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  Prologue
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  The night sky was lit by flames, and black smoke swirled across the valley as the town of Shelsans continued to burn. There were no screams now, no feeble cries, no begging for
  mercy. Two thousand heretics were dead, most slain by sword or mace, though many had been committed to the cleansing fires.


  The young Knight of the Sacrifice stood high upon the hillside and stared down at the burning town. Reflections of the distant flames shone on his blood-spattered silver breastplate and
  glistening helm. The wind shifted and Winter Kay smelt the scent of roasting flesh. Far below the wind fanned the hunger of the flames. They blazed higher, devouring the ancient timber walls of the
  Old Museum, and the carved wooden gates of the Albitane Church.


  Winter Kay removed his helm. His lean, angular features gleamed with sweat. Plucking a linen handkerchief from his belt he examined it for bloodstains. Finding none he wiped the cloth over his
  face and short-cropped dark hair. Putting on armour had been a waste of time today.


  The townsfolk had offered no armed resistance as the thousand knights had ridden into the valley. Instead hundreds of them had walked from the town singing hymns, and crying out words of welcome
  and brotherhood. When they saw the Knights of the Sacrifice draw their longswords and heel their horses forward they had fallen to their knees and called upon the Source to protect them.


  What idiots they were, thought Winter Kay. The Source blessed only those with the courage to fight, or the wit to run. He could not recall how many he had slain that day, only that his sword had
  been blunted by dusk, and that his holy white cloak had been drenched in the blood of the evil.


  Some had tried to repent, begging for their lives as they were dragged to the pyres. One man  a stocky priest in a blue robe  had hurled himself to the ground before Winter Kay,
  promising him a great treasure if he was spared.


  What treasure do you possess, worm? asked Winter Kay, pressing his sword point against the mans back.


  The Orb, sir. I can take you to the Orb of Kranos.


  How quaint, said Winter Kay. I expect it resides alongside the Sword of Connavar, and the Helm of Axias. Perhaps it is even wrapped in the Veiled Ladys
  robe?


  I speak the truth, sir. The Orb is hidden in Shelsans. It has been kept there for centuries. I have seen it.


  Winter Kay hauled the man to his feet by his white hair. He was short and heavy, his face round, his eyes fearful. From all around them came the screams of the dying cultists. Winter Kay dragged
  the man towards the town. A woman ran past him, a sword jutting from her breast. She staggered several steps then fell to her knees. A knight followed her, wrenching the sword clear and
  decapitating her. Winter Kay walked on, holding his prisoner by the collar of his robe.


  The man led him to a small church. In the doorway lay two dead priests. Beyond them were the bodies of a group of women and children.


  The prisoner pointed to the altar. We need to move it, sir, he said. The entrance to the vault is below it. Sheathing his sword Winter Kay released the man. Together
  they lifted the altar table clear of the trapdoor beneath. The priest took hold of an iron ring and dragged the trapdoor open. Below it was a narrow set of steps. Winter Kay gestured the priest to
  climb down, and then followed him.


  It was gloomy inside. The priest found a tinder box and struck a flame, lighting a torch that was set in a bracket on the grey wall. They moved on down a narrow corridor, which opened out into a
  circular room. There were already torches lit here, and an elderly man was sitting before an oval table. In his hands was a curiously carved black box, some eighteen inches high. Winter Kay thought
  it to be polished ebony. The old man saw the newcomers and gently laid the box upon the table.


  The Orb is within it, said the captured priest.


  Oh, Pereus, how could you be so craven? asked the elderly man.


  I dont want to die. Is that so terrible? the prisoner replied.


  You will die anyway, said the old priest, sadly. This knight has no intention of letting you live. There is not an ounce of mercy in him.


  That is not true, wailed the prisoner, swinging towards Winter Kay.


  Ah, but it is, the knight told him, drawing his sword. The little priest tried to run, but Winter Kay sprang after him, delivering a ferocious blow to the back of the mans
  head. The skull cracked open. The priest crumpled to the stone floor. Is that truly the Orb of Kranos? Winter Kay asked.


  Aye, it is. Do you have any inkling of what that means?


  It is a relic of ancient times. A crystal ball, some say, through which we can see the future. Show it to me.


  It is not crystal, Winter Kay. It is bone.


  How is it you know my name?


  I have the Gift, sir knight, though at this moment I wish I did not. So kill me and be done with it.


  All in good time, priest. My arm is tired from constant work today. Ill let it rest awhile. Show me the Orb.


  The elderly priest stepped away from the table. I have no wish to see it. The box is not locked.


  Winter Kay strode forward. As he reached out for the lid he realized the box was not made of wood at all, but was cast from some dark metal. What are these symbols etched upon it?
  he asked.


  Ward spells. The Orb radiates evil. The box contains it.


  We shall see. Winter Kay flipped open the lid. Within the box was an object wrapped in black velvet. Putting down his bloody sword Winter Kay reached in and lifted it out.
  Carefully he folded back the cloth. The priest was right. It was no crystal ball. It was a skull, an iron circlet upon its brow. What nonsense is this? demanded Winter Kay. Reaching
  out he touched the yellowed brow. The skull began to glow, as if a bright candle had been lit within its hollow dome. Winter Kay felt a powerful surge of warmth flow along his fingers and up his
  arm. It was exquisite. It continued to flow through his body, up through his chest and neck and into his head. He cried out with the pleasure of it. All weariness from the day of slaughter fell
  away. He felt invigorated.


  This is a wondrous piece, he said. I feel reborn.


  Evil knows its own kind, said the old man.


  Winter Kay laughed aloud. I am not evil, fool. I am a Knight of the Sacrifice. I live to destroy evil wherever I find it. I do the work of the Source. I cleanse the land of the ungodly.
  Now tell me what magic has been placed in this skull.


  Only what was always there. That. . . that creature was once a mighty king. A great hero destroyed him and freed the world of his evil. However, the darkness within him cannot die. It
  seeks to reach out and corrupt the souls of men. It will bring you nothing but sorrow and death.


  Interesting, said Winter Kay. There is an old adage: the enemy of my enemy must therefore be my friend. Since you are named by the church as the enemy, then this must be a
  vessel for good. I find no evil in it.


  That is because its evil has already found you.


  And now you begin to bore me, old man. I shall give you a few moments to make your peace with the blessed Source  and then I shall send you to Him.


  I will go gladly, Winter Kay. Which is more than can be said for you, when the one with the golden eye comes for you.


  Winter Kays sword swept up, then down in a murderous arc. Having been blunted by a day of murder the blade did not completely decapitate the old man. Blood sprayed across the room.
  Several drops splashed to the table, spattering the skull. Light blazed from the bone. As Winter Kay gazed upon it an ethereal face seemed to form for a brief moment. Then it faded.


  Wrapping the skull in its hood of black velvet Winter Kay returned it to its box and carried it from the burning ruins of Shelsans.




  
    
  


  Chapter One


  [image: img]


  The winter in the northern mountains was the most vicious in more than thirty years. Rivers and lakes lay under a foot of ice, and fierce blizzards raged across the land for
  days on end. Sheep trapped in snowdrifts died in their scores, and only the hardiest of the cattle would live to see the spring. Many roads were impassable and the townspeople struggled to survive.
  Highlanders of the Black Rigante came out of the mountains, bringing food and supplies, aiding farmers, seeking out those citizens trapped within lonely homes high in the hills. Even so, many died,
  frozen in their beds.


  Few ventured out into the wilderness between Black Mountain and the craggy western peaks of the Rigante homeland.


  Kaelin Ring was wishing he was not one of them as he struggled through the bitter cold towards the high cabin of Finbarr Ustal. Labouring under a heavy pack, to which was strapped a new
  long-barrelled musket, Kaelin pushed up the last steep hill. Ice shone brightly in his dark beard, and the long, white scar on his right cheek felt as if it was burning. His legs ached from the
  unaccustomed stride pattern necessitated by the wide snowshoes he wore. Kaelin climbed on, growing ever more weary. At twenty-three he was a powerful young man. In summer he would run, sometimes
  for ten miles over the hills, revelling in the strength and stamina of his youth, but at this moment he felt like an old man, his muscles exhausted, his body crying out for rest. Anger flared.
  Rest here and youll die, he told himself.


  His dark eyes scanned the hill ahead. The slope was steep and stretched on and up for another half-mile. He paused and clumsily readjusted the straps of his pack. Kaelin was wearing two pairs of
  gloves, one pair of lambs wool, the second of rabbit fur, but his fingers still felt numb. A fierce wind blew down over the hills, lifting snow in flurries, stinging his face and eyes. The
  wind billowed his sheepskin hood, flicking it away from his face. With a curse Kaelin grabbed at it, hauling it back into place. The sky above was grey and heavy with snow clouds. Kaelin stared
  balefully at the slope ahead. He was coming to the end of his strength. To die here would be laughable, he told himself. Never to see Chara again, or his little son Jaim. It will not
  happen, he said aloud. Ill not be beaten by a touch of snow.


  The wind picked up, roaring into his chest and almost throwing him from his feet. Is that the best you can do? shouted Kaelin. Strengthened by his anger he ducked his head into the
  wind and began to climb again. The pain in his legs was growing now, his calves tight and cramping. As he struggled on he focused on Finbarr, and the welcome he would receive as he entered the
  warmth and security of the high cabin.


  Finbarr had worked at Ironlatch Farm for several years, but last year had come to live in the north-west cabin with his wife and two surviving children. His oldest son had died two years ago.
  Employed by Maev Ring to watch over the stock in these mountain pastures Finbarr patrolled the high country, distributing bales of hay, and digging out sheep trapped in the snow. It was tough,
  demanding work. His wife, Ural, a strong woman, often worked alongside him, as did the two boys.


  Kaelin had not seen the family for more than two months, and, caught within one of his wandering moods, had packed some supplies and set off for the cabin. In good weather it was a days
  walk from Ironlatch, but in these conditions it had taken the powerful young highlander more than three times as long. He had been forced to spend one whole day in a cliff cave, sheltering from a
  fierce blizzard.


  Exhausted now, Kaelin began to sweat from the effort of climbing the hill. Fear touched him. In these conditions a man had to move slowly and carefully. At this temperature perspiration would
  freeze against the skin beneath a mans clothes, draining all warmth from his flesh.


  I am almost there, he thought. The sweat does not matter.


  The sun was dropping low over the mountains as he approached the last quarter-mile, and he was now regretting that he had chosen to bring his new long-barrelled musket, and his two Emburley
  pistols. Kaelin had planned to do a little hunting with Finbarr and the boys, but now all he wanted was a chair by a warm hearth, and to be relieved of the weight of his guns and his pack. He
  shivered with pleasure at the thought of the heat from Finbarrs fire.


  The boys, Feargol and Basson, would be delighted to see him. The youngsters loved his stories  stories he had first heard from the giant Jaim Grymauch when he was their age; tales of
  Connavar the King, and Bane, who had fought in the great arenas of Stone. Basson, the elder at ten, would sit at Kaelins feet, his eyes wide, his attention rapt. Feargol, a six-year-old with
  an unruly mop of red hair, would interrupt the tales constantly, asking the oddest questions. Did Bane wear a hat? he asked one day, just as Kaelin was telling the boys the story of a
  gladiatorial contest between Bane and a Stone warrior.


  Not while he was fighting before the crowd, said Kaelin, patiently. So Bane drew his sword and stepped out before the emperor, a powerful man named


  What kind of a hat did he wear when he wasnt fighting? asked Feargol.


  Will you be quiet? snapped Basson, a slim young lad, who had inherited his mothers fair skin and blond hair. Who cares if he had a hat?


  I like hats, said Feargol.


  He had a woollen hat, said Kaelin, just like yours, with ear protectors. When it was cold he would let them down and tie them below his chin. In the summer he would lift the
  ear flaps up and tie them at the top of the hat.


  What colour was it? asked Feargol. Was it white like mine?


  Yes, it was white.


  Feargol was delighted. Scrambling up from the floor he ran back into the bedroom and returned wearing his white hat. Then he sat quietly as Kaelin finished the story.


  The memory lifted Kaelins mood as he saw the cabin. He pictured the fire and the friendly reception, the boys running out to greet him. Kaelin paused in his climb. There was no smoke
  coming from the stone chimney. This was odd, for there was enough firewood to last the winter. He and Finbarr had spent weeks hauling and sawing logs, chopping rounds and stacking the fuel by the
  north wall.


  As he came closer to the cabin he saw that the timbers of the west wall had caved in, and part of the roof had fallen. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw something red flicker in a
  nearby tree. Squinting against the fierce cold wind, and the flurrying snow, Kaelin focused on the tree. Finbarrs older son, Basson, dressed in a thin red nightshirt, was clinging to the
  upper branches. Kicking off his snowshoes Kaelin scrambled up the last part of the slope, his weariness forgotten. Even as he came to the tree he knew that the boy was dead.


  The ten-year-old had frozen to death. There was ice in his blond hair, and his skin was blue. Great gouges had been torn from the trunk of the tree below him. Kaelin recognized the marks as the
  talons of a grizzly. They reached up almost nine feet.


  Moving to the shattered wall of the cabin he saw the timbers had been smashed open. There were talon grooves in the shattered wood and blood upon the snow around the ruined door. Shrugging off
  his pack he pulled off his gloves. There would be no point trying to load the musket. The firing mechanism would be frozen solid. Opening his heavy sheepskin coat he pulled one of his
  long-barrelled Emburley pistols from its leather sheath and cocked it. He did not go into the cabin, but examined the bloodstained ground. There were bear tracks and a deep channel where something
  had been dragged towards the trees  something leaking gore.


  With a sinking heart Kaelin Ring followed the channel. What he found, just inside the tree line, sickened him. The remains of the family were scattered here. Finbarrs head  half
  the face bitten away  was resting by a tree root. Of Ural there was part of a leg, and a ripped and bloody section of skirt. Kaelin had neither the heart nor the stomach to search for signs
  of the child, Feargol.


  He returned to the cabin. There were deep claw marks on the outer, smashed walls. Inside, the table was broken in half, and two of the chairs were shattered. Several shelves had been torn from
  the walls, and the floor was littered with broken crockery. A discharged musket and a pistol lay close to the door of the back bedroom. A broken sabre was resting against the far wall, and a bloody
  kitchen knife had been hurled into the hearth. From what Kaelin could see  and the fact that Basson had scrambled up the tree in his nightshirt  the bear had come upon the cabin at
  night. It had smashed at the door and the frame, tearing out the timbers. This had not been done quickly. Finbarr and Ural had time to load and fire the musket and pistol. As the bear came through
  they had fought it with sword and knife. Spray patterns of blood upon the walls showed that they had died here. Basson must have ducked past the bear and run for the trees.


  Kaelin moved to the hearth. Dropping to one knee he retrieved the bloodstained kitchen knife. Then he pressed his hand to the hearth stones. They were still slightly warm.


  The attack had been last night.


  Rising, Kaelin walked through to the small back bedroom. There was no sign here of disruption. The boys bunk beds stood against the far wall, opposite the large double bed shared by
  Finbarr and Ural. Kaelin sat down upon the bed. This was a harsh land, and he had both killed men and seen others die upon the battlefield. Nothing like this, though.


  It was unheard of for a bear  even a grizzly  to attack a cabin in this way. Often the beasts would scavenge around for scraps of food, but mostly they would keep away from people.
  Every highlander knew the two main rules when it came to dealing with such animals. Avoidance came first  especially if it was a mother with cubs, or it was feeding, or defending a kill. The
  second rule  if avoidance was not possible  was to remain calm and move slowly away from the beast. Given the choice bears tended to leave humans alone. Most attacks Kaelin had heard
  of had come when people had blundered upon a feeding bear and surprised it. The rips and tears in the timbers of the cabin showed that this grizzly had launched a frenzied assault in order to reach
  the people inside.


  He glanced across at the bunk beds, and thought of little Feargol in his white cap. Finbarr had been over-protective of both his sons. He had already lost one child, his oldest boy, to a fever
  that was raging in Black Mountain. Finbarr had been determined to keep his other children safe. It was one of the reasons he had moved his family to this high cabin.


  Kaelin shivered, his exhaustion returning. No time now to mourn the dead, he thought. The bear would be back to finish his feeding. Kaelin knew he should be long gone when that happened. Cold
  reality touched his mind. If he left now he would almost certainly die. He did not have the strength to make it back to the high cave. He cursed softly. In all likelihood the bear would not come to
  the cabin. It would eat its fill, and return to its lair. Kaelin fetched his pack and carried it back into the main room. Then he prepared a fire. Once the flames caught he removed his hooded cloak
  and sheepskin topcoat and squatted down before the blaze. The heat was welcome.


  Outside the light was fading. If the bear did come now . . .


  Fear touched the young Rigante, and he tried to quell it. If it comes Ill kill it, he said aloud. The strength of the words calmed him, though only momentarily. Finbarr and
  Ural had discharged weapons at the beast. They had not stopped it.


  Kaelin added more wood to the fire. His Emburley pistols were more powerful than Finbarrs weapons, and his musket was new. Picking up the weapon he rubbed at the mechanism with a
  fire-warmed cloth. Once it was working he loaded the musket and left it on the floor within easy reach. Warmer now, he began to relax a little as his strength returned. There was a bitter breeze
  blowing through the ruined wall. Kaelin found Finbarrs box of tools and began to make temporary repairs. The bear had torn out the timbers to the right of the door frame. The frame had
  buckled and snapped, tearing off the door and causing the roof to drop. Timbers had bent inwards, and the bear had struck them, snapping two completely as it entered the cabin. There was no way to
  repair the frame properly, but Kaelin managed to force some of the timbers back, and nail them, reinforcing the repair with sections of wood from the broken table. By the end of two hours he had
  created enough of a barrier to prevent the worst of the weather from freezing the cabin. Were the bear to return, however, it would be a matter of moments before it tore its way in.


  Kaelin recovered Finbarrs musket and pistol, found the mans powder and shot and reloaded both weapons. Then he went to his pack, and removed some of the food he had brought to
  share with the family. There was a round of cheese, a section of honey-roasted ham, and two pottery containers of plum preserve, which the children loved. Sadness swept once more over Kaelin. They
  were good boys, and would have become fine men. Adding fuel to the fire he sat quietly, eating slices of ham.


  Then he heard a noise. Rolling to his feet he snatched up his musket and cocked it. The sound had come from the bedroom. His heart began to beat more rapidly. Moving forward, he flicked the
  latch of the door and threw it open. There was no window here, and no way the bear could have gained entrance. Kaelin stepped inside. The room was empty. Dropping to one knee he bent and looked
  under the bed. A pile of folded clothing lay there. Kaelin rose, and scanned the small room. Apart from the beds there was a chest of drawers and, by the other wall, an ancient trunk, covered with
  carved symbols. Get a grip, Kaelin, he told himself. Now youre hearing things.


  As he spoke he heard a soft sob coming from the trunk. Leaving the musket on the bed he knelt by the old chest and lifted the lid. Red-haired Feargol was curled up inside, still in his
  nightshirt. His face showed his terror. Its all right, boy, said Kaelin, softly. Its Uncle Kaelin. You are safe now. He reached into the trunk. Feargol
  squeezed shut his eyes and tried to burrow down through the clothes it contained. Kaelin paused. Instead of picking up the child he gently patted his thin shoulder. Youve been very
  brave, Feargol. I am very proud of you, he said, keeping his voice low and gentle. I think you should come out and have some food with me now.


  Leaving the boy he gathered up his musket and returned to the fire. He sat for some time, waiting, but Feargol did not come out. With a sigh Kaelin added more wood to the fire. The boy had moved
  beyond terror. He had listened to the roar of the bear and the screams of his parents. He had heard the snapping of bones and the rending of flesh. His world had been torn apart by the talons and
  teeth of a crazed beast. If necessary Kaelin would go and lift him from the trunk, but he knew it would be better for the boy to make his own choice.


  Years before, when Kaelin was just turned twelve, he and the giant Jaim Grymauch had taken part in a search for a lost Varlish boy. It was believed the child had wandered into the low woods, and
  search parties started out to find him. Jaim had doubted the prevailing wisdom, and, a long coil of rope on his shoulders, had set off into the hills.


  Why are we heading here? Kaelin had asked him.


  It is said the boy was troubled, and fearful. Other boys had threatened him. In the woods you can hide  but you cannot see an enemy coming. Up in the hills you can also hide, but
  there are high vantage points. From them you can watch your pursuers.


  They had searched for most of the day. Often Jaim would stop and squat down, listening. Kaelin remembered it well. The big man would crouch, lift the band of black cloth around the socket of his
  ruined left eye, and scratch at the puckered, stitched skin of his eyelid. It was something he always did when he was worried. Towards dusk Kaelin heard a faint sound, and the two of them found a
  fissure, where the ground had given way. Moving to it Jaim called the boys name. He was answered by a cry for help.


  Are you injured, lad?


  No. Please get me out.


  Can you stand? Are your arms still strong?


  Yes. Please come and get me.


  Ill lower a rope to you. You must tie it round your waist.


  I cant, wailed the child. Come and get me.


  I can climb down there, whispered Kaelin.


  I know, said Jaim, softly. Maybe you will have to. Sit tight now, and be quiet while I talk to the boy. Jaim transferred his attention to the fissure. I know
  you are a brave lad. So listen to me now. Up here the stars are about to shine, and the air is sweet. Have you ever heard of the magic eye?


  No, replied the boy.


  And Jaim had told him a wondrous tall tale. Now my magic eye can always tell a hero, he finished. And you, my lad, are a hero. A lesser boy would have died in this fall. I
  am going to lower the rope now. Let me know when you can feel it. Jaim uncoiled the rope and gently threaded it down the opening.


  I have it!


  Put it round your waist. Nice and tight. Shout to me when you have done it.


  Will you pull me up then?


  Im not a strong man, boy, lied Jaim. Youll need to climb a little. I might be able to haul you to the first handhold.


  I cant climb, wailed the boy. Its dark and Im not strong.


  Well, well see, said Jaim. Is the rope tight?


  Yes, sir.


  Then you start to climb and Ill take in the slack.


  It took about twenty minutes for the boy to make the climb. When he at last emerged Jaim clapped him on the back and told him how proud he was of him. Youre a fine lad, he
  said.


  After they had returned the boy to his home, and were returning to their own, Kaelin asked: Why did you torture him so? I could have climbed down there in a minute. And you are not weak
  at all. You are the strongest man in the highlands.


  Jaim had paused in their walk. Ah, Kaelin, you have much to learn. There is no greater despair than to feel helpless. Had we merely pulled him out he would have carried that helplessness
  like a sack upon his shoulders. Any problem in his life would have seen him crying for help. We grow by doing, boy. We make ourselves men by our own actions. Yes, I helped him. But he
  climbed out. He took his own life in his own hands and he made a decision. It is a life lesson he learned today. He will be stronger for it.


  Sitting now by the fire in Finbarrs ravaged cabin Kaelin began to sing an old song that Jaim had taught him many years ago.


  
    
      Lost by the roadside, happy in my hideaway,


      Far from the troubles of when I was a runaway.


      No-one can catch me, and not a man can match me.


      Im the cunning outlaw, all my troubles cast away.

    

  


  He finished the song, and then called out. I have some plum preserve here for you, my little friend. And the fire is warm. Then he began to sing again.


  Just when he was starting to believe he would have to fetch the boy he saw the little six-year-old step into the doorway. His blue nightshirt was stained with urine, and he was wearing his white
  hat, with the ear flaps hanging down. Kaelin reached out and lifted a jar of preserve. I think we should eat a little something, my friend, he said, his voice soft and soothing.
  Feargol turned towards the ruined wall, and stood staring at the broken timbers.


  The bear is going to come back, he said.


  If it does Ill kill it, said Kaelin. Ill let no bear come close to my friend Feargol.


  Did the bear eat Basson?


  No.


  But it ate my daddy, said the child, beginning to tremble. Tears spilled to his face.


  You and I are going to Ironlatch Farm tomorrow, said Kaelin. It will be an adventure. Youll come and live with me and Chara and little Jaim. Well be glad to
  have you. You know why? Look at me, Feargol. You know why?


  The little boy turned his gaze away from the torn wall. Why?


  Because I like you. I think you are a fine boy. You are brave and you are bright. You are just like Bane. Come and sit by the fire. Well eat, and well rest, and tomorrow
  well go home.


  Feargol walked across to where Kaelin waited. Then he sat on his lap. Kaelin put his arms round him and stroked his shoulder. Are you frightened of the bear? the little boy
  asked.


  I was, Feargol. But not now. Trust me, boy. Ill not let it harm a hair of your head.


  It has a horrible face, all scaly.


  After a while Feargol ate a little of the ham and cheese, following them with some sweet plum preserve. Then Kaelin took him back into the bedroom and found some clothes for him. The boy was
  very pale, his eyes wide and fearful. Kaelin dressed him in a warm shirt and leggings, chatting to him all the while. Then they returned to the main room, and Kaelin found a container of lantern
  oil. Filling an old jug with it, he placed it on the floor.


  Feargol stayed close to him, watching him. Kaelin walked to the bedroom and cut a strip from a blanket. This he wrapped round a section of wood from a broken chair leg, and doused it with
  lantern oil. What are you doing? asked Feargol.


