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			Nothing could have prepared her for the tremendous change in her life. Nineteen-year-old Samantha does not know who she is or what crucial role she plays in connection with the Immortals. She resists their laws and is on the run with other humans. That is why a life in captivity threatens her when she eventually falls into the hands of the Immortal Jake McAlaster.
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			For my two sons - my soulbound ones


			












				Is it truth that I see,


			


			

				when I stand in front of the mirror?


			


			

				Is it truth when I hear,


				that I'm not one of them?


			


			

				Is it truth when I cry,


				and deny my whole being?


			


			

				Is truth my fullness?


			


			

				Or is there an empty will within me?


			


			

				Everything ... everything is just appearance.


			


			

				Real doesn't have to be true?!


			


			

				Stefan Maune, 2013


			


		




		

			
1. The beginning


			The branches of the apple tree whipped against the windowpane. For a while, I tried to ignore the annoying knocking sound, but eventually I gave up. I took a quick look at the already abandoned straw beds of my uncle and aunt before rolling out of bed and stepping to the window. The first rays of sunlight spread across the horizon and bathed the sky in a bright red colour. Scattered clouds passed quickly, and the wind carried away the dry dust of the small field that I could see from my window.


			Uncle James stomped across the field and examined the meagre plants. He was always the first on his feet. He set to work before sunrise. When he wasn't in the fields, he was doing repairs, looking after the cattle, or cutting wood in the forest. Aunt Maggi and I helped him as best we could. Our days consisted of hard physical work that ensured our survival.


			The fact that we all survived the past winter unscathed was thanks to the strong bond we shared in our community. We had to make do with what nature offered us. Under no circumstances were we allowed to stray too far from our hideout. The danger of being discovered on a foray and unintentionally leading the immortals here was simply too great.


			We had set up a settlement with eleven other families in a large clearing in the middle of an inaccessible forest. Our simple wooden huts were cosily furnished and offered us sufficient protection from the weather. The two small plots of land on which we grew grain and maize were cultivated by all the settlers together. We had also planted a vegetable garden and housed our pigs and sheep in a communal barn.


			From my window, I could see the river at the end of the clearing. On the opposite bank, gravestones were sticking out of the ground, one of which had my mother's name on it. After she had died giving birth to me, my aunt had named me after her.


			I had often tried to imagine her. Did I resemble her? Thoughtfully, I ran my fingers over my dry lips and wrinkled my forhead. I had grown into a young woman by now, but I didn't really know what to think of myself. Lately, I repeatedly found myself comparing myself to my best friend Sally. With both feet on the ground, she found something good in every day. She had her whole future mapped out and pictured herself growing old here as a wife and mother.


			I, on the other hand, had no plans, dreams, or wishes whatsoever. The older I got, the more I realised the insignificance of my own life. There were so many moments when I felt utterly alone. Of course, I was grateful to my aunt and uncle for everything, especially their genuine love towards me. I just couldn't shake the feeling of not being myself, couldn’t get rid of the unbearable emptiness inside me. But nobody knew that. I was good at hiding my inner turmoil from the others.


			Somehow, I was a stranger to myself.


			I ran to the wash basin and looked at myself in the mirror. Sally always teased me that my eyes were like an open book. When I was angry or excited, they appeared blue, rather than their usual green colour. I tied my long blonde hair up in a ponytail and slipped into my worn brown dress. In some places the fabric had become so thin that it would soon no longer be usable. But I was unable to part with it, as it was the only thing I had left from my mum.


			I entered the kitchen, where the crackling fire beneath the brick hearth was bringing the water in the iron pot to a boil. All sorts of bundles of plants hung from the ceiling and wrapped the entire room in their aromatic scent. Aunt Maggi had pounded fresh herbs yesterday, while I had been busy weaving a basket. The willow branches were still lying on the wooden table, waiting for me to resume my work.


