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1. The Finngul’s Prophecy 
 

    
The young lad was running through the high grass. Lanky, still on the threshold between boyhood and manhood, his body had not yet filled out. But he already had strength and stamina. His fair hair was held back by a strip of leather so that he could see clearly. As he ran up the gently rising hill, sweat trickled down his back, though his breathing was still even - he was used to running. He was also skilled with the bow and the hunting knife.
The day was bright, sunny, with a slight chill in the air. But as soon as the sun climbed higher, it would be pleasantly warm. A light breeze caressed the grass. The sky was a clear blue, and the snow-white hoods of majestic peaks were visible in the distance. The land of the Fenn consisted of mountains and valleys criss-crossed by rushing streams. It was a landscape shifting constantly between forest and mountain pasture.
But the young man had no eye for all this beauty. His heart was beating fast, not from physical effort, but in excitement. He had almost reached his goal. 
 

    As he approached a group of trees, he stopped and hesitated before walking on carefully, keeping to the shadows of the green giants. Beyond the hilltop, in a small hollow, lay a glassy pond. He had come here often recently. The water was so clear you could make out the stones lying on the bottom. Yet that was not his reason for visiting this place. 
 

    He came here for her. Hidden behind a bush, he peered through the leaves down to the lake. And there she was. She swam with calm strokes, her black hair drifting behind her like a veil on the water. Then she came ashore. Shafts of sunlight caused the beads of water on her naked skin to sparkle. The youth was unaware that his mouth had fallen open.  
 

    Beautiful, was his only thought, and a sensation of desire rose within him. 
 

    Aileen was the sister of his best friend, Arun. They had known each other since they were children. Recently, though, he had noticed a new depth in his feelings for her, and he promised himself: 
Aileen will be my wife. While Eryn was lost in thought, Aileen had dressed herself, her wet hair leaving dark stains on her jerkin. She sat down and wrung the water out of the long mane. Soon she would leave. The youth struggled with himself. Should he go down and talk to her? He was not normally a coward. Hadn’t he fearlessly fought the wild creatures of the woods? 
But this is different. What shall I say to her? How will she react? Does she feel the same or is she laughing at me? Maybe next time, he decided. After all, she came here almost every day to bathe.
Yes, next time I will pass by accidentally to surprise her - even more accidentally - while she is bathing... 
 

    Aileen swept back her damp hair and turned her face towards the undergrowth where the young man was hiding.
“Eryn!” she called softly. “Why are you following me?”
The youth’s face turned a blazing red. Discovered! Now there is no turning back...
Embarrassed, he rose and stuttered: “I - I just happened to be passing...”
With a look of reproach Aileen examined the youth as he stumbled closer.
“Yes – just like yesterday and the day before, I suppose. I’ve seen you every time. Tell me, why are you pursuing me?”
If Eryn could have turned even redder, then this was the moment for it. He could not think of a single sensible thing to say. In the end he blurted out: “You are beautiful, Aileen.” 
 

    Aileen fluttered her eyelashes and pursed her lips sensuously. “That’s what all the young men in the village tell me.” 
The very thought inflamed Eryn with jealousy, but his rage gave him more self-confidence. 
 

    “None of the others means this as seriously as I do. When the time comes, I hope you will become my wife.” Now I have said it. Was I too bold? Too pushy? If she laughs at me now, I hope the earth will swallow me up. 
 

    However, Aileen did not laugh. She glanced at him with her deep, dark eyes. In that moment she was no longer the young coquette, but once again the girl he had known since childhood. She took his hand. 
“Eryn, this a serious matter and you shouldn’t joke about it.” 
 

    Encouraged by the gesture, Eryn sat down beside her. “I’m not joking. I love you and I want us to be together till the end of time.” 
 

    Tears welled in her eyes, and once again Eryn had no idea what to do. Why is she crying now? What have I done? He said: “Once the Nameday comes and the Finngul has revealed my warrior’s name, then I will come and ask you again.” 
 

    But Aileen shook her head. “It is not what you’re thinking. I like you too, Eryn... very much. But I am young and I love the hunt so much. And I’m just as good at it as any of you boys,” she blurted out excitedly. “When the Finngul tells us our names, then I will choose the spear.” 
This was the last thing Eryn had expected. ‘To choose the spear’ meant that a woman would dedicate herself to a warrior’s life for five years. During this time she would be recognized as an equal by the men – allowed to carry weapons and join in the hunt. But she was also under the protection of the Gods, and no man was allowed to share her bed. Women normally took care of the children and the household duties, and tended the small kitchen gardens. Bearing weapons was not expressly forbidden to them, but was considered unseemly and against the traditions of the Fenn. Their domestic chores were demanding and hardly left time for anything else. It wasn’t easy surviving in the mountains. The men were responsible for hunting, while the women did most of the planting and gathering. The only way for a woman to escape her duties was to live the life of a man. These were the traditional ways of the Fenn. 
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“Aileen, please think about this carefully,” Eryn started. “You don´t need to hunt. I will take care of you and bring you all the furs you could ever want. Please.” 
 

    But Aileen just cried harder.
“Don´t make it so difficult for me, Eryn. For five years I will live under the protection of the Gods. And if you cannot have me, then you will forget me and find someone else. It would have been better if you hadn’t spoken, because I love you too. If you had kept silent, I could have told myself you didn’t want me. And everything would have been much easier. ” 
 

    The young man stood up. “There is still time to change your mind. Let’s wait until the Nameday. My heart is in your hands, and on that day I will ask you again.” Saddened, he walked away. 
 

    Over the next few days, they kept their distance. Neither could face a direct confrontation. But Aileen’s brother, Arun, was Eryn’s best friend, so Eryn talked to Arun, and Arun to Aileen and then to Eryn again. However, the stubborn young woman stood by her decision. 
In the end, Arun tried to comfort Eryn with well-intentioned words: “Five years is not forever, Eryn. She will get fed up with sleeping outside in the rain, lying in wait for hours in all kinds of weather only to miss her prey in the end. You’ll see. When five years have passed, she will throw her bow into the fire and return to you full of remorse. 
 

    Eryn put on a brave face and agreed with his friend. But for a young man in love, five years were still an eternity. 
 

    Eryn’s father, Bron, was the head of the clan. He had taught Eryn everything about the wilderness, the customs and the lore of the Fenn. Eryn loved his father and Bron was proud of his son. Even though Eryn looked exactly like his mother, Bron always said it was his courage and his heart that the boy had inherited.
And when he said this, Lyesell Sunray, Eryn’s mother, would smile and throw her arms around Bron, kissing him on the lips. Which was probably the reason Bron repeated it so often. 
 

    Another important person in the village was the Finngul, a mediator between humans and the Gods. Every village had its own holy woman, and Bron believed that they were lucky to have such a wise woman in their midst. The old woman was well versed in healing herbs and had already helped many people. She could also foresee the future. 
 

    But Bron always warned: “Every prophecy has its price. Sometimes it is better to know nothing. And if things are never said out loud, then perhaps they will never come to pass. So protect yourself from the knowledge of the future, Eryn – for it is as devilish as sorcery.”
Nevertheless, on the Nameday the Finngul would gaze into the future and reveal to them their true names, the names that were tied to their fates. These were often linked to small prophecies - both good and bad. 
 

      
 

    The great day of the naming approached, the day on which Eryn and five other young men and women were to receive their warriors’ names. All the villagers climbed up the hill to the Finngul’s hut, tense with excitement. This was a great event. All those who had managed the trip up to the hut now gathered at a respectful distance and waited. A narrow ribbon of smoke rose from the chimney of the hut and curled into the sky. Finally, the door opened and the Finngul’s head appeared. Her face was corrugated with a thousand wrinkles. Only a few wisps of snow-white hair remained to her, barely covering the bald spots on her head. 
Just how old is she? Eryn could not remember her ever looking any different. Nevertheless, she radiated the power of the mountains and the forests. She waved and disappeared back into the hut. 
 

    Deren, a lean youth, was the first to go in. He opened the wooden door and slipped inside, while everybody outside waited anxiously. The villagers talked to each other in subdued tones until Deren returned and announced with pride: “My name is Deren Wolfsbrother.”
The gathered crowd greeted him as the rite dictated: “We welcome you, Deren Wolfsbrother, as a full member of our Clan.”
One after another they entered and returned as Savas Oaktrunk, Griselle Windhair, Arun Hawkheart and Aileen Nightshadow. 
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    Eryn was the last to step inside. The door of the cottage was made of ancient, weathered wood and hung crooked on its hinges. He had to lift it a little just to open it. Inside, a fire burned with a cauldron bubbled above it. The Finngul was sitting on a pile of furs and invited Eryn to step forward. The room smelled of smoke mixed with the intoxicating scent of herbs. Eryn couldn’t even begin to imagine what was boiling in the cauldron. When the old woman waved him forward, he approached carefully. No one had ever told him what was supposed to happen in the hut. They only ever said: “You will go to the Finngul and she will tell you your name.” 
 

    The silence seemed endless. The Finngul just stared into the bubbling cauldron. Finally, she croaked in a thin voice. “Who comes to learn his name?” 
 

    “Eryn, son of Bron Bearslayer and Lyesell Sunray.” 
 

    For a brief moment the old woman fixed Eryn with her ancient, clouded eyes before staring once more into the cauldron. It seemed to Eryn that he was having to wait much longer than any of the others. Didn’t Deren step out again in just a heartbeat? But waiting probably makes the time feel longer. Will my name be powerful? The name of a great hunter or a warrior? Eryn was lost in thought when the Finngul finally spoke: “Eryn, your name is Bloodhand. Eryn Bloodhand.” 
 

    The name of a powerful warrior, Eryn thought with pride. “My thanks, wise Finngul.”
But the old woman replied: “Do not thank me, for your hand will be steeped in blood.” She waved him away at once, and Eryn was happy to be allowed to leave. Outside he announced his name and the community welcomed him. Now they would all return to the village to celebrate. Promising names had been given today. Only the fullness of time would reveal the great deeds their new owners would accomplish. 
 

      
 

    [image: zwischen] 
 

      
 

    The Finngul remained alone in her cottage. She had taken the cauldron from the fire. Too many dark pictures have appeared to me today. Young men approached me with hope, but I saw nothing but death and destruction. Eryn’s fate above all was shrouded in mystery - dark mystery. His future could follow so many different paths. He will be the ruin of others – Eryn Bloodhand.
Suddenly a powerful, dark voice filled the room: “A big day, old hag.”
Although it had been years, she recognized it at once - the mysterious Voice had returned. The Finngul uttered a thin screech and covered her ears with both hands. Which was pointless, because the Voice was speaking inside her head.
“Eryn Bloodhand, a nice description for an oath breaker,” commented the voice cynically. 
 

    The Finngul winced. The mysterious presence knew all and saw all. 
 

    “No man deserves a name that shames him,” the Finngul protested. “What do you want this time?”
The Voice laughed: “A little chat. Just visiting an old friend.” 
 

