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			Prologue

			“Can I come in?”

			“What’s your business?”

			Toryn scratched at his chin and eyed the man at the door closely. He certainly had a wizened look to him; his clothing was crumpled and his eyes were darkly circled. A baby’s cry came from the shadows of the house, and Toryn felt claws of ice begin to creep up his spine. “I understand you lost your wife to that child. I wanted to offer my condolences and some information.” A rumble of thunder rolled through the air at that moment, and the deep, ireful clouds seemed to sink heavily toward the town. It wasn’t supposed to rain here, and yet the sand beneath his feet was as soaked as any shoreline.

			 “I’m not interested.” The man began to close the door, but Toryn thumped his palm against the wood to arrest its progress. 

			“You will be. She’s Artemi, isn’t she? No other name would do for her.”

			The man blinked. 

			“I can help you,” Toryn urged. As he leaned closer to the new father, the similarities between them became increasingly apparent. Although he was dark-haired, there were flecks of red in this man’s overgrown stubble, his eyes were deep set and he had that stubborn angle to his jaw that his daughter – their daughter – seemed to inherit. How curious that providence was always able to locate an appropriately credible father in time. 

			“Fine. But you leave those swords out here, and if you come within twenty feet of her, I will kill you.”

			Disappointment bubbled up in Toryn’s heart. Clearly this man was already too enamoured with his daughter, and ways of lessening that attachment would have to be sought out. 

			As Toryn removed his three blades and set them out of the rain, he examined the house with what subtlety he could muster. The dwelling was small, irregular and constructed of mud brick, which suggested that this man was in need of money. Calidell had a great deal of money at present, and words of persuasion had never been Toryn’s forte. And brute force? Artemi’s new father certainly did not look as if he could repel much in the way of physical aggression.

			“Thank you,” Toryn said politely, before stepping into the living area. It reminded him far too much of his old home in Cadra with its bare walls and worn carpets and a single window. A solitary runnel of rainwater had found its way through the leaky roof, and was busy making a path toward the grit floor. With luck, Artemi would not have to know this poverty again. Toryn sat down upon a knotted ravenwood chair at his host’s bidding, and tried to resist all temptation to attend to the crying infant. “Where is her wet nurse?”

			The dark-haired man strode to his child and picked her up from a wooden box in the corner. Satisfied that she did not require changing, he placed her against his shoulder and met eyes with Toryn. “She can only visit in the mornings.”

			Blazes! “Babies need more than that.”

			“Don’t tell me what I already know. You said you have information.” The man took the only other chair and adjusted himself so that he was not sitting upon his own ponytail. 

			Toryn frowned and nodded slowly. “She’s very unusual. At the moment she will simply cry and make her messes and eat… when she can, but in a few years you will have one of the world’s most renowned and… troublesome fighters on your hands. She is very important to Calidell, and she is a wielder.”

			“If I’d wanted to hear nursery tales, I would have called my grandmother back from the dead. You said you had information. Why did my wife die?”

			“Because your daughter is a wielder.” Your daughter. How that burned his mouth.

			A noise of exasperation from the man caused Artemi to start grumbling again. He ignored her disquiet. “Wielders don’t kill their mothers. Everyone knows that.”

			“She’s an especially powerful one. Now tell me, did you want to call her Artemi?”

			The man hesitated this time, and eventually shook his head. “I wanted to name her after her mother.” There was another growl of thunder in the distance.

			“But you couldn’t.” That hadn’t been much of a problem for Toryn, of course. He’d always wanted a daughter who knew how to stand her ground, with a name to match, but he had never anticipated quite what the reality would be. “Her birth was inevitable and so was your wife’s death. No matter what you do, she will become a swordswoman and warrior. Now, you have a choice. You may remain her father in light of this news, or you may decide that the responsibility is too much for you. Which is it to be?”

			“I am not discarding my only daughter for the sake of a name!”

			Artemi started crying again, which was enough to set Toryn’s teeth grinding. Surely this man could see what was good for her?! Toryn D’Avrohan took a deep breath. “She can live in a fine house, with all the wet nurses that you can fit under a single roof.” A roof that worked! “She will want for nothing and she will have guards to protect her. Whether you stay with her or not is up to you.”

			“I’m not leaving her, and you can keep your blood money. She and I will be beholden to no one.”

			“It is not blood money. There is no compensation for you if you wish to give her to us. I would advise you to accept the offer of a good life for her. You will both be free to do as you wish, and Calidell will honour a contract to that effect.”

			“This is ridiculous. And if she is a wielder, why are you so interested in her? There are plenty more of them in the world… and she’s not that Artemi… she can’t be.” His eyes darted wildly around the room as he spoke, and his last words ended in a whimper.

			“She is that Artemi.”

			“I have heard enough. Please leave.”

			Toryn still recalled that moment of acceptance, and that first visit paid by the man who had made her a benay-gosa. He had found himself so infuriated with Kahr Morghiad’s unapologetic nature and so fearful of Artemi’s future that her legendary status had come as nothing but good news. That she had known other fathers did not cause him upset, because he had always known that she still needed him. No matter how many centuries she had seen or battles she had faced, Artemi required someone who knew what was good for her. The man she had chosen for a husband was most definitely not good for her. But what of this new father? “I must see that she is properly cared for. It is of the utmost importance to me.”

			The Sunidaran lost his temper at that moment. “Out! Get out of here! What are you, some sort of child snatcher? Go now!”

			“You think you can raise her?”

			“I’ll do a better job of it without you! Move.”

			“You should let me hold her.”

			“Not a chance!” He placed her onto the seat of his chair and stood squarely before Toryn, his frame suddenly appearing broader and considerably more robust than it had earlier. “For the last time, get out!”

			Toryn sighed and glanced at the wriggling, squalling bundle. At least this man was protective, and blazes knew that would serve her well. He rose slowly and met eyes with his successor. “I will go, but I will find a new nurse and pay her enough to work for you over the next three years. Whether you choose to accept this nurse is up to you, but if I hear that Artemi is not thriving or happy here, it won’t just be me knocking at your door.”

			“Take your threats and leave my home, Calidellian.”

			He did leave, but his heart sank further into the ground with each step away from her that he took. He was not sure if it was guilt or loss, but one of the two crushed Toryn’s heart as he considered taking this man’s child. Removing her from a brothel the last time had been easy to justify, yet the more Toryn thought on the situation, the more he saw a part of himself replicated in the new father. Perhaps he would have reacted in a similar way, and he surely would have been just as adamant that money was not the guarantee of a happy childhood. He had been so looking forward to raising her again after such a long period without children in his household. Her return had been one of very few comforts after her death, and he had deeply hoped that it would give his wife something to think about other than Talia. 

			Toryn resolved to stay in the sodden, unseasonably wet and yellow Sunidaran town for a few more weeks to watch over this new father. When he was sure, he would make his final decision on what was best for her, but he feared he already knew what his judgement would be and that it would not be an easy one to come to terms with. Taking up his swords, Toryn strode toward the nearest inn. He would have some very difficult answers to prepare for the soldiers who awaited him there, and there was not much time to work on them.
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			 The walk was a long one for Carlin. How many times had he ventured through these dark and damp tunnels? A thousand? More? He offered a nod to the guards at the entrance to the chamber and proceeded through to the prison. A wrinkled and weighty tome was slung beneath his right arm, its leathery pages pressing against his side. The story it contained had been a favourite of his for many years, though for some reason, he had never shared it with his daughter. Now was as good a time as any. He raised his torch and set it in one of the wall sconces before sitting cross-legged on the floor. “I see they’ve kept to their word in cleaning up your cell.”

