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1 
 
      
 
    The world had lost all colour. The sun was reflected by the snow so brightly that everything was blindingly white. Lilith sighed and closed her eyes. Black spots danced defiantly in front of her. How much further did she have to go before she could summon the dragon? 
 
    She yelled at the dogs without opening her eyes. The jolt of the sledge told her they had picked up speed. The icy wind roared around her. The tiny layer of fat that Lilith had put on during her stay with the Inuuk had long since disappeared. Her clothes were now baggy and had lost their insulating effect. From time to time she ran behind the sledge to keep warm.               
 
    When the dogs suddenly stopped Lilith almost lost her balance. Grumbling, she let her eyes adjust to the light. They were at the foot of a snow hill. The leader of the dogs looked at her over its shoulder. Lilith clucked her tongue. The dogs were panting. Puffs of steam hung around their noses. “Come on, let’s get going,” Lilith spurred on the dogs. The leader of the team, however, decided to lie down. 
 
    “Mongrel,” Lilith mumbled as she looked over her shoulder. There was nothing to be seen. 
 
    Or was there? She looked again. Nothing but white. She had mistaken the spots in front of her eyes for human beings. 
 
    She had long since left the last vegetation behind. Ever since she had escaped Seraph and Nander, she hadn’t seen a living soul, apart from her dogs. Not even a polar bear. The Inuuk had warned her about these predators, but Lilith sometimes hoped she would encounter one. A sign of life in this snowy environment would be a relief. 
 
    “But it had better be a sign from a creature that actually lives here,” Lilith mumbled to herself. She wanted to leave the rest of the world, and all the people and problems in it, behind for good. 
 
    Lilith stepped off the sledge and staggered; fatigue came over her like a tidal wave. She looked at the dogs. They were curled up in the snow. Thanks to them, she was leaving the danger behind at great speed. She limped towards the leader and cuddled her fur. “I’m sorry for wearing you out, Imiq. We’ll rest here.” 
 
    Lilith had named the dog a few days after she had left the Inuuk. She had started talking to her to chase away the loneliness. She had called her “water”. The name suited Imiq’s eyes. 
 
    Lilith... 
 
    She jumped to her feet and turned around. Shivering, she ran her gloved hand along her neck. It was as if Kasimirh was calling her, but how would he be able to get in touch with her now that she wasn’t wearing the amulet any more? 
 
    She looked at the dogs. They were lying exhausted on the hides she had spread out for them. Fighting the urge to get moving, Lilith listened if she heard her name again. All was quiet. She told herself that it had been the wind. Just the wind, nothing else. 
 
    Lilith had completely worn out her animals over the past few days and decided to set up camp. After feeding the dogs, she hauled the tent off the sledge and set it up. Then she pushed the sledge into the tent. Only Imiq followed her inside. Lilith poured some seal oil in a bowl and lit it. She cooked dinner and ate without appetite.  
 
    Imiq was already asleep when Lilith went to bed. She couldn’t find any rest herself, because her mind kept spinning. She had no idea how much time had passed since she had escaped Seraph and Nander. At first, she had counted the short nights, but eventually she had lost count. At moments like these, when she went to bed feeling confused and haunted, it seemed as if there hadn’t been a night at all. That was why she had kept on running. 
 
    Now, she forced herself to stay in bed. She knew very well that it had been several days since the stranger had turned up. He had been constantly on her mind as well. Who was he? Was it the dragon she was looking for? Or was it someone who belonged to the Inuuk? 
 
    As Lilith dozed off, it occurred to her that Lord Jakob might have sent him. Or maybe it was Jakob Himself? He was the only one who could know exactly where she was, and He knew her name. He had shown her the right path before. 
 
    Feeling more at ease, Lilith fell asleep with a smile on her lips, holding a stone in her hand. She had found the stone along the way and had been praying with it ever since. There was nothing to worry about. God watched over her. 
 
      
 
    Lilith jolted awake. She strained her ears. The wind was howling around the tent, but that wasn’t why she had woken up. Imiq growled softly and raised her head. Lilith stroked the dog’s long fur while listening intently. The dogs had barked, but now everything was quiet, except for the wind and the flapping of the canvas. Just when Lilith wanted to lie back down, she heard another noise. Right beside her, on the other side of the tent, the snow crunched. 
 
    She got up and felt around for the stick that she used to measure the depth and firmness of the snow she travelled on. She heard another footstep. Without making a noise, she rolled to the other side and crawled out of the tent. She crawled further, until she was able to take a look around the corner. 
 
    The sun was already appearing from behind the horizon. A bit further down stood a man. His sledge was parked at some distance from the tent. The dogs were wolfing down lumps of meat. 
 
    “Icamm?” 
 
    The man turned around. Lilith raised her stick. He was wearing Icamm’s clothes, but his face didn’t look like the man she had stayed with. 
 
    “Lilith.” He smiled at her. 
 
    Lilith stopped in motion. Despite the scars, she recognized the lines in his face. It was almost as if she was looking in a mirror. Almost, because he had a beard and a scar on his face. 
 
    But no, it couldn’t be. She had killed this man. Anukasan had told her so. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Almor, your father.” 
 
    Lilith lowered the stick and leaned on it. She shook her head and tried to think, as her gaze wandered along the snowy plain. The never-ending white landscape was probably driving her mad and the extreme cold was making her see things that weren’t there. 
 
    She felt a hand on her shoulder and raised her stick. A second later she was lying in the snow. Lilith felt around for the stick, but the man kicked it away. 
 
    He stared down at her before he reached out his hand. “I’m sorry. Apparently we’re much alike, because we react in the same way.” He smiled somewhat ill at ease. 
 
    Lilith got up without help and patted the snow off her clothes. “You’re not real,” she said. “Go away.” 
 
    “Lilith…” He shook his head, smiling. “How wonderful to finally be able to say your name. To have you standing in front of me. But at the same time it feels very strange. How tall you’ve grown.” 
 
    He put his hand on her shoulder again. Lilith took a step back. 
 
    “I thought you were dead. Is my mother still alive, too?” 
 
    He shook his head. He opened his mouth, closed it, and swallowed. “Make your old man some food,” he said. 
 
    Lilith glanced at him and went inside, feeling confused. Almor pottered about his sledge some more before he followed her. Lilith handed him a bowl of food. She washed herself with the water she had heated to make the food and grabbed a bowl too. By the time Lilith took her first bite, Almor had already half-emptied his bowl. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Lilith asked with her mouth full. 
 
    Almor gave her an inquisitive look. “Is that the first question that comes to your mind? Wouldn’t you like to know how I found you? Or why I didn’t come sooner?” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. She could ask those questions later. First, she needed to know whether Almor had come with good intentions. 
 
    “I do blame myself,” Almor said, “for not finding you sooner. But to answer your question; I went looking for you to get some answers.” 
 
    Lilith took a bite. Almor’s face looked stiff on one side because of the scar. Lilith thought about how Kasimirh had persuaded her to do what he wanted. She laid down her spoon and looked at the scar on her right wrist. It would have been better if she had gone through with it and killed herself. Then she would never have attacked the village where her parents had been living at that time. 
 
    Almor looked at her and briefly rubbed the damaged skin. His face was emotionless, but Lilith could see the pain and bitterness in his eyes. He swallowed his food. “I saw you when you attacked. I lost everything that day. My wife, but also the illusions I had about my daughter.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. She understood exactly what he meant. He had expected to see an uncooperative dragon, but instead he had seen a monster that unwaveringly spread death and destruction. 
 
    “Tell me about my mother. What was she like?” Lilith asked, trying to change the subject before Almor could ask difficult questions. 
 
    It worked. Her father stared off in the distance with a smile on his face. “Ludmilla was amazing. She meant the world to me.”               
 
    “I heard that she was a musician,” said Lilith. 
 
    “Ludmilla always worked magic with her strings, producing the most wonderful music, but music was only a means to disguise what she truly loved to do. Because of her harp, she could go anywhere without raising suspicion. She played at night, and during the day she took care of the sick.” 
 
    Lilith’s jaw dropped. “She was a healeress?” she whispered. 
 
    Almor nodded proudly. “Just like all women in her family.” 
 
    Lilith shivered. Not only had she killed her mother, she had also tarnished her heritage. Where her mother had brought life, the daughter brought nothing but death. She stirred her food. She had lost her appetite. 
 
    “There’s one thing I’ve always wondered about these past years.” 
 
    Lilith looked up warily. Almor was staring off in the distance and shook his head. He suddenly looked at her. “Did you… did you know that we lived there?” 
 
    Lilith got up. She shook her head wildly and clenched her teeth. “Is that why you have come?” she hissed between her teeth. She snatched the bowl out of her father’s hands. “Do you truly believe that I’d knowingly kill my own parents?” She threw the bowls away. “You have no idea what I’ve been through.” 
 
    Almor hid his face in his hands and didn’t move for a while. Lilith was leaning against the pole that was keeping the tent up. As soon as Almor opened his mouth, she stormed outside. Imiq followed her. Lilith knelt down in the snow and held the dog tight. 
 
    “Lilith?” 
 
    Lilith buried her face in Imiq’s fur. She shook her head. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Almor said quietly. He remained standing behind her. 
 
    “How long have you hated me for killing your wife?” Lilith asked without turning around. 
 
    Almor was silent for a few seconds. Barely audible, he said, “There were days that I cursed you and days that I cried for you.” He pulled her up and took her in his arms. Lilith froze. “But now I remember that I’ve always loved you.” 
 
    Lilith pushed him away and walked back into the tent. She rolled up the animal hides and threw them out. 
 
    “I wish you’d never come after me,” she mumbled as she pushed the sledge out of the tent. 
 
    “Would you rather have stayed with Seraph?” Almor asked. 
 
    Lilith shook her head emphatically. She picked up her belongings and piled them up on the sledge. “You could have had another child. You should have forgotten about me. Then I would never have… then you and Ludmilla would still be happy together.” 
 
    Almor looked at her, shaking his head. He helped her to fold the heavy tent. “Maybe you’ll understand when you have children of your own one day. The only thing we could do was try to find you and hope that we would be in time to make everything right again. It never crossed our minds to give up on you.” He laid the package on the sledge and turned around to face her. 
 
    “But still, it would have been for the best,” Lilith said. 
 
    Almor grabbed her shoulders. His grasp was firm. Lilith struggled to break free, but quickly gave up. “You don’t know what it was like, Lilith. You can’t judge us. We only knew you for seventeen days, but that was enough to be willing to die for you. Ludmilla did, and I’ve never avoided any risks if there was a chance to find you and protect you. I swear to you that I never will.” 
 
    “A moment ago it sounded as if you wanted revenge,” Lilith snapped at him. 
 
    Her father clenched his teeth. With tears in his eyes, he shook his head. After he let go of her, she harnessed the dogs. Lilith took off before Almor could jump onto his sledge. Behind her, she heard Almor urging on his dogs. 
 
    “Where are you going?” her father shouted when he had caught up with her. 
 
    “A dragon lives around here.” 
 
    “What do you want from him?” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “Hopefully, I’ll be safe with him.” She held the pouch that was hanging around her neck. It contained the flute that Niul had given her. She could use it to summon the dragon once she had travelled far enough across the icy plains. 
 
    “I’m with you now,” Almor said. “I’ll protect you.” 
 
    Lilith looked at him out of the corner of her eye and cast down her gaze. “Nevertheless, I need to go to him,” she whispered. 
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    Lilith pushed the sledge up the hill and, before the dogs picked up too much speed, jumped back on as they rounded the top. The white landscape stretched out in front of her. She kept hoping it would change, but it didn’t.  
 
    She pulled her hood further over her head and urged on the dogs. She peeked at her father from behind her snow goggles. He was wearing goggles as well. She couldn’t see his eyes behind the narrow slit in the wood, but she had a feeling that he kept stealing glances at her too.  
 
    They didn’t talk much as they spurred on the dogs to go faster and faster. The wind and their heavy hoods made it hard to hear one another, but Lilith realized that wasn’t the only reason for their silence. It was all so unreal. She had never really considered the possibility of seeing her parents again. In Nadesh, her hopes had flared up briefly, only to be extinguished by Anukasan telling her what had happened in Tewarsum. 
 
    Had she ever fantasized about a reunion with her father, she would never have imagined him asking her if she had known that Ludmilla and he had been living in Tewarsum at the time of her attack. Lilith tightened her grip on the sledge, then relaxed. She regretted her outburst, but hadn’t known how else to deal with her confusing emotions. She wondered how a daughter was supposed to behave. The closest thing she’d ever had to a father was Kasimirh.  
 
    You should have stayed away, Lilith thought, taking another quick glance at Almor. 
 
    On top of the next hill, Lilith made her dogs stop. The whirling, white curtain of a snowstorm was approaching. It was still far off, but Lilith knew from experience that the storm would soon reach them, and they were moving straight towards it.  
 
    “We have to set up the tent,” she said reluctantly. 
 
    Almor nodded and pointed in the distance at a grey blemish in a white landscape. “We can find shelter from the wind over there. Follow me.” He shouted something at his dogs, and his sledge went down the hill. 
 
    Lilith hesitated. On this plain, everything seemed closer that it really was. She had misjudged distances before. “We’ll never make it!” she screamed, as she directed her dogs to follow him. 
 
    Almor spurred on his dogs. It started to snow and the wind was picking up. Lilith ignored the alarm bells in her head and followed Almor. The snowflakes were getting bigger. Her father was nothing more than a dark blur. 
 
    And then he was gone. The curtain of snow was so dense that Lilith couldn’t see any further than the dogs at the rear of her team. They were sinking deeper into the fresh snow. The wind was howling around her. Snow got stuck on her eyelashes, and with every breath, she inhaled thick flakes. Lilith wiped her face clean. 
 
    “Almor!” 
 
    No answer. Her face was covered with snow again. 
 
    “Father!” 
 
    Her voice could hardly be heard over the loud howling of the wind, but she kept calling. At long last, she heard a reply. “I’m here. Just a little further.” The curtain became less dense and she saw her father. Snow was clinging to his beard and clothes, so Lilith could only see his eyes. “We made it,” he said proudly. He hauled the big package off Lilith’s sledge. “Help me set up the tent.” 
 
    Lilith walked up to him, struggling against the wind. Almor grabbed hold of her and dragged her after him. Lilith couldn’t undo the knots in the rope, so she took off her gloves. When she reached the third knot, she could hardly move her fingers any more. She rubbed her hands together and breathed on them, but it only worked temporarily. Her gloves were now covered in snow and were nowhere to be found. 
 
    Almor undid the last knot. They hauled the tent to the spot that Almor had pointed out and nailed down the corners with long stakes. The wind made it difficult to push the pole into the top and raise the tent together. When they had finished, Almor pushed the sledges inside. 
 
    “If you finish in here, I’ll finish up outside.” 
 
    Lilith covered the sledges. She warmed her hands on the bowl of burning seal oil. Her fingers started to tingle. 
 
    Imiq entered, followed by Almor. Her father sat down next to her and grabbed hold of her hands. He carefully rubbed them warm. Lilith wanted to pull her hands back, but her father wouldn’t let her. 
 
    “Let me take care of you today,” he said softly. 
 
    Then he opened his hands. Lilith didn’t move. Almor started rubbing again. 
 
    “I can do it myself.” Lilith said, as Almor helped her out of her top layers of clothing. 
 
    “I know,” Almor answered. He grabbed a piece of hide and draped it around her. 
 
    “I thought I’d lost you,” Lilith whispered. She moved backwards and wrapped her arms around her legs. 
 
    “Did you really think I’d leave you now that I’ve finally found you?” 
 
    Lilith looked at him. “Why didn’t you wait for me?” 
 
    “I’ve covered the same distance on this snowy plain as you have,” said Almor. “Only by taking these kinds of risks, was I able to catch up with you. I knew what I was doing.” 
 
    Lilith bowed her head. “But you aren’t alone any more.” 
 
    Almor smiled. “That’s true. And because of the storm, we now have all the time in the world to talk.” 
 
    The wind picked up, making the tent shake. Snow was piling up rapidly. Ill at ease, Lilith watched the canvas sag. 
 
    “Can you tell me about your life after you fled? Were you finally happy then?” Almor asked. 
 
    “Happy?” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve always hoped for you. Tell me, Lilith. Where did you go? What happened?” Almor looked at her expectantly. 
 
    “Yes, I had a few moments of happiness. With Chrys.” She twisted a strand of hair around her fingers and smiled. Chrys had adored her. “And with the Inuuk. But that happiness never lasted long.” 
 
    “Who’s Chrys?” 
 
    Lilith hid her face in her hands. Why did she have to see his scorched body whenever she thought about Chrys? Why couldn’t she see him feeding her cake at the inn? 
 
    “What happened to him?” Almor’s voice trembled. 
 
    “The same thing that happened to Ludmilla. Only this time it was a different sorcerer who made me do it.” Her voice broke. She hated Ferhdessar for what he had done. She had trusted him with her body, because she couldn’t fight Kasimirh, and Ferhdessar had abused that trust. He had made her fight in Havv’n, resulting in the death of Chrys and many others.  
 
    Almor put his hand on her back. “From the moment that your mother and I had tracked you down, I hoped you would be able to escape. When I heard that you weren’t attacking any more, I was convinced that you had finally succeeded. That feeling was strengthened when Seraph and his friends turned up. For the first time in many years, I was happy. My daughter had found a way out and had been given a new chance.” 
 
    “How could you believe that? After everything.” 
 
    Almor stroked her hair. “Wasn’t that what you were hoping for when you escaped?” 
 
    Lilith nodded slowly. “You’re right. But it all turned out differently.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “It’s not a happy story.” 
 
    “I want to know. Tell me everything.” 
 
    Lilith sat up straight and told Almor about her journey with the five Purified men in pursuit. She stared at her hands in her lap when she confessed that she had robbed a family. “I had only just arrived in Merzia when I made my first victim. I almost killed him.” 
 
    “Sometimes that’s necessary in order to survive,” her father mumbled. 
 
    She looked at him in surprise. Her gaze moved to his hands; strong fists full of scars. Lilith wondered how often he had fought to survive. 
 
    “They caught me and brought me to Nadesh. The king condemned me to a flogging.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “It was a just ruling for what I had done. I deserved to be punished.” 
 
    Almor huffed. “Who made you believe that? Who says that it’s right to maltreat you as a form of punishment? You were hungry and cold. Didn’t they understand that?” He shook his head. 
 
    Lilith had also been hungry when she attacked Tewarsum, but she didn’t dare say that out loud. She had no right to make up excuses for what she had done. 
 
    “How did you escape?” Almor asked. 
 
    “I didn’t escape. I saved King Yvar’s life.” She told him in great detail about the nocturnal ceremony where the servi had shown up and the subsequent celebration where she had met Chrys. “I was a hero for a short while, but soon things went wrong again.” 
 
    They were both silent. Lilith reflected on everything that had happened. “You’ve been with the Inuuk,” she finally said. 
 
    Almor sighed. “That’s right.” 
 
    “You met Ohinde. I’m so grateful to her for watching over me.” Lilith smiled at the memory of her time in the village. Life had taken an unexpectedly pleasant turn there. “Was she doing all right when you met her?” she asked Almor. “Had the men already left for the hunt?” 
 
    Her father looked away. “When I arrived, the village was in deep mourning. Icamm was Seraph’s first victim when he and Nander escaped. He didn’t survive.” 
 
    Lilith couldn’t breathe. Almor put his hand on her knee. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Almor shook his head. “I’m not going to torment you with the details.” 
 
    Lilith felt nauseous. The Inuuk had paid a steep price for helping her. “Ohinde and her baby…” Lilith whispered. 
 
    “Both fine, as much as you can say that after such a drama. Ohinde immediately recognized me and took care of me. She urged me to find and protect you.” 
 
    Lilith squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t believe that Ohinde was worried about her. Not after the loss her family had suffered. 
 
    “At least I avenged them,” Almor muttered with satisfaction. “The night that I saved you from Seraph’s snow den, I killed Nander. That was the worst thing that could ever happen to Seraph.” 
 
    “Did you let Seraph live?” Lilith asked. 
 
    Almor nodded. 
 
    “Then he only paid a small price in light of everything else that he has done,” Lilith hissed. She resolved that if she ever ran into Seraph again, he would join Nander. 
 
    Shivering, Lilith crawled beneath the hides. She knew that the snowstorm could last for days. If this conversation was any indication for what was yet to come, she’d rather not wake up for a long time. 
 
      
 
    Lilith was kneeling on an animal hide with her head touching the ground as she caressed the praying stone that she had found on the riverbank. The water had eroded the stone so that it felt soft to the touch. The stone was warm, because she was holding it so tightly. 
 
    On the face of it, it seemed an ordinary stone. Nevertheless, it had drawn Lilith’s attention when she had walked along the water. Only after she had picked it up to study it, did she notice the blue veins running through the brown surface. They sparkled in the sunlight, making it appear as if there was water trapped inside the stone. Lilith had known instantly that she could use the stone during her prayers, and she had resumed honouring Jakob.  
 
    When she looked up, Almor was shaking his head. “I don’t understand how you can still believe in Jakob, after everything that’s happened.” 
 
    Lilith kissed the stone and put it in her pocket. The past few days, Almor’s body language had made it clear that he didn’t approve of her praying, but this was the first time he’d actually said something about it.  
 
    “I do indeed still believe in Him, but I no longer believe in the man who calls himself His prophet and had so much power over me.” 
 
    Almor huffed. “You pray because you’re used to it. If you’d actually stop to think about it, you’d immediately renounce Him.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “Lately, I’ve had a lot of time to think about everything. I’m convinced that Jakob guarded me from a worse fate during my flight and protected me.” She looked at her father. “Maybe He even made it possible for you to find me.” 
 
    “If He’s really so concerned about your well-being, He would have intervened sooner, don’t you think? He should have stopped Kasimirh. Or made sure that Seraph had had an accident before he came knocking at my door.” Almor’s voice was getting increasingly loud. “He could have made me find you sooner, so that the attack on Tewarsum would never have happened! Someone with that kind of power who cares for you, would never have let things come this far!” 
 
    Lilith clenched her fists. “No, I refuse to believe that Jakob picked me to do Kasimirh’s dirty work.” She moved backwards to stop their knees from touching. 
 
    “That’s not what I said. I’m trying to tell you that your God doesn’t exist.” Almor pushed against the side of the tent which was bulging inwards because of the thick layer of snow pressing against it. Then he looked at her. “Ask Jakob to stop the snowstorm. Then you’ll see that I’m right, because it won’t stop. Your God is a figment of Kasimirh’s imagination.” 
 
    Lilith was longing for better weather. Her tent was too small for two people. Her father’s arrival had given her much to think about, but there was nowhere to be alone. They were constantly in each other’s way, and Almor asked difficult questions. Worst of all, her father smelled really bad. She kept to the cleansing rituals a few times a day, but apparently her father didn’t only think that the praying was nonsense. Maybe he’s scared that he’ll be converted if he washes himself, Lilith thought. 
 
    “Why would Kasimirh have made up something like this?” Lilith asked softly. Imiq came to lie against her. Lilith stroked the dog’s shoulder. 
 
    “To gain power,” Almor suggested. 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “Lord Jakob exists,” she said without a trace of doubt, “but I’m convinced that He never told Kasimirh to use me.” She even thought that it wasn’t Jakob’s will that Kasimirh spread God’s word the way he did. Maybe He had made a mistake by teaching Kasimirh. Lilith felt her cheeks turn red. Forgive me, Lord. 
 
    Almor touched her knee. “I’m glad to hear you say that. It would grieve me if even the tiniest part of you believed that Kasimirh was justified in the way he treated you.” 
 
    Lilith looked at him. Almor returned her gaze with a smile. “I’ll respect your faith in Jakob,” he said. 
 
    Lilith nodded gratefully. “It surprises me that you know so much about Jakob.” 
 
    “We’d been on your trail for a long time, but always arrived too late. I used to visit the villages that you had attacked, but didn’t destroy, in order to get more information. It soon became clear to me that the people converted themselves because they were promised that Jakob would protect them from you, but I knew from the beginning that you were being used to convince the people to convert in the first place.” 
 
    “You were the only one who understood that,” Lilith said. “They all thought that Kasimirh was their saviour. No one saw that he commanded me to scare them.” 
 
    “But I knew that you had been abducted when you were little.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. 
 
    “I did, however, overlook the most important thing. Only when you turned up in Tewarsum, did I realize that Seraph was involved as well. If I had discovered that sooner, things would have been different.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I spoke to Nander, just before you were sent to Tewarsum, where we had settled down. We were fed up with being too late all the time, so we had decided to wait for you in that village. It was to be expected that you would turn up one day.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, you were right.” 
 
    Almor nodded. “Seraph came first. At least, that’s what I suspect. I never saw him in Tewarsum, but he and Nander were always inseparable.” His voice oozed with self-reproach. “I could have known that Seraph was near when Nander approached me. However, I was completely clueless, so I told him about you. He listened patiently and even promised to look out for you.” Almor huffed. “A few days later, you turned up. I immediately understood what had happened.” 
 
    “Seraph told Kasimirh that you were on to me,” Lilith whispered. 
 
    “Which was a huge threat, so Kasimirh commanded you to kill us,” her father added. 
 
    Lilith looked at him and saw the tears in his eyes. Lilith’s head was pounding. 
 
    Almor reached out to her, but she shook her head, so he pulled back. She lay down, back turned towards him. She drew an animal hide over her head, but it wasn’t enough to close herself off completely. She could hear Imiq breathing. Almor was blowing his nose. His smell intermingled with the dog’s smell. The pole that was keeping the tent up creaked under the weight it was carrying. Perhaps it wouldn’t even be a bad thing if it collapsed. Then they’d be buried here, in a place where no one would ever find them. The world could forget about her, and Lilith would finally be at peace.
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    The snowstorm lasted four days. Lilith and Almor had a lot to talk about. They grew closer, but it was painfully clear that they couldn’t just make up for all the lost time. So Lilith was happy when they could finally continue their journey. 
 
    The tent was empty, and Lilith watched Almor as he loaded everything onto the sledges. The sky above them was cloudless. It was too warm for the dogs to run at full speed, but it didn’t matter any more how long it took to find the dragon. She was no longer alone. 
 
    As Almor harnessed the dogs, Lilith hummed to herself while she walked around the tent to pull the stakes out of the ice. She had to dig through the snow first. Pretty soon, she was getting warm, so she slowed down a bit. It was best not to sweat. The sweat could freeze in the cold air, increasing the risk of hypothermia.  
 
    Suddenly the dogs started barking and her father screamed. Lilith looked up. Almor lay face down in the snow. Seraph was sitting on top of him, stabbing him with his dagger. After a short struggle, Almor managed to turn around and wrench the weapon out of Seraph’s hand. Lilith ran to her father to help him. 
 
    “You will pay for Nander!” Beside himself with rage, Seraph sunk his teeth into Almor’s wrist. Almor growled and unsuccessfully tried to throw Seraph off. The dogs were barking hysterically and pulled at their leashes. 
 
    Lilith picked up Seraph’s dagger and threw herself into the fight. She dragged the Purified man with her. Her father quickly crawled backwards. His clothes were stained with the blood running from his nose. His left eye was beaten shut. Lilith registered it all in the split second before Seraph worked her to the ground.  
 
    She rolled away, but sunk into the deep snow. Before she could crawl out of the hole, Seraph jumped down. Lilith warded him off with the dagger. Surprised, Seraph looked at her as the dagger entered his body and he lost his balance. They both fell against the wall of snow and it caved in on them. 
 
    Lilith flailed about, trying to excavate herself. She almost succeeded, but Seraph dragged her back down. She lashed out and stabbed him in the knee. 
 
    Almor loomed up over her and pulled her out of the hole. Exhausted, she lay face down and didn’t move. Her father brushed her hair out of her face. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “I thought I was buried alive,” she gasped, shuddering at the thought.  
 
    Suddenly, she was dragged backwards. Seraph had crawled out of the hole by himself. Lilith turned onto her back and kicked at him. She was still holding the dagger and thrust it into his stomach. 
 
    Seraph screamed. 
 
    “This one’s for Icamm,” she growled as she jumped on top of him and stabbed him again. Seraph’s eyes widened. He groped at her with one hand. 
 
    “Finish it, Lilith,” she heard Almor say. He was standing behind her. “Think about all the Inuuk he has killed. 
 
    Lilith stabbed again. “This one’s for Niul,” she hissed. And then she smiled and said: “And this is for all the other villagers you couldn’t leave alone.” 
 
    Seraph’s resistance was getting weaker. In between his meaningless screams she heard her name. Lilith looked him in the eye, dagger raised. His life was in her hands. All she had to do was lower the weapon. 
 
    “Do it,” Almor said. “He deserves it.” 
 
    The hatred in her father’s voice hit her like a massive blow in the back. Lilith clenched her fingers around the hilt of the dagger. She looked at Seraph and flexed the muscles in her arm. The Purified man tried to push her away. Her father kept egging her on. 
 
    Lilith closed her eyes. She felt the cold wind on her cheeks, as if she was flying across Naftalia by night. She was on her way to a village that needed to be destroyed. She heard Kasimirh’s voice in her head. 
 
    “Kill him, Lilith,” her father said. 
 
    Lilith threw the dagger away and jumped up. She launched herself at Almor. He grabbed her wrist and kept her at arm’s length. When she tried to kick him, he forced her to her knees. 
 
    “Calm down, Lilith,” Almor kept repeating. He let go of her, but before Lilith could jump back up, he held her again. “Calm down.” 
 
    Panting, Lilith looked at him. The sun was behind him, so she could only see his silhouette towering over her. “He’s only going to hurt you again,” he said. 
 
    Lilith shivered. “I hate you!” she screamed. 
 
    He dragged her towards the sledge and put her down on it. “Stay here.” Almor looked at her intently before he turned around and walked back to Seraph. He picked up the dagger along the way. Bending caused him difficulty and although he was right-handed, he held the weapon in his left hand. 
 
    Lilith didn’t want to see what her father was about to do, so she stared at her hands. They were cold and numb, and covered in blood. The fur on her clothes was sticking together. 
 
    Seraph screamed. Lilith looked up. Her father had placed his foot on Seraph’s stomach and was leaning over him. “You shouldn’t have come after us,” Almor said. 
 
    Lilith closed her eyes and listened. There was silence. Convinced that her father had killed Seraph, she slowly looked up. 
 
    Almor was looking at her. Seraph was trying to escape, but he didn’t have enough strength. “This is for the best,” said Almor, as though he was asking her permission. 
 
    Lilith shook her head. She didn’t want to be responsible for Seraph’s death. 
 
    Almor hesitated and kicked Seraph instead. He walked up to Lilith. She averted her head and looked at Seraph. The Purified man was too badly injured to sit up. He held his hands tightly against his stomach. 
 
    Almor knelt in front of Lilith and brought his left hand to her chin, making her look at him. “I want to protect you, Lilith.” 
 
    She didn’t respond. At long last, Almor walked away. Lilith lowered herself to her knees and cleaned her hands with the snow. She noticed that she wasn’t only covered in Seraph’s blood. There was a big cut on the inside of her hand. 
 
    Even though the bloodstains were gone, Lilith could still see them. “Kasimirh also said that he wanted to protect me,” she whispered, looking over her shoulder at Almor. He was struggling with a piece of bandage that he wanted to put on his arm. 
 
    She looked back at Seraph, who was lying motionless. She got up and walked towards him. Only now, did she feel that her leg was hurting. 
 
    Seraph was still bleeding. What difference did it make that she had stopped her father if he died anyway? She would still be a murderer, because she was the one who had wounded him. 
 
    Never before had Lilith killed anyone in human form. It was a line she absolutely didn’t want to cross. She looked at Almor again. He was pulling at the tent in an attempt to fold it. He wasn’t paying attention to her. Maybe she could still undo what she had done. Her father had said that all women in Ludmilla’s family had healing powers, after all. 
 
    She squatted and moved Seraph’s hands aside. She had primarily stabbed him in the shoulder, but his stomach wound looked the most serious. Lilith laid her hands on it. She didn’t know what to do, though, and she didn’t dare ask Almor. 
 
    “When will you finally understand that you can’t escape your destiny?” Seraph whispered. “Everybody who knows what you are wants to do the same thing with you.” 
 
    Lilith stole a glance at Almor. She didn’t want to listen to Seraph, but his words kept echoing in her head.  
 
    She flapped her hands and placed them back on Seraph’s stomach. She grumbled, because nothing happened.  
 
    “Stop that!” Almor dragged her away. 
 
    She tried to hit him to free herself. “Tell me how my mother did it!” 
 
    He tightened his grip on her upper arm to keep her away from Seraph. She moaned. 
 
    “You’re hurting me. Let me go!” 
 
    “No. I won’t let you waste your energy on him.” 
 
    “You want him to die,” she hissed. 
 
    Almor shrugged and let go of her. She crawled towards Seraph, but her father pulled her back again. “I forbid you to do it, Lilith. If you want to heal someone, try me.” 
 
    She glared at him furiously. “You’re not a whit better than Seraph,” she hissed. 
 
    “What! I’m nothing like him. How dare you say that?” Almor took a step in her direction. 
 
    Lilith crouched. “You enjoy vengeance as much as he does,” she whispered. “You believe in it, just as much as he does.” 
 
    “I’m nothing like him,” Almor repeated. “He abused you. That alone is reason enough to punish him.” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. 
 
    “Think about the Inuuk he has killed!” 
 
    “Like it’s going to help them if he’s dead!” Lilith walked past Almor to her belongings. 
 
    “Alive, he’ll bring us nothing but trouble,” Almor said. “I guarantee it. He’ll come after us and strike when we least expect it.” 
 
    “In that case, we’re taking him with us.” 
 
    “Lilith… Stop and think!” 
 
    “This is my decision, Almor.” Lilith knelt beside Seraph and bandaged the worst wounds. The fact that she couldn’t heal him didn’t mean she couldn’t do anything for him. After that, she walked away to fold up the tent. Almor found himself a rope and tied Seraph up. Without a word, he handed Lilith Seraph’s gloves and helped her with the tent. 
 
    “Why have you come?” Lilith asked her father. “Are you going to be the one who orders me to kill from now on?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then why were you encouraging me?” 
 
    “It would be better for everybody if Seraph’s dead. If you can’t do it, then please let me.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Lilith turned around. 
 
    Almor sighed. “All right, I’ll let him live for you.” 
 
    She glanced at him over her shoulder. The careful steps they had made in each others direction over the past days had been undone by the fight. They loaded the sledges in silence and took off. 
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Ferhdessar was seated at the head of the table, listening to Kiril. The general was reporting about the fighting in the city. The sorcerer found it hard to pay attention. The tight bandages around his body annoyed him. He was feeling dazed because of the potions he had been given against the pain. He longed for his bed, but also knew that he wouldn’t be able to sleep. There was too much on his mind. 
 
    “We’ve managed to stop the Jakobinians at the bridge between the sixth and seventh rock pillar. There’s heavy fighting there right now.” 
 
    Nadesh was built on ten tall peaks, protruding from the flat landscape like ten fingers. They were connected by bridges. Enemies could be seen approaching long before they reached Nadesh. At the foot of the pillars, at the only entrance to the city, there was a fortress to protect the city from attacks. In all of Merzia’s history, the people of Nadesh had never been involved in any combat. 
 
    Because the Merzians had believed themselves to be safe, the Jakobinians had been able to rapidly seize a large part of the capital. Most of the soldiers who were in town for the wedding of Yvar and Nigesanla, had been celebrating. Kasimirh hadn’t been noticed until he attacked the king from a distance of ten paces. Since then, Merzia had been rapidly losing control of its capital. 
 
    “Kasimirh shows up now and again to take part in the fighting,” Kiril continued, “but there are two more sorcerers hiding in the high-rise buildings, bombarding us with fireballs.” 
 
    Ferhdessar sighed and immediately grabbed for his chest. A flash of light in the corner of his eye drew his attention. Afifa was standing against the wall. Her spear had reflected the light when she moved. The sorceress had arrived in Nadesh shortly after the attack and, of her own accord, had assumed the role of bodyguard. Thankfully, she hadn’t offered to heal him. He had apparently been clear enough the first time that he wouldn’t allow it. 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do against them, because they’re out of our reach,” Wolter added.  
 
    Ferhdessar knew about the sorcerers and had insisted that he fight them. The generals had forbidden it, because he was still too weak. Afifa had taken his place, but couldn’t handle them on her own. She excelled at hand-to-hand combat, but wasn’t given the opportunity. 
 
    “We can defend the bridge to stop Kasimirh from taking the last part of the city, but it won’t be easy to seize the bridge ourselves and subsequently win back Nadesh,” said Kiril. 
 
    “I think it would be best if we left the city,” Zander suggested. 
 
    “How can we make that decision?” was Ferhdessar’s irritated response. “Nadesh is Merzia. We can’t leave this city in the hands of the enemy.” 
 
    “The battles to maintain control of the bridge are costing dozens of lives every day. It’s all for nothing. We can use the fortress to isolate the city from the outside world. It’s easy to block the narrow paths leading up into the rocks. We’ll catch Kasimirh in a trap, and he’ll starve to death. All we have to do is wait for him to surrender.” 
 
    Ferhdessar shook his head. 
 
    “If we keep going the way we are, our army will soon be depleted, forcing us to surrender,” said Zander. 
 
    Kiril and Branko nodded. 
 
    Ferhdessar was becoming angry. To leave the city now would be to hand victory to Kasimirh on a platter. He tried to not feel betrayed, but didn’t quite succeed. Ever since the attack on Yvar, he wanted to blame the generals for everything that had happened. They had been the ones to suggest an alliance with Zuzeca. 
 
    “Is there any positive news?” he grumbled. 
 
    “Not much,” Eoghan answered. “But at least we’ve been able to stop Kasimirh from capturing more parts of the city.” 
 
    “So, we aren’t doing all that bad. We keep doing what we’re doing.” Ferhdessar rose to his feet. 
 
    “Not all that bad?” Zander rose and stood in front of Ferhdessar. “None of the important peaks are under our control. Our leader is dead…” 
 
    Ferhdessar grabbed Zander’s collar with both hands and brought his face close to the general’s. “Yvar is dead, but Merzia is not without a leader.” 
 
    Afifa stepped forwards. Zander looked at her and pushed Ferhdessar away. “The only reason why we accept your authority is to give the people the impression that Yvar is still alive. We’re going to have to rule Merzia as a team.” 
 
    “You voted for me. You can’t just undo that.” 
 
    Ferhdessar stared at Zander until the general cast down his eyes. There had been violent discussion about Yvar’s successor. Ferhdessar thought he was entitled to the leadership, because he had been closest to Yvar. Kiril had objected and had reminded him that Yvar hadn’t been too happy about Ferhdessar’s decisions over the past few months. 
 
    Ferhdessar looked at Kiril and then moved his gaze towards Branko, a young general who owed Yvar a lot. To prove his fealty to the dead king, he had voted against Ferhdessar. 
 
    “Then be a leader and make the one decision that will actually do Merzia some good,” said Zander. “We have to leave Nadesh. We don’t have a chance if we stay in this ruined capital.” 
 
    “It’s my decision.” 
 
    Ferhdessar looked at Zander. The general had helped him win the vote, albeit grudgingly. As the oldest of the commanding officers, he had the influence as well as the power to reverse the decision. 
 
    Zander sat down and kept quiet. Ferhdessar threw everyone a conceited look and turned around. He had nothing to fear of the other two generals. Wolter had always been on his side. Eoghan had been Purified and therefore harboured so much hatred against Zuzeca and the Jakobinians – who, in his mind, were responsible for the atrocities that had been carried out in Margal’s name – that he jumped at every chance to fight them. 
 
    “Maybe we should all sleep on it before we make a decision,” Ferhdessar said before he left the room. Afifa followed him. She beckoned five bodyguards. The guards remained outside when, not much later, Ferhdessar entered another room. 
 
    He was greeted by the sweet smell of cedar being burned to repel insects. The smell of the smoke had intermingled with that of the frankincense with which Yvar’s body was being washed. Ferhdessar sat down on a stool against the wall and watched the four embalmers at work. 
 
    The king had been laid out on a wooden table. From where he was sitting, Ferhdessar couldn’t see the damaged side of the body, but he knew what it looked like. From neck to hip, everything was missing. Yvar’s arm, shoulder, and part of his ribs and the organs underneath had been obliterated by Kasimirh. Ferhdessar doubted that this had been Kasimirh’s intention, but the prophet had achieved his goal. 
 
    Ferhdessar enjoyed sitting here, because the whispered prayers of the embalmers had a calming effect. The four men didn’t pay attention to him or to anything going on outside the room. Preserving the body took up all their attention. Here, Ferhdessar could think quietly. 
 
    One of the embalmers renewed the candles in the candlesticks and lit them. The light barely illuminated the room. Ferhdessar smiled briefly. Yvar would definitely appreciate being surrounded by candles during the preparations for his last journey. Ferhdessar could almost hear him explain. Your electric light casts hard shadows and crawls into almost every corner. It reveals everything, including that which doesn’t want to be seen. Candlelight only illuminates what’s necessary. Not every detail of death needs to be visible to us. It’s better to light a candle too few than one too many. 
 
    Not that there was still a choice between lamplight and candlelight. Kasimirh had destroyed the wheels that generated electricity the day after Yvar’s murder. The lamplight that had been so characteristic of the city had disappeared. There weren’t enough candles to illuminate all the houses, so at night Nadesh was pitch-dark. The loss of electricity had been detrimental to the morale of the Merzians, and Kasimirh had been able to capture the city at great speed. 
 
    Ferhdessar thought back to the long conversations – by candlelight – that he and Yvar had held together. They could talk about anything. A difference of opinion resulted in the most interesting discussions. Ferhdessar rested his head in his hands. That was before Kasimirh had popped up. Yvar and Ferhdessar hadn’t been able to see eye to eye where it concerned Jakob and the question of how to deal with the threat. For the first time, something had come between them. 
 
    Why didn’t you trust my advice when it came to Zuzeca? I warned you, Yvar. 
 
    Ferhdessar looked up and sighed. He should have tried harder to persuade Yvar. He hadn’t trusted the arrangement with Zuzeca one bit, and he should have been on the alert. However, Ferhdessar never would have thought that Zuzeca was collaborating with Kasimirh. Even in hindsight he still didn’t see how he could have known about the double role that Zuzeca had been playing. They had outsmarted him. 
 
    A cry of pain escaped his lips. Ferhdessar grabbed for his chest. He cursed his body for being weaker than his mind. Kasimirh would never have been this successful if Ferhdessar hadn’t been this badly injured. If he’d had his full strength, he would have taken revenge ages ago. 
 
    He got up and looked at Yvar’s face. It was the last time he would see him like this. Today, the body was going to be wrapped in salt to dehydrate it completely. After that, he would no longer look like the Yvar that Ferhdessar had known. 
 
    He bowed. Farewell, Yvar. I want to thank you for the friendship we had. May Gaia admit you into her realm. He strode out of the room. 
 
    In the hall he picked out two bodyguards. “Convey my orders to the generals,” he said. “The fighting in the seventh district must be intensified.” 
 
    Trailed by three bodyguards and Afifa, Ferhdessar sped along the narrow, dark hallways of the citadel. There was silence. The biggest part of the army was fighting in the city. The remaining soldiers were asleep. 
 
    He beckoned Afifa to enter, and closed the door to his room behind them. He walked to the small window were a tiny ray of light entered the room and tugged at the curtain to close it. The thick velvet muffled the sounds from the battle scene but couldn’t shut them out altogether.  
 
    Ferhdessar glanced at Afifa. She was lighting the candles. There was a way for him to regain his strength, but he didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    The candlelight illuminated the paper on which Ferhdessar had drawn up his plans to recapture the palace. During sleepless nights, he had made sketches of the different possibilities. Ferhdessar smoothed down the piece of paper and nodded. This was in Merzia’s and his own best interest. He was going to show the generals that he was a worthy ruler of Merzia. 
 
    “The generals are right,” Afifa said, as she looked over his shoulder. 
 
    “I didn’t ask for your opinion.” 
 
    Ferhdessar emptied his pouch and spread the talismans and amulets across the table. He laid aside three silver necklaces in the shape of a snail’s shell. 
 
    “What are you going to do with those soul boxes?” Afifa asked suspiciously. 
 
    Ferhdessar turned around. He had always thought Afifa an attractive woman, but since he knew she was a healeress, loathing dominated his feelings. “I want you to heal me, so that I’m strong enough to use magic,” he said. 
 
    Afifa raised her eyebrows. “You want me to heal you?” 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do for Merzia.” Ferhdessar picked up a candlestick and walked into the adjacent room where there was a bed. 
 
    “What if I refuse?” 
 
    “You won’t. This needs to happen, and you’re the only healeress in Nadesh.” He fell silent. “Given the choice, I’d never allow you to touch me again. You know that as well as I do.” 
 
    Afifa huffed. “You can’t force me.” 
 
    Ferhdessar seized her arm. “I will force you if I have to. I’m the ruler of Merzia; you must obey me. If you don’t want to, then you can leave this country.” He looked at her. Her eyes were glowing dangerously. He almost hoped that she would leave, so that she wouldn’t have to touch him with her diabolical gift. 
 
    Afifa nodded reluctantly, her mouth an angry line. She followed him into the bedroom. 
 
    “I’m helping you because I want to, not because you’re trying to force me.” 
 
    Ferhdessar shrugged and lay down. “I don’t care. Do what you have to do and do it quickly.” 
 
    Afifa rubbed her hands and held them against Ferhdessar’s temples. He was starting to feel clammy, as if he was running a fever. He shivered uncontrollably.  
 
    After a few minutes, Afifa said sternly: “You’re opposing me, Ferhdessar.” 
 
    Something was starting to pull at his mind. His injuries began to burn. Ferhdessar clutched the sheets, fighting the impulse to make Afifa stop. Healing wasn’t just beneficial, as this woman liked to make him believe. Afifa could use her energy to stop his heart without a warning. Centuries ago, a king had been killed like that, and Merzia had nearly been destroyed. 
 
    Ferhdessar jolted upright and pushed Afifa away. “Enough!” 
 
    The sorceress regained her balance and grabbed hold of him again. “I haven’t finished.” 
 
    Once more, Ferhdessar pushed her away. “Enough, I said.” He seized his dagger and used it to keep Afifa at bay.  
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” she said grim-faced. “You seem to have regained most of your strength.” 
 
    Even though he was tired, Ferhdessar did feel better than before. His injuries no longer gave him a nagging pain with every movement he made. He took off his tunic and undid his bandages. Thin, red lines betrayed the places where the shards of glass had penetrated his flesh. “Good enough,” he whispered. 
 
    He got out of bed, put on his clothes and walked towards the door. He stopped and leaned against the doorpost. 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Afifa asked from inside the room. 
 
    “Force Kasimirh out and recapture Nadesh.” He snatched the soul boxes from the table and left his rooms. “Make sure that the generals are ready,” he called, without looking back. 
 
    Followed by the bodyguards, Ferhdessar made his way to the soldiers’ sleeping quarters. He pushed open a door and glanced at the thirty men who jumped to their feet and saluted. They were young lads who had joined the army after the attack on the palace. Due to their lack of military experience, they couldn’t be put into action in the fight to win back the city yet. They spent their time provisioning the soldiers that were fighting. These men were preparing for a night shift. 
 
    An officer walked up to Ferhdessar. He hesitated briefly before he knelt and kissed Ferhdessar’s ring. The doubts about whether the king was still alive were growing, as was evident from this greeting, which was reserved for Merzia’s ruler. Ferhdessar decided not to say anything about it. 
 
    “Line up your men. I have a special assignment for them, but if they can’t even form orderly ranks, I’ll find another group of soldiers.” 
 
    The officer shouted a few orders. The men shuffled about until they were neatly lined up. They saluted as one. Ferhdessar was content.  
 
    “Warriors of Merzia,” he began. His words had an immediate effect; the men straightened their shoulders and their faces glowed with the expectation of being allowed to do more than bring water, deliver ammunition, and carry off the casualties. “Tonight, we’ll reclaim the palace. I have an important task in mind for you. You’ll fight in the frontline, and you’ll defeat Kasimirh and his sorcerers.” 
 
    Some of the men became agitated. They had seen what the sorcerers could do. No one dared to voice their doubts, though. 
 
    “You’ll be my elite troops. The chosen ones to save Merzia.” A boy bowed his head. Ferhdessar walked up to him. “Don’t you believe me?” 
 
    The boy knelt down. “Of course I do, lord.” 
 
    Ferhdessar put his hand on the boy’s head to keep him on his knees. “Do you remember the victory of the Dragons over the Wolves during the tournament?” 
 
    “Certainly, lord,” they said as one. 
 
    “No one expected those untrained soldiers to be able to defeat warriors as experienced as the Wolves. Nevertheless, they did. Thanks to me. Tonight, I’ll make sure that you defeat our enemy. You’ll do what you came here for.” He turned to face the officer. “Divide these men into three groups.” 
 
    He let go of the kneeling boy and took a few steps back. It didn’t take long for the groups to be formed. Ferhdessar beckoned the first group to come forwards, and instructed the officer to put a soul box on the floor. 
 
    “Imagine that your soul flows into this object.” 
 
    A few moments later the group was standing motionless in front of him. Ferhdessar gestured and they marched off. At the wall, they turned around as one. 
 
    “Next group.” 
 
    The ritual was repeated twice more. There were only a few men who needed a bit more encouragement from Ferhdessar. Finally, there were thirty obedient soldiers standing next to him. 
 
    His elite troops for the night. 
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Ferhdessar, on horseback, was staring at the palace on the other side of the ravine. Fires flaring up in several places in the ruined city, gave the night an eerie appearance. Over his head, Merzia’s banner was flapping proudly. Nadesh wasn’t lost just yet, no matter what the generals said. 
 
    Satisfied, Ferhdessar glanced at the group of soldiers standing before him. None of them made a sound. They were staring at the high walls of the palace towering over them. The remaining twenty soldiers were standing behind Ferhdessar, all perfectly in line. 
 
    The soldiers that the generals had gathered around them were anything but calm. Some nervously shuffled their feet. Perhaps they had personally experienced the strength of the enemy. Others were excited, because they were finally allowed to attack their foe at the palace. 
 
    General Zander came and stood next to Ferhdessar. The sorcerer glanced at him, but immediately refocused his attention on Afifa. She was standing at the edge of the rock pillar, and used magic to restore the bridge that Lilith had destroyed earlier. Now and again, the dragon showed up over the city, did her destructive duty, and disappeared as quickly as she had come. Ferhdessar could sense that she was surrounded by magic, which explained why their attacks had no effect on her. Luckily, the dragon was nowhere to be seen right now. 
 
    “I must advise you to at least stay close to the citadel, Ferhdessar.” Zander was once again trying to convince him to stay away from the actual fighting. The generals in no way approved of Ferhdessar’s hasty attack. They had made that abundantly clear. 
 
    “I have nothing to fear,” Ferhdessar said with determination. “I’m surrounded by outstanding soldiers.” 
 
    “Your death will…” 
 
    “I won’t die. The only sorcerer to die tonight is Kasimirh,” Ferhdessar hissed. 
 
    Afifa raised her hand to signal that she had finished. 
 
    “Forwards!” Ferhdessar ordered, before Zander could say anything else. 
 
    His soldiers immediately started to move. Ferhdessar made his horse follow them, leaving Zander behind. Without a shimmer of doubt, the men walked onto the magical connection between the two rock pillars. Ferhdessar’s horse, however, wasn’t so trusting. It whinnied and wanted to step back. Ferhdessar thrust his heel into the animal’s flank, and the horse reluctantly continued walking. Afifa’s magic rippled with each step the animal took. There was nothing but darkness below its feet. It looked as if Ferhdessar and his soldiers were floating to the other side. 
 
    The generals’ soldiers were as reluctant as the horse, but since nobody dropped down into the ravine, they kept walking. Their advance didn’t remain unnoticed by Kasimirh’s warriors for long. The sound of bugles cut through the night. The wind was picking up and brought a downpour of arrows with it. Now and again, silhouettes of the archers were visible on the remains of the dome. But those were the only enemy soldiers in sight. Ferhdessar trusted that it would remain that way. The attacks on the seventh rock pillar had been intensified, and Kasimirh had sent all his troops over there. At least, that was what Ferhdessar was counting on. 
 
    There wasn’t much the Merzian’s could do while they were crossing the bridge. Their own archers had remained behind, and the wind frustrated their efforts. The Merzian soldiers used their shields to defend themselves against the arrows raining down on them. However, many were killed in this first phase of the battle. Ferhdessar only had enough power to give his soldiers orders and keep himself safe. 
 