    Her hands shaking, the old woman pulled her worn-out cape close. The air had grown cold. 
 

    “You never show up unless you want something, Voice,” she remarked suspiciously. 
 

    The Voice never revealed his name – never. He was powerful. The Finngul had always sensed this. More powerful than she could imagine. The Voice was connected with dark sorcery. 
 

    “You’ve become so mistrustful, old wise woman. I visit you after such a long time and this is the greeting I am given? But all pleasantries aside, maybe it wasn’t such a mistake to keep the boy’s true name a secret. It cannot change what must come to pass. Tell him nothing of importance - it will be best for everyone involved.” 
 

    The last words were meant as a threat. Long ago the Finngul had made a pact with the Voice. Later, she had often regretted it. The powerful Voice frightened her and forced her to do things – magical things. All Fenn had rejected sorcery. Their land was free of magic and only the Gods of nature ruled the lives of men. It was said that the land of the Fenn was dead land to wizards and that it was impossible for them to practice their perverted craft here. But still the Voice spoke to her, which was a riddle the old woman just couldn’t puzzle out. 
 

    “Who are you?” asked the Finngul. As always, there was no answer - only silence. The 
 

    Voice had vanished again. 
 

    “It’s Eryn. The Voice wants something from him, that’s certain,” muttered the old woman. Pictures of her own past flooded into her mind. I was still a child when I heard the Voice for the first time. I dwelt in another place then – I don’t remember where. I was still very young and lived with my parents, whose faces are now beyond memory. Everyone became sick and died. The candle of my life was sputtering and it was then that I heard the Voice for the first time. He promised me a long, full life. I begged him to ease the pain, and this too the Voice promised me. But on the condition that I also promised him something in return. An oath sealed in blood. At first I thought I was dreaming. But I scratched my hand until a drop of blood oozed out and I promised the Voice whatever he wanted to hear. The Voice spoke of a favor, to be performed when the time was ripe. No one would come to harm through my promise, he said. And deep in my heart I knew that this was true. 
So she sealed the bond and the Voice kept his part of the bargain and healed her. The fever vanished and soon horsemen appeared – fearsome warriors bristling with weapons – and took her away with them. She was terrified, but never came to any harm during all the time she remained with them. It wasn’t long before they brought her to an old man in the mountains and left her there with him. The man was an old Finngul and he began to instruct her in the knowledge of herbs and the ancient practices of healing and prophecy. After many years of study, I became a Finngul myself – a wise woman of the Fenn clans. After many years had passed, and I had almost forgotten these things, the Voice returned. 
 

    At that time, Bron Bearslayer was a young man and Lyesell Sunray his beautiful wife. They were deeply in love, but their bond was not favored with children. And Bron desired nothing more than a son. Lyesell also wanted children and had already sought my help, but to no avail. The herbs were powerless to help her. “It is not the will of the Gods,” I told her. Lyesell wept many tears and confessed that she would do anything to be with child. She had already noticed that Bron was grumbling more and more. “After a while he will blame me for not giving him a son and he will leave me for another woman.” These were Lyesell’s fears and I knew there was truth in them. Lyesell with her blond hair, full lips and big blue eyes was a beauty. But she was not a native born Fenn. She came from the Lowlands and had fallen in love with Bron. Despite his love for her, Bron was a clansman, bound to tradition and to the clan. His desire for a son was strong. And when Lyesell’s beauty faded over the years, his doubts would become more troubling. This knowledge disturbed me. But the Gods would not show me a way to help her. And then the Voice suddenly returned and spoke to me:
“It is Bron who cannot have children, not Lyesell. Send the woman to the grove of holy willows when she is ready to conceive. There she shall wait for a wanderer who will come and make her pregnant. He will then leave and their paths will never cross again. The woman should tell Bron that this is his son. If she speaks the truth, she will lose everything.”
I considered his words for a long time. This act was not right in the eyes of the Gods. Being involved with dark sorcery, lies and deception was against tradition. But the Voice has never misled me. No one will be harmed, indeed it will bring Lyesell and Bron only happiness. And the only price was one more dark secret. 
 

    In a small flagon, a dark violet fragrance sparkled like red wine. The Finngul had poured the liquid from her cauldron into the flagon as she had been told. As soon as the small bottle was filled, the rest of the bewitched liquid in the pot evaporated. 
In the land of the Fenn no magic can be performed. All my life I have heard these words. But what else could this miracle be? she thought. Just how powerful must this person be who hides behind the voice, that he lives by other rules? Everybody knows the stories of the Great Magical Wars, which destroyed whole countries. And about the last war between the wizards and the dragons. 
 

    The dragons were no better than the wizards – always bringing misery to innocent people in their quest to gain more power.
After the Dragonwar, the Midland sank into a mysterious fog – the Nimrod as it is now called. An effect of the transformation of the Midland into the Nimrod was that all the dragons disappeared and the number of remaining wizards was greatly diminished. 
 

    A blessing to the world, the Finngul sighed in relief. Although the Finngul was troubled, she sent for Lyesell the next day. The young woman was ready to do anything to conceive and thus to secure the love of her husband. And so everything happened as the Voice had promised. Eryn was born and grew into a strong and clever boy who was the apple of his father’s eye. 
 

    Several happy and fulfilled years passed when suddenly Eryn became ill. He was fevered and flushed and no herbs could help him. Lyesell was desperate, so she and Bron took the boy to the Finngul. Lyesell’s eyes were red and swollen from weeping, Bron’s face a mask of sorrow. Both feared for their son’s life. 
I already saw the angel of death floating above him and couldn’t give them any hope. 
 

    The only comfort I could offer was with words, telling them to remember their happy years together. “The Gods give and the Gods take away, but I will do everything in my power to save the boy’s life.” 
I sent them away with the depressing truth: “His fate will be decided by morning.” 
 

    They went home and I was alone with the boy. As a last resort, I gave him the most powerful herbs I knew. But his sickness was unlike any I had seen before. Finally, I began to cool his forehead, just to ease his passing. Eryn raved unintelligibly in his delirium. I knelt down and begged the Gods for mercy. But it wasn’t the Gods that answered her – it was the Voice. 
 

    “The Gods will not save the boy, but I can.”
“Who are you?” she asked again, “and what is your interest in this?” 
 

    The Voice replied: “That is of no consequence and neither is it any of your concern. If you want to help the boy, look into your cauldron and there you will find a silver scale. Take it and lay it on the boy’s hand. It will melt and leave a scar. Tattoo the runes of your Gods over it and he will be healed.” 
 

    Once again, I did what I had been told to do. And everything took place as promised. I took the scale and placed it carefully on Eryn’s hand. It sizzled and burned itself into the skin. At first the spot was black, then it turned red and at last nothing but a faint mark remained. Quickly I took a knife and dipped it into black beet syrup. Then I scratched the runes of the Gods above the deceptively faint mark until it was completely hidden. Eryn recovered, restoring everyone to a state of great happiness. 
 

    Afterward, the Finngul spoke of a miracle performed by the Gods. 
 

    She herself did not believe it and so found herself with one more dark secret to keep. Magic blasphemes the Gods, this was the thinking among the Fenn. But the Finngul knew better. It had not been the runes of the Gods that saved Eryn, but this odd, fingernail-sized scale, found on the bottom of her cauldron. 
 

    The Finngul’s thoughts returned to the present. She was uneasy about the Nameday. The young folk came to me so hopefully, but the cauldron divulged one terrible picture after another. Many would die young. Some bravely in combat, others shrieking in fear and terror. And Eryn was central to these events. 
Interpreting the future was not easy. Her visions revealed only a few pictures of what might come to pass and the Finngul always saw the events through the eyes of those who sought her advice. Only seldom did she hear words. Sometimes everything was so brief and blurred that she was unable to make out anything at all. 
While Arun was in the hut, she had seen the flight of a hawk in the sky. Out of nowhere, an eagle appeared and caught the hawk. The scene changed and she saw blood welling out of a deep abdominal wound. She knew that this injury meant death to Arun. In the same scene, she saw Eryn beside Arun, a sword clenched in his fist. Is he friend or foe? This the pictures could never reveal. The Finngul was merely an observer and to decipher the meaning was often difficult. But in her mind, the true names stood out clearly from the prophecies. True names had power. 
 

    When she looked for Eryn’s name, Oathbreaker emerged into her mind. She repeated the ritual and there it was again: Oathbreaker. 
Not wanting to give the bright young man such a fateful name, I hesitated. Then I recalled the old words, whose true meaning has almost been lost. In the old times, an oathbreaker was also called ‘Bloodhand’. So this was the name I passed on to Eryn, hoping to change his destiny. Whatever oath he may swear and break, he should not start his life in the Clan with this doomed knowledge weighing upon him. 
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    All the folk, young and old, now gathered down in the village to celebrate the Nameday. As he did every year, Narna told the tale of the Fenn, with everybody listening in rapt attention.
“Once the tribe of the Fenn lived on the plains of the Lowlands. It was the time of powerful sorcerers, ferocious dragons and other magical creatures. The Fenn were free and subject to no one. But then the evil and mighty sorcerer Harok appeared and he begrudged them their freedom and carefree life. Harok demanded that they should submit to him and serve him. But Bealan, the best warrior of the Fenn, spoke with the voice of the Clan and replied: 
 

    “The Fenn will never submit.” 
So Harok sent out his terrifying creatures to break the Fenn’s spirit. But the fearless hero Bealan slaughtered them all, one after another. Next, Harok sent a dragon to carry out his will. The beast came by night and burned the peaceful villages down to the ground, causing many Fenn to perish in the flames. The brave Bealan pursued the evil dragon, but the beast flew to the next village and eluded combat with our hero. At last Bealan managed to track the dragon down and defeated the monster in a ferocious fight which left Bealan seriously wounded. 
 

    On the verge of death, Bealan received a vision from the Gods. In his dreams, he saw that it was his destiny to lead the Fenn to a land free of dark sorcery. A land where they could live in peace – the very land in which we now dwell. Bealan’s eagerness convinced the Fenn, who had lost their homes and livestock. They took their few belongings and moved on, taking the hero with them on a stretcher. But Harok in his twisted hatred could not let them go in peace. Again he sent his creatures and many brave men died in battle to ensure that the Clan escaped. As they neared the mountains, Harok himself appeared, intending to kill them all. Barely recovered from his wounds, Bealan was still very weak, and in no state to survive a battle. He asked the Finngul to help him. She looked at him sadly and gave him a potion. 
 

    “Once more you will have the power of the Gods, strong and invincible, but when the sun sinks below the horizon, the Gods will call you forever. Consider well whether you are willing to make this sacrifice.” 
Selfless Bealan did not hesitate for a moment. He was doing it for the Clan, and he knew that a single life was but a minor sacrifice compared to the survival of the Clan. 
So Bealan drank the potion and confronted Harok one last time. They fought for many hours and the sun was already setting when Bealan gained the advantage and defeated Harok. The villainous sorcerer died at last, but Bealan’s time had also come. With peace in his heart he waited for the Gods to call him. Meanwhile the Clan reached the safety of the mountains. 
 

