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Arrow of the Huntress






The city of Malgawa lay before him like a labyrinth, spreading out as far as the eye could see in every direction. Yet somewhere within it lay his prize, his treasure. Diego Gaudin knew where it was. One building rose above the rest of the city, towering far above the other highest pillars within sight. The Lilac Palace. The palace itself was a marvel of modern engineering, all glass and steel gleaming in the first hints of morning. It was one of the most impressive structures, natural or otherwise, anywhere in the world. Now that Diego stood before it for the first time, the weight of his task pressed heavier with each breath, a cold stone settling in his chest.

When he had taken this job on, he’d been given schematics of the palace to memorise, but what he had not accounted for was the number of guards that patrolled it. Thankfully, the Cortez family only employed humans to protect their assets, which in turn would make this job a little bit easier for him. Whilst the lavender clad guards swarmed the walls like ants, their movements were stiff and mechanical in the dawn chill. At the end of the day they were only human and thus had human limitations.

Diego looked on from his vantage point, on the high cliff face that rose above Malgawa. If he was to make a grand entrance, this place would benefit him. Diego was tucked away in the shadows underneath the tall branches and leaf coverage of the blue jacaranda trees that lined the city with their own protective wall. Their faint perfume mixed with the salt of the distant sea. However, the cliff face made his only viable exit towards the water, a steep drop where one misstep would mean shattering bones on the rocks below.

Diego mulled over his path, following an invisible line that he had created for himself that would lead away from the palace. He chewed on his thick moustache for a moment before he nodded, confirming his actions feeling reassured. From here, the plan was simple. Zipline down to the palace, dispatch anyone that got in his way and remove the treasure from the vault. How hard could it be? If this job had been easy, anyone would have been able to take it on. Yet he was the one that had been hired for this heist. 

The crimson dawn was upon the city, and Diego glanced towards the sky. Any second now and it would be show time. Days of studying the palace and its layout would result in either his success or whether he would be tossed face first into the bowels of the Cortez family prison, or worse. Malgawa was famous for this time of the day, with tourists flocking from all over the world to witness the red flash of light that would occur at dawn.

The clouds were drifting like leaves down a creek stream, their edges glowing as the wind caught them, sending them spiralling towards the sun. There was his opening. The red-orange glow of the sun dulled behind the thick cloud cover, and Diego raised his longbow, closing one eye as he sighted his target. His heartbeat quickened. If anyone saw him now, it would be too late. His plan was already in motion. The guards on the wall were now all turning their backs to the sun as Diego fired his arrow. It was weighted with a hooked tip, perfect for allowing him to grapple to places that he normally would not be able to reach.

Diego stood back as the arrow flew, the faint whine of its passage cutting through the still morning air, allowing the rope that lay beside him to unwind. It shot through the air, following the arrow, almost invisible to the naked eye. Diego would have opted for something thicker, but this was rope he had acquired from an elvish trader in an underground flea market and dubious circumstances. Its fibres hummed with some unspoken magic. With his arrow almost at its mark; Diego lowered his bow and raised his hand to his head.

With one smooth motion, Diego lowered his crimson tinted glasses to his eyes, the tool that would protect him from the violence of the crimson dawn. It was clear from here that the Cortez family had not thought to equip the men that guarded their life savings with the proper equipment. His arrow found its mark, latching around the nearest ornate pillar that rose from the main roof of the palace, just above a stained-glass window. Diego checked over his shoulder, ensuring that the rope was anchored in the thick jacaranda tree behind him. He had no concerns about the rope holding his weight.

There was no time to waste now. Diego flung his bow onto the ground beside him and from within the thick grass at his feet he pulled another bow, this one almost half the size of his longbow. This new bow was not strung, the drawstring hanging off to one side. Regardless, Diego grasped the drawstring in one hand before standing to his full height, wrapping the bow over the elvish rope.

The clouds were moving out of the way of the sun, and at long last the crimson dawn was washing over Malgawa. The light hit like a slow explosion, bathing rooftops in a searing red glow. If he had not been wearing his glasses, Diego would have been blinded like the guards that were patrolling the walls of the Lilac Palace as the sun began to rise. This was his opportunity. The crimson dawn would only last for a matter of seconds. By now, those native to the city rose after the dawn. Those early risers wore their glasses if they could afford them, or like the guards, merely closed their eyes for the duration of the dawn.

Diego emerged from where he had been hiding, running forward with all of his speed. His boots tore through grass and earth, the rush of air stinging his cheeks. He clutched onto the bow above his head as his feet left the ground, and in the next step he was in the air, zipping towards the Lilac Palace. Usual human rope that he had used for ziplines in the past was noisy, groaning and whining under strain, however this elvish rope was much quieter, whispering almost inaudibly in the wind. The bow travelled over it with no friction and all Diego had to do was keep himself level.