    There were many casualties among Ferhdessar’s elite troops, too, before they were able to reach the other rock pillar. Ferhdessar spurred on his horse. The palace gardens offered little protection, so he wanted to cross them as quickly as possible. The soldiers that had survived ran beside him at an inhuman pace. Everything depended on the speed of their attack. Kasimirh’s warriors had now entered the gardens as well. Ferhdessar sent a group of soldiers forwards and directed the attack. His warriors fought fiercely and efficiently, like a unit that had been fighting together for decades. 
 
    “Ferhdessar, do you really think that you stand a chance?” 
 
    Ferhdessar looked around. He let go of the magic that commanded the soldiers, and the minute that he did this they became a disorganized bunch because of their inexperience. One after another was killed. Perhaps he should have picked more experienced soldiers after all, Ferhdessar thought as he summoned the magical energy again. 
 
    “Where are you?” he called out. It was undoubtedly Kasimirh’s voice that he had heard. 
 
    A ball of fire smashed into the ground in front of him. His horse whinnied and took a few steps back. Ferhdessar looked up. Kasimirh was standing on the wall, leaning on a staff. One of his sorcerers was standing next to him. The top of the staff was sparkling gold. A dragon had wrapped its wings around the world. It was Yvar’s sceptre!  
 
    Full of anger, Ferhdessar launched a few fireballs. Kasimirh laughed. His voice sounded like he was standing next to him. “Go back, Ferhdessar, while you still can.” 
 
    “I will defeat you right here!” 
 
    “And how are you going to do that? I have something that you need.” Kasimirh raised his hand. Ferhdessar attacked, but the fireball hit a magical shield. Then he saw what Kasimirh was holding up in the air: a small metal disc on a leather lace. 
 
    “Are you going to call on the Gods?” Ferhdessar scoffed. He wasn’t scared. Kasimirh wouldn’t use the magical object the right way. The first time that Ferhdessar had used it, it hadn’t been all too powerful, because he had only called upon eleven of the twelve Gods. Only when he had called out the names of all twelve Gods, a devastating force of magic had been released. “One God is not enough to make it work.” 
 
    A bright flash blinded him. Ferhdessar was hurled off his horse. As he turned around he saw one of his soldiers lying next to him. His body had been burned to the bone. His horse lay broken on the ground. It made an attempt to get back up, but dropped back down dead. Ferhdessar sat up. There were smouldering bodies everywhere. He retched and put his hand over his nose to protect himself from the stench. 
 
    “You were saying?” Kasimirh sounded extremely tired, but Ferhdessar couldn’t fail to notice the sarcasm in his voice.  
 
    “We have to go back, Ferhdessar.” Afifa shouted. 
 
    He shook his head. “He has used up all his power. This is our chance.” 
 
    “And who are you going to bring with you to fight?” 
 
    Ferhdessar rose to his feet, helped by Afifa. “My soldiers…” 
 
    Afifa gave him a rough shake. “Look around you. There’s no one left apart from the two of us.” 
 
    Ferhdessar noticed the silence. Kasimirh’s attack had obliterated everyone, even his own soldiers. Only Afifa and Ferhdessar remained, saved by their shields. 
 
    “We’ll get new soldiers.” 
 
    “Out of the question. There’s no way that we’re going to win this tonight.” She dragged him with her. 
 
    Ferhdessar resisted. “I though you never gave up. We can still fight. There’s so much you can do!” 
 
    “It’s a lost cause, Ferhdessar.” 
 
    “I order you to fight!” 
 
    “Suit yourself!” 
 
    Ferhdessar staggered as Afifa let go of him. He fell to his knees. A fireball hit his shield as he scrambled to his feet. Only now did he feel the pain in his ankle. He looked up at Kasimirh. The battle wasn’t over until one of the sorcerers was lying dead on the field. Ferhdessar didn’t intend to stop until that sorcerer was Kasimirh. 
 
    A dark shape loomed up behind Kasimirh. Lilith roared and spread her wings. She breathed fire into the sky, illuminating herself and her master. Then she took flight. She flew towards Ferhdessar at great speed. 
 
    Ferhdessar took a step back. Pain shot through his ankle. He gathered more magic in his hand, but could only do so at the expense of his shield. He looked around for help, but he was completely alone. Even Afifa was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Ferhdessar knew that he couldn’t beat the dragon. He fortified his shield and walked backwards. He tripped and continued on hands and knees. The generals were undoubtedly watching him from the other rock pillar. Was no one coming to his aid? Perhaps they were glad to be rid of him. 
 
    Ferhdessar smelled Lilith before her shadow fell over him. A penetrating mixture of sulphur and smoke. She was cloaked in the stench of Merzia’s destruction. He turned around and looked at her. Lilith bent over him. She growled softly. Her face trembled. She walked forwards as he crawled backwards. 
 
    But he couldn’t go any further. A horse lay behind him, blocking his way. Lilith moved her head towards Ferhdessar. She inhaled his smell. A chuckle broke the silence. 
 
    “You’re scared,” she whispered triumphantly. 
 
    She shook her head. Ferhdessar exerted himself to fortify his shield. He knew that he wouldn’t last long. 
 
    “Damn it, Ferhdessar. You’re forcing me to put my life on the line for you.” Afifa entwined her magic with his, reinforcing their shield. She pulled him up by his armpits.  
 
    “You’re a conjurer performing cheap tricks, yet you call yourself a sorcerer,” Lilith sneered as she took a step back. “When it comes down to it, you need someone to help you. It has always been like that.” She turned around and flew back to Kasimirh. 
 
    Ferhdessar dropped his shield and threw a fireball at her. Unperturbed, she kept flying, leaving Ferhdessar behind in humiliation. Everyone had seen that the dragon didn’t think it worth the effort to fight him, because he didn’t pose any threat. He threw another fireball, but it didn’t even reach Lilith. A fight would have been better than the contempt she was showing him. 
 
    Kasimirh’s soldiers came running towards them. Afifa shoved Ferhdessar aside, causing him to fall. “Bring yourself to safety. I’ll stop them.” At the same time there was the sound of howling wolves. 
 
    Ferhdessar stole a last glance at Afifa. She was already spinning her staff. She didn’t look impressed by the superior numbers facing her. “Go, Ferhdessar!” 
 
    He crawled towards the bridge. Ten wolves rushed past him. Exhausted, Ferhdessar lay down for a few minutes. The wolves launched quick attacks at the warriors attacking Afifa. They dragged the enemies to the ground by their arms, but their main goal was to force back Kasimirh’s warriors. 
 
    A horse stopped beside Ferhdessar. 
 
    “Give me your hand.” 
 
    Ferhdessar looked up. Kiril was hanging sideways off the horse, reaching out for him. Ferhdessar grabbed hold of the offered hand, and the general hoisted him up. The horse turned around, and they rode at great speed across the invisible bridge to the citadel. Three wolves followed them. They stopped when they reached the other rock pillar, so that Ferhdessar could mount the horse that was brought to him. 
 
    “This is the last rock pillar that’s still ours,” Kiril said. “The Jakobinians have won the battle over the seventh district of the city. Zuzeca outsmarted us. We had to retreat.” 
 
    Ferhdessar looked back. Afifa was running towards him. Four wolves followed behind her. Kasimirh’s warriors were on their heels. They had almost crossed the bridge. The realization that they had been defeated hit Ferhdessar like a rock. Earlier that evening, this garden had been filled with proud Merzian soldiers, ready to recapture the palace, and through that, the capital. How on earth could his plan have turned out so wrong? 
 
    “Take us to safety,” he said to Kiril. “We’re leaving Nadesh.” 
 
    Afifa jumped on the back of Kiril’s horse and they rode into the citadel at great speed. The narrow hallways were filled with people trying to flee. They had to jump aside for the horses and wolves. At the end of the hallway, Ferhdessar saw Merzian soldiers fighting Zuzeca’s men. The Jakobinians were using fire to force back the Merzians. 
 
    Ferhdessar took a right turn. Further down was the gate to the path that led to the fortress at the foot of Nadesh. People were swarming through the narrow passage. Ferhdessar’s horse slowed its pace. Someone was trying to climb on his horse, but a wolf pulled the woman back down by her leg. 
 
    Growling and snarling, Kiril’s pack cleared the way. The screaming behind him drew closer. Ferhdessar looked over his shoulder. He could already see Zuzeca’s soldiers, so he spurred on his horse. Kiril followed him. As soon as they were through the gate, the general shouted: “Close the gate!” 
 
    The noise increased as the soldiers pushed the heavy doors closed. A few people managed to slip through the shrinking opening. Someone screamed at someone else who hadn’t made it through. The doors were barred with a heavy beam. There was no way back. 
 
    Ferhdessar pulled the hood of his coat over his head. He rode down in silence. 
 
    
“It’s here, lord Kasimirh.” 
 
    An out-of-breath soldier was pointing excitedly at a door. After Ferhdessar had fled, the Jakobinians had searched the citadel. All the soldiers had been killed, and the servants had been taken captive. This was the only room where there were still some Merzians left. The room, however, was locked. 
 
    Kasimirh shuffled forwards. The fight with Ferhdessar had worn him out, and he hadn’t even completely recovered from the attack during the wedding. But come hell or high water, he had to be there when the door to this room was opened. He expected it to be important. The smell tingling his nostrils confirmed his suspicion. It was a mixture of cedar and frankincense, which could only mean one thing. 
 
    He pounded on the door, but wasn’t surprised that no one answered. Kasimirh beckoned two men carrying a heavy beam. They bashed down the door. In a few seconds, Kasimirh took everything in, and then he crossed the threshold, leaning heavily on his staff. Only one of the four men looked up.  
 
    Mitan had followed him. She put her arm around his waist and squeezed herself underneath his armpit, just like she had done while leading him through the hallways. Annoyed, Kasimirh pushed her away. He briefly looked at her. The female priest winced and took a step back. 
 
    Kasimirh walked on alone. There was something lying on the table, covered with a sheet. He pulled the sheet away. Underneath a pile of salt he saw the outlines of a human being. At the foot of the table stood an urn. Kasimirh’s gaze was immediately drawn to the seal: Merzia’s coat of arms. 
 
    “So, Yvar really is dead.” A smile appeared on his face. He had suspected it, but the attack earlier that night had given rise to doubts. If Ferhdessar was in charge, he shouldn’t have been in the frontline to fight. A leader couldn’t afford to do that. 
 
    Kasimirh looked at the four embalmers. They stoically continued with their prayers. “Let me know when the embalming is finished,” Kasimirh said. 
 
    He didn’t receive an answer, but he hadn’t expected to. He walked back to Mitan and put his arm around her shoulders. She helped him out of the room. Kasimirh pointed at two soldiers. “Guard this room. No one goes in or out. If the embalmers need anything, you make sure that they get it.” 
 
    The men saluted. 
 
    “Mitan, take me to the Fountain of Origin.” 
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As the doors opened a cold wind slipped into the room. The pages of the open books on the stands rustled. Kasimirh looked up from the manuscript that he had randomly picked off one of the shelves. Zuzeca had entered. 
 
    “I was expecting you later, Kasimirh.” He sat down in the chair across from the sorcerer. He beckoned to one of the women. “Bring us some refreshments. And light a few more candles.” 
 
    “Forget about that last bit,” said Kasimirh. 
 
    Zuzeca had taken up residence in the library. The Merzians attached so much value to their books that they kept them in the most fortified room in the palace. The building was in ruins, but the library was undamaged. It would be a pity if a fire were to destroy all this knowledge after all.  
 
    The woman returned with a decanter of wine and some cheese. “Leave us alone,” Zuzeca said after she had poured out their glasses. 
 
    Kasimirh took a sip. He relaxed as he enjoyed the wine. 
 
    “I found a text that will interest you,” Zuzeca said after he had gulped down his wine. 
 
    Kasimirh gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “It surprised me that they didn’t take Yvar’s body with them,” Zuzeca continued. “But apparently they couldn’t. The Merzians drive out the spirit at the start of the ceremony. Only when the embalmment is finished, do they call it back. The spirit can only find the body if it’s still in the same place.” 
 
    Kasimirh shrugged. “And why would that interest me?” he asked when Zuzeca remained silent. 
 
    “You could move the body, and Yvar will roam forever.” Zuzeca laughed. 
 
    “I’m not going to do that,” was Kasimirh’s surly answer. 
 
    “Oh, what does it matter? You don’t even believe that it will happen, but it’s a fantastic opportunity to drive Ferhdessar crazy. You just send him the body.” Zuzeca chuckled as he refilled his own glass.  
 
    “I said no!” Kasimirh roared. 
 
    Zuzeca was so startled that he spilled the wine. The liquid ran across the table and drenched the scroll of parchment. Kasimirh snatched it off the table and wiped it dry on a cushion.  
 
    “The embalmment will continue, and when it’s finished Yvar will be entombed in the crypt.” 
 
    Zuzeca looked surprised. “Calm down. I just wanted to cheer you up. You look so worried, of late.” 
 
    Kasimirh grumbled something. 
 
    “With good cause,” Zuzeca said. “You have every reason to be worried. There’s so much to be done here in Nadesh. I bet you didn’t take all that into consideration beforehand. Or would you like me to believe that everything is going according to plan?” 
 
    Kasimirh shook his head. “And whose fault is that?” he asked. “I know this isn’t my strong suit. That’s why I brought you with me. Are you trying to tell me that I’m putting my trust in the wrong man?” 
 
    “You brought me with you? I was the one with the invitation to my daughter’s wedding, not you,” Zuzeca snarled. 
 
    “It was your job to eliminate the soldiers.” 
 
    “I have dealt with similar situations in Naftalia,” Zuzeca replied. “In the end, I conquered that country…” 
 
    “With my help.” 
 
    Zuzeca laughed. “Who was the one who freed you from that cage?” 
 
    Kasimirh jumped up and dragged Zuzeca to his feet. They stared at each other for a few seconds. “Without my help you would have faced much more opposition when you assumed power over Naftalia. I killed your two biggest enemies, and it is my priests who are responsible for the smooth transition to the new religion.” He pushed the Pontifex Maximus. Zuzeca fell back into the chair. 
 
    Kasimirh walked away. Moving helped him to feel less wired. “The situation here has not improved. We now have to fight Ferhdessar on even harder terrain. He’ll shut us off from the outside world and starve us if we don’t take action.” 
 
    “Again, you’re thinking way too far ahead, Kasimirh. You are overlooking everything that still needs to be done in this city. You have control over the city, but that doesn’t mean that you’re finished here. The people are uniting and they’re attacking us.” 
 
    “They’re mere scuffles,” Kasimirh said angrily. It was the last thing he wanted to worry about. 
 
    “It’s a sign of resistance. There are still so many places for them to hide. It will take a very long time before all of Nadesh is on your side.” 
 
    Kasimirh sighed. 
 
    “That’s your job, Kasimirh. You need to keep the people under control.” 
 
    Kasimirh shook his head. He looked over his shoulder at Zuzeca who had remained seated. “You have to get rid of the heathens,” Kasimirh said. 
 
    “You’re the one who’s telling me that I need to give them a chance to convert, before I’m allowed to label them as heathens. But with your small group of priests it will take forever to question everyone. What you’re trying to do is madness.” 
 
    “It’s God’s will.” Kasimirh turned around and crossed his arms. 
 
    “You’re living in a dream world, Kasimirh. At your pace, it will take many months before everyone in Nadesh believes in Jakob. How long did it take for Naftalia to be converted? It will be even harder here in Merzia. In Naftalia people were used to obeying their priests out of fear and survival instinct. In Merzia people are used to freedom in almost every respect. And even if you succeed, you’ll only have converted a tiny piece of the world.”  
 
    “We’re gaining momentum.” 
 
    “And you’re growing older.” 
 
    Kasimirh clenched his teeth. He shoved one of the empty stands, and it crashed onto the tiles. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me,” Zuzeca continued. “I already have what I want. I’ll help you, like we agreed, but perhaps it is time to open your eyes and face the truth. Jakob’s plan won’t ever work like this.” 
 
    Kasimirh walked up to the globe in the middle of the room. The first time he’d seen it, he had been in awe at its technical ingenuity. It was a shame that it was no longer working properly, now that the electricity had been cut off. The globe was now a lifeless object – a planet that had lost its spark. It represented the exact opposite of the world that Kasimirh had in mind. 
 
    “It will be as Jakob wishes.” 
 
    “Then don’t blame me if things aren’t going fast enough.” Zuzeca poured himself a third glass of wine. “I’ll be glad to return to Naftalia shortly.” 
 
    Kasimirh nodded his agreement. Tokala would soon join him. Zuzeca’s son at least understood what he was trying to achieve. He gave Zuzeca an inquisitive look. The man had spent his entire life pursuing power over Naftalia. Now he had been given it through Jakob. Had religion been nothing more than a means to an end, or was Zuzeca’s faith in Jakob sincere? Kasimirh glanced at the yellow stole that Zuzeca was wearing. As soon as Zuzeca finished his studies, he too was going to know, deep in his soul, that Jakob was the one True God. Kasimirh walked back to his chair, and stopped. “What do we have here?” he said. 
 
    
Ghalatea was hiding behind a bookcase. From there she had a good view of Kasimirh. She had first seen him seconds before he killed her king. She had recognized him as an intruder, but hadn’t been able to warn anyone. Ghalatea shuddered at the thought of the way he had touched her, and how his cold magic had silenced her. 
 
    From behind the bookcase, she listened to the conversation between Kasimirh and Zuzeca. She was surprised that the sorcerer wanted to entomb Yvar properly. She had always thought of this man as a monster. 
 
    From the moment that the army had left the city and Ghalatea had been left behind, her life had been chaos. She had been close to the exit of the citadel when Ferhdessar rode past. She had pressed herself against the wall to escape the horse’s hoofs and had called out to him. He hadn’t heard her because of the noise of the fleeing crowd. She had started to run when they closed the gate, but she had fallen. At first, the noise had increased, until a disheartened silence came over the group of people who had remained behind to fall into the enemy’s hands. 
 
    As soon as she realized that she was in danger, she had looked for a place to hide. There was no use in banging on the gate and calling out like the others. Unfortunately, she had walked straight into Zuzeca’s arms. He had immediately recognized her, and had taken her with him, telling her that they were going to get married after all. That same day he had taken an advance on the wedding night. 
 
    Ghalatea let out a tiny squeal. If she closed her eyes, she could envision every detail of the ceiling in Zuzeca’s bedroom. The memory brought back the pain. He had been looking at her face the entire time, with a dirty smile on his lips. She was nothing but a trophy to the pontifex. A Purified woman to add to his collection of women. Decades ago, Margal’s followers had taken away Ghalatea’s family as well as her beauty. Now the pontifex had humiliated her even more profoundly by taking her body. 
 
    Ghalatea sighed and gazed with fear at Kasimirh as he stared straight at her. “Come over here,” he called. 
 
    Ghalatea looked around but didn’t see a way out. She reluctantly got up and walked towards him. Zuzeca turned around. “Ah, it’s my new wife,” he said mockingly. 
 
    Ghalatea clenched her fists. 
 
    “I thought you had left Nadesh,” Kasirmirh said, sounding surprised. 
 
    Ghalatea shook her head. 
 
    “She’s not wearing the sign that indicates that she’s been converted,” Kasimirh said to Zuzeca. 
 
    “She will. There are so many new things for her to adjust to. Like her role within my family, for instance.” 
 
    Ghalatea clenched her teeth. She was being treated like a house slave. The other women looked down on her, because she had been Purified but also because of her age. Ghalatea suspected that some of the women even saw her as competition. 
 
    “You skipped the most important part.” Kasimirh looked at her again. Ghalatea cast down her eyes. “Who do you believe in, Ghalatea?” 
 
    Staring at her feet, she thought about her answer. She had known that she was going to be asked this question one day. During her rare interactions with Merzians outside the palace, she had learned about what was happening in the city. Every Merzian was given a choice: convert or die. If the Merzians chose the first option, their names were immediately written in water. The new followers were subsequently led away to camps to commence their studies. 
 
    When someone refused to join the new faith, immediate action was taken as well. Headstrong citizens were killed on one of the execution sites spread across the city. 
 
    “I believe in Lord Jakob,” Ghalatea whispered. Then she looked at Kasimirh. Jakob was one of the Gods she believed in. 
 
    “As the only God?” 
 
    She nodded slowly. She hoped he couldn’t tell that it was a lie. 
 
    Kasimirh stood up and put a hand on her shoulder. She flinched, because she expected him to do something bad to her. 
 
    “That makes me happy,” Kasimirh said with a smile on his face. He motioned for her to follow him. 
 
    “I want her to stay here,” Zuzeca said. 
 
    “Certainly not. She has to commence her studies.” 
 
    “She can study here.” 
 
    Kasimirh shook his head. “You haven’t even finished your studies yet.” 
 
    “But she’s going to by my wife.” 
 
    Kasimirh stopped and turned around. He looked at Zuzeca over Ghalatea’s head. “You have more than enough women.” He gave Ghalatea a reassuring nod and walked on. 
 
    Confused, Ghalatea followed him. She felt grateful, but at the same time wanted to hate him. This man had killed her king and ruined her life. 
 
    Ghalatea thought back to the stories that Lilith had told her about Kasimirh. The dragon shifter was afraid of him, but that hadn’t been the only reason why Lilith had blindly obeyed him. Ghalatea scrutinized Kasimirh from behind. He was tall, and despite leaning on his staff, he took long, self-assured strides. His hair looked silver in the sunlight. In a way, he reminded her of Yvar. He commanded attention with his appearance. His attitude attracted power, something with which Yvar had always been uncomfortable, as if he’d rather turn his back on that power.  
 
    Ghalatea knew she had to be careful around Kasimirh and not let herself be taken in by him. To her immense relief, he stopped a man on the street. The man was wearing the orange stole of a teacher. 
 
    “This woman has just joined Jakob,” Kasimirh said. “Take her with you and have her name written down.” 
 
    Ghalatea looked over her shoulder as she walked away from Kasimirh. He stared after her before he stepped into a coach. 
 
    The man guided her through a city that was unrecognizable to her. The high-rise buildings had collapsed, and debris lay scattered in the streets. As they travelled further from the palace, only the buildings’ burned skeletons still stood upright. There was rubble and broken household goods everywhere. Everything was covered by a layer of ashes. There was nothing that reminded her of the old Nadesh, the city that had reflected Merzia’s beauty. 
 
    Ghalatea wiped away her tears. Nadesh still reflected the rest of the country. With Yvar gone and Ferhdessar as leader, Merzia would never be the same again. 
 
    The man brought Ghalatea to a square where Jakobinian priests presented the Merzians with their choice. Ghalatea looked away from the execution site. Even children were brought there. Her hatred for Kasimirh rekindled as she was led past the row of waiting Merzian’s. Kasimirh had the heathens killed in the exact same way as her parents had been killed in the name of the Goddess Margal. Their throats were slit with one wave of a sword.  
 
    “This woman has converted,” said the man who had accompanied Ghalatea. 
 
    The woman standing behind the bowl of water gave her a friendly smile. Her stole had the same colour as Kasimirh’s. “What’s your name?” As Ghalatea answered, she realized that she should have given a fake name. That would have made the ritual meaningless. With mixed feelings she watched the woman write her name in the water. It was a relief that the letters immediately faded into illegible black curls. With a quick prayer, Ghalatea let the twelve Gods know that she hadn’t forgotten about them. 
 
    Ghalatea was loaded onto a cart with other converts. She greeted them, but no one responded. Most of them were staring at their feet. Only a few looked at the newcomer from the corners of their eyes. Ghalatea shivered. The silence was born out of fear. Even the children were quiet. 
 
    She felt anxious, too. Were they out of danger, or were they going to be punished because, according to the Jakobinians, they had been living in sin all those years? For now, they had escaped death, but what challenges were still to come? 
 
    A woman and her three children climbed onto the cart, and it set in motion. They rode through the ruined streets, but also passed places where reconstruction had started. At long last, they arrived at a gate. Behind it lay a park where Ghalatea used to love to go. 
 
    A group of Jakobinians was waiting for the new converts. Ghalatea climbed out of the cart, and a woman beckoned to her and the mother with the three children. 
 
    “My name is Dinak. I’ll show you the way around the camp and teach you the rituals.” The woman was wearing a yellow stole. Ghalatea asked her what that meant. “I haven’t had enough training to become a teacher or a priest, yet, but I did copy Jakob’s book already.” She motioned for the foursome to follow her. “There’ll be a ceremony tonight where you’ll receive your stoles.” 
 
    “A light-grey one,” Ghalatea said. 
 
    Dinak nodded. 
 
    They entered a tent. Dinak pointed at the corner. “I’ve made your beds. We share this tent with two other women and two children.” Dinak turned to Ghalatea. “I see that you didn’t bring anything, but we’ve collected enough clothes for everyone to use. We share everything we have, so that no one will miss out.” 
 
    Ghalatea nodded. But then the weight of what had happened hit her. She sank down onto a mattress and clasped her hands in front of her eyes. Tears streamed down her face. Dinak sat down next to her. After a brief hesitation she put her arm around Ghalatea. 
 
    When Ghalatea had calmed down a bit, she looked at Dinak. “So this will be my home from now on?” 
 
    Dinak nodded. “It may be smaller than what you were used to, but trust me, in every way your life will become richer than it has ever been.” Ghalatea smiled through her tears. She looked around the tent. The other woman looked at her. She was holding her children close. Only now, did Ghalatea realize that she didn’t have to go back to Zuzeca. Kasimirh had saved her from that nightmare. 
 
    
“Jakob, with these words I turn to You. I believe in the miracles that You have performed, and cherish the life that You have given us. I promise to live the way You wish.”  
 
    Ghalatea and the other newcomers were standing in front of a few priests. The sentences were read out loud, but Ghalatea didn’t repeat all the words. However, with the Jakobinians supervising them closely, she didn’t dare take too much risk. She had seen an execution site near the entrance to the park. 
 
    “I believe with all my heart that You are the True God, Creator of the world and the people, Keeper of knowledge. I thank You for the Light in my life.” 
 
    There was a silence. The priest in charge shook his head. He beckoned the mentors. Dinak came to stand opposite Ghalatea. 
 
    “Again!” the priest commanded. “With conviction this time.” 
 
    Ghalatea had lost her courage, so this time she said all the words out loud. The priest nodded his satisfaction. A shiver ran down Ghalatea’s spine. Nevertheless, she gave a coy smile when Dinak hugged her. 
 
    “I’m so happy for you,” she said as she draped Ghalatea’s stole over her shoulders. 
 
    It sounded sincere. Ghalatea felt that Dinak believed she had personally delivered her from the darkest dungeon. Beforehand, Ghalatea had intended to ask the woman why she believed, but now she decided not to ask her. This woman was convinced that Jakob was the True God. Maybe the study that Kasimirh had talked about meant that they were going to brainwash her. She shivered. 
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Kasimirh was standing on the edge of the rock pillar, watching the sun come up from behind the horizon. The birds in the trees welcomed the new day with him. The buds of the meadow salsifies opened at his feet. The yellow flowers smelled lovely. 
 
    Kasimirh liked the idea that this was the moment when Jakob woke up and the world greeted Him. He was a part of it every morning. At this hour and this location, Kasimirh felt almost as close to God as during the lessons Jakob had given him. 
 
    The wind caressed his body and tugged at the blanket that he had tied around his waist. Kasimirh bent over and picked up the bowl that Mitan had put down next to him. He raised the bowl towards the sun, which had now almost completely appeared from behind the horizon. 
 
    “Jakob, just like every day I turn to You, and I again ask You to guide my actions.” 
 
    He emptied the bowl over his head. The water splashed on his face and trickled down his shoulders. The cold stimulated his body. Kasimirh bowed and put down the bowl in front of him. As he rose, he took a stone from his pouch. Kasimirh studied the smoky quartz for a minute. A smile appeared on his face.  
 
    “The world indeed is changing. Soon, the world will be back to the way You meant it to be, Lord. I am curious about the changes You have in store for me today.” 
 
    Kasimirh remained standing at the edge of the garden for a little while longer. He stared at the rock pillars on the other side of the abyss, where the residential areas of Nadesh were situated. Even though the rock pillar where Kasimirh had set up camp was part of the capital, it had previously been uninhabited. The Merzians hadn’t paid any attention to the temple that stood there, and so it had fallen into ruin. 
 
    Kasimirh turned around. Beyond the high trees he saw the remains of the temple. He still didn’t understand how the Merzians could have neglected this place. This was the most important spot on the planet, the place where Jakob had created the world. 
 
    Just now, Jakob had promised him that change was coming. Kasimirh replied with a promise of his own. Soon, he was going to give the order to have the temple and surrounding gardens restored to their full glory. 
 
    Kasimirh stowed away the praying stone, untied the blanket, and wrapped it around his shoulders. He was walking to his tent, when a bird caught his attention. Kasimirh watched it as it glided by. The falcon answered his gaze, took a dive and flew away. 
 
    There was a loud bang. Feathers swirled to the earth. Kasimirh pulled the blanket more tightly around himself. 
 
    The bodyguards ran to him. They formed a circle around Kasimirh, swords at the ready. Kasimirh sensed their tension as they searched for the cause of the unexpected explosion. 
 
    Kasimirh forced his way through the soldiers and walked towards the campsite. “Have all birds in Nadesh killed,” he shouted over his shoulder at the bodyguards. 
 
    “Why?” a young soldier hazarded to ask. 
 
    “They could be Ferhdessar’s spies! And it’s a good exercise.” 
 
    Kasimirh hurried across the grass to his tent. He changed into the clothes that were waiting on his bed. He caressed the silk of his stole before he draped it over his shoulders. He took a few bites of the food set out on the table. Things were going to change today, Kasimirh mused. Perhaps the prophecy meant that the Merzian priests were finally going to come to their senses and convert. 
 
    Normally, he didn’t have much patience for priests who refused to convert, but he knew from his experience in Naftalia that it was better to spend a bit more time on them in a city. When the priests joined him, the people were much more willing to do so as well. In Naftalia, however, Kasimirh only needed to deal with one priest at a time. In Nadesh, people worshipped twelve Gods. 
 
    No matter how badly Kasimirh wanted all twelve priests to join him, he knew that would never happen. He had taken only seven of them prisoner. Four priests were nowhere to be found – they had either fled or had been killed during an attack – and Wigg’s priest had found refuge in the fortress at the foot of the rocks. Kasimirh would especially have liked to have this representative of the God of War on his side, but for now, he was out of his reach. 
 
    Kasimirh could convert six priests at the most. Earlier, he had killed Kyl’s priest and had displayed his body as a warning to the Merzians. The effect had been the opposite of what he had hoped: the Merzians hadn’t joined Kasimirh. Instead they had turned away from him with even more conviction. Ever since His priest’s death, the God of Disaster had showered Kasimirh with adversity. There had been riots, which had been suppressed by Zuzeca’s men with great difficulty and at the cost of numerous lives.  
 
    Kasimirh left his tent and walked through the camp. Soldiers were sitting around small campfires everywhere, eating their breakfast. Their hair glittered in the sun; they had performed the morning rituals as well. Content, Kasimirh walked on. Why couldn’t the entire world be like this little piece of Nadesh? These men and a small number of women were abiding by the rules and were richly rewarded for it. Why couldn’t even Zuzeca’s soldiers see this? Formally, they had been converted, but Kasimirh had doubts about their intentions. When they had lived on this rock pillar, they had eaten breakfast before washing themselves. That was why he had sent them away. 
 
    Kasimirh felt a surge of fear. What if God had higher demands for his followers than Kasimirh? Kasimirh was happy enough if people wrote their names down in the water and faithfully attended the lessons and services. But what if Jakob wanted everyone to believe in Him with all their heart and soul? In that case, his assignment was as good as impossible. 
 
    “Don’t start having doubts,” Kasimirh whispered to himself. “Even if people are not completely convinced right now, that will change when the Golden Era begins.” He would sow the seeds, and Jakob would make them bloom when the time was right. 
 
    He arrived at a tent situated outside the camp. The guards bowed and held the flaps open so that Kasimirh could enter. 
 
    Kasimirh gave the six men inside the tent a look of contempt. Just like Margal’s priests that had crossed his path, they were possessed by false Gods. Kasimirh knew which priest belonged to which God. He hadn’t, however, taken the effort to remember their names, so he called them by the names of their Gods. The only name he did know was the name of Jakob’s priest; because it would be too much honour to address that man with the name of God. 
 
    “Good morning, Semual. Have you thanked Lord Jakob for this beautiful day?” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “Jakob has predicted changes today. It reminded me of you. I hope it means that you’ve come to your senses.” 
 
    Semual looked at the other priests and shook his head. “The way you see Jakob is completely different from the way I see Him.” 
 
    Kasimirh’s good mood was slipping away. “It would be wiser to convert to Jakob.” 
 
    “I converted to Jakob many years ago. It’s not the easiest path in Merzia, but I’m grateful for the opportunities that God has given me. He taught me the right way.” 
 
    Kasimirh dragged the priest towards him and made him kneel. The man fought against the magic, but had to give in. When Kasimirh had to let go of the magic he kicked the priest and made him fall over backwards. Semual was pulled aside by Ischa’s and Felcita’s priests. “Jakob taught me!” Kasimirh screamed. “Even though they have the same name, your God is a false God. I’m giving you the chance to follow the true faith!” 
 
    Kasimirh hadn’t thought it possible that this priest didn’t want to convert. It was a terrible insult to Jakob, and Kasimirh would have loved to have killed Semual for it. It wasn’t as if he had much influence over the Merzians. Nevertheless, there was more merit in keeping him alive; with the small amount of priests he had captured, every convert counted. 
 
    Another priest that Kasimirh couldn’t kill was Gaia’s priest. Not just because his Goddess was the most important of all Merzian Gods, but especially because the priest had a role to play at Yvar’s entombment. Apparently the priest was aware of this, judging from his haughty attitude whenever Kasimirh was around. “You’re wasting your time,” Gaia’s priest said. “We are bound to our Gods. Nothing you say or do will convince us to convert.” 
 
    The other priests eagerly nodded their consent. But now Kasimirh spotted Alos’s priest. He was staring at his hands, keeping aloof. 
 
    “What is it Alos? Are you starting to realize where your chances of survival lie?” 
 
    The man cast nervous glances at the others. Alos’s priest was old and ailing. His health had deteriorated inside this tent. Kasimirh didn’t dare hope that a priest would lose his faith in the last days of his life. 
 
    “Your stories are interesting, lord Kasimirh,” Alos said, as he sat up straight. 
 
    Kasimirh smiled. This was the first time that he was shown some respect in this tent. Changes. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Gaia’s priest yelled. He took a step in the direction of Alos’s priest. 
 
    “Stay out of it,” Kasimirh said. He walked up to Alos and laid his hand on the priest’s head to take away some of his pain. 
 
    “Jakob offers life to everyone,” Kasimirh whispered. 
 
    Alos didn’t say anything. It was remarkable that he, as a Merzian, didn’t resist the healing. 
 
    “I’ll prove it to you,” Kasimirh added as he turned around. He ordered a guard to bring the old man to another tent, so that he could be attended to. 
 
    “Are you afraid that we’ll change his mind again?” Ischa asked as Alos was escorted out of the tent. 
 
    “Anyone who’s ill will be treated. I won’t deny anyone care because of their religion,” Kasimirh answered. 
 
    “Then why didn’t you help him before?” Gunnan’s priest asked. 
 
    Kasimirh’s joy over Alos’s doubts was replaced by anger about the stubbornness of the other priests. Kasimirh opened his mouth to say something, but thought better of it. He stalked off. Perhaps he would be more convincing at a later point in time. 
 
    Kasimirh walked back to his own tent. On his way, he encountered a soldier. The man bowed. He was holding two dead birds. A shot sounded in the distance. Kasimirh stopped for a moment, leaning on his staff. A wave of nausea passed through his body. He dismissed the soldier and took time to catch his breath before he continued on his way. 
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The days in the camp were filled with a never-ending rhythm of work and study. At night, Ghalatea listened to the sounds of the fighting in the city. She had given up on her plan to escape and join the resistance, because she was afraid she would fall into Zuzeca’s hands sooner or later. Kasimirh wouldn’t save her a second time. 
 
    As soon as Ghalatea fell asleep, she was raped again and again by Zuzeca in her dreams. It was a huge relief when Dinak woke her up every morning, because then she realized that she was no longer part of the pontifex’s family. 
 
    Ghalatea was now one of the washerwomen. Because of Jakob’s hygiene rules, there was more than enough work on a daily basis. It was heavy labour. First, the washing had to be rubbed on the washboard, then she had to wring out the washing by hand, and after that she hung it out to dry. The work had been very different before. There had been washing machines and automatic wringers at the palace that took over the physically challenging work. The only thing that the maidservants had done was hang, iron and fold the washing. 
 
    Ghalatea looked at the woman who was wringing out towels with her. The Ancilla Princeps knew her from the market that she had frequented weekly. She was sure that the woman had a husband and two children. In the camp, however, only her youngest son was with her. 
 
    “The weather is nice, don’t you think?” the woman asked. 
 
    Ghalatea nodded. She glanced around and opened her mouth to ask the woman about her husband and daughter. But right at that moment Dinak drew aside one of the towels hanging on the line. Ghalatea swallowed her words. She already knew what the woman was likely to say; she was grateful to Jakob for her new life. That was the answer that everyone used for difficult questions. Jakob had wanted it this way, so it was good. Ghalatea would give the same answer if anyone asked her about Rogan, even though she longed to be able to talk to someone about him. 
 
    Dinak took the towel that Ghalatea had wrung out and hung it on the line. Ghalatea glanced at the other woman. She smiled at Ghalatea. She seemed truly happy. They worked on in silence. 
 
    When Ghalatea had wrung out the last towel, she picked it up and walked to the end of the line. She stood on tiptoe to hang up the towel, and was able to look down and see a small part of the fortress. That was where Rogan was. Tears welled up in her eyes. She missed him terribly. 
 
    She was startled by Dinak who put a hand on her shoulder. Ghalatea quickly wiped away her tears. 
 
    “Is it so awful for you to be here?” Dinak asked with amazement.  
 
    Ghalatea shook her head. She sighed. “It’s about what happened before.” 
 
    Dinak smiled at her. “The past is gone. Jakob has given you a new life. I think you have every reason to be grateful to Him.” 
 
    She turned around. Ghalatea cast a last look at the wall. Dinak was wrong. Jakob had taken everything from her. The Ancilla Princeps wanted to pray, but she wasn’t sure which of the Gods could help her. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Dinak called to her. 
 
    Ghalatea joined her. She looked at Dinak as she followed her across the park. The woman was so far away from home, and yet seemed so happy. The Ancilla Princeps wondered how Dinak had become involved with the religion. The chances were that Lilith had attacked her hometown and that Dinak had joined the prophet out of fear. What had she left behind? Did she ever think about her old life? 
 
     Ghalatea touched the lavender bushes, releasing their scent. Maybe she should follow Dinak’s example and look to the future instead of the past. Ghalatea longed to wipe out the memory of what Zuzeca had done to her. She was afraid that her husband wouldn’t want anything to do with her any more once he found out what had happened. And then what would remain of her old life?  
 
    She broke off a twig of lavender and inhaled the smell. “Jakob, can You help me forget?” she whispered. 
 
    Dinak looked at her over her shoulder and smiled. 
 
    A group of converts was sitting in a tent. They were learning to read and write. In another tent, Jakob’s book was dictated to the Merzians who were literate. Ghalatea was part of the group that had to copy the books. 
 
    The teacher’s voice drifted outside. He pronounced each word with care. “Forced by the people’s betrayal, Jakob created hell.” 
 
    Ghalatea didn’t hang around to listen. She had copied the same chapter that morning. The first days, she had been taught about Jakob’s glory. After that, heaven had been described in lyrical phrases. Today, the teacher had drilled the description of hell into them. He had read out the text twice and had subsequently dictated it. Finally, the students had jointly read aloud what they had written down. 
 
    The lesson had made a deep impression on Ghalatea. Hell also existed in the religion of the twelve Gods, but there were no elaborate descriptions of how it looked. The Jakobinians compared hell to a desert. Ghalatea had grown up in such an environment and knew that there was life underneath every single stone. Survival was hard, but not impossible. She had quickly grasped that hell was nothing like the desert she used to know. She heard her teacher’s voice in her head. She could almost quote the text word for word. 
 
    Hell is an arid and savage place. There are no plants or animals. Only people who have sinned live there. The sun burns their naked bodies for eternity. The sand grows so hot that they burn their feet with every step they take. Optimistic people will vainly search for water. Others will soon give up and surrender to the pain. 
 
    Ghalatea shook off the memory of the lesson. Even though she had been converted, and therefore needn’t worry about life or death, according to Dinak, the thought of hell sent shivers down her spine. Jakob wouldn’t be fooled that easily. Ghalatea still silently prayed to the Merzian Gods, but They wouldn’t appreciate her not performing the rituals. Whichever Gods were the true ones, she had doubtlessly displeased them.  
 
    “Ghalatea, will you walk with me?” Dinak asked. 
 
    The other woman said goodbye to them. Dinak brought Ghalatea to their tent. She motioned for Ghalatea to sit down and produced a bottle from her bag. 
 
    “Here. This will help you forget.” 
 
    Ghalatea stared at the bottle in her hands. Then she looked at Dinak. 
 
    “You don’t have to use it right away. You can also take it before you go to sleep, to ward off the nightmares.” Dinak smiled. “There’s enough. If you need more, I’ll get it for you.” 
 
    Ghalatea unscrewed the cap and smelled the contents of the bottle. Various herbs had been added to the potion to mask the penetrating smell of the extract of the opium poppy. She was reluctant, because she knew what herb mixtures could do. Nevertheless, she ached for sleep. 
 
    The Ancilla Princeps closed her eyes and took a sip. She immediately felt drowsy. She collapsed against Dinak and felt how the woman tucked her in before she sank into a deep and dreamless sleep. 
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The sledge stopped so suddenly that Lilith barely managed to remain standing. She opened her eyes. A disappointed sigh escaped her lips.  
 
    “That never-ending plain is doing my head in. All the blue and white is starting to annoy me,” she muttered. 
 
    She jumped off the sledge and stretched her legs. Then she walked to the dog at the front of the team. 
 
    “Do you need to take a rest?” She petted Imiq’s head. “Or is it time to sleep?” At night, it didn’t get dark any more, so Lilith had lost all sense of time.  
 
    The dog was pushing its head against Lilith’s chest. It annoyed Lilith. “You know that I don’t keep any food there, don’t you?” 
 
    Almor was watching her from a little distance. “It hasn’t been all that long since we last took a break. I think you’ve reached your destination.” 
 
    Lilith looked around. “There’s nothing here.” 
 
    Almor shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I could always give it a try.” 
 
    Her dogs barked excitedly as Lilith got out the flute. She ran her fingers along the object and licked her cracked lips. At the same time she looked at Seraph. He was sitting tied up on the sledge. 
 
    He was doing a lot better thanks to her medical care, and that made her proud. She could tell how he was doing by the look in his eyes. Right now, his eyes troubled her. He was devising a plan. 
 
    “What are we going to do with him?” she asked Almor. 
 
    “That’s not my concern. It was your decision to take him with us.” 
 
    “But he’s going to turn the dragon against me.” 
 
    Almor’s indifferent shrug infuriated Lilith. “Tell me what to do!” 
 
    “I’ve already told you, but you didn’t want to listen. If you want me to, I can still…” 
 
    Lilith shook her head adamantly.  
 
    “I still don’t understand what you want with him.” Almor walked up to Seraph. 
 
    “It’s not too late to turn back, Lilith,” the Purified man said. “You tricked the dragons, so that the…” 
 
    Almor gagged him. Seraph groaned. 
 
    During their journey, Almor had suggested several times to push Seraph off the sledge and leave him behind. Lilith was the only one who had been given food by the Inuuk. It would have been enough for her and the dogs, but now that she had to share, supplies were dwindling. Most times, Lilith gave Seraph a few bites of her own portion, because she didn’t want to argue with her father. His disapproval hurt. Nevertheless, she was convinced that she was doing the right thing. She had no right to punish Seraph by taking his life. 
 
    “Who does have the right to punish him?” Almor had asked a while ago. 
 
    She had shrugged and harnessed the dogs. 
 
    But in the meantime she had come up with an answer. “The Inuuk get to punish him. If you bring him to them, I’ll go on by myself.” 
 
    “Not a chance. I’m not leaving you alone with a creature that has more than enough reasons to be angry with you. I first want to know what he’s like.” 
 
    “As if you can protect me from a dragon,” Lilith muttered and brought the flute to her lips. 
 
    Almor came to stand in front of her. His face looked grim. “You should be glad that I’m willing to try. You finally have someone who’s on your side.” 
 
    Lilith felt her cheeks turn red. She nodded timidly. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Almor nodded. “It’s time to call the dragon.” 
 
    Lilith blew the flute a few times, all the while staring at the horizon. Deep down, Lilith had expected the dragon to turn up at the first note, and she was disappointed when that didn’t happen. 
 
    “This is not the right place. I told you that we had to go further, didn’t I?” 
 
    “And what is that then?” 
 
    Lilith followed her father’s outstretched finger. A shadow was blocking the sun. As it grew, its shape became recognizable. Slowly beating its wings, the dragon came flying towards them with his white scales reflecting the sunlight. Lilith protected her eyes against the bright light, and stared into the distance. At long last she was going to meet another dragon. Shivering, she reached for her father’s hand. 
 
    
The dragon slowed down. The wind, caused by his wings, blew back Lilith’s hood. The dragon dropped something onto the snow before he landed. It was a dead polar bear. Lilith swallowed. It was hard to look away from the dead animal. Then she saw the claws of the white dragon. They were red with blood. Her gaze moved upwards. 
 
    The fearsome creature towered over her. Underneath his scales his muscles were moving restlessly, as if he could attack at any moment. His light eyes were regarding her suspiciously. The oval shape of his eyes made his gaze all the more threatening. The hornlike spikes on his head were trembling. 
 
    “Don’t squeeze so hard,” Almor whispered beside her. 
 
    Lilith let go of his hand, and Almor put his arm around her shoulders. 
 
    The dragon frowned when he noticed Seraph. “What are you doing here?” he finally asked. 
 
    Some of the dogs whimpered. Lilith looked over her shoulder but dismissed any plan to escape. Even though she was convinced that she had made a mistake, she had to persevere.  
 
    “Maybe you can help us.” Lilith took off her goggles. 
 
    The dragon’s eyes flared up. “Are the Inuuk at war again?” he asked. 
 
    Lilith shook her head. It was too late to offer protection to the villagers. “I want to learn what it’s like to be a dragon. Niul sent me to you.” 
 
    He tilted his head and squinted. “Who are you?” 
 
    “My daughter’s name is Lilith,” said Almor. “I’m Almor, son of Mosh-Ra. Maybe you knew her?” 
 
    “You’re the dragon from Naftalia,” the creature concluded. 
 
    Lilith nodded timidly. She had thought of so many scenarios, but in none of them had she considered the possibility that he would know immediately who she was. She wondered if this was a good sign or not. The look in his eyes didn’t tell her much; both curiosity and anger flared up in them. 
 
    The dragon looked at Seraph again. Before he could say anything, Almor interjected: “He attacked us, so we took him captive. Lilith wanted to take him with us.” 
 
    “Why do you need my help?” the dragon asked. 
 
    “Two sorcerers want to use me in their war, because I’m a shapeshifter. If I go back, I’ll fall into their hands again.” 
 
    The dragon frowned. Then he nodded. “You intrigue me. Follow me. I’ll show you where I live.” 
 
    He jumped and took off. His tail spurted snow into the air. His sharp claws left behind deep imprints in the snow. Lilith and Almor got onto their sledges and followed the dragon that skimmed over the plain. His wings only just missed the ground, and the wind blew snow into Lilith’s face. 
 
    All of a sudden, the dragon went straight up into the sky, tumbled on his way down, and disappeared from sight. “Where did he go?” Lilith yelled at Almor. 
 
    Her father’s answer was blown away by the wind. Lilith was afraid that they had lost the dragon forever, so she spurred on her dogs. In the meantime, she scanned the horizon. 
 
    Lilith was catapulted forwards and the handle of the sledge rammed into her stomach, when the dogs came to a sudden halt. Straight across the plain there was a huge crack in the ice into which the dragon had disappeared. Snow was whirling down the crack. The dogs took a few steps back, and Lilith jumped off the sledge. 
 
    She inched forwards to the edge of the crack. The crack wasn’t all that wide where she was standing, but further down it opened up. As the cave grew deeper, the colour of the ice changed from light blue into the colour of the night. 
 
    Almor walked up to her and pointed at a ledge along the wall that trailed down into the deep. 
 
    “Is that the only way?” Lilith asked as she looked around. The ledge was barely wide enough for two feet and soon disappeared from sight because of the fanciful shapes of the cavern. Next to the ledge there was a dark line where the ice plummeted into the deep. 
 
    She turned around with a sigh and walked back to the sledge. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Almor asked as she undid the ropes that tied Seraph to the sledge. 
 
    “We can’t leave him out here.” 
 
    Almor pulled her hands away. “He can’t come with us. You’ll give him the perfect opportunity for revenge.” 
 
    “But if he stays here, he’ll die of the cold.” 
 
    “The only thing he wants to do is avenge Nander. He’ll do anything in his power to push me down that ledge. Or you. Because he knows that will hurt me even more.” 
 
    Seraph was eagerly listening in on their conversation. Lilith knew that her father was right. 
 
    “In that case, we tie him to ourselves. If he pushes us down, we’ll take him with us.” 
 
    “Think, child!” Almor said in a stern voice. “The only thing he lives for is revenge. His own death won’t stop him.” 
 
    Almor dragged her away from the sledge and led her towards the crack in the ice. Lilith looked back one more time, but because her father was pushing her, she was the first one to start the descent. Almor had released the dogs and they were following them. 
 
    Slowly, they glided down. There was nothing for Lilith to hold on to. To her left there was nothing but a dark, unfathomable depth. Lilith looked up, but again dismissed the urge to escape. She stooped to pass underneath an overhanging piece of ice. Behind it, there was a narrow tunnel. In the distance, the light grew brighter again. 
 
    
Lilith screamed as her foot slipped and she fell. She slid down faster and faster. She tried to grab onto something but her fingers couldn’t find any purchase on the ice. Her body gained so much momentum that she spun around and crashed into the icy wall. She opened her eyes. She was in a small space with two exits. Disoriented by the fall, Lilith had no idea through which passage she had come. 
 
    “Lilith!” 
 
    She heard the panic in her father’s voice. Then she heard cursing. 
 
    “I’m fine! No need to rush,” she called to him. 
 
    She crawled towards one of the passages. The tunnel was dark, and she could only see the beginning. Lilith inspected the other passage. It was lighter, but Lilith couldn’t tell from which passage she had come.  
 
    She heard another curse. And then her father came sliding into the hole. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re all right.” Almor hugged her. 
 
    “We have to go on,” said Lilith, shrugging him off. 
 
    Lilith led the way through the small opening. The passageway in front of her was higher, so she could stand up straight. The path rose slightly. Pressing her body against the two smooth walls, she worked her forwards. 
 
    Pretty soon, they left the tunnel behind them. High in the sky, the sun shone on the massive expanse of ice in front of them. Lilith’s eyes took some time to adjust to the light, but soon she spotted the wide cave. It was the only tunnel that was big enough for the dragon. She grabbed her father’s arm and walked on. Imiq led the way. After a while, they saw a big open space. Orange light emanated from a lantern. The dragon was waiting for them in the middle of the room. 
 
    Lilith had to take at least fifty steps to walk up to him. The dragon stared at her. Lilith smiled warily.  
 
    “Where’s your prisoner?” he asked. 
 
    “We had to leave him behind,” Almor answered. “He would have pushed us off the ledge.”  
 
    “Now he’ll die.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “Unfortunately, there was no other way.” 
 
    “I’ll pick him up.” The dragon rose to his feet and walked into the tunnel. 
 
    “Wait!” Lilith called after him. “I’d like to talk to you first.” 
 
    The dragon turned around. “I’ll be right back. Then we can talk.” He disappeared before Lilith could say anything else. 
 
    She lowered herself to the floor and put her hands over her eyes. 
 
    
Lilith looked up when the dragon entered the room. Seraph was walking beside the dragon. The expression on his face, showing both contempt and pride, spoke volumes. The expression on the dragon’s face was just as revealing; the ice-blue eyes shone with hatred. 
 
    “You bring me a dragon slayer,” the dragon growled. The muscles underneath his scales quivered. 
 
