at herself. Her weapons had been taken from her, except for the hidden knives in her boots. She discovered her dagger on one of the two dead men and took it. Gusth would live to regret not killing her on the spot.

Yelo knelt down for a moment. She had to take a deep breath. Her head ached and made walking a pain. Her ribs burned like fire, but she could breathe freely, thank Jolah. All in all, she had been incredibly lucky, because it could have been much worse! Yelo, placed her palms on the rough, rocky ground and concentrated.

“Te’cha Jolah. Ti dachler’te! Tre más jal su tch’a qayndâ. Ti ga ketari’los ghret.” Praise be to you, Jolah. Thank you so much! Once again, I need your strength. I follow your path.

An incredible calm and lightness flowed through her body. Her head became clearer and the pain in her chest slowly subsided. She breathed a sigh of relief and gratitude. The Goddess had not abandoned her!

Determined, she rose and walked back down the corridor through which she had been dragged. Yelo was lucky, for soon she saw again the great cavern before her in which Gusth had imprisoned the queen. They had not taken her far away. The guards, on the other hand, whom she met on the way, were much less lucky. Yelo got rid of them instantly. When she finally reached the cave, she had most of her belongings back together, including the two swords. Apparently, the guards had divided Yelo’s weapons and the few possessions she had among themselves, expecting she wouldn’t need them anyway. Well, they were wrong. Yelo was not yet ready to part with her belongings. Her rope, however, remained missing.

She looked around the cave. This time she stood on the other side. Again, she saw the stone blocks, but the royal bodyguard and the king himself had disappeared. There was also no trace of Kevra. Apparently, she had already been taken back to the castle. Only the dark mages were still in the cave, summoning the evil magic which held the queen captive. They were a far greater challenge than the guards. If she was noticed, she would be lost. Even her swords were no help against dark magic. She looked around in the semi-darkness of the massive cave. Then she knelt down and collected herself. All she needed was a brief moment of surprise and speed. Yelo sent another quick prayer to Jolah and slowly straightened up. Carefully, she crept along among the large stone blocks until she stood directly in front of the pedestal. The crystals were still glowing. She would have to be quick. Yelo didn’t know what would happen when the incantations ended. Would the beams of light dry up? Would the queen come crashing down? Too many unanswered questions with no answers but she had to risk it.

Now she stood directly below a crystal. The pedestal reached up to her shoulders.

She closed her eyes and concentrated.

“Och’te Otheiá!”

She opened her eyes and stretched both her swords above her.

“Solêa!”

Glistening brightly, the beam of light made its way through the semi-darkness of the cave. Dazzled, the mages closed their eyes. Yelo moved silently and swiftly. She was a shadow, a breeze brushing around the crystals and cutting the throat of every single dark mage. Black blood trickled down her arm as she moved from one to the next. Before they could even turn their attention to Yelo, she had cut them down. Not one got around to casting a spell on Yelo anymore, which she was incredibly relieved about.

Never before had Yelo accomplished anything like this, and she silently thanked Jolah for her assistance. Breathing heavily, she stood on the pedestal directly beneath the queen and stared at the rays of light, which grew paler and paler until they finally died away completely. With a sigh, the queen fell down, directly into Yelo’s arms.

Yelo caught the unconscious Gevres and looked around worriedly. Had the other guards noticed anything? They had to get out of here, fast! Yelo didn’t think about it for long. She decided to take the same path she had just taken. It was time to find out what fate they had originally intended for her. Yelo only hoped the path led outside. She hoisted the queen up, placed her across her shoulders, and swiftly exited the cave. Already she heard the first shouts. Quickly she hurried along the corridor, following the trail of the dead guards. The shouts behind her grew quieter and quieter until they finally died away.

Yelo had long since left the torch-lit corridor. It ended abruptly in a small cave, from which countless jet-black corridors branched off. The first three ended in a dead end. It seemed the guards had intended to kill Yelo here and deposit her in one of these passages. She thanked the Goddess for waking her up in time.

Just as she re-entered the small cave and reoriented herself, the queen regained consciousness.

“Where am I?”

Her voice sounded weak and shaky in the darkness. Carefully, Yelo let the queen slide to the ground.

“Your Majesty, you are safe now.”

“Who ... who are you?” the queen asked uncertainly.

“I am Yelo, Your Highness. We followed you to Darklûn to free you.”

Now the queen seemed to recognize Yelo’s voice, and she sighed with relief. She felt in the darkness for Yelo’s hand and squeezed it.

“Darklûn? But how did I get here?”

“Do you remember the throne council? General Heiwa told me there was a mist which engulfed you.”

“Yes, I - now it comes back to me. It all happened so suddenly. One minute I was sitting in the Throne Council, and now I find myself here with you in the darkness!”

“You were kidnapped and held captive with the help of black magicians. Don’t you remember this?” Yelo rather sensed the queen shaking her head.

“No, honestly, I don’t. How …how long was I held captive?” the queen asked, astonished.

Yelo hesitated for a moment.

“It’s been a little over nine moons now.”

“Dear Goddess, nine moons?!”

Surprised, the queen sucked in a breath. Stunned at the time passed, she repeated it over and over again. She just couldn’t believe it.

