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

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

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

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

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

Seek the
light.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ale, I can
do; talk, I’ll try.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I heard they
got married,” Koviere said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How zealous?
Will this hurt Medea?”

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

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

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

“I don’t
understand…” Morghiad began.

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

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

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

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


“Followers?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hello?”

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

“Hello?”

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

Something
moved between the houses.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Master…
Carlin, I presume?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What did
Mirel want to know?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Then she is
ready.”

“I
suppose-”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Carlin
frowned. “You’re barmy.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hand it over,
please.”

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

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

“Sister?” the
figure called to her softly.

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

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

“Are you fit
enough to run?”

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

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

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

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

“Gone? Are you
sure?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Master is
here!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He did.”

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

Mirel sighed.
“It was necessary.”

“I disagree.
Give me the spoon.”

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

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

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

For the
remainder of their escape, Mirel kept her face hidden and her walk
unremarkable, which made Lannda’s task much easier than she had
feared it would be. As before, they moved only when the time was
right, and danced their way clear of arrest. The skies were still
dark by the time they reached the icy glow of the city’s gate, and
as she walked through it, Lannda brushed a finger against the white
stone. A gift to the Calidellians, she mused, for their arrogance
and conceit at the Fordan border some years ago.
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Tyshar was no
better-behaved than his usual self upon Morghiad’s departure from
Gialdin City, and for a sterile old stallion, he did seem to miss
Valina’s company far more than he should have. So many years alive
really ought to have softened the warhorse into a calmer
disposition around unknown people and windy weather, but they had
not impacted upon his nature at all. Morghiad was almost glad for
it though. His mount was one of the few things that did not seem to
change when everything else moved on with such rapidity. A swift
breeze swept in from the northern side of the road, and Tyshar
stamped and huffed back at it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What do you
call yourselves?” he asked.

“We are The
Followers,” Ysolta said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Talia. Talia
was lost.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Silence,
idiot boy!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 



 


[image: tmp_5359ba7bebecdf5144ca74151d950107_5KK4PY_html_4f1cf306.jpg]


 


 Chapter 3

 


[image: tmp_5359ba7bebecdf5144ca74151d950107_5KK4PY_html_69c1780d.jpg]

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hello,” she
said sweetly.

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

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

He shrugged.
“I carried the spoon.”

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

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

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

He nodded.

Of course, he
was just about as tempting as a man could be to her. Lannda would
know that, and Lannda would use Mirel’s behaviour with him to prove
or disprove her utility in whatever plans The Daisain had
described. She almost laughed aloud. The Daisain would also have
known that she would pass such a test, and that this was for her
sister’s benefit alone. “I must go to find my clothes.” Mirel swam
to the water’s edge, and soon she was dressed and clean like the
most respectable of mortal women.

Lannda was
writing some correspondence and seated upon an improbably large
toadstool when Mirel returned to their campsite. The orange and
white mushroom had not been there when she had left. What a curious
talent it was that Lannda had! “Sister,” Mirel said, “I think you
will find I have proven myself worthy for whatever mission you have
in mind for me.”

Lannda looked
up only after a moment. “And how have you achieved this?”

“Fardine still
has his skin.” …and she was still intensely frustrated.

A wide grin
spread across Lannda’s features, and she put her writing aside to
stand. “Then you truly are ready. And it will be worth it, Mirel… I
promise you. What the Daisain has planned – it will please
you.” Her sister embraced her, and Mirel might even have described
it as a pleasant experience.
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It had taken
her five full days to engage her prison guards in any sort of
conversation. For the most part, they seemed keen to communicate
with her using only sour expressions and the quietest of grunts.
But then, one day, whilst handing her a bowl of water, one of them
had murmured, “Jintow.” And that was the first word of their
peculiar language that she had picked up. From there, she was able
to establish the names of the things around her – the walls, the
stones, chains and bars. She found the clicks and whistles
difficult to properly master, but could imitate them well enough to
be understood. It had not taken her long to realise that she would
be in this world of endless night for many months before she found
a way free of it, and so she set about learning as much as she
could, as quickly as she could.

Two weeks into
her imprisonment, she had tried to get a fellow inmate to teach her
more basic words, but when her guards had giggled uncontrollably at
everything she tried to say to them, she soon realised that the
other woman was teaching her nothing but profanities. Not that such
things weren’t useful, of course. Artemi catalogued those words and
phrases away in her mind for later application.