    Almor jumped up and ran towards Seraph. “If anyone in this room is a dragon slayer, it’s you,” he said, brandishing his knife. “You robbed my daughter of her life!” 
 
    The dragon knocked Almor to the ground. Seraph shrugged and didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Tell him how you abducted Lilith when she was only seventeen days old!” Almor shouted, as he crawled back up and ran towards Seraph again. 
 
    Lilith ran after him and seized his wrist. “Please, calm down.” 
 
    Seraph stood motionless beside the dragon, with a smile on his lips. “Why don’t you tell lord Az-Zhara that you ordered your daughter to kill me and that she almost complied?” 
 
    Almor tried to break free, causing Lilith to fall on her knees. Az-Zhara stared at the bloodstains on Lilith’s clothes and then gazed at Almor’s swollen eye. The dragon was looking increasingly furious. 
 
    Lilith remained on her knees, searching for the right words. She didn’t, however, get a chance to say anything. Az-Zhara flexed the muscles in his claw. His nails drew tracks in the ice. Then he lashed out. Lilith fell, and everything went black. When the darkness had faded, she felt his claw on her chest. The sharp point of his nail was piercing her throat just below her jaw. She didn’t even dare to breathe. Almor was lying a bit further away. Apparently, he had been knocked off his feet during the dragon’s outburst as well. Groaning, he sat up, but was smart enough not to come any closer and infuriate Az-Zhara even more. 
 
    “Killing them is indeed the only right choice,” Seraph encouraged the dragon. “It’s a just punishment for all they have done.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like that,” Lilith whispered. “Yet another person to do your dirty work, just like you made me take your revenge on the Naftalians.” 
 
    “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You know perfectly well. I shouldn’t have spared your life. That was a big mistake.” 
 
    It was the first time that Lilith regretted her decision. If Seraph hadn’t been here, she might have had a chance to explain to Az-Zhara what had happened. She clenched her fists. If she got the chance, she would kill him after all. And she’d enjoy it. 
 
    Lilith shivered. 
 
    “Why do you believe him?” Almor asked Az-Zhara. 
 
    “Seraph’s story sounds perfectly credible. You are using your daughter, a dragonshifter, to take revenge on the people who have Purified you.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “Almor didn’t do that. Seraph did.” 
 
    She was, however, drowned out by Almor. 
 
    “I haven’t been Purified,” he shouted with a touch of triumph in his voice. 
 
    Az-Zhara looked at the scar on Almor’s face. “You carry the signs.” 
 
    “No follower of Margal has touched me.” 
 
    Lilith saw Seraph freeze. Almor nodded at her. “I was the one who maimed my father,” she said to Az-Zhara, while trying to push away his claw. “I was ordered to destroy Tewarsum when my parents lived there. My father survived the attack, but sadly my mother was killed.” 
 
    “Why would she attack me and her mother if I had been the one giving her orders?” Almor added. 
 
    “A nicely cooked up story,” Seraph said. 
 
    Az-Zhara lowered his head towards Lilith and looked at her. His ice cold, stinking breath brushed her cheeks. Lilith averted her head and held her breath. Seconds passed. 
 
    Lilith inhaled and broke the silence. “Seraph and his friend were visiting Tewarsum a few days before I attacked the village. They spoke to my father. I’ve known Seraph since childhood, but I only recently met my father for the first time since I was a baby.” 
 
    Az-Zhara looked at Seraph and Almor. Then he moved away his claw. 
 
    Lilith sat up and rubbed her throat. There was blood on her glove, so she pressed her hand against her throat again. Almor walked up to her. 
 
    “They are distorting the truth,” Seraph yelled with indignation. “Don’t tell me that you believe them!” 
 
    “I need to think about what I’m going to do with you,” said Az-Zhara as he turned his back to Lilith. Seraph looked at Lilith, confusion showing on his face. Then he followed the dragon. Lilith couldn’t hear what he was saying, but it was clear that he was trying to convince Az-Zhara. 
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Lilith looked around. Az-Zhara had left without saying anything, and he had taken a few of the dogs with him. Lilith hoped that they wouldn’t meet with the same fate as the polar bear. Luckily, Imiq was still with her. The dog kept close as she always sensed when Lilith was scared. Imiq kept Seraph at bay by growling at him. 
 
    The Purified man had just woken up and was staring at her, again. Now that Az-Zhara was gone, Lilith was even more afraid of Seraph. Fortunately, Almor was prepared to defend her. Still, it would be best if things didn’t lead to a confrontation. 
 
    Lilith’s eyes were drawn to the sparkling wall and she moved closer. Dragons were depicted in the ice with coloured stones. She recognized Az-Zhara among the various species of dragons. He wasn’t the only frost dragon shown on the wall. 
 
    Almor came to stand next to her. He put his hand on her shoulder. Lilith smiled. Almor had predicted that Seraph was going to cause trouble, but he didn’t hold it against her. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything this beautiful in my life,” Lilith said. 
 
    Almor nodded. “It’s impressive.” 
 
    “Someone who makes such beautiful things must be able to listen to reason, don’t you think?” she asked. 
 
    “Indeed, my reason.” Seraph showed up behind her. 
 
    Lilith clenched her fists. Imiq came to sit next to Lilith. The dog’s presence calmed her. “What are you up to, Seraph?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’d just like to see how Az-Zhara is going to punish you both.” Seraph laughed. “And in the meantime, I’m safe. If you harm me, there’s no way you’ll ever convince Az-Zhara.” 
 
    Almor growled. “I don’t understand why he trusts you.” 
 
    “Well, my father and his father were good friends. Az-Zhara told me he saw me once, but I was still a lovable toddler back then, so I don’t remember it.” Seraph laughed again. “It’s important to cherish old relations.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. It was worse than she had expected. 
 
   
  
 

 Seraph pointed at Almor’s scar. “It all worked out even better than I had planned. Of course, I can see the difference between my scar and yours, but to an outsider they look the same. Have you noticed how they look away, Almor? That it’s too painful for them to look at your scar? Therefore, they’ll never be able to tell the difference.” He had sounded bitter, but now he was grinning. “There’s justice in the fact that you’ve been marked as well. And to think that it was your own daughter who executed the sentence. Now you know what I went through. In one night you had your family taken from you and you were maimed. Now you know what I had to endure.” 
 
    “Margal also took my mother from me!” Almor yelled. “The Goddess tortured you. It wasn’t me. Why did you choose me…?” He shook his head. 
 
    Lilith scrutinized Seraph. “Because he couldn’t get over the fact that you escaped the pain when he couldn’t. The fact that you were spared and he wasn’t, made him feel inferior to you.” 
 
    “Humbug,” Seraph snarled. “I needed someone and you were there for the taking. Don’t think that you’re special, Lilith.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t been special, there would be someone else to take my place. But there isn’t, so Kasimirh sent you after me.” 
 
    “Lilith, I want to talk with you!” 
 
    Az-Zhara had entered unseen. Lilith walked up to him, but after a few paces she turned around and whispered to Seraph: “Now that Nander is dead, no one cares about you any more. I don’t think Kasimirh cares whether you return or not.” 
 
    Before Seraph could respond, she walked on. Almor followed her. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you,” said Az-Zhara, and Almor checked his step. 
 
    “Where are the dogs?” Lilith asked Az-Zhara.  
 
    Imiq went to lie between her and the dragon. Lilith had noticed that the dog wasn’t afraid of Az-Zhara and only stayed around to comfort Lilith. 
 
    “I sent them back to the Inuuk. Together with the meat of the polar bear I caught yesterday, and some other supplies I had lying around.” 
 
    Lilith smiled. “Now that their hunt is cancelled, I’m sure they can use the help.” 
 
    “It’s my duty to protect the Inuuk. It’s bad enough that I wasn’t around to defend them. Sending them some food is the least I can do.” 
 
    “Why is it your duty?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “It’s my battle.” 
 
    “Are you Niul’s dragon?” 
 
    “I’m nobody’s dragon,” Az-Zhara snapped at her. 
 
    Lilith started back. 
 
    Az-Zhara rose to his feet. “Follow me.” 
 
    Imiq got up at the same time as Lilith. Lilith motioned for her dog to stay and followed Az-Zhara. Almor rose and followed her with his eyes.  
 
    Az-Zhara stopped at a narrow entrance. He spread his wings and folded them around himself. As Lilith wondered if he wanted her to go on by herself, he started to change. Curious, Lilith watched him. She had changed numerous times herself, but had never seen how it was done. 
 
    The membrane of Az-Zhara’s wings turned translucent, so Lilith could see the transformation from up close. Everything happened at the same time. Az-Zhara became smaller, and his wings and tail disappeared. The scales on his legs melted together and the spikes on his head turned softer.  
 
    Finally, a man stood before her. He was clad in clothes made of the fur of polar bears. Everything about him was white, even his skin. His long, blond hair was twisted into plaits.  
 
    Az-Zhara lit a lantern. Before he turned around he said to Almor: “Don’t follow us.” 
 
    Lilith walked after him into the passageway. It took a slight bend and led further into the deep. The light of the lantern was reflected in the silver walls, but couldn’t entirely chase away the darkness. Az-Zhara was no more than a dark shape. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. She looked over her shoulder, but there was no light behind her. She bumped into a wall and looked forward again. Az-Zhara was taller than she was with broad shoulders. Lilith wasn’t sure if it was all muscle. It could also be the result of his thick clothes. 
 
    The silver beads in Az-Zhara’s hair clicked against each other with every step he took. Suddenly, in her mind’s eye, Lilith saw the executioner showing her the scourge with which he was about to flog her. The metal beads on the leather laces had made the same sound. 
 
    Lilith shivered. She stopped and looked over her shoulder again. 
 
    “Keep walking,” Az-Zhara commanded. 
 
    “What are you going to do with me?” Lilith asked. Her voice broke. Again, Az-Zhara didn’t answer. 
 
    Lilith turned around, but before she could start running, Az-Zhara grabbed her arm. He held the lantern between them, so that Lilith could see his face. The yellow light was reflected in his oval pupils.  
 
    After a while, Lilith cast down her eyes. “I’ll follow you,” she whispered. 
 
    Az-Zhara let go of her and turned around. Sick with fear, Lilith followed him. 
 
    The passageway was getting wider. “Stay here,” Az-Zhara said. He walked on towards something that sparkled orange in the distance. When he raised his lantern, the light hit a slab of calcite. It showed a dragon in black onyx and red ruby. 
 
    Lilith looked at Az-Zhara. “Is that me?” she asked. He nodded and regarded her closely. 
 
    Lilith looked at the black dragon again. There was anger and contempt in its eyes. The image affected her deeply. Az-Zhara was holding up a strange mirror. Lilith was angry with herself, because she hadn’t found a way out sooner, and because her cowardice had caused her so much pain. At the same time, she felt contempt for herself because she had never been strong enough to end it. In whichever way. 
 
    The worst thing was, that even now, she still wasn’t strong enough. The contempt in the dragon’s eyes might well have been her father’s. She had kept Seraph alive and was responsible for the consequences. 
 
    Lilith looked at the rest of the mosaic. She saw people and houses in the orange calcite. Everything was on fire. Shocked, Lilith clasped her hand to her mouth. The anger and contempt that Az-Zhara had captured in the dragon’s eyes weren’t directed at her at all. This was how the black dragon looked at the world and the people in it. 
 
    She shook her head and wanted to say something, but thought better of it. She had often felt contempt for the humans, especially when they had been trying to escape her. Anger had been her motive to hunt them down and send them to their deaths. 
 
    “I feel so bad about everything I have done,” Lilith said quietly. “And there’s nothing I can do to make it better. This is a sin I have to live with. I’ll be punished for it after I die.” 
 
    Az-Zhara squinted. “Why did you choose a human sorcerer?” 
 
    “You speak in riddles. I didn’t choose anything. This life was forced onto me.” She bit her lower lip. “But that doesn’t absolve me from my responsibility.” 
 
    “Every dragon chooses a battle. I thought you chose to fight Margal’s followers. But why couldn’t you do it alone? Did your father force you?” 
 
    Lilith shot Az-Zhara a menacing look. “Fighting the Naftalians was Seraph’s battle. I only recently found out that he was the one who chose me and brought me to Kasimirh. Kasimirh’s battle is different, though. He fights for Jakob.” 
 
    “Kasimirh is your sorcerer?” 
 
    “He is my enemy,” she answered, feeling irritated. “He used me.” 
 
    Az-Zhara looked from her to the mosaic. He was thinking. 
 
    “Do you know how the dragonshifters were created?” He asked after a long silence. 
 
    “Someone once told me about Thibauld,” Lilith said. 
 
    “But do you know what happened?” 
 
    “The Nicasians were attacked. To help them, the sorcerers gave a few of the resistance fighters the ability to change.” 
 
    Az-Zhara nodded. “The dragons that lived back then donated their scales to make the magic work. But the dragons also foresaw the dangers of this new race. Every shifter is bound to the sorcerer who gives them their amulet. That wasn’t too big of a problem with the less powerful races, but the dragons didn’t want humans to be able to abuse their power. The agreement they entered into was that the dragonshifters could only be bound to dragon sorcerers. Only in exceptional cases and with the express consent of the dragonshifter, can this rule be broken. This has hardly ever happened. The sorcerers have sworn to honour this agreement.” 
 
    “But Kasimirh didn’t,” Lilith whispered and she looked at the mosaic again. 
 
    “We never considered that possibility,” Az-Zhara admitted. “It’s so hard to believe that a dragon would let herself be tamed.” 
 
    “But you do believe me,” Lilith said relieved. 
 
    Az-Zhara nodded slowly. “Yes, I do believe that you were dragged into this against your will. But I don’t know by whom, Almor or Seraph.” 
 
    “Seraph is no longer the innocent toddler you once met, even though he would like you to think that.” 
 
    Az-Zhara looked at her. “I know his family personally. I don’t know anything about you.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “I understand that it must be hard to figure out who’s telling the truth,” she said. She hesitated. 
 
    “But?” Az-Zhara asked when she remained silent.  
 
    “Maybe you’d like to think on this: if my father and I are the kind of people Seraph says, why would we have let him live? I’m sure you understand he was a millstone to us on our journey here, and of course we knew that he was going to tell you who I was.” 
 
    Az-Zhara smiled. “You’re right about that.” 
 
    A weight fell off Lilith’s shoulders. She laughed. 
 
    “But I don’t have the right to exonerate you from what you’ve done.” 
 
    Her good mood disappeared again. She could tell by the look in his eyes that there was a lot more in store for her. She felt a shiver run down her spine. 
 
    “The dragons have to decide.” 
 
    “Why do they have the right to punish me for the murders I’ve committed?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “That’s not what concerns us. The dragons will judge you for what you did to Tir-Sah and Wigar-Dan.” 
 
    “Who are they?” Lilith whispered. She was pretty sure that she didn’t want to hear the answer. 
 
    Az-Zhara walked to the mosaic and brushed it with his hand. “Do you know why I made this? I was curious about you and wanted to see into your mind. I wasn’t the only one. Tir-Sah went looking for you. She was killed. Back then, most of us believed that you weren’t responsible for her death, but when Wigar-Dan was attacked as well, that all changed. Many of the dragons agree that you lured Tir-Sah and Wigar-Dan to a place where the dragon slayers were waiting for them. Wigar-Dan saw you when he was attacked. He was so close. You must have heard him when he screamed for help. But you remained sitting on your rock. Did you really not see him?” 
 
    Lilith closed her eyes. She shook her head as she rubbed her forehead. 
 
    “I can’t keep your stay here a secret for long, Lilith. The dragons will demand you be brought to trial. You either leave or you agree to meet the dragons right now.” 
 
    “You’re talking about choices, but I don’t believe I have any.” 
 
    “You always have a choice.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “What can the dragons decide?” 
 
    “If they reach the conclusion that you willingly helped the dragon slayers, you’ll be sentenced to a fight to the death. Wigar-Dan will be your opponent.” 
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    Lilith bound Almor’s wrists together and tied the ends of the rope behind his back. She avoided looking in his eyes. 
 
    “It’s all right,” her father said as she bound his ankles. Nevertheless, he offered some resistance when she tightened the knots. 
 
    “I’ll untie you as soon as possible,” Lilith said as she rose to her feet. 
 
    She turned towards Seraph. He was standing with his arms crossed, looking at her. He took a step back as she approached him. 
 
    “Seraph! I told you what to do,” said Az-Zhara. He had changed back into dragon form and was keeping a close eye on them. 
 
    Seraph looked at the dragon. “There’s no reason to tie me up.” 
 
    “I already explained to you why I think it is necessary.” 
 
    “And I gave you my word that I won’t harm Almor. Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    Az-Zhara got up and leaned towards Seraph. “Right now, I don’t trust anyone. Sit.” 
 
    Seraph quickly obeyed. Lilith walked up to him. She let the rope slide through her fingers. 
 
    “Seraph, your arms…” 
 
    Seraph grudgingly did what Az-Zhara told him to do. He held out his arms only just far enough for Lilith to put the rope around them. She smiled as she made a knot and pulled his arms towards her. She wound the rope tightly around his wrists. Then she walked around him. She placed her knee in his back and pulled at the ropes, forcing Seraph’s hands into his belly. He groaned. Lilith knew that his wounds hadn’t completely healed yet. 
 
    “You won’t escape your punishment, just you wait,” Seraph whispered. “The dragons have no choice but to find you guilty.” 
 
    Lilith bent down to his ear. “I’ll make them see that I’m telling the truth. You will be the one who’s going to get punished. But first, I’ll tie your ankles.” 
 
    Seraph remained seated on his knees, so she shoved him in the back. He rolled over. Lilith pulled at his legs and put the rope around his ankles before Seraph had recovered. 
 
    Seraph struggled to sit up and spat at her. Lilith got up. She wanted to kick him, but thought better of it. She turned around and walked to the dragon. 
 
    “What’s going to happen next?” she asked. Az-Zhara had only told her that she was to meet the dragons and had to tie up Almor and Seraph. 
 
    “Are we leaving now?” 
 
    “We dragons keep in touch through our minds. We don’t have to go anywhere, but we do fall into a trance. Do you understand that?” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “Will there be someone who sides with me?” She gave him a hopeful expression. 
 
    Az-Zhara shook his head. “Don’t expect too much from me.” He pointed at the mosaics on the wall. “The brown dragon is Wigar-Dan. You know what he accuses you of. Another important dragon is Ari-Hagnè.” He pointed at the feathered dragon. “She’s our leader, and you still have a chance with her.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Lilith. “And Hluth-Anner? Will he be there as well?” 
 
    Hluth-Anner was the dragon sorcerer that had given Az-Zhara his amulet. Az-Zhara had told her that on their way back through the narrow passageway.  
 
    “Of course. But he won’t interfere unless anyone asks for his help.” 
 
    “But he should be able to understand what Kasimirh was able to do with me.” 
 
    Az-Zhara shrugged. “I doubt if there’s any dragon who’s able to understand you. It’s even hard for me, because Hluth-Anner and I don’t communicate much. And he certainly doesn’t impose his will on me.”  
 
    Lilith sighed. 
 
    “Let’s call the others,” said Az-Zhara. “Dragi, i oest sprach.” 
 
    The world around Lilith started to look blurry. There was a strong wind, but just as soon as the wind arose, it dropped again. The world came back into focus. Surprised, Lilith looked around. Az-Zhara and she had left his home and were now inside a ruin. Lilith was relieved to recognize the building; it was the temple at the Fountain of Origin. 
 
     Lord Jakob, help me through this ordeal. I’m scared. Please, keep me safe. 
 
    As she was praying, she felt the grass beneath her feet turn into tiles. The ivy retreated and the crumbled columns were rebuilt at high speed. The clear-cut lines made the inscriptions look brand new. The columns gradually merged into the dome. Outside, Lilith saw a beautiful garden. 
 
    As more dragons entered the temple, it expanded to make room for everyone. Lilith didn’t have much time to marvel at it, because the dragons drew her attention. 
 
    Almost all of them looked different, but now a group of dragons entered that looked much alike. Their snakelike bodies seemed to float. They had neither legs nor wings. They were all a different shade of blue-green. Their manes moved slowly in an impalpable wind. Or in water. Those were sea dragons, Lilith suddenly realized. She recognized Hluth-Anner from Az-Zhara’s portraits. The sorcerer dragon was eying her inquisitively. 
 
    The dragons formed a circle around her, so that she had to look up at them. Only then did she really grasp the gravity of the situation. There was no one here to protect her. Almor lay bound in the real world, and Imiq was there as well. Even though the dog wouldn’t be able to defend her from the dragons, she would feel safer with her by her side. She timidly looked around. But then she realized that none of this was real. Nothing could happen to her. She straightened her back. 
 
    Two of the frost dragons started whispering to each other excitedly. Across from Lilith, next to Ari-Hagnè, stood Wigar-Dan. He was looking at her, but only one of his eyes moved. The membrane of his wings was torn to pieces. 
 
    “Az-Zhara, who is this?” Ari-Hagnè asked. 
 
    Az-Zhara looked down at Lilith. He opened his mouth, but clearly didn’t really know what to say. It seemed as if he had shrunken a bit when the dragons appeared. 
 
    “My name is Lilith,” she said. 
 
    Ari-Hagnè gave her a questioning look. “Only dragons can come here, so you must be a dragon, too.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “I’m…” She coughed. “I’m the dragon from Naftalia.” 
 
    Wigar-Dan shot forwards. He lifted Lilith up and pressed her against the dome. As far as imaginary worlds went, the stones in her back felt surprisingly solid. Lilith thrashed about. The pressure the dragon was applying on her made it hard to breathe. She was scared. All of a sudden, she wasn’t so sure any more that she couldn’t die here. 
 
    “At last!” Wigar-Dan hissed. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time.” 
 
    Some of the dragons were cheering him on, including one of the four frost dragons. 
 
    “Let’s first give her the chance to tell us why she has come,” Az-Zhara called out. 
 
    “What’s wrong Az-Zhara? Have you been so deprived of female dragons that you let yourself be taken in by the first one who walks into your home?” one of the frost dragons sneered. Some of the dragons laughed, others were throwing Az-Zhara accusatory looks.  
 
    Az-Zhara’s expression hardened. “No, Eth-Leos. I’m just saying that we should listen to her story before Wigar-Dan kills her. Besides, there isn’t much use in killing her.” He turned around to face the brown dragon. “Because you won’t be punishing the real perpetrator.” 
 
    Wigar-Dan squinted at Lilith. “You lured me into a trap.” 
 
    “I honestly didn’t know that I was being used for that,” Lilith said in a high-pitched voice. “Kasimirh must have done something to me, so that I couldn’t see or hear you.” 
 
    Az-Zhara was staring at the floor when he said: “Lilith is not like the other dragon people. She never had a choice, the sorcerer chose her. He controlled her.” 
 
    Suddenly, Wigar-Dan let go of her. Lilith slid down the wall and crashed onto the floor. She moaned as she sat up. Wigar-Dan shook his head in contempt. “Is that your excuse? Someone else made you do it? You could at least have tried to come up with a better story!” 
 
    “I’m just telling you the truth.” 
 
    “You’re a dragon! Just about the strongest creature in the world! And you want us to believe that someone else controlled you?” Wigar-Dan shook his head. “You entered into an alliance with a human sorcerer, and therefore you’re just as much to blame for everything that’s happened.” 
 
    “Kasimirh controlled me all the time. Especially when I was a dragon. There were so many ways in which he made sure that I did what he wanted.” 
 
    Ari-Hagnè look at Az-Zhara and then at Hluth-Anner. “Can Lilith be telling the truth?” she asked the latter. 
 
    “Ever since Thibauld, we have been afraid of what the human sorcerers could do. Maybe Lilith is proof that we were right.” 
 
    “Did you choose Kasimirh?” Ari-Hagnè asked Lilith. 
 
    She shook her head. “Az-Zhara told me that a dragon chooses a sorcerer. I never knew that. I was seventeen days old when Seraph took me and I was eight when I changed for the first time. I didn’t even know what Kasimirh wanted from me all those times that he took me with him. When I succeeded in changing the first time, I had to ask Seraph what I was. I had never even heard about dragons.” 
 
    “You already had your shapeshifting dream when you were eight?” Az-Zhara asked. 
 
    Lilith looked puzzled. “Dream?” 
 
    “Yes, every shapeshifter dreams about shifting when they are ready for it. It normally happens around your sixteenth birthday.” He looked at her. “But that’s not how it happened with you,” he concluded. 
 
    Lilith shook her head. 
 
    “What do you think about all this, Hluth-Anner?” Ari-Hagnè asked. 
 
    “I know how it works between me and Az-Zhara. I sense him sometimes, but only when he wants me to. Our bond could be stronger if we both wanted it. How far does Kasimirh’s power over you go, Lilith? Can he literally control the things you do, or does he merely influence you?” 
 
    Lilith thought for a moment. “I had no choice but to do what he wanted, but that feeling came from within myself. He could also do other things to me. At first, he was the only one who could make me change. Later, he taught me the incantation as well. But he can still make me change if he wants to. Even from a distance.” 
 
    Hluth-Anner squinted at her. Then he looked at Az-Zhara, who was shaking his head, as if he was scared that the sea dragon was going to try to make him change as well. 
 
    “I’m sure that I could not do that to him,” Hluth-Anner said. 
 
    “Is it possible that you gave him permission?” Ari-Hagnè asked. “Perhaps involuntarily?” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “I don’t know how it all works. It’s possible that I did.” 
 
    Everyone started talking at once. Lilith realized that this wasn’t the first time they had talked about her. Some of the dragons, Wigar-Dan included, shouted that they had to end her life immediately. “Why wait any longer?” 
 
    Some of the other dragons were clearly curious about her story. Lilith tried to calculate her chances, but it wasn’t clear whether the majority was for or against her death. Nor did she know how the dragons were going to come to a decision. Was it a majority vote or did rank and seniority weigh in as well? One thing was clear though: sooner or later, she was going to be punished. 
 
    She looked at Az-Zhara. Now and again he said something, but his voice wasn't loud enough to be heard in the present discussion. If rank and seniority weighed in, he wasn’t going to be of much help to her. It didn’t look like he had much of a say. 
 
    Wigar-Dan came to stand in front of her and lowered his head. Lilith had to take a step back. Everyone went quiet. “I challenge you to a fight, dragon to dragon. Change!” 
 
    So, this was it. All of a sudden judgment was pronounced on her. Lilith shook her head. “I can’t,” 
 
    “You insult me with you cowardice. Last time you let the servi fight. Now it’s your turn.” 
 
    “If you think you should kill me, then so be it. But I’m not being difficult. I can’t fight you in dragon form.” Nevertheless, Lilith was glad that she didn’t have to fight. 
 
    “Why?” Ari-Hagnè asked. 
 
    “I don’t have an amulet. But even if I had one, I still couldn’t change. If I do, Kasimirh will know where I am. That wouldn’t only jeopardize my safety, but lord Az-Zhara’s as well.” 
 
    Ari-Hagnè looked at Hluth-Anner. He shook his head. “Only dragons can come here. There’s no danger.” 
 
    “Then make her change,” Wigar-Dan commanded. 
 
    Hluth-Anner did as he was asked. Lilith became bigger. Now Wigar-Dan had to take a step back. Scales were pushing through her skin. For a short moment, Lilith was scared. That always happened when she changed. When she felt her claws gripping around the edges of the tiles, she raised her head. 
 
    Wigar-Dan was scrutinizing her with his one eye. “That battered mongrel doesn’t even deserve to be called a dragon,” he said. 
 
    Lilith growled. She compared herself to the other dragons and saw that he was right. Even compared to Wigar-Dan there was a huge contrast: all her scales were damaged and torn at the edges. Wigar-Dan’s scales gleamed and the membrane on his undamaged wing was in perfect condition, whereas Lilith’s membranes had lots of tiny holes. That didn’t give Wigar-Dan the right to insult her, though. 
 
    Lilith shook her head. She tasted sulphur in her mouth. If he hurt her, she was going to attack him. 
 
    Then she spotted a shadow. Someone was walking around the back of the dragons until he reached Wigar-Dan. The figure slowly came forwards, into the light. Lilith cowered. “Kasimirh? What are you doing here?” she stammered. 
 
    Kasimirh grinned at her, his face illuminated. “Thank You, Jakob, for bringing us together here, like You promised.” 
 
    Lilith clenched her claws and growled. This wasn’t what I meant when I asked for Your protection. 
 
    “You don’t belong here,” Ari-Hagnè hissed. 
 
    “Oh yes, I do. This dragon is bound to me. If you don’t want me here, you shouldn’t have made her change.” 
 
    He raised his hands. Strings twisted and turned their way from the palms of his hands towards Lilith. For a brief moment she glowed. Struck by pain, Lilith grabbed for her temples. She felt the tips of the strings touch her. She tried to pull them off, but she couldn’t. They were fused to her head. Growling savagely, she breathed fire. 
 
    Kasimirh tugged at the strings. Lilith braced herself and shook her head again. The sorcerer almost fell over, but he didn’t let it show as he spoke: “I’ve been waiting for you. I thought that Seraph had found you.” 
 
    Az-Zhara rose to his hind legs and launched himself at Kasimirh. A tremor went through the temple. Kasimirh was still standing in the middle of the circle, unharmed. He clacked his tongue derisively, before he turned back to Lilith.  
 
    Kasimirh slowly grew as he drew her towards him. Lilith couldn’t resist any more, her legs obeyed him. When she stood before him, he was as big as she was. He held out his hand and caressed her cheek. She curled her lip and hissed, but couldn’t turn away. Kasimirh’s fingers briefly touched the place where she was connected to him. The electric pulses were unbearable. 
 
    “I don’t like the state that I’ve found you in. Why don’t you understand that you’re mine?” 
 
    “Not any more!” Lilith said. 
 
    “You’re wrong. You are mine. Now, even more than ever.” 
 
    His fingers moved along her neck. He grabbed her throat and put his other hand on her forehead.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Lilith wanted to push him away, but she could hardly move her front legs. 
 
    “Ferhdessar inspired me. He has always been my role model.” Kasimirh sneered. “I made preparations for our reunion. You’re still valuable to me, but you’ve become too opinionated. I can’t have that. Now I know for sure that you will obey me next time.” 
 
    Lilith felt she was losing control over her body. Help! She had meant to scream, but it was impossible to utter any words. 
 
    “Don’t say anything, Lilith,” Kasimirh said laughing. “Words are no longer necessary.” 
 
    What Kasimirh was doing to her felt the same as when she cut herself, only he did it somewhere inside her head. The pain wasn’t too bad, but the fear was, because she knew what he was doing. 
 
    “We’re starting all over again,” Kasimirh said. 
 
    Lilith’s legs gave out and she bowed her head to the ground. “Master.” Her self-loathing was only vocalized by a tiny, almost inaudible, voice in the back of her head. Kasimirh had not only taken control of her body, but also of her mind. A cold darkness was all that remained. She shivered. 
 
    Kasimirh stroked her head. “Well done. Now, who are we going to start with?” 
 
    There was a loud crack. The sea dragons had broken through Kasimirh’s protective shield. The sorcerer was briefly distracted. Lilith remained lying motionless. 
 
    “She has lured us into a trap again!” Wigar-Dan called out. “She brought him here and she’ll kill us all!” 
 
    “I guess we’ll be starting with him. Lilith, go ahead.” Kasimirh pointed at the brown dragon. Lilith darted forwards. Wigar-Dan flexed his muscles, ready to fight back. 
 
    Az-Zhara flew forwards and pushed Lilith away from the brown dragon. From the corner of her eye she saw Wigar-Dan and a green dragon attacking Kasimirh. The sorcerer launched a fireball. The green dragon roared. Wigar-Dan hit Kasimirh with his tail, launching the sorcerer into a pillar. Kasimirh crawled back up and raised his hands. The strings that tied Lilith to him started to glow again. 
 
    “Break free, Lilith. Come help me!” 
 
    Az-Zhara struggled to hold her. She scratched him and knocked away his paws. He let out a soft growl. 
 
    Kasimirh beckoned her. She had taken three steps when Az-Zhara threw himself onto her. She tried to drive her teeth into the white dragon. He pushed her onto the ground, making it impossible for her to move or breathe. Her anger flared. 
 
    “Lilith, use your fire!” 
 
    She shook her head and opened her mouth. 
 
    Az-Zhara’s eyes went wide. “Don’t do it,” he whispered. 
 
    Eth-Leos appeared out of nowhere. Just in time, he placed his paw on her head, and averted the fire so that it nearly hit Kasimirh. The sorcerer jumped aside. 
 
    “Lilith, you’re stronger than he is. Kill him!” Kasimirh’s voice trembled. Lilith felt his fear. She transformed it into anger. 
 
    She wrestled her legs free and closed her claw around Az-Zhara’s neck. She squeezed as Az-Zhara tried to push her paws away. At the same time, Eth-Leos fought against her. Her rage surged and she squeezed Az-Zhara’s neck even harder. Veins in his eyes popped, and his resistance became weaker. His mouth was wide open as he tried to inhale as much oxygen as he could.  
 
    Someone pulled her back. Her grip slackened. Az-Zhara crawled away as she knocked Eth-Leos to the ground. She saw that the other dragons were engaging Kasimirh and jumped back on top of Az-Zhara to throttle him again.  
 
    “She is mine!” Kasimirh yelled. “And if you try to keep her away from me, she’ll kill you one by one.” 
 
    “Not if it’s up to me!” Ari-Hagnè yelled. “Hluth-Anner, keep him away from Lilith.” 
 
    The sea dragon threw himself onto Kasimirh and curled his body around the sorcerer. There was a blue glow surrounding them both. Ari-Hagnè shook her feathers. The smell of something burning filled the room. The string on the right of Lilith’s head was burned through. It swished back and forth like a whip. Lilith managed to loosen her grip on Az-Zhara’s neck. Kasimirh said something that made the string grow again. Just before it reattached itself to Lilith, she fell to the ground in her human form. At the same time, Kasimirh disappeared. 
 
    “Is she dead?” Wigar-Dan asked. 
 
    Eth-Leos pushed against her body. “Seems to be.” He looked at Az-Zhara. “She tried to kill you,” he said embittered. 
 
    Only now did Lilith realize what she had almost done. Az-Zhara was standing next to Eth-Leos, rubbing his neck. He remained silent. 
 
    Wigar-Dan also pushed against Lilith’s body. She rolled over, but couldn’t stop it. 
 
    “Fools,” she heard Ari-Hagnè say. “It wasn’t Lilith who fought, it was Kasimirh.” 
 
    She was turned onto her back again. The feathered dragon looked at her for a few seconds. “She isn’t dead.” 
 
    “What a shame,” said Wigar-Dan. 
 
    Eth-Leos pushed Az-Zhara forwards. “Finish it. You’ve earned the right.” 
 
    “Stop!” Hluth-Anner came floating into Lilith’s vision. “Ari-Hagnè is right. Kasimirh used powerful magic that Lilith couldn’t defend herself from.” 
 
    “This was the proof,” Az-Zhara whispered. 
 
    Ari-Hagnè nodded. Then she turned towards Hluth-Anner: “We need to talk about how we’re going to disconnect her from Kasimirh.” 
 
    The wind rose up again and the temple disappeared. 
 
    
Almor called her name. Lilith turned her head in his direction. At least, it felt like she did. Nevertheless, she still saw the white ceiling. She tried to sit up, but her body didn’t respond. Almor! Lilith’s breathing quickened as she realized what was going on. 
 
    Seraph laughed. “The dragons truly are wise. Lilith has been punished for everything she has done,” he said.  
 
    Almor called her name again. Then he screamed: “Untie me, Az-Zhara!” 
 
    Lilith moved her eyes to look around. She caught a glimpse of Az-Zhara, but he just as quickly disappeared from her sight. 
 
    “Now you don’t have anyone any more, either,” said Seraph. “The dragons have killed your daughter.” 
 
    Everything became quiet until Almor suddenly turned up beside her. Tears were streaming down his face. He looked at her and heaved a sigh of relief. “You’re still alive.” 
 
    He reached out his hands to her. Lilith wanted to curl up against him. “Why aren’t you saying anything?” Almor shook her by the shoulders. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Kasimirh showed up,” Az-Zhara said. “And he mentioned you, Seraph.” 
 
    Almor pulled Lilith up and took her in his arms. Now she could see Seraph. Az-Zhara was standing next to him, with his paw on the chest of the Purified man. 
 
    “I was also his slave,” Seraph moaned. “All I could do was obey his orders.” 
 
    “Lies,” said Almor. “What will it take for you to tell the truth?” His hand moved towards Lilith’s head and he held her against him. She saw it, but didn’t feel it. Almor pressed his face against her neck. “Tell me what’s wrong with you.” He shook her. “Say something! Move!” 
 
    Az-Zhara pushed Seraph aside, making him glide across the icy floor until he hit the wall and came to a stop. Then Az-Zhara walked up to Almor. He pensively stared down at Lilith as he told Almor what had happened. 
 
    Az-Zhara disappeared from her view again. Almor lifted her up and carried her to a pile of animal hides. He covered her up and sat down next to her. He sighed. “I’ve failed again. Once more I wasn’t able to protect you. I’m sorry, Lilith.” He bent over and kissed her forehead. “I’m so sorry. I even swore to you that I’d protect you.” 
 
    Lilith wanted to shake her head. It wasn’t Almor’s fault. 
 
    Why did You betray me, Jakob? 
 
    She had thought she was safe, because they were at the Fountain of Origin. Kasimirh, however, had been clear; it had been Jakob’s will. 
 
    I hate You! I equally hate You both. 
 
    
  
 
    12 
 
    
Kasimirh staggered backwards as his connection with Lilith was broken. He fell against a column and dragged some dead climbing plants with him. The noise attracted Mitan’s attention. She was working in the gardens surrounding the temple. She stared at Kasimirh for a short while before she hurried towards him and knelt down beside him.  
 
    “Are you all right, lord?” She helped him up and led him to a column lying a bit further away. “Can I help you?” 
 
    Kasimirh shook his head. He sat down and bent over. Now that he had experienced again what it felt like to hold power over Lilith, he ached for more. 
 
    “You’re mine,” he whispered. 
 
    “What did you say?” Mitan asked. 
 
    Kasimirh regarded the dark-skinned woman from head to toe. She humbly cast down her eyes. “Jakob gave you to me!” Kasimirh called out. 
 
    “That’s right, lord.” Mitan curtsied. Her hands were clenching the fabric of her skirt. She trembled. 
 
    “Hand me my staff.” 
 
    Mitan ran to the place where Kasimirh had fallen. She brought him his staff, and helped him up. “Let go of me!” he snapped. 
 
    Mitan darted back. “I’m sorry, lord.” 
 
    Kasimirh stretched his back and took a few steps. He looked at Mitan’s hands. “That dirt under your nails is a disgrace.” 
 
    Mitan looked at her hands and quickly hid them behind her back.  
 
    Kasimirh brusquely shoved her aside and forgot all about her as he walked across the broken tiles. Now that he knew how beautiful the temple had once been, it hurt even more to see the ruined state it was in. Only two columns remained standing. There wasn’t even a fragment left of the dome. 
 
    Kasimirh stopped at the Fountain. The water glistened in the sun as it seeped over the edge of the stone column. He immersed his hand in the water and closed his eyes. This was the only place where he felt Jakob’s presence the way it had felt when God had come to him to teach him. On the other rock pillars he felt ill. 
 
    Today, however, there was an important reason to leave the temple and go to the palace. Yvar was going to be entombed in the crypt. 
 
    Kasimirh scooped up some water and drank it. Then he turned around and walked through the neglected garden to the narrow bridge that connected this rock pillar with the city. Here and there wild roses grew among the weeds. 
 
    His bodyguard escorted him across the bridge to a carriage. Kasimirh climbed onto the step. Before he sat down on the comfortable upholstery of the seats, he looked over his shoulder at the temple garden that he was leaving behind. 
 
    Gaia’s priest was waiting for him in the carriage. When Kasimirh looked at him, he humbly bowed his head. 
 
    “Good afternoon, lord Kasimirh,” he said kindly. His eyes, however, were ablaze with anger. 
 
    Kasimirh smiled. Magic made it seem as if the man had joined the Jakobinians. During their ride through the city, many Merzians would see them together and draw their own conclusions. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Ouranos.” Kasimirh rearranged the stole around the priest’s shoulders. “Orange looks good on you.” 
 
    To the outside world, the stole was a clear symbol that the priest had converted to Jakob. Orange was the colour worn by the teachers. Kasimirh hoped that more Merzians would convert if one of the teachers was a priest that they’d been following for a long time. 
 
    “If I could, I would burn this rag,” the priest hissed. He had folded his hands in his lap, but they were shaking from his futile resistance against the magic. 
 
    “I don’t mind helping you,” said Kasimirh. He produced a little flame and held it close to the stole. Ouranos’s eyes widened. Kasimirh laughed. He closed his fist to extinguish the flame. “If you still feel the same way by the end of the service, I will gladly fulfil your wish.” 
 
    “Your message may sound beautiful, Kasimirh, but the more I get to know you, the more I despise you. You don’t practice what you preach.” 
 
    Kasimirh leaned back and folded his hands in his lap. He didn’t even try to disguise the contempt in his voice. “I’m the prophet of the one True God. How dare you question the righteousness of my actions?” 
 
    “You say you offer people life. How does that compare to the fact that you kill dissidents en masse?” 
 
    “Your life and theirs is worth nothing. Your refusal to convert is an obstruction to the realization of Jakob’s dream. I do offer people life, but the choice whether they wish to accept life under Jakob or to die in sin is theirs.” 
 
    “The only reason why my followers convert is because they think you’ll soon be driven out of this city and everything will go back to the way it was,” Ouranos snarled. “I encourage them, for their own survival. Gaia will forgive them.” 
 
    Kasimirh clenched his fists and stared out of the window. Gaia’s priest voiced Kasimirh’s own doubts. Lately, he more frequently considered exterminating the Merzians. After that, the country could be rebuilt. If Lilith had still been fighting on his side, he probably would have taken that step a long time ago, in spite of Jakob’s assignment to give the heathens one last chance. 
 
    “So why don’t you convert then?” he asked Ouranos. 
 
    “My duties as a priest stop me from doing so. I will never voluntarily renounce my Goddess.” 
 
    “You could save their lives if you did.” 
 
    Ouranos was deep in thought. They both stared outside. 
 
    They passed a group of builders. It was mainly the women and children who occupied themselves with the reconstruction of Nadesh. Their husbands and fathers were the soldiers that were camped at the foot of the city. The fact that there were more women than men in the capital had made it easier for Kasimirh to capture Nadesh. The women had put up a fierce fight, but they had been no match for Zuzeca’s army. 
 
    Kasimirh didn’t have much to fear from the Merzians working here. They had grey cloths tied around their arms, which meant that they were students of Jakobinian priests.  
 
    Kasimirh looked around as the carriage rode past the construction site. Small groups of women were discussing what they had just seen. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you do,” said Kasimirh. “People will talk about seeing you by my side today. Which means that I’ve reached my goal and will have no further need of you.” 
 
    At the ruin of Gaia’s temple, Kasimirh and the priest got out of the carriage. Flowers had been placed against the collapsed walls in honour of the dead king. Soldiers were guarding the building. A Jakobinian sorcerer had joined them. Zuzeca had warned about riots during the entombment, so all construction work in the vicinity of the temple had been stopped for the day. There was, however, a serene quiet as no Merzians showed themselves. 
 
    The soldiers saluted when Kasimirh walked past. He entered the building through a hole in the wall. Gaia’s priest stopped to look at the ruined temple. The only things standing upright were the remains of the hand-decorated columns. Pieces of debris were scattered all over the floor. Among the rubble lay wilted flowers that had long ago been offered to his Goddess.  
 
    Kasimirh looked down on the statue of the Goddess as he walked passed it. She was lying on the ground with a thick rope around her neck, toppled by Zuzeca’s soldiers. She might have looked happy once, but now she was staring sadly into the distance. One of her shoulders was shattered, and the hour glass lay out of reach. The glass was broken and the sand had poured out. 
 
    “Save yourself the trouble,” Kasimirh said to the priest who was praying out loud. “Gaia’s days are over. No prayer can change that.” 
 
    Ouranos responded by pronouncing the words even more clearly. Kasimirh shook his head and walked towards the waiting embalmers. At his sign, they lifted the bier with Yvar’s body onto their shoulders. The small procession silently descended the stairs to the crypt. 
 
    The four seasons were depicted on the walls. Kasimirh passed a tree in bloom followed by a tree with overhanging branches from many ripe fruits. 
 
    Spring had come, Kasimirh mused with a smile. It wouldn’t be long before the glorious summer began. Yvar’s entombment was an important step in the right direction. Jakob had promised him a Golden Era. A time to harvest the fruits from the trees. 
 
    Kasimirh cast a glance over his shoulder at Yvar’s body. It was a pity that so few Merzians understood that today was a day of celebration. The king had given his life, so that his subjects could live in affluence. 
 
    The priest joined the company again. Kasimirh realized that Ouranos was going to compare the recent events to the pictures they were now passing. In the eyes of the priest, Merzia was now in the autumn of its existence. A tempestuous time that heralded a harsh winter during which Merzia would suffer even more destruction. 
 
    Inside the crypt Ghalatea had made a herb carpet. There was a lovely smell of lavender and sage. Ghalatea curtsied as Kasimirh passed by. The dry leaves crackled underneath his boots. A few steps later, Kasimirh turned around and realized that Ghalatea was curtsying for Yvar and not for him. 
 
    “Ghalatea,” he said in a stern voice. When the Ancilla Princeps rose, he saw her face and swallowed his words. Even though Ghalatea had recovered somewhat since he had taken her away from Zuzeca, she was a mere shadow of the woman he had seen during Yvar’s wedding. A week after Kasimirh had found her, he had discovered why Ghalatea had stayed behind in Nadesh. As Ancilla Princeps she wanted to serve her king up until the moment of his last journey. 
 
    Dinak had told him that Ghalatea was a good student who quickly picked up the new religion. Therefore, Kasimirh had decided to reward her. Ghalatea’s study had been temporarily put on hold, and the Ancilla Princeps had been brought to the citadel, to do what she had stayed in Nadesh for. Meanwhile, she could learn a few important lessons about her new God and his prophet.  
 
    Kasimirh smiled. “You did a good job. You can stay during the entombment.” 
 
    Ghalatea hesitated, then she curtsied again. “Thank you, lord,” she said quietly. 
 
    Kasimirh took his place at the foot of the tomb where the king would have his last resting place. He thoroughly inspected the inside to ensure that the stone casket was empty. He was reassured by what he saw. No one had tried to smuggle items into the grave.  
 
    Kasimirh motioned for the entombment to begin. While the four embalmers sang their songs, the body was placed in the tomb. Kasimirh listened intently, but they were all common songs about the previous kings’ journeys to heaven. They weren’t about Yvar himself. During the songs, the urn with Yvar’s intestines was placed inside the tomb as well. 
 
    A sheet covered the embalmed body. There were symbols on it: a crown, of course, over Merzia’s coat of arms. But also symbols representing Yvar’s deceased brother. The sheet wasn’t fully embroidered, which meant that Yvar had had an easy life. He’d never had to defend his country, until Kasimirh showed up. 
 
    Kasimirh had hoped Yvar would be on his side. Therefore, he had sent him a few gifts, including one of his most beautiful books containing Jakob’s lessons. He had retrieved the book in Yvar’s room. The king had truly been interested. It had undoubtedly been Ferhdessar who had changed his mind, Kasimirh thought with irritation. If that semi-sorcerer hadn’t interfered, there might not have been any reason for the current war. 
 
    Gaia’s priest was placing gifts in the tomb: strings of beans that guaranteed wealth in the hereafter. Kasimirh didn’t really understand the Merzian customs. In the heaven that Jakob had described to him, everyone lived in prosperity. No one needed to sow or reap anything to be able to exist. The Merzians, however, even gave their king a pouch of money. Kasimirh shook his head as he watched. 
 
    Prayer after prayer echoed through the crypt. Kasimirh’s gaze wandered from Yvar’s tomb to the graves of Yvar’s ancestors and the statue of Thibauld at the rear of the room. On the wall behind the statue the royal family tree was painted. There were dragons painted behind the names of the earliest ancestors in Yvar’s lineage. It had been centuries since the last dragonshifter had sat on the throne. Kasimirh’s thoughts wandered off to Lilith. He clenched his fists. 
 
    Kasimirh suddenly started upright. Something was quickly placed inside the tomb, and the accompanying prayer was unintelligible. The priest wanted to continue, but Kasimirh raised his hand. 
 
    “Repeat that for me,” Kasimirh ordered. 
 
    Ouranos hesitated. Then he repeated the prayer that he had spoken when he had laid the keys of Yvar’s heavenly palace in the tomb. 
 
    “Not that!” Kasimirh shouted. “What you said after that.” 
 
    The priest shook his head. “That was the last thing I said.” 
 
    Kasimirh walked around the tomb and pushed Ouranos out of the way. The priest fell against the grave of Yvar’s mother and barely remained standing. Kasimirh groped around underneath the sheet. He found a small object. Kasimirh moved it towards him and looked at it, lost in thought. He was holding a jade ankh cross. “Royal life,” he muttered. “Your king had a child?” 
 
    The priest shook his head, but didn’t look Kasimirh in the eye. Kasimirh’s gaze wandered to the tomb of Yvar’s first wife. No, he was sure they hadn’t had children together. In the library he had found a chronicle about the marriage. Caliste had fallen ill only a few weeks after the wedding. She had been so seriously ill, that she hadn’t been able to carry a pregnancy to full term. 
 
    Kasimirh looked at the stone object again. “Nigesanla is pregnant,” he concluded. He clenched his fist around the jade piece. His hand was shaking. 
 
    Ouranos turned pale. He had taken a risk by including the unborn child in the ritual. However, it would have been worse if he hadn’t done so, Kasimirh knew. The ankh cross acknowledged the existence of the successor to the throne. Leaving it out, would be like putting a curse upon the child.  
 
    Kasimirh put the cross in his pocket. “Continue,” he ordered as he turned around and left the crypt so quickly that Ghalatea had to jump out of his way. 
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    Kasimirh was all alone in Gaia’s temple. Clenching his staff, he crouched down. Yvar had thwarted him after all. He had fathered a child and provided an heir. Merzia’s hope lived on in Nigesanla’s womb. 
 
    Kasimirh rose and kicked a vase. He had watched Nigesanla leave Nadesh, but hadn’t recognized the danger. He should have known. Why else would Ferhdessar have put her on a plane in the middle of the night?  
 
    He rushed out of the temple. Outside, Kasimirh beckoned the sorcerer who was guarding the palace together with Zuzeca’s soldiers. “As soon as the ceremony is over, you offer the priest and the embalmers their last chance to convert. Make sure that Ghalatea doesn’t overhear. Ask the embalmers first. Maybe they’ll be deceived by the stole that Ouranos is wearing. The priest’s answer won’t come as a surprise. Carry out the sentence in a place without Merzian witnesses.” 
 
    The sorcerer bowed and took a step back as Kasimirh’s carriage started to move.  
 
    “Take me to Zuzeca,” Kasimirh shouted at the coachman. 
 
    It wasn’t a long ride from Gaia’s temple to the library where Zuzeca was living, but because many streets were blocked, they had to make a long detour. Kasimirh didn’t notice much of the ride. Lost in thought, he was staring absently in front of him. He twirled the stone cross between his fingers. When they crossed a bridge, he threw it out the window. The cross disappeared over the edge into the deep. 
 
    Kasimirh got out of the carriage and entered the palace. “Where’s Zuzeca?” he asked the first woman he encountered. 
 
    The woman curtsied and pointed to the end of the hallway. Kasimirh walked on. He threw the doors open. Zuzeca was deliberating with one of his commanding officers. They were talking about the nightly riots. The commander nodded and walked away saluting Kasimirh.  
 
    “I take it that you didn’t know that Nigesanla is pregnant?” Kasimirh asked as the door fell shut. 
 
    Zuzeca had taken a seat. He shook his head. “If so, I would have told you.” 
 
    “Well, now I have a problem,” Kasimirh snarled. 
 
    Zuzeca nodded. “An even bigger problem than you think. It’s good that you’ve come, I’d like to talk to you about something.” He gestured at the other seat. 
 
    Kasimirh ignored the offer. He paced to and fro. “He got her pregnant,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Yvar’s child won’t be a problem for fifteen years to come. There are more pressing issues demanding our attention. The rebels are putting up a strong fight. Nevertheless, we gain victories every night. Together with the piles of executed disbelievers, the number of dead bodies in the city is growing too large.” 
 
    “What do I care?” Kasimirh screamed. “I have bigger worries. Yvar’s child is a sign of hope that will feed the rebellion.” 
 