“Nine moons? For me it was only a moment. How could it be? This long? How is that even possible?"

“Dark magic, Your Majesty.”

“Dark magic? But who would...?”

Horrified, the queen broke off and was silent for a while. Yelo could only guess what thoughts were now racing through her head. Suddenly, a jolt went through the queen.

“Yelo, who rules my kingdom? Kevra?”

“No, Your Highness, Etrion is ruled by the Throne Council. Forgive me, Your Majesty, but we must leave the mountain as soon as possible and find a way back to Jera. We can talk more later. Are you able to walk?”

“To Jera? But what do we want there?”

“Your Majesty, please!”

“Yes, yes, all right. I can walk, but to where? I see nothing but darkness around me.”

“Please take my hand, we will have to grope our way forward. I’ll lead the way.”

Yelo grabbed the queen’s hand and carefully pulled her into one of the next corridors.

They were lucky on the next but one attempt. The passage led steeply uphill and soon the white shimmering walls returned and dispelled the darkness. They made good progress, although Yelo noticed the queen stumbling now and then from exhaustion. But she didn’t let on and followed without complaint. Yelo already believed they would never leave this mountain, when she suddenly tasted the fresh, salty air of the sea. Her senses had not deceived her. Shortly after, they were standing on the edge of a huge cliff, staring down at the roaring sea below. The sun had already set, and the moons bathed the rocks around them in pale light. Now Yelo saw the stars, she knew they could only be on the west coast of Darklûn. They sought a sheltered place in the glow of the moons. A rock tableau in the immediate vicinity offered enough protection for the night. It had a diameter of almost fifty paces. The ground was smooth, almost polished, and shimmered in the pale moonlight.

Yelo offered the queen some dried fruit she had found on a guard, which she accepted with thanks.

While they ate, Yelo told her about the journey which had taken them to Darklûn. When she had finished, the queen was silent.

Finally, she sighed deeply and prayed to the Goddess for succor for her daughter and a good journey for the fallen. Then she put her hand on Yelo’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze.

“We will find a way.” Her voice sounded confident. “The Goddess will help us. You’ll see!”

Yelo nodded silently and watched as the queen lay down. Soon after, her steady breaths revealed she had fallen asleep.

Yelo stared out over the Oluer and sighed deeply.

It was a long way to Jera. Too far to save Kevra from marrying this tyrant. The thought of losing Kevra forever made Yelo freeze. The pain ran deep. It was almost as if her heart would tear apart. She could hardly breathe. Just the idea of never seeing Kevra again was unbearable. How could she have abandoned her? With deep breaths, Yelo tried to dispel the tightness in her chest. Resignedly, she stared into the distance. She could no longer close her mind to the fact she loved Kevra. Despite all her arrogance and snootiness, or maybe because of it? She couldn’t tell. She didn’t even know when this had started! Somehow this woman had crept into her heart. And she had not been able to do anything about it! Nothing at all. But now she was lost forever. Never again would she see the flash in the ice-gray eyes, never again would she hear her voice. And never again - she sighed deeply - never again would she feel her lips. A tear stole from the corner of her eye and rolled gently down her cheek. She shook her head and wiped it away gruffly. Who was she kidding anyway! Not only was the woman she was in love with gone, trapped and pressured into marriage with someone else. No, even if she managed to free her, she would still never have a chance with her. Kevra hated her, she had made it clear to her more than once. Why couldn’t it just be easy for once!

Resignedly, she hung her head. It was time to face the truth. There would never be a future for them together. Kevra was the heir to the throne of Etrion. And Yelo? She was a simple soldier in the royal army. Her duty was to serve the royal house. Not in this way!

Frustrated, Yelo closed her eyes. It was no use. She had to ‘fall out of love’. And she had to do it quickly! That would be the best! Then she could go on living her life as before. For sure. But deep inside Yelo felt nothing was as it had been before, nor would it ever be again. Another tear squeezed out from under her closed lids. The small drop fell carelessly on her chest. Laravin had once advised her to always follow her heart, but for the first time she doubted she had the strength to do so. She opened her eyes and looked at the endless starry sky. The stars seemed so much closer here than anywhere else. Yelo felt the infinity and vastness of the universe - she felt her heart expand and peace settle in. The Goddess was with her and would continue to stand by her side. She was not alone. Yelo had a task to fulfill. She had to save Kevra! With this thought, she closed her eyes. Tomorrow was a new day.

❖      

Kevra braced herself against her bonds. She noticed Yelo’s worried look. Even now, with both of them bound, her first concern was for her.

She was resisting the strong hands which tried to drag her away when she suddenly saw the dark shadow behind Yelo, and she collapsed shortly after.

“Yelo! Let go of me! Yelo!”

Kevra managed to break free, but she didn’t get far. Her feet, just like her hands, were bound and didn’t allow her to take big steps. She stumbled and fell. Several men grabbed her and picked her up. Kevra watched in horror as several guards kicked at Yelo, who was lying on the ground.

“Yelo! You bastards! What are you doing to her? Yelo! Leave her alone!” she cried.

But no one took any notice of the screaming princess who was struggling with all her might.