After two
months, she could express most of the things she wanted to express
to them, even if her mastery of their grammar was poor. “I am no
threat to you; I am not bad,” she would say. And each time the
guards would shake their heads and walk away. She probably had not
helped herself by snapping the bars in her cell during the previous
week. Artemi had not intended to do so, but she had become annoyed
when no one was listening to her, and had kicked once at the metal
without thinking. Solid iron had snapped like old, hollow wood.

When she had
not tried to use her clear route to escape, they had reacted with
fear once more. Again they had tried to kill her with their strange
tube device, and again they had failed. Artemi was placed in a
stone cell after that, though she knew that she needed to do little
more than sneeze and it would be enough to set her free. By the
third month, she had established that they called her something
that meant “splinter-touch”, which she rather liked. It was a
change from Fireblade, anyway.

All of this
was beginning to feel much like her almost-voluntary imprisonment
during Morghiad’s confusion, and Artemi found herself
wondering if she enjoyed being in dark, damp cells a little more
than she ought to. She just had to remember her goals here. First,
she had to befriend these people enough to find out more about how
to get off this damned world, and second, she had to get home to
Morghiad. And Tallyn – there had to be a way to force the
Law-keepers into bringing him back. There had to be…

A small, quiet
voice inside her head whispered that she ought to accept his death
just as she had accepted thousands of others before, but she told
it that she knew differently. Tallyn had been different.
What sort of mother would she have been if she did not try to do
all she could for him?

Can he be
returned to life?

We do not have
the power to do that.

The
Law-keepers were clod-headed and blind, but were they ever
liars?


Selfish, another memory whispered to her, but she could not
recall if the voice behind it had belonged to them, The Daisain or
Mirel. Attributing certain words to certain people from her past
became increasingly troublesome the longer she lived, it seemed.
For the moment, she tried to think of Morghiad, and of the embrace
he could give her that was capable of dispelling millennia of
unhappinesses. There was no better place in any world, or moment in
time, than that which could be found in his arms.

From what she
was able to tell, there was a concept of love in this world, but it
only ever seemed to exist between three people rather than two. At
first she had assumed it was something similar to the Casfinian
marital arrangements, where a wife could take two brothers for
husbands, or perhaps the old Ortan tradition, where a man could
marry a second wife. But then she had met what was known as an
injra. These were a third sex – something that was neither male nor
female.

Artemi had
only met one by chance – an inmate, of course - and that an injra
was a criminal at all was something of a novelty even here. Injras,
as Artemi had learned, tended not to labour or leave the home like
the other genders. Males and females would run the gaols and walk
about the town, but the injras would remain in their houses with
the babies as far as Artemi could tell. She still could not quite
comprehend how a sexual union would take place in this world
between three partners, and all of the things she had imagined made
her mind boggle.

As she looked
down at herself for the thousandth time since she had arrived here,
she remarked that she was certainly less obviously feminine than
she had been. She had almost become used to her heavy thighs and
long arms, but she was definitely a female whatever-it-was that
these people called themselves. There was something else that was
different though – something these people saw that she did not.

Just then, the
distant sound of explosives breaking rock interrupted her thoughts.
It was followed by a long, low rumble and a peculiar whistling
sound. Well, now would be as good a time as any to make a break
from her cell. It had to be something to do with those red
defensive walls – an attack! Perhaps the aggressors would turn out
to be friendlier than her gaolers, or perhaps she could help her
prison keepers enough for them to like her. If there was one thing
Artemi Fireblade knew how to do, it was choosing a side.

She hopped to
her feet and took a running leap at the door. It was made of some
kind of hardwood and braced with iron, but it shattered as soon as
her shoulder impacted with it. She sprinted through as fast as she
could, taking care not to trip over the broken bolts or the
furniture that she had destroyed beyond. The tunnels were in
complete disarray as she pelted through them, and they were filled
with panicked, scurrying staff and horrified inmates. Whatever had
struck such fear in them, it was not Artemi.

Curious black
and white portraits glared at her from the walls of every hallway
and through the doors of each room. The picture was always of the
same individual: empty-eyed, pickaxe-nosed and thin-lipped. Candles
circled many of the portraits, but what Artemi had been unable to
fathom during her stay here was just how the painter had managed to
make their strokes so fine as to be invisible. And how had they so
perfectly replicated the same image a thousand-odd times?

