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			Chapter 1

			A light wind blew from the east, carrying with it the scents of the dwindling summer and emergent winter. It felt as if it could be the last gasps of the final summer the world would know, or the virulent whispers of the first winter it would truly experience. There was a fierce chill upon that current, and Morghiad felt it keenly. 

			He should not have done, not in the sealed sanctuary of Gialdin’s white stone palace - not where the air was heated by fires from another world. But he had come to accept that something was out of balance within him, something that made him feel the cold over the warmth. Morghiad drew his cloak across his chest and swung his legs over the arm of the chair while he read. Someone, evidently a someone with a sense of humour, had managed to locate an old and battered armchair for his rooms that precisely resembled the one he had owned in Cadra. It even bore the same worn patches of leather upon the armrests. The individual who had masterminded that particular idea must have fought valiantly to have the chair installed amidst this palace of perfection and newness!

			Morghiad smiled to himself at the thought. The book in his hands was a treatise on peacemaking and diplomacy between two long-extinct countries, named Kilfrae and Morn. Artemi would have known the more personal stories associated with it of course, but she was not there to help him. Shadows danced at the corners of his consciousness when he finished thinking that particular thought. As it was, the Shade creatures seemed to become very active following most of his musings of Artemi. That was the wrong way around, he was sure.

			He shut the book and gazed at the ceiling to study the swirls of blue and gold amongst the white. There were duties that needed to be attended to urgently - problems that required solving, and yet he had procrastinated here in the palace for more than a fortnight. Postponement of action was really not a thing that settled lightly upon his shoulders, nor a thing he ever did, but he had held off doing much of note since Artemi had departed. The simple fact was that he was waiting for her to return before he left Gialdin. He had no idea if she would return to this place over any other in the world, and really no clue as to the length of time she intended to spend in The Crux. She had urged him to make his peace alone, and together with Silar’s letter, it did seem to indicate she would be gone for some time. 

			Still, he was rid of nalka and in good physical shape, if not quite so steady in his mind. Morghiad closed his eyes and searched the vast network of Blaze streams for any sign of his wife’s. He knew very well that the adult version was absent, but now he also knew how to recognise her immature fires. No sign of her stream, young or emergent, was present. 

			Seek the light.

			The daylight, as it turned out, made his eyes squint when he opened them again. He walked to the nearest window, and gazed greyly out of it. Gialdin had become heavily populated over the last decades, and open spaces that had once seemed placid and serene now thronged with moving, hot bodies. The more people there were, the more likely it was they would fight over space and property. The rules of peaceful living would soon be more necessary within countries than without. Blazes, but his daughter had trickier problems to deal with than he ever had as ruler. 

			He hissed at himself – a very Artemi sort of thing to do, but she had left more fragments of her personality in him than he could count. It was time to do something. 

			Within a matter of minutes he was in the council chambers, drawing a seat for himself at the grand table of House Leaders. Medea was there of course - one of the last representatives of the Jade’an House. Everyone else would have been very aware of that fact. 

			But for Kalad, who seemed determined to do away with every one of his responsibilities, their family faced extinction. Artemi had foolishly removed herself from the Act of Succession, and that meant the kingdom might soon face a war of the Houses unless Medea named an heir. The situation was not a secure one. Morghiad very nearly smiled to himself. Acher had said much the same thing to him over a century ago. 

			“I didn’t realise Hirrahans were welcome here,” Lord Collibry said with an arched eyebrow.

			Morghiad gave him a look intended to make the grandest of oak trees wither. Keeping the lidir, or braids in his hair, had been a calculated decision on Morghiad’s part, and he made no effort to conceal the slight accent he had acquired. 

			“Your advice is most welcome here, father,” Medea said, “Perhaps you will be able to offer us some useful information about our friends and our… not-so-close friends.”

			When had his daughter become so calculating? “My queen, if you want me to be your spy, you’ll be disappointed. I no longer belong to Calidell or Hirrah. I am of no country now, and my purpose is to serve the entire continent. If I can.”

			Unlike her predecessor and elder brother, she did not balk at the honorific. Her reaction, if she had one at all, remained entirely concealed. Morghiad had to admit a small amount of pride at that, even if he had always known she would make an excellent politician. The other lords and ladies, however, stared at him with unabashed surprise. It was a shame that Silar’s father, Lord Rafhiad Forllan, was absent from this discussion to add some much-needed rationality, but Morghiad knew better than to challenge his daughter on her choice of representatives. 

			He pursed his lips. Perhaps he would send her a note about it later. 

			Lady Faramine turned her head toward the queen in a movement so smooth one might have thought she had ball bearings in her neck. “Do you think he should be party to the discussions we have here if he is no longer-”

			“I am not going to do anything that might put my daughter and her position at risk.” Morghiad made sure to keep his voice sharp and hard. “The same goes for Calidell.”

			Medea nodded sagely. “Very good. Is there some business that you can share with us today?”

			“Yes,” Morghiad replied. “I am in need of a representative of Calidell to accompany me to Astalon. You know of my plans there, but Calidell will require someone who can be independent from me, and they must defend this country’s interests. I know that you already plan to stay here, so whom will you name as your envoy?”

			She looked down at the table surface for a moment, no expression apparent upon her features. But her pause was for show. It had to have been. Medea had known for some time that he would ask this. Eventually, she raised her chin and levelled her gaze at something in the air behind him. “You must take my brother.”

			Kalad? Kalad? Morghiad was not ready to deal with Kalad yet! Kalad was not ready to deal with him! He fought to match his daughter’s stoicism and pressed his blind panic into a corner of his thoughts. It didn’t go there lightly. Blazes! That must have been what Silar meant when he wrote in his letter, ‘You’ll have to find him if you want a chance of it working, and he’ll be in a tavern in Curkovi. Don’t get angry about it.’ Don’t get angry? What reason would he have to be angry with Kalad? Morghiad decided that he needed to break something soon. Or have a fight. A fight would probably be less destructive and make him feel better afterward. “As you instruct, my queen,” he said with a calmness that surprised even himself. 

			The meeting descended from there into dull discussions about the price of wheat and falling tax collections. Morghiad managed to remain half-awake through most of it, even venturing a few ideas of his own, but his daughter appeared to have a good handle on the solutions available to her. By the end of it, his right hand was gripping the side of his chair in an effort to remind himself that he had much of a purpose here at all. 

			The closing of the meeting was welcomed by all, and Morghiad was the first to stride out of the stuffiness of the chamber and into open air. His thoughts immediately turned to the search for a suitable opponent. 

			A man with bright orange hair was the first to step in his path. “Alright, my lord? Where’s your bit of chewing toffee these days?”

			“I take it you mean my wife? Business has drawn her away, but she’ll be back. Do you know, Beetan, you’re just the sort of man I was looking for?”

			“I hope that being without her hasn’t made you that desperate for romance, Mor.”

			“Oh, this isn’t for pleasure.” Morghiad nodded toward the area of gardens most often reserved for practice. “This’ll be punishment for us both.”

			The soldier nodded. “Sounds more like my kind of thing, but only if I get a drink out of it afterward. You can’t just lure me out there with your big green eyes and promises of pain. I want a pint of Baydie’s finest ale and some talk of what it’s like to be...” He looked Morghiad up and down. “…foreign.”

			“Ale, I can do; talk, I’ll try.”

			Beetan nodded, his pale eyes glinting with excitement. Morghiad was forced to set aside his white sword for the battle, since it tended to slice through and blunt ordinary blades. That surely counted as cheating in such matches. He still had the Hirrahan steel sword his father had obtained for him, though it did look and feel rather out of place here. Calidellian weapons were made smooth and sinuous like the voices of the men who wielded them. Hirrahan blades tended to have an inordinate number of extra points and sharp bits wherever possible. Beetan did not appear to blink at the sight of it however, and they were soon going at each other with teeth gritted and grunts in their throats.

