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      Prologue



      

      The man called Angel sat quietly in the corner of the tavern, his huge gnarled hands cupped around a goblet of mulled wine,

         his scarred features hidden by a black hood. Despite the four open windows, the air in the sixty-foot room was stale, and

         Angel could smell the smoke from the oil-filled lanterns, merging with the combined odours of sweating men, cooked food and

         sour ale.

      


      

      Lifting his goblet Angel touched his lips to the rim, taking just a sip of the wine and rolling it around his mouth. The Spiked

         Owl was full tonight, the drinking area crowded, the dining-hall packed. But no one approached Angel as he nursed his drink.

         The hooded man did not like company, and such privacy as a man could enjoy in a tavern was accorded to the scarred gladiator.

      


      

      Just before midnight an argument began between a group of labourers. Angel’s flint-coloured eyes focused on the group, scanning

         their faces. There were five men, and they were arguing over a spilled drink. Angel could see the rush of blood to their faces,

         and knew that despite the raised voices, none of them was in the mood to fight. When a battle is close the blood runs from

         the face, leaving it white and ghostly. Then his gaze flickered to a young man at the edge of the group. This one was dangerous!

         The man’s face was pale, his mouth set in a thin line, and his right hand was hidden within the folds of his tunic.

      


      

      Angel looked back towards Balka, the tavern-owner. The burly former wrestler stood behind the serving shelf, watching the

         men. Angel relaxed. Balka had seen the danger and was ready.

      


      

      The row began to die down – but the pale young man said something to one of the others and fists suddenly flew. A knife flashed

         in the lantern light, and a man shouted in pain.

      


      

      

      Balka, a short wooden club in his right hand, vaulted the serving shelf and leapt at the white-faced knife-wielder, cracking

         the club first against the man’s wrist, forcing him to drop the blade, then hammering a blow to the temple. He dropped to

         the sawdust-covered floor as if poleaxed.

      


      

      That’s it, my lads!’ roared Balka. The night is done.’


      

      ‘Oh, one more drink, Balka?’ pleaded a regular.


      

      Tomorrow,’ snapped the tavern-keeper. ‘Come on, lads. Let’s clear away the mess.’


      

      The drinkers downed the last of their ale and wine, and several took hold of the unconscious knifeman, dragging him into the

         street. The man’s victim had been stabbed in the shoulder; the wound was deep, his arm numb. Balka gave him a large tot of

         brandy before sending him on his way to find a surgeon.

      


      

      At last the tavern-owner shut the door, dropping the lock-bar into place. His barmen and serving girls began gathering tankards,

         goblets and plates, and righting tables and chairs knocked over in the brief fight. Balka slipped his club into the wide pocket

         of his leather apron and strolled to where Angel sat.

      


      

      ‘Another quiet evening,’ he muttered, pulling up a chair opposite the gladiator. ‘Janic!’ he called. ‘Bring me a jug.’


      

      The young cellar boy emptied a bottle of the finest Lentrian red into a clay jug, sought out a clean pewter goblet, and carried

         both to the table. Balka looked up at the boy and winked. ‘Good lad, Janic,’ he said. Janic smiled, cast a nervous glance

         at Angel and backed away. Balka sighed and leaned back in his chair.

      


      

      ‘Why don’t you just pour it from the bottle?’ asked Angel, his grey eyes staring unblinking at the tavern-keeper.


      

      Balka chuckled. ‘It tastes better from clay.’


      

      ‘Horse dung!’ Angel reached across the table, lifting the jug and holding it below his misshapen nose. ‘It’s Lentrian red

         … at least fifteen years old.’

      


      

      ‘Twenty,’ said Balka, grinning.


      

      ‘You don’t like people knowing you’re rich enough to drink it,’ observed Angel. ‘It would tarnish the image. Man of the people.’


      

      

      ‘Rich? I’m just a poor tavern-keeper.’


      

      ‘And I’m a Ventrian veil-dancer.’


      

      Balka nodded and filled his goblet. ‘To you, my friend,’ he said, draining the drink in a single swallow, wine overflowing

         to his forked grey beard. Angel smiled and pushed back his hood, running his hand across his thinning red hair. ‘May the gods

         shower you with luck,’ said Balka, pouring a second drink and downing it as swiftly as the first.

      


      

      ‘I could do with some.’


      

      ‘No hunting parties?’


      

      ‘A few – but no one wants to spend money these days.’


      

      ‘Times are hard,’ agreed Balka. ‘The Vagrian Wars bled the treasury dry and now that Karnak’s upset the Gothir and the Ventrians

         I think we can expect fresh battles. A pox on the man!’

      


      

      ‘He was right to throw out their ambassadors,’ said Angel, eyes narrowing. ‘We’re not a vassal people. We’re the Drenai and

         we shouldn’t bend the knee to lesser races.’

      


      

      ‘Lesser races?’ Balka raised an eyebrow. ‘This may surprise you, Angel, but I understand that non-Drenai people also boast

         two arms, two legs and a head. Curious, I know.’

      


      

      ‘You know what I mean,’ snapped Angel.


      

      ‘I know – I just don’t happen to agree with you. Here, enjoy a little quality wine.’


      

      Angel shook his head. ‘One drink is all I need.’


      

      ‘And you never finish that. Why do you come here? You hate people. You don’t talk to them and you don’t like crowds.’


      

      ‘I like to listen.’


      

      ‘What can you hear in a tavern, save drunkards and loud-mouths? There is little philosophy spoken here that I’ve ever heard.’


      

      Angel shrugged. ‘Life. Rumours. I don’t know.’


      

      Balka leaned forward, resting his massive forearms on the table. ‘You miss it, don’t you? The fights, the glory, the cheers.’


      

      ‘Not a bit,’ responded the other.


      

      ‘Come on, this is Balka you’re talking to. I saw you the day you beat Barsellis. He cut you bad – but you won. I saw your face as you raised your sword to Karnak. You were exultant.’

      


      

      That was then. I don’t miss it. I don’t long for it,’ Angel sighed, ‘but I remember the day, right enough. Good fighter was

         Barsellis, tall, proud, fast. But they dragged his body across the arena. You remember that? Face-down he was, and his chin

         made a long, bloody groove in the sand. Could have been me.’

      


      

      Balka nodded solemnly. ‘But it wasn’t. You retired undefeated – and you never went back. That’s unusual. They all come back.

         Did you see Caplyn last week? What an embarrassment. He used to be so deadly. He looked like an old man.’

      


      

      ‘A dead old man,’ grunted Angel. ‘A dead old fool.’


      

      ‘You could still take them all, Angel. And earn a fortune.’


      

      Angel swore and his face darkened. ‘I’d bet that’s what they told Caplyn.’ He sighed. ‘It was better when we fought hand to

         hand, no weapons. Now the crowd just want to see blood and death. Let’s talk about something else.’

      


      

      ‘What – politics? Religion?’


      

      ‘Anything. Just make it interesting.’


      

      ‘Karnak’s son was sentenced this morning: one year in exile in Lentria. A man is murdered, his wife falls to her death, and

         the killer is exiled for a year to a palace by the coast. There’s justice for you.’

      


      

      ‘At least Karnak put the boy on trial,’ said Angel. ‘The sentence could have been worse. And don’t forget, the murdered man’s

         father pleaded for leniency. Quite a moving speech, I understand – all about high spirits and accidents and forgiveness.’

      


      

      ‘Fancy that,’ observed Balka drily.


      

      ‘What is that supposed to mean?’


      

      ‘Oh, come on, Angel! Six men – all nobles – all drunk, snatch a young married woman and try to rape her. When her husband

         attempts to rescue her he is cut down. The woman runs and falls over a cliff-edge. High spirits? And as for the murdered man’s

         father, I understand Karnak was so moved by his pleas that he sent a personal gift of two thousand Raq to the man’s village, and a huge supply of grain for the

         winter.’

      


      

      ‘Well, there you are,’ said Angel. ‘He’s a good man.’


      

      ‘I don’t believe you sometimes, my friend. Don’t you think it odd that the father should suddenly make that plea? Gods, man,

         he was coerced into it. People who criticise Karnak tend to have accidents.’


      

      ‘I don’t believe those stories. Karnak’s a hero. He and Egel saved this land.’


