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 An array of fires; an array of lives. The Fireblade’s array is eternal, but the beginnings and ends of each life are ever the same. It must always begin with death and end with death.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			Glossary of Terms

			Achellon – A mythical place inhabited by the all-powerful fire gods. It is believed that Achellon is composed entirely of Blaze Energy and that it is the true source of such power. It is often described as a place devoid of pain or suffering.

			Blaze Energy – A fiery power that can be manipulated into weapons, shields, sources of light and even used to construct buildings. It is usually described as blue light in its most basic form, but to most people it is not visible. 

			Blazes, The – The fires from which Blaze Energy is extracted. Only wielders (directly) and kanaala (indirectly) have access to these fires. 

			Eisiel – A creature so burned by The Blazes that it is half-dead. Described as charred, oily skinned and wasted in appearance, eisiels kill without remorse. They usually hunt for a specific target, but whether they are instructed to do so, or develop their own fixation through madness, is not known. It is sometimes said that they are former lovers of wielders, whose fires burned them during love-making. They are immune to weapons made with Blaze Energy.

			Form (Blaze) – A structure made with Blaze Energy that will produce a specific weapon, shield, light or piece of matter. Forms are altered by defining the speed, vibration and shapes of Blaze Energy that make it. Once constructed, most forms can be deconstructed or unravelled, but the time required is dependent upon the complexity of the form.

			Kahr – A male heir of royal blood in the central and eastern areas of the Sennefhal continent. 

			Kahriss – A female heir of royal blood in the central and eastern areas of the Sennefhal continent. 

			Kanaala – A man who can manipulate (i.e. wield) Blaze forms or deconstruct them. Kanaala are the male counterpart to wielders, and they cannot access Blaze Energy independently. A kanaala can control the Blazes through a wielder, and he can access her fires before her power is fully matured. He also has the ability to permanently quench a wielder of her power. 

			Kanaala are the only men who can safely sleep with wielders, though this is dependent upon their grading. For example, a kanaala graded four will almost certainly die if he lies with a wielder graded five and this is due to his limited capacity for her power. 

			Kanaala are graded according to their ability, with most falling between grades three and five. A kanaala graded ten is considered to be very powerful indeed.

			A kanaala can detect the presence of a wielder. The more powerful either one is, the greater the distance at which they can sense one another. Kanaala can only detect other kanaala through skin-to-skin contact.

			Kanaala are born with their full potential already reached, and do not mature into their abilities as wielders do. Prospective parents fear giving birth to kanaala, since the child’s arrival will almost always result in the mother’s death. The same is not true of wielders unless the child has the potential to be especially powerful. It is thought that this difference has something to do with the child’s latent Blaze abilities at birth.

			Blaze abilities are often inherited, but have been known to spontaneously appear in families where it has previously been absent.

			Kefruit – A hand-sized, yellow tree fruit with mottled peel. Its sweet flavour makes it popular in desserts.

			Nalka – The physical pain suffered by lovers upon being separated from each other. It usually manifests about ten days after their last engagement in sexual intercourse and is complete within four days of the first pains. 

			The affliction is usually fatal to those who suffer it before the age of twenty, and so it is not advised that lovers enter into a sexual relationship before they’re old enough to withstand the separation. 

			It represents the termination of the bond between partners and their potential to procreate. However, lovers are able to have children subsequently, but only if they are able to maintain a sexual relationship without undergoing nalka for nine years.

			In spite of this phenomenon, brothels and whore houses are prevalent across much of the world. 

			Partition (Blaze) – A Blaze form that masks wielding from any nearby kanaala or wielders. The construction of most Blaze forms gives off heat, and a partition will impede any further dispersal of that heat.

			Pinh – A black, poisonous liquid which prevents wounds from healing. If enough poison is ingested by an individual they will suffer pinhatar death, where the blood becomes too saturated with the substance to perform its proper function. Scars that result from wounds are generally caused by the presence of pinh.

			Sarkha – A tube-like implement with a plunger and reservoir at either end, used to clean pinh-saturated wounds that are too deep to be washed any other way. One reservoir is filled with water and the flexible, middle section of the tube is inserted into the wound. Once the water reservoir has been emptied into the injury, the second reservoir can be used to withdraw the diluted poison.

			Swift – An orange, ground-creeping flower, native to mountainous regions. 

			Tanno – A juicy, purple berry with a slightly acidic taste. It is usually skinned, pressed and fermented to make wine.

			Vanha-sielu – An old term for an even older group of people, meaning “repeated life.” These individuals are born again within two weeks of their deaths, ad infinitum. In each life they carry an identical appearance and are inevitably given the same name by their parents or guardians. 

			Occasionally, their own fame in previous lives causes them to be named after themselves. 

			Until the age of 23 they are unaware of their deep past, although several aspects of their character will manifest in the same way through childhood. If memories are forced upon a vanha-sielu before their mind is ready to accept them, it can lead to death or madness. However, familiar faces and objects do not seem to trigger this in young vanha-sielu, which implies that a certain set of words are necessary in order to initiate premature recall. 

			It is currently unknown how the phenomena of vanha-sielu came about, and new ones do not appear to have been created in recent times. 

			Wielder – A wielder is able to control Blaze Energy and access The Blazes independently. Wielders are exclusively female, born with the potential to reach a certain level of ability, but they can only access their powers independently once they reach the age of twenty. Until then they must employ the aid of kanaala to help them wield. 

			A wielder can detect the presence of another wielder. The more powerful either one is, the greater the distance at which they can sense one another. Wielders can only detect kanaala through skin-to-skin contact.

			Wielders are graded according to their ability, with most falling between grades two and four. A wielder graded ten is considered to be very powerful indeed.

			They are banished from Calidell and any discovered in the country, or found to be wielding, are immediately executed. Those born into unsuspecting Calidellian families are usually tracked down and exterminated. 

			Wielders must choose their bed-fellows carefully, as they have the potential to burn their lovers alive. For this reason, most wielders will marry kanaala or remain celibate. 
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			Prologue

			The third day of the first month, 3216 P.D.

			Pain tore into his muscles, ripped through his veins and suffused his vision with its hard, white light. His lungs spasmed in their efforts to breathe. To his left were the legs of a table, and Morghiad reached out to steady himself with them, but his hand missed and thumped into the flagstones instead. Even those were moving far more than they should have done. He flicked his eyes to the man standing above him.

			A wry smile was creeping along Silar’s features. “I barely touched you. Now, do you want more, or did you have too much of Baydie’s wine-” His brow furrowed. “Morghiad?”

			The air was dense and heavy enough to press hard onto his shoulders, but Kahr Morghiad forced his muscles to lift him from the ground until he was able to stand. The smell of sweat, viscous and rancid, filled his nose. The sword - he needed his sword. 

			Morghiad stumbled toward where he thought it had fallen, and he found it cold and singing upon the stones. He took hold of it, and ran from Silar. He ran as fast and as hard as every sinew and ligament in his body would permit, and all conscious thought evaporated from his mind. There was only pain there, still ripping and tearing at him, but it was not his. 
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			Silar blinked at the empty space for a heartbeat, then sprinted after Morghiad. If he hoped to catch up with the man, then every yard he seized now would be half a yard less than he would have to catch later. Though both he and Morghiad were equally as tall and could see over the heads of other men, Morghiad was better at converting that height to a longer stride. In such situations there was no choice but to follow as keenly as one could.

			He catapulted himself out of the door of the practice room and yelled for the men to join him. At this pace there was no point in softening his feet, and the sound of his footfalls thundered between the rough-hewn blocks and into the blackness ahead. The castle had always seemed to him an elaborate, yet damp cave. It was full of unyielding turns and mismatched lumps of rock. Here and there, braver rays of light dared to touch the basalt walls. The rest shied away, and tried their best at illuminating the surrounding town instead. Even that appeared unnecessarily dim at the surface. Often he wondered why he had ever chosen to stay in such a place.

			The sounds of Morghiad’s footfalls ahead of him were becoming more distant, and Silar was in danger of losing him amidst the maze. At his best guess, they were headed for the royal and guest quarters or the gardens below, but that was not a great deal of help. One could spend an entire day searching for a person in either of those areas. Silar had to push his legs to work harder.

			He could hear the men gasping and thumping their feet behind him; perhaps five or more had managed to keep pace. He shouted to Morghiad again, but no response came. How was he supposed to help when the man was so uncommunicative? What Silar could deduce, however, was that this had something to do with Artemi.

			Morghiad had a peculiar sort of compass in his head for that woman. It had been evident twice before, when the kahr had chosen the most unlikely of paths in looking for her. Together, he and Silar had stridden with unfounded purpose through the streets of the city, and had reached three dead ends where Morghiad appeared eager to find a way through the walls. 

			Then there had been the embarrassment upon reaching her, where they arrived at the wrong street level but were directly above her. Morghiad had given away nothing with his expression, as was typical for him, but Silar recalled the amusement in Artemi’s smile when they had finally seen her. She must have felt their mistake just as Morghiad had. 

			Silar could still remember the way she had looked on that day, with hair the colour of old gold and fire that streamed over her shoulders and to her waist. And her eyes… Silar had always had a soft spot for those warm, dark eyes. The soft light had just about been strong enough to show that they were not black, but had easily picked out the cheekbones beneath, and the lips, and the infamous jaw of stubbornness that supported them. She was not an imposing woman, especially not in the green scarves of a benay-gosa, but she was the queen.  

			He could no longer hear Morghiad’s steps over his own. The corridor opened out into three hungry mouths. If he chose the wrong entrance, he could be slowed by whole minutes. Silar stopped and held his breath to listen. 

			“Left fork, men!”

			He thrust himself into a hard run again.  At the next junction he would most likely have to gamble on the direction Morghiad had chosen, and he had nothing better than chance to aid him. He called to the kahr a second time, but still it was only his echoing footfalls that answered back. Whatever this was, it had to be a terrible thing. Was Artemi hurt? 