    A man of the Fenn lives for the Clan and dies for the Clan. No one has proved this better than the hero Baelan. May you who have received your names today be like him. Serve the Clan, respect the Gods and beware of sorcery, because it is the devil’s work.” 
 

    The crowd cheered and the young warriors felt a little bit like Baelan himself, ready to fight against all evil for fame and glory.
After the initiation into the Clan, the arming ceremony began. The villagers formed a circle and as each young warrior stepped into the middle he was handed his weapons. The bow and war arrows, the long knife whose blade was as long as that of a short sword, the small wooden shield covered with iron, and the spear. These weapons were perfect for hunting and fighting in the mountains. Heavy armor and the longsword would not help the Fenn in a dense forest. The warriors of the Clan were trappers, who had to move quickly and silently. 
Narna led the ceremony, and when the weapons had been handed over, he asked whether any of the women would take the spear. Eryn still hoped Aileen might have changed her mind, but she stepped boldly into the circle and announced her decision. 
 

    Eryn felt as if he had been stabbed right through the heart, but the tradition of the Fenn had to be respected. 
 

    They celebrated till long after midnight, dancing and retelling legends. Eryn banished Aileen from his thoughts. He avoided her at the feast and sought only the company of the other young warriors. At last people became tired and one after another they left for bed. 
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    Over the following days, Eryn continued to avoid Aileen. 
On the one hand she told me that she has feelings for me. But on the other, this was not as important to her as taking the spear. That hurt. 
It had also wounded his pride. Truth be told, Eryn would have liked to talk to Aileen, but he had no idea what words he should choose. This troubled the young man beyond measure and so he was glad when his father asked him to accompany him into the town. The journey was a welcome change from normal life. 
 

    A demanding four-day trek stood between them and Falgars Vale, where Bron wanted to trade furs for metal goods and other useful items. 
It had been so long since Eryn had last been to town that he could barely remember it. At that time, the whole family had come along and Eryn had marveled at all the wares that were traded in the marketplace. Even the houses had impressed him. Most of them were built out of stone and were much bigger than any longhouse of the Clan. This had been several years ago, for the Fenn seldom went to town. They were well served by pedlars, who traveled between the town and the villages, offering their goods at a fair price. Even the few trappers who were not of the Clan gave their goods to the pedlars to sell. 
 

      
 

    Bron and Eryn set off from the village early in the morning. They were leading three horses, each one a small, scruffy animal carrying an enormous sack of pelts on its back. 
Mostly, they walked in silence because the small mountain path did not allow for walking side by side. 
That evening as they sat around a fire, Bron winked at his son and said: 
 

    “Now that you have become a warrior of the Clan, I don’t have to worry about taking you into town. As a warrior you will be able to resist all temptation. Yes, I am sure of it.”
“What kind of temptation do you mean?” Eryn wanted to know. 
 

    But Bron merely said: “Wait and see. Tomorrow is another long day, and now we need to sleep.” 
 

    “Dad, for our safety I could take the first watch.” Eryn offered eagerly.
Bron unrolled his blanket and stifled a yawn: “Tonight there is no need. The fire will keep the wild beasts away and our horses are safe beneath this ledge. Besides, I am a light sleeper and will hear if a ferocious animal approaches. There will be other nights when we will have to keep watch. So enjoy the luxury of the moment.” Then Bron wrapped himself in his cloak, an old, ragged monster of a thing made from the fur of a giant bear. Bron had earned this hunting prize before Eryn was born, and he had almost been killed in the duel with the beast, as a number of deep scars still testified. It was a story that was still told among the clanspeople: The duel between Bron Bearslayer and the monstrous bear. 
 

    Day by day they walked deeper into the Lowlands, the precipitous mountainsides changing gradually into gentle hills.
“We are almost there,” said Bron as they reached a rough road that wound through the hills before running along a river. At the next bend, the town came into view. An earthen wall reinforced by palisades enclosed the whole town of Falgars Vale. Two towers flanked the town gate and in front of it, two guards with big iron shields and shining armor stood watch. They wore helmets topped with red horsehair plumes. 
Eryn expressed his admiration but Bron laughed: “With those plumes they will only tangle themselves in the thorns.”
As they reached the gate, the guards asked them their names, where they lived, and what their purpose was in visiting the town. 
 

    They speak aggressively. Far more than necessary, Eryn thought. 
 

    But Bron remained calm and matter of fact: “We are Fenn people from the mountains and are here to trade furs. I am Bron Bearslayer and this is my son Eryn Bloodhand.” 
 

    One of the guards smirked: “Ooh... Bloodhand. A ferocious name for a boy.”
“We give all our children great names so that they will accomplish great deeds,” Bron replied with a smile. Meanwhile Eryn’s face flushed with embarrassment. He would have liked to talk back, but the guards let them pass and Bron was already through the gate. Eryn followed his father hastily.
“Father, it’s not funny when someone makes jokes about my name.” 
 

    Bron lapsed into his teaching voice: “Eryn, laugh about words and they crumble to nothing. If you can’t laugh about these things, then blood will be shed, and many words will be required to end the flow of blood. Think before you act foolishly.” 
 

    Although Eryn held his tongue, he did not agree with his father. Words can be a challenge, and whoever doesn’t stand up to them is a coward. 
 

    They walked down the street and he felt how the sights and sounds of the new surroundings quickly washed away his anger. The stone buildings were impressive. Even the road was paved with flagstones. This was a big advantage in the rain, which would turn a dirt road into a deep morass. Signs decorated with a variety of symbols were hanging on poles attached to the façades of the houses.
“Are those magic runes?” marveled Eryn.
“No, this is the writing of the Lowlanders. I know only a few of their meanings.” Bron pointed to one of the signs. “This here means ‘blacksmith’. We will come back to this shop later on.” 
 

    Unlike the Fenn, who dressed in fur and leather, the townspeople’s garments were mostly made of cloth, some with beautiful patterns. 
 

    “We could take one of these dresses home for Mother,” suggested Eryn. “It would look much better on her than on that old woman over there.” 
 

    Bron grinned: “Yes, you’re right. It’s a good idea. Let’s see how much money we have left in the end. But I reckon it will be enough for a nice piece of cloth. Over there is the marketplace. It’s best if you say nothing while I’m bargaining. Trading skills must be learned. You just watch and don´t give anything away.”
Bron strode over to the first market stand which traded in leather and fur. After some friendly greetings and a few words about old times, they began to commiserate with each other on the extreme difficulties of hunting and the even more difficult business of selling goods. Then they began to haggle. After a while Bron threatened to sell his wares elsewhere, and the merchant began to weaken. 
 

    He made another offer for Bron’s furs that, like his five previous offers, was absolutely final. Another seesaw followed and then they fixed the price with a handshake. 
 

    The merchant counted out the coins, and his two helpers unloaded the goods from the scruffy horses. 
To begin with, Eryn was interested in the bargaining, but he was soon distracted by all the interesting things going on around him. 
“Dad, where are we going now? Look over there! They sell the liquid of the Gods.” In the Fenn community alcohol was only permitted on a few special occasions.
“Eryn, the Gods of the Fenn are wise, for the liquid of the Gods makes fools out of men. That is why the Fenn only drink at their holy feasts. In the eyes of the Gods we are all fools, but when we interact with other humans, we should be clear-headed and not make fools of ourselves.” 
 

    “Look, over there they are selling pastries and over here fine fabrics.” Suddenly, Eryn saw a magnificent steed, far larger than their own ponies, and with a fiery temper. Snorting, he tossed his head and pawed the ground with his hooves. 
 

    “Dad, do you see the stallion over there? I would like a horse like that.”
Bron laughed. “That I can believe. A thoroughbred. But the ponies are more suitable for the mountains. That animal is made for running on the plains, not for small mountain tracks. He would only break his legs.”
Eryn looked back yearningly as they passed the noble stallion. They strolled around the market place and bought some roasted meat and bread, which tasted all the better for being the first food they had eaten in a long while.
Later, they visited the blacksmith and Bron purchased some arrowheads and a new ax. Then, they bought a few more everyday items at other stalls, and all the while Eryn observed everything around him. There were richly dressed people who clearly thought well of themselves. At the opposite extreme you could see ragged and famished figures, who were treated like dirt. The idea of social classes was foreign to the Fenn. The Clan took care of everyone and everyone did their best for the community. If a family was doing badly, all the others helped to relieve their distress. The Clan’s chief was elected by all men of the Clan. Serious decisions were always taken together in counsel with the honored warriors. Now Bron tried to describe to Eryn the Lowlanders’ hierarchy, although he wasn’t sure about all the details himself. 
“They have a leader they call king and certain minor chiefs to whom the king gives land and power. There are many different levels of people. Free, unfree and condemned people.”
The Clanspeople all spoke as equals. But here in the town there were noblemen, who were addressed with much bowing and scraping. The possession of gold was also of great importance. The Fenn laughed about such things, and if someone became too greedy and started to collect possessions, the Fenn had a saying for that: ‘Can gold buy you more life?’
To survive in the mountains, good neighbors were more important than gold, and the ultimate punishment was to be banished by the Clan. 
“Eryn, there are much bigger towns than Falgars Vale, though I have not seen them myself. Only heard of them from pedlars’ stories. Ah, well. Here we are.” They stood before a house with prettily painted flowers on the wall. “Lad, I have noticed how you look at Aileen.”
Eryn could not help blushing. He had tried hard to banish Aileen from his thoughts and now his father had brought up the subject again. Slightly annoyed he said: “Aileen has taken the spear.”
“I know that,” Bron said paternally. “She is still young and so are you. When five years have passed, she will think differently. Then all her friends will have a family and hunting will be less attractive to her.” 
 

    Bron winked: “Five years are a long time for an impatient young lad, but the rites of the Fenn must be respected. Aileen must renounce pleasure, but you can still enjoy life. And this house is the perfect place for that. The honor of the Fenn woman has to be held in high regard, but these Lowlander city folk see things differently. They have no honor in the way we do. And they have pleasure houses, where men can find comfort.”
Eryn’s feelings were hard to describe. A mixture of burning interest, desire and disgust. I want Aileen – not just any woman. On the other hand, here was the opportunity to finally experience what all young men wanted to know.
Bron laid his big hand on Eryn’s shoulder: “And I’ll tell you this - all women appreciate a man with experience.” 
 

    The ponies were already tethered to the hitching post by the house, and before Eryn knew it, Bron had opened the door and pushed him inside. The light was dim and a sweet smell filled the room. A beautifully dressed woman approached him. Bron declared his purpose and money changed hands. Then the woman turned to Eryn and smiled. She led him into another room and bid him wait. Presently, the door opened again, and this time it wasn’t the older woman, but a young maiden barely older than Eryn himself. She smiled encouragingly and whispered to him. Then her soft hands pulled off his clothes and stroked his body. His initial uncertainty quickly transformed into fervent excitement, and he became hard. The beautiful girl kissed him and let her gown drop from her body. But Eryn was already so excited that he came right away. The woman skillfully ignored his inexpert performance. His second attempt was still a little clumsy, but ended in success. Afterward, the young woman showed him a few things that might be of use to him in future encounters with the fair sex before telling him politely that it was time for him to go. 
Bron was waiting for him outside. He winked. 
 