			Beetan was more than a fair bladesman when he put his mind to it, and though he was no Kusuru, he did have a surprising amount of strength in his wiry arms. Morghiad dodged and danced around many of the attacks to begin with, only landing a few of his own on the occasions he felt tempted.

			“Have you seen Kalad lately?” Beetan asked mid-attack.

			The question hit Morghiad just where it was supposed to, and he found himself stumbling to avoid the sword edge that was directed at his neck. It was a foolish error for a man of his experience! “No,” he replied, “But I have to find him.”

			“Bit of a mission that,” Beetan said, righting his blade after the attack, “Though it might help to remember the influences of Silar and The Hunter upon him. Where there are pretty women, Kalad is sure to be about.”

			Morghiad grunted. His son - the sort that flirted and chased skirts! How could such brief and shallow affairs ever be fun for a man with any intellect? Then again, Beetan ought to be the sort to know. “Why flirt with a woman you’ve never spoken to before-” he stepped to the side and took a more measured swipe at his opponent, “-when there is no guarantee that she will like you, or that you will ultimately like her?”

			Beetan coughed a chuckle, signalling a brief halt to their fight. “Well, you’ve hit it exactly. It is like the thrill of gambling. One throw of the dice, and fortune might provide you with a night of unbridled passion. Or you might get a slap in the face. Worth the risk, I say.”

			Gambling. Morghiad had never seen the appeal of it. Why pitch your money in a pot when the owners of that pot seemed to be so fabulously and reliably wealthy from it, and the gamers so poor and ragged by comparison? Were womanisers the same? Silar had never looked particularly ragged through his affairs. Then again, the man had never found himself a suitable wife, either. “But suppose…” Morghiad renewed his attacks, sweeping his blade down from the air above and then low enough to lift a clod of earth from the ground beside him. “…Suppose you did get your night of unbridled passion. What happens after that? Do you see the woman again, or leave and search for the next one?”

			“Leave. Almost invariably. You don’t want to risk it being less than-” The soldier parried clumsily. “-Perfect later.”

			“Why?” Morghiad had endured one or two rather imperfect arguments with Artemi, and had slept uneasily beside her on some nights, but to give up her company over those trivialities – that was utter nonsense. And when the difficult times came, the sad times, whom would he want at his side but the woman he loved?

			Beetan stopped fighting again. “Because it’s nice to reminisce over later, and nothing will ever mar the memory of it. Look, we don’t all get to meet our vanha-sielu, warrior soul mates who think the same as we do. I had a wife once, and she was alright, but she didn’t like drink. And I like drink. So the drink stayed.”

			“Artemi and I do not think in the same manner. And I would have given up drinking water for her if she asked it of me.”

			The soldier screwed up his face. “Are you trying to put me off my stride by making me feel sick?” He drew his blade into a spinning side-slash, saying afterward, “But the fact remains. I bet Artemi never tried to change you. I’m me, and my wife didn’t like the part of me that enjoys being drunk. So follocks to it.”

			There were aspects of Morghiad that Artemi had tried to meddle with, principally the monster that lived in his head. Though, as much an integral part of him as that seemed to be, Morghiad didn’t much like it either. At the end of his battle with Beetan, Morghiad came to a conclusion he had not expected to reach at all. Perhaps it was cynical, but for all of their bravado and easy charm, the one thing all womanisers appeared to have in common - the one thing that drove their reasoning - was a fear of what women might one day do to them. 

			With the evening approaching, he and Beetan made their way to the bar at the base of the palace. They passed the sculpture of the panther on their short journey, still framed by the roaring torrents of the river that wove either side of it. As he regarded it, Morghiad held his breath and explored the very depths of his consciousness. Even with this warped and fragmented version of the monster inside of him, he could still sense the panthers that roamed beyond the city limits. There seemed to be… fewer of them than he remembered. Where had they gone?

			He put that particular finding to one side and moved his attention to other matters. By now word had spread to just about everyone in the city that he had returned, and that he had arrived looking suspiciously Hirrahan. Many of the soldiers who patrolled the walls of the palace looked at him with furrowed brows and downturned mouths. His decision not to cut his braids off seemed to be an unpopular one, and coupled with Artemi’s absence from his side, was enough to make him feel positively unwelcome here.

			“So,” Beetan began when they had seated themselves at an empty bar table and their drinks had thumped onto the surface, “Have you brought your privy shoes here with you?”

			“Privy…? No, that’s only necessary in the bath houses.” Calidellians would have the world believe that Hirrahans would change their boots and shoes with every different room they entered. It was only in the buildings where there was a great deal of water that such changes were necessary. What fool would want to pollute the floors and pools with his own dirty feet? Some Hirrahan ways did make sense. 

			“Shame. You know, I’m told the Sokirins don’t even have doors on their privies! They just do it all out in the open. Hah!”

			That was peculiar. Though it did explain why, given that she had spent some lives there, Artemi sometimes had very little shame about that sort of thing. Why do I need to hide, she had said, when only a madman would watch me? The Shade monsters shifted briefly in his thoughts. “How is the squad doing these days?”

			“Hmm. Orwin is lord of us now. And to think, I had a good few years longer as lieutenant than he ever did. If I were a suspicious and cynical man, I would say looks get a man a great deal higher in rank than other things.”

			“He doesn’t like his drink half so much as you do, Beetan.”

			The orange-haired man shrugged and took a sip on his ale, then wiped the foam from his lip with the back of his hand. He seemed rather proud of himself. “He rules us well enough, I suppose.”

			Just as a smile formed on Morghiad’s face, Orwin strode into view with Koviere and Jarynd either side of him. Together they resembled a series of progressively slimmer and shorter toy soldiers, and were quick to march to their seats at Morghiad and Beetan’s table.

			“All we need are The Hunter and your wife and we’d have half a squad,” Koviere boomed, the deepest tones of his voice almost shaking the ground beneath their feet. 

			“You’ve forgotten about Seffe and Demeta,” Jarynd said. Strangely, the puckered scar that pulled his mouth into a sneer looked much less pronounced than Morghiad remembered. Time had softened it. Perhaps another century would pass before Jarynd would look more like everyone else. That seemed wrong to Morghiad, as if it might cleanse him of any character at all. No… that sharp nose of his would always be there, cutting through the air in front of him as severely as his voice.

			 Orwin sniffed. “I wonder where they are. Still sneaking away into shadowy corners somewhere in the world, no doubt.”

			“I heard they got married,” Koviere said.

			Jarynd’s thin mouth spread to a grin. “I’d have loved to have heard what Silar had to say about that!” But the table immediately fell to silence instead of laughter. Of course, they still remembered Silar’s final order and subsequent disgrace.

			“Ease your grim faces, men,” Morghiad said, “I don’t blame him for it. He had a decision to make, and I trust him enough to know it was the right one in light of the alternatives. Artemi agreed with me. Silar was a good general and an excellent friend. I miss him.”

			There was an emptiness in the air while the other men thought of a response. Finally, Beetan began with, “But Tallyn-”

			“I’m in no shape to discuss him yet. Or Artemi, for that matter. Tell me what mischiefs you have been up to these past years.”

			Orwin obliged him with a straight description of several murderers they had captured and plots they had foiled, including one to assassinate Medea. Morghiad did not particularly enjoy hearing about that one, but he was grateful that these men had been aware and sword-ready in his absence. A father could drive himself insane worrying about the safety of his children, and his fears had already proven themselves justified. Midway through, Rahake joined the group too. New creases appeared to have grown upon his dark forehead, as if his responsibilities had pressed them into his skin from their weight alone. He managed a smile, however, and it immediately reminded Morghiad of happier days. 

