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PART FOUR
 In Darkness




		






Chapter 19
 The Gray

		
			So it has been a lie after all: my life.

			Rowarn lay lonely in his gloomy cell, brooding restlessly, incessantly. There was nothing alive in here but him, no distraction, no comfort. But at least it was less dark in the dungeon than in his soul.

			So it was a demon that lurked inside him, that made him unpredictable and dangerous. How could he have thought that he was a rithari? This blind fury, the obsession in the fight, did not come from a disease, but from the side of the darkness. From … Nightfire, the murderer of his mother. The confidant of Femris. The Twilight Walker.

			Was it really possible that the Velerii had not suspected anything about the demon blood in him? Why had they insisted so strongly that Rowarn was not the Two-Splitted? Claimed that the Two-Splitted must be a being of a special kind, with qualities he did not possess?

			If only it were so!

			Once again, the feelings threatened to overwhelm him. He lay rigid and gritted his teeth. He could not let himself go!

			The floor was hard, and the thin straw bed offered little comfort. Rowarn alternately sweated and froze, depending on how deeply he became entangled in his thoughts. Only ever briefly could he escape to sleep before aching bones woke him when they wanted to be moved.

			There were demons who had chosen the Rainbow, like Fashirh. Rowarn respected the Red Demon, but he also feared him as an alien being with whom he would never be familiar. They were too different, and Rowarn didn't want to be anything like Fashirh, or any other demon. Especially not like Nightfire.

			Tears burned hot on his cheeks and his insides were on fire. If only I had never asked … but how could I have known … that the truth could be so infinitely cruel! He had sworn revenge on the murderer of his mother, and now he had to face his own father. Did Nightfire know that he had a son? How had it even come to this?

			At this point in his deliberations, Rowarn could no longer contain himself. He jumped up, pushed himself into the gloomy corner next to the narrow viewing hole, and threw up sobbing. It was unimaginable to him how it might have come to his conception then. His mother and the murderer … no. What could he have done to her … how could she have endured to feel Rowarn growing inside her …?

			Stop it, he thought, as he continued to retch. Stop it, or you'll go insane. Don't think about it. Don't think about it!

			Sometimes he tried to console himself with a kind of dry humor: No wonder I'm the Two-Splitted. And I am, no matter what my Muhmes said! This must tear one to pieces. But this kind of joke had never been his strong point, and it didn't make him feel the least bit better.

			Rowarn no longer had any doubt that he was the Two-Splitted after all. He was a true son of the Rainbow and the Darkness, both sides united in him, but could no longer form a true UNITY. The Eternal War had arisen because the UNITY was broken and the DIVIDED realized that they could never come together again. Rowarn was thus divided in two. The split in two! The thought could not be suppressed, and nothing could settle his stomach, whether there was anything in it or not. Always Rowarn had struggled with having to vomit when strongly aroused. Now the attacks were worse than ever, and Rowarn sank deeper and deeper into self-pity, disgust, and horror of himself.

		


		
			Rowarn did not know how much time had passed since his capture. His world was almost dark and very small. Three steps long, two and a half steps wide. Hardly any possibility of movement.

			His thoughts did not advance either, they constantly turned in circles until he became dizzy. Then he stopped for a moment, and everything came to rest. Until it started all over again.

			Finally, he lay still for once. Welcomed the captivity and the darkness around him. Monsters like him belonged locked up, kept away from the light so they couldn't even see themselves. He kept his eyes closed most of the time so he wouldn't notice his own shimmering. The Naurakian heritage within him. All that was good. And for him now unbearable.

			Was that why Queen Ylwa had cried so when she left her newborn with the Velerii? Had she already known that her demon child was the Two-Splitted who alone could use the Tabernacle? Was that why Rowarn had stayed alive, because he had to complete the task?

			I just don't understand it, he thought time and again as he began the circle of thought anew. Then why don't I know anything? Never felt that I have two sides in me? Never felt connected to the Tabernacle, not even in Ardig Hall when I was very close to the Shard? I can't even imagine what this thing looks like, or what it's supposed to do when the fragments come back together.

			Also in his inside nothing had changed since he knew his origin. It had not caused or awakened anything hidden in him. Except self-hatred.

			And yet I am … Rowarn, he took refuge in defiance when he mustered the strength. The Rowarn who grew up happily in Inniu, lovingly raised by the Velerii who saw no evil in their foster son. No one can pretend that much. I would have noticed at some point if they had felt disgust towards me. My Muhmes did not lie to me. They really didn't know. I wish they would never know either … then what would they have to think of me …

			There was still one tiny possibility that it was all just a bad nightmare that would one day simply dissolve: namely, that Angmor, the Vision Knight, was mistaken. Rowarn had put him through too much after the fight against Femris, had shaken him up too much that it had cost him his last strength. Perhaps Angmor had seen the images too blurred and therefore misinterpreted them. That remained as the last vestige of hope, which Rowarn clung to in order not to finally despair.

		


		
			Now and then he was interrupted in his circles of thought. At approximately regular intervals, as far as Rowarn could judge, he was given something to eat through a flap, a jug of clean water and a plate with some meat and bread and dried fruit. They wanted to keep him strong and healthy, presumably until it was decided what to do with him.

			At some point, Rowarn counted and estimated how many distributions he had missed by then. It was time to get back to caring about the world out there. He couldn't lie there complaining and drowning himself in self-pity for all time. One day, he had to move on.

			He was alive, and hopefully Angmor was too. So the first thing Rowarn had to do was find a way to get out of here. The fight was far from over – especially not now. He owed it to Angmor, who had only become a prisoner because of him. What became of Rowarn-the-monster could not matter to him. But the Vision Knight had to be freed. He was the most important fighter for the Rainbow.

			After twenty meals, when Rowarn had reasonably adjusted to the rhythm, the door to his dungeon suddenly opened. "Come with me," croaked the gruff voice of a Warine.

			Rowarn stood up and entered the torch-lit hallway, blinking. Now he would finally learn where he was. He had only awakened in the dungeon from the unconsciousness into which the soldier Moneg had beaten him. Perhaps he had been given an additional drug to keep him sedated longer, for even such a violent blow should not have put him out of action for more than an hour or two. But more, much more time must have passed, for all around Ardig Hall there was no prison camp of the enemy. So they had probably taken him farther east, perhaps even to beyond the Golden River, where Rowarn had never been.

			If Moneg had told the Dubhani all about Rowarn, they knew of his uncontrollable frenzy at extraordinary excitement, which gave him the forces of at least four strong men – reason enough, therefore, to keep him unconscious during the journey.

			Moneg, that crooked little soul, who had betrayed him to the enemy only out of revenge! Thus Rowarn had fallen into captivity, and so had Angmor, which should never have happened.

			A total of four Warines awaited him outside the cell, their broad, short swords at the ready, taking Rowarn in the middle. If he had been a normal prisoner, he would now have felt a certain pride at being so heavily guarded. For he weighed quite a bit less than a Warine and was much younger than these seasoned soldiers. Once they had been dwarves who had made a covenant with demons and now carried their life essence within them. This made them long-lived, dangerous creatures who lived only for battle.

			A short distance followed, during which they passed a series of doors similar to his. Then Rowarn stepped out of the rock into a deep, wide ravine with high bluffs all around and a ditch in the middle.

			It was early morning, a few oblique rays of sunshine already managed to illuminate the opposite rocky edges. A deep blue sky stretched over the canyon. Rowarn saw cliff dwellings cut into the rock, and more barred dungeons, supply stores, and many cavernous entrances to shelters. There was bustle, as in any army camp. The only difference from Ardig Hall was that here were mostly Warines running about, some humans and very few dwarves. And on a high pole flew the banner of Femris: the broken Tabernacle, its seven splinters close together, in red and gold on a black background.