It took all of his strength to remain centred on the zipline as he flew over the open chasm between the cliff and the palace, the drop below yawning like a hungry mouth. As he made the trip, Diego tried to sight as many of the guards as possible. They were all blinded by the crimson dawn, their heads tilted away from the glare, and unable to see his approach. He smiled as he was nearing the end of the zipline, every one of his muscles tight with anticipation and the effort of holding him up in the air. Diego was gaining speed, and stopping would be his next problem. However, the elvish rope helped with that predicament.

Rather than remaining straight on, as he moved over the roof of the palace, nearing the end of his tether, Diego leaned to his left, moving the bow across the rope. The extra weight to one side and the slight change of his trajectory was more than enough to slow Diego as he prepared to disembark. Diego twisted his body as the rope was about to come to an end. He cleared the spire, dropping off to the side and onto the roof.

Diego groaned with the drop, only falling a few meters down to the lilac roof tiles, his twist into the air killing most of his momentum. The tiles were slick with morning dew, and as he hit them Diego felt his knees buckle, but considering the braces that he was wearing underneath his khaki pants, there was no damage done. Diego slid down the angled roof, his bow still in his hand, coming to a stop as his boot lodged into one of the palace’s many gutters. He knew it had been coming, but the jutting pain still sent shockwaves down his leg, forcing him to groan again, his teeth clenched in frustration.

Taking a moment to breathe, Diego sat up, peering around at the view that his new vantage point gave him. Underneath the crimson dawn, Malgawa was simply breathtaking. As the crimson light engulfed the bay, the water glistened like molten rubies that reflected onto everything along the shoreline. Maybe if he had no job tomorrow, he could hang around the city and take it in for all it was worth. For now, Diego had a job to do.

He pulled his rondel dagger from its leather sheath on his belt and placed his bow down beside his feet. Diego turned and then scrambled up the tiled roof to where the elvish rope was still clinging to his anchor arrow. From how the zipline was angled, there would be no coming back this way if he needed to escape the palace, but the rope would still provide value to him.

Diego cut the rope a few feet away from the end of the anchor arrow, allowing it to snap free and whip back towards the cliff with a faint hiss. By the time anyone discovered it, he’d be long gone. If only he had help in place that would be able to tidy up after him. It would make his life easier. The elvish rope would also send any investigators down the completely wrong path, assuming that the infiltrator was elvish in nature. He removed the anchor arrow from the end of the rope and slid it into the short quiver he carried over his shoulder. For anything short of a major conflict, the fourteen, now fifteen arrows that he carried would have to do.

Sheathing his rondel dagger and pocketing the small length of elvish rope, Diego was now ready to continue forward. He only had a few more moments to capitalise on the crimson dawn’s effect over Malgawa. Diego slipped back down the roof to where his bow awaited him. The shorter bow was easy to string, and with a few movements of fiddling and ensuring that it was tight enough, Diego’s weapon was ready to go.

Diego stood up and followed the gutter across the rooftop of the Lilac Palace. He was like a gazelle bounding across the open plains of the great savannah to the south. His boots whispered over the tiles as the crimson dawn began to fade. In a moment, the guards would be opening their eyes again and patrolling in their regular patterns once more. Diego clicked his tongue in annoyance. He was behind schedule and should have been inside the palace by now, but he could at least see his entry point.

Diego strode towards the edge of the palace, a raised easement that gave way to nothing. As he approached it, Diego slowed down, his senses sharpening. The crimson dawn was beginning to fade away, and he was out of time. Diego peered over the edge with caution. There was a short drop off until an open balcony would catch him a few meters below. Unfortunately, what the schematics of the Lilac Palace failed to tell him, was that there was a guard beneath him and who knew how many more lay inside the palace within view.

This job would not pay anymore if he killed a dozen guards or knocked out three. In the end, it was what required less effort. Despite his bow and his dagger at his side, killing a man and then disposing of the body was a lot more effort and would arouse a lot more suspicion when the body was recovered. Knocking the man out with no visible wounds would be the optimal approach if he wished to remain undiscovered.

Diego took a deep breath and surveyed the walls that lay beyond the balcony. The men combing them were facing outwards, expecting any threat to come from outside the enormous stone walls that kept them safe. Even if he could hit most of them in the back of the neck, their plated armour could prevent his arrows from penetrating their bodies. At this range he would need to be nothing other than pinpoint accurate. His best option was stealth. With nobody watching the inside of the palace walls, Diego could drop onto this one guard, but how much noise would it make?

Diego lowered himself towards the edge of the palace, first sitting down with his legs over the side. He slid his rondel from its sheath, taking his time to ensure that the guard below him could not hear the faint scrape of metal against leather. The guard was close enough to Diego that he could hear the man humming underneath his armour. One shout, one wrong movement would be all it took to send this operation balls up.