			“… have you seen Silar, then?” Orwin finished. 

			Morghiad shook his head. “I have a letter, nothing more. He has arranged some sort of mission for himself, but I don’t know the details of it.” Blazes, he didn’t even know if the man was still alive! He took another swig of his ale, and when he looked up, he noticed a young soldier was doing his best to loom over the table. “Good evening,” Morghiad said.

			The young man did not return the greeting. Instead, he growled his words through gritted teeth. “We hoped you would be king again after our blessed queen - fires shelter her - but a Hirrahan - and no attempt to dispense with it! Follocks to that! You are a traitor!” The man spat at his feet before turning on his heels. Koviere made to move after him, but Morghiad caught hold of the giant’s arm. “Leave him, Kove. Attacking young soldiers won’t do any favours for my reputation. Let him have his opinions.”

			Koviere sat down very slowly, his muscles still quite clearly very tense in his limbs. Morghiad made every effort to demonstrate that he was unperturbed, though the shadows danced about before his eyes. Kill him, they whispered, kill him or betray us. 

			Blazes, when had they started speaking?! Morghiad blinked at looked directly at the nearest patch of glowing wall. The light of it seemed to cow the creatures of his mind. 

			“The young ones do not understand,” Rahake said softly. “They do not remember how we came to be here. All they see is the shining castle and their rich country. To them, everything else beyond it must be wrong.”

			“Frequently, the Hirrahans are wrong,” Orwin said, “No offence, Mor.”

			“None taken.” He took an especially deep draught of his ale. 

			Rahake leaned forward on the table and lowered his voice. “The feeling is changing around here. Patriots have always been in good supply, but lately… there are some more… shall we say zealous advocates. They are growing in number as far as I can tell.”

			“How zealous? Will this hurt Medea?” 

			“No. No, I don’t think so. It’s more that they fear too many people have come into Calidell to exploit its wealth. You must have heard that Rhofin has suffered many poor harvests this century, while ours have been very strong. Workers arrive from there every day now, and there are some who feel the Rhofinians are working the farms that Calidellians should be tilling and taking the food that Calidellians should be eating. My guards have had to protect these men, and sometimes their children, from organised attacks. And they are making it worse for themselves – they all choose to live in the same part of the city – it just gives the flag-wavers a spot to pace about.”

			Morghiad frowned. “So spread them about the city – stop the Rhofinians from clustering and find something constructive for the flag-wavers to do.”

			“And oust Calidellians from their homes so that we can put Rhofin workers into them? The city is full – there aren’t empty houses like there were when you were in charge. The flag-wavers… blazes, I don’t know what to do with them. The last one I had imprisoned accused me of being well… un-Calidellian.” Rahake pointed to his face as if to illustrate the point.

			“I don’t understand…” Morghiad began.

			“Damn it, Mor! Need I spell it out? I don’t exactly look much like the rest of you, do I?”

			Rahake was pretty much the same build, fairly tall and just about the same shape as every other swordsman. Perhaps his hair was cut differently, but… “Ah.” With a different accent and an entirely different attitude, Rahake might have passed for Tegran. His skin was certainly dark enough, though everything about him was utterly Calidellian to Morghiad. “That is ridiculous. All people born here are Calidellian.” He raised an eyebrow. “Even the Gialdinians.”

			There were some muted chuckles, but most of the faces around the table remained grim. 

			“The Followers are the worst, if you ask me,” Beetan said.

			“Followers?”

			“Ugh. Follocking pestles or apostles or something like that. They claim to follow the word of their blessed She-Who-Shall-Not-Be-Named. If you ask me, I think your wife would quite like to be named. Anyway, they get up to all sorts of trickery in her non-name. Mostly it’s stealing other people’s things to prepare for the end of the world or taking money from new, gullible followers.” Beetan guffawed to punctuate his words. “I see that she’s special what with her powers and all that, but the way they pretend to be her chosen people… follocking fires!”

			Orwin piped up: “We need a common enemy, Mor. People are beginning to forget what it was like to go to war. And with this peace you propose, aggression will be forced to turn inward instead of out.”

			“You cannot honestly believe that?” Morghiad looked about the table, but no one seemed eager to disagree. “Well, perhaps I am asking the wrong people.” He took a final swig of his ale and excused himself from the gathering. It was the right thing he was doing, wasn’t it - to try to prevent people from dying in pointless battles over patches of land? Country borders meant nothing to time, and only something to kings or others who could profit from it. A world without borders… now that ought to be something good, surely?

			 On the walk back to the chambers he had been given, he passed the grand throne room. He had intended to go directly to bed, but the draw of the vast hall was too great, and he found he could not prevent his feet from taking bold strides into it. 

			The two thrones dominated the room with mellifluous sprays of crystal that grew from their seats and tapering streams of gold glass that cascaded from their arms. They appeared to be natural formations in the context of the rest of the palace, and yet their irregularity and strangeness made them entirely unnatural. He had seen these thrones a thousand times or more, had even been part of the force that built them, and still he could not help but wonder at them each time. 

			And they were so much more than seats for royal backsides. To be listened to again! He could still remember the feel of the cool stone against his palms and the hard glass at his back, the discomfort and the honour of bearing it without complaint. For forty-six years he had ruled, and that seemed but a breath on the air when compared to the storming gale of Acher’s three-hundred.

			If Morghiad had died only once, he would still be remembered as Calidell’s king. But now he was something else - something smaller, and a foreigner to boot. Though he had despised the role of king at times, he sometimes pondered that it had suited him better than his current station. His brothers’ existence ensured he was not heir to much beyond a title; his nationality was debatable; Artemi’s squad now took orders from Orwin before they would listen to him, and his surviving children were too old to give much heed to his advice. Morghiad now commanded nothing. His place was at the floor beneath the dais, and that truth sat more uncomfortably with him than he could ever have foreseen. 

			We were a great king. We can rule again, the monsters whispered in their multiplicitous voices.

			How?
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			Artemi had decided that it was time to stop walking for a while. She was hardly unfit, but rather she felt impossibly, inconceivably tired. It was nothing else but spiteful that the Law-keepers should land her in the middle of a blasted desert again! Spiteful and vindictive and utterly unnecessary! She tried to feel for the heat of the fires, but found only a lukewarm impression of their presence. This place was worse than being quenched! 

			There was an endless expanse of sand and rocks about her, and it was unlike the soft, rolling dunes of Sunidara. Instead, the landscape was cold and bleak, empty and dead. Artemi drew her fingers through the grit at her feet, and felt another pang of something she could only interpret as thirst. Her body here was different somehow, though she had not yet worked out quite what it was. From what she could see of herself, she did not look especially different, except for three of the fingers on each hand. They were oddly long, and to have six on each side was something she had not experienced before. 

			That she could not wield here was a certainty. Not even the sun shone enough light upon her skin to feel warm, or be more than a vague glow amidst the permanent clouds. The fires, while present, were too… feeble to be of much effect here. It was as if everything were smothered by a thick layer of down, or hidden behind a vast screen of heavy smoke.

			One thing was to her benefit, however. She had rather clumsily tripped over a rock during her trek, and had grazed her arm against the ground below. Except, her skin had remained unbroken, and the stones below her had shattered from the impact. Her fall had not even been very violent or noisy. Perhaps this world was vulnerable to her somehow, or she invulnerable to it.

			Without putting much force behind it, she threw a punch at a particularly large rock in front of her. There was a sharp hiss and a crack before the rock exploded from the point of impact, sending a spray of a thousand stone shards into the air around. Her knuckles did not even hurt from the collision. Now that was unexpected. 