			Before him, caged within ivory bars, was Mirel. Her great mass of knotted hair had been shaven off only a few months before, and already it had regained enough length to make her appear rather elfin. She looked happier for it, though the event itself had required a considerable amount of manpower, ropes and poison-tipped darts. Carlin did not like to see her treated in this way, of course, but he had come to accept what she was capable of. What he refused to accept, however, was that his wife had died bringing a heartless creature with no future into the world. 

			“I don’t know why you bother visiting me, little man. Your words bore me.”

			“You should have someone to speak to every now and then, even if you find them dull.” Carlin opened up the book on its first page and appraised the lettering. It was rather fine for a volume that appeared quite unassuming at first glance. 

			“Have they found her yet?”

			“Found whom?”

			“Do not pretend you don’t know. I know she died last month.”

			Carlin sighed. “I haven’t heard anything, and it would be better for you if you gave up this millennia-long fixation with her. It’s not healthy.”

			She growled softly and made a noise that sounded halfway between a hiss and a guffaw. “This world is cracked and broken with its own ignorance already. No hope remains.”

			“That is a matter of opinion.” Carlin cleared his throat and began to read, “In the Era of Half Light it was said that the clouds never separated to give forth the golden rays of the sun, and that the beneficent glow of the moon was all but forgotten. The skies remained opaque, but-”

			“There was sunshine. You had to be at the right place at the right time to find it. And no one was stupid enough to forget the moon was there. No one but the author of that book.”

			Carlin cracked a smile. It was the most sensible thing she had said to him yet. “Then tell me what it was like. What did you do then?”

			Her voice lowered to a whisper. “It was a very long time ago.” Mirel retreated into the shadows of her cell, and crouched so that her chin rested upon her knees.

			“Well, if you won’t tell me then I’ll have to read more of this.” He gave her a moment to speak up, but when she did not he resumed his reading, “The skies remained opaque, but illumination still shone forth from the hearths and homes of the people. And in one town - a town at the very edges of the inhabited world - resided a community of people so tough that not even a thousand years of the harshest winters and fiercest storms had succeeded in destroying them. These people were the Furini, The Resolved. And w-”

			“They weren’t resolved. They spent half their time drinking and the other half breeding. That was how they survived.”

			Carlin blinked. “You met these people?”

			“I was born there once. A waste of my time.” 

			“And this was before your training as an Assassin?”

			Mirel’s blue eyes flared. “Modern children! Always so ignorant of the past! Of course it was before – two-thousand, damned years before!”

			Carlin nodded to himself. He really ought to have gotten a handle on her temper when she was smaller. It was clear that her inability to deal with her anger was part of her problem, though he had no idea how to fix it in an adult. He chose to talk to her as he would a child. “Don’t speak to me like that, Mirel. I am still your father. I think I deserve more respect. So why don’t you tell me about that life so that I can overcome this area of ignorance, hmm?”

			There was a look in her eye that he knew was intended to incite terror, but it rapidly faded. She sighed heavily and moved closer to the bars once more. “Ignorance: I lived in it. Fear was not my friend as it is now. It was cold there. And there were always gales outside. They’d whistle… My father was… it was so long ago… he was a whisper on the wind like everyone else. He used to sell… it was… he used to sell fine things. Things that had been brought over the mountains of ice and the rough seas. You couldn’t grow or make anything of your own there. Not in that wasteland. I had two older brothers; their names are lost now. All names are lost in time. All that remains to us is to reproduce and live, and to befriend fear.” 

			“Do you remember what they looked like?”

			“They looked like fear!” She made a short, sharp noise of frustration and exasperation. “This was always the sort of thing she would go on and on about: ‘Oh, I love the family so, so much. And my fathers… Please don’t kill them - they are everything.’ I had to listen to that sickening bilge for years. Centuries!”

			“But surely you loved the families who had brought you into the world, the ones who had fed you and cared for you?”

			“They did their duty. I am here to save this world from its own disaster. Theirs was a privilege.”

			Carlin had to admit that he did not feel particularly privileged at that moment. But he did have a duty. “If you want to save the world, you cannot do it in this state. And your rivalry with this other girl has hardly done you any favours, has it?”

			“You do not know what you are speaking of, father.”

			“Well, she is free and you have been in prison these last twenty-five years because of the crimes you committed.”

			“She killed more people than I ever did, and she did it through her own selfishness – out of some fool belief that she was saving her precious loved ones. She could never see the importance of detachment, and that sometimes those deaths were necessary.”

			Carlin smiled. “Then you admit it. You do have loved ones?”

			“Love is reserved for commoners. The Dedicated were never that.”

			“But you pursued the old king here, did you not?”

			Without any warning, Mirel hurled herself at the bars, her teeth bared. She seemed almost to foam at the mouth. “He was to be my soldier! My ally!”

			“Commanders do not need to lie with their soldiers.”

			Her ire snapped suddenly and a strange, contorted smile spread across her features. “A girl is permitted a little pleasure, is she not?”

			But Carlin knew that he had touched upon an area of some emotional sensitivity the moment she moved a hand to touch her jaw. It was the clearest sign of her lies, and had been present since she was a small girl. A tell, gamblers called it, and it showed that Mirel was not heartless. Not at all. One had to know love before one could learn detachment. And if she understood that people were more than just meat to be saved, then surely she could learn the value of each and every life? Surely?
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			The approach to the house was lined with trees so broad and vast that they could have been individually hollowed and carved into towering mansions. Each one seemed to creak in as benevolent a manner as possible when the breeze touched it, and their red leaves rustled calmly amongst the sun’s rays. The other sounds were the chatter of small birds and the soft thump of the horse’s hooves upon the broken earth.  It was a beautiful place but for its location, and Orwin’s mood lay somewhere between content admiration and severe apprehension. This was the last place he wanted to be, though duty demanded it was the first. 

			He kept his cloak open and his sword hilts visible in the hope that any of the estate’s guards would see he was no assassin, but also make clear that he came with serious purpose. The colours of his country were hidden within the horse’s saddlery, and it was likely the only thing that would betray him would be his accent. That particular feature had already earned him enough trouble during his travels; he did not wish to consider how it would be received here. 

			His horse quickened its step with the nervousness it evidently felt from its rider, and soon the corner of the grand house came into view. Ivy coated the walls with vigorous limbs of green and these were interspersed with purple spear flowers that had somehow been grown in amongst the climber. Orange brickwork, laid in a herringbone pattern, was just visible beneath and was framed with black timbers. With luck, the building’s residents would not be as steeped in tradition as their home’s construction implied.  A guard rode forward to meet him.

			“Business?”

			“It’s with Lord Calyrish.”

			At the sound of his voice, the guard’s eyes narrowed. “Calidellian? We have no dealings with your sort.”