That would be
a puzzle for a calmer moment, she told herself.

She pressed
onward through the melee and into the open air beyond. Though the
outside was fresh and clean-smelling against the odours of the
prison, there was no sun to light it. The skies were pitch rather
than grey, which was somewhat unexpected. In her windowless cell,
and without the Blazes to aid her, Artemi had enjoyed access to few
indicators to the passage of time. But to have been so far wrong –
that was unusual.

As she drew
nearer to the town’s limits, strange sounds of howling and
screeching reached her ears. All around her, carts were overturned,
rubbish scattered across the roads and doors slammed as the town’s
residents fled to the safety of their homes. Their terror was
strange however, as not one of them screamed aloud or made any cry
for help. The howling and screeching was coming from somewhere
else. Another strange feature of this night-time town was that the
street lamps all burned with their peculiar, hissing light, but
there still lingered the smell of unburned spirit, as it was
known here. Artemi had been here long enough to have learned that
the smell meant the lamps had only just been lit.

She slowed her
pace a fraction, but came to a stop when she saw something reach
over the peak of the town’s defences. Whatever it was, it looked to
be clawed. Above her, several braced awnings appeared to have been
drawn to the upper limits of the wall as if to seal the city
beneath a solid canopy, but there were gaps. Whoever had been
trying to close the defences had been interrupted.

There was a
screech to Artemi’s left, and when she turned to its source, she
found herself taking whole steps backward. There crept a creature,
and it walked upon two legs as a man should, but its arms were too
long and webbed with stained and ragged, bat-like wings. Those
wings were not capable of flight like that, surely? At least, no
farther than a clipped crow could fly. Artemi took another step
back, waiting for the deformed creature to make its move first, and
then the street lamps flickered, and died.

Everything was
thrust into pitch darkness; the howls stuttered to silence. There
were no more screeches, no reflections, glimmers or even hints of
light. Artemi was blind, and she might as well have been deaf. But
almost as suddenly, the old Kusuru training she had received made
itself known. She took seven silent sidesteps and crouched,
stock-still, to listen.

Blinding had
been one of The Daisain’s favourite exercises in training his
perfect killers. Before she and Mirel were old enough to wield, he
would carve out their eyes and have them fight one of the sighted
boys. Other times, the roles would be reversed, but that did not
make the task any easier. Artemi still recalled how she had crept
behind an eyeless Tallyn Hunter with a dagger in her hand, and had
stuck it into his back without a second thought. She had cried with
guilt afterward, but The Daisain had soon corrected her on that
display of sentimentality. This, however, was not the noisy,
scent-filled mayhem of the Sokirin forest; in this place of half
life, everything had become utterly silent. There were no sounds to
echo against obstructions, and no screeches from the monsters to
reveal their location. And so, Artemi waited.

Just then,
there was something… a sort of rustling or whispering. Artemi
listened keenly to it while she held her breath, her hands pressed
hard against the cold stone of the ground and her bare feet slick
with mud. The whispering grew closer, until it was near enough to
be the recognisable sound of large nostrils with a lungful of air
moving through them, and then she felt the movement of the breeze
from it. It brushed over her ear, and it was close. Artemi leapt at
the creature with all her might.

Her hands made
contact with warm flesh as she flew forward, and liquid began to
spatter upon her bare skin with tiny stabs of ice. It was the
beginning of a rainstorm. As the creature fought back, the spatters
turned to a tumult, and the noise of the downpour was so powerful
it masked anything that could be revealing about the environment
more than a yard away from her. Artemi was thrust to the ground
with surprising force, her shoulder blades shattering the stones
beneath. This animal was just as strong as she was!

She hit back
at it with a knee to its trunk and a punch to the area she presumed
was its neck. But the creature did not retreat. Artemi reached for
the claws it had dug into her left arm, and tried to twist them
free, but the rain had made them too slippery to grip. Artemi
wriggled and wrestled with it a while longer, but all too soon she
found herself face-down in the mud and broken flagstones, bound up
like a hog for roasting.

