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For my beloved Daughter,

The namesake of the main character

Then shouted the Golden Knight: Send me away then. Do it if you can. But beware, sorcerer, that you will no longer open the gate unnoticed, and then... you will stand in front of Her.

An account of a conversation between the phantom Molzeifa and Nerghubs, overheard by Larsson The Greybeard, written by the bard Tyos of Lastro.

First year of the reign of pasha Korn the Grim, Stavo*

(*A small port settlement in the southwest of Taria. Translator's note).

Today scholars are in principle unanimous about the existence of alien worlds, unknown to us. While it is impossible to verify the authenticity of the conversation between the ghoul Molzeifa and the terrible Negrhubs, quoted by the bard, we do know that such a conversation could have taken place. 

It is worth taking a closer look at the account of the sea plunderer Larsson, as it contains two important pieces of information. The first one is the mention of the Gate, undoubtedly a portal to another world, presented here metaphorically. 

The second one - in my opinion confirming the credibility of the message, because while the primitive pirates of the north have a certain propensity toward fantasy, they do not possess the imagination in the field of mental creation - is the mention of this very mysterious She, waiting at the threshold of the unknown. 

Is it about the personification of Death? A Destiny? Or maybe about some natural primal power, which sucks deep inside itself everyone who stands on the threshold of a foreign universe? 

Unfortunately, we can only speculate. One thing, however, seems certain: It is not a real character, because it is hard to believe in the existence of a being that Molzeifa would be afraid of.

Gates of the Unknown

Esteus of Covo

Cathedral of Hegemonium Polis, Larerdal.
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If I were you, I would not open.

Anonymous.

Written in chalk on the outhouse door.

Colegium Novum im. Barguix, Arira.

"But of course, Barguix. It is certainly the result of exhaustion," I admitted with exaggerated seriousness.

We sat across the table, enjoying the blissful day of the ending summer. The gazebo by the inn was drowned in a flood of flowers. The vines overgrowing it were teeming with garlands of purple and blue clusters. The smell was intoxicating. Hundreds of insects circled in the air. The hardworking honey bees returned to the beehives with baskets full of pollen. The vast majority of other winged guests celebrated the harvest, not caring too much about the future, but only about their full bellies. The abundance of insect life was astonishing. I almost always discovered some new, unknown species. On the other hand, I greeted other flower-visitors like good old friends. For example, I was especially fond of the stingless green forest bees, whose shells glistened like emeralds in the sun,. There were also colorful butterflies, small and medium-sized, as well as larger species of peacocks and sphinxes, and even those huge, beautiful royal butterflies, as large as my hand. I followed their winding flight paths with pleasure.

Once we were even visited by a stray inhabitant of deep wet forests, a wonderful large butterfly with iridescent blue wings. Even if you see it a hundred times, you still admire its beauty anew. Due to its blue color, we commonly called it the Sheramis butterfly, or simply "sheramie".

In enchantment, I watched as it sails in the warm gusts of wind, how it freezes in the air, as if amazed or intrigued by the commotion over the gazebo. But whether it was not attracted by our flowers, or it was put off by the crowd over them, it decided not to stop by, and after a while rose high and flew away. What a pity.

Barguix neither noticed the butterfly, nor followed my gaze. His eyes were narrowed, and he was rocking sleepily over the cup he embraced with affect. He had this fortunate aspect that even when he was dazed by the amount of alcohol he had drunk, he looked noble and dignified. A living picture of a Lucerran senator or a venerable sage, pondering the fundamental truths of life. Certainly, such a picture would be dear to his heart, indeed, it was even not far from the truth, because this learned thinker, once a monk and finally a hermit, was so respected at the Arira court, that he could just as well don a senatorial gown. Fortunately, the esteem enjoyed by Barguix did not intimidate me.

"If you hadn't been drinking like a sailor, you wouldn't have such a splitting headache," I remarked.

He puffed under his breath.

"I told you, you little shrew, that I contracted vile rheumatism while searching for minerals in the northern wilderness with Egiritricus. If it weren't for Sheramis, I wouldn't have gotten up from my bed for a long time. I am not in my puppy years like you after all."

"Please explain to me, what does wandering in the woods with this curmudgeon have to do with the story you write? You were supposed to work, not hang around on vacation. Have you been looking for inspiration while digging gravel in streams? Two old geezers! Playing with pebbles like kids..."

"This is not a "story", but a historical work! A compendium of knowledge about the rulers of Lucerra. And Egiritricus is not a curmudgeon but an artist and a great scientist! This man is a genius. It is impossible to overestimate... Well, there we go, you yawn, silly goose!"

I smiled at the memory of Barguix, when he came to us from the Grim Mountain after the victorious battle for Concoria. An exhausted old man with sunken cheeks, trembling hands, blind in one eye. His eyes had been healthy for a long time now, and he looked as if he had lost twenty years. Sturdy and jovial, with a mind as sharp as ever, quick to banter and skirmishes, he was one of my favorite companions. Which, of course, did not prevent us from annoying each other.

"Oh, I have no doubts that the evenings together over the jug of booze must have been very inspiring. Don't forget that I happened to see the results of your joint inquiries. Very beautiful drawings! And this diligent detail in the search of, so to speak, femininity. Good think that you took your crayons! All due respect, gentlemen scholars."

Barguix turned red.

"These aren't my sketches," he grunted. "And anyway, these are instructive models."

"Right."

"For future works. Egiritricus is keenly interested in iconography... We are running out of honey."

"We will be out of it completely soon. The Shadow Prince would surely be delighted to see the noble liquor wasted so carelessly. Does philosophy also deal with the problem of parasitism? Of course, when it doesn't waste all its energy on iconography."

"Don't you worry, Yskayzer would never be as stingy with me as you, you envious and ungrateful woman. He always looks at us old men with a kind eye, and knows that we have worked hard enough in our lives, and that now it is the turn of the young. But what can we do if they can only talk and tease their elders? Believe me, the princely heart grieves over this."

By "us" Barguix meant not only himself and Egiritricus, but also the old servant of the Prince, whose name I could never remember. I didn't really try to change that, I will honestly admit. This dry man always looked at me disapprovingly. It was said that he was one of the first humans gods had created, and he served Yskayzer from the very beginning. That would explain a lot. Everybody knows the prototypes are never perfect.

My attitude toward the old man and Egiritricus was roughly a reflection of their attitudes to me. They treated me like a silly, intrusive, and ill-mannered creature. As a result, I tried to be even more irritating and improper in their company.

"A wonderful trio," I muttered sarcastically. "A wicked dwarf, a grumpy and a drunkard."