			“It was never my wish to have dealings with Hirrahans, but here I am.  This is a serious matter and it concerns the newest son of your master. I understand you are still observing do-koor, and must extend a welcome to all enemies past and present.” Orwin waited for a hail of arrows to descend upon him from the darkened windows above, but none came. He could still feel the eyes of the bowmen burning into his flesh, however. Hirrahans always had bowmen at the ready, and an estate this size would certainly have a few tens of them to defend it.

			The guard tilted his head slightly, before taking a deep breath. “Listen, Cali-dunce, I wasn’t expecting your visit, which means my lord wasn’t either. Do-koor doesn’t give all your sort free license to walk onto these lands. There are rules to be observed, and swords to be left at the gates.”

			“Rules I shall be happy to adhere to.” The Hirrahan practice of opening doors to all visitors for two months following the birth of a child was a useful one indeed, though Orwin had not been the most eager of his countrymen to exploit it. Only fools enjoyed placing their heads into the mouths of hungry tigers. “Will you permit me to enter this house?”

			The guard raised his chin and whistled, bringing an entire company of soldiers out of their various hiding positions. All wore the silver-white livery that seemed to be the uniform of the estate, and most held a bow of some sort. “Accompany this visitor to the main chamber. He is to leave his blades and the horse here.” With that the guard disappeared into the gloom of the corbelled entrance, the metal workings of his boots flashing against the darkness.

			Orwin was quick to dismount and hand over his weapons, weapons that had seen him through more difficulties than he cared to count. In a matter of moments he found himself striding into the shadowed hallways with an escort large enough to have rivalled his former queen’s. The thought provoked a memory of his time in her squad, and the increasingly wild fights she and her husband had chosen to engage in during those last few years. The enemies had become more dangerous and more vigorous to battle, and the risks they had taken had grown ever more extreme. It was as if the pair wanted to fight only those criminals who had so little care for their own lives that they fought without fear of death. Orwin had been the only one to point this out, of course. Everyone else seemed to have been enjoying themselves far too much to notice. “Driven mad by their fires,” he whispered under his breath. 

			“Pardon?” One of the guards was looking at him askance.

			“Oh, nothing.” He shrugged deeper into his cloak as he contemplated what the next few years would bring him. A return to the Calidellian army was almost inevitable once this duty was done with, and that most likely meant returning to the role of sergeant. He had no desire to be martialling inexperienced, young swords all over again, not now that he had a fine set of shirts and jackets to preserve. A little vain, perhaps, but he had fought long enough to earn the right to such indulgences. They were lovely jackets. 

			The hallway opened out suddenly, giving rise to a vast chamber that was filled with black furniture and strange hangings that depicted images of mysterious and impossible creatures. Several of those animals seemed to have eyes that burned with the very flames of The Blazes. Orwin rapidly removed his gaze from them and aimed it at the floor instead. A moment filled with total silence and the smells of burning wood passed, before the creaking passages of the house stirred with life and brought forth a man in burgundy silks.

			He was tall, grim-faced and dark-haired, and could very easily have passed for one of Morghiad’s offspring. Orwin attempted not to smile in spite of himself. 

			“I don’t like Calidellians in my home,” the lord boomed. 

			“My apologies for causing you offence with my presence, Lord Calyrish, but I was called here on an urgent matter – a matter which concerns your youngest son – a matter which concerns Calidell, as I am sure you will be aware.”

			The lord appeared as if he was about to respond in anger, but hesitated. His voice was calm when he finally spoke, “My own brother died at that killing field you once called your capital, so believe me when I say that I owe nothing to you or your murderous kindred. Only one of the guards here is over sixty-years-old – all of the other men of his generation and earlier are dead.”

			“I am aware of this situation, Lord Calyr-”

			“I bet you are! Decades of dealing with widowed ladies and brat siblings who couldn’t run their estates to save their pathetic lives – that’s what I’ve had. Tell me, Calidellian, were your witch queen and coward king worth it? Were they worth all those lives?”

			“It was a battle both sides had agreed to take part in, my lord. And yes, I believe they were worth it. I came to see them as members of my family. And we must always do what we can to preserve our families, must we not?”

			Lord Calyrish strode forward and placed his gloomy face close enough to Orwin’s for him to smell the scent of Sokirin tobacco. “Are you threatening me, lad?”

			Careful, careful. He had to play this so carefully…  “No.”

			“No?”

			“I think you are quite aware of my reasons for being here.” He leaned forward, almost touching his nose against the Hirrahan’s, and whispered, “You and the little Lord Morghiad.”

			Lord Calyrish’s nostrils flared, and his mouth drew slowly into something that was not dissimilar to a sneer. He stepped backward. “Leave us, please.”

			At first, Orwin believed that he was being addressed, but the rapid exodus of guards from the long room soon told him otherwise. He breathed a small, partially suppressed sigh. The hardest part was now over.

			The lord of the estate went to gaze at a peculiarly high shelf, which was loaded with dusty kitchenware. “Was he a good man, your king?”

			“Then you know?”

			“Of course I know! I knew the moment I looked at him! Answer my damned question! Was he a good man?”

			“Usually.”

			“Usually!? Blazes alight!” Calyrish began to pace the length of the room. “Usually,” he muttered. “What’s your name, anyway?”

			“Orwin. Orwin Mendrelle.”

			“You couldn’t be more Calidellian if you tried, could you?”

			Orwin shrugged. 

			“And what is it that you and your current… king want of me?”

			“It is our responsibility to see that your son is raised well and raised in safety.”

			“And I’m sure there are different definitions of ‘well’ in this case, eh?” Lord Calyrish pulled an expression that was not altogether unlike one of Morghiad’s legendary frowns. “You do realise that he is my son and consequently Hirrah’s before Calidell’s? You have no claim over him now, nor influence over his upbringing and certainly no influence over me.”

			“I see. But we can offer you advice - advice in managing his temper, advice in channelling his skills. And then there’s the matter of his name, which will no doubt present some problems in this countr-”

			“His name is – it’s… M- ah, burn it! It’s Renward! Ren.”

			“You are not a very good liar.”

			The lord snorted and folded his arms. “This household will manage him without any problems.”

			Orwin nodded slowly, before withdrawing a small note from within his coat. It rustled softly against his fingers as he held it out. “Might I recommend a sword school for talented children? It is located just over the Sunidaran border, has no Calidellian links and comes highly recommended. Of course, you only need consider it if you run into any difficulties.”

			The lord’s arms remained folded. 

			“It is just a suggestion, albeit a very well-reasoned one.” Orwin placed the note onto the nearest of the black tables. 

			“Do you have children, Orwin? No? Do you know his existence was entirely my wife’s doing? Another son, she demanded. Just one more.” Calyrish’s eyes dropped to the floor. “Just one more.”

			“I am sorry for your loss, my lord.”

			“Hmm.” The Hirrahan’s thoughts appeared to have drifted elsewhere. 

			“Just one more thing, Lord Calyrish. I would advise that you do not continue to call our former queen a witch. Your son will certainly not take well to it, and besides, she is the only person I’ve ever known who can calm his fury.” Or at least hiss at him until he stopped tearing around the woods in a sword-waving rage. That particular event had been rather unexpected for all parties present, especially given that they’d spent the best part of the previous week chasing brigands to the point of exhaustion. Beetan had only mentioned Febain Reduvi’s name in passing, and Morghiad had very nearly exploded. That look of anger had been enough to strike fear into the most hardened of warriors. All but Artemi, of course. Orwin shook the image from his mind. “If you require my aid or that of my compatriots, you know where to find us.”