    Zuzeca sighed. “We can no longer bury the dead. We’ve used up every spot that isn’t too rocky. Unless we can use the land around the Fountain.” 
 
    “Never!” 
 
    “No, of course not. But burning is no longer a solution either. We need the fuel to cook and to heat the water for the rituals.” 
 
    Kasimirh collapsed into the chair. He rested his elbows on his knees and rubbed his face. “Yvar has a child,” he growled. “This ruins everything, and all you can do is warn me about the dangers that the dead can cause us.” 
 
    “If you don’t take action, disease will spread through the city,” Zuzeca said. “We need to get rid of the bodies.” 
 
    Kasimirh growled. He was clenching his hair. Then he got up out of the chair. A smile appeared on his face. 
 
    “What have you thought of?” Zuzeca asked. 
 
    Kasimirh didn’t answer for a few seconds. Then he said: “We return Ferhdessar’s followers to him. Let him decide what to do with the bodies.” Kasimirh explained his plan. 
 
    Zuzeca grinned. “That sounds like a perfect solution.” 
 
    “Ferhdessar will have the bodies buried outside the fortress as quickly as possibly, to prevent any diseases from spreading. So many new soldiers have arrived lately that in all the bustle no one will notice another new arrival. This will be the perfect opportunity for Ghideon to kill Nigesanla and get rid of Yvar’s child.” 
 
    Kasimirh looked at Zuzeca to fathom his reaction. The pontifex gave an indifferent nod and chewed on a cookie. 
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Cold fingers against his neck startled Ferhdessar from his thoughts. The maidservant helped him out of his dressing gown. Three other women were filling the bathtub with hot water. When they were ready they lined up along the wall and humbly stared at their feet. 
 
    The maidservant who had undressed him guided Ferhdessar to the bathtub, and supported him as he stepped over the edge. The water was so hot that Ferhdessar involuntarily jerked back his foot. Then he slowly lowered himself into the bath. He leaned back and closed his eyes. 
 
    He heard the women come to stand around him. He could tell by the little tugs on his head that they were undoing his plaits and combing his hair. As the long strands of hair were plaited again, his thoughts went back to Yvar. Ever since the Merzian army had fled Nadesh, Ferhdessar had been wondering what Kasimirh had done with Yvar’s body. He had imagined the most horrible things, but the biggest torment of all was the uncertainty. 
 
    Ferhdessar hoped that Yvar would stop dominating his thoughts soon. This afternoon, after Yvar’s farewell ceremony, Ferhdessar was going to be sworn in as Merzia’s new leader. From then on he was going to have other things to occupy his mind. 
 
    The Gods have passed on the power to me. 
 
    Ferhdessar opened his eyes and studied the servants’ faces. Did they have any notion of his thoughts?  
 
    As Yvar’s friend, Ferhdessar hated the idea that the king’s death had been necessary or even predestined. Nevertheless, it truly felt as if the Gods had intervened. 
 
    Ferhdessar closed his eyes again and concentrated on the little tugs on his head. A smile crossed his face. His father and his teacher had prepared him for the role he was about to play. For decades, sorcerers had been dreaming about a realm that surpassed Merzia in its glory days. Ferhdessar’s father had therefore joined Ingemar, Yvar’s father. Both men had fostered great ambitions to restore Merzia to its former glory. 
 
    While Ferhdessar had been determined to follow in his father’s footsteps, Yvar had never shared those ambitions. The Merzia he ruled was big enough for him. Yvar thought that invading the neighbouring countries was a wrongful act that would cost many innocent lives, not least the lives of his own soldiers and subjects. He wasn’t willing to pay that price for their fathers’ grand visions. Ferhdessar couldn’t disagree with him more, and this difference of opinion had tested their relationship time and again. 
 
    In the long run, Ferhdessar had had to swallow his disappointment. He had started his own preparations for the task he had appointed himself. He had always had a strong feeling that he was going to outlive Yvar, so he had started making plans for after Yvar’s death. Today, his plans were going to be set in motion. When Ferhdessar was Merzia’s official leader, he was going to oust Kasimirh from Nadesh and chase him far beyond Naftalia. Then no one would ever doubt his powers as a sorcerer again. 
 
    When the maidservants had fastened his plaits, Ferhdessar got up. He ignored the extended hand and got out of the bath on his own. The water running down his body formed a puddle on the tiled floor. The women wrapped towels around him and rubbed him dry. Because they weren’t fast enough for his liking, he snatched a towel out of the hands of one of the maidservants and dried himself off. He got dressed and left the bathroom without looking back. 
 
    
Nigesanla entered the room and curtsied. Ferhdessar looked her up and down. Even though she was dressed in a loose-fitting gown, that she undoubtedly had embroidered herself for Yvar’s funeral service, he had no trouble picturing her the way she had looked upon arrival in Nadesh. She had been adorned with too many frills, but her clothes had emphasized the shape of her body. Ferhdessar understood very well why Yvar had been attracted to her and had slept with her. But how on earth could Yvar have thought that she would make a suitable queen? With his marriage vows he had signed his own death sentence. Even if Nigesanla hadn’t known anything about her father’s plans – which she kept insisting – she still was the one who had provided Kasimirh with a way into the palace. 
 
    Nigesanla glared at him. He could tell by the look in her eyes that something was eating away at her. It alarmed him. 
 
    “Are you worried about something, my lady?” he asked, as two maidservants draped a cape around his shoulders. 
 
    “No, lord. I just didn’t sleep well.” 
 
    Ferhdessar walked up to her. The maidservants rushed after him to ensure that the cape didn’t fall to the ground. Ferhdessar put his hand on her stomach. He noticed that she was giving off a sour scent, even though she tried to hide it with perfume. “There’s indeed no need for you to worry. I’ll raise Yvar’s child as if he were my own.” 
 
    Nigesanla had cast down her eyes, but now she looked straight at him. “Why do you think I’m expecting a son? What if it’s a girl?” 
 
    Ferhdessar scrutinized her. “Then Merzia will have a worthy queen. I’ll do anything to give her that position.” 
 
    Nigesanla was startled. 
 
    “Rest assured, my lady, your daughter will be in good hands with me.” 
 
    “You mean that you’ll marry her off to the man that you think should be on the throne,” Nigesanla hissed. 
 
    Ferhdessar sat down so that the servants could help him into his boots. He looked up at Nigesanla. Her fists were clenched and she was shaking. Apparently, she understood that there was only one man in Merzia whom Ferhdessar thought suitable to rule the land: the man who was coming into power today. 
 
    It was the first time that he had noticed her being worried about the child. Before, she had given him the feeling that she’d rather not be pregnant. Sometimes he sensed her hatred for her unborn child. Ferhdessar was fine with that. If Nigesanla hated her child, it would be easier to take it from her when it turned one. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Ferhdessar. “Why does that anger you? It’s customary in your own culture.” 
 
    Nigesanla gave him a look full of loathing and shook her head. 
 
    “When I ask you a question, I do expect an answer. If you don’t answer me, I’m forced to use magic on you.” 
 
    Nigesanla clenched her teeth. Then she whispered: “I thought that I’d escaped that life. I thought I was giving my children a better future by marrying lord Yvar.” 
 
    “But unfortunately you weren’t married to him.” Thank goodness, Ferhdessar thought. He had been able to cut the marital ribbon before midnight. The woman in front of him didn’t matter any more. “You do realize that you never did escape your fate in the first place? You were married off like the lowest ranking woman in a harem, to pull the wool over the eyes of the Merzians.” 
 
    Ferhdessar sent the servants away. Nigesanla bowed her head. Ferhdessar expected her to start crying, but when she looked up there was determination in her eyes.  
 
    “You can’t ignore me now that I’m carrying the heir to the throne. I wish to keep playing a part in the lives of the Merzians. At least grant me that, in memory of my husb… of lord Yvar.” 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Ferhdessar asked curiously. 
 
    Nigesanla straightened her shoulders. “A Merzian queen takes care of the people. Especially in this time of war, you need someone to spread hope.” 
 
    “And you think that role suits you?” Ferhdessar laughed at her. “Yes, Yvar’s child gives the Merzian people hope, but you show us a side of Merzia that we don’t want to see. You broke sacred rules by seducing the king. Our future ruler mustn’t be tarnished with the disgrace of his mother. I have no choice but to turn down your request. I’m sure you understand?” 
 
    “Disgrace? It was for the good of Merzia that I let Yvar impregnate me. Surely, I deserve some respect for that?” 
 
    “It was against the rules. Especially in these times, the rules must be observed.” 
 
    “If lord Yvar and I had respected the rules, there wouldn’t be an heir today. Lord Yvar didn’t mind us breaking the rules. Why is it so important to you?” She looked him straight in the eyes. “Or would you rather I wasn’t pregnant?” she asked slowly. 
 
    The door swung open, giving Ferhdessar time to think of an answer. Afifa entered. She raised her eyebrows, looked at him and then at Nigesanla. “We’re ready to escort you to the ceremony,” she said formally. She only spoke this way when Ferhdessar had company. When they were alone, or in the presence of the generals, she often behaved as his mentor. Ferhdessar nevertheless tolerated her presence, because she made an impressive bodyguard. Moreover, he wanted at least one sorcerer to be able to bear witness to his actions during the upcoming war. He wasn’t just acting in the interest of Merzia or because of the dreams of his ancestors. He wanted his name and deeds to be acknowledged and remembered long after his death. 
 
    Ferhdessar looked at Nigesanla, but before he could say anything, she screamed: “I also wish that I hadn’t gone to lord Yvar that night. I wish that I didn’t wake up every morning feeling nauseous because I carry a child that won’t even be mine. I wish that I wasn’t trapped.” 
 
    Ferhdessar realized that the anger against her child was self-defence. Nigesanla didn’t want to grow attached to a child that she couldn’t keep, so instead she tried to hate it. 
 
    He got up and put a hand on her shoulder. “When the child turns one, you can leave all of this behind you. Let that be a comfort.” 
 
    Nigesanla didn’t look relieved at all. She only looked more hurt. Ferhdessar followed Afifa out of the room. Nigesanla walked a few yards behind them. 
 
    
A sigh escaped Ferhdessar’s lips. His gaze wandered around the temple as the priest continued the endless string of prayers in honour of Yvar. No stone in Gaia’s sanctuary was unpainted. The pillars were decorated as gigantic trees supporting the roof of foliage. Ferhdessar spotted a bird among the branches. 
 
    He peeked at the people present. No one noticed that he was having difficulty keeping his attention on the service. 
 
    The priest lit the umpteenth candle. These specific rituals were meant for the entombment. They seemed inappropriate, since there wasn’t even a body to say farewell to. 
 
    Ferhdessar’s gaze moved to the table behind the priest where the artefacts were lying that were going to be handed to him soon. 
 
    At long last, the final song was sung. This song was sung at all funerals, not just for the king. Here and there the voices of the Merzians that had gathered could be heard. Ferhdessar looked to his right. Kiril was singing, head bowed. Undoubtedly, the general wasn’t only thinking of the king but also of the many fallen soldiers. A bit further down, a soldier was singing with his hand on his heart. Behind him, a group of people were kneeling. Everybody’s grief came together and weighed heavily on those present. A shiver ran down Ferhdessar’s spine. Farewell, Yvar. I’m sorry that it had to end this way. 
 
    There was a long silence after the last note. Nigesanla was sobbing silently into her handkerchief. Ferhdessar looked back up. The priest had his head bowed and his hands folded. Was he praying? Minutes went by. Nobody said anything, nobody did anything. 
 
    Ferhdessar wanted to stand up, but his body seemed to have a will of its own. He hesitated. Then he used the armrests to push himself to his feet. The priest was startled when Ferhdessar laid his hand on the man’s shoulder. He bowed and made himself scarce. Ferhdessar turned around. The people were still not doing anything. He looked at the generals. He kept staring at Zander until he looked up. The general got up and walked up to Ferhdessar. The other four generals followed him. 
 
    “Please kneel,” Zander said softly. 
 
    Ferhdessar obeyed. 
 
    “We place Merzia’s fate into your hands,” Zander said. He placed a gold cylinder in Ferhdessar’s hands. It contained the first map ever made of Merzia. Hadumar had drawn it soon after the first shapeshifters had driven off the Hurath. Ferhdessar’s hands were shaking. His moment had finally come. 
 
    Ferhdessar looked at the cylinder. He moved his fingers along the text engraved in the gold. 
 
    Unity in diversity. 
 
    Strength in origin. 
 
    Guided by the fire of justice. 
 
    It was as if the message had been written for him. Ferhdessar smiled. 
 
    “I swear…” His voice faltered. Ferhdessar coughed before he continued. “I swear to the people of Merzia to inexhaustibly observe and uphold the laws. I swear to defend and preserve the independence and territory of this kingdom with all my might, and to protect the freedom and rights of all Merzians, like a good and faithful ruler is obliged to do. May the Gods be with me.” He held the cylinder over his head and bowed to the ground. 
 
    When he sat back up, Zander placed a gold band on Ferhdessar’s head. “Until Yvar’s child is old enough to rule us, you will be our leader.” 
 
    The sorcerer pushed the band further over his hair. Smiling, he got to his feet and watched the generals kneel for him. Ferhdessar walked past them, so they could kiss his ring. 
 
    He left the temple, followed by the generals. Not everyone had been able to attend the service in the temple. Soldiers of the lower ranks had attended a service in the square. They knelt as Ferhdessar walked into the sunlight. Ferhdessar looked at the men and women who were now his subjects. 
 
    He raised his voice. “I’ve been handed a kingdom at a time of war, but with the help of the Gods I’ll bring peace again. I promise you that everything I do will be for the good of Merzia.” He raised the cylinder over his head once more, so that everyone could see the symbol of his power. The Merzians bowed. 
 
    Ferhdessar tilted his face towards the sun. His father and his teacher were proudly looking down on him; he was sure of that. He could no longer contain his laughter. This was his moment of glory. 
 
    A shadow fell over his face. Ferhdessar opened his eyes and staggered backwards. 
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A dead body smashed onto the pavement in front of Ferhdessar’s feet and rolled down a number of steps. It was the decaying and broken body of a soldier. Given the state of decomposition, he had been dead for quite some time. Ferhdessar clasped his hand to his mouth and looked away. 
 
    The generals joined him. The sorcerer looked up as he gathered magic in his hand. More bodies were thrown down from Nadesh. Ferhdessar’s guard gathered around him. 
 
    Panic broke out in the square. The Merzians were both trying to avoid the falling bodies and identify them at the same time.  
 
    Ferhdessar saw an old woman sitting in the distance. She held a child’s dead body against her chest and wept. Her husband was standing next to her. He also had tears in his eyes. He looked around as if he was searching for someone else.  
 
    Soldiers found the bodies of their wives and children. Women found bodies of sisters who had remained behind in Nadesh in the clutches of Kasimirh. Children found their fathers who had fought against the enemy, long after the escape routes had been closed. 
 
    Then Ouranos’s body crashed onto the pavement. 
 
    “Bad omens,” Kiril mumbled. 
 
    Ferhdessar turned his head. The general took a step back to stand behind Eoghan. 
 
    Ferhdessar growled. “That’s exactly what Kasimirh wants to achieve. He wants to break our morale. To spread fear and doubt. It’s bad enough that my soldiers are wondering if this is a sign from the Gods, but who would have thought that my generals could be thrown by Kasimirh’s foul actions.” He shook his head in contempt. Kiril averted his gaze and shouted some orders at an officer. 
 
    Ferhdessar turned around and marched into the temple. How different this day had been in his imagination. This should have been his day of triumph. A day to be remembered in the annals as the day that marked the beginning of Merzia’s liberation. The old Merzia. Now everyone would remember this day as a black page in history. The day when it rained bodies. 
 
    Only now did Ferhdessar realize that he was still holding his magic. He threw the power away with a wild gesture. Some of the benches were hurled aside. One of the stained-glass windows exploded into pieces. 
 
    “Just you wait, Kasimirh! You can’t stay there forever,” Ferhdessar screamed. “One day I will defeat you. And then I’ll get back what you took away from me today.” 
 
    
The shower of corpses had lasted hours. The bodies didn’t only land in the square, but also on buildings, crushing roof tiles. Every time a body landed on the roof of the temple, the conversation between Ferhdessar and the generals fell silent. Eventually, they had stopped talking altogether until a soldier came to tell them that no more bodies were coming down. 
 
    Ferhdessar walked outside, followed by his bodyguards and the generals. The bodies were lying in neat rows on the red stained square. The soldiers had wrapped white sheets around them. Only the faces were still visible. Soldiers were neatly lined up along the buildings. Ferhdessar’s gaze travelled along the men. Nearly everyone at the fortress was grieving a loved one, and there were still soldiers walking along the rows of dead bodies. Ferhdessar saw Rogan. Ghalatea’s husband had reached the last row and joined the other soldiers, looking desperate. 
 
    I returned your subjects to you, Ferhdessar. These people were loyal to Merzia up until their deaths. 
 
    Ferhdessar looked at the crowd. He had a powerful spell at the ready. It was undoubtedly Kasimirh who was talking to him. Where was he? 
 
    The voice laughed. 
 
    “Soon, your subjects will meet with the same fate,” Ferhdessar whispered. “Let’s see who’ll be laughing then.” 
 
    I expected a bit more gratitude. I helped you achieve your dream, didn’t I?  
 
    Ferhdessar ignored Kasimirh. He took a step forwards. The soldiers cried out for vengeance as they raised their weapons over their heads, their shouts becoming louder. 
 
    Ferhdessar observed them. Some of these men had nothing left to lose. It was up to him to exploit their grief. He raised his hands. Slowly, they calmed down. When everyone was quiet, Ferhdessar started to speak. 
 
    “Merzians! I feel your anger, and I hear your calls for revenge. Trust me, my heart cries for revenge as well. There’s nothing I’d rather do than storm up there to throw Kasimirh and his scum off the rocks.” 
 
    The crowd yelled. Shots were fired. Ferhdessar calmed the soldiers down with a gesture of his hand. 
 
    “Today is not the right time to take revenge. We will not fall into the trap that Kasimirh undoubtedly has set for us. He wants to draw us out, but he won’t succeed.” 
 
    Ferhdessar felt that the crowd was becoming dissatisfied. Those stupid soldiers didn’t understand that they would die before reaching Nadesh if they attacked right now, he grumbled to himself. Ferhdessar used magic to amplify his voice. 
 
    “Use the next few days to mourn your loved ones. Honour them by keeping your patience. You’ll have your chance to avenge them soon enough!” 
 
    It worked. The soldiers were on his side again. They raised a cheer in the direction of Nadesh. If Kasimirh could hear them he wouldn’t hear disheartened Merzians, but a military force that had just found another reason to fight. Ferhdessar looked at the crowd, feeling content. Afifa looked at him and gave him a nod of approval. 
 
    “Soon, Merzia will avenge her people’s blood through victory!” 
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Ferhdessar slammed his hand on the table in the middle of the council chamber. The candleholders wobbled dangerously. Candle wax dripped onto the maps spread out in front of him. “How could this have happened?” 
 
    “In the middle of the night, more warriors joined Tokala. They had canons…” Anukasan began. He had just returned from a reconnaissance flight in the south. His forehead was beaded with sweat, because he had rushed to break the bad news to Ferhdessar as soon a possible. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking to you,” Ferhdessar snarled. 
 
    Anukasan bowed his head. Ferhdessar looked at the tapestry of Wigg, the God of War. He shook his head. He had pictured this day differently. It should have been a day of celebration, but instead the bad news kept piling up. 
 
    Ferhdessar nodded at Anukasan. “I’m glad you returned unscathed. Have a good meal and get some rest.” 
 
    The generals were conferring loudly. Ferhdessar overheard plans to split up the army and drive back Tokala. Eoghan seemed eager to take on that role. Zander stressed that it was important to not radically change their plans. Branko was more worried about the bodies that Kasimirh had thrown onto the fortress. 
 
    Lost in thought, Ferhdessar stared at the depiction of Wigg. In the background the worldly army was fighting the devil. None of the plans Ferhdessar had made in the past had taken into consideration the fact that he had to recapture Nadesh. But lately, it had been all he’d concentrated on, even though it actually wasn’t important. There were only two roads into Nadesh: the main road and the narrow path down which Ferhdessar had fled from the citadel. Both were still in Merzian hands. On his arrival at the fortress, Ferhdessar had immediately aimed the canons at the roads. Not even a rat could escape the capital without him knowing, Ferhdessar thought, looking pleased.  
 
    “Zander, you are right. We continue our siege of Nadesh. The best we can do is ignore everything that happened today. Kasimirh was trying to provoke me, but we have the upper hand.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to do anything about Tokala?” Eoghan asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to split up our army. Why wear out our soldiers by making them march when we can fight here? Well rested and with full bellies.”  
 
    “Then we’ll be up against two armies,” Kiril growled. 
 
    “Kasimirh can’t leave the capital. If he does, we’ll easily defeat him,” Ferhdessar said. “And of course we’ll hinder Tokala.” 
 
    “You’re sending Rodmer,” Wolter said. 
 
    Ferhdessar nodded. He enjoyed the surprised look on the faces of the other generals. “Rodmer commands a group of fanatical warriors that were trained by me,” Ferhdessar explained. “They’ll evacuate the villages in Tokala’s way and destroy all crops that aren’t ready for harvest yet. We won’t fight Tokala before he gets here, but with these measures he and his army will be tired and weakened by the time they arrive.” 
 
    Branko looked at him with compressed lips. He almost imperceptibly shook his head. “And how do we respond to what happened today?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “We don’t. I already told you so. There’ll be five days of mourning. We start burying the bodies as soon as possible. Given their state of decomposition, I’d prefer to burn some of the bodies, but I realize that that will only anger my soldiers. We do, however, need to settle for mass graves.” One by one, he looked the generals in the eye. “We will exploit these events to make our soldiers even more eager. When Tokala arrives, they can take their anger out on him and his troops.” 
 
    Ferhdessar turned around to hide the smile on his face. It felt as if Kasimirh had handed him victory today. His troops were going to defeat Kasimirh and Tokala. After that, Ferhdessar would move into Naftalia to fill the power vacuum and annex the area.  
 
    He turned back to face them. “Are we agreed?” he asked. 
 
    Zander nodded. The other generals gave their consent as well. 
 
    “Tell us more about this Rodmer,” Kiril said. 
 
    Ferhdessar sighed and sat down. He had hoped that the generals were so preoccupied with Kasimirh that they wouldn’t ask any questions. Not all of them were going to appreciate that he had decided long ago to create an army that was only loyal to him. 
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Almor was humming to himself as he pulled Lilith’s trousers down. Lilith closed her eyes. This was humiliating. Ever since her encounter with Kasimirh she couldn’t do anything any more. She hadn’t even noticed that she had soiled herself. The smell, however, was unmistakable. 
 
    There was one advantage, though. She also couldn’t feel her father washing her. It was humiliating that he had to take care of her like this while she was a grown woman. Lilith resolved to stop eating. 
 
    Almor dressed her and helped her to sit. Lilith tried to clench her teeth, but Almor wrapped his arm around her and opened her mouth. He fed her soup. Tiny portions at a time, so that she wouldn’t choke. Before he put the spoon into her mouth, he blew on the food. 
 
    Lilith hated it, but she suspected that her father enjoyed taking care of her. For the first time since their reunion, he was able to pick up where they had left off when she had been taken. Back then she had been just as helpless and dependent on him. 
 
    Even though Lilith rather wouldn’t eat, she did enjoy the moments when she could sit up straight. Because then she saw something other than the ceiling of the ice cave. Seraph, still tied up, was lying a bit further down. Lilith tried to ignore him. Rather she looked at Az-Zhara. He kept his distance. At first, Lilith had thought it odd: hadn’t Kasimirh’s appearance confirmed her innocence? Later, she had come to realize that she couldn’t fault him for having doubts. She had nearly killed him, after all. What did it matter that it had been Kasimirh who had made her do so? It had been her claws that had caused the dark spots that were shining through Az-Zhara’s scales. 
 
    “All gone,” Almor said. He laid her back down and covered her up. “Maybe you would like to pray to Jakob,” he said. He showed her the praying stone. Lilith suspected that he’d placed the stone in her hand. It was sweet of him to remember. He couldn’t know that Lilith was now cursing Jakob as well. She had been wrong when she had spoken to her father about her religion. Jakob hadn’t looked out for her. He had lured her into a trap. 
 
    She drifted off to sleep. 
 
    
”I never wanted this to happen, Lilith.” 
 
    Lilith opened her eyes. That was about the only thing she could still do. There was someone standing next to her, but in the dim light she couldn’t make out more than a shadow. The voice belonged to a man, but she couldn’t tell who he was. He wore an oversized cloak and was leaning on a staff. 
 
    Who are you? She thought the words but couldn’t pronounce them.  
 
    The top of the staff started to glow. It’s Kasimirh, Lilith thought as the little light became increasingly bright. Her breathing quickened. 
 
    Lilith knew that her father was lying only a yard away. If she could reach out her arm, she could touch him. Even a whisper would be enough to wake him. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to make her body move. She held her breath and exhaled in the hope that she would make a sound. 
 
    “Lilith…” 
 
    She opened her eyes again. The light was now bright enough to be able to see the man. She was startled. This was even worse than Kasimirh. Jakob was standing in front of her. He looked exactly like the paintings that Kasimirh had made of Him. His ageless face was radiating an overwhelming wisdom. His plain robe was made of the most beautiful silk that Lilith had ever seen. 
 
    “Why don’t you understand my intentions, Lilith?” God knelt down next to her. 
 
    I understand them all too well. 
 
    He shook his head sadly. “You’re turning your back on Me. That hurts Me.” 
 
    Lilith squeezed her eyes shut. Maybe this all would pass quicker if she just ignored Him. His presence, however, was too overwhelming. She had longed to see Jakob for a long time, and now He was standing in front of her. She opened her eyes and looked straight at Him. 
 
    Why am I worth so little to you? I was taught that You take care of your followers. Why am I the exception?  
 
    He shook His head and reached out His hand to her. She couldn’t see what he was doing, but suddenly her shoulder felt warm. Was He going to make her change and then send her back to Kasimirh? 
 
    Lilith was searching for Almor’s silhouette. He was lying with his back towards her, snoring softly. He was so close, and yet so far. 
 
    Father, help me! 
 
    “You don’t have to be afraid of Me, Lilith,” Jakob was now apparently stroking her arm, because the warm feeling moved a little. “You are very important to Me.” 
 
    Yes, because of my power. But my feelings, and the fact that I suffered from your assignments, don’t matter to You. 
 
    “You’ve made that clear to Me now. I need you, Lilith. You are the key.” 
 
    Not any more. I’m no longer on your side. 
 
    He flickered, like a flame touched by the wind.  
 
    “Let me prove to you that I do care about you, Lilith. I’ll teach you how to heal.” He laid his hand on her forehead. She felt His energy flow from His hand through her head. It frightened her. This was the same thing that Kasimirh had done to her. 
 
    Stop! 
 
    “Trust Me, Lilith.” 
 
    The warmth travelled through her left arm. Suddenly all His words took on another meaning. The purest kind of love flowed through her body. 
 
    Jakob’s love for her was overwhelming. Lilith sucked it all in. Never before had anyone made her feel like this. Not even Chrys. Although… Lilith suddenly remembered how her mother had picked her up to breastfeed her. She remembered how her father had taken her out of her cradle and soothed her when she had woken up screaming. That was the love of two people willing to give up everything for her. As a newborn baby Lilith had already resolved to do anything in return to make them happy. At those moments she had made the unconscious decision to live her life that way. 
 
    Kasimirh had taken advantage of that. He had taken her into his care and made sure that her promise was directed at him. She had done everything to make him happy, even long after she had come to realize that what she was doing was reprehensible. 
 
    And Kasimirh had done everything in the name of Jakob. 
 
    Lilith felt her fingers stretch. Her muscles quivered. With one quick movement she knocked away Jakob’s hand. It even surprised herself. 
 
    No, Jakob. I refuse to do what You ask of me any longer. You’re not worthy of my trust. I’m taking back the control over my own life. 
 
    Jakob disappeared just a quickly as He had come. Lilith’s eyes had to readjust to the sudden darkness. She heard Almor turn onto his other side. She knew that he wasn’t a deep sleeper, but he hadn’t woken up from Jakob’s light or the words He had spoken. She must have imagined everything. 
 
    Her hand was itching. For a second, it annoyed her because she couldn’t scratch it, but then she realized what it meant. She concentrated on her left arm and moved her fingers. They were stiff, but they moved all the same. The hairs of the fur she was lying on were tickling her skin. Could it be? Lilith suppressed the thought. She’d always had the power to heal. She didn’t need Jakob to use that power. 
 
    The snoring stopped. Almor came to sit next to her. His hand came closer but she couldn’t feel whether he touched her. 
 
    “Have you been awake for long?” he asked her. 
 
    Lilith looked at him. She saw an immensely sad, lonely man who had only one purpose in his life: taking care of his daughter. She now knew that he had resolved to do so the moment that he had first held her. She could see the pain of failure in his eyes.  
 
    I love you, father. 
 
    Her left hand was starting to feel warm. Slowly, Lilith let her healing powers flow through her fingers. A thin wisp of energy flowed through her arm and neck to the back of her head. She found one of the strings that Kasimirh had cut and tied it back together. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Almor asked her. 
 
    Lilith let out a sigh. She tried with all her might to say something, but to no avail. 
 
    “Calm down, Lilith. It will all be right.” 
 
    It was frustrating that she could still hardly do anything. The warmth in her hand disappeared. Lilith shivered. 
 
    “Are you cold?” Almor asked. He bent towards her. “You do feel rather cold.” He pushed her to the side and tucked her in. Then he came to lie against her. Lilith didn’t feel it. She only saw the arm that he wrapped around her. 
 
    Thank you father, I’m glad that you’re here with me. 
 
    Her hand was starting to glow again, but she wasn’t able to use the energy. The healing had worn her out. 
 
    
The next few days, Lilith slept a lot. When she was awake, she tried to heal herself. At first, the changes in her body were slight, but Lilith silently celebrated each step forward. When she was too tired to use her gift, but couldn’t sleep because she was having more and more nightmares, she let her fingers run through the fur she was lying on. That was enough to feel intense happiness. 
 
    By now, Lilith could also move her left leg. She couldn’t speak just yet, but that wasn’t the most important thing, anyway. She wanted to be able to run or fight, if need be. The longer she was lying immobilized, the more she realized that Kasimirh would try something new when he got the chance. 
 
    Lilith spent a lot of time thinking about the strange encounter with Jakob. Finally, she decided that it had been a nightmare. Ohinde had told her that dreams contained messages from the spirit world, but in this case, Lilith preferred Ghalatea’s explanation: dreams are a way to process the things that happen during the day.  
 
    It wasn’t strange that she should be dreaming about Jakob after her encounter with Kasimirh. God had betrayed her. That realization had a big impact on Lilith. She had always trusted Jakob. Not so long ago, she had even been prepared to return to Kasimirh if He wanted her to. With the Inuuk, Lilith had experienced what life could be like without Kasimirh’s assignments. During her stay with Ohinde and her family, Lilith had found the hope of a future spent in liberty. She had even dared to believe that Jakob had been the wind on the beach blowing her back to Icamm, stopping her from returning to Kasimirh. In hindsight, it had been the forerunner of a gale, nothing else. 
 
    Knowing that Jakob didn’t care about her hurt even more than the idea of being abused in His name. In the latter case she at least was important. 
 
    Lilith was startled by her own thoughts. All she had to do was look at Almor to know that it wasn’t true. She didn’t have to fight for him in return for his love. It was enough to be his daughter. Only on rare occasions had Lilith’s life been simple. She realized now that those were the most precious moments. She didn’t hate her father taking care of her any more. She enjoyed the fact that he was always around when she woke up. 
 
    Like now. He came to sit next to her and helped her up. Then he picked up a bowl of the watery soup he had been preparing for her for days now. He brushed her hair behind her ears. 
 
    “Would you like to try it on your own today?” he asked. 
 
    Lilith picked up the spoon. She managed that, but it was harder to bring the spoon to her mouth. The spoon hit her chin and soup ran down her neck and onto her clothes. She shovelled the spoon into her mouth and swallowed the soup that was left. Almor wiped her neck clean and took the spoon from her.  
 
    “Let me do it. We’ll try again tomorrow.” 
 
    Lilith caressed his leg. Almor nodded wordlessly. He fastened a strand of her hair that had come loose. Lilith kept looking at him as he fed her. It suddenly hit her that she had never apologized for what she had done. 
 
    Lilith laid her hand against his cheek. It wasn’t hard to transfer some energy. Almor immediately recognized it. He looked surprised and then smiled at her. He held her hand and kissed it. “It’s not your fault,” he said quietly. “Your fate was already sealed during the Purifications, when I managed to keep out of harm’s way.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, how did you do that?” Az-Zhara, who was in human form, walked past Lilith and sat down. He glanced at her and pulled the hide a bit further over her arm. “Or would you rather not tell me?” 
 
    Almor looked at him and nodded. Then he fed Lilith another spoonful.  
 
    “The people in the village where I grew up knew that a group of Margal’s followers was coming. Therefore, my parents and a couple they were friends with came up with a plan. She was human and he was a shapeshifter, so my parents and their friends traded partners. In the eyes of strangers I was now a human child. I didn’t see much of my mother those last few days. The only risk was that other people might betray us, but thankfully that didn’t happen. I think everybody realized how big a sacrifice the shapeshifters were making.” He looked sad as he held out another spoon to Lilith’s mouth. 
 
    “I was there when my mother surrendered herself to the enemy. I saw them kill her and the others, and all the while I couldn’t show my grief. When the half-bloods were baptized with acid, I was safe.” 
 
    Az-Zhara put a hand on Almor’s shoulder. “I’m sorry that you had to experience all that.” 
 
    Lilith had been looking at her father, but now turned around to face Seraph. The hatred in his eyes had taken on another dimension. Or was it pain? He too, had seen them kill his father. He had been helpless when they had baptized Nander and it had been his own turn next.  
 
    “Ignore him, Lilith,” Almor said. 
 
    Lilith looked up at her father and saw that he was staring at Seraph as well. 
 
    “He took everything from me. Not just you, but also my wife. After he had stolen you from us, our loving marriage turned cold. We lived side by side in silence, until I heard that a black dragon had attacked a village. 
 
    “The renewed hope of getting you back brought us closer together. During our journey, Ludmilla sometimes momentarily touched me. It was only the tips of her fingers touching my hand, but it meant so much to me. She would look at me with joy in her eyes and lovingly tell me about you. It made me want to find you more than ever, because I knew that Ludmilla would take me back into her arms once we had found you. 
 
    “I could not have known that the day when I saw you again was the day I would lose my wife.” Almor bowed his head. “But that’s not your fault, Lilith. I don’t want you to think that.” 
 
    Almor put down the bowl and turned Lilith onto her side. She reached for his hand and gave it a little squeeze. Almor looked at her. Lilith thought that he wanted to say something, but her father got up to take the bowl away. He passed Seraph. The Purified man looked at Almor as he walked past. 
 
    “At least I made sure that there was a dragon who fought against Margal,” Seraph whispered. 
 
    Almor stopped and slowly turned around. “What did you say?” 
 
    “No dragon ever fought the Naftalians. I made sure that justice was finally done.” 
 
    Almor kicked Seraph. “You could have taken a wife and had a child of your own. Why didn’t you do that? Why did you have to take my daughter? You’re a filthy…” Almor shook his head and walked away. Lilith saw that he was rigid with anger. For the first time she realized that Seraph and her father had more in common than she had thought. 
 
    Almor came to sit with her again. “I should have known that Seraph was up to something. During the Purifications he came very close to betraying me. I was relieved that he didn’t, but little did I know that he was going to take revenge another way.” He grabbed Lilith’s hand. “If it had spared you, I would gladly have suffered through the Purifications.” 
 
    Lilith’s gaze followed his scar. Maybe her father had been spared when Margal came to his village, but he hadn’t gotten away unscathed for long. No matter what he said, she definitely was to blame for the scars on his face and heart. 
 
    Lilith pushed herself upright, but when she wanted to put her arm around him, she lost her balance. Almor caught her and held her close. 
 
    “Fa…ther.” 
 
    She was surprised at herself. She was able to speak again. She had reclaimed some more ground from Kasimirh. 
 
    Almor kissed her cheek. “I’m proud of you,” he whispered. “And I’m certain that your mother would have been proud of you as well. During our travels in search for you, she told me about the future she had in mind for us. We would keep travelling until we found a valley full of medicinal herbs. There, I was going to build a house for us, and she was going to teach you how to use your gifts. At the end of the afternoon, she would teach you how to play the harp, and your singing was to call me home for diner. In that valley we were going to find our happiness again.” 
 
    There was a faraway look in Almor’s eyes. They sat together in silence. Memories came flooding back. Instead of her mother, Kasimirh and Seraph had taught her. Lilith saw all the dead people flash before her eyes.  
 
    She looked at Seraph. If Lilith wanted the future that her mother had envisioned for her, she was going to have to do what Seraph had taught her two more times. But was that worth it? 
 
      
 
      
 
    18 
 
    
Lilith stretched. She enjoyed having control over every little movement. She turned onto her side. The fur she was lying on felt soft on her cheek. She inhaled the smells that had nestled between the hairs. It was Az-Zhara’s scent. She thought it smelled nice. While healing herself, she had now and again concentrated on it.  
 
    Az-Zhara had been opening up to her over the past few days. They had engaged in long conversations, during which Lilith had disclosed more and more about her past. For the most part, Az-Zhara just listened. If she asked him to, he gave her his opinion. It helped her to work things out in her head. His husky voice soothed her, even if he only spoke one word. She had entrusted him with her most shameful memories.  
 
    Lilith opened her eyes. Almor and Az-Zhara were nowhere to be seen. The dogs were gone as well. The only one who had remained behind was Seraph. He was constantly staring at her. She could tell by the look in his eyes that he still hadn’t given up the fight. She now understood him more than ever. The anger she had felt for him had turned into pity. 
 
    “You know who your family are, don’t you?” Seraph asked. 
 
    Lilith immediately understood what he meant. 
 
    “Kasimirh has always been proud of what you’ve done. And so have I. Untie me and I will take care of you like I always have.” 
 
    Lilith closed her eyes. Her left hand slid into her pocket. That was where she kept the narrow dagger that her father had taken from Seraph when he had attacked them. Almor had recently given it to Lilith, so that she could defend herself if need be. 
 
    “Where was Almor when you needed him? I’ve always protected you,” said Seraph. “I was there for you.” 
 
    Lilith pushed the dagger into her left leg. The pain helped her to block out Seraph’s voice. 
 
    It was pleasant to feel the sharp point enter her body. Then she did the same to her right arm. She pushed deeper. That was even better. It had taken a long time to learn to use that arm again. At times, Almor had told her to slow down, but Lilith had known that she still had some sensation left in her arm, and she had been determined to regain control of it. 
 
    In her right leg, however, she still didn’t feel anything. Every day she hoped to feel pain, but she no longer believed that was going to happen. 
 
    “Lilith?” 
 
    Startled, Lilith quickly hid the dagger. Az-Zhara was leaning over her. Lilith sat up. 
 
    Az-Zhara handed her a bowl and sat down next to her. He pointed at the bowl. “Drink, before it gets cold.” 
 
    Lilith looked at the soup. Thank You, Lord… Annoyed with herself, she cut the prayer short. She looked at Az-Zhara. “Thank you.” 
 
    She carefully took a few sips. She was slowly warming up. The healing had cost her a lot of energy, and she had lost even more weight. Therefore, she was often cold.  
 
    “You do know that Seraph is lying, don’t you?” Az-Zhara asked. 
 
    “Did you hear what he said?” 
 
    “I don’t think I heard everything, but I heard enough.” 
 
    Lilith stared into the bowl. “I sometimes wish that I didn’t know so much,” she said. “Because then I could return. It would have been easier that way.” 
 
    “But you had your reasons to run away, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Everything was so much easier before. I didn’t have to think about anything.” She stared at the steam spiralling up out of her bowl. “I sometimes miss that,” she whispered and then she took another sip. 
 
    From the corner of her eye she saw Az-Zhara nodding. 
 
    “It hurts to acknowledge that. The things I did were horrible. I brutally murdered thousands of people, because I thought my own life was worth more than theirs. How can I even think to go back to that?” Lilith put down the bowl and looked at Seraph again. “Will you help me walk?” she asked Az-Zhara. 
 
    Az-Zhara nodded. “Do you think you can?” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. Az-Zhara pulled her up by her armpits and kept a firm grip on her. Lilith discovered that her right leg could still support her weight. But when she took a step, she almost lost her balance, because she had no sensation in that leg. Az-Zhara held her even more firmly. Lilith took another step. She looked down to see what her legs were doing. They slowly approached Seraph. She lowered herself down next to him and tucked him in. Her hands were glowing.  
 
    “You know,” Lilith said after she had thought for a while, “in a way I loved you and Kasimirh. But it was an oppressive love, which made me do anything to be loved in return.” 
 
    Seraph hesitated. “That was our intention,” he said at long last. 
 
    “Did you ever realize how far that love went?” she asked. 
 
    “Far,” was Seraph’s immediate answer. 
 
    Lilith nodded. “If you had told me that my parents were living in Tewarsum and that you wanted me to kill them, I would eventually have done it.” Lilith swallowed. She had thought about it a lot and had reached that conclusion. It hadn’t only been the will to live that had made her obey the orders. “If you had used the right words, I would have done it for the both of you.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Before they made me fight, I enjoyed my time with Seraph,” Lilith told Az-Zhara as she looked at Seraph. “He protected me from the servi.” 
 
    “We are family,” said Seraph. “That’s why Kasimirh sent me after you. I have to bring back my lost sister.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “I remember how we prepared the services. You let me light the candles. I couldn’t reach the candlestick above the altar, so you lifted me. Whenever I felt alone, I thought of how you carried me and ruffled my hair before we washed the stones together.” 
 
    Seraph smiled. “I hated having to honour Jakob, but it was nice to have you with me. You were a sweet child. Unfortunately, it couldn’t stay that way. But I kept loving you. You’re still my little sister. I haven’t given up on you, yet.” 
 
    Almor entered. Lilith looked up at him. He was in a better mood now that she was on the mend. He walked up to her. “Come, let me take you somewhere else. Seraph isn’t worthy of your attention.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head and looked at Seraph. “My big brother,” she said slowly, “taught me how to kill. He taught me how to hate.” 
 
    Seraph became agitated. 
 
    “Despite all that, I loved you. It destroyed me, but my love for you and Kasimirh surpassed the love for myself, so it didn’t matter.” 
 
    “Lilith? Shall we go?” Almor was about to help her up, but Lilith shook her head. 
 
    “I want him to feel it.” 
 
    She laid her hand on Seraph’s chest. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Almor asked. He wanted to drag her hand away, but Az-Zhara stopped him. 
 
    Lilith concentrated on the Purified man. She let the energy touch his nerves. Seraph moaned and closed his eyes. His face relaxed. Lilith also closed her eyes. She imagined him the way she had seen him as a little girl. She thought back to the day that he had taken her to a Kel Cornu village. It had been her first time outside the cave. “Do you remember, Seraph?” she whispered. She wrapped her energy around him, as if she had put her arms around him and held him tight. That was how he had comforted her after he had saved her from the woman who had tried to kidnap her. 
 
    Seraph sighed. 
 
    Lilith moved the energy. She felt her way along his ribcage until she reached his heart. The contractions of the muscles came in rapid succession. She wrapped the energy around it. That was all she did for now. 
 
    She opened her eyes. Seraph looked confused. 
 
    “It hurt so much to love you both.” She squeezed once. Seraph writhed. “It was suffocating. It consumed me from the inside out.” Lilith slowly tightened the energy around Seraph’s heart. He opened his mouth to gasp for air. His eyes were bulging. “That’s how it felt. It robbed me of my life.” Seraph’s heart stopped beating. Lilith pulled her hand back. 
 
    She looked at Seraph. Even though his eyes were open, it looked as if he was sleeping. The fear that had crept over his face had disappeared. Lilith bent over and closed his eyelids. Now he looked as if he was dreaming. With her help, Seraph had finally found peace. 
 
    Almor knelt down beside the Purified man. There was disbelief in his eyes. His fingers were looking for Seraph’s carotid artery. “He’s dead.” 
 
    Shaking, Lilith sagged backwards until she was leaning against Az-Zhara. 
 
    Almor stepped over Seraph’s body and lifted Lilith up. “This was the only thing you could do,” he whispered as he carried her back to the place where she had lain before. 
 
    “He didn’t even get a chance to defend himself,” Lilith replied. 
 
    “Seraph has had way too many chances in his lifetime. Today he ran out of luck.” 
 
    Almor put her down on the ground. Lilith pulled an animal hide around her shoulders. When Az-Zhara joined them, she lay down and pulled the hide over her head. Her father’s response didn’t come as a surprise, but she didn’t dare face the dragon man.  
 
    “He’s dead,” she whispered. Seraph’s own creation had turned against him. But she hadn’t freed herself from her past; she had only become more entangled. 
 
    She felt a hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right?” Az-Zhara asked. 
 
    “Leave me alone.” 
 
    Someone was pulling at the hide, but Lilith turned onto her stomach, trapping the outer edges of the hide underneath her. Az-Zhara tried to talk to her, but eventually gave up, and left.  
 
     When Lilith came out from under the hide, Almor was still sitting next to her. 
 
    Lilith sat up. She stared at her hands. “I was so proud of my gift,” she said softly. 
 
    “He got what he deserved,” Almor said. 
 
    Lilith looked at him. She understood his point of view, but nevertheless shook her head. “I mean that I was proud of my ability to heal, but look what I did with it.” 
 
    She looked at the spot where Seraph had lain. Only a few hides remained. “I might as well have stayed with them. I’ve wasted my chances of a better life. I’ve only made things worse!” 
 
    She wanted to get up but fell back down. She grabbed the bowl in which Az-Zhara had brought her some soup earlier and raised her hand. 
 
    Almor grabbed her wrist and took the bowl from her. “Today, you’ve shown us that you can stand up for yourself,” he said as he looked at her. “You’ve shown us how strong you are. As long as Seraph was alive, he was a threat to you. You know that as well as I do.” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. 
 
    “It was time for you to make a decision, and today you chose the inevitable. You took a big step forwards. Now it’s time to think about your future. You have so many opportunities.” 
 
    “Like what?” Lilith asked. “Oh, I know. I can kill someone with my left hand, or with my right hand. Or I can change into a dragon and kill hundreds of people at once.” 
 
    Almor sighed. Then he held her tight. Lilith tried to break free, but he didn’t let go. Eventually, she gave up. Worn out, she leaned against him. 
 
    “I really don’t know what to do,” Lilith whispered. “I still feel like I’m stuck.” 
 
    “Kasimirh still has too much power over you,” said Az-Zhara as he sat down next to Almor. Lilith averted her eyes. “You’ll need to break the ties during a second dragon meet, but I don’t think that will be enough. You have to think about how you can fight him.” 
 
    “How can you even suggest this?” Almor asked. “You’re telling her to go looking for danger.” 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time before he comes here to find her. A fight is inevitable.” 
 
    “Kasimirh has other things on his mind. You told me that he’s in Nadesh. He won’t leave the fighting there to come and get Lilith.” 
 
    Lilith looked at Almor. “Nadesh?” 
 
    Az-Zhara answered. “Seraph may be dead, but as long as Kasimirh is alive, you’ll be bound to him. That’s why I made some enquiries. Kasimirh has conquered Nadesh.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Lilith’s spine. “How is Ghalatea doing? And lord Yvar?” 
 
    “I don’t know about the woman. Lord Yvar is dead. Ferhdessar has assumed power. You could join him to fight Kasimirh.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. Why would she join forces with the sorcerer who had used her the same way that Kasimirh had? 
 
    “Stop it,” Almor said loudly. “If Lilith can’t stay here, we’ll find another place where she can live her life in peace. It’s insane to expect her to fight. Kasimirh is too strong. You’ll send her to her death.” 
 
    Lilith opened her mouth. Az-Zhara beat her to it. 
 
    “I just think that she should take matters into her own…” 
 
    Almor was outraged and started protesting before the dragonshifter had finished his sentence.  
 
    Lilith shut herself off from the discussion and looked at the place where Seraph had lain. In all honesty, she was proud of herself, but she didn’t want to admit it. 
 
    Perhaps she was more of a dragon than she had thought, even in human form. A dragon wouldn’t think twice about fighting or not, she would just fly out and take revenge. Nevertheless, Almor was right as well; there wasn’t much hope of a happy ending if she decided to fight Kasimirh.  
 
    But did she want to hide for the rest of her life? And how was she going to confront Kasimirh? In her dreams she was full of rage when she scorched him with her dragon fire. But she had granted Seraph a painless death by making his heart stop. That was a more humane way to die. 
 
    Or was it? Lilith wondered. She had still killed him. Yet another death to add to her list. Her head was spinning. 
 
    “I’m taking her to a safe place,” Almor yelled. “We’re leaving tomorrow, Lilith.”  
 
    “Do I get a say in this?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me that you think Az-Zhara is right, are you?” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “I just want both of you to let me make up my own mind.” 
 
    “But of course,” Almor said. “I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    “Yes, I know. And it’s nice that you’re concerned about me. We’ll stay here for now. I’ll let you know when I’ve made my decision.” 
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Lilith had expected the news of Kasimirh’s attack on Nadesh to have given her peace of mind. After all, Kasimirh wouldn’t have time to focus on her now. She wanted so badly to believe what Almor said: that she was safe here. It did sound rather convincing when she said it out loud, but why didn’t she believe it? She was startled by every unexpected noise and kept looking over her shoulder. Whenever there was even a small change in her surroundings, she first had to be sure that Almor or Az-Zhara had caused the change, before she could relax again. It had become so bad that earlier that evening she had panicked when she hadn’t noticed that Az-Zhara had cleared away the dirty bowls.  
 
    Her fear was bound to increase as time went by. Lilith now used the stick that she had used to gauge the depth of the snow as a walking stick. She hauled herself to her feet and walked outside through the wide corridor. The majestic moon over her head shone on the ice walls of the valley. She took her praying stone out of her pocket and watched how the light of the moon was reflected in the stone. 
 
    “Jakob! I need to talk to You!” 
 
    The wind picked up. Her hood was blown back. 
 
    Behind her the snow cracked. Lilith spun around. Her heart was pounding against her ribs. All her muscles were tense. 
 
    She heaved a sigh of relief when she discerned Az-Zhara. He kept his distance. “I didn’t mean to disturb you. Please, continue with what you were doing.” 
 
    Lilith took a deep breath. “I’m safe,” she whispered, but it was very hard to relax. “Kasimirh isn’t here, he’s in Nadesh.” 
 
    She sat down. 
 
    Az-Zhara immediately rushed towards her to drag her back up. “It’s too cold to sit out here.” 
 
    Lilith leaned against him. She slowly allowed herself to relax. “It’s beginning already,” she said. “I know that Kasimirh has his hands full with Nadesh, but the tiniest sound scares me. It will get worse with every passing week.” 
 
    “Almor and I will protect you.” 
 
    Lilith closed her eyes. Az-Zhara’s chest was slowly moving up and down. She felt safe, being so close to him. She hadn’t expected that. When she had first met him, she had been afraid of the dragon that had stood before her. Now, she trusted him to protect her even more than her father. 
 
    “If I decide to fight Kasimirh, will you come with me?” She took a step back and looked at him. 
 
    Az-Zhara looked up at the stars. Then he nodded. “Yes, I think you should go, and I’ll come with you if you want me to.” 
 
    Lilith moved his collar aside. There was a yellow spot underneath. “I’m so sorry that I did this to you,” she said quietly. 
 
    “It was Kasimirh who wanted to kill me,” Az-Zhara said. 
 
    “That’s not an excuse,” said Lilith. “I can’t hide behind Kasimirh to justify my actions.” 
 
    “You never have. You’ve always been honest with me. But I can’t blame you for trying to strangle me. I know that Kasimirh was controlling every muscle in your body.” 
 
    Relieved, Lilith nodded. “Would you please leave me alone? There’s something I have to do.” 
 
    “I’ll wait for you in the corridor.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Lilith stared after him until he was out of sight. Then she called upon Jakob again. “I’ve come to say goodbye. I’m taking back control of my own life. I finally know that I do have a choice. I can stay here and wait for You to send Kasimirh to me. Or I choose my own path.” 
 
    Lilith let some energy flow into the stone that she was still holding in her hand. She wasn’t sure if she could do it, but it felt right. 
 