			Perhaps the king had finally discovered her secret, though that seemed unlikely given the precautions Silar had taken. Silar had been fanatical about paying off and suppressing the voices of every one of the king’s spies that heard of it. It was really very fortunate that Silar’s mother had bequeathed him a spy network capable of spying on other spies. She had left him with that and other gifts, including her teachings. 

			Even the wittiest of us are victims of our hearts, she had said to him. 

			Yet I am both foolish and a victim, he thought back at her. 

			The grey walls of the tunnels gave way to simple pictures of characters in history, and most were military leaders, royalty or hunters. Silar and Morghiad had once spent an afternoon – a very unsuccessful afternoon – trying to find Artemi among them. The paintings were exclusively male, which was probably by request of the king. He did not seem to like as women much as he ought to.

			Heavy oak doors punctuated the spaces between the portraits, and a bed maker peered nervously from one of them. Silar was on the right trail! The floors here were covered with wool rugs that sought to trip him as he ran, but soon the war portraits gave way to those of long-forgotten royalty. There was another junction ahead of him: soft carpets to the right and descending stone steps to the left. 

			He shouted for Morghiad a third time and stopped to listen for any manner of reply. His patience was rewarded by the distant yelp of a woman and a crash of metal dishes. 

			“That’ll have to do,” he muttered, and followed the sound toward its source.  

			A league of darkened likenesses and scenic landscapes passed by him, and the faces became more recognisable as he pushed forward. The carpets gave way to marble, the hallway opened out nearly twenty feet in width and the ceiling ascended from a heavy arch to sprawling vaults. To one side, a wide-eyed servant hurried to tidy her dinnerware. 

			These were the guest quarters, and were typically occupied by brown-nosing nobles and spoiled, royal children from across the borders. It was still a cave to Silar, just a larger one with richer vermin inside it. 

			His earlier pause had given his men time to catch up. Three of them had made it through the catacomb of passageways. Silar signalled for them to hurry, still tearing down the hall with what remained of his breath. When he rounded a hundredth corner, he found Morghiad hurling his weight at one of the doors. 

			The kahr did not acknowledge his presence; his expression was stone and his mind focussed elsewhere. His green eyes glittered with a kind of shining death as he threw himself at the door.

			 Silar said nothing more, and synchronised his movements with his friend. Once, twice and three times they shouldered into the wooden panels. The frame began to crack and splinter at the hinges.  

			One more. 

			Beodrin, a short and improbably quick soldier, joined the battering ram for another push. The door gave out a wistful moan, and before it had completed its descent to the travertine floor, Morghiad had stepped onto the centre panel, leapt and came to land in the middle of the room beyond. In a smooth extension of the motion, he drew his sword into an arc and thrust it downward. 

			Silar tumbled into the room behind him with the others. In a breath he froze. He knew the outcome of the scene that progressed before him, and his role in this was done. 

			Morghiad’s blade twisted through the air, and proceeded to cut through his opponent with deadly precision. The recipient of the strike made no sound as he fell, and his hands only released slowly from the neck of the woman he held. The ground had its claim upon her too, and Artemi eventually became free of his grip with her hair swirling upward into the air about her. 

			Silar’s legs no longer had any strength in them. He fought to take a breath, and his mind would only talk to him of the sights of which this was reminiscent. It was similar, it told him, to throwing a pitch log onto the fire and causing the flames to blossom about the sides.  
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			Chapter 1

			The fourteenth day of the ninth month, 3210 P.D.

			This afternoon in Calidell’s capital, Cadra, was a fine one indeed. The city was a feast-day layer cake of houses and streets that had been carved from the local green stone. In the very richest areas there were only two levels, and in the poorest there were six. The streets wove between these levels with bronze guardrails that marched along the sides and channels that drove rainwater down to the ground. 

			Life on the lowest levels was a rather gloomy existence, as the only daylight seeped down from the foot-wide wells that bore their way to the surfaces above. Orange paraffin lamps shed their own feeble light here and there, and there surrounded them the noises of cart traffic, footfalls and chatter. The sounds never ceased, even at night-time, and they would reverberate along the roads and through the fabric of the stacked houses like incessant, tiny earthquakes.

			War had moulded Cadra into its present form, and the defensive walls were beyond any ordinary man’s concept of vast. Their height seemed to caress the clouds, while their width took a full minute to traverse. A thousand years earlier, the city had outgrown its fortifications, and no one had the money or inclination to rebuild them or add extensions. 

			New residents had built their homes on the outskirts, only to be obliterated with each successive assault that was waged upon the city. Then one day, and following a particularly vicious attack, a brilliant Cadran mason had hit upon the idea of building up instead of out. The king of the time, Rugosa, had been impressed with his plans, and had ordered that each new resident would finance their own construction and consultation with the mason.

			In the early days, the poorer district endured numerous collapses and the lowest residents charged extortionate rents for their rooftops. Murder rates in the city soared as developers vied to buy the best base properties, but a millennium had quieted these troubles, and the construction had finally reached its zenith. At the centre of it all lay the castle – a construction not unlike a giant, black urchin that had become embedded within the emerald rock of the houses. Only its spine-like towers were lofty enough to soar beyond the roofs of the other buildings. 

			Inside the castle lay several gardens filled with shade, and these were accompanied by two open-air courtyards. In one of those, a grand fountain flourished amidst the stones – a point of fluidity amongst the rigidity. Cool, white water spouted from the crown and tumbled past ireful sea creatures to the marble pool below. The yellow sunlight of the afternoon skittered off the white lip, across the water, to where Morghiad and Silar stood mocking each other over the events of the previous night. 

			Lord-Lieutenant Silar Forllan was one of those men – the kind who were often seen with beautiful women and usually in some state of nalka or other. Morghiad had never understood the point of that manner of lifestyle, and had always sought to do his best to socialise with women as little as possible. Of course, his approach generated just as much gossip as behaving like Silar might have done, but he hardly cared. His father, King Acher, had repeatedly insisted that he should take a sort of concubine – a benay-gosa – in order to prove his masculinity. In truth, Morghiad had as much desire to take one of those to his bed as he did a poison viper. 

			And the noblewomen he had met - all of them were either vacant and stupid, or manipulative and cruel. Oh, it may well have been fun for a few nights, but when that part was over he would have to endure the horrors of separation. Too many men depended upon him now that he was captain of the army. He could not afford to crawl about on his hands and knees, weak and in the throes of nalka while his soldiers died. A good army and a good captain could not sleep around, though such ideals did not appear to hinder many of their number. 

			There were more reasons Morghiad preferred to keep his bed to himself, and one of those reasons was his cast-offs would automatically become the property of his father. And King Acher’s cast-offs usually ended up without a head. 

			Morghiad peeled off his sweat-soaked shirt as he thought. His practice session that morning had been lung-searing and tough, and they had worked through every move in the Fighters’ Manual. It had proved to be much harder to lead the formations than follow them. Even though the leader repeated them fewer times, he still had to walk between the men checking, correcting, shouting and instructing. Some soldiers had been fighting for Calidell for more than a hundred years, and yet they still made foolish mistakes. There were left-arm sweeps that were too extended and down-slices that were far too heavy. 

			Some had become exhausted after only half the session was done, which was not at all acceptable for an army designed for battle readiness. The men needed more discipline, less wine and fewer casual women. They needed to believe they were capable of something better. He intended to see at least some of these changes made while he was captain, assuming he survived for long enough to implement them. 

			Morghiad suppressed a frown. His sword tutor had repeated to him often that one could only become a master of the blade if all emotion was dispensed with. Anger was a dangerous thing; fear was only valuable before a battle and love was a severe distraction. Recreation was quite acceptable, and even necessary, but had to be pursued in moderation. 

			Yet this very same tutor had captained what Morghiad was fast learning was an operation consisting of contradictions. Outwardly, and when they were not at the bar or headed for the cellars, the men appeared ordered and smart in their black uniforms. Their true fighting ability was questionable. 

			That particular tutor and captain had lost his life in the months before at a skirmish on the northern borders of Calidell, and the discussions over who should take command had been extended. Morghiad, with his expensive training and unusual dedication, was the best swordsman and a kahr to boot, but he was hugely inexperienced and did not particularly want the post. He also knew that he would have to win the hearts of the disgruntled men who had been better-qualified to take captaincy, but his father had intervened as always. Now he had the responsibility, and there was no shifting it. 

			He fought off another frown, though it felt like it might turn into more of a grimace this time. A good duel would sort him right out, or perhaps a flat-out gallop across the grasslands to clear his head. He looked to his left, where Silar was happily chatting about a brunette he had met in the city – another girl who could quite possibly be the love of his life. Of course, she had not met him in the bar the previous night as she had promised. 

			“So you decided to bury your sorrows in the bosom of Lady Allain?” Morghiad asked.

			Silar was really very smooth-featured for a man, but he managed to form those features into a passable impression of incredulity. His voice became muffled as he removed his shirt. “Morghiad, Lady Allain is very good company. You’d know that if you spoke to her privately.” 

			“And if I removed her robes too, no doubt?” He reached for the wooden bucket at the side of the pool and dunked it in the water. 

			“I just think you shouldn’t knock women until you’ve tried them. Some can be quite agreeable, really.”

			Morghiad turned the bucket upside-down over his head, and relished the cold water that fell from it. He scraped his hair back, set the bucket down and wiped the remaining water from his face with both hands. “And what am I supposed to do if the King of Hirrah invades in two weeks’ time? Shall I ask him if he wouldn’t mind waiting, only my best swordsman isn’t feeling very well?”

			“Second-best,” Silar said with a grin, “Besides, you can’t just avoid women while you wait around for a war to come along. What sort of life is that? And nalka only happens if you stop sleeping with them anyway!” He lifted up the bucket and commenced his own ablutions, turning his blond hair brown with the water. 

			Morghiad decided to scan the courtyard instead of providing argument. The sun had brought with it representatives of most sections of the castle’s population. In the northern corner, a group of linen washers scrubbed at clothing with such effort that their arms had become scarlet. Each of them wore the blue of the serving classes. To the left of them there was a cook who manoeuvred a large, dead animal – likely a boar – onto its back and began gutting it. 