			“Aren’t you going to ask to see him? After all, it tends to be the usual reason for exploiting do-koor.”

			“I have heard enough to be convinced and satisfied.”

			“I could be the worst father imaginable.”

			“I’ve met many bad men in my years patrolling Calidell, and I do not believe you are one of them.” There was a simple test to be employed with such men that Orwin had always found very reliable. Would he leave one of his sisters alone with this man? If the answer was no, then clearly Orwin had detected something of concern. He was confident, however, that Calyrish could be trusted. “Thank you for your time, my lord.”

			“That’s it?”

			“I have said all that needs to be said.”

			“Calidellians and their damn secrecy!”

			“I assure you, there are no secrets.” With that, Orwin made a shallow bow, wheeled around and ambled calmly toward the manor’s exit. The guards were conspicuously absent when he located his horse at one of the hitching posts, and his weapons had been left in a neat pile to one side. Peculiar people, Hirrahans. Who could say what effect they would have upon the young and impressionable Morghiad? No, Orwin thought, his former king was too much of a grumpy, immovable stone to be ‘impressed’ upon. Not even The Daisain had managed it.
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			Silar huddled deeper into his chair. Time was almost up, and there was nothing he could do about it. He closed his eyes and thought of happier days, when he had first seen the sunshine break out across the walls of Gialdin City, or the moment when Artemi had awoken from her duel at The Spring Games, and the amusement it had provided both he and Morghiad. And he recalled that morning when Talia had awoken in his arms with mischief in her eyes. Talia. If there was one regret he would carry to the grave, it would be his involvement with that girl. As for the other things he had done… 

			You will understand what is necessary.

			When he opened his eyes again the sun was still hovering luridly above the horizon, and the sounds of the citizens in the streets below heralded that the markets had not yet closed. People went on about their business as they always did, as they always would, whether he was there to see it or not. Morghiad and Artemi were out there also, alive and breathing once more. Silar was quite sure that he could not yet predict exactly where they had been reborn, but every time he thought of them his gaze was drawn to the west. Perhaps a small part of him knew, or perhaps he was imagining it. He would not hear of confirmation or negation until the search teams returned, and he already knew he would not be around to receive them. Some paths of fate were simply unavoidable; Silar knew that better than anyone.

			The door began to open. The time had come. Lord General Forllan of The Army of Calidell stood at his desk and inhaled deeply. “I know why you’ve come. I will go quietly. Everything is in order, and you will find lists of contacts, codes and locations of my eyes and ears. It’s ready for you, Hunter.”

			“Me?” The Calbeni, who’d entered the offices at the king’s side, looked uncharacteristically perplexed. 

			How irritating. Silar had played this conversation through his mind almost a dozen times, and already he had begun to tire of hearing the same set of responses. “Yes, our king intends that you take my place. Is that not right, sire?”

			King Tallyn nodded solemnly. 

			The Hunter raised his eyebrows after a moment, and dug his thumbs into the scarf at his waist. “Well, we can’t have a general who sends his queen to her death, now can we?”

			Former queen. She had given up that title some time ago. Did that make his choice any less criminal? Silar sighed and looked to the documents he had prepared. There was no use in challenging the words or defending his actions. Nothing would change. Besides, there were other matters to consider. “As a final piece of advice, I would recommend that you keep her squad as intact as possible. Put Orwin in charge when he returns. They’ll get restless if you don’t.”

			“I’m not sure I trust advice from you, murderer!” The Hunter spat.

			“It is up to you. I must find other uses for myself.” He strode toward the king with what little confidence he could muster, before placing a hand on the man’s shoulder. Had so many years passed since Artemi’s son had been an awkward teenager? The past felt as fresh as the future, sometimes. “I know it is hard to understand, and I am sorry there was no other way. If you ever need anything of me, write and I will come.”

			While the Hunter folded his arms and seethed, the king’s face only displayed hurt and disappointment. Not for the first time, he looked unsure, and that always produced worrying images in Silar’s mind. Tallyn said, “You’ve served my family well, but you cannot continue to govern here. You should have told me… or them. You should have given us a choice.”

			But, of course, that would have changed everything. No one else could see it in retrospect and there was no use in forming any sort of verbal defence. Pointless. Speaking was pointless, and most of the time it caused more problems than it solved! “Goodbye.” Silar made a small bow and exited the room in silence. It was the end, he realised, not just of his time there, but of the favourable esteem in which his family were held. The implications of his failure would weigh upon him for some time to come, and he had no doubt that any Forllans of the future would continue to curse his name through the next thirty centuries. A thousand more Seffes to despise him. Damn his bloody foresight! Burn it in the very hottest parts of The Blazes and fry the responsibilities it brought!
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			Chapter 1

			Hot sand teased the surface of her face, and she could smell smoke upon the parched air. Something was burning… What was that horrible stench? She attempted to move a hand, but a sensation of resistance against her wrist told her that it had been tied. Not again! There could be no doubt that this was Renward’s work. It was always him. Ever since she had arrived at that blazed school he had seen to making her life a misery. He seemed to gain some sort of perverse joy out of it, though she was equally pleased to repay his actions in kind.

			Artemi attempted to lift her head. 

			“Keep it there or the whole lot of you will go up in flames!”

			She remained still as her mind worked. He had found the fire ants. There could be no other explanation, and whatever he was doing was his latest work of retribution. She failed to remove the satisfaction from her voice. “Have your feet recovered yet?”

			“My feet are fine. Pity your hair won’t heal.”

			Artemi twisted her head rapidly, and the one eye that was not blinded by sand was able to see what he was doing. A burning wick darted between the farthest locks of her hair, causing the ends to fizzle and curl into blackened dust. The stink was unbearable. She wriggled against her restraints, but discovered that each of her limbs was tied to something. “You poisoned me!”

			“Only a bit. Stay still.”

			Another hiss marked the torching of yet more of her hair. “Morghiad!”

			“Don’t call me that! You’ll only make this worse for yourself!”

			Artemi forced out a laugh that was drenched with apparent confidence. His secret name had been quite an advantageous discovery in their warfare, and she had not hesitated in spreading it about the school once she had learned of its significance. It had been an accident, really. All of their tutors had called him Renward; that was how he had been introduced to the other children, though the manner in which the adults had frequently tripped over the name was always curious. 

			A night-time adventure to the offices had revealed his records, and that his given appellate was something quite different. At first she had not understood why “Morghiad” should be consigned to secrecy, but the history lesson they had attended the next day had revealed the truth. She discovered that the old King of Calidell had borne that name, and that he had killed many a Hirrahan. Such a burden of shame for a boy to carry, and Renward had looked so very sheepish during that lesson. He must have done something terribly bad for his family to lumber him with the legacy and then dispatch him to Sunidara.

			But poison – that was new, and it meant that he was becoming more devious. Artemi resolved to check her food with greater care in future. Another waft of burned hair reached her nostrils, and she attempted to regain the calm that would stop her screaming with panic. She would not give him the satisfaction! “Stop it, Morghiad.”

			“No. You’re so proud of your fiery hair. You should be proud to have some real flames on your head!”

