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      Prologue

      
      The trees were laced with snow and the forest lay waiting below him like a reluctant bride. For some time he stood among the
         rocks and boulders, scanning the slopes. Snow gathered on his fur-lined cloak and on the crown of his wide-brimmed hat, but
         he ignored it, as he ignored the cold seeping through his flesh and numbing his bones. He could have been the last man alive
         on a dying planet.
      

      
      He half wished that he were.

      
      At last, satisfied that there were no patrols, he moved down from the mountainside, placing his feet carefully on the treacherous
         slopes. His movements were slow and he knew the cold to be a growing danger. He needed a camp-site and a fire.
      

      
      Behind him the Delnoch range reared under thickening clouds. Before him lay Skultik forest, an area of dark legend, failed
         dreams and childhood memories.
      

      
      The forest was silent, save for the occasional crack of dry wood as thickening ice probed the branches, or the silky rushing
         of snow falling from overburdened boughs.
      

      
      Tenaka turned to look at his footprints. Already the sharp edges of his tracks were blurring and within minutes they would
         be gone. He pushed on, his thoughts sorrowful, his memories jagged.
      

      
      He made camp in a shallow cave away from the wind and lit a small fire. The flames gathered and grew, red shadow-dancers swaying on the cave walls. Removing his woollen gloves he rubbed his hands above the blaze; then
         he rubbed his face, pinching the flesh to force the blood to flow. He wanted to sleep, but the cave was not yet warm enough.
      

      
      The Dragon was dead. He shook his head, and closed his eyes. Ananais, Decado, Elias, Beltzer. All dead. Betrayed because they
         believed in honour and duty above all else. Dead because they believed that the Dragon was invincible and that good must ultimately
         triumph.
      

      
      Tenaka shook himself awake, adding thicker branches to the fire.

      
      ‘The Dragon is dead,’ he said aloud, his voice echoing in the cave. How strange, he thought – the words were true, yet he
         did not believe them.
      

      
      He gazed at the fire shadows, seeing again the marbled halls of his palace in Ventria. There was no fire there, only the gentle
         cool of the inner rooms, the cold stone keeping at bay the strength-sapping heat of the desert sun. Soft chairs and woven
         rugs; servants bearing jugs of iced wine, carrying buckets of precious water to feed his rose garden and ensure the beauty
         of his flowering trees.
      

      
      The messenger had been Beltzer. Loyal Beltzer – the finest Bar-ranking warrior in the Wing.

      
      ‘We are summoned home, sir,’ he had said, standing ill-at-ease in the wide library, his clothes sand-covered and travel-stained.
         ‘The rebels have defeated one of Ceska’s regiments in the north and Baris has issued the call personally.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know it was Baris?’

      
      ‘His seal, sir. His personal seal. And the message: “The Dragon calls”.’

      
      ‘Baris has not been seen for fifteen years.’

      
      ‘I know that, sir. But his seal...’

      
      ‘A lump of wax means nothing.’
      

      
      ‘It does to me, sir.’

      
      ‘So you will go back to Drenai?’

      
      ‘Yes, sir. And you?’

      
      ‘Back to what, Beltzer? The land is in ruins. The Joinings are undefeatable. And who knows what foul, sorcerous powers will
         be ranged against the rebels? Face it, man! The Dragon was disbanded fifteen years ago and we are all older men. I was one
         of the younger officers and I am now forty. You must be nearer fifty – if the Dragon still survived you would be in your pension
         year.’
      

      
      ‘I know that,’ said Beltzer, drawing himself stiffly to attention. ‘But honour calls. I have spent my life serving the Drenai
         and now I cannot refuse the call.’
      

      
      ‘I can,’ said Tenaka. ‘The cause is lost. Give Ceska time and he will destroy himself. He is mad. The whole system is falling
         apart.’
      

      
      ‘I am not good with words, sir. I have ridden two hundred miles to deliver the message. I came seeking the man I served, but
         he is not here. I am sorry to have troubled you.’
      

      
      ‘Listen, Beltzer!’ said Tenaka, as the warrior turned for the door. ‘If there was the smallest chance of success, I would
         go with you gladly. But the thing reeks of defeat.’
      

      
      ‘Do you not think I know that? That we all know it?’ said Beltzer. And then he was gone.

      
      The wind changed and veered into the cave, gusting snow to the fire. Tenaka cursed softly. Drawing his sword he went outside,
         cutting down two thick bushes and dragging them back to screen the entrance.
      

      
      As the months passed he had forgotten the Dragon. He had estates to minister, matters of importance in the real world.

      
      Then Illae had fallen sick. He had been in the north, arranging cover patrols to guard the spice route, when word had reached
         him and he hurried home. The physicians said she had a fever that would pass and that there was no cause for concern. But
         her condition worsened. Lung blight, they told him. Her flesh melted away until at last she lay in the wide bed, her breathing
         ragged, her once beautiful eyes shining now with the image of death. Day after day he sat beside her, talking, praying, begging
         her not to die.
      

      
      And then she had rallied and his heart leapt. She was talking to him about her plans for a party, and had stopped to consider
         whom to invite.
      

      
      ‘Go on,’ he had said. But she was gone. Just like that. Ten years of shared memories, hopes and joys vanished like water on
         the desert sand.
      

      
      He had lifted her from the bed, stopping to wrap her in a white woollen shawl. Then he carried her into the rose garden, holding
         her to him.
      

      
      ‘I love you,’ he kept saying, kissing her hair and cradling her like a child. The servants gathered, saying nothing, until
         after an hour two of them had come forward and separated them, leading the weeping Tenaka to his room. There he found the
         sealed scroll that listed the current state of his business investments, and beside it a letter from Estas, his accountant.
         These letters contained advice about areas of investment, with sharp political insights into places to ignore, exploit or
         consider.
      

      
      Unthinking he had opened the letter, scanning the list of Vagrian settlements, Lentrian openings and Drenai stupidities until
         he came to the last sentences:
      

      
      
         Ceska routed the rebels south of the Sentran Plain. It appears he has been bragging about his cunning again. He sent a message summoning old soldiers home; it seems he has feared the Dragon since he disbanded it fifteen
            years ago. Now his fears are behind him – they were destroyed to a man. The Joinings are terrifying. What sort of world are
            we living in?
         

      

      
      ‘Living?’ Tenaka said. ‘No one is living – they are all dead.’

      
      He stood up and walked to the western wall, stopping before an oval mirror and gazing at the ruin of his life.

      
      His reflection stared back at him, the slanted violet eyes accusing, the tight-lipped mouth bitter and angry.

      
      ‘Go home,’ said his reflection, ‘and kill Ceska.’
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      The barracks buildings stood shrouded in snow, the broken windows hanging open like old, unhealed wounds. The square once
         trodden flat by ten thousand men was now uneven, as the grass pushed against the snow above it.
      

      
      The Dragon herself had been brutally treated: her stone wings smashed from her back, her fangs hammered to shards and her
         face daubed with red dye. It seemed to Tenaka as he stood before her in silent homage that she was crying tears of blood.
      