  Its a surprise, said Kaelin. Now I think you should rest. We have a long walk tomorrow, and youll need to be strong. Gathering blankets he laid them on
  the floor by the fire. You just lie down. Ill keep watch.


  Feargol did as he was told, but he didnt sleep. He lay very still, watching Kaelin.


  Am I really like Bane? he asked.


  Yes. Very brave.


  I dont feel brave. I feel very frightened.


  Trust me, my friend. I know you are brave. I can tell. My uncle Jaim gave me a magic eye. I can always see the truth.


  Where did he get it?


  Kaelin smiled, remembering the day Jaim told him the same story. He found it in a secret well, that could only be seen when the moon was new. It was left there by a mighty
  wizard.


  Where do you keep it? asked Feargol, suddenly yawning.


  Keep it?


  The magic eye.


  Ah! I keep it here, said Kaelin, tapping the centre of his forehead.


  I cant see it.


  Thats because its magical. You can only see it when the moon is new, and when a white owl flies overhead.


  Feargol yawned again. I have a magic eye, he said. Daddy told me not to tell anyone. The room was warm now, and dancing fire shadows flickered on the walls. Kaelin
  sat quietly as the boy fell asleep.


  Kaelin Ring had no magical powers. He did not dream of future events, nor did he see ghosts. And yet he knew with grim certainty that the bear would return. It was not fear
  which filled him with this sense of foreboding. He knew that for sure. All his own fears had vanished the moment he had found little Feargol alive.


  The bear would simply come back to feed. In doing so he would scent Kaelin and the boy. Like all the local Highlanders Kaelin knew the bears which roamed his territory. In this area there was
  only one huge grizzly. The locals called him Hang-lip. At some point in his young life he had been in a fight, and his lower lip had been half cut away. It hung now from his jaw, flapping as he
  walked. Kaelin had seen him often. He was big. On his hind legs he would reach almost eight feet  ten if he stretched his paws high. He lived alone. Finbarr had told Kaelin that Hang-lip had
  killed another bear in his territory  old Shabba. The news had saddened Kaelin, for Shabba had held a place in his heart. The old bear had once ransacked a camp of Kaelins, and this
  had caused much merriment to Chara Jace, who, safe in a tree, had watched the whole scene. It was the first time Kaelin and Chara had been alone together. Old Shabba had ambled over to where Kaelin
  lay and sniffed his face before wandering off. And Hang-lip had killed him. I should have hunted him down then, thought Kaelin. Bears would fight, but generally when one ran the other
  would let it go. Not Hang-lip. He was a killer. Now he had killed humans, and dined on their bodies. Jaim had once told Kaelin that in such circumstances bears developed a rare taste for human
  flesh, and would continue to hunt people. Kaelin had no idea if this were true. Jaim was a wonderful storyteller, and, like all storytellers, had a curious disregard for truth. What Kaelin did
  know, however, was that a musket ball was unlikely to kill such a beast instantly. The bears ribs were immensely powerful, and any ball that struck one would bounce away. It would be a rare
  shot that found a way to a bears heart.


  The night wore on. Kaelin kept the fire blazing, and moved his position so that he was close to the entrance. From here he could see the edge of the trees, and listen for sounds of the
  bears return. He was tired now, and longed for an hours sleep. His mind wandered, and he thought of Jaim Grymauch, recalling the great fight he had had with the Varlish champion,
  Gorain. What a day that had been. The Bishop of Eldacre had invited Gorain and another champion, the legendary Chain Shada, to fight at the Highland Games. The bishop had wanted to see the clansmen
  humbled, and reinforce belief in Varlish superiority. It would have worked, too. But the one-eyed Jaim had fought Gorain to a standstill before knocking him out of the circle and into the crowd. It
  was a colossal moment, and Kaelin would treasure it all his life.


  His own life had changed that night too. A girl who loved him had been murdered by a Varlish soldier and his nephew. They had raped her, then hanged her. Kaelin had found them both. In a night
  of bleak savagery he had killed them. Truth to tell he did not regret their deaths, nor his part in them. He did, however, feel shame at the way he had ripped at their bodies. Blind with rage he
  had cut off their heads and jammed them on the posts of a bridge.


  Kaelin jerked to wakefulness. He had dozed, his head resting against the wall. He rubbed his eyes and stared out at the tree line. There was nothing there, and no sounds of crunching bone could
  be heard.


  He pushed himself to his feet. Just as he did so a colossal black form reared into the opening, its huge head pushing over the newly repaired wall, its torn lip hanging. Kaelin hurled himself to
  the floor and rolled. Hang-lip let out a roar. Feargol awoke and screamed at the top of his voice. The bear lashed at a timber, which parted and flew across the room. Kaelin scrambled to the jug of
  lantern oil, grabbed the chair leg wrapped in cloth and held it in the fire. Flames leapt to the cloth. Carrying torch and jug he ran towards the bear, flinging the oil into its face. The beast
  lunged at him, but was hindered by a second timber, which groaned under its weight. Kaelin thrust the burning torch into the bears mouth. The oil on its fur caught fire instantly, flaring up
  around its eyes. With a hideous roar it dropped to all fours and ran in flames towards the trees.


  Feargol was sobbing by the fire. Kaelin moved to him. Hes gone, he said. The boy was trembling and Kaelin drew him into an embrace. I am very proud of you,
  Feargol, he said, softly. I would never have been as brave as you when I was your age. I was frightened of mice, you know.


  I am frightened of mice, said Feargol, holding hard to Kaelins shirt and pushing his head against the mans chest.


  Then we are alike, Kaelin told him. Once I was frightened of mice  and now I fight bears.


  He will come back. I know he will.


  Kaelin sat quietly for a moment. The boy was already terrified, and it was tempting to offer a small lie. It would relax him for a while. He dismissed the idea. Yes, Feargol, he will be
  coming back. Hes not hungry any more. He just wants us dead. So I will have to kill him. But we will get to Ironlatch. I promise you.


  Can you kill him? asked the child. My daddy couldnt.


  He took your daddy by surprise. Finbarr was a brave man, and your mother was a fine woman. But I will be ready for the beast, Feargol  and you will help me.


  I cant fight bears, Kaelin. I cant! Tears welled in the boys eyes.


  You wont need to fight him, my friend. You will help me prepare. I want you to go to the kitchen and find any long knives. Then you can fetch your daddys staff. We are going
  to make a spear. Off you go. Kaelin gently eased the child from his embrace and stood. Feargol waited for a moment, then ran into the kitchen. Kaelin gathered up his musket and returned to
  the opening. A spear was unlikely to be more useful than his own weapons, but it would keep the child occupied.


  The air was bitterly cold and it was snowing heavily. He knew the two of them would struggle to stay alive on the outside. If they set out soon after dawn they could reach the cliff cave by
  dusk. Kaelin had used it often, and had left a good supply of dry wood there. It would be a hard, strength-sapping walk. Yet what were the choices? When Hang-lip returned Kaelin would shoot him.
  Would the shots reach his heart? Perhaps. And perhaps was not good enough when he had a child to save. Picturing the long walk to the cliff cave he realized it was almost totally over open
  ground. If the bear came after them, as he feared it would, there would be nowhere to hide. The lack of options made him angry. To stay would be to invite disaster and death. To go would remove
  them from the only defensible position, and put them at risk from the awful cold.


  Then there was the problem of clothing. Dressing to keep warm would involve many layers of wool, and this would restrict speed of movement. His snowshoes would help over steep drifts, but he
  would have to carry the boy as well as the pack and the musket, and  perhaps  the spear. Kaelin swore softly.


  Looking out into the night he almost wished the bear would return now. Then he could take his shot, and see if he could bring it down.


  Feargol came back into the main room, carrying three long knives. Will these do? he asked.


  One was too thin, but the other two were good, strong blades. Aye, one of these will be fine, he told the boy, rubbing his hair. Now fetch the staff. Finbarrs
  staff was just under six feet long, and fashioned from oak. Finding the dead mans tools Kaelin took a small hacksaw and cut a channel four inches deep in the staffs tip. Then, with a
  hammer, he smashed the horn handle of the knife, releasing the blade. This he inserted into the channel. Feargol watched him as he bound the new spear with twine. Once it was fully tied Kaelin
  tested the weapon. The blade was still a little loose. Cutting free the twine he retied it more tightly. Satisfied at last, he laid the spear on the floor.


  The cold was becoming more intense and Kaelin told Feargol to add more fuel to the fire. The boy obeyed instantly. As soon as he had done it he ran back to sit close to Kaelin. Its
  cold over here, said the man.


  Im all right, answered Feargol.


  What is your soul name?


  Moon Lantern.


  Thats a good name. Mine is Ravenheart.


  Why did your daddy call you that?


  On the night I was born  so my uncle Jaim told me  there was a mighty stag at bay. Several wolves had cornered it. Just as they were attacking the stag my fathers
  hound, Raven, came bursting out of the trees. He tore into the wolves and they ran away. He was a fine dog, Jaim said.


  What happened to him?


  He and my father died that night. Both had been shot in an ambush. Raven was dying even as he saved the stag.


  I never knew Jaim. My daddy speaks of him. He says he was tall as a house, and the bravest Rigante ever.


  He was tall, but only a few inches taller than me. Kaelin chuckled. He did seem big, though. I miss him.


  I miss my daddy, said Feargol, blinking back tears. Kaelin put his arm round him.


  Aye, it is hard when those we love leave the world. No denying it.


  Outside the sky was lightening. Dawn was not far off. Kaelin took a deep breath. Go and find your warmest clothes, Feargol. Well be leaving soon.


  What about the bear?


  We are in his territory. If we leave it maybe  just maybe  he will not follow.


  I dont want to go.


  Neither do I, my friend. But it will be safer. All the while he was talking Kaelin kept watch on the tree line, his musket in his hand. There was no predicting the actions of this
  bear. Indeed, it was rare to see a grizzly out in such weather. In normal circumstances it should have been hibernating.


  As the dawn approached Kaelin pulled on his heavy topcoat and climbed out of the shattered doorway. The world outside was white and alien, and unnaturally silent. Cocking the musket he moved out
  into the open and scanned the trees. The tracks of the bear headed off towards the north. Kaelin edged round the hut. By the wood store was a sled, about five feet long, neatly made with polished
  runners. He had seen Basson and Feargol playing on it last winter. Sadness touched him, and he glanced at the tree to which Bassons dead body still clung.


  Returning to the cabin Kaelin helped Feargol to dress, placing a wool-lined, hooded coat over his clothes and finding him two sets of mittens. Outside once more he pulled the sled clear of the
  wood store, placing his pack inside it. The rope handles were frozen, but he brushed the ice clear and dragged the sled out onto open ground. It slid easily. Returning to the cabin he fetched out
  the spear and Finbarrs pistol and musket. These he also placed in the sled, the spear jutting out over the rear. Finding his snowshoes he strapped them on, and called Feargol. The little boy
  peeked out, then ran to stand alongside Kaelin.


  We are going to take the sled, Kaelin told him. Feargol was not listening. He was staring horrified at his brother in the tree.


  Basson! he called.


  Shhh! said Kaelin, dropping down to kneel alongside the child. We must make no noise.


  He wont come down! wailed Feargol.


  Listen to me, little friend. Listen to me. Basson is dead. He cant be hurt any more. We must get you home. Then Ill come back and look after Basson. Feargol began to
  cry. Kaelin drew him close and kissed his cheek. Be brave for a little while longer. Now climb in the sled.


  Basson says hes frightened of the bear, said Feargol. Tell him to come down.


  He is safe where he is, Feargol. The bear cannot get him. Ill come back for him when I have you safe at Ironlatch. I promise. Now get into the sled.


  The boy slid in alongside his fathers musket. Hold on to the spear, said Kaelin. Dont let it fall out. Carrying his own musket over his shoulder, Kaelin
  took hold of the rope with his left hand and began to drag the sled towards the long, downward slope, glancing back constantly to see if the beast had returned. After a quarter of an hour they
  reached the crest and Kaelin stopped. Ahead was a steep dip of around half a mile, ending in the frozen river. Removing his snowshoes Kaelin wedged them into the sled. He glanced back.


  The bear was at the cabin. Around his head, and his sagging lip, the fur had burnt away, giving him a demonic look. He reared up on his hind legs, and saw the distant man and boy. With a savage
  roar he dropped to all fours and began to run at them.


  Kaelin pushed the sled forward onto the slope. The snow was thick, and the sled did not begin to slide. Grunting with the effort he pushed harder. He did not dare look back. The sled began to
  move. Leaping onto it he grabbed for the ropes, losing hold of his musket, which fell to the snow. The sled slowed, then picked up speed.


  Kaelin risked a glance back. The bear was closing fast, sending up great sprays of snow as it bounded towards them. The ground dipped more sharply and the sled gathered pace.


  Then it was away, skidding and slithering towards the river below. Twice it hit hidden rocks and almost toppled. Kaelin wrestled with the rope guides, desperately trying to keep the sled
  upright. Halfway down there was a another dip, and a rise. The sled left the ground. The spear started to fall, but Feargol grabbed the haft, holding on tight. Good boy! shouted
  Kaelin.


  They closed on the river at terrific speed. Kaelin realized the sled would strike the ice with great force. If the surface gave way they would be plunged into the water, and swept below the ice.
  He tried to turn the sled and slow it, but to no avail. It hit the river bank, sending up a huge spray of snow. Finbarrs musket and pistol flew out. Feargol was hurled back into Kaelin, who
  grabbed him. This time the spear also fell clear. The sled rose into the air, landed on the ice and spun wildly. Kaelin and the boy were thrown out. Kaelin held tightly to Feargol, and managed to
  turn himself so that he struck the ice on his back, shielding the child from impact. They slid across the frozen river, slamming into the far bank. For a moment Kaelin lay still, his head spinning.
  Then he pushed Feargol to the bank and rolled to his knees. Far above on the slope he could see the bear. It was padding along the ridge, and making no attempt to follow them down.


  Kaelin stood. His legs were trembling. Are you all right? he asked Feargol.


  That was really fast, said the boy.


  Yes, it was.


  Kaelin stumbled out onto the ice. The sled was lying on its side. He righted it, and saw that it was relatively undamaged. His pack was lying close by, as were the spear and Finbarrs
  musket. The pistol was nowhere in sight. Replacing pack, spear and musket he dragged the sled to the bank.


  The bear isnt following us, said Feargol, happily.


  It looks that way, agreed Kaelin.


  It took some time to find a way out of the river bed, but eventually man and boy hauled the sled up onto more solid ground. It was here that Kaelin discovered his snowshoes had also been lost.
  His temper snapped and he swore loudly.


  Those were bad words, said Feargol. Kaelin took a deep breath.


  Yes, they were. He grinned at the child. Not a word to Chara about them.


  Shell send you to bed without supper, said Feargol.


  Aye  and more than that, said Kaelin.


  The journey to the cliff cave took more than six hours. Feargol was cold and trembling as they reached the cliff, and could not make the climb to the cave entrance. Kaelin swung the boy to his
  back. Hold on tight, he said. Then, removing his gloves, he reached up for the first hold. The cliff face was ice-covered, but the holds were deep, the climb easy. The cave entrance
  was only some ten feet above the ground and Kaelin made it in moments, carrying the child inside and lowering him to the floor. There was wood stacked by the far wall. Kaelin prepared a fire, and,
  once it was started, sat Feargol beside it. Then he returned to the sled, removing the pack, musket and spear. The spear he threw haft first into the cave. The pack and musket he carried up.
  Feargol was lying beside the fire asleep. Kaelin shook him awake. Not yet, boy, he said. First we must get you warm. Otherwise youll die. Removing the boys
  topcoat and hat he rubbed at his arms and legs. The fire grew brighter and warmer. Feargol began to tremble and shiver. His lips were blue. His eyes closed. Stay awake! roared
  Kaelin.


  S-s-sorry, said the boy.


  Im not angry, Kaelin told him. You can sleep in a little while. First we let the fire warm our bodies. Then we eat a little. All right?


  Yes, Uncle Kaelin.


  You are a tough boy. Youll be fine.


  Who left the wood here?


  I did. A man should always be prepared. There are lots of places around these highlands where I have left fuel, or supplies. My uncle Jaim taught me that.


  Feargols colour was better now, and Kaelin relaxed a little. Fetching his pack, he took out more of the dried meat and cheese and shared it with the child. The cave was warmer now. Some
  sixteen feet deep and fourteen feet wide, it had once been considerably larger, but, on the western side, a rock fall had collapsed part of the roof. One wall was now merely a wedged mass of broken
  stones, and several boulders had tumbled into the cave. Kaelin glanced at the wood store. He had spent the best part of a day last autumn bringing wood to the cave, and stacking it by the east
  wall. There was enough now to last through the night and tomorrow, if necessary.


  It would still be a tough journey home, but if they travelled with care they would make it. Feargol lay down on the floor. Kaelin folded the now empty pack and made a pillow for the child.
  Ive never been that fast in the sled, said Feargol, sleepily. Daddy never let us go down the long slope.


  A wise man, your daddy, said Kaelin, ruffling the boys red hair. Sleep now. It will be a tiring day tomorrow.


  Feargol closed his eyes. Kaelin covered him with his own topcoat then sat by the fire. He dozed for a while, and dreamt of Finbarr Ustal. When first Kaelin had arrived at Ironlatch Farm Finbarr
  had been hostile. They had since become friends, and Kaelin had come to respect the highlander. To be honest he had never liked his wife. Strong though she was she had a harsh tongue, and was
  mean-spirited. Kaelin had never understood how Finbarr could have loved her. He noted that even the child had talked about Daddy, but not his mother. Still, mean-spirited or not, no-one deserved a
  death like that.


  He woke several times during the night, and kept the fire going. It was good, dry wood, and there was little smoke. Even so his eyes felt gritty. In the firelight he gazed at the sleeping boy.
  He had his thumb in his mouth. Kaelin smiled. He would forever be Uncle Kaelin now. The thought was a sobering one. He wondered if this was how Jaim had felt about him, when he was the orphan
  child.


  Ah, Jaim, but I do miss you, he said aloud.


  Then came a crunching sound, followed by a roar. Kaelin rolled to his feet and ran to the cave entrance. Ten feet below the bear was tearing at the sled, his teeth crunching down on the wood.
  Rearing up, he flung the ruined pieces to the snow. Kaelin drew both pistols from his belt, cocked them, and called out: Eat this, you scum-sucking bastard! He shot the right-hand
  pistol first, aiming at the bears throat. The ball tore into the beasts shoulder. Hang-lip let out a fearsome roar, dropped to all fours and ran for the trees. Kaelin sent a second
  shot into him.


  Little Feargol was sitting up, eyes wide and fearful. Kaelin moved back to the fire and sat down to clean his pistols before reloading them. Feargol was looking at him, but Kaelin could think of
  nothing to say.


  Did he break Bassons sled? asked Feargol.


  Aye. With a vengeance. I put two shots into him though. Bet hes not happy now.


  What are we going to do, Uncle Kaelin?


  Tomorrow Ill sit in the cave mouth, lure him out, and keep shooting him until he is dead.


  He wants to kill me, said Feargol.


  Not just you, my friend. He just wants to feed.


  No, he wants to kill me. He told me. I told Daddy. Daddy didnt believe me either. Can you see his face, Uncle Kaelin?


  Whose face?


  The bears.


  Yes. His lip was torn in a fight when he was young.


  No. His other face, said the boy. The one with scales like a snake. The one with red eyes.


  No, said Kaelin, carefully. I cant see that face.


  Not even with your magic eye?


  I think youve had a bad dream, Feargol. Do you trust me?


  Yes, Uncle Kaelin.


  Then trust that I will kill the beast. If necessary Ill put shots into both its damned faces.


  The Wyrd of Wishing Tree woods watched as the three clansmen climbed the tree to retrieve the frozen body of Basson Ustal. She felt sick at heart. Of all the sad sights her
  eyes had witnessed during her long life she knew this one would stay with her to her dying day. A dead child in a thin nightshirt, clinging to a tree branch. Even in death his face was still
  contorted with terror. She glanced back at the cabin. The boy had seen the bodies of his parents dragged out, and then the bear had come for him, clawing furiously at the trunk of the tree.


  The white-haired woman shivered, though not with the cold. The iron afterglow of evil hung in the air.


  The figure of Rayster emerged from the tree line. Seeing the tall, fair-haired clansman lifted her heart momentarily. Moving past the Wyrd he walked to the tree and helped as Bassons body
  was lowered to the ground. Raysters pale blue eyes met the Wyrds green gaze. Theres not much of them left to bury back there, he said. Ive gathered
  what I could upon a canvas sheet. Well need to light fires to soften the earth before digging. You are sure the bear is gone?


  Aye, clansman, the bear is gone. He hunts other prey now.


  I cannot find trace of the youngest, said Rayster.


  He is alive, said the Wyrd. And with Kaelin Ring.


  Ah, but that is good news, said Rayster, with a broad smile.


  Aye. It was fortunate that Ravenheart chose this day to visit. Set the grave fires, Rayster, for the light is failing and I have much to do.


  She walked away from him then, and entered the ruined hut. The clansmen had relit the fire and, removing her wool-lined, hooded cloak, she sat before the flickering flames. Closing her eyes she
  thought of Kaelin Ring. Be true to your blood, Ravenheart, she whispered. The bear is coming for you.


  She built up the fire and sat quietly. Hang-lip was always a cruel beast, and yet this action of his had baffled the clansmen. Not so the Wyrd. The beast was possessed. Somehow the enemy had
  managed to control him. Perhaps it was Hang-lips twisted nature which allowed them access. Whatever the method their target was the child, Feargol. He had the Gift. The Wyrd had tried to
  explain this to Finbarr, but the clansman had angrily turned her away. Youll not fill my sons head with these ancient stupidities, he had told her.


  Can you not see he is frightened, Finbarr? He is hearing voices. They are threatening him. I can help.


  He is daydreaming. All children fear what they do not understand.


  Not only children, Finbarr.


  You stay away from my boy!


  She should have pushed him harder, she thought. Instead she had merely walked away from the cabin. The Wyrd sat now, feeling the ache in her bones. You are getting old and frail,
  she said aloud.


  Youll never be old, Dweller, said Rayster, using the name she had acquired here in the north. He moved alongside her and stretched out his hands to the fire. You look
  now just the same as when I first saw you. And I was a toddler then.


  No, you werent, she told him. You were a babe, four days old. You were tiny, and yet braw. You should have been dead, but there was spirit in you. Mountain spirit.
  You gladdened my heart then, clansman. You do so now. Rayster gave a crooked grin that was wondrously infectious. The Wyrd smiled back at him, and they sat in comfortable silence, listening
  to the crackling of the fire. The three other clansmen moved in, but they did not sit close to the woman they knew as the Dweller by the Lake. She was a witch, and she could  so they
  believed  read minds and hearts. They kept their distance. This amused the Wyrd, for she knew them all well, and there was little in their lives that could shame them. They were brave,
  caring men, and good clansmen. Korrin Talis drank a little too much and became maudlin, and Potter Highstone crept away to an earth maiden once in a while, but they were small sins. She glanced at
  the youngest, Fada Talis. He was full of guilt, for his family were waiting for him to find a girl to marry, while in his heart he dreamt only of Rayster. Small sins  if sins at all. Yet
  sadly it was never the sin itself but only the weight men placed on it that counted.


  Weve set the grave fires, Rayster, said young Fada Talis. How long should we wait?


  Itll be tough digging whenever, said Rayster. But well wait an hour for the fires to soften the ground. Keep an eye on them, and keep them fed.


  I will.


  Did you see the deaths, Dweller? asked Korrin Talis. In his mid-twenties he was losing his hair, which had receded at the temples giving him a sharp widows peak above his
  brow.


  Aye, she answered him. Finbarr and Ural put up a brave fight. They died swiftly.


  Rayster tells us that Kaelin has the youngest, he said.


  Yes, the boy is with Ravenheart. The bear is hunting them.


  Why did you not say? shouted Rayster, pushing himself to his feet. We must go and help him.


  Sit down, man! snapped the Wyrd. Do you think if that was a possibility Id have dawdled here?


  Will they escape it then? he asked.


  No. It will come for them. Kaelin Ring will fight it. I cannot predict the outcome.


  Hes a bonny fighter, said Potter Highstone. The oldest of the clansmen, Potter was powerfully built, and nicknamed Badger by his friends, after the heavy black and silver
  beard he sported. Id wager my money on Ravenheart, he said. Especially if hes carrying those Emburleys. Fine guns, by heaven.


  I dont know, muttered Korrin Talis. Ive seen Hang-lip. Take a damned cannon to bring him down.


  Where are they now? Rayster asked the Wyrd. Can you see them?


  No, I cannot see them, clansman. Yet I know where they are. Kaelin has taken Feargol to the cliff cave. It is there the last fight will take place.


  Thats at least six hours from here, said Fada Talis.


  Rayster sat down again beside the Wyrd, who could feel the tension in him. He yearned to be able to aid his friend. He caught the Wyrd looking at him.