			Proud, yes. It had taken the best part of her lifetime to grow it as long as it had become. “If you don’t stop, I’ll put more fire ants in your boots next time! Maybe plains scorpions!”

			“If you even try, I’ll-” He broke off suddenly, and the sound that followed was of footsteps running away from her. 

			“Morgh-?”

			A steadier set of steps made soft, near-silent impacts upon the sand. “No, little wren. Not Morghiad – Captain Gilkore.”

			Not good.  The sound of clothes rustling and the rush of air about her ears meant that he had knelt by her side. The smell of old leather touched her nostrils. Gilkore was the master of the School of Fate’s Warriors, and his nature was as stony as his face.

			“Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

			Artemi could not see the sky from her position, but she could feel the heat of the sun upon her back. Then again, it was almost always sunny in Sunidara. The only problematic feature of the daily weather was the wind, and at that moment, there was no hint of a breeze. “Yes, captain.”

			“Not like you to get yourself tied up like this. No good, little wren.”

			“No, captain. I’m sorry.”

			He sighed, and she could hear the sound of his stubble scraping against his roughened fingers as he rubbed at his chin. It meant he was considering her punishment. 

			“Renward Calyrish poisoned me, captain.”

			“That’s Lord Renward Calyrish to you. Lord Renward Calyrish poisoned you. He may be a soil-nosed, slippery little rock rat, but he’s still got a title. We have good manners here, and we must observe them.”

			“Yes, Captain Gilkore.” Artemi remained as still as she was able. Wriggling in her bonds would undoubtedly have been taken by the captain as a sign of weakness. 

			“Ah well, a little time out here in the sun will probably do you some good. You’re so pale, girl, one would almost think you were a foreigner to these lands!” His pronouncement was followed by the lifting of the cool shade he had temporarily provided for her left hand, and the sound of soft steps pacing away from her. 

			Follocks! Worse curse words proceeded from the first, words she had learned at the foot of her father’s favourite bar table. “My daughter needs an education in all things!” he had exclaimed. And she had been educated in a great many subjects that most children would only have read about in histories: bombs, explosives, expletives, ales and chemicals. But it had all stopped when she had shaken hands with the man in white. Everything had stopped at that moment. 

			A minute passed in which she listened for the presence of anyone living, but it seemed that only her mind’s ear would have borne witness to her foul mouth. Captain Gilkore was rather encouraging of her unsavoury language; the other tutors, however, were not as tolerant. Artemi squirmed at her bonds again. Knots! She hated knot lessons and rope twining! But Renward, oh, he loved that sort of thing just as much as he loved to create his own tangled schemes. He would soon learn that she was the better schemer, that the hair on this peasant was not made for burning! Yes, his punishment for this would be very special indeed!

			She wriggled again. 

			“You won’t get out of these ones. You’re my property, remember? I own you.” Renward’s voice again. Or Morghiad’s. That name did seem to suit him much better. He had approached in utter silence, without even making the sand hiss beneath his footfalls. 

			“If you don’t release me, you’ll get worse than ants next time.”

			“And you’ll get worse than this.”

			“And worse and worse… until one of us is dead.”

			“Until one of us is dead,” he echoed, and she could almost hear the grin spreading across his lips. “That’s not too long for you now…”

			Artemi was close to acknowledging that he might be correct, and when it became clear that he had departed once more, that acknowledgement loomed toward grim acceptance. 

			After the heat of a Sunidaran summer day had passed, the evening brought with it a wake of cold air and utter darkness. Her skin, which had taken on the angry sting of sunburn where it was exposed, rapidly healed itself and turned calm once more. There was the brief sound of nightlarks and three hoots of the desert owl, but little in the way of the noises of artificial activity. She could not see much from her position because of the rises of sand either side of her, but she was increasingly sure that she was somewhere on the edges of the wastes, two minutes’ walk north of the school. Gilkore must have known what Morghiad was up to in order to find her, or had seen her dearest enemy dragging her here. Sometimes Artemi wondered if the two of them were in a peculiar sort of collusion.

			“Temi?” 

			Ulena! 

			Thank The Blazes! Thank them to the skies above and the rocks below! The frantic scrabbling of fingers against her wrists meant that her friend was unravelling her ties without even stopping to ask how she had come into this situation. “It was Morghiad.”

			“I know that. Who else would do this?” With one hand freed, Ulena began work on the second. “What has happened to your hair? It’s all-”

			“He set fire to it.”

			“Oh.”

			With her arms finally liberated from their restraints, Artemi pushed herself up and onto her knees. It did feel good to bend them again! A short stretch was all that was required to free her of the aches in her muscles, and she waited patiently while Ulena untied her ankles.

			“You do know that, if you stop this ridiculous fighting, he will stop doing things like this to you.”

			“No. I will stop when he stops!”

			Ulena raised her eyebrows in apparent resignation. “Then you’re just as stupid as he is.” 

			When she’d finished being untied, Artemi gave her most dependable friend a big, rough hug. The girl had a sort of potato-ish look about her, with narrow eyes, a round nose and rounder cheeks and a head that sprouted brown, twisted roots of hair. But she was always smiling, and those smiles were infinitely better than the sour pout of Renward’s ever-bitter mouth.

			“We need to get back to Fate’s. Gates close soon,” Ulena said, shaking off Artemi’s embraces.

			“If they haven’t already. Let’s go.” The two of them sprang up and over the small dunes, racing toward the green glow of the copper lamps beyond the walls. The lights from within were periodically smothered and revealed by unseen bodies that passed over and in front of them. It meant that some form of training was still going on. No doubt Artemi’s presence would be expected at such training, and no doubt one of the fighting masters would be conjuring up a wicked sort of punishment for her. 

			Fate’s walls were taller than the highest reaches of a soak-wood tree and as yellow as the sands that heaped at their base. As the girls rounded the corner of the outer ramparts, the sound of clanging gates echoed across the dunes. They were too late, and there was only one other way in.

			They looked at each other, but as the realisation came to Ulena, her face filled with despair. “I am not going that way. I’d rather sleep out here.”

			“We’ll freeze to death.”

			“But that wall’s haunted. You’ve heard the stories. Better to freeze.”

			Artemi did not believe in ghosts. “Let’s go.”

			“No…” came the soft whine from Ulena, but her muted complaints were followed by the sound of a reluctant pair of shuffling feet. 

			They had to make their way to the side of the compound that butted up against the houses of Hestavos, but those houses had been derelict for some time. From the limited attention she had paid to her history lessons, Artemi recalled that they had once been the houses of the old water merchants: not the richest members of society, but certainly rather well-off at one time. Since a series of wells had been sunk into the rocks beneath the sand, and a pipe laid around the city that was large enough to for a grown man to stand inside, those merchants had found themselves without employment or demand. They had left for other cities in which they could still ply their trade, and their homes had found no new owners in the years afterward. 

			Standing before them, Artemi could see little more of significance about these dwellings than the great, dark mouths that formed the empty windows. Twisted cobwebs built by long-dead spiders wavered softly at their edges, and the ancient timbers creaked and grunted from within. She had to admit that this was not the most appealing of adventures. Artemi raised her eyes to the roofs, and then to the outer wall of Fate’s beyond. It would only be a short clamber through the decaying buildings, a hop into the rafters and a leap from the stone castellations. She longed for the warmth of her bed. 