    “I won’t tell You what I’m going to do. You’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    Her anger heated up the energy. The stone started to crack. Lilith looked at it as it split open. She laughed with pride. “It’s over Jakob. I have the strength and duty to make something of my own life, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” She threw the pieces of stone away. 
 
    Lilith turned around and walked back into the cave. Az-Zhara was waiting for her. She stopped beside him.  
 
    “You told me to break ties with Kasimirh,” she said. 
 
    Az-Zhara nodded. “As long as you’re connected to him, you can’t defeat him.” 
 
    Lilith sighed. “Why does it all have to be so hard? Why can’t I just fly away, burn him, and leave everything behind?” She turned around. “I take it that I have to meet the dragons again to be able to break the ties?” She shivered. Without waiting for an answer, she continued: “The strings were only visible when I was a dragon, so I’ll have to change. That will alert Kasimirh. I’m more vulnerable to him as a dragon than as a woman.” She bowed her head. 
 
    Az-Zhara laid his hand on her shoulder. Lilith looked up at him. 
 
    “The dragons will help you,” he said. 
 
    “Why would they? The last time they wanted me to engage in a fight to the death.” 
 
    “Kasimirh’s appearance didn’t only convince me. Wigar-Dan no longer wants to take revenge on you. He wants to make Kasimirh suffer for what he did. Because of his injuries, Wigar-Dan can’t fight Kasimirh himself. He’s placing his hope on you. The dragons will help you in any way they can to defeat the sorcerer. Hluth-Anner will keep you safe from Kasimirh.” 
 
    “Like last time when he said that Kasimirh wouldn’t pose a danger?” Lilith turned around.  
 
    “But this time, Hluth-Anner will be prepared.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. She walked into the cave and woke up Almor. 
 
    “I want to sever ties with Kasimirh and get a new amulet.” She shivered. “Then I’ll go to Nadesh to fight him.” 
 
    Almor gave Az-Zhara a furious look. “Have you been talking her into this?” 
 
    “No, father, this is my own decision. I don’t want to live in fear any more. I don’t want to be scared all the time that he will come to get me.” 
 
    “And you aren’t afraid to go to him?” 
 
    “Of course I am.” Lilith bowed her head. 
 
    “I don’t understand, Lilith.” Almor put his hand on her arm. “We can protect you here.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “I don’t want to wait any more. I want to be the one to decide where and when the inevitable fight takes place.” She looked at him. “You don’t have to come with me.” 
 
    “You know that I won’t let you go by yourself. This time around, I will be there to protect you.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “I’m glad about that. Az-Zhara, can you ask Hluth-Anner when he can help me?” 
 
    “The dragons are waiting for you,” he answered. “We can do it right now, if you want to.” 
 
    Lilith slowly nodded. 
 
    Almor hugged her. “I wish I could come with you to help you.” 
 
    “That would indeed be nice,” Lilith answered. She was clutching his clothes and rested her head against his chest. She closed her eyes when Almor put his hand on her head. 
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”You have to go,” Almor whispered. He carefully pushed her away. 
 
    Lilith reluctantly sat up straight. She kept hold of his hand, though. She looked at Az-Zhara who had come to sit beside her. “Will you help me break the ties?” 
 
    “It’s important that you do this. Not someone else,” said Az-Zhara. 
 
    “But if I can’t do it, someone will have to finish it.” She could tell by his face that he was in two minds. “I’ll do what I can, but it would be naive to think that it’s going to be easy,” she said. 
 
    “If need be, I’ll help you,” he said solemnly. 
 
    Az-Zhara called the dragons. Lilith clutched her father’s hand, but he slowly faded away. Lilith’s surroundings changed into Jakob’s temple. She looked at the garden and the columns. “I don’t want to be here,” she growled. 
 
    Az-Zhara gave her a questioning look. To him, the meeting was taking place in a different environment, so he didn’t notice that Lilith’s remark had effect. Her surroundings started to fade until the temple disappeared. There was nothing to replace it. She found herself in a dense fog. 
 
    Ari-Hagnè materialized. She looked at Lilith. “I hadn’t expected you to do so well. It’s only your leg that’s still troubling you?” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “But I’ll learn to cope with that. I’m glad it’s the only permanent damage left from my encounter with Kasimirh.” 
 
    More dragons were forming a circle around her. Lilith glanced at Wigar-Dan. He looked at her with squinted eyes. Lilith sensed that he still wanted to fight her. He had been waiting for that moment for so long, and Kasimirh’s appearance hadn’t put an end to that desire. Nevertheless, he didn’t do anything. 
 
    Hluth-Anner stepped forward. He beckoned them all to come closer. 
 
    “Can Az-Zhara help me?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “If that’s what you want,” Hluth-Anner answered. 
 
    Az-Zhara accompanied her to the centre of the circle. 
 
    Hluth-Anner murmured something, and Lilith’s feet came off the ground. The sorcerer dragon started to swim circles around her and Az-Zhara. The other sea dragons followed one by one. They all traced a different path. They swam faster and faster until all Lilith could see were blue-green stripes. She was surrounded by the soft, monotonous singing of the sea dragons. Hluth-Anner’s voice could be heard over the others. His voice became louder and softer as he swam his circles.  
 
    Lilith felt that Hluth-Anner was trying to make her change. She looked at Az-Zhara. He gave her an encouraging nod. Lilith took a deep breath and changed. She clenched the knife that she had been given. It grew in size with her. 
 
    The one string that still tied her to Kasimirh disappeared from sight behind the barrier of the sea dragons. The broken string started to grow. It pushed against the blue-green wall of the magic bubble, but couldn’t break through to restore the connection with Kasimirh. Now and again, the bubble trembled and there was a rumbling noise. 
 
    Anger welled up inside Lilith. “Why can’t you just let me go?” she yelled full of determination. She grabbed the string that still connected her to Kasimirh. The broken string started to move even more violently. “You’ll regret not having left me alone!” She growled and tensed her muscles. With all her might she cut the string.  
 
    Lilith doubled up as the pain shot through her body. She gasped for air. The string started to grow back together. She cut again, but this time with reduced power. The pain, however, wasn’t any less. 
 
    “You can do it, Lilith,” she heard Az-Zhara say. 
 
    Determined, Lilith clenched the knife in her claw. She raised her paw and cut the string. Electric pulses surged through her head. With the next cut, they ran down her spine. Her paws were shaking. She saw flashes in front of her eyes. 
 
    “Go on,” she heard Az-Zhara say. “Otherwise you’ll have to start all over again.” Lilith cut. She screamed. Her body was resisting what she was doing. When she raised her paws, the pulses got worse. She couldn’t see anything because of the flashes. Panting, she collapsed. She groaned in anguish. “I hate you!” It wasn’t only directed at Kasimirh. Lilith hated herself for not being strong enough to break the bonds.  
 
    She felt Az-Zhara wrench the knife from her claws. The pulses had become electric surges that tensed up her muscles. “Do it,” she begged Az-Zhara. 
 
    Convulsions travelled through her body. She felt the knife touch the string. She screamed twice, and then everything around her disappeared. 
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Out of breath, Kasimirh collapsed onto the rug that covered the floor of his tent. He screamed. He had lost his trump card. He had felt Lilith’s presence, but hadn’t been able to reach her. He had fought against the barrier that was protecting her, but he had failed. She had now completely turned her back on him and Jakob. 
 
    Leaning heavily on his staff, he got to his feet. “Don’t think I’m giving up, Lilith!” He pulled up a chair. Before he could sit down, someone rang the little bell at the entrance of his tent. “What!?” 
 
    Mitan entered. “Lord…” 
 
    Kasimirh hurried towards her and slapped her in the face. “I didn’t call for you.” 
 
    Mitan regained her balance. She curtsied. “I’m sorry, lord.” She turned around.  
 
    Kasimirh waved his hand. The canvas transformed into a wooden wall. Shaking, Mitan turned around.  
 
    “Lord, pl…” 
 
    “Silence!” 
 
    He lashed out with his staff. The gold dragon hit her on the shoulder. Mitan cried out. He hit her hip. She tried to grab on to something in order not to fall and knocked a book off the table. Kasimirh walked up to her. Mitan crawled under the table. She protected her head with her arms and rolled up into a ball. Kasimirh dragged the table aside and kicked Mitan, throwing her against the wooden wall. She was trapped. She screamed. 
 
    “Shut up!” Kasimirh kicked her in the stomach. “Do you want everyone in Nadesh to hear that you’re being disobedient?” 
 
    “Stop, pl…” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what I said?” 
 
    She kept moaning, and he kept kicking. She fell silent, but he kept going. 
 
    “Do as you please, lord,” she whispered at long last. 
 
    Kasimirh looked down on her. Mitan gave him a frightened look. 
 
    “Do as you please.” 
 
    He placed the point of the staff on her hand and pushed down. The bones cracked. Mitan bit her lip, but couldn’t stop herself from groaning. Blood ran down her chin.  
 
    “Clean up this mess and go wash yourself. How many times do I have to tell you that Jakob demands cleanliness under all circumstances?” 
 
    Mitan struggled to her feet. She held her hand against her chest. She used her other hand to wipe her mouth clean. Then she curtsied. “I’m sorry, lord.” 
 
    Kasimirh let go of the magic and left the tent. He knelt down by the Fountain. 
 
    “Lord Jakob, I need answers from You. Tell me that Lilith isn’t important.” He stopped. He felt dizzy and grabbed hold of the edge of the column. The water ran along his fingers. “Please, tell me that this isn’t another sign.” 
 
    Kasimirh ardently hoped that Jakob would appear to him again. That God would put his mind at ease by saying that he could succeed without Lilith. 
 
   
  
 

 He sighed. If only he knew who the Judges were that Jakob had talked about. Three of the five prophecies that God had made were about them. The first two of the five prophecies had already come to pass. Old traditions had been broken now that Ferhdessar was reigning Merzia. A bloody war between the Merzians and the Jakobinians was unavoidable. 
 
    “And after that, the Judges will turn against Jakob,” Kasimirh mumbled. The third prophecy was the most cryptic and it was the most ominous sign that the moment when Jakob was going to destroy the world was drawing near. 
 
    Kasimirh shook his head. Lilith as a Judge. It suddenly sounded preposterous. Why had he been so easily convinced when Seraph had suggested using a dragon shifter to fight against the Naftalians? 
 
    A few months ago, Ghideon had told Kasimirh that Seraph didn’t care about the faith at all. To him, Lilith was a weapon for his revenge on Margal’s followers. Nothing more and nothing less. To Jakob, she had been a weapon as well. One with which Kasimirh could convert the heathens. It didn’t matter that he had lost Lilith. Over the past few months, he had been fighting without her, and he had been gaining victories. 
 
    Kasimirh was feeling somewhat better. He got up and walked back to his tent. The table was standing in place again. Mitan had disappeared. Kasimirh went to sit at the table and dipped his pen in the ink. Jakob’s stream of words that he usually wrote down at a time like this had dried up. 
 
    He dipped his pen in the ink again and wrote a few words. He dropped the pen on the table and ripped out the page, crumpled it, and threw away the ball of paper. He hurled the book after it. 
 
    He was wasting his time. There were no lessons left to write down. The main thing was to get the world to follow him. Instead of delegating that task to others, he was going to take matters into his own hands again. 
 
    “Thank You, Lord, for making me see the light.” 
 
    He left his tent for the second time and had someone drive him into the city. All the Merzians he passed paid him tribute. Kasimirh realized that he was wasting his time in Nadesh. Merzia’s capital had been turned into a Jakobinian stronghold. Everyone who didn’t believe in Jakob had been killed. The remaining citizens had taken part in the ceremonies and were either rebuilding the city or studying. 
 
    Kasimirh yelled at the coachman to stop the horses. He got out of the carriage and walked to the edge of the rock pillar. He stared at the horizon. There was so much left to do. He considered leaving the city to convert the rest of Merzia, but decided against it. The time that he could visit towns and villages on his own was gone, and he wouldn’t be able to leave the city with a small army. 
 
    He was eagerly looking to the south. Everything was going to be different when Tokala arrived. He was going to drive Ferhdessar out of the fortress. It was time to prepare the Merzians for the battle that was about to start. The battle during which new converts were going to have to fight their own families and friends. Tonight, he was going to test the Merzians’ faith. 
 
    
Ghalatea stretched her back as her eyes followed a butterfly flying from one rose to another. A bee was diligently crawling across a lupine to gather pollen. The Ancilla Princeps sunk back to her knees to cut away the dead flowers and pull out the weeds. The sun was warming her back. 
 
    Now that Ghalatea was no longer a washerwoman, but a gardener, it was easier to come to terms with her new life. Camp life proceeded at an unhurried pace. The lessons she had to follow were interesting. She wasn’t allowed to go outside the walls of the park, but life inside the park was good. Increasingly often, Ghalatea was carefree and enjoyed herself. 
 
    She got up, lifted the basket with the dead flowers, and walked to the compost heap. Around her, people were working hard to keep everything in the camp going. Some women were cooking dinner over a campfire. Ghalatea stopped to talk to them. Meanwhile, she peeked inside the pot. They were having poultry again.  
 
    As Ghalatea was thinking to herself that the food they were served wasn’t extremely varied, she realized that she heard no birdsong in the park. When she had walked out here in the past, the trees had always been full of birds. It was a shame that this was the downside of having so many mouths to feed. Because of Ferhdessar’s siege on the city, no new supplies came in, so Kasimirh was right to have the birds shot to feed his followers.  
 
    Ghalatea said goodbye to the women and continued on her way. Dinak walked up to her. The woman was beaming. She took the basket from Ghalatea. 
 
    “Come, we must hurry,” she said excitedly. 
 
    “Why?” asked Ghalatea. 
 
    “Tonight, there’s a special service in this camp. Lord Kasimirh will be conducting the service himself.” 
 
    Dinak emptied the basket on the compost heap and led the way to the tent where the women could wash themselves. The tent was getting more and more crowded. Everyone – Merzians as well as Naftalians – was talking about the service. Buckets of warm water were carried inside. 
 
    Dinak seized Ghalatea’s arms and dragged her along. “Come, we need to get prepared. The sooner we’re ready, the closer we can get to Kasimirh.” 
 
    Ghalatea nodded. 
 
    Dinak and Ghalatea thoroughly washed themselves at the buckets. They threw their clothes in the laundry baskets. The Ancilla Princeps put on a clean dress. Dinak handed her a veil. 
 
    “I’m sure Kasimirh will love this one. Clear blue, just like the water from Jakob’s Fountain.” 
 
    Ghalatea draped the veil around her head. Dinak looked at her and adjusted the veil. Then she got dressed as well. She spun around in front of Ghalatea. Her skirt whirled around her legs. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “You look beautiful,” Ghalatea answered. She laughed at Dinak’s excitement. 
 
    Dinak smoothed down her skirt. “Really? Or should I wear that green dress?” She grabbed the green garment before anyone else could take it and held it up. After looking at it, she held it in front of herself to show it to Ghalatea. 
 
    “I like them both,” the Ancilla Princeps said. She pushed Dinak onto a wooden bench and combed her hair. 
 
    “It’s been so long since I saw him last,” Dinak cooed. “It’s such an honour that he’s coming here tonight to conduct the service.” 
 
    After plaiting Dinak’s hair, they left the tent. From all corners, people came flocking towards the field where the service was to be held. They all came much earlier than they normally would. Everybody wanted to secure a good spot. Dinak dragged Ghalatea through the crowd of people until they were close to the stage. She ignored other people’s objections. 
 
    It was dusk when the gates to the park finally opened. A carriage rode into the camp. Everyone around Ghalatea was getting nervous. Children went to stand on tiptoe in order to see Kasimirh. The smallest ones were lifted by their mothers and the odd father. 
 
    Everyone fell quiet when the prophet got out of the carriage. He was welcomed by the priest who usually conducted the services in the camp. They briefly talked to each other. Kasimirh nodded. His face looked tense. With big strides he walked up to the stage. The believers swarmed forwards. Some of them reached out to touch the prophet. Kasimirh ignored it all. 
 
    A dark-skinned woman laboriously climbed out of the carriage. She was wearing a beautiful gown and an azure-blue stole. Her hand was splinted. The priest bowed for her. She gave him a coy smile and followed Kasimirh. 
 
    “Lord Kasimirh has brought Mitan with him,” Dinak whispered full of awe. “She’s the prophet’s personal student because she familiarized herself with the lessons at record speed. She’s an example to us all.” There was envy in Dinak’s voice. 
 
    
Mitan conducted the better part of the service. Kasimirh kept to the background. Only when all the daily rituals had been performed did he step forwards. 
 
    “Are you worried about your loved ones?” 
 
    The Merzian Jakobinians nodded. For the first time in a long while, Ghalatea thought of Rogan. She closed her eyes and staggered. Her hand reached for the little bottle that she always carried with her. It contained the potion of oblivion that she so gratefully had accepted. A woman near Ghalatea sobbed. She quickly wiped away her tears, but straight away new ones ran down her cheeks. 
 
    “I worry about them, too. It’s horrible that they may die without having had the opportunity to convert. Believe me, Jakob never wanted it to be this way.” 
 
    The prophet knelt by the edge of the stage and grabbed the hand of the crying woman. 
 
    Ghalatea was pushed by people behind her who were trying to get closer to the stage. The Ancilla Princeps wanted to reach out her hand towards Kasimirh. She wanted to be consoled by his touch, too. Unfortunately, he was just outside her reach. 
 
    “Believe me,” Kasimirh said, while looking the woman in the eye. “If there were a way to convince people of Jakob’s existence without going to battle, I would grab that opportunity with both hands. I want to give life to your loved ones and your family. Just like I gave life to you. A life that is good in this world, but perhaps even better after death. For that’s Jakob’s gift to his loyal followers, and He chose me to bestow that gift upon the people.” 
 
    Dinak put a hand on Ghalatea’s arm and smiled at her. A tear was running down her cheek. Kasimirh let go of the woman’s hand and got up. 
 
    “I swear in the name of Jakob that I tried to convert Merzia without the use of violence. Just like I brought Jakob’s message to the towns and villages of Naftalia, I sent lord Yvar several gifts, among which was Jakob’s book. Your king was a righteous and intelligent man. I’m convinced that he was prepared to talk to me and perhaps even serve as an example for the new religion. Unfortunately, Ferhdessar influenced him with a completely different message. It’s this sorcerer, who has seized power over Merzia, who is responsible for the war!” 
 
    Ghalatea looked around. The differences between the Naftalians and Merzians in the camp had all but disappeared. Ghalatea could tell the different groups apart by their faces, but every one of them was vehemently nodding their assent. Full of admiration they looked upon the charismatic man who was inciting their anger towards Ferhdessar. Her anger drowned out Ghalatea’s worries about Rogan. She had always been on her guard around Ferhdessar. Kasimirh now confirmed that she had been right all along. 
 
    “It’s a disgrace that Ferhdessar gets to determine the fate of so many. Who gave him that right? His so-called Gods?” Kasimirh shook his head. “We all know that they don’t exist. So, why on earth would he be entitled to impose his will on Merzia?”  
 
    Kasimirh walked along the stage, as if waiting for an answer. Someone shouted something. 
 
    “Indeed,” said Kasimirh. “He isn’t. Nothing or nobody gave him the right to rule over the Merzians.” 
 
    He stopped walking and stared at the ground. Then he looked up. He looked distressed. “There’s so little time left,” he said with regret in his voice. “So little time before Jakob destroys the world. There’ll be floods that will even wash away mountains. We’re all going to drown. No one will escape Jakob’s wrath once the time has come.” 
 
    A few women screamed. Dinak started to pray. Kasimirh waited for the crowd to calm down. 
 
    “Jakob told me five prophecies. When all five of them have come to pass, He’ll destroy the world. Two prophecies have already come true.” 
 
    “Tell us about the prophecies,” someone yelled. 
 
    Ghalatea nodded. She wanted to know as well. 
 
    Kasimirh raised his hands and everyone became quiet. “Jakob told me that age-old traditions would be broken. Ferhdessar now sits on Merzia’s throne. He’s the first Merzian ruler who has not inherited the throne and hasn’t been appointed by God. Subsequently, the resistance against Jakob will increase. Bitter wars will be fought against the freedom that we want to bestow onto mankind.” 
 
    Kasimirh clenched his fists and paced up and down the stage. “Unfortunately, I don’t know if the third prophecy has already been put in motion. Only when the fourth prophecy comes true, I’ll know that the Judges have turned against God.” He looked up. It was now almost completely dark. Stars were twinkling in the cloudless sky. “Jakob will make his own voice heard when the fourth prophecy comes true. It’ll keep raining. Rivers will flood. This will be a clear sign.” 
 
    He stopped and let his gaze wander through the crowd. “When the fifth prophecy comes to pass, the destruction of the world will be unavoidable. Ferhdessar will do everything in his power to make it happen. It’s the death of Jakob’s prophet that will set everything in motion. Water will destroy all living creatures.” 
 
    “He won’t win,” someone shouted. 
 
    “Death to the sorcerer!” a woman behind Ghalatea screamed. 
 
    “In the name of Jakob we will win,” Dinak and a few others chanted. The people around Ghalatea were all grim-faced. Ferhdessar could not be allowed to win. The world could not be destroyed. The Ancilla Princeps agreed wholeheartedly.  
 
    “Let us pray,” said Kasimirh. He knelt and held the hands of the woman who had been crying about her loved ones. The women next to her wrapped their arms around her and knelt. Dinak put her arm around Ghalatea’s shoulder and pulled her down to the ground. Kasimirh led them in a prayer, asking God for a quick victory over Ferhdessar. Ghalatea closed her eyes. She had never felt this connected to the people around her. It was as if Kasimirh was whispering in her ear, promising to spare Rogan. Tears were running down her face as she bent even closer to the ground. 
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Lilith trudged along in the heat. The light was so bright that she hardly saw anything, but it felt as if her skin was ablaze. Her mouth was as dry as dust. She couldn’t swallow. 
 
    A breeze rose up, carrying even more heat. Sand chafed her naked, sore body. Her feet hurt more with every step she took. It was as if she was walking through flames. Lilith fell and blindly groped around. There was nothing but sand, so hot that it burned her fingers. She wanted to scream, but her mouth was too dry. 
 
    “Lilith?” 
 
    What was Almor doing here? Lilith opened her eyes, but the light was blinding. It made her headache even worse. Her father soothed her. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked in a hoarse voice. 
 
    There was no answer, so she opened her eyes a little more. Almor was leaning over her. She didn’t see anything else. “Have you died, too?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Where am I?” she asked in confusion. She tried to sit up, but Almor stopped her. 
 
    “You’re in Az-Zhara’s house,” he said reassuringly. 
 
    Only now did Lilith realize that it was the cold stinging her face and not the heat. She felt the soft hides that she was wrapped up in. She heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
    Lilith tried to sit up again, but Almor still wouldn’t let her. “Were you having another nightmare?” 
 
    Lilith nodded. 
 
    “I thought they would have stopped by now.” 
 
    “Me too, but this one was worse than ever.” 
 
    Jakob was warning her that the road she had chosen was leading her straight to hell. Now that she had turned away from Him, He spoke to her clearer than ever. Just like Kasimirh, who had towered over her whenever she had spoken before her turn and had kicked her in the ribs, Jakob was now trying to lure her back through fear. It was very tempting to give in. The road that Lilith had chosen wasn’t any easier and definitely less certain than the one that Jakob had wanted her to take. 
 
    Lilith sat up. She wasn’t letting go of the feeling that had been slumbering in her heart ever since she had destroyed the stone. The spark of freedom that gave her hope. The little flame that seemed to make everything just a tiny bit softer and lighter. Smiling, she looked at Almor. “I feel a lot better now that the ties with Kasimirh have been broken.” 
 
    “I can tell. You’re even glowing.” 
 
    A clicking noise drew Lilith’s attention. She looked past Almor at Az-Zhara who was working on the wall with the mosaics. He was crouched over a wooden bin, playing around with some stones in his hands. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” 
 
    Almor pulled her up. “You’ll want to see this.” 
 
    Lilith smiled, because her father kept holding her as they walked over to Az-Zhara. She decided not to say anything, even though she was perfectly able to walk by herself. 
 
    Az-Zhara looked over his shoulder. “Are you finally awake?” he asked. He let the stones slide back into the bin and walked away. “I’ll make you both a place to sit.” 
 
    “How long have I been asleep, anyway?” 
 
    “For almost three days,” Almor answered. 
 
    Lilith looked at the wall. A black dragon confirmed her father’s words. Az-Zhara couldn’t have made this in a few hours. 
 
    Az-Zhara returned with a pile of hides. “I’m sorry that I had to hurt you so badly.” 
 
    “I’m grateful,” Lilith said as she sat down. “Thanks to you, Kasimirh doesn’t hold power over me any more.” 
 
    “For a brief moment I even thought that I had killed you,” Az-Zhara said. 
 
    Lilith thought back to her nightmare. “Luckily, you didn’t.” 
 
    Az-Zhara nodded and walked back to the wall. He grabbed a hot towel and rubbed it over the ice, making it melt a little. 
 
    “And? What do you think?” Almor asked, pointing at the mosaic. 
 
    Lilith smiled. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    Az-Zhara took a few steps back and nodded approvingly. He grabbed another handful of stones and continued working. Almor draped a hide around Lilith’s shoulders and sat down next to her. 
 
    Lilith followed Az-Zhara’s movement as he pushed more and more stones into the ice. Barely visible clouds took shape against the blue sky. Lilith looked at the other mosaics. Az-Zhara had depicted icebergs in his self-portrait. The landscape behind Wigar-Dan looked a lot like Naftalia. 
 
    “Why did you choose this background?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “Almor did,” Az-Zhara answered. 
 
    “I wanted a lot of sky in your background, because it stands for freedom. And on the ground, there’ll be some flowers, as a reference to the future your mother envisioned for you.” 
 
    Lilith smiled. “What did Ludmilla think about me being a dragon woman?” 
 
    “It didn’t matter to her. You are who you are. She loved you more than me.” Almor fell silent. “You’re determined to fight Kasimirh, aren’t you?” 
 
    Lilith nodded. 
 
    “I thought about it, and I understand now why you have to do this. Hopefully, you’ll truly find peace after that.”  
 
    Lilith turned her head to look at her father. “And I understand you as well.” 
 
    He nodded. “I want to give you something that you can use for your amulet.” He removed something from his neck and stared at it. There was a little bottle on a gold chain in his hand. “This is the marital bottle that Ludmilla gave me. Do you know the custom?” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. Almor explained that a man and a woman gave this bottle to each other on their wedding day. It contained the memory of the vows they made to each other, together with some herbs to endorse the vows. 
 
    “It’s the only thing I have left of her. Once, I came close to trading it for food, but I decided that I’d rather starve then give this bottle away.” He clutched the bottle and hesitated. Then he put it into Lilith’s hand and closed her fingers around it. 
 
    “I can’t accept this,” Lilith whispered. “She gave it to you.” 
 
    “Ludmilla gave me something else. Now that I have you back, I don’t need this any more.” Almor stared into the distance. “I touch you, deeper than your skin. Don’t be afraid, I will cherish you. I’ll love you for who you are on the inside. That was the promise she committed to this bottle. Use it for your amulet and you’ll always carry her love with you.” 
 
    Lilith hugged him. “I don’t know how to thank you.” 
 
    Almor patted her on the back. “Just go with Az-Zhara.” 
 
    
”Did you bring something that we can use for the amulet?” Hluth-Anner asked? 
 
    Lilith showed him the little bottle. Then she pulled up her sleeve and removed the bracelet that had been Chrys’s. “You can use this as well.” 
 
    Az-Zhara wanted to take the objects from her, but Lilith held them against her chest. She looked at him as she told Hluth-Anner: “I want Az-Zhara to do it.” 
 
    “Didn’t I already tell you that I can’t do magic?” Az-Zhara said. 
 
    Lilith nodded. “But I don’t want to be bound to a sorcerer that I don’t really know, even if it’s a dragon this time.” She turned to face Hluth-Anner. “I don’t mean to offend you, but this is important to me. Ferhdessar wasn’t a sorcerer by birth either. So, Az-Zhara should be able to learn as well.” 
 
    “Ferhdessar and all the others who have learned still need to have an aptitude for magic. And even then, it takes them years to get the hang of it,” Hluth-Anner said. “Do you really expect me to be able to teach Az-Zhara magic in a few minutes?” 
 
    “All Az-Zhara needs to know is how to give me an amulet. There must be a way.” 
 
    Hluth-Anner thought deeply. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind that I want this,” Lilith whispered to Az-Zhara. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “You told me about the first time you changed,” Hluth-Anner said. “Did it take Kasimirh many attempts before he succeeded?” 
 
    Lilith nodded. 
 
    “Tell me more about it.” 
 
    “At first, he tried it once a week. A higher frequency wasn’t possible, because I kept losing consciousness. When things started to improve, he called for me several times a week. And in the end we practised daily.” Lilith was fiddling with the chain of the marital bottle. She didn’t like remembering this. Az-Zhara put his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Were there others present?” Hluth-Anner asked. 
 
    “Well, once Seraph came in. That was during one of the first attempts. Kasimirh went berserk and chased him away.” Lilith bit her lip. “I remember feeling disappointed that he had to leave. I was frightened by what Kasimirh was doing to me and hoped that Seraph would protect me.” 
 
    “I think that Kasimirh was afraid that Seraph could make you change sooner than he could himself,” said Hluth-Anner. “Because that would probably have bound you to Seraph.” 
 
    Lilith shivered at the thought. As a child, she had trusted Seraph. But now she knew better. 
 
    Hluth-Anner continued: “I can’t teach Az-Zhara to make an amulet, but he can be the one to think up the incantation and make you change with it. I have to admit that I’m not sure if this is going to work, but your story strengthens my suspicions.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. She handed Az-Zhara the bottle and the bracelet. He put them down on the ground and took a few steps back, taking Lilith with him. 
 
    The two objects started to float. An orange beam shot up out of the ground and melted them together. The flame retreated, but small electric discharges coiled around the metal and the bolts of lightning created a brooch. The circle was open on one side. The lower half was a darker colour and didn’t shine, but halfway up, the silver was shining. The bolts of lightning moved to the middle of the brooch and darted towards the opening in the metal. A needle in the shape of a dragon’s head appeared. The mouth of the dragon clasped the brooch. 
 
    “Now it’s your turn, Az-Zhara,” Hluth-Anner said. 
 
    Az-Zhara held out his hand, and the brooch floated towards him. At the same time a blanket descended onto Lilith’s shoulders. Az-Zhara pinned down the brooch and covered it with his hand. 
 
    “Qi stai qi, qi becouhme a drag,” he said slowly. 
 
    Lilith smiled at the incantation he had come up with. She felt her body change. For the first time in her life it didn’t hurt. Az-Zhara changed with her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    Az-Zhara nodded. Then he looked at Hluth-Anner. “Did it work?” 
 
    The sorcerer dragon smiled. “I think so.” He pointed at something and disappeared. Lilith looked down. A hardly visible string ran between her chest and Az-Zhara’s. Lilith carefully touched it. She expected it to hurt, but nothing happened. 
 
    She spread her wings and flapped them. The membrane caught the resistance of the air. She stretched her leg and studied her claws. They looked as dangerous as ever. She looked at her scales and belly. Then she cast a glance at Az-Zhara. 
 
    “And? Do I look like your depiction of me?” 
 
    “You look more beautiful,” he said without hesitation. 
 
    Lilith folded her wings around her body and changed back. Az-Zhara did the same. 
 
    Lilith took a step towards him. “Thank you for helping me,” she said softly. She stood on tiptoe and kissed him on his jaw. She blushed and bowed her head. 
 
    “I’m honoured that you chose me,” Az-Zhara said. 
 
    He placed his hand against her cheek. Lilith looked up. His face was very close. Az-Zhara waited a second before he pressed his lips onto her mouth. Lilith answered his kiss. Her breathing quickened and she closed her eyes. 
 
    She had felt this before. That was when she had dreamed that Jakob visited her. Now it was even more intense, because she gave in to the feeling. Az-Zhara got through to her soul, but instead of hurting her, he cherished her. She had suspected it, but it overwhelmed her to find out that it was true. 
 
    Az-Zhara pulled her closer. Lilith rested her head on his shoulder. She was safe here. If need be, he would even protect her from Jakob. 
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Ferhdessar stopped at the entrance to the temple. He looked down at the square where the soldiers had gathered. They had attended a service in the name of Jakob and were on their way back to the barracks for dinner. That morning, there had been a service in the name of Phoibos. Twice a day, there were services for the Gods. Only Wigg and Gaia were praised with longer rituals on two separate days. 
 
    Nigesanla walked past him. She curtsied. Ferhdessar nodded at her and watched as she walked on. The soldiers made way for her. Some of them greeted her. 
 
    Wolter came to stand next to him. Ferhdessar looked at the symbol on his chest: the dragon of Merzia in the foreground with a shining orange star behind it – the symbol of Ferhdessar’s magic. Wolter’s soldiers had adapted their uniforms after Ferhdessar had come into power. The other generals had reacted with mixed feelings. 
 
    “Rodmer sent a message saying that everything is going according to plan,” Wolter said. 
 
    Ferhdessar nodded. “That’s good to hear …” 
 
    A scream rang out through the square where fighting had broken out. Soldiers ran towards the crowd. 
 
    Ferhdessar cursed. He pushed Afifa forwards. “Go and restore order.” 
 
    He watched Afifa shout and push her way through the soldiers. She brandished her spear, and the men quickly backed away. The circle around the fight grew bigger. 
 
    Ferhdessar took a few steps, but then froze to the spot. A soldier was pinned to the ground by two other soldiers. Rogan was bringing Nigesanla to safety. She was clutching her belly. Blood trickled through her fingers. 
 
    Ferhdessar clenched his fists. He ran forwards. The soldiers parted for him. 
 
    Nigesanla glanced at Ferhdessar, but then moved her gaze to the soldier who had attacked her. He was wearing a veil to hide the scar on his face. She was lifted up and carried off.  
 
    Ferhdessar grabbed the Purified soldier by the shoulders and turned him onto his back. His grip slackened briefly when he studied the soldier’s face. 
 
    “You’ve been in the palace,” he hissed, “You came for Lilith. Kasimirh had sent you.”  
 
    The grin on Ghideon’s face infuriated Ferhdessar. He clenched his fist and took a swing. Then he grabbed Ghideon by the throat and dragged him up. Ghideon hit him forcefully in the jaw. Ferhdessar staggered back. 
 
    Afifa grabbed hold of Ghideon, and Ferhdessar was pulled back by Eoghan and Wolter before he could lash out again. 
 
    “You’re going to kill him,” said Wolter. 
 
    “That’s exactly what he deserves for what he’s done.” 
 
    “We need to question him first. He might be able to give us valuable information about Kasimirh.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Ferhdessar let them carry him away. But before Ghideon was completely out of reach, he kicked him. 
 
    
Kiril came barging in. “How is lady Nigesanla doing?” 
 
    Annoyed, Ferhdessar looked up. “She’s alive,” he said indifferently. “However, we don’t know the condition of Yvar’s child,” he added with emphasis. 
 
    Branko entered. All the generals were now present. “Was it really a Merzian soldier?” Branko asked. 
 
    Ferhdessar shook his head. “Kasimirh sent him.” 
 
    “How could this have happened?” Kiril asked. 
 
    “Ghideon walked in together with the other soldiers after the funerals,” Zander said. “Because of the great number of new soldiers, nobody noticed that he wasn’t one of us.” 
 
    Ferhdessar banged his fist on the table. “Exactly. The size of our army is our weakness. The newcomers can’t fight and only get in the way. I want to reorganize the fortress. All the soldiers who were originally living here can move into the inner ring. All the others move to the outer ring. No one moves from the outer ring to the inner ring without permission.” 
 
    “There isn’t enough room for our soldiers and their families,” Zander objected. 
 
    “Who mentioned women and children? Only the soldiers belonging to this fortress are allowed into the inner ring. I don’t want a knife in my back anytime soon.” 
 
    “Ghideon says that he was alone.” 
 
    “And you believe him?” 
 
    “Our women and children won’t be safe,” said Branko. 
 
    “You’ve all trained the newcomers so well, haven’t you?” Ferhdessar sneered. “So, the women and children will be perfectly safe in the outer ring.” He got up. “Make sure it’s done.” 
 
    He beckoned his bodyguards and left the generals behind. He went to Nigesanla’s room. 
 
    “The lady is sleeping,” said the woman who was nursing Nigesanla. 
 
    Ferhdessar pushed her aside and walked on. He looked at the bed. Nigesanla was breathing regularly. Her face was pale. 
 
    “Do you know anything more about the child?” he asked as he turned around. 
 
    The nurse shook her head. 
 
    “Who was he?” Nigesanla whispered. 
 
    Ferhdessar looked over his shoulder. Nigesanla was propped up on her elbows. “His name is Ghideon. He hadn’t been in the camp for long.” 
 
    Nigesanla looked away. “I thought that as the mother of the heir, I would be safe.” 
 
    Ferhdessar shook his head. “The Purified soldiers haven’t forgotten your descent. The hate runs deep in some of them.” 
 
    Crying, Nigesanla turned onto her side. The nurse sat down next to her and soothed her. Then she looked at Ferhdessar. “It isn’t good for the child if Nigesanla gets worked up like this. I think it’s best if you leave.” 
 
    Ferhdessar nodded. He wanted to leave, but then thought better of it. “I feel responsible for what happened. I should never have allowed you to go outside. I take it that you understand that you’ll have to stay indoors from now on. We haven’t elicited much information from of the Purified soldier yet, and perhaps there are more soldiers involved in this attack.” 
 
    Nigesanla didn’t respond. 
 
    “Keep me posted about the child,” Ferhdessar said as he turned around. 
 
    “Certainly, lord,” the nurse said. 
 
    Ferhdessar strode away through the corridors. 
 
    
Ferhdessar left the building and went straight for the field next to the headquarters. He ignored the soldiers who were walking to and fro because of the reorganization of the fortress. Having reached the training grounds, he grabbed a bottle of ashes and some flint stones and started preparing himself.  
 
    “I think you’re the only man in Merzia who’s happy with this war.” 
 
    Ferhdessar turned around. Afifa was approaching. “Why would I be happy that Merzia is being destroyed bit by bit?” 
 
    “It’s thanks to Kasimirh that you can impose your will on Merzia.” 
 
    “I don’t want power, I want to protect Merzia. I would have preferred to have done that as Yvar’s advisor, like I’ve always done.” 
 
    He turned around and whispered a spell. The flame that shot up out of the ashes wasn’t very impressive. 
 
    “You have to do it differently. Look.” 
 
    Afifa came to stand next to him. Ferhdessar used magic to push her to the ground. “I know what I have to do,” he growled. It was just hard to concentrate. He looked down at Afifa. “The sorcerers have never supported me. They’ve always been very open about wanting someone else to take my spot. And now that there’s no way around me any more, they send you to babysit me?” 
 
    “We all want the same thing, Ferhdessar: to restore Merzia to its former glory. You know that the sorcerers have been working towards that end for a very long time.” 
 
    “I don’t care what they want. If Merzia is really so important to them, they should be here. But no, I’m the only one who’s putting his life at risk.” 
 
    “What are you up to, Ferhdessar?” Afifa grabbed his arm and looked at him. He saw the worry in her eyes. He pushed her aside. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she asked. 
 
    “Everything that’s necessary to defeat Kasimirh. For now, I trust in my army, but at the same time, I’m preparing for battle.” 
 
    “You’re the leader. You can’t put your own life at risk any more,” said Afifa. 
 
    “What kind of a leader am I if I don’t take the opportunity to defeat our enemy? Don’t you trust me? Don’t worry, I will prevail. I’ll prove everyone that this semi-sorcerer is nothing less than a sorcerer by birth.” 
 
    He made a gesture with his hand. A flame, several meters high, forced Afifa to jump out of the way. Ferhdessar moved his hand, expanding the flame into a wall. 
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Lilith woke up at the end of the day. Once again, she hadn’t slept well. Ever since she had killed Seraph, the nightmares wouldn’t leave her alone. She kept dreaming about the hellish landscape. It was a recurring torture that seemed to be getting worse, and sometimes even made her scared to go to sleep. In her last dream, Lilith had been searching for something. She didn’t know what, but she suspected that it was important. 
 
    Lilith sat up and let her gaze wander across the landscape. They had found a crater on top of a mountain. The pit was surrounded by trees, and there were no people living nearby. It had been almost a week since they had left for Nadesh. 
 
    She stretched and inhaled the aromas of the surrounding landscape. The scent of pine came blowing her way. She could also smell rain in the distance. The sound of a babbling brook came from among the bushes. Her new amulet had heightened her senses, and she felt stronger than ever. 
 
    Lilith reached for her stick. She rose to her feet and made her way to the brook. She lowered herself to the ground and splashed water on her face. A twig cracked. She could tell by the sound of the footsteps that Az-Zhara was approaching. Smiling, Lilith wiped her face dry. Az-Zhara knelt down next to her. 
 
    “You forgot a few drops,” he said, and wiped them away. 
 
    Lilith closed her eyes and enjoyed the touch of his fingers on her cheek. She leaned forwards to kiss him. His hand travelled along her neck to her shoulders, and he drew her close. 
 
    When Az-Zhara let go of her, she leaned against him. She listened to his heartbeat and concentrated on his fingers that were now tickling her neck. 
 
    “If I could believe that somewhere on this earth there’s a place where no one can find me, I’d fly there with you right now,” Lilith whispered. “There’s nothing that I’d rather do.” 
 
    “If I knew of such a place, I’d bring you there myself.” Az-Zhara kissed her hair. “Come, your father must be wondering where we are.” 
 
    Lilith laughed and let him help her up. Together, they walked back to their sleeping place. When Lilith saw her father through the trees, she let go of Az-Zhara’s hand. She suspected that her father knew what was going on, but it was awkward to openly show what she felt for Az-Zhara. She felt guilty about it, as if the love she should be feeling for her father was now directed at someone else. 
 
    Almor had tidied up most of their stuff. He smiled at her and gave them both an apple and a piece of bread. The day before, Lilith and Almor had bought food in a village. They’d been disappointed to discover that they couldn’t buy as much with Az-Zhara’s gemstones as they had hoped. 
 
    “One more night and then we’re in Nadesh,” said Almor, as Az-Zhara put the kettle he had filled at the brook on the fire. 
 
    Lilith sighed. She took a bite of apple and chewed slowly. She didn’t have much confidence in the plan they had come up with to defeat Kasimirh, but she couldn’t think of a better one. Lilith would show herself in dragon form in broad daylight. She was the bait to lure Kasimirh. There was no doubt that he would come. He wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation. Fortunately, she wasn’t going to be alone. Az-Zhara and Almor would be hiding nearby and were going to help her. 
 
    Lilith took a last bite of the apple and threw away the core. “Can we go?” she asked with her mouth full. She didn’t wait for an answer before she changed. When Almor had climbed onto her shoulders, she jumped. 
 
    Flying helped her forget about her worries. Apart from her first flight, Lilith had never been able to fly carefree. Kasimirh had always been inside her head, or her thoughts had been focussed on her assignment. Now she soared through the darkness. She heard the bats in the distance. She inhaled the scent of the night. 
 
    Az-Zhara flew past her. His white scales reflected the silver light of the moon. With every beat of his wings Lilith saw his muscles moving underneath his skin. A shiver went through her body. She picked up speed and flew close behind him. The wind carried his scent. She laughed and climbed higher. Then she sailed on the wind. Being a dragon did have its advantages. 
 
    
A loud bang disturbed the quiet night. Az-Zhara made an unexpected move and Lilith nearly flew into him. 
 
    “Dragon slayers!” yelled Almor. 
 
    Az-Zhara was trying to remove the tranquillizer dart from his side while still flying. He was flying slower and slower. The people below him were shooting burning arrows. One found its way into Az-Zhara’s armpit. He roared. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lilith yelled at him, because he was losing altitude. “Fly higher. And faster. Follow me!” 
 
    Lilith turned around at the moment that Az-Zhara hit the treetops. He tried once more to regain height, but then disappeared from sight under loud cracking noises. 
 
    Lilith’s dark, tarnished scales had been her salvation in this dark night. She looked to the ground, but all she could see were trees. There was no place large enough for her to land, unless she flew back. 
 
    “Almor, I’m going to have to drop you.” 
 
    Just above the treetops Lilith changed. Branches hit her in the face, but also broke her fall. Nevertheless, she didn’t have a soft landing. Groaning, she struggled to her feet. 
 
    In the distance, she heard the sounds of the people who had attacked Az-Zhara. Her paralysed leg hampered her more than usual. Cursing, she looked for a way through the overgrowth. 
 
    Almor joined her. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “You?” 
 
    She didn’t wait for the answer. In front of her she saw the light of the torches of Az-Zhara’s attackers. Lilith quickly counted their number. Eight men were between her and the white dragon. The fire on his body had died, but a man kept burning him with a torch. Az-Zhara growled softly and lashed out. His sluggish attacks were easy to evade and gave another man the chance to attack from the other side. 
 
    There were cheers of excitement. “Were you going to join Kasimirh as well?” someone yelled. 
 
    Lilith went rigid. She stopped her father. 
 
    “Maybe we should send the sorcerer the point of his tail!” 
 
    “Or a finger! That’ll teach him.” 
 
    Lilith crawled ahead. A young lad landed his axe on Az-Zhara’s claws. 
 
    “Chop off two of them! One for Kasimirh and one for lord Ferhdessar. We’ll be heroes!”  
 
    Lilith noticed that Az-Zhara was bleeding from other places as well. Someone was forcefully thrusting a sword into the dragon’s body. He was primarily aiming his attacks at Az-Zhara’s paws and the base of his wings. 
 
    For a moment Lilith thought that they were dealing with Merzian soldiers, but their uniforms were different from what she had seen in Nadesh. These uniforms had been put together in a hurry. The symbol of Merzia was crudely painted on the chestplates. They also didn’t have real weapons. Apart from the men with the sword and the axe, most men were wielding sticks. Some individuals even had pitchforks. 
 
    “Now what?” Almor whispered. His knife glittered in his hand. 
 
    “Put that away,” Lilith told him. “Let’s hope we can fool them. Help me walk.” She tapped her leg. “Don’t let me down.” 
 
    She stepped forwards, leaning on her walking stick and supported by her dad. 
 
    The men were surprised to see them appear out of the shadows of the trees. Lilith’s heart was in her throat. She kept a close eye on the attackers. The two men were holding out their torches as if they were weapons. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” a man asked. Lilith noticed the gun hanging from his shoulder by a strap. This man was the dragon slayer. 
 
    “The same as you,” she answered in a tremulous voice. “I’d also like to see a dragon up close.” 
 
    The man didn’t stop her as she walked on. Lilith stopped next to Az-Zhara’s head. She caressed his cheek.  
 
    Az-Zhara looked at her with half-closed eyes. “Leave,” he whispered. 
 
    “You have to change,” she said softly. 
 
    Lilith had hoped that he would respond immediately, but he didn’t. 
 
    “You’re with him!” The dragon slayer grabbed Lilith’s hair and pulled her backwards. Lilith turned around and lashed out with her stick. The man fell, but crawled back up. The two men with the torches came closer. Almor threw himself onto one of them. Lilith had to jump aside to evade the other one. She lost her balance and fell against Az-Zhara. 
 
    “Change!” 
 
    He still didn’t respond. Lilith cast a glance over her shoulder to see if he was still conscious. His eyes opened slightly. “You have to change!” she screamed. 
 
    The dragon slayer threw himself onto Lilith again. She rammed her stick into his stomach. Then she hit him in the head. His skull cracked, and he twitched a few times before he collapsed. 
 
    Someone else attacked Lilith. She knew that she couldn’t keep this up long enough. If Az-Zhara wouldn’t listen, she had to defeat those people right here. She reached for the brooch on her cloak. 
 
    The pressure against her back suddenly disappeared. Az-Zhara had changed. Lilith grabbed hold of him and changed into a dragon. She beat her wings until they created lift.  
 
    “It’s her!” someone yelled. “She’s Kasimirh’s dragon!” 
 
    “Seize her!” someone else cried excitedly. The men all ran forwards. 
 
    Lilith jumped and took to the air, clasping Az-Zhara tightly. She felt Almor grab hold of her tail. 
 
    There was a shot. The tranquillizer dart whooshed past her. Burning arrows followed. Lilith looked down and saw one dangling from her right paw. She was relieved that she had no feeling in it. 
 
    
Lilith spotted a suitable place to land. She had flown long enough to shake off their pursuers. She changed and laid Az-Zhara down on the ground. Lilith shook him by the shoulder and called out his name. He moaned and opened his eyes a little bit.  
 
    Almor put a hand on her shoulder. “There’s a ruin further down. I shall carry him. We’ll find some shelter there.” 
 
    Almor carried Az-Zhara up the hill. All that remained of what centuries ago had been a castle were some rooms cut out of the rock, and a few crumbled walls. They found a room that was still largely intact. The tree in the middle of the room was resting its crown on the walls, creating a roof. 
 
    Lilith threw her stick aside and sat down next to Az-Zhara. She made a light. The blood on his clothes scared her. She immediately set to work. 
 
    “Almor, make a fire,” she ordered as she took Az-Zhara’s injured hand in hers. It was cold to the touch. “And I need water,” she called after him.  
 
    She carefully removed her hands. It didn’t look good. One finger had been chopped off. The other was almost completely severed. Her gift, however, had stopped the bleeding. 
 
    Lilith undressed Az-Zhara. She could tell that every movement hurt him. His torso was a giant bruise. Most of the stones had hit him in the stomach, where he had no protective scales. Lilith looked at it in horror. She quickly examined him, before she laid her hands on his thighs. That was where the deepest wounds were. 
 
    Almor returned and started a fire. 
 
    “We can’t go any further. Not before he regains some of his strength,” Lilith told him. 
 
    Almor nodded. “We’ll stay here for the next few days.” 
 
    “Did you find water?” 
 
    “There’s a brook nearby. Here.” He offered her the water skin. 
 
    “Warm it up. I want to wash him.” She moved her hands and treated his shoulders. Worried, she looked at Az-Zhara’s face. Shouldn’t he be feeling better by now?  
 
    Almor put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re doing good. I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Lilith had her doubts. When Ébha had treated her after the flogging, the effect had immediately been clear.  
 
    When the water was warm enough, she washed Az-Zhara. In the meantime, she calmly spoke to him, to let him know what was about to happen. After that, she dressed the wounds that were too deep to heal at once. 
 
    “Thank you,” Az-Zhara whispered. It cost him a lot of effort. 
 
    She smiled at him. “Just go to sleep. You’re safe now.” 
 
    
No matter how tired she was, Lilith couldn’t settle down. She was sitting in a crevice in the wall, staring at the sky. There were holes in the layer of clouds through which she could see the stars. The clouds floated by at great speed until eventually there were no more stars to be seen. She felt around on the ground until her fingers found a pebble. She threw it into the darkness below her. It tapped the rocks a few times before everything went quiet again. She picked up another pebble and repeated the ritual several times. 
 
    She was brooding. Why had the people called her Kasimirh’s dragon? How did they know, and why were they so angry about it? She was a long way away from Naftalia. Nevertheless, the people were full of hatred. They were determined to kill her and become heroes. Unfortunately, they had caught the wrong dragon. 
 
    That much was clear to her. Because of their anger towards her, Az-Zhara had been attacked, even though he had done nothing wrong. 
 
    Lilith leaned to the side, but before she could throw another pebble, someone put a hand on her shoulder. Startled, she looked up. “Oh, it’s you.” 
 
    “Who else should it have been?” Almor asked. 
 
    She shrugged. Almor sat down next to her. Lilith threw the pebble and picked up another. “It’s going to rain, I think.” 
 
    Almor grumbled his assent. They sat in silence for a while. 
 
    “Az-Zhara is lucky that you’re here for him,” Almor said. 
 
    Lilith found a bigger pebble. She clenched it in her fist. Her nails pierced the palm of her hand. Shaking her head she said: “If I hadn’t existed, none of this would have happened.” She violently threw the pebble away. It hit the rocks hard and then hit a tree. Twigs and other pebbles were dragged along in its wake as it rolled down the slope. 
 
    “You’re not to blame for any of this,” Almor responded. 
 
    “They thought he was going to join Kasimirh,” she said. 
 
    “Lilith…” 
 
    “Something bad happens to everybody I care about. You and my mother. Chrys. And now him.” Lilith’s voice became louder. “How can you say that it isn’t my fault?” 
 
    There were moaning sounds behind them. Lilith turned around. She saw Az-Zhara’s pained expression in the light of the fire. She rushed up to him. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and he leaned against her, moaning softly. 
 