She froze when she realized the men were going to kill Yelo. Once again, it was her fault Yelo had been put in danger. This time Yelo would not survive! One more time she reared back with all her might. But when she saw the motionless Yelo being roughly dragged away, something inside her broke. She just felt dull and tired. Broken, she allowed herself to be carried away. Tears came to her eyes, which she blinked away. She would not give them that satisfaction.

Her eyes wandered to the ceiling, whose color kept changing. She was carried, it seemed, through endless corridors. Suddenly there was darkness around her again and she found herself in the palace.

Contrary to her suspicions, she was not locked in a dungeon. She was given a small room in one of the palace towers with a barred window. They removed her shackles and left her alone. Her door was locked several times and Kevra heard two guards being posted outside the door.

She dropped onto the bed. Now, finally, she could let her tears flow freely. How far they had come, and yet: she had achieved nothing. Nothing at all! She had lost everything she loved. First her mother and now ... Kevra stumbled. Startled, she straightened up and wiped the tears from her face. Yes, she could no longer deny it to herself. She loved Yelo! Oh Goddess! She loved Yelo with all her heart. She was filled with her laughter, her voice, her gaze, her very presence. But it was too late. Resigned, she lowered her head. Yelo was dead and would never know it! Kevra smothered her desperate cry with the pillow. Her head hummed. Too late. Too late. Too late. She could think of nothing else. Once again, she went over every encounter, every adventure, every exchange of words with Yelo. And with each memory came new tears. It took her a long time to regain her composure. Kevra sniffled into the pillow. It wouldn’t all be in vain; she swore to the Goddess. Her mother was still alive, and she would find a way to help her. Even if it meant marrying that creep. She straightened and fumbled for the knife still stuck in her boot. Gusth would regret laying a hand on those she loved. It would be the last atrocity he had committed.

Kevra got up and went to the window. Through the bars she could see parts of the palace garden. Somewhere out there was Husera with her troupe. She looked out over the city, which shone softly in the pale moonlight. Then a thought occurred to her. She had to find a way to communicate with Breta. Surely Kiala already knew Yelo would not return. One last tear rolled down her cheek. Then she turned and lay down on the bed. Tomorrow she would make a plan.
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Fire! Everywhere. It was burning brightly. The flames were already craving for her, greedy tongues scorched her clothes. Yelo stood rooted to the spot. Her legs didn’t obey her. Heat burned her skin, smoke bit into her lungs and eyes. She screamed. Then - finally - she got free! Only with difficulty did her legs obey her. Her feet seemed as heavy as Eleryth. Suddenly Yelo heard a scream. It went through marks and leg. She looked around yet saw nothing but flickering walls. Who was that? There! Again! Yelo knew the voice. Kevra! Desperately Yelo called her name. Where was she? Directly in front of her, she saw a small gap in the wall of flames. She was barely moving before it closed again. Too slowly! Suddenly, a hand reached out to her. Kevra! Yelo stretched her arm through the wall of flame. Already her fingers touched Kevra’s hand. But before she could grab it, it was gone.

“Kevra!”

Yelo’s body jerked upward. She sat upright on her night bed. The queen had put an arm around her shoulders and was whispering soothing words. It took only a brief moment for Yelo to realize she had had the old familiar nightmare again. She took a deep breath and rubbed her eyes. The morning sun had already risen. She forced herself to look at Queen Gevres.

“Forgive me for waking you. It was just a nightmare.”

“It’s all right. Do you want to tell me about it?”

Surprised by the offer, Yelo hesitated briefly. She couldn’t possibly tell the queen she had dreamed about her daughter!

“Well ... it was nothing serious. Just a common nightmare.”

Nothing serious? Ordinary nightmare? Yelo’s inner voice gave her no peace. Except You’ve had this nightmare since you were a child. And now you know who the woman is, don’t you? Yelo decided to ignore her own thoughts for the moment.

The queen, meanwhile, had taken her arm away and moved a bit to the side.

“Well, if it’s nothing serious.”

She smiled at her, but Yelo could have sworn Queen Gevres didn’t believe a word she had said.

“How are you this morning, Your Highness?” she asked, trying to change the subject.

Yelo intended to find the portal of black and purple light again. Otherwise, it would be a long march to Jera only a healthy queen could manage. Either way, she needed a healthy queen who had her strength.

“I’m doing well, thank you. I may look a little battered right now, but I’m not that old.”

Silently, Yelo looked at the small wrinkles hiding in the corners of the queen’s eyes. When she smiled, as she was doing now, they came out. The queen was right. She might have counted forty or forty-two winters, but she was still a beautiful woman. She smiled back.

“Do you already have a plan, Yelo?”

“My hope is we will find the portal of purple and black light again. This would be the fastest way back to the palace. Otherwise, we would have to walk to Jera. That’s a long way through the desert and we we’d be too late to stop the wedding.”

“How are you going to find the portal? The corridors seem to be one big maze. That we found out yesterday was a real stroke of luck. Isn’t there any other way?”

“If we find the plateau again where Kevra and I came out, then we could bypass the passages and would only have to deal with the guards in the castle. That might be successful. However, ...”

As Yelo looked around, first doubts came.

“Yes?”

