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      Wandor woke up slowly to a prickly feeling on his face. He rubbed his cheeks. Wet and cold. Surprised, he opened his eyes. He was lying on his back in a thick layer of snow. Ouch! A flake landed right in his eye. He reflexively squeezed his eyes shut and blinked to get rid of the stinging sensation. He shivered from the cold and wanted to sit up, but with a cry of pain he let himself fall back. His left side!

      Immediately he remembered everything. The monks. The one with his sword facing his father. His father who had fallen before he could draw his own sword. The other monk who had attacked him, Wandor. He had tried to defend himself, but what chance did he have with only a hunting knife? And then the sharp pain in his side. He had fallen to the ground. The monk had kicked him, but he had remained lying there with his eyes closed and dead still in fear and pain. ‘Tacho, this one is dead, too,’ the monk had shouted. He hadn't heard or noticed anything else.

      Slowly he stood up. On the side of his white fur coat was a tear and a bloodstain. With trembling fingers, he opened his coat and carefully pulled up his clothes. A nasty, bleeding wound. Scary. Better cover it up again.

      All around him were mountain peaks and everything was covered with a thick layer of snow. There was no sign of a road or path. His father would know how to go on.

      His father!

      Beside him lay something covered with snow. He crawled towards it. His heart was pounding in his throat and, nauseated by fear, he swept the snow away. His father was lying on his back with his eyes open, his face ice–cold. It could not be true. It mustn’t!

      ‘Father?’ he whispered.

      There was no response.

      ‘Father!' he called, louder now. And louder still. ‘Father!’

      With his forehead on his father's chest, he sobbed. Only when he stood up did he see that the snow on one side next to his father was red. Het felt dizzy and he gagged. Ignoring the pain in his side, he crawled away and threw up.

      He rinsed his mouth with snow and looked around. Where were their things? Luckily! There by that rock, there was his duffel bag. Also his bow and quiver, and his hunting knife. His father's duffel bag lay a little further on. He would have loved to have taken it with him, but he could not carry two bags, especially not now. He crept up to his father's duffel bag and took out a few useful things, such as the pan and the hook for hanging it over a fire. He also looked for his father's sword, but could not find it. The monks had taken it, of course. The thieves! The murderers! He swallowed frantically to hold back the tears.

      How could those monks have known that he and his father were Seekers? He remembered one saying: 'Hello Seekers!' in a tone as if he was greeting them politely. Immediately afterwards, he had stabbed his father. The bastard!

      Now what? Where should he go? They had been on their way to the biennial meeting. It would be his first, he had been so looking forward to meeting other Seekers. But now— Perhaps he would bleed to death! It seemed as if the bloodstain had grown bigger. He had to leave. If he stayed, he would surely die.

      He crouched by his father. 'I'm sorry, father, I have to leave you here,' he said half–heartedly. 'I am hurt. I cannot carry you to a mountain top to give you a good send–off. The leathernecks will not have a good meal. I am so sorry.' Tears ran down his cheeks and once again he laid his head on his father's chest. ‘That one who killed you is called Tacho, I heard. I will find him and avenge you, father. I promise you that. Farewell.’

      He stood up, slung his bag and bow on his back, his quiver on his belt, and began to walk. After a few steps he looked back. He resisted and kept on walking. He needed help. Maybe he would meet people who could help him. Maybe.

      He slipped and struggled to keep upright. His side stung painfully and he walked on cautiously. The road went up a little. That was difficult, the pain intensified. Down would be easier. Over there. The descent became too steep. He sat down and let himself slide. Now he could walk upright again.

      The sun was already setting when he saw a river in the depths and a bridge across it that led to a village. His heart jumped. Yet he hesitated before continuing. It was a village, not a nomad camp. He let his gaze wander over the village and soon spotted the truncated pyramid towering above the houses: a temple of the Brotherhood of Gorima. The greatest enemy of his and his fellow Seekers. He shuddered, but he had no choice. He had to go on if he wanted to live.

      The descent became very steep. He sat down again and let himself slide a bit, clutching his side anxiously. Weakened and exhausted, he reached the bridge. He pressed both hands firmly against his wound. On the other side, in a clearing near the bridge, children were having a snowball fight.

      Now or never, he thought, and set foot on the bridge. He walked slowly, bent over and always with his hands pressed firmly against his left side. Now and then he staggered and saw stars before his eyes. He had to hold on. He had to.