      

      ‘Yes, and look what happened to Egel.’


      

      ‘I think I’ve had enough of politics,’ snapped Angel, ‘and I don’t want to talk about religion. What else is happening?’


      

      Balka sat silently for a moment, then he grinned. ‘Oh, yes, there’s a rumour that a huge sum has been offered for the Guild

         to hunt down Waylander.’

      


      

      ‘For what purpose?’ asked Angel, clearly astonished.


      

      Balka shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But I heard it from Symius, and his brother is the clerk at the Guild. Five thousand Raq for

         the Guild itself, and a further ten thousand to the man who kills him.’

      


      

      ‘Who ordered the hunt?’


      

      ‘No one knows, but they’ve offered large rewards for any information on Waylander.’


      

      Angel laughed and shook his head. ‘It won’t be easy. No one has seen Waylander in … what … ten years? He could be dead already.’


      

      ‘Someone obviously doesn’t think so.’


      

      ‘It’s madness – and a waste of money and life.’


      

      ‘The Guild are calling in their best men,’ offered Balka. ‘They’ll find him.’


      

      ‘They’ll wish they hadn’t,’ said Angel softly.


      








      

      1


      

      Miriel had been running for slightly more than an hour. In that time she had covered around nine miles from the cabin in the

         high pasture, down to the stream path, through the valley and the pine woods, up across the crest of Axe Ridge, and back along

         the old deer trail.

      


      

      She was tiring now, heartbeat rising, lungs battling to supply oxygen to her weary muscles. But still she pushed on, determined

         to reach the cabin before the sun climbed to noon high.

      


      

      The slope was slippery from last night’s rain and she stumbled twice, the leather knife-scabbard at her waist digging into

         her bare thigh. A touch of anger spurred her on. Without the long hunting knife and the throwing-blade strapped to her left

         wrist she could have made better time. But Father’s word was law, and Miriel did not leave the cabin until her weapons were

         in place.

      


      

      There is no one here but us,’ she had argued, not for the first time.


      

      ‘Expect the best – prepare for the worst,’ was all he said.


      

      And so she ran with the heavy scabbard slapping against her thigh, the hilt of the throwing-blade chafing the skin of her

         forearm.

      


      

      Coming to a bend in the trail she leapt the fallen log, landing lightly and cutting left towards the last rise, her long legs

         increasing their pace, her bare feet digging into the soft earth. Her slim calves were burning, her lungs hot. But she was

         exultant, for the sun was at least twenty minutes from noon high and she was but three from the cabin.

      


      

      A shadow moved to her left – talons and teeth flashing towards her. Instantly Miriel threw herself forward, hitting the ground

         on her right side and rolling to her feet. The lioness, confused at having missing her victim with the first leap, crouched down, ears flat to her skull, tawny eyes focusing on the tall young woman.

      


      

      Miriel’s mind was racing. Action and reaction. Take control!


      

      Her hunting knife slid into her hand and she shouted at the top of her voice. The lioness, shocked by the sound, backed away.

         Miriel’s throat was dry, her heart hammering, but her hand was steady on the blade. She shouted once more and jumped towards

         the beast. Unnerved by the suddenness of the move the creature slunk back several more paces. Miriel licked her lips. It should

         have run by now. Fear rose, but she swallowed it down.

      


      

      Fear is like fire in your belly. Controlled, it warms you and keeps you alive. Unleashed, it burns and destroys you.


      

      Her hazel eyes remained locked to the tawny gaze of the lioness and she noted the beast’s ragged condition, the deep angry

         scar to its right foreleg. No longer fast it could not catch the swift deer, and it was starving. It would not -could not

         – back away from this fight.

      


      

      Miriel thought of everything Father had told her about lions: Ignore the head – the bone is too thick for an arrow to penetrate. Send your shaft in behind the front leg, up and into the

            lung. But he had said nothing about fighting such a beast when armed with but a knife.

      


      

      The sun slid from behind an autumn cloud and light shone from the knife-blade. Instantly Miriel angled the blade, directing

         the gleam into the eyes of the lioness. The great head twisted, the eyes blinking against the harsh glare. Miriel shouted

         again.

      


      

      But instead of fleeing the lioness suddenly charged, leaping high towards the girl.


      

      For an instant only Miriel froze. Then the knife swept up. A black crossbow bolt punched into the creature’s neck, just behind

         the ear, a second slicing into its side. The weight of the lioness struck Miriel, hurling her back, but the hunting knife

         plunged into the beast’s belly.

      


      

      Miriel lay very still, the lioness upon her, its breath foul upon her face. But the talons did not rake her, nor the fangs

         close upon her. With a coughing grunt the lioness died. Miriel closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and eased herself from beneath the body. Her legs felt weak and she sat upon the

         trail, her hands trembling.

      


      

      A tall man, carrying a small double crossbow of black metal, emerged from the undergrowth and crouched down beside her. ‘You

         did well,’ he said, his voice deep.

      


      

      She looked up into his dark eyes and forced a smile. It would have killed me.’


      

      ‘Perhaps,’ he agreed. But your blade reached its heart.’


      

      Exhaustion flowed over her like a warm blanket and she lay back, breathing slowly and deeply. Once she would have sensed the

         lioness long before any danger threatened, but that Talent was lost to her now, as her mother and her sister were lost to

         her. Danyal killed in an accident five years ago, and Krylla wed and moved away last summer. Pushing such thoughts from her

         mind she sat up. ‘You know,’ she whispered, ‘I was really tired when I came to the last rise. I was breathing hard, and my

         limbs felt as if they were made of lead. But when the lioness leapt, all my weariness vanished.’ She gazed up at her father.

      


      

      He smiled and nodded, I have experienced that many times. Strength can always be found in the heart of a fighter – and such

         a heart will rarely let you down.’

      


      

      She glanced at the dead lioness. ‘Never shoot for the head -that’s what you told me,’ she said, tapping the first bolt jutting

         from the creature’s neck.

      


      

      He shrugged and grinned, ‘I missed.’


      

      ‘That’s not very comforting. I thought you were perfect.’


      

      ‘I’m getting old. Are you cut?’


      

      ‘I don’t think so …’ Swiftly she checked her arms and legs, as wounds from a lion’s claws or fangs often became poisonous.

         ‘No. I was very lucky.’

      


      

      ‘Yes, you were,’ he agreed. ‘But you made your luck by doing everything right. I’m proud of you.’


      

      ‘Why were you here?’


      

      ‘You needed me,’ he answered. Rising smoothly to his feet he reached out, drawing her upright. ‘Now skin the beast and quarter

         it. There’s nothing quite like lion meat.’

      


      

      

      ‘I don’t think I want to eat it,’ she said. ‘I think I’d like to forget about it.’


      

      ‘Never forget,’ he admonished her. This was a victory. And you are stronger for it. I’ll see you later.’ Retrieving his bolts

         the tall man cleaned them of blood, returning them to the leather quiver at his side.

      


      

      ‘You’re going to the waterfall?’ she asked him softly.


      

      ‘For a little while,’ he answered, his voice distant. He turned back to her. ‘You think I spend too much time there?’


      

      ‘No,’ she told him sadly. ‘It’s not the time you sit there. Nor the effort you put into tending the grave. It’s you. She’s

         been … gone … now for five years. You should start living again. You need … more than this.’

      


      

      He nodded, but she knew she had not reached him. He smiled and laid his hand on her shoulder. ‘One day you’ll find a love

         and then we can talk on equal terms. I do not mean that to sound patronising. You are bright and intelligent. You have courage

         and wit. But sometimes it is like trying to describe colours to a blind man. Love, as I hope you will find, has great power.

         Even death cannot destroy it. And I still love her.’ Leaning forward he drew her towards him, kissing her brow. ‘Now skin

         that beast. And I’ll see you at dusk.’

      


      

      She watched him walk away, a tall man moving with grace and care, his black and silver hair drawn back into a tightly-tied

         pony tail, his crossbow hanging from his belt.

      


      

      And then he was gone – vanished into the shadows.


      

      *


      

      The waterfall was narrow, no more than six feet wide, flowing over white boulders in a glittering cascade to a leaf-shaped

         bowl thirty feet across and forty-five long. At its most southern point a second fall occurred, the stream surging on to join

         the river two miles south. Golden leaves swirled on the surface of the water, and with each breath of breeze more spiralled

         down from the trees.

