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1 
VENTUSIA 

 
The wind caught in Riana’s short hair and tore at her shirt. The scent of the forest was carried 
on the wind. Warm soil, earthy moss and aromatic herbs. The beat of galloping hooves 
thudded in her ears, quick and regular. 
 For Riana, there was no better sound than that of Kylia’s rhythmic gallop; her own 
heart seemed to beat in unison with it. 
 She leaned right forward, threw her arms around the mare’s powerful neck and 
stroked her soft coat. Her pony liked the affection and radiated a warm feeling that spread 
through Riana. Pure happiness. 
 Kylia and Riana. Riana and Kylia. They were best friends. No matter how bad Riana’s 
mood sometimes was, or how annoyed she was because she had had an argument with her 
parents. No matter how dark the clouds brewing overhead were, Kylia’s champing blew all 
of her worries away, and her whinnying made the sun shine, even if there was a raging storm 
or it was tipping it down with rain.  
 Riana sat up again. She rode her pony with complete confidence, without a saddle or 
bridle and didn’t even hold on to her mane, instead her hands dangled casually at her sides. 
Kylia obeyed even the smallest of her signals. Riana only had to shift her weight to alter 
direction or murmur a word to change pace. But mostly she let the small mouse-grey mare 
with the bushy mane go wherever she wanted as fast as she wanted. 
 Kylia always had the best ideas. She found the prettiest places in the Silvery Plains, 
be it a clear river full of singing fish or a scree field, with rare stone flowers blooming in the 
sun, revealing their colourful, shimmering petals. 
 Today, however, Riana was annoyed with her pony’s choice. Because as they left the 
shade of the forest and Riana squinted in the bright light, a village appeared in front of them. 
 “What are you doing here?” Riana murmured, unsure. A cart clattered past her, 
heavily laden with turnips in every colour from pale yellow to bright orange. For a tiny 
moment Riana felt like she could taste the juicy vegetables between her teeth. 
 And there was her answer. “Are you for real, Kylia? You want to go to the market? So 
that I can buy you a few turnips?” 
 Kylia snorted happily and proceeded towards the village. 

“Sorry, my sweet. No can do.”  
But Kylia was determined to keep going. 
And why not? 
Riana had a few coppers in her trouser pocket. And she was wearing clothes that 

would make anyone who didn’t know her think she was a boy. 
Who would expect a girl of her age to be in Ventusia? Officially they didn’t even exist 

after all – only older or younger ones. That’s why Riana wore basic trousers and straight-cut, 
loose shirts, so that nobody could see she was a unique exception. Her mother cut her hair 
in a style fashionable for boys, leaving it a bit longer when she did because she thought boys 
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would find having their hair cut bothersome and put it off. Riana had no idea if that was the 
case. She definitely found it to be bothersome though. 

All in all, she came across as a short, shy boy, who was maybe a bit on the chubby 
side. If anyone asked after her name, then she claimed she was called Rio. 

Every now and then she wondered what would happen when her body changed and 
got womanlier. It would inevitably happen – and Riana was well and truly waiting for it. But 
she was also scared of it. Would she then have to stay in the Triple Towers forever, where no 
outsiders could see her? Her parents avoided the topic whenever she brought it up. 
Everything would turn out for the best, they would say. But her mother’s smile seemed 
strained, and her father always gulped as if he didn’t believe his own words. 

Riana might not yet have acquired much wisdom in her twelve years of life, but she 
had gleaned some, because she loved books and stories. And most of them had one clear 
message: things seldom turn out for the best of their own accord. You have to work and 
fight for it. Only she didn’t have the faintest idea how to go about it. After all, she couldn’t 
single-handedly change the whole of Ventusia. 

Be that as it may. 
In any case, her parents would chide her if she rode to the market and risked someone 

recognising who she really was. But...they didn’t have to find out. 
“Alright, as you wish”, she whispered to the mare, pressing her legs against her 

stomach and briskly trotting towards the stalls. 
A little while later she was sitting on Kylia amongst the carrots and apples that were 

for sale and had to make a choice. Then, suddenly, an older man with steel-grey hair and 
dirty, dust-covered trousers tried to pull her off her horse by her shirt. 

Riana’s heart pounded in shock. “Let...let go of me!” 
The man didn’t even consider it and got even closer. “Off you get, show a bit of 

respect!” he snarled. 
“I haven’t done anything wrong!” She was horrified to hear how high her voice got 

when she was afraid. Had it already given her away? “Please, mister. Let me go. I...” 
I’m not even supposed to be here! 
Several people were looking over at her but nobody wanted to help her. Some of 

them were even shaking their heads disapprovingly. What would happen if these people 
found out she was a girl? And an exceptional one to boot? Namely the last princess of 
Ventusia? 