			The sounds were also different. In the camp of Ardig Hall, a constant buzz of voices had been heard, much laughter and often singing, even during the day at work. Here, however, there was little talking, mainly orders echoed from the rocks.

			Rowarn was led to one of the rock houses, and on the way he saw more prisoners from Ardig Hall. They wore neck rings from which chains led down to their arms and legs. The chains allowed just enough freedom of movement for the shackled to be used for loads and other menial labor. The prisoners appeared dejected and at the same time strangely apathetic, but adequately fed. Their guards, posted everywhere, carried three-tailed whips with thorns on the end, but they did not use them. They were not even particularly attentive.

			Rowarn knew one or two of the prisoners fleetingly, but no one looked his way. He was glad that none of his friends were among them.

			Two brawny people were posted in front of the door to the rock building. One of the guards opened and motioned Rowarn to enter.

			The room, lit by daylight through rock holes, was unadorned. Scrolls and leather bindings lay scattered on a work table, a chair stood in front of it, and a large reclining chair behind it. On it sat the man in gray armor whom Rowarn had first glimpsed shortly after the fall of Ardig Hall, in Angmor's tent.

			He had taken off his helmet, and Rowarn saw the hulking face of a Warine, which at the same time showed surprisingly human-like features. The man's physique also more closely resembled that of an exceptionally strong, medium-sized human. A half-breed, it seemed.

			Just like Rowarn. He felt his stomach turn again in a moment, but he was still in control.

			"Take a seat," the man asked him without looking up from his work. He was setting seals on several documents with his ring.

			Rowarn silently complied with the request. The chair had only a very short backrest, which did not permit comfortable sitting, and it was lower than the armchair opposite. Cold silence reigned in the room, only hissing softly now and then when the wax held over the candle flame became too hot and began to burn.

			The young Nauraka did not move the whole time and sat, as far as possible, in a relaxed posture. To distract himself, he counted the small shadows on the roughly textured wall that wandered in front of the light.

			Finally, the man in the gray armor turned his full attention to Rowarn. "I am Heriodon," he introduced himself in a gruff voice. "General and new army commander of Femris the Immortal."

			Rowarn remained unmoved.

			"You are the squire of Prince Noïrun," the General continued after a while.

			Rowarn did not correct him. If Heriodon had only this information, so much the better. Moneg probably had not brought the shameful truth that Rowarn had been knighted after only a short time to his lips. Moneg the traitor, who had reviled Rowarn during training until it had become too much for the young Nauraka. His temper … no: the demonic part of Rowarn had taken control and nearly killed Moneg. The man had never forgiven Rowarn for that and for demoting him to a simple foot soldier. However, Rowarn would never have believed that his hatred could be so deep-rooted as to betray Ardig Hall and deliver not only Rowarn but also the Vision Knight to the enemy.

			"Are you faithful to your master?" the army commander wanted to know.

			"Of course," Rowarn replied proudly. "You can torture me all you want, I won't tell you anything about him, nor about anyone else."

			Heriodon smiled softly. "Ah, this pathos reminds me of another passionate young man. Brave, defiant, and fearless, he charged forward where even demons shuddered. Much like you, with the same fire in his eyes. I believe you. So torture is unnecessary, if only because you lost the battle, and with it Ardig Hall, so there is little you can tell me at present."

			"What do you plan to do with me instead?" wanted Rowarn to know.

			"You will be my squire," the gray man promptly announced. "I have a use for you."

			"What if I refuse?"

			"You can refuse, you can try to escape, and yet in the end you will only find that both are futile." Heriodon whistled softly, and Rowarn felt a chill run down his spine when he heard a hiss. The barely healed scar on his right hand suddenly ached.

			An iridescent feathered serpent floated in from the shadows of a wall ledge and slowly circled around its master.

			"You …," Rowarn groaned hoarsely. "You ordered the Chalumi to kill my Prince then!"

			"With moderate success, unfortunately," Heriodon remarked, and his smile deepened. The room grew all the colder. "It was you, wasn't it? You saved him. Don't deny it, the Chalumi smells the poison in you."

			"What poison …"

			"You have just given yourself away. The small scar on your hand that you are rubbing right now is from a Chalumi bite. You owe your life to a miracle, and a great healing art. Whoever did this – I could use someone like that in my army!"

			"I cannot serve you with that," Rowarn replied coolly. "I was in a fever at the time and can remember nothing more."

			"Of course not," Heriodon agreed. His tone made it clear that he didn't believe a word he said. "We'll come back to that some time later. In any case, that one healed you, boy, which hardly seems possible, and neutralized the poison. It can no longer harm you. Yet you still carry it in your body. The Chalumi can smell it. It takes years for the poison to be fully excreted."

			Rowarn's self-confidence melted away. He felt fine beads of sweat on his forehead. This man was extremely dangerous. He didn't just fight and kill, he was a strategist, planning every move, having a precise overview. He was like … the dark side of Noïrun.

			Heriodon continued, "The Chalumi always know where you are. You can therefore move freely everywhere, I have no objection. After all, as my squire, you have to."

			"I am not your squire," Rowarn said calmly. "I am your prisoner."

			"Today you may call it so, and tomorrow differently," Heriodon remarked equanimously. "I will be your teacher, for there is still much for you to learn."

			Rowarn sat up straight. "Not in this place."

			"You say that without knowing this?" Heriodon leaned forward and folded his hands. "What do you greenhorn know about Femris? How long have you been in the army, huh? One turn of the moon? Two?" He shook his head slightly. "You presume to judge something you don't know the first thing about. You've only seen us from afar, and you only know what's been whispered to you. If you want to be a good knight one day, you should also be prepared to get to know both sides, without reservation. You cannot judge anything of which you know only one side."

			Rowarn had to admit that there was something to these words. In order to defeat the enemy, he had to know him. This was the opportunity. He would comply and soak it all up like a sponge. "Can't you find anyone else to hire that you want to convert me?"

			"Everyone is important to us who shows talent and commitment," Heriodon said. "It would be a waste of precious material to slay or imprison you. That's true of most of Ardig Hall's soldiers, and even more so, of course, of the Vision Knight."

			Now Rowarn could hardly hide his feelings. "How … is he?"

			"All right, of course. I will hand him over to Femris as soon as he calls us to Dubhan. The Immortal will be extremely pleased that we have finally got hold of him, after all this time." The gray man grinned. "What were you doing there, anyway, by his side, dressed as a knight?"

			"I was tasked with protecting him," Rowarn muttered. "I have failed. My Lord will chase me away in disgrace."

			"Yes, your Prince would do well to reprimand you for this failure. But he will not get another chance to do so. I, however, also do not tolerate failure, and if I am dissatisfied, there will be canings or lashes, my young hero. There will be no loafing under my leadership. In return, you will learn much. And soon you will carry the banner of the Immortal with pride."

			"Never!" Rowarn realized how hollow and empty his cry was echoing. He was making a fool of himself with his impetuosity. It almost sounded as if he were afraid or unsure. Yet he was convinced – but did he have to defend himself because of it?

			"Count on it. You are very young and fickle, like all your age, and once you know the whole story, you will think differently." Heriodon rose and approached Rowarn. His rock-gray eyes were cold as a wet stone in autumn. "Now tell me your name."

			Rowarn did not want to do it, because he knew that by doing so he was putting himself in the General's power. He would then officially be his squire, his subordinate, before all the world. With the name, the General gained dominion over the prisoner, if he knew how to use it properly. And Rowarn had no doubt about that.

			But he couldn't lie either, because Moneg had surely already given Rowarn's name away. He had no choice. But it felt like he was giving himself away.

			Tortured, he revealed, "I am Rowarn."