"Who would the drunkard be?!"

"Egiritricus, of course..."

"Here is the respect for your gray head, old man," he grunted with a pained face and poured the rest of the drink into the cups. "Eh, waste of breath."

Barguix called himself "old." Naturally, he was not young, but time was counted differently here than on Earth. And thanks to Sheramis, it could go back.

"Watch out, Barguix." I narrowed my eyes. "One day you will pay me back for all those "witches", "shrews" and "geese". If you do not stop getting younger, I will challenge you to a tournament duel and will give you such a beating that you will publicly retract each of your calumnies. You will see what it means..."

"A book against a sword?" he smiled.

"... to mess with me."

"Eh, I would deal with you even now. What can such a weakling do to me?"

"Oh, yes? So maybe Lamarth will represent me," I teased. "And you will be replaced by the brave Egiritricus? Or maybe the old curmudgeon? Or will the belligerent philosopher-monk, of the coat of arms of a wineskin in a background of swine fat, come against my husband personally?"

"Are you done?"

"Almost."

"The old curmudgeon, as you call him, is called Erustozahiel and... oh, hell! Could you..."

"Just don't talk about respect due to the age, please!"

"... take out this bug?" He finished, handing me the cup. "I swear, one can't even drink in peace. One drinks up honey, another sucks blood. What is this black bastard?"

"Oh, so now I'm promoted to a bloodsucker?" I snapped the insect in the bushes and handed the vessel back to the philosopher. "A dung beetles."

Honey spurted from Barguix's nose. The scientist coughed, so I rushed to his aid, overcoming my own pangs of laughter, and while he was making surrender gestures, I smacked him furiously on the back.

"It's just some bug! Doesn't philosophy teach that words are just a smoke?"

"Definitely," he gasped, wiping his damp face, "we must have this duel one day. You deserve a good number of whips for your butt. I even agree to Lamarth, as long as you stand by his side."

"Oh, that's interesting. Why is that?" I asked.

Barguix made himself comfortable.

"You see, my dear child, my strength is not my muscles, but my mind. And it tells me that if this boy has the tiniest bit of oil in his head, not only will he not stop me, but he will willingly help."

"Oh, you!" I called out with a mock indignation. I wanted to grab his sleeve, but I just knocked over the cup. The vessel rolled over and fell to the floor.

"Like kids," Sheramis said as she walked across the lawn.

"He started it!" I defended myself. I looked at my friend's outfit meaningfully. "Isn't the water in the lake too cold for a swim?"

It was thanks to the sorceress that I learned the rebellious meaning of the word "avant-garde". Sheramis liked all kinds of outfits. One of the castle rooms was completely transformed into a wardrobe. The airy costumes, frivolous necklines and deep slits stopped shocking me a long time ago, but they have not stopped surprising me completely. Although, with Sheramis's beauty, it was rather covering her charms too much that seemed inappropriate. However, I had neither the beauty of my friend, nor such boldness. Maybe the sorceress was right to mock my countryside origins? Although we didn't live "in a hut with an earthen floor", neither "a cow slept behind the partition", and I didn't "graze geese" or "win a goat milking contest"! As Sheramis maintained viciously. But yes: I came from the countryside.

In the salons, I felt like a stranger. I remembered the ball from years ago that my husband took me to. All those stuffed up ladies with fancy coiffures and pompous conventions and remarks like: “My husband only recognizes Corax Valley wine. Naturally, from the previous century”, "Look what she is wearing? Did she borrow a dress from a maid?”, “I ordered him to eat in a retinue room. After all, my family comes from the Dejs." I could guess what they were saying behind my back. A parvenu from a village in the end of the world, with barely established nobility, married the heir to the Enorets glory. A gigantic misalliance! A topic for discussion for years to come. It didn't bother Lamarth one bit. Paradoxically, it was thanks to his excellent background that he didn't have to worry about it. He was a shield for me in a swamp full of poisonous reptiles, but also I didn't have tough skin yet. I felt bad about my blunders. I mimicked the salon-goers at the table, although inside I was annoyed with all this etiquette. I could not distinguish among the ten kinds of spoons, fancy forks for crayfish, clams, and cheese. I could eat it all with my "paws" and drink the soup straight from the bowl. And I felt like it very much. This is exactly what I would do today.

For Sheramis, the banquets seemed to be a natural environment. She skillfully put her rivals in their places, and made a foot rug out of their partners' hearts. She would easily eat these mother hens from my young years' nightmares. She would eat them and spit out the bones.

It was different when traveling, during overnight stays in the wilderness. There I felt in my element. I was getting a meal, preparing a mattress, building a protection against the wind... I was like the proverbial fish in the water, happy as a clam! And Sheramis? A princess forced to work in a quarry would complain less of the inconvenience than the sorceress at a camping site (yes, Sheramis, nettles sting, and, damn, they grow everywhere. So be careful before you plant your ass somewhere!).

Agreed, I'm a country girl. And it will stay that way.

"Have you seen Yskayzer?" The sorceress asked, ignoring my teasing.

"Are you looking for him?"

"No, Arlin, for a conversation starter."

The world is full of malicious jokers.

She sat down with us, reached for the demijohn, sighed in disappointment, and put the empty vessel down.

"He's been out of sorts lately," she confessed.

I did not comment. Yskayzer had always been "out of sorts", at least in my opinion. He was elusive of perception. His gestures and words were symbolic, and as I didn't know the key, I understood everything literally, which made me... not understand anything at all. The Shadow Prince's mind wandered along paths known only to a select few (Sheramis and the Auruds). And while our "divine couple" was amusing themselves with the discussion, it was impossible to tell truth from fiction, or to grasp what was a prophecy, what was a riddle, an allegory or a joke. You could lose your mind! For me, the Shadow Prince remained a mysterious unfathomable point on the horizon.

"Yesterday I caught him staring at his armor, stroking it affectionately."

"Hey!" I called, amused. "You're not jealous of that pile of scrap metal, are you?"

“The Shadow Prince's armor is not made of iron but of fluminet. Of the same mineral as Auruds' swords. You would have known it if you had chosen your readings differently. Lack of knowledge is the aftermath of ignorance," added Barguix.

I commented on the philosopher's ploy with a sharp grimace. Let the armor be made of whatever it wants.

Sheramis and Yskayzer made a great couple, and this intimacy was often accompanied by imaginary anxiety. When a vertical wrinkle settled on his forehead, or dark curves of her eyebrow converged, the other one trembled with anxiety. That's why I didn't really take my friend's words to heart.