“Get off your horse, you rascal!” grunted the man in annoyance. “Or do you want us 
all to be punished?” 

Riana made Kylia give way to one side. “I... What is it you want from me?” She didn’t 
know what she had done wrong. When she briefly looked around, she realised, however, 
that apart from her nobody was on their horse. What was going on in this village? 

The man roared with laughter, but he didn’t really sound amused. “Haven’t you 
heard?” 

“No”, said Riana sliding off Kylia’s back. Her voice sounded hoarse with nerves. “What 
is it I’m supposed to have heard?” 
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The man bent down towards her. “Victoria, the cruel Daughter of the Gods, has 
chosen a horse.” 

Riana let out a little “ah”, so as not to let on that she had no idea what the man was 
talking about. Obviously, she knew the name of the Daughter of the Gods. But that was 
about it. 

She had to avoid a woman with three children, a tiny pony and a goat clustered 
around her. 

“Ahaaaa”, drawled the old man. “You young lads don’t know anything anymore. But 
when Victoria chooses a horse and marks it as her property, then it means that on that day 
everyone goes on foot to honour the horse. Nobody in Ventusia is riding today.” 

“Then, Victoria should spread the message more clearly. Because back home...” Riana 
bit her lip. “Back home nobody’s heard about it.” 

Damn. She almost let slip that she lived in the Triple Towers. She wanted that to do 
the rounds about as much as the fact that she was a girl. 

This time the man laughed amusedly. “Lad, everyone in Ventusia knows about it.” 
Well. Obviously, she didn’t. Maybe her parents had kept it from her on purpose? 
But why? And what had the Daughter of the Gods chosen a horse for? For herself for 

some reason? What did it mean that she had marked it? Riana had never heard of Gods 
riding horses or entering into a spiritual connection with them, like the people in Ventusia 
did. 

“Be that as it may”, said the man thumping her chummily on the shoulder, so hard, 
in fact, that he almost knocked her over. “Now you know. Today, lad, we walk.” 

Riana nodded obediently, but when she set out for home later, she climbed back onto 
Kylia’s back before she’d barely even left the village. 

She had some burning questions. 
Why had Victoria chosen a horse? 
What sort of horse was it? 
And why had her parents told her nothing about it? 
She rushed home. Could hardly wait to ask her questions and get some answers. 
Somehow – she sensed, believed, knew – that what had happened today was 

important for her. 
But when she reached the Triple Towers in the warm, golden afternoon light, huge 

disappointment awaited her. 
Her parents were gone. Travelled to the North. 
Without her. 
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2 
IRELAND 

 
The horses weren’t going anywhere.  

But Fiona sprinted off regardless, barely off the bus, and darted along the road as fast 
as her legs would carry her. The wind tugged at her blue t-shirt and made her red curls flap 
behind her like a flag. 

People always asked her if she was in a hurry or running late, because she always ran 
everywhere, instead of walking normally. But Fiona was rarely in a hurry and was never 
running late. She just loved running and was surprised at the questions. I mean, why would 
you walk when you could just as well run? 

She rounded the hedge that separated the beekeeping farm from the little-used 
road, and braked by falling against the high wooden gate with both hands. Two big carved 
horseshoes revealed that the farm was only secondarily for beekeeping, it was primarily a 
riding stable. 

Fiona only had to very briefly catch her breath as she climbed over the gate. It was 
still locked so early in the morning, but soon it would be open for riding school pupils, cafe 
guests and honey customers. 

The best months of the year spread out in front of Fiona: the summer holidays. Her 
parents didn’t have any holiday planned. Fiona could spend every single day from early until 
late at the stables. And the very best thing about it was that Thomas, the owner of the 
stables, had even offered her a holiday job, with which she could earn any number of riding 
lessons. But the very best thing (even the very best could be beaten) was that Amber Joyson 
was flying to the Caribbean with her parents, so the stables would be an Amber-free zone 
for weeks. 

The farm with its horses was without doubt the most wonderful place on earth. The 
smell of hay alone, as well as the sounds of the horses peacefully chewing their breakfast 
sent a wave of warm contentment washing over Fiona. Amber Joyson, however, always 
managed to mar that contentment. She was sixteen, so three years older than Fiona and 
owned her own horse, which automatically made her one of the better girls, who the riding 
school children gazed at in awe. Amber was not one of those you had to tiptoe around in the 
hope of being allowed to do the cool-down ride on the precious show pony or take it for a 
walk. Amber constantly bossed everyone around to do these jobs for her, but found fault 
every single time. On top of that, she was selfish, haughty and mean. Even the horses 
flattened their ears when her sickly-sweet voice echoed across the stables. The whole world 
stopped to fulfil Amber’s wishes. Because otherwise something happened. 