			Was he mistaken, or did a muscle twitch in the otherwise motionless face of the gray man? Had he not known the name before? But what was striking about it? For a moment, the mask fell, and Rowarn saw a being older than human. At least a century, if not more.

			"An old name, that's what its sound tells me. But I can't remember where I've heard it before at the moment," Heriodon said. "Anyway, it's not a name for a human."

			"I don't know anything about that," Rowarn countered, and it wasn't a lie.

			"You're right, and it's meaningless, too," the army commander stated. "Your service begins now. Camp Master Gonarg will tell you everything else."

		


		
			Outside, the same Warine was waiting for Rowarn; at least he thought so. It was not easy for him to tell them apart. "Come along," the soldier ordered. He led the young Nauraka deeper into the rock, into a wide side path of the gorge, where many caves had been driven into the rock, some of them interconnected. A large army camp for the Dubhani. Rowarn was surprised. He would have believed that Femris would have housed his troops with him. But this seemed to be the main assembly point. Well protected, it seemed.

			The larger open spaces were eagerly practiced. Rowarn did not dare to imagine that there were more such side canyons. On the other hand, Femris' numerical superiority had been nullified by Ardig Hall's troops; only reinforcements had been able to achieve victory. But that was far from enough if Prince Noïrun had escaped and raised a new army.

			No wonder the prisoners were to be "re-educated": The Immortal urgently needed supplies. And if he could deprive the enemy of his own troops for this purpose, all the better.

			Perhaps this is where I belong, Rowarn thought dejectedly. Noïrun once said to me that much darkness lurked within me. He must have guessed then that I was half of the darkness.

			The Warine led him to one of the large caves, where some soldiers stood together. "I'll bring the new squire," he snarled and withdrew.

			One of the men turned around. He was a man. With an eye patch.

			Ragon.

		


		
			Rowarn remembered very clearly the first encounter, when Olrig, Noïrun and he reached Ardig Hall and a rider had come to meet them. The War King had greeted him with pleasure, like a friend. Ragon was one of the advisors of the warlord.

			But he, too, was a traitor. Ragon … Gonarg … of course. How many more traitors had Femris planted with them? How long had it been going on? No wonder Ardig had lost Hall! The Immortal had only had to wait for the moment when the magical protective wall had collapsed. Then he had all the trump cards in his hand!

			Rowarn felt a bitter taste in his mouth. He briefly considered going after the traitor and spitting on him. But what for? All was lost. Rowarn would not show his face and keep his distance. Pretend he wasn't really here. Let nothing get to him and think only of escape.

			"Ah, young Rowarn," remarked Ragon, or rather Gonarg, as he was really called. "I've been expecting you."

			"I can guess that," Rowarn groaned. "So, what do you want me to do?"

			Something flashed in the man's eye. "Chivalrous pride and dignity," he grinned. "Good." He beckoned Rowarn to come along. "You can start with the horses." It went a good distance down the ravine behind. "You don't even have to think about escape, by the way," Gonarg continued on the way. "This side valley ends at an impassable escarpment. And the Chalumi are omnipresent." He showed Rowarn where the horses were stabled; over a hundred, and filth and neglect everywhere. "The Warines don't take much care of their mounts, but now you're here. Shine them up, and the captured ones from Ardig Hall to boot."

			Rowarn nodded silently. Hard work didn't bother him. It was distracting. And the poor animals couldn't help it, after all.

			"Here it will take you significantly longer to become a knight," Gonarg said mockingly. "General Heriodon is much more demanding in this regard than the ridiculous Master of the Army of Ardig Hall. I don't even think you're fit to be a squire, but he probably wants to drive a spike into Noïrun's flesh personally. And even out of puny good-for-nothings like you, Heriodon can make passable warriors. When he's done with you, you'll be Noïrun's greatest enemy."

			"Never," Rowarn whispered.

			Gonarg grinned. "The General convinces everyone. And for you, escaping Noïrun's baleful influence can only be beneficial. His interest in you is sick."

			A bright glow entered Rowarn's eyes. "Don't ever get too close to me," he growled softly. "And you'd better be armed at all times."

			"Your temperament will be of great use to us. Now let off steam at work. A Warine will supervise you, and if you dawdle, there will be blows."

			Rowarn had no intention of dawdling. He would be diligent, keep his eyes and ears open, and learn everything he needed to escape. He did not fear the Chalumi, he had already defeated them once. And probably they would not be allowed to kill him even if he fled. The army commander would hardly go to so much trouble with him, only to have him summarily killed by his guards.

			As the Nauraka entered the cave where the horses were tied close together, he heard a bright whinny above all the sounds, and tears welled up in his eyes. Windstormer! The little dun was here! Suddenly Rowarn didn't feel so lonely and abandoned. Windstormer still recognized him, and the animal didn't care that his master was half demon.

		


		
			At night, Rowarn was locked in his cell again. He was so tired that evening that he could hardly take anything in. He was no longer even capable of thought. The straw bed seemed inviting, and Rowarn fell into a leaden sleep, hardly having bedded his head reasonably comfortably.

			The days passed quickly from now on. After some time Rowarn was allowed to move to a barred cell where he had a clear view of the gorge and the deep moat. He was never mistreated, nor beaten, although there were plenty of Warines running around with sticks, clubs and whips. There was plenty to eat; it was not necessarily varied in taste, but fresh and nutritious. His clothes were cleaned regularly, and he was given the opportunity to wash thoroughly every few days.

			In addition to his daily squire duties at Heriodon, Gonarg pulled him in to do various jobs, all of which were unpleasant, but Rowarn never complained. He did everything silently and observed the surroundings incessantly. The changing of the guards, the strength of the troops, their way of fighting. Nothing escaped him.

			Since he was inconspicuous, the Dubhani soon got used to him and began to joke good-naturedly when he once again collapsed under the weight of a trough of water or almost melted in the blazing heat of the forge next to the bellows. Rowarn didn't mind the hard work. It kept him in practice and preserved his strength. He did not respond to the jokes, sometimes he even smiled at them, and went on.

			He was doing surprisingly well as a prisoner, and he could see that the others were also being treated appropriately. So the "re-education" began immediately. Soon everyone's chains were removed, and they were placed in collective dungeons. Rowarn got a chance to have a word with one or two of them, but he soon gave up. Whatever had happened to the soldiers, they were not thinking of escaping. It seemed as if they had given themselves up. The young Nauraka would have liked to shake them up, but he didn't want to draw too much attention to himself.

			"You're a pretty smart kid," Heriodon remarked once as he passed the forge where Rowarn was mainly employed, in addition to his duties for the army master. "But this is only the beginning."

			"You're very smart, too," Rowarn whispered to himself. "And this is far from the end."

		


		
			Time passed, and no opportunity for escape presented itself. Rowarn still did not know where in Valia the ravine was and what exits there were. At least the Warines showed that they had life in them now and then in the evening, when they ate together by the fires and made a little (albeit strange for Rowarn's taste) music now and then. There, they might even have a laugh and a good time in their own way. Sometimes Rowarn was present when the food was distributed, but there was never an opportunity to talk to a soldier to get information.

			One noon, after Rowarn had finished his squire duties, Heriodon wanted to talk to him. Gonarg stood next to him, and Rowarn's eyes sparkled with hatred.

			This did not escape Heriodon, and he smiled finely. "You don't seem to like my camp master very much."

			"I didn't expect you to put your trust in a traitor."

			The one-eyed man grinned. "Probably that's exactly the reason. The General knows where he stands with me."

			"Yes, Gonarg has given me excellent service. Only Prince Noïrun, unfortunately, he could not capture after the battle." Heriodon drank thoughtfully from his cup.

			"The man is as slippery as an eel, no one has ever been able to catch him," Gonarg remarked. "He escaped your Chalumi, too."

			"Because I called them back," Heriodon replied. "They were needed elsewhere." He nodded to Gonarg. "You can withdraw."