			In the western corner, six of the castle soldiers stood with smirks and sneers upon their faces as they regarded the three benay-gosa immediately in front of them. The women wore the standard scarves - red strips that darted about their bodies like crimson paint, and not much else. All the parts that were covered up were those that the king had reserved for himself, and each woman was very pretty indeed. Morghiad tried not to linger too long on them. He did not want to earn himself a reputation for leering. 

			At the southern end of the courtyard was a small gathering of noblemen and women, who chatted noisily and who had already made a start on their glasses of tanno wine. Two of the women appeared to be regarding him, or perhaps Silar. They always gazed at Silar. Morghiad wondered if he would get more attention as a blond, blue-eyed man – not that he wanted it – he could not be doing with women who fell about him everywhere he went. 

			He continued his visual tour of the court, and his eyes landed upon a messenger who was examining the condition of his grey-white horse. It looked to have thrown a shoe and was playing lame. Further round, at the eastern end, a group of children chased stones between the cobbles, and watching them were two, shadow-eyed waiters with red-leaf cigars in their mouths. They also wore the blue of the servants’ order. Grey wisps grew from the ends of their cigars, and these meandered toward the linen washers upon invisible feet of air.

			A girl rose from among those linen washers, and she possessed a mane of dark red hair that plunged down one shoulder. As she moved from the shadow of the wall and into the sunlight, that hair came ablaze to a fiery gold. The breeze whipped the hair flames across to her shoulder, and her bored expression conflicted utterly with the drama of it. 

			She cradled a large pile of roughly folded sheets in her arms, while her feet kicked at the blue skirt of her servant’s dress as she walked. At the opposite side of the pond, she stopped and set down her washing. There was something familiar about her face, something Morghiad had seen before somewhere. He scrambled through his thoughts to find what it was, but could not settle on any explanation. He traced his eyes down her neck and to the line of her bodice. It curved in a very pleasing way before it cinched in at a narrow waist. 

			“That, I would like to see with fewer clothes on.” Silar whispered. His lower jaw appeared to have lost all connection to the rest of his head. 

			Morghiad tried hard not to glower. “Get a hold of yourself. I thought you were deeply in love with the brunette.”

			“I prefer red heads. Haven’t I always said that? Watch this.” Silar drew himself up and folded his arms. “Excuse me, my lady?”

			The girl continued with her task of soaking the linen in the pond’s water, and seemed not to be aware of his voice. 

			Silar’s mouth tightened at the corners. “GIRL!”

			She jumped, eyes wide, but quickly regained her composure, if a little stiffly. “Sir… ah… my lord?”

			Silar appeared to be quite pleased with her stumbling response, and himself. Though that was not unusual. “I don’t think I’ve seen you before. What is your name, girl?”

			 Morghiad was unable to suppress a small, exasperated sigh. 

			“Artemi,” the girl replied. “I have only been working here a few months, mostly in the washrooms. So yes, it is unlikely you have seen me before.”

			A grin spread across Silar’s mouth, and he pretended to speak in private to Morghiad, though his voice was much too loud. “Named after the warrior, eh? I think we have a wit here, Kahr Morghiad.” He turned his eyes back to the girl. “How would you like to dance with a real swordsman of Calidell’s army this evening?”

			She blinked at the mention of the kahr’s name, and her eyes moved from Silar to Morghiad. She did not look away as she spat, “I would rather put my head in the jaws of a Tegran tiger!” She gathered up the soaked sheets in haste and uttered a, “Thank you, my Lord!” before turning and stamping back to her coterie. A trail of pond water followed her there. 

			Silar unfolded his arms and turned to his friend. “I don’t think she… can you tear your eyes off her for a moment?”

			Morghiad watched her hair return to the shade before he met Silar’s accusatory stare. A small smile touched Morghiad’s mouth, and it soon grew into a quiet laugh. 

			Creases propagated along Silar’s brow, which was something unusual to observe in one of his encounters with a woman, but his forehead rapidly smoothed out again. He smiled. “You like her. I can see it.”

			Morghiad snapped his features back into their old positions. “No.”

			“Yes. You’ve gone all watery-eyed and soft on the inside. You never smile for anyone or any thing.”

			“I can’t like anyone. We’ve discussed this. Whichever way you look at it, someone ends up losing their life.”

			“How can you possibly know that? Did a seer predict it? I doubt it.”

			The kahr ran his hand along the smooth marble lip of the pond, and watched as the water trickled over his fingers, full of life, and fell to the ground in a dead puddle. “The minute I grow tired of a woman, she becomes part of my father’s collection - then she dies. If I take a wife, she must produce an heir. We have a boy – she will die. We have a girl – the girl will be executed. I see no way around it.” He could feel his temper mounting and immediately set about containing it. 

			Silar’s voice softened slightly. “You don’t know the children will be… like you. And all that is years off, besides.” 

			“There has been no kanaala as strong in generations. I think I can be sure. Forget about her, Silar.”

			Silar huffed loudly and turned his eyes to the benay-gosa group. It was hard to believe that he was a lieutenant of Calidell and twenty-three, let alone a full year older than Morghiad. His views always seemed to lack any consideration for the consequences of… well… anything.

			Morghiad collected his shirt and strode to the southern exit of the court. Several of the nobles there acknowledged him with nods or murmurs of his title, the rest simply stared. He really was in need of a good fight. He had endured enough of Silar’s goading for the day, and would be forced to settle for a lesser swordsman, which meant less of a challenge. Perhaps a ride in the wilderness of Cadra’s plains was called for. Tyshar could probably do with the exercise. Yes, a good ride would clear his mind of everything and remove that fire-head woman from the insides of his skull. 

			Silar would fall in love with every pretty girl he met. He would probably fall in love with a mop if it had breasts and a nice handle. Well, Morghiad was not at liberty to allow himself such stupidity.  
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			Lady Aval di Certa watched the two men closely while they stripped to their waists at the fountain pond. She allowed herself a moment to appreciate their broad shoulders and hard, muscled arms.  It had always been her intention to marry a diplomat or politician, as army officers had an unfortunate tendency to die before they’d reached their hundredth year. But they were a delight to the eyes.

			The blond one was pretty, and her cousin had tasted him, according to the gossips of the town. The black-haired one, however – the kahr – he was exquisite, and far more so than he ought to have been. 

			There had to be something wrong with him somewhere - a man should not look that way unless there was something deeply wrong inside him. It was simply the balance of the world. Perhaps his occupation would give him scars in time, and roughen his crisp edges like a well-thumbed, inviting book. Both men had already collected some small scratches upon their backs and arms, but nothing was worthy of tavern banter. 

			Aval focussed on the water that dripped from Morghiad’s hair. It trailed down his spine and to his backside. The man had an excellent backside – firm like a pair of kefruits. A woman could squeeze that all night, if she wished. 

			She caught herself blushing and put a hand to her hair in an effort to hide her face from the other nobles. Lady Tala was beside her, and was looking on at the same spectacle. 

			“What do you know about the young kahr?” Aval asked. Gossip about him had been surprisingly sparse in the time she had spent at the castle. 

			“Difficult to talk to. Interested in swords. Kanaala.” Tala sniffed. “Not worth chasing unless you want a short-lived decoration for a husband and a nine-year sentence.”

			“Kanaala?” That was unexpected, though perhaps it did explain why few women chased him. It meant that he could manipulate Blaze Energy. He could not create it like the female witches, but he could bend it and twist it to his will. Kanaala could unpick any nasty webs left by wielders, and better still, they could neuter wielders altogether. Very useful. 

			She examined Tala’s golden ringlets as she thought. They were always so neatly arranged; like rows of shimmering, rolling soldiers in plate. How did she engineer them to take such shapes?

			Tala took another sip of her wine and eyed the tower guards. “Yes. The mother is well and truly dead. Boy’s quite powerful – graded twelve, I understand.”

			Tala did get to the point, which was an admirable quality that many lacked. 

			“How… entertaining,” Aval replied. Sometimes the deadliest things were the most fun, were they not?

			Tala nodded sagely, understanding her completely, and finished her glass.  
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			Artemi dropped the bundle of wet sheets into the drying pallet with a huff. It did seem ridiculous that she had spent hours scrubbing them with soap and hot water, only to rinse them in the same pond that sweaty men washed in. Perhaps the sweat of a nobleman was considered less polluting than that of a commoner here. Both smelled just as bad to her. Arrogant men! 

			She sighed heavily to herself; she knew very well that she had erred today. Caala had warned her to stay out of sight of the army soldiers, as they would visit the new female servants in the cellars as a form of sport. That said, they seemed to like the old servants just as well. Besides, the noblewomen behaved equally as badly. Everyone in this castle seemed to be preoccupied with sex.

			Whatever happened to reading a nice book or playing a game of kernels? Of course, not many were able to read. She had spent two very long and very tiresome weeks teaching Caala the basic letters and sounds. Caala was over two hundred years old and she had only just read her first word. So many imaginary worlds, together with aspects of this one, were lost to her without the ability. It was a sad thing indeed.

			It was not likely the blond lord at the fountain could read more than his own name. He probably spent more of his time waving his sword about in hopes of arousing silly women. The green-eyed man, on the other hand - he had given the impression of some meagre intelligence through his reticence. That, or he was too stupid to string a sentence together. He was the kahr, after all. 

			The next bundle of sheets lay in front of her, menacing with their grey, beige and black threads that wove in impossible patterns. Artemi caught them up in her arms and trudged to a free washing bowl. The duties she had been charged with had to be the most boring ever created! Even so, she grit her teeth together and began scrubbing in as ill-tempered a manner as she could get away with. At least the sheets would not try to charm her with a big, shiny weapon. 

			Artemi worked her way through the rest of the washing allotted to her, and only finished when the sun descended behind the walls of the courtyard. The stones of the walls did glitter at her as if trying to be attractive in the wake of the sun, but there was such a great mass of them that their darkness held little hope of being anything other than oppressive. She ignored them and made to stretch her arms out above her head until the tightness within them evaporated. 