      
      As Tenaka gazed at the square, memory flashed bright pictures to his mind: Ananais shouting commands to his men, contradictory
         orders that had them crashing into one another and tumbling to the ground.
      

      
      ‘You dung-rats!’ bellowed the blond giant. ‘Call yourselves soldiers?’

      
      The pictures faded against the ghostly white emptiness of reality and Tenaka shivered. He moved to the well where an old bucket
         lay, its handle still tied to a rotting rope. He dropped the bucket into the well and heard the ice break, then hauled it
         up and carried it to the dragon.
      

      
      The dye was hard to shift, but he worked at it for almost an hour, scraping the last traces of red from the stone with his
         dagger.
      

      
      Then he jumped to the ground and looked at his handiwork.

      
      Even without the dye she looked pitiful, her pride broken. Tenaka thought once more of Ananais.
      

      
      ‘Maybe it is better you died, rather than living to see this,’ he said.

      
      It began to rain, icy needles that stung his face. Tenaka scooped his pack to his shoulder and ran for the deserted barracks.
         The door hung open and he stepped inside the old officers’ quarters. A rat scurried into the dark as he passed but Tenaka
         ignored it, pushing on to the wider rooms at the rear. He dumped his pack in his old room and then chuckled as he saw the
         fireplace: it was stacked with wood, the fire laid.
      

      
      On the last day, knowing that they were leaving, someone had come into his room and laid the fire.

      
      Decado, his aide?

      
      No. There is no romantic element in his make-up. He was a vicious killer, held in check only by the iron discipline of the
         Dragon and his own rigid sense of loyalty to the regiment.
      

      
      Who else?

      
      After a while he stopped scanning the faces his memory threw at him. He would never know.

      
      After fifteen years the wood should be dry enough to burn without smoke, he told himself, and placed fresh tinder below the
         logs. Soon the tongues of flame spread and the blaze took hold.
      

      
      On a sudden impulse he moved to the panelled wall, seeking the hidden niche. Where once it had sprung open at the touch of
         a button, now it creaked on a rusted spring. Gently he prised open the panelling. Behind was a small recess, created by the
         removal of a stone slab many years before the disbanding. On the back wall, in Nadir script, was written:
      

      
      
         Nadir we,
         

         
         Youth born,

         
         Blood letters,

         
         Axe wielders,

         
         Victors still.

         
      

      
      Tenaka smiled for the first time in months and some of the burden he carried lifted from his soul. The years swept away and
         he saw himself once more as a young man, fresh from the Steppes, arriving to take up his commission with the Dragon; felt
         again the stares of his new brother officers and their scarcely veiled hostility.
      

      
      A Nadir prince in the Dragon? It was inconceivable – some even thought obscene. But his was a special case.
      

      
      The Dragon had been formed by Magnus Woundweaver after the First Nadir Wars a century before, when the invincible warlord
         Ulric had led his hordes against the walls of Dros Delnoch, the most powerful fortress in the world, only to be turned back
         by the Earl of Bronze and his warriors.
      

      
      The Dragon was to be the Drenai weapon against future Nadir invasions.

      
      And then, like a nightmare come true – and while memories were still fresh of the Second Nadir War – a tribesman had been
         admitted to the regiment. Worse, he was a direct descendant of Ulric himself. And yet they had no choice but to allow him
         his sabre.
      

      
      For he was Nadir only on his mother’s side.

      
      Through the line of his father he was the great-grandson of Regnak the Wanderer: the Earl of Bronze.

      
      It was a problem for those who yearned to hate him.

      
      How could they visit their hatred upon the descendant of the Drenai’s greatest hero? It was not easy for them, but they managed
         it.
      

      
      Goat’s blood was daubed on his pillow, scorpions hidden in his boots. Saddle-straps were severed and finally a viper was placed
         in his bed.
      

      
      It almost killed him as he rolled upon it, its fangs sinking into his thigh. Snatching a dagger from his bedside table, he
         killed the snake and then slashed a cross-cut by the fang marks, hoping the rush of blood would carry the venom clear. Then
         he lay very still, knowing any movement would accelerate the poison in his system. He heard footsteps in the corridor and
         knew it was Ananais, the officer of the guard, returning to his room after completing his shift.
      

      
      He did not want to call out, for he knew Ananais disliked him. But neither did he want to die! He called Ananais’ name, the
         door opened and the blond giant stood silhouetted in the doorway.
      

      
      ‘I have been bitten by a viper,’ said Tenaka.

      
      Ananais ducked under the doorway and approached the bed, pushing at the dead snake with his boot. Then he looked at the wound
         in Tenaka’s leg.
      

      
      ‘How long ago?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Two, three minutes.’

      
      Ananais nodded. ‘The cuts aren’t deep enough.’

      
      Tenaka handed him the dagger.

      
      ‘No. If they were deep enough you would sever the main muscles.’
      

      
      Leaning forward, Ananais put his mouth over the wound and sucked the poison clear. Then he applied a tourniquet and left to
         get the surgeon.
      

      
      Even with most of the poison flushed out, the young Nadir prince almost died. He sank into a coma that lasted four days and when he awoke Ananais was at his bedside.
      

      
      ‘How are you feeling?’

      
      ‘Good.’

      
      ‘You don’t look it. Still, I am glad you’re alive.’

      
      ‘Thank you for saving me,’ said Tenaka, as the giant rose to leave.

      
      ‘It was a pleasure. But I still wouldn’t want you marrying my sister,’ he said, grinning as he moved to the door. ‘By the
         way, three young officers were dismissed from the service yesterday. I think you can sleep soundly from now on.’
      

      
      ‘I shall never do that,’ said Tenaka. ‘For the Nadir, that is the way of death.’

      
      ‘No wonder their eyes are slanted.’ said Ananais.

      
      *

      
      Renya helped the old man to his feet, then heaped snow upon the small fire to kill the flames. The temperature plummeted as
         the storm-clouds bunched above them, grim and threatening. The girl was frightened, for the old man had ceased shivering and
         now stood by the ruined tree staring vacantly at the ground by his feet.
      

      
      ‘Come, Aulin,’ she said, slipping her arm around his waist. ‘The old barracks are close by.’

      
      ‘No!’ he wailed, pulling back. ‘They will find me there. I know they will.’

      
      ‘The cold will kill you,’ she hissed. ‘Come on.’

      
      Meekly he allowed her to lead him through the snow. She was a tall girl, and strong, but the going was tiring and she was
         breathing heavily as they pushed past the last screen of bushes before the Dragon Square.
      

      
      ‘Only a few more minutes,’ she said. ‘Then you can rest.’

      
      The old man seemed to gain strength from the promise of shelter and he shambled forward with greater speed. Twice he almost fell, but she caught him.
      

      
      She kicked open the door of the nearest building and helped him inside, removing her white woollen burnoose and running a
         hand through her sweat-streaked, close-cropped black hair.
      