    “Ah, now you are a real man. Come on. It’s time to leave.”
Eryn was in seventh heaven, and it was only after they had put a good deal of distance behind them that he came back down to earth. 
The weather was warm and pleasant, and they made good time on their way home. They were already on the last part of the journey, shortly before the path forked to the village, when they saw one of the free hunters far up the road. The man was still some distance away and Bron stopped.
Let’s wait and see who it is - I can’t quite make him out. I don’t think it is anyone from the Clan. One of the Lowlanders - Halfe or Raegnir, perhaps?” 
 

    Eryn, too, peered in the direction of the approaching traveler.
“He’s too skinny for Raegnir.”
“That’s true. Look, he’s stopped. He’s finally noticed us, too. I suppose it would be pretty difficult to overlook three ponies and two big men,” Bron grinned and waved at the huntsman.
“It´s Willen. It’s been a long time since he’s shown his face around here. He normally hunts deep in the mountains.”
The man was now moving towards them. Eryn didn’t know Willen well. The trapper only stopped in the village once or twice a year, when he would sit together with the warriors and talk about hunting and the old times. Willen was gaunt, with a face like a rodent. Only a few gray strands covered his balding head. He wore a long fur coat with a broad belt and an even broader buckle. 
 

    Now Willen waved too. “Hello Bron, have you joined the merchants now?”
They greeted each other with a handshake. 
“My son, Eryn.”
Willen gave Eryn his hand as well, in a warrior’s greeting. “Are you sure he’s your offspring, Bron? He looks so much better than you.”
Bron laughed: “As long as he doesn’t look like you, Willen Onetooth.”
The hunter truly did not have many teeth left in his mouth. The story was that Willen had already lost his teeth as a young man, and when he came to the land of the Fenn, the Clan gave him his nickname. 
 

    “Come with us to the village. It´s already nightfall and we’re almost home.” 
 

    Willen turned down the offer: “Thanks, but I have to be getting along.”
Bron didn’t give up: “So soon? Is some beautiful maiden waiting for you?”
Somehow Willen seemed to be in a hurry: “I am bound for Falgars Vale and need to make some time before sunset. But next time I’ll gladly stop by.”
Bron shrugged his shoulders: “As you like.” 
 

    They took their leave and Willen hurried away. Astonished, Bron gazed after the departing hunter. 
“I’ve never known him to be so unsociable. I wonder what urgent business he could have in town?”
When they reached home, where Lyesell awaited them with a warm meal, their meeting with the hunter was quickly forgotten. 
 

      
 

    But Willen hastened as fast as he could to Falgars Vale. He had discovered something that would change everything. Most importantly, it would bring him a lot of money. Much more than he could ever earn by hunting. 
 

      
 

    [image: zwischen] 
 

      
 

    Days went by and Eryn and Arun joined their first wyvern hunt with the Clansmen. A wyvern was a small dragon. Depending on the species, some of them could even spit fire. They were highly intelligent, for animals, and hunted in packs. The relationship of wyvern to dragons was akin to that of apes to men.  
 

    The hunt was dangerous and huntsmen were often seriously wounded. But this time it was a complete success, and the hunting party returned in high spirits with their trophies.
Still Eryn kept his distance from Aileen. His bravery as a hunter was equaled only by his shyness and uncertainty in this other area. Over and over again, he put off seeing her, but one day they chanced to meet alone on the path to the village. He was on his way to the lake to catch some fish, and Aileen came towards him with a brace of hares slung over her shoulder. 
 

    It was too late to turn off the path and pretend he hadn’t seen her. So he walked up and greeted her, somewhat uncomfortably: “Hello, Aileen, how are you?”
This was rather wooden, but Aileen also seemed insecure. “I’m fine - and you?” She glanced down, embarrassed, which only emphasized the extraordinary beauty of her long, dark eyelashes. “We haven´t talked for a while... since that time by the lake,” she said. Eryn just stared at her. He noticed her shimmering black hair and the curves of her body, and how she excited him. The long silence began to be awkward. Eryn knew it was his turn to say something: 
 

    “Hmm,” was all he managed, while Aileen fixed him with her big brown eyes. 
 

    “Are you still angry with me? We can be friends... just like before.” 
 

    Eryn would have liked to put his arms around her, but she was a women of the spear. “No, I’m not angry. It was your decision,” he lied. “Everyone should have the right to choose their own way. As the Clans of the Fenn do. But I just wanted to say, that ...” Eryn struggled for words. “When the time has passed... I will wait for you, if you want me to. In five years you might think differently and want to … well... you know what I mean.”
The smile that Aileen gave him was like a sunbeam. “Eryn, I am so happy you understand.” 
 

    In fact, Eryn did not have the feeling of having understood anything at all, but he let Aileen think he did, and she continued: “Eryn, I can’t promise anything, but if you wait five years for me, if you really do that, then I couldn’t find a better man ...” 
“I will wait for you, I swear by the Gods themselves.” It came out so quickly and now it was said. An oath before the Gods to his beloved. Aileen looked deep into his eyes. 
 

     “In the meantime, let’s be friends. Best friends like before.” Eryn nodded and they went home together. The fish will not be unhappy if I wait until tomorrow to catch them. Lyesell will scold me, but I know how to twist her around my finger. He had been able do this since he was a small boy. 
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    For a while, things were the way they used to be. Eryn, Arun and Aileen did everything together. They went hunting with the other Clansmen deep in the mountains and came back with their hunting sacks bulging. Eryn enjoyed having Aileen near him, but at the same time, he could never rid himself of doubts about their future together. And so he made up his mind to ask the Finngul. 
 

    The wise woman knows the future and can give me some advice. But her prophecies can be deceptive. The Fenn tell stories where destinies are changed by the prophecies themselves, and nothing turns out as expected. Eryn considered this for a long time, but his doubts continued to nag at him, so throwing caution to the winds, he decided to visit the Finngul. 
 

    The Finngul’s hut, small and crooked, came into view on the mountainside. Smoke curled from the chimney. Eryn stepped briskly forward before he could change his mind again. Carrying a fat rabbit over his shoulder as a gift for the wise woman, he knocked on the weathered wood of the door. Inside he heard a noise. Without further delay Eryn opened the door and stepped inside. The wise woman sat wrapped in fur by the fireplace, where her cauldron hung. She pointed at Eryn with her thin finger: “Leave, Eryn Bloodhand and don’t ask!”
Eryn was startled by this greeting. Does she already know my purpose? But I will not leave without an answer. “Greetings, wise woman. I have a gift for you.” And he laid the rabbit on a small stool - the only empty space in the entire hut. The whole room was packed with little flagons, cups, bags and other stuff: feathers of rare birds, dried out lizards and frogs, bones and who knows what. The wise woman looked at the rabbit and licked her lips. 
 

    Eryn wouldn’t let it go: “What is meant to happen will happen anyway. I beg you, Finngul, look into the future and tell me what will be.”
The wise woman shook her head: “Why do you want to know? Such knowledge usually brings no one any good. Think again.” 
 

    The more the old woman tried to talk him out of it, the more stubbornly Eryn insisted. “I am sick with love and I’m not sure how much longer I can suffer. Please help me.” The old Finngul cackled with mirth. “Love comes and goes and comes and goes. This I can tell you for sure without a prophecy, stupid boy. Don´t waste my time, Bloodhand - it’s better not to ask about the future.” 
 

    Eryn was aggrieved that the old woman would not take him seriously. “You are wise, old one, and clever - so why do you mock me? Is it fear? Is my destiny so forbidding? Is death coming soon for me? I am a warrior of the Fenn and will not bemoan my fate. Show me the future and I will bring you meat for half a year.” 
 

    The wise woman hissed: “Pah, do you think you can buy me? Look into your future for yourself if you like!”
Now I’ve upset her, Eryn thought and replied: “And how am I supposed to do that? Cast the bones or consult the stars? I have no such learning.”
But the Finngul laughed as if Eryn had just made a particularly good joke.
She’s really taken leave of her senses. Just how old is she anyway? 
 

    Then she looked straight at him: “But you can.”
“Are you making fun of me, wise Finngul?”
The heap of fur moved, and the wise woman hobbled over to the corner and began to fiddle with a small chest. “No, I am not joking with you. I will show you how. You will see, and maybe things will turn out differently than they might have. The future can take many, many paths. 
 

    Ah, here it is.” The Finngul returned with a bottle in her hand. “Do you still want to look into the future, or have you turned lily-livered on me? Spit it out, boy!” 
 

    What am I supposed to make of that? Eryn gathered his courage: “I want to see the future. That´s the reason I came.” 
 

    The Finngul came up close, assailing Eryn’s nostrils with her sour smell. When she spoke, the stench from her mouth was even worse. “Swallow this, Bloodhand, then look into the cauldron. It will reveal your future.” 
The bottle contained almost half a pint and was closed with a cork. It opened easily. Eryn brought the bottle to his lips and gulped down the brew inside. It tasted hot and bitter and left a burning sensation in his throat. Warmth flowed through his body and he felt his perceptions altering. He stared into the cauldron, as the wise woman had told him. 
 

    Boiling water. Nothing but bubbles bursting on the surface. She is mocking me. 
 

    But then it happened. The water began to draw him in, deeper and deeper into a black maelstrom. Everything around him faded to a dull gray. Suddenly, the mist cleared and he was standing on a platform, looking at a large crowd of people. What followed was only a series of pictures, and then the Finngul’s voice echoed in his head. 
“Your life will begin in the face of death. The world as you know it will no longer exist.”
In his vision, Eryn glanced sideways and there dangled the corpse of a hanged man, his face shrouded by a black hood. But Eryn knew by his clothing that he was a Fenn. This terrifying knowledge destroyed the picture and catapulted Eryn back to reality. An execution! I saw an execution and I was also standing on the platform. Will this be my death? A death not worthy of a warrior? 
 

    “And what will the future bring you? Are you happy now?” the wise woman asked, drawing Eryn from his thoughts.
But she spoke to me… didn’t she? “Didn’t you see it, Finngul?”
Annoyed, the old woman waved him aside. “Better you keep it to yourself. I don’t want to know anything about it… and don´t forget what you have promised me.”
“Certainly, you have my word as a warrior of the Fenn.”
The wise woman dismissed him: “Pah! Go now, Bloodhand. Leave me in peace.” 
 

    Eryn took to his heels. His hoped-for vision had not appeared. And what he had discovered troubled him. What might come to pass that would lead me to an execution – to my own execution? 
 