			But first I opened the door and ran outside. It was quite warm for April this year, so all kinds of flowers were already blooming in our little garden next to the hut. My aunt was sitting on the bench under the apple tree, plucking a goose. She wore her dark blonde hair tied in a knot as usual, which gave her a certain severity. Yet she was the most good-natured woman there could be. As she had remained childless herself, she had taken my mother's place after her death and brought me up like her own daughter with unrestricted care.


			"Good morning, Sam!" she greeted me.


			I gave her a quick hug and sat down next to her. "Have I missed anything?" I asked. "We’re having goose? What’s the occasion?"


			"Your uncle is expecting a visitor today", she replied.


			"Here? With us?" It was unbelievable. I was incapable of hiding my excitement. Never had I met other people before. Since we lived in such isolation, I only knew the families that we lived with.


			Aunt Maggi looked up from her goose and gazed thoughtfully into space. "They say the Immortals have been spotted on the border of Lake Wall. Should they approach our territory, precautions must be taken."


			Were the immortals really nearby? I had never seen one of them before. Aunt Maggi had been telling me stories about them and the time there was still peace between immortals and humans. They were described as superhumanly strong, had better vision, hearing and generally had much more developed senses than us humans. They also possessed great knowledge. No disease could afflict them. If they were injured, their wounds healed within a very short time.


			Their blood was not red like that of humans, but silver.


			"Could I recognise an immortal if I met one?" Just thinking about it gave me goosebumps.


			"So ... I mean ... could I easily tell an immortal and a human apart?"


			Aunt Maggi laughed. "Oh yes, you could. The immortals have a very special aura that you can't easily escape. They're also quite a bit taller than us humans."


			"You talk about them as if they were gods," scolded Uncle James, who was walking past us.


			"You don't have to listen if you don't like it!" Aunt Maggi called after him.


			"Do you ever miss your old life?" I enquired.


			My aunt put the goose down next to her on the bench, turned to me and took my hands. "Yes, Sam. Sometimes I miss our old village. We left a lot of friends behind who were afraid to join us here. I often wonder how they've been - if they're still alive." She looked at our hands and stroked the backs of my hands with her thumbs. "We're doing well, Sam. Even though we must work hard to make a living, we're getting by. When the immortals still tolerated us on their lands, we didn't have it easy either. We had to make sure that we earned enough to be able to pay the taxes."


			"Will I ever leave this place?" I said, lost in thought. It was more of a loud thought rather than a question. That's why I was startled by Aunt Maggies strong reaction.


			"Now listen to me, Sam! This little patch of earth is your home. We are glad to have discovered this remote clearing. We've lived here for twenty years without the Immortals being able to track us down. It was a very arduous journey for your mother back then. She was heavily pregnant but still pushed us all further and further until we finally found this place. She thought of nothing else but getting her unborn child to safety. Samantha would be turning in her grave if she knew you wanted to leave here."


			"I don't want that at all," I said.


			But Aunt Maggi wouldn't let me finish.


			"It is forbidden by law for humans to have children. Only a few chosen people who are of use to the Immortals and serve them are granted the privilege of having a child - and unfortunately your mother was not one of them. This special right only comes into effect when a couple is married by a priest in the presence of an immortal clan leader, who then grants them permission to start a family on his land. A certificate with the seal and signature of the clan leader is ceremoniously presented to the couple which they must carry with them as proof at all times. There is no question that the children from these relationships must swear allegiance to the clan leaders."


			"I know all that, Aunt Maggi." I plucked individual feathers from her skirt. "Are there many like us who are hiding from the Immortals and have children?"


			Aunt Maggi sighed before going back to eating the rest of her goose's feathers. "I know of another community. Your uncle meets with a man from this group once a year to catch up. Before everything changed, our families were good friends and we often visited each other." She put the plucked goose in a bowl and stood up. "They used to always meet in a neutral place. But now he wants to meet you."


			"Who wants to meet me?"