			Artemi thought for a moment. It would be logical to suppose that, given her relative strength, a more powerful step would take her farther forward here than in any other world. Perhaps a steady run would be a better way of reaching the edge of this desert than a sensible walk. Well, it had to be worth a try. She had no idea if stasis occurred here or was an especially unique feature of the Darkworld, and she didn’t particularly want to find out. 

			She began running. Her progress was unremarkable at first, but as she put more effort into her stride and lengthened her steps… blazes! The ground began to rush by beneath her as if carried away upon the wind. Her thirst gripped at her throat and made her head pound throughout, but she bore her way through it with her fists clenched and her jaw set. When the frail sun had sunk beneath the horizon and no moon had risen to replace it, something else lifted above the rocks to illuminate her way. It looked like lights – the lights of settlement!

			 As she pressed forward to the town, rows of buildings became evident. They were grey, square and uniformly identical. A heavy wall, painted red and tall enough to reach their roofs, encircled them where the desert ended. From the shape of the ramparts and the pikes at the top, it was definitely there to keep something out rather than in. 

			Artemi slowed to a soft-footed jog toward it, small rocks still breaking beneath her toes. It took her a good few minutes before she found the gate to the enclosure, and another half an hour to properly scale it without breaking anything. She would have to tread very lightly in this place if she wanted to avoid destroying any piece of masonry she came into contact with. 

			Another hop and a leap onto the ropes of a flagpole, and Artemi was descending with some dignity to the ground beyond. She landed softly on the stones of a courtyard, which were equally as grey and laid out in a very regimented design of squares. Not a soul walked upon those squares. This place was everything Gialdin was not.

			“Hello?” 

			No voices returned any sound to her. Perhaps she was imagining this curious place, and perhaps she had spent too long wandering the desert without water. Her vision was certainly a little shakier than usual. Artemi took several steps forward. 

			“Hello?”

			There had to be someone here. The town did not have the look of an abandoned place; it was far too clean for that. 

			Something moved between the houses. 

			She followed a wavering shadow to a new street and looked about her. “I know there’s someone here. I am unarmed.”

			Artemi could definitely sense living things now, and those things were almost certainly people. Why were they hiding from her?

			She rounded another corner, and it was there she saw the figures in a steady stamp of grey clothing and wan torchlight. They were lined up, looking at her as if she were a criminal already undergoing trial. Behind her was the sound of moving feet - no doubt a group sent to block her escape along the path she had followed.

			“I am thirsty,” she said, “I need your help.”

			“Ne-kh-afr bin nk-alie,” one of them said, her voice full of clicks and whistles. Of course, what reason would they have to speak Frontier Union, or indeed any language Artemi knew? 

			It was then that she noticed how peculiarly the citizens of this place were dressed. Every person wore the same uniform of grey breeches, brown boots and a grey jacket. Only, it was not the uniform of an army or force. Even the children who clung to their parents’ legs appeared to be wearing it. Artemi was sure that her own black clothing would constitute some sort of transgression here. But there was something else different about them – none of them were obviously male or female, and each of them looked to be somewhere… in-between.  

			She pointed at her throat and did her best to mime drinking. “Please,” she said with some desperation. It would be just her luck if they did something peculiar here, like inhaling water from a steam cloud or absorbing it from underground rivulets through their feet.

			At her action, one individual stepped forward from the group and lifted a heavy tube, apparently made of metal, toward her. It was flared at the end, had a handle at the other and was covered in decorative red and silver embossing. So… that was how they shared water. 

			A smile touched her lips, but before she could take the tube in acceptance, there was a short, hard snapping sound, like a tree branch giving way. The world spun, and Artemi found herself laid flat upon the ground. Pain blossomed at the surface of her chest. Artemi knew better than to investigate her injury, since she was quite sure it would not threaten her life, and instead sought the source of it. Smoke was rising from the end of the man’s metal tube. Something – a something Artemi could not be sure of - had been jettisoned from it at his command and had knocked her to the floor. What a friendly group of people these Nightworlders were!

			In any other situation, Artemi would have leapt to her feet and readied herself to do battle, but these were people she needed to befriend. In her many years of experience, she had learned that where people feared her, it was better to accept whatever abuses they had to throw at her than it was to give them more reasons to be frightened. She waited, still lying on her back, to see what they would do next. 

			A man, or perhaps woman, with deeply tanned skin and black hair, approached from the crowd, his eyes narrowing as he looked toward her injury. He said something to the people around him, but none of them seemed keen to respond. Then, just as he was about to reach her, he spotted something on the ground and knelt to pick it up. “Nk aloti,” he said with a tone that sounded very much like wonderment.

			“Shadinat!” the person with the metal tube shouted back, before striding purposefully up to his fellow citizen and examining the object they’d found. Within the next few seconds, the two individuals had collected several more pieces of grit, or what appeared to be grit, from the surface of the street. 

			The dark-skinned man – yes, he was a man - reached out to touch the point of impact on her chest, finally giving Artemi the opportunity to look down at it. It was still messy, and strangely, still bleeding - though she could see no evidence of poison. The wound was not particularly deep, however, and the damage affected nothing more than the top layers of skin. Why was it not healing? She was not that exhausted, was she?

			He spoke directly to her this time, his voice softer and more questioning, but Artemi did not know how to respond. A shake of the head or shrug of the shoulders could mean something entirely different here. 

			There was however, a point of etiquette she had observed common to all cultures and many animals besides. Artemi rolled onto her front and lowered her eyes to the ground - a clear display of submission.

			The man grunted something at her, before calling to one of his friends for something else. She was duly tied up with metal chains and dragged toward what she presumed would be a place of imprisonment. It would not be all bad, she considered. Most cultures gave their captives water to drink, didn’t they?
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			Chapter 2

			“Are you sure it should be now?”

			Lannda nodded slowly. “This is what he told me. The first full moon of our three-thousandth, three-hundredth and twenty-first year, post diluvial. The moon has risen, and the path is now safe for us to proceed upon.”

			Fardine screwed up his strange, blocky features. “Just walk into Gialdin City - one of the most heavily fortified cities in the world? No arms, no soldiers, nothing else? My lady, if I may be so bold-”

			“Nothing else will be necessary. We can trust his word. Follow.” Lannda urged her horse forward with the gentlest of nudges from her heels, and directed him at the pale glow of the eccentric walls. She had never been to this new Gialdin before, and even the descriptions she had heard of it went only so far in properly describing its wild nature. It was beautiful, but also very… wrong at the same time. Evidently, she was one of the few who could detect the foul influence in its construction. One had to have experienced the processes of putrefaction and rot first-hand in order to properly see their cousins at work.  

			Lannda headed directly for the eastern quarter of the city, an area that was clean and well-looked-after, but evidently home to the poor and impoverished. She paced the streets for six counts of one hundred, as she had been instructed, and then she found her quarry. 

			“Master… Carlin, I presume?”

			The man’s icy blue eyes were unmistakable. “Ah… yes, it is. And to whom am I speaking?”

			“My name is Lannda, and I am a former sister of your daughter. I understand you know how these things work.”

			If the man was surprised, he elected not to show it. “Come with me,” he said, and led them to his small house. 

			It was a peculiarly appointed place inside, with its gold-streaked walls of palatial quality, crumbling furniture and threadbare rugs. Lannda was not ungrateful for the opportunity to sit upon a comfortable chair however, since the ride from the border had been protracted and without any pause to rest. “This is my guardian: Fardine,” she said, gesturing to the sell-sword. “He is very good at beating people up, though please do not take that as a threat. I intend to use him to aid Mirel.”