			Rowarn stared straight ahead as Gonarg walked past him to the outside. Heriodon pointed to the chair, and he sat down.

			"Tell me, what is your impression of this camp?" the General got straight to the point.

			Rowarn had to admit that everything was in pristine condition among the soldiers and strict discipline prevailed. "There are few who seem brutal or cruel. The prisoners are treated well, no worse than I am."

			"So hardly any difference from Ardig Hall, is it?"

			"Yes, I know what you're trying to do, which is to get our people to defect to you. But you will not succeed. The bond with Ardig Hall is more than mercenary. At least for most soldiers. I cannot speak for traitors like Gonarg or Moneg."

			"Have you ever considered that Femris might be in the right?" asked Heriodon.

			Rowarn shook his head. "He's not, from what I've heard. He has no right to the Tabernacle."

			"Neither did the Nauraka."

			"That is correct. However, you were only guarding the Tabernacle."

			"Are you seriously suggesting that the Nauraka would not have used the Tabernacle had they been able to?" There was a lurk in the half-warin's voice.

			Rowarn hesitated. "No," he then admitted honestly. "But that doesn't change the fact that Femris is in the wrong. The Tabernacle is not meant for him."

			"Well, according to that, surely it wouldn't hurt if he put it together? Why don't we just wait and see what happens then?" Heriodon put his fingertips together. "The war was started by Ardig Hall, not by Femris."

			"You can look at that any way you want," Rowarn replied. "Femris has made a demand that has been denied him. Repeating it at gunpoint can hardly be the way to go. More so, since he had no claim on the Tabernacle."

			"What entitles the Nauraka to designate themselves as Guardians? Why should Femris be denied to do the same?"

			"For what reason would Femris want to take on the job of Guardian?"

			Heriodon's gray eyes glittered like a frost-covered rock in the moonlight. "Because of balance, young Rowarn."

			Restlessly, Rowarn moved in the chair. "I've heard about it swaying."

			"The eclipse is the balance," Heriodon quietly offset. "Femris has been called to restore the balance. The Nauraka, by their imprudence, have put everything in danger."

			"Or done exactly the right thing," Rowarn offset.

			"And there's no doubt in your mind at all?"

			Rowarn knew he was making a mistake now when he avoided the General's gaze. But he didn't want Heriodon to read his eyes and thereby realize what battle was raging inside him. How much fear he had. "Darkness is my enemy," he whispered.

			"And that is your great error," Heriodon said unexpectedly gently. "Darkness is your life force, your balance. You cannot exist without it. No one can live without the Darkness. Harmony alone is not enough. If the Rainbow is victorious in the Eternal War, the Dreaming Universe is lost. And with it everything that is in it. It dissolves as if it had never been when Ishtru awakens."

			"One day we won't be able to stop it." Rowarn's face contorted in anguish. This conversation was stirring up too much in him. "Such discourse leads nowhere. You may believe that it does, but the Eternal War is far from us. I, however, am sure that Femris will drive Woodzee to ruin if we let him have his way and the Tabernacle falls into his hands." Only now did he turn his eyes back to Heriodon. "Have you ever heard of the Black Annatai Tar'meso?"

			The General eyed him scrutinizingly. "What are you getting at?"

			"He is a Mighty," Rowarn replied, "who is in the service of the Darkness. It is said that even demons fear him. It is also said that Femris may use the Tabernacle to pave the way for him to make Woodzee a bastion of the Darkness."

			Heriodon jumped up. Then he came around the table, his hand shot forward and closed around Rowarn's neck like an iron claw, squeezing relentlessly. "What are you talking about?" he hissed. "What does an adolescent like you know about such things?"

			Rowarn groaned in pain, he was on the verge of fainting and could hardly breathe. Heriodon knew exactly where the pain zones were. He could inflict agony without scratching the skin or using gruesome instruments. Water ran from Rowarn's eyes, mouth and nose. He could not scream, and his eyes bulged out of their sockets.

			"Who are you?" shouted the General.

			Rowarn was almost ready to tell the truth. His temples throbbed, his feet began to wriggle the longer the pain lasted. But instead, he whimpered, "I will not let this happen … I am a servant of Ardig Hall and I have committed myself …"

			Heriodon let go of him, and Rowarn fell from the chair. Spasms shook him, and he lay twitching and helpless, with no control over his body, completely draining himself. Not even after being bitten by the Chalumi and treated without anesthesia had he felt such pain. And felt so humiliated.

			The General leaned against the table. "What does Noïrun want from you?"

			"What do you want from me?" sobbed Rowarn. He tried to stand up, but his arms were paralyzed. From the back of his neck, he slowly went numb. As if from a distance, he heard Heriodon command, "Take him away."

			Two Warines each grabbed an arm and dragged him outside, all the way to his dungeon. They threw him inside. The barred door clanged shut and was locked.

		


		
			The night was darker than anything Rowarn had experienced before. Not even his own glimmer could illuminate it. No sounds drifted in from outside, nor did he see the usual firelight. It was completely silent.

			What about me? he thought fearfully. Have I gone blind and deaf? He felt his way across the floor; his body still ached. He didn't understand what Heriodon was trying to do with all this. Surely there were other ways to press him into service.

			When he hit a wall, Rowarn pushed against it and pulled his legs in. He curled up, holding onto himself. He mustn't make me sway, he thought desperately. Nothing Heriodon said to me must touch me. All the followers of Ardig Hall have acted from conviction, and it cannot be that all are mistaken. Noïrun for the humans, Olrig for the dwarves, Tamron for the Immortals. Femris is the enemy, he must be fought. He murdered my mother… murdered by a demon who is my father.

			Would Nightfire have done it if he had known? What will happen to me if he finds out now? Nightfire couldn't have known. Rowarn's life probably wouldn't be worth a copper coin. At best, the demon would kill him outright. But possibly Femris had ordered otherwise by now. How much did the Immortal know? Had he given Heriodon precise instructions on what to do with Rowarn?

			But where was Nightfire? Rowarn had last seen him when the demon took the unconscious Femris from the battle, just before the fall of Ardig Hall. So far, Rowarn had received no indication that Nightfire was here. Presumably he had taken his master to Dubhan and was protecting him there. Perhaps I should not be concerned with my escape at all, but with getting to Dubhan to finally meet Nightfire and exact my revenge. After Ardig Hall has fallen, there is nothing else for me to do anyway.

			"Of course, you don't care about anything else," someone said loudly, and Rowarn winced. It had been his own voice!

			"What's happening to me?" he whispered fearfully.

			He listened strained, still it was completely dark and ghostly quiet. As if he was no longer in the army camp, but far away from it, hidden deep in the rock, far from all life.

			Did the Two-Splitted awaken in him after all? Separated him into two parts, the Rainbow and the Darkness, so that he competed against himself? Rowarn-Light against Rowarn-Darkness?

			No, he did not care about everything else! He didn't know what was going on with Noïrun, Olrig and the others, his teachers and friends to whom he owed so much and who were fighting for a cause that others had started.

			Heriodon suspected something in him, so he kept an eye on him. He tried all sorts of tricks to get it out of Rowarn and at the same time pull him to the side of the Darkness. Of course, that was the answer! According to this, Femris didn't know it yet either. After all, if he found out that his army master was holding the Two-Splitted, he would surely be most pleased! For as soon as he had united all the Shards, he could use Rowarn for the Tabernacle. It was said that only the Two-Splitted was capable of using the Tabernacle. Nowhere did it say that he had to do this of his own free will.

			Probably Heriodon can't reach Femris to ask him what will become of me, and until then he "takes care" of me, wants to make me docile and waits to see how the Immortal decides. And Femris will find out eventually, he is a Mighty. I will not be able to hide it from him.