			"Get to work now, Sam! The animals need to be taken care of." Without responding to me any further, she ran to the hut and left me behind.


			Somehow I couldn't shake off the impression that she was hiding something from me. But as she obviously didn't want to give me another answer, I made my way to the barn while our geese followed me, chattering cheerfully. They were really trusting. Some of them even let me stroke their feathers. Understandably, they steered clear from aunt Maggi.


			My first task in the morning was to feed the pigs and goats. Our boar, Willi, grunted loudly over the feeding trough without giving his four ladies the slightest bit of space. "How selfless you are again today," I reprimanded him. I pushed him aside a little to give the others access to the food. I then set about milking the goats.


			"Well, Samantha, are you OK?" my uncle called out to me as he entered the stable.


			"Yes, I'll be finished in a minute. Do you need my help afterwards?"


			He picked up the sickle and began to sharpen it with a whetstone. "We have a meeting today. Some friendly rebels will be joining us to tell us about the latest happenings." He rubbed his chin. "Why don't you go and do something with your friends again?" He made an effort to mask his concern.


			I stood up and pressed the jug of goat's milk full to the brim into his hand. "Can we join you at the meeting?"


			Uncle James took a big gulp and then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Nevertheless, there was still a bit of milk stuck between his grey stubble. His thick hair had thinned over the years. His skin was reddened and roughened by the changing weather conditions. A life of hardship had left its mark on him and he looked much older than he actually was at almost fifty.


			"You're so young, Samantha. Enjoy your time off and leave the unpleasant things to us old people," he said as he walked away.


			I looked after him with uncertainty. On the outside, he still seemed to be the man who had everything under control. But I sensed that he was very worried.


			The fear of being discovered by the immortals was omnipresent. If they found us one day, we would have no chance of surviving their punishment. Rumour had it that they deported rebels to labour camps, where they had to toil under harrowing conditions and torture until they died. But we still preferred leading a risky life rather than submitting to the immortals. If my mother had bowed to their law, I would not exist now.


			I discarded my reservations and made my way to Sally. My best friend and I had been inseparable from an early age. Unfortunately, we had very little time to spend together as we both had to work and do our part for the community. If we were lucky, we were occasionally assigned to the same tasks. However, this rarely happened as we were constantly distracting each other and couldn't manage the work required. Therefore, we usually met up in the evenings, even when we were exhausted. In the summer, we often went to the river with her brother Conner and his friend Matt to enjoy our free time.


			Our neighbours were moving the sheep to the pasture and they waved to me. The three horses were already grazing contentedly in the fenced paddock, the geese keeping them company.


			I spotted Sally by the river. She was mending the fishing net while her brother was gutting and scaling a fish.


			"Sam! What are you doing here at this time of night?" she asked as we fell into each other's arms.


			Conner smiled at me. He nodded at me, trying his best to hide his embarrassment. "There's a meeting. As long as the elders are sitting together, we have free time," he answered Sally in my place, without taking his eyes off me.


			At twenty-seven, he was the oldest amongst us and had watched over us since we were children. Sally was seven years younger than him. If the age difference hadn't been so great, you could have mistaken them for twins. With their red hair, green eyes, and fine facial features, they looked incredibly similar. However, their characters were all the more different. Conner had always been very sensible. Sally, on the other hand, said and did whatever came into her head.


			"What kind of meeting?" Sally looked at us curiously.


			Conner ignored her question. "I'll go and get Matt. We can take the boat for a bit and go for a swim." He hurried off.


			"Go for a swim? But the water is still far too cold," Sally protested.


			I had to laugh. If Sally was already reluctant, how would Matt react? He always had some kind of objection. Surely they were about to receive another lecture on how the cold water would give him a cold. Matt was the same age as Sally, so at nineteen I was the youngest in our group.


			In the meantime, the sky had turned into a dark cloud cover. But the wind had died down, making the air feel noticeably warmer. The river drifted calmly past us, allowing the small boat we were using for fishing to rock comfortably.