      After what seemed like an hour, he reached the end of the bridge. He turned left, towards the snowballing children. They laughed, ran and shouted and did not notice him. The road undulated under his feet. Or was it his legs that were acting so strangely?

      The children's screams stopped abruptly. They stared at him, with shocked faces, dead silent.

      To the nearest child, a girl, he said: 'A healer. I—' That was all he could say. His head was ringing, and a haze came over his eyes, which rapidly grew darker. He heard someone calling, as if from afar, and then nothing.
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      Onna sat at the workbench in her grandfather's bedroom and carefully sanded an oval–shaped flat piece of wood with a piece of sandpaper until it was nice and smooth. Her tongue stuck out of her mouth and her breath formed little white clouds. From time to time, she carefully examined the object and was finally satisfied.

      ‘Now we have to put holes in it,' she said aloud.

      She stood up and immediately began to shiver. Outside it was snowing, she saw. She opened the wardrobe and looked in the mirror that hung on the inside of the door. She grimaced . Her nose was blue and her cheeks pale. She moved her face closer and looked into her eyes. Brown with grey flecks in them. With her fingers, she pulled her mouth into a long, crazy slit and stuck out her tongue to herself. Then she tried to look as cross–eyed as possible. Laughing to herself, she closed the cupboard door.

      I'll have to ask Grandpa how to make those holes. She picked up the piece of wood and walked to the living room at the end of the corridor. Grandpa was sitting on his chair close to the fireplace.

      ‘Hello Grandpa Peep,' she said. ‘How nice and warm here.’

      ‘Hello, Mouse. Oh, girl, you are blue with cold. Come and sit by the fire.’

      She could not remember when she called him Grandpa Iwo and he called her Onna. She sat down on the floor in front of the fireplace and let the fire warm her for a moment.

      ‘Look, Grandpa, I made a button, but I still need to make holes in it. Do you have something I can do that with?’

      Her grandfather looked at the button. ‘Nice. Did you make it oval on purpose?’

      ‘Yes. That's something different, isn't it?’

      ‘Sure. It's beautiful. You need a drill for the holes. Come with me to my room.’

      Onna went in after him. On a wall, above a chest of drawers, hung some tools and in the chest of drawers lay more, she knew.

      Grandpa opened one of the drawers, rummaged around in it and pulled out a thin drill bit. ‘This one is probably good. And then there's ... ah, there it is. The hand drill. The drill goes in here and then you tighten it, see? Where exactly should the holes be? You must first make small dent with an awl, otherwise it will be difficult to drill. Here is an awl, now make a small dent in the place where you want the holes.’

      Onna laid the button on his workbench and pushed the awl firmly into the site of the first hole. ‘There should be four,' she said, and continued with number two. Finally, she had four dents.

      ‘Now you have to fasten the button. You do that with the vice.’ Grandpa took the button from her. 'So, now you can drill.'

      Onna put the drill bit into the first dent and carefully turned the wheel of the drill. After a while, she got the hang of it and turned faster.

      ‘Well done,’ said Grandpa.

      The first hole was ready. With her tongue between her lips, she drilled the second, third and fourth.

      ‘My button is ready,’ she said.

      ‘Loosen it, but take care that you don't get your finger in the vice.’

      A moment later, she held her button between her fingers. She looked through the holes. ‘Beautiful!’ she exclaimed. ‘A real button. Thank you for your help, Grandpa Peep.’

      At that moment, there was a loud banging on the front door. Onna ran to it and opened the door. It was Moni, her best friend.

      ‘Why didn't you come to the field?’ Moni began excitedly. 'You missed something, you know! A strange boy appeared and he was hurt. He collapsed and uncle Seballo took him to Doctor Yorik. You should have come!’

      'I didn't feel like it,' replied Onna. 'Look, I made a button.'

      Moni looked for a moment at the button Onna was holding in front of her. 'Oh, yes,' she said and immediately afterwards: 'Come, let's go to the doctor’s to see if we can have a look at that boy. Maybe he is in the front room.'

      Onna was disappointed by Moni's disinterest. 'What's so special about a wounded boy?'

      ‘He is a stranger and he had strange clothes on and he had a bow and arrows with him and a big knife and he was carrying a heavy duffel bag on his back.’