      


      

      Around the pool grew many flowers, most of them planted by the man who now knelt by the graveside. He glanced up at the sky. The sun was losing its power now, the cold winds of autumn flowing over the mountains. Waylander sighed.

         A time of dying. He gazed at the golden leaves floating on the water and remembered sitting here with Danyal and the children,

         on another autumn day ten lifetimes ago.

      


      

      Krylla was sitting with her tiny feet in the water, Miriel swimming among the leaves. ‘They are like the souls of the departed,’

         Danyal had told Krylla. ‘Floating on the sea of life towards a place of rest.’

      


      

      He sighed again and returned his attention to the flower-garlanded mound beneath which lay all he had lived for.


      

      ‘Miriel fought a lion today,’ he said. ‘She stood and did not panic. You would have been proud of her.’ Laying his ebony-handled

         crossbow to one side he idly dead-headed the geraniums growing by the headstone, removing the faded, dry red blooms. The season

         was late and it was unlikely they would flower again. Soon he would need to pull them, shaking dry the roots and hanging them

         in the cabin, ready for planting in the spring.

      


      

      ‘But she is still too slow,’ he added. ‘She does not act with instinct, but with remembered learning. Not like Krylla.’ He

         chuckled. ‘You remember how the village boys used to gather around her? She knew how to handle them, the tilt of the head,

         the sultry smile. She took that from you.’

      


      

      Reaching out he touched the cold, rectangular marble head-stone, his index finger tracing the carved lines.


      

      

         Danyal, wife of Dakeyras, the pebble in the moonlight


      


      

      The grave was shaded by elms and beech, and there were roses growing close by, huge yellow blooms filling the air with sweet

         fragrance. He had bought them in Kasyra, seven bushes. Three had died as he journeyed back, but the remainder flourished in

         the rich clay soil.

      


      

      ‘I’m going to have to take her to the city soon,’ he said. ‘She’s eighteen now, and she needs to learn. I’ll find a husband for her.’ He sighed. ‘It means leaving you for a while. I’m not looking forward to that.’

      


      

      The silence grew, even the wind in the leaves dying down. His dark eyes were distant, his memories solemn. Smoothly he rose

         and, taking up the clay bowl beside the headstone, he moved to the pool, filled the bowl and began to water the roses. Yesterday’s

         rain had been little more than a shower and the roses liked to drink deep.

      


      

      *


      

      Kreeg crouched low in the bushes, his crossbow loaded. How easy, he thought, unable to suppress a smile.


      

      Find Waylander and kill him. He had to admit that the prospect of such a hunt had frightened him. After all, Waylander the Slayer was no mean opponent.

         When his family were slain by raiders, he roamed the land until he had hunted down every one of the killers. Waylander was

         a legend among the Guild, a capable swordsman, but a brilliant knife-fighter and a crossbowman without peer. More than this

         he was said to possess mystical abilities, always sensing when danger was near.

      


      

      Kreeg sighted the crossbow at the tall man’s back. Mystical abilities? Pah. In one heartbeat he would be dead.


      

      The man at the graveside picked up a clay bowl and moved towards the pool. Kreeg shifted his aim, but his intended victim

         crouched down, filling the bowl. Kreeg lowered his bow a fraction, slowly letting out his held breath. Waylander was side-on

         now, and a sure killing shot would have to be to the head. What was he doing with the water? Kreeg watched the tall man kneel

         by the roses, tipping the bowl and splashing the contents around the roots. He’ll go back to the grave, thought Kreeg. And

         once there I’ll take him.

      


      

      So much in life depended on luck. When the kill order came to the Guild, Kreeg had been out of money and living off a whore

         in Kasyra, the gold he had earned from killing the Ventrian merchant long since vanished in the gambling dens of the city’s

         south side. Now Kreeg blessed the bad luck that had dogged him in Kasyra. For all life, he knew, was a circle. And it was in Kasyra that he had heard of the hermit in the mountains, the tall widower with the shy daughter.

         He thought of the message from the Guild.

      


      

      Seek out a man named Dakeyras. He has a wife Danyal and a daughter Miriel. The man has black and silver hair, dark eyes, and

            is tall, close to fifty years of age. He will be carrying a small double crossbow of ebony and bronze. Kill him and bring

            the crossbow to Drenan as proof of success. Move with care. The man is Waylander. Ten thousand in gold is waiting.


      

      In Kasyra Kreeg had despaired of earning such a fabulous sum. Then – blessed be the gods – he had told the whore of the hunt.


      

      There’s a man with a daughter called Miriel who lives in the mountains to the north,’ she said. ‘I’ve not seen him, but I

         met his daughters years ago at the Priests’ School. We learned our letters there.’

      


      

      ‘Do you remember the mother’s name?’


      

      ‘I think it was something like Daneel … Donalia …’


      

      ‘Danyal?’ he whispered, sitting up in bed, the sheet falling from his lean, scarred body.


      

      ‘That’s it,’ she said.


      

      Kreeg’s mouth had gone dry, his heart palpitating. Ten thousand! But Waylander? What chance would Kreeg have against such

         an enemy?

      


      

      For almost a week he toured Kasyra, asking about the mountain man. Fat Sheras the miller saw him about twice a year, and remembered

         the small crossbow.

      


      

      ‘He’s very quiet,’ said Sheras, ‘but I wouldn’t like to see his bad side, if you take my meaning. Hard man. Cold eyes. He

         used to be almost friendly, but then his wife died – five … six years ago. Horse fell, rolled on her. There were two daughters,

         twins. Good-looking girls. One married a boy from the south and moved away. The other is still with him. Shy child. Too thin

         for my taste.’

      


      

      Goldin the tavern-keeper, a thin-faced refugee from the Gothir lands, also remembered him. ‘When the wife was killed he came here for a while and drank his sorrows away. He didn’t say much. One night he just collapsed and I left him

         lying outside the door. His daughters came and helped him home. They were around twelve then. The city elders were talking

         of removing them from his care. In the end he paid for places at the Priests’ School and they lived there for almost three

         years.’

      


      

      Kreeg was uplifted by Goldin’s tale. If the great Waylander had taken to drinking heavily then he was no longer to be feared.

         But his hopes evaporated as the tavern-keeper continued.

      


      

      ‘He’s never been popular. Keeps to himself too much,’ said Goldin. ‘But he killed a rogue bear last year, and that pleased

         people. The bear slaughtered a young farmer and his family. Dakeyras hunted it down. Amazing! He used a small crossbow. Taric

         saw it – the bear charged him and he just stood there, then, right at the last moment, as the bear reared up before him he

         put two bolts up through its open mouth and into the brain. Taric says he’s never seen the like. Cold as ice.’

      


      

      Kreeg found Taric, a slim blond hostler, working at the Earl’s stables.


      

      ‘We tracked the beast for three days,’ he said, sitting back on a bale of hay and drinking deeply from the leather-bound flask

         of brandy Kreeg offered him. ‘Never saw him break sweat – and he’s not a young man. And when the bear reared up he just levelled

         the bow and loosed. Incredible! There’s no fear in the man.’

      


      

      ‘Why were you with him?’


      

      Taric smiled. ‘I was trying to pay court to Miriel, but I got nowhere. Shy, you know. I gave up in the end. And he’s a strange

         one. Not sure I’d want him for a father-in-law. Spends most of his time by his wife’s grave.’

      


      

      Kreeg’s spirits had soared anew. This was what he had been hoping for. Hunting a man through a forest was chancy at best.

         Knowing his victim’s habits made the task slightly less hazardous, but to find there was one place the victim always visited…

         that was a gift from the gods. And a graveside at that. Waylander’s mind would be occupied, full of sorrow, perhaps, and fond

         memories.

      


      

      

      So it had proved. Kreeg, following Taric’s directions, had located the waterfall soon after dawn this morning, and found a

         hiding place which overlooked the headstone. Now all that was left was the killing shot. Kreeg’s gaze flickered to the ebony

         crossbow, still lying on the grass beside the grave.

      


      

      Ten thousand in gold! He licked his thin lips and carefully wiped his sweating palm on the leaf-green tunic he wore.