"Can't you, the Ancient One, see your spouse's thoughts?" I asked, sipping from the cup.

"No, I can not!" She grimaced. "It is not that simple in case of an Aurud and the demigod. Not to mention the ethical aspect of doing so."

I must have had an unconvinced expression on my face, as she immediately added:

"I think we'll stop our magic lessons for a while. I like Lamarth and I'm not going to do this to him."

Sheramis had been teaching me the basics of magic for a long time. While it sounds fascinating, in practice it came down to cramming endless rules and formulas, regulating the work of the diaphragm, and concentration. I quickly lost my initial enthusiasm. Instead of fireworks, there was painstaking work. The simplest spells gave me a whole lot of trouble. I suspected I had as much natural skill for magic as a barn, but Sheramis claimed otherwise. She insisted that I was making progress but warned that everything takes patience and time (I had time), and that nothing comes easy.

I was much better at herbal medicine. My vagabond nature was conducive to getting to learning about plants. I knew herbs quite well, and with the help of books and the preceptor, I quickly caught up with the missing knowledge. I could make medicines, weigh potions and elixirs. Nothing special. I was just a sorrel and mandrake witch...

As for reading other people's thoughts, the sorceress answered my question more than once or twice before I could ask it. Either she had the gift of clairvoyance, or the ethics applied only to her beloved.

The barely visible blush on my friend's face made me guess that she was not without fault also now.

"Your thoughts are so predictable that there is no need to resort to magic." She got up. "I'll look for him. The boys went on the hunt for hares. Of course, they set out as if to a battle: with spears, bows, a boomerang and gods know what else. They were also accompanied by this big Seber's dog, they took the falcon and even my eagle. Sobiepan also followed the hunters, of course on his own route and on his own terms. Maybe the Prince is with them? Yskayzer is attracted by armed men like a mouse by a cheese. Even if it's just a rabbit hunt."

"Shall I saddle Semiramis for you?" I asked.

"Thank you, I can find someone at the coral." She smoothed out the wrinkle on the sleeve. "No, Barguix, nothing will happen if you drink a little more honey," she said cheerfully as she was leaving.

And she talks to me about ethics? Evil woman!

Barguix believed Sheramis's assurance, but waited until a suitable victim was found, ready to fetch a keg of honey from the castle darkroom. People slowly came to the inn. It was our unwritten place for evening gatherings.

I stretched and crossed my arms behind my head. Autumn was approaching... This time of the year reminded me of long escapades and campfires in the open air. Maybe I will visit the highlanders' village or go to the southern plains where I will rush faster than the wind on my swift colt? And then the great prince's horn will sound, and the armed men will set out from the castle, the annual great hunting will begin. Carts with tents and provisions will set off to the northern forest, with Sobiepan sleeping among them, as well as the gloomy vulture Ambrose, swaying with the movement of the vehicle, resembling an old tax collector. Riders with eagles and falcons on leather gloves, a barking herd of dogs running among the legs of their mounts, music and buzz and calls, incessant chaos of people excited by the approaching hunt. Before the forest we will meet the Taurogs who will greet us with their raised right hand. Their spears will be new, and their tips will shine from long sharpening and polishing. A wonderful time of hunting!

That's how I imagined the coming autumn then.

***
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Rain pounded on the stained-glass windows. The candles had long since been extinguished and the castle was asleep. Sobiepan in the armchair turned to the other side, stretched his body with delight.

No force would drive him outside in such weather. When he was an ordinary cat - in the normal sense - he spent the nights chasing mice, mates and trees, when a pack of street mongrels chased him. Today, the fat tomcat was a palace cat and did not remember much from that period. He did not bother about the mice, just like didn't have to worry about an empty stomach, the female partners disappeared somewhere, and he lived in an exemplary harmony with the local dogs. Sobiepan lived a satisfactorily quiet life, the only emotional part of which was to wait on the pier for the return of the fishermen.

Although he was generally greeted with a warm welcome, he did not favor anyone. He never refused a snack, but did not beg for food, and he accepted each tasty morsel with a truly cat-like conviction that he only gets what is rightfully his. He was everywhere where something was happening, and nowhere he was expected. Sobiepan fully deserved his name.

The castle was asleep, but not completely. The tomcat picked up a murmur no louder than a sound of a flying moth. He opened his eyes. He saw a shape darker than the dark. It crossed the room and opened the door to the terrace. Sobiepan wrinkled his nose at the damp breeze. Disapprovingly, he rolled over again and pressed his head against the recess of the chair.

Yskayzer stood in the rain. Water was running down his face, running down his collar. There was darkness in the valley. The downpour prevented dawn. The blue waters of the lake were gray and dirty, and the wind was moving the black treetops. The prince watched. He found perverse pleasure in the streams of water flooding him and the cold. If only this could be so easy. If only it was enough to wash, forget.

The village was asleep. There was no light in a single window. A picturesque settlement nested at the lake shore, at the foot of the castle. Peaceful, calm, happy. Human settlement. His settlement. When did it become so dear to him? How did it come about? He, the Shadow Prince, a demigod and a hero, the conqueror of worlds, lived like some earthly ruler.

You swore! By Hakkre, by honor, by life...

The prince raised his face to the sky. Water washed his face.

I know what I've sworn and what I swore by, Dalilla.

***
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I rubbed my teary eyes and took a deep, slow breath. I moved my shoulders, relaxing my muscles. My legs ached from kneeling, but there was nothing I could do about it. I've been on my knees all morning, staring at the hearth like a hermit at the image of an idol.

I was close twice. The first time I saw a trail of smoke, I screamed with excitement and ruined all my efforts. The second time I got hold of my emotions, but for a moment I lost my concentration. It was enough. The faint streak of smoke kept coming for another moment, getting weaker and fainter, until it disappeared. I swore in three different languages.

I slowly pulled myself together and calmed down, closed in, surrounded myself with a perfect emptiness. There was only me and a pile of wood. And the point where I focused energy. I felt it almost tangibly. Just like...

"Go to the swamps!"

I jumped up.

"Sheramis! Are you crazy?! I almost had a heart attack! I am practicing here!"

The sorceress stood in the doorway, staring at me without understanding, as if it was me interrupting her stream of thoughts.

It is said that someone is as angry as a wasp, but for some time Sheramis had not looked like a wasp, but rather like a whole nest, into which someone had put a stick and gaily stirred. 

The smallest thing upset her, and when she got angry, things crashed against the walls. We all tried to get out of her way. At the sight of the enchantress, even the nasty vulture Ambrose took on the meek pose of a lovely pet. But the vulture soon remembered having wings and moved to a safer area. 