			In the distance you could see our wooden huts, from where Conner and Matt were heading straight towards us. They were having a race and Sally and I started to cheer them on, laughing.


			"You can't be serious!" Matt reprimanded us when he arrived after Conner. His shoulder-length hair hung sweaty in his face. It was the same brown colour as his eyes.


			"We might as well go ice swimming in winter," Matt continued in his torrent of words. "It makes my skin crawl just to see the cold water. Do what you like, but you won't get me in there." He gestured frantically towards the water. "I'm not tired of living. If you ask me, then ..."


			"Shut up!" said Conner.


			Matt grimaced and made us laugh. But our fun came to an abrupt end, when desperate cries from the neighbourhood reached us.


			Conner pushed us behind a small hill and signalled us to crouch down.


			"What's happening?" Sally whispered. She clutched her brother's arm.


			I didn't have to look at our settlement to know what was happening there. Fear spread unstoppably through me and made my whole body tremble.


			Hiding our heads as much as possible, we peered over the hilltop and saw that a whole troop of riders were attacking our home. Like my aunt had said, I was able to recognise the immortals at first glance. Even from a distance, their size made them look imposing. They wore white tunics with a coat of arms. However, I couldn't recognise the symbol from this distance. On their large horses, they trampled ruthlessly across the fields and gardens while rounding up our families like cattle.


			We were paralysed, didn't know what to do. Meanwhile, two immortals spotted us and immediately set off in our direction.


			Conner was the first to regain his composure. He grabbed my hand and pulled me up.


			"Quick, run to the river!" he instructed us.


			We panicked and rushed towards the boat, causing Matt to stumble and fall lengthways. He cursed while getting back on his feet, holding his arm, his face contorted with pain. "We'll never make it," he shouted. "They'll catch up with us in no time."


			Sally whimpered. She was struggling to keep up with her brother, who was holding both of our hands. "Hurry up," he groaned breathlessly. He quickly hustled us into the small boat and pushed it away from the shore. Matt handed Conner a paddle before the two of them set the boat in motion with strong, fast pulls. Sally and I huddled together as we rowed to the other side of the river.


			The river wasn't very wide, but it was quite deep. We were just getting out of the boat when the immortals reached the bank. They briefly considered whether we were worth getting wet. But then they drove their horses into the water.


			"Run away!" Conner shouted. "Ruuuun!"


			Then everything happened very quickly. I had no idea whether we were all running or just me alone, whether we were running in the same direction or away from each other. This terrible fear of being grabbed from behind at any moment made me run faster than ever before in my life. My legs seemed to have lost all strength to take me any further. I tried to fill my lungs with sufficient oxygen, but I could barely breathe. I was only a few steps away from the sheltering trees of the forest when I heard the snap of a crossbow being fired. And then I was hit. Everything around me began to spin. The last thing I recognised before I lost consciousness was the rumbling of the approaching thunderstorm.


			A light flared up in the distance. It was cold and the ground I was lying on felt as hard as a rock.


			I struggled to sit up. What had happened to me? Judging by my nausea and the terrible headache, I had been hit by one of their tranquilliser darts. Had they taken us to one of those labour camps? Where were my uncle, my aunt and my friends? The uncertainty filled me with despair.


			The torches came closer and closer, casting the shadows of their bearers on the high rock faces. I held a hand over my eyes to protect them from the sudden brightness.


			"One of them is conscious. What do we do with her now?"


			"Wait until Grimmt gets here. He'll decide what to do."


			There were four men, one of whom leant down towards me and blinded me. When I instinctively flinched away from him, a sickening laugh came from his throat before he turned away from me again.


			"Where is Grimmt? I don't feel like squatting in this wet cave any longer. Why did we bring the three of them here in the first place?"


			The three of them? I looked round. About ten paces away from me, I spotted Matt. He was lying on his stomach and was injured, but I could clearly see that he was breathing. Further behind him was Sally. They were alive!