Fiona had no idea what this secret something might be. But ever since she had first 
come to the farm for riding lessons, it was an unwritten rule to be afraid of Amber’s 
something, like leprechauns and wrought iron. 

Fiona stayed out of Amber’s way as much as she could. 
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For the coming weeks she didn’t have to give any of it a second thought because by 
now Amber was probably strutting along the white Caribbean sand in her designer bikini, 
taking selfies and making videos to the delight of her online followers. 

The Amber-free weeks had begun and with them undoubtedly the most beautiful 
time at the stables ever. 

As Fiona reached the stable aisle, a few horses raised their heads and interrupted 
their meal of hay to poke their noses out over the stable doors. With a smile on her face, she 
stroked their soft nostrils and tickled them behind their happily pointed ears. Froufrou 
obviously had a mouth full of hay, even when saying hello, and the old Shetland pony mares 
Elly and Lisbeth, who shared a stall, carried on nibbling, unimpressed. They were wise old 
ladies and didn’t think much of human visits. 

The stable tom Elvis, however, was particularly attentive. He purred as she knelt 
down to stroke his back, rubbed his big tomcat head on her and even stretched out his round 
belly towards her. Fiona had only once made the mistake of taking that as an invitation to 
stroke the cat’s tummy. It earned her a trip to the doctor, a whole load of really stingy iodine 
and a tetanus shot. She still liked him though. You just had to know his preferences. “I’m not 
falling for your tricks again”, she whispered, standing up, leaving the tomcat in front of the 
Shetlands’ stall and strolled further along the stable aisle to look for Thomas O’Brian. 
Thomas wasn’t just the riding teacher and beekeeper, he was also the owner of the farm, 
the horses, the bees, and everything else that crept and flew here (with the exception of 
Elvis the tomcat, who only belongs only to himself). Yesterday he suggested that she could 
lead the hack for three girls from Germany, who were on holiday in Ireland with their 
mothers. They had taken part in the dressage lesson the day before and had shown 
themselves to be accomplished riders. 

Fiona was proud that from this year she had been allowed to lead hacks every now 
and again. Mostly it was beginners in the saddle, and Fiona’s job was just to ride ahead and 
show the way whilst the well-behaved guest ponies plodded after her horse like elephants 
holding the tail of the animal in front with their trunk. They then took a half-hour ride at a 
walk to the ruin of the old mill and back again. Fiona enjoyed showing the holidaymakers 
her homeland: the green hills, fields and meadows, the horses and sheep, the birds’ nests in 
the crowns of the trees and the view of the town. And not a single second of being in the 
saddle would ever have been a second too much for her. But the thought of being able to 
ride more quickly with a group, had given her butterflies in her tummy half the night. Fiona 
had even had a dream where she galloped up the hill. 

Gentle clattering came from the feed room, and Fiona followed the sound. As 
expected, she came across Thomas there. He was checking the feed bins where they stored 
the oats, feed balancers and pellets. The order list from the feed supplier was lying on the 
wobbly wooden table; Thomas had the biro between his teeth. 

“Good morning, Thomas”, Fiona said chirpily. “Do you need any help or shall I put the 
horses out on the meadow? Some of them have eaten all their hay already.” 

“Morning, Fiona”, Thomas mumbled, letting the biro drop into his hand and using 
the other to rub his beard, which just like the hair beneath his flat cap was already quite 
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grey. And Thomas wasn’t even old yet either. Mid-thirties maybe or just shy of forty, Fiona 
didn’t know exactly. “Go for it. But leave Ebony, Lucy and the Icelandic in, they’ll soon be 
going on a hack. The girls could be here any minute. And we’ll be needing good old Sir 
Henry.” 

Fiona swallowed down the dash of disappointment. Sir Henry was a black-brown 
Irish sport pony, and he belonged to Thomas, and only Thomas. It was a dream to ride him. 
The gelding reacted to the smallest signals. Sometimes it seemed like all you had to do was 
think a command for him to carry it out. It was like magic almost. 

Thomas only very rarely let one of the better riding school pupils sit in Sir Henry’s 
saddle and even then, he always kept an eye on things. So, he would be accompanying the 
hack himself today. Never mind. 

“Okay”, said Fiona and turned around. The dapple-grey Cowboy was already kicking 
his stable door impatiently because he wanted to be let out. 