      A stranger? That was something different. 'Okay, wait a minute,' Onna put on her coat and shoes and followed Moni into the street. She slipped the button into her coat pocket. Her feet sank into the layer of fresh snow and thick flakes tingled in her face.

      Doctor Yorik's house was on High Street, on which Onna lived with her parents, her brother Lowis and her grandfather. Moni, who was the same height as Onna although she was two years younger, stood on tiptoe at the front room window. 'He is lying there,' she whispered.

      Onna saw a bed with a tangle of black hair on the pillow. Nothing more. 'How do you know that's him?' she whispered.

      ‘Because this is his hair, of course. I recognise it.’

      ‘Well, I suppose, but there's nothing to see.’

      'No.' Moni sounded disappointed. 'Shall we go to my house?

      They walked back.

      ‘Hey look,’ said Moni. They were standing in front of Onna's father's inn, which had been built against their house. Moni pointed to the sign with the big fish painted on it and the words 'Giant Grellis' underneath.

      On the signboard sat a small bird, which kept an eye on them. Onna laughed silently. ‘How nice,' she whispered. For a moment the girls looked at the bird and he looked at them. Then it stretched its wings and flew away.

      ‘I'm going to say that I'm with you,’ said Onna. She found her mother in the taproom. 'Mom,' she said. 'I'm with Moni.'

      ’All right. Don’t make it late, will you?’

      ‘No!’ Why did her mother always have to ask that? Surely she was no longer a small child!

      They came to a fork in the road.

      ‘Shall we go and look through the hole?' asked Moni.

      ’Okay.’

      They took the street that went to the right and slightly uphill. On their left was a high hedge behind which was the temple garden. In that hedge they knew a hole at stomach height. They bent down and saw a large garden with lawns, where flowers bloomed in spring and summer, but which were now bare. In the distance was a large pond surrounded by trees that gave a lot of shade in the summer. There was also an enclosure with thick, waddling juckas in it. Juckas were rather bizarre birds, Onna thought, with their fat bodies and their four short legs. They were the only birds whose eggs people ate. At the end was the temple of the Brotherhood of Gorima, where they had to go to every week to hear the priest preach a sermon.

      Onna peered in hoping to see her brother, Lowis, who also worked there although he was not a monk, but she did not see him. She did see a monk who was pruning a tree.

      Let's go,' said Moni, 'shall we go over the Market Square and then through the fields to my house?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            'Youngsters  with guns—'

          

        

      

    

    
      A little later in the day, Lowis walked with a basket under his arm into the enclosure where the juckas were kept. To his right, Barto, a novice of about twelve or thirteen years old, walked with a similar basket. They had been sent out to collect eggs.

      They put down their baskets and picked up the eggs that were hidden here and there by the birds. Barto's basket was full faster than Lowis'.

      ‘You are so fast,’ said Lowis.

      ‘Good eyes,’ chuckled Barto.

      Each with a filled basket under his arm, they left the enclosure and walked to the back entrance of the temple, where the kitchen was located. The cook, a very fat monk, took the eggs.

      ‘Beautiful eggs, boys, beautiful eggs,’ he said, rubbing his hands and licking his lips as if he could already taste them.

      Barto laughed. ‘I have to go,' he said and disappeared.

      Lowis sat on the table. ‘That Barto is a good one! Super fast. But then again, his surname is Katta, so you know.’ Kattas were funny, black animals who could run very fast and often performed antics.

      The cook laughed. His layers of fat shook. 'You like it with us, don't you?'

      Lowis nodded. 'Sure, I wouldn't know where I'd rather work.'

      ‘But you don't want to enter?’

      ‘Do you see me as a monk? I really don't. I'm a bit old to be a novice, don't you think?’

      ‘No, you can become a novice at any age, even at eighty. How old are you?’

      ‘In a few months I’ll be seventeen. I have never seen an older novice.'

      'Not here, no, but they do exist, so if you ever change your mind—'

      ‘Don't count on it. In fact, one day I’ll leave and take over my parents' inn.’

      Lowis suddenly wondered what he would have done if his parents had not run an inn. Would he have wanted to become a monk? 'How did you come to become a monk?'

      ‘Ah, you know, my parents are poor farmers and I am the third son. What was my future? Farmhand? Or maybe some job at the village hall? I didn't want that and so there was not much else left but to enter. Now I am someone: a monk. I have a certain status and I don't have to live in poverty.’