I saw him hover over the castle as if with a feeling of gloomy satisfaction. Then he glided west. We remained, reconciled with our fate, and humbly endured the successive outbursts of Sheramis.

Magic lessons became a torment, and the teacher - a tyrant. However, I gained a lot in that period, because the evil sorceress means a witch who reckons with nothing and crosses all barriers, including those that she stubbornly stuck in my head. Her favorite adage about "that door that should not be opened" was all but forgotten. She was teaching me absentmindedly, while concentrating on much more complex issues. She searched for Yskayzer, studied the aura, and performed tons of control spells that I didn't dare ask the nature of, because she snarled in response like a lion stepped on its tail. She was also scheming at the Gate of Knowledge. And when a roaring, horned figure appeared from behind one door, Sheramis did not backtrack or slam the door, but vented her consuming rage. After this incident, we stopped the classes until the damage was repaired. And the demon never again dared to show its sooty face, although the enchantress banged at the gate provocatively on every occasion.

Time passed, the Prince did not return. We remembered the incident with the Eternal Sleep curse, and despite Sheramis's assurances that no evil force controlled our world, we were worried that the demigod was resting unconscious somewhere in the forest.

But at first, Yskayzer's disappearance didn't seem unusual. The prince liked solitude and had disappeared without a trace in the past, wandering the wilderness of our land. True, he had given up escapades since his relationship with Sheramis, but he might have missed his old practices. The more so that the time of autumn hunting was coming, which was always preceded by a reconnaissance. It was surprising, yes, that he had set off without warning Sheramis (knowing my sorceress friend, I had no doubts that he would never make that mistake again), but basically, we saw no reason to be concerned. After all, this is the Shadow Prince. A mighty undefeated hero, before whom even the god’s tremble! What could happen to him in our safe world?

The situation changed when it was belatedly discovered that no horse was missing at the stud. We all used the mounts as needed, and somehow nobody thought to count the animals. The Prince's black stallion remained in the yard. This surprised everyone. Yskayzer vanished, taking the weapon and dragon armor. But why did he go on foot?

Sheramis sent the Aurudas in all directions. The swamps had apparently not been thought of before, and apart from me, only Bakcha knew the way to the habitat of the Taurogs. But truth be told, no one knew the marshes better than me. I visited the wild hunters' headquarters several times each year. I loved these journeys and felt honored by the friendship and trust of the hosts. The Taurog settlement in the swamps was a different world in our different world. A visit there always provided me with excitement.

"Check if Yskayzer is with the Taurogs. That might be why he had not taken his mount."

"Okay," I agreed, although I did not think that wanting to visit the Taurogs would justify traveling on foot. I always rode a horse myself, and left the mount tied to a tree on a long rope. There were no large predators in the area. Except for the Taurogs, of course.

"And on the way back you will check at the highlanders. Just to make sure."

I raised my eyebrows. Sheramis had no desire for rides in the saddle, so she had a limited sense of what was "on the way." The village of the highlanders lay northeast of the Taurog habitat, separated from it by a wedge of dense forest, and by no means fit the criteria of a place to stop by while visiting the swamps.

Our land was full of mountains, after all, our whole world was surrounded by a rocky circle. Its massif penetrated deeply into the northern part of the Primeval Forest. It was a part of the land that was hard to access and very little known. 

Complete wilderness overgrown with forest, cut by streams and ravines, full of only wild animals. But the Highlanders did not want to live in such distant wilderness, completely separated from the rest of the world. 

The Coral Mountains to the south, with red, porous and jagged peaks, whose highest tops reached the clouds, did not gain their acceptance. 

They were nothing like the mountains known from the old world, they did not resemble Mochabat. The Highlanders did not want to live in our palace village either. Therefore, they went north, but not too far. There, in the vicinity of a few limestone rocks, they built their settlement on a hill, which they called Little Mochabat. I was very happy about it. In addition to the Taurog swamps, another settlement was established that could be visited.

"Okay," I repeated. "I'll leave immediately. Fire will have to wait. And I've almost made it."

"Fire?" She glanced at the hearth. "Oh, I see. Sorry. I'm a bit distracted today."

There was a boom and the flares exploded. The flame almost charred my hair, even though I was sitting a good five paces from the fireplace. I barely avoided the burning logs flying towards me.

"Sheramis! You're gonna burn my house down!"

With her glare, the sorceress picked up the burning logs, which obediently flew into the furnace.

"You are indeed distracted," I agreed tartly. "Why do I need a fire if I'm leaving...?"

The door creaked and a tall, handsome man entered the room.

"Lamarth!" I cried out happily. "You're back!"

"The nets were so full of fish I don't think one more would fit," he replied, giving me a kiss. 

"Great catch. I don't know who was catching whom: we the fish or they us. We barely reached the shore."

His cheeks were cold, his eyes glistening with the wind. His movements reflected the fitness and physical strength of a full-fledged warrior of the Shadow Prince. I was extremely proud of him.

"Great you are here. Because you see...” I started, lacing my fingers together. "I know that you just got back, you probably would like to eat something, rest and warm up..."

"I know, I know," he interrupted, waving his hand carelessly. "We're going to the swamp. I've already saddled the horses."

"Wonderful!"

"Seber and Palor are also getting ready to go."

"Are they coming with us?"

"No," Sheramis said. "They will go to the Emerald Pond. The Prince rarely went there, but we have to check."

"I like their company, especially chatty Palor, but I'm glad we'll be alone," I said.

"I know. The swamps are particularly romantic at this time of the year, and the chill that emanates from them penetrates your bones so wonderfully. So different than a warm room, a roof over your head and a soft mattress. Who would like to stay at home?"

"I knew you'd understand. It's going to be a nice ride. I'll take only the essentials then and let's go!"

Sheramis grunted approvingly.

I loved riding horses. Especially racing against the wind, when I was rushing like an arrow, glued to the horse's mane and the grass beneath me merged into a uniform carpet of green. But the gallop on no other horse did provide such sensations as on Northstorm. The speed was breathtaking, and the blurry horizon danced before my eyes.

Lamarth's horse couldn't keep up with him, so every now and then I would stop my steed and waited for my husband, amused. The gray colt tugged and danced under me, impatiently tapping the ground with its hooves.

I had two mounts. This gray colt had just joined my Swallow. Whoever would like to judge him by his appearance, would be sorely mistaken. Low at the withers, fluffy, with strong workhorse legs and a short neck, he was not graceful at all. But it was a purebred Nelmudian wolfhound, and came from the royal stud. He could gallop the whole day and night, in his speed he was not inferior to the fastest Concondarian bachmats, and was much better than them at endurance. Trained wolfhounds fought in battles on a par with riders, biting and kicking, and spreading panic among their enemies. It was therefore a unique horse, almost priceless.