			“I am not going in there.” Ulena’s voice was defiant in spite of her visible shivers. 

			“Ghosts aren’t real, and even if they were, why would they bother hanging around here?” If Artemi had the chance to haunt a place, she would much rather do so in a luxurious palace. Or maybe in Morghiad’s room, just to annoy him. That thought put a smile on her face. “Come on! It’s getting cold already!” And it was. The chill desert air gave its heat up so very easily without the sun there to constantly hassle it.

			“What about eisiels?”

			“No such things!”

			Artemi bounded towards the walls and locked her fingers into several of the gaps within the mortar. The doors to the yellow houses had been sealed with layers of rotwood and wire, held together by an overzealous spray of nails. A conventional entry would not be possible here. She scrabbled up the wall as fast as she was able, poking her toes into any hold they could find and reaching high with her hands. At length, she arrived at the lowest of the windows and crawled into its dark aperture.

			The scene that greeted her was of crumbling, fractured furniture amidst scatters of tiles that had dropped from the walls to greet the dark floorboards below. And those floorboards looked anything but secure. Artemi thought she could see the room below through numerous gaps and areas of collapse, although even that was a guess. The floor was black, and so were the voids beyond; telling where one began and the other ended was going to be tricky. 

			A scraping sound from behind alerted her to the presence of Ulena. “Temi… I really don’t think…”

			“Do you have the guts to be a warrior or not?”

			Ulena kept quiet rather than offer a reply. Artemi was hardly confident about this mission, but she wasn’t going to let her fears show now. Anything was better than this cold! She put one foot forward, tested it with her weight, then the other and the first again. In a matter of moments she had made it to the hallway and could see the stairs that led to the floor above. A soft, dust-filled breeze moved past her. There was a barely discernible whining sound that followed it, and Ulena heard it too. 

			“Ghosts,” she whispered.

			Not ghosts. It had to be something else. An old door on rusted hinges, or draughts of air blowing through holes in the structure, perhaps. But not ghosts. 

			Artemi made her way carefully toward the stairs which bowed visibly in the middle. “Stay as close to the wall as you can. The wood’ll be stronger there.” She had no idea if that was true, even if it seemed like a sensible thing to say. Her feet made their way forward once more, and soon she was standing upon the beam that supported the next landing. There was a peculiar scent here of old rags and dirt and something else she did not recognise. 

			“Release me.”

			Artemi turned to Ulena, whose shadowed face appeared to have formed a mask of horror. Neither she nor Artemi had spoken those words. At that moment there was a soft but definite squeak, and the boards beneath Ulena’s feet gave way. She didn’t have time to scream or gasp, instead grappling wildly at whatever pieces of joinery she could to save herself. She did, but only managed to grip onto a single timber with one hand; the rest of her was left dangling in the indiscernible blackness. Her wide, white eyes locked onto Artemi’s.

			Artemi did not hesitate and dived toward her friend. She clasped Ulena’s wrist, hauling on it as hard as she could, but her efforts seemed to have no effect. Was she caught on something? Again and again she tried to pull Ulena out of the hole in the stairs, but nothing seemed to work. Her arms ached painfully with every haul. She simply was not strong enough. 

			“You’ll have to let go.”

			“No.”

			“You have to.”

			The sound of another whisper from the room beyond blew through the air around them, prompting Ulena to scream and release her hold on the floorboard. She dropped with little more sound into the darkness below, and there came no audible indication of her landing. 

			“Ulena?” Artemi’s voice had dropped to something between a rasp and a hiss. She looked briefly to the room that ought to contain the source of the mystery voice. Would it be better to investigate that first? But what if Ulena was hurt? She decided that she would attend to her friend before venturing farther into this place. 

			“I don’t want to die in here.” 

			Artemi paused. Those certainly were not Ulena’s words. It sounded like an adult - a woman. “Who are you?”

			There was no reply. After a moment spent scrutinising the shadows for any sort of movement, she turned her eyes back to the stairs. Blazes! She couldn’t see anything of them now! Not for the first time, she deeply wished that she was able to wield her own power, even if it was just to make a tiny, little flame. That’s all she wanted: a small piece of fire to make light. Surely that was not a greedy thing to wish for? She clenched her eyes shut and tried to reach for the power that she knew was hidden somewhere inside her. It just was not fair that the older boys could rummage around in her head and take it out like a tool from a box. It was her tool!

			In any event, her efforts were in vain. It was like trying to hammer through a wall made of so many layers of stone that the existence of anything on the other side became questionable. She opened her eyes to the darkness once more, and began to feel her way down the stairs. The unidentified voice seemed to be quiet for the moment, which was something of a relief. 

			Artemi reached the bottom of the second set of stairs, but still no Ulena was apparent. There were plenty of gaps in these boards too, which meant that a falling body could have passed right through to several floors below. “Ulena?”

			Still no reply. How deep could this house go? To a cellar? Was there something else below that? “Ulen-?” A shape moved to her right, breaking up the obscurity with a darker sort of grey. 

			It grabbed Artemi by the arm, talon-like fingers digging into her sleeve. She gasped in horror, kicked at her assailant with both feet and wrestled her arm free of the creature’s grasp. It stepped into a dim shaft of starlight as it came after her again, and the sight of it was more horrific than she could possibly have imagined. Artemi had never seen anything like it before. Its eyes were milky white spheres, its skin charred and covered in some sort of black oil. Its teeth were… oh blazes, its teeth! It was trying to say something, she realised, but she hardly wished to remain and find out what that was. 

			Artemi ran with all the strength that she could draw into her legs, pelting up the broken stairs and launching through the splintered hallways beyond. The noises that came from behind her were deafening: sounds of walls being punched through, tiles smashing as they fell, floorboards giving way and the thunk of feet that were far heavier than hers. She was too afraid to call for help, and knew too well that no one would have heard her cries anyway. 

			She made it to the top of another set of stairs and promptly collided with another body.   

			“This way!” It was Ulena. How had she made it up…?

			Ulena took Artemi’s hand to drag her into another room and an area of utter obscurity.  The sound of thundering and crashing still echoed around them, but it was coming from much lower down in the building now. “He must have fallen through one of the floors.”

			“Shh,” Ulena hissed. “Get inside the wall. He won’t be able to fit.” Her voice sounded surprisingly steady, but the shake in her grip gave away her fear. Artemi did not think any less of her for it, as her own skin had grown icy cold and her lungs felt too stiff to breathe with. She obeyed Ulena’s instruction, clambering into the cavity formed by the tiled façade of the room’s innards and the stone shell of the house itself. The air was fresher in there, cleaned by the breeze that seemed to funnel down the narrow gap from the open skies above. Somewhere up there would be the roof, and their escape to safety. She began to shuffle upward against the rough masonry. 

			Their progress was slow and tiring, but it took them away from the increasingly rabid screeches of the creature below them. When they reached the roof, Artemi could still hear it clattering about, tearing at the wood and thumping at the walls inside the house. She did not want to linger there for a moment longer than she had to. 

			Together they raced over the crumbling stone tiles and up to the outer wall of Fate’s School. It was considerably taller than they were, and its surface was too smooth to scale. 

			“You’ll have to get on my shoulders.”

			“But then you will be stuck here.”