The creature
hauled her from the ground and carried her, still writhing as
violently as she could, to what she presumed was the city wall.
There, she felt her body being jolted upward as her captor
clambered to the top, and after that, and for reasons she could not
explain, she passed out.
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The skies
above Sokiri were just as blue as they were above any other
country, and that was something Morghiad had to admit he was
surprised at. From all he had read of the place, he had quite
expected those skies to be green. The trees, however, were almost
exactly as he had anticipated. They were so tall that their
canopies were barely visible to the naked eye when one stood below
them, and so vast that an athletic man could become out of breath
from completing a circuit at the base of a single trunk. Given that
they grew right to the very edges of the coastline, it was clear
that those trees had grown too large even for their host continent.
Felling one of these beasts would be a project to last whole weeks,
and Morghiad was in awe.

Beneath the
great trees lay the cities, roads and villages of the Sokirin
people. These wove up and between the trunks, with many homes
carved into the dense bark or set upon the vast branches. Necklaces
of lights were strung between these homes, and their ruby flames
burned day and night. In the town where Morghiad had arrived from
his arduous sea voyage – a port known as Freeman’s Hold – most of
the ground had been cleared to make way for ship-building sheds or
other industry, but as soon as one looked beyond those buildings,
one could see just how impenetrable the untamed undergrowth of
Sokiri was.

Profuse, heavy
vines knotted over roads that were not regularly maintained, and
overgrown saplings fought with all manner of exotic fly traps for
space between those. Morghiad had read that it rained here most
days, and that the clouds would hover below the peaks of the trees,
but no such cover was visible on this day. He looked back at the
ship as it made ready to depart for Sunidara again. Back to
Artemi, the monsters whispered to him, but he decided to ignore
them for the moment. They had moaned at him all the way through his
crossing of the Virulent Ocean, and had frequently urged him to
throw the captain overboard so that he could take the helm himself.
Their complaints troubled him, as he sometimes found that he agreed
with their sentiments.

He sighed
noisily. This place was beautiful, and he fully intended to enjoy
it while he had the opportunity. Tyshar was beginning to cheer up,
which was good to see, or at least he was no longer bucking and
stamping at his master for being made to travel by boat again.
Morghiad had been diligent in his care of his horse through the bad
weather, and had walked the animal twice-daily about the decks in
order to see him properly exercised. But Tyshar had lost some of
his muscle through those weeks, and he had also started to look
somewhat morose. It was possible for a horse to look morose, wasn’t
it?

Morghiad gave
the warhorse an affectionate rub on his velvet neck, which only
prompted a snort from the beast, and looked to the inns of the
town. All of them were located some way above the ground, and the
fingers of apprehension poked at him as he thought of encouraging
Tyshar up the ramps. No. Tonight was not the night for fighting
with his mount. He would sleep on the forest floor like a
transient, and take in the new sights and sounds of the Sokirin
open air.

He wobbled
forward on his sea legs, and Tyshar wobbled behind him after a
fashion. By the time the sun was setting, they had found a quiet
clearing, just outside of Freeman’s Hold, in which to camp for the
night. The air was too warm and humid for Morghiad to require a
fire, though he did keep his coat on. He settled amidst the roots
of a spirewood and pulled out one of his maps to examine. Curkovi
was two-hundred miles to the north-west, and no doubt hidden away
amongst more trees. Morghiad had already practised the speech he
would deliver to his son when he found him, and deeply hoped that
it would have the desired effect.

“Come with me
to help Calidell – to help keep the rest of the family safe. Help
me to stop all the wars in our home,” he repeated under his breath.
The more he thought about the words he would use, the more he
realised how little he really knew Kalad. Silar and The Hunter had
been the effective fathers of his son, and Morghiad had frequently
imagined he would speak to Kalad as if he had been one of those
men. Kalad ought to have acquired something of Silar’s roguish
manner and casual swearing, or perhaps some aspects of The Hunter’s
more direct nature, but Morghiad had spoken so few times to his
youngest son that he had detected none of these things in him. Not
that their conversations had been easy enough for any humour to
manifest itself.

Morghiad
struggled not to sigh again, and instead occupied his mind with the
business of putting his map away as neatly as possible. After that,
he lay back against the smooth bark of the tree. Tyshar already
appeared to have greeted sleep upon his long legs, and his great
head was completely obscured by a cascade of dark mane. Morghiad
smiled as he remembered trying to cut it when Tyshar had not been
much more than an overgrown foal. Even then, the animal’s
cantankerousness had been evident. Tyshar’s mane had not been cut
since.