It was presented to Sheramis by the prince Azaruii, in gratitude for her care of him after the battle for Concoria. But the sorceress did not take interest in the colt. She hadn't even tried it. For her, none of his advantages could outweigh his ugliness. She must have shuddered at the thought of how she might look on a mount that resembled a donkey and wasn't taller than a dog. The wolfhound was a far cry from the statuesque beauty of her snow-white mare Semiramis. The mare even walked with such dignity as if she were afraid of getting her hooves dirty.

I, on the other hand, at the sight of the colt, almost jumped out of my shoes and squealed like a child getting the desired toy! There was a clever beast in the wolfhound. He huffed, kicked, ready to start running at any moment. He was like a taut bow, just waiting to drop its string. No wonder both Sheramis and her mare looked at him disapprovingly.

This way I was given the wolfhound and loved him from the very first ride. My cheeks were flushed, I couldn't catch my breath, I just stuttered: storm... it's pure storm, not a horse...

And that's how Northstorm was born, and he stayed with me. I tried to ride both of my horses regularly, and since I was always going somewhere, they were rarely bored in the yard.

"You look great with that hair blown by wind! A real amazon!" Lamarth called, riding up.

"Do you see those pines? Wanna race for a wish?"

"I would probably have to ride on Kite's mare. Remember? I mentioned her bachmat to you. I have never seen such a swift mount in my life. But I agree! You just have to give me a head start. Wait, Arlin. Isn't that a cart?"

In the distance, the two-wheeler of Egiritricus was rolling by the forest.

"Indeed, our architect returns to the castle."

"He's coming from the north. Let's ask him if he has seen the Prince."

"So, we're racing to the two-wheeler. Go!"

I waited a moment and then nudged the sides of the wolfhound. I raced like a missile, passed Lamarth, and got to the two-wheelers first. I stopped the stallion so abruptly that pebbles spurted from under his hooves. The horse bucked, trotted in place, snorted as if congratulating himself on his fitness.

"Egiritricus, haven't you seen Yskayzer?" I patted the wolfhound soothingly on the neck.

The dwarf on the goat pulled the reins of the donkey.

"G o o d   m o r n i n g," he said slowly and emphatically.

I looked up at the sky.

"Well, the morning is fine, but it might rain in the evening."

I was struck by the donkey's resemblance to its master, except the donkey looked like a slightly more agreeable creature.

A hoof beat could be heard, and my husband appeared.

"Hail, Egiritricus! Where do the gods lead you from? Have you met the Prince by any chance? He has disappeared like a stone in the water, and everyone is worried. Sheramis sent us to look for him in the Taurod marshes."

"Hello, Lamarth. In the swamps, you say? And who in their right mind would like to wander around there? No, I haven't met the Prince on the way. But what could happen to the Lord of the Shadow? I'm back from the Valley of a Thousand Flashes. Look what a rich collection I am bringing. This agate..."

"Colorful pebbles again," I grumbled as if to myself, but loud enough.

"Forgive us, Egiritricus, I will be happy to see the collection you gathered, but..."

"We don't have time to play with pebbles," I cut in my husband's sentence. "We're looking for the Prince! Sheramis is concerned and I sincerely advise you, better not tell her that she has nothing to worry about. And certainly, don't give her the stones then. Goodbye! Heey!"

The colt jerked forward. I was racing across the meadows, enjoying my freedom. Then I pulled the reins and went to the trot. The sky darkened and evening was coming. Fortunately, the swamps were starting already behind the tree line. Finally, Lamarth caught up with me.

"What are you laughing at?' I pouted.

"Because of you, I had to listen to a lecture on the decline of culture over the centuries. No name was mentioned, but the allusions were all too clear."

"And you nodded your head, letting your woman be insulted? And you even find it funny?"

"My dear, it is Egiritricus who needs a defense against you, not the other way around. And as he sincerely sympathizes with me..."

"Oh yes? Then you snug next to him next time."

"But, honey...!"

I rushed the colt and, giving vent to a surge of inspiration, recited emphatically into the wind:

Rarity it is not small,

For a donkey to pull a moron!

A donkey on the box, a donkey at the cart

That's some pile of manure!

Behind me I heard my husband's laughter.

The first timid star flashed in the sky before we jumped off the saddles. 

The high, dry shore was perfect for a camp. 

Willows, birches and poplars grew on it. There was never a lack of firewood here. Neither of mosquitoes. Autumn has not yet fully reached the swamps.

I always stopped at this clearing. It was a great starting point for a hike to the Taurog village. We wasted a lot of time, all because of the family of beavers, who had flooded a fair amount of the forest, forcing us to wander through the thickets. Finally, we found a dike and got around the lake. I might have tried to reach the village of the hunters by another route, but I didn't want to take a risk. These swamps weren't just any backwaters. After all, who knew it better than me? It was getting late, too late for exploratory escapades.

"I don't like your plan to walk at night," said Lamarth. "It doesn't make sense."

"We'll save time. You will take care of the camp and the horses, and I will leave immediately, without worrying about anything. I'll be back tomorrow morning and we'll go to the highlanders. Okay?"

Bakcha, my guide to the world of swamps and the Taurog customs, once instructed me about the appropriate times to visit the hunters. But they either got used to my unexpected visits or, more likely, Bakcha lied to me, not willing to wander the quagmire in the dark.

"Be careful."

"As if you didn't know me."

"Yeah, that's what I mean."

I ran down to the ashen ground. Shoes made a smacking sound, and circles bloomed on the thin silvery surface of the water. I passed the so-called Little Hill and fell waist-deep in sticky goo. Damn it, it's got cold here!

"The trough is the only way, it's much deeper on the sides," I explained authoritatively. "See that clump over there? From it, the slime is barely up to the calves. Then you have to pass the dry oak on the rrright side. On the Hunchback the hard groundddd will fall lower again, and then furtherrrr..."

"Furtherrrr on... you will catch a cold."

"I'll be alright!" I objected and made the effort to take the next step.

Pride, to not say stupidity, kept me from turning back, but I mentally scolded myself for my untimely night time ideas. Water level turned out to be higher than usual. Probably because of the new beaver dam. The sun hid behind the horizon and the trees growing along the shore seemed black. The clumps of reeds and marsh grass stood silent. The wind did not rustle in the bulrush. It would be complete silence if not for the constant buzzing of mosquitoes circling above me. Now invisible from the shore, I swore like a pirate, slapping my cheeks and ears.