      
      Away from the biting wind, she felt her skin burning as her body adjusted to the new conditions. She unbelted her white sheepskin
         cloak, pushing it back over her broad shoulders. Beneath it she wore a light blue woollen tunic and black leggings, partially
         hidden by thigh-length boots, sheepskin-lined. At her side was a slender dagger.
      

      
      The old man leaned against a wall, shaking uncontrollably.

      
      ‘They will find me. They will! he whimpered. Renya ignored him and moved down the hallway.
      

      
      A man came into sight at the far end and Renya started, her dagger leaping to her hand. The man was tall and dark and dressed
         in black. By his side was a longsword. He moved forward slowly, yet with a confidence Renya found daunting. As he approached
         she steadied herself for the attack, watching his eyes.
      

      
      They were, she noticed, the most beautiful violet colour, and slanted like those of the Nadir tribesmen of the north. Yet
         his face was square-cut and almost handsome, save for the grim line of his mouth.
      

      
      She wanted to stop him with words, to tell him that if he came any closer she would kill him. But she could not. There was
         about him an aura of power – an authority which left her no choice but to respond.
      

      
      And then he was past her and bending over Aulin.

      
      ‘Leave him alone!’ she shouted. Tenaka turned to her.
      

      
      ‘There is a fire in my room. Along there on the right,’ he said calmly. ‘I will take him there.’ Smoothly he lifted the old
         man and carried him to his quarters, laying him on the narrow bed. He removed the man’s cloak and boots, and began to rub
         gently at his calves where the skin was blue and mottled. Turning he threw a blanket to the girl. ‘Warm this by the fire,’
         he said, returning to his work. After a while he checked the man’s breathing – it was deep and even.
      

      
      ‘He is asleep?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Will he live?’

      
      ‘Who can say?’ said Tenaka, rising and stretching his back.

      
      ‘Thank you for helping him.’

      
      ‘Thank you for not killing me,’ he answered.

      
      ‘What are you doing here?’

      
      ‘Sitting by my fire and waiting for the storm to pass. Would you like some food?’

      
      They sat together by the blaze, sharing his dried meat and hard cake biscuits and saying little. Tenaka was not an inquisitive
         man and Renya intuitively knew he had no wish to talk. Yet the silence was far from uncomfortable. She felt calm and at peace
         for the first time in weeks, and even the threat of the assassins seemed less real, as if the barracks were a haven protected
         by magic – unseen but infinitely powerful.
      

      
      Tenaka leaned back in his chair, watching the girl as she in turn gazed into the flames. Her face was striking, oval-shaped
         with high cheekbones and wide eyes so dark that the pupils merged with the iris. Overall the impression he gained was one
         of strength, undermined by vulnerability, as if she held a secret fear or was tormented by a hidden weakness. At another time
         he would have been attracted by her. But when he reached inside himself he could find no emotions, no desire … No life, he
         realised with surprise.
      

      
      ‘We are being hunted,’ she said at last.

      
      ‘I know.’

      
      ‘How would you know?’

      
      He shrugged and added fuel to the fire. ‘You are on a road to nowhere, with no horses or provisions, yet your clothes are
         expensive and your manner cultured. Therefore you are running away from something or someone, and it follows that they are
         pursuing you.’
      

      
      ‘Does it bother you?’ she asked him.

      
      ‘Why should it?’

      
      ‘If you are caught with us, you will die too.’

      
      ‘Then I shall not be caught with you,’ he said.

      
      ‘Shall I tell you why we are hunted?’ she enquired.

      
      ‘No. That is of your life. Our paths have crossed here, but we will both go on to separate destinies. There is no need for
         us to learn of one another.’
      

      
      ‘Why? Do you fear it would make you care?’

      
      He considered the question carefully, noting the anger in her eyes. ‘Perhaps. But mainly I fear the weakness that follows
         caring. I have a task to do and I do not need other problems in my mind. No, that is not true – I do not want other problems in my mind.’
      

      
      ‘Is that not selfish?’

      
      ‘Of course it is. But it aids survival.’

      
      ‘And is that so important?’ she snapped.

      
      ‘It must be, otherwise you would not be running.’

      
      ‘It is important to him,’ she said, pointing at the man in the bed. ‘Not to me.’

      
      ‘He cannot run from death,’ said Tenaka, softly. ‘Anyway there are mystics who maintain there is a paradise after death.’
      

      
      ‘He believes it,’ she said, smiling. ‘That is what he fears.’

      
      Tenaka shook his head slowly, then rubbed his eyes.

      
      ‘That is a little too much for me,’ he said, forcing a smile. ‘I think I will sleep now.’ Taking his blanket, he spread it
         on the floor and stretched himself out, his head resting on his pack.
      

      
      ‘You are Dragon, aren’t you?’ said Renya.

      
      ‘How did you know?’ he asked, propping himself on one elbow.

      
      ‘It was the way you said “my room”.’

      
      ‘Very perceptive.’ He lay down and closed his eyes.

      
      ‘I am Renya.’

      
      ‘Goodnight, Renya.’

      
      ‘Will you tell me your name?’

      
      He thought of refusing, considering all the reasons why he should not tell her.

      
      ‘Tenaka Khan,’ he said. And slept.

      
      *

      
      Life is a farce, thought Scaler, as he hung by his fingertips forty feet above the stone courtyard. Below him a huge Joining
         sniffed the air, its shaggy head swinging ponderously from side to side, its taloned fingers curled around the hilt of the
         saw-edged sword. Snow swept in icy flurries, stinging Scaler’s eyes.
      

      
      ‘Thanks very much,’ he whispered, transferring his gaze to the dark, pregnant storm-clouds above. Scaler was a religious man,
         who saw the gods as a group of Seniles – eternals playing endless jokes on humanity with cosmic bad taste.
      

      
      Below him the Joining sheathed its sword and ambled away into the darkness. Taking a deep breath, Scaler hauled himself over
         the window-sill and parted the heavy velvet curtains beyond. He was in a small study furnished with a desk, three chairs of
         oak, several chests and a row of bookshelves and manuscript holders. The study was tidy – obsessively so, thought Scaler,
         noting the three quill pens placed exactly parallel at the centre of the desk. He would have expected nothing less of Silius
         the Magister.
      

      
      A long silvered mirror, framed in mahogany, was fixed to the far wall, opposite the desk. Scaler advanced towards it, drawing
         himself up to his full height and pulling back his shoulders. The black face-mask, dark tunic and leggings gave him a forbidding
         look. He drew his dagger and dropped into a warrior’s crouch. The effect was chilling.
      

      
      Perfect, he told his reflection. I wouldn’t want to meet you in a dark alley! Replacing the dagger, he moved to the study
         door and carefully lifted the iron latch, easing the door open.
      

      
      Beyond was a narrow stone corridor and four doors – two on the left and two on the right. Scaler padded across to the furthest
         room on the left and slowly lifted the latch. The door opened without a sound and he moved inside, hugging the wall. The room
         was warm, though the log fire in the grate was burning low, a dull red glow illuminating the curtains around the large bed.
         Scaler moved forward to the bed, pausing to look down on fat Silius and his equally fat mistress. He lay on his stomach, she
         on her back; both were snoring.
      