  I am sorry, Dweller. I did not mean to offend you.


  Whisht, man. There is nothing you could ever do to offend me.


  The men chatted for some time, talking of the skills of Kaelin Ring and the stories of Hang-lip. The Wyrd stretched herself out on the rug before the fire. Closing her eyes, she carefully opened
  the eyes of her spirit.


  Two demonic figures floated close by, their scaled faces but a few inches from her own, their blood red eyes watching her. Sitting up she reached into the pouch by her side, taking a pinch of
  the powder there and placing it under her tongue. Bright colours flared before her eyes and she felt fresh energy pulse through her veins. Beside her, Rayster got up and walked out of the cabin to
  help Fada with the grave fires. Even with the heat it would be hard work digging a grave in this winter soil, she knew.


  You look tired, Dweller, said Potter. You should sleep for a while.


  Rising, she walked through to the small bedroom and sat on the broad bed. In here the residue was still strong, and she could feel the spirit echoes of Finbarr Ustals fear. As the first
  crashes to the timbers awakened him he had rolled from his bed and gathered up his musket. Ural had stood with him. The Wyrd reached out and touched the carved wood of the trunk in which Feargol
  had hidden. It was old, but there was still power radiating from the symbols.


  Something cold touched the Wyrds heart and she shivered. In the old days there had been many of these spell chests, crafted and blessed to bring good luck to the owners. It had saved the
  boy. But not the parents.


  Closing her mind to the awful images the Wyrd walked back to the main room. Rayster came in from the cold. Time to dig, lads, he said. Ive found a pickaxe and two
  shovels.


  Two hours later, the men exhausted, the grave dug, and filled again, the Wyrd stood beside it. Holding out her arms she spoke in the ancient tongue.


  
    
      Seek the circle, find the light,


      Say farewell to flesh and bone.


      Walk the grey path,


      Watch the swans flight,


      Let your heart light


      Bring you home.

    

  


  She stood silently for a moment, then shuddered. Her gaze flicked towards the tall, talon-gouged tree. They are not free yet, she said. She swung towards the men. Go and
  rest now, she said. I have work to do, and I need to be alone.


  She waited as they trooped back to the cabin, then walked to the tree and gathered her thoughts. Glancing up she looked at the bough to which the frightened boy had clung. Taking a deep breath
  she whispered a Word of Power. The air around her grew still. A shadowy figure began to form upon the bough. The Wyrd looked into the frightened eyes of the young boy sitting there. It is
  time to come down, Basson, she told the childs spirit.


  The bear will get me! he said.


  The bear is gone, boy. He cannot hurt you now. Basson shut his eyes tight and ignored her. Wearily the Wyrd walked away, entering the trees, and standing upon the blood-stained
  ground where the remains of Finbarr Ustal and his wife had been found. Finbarr! she called. The Dweller needs you. Ural! Your son is frightened. Come to me now. A mist
  seeped up from the snow, surrounding her. She felt a presence to her right, just outside her line of sight. Then another. Follow me, Rigante, she whispered, and walked back to the
  tree. The mist flowed with her.


  At the tree she called out again. Look who I have with me, Basson, she said. They have come to take you home. The boy opened his eyes. All fear fled from him.
  I thought it had killed you, he said. He began to climb down. As he did so his form grew paler, the lines increasingly indistinct. By the time he reached the ground he seemed little
  more than wood smoke. Ignoring the Wyrd the childs spirit flowed and merged with the mist, which then rolled and moved back towards the trees. The Wyrd spoke the words again.


  
    Seek the circle, find the light,


    Say farewell to flesh and bone.


    Walk the grey path,


    Watch the swans flight,


    Let your heart light


    Bring you home.

  


  Suddenly her legs buckled and she fell to the snow. Rayster, watching from the ruined doorway, ran to her, lifting her into his arms and carrying her back to the cabin.


  I will be all right, she told him, as he laid her by the fire. I will be fine. As long as I do not sleep.


  
    
  


  Chapter Two


  [image: img]


  Kaelin Ring slept fitfully, waking often to feed the fire. Little Feargol, exhausted, lay in a deep and dreamless sleep. Smoke drifted lazily to the ceiling of the cave, then
  out into the night. Rising, Kaelin moved to the cave mouth. The night sky was clear of clouds, and he gazed at the bright stars. Moonlight gave the snow-covered landscape an ethereal quality, and he
  shivered, partly from the cold, but mostly from the awesome beauty of the land.


  A bitter wind whispered across the cave mouth. Kaelin returned to the fire, and wrapped himself in his cloak. He had told the child he would lure out the bear and shoot it, but he doubted
  Hang-lip would be foolish enough to stand around and be repeatedly shot. At some point he would have to go out and meet the beast with musket and spear. The thought was not a pleasant one.


  Chara had urged him not to travel to Finbarrs cabin. The weather is too fierce, she said. It is foolishness.


  Perhaps so, he admitted. Yet I need the walk.


  Then hold your son for a moment, she said, her voice angry. And when you are lying in a snowdrift, and your life is slipping away, think of how you will never see him
  grow. With that she had stalked from the room.


  Aye, youre a fool right enough, Kaelin Ring, he told himself, as he added another chunk of wood to the flames. Theres no denying it.


  Hunger gnawed at him. There was a little meat left, but no cheese and he had finished the last of his bread yesterday morning. The meat he decided to leave for Feargol. The child would need all
  his strength for the walk to Ironlatch. The fuel store was low now  enough perhaps for half a day. They could not wait out the bear.


  Kaelin gazed around the cave, focusing on the jumbled stand of broken rocks that made up the western wall. Maybe men were sleeping here at the time of the roof fall, he thought. Perhaps their
  bodies are buried beneath those rocks. Cavemen dressed in furs, or ancient hunters sheltering from the snow.


  There are spirits of heroes wandering every forest and mountain, Jaim had told him once. Kaelin wished it were true. Then perhaps he could talk to Jaim one more time, and say his
  farewells. Perhaps then he could put aside his grief.


  Is it morning yet? asked Feargol, sitting up and rubbing his eyes.


  Almost. Did you dream?


  No. I had a lovely sleep. Are you going to shoot the bear with your pistols?


  No. I shall use your daddys musket. It takes a bigger charge.


  Feargol stood up and looked around. I need to pee, he said.


  Kaelin smiled. Anywhere you please, my friend. Theres no-one here to scold you for peeing inside. The child walked to the cave mouth, then scampered back inside.


  Its too cold out there, Uncle Kaelin. He ran to the rear wall and relieved himself. Then he returned to the fire. Will it take us long to reach Ironlatch?


  It will. It will be very cold, and youll need your hat.


  Ill tie it down like Bane. He looked across at Kaelin. Can I see one of your pistols?


  The boy had asked many times during Kaelins visits to hold one of the Emburleys, but Finbarr had always told him no. Kaelin pulled one of the silver pistols from his belt. Reversing it he
  passed it to Feargol, who took it in both hands. It is very pretty, said the boy, turning it over. What is that animal? He pointed to the engraved pommel.


  Jaim said it was a lion  a ferocious beast who lives in the hot lands far to the south, across the seas.


  Is it big then?


  Jaim said they could be ten feet long, from the tips of their noses to the ends of their tails. And their teeth are as long as a mans fingers.


  When Im big I shall have pistols with lions on them. And I shall shoot all the bears.


  That would not be good, said Kaelin. The bears have a right to live their lives, to mate and rear young. They are not all as evil as Hang-lip. Dont hate the bears,
  Feargol. Hate is bad. Bane didnt hate bears.


  Not even bears with bad faces?


  The question brought back the memory of last nights curious conversation. What did you mean when you said you told your daddy about the bear? he asked.


  I told him it was coming. That I had seen its bad face.


  What did you see?


  I was playing with Basson and I saw this face. It was in the air. It had scales and red eyes. It spoke to me.


  Did Basson see it?


  No. He got angry and said I was making it up. The face frightened me and I told Daddy. He didnt believe me.


  What did the face say to you?


  He told me I was evil and I was going to die. He said a bear would eat me up.


  And that is what you told your daddy?


  Yes.


  Have you seen the face again, Feargol?


  No.


  If you do then tell me.


  Mm. Is there anything to eat?


  You have a mind like a butterfly, Kaelin told him, laughing. Just then there came a faint noise. Feargol was about to speak, but Kaelin hushed him. Then it came again  but
  not from outside the cave. Kaelin turned his gaze to the mass of broken rock. Suddenly the wall trembled, and a muffled roar sounded.


  Hang-lip had found a way up into the cliff!


  Kaelin scrambled up, gathering the musket. The wall trembled again, and several boulders tumbled into the cave. Dust filled the air. More rocks fell, and Kaelin saw Hang-lips huge,
  scorched head. Raising the musket he fired. The shot hit the bear in the mouth, snapping one of its front teeth. Furiously the beast thrashed at the rocks. Kaelin dropped the musket and drew his
  second pistol, sending another shot into the bears throat. A huge boulder gave way and Hang-lip surged up and into the cave. Kaelin let the pistol fall and swept up the spear. With a battle
  cry he leapt at the huge beast, plunging the spear deep into its chest, driving it on, seeking the heart. A taloned paw smashed into his shoulder. The spear snapped in two and Kaelin was hurled
  over the rocks. His left arm numbed by the blow, he rolled to his knees, drawing his hunting knife from its sheath. Without thinking he surged up and charged the bear. Blood was pouring from its
  throat, and the broken spear was wedged deep. Ducking under the beasts jaws Kaelin slammed his knife into its belly.


  A shot thundered. The bears head jerked up, and then its body sagged and fell across the young Rigante. Kaelin lay very still. The bears head was on his chest, and he could hear
  its ragged breathing. Slowly the sound grew more rasping, until it was little more than a whisper. Then it ceased.


  Kaelin eased himself from under the body. As he did so he saw that its right eye had been shot through. He turned. Little Feargol was sitting by the fire, Kaelins pistol smoking in his
  hands.


  Did I kill it, Uncle Kaelin?


  You did, said the man. Feeling was coming back into his arm, and he flexed his fingers. He sank down next to Feargol, and retrieved his pistol. Then he put his hand on the
  childs shoulder. Did I not tell you I had a magic eye? You have killed Hang-lip and avenged your family. You are a hero, Feargol.


  I dont want to be a hero any more, Uncle Kaelin, said the child, tears in his eyes.


  Kaelin drew the boy into a hug. I know. We shall go soon. I am very proud of you, little man. Your daddy would be too.


  Feargol began to cry. Kaelin patted the boys back. All right, let us dress warm and take to the snow.


  A bitter wind blew across the waters of Sorrow Bird Lake, moonlight flickering on the crests of the tiny waves as they lapped against the ice forming around the shoreline. Snow
  lay thick on the branches of the pine trees bordering the shore, and a heavy silence hung over the winter land. The night sky was brilliantly lit by a full moon, around which stars glittered
  diamond bright against the impenetrable blackness of the heavens.


  At the centre of the lake was a small, wooded island. Just within the tree line stood a roughly built, sod-roofed hut. Hazy smoke drifted from its cast iron chimney. In the open doorway stood a
  small, slender woman, a pale blue and green shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders. Her white hair  normally tied in a single braid  hung loose, the cold breeze rippling through
  it.


  The Wyrds spirits were low, and she felt old and alone. The Redeemers had found the path to her spirit, and she was running out of tricks to thwart them. Spirit journeys now were fraught
  with peril. Despair touched her, and she fought it back.


  Pulling shut the door she walked out to the frozen shore, the snow crunching beneath her booted feet. She shivered, though not with the winter cold. She could feel the dark spirits hovering
  around her, waiting. By now they would have sent killers to find her, cold-souled men who would ride north and seek to enter Rigante lands. They would not find it easy. Call Jace did not allow
  strangers to travel the inner passes. The Wyrd sighed. She did not doubt they would find a way. Circling the small island she returned to her hut. The fire was burning low, but she did not build it
  up. Too much heat and she would fall asleep. Then they would find her spirit as it wandered and, in her weary state, snuff out her life like an unwanted candle flame.


  It was most galling. These Redeemers saw themselves as so deadly. They believed themselves all powerful. The truth was that the Wyrd could, if she chose, kill every one of them. Aye, that was
  tempting! She could become a creature of avenging fire, and burn their souls to damnation. Would it not advance the cause of good to destroy them, she wondered?


  Aye, and therein lies the path to your own destruction, she said aloud.


  The power granted to her by the spirit of Riamfada all those years ago had come at a price. It is born of love, he had said, within the tranquil setting of the Wishing Tree woods.
  It is of harmony, and joy. You may use it to heal, to enhance, to bring together. Never to destroy.


  I dont want to destroy anything, she had told him.


  Let us hope that is always true.


  Oh, there had been times in the past when she had wished to cause harm. When the Moidart had betrayed Lanovar to his death. When the greedy Bishop of Eldacre had tried to have Maev Ring burned
  for witchcraft. Evil men who deserved death. Yet the temptation had never been as great as now. Is it just because my own life is threatened, she asked herself? Is my desire merely to save myself ?
  The Wyrd hoped it was not.


  She gazed around her small, single-roomed hut, her eyes lingering on the objects gathering dust on the shelves. There was an old green cap that had belonged to Ruathain, stepfather to Connavar
  the King, and a bronze cloak brooch Connavars mother had given him when he was twelve. Alongside the brooch lay a bronze and silver wristband which had been worn by Vorna the Witch, long ago
  when the Rigante were kings of the highlands. There were other items: scarves, belts, jugs and cups. All had been owned by heroes of the clan. Nothing here was worth more than a single chailling in
  the markets, and yet they were beyond price. She had but to touch them, and her mind would fill with colour, and she would hear the voices of their owners drifting down through the centuries.
  Closing her eyes she would see fragments of their lives  Connavar fighting the bear to save his crippled friend, Ruathain holding his sons in his arms, Bane gathering the army to defend the
  homeland . . .


  Moving to the nearest shelf the Wyrd reached out and picked up an old cloth, heavily stained with dried blood.


  Oh, Jaim, she said, you were the best of them.


  The cloth had been used by Maev Ring to wipe the blood from Jaims face after his epic fight with the Varlish fistfighting champion, Gorain. The one-eyed Jaim Grymauch had stood toe to toe
  with the champion, and  incredibly  had defeated him. You had a heart as big as the mountains, said the Wyrd, a tear in her eye.


  The greatest regret of her long life had come the day she had told Jaim Grymauch of the arrest of Maev Ring. Jaim had loved Maev, and had been determined to rescue her. The Wyrd had asked him to
  wait. He could have gone to the cathedral, where she was imprisoned for the trial, dealt with the guards and freed her. He would have lived then, and known happiness. But the Wyrd told him that the
  future well-being of the Rigante depended on his delaying the rescue.


  So Jaim Grymauch had waited. They had brought Maev out to burn her at the stake, and Grymauch had marched through the crowds like a giant of old. He had scattered the guards, and killed three
  Knights of the Sacrifice. Then, having rescued Maev, and seen her free, he had been shot down by the muskets of the Moidarts soldiers.


  Even now his death felt like an open wound to the Wyrd. Everything she had told him had come to pass. His heroism had forever altered the relationship between the northern Varlish and the
  Rigante. Before Jaims death the highlanders were treated like an inferior race, and viewed with ill concealed contempt. A fog of hatred and fear blinded the Varlish. Jaim Grymauch had been
  the cleansing storm.


  Now it seemed his death might be for nothing after all. War, destruction, plague and death were rampant in the southern lands. Malice hung in the air, touching all living things, disrupting the
  harmony of nature and poisoning the nature of all earth magic. It even affected the Wyrd. Normally tranquil of nature she found herself more swift to anger. Man had always feared spellcasters.
  Almost all societies had at one time or another burned witches. Yet, ironically, man himself could cast the most destructive spell of all. With his endless lust for war he could pollute the very
  magic that fed his world.


  The Wyrd took a deep breath, then relaxed. She could feel the spirits of two Redeemers hovering near her. They hungered for her death, their minds overflowing with images of inflicted pain and
  suffering.


  You will not make me hate you, she said aloud. However, even thinking of them brought anger to her heart. Best to think of nobler men, she told herself, turning her thoughts to
  Kaelin Ring.


  The years since the death of Grymauch had been kind to him. Still in his early twenties he was admired by the Black Rigante, holding a position of honour in the council of their leader, Call
  Jace, and married to his daughter, Chara. Kaelins first child had been born two years previously  a boy they had named Jaim. Life was good, and yet the black-haired young Rigante
  would often wander the lonely hills around Ironlatch Farm, camping out at nights in the woods, sometimes for days.


  His need for solitude hurt his young wife, but she did not doubt his love for her. Had he not fought his way into the heart of an enemy castle to rescue her? Chara had spoken to the Wyrd about
  Kaelins wanderings, on the day they had taken baby Jaim to Sorrow Bird Lake for the Blessing. While Kaelin sat holding the sleeping babe Chara and the Wyrd had strolled to Shrine Hollow and
  sat in the shafts of spring sunshine lancing through the trees.


  Sometimes he is so distant, said Chara. His eyes get a faraway look, and then I know he will be gone. When he returns he is fine for a little while. I dont know what
  is wrong with him.


  The Wyrd had gazed affectionately at the slim, red-haired young woman. Even now she looked scarcely old enough to be a mother. Slight of build, and delicate of feature, she seemed almost
  childlike. His soul was pierced when Jaim died, said the Wyrd. Grymauch was everything to him as a boy  a father, an older brother, a friend. He was the one constant in
  Kaelins life. He was like a mountain. You could not imagine a day when he would not be there, filling the horizon.


  Aye, I know he was a great man, said Chara. The Wyrd laughed, the sound rich.


  Ah, Chara! He was a drunkard and he loved to go whoring. He was not stupid, but neither was he equipped for scholarship. Aye, he was a great man, but it was his humanity that made him
  great. Jaim was  believe it or not  ordinary. He was Rigante, and embodied the best and the worst of the clan. That is why he remains such an inspiration. Too many men are allowing
  his legend to grow out of proportion. He was not so much different from Rayster, Bael, or indeed Kaelin. Good men, strong men. Men to walk the mountains with.


  I still do not see why Kaelin cannot let him go. He has his own family now.


  Love carries burdens, Chara, my dear. And great love understands pain beyond bearing. As time passes Kaelins grief will ease. It is not helped by the presence of Maev. She, I fear,
  will never recover from the loss.


  Sometimes they sit in the evenings and talk about Grymauch, said Chara. I cant contribute anything. I did not really know him. All I remember is that he was a big man
  who wore a strip of cloth over a blind eye. Why did Maev not wed him?


  She was wedded to him, said the Wyrd, only she did not know it. They shared everything except a bed. And, you know, that is not so important.


  As the two women talked the black-garbed Kaelin Ring came walking into the hollow, baby Jaim crying in his arms. If you two are finished gossiping, he said, theres a
  little fellow here who needs his mother. Chara took Jaim, opened her shirt and held him to her breast. The crying ceased immediately. Kaelin stood by, gazing fondly at his wife and son.


  The Wyrd watched him, and felt pride swell in her. Kaelin Ring was all that a Rigante should be.


  Taking his arm, the Wyrd led him back to the shores of Sorrow Bird Lake, and they stood together in the sunlight, gazing out over the mountains. You have done well, Ravenheart, she
  told him. Jaim would be proud of you.


  That is a good thought, Wyrd. Thank you for sharing it.


  How is Maev?


  Growing richer by the day. She deals now with the Moidart, sending cattle south to feed the Varlish armies.


  I know she is rich, Kaelin, and you know that is not what I meant.


  Kaelin shrugged. What can I tell you, Wyrd? She talks of Grymauch endlessly. He gave a wry smile. She seems to have forgotten all the times she lost her temper with him. He
  has become a golden man  almost a saint.


  Understandable, said the Wyrd. The man died for her.


  She saw a momentary spasm of pain cross his handsome features. Aye, he did that. Sometimes I dream of him, you know. Well be talking and laughing. Then Ill wake, and just
  for a heartbeat I think hes still here with us. Its like a wound that wont heal.


  It will, Ravenheart. Trust me. Have you heard from Banny?


  Kaelin shook his head. There are few post riders now bringing mail from the south. I dont know what possessed him to join the army. He should have come here.


  The war will come to the north, Ravenheart. When it does you must be ready for it.


  We have had this conversation before, Wyrd. I listened then, and I am listening now. Call Jace has built new forges, making cannons, muskets and swords. We can do no more. If the Moidart
  comes north the Rigante will face him.


  A log in the fire cracked suddenly, jerking her mind back to the present. A burning cinder was smouldering upon the old rug. The Wyrd knelt down, pinched the cinder between her fingers and
  swiftly threw it back into the flames. Sitting upon the rug she stretched and yawned.


  When would the Moidart and his army invade the highlands, she wondered? It had surprised her that the cruel and vengeful Lord of the North had not already joined the enemy. They were made for
  one another. They had approached him, she knew. The Moidart had requested time to consider their offer. The Wyrd shivered. He would be seeking a position of power among them. And he would get
  it.


  Another face loomed in her mind  a handsome young man with golden hair and curious eyes, one gold, one green. The Moidarts son, Gaise Macon. The Stormrider. So much depended on him
  and his survival. She wished with all her heart that she could know just how much. It seemed sometimes that the Power had a mind of its own. On occasions  as with Jaim Grymauch  she
  had seen the future clear and bright. She had known what to do. The coming days of dread were like an awesome tapestry, ten thousand threads weaving in and out. Some she could see, some lines she
  could follow. But the whole was a mystery. In her spirit dreams she could see fragments. A hawk-faced Varlish lord  similar to the Moidart  and a skull within an ancient case, that
  burned with unholy light. Battles and deaths, some past and some still to come, raged in her visions.


  All she knew, with grim certainty, was that the Stormrider was central to the survival of the Rigante, and that the Rigante were vital not only to the survival of the world she knew, but to the
  well-being of the world to come. Her eyes felt heavy with weariness and she pushed herself to her feet and once more ventured out into the night.


  The Wyrd walked back through the trees to the remains of the old stone circle at the centre of the island. Only one golden column stood upright now, and this was cracked, the ancient runes worn
  away by wind and rain. The Wyrd shivered, and drew her shawl more tightly around her shoulders. The night wind whispered across the icy lake.


  Soon, witch, came a voice in her mind. Soon your evil will be forever destroyed.


  The Wyrd took a deep, calming breath and whispered the Words of Power. A bright light blazed and the world shifted beneath her feet. She stumbled  and fell to the earth of the Wishing
  Tree woods, hundreds of miles south of Sorrow Bird Lake. The Redeemers would find her soon. They knew almost all her tricks now.


  Rising, she looked around her at the ancient trees. I need you, Riamfada, she said aloud, her voice breaking. Help me!


  A glowing light formed, like a tiny candle flame flickering a few feet above the snow-covered earth. Slowly it swelled into a shimmering globe, like moonlit mist trapped in glass.


  What is troubling you, child? asked the voice from the light.


  It is long since I was a child, Riamfada. Look at me. I am an old woman. My bones hurt and I can no longer  without a little magic  thread a needle. The Wyrd sighed.
  It is forty years since first you took me into the Wishing Tree woods. Long years.


  And that is what is troubling you?


  No. The Wyrd gazed at the globe of light floating some three feet away from her. For a moment her mind drifted away from her problems. Why do you not take human form these
  days?


  This is what I am, child. I only take human form when I need to speak to humans who cannot understand my nature. It is tiring to do so, drawing particles from the air and shaping them
  like a sculptor. This is more comfortable for me. This is how I am when I am with friends. What is it that you fear to say to me?


  I am frightened, Riamfada.


  Of the demons hunting you?


  They are not demons  nor spirits like you, she said. They are living men who have found a way to soar free from the flesh. They whisper to me of their hatred, and
  they seek to kill me when I am in spirit form. Thus far I have escaped them, but they are growing in strength . . . Her words tailed away.


  You wish to fight them, Caretha? To kill them?


  Would it be so wrong?


  A simple question, but one of rare complexity. Your gift is to heal, Caretha, to enhance the fading magic of the world. When healers yearn to kill then hope begins to die.


  Then I must let them kill me?


  Better that than to become like them. That is the real danger, Caretha. Evil cannot be overcome by evil. The Seidh  at the last  understood that.


  Why did they leave us? said the Wyrd. They could have helped us, guided us. Then there would have been no wars, no plagues, no disease.


  Once they too believed that, said Riamfada. For thousands of years they tried. They saw man relentlessly devouring the magic, sowing the seeds that would inevitably lead to
  destruction and an end to all life. And slowly it dawned upon some of them that they too were parasites. The Seidh also fed on the magic, and were part of the cycle of destruction. Then the Seidh
  too went to war, Caretha. Among themselves and among humans. The most powerful of them, a being known as Cernunnos, triumphed for a while. He took human form and became a king. He ruled for three
  hundred years, gathering massive human armies and waging wars across many lands. Then he was overthrown, his body destroyed. After that the Seidh slowly began to leave the world. The last to go was
  the Morrigu. I was with her when she passed  which pleased me greatly for she was the one who brought my spirit into the Seidh world, and I loved her.


  Where did they go?