I was walking along a well-familiar trail that did not exist. Or actually, it existed only in my head. A dried branch to the left, a clump of three birches to the right - watch out for a hole in the ground! Mosquitoes bit furiously. I wanted an adventure? Here was my adventure!

Finally I saw the Taurogs' island and smelled a smoke. Just in time, because darkness was already falling on the world. Maybe I was not worried, because the voice in the swamps carried far away, and as a last resort I could call for help. The trackers would have found me immediately, but that was not how I wanted to come to the village.

I was going to spend the night in harsh conditions, there was no hope of washing off the sludge (maybe that was for the better, because of the mosquitoes), but still I welcomed the sight of the end of my wandering with genuine relief, like a longed-for resting place. A meal, a place by the fire, and the company of Taurogs are enough for all comfort. At night, the smallest pond, even the best-known, becomes scary and mysterious. Not to mention the vast swamps.

But disappointment awaited me. I did not find Taurogs on the island, not those of the right sex... I only met women and I didn't know them well. 

They were hard to get to know. They were wild in the way they were, in their gestures, in their looks. They would probably have run away from me, had it not been for the fact that I was in their home. 

Their predatory yellow eyes stared at me. Maybe I wasn't afraid, but I was far from my comfort zone. They didn't understand human language, so as much as my whistling-clattering skills allowed, I asked where the hunters were and when they would come back, but either they didn't understand me, or - more likely - didn't want to understand. 

I did not feel like clattering to myself, so after exhausting the resource of friendly phrases, I gave up. I carefully sat down in front of the fire. I found myself moving slowly, as if I were in the company of aggressive animals. I wanted to say something else, but it turned out that I was alone. The women were gone. I closed my mouth and stared into the flames. The night was going to be rough. But they wouldn't choke me while I sleep, would they? Nonsense.

I decided to make an effort and walk around. The moon shone obligingly through the treetops.

The village was bigger than I remembered it. A large clay pit was created, the pantries were enlarged, a new wooden square appeared that widened the dry area of ​​the village. At the northern end, I found a plot of nettle-like weeds. The cultivation had to be done by the women, because before their arrival, I had not seen the Taurogs grow anything. So the savage women had their advantages after all...

Something moved in the bushes, and I caught a venomous gleam of the eyes. They were following me. Were they so inept deliberately? The Taurogs could circle around me all night and not a leaf would whisper.

A wild squeal snapped me out of my reverie. From the darkness shot a struggling, undefined shape, full of clattering, snorting and nudging. Suddenly it split into two beings. An indescribable noise of sounds broke out. She made reproaches to him, he  responded with a chuckle.

"Slash!" I shouted with delight and whistled as best I could: "How are you?"

The tracker whistled merrily. His tall silhouette seemed to consist of gnarled, stripped branches crowned with a dog's head and resinous, glistening eyes. When he opened his "mouth," several rows of tiny triangular teeth appeared.

A night, a bog and a swamp monster. What woman would not like to experience something like this?

"Where are your buddies?"

This time it was me who screamed, as strong arms grabbed me from behind. The Taurogs always had to scare me! They couldn't resist. Jokers.

"Loop! Small! I am glad to see you! Ooooh, a new spear? Not bad! Show me those ducks. Wow, they are so fat that my mouth is watering! I see there is also a bunny and... A cieciekot. A protected species... Eh, what else is new. Are we going to invite the birds for dinner? I'm hungry like a wolf. A loony? Sure, I won't say no!"

How different the Taurogs were from their sullen women, I thought, stretched lazily on a woven reed mat, watching the stars. These were the swamps I loved. 

The coarse blanket scratched my chin friendly, and I felt the trembling warmth of the fire in my shoes. The duck baked in clay turned out to be delicious. Juicy and soft. 

The fermented juice of birch and dzieworzep warmed the stomach, buzzed in the head, finally tangled my tongue and thoughts. It was not without a reason that I had called the bitter-sweet liquid a "loony" for many years. However, before I let it feel at home in my body, I managed to ask my hosts about the Prince. Of course, he did not visit the swamps. I had not counted on it; I must admit honestly. A visit to the village of highlanders was much more likely, the more so because it was situated on the way to the Primeval Forest. I fell asleep.

Shortly after dawn, I returned to the camp, escorted by three cordial hosts. Lamarth was not surprised, he was waiting, warmed by the fire. After a short but cordial farewell to the trackers, we sat in the saddles.

We rode roughly to the east, taking the paths made by forest animals whenever possible. 

The forest was thick and dark here, the terrain was mountainous and undulating. 

Streams murmured in shallow, shadowy ravines, and shallow rivers rolled their waters lazily in narrow sandbanks, cut by sunspots covered with pine needles. We rode slowly, searching for roads. Perhaps we were the first people here. 

As far as I knew, no one had researched these backwoods. The great hunts took place in the Primeval Forest, and home pantries were replenished in the immediate vicinity of the settlement. 

For this reason, the local forest had remained unexplored. Perhaps Egiritricus had ventured here on one of his journeys; certainly, it had been penetrated, at least partially, by the Taurogs next door, whom I did not hesitate to ask for directions before leaving. But they too could not say much more than what I already knew from the map. The forest here lay like a wedge between the marshes and the grassy plains stretching from south to north. So, we just had to go east, and sooner or later we would come out from the thicket to the meadows. Well, but you had to find your way there yourself.

Around noon, the forest thinned and became less dark. The horses started moving more briskly. Lamarth's bachmat, in particular, was relieved to see the change of landscape. Wolfhound had also this advantage over him, that from an early age he was used to the vast Nelmudian forests, and his small height allowed him to bend his head less frequently in the thicket. But he too preferred open spaces. Finally, we left the last trees behind. There were vast meadows in front of us, so reminiscent of our home Green Fields of Concondaria.

"Look!" Lamarth called, pointing to a wide strip of trampled ground. "Aurochs have passed this way recently. What a herd!"

"It's not aurochs," I said, turning in the saddle. I could see strands of matted hair on one of the bushes. "They're żubraks. Maybe two hundred of them!"

Żubraks, unlike aurochs, stayed in large herds all year round and were more likely to stay on the plains, although I had never found any traces of them so far north. Their torso was often covered with brown or gray fleece in long matted fringes. They were bigger than the aurochs, in particular the aged males could be especially huge. The herd must have passed this way just moments ago, the scent of animals still wafted through the air.

"Look!"

I looked in the indicated direction and indeed, in the distance I saw the croups of galloping animals.

"Perhaps it's a good thing we're going the other way."