			The area about her was now devoid of people, bar a single guard who paced the perimeter. Everyone else had departed in search of food or other entertainments, including that blond-haired lord. He had joined his group of pointy-nosed nobles for a while, quite bare-chested, and had then moved indoors with them. Did the politics of those people affect her? The thought of it did make her shiver, and she remembered well a quote from her father’s favourite book on leadership. 

			Power is rarely in the hands of those capable of deserving, a line in the first paragraph had declared. 

			She twisted her mouth at the thought of it, and made her way to the servants’ chamber. 

			The stairs that led her there were protracted, twisted and carved from the bedrock upon which Cadra was built. Each ancient step had been worn to a dip in the middle by the many centuries of footfalls that had met with them, and in a few more decades it might have been possible to slide all the way to the bottom. The ceiling above, however, had not been so well carved, and in places it was low enough to force Artemi to stoop. Even the soldiers who visited the servants for their pleasures would have to crawl through here to reach their quarry, which did conjure amusing images. 

			Her hand ran along the wall as she descended, and it felt as cold and smooth as glass. The air chilled too, enough to cloak the heat that came from the stand lamps that hid between the stones. Artemi folded her arms and thought of her father’s house. Well, it was less of a house, really, and more of a glorified room. At least it had been cosier and more inviting than this dungeon she was expected to endure. 

			 A feeble whiff of smoke touched her nose as she approached the main chamber. Firewood and other things that made good burning material were rare down here, and so smoke was a remarkable phenomenon. In the exceptional instances when there were objects to immolate, the entire population of the cellars would crowd around them as if they were a roast boar stuffed with chickens. Such bonfires also created social occasions gossipy enough to rival any noble banquet. 

			The tunnel opened out and widened into the main hollow of the servants’ dwellings. From that long, cavernous and uneven chamber led the smaller cavities, and each of these were interconnected in a manner too complex to navigate in a single day. Each miniature chamber was a lodging of sorts, and was divided from its neighbour with smooth, mud walls and curving pillars. The network extended for a good mile underground, which Artemi had become lost in several times since her arrival. 

			Privacy was afforded by hanging strips of cloth over one’s chamber, but if yours was poorly situated enough to be part of a main thoroughfare, there was not much point in it. There had already been a number of embarrassing situations into which Artemi had stumbled, but that was not the worst aspect of this place.

			The greatest assault to the senses, and the most memorable part of it, was the noise. It was not chatter, movement, snoring, building or laughter. It was the sound of distress, of howling, whimpering, crying and moaning. At any one time, a large proportion of the servants were suffering from nalka, and it had taken Artemi days to grow tolerant of the sound. On some nights, she would be awoken by a particularly vocal casualty. Few places so barbaric could possibly have existed elsewhere in the world. 

			She ventured into the centre of the main chamber, where a crowd had gathered in a tight circle. There would be something entertaining burning at the centre of it - perhaps that blond man’s shoes, or his smug head, if she was lucky!

			Artemi was presented with just enough space to squeeze and jostle her way to the front of the group, and in the centre, enveloped in hot orange flames, was a pitch-soaked log. She had never seen anyone bring back such a treat to this place before, but the flames from it were wonderful. She savoured their warmth for a while, inhaled as much of the perfumed smoke as she dared, and then wove her way free of the group before she became ensnared by the mindless prattle about her. 

			 Her hollow was deeply embedded in the network, and it would take her several minutes to reach it in the absence of obstructions. A few rays of light spilled from the chambers that were occupied, though their illumination was confusing, and they lifted the pits in the floor as if they were peaks. To the right, the toilet block had only recently been sealed with doors, which now served to contain the worst of the smell. Artemi doubted that this work had been completed at the request of a servant. 

			She cut through the intervening chambers, and kept her eyes firmly on the course she intended to follow. Hand-sized holes in the ceiling brought their cold air to her, but few dared block them, as these would act as light wells in the day time. She upped her pace, and the sound of her feet scraping upon the ground set a rhythm to the curiously songful wails. 

			A final turn to the left brought her to her home. Its location made it marginally more private than some of the other cells, and Artemi drew a curtain across the two entrances so that she could settle into the red blanket that formed her bed. In one corner sat a foot-high, moulded fireplace, though its grating was dusty and had not seen use in any memorable time. Caala had said that the chimneys were blocked off long ago, and their openings now served simply as reminders of better days when servants had been appreciated. 

			Artemi’s room had been occupied by a linen maid before, but she had been forced to leave when the king had placed his red scarves upon her. Benay-gosa accommodation was probably far better-appointed, though one rarely enjoyed it for long. Not if the reports about the king were true. 

			She loosened the lacing at the back of her blue dress and slipped it off, before diving beneath the soft wool of her red blanket. Her eyelids dropped shut, and she drifted in semi-consciousness with dreams full of scarves and tall men who smirked at her. 

			“Wake up!”

			Was that in her head, or beyond it?

			“Artemi, love. Open your bloody eyes!” Caala was standing over her with hands upon broad hips. 

			She pulled a grimace she hoped her friend could see. This was the night time, when people were supposed to be given the opportunity to sleep! “What is it?” she mumbled. 

			“What’ve you got yourself into, young lady? Didn’t I tell you to stay out of sight of those men? You know very well what will bloody-well happen. I thought you would behave differently, but no, instead you paraded yourself around the main courtyard and decided to be sharp to one of them.” Caala sat grumpily against the wall and drew her knees up to her chin. Her eyes were difficult to discern in the low light, and that made her age impossible to judge. Of course, she would have much the same appearance as she had at twenty-five or thirty, if perhaps a little wider. 

			Artemi rose and attempted to remove her hair from her cheeks where it had become stuck. “I just sai-”

			“I overheard him talking about you – Lord Forllan, of all people! He said this pretty, red-headed girl had come up to him and shamed him for not doing his own washing.”

			“All the washing was to be done outside today. I simply… bumped into him.” She tried to feign as innocent an expression as she could. 

			Caala took a deep breath. “Well, now you have to be on your guard. You may talk better than us, but it won’t help. He knows your blazed name and he thinks you are spirited.” Her mouth twisted with the last word. “What if he takes you in front of the king and he takes a shine to you? That’ll be the end of you, my girl! Bloody… bloody blazes!”

			Artemi reached across to put an arm around her friend. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be careful, I promise.” She tried to smile in an encouraging manner. “Can we talk of something other than men? Do you want to do a little more reading tonight?”

			Caala brightened at that, and pulled a candle out from one of her infinite pockets before going to the next chamber to collect a flame for it.

			Artemi reached over to the two volumes she owned and placed her hands upon their wrinkly covers. “I think we should tackle a bit of Achellon tonight, don’t you? After all, it’s supposed to be where ‘The Bloody Blazes’ came from.”
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			Chapter 2

			Silar flung open the casement of his bedroom window and peered down to the gardens below. They were not gardens designed to impress or bowl one over with colour, and very little light ever reached them in any case. They followed the same ethic as the rest of the castle - grey, dull simplicity intended to bore one into submission.  

			He exhaled noisily through his nose and pulled his mouth tight. At least there were women here, and they were the few flashes of beauty inside this cave of ugly darkness. Silar turned to gaze back into his rooms, and regarded the large bed that filled much of it. Four tapered spears prodded at the air above from each corner, and in the sleeping area lay a pile of rumpled sheets and pillows. He assumed his finest lazy smile as he went to one of the corner lances and leaned against it. 

			His eyes traced the sinuous curves and folds of the linen, and he reached out a hand to run its fingers gently between the ridges. The sheets immediately reworked their creases, and they stirred before a mess of brown curls emerged from the far end. The mess turned groggily and flopped to the pillow beneath it with a grunt.   

			Silar stepped softly to the side of the bed and settled himself upon the edge, then pulled some of the dark curls away from Lady Allain’s face so that he could kiss her cheek. A smile touched her lips as she rose to greet him. 

			“Are you on duty today?” Her voice was husky and dry. 

			“No, but I do have many meetings, starting with King Acher. I’ll be late if I don’t leave soon.” He moved his fingers along her collar bone and down the angled arc of her shoulder. Shoulders truly were a most satisfactory area on a woman. 

			“I suppose I had better get out of your bed then, and put some clothes on.”

			“There’s really no need for clothes.” Silar grinned to emphasise the point.

			She pushed off the covers and swept both of her legs across his, so that he could put an arm about her and lift her to her feet. “I ought to dance with you at the next feast day,” she said once he had set her down. 

			“I’ll hold you to that, my lady.” 

			While she sought out her clothing, he examined her backside, and then the arch of her back that led to it. He found himself swallowing air when she bent down to collect her slip, which was a terribly childish for someone as experienced as he at twenty-three years. She was teasing him, and there was no time for any of it! He clenched his jaw, but kept his eyes right where they were. 

			“Do you need some help with those?” he ventured. 

			She said nothing, but turned halfway toward him and allowed herself a small smile. She was dark skinned, and sleek, and just about as womanly as any woman ought to be. He quite liked her bosoms, which were peculiar things the more he thought about them. Really, what purpose did they have, other than to please men? He snorted as he recalled Beetan’s short and somewhat earthy word for them: ‘norks’. Wherever had that come from?

			She glanced at him quizzically for the noise, but soon returned to dressing herself. When she was ready, Silar went to aid her with the buttons of her yellow silk gown. He was becoming rather practised at such things now that he had bedded so many women. Some may not have approved, but they could not be expected to understand the value of what he did.

			Once the lady was ready, Silar found himself a clean shirt, which smelled heavily of Cadra’s laundry soap, and saw to properly clothing himself. Within minutes, the pair of them looked almost respectable. 

			“Have you ever considered becoming a red head, my lady?” Silar asked, encircling his finger with a strand from her black tresses.

			She frowned lightly. “Not really. Do you think it would suit me?”

			He answered with a lengthy kiss, and then said, “Perhaps. Shall I see you this evening?”