There were
times when Morghiad wondered if, by sharing his blood, the horse
had assimilated something of the Shade Panther’s nature. But then
he remembered how uncharacteristically sweet Tyshar would be around
Artemi, and that could only have meant the animal had the blood of
the man in him rather than the monster. Then again, Morghiad had
never been irascible with people he had not met before, had he?

Thoughts of
the monster brought him to ruminations on his first death. He had
relived those last few days over and over again in his mind so many
times. If he had not made that choice, would he still be ruling
Calidell at this moment? Would Artemi still be the handsome queen
at his side? And would Kalad look more fondly upon his father?
Their eldest son would still be dead, of course, and that was a
sore thought to consider.

A full thirty
minutes of staring at the tree canopy above to try and see the
stars beyond had revealed to him that he could identify the same
constellations as were visible in Calidell. Artemi had spoken of
the alternative versions of themselves that existed in other
worlds, and that sometimes decisions and events could be different
in those places. Was it only the actions of men and women, or would
the stars be the same in those places? Tallyn would be alive in
several worlds, perhaps, and maybe he was happy there. There had to
be one place in the universe where everyone was content and free of
problems; it was only fair.

Morghiad fell
asleep whilst dreaming of that perfect world, and when he awoke the
next morning, he found Tyshar dozing on the ground at his side. It
was a strange thing to see a warhorse slumber with his hooves
tucked beneath him and his eyes closed in blissful reverie.
Morghiad decided not to wake the animal while he went to find
somewhere to bathe.

On the way
down to the brook that babbled over what must have been the only
visible stone for miles, he spotted a dark creature padding about
in the undergrowth. Morghiad’s senses for panthers sparked at that
moment, and he was suddenly aware of several tens of the creatures
in the immediate vicinity. No – hundreds. Calidell’s
population was weak in comparison to this! There must have been
thousands of them - perhaps several hundreds of thousands on this
continent. He called to the one that was close by, and held out his
hand for the creature to sniff. After a moment of hesitancy, she
nuzzled the palm of his hand and made an odd sort of grunting noise
at him. Morghiad had the notion that it meant she would tolerate
his presence in her territory.

He gave her a
quick scratch behind the ears, and continued on his way to bathe.
Once done, he saddled up a now-impatient Tyshar and headed into the
town for supplies. As it turned out, his horse was quite eager to
stamp his way up the planks that led skyward along the exterior of
the vast tree trunks. Mid-way up, they happened upon a stable
complex, and Tyshar was homed and fed there for a few hours, while
Morghiad went on alone to find some sustenance for himself.

Most of the
people in Sokiri had facial features that were quite unique to the
continent, and were distinguishable from his own, very
Sennefhal-ian look by their shorter noses and angled eyes. Morghiad
sometimes wondered if Artemi ever inherited some of the look of the
country into which she was born. She had definitely been a Sokirin
a few times, but had she ever appeared to be anything but the
daughter of foreigners there? Would the same thing happen to him?
He made a mental note to ask her when they were reunited.

In time, he
found a bank in which to exchange some of his coin for the local
currency, though he was quite sure that the deal they offered was
not an entirely equitable one, and then he found a
comfortable-looking inn. Comfortable, at least, until he glanced
downward and realised he could see the distant ground glowing
between the gaps in the floorboards. Morghiad shook his head free
of thoughts of falling, and settled to eat some of the peculiar
food that the barman set before him. He then took his obligatory
sip of the local ale that was offered with it, as apparently it was
normal to drink in the mornings here and then sober up in the
evenings, but still found it an odd taste at this time of day.

As he replaced
the tankard back on the table, his field of view was filled with
the face of a snarling Sokirin. Morghiad said nothing, and waited
for the other man to speak first. When that did not happen, he
ventured an, “Excuse me, have I taken your seat?”

The man swept
Morghiad’s food onto the floor with a growl, and the plate
shattered into several large, red shards. “How about my WIFE?!” he
roared.

“I have not
done anything with y-”

“You can try
and tie your hair into little-girl plaits and shave your face – but
I’d know that damned Sennefahlian mug anywhere! Coward!” He
punctuated his words by flicking his fingers at the level of his
hips, a sure sign of disrespect from a Sokirin.