    
 

   
  

 



 2. The Chaos of War 
 

      
 

    Naganor, the Black Tower, loomed into the sky. Its black granite tiles reflected the sunlight like a mirror - a contrasting interplay of light and shadow. Naganor was built on stony ground, a proud tower at the edge of a ridge of mountains. At the foot of the tower lay the citadel with its great hall and assembly rooms. In front was a small yard, and a strong, high wall of stone surrounded the fortified area. A drawbridge led over the moat. Across the bridge, a road to the north and south connected Ardeen´s more distant towns. Less than a mile to the north was a mill by a brook. Another road led to the east towards a little village with a few houses and craftsmen that supported the nearby garrison: a blacksmith and carpenter, a tailor, leatherworker, baker and butcher. There was also a tavern, an herbalist, an inn and some other houses and shops. Leaving the village behind, one came to the garrison of the Black Guard, the elite troop of the Prince of Ardeen, numbering some five hundred men. 
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    At this moment, His Highness, Prince Raiden of Ardeen was sitting in his study on the second floor of the Tower. He was the second son of King Tarn of Ardeen, and therefore highborn and of the noblest blood. Not only that, Prince Raiden was also the Lord of the Black Tower – a magician of great power. In the circle of the twelve magical fields, he was proficient in the Circle of Black, which had earned him the nickname ‘The Dark Prince’. 
The circle of magic was represented symbolically by colors and subjects: 
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    Prince Raiden was almost fifty years old, but had the appearance of a man in his thirties. Magic certainly had its advantages. One of them was to lengthen the normal lifespan by many years. He had dark, shoulder-length hair and his clothing was rich and exclusive. He had a long, handsome face, with high cheekbones and a strong jaw. 
 

    Shining blue eyes made a strong natural contrast to his jet black hair. He was preoccupied with brooding over a magical problem, when someone knocked at the door. Irritated, he called: “Come in.” 
 

    The door opened and one of the guards came in hesitantly. They all knew how it upset the Prince when they disturbed him at work.
“What?!” The tone was aggravated. 
 

    “My Prince, one of the merchants wants to see you.” 
 

    “Am I a chandler that now every merchant comes straight to me? I am working!” 
 

    The guard was visibly uneasy. “My Prince, the merchant says he comes directly from the guild and wants to see you about a very urgent matter.” 
 

    Prince Raiden hated administration, trade and political matters. In his view, such business was incumbent on the Crown. But since the King had slipped into insanity, Prince Raiden’s older brother Danian, the Crown Prince of Ardeen, saw to these tiresome affairs. 
 

    So why is the envoy of the guild bothering me? Prince Raiden thought. The guild is powerful, and sending the delegate away is not a good idea. “Send him in.”
The soldier saluted and departed. Presently the door opened, and a short, corpulent man dressed in exquisite garments came in.
Ulf Merett, one of the most influential guild masters of them all.
“Greetings, my Prince.” The merchant bowed and took off his hat to uncover a completely bald head.
“Welcome, Master Merett. What matter has brought you so far from the capital?”
Prince Raiden tried to read the thoughts of the merchant, but a safety charm blocked his attempt. 
 

    No trust in this world anymore. That heavy golden chain is dripping so heavily with magic that it must be priceless. If the toad had invested only half the money in magic to improve his appearance, he would be a handsome man. 
 

    With a theatrical wave of his hand the Black Prince closed all the open books on the table and sent them to the bookshelf. All the loose papers laid themselves nicely one upon another. Then, he magically moved a chair to the opposite side of the table. 
 

    Such trifling sorcery always impresses the unmagicals. 
“Take a seat.”
“Thank you, my Prince. The journey was long and exhausting.” 
 

    Enough small talk for now. Come to the point.
“And what urgent purpose brings you to Naganor?” 
The chair almost vanished beneath the mass of the merchant as he sat down. “Your Highness, you will hardly believe it, but we found another gate.” 
 

    As a matter of fact, the Prince of Ardeen did not believe this news at first. So many times before, rumors had spread of a new gate through the Nimrod, and all these stories had turned out to be false. Since the Nimrod spell had been cast, there had been only two gates connecting the southern lands to the far north. One gate was located on the west coast in Goren and led to the island of Jarl, and the other was near the east coast in Gelderon. It opened to the mountains of Ferhennen in the land of Ysryn. To reach the northern land by sea was a much longer journey and extremely dangerous, which meant that the gates were the only realistic possibility of trading with the countries of Ysryn and Jarl. 
No wonder every merchant dreams of a new gate. “Master Merett, up to now I have always considered you a very realistic man. There have been so many expeditions in search of new gates, and I can’t remember a single one ever being successful. For the last fifty years... I would say. That should have convinced even the greatest optimist.”
Master Merett remained straight-faced. “But this one proved to be true – I had it checked myself. At first I felt like you, my Prince. A trapper came from the mountains and reported a landslide had uncovered a cave. And it was inside the cave that the new gate was discovered. I too had heard many tales like this before, and so I sent someone I trust to verify it. I thought, even if there is only the smallest chance, let´s go and see nonetheless. And my sense for lucrative possibilities did not fail me. It has been confirmed. The gate leads straight to Ysryn. It would shorten the trade routes enormously.”
“This is indeed of interest. And where exactly is this new gate located?” 
 

    The merchant dug into his coat pocket and drew out a piece of parchment. 
 

    With his bulky fingers he unrolled a map of Ardeen. Some new marks had been added in red ink. Prince Raiden pulled the map towards him and glanced at it. The gate was located at the border of the Nimrod and the nearest town to the south was Falgars Vale. It was a small settlement of no importance. Possible routes for a new road were plotted on the map. They led through the valleys. To find a straight road for big wagons over the mountain crests was absolutely out of the question. 
 

    “Who else knows of this?” asked the Prince.
“Only members of the guild and the trapper. At the moment we have him... ah, let’s say... he is our guest. By chance, when he arrived in Falgars Vale, the man came directly to one of my hands to spread the news. Since then not a single word has leaked out. Fortunately, I was close by in Torwall on business and was able to take care of the problem at once. When I was sure of the truth, I set out on this arduous journey to bring you the message without delay. As a free citizen of Ardeen, I consider it my duty to inform my Prince immediately about such extraordinary news.” 
 

    Sure... a duty to Ardeen... or more likely this springs from your desire for gold and power. Too bad you need the help of an official representative of Ardeen for your purpose. You cannot ignore the Crown in this delicate case. Otherwise you surely would have spared yourself this arduous journey. All right then, let´s see what you want of me. “And now, what does the guild plan to do in this matter?”
Ulf Merett´s face gave nothing away as he now began to present his requirements – which had clearly been well thought out. “Roads must be established. A fortress should be built near the gate and heavily manned. Storerooms, servants’ accommodation and other buildings for trade should also be added. The closest town to the gate is Falgars Vale, but a road to Wyvernwall would also be possible.” The leader of the guild now pointed out various locations on the map. “There are some wild tribes in this area that trade in fur. They think themselves independent and do not acknowledge the sovereignty of His Majesty, King Tarn of Ardeen. 
 

    Perhaps we can buy them? In any case we should increase the number of soldiers in this area. And in this undertaking I hope for the generous support of the Crown, and also of yourself, my Prince. I came here first, because Naganor is so much closer than the capital.” 
 

    And you also hope to manipulate me so much more easily than my brother. This new gate is of the utmost importance. But I should consider well what I promise to the merchants of the guild. Otherwise they will be the only ones to benefit from this. “Of course it gratifies me that you have come to me first in this affair. But my brother Danian, the Crown Prince of Ardeen, is the rightful representative of my father. He will decide what must be undertaken in the matter. First, however, I will convince myself that the gate really exists. One of my most trusted knights will set out immediately with a few men. Please be so kind as to send them a scout for the mountains. I will also talk to Crown Prince Danian and announce your arrival. To do more now is beyond my modest powers.” 
 

    Master Merett rose: “Thank you for your support, my Prince. Certainly it is better to discuss the matter with the Crown Prince.”
Once again the Dark Prince glanced at the small map and Master Merett remarked: “The map is for you, my Prince, and there is no need to offer me your hospitality. I will leave as soon as possible.”
Hospitality... I didn’t consider it for a moment. “Contact Lord Boron for everything else. He is the commander of the guards. The men of the watch will show you the way.”
Prince Raiden summoned the watch and gave them their orders. When Master Merett had left, Prince Raiden called his brother by magical means. Crown Prince Danian was lacking in magical skills and therefore had to rely on a bewitched artifact. Normally, this was a mirror on his desk. Luckily, Prince Raiden was connected at once. 
 

    To be exact, it was not only luck, because Danian sat behind his desk most of the time, attending to the Crown’s business: work that Prince Raiden had very successfully avoided. The Dark Prince truly had no ambition to become King. He enjoyed his freedom in many ways. Ways that would not be appropriate for a ruler of Ardeen.
The Crown Prince is perfectly suited to the demands of being a king. Certainly much more so than I would ever be. He should deal with the merchants’ guild, while I devote myself to my studies in peace.
Prince Raiden’s strongest desire was to break the curse lying upon him. The spell of the soulban, uttered by Master Elderon of Aleroth, first mage of the Brotherhood. Until he broke the spell, he would never be free. 
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    In Bron’s house, four clanchiefs were holding council. The chiefs of all the most important tribes were there: Belemen Icelance from Gapway in the west, Jack Gateway from Longvalley in the east, Lorne Stonefist from Grom Mountain in the southwest and Bron Bearslayer himself from Mount Thorn. They all had serious faces, because something unusual was happening in the land of the Fenn. Foreigners had been coming and going through the woods. Not hunters, but bigger groups of soldiers as well as civilians. 
 

    Jack Gateway spoke: “Someone has discovered a gate through the Nimrod on Mount Aspen and now the Lowlanders are being attracted like a bear to honey.”
Belemen interrupted: “Is it really true? Is there a gate?” 
 

    Jack nodded: “Yes, I was there. A rock slide uncovered it. That´s why no one had found it before. The gates are darkest sorcery. How else could you travel through the Nimrod instantly? I have heard about two other gates, one in the west and one in the east. But after discovering this gate, the Lowlanders will throng to our country in great numbers. 
 

    This will radically shorten the trade route to the north, and the other gates will be of less significance.” 
 

    The other clanchiefs nodded in agreement. Then Bron said: “But this is our land. The Lowlanders can´t just turn up and settle here.” 
 

    Lorne Stonefist frowned: “Once I traveled to the south – to the big towns. There are countless Lowlanders. They will arrive and outnumber us a hundred to one. And when they settle here and set up a trading route through the mountains, they will kill our game, cut down our wood and drink from our streams. This will upset the young warriors. We have to talk to the Lowlanders and we need to charge a toll as reparation. If the Lowlanders do not agree, we have to fight for our land – to the end.” 
 

    Again the others nodded and they all agreed to ask for a meeting with the Lowlanders in a month´s time to discuss the problem. 
 