      


      

      The tall man walked back to the pool, collecting more water, then crossed to the furthest rose bushes, crouching once more

         by the roots. Kreeg switched his gaze to the headstone. Forty feet away. At that distance the barbed bolt would punch through

         Waylander’s back, ripping through the lungs and exiting through the chest. Even if he missed the heart his victim would die

         within minutes, choking on his own blood.

      


      

      Kreeg was anxious for the kill to be over and his eyes sought out the tall man.


      

      He was not in sight.


      

      Kreeg blinked. The clearing was empty.


      

      ‘You missed your chance,’ came a cold voice.


      

      Kreeg swung, trying to bring the crossbow to bear. He had one glimpse of his victim, arm raised, something shining in his

         hand. The arm swept down. It was as if a bolt of pure sunlight had exploded within Kreeg’s skull. There was no pain, no other

         sensation. He felt the crossbow slipping from his hands, and the world spinning.

      


      

      His last thought was about luck.


      

      It had not changed at all.


      

      *


      

      Waylander knelt by the body and lifted the ornate crossbow the man had held. The shoulder-stock of ebony had been expertly

         crafted, and embossed with swirling gold. The bow itself was of steel, most likely Ventrian, for its finish was silky smooth

         and there was not a blemish to be seen. Putting aside the weapon he returned his scrutiny to the corpse. The man was lean

         and tough, his face hard, the chin square, the mouth thin. Waylander was sure he had never seen him before. Leaning forward he dragged his knife clear of the man’s eye-socket, wiping the blade across the grass.

         Drying the knife against the dead man’s tunic he slipped it once more into the black leather sheath strapped to his left forearm.

      


      

      A swift search of the man’s clothing revealed nothing, save four copper coins and a hidden knife, hanging from a thong at

         his throat. Taking hold of the leaf-green tunic Waylander hauled the corpse upright, hoisting the body over his right shoulder.

         Foxes and wolves would fight over the remains, and he wanted no such squabbles near Danyal’s grave.

      


      

      Slowly he made his way to the second waterfall, hurling the body out over the rim and watching it plummet to the rushing stream

         below. At first the impact wedged the corpse against two boulders, but slowly the pull of the water exerted itself and Kreeg’s

         lifeless form floated away, face-down towards the distant river. Retrieving his own crossbow, and taking up the assassin’s

         weapon, Waylander made his way back to the cabin.

      


      

      Smoke was lazily drifting up from the stone chimney and he paused at the edge of the trees, staring without pleasure at the

         home he had crafted for Danyal and himself. Built against the base of a rearing cliff, protected from above by an overhang

         of rock, the log cabin was sixty feet long, with three large, shuttered windows and one door. The ground before it had been

         cleared of all trees, bushes and boulders, and no one could approach within a hundred feet without being seen.

      


      

      The cabin was a fortress, and yet there was beauty also. Danyal had covered the corner joints with mottled stones of red and

         blue, and planted flowers beneath the windows, roses that climbed and clung to the wooden walls, pink and gold against the

         harsh, ridged bark.

      


      

      Waylander scanned the open ground, searching the tree line for any second assassin who might be hidden. But he could see no

         one. Carefully keeping to cover he circled the cabin, checking for tracks and finding none, save those made by his own moccasins

         and Miriel’s bare feet. Satisfied at last, he crossed to the cabin and stepped inside. Miriel had prepared a meal of hot oats and wild strawberries, the last

         of the season. She smiled as he entered, but the smile faded as she saw the crossbow he carried.

      


      

      ‘Where did you find that?’ she asked.


      

      There was a man hidden near the graveside.’


      

      ‘A robber?’


      

      ‘I don’t believe so. This bow would cost perhaps a hundred gold pieces. It is a beautifully crafted weapon. I think he was

         an assassin.’

      


      

      ‘Why would he be hunting you?’


      

      Waylander shrugged. ‘There was a time when I had a price on my head. Perhaps I still have. Or maybe I killed his brother,

         or his father. Who knows? One thing is certain, he can’t tell me.’

      


      

      She sat down at the long oak table, watching him. ‘You are angry,’ she said at last.


      

      ‘Yes. He shouldn’t have got that close. I should have been dead.’


      

      ‘What happened?’


      

      ‘He was hidden in the undergrowth some forty paces from the graveside, waiting for the killing shot. When I moved to get water

         for the roses I saw a bird fly down to land in the tree above him, but it veered off at the last moment.’

      


      

      ‘It could have been a fox or any sudden movement,’ she pointed out, ‘Birds are skittish.’


      

      ‘Yes, it could have been, he agreed. ‘But it wasn’t. And if he’d had enough confidence to try for a head shot I would now

         be lying beside Danyal.’

      


      

      ‘Then we’ve both been lucky today,’ she said.


      

      He nodded, but did not answer, his mind still puzzling over the incident. For ten years they had lived without his past returning

         to haunt him. In these mountains he was merely the widower Dakeyras. Who, after all this time, would send an assassin after

         him?

      


      

      And how many more would come?


      

      *


      

      

      The sun was hanging over the western peaks, a blazing copper disc of fire casting a last, defiant glare over the mountainside.

         Miriel squinted against the light.

      


      

      ‘It’s too bright,’ she complained.


      

      But his hand swept up, the wooden chopping board sailing into the sky. Smoothly she brought the crossbow to her shoulder,

         her fingers pressing the bronze trigger. The bolt leapt from the weapon, missing the arcing wood by little more than a foot.

         ‘I said it was too bright,’ she repeated.

      


      

      ‘Picture failure and it will happen,’ he told her sternly, recovering the wooden board.


      

      ‘Let me throw it for you, then.’


      

      ‘I do not need the practice – you do!’


      

      ‘You couldn’t hit it, could you? Admit it!’


      

      He gazed into her sparkling eyes, and noted the sunlight glinting red upon her hair, the bronzed skin of her shoulders. ‘You

         ought to be married,’ he said suddenly. ‘You are far too beautiful to be stuck on a mountainside with an old man.’

      


      

      ‘Don’t try to evade the issue,’ she scolded, snatching the board from him and walking back ten paces. He chuckled and shook

         his head, accepting defeat. Carefully he eased back the steel string of the lower bow arm. The spring-loaded hook clicked

         and he inserted a short black bolt, gently pressing the notch against the string. Repeating the manoeuvre with the upper bow

         arm, he adjusted the tension in the curved bronze triggers. The weapon had cost him a small fortune in opals many years ago,

         but it had been crafted by a master and Waylander had never regretted the purchase.

      


      

      He looked up and was about to ask Miriel to throw when she suddenly hurled the board high. The sunlight seared his eyes but

         he waited until the spinning board reached its highest point. Extending his arm he pressed the first bronze trigger. The bolt

         flashed through the air, hammering into the board, half splitting it. As it fell he released the second bolt. The board exploded

         into shards.

      


      

      ‘Horrible man!’ she said.


      

      

      He made a low bow. ‘ You should feel privileged,’ he told her, holding back his smile. ‘I don’t usually perform without payment.’


      

      Throw again,’ she ordered him, restringing the crossbow.


      

      The wood is broken,’ he pointed out.


      

      Throw the largest piece.’


      

      Retrieving his bolts he hefted the largest chunk of wood. It was no more than four inches across and less than a foot long.

         ‘Are you ready?’

      


      

      ‘Just throw!’


      

      With a flick of his wrist he spun the chunk high into the air. The crossbow came up, the bolt sang, plunging into the wood.

         Waylander applauded the shot. Miriel gave an elaborate bow.

      


      

      ‘Women are supposed to curtsey,’ he said.


      

      ‘And they are supposed to wear dresses and learn embroidery,’ she retorted.


      

      True,’ he conceded. ‘How do you like the assassin’s bow?’


      

      ‘It has good balance, and it is very light.’


      

      ‘Ventrian ebony, and the stock is hollowed. Are you ready for some swordplay?’


      

      She laughed. ‘Is your pride ready for another pounding?’


      

      ‘No,’ he admitted. ‘I think we’ll have an early night.’ She looked disappointed as they gathered their weapons and set off

         back to the cabin. ‘I think you need a better swordmaster than I,’ he told her as they walked. ‘It is your best weapon and

         you are truly skilled. I’ll think on it.’