  Far out among the stars. I do not know exactly what lies there.


  Yet you remained.


  I am an earthbound spirit, child. This is where I belong.


  Suddenly she sat upright, staring at the night sky above her. They are back, she said.


  I see them. Stand between the stone pillars, said the voice from the light.


  The Wyrd pushed herself to her feet. Her shawl fell from her shoulders and she caught it and swung it back into place. Bright light blazed around her once more. For a time she floated
  weightless, spinning in the air. Then, with a lurch, she felt her body pressing down upon soft earth. The light did not diminish. Opening her eyes against the glare she saw that it was no longer
  night. The sun was low in a clear blue sky, and it shone down on a foreign landscape. All around her were trees of colossal size, their trunks red, their uppermost branches seeming to pierce the
  sky.


  Beside her dust rose from the ground, swirling as if caught in a tiny whirlwind. Slowly it formed the shape of a man. Colours began to appear, blonding the hair, painting the eyes blue. A
  white-tipped eagle feather materialized on a shirt of painted buckskin. When the movement in the air had subsided Riamfada stood before her, dressed as she had never seen him. He wore a loincloth
  and soft moccasins, and there were painted symbols decorating his shirt  a handprint in red, and a series of circles in white, at the centre of which were depictions of birds and deer.


  Before the Wyrd could speak she felt a ripple of earth magic flow across her, as if caught on a breeze. Dropping to her knees she stretched out her arms. The strength of the magic was awesome.
  It seemed to seep up from the ground, flowing out like mist.


  Is this paradise? she whispered.


  It is at the moment, he said. This is Uzamatte. You see that tree? He pointed to her left. She looked round, and stared in disbelief at the redwood. It was ten times
   perhaps twenty times  as thick as any tree she had ever seen. It is over two thousand years old, Riamfada told her. This tree was ancient when Connavar fought
  the armies of Stone. The magic feeds it. There were trees like this in your world across the ocean, Caretha. No longer. Man has used up much of the magic there, burned it away in his wars,
  suffocated it with his greed. One day he will come here. He will look at these trees and will see no majesty. He will see timber. He will gaze upon the mountains and the waterfalls and he will see
  gold and silver. And far below the earth he will tunnel and burrow. Riamfada sighed, and gave a small smile. But not yet.


  There is still magic in my world, said the Wyrd. Every day I try to summon more, to feed the land.


  Yes, you do, child.


  I know it is a losing battle, she continued. In one day of war more harm is done than I can put right in ten lifetimes. It is said more than a hundred thousand have already
  died, and yet the war goes on. Gaise Macon is fighting in it now, and I fear for him. One day it will reach the north. I know this in my heart. It fills me with sorrow  and with
  terror.


  You must rest now, Caretha. Absorb the magic. Strengthen your body and your spirit. You cannot stay here long. Sleep for a few hours, then I will return you to Sorrow Bird Lake. Once you
  are home you must find a way to reach the spirit of the white-haired swordsman. I do not have your gift for prophecy, but I sense he will be vital in the days ahead.


  Could you not help us against this evil, Riamfada?


  I am helping you, child. In the only way I can.


  Mulgrave the Swordsman trudged through the snow, a hood covering his prematurely white hair, a thick sheepskin jerkin and flowing cloak keeping the cold from his slender frame.
  He wandered through the market square. Most of the stalls were empty, but crowds were gathering around the few traders with food to sell. A brace of rabbits fetched a chailling  four times
  the usual price. The woman who bought them thrust them deep into a canvas sack and scurried away, her eyes fearful. Well she might be. Tempers were short now. Mulgrave wondered if all wars caused
  such a loss of simple humanity. Almost everyone seemed quicker to anger these days, and fights were commonplace among the citizens.


  Armed guards were outside the bakery on the corner of Marrall Street, and a long queue of hungry people waited for the doors to open. There would not be enough loaves for all. It began to snow
  once more. The wind picked up, cold and searching. Mulgraves grey cloak swirled up and he gathered it in, drawing it close around his chest. The raw chill caused his left shoulder to ache
  around the healing wound.


  Despite the crowds in the square the small town was ominously quiet, footfalls dulled in the thick snow, whispered conversations swept away by the winds. Fear was everywhere. Not just from the
  threat of starvation, Mulgrave knew. The war was coming closer, and with it the terror. Only a few years ago the folk of Shelding would have argued in the taverns and meeting halls, debating the
  rights and wrongs of the Covenant. Some would have spoken up for the kings absolute right to rule. Others would have sided with the Covenanters, pointing out that every Varlish citizen
  should have equal rights under the law. Sometimes the debates would become heated, but mostly they were good-natured. At the close, the townsfolk would have gone back to their homes content.


  After four years of war there were no more amiable debates.


  Everyone knew of the fate of towns like Barstead, on the south coast. After one battle Covenant troops had entered the town, rooting out Royalist supporters. Sixty men were hanged. Three days
  later, the Covenant army in retreat, the Royalists had marched through Barstead. Three hundred and ten men with Covenant sympathies had been hanged. Then had come the Redeemers. Mulgrave
  shivered.


  The town had been torched. No-one knew what had happened to all the women and children who had survived the murder of their men. But Mulgrave had heard from a scout who passed through the
  charred remains of Barstead. Blackened bodies were everywhere.


  Pushing such thoughts from his mind Mulgrave continued on his way, cutting through alleyways and down narrow streets. A half-starved dog growled at him as he passed. Mulgrave ignored the beast,
  and the dog went back to chewing on the frozen carcass of a dead rat.


  Crossing the curved bridge Mulgrave paused to stare down at the frozen stream. Some way along the bank, several men had cut holes in the ice, and were sitting, wrapped in blankets, their fishing
  lines bobbing.


  Mulgrave walked on. The road was icy and treacherous, and he slithered as he reached the downward slope leading to the small church. It was an old building, with a crooked spire. For years there
  had been talk of repairing the spire, but Mulgrave liked it as it was. He paused in the cold to stare up at it. Some of the timbers had given way on the north side, causing it to lean precariously.
  It looked for all the world like a wizards hat. Many of the townspeople predicted it would fall soon, but Mulgrave doubted it, though he did not know why. Gazing at the crooked spire lifted
  his spirits. It seemed to mock the straight, unbending Varlish values it had been built to commemorate.


  A little way behind the church was Ermal Standfasts thatched cottage. Smoke was drifting up from the tall chimney. Mulgrave strolled to the front door and stepped inside, pushing the door
  shut against the swirling snow. The once portly priest was sitting by his fire, a black and white chequered blanket around his thin shoulders, a heavy red woollen cap upon his bald head. He glanced
  up and grinned as Mulgrave removed his cloak and stamped his booted feet upon the rush mat just inside the front door. It will get warmer soon, said Ermal. Spring is
  coming.


  Its taking its time, replied Mulgrave, slipping out of his sheepskin jerkin. The swordsman pulled up a chair and sat, extending his hands towards the fire.


  How is your shoulder?


  Almost healed, said Mulgrave. Though it aches in this weather.


  It will. How old are you? Ermal asked, suddenly.


  Mulgrave had to think about the question. Thirty-four . . . almost thirty-five, he said.


  When you are past forty it will ache all the time.


  What an inspiring thought.


  Ermal Standfast chuckled. Two inches lower and that ball would have meant you never had to ache again. An inch to the left and you might have lost your arm. Give thanks for the ache,
  Mulgrave. Experiencing it means you are alive. Are you ready to rejoin your regiment?


  No  though I will, for a while. I intend to ask Gaise for permission to quit the army.


  Ermal seemed surprised. My information is that you are a talented soldier. Why would a man turn his back on his talents?


  My talents put men in the ground.


  Ah, yes. There is that. The Grey Ghost will be sad to lose you. When he brought you to me he said you were his dearest friend. He sat by your bedside for fully two days.


  Mulgrave felt a stab of guilt. Gaise knows how I feel. I have seen too much death. Have you ever walked across a field in the aftermath of a battle?


  Happily, no.


  Luden Macks once said that the saddest sight in all the world is a battle lost. The second saddest sight is a battle won.


  The man is your enemy, and yet you quote him.


  Mulgrave shook his head. I have no enemies. I just want to go ...  He hesitated.


  Home? prompted Ermal.


  Mulgrave shook his head. I have no home. The place where I was born is deserted now.


  What about your family?


  Mulgrave said nothing for a moment, but stared into the fire. I come from Shelsans, he said. Ermal shuddered inwardly. He made the Sign of the Tree.


  How did you survive? he asked. You can have been no more than nine . . . maybe ten.


  I was in the hills when the knights came, visiting an old man who made honey mead wine. We saw the massacre. The old man took me to a cave high in the mountains. Taking up a
  blackened poker Mulgrave absently stirred the coals of the fire. The closest I have to a thought of home lies far to the north. The Druagh mountains. It is good there. The air is clean. I
  like the people. There is something about the highlanders I warm to.


  Ermal rose. I have a little tisane left, and some honey. Warm yourself while I prepare it.


  Mulgrave leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. His left shoulder was throbbing, and he could feel a prickling in the tips of his fingers. Luck had been with him on that dreadful day, as
  the grapeshot screamed through the air. A rider on his left  Toby Vainer  had been ripped apart, his face disappearing in a bloody spray. A second volley had torn through the men on
  his right. Yet only a single ball had punched into Mulgrave, and not one had come close to Gaise Macon. The young general had ridden on, his grey horse leaping over the first cannon. The cannoneers
  had scattered and run as the cavalry broke through. Gaise and his riders had pursued them. Mulgrave had tried to follow. But his horse collapsed and died beneath him, hurling him from the saddle.
  Only then did Mulgrave see that the beasts body had shielded him from the worst of the grapeshot.


  The wound in Mulgraves shoulder  so small and seemingly insignificant  had festered badly. He had slipped into a semi-coma two days later.


  He had returned to full consciousness in this cottage. According to Ermal Standfast Mulgrave had been taken to the field surgeon, and the man had shrugged and said: He will be dead within
  a week. The wound has gone bad. Gaise Macon would have none of it. Having been told of a healer in Shelding, some thirty miles from the battlefield, he had commandeered a wagon.


  Mulgrave had little recollection of the journey to Shelding. He remembered burning pain, and occasional glimpses of clouds scurrying across a blue sky. Odd snippets of conversation .. . I
  think he is dying, my lord. And Gaise Macon saying: He will not die. I will not allow it. He remembered the jolting of the wheels on the rutted road. But most of the journey
  was lost to him.


  Ermal returned with two pottery jugs. Passing one to Mulgrave, he resumed his seat. So what will you do, my friend?


  I dont know.


  Have you lost faith in the cause?


  Mulgrave shrugged. What cause? He rubbed at his eyes. He hadnt slept well for weeks. Nightmares haunted him, and he would awake several times a night, sometimes crying out
  in his anger and despair.


  Kings are chosen by the Source, so it is said, Ermal went on. Therefore those who fight for the king could be considered godly. Is that not cause enough?


  Anyone who believes that has not seen the work of the kings Redeemers.


  There are always rumours of excesses in war, said the priest. Mulgrave looked at him, seeing the fear in the mans eyes.


  Aye, you are right, he said. Let us talk of other things. He noted his friends relief. Ermal relaxed back into his chair and sipped his tisane. A coal upon the
  fire split and crackled briefly. Several cinders dropped into the grate.


  Are you still dreaming of the white-haired woman? asked Ermal.


  Yes.


  Does she speak to you yet?


  No. She tries, but I hear nothing. I think she is in danger.


  What makes you think that?


  In the last few dreams she has been on a mountainside, struggling to climb. She stops and looks back. There are .. . men .. . below her. Following, I think. Then she looks directly at me
  and speaks. But I hear nothing.


  Ermal added a thick log to the fire. Why did you hesitate? he asked.


  Mulgrave was nonplussed. I dont know what you mean.


  Before you said men. Are they men?


  What else could they be? answered Mulgrave, suddenly uncomfortable.


  Ermal opened his hands. It is a dream, Mulgrave. They could be anything. They could be fish on horseback.


  Mulgrave chuckled. I see. You think then that this is some trick of the mind? That she is not real?


  I cannot say for certain. I once knew a man  Aran Powdermill. Strange little chap. Had two gold teeth in the front of his mouth. The man was crooked, a thief and a cheat who would
  do anything for money. Yet he could see events happening great distances away. He was also adept at finding lost items. He once located a child who had fallen down a forgotten well. He
  demanded two chaillings to find her. I also knew a woman who could commune with the dead. Truly remarkable talents they both possessed. Equally I once dreamed I was trapped inside a blackberry pie
  with a white bear. Absolutely nothing mystic there. I had eaten too much and fallen asleep on a bearskin rug. Some dreams are visions, some are merely the minds fancies. You do not recall
  having met this woman?


  No.


  Do you recognize the mountains?


  Aye, I do. The Druagh mountains in the north.


  Perhaps you should travel there.


  I have been thinking of it.


  It might be best to wait until the spring. The war has displaced many citizens, and there are now said to be bands of thieves and cut-throats roaming the countryside.


  It will be little better in the spring, my friend. This war is a long way from being won or lost.


  I shall miss your company. So few of my parishioners play an adequate game of Shahmak.


  Mulgrave laughed. I have only beaten you once, Master Standfast.


  Ah, but you have also drawn three games. It wounds my ego not to win.


  A comfortable silence grew, as Mulgrave watched the flames dance among the coals. Then he sighed and returned his gaze to the priest. They are not men, he said. Their faces
  are grey and scaled, and their eyes are floating in blood.


  Ermal sat very quietly for a moment. Do they have circlets of iron upon their brows?


  Aye, they do, answered Mulgrave, surprised.


  Wait for a moment. Ermal rose from his chair and walked through to his small study. He returned moments later with a slim silver chain. Hanging upon it was a small medallion, also
  silver, encased in a slender golden band. The medallion had been stamped on one side with the image of a tree. The reverse was embossed with a three-sided Keltoi rune. These were carried by
  the original Tree cultists back in the time of Stone. Each coin was blessed by the Veiled Lady, so it was said, and after her by Persis Albitane himself. He placed the chain over
  Mulgraves head, tucking the medallion inside his shirt. Wear it always, my boy.


  Thank you. Do I take it you no longer believe that the dreams are a trick of the mind?


  Ermal spread his hands. I am not certain. The creatures you described are written of in the oldest scrolls. They were called the Dezhem Bek. Have you heard the name?


  No.


  It may be that you heard of them when you were a child in Shelsans, and the memory is what causes the dreams. I hope so.


  What are they? asked Mulgrave.


  I would imagine that depends on your perspective. To those who follow the Source of all Harmony the Dezhem Bek were men who had embraced the Shadow, given themselves over to evil
  in return for great powers. Some scrolls call them necromancers, others describe them as eaters of souls. In the old tongue Dezhem Bek means simply the Ravenous Ravens. Yet there are other
  books, written by those whose philosophies, shall we say, were at odds with the Source. In these the Dezhem Bek are described as achieving perfection of form, and strength beyond that of
  ordinary men. They were also said to be extremely long-lived.


  Mulgrave laughed. Perfection of form? I think not. Unless scaled flesh has become fashionable in the cities.


  What you see in your dreams is their spirit form. You have heard of the Orb of Kranos?


  Of course, answered Mulgrave. A mythic vase or some such from ancient times.


  No, not a vase, said Ermal. Some say it was a globe of crystal through which men could see their futures. Others claim it was the magical pommel stone of a great sword.
  There is even a legend that it is the severed head of a necromancer. The Dezhem Bek were said to be guardians of the Orb. It made them near immortal.


  I am not a great believer in magic, said Mulgrave. I do not mock men who have faith. It gives them comfort, and oft times leads them to help others. Yet I have also seen
  great evils committed in the name of the Source. And never have I witnessed a miracle. Until I do I shall remain sceptical.


  I cannot argue with that, said Ermal Standfast. Nor will I try. What I will say is that I have heard rumours that the Orb was hidden in Shelsans. The Knights of the
  Sacrifice found it.


  Mulgrave sighed. My father used to talk of a great secret that was guarded in Shelsans. But then he used to tell many wonderful stories, fabulously embellished. He said that it was vital
  that we all learned to love. He said that love made friends of enemies and enriched the world. I wonder if he still believed that when the knights came and massacred those he loved.


  Let us hope that he did, said Ermal, softly.


  Ermal Standfast had been a priest now for twenty-two years. He was loved within his community, for his sermons were gentle and often witty, and he was not judgemental with his
  flock. Also his fame as a healer was widespread, and many of his parishioners owed their life to what they perceived as his talent for herbal cures. It was this fame that had led Gaise Macon to
  bring the dying Mulgrave to him.


  All in all the little priest should have been content  even proud of what he had achieved in Shelding during these last twenty-two years.


  But even had Ermal been given to prideful thoughts, he would no longer be able to sustain them. He felt this strongly as he sat in his small living room, staring into the fading fire. Mulgrave
  was asleep upstairs, and the house  save for a few creaks from the ageing timbers  was silent.


  You are worse than a fraud, Ermal told himself. You are a liar and a coward. You are a weak and loathsome man. He felt close to tears as he sat in his deep armchair,
  a blanket around his thin shoulders.


  Over the years he had gathered some knowledge of herbs, but all of his concoctions were actually based on camomile and cider vinegar, with just an occasional dash of mustard. There was no
  lasting medicinal benefit to be obtained from any of them. Ermals talent came from within. When he laid hands upon the sick he could heal them. He would close his eyes and know what
  ailed them, and he could either draw it out or boost the patients own defence mechanisms, causing them to heal themselves. At first he had kept this gift entirely secret. This was not
  originally out of fear, but more from a natural shyness and a desire to remain unnoticed. He did not want people to stare at him and consider him different. He did not wish to be unusual or
  special. As a youngster Ermal had desired comfortable anonymity. As he grew older  and more inclined towards the spiritual  he had felt that his gift should be put to use helping
  people. It took him a little time to come up with the idea of herbalism as a disguise for his talents. It seemed such a small lie, and one for which he believed the Source would forgive him. After
  all, was it not the Source who had made him shy and humble? On top of that there was the memory of his father  an equally shy man. Do good in secret, Ermal, he had said. His
  donations to charity were always made anonymously, or through a trusted intermediary who would not divulge the origin of the good fortune. All that we have comes from the Source,
  Ermals father claimed, and it is arrogance itself to claim credit for our ability to finance good deeds.


  For Ermal this became a life philosophy. And he was happy as a priest and a healer. He enjoyed the love of his parishioners, and the gratitude of those he healed.


  All this had changed four years before, when the Redeemers had arrested old Tam Farley.


  Guilt burned in Ermals heart as he remembered the man. Tam had lived alone on a farm just outside Shelding. Ermal had visited him one morning, almost fifteen years ago. It was a bright,
  hot summers day and Ermal had been walking his parish, knocking on doors and chatting to residents who did not  or could not through age or infirmity  attend services. Most of
  the people greeted him warmly enough. Occasionally he would be turned away by those who had no interest in matters spiritual.


  At last he had come to Tarns cottage. The original farm building had caught fire some years previously, and was a burnt-out shell. The small farm had long since ceased to be a going
  concern, and Tam had sold his best fields to a neighbouring farmer. He lived alone in a cottage close to the derelict farmhouse, keeping only two dozen hens and an old rooster. The cottage was
  small, but tidily maintained and the front door, Ermal remembered, had a fresh coat of green paint upon it. He tapped at the frame.


  Old Tam opened the door. He was a tall man, stooped by time, with an unruly mop of white hair, long and unkempt. Tarns face was heavily lined, but his eyes were a bright button blue,
  untouched by the years. They were the eyes of a young man, keen and still curious about life and all its hazards and wonders.


  I wondered when you would come, priest, he said. Are you ready yet?


  Ready for what? Ermal had asked.


  Ready to let your talents grow. Ready to leave the prison of the flesh and soar through the sky. Ready to see the world with the eyes of spirit.


  What on earth are you talking about, sir?


  Tam had peered at him, then grinned. I know what you are, he said. I know what you do. When you use the magic I feel it. You healed Bab Fast. Took away his cancer. You
  carried the vileness home with you and had to find a way to dispose of it. That was tough, was it not? But the old hound was dying anyway.


  Ermal had been shocked. Bab Fast had been dying of a tumour in his belly. Ermal had never dealt with such a serious illness. Normally when he drew out an infection he would feel it in his own
  system for some days before it dissipated, but with Bab it had been different. Ermal had felt the tumour begin to grow within his own body. It had frightened him badly. He had known it would kill
  him and had  with less reluctance than he would have hoped  transferred the cancer to the body of an elderly hound who used to wander around the village, picking up scraps of food
  where it could. The hound had died the following day. How could Tam have known?


  Ermal stood silently in the cottage doorway, unable to speak.


  Do not worry, man. I have told no-one. Come inside. We will talk awhile.


  Ermal sighed at the memory. He had sat with Tam for more than two hours. They had broken bread together, and Ermal learned that the old man was another who had been gifted by the Source.
  Tarns talent was of communication with the departed and  in a small way  prophecy. He also knew how to free himself from the confines of the flesh, allowing his spirit to soar
  free. In the months and years that followed Ermal too learned this skill. At first they would journey together, for, as Tam pointed out, it was easy for a soul to be lost in the vastness. But soon
  Ermal had soared alone, his spirit floating beneath the stars over foreign lands and strange cities, drifting above alien mountains and crossing vast oceans.


  He and Tarn had even witnessed the signing of the Covenant  the document that was supposed to end all fear of civil strife. The king had finally agreed to devolve some of his powers to a
  Great Council, the members of which would be elected from among the citizenry. It was a day of great jubilation across the realm. The king, dressed in a coat and leggings of magnificent blue satin,
  had entered the debating chamber, flanked by the Lords Buckman and Winterbourne. The four hundred councillors present all rose from their seats and bowed deeply. The king moved to a heavily gilded
  chair and sat down. Luden Macks brought the document and laid it before him.


  This will end in blood, said Tarn.


  Something cold touched Ermals spirit, and he sensed a presence forming close by where they floated under the curved rafters of the chamber roof.


  Flee! cried Tarn.


  Back in Tarns cottage Ermal had scrambled to his feet. What happened there? he asked his friend.


  We are not the only ones with talent, Ermal. Best to avoid those we do not know.


  The days that followed proved golden and liberating for Ermal Standfast. He had found a friend with whom he could speak freely, and a mentor who could  and did  teach him to
  develop his talents.


  The old man never came to church. He rarely left his cottage. But people would come to him there, requesting small prophecies, or wishing to communicate with the recent dead. It was this that
  led to Tarns death  and showed Ermal Standfast what a wretched creature he really was.


  Four years ago, with the king revoking the terms of the Covenant and the civil war just beginning, a troop of Redeemers had ridden into Shelding. Within days they had arrested four people
   one of them Tam Farley. He was accused of witchcraft. Fearing for his own life Ermal had fled the town, riding to the market town of Ridsdale and renting a room at a local tavern. From here
  he had used his talent to observe the fate of his friend. Tam was tortured for two days, but gave the Redeemers no names. They broke his fingers and put a fire beneath his feet. Still he would not
  speak  though he did scream. The other three prisoners were local farm workers who had come to Tam for prophecies. They too underwent torture. All four were sentenced to burn at the
  stake.


  On the day of the execution a Redeemer stood in front of the crowd and asked if any would speak up for the accused, or offer reason why they should not die. No-one did. Ermal burned with shame
  and guilt.


  For, as his spirit floated above the bound men at the stakes, Tam had looked up and seen him. The old man mouthed the words: I forgive you. That forgiveness seared worse than any
  punishment Ermal could imagine.


  Four years later the shame remained. I should have been there to speak for you, Tam, he said.


  And now it was strengthened by a new guilt. Today he had listened as Mulgrave spoke of spirits with scaled faces and Ermal had known what they were. Yet once more he had not spoken the full
  truth. The Redeemers were the new Dezhem Bek, and Ermal Standfast knew the extent of their powers.


  Yes, he had given Mulgrave a charm that might keep him from spiritual harm, but he had not warned him of the true nature of the enemy.


  Tears spilled to the priests cheeks. You are a worthless craven, he told himself.


  
    
  


  Chapter Three
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  Taybard Jaekel lay flat on his belly, his long rifle cradled across his arms. With great care he crawled through the undergrowth. He no longer cared about the mud smearing
  across his leaf green uniform jacket, or staining the silver embroidered Fawn in Brambles insignia. His jacket was now filthy, old tears clumsily stitched. Two years ago he had been so proud of
  this uniform, and eager to prove himself worthy of it. He had stood with Kammel Bard, Banny Achbain, and scores of other young men to take the oath of allegiance to the king, and had marched out of
  Eldacre to fight the evil Covenanters. There had been a band playing, and the sky had been blue and clear, the sun bright. Crowds had lined the roads, cheering the gallant young men.