			“And just how do you think you can aid my daughter? Beating up one of her guards might put a smile on her face, but that’s about it. And they are good men, besides. I’ve got to know them-”

			“We are going to free her, Master Carlin.”

			“Carlin is my first name. Never needed a second. Just Carlin. Wait – what? Free her? But she - are you sure that’s what you want? Even if you can achieve it… the things she’s done… I know she’s my daughter, but I-”

			“But you think she’s ready, don’t you?”

			“Imprisonment has changed her, to be sure, but…” he sighed and shook his head, “I don’t know.”

			Lannda drew herself up and put a little more force into her voice. “Relate the conversation you had with her today.”

			“Um. It was just the usual sort of chatter.” Carlin twisted his mouth a little. “We talked about her mother.”

			“What did Mirel want to know?”

			“Well, she asked what Helina did – my wife was a potter, a very skilled one as it happens – and I told Mirel about the things she made.”

			That sort of talk did sound very… trivial for the sister Lannda had met in The Crux. “Mirel asked about her mother’s occupation? Well, that is quite unlike the woman I know, or knew.”

			Carlin shuffled his fingers about a little. “She cares really. I think she always has. She just- she doesn’t want people to think she is soft. Show no weaknesses, she always says.”

			“And why would she? Mirel has been given the destiny of the world to guard. Do you think a woman who has been charged with the duties of a true hero can allow herself the time, or the dereliction of focus to think of small things like her temporary family? And yet, in her captivity, you have observed she has finally been willing to give those… items some consideration. Of course she cares, Carlin.” Lannda paused in thought. Blazes, Mirel cares? “I suppose what we want to know is whether, upon her release, she will charge about the countryside, making eisiels here, there and everywhere. Will she put aside her anger at The Fireblade and work towards more… constructive goals?”

			He chewed on his lip for a moment before answering. “I think… eisiels, no. You can persuade her off that business. Thank the fires! But the other girl – Mirel isn’t best pleased with the accommodation she’s been given for the past half century. Telling her not to fight Queen Artemi…”

			“Your Queen Artemi has left this world for a little while. In fact, I’m informed that there is a distinct possibility she will never return. So, fighting is something we need not worry ourselves with at present. It is Mirel’s anger I am concerned about. Can she put it aside?”

			“Gone?” Carlin’s eyebrows very nearly clambered off the top of his face. “I see. Well, I should imagine Mirel will have very little anger to speak of, in that case. She is, at least, better at dealing with her outbursts.”

			“Then she is ready.”

			“I suppose-”

			The three of them stood as if to leave, but Carlin hastily shuffled into the path of the door, “Now? Wait – ah – how do I even know what you say is true? About Queen Artemi and… er-”

			“A prediction, which, I can assure you, is as reliable as the one that we will succeed in releasing you daughter tonight. If we free Mirel, then you shall know that our grand-niece will no longer be a problem.”

			He nodded slowly, his features seeming almost drawn downward by the news. “I had hoped they would find a way to forgive each other. They used to be friends, you know?”

			Lannda drew breath as deeply as she could. Fools, all of them who met the girl! “The Fireblade has no place here, Carlin. Time and again she has put the interests of that man and the progeny she has borne him before those who would help the world. She is blind, and with all that she has been gifted with, she is dangerous. There is no way back for her. For Mirel, however, there is a very bright and hopeful future. Let us help her toward it.”

			“Morghiad is no good? I had heard he had turned to the Hirrahans, but…”

			“He is something far worse than no good, Carlin.” Lannda suppressed a shudder as she was reminded of the sensations that came from the very substance of the city. Blazes, that evil was everywhere in this place! “We must prepare ourselves for what is to come. Your daughter will be our saviour.”

			Mirel’s father did not look remotely at ease nor as overjoyed as he should have been with the news. His fingers twitched and his forehead filled with lines, but after a moment of hesitation, he was the first to step out of his house. “How are we going to do this? Do you have a plan?”

			“But of course!” Lannda exclaimed, following him into the crisp night air. “We are going to walk into the castle, open up her prison and walk out with her.”

			Carlin frowned. “You’re barmy.”

			“It is all in the timing, as you shall see. Come.”

			But the intersection of their action with the perfect situation for their entrance could not occur without a cue or two. How fortunate it was that The Daisain had given her an entire list of the things! The Fireblade was gone forever; her lover had departed for Hirrah; the girl-queen was out in the hinterlands, along with various protectors; the city’s most sensitive kanaala were either away, drunk or asleep and no one had any cause to be especially wary. 

			When they arrived at the palace gates, Lannda waited for a black rat to run between the two men guarding and into the gardens beyond. Almost immediately one soldier ran after the creature, while the other turned to watch him in amusement. Lannda motioned for her accomplices to follow her in a leisurely stroll through the gates. From there they walked freely to the entrance of the main palace building, where guards appeared to look or move away at just the right moment, and the nobles to gaze only at their own boots. It was like an elegant dance of dandelion seeds - each weaving through the winds and one never meeting another. 

			Their party continued to move between members of the castle staff, with Lannda asking that they pause at specified places for counts of five and breaths of ten. Within moments, they had breezed down the wide, spiral staircase and glided into the underground chambers that lay beneath the bedrock of Gialdin. 

			A female prison guard met them at the entrance to Mirel’s place of confinement, and was kind enough to smile. “Who are these two, Carlin? Not family, I think?”

			“Ah? N-no,” the man stuttered, “Friends from Tegra.”

			“We met as children,” Lannda added, though in good light, anyone could have seen that her eyes were those of a woman several thousand years older than either of the two men.

			The guard drew her mouth tight at one side. “I need to check for weapons and other items before you go in there. Arms out.”

			Lannda and Fardine complied immediately, even removing the drawstrings from their cloaks when asked. 

			“What is that in your pocket?” the guard asked Fardine.

			“Ah, my spoon from lunch – surely that’s not-”

			“Hand it over, please.”

			Fardine did as he was told, and Lannda had to admit some confusion at its necessity. The Daisain had instructed them to bring it, though quite what part a spoon would have to play in proceedings was a mystery to her. 

			Once all checks had been completed, their small party was permitted to enter Mirel’s prison chamber. Not much was clearly visible inside, but in the dancing flame light, Lannda could make out a white box whose sides were made of slender, sprawling bars, and a dark figure that moved about inside it. 

			“Sister?” the figure called to her softly. 

			“I am here,” Lannda said, approaching the cage of stone. “By smoke, you stink worse than the canker on a ravenwood tree!” She reached out to touch Mirel’s hand through the bars, and was surprised to feel nothing but the warmth of the woman’s skin. Of course, she had been quenched, and though Lannda had barely known the woman in the Darkworld, the absence of any fire from her still felt more than incorrect. 

			Mirel’s body was not in as bad a condition as Lannda had feared, however. She was filthy, with hair so knotted and wiry it could have been used as a scourer for cook pots, but she looked to be well-fed enough to fight and heal rapidly. 

			“Are you fit enough to run?”

			“They have confined me too tightly even to stand straight, Lann. But even that is not enough to weaken me. I have waited so long. Ice and fires, almost fifty loathsome years in this hole!” Mirel spat the last word out. 

			“We had to wait until the time was right. Now, how to…” Lannda moved her fingers to the surface of the cage. The foulness in its core was still evident from contact, though it was of a slightly different species compared to that of the city. “Someone else – not the man – made this structure.”

			“Whoreblade and her bitch daughter. They will pay.”

			So, it had infected one of them as well, if not both. That could be useful to know, or watch out for. “You won’t get your vengeance on The Fireblade. She’s gone. As for the daughter, we may need her in the months to come.”

			“Gone? Are you sure?”

			“The Law-keepers dealt with her. It is just you now.”