“However, it might be difficult to find the plateau again. The rocks here are steep and dangerous. We don’t have a rope or enough–”

Yelo didn’t get to finish her sentence. A huge shadow descended upon them, plunging the entire rock tableau into darkness. Enormous wings blocked the morning sun. Horrified, she stared upward. What Yelo saw made her worst fears come true. A massive Mancor was swooping down on her. The biggest she had ever seen! She grabbed the queen and pulled her along. Soon they were standing pressed against the rock wall, watching in horror as the giant dragon landed on the plateau. Apparently, this was his sleeping place. Yelo inwardly scolded herself for not noticing. How could she have missed the signs? But she hadn’t expected a Mancor. Not out here on the coast. So far, they hadn’t encountered any signs of dragons.

On the other hand, she didn’t really have much experience with them. If she saw a Mancor, she killed it.

Its claws scraped the rocky ground, and its massive wings polished the stone. Now Yelo could see the dragon before them bore little resemblance to a Mancor. Its scales shone golden in the rising sun. The white wings were enormous, certainly close to forty paces long. The scaly head ended in a long neck. Clever eyes scrutinized her insistently. Yelo thought she perceived something like intelligence in its gaze. It almost seemed as if he knew exactly who they were. She followed her instinct and took a step forward. Placing a hand over her heart, she bowed deeply.

“Och’te Otheiá. Juheh yn blentyn och’te Thânre. Ti Suvris. Sumos on. Saer’te eloneri fenva kaa.” I belong to Otheiá. You are a child of fire. I am a Suvris. We are one. Such is the will of the Goddess.

The dragon listened to the words and finally lowered his head to the two women. Little clouds came out of its nostrils. Fascinated, Yelo looked at the delicate skin inside the nose.

‘I know who you are.’

As Yelo heard the answer in her head, her insides began to vibrate to the sound of the deep voice. The words came hesitantly, as if they had not been spoken in a long time.

‘The old language is long gone.’

The dragon tilted his head and looked closely at Yelo, who by now had straightened up.

‘So, the prophecy is true.’

He fell silent and once again straightened to his full height. As he did so, he stretched his massive wings once more and folded them tightly against his body. Then he curled up and lay down.

“I am Yelo, and this is the Queen Gevres of Etrion.”

The queen, who had been watching Yelo and the dragon with fascination until now, broke free of her rigidity. She now bowed to the dragon as well. She didn’t know if it was appropriate for a queen, but Yelo had also bowed when she had said something in an unknown language. It almost sounded like a chant. And although Gevres had heard nothing, the dragon seemed to have answered Yelo. Never before had she seen such a majestic creature.

The dragon eyed the queen thoroughly.

‘She is not the one destined to reunite Otheiá. Where is she whose task it will be?’

Somewhat uncertainly, Yelo looked at the queen, but she did not seem to hear the dragon’s voice. She was not sure how the queen would have taken this news.

“Princess Kevra is a prisoner in Jera. She is to marry the king in a few days,” she replied aloud.

The dragon’s head jerked up. Intensely, he stared into Yelo’s eyes.

‘This is not the way of the Goddess! It must be stopped!’ His voice boomed in her head.

‘We are trying. But Jera is far away, and we won’t make it in time unless we find the portal of light again.’

‘Dark magic! The spawn of evil. This portal is a work of Ischion. It corrupts souls and turns everything which was good and pure into something dark and dirty. Keep away from it!’

His voice was so full of disgust and sadness Yelo wondered. Did he know this form of magic? Could he create such a portal as well?

‘Who are you?’ she asked.

The dragon hesitated for a moment.

‘My name is Tachleor. I am one of the Three.’

‘Of the Three?’ Yelo did not understand.

‘We are the beginning, and we are the end of our kind. Many dragon races are descended from us. But they are now destroyed or corrupted. We are all what is left of our kind, until we too finally crumble to dust and ashes.’

Yelo remembered. Ghane had once told her the legend of the Three. Tachleor, Lerios, and Wagr. Powerful creatures who had once ruled Otheiá with the Elendeari. They were as old as Otheiá itself and preserved the ancient knowledge. The three had once spawned countless dragon races. All remaining were the Mancor, and the few riding dragons Yelo had seen in the mountains of Lynark. She would never have believed the three truly existed. In fact, they still existed on Otheiá!

‘Tachleor, may I make a request?’

The dragon hummed, and Yelo suspected he was laughing.

‘You are the One, the only hope of Otheiá. Every request will be granted to you.’

‘Could you please take us to Jera? I know it is a bit presumptuous to ask this, but it is the only way we will get there in time to stop the wedding.’

Again, the dragon hummed.

‘No one has ever ridden the Three before, Yelo. But the wedding must be prevented. The king’s daughter must fulfill her duty. Just as you have yours, Yelo. Never forget that!’

His words resonated within Yelo. What was he trying to tell her? He couldn’t possibly know she loved Kevra, could he? Did he think she would forget her task, her vow? She could never!

‘I won’t forget, Tachleor. Thank you!’

‘Then all is discussed. At nightfall we will set out.’

With these words he closed his eyes and instantly fell asleep. Yelo stared for a few more moments at this huge being, which seemed to have sprung directly from a book full of mythical creatures. Then she turned to the queen and told her what she had discussed with the dragon.

Gevres listened to Yelo’s tale with amazement.