  Taybard pushed such thoughts from his mind as he reached the beginning of the downward slope into the valley. He crawled on, his rifle cradled across his forearms. A shot sounded. Taybard ducked
  instinctively, then swore as the hammer of his rifle dug into his left cheek, piercing the skin. Easing himself between two bushes he gazed out at the opposite slope. It was wooded, and several
  boulders jutted from the hillside. Taybard glanced down into the valley, where a squad of scouts from the Kings Second Lancers were pinned down. Two men lay dead  evidence of the
  skill of the enemy musketeer  the other eight hunkering down behind what meagre shelter they could find. Another shot broke the silence. No-one was hit. The squad had no muskets, and could
  not return fire at this range with their pistols.


  Taybards blue eyes focused on the hillside opposite, locating the puff of smoke drifting from a large boulder just outside the tree line. Settling himself down he brought his own rifle to
  bear. It was a beautiful piece, the stock and butt of hand-polished walnut, delicately engraved and inlaid with silver. Gaise Macon had ordered twenty rifles from the legendary Emburley. Each one
  had cost more than a poor Varlish like Taybard Jaekel would earn in ten years. Taybard carried his rifle everywhere, and even slept with it alongside him. The guns were highly prized. One of
  Gaises twenty riflemen had got drunk in Baracum, and had woken in the morning to find his rifle stolen. Gaise had hanged him.


  Nestling the butt into his shoulder, Taybard waited. He gauged the distance between himself and the Covenanter musketeer at just over two hundred paces. An impossible shot for a regular musket,
  and a difficult one even for an Emburley with a rifled barrel.


  The Covenanter sniper raised himself up, levelled his musket and fired at the soldiers below. Taybard did not shoot. He counted. The sniper had reared up swiftly, then taken three seconds to
  aim. Once he had fired he dropped back behind the boulder to reload.


  Taybard eased back the engraved hammer and took aim.


  On the opposite hillside the Covenanter came up into position. Taybard let out his breath, steadied his aim, and fired. The sniper jerked, dropped his weapon and fell against the boulder,
  sliding from sight. Taybard came to his feet, added a fresh charge of powder, ball and paper wadding to the barrel and rammed it home. Then he primed the flash pan, cocked the weapon and strode out
  from his hiding place. The soldiers below saw him and sent up a cheer.


  Ignoring them, Taybard walked down the slope. As he went he caught a glimpse of a second Covenanter moving into sight. The mans musket came up. Taybard dropped to one knee. The musket
  ball screamed by him, and his own rifle boomed in response. The shot took the Covenanter through the bridge of the nose, snapping his head back. His legs gave way and he pitched to the earth. Once
  more Taybard calmly reloaded, then began to climb the slope. The first sniper lay dead, his throat torn away. Taybard sighed, and gestured to the soldiers. When they came up he ordered them to
  collect the two muskets and the powder and shot carried by the Covenanters.


  The soldiers obeyed him gleefully, searching the bodies for any coin or valuables before pulling off their boots and belts. Taybard sat on a rock nearby. His hands were trembling now, and he
  rubbed the palms against his mud-streaked trews.


  Youve got blood on your face, said Jakon Gallowglass, moving to sit alongside him. Gallowglass was a lean five-year veteran from the south. No more than nineteen years of
  age, he had taken part in six major battles and a score of skirmishes. Taybard glanced at the mans pale features.


  Jabbed myself on my rifle as I got into position, said Taybard.


  First shot was mighty fine. Took your time, though.


  Thats why it was fine.


  Wont be no fresh fighting till the spring now, said Gallowglass. With luck well be billeted in Baracum. Good whores in Baracum. You know where the Grey Ghost
  will be taking you?


  Home would be good, Taybard told him, laying his rifle against the rock. He rubbed his eyes. His hand smelt of black powder, acrid and unpleasant. Blood from his cheek was smeared
  on his palm.


  Aye, the war hasnt reached the north, said Jakon. Must be good up there. Got a sweetheart back home?


  No.


  Just as well. After all the whores youve had you wouldnt want to be taking the pox home, eh?


  Taybard stared gloomily at the dead Covenanter. He was young, perhaps no more than eighteen. His face was boyish.


  Never seen no-one shoot as good as you, said Gallowglass. Is it you or the Emburley?


  A bit of both, I guess.


  Ah, well. Time to finish the patrol. My thanks to you, Jaekel. Thats the second time youve pulled my irons from the fire.


  Your turn next time.


  Taybard watched as Gallowglass gathered the seven men. Within minutes they had entered the trees and were gone. Taybard sat for a while with the dead Covenanters, then rose and made his way back
  down the trail.


  It began to rain. Pulling a leather cap from the pocket of his green jerkin Taybard held it over the hammer and flash pan of his rifle. Within minutes the rain had turned to sleet and then snow.
  Taybard trudged on, his feet cold.


  The Covenanter sniper and his friend would not feel it.


  Taybard covered the three miles to camp in just over an hour, reported his action to Duty Sergeant Lanfer Gosten, then made his way to the cluster of tents occupied by the Grey Ghosts
  company. Squatting down by a camp fire Taybard warmed his hands, then ducked into the tent he shared with Kammel Bard and Banny Achbain. The tent was empty. Taybards clothes were soaked
  through. He removed his jerkin and shirt and rummaged in his pack for the spare woollen shirt he had purchased in Baracum the previous autumn. There were holes in it, but it was warm nevertheless.
  As he pulled it on the small pendant he wore caught in the cloth. Carefully he eased it clear, then gazed at it. Within a spherical cage of silver wire lay a perfect musket ball fashioned from
  gold. He had been so proud when he won it last year. The king himself had been present with his two sons, but the prize had been presented by his own general, Gaise Macon. Taybard had never
  expected to win. He was lying in seventh place after the standing targets.


  A cold wind blew in from the tent entrance and Taybard tugged on his shirt, then donned the damp jerkin once more.


  Wont be no fresh fighting till the spring now, Gallowglass had said.


  Taybard hoped it was true.


  Wrapping himself in his blankets he slept for a while, his rifle held close, like a sweetheart. He had hoped to dream of the mountains, and the cobbled roads of Old Hills. Instead he found
  himself once more running across the low ground after the Battle of Nollenby. Horsemen were chasing him, just as they had in reality, only this time Taybard was not fleet of foot. His legs felt
  heavy, his boots sinking into deep mud. He glanced back. Lancers were almost upon him, but they were not men. Their faces were skulls.


  Then he realized they were no longer riding horses. The skulls were rammed upon target rails, just like those back in Baracum when he won the Golden Ball. The rails were greased, the targets
  pulled swiftly along the rails as the musketeers tried to hit them. Taybard had achieved a perfect score in the final, beating a rifleman from the Seventh Infantry. There were no other riflemen
  now. Taybard stood alone. The skulls on the target rails began to writhe, flesh forming over the bone. Taybard took aim at the first. It was the Covenant boy he had shot earlier. He was staring at
  Taybard. Then he began to weep and call out Taybards name.


  He awoke with a start, his face drenched in sweat.


  Taybard Jaekel!


  Taybard blinked. Someone was calling his name. Scrambling from his blankets he stumbled from the tent. The sun was going down, and cook fires had been lit. The burly duty sergeant, Lanfer
  Gosten, was standing alongside a young officer from the Kings Second Lancers. Taybard saluted clumsily.


  The officer chuckled. Gods teeth, man, I must say that up close you dont look like a legend, he said. He was tall and slim, his blue and gold uniform immaculately
  tailored and  more wondrous still  clean. Taybard glanced down. Even the mans boots were shining. The officer held out his hand. The gleam of gold caught Taybards eye.
  Lord Fersons compliments to you, musketeer, said the officer, dropping the coin into Taybards hand.


  What is this for, sir? asked Taybard.


  For your rescue of the patrol. Lord Ferson was most impressed by your marksmanship. The second shot was a beauty.


  You saw it, sir?


  Yes. Lord Ferson had ridden out with a company of Lancers. We were on the far slope to you. So, well done.


  With that the officer strode away, picking his path carefully to avoid puddles.


  Did well for yourself there, Jaekel, said Lanfer Gosten.


  Why in hells name didnt the Lancers rescue their own men? said Taybard, anger rising.


  Probably didnt want to get their uniforms dirty. Real question is, why did you?


  I dont know what you mean, sergeant.


  Oh yes you do, son, said Lanfer, laying his hand on Taybards shoulder. You were told to keep the patrol in sight and take out any snipers. You were also told to avoid
  risking yourself. From your own report the first Covenanter was shot from cover. All well and good. But then you walked out into the open. You know them bastards work in pairs. So what were you
  doing?


  Taybard shrugged. I wanted to draw him out. To finish it. Thats all.


  Lanfer Gosten looked into Taybards blue eyes. To finish it, eh? Were all tired of it, son. Youre not alone in that.


  What does that mean?


  You know what it means. Youve seen it before. That time when a soldier stops caring about living or dying. You can see it in the eyes. Then, in some battle or skirmish, they walk
  into the open  and theyre gone.


  Im not like that, said Taybard. I want to live. I want to go home to the mountains.


  You hang on to that, Jaekel. Im sick to death of burying Eldacre lads.


  The sergeant wandered away. Snow began swirling down from a brooding sky. Returning to his tent Taybard clipped a strap to his rifle and swung it over his shoulder. Then he walked out into the
  nearby trees to gather dry wood for the night fire. He could see other men engaged in the same enterprise. Some he knew, and these he nodded to, or exchanged greetings with. Others were strangers,
  newcomers from other companies. After several trips Taybard had gathered enough fuel to last the night. He piled it beside the tent, then relit the fire. Officers had iron braziers inside their
  double-leafed tents, and coal to keep their noble bones from freezing. Enlisted men like Taybard, Kammel and Banny had to make do with what they could find. Their tents were cheap canvas. Heavy
  rain would seep through them, dripping upon the sleeping men within.


  Still, thought Taybard, as he sat beside his fire, with winter coming they would be billeted in some barracks somewhere, safe from shot and shell. It wouldnt be so bad.


  And maybe  just maybe  the Grey Ghost would take them home.


  The fire grew, licking at the dry wood. Taybard shivered as the heat flowed over him. The sky was dark now, with not a star shining. A powerful, round-shouldered figure loomed out of the shadows
  and slumped down by the fire. Taybard glanced up at the bearded face of Kammel Bard. Covenanters pulled back, said Kammel. So I guess we won, after all. Any food? he
  asked, leaning his rifle against a tent rope.


  Not yet. Wheres Banny?


  Lanfer sent him to guide the supply wagons in. Be more snow tonight, I reckon.


  I dont think we won, said Taybard. I dont think anyone won this time.


  Kammel pushed back the chunky woollen hood he wore and scratched at his thick, red hair. Well, we didnt pull back, did we?


  Taybard shrugged. How would I know? They say the battle stretched over nine miles. Some might have pulled back, I guess. Anyway, who decides?


  What do you mean?


  Well, who decides who has won or lost? Its not like Avondale any more. That was easy. We charged. They ran. We captured their cannon. Now that was a victory. Now we just
  charge each other, kill each other, and argue about who won.


  Other men began drifting into the camp, and from somewhere to the west came the smell of stew. The smell would be better than the taste, Taybard knew. Stale bread and a watery broth that would
  do little to dull the appetite. The fire began to hiss and splutter as sleet fell. Kammel pulled his hood back in place. Taybard stood and placed Kammels rifle inside the tent. Did
  you get into the village? he asked.


  Kammel shook his head. Redeemers was there, questioning and such. No-one was allowed in. Doubt they had much food there, though. Covenanters would have taken most of it when they pulled
  out.


  The two men sat in silence for a while, ignoring the sleet, and enjoying what warmth they could absorb from the fire.


  You ever think back to old Jaim Grymauch? asked Kammel, suddenly.


  Aye, often, admitted Taybard. He glanced at his friend. You didnt like him.


  I never said that.


  He was a highlander. You always hated highlanders. Dont you remember? We once had a row because I said your grandmother was a clanswoman, and you called me a liar.


  Well, I was younger then, said Kammel defensively. But I always liked old Jaim. You remember that day, eh? Never seen the like. Knocked em all down, and cut Maev Ring
  from the fire. Kammel swung round to stare across the camp. Damn, but Im hungry, he said.


  Wont be ready yet.


  No, but theyre already standing in line.


  Lets wait for Banny. He shouldnt be long.


  Once more the silence descended. Taybard stared into the fire, thinking back to the day when Jaim Grymauch halted the execution of Maev Ring. It was something he would never forget. One lone
  highlander, surrendering his life to save the woman he loved. Jaim was a colossus that day, huge and seemingly invulnerable. He had scattered the guards, then drawn his massive sword and despatched
  three Knights of the Sacrifice. He had made it, with Maev, to the top of the cathedral steps. That was when the musketeers arrived. Taybard had run from the crowd, hurling himself at them, managing
  to ruin the aim of the nearest man. As the other musketeers fired Jaim had dragged Maev into a protective embrace. Lead shot ripped into him.


  The death of a hero. Taybard would never forget it  even amid the sea of death that was this dreadful war.


  Here he comes, said Kammel, pushing himself to his feet.


  Taybard saw the slim figure of Banny Achbain striding through the camp. He approached the fire, crouched down and warmed his hands.


  You wont believe it, he said.


  What? asked Kammel.


  They say Lord Ferson has challenged the Grey Ghost to a duel. Theyre going to fight tomorrow.


  As Mulgrave well knew, Gaise Macon was not a man given to outbursts of temper. Though passionate by nature he rarely lost control. But he was coldly angry now as he paced the
  smoke-blackened ruin that had once been the country home of a rebel earl. The firelight glinted on his golden hair, and, for a moment, he looked again like the strikingly handsome youngster
  Mulgrave had trained on the Moidarts estates far to the north. He was still slim, though his shoulders had broadened in the last four years, and his face had lost that youthful glow. Still
  only in his early twenties Gaise Macon was a seasoned soldier, fighting a harsh and terrible war. His face was thinner, his curiously coloured eyes, one green and one gold, deeper set. The small,
  leaf-shaped burn scar on his right cheek shone white against his faded tan. Gaise removed his silver embroidered grey jacket and threw it across a broken couch. The white shirt he wore beneath it
  was stained by powder smoke at collar and cuff.


  Mulgrave gazed around the ruined building. One wall had been blasted away by cannon shell, and fire had raged through the whole house. Here, in the rear hall, there was still part of a ceiling,
  which allowed some shelter from the swirling snowstorm outside. A fire was blazing in the undamaged hearth.


  There were several chairs in the room. Mulgrave took one of these and reversed it, sitting down and resting his forearms on the high back. Gaise turned towards him. What kind of a fool
  would offer a duel at such a time? he asked.


  Mulgrave shrugged. It is surprising, right enough, he said. Did you call him a coward?


  You know me well enough, my friend. Does it seem likely?


  Mulgrave shook his head. What did you say?


  I asked why he had not led his heavy cavalry into the battle. The enemy were retreating in bad order. One major charge and they would have been routed. Yet he did not make it. And so
  another battle ended in a stalemate.


  What did he reply?


  He said he would not take criticism from a glory-seeking popinjay, answered Gaise. He smiled as he said it, his good humour flowing back. What on earth is a popinjay,
  Mulgrave?


  A brightly coloured bird from the southern continents, sir. And how did you respond?


  I pointed out that had my riders followed his example, and refrained from charging, the battle would have been lost.


  Ah, then you did  in a manner of speaking  suggest he lacked nerve.


  By heaven, Mulgrave, of course he lacks nerve. Theres not an officer in the kings army who doesnt know that.


  Yet he had the nerve to challenge you.


  Aye, but not immediately. The challenge came the following day. We are due to meet on open ground at midday tomorrow. With pistols, if you please.


  You have chosen pistols, sir? asked Mulgrave, surprised. I would have thought swords more . . . suitable.


  As would I. But his second informed me that Lord Ferson has an injured shoulder. He asked if I would object to pistols. It is all a nonsense, said Gaise. Luden Macks will
  chuckle when he hears of it. Gaise Macon drew up a chair, then dragged off his knee length riding boots. One of his socks boasted a huge hole, through which his toes could be seen.
  Popinjay, eh? he said. By heaven, there are crofters back home with better clothes than mine. He looked into Mulgraves pale eyes. Will you be my second, my
  friend?


  Of course, sir. I would urge you, however, to avoid any gallant gestures.


  Such as what?


  Do not try to wound him. Take him through the heart.


  Gaise sighed. I have no desire to kill him, Mulgrave.


  It is not your desire that concerns me, sir. A wounded man is still dangerous, and I would far sooner see him below the earth than you. Mulgrave fell silent. Gaise tugged on
  his boots and returned to the fire, adding fuel.


  Do you not find it puzzling, Mulgrave? he asked.


  What, sir?


  That a known coward should challenge me  and request pistols? Had it been swords I could have wounded him and honour might have been satisfied. Pistols are another matter entirely.
  As you can testify, my friend, even a shallow wound can corrupt and become mortal. Then there is the question of Winterbourne.


  Winterbourne?


  Aye, he is Fersons second. Did I not mention that?


  No, sir. I did not realize that Lord Ferson was so closely connected to the Redeemers.


  Nor I  until now.


  Mulgrave rose from his chair and crossed the ruined room to the shattered north wall. Snow was falling outside, and the wind was chill. The open land beyond was lit by hundreds of camp fires.
  Mulgrave shivered. He had seen too many of these camps in the last four years. He scratched at his white hair and moved away from the wind. Kneeling by the fire he added a log. Gaise was right, the
  duel made no sense. And why would a cold-blooded killer like Winterbourne befriend a coward like Ferson? Mulgrave turned the events over and over in his mind. If Ferson was so aggrieved why had he
  not instantly issued a challenge? Why wait a day? His thoughts swung to the Earl of Winterbourne. Mulgrave detested the man, regarding him with a deep and perfect loathing. The acts of
  Winterbournes Redeemers were unspeakable. Worse, by being unpunished and unchecked, they were condoned by the king. Mulgrave hated killing, but at least he had believed he was fighting on
  the side of right. Not so now. In this war there was no balance between right and wrong, good and evil. Both sides had committed atrocities.


  How is your shoulder now? asked Gaise.


  Healed, sir.


  That is good. I have missed you, Mulgrave. It is good to have you back.


  Mulgrave stayed silent. He wanted to tell his friend that he would be leaving soon for the north, but now that the moment was upon him he could not find the words.


  An uneasy silence developed, and then Gaise spoke again. I think Winterbourne is behind the duel. I think he pressured Ferson into making the challenge.


  For what purpose, sir?


  I wish I knew. We do not see eye to eye on certain matters, but we both have the same objective, the defeat of Luden Macks and the Covenanters.


  You stood against him after Ballest, sir. You refused to hand over those villagers.


  Women and children, Mulgrave. They were not Covenanters. They were merely scavenging for food.


  I agree with you, sir, and it does you credit that you fed them. Winterbourne would have killed them all. We both know that.


  Aye, he is a hard, cruel man, admitted Gaise. But that was a year ago and a small matter even then. He ought to have forgotten it by now.


  Perhaps he has, sir. Might be safer, though, to assume that he has not.


  Gaise Macon chuckled. Were you always so suspicious of your fellow men, Mulgrave? Did you never learn the joys of forgiving and forgetting?


  Indeed I have, sir, answered Mulgrave, with a smile. I knew a man once  a gentle man. He took it upon himself to help a former convict rebuild his life. He took the
  man in, gave him the freedom of his home.


  I can guess the end, said Gaise. The convict killed him or robbed him.


  No, sir. The convict became a carpenter, and worked very hard. He even repaired the good mans roof. He did this for no payment, in gratitude for all that the man had done for
  him.


  Then what is the point of this story? asked Gaise.


  He wasnt a very good carpenter. One day the roof caved in and killed the good man.


  Gaise Macons laughter rang out. Now the moral of that story is worth debating. Another time, though. I must see if our supplies have arrived. Ride with me, Mulgrave.
  Swinging his grey coat around his shoulders, he walked from the room.


  With a sigh Mulgrave followed him.


  Ice crunched under their horses hooves as they negotiated the treacherous trail, their mounts slithering and sliding on the steep paths. Mulgraves hands and feet
  were bitterly cold as he rode alongside the young general, and the winter wind stung like needles upon his face. It made him feel even colder to see that Gaise wore no gloves or hat, though his
  body was well protected by a long, sheepskin-lined cloak. Mulgrave glanced up at the sky. The snow clouds were clearing now, the stars shining brightly. It would grow colder yet before the dawn.
  His horse stumbled, then righted itself.


  Ahead was a small slope, leading down to where the Eldacre Company had made camp. Gaise led the way, allowing his grey gelding to pick its own path through the mud and the ice.


  A middle-aged soldier, wearing a hooded cloak, approached them and saluted. Gaise stepped down from the saddle and the soldier took hold of the greys reins. Are the supplies in,
  Lanfer? asked Gaise.


  Aye, my lord, replied Lanfer Gosten. Less than half of what was promised. Even on short rations theres not enough to last a week. Four wagons was all we
  got.


  Gather ten men and follow me to the quartermaster general, ordered Gaise. Swinging into the saddle he touched heels to the grey and rode through the camp. Mulgrave followed,
  drawing alongside the angry young man.


  Are you planning something rash, sir?


  Gaise said nothing for a moment. Did Ermal like my gift? he asked suddenly.


  The question took Mulgrave by surprise. He recalled the little priests delight at the bottle of apple brandy. They had sat on the last night staring at it, wondering how two whole apples
  could have been inserted through such a narrow neck. Then they had pulled the cork and filled their glasses. The liquor was sweet and warming.


  He was most grateful, sir, said Mulgrave, though perplexed.


  Gaise grinned. As was I when first I saw them. Did he think magic was used?


  At first he did. But by the time we had finished the bottle he had an answer.


  What was it?


  He thought the bottle must have been tied to the branches of an apple tree, with twig and blossom inserted into the neck. The apples would have grown within the glass. After they were
  ripe the twig was snipped and the brandy added.


  The man is such a delight! said Gaise happily. A fine mind.


  What do you intend to do when we reach the quartermaster?


  Find the wagons I paid for and see them delivered. Ill not have my men going hungry again. And not a word more about rashness, my friend. There is nothing you can say that I do not
  already know.


  Mulgrave knew this was the truth. They had discussed the problem many times during the past year. The quartermaster general, a rich merchant named Cordley Lowen, had friends at court. Those
  friends were well paid by him from the huge profits he made from supplying food, gunpowder and weapons to the kings army. Not content with the fortune he was amassing from this 
  barely  legitimate enterprise Lowen was also engaged in reselling supplies to merchants from outlying towns: supplies already purchased by officers commanding private companies. The scandal
  was tolerated on two counts. First, Lowen shared his profits with the kings closest advisers. In addition, his list of contacts in the merchant community was second to none, which meant that
  Lowen could find supplies anywhere and at any time. A more honest quartermaster general would experience enormous difficulty supplying one tenth of the amount Lowen could provide. All of which made
  the mans position virtually unassailable.


  Once before the Eldacre Company had received smaller shipments than had been paid for. Gaise had sent Lanfer Gosten to investigate. The sergeant had returned frustrated and angry. Order forms
  had been misplaced, ledgers had apparently been lost, and no-one could find details of the original supply orders. Gaise had written to Cordley Lowen, and received no reply.


  Mulgrave rode on beside the silent Gaise Macon. It was after midnight now. The warehouses would probably be locked and guarded. There would be no stable hands or wagons ready.


  The small town was full of soldiers, many of them drunk. Food might be scarce, but liquor was still plentiful. Gaise and Mulgrave rode slowly along the cobbled streets, cutting through the old
  market square, and on towards the merchant district. Three soldiers staggered across the street, singing a bawdy marching song. Two women approached the soldiers from the shadows, drawing them
  towards a darkened doorway.


  The merchant district was quieter. Four musketeers stood guarding the warehouse gates. Gaise Macon rode past them, dismounting before a large terraced house, fronted with marble pillars.
  Trailing the greys reins he called Mulgrave to him. High risk for high stakes, my friend, he said. Taking a leather gauntlet from his saddle bag he tucked it into his belt.


  High risks indeed, said Mulgrave.


  Gaise smiled. Remain behind after I have seen Lowen. Speak to the man with comforting words. He will not want to die. He is a merchant, soft and spineless.


  Mulgrave sighed. A merchant with many friends in high places.


  Gaise Macon clapped him on the shoulder. It will all end well, Mulgrave, he said. I will have my supplies.


  He walked to the front door and rapped at the bronze knocker. Moments passed, and finally the door swung open, to reveal an elderly servant in a nightrobe, a heavy cloak wrapped around his
  shoulders. He was carrying a lantern.


  What do you want? he asked.


  Gaise moved past him, gesturing Mulgrave to follow. Then he walked into the darkened, circular reception room, removing his cloak and draping it over a gilded chair.


  You cant come in here, wailed the servant, holding aloft the lantern in a trembling hand. The general is asleep.


  Best you wake him, said Gaise, softly. Or I shall.


  What is going on here? came a womans voice. Mulgrave swung round to see a dark-haired young woman coming down the curving staircase. She was wearing a robe of green velvet,
  but no shoes. She also carried a lit lantern, and even by its harsh and unflattering light Mulgrave could see that she was beautiful.


  Gaise bowed deeply. My apologies for disturbing your rest, my lady. But I have urgent business with the general.