			"And what does that mean?" asked the same voice as before, which did not seem to belong to him and yet came from him.

			Rowarn's eyes burned, and hot anger filled him. "I must not meet Nightfire, but leave here and hide somewhere, like a coward. Because I am too weak to fight the Darkness. Because the Darkness itself is within me, urging to ally with Femris."

			That was the bitter truth. How much longer could he hold out? With just one conversation, Heriodon had shaken him and robbed him of all his strength. Rowarn still felt weak and exposed now. He knew he would not be able to withstand the whispers in the long run. The legacy of Nightfire was too strong …

			Arriving at this low point of realization, Rowarn hid his head in his arms, trembling, ashamed of his fear and weakness. He had brought Angmor into captivity, and now he was about to abandon Ardig Hall just because he no longer had the support of Olrig and Noïrun.

			Left to his own devices, Rowarn was a pathetic little bug who couldn't sit up once he was on his back.

		


		
			He must have dozed off a bit, because it took a while for the quiet shuffling and creeping, the rattling breathing to penetrate his thoughts. Rowarn's hair stood on end and his blood froze. He knew that sound. Far too well.

			No, no, I'm just imagining it, he told himself in his mind. Olrig and Halrid Falkon have both told me that I have nothing to fear because the Eliaha lives in her own limbo and cannot reach me. I have nothing to fear.

			But then why did the shuffling and panting come closer? Why couldn't he just put a stop to it, shoo it away?

			It was not real! He had to believe firmly!

			Why is she looking for me? Rowarn thought, trembling. I wasn't there, back in the battle on the Titan Field. Olrig saw her too, but she doesn't track him. Why is she always able to track me down? What does she want from me?

			Now the shuffling and puffing was very close, Rowarn thought he could feel the icy breath on his hands. But he did not move, refused to do anything foolish. It was pure imagination, he just had to calm down, then everything would be all right. There was no cold breath on the back of his hands, no sniffing and rattling, no clanking like chains. Everything was just imagination.

			Everything … just…

			Rowarn could stand it no longer. He jerked his head up – and stared right into the gruesomely sightless eyes of Eliaha, very close to his face.

		


		



		






Chapter 20
 The Prisoners of the Splinter Crown

		
			Rowarn was still screaming when an ice-cold gush of water hit him in the face. Coughing and spitting, he started up and stared at Gonarg, who slapped him hard across the face.

			"Snap out of it, moron!" the traitor snapped at him and struck a second time. "You make me all rebellious with your shouting!"

			Rowarn's cheeks burned, and he raised his hand as he tried to dodge more blows. "Stop it!" he gasped chokingly. "I'm … I'm calm!"

			"At last," grumbled the one-eyed man. "I'm going to get in trouble with Heriodon, after all I have to answer for you."

			"Then I should get on with it," Rowarn said. He straightened up and looked around. The faint glow of a new morning seeped through the bars, and the camp awoke. The blacksmith's hammer blows boomed, horsemen galloped by, and soldiers shouted greetings and instructions to each other.

			"Is he finally quiet?" a Warine called from the doorway. "What a screamer. Afraid of a little darkness! Are you humans all so effeminate?"

			"I certainly didn't," Gonarg replied. "But this one grew up like a sweetie pie."

			"Then maybe we should educate him a little?"

			"That is General Heriodon's business alone; the squirt is his squire, after all." Gonarg pulled Rowarn up and shoved him in front of him. "But first you will be thoroughly cleaned, you stink like a moth-eaten bearskin!"

		


		
			Over the next few days, Rowarn noticed a change. The prisoners were no longer being ordered off to work, but were being reclothed and sent to the armorers. This would be the opportunity, the young Nauraka thought to himself, but when he again tried to talk to one of the prisoners, it had become impossible by now.

			They all had the same blank look, dull, almost lifeless. As if their consciousness had been sucked out of them.

			And then they are refilled, Rowarn realized in horror, feeling a choking in his throat. There is magic at work here. So this is how Heriodon thought to get new recruits! And exactly the same fate blossomed for Rowarn, he didn't need to fool himself.

			"Well, what do you see?"

			Rowarn winced as he heard a familiar voice. With a wild look, he stared into Gaddo's smirking face. "Where's your pal Moneg?" he hissed. "That pig of a traitor? Didn't he follow your slime trail?" No, he wouldn't beat that man. This was merely a follower who had become dependent on the strong, aggressive Moneg. Moneg and Gaddo, the lovebirds, the thug and his shadow. Gaddo no longer possessed a thought of his own and was probably not even aware of how pathetic he was. That he had also followed his friend here, into the enemy's camp, could only be explained by boundless stupidity. Rowarn would not get into trouble for that.

			"You'd better worry about yourself," Gaddo offset. He pointed to the prisoners shuffling past them. "That will soon happen to you, too."

			Rowarn laughed scornfully. "And you, you simpleton! Do you seriously think Heriodon will let you have your way? You're just a pathetic follower who turns his flag to the wind! And he will make your fine traitor friend just as will-less, so that Moneg won't betray him at the next opportunity."

			Gaddo turned a little pale, but pretended to be confident. "Nonsense, volunteers are exempt. And I am one of them. I didn't commit treason, that was Moneg alone. We have already taken the oath and are bound by it."

			"As to that of Ardig Hall!" cried Rowarn. "He who breaks an oath once keeps none at all after that. The General knows that, too!"

			"And what about you, Gonarg?" asked Gaddo as the one-eyed man joined in. "You are the worst traitor of all."

			Gonarg grinned mischievously. "Gaddo, you really are a hopeless fool. Of course, your turn will come, too. All who once belonged to Ardig Hall will soon be true Dubhani, lightless ones who obey only orders, with one exception: me. For I am charged with finding the Prince. I will leave soon." He bored his gaze into Rowarn before continuing.

			"H-he can't do that," Gaddo stammered, distraught.

			"Tell me this, Gaddo: why did you become a soldier?" Rowarn, not expecting an answer, turned away from him, shaking his head, and paid him no further attention, for his heart was singing. So Noïrun was still free and alive. There was hope after all!

		


		
			Heriodon personally took care of the training of the new recruits. Rowarn rarely saw him these days, and when he did, it was in the company of a recently arrived large, black demon with a bull's head and enormous horns. The demon must have been in charge of the camp in the same rank, for as soon as he barked orders, everyone hurried to carry them out. Even Gonarg then moved faster and not so confidently.

			Rowarn watched the demon intently, trying to detect anything familiar about it. Was it possibly Nightfire? Was Rowarn finally getting close to his longed-for goal? He shuddered at the thought that this monstrosity might be his father. No, don't think about it. It's all about revenge, nothing else. There is no other connection.

			Hopefully, he would still find out who the demon was. Rowarn never missed an opportunity to keep an eye on the bull-headed man, and his heart made wild leaps each time, like an untamed young horse.

			As long as Heriodon was busy with the "new ones", he hardly cared about Rowarn. The young Nauraka was allowed to move freely everywhere without having a constant companion with him. But the feathered snakes were omnipresent. Their thin, spear-length bodies, shimmering in many colors, hovered at some height above the gorge, carried by feather wings, and threw down small shadows like arrows.

			Rowarn longed more and more urgently to get away from these confining cliffs, wishing he could fly with the Chalumi, out of the gorge. He wanted to see wide open spaces again, hills and forests and free, blooming land. The current freedom of movement was still better than vegetating in his first tiny dungeon, and he should probably be grateful for that. Still, Rowarn felt no less trapped because of it, and it increasingly wore him down.

			In fact, he would have given a lot by now to be allowed to get into the practice quadrangle and at least wield the sword, to know that he could still do it. To fool himself that this was part of his training and that he would be allowed out of here after completion, together with Windstormer.