    All the clans went to Falgars Vale and set up camp in front of the town. Then the day of negotiations took place. On one side were the clanchiefs Bron, Jack, Belemen, Lorne and Savas. On the other, Sir Joren, commander of the soldiers, Klaas Berden, the town steward, and one of Ulf Merett’s sons to represent the guild. They talked at length and everybody had their say. The Lowlanders’ plans were more than alarming. They intended to build roads, bridges and an outpost in the mountains, right at the newly discovered gate. The town officials spoke of all the wealth this would bring to everyone. But they also spoke about changes, and that the Fenn might have to reconsider their way of life. Nevertheless, the Lowlanders assured them that they all wanted peace. After long discussions back and forth, they finally came to an agreement. The Lowlanders would pay a certain sum at once for the use of the land, and a smaller sum every year thereafter. To make up for the animals hunted by the Lowlanders, they would also contribute food supplies to the Fenn. The Fenn considered the sum extremely generous, while the town officials were glad to get off so cheaply. 
 

    Scarcely had the Fenn left town when the work began. Craftsmen and soldiers built a road through the valleys and constructed bridges over streams and ravines. Two small settlements also sprang up: Threevalley and Aspengate. The craftsmen and soldiers worked hard and were decent and friendly to the Fenn. Then the first caravans passed through the gate, to be followed by many others. The more people poured in, the more scoundrels there were amongst them. Adventurers, hired laborers and bored soldiers loafed around in the settlements, always pursuing pleasure rather than honest work. 
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    As soon as the first road was finished, the Lowlanders immediately started to establish a second route from the southeast. It branched off the Westway and passed by Wyvernwall, a rather insignificant stronghold up to that point. 
 

    They widened the road beyond Wyverwall and extended it through the woods towards the mountains. In the foothills, they founded the new settlement of Aspenway. From Aspenway, the road continued through Long Valley until it reached Aspengate. This brought the road close to the settlement of Jack’s Clan. 
 

    Some of the travelers bothered the women of the Fenn and blood ran hot. Many young warriors demanded revenge and insisted that all Lowlanders be expelled from the land. Even worse, other Fenn adopted the contemptible habits of the Lowlanders. They copied their style of dress and their drinking habits. A warrior named Vrat the Raven spoke ferociously of war and found a large audience among the young people. But the clanchiefs urged calm and held fast to peace. Years had made them wise and they knew that every war also brought great sorrow. Over and over, they complained about the violations and each time, the Lowlanders gave them satisfaction, expressing their regret and promising to maintain law and order in the future. Their words were nothing more than empty promises, however, and the assaults continued. 
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    Willen Onetooth was now called Willen Gatefinder, but apart from his new nickname, discovering the gate did not benefit him much. Although the merchants had given him a lot of money, it ran through his fingers like water. Gambling, women, a few luxuries and it was almost gone. To make a living now, Willen acted as a mountain guide, leading groups through the land he knew so well. Mostly they were hunting parties, or people looking for a more direct way to the gate. The paths were not suitable for big wagons, leading as they did through the woods and over the mountain crests. 
 

    At this time, Willen was leading a troop of mercenary soldiers. They had been thrown together from all nations and some of them seemed to be truly grim fellows. Their leader was Tarn, and they called him ‘King Tarn’ because he had the same name as the King of Ardeen. Tarn had only one eye left. His favorite weapon was a mighty ax. Oswen, a wiry fellow with a hounded look, was his right-hand man. Most of the men bore ugly scars across their faces, and it was hard to tell whether they were mercenary soldiers or plain robbers. Willen did not ask. They had paid him good gold to act as their guide, and this was exactly what he was doing now. 
In fact, they had planned to reach Aspengate in the evening, but a storm forced them to seek shelter. They spent several hours under the cover of a ledge before they were able to continue the journey, and it soon became clear that they would not reach their destination before nightfall. Willen suggested they stay the night in the village of the Fenn, which started a discussion among the men. Oswen argued: “I’m for pushing on to Aspengate. It’s easy to follow the road even in the dark.” 
Tarn, however, was not happy about that. They were all soaking wet and he liked the idea of a warm fire and a roof over his head. “A few hours won’t make any difference,” he said. Oswen lost his temper. Tarn responded by raising his thundering voice and laying a threatening hand on the handle of his ax. So, the decision was made and Oswen gave in grudgingly. They climbed up the path to the village and Willen led them to Bron’s house. He knocked and Lyesell opened the door and welcomed him. 
“I’m sure Bron will be back soon. To be honest, he should have been here already, but the bad weather has probably delayed him.” Lyesell was still a beauty, in spite of her mature years. Slender, her hair long and blond, she stood in the doorway. 
 

    Willen explained: “I am bound for Aspengate with Tarn and his men. We were also surprised by the weather and now we would be glad to shelter here for the night.” 
 

    Lyesell invited them in: “The house is too small for everyone, but some of you can sleep in the stable. I’m sure that will be all right. Bron will settle it when he gets back. In the meantime you can wait in the living room. It wasn’t until the men had entered the room that Lyesell realized what shady characters she had asked into her home. Devious, carnal, stupid and dastardly were the attributes that came to her mind as she watched them. 
 

    Bron will be here soon, she hoped, trying not to seem nervous. “I will make you some porridge. After such a long day I am sure you need something warm in your stomach.”
“And in my bed.” One of the men said boldly. The others howled with laughter at the dirty remark. 
 

    “Silence!” shouted Tarn. “We are guests in this house and of course we will pay for the meal.” He fumbled in his pocket for some gold coins and threw them on the table in front of Lyesell. But the gesture was more of an insult than an act of generosity. 
 

    The man called Oswen piped up: “Tarn, you don’t pay us so well, but we’re not as easy on the eyes as this beauty.” Then he turned to Lyesell: “For this much gold we should get more than thin porridge.” 
 

    The men’s talk disgusted Lyesell, but she didn’t let it show. “Perhaps I can find a few carrots to boil up. But don´t hope for more.”
The men laughed: “She has a sharp tongue, this one.” 
 

    Willen remained silent and observed the scene from the corner. By now, Lyesell was fervently hoping that Bron would return soon. This vulgar rabble will not dare to insult me when he is here. And I hope he throws them all out. Then she considered: I could also run to the next farm and ask for help. If I scream here, no one will hear me. We live too far away. 
 

    Lyesell went to the door, but Oswen blocked her path.
“Where are you going, my beauty?” 
 

    “I need more logs for the fire,” she lied. Whether Oswen read her face or not, Lyesell couldn’t tell. Whatever the case, he thwarted her plans. 
 

    “The idle rascals here can attend to that. Hyman and Egril, you heard the lady. Now go! Make yourselves useful.” Grumbling, both men got up and left. 
 

    Lyesell stepped back to the stove and saw to the kettle. She felt the lusty glances resting on her back. She tried to ignore the shifty ruffians as well as she could while she stirred herbs into the water. 
 

    The men started to talk about their journey, and Lyesell was glad to escape their attentions. She pretended to be busy and cut the carrots as slowly as possible. But then she had to fetch the oats and left the room. She thought the men had not noticed, when she was assailed by a voice from behind: “Will the meal be ready soon, my beauty?” 
 

    Caught out, Lyesell turned around: “I need the oats from the pantry. And thanks, I can fetch them myself.”
They let her go. A wooden stairway led from the living room down to the pantry. The house had been built along a hillside, and there was a small natural cave in the stone. Bron had incorporated this cave while building the house and made it into a pantry. Now they stored their supplies there. A narrow vent for fresh air provided the only way out and it was too small for larger animals to get in through, consequently making it far too small for a person to get out of. Lyesell placed the torch in an iron holder on the wall and sat down in relief on a sack of seeds. She was glad to be away from those filthy men. Especially Oswen, with his disgusting lecherous stare. She just sat there and took a deep breath. When Bron comes home, he will throw this rabble out. It was a mistake to invite them in. I saw only Willen at first and had no idea he was keeping such low company. As Lyesell was brooding over her situation, she suddenly heard footsteps coming down the stairs. Terrified, she leaped to her feet. It was Oswen.
“We’re hungry, my precious.” 
 

    Turning her back towards Oswen, Lyesell busied herself with the sack of oats. “I’m going as fast as I can,” she remarked. Suddenly Oswen was behind her, wrapping both arms around her. 
“Those fellows upstairs can wait a little while longer,” he whispered in her ear. He stank of sweat and grime. Lyesell’s heart almost stopped as the repulsive lout held her tight. She tried to scream, but no sound came out. Panic overwhelmed her. Then Oswen pushed her onto the sacks and pulled up her skirt. Suddenly, Lyesell woke out of her stupor and lashed about wildly. With one hand she grabbed a small shovel and struck the libertine with it. The metal hit Oswen’s skull with a dull thud and he fell back. In an instant, Lyesell grabbed the knife handle from Oswen’s belt. She reacted without thinking as she drew the blade and stabbed Oswen sideways in the belly. Then she turned and ran screaming upstairs. She had almost reached the top when something hit her in the back. A fierce pain shot through her body, and still Lyesell ran on, pushed open the door and tumbled into the living room. She tried to breathe, but no air entered her lungs. Blood filled her mouth. She fell down and lay gasping on the floor. 
 

    The men jumped up and stared aghast at the dying woman. Then Oswen, too, stumbled up the stairs. 
“The stupid slut stabbed me in the belly,” he bawled. Tarn thundered: 
“Are you out of your mind, you vile knave? Couldn’t you keep your cock to yourself? And now? What shall we...?”
Right at that moment, the door opened and a big, strong man stood in the door frame. The master of the house was home and in a split second he understood what had happened. He drew the long knife from the scabbard and rammed it into the chest of the nearest brigand. Now they all drew their weapons and crowded in on Bron. He smashed one man’s throat with his bare fist and snatched the battle-ax from the dying man’s hand. A knife sliced through Bron’s shoulder and robbed him of the feeling in his left arm. With the might of desperation he struck out wildly and the ax took its toll. 
 

    But there were too many attackers, and after a short, bloody fight Bron was felled. His body was slashed with deep wounds and he was dead even before he hit the ground. He lay there, stretched out beside his beloved wife, his blood spreading out around him to form a steadily growing pool that joined him to Lyesell on their final journey. 
 

    Four brigands were dead, too, and almost all the survivors had sustained injuries. Oswen sat whimpering on the floor while his blood mingled with the contents of his guts before draining from the wound. 
 

    The sound attracted Tarn’s attention. Enraged, he crossed the room. With a swift slice through the throat, he sent Oswen to the afterworld before cleaning his blade on the dead man’s clothes. 
 

    “He would have died anyway, before we reached a healer. Thanks to the foolishness of this man we have to leave. We go at once... and torch the hut!” 
 

    Willen had kept himself out of the tumult. He was not a brave man. If he now opposed the brigands, he would be as dead as those already lying on the floor. So he acted as if he didn’t care about what had happened to Bron and Lyesell. 
 