      
      Why am I creeping about? he asked himself. I could have come in here beating a drum. He stifled a chuckle, found the jewel
         box in its hidden niche below the window, opened it and poured the contents into a black canvas pouch tied to his belt. At full value they would keep him in luxury for five years. Sold, as they must
         be, to a shady dealer in the southern quarter, they would keep him for barely three months or six if he didn’t gamble. He
         thought of not gambling but it was inconceivable. Three months, he decided.
      

      
      Re-tying his pouch, he backed out into the corridor and turned …

      
      Only to come face to face with a servant, a tall, gaunt figure in a woollen nightshirt.

      
      The man screamed and fled.

      
      Scaler screamed and fled, hurtling down a circular stairway and cannoning into two sentries. Both men tumbled back, shouting
         as they fell. Scaler hit the floor in a tumbler’s roll, came to his feet and sprinted left, the sentries close behind. Another
         set of steps appeared on his right and he took them three at a time, his long legs carrying him at a terrifying speed.
      

      
      Twice he nearly lost his footing before reaching the next level. Before him was an iron gate – locked, but the key hung from
         a wooden peg. The stench from beyond the gate brought him to his senses and fear cut through his panic.
      

      
      The Joinings’ pit!

      
      Behind him he could hear the sentries pounding down the stairs. He lifted the key, opened the gate and stepped inside, locking
         it behind him. Then he advanced into the darkness, praying to the Seniles to let him live for a few more of their jests.
      

      
      As his eyes grew accustomed to the darkness of the corridor he saw several openings on either side; within, sleeping on straw,
         were the Joinings of Silius.
      

      
      He moved on towards the gate at the far end, pulling off his mask as he did so.

      
      He was almost there when the pounding began behind him and the muffled shouts of the sentries pierced the silence. A Joining stumbled from its lair, blood-red eyes fastening
         on Scaler; it was close to seven feet tall, with huge shoulders and heavily-muscled arms covered with black fur. Its face
         was elongated, sharp fangs lining its maw. The pounding grew loader and Scaler took a deep breath.
      

      
      ‘Go and see what the noise is about,’ he told the beast.

      
      ‘Who you?’ it hissed, the words mangled by the lolling tongue.

      
      ‘Don’t just stand there – go and see what they want,’ ordered Scaler sharply.

      
      The beast brushed past him and other Joinings came into the corridor and followed it, ignoring Scaler. He ran to the gate
         and slipped the key in the lock. As it turned and the gate swung open, a sudden bellowing roar blasted in the confines of
         the corridor. Scaler twisted round to see the Joinings running towards him, howling ferociously. With shaking fingers he dragged
         free the key and leapt through the opening, pulling the gate shut behind him and swiftly locking it.
      

      
      The night air was crisp as he ran up the short steps to the western courtyard and on to the ornate wall, scaling it swiftly
         and dropping into the cobbled street beyond.
      

      
      It was well after curfew, so he hugged the shadows all the way to the inn, then climbed the outer trellis to his room, rapping
         on the shutters.
      

      
      Belder opened the window and helped him inside.

      
      ‘Well?’ asked the old soldier.

      
      ‘I got the jewels,’ stated Scaler.

      
      ‘I despair of you,’ said Belder. ‘After all the years I spend on you, what do you become? A thief!’

      
      ‘It’s in the blood’ said Scaler, grinning. ‘Remember the Earl of Bronze?’
      

      
      ‘That’s Legend,’ replied Belder. ‘And even if it’s true, not one of his descendants has ever lived a less than honourable
         life. Even that Nadir-spawn Tenaka!’
      

      
      ‘Don’t speak ill of him, Belder,’ said Scaler softly. ‘He was my friend.’
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      Tenaka slept and the familiar dreams returned to haunt him.
      

      
      The Steppes rolled away from him like a green, frozen ocean, all the way to the end of the world. His pony reared as he dragged
         the rawhide rein, then swung to the south with hooves drumming the hard-packed clay.
      

      
      With the dry wind in his face Tenaka grinned.

      
      Here, only here, was he his own man.

      
      Half-Nadir, half-Drenai, wholly nothing – a product of war, a flesh-and-blood symbol of uneasy peace. He was accepted among
         the tribes with cool courtesy, as befitted one in whose veins ran the blood of Ulric. But there was little camaraderie. Twice
         the tribes had been turned back by the strength of the Drenai. Once, long before, the legendary Earl of Bronze had defended
         Dros Delnoch against Ulric’s hordes. Twenty years ago the Dragon had decimated Jongir’s army.
      

      
      Now here was Tenaka, a living reminder of defeat.

      
      So he rode alone and mastered all the tasks they set him. Sword, bow, spear, axe – with each of these he was skilled beyond
         his peers, for when they ceased practice to enjoy the games of childhood he worked on. He listened to the wise – seeing wars
         and battles on a different plane – and his sharp mind absorbed the lessons.
      

      
      One day they would accept him. If he had patience.
      

      
      But he had ridden home to the city of tents and seen his mother standing with Jongir. She was crying.

      
      And he knew.

      
      He leapt from the saddle and bowed to the Khan, ignoring his mother, as was fitting.

      
      ‘It is time for you to go home,’ said Jongir.

      
      He said nothing, merely nodded.

      
      ‘They have a place for you within the Dragon. It is your right as the son of an Earl.’ The Khan seemed uncomfortable, and
         did not meet Tenaka’s steady gaze. ‘Well, say something,’ he snapped.
      

      
      ‘As you wish, Lord, so let it be.’

      
      ‘You will not plead to stay?’

      
      ‘If you desire me to.’

      
      ‘I desire nothing of you.’

      
      ‘Then when shall I leave?’

      
      ‘Tomorrow. You will have an escort – twenty riders, as befits my grandson.’

      
      ‘You honour me, Lord.’

      
      The Khan nodded, glanced once at Shillat and then walked away. Shillat opened the tent-flap and Tenaka entered their home.
         She followed him and once inside he turned to her and took her in his arms.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Tani,’ she whispered through her tears. ‘What more must you do?’

      
      ‘Maybe at Dros Delnoch I shall truly be home,’ he said. But hope died within him as he said it, for he was not a fool.

      
      *

      
      Tenaka awoke to hear the storm hissing and battering at the window. He stretched and glanced at the fire – it had faded to
         glowing coals. The girl slept in the chair, her breathing deep. He sat up and then moved to the fire, adding fresh wood and gently blowing the flames to life.
         He checked the old man; his colour was not good. Tenaka shrugged and left the room. The corridor was icy, the wooden boards
         creaking under his boots. He made his way to the old kitchen and the indoor well; it was hard to pump, but he enjoyed the
         exercise and was rewarded when water jetted to the wooden bucket. Stripping off his dark jerkin and grey woollen shirt, he
         washed his upper body, enjoying the near-pain of the ice-touched water on his sleep-warm skin.
      

      
      Removing his remaining clothes, Tenaka moved out into the gym area beyond. There he twirled and leapt, landing lightly – first
         his right hand slicing the air, then his left. He rolled to the floor, then arched his back and sprang to his feet.
      