    “Help me.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “My stomach… Help me.” 
 
    “Hush, just calm down. I’m here.” 
 
    Lilith wasn’t only trying to calm him but herself as well. She didn’t understand why he was getting worse all of a sudden. He was even paler than normal and he was lying limp in her arms. Even through the layers of clothes she felt how cold he was. Her hands quickly sought their way underneath his clothes. She was startled when she felt how hard his stomach was. 
 
    “Is this where it hurts?” 
 
    Az-Zhara nodded feebly. “I’m not doing well,” he whispered with fear in his voice. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Lilith answered. Her energy eagerly sought a way to his body. 
 
    “Are you feeling any better?” Lilith asked after a few seconds. She caressed his face and tried to keep him warm. 
 
    She didn’t receive an answer. 
 
    “Az-Zhara?” She pushed him away a little bit to be able to look at his face. His face had turned ashen. “You have to stay awake!” she yelled. She laid her hand on his chest. “Almor! We have to leave.” 
 
    “It’s not good to move someone who’s injured. Use your hands!” 
 
    “I did, but this is something I can’t fix.” 
 
    “What’s going on?”  
 
    “He is… empty. I don’t know.” 
 
    Almor looked at Az-Zhara again. He carried the dragon man outside as Lilith stuffed their belongings into the backpacks.  
 
    Please God, don’t let him die. 
 
    “As if Jakob would care,” Lilith growled to herself. She took off her cloak and wrapped it around Az-Zhara. “But I’m going to take care of you, Az-Zhara.” 
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”Look Lilith! To the left!” 
 
    It was dawn, and Almor had discovered a few spots of light. Lilith immediately bore off in their direction. The lights turned out to be houses. She landed in a sheltered field, just outside the village. Almor took Az-Zhara from her and started walking right away. 
 
    They stopped when they reached the village. The wooden defence wall had almost completely been destroyed. Only a few poles remained standing. A fox darted off through the trampled grass. 
 
    “Maybe we should go somewhere else,” Lilith said quietly. 
 
    Almor shook his head and started walking. The lanterns in the streets weren’t lit. Shutters were banging in the wind. Windows had been smashed. Several houses had been burned down. No one ventured out onto the street. 
 
    “Do you think Kasimirh has been here?” Lilith asked. She walked closer to Almor and looked around. 
 
    Towards the centre of the village there was less destruction. A baby was crying somewhere. Lilith knocked on the door of a house where there was a light burning. 
 
    The door was opened to a crack. Lilith only saw two eyes. They looked at her and then the door closed again. 
 
    Lilith just managed to push the door back open. Now she could see the woman a little bit better. “Please. Our friend is hurt and needs help.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Travellers who have been assaulted, just like you.” 
 
    The woman looked at Az-Zhara. “Everyone has been brought to the community centre.” 
 
    She slammed the door shut before Lilith could ask her where the community centre was. Almor had already started walking. Lilith caught up with him. 
 
    They wandered through the abandoned streets until they reached a square. The community centre was easy to recognize. Light poured out of every window and crack in the large building. From inside came the hum of voices and moaning. 
 
    A man walked up to them. He was holding an axe, but nevertheless looked frightened. Lilith stood still and stopped Almor. The villager looked like he didn’t need much of an incentive to attack. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” the villager asked.  
 
    “He’ll die if he doesn’t get any help,” Almor said. 
 
    The man cast a glance at Az-Zhara and then looked at Lilith. She exaggerated her limp as she took a few steps forwards. The man muttered to himself and shook his head. 
 
    “Come through. I hope you still have time.” 
 
    Lilith opened the door and let Almor go in first. She remained standing on the threshold. There were injured women and children everywhere. Here and there she saw some men, but they were heavily outnumbered. Her father was addressing one of the women attending the injured. 
 
    “Is there a surgeon who can help us?” he asked. 
 
    The woman shook her head. Then she pointed at someone else.  
 
    “Ébha!” 
 
    The healeress turned around and gave her a look of surprise. “Lilith?” 
 
    “I know her from Nadesh,” Lilith said relieved. “She helped me.” Seeing this woman, who she knew and trusted, rekindled her hope that everything was going to be all right with Az-Zhara. 
 
    Almor hurried towards Ébha. The healeress looked at Az-Zhara. “Come, follow me.” She found some space in a corner of the room and spread out a few blankets on the floor. Almor laid Az-Zhara down. Lilith sat down next to him. 
 
    Ébha held her hand over Az-Zhara’s head. “It’s a miracle. He should have been long dead,” she mumbled. 
 
    Lilith bit her nails. 
 
    Ébha moved her hands towards Az-Zhara’s stomach and looked at Lilith. 
 
    “Thankfully, you’ve discovered what you are.” 
 
    “It’s not too late, is it?” Lilith asked softly. 
 
    Ébha shook her head. 
 
    “I tried to heal him, but I couldn’t do anything about this.” Lilith carefully caressed Az-Zhara’s forehead. 
 
    “You discovered too late what was really wrong with him, but your efforts have kept him alive.” Ébha called out to one of the nurses to bring her boiling water. 
 
    Ébha held the hand where the men had chopped off one of the fingers. The finger that was almost completely severed was going dark. Ébha’s gaze came across the ring that Az-Zhara was wearing. “Is he a shapeshifter too?” she whispered. 
 
    Lilith nodded.  
 
    “The same as you?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s also a…” 
 
    Ébha placed a hand against Lilith’s lips and looked around. “Don’t say that out loud around here,” she said even softer. She got a roll of leather out of a basket and unrolled it. Lilith had wondered what was in it when Ébha had been healing her. Now she found out. It contained several silver instruments, strapped in place by cords. There was a row of small, big, narrow, and wide knives. What the glass and silver vials were for, Lilith didn’t know, but the collection of different sized saws troubled her. 
 
    “Where did you go after you left Havv’n?” Ébha asked. 
 
    “I went to the Inuuk and then I travelled north, where I met Az-Zhara.” 
 
    Ébha glanced at Lilith’s clothes and then she looked at Az-Zhara. The nurse brought a stove and a glass jar. “The water is coming,” she said. 
 
    Ébha nodded and dismissed her. “So, you haven’t been back in Merzia at all?” she asked. 
 
    “I only crossed the border back into Merzia a few days ago,” Lilith answered. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    The nurse came back with a kettle of boiling water. “Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    Ébha shook her head. She poured water into the glass jar and placed it on the stove. Then she put a little stand inside the jar. She took a silver vial, two extension pieces, and two knives from her instrument pouch. She placed them on the little stand. After another glance at Az-Zhara’s hand, she added a little saw. 
 
    “Az-Zhara is lucky to have you.” Ébha rolled up Az-Zhara’s tunic. His belly had turned a deep purple. She nodded, as if it confirmed her suspicions. “Do you know what’s wrong with him?” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “He feels like an empty vessel when I put my hands on him. It’s even hard to feel his presence.” 
 
    “He’s had internal bleeding,” the healeress explained. “You didn’t notice that in time, so he’d already lost a lot of blood when you closed his wounds. Since then he’s been living on your energy, but his body won’t be able to keep that up much longer. Are you willing to donate your blood? You’re the only one who can, because you’re alike.” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” 
 
    Ébha pointed at the instruments. “One needle goes into your artery, the other into one of his veins. The blood will flow from your body into his through the vial.” 
 
    Lilith didn’t hesitate. “Of course I’m willing to do that!” 
 
    Ébha smiled. Before she opened the jar, she cleaned her hands. Then she screwed the extension pieces onto the vial. 
 
    “Clean your wrist with this oil.” 
 
    Lilith did as she was asked. The oil burned her skin. 
 
    “Ready? Lie down next to him.” 
 
    Lilith carefully pushed Az-Zhara to make some more room. She bit her lip when Ébha jabbed the thick needle into her wrist. Immediately there appeared a drop of blood on the other side of the silver instrument. Ébha quickly jabbed that side into Az-Zhara’s arm. Then she held her hands over Lilith’s and Az-Zhara’s forehead. 
 
    “Just relax, Lilith. You need your rest as well. I’m keeping a close eye on you.” 
 
    
Lilith awoke with her head on Az-Zhara’s shoulder and her arm wrapped around him. She stretched herself and sat up. Her body was aching from the hard ground she’d been lying on. She placed her hands in her lower back and stretched. Meanwhile, she looked at Az-Zhara. His breathing was hardly visible, but there was a little bit more colour on his cheeks. Lilith leaned over him and gave him a kiss. She had hoped it would make him open his eyes and was disappointed when that didn’t happen. 
 
    Lilith looked around. The nurses were busy. Ébha went from patient to patient. 
 
    Lilith got up and walked up to her. “I’m awake.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “Where’s Almor?” 
 
    “He’s in the woods, looking for herbs.” 
 
    “Can you examine Az-Zhara?” Lilith asked. 
 
    Ébha pushed her aside. “I don’t have time, and you can do it yourself. After that, I need you here.” 
 
    Lilith looked around again. It made her happy to think she could be of help to these people. She rushed back. 
 
    She moved her hand towards Az-Zhara, but then she hesitated. Ébha didn’t even touch her patients, but until now Lilith had always carried out her healing skin to skin. Maybe she could also do it through clothes? 
 
    She decided to play it safe. Her hand moved underneath Az-Zhara’s tunic. What she felt reassured her; there was enough blood flowing through his veins. Lilith removed her hands and looked at Az-Zhara as she wondered if there was anything else she could do for him. She tucked him in and decided it was okay to leave him alone. 
 
    For the second time, Lilith made her way through the wounded people. She tried to give them encouraging smiles. When she found Ébha she asked: “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Wait a second.” 
 
    Lilith watched with interest what Ébha was doing. The healeress held her hands over a woman’s head and shook no. “Unfortunately, I can’t cure this straight away, but I do have some herbs that will help you.” She told the woman what to do with them and sent her on her way. 
 
    Ébha turned to face Lilith. She pointed at a boy. He was leaning against his mother. “Help him.” 
 
    Lilith looked at the boy. He was having difficulty breathing. “Where do I start?” 
 
    “With Az-Zhara it was obvious what you could do, but you missed the most important injury because you immediately started healing. The first thing you have to do is feel. You do that by concentrating on his head.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. She placed her hands on the boy’s forehead. Ébha immediately pushed them upwards. “Don’t touch him. It’ll taint your observations, but it can also be dangerous. You might get ill yourself. Try again.” 
 
    Lilith looked at the healeress. She was very strict. Looking around, however, she understood why. There was so much more to do. Lilith held her hands over the boy’s head. She felt his warmth and mentioned that out loud, but she had no words for the other feeling he gave her. 
 
    “Where do your hands want to go?” Ébha asked. 
 
    Lilith concentrated. “To his chest,” she said. 
 
    “Then that’s what you do.” Ébha patted Lilith on the shoulder and then focussed on the woman sitting next to the mother. 
 
    Lilith sat down on the ground in front of the boy. He was clenching his ribs. He was looking at Lilith from behind his hair. “Are you scared?” she asked him. 
 
    He nodded. Lilith understood, because she knew how Merzians felt about healeresses. These people had probably come here as a last resort. If there had been another way to get help, they would have jumped at that chance. 
 
    “I’m Lilith,” she told the boy. “What’s your name?”  
 
    “Michar,” he said softly. 
 
    “I’m here to help you, Michar. I won’t touch you. I’m just going to send some energy into your body to heal you. Whenever you want me to stop, just say so. Okay?” 
 
    Michar nodded. 
 
    Lilith looked at the mother. “Can you support him to make it easier for me to help him?” 
 
    The woman tugged at Michar’s shoulders to make him lean backwards. “Take away your hand,” she told her son. 
 
    “No, that’s fine,” Lilith said. She held her hands a few inches over his ribs and kept a close eye on the boy. She could tell that he felt something happening. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    Michar nodded. There was no more fear in his eyes and his breathing calmed down. 
 
    When she was done, Lilith got up. She turned towards Ébha. “I think I’m ready.” 
 
    Ébha checked her work. She smiled at Michar and gave the woman a packet of herbs. “You’re ready, lad.” 
 
    He nodded. His mother gave him a little push. Michar got up and said to Lilith: “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    Lilith ruffled his hair. Startled, she looked at Ébha. She smiled. “You wouldn’t have done that if you had felt that he could make you sick,” she whispered. Then she indicated the next patient that Lilith could help. 
 
    They worked on together until the afternoon. Ébha took Lilith to the place where Az-Zhara was lying. Lilith looked at him, but his situation hadn’t changed. 
 
    “Why haven’t you healed your leg?” Ébha asked after examining Az-Zhara. 
 
    “I couldn’t,” said Lilith. 
 
    “You can heal burns, can’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, those.” Lilith pulled up her trousers. Her leg was bandaged. 
 
    “Those wounds are dangerous, Lilith. They can easily get infected and infection is one of the few things we can’t heal. But I also don’t understand how you could stand the pain.” 
 
    “I have no feeling left in that leg,” Lilith said. “I got burned in dragon form, so later the burns were covered by my clothes and I didn’t see them. I was much too busy taking care of Az-Zhara to notice.” 
 
    Ébha shook her head. “You need to listen to your own body. Your gift could have told you that you were injured. If you don’t take good care of yourself, then ultimately you won’t be able to help other people either.” 
 
    Lilith tugged at the blankets and moistened Az-Zhara’s lips. She only listened to her body when she wanted to torment herself. When she was feeling good, she didn’t want to feel the pain of the scars on her back or of the wounds she had made herself. 
 
    
Over the next few days, Lilith helped Ébha. She loved being able to help others. The room was slowly getting less crowded. At night, they sat at Az-Zhara’s side and talked together. Az-Zhara was still unconscious. 
 
    “You’re in a village in the south-west of Merzia,” Ébha explained. “Just before you arrived, a Jakobinian army attacked and pillaged this village. Most of the men have been killed, and others have left to join Ferhdessar’s army.” 
 
    “What are you going to do when you’re finished here?” Lilith asked. 
 
    Ébha shrugged. “Time will tell.” 
 
    “You’re not going to Nadesh to help the people over there?” 
 
    “You know how they feel about us, Lilith. I don’t think there’s room for me in Nadesh.” 
 
    “But they let you help here.” 
 
    “I’m their only choice if they want to survive. I wouldn’t be allowed to do anything in Nadesh.” 
 
    Lilith looked at Almor and then at Az-Zhara. “I am going to Nadesh,” she said. “I want to defeat Kasimirh.” 
 
    “Be careful, Lilith,” said Ébha. She lowered her voice. “A lot has happened in Nadesh.” 
 
    “I know, Kasimirh captured the city. He killed King Yvar and the army has been driven out of the city.” 
 
    Ébha nodded. “It is said that Kasimirh was helped by a dragon,” she whispered. 
 
    Lilith frowned. Where had he found a new dragon that fast? 
 
    “There’s only one dragon who has always obeyed Kasimirh,” Ébha said.  
 
    Lilith nodded. A nurse walked up to them and deliberated with Ébha. The healeress stared after the woman. When she was out of earshot, Ébha whispered: “Everyone is convinced that you joined Kasimirh’s side again.” 
 
    Lilith looked at Az-Zhara. Now she understood the words that the men had spoken during their attack on him. And why they had been so angry when they discovered that she was a dragon as well—the black dragon from the attack on Nadesh, no less. 
 
    “Ferhdessar knows…” she shook her head. Ferhdessar had last seen her on the beach when she had chosen Kasimirh. Nobody knew what had happened to her after that. 
 
    “They’ll attack you on sight,” Ébha said. “You’re their enemy.” 
 
    All her plans were turned upside down. Lilith looked at Almor. “Now what?” 
 
    He held her hand. “You’ll have to explain your plans to Ferhdessar. He won’t turn down your help in this war.” 
 
    “But Ferhdessar will see me as a huge threat and won’t even give me a chance to speak.” 
 
    Almor was thinking. “When will Az-Zhara be well enough to continue our journey?” he asked Ébha. 
 
    “About a week from now.” 
 
    “I can leave tomorrow. I can explain to Ferhdessar what has happened and why you have come. So that when you arrive, nobody will hurt you.” He gave her a reassuring smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    26 
 
    
Nigesanla took a bite of meat and chewed slowly. Today was the weekly fast, but not for Nigesanla. As her condition was still uncertain, she wasn’t obliged to obey the rules. On the contrary, while she was pregnant, she was served only the best food. 
 
    Fasting was a way for the Merzians to keep their culture alive, but Nigesanla suspected that Ferhdessar had another reason for reintroducing this old ritual: it saved rations. 
 
    Nigesanla stared out the small window looking out onto a street behind the headquarters in the fortress at the foot of Nadesh. Soldiers were returning from a service for Gaia. This room was her only connection to the outside world. Hidden away from everybody, she was left to ‘hatch her egg’. 
 
    Her hand caressed her stomach. If the baby is still alive. 
 
    Nothing had gone the way she had thought it would. She had been on her way to become queen as well as a mother, but now she was nobody. Yvar had promised to take care of her, but Ferhdessar had jeopardized her safety by cutting the marital ribbon before midnight. Now the Merzians saw her as a whore. That was what her attacker had called her and she knew why. 
 
    Nigesanla stirred her food with her fork. Then she took a bite. She washed the food down with some milk. 
 
    The night that Nigesanla had gone to Yvar, she hadn’t even known that it was considered a disgrace in Merzia when a man and a woman shared a bed together before their wedding. Yvar hadn’t held it against her that she had broken the rules. He had taken her into his bed and had only told her afterwards that they had violated the rules. When he saw her dismay, he had kissed her passionately.  
 
    How different things were in her own culture. Having children was top priority. It didn’t matter much if you were married or not. It wasn’t even always a scandal if you had a child with another man, but that did depend on your position in the harem and the status of your husband. The first women of highly placed men were not given away, but it was not at all uncommon for women of lower rank to be used to speed up negotiations. 
 
    Settling down in Merzia, Nigesanla had thought that she had escaped all of this. Because she was older than most girls who got married, she was certain to have gained a low position in a harem. Being the daughter of a pontifex didn’t change that. But now she knew that she’d been used for the exact same reasons. She was even less than the lowest woman in a harem. She had been given away to pull the wool over the eyes of the Merzians. So the Merzians had every reason to despise her. 
 
    However, she would never have thought that their contempt for her went so far that they were willing to jeopardize the future of their own country. 
 
    Nigesanla moaned and doubled up. She felt yet another stab of pain in her stomach. She dropped the cutlery onto her plate. 
 
    “Saveya!” Panicking, Nigesanla called out for the nurse. She touched her stomach. And then she realized that the baby was moving. It had kicked against one of her wounds. 
 
    “You’re still alive,” she whispered. A tear rolled down her face. She brusquely wiped it away. She couldn’t allow herself to get attached to the child. 
 
    Saveya entered the room. “What is it, my lady?” Nigesanla stared out the window. “Get Rogan,” she said smiling. If Ferhdessar knew the child was still alive, he would treat her differently. She would regain the tiny bit of status she’d had before. 
 
    Nigesanla sat down in front of the mirror and started to comb her hair. 
 
    It took a long time before Rogan came. He bowed. 
 
    “When I send for you, I expect you to come immediately,” Nigesanla said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lady. I wasn’t expecting you to have need of me now that you can’t leave this room.” 
 
    “I make my own choices about wanting to leave this room or not. Take me to lord Ferhdessar, I’m sure he wants to hear what I have to say.” Nigesanla got up. As she wrapped a shawl around her shoulders, she looked at her bodyguard. “Have you heard anything about Ghalatea?” 
 
    Rogan looked surprised. “No, unfortunately not.” 
 
    “I’ll pray for her tonight,” Nigesanla said. 
 
    “I appreciate that very much,” said Rogan. He held the door open for her and made a small bow as she passed.  
 
    Rogan escorted her through the dark hallways. Small lanterns were attached to the wall, spaced ten yards apart. On their way, they encountered two soldiers. Nigesanla greeted them. The soldiers stared after her as she continued on her way. 
 
    Rogan had turned a corner but immediately took a step back. He turned around to look at Nigesanla. “It’s best if we go back.” 
 
    “It’s important that I talk to lord Ferhdessar.” She walked around the corner. 
 
    Two soldiers were dragging a man along. They stopped as soon as they saw her and exchanged glances. “My lady?” 
 
    The prisoner looked up. Both his eyes were black and swollen. When he saw her, he spat at her. 
 
    Nigesanla recognized him immediately. It was the soldier who had attacked her. Ferhdessar had made him pay dearly for what he had done. His short tunic couldn’t hide the wounds all over his body. 
 
    “I’m taking you to your room, my lady,” Rogan said. 
 
    Nigesanla shook her head. “You’ve failed,” she told the prisoner. “As you can see, I’m not dead.” 
 
    “And the child?” the man whispered. 
 
    Nigesanla was surprised. His laughter changed into moaning. The soldiers turned around and dragged him away. 
 
    Nigesanla pondered his words. Why was the child more important to him than her life? A Merzian wouldn’t attempt to kill the heir to the throne or would they? All that time, Nigesanla had thought that the child had been a victim of the anger towards her, but maybe it had been the other way around. 
 
    She ran after the soldiers. Rogan wanted to stop her, which only confirmed her feeling that there was something wrong. She obstructed the soldiers’ way.  
 
    “Why would you want to ruin your own country’s future?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not a Merzian,” the man said. He didn’t even bother to look at her. “I’m a Jakobinian. Kasimirh wanted me to kill the baby. That I got to attack one of Margal’s whores in the process was a nice reward from Jakob.” 
 
    Nigesanla was shaking. She clenched her fists. 
 
    “Did no one bother to inform you?” the prisoner whispered, unable to swallow his laughter. 
 
    Nigesanla opened her mouth. She wanted to grab him by his hair, to make him look at her as she yelled to his face that her baby was still alive. Instead, she turned around to face Rogan. “Take me to my room,” she said softly. She stepped aside to let the soldiers pass with the prisoner. 
 
    
Nigesanla stood at the window deep in thought. She didn’t see the soldiers passing by. She also didn’t turn around when the door opened. 
 
    “Lord Ferhdessar wants to talk to you,” one of the maidservants said. 
 
    Nigesanla nodded. She’d been expecting him. 
 
    “I heard that you want to tell me something,” Ferhdessar said. “Do you have news about the child?” 
 
    Nigesanla shook her head. She had decided to keep silent about the child being alive for now. She had even briefly considered faking a miscarriage. The thought of leaving and building a new life for herself and her child somewhere far away was tempting. 
 
    But who could she trust to help her fake a miscarriage? Nigesanla turned around. She pointed at a chair. Ferhdessar sat down, as she remained standing. 
 
    “If only there were a priest with a pendulum to take away the uncertainty,” Ferhdessar muttered to himself. He leaned back and crossed his arms. “What was so important for you to go against my direct orders and leave your room?” 
 
    “Why haven’t you been truthful with me?” Nigesanla asked. “Why did you wilfully hurt me?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have left your room; then you wouldn’t have had this information.” 
 
    “And what difference does that make? Do you know how painful loneliness is? Feeling like everybody despises you?” 
 
    Ferhdessar tensed up. 
 
    “Being alone in a group that you long to be a part of?” 
 
    Ferhdessar got up out of the chair. Before he left the room, he said: “You and I need to set our priorities. Your task in these difficult times is simple. You are to protect your child. That’s the only thing that matters.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    27 
 
    
Someone threw open the door, and Lilith looked up from her patient. A soldier entered. He was followed by more men. The first man asked one of the nurses a question. She looked around. 
 
    Lilith couldn’t hear what was being said, but she didn’t trust it. 
 
    “Lilith, where are you?” The woman who had spoken to the soldiers was calling her. 
 
    Lilith ducked. She crept to Az-Zhara. 
 
    “There she is!” 
 
    The soldiers rushed towards her. Lilith ran as fast as she could to Az-Zhara. She dragged him into the kitchen and pushed a table against the door. It wouldn’t stop the men for long. 
 
    As Lilith opened the window, someone started pounding on the door. She heard the soldiers yelling. She doubted that she was going to be safe outside, but nevertheless threw her stick out the window. In here, she definitely didn’t stand a chance. She lifted up Az-Zhara together with the blankets that he was lying on. She staggered briefly and stumbled towards the window. She carefully lowered him. 
 
    The soldiers were still pounding on the door. The table moved and the door opened slightly. Lilith pulled herself up on the windowsill. She let herself fall out the window at the same time that the soldiers stormed into the kitchen. Lilith grabbed her stick and the blanket, and hauled Az-Zhara into a narrow street. 
 
    She stopped for a moment to catch her breath. When she looked around she saw the trail she was leaving by dragging Az-Zhara along. But she didn’t have a choice. Soldiers appeared at the window. Someone was pointing at her and shouting. Lilith grabbed the blanket and continued on her way. 
 
    She walked as fast as possible but heard footsteps closing in on her. Lilith reached a square. She wanted to turn around, but the soldiers were behind her. She dragged Az-Zhara to the middle of the square. Without a simmer of a doubt she grabbed her amulet and spoke the incantation. The soldiers appeared before Lilith had even started to change. She was surrounded. 
 
    “Hurry up with that gun,” someone shouted. 
 
    Ropes were thrown at her. A noose fell over her head and was tightened. Lilith tried to break the rope, but the transformation wasn’t complete yet, so she didn’t have enough strength. 
 
    There was a shot. The tranquillizer dart lodged in her belly. Lilith growled softly. She took a step forwards on wobbly legs. She wanted to spread her wings, but they were limp and drooped to the ground. Lilith took another step. 
 
    In the meantime, more and more lassos were thrown at her. Lilith tried to get them off but kept missing them. A second shot. She fell down on all fours and crawled towards the soldiers. She collapsed in front of them and blacked out. 
 
    
Lilith came to with a splitting headache. She wanted to get up, but couldn’t. She opened her eyes and immediately closed them against the bright sunlight. 
 
    A few moments later, she tried again. Even though her vision was still blurry, she saw why she couldn’t get up. The soldiers had spun ropes across her body and had attached them to wooden stakes in the ground.  
 
    Lilith shook her head. The pain flared up again. She vainly tried to breathe fire. She swallowed. There was a foul substance on her palate and tongue. Swallowing didn’t reduce the vile taste. 
 
    There was a sharp pain in her shoulder at the base of her wings. She saw the vague outline of a man. Lilith growled. 
 
    “Did I wake you, lizard? It’s a shame that Ferhdessar gave instructions to capture you alive. I would have loved to have slaughtered you on the spot. I hear that dragon meat is very tasty, and even though you’re all skin and bone, you could keep us going for a few weeks. Long enough to get through the war. Now that Kasimirh has lost you, he doesn’t stand a chance any more.” 
 
    “It wasn’t me in Nadesh,” Lilith growled. 
 
    There was laughter. Lilith moved her head and saw that more soldiers had come to see her.  
 
    “Please, let me go,” Lilith begged. “I want to fight against Kasimirh.” 
 
    More laughter. 
 
    “We don’t necessarily have to kill her,” somebody said. “She can do without some of the flesh on her legs. It won’t kill her.” 
 
    Some men drew their swords and walked up to her. 
 
    Suddenly, everything went quiet. Someone made his way through the soldiers. He stopped in front of Lilith. She recognized him as the first soldier who had entered the community centre. “I’m commander Rodmer. Ferhdessar wants us to bring you to Nadesh. You have to change. If you don’t cooperate, we’ll have to chop you into pieces.” 
 
    “Ferhdessar wants me alive…” 
 
    “Preferably, yes.” He looked around. “My men are hungry. I don’t know how long I can hold them off.” He came closer. “Change, dragon. It’s your only chance to survive.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head, but she still wasn’t able to breathe fire. Rodmer laughed. “We smeared some paste in your mouth to prevent you from breathing fire.” He turned around and walked away. 
 
    
Lilith clenched her jaws. There were two soldiers sitting on her head. They were stuffing cloths into her nostrils. A rope touched her lip. Lilith tried to hold her breath for as long as possible. When she raised her lip a tiny bit, the men pulled at the rope, helped by the soldiers standing on her back. Lilith growled. The rope grated her lip. The little bit of breath she managed to inhale through her teeth wasn’t enough. 
 
    At long last she had to open her mouth. Immediately, two sticks were shoved against her palate to open her mouth even wider. Someone threw a rope across her lower jaw and tongue to keep them under control. The whole town had run out to behold the spectacle and to help. 
 
    A young soldier reluctantly came forwards. He was holding the kettle with the paste that extinguished Lilith’s fire. The soldiers had rolled the dice to decide who would get this job. The boy had lost. He climbed onto Lilith’s lower lip and smeared the warm substance on her palate as fast as he could. Then he smeared the stuff on her tongue.  
 
    As soon as the soldier was ready, he jumped to the ground and ran off. The rope and sticks were taken away. And lastly, the rope around her upper lip was released. Lilith shook her head and roared. The crowd recoiled. Lilith tried to swallow the stuff that the soldier had smeared in her mouth. Again to no avail. 
 
    Lilith lowered her head in resignation. The main thing was to buy time and she had managed to do that so far. Pretty soon, Almor would reach Ferhdessar and then everything was going to be all right. It was only a matter of time before the soldiers received the message to let her go. 
 
    
Lilith eyed the soldiers suspiciously as they formed a circle around her. Some had axes, and others drew their swords. The villagers gathered behind the soldiers. They were carrying kettles and water bottles. 
 
    “Kill the dragon!” someone shouted. 
 
    People cheered. Lilith shivered. She growled so loudly that it made the hair of the soldiers opposite her move.  
 
    Rodmer came to stand in front of her. He removed the cloths from her nostrils. “We received a message from Ferhdessar.” 
 
    Lilith heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
    “He wants you alive, but if you don’t cooperate, we’re allowed to transport you to Nadesh in pieces.” 
 
    Lilith was surprised. “You’re lying,” she snarled. 
 
    Rodmer produced a piece of paper from underneath his clothes. He calmly unfolded it, looked at Lilith, and cleared his throat. “I’m pleased that you’ve caught the dragon. I want to see her as soon as possible. If she doesn’t cooperate, you may kill her. It would be a suitable punishment for her crimes against Merzia.” 
 
    He turned the piece of paper around and showed it to Lilith. She recognized Ferhdessar’s neat handwriting. The letter said exactly what Rodmer had just read out.  
 
    Lilith panicked. Where was Almor? Surely Ferhdessar had listened to him, hadn’t he? He wouldn’t have turned down the help of such a powerful ally, would he?  
 
    “You have ten seconds,” Rodmer said. The soldiers closed in on her as he counted out loud. 
 
    Lilith sighed and changed back into human form. 
 
    Three soldiers seized her. They dragged her to her feet and someone put a sword against her throat. Rodmer walked up to her. 
 
    “You’ve decided to be sensible. Tell me, where’s your amulet?” 
 
    Lilith squinted and compressed her lips. Rodmer’s eyes travelled over her. He drew his sword and used it to produce the pouch that Ghalatea had given her at their farewell in Nadesh. Rodmer snapped the lace with his sword. He picked up the pouch and opened it. “This doesn’t look like your amulet. Do you have anything else with you?” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. 
 
    “It’s a pity that I can’t trust you.” Rodmer beckoned a few soldiers. “Undress her. I want everything that comes off of her.” He turned around and walked away. 
 
    Lilith was lifted up and someone pulled down her pants. She blindly kicked and hit a soldier. The men who were holding her forced her to her knees, so that the soldier she had kicked could hit her. Lilith fought as the soldiers took off her tunic and vest. 
 
    The soldier who had smeared the paste in her mouth every day was pushed forwards. “Look, you were scared of this skinny mongrel,” there was laughter. The boy blushed as he looked at her. 
 
    “Show us that you’re no longer afraid,” someone yelled. 
 
    The soldier looked around awkwardly. Then he unbuttoned his uniform jacket and handed it to the soldier next to him. 
 
    The soldiers roared. Lilith was forced onto her back and her legs were spread apart. The circle around her became smaller and more men were unbuttoning their clothes. Lilith didn’t understand what was happening. Her body screamed for her to offer resistance, but with every move she made, the soldiers held her even tighter. They were hurting her, but she hardly noticed. She wasn’t afraid of them, she feared the young soldier who was now wrestling with the laces of his undergarments. 
 
    “Just keep them on!” someone shouted as he pushed the young soldier in the back. 
 
    The soldier was looking at nothing else but Lilith. As he slowly walked towards her, Lilith closed her eyes. She heard the pebbles underneath his boots. He was panting as he knelt beside her. Lilith felt a hand underneath her head. It was shivering. Lilith growled and tried to bite his arm. The soldier grabbed her hair so that she couldn’t even move her head any more. 
 
    Then she felt something rub her face. 
 
    “What are you doing?” someone asked. 
 
    Lilith carefully opened her eyes. The soldier had pulled his tunic over her head. Now he grabbed her wrist. “Let her go,” he said to the soldier holding her left arm. 
 
    “No way. If you don’t want her, just leave, and let us have the monster,” someone shouted. He got a lot of support. 
 
    The young soldier looked at Lilith. She knew that she had to trust him. All of a sudden, there was a knife in his hand. He pointed it at the soldiers who were holding her. “Let her go.” 
 
    They were taking too long, so he lashed out. The soldiers darted back and let go of her. Lilith quickly put her arms through the sleeves of the boy’s tunic. 
 
    “This is your chance,” Lilith heard someone say. It was meant for the boy, but wasn’t any less true for her. Yet, she couldn’t find the energy to free herself. Her body felt so heavy. 
 
    Someone loomed up behind the boy. 
 
    “Watch out,” Lilith said in a throaty voice. 
 
    The boy turned around, but it was too late. He was wrestled to the ground, and Lilith was dragged away. One of the other soldiers dropped his trousers. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” 
 
    The noise died down. Rodmer walked up to Lilith. He glanced at the soldier who was quickly pulling up his trousers. 
 
    “Have you lost your minds? She’s a healeress. Who knows what she might do when you get this close to her. Bring her to the others.” 
 
    The young soldier was pushed forwards again. He tied her wrists together, pulled her up and dragged her through the streets to an abandoned house. Lilith was shoved inside. The door slammed closed behind her. 
 
    “Lilith.” 
 
    Ébha knelt down and helped her sit up. Lilith drew up her knees and wrapped the tunic around them. She shivered. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Ébha asked quietly. 
 
    Lilith shrugged. She let the events pass before her mind’s eye. The threat had awakened a primal fear inside her that she didn’t understand. If the soldiers had followed through, the pain wouldn’t have stayed submerged. They would have torn her soul apart. 
 
    
 Lilith stared straight ahead deep in thought. She’d been dreaming about hell again. It had been a long time since she’d had those nightmares. During the time that she had worked with Ébha, the dreams hadn’t disturbed her sleep. 
 
    She sighed heavily. Not so long ago, the dreams had made her determined to go on. Jakob was letting her know that he didn’t approve of what she was doing, and that was encouragement enough. But now that she had been taken prisoner again, she no longer felt so sure any more. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    Lilith shook off her thoughts and looked at Az-Zhara. He had finally regained consciousness. 
 
    “I think it’s best for you to keep lying down,” she said when he tried to sit up. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    Lilith gave him a short explanation. “I’m glad that you’re doing better.” 
 
    “But how are you? I’ve been awake for a while. You’re worried about something.” 
 
    “It was only a dream,” Lilith answered without much conviction. 
 
    Hell had been different this time. She had found a Fountain that was an exact copy of the Fountain in Nadesh. Water ran down one of the columns in the middle of the temple. Lilith had drunk greedily from the refreshing liquid.  
 
    Contented, she had sat down beside the Fountain. Only then had she noticed that the water was flowing up the column. Where was it flowing to? As Lilith had been staring into the water in the hopes of catching a glimpse of the world on the other side, something else had drawn her attention. 
 
    “My name has never been written in the water,” she whispered. She had seen the names of all believers, but her name wasn’t on the list. It confused her. Why had Kasimirh never added her name?  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Az-Zhara said. Lilith hadn’t noticed that he had come closer. She moved away. 
 
    “It was only a dream,” she repeated. But still it kept eating away at her. 
 
    Lilith looked to the side. Az-Zhara raised his hands that were tied together, and brushed her hair back. Lilith had difficulty not recoiling from him. Az-Zhara noticed.  
 
    “What’s going on? What have they done to you?” 
 
    The door opened. “Wake up!” a soldier shouted. 
 
    Lilith pressed herself against the wall and pulled the young soldier’s tunic further over her knees. 
 
    “Get up!” 
 
    Lilith immediately obeyed. She helped Az-Zhara up. 
 
    “Change,” she whispered. “Get us out of here.” 
 
    Az-Zhara shook his head. “I lost my ring.” 
 
    Lilith looked at Az-Zhara’s hands. He’d still had the ring when she had saved him from the dragon slayer. Apparently Rodmer knew who Az-Zhara was and had taken his amulet from him. 
 
    Ébha was just waking up. A soldier dragged her up by her arm and pushed her in the direction of the door. 
 
    “We’re taking you to Ferhdessar,” said Rodmer, who appeared in the doorway.  
 
    The young soldier grabbed Lilith. She didn’t fight as he dragged her outside. 
 
    The villagers had gathered to see her one last time. There was a festive atmosphere. Now that she had been captured, they all believed that the war was going to end soon. 
 
    Lilith was grabbed and thrown onto a cart. The young soldier had shackled her and now she was chained to the cart. Ébha and Az-Zhara followed her. A soldier took up position next to the cart. He was holding a rifle at the ready.  
 
    As the cart started to move, Lilith spotted the little boy that she had cured. Michar frowned at her. Then he carefully waved. His mother immediately grabbed his hand. Lilith closed her eyes. Once more, she was being transported into Nadesh as a prisoner. What would be waiting for her this time? It had to be worse than last time, because the crimes she was being accused of were much more serious.  
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Ferhdessar’s gaze wandered along the thousands of soldiers lined up on the plain. These were Kiril and Zander’s legions, the largest of the Merzian army. Together they outnumbered Tokala’s troops. 
 
    “Lord Wolter.” 
 
    A soldier saluted the general as he entered the watchtower. Wolter nodded and walked up to Ferhdessar. He stood silently next to the sorcerer. 
 
    The wind picked up and carried inflammatory words from the plain. Ferhdessar used his binoculars to look at the officers who where riding among the ranks, keeping the soldiers alert. 
 
    He moved the binoculars in the direction of the approaching army. Tokala’s soldiers dragged themselves across the plain. For weeks, they had dragged and pushed their heavy artillery along. Most Jakobinian soldiers didn’t have horses, so they had travelled the long distance by foot. 
 
    “They’re heading for certain death,” said Ferhdessar to Wolter as he lowered the binoculars. Tokala’s army was weakened by famine and exhaustion. Ferhdessar’s army was fighting on home ground. The Merzian soldiers were well rested and prepared for the battle.  
 
    Wolter muttered something. Ferhdessar looked at him. The general seemed less certain of a good outcome. 
 
    “What is it, Wolter?” 
 
    “The odds are in our favour, but you can never be certain about what will happen. If Tokala didn’t think he could win, he would have stopped long ago.” 
 
    Ferhdessar nodded. It was a surprise that Tokala had broken camp that morning and had given his soldiers marching orders for the final stretch. The generals had been convinced that Tokala would grant his army some rest just out of reach of the Merzian army. 
 
    Ferhdessar shrugged. “A beginner’s mistake. We know that Tokala has no experience commanding an army. His troops are mainly ordinary citizens who were been trained to become priests and have now taken up arms for Kasimirh.” 
 
    He brought the binoculars back to his eyes and let his gaze move upwards along the rocks. He inspected the city walls of Nadesh. There were people lined up along the walls, but they were so small that it was impossible to see whether Kasimirh was among them. 
 
    “I know for sure that you’re there,” Ferhdessar muttered. “You’ll watch your reinforcements being slaughtered. They’ve walked all that way to die here.” 
 
    “Tokala’s army has stopped,” Wolter said. 
 
    Ferhdessar turned around and aimed his binoculars at the enemy troops. They were starting to line up. He lowered the binoculars and estimated the distance between both armies. “Let’s advance before Tokala has the chance to line up his entire army.” 
 
    Wolter shouted something at a soldier. A bugle sounded. Soldiers semaphored orders. A few moments later, the Merzian soldiers started to move. 
 
    The Merzian archers opened the first attack. Then the cavalry rushed forwards. Ferhdessar saw that Tokala responded as expected. His soldiers readied large spears to stop the horses. What Tokala hadn’t anticipated, however, was that the Merzian riders carried rifles. About a dozen yards before they reached the enemy lines, the soldiers fired their bullets. The line was breached and horses flooded through. The cavalry continued the fight with their spears. 
 
    Ferhdessar looked pleased. He gave a sign to the signalman. Moments later, two airplanes flew over. The gunmen up front saluted Ferhdessar.  
 
    “I wonder if Tokala has an answer to this,” Ferhdessar said to Wolter. 
 
    The first plane attacked the catapults. The second plane flew on. Its mission was to take out Tokala or at least his flagman. That would leave his army out of control.  
 
    Ferhdessar watched the attack through his binoculars. He was satisfied to see that the planes really did look like dragons. Tokala’s bodyguards fell victim to the fire that the gunner unleashed upon them. A flag caught fire and was blown away by the wind. Suddenly, the plane started to lose height. One of its wings came off. Only the gunner jumped out of the plane. Before he hit the ground he changed into a falcon and flew away. Zigzagging, he tried to dodge the fireballs that were thrown after him. 
 
    Ferhdessar moved the binoculars towards Tokala. He had his arms raised and launched another fireball. “A sorcerer?” Ferhdessar lowered the binoculars for a second but then looked again at Tokala. Ferhdessar had never thought that Tokala was a sorcerer. “A follower of Margal with an aptitude for magic,” he muttered to himself. “No wonder that he chose to convert.” 
 
    “Tokala’s lines have been breached,” Wolter said. 
 
    Ferhdessar moved his gaze. The armies were engaged in man-to-man combat. The Merzian army was forcing back the enemy forces. Tokala and his bodyguards took to their heels.  
 
    “The coward is running,” Ferhdessar laughed. He looked at Nadesh again. “How long before you’ll follow him?” he asked Kasimirh.  
 
    
Ferhdessar had already turned around to face the battle, when something caught his eye. He swerved his binoculars to the left and the right, and then lowered them. He took a step back and gave Wolter a nudge. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Ferhdessar pointed. Large pieces of rubble were being thrown down from Nadesh. They splintered the roofs of the barracks and shook the ground. Soldiers ran outside, but weren’t any safer in the square. Burning pieces of wood were thrown down next. Several buildings caught fire. 
 
    Branko came running up the stairs. “Tokala is attacking the fortress from the south,” he said out of breath. 
 
    Ferhdessar walked to the other side of the tower. Through the binoculars he saw that the outer walls of the fortress were under attack. 
 
    “Call back Kiril and Zander,” Ferhdessar yelled. 
 
    “Already done,” said Wolter. “But Tokala has lured them too far away from the fortress.” 
 
    Ferhdessar watched as Eoghan sent his soldiers to the southern wall. “Join him,” Ferhdessar said to Branko. 
 
    “Let me take you inside,” Wolter said. He grabbed Ferhdessar’s arm and led him along. His soldiers formed a line around the headquarters. 
 
    
Hours went by. The cannons protecting the fortress were shooting heavy cannonballs at the enemy, but without the desired effect. Meanwhile, the Jakobinians continued throwing pieces of rubble onto the fortress. 
 
    Ferhdessar was sitting with his elbows on the table and his head in his hands. With every tremor, the chair next to him moved further away. He was startled when a painting fell from the wall. He got up and started pacing the room. Wolter looked at him for a little while, but then bowed his head again. To reassure himself, Ferhdessar counted his steps. It felt as if the room was getting smaller, but the number of steps from wall to wall remained the same. 
 
    “I want to do something,” Ferhdessar growled. He was annoyed that he had to sit here and wait for the outcome of the battle. 
 
    Wolter opened his mouth, but Ferhdessar raised his hand. “I know, a leader shouldn’t go looking for danger.” Ferhdessar imitated Kiril’s voice, which was a bit lower than his own. It wouldn’t make much difference any way. None of his artefacts were strong enough to defeat an army. He stopped at the fireplace. “We’re going to Wigg’s temple.” 
 
    He left headquarters. At the top of the stairs he looked around. The headquarters were located in the centre of the fortress. It was far enough from the rock face, that no pieces of rubble had reached this part. 
 
    Ferhdessar’s bodyguards joined him. They descended the stairs, hurried across the square, and reached the temple. The priest was waiting for them at the door. Heat flowed past him in waves.  
 
    “I want to talk to Wigg,” Ferhdessar said. 
 
    “I’ve been expecting you,” the priest said as he signalled for the sorcerer to follow him. 
 
    The fire at the foot of the God’s statue was blazing more fiercely than ever before. Orange tongues licked the legs of Wigg’s horse. The light of the flames was reflected in the paintings on the walls. It seemed as if the dozens of soldiers were set in motion to fight alongside the Merzians by order of the God of War. Wigg, however, hadn’t shown himself on the battlefield today, Ferhdessar thought to himself. 
 
    As Ferhdessar wiped the sweat off his forehead, he thought back to the last time he had been here with Yvar. The king had wanted to know how the war with Kasimirh would end. Back then, the priest had prophesied a fierce and prolonged battle with practically equal chances for both parties. Nevertheless, the priest had seen an unexpected victory for Merzia in the flames. 
 
    Ferhdessar didn’t wait for the priest, and immediately walked on to the inner chamber of the temple. The bowls with the different powders were already waiting. The priest placed a bowl with a burning piece of wood in the middle of the table. 
 
    “Take something from any of these bowls and throw it into the fire. Lord Wigg will answer your question,” the priest said. 
 
    Yvar had taken a long time to decide, but Ferhdessar immediately grabbed some powder and threw it into the fire. He was astonished. The fire almost went out. The priest picked up the bowl from which Ferhdessar had taken the powder and smelled it. 
 
    “Tell me what this means,” Ferhdessar said impatiently. 
 
    “You have the power to end this battle.” 
 
    Ferhdessar smiled. 
 
    “But if you don’t use this power right, Merzia will be lost.” The priest looked at him. “The last time I spoke of chaos. That hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “I will use my powers,” Ferhdessar said. “Merzia will win.” He turned around and strode out of the temple. “Even without the help of the Gods,” he muttered. 
 
    Once outside, Afifa joined him. She was out of breath. “The soldiers had to retreat. Our lines of defence are close to the inner ring.” 
 
    “Where are Zander and Kiril?” 
 
    “We haven’t received any word from them,” Afifa answered. 
 
    “It’s time to leave,” Wolter said. 
 
    Ferhdessar nodded. Lost in thought, he mounted the horse that was already waiting for him. Surrounded by his bodyguards he rode to the little gate in the west. They were soon joined by more soldiers. Ferhdessar could tell by their emblems that they were Wolter’s warriors.  
 
    
After an hour’s journey, they reached a clearing in the woods. Tents had been put up in a circle. Soldiers saluted as Ferhdessar rode past. Again he recognized Wolter’s emblem on the uniforms.  
 
    “When did you arrange all this?” Ferhdessar asked. 
 
    “Long before Tokala arrived. I couldn’t take it for granted that we’d win. Nigesanla has been brought here as well.” 
 
    Ferhdessar dismounted and walked to a tent that had been put up on a hill. “Bring her to me.” 
 
    He entered the tent. Candles illuminated a table. Ferhdessar let his gaze wander across the maps spread out on the table. A pawn indicated the location of the camp. Wolter had chosen a spot in the middle of the woods, close to a brook. 
 
    He heard Nigesanla enter, but waited a few moments before he turned around. In his mind he could see how Kasimirh had watched him flee with his tail between his legs. Ferhdessar clenched his fists. But I’ll be back for you, Kasimirh. 
 
    Nigesanla coughed quietly. 
 
    “Take a seat,” Ferhdessar said. He cast one last glance at the map and walked up to Nigesanla. She curtsied and sat down. 
 
    Ferhdessar looked at her. A few days ago, she had told him that she’d had a miscarriage. He had expected to see a grief-stricken woman. Nigesanla, however, didn’t seem affected at all by the tragedy. 
 
    “How do you feel about your brother being here?” he asked her. 
 
    Nigesanla shrugged. She stared at her hands which lay folded in her lap. Suddenly she looked at him. “Let me talk to Tokala. Maybe I can convince him to join you.” 
 
    Ferhdessar was immediately suspicious. “Why would I let you go?” 
 
    “Now that Yvar’s child is dead, I’m no longer of any value to you. This is my chance to make a difference for Merzia.” 
 
    Ferhdessar placed his arms on the table and leaned forwards. “Why would Tokala let his little sister persuade him to betray his father?”  
 
    “You have nothing to lose.” 
 
    “But you do,” Ferhdessar said. “You could lose your life.” 
 
    “What kind of life do I have anyway?” Nigesanla snapped.  
 
    Ferhdessar got up and started pacing. He stopped behind Nigesanla. “How can I be sure that you told me the truth about the miscarriage? I didn’t see any proof.” 
 
    “Should I have sent you the blood-stained sheets?” Nigesanla snarled. 
 
    Ferhdessar drew his sword and held it against Nigesanla’s neck. Petrified, she remained seated. “What are you doing?” she asked softly. 
 
    “I believe you. And you’re right. You’re worth nothing to me without Yvar’s child. However, I don’t believe that you can persuade Tokala.” 
 
    “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “You are mad!” 
 
    Ferhdessar raised the sword. 
 
    Nigesanla turned around. “Stop! Yvar’s child isn’t dead. Stop!” 
 
    Ferhdessar saw the desperation in her eyes. “Why would I believe you now?” 
 
    Nigesanla bowed her head. She shivered. Then she looked at him with tears in her eyes. “You can feel it.” 
 
    Ferhdessar sheathed his sword. He moved her chair back and laid his hand on her belly. He was bracing himself for the possibility that Nigesanla was lying, when the child suddenly moved. Ferhdessar closed his eyes. He concentrated on the movements. Merzia wasn’t lost just yet. Everything was possible again. It had been a long time since he had felt this relieved.  
 
    He slapped her in the face. “So, I was right all along! You seduced Yvar by order of Kasimirh!” 
 
    Nigesanla shook her head. Tears were running down her face. 
 
    Ferhdessar grabbed her shoulders. “And now that Tokala is here, you want to join him. You’re a traitor. If you weren’t pregnant with the heir, I would kill you on the spot. Oh, the pleasure that would give me.” He clenched his fist around the pommel of his sword. “Maybe I should do it anyway. If the child takes after you, Merzia will only be in even more danger.” 
 
    Nigesanla looked up in fright. She lowered herself to the floor and knelt in front of him. “Please, lord,” she begged. “Don’t do it.” 
 
    All the muscles in Ferhdessar’s body were tense. Then Wolter and Eoghan entered the tent. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Wolter asked. He dragged Ferhdessar away. Eoghan took care of Nigesanla. “Why are you attacking her?” 
 
    “She’s a traitor. It has always been her intention to bring the child to Kasimirh.” 
 
    Wolter looked at Nigesanla. She was hiding her face in her hands. Her shoulders were shaking. 
 
    Ferhdessar called two soldiers. “Take her away and guard her. She can’t go anywhere without you present.” 
 
    When Nigesanla had left the tent, Ferhdessar looked at Eoghan: “It’s not a good sign that you’re here.” 
 
    Eoghan nodded. “The battle is over. We’ve lost the fortress.” 
 
    Ferhdessar turned around. Cursing, he kicked the chair that Nigesanla had been sitting on moments earlier.  
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Ghalatea was walking through the camp with an empty basket. She nodded at the people she came across, but didn’t stop for a chat. The daily routine continued as usual, but everybody in the camp knew that today was an important day. The war for Merzia had started in earnest. There was tension in the air. 
 
    At the wall, Ghalatea put down the basket and closed her eyes. Before, she had often looked over the wall to see the fortress far below her. And then she had thought about Rogan. Sometimes, she even thought she could see him. The distance, however, was too great to truly be able to recognize someone.  
 
    She opened her eyes. With a knot in her stomach, Ghalatea looked at the plume of smoke that was blotting out the sun. Standing on tiptoe, she could look over the wall. She clung to the wall, not because she was scared of the height, but because of what she saw down there. A tremendous fire raged where the fortress had been. Feeling dizzy, she closed her eyes. 
 
    There were muffled bangs. She recognized the sound. Once, the idea that the Merzian soldiers had guns had put her mind at ease. Now she wasn’t sure how to feel about it. Did she even want the Merzians to beat the Jakobinians? At the same time, she feared for her husband’s life if the Jakobinians were to win.  
 