    Half an hour later, the farm was ablaze and the brigands were already far away from the scene of their crime. Elken Redfox, Arun’s grandfather, was the first to noticed the fire from his farm, which was the nearest to the burning house. Soon the whole village was trying to bring the flames under control. 
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    Earlier that day Bron, Eryn and Arun, along with some other men, had been to Jack Gateway’s settlement for a meeting of the warriors. As always, the old men advised prudence and the young argued for war. Vrat the Raven spoke fanatically and sparked fire in their hearts. 
 

    Afterward Bron left to go hunting, while the young men stayed and put on a competition. 
 

    They competed in shooting arrows, wrestling and racing. The sudden storm that day had surprised everybody, and they set out for home much later than they had planned. 
 

    The fire on the mountainside could be seen from far away, and the young men had an uneasy feeling that something terrible had happened. They hurried up the hill to the village. A cold sensation spread through Eryn’s chest when he saw that it was his parents’ house that was burning. By the time he reached his home, the villagers had already extinguished the flames and there were only charred remains and small pockets of embers scattered over the ground. The blood in Eryn’s veins turned to ice.
Arun’s grandfather, Elken, had already examined the corpses and he and the other villagers were now discussing the circumstances of the murder. 
Ragnar No-Heart, a respected warrior, recalled: “I saw a group of men on the road yesterday. Willen was guiding them. If they were responsible for this deed, then five of them must still be alive.” 
In a few short minutes, Eryn’s world had broken apart. Overcome with wrath and grief, he stepped over to his parents’ bodies and took his leave in silence. He struggled to take in the whole situation, which seemed so unreal. Finally he made up his mind and turned to the Clan: 
“The fire has already taken almost everything. Burn the rest as well. Narna, please send a prayer to the Gods on my behalf - mine is the path of vengeance.” 
 

    This time none of the old warriors opposed him. 
Eryn continued: “I will hunt the murderers down and then join Vrat’s rebels. I will never return to this place again. The time of the Raven has come.” The young warriors cheered their assent and Arun, Savas, Deren and Aileen were ready to join Eryn at once. 
 

    It was not difficult to guess the path the murderers had taken. Ragnar had seen them coming from Falgars Vale, which meant they were probably heading for the gate. Once they passed through the gate, it would become difficult to track them down. 
 

    Narna and Elken promised to follow the next day with all the warriors of the village, and they all agreed to meet at Aspengate. The murderers were almost certainly still there, as the Lowlanders let no one through the gate after sunset. Equipping themselves with only the essentials, Eryn and his friends set off once more into the night. 
 

    
The sun had already climbed into the sky when Eryn and his companions arrived at Aspengate. The outpost was only lightly fortified and two sleepy guards stood watch by the gate. 
 

    Eryn headed for the soldiers, but Arun held him back: “Your heart is too full of rage and sorrow. Let me do the talking.” 
 

    Eryn nodded in silence. Arun asked the guards politely about Willen and the strangers, and found out that the murderers had arrived in town only an hour ago. Now the guards asked them what business they had in Aspengate, and Arun made up a story: “We were hunting in the mountains yesterday, when we were caught in the thunderstorm. So we had to spend the night outside and now we want to get some supplies and a warm meal.”
The guards let them pass without suspicion. Aspengate was not a big place and there were only a few houses where the brigands could be. There was a tavern for travelers in the central square. The market stalls were already open for business. 
Arun and Eryn were undecided about how to proceed. Should they split up and check the different taverns or should they stay together? At that moment, Willen stepped out of the tavern called ‘The Red Deer’, followed by five men of dubious appearance. They were clearly men who were used to fighting, with their steeled muscles and sharp weapons. Arun was in two minds about what to do next, but Eryn, blinded by hate, seized the initiative and shouted across the square: “Willen! Is that the way you thank the Fenn for their hospitality during all these years?”
Willen winced slightly but when Eryn came close, he regained his composure. “Greetings, Eryn. What do you mean?” he asked with feigned astonishment. 
 

    The young man’s anger soared to even greater heights. “Yesterday my father’s house was burned down and murderers slaughtered my parents. I demand satisfaction!” 
 

    “I am extremely sorry. This is terrible news indeed,” whispered Willen, but his eyes avoided Eryn’s. 
 

    He lies. He was there. 
 

    Now a bulky man with an ax by his side intervened: “What’s the boy’s problem, Willen?” 
Willen shrugged his shoulders, but said nothing.
Eryn, who was anything but a diplomat, came straight to the point: “You and these men were seen as you took the road from Falgars Vale. And you rewarded my parents’ hospitality with murder! My father, Bron Bearslayer, cut down five of your rabble, but I cannot rest until their deaths are avenged.” 
Willen made as if to answer, but the big man pushed him aside and interrupted: “Ho, ho, these are grave charges. Do you suspect us of being involved? We are honest people caught by the weather yesterday. It cost us a great deal of time and we didn’t reach Aspengate until nightfall. Forgive me, but I don’t know your father. And whatever has happened, we had nothing to do with it. So off you go and don’t bother us any more.”
Eryn took hold of his long knife, but the men around Willen just watched him with mild interest. This turn of events didn’t please Eryn at all. Somehow in his naivety he had thought: 
I will confront the murderers and take revenge in combat. But now it looks as if they are trying to avoid a fight. They don’t take me seriously. But they are the murderers. That is absolutely clear. They have several fresh wounds. The bald one here has bandaged the cut in his arm. Looks like it was done in a real hurry. The piece of rag is already darkened with fresh blood. 
 

    Tattered clothes, cuts all over, countless bloodstains on tunics and breeches. No, there is no doubt – these are the men we are looking for. 
 

    Arun whispered in Eryn’s ear: “Let them go. We’ll catch them later when they leave town.” 
 

    But Eryn didn’t listen and demanded aggressively: “Explain yourself – how do you come to be wounded and what does all this blood on your clothes mean?”
“I will explain nothing, boy. And now take your leave, before I forget myself.” The leader’s voice rumbled deep in his chest. 
 

    “Let’s go, Tarn,” Willen tried feebly to calm things down. They had already attracted attention, with people beginning to stare. The bustle of the marketplace had stopped. 
 

    In his anger, Eryn forgot all common sense. In his youthful foolishness, he ignored the nature of the surroundings he found himself in and the fact that the murderers were head and shoulders above him in strength and skill. The long knife was already in his hand. 
“The Gods of the Fenn will see to justice. Was it you who killed Bron from behind? Because a coward like you could never defeat him face to face!” 
 

    The clashing and scraping of metal rang out as weapons on both sides were drawn from their scabbards. 
 

    “We are leaving now, boy, and you will not stop us. If you value your life, you’d better put your toy weapon away.” Tarn slowly circled around Eryn while his men spread out, surrounding him. 
The whole affair attracted the attention of the guards, who now crossed the square and headed for Tarn: “Put down your weapons! What’s going on?” Even the soldiers were no real threat for Tarn but it was not wise to take on the authorities. Tarn had already made trouble in too many countries, and he had grown wiser as a result.
“Apologies, Sir. These young men are looking for a fight and we were just leaving.” The blades disappeared as quickly as they had been drawn. Only Eryn held on stubbornly to his long knife. 
 

    “You too, weapon down!” shouted the soldier. Sullenly, Eryn followed the command. “Those men are murderers and I demand justice.”
The guard frowned: “Serious accusations. Can you prove it?”
But before Eryn could say anything, Tarn bawled out: “A boy’s fantasy. We are peaceful travelers and would like to continue our journey. We are already delayed. Yesterday the weather – you know. So if you would excuse us...” Tarn bowed slightly and attempted to walk away, but the guard held him back: “Stop! No one’s going anywhere. This matter needs to be resolved and only the commander can make a decision.” 
 

    Tarn cracked a smile: “Certainly, as you wish. The mistake will soon be cleared up.”
The soldier who had spoken walked away while the other stayed to keep an eye on the troublemakers. Tarn and his men drew back to the tavern veranda and seated themselves on a bench, whispering. 
 

    The bald one, Loren, spoke out: “We can just clear out. The soldier there isn’t a match for us anyway.” 
 

    But Tarn shook his head: “They can prove nothing. It’s our word against the lad’s babble. Who are they going to believe?”
“And the injuries? They can send for a mage to read our thoughts.” Balder was concerned because of the clearly visible cut on his arm. 
 

    Tarn looked disdainfully at them: “Idiots, here in the mountains magic doesn’t work. Everyone knows that. But now this is our story: We were set upon a wyvern – that explains the injuries and the blood. We are hunters. Let me do the talking, then we’ll leave without a problem. And Willen... don’t do anything stupid. You are just as much a part of this as we are. Think carefully about what you say.” 
 

    Willen nodded. He was already in far too deep. 
 

    Eryn and his comrades still hadn’t moved. They, too, were holding council. “This action was too hasty,” Arun commented. 
But Eryn was not in the mood to give in: “They are the murderers for sure and justice must be done!” 
 

    Aileen tried to calm him down: “We all grieve for Bron and Lyesell, and your pain is surely greatest. But consider that we are strangers in this town. They have different customs. So, pull in your horns, for the more you are upset, the less they will believe you. Our clanbrothers will turn up soon, and the soldiers will take their word more seriously than ours. Even though we have received our names, we have not yet performed any great deeds. Our names are meaningless in the clan community and completely unknown amongst our enemies.” Aileen achieved her aim and Eryn saw reason. She still held the key to his heart, making her words more effective than the advice of his friends. 
 

    
A little while later, more soldiers appeared on the square and kept a close watch on the parties to the dispute. It took another hour, however, until the commander of the fortress was disposed to listen to the case. All parties were led to the assembly hall, where all weapons had to be left outside. Tarn and his bunch were taken to one side of the hall, while Eryn and his friends were taken to the other. Several soldiers positioned themselves between them. The podium at the end of the hall remained empty while they waited. Time dragged on slowly and Eryn suppressed a yawn. They had been awake for many hours now and it was beginning to take its toll. He looked into the pale and tired faces of his friends. They weren’t much better off than he was. And the worst of it was they could do nothing but wait. 
 

    Suddenly there was movement at the door. A dashing officer in decorated armor entered the hall and shouted: “Attention!” 
 

    The guards at the entrance clicked their heels loudly and all the soldiers in the room sprang to attention. The officer was followed by a procession of dignitaries, who all walked up to the podium and seated themselves upon it. 
 

    At the center sat the commander of Aspengate, Sir Gart Orten. As the offspring of a noble house, he had already attained the position of garrison commander by the age of thirty. Sir Orten looked rather pale and unimpressive. Eglund Merett was seated right beside him. He represented the merchants’ guild, and wore a heavy golden chain around his neck as a mark of his rank. Eglund was the nephew of Ulf Merett, and the aura he radiated was far more powerful than that of Sir Orten. On the left sat the scribe. The dashing officer stood at the back and now commanded: “All rise!”
The audience obeyed and the officer continued: “In the name of His Highness Prince Raiden of Ardeen, Protector of the North, this hearing is now opened. Sir Orten, commander of Aspengate, will act as judge and the ambassador of the merchants’ guild. Eglund Merett will act as his assistant.” 
 