      
      From the doorway Renya watched him, drawing back into the shadows of the corridor. She was fascinated. He moved like a dancer,
         yet there was something barbaric in the scene: some primordial element that was both lethal and yet beautiful. His feet and
         hands were weapons, flashing and killing invisible opponents, yet his face was serene and devoid of all passion.
      

      
      She shivered, longing to withdraw to the sanctuary of his room but unable to move. His skin was the colour of gold under sunlight,
         soft and warm, but the muscles beneath strained and swelled like silver steel. She closed her eyes and stumbled back, wishing
         she had never seen him.
      

      
      Tenaka washed the sweat from his body and then dressed swiftly, hunger eating at him. Back in his room he sensed the change
         in the atmosphere. Renya avoided meeting his eyes as she sat by the old man, stroking his white hair.
      

      
      ‘The storm is breaking,’ said Tenaka.
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘What is the matter?’

      
      ‘Nothing … except that Aulin is not breathing well. Will he be all right, do you think?’

      
      Tenaka joined her at the bedside. Taking the old man’s frail wrist between his fingers he felt for the pulse. It was weak
         and irregular.
      

      
      ‘How long since he has eaten?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Two days.’

      
      Tenaka delved in his pack, producing a sack of dried meat and a smaller pack of oats. ‘I wish I had sugar,’ he said, ‘but
         this will have to do. Go and fetch some water and a cooking pot.’
      

      
      Without a word Renya left the room. Tenaka smiled. So that was it – she had seen him exercising and for some reason it had
         unsettled her. He shook his head.
      

      
      She returned with an iron pot brimming with water.

      
      ‘Throw half of it away,’ he told her. She splashed it in the hallway and he took the pot to the fire, slicing the meat with
         his dagger. Then he carefully placed the pot on the flames.
      

      
      ‘Why did you not speak this morning?’ he asked, his back towards her.

      
      ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

      
      ‘When you saw me exercising?’

      
      ‘I did not see you.’

      
      ‘Then how did you know where to fetch the pot and get the water? You did not go past me in the night.’

      
      ‘Who are you to question me?’ she snapped.

      
      He turned to her. ‘I am a stranger. You do not need to lie to me, or pretend. Only with friends do you need masks.’

      
      She sat down by the fire, stretching her long legs to the flames.
      

      
      ‘How sad,’ she said, softly. ‘Surely it is only with friends that one can be at peace?’

      
      ‘It is easier with strangers, for they touch your life but for an instant. You will not disappoint them, for you owe them
         nothing, neither do they expect anything. Friends you can hurt, for they expect everything.’
      

      
      ‘Strange friends you have had,’ she said.

      
      Tenaka stirred the broth with his dagger blade. He was uncomfortable suddenly, feeling that he had somehow lost control of
         the conversation.
      

      
      ‘Where are you from?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I thought you did not care.’

      
      ‘Why did you not speak?’ Her eyes narrowed and she turned her head.

      
      ‘I did not want to break your concentration.’

      
      It was a lie and they both knew it, but the tension eased and the silence gathered, drawing them together. Outside the storm
         grew old and died, whimpering where once it had roared.
      

      
      As the stew thickened Tenaka added oats to further swell the mixture, and finally salt from his small store.

      
      ‘It smells good,’ said Renya, leaning over the fire. ‘What meat is it?’

      
      ‘Mule, mostly,’ he told her.

      
      He went to fetch some old wooden platters from the kitchen and when he returned Renya had wakened the old man and was helping
         him to sit up.
      

      
      ‘How are you feeling?’ Tenaka enquired.

      
      ‘You are a warrior?’ asked Aulin, his eyes fearful.

      
      ‘Yes. But you need not fear me.’

      
      ‘Nadir?’

      
      ‘Mercenary. I have prepared you some stew.’

      
      ‘I am not hungry.’
      

      
      ‘Eat it anyway,’ ordered Tenaka. The old man stiffened at the authoritative tone, then averted his eyes and nodded. Renya
         fed him slowly as Tenaka sat by the fire. It was a waste of food, for the old man was dying. Still, he did not regret it and
         could not understand why.
      

      
      With the meal over, Renya collected the platters and the pot. ‘My grandfather wishes to speak with you,’ she said and left
         the room.
      

      
      Tenaka moved to the bedside, staring down at the dying man. Aulin’s eyes were grey and bright with the beginnings of fever.

      
      ‘I am not strong,’ said Aulin. ‘I never was. I have failed everyone who ever trusted me. Except Renya … I never failed her.
         Do you believe me?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Tenaka answered. Why was it that weak men always felt the need for confession?

      
      ‘Will you protect her?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘I can pay.’ Aulin gripped Tenaka’s arm. ‘Just take her to Sousa. The city is only five, six days south.’

      
      ‘You are nothing to me. I owe you nothing. And you cannot pay me enough.’

      
      ‘Renya says you were Dragon. Where is your sense of honour?’

      
      ‘Buried under desert sands. Lost in the swirling mists of time. I don’t want to talk to you, old man. You have nothing to
         say.’
      

      
      ‘Please listen!’ Aulin begged. ‘When I was a younger man I served the Council. I supported Ceska, worked for his victory.
         I believed in him. So I am, at least in part, responsible for the appalling terror he has visited on this land. I was a Source
         priest once. My life was in harmony. Now I am dying and I don’t know anything any more. But I cannot die leaving Renya to be taken by the Joinings. I cannot. Don’t you see? My whole life has been a failure – my death must achieve something.’
      

      
      Tenaka pulled away the old man’s hand and stood.

      
      ‘Now you listen,’ he said. ‘I am here to kill Ceska. I do not expect to live beyond the deed, but I have neither the time nor
         the inclination to take on your responsibilities. You want to see the girl get to Sousa, then recover. Use your will.’
      

      
      Suddenly the old man smiled, tension and fear falling from him. ‘You want to kill Ceska?’ he whispered. ‘I can give you something
         better than that.’
      

      
      ‘Better? What could be better?’

      
      ‘Bring him down. End his reign?’

      
      ‘Killing him should achieve that.’

      
      ‘Yes, indeed, but one of his generals would only take over. I can give you the secret which would destroy his empire and free
         the Drenai.’
      

      
      ‘If this is to be a tale of enchanted swords or mystic spells, do not waste your time. I have heard them all.’

      
      ‘No. Promise me you will protect Renya as far as Sousa.’

      
      ‘I will think about it,’ said Tenaka. Once more the fire was dying and he fed the last of the wood to the flames before leaving
         the room in search of the girl. He found her sitting in the cold kitchen.
      

      
      ‘I don’t want your help,’ she said, without looking up.

      
      ‘I haven’t offered it yet.’

      
      ‘I don’t care if they take me.’

      
      ‘You are too young not to care,’ he said, kneeling before her and lifting her chin. ‘I will see that you get safely to Sousa.’

      
      ‘Are you sure he can pay you enough?’
      

      
      ‘He says that he can.’

      
      ‘I don’t like you very much, Tenaka Khan.’