			“Well, you’ll have to get me a rope.” Artemi did not particularly want to make that sacrifice, but she knew that good warriors always put their compatriots first. Ulena was a far better student anyway. She was not naturally as good a fighter as Artemi, but she did behave and pay attention in her lessons. “Are you going to go or not?” She kicked at the wall while her friend appeared to deliberate. “Ulena!”

			“Alright, alright.” 

			It rapidly became apparent that Ulena was far heavier than Artemi had anticipated, and the business of hefting her up at the stony face was a rather painful one. After her feet had finished gouging holes in Artemi’s shoulders, the girl disappeared beyond the castellations to find the rope. Artemi was trapped and alone again. 

			The stars above had grown impossibly bright within the sunless skies, and looking directly at them forced her to squint. She could still hear noises from within the building below, though they seemed reassuringly distant now. 

			There was only one thing she had ever heard described that looked remotely like what they had seen, but she had been convinced it was a creature of myth. Yet that thing had looked too convincing to be a man in costume. Those teeth… How could that be real? How could it live? How could it have come to be? And why was it here, of all places? As she processed these questions in her mind, something else became apparent: the voice she had heard could not have come from the monster, and that meant someone else had been in there. Were they trapped?

			Artemi considered going back into the house to look for them, but decided against it. Master Rollow often called her overeager to stride into a fight, but she was quite sure that this fight was not one she could hope to win alone. She was not that stupid. Morghiad probably was, but not her. Oh… he would pay for all the trouble she had been put through today!

			“Temi!” Ulena’s head popped out over the wall above her, and a ragged length of rope dropped down. “Glad you’re still alive!”

			Glad indeed. Artemi hopped onto the rope, and it was not long before they were back in the relative safety of Fate’s School of Warriors. Whatever practice that had gone on earlier had since dispersed, and now the sprawling yard was filled only by dark yellow sand and the green light of the low-slung lamps. Lining this yard were tall, orange buildings with slits for windows and wind-worn walls. A few hints of illumination shone from within them, but it appeared that most of the tutors and cadets were asleep. The sight of the compound gave Artemi some comfort in spite of the telling off she knew she was about to receive. It was a scuffed and eroded set of buildings, but it was tidy, guarded, and home.

			“Time to go to Gilkore.”

			Ulena shook her head. “He won’t twitch a cheek about the… the thing we saw – only set us a punishment. We should go to Zandrin. He’s much bet-”

			“Two little wrens out of their cage at once! Well, who would believe it? And I could have sworn I saw one tethered by its captor earlier.”

			The two girls turned simultaneously, and found themselves standing in the shadow of Fate’s owner and master, Captain Gilkore. His hooked nose bore a new injury that matched one upon his cheek. They looked like claw marks or scratches, both drawn in the same direction. Why hadn’t they healed? Perhaps he had gotten into a fight with his pet crow, or a child with no understanding of discipline. Otherwise his countenance appeared to be as hardened and bluff as ever, with hair unusually short for a Sunidaran. Most never cut their hair, but he was experienced enough in battle and aged enough to have earned the honour to shave it close. 

			“Captain.” The two of them bowed swiftly. “Captain-” Artemi needed to ensure he knew just how frightened she had been. “There’s something – I think it’s an eisiel – in the houses over there – the abandoned ones. We both saw it. It was burned and… and it was covered in this stuff…” Artemi recalled how it had grasped at her arm. She held out her wrist, and there it was: a smear of strange, black liquid left by the monster. 

			Gilkore tilted his head only slightly to look at the evidence. He guffawed and rapidly pulled a handkerchief from his pocket. “Now, my sweet birds…” He commenced scrubbing the liquid from Artemi’s arm. “…How old are you both? I forget now. Seven? Eight?”

			“Nine, captain,” they said in near unison.

			“Nine!” He made one of his stone-like smiles. “Hah! Old enough to move out and have houses of your own! But still such ingenuity and creativity of the mind! Don’t concern yourselves with this monster, children. Once you have gained enough years to join an army, then you’ll meet your real monsters.” He finished his cleaning of Artemi’s wrist and pocketed the now-grubby handkerchief. “Is there anything else?”

			“It was real!” Ulena’s voice carried more than a little desperation. “It’s still there. It could kill someone!”

			Gilkore folded his arms and his smile took on a new quality. It was not a nice smile. “Eisiels are deadly. They’re fast. Two little, wingless chicks with beaks so big they can barely hold themselves upright can’t hope to escape from one. You are alive. It’s not a damned eisiel, now, is it?”

			“It fell through the floor.”

			He shook his head, pulled a red leaf cigar from one of his pockets and started to laugh. “Wrens!” With that he wandered over to the lamp fuse, kept close to a flame-keeper, and used it to light his cigar. “Here,” he said as he sucked heavily on the burning leaves, “Are you going to get yourselves to bed or am I going to have to give you a follocking disciplinary?”

			“But there was someone else in there.”

			“Really?” His tone was one of utter disinterest.

			Artemi nodded. “I think it was a woman’s voice. She was asking to be set free.”

			He frowned with some severity, but the fear it had once inspired was nothing compared to the horror that the eisiel’s face conjured. “That’s enough of this. No more adventures outside of the school for you; not for another year.”

			“But captain-”

			“Nor you, Juleenia.”

			“It’s Ule-”

			“BE QUIET!” His voice boomed across the courtyard. “You are cadets here, and your purpose is to listen and obey. I don’t care what shit you think you’ve seen, or whether there’s an army of flying lizards at the gates, or a gathering of Hirrahans with torches and pitchforks out there too. What I say is true, is true. That’s it. If you mention this to anyone else, I will have both of you run out of this school so fast you won’t know if your legs are still attached or a pair of stumps with wheels in them. Get out of my sight.”  

			Artemi dared not say any more, and was rapidly realising that it would be a waste of her time, anyway. She tugged gently at Ulena’s sleeve, and they tiptoed off toward their quarters without looking back at their angry master.

			“We have to tell someone,” Ulena whispered once they were out of earshot. “As soon as it works out how to get to the roof, it’ll be trapped in here with us.”

			“I think you’re right. Zandrin?”

			“Let’s go.”

			Master Zandrin was already out of his room with sword in hand by the time they arrived. His shirt had not been tucked into his belt, his trousers still hung awkwardly over his boots, and he was talking to someone Artemi did not recognise. She stayed out of sight with Ulena while his visitor remained; there would be no benefit in being seen by someone who could report them to Gilkore.

			“…Are you sure?” he asked his companion. 

			“Yes. Very.”

			 “How in blazes did they get away? I know one of them’s – you know – but surely …? Anyway, we’d better get going.”

			The visitor sighed softly. He was quite a tall man, taller than Zandrin even, and his hair was very dark indeed. His ponytail still bore five of his youth knots, which meant that he had not fought in a proper battle yet. Zandrin’s pale ringlets only retained a single knot, and he was younger than every other master in the school. He started off down the corridor. 

			Ulena hissed in Artemi’s ear, “Don’t you think we should stop him?”

			“No. Let’s follow them. I think they’re talking about us.” Though the words came from her mouth, Artemi knew it was possible Zandrin had been talking about some other escapees. Being shut in a classroom was not an uncommon punishment at that school. 