			I slowly crawled towards Matt. I brushed his blood-encrusted hair out of his face and let my gaze wander around the cave. Where was Conner?


			"Sam!" Matt lifted his head slightly. "Are you alright? Where are the others?"


			Before I could answer him, someone grabbed me by the back of the neck and pulled me brutally upwards. "No more chatting now! If you're bored, I'll be happy to spend some time with you." The man pressed himself against me and put his cheek against my face. If I hadn't cried out in pain, others would have thought he was trying to hug me from behind.


			At that moment, there was a murmur of voices and two more men entered the cave by the light of their torches.


			"It's about time, Grimmt. Marlon was just about to sweeten the wait with the little one," a somewhat stocky man called out to the new arrivals.


			The man called Grimmt came up to me, scratched his thick beard and examined me for a while. He was at least a head taller than the others and I noticed the men’s respectful attitude towards him. He was clearly their leader. His rough voice tolerated no argument.


			"Take them all out! There must be no trace of us left behind. When everything is packed, we'll leave as quickly as possible."


			"What do we do with the other boy?" asked the stocky bloke.


			"Dexter's looking after him now. If he's too badly injured, we'll leave him behind."


			Grimmt turned away and led the way. Two of his men picked Sally up from the ground before following him. I quickly escaped the renewed grip of this repulsive Marlon and helped Matt to his feet to support him. We stumbled after the others and struggled to keep upright as Marlon pushed us forward.


			The cave led into a corridor, at the end of which daylight greeted us. It became noticeably warmer and I greedily breathed in the fresh air. Only now did I realise how stuffy it had been in our prison.


			Outside at last! There was a dense forest around us. I had no idea where we were. About twenty men packed up their belongings and got the horses ready to go. Their clothes were dirty and worn. They must have been travelling for weeks.


			Their clothes ... Only now that my initial daze had subsided did I realise. These weren't the men who had been chasing us. They weren't Immortals, but fragile, vulnerable people like Conner, Matt, Sally and me.


			Matt had noticed it too. "Who are they?" He looked at me, confused.


			"See to it that the girl wakes up so she can stay on the horse by herself!" Grimmt pointed in Sally's direction with a nod of his head as he walked towards an old white-haired man. "How's it looking, Dexter? Is the boy fit for transport?"


			Only now did I see Conner lying on the floor. His arm was bandaged, his clothes were covered in blood and his face was glowing from the fever. He looked terrible - more dead than alive.


			I let go of Matt, hurried to Conner and dropped to my knees next to him. "Conner! Can you hear me? Conner!" I touched his face carefully.


			"What a heartbreaking sight," said Marlon, who was watching me disapprovingly.


			"Better to help the others than just stand here and drool over them!", the white-haired man replied.


			Grimmt laughed throatily. "You heard what Dexter said. So make yourself useful or I'll make you get a move on, Marlon!"


			My gloating over this creep's rebuke didn't last long, as Grimmt came closer and bent down to me. "What's your name?"


			I wondered whether I should answer him. Perhaps it was better to keep quiet until we knew the exact intentions of these people? However, they didn't seem to be a threat to us. They had taken care of Conner and tended to his wounds. They were mortals, just like us. As a courtesy, we should introduce ourselves to each other.


			"Samantha Foley," I finally answered him.


			He inhaled loudly and slowly straightened up again. "I thought so!"


			Dexter and he exchanged a meaningful look.


			What did this mean? Now I no longer understood anything.


			"Who are you?" I asked.


			Grimmt sat down next to me and sighed. "We were on our way to your settlement to visit my friend James."


			"My Uncle James?"


			Grimmt nodded. "When we approached and noticed the commotion, we hid in the forest. There was no way we could do anything or help. There were too many immortals. It was a different story with you, though. You ran straight towards our hideout and were only followed by two immortals."