      
      ‘Welcome to the majority view!’ he said.

      
      Leaving her, he returned to his room and the old man. Then he laughed and moved to the window, throwing it wide to the winter
         air.
      

      
      Before him the forest stretched on for a white eternity.

      
      Behind him the old man was dead.

      
      *

      
      Hearing his laughter Renya entered the room. Aulin’s arm had slid from the bed and his bony fingers now pointed at the wooden
         floor. His eyes were closed and his face peaceful.
      

      
      She went to him and touched his cheek gently. ‘No more running, Aulin. No more fear. May your Source bring you home!’

      
      She covered his face with a blanket.

      
      ‘Now your obligation is over,’ Renya told the silent Tenaka.

      
      ‘Not yet,’ he said, pulling shut the window. ‘He told me he knew of a way to end Ceska’s reign. Do you know what he meant?’

      
      ‘No.’ She turned away from him and gathered her cloak, her heart suddenly empty. Then she stopped, her cloak falling from
         her hands as she stared at the dying fire and shook her head. Reality receded. What was there to live for?
      

      
      Nothing.

      
      What was there to care for?

      
      Nothing.

      
      She knelt by the fire, staring unblinking as a terrible ache filled the emptiness within. Aulin’s life had been a steady tale
         of small kindnesses, tenderness and caring. Never had he been intentionally cruel or malicious; never greedy. But he had ended his life in a deserted barracks – hunted as a criminal, betrayed by his
         friends and lost to his god.
      

      
      Tenaka watched her, no hint of emotion in his violet eyes. He was a man used to death. Quietly he stowed his gear in the canvas
         pack, then lifted her to her feet, fastened her cloak and pushed her gently through the doorway.
      

      
      ‘Wait here,’ he said. Returning to the bed, he pulled his blanket clear of the corpse. The old man’s eyes had opened and he
         seemed to be staring at the warrior.
      

      
      ‘Sleep truly,’ whispered Tenaka. ‘I will take care of her.’ He closed the dead eyes and folded his blanket.

      
      Outside the air was crisp. The wind had died and the sun shone weakly in a clear sky. Tenaka took a slow deep breath.

      
      ‘Now it is over,’ whispered Renya. Tenaka glanced round.

      
      Four warriors had left the screen of trees and were walking forward with swords in hand.

      
      ‘Leave me,’ she said.

      
      ‘Be silent.’

      
      He loosed his pack, lowering it to the snow, then pushed back his cloak from his shoulders, revealing the scabbard sword and
         hunting-knife. Walking forward ten paces he waited for the warriors, gauging each man in turn.
      

      
      They wore the red and bronze breastplates of Delnoch.

      
      ‘What do you seek?’ asked Tenaka, as they drew near.

      
      None of the soldiers spoke, which marked them as veterans, but they spread out slightly – ready for any aggressive action
         from the warrior.
      

      
      ‘Speak, or the emperor will have your heads!’ said Tenaka. That stopped them and their eyes flickered to a sharp-featured
         swordsman on the left; he stepped forward, his blue eyes cold and malevolent.
      

      
      ‘Since when does a northern savage make promises on behalf of the emperor?’ he hissed.

      
      Tenaka smiled. They had all stopped and were waiting for an answer; they had lost their momentum.

      
      ‘Perhaps I should explain,’ he said, maintaining the smile and moving towards the man. ‘It’s like this …’ His hand flashed
         out and up, fingers extended, smashing the man’s nose. The thin cartilage sliced up into the brain and he dropped without
         a sound. Then Tenaka whirled and leapt, his booted foot hammering into the throat of a second man. Even as he leapt he drew
         the hunting-knife. Landing on the balls of his feet he spun, parried a thrust and buried his blade in his opponent’s neck.
      

      
      The fourth man was running towards Renya, sword raised. She stood still, watching him without interest.

      
      Tenaka hurled the hunting-knife, which hit the man hilt-first at the base of the helm. Unbalanced, the warrior tumbled in
         the snow, losing his grip on his sword. Tenaka ran forward as he scrambled to rise, then threw himself on the man’s back and
         he pitched forward once more, his helm tumbling from his head. Tenaka grabbed his hair, tugging the head back, then took hold
         of the man’s chin and wrenched it to the left. His neck snapped like dry wood.
      

      
      Recovering his knife, Tenaka wiped it clean and replaced it. He scanned the clearing. All was silent.

      
      ‘Nadir we,’ he whispered closing his eyes.

      
      ‘Shall we go?’ asked Renya. Puzzled, he took her arm, gazing down into her eyes.
      

      
      ‘What is the matter with you? Do you want to die?’

      
      ‘No,’ she said absently.

      
      ‘Then why did you just stand there?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Shall we go?’

      
      Tears welled in her night-dark eyes, spilling to her cheek, but her pale face remained impassive. Reaching up, he smoothed
         a tear from her skin.
      

      
      ‘Please don’t touch me,’ she whispered.

      
      ‘Now you listen to me. The old man wanted you to live; he cared for you.’

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      
      ‘It mattered to him!’

      
      ‘Does it matter to you?’ The question caught him cold, like a blow. He absorbed it and searched himself swiftly for the right answer.
      

      
      ‘Yes, it does.’ The lie came easily, and only when it was spoken did he realise it was not a lie.

      
      She looked deeply into his eyes, then nodded.

      
      ‘I will come with you,’ she said. ‘But know this: I am a curse to all who love me. Death haunts me, for I should never have
         tasted life.’
      

      
      ‘Death haunts everyone, and never fails,’ he said.

      
      Together they walked to the south, stopping by the stone dragon. Icy rain had stung her flanks, giving her a diamond sheen.
         Tenaka’s breath caught in his throat as he gazed upon her face – the water had run to the ruined fangs of her upper mouth,
         forming new teeth of sparkling ice, renewing her grandeur, restoring her power.
      

      
      He nodded, as if hearing a silent message.

      
      ‘She is beautiful,’ said Renya.

      
      ‘Better than that,’ said Tenaka softly, ‘she is alive.’

      
      ‘Alive?’
      

      
      ‘In here,’ he answered, touching his heart. ‘She is welcoming me home.’

      
      *

      
      Throughout the long day they pushed on towards the south. Tenaka said little, concentrating on the snow-hidden trails and
         keeping a wary eye for patrols. He had no way of knowing if the four soldiers were the full complement of hunters, or whether
         there were several groups pursuing the girl.
      

      
      In a strange way he did not care. He forced the pace, rarely looking back to see if Renya was struggling. When he did pause,
         to check out skylines or scan stretches of open ground, she was always just behind him.
      

      
      For her part Renya followed quietly, eyes fixed on the tall warrior, noting the sureness of his movements and the care with
         which he chose the route. Again and again two scenes played in her mind: the naked dance in the deserted gymnasium, and the
         dance of death with the soldiers in the snow. One scene overlaid the other … blending, merging. The same dance. The movements
         were so smooth, almost liquid, as he leapt and turned. The soldiers by comparison seemed ungainly, disjointed, like Lentrian
         puppets with knotted string.
      