      


      

      ‘I thought you were the best,’ she chided.


      

      ‘Fathers always seem that way,’ he said drily. ‘But no. With bow or knife I am superb. With the sword? Only excellent.’


      

      ‘And so modest. Is there anything at which you do not excel?’


      

      ‘Yes,’ he answered, his smile fading.


      

      Increasing his pace he walked on, his mind lost in painful memories. His first family had been butchered by raiders, his wife,

         his baby girls and his son. The picture was bright in his mind. He had found the boy lying dead in the flower garden, his little face surrounded by blooms.

      


      

      And five years before, having found love a second time, he had watched helplessly as Danyal’s horse had struck a hidden tree

         root. The stallion hit the ground hard, rolling, trapping Danyal beneath it and crushing her chest. She had died within minutes,

         her body racked with pain.

      


      

      ‘Is there anything at which you do not excel?’


      

      Only one.


      

      I cannot keep alive those I love.


   




      
      
      2

      
      Ralis liked to tell people he had been a tinker since the stars were young, and it was not far from the truth. He could still
         remember when the old king, Orien, had been but a beardless prince, walking behind his father at the Spring Parade on the
         first road called the Drenai Way.
      

      
      Now it was the Avenue of Kings, and much wider, leading through the triumphal arch built to celebrate victory over the Vagrians.

      
      So many changes. Ralis had fond memories of Orien, the first Battle King of the Drenai, wearer of the Armour of Bronze, victor
         in a hundred battles and a score of wars.
      

      
      Sometimes, when he was sitting in lonely taverns, resting from his travels, the old tinker would tell people of his meeting
         with Orien, soon after the Battle at Dros Corteswain. The King had been hunting boar in Skultik Forest and Ralis, young then
         and dark-bearded, had been carrying his pack towards the fort town of Delnoch.
      

      
      They had met at a stream. Orien was sitting on a boulder, his bare feet submerged in the cold water, his expensive boots cast
         aside. Ralis had released the straps of his pack and moved to the water’s edge, kneeling to drink.
      

      
      ‘The pack looks heavy,’ said the golden-haired King.

      
      ‘Aye, it is,’ Ralis had agreed.

      
      ‘A tinker, are you?’

      
      ‘Aye.’

      
      ‘You know who I am?’

      
      ‘You’re the King,’ said Ralis.

      
      Orien chuckled. ‘You’re not impressed? Good for you. I don’t suppose you have any ointment in that pack. I have blisters the
         size of small apples.’
      

      
      Ralis shook his head and spread his arms apologetically. At that moment a group of young noblemen arrived on the scene, surrounding
         the King. They were laughing and shouting, bragging of their skills.
      

      
      Ralis had left unnoticed.

      
      As the years passed he followed the King’s exploits, almost as if gathering news of an old friend. Yet he doubted if the memory
         of their meeting had survived for more than a moment or two with the King himself. It was all different now, he thought, as
         he hitched his pack for the walk up to the cabin. The country had no king – and that wasn’t right. The Source would not look
         kindly upon a country without a prince.
      

      
      Ralis was breathing heavily as he topped the last rise and gazed down on the flower-garlanded cabin. The wind died down and
         a beautiful silence settled over the forest. Ralis took a deep breath. ‘You can both step out here,’ he said softly. ‘I may
         not be able to see you, but I know you’re close by.’
      

      
      The young woman appeared first. Dressed in leggings of oiled black leather and a tunic of grey wool she rose from the undergrowth
         and grinned at the old man. ‘You’re getting sharper, Ralis,’ she observed.
      

      
      He nodded and turned to his right. The man stepped into view. Like Miriel he wore leggings of black leather and a tunic shirt,
         but he also sported a black, chain-mail shoulder-guard and a baldric, from which hung three throwing knives. Ralis swallowed
         hard. There was something about this quiet mountain man that always disturbed the ancient tinker, and had done ever since
         they met on this same mountainside ten years before. He had thought about it often. It was not that Dakeyras was a warrior
         – Ralis had known many such – nor was it in the wolf-like way that he moved. No, it was some indefinable quality that left
         Ralis thinking of mortality. To stand close to Dakeyras was somehow to be close to death. He shuddered.
      

      
      ‘Good to see you, old man,’ said Dakeyras. ‘There’s meat on the table, and cold spring water. Also some dried fruit – if your
         teeth can manage it.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing wrong with my teeth, boy,’ snapped Ralis. There may not be so many as once there were, but those that are left can
         still do their job.’
      

      
      
      Dakeyras swung to the girl. ‘You take him down. I’ll join you presently.’

      
      Ralis watched him move silently back into the trees. ‘Expecting trouble, are you?’ he asked.

      
      ‘What makes you ask that?’ replied the girl.

      
      ‘He’s always been a careful man – but he’s wearing chain mail. Beautifully made, but still heavy. I wouldn’t think he’d wear
         it in these mountains just for show.’
      

      
      ‘We’ve had trouble,’ she admitted.

      
      He followed her down to the cabin, leaving his pack by the door and stretching out in a deep horsehair-padded leather chair.
         ‘Getting too old for this life,’ he grunted.
      

      
      She laughed. ‘How long have you been saying that?’ she asked him.

      
      ‘About sixty years,’ he told her. Leaning back he rested his head against the chair and closed his eyes. I wonder if I’m a
         hundred yet, he wondered. I’ll have to work it out one day – find a point of reference.
      

      
      ‘Water or fermented apple juice?’ she asked him.

      
      Opening the pouch at his side he removed a small packet, handing it to her. ‘Make a tisane of that,’ he requested. ‘Just pour
         boiling water on it and leave it for a little while.’
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ she enquired, lifting the packet to her nose and drawing in the scent.

      
      ‘A few herbs, dill and the like. Keeps me young,’ he added with a wide grin.

      
      She left him then and he sat quietly, drinking in his surroundings. The cabin was well built, the main room long and wide,
         the hearth and chimney solidly constructed of limestone. The south wall had been timbered, and a bearskin hung there. Ralis
         smiled. It was neatly done, but he had walked these mountains before Dakeyras was born, and he knew about the cave. Had sheltered
         there a time or two. But it was a clever idea to build a cabin against a cave mouth, then disguise the entrance. A man should
         always have an escape route.
      

      
      ‘How long should I leave it brewing?’ came Miriel’s voice from the back room.

      
      
      ‘Several minutes,’ he replied. ‘When the shredded leaves start to sink it’ll be ready.’

      
      The weapons rack on the wall caught his eye: two longbows, several swords, a sabre, a Sathuli tulwar and half a dozen knives
         of various lengths and curves. He sat up. A new crossbow lay upon the table. It was a nice piece and Ralis levered himself
         from his chair and picked up the weapon, examining the gold embossing.
      

      
      ‘It is a good bow,’ said Miriel, striding back into the room.

      
      ‘It’s better than the man who owned it,’ he told her.

      
      ‘You knew him?’

      
      ‘Kreeg. A cross between a snake and a rat. Good Guild member, though. Could have been rich if he wasn’t such a bad gambler.’

      
      ‘He tried to kill my father – we don’t know why.’

      
      Ralis said nothing. Miriel moved to the kitchen, returning with his tisane, which he sipped slowly. They ate in comfortable
         silence, the old man devouring three helpings of lion meat: Dipping a slab of freshly-baked bread into the rich gravy he looked
         up at Miriel and sighed. ‘They don’t eat as well as this in the palace at Drenan,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘You are a flatterer, Ralis,’ she chided him. ‘But I like it.’

      
      Wandering to his pack he untied the flap and delved deep into the interior, coming up at last with a corked metal flask and
         three small silver cups. Returning to the table he filled the cups with amber liquid. ‘The taste of heaven,’ he said, savouring
         the moment.
      

      
      Miriel lifted her cup and sipped the spirit. ‘It’s like swallowing fire,’ she said, reddening.

      
      ‘Yes. Good, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Tell me about Kreeg.’

      
      ‘Not much to tell. He was from the south, a farmboy originally. Fought in the Vagrian Wars, and then joined Jonat for the
         rebellion. When Karnak smashed the rebel army Kreeg spent a year or two in Ventria. Mercenary, I think. He joined the Guild
         three years ago. Not one of their best, you understand, but good enough.’
      