    The hearing commenced, and each side was given the chance to give their version of events. There followed endless talk. Sir Orten questioned everyone who had been involved, seemingly determined to uncover the truth. The judge asked for evidence that Tarn’s men had been involved in the crime, but except for the word of the young Fenn warriors there was no concrete proof. Sir Orten was a conscientious man and wanted to be certain not to make any mistakes. Finally, he left the room to consult with Master Eglund. 
 

    Although Sir Orten had been sitting the entire time, he now sank back exhausted into a comfortable chair and offered the merchant a seat. “Please seat yourself, Master Merett.” Eglund may not have equaled the size of his uncle, but he nevertheless shared the typical Merett characteristics: short and chubby with thinning hair. 
 

    The hearing had once again reminded Sir Orten how much he disliked dealing with disputes of this nature. Aspengate was indeed a melting pot of vulgar roughnecks. 
 

    Added to that were the problems with savages from the mountains. Stealing and other crimes were a daily occurrence. And last but not least the merchants’ guild. Powerful and greedy for money, they were worse than all the other scoundrels put together.
“This Bron Bearslayer was one of the clanchiefs of the Fenn. The young warriors are very upset. It would help to find a culprit,” Sir Orten said. But Eglund countered: “There is no proof, and this savage Eryn admits himself that he did not witness the murder. Their only evidence is that Tarn’s men were on the road yesterday. Everything else is mere speculation.” 
 

    The commander leaned back in resignation: “Tarn and his fellows are scoundrels. That´s a fact. And I do not want to worsen our relations with the clans.”
But as for me, Master Merett thought, a little war could solve all our problems with the savages and the guild could probably get out of the yearly payments to those wildlings. We should take advantage of this golden opportunity. “Sir Orten, we should not set a precedent. The case is unclear and it could cause major problems with the general citizenry if we favor the clanspeople. They could accuse us of caprice if we make a decision without clear proof.” 
 

    Master Merett knew the words that would convince Sir Orten. He appealed to honor, duty and correctness until he had brought Sir Orten around to his point of view. Truly, Eglund Merett was the de facto leader of Aspengate.
  
 

    When the two noblemen had left the hall to confer, talk began to fill the room. 
 

    Eryn remarked to Arun: “This is our land. Why are we deferring to the Lowlanders anyway? It should be up to the clans to decide.” 
 

    “Or the Gods should judge our claims through combat,” Aileen put in. 
 

    Weariness was written all over Arun’s face. He leaned back and spread his arms out to both sides on the back of the bench. “The commander seems to me to be a just man.” 
 

    “Pah!” Eryn interjected. “What does justice mean to the Lowlanders? Have they ever called any one of their people to account? You’ve heard Vrat the Raven. They steal and murder, insult and rape but always manage to sweet talk their way out of it. A guilty man is never to be found among them. When has there ever been justice? I would say: never!” 
 

    They all agreed. 
 

    “We should have seen to it outside the town,” Savas remarked in a low voice. Eryn nodded grimly.
“We were not even sure that they were hiding in town. We had to come here first to find out.”
“And you acted emotionally,” Aileen rebuked Eryn.
The reproach stung, but he knew Aileen was right. We should have just waited and watched them until they left town. Then we could have ambushed them. On the other hand, if they had made it through the gate, we would probably have lost our chance to catch them.
Arun interrupted Eryn’s thoughts: “The clan will come soon. Maybe they are already in the hills outside the town and the older men will know what to do.” 
 

    Eryn replied heatedly: “The old ones always talk of peace. They have forgotten how to fight. Come what may – I will avenge my parents”. 
 

    The others fell silent and Eryn was lost in thought. Never again will I hear their voices, see their faces or embrace them. A lump formed in his throat. My life has changed completely from one day to the next. Now I am alone, and the only thing left for me is revenge. I may come home later and rebuild the farm. But he could not bear the thought of the burned ruins. He tried to put the terrible event out of his mind and to remember only the good times. Then he made up his mind. No! My decision is right. I will follow Vrat. The Raven will fight now and Bron’s death will provide the cause. Perhaps this Lowlander commander will make a just decision today. This would keep the peace for a little longer. But new injustices will happen soon and the young warriors will raise their bows and draw their longknives. And I will be among them.
  
 

    Sir Orten and the fat guildsman came back into the room. The dashing officer performed the same ceremony as before. “In the name of the Prince of Ardeen...” 
 

    Who the hell is this person? thought Eryn, annoyed. This is the land of the Fenn. The clans decide here, not some prince from who knows where.
Now the commander, Sir Orten spoke: “I promise that I will do everything in my power to find the culprits in this case and bring them to justice. But there is no evidence that Tarn and his fellows are really these wanted men. Injustice must not result in new injustice. Therefore, I will order a further investigation. I will send men to Falgars Vale to interrogate the locals. During that time, Willen, Tarn and his companions will be kept under arrest here in Aspengate. This is all I can do right now.” He ended his speech and a tumultuous uproar filled the hall. None of the parties were actually happy with the outcome of the hearing. Eryn yelled in fury and Tarn’s strong, deep voice roared from the other corner in disagreement.
If anyone had looked at Master Eglund at this moment, they would have seen a sneer of victory flicker over his lips. It hovered there for a second or two and then he regained control.
Sir Orten had Tarn arrested and escorted Eryn and his friends out of the hall. They were led politely but determinedly through the city gates.
The young Fenn was boiling with rage. They climbed a little way into the hills and finally stopped at a place where they could observe the road to Aspengate. Still upset at what had happened, they had a brief discussion in which they decided that Eryn should stay there with Deren, while Arun and Aileen went off in search of Jack Gateway of the Long Valley to inform the clanchief about what had happened. 
 

    They elected Savas to go back to their own clan and spread the news. 
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    In the evening, some two hundred warriors were camped in the woods around Aspengate. There were men of Bron’s clan, now led by Corman Silverfur. Jack Gateway had turned up as well, with his men from the Long Valley, including Vrat the Raven. All were aghast at Bron Bearslayer’s death. He had been a popular and respected man. They held council, and not even the most coolheaded among them spoke of peace any more. Feelings were at boiling point and, before the next dawn broke, the Fenn had decided to reclaim their land by force. 
The guards at Aspengate had doubled, but the Fenn knew how to move without a sound. There were many shadows offering protection from which to approach Aspengate unseen. The guards were eliminated quickly and the intruders had soon opened the gate. Then all hell broke loose. Arrows whirred, weapons clashed and the screams of wounded men penetrated the cold night air. One house was ablaze and the fire was already leaping over to the next. At the marketplace, the Lowlander soldiers had formed up and were now fighting doggedly against the clans. 
Eryn fought side by side with Arun and Deren. Aileen was in the background, providing cover for the others with her bow. Eryn’s long knife slipped between two armor plates into the belly of a soldier. The man screamed like a slaughtered pig, dropped his weapon and fell to the ground. At that moment, Eryn grabbed him by the hair and slit his throat. The screaming had set his teeth on edge, so Eryn almost felt as if he had rescued the man from his pain. 
 

    Arun fought another Lowlander, but as Eryn came over to help him, the enemy ran away. Meanwhile, the battle in the marketplace was over. The Fenn had killed the last of their enemies and corpses from both sides were strewn about everywhere. 
 

    Among them was the commander, Sir Orten, who had fought bravely. It was not long until all the Lowlanders had either fled or been slain. Eryn found the bodies of Tarn and his men. They too had been engaged in the fighting and had not been arrested as Sir Orten had promised. Later on, Eryn discovered that Ragnar had killed Tarn. Ragnar himself had sustained a deep wound from Tarn’s ax, which had smashed his shield and sunk into his left arm. When the fighting had come to an end, the Fenn set the remaining houses of Aspengate ablaze. The fire flared high and illuminated the sky with a ghostly light long before sunrise. 
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    Eryn had now avenged his parents, yet he found no peace. He joined Vrat the Raven and his men as he had intended. At first they were a band of about forty warriors. They hid in the mountains and destroyed the fortress at Threevalley, before attacking the Lowlanders wherever they found them. With these first successes, Vrat gained more influence and the other clanchiefs started to believe they really could cast the Lowlanders out. Corman, Jack, Belemen, Loren and Savas united their warriors with Vrat’s men and together they attacked Falgars Vale. 
 

    But the town of Falgars Vale was far better fortified than Aspengate, and many more soldiers awaited them there. After a bloody battle, the Fenn were forced to withdraw. The revenge of the Lowlanders was not long in coming, and they fell upon the Fenn in great numbers. First, they destroyed Jack’s settlement and established a fortress in Long Valley. Jack himself died in combat and those who could fled into the mountains. Mercilessly, the Lowlanders killed every Fenn they found, regardless of whether they were old men, women or children. The few survivors of Jack’s Clan joined Corman’s ranks. 
 

    But the Lowlanders fell upon Bron’s old settlement next, because it was close to Aspengate. The battle was long and hard-fought, with heavy losses on both sides. The clansmen’s village held a favorable strategic position on the hillside, but could not prevent the inevitable in the end. After the fight was lost, most surviving warriors joined Vrat, while a few others marched deeper into the mountains with the old, the wounded, and the women and children. 
Not long after, the other chiefs, Lorne and Savas, capitulated. Their settlements lay far closer to the Lowlanders’ towns, and they surrendered so that the Lowlanders would spare their people’s lives. The conditions were oppressive, with crippling tolls to pay to their conquerors in food and work. No one spoke anymore about payment for the land. 
 

      
 

    A new and stronger fortress was built on the ruins of Aspengate. Vrat continued to terrorize the Lowlanders, ambushing poorly-guarded supply trains and small patrols. But the Lowlanders were also becoming more watchful, sending out scouts and pressing hard on Vrat and his men on more than one occasion. 
 

    Things went from bad to worse when Chief Belemen surrendered. In fact, he merely confirmed his peaceful relations with the Lowlanders. A clever speaker, he denied ever having joined the war against the Lowlanders. 
 

    They were suspicious, however, and sent soldiers and officials to the settlements of the Fenn. It was loudly proclaimed that these villages now belonged to the kingdom of Ardeen and in the future there would be only one law: the law of Ardeen. 
 

    The presence of the foreigners in the clan villages now made it far more difficult for Vrat to find refuge and support. The Lowlanders declared him an outlaw and set a price on his head. They also offered a bounty for the capture of the most notorious members of his band. But Vrat was clever and he knew the mountains well. He had created secret camps in many places where they could hide. And he avoided open combat. 
 

    The Raven now planned every operation very carefully and acted only when the risk for his men was low. He could not afford to lose a single man, whereas the Lowlanders seemed countless. It didn’t help that some Fenn treacherously sold their scouting services to the enemies and helped to track down Vrat and his band. But they had not yet succeeded. The Raven’s lot were like an annoying insect, circling the great beast Ardeen and stinging it at every opportunity.  
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