      
      And now they were dead. Did they have families? Probably. Did they love their children? Probably. They had walked into that
         clearing as confident men. And yet, in a matter of icy moments, they were gone.
      

      
      Why?

      
      Because they chose to dance with Tenaka Khan.

      
      She shivered. The light was failing and long shadows crept from the trees.

      
      Tenaka chose a site for his fire against a jutting of rock, sheltered from the wind. It was set in a hollow surrounded by gnarled oaks and the fire was well-screened. Renya
         joined him, gathering dead wood and stacking it carefully. A sense of unreality gripped her.
      

      
      All the world should be like this, she thought, ice-covered and cleansed: all plants sleeping, waiting for the golden perfection
         of spring; all evil withering under the purifying ice.
      

      
      Ceska and his demon-spawned legions would fade away like the nightmares of childhood and joy would return to the Drenai, like
         the gift of dawn.
      

      
      Tenaka removed a pot from his pack and placed it on the fire, scooping handfuls of snow into the container until it was half-full
         with warming water. Then, from a small canvas sack he poured a generous mixture of oats into the liquid, adding salt. Renya
         watched him in silence, fixing her gaze on his slanted violet eyes. Once again, sitting with him by the fire, she felt at
         peace.
      

      
      ‘Why are you here?’ she asked.

      
      ‘To kill Ceska,’ he replied, stirring the porridge with a wooden spoon.

      
      ‘Why are you here?’ she repeated.
      

      
      Moments passed, but she knew he was not ignoring her and waited, enjoying the warmth and the closeness.

      
      ‘I have nowhere else to go. My friends are dead. My wife … I have nothing. The reality is that I have always had … nothing.’

      
      ‘You had friends … a wife.’

      
      ‘Yes. It’s not easy to explain. There was a wise man once, in Ventria, near where I lived. I spoke with him often about life, and love, and friendship. He chided me, made me angry. He talked about clay diamonds.’ Tenaka shook his head and lapsed
         into silence.
      

      
      ‘Clay diamonds?’ she asked.

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter. Tell me about Aulin.’

      
      ‘I do not know what he planned to tell you.’

      
      ‘I accept that,’ he said. ‘Just tell me of the man.’ Using two sticks he lifted the pot from the flames and set it on the
         ground to cool. She leaned forward, adding fresh wood to the fire.
      

      
      ‘He was a peaceful man, a Source priest. But he was also an Arcanist and liked nothing better than to scour the land for relics
         of the Elders. He gained a name for his abilities. He told me that when Ceska first came to power he supported him, believed
         all the promises about a better future. But then the terror began. And the Joinings
      

      
      ‘Ceska always loved sorcery,’ said Tenaka.

      
      ‘You knew him?’

      
      ‘Yes. Go on.’

      
      ‘Aulin was one of the first to explore the Graven site. He found the hidden door below the forest and the machines that lay
         there. He told me his research proved the machines had been created to heal certain diseases suffered by the Elders. But instead
         of using them in this fashion, Ceska’s adepts created the Joinings. At first they were used only in the arenas, tearing each
         other to pieces to thrill the crowds; but soon they began appearing on the streets of Drenan wearing armour and the markings
         of Ceska’s guard.
      

      
      ‘Aulin blamed himself and journeyed to Delnoch, ostensibly to examine the Chamber of Light beneath the Keep. From there he
         bribed a sentry and tried to escape through Sathuli lands. But the chase began and we were forced south instead.’
      

      
      ‘Where do you come into the story?’ he asked.

      
      ‘You did not ask about me, but about Aulin.’
      

      
      ‘I am asking now.’

      
      ‘May I have some porridge?’

      
      He nodded, tested the pot and handed it to her. She ate in silence and then passed the remains to Tenaka. Finishing the meal,
         the warrior leaned back against the cold rock.
      

      
      ‘There is a mystery around you, lady. But I will leave it lie. The world would be a sad place without mysteries.’

      
      ‘The world is a sad place,’ she said, ‘full of death and terror. Why is evil so much stronger than love?’
      

      
      ‘Who says that it is?’ he responded.

      
      ‘You have not been living among the Drenai. Men like Aulin are hunted down like criminals; farmers are butchered for failing
         to reach absurd crop levels; the arenas are packed with baying crowds who laugh while animals rip and tear women and children.
         It is vile! All of it.’
      

      
      ‘It will pass,’ he said gently. ‘And now it is time to sleep.’ He held out his hand to her, but she shrank back, her dark
         eyes suddenly fearful. ‘I will not harm you, but we must let the fire die. We will share warmth, but that is all we will share.
         Trust me.’
      

      
      ‘I can sleep alone,’ she said.

      
      ‘Very well.’ He untied the blanket and passed it to her, then wrapped himself in his cloak and leaned his head back to the
         rock, closing his eyes.
      

      
      Renya stretched herself out on the cold ground, pillowing her head on her arm.

      
      As the fire died so the night cold grew, seeping into her limbs. She awoke shivering uncontrollably and sat up, rubbing warmth
         into her numbed legs.
      

      
      Tenaka opened his eyes and held out his hand. ‘Come,’ he said.

      
      She moved to him and he opened his cloak, wrapping it around her and pulling her in to his chest before covering them both with the blanket. She nestled against him still shivering.
      

      
      T-t-tell me about c-c-clay diamonds,’ she asked.

      
      He smiled. ‘The wise man was called Kias. He said that too many people go through life without pausing to enjoy what they
         have and he told of a man who was given a clay jug by a friend. The friend said, “Examine it when you have the time.” But
         it was just a simple clay jug and the man put it aside and forged on with his life, spending his time acquiring riches. One
         day, when he was old, he took the jug and opened it. Within was a huge diamond.’
      

      
      ‘I do not understand.’

      
      ‘Kias claimed that life was like that clay jug. Unless we examined it and understood it, we could not enjoy it.’

      
      ‘Sometimes understanding robs you of joy,’ she whispered.

      
      He said nothing, transferring his gaze to the night sky and the distant stars. Renya fell into a dreamless sleep, her head
         tipping forward, dislodging the woollen burnoose that covered her close-cropped hair. Tenaka reached up to replace it, then
         stopped as his hand touched her head. The hair was not close-cropped – it had grown as long as it would grow. For it was not
         hair but dark fur, soft as sable. Gently he pulled the burnoose into place and closed his eyes.
      

      
      The girl was a Joining, half-human, half-animal.

      
      No wonder she did not care for life.

      
      Were there diamonds in the clay for such as she? He wondered.
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      At the Dragon barracks a man pushed his way past the screen of bushes before the parade ground. He was a big man, broad shoulders
         tapering to lean hips and long legs, was dressed in black and carried an iron-tipped ebony quarterstaff. Hooded, his face
         was covered by a shaped mask in black leather. He moved easily – the rolling, fluid gait of the athlete – yet he was wary,
         his bright blue eyes flickering to every bush and shadow-haunted tree.
      

      
      When he saw the bodies he circled them slowly, reading the brief battle in the tracks.

      
      One man against four.