			“Perhaps.” She smiled and departed the room, and the only noise that followed her was the swishing of her skirt. 

			Silar studied his reflection in the mirror and tried very hard not to admire himself. He had not shaved, but there was not enough time to correct that now, and perhaps the king would not notice. 

			He buckled his sword to his waist, hauled on a pair of well-worn boots and grabbed the green and black army coat. The bedroom door slid shut in silence behind him, and his feet made almost as little noise as he strode into the hall beyond.

			His coat was an item of considerable importance in spite of its unfashionability, since it denoted the rank he held in Calidell’s army, which was lieutenant. Four green stripes had been slashed across the plain black of the chest and shoulders, and it was tightly fitted enough to impress women who watched him wear it. 

			There were nine more lieutenants in the army, and every one was in charge of a battalion that neared a thousand men. These battalions would take daily shifts guarding the castle and city, with half of each guarding during the day and the other half at night. The responsibility of it was sometimes a burden when counted alongside his duties with women, but he was not about to cry about it. 

			His rank had also been a generous gift from Morghiad, who would not be best-pleased with Silar’s impending delay. 

			When Silar reached the main doors of the Malachite Hall, he encountered two soldiers who flanked each side in their Calidellian finery, and both men raised their eyebrows at him. How rude, Silar thought at them. 

			He gave them a brief nod out of politeness, and pushed the giant doors of green stone open. The hall beyond was immense, glittering, and by Silar’s reckoning, just as dimly lit as the rest of the damned pile.

			His quiet steps echoed noisily as he made his way across the floor, and tried to occupy his thoughts by gazing at the chunks of polished green limestone that jutted from the walls. Their corners had been cut to simulate gemstones, though only a giant lankier than the city walls could ever hope to wear that scale of jewellery. 

			The cool stone beneath his boots was of black marble, interspersed with streaks of grey and flecks of white. Square, malachite-edged mirrors clung to the lower perimeter of the hall with snake-like stand lamps before them, and though these remained lit during the day, the only true light came from three glazed slits in the ceiling. 

			Nine men stood at one end of the hall, each of them garbed in the black and green of the army. Eight were lieutenants, and the ninth, who was taller than the others and wore a black cloak that touched the floor, was Morghiad. 

			Excellent! Only eight! One man was later to arrive than Silar, and by the fires, that was something of a relief! 

			He jogged to the group with his hand upon his hilt, and offered each man a terribly polite nod once he was close enough to smell the soap upon their clothes. Before them, and seated upon a low dais, was King Acher. 

			Silar offered him a special bow, and for the hundredth time, compared the man’s features with those of his son. The resemblance was very slight indeed. Not only was the king shorter, brown-eyed, lump-nosed and lighter-haired, he was also much more animate. There might have been an angle both men shared in their jaw line, but Morghiad really ought to have been thankful that he took his looks from elsewhere. The women at court had long written notes between themselves about Morghiad’s eyes, or his hair, or his bottom, or some such. 

			On one occasion, Silar had taken a fine, bright-eyed dressmaker back to his chambers, only to have her ask if she could meet ‘the handsome and broody kahr’. Silar had obliged as he was, after all, an honourable friend and polite to a fault, and had then left Morghiad alone to deal with his adoring devotee. How Morghiad had hated that! Hah!

			Riling the kahr created endless hours of entertainment, because Morghiad worked so very hard to rein in emotion keep his face free of movement you could almost see his muscles straining from the effort of it. Silar could spend days, and often did, thinking of ways to break him. Women made the man uncomfortable – that much was obvious, but Silar hoped that his kahr-captain would not think that being late for duty was another ruse. 

			And now, here, Morghiad’s face and relaxed shoulders revealed nothing to ignorant eyes, but the whiteness of his knuckles upon his sword hilt betrayed his mood all too clearly to Silar. 

			Beetan was the missing lieutenant of the group. He was most likely recovering from the previous night’s excesses in a ditch beyond the city. 

			“Women keeping you busy, eh, Lord Forllan?” bellowed the king. The sound of it echoed against the stones of the hall, and his smirk was as dirty as his thoughts. 

			“Er… yes. Well…” Silar drew himself straight. “Ladies are as they will do, sire.” He was not sure if that made much sense, or why he had thought to say it.

			“That they are indeed! Hah!” The king flicked his squint to his son. “Why don’t you take the lead of your young friend here, Morghiad? Or aren’t you man-enough?” Acher leaned forward, narrowing his eyes until they were no longer visible between his puffy lids. Evidently he enjoyed baiting Morghiad as much as Silar did, but Acher’s jibes lacked the planning and care that Silar’s held. 

			With measured calm, Morghiad released the hilt of his sword and clasped his hands at his back so that they were beyond sight, before he took an unnecessarily long breath. “What arrangements do we need to make for the Gialdin Feast Day?”

			Gialdin Day was a celebration held to commemorate the destruction and subsequent acquisition of the small country of Gialdin eighteen years ago. It had been a wealthy place, full of charitable people who would pay for the welfare of others. Orphaned children would be housed, out-of-work men and women were given apprenticeships so that they could develop new skills, and injured nationals were given work until they recovered. 

			Its capital shared the country’s name, and had been crowned by an ivory palace that was forged from Blaze Energy. For thousands of years it had stood, and many believed that it was indestructible, but King Acher’s army had found a weakness in those walls. They had levelled it in the most ruthless of battles, and its rulers, the Jade’an family, were each dispatched by Acher’s own hand at the conclusion. 

			Even Gialdin’s most distant neighbours had reacted with horror and disgust at Acher’s act, and some believed that he had destroyed a very sacred site, even if they did not care for the Jade’ans. To the king, however, it was one of his greatest accomplishments. 

			Acher twitched when he heard Morghiad’s response, and said with an increasingly pink face, “Boy, I am going to find you a little whore if it’s the last thing I do. Maybe a pretty, noble one. I don’t know what it is you’re so afraid of, eh?”

			Morghiad allowed his shoulders to tense for a moment, but they soon loosened. “We can discuss the matter later. I am here to talk about security.” His voice remained level, though the words came out slowly. 

			The other lieutenants shuffled their feet and fiddled with their coat buckles whilst trying to look elsewhere. 

			“This is security, boy – the security of our succession! It’s going to take nine years to generate an heir so you need to get started now! Now, now, NOW!” Acher punctuated each ‘now’ with a slam of his fist upon the throne’s arm. His face had darkened in those few heartbeats to a shade of plum. 

			“Well, it took you more than three-hundred years to procure me, so I rather think you are becoming overly anxious about the situation,” Morghiad replied.

			Silar had not noticed before quite how perfectly the kahr blended in with the colour scheme of the Hall. The uniform was an intentional match, but the hair and eyes… curious. 

			Acher emitted a growl. “The women were not… suitable.” He uttered the word with a hiss. “It took me a long while to find your mother.”

			“Perhaps you would have had better luck if you hadn’t persisted in executing them.” Morghiad shut his mouth before he spoke any further. It was no secret that the benay-gosa frequently rejected the king, but even alluding to it would have resulted in a headless existence for most men. 

			Silar re-adjusted his sword belt, fingered the buckle, tapped the hilt and chewed upon his lip. The air was growing heavy enough to make his shoulders ache. 

			King Acher leaned carefully back into his throne and sneered as if thinking of his next subject of execution. His eyes did not move from Morghiad throughout, then his mood brightened suddenly, and he forced a chuckle before he said, “You think their superficial lives are worth something. Don’t want the woman to die, eh? It’s inevitable, boy. And don’t forget, you killed your own mother. Hah! I’ll wager you’ll be avoiding battles next to try and save one of these precious women’s blasted husbands!”

			Morghiad blinked away his fury and clenched his teeth together. “We have fought some… unnecessary battles in the last year, father.”

			“Unnecessary? Unnecessary?!” Acher exclaimed with his eyes wide. “This is something all of you lads must realise.” He settled more deeply into his throne. “Have you ever noticed the difference between us and the other living things? The birds, the deer, the wolves and even the mighty plains tigers? Come on, men. No? Shoot any of them with an arrow, remove it, and they bleed and die. Chop a leg off - it doesn’t grow back. If they become diseased, they die. They are engineered to expire. Yet they are the superior beings. Our world is cursed. We need battles because there are too many of us, and we are crammed into our tiny countries.” Acher’s eyes became distant, unfocussed. “Death. Is. Necessary.”

			Silar could not help but feel his lungs struggling to inhale the thick air about him. Perhaps someone had closed the vents. Yes, that was it. It was just the vents. 

			“If it is population that concerns you then perhaps breeding ought not to be such a high priority,” Morghiad stated matter-of-factly. “As for the Gialdin Day arrangements, I trust you will want extra men on the main gates and at the palace doors?”

			Acher pressed his lips together and sighed. “Fine, fine. Which battalion will be on duty?”

			“Beodrin’s. I will join him, and—”

			“You will not,” Acher said. “You will be at those celebrations, meeting the people you need to meet. And bring Lord Forllan too. He is a good influence.”

			Silar smiled feebly. A thin veil of guilt settled over him, and he was sure that he had woven it for himself. Had Acher always spoken to his son this way? Silar had not been party to many of their discussions, and he knew that Morghiad had been almost entirely raised by army captains, historians and strategists, so how much time father and son spent in each other’s company was a mystery to him. 

			Morghiad nodded with affected interest and went on to list the provisions required by the army in order to see the feast day made safe. His father nodded absently, occasionally questioning the number of arrowheads or amount of pinh poison required. 

			Beetan, complete with orange hair and gangly legs, turned up halfway through the meeting, and reeked very much of yesterday’s wine. Nothing was made of his less-than-salubrious entrance, and the meeting pressed on at its lethargic pace. After that, a rough schedule was drawn up and handed between the men, but was not set and signed for another three, possibly four long hours. At that point, King Acher caught himself and doubled over in pain. 

			“Damn nalka! Such a bloody inconvenience,” he coughed. “Still, a new lover should lessen the effect, eh lads?” The king took another deep breath. “Meeting dismissed.”