  So urgent that it cannot wait for a civilized hour? she responded, moving into the reception room and placing the lantern on a circular table.


  Indeed so, my lady, for I have hungry men to feed; men who risk their lives daily for the king; men forced to sleep in squalid tents on cold ground.


  I think you should leave now and return in the morning, she said, coldly.


  Gaise turned to the servant. Wake your master, or I shall do it myself.


  Did you not hear me? demanded the woman. I asked you to leave.


  Gaise ignored her and swung towards Mulgrave. Go and wake the general, he ordered. Mulgrave took a deep breath and moved towards the stairs.


  How dare you disobey me? stormed the woman.


  How dare I? replied Gaise, his voice angry. I dare because I have earned the right to dare. I fight for the king. I risk my life alongside my men. Aye, and I have to pay for
  that right with my own coin. I have to do that so that doxies like you can wear velvet robes and live in fine, stolen houses.


  Mulgrave winced as he heard the exchange, then started up the stairs.


  Stop! ordered the woman. Her tone was commanding and Mulgrave paused and glanced back. She turned to the servant. Broadley, go and wake the general. Then get dressed and
  fetch the captain of the guard.


  Yes, my lady, said the old man. He scurried past Mulgrave without a glance.


  What is your name? the woman asked Gaise.


  Gaise Macon, commander of the Eldacre Company.


  Well, Gaise Macon, I shall see you humbled for your rudeness. The king shall hear of this unwarranted invasion.


  She moved away to the far wall, took a taper from a brass holder, lit it from her lantern, then walked to Mulgrave, who had descended the stairs. Be so good as to light more
  lanterns, she told him. Mulgrave bowed, took the taper and obeyed her instructions, touching the flame to each of the five wall sconces. He glanced across at Gaise. The normally confident
  young general seemed ill at ease now, even nervous. Had the situation not been so fraught with future peril Mulgrave would have found it amusing. He had known Gaise Macon as both pupil and friend
  for almost six years. In that time he had been impressed by the young mans many skills; his confidence bordering on arrogance, and his endless good humour. But the one area in which the
  young general lacked all social skills came in the company of women. Mulgrave considered this to be a result of being raised by a widowed father. The boy had no sisters and no motherly influence.
  With women Gaise became either self-conscious, or, as in this case, haughty. How could he have called her a doxy, wondered Mulgrave? Would a whore or a courtesan have issued such orders? Cordley
  Lowens wife was living in a luxurious palace far south in Varingas. This girl was obviously his daughter.


  With the lanterns lit Mulgrave stood silently by the far wall. Gaise Macon, studiously avoiding the beautiful girl in the green velvet robe, pretended to examine the many paintings on display.
  Ill at ease as he was he seemed much younger, his face boyish in the yellow light.


  A tall man appeared at the top of the stairs, and began to descend. His hair was fashionably long, grey shot with streaks of black. His face was heavy set, the eyes deep beneath shaggy brows. He
  was fully dressed in black leggings and boots, and a braided red coat, with a generals yellow sash across it. As he reached the foot of the stairs he gestured to the woman. You may go
  to your room now, Cordelia, he said. I shall deal with this. His voice was firm, the tone cold, his anger barely suppressed.


  Yes, Father, she said, offering him a curtsey.


  Casting an angry glance at Gaise Macon she gathered the hem of her robe and climbed the stairs. Her departure brought a sense of relief to Mulgrave. It was also a tactical error from the
  quartermaster general. With the girl present Gaise would have remained uncertain, even defensive. Now Mulgrave could see the young mans confidence returning.


  Your explanation for this intrusion had better be good, said Cordley Lowen.


  I am Gaise Macon, commander of the Eldacre Company.


  I know who you are, young man, snapped Lowen. I have heard the name  and the ridiculous nickname you have acquired. The Grey Ghost, is it not? What do you
  want?


  I like a man who speaks his mind, general, said Gaise smoothly. It makes matters so much more simple. I paid you for ten wagons of supplies. I received four. Last month I
  paid for twelve and received seven. At twelve pounds in gold coin per wagon that makes one hundred and thirty-two pounds you owe me. Or eleven wagons of supplies. I will take either. And I will
  take either now.


  Cordley Lowens laughter barked out. How rare it is, he said, to find such stupidity among the noble classes. Did you really think you could come here and cajole me
  into settling this . . . alleged debt?


  No, said Gaise Macon. I did not. From his belt he pulled the leather riding gauntlet. Stepping forward he slashed it across Cordley Lowens cheek. The sound was
  harsh, like a distant gunshot. Lowen staggered back. I knew you would not honour your debt, said Gaise, but martial custom demanded that I offer you the chance. My man,
  Mulgrave, will discuss the details of the duel with you. The choice of weapons is yours.


  Cordley Lowen stood for a moment in astonished silence. Then he shook his head. I am not a nobleman. You cannot force me into a duel.


  You are mistaken, sir, Gaise told him. Perhaps you should have read the Kings Manual before accepting the position of general. Noblemen and officers are
  covered by the conditions of the duel. We are both generals. I can challenge you. I have challenged you. Of course you can refuse the challenge. On page one hundred and four of the Manual
  you will find a section dealing with refusal. It states that the officer declining must resign his commission instantly. From that moment on he will be barred from all public office and lose the
  right to vote in any election, or to own lands above one acre. Harsh, is it not? But then we Varlish have no stomach for cowards. Gaise stepped in close to the general, reaching out and
  tapping at his yellow sash. Swords or pistols, General Lowen. Your choice. I will leave you to discuss these matters with Captain Mulgrave.


  Gaise Macon stepped back, gave a short perfunctory bow, then gathered his cloak and left the house. Cordley Lowen swung towards Mulgrave. Is he mad?


  A trifle hot-headed, sir. Will it be swords or pistols, and at what time and place tomorrow do you wish the duel to take place?


  I am no swordsman.


  Then it shall be pistols, said Mulgrave. That is probably all to the good, sir. General Macon is an excellent swordsman. He is also a fine shot, of course, but there are
  many variables in pistol duels. A sudden gust of wind, heaviness or rain in the air. The ball might merely shatter a shoulder or break an arm.


  I shall appeal to the king, said Lowen, and Mulgrave could hear the fear in his voice.


  It will do no good, sir, I fear. In his twenty years of rule the king has only ever forbidden one duel, and that because of a technicality. As I recall, the challenger was a disgraced
  colonel who had been demoted to captain. He challenged his accuser, another colonel. It was decided that since the demotion made him the colonels inferior the duel could not take place. It
  did, of course, for the colonel  that is the challenged colonel  arranged for himself to be demoted for a day. So they fought as captains. Shall we say an hour before noon, sir?
  General Macon has a second duel to fight tomorrow at noon.


  A second duel?


  Yes, sir. General Ferson has issued a challenge to him.


  Ferson is one of the kings favourites, observed Lowen.


  Indeed, sir. Is the time suitable?


  Wait, wait, wait, stammered the general, moving to a cabinet by the far wall and removing a crystal decanter. With trembling hand he filled a glass with brandy and half drained it.
  Turning towards Mulgrave he forced a smile. A drink, captain?


  Thank you, sir. Most kind.


  Lowen filled a second glass, refilled his own, and moved back to stand before Mulgrave. The swordsman sipped his brandy. It was very fine. Surely you see, captain, how . . . disastrous
  such a duel would be? Who would supply the kings army were I to be killed? I am not afraid, you understand, but the kings needs must surely be considered paramount.


  I agree with you, sir. Wholeheartedly. But the matter is set. You could, of course, arrange a time following General Macons duel with Lord Ferson. It could be that Ferson will win.
  Unlikely, though.


  Why?


  When I said that General Macon was a fine shot I rather underplayed his talent. He is probably the finest pistol shot in the army.


  Sweet heaven! This is a nightmare!


  Once again I agree, sir. I do take your point about the kings needs. It is widely known that you have excelled in the role of quartermaster general. Mulgrave paused.
  Perhaps I could prevail upon General Macon to reconsider.


  Yes, that would be wise, agreed Lowen.


  Mulgrave sipped his brandy then sighed. I dont think I will be able to convince him.


  But you will try?


  I will, sir. Of course, had General Macon only waited until tomorrow we could have removed the cause of the problem.


  In what way?


  The warehouse would have been open and the mistake in supplies rectified. Im sure that some ledger clerk merely made an error.


  Of course, said Lowen. You believe that he would withdraw his challenge if the supplies were available?


  Im sure I could convince him, sir. But it is after midnight, and the challenge is already made.


  There are guards within the warehouses. And stable hands. I could write an order now, and the gates would be opened.


  An admirable idea, sir, said Mulgrave. It would have weighed heavily on me to have been party to the death of the kings quartermaster.


  An hour later Gaise Macon and Mulgrave led the convoy of eleven wagons down into the Eldacre Company camp. Gaise had said little during the ride, and once they were back in the ruined country
  house, the fire relit, he had sat staring sombrely into the flames.


  What is troubling you, my friend? asked Mulgrave. You have your supplies.


  The girl made me feel like a fool, Mulgrave. I did not like it.


  All men are fools sometimes, sir.


  Aye, I know. The young man grinned. I am glad I didnt have to kill Lowen. Crooked as he is he is still the best quartermaster in the land. Without him the
  kings cause would be sorely damaged. I am grateful that he lacked the courage to fight.


  Give yourself a little more credit, sir, put in Mulgrave. You read him right. You knew he would crumble. Even so, it was . . . rash. You have also made another
  enemy.


  A man is said to be judged by the enemies he makes, replied Gaise.


  And by his friends, observed Mulgrave.


  Gaise placed a log on the fire. You are my only friend, Mulgrave. I do not know what I would do without you. These last six weeks have been ghastly. Now you are back I feel a burden
  lifted from me.


  Mulgraves heart sank. Get some rest, sir, he said. Youll need a clear head for the duel tomorrow.


  
    
  


  Chapter Four
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  Chara Ring watched her husband as he walked towards the milking sheds. Two-year-old Jaim was perched on his shoulder, while six-year-old Feargol walked alongside Kaelin holding
  tightly to his hand. Chara leaned against the door frame, a smile on her face. Behind her Maev Ring called out testily: The thaw may be coming, Chara, but it is still too cold to stand
  daydreaming in an open doorway.


  The younger woman stepped back inside and pushed shut the door, dropping the latch. Maev Ring was sitting at the pine table, carefully writing in a broad-leafed book. She was hunched over,
  peering closely at the page, a dark green shawl over her shoulders. Her red hair had more than a sprinkling of silver now, and there were harsh lines around her eyes. Yet still she was a strikingly
  attractive woman, thought Chara. If only she would smile more to soften her features.


  The boy adores Kaelin, said Chara, moving past Maev into the long kitchen.


  Hes a good lad, from good stock. I was always fond of Finbarr, said Maev. Strange, how you talk only of the dead with fondness, thought Chara.


  Taking a cloth, she wrapped it round the handle of the black iron kettle, lifting it from the stove and pouring boiling water into an iron pot. To this she added three teaspoonfuls of dried
  herbs gathered during the summer. The mixture was mainly camomile and mint, but there was also a sprinkling of dried stinging nettle, which Chara knew was good for the rheumatism that made
  Maevs fingers ache when she worked at her accounts. Allowing the tisane to brew she carried the pot into the main room and set it on a wooden mat. Then she fetched two cups, and a wax-sealed
  jar of honey. Maev liked to sweeten all tisanes.


  The older woman leaned back from her account books and rubbed at her tired eyes. It seems that this winter has been hanging around for far too long, she said. I think I
  shall go mad if I do not see blue skies and sunshine before long.


  Chara sat down and poured out the tisane. Maev sweetened hers, then sipped it appreciatively. It would also be good to get an uninterrupted nights sleep, she said.


  Feargols nightmares are still bad, said Chara. It is not surprising. Heaven knows what the child went through on the night his parents were killed.


  Yet he doesnt dream of the bear, said Maev. He keeps talking about men with scaled faces and blood red eyes. She shivered. Do you know hes even
  got me dreaming of them?


  Chara rose from her chair and moved to the fire, which was burning low. Adding three thick chunks of wood she glanced back at Maev. I have too, she said. I wish the Dweller
  was closer. She would know what to do.


  Youve been listening to Senlic, said Maev, with a mocking smile. That old man is as bad as the boy. Demons, he says. There are no demons, Chara. He just has bad
  dreams. They will pass.


  Chara said nothing. She had known Senlic Carpenter all her life. Everyone knew he was gifted with the Sight. Maev had spent too long in the Varlish town of Eldacre and had lost touch with the
  old magic. Senlic said the boy was visited by spirits who sought to do him harm. Chara believed it. She moved to the window and looked out at the melting snow. Soon the way through to the high
  passes of the Rigante would be clear. Then she would take Feargol to the Dweller  the woman Kaelin referred to as the Wyrd.


  Are you still planning to make the trip south? she asked Maev.


  Yes. I still have business interests in Eldacre. And the Moidart wishes to see me.


  The man is evil.


  Aye, he is  and I do not need you to tell me.


  Then why do you deal with him, Maev?


  Maev Ring sighed and finished her tisane. He is the Lord of the North. I can do no business without his goodwill. He is the power in the land, child. Since I cannot fight it and I cannot
  oppose it I have decided  for the moment  to flow around it.


  And you intend to take Kaelin to see him?


  Indeed I do. It is vital that he looks the man in the eye. Kaelin will one day rule the Rigante here. I know this. Your brother is a fine lad, but he is no leader. When Call Jace passes
  the Rigante will look for a strong man to take his place. That man will be Kaelin.


  Or Rayster.


  Maev shook her head. Rayster is a fine Rigante. In some ways he reminds me of my Jaim. He is no leader, though  save by example. He is a fighter, brave and braw. He has a good
  heart. But most importantly he has no name. He was adopted into the clan. No-one knows who his parents were. Without a name he cannot rule.


  This was true, and a story Chara had known since she was a child in arms. A baby had been found by the Dweller on a mountainside just outside Rigante lands. The Dweller had carried him back to
  the clan, and there he was raised. The story had always confused Chara. The Dweller had mystical powers. Why then had she not used them to locate the childs parents? Chara had once asked
  Rayster about this. He had grinned and shrugged. I never asked, he said.


  But do you not want to know your parents?


  Why would I? They did not want to know me. I was tossed to a mountainside in a cold winter and left to die. I have no wish to look into the eyes of the woman who did that to
  me.


  It was the only moment she could recall that Rayster had ever spoken with bitterness in his voice. Back in those days, as a girl newly arrived at puberty, she had believed herself in love with
  the tall clansman. As the years passed, though, she realized he was like a brother to her, strong and loyal and loving. There was no passion to be kindled between them. Several of the clan girls
  had sought to entice Rayster to Walk the Tree, but he had gently declined them all, and from the age of sixteen had chosen to live alone in a cabin high above the clan valley. Now in his late
  twenties he was a confirmed bachelor. This saddened Chara, for Rayster was wonderful with children, and would, she was convinced, make a fine father. Little Jaim doted on him whenever he
  visited.


  You are miles away, said Maev, pouring another cup of tisane.


  I was thinking about what you said about Rayster.


  Dont misunderstand me. I was not speaking slightingly of the man. I admire and like him greatly.


  I know that, Maev.


  Kaelin needs to see the Moidart, said Maev. He needs to know his enemy. One day  if the Source is willing  Kaelin will destroy the man and all he stands for.
  He will cut his vile head from his shoulders. Then Lanovar and my Jaim  and so many others  will be avenged.


  The Moidart did not kill Jaim, Maev.


  His men did. And the man murdered my brother, Lanovar. Shot him, having already given his oath on a truce. Hundreds more died later, hunted down and murdered on the Moidarts
  orders.


  The door opened and Kaelin entered. Lowering Jaim to the floor he strode to the fire. Feargol followed him, while two-year-old Jaim ran to his mother, arms outstretched. Chara hugged him,
  lifting him to her lap. His coat was wet through and she carried him upstairs to change his clothes.


  The Cochland brothers have been seen around Black Mountain again, said Kaelin.


  Someone will be losing cattle, said Maev.


  Not us.


  No, they are not stupid men. Though I still think you should have hanged Draig. It would have been a harsher lesson.


  Kaelin drew up a chair. Feargol stayed alongside him. Kaelin absently put his arm around the boys shoulder. Draig is a fighter, Maev, and I dont believe he is evil. Better
  to tackle him fist to fist.


  Your face looked as if it had been kicked by a horse.


  Was it kicked by a horse? asked Feargol.


  No, Kaelin told him. Draig is a big man and he punches hard. However, my uncle Jaim taught me to fight with my fists, and, though Draig is strong and brave, he has little
  skill.


  In short, said Maev, Uncle Kaelin caught him with one of my bulls, beat him senseless and then let him go. The Cochlands do not raid here now.


  Do they hate you, Uncle Kaelin?


  I dont think so. One day maybe you can ask them. Now go off to your room and get out of those wet clothes.


  Cant I stay a little while longer?


  I need to talk to Maev. Go on with you. Ill still be here when you get back. The boy hesitated, then ran up the stairs.


  He is like your shadow, Kaelin. You used to be like that with Jaim.


  I remember. Ive been thinking of this trip south. You dont need me, Maev. And Ive no wish to see Eldacre again.


  You think I have? she snapped. You think I want to look down at that cursed cathedral? This is not a trip taken for pleasure, Kaelin. I need you. Trust me on that. I
  dont ask for much from you  or any man. Do this one thing for me.


  What is so important?


  I want you standing beside me when I visit Jaims grave, she said, her eyes suddenly glistening with tears.


  Kaelin reached out and took her hand. Ill be there, Maev, he said, with a sigh.


  Chara was watching from the foot of the stairs. She felt a touch of anger at the older womans manipulation. She didnt want Kaelin for a graveside visit. She wanted him to meet the
  Moidart.


  Snow was swirling in through the shattered roof as Gaise Macon stretched out on the floor before the fire. He lay on his back, his head resting on a folded cloak. Despite his
  weariness he felt there was no chance of sleep. Seemingly random thoughts roiled in his mind. He found himself thinking of Eldacre Castle far to the north, and his father, the Moidart. There was no
  comfort in the memories. His childhood had been one of insistent sadness, struggling to find a way to make his father love him. He never had. Even now, as a fighting soldier in his twenties, Gaise
  Macon could find no reason for his fathers lack of affection.


  Lack of affection? It was more than that, thought Gaise. All his life his father had found ways to cause him pain. The young general wondered if his mothers death, so soon after giving
  birth to him, had caused the malice in the Moidart. But why should it? He was not responsible. His mother had been killed by assassins, who also stabbed the Moidart.


  It is a mystery you will never solve, he told himself.


  His mind drifted and he saw again the angry, flushed face of Lord Ferson, and the meeting of staff officers following the battle. The king had not been present. He generally avoided crowds, and
  the cramped conditions in the huge bell tent would have been abhorrent to him. Instead he had returned, with his family, to a nearby estate owned by Lord Winterbourne.


  Four generals and eighteen senior officers had attended the meeting, and the first part had involved a discussion as to the battles outcome. Many of the staff officers voiced the view
  that it was a great victory for the kings cause. Gaise had found this to be laughable. Luden Macks, outnumbered almost two to one, and expected to retreat, had attacked instead. Two
  divisions of the Royalist infantry had been swept aside. The advance had been halted by the steadfast courage of the elderly Lord Buckman, commander of the Kings Guards. With troops
  streaming back through his lines Buckman had formed a fighting square, sending volley after volley into the charging Covenanters. It would not have been enough to stem the attack, but Gaise, from
  his position on the hills to the right, had led his four hundred cavalry in a furious charge. The Covenanters had broken. In pursuing them Gaise saw Lord Ferson and his two thousand Lancers on the
  opposite ridge. He sent a rider, requesting support. But the Lancers never moved.


  In the bell tent Gaise had listened as a number of officers poured praise on their generals, obviously seeking to win favour. It was mildly stomach-churning. Surely, my lords, he
  had said, the mere fact that we need to debate the issue at all shows that a full victory cannot be claimed? I would agree, however, that victory should have been ours. The enemy was
  retreating in disorder. One more charge would have routed them.


  A matter of opinion, snapped Lord Ferson, resplendent in a beautifully tailored battle coat of red wool, embroidered with gold thread. There was not a mark upon it, not a speck of
  dust, or a smear of mud. He was a small man, his reddish blond hair close curled and thinning at the crown. His thick moustache was waxed and raised into two points. It was said to be a new fashion
  in the capital, and Gaise thought it comical.


  Gaise Macon had looked into the mans ruddy face, seeing the hostility in his small, closely set blue eyes. I disagree, my lord. I would be fascinated to know why the Lancers did
  not move. Did my request for assistance not reach you?


  Fersons round face had flushed crimson. Ill not be criticized by a glory-seeking popinjay! he thundered.


  Had that popinjay followed your example, general, we would not be discussing the merits of a dubious victory. The enemy would have overrun us.


  Before Ferson could respond General Buckman raised a hand. Gentlemen! Gentlemen! Let us not descend into rancour. Past seventy, and a shrewd soldier, Owen Buckman was renowned for
  cool courage and total loyalty to the king. When he spoke his words were treated with respect. Our young friend is, in one particular, quite correct. It would be unwise to regard this battle
  as decisively in our favour. Ludens forces were intact at the close, and  eventually  withdrew in good order. By now he will have been reinforced by Dailys infantry.
  This was, it must be said, an opportunity missed.


  No-one spoke for a moment. Ferson sat staring malevolently at Gaise Macon. Then the cadaverous figure of Winter Kay, Lord Winterbourne, rose. In the lantern light his unusually pale skin seemed
  almost translucent, stretched tight across the bones of his face. His deep set, dark eyes were heavily shadowed, and showed no hint of emotion. He was wearing the heavy crimson cloak of the
  Redeemer Knights, and by his side hung a ceremonial short sword. The soldiers in the tent fell silent, waiting for Winterbourne to speak. Next to Buckman he was the most senior officer present.
  On current count the enemy lost more than a thousand men, he said, his voice cold. He attacked, and was repulsed. In short he failed in his objective. My scouts report he has
  now pulled back into the hills. It is my belief there will be no major battles until the spring. We now have several months to gather reinforcements, enlist fresh soldiers, and root out traitors
  from the surrounding towns.


  For the next hour the discussion focused on logistical issues: where the various units would spend winter, how they would be supplied, the gathering of fuel, and the sending out of recruiting
  teams.


  As the meeting closed Lord Buckman drew Gaise aside. I thank you, young man, for your assistance in the field. That was a gallant charge, and a most welcome sight.


  Thank you, sir.


  Taking Gaise by the arm Buckman led him further from the other officers. You are quite right about Ferson. His timidity was disgraceful. But be wary of drawing attention to it. The man
   like all cowards  has a vengeful soul.


  He should be dismissed, sir.


  The king likes him, my boy, and we serve the king.


  Now, by the fire, Gaise was restless. His body was weary, but his mind would not relax. He sat up. The snow had stopped. Looking up through the shattered roof he saw that stars were once again
  bright in the night sky.


  Suddenly a scent came to him. Summer pine. With it flowed a breath of warm breeze. Gaise turned towards the far side of the room. Gone were the smoke-blackened wall, the ruined paintings, the
  charred furniture. Instead tall pine trees were growing there, and beyond them Gaise could see sloping hills of verdant green. A small, white-haired figure moved into sight, sitting down upon a
  flat stone. Gaise smiled. He had not seen her in years  not since she had given him the Rigante soul-name of Stormrider.


  Rising from the rug he walked across to the pine wood. It is good to see you, Wyrd, he said.


  The white-haired woman looked up at him and smiled. Her face was ageless, though she looked weary. I cannot stay long, Stormrider, she said.


  How have you made this happen? he asked, gesturing towards the trees. It is mighty magic


  No, she said, not mighty at all. I have merely invaded your dreams. Look back. There you sleep by the fire.


  Gaise glanced round. His lean body was resting on its back, his head on a folded cloak. He saw with surprise that the sleeping face was drawn and haggard, the eyes dark-rimmed. I look
  ghastly, he said.


  Aye, you do. But you will wake refreshed. Ill see to that.


  Sunlight lanced through the trees. Gaise felt the warmth on his face. Sitting down opposite the Wyrd he watched as the ruined room shrank away, the threshold covered by a screen of bushes and
  trees. Birds were singing, and he heard the soft lapping of a stream running over rocks. It was as if a burden had lifted from his soul. Why have you come to me? he asked the little
  woman. Is there something you need me to do?


  I need you to stay alive, Gaise Macon.


  Ill do my best, he answered, with a smile.


  Have you found the answer yet? she said.


  To which question?


  Why would a coward challenge you?


  He shrugged. The nature of a coward is to avoid danger. If such a man courts peril there can be only two reasons. Either he is not a coward at all  or there is no
  danger.


  Exactly. So, how could it be that a pistol duel would offer no danger?


  The pistols would contain a charge and wadding, but no ball.


  One of them would be loaded. Not yours, I fear.


  Gaise nodded. I know. Such treachery could not come from one coward. For such a foul enterprise to succeed there would need to be a conspiracy to murder me.


  What do you intend to do?


  I intend to win, Wyrd.