Morghiad was
beginning to gain some idea of what might have happened, and how
protestations of his innocence would be likely to fall upon ears
that would not hear. He chose not to allow the man’s comments about
his lidir to rile him, and instead stepped out of his chair and
kept his bearing relaxed. Already most of the inn’s patrons had
moved to the edges of the room to watch. “Perhaps you have me
confused with my son. Tell me what he has done, and we can resolve
whatever problems exist.”

“Son? Well
then, you ought to pay for raising such an unscrupulous bastard!”
The Sokirin man threw a wild punch at Morghiad’s face, but Morghiad
leaned out of the way before it could make contact.

“I do not wish
to fight with you,” Morghiad said as he found himself dodging
another blow. After several more missed punches it became clear
that, while this Sokirin was no bladed warrior, he did know
something of fighting. Morghiad had to work increasingly hard to
step free of the attacks and not to break into a backward run.
Eventually, he made a hit of his own, but the Sokirin man blocked
it and used his opportunity to land a blow under Morghiad’s
ribs.

Blazes, how he
hated bare-knuckle fighting! He had by now dispensed with his sword
and rolled up his sleeves, though he really need not have bothered.
After only a few more thumps and kicks, they were both bloodied all
over. The fight tumbled out of the inn and onto the suspended
walkway beyond, where Morghiad’s fists met with wooden pillars and
his skin was filled with splinters. The Sokirin tried to wrestle
him into various sorts of holds, but Morghiad had learned enough
from Artemi and Koviere to know how to escape from them before he
became trapped.

Fetch your
sword, the monsters whispered in his mind, but he resisted.
It will end this problem for you.

Morghiad was
no murderer; this man had to run out of energy eventually.

As they
stepped onto one of the many platforms that served as joints
between the suspended walkways, he managed to land three quick
punches in succession, whereupon the Sokirin man fell to the floor.
He coughed up a little blood, and Morghiad lowered his fists. “Now,
will you tell me what happened to cause this-”

Before he
could finish, the Sokirin rose from the ground suddenly, and thrust
Morghiad backwards. Morghiad was able to fend off some of the force
of it, but not enough to prevent his back from sliding off the edge
of the platform. The rest of his body followed before he could stop
it, and he somersaulted just in time to catch a rope that dangled
below. He swung about violently from the momentum of his fall, but
the gentle breeze that moved inside the forest soon made his swing
even messier. It was a long way down to the ground beneath him.

He looked up,
and observed his new enemy was reaching toward his rope with a
knife. It was one of Morghiad’s knives – probably dropped during
the fight. Morghiad cursed loudly, and put some effort into making
the rope swing in a useful direction. It creaked under his weight
as he moved, but after a second push, it had swayed far enough
toward one of the suspended walkways for him to let go. He
descended to the planks with a landing that any Kusuru would have
been proud of, and watched the rope he had held as it dropped
freely to the buildings below.

The man had
stolen his knife, would not listen to reason, and had just tried to
kill him. An old, familiar feeling of ire started to bubble in
Morghiad’s blood. His thoughts of peace and light would have to be
put aside for the moment, while one of the monsters would be
permitted to do what it liked to do. He gave up control of his
muscles to it, and soon he was sprinting back up the walkways to do
battle with his opponent.

When he saw
the man, he set his teeth together and leapt at him with a roar.
Morghiad’s vision was suffused with blackness in that instant, as
if his own blood had grown dark from the rage that ran through it,
and his own consciousness was blinded enough for him to forget
exactly what it was that he did. When he finally stopped hitting
the Sokirin, he found the man had transformed into a bloody mess
beneath him. He was still murmuring, but just about every bone in
his body had to have been broken.

Blazes, but
this was the same savagery he had unleashed upon Linfar! Morghiad
quickly checked that the monsters in his head were tethered. When
had he ever thought it acceptable to let one free?! Looking up, he
realised he had drawn enough spectators to fill the walkways. He
glanced back at the injured man. “What did my son do with your
wife?”

“What do
you think?” he spluttered back.