“He is one of the Three? For real? That’s incredible!”

Shaking her head in wonder, she looked at Tachleor with curiosity. Even lying down, he seemed enormous. His body was as tall as a two-story house and covered with countless glittering scales. They sparkled like jewels in the bright light of the sun.

“One of the three. Thank the Goddess!” She turned to Yelo. “See, I told you. Jolah will help us.”

“Yes, you did, Your Majesty." Yelo smiled at her.










❖      

The flight through the night was breathtaking in the truest sense. The cold air bit into their lungs and they pressed themselves tightly against the warm back of Tachleor. His massive wings parted the night air and carried them swiftly forward. Yelo guessed they would reach Jera around midnight.

She had arranged with Tachleor he would set them down outside the city in the shadow of some rocks. Yelo wanted to get Breta and Kiala first before she went in search of Kevra. She only hoped she was not too late. Silently she pleaded to the Goddess Kevra had not done some foolish thing and irritated the king so much he had had her killed.

The moon Frew was just beginning to set when Tachleor came in for a landing. With a gentle bump he landed on the ground and Yelo helped the queen dismount. When she was sure she was all right, she thanked Tachleor and asked him to watch Kevra’s mother until she returned.

As Yelo was about to leave for the city, Queen Gevres stepped up to her and grabbed her arm.

“I want to go with you, Yelo. Kevra is my daughter, after all. I can’t just sit here and wait.”

She looked into the eyes of the queen, who stared at her in despair. Yelo could only guess how hard it must be for her not to know anything about how her daughter was. But she could not risk her life. So, she put her hand on the queen’s and looked at her seriously.

“There is too much at stake. You are the Queen of Etrion. You mustn’t risk your life, even if it’s for your daughter. Should the rescue fail, at least a rightful heir must sit on the throne of Etrion, don’t you think?”

The queen was about to reply when Yelo interrupted her.

“Please trust me, Your Highness. I will try everything to bring Kevra back to you. Even if it costs my life! But I need you to be safe. If I am not back by sunset tomorrow, ask Tachleor to fly you to Etrion. I am sure he will help you.”

Yelo saw the struggle between her sense of duty and her love for her daughter evident in the queen’s face. She hoped the queen would choose wisely. Finally, the queen nodded her agreement in resignation.

“You are right. I will wait for you here.”

Gratefully, Yelo looked at the queen.

“Bring her back to me, Yelo.”

“I will, Your Majesty.”

With these words, she disappeared into the darkness. Silently, she thanked the Goddess the queen had listened to her words. Apparently, she was far more reasonable than her daughter.

Her first concern now was for Kiala and Breta. Getting into the city should not be too difficult. Even though the gates were closed, Yelo was confident she could scale the city wall. When she reached the west side of the wall, Yelo saw herself confirmed in the pale moonlight. The wall here was porous in many places and the mortar had fallen out. Apparently, the king did not believe there was danger from the west, or he would surely have repaired it already. His carelessness suited Yelo just fine. With only a little effort, Yelo soon stood on the other side and looked around. The streets looked familiar to her. Relieved, she realized she was not far from Breta’s house. Quickly she made her way through the silent streets. When she reached the small, warped door, it stood ajar. Startled, Yelo paused. Had Breta been captured? What had happened? Yelo’s mind raced. Where was Kiala? She was breaking out in a sweat despite the cold air.

“Are you going to stand around outside much longer, or are you finally coming inside? I’m freezing!”

At the sound of Breta’s voice, Yelo jumped. She let Breta pull her into the house, still frozen, and watched as the old woman closed the door behind her.

“How ...?” croaked Yelo, puzzled.

“Not how, but who you have to ask.” Breta laughed softly. “Kiala has known you were coming for a long time.”

“Kiala? How is she? Where is she?”

Breta raised her hand. “She’s not here, Yelo. I’ve taken her to Ha’erthî. Nowhere else is safe for her. I was able to flush the poison from her body, but she is still weak. She cannot go with you yet.”

“To Ha’erthî! Oh Breta, thank you so much!”

With tears in her eyes Yelo hugged the old woman. A heavy burden fell from her shoulders, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Kiala would be all right again.

“Since you’re back here, I assume you were successful?”

Yelo’s smile died on her lips.

“Whichever way you take it. We were able to free the queen. She’s waiting outside the city. But they have captured Kevra. She is to marry the king. I have to prevent that at all costs. If I succeed, you won’t be safe here either! You must leave Jera. Please pack your things and leave town. Go west. There, in the shadow of the rocks, you will find the queen. I ask you to accompany her to Etrion. She needs your help, Breta.”

Breta nodded. “Now I realize a few things. We keep hearing in the streets the wedding has been brought forward. It is to take place tomorrow. I’m afraid you’ll have to hurry.”

Yelos stared at her in horror. Tomorrow already? Breta took one look at her face and shooed her toward the door.

“Now go on and save the woman you love.”

Yelo stopped as if rooted to the spot. Startled, she looked up into the old woman’s face. “How do you know about it?”

“Oh, come on Yelo, you should see your face when you talk about her. Your feelings for her sticks out a mile!”

The red shot into Yelo’s cheeks. “I ... well ...”

Breta waved it off.

“Yes, yes, I know. It’s not always easy to admit the obvious.”