      ‘But you can never marry and have children now. Don't you miss that?’

      Cookie laughed. ‘Women, children, I don't need them. I am happy here.’

      ‘Really? But you’re still a young man.’ Lowis wondered how old Cookie was. He was young, he was sure of that, but those thick cheeks that almost squeezed his eyes shut made it difficult to estimate his age: somewhere between twenty and thirty, he thought.

      ‘Young? Age is only relative. You know, I live my life in the service of the gods, and I feel good about that. I don't need anything else. But look, the sun has set.’ The man turned to the clock. Five o'clock already. I'd better go and do something, otherwise dinner won't be ready.'

      

      Half an hour later, Lowis' working day was over. On his way home, he thought about Cookie. It amazed him that this man could choose to dedicate his life to the gods. Of course, it was good that there were people like that, because it was important work, but it would be hard for him to live like that every day, together with other monks. If he enjoyed working there, it was largely because he did not have to be there day and night, but could go home in the evening and hang out with friends if he wanted to. Immediately he thought of Menda, and sighed.

      He walked up High Street and a few minutes later stood in front of the house next to the Giant Grellis. He stepped inside, hung his coat and hat on the hook, took off his shoes which he placed against the wall and slid his feet into a pair of slippers.

      ‘I'm home!’ he called, then he ran to the middle of the corridor and climbed the stairs. Upstairs, he found his room immediately to the right. He took off his working clothes and put on clean ones. When he came downstairs, he saw Onna at the front door taking off her shoes. ‘Ha! There you are, too,' he said.

      She grimaced at him and tried to get past him, but he jumped in front of her.

      She pushed him, pretended to be angry and stepped on his feet on purpose.

      He let her go. 'You laughed,' he called after her. 'I saw it!'

      She ran to the kitchen.

      Lowis followed her and sat down in his seat. It smelled good. Onna's place was opposite his, but she sat turned on her chair to avoid looking at him. His sister, his only one. She was born on the day he turned three.

      Grandpa Iwo came in, and right after him their father, Zano. Grandpa sat down next to Onna, father at one head of the table. Opposite him was their mother's seat.

      ‘Where is Mum?’ asked Zano.

      Their mother, Emmi, came in. 'Ah, so you have arrived, too,' she said to Onna and Lowis. 'Then I'll put the food on the table.'

      ‘Have you heard about that strange boy?’ asked Onna with her mouth full. She swallowed quickly.

      ‘Strange boy?’ said Emmi.

      The others also looked at her questioningly.

      ‘Moni saw him, he came into the village and fell down just like that. He was wounded. Uncle Seballo took him to Doctor Yorik.'

      ‘What kind of boy?' asked Zano.

      ‘Maybe a hunter's son,' replied Onna. 'Moni told me that he had a bow and a quiver of arrows and also a big knife. And he carried an insanely heavy duffel bag on his back. He wore strange clothes: a long, thick coat of white fur and a hat of the same fur. And also leather boots. And his hair was very long and black.

      ‘Animal fur?’ exclaimed Lowis. ‘Disgusting. Killing an animal for its fur! Bah!’

      ‘You know very well that they only take the skin off an animal if it has died naturally. Uncle Seballo said so himself and he should know.’

      He looked at his sister, chuckling. ‘Of course I know. I was just teasing.’

      Onna shrugged her shoulders in dismay.

      ‘Well, she got a good look at him then,’ Emmi said.

      ’It was impossible not to. He collapsed close to her. They were throwing snowballs when he passed by. Uncle Seballo picked him up with all his things and carried him away. He's so strong, isn't he?’

      Emmi laughed. ‘Yes, he is.’

      Lowis saw the image: the giant Seballo – he was about 1.90 metres tall – holding in his arms the wounded boy with his 'insanely heavy' duffel bag and weapons. Yes, he could well imagine that.

      ‘How would he have got hurt like that?’ he asked.

      ‘No idea,’ said Onna.

      ‘Well,' said Zano. ‘Youngsters with guns—' He shook his head.

      ‘― attract weapons,' Lowis finished the sentence.

      Zano had talked about it so often that Lowis knew the story by heart. Uncle Alo, his father's brother, always carried a knife as a boy. Lowis had never known his uncle: he died of knife wounds when he was only nineteen.

      'Exactly,' said Zano. 'Never forget that, Lowis.'
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