			The little dun did not fare much better. He was tied up day and night and was never allowed to move freely. If he neighed at all, it was only pitiful sounds, and his head hung sadly downward. Dull dejection had entered his eyes. He began to give up on himself.

			So if Rowarn waited too long to escape, it would soon be too late for them both. Then they could no longer muster the will.

			Yes, Heriodon knew what he was doing.

			The blacksmith received Rowarn impatiently and snarled into his thoughts, "About time you got here, lazybones! Here, take these weapons to Heriodon's house, they're already waiting there. Pack up, I don't have all day!"

			Rowarn groaned as he was heavily loaded and stumbled, sweating, to the rock building. Of course, no one was there to expect him; this was not the first time. Despite the strict discipline, the high-ranking ones liked to have a drink over their thirst and didn't show up for duty until noon. But Rowarn didn't dare steal even a small knife. That would be too clumsy and conspicuous.

			He had to approach it differently. Which meant he needed an ally. That shouldn't be so difficult, one would think. After all, he wasn't the only prisoner being used for all sorts of activities. As Heriodon's squire, he regularly had to tend to the General's things and had access to almost all localities. By now, he seemed to be trusted to a large extent. Possibly because he was soon to be exposed to magical influence and transformed. In fact, it seemed that every single person here was convinced that escape was impossible.

			Rowarn clung to it all the more. He should find someone he could bribe somehow. Rowarn had already thought of one of the maids or pleasure slaves, but then discarded it. The women here in this camp, if they were not soldiers, were as much prisoners as he was, but intimidated, oppressed creatures who dared not rebel. Too much of a risk.

			In any case, Rowarn suspected that almost everything he was asked to do served simultaneously to study him, to challenge him. To determine how far he would go. How long he would keep up this game. Even if Heriodon did not deal with him directly, he never let him out of his sight. And then, when he least expected it, Rowarn was suddenly called in to talk.

			Once Rowarn had had to serve at a feast of the commanders. He had almost felt sick at what he had seen there. The army commander was the only one who did not participate. He sat apart, with a goblet of wine in his hand, and watched everything from cold eyes.

			Finally, they wanted to have some fun with Rowarn. One of the officers forced a girl on him. "Take her, it's a godsend! A healthy young fellow like you, and all the time without any pleasure." Of course they were all going to watch and enjoy themselves, and who knew what else. The girl had begged Rowarn to join in the game, but he had grabbed her, dragged her to Heriodon, and held her out to him. "After you, sir," he said. "In such a case it is not for me to presume." The officers had laughed uproariously. Rowarn let go of the girl, who fled sobbing. Heriodon eyed Rowarn for a long moment, then nodded with a grin. "You're learning. Go, your service is ended."

			It's all just a test, the young knight thought as he dropped his weapons and shields with a clatter.

			And there came Gonarg instead of the captain. It was simply unavoidable to meet him again and again.

			Rowarn pointed to the weapons. "You want to count them?"

			Gonarg grinned. "No need. You're not that stupid. Besides, it's none of my business, I'm just the camp master. As far as I'm concerned, you're hiding a whole suit of armor under that cracked shirt of yours." He told Rowarn to distribute food to prisoners deeper into the rock, where he had never been before because access was closely guarded. "The boy who did this before has inexplicably disappeared." Gonarg's eye glittered. "He was almost as pretty as you."

			Rowarn had already noticed that some officers had a soft spot for boys. With Heriodon, he wasn't sure if he had a soft spot for anything at all. The General was always cold and aloof. A gray stone.

			"I still have a lot to do," he objected.

			"Then you'd better hurry up."

			Rowarn had no choice but to take on this task as well. "Can't someone at least help me carry it?" he asked the cook sullenly, who hung two heavy pots on his shoulder stretcher.

			"It's about time you grew up, sweetie pie," the dwarf returned, pressing the bread basket into his hand.

			Rowarn staggered past the two guards, who could not spare a glance for him, and entered a silent, long, semi-dark corridor. He could see little of most of the prisoners as he slid his bowl and water jug through the bars. They kept to the darkness and did not stir; he could not tell who or what they were. Silently, Rowarn worked his way forward cell by cell.

			And then, in the last barred room, he finally saw the Vision Knight again. He, like the others, was crouched almost in darkness on a cot, not moving, but Rowarn recognized him immediately. He could almost feel the aura. The young knight could hardly contain his joy at finally meeting Angmor. For so long he had been trying to find out where the hero was being held.

			Heriodon had not lied about his treatment. He had even left the armor to the Vision Knight, only the weapons were missing. Even the precious helmet with the curved ram's horns and the face mask was still there, but that was no wonder. No one but Angmor himself could remove the helmet, it was firmly attached to the head by a spell. A spell of the Order, as Olrig had told; no Vision Knight had ever revealed his face.

			And Angmor wore the helmet for another reason: his face was terribly disfigured by an attack from Femris. Once, a curious maid had not been able to restrain herself and had secretly watched Angmor when he thought he was alone and took off the helmet. Screaming and close to madness she had run away. Olrig had also shudderingly recounted a moment during an evening walk together, when Angmor had covered his face only with a hood and the dwarf had glanced at his scarred chin.

			The origin of the Vision Knights had always been kept secret. It was said that Angmor was the last of them. In the barely past battle, he had almost overcome Femris. Almost.

			And now, thanks to Rowarn, he was here.

			"Lord Angmor," Rowarn called softly.

			The Vision Knight turned his head slightly. "Rowarn? Is that you, boy?" Joy resonated in the deep voice. Angmor rose and came to the barred door with unsteady, slightly swaying steps. Rowarn was about to sound a warning when he saw Angmor not stop in time, but too late. The Vision Knight bumped into the metal. He carefully scanned the grate, having removed his gloves. Then he put a hand through it.

			"Great gods," Rowarn groaned in shock, grasping the searching hand. "What have they done to you …"

			"Nothing," Angmor replied.

			"But you … You are…"

			"Blind? Don't worry about it. It will pass. That's part of my weakness after a battle like this. And … After a fight against Femris. I'll recover faster than he did." He scanned Rowarn's face with both hands now, and the young knight felt the rough, cool fingers glide over him, warming him strangely at the same time. "To you," Angmor continued. "Are you well? At least your face seems unharmed … even in the darkness of my mind I see you shimmering …"

			"Yes, they treat me well. I don't know why."

			"Do they know who you are?"

			"No, sir, I did not say anything. I didn't answer any questions either," Rowarn disclosed.

			"I don't know how long we've been here, I'm always wavering between light and darkness. It almost seems like an eternity. I have not been able to find out how you are, so I am glad to find you well at last."

			"Lord Angmor, I have fai…"

			Angmor suddenly jerked back, his hands went to his helmet, and he groaned softly. He turned to the side and propped his shoulder against the door. "Go now, Rowarn," his pressed voice rang out. "I need rest."

			"What is it?" whispered Rowarn, deeply troubled. To see this great, powerful man so … weak, frightened him more than anything else.

			"It's nothing," the Vision Knight tried to downplay. "Hardly of any consequence."

			"I will find something for your pain," Rowarn said desperately. He felt more helpless and guilty than ever.

			"Nothing in this place can give me relief," Angmor murmured wearily. "Sometimes I think that my strength returns, but then I am weaker than before …"

			Rowarn put his hands on the bars and looked around. The guards stood motionless at the front entrance, not paying any attention to him. Perhaps this encounter had been intentional and part of his "education": to see that Ardig Hall was truly lost, because even the last Vision Knight had fallen. A weak prisoner, useless and powerless. "I'll get you out of here," Rowarn said bitterly. "I work at it every day, my lord. We will escape from here, I will find a way, come what may. After all, it's my fault that …"

			"Don't talk nonsense, child," the Vision Knight interrupted in a hushed voice. "You are not to blame for anything. We lost the battle, that's all. There will be another one that will bring us victory. That's how it always goes." His strength finally left him, and he slowly slid along the bars to the floor. A suppressed whimper escaped from under the helmet.