The żubraks were not aggressive by nature, but woe to anyone who would find themselves in the way of their rushing herd. In such case, the only salvation was to give the horse a good spur.

After a short break, we pushed on. We drove until dusk, to leave as much of the way behind us as possible (this is how "on the way" it was from the swamps). We spent the night in the middle of the plain, by the fire, wrapped in blankets. My body adapted to the discomforts in no time and reacted even better than my husband's, who, after all, owed his iron endurance and fitness to the Aurud training. I got a great night's sleep, got up refreshed and rested, without aching bones. Lamarth decided that this was by no means the reason for my adaptability, but the result of my lifestyle, in which it was impossible to clearly state what prevails: a room or an open field. I took that as a compliment.

Lamarth didn't complain like Sheramis did, but I didn't think he was overly enthusiastic about the prospect of another day in the saddle, so I set about preparing the meal myself. In line with the wisdom of my Aunt Zenobia, who used to say that a man is like a puppy, and follows whoever feeds him. My aunt never got married, but she knew a fair bit about men (apparently more than an old maid should know, as my father said with a sneer). In any case, I have found Zenobia's observations accurate more than once.

After the breakfast of flatbread with smoked venison and a drink that smelled somewhat of the skin of the wineskins, Lamarth's countenance brightened a bit. We set out on our way.

On the way, I recalled with amusement the beginnings of the adaptation of highlanders in our community. 

When they came to us after the victory in Concoria, energized by the fight, adoring the victorious Sheramis, they vowed to become her honor guard. They soon realized that the sorceress had little in common with the Mochabat deity Koltirri, but that did not diminish their enthusiasm in any way. 

It was so much more wonderful to serve the real goddess than the spirit who spoke only through the mouths of the village caciques. At the beginning, the highlanders were overly eager about their task. Two huge mountain men with bandit faces roamed behind Sheramis everywhere, and similarly, in the castle they stayed in her chamber. 

The security had their faces serious and proud, looked down on everyone, and earnestly sought recognition of their status by others. Their ambitions were most often tempered by the sorceress herself, tired of the arduous company, and often by others, fed up with the highlanders rudeness.

I am sure that the honor guard would soon be disbanded and sent away (on the day when the sorceress would get off on the wrong foot - and she often got off on the wrong foot), if the highlanders themselves did not get bored by the service. That's because we have created society that was extremely unpleasant for people who would want to show off their vigilance and combat fitness. None of us was going to attempt on the life of Sheramis. There was no one to punch in the face, hit in the head with a truncheon. The highlanders were bored with monotony, they waved their legs in the parade step and shouted at the presentation of the weapon with less and less verve. They longed for a coarse life, obscene freedom, cursing, drinking, fights and squabble.

There was one, however, who was ready to give up all these great things in order to continue serving the goddess - Toggurus. The enormous highlander regarded being the guard of her majesty as his life's fulfillment. Most of his comrades fell at the gates of the city in a glorious doomed fight alongside the Yskayzerians. 

Now Toggurus and the rest of the highlanders thought they were the chosen people, beloved by Sheramis. 

She was their goddess, the new goddess of Mochabat, the embodiment of Koltirri, the One Who Lights Up Peaks. Now her glow shone on the faces of heroes, raised them above ordinary people. In this service, the giant felt special, and the goddess's simple commands freed him from the burden of thinking (the dead weight that the highlander gave up without regret). Toggurus found himself in paradise and was not going to be banished from it.

No wonder then that he found the thought of giving up this benefit sacrilegious, and as a man of action, he decided to convert sinners - with his fists. Our peaceful hamlet was suddenly filled with yelling and running highlanders. Toggurus chased the culprits like an enraged bull, ramming everything in his path. Fortunately, Sheramis showed up. She saw an immediate opportunity to free herself from the pesky guardsmen. She backed the "sinners," and told Toggurus that she wanted honey, wool and sheep's cheese, and that they would never cease to be her guard, no matter how far they settled. Her will was sacred. The giant bowed his head respectfully. Somehow, I couldn't teach my husband the same.

Anyway, a highlanders settlement was established and we all benefited from it. The cheese and wool it supplied turned out to be valuable products, and the honey was simply wonderful. Till then, none of us had dealt with beekeeping, so the more we appreciated the contribution of the highlanders to the community. They visited us quite frequently, and we too traveled along the "sheeps route" willingly.

We could see a yellow field of rye from far away. In its center was a lopsided scarecrow. I don't know about crows, but the parakeets weren't bothered by it. The green-feathered scuffle played among the full rye ears, made lots of noise, and stuffed grain down their throats. In fact, a few birds even perched on the scarecrow.

"It is a bit late for harvest," I muttered sarcastically. "And I'm not sure there will be anything left to collect soon. Nobody watches the field."

We rode at a walking pace.

"Look, who is it, sitting over there by the tree?" Lamarth noted.

I followed my husband's gaze and saw a squat figure leaning against a maple trunk. The highlander was warming in the sun.

I waved my hand at the inept guard, but he didn't react.

"Hi!" I called and waved again, this time standing in the stirrups. No effect. "What a lazybones! Doesn't want to move! Some welcome we get!"

"I think he's taking a nap."

"He should have his ears cut off for this."

"Come on, why cutting off ears. Can't a guy get a bit of shut eye in the afternoon?"

"I can't imagine you being so indulgent with your own soldier. A watch is a watch. Whether it's about rye or throats. I hate carelessness."

The highlander's belly protruded above his gray pants. A sheepskin was thrown over his naked, hairy torso.

“That's because it is a quiet neighborhood,” Lamarth was saying in the meantime.  "There are no wolves or bears here, no strangers threaten to raid, and so they got lazy."

"What about the lambs incidents? If not an eagle, then a smart fox, if not a fox, then a cieciekot. Always something. After all, they have a pooch! One would think the ambister makes circles around and kidnaps livestock. I thought they were just eating these sheep, but now I think the animals are just getting lost. They are probably wandering in the wilderness somewhere. You will see, over time, a new species of wild sheep will emerge here. Look, this one dares a morose smile!" I added, irritated by the blissful smile on the face of the highlander. He was staring right at us, clearly content with himself. I pulled the reins.

"The work is in full swing, I suppose?"

The man's eyes didn't move, they looked somewhere over my shoulder. In an instant, I jumped off the saddle and, in a few strides, got to him. Concerned, I grabbed his wrist and leaned in to feel his breath. I smelled it. And I choked.

"Are you going to revive him, Arlin?" I heard my husband laugh.