    “You fought against Margal,” Ghalatea whispered. “And then, together with me, against my demons. Now you’re fighting against Jakob.” 
 
    Ghalatea turned around and knelt in the soil. Lost in thought, she pulled out the weeds. Jakob wasn’t a demon that needed to be fought. He was a God with good intentions for His people. She only had to look at the peonies a bit further down to understand that Jakob had created the world with love. God had wanted to create a palace for the people. That same God would never allow His followers to lose this war. 
 
    Ghalatea produced her marital bottle from beneath her clothes and held it against her lips.  
 
    “If only I could tell you about Jakob. Would you believe me and follow me? Would you be prepared to renounce Wigg and the other Gods?”  
 
    She let go of the bottle and continued weeding as she thought about the life they’d had together and apart from each other. She had lived in the palace, serving lord Yvar. Her husband had either lived in the fortress or he had been on missions to fight in other parts of the country. They were apart more often than together. Nevertheless, she had felt supported by him every moment of the day. Rogan’s love for her had kept her warm during cold and lonely nights. She had lived for those times when they could hold and embrace each other. 
 
    But she realized that Rogan would never choose Jakob. He was the kind of soldier who would fight to the end, because he had once sworn loyalty to Merzia. His decisions weren’t motivated by the fear of death, but by his conviction that he was doing the right thing. 
 
    Ghalatea uprooted a plant. As the roots gave way, she lost the fight against her tears. She had to let go of her past if she wanted to serve Jakob unconditionally. Rogan was standing between her and her God. 
 
    She stared at the plant in her hands. It wasn’t weed, but lavender. She looked around. No one was paying her any attention. Ghalatea took off her necklace and kissed the marital bottle. 
 
    “With pain in my heart I say goodbye to you, Rogan, but I have no other choice. I know that you’ll die in the name of the false Gods. I want to live under the True God. Farewell Rogan, you will always remain a precious memory.” 
 
    She deepened the hole where the lavender had grown and laid the bottle in it. Tears fell onto the soil. She planted the lavender on top, carefully covered the roots and the bottle with sand, and tamped down the soil. 
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The cart bounced on the cobblestones. For hours, Lilith had been staring at the tall rock pillars that slowly came closer. A large moon behind the capital revealed the outlines of the buildings. Lilith knew that Kasimirh was there. She turned onto her side. 
 
    Rodmer’s soldiers led the cart into a forest. The path became narrower. Branches struck against the cart. Then they suddenly stopped. 
 
    “Is this the monster?” Lilith heard someone say. 
 
    Two soldiers walked around the cart. Lilith looked at them through her hair. The right one prodded his rifle into her shoulder. Lilith growled and kicked at him. The soldier didn’t even have to step back to evade her. He laughed and prodded her again. Over and over, until Lilith rolled onto her back and they could take a better look at her. 
 
    “Is this the dragon?” the other soldier asked. His voice oozed disappointment. “It’s a skinny mongrel.” 
 
    The soldier who had forced her to her back raised his lantern and leaned forwards. “I can see the beast inside of you,” he said quietly. “But I’m sure that lord Ferhdessar can tame you.” 
 
   
  
 

 Lilith sat up and spat at him. The soldier wiped the spit off his face and placed the rifle against his shoulder. The other soldier stopped him.  
 
    They both took a step back, and the cart started moving again. Lilith lay back down. She rolled up into a ball. 
 
    Even though it was night, it seemed as if everyone in the camp was awake. The soldiers crowded around the cart. Now and again, Lilith saw a few women. Everyone wanted to catch a glimpse of her. 
 
    “We caught the monster!” someone shouted excitedly. 
 
    Over the past few days, Lilith had continuously been called names, but it still hurt. The worst thing was that what the soldiers thought wasn’t even true, and that she couldn’t do anything to convince them of that. 
 
    “The monster came to attack us, but we defeated it,” it sounded from the opposite side. 
 
    Lilith tried to ignore the insults, but she couldn’t block out the voices. Then she felt a stone against her shoulder. A second stone hit her on the head.  
 
     She heard the sound of hoofs. Orders were given. Lilith closed her eyes for a little while before she looked up. Nadesh lay beyond the treetops. Hidden from view, but she could nevertheless feel Kasimirh’s presence. 
 
    The horses stopped next to a tent. Lilith, Az-Zhara, and Ébha were pushed off the cart. Lilith tried to scramble to her feet. Her body was stiff because of the uncomfortable position she had lain in for days. Her right leg was tensed up, making it impossible to stand. 
 
    A soldier hoisted her to her feet and pushed her in the direction of the tent. Lilith fell face first into the mud. People laughed. Two soldiers seized her by her armpits and dragged her inside. Az-Zhara protested, but a knock to the head silenced him. He and Ébha were forced to follow Lilith. 
 
    Ferhdessar was waiting for them. Wolter was sitting to the right of him, Eoghan to the left. The soldiers put down Lilith in front of the sorcerer. “Bow to our leader,” the soldier to the left of her hissed.  
 
    Lilith looked at Ferhdessar with a stony face. “I don’t bow for you,” she said. 
 
    A soldier rammed the butt of his rifle into her stomach. Lilith doubled over. 
 
    “You can leave,” Ferhdessar said. He waited until the soldiers had left before he got up. He walked towards Lilith and grabbed her chin. His nails drilled into her skin. A smile passed over his face as he looked at her. “Finally we’ve caught you. I’ve been dreaming about this moment ever since you attacked Nadesh. How angry Kasimirh will be.” 
 
    “Hasn’t my father reached you?” Lilith asked. 
 
    Ferhdessar frowned. “Are you playing me for a fool? We both know that your father is dead. You’re the one who killed him, no less.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “No. No!” It wasn’t just a response to Ferhdessar’s remark. What had happened to Almor? He had been through so much hardship to find her and now he hadn’t been able to reach Ferhdessar. 
 
    Ferhdessar lashed out and hit her in the jaw. Lilith staggered. 
 
    “How could you attack Nadesh? After all that we have done for you!” 
 
    Az-Zhara took a step forwards, but Eoghan jumped up and stopped him.  
 
    Lilith took a deep breath to control her anger. Rage wasn’t going to help her convince him. “I had nothing to do with the attack on Nadesh,” she said. “I came back here to help the Merzians deal with Kasimirh.” 
 
    Ferhdessar huffed. “Why would I believe that? You never cared about Merzia. Maybe you’ve been lying to us from the start, and maybe you came to Nadesh by order of Kasimirh. What assignment did he give you, Lilith?” 
 
    “I saved lord Yvar. I went to Havv’n to help the Merzians.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything there. I made sure that Havv’n was saved.” 
 
    Lilith huffed. “You killed Chrys and many others.” 
 
    Ferhdessar clenched his fists. “If I hadn’t reined you in, everyone on that beach would have been killed by you. I wanted you to fight the servi, but you unleashed hell upon the Merzians.” 
 
    “You ordered me to fight.” 
 
    Ferhdessar ignored her remark. “And not much later, you did the same in Nadesh.”  
 
    Lilith shook her head. “Ever since I left Havv’n, I haven’t been back to Merzia. Use that magical thing on me, that key. Then you’ll know if I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    Ferhdessar eyed her with a look of surprise on his face. “Since when do you ask me to use magic? Do you think I’m an idiot? I haven’t forgotten how you feel about my research.” He rubbed his forehead. “Has Kasimirh done something to you to ensure that you’ll pass the test?” He shook his head and looked at Ébha and Az-Zhara. “Who are you?” 
 
    Az-Zhara introduced himself and explained where he had met Lilith. “If you do the math, you know that she couldn’t have been in Nadesh at the time of the attack.” 
 
    Ferhdessar turned around and sat back down, lost in thought. “If I were to believe you, then I would indeed come to that conclusion. But if I think back to the last time I saw Lilith, I know that the truth is a totally different story. She returned to Kasimirh, with a kiss.” 
 
    Az-Zhara looked at Lilith. She cast down her eyes. She had never told him the details. 
 
    “We found tracks on a little island. She had been there together with Kasimirh.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “But after that I never saw him again. The Inuuk rescued me. I met Niul.” 
 
    Ferhdessar’s eyes lighted up.  
 
    “I know that you know Niul, but how would I know his name if I’d never met him?” 
 
    There was movement behind Ferhdessar. Afifa stepped out of the shadows. “She does have a point, Ferhdessar,” she said. 
 
    Lilith nodded at her. Afifa’s presence gave her a confidence boost. Afifa returned the nod. She went to stand right behind Ferhdessar. 
 
    Ferhdessar looked at Lilith and thought deeply. “All right. Maybe you’re telling the truth, but that doesn’t change my decision. I can’t rely on you defeating Kasimirh. You’ve always been unstable…” 
 
    “Not any more!” Lilith said loudly. “I know now who my enemy is. The only thing I want to do is defeat Kasimirh.” 
 
    “And what about me? Am I no longer your enemy?” 
 
    He looked her straight in the eye. Lilith doggedly stared back. After a few seconds Ferhdessar got up and walked towards the table. “Undo her cuffs.” 
 
    Wolter got up and freed her from the shackles. Lilith lashed out and dived underneath Wolter’s arms. He seized her from behind and wrapped his arm around her throat. 
 
    Ferhdessar looked at her and shook his head. He opened a little box. 
 
    Lilith was pulling at Wolter’s arm in an attempt to break free of his grasp. It was getting harder to breathe. She calmed down a bit when she felt something cold. From the corner of her eyes she saw that Eoghan was holding a gun against her temple. 
 
    “I’m sure that I don’t have to explain what this is,” said Ferhdessar as he slipped a silver wristband on her wrist and whispered a few spells. The wristband tightened and her arm started to tingle. 
 
    “You know this one. I’ve tuned it so that you can’t get more than ten yards away from me. I might give you a bit more or less room from time to time.” He grabbed her right hand and slipped a wristband on that wrist as well. “This one makes sure that you can’t harm me. Let go of her.” 
 
    Lilith screamed and fell to the floor. She was twisting and writhing. 
 
    “I appreciate this demonstration. Now the dragon man also knows what these wristbands can do.” As he said this, Ferhdessar put bands around Az-Zhara’s wrists as well. Then he turned towards Ébha. She got one wristband. “We should have done this to women like you ages ago,” Ferhdessar hissed. “At least now you can’t touch anyone any more with that diabolical gift of yours.” 
 
    Wolter and Eoghan removed the two prisoners and left Ferhdessar and Lilith alone. Ferhdessar sat back down, elbows on the armrests of his chair and fingers resting against each other. Lost in thought, he stared into the distance. 
 
    “I could ask you about Kasimirh’s plans,” he said softly, “but I guess you have no knowledge of them.” He looked at her. “No matter, today is a joyful day because we have finally caught you.” 
 
    “You’re throwing away your chance of a victory,” Lilith hissed. 
 
    “What makes you think that you are strong enough this time?” Ferhdessar shook his head. He got up and dragged her to the corner of his tent. Lilith clenched her fists. Pain shot through her arms. She had no choice but to follow him.  
 
    “I wanted to talk to you longer, but you make me sick just looking at you.” He pushed her to the ground and threw a blanket over her.  
 
    Lilith immediately pulled away the blanket. “Why don’t you have me taken somewhere else?” 
 
    “Shut up. I don’t want to see or hear you. I don’t even want to smell you.” 
 
    Ferhdessar made a small gesture with his hand. The blanket crawled up to cover her again and wrapped itself tightly around Lilith’s face and body. She wrestled for a bit more room. 
 
    “Calm down, Lilith. I won’t let you die. I’ll free you tomorrow to show you to my soldiers.” 
 
    She felt his hand on her shoulder. The blanket slowly grew hard until it became a layer of wood around her. 
 
    “Let me out! Ferhdessar!” 
 
    She tried to move. She rolled around but that didn’t give her more room. After a while she managed to free her hand. She tapped against the wood. Then she tried to scratch her way out.  
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Servants were helping Ferhdessar into his armour. He couldn’t help but notice that Aida kept looking at Lilith, who was still trapped inside the wooden blanket. The maidservant laughed. 
 
    Ferhdessar wanted to impress and inspire his army by wearing his armour. He took a look in the mirror. It was a pity that he couldn’t wear Wigg’s armour. It would definitely have made an even bigger impression on the soldiers. Unfortunately, Wigg’s armour had been left behind when they had fled the palace. 
 
    The servants left the tent. Ferhdessar knelt beside Lilith. The sound of Lilith’s nails scratching the wood had kept him awake for most of the night. Listening to her scratching, he had wondered if Lilith was telling the truth. Afifa had mentioned before that it was possible that Kasimirh had conjured the dragon by magic. Ferhdessar hadn’t wanted to believe her. The dragon had been so close that night when he had tried to win back the palace. How could the dragon have been a fake without him noticing? 
 
    He got the key from his pouch and let his gaze wander along the filigree lines that decorated the magical ornament. He had never used it on Lilith when she had been Yvar’s prisoner. Partly because she abhorred magic, but primarily because it gave him much more joy to find out the truth without the help of tools. He had been successful. At long last, Lilith had told him her secret. 
 
    Ferhdessar put the key away. It wasn’t important whether Lilith was telling the truth or not. It was useful to keep her as his prisoner. Having a tamed dragon sent a powerful signal. 
 
    He picked up the piece of bark that he had laid on Lilith. The wood changed back into the blanket. Lilith pulled it away and gasped for air. There was sweat on her forehead, and her clothes were completely soaked. There was dried blood on the fingertips of her left hand. 
 
    “I hate you,” Lilith hissed. She moaned and grabbed the wristband. 
 
    Ferhdessar nodded. He gave her a mug and filled it. She drank greedily while looking at him across the rim of the mug.  
 
    As soon as she had emptied the mug, he seized her hand. “Stay close to me.” 
 
    Lilith drew back her hand. She rubbed the wristband and asked: “How far am I allowed to go?” 
 
    “As long as I can feel your breath, you’re safe.” Ferhdessar left the tent with Lilith close behind. 
 
    
The soldiers had gathered in the centre of the camp. There were whispers when Lilith came out of the tent. Several soldiers shouted something. Ferhdessar drew Lilith next to him.  
 
    “Right here, I have Kasimirh’s most powerful weapon: the dragon that attacked Nadesh! By catching this monster, we have dealt Kasimirh a heavy blow. He no longer has a dragon to fight for him. Soon, Merzia will celebrate victory.” 
 
    “Kill the monster!” someone shouted. Other people cheered. 
 
    Lilith was startled and looked to the side. Was that Ferhdessar’s plan? To kill her in front of all these people and prove how powerful he was? 
 
    Ferhdessar raised his hand. “Death would be too light a punishment. Rest assured that every minute of the rest of her life will be agony for her.”  
 
    He gave Lilith a shove. She lost her balance and rolled down the hill. Her throat was squeezed shut, because she was too far away from Ferhdessar. 
 
    “See what’s left of her!” Ferhdessar shouted. “Nothing but a helpless creature that we no longer have to fear.” 
 
    Lilith crawled up the hill. A group of soldiers walked up to her and blocked her way. They kicked her as they called her names. 
 
    Wolter ordered the soldiers to stop. Lilith crawled on. With every yard she could breathe more freely. 
 
    “Have pity on her,” Ferhdessar shouted. “The dragon has lost her power. This weak woman is all that’s left of her. But we won’t have pity on Kasimirh. Soon, we’ll defeat him!” 
 
    Lilith lay at Ferhdessar’s feet. She inhaled large gulps of air.  
 
    “Messengers, dispatch this good news to all of our soldiers!” 
 
    Ferhdessar looked down on Lilith and turned around. Lilith crawled to her feet as he walked into the tent. She followed him as fast as she could. Ferhdessar stopped in the middle of the tent. 
 
    “Just let me go, Ferhdessar. Your soldiers won’t even have to know. I can fly away tonight and go to Kasimirh. By tomorrow morning you’ll be rid of your problem.” 
 
    Aida entered with breakfast. She hesitated briefly when she saw Lilith, but when she spotted the wristbands, she walked straight past her to place the serving tray on the table. Aida curtsied to Ferhdessar and left the tent. 
 
    Ferhdessar grabbed Lilith’s hand and adjusted the wristband. He dragged her towards the table and pulled back a chair. “Get yourself some food,” he said as he sat down on the other side of the table. 
 
    Lilith immediately started to eat. 
 
    Ferhdessar looked at her for a while. He took a bit of cheese and chewed slowly.  
 
    “Maybe you and I aren’t all that different,” Ferhdessar said. “We do both want the same thing.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. Without saying anything, she broke off a piece of bread and stuffed it into her mouth together with a piece of meat. 
 
    “I think we are destined to fight together, Lilith.” Ferhdessar nodded, as if to confirm his own words. “Merzia was originally founded by a sorcerer and a dragon, after all. Thibauld needed the sorcerer, and the sorcerer needed the dragon. We’re in the exact same situation. I can’t save Merzia on my own, I need you. Be honest, Lilith. Can you really defeat Kasimirh on your own?” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “Much has changed. I’m stronger and I’m no longer bound to Kasimirh. Am I strong enough? Time will tell.” 
 
    “I can see the change in you, but time hasn’t stood still for Kasimirh either. Moreover, he won’t be alone when you meet him. He has gathered more sorcerers around him, a guard, and a city full of followers.” 
 
    Ferhdessar placed a soul box on the table. 
 
    Lilith stopped chewing. She pushed her chair back and looked up and down from the silver snail’s shell to Ferhdessar and back. She shook her head emphatically and swallowed her food. 
 
    “This is your only chance, Lilith. You need me in order to be strong enough to kill your master.” 
 
    “Don’t ever use that thing on me again,” Lilith said in a throaty voice. “Take it away.” 
 
    Ferhdessar picked up the soul box and dangled it in front of his face. “It’s such a shame that I can only use it if you cooperate. With this object we can combine our forces and do what we both want.” He put the soul box away and looked at her. “I don’t think you coming to Merzia is a coincidence. The Gods have sent you here.” 
 
    Lilith clenched her fists and grinded her teeth. She slowly shook her head. “You’re wrong, Ferhdessar. Your Gods have nothing to say about me. No God has anything to say about me. Merzia is not my concern. If you want to know whether I’m strong enough to beat Kasimirh, there’s only one way to find out.” She extended her arms towards him. 
 
    Ferhdessar shook his head. “I can’t do that, for your own safety.” 
 
    Lilith huffed. “You’re right, you need me to win. But I don’t need you. I will find a way to escape and do what I came to do.” 
 
    Wolter entered. “Am I interrupting something?” he asked, glancing at Lilith. 
 
    Ferhdessar shook his head. “This conversation was over. You can leave, Lilith.” 
 
    Lilith took a big draught before she got up. She grabbed some bread and cheese, thought better of it, and took the entire plate. “Didn’t you know that Thibauld wasn’t bound to a human sorcerer?” she asked before she left the tent. 
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Lilith was sitting on the ground in the shade. Bored, she was drawing figures in the sand with a twig. She had imagined her return to Nadesh quite differently. She was resolved to fight Kasimirh, but now she was stuck in Ferhdessar’s camp. Kasimirh was so close and yet far beyond her reach. 
 
    There were two horses standing next to her. Their reins were tied to rings in a beam. There was one ring left. That’s where my reins are attached to, Lilith thought. She wondered what the sorcerer thought she’d be able to do in this extremely well-guarded camp. Amidst all these soldiers, he might have let her wander around freely, without the wristbands. 
 
    Time passed as Lilith sat there. She hardly dared to move. Soldiers walked by, but heeded her no attention. She liked that. What would they think if they did see her sitting here? She thought she understood; by constraining her with magic, Ferhdessar gave the soldiers the impression that she was extremely dangerous. That was how he retained the rush of victory. If Lilith were to be released, the soldiers would soon realize that the petite and crippled woman didn’t pose a threat. The victory over the dragon would quickly lose its power. 
 
    “Eskhul.” 
 
    Surprised, Lilith looked up at the woman who had greeted her in Naftalian. She was wearing a plain cloak and her hood concealed her face. She had a basket on one arm. 
 
    Lilith nodded at her. “Ischem ennam?” 
 
    The woman held out her hand. Now Lilith noticed that she was wearing a magic wristband as well. “Ischemnin Nigesanla.” 
 
    Lilith kept holding the hand. Because of the woman’s appearance, Lilith had thought that she was a maidservant, but her hands were soft and her nails were too long. This woman didn’t do heavy labour. 
 
    “Matalkhe?” Nigesanla asked. 
 
    Lilith shrugged. She let go of Nigesanla’s hand. “I’m okay,” she answered in Naftalian. “You’re the woman who was married to lord Yvar, aren’t you?” 
 
    Nigesanla nodded. She cautiously looked around. Then she sat down on the ground next to Lilith. She handed Lilith some food. “What’s it like to be a follower of lord Jakob?” 
 
    Lilith frowned. “For other people it’s pretty good, I think. According to the scriptures, Jakobinians live a rich life. For me it was hard.” She took a bite as she drew a few lines in the sand. 
 
    Nigesanla nodded. “I heard that Kasimirh wants to create a world in which everyone has equal access to knowledge and prosperity.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what he says,” Lilith replied, “but at the same time he oppresses his people and has everyone killed who disagrees with him.” 
 
    Nigesanla was staring into the distance. Lilith wondered if she’d even heard what she had said. 
 
    “My life in Merzia started like a fairytale,” Nigesanla said softly. “Lord Yvar respected me, and that was more than I’d ever expected from a man. Since his death, I don’t exist any more. The only thing I’m good for is to give birth to a healthy baby. After that, I can perish as far as Ferhdessar is concerned.” 
 
    Lilith eyed her inquisitively. “And you think life with the Jakobinians is any different?” 
 
    Nigesanla bowed her head and shrugged. 
 
    “Kasimirh and Ferhdessar aren’t all that different, my lady.” Lilith said. “They only think of themselves and will use you for their own purposes. When you’ve outlived your usefulness, you’re just as easily discarded.” 
 
    Nigesanla shook her head. “My brother is helping Kasimirh. Tokala has always been different from the other Naftalian men. We used to get along very well. Unfortunately, I haven’t spoken to him ever since he got married, but I always suspected he would take a different path than the one that Margal dictates. I hoped that he would take me with him. Indeed, I would’ve blindly followed him.” 
 
    “And now he’s your enemy.” 
 
    Nigesanla shook her head. “My brother choosing this route proves that life under Kasimirh isn’t as bad as Ferhdessar has us believe.” 
 
    “You won’t find what you’re looking for with the Jakobinians. I’ve heard rumours that Kasimirh already tried to have you and the baby killed.” 
 
    Nigesanla clenched her fists. “I know why Ferhdessar let me keep the baby. The Merzians value their customs. The crown has to be handed down from heir to heir. It has been that way ever since Thibauld. When my child comes of age, it’s beyond discussion that he or she becomes Merzia’s ruler.” 
 
    “All the more reason to want your baby dead, I’d think.” 
 
    Nigesanla shook her head. “Ferhdessar’s power is fragile. He has no more rights to the throne than any other Merzian. Somebody else will rule after his death and possibly undo everything that Ferhdessar has worked for. 
 
    “That’s why he needs my child. Ferhdessar wants to raise it as his own. My child will be completely indoctrinated once he or she ascends the throne. That’s the only way for Ferhdessar to secure his power in the future. Generation after generation, the sorcerer’s ideas will influence Merzia’s government. The worst thing would be if I have a daughter. He’ll marry her and Ferhdessar’s blood will forever flow through the veins of Merzia’s rulers.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. 
 
    “That’s why I think Kasimirh could be interested in my child as well. It would be so much easier for him to conquer Merzia if the tradition of the succession could be maintained. Kasimirh will do the same to my child as Ferhdessar. But I might be able to enforce on Kasimirh what I can’t get from Ferhdessar: the right to play a part in the upbringing of my child.” 
 
    “You’re betraying your husband’s people,” Lilith said. 
 
    “No, I want to save them. I want to free the Merzian people from Ferhdessar. I think that lord Yvar wanted the same. He chose me and got me pregnant, to prevent the sorcerer from ascending the throne.” Nigesanla looked Lilith straight in the eye. “You aren’t going to betray me, are you?” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “Merzia is not my problem. I’ve returned to Nadesh for one reason only.” 
 
    “You want to kill the prophet.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. 
 
    “Then why doesn’t Ferhdessar let you go? If he means so well, then why won’t he use the dragon?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s nothing he’d want more than to use me,” Lilith snapped. She threw the twig into the sand. “But I won’t let him use me.” 
 
    “I understand what you mean,” Nigesanla said. She was staring at the waves and stripes that Lilith had drawn in the sand. “Did you know that lord Yvar spoke to Jakob?” 
 
    Lilith frowned. 
 
    “He performed a ritual. He later told me that he had met Jakob. I believe him. He spoke so passionately about it. So Jakob is a true God.” 
 
    “One of the twelve, according to the Merzians,” Lilith said. 
 
    Nigesanla nodded. “But why don’t the other Gods give signs? Where is Wigg? Or Gaia? The only one I can see around me is Kyl, the God of Disaster.” 
 
    Lilith chuckled. 
 
    “Do you still believe in Jakob?” Nigesanla asked. 
 
    “I wish I could say for certain that he’s a figment of Kasimirh’s imagination,” Lilith said. 
 
    “So you do still believe in Him?” 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” Lilith said before Nigesanla could say more. 
 
    Nigesanla got up. “It was nice talking to you. I don’t have anyone that I can talk to about these things.” She said goodbye to Lilith and walked away. 
 
    Lilith picked up the twig and drew a big line across her earlier drawings. 
 
    “Ferhdessar is asking for you,” the soldier said. 
 
    Lilith ignored him. She played this game every time. Her reputation as a deadly healeress kept the soldiers at a distance.  
 
    “Ferhdessar demands you to come.” 
 
    Lilith huffed. “And what if I don’t?” she asked. 
 
    The soldier hesitated. Lilith erased the drawing she had made. Before the soldier could drag her with him, she threw away the twig and got up. “Take me to him,” she said, feigning that she had at least some control over the situation. 
 
    
A soldier held open the flap to let Lilith into the tent. She stared her eyes out. Ferhdessar was standing at the table. Stepping closer, she saw a map on the table with pawns on it. Wolter, who was standing next to Ferhdessar, moved a red pawn across the parchment. Meanwhile, messengers were coming and going. Despite the commotion there was a sense of order. 
 
    “Az-Zhara can be deployed here,” Lilith heard Wolter say. 
 
    Ferhdessar nodded and turned around. He beckoned Lilith to come closer. Lilith glanced at the map to see where they were sending Az-Zhara. Veduni… she read. That was all she could see, before Ferhdessar moved in front of her. 
 
    “We need healeresses at the front,” said Ferhdessar. “I’m sending you to Kiril.” 
 
    Lilith didn’t know what to think of that. The Merzians hated all healeresses, and especially her. Nevertheless, Lilith really wanted to help them with her gift and it was an attractive prospect to be away from Ferhdessar. 
 
    The sorcerer took hold of her hand. The tingling feeling told her that he was adjusting the wristband. 
 
    “I can’t keep you close to me any more, but I do need to keep my people safe. That’s why I made it impossible for you to harm any Merzian subject. You won’t be able to physically hurt us, or damage us with words. Should you fall into Kasimirh’s hands, you won’t be able to tell him anything you know about our army.” 
 
    “And when the Merzians hurt me? Will I be able to defend myself?” 
 
    Ferhdessar didn’t respond. He beckoned a messenger who had just come in and handed him a package. “Take this to general Kiril. And take Lilith with you.” He indicated a place on the map. It wasn’t all that far from where Zander was awaiting Az-Zhara. 
 
    The man gave her a look of distrust and hurried out the door. Lilith followed him. 
 
    “Is it far to where Kiril is?” she asked once they had left the camp behind them. 
 
    “Not far.” 
 
    The rest of the way he didn’t say a word to her. Now and again he wasn’t sure which way to take, but that never lasted long. Meanwhile, the bag with bandages and herbs was weighing heavier and heavier on Lilith’s shoulders. She started to realize that “not far” might mean something completely different to this man than to her.  
 
    The messenger escorted Lilith through the woods and past bushes. Several times they had to cross little brooks. They came to a river. It was slow-moving, but Lilith dreaded the crossing. 
 
    “I can’t swim,” she said. 
 
    The messenger pushed her into the water. Lilith waded her way to the other side. The water was getting deeper. She took off her backpack and held it over her head to make sure that the herbs and bandages didn’t get wet. 
 
    She felt something against her leg. She looked over her shoulder. The messenger had drawn his sword. He struck the water and gave her a push to get her moving again. Lilith tried to walk faster. She heard an oath behind her. She was just in time to see the messenger being dragged under water. A hand with razor-sharp nails was clasped around his neck.  
 
    Lilith threw her backpack onto the riverbank. She held her stick with both hands and blindly hit the water around her. The messenger came floating up. 
 
    She felt a hand around her leg. She fought off the servus. Were there more of them? Lilith grabbed the messenger and randomly thrust her stick into the water as she waded to the other side. She was seized from behind. She kicked at the servus and tried again to reach the other side. 
 
    At long last she succeeded. She dragged the messenger onto the land and saw that it was in vain. His throat was slit. A servus crawled onto the land behind her. Lilith raised her stick. The servus tried to defend himself, but a quick swing with the stick broke his neck. Lilith waited to see if more servi came out of the water, but none appeared. She realized that she would never have been able to fight off more than one. 
 
    Leaning on her stick, Lilith looked at the servus. His large, dark eyes stared back lifelessly. He had greasy skin, muscular arms, and long nails for weapons. Lilith hated these creatures. Back when she had been living with Kasimirh, the servi had jumped at any opportunity to make her life a misery. She used her stick to push the dead servus into the river. 
 
    Lilith pulled her backpack further onto the bank. She sat down and concentrated on her body. Her left leg was hurting and there were wounds on her right leg as well. She opened the backpack. The contents were wet, but these were all the supplies she had to bandage herself with. 
 
    Then she looked at the messenger. She could run. There was nothing stopping her any more. Lilith got up and limped to the man. She tore the package off the man’s body and opened it. As it had been wrapped in leather, the letter hadn’t become wet. She unfolded it. Something fell in the sand by her feet. 
 
    Lilith stared at it full of disbelieve. Ferhdessar had sent her amulet with her. She picked up the brooch and wiped it clean on her trousers. Now she truly was free. She could fly away and defeat Kasimirh. 
 
    Curious to know what message Ferhdessar had sent, she quickly read the letter. Ferhdessar ordered Kiril to attack Tokala’s left flank, leading the enemy away from an attack at Vedunia’s Bridge. 
 
    Lilith sighed. Why was nothing ever easy? If she didn’t deliver the message, Kiril wouldn’t come to the aid of the army that Az-Zhara was fighting with. If she did deliver the message, she would fall back into the hands of the Merzians. 
 
    She attached her brooch on the inside of her clothes and hoisted her backpack onto her shoulders. She couldn’t abandon Az-Zhara, so she was going to deliver the message to Kiril.  
 
    
Just when Lilith thought that she was hopelessly lost and would never find Kiril, she was surrounded by soldiers. Lilith dropped her stick and spread her arms as a sign that she surrendered. There were wolves embroidered onto some of the soldiers’ chests. “I have a message for General Kiril,” she said. 
 
    “Lord Ferhdessar sends strange messengers,” the oldest soldier said. 
 
    “The messenger was killed when we crossed the river.” 
 
    The soldier looked her up and down. Then he picked up the stick and started walking. Two soldiers grabbed Lilith and followed him. 
 
    Lilith was brought straight to Kiril. He was located in a soberly equipped tent in the centre of the camp, together with some Wolves. The soldiers were sitting on some blankets that were spread out on the floor. The only piece of furniture was a camp bed at the back of the tent.  
 
    Kiril looked up in surprise. He immediately recognized Lilith from their encounter in Havv’n. “I heard that Ferhdessar had caught you. What are you doing here?” 
 
    Lilith curtsied. “Ferhdessar told me that you need a healeress, so he sent me. The messenger was killed on the way here, but I have the message he was to give you.” 
 
    Kiril quickly read the letter. He shouted some orders at the Wolves. Then he looked at Lilith. “I’m glad that you’re here. Grateful even, because I know that you could have ran away after the messenger’s death.” 
 
    He looked at Lilith. She placed her hand on her chest and felt the amulet through her clothes. Kiril held out his hand, and Lilith reluctantly took off her brooch. She realized that it was no use putting up a struggle. 
 
    “I’ll keep it safe,” said Kiril as he pocketed the amulet. “I know how valuable it is.” 
 
    She followed him outside. “There’s more than enough to do,” he said. “We never anticipated Tokala putting up this much of a fight. Prepare yourself for more casualties today.” He got up and beckoned her to follow him. 
 
    The tent they went to was very crowded. Wounded soldiers were lying on blankets on the floor. Nurses were busy taking care of them. The smell of blood filled the tent. Despite the fact that the women did everything in their power to wash the blood away, the tent still smelled of rusty steel. Some soldiers had no idea where they were and were babbling to themselves. Others were screaming as their broken bones were treated. The voice of the head nurse allocating the tasks could be heard over all the other noise. Kiril took Lilith to her. 
 
    The woman looked Lilith up and down. “Who is she?” 
 
    “She can heal.” 
 
    “And does she have a name?” 
 
    “Lilith.” 
 
    The head nurse observed her with even more interest. 
 
    Kiril turned around and raised his hand. The nurses stopped what they were doing, and the wounded soldiers who were lucid enough fell silent. “Many of us know Lilith from Havv’n,” Kiril said. “Just like then, she has come to help us. No matter what you think of her, let Lilith do her job. That’s an order. The battle against Tokala isn’t over, and we need every single man. Those who refuse treatment will be punished.” Kiril walked away from Lilith. He turned around at the entrance of the tent. 
 
    “I’d like to see what you can do,” the head nurse said to Lilith. “Help him.” 
 
    She indicated a man who was writhing with pain. He was wheezing. There was blood everywhere, even soaking through the bandages that someone had applied in a hurry. Lilith rushed towards the soldier. She held her hand over his head. The man calmed down and slipped into a mild state of unconsciousness. 
 
    The head nurse came to stand next to her. Lilith closed her eyes. She held her hands over the soldier’s chest. She listened to his laboured breathing and felt that his ribs moved upwards only slightly. Even though she hadn’t finished her treatment yet, a few seconds later the man started to inhale large gulps of air.  
 
    Lilith took a step back to make room for the head nurse to examine the soldier. “It looks like you can work miracles.” 
 
    Surprised, Lilith looked away. At that moment Kiril shouted: “We will fight again, so help as many men as you can.” He turned around and walked outside.  
 
    “And we will need more miracles,” said the head nurse. “You heard him, Lilith. First help the men who don’t require much healing, so they can fight again when needed.” 
 
    “But my treatment wears them out,” Lilith protested. “They can’t go out onto the battlefield straight away.” 
 
    “They’ll be kept as reserve troops, but if there’s no other choice…” The woman’s silence spoke volumes. “We have medication to help them wake up.” 
 
    Lilith looked back to the soldier that she had just helped. “And what about him?” 
 
    “He isn’t capable of anything just yet.” 
 
    Before Lilith could treat the soldier’s flesh wounds, the head nurse pushed her towards a man who was bleeding from his arms and legs. He was supporting his right arm. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get to work,” the head nurse said. 
 
    The man moved back when Lilith sat down in front of him. 
 
    “I’m here to help you.” She held out her hands. 
 
    The soldier shook his head emphatically. “No way. I won’t allow you to touch me. I’d rather go back onto the battlefield like this.” 
 
    The head nurse intervened. “You heard General Kiril.” 
 
    The man sighed. Lilith laid her hand on his broken arm. She drew the broken bones apart, like Ébha had taught her. Cursing, the man grabbed for his shoulder. He didn’t push her away, however. 
 
    Lilith let some energy flow into him. His gaze relaxed a little but his distrust remained. Ever since she had killed Seraph, she understood this all too well. Within a split second, she could apply her gift to take somebody’s life. She wouldn’t do that. Even if she had wanted to, Lilith wouldn’t be able to. The wristband would kill her before she could take someone’s life. 
 
    “Can you move your fingers?” she asked. 
 
    The soldier’s eyes went wide when he moved his fingers. 
 
    “The show’s over!” the head nurse shouted. “Everybody back to work.” 
 
    The noise in the tent increased. Lilith concentrated on her patient. “If you’re willing to trust me, I can heal your other wounds as well. You can also choose to leave, because they’re not life threatening.”  
 
    The man shook his head. 
 
    “Whatever you want.” Lilith moved to the next patient. 
 
    That day, Lilith went from soldier to soldier. She primarily healed large flesh wounds. In most cases, Lilith didn’t even notice her patients leaving the tent, because she was already occupied with healing the next soldier. 
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The next day, Lilith woke up to yelling and the sound of hundreds of feet moving as one. The night before, she had found a place to sleep underneath some bushes. Lilith wiped the dewdrops off her face with her sleeve and sat up. 
 
    The soldiers filed out of the camp. Lilith crawled out from under the bushes. At the remains of a campfire she found a bowl with some food left in it. She wolfed it down. 
 
    A woman emerged from the infirmary. She frowned when she saw Lilith. Lilith dropped the bowl and hurried after the soldiers. 
 
    She stopped among the trees. A plain stretched out in front of her. The Merzian soldiers had gathered there. Branko’s soldiers had joined Kiril’s legions. Lilith was looking for Az-Zhara, but she didn’t see him. 
 
    Hundreds of yards away, Lilith saw Tokala’s banners. His soldiers were lined up on a hill. Nadesh lay more to the left. Was Kasimirh still there, or had he left the capital to join the fighting? 
 
    The sound of bugles spread across the field. Lilith looked for the bugler. She noticed a group of men further down hidden behind some bushes. General Kiril was one of them. 
 
    The Merzians started to move. Arrows were fired and cannons were brought out by soldiers who were safeguarded with shields. When they came within shooting range, they fired large cannonballs at the enemy. The cannonballs left big holes in the enemy lines. 
 
    In the meantime, the Jakobinians barraged the Merzians with arrows. One of the cannons was eliminated by a piece of rubble thrown by a Jakobinian catapult. 
 
    Lilith suddenly spotted Az-Zhara. He was flying over the battlefield. It took a while before the Jakobinians managed to aim their catapults at him. Lilith saw how Az-Zhara took out the Jakobinian long-range weapons. She could also tell by the way he moved that he hadn’t escaped unscathed. Now and again he made a somersault. Lilith cursed Kiril for taking her amulet from her. Now she couldn’t help Az-Zhara. 
 
    The bugle sounded again. The banners clarified the order. The Merzians ran forwards under a hail of arrows. The soldiers who reached the enemy lines drew their swords and threw themselves onto the Jakobinians. All Lilith could see was a moving swarm of people. Now and again, dead bodies rolled down the steep slope.  
 
    Lilith suddenly realized that the soldiers in Ferhdessar’s army weren’t any better than the people following Kasimirh.  
 
    Her anger at her powerlessness subsided. She didn’t want to be a part of this fight. No one fighting here should have been here. This was something between Kasimirh and Ferhdessar. They were safe behind the lines, while these soldiers gave their lives to settle their dispute. How could Jakob approve of this? His people were dying here, too. 
 
    Unable to shake off these feelings, Lilith turned around and walked back to the camp. It wouldn’t be long before the first casualties were brought in, and then there would be more than enough for her to do. 
 
    
Lilith was running from injured soldier to injured soldier. The Merzians had come to realize that letting Lilith do her job was the only way to keep on their feet. Lilith’s task was to patch up everyone as soon as possible, so that the soldiers could return to the battle. She hated it. Many soldiers she treated returned to her before the day was over. Those were the lucky ones, because Lilith suspected that at least as many of the soldiers that she had treated in the morning had later died on the battlefield. 
 
    The flap of the tent opened and she looked up. A soldier was carried inside on a stretcher and dumped onto the floor. The women who had been carrying him immediately left again. Lilith came closer and was startled. 
 
    “Pavel?” 
 
    The man moaned softly. He gave her a look of fear. Lilith knew that he didn’t recognize her, he was too far gone. 
 
    Lilith let her gaze wander along his body. He had several wounds, but that didn’t explain why he was in such a bad way. She was actually not supposed to treat patients like him. It cost her too much energy, and the benefits were too small. Generally, soldiers whose injuries were too severe were brought to another tent to die. 
 
    Lilith knelt down beside Pavel. She stroked his hair. “I’m going to help you, don’t worry. It will all be fine.” 
 
    It was a good thing that Pavel was confused and didn’t recognize her. He would never have let her touch him. This man had brought her to Nadesh. He harboured a deep hatred for her. 
 
    Lilith held her hand over his head and closed her eyes. She hesitated briefly, but then she let her energy flow into his body. This was her way to do penance for what she had done to Pavel’s family. She felt the scars on her back and remembered the flogging. Hadn’t she been punished enough? She opened her eyes and shook off the thoughts. Then she started over. 
 
    Her hands automatically moved across his body and repaired the damage that the Jakobinians had inflicted. Then she stopped over his chest. She felt a pain that she couldn’t take away. Lilith bowed her head and rested her hands on his chest. Now she knew that it was worse than she had always thought. She hadn’t wounded Pavel’s brother. He had died from the wounds she had inflicted on him. 
 
    Suddenly, Pavel grabbed her hand. “You,” he hissed. 
 
    Pavel staggered to his feet and dragged Lilith up. “Lord Yvar should have killed you. You bring nothing but misery.” His fist hit her jaw. 
 
    Lilith clenched her fists. Even before she could take a swing, she doubled up with pain. Pavel dropped her and kicked her. Lilith curled up into a ball and protected her head. She had learned to do that from all of the times that Kasimirh had beaten her up. Just like then, she couldn’t defend herself now. The wristband sent excruciating pain through her body. 
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Ferhdessar swept the pawns off the map and paced up and down the tent. Everyone was deathly quiet. The messenger who had brought the bad news stood beside the table with his head down. 
 
    “How could this have happened?!” Ferhdessar bellowed. He crumpled Branko’s message into a ball and hurled it away. 
 
    Eoghan’s legion had been defeated and Zuzeca had left Nadesh. Branko had foreseen Zander being surrounded and asked for permission to come to the aid of Zander’s legion. Wolter scribbled something on a piece of paper and sent the messenger off again. 
 
    Ferhdessar returned to the map. “Why did Eoghan split up his troops to help Zander?” he mumbled. “Look what happened!” 
 
    Wolter placed the pawns back on the map. According to the messages, Branko’s soldiers weren’t where Ferhdessar had sent them either. Ferhdessar sat down and hid his head in his hands. “What a mess.” 
 
    Another messenger entered. Ferhdessar snatched the paper from his hands. Wolter gave him a questioning look. 
 
    “Kiril reports of a small victory over Tokala’s left flank,” Ferhdessar said. “That’s at least one legion that’s in the right spot, but what’s the use now that the entire battlefield has changed?” 
 
    “We’ll have to reconsider our plans,” Wolter said. He put down a pawn on the spot where Zuzeca had deployed his army and regarded the map for a long time. Now and again he squinted and pointed at a pawn, as if he was mentally moving it across the map. 
 
    Ferhdessar felt empty. This was his territory, but still he was slowly losing control of the situation. Or had he already lost it? Hundreds of soldiers had been killed, with the number of wounded soldiers many times larger. If the healeresses hadn’t helped them, thousands of soldiers wouldn’t have been able to fight any more. He hadn’t even counted the ones missing in action. They could have been taken captive or they might have fled. Or maybe they were lying dead somewhere in a brook or a river, slaughtered by the servi. 
 
    Ferhdessar jolted upright when he felt a hand on his shoulder. He suddenly felt less tired. Afifa looked at him. “It isn’t a lost cause just yet,” she said. Have Az-Zhara join Zander’s army. He has proven his willingness to fight. If Lilith notices that her boyfriend is in danger, she won’t hold back.” 
 
    Ferhdessar shook his head. “Don’t count on Lilith. She will never fight for me.” 
 
    He leaned over the map. The pawns morphed into the armies. At Zander’s location a red stain spread out across the parchment. Zuzeca and Tokala combined their armies and together they marched to the camp where Ferhdessar was hiding. 
 
    Ferhdessar closed his eyes, but the image didn’t disappear. He sought support from the table when he saw the rocks that Nadesh was built on collapse. The dying screams of the Merzians sounded ever louder in his ears. 
 
    “Ferhdessar?” Wolter said softly. 
 
    Ferhdessar opened his eyes. 
 
    “Kiril can attack Tokala’s flank and we take Zuzeca’s flank.” Wolter moved two pawns. 
 
    Ferhdessar didn’t look at the map. “Give the orders,” he said. 
 
    He turned around and left the tent. Wolter called after him, but Ferhdessar didn’t respond. Wigg had told Ferhdessar that he had the power in his hands. Now that Merzia was about to be defeated, it was time for him to use that power. 
 
    “Kasimirh, I’m waiting for you,” he whispered. His bodyguards joined him, but he pushed them away with magic. Ferhdessar disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    
Ferhdessar was scattering ashes in the shape of a circle.  
 
    “You’re making a mistake.” 
 
    Afifa approached. Ferhdessar pushed her aside and placed a flint stone on the east side of the circle.  
 
    “You’re only putting Merzia in more danger!” She grabbed him by the arm. “Listen to me!” 
 
    Ferhdessar lashed out at her. “Why should I listen to you? Merzia is already lost. Eoghan shouldn’t have split up his army to help Zander. He betrayed us. Zander won’t hold his ground. Tokala and Zuzeca will march on our camp together, but I’m not going to wait in my tent for the inevitable outcome. I will defeat Kasimirh. That’s what I’ll be remembered for.” 
 
    “The battle has been going on too long. It won’t stop once Kasimirh is dead. Tokala will take his place. You’re not saving Merzia this way.” 
 
    Ferhdessar turned around and walked to the north, where he laid down a second stone, followed by the third and fourth on the west and south sides of the circle. Then he turned around to face Afifa. “What you and I fought for is in the past.” 
 
    Afifa stared at him for a few seconds. She shook her head. “You’ve lost your mind. Maybe it’s for the best that we have to continue the fight without you.” Shaking her head, she left the circle. 
 
    “I won’t die,” Ferhdessar called after her. “As of today, Kasimirh will be keeping his God company.” 
 
    “Do you really think that?” 
 
    Ferhdessar turned around. Kasimirh was standing in front of him. Ferhdessar conjured the magic he had been practising on for weeks. Fire spurted out of the ashes. Kasimirh recoiled, but quickly pulled himself together. They were surrounded by flames. 
 
    “This fight is in vain, Ferhdessar. You can’t possibly win.” Kasimirh was casually leaning on his staff. The fire was reflected in its gold embellishments. The dragon on top of the sphere seemed alive. 
 
    “I will defeat you,” Ferhdessar growled. The heat of the fire boosted his power. He waved his arm and launched a fireball at Kasimirh. Flames from the wall enlarged it. Kasimirh defended himself, but had to take a few steps back when the ball hit his shield. Ferhdessar immediately launched a second fireball. The wall grew higher, and the flames blazed brighter. 
 
    “That woman was right just now. You have lost your mind.” Kasimirh shook his head in pity. “How do you think Jakob will react when his prophet is dead? You want to write history? When you kill me, there’ll be nobody left to record your actions.” 
 
    Kasimirh whispered something. Clouds gathered over his head. It started to rain. Most of the raindrops vaporized before they reached the ground. 
 
    Ferhdessar laughed. “Do you think that I can’t stand a bit of water?” 
 
    A small gesture of Kasimirh’s hand increased the intensity of the rain. The drops racked Ferhdessar’s hands and face, as if they were razor-sharp pins. 
 
    Ferhdessar launched two fireballs at once, followed by a new incantation. There was a flash of lightning between the clouds. The next flash found its way down and struck the ground. Kasimirh jumped aside. He was hidden from view by the resulting steam. 
 
    “Why won’t you fight?” Ferhdessar yelled. He walked around in search of Kasimirh. He was holding magic ready in his hand. Ferhdessar vigorously wiped the rain out of his eyes. His soaking-wet clothes clung to his body, hampering his movements. “Answer me!” 
 
    Then he saw his enemy. Rain ran down the shield that he had erected. The magic that Kasimirh had used wasn’t very powerful. 
 
    Ferhdessar increased his magic. The howling of the fire drowned out the clatter of the pouring rain. Lightning struck loudly, and tongues of fire from the wall of flames lashed out at Kasimirh. The ground shook. 
 
    Ferhdessar doubled over. The attack had cost him a lot of energy, but he had surely won, there was no doubt about that. The battle was over. 
 
    The fire calmed down. Behind the flames he saw the shapes of the soldiers who had gathered. The steam blocked Ferhdessar’s view, but when it lifted he saw Kasimirh’s lifeless body. The prophet was lying with his back towards Ferhdessar in a puddle of water. 
 
    “It’s a shame that it had to end this way, Kasimirh. You were so close, but you failed,” Ferhdessar said gasping for air. 
 
    He walked slowly towards Kasimirh as he unsheathed his sword. Ferhdessar’s laughter grew louder. He looked down on the prophet and placed his foot on Kasimirh’s shoulder, making him turn onto his back. 
 
    “Wigg, I have a sacrifice for You!” 
 
    Ferhdessar was smashed to the ground. The sword landed out of his reach. Kasimirh crawled to his feet. He pushed Ferhdessar against the ground with magic, and with his other hand he made agonizingly slow movements to turn the rain into a whirlpool over Ferhdessar’s head. “So, where’s Wigg? Where are all those other Gods that you pray to on a daily basis?” Kasimirh looked around. “You’re on your own, Ferhdessar.” 
 
    Kasimirh lowered his hand. The water came pouring down in a continuous stream onto Ferhdessar’s face. With every breath he inhaled water. He wanted to fight back, but he was too weak because of all the magic he had used. 
 
    “Why don’t you understand that water is stronger than fire?” Kasimirh yelled. “It’s Jakob’s gift. It’s stronger than anything in this world.” 
 
    The intensity of the rain increased. There was no air left to breathe, only water. Ferhdessar wanted to spit out the water, but he couldn’t. He wanted to swallow it, but he couldn’t drink fast enough. 
 
    Kasimirh laughed. “Drink some more, because where you’re going, there won’t be any water.” 
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A bustle of noises drove away Lilith’s nightmares. She slowly managed to discern between the moaning and the screaming. Then a female voice drowned out all the other sounds. Lilith recognized the head nurse’s voice. But that wasn’t what had awoken her. Someone had called her name. 
 
    Lilith opened her eyes. She was lying on a blanket on the floor in the corner of the tent. A soldier was standing before her. She could tell by the man’s boots. 
 
    Lilith sat up. She stretched before she looked up at the soldier. She recognized him. He was a wolf shifter who normally hung around Kiril. 
 
    “The general wants to talk to you,” he said. 
 
    Yawning, Lilith got to her feet. She had only slept for a couple of hours. She followed the soldier making her way through the casualties. She had no choice but to step over the wounded soldiers. Every space in the tent was occupied. 
 
    Outside, the camp was a lot quieter. There were only a few soldiers sitting around the campfires. They looked tired and were eating their food in silence. From the distance came the sound of the battle that had resumed at daybreak.  
 
    Kiril received Lilith alone. He motioned her to sit down on a chair. When Lilith was seated he looked at her wrists. 
 
    “You can take off the wristbands,” he said. 
 
    Only now did Lilith notice that they were hanging loosely around her arms. She took them off and laid them on the table. 
 
    “Ferhdessar is dead,” Kiril explained. “Last night he challenged Kasimirh and lost.” 
 
    Lilith tried to hide her smile behind her hand. Ferhdessar’s death meant one less sorcerer to worry about. 
 
    “Ferhdessar’s camp was overrun by the Jakobinians. General Wolter is dead and so is Eoghan. Zander is surrounded and won’t last much longer. That leaves only me and Branko, and a small army.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” Lilith asked.  
 
    “We can’t hold out much longer. Unless there’s a miracle, I’ll surrender tomorrow. Branko will follow my lead. We’ll advise our soldiers to convert themselves to Jakob. Although I’m not sure that it will save their lives.” He bent towards Lilith. “I know why you came to Nadesh. If you still want to fight Kasimirh, then now is the time to do it. If you’re still here when we surrender, you’ll be captured as well.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine that you care about me.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten what you did in Havv’n. You helped my troops to victory. The past few days you’ve been healing my soldiers. I bear you no hatred. But you’re also right. I’m not doing this just for you. I know that the war won’t end when Kasimirh is dead, but his death will increase our chances of survival. I’ve heard stories about Tokala. All things considered, he treats his prisoners of war well. Better than Kasimirh. I’m doing this for my soldiers.” 
 