			Rowarn shook the bars. "Lord!"

			One of the guards looked over after the loud exclamation. "Hey, what are you doing? What's taking you so long? Come back here!"

			"You must go, Rowarn," Angmor said pressedly. "We'll talk again some other time." He propped himself up with one arm, rose, and staggered back into the darkness of his dungeon.

			Rowarn trembled all over to see the man like this. Despair threatened to overwhelm him. Perhaps he should finally remember his demonic nature and search within himself for hidden powers that would get them out of here. And do it as quickly as possible. As it was, there was no one left at all he could ask for help, whose strength he could trust. Except himself.

		


		
			As Rowarn came outside, he caught sight of Moneg, for the first time since his capture. Without thinking, without even a blink of an eye, he dropped everything and ran. Without a second thought, he gave in to the frenzy that could only be beneficial at that moment.

			Gaddo, walking a little behind Moneg, was the first to notice Rowarn and was about to shout a warning to his friend, but it was already too late.

			"Still inattentive and self-conscious?" cried Rowarn, as he burst upon the surprised man like an autumn thunderstorm. "Now you will pay, traitor!"

			He didn't have a sword, but he didn't need one. He had learned to use his whole body as a weapon. And he was very fast.

			The first blow struck the cheek with force, just above the jaw that had already been broken once, the second went into the stomach, and a kick knocked Moneg down for good. Immediately, Warines were on hand to stop Rowarn, who screamed out the hatred and anger he had pent up for so long, spitting on Moneg and beating him like a punching bag. Four of them had to cling to Rowarn until they could finally drag him away. Moneg lay crumpled on the ground, his face covered in blood, and black and blue swellings would probably soon appear on his body.

			Gaddo stood protectively in front of his friend as Rowarn, still caught up in the frenzy, tore himself free from the four heavy Warines with incredible force. His eyes shot blue glowing lightning. "Stop it!" the soldier shouted. "Have you gone mad?"

			"Get away from him!" ordered the Warine, who was the first to get back up.

			"Death to the traitor!" shouted Rowarn in a rolling voice, pointing accusingly at Moneg. "How can you defend and let live a worm who betrays the soldier beside him who fought side by side with him?"

			As a result, the Warines hesitated.

			Rowarn almost seethed like a rabid animal. "He did not betray Ardig Hall, or his warlord, but me, the comrade-in-arms! It is only through him that I have fallen into captivity!"

			The demon-blooded turned to Moneg. Gaddo, in panic, grasped his shoulder and dragged him up. "Stand up, by all the gods, Moneg, stand up straight!"

			"Stop now!" a voice thundered between them. Gonarg had arrived, and behind him Heriodon and the black-skinned bull demon were approaching. "Break it up at once, and that goes for you too!" he ordered the Warines.

			"We separated them," one of them said. "But that may have been a mistake." He spat at Moneg's feet. "Don't hope for any more support." With that, he left, and the other three with him.

			Moneg had recovered to some extent, standing slightly hunched over and wiping the blood from his face.

			"What's going on?" rang out Heriodon's rough, hard voice.

			"Just a little altercation between soldiers," Gonarg downplayed the facts. "Rowarn, like any squire, is often the target of good-natured ridicule; he virtually challenges it. Now he has wanted to prove that he can certainly fight."

			"So." The General eyed Rowarn piercingly.

			The young knight did not avoid the gaze, while at the same time he felt the demon's eyes on him. Its nostrils ruffled as if it sensed something. Should he feel it quietly, the whole world liked to know that he was also one of the demons. He did not care about anything.

			"I will not tolerate such a thing," Heriodon said sternly.

			Gonarg said, "I think, sir, Rowarn is underused. He should be used in the battles. Otherwise, he'll just get stupid ideas."

			"May he cool his hot temper on a demon," snorted the black giant. His voice echoed ghostly. Pointed fangs protruded from his mouth, and his eyes glowed yellow.

			Rowarn turned to him boldly. It was now or never. "Are you Nightfire?"

			"No, I am Tracharh the Taur," the demon replied.

			Rowarn shook his head. "Then I have no interest in you and do not fight."

			Gonarg showed a puzzled face.

			Tracharh bared his teeth, apparently amused by the audacity of the tiny creature in front of him. Before Heriodon could say anything, he asked, "Why is a little worm like you interested in Nightfire, of all things?"

			"My business," Rowarn growled. Frenzy still boiled within him. Why should he be afraid of the Taur? He had nothing to lose but his life. And he didn't care much about that at the moment. It would be best if it were finally over anyway.

			The bull-headed man, who towered over him by more than half a man's length, bent his mighty skull down to him and blew his fiery breath in his face. "You don't know who Nightfire is, do you? If you did, you wouldn't be so impetuous, foolish little boy. I could blow you over with my breath, but he would only need to look at you to kill you. You have no idea what you're getting yourself into."

			"It changes nothing," Rowarn insisted, refusing to listen to the warning chorus of voices inside him. Fashirh had already reprimanded him once for mentioning Nightfire's name lightly.

			The horned man laughed hollowly. It sounded as if one were shouting into a bottomless pit. "Know then, Nightfire has not been seen in these climes for over seven hundred years because he is needed in his realm. Cheeky fool! He is the ruler of the demon lands of Woodzee. He is one of the most Mighty in this world. No one dares to stand in his way or even challenge him!"

			Fashirh had not told him that, despite his insistent warning. Of course, Rowarn had not sworn his oath of revenge against any demon; how could it have been otherwise? That would have been too easy. However, it didn't change anything, Rowarn had to stand by his oath, one way or another. After all, he thought to himself, I am of royal blood in every respect, and thus something of my father's power must have passed to me.

			But one thing could not be true, what Tracharh had said. "But I saw him, in the last battle … He carried Femris from the field. It was a Twilight Walker, I'm sure!"

			Heriodon and Tracharh exchanged a glance. "Impossible," the demon objected. "I don't know who you saw, but it wasn't Nightfire."

			"Then who, if not Nightfire, killed Queen Ylwa of Ardig Hall?" hissed Rowarn. "How could I have made that up?"

			"There's something to that," Tracharh said, "but this happened over a year ago. Possibly it was only a favor to Femris, because after that Nightfire must have withdrawn again. He has not been in the army since, I know that for certain. For I am glad of it like so many others." He slid the long claw of his index finger under Rowarn's chin and lifted it toward him. Rowarn felt as if the glowing eyes were burning into the bottom of his soul. "Interesting, perky little chap," he purred. "Your student you say, Heriodon?"

			Rowarn could hardly stand the look. His eyes seemed to melt, but he did not avoid it. Sweat trickled down his temples, and he swallowed convulsively. Whatever demonic might be resting in him, there was no sign of it now. Being exposed to the eerie radiance of this huge black creature was painful. Rowarn felt no kinship at all. Nothing that made it easier for him.

			But Tracharh did not recognize him, Rowarn realized, puzzled. The Taur obviously sensed that there was something in the young prisoner that wasn't human, but he couldn't seem to explain it. He was interested, wanted to find out more magically, but it didn't seem to be that easy.

			"Indeed," the army commander answered him. "In the next few days I want to start his training."

			"O yes … I would like that, too." The Taur let go of Rowarn's chin and straightened up. "Come, Heriodon, let us leave this ridiculous business to the camp master. There are more important things for us to do."

			The General nodded. But as he walked away, he said quietly to Rowarn, "We'll talk later."

			When they were far enough away, Gonarg turned to Rowarn and Moneg. "Moneg, let me take care of you. And you, Rowarn, for you I will think of a special task as soon as you can think straight. In the meantime, think in the hole about whether you want to lose your temper again."