I rubbed my nose, trying to get rid of the booze stench. The highlander stared straight ahead with an expression of indescribable happiness. A clay vessel lay at his side. I didn't have to check to know it was empty. I resisted the urge to kick the man in the ribs and returned to the saddle, cursing.

"What a mess!"

Drinking was a huge problem with highlanders. Their love of alcoholic libations and brawls was the cause of many blunt words they heard from Sheramis. And it has to be admitted that things have changed for the better since then. At least for as long as the highlanders stayed within the sorceress's sight, as we could see.

There was a steady sound of chopping wood coming from the yard. The village at the top of the oval mound consisted of three wooden cottages, a barn, two sheds, and a carelessly fenced pasture with sheep. Further on, there were beehives standing by the forest.

The enormous highlander threw huge stumps from the cart onto the ground. Muscles danced in his body, and the wooden logs fell with a rattle as though thrown by a Titan's hand. Indeed, I did not know anyone who was equal to him in strength.

"Hello, Toggurus!"

"Oh, Arlin! Lamarth! What a joy!"

He jumped off the wagon and approached us, spreading his arms wide. For a moment I thought he would embrace me together with my horse and lift both of us in the air.

"What's up? How are you, Resourceful!" I gave my hand to the other highlander, who put down his hatchet and walked over.

"Good, thanks, Archwoman," he replied with a smile.

Resourceful was the only one of our six highlanders that came from the north. He was not as stocky and squat as the others. He had an alert gaze, and I could never help feeling that there was something rogue in him. But I liked him nonetheless, because even if I read his nature in his eyes correctly, he seemed to be a villain that was at least devoted to us. Besides, he was smarter than the others. I called him "Resourceful" once, and it stayed that way. He was the only highlander who mastered our language. Apart from him, only Toggurus could communicate freely with us. The rest did not even want to learn how to say "good morning". They considered it an excessive effort.

"The Prince is calling?" Resourceful guessed.

So much for our hopes to find Yskayzer.

"Unfortunately, no. We're in fact looking for the Prince. It's a long story..."

"Why talk here?" Toggurus exclaimed. "To room! Booze and honey there! Lamb!"

Both me and my husband thanked gratefully for the invitation, because the road actually made us tired. At the same time, I was struck by the thought that I was unfair about the non-communicativeness of the highlanders. Maybe they didn't know the words "good morning", but any of them could say, "wine, booze, honey, inn and wench."

I jumped off the saddle and froze with my shoe in the stirrup.

"Toggurus, how many horses do you have?"

"Four."

"And a cart?"

"Yeah. And the cart."

"Call the guys. Saddle two mounts for yourselves, harness the rest to the cart, and tell everyone to set off for the castle right away."

"But... What's wrong, Arlin?" Lamarth asked.

"Sheramis is calling. Everybody."

***
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Far away, outside of place and time, Kadar et Demos looked around at the standing. Once upon a time they were the cream of the cream of the knighthood, fearless, undefeated heroes. 

Today, not even a shadow of their former glory remained. Fear was showing on their sunken faces. Only the empty eyes of the four-armed Titans did not express anything. The brainless children of chaos had no will, no emotion. No pain, humiliation or shame. Neither a memory. After all, they were born here.

They were creatures of destruction, efficient and unconditionally obedient. It should not be forgotten. Around four hundred of them were gathered here, and there were twice as many camped beyond the Ice Field. Was it a coincidence that they were cutting off the way back?

Despite the stuffiness, the bristles on Kadar et Demos's back trembled, and beads of sweat dripped from his mustache.

By the shadows of a proud past, she wasn't going to get rid of them, was she?! After so many centuries of service? Impossible! Even she had to understand that brainless machines weren't enough, that she needed a commanding staff.

But does she see us as commanders? Do we still see ourselves this way?

Once upon a time, Kadar et Demos did not know what fear was. Today he knew all its variations, from a faint tingling sensation in the przytarczka to the twisting of all five stomachs. He was not the only one. Everyone here smelled of fear. Fear had a smell - oh, Kadar knew it well! - sharp and pungent. The heroes were gone. A fading memory of a distant era.

The vicinity of the volcanoes created better conditions for life - for the miserable vegetation they led - than the rest of the ossified globe, but the hero preferred to stay far away. He slept on cold basalt slabs and ate the lichen dug out from between them. Sometimes he found a pijka, similar to an Earth's worm, but much larger and with a nasty habit of squeezing into various orifices of the body to lay eggs. Later, the young larvae devoured the poor host from the inside, until they turned into adults. One should be glad if they hadn't eaten their way out through a vital organ.

And so, it had been for centuries. Hunting vermin and defending against them. Without an end. When the blue moon rose, the world was hit by such a cold weather, that bodies froze to the rocky crust, and shells cracked. The beings with watery bodies were the first to die out. Some in the cold wastelands, others here, near the volcanoes. They didn't last long under her wrath.

Kadar et Demos looked at a clumsy caricature of a hillside castle. The holes in the black blocks glowed red from the magma pulsating inside. A mangara circled over the building. Her bat-like wings moved sparingly. The spindly body of the dragon stood out clearly against the background of the stars, its long tail ending with a flat triangular point like a misericorde.

Someday it will eat me too, he thought.

Who have we become? What? The lowest kind of animals on Earth led a better life. A handful of fearful ragged outcasts, living in the wild in the wastelands, hiding in burrows, remained of the warriors of the afterlife. What's the use of such existence?

And yet Kadar et Demos did not want to die. He looked around the gathered once more. He realized there was no one to count on. Nobody will come forward. He missed Nerghubs. He did not give up his pride until the end, and his armor resisted the local conditions. But the Grehanian was gone and reportedly found death. Although no one knew for sure. Curiosity shortened life. Rassid the Black once said that there is only one thing easier to come by in this wasteland than the cold - death. He found it quickly. It was always present here, and there were countless roads leading to it. If you meet someone, it is best to happen by accident and so that no outsider can see it. Maintaining regular contacts meant asking for trouble, risking denunciation, accusation of hostile intentions. Conversation in a larger group was already flirting with disaster - one carelessly spoken word crossed out centuries of faithful service. Hearing something inappropriate and not reporting it could cost you your life, too. It was extremely easy to be disgraced, and there was usually not enough time for clearing one's name. It was necessary to be mute, deaf and blind, and in addition to disappear. Such behavior gave a chance for survival. In the end, however, everyone made a mistake.

Kadar et Demos wanted to believe he was not making one now.

For a moment his gaze met that of Carix. The Cephalonian was his friend. In another life and another world, they had led hosts of warriors against the enemy together. Their names were repeated with fear. They belonged
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