			“Just me…” Mirel’s focus appeared to wilt and drop into deep reflection, allowing Lannda to continue with her explorations of the prison cell. It had to be more than accident or fortune that they had been two of triplets: two processes of the substance of everything. Artemi was the third part: descended from their firstborn brother, who had been the nature of light from the fires. He had been the process of the taking part, the visible part, the hot part: the flames. Mirel, on the other hand, was the nature of melting water: She was the giving part, the invisible part, the cold part: the part that absorbed energy. Artemi’s fire could only ever come from breaking down objects, making ordered things chaotic, whilst Mirel’s ice would be born from the sorting and arrangement of such objects into crystallised order. 

			And Lannda? She was neither an opposite nor a complement, but the exception to both. Lannda was the process of decay, of rotting and of decomposition. She was the mould that grew on old food, and the fungus that devoured ancient wood. Like Mirel, Lannda gave energy, but disorder and compost were the things that came out of it. 

			She reached into the stuff of the bars, looking for any weaknesses, any tasty morsels upon which she could set her toadstools to feast. At first, she found nothing that looked like a landing site for spores, until she realised that this was no structure of Blaze and that an entirely different type of growth would be needed. 

			Lannda recalled the moulds and mildews that she had smelled whilst in The Crux, their shape and their character. She imagined them in her mind and made them solid in her thoughts. With a tweak or two, a similar organism sprang up before her eyes. It glowed with a creeping, golden beauty, quite unlike that of any Darkworld rot she had seen, and she had to admit that she was more than a little impressed with her own creation. 

			The blight crept through the white crystal, turning it to an ivory-brown mush.

			Almost as soon as the decay touched the ceiling and floors of her cell, Mirel plunged forward through the pulp and collapsed flat onto the stone floor of the chamber beyond. Her father ran to wrap his arms around her, seeming not to care that she was covered in the waste substances of mould. 

			Lannda half expected her sister to strangle the man for even attempting to touch her, but Mirel did no such thing. Perhaps something really had altered within the woman. 

			“Alright, that’s enough of that,” Lannda said, “Can you walk?”

			As her father’s grasp fell away, Mirel rose slowly. Her body straightened, she stretched her arms high into the air above and finally lifted her face to look at the exit in front of her. “Who is he?” she asked with a smile.

			“Fardine,” the man in question responded, “I’m here to help.”

			 Mirel cocked her head as if listening to something, and then proceeded to walk past him. For a woman who had not taken a full stride in half a century, she looked to be quite at ease with her own limbs and the space she now had available to her.

			“Wait!” Lannda hissed, “If we are to get out alive, we need to follow the plan.”

			“I have no need of plans,” Mirel said, “But I will need that cloak from you.”

			Lannda undid the clasp at her neck and handed over the cloak, but said, “The Daisain gave me instructions, Mirel. I know that you will not want to incur his wrath over this.”

			“Master is here!” 

			“We can’t free him. Trying to do so now will get us caught - and everything will be ruined.”

			Mirel looked thoughtful for a moment, but nodded. “I will do as he instructs. We are all under his influence, sister.”

			“I know. Now pull up that hood, and let’s move.”

			The assassin did as she was told, but swept out of the chamber and straight toward the exit without waiting for the rest of her party. Well, that sort of behaviour probably was to be expected. Lannda hurried out behind Mirel, doing her best not to run like an overeager child. When she caught up with her sister, she found the woman standing calmly before the guard, whose eyes were wide and fixed with fear. 

			“A spoon?” Mirel said, “How kind of you…” She leaned forward gracefully, and extracted the cutlery from the guard’s hand. “I used to love practising with these. One…” She tossed the spoon into the air and caught it again on its fall. “Two…” Mirel threw it higher, this time enough to make it bounce back from the ceiling. “Three!” The spoon flashed out from her fingers, a spinning streak of silver light that shot straight into the guard’s neck. Blood sprayed outward from the point of impact, and both head and body fell, quite independently, to the floor. 

			“Mirel!” Carlin exclaimed, his face pale and his lower jaw hanging. 

			“She was a self-righteous, smug bitch, that one,” Mirel replied whilst retrieving her weapon, “And we don’t have much on us to gag her with, besides. Have you ever tried ripping strips from cloak velvet with no knife? It’s near impossible. Lannda, I’m assuming that our master instructed us not to take her weapons?”  

			“He did.”

			“Now, just a minute,” Carlin said, striding forward to face his daughter. Strangely, although he was taller than she, the closer he drew, the smaller he appeared. “I will not have any daughter of mine killing innocent people for no good reason! Not even to shut them up. No more killing.”

			Mirel sighed. “It was necessary.”

			“I disagree. Give me the spoon.”

			Her eyes flashed wildly and her fingers twitched twice. Her upper lip formed a snarl that bared her teeth.   

			“Spoon. Now,” he said, his palm held out to receive it. 

			There was a second where the air hung thick with silence, until Mirel rapidly thrust the item flat against his chest. “I give you leave to speak to me so, but no one else will have that privilege.” Then she turned, sweeping her cloak about her, and stalked away from the scene. 

			For the remainder of their escape, Mirel kept her face hidden and her walk unremarkable, which made Lannda’s task much easier than she had feared it would be. As before, they moved only when the time was right, and danced their way clear of arrest. The skies were still dark by the time they reached the icy glow of the city’s gate, and as she walked through it, Lannda brushed a finger against the white stone. A gift to the Calidellians, she mused, for their arrogance and conceit at the Fordan border some years ago.

			[image: ]

			Tyshar was no better-behaved than his usual self upon Morghiad’s departure from Gialdin City, and for a sterile old stallion, he did seem to miss Valina’s company far more than he should have. So many years alive really ought to have softened the warhorse into a calmer disposition around unknown people and windy weather, but they had not impacted upon his nature at all. Morghiad was almost glad for it though. His mount was one of the few things that did not seem to change when everything else moved on with such rapidity. A swift breeze swept in from the northern side of the road, and Tyshar stamped and huffed back at it. 

			Morghiad attempted to transfer some form of tranquillity to the horse by the manner of his riding, but his own muscles were too tense to do much of note. Just the idea of meeting with Kalad worried him, and the challenge of employing that particular son to do the task he was set… Blazes!

			Don’t get angry, don’t get angry, don’t get angry. 

			Morghiad had begun repeating the words in his head almost hourly since learning that they referred to his impending meeting with Kalad. He would not lose his temper. He loved his only living son, and he would certainly not do anything to compromise Kalad’s life, or allow the monsters in his head to dictate his actions. No.

			He twisted around to check again that he had the sealed documents safely stowed in the saddle bags. Medea had given him no fewer than nine scrolls, which contained important and up-to-date information about Calidell that Kalad would have to familiarise himself with before the talks began. Morghiad was not permitted to read them, to remain as impartial as he could during the discussions, though he doubted there were many secrets he did not already know about. 

			“Halt!” a man shouted at him, jumping out from the bushes at the side of the road. He didn’t look to be the cleanest of travellers with his muddied cloak and the unwashed, knotted hair that poked out from beneath his hood. 

			Morghiad would have smelled him earlier, if he had not been slightly upwind of the man. He reined Tyshar to a standstill. “I do not have time for pointless distractions,” he warned.

			“Have you seen the light of the fires, warrior?” the man asked in rasping tones. 

			Morghiad sighed. The man was clearly a lunatic. “More than you would know.” 

			“Oh?” The filthy man raised his caterpillar eyebrows. “Then you have experienced the joys of basking in the flames of She Who Shall Not Be Named?”

			He certainly had. “Her fires are beyond compare. Now, if I may be on my way?”