			He pointed at Conner. "They caught up with your friend first. We were able to intervene and prevent the worst. But they had already stunned you by then. None of the other immortals had realised what was happening at the edge of the forest. So we hid their bodies in the undergrowth ..."


			"Are you kidding?," Matt interrupted him. "You can't kill immortals!"


			Without paying any attention to Matt, Grimmt continued. "My men brought you here to safety. Only Dexter and I stayed behind. We watched what happened for a long time."


			"Did you see what happened to our families?" I asked.


			"Yes, Samantha. Many of them have been killed or seriously injured." Grimmt turned to Matt. "I'm afraid I can't tell you about your family because I don't know them," he said. Then he put his hand on mine. "I did see James and Maggi, though. They were both unharmed."


			"What will happen to them now?" The worry took my breath away.


			"What happens to all rebels: They take them to a labour camp."


			"We have to go back! We can still help them," I said.


			"No!" Grimmt stood up and looked at me in a way that allowed no argument. "You can't go back home. The Immortals outnumber us and they're long gone anyway. There is nothing we can do. We will take you back to our hideout and then discuss what to do with you. But first we have to make sure we get out of here as quickly as possible before they discover us." That was the end of the conversation for him. He turned away and simply left us standing there.


			We were so helpless. What could we do? My family had been spared. But I knew that their death was only a matter of time. No one had ever survived the hardships of a labour camp. And what about my friends' parents? We had all lived together like one big family. We had always helped each other and been there for each other. But according to Grimmt, there was no way to save them.


			I was in complete shock and couldn't think straight. Matt and I stared at each other helplessly.


			Neither of us knew what to say to comfort the other.


			The man called Dexter, who was obviously a healer, broke the uncomfortable silence. "The boy is badly injured and has a high temperature," he said with a worried look at Conner. "If he doesn't get better tomorrow, he won't survive."


			"Conner!" Sally staggered towards us, crying. She was soaking wet from head to toe. She had probably been doused with cold water to wake her up.


			"It's going to be okay, Sally," I whispered and pulled her into my arms. "It's going to be okay." If only I could believe it myself.


			Dexter lifted Conner's head to give him some water. Then I let go of Sally and helped him by opening Conner's mouth a little wider.


			"It's time to go." Grimmt rode past us. "It will soon be dark. We have a considerable way to go while the night offers us shelter."


			Dexter spread a blanket over a makeshift stretcher made of logs and branches, which was fastened behind his horse. "Come on, help me put your friend on here!"


			Matt examined the device sceptically. "Poor Conner. When the horse shits, it’ll hit him. Well, at least he's reasonably comfortable. If you ask me, that's better than..."


			"Shut up, Matt!" Sally and I said at the same time. He could get on our last nerve, even in this situation.


			Sally and Matt were assigned a horse together, while I had to ride behind one of Grimmt's men. The involuntary proximity to this stranger made me uncomfortable. However, when I met Marlon's intrusive gaze, I felt it could have been worse.


			Grimmt led the way and everyone set off. We were travelling with people we didn't know to a destination we didn't know - to an unknown future.


		




		

			
2. First encounter


			Meanwhile, it had become dark. The tall trees suddenly seemed threatening. Apart from the hooves of our horses and the occasional snorting of the animals, it was completely silent. Were we too loud? I was afraid we could be heard far away.


			"When do we meet Jake?" the person in front of me asked Marlon, who was riding alongside us the whole time.


			"Maybe tomorrow, if we make it to the river in time. If we're not there at the agreed time, he'll move on with his men."


			"But we need him. He can't just abandon us!"


			Marlon glanced at Grimmt, who was riding far ahead of us. "That immortal can jump in the lake for all I care. We can manage without him. He's probably just a spy after all."


			"You're crazy, Marlon! Jake is Grimmt's best friend. They've known each other since they were kids and grew up together like brothers. Without him, we wouldn't be alive any more."


			"Since they were children ... Don't make me laugh! It must be funny for Grimmt that he's slowly approaching fifty and his playmate still looks like a twenty-year-old." He spurred his horse on and rode off.