			Besides, she and Ulena had moved quickly in making their way to his rooms, and any messenger would had to have run at full speed from Gilkore to inform the masters of Fate’s. What path could they have taken that did not cross Artemi and Ulena’s? And the next assumption was that Gilkore had secretly decided their claims were worth considering at all. He did not seem the sort to change his mind. 

			Her own theory did not make much sense. 

			Zandrin and his friend loped off down the corridor with Artemi and Ulena following behind in silence. The room they eventually came to was not quite as expected, however. It was small, hidden in the deepest recesses of the compound and already filled with the other nineteen masters of Fate’s School. Artemi and Ulena were small enough to hide just beyond the main door and listen to the conversation that went on within. 

			“…Damned thing’s free. I want it captured this evening. No mess. If anyone in Hestavos comes to me tomorrow and tells me they heard anything, or saw so much as a blackened fingernail in their porridge, there’ll be no beer for any of you.” That was Gilkore’s voice.

			“We’ll need light in there – one of the wielders-”

			“No wielding. They can smell it. Take torches.”

			“How did the kids get out?”

			There was a pause before Gilkore answered. “The floors in there aren’t good enough for anything larger than a few ounces of meat. One of them fell through it, and so did the damn biter. Keep your feet soft.”

			Artemi had heard more than she wished to, and besides, there were the sounds of movements that implied a door might open soon. “Let’s get away from here.”

			“Temi?” Ulena said as they trotted into the darkened corridors, “I didn’t tell the captain that I fell through the floor, only that the monster did. So how did he know?”

			Artemi was not entirely sure she wanted to find out the answer to that. If he had been watching from a mystery vantage point, then why did he not come to their aid? Why would he want to allow any of this to happen, and then ignore their pleas for help? Did he want to kill them? Was this a test?

			[image: ]

			The Forllan manor was a truly ancient building that glittered in all lights and from the many facets of its knapped-flint walls. It was wide and tall, but square and ordered. Though numerous additions had been made to it through the centuries, each one had been so carefully planned that it matched the original core of the building with sublime perfection. And yet, in the face of this order - this block of impeccably clipped stone - rampant vines, wild roses and ferns grew to such heights they were almost trees of fronds. Everywhere was the sound of tumbling water: from small trickles of streams to violent crashes of waterfalls. It was said that these watercourses had been managed at one point, but the truth of that was now lost to time. Everything about the place indicated that the landscape ruled, and that the Forllans fought to endure in a small but constant way, as their ancestors had always done. 

			Silar did not feel that will to endure in him now. He was still naked, unshaven and unwashed from the best part of two days spent sleeping. A stale mug of ale was cupped in one hand, while his chin was cupped in the other. He had no idea of the time of day, or the time of year for that matter, and he had no desire to find out either. He took a sip of his drink; it had lost much of the appeal of its former taste. He took another swig anyway, hoping that he could find some reassurance in its bitter flavour. 

			Some years had passed since his infamous dismissal from the court at Gialdin, and he had not been called upon for anything in those years. Not even advice on the simplest of things, such as which foreign king needed reminding of Calidellian interests, or how many soldiers ought to be recruited from the northern provinces. He knew these things, of course, even if he did not wish to. In the first year after his expulsion he had tried to shut every vision out, to close his mind to any possibilities that were not in the immediate future and to ignore all thoughts of the Jade’an bloody royal family. But they continued to bother him: in his sleep, during his walks, at dinner or while he read. The talent he had worked so hard to cultivate was now an invasive and rampant weed with roots made of blasted, wielder-wrought metal! No amount of digging or hacking or poisoning would kill the damned thing.

			He finished the mug and set it down slowly, grimacing as the dregs formed lumps in his mouth. Time to visit the toilet. That was his life now: to piss, drink, sleep, occasionally remember to eat, drink again and then piss some more. He passed his reflection in the mirror, and not for the first time, turned his eyes to avoid it. He was badly out of shape. Though he had not eaten enough to make himself fat, he had not raised a sword in more months than he could count. Talia would not bother to dawdle outside his room now, he thought with a wry smile.

			As Silar watched the filtrate of his past few days of drinking wash into the abyss, he thought about the cool, crystalline walls of his old home in the palace, and the view it had offered across the city. He tried to recall the sounds of people moving about below, and the way the lights had glittered at night. Whenever he did, his mind usually met with images of Gialdin burning, and those calm sounds would crescendo into a horrible chorus of screams. But this time his consciousness chose happier possibilities instead, and he was able to consider something closer to the place he remembered. 

			Just then, whilst in mid-flow, a storm of images and voices tried to force their way into his awareness. They begged him to listen to them, and he knew it meant something was about to happen, but he was not interested in any of it. Silar focused harder on forcing out that last drip.

			The door to his room slammed open.

			“Blasted eyes! Get some clothes on, son!” 

			A shirt and a pair of breeches were hurled at Silar. He managed to catch them with a free hand, but also managed to miss with his aim at the privy. Follocks!

			“I’ve had enough of you lying around here being miserable, and I’ve let you get away with it for far too long. Seffe’s here, and we’re having dinner in half an hour. Show your face, or you’ll no longer be sleeping under my roof.” With that the elder Lord Forllan shut Silar’s door behind him, and left the surrounding walls shuddering with the force of it.

			Damn. Not Seffe! Now, he was guilty of hiding in the wilderness for some years. And what excuse did that boy have for leaving Calidell, anyway? Silar could make a firm guess, but he didn’t want to pre-empt Seffe’s stumbling words and squirming too much. Oh, that boy would be hearing some stern words from his older brother this evening. Yes, he would. 

			Silar thrust his head through his shirt and his legs into his trousers. He would normally have bathed first, but he really could not be bothered with any of that. It was only for Seffe, after all. 

			He opened his bedroom door for the first time that week, and inhaled a lungful of air that did not smell of his own unclean sheets. Standing in the hallway felt rather odd, so much so that he found himself checking that he was actually clothed. It dawned upon him that his sword belt was missing, but then… what would be the point of his carrying a blade? He could hardly expect to wave the thing about now without becoming immediately exhausted. It could stay in his room, he decided. 

			He ambled with no particular urgency to the hall where his family preferred to dine, and slumped into one of the empty seats. The room was still dark and otherwise empty, as none of the servants had yet come in to light the candles. Lords only ever entered a formal room when some poor scurrier had already lit the way for them; Silar did not consider himself much of a lord. 

			He placed his hands behind his head and leaned back against the ancient wood of the chair. Three large windows, set well above the head height of any grown man, brought little light in from the fading day beyond. They might have illuminated the room better, if only the vines that now covered them were cut back. The rest of the room had the same appearance as just about every other noble’s dining hall. It was panelled with wood, lined with paintings and decorated with overly elaborate sconces. The only distinguishing feature was the stag, forged from silver and bronze, that seemed to leap from the wall. It was the symbol of his family, and below it was the motto that Silar often laughed at: “Fight to live; fight to the death.” No other Forllans had chosen a military career since his great-grandfather’s generation, and even Seffe had apparently given his up. 



OEBPS/image/4.png





OEBPS/image/map1.png





OEBPS/image/3.png





OEBPS/image/image083.png





OEBPS/image/2.png





OEBPS/image/title.jpg
{lagin





OEBPS/image/6.png





OEBPS/image/1.png





OEBPS/image/5.png