			After the king had shambled away to be treated by his concubines, Silar caught up with Morghiad in the hallway beyond. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I hadn’t meant to be late. All that… it was my fault, I’m sorry, Morghiad.” He placed a hand tentatively on his friend’s shoulder.

			“Don’t be late to anything again,” Morghiad replied. His green eyes were cold in spite of their youth. “If I am to stay captain, I’ll need your help to do it.”

			“You’re right. You do need my help. You need someone to see that your father doesn’t marry you off to some lizard, or chop your head off for remaining unwed.” 

			Morghiad nodded, and Silar was sure he had seen a smile very nearly touch the man’s lips. 

			“In all seriousness, I will do everything I can to assist you, my friend,” Silar added squeezing his shoulder a little more firmly.

			But Morghiad showed no more signs of gratitude, and instead they paced to the practice hall in silence. It was a chamber equally as large as the Malachite Hall, perhaps wider, and required six entrances through which to funnel nine-thousand men. Each soldier of Cadra’s army had just enough room to swing a sword, but not much more than that, and accidents were common. Especially if the men had not been attending to their own sleep. 

			The hall was of the same heavy-set basalt stone as the main castle, rough to the touch and dark enough to consume all warmth that might have come through the high windows. Its curved roof, gently sloping floor and walls had been acoustically engineered to channel sound from the aft to the rear, so that Morghiad barely had to raise his voice to be heard there. 

			The practice courtyard was an infinitely more pleasant place in Silar’s opinion, but he enjoyed the daylight - apparently an opinion at odds with everyone else’s in this blasted place. 

			Through the door, he could just make out the tables that held the blunted daggers and wooden swords for practice, and the entrance beyond that led to the changing rooms and showers. Those rooms were always inadequate, and could only ever hold two hundred men at a time. Like many of the other fighters, Silar preferred to bathe in his own rooms afterward. 

			Morghiad caught his arm by the sleeve before he had walked more than three paces into the hall. “Silar, I need your advice. I want to make a... considerable change to the way things are done here.”

			“What manner?” 

			“No more pinh on our blades, arrows, or any weapon for that matter.” Morghiad had a determined set to his jaw, not that such an expression was unusual for him. Though his features moved little, when they did, they often gave the impression of a hammer about to strike an anvil. 

			In truth, it was a pointless exercise offering advice to Morghiad, even when it was asked of him. All Morghiad had done was make Silar’s stomach turn. “Do you want to see your entire army annihilated? Why in blazes have you got this bullock-brained idea in your head?”

			“Some of the greatest battles in history were won by legions that did not use it. Lobesia was one of those.”

			Silar winced. His great-grandparents had fought in that battle.

			Morghiad continued, “If we all become better fighters, we won’t need it. Poison causes unnecessary suffering. I think it is dishonourable. Worse, I think it reeks of a last resort made by a weak army.”

			He had a point, but Cadra’s army had suffered its many problems for an era or more, and it had survived in spite of them. Morghiad’s hopes might have held merit for storybooks, but the chances of them coming to reality were small. “These are all very noble reasons, Morghiad, but you have to look at it from the point of view of those men. How are you going to get them to believe that this is in their best interest?” 

			“They will see what is right.” Morghiad’s grass-green eyes glinted.

			Silar gave a quiet grunt. “I’ve heard... Some of the men.... they aren’t sure of you yet. Win them over first. Then maybe you can try something like this.”

			Morghiad’s hand dropped from Silar’s arm. He looked thoughtful, or as thoughtful as he ever did. “Very well.” He folded his arms and pursed his lips, before he began nodding to himself as if another man had whispered in his ear. “I’ll work on that first.”

			Silar’s mouth almost fell to the floor out of astonishment. That stubborn, stone-faced kahr had listened to him? Morghiad never listened! He believed himself to be too serious and important for that. Something odd was going on with the man.

			Morghiad walked on toward the front of the hall, and his bold strides ate up the floor beneath him. His cloak flowed behind in silence, with fibres that caught the light and devoured it whole. Silar was glad for the attention his friend took from the other soldiers, as it permitted him an opportunity to stroll behind and measure the reactions to their kahr-captain. And they were wary of him. 

			When Morghiad’s walk was complete, he swept darkly onto a raised platform and began speaking. “The city of Cadra is suffering from a sickness and this army has played a major part in it.”

			That was how he intended to win them over, by telling them they were the source of all evil?! Silar felt as if he had drunk a cup of pinh with his breakfast.

			Morghiad continued, “The old captain was a fool. He preached discipline, but practised none of it. He has allowed you to lose hope in your own abilities. He allowed you to lose direction. He allowed you to lose discipline.”

			Never mind a cup, Silar thought. A whole, blazed barrel of pinh was in his stomach! 

			The room had taken on the silence of a funeral march, and Silar gripped his sword hilt, ready to prevent that funeral from becoming Morghiad’s.

			“I do not want you to lose hope,” his friend continued, “I do not want you to lose your lives. This country needs each of you to survive every battle you face. It needs you to conquer every opponent. It needs you to return to your wives and families with enough strength left to fight a dozen more battles.”

			Silar loosened his grip just a touch, but remained ready. It was ridiculous really. To believe he could fend off an entire army bent on murdering a kahr, but he would have attempted it. Morghiad probably had a few other supporters. Probably.

			“At our last battle we suffered losses of over three-hundred men,” Morghiad went on. “Forty-seven men lost limbs. Each life was valuable. Each man was someone’s father, son, brother, husband or friend. The work you do in guarding Cadra and Calidell is vital. It is the single most important role anyone can play in the lives of strangers and family alike - that of protector. Calidell’s people depend upon each of you for their freedom. Most are unable to defend themselves. Do not presume that each of your lives rest easily on my conscience. I do not want to lose another man in battle again.”

			Silar took in a measured breath, and examined the faces of the men around him. All had hard eyes that focussed only on their kahr-captain. Even in their hungover, addled and carefree state, they listened intently. Perhaps Morghiad had a better plan than Silar had anticipated. 

			“You were all chosen for your ability,” Morghiad said. “You have the potential to be an excellent army, perhaps a legendary army, but there must be more discipline. Calidell needs you to be strong. There must be no drinking the night before duty. There must be no drinking before a practice session. Any man found to be flouting this rule will be discharged. There must be no more casual love. If you do intend to take a lover, then you must do so with the intention of keeping them.”

			There were a few stifled chuckles across the hall, and the hard stares softened or broke.

			“Any man taking more than ten days in a year from duty in order to recover from nalka will be discharged. If you follow these rules - if you do the right thing - in recognition of your devotion to the sword I will make you a promise. I will give you my word…” He paused for dramatic effect rather than hesitation. “…I give you my word that I will only take you to battles that you deem, by vote, to be worthy and honourable, regardless of what my father demands.”

			Silar’s hand fell from the hilt of his sword. He had never heard of such an outlandish promise being made. Not only was this a direct challenge on his father’s power, but he sounded as if he were trying to turn a weapon of war into a sort of democracy. That could never work. They would think him an idiot for it!

			Then again, if the army liked it… if they thought Morghiad was young enough – inexperienced enough to give them whatever they wanted, none of that would matter and he would be safe. If he had them…

			There was noisy chatter across the hall for some time, but Silar could hear a novel tone in their voices. It was something he had not heard before, and it sounded excited.

			Morghiad had not moved a hair’s breadth while the men spoke. It gave the impression that he was made of stone – steady, immovable and unfailing stone. They would know it was an act, wouldn’t they? “Will you follow me?” he asked. 

			There was a moment of silence, and then three of the officers shouted in unison, “Aye!” then more joined, and more until the sound grew into an enormous roar that rocked the floor. He had done it. That’s it, Silar thought, everything is about to change. 

			A half-day later, Silar found himself trudging along the perimeter of the castle gardens. The paths were formed of a pale grey gravel that crunched noisily beneath his boots, in the steady rhythm of his walking. It reminded him of a song about a lady from a Jarhoan tribe, but he cast the music out of his thoughts before it had a chance to take hold. 

			Silar clasped his hands tightly at his back, and ruminated while the wispy ferns brushed at his legs. This was nothing like the lush, green gardens of his home - a place that was full of wildlife and sunlight. He missed it terribly, though he was hardly a prisoner here. He had very nearly returned home near the Southern Falls three years ago, but his abilities in planning had tied him to the city instead. Perhaps his vision had stemmed from his friendship, or the women…. but it was owed predominantly to his mother. 

			  He could not help but feel as if he had seen something of that vision that morning, though it was only a half-formed feeling. It was too much of a cliché to believe that his friend would become some sort of legendary, blazed king. Acher had already been a successful king by many measures, and it was likely that historians would one day describe the man as great. He had added more land to Calidell’s borders in the last three centuries than any previous king had done in lengthier reigns. He had performed the impossible in razing the white walls of Gialdin, he had overseen the exile of dangerous wielders and had saved the lives of hundreds, possibly thousands of men. What could Morghiad do to top that?

			No, it was far more likely that Morghiad would become a tool of the lieutenants and their soldiers, bending this way and that to please them. Perhaps he would make some steps forward, and perhaps he would open up this blasted castle to some damned light and paint it a colour other than follocking grey! 

			Silar kicked at the gravel path in frustration, then realised he had halted before a small rose bush that still clung to the last of its white blooms. 

			Morghiad really ought to have told his lieutenants what he was planning to say in that… controversial speech. Silar hated being left out of such matters - hated it utterly – but then, Morghiad had stopped to listen to his advice. Silar did have a role to play in this somewhere, but he needed to know what it would be. Perhaps the kahr-captain had been cooking up plans with him inside them – plans that he might disagree with if he knew of their nature. 

			Morghiad was ridiculously young for a captain of the capital’s army, but he was not stupid by any measure. And it would not be foolish to think King Acher had placed the rank upon his son in order to cause Morghiad pain. Their meeting that morning had demonstrated Acher’s quick moods, his displeasure with Morghiad’s manner, and Acher did enjoy executions. He would never kill his own son, but Acher would not be above setting him up for embarrassment. 