			I stayed calm the entire time.


			So Grimmt had an immortal as an ally and if all went well, we would meet him tomorrow. I immediately thought of the stories my aunt had told me about the immortals. I missed her so much. The thought of the danger my aunt and uncle were now in choked my throat. What role was this Jake playing in our journey? Should meeting him give me hope or rather fear? I had so many questions that, for better or worse, would have to wait a little longer. The previous day had been the worst of my life so far, but I couldn't shake the feeling that this was just the beginning.


			We rode all night, but the forest simply never ended. Only when the sun slowly rose did Grimmt let us dismount. I would probably have to spend the next few days standing or lying down, thanks to my hurting bum. Sally was also rubbing her’s when she stepped next to me. She made a very exhausted impression.


			"Have you checked on Conner yet?" I asked.


			She nodded and started to cry. "He doesn't look well, Sam. I don't think he's going to make it." "Lie down and get some rest," Dexter said as he walked past. "We'll be riding on soon."


			I held him back by the arm. "But we have to take care of Conner!"


			"There's nothing we can do at the moment. We're meeting up with friends tonight. If anyone else can help him, it's them."


			He spoke of the immortals. The prospect of meeting them so soon unsettled me. Should I tell Sally about it? I decided not to. She would just get unnecessarily upset.


			We lay down next to Conner. The new day was already coming to life when we finally lay down to rest. The moss under us felt quite wet. The first rays of sunlight made the dewdrops glisten on the leaves of the trees and bushes. Matt grumbled at the chirping of the birds. He pulled his shirt over his face and covered his ears. I was so exhausted, it didn’t take long until I fell asleep.


			When Dexter woke us up, I was still knackered. My eyelids just wouldn't obey me. They kept closing over my eyes as if they were trying to persuade me to go back to sleep. It was a real struggle to keep them open.


			I stood up and stretched. My eyes were wet with tiredness, so I saw everything as if I was looking through a veil. Sally and Matt seemed to be having the same trouble waking up. They got up yawning, while Matt was already swearing to himself again.


			After gaining back my sight, I looked around. Had anyone other than Conner, Matt, Sally and me slept at all? There was a lot of hustle and bustle around us. The men were already busy stowing their things and getting the horses ready to go. That's when I noticed Marlon sitting near me and watching me. His black hair hung down to his shoulders in wet strands. I could just see him wink at me as I quickly turned away from him.


			"Here's some bread and fruit. Fortify yourselves, then we must get going!" Dexter instructed us.


			"But it's broad daylight!" protested Matt. "Isn't that too dangerous? They could easily spot us."


			"We have no choice. If we don't move on now, we won't get to the agreed meeting point in time. Besides, we travelled a long way last night. It's unlikely that we’re being followed."


			"What kind of meeting place?" asked Matt.


			But Dexter had turned away and gave no answer. "Grimmt wants to meet up with friends," I said.


			"Are their friends ours too?" Matt's expression clearly showed his scepticism.


			"We're fine, aren't we?" I had no idea why I was suddenly angry with him. "We're here - free and alive."


			"They saved us," whispered Conner. He was obviously finding it very difficult to speak.


			We stood there rooted to the spot, only Sally rushed up to him and took his hand.


			"I saw how they beat the two immortals with their own weapons." He opened his eyes. "The immortals are invulnerable, but you can incapacitate them with their stun darts."


			"You mean they'll pass out?" asked Matt.


			Conner groaned in pain and placed a hand on his chest. He was visibly struggling to breathe. "No, they are only stunned for a few moments - just enough to chop their heads off. It takes several blows ..."


			Before he had even spoken, Grimmt appeared next to us and reprimanded Conner with his gaze. Then he quickly turned round to face Matt who cried out in shock. "If one of you ever reveals this knowledge, I'll kill them myself!" he roared as he grabbed Matt by the collar.
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