She chuckled softly.

“Now go on. Don’t worry about me. There’s nothing keeping me here anymore. I always knew the day would come when I would leave Jera and go out into the world. Now the time has come, and I am looking forward to it. Don’t worry, I can reach Ha’erthî from anywhere.”

Before pushing Yelo out the door, Breta held her back for a moment.

“Go to the servants’ entrance and ask for Jesara. Tell her you came from me. She will help you getting into the castle.“

Gratefully, Yelo took the old woman’s hand and squeezed it.

“I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart, Breta. You don’t know how much your help means to me!”

Breta sniffled lightly and pushed Yelo out the door.

“Oh, go on, silly thing. Grateful is me and no one else.”

With that, she closed the door and Yelo stood alone in the street. The morning was already dawning. She had to hurry. The wedding was supposed to take place today! Hopefully she wasn’t too late!
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Yelo hurried through the corridors of the palace in her disguise. Jesara had not only given her access to the palace but had also provided her with a servant’s robe. Although she had only put it around her shoulders, she did not stand out. The castle was in a state of chaos. Everywhere the wedding guests wanted to be served and the numerous servants hurried through the corridors. The noise was deafening. Voices shouted excitedly, yelling final instructions. Minstrels were rehearsing their musical pieces, and the entire castle courtyard was filled with people eager to congratulate their king on his wedding.

In the chaos, Yelo had managed to search the two floors of the palace. However, she had found no trace of Kevra. Disappointed, she sat down in a small alcove to organize her thoughts when she heard excited voices in the hallway. Cautiously, she stuck her head out and saw a group of servant women carrying steaming water jugs. Two of the women wore a costly gown embroidered with wildflowers and jewels. From their busy chatter, Yelo could gather they were preparing the bride. Quickly she joined them. The other servants didn’t seem to notice her, they were too excited. And so Yelo passed the guards and entered a kind of tower. The stairs wound steadily upward. More guards stood on each landing. Finally, they stopped in front of a heavy, iron-barred door. Yelo pulled her servant’s cap deeper into her face and entered the room behind the others.

The sight before her made her smile. Kevra stood in the room dressed in her shirt and pants, desperately resisting the maids’ attempts to undress her. Her shirt had long since begun to hang out of the waistband of her pants, which were somehow torn. While some of them were talking at her, the others were tugging at her shirt sleeves. A few strands of hair from Kevra’s dark mane had come free and now hung loosely down on either side of her head. She screamed and bit at them. Lured by the noise, several guards suddenly stood in the room, watching the wild activity with amusement. Their raucous laughter rang through the small room and seemed to incite Kevra’s rage even more.

“Enough!”

King Gusth’s icy voice echoed through the room. Suddenly, all sound ceased. The servants ducked their heads and Yelo also felt the urge to make herself invisible. Gusth stepped imperiously toward Kevra and looked up at her.

His voice was cold as steel as he spoke.

“You will put on this dress, or you will stand naked beside me. Is that clear?”

“I won’t do anything! I will never marry you!”

Kevra screamed all her contempt in his face. King Gusth remained completely unimpressed by her outburst.

“Well, naked it is!”

He beckoned two of the guards standing around, who grabbed Kevra’s arms. Then he drew his dagger and began to cut Kevra’s shirt off her body piece by piece.

The princess reared back with all her might and tore free. Her hand hit the king’s round, grinning face before he realized what was happening.

Despite his size, the king moved with lightning speed and grabbed Kevra by the neck. The tip of his dagger bored into her cheek.

“If you dare lay a hand on me again, I’ll cut your throat on the spot! Do you understand?” His voice trembled with rage.

Kevra’s eyes widened in fear. This sight made Yelo forget all caution. She threw off her disguise and drew her swords. The two men who had just held Kevra fell on the spot. The king looked up in irritation.

“Yelo!”

Kevra’s shout snapped him out of his stupor. With a twist, he brought himself behind the guard soldiers who were now rushing in. With his finger, he pointed at Yelo.

“I want her alive! Catch her!”

Yelo stood in front of Kevra with swords drawn, bravely fending off all attempts to grab her. However, more and more soldiers pushed their way into the room until their numbers almost crushed them. It wasn’t long before she stood bound before King Gusth, staring down at him.

She ignored Kevra’s questioning looks, still standing in the corner of the room with her shirt cut - carefully guarded by two soldiers holding her down.

“You seem more annoying than a fly. Yet I thought you were long dead.” Gusth turned to her with a sardonic smile.

“Well, if you don’t do everything yourself. It’s so hard to get capable staff these days.”

At his cue, the guards standing behind her kicked Yelo’s legs, causing her to drop to her knees. But even on her knees, Yelo was only slightly shorter than Gusth was standing.

“That’s more like it. You should kneel before me, for I am the future ruler of all Otheiá. And now I demand answers! Who are you? And why do you keep getting in my way?”

He took his dagger and slid the blade along Yelo’s throat.

“Are you even a spy? Let me guess: Wramgar?”

The king paused and shook his head, then gave a short laugh and continued:

“No, no, certainly not. Ahh, now I know! Etrion. Don’t tell me the princess took you as her bodyguard? That’s just ridiculous!”