			But the traveller became agitated suddenly, and he exclaimed to someone else hiding in the bushes. “Ysolta! Ysolta! This man of Hirrah says he knows Her!”

			“Impossible!” A woman so bony that she was only a missed meal away from becoming a skeleton stumbled out from the foliage. “All men from that country are damned. He must accept the salvation-” Her dark eyes widened suddenly. “Light in Achellon – it is him!” Ysolta dropped to her knees before Tyshar, and dragged her companion down to do the same. 

			“There’s really no need-” Morghiad began. 

			But the hooded man still appeared confused. “I don’t understand-”

			“Porivan, this is the mate of The One True Queen – the sire of her young, to whom she granted immortality.”

			The man blinked suddenly, and then fell flat on the floor beneath him. 

			Mate? Couldn’t Morghiad at least be afforded the honour of the title husband in their faith? And Tallyn – surely he deserved some public credit for making his father immortal? Then again, those talents would be a dangerous thing to make common knowledge if Tallyn were ever to be brought back. Morghiad fully believed that Artemi could make such a thing happen, though he feared what sort of price those Law-keepers would ask of her. “Thankful as I am for your… reverence, I must continue on my journey, my friends. It is long and I have much to do.”

			“Of course!” Ysolta said sharply, sitting up. Her skin was like tight leather over her bones. “You must deliver the men of that country from ruin. You will show them the way!”

			Morghiad suppressed an awkward twist of his mouth. “I hope to help them, at the very least.”

			“Mate of She Who Shall Not Be Named, take us with you!”

			“Yes, take us with you,” said another voice from within the trees, and another… and more. The whole place was full of them, and Morghiad had not even detected their presence. Perhaps their worship included some sort of training in certain skills of Artemi’s. 

			“What do you call yourselves?” he asked. 

			“We are The Followers,” Ysolta said. 

			Of course, those had been the ones Beetan had warned of. The most extreme of patriots and zealots. No doubt they would be getting up to all sorts of horrid mischief in Artemi’s name. “And you spread the word of Artemi’s fire?”

			Many of The Followers gasped at the lack of title or sobriquet, and some even looked to the floor in embarrassment. One would have thought that a mate would have the right to name their supreme being, or whatever they thought she was here. 

			“It is alright to say her name,” Morghiad ventured.

			“…If that is what she has decreed...” Porivan said with some hesitance. 

			“It is,” Morghiad replied. “Now…” He paused as more of The Followers crowded in about him. He had not noticed before, but many of them were pale-skinned and red-haired. And there were similarly flame-headed children in amongst them. This was beyond odd. “Were these children recruited to your cause?”

			“Fortune brought them to us, mate of… of The Fireblade - Blazes warm her. The Followers are her blessed people, and her blood runs through all who resemble her. We shall reproduce in her image, and then one day, she will be reborn amongst us. Then she shall lead us all to the promised future, and to the light.”

			And just how many of those children had been stolen from their parents for these peoples’ cause? Morghiad knew he had a duty to them, but there were other things he had to fix first. The peace of nations had to happen while he was still in such an advantageous position to enable it. Returning these children to their homes would take months, but would be an excellent project when Artemi returned. He hoped for her sake that she would not be reborn amongst these people, ever. 

			“Then here are some words from the woman herself. She would not wish you to take any children from the homes into which they are born, and you are not to harm others under any circumstance. Leave the warring and fighting to her.”

			The Followers blinked at him for a moment, and at length Porivan said, “Honoured as you are, Mate of The Fireblade, these words must come from her directly.”

			“I am her message-bearer while she is away,” Morghiad insisted. And a good thing too. Artemi would have yelled and hissed at these people, and declared them all stupid to their faces. Blazes, but he did miss her. “She would like very much for you to adhere to those words, otherwise…” Morghiad put some effort into adding threat to the tone of his voice. He had once been told that he was quite good at it. “…it will not be the beauty of the flames that you know, but the cruelty.”

			Porivan and Ysolta bowed with satisfactory acceptance, and Morghiad was once again reminded that ruling was really not all that bad an occupation. To have people bow before him again! He pushed aside the thought before the monsters became too excited about it, and smiled with approval at the worshippers. “I’m afraid that I cannot take you with me on this mission. This is for me to do alone.” Morghiad did not need to complicate his meeting with Kalad any further than necessary. 

			“As you wish,” Ysolta said, “Ah, and if my lord were to see… The Fireblade, Blazes warm her, would he request that she-”

			“I will tell her you are spreading word about her, and I’m sure she would be happy to see you as soon as she is returned.” And happy to throttle them all. 

			They bowed again, and Morghiad was permitted to continue on his way. In the hours subsequent to his meeting with The Followers, he wondered at the power of the ideology of those people. How easy it had been for them to construct such fictions about Artemi, and then mould their lives and others about those fictions!

			Morghiad had never made up fictions to consolidate his rule. Silar had recommended it once or twice, and had probably permitted a few fanciful ‘rumours’ to circulate, but Morghiad had never approved them. Far better to be an honest leader. He sighed to himself, and resumed his journey to seek out one of his young. 
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			Silar quenched the last of the flames by pouring water all over it. This was a game! It was all someone else’s game, and he was the follocking foot soldier in it! “Where are you?!” he yelled, throwing the empty bucket away. “I know you’re here! I know you watch me! Reveal yourselves to me!”

			The woodland remained completely silent and unmoving. This was truly a place where the even the most boring of men would die through madness. Silar was quite sure that he was already insane. “May you burn in the blazed light of this place! All of you! Hiding like cowards!”

			Talia. Talia was lost.

			Silar leapt into a sprint through the trees. There had to be an end to them somewhere – an edge where this lunacy ended and reality began again. He ran, and ran, and shouted at the people who never answered, he hammered his fists against the dry bark of the tree trunks, and ran some more. Eventually, and with the forest seeming to stretch in front of him as far as he could see, he exhausted his lungs and could go no further. He dropped to his knees with a groan. “Cowards with cheese for backbones!” he said again. 

			“This is useless! He hasn’t learned a blazed thing! He is too stupid!”

			Silar looked to the source of the voice, and saw three women and a young boy standing there. Instead of clothing, they wore veils of mist. Where they should have had eyes, there were black holes, and with the exception of the boy, each of those was filled with bright orange flame. The child’s eye-fires were ice blue. Where had Silar seen that colour before?

			“You!” He tried to approach them to wring at least one of their necks, but a wall of air prevented it. Burn them to charcoal and dust! Blazed, bloody wielders had to be a product of this place! It made perfect sense! “I am not stupid,” Silar said slowly, but the women continued their conversation as if he had not spoken.

			“Oh, quiet, Leandra!” exclaimed a willowy woman with pale curls. “What do you suppose we should do with him?” 

			The one with creases in her face replied, “We have no choice. We have to start again.”

			“There isn’t enough time for that!” the darker woman with a nose like an axe - a woman who was presumably Leandra - said. 

			Silar smirked at each of them. “You know, for rulers of all the worlds of light and this one, you three fluff-skirts do come across as rather incompetent. Perhaps I should put each of you over my knee and give you a good spanking instead. You’re all pretty enough for it, even her.” He nodded toward the one with crinkled skin. “How does that sound?”

			“Silence, idiot boy!” 

			Silar had prepared a very witty retort indeed, but when he went to open his mouth to deliver it, nothing happened. His mouth had seized shut. He raised a hand to inspect his lips, which were still very much there, but found them utterly unresponsive to his command to open. Follocking light of the fires, what had they done to him?

			“We need to try something else,” Leandra said, “We need to push him harder.”

			Talia! Silar tried to roar at them through his unmoving lips. I’ll do your bidding if you just give me Talia!

			“Do you think if he knew his importance -?” the tallest of them began.