  There is more to this than Fersons conceit, said the Wyrd. There is a source of evil, radiating its power. It is too strong for me to pierce. I have tried to find
  ways to read the future. All I see are fragmented images. I see you bearing a lost sword. I see a man with eyes of gold and green, yet he is not you. The more I search the less I find. I fear I am
  neither strong enough nor wise enough to find the way.


  Gaise heard the despair in her voice. Reaching out he took her hand. What can I do to help you? he asked.


  I dont know. Enemies are seeking my death and I dont know why. The power of a great evil is at work and I dont know what it desires. Death is closing in on me,
  Stormrider. Day by day it gets closer. What I am sure of is that you must survive. It is vital.


  A cold breeze touched Gaise, and he saw a movement in the trees. The Wyrd sprang to her feet. They have found me, she cried. Gaise rose alongside her. The sunshine disappeared. Two
  figures moved out of the gloom, dark swords in their hands. Their faces were grey and scaled. Iron circlets ringed their brows, and their eyes were swimming in blood. The Wyrd threw up her hands.
  Lightning flashed and a clap of thunder exploded. Gaise was hurled from his feet. He spun over and over, down through swirling blackness. He heard a shriek that chilled his blood.


  He woke with a start, his heart pounding. Rolling to his feet he ran across the room to where his saddle was placed on a cracked bench. From the holsters stitched to the pommel mounting he drew
  two heavy pistols, and cocked them. Then he stood in the gloom and waited.


  A lean figure moved through the doorway. Gaise swept up a pistol and pointed it.


  Id be obliged if you would refrain from shooting me, sir, said Mulgrave.


  Gaise sagged back against the wall. What is wrong, sir? asked Mulgrave, moving across to take the young nobles arm. He helped Gaise to the fire, and both men sat down upon
  the rug.


  I am all right now, my friend, said Gaise, uncocking the pistols and laying them on the floor. I had a .. . nightmare. He shivered and rubbed a hand across his face.
  It came away wet with sweat. What brings you here, Mulgrave? It is not dawn yet.


  Sad news, sir. Word has just reached us that Lord Buckman has died in his sleep.


  Gaise sighed. He did not know the man well, but he felt a sense of deep loss. He was too old for campaigning, he said. Yet without him we would have been ripped apart. Damn,
  but I liked the old man.


  He was a fine gentleman, and a brave one. Hell be hard to replace. Mulgrave reached out, placing his hand on Gaises brow. You are very pale, sir, and you are
  still sweating. Perhaps I should fetch the surgeon.


  It is not necessary. The dream was very real. I shall be fine now.


  Would it help to talk of it, sir?


  Gaise shook his head. No. Rising he pulled on his heavy grey topcoat. Lets see if we can find some breakfast.


  Winter Kay, Lord Winterbourne, was a warrior in the truest sense. The Lord of the Redeemers, and a Knight of the Sacrifice, he lived only for war. For such a man ultimate
  victory would be anathema. Victory would mean an end to war, a passing of glory and a life thereafter of tedious mediocrity. War was life lived to the fullest. It brought out the best in men.


  As a younger man he had not fully understood this awesome fact. Deep down, however, he had sensed it. All his life he had lusted after combat. Before he was twenty he had fought three duels, two
  with sword, one with pistol. He had ridden with the Knights of the Sacrifice in the eastern wars, taking part in the sack of Alterin, and the Battle of Skeyne. He had been second in command at the
  massacre of Shelsans, when two thousand devotees of the New Tree cult had been put to the sword, or taken alive and burned.


  It was here that the Source had blessed Winter Kay and delivered into his hands the Orb of Kranos.


  In the years that followed he had taken the Orb on all his travels, gathering to him other knights pledged to fight for the honour of the Source. He had hoped his younger brother, Gayan, would
  have been among their number. But he had been slain by a Highlander at the cathedral city of Eldacre. It was a source of constant sorrow to Winter Kay.


  In time he had formed the Redeemers; the finest of the knights. And he had learned how to feed the magic of the Orb, so that it in turn could empower his Redeemers. Mortal wounds healed
  overnight, strength and speed were enhanced. It was too early yet to tell, but Winter Kay also believed that even the ageing process was slowed. At forty-nine he could still ride, fight and react
  with the same speed and strength as when he was in his twenties. And, more than this, the power of the Orb allowed its followers to free themselves from the shackles of the flesh, their spirits
  soaring out into the skies, travelling wherever they wished. Winter Kay himself gained even more, for he was never far from the skull. At night visions came to him in his sleep, bright and vivid.
  He saw a great city, and palaces of marble. Then there were the blessed times that the ghost of Kranos himself would speak to him, filling his mind with promises of a golden tomorrow, a time of
  immortality and excess.


  Only one small cloud marred Winter Kays horizon.


  Gaise Macon.


  Was he the man with the golden eye the priest had prophesied? I will go gladly, Winter Kay. Which is more than can be said for you, when the one with the golden eye comes for
  you.


  Winter Kay sat in his tent staring down at the walnut case, and the two silver-inlaid pistols nestling there. Gaise Macon would not be a danger after this afternoon. Jerad Ferson was a coward,
  but he was also a fair shot. At twenty paces he would put a ball into the young mans chest and that would be an end to it.


  Two men, in red cloaks, approached the tent. Winter Kay bade them enter. Both were tall and lean. Removing their iron helms they bowed low.


  Did you kill the woman? he asked them.


  No, lord. We failed. Their faces were very pale and haggard, their eyes deep set. They looked exhausted. This was not uncommon following heavy use of the forbidden herb. He saw
  them looking longingly towards the metal box containing the Orb.


  Tell me what happened.


  The first man spoke: The trance was deep, lord, and, as you said, we could feel her energy. We entered her dream. She sensed us. Before we could strike she sent up a great and blinding
  light. Then she was gone. There was a spirit with her. A man.


  What kind of man?


  The Redeemer glanced at his comrade. The second man spoke: I believe it was Macon, lord. I cannot be sure.


  Winter Kay rose from his seat and moved to the rear of the tent. Carefully he opened the lid of the metal box, drawing aside the black velvet. Come, he said. The two Redeemers
  stumbled forward. Make obeisance, he commanded them. Both men drew sharp daggers and cut the palms of their hands. Then they held them above the skull. Blood dripped to the bone. It
  began to glow. The Redeemers waited for Winter Kays order, then each lightly touched the skull. They stiffened. One of them gave a groan of pleasure.


  Enough! said Winter Kay.


  The Redeemers stepped back. No longer were their faces pale, and the cuts on their hands had sealed.


  In the name of the Source, said Winter Kay, Gaise Macon must die. You will be the loaders at the duel. Whichever pistol he chooses must not be armed. You will appear to drop
  the ball into the muzzle, but keep it secreted in your hand.


  Yes, lord. We understand.


  The man is in communion with our enemy. He has sold his soul to evil.


  Yes, lord.


  Winter Kay placed his hands on both mens shoulders, drawing them in close. If, by some freak of chance, Gaise Macon should survive this duel, you will make it your bounden duty to
  see him dead before the next full moon.


  You wish us to challenge him, lord? asked the first.


  No. Merely kill him. Do it quietly. Suffocate him in his bed, poison his food, stab him in a darkened alley. The method is immaterial. Just bring me, as a token, his golden
  eye.


  The snow clouds had cleared in the night, and the midday sky was now bright blue. The temperature had dropped to well below freezing, and ice had formed on the muddy path
  leading through to the area of the duel. Only a few months before this had been a secluded garden set within the grounds of one Lord Dunstans private chapel. Dunstan would have walked here
  with his wife and his daughters after Holy Day services. They would, perhaps, have admired the roses that lined the paths as they repaired to their mansion to enjoy a fine meal. Now Dunstan was
  dead, shot to pieces on Bladdley Moor, with most of his Covenant regiment. His fine house was a ruined shell, and the chapel  the last refuge of a group of diehard rebels  had been
  ripped apart by cannon shell, the spire lying in broken fragments across the northern tip of the garden.


  Gaise Macon, dressed in a fur-lined charcoal grey jacket, grey breeches and knee-length riding boots, walked alongside the swordsman, Mulgrave, who had donned his high collared, leaf green
  uniform, and wore an officers short cape. Both men could have been out for a pre-lunch stroll, and Gaise Macon was chatting amiably as they approached the area of the duel. A long trestle
  table had been set at the centre of the garden. Behind it stood two red-cloaked Redeemers. Lord Winterbourne was standing alongside the shorter Lord Ferson. Fersons embroidered red topcoat
  was loosely draped across his shoulders. Beneath it he wore a beautifully crafted shirt of expensive white lace. Beyond the low wall round the garden stood hundreds of Fersons men. Off to
  the right a number of Eldacre soldiers had also gathered.


  A fine day for such stupidity, said Gaise Macon, approaching the two men.


  Winter Kay gave a thin smile. Matters of honour are rarely stupid, young man. Perhaps an understanding of that from you would have spared us this duel.


  I shall bear that in mind in future, my lord, answered Gaise, with a bow.


  A third man approached them. Wrapped in a heavy topcoat and scarf, the burly Lord Cumberlane bowed briefly to the two duellists. I am appointed by the king, he said, as
  Master of the Duel. It is my duty to implore both of you to find an equitable solution to this matter. There was ice forming upon his thick moustache, and his face was grey with cold. He
  swung towards Lord Ferson. Can you now, my lord, see your way clear to resolving this issue without recourse to bloodshed?


  No, replied Ferson, with a malevolent glance at Gaise Macon.


  Perhaps the offer of an apology? insisted Lord Cumberlane.


  Honour demands satisfaction upon the field, said Ferson. Mulgrave felt his anger rise. The mans confidence was such that the swordsman became ever more convinced that the
  duel was to be rigged. He glanced at Gaise Macon. The young man seemed perfectly at ease, but Mulgrave knew him well, and could see that he was performing.


  Very well, said Cumberlane, sadly. Let the matter commence. You will choose your weapons, and then stand back to back where I bid you. On my command you will advance ten
  paces and turn. Once you have done so neither man will move. Not a step to the left or the right. I shall then give the instruction to fire. If either man shoots before I give the word he shall be
  deemed a craven, and shall face a charge of murder. Is my instruction clear?


  Both duellists nodded.


  Each man will fire a single shot. Should no-one be hit the duellists will remain in position while the pistols are reloaded.


  Ferson strolled to where two silver pistols had been laid upon the table. Gaise Macon followed him. Ferson waited while Gaise examined both pistols. They were Emburleys and handsomely crafted,
  the long barrels engraved with scenes of running deer, the butts boasting the Leopard Rampant crest of the Winterbourne family.


  Will they suffice? asked Winter Kay.


  Admirable, sir. Admirable! said Ferson jovially.


  Then choose, Master Macon, said Winter Kay.


  Gaise Macon made his choice. Ferson took up the second pistol. Both men then handed the pieces to the Redeemers behind the table. The Knights expertly primed the flash pans, snapping shut the
  covers, then tilted the weapons to add a charge of powder. The Redeemers then each took a round lead ball from a bowl set on the table.


  A moment, sir, said Gaise Macon. I shall choose my own ball.


  They are all identical, said Winter Kay.


  Of course they all appear that way, said Gaise Macon, smoothly, but I have learned to judge by feel. Reaching into the bowl of shot he rolled several of them
  in his fingers. Then he produced one. This feels perfect, he said. Reaching across the table he relieved his surprised loader of the silver pistol and dropped the shot into it.
  Lifting a small square of silk from alongside the bowl he pressed it into the barrel. Sliding the ramrod clear he tamped down the charge. I am ready, he said, looking directly at Lord
  Ferson.


  Mulgrave suppressed a smile. Ferson no longer looked confident. His face was ashen, and he was blinking rapidly. It seemed to Mulgrave that even the mans ludicrously waxed moustache
  points were about to sag. Ferson licked his lips and cast a glance at Winter Kay. Such behaviour is insufferable, he said.


  In what way, sir? asked Lord Cumberlane.


  He .. . he impugns the .. . the neutrality of . . . the competence of. . . He stammered to silence. Sweat was showing on his brow.


  Ready yourselves, gentlemen, said Lord Cumberlane. Back to back if you please.


  Gaise Macon removed his topcoat, handed it to Mulgrave, and walked out into the centre of the garden. Ferson lagged behind, staring at Winter Kay. Then he stumbled out to take his place.
  Be so good as to remove your uniform jacket, Cumberlane told him. Winter Kay strode out and relieved him of the garment.


  Now, gentlemen, ten paces, if you please, and then await my instruction.


  Mulgrave moved back from the line of fire and watched as the two men slowly moved apart. His stomach was knotted now, and a great fear filled him. Both pistols were now primed, but, though a
  coward, Ferson could still win. One well placed shot and Gaise Macon could be lying dead upon the cold ground.


  As the duellists reached the tenth pace Lord Cumberlane called out, Halt.


  Ferson spun and fired. Gaise Macon staggered to his left, then came upright. Blood was flowing from what appeared to Mulgrave to be the side of his head. A stunned silence followed. Lord
  Cumberlane stood staring at the wounded man. It was a hair trigger, shouted Ferson. It went off early.


  You were not told to turn, said Cumberlane, icily. He began to walk towards the wounded Gaise Macon, but the young general waved him back.


  It is all right, my lord, he said. The shot merely grazed my ear.


  I am pleased to hear it, said Cumberlane. Now you may take your own shot. If the knave still lives after you have fired I shall see him hanged.


  Gaise Macon readied himself. Ferson stood blinking in the sunlight, looking wretched. His pistol dropped from nerveless fingers. Mulgrave saw with deep embarrassment that the man was weeping. It
  was an appalling scene. In the background a large number of Fersons soldiers had gathered to watch the duel. Some turned away in disgust. Others waited for the inevitable conclusion. Ferson
  fell to his knees, throwing his arms over his head.


  Gaise Macon, the left side of his shirt drenched with blood, lowered his pistol and discharged his shot into the earth. As the sound thundered Lord Ferson screamed and threw himself to the
  ground.


  Mulgrave ran to Gaises side. Blood was streaming from the ruined earlobe. I am proud of you, sir, he said. There would have been no satisfaction in killing such a
  cur.


  Gaise Macon sighed. Well talk later. Slowly he walked back to the trestle table, laying the pistol upon it. Then he approached Lord Cumberlane.


  Ive never seen the like, muttered Cumberlane. Damn, but it shames us all.


  As the aggrieved party, sir, I wish for no action to be taken against Lord Ferson. It will satisfy me if he resigns his commission and returns to his home.


  The knave ought to be hanged. By heaven, hes an affront to Varlish manhood. But I will do as you say. Cumberlane held out his hand. I hope you dont live to
  regret your kindness, Gaise Macon.


  Gaise shook the generals hand. I hope I never live long enough to regret kindness, general. Though I am not sure it was kind. I think that for the coward every day carries a
  kind of death. He swung away and found himself facing Winter Kay. I thank you for the use of your pistol, sir, he said. Winter Kay said nothing, but he returned Gaise
  Macons bow. With that the young general walked from the garden, Mulgrave beside him.


  
    
  


  Chapter Five
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  Draig Cochland would do most things for money. He would willingly steal and rob, and would think nothing of killing a man during the process of either activity. Draig was not a
  man to be fooled by those who established the rules. It seemed to him that the entire world was run by robbery of one kind or another. The whole structure of society depended on it. It always
  surprised Draig that other men couldnt see it. The poor hill farmer who struggled to survive through drought-plagued summers and harsh, bone-numbing winters still had to give one tenth of
  his crop to the Moidarts gatherers. What was that if not robbery? Give me one tenth of all you have or I will lock you away or hang you. Draig had voiced this many times in rowdy tavern
  arguments. It was always fun. People would get red in the face and argue about the need for taxes to build roads and maintain schools and such. Draig would laugh at them. Schools, eh? The
  Moidart wears silk shirts and you wear homespun cloth. Thats where your money goes.


  It was as Old Gramps had always said: Steal a loaf of bread and they hang you, steal a land and theyll make you king.


  Draigs concept of good and evil was simple and easy to maintain. What was good for the small Cochland clan was good, and what was not was evil. Or so he had thought before the Varlish
  rider had come into the high country settlement the Cochlands called home.


  The man had ridden far, and he had come with promises of gold coin if the Cochlands would do a service for his lord. This lord remained unnamed, though Draig guessed it to be the Moidart,
  but as a gesture of good faith the rider had brought ten silver chaillings as a gift.


  Draig did not like the man, but then that was not unusual. Draig didnt much like anybody. Except, perhaps, his brother Eain. Though truth to tell he wasnt that fond of him
  either. No, it was not the dislike that bothered Draig. It was something entirely different.


  Even now, two hours after the rider had left, Draig could not quite put his finger on the cause of his disquiet. The man was Varlish and well spoken, which was enough to earn Draigs
  contempt. He was also cold, his eyes hard and flinty. But that wasnt it either.


  Draig sat quietly by his fire, his heavy shoulders hunched over. After a while his brother came in and squatted down opposite him. Despite Eains being a year younger they could almost
  have been twins, both green-eyed, large and hulking, their faces flat, their red beards matted and filthy.


  What did he want? asked Eain.


  He wanted us to kill someone.


  Good coin in it?


  Aye, so he promised.


  Excellent. Who are we to kill?


  A child and a woman.


  Eains eyes narrowed. Are you making a joke, brother?


  No.


  Im not killing any child. Or any woman either, he added, after a pause.


  No? Why? asked Draig.


  What do you mean why? You just dont, is all.


  Draig sat quietly for a moment. Then he nodded. Aye, thats what I told him. He wasnt best pleased.


  Who did he want killed?


  The Dweller by the Lake, and the boy Kaelin Ring brought down from the hills.


  The lad whose parents were killed by Hang-lip?


  Thats the one.


  It makes no sense, said Eain. Whod profit by such a deed?


  We would have, observed Draig.


  You know what I mean.


  Aye, I do, and Ive no answer to give you.


  Eain took up a long stick and prodded the fire into life. I expect hell go to Tostig and those Low Valley lads. Theyll do it right enough.


  I expect so. Ten pounds he was offering.


  Eain swore softly. Ive never even seen ten pounds in one place.


  You sorry I turned him down?


  Eain thought about it. Nah, he said.


  Draig rose from the fireside and walked to the doorway of the hut. Ducking his head he stepped beneath the sagging lintel and out into the clearing. Few of the Cochland clan were outside. Two
  scrawny children were throwing snowballs at each other, four others were hauling an ancient sled up the hillside. Only four of the men of the clan were in the settlement, the other twenty-three
  being off to the east, in two groups, seeking to steal cattle and head them south to Eldacre. Draig scratched at his beard. He wasnt sure exactly how old he was, but he felt too old to be
  chasing over the mountains after a few scrawny cows.


  He felt strangely unsettled. Ten pounds was a fortune. A man could live well for two years on ten pounds. Yet he hadnt even come close to accepting the commission. The wind picked up and
  he shivered and returned to the fire.


  Eain had set up the cook pot tripod and was mixing oats, salt and water into the old black pan, stirring it with a cracked and stained wooden spoon. I know what youre
  thinking, he said.


  Draig stared balefully at his brother. You dont even know what youre thinking half the time.


  Youre thinking of warning Kaelin Ring.


  Why would I do something that stupid? The Varlish is a man of power. I dont need him as an enemy. And I wouldnt want Tostig and his crew creeping in here to cut my
  throat.


  All right, said Eain. Then what were you thinking of?


  Draig hawked and spat into the fire. I was thinking of warning Kaelin Ring, he admitted.


  We dont even like him, argued Eain.


  I dont like you either  but Id tell you if there was a snake in your boot.


  No you wouldnt. Youd just wait and laugh when it bit me. Like when that bloody tree branch fell on me. You could have shouted. Didnt though, did you?


  Gods, man, that was fifteen years ago, and youre still on about it. I told you then it was funny.


  Nothing funny about a broken shoulder.


  No, youre wrong. That was even funnier.


  Well, a pox on you and the horse you rode in on.


  I dont know why you say that, said Draig, settling down by the fire. Youve never ridden a horse. Neither have I.


  I like the sound of it. Its like poetry.


  All the best poems have the word pox in them, said Draig. Are you going to stir that porridge? I hate it when its full of black bits.


  Eain grinned at him, showing stained and misshapen teeth. You really are in a strange mood, brother.


  Yes, agreed Draig. Thats true, right enough. You remember when the Dweller came here and healed old Scats? We thought hed lose that eye, but she put a poultice
  over it and all the pus just dried up.


  I remember. You got angry because she wouldnt heal a boil you had.


  It wasnt a boil, it was a cyst. Big as a damned goose egg.


  Whatever. She said you were a man who deserved boils. Eain laughed. Never thought to hear you let a woman talk to you that way.


  Draig shrugged. Didnt bother me, he lied. She wouldnt take no payment from Scats. Made no sense. Shed walked twenty miles. Wouldnt even eat with
  us.


  Probably didnt like black bits in her porridge, observed Eain.


  Probably. Draig suddenly swore. You know whats really liced my skin? That Varlish just assumed I was the kind of man who would kill a woman and a child. Thats
  the reputation I have. No wonder the Dweller wouldnt heal my boil.


  Cyst, said Eain, gleefully.


  And the horse you rode in on, said Draig.


  Eain chuckled and stirred the porridge. You think Tostig will agree to kill them?


  Of course he will. Theres no Rigante in that man.


  Theres not more than a thimbleful in us, Eain pointed out. And that was from Great-Gramps  which means it was three parts liquor anyway.


  Draig suddenly laughed. You are not wrong, brother. Were Cochlands now. And we look after our own. To hell with anyone else, eh?


  Damn right. Eain served up the porridge in two deep wooden bowls, and they ate in silence. Finally Draig put aside his empty plate and pushed himself to his feet.


  He swore suddenly. Damn it, but I do like Kaelin Ring, he said.


  You said you didnt like anybody. Eain sounded aggrieved, and Draig laughed.


  The mans a fighter, and theres no give in him. When the Varlish took his woman and imprisoned her he walked into that fort and brought her out. Have to admire
  that.


  He thrashed you and broke your nose, argued Eain. We dont want to get involved in this, Draig. Tostig is an evil whoreson. Added to which hes good with sword
  and knife. Kaelin Ring can take care of himself.


  Draig shook his head. Not if he dont know whats coming. I think Ill walk to Ironlatch.


  Ill not come with you on such foolishness.


  Who asked you?


  Were not full Rigante, brother. We dont owe anybody anything.


  I never said we did.


  Has it occurred to you that the Moidart is the one who wants them dead?


  Yes, said Draig, a sense of unease settling on him at the mention of the mans name.


  If he found out youd gone against him, you know who hed send.


  Draig shivered and did not answer. He knew all right. Huntsekker would come, with that cursed scythe, and Draigs head would be in a bag.


  Itll be Huntsekker, said Eain. He never fails.


  Give it a rest, Eain! Anyway he did fail once. He didnt catch that fighter, Chain Shada. Word was that Grymauch took him out from under Huntsekkers nose. So hes
  human. Hes not some demon of the dark to frighten me.


  Well, the thought of him frightens me, said Eain.


  Draig moved across the hut, lifting an old bearskin coat from the floor. He shook it then swung it round his shoulders. We are not going to get involved in this, he said.
  All Im going to do is have a quiet word with Kaelin Ring. Then were out of it.


  In the dark of the night Chara Ring stood at the upper bedroom window, staring out at the moonlit snow, and the sharp, jagged lines of the distant mountains. A blue and green
  Rigante shawl was wrapped round her slender shoulders, and her thoughts were deep and melancholy.


  Five years ago she had been taken by Varlish soldiers and brought to the Black Mountain fort, and there had been brutally raped and abused. Often she would dream of being back in that bleak
  dungeon, listening to the laughter and grunts of the soldiers and the vicious words of the traitor Wullis Swainham. Many times since she had convinced herself she was over the worst, and that the
  vileness of that night had no power any more. Standing in the window she knew she was wrong. She knew that it would always be with her, like a wound upon the soul.


  There was no doubting her love for Kaelin Ring, nor that she enjoyed the feeling of his arms around her. Mostly she could lose herself in the act of lovemaking, and occasionally it was even
  joyous. She had laughed with the Dweller about the importance to her of the physical closeness she had found with Kaelin. It was not strictly untrue. Chara needed to feel that Kaelin desired her.
  Often, however, as he held her, and entered her, she would see again the ugly, bestial faces of the men in the dungeon. The brutality of what she had endured would erupt from her subconscious,
  making her want to scream for Kaelin to get away from her. She would hold it back by picturing the moment that Kaelin came for her on that dreadful night.


  In an act of breathtaking recklessness he and Rayster had entered the fort, killing the guards at the gatehouse and donning their uniforms. Then Kaelin had made his way to the dungeon and
  rescued her. She turned from the window and gazed at his sleeping form. He was lying on his back, one arm outstretched. In the moonlight the scar on his cheek shone bright. Chara remembered the
  sabre duel with her brother Bael that had caused it. It seemed a lifetime ago, as did so much of her life before the dungeon. It was as if she were two different people. Chara Then and Chara
  Now.