With that, he turned to Kevra, who continued to stare wide-eyed at Yelo.

“Seems to me your employees aren’t the real deal either. Either way, she’s going to die now, and you, my beautiful, are going to watch it happen.”

“Don’t, please! Let her go! I beg you!”

Kevra’s voice broke. She looked pleadingly at the king.

Astonished, King Gusth raised his eyebrows.

“You are begging me for the life of a common soldier? Why?”

“Because I ... I ...,” Kevra stuttered.

Yelo interrupted her. “Don’t, Kevra, it’s all right!”

“Because?” The king let his gaze wander back and forth between them.

“Ah, I see. Well then, all the more reason to kill her, eh, my little dove?”

He gestured for the guards to let go of Kevra and walked over to her. Then he grabbed her and slid his              hand insinuatingly over her partially exposed torso.       As he leaned over and whispered in her ear, his hot breath brushed her skin.

“I’m going to have a lot of fun killing her slowly            and agonizingly. You’ll see, before it’s noon, she’ll be begging to die. And the same will happen to you if        you don’t do as I say.”

Unbridled hatred coursed through Kevra. Having just recovered from the shock of finding Yelo alive, she would not lose her again! Even if it cost her life! Disgusted, she pushed the king away from her and bent down in a flash. With a sure hand, she grabbed the  small knife still stuck in her boot and stabbed. It all happened so fast, even for Yelo the movement was hard to comprehend. Still holding the knife, Kevra took a step back and now stood with her back directly to the window. The guards in the room did not even realize what had happened.

Only when King Gusth sank to his knees did the commotion break out. The servants left the room screaming, the guards shouting wildly. Yelo took advantage of the chaos to shake off the two men still holding her and also pull the knife from her boot.          She quickly freed herself from her bonds.

She simply ran over the nearest guard soldier as            she rushed to the door and closed it. Then she took         one of the unused candlesticks and jammed it under the handle, making it impossible to open the door from the outside.

Turning around, she looked into nine pairs of eyes staring angrily at her. With a yell, the guards rushed       at her. Yelo had nothing to defend herself except her small knife. Her weapons had been thrown carelessly on the bed.

She ran toward the onrushing guards and just          before they reached her, she catapulted into the air, somersaulted, and landed safely beside the bed. Her swords leapt into her hand as if of their own accord and she felt their power sweep her along.

Yelo plowed through the guards with her glowing swords, one by one falling victim to her fury. Finally,         breathing heavily as she pulled her sword from the last body, Kevra lunged at her.

“You’re alive! I thought ... did you see? I stabbed the king! You’re alive!”

The words just gushed out of her. Her eyes shimmered with tears of relief.

“Slow down, Kevra.”

Reluctantly, Yelo had to laugh. The princess was still babbling like a little child. She didn’t seem to hear Yelo   at all.

“You’re alive! I thought you were dead. I saw them finish you off. Never did I think you would survive that.         And mother ...!”

Her voice broke for good now and thick tears rolled down her cheeks.

“Hush, everything is fine, Kevra. Come here. It’s all right."

She pulled the crying princess into her arms and gently stroked her back.

As she did so, she murmured meaningless, soothing words, and soon Kevra had regained her composure.

When she finally broke free from Yelo’s embrace, Kevra was almost a little ashamed of her emotional outburst.

“What now?”

“I don’t think we can leave this room unnoticed. Sooner or later, they’ll break down the door and then we’ll both be lost. I can’t stop them all.”

Kevra lowered her head in resignation.

“Then it was all for nothing.”

Yelo took her hand and smiled.

“Not all.”

She told Kevra about freeing her mother and meeting Tachleor. With amazement, Kevra listened to the story so absorbed, she almost forgot about her current situation.

“Really? One of the Three?”

When Kevra learned her mother was well, she grabbed Yelo’s hands again.

“You can’t imagine how grateful I am, Yelo. I know   You’ve risked your life for me many times over the past few moons. And now Mother is freed and returned to  the throne in Etrion, I feel ready to face the inevitable.”

She paused and looked deep into Yelo’s eyes.

“There is no one else I would rather spend my last moments with than you. Thank you for always being there for me!”

Moved, she pulled Yelo into a hug. But when she felt      her stiffen, she let go of her instantly. Uncertainly, she looked into Yelo’s face.

“Please forgive me. I ... I forgot for a moment how awkward this must be for you.”

Ashamed, Kevra lowered her eyes. Yelo was still standing there, speechless and agitated by their proximity. Her tongue would not obey her, so she stared dumbly at Kevra, who was about to turn away again. She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Desperately, she reached for Kevra’s hand and held it tightly.

Surprised, Kevra looked up and looked into Yelo’s eyes, which now shone like dark silver. Her lips trembled and Kevra wondered for a moment if Yelo would start crying. Fascinated, she watched Yelo’s lips move. Had they always curved so gently?

“I ... um ...”

Yelo cleared her throat loudly. Somehow, words seemed to have escaped her. But no matter what else happened today, if she didn’t speak now, she would regret it forever. So, she started a second attempt.

“Well, the thing is. I couldn’t ask for anyone better at   my side either. I mean, not just for the last few hours. Well, ...” She looked down at the floor. Yelo knew she was stammering, and her words made no sense.