      
      ‘Then someone paid him to kill my father?’

      
      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      The old man shrugged. ‘Let’s wait until he gets back.’

      
      ‘You make it sound like a mystery.’

      
      ‘I just don’t like repeating myself. At my age time is precious. How much do you remember of your childhood?’

      ‘What do you
         mean?’
      

      
      ‘I mean, Dakeyras … where did you meet him?’ He could see that the question surprised her, and watched her expression change
         from open and friendly to guarded and wary.
      

      
      ‘He’s my father,’ she said softly.

      
      ‘No,’ he told her. ‘Your family were killed in a raid during the Vagrian Wars. And Dakeyras, riding with a man named Dardalion,
         found you and your sister … and a brother, I believe, in the care of a young woman.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know this?’

      
      ‘Because of Kreeg,’ he said, refilling his cup.

      
      ‘I don’t understand.’

      
      The voice of Dakeyras cut in from the doorway. ‘He means he knows who Kreeg was sent to kill.’ The tall man untied the thong
         of his black leather cloak and draped it over the chair. Taking up the third silver cup he tossed back the contents.
      

      
      ‘Fifteen thousand in gold,’ said Ralis. ‘Five for the Guild, ten for the man who brings your crossbow to the Citadel. There
         are said to be more than fifty men scouring the country for news of you. Morak the Ventrian is among them, as are Belash,
         Courail and Senta.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve heard of Morak and Courail,’ said Dakeyras.

      
      ‘Belash is Nadir and a knife-fighter. Senta is a swordsman paid to fight duels. He’s very good – old noble family.’

      
      ‘I expect there is also a large reward for information regarding my whereabouts,’ said Dakeyras softly.

      
      ‘I wouldn’t doubt it.,’ said Ralis, ‘but then it would be a brave man who betrayed Waylander the Slayer.’

      
      ‘Are you a brave man?’ The words were spoken gently, but the undercurrent was tense and the old man found his stomach knotting.

      
      
      ‘More guts than sense,’ admitted Ralis, holding the man’s dark gaze.

      
      Waylander smiled. That’s as it should be,’ he said, and the moment passed.

      
      ‘What will we do?’ asked Miriel.

      
      ‘Prepare for a long winter,’ said Waylander.

      
      *

      
      Ralis was a light sleeper, and he heard the creaking of leather hinges as the main door opened. The old man yawned and swung
         his legs from the bed. Although it was almost dawn thin shafts of moonlight were still seeping through the cracks in the shutters
         of the window. He rose and stretched. The air was cool and fresh with the threat of approaching winter. Ralis shivered and
         pulled on his warm woollen leggings and tunic.
      

      
      Opening his bedroom door he stepped into the main room and saw that someone had fanned the embers of last night’s fire, laying
         fresh kindling on the hungry flames. Waylander was a courteous host, for there would not normally have been a fire this early
         on an autumn day. Moving to the shuttered window he lifted the latch and pushed at the wooden frame. Outside the moon was
         fading in a greying sky, the stars retreating, the pale pink of the dawn showing above the eastern peaks.
      

      
      Movement caught his eye and Ralis squinted, trying to focus. On the mountainside, at least a quarter of a mile distant, he
         thought he saw a man running. Ralis yawned and returned to the fire, easing himself down into the deep leather chair. The
         kindling was burning well and he added two seasoned logs from a stack beside the hearth.
      

      
      So, he thought, the mystery is solved at last. What was surprising was that he felt in such low spirits now. For years he
         had known Dakeyras and his family, the beautiful wife, the twin girls. And always he had sensed there was more to the mountain
         man. And the mystery had occupied his mind, perhaps even helping to keep him active at an age when most – if not all – of
         his youthful contemporaries were dead.
      

      
      
      A fugitive, a nobleman having turned his back on wealth and privilege, a refugee from Gothir tyranny…all these he had considered
         as backgrounds for Dakeyras. And more. But the speculation was now over. Dakeyras was the legendary Waylander – the man who
         killed King Orien’s son, Niallad. But he was also the hero who had found the hidden Armour of Bronze, returning it to the
         Drenai people, freeing them from the murderous excesses of the invading Vagrians.
      

      
      The old man sighed. What fresh mysteries could he find now to exercise his mind, and blot out the passing of time and the
         inevitable approach of death?
      

      
      He heard Miriel rise from her bed in the far room. She wandered in, tall and slim and naked. ‘Good morning,’ she said brightly.
         ‘Did you sleep well?’
      

      
      ‘Well enough, girl. You should put some clothes on.’ His voice was gruff, the words said in a sharper tone than he had intended.
         It wasn’t that her nakedness aroused him; it was the opposite, he realised. Her youth and her beauty only made him feel the
         weight of his years, looming behind him like a mountain. She returned to her room and he leaned back in his chair. When had
         arousal died? He thought back. It was in Melega that he had first noticed it, some fifteen years before. He had hired a whore,
         a buxom wench, but had been unable to perform despite all her expert ministrations.
      

      
      At last she had shrugged. ‘Dead birds cannot rise from the nest,’ she told him cruelly.

      
      Miriel returned, dressed now in grey leggings and a shirt of creamy white wool. ‘Is that more to your liking, sir tinker?’

      
      He forced a smile. ‘Everything about you, my dear, is to my liking. But naked you remind me of all that there once was. Can
         you understand that?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said, but he knew she was humouring him. What did the young ever understand? Pulling a tall chair to the fireside
         she reversed it and sat astride it opposite him, her elbows resting on the high back. ‘You mentioned some of the men who are
         hunting my father,’ she said. ‘Can you tell me of them?’
      

      
      
      ‘They are all dangerous men – and there will be those among them I do not know. But I know Morak the Ventrian. He’s deadly,
         truly deadly. I believe he is insane.’
      

      
      ‘What weapons does he favour?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Sabre and knife, but he is a very skilled bowman. And he has great speed – like a striking snake. He’ll kill anyone -man,
         woman, child, babe in arms. He has a gift for death.’
      

      
      ‘What does he look like?’

      
      ‘Medium height, slim. He tends to wear green, and he has a ring of heavy gold, set with a green stone. It matches his eyes,
         cold and hard.’
      

      
      ‘I will watch out for him.’

      
      ‘If you see him – kill him,’ snapped Ralis. ‘But you won’t see him.’

      
      ‘You don’t think he’ll come here?’

      
      ‘That’s not what I said. You would both be best advised to leave here. Even Waylander cannot defeat all who are coming against
         him.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t underestimate him, tinker,’ she warned.

      
      ‘I don’t,’ he replied. ‘But I am an old man, and I know how time makes dotards of us all. Once I was young, fast and strong.
         But slowly, like water eating at stone, time removes our speed and our strength. Waylander is not a young man. Those hunting
         him are in their prime.’
      

      
      She nodded and looked away. ‘So you advise us to run?’

      
      ‘Another place, under another name. Yes.’

      
      ‘Tell me of the others,’ she said.

      
      And he did, relating all he had heard of Belash, Courail, Senta and many more. She listened, mostly in silence, but occasionally
         interrupting him with pertinent questions. At last satisfied she had drained his knowledge, she stood.
      

      
      ‘I will prepare you some breakfast,’ she said. ‘I think you have earned it.’

      
      ‘What did you gain from my stories?’ he asked her.

      
      ‘It is important to know your enemy,’ she answered him. ‘Only with knowledge can you ensure victory.’

      
      Ralis said nothing.

      
      *

      
      
      Waylander sat quietly on the rough-hewn platform, high in the oak, staring out to the west, over the rolling plains towards
         the distant towers of Kasyra. Some four miles to his left he could see the Corn Road, a ribbon of a trail leading from the
         Sentran Plain south towards Drenan. There were few wagons now, the corn having been gathered and stored, or shipped to markets
         in Mashrapur or Ventria. He saw several horsemen on the road, all riding towards Kasyra and the surrounding villages.
      

      
      A cool breeze rustled the leaves around him and he settled back, his mind drifting through the libraries of memory, sifting,
         seeking. His early training as a soldier in the Sathuli Wars told him that a static enemy was one facing defeat. The forest
         and mountains of Skein boasted many caves and hiding places, but a persistent enemy would find him, for a man had to hunt
         to eat, and in hunting he left tracks. No, the soldier he had been knew only one way to win – attack!
      