      
      The first three had died almost instantly and that spoke of speed. The fourth had run past the lone warrior. The tall man
         followed the track and nodded.
      

      
      So. Here was a mystery. The lone warrior was not alone – he had a companion who took no part in the fray. The footprints were
         small, yet the stride long. A woman?
      

      
      Yes, a woman. A tall woman.

      
      He glanced back at the bodies.

      
      ‘That was well done,’ he said aloud, the voice muffled by the mask. ‘Damn well done.’ One against four. Not many men could
         survive against such odds, yet this man had not only survived but won the day with skill to spare.
      

      
      Ringar? He was a lightning killer with astonishing reflexes. Yet he barely chanced a neck cut, more often choosing the lower torso: the disembowelling cut.
      

      
      Argonin? No, he was dead. Strange how a man could forget such a thing.

      
      Who then? An unknown? No. In a world where skill with arms was of paramount importance, there were few unknowns of such bewildering
         talent.
      

      
      He studied the tracks one more, picturing the battle, seeing at last the blurred print at the centre. The warrior had leapt
         and spun in the air like a dance before hammering home the death blow.
      

      
      Tenaka Khan!

      
      Realisation struck the big man like a blow to the heart. His eyes glittered strangely and his breathing grew ragged.

      
      Of all the men in the world who he hated, Tenaka had pride of place.

      
      Or was that still true? He relaxed and remembered, his thoughts tracing his memories like salt over a festering wound.

      
      ‘I should have killed you then,’ he said. ‘None of this would have happened to me.’

      
      He pictured Tenaka dying, his blood seeping into the snow. It gave him no joy, but still he hungered for the deed.

      
      ‘I will make you pay,’ he said.

      
      And set off to the south.

      
      *

      
      Tenaka and Renya made good progress on the second day – seeing no one, nor any track made by man. The wind had died down and
         the clean air held the promise of spring. Tenaka was silent through most of the day and Renya did not press him.
      

      
      Towards dusk as they clambered down a steep incline, she lost her footing and pitched forward, tumbling and rolling to the foot of the hill and striking her head on a gnarled tree-root. Tenaka ran to her side, pulling
         free her burnoose and examining the seeping gash on her temple. Her eyes flared open.
      

      
      ‘Don’t touch me,’ she screamed, clawing at his hands.

      
      He moved back, handing her the cotton burnoose. ‘I don’t like to be touched,’ she said apologetically.

      
      ‘Then I shall not touch you,’ he answered. ‘But you should bandage that wound.’

      
      She tried to stand, but the world spun and she fell to the snow. Tenaka made no move to help her. Glancing around for a place
         to camp, he spotted a likely site some thirty paces away to the left: a natural screen of trees blocking the wind, with overhanging
         boughs to halt any storm snow. He made his way to it, collecting branches as he went. Renya watched him walk away and struggled
         to rise, but felt sick and began to tremble violently. Her head throbbed, the pain a rhythmic pounding which sent waves of
         nausea through her. She tried to crawl.
      

      
      ‘I … don’t need you,’ she whispered.

      
      Tenaka prepared the fire, blowing the tinder until tiny flames shivered above the snow. Then he added thicker twigs and finally
         branches. When the blaze was well set he returned to the girl, stooping to lift her unconscious body. He laid her by the fire,
         then climbed a nearby fir tree to hack away green boughs with his short sword. Gathering them he made a bed for her, lifted
         her on to it and then covered her with the blanket. He examined the wound – there was no fracture as far as he could tell,
         but an ugly bruise was forming around an egg-sized lump.
      

      
      He stroked her face, admiring the softness of her skin and the sleekness of her neck.
      

      
      ‘I will not harm you, Renya,’ he said. ‘Of all the things that I am, of all the deeds I have done that shamed me, I have never
         harmed a woman. Nor a child. You are safe with me … Your secrets are safe with me.’
      

      
      ‘I know what it is like, you see. I too am between worlds – half-Nadir, half-Drenai, wholly nothing. For you it is worse.
         But I am here. Believe in me.’
      

      
      He returned to the fire, wishing he could say those words when her eyes were open but knowing he would not. In all his life
         he had opened his heart to only one woman: Mae.
      

      
      Beautiful Mae, the bride he had purchased in a Ventrian market. He smiled at the memory. Two thousand pieces of silver and
         he had taken her home only to have her refuse to share his bed.
      

      
      ‘Enough of this nonsense,’ he had stormed. ‘You are mine. Body and soul! I bought you!’

      
      ‘What you bought was a carcass,’ she retorted. ‘Touch me and I will kill myself. And you too.’

      
      ‘You will be disappointed if you try it in that order,’ he said.

      
      ‘Don’t mock me, barbarian!’

      
      ‘Very well. What would you have me do? Re-sell you to a Ventrian?’

      
      ‘Marry me.’

      
      ‘And then, I take it, you will love and adore me?’

      
      ‘No. But I will sleep with you and try to be good company.’

      
      ‘Now there is an offer that’s hard to refuse. A slave girl who offers her master less than he paid for, at a much greater
         price. Why should I do it?’
      

      
      ‘Why should you not?’

      
      They had wed two weeks later and ten years of their life together had brought him joy. He knew she did not love him, but it didn’t matter. He did not need to be loved, he needed to love. She had seen that in him from the first, and played on it mercilessly. He never let her know that he understood the game,
         he merely relaxed and enjoyed it. The wise man, Kias, had tried to warn him.
      

      
      ‘You give too much of yourself to her, my friend. You fill her with your dreams and your hopes, and your soul. If she leaves
         or betrays you, what will you have left?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing,’ he had answered truthfully.

      
      ‘You are a foolish man, Tenaka. I hope she stays by you.’

      
      ‘She will.’

      
      He had been so sure. But he had not bargained for death.

      
      Tenaka shivered and drew his cloak about him as the wind picked up.

      
      He would take the girl to Sousa and then head on for Drenan. It would not be hard to find Ceska, nor to kill him. No man is
         so well protected that he becomes safe. Not as long as the assassin is prepared to die. And Tenaka was more than prepared.
      

      
      He desired death, longed for the bleak emptiness and the absence of pain.

      
      By now Ceska would know Tenaka was on his way. The letter would have reached him within the month, travelling as it did by
         sea to Mashrapur and then north-east to Drenan.
      

      
      ‘I hope you dream of me, Ceska. I hope I walk in your nightmares.’

      
      ‘I don’t know about him,’ said a muffled voice, ‘but you walk in mine.’

      
      Tenaka spun to his feet, his sword flashing into the air.

      
      Before him stood the giant in the black mask.
      

      
      ‘I have come to kill you,’ he said, drawing his longsword.

      
      *

      
      Tenaka edged away from the fire, watching the man, his mind clearing and his body easing into the smooth confident fluidity
         of combat.
      

      
      The giant twirled his sword and spread his arms wide for balance. Tenaka blinked as recognition hit him.

      
      ‘Ananais?’ he said.

      
      The giant’s sword whistled for his neck, but Tenaka blocked the cut and jumped back.
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