“Yelo?”

Kevra, who had taken another step toward her, was now standing directly in front of her. She was so close to her Yelo feared Kevra would feel her wild heartbeat.

“What are you trying to tell me?”

“I ...”

Do it, whispered her inner voice. What have you got         to lose? In a few moments they would both be dead anyway! She took a deep breath and looked straight     into Kevra’s eyes, who was examining her intently.

“I meant to say … I ... well, I don’t know how this could happen either. Honestly, I didn’t mean to. It was so sudden and I–”

“Yelo!” Kevra was getting impatient.

All right. What did she have to lose? She took a deep breath.

“I love you, Kevra.”

Surprised, Kevra expelled the air. Uncertain, Yelo lowered her gaze to the floor. Not yet ready for the contempt she would surely find in Kevra’s eyes.

Kevra looked stunned at Yelo, who suddenly seemed to have spotted something immensely interesting on the floor. Had she heard wrong? She needed certainty. She placed her hands on Yelo’s cheeks and forced her to look into her eyes.

“Yelo, please tell me I just heard you love me.”

“I know it’s completely impossible and inappropriate to my position. But I couldn’t keep the truth from you any longer. I wanted you to know. I–”

Kevra cut her off.

“I love you too, Yelo! I love you! With all my heart and soul.”

Kevra laughed out and happily put her arms around Yelo’s neck. Yelo loved her! This was just too good to be true.

It took two heartbeats for Yelo to grasp the meaning of Kevra’s words. Could it be true? Had this wonderful woman standing in front of her really just given her her heart? When she saw Kevra’s happy expression, she no longer doubted and took her in her arms.

When their lips finally met, she could no longer hide her desire. Her tongue plunged deep into Kevra’s mouth, who moaned softly. Both lost themselves in each other’s soft lips and for a moment time stood still around them.

The furious pounding on the locked door and the sound of bursting wood jerked them out of their embrace and back into the present. Her face still flushed, Yelo reached for her swords while Kevra grabbed the dead king’s. Both of them got ready.

The first small pieces of wood were already falling.

Once again, they looked at each other. They had found each other, even if this was the end of them. Together they would go down, knowing they loved each other. Gripping their sword hilts tighter, they looked toward the door, which had just burst under the furious axe blows of the guards.

The remains of the door collapsed as the soldiers stormed the room. Soon Kevra and Yelo were standing back-to-back, closely surrounded by dozens of guards who were charging at them with their swords.

Wave after wave they withstood. In the process, they turned in circles again and again. Yelo was amazed at this. She hadn’t expected either of them to survive the first attack. But either way, time was against them. For every fallen soldier, the next one immediately jumped in his place, while they couldn’t catch their breath for a moment. Not much longer and their arms would grow heavy until they could barely lift their swords.

Yelo parried attack after attack with concentration, so she was late to notice the raucous noise above their heads. The soldiers, too, seemed to attach no importance to the noise at first. But when the first stones fell, they too stared upward in fear. Yelo followed their gaze and just saw a huge claw rip away the roof of their tower before she looked into the huge maw of a dragon. With fearful cries, the soldiers fled as fast as they could. Forgotten were Kevra and Yelo. Yelo got ready, while the princess stood stock-still behind her. As she turned, the huge head of Tachleor peered through the opening. Relief spread through Yelos body. This was not the end for her! She almost smiled as she took Kevra’s hand and looked up at Tachleor.

“Kevra, may I introduce you to Tachleor, one of the Three.”

With her mouth open, Kevra bowed to the massive dragon.

“Pleased to meet ... I mean, good to see you.”

“Could you cut out the stammering, daughter, and swing up here? Yelo, please help her!”

Yelo gave a short laugh. They weren’t going to die. At least not today.

“Very well, Your Majesty.”

❖      

Yelo thanked Tachleor from the bottom of her heart for saving them. Together with Breta and the queen, he would take them to Etrion. There would be war, and there was much to do. Alliances had to be renewed or reforged. They had to hurry. Yelo only hoped they were not too late.

As they flew over the vast plains of Mideria, a familiar inner voice spoke up. What if Kevra had changed her mind now they both didn’t have to die? Would Kevra remember her words? Or did she already regret them? Yelo sighed.

Kevra, sitting in front of her, noticed Yelo shifting restlessly behind her. She was happy and hoped Yelo was too. For this one moment, she could only be herself. A woman who loved and was loved. She felt behind her for Yelo’s hands and put them around her stomach. Then she leaned back until she was warm against Yelo’s chest. Her fingers intertwined with Yelo’s. Any doubt vanished as Yelo held Kevra in her arms. She gazed into the setting sun. No matter what was to come, Kevra would stand by her side. Yelo looked forward to the future with confidence.

...to be continued...





Afterward

 
I hope you enjoyed this book and are already looking forward to the next from the Otheiá Series.

In "Guiding Light" you will find out how the story of Yelo and Kevra continues.

Your suggestions, criticism, praise or other messages you can send to the following e-mail:

kontakt@anjalehradt.de

You can find me also on

Instagram: anjalehradt_fantasyautorin

Facebook: Anja Lehradt - Autorin

Until next time and always remember:

„Ga ketar'i croí!“
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