			It left Silar with no option; he would have to interrogate his friend. A good spymaster has to do some of the dirty work too. You must never rely solely on your network. That was a useful gem among his mother’s teachings. 

			Silar plucked the finest bloom from the bush and seated himself upon one of the granite benches to appraise it. Morghiad’s decree would have to be followed, especially by Silar. His relationship with Lady Allain would have to be ended, and though the loss of her did not sadden him particularly, the idea of a future without the regular company of women did. 

			There were two options available to him now: he could either finish their affair tonight, or enjoy a final, delightful evening with her. The trouble was, if every man in the army dropped their squeeze this evening, there would be no one fighting in two weeks’ time. 

			Morghiad had advised each lieutenant to ask their men to stagger their leave-taking to avoid this problem, but the men had been so excited at his promise that it seemed improbably probable many would demonstrate their devotion to Calidell as soon as they could. Silar could not help but find himself similarly swept along by this curious current of mock enthusiasm. 

			The rose felt soft in his hands, like the skin of a woman. One more night with her. That would be it, then he would be married to his sword like a proper warrior of the story books. He smiled at his last thought and stood to leave the gardens. The flowers’ scent was far sweeter than it had been when he had arrived, the colours of the cherry blossom appeared more vivid, the grass more vibrant, and the sunlight brighter. He marched to one of the exits, and made his way rapidly toward the guest quarters. 

			These rooms were not much smaller than his own, with walls that were decorated with monochrome weavings of geometric patterns. There was nothing here of depictions of plants, nor animals, as if the whole castle held an aversion to living things. 

			A four-spear bed lounged messily in the centre of Lady Allain’s chamber, and was swathed in black sheets like an overgrown soldier who had passed out on the floor. There were large windows with views of the garden, and sweeping white veils to cover them. A garderobe was situated to the right of the main door, and it contained a marble bath, a sink of similar grey and a rather stately throne of convenience. 

			Silar seated himself in a leather chair that had been placed next to the fireplace of onyx, and swung a leg over one of the arms. The fireplace remained empty, as the last vestiges of summer had maintained enough warmth in the chambers to preclude the need for a fire. Silar prodded idly at the empty grate with a poker while he waited, knowing that Lady Allain would soon return.

			He glanced down at the white rose he had collected, and considered it while he put aside thoughts of soldiers and cunning kings. The flower was quite perfect, and he was sure that he could not find a single fault in it. Even the thorns on the stem appeared to have been stolen from an idealised painting of such a thing. Perfection taken into consideration, it would be a small token to please the lady in light of his decision. 

			Love making was not unlike his rose, he mused. It was sweet and perfect upon first impressions, but the pain of the thorns soon became apparent to both the gifter and the recipient. Whichever creator had thought to design lovers so that they would be punished on separation had a cruel sense of humour. Then again, it was highly probable that there was no creator, and that all the people who had been able to love freely, without fear of penalty, had died off before they were together long enough to breed.  

			He rubbed at the stubble on his top lip. It was beginning to itch with all of this musing. 

			The door swept open soundlessly to admit Lady Allain to the room. She had changed to pale green silks since the morning, and they complemented her dark skin admirably. She did not appear to be surprised at his presence in her chambers, but that was probably because he had cultivated a habit of turning up uninvited. 

			“My Lady Allain, you look very fine this evening,” he said. And she did. Her features were perhaps a touch bold to be feminine, but her large eyes and lips held them well. Her chin was high and her gaze piercing enough to quicken a sensible man’s heart.

			A smile blossomed right through her – so strong it was evident in the reddening of her fingertips. “It’s good that you have come to visit me. I have some important business to discuss with you.” She lowered herself smoothly to the rug at his feet. 

			“Oh?” Silar drew the rose along the line of her jaw. He hoped to blazes she wasn’t going to talk to him about marriage. 

			“I wanted to speak to you about marriage.”

			Follocks. This was not good, and he struggled in vain to conceal his discomfort. “I see.”

			“You don’t want this. I know. I didn’t walk into this arrangement ignorant of your intentions.”

			“Then why-?”

			“I need your help. I’ll be a hundred next year and my parents are becoming anxious over my future. If they see me married to a good name like yours, they will be happy. Otherwise they’ll... find someone. I have no desire to own you; you would be free to take any lover you wished. Of course, I’d expect you to extend the same courtesy to me.” Her dark features had taken a downward path from their usual positions, and they appeared to lament the loss of the strength that had held them.

			Silar hated seeing a woman like her upset, and he always felt as if it were somehow his fault. Usually it was. “And what if one of us wanted to marry elsewhere? Do you think such a pretence would be easy to keep from your parents? The gossip here is unmatched.”

			“You? Marry for love? Hah! I’d like to meet a woman who could tame you. But you are right about gossip. Not all gossip is true though. Not all of it should be heeded. Will you at least consider my proposal?”

			Silar was perfectly capable of marrying for love! But to marry now - well, this had muddied his plans considerably! “I will think on it, my lady.” He wouldn’t. “However, there is something else. Marriage discussions aside, I cannot visit you in leisure again after this evening. I have made a promise to my captain and I intend to honour it.”

			She hesitated, the lines in her face deepening by the second. “Your captain? You will not lie with me because that child told you not to? Are you an idiot?” Her voice had risen considerably in pitch.

			“I need to devote more time to my duties. I will still think about wedding you. But for now, it’s the right course.”

			Lady Allain shot to her feet, hair snapping across her shoulders and eyes flashing. “Is that the best you can come up with to get out of a marriage?! Or do you have such a callous disregard for my welfare, thinking you can drop me whenever it pleases you? You shall have your wish. LEAVE!”

			Silar stood slowly. “But tonigh -”

			“GO!” Lady Allain gesticulated wildly with a hand, and her eyes appeared to be quite ready to leave her head.

			Silar slunk from the room, still holding his perfect, white rose. He had expected her to be angry about an enforced nalka, anyone would be angry about that, but he had not expected quite such an explosion from her. Surely she couldn’t have thought it a lie? 

			He hummed a quiet tune to himself to lift his mood. There was nothing more he could do now, and he had to accept that she was lost to him. A long sigh escaped him, he tucked the rose into his belt, and he tried to think of things that would remove the issue from his conscience. The grey hallways became his mood once more, and their darknesses sucked all warmth from him. 

			A flash of pale blue caught the corner of his eye. It was most probably another servant that had proceeded down that corridor before him on some errand or other. Though, now he thought on it, he had not seen or heard a single person cross the path in front of him when he had left Allain’s room. Silar had good ears and eyes, and there was no other way into this corridor, which either meant this servant was a ghost, or it was one who had approached from the other direction, but did not want to be seen. How very suspicious. 

			His forehead creased as he turned at the next junction. The tail of a blue skirt vanished behind another corner ahead of him, and he followed it with a hastening of his pace. At the next corner, he could hear the hurried steps of a woman running. No one ran here unless they had something to hide, or were in the business of stealing. He withdrew his sword and loped into a run. 

			It took another four turns before he caught up with the girl, who had managed to trap herself at the end of a narrow passage. She was breathing hard and her eyes were wide enough to form near-perfect circles. Silar sheathed his sword the moment he recognised the pale face and red hair that framed it, and set aside his suspicions. Pretty girls like her did not steal. Not ever. Besides, there was no golden candelabra or silver dish in her hand, only washing. 

			Ah, pretty girl… his mind began to think at him, but Silar put his best effort into stuffing his excitements into obscurity. He had to be on his best behaviour now he was a dedicated member of Calidell’s army. 

			“I’m not going to hurt you, Artemi, so will you tell me - why did you run from me? Are you afraid I’ll make you do my washing?” He permitted himself a small smile.

			She glanced to the left and right, and was evidently still searching for an exit. “I… Please… Leave me alone. I’m just here to do my work. Please.” The last word sounded more like a stern demand than a plea.

			Her muscles twitched in a rhythm that resembled shivering, though she should have realised she had no reason to do so. Silar moved a foot closer to her, and tried not to think about her prettiness too much. 

			“Are you alright?” he asked. “You’re quite a fast runner, you know. Have you considered entering The Spring Games?” Silar’s chatter did not seem to raise much of a smile in her. He stepped a touch closer, which allowed him to better observe the detail in her hair. Fiery red strands wound around deep-gold ones, threatening to burn one’s fingers and caress them simultaneously. “Has someone hurt you?”

			She clutched her washing tightly to her chest. “No, I just – stay away!”

			Silar took a backwards step to stand a full yard away from her, and said, “You have nothing to fear from me, girl. Is something amiss?”

			Her pose only seemed to stiffen more, if such a thing were possible. 

			The thought crossed his mind that perhaps he smelled particularly awful today. Women were reacting to him very oddly, and he doubted very much it was his charming conversation.

			Artemi maintained her silence for several more uncomfortable breaths.  

			“Clearly I am not helping your situation, so I will leave,” Silar said at last. “If you need me then you must call on me. In the interim…” He reached to his belt. “…will you take this?” He held out the rose with hopeful fingers. “Its odour is more pleasant than mine, at least. It is not much use to me anymore, and a pretty girl ought to have it.”

			Artemi’s shoulders relaxed slowly. “That’s it?”

			“Well, I’m sorry it’s not a full bouquet, but I didn’t have much time to prepare more for you.”

			Her face broke into a dazzling smile, and her cheeks dimpled with it as she took the rose from his hand. “Thank you,” she said carefully. “Lord Forllan, isn’t it?” 

			He nodded, readying his breath to puff out his chest.

			“Lord Forllan,” she began, “the rose is lovely but kindly do not approach me again. I am a very busy woman.” With that, she moved past him, the blue of her dress and gold of her hair fading into the grey murk of the halls. 

			Silar clasped his hands at his back and endeavoured to retrace his steps through the dim circles of candlelight. Women could be so easily charmed at times, and at others impossible. For a while he pondered over her reactions, and her curious shivering. He could not ever recall a woman shivering before him. The servant girl did not think him some sort of predator, surely? 