“Fiona?” Thomas called after her. “Is everything alright?” 
“Sure”, she said quickly. There wasn’t really any reason to be disappointed. During 

the summer lots more guests would come for a hack. She would gallop up the hill. 
“You’re not scared, are you?” Thomas asked frowning. 
Fiona didn’t understand. “No? Of what?” 
“Sir Henry is a good boy.” Thomas smiled oblivious. “Yes, he’s damn quick, but he’s 

controllable. You just mustn’t be nervous, he senses that.” 
And finally, she understood. Her heart did a somersault. “I’m allowed to lead the hack 

on Sir Henry? Really?” 
Thomas burst out laughing. “Yes, that’s what I’ve been saying all along. Or would you 

rather take another horse?” 
“What? No, of course not!” 
“Well then, have fun with my dear boy!” 
In a stable, it was obviously completely unthinkable to squeal loudly whilst jumping 

and spinning round on the spot. Fiona could, however, squeal extremely quietly whilst 
jumping and spinning round on the spot. And she did exactly that, before scurrying out of 
the feed room after a “thank you, thank you, thank you!” to put the other horses out to 
pasture. 

 
 
Once Fiona was finished, the stable was already full. Children and other young people, who 
were on holiday like her, had come to look after their foster ponies, two young women were 
leading their horses to training in the arena, and the girls from Germany were grooming 
Ebony, Lucy and Dyg, who Thomas always just called “The Icelandic” because he was the 
only Icelandic horse at the stables. The girls’ mothers were sitting on the other side of the 
stables at one of the tables outside Miss May’s Cafe, the smell of tea, fresh scones and fruit 
cake already wafting from it. 
 Fiona hurried to get Sir Henry out of his stall, and tied him up next to jet-black Ebony. 
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 She introduced herself to the girls, trying to suppress her Irish accent and speak 
especially clear English. The three of them were a bit older than Fiona, but seemed to be 
happy for her to accompany them into the countryside. 
 They were nearly all ready. Amala was still scraping out Ebony’s hind hooves, Jasmin 
was giving Dyg’s thick bay tail a final comb, and Nathalie was already making her way to the 
tack room to fetch a saddle and bridle. 
 Fiona took her time nonetheless. Sir Henry was ticklish under his tummy, and hasty 
grooming easily made him nervous. She hadn’t been lying to Thomas: she wasn’t scared of 
riding him. But she certainly had a healthy respect for his temperament. So, she brushed in 
broad, gentle sweeping motions across his black-brown fur, until it was gleaming and the 
gelding was relaxed. 
 The girls helped one another saddle up and supported each other on mounting so 
that the saddles didn’t slip. 
 “Are you all ready?” Fiona asked after they had sorted out the length of their stirrups. 
Thomas was already making his way to the gate to open it. 
 The girls answered in the affirmative, waved to their mothers again and lined up 
behind Fiona. “Dyg is sometimes a bit quick at the back and then wants to overtake. It’s best 
if you ride right behind me”, she said to Jasmin and waited to see if she had understood the 
instructions. But all three of them spoke English well, and it had long been second nature to 
Fiona to speak slowly and clearly, and to accompany what she said with gestures. “Behind 
that, Ebony, and Lucy at the back. You all know the hand signal to change pa...?” 
 Fiona hadn’t finished speaking when a dark-blue car suddenly came shooting round 
the stable entrance at break-neck speed. It sped past, only a few metres away from the 
horses and then braked sharply. A cloud of dust swirled up in the air. 

 
Sir Henry reared up, Dyg leapt to the side in fright, and Lucy turned around and 

headed towards the stable. Nathalie managed to quickly get her back under control again 
and came back to the group, but she was white as a sheet. 

Fiona wanted to swear across the stables. How could someone be so reckless near 
horses? Elvis the tom could just as well have been lying in the yard too, and it was pure 
coincidence that the hens were pecking around near the tables outside the cafe rather than 
near the gate! But if she loudly gave vent to her anger, the horses wouldn’t settle down 
anymore at all. And anyway, Thomas was already stomping angrily towards the car. 
Whoever was inside the car was in for it. 

“Is everything alright?” Fiona asked the three girls. Apart from the shock, everyone 
was fine. Best they set off straight away. 

But Fiona turned to look at the dark-blue car once again. Thomas was leaning on the 
door over the driver’s window. The distance meant she couldn’t hear what he was quietly, 
but unequivocally angrily, whispering to the driver. But she could see the passenger door 
being pushed open – and suddenly she wasn’t surprised anymore. Because out of the car 
got none other than Amber Joyson. Of all people! 
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What was she doing at the stables today? Why wasn’t she busy annoying the starfish 
and sea life in the Caribbean? 

“Spare us the sermon, Tommy”, Amber purred to Thomas. “It’s not even Sunday.” 
With that she waved to the driver and strutted over to the stables in her elegant 

cognac-coloured leather riding boots. 
Fiona directed Sir Henry to take long, quicker steps, so that her group could hastily 

leave the stable gateway behind them, before the car could speed out of the entrance as 
quickly as it had arrived. 

“Wow.” Jasmin sniggered. “Who was that? She thinks she rules the world, doesn’t 
she?” 

Fiona sighed. “At least half of Ardee anyway. But forget about her. We’re going out 
for a ride, aren’t we?” 
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