    Lilith sighed. “So now that the situation is hopeless, I get to put my life on the line for you.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to use you, Lilith. But I know what you want and I know that you can give my soldiers a chance. However, I won’t force you to attack Kasimirh. Moreover, I’m setting you free, so that you can run and hopefully stay out of Kasimirh’s hands.” He pushed her amulet towards her. 
 
    Lilith looked up in surprise. She smiled. “I’ll do what I came for. I’ll defeat him.” 
 
    “I’m very grateful for everything that you’ve done,” Kiril said. “Az-Zhara is in this camp. I take it that you’d like to speak to him before you leave.” 
 
    Lilith immediately jumped up. Kiril shook her hand. “Our hope lies in you, Lilith. I wish you the best of luck.” 
 
    Lilith curtsied. Kiril’s words did her a world of good. Finally, the Merzians were allowing her to follow her own path. 
 
    
Outside she saw Nigesanla. Surrounded by four soldiers, she was being led to some horses. The saddlebags were packed, and it looked like she was going on a long journey.  
 
    Nigesanla spotted her as well. She deliberated with Rogan and beckoned Lilith. Lilith looked to see if Az-Zhara was around before she walked up to Nigesanla. 
 
    “Did you speak with general Kiril?” Nigesanla asked. 
 
    Lilith nodded. 
 
    “Suddenly everything has changed,” Nigesanla said elated. “We no longer have to fear Ferhdessar. I have high hopes for Merzia.” She mounted a horse and shook Lilith’s hand. “Kill Kasimirh. For us all. I know what my brother is like. With him as the ruler of the Jakobinians, and Ferhdessar gone, everything is possible again.” 
 
    Lilith watched her as she rode away. Everything that had happened since she had woken up that morning seemed so surreal. 
 
    “Ah, here you are.” 
 
    Az-Zhara lifted Lilith up before she could turn around to face him. He kissed her neck and put her back on the ground. 
 
    Lilith pinched her own arm and turned around. Az-Zhara was really standing before her. It wasn’t a dream. Nevertheless, she pinched her arm again. Harder this time. Then she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” she whispered. 
 
    “So have I.” He brushed her hair back. “You look tired.” 
 
    “I didn’t get much sleep the past few days. And in any case I don’t sleep too well.” 
 
    “Do you still have those nightmares about hell?” Az-Zhara asked. 
 
    Lilith nodded. “Jakob visits me there. He talks to me.” 
 
    “Is He trying to stop you?” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “When you’re awake, it’s always so hard to understand the logic of dreams. Jakob tells me that I won’t be able to stop the prophet, even if I were to defeat Kasimirh. That doesn’t make any sense, now does it?” 
 
    Az-Zhara shook his head. 
 
    “It doesn’t really matter,” Lilith said. She smiled. “They’re only dreams.” 
 
    “Let’s go for a walk,” Az-Zhara suggested. 
 
    Lilith nodded. She put her hand through his arm and let Az-Zhara lead the way. Several soldiers followed her with their eyes, but nobody came after them. She rubbed her wrist. “You’re free,” she whispered. 
 
    Az-Zhara looked at her. He smiled. 
 
    “Do you believe in a God?” she asked. 
 
    Az-Zhara shrugged. “I believe that there’s something, but I don’t exactly know what.” 
 
    “Weren’t you brought up religiously?” 
 
    “I was, but my parents didn’t make a big issue out of it. The Inuuk introduced me to the other Gods and then Margal came. I just don’t know what to believe, but I’m certain that there must be something.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. 
 
    “What about you?” Az-Zhara asked out of curiosity. “Is this one more thing that Kasimirh lied about to you, or does Jakob really exist?” 
 
    Lilith averted her eyes. She bit her lip as she shook her head. “He didn’t lie. Jakob exists.” 
 
    “In that case, I might have to consider Him as well,” Az-Zhara said casually. 
 
    Lilith envied the fact that religion was still a choice for him—a choice that didn’t even really affect him. 
 
    They reached the edge of the forest and looked out over the field where the battle had taken place. Large boulders lay where they had been flung. Broken spears were sticking out of the ground. The grass was trampled, and the soil stank of the blood it had absorbed. 
 
    “I’m so glad that you’re unharmed,” said Lilith. She pressed her face against Az-Zhara’s arm and sniffed his scent. “I saw you fight.” She caressed the stumps on his hand. “I don’t really understand why you’re helping the Merzians. Why are they better than the Jakobinians?” 
 
    “The Jakobinians attacked Merzia. But most of all, I hoped that with my help the Merzians would be able to defeat Kasimirh, so that you didn’t have to fight him.” 
 
    “You’d give your life for me? You’ve only known me for such a short time.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how long you’ve known someone. It’s about what you’ve been through together. Most couples need more than a lifetime to live through what we’ve endured together.” 
 
    Lilith felt her cheeks grow warm. She smiled at him and kissed his upper arm. 
 
    They stopped at the tree line. In the distance, Lilith saw Nadesh. 
 
    “Kiril has released me,” she said. 
 
    Az-Zhara nodded. “I spoke to him as well. He asked me why you came back to Nadesh.” 
 
    Lilith looked at the rock pillars in the distance. “It’s time to meet Kasimirh again.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you, Lilith,” Az-Zhara was staring at Nadesh as well. 
 
    Lilith pressed her face against his shoulder. “I wish Almor were here.” 
 
    Az-Zhara stroked her hair. 
 
    “That silly plan that the three of us came up with, might even have worked. But in the present circumstances, I don’t think it’s wise to go stand in the middle of the battlefield and wait for Kasimirh to show himself.” 
 
    “You have to go to him,” Az-Zhara drew her close and kissed her. Then he took off his tunic. 
 
    As they stepped out of the trees, Lilith and Az-Zhara changed. Az-Zhara threw his tunic at Lilith. “This might convince Kasimirh that you’re surrendering. You can use it as a white flag.” 
 
    Laughing, Lilith flew away. Az-Zhara’s plan might work. Kasimirh wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation of winning her back, especially now that he had the upper hand. 
 
    They flew side by side for a while, but Lilith noticed that Az-Zhara was losing more and more speed. “What’s wrong?” she called. 
 
    “Ever since the attack of the dragon slayer, I haven’t been as fast as I used to be. Maybe you should carry me.” 
 
    Az-Zhara started his descent. Lilith wanted to follow him, but then thought better of it. She had a better chance of reaching Kasimirh on her own. Two dragons would raise suspicion. “You’ve sacrificed more than enough,” she whispered. She regained height and turned towards Nadesh. 
 
    “Lilith!” Az-Zhara screamed. 
 
    Lilith looked over her shoulder and saw that Az-Zhara was trying to keep up with her. She picked up speed. The wind whooshed around her body. From the moment that they had left Az-Zhara’s home, Lilith had been worried about this moment. But now that the moment was finally there, a remarkable calm came over her. Everything would soon be over. 
 
    
Lilith landed in the garden next to the temple and changed back. She spotted a priestess working in the garden. Her hand was splinted, hampering her ability to do her work. 
 
    Lilith expected the priestess to cry out for help, but the woman kept staring at her with fear and doubt in her eyes. 
 
    “Mitan, leave.” 
 
    The priestess curtsied and disappeared. 
 
    “Again, we meet at the Fountain.” 
 
    Lilith had immediately recognized the voice. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She exhaled slowly through her mouth. She drew her stick closer and rose to her feet. “But this time we meet because I want to.” She showed him Az-Zhara’s white tunic. 
 
    Kasimirh laughed. “A white flag? Do you expect me to fall for that? I know why you’ve come, Lilith. But you won’t be able to defeat me. God is on my side. When you attack me, you’re certain to die.” Chuckling, he shook his head. “However, you can still change your mind. You can ally yourself with me again, so that we can finish what we started. This war has almost come to an end, but you can help me convert the people in the towns and villages. After that, there are numerous other countries to be visited.” He looked at her. “This is your only chance. Otherwise I’ll kill you, and you will go to hell.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. He’d always been able to frighten her with the prospect of hell. That was before she understood that his assignments turned her life into a living hell. A hell that was even worse than the one created by Jakob. 
 
    “Why didn’t you ever write my name in the water?” she asked. 
 
    Kasimirh was startled. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Lilith shrugged. Her nightmares apparently meant more than she had thought. 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “It would have complicated things. Without it I was free to do with you whatever was necessary to fulfil Jakob’s assignment.” He came to stand in front of her. “You would have been the last disbeliever. I was going to kill you during a celebration to herald the new Golden Era. It was the most beautiful end I could think of for you. People would have talked about you for centuries to come.” 
 
    Lilith huffed. The future that Kasimirh was painting was in line with how she had seen herself for a long time. She had never been replaceable, but she could become obsolete. “Am I meant to be grateful?” 
 
    “I made you who you are, Lilith.” 
 
    Lilith squeezed her hand around the stick and repeated her question. 
 
    “It’s what sorcerers do to dragon shifters.” 
 
    “Are you referring to Thibauld? There was no sorcerer who made him fight. The sorcerers gave him the chance to be free, and my freedom is exactly what you took from me.” 
 
    “Who told you all this?” 
 
    “I’ve had many teachers,” Lilith replied. 
 
    “It’s a pity that they told you the fairytale and not the truth. Nobody is free in this world, Lilith.” Kasimirh looked past her. He mumbled, “We must all devote ourselves to God.” 
 
    “You gave the people a lot,” Lilith concluded. 
 
    Kasimirh nodded and straightened his back. “But it was worth it. After today, I’ll be one step closer to fulfilling Jakob’s dream.” 
 
    He placed his hand on her back and led her to the edge of the rock pillar. The battle had been resumed. From this height, it was hard to tell the difference between the Jakobinians and the Merzians. Lilith looked on, shaking her head. 
 
    “I hadn’t planned for this,” Kasimirh said. It sounded like an apology. “It all should have gone smoothly. A quick victory, like in Naftalia. Because you left me, we had to fight this bloody war. Come back to me, Lilith. Help me prevent battles like these in the future. That is Jakob’s assignment for you.” 
 
    Lilith bit her lip. “He came to me,” she whispered as she took a few steps back. 
 
    Kasimirh eyed her suspiciously. “Jakob?” he asked. 
 
    Lilith nodded. She had known for a long time now that it hadn’t been a dream. 
 
    Kasimirh clenched his fist around his staff. His knuckles turned white. He squinted. “What did He say?” 
 
    “That I’m important to Him.” 
 
    Kasimirh’s hand relaxed. He nodded. “Not just to Him. You’ve always been important to me. Even now.” The expression on his face softened as he walked up to her. “I forgive you for abandoning me.” 
 
    Lilith bowed her head. 
 
    “Jakob brought us together today, to end the battle for Merzia,” Kasimirh whispered. “He told me that this was going to happen.” 
 
    The wind picked up. Lilith closed her eyes. She turned her back on Kasimirh and lifted her face towards the sky. The wind caressed her cheeks and whispered in her ears. 
 
    “Did it ever cross your mind that Jakob has sent me to stop you?” 
 
    Lilith turned around and took a swing with her stick. She hit Kasimirh in the leg. Next, she knocked the staff out of his hands. 
 
    “It’s lucky for Him that I want this as well. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    She twirled the stick over her head and hit Kasimirh’s leg again. He crashed onto the rocks. He groaned. 
 
    The Fountain swelled up. The gullies leading the water to the edge of the rock pillar overflowed. The water thundered down.  
 
    Lilith stood ankle-deep in the water. From the corner of her eyes she saw soldiers. A wave came at them and swept them off their feet. 
 
    Kasimirh used magic to knock Lilith down. The water dragged her along for a short distance. As soon as rose to her feet, Lilith saw a fireball coming at her at great speed. Instinctively she raised her arm in front of her face. 
 
    A column of water spurted out of the ground in front of her. It extinguished the fireball. The column fell apart, splashing water everywhere. Lilith felt drops on her arm and face. 
 
    Kasimirh took a step back. “No, it can’t be,” he stammered. 
 
    Lilith lowered her arm. She straightened her back and walked up to Kasimirh. “Are you sure that Jakob sent me here to fight alongside you?” she asked. 
 
    Kasimirh took another step back and tripped over the root of a tree. 
 
    “Do you still believe that Jakob’s on your side?” she yelled. She hurled the stick aside. 
 
    “Lord, why?” Kasimirh stammered as he crawled backwards. 
 
    Lilith jumped on top of him. 
 
    “I did it all for You.” Tears rolled down Kasimirh’s face. He tried to push Lilith off of him.  
 
    Lilith’s fingers moved along his jaw. She squeezed her hands around his neck. “I always thought that I was going to fight you in dragon form, but I’ve changed my mind,” Lilith whispered. “You never cared about me – the person behind the dragon. You saw me as an object. But I’m more than that.” She squeezed harder. 
 
    Kasimirh was fighting her. He grabbed her clothes, ripping her tunic. Kasimirh pushed her away. Lilith crawled back on top of him. She wrapped his stole around his neck and pulled it tight. 
 
    Lilith kept looking at Kasimirh as his face turned blue and his eyes bulged. He managed to produce another fireball, but the water extinguished it before he could throw it at Lilith. 
 
    “I’m taking your life because I want to,” Lilith said as he died. 
 
    She let go of the stole. Kasimirh’s eyes were staring lifelessly at the sky. A smile appeared on Lilith’s face. She had defeated him. No one had any control over her any more. At long last, she was free. She tilted her head back and screamed. 
 
    The wind carried her shout of triumph to the battlefield, where the soldiers were running away from the flood. 
 
    
A soldier suddenly seized Lilith from behind. She lashed out and hit him on the nose. He staggered back, but his spot was immediately filled by another soldier. Lilith felt around for her amulet. She panicked when she noticed the tears in her clothes. The brooch was gone. As she fought the soldier, she looked around for her stick. It lay far beyond her reach. 
 
    Lilith managed to keep the soldier and the next one at a distance, but the number of Jakobinians quickly increased. They overpowered her and worked her to the ground. Lilith freed her arm and grabbed a soldier. She let some energy flow through him and made him pass out. Then four men grabbed her and she couldn’t move a muscle any more. They pushed her face into the water. With great difficulty she managed to turn her head enough to still be able to breathe. Her arms were twisted onto her back. 
 
    “Stop!” someone yelled. “Don’t hurt her.” 
 
    The soldier sitting on her back hesitated. “She killed our leader,” he said. He pushed his knee into her back again. Lilith groaned. 
 
    “But Lord Jakob helped her,” someone else said. The woman pushed the soldier aside and helped Lilith up. It was Mitan. “Didn’t you hear what lord Kasimirh said? You saw the water with your own eyes, didn’t you?” 
 
    Lilith looked at the bystanders. There was doubt on their faces. 
 
    “She’s a killer. She must be punished,” someone shouted. He got a lot of support. 
 
    Mitan nodded. “Lord Tokala will decide.” She gently prodded Lilith to follow them. Lilith complied. She knew that the soldiers would take over if she put up a fight. Dark clouds gathered as they rode to Tokala’s camp.  
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Tokala had his back towards Lilith and was looking out over the terrain where the battle had been taking place. The rivers had overflowed. The field was now a quagmire and some of the lower lying areas had turned into shallow ponds. Trees had snapped, and even the catapults had been toppled and swept away by the water. 
 
    “Lord Tokala,” Mitan said, “lord Kasimirh is dead.” 
 
    Tokala sighed and bowed his head. “So, it is true,” he whispered. 
 
    “We captured the woman who killed him,” a soldier said. 
 
    Tokala turned around and squinted at Lilith. He clenched his fists. “Do you realize what you’ve done?” he hissed. He slammed her to the ground. “Jakob will destroy the world. It has already started!” As Tokala gestured at the plain behind him, it started to rain. “You destroyed everything we’ve fought for.” 
 
    “Lord?” Mitan said softly. She put a hand on Tokala’s shoulder. “The water rose before she had killed Kasimirh. It was as if the water was helping her.” 
 
    Tokala was taken aback. “What happened?” 
 
    In turns, two Jakobinians told the story. Mitan recounted in detail how the Fountain had swelled up, and how the water had obstructed them. She also repeated Kasimirh’s words. Next, a soldier gave an elaborate description of the way Lilith had murdered Kasimirh. In the meantime, Tokala kept stealing glances at Lilith. 
 
    “I should have you executed on the spot,” he hissed, the rain running down his face. Lilith noticed that he was shivering, but she suspected it was the result of bottled-up anger. The water running down her body wasn’t cold. 
 
    “Take her away before I do her harm! The people will witness the execution of our prophet’s killer.” 
 
    Six soldiers seized Lilith and dragged her through the camp. The Jakobinians stared at her. Some men wanted to attack her. The soldiers stopped them. People were crying and screaming. Women prayed to Jakob in an attempt to save the world. More and more Jakobinians joined them. 
 
    It slowly started to dawn on Lilith that these emotions weren’t just triggered by the fear of Jakob’s wrath. These people worshipped Kasimirh. They had followed him to a foreign country and were prepared to give their lives for him. The Jakobinians cried because they loved Kasimirh and didn’t know what to do without him. To them he was the opposite of what the sorcerer had been to Lilith–a saviour instead of a tyrant. 
 
    The soldiers pushed Lilith inside one of the tents. Except for some hay on the floor, the tent was empty. Mitan was the only one to follow her inside. She looked around and left without saying a word. Lilith sat down on the ground. She wrapped her arms around her legs and rested her head on her knees. 
 
    Lilith was proud that she’d defeated Kasimirh, but that feeling was overshadowed by the uncertainty of what was going to happen to her. She had thought that everything was going to be all right once she had killed Kasimirh. That the war would be over, and she would be free to go wherever she liked. She had intended to pick up Az-Zhara and fly away with him. It didn’t matter where to. How could she have been that naïve?  
 
    Mitan returned with a pile of blankets on her arm. She put them down in front of Lilith. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” she asked.  
 
    “Just go away,” Lilith snarled.  
 
    The priestess looked aghast and left. 
 
    Lilith took off her wet clothes and wrapped the blankets around her. She lay down and listened to the sound of the rain on the canvas and reflected on everything that had happened. At the Fountain she had realized why Jakob had come to her. 
 
    “You set me up,” she whispered. “Why couldn’t You deal with it Yourself? Why did I have to do this?” 
 
    It had all become clear: Jakob had pushed her away on purpose, with the intention to have her take care of His dirty work when the time came. Yes, it had been her wish to defeat Kasimirh, and she would never have been able to do that without Jakob’s help. However, it ate away at her that Jakob had planned it all and that she had fallen for it. 
 
    “What are Your plans for me now? Have I outlived my usefulness and will You discard me just like Kasimirh was going to do?” 
 
    
Days passed, while the unremitting rain kept battering the canvas of the tent. Mitan was Lilith’s only visitor, bringing food and dry blankets. The latter weren’t very useful. The hay could no longer stop the mud. Whenever Lilith lay down, the blankets became wet. Her clothes were soaked through as well. She was cold all the time. 
 
    Every day, Jakobinians came to her tent to call her names and throw things at her tent, causing Lilith to jolt upright time and again. She pressed her hands against her ears and rocked back and forth while humming to herself to drown out the noises from outside. Mitan often found her like that. The priestess probably thought she was crazy. Lilith couldn’t blame her because she sometimes thought she was crazy too. Whenever she fell asleep, Jakob spoke to her. She no longer dared to sleep, but she was so tired that she even heard his voice while she was awake. She started to long for her execution. 
 
    Lilith was singing loudly when Mitan entered. The priestess put down a bowl of warm water and curtsied. Lilith grabbed her mug and filled it with water from the bowl. She blew on the water to cool it and drank from it. She felt the warm liquid make its way down her throat. 
 
    Mitan looked surprised. She laid a pile of towels next to the bowl. “I thought you might want to wash yourself,” she said quietly. 
 
    Looking at Mitan, Lilith brushed the hair out of her face, probably leaving even more dirt behind on her skin. Despite the wet circumstances, Mitan looked impeccable. She lived by Jakob’s rules and expected that Lilith did so as well. 
 
    “I’ll bring you some food,” Mitan said.  
 
    When the priestess had left, Lilith took off her tunic. She wrapped the dry towels around her body. Then she drained the bowl. 
 
    Mitan came back. She was holding the serving tray with one hand, supporting it with her injured arm. Lilith took the tray from her and sat down. 
 
    The priestess watched as Lilith took a bite. She was fiddling with her stole. “What’s going to happen now?” Mitan looked expectantly at Lilith and let go of the stole. 
 
    “You know that Tokala will have me killed soon.” 
 
    Mitan bit her lip. “Do you think that Kasimirh lied about the end of the world?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that question.” 
 
    “Do you mean that you aren’t our new prophet?” 
 
    Lilith choked. Coughing, she shook her head. So, Mitan didn’t see her as a crazy murderer, but as Kasimirh’s successor. The priestess wasn’t taking care of her out of pity, but out of veneration. “I’m not the person that you’re looking for. I don’t know any more than you do.” 
 
    Mitan got up. “If Jakob chooses you, I’ll follow you, my lady.” 
 
    “You don’t need anyone to lead you.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, I will follow you. I put my trust in Lord Jakob. It was Kasimirh who did wrong, not God.” 
 
    “If what Kasimirh did was so wrong, then why didn’t Jakob intervene sooner?” 
 
    Mitan shrugged. She cast a glance a Lilith before she turned around and left the tent. 
 
    Lost in thought, Lilith chewed on her food. She, the new prophet? There were numerous reasons why that idea didn’t appeal to her at all. 
 
    She dropped her plate when she heard a shot. Something zipped past her head. She threw herself on the floor and closed her eyes. Her heart was pounding in her chest.  
 
    There was screaming outside. Lilith opened her eyes. She saw the light of the campfires through a hole in the canvas. Lilith crawled towards it and looked through the hole. A soldier was being dragged away. The security around her tent was doubled. 
 
    Almost relieved, Lilith lay back down. Not everyone shared Mitan’s ideas. There was more shouting outside. It sounded like there was a fight. The guards didn’t succeed in calming down the Jakobinians. Lilith pulled as many blankets over her head as she could and softly hummed to herself.  
 
    
Several hours later, Lilith was forced to her feet and dragged out of the tent. For the first time in days she was outside again. Everywhere in the camp there were campfires and burning torches. The light was reflected in the many puddles of water. The clouds overhead were pitch-black. Ever since Kasimirh’s death, the sun hadn’t shown itself. The monotony of the prolonged dusk was only relieved by the dark hours of the night. 
 
    A cart was standing ready. Lilith was lifted onto it. Four soldiers lined up along both sides of the cart. They carried large shields. Men and women were looking while Lilith was taken away. They threw stones at her that bounced off the shields. 
 
    Lilith shivered. Had Tokala built an execution spot outside the camp? Were these the last moments of her life? 
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The soldiers brought Lilith to Nadesh. At the Fountain of Origin, they helped her off the cart. It was much quieter in this camp. Lilith saw about a dozen people in the distance before she was pushed into a tent. 
 
    A whole day passed, and no one came to visit her. This close to where Jakob had created the world, Jakob spoke even louder to Lilith. The only way to ignore his voice was to hurt herself. Lilith had scratched open her right forearm with a stick. From there on, she could use her nails to make the wound bigger. 
 
    The flap of the tent was opened. Lilith quickly covered her arm with her sleeve and looked up. She recognized the soldier as one of Tokala’s guards. He beckoned her to follow him. Lilith reluctantly got up. Outside, there were three more guards.  
 
    As she was led through the camp, Lilith was followed by many Jakobinian eyes. There wasn’t any screaming or crying any more, now there was whispering instead. Someone fell to his knees in the mud. Lilith bowed her head. The rain ran down her neck into her clothes. It didn’t matter. She was already soaked to the skin. 
 
    The soldiers pushed her into a large tent. A fire radiated a pleasant warmth. Next to the fire, blankets and clothes were hanging out to dry. There were rugs on the floor, but the intricate patterns on them were largely invisible because of the mud trampled into them.  
 
    The tent was lavishly furnished, but Lilith’s attention was drawn by the two men waiting for her. Tokala was one of them. He was pacing up and down the tent, but stopped to look at her as soon as she entered. There was a man sitting at the table. He looked like Tokala, but he was older. 
 
    Tokala clenched the back of the man’s chair. “Kasimirh taught me about the end of the world. It was as if he was recalling a memory. The water in the rivers would continue to rise and it wouldn’t stop raining.” Tokala briefly looked away. “But now that it has come this far, nothing else is happening. It’s raining but the lands aren’t flooded. The rivers overflowed their banks, but as soon as the fighting stopped, they calmed down. They haven’t gone back to normal, though. The rivers are like guards: waiting to spring into action, but urged to remain calm by their leaders. I can see the water swirling beneath the surface. At the slightest instigation the frenzy will be released. And then we’ll all die.” 
 
    Lilith frowned. 
 
    “What is Lord Jakob waiting for?” Tokala asked. 
 
    “How am I supposed to know that?” 
 
    “I think he’s waiting for your execution. If only I knew for sure whether your death will calm down the water or if it will be the reason for Lord Jakob to destroy the world.”  
 
    Lilith cast down her eyes. “Lord Jakob has never shown any concern for me during my lifetime. My death will be of no consequence to Him.” 
 
    “It is said that Lord Jakob helped you kill Kasimirh,” Tokala said. He gave her an inquisitive look. “Do you believe that as well?” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “Without His help I would never have been able to defeat Kasimirh.” 
 
    The other man shook his head contemptuously. “She’s making up stories to escape her punishment.” He leaned towards her. “Why did you kill Kasimirh? Are you after his power?” 
 
    “No!” Lilith said. “Kasimirh took away my freedom. I fled to the other side of the world, but that still wasn’t far enough. I had no choice but to kill him. All I wanted was to be free.” 
 
    “There are Jakobinians who believe that you’re the new prophet,” Tokala said softly. “Mitan is convinced. I questioned every soldier who was there when Kasimirh died. Their stories accord with one another, and they are very convincing.” 
 
    “They are fools,” Lilith said emphatically. 
 
    “See,” the older man said to Tokala. “She isn’t the prophet. You have to kill her. That’s the only way to save the world. She has to die, in order for us to live.” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple, Zuzeca,” Tokala said. “For years, I’ve lived according to God’s will. Before I can make a decision, I need to be sure about Jakob’s intentions.” 
 
    Zuzeca huffed disdainfully. “The people want to see their leader’s killer punished. If you don’t punish her, you’ll lose everything you’ve worked for all these years. I speak from experience. Where matters of great import are concerned, it is sometimes necessary to give the people what they want.” 
 
    “The people are divided, so half of them will turn against me anyway, no matter what I decide.” 
 
    Zuzeca shook his head. “Jakob has no plans for Lilith, otherwise she would have known. Jakob doesn’t speak through her, but through what is happening outside. The water is His voice. He’s bombarding you with His message, but you fail to understand it.” 
 
    Tokala started pacing the room again. He looked at Lilith and pointed at a chair. She reluctantly sat down. Tokala took a seat as well. He looked away and tapped his middle finger on the table. 
 
    “It would be a great mistake to have the new prophet executed,” he said, eyeing her inquisitively. 
 
    “I’m not the new prophet,” Lilith snapped. She was startled by the intensity of her own voice. 
 
    “I can have a random soldier brought in here. If I were to ask him whether he was the new prophet, he would gladly confirm it. Especially when I tell him that he’ll be executed if he’s not the prophet.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you? Pick a suitable person and appoint him the new prophet. Perhaps it’ll satisfy Jakob.” She crossed her arms. “But leave me alone.” 
 
    “The harder you deny it, the more convinced I am that you are the prophet,” Tokala leaned back, looking satisfied. 
 
    “Why do you so badly want me to assume that role?” Lilith asked. 
 
    Tokala cast down his eyes. Lilith, however, had already seen the answer. 
 
    “You don’t want the world to end, because it would mean that you’ve failed. If I take on this role, there’s still hope for the world.” 
 
    Tokala nodded. 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “Believe me. You don’t want me as your prophet.” 
 
    Tokala frowned. 
 
    “You know what I am, don’t you?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “A dragon woman,” Tokala answered. 
 
    “Many of your followers have seen me. They would call me a monster.” 
 
    There was a prolonged silence. Lilith looked at the fire. The flames crackled. A piece of wood fell apart. She lowered her eyes, but the flames kept dancing in front of them. Among the flames, she saw burning people. They screamed until their last breath. 
 
    “Did you ever trie to stop Kasimirh?” Lilith asked. 
 
    Tokala shook his head. 
 
    “How could you condone his actions?” 
 
    “It was meant to be.” 
 
    “Apparently it wasn’t, otherwise Kasimirh would still be alive.” 
 
    Tokala nodded. “Does that mean that Kasimirh went too far or that he didn’t go far enough?” 
 
    “I think it took too long and therefore it’s time for a new leader. I have the power to wipe out all disbelievers, so that the small group of survivors can build a new world.” Lilith said, as a shiver ran down her spine. 
 
    “I told Kasimirh several times that he wasn’t achieving success fast enough,” Zuzeca said. “And now it turns out that I was right.” 
 
    Tokala was lost in thought. Lilith bowed her head. She scratched her arm. She surreptitiously cast a glance at Tokala. His elbows were leaning on the table. His hands supported his head. 
 
    “You deny being the prophet, because you don’t want to be the prophet. Not because you aren’t,” Tokala whispered. 
 
    Lilith drove her nails into the wound. 
 
    “But there is no choice,” he said. “You can’t ignore Jakob’s will.” 
 
    “No one in this world is free.” She looked up at Tokala. “That’s what Kasimirh told me. No one is free, because we all must devote ourselves to God. I, however, refuse to do so. I do have a choice, and that’s the one you give to all disbelievers. It’s best for everyone if I die. Therefore, I’ll deny being the prophet until my death.” 
 
    Tokala looked at her pleadingly. “You can’t abandon us.” 
 
    Lilith was becoming more and more disgusted by him. “You’d even follow me if I burned everyone.” 
 
    Tokala nodded. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s God’s will.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “But it isn’t what I want.” 
 
    “You’ll destroy the world with your decision,” Tokala said in dismay. 
 
    Lilith shook her head again. “No, I won’t. Jakob will destroy the world.” 
 
    “I don’t understand you. You can save the world, yet you refuse to.” 
 
    “The world isn’t a nice place, lord Tokala. The question is why I’d want to save the world in the first place.” 
 
    Tokala was looking desperate. Lilith expected him to fall to his knees at any second. 
 
    “Why are you so worried about the end of the world, any way?” she asked. “You’ll go to heaven.” 
 
    “Will I? Jakob clearly isn’t happy if He destroys the world.” 
 
    The rain became heavier. Tokala looked up. “There’s so little time,” he mumbled. Lilith could hardly hear him because of the rain thrumming on the tent. 
 
    “There’s only one thing you can do, Tokala,” Zuzeca said. “You now know what Jakob wants. You don’t need her to fulfil the assignment. Get her out of the way. Burn down Merzia. The people will eventually come to you to be converted. Jakob will realize that the world doesn’t need to be destroyed.” 
 
    Tokala hesitated. 
 
    “I’m a more experienced leader,” Zuzeca said. “Trust my judgement, son.” 
 
    Tokala stared at Lilith. He nodded slowly. “You leave me no other choice. Your execution will take place the day after tomorrow. My people will rejoice, but I will mourn you.” He turned around. “And pray that Jakob forgives me.” 
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Lilith was walking in circles inside the tent. She was swinging her arms to get herself warm, but also to get rid of the restlessness in her body. Someone entered. Lilith only saw a shadow against an orange light. She heard a ticking noise. She recognized the sound of two beads colliding with each other. 
 
    “Az-Zhara?” 
 
    Lilith stood still and looked at him. Almor appeared from behind him. He was carrying a lantern. 
 
    “Father!” She hugged him. She felt his shoulders shaking. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “We kicked up a row and didn’t stop until they allowed us to spend this night with you,” Az-Zhara said, his voice more husky than usual. 
 
    Lilith rubbed her father’s back until he calmed down a little. She freed herself from him and threw herself into Az-Zhara’s arms. 
 
    “I’m sorry that it has to be this way,” Lilith said. “I hope you understand.” 
 
    Almor shook his head. “Why don’t you just play along? You’ll be wealthy. You deserve this after everything that has happened.” 
 
    “It’s not a game. Jakob really wants me to become his new prophet.” Lilith broke free from the embrace, but kept holding Az-Zhara’s hand. Only now did she notice that her father was wearing a stole. “You converted?” she asked, astonished. 
 
    Almor took off the stole and threw it on the floor. “I didn’t want to die, so they wrote my name in the water. Nevertheless, I still believe that Jakob doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “He does, father. It’s no longer a belief, I’m certain of it. God exists and He wants me to lead the Jakobinians. Over the past few days, Jakob has spoken to me continuously.” 
 
    “Jakob wants you to do this and yet you’re refusing?” Az-Zhara asked softly. 
 
    Lilith nodded. 
 
    He laughed briefly. “You really have changed. When you came to me, you were looking for someone to help you free yourself. Now you’re revolting against Jakob, and all by yourself, no less.” His face turned sad. “It’s horrifying that this means that you’re going to die.” 
 
    “But why do you refuse?” Almor asked. 
 
    Lilith hid her face in her hands and started walking again. “Doesn’t anyone understand why Jakob has chosen me?” she asked. “There’s only one reason why anyone has ever been interested in me: because of my power.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Az-Zhara said. 
 
    “Except for you, of course.” Lilith sighed. “Jakob’s interest in me doesn’t even come close. He’s looking for a weapon.” She pointed at herself.  
 
    Almor grabbed her arm and made her stop. “It’s your only chance to survive.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. “The execution is Jakob’s way to force me. He doesn’t understand, however, that I will die any way.” She pulled back her arm and rubbed it. 
 
    Az-Zhara shook his head. “You’ve been through so much for a fresh start, and now that everything is over and done with, you just give up?” 
 
    “What else can I do? I fled from Kasimirh because I no longer wanted to use my power to hurt people. If I give in to Jakob, He’ll make me do the exact same thing.” 
 
    “How can you be sure about that?” Az-Zhara asked. “Maybe Jakob is a merciful God.” 
 
    “If Jakob’s so merciful, then why did I have to kill Kasimirh?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “He’s still giving the people a chance. He could have destroyed the world by now,” Az-Zhara said. 
 
    Lilith shrugged. “If only He had.” 
 
    “Then everybody would die,” Az-Zhara said in dismay. “And everyone would go to hell.” 
 
    Lilith shrugged again. She rubbed her forehead, but couldn’t make the headache go away that she had been suffering for days. 
 
    “What you are doing is selfish, Lilith,” Az-Zhara said, sounding disappointed. He paced up and down, shaking his head. Lilith heard the ticking of his beads. “You deprive everyone of their lives because you’re being stubborn. You rob Almor of his daughter, and me…” 
 
    “Why don’t you understand that I’m not doing this just for me? I don’t want you to see the monster that I’ll turn into. Most people will die soon anyway, whether I become the prophet or not, but if I have to carry out Jakob’s sentence, it’ll be a tremendously painful death.” 
 
    “You don’t have the right to decide for us,” Az-Zhara said. “You can’t make me not want to get to know you better. You can’t rob people of their lives, because it suits you.” 
 
    Lilith grabbed hold of him. “You were disgusted by what Kasimirh did. I would be even worse. Hell is at least better than what I’d do to the world if I became the prophet.” 
 
    Az-Zhara shook his head. He moved Lilith’s right hand towards him. He rolled up her sleeve and caressed the scar on her wrist. “Tell me how you got this scar.” 
 
    Lilith followed the movements of his fingers with her eyes. “You know the story.” She tried to pull her hand away, but Az-Zhara held tight. 
 
    “I want you to tell me again. One day you destroyed a village.” 
 
    Lilith swallowed. “Kasimirh justified my actions by telling me that the people would attack me if I didn’t kill them first. These people, however, weren’t scared of me. It seemed as if they were happy to see me. Nevertheless, I carried out my assignment.” She clenched her fists and rapidly breathed through her nose. She looked up at Az-Zhara. “Before the people even understood what was happening, I obliterated them. Some of the villagers were waving at me as I incinerated them. Men, women, children. I couldn’t get rid of the images; they stayed with me all the way back home. I hated myself. I hated Kasimirh. He came to me and gave me a knife. I felt that death was the only solution, so I slit my wrist.” 
 
    “But you’re still alive.” 
 
    Lilith averted her head. “I was too much of a coward to do it right.” 
 
    “No, that’s not the reason. Something powerful kept you alive.” 
 
    “Fear! Fear of hell,” Lilith screamed. 
 
    “Hope,” Az-Zhara said. “You trusted that there was another life for you. You hoped to be able to flee. Hope kept you alive and ultimately brought you on the right track.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. She hid her face behind her hand. “But you also know what I did after my attempted suicide. I killed my mother. Why was her life worth less than mine?” 
 
    Az-Zhara laid his hand on her shoulder and caressed her neck with his thumb. “If you die tomorrow, you deprive this world of the one thing that kept you alive back then. You don’t have the right to do that.” 
 
    Lilith pushed him away. “If I believed that I would be better than Kasimirh, I’d choose to live. Even if I thought it to be a small chance.” 
 
    “But this isn’t just about you, Lilith. We can also make choices that can change the world. No God can steal our dreams.” 
 
    “What good are dreams when your life’s a nightmare?” 
 
    “Hope can only exist as long as there’s life. There’ll always be people who have the power to fight for that dream. Therefore, life under the worst prophet is always better than roaming around in hell for eternity.” 
 
    Lilith bowed her head. “What I’m about to do tomorrow, is something I should have done ages ago. It would have saved the lives of thousands of people. Tomorrow, I won’t be a coward.” She swallowed. 
 
    She looked at Az-Zhara through the corner of her eye. Then she sat down on the ground and drew a wet blanket over her head. Her hand slid into her sleeve and she scratched at the wound again. She shivered every time that her nails dug into her flesh. 
 
    Almor pulled away the blanket and came to sit next to her. “Everyone’s talking about Kasimirh’s death and your execution,” he said as he wrapped his arm around her. “Jakobinians and Merzians united as supporters and opponents of your death. You’ve brought them together. Maybe that’s the reason why Jakob’s choosing you.” 
 
    Lilith grinded her teeth. She didn’t stop scratching until she had removed the entire scab. Minutes passed in silence. 
 
    “I thought I knew you,” Az-Zhara said embittered. “But maybe you haven’t changed, and I was wrong. I was blinded by the woman I so badly wanted to see.” 
 
    He walked away and lay down with his back towards her. Lilith looked at him. It hurt that he’d rejected her at a time like this. She needed him so much, but she realized that she was hurting him just as badly with her decision.  
 
    “I’m scared,” Lilith said softly to Almor. She bit her knuckles and shivered uncontrollably. “But even now, it’s still easier to show my anger. These are my last hours with you both, and yet I’m arguing with you and pushing you away.” 
 
    Almor nodded. “You don’t have to explain that to me. Of course I can see how scared you are.” He held her tight. Lilith laid her head on his chest. She listened to him breathing. His tears dripped onto her neck. “Therefore, I understand why you choose to die. I’m not sure that it’s the right decision, but I don’t think I have the right to force you to change your mind.” 
 
    Lilith nodded. There was another prolonged silence. 
 
    “What happened after you left me and Az-Zhara?” she asked. 
 
    “I had almost reached Ferhdessar when I fell into Tokala’s hands.” 
 
    Lilith looked at the grey stole lying in the mud. “I never thought you’d convert.” 
 
    “The Naftalians didn’t get to me when they worshipped Margal. They won’t get to me now that they’re following Jakob, either.” 
 
    Lilith smiled. “When the world ends, you at least will go to heaven. That makes me happy.” 
 
    “I don’t think that Jakob will be fooled by a piece of fabric.” He sighed and looked at her. “Perhaps I’ll hand back the stole once you’re dead. I won’t have anything left to live for when you’re gone.” 
 
    Lilith wanted to tell him to not do that, but she realized that she wasn’t entitled to tell him what to do. She looked at Az-Zhara. “He didn’t convert,” she said. 
 
    “The Jakobinians haven’t presented him with the choice yet. Tokala understands that this isn’t the right time to make the Merzians choose. There’s too much uncertainty.” Almor caressed her arm. 
 
    “He will convert,” Lilith said.  
 
    Almor nodded. “I understand that it isn’t that easy for you. If you choose to be the prophet, it changes your life as well as who you are. Az-Zhara understands that, too.” 
 
    Lilith bowed her head. 
 
    “He loves you very much,” Almor said softly. “Go to him now while you still can.” 
 
    Lilith thought about it. Az-Zhara had helped her find the power to go her own way. It had surprised her that he had been so quick to choose her side. Later, Az-Zhara had confided to her that he had instantly fallen in love with her, but because there had been other emotions as well, he hadn’t been able to show his feelings straight away. 
 
    She felt the same. She had been scared of the dragon, but as soon as he had changed into human form, her attraction to him was only slightly less than her fear. She’d told him more than she would ever tell anyone. 
 
    She gave Almor a kiss, got up, and walked to Az-Zhara. 
 
    “Are you asleep?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Az-Zhara immediately opened his eyes. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Can I lie down with you?” 
 
    “Please do.” He made some room so that she could lie next to him on the blanket. Lilith looked at his face. His eyes were red and swollen. 
 
    “Are you angry with me?” 
 
    He shrugged. “We’re all on edge.” 
 
    Lilith reached out and caressed his cheek. Az-Zhara smiled at her and laid his hand on her hip. It felt as if he was protecting her from all evil. Right now, nobody could hurt her. Not even Jakob. 
 
    “Thank you for giving me the most valuable thing a stranger could give me,” Lilith whispered as she played with a lock of his hair.  
 
    Az-Zhara pulled her close and kissed her. “If there’s a God, then I hope He will make this moment last forever,” he said softly. 
 
    “Jakob exists, but I don’t think that He’ll grant you your wish.” 
 
    Lilith kept looking at him as she caressed his face. She wanted to see and feel him. This close, she could smell his scent through all the dirt. She didn’t hear anything but his breathing. Even the sound of the rain faded into the background. She kissed him again to taste him. 
 
    “You’re right,” she whispered. 
 
    Az-Zhara gave her a questioningly look. 
 
    “I’ve been through a lot and I learned an important lesson. No matter how desperate my life was, there was always hope.” 
 
    Az-Zhara sat up. “Does that mean… that you don’t want to die?” 
 
    Lilith sat up as well and nestled herself against him. “Would you give up everything you have to stand by my side?” she asked softly. “Even when it is hard?” 
 
    Almor moved his head. He was clearly listening in on their conversation. 
 
    “You’re the only thing in the world that I care about. So yes, I will stand by you.” 
 
    “And will you always be honest to me about the things that I do? You know what I stand for. Jakob will try to change that, but will you keep reminding me of what I want? And will you point out the things that I do wrong according to my own values, even when Jakob expects those things from me?” 
 
    Az-Zhara held her even closer, as if he was never going to let her go again. “I promise. I’ll cherish the Lilith that I’ve come to know. I’ll help you to remember her and to find a way to stay her, whatever Jakob asks of you.” 
 
    Almor looked up. 
 
    Lilith shivered. “Then I shall become Jakob’s prophet.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    39 
 
    
Tokala stood with his back to Lilith. After Almor had told Mitan about Lilith’s decision, Lilith had been brought to Tokala’s tent by his guards. 
 
    “You’ve changed your mind? Did your fear get the better of you?” he mocked. 
 
    “Fear played no part in my decision.” Lilith straightened her shoulders. For the first time in her life she had made a decision that wasn’t based on fear. “My future is a given. When I die I go to hell, and now that I choose Jakob, my life won’t be much better.” 
 
    Tokala turned around. He eyed her inquisitively. Surprise showed on his face as he went down on his knees. “There’s a glow around you that Kasimirh also had in the beginning. Now I realize that his glow slowly faded away.” 
 
    Lilith looked at her hands and at the mirror next to the bed. She didn’t see what Tokala meant. 
 
    Tokala came back up. “I take it that you would like to prepare. I’ll send someone to help you.” 
 
    “Prepare for what?” Lilith asked. 
 
    “For the moment that you present yourself to your people.” 
 
    Tokala bowed and walked past her. Lilith turned around. 
 
    “They aren’t my people. They’re Jakob’s people.” 
 
    Tokala turned back. “Of course, my lady. My apologies.” He backed out of the tent. 
 
    Lilith sighed and looked around. The tent was luxurious. The armchair looked very appealing, but Lilith was afraid to sit in it. She would soil the soft pillows with mud. Instead, she sat down on the ground. A tapestry caught her eye. It was a Naftalian scene with giraffes and zebras.  
 
    Lilith looked around again. To the side there was a chest with some books on top. Writing materials lay on a table. She recognized the pen that Kasimirh had used to write his books. Lilith felt ill at ease and it was hard to sit still. 
 
    Four men entered. They each carried two buckets of steaming-hot water. They disappeared behind a tapestry on which Nadesh was depicted. Lilith recognized the tapestry from the palace. The men emptied their buckets and left her alone. She caught a glimpse of the bathtub behind the tapestry. 
 
    The men returned several times. Lilith didn’t pay them any attention. She wondered what was going to happen from now on. What was expected of her when she showed herself to the Jakobinians?  
 
    Jakob tried to impose Himself on her. He had the answers she was looking for, but Lilith had decided to block Him out for as long as she was able to. What was expected of her  would eventually become clear.  
 
    Lost in thought Lilith hadn’t noticed the two women who had entered the tent and were standing in front of her. Now she looked up. One of the women was Mitan. She bowed to Lilith who regarded her closely. Each time that Lilith saw her, she hoped that Mitan wouldn’t always look so neat and tidy. If only she would have a dirty nail or a plait that had come loose, anything to indicate that she was casting off Kasimirh’s yoke. 
 
    The priestess was accompanied by a Purified student. Lilith got to her feet. She looked at the two women. She wondered what she was supposed to do. Were they waiting for a sign from her? 
 
    “You can stand up straight,” Lilith said softly. 
 
    The women did as they were told. Lilith shook her head. Who was she to tell others what they were allowed to do?  
 
    “Lady, I’m honoured to serve you,” the student said quietly. 
 
    Lilith recognized the voice immediately. “Ghalatea,” she stammered. 
 
    The Ancilla Princeps looked up. 
 
    “How wonderful that you’re here.” Lilith took hold of Ghalatea’s hands. The presence of the Ancilla Princeps put her at ease. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m fine, thank you.” 
 
    “It must have been hard for you, Yvar’s death and the destruction of Nadesh. I know how much you cared about the king and Merzia.” 
 
    Ghalatea nodded. 
 
    “How have you been? What’s happened to you?” Lilith asked curiously. 
 
    Ghalatea briefly looked at her and then bowed her head again. 
 
    “My lady, if you’ll allow us, we’ll help you get undressed and then we’ll wash you,” Mitan said. 
 
    Lilith nodded. She extended her arms. The two women took off her wet clothes. Ghalatea undid the provisional bandage that Az-Zhara had applied on Lilith’s arm. Ghalatea’s soft hands on her body calmed Lilith. 
 
    “Once more, you’re taking care of me and my wounds,” Lilith whispered. 
 
    The Ancilla Princeps avoided her gaze. She turned around and threw the bandages on a heap. 
 
    The two women washed Lilith in silence. They used dozens of cloths to remove all the dirt from the past weeks. Then they helped her into the bath. 
 
    Mitan carefully washed Lilith’s hair. Ghalatea brought her a cup of tea. Lilith closed her eyes and took a sip. The warmth slowly penetrated the inner core of her body. Meanwhile, Ghalatea rubbed ointments on Lilith’s wounds and dressed them with clean bandages. 
 
    Lilith opened her eyes. “Ghalatea?” 
 
    The Ancilla Princeps stopped unwinding the bandages and looked up. Lilith grabbed her hand. “Have you heard anything from your husband?” 
 
    Ghalatea bowed her head. Lilith couldn’t help but notice that she shivered. 
 
    “I saw Rogan, shortly after Ferhdessar died. He left with Nigesanla. I don’t know where they are now, but he looked well in as far as I could tell.” 
 
    Ghalatea swallowed. “He’s a heathen, and I know what you’ll do to the heathens.” Her hands trembled. 
 
    Lilith looked at her in dismay. Ghalatea thought that Lilith would mercilessly kill her husband, and yet she was serving her.  
 
    This was a completely different woman from the one Lilith had met in the palace. Ghalatea had turned her back on her when she had discovered what Lilith had done. She had punished her severely when Lilith had beaten up a maidservant in a fit of anger. Later, their bond had improved, but Lilith had always known that Ghalatea would keep pointing out her mistakes. She had looked up to the Ancilla Princeps, and she had done her best to behave.  
 
    But now Ghalatea was a meek as a lamb. Every scrap of fighting spirit had disappeared. She was no longer a role model for Lilith. 
 
    “What did they do to you?” Lilith whispered. 
 
    “I’ve learned,” Ghalatea answered. “I now walk in Jakob’s light.” 
 
    Lilith shook her head. “I recall that you even criticized lord Yvar’s decisions, even though you held him in high esteem. Why aren’t you telling me that what you think I’m about to do is wrong? You should at least be begging me for your husband’s life.” 
 
    Their gazes locked only briefly. “You’re preaching lord Jakob’s message. How could I criticize that?” 
 
    Lilith sighed. The Ancilla Princeps had become a spineless follower. Just like the rest. She looked at Mitan. The priestess had briefly had the power to rise up against Kasimirh, but her doubts had been beaten out of her. Lilith had seen in Tokala’s eyes that he sometimes was troubled by the path that Kasimirh had taken. Tokala had been the second most powerful man in the Jakobinian Empire, but even he hadn’t dared to voice his doubts. 
 
    Lilith thought about her own future. She was going to have a group of fearful followers. No one would dare to contradict her. What kind of a life was she giving these people? What right did she have to lead them this way? 
 
    She hoped that Az-Zhara would be able to keep his promise. She was going to need his critical mind. 
 
    Lilith looked at the luxury surrounding her. Even the silver candlesticks didn’t look as shiny as they had only moments before. There was still steam coming off the water in the bath, but the water felt cold on her skin. 
 
    Lilith got up. Mitan immediately showed up to help her out of the bath. Ghalatea draped a soft, fragrant towel around her shoulders. She carefully rubbed her dry. 
 
    Lilith’s eye spotted the caftan hanging over the mirror. Silver waves and green fishes were woven into the blue silk. She shivered. She had been tied down in many ways during her lifetime, but as of today she would be wearing the softest and yet the most oppressive chains she had ever worn. 
 
    Ghalatea and Mitan helped her into several layers of clean underwear. They put her down on a chair. Lilith felt little tugs on her head, as Ghalatea plaited her hair. After that, Mitan helped her up. Lilith closed her eyes. The caftan was pulled over her head. Ghalatea straightened the fabric. A belt was fastened around her middle to give some shape to the baggy robe. 
 
    Lilith opened her eyes. Mitan was standing to her left and Ghalatea to her right. Together, they draped the azure stole around her shoulders. Lilith flinched when the silk touched her. The two women took a step back and knelt down. Lilith saw her own reflection in the mirror and turned around. 
 
    It was done, there was no way back. 
 
    Az-Zhara entered. He had been washed as well, and he was wearing clean clothes. This was the first time she’d seen him in something other than white. He walked up to her and kissed her cheek. 
 
    “I have something for you. Tokala gave it to me.” 
 
    He pinned the amulet on her. Then he placed his hand on it. “Qi stai qi,” he whispered. 
 
    Lilith nodded and leaned against him. How long would she be able to stay true to herself when Jakob started to give her assignments, and even old friends like Ghalatea kept their distance? 
 
    “Are you ready?” Az-Zhara asked. 
 
    Lilith shook her head. She put her hand in his elbow. He led her to the tent’s exit. She hesitated briefly before she stepped outside. Jakob’s followers were waiting for her, ready to greet her. 
 
    Lilith took the final step. The clouds broke. Rays of sunlight fell on her face. The wind whispered Jakob’s message in her ears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dear reader, 
 
      
 
    You have reached the end of this journey. There are more stories to be told about Lilith, but for now, they are only available in Dutch. I hope to be able to get them translated in the future. 
 
     
 
    This was not only Liliths journey, but also the start of my own. In the Netherlands, I’ve gained many enthusiastic readers, but across the borders getting these books translated was the first step towards a bigger audience. You can help me reach my goal by spreading your opinion about this story with the people you know. I’d be thrilled if you leave a review on websites like Goodreads and Amazon. This will help me to reach more and more readers. 
 
      
 
    Maybe you are a book blogger or you have a podcast? I’m definitely interested in working with you, so feel free to contact me for interviews, guest blogs and so on. 
 
      
 
    I wish you many more fantastic books to read! 
 
    Best wishes, 
 
    Kim. 
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