			"Only to you," growled Rowarn, who continued to be far too angry to be intimidated by a commoner now.

			Gonarg beckoned to two Warines who were just passing by. "You," he said urgently to Rowarn, "it will soon be your turn to become a Dubhani." He turned to Moneg and Gaddo. "But before that, you two will have your turn, I promise you."

			Moneg spat out a bloody mouthful of slime. "What does it take to stand so well with Heriodon?" he asked with a wry and unmistakably insinuating grin.

			The next moment he was on the ground again and spat out the next tooth. Gonarg had struck with lightning speed, and Moneg was lucky that the jaw held this time as well.

			"It can be an advantage to have a brain," Gonarg said calmly. "Now get out of here, you two, before I lock you up as well." He nodded to the two waiting Warines. "Get that young idiot in the hole by morning."

			Rowarn went along indifferently.

		


		
			The young knight spent a miserable night. He did not close an eye for fear of the Eliaha, which only made everything worse. He was really in a hole, dug into the earth and closed with a slab that let no light in. The porous rock at least let air through, but that was hardly a comfort. Rowarn had to persevere huddled together, unable to move, shift his posture, or stretch out his aching legs. His muscles cramped, and he had to endure that, too, motionless.

			It would have been pitch black if Rowarn had not been surrounded by its glimmer. But what good did that do him?

			However, he did not regret anything. He only regretted that Moneg was still alive. Next time, he would kill him before anyone could stop him. And after that, it was Gonarg's turn.

			Imagining what he was doing to each one distracted Rowarn and even made him almost forget the situation he was in.

			So time passed, torn between dejection, physical pain and anger.

		


		
			The next morning they took him out. Rowarn's already light-sensitive eyes were tormented by the sudden bright light after the long darkness, and he was completely overtired because he had only ever dozed off briefly, only to startle up again.

			He lay hunched over on the dusty floor and pressed his eyelids tightly together, also covering his ears because even the buzzing sounds were too much for him after the isolated silence.

			"He's done," he heard someone near him say in a muffled voice. "Once Heriodon puts him through the wringer, I'll give him another day or two at most; as little as there is to him."

			Not for a long time yet, Rowarn thought tremulously. He could hardly keep himself awake, but for the time being he could not sleep.

			It took some time before he could relax his cramped limbs, stretch out and slowly straighten up. He was not interested in the scorn and derision of the Dubhani, it could not affect him. Worlds lay between them, and they were only the enemy's foot soldiers, of little consequence. Carefully, he opened his eyelids, just in time to see a Warine coming to roughly yank him up.

			"You've got work to do, lazybones!" he ruled him. "Come on, move!"

			He pushed Rowarn in front of him, who stumbled half blindly across the square. Hunger and thirst bored into his guts, and he didn't want to know what he looked like.

			"Wait a minute." Gonarg blocked his path. "That's not how he's going to do his squire duty. The host will not tolerate carelessness and neglect! Drag him through the water once and give him something fresh to wear."

			The Warines obeyed the order with pleasure. They dipped and dragged Rowarn through a horse trough until he was completely soaked, then they threw him worn but at least clean clothes. At least he was now somewhat awake again. The water came from a spring under the rocks, which filled the watering troughs fresh and cold in a steady stream.

			Rowarn hurried his squire duties so that he would be on hand in time for the food to be distributed to the high-ranking prisoners.

			When he arrived at Angmor's cell, the Vision Knight was already waiting for him. Rowarn was happily surprised to see him standing there today in his usual strength, surrounded by the powerful aura. Angmor could also see again, as the young man recognized from the movements of his head.

			"Lord," he whispered blissfully. "Are you well?"

			"Yes," replied the Vision Knight with a full sound in his deep voice. "I will soon be fully recovered. I have plenty of opportunity in here."

			"Heriodon won't touch you, will he?"

			"Of course not. He knows that I belong to Femris. He's not particularly happy about that, because there's an old feud between us that I'd like to settle, too. But we'll both have to wait a little while for that."

			Rowarn sighed. "You shouldn't be here at all. Maybe if Ash Devil hadn't abandoned you …"

			"He didn't abandon me, Rowarn," Angmor interrupted. "I gave him the order to leave just before I lost consciousness, and I gave him my weapons. That's what he's trained to do. Ash Devil knows what to do, and he knows where I am, too."

			Rowarn could hardly believe it. I wonder if Windstormer would be able to do the same. "I'm afraid I have no idea where exactly we are."

			"On the east side, across the Gold River," Angmor's reply confirmed Rowarn's vague guess. "About ten days' journey from Ardig Hall."

			"I was unconscious that long?"

			"That's how long we were all unconscious. Heriodon knows his craft. They call this area here Starfall because it was created after the impact of a powerful celestial body, back in the Titans War of Woodzee. Around the impact, the earth cracked open and, after a quake, created this deep, many-branched gorge, which has been called Splinter Crown since Femri's seizure."

			"Is there any way to get out of here?" whispered Rowarn excitedly.

			Angmor nodded. "Several. Your job is to provide enough distraction so that I can get free here. The rest is easy."

			It was strange, but Rowarn believed him. Suddenly, he felt light-headed, and the thoughts were racing through his head.

			After a while, Angmor said, "You look terrible, boy."

			"I'm just completely overtired because I haven't slept," Rowarn waved it off. "Don't worry about me, sir. I've been looking for a way to get out of here all along. Now I will redouble my efforts. But Heriodon seems very sure that if he lets me see you …"

			"No one has ever escaped from here, Rowarn," Angmor offset. "At least, Femris has spread that rumor. But he hasn't often had powerful people in his custody, and certainly not me."

			"What about the other prisoners here?" Rowarn pointed around.

			Angmor shook his head. "Forget them, we can't help them. They're already half Dubhani, like all the other prisoners of Ardig Hall. It's just the three of us."

			"Three?" said Rowarn, puzzled.

			"Yes. Tamron is here, too."

			Rowarn was almost struck by it. "He's alive? And is here?" He almost shouted.

			"There is at the end of that passage, back there," Angmor pointed through the grating into a dark area deep in the rock, "a chamber, and in it lies Tamron. In deep unconsciousness, I understand, and has been since his capture."

			"Why didn't Heriodon kill Tamron?"

			"He can still use it, Rowarn. An Immortal has a special life force that is useful to Heriodon."

			Rowarn's eyes lit up, and Angmor said hastily, "Will you back off! You stand here like a beacon on the cliffs of the sea."

			"Sorry." That had been worth the night in the hole, just everything. Now there was no doubt: they would make it! The fact that his fatherly friend Tamron was still alive filled Rowarn with such confidence and joy that he thought he could unhinge everything immediately.

			"You must leave in a moment, Rowarn, but I want to tell you something first." Angmor's voice sounded very serious. "I blamed myself the most for revealing to you the truth about Nightfire, but the vision came upon me and forced me to speak. I couldn't stop it. Tell me: how did you cope with it?"

			Rowarn looked calmly into his rigid face mask. Nothing could shake him now. "Not at all," he answered sincerely. "I won't until the day I complete my revenge." He put his hand to the grate. "Do you know that there is a demon here?"

			"Yes, Tracharh. He and Fashirh have the same mother. Our friend will not be very pleased to learn that his younger brother has committed himself to Femris."

			"He is a monster, but that is not my point. Tracharh told me that Nightfire is the ruler of Demon Land. Is that true?"

			"Indeed," Angmor confirmed. "But we should talk about that, and your revenge, another time."

			"At least I am of twice noble birth," Rowarn said bitterly. "And do not blame yourself. I had to find out. And no time would have been right for it."

			"Perhaps." Angmor turned his head. "Go now, the guard is becoming attentive."

			"We'll be free soon," Rowarn whispered and left.
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