  She no longer spoke to Kaelin about her memories. It was not that he did not care. It was that he cared too much. He wanted to find a cure for her. In some ways it was touching, in
  others infuriating. On rare occasions she would open her heart to the Dweller. There was comfort there, for she would listen without seeking to offer remedies.


  The worst moment had come just before this winter, when she and Kaelin had visited Black Mountain to bring in supplies. As the wagon was being loaded the two of them had walked through the town,
  and out onto the low meadow, by the stream. The day had been bright and clear, the sunshine warm. It was like a summers day, and Chara had felt at peace. She was holding Kaelins hand,
  and laughing at some little jest he made. Then she saw a man, also walking with his love. Three children were running alongside them, two tawny-haired boys and a girl with long auburn curls. Chara
  had stopped, her hand falling away from Kaelins grip.


  The man was one of the soldiers who had raped her.


  She had thought them all killed in the battle at the Rigante Pass  a battle won by the brilliance of her husband, who led the Rigante in a night climb down a sheer rock face to emerge
  behind the besieging Varlish. She had needed to believe they were dead, punished for what they had done to her.


  As Chara stood and watched the man and his family heading off towards the stream she saw him turn and look at her. He smiled and waved. Kaelin waved back. It seemed incomprehensible to Chara
  that the man did not recognize her, but she knew he did not. She felt her heart would break. This man and others had all but ruined her life. Yet here he was, by a meadow spring on a sunny day,
  leading his own family out on a stroll.


  A part of her longed to tell Kaelin of the mans deeds. A part of her wanted to see her husband march across the meadow and cut the mans heart out. Yet it was only a small part. The
  children with him were not guilty of any evil. Nor was the woman who walked by his side. Would it ease her own pain to see this woman widowed? She had turned away. What is wrong?
  asked Kaelin.


  I have a headache, said Chara, taking his hand once more. It is no matter. Why dont we go back into town and find a place to sit quietly and eat?


  In the faint light of pre-dawn Chara saw Senlic Carpenter move out to the far gate and lift the latch. His limp was more pronounced in the cold of the early mornings. He seemed to have aged
  badly since the stroke hit him in the autumn of last year. His hair was very white now, and he spoke with a slight slur. When he smiled, which was rare these days, the left side of his face did not
  move, and his left arm was near useless. She watched him clumsily open the gate. His dog, Patch, a black and white mongrel, ran out into the meadow.


  You are awake early, said Kaelin, sitting up and yawning.


  Senlic shouldnt be working so hard, she said. You should let him rest more.


  I have tried, he said. He needs to feel useful.


  Other men were moving into sight now, and she saw a team of horses being led off to the rear of the barn. I wish you werent going with Maev, she said.


  He climbed out of the bed and moved to stand behind her. She felt his arms slide around her. Will you miss me?


  Thats a stupid question. Of course Ill miss you. As will Jaim and Feargol.


  Ill be back within twenty days. Now why not come back to bed and give me something to remember you by?


  Youll remember, she said, spinning out of his grasp. And you have men standing out there in the cold waiting for you. So get yourself dressed. Ill go and
  prepare you some breakfast. She left the room and walked downstairs. Maev was already there.


  Is there anything you want me to bring back from Eldacre? asked the older woman.


  Just my husband, answered Chara, coldly.


  Senlic Carpenter was weary as he limped towards the main house, and his spirits were low. As a Rigante he had prided himself on his lack of fear, on his courage. But he was
  frightened now. Not of dying, for all men had, at some time, to pass from this life. No, Senlics fear was of becoming sickly and a burden upon those he had served. He didnt want to
  end his life lying in a bed, incontinent and rambling. The stroke had almost killed him. On some mornings he wished that it had. He would at least have died as a man.


  He paused at the gate. Patch sat down beside him. I wonder when I got old? he said aloud, the words slurring. It seemed to have crept up on him almost unnoticed. Yes, his hair had
  greyed, and he found himself a little slower. He had noticed aches in his limbs during the coldest of the weather. Now, though, he felt so .. . so ancient.


  He had bidden farewell to Kaelin and Maev, and most of the farm workers. Once he would have regretted not joining them on the journey to Eldacre. Senlic liked visiting cities occasionally, to
  marvel at the great buildings and to enjoy afternoons in taverns and evenings in whorehouses, where they played music. He didnt regret it now. A visit to a whorehouse would only fill him
  with shame. Patch caught sight of a rabbit out in the meadow and gave a low growl. Youll not catch him, boy, said Senlic. Patch cocked his head and stared up at the man.
  You want to try though, eh? Go on then. Go get him! Patch bounded off across the snow. The rabbit sat and watched him, then sprang away. Patch tried to turn and slithered on the snow.
  The sight lifted Senlics mood. Yapping furiously Patch gave chase once more.


  The sound of the dog barking brought little Feargol Ustal running from the main house. Will he catch the rabbit? the six-year-old asked Senlic.


  No, son. Not a hope.


  Has he ever caught a rabbit?


  Not once in nine years of life. Doesnt stop him trying, though. Senlic thought about it for a moment. Its not strictly true, come to think on it. He did bring
  a rabbit back to me once. It had been struck by a hawk, but had managed to get away. It had a wound on one of its hind legs. Patch picked it up and brought it to me. Carried it like a little puppy
   ever so careful  then laid it at my feet.


  Did you eat it?


  Funnily enough we didnt. I figured it had earned its life by escaping the hawk. So we kept it for a while, and fed it. The leg got better and I carried it back to the meadow and
  let it go.


  Why didnt Patch kill it? asked the red-headed child.


  Maybe he thought it deserved another chance at life. I dont know. Cant tell what a dog is thinking. You should have mittens on, boy. Its rare cold today.


  Feargol stared off to the south. I wish Uncle Kaelin had let me go to Eldacre, he said.


  You still wearing that charm I gave you?


  Yes, said the boy happily, delving inside his coat and lifting out the small silver pendant.


  And all the dreams have gone, yes?


  Yes, they have. Its wonderful. How did it make them go away?


  Senlic shrugged. Its magic, lad. Dont know how it works  only that it does. Do you still see pictures in your head?


  Sometimes, answered the boy, warily. Maev says they are daydreams and of no . . . he struggled for the word, condequinces, he said, at last.


  Consequence, corrected Senlic. It means importance. Maev is a person to listen to on most things. Shes a clever woman, hard and bright. Shes wrong on this,
  though, lad. I have the Sight too  or once I did. Tell me about the pictures.


  Aunt Chara says you should come in and have a hot drink. She says it will do you good.


  Aye, thats true. Well go in together.


  Once inside Senlic struggled to remove his heavy topcoat. It wasnt easy with a left arm he couldnt lift. He saw Chara moving towards him and wanted to tell her to mind her
  business, but he was too tired, and her help was welcome. He sat at the breakfast table and sipped the hot, honeyed tisane she prepared for him. It had more than a dash of uisge in it, for which he
  was grateful. Feargol clambered on the seat beside him. Tell me about the pictures, said Senlic.


  I saw a man with golden hair in a pistol fight. He had his ear shot off, said Feargol.


  What else?


  Theres a place with trees, big huge trees, bigger than any trees in the mountains. They are red. One of them has a trunk almost as big as this house.


  I think Maev is right about some of these visions, said Chara, with a smile. Trees as big as houses. I have never heard the like.


  Across the ocean, said Senlic. I saw them once in a dream. There were people living there, and their skins were like the trees, reddish brown.


  They have feathers in their hair and on their shirts, said Feargol.


  Thats right, lad. What was really strange was that none of them had beards.


  You shouldnt encourage the boy, said Chara. Big trees and men without beards.


  Its true, said Senlic. By the Source, it is. I always thought that one day I would cross the ocean and walk those mountains. What else have you seen, boy?


  Theres a sad man who paints pictures. He sits alone all the time. I watched him paint a picture. It was like magic. He dipped his brush in dark paint and smeared it on the . . .
  square. Then he dipped another brush in white paint, and mixed some blue in it. Then he dabbed at the picture, and all the dark smears suddenly became mountains with snow on them. Hes very
  clever.


  Why do you say hes a sad man? asked Chara. If he can paint like that he should be happy.


  Hes not happy, said Feargol. He hurts all the time. He has all these scars on his body, and they bleed and have pus in them. And he writes these long letters. Then he
  burns them.


  Who does he write the letters to? asked Senlic.


  I dont know. I cant read.


  Does he have a wife?


  No. He lives in a great big house. Much bigger than this one. And there are soldiers everywhere.


  You should try to see happy things, said Chara. Not sad men who paint pictures or people having their ears shot off.


  I never know what I am going to see, said Feargol. Its always a surprise. I would like to have one of the sad mans pictures. I would hang it in my
  room.


  Outside the house Patch began to bark again. This time it was not the excited yapping of the chase. Senlic pushed himself to his feet and walked to the window.


  What is it? asked Chara.


  The Cochland brothers, answered Senlic. Do you have a pistol?


  Eain Cochland was cursing himself for his decision to walk the eighteen miles to Ironlatch Farm with his brother Draig. He had been prompted to the action by simple boredom,
  and still had no real understanding of why Draig wanted to warn Kaelin Ring. Added to which he could still feel the stab of emotional pain he had suffered at hearing that his brother liked the man.
  In some ways it felt like a betrayal. He had long grown used to the fact that Draig didnt like him, but the hurt was lessened by the fact that he didnt like anybody.


  Now, as well as his hurt feelings, his legs were aching, his feet and hands were cold, and he was hungry. It was vastly unlikely that they would be invited inside, and the whole enterprise was
  an enormous waste of time and effort. It was not that he wanted to see the little boy killed, nor that he didnt care. It was just that he didnt care enough to suffer cold hands
  and feet.


  As they approached the gate a small black and white mongrel ran towards them, barking furiously. The dog ran towards Draig, who dropped to one knee on the snow and held out his hand. Eain
  stiffened. One of these days his idiot brother was going to have his fingers bitten off!


  Not today, though. The dog did what all dogs did when Draig offered his hand. It stopped barking, stood looking suspiciously at the hand, then eased itself forward to sniff the fingers.
  Good lad, said Draig softly, sliding his hand over the dogs head and ruffling its ears.


  The farmhouse door opened and two people emerged. One was the old cattle handler Senlic Carpenter. Eain hadnt laid eyes on him for two years, and he was stunned at the change in the
  mans appearance. His hair, which had been dark grey, was now white and he looked about a hundred and ten years old. Beside him came Chara Ring. Eain felt suddenly uncomfortable. She was a
  mile beyond pretty! Her red hair was more closely cropped than was usually popular among highland women, but the style merely highlighted her beauty. Eains thoughts plunged towards the
  carnal. Then he noticed the long pistol in her hand. He glanced back at Senlic and saw that he too was armed. His rising ardour vanished and he swung towards Draig. Looks like they
  wont be welcoming us with a pipe band, he said. Draig rose to his feet and reached for the gate.


  No point opening that, said Senlic Carpenter. Youre not welcome here.


  You look like you ought to be dead, old fool, snarled Draig. Do not annoy me or Ill finish you where you stand.


  Try it, said Chara Ring, her voice cold. Ill put a ball through your skull before youve moved two paces.


  That just about does it, Draig, said Eain. Lets go home and leave these two to their day.


  Aye, be off with you, said Senlic.


  Draig swallowed hard, and Eain could feel his brothers anger rising. I need to see Kaelin Ring, said Draig.


  Hes not here, said Chara.


  Maev Ring then.


  Shes not here either.


  Lets go home, prompted Eain again. Were not welcome.


  Aye, youre right, muttered Draig.


  A small red-headed boy appeared in the doorway. Eain glanced at him. He was pulling on a white cap, with ear protectors. Once it was in place he ran across the snow to stand between Chara and
  Senlic.


  Youd be Feargol, the boy who killed the bear, said Draig.


  It killed my daddy, said Feargol.


  Go inside now, Chara told the child. This is no place for you at the moment. These two men are leaving.


  They only just came, said Feargol. Chara didnt answer, but she moved the pistol to her side.


  Draig stared hard at Senlic Carpenter. It was once said you had the Sight, Carpenter. I see thats no longer true. He glanced around at the farm buildings. Not many
  men here. I hope theyre not gone long.


  Chara once more raised the pistol. Draig looked at her. Eain tugged at his brothers sleeve. There was no doubting her willingness to shoot. I also hope, said Draig,
  that you are as good with that pistol as you claim. Chances are youll need to be.


  You should ask them if they want to rest, said Feargol. You should give them something warm to drink.


  Be quiet, boy! snapped Senlic. Highland hospitality does not extend to rogues and thieves.


  Would you like a biscuit? asked Feargol, stepping forward, and pulling a crumbling oatcake from the pocket of his coat. He ran to the gate and pushed his hand through the gap in
  the slats. Draig dropped to one knee and took the offering. Then, with a sigh, he rose.


  Dont say anything! urged Eain. Were not going to get involved!


  The boy is in danger, said Draig. Thats why we came. Thats why we walked twenty miles.


  Eighteen miles, said Eain.


  Whatever! snapped Draig, casting a murderous glance at his brother. He looked back at Senlic. If you had the Sight youd know I was telling you the truth.


  Senlic stepped forward and met Draigs gaze. I dont have it any more, Cochland. But the boy does. He looked down at Feargol. You think these are bad men?
  he asked.


  I think we should give them something hot to drink, said Feargol. My daddy always did when people came to us from the cold.


  Chara Ring walked to the gate. Are you armed? she asked.


  Aye, said Draig, opening his long bearskin coat and showing her the butts of the two pistols in his belt. Eain saw the concern on her face.


  Walk ahead of me to the house, she told Draig. Ill not have it said I turned away any man in this weather  not even a Cochland.


  Eain wanted to tell her what to do with her damned hospitality, but the cold was really beginning to get to him now and he longed to sit down in the warmth. He followed Draig into the house, and
  shivered with pleasure as the heat from the fire touched his skin.


  Draig sat down at the table and munched on the oatcake the boy had given him. Chara whispered something to Senlic, who went and stood by the far wall, his pistol now in his hand. Feargol
  clambered up on the bench seat alongside Draig and stared at him. Who is the man with the little beard, shaped like an arrow? the boy asked.


  I see the boy does have the Sight, Draig said to Senlic.


  He is coming here, said Feargol.


  I know, Draig told him. Hes not close now, though, is he? he added, suddenly nervous.


  I dont think so.


  Chara gave Draig a mug of warm tisane, then poured another for Eain. As Eain took it from her their hands touched. He felt himself blushing and looked away without thanking her.


  Now what is this danger you spoke of? asked Chara.


  Maybe the boy should go upstairs, said Draig.


  He is fine where he is.


  I wouldnt want to frighten him.


  Just say what you have to say, Chara told him.


  Very well. A man  a Varlish man  came to me and asked me if I wanted to earn ten pounds. He said that his lord wanted two people dead.


  I can see why he came to you, said Senlic.


  Shut your trap! hissed Eain.


  Leave it! Draig ordered him. He sipped his tisane then turned to Chara. One he wanted dead was the Dweller, the other was this boy. I told him I wasnt interested. My
  guess  and the boy has just confirmed it  is that he then went to Tostig and the Low Valley scum he leads.


  Tostig sports that beard style that was popular among the Varlish a few years back, said Eain. All three adults swung to stare at him. You know the one, where the chin is
  shaved but you leave a small wedge of beard under the lower lip. Looks damn stupid, if you ask me. Course you wouldnt say that to Tostig, him being a killer. Wouldnt catch me with a
  beard like that. Beards should be beards, I say. Proper beards. Eain fell silent. They were still looking at him and no-one was speaking. Senlic was staring at him, bemused, and Draig had an
  expression of barely suppressed anger. Eain didnt want to look at Chara Ring. Even when she spoke.


  How did we get to talking about beards? she asked.


  Its just that the boy mentioned an arrow-shaped beard, said Eain, blundering on. It was a Varlish fashion, like I said, and


  Enough about damned beards! thundered Draig. Gods, youre like a dog that wont let go of a bone.


  Do you believe this story about hiring assassins? Chara asked Senlic. Why would any Varlish want  she glanced down at Feargol, who was listening intently
   such a thing? she concluded lamely. The Dweller has no links with the Varlish. And neither does Feargol.


  The Cochlands steal cattle, Chara, said Senlic. They are not subtle or clever men.


  Thank you, said Eain.


  That was actually an insult, brother, said Draig, wearily. But lets move on.


  Then you do believe them? put in Chara.


  I do. It has the ring of truth, replied the old man. And Feargol has seen that Tostig is coming here.


  He is a bad man, said Feargol.


  Yes, he is, said Draig. As soon as Kaelin gets back Id suggest you take the boy into the Rigante passes. Tostig wont be able to enter Call Jaces land.
  Now well be leaving you. Draig rose. Thank you for the tisane.


  Kaelin will be gone for three weeks, said Senlic. Hes taking a herd down to Eldacre. Most of the men are with him.


  This is not our problem, said Eain, sharply. Were not to get involved.


  You dont need to be involved, said Chara. Ill fetch you some food for your journey home.


  Forget the food, Eain told her. Come on, Draig. Our business here is done. Lets just go now. Well get a bite in Black Mountain. At the Dog Tavern. Come
  on.


  How many men are with Tostig? Draig asked Feargol.


  The boy closed his eyes, and Eain saw him counting his fingers. Seven, he said. Eain swore.


  Can you see where they are?


  Yes, but I dont know where it is.


  What can you see, boy? asked Senlic.


  Feargol closed his eyes again. I can see a big building, all stone. And lots of houses. The man with the arrow beard is riding over a stone bridge. There are people fishing in the
  river.


  Black Mountain, said Senlic.


  Thats no more than a two-hour ride in this weather, added Chara.


  Eain looked at his brother, and saw his features harden. Dont do this, Draig, he pleaded. They dont want us. They hate us. Its got nothing to do with us
  now. You promised we wouldnt get involved.


  The boy gave me a biscuit, said Draig.


  Eains heart sank through his boots.


  Chara Ring stood in the long kitchen, staring down at the pistol lying now beside the bread board. You cant stay, Chara, said Senlic.


  I have weapons here, and I know how to use them, she told him.


  There are eight of them, girl.


  Chara swung on him. Do not call me girl! I dont care how many there are. You think Id be safer out in the wilderness with them? she asked, keeping her voice low and
  pointing back towards the living room. I know men like them, Senlic. I spent a day and a night in a dungeon with men like them. Never again! She leaned back against the work surface
  and began to tremble. Senlic reached towards her with his good hand. Do not touch me! she told him sharply.


  I am sorry, he said. I meant no offence. But Tostig will come here. Theres nothing to stop him now. I expect he knows Kaelin and the men are gone. Youll not be
  safe, and neither will the boy.


  I am staying in my home, she told him.


  Senlic sighed. Very well then. Ill load more weapons. I expect well hit a few of them. Then theyll stay back and pick us off as we leave the house over the next few
  days. Or theyll come at night. Then sooner or later, Chara, with me dead  and likely the Cochland boys too  youll find yourself once more back in that
  dungeon.


  Ill kill myself before I let that happen again.


  Perhaps we could save the boy heartbreak and terror by killing him now, said Senlic.


  Dont say such stupid things, she told him.


  You need to be away from here, he urged her.


  Then Ill go alone  just me, little Jaim and Feargol. I dont need the Cochlands.


  Tostig and his men have horses. The snow is still deep and youd have to carry Feargol and Jaim. Youll make no distance. Youll be exhausted within an hour and Tostig
  will catch you long before nightfall.


  Has it occurred to you that all this is a trick? Ten pounds, Senlic. The Cochlands could be planning to murder me in the wilderness and collect the money themselves.


  I dont believe that. Not once has Draig or Eain ever been accused of attacks upon women or children. They steal cattle, Chara. They are lazy men and thieves. You heard Eain. He
  wants no part in this. He is terrified of Tostig. They both are, though Draig would not admit it. With them you can get to the high country, where Tostigs horses will be useless. Without
  them we are all dead.


  I cant do it, Senlic. I cant.


  You can, Chara, he said, softly. You are Rigante. We dont let fear rule us. Given a little time you would come to this realization yourself. But we dont have
  time. Every heartbeat of time we waste brings them closer. He leaned in towards her, lowering his voice still further. The Cochlands are scum. Ill grant that. They may even
  desert you when trouble comes. They wont harm you, though. Or the boy. So use them like pack ponies until you are clear. Then send them on their way. And bear in mind that they too have
  Rigante blood.


  So did Wullis Swainham, she reminded him.


  Aye, he did, admitted Senlic, and he shamed us all. The Cochlands arent like him, though. Id stake my life on that.


  You are not staking your life, she said, softly. You are staking mine and Jaims and Feargols.


  I am aware of that, Chara.


  They stood in silence for several moments, and Senlic saw the trembling cease, and colour return to Charas cheeks. She took a deep breath. Take the Cochlands to the supply
  store, she said. Find them snowshoes and packs, and anything else you think theyll need. She put her hand on the old mans shoulder, then leaned in and kissed his
  cheek. You are Rigante, my friend, she said. I am sorry I spoke harshly.


  Whisht, woman, he said, then moved away.


  Chara took Feargol upstairs to pack clothing, and Senlic led the Cochlands across to the supply hut. Eain was still complaining, urging Draig to reconsider. Draig told him he was free to return
  home alone. They continued to argue as they rummaged through the supplies, packing them untidily in canvas backpacks. Senlic left them to it and sat down upon a tack box.


  Well need a musket each, said Draig.


  Why do we need muskets? asked Eain. Im not fighting anybody.


  As they continued to argue Senlic leaned back against the wall of the hut. When the bright light obscured his vision he jerked. It had been years since the Sight had flared. He had thought it
  long gone now. In that moment he wished that it was. He suddenly groaned. Draig moved alongside him. Are you ill, old man?


  I am all right, said Senlic, struggling to his feet. You are right. You will need muskets, and a spare pistol each. We have some long hunting knives, bone-handled. Take two
  of those. You can keep them. You can keep it all once Chara and the children are safe. I dont doubt that Call Jace will also reward you for saving his daughter and grandson.


  This isnt about rewards, muttered Draig.


  I know, Cochland. I meant no offence. I am grateful you came, and I know Jace will be too. That is all I meant.


  When they had gathered all the supplies, and filled their packs Senlic picked out two muskets and a pair of pistols, plus powder and shot. Then he allowed both brothers to choose hunting knives.
  Once they had done so Draig hoisted his pack and moved towards the door.


  Wait, said Senlic. There is something we must speak of.


  You can trust us, said Draig. Do not concern yourself.


  It is not my trust that is lacking, Cochland. I do believe you. He sighed. You know the history of Chara and Kaelin?


  Aye, he rescued her from the Varlish. Walked into their castle and killed the guards.


  Aye, he did. A grand deed it was. They had her though for some time before Kaelin got to her.


  What is this about? asked Eain.


  Quiet, snapped Draig. You are saying they raped her?


  More than that. They beat her, Cochland. They punched and thrashed her, kicked and bit her. It was torture. Their taunts and their vileness damned near broke her spirit. It haunts her
  still. Always will, I suspect. Now she has a fear of men. A great fear. You understand me? She is about to walk out into the wilderness with the Cochland brothers. By heaven, if I was a woman I
  wouldnt have that kind of courage.


  Draig stiffened. You think I would ever . . .


  No, I dont, said Senlic. What I am saying is be aware of her fears as you walk together. She is a strong woman. In this one area, though, she is as fragile as an ice
  crystal come the thaw.


  I understand, said Draig.


  I dont, said Eain. And Im getting damned cold standing here.


  Half an hour later Senlic stood at the farm gate, Patch beside him, and watched as the little group walked out across the snow. Draig was carrying Feargol on his hip, while Eain held
  two-year-old Jaim. Chara walked just behind them both, a musket cradled in her hands.


  Youll be all right, will you? Chara had asked him.


  Aye, I will, he had lied.


  He waited until they had reached the first crest. His eyes were no longer good enough to see whether Chara or Feargol waved back at him, but he waved anyway. It was around three hours to dusk,
  and a sunset he knew he would not see.


  Senlic Carpenter went back to the main house, and sat waiting, his pistol in his hand.


  It had been a good life. He had not changed the world for the better, nor led a Rigante charge against the enemy. He had not sired a dozen tall sons. He would die now, as he had lived most of
  his life, alone. Yet he was content. Senlic had lived as a Rigante should, loving the land, and holding strong to the clan values of loyalty and courage. He would leave behind no ill will, no seeds
  of malice or hate to bedevil future generations.


  He thought of loading a second pistol, but the vision had been clear. He would have time for one shot before they cut him down.


  Actually this was not strictly true, he realized. In the vision he had seen two futures. In the first he had walked away from Ironlatch, and hidden until the riders moved on. He had then seen
  the eight men hunt down Chara and the others. In the second he did not hide. He saw himself murdered, and then watched as the scene shifted to the High Rigante. There he observed little Jaim
  clambering on to Call Jaces lap, Feargol standing close by, his white cap in his hands. Jace reached out to him too, and Feargol had smiled happily.


  As he sat at the table, Patch beside him, he wondered why he had been offered such a ridiculous choice.


  Was there a Rigante anywhere who would choose the first?
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