      
      But how? And where? And against whom?

      
      The hunt-geld had been placed in the Guild. Even if he were to find the man who had ordered the kill, and slay him, the hunt
         would go on.
      

      
      The wind picked up, and Waylander pulled his fur-lined cloak more tightly around his frame. The run had been hard, his ageing
         muscles complaining at the severity of the exercise, his lungs on fire, his heartbeat a pounding drum. Stretching out his
         right leg he rubbed at the still-burning muscles of his calf, and thought of all he knew of the Guild.
      

      
      Fifteen years ago the Guild had approached Waylander, offering to broker his contracts. He had refused them, preferring to
         work alone. In those days the Guild had been a mysterious, shadowy organisation, operating in secret. Its rules were simple.
         Firstly, all killings were to be accomplished with blade, shaft or knotted rope. Murder by poison or fire was not allowed
         – the Guild wished for no innocent victims to be slain. Secondly, all monies were paid direct to the Guild and a signed document
         was placed with the Patriarch, giving reasons for the contract. Such reasons could not include matters of the heart, or religious quarrels.
      

      
      In theory a cuckolded husband could not hire an assassin to murder his wife, her lover, or both. In practice, of course, such
         niceties never applied. As long as the contractor declared his reasons as being business or political, no questions were asked.
         Under Karnak the trade had become – if not morally acceptable -at least more legitimate. Waylander smiled. By allowing the
         Guild to operate openly, the financially-beleaguered Karnak had found yet one more source of taxable income. And in times
         of war such income was vital to pay soldiers, armourers, merchants, ship-builders, masons … the list was endless.
      

      
      Waylander stood and stretched his aching back. How many would come against him? The Guild would have other contracts to meet.
         They could not afford to send all their fighters scouring the country for news of him. Seven? Ten? The best would not come
         first. They would sit back and watch, while lesser men began the hunt, men like Kreeg.
      

      
      And were they already here, hidden, waiting?

      
      He thought of Miriel and his stomach tightened. She was strong and lithe, skilled with all weapons. But she was young, and
         had never fought warriors, blade to blade.
      

      
      Removing his cloak Waylander rolled it and looped it over his shoulder, tying it to his knife-belt. The cold wind bit into
         his naked chest, but he ignored it as he climbed down the tree. His eyes scanned the undergrowth, but there was nothing to
         be seen. Swiftly he leapt from the lowest branch, landing lightly on the moss-covered earth.
      

      
      The first move would have to be left to the enemy. The fact galled him but having accepted it, he pushed it from his mind.
         All he could do now was prepare himself. You have fought men and beasts, demons and Joinings, he told himself. And you are
         still alive while your enemies are dust.
      

      
      I was younger then, came a small voice from his heart.

      
      Spinning on his heel he swept a throwing blade from its forearm sheath and sent it flashing through the air, to plunge home
         into the narrow trunk of a nearby elm.
      

      
      
      Young or old, I am still Waylander.

      
      *

      
      Miriel watched the old man make his way slowly towards the north-west and the distant fortress of Dros Delnoch. His pack was
         high on his shoulders, his white hair and beard billowing in the breeze. He stopped at the top of a rise, turned and waved.
         Then he was gone. Miriel wandered back through the trees, listening to the birdsong, enjoying the leaf-broken sunlight dappling
         the path. The mountains were beautiful in the autumn, leaves of burnished gold, the last fading blooms of summer, the mountainsides
         glowing green and purple; all seemingly created just for her pleasure.
      

      
      Coming to the brow of a hill she paused, her eyes scanning the trees and the paths wending down to the Sentran Plain. A figure
         moved into sight, a tall man, wearing a cloak of green. The cold of a remembered winter touched her skin, making her shiver,
         her hand moving to the hilt of the shortsword at her side. The green cloak identified him as the assassin Morak. Well, this
         was one killer who would not live to attack her father.
      

      
      Miriel stepped into sight and stood waiting as the man slowly climbed towards her. As he approached she studied his face –
         his broad, flat cheekbones and scarred and hairless brows, a nose flattened and broken, a harsh gash of a mouth. The chin
         was square and strong, the neck bulging with muscle.
      

      
      He paused before her. The path is narrow,’ he said, politely enough. ‘Would you be so kind as to move aside?’

      
      ‘Not for the likes of you,’ she hissed, surprised that her voice remained steady, her fear disguised.

      
      ‘Is it customary in these parts to insult strangers, girl? Or is it that you rely on gallantry to protect you?’

      
      ‘I need nothing to protect me,’ she said, stepping back and drawing her sword.

      
      ‘Nice blade,’ he said. ‘Now put it away – lest I take it from you and spank you for your impudence.’

      
      Her eyes narrowed, anger replacing fear, and she smiled.

      
      
      ‘Draw your sword – and we’ll see who suffers,’ she told him.

      
      ‘I do not fight girls,’ he replied. ‘I am seeking a man.’

      
      ‘I know whom you seek, and why. But to get to him you must first pass me. And that will not be easy with your entrails hanging
         to your ankles.’ Suddenly she leapt forward, the point of her blade stabbing towards his belly. He swayed aside, his arm flashing
         up and across, the back of his hand cannoning against her cheek. Miriel stumbled and fell, then rolled to her feet, her face
         burning from the slap.
      

      
      The man moved to the right, slipping the thong from his green cloak and laying the garment over a fallen tree. ‘Who taught
         you to lunge like that?’ he asked. ‘A farmer, perhaps? Or a herdsman? That is not a hoe you are holding. The thrust should
         always be disguised, and used following a riposte or counter.’ He drew his own sword and advanced on her. Miriel did not wait
         for his attack, but moved in to meet him, thrusting again, this time at his face. He blocked the blow and spun on his heel,
         his shoulder thudding into her chest, hurling her from her feet.
      

      
      She sprang up and rushed in, slashing the blade towards his neck. His own sword swept up, blocking the blow, but this time
         she spun and leapt, her booted foot cracking against his chin. She expected him to fall but he merely staggered, righted himself,
         and spat blood from his mouth. ‘Good,’ he said softly. ‘Very good. Swift and in perfect balance. Perhaps there is something
         to you after all.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll never know,’ she told him, launching an attack of blistering speed, aiming cuts and thrusts to face and body. Each
         one he blocked, and never once made the riposte. At last she fell back, confused and dismayed. She could not breach his defences,
         but what was more galling was that he made no attempt to breach hers.
      

      
      ‘Why will you not fight me?’ she asked him.

      
      ‘Why should I?’

      
      ‘I mean to kill you.’

      
      ‘Do you have a reason for this hostility?’ he enquired, the ugly gash of a mouth breaking into a smile.

      
      
      ‘I know you, Morak. I know why you are here. That should be enough.’

      
      ‘It would …’ he started to say, but she attacked again, and this time he wasn’t quite fast enough, her blade slicing past
         his face and cutting his earlobe. His fist lashed out and up, thundering against her chin. Half-stunned, Miriel lost her grip
         on her sword and fell to her knees. The newcomer’s blade touched her neck. ‘Enough of this nonsense,’ he said, moving away
         from her and picking up his cloak.
      

      
      Gathering her sword she faced him again. ‘I will not let you pass,’ she said grimly.

      
      ‘You couldn’t stop me,’ he told her, ‘but it was a game effort. Now where is Waylander?’ She advanced again. ‘Wait,’ he said,
         sheathing his sword. ‘I am not Morak. You understand me? I am not from the Guild.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said, her blade now resting on his throat.

      
      ‘Then believe this: had I wished to kill you I would have. You know that is true. ‘

      
      ‘Who are you?’

      
      ‘My name is Angel,’ he answered, ‘and a long time ago I was a friend to your family.’

      
      ‘You are here to help us?’

      
      ‘I don’t fight other men’s battles, girl. I came to warn him. I see now it was unnecessary.’

      
      Slowly she lowered heir sword. ‘Why are they hunting him? He has harmed no one.’