			“Don’t be ridiculous! He already thinks far too much of himself!”

			“No, Tiranna has a point,” Leandra said, swirling her clothing mists about with a free hand, “There are things he does not know – things that can focus the mind of a fireless Darkworlder.”

			The woman with creases in her face looked to the boy who clutched her leg. “What do you think, little Erowan?”

			His fate was to be decided by a child? Silar growled through his locked mouth. He could do that much, at least. 

			“Don’t kill him,” the child said, and Silar felt his shoulders slump with relief. “No. I think…” Erowan pursed his lips. “Make him drink ale. It’s funny.”

			“Ale?” Tiranna raised a golden eyebrow. “What a wonderful idea.”

			No! Silar tried to say. No more damned beer!

			“There are no choices for you here, Lord Forllan,” Leandra said calmly. “Open wide.” She lifted an orange flagon from beneath the mists of her clothing and began to pour it. 

			The ale should have soaked his hair and run down his shirt, but instead he found his head pulled back and his mouth forced open. The cool liquid coursed down his throat without impedance, and it tasted good. No – no blazed drink! It filled his belly and made his limbs tingle. He was here for Talia! His mind began to drift. Talia, forgive me!
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			Chapter 3

			Mirel had been awake for a good three hours before dawn finally broke over the Wilrean mountains, and heat of the fires, that had been a beautiful sight to see! How she had missed the warmth and the light of the sun! It was well aloft in the sky now, and the native birds were busy making their territories known by calling and chirruping to others of their species. In years gone by, Mirel would have found the noises of the little, winged rats somewhat tiresome, and would have swept them from the sky with a hefty broom of ice. At that moment however, she was almost happy to endure them. She would kill a few with a proper blade later, she reassured herself.

			The sound of light snoring whispered through the birdsong, and Mirel found herself drawn to the source of it. Her father lay sleeping amid a pile of leaves, seemingly unaware of the horrors that loomed over his world. He was a fool, Mirel thought, but a loyal one nevertheless. She would grant him safety and her protection when the end came. He had earned that much from her. Perhaps she would even donate a small patch of land for him to call his own when she became empress of whatever remnants of civilisation would last into the future. That would be very generous of her, she considered, but she rather thought he might like it.

			“Even Kusuru warriors must sleep, sister.” Lannda approached, the brown leaves seeming to curl and wither in her footsteps. In spite of being both vanha-sielu and wielder, Lannda had simply never possessed the right attitude to be Kusuru. The Daisain had tested her of course, just as he had tested countless other enduring souls, but surprisingly few had the desire to kill in their bones. Even Artemi had been a weak candidate when she had first been recruited, and that weakness had never truly left her. 

			“I have had plenty of time for that,” Mirel said.

			“The Daisain has a plan for you, and it will require you to be well-rested.”

			The Daisain, alive! She had barely believed it when the Law-keepers had spoken of the possibility, but when she had seen the Son of Panthers standing before her prison cell… it could have been no one else’s training in him but The Daisain’s. “Just before I cut through master’s throat, he told me he would come back, Lann, but I never thought it would truly happen – it was master’s fault, of course – his choice. He brought that death upon himself. But he’s not like you and I-”

			Lannda nodded. “It was our blessed Law-keepers’ own error to allow what happened with your… accident of memories.”

			Law-keepers! Hah! Lannda still believed they possessed endless powers, but she was ignorant. The Daisain was their creation, but he had outgrown them long ago; he made all decisions. He always had. “It was no mistake. It made me stronger – it made me see. Our master engineered it.” Mirel did not attempt to hide the threat in her voice.

			“Perhaps. But the Law-keepers have ultimate responsibility, and they should have admitted that they were too arrogant to accept he was needed, even with his faults, and that a man like him would be necessary to put their other mistakes right. They should never have allowed him to die at your hand.”

			They were not powerful enough to make such allowances… “They should never have tried to make a new one,” Mirel said. 

			Lannda drew her lips into a thin line. “Perhaps. The Daisain was foolhardy with you, but I believe he has learned his lesson, and he is strong. The younger one has proved to be too… weakened by sentimentality, and his skills have come on far too slowly when time is so limited. Perhaps he will come to a broader point of view eventually. I’m told the Law-keepers are working on him as we speak. But The Daisain remains focussed. He will leave his current accommodations and join us in good time.” 

			“Did he give you any indication as to when that might be?”

			Her sister shook her head. Lannda was a curious-looking woman: all earthy skin and hair and fingernails full of dirt. But she dressed like a noblewoman, and carried herself like the most serene of empresses. Aside from their shared grace, no one would ever have believed they were sisters. 

			“I need to bathe,” Mirel said softly. Her imprisonment, combined with so many days and nights of riding, had made her smell truly revolting. She had managed to drag a dagger through the worst of her hair on their second stop to change horses, but it still required some dedicated attention in order to make her look civilised. 

			She departed her sister’s side and wandered down to one of the smaller mountain lakes near their camp. It was silver-coated by the daylight, and seemingly devoid of any wildlife. At that time of year, it would be colder than any bath the Furini would have known, but she hardly cared. The sensations of surfaces other than white crystal against her feet, or of scents other than her own body, or of sounds other than dripping cave water were still small revelations. And the sky… she had not recalled it ever being so… big. 

			Once she had divested herself of the clothes her sister had so thoughtfully provided her with, Mirel collapsed into the lake. It did feel rather icy against the skin of her back, but it was nothing she could not bear. She closed her eyes and permitted her mind to drift. As always, her first thoughts focussed on the threat of what loomed ahead, the warnings from the Law-keepers and all of the other babble they had spouted at her. Snows of Forda, those fools had gone on about things she already knew!

			Her second thought was of Erowan, though it was irritating that her consciousness bothered with him at all. There were more important things than her son, and the way in which the Law-keepers had gone about making her produce him was evidence enough that he ought not to exist at all. No woman should ever be made to endure such treatment, or be forced to bear a child against her will. It was bad enough that the Law-keepers were idiots, but truly a terrible thing that they had such influence in all senses of the word. At the very least, Mirel hoped the boy would be grateful for the blood that ran in his veins. It was very fine blood. 

			Her third thought was of the duty The Daisain expected of her. She did not know what it was yet, but already her heart beat fast in anticipation of it. Mirel had not followed his instructions in a very long time, and after her last and unfortunate encounter with him, she had much to make amends for. 

			The sound of someone approaching caused her to open her eyes once more, and she saw Fardine disrobe at the edge of the lake. From his lack of embarrassment or shyness, he probably had not observed Mirel floating amidst the reeds. She watched him bathe for some time, and when he appeared to have acclimatised to the cool temperatures of the water, she swam toward him. His eyes widened pleasingly as she approached.

			“Hello,” she said sweetly.

			He nodded in polite acknowledgement, but made sure to keep his eyes directed no lower than hers. 

			“What I cannot fathom,” she said, “is why you were brought along to my rescue. You did not fight, and you did not open my prison nor distract any who would see us. So, Fardine, what is your purpose?”

			He shrugged. “I carried the spoon.”

			No. The Daisain must have had something else in mind. He never did anything without good reason. What was it? Mirel brushed aside some of Fardine’s thickly curled hair. He was evidently built for fighting, and had enough meat upon him to survive for some years in un-life. He would make a very nice pet indeed. “But you are a warrior?”

			“Knight of Forda – until recently. Sell-sword these days, if you want to call it that.”

			Mirel tilted her head to examine him, and then she hit upon the answer. Fardine had been, and still was, a test. Well, that was a disappointment after so many dry years. She sighed resignedly and withdrew a small distance from him. “Knights are supposed to remain… virtuous in Forda, correct?”
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