			No, he thought, she could not think that of Silar Forllan. 

			He definitely needed to bathe, however; a short bath, a shave and then a venture to the bar was required. Baydie’s secret stock of fine wines would sort him right out before the day was done. 

			In his rooms, two servant men hauled a great cauldron, filled with hot water, to the bath and began pouring its steaming contents out. He would have been grateful, except one of them added the soap – the same bloody soap used by every person in the entire castle – to it before he could tell them not to. The scent of it would make his skin smell no different from any other blasted man in that place! How was he to set himself apart from them now?

			One of the servants proceeded to the grate that lined one side of the wall, and poured a smaller pot of water onto the glowing coals within it. The entire solar was filled with yet more soap-scented steam. 

			“Thank you,” Silar said through a thin smile as the men in blue departed. He then unbuckled his black coat and hauled off his boots with the weakness of a man who had just run all the way from Hirrah. The day had been an exhausting one, and it had made his shirt smell quite unsavoury. He tore it off as fast as he could, then placed his sword against the bath edge. His trousers dropped to the floor with a satisfying clink of metal buckles, and he stepped into the water. It felt gloriously hot as it drifted over his thighs in its calescent embrace.

			He lifted both of his feet so that they rested at the end of the bath, and sank the rest of his body beneath the rippling surface. Whilst under there, he emptied his mind of everything – every conversation, every image and every smell that had passed before him that day. 

			It was during these moments that his most pressing concerns would come to the fore. All he had to do was clear his mind, and be disciplined with the matters that were allowed in there. He relaxed his muscles, thought only of nothing, and conjured the rose in the midst of the darkness. It floated in the space, and the petals fell from it one by one. Beyond, Lady Allain emerged from the haze. She appeared tough, resolute, and that surely meant Silar would not have to be concerned about her.  

			Her image drifted past him, and the mists reformed into many disparate shapes. They twisted and resolved into a thousand men in black and green coats. Some fell to their knees in pain, while others ran forward as if to attack. No surprises there. A third or so had fallen, and that meant he could expect a similar proportion to be out of action within ten days. He swept aside their figures, turning them into a ripple of mist. 

			A new character emerged, and it was Morghiad. He stood firmly upon feet made of rock; a tempest of the most violent sea storms could not have dislodged those feet. But something… something was not right. There was a weakness there that Silar could detect. 

			Morghiad’s apparition began the basic training moves that all swordsmen learned for duelling. Each sweep of the sword was precise and efficient, and each of his steps were perfectly timed. His movements were steady and correct, but there was visible uncertainty in his features. Before Silar had an opportunity to examine his friend’s face more closely, the ground beneath him split into great fissures that were filled with horrible, piercing white light. 

			Morghiad continued to move smoothly between the fractures, but sweat now showed upon his brow. He was afraid. 

			In an instant, he ceased the moves and looked about himself as if he had heard something. He dropped his sword to the floor and then, almost as suddenly, he evaporated. Hot fire burst across the vacuum, filling every corner of Silar’s mind and making him shudder from the intensity of it. From amidst the flames, a young woman materialised, and her hair formed part of the blazes themselves. 

			“Blazes!” Silar erupted from the bath water, spilling it over the sides and sending droplets onto the blade of his sword. He needed to get women out of his head, not into its deepest recesses! The meditation had not helped at all! He grabbed a rough sponge and commenced scrubbing at his body in haste. “Bloody blazes,” he muttered again. 

			[image: ]

			The ceiling curved in a beige hemisphere above Artemi’s head, and it often gave her the impression that she was locked inside a giant eggshell. She eyed the tiny grooves in it, and wondered which craftsman had left each mark, or how many centuries ago they had done so. The candles burned in the wall hollows about her, which provided barely enough illumination to read. 

			Achellon was a favourite book of hers, describing the mythical lands that had given rise to their world – lands that were a physical embodiment of Blaze Energy. Achellon was a land supposedly bathed in bright light, where no one knew pain or suffering, and where no one was another’s servant. The people there had the power to manipulate the environment of this world, and could decide when to make it rain or have the earth quake. It seemed a trivial set of powers, really, since wielders were able to instigate such phenomena without much more than a sneeze. 

			The book was a welcome escape from the horrors of the cellars, and Artemi could happily remain trapped within its pages for hours. She felt at the roughness of those pages. It was hardly a high-quality copy - some of the letters had been printed at odd angles, and there were a few typographical errors here and there, but none detracted from the overall effect. The illustrations were beautiful, simple engravings that had been coloured by hand, and they more than made up for the book’s other failings. 

			She marked her page and closed it, running her fingers over the embossed sections of the card cover. She longed for more books to add to her collection, wonderful though this one was, she had read it a great many times. She placed it atop her other text: Ebb and Flow of Noble Warfare. That particular tome claimed some battles were more legitimate than others, and that armies would enter fights at the whim of their commanders, whose decisions were frequently made upon the basis of hysteria and public perception. 

			No doubt Cadra’s army for Calidell was so committed and so blind, given the soldiers’ preoccupation with matters that were far from political. Cadra’s two news pamphlets would report the number of casualties sustained following a battle, but neither would dare to publish accounts on deserters and malcontents. Doing so would have been decidedly un-Calidellian, and Acher would have beheaded the writers before the ink was dry.

			The servants’ cellars were unusually quiet this evening. Some event, unknown to her, or a chance effect had quelled a large proportion of the cries. That, and a large number of them had visitors to their chambers tonight. Artemi wondered at this new tranquillity - well, relative tranquillity, and might even have begun to enjoy it if it had not been for the other noises. 

			The white rose that Lord Forllan had given her lay not far from her books, and it prompted the very same thoughts to return that she had put aside when she had opened her book. What would it be like to have a lover, be married and have children? She supposed these things would happen to her one day, though not with a blond-haired, gurning swordsman and lord. Either way, she certainly did not intend to wash linen for the next thousand years. 

			The idea of sex did bring fearful thoughts as companions, as she was too young to be expected to endure nalka, and that would not be improved by any feelings she had for the man involved. She had heard tales of both men and women her age dying horribly after being separated from their lovers too soon, and once, she had even seen a dead body. 

			Still, she considered herself a little more educated than the average servant of eighteen years, and she understood the workings of nalka. By rote, she knew of the six levels of pleasure and the mating bond it produced. She knew that sensations during love-making were shared, and she knew that the bond had to be maintained for nine years before a child could be produced. 

			It was a wonder that any children were produced at all in this situation - however was a woman to put up with the same man clambering into her bed every fortnight for nine years? Her mother might have managed it once, but it had not ended well, in spite of best hopes. Then there was the matter of battle – how was it that a single battle had not wiped them all out by now?

			A noise from the next chamber broke her flow of thought. Galabril evidently had a guest with her, and that usually meant Artemi would be forced to listen to them both all night. Wonderful. She pulled her red blanket over her head and wedged an arm over each hear, but the sound still seemed to work its way through. Soldiers of legend could supposedly fight after a month of going without sleep, but Artemi did not think she could bear a second night of it. She cursed, and squeezed her eyes shut in the hope that doing so would affect the noise. It did not. 

			Instead, she sat up and attempted to embrace the noises they were making, but that only made her feel unwell. It was too cold to go for a wander outside, and the candles about her seemed to wave in amusement at her predicament. She grabbed one and tried to distract herself with the melted wax by dripping it onto the floor until it made attractive shapes. 

			Another breathy gasp wafted in from the proximate chamber. 

			Artemi set the candle down in its slowly hardening puddle, and knelt before it. She had seen lovers writhing atop one another many times in the cellars, but she had never really studied them. She ought not to, really, since it was their business, after all, but then again, the sound was in her chamber and her ears. She had not asked them to do what they were doing, and it was not perverse to investigate sounds that invaded her space. 

			She blew out all of her candles, leaned forward, and placed her hands on the hard mud floor to crawl toward the edge of the ragged curtain. Once there, she lowered her chin to the ground and peered underneath the edge. A black bed roll was immediately visible, its surface pitted with age. The toes of a female foot flexed away on top of it, curling like the tendrils of red ivy as they clasped and unclasped at the surface beneath. 

			Artemi’s eyes followed the top of the foot along its parent leg, until she reached the knee, which was too high behind the curtain to be visible. Below where it should have been, she could see the lower part of the thighs of a man, and his knees dug into the mat beneath as he moved. 

			She swallowed, knowing she was doing something quite unacceptable, but Artemi squashed her right cheek against the ground and adjusted her angle to gain a better view anyway. 

			She could see the man’s hips now, insisting upon Galabril’s, and the pair moved against one another with the slightest asynchronicity. Galabril’s arms were gently wrapped about her partner, and the weight of his upper body rested upon her breasts, forcing them to swell outwards. The woman’s face, and the expression it held, was hidden behind her lover’s. All Artemi could make of his features was a mass of twisted, brown hair. From the muscles that twisted about his arms, he was probably a soldier. 

			She watched them for what seemed to be a few more minutes, but was probably another hour, and fell asleep halfway through. 

			The pair progressed through two levels as she watched, stopping to breathe through each moment of ecstasy. Finally, their movements were reduced to almost imperceptible displacements, and they appeared afraid to stir too far from the position they held. At the last moment, Galabril stifled a scream, sending Artemi reeling to the wall of her chamber at the suddenness of it. The squeal that escaped Galabril did not sound right, or sane, and surely women were not supposed to make that noise?

			But Artemi took a deep breath, and resumed her spying posture to make sure nothing was amiss. The pair were still lying with legs intertwined, breathing hard, but relaxed. They would not part until their bond was complete. 

			Artemi shifted quietly to the bedroll and pulled the red blanket over her legs. Her cheeks had flushed, and the first bloom of guilt was swelling in her gut. She really should not have been watching, but the sight had made her skin prickle and her head hot. Artemi placed a hand at the top of her thigh, and tested the heat with her fingers, but she whipped them away in an instant. She was not going to be a victim of lust, and she would not give in to things that would get her killed!
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