      
      He shrugged. ‘Not for many a year, I’ll grant you that, but he has many enemies. It is one of the drawbacks of an assassin’s
         life. Did he teach you to use a sword?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘He ought to be ashamed of himself. Swordfighting is heart and mind in perfect harmony,’ he said sternly. ‘Did he not tell
         you that?’
      

      
      ‘Yes he did,’ she snapped.

      
      ‘Ah, but like most women you only listen when it suits you. Yes, I can see that. Well, can you cook?’

      
      Holding back her temper she gave her sweetest smile. ‘I can. I can also embroider, knit, sew, and what else? Ah yes …’ Her fist cracked against his chin. Standing alongside the fallen
         tree he had no time to move his feet and steady himself, and a second blow sent him sprawling across the trunk to land in
         a mud-patch on the other side. ‘I almost forgot,’ she said. ‘He taught me to fight with my fists.’
      

      
      Angel pushed himself to his knees and slowly rose. ‘My first wife was like you,’ he said, rubbing his chin. ‘A dreadful woman,
         soft as goose down on the outside, baked leather and iron inside. But I’ll say this, girl – he did a better job of teaching
         you to punch than he did to thrust. Can we have a truce now?’
      

      
      Miriel chuckled. ‘Truce,’ she agreed.

      
      *

      
      Angel rubbed his swollen jaw as he walked behind the tall mountain woman. A kick like an angry horse and a punch almost as
         powerful. He smiled ruefully, his eyes watching the way she moved, graceful and yet economical. She fought well, he conceded,
         but with too much head and too little instinct. Even the punches she had thrown had been ill-disguised, but Angel had allowed
         them to land, sensing she needed some outlet for frustration at having been so easily defeated.
      

      
      A proud woman. And attractive, he decided, somewhat to his surprise. Angel had always favoured big-breasted women, buxom and
         comfortable, warm between the sheets. Miriel was a mite thin for his taste and her legs, though long and beautifully proportioned,
         were just a little too muscular. Still, as the saying went, she was a woman to walk the mountains with.
      

      
      He chuckled suddenly, and she turned. ‘Something is amusing you?’ she asked, her expression frosty.

      
      ‘Not at all, Miriel. I was just remembering the last time I walked these mountains. You and your sister would have been around
         eight, maybe nine. I was thinking that life goes by with bewildering speed.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t remember you,’ she said.

      
      ‘I looked different then. This squashed nose was aquiline, and my brows boasted hair. It was long before the mailed gloves of other fist-fighters cut and slashed at the skin.
         My mouth too was fuller. And I had long red hair that hung to my shoulders.1

      
      She leaned in close, peering at him. ‘You were not called Angel then,’ she announced.

      
      ‘No. I was Caridris.’

      
      ‘I remember now. You brought me a dress – a yellow dress, and a green one for Krylla. But you were …’

      
      ‘Handsome? Yes, I was. And now I am ugly.’

      
      ‘I did not mean …’

      
      ‘No matter, girl. All beauty passes. I chose a rough occupation.’

      
      ‘I don’t understand how any man would wish to pursue such a way of life. Causing pain, being hurt, risking death -and for
         what? So that a crowd of fat-bellied merchants can see blood flow.’
      

      
      ‘I used to think there was more to it,’ he said softly, ‘but now I will not argue with you. It was brutal and barbaric, and
         mostly I loved it.’
      

      
      They walked on to the cabin. After he had eaten Angel sat down by the dying fire and pulled off his boots. He glanced at the
         hearth. A little early for fires, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘We had a guest – an old man,’ said Miriel, seating herself opposite him. ‘He feels the cold.’

      
      ‘Old Ralis?’ he enquired.

      
      ‘Yes. You know him?’

      
      ‘He’s been plying his trade between Drenan and Delnoch for years – decades. He used to make knives the like of which I’ve
         never seen since. Your father has several.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry I struck you,’ she said suddenly. ‘I don’t know why I did it.’

      
      ‘I’ve been struck before,’ he answered, with a shrug. ‘And you were angry.’

      
      ‘I am not usually so … short-tempered. But I think I am a little afraid.’

      
      ‘That is a good way to be. I’ve always been careful around fearless men – or women. They have a tendency to get you killed. But take some advice, young Miriel. When the hunters come don’t challenge them with the blade. Shoot them
         from a distance.’
      

      
      ‘I thought I was good with a sword. My father always tells me I am better than him.’

      
      ‘In practice, maybe, but in combat I would doubt it. You think out your moves and that robs you of speed. Sword-play requires
         subtle skills and a direct link between hand and mind. I’ll show you.’ Leaning to his right he lifted a long twig from the
         tinderbox and stood. ‘Stand opposite me,’ he ordered her. Then, holding the stick between his index fingers he said: ‘Put
         your hand over the stick and, when I release it, catch it. Can you do that?’
      

      
      ‘Of course, it is …’ As she was answering him he opened his fingers. The twig dropped sharply. Miriel’s hand flashed down,
         her fingers closing on air, and the twig landed at her feet. ‘I wasn’t ready,’ she argued.
      

      
      ‘Then try again.’

      
      Twice more she missed the falling twig. ‘What does it prove?’ she snapped.

      
      ‘Reaction time, Miriel. The hand should move as soon as the eye sees the twig fall – but yours doesn’t. You see the twig.
         You send a message to your hand. Then you move. By this time the twig is falling away from you.’
      

      
      ‘How else can anyone catch it?’ she asked him. ‘You have to tell your hand to move.’

      
      He shook his head. ‘You will see.’

      
      ‘Show me,’ she demanded.

      
      ‘Show her what?’ asked Waylander from the doorway.

      
      ‘She wants to learn to catch twigs,’ said Angel, turning slowly.

      
      ‘It’s been a long time, Caridris. How are you?’ asked the mountain man, the small crossbow pointing at Angel’s heart.

      
      ‘Not here looking for a kill, my friend. I don’t work for the Guild. I came to warn you.’

      
      Waylander nodded. ‘I heard you retired from the arena. What do you do now?’

      
      ‘I sold hunting weapons. I had a place in the market square, but it was sequestered against my debts.’

      
      
      ‘Ten thousand gold pieces would buy it back for you,’ said Waylander coldly.

      
      ‘Indeed it would – five times over. But as I have already told you, I do not work for the Guild. And do not even think of
         calling me a liar!’
      

      
      Waylander pulled the bolts clear of the weapon then released the strings. Dropping the bow to the table he turned back to
         the scarred fighter. ‘You are no liar,’ he said. ‘But why would you warn me? We were never close.’
      

      
      Angel shrugged. ‘I was thinking of Danyal. I didn’t want to see her widowed. Where is she?’

      
      Waylander did not reply, but Angel saw the colour fade from his face, and a look of anguish that was swiftly masked. ‘You
         may stay the night,’ said Waylander. ‘And I thank you for your warning.’ With that he took up his crossbow and left the cabin.
      

      
      ‘My mother died,’ whispered Miriel. ‘Five years ago.’ Angel sighed and sank back in his chair. ‘You knew her well?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Well enough to be a little in love with her. How did she die?’

      
      ‘She was riding. The horse fell and rolled on her.’

      
      ‘After all she’d been through … battles and wars He shook his head. ‘There’s no sense to such things, none at all. Unless
         it be that the gods have a grim sense of humour. Five years, you say. Gods! He must have adored her to stay alone this long.’
      

      
      ‘He did. He still does, spending too much time by her grave, talking to her as if she can still hear him. He does that here
         sometimes.’
      

      
      ‘I see it now,’ said Angel softly.

      
      ‘What do you see?’

      
      ‘Isn’t it obvious, Miriel? The killers are gathering -assassins, hunters, stalkers of the night. He cannot kill them all,
         he knows that. So why is he still here?’
      

      
      ‘You tell me.’

      
      ‘He’s like the old stag hunted by wolves. It takes to the high ground, knowing it is finished, and then it turns and waits,
         facing the enemy for one last battle.’
      

      
      
      ‘But he’s not like that stag. He’s not old! He’s not! And he’s not finished, either.’

      
      ‘That’s not how he sees it. Danyal was what he lived for. Perhaps he thinks that in death they will be reunited, I don’t know.
         What I do know – and so does he – is that to stay here means death.’
      

      
      ‘You are wrong,’ said Miriel, but her words carried no conviction.
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