Morghiad
elected not to try to make denials or excuses, and instead left his
victim amidst a pool of his own blood, pushed through the gawping
crowd, and went to recover his sword. With his property re-secured,
he grabbed a bread roll from the remains of the food he had ordered
and made his departure from the scene. He took hasty bites out of
the roll as he walked briskly back to Tyshar, and tried desperately
to avoid eye contact with any other man or woman along the way.
Truly, he would have wished to buy more food before he left, but he
could not afford to stay in this town any longer.

The stablemen
all backed away from him when he arrived to claim his horse, and so
he placed the coin he owed onto their counter and apologised for
the bloody fingerprints he left on it. After that, he collected
Tyshar and they rode north to the next city. There, Morghiad was
able to buy enough supplies to last him several days and might have
stayed a few moments longer, if it had not been for the furious
crowd of women who hissed and spat at him. He did attempt to point
out that his eyes were green and not the dark brown of his son’s,
but that did not seem to quiet them at all.

By the time he
was back on the road again, his mood could only have been described
as irritable at best. If this was the sort of reception a womaniser
would regularly receive, were the rewards really worth the hassle?
He grasped the reins tightly, and ground his teeth as he travelled
on. It took him another two days of secretive village stops and
night-time riding to reach Curkovi, but Tyshar seemed content to
gallop for large portions of the distance. The sunsets proved to be
as fiery and red as the Blazes themselves when viewed from the
treetop settlements, and that, combined with the scenery along the
ride, did help to calm the monsters in Morghiad’s mind a
little.

The people who
had not met his son were warm and generous toward him when he asked
for guidance, and life amongst the spirewood trees was quiet and
protected from the very worst of winds. Perhaps, when Artemi
returned and all of their overriding duties were done, they could
both live here for a short while. It would have to be in a place
Kalad had not yet visited, but that ought not to be too hard to
discover.

Don’t get
angry, Morghiad repeated to himself as he handed Tyshar’s reins
to a buxom, smiling stable hand. Don’t get angry. He turned
from her, ordered one of the inn’s servants to take his belongings
to the room he had paid for, and made his way to the central
platform of the town. As it turned out, Curkovi only had two inns
amongst its hanging buildings. One was made from the finest and
most intricately carved hardwood that Morghiad had ever seen.
Sprigs of herb shrubs and perfumed flowers grew out of it, while
its clientele looked to be clean and well-dressed. The other tavern
appeared to have been assembled from jagged pieces of an old ship,
the windows were dark holes that revealed nothing of any life
within the building, and one man stood vomiting outside of it.

Morghiad
decided to look in the rougher tavern first. It was not that he had
a low opinion of his youngest son – more that he felt he was
getting to know what sorts of adventures excited the boy. Not a
boy, Morghiad reminded himself.

He readied the
speech he had rehearsed so that it would spring from his tongue as
soon as he spoke to Kalad, and stepped into the shadows of the
doorway. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the very poor
illumination that emanated from a single, feeble lamp, and for his
nose to grow accustomed to the sour smells of old beer and damp
wood. He heard a low growl, and immediately identified the wolf
from which it came. So, Danner still did not like him much.

He was
surprised, however, when the return of his sight revealed that
Danner’s anger was not directed at him, but at another patron of
the inn. A burly, blonde-haired Sokirin woman, covered from head to
toe in piercings, had a man pinned to the table and was busily
shouting profanities at him. The recipient of her insults was black
haired, bearded, and undoubtedly Kalad. All plans of rehearsed
speeches and prepared words departed Morghiad’s mind, and he
approached quietly.

“…and if you
think that you can follocking-well get away with waving your cock
about all over this town, sticking it into whatever you please,
then you have another thing coming! How’s about we cut the damned
thing off? Then perhaps you’ll learn!” The woman withdrew a black
blade from her pocket. “Call the wolf off, or you get this in the
neck rather than just the member.”

“The wolf
stays,” Morghiad said. He had already withdrawn his sword of white
stone, and though he might have appeared relaxed to the most
uneducated of fighters, he was very ready to use it. “Your fight
with this man is over.”

Kalad’s eyes
widened appreciably when he saw who had spoken in his defence, but
his assailant did not so much as blink. Instead, her hand twitched
to shove the dagger into Kalad’s side.

Morghiad leapt
toward her to make a strike with his sword, but was too slow to
reach her before her blade thrust into Kalad’s torso. The flat side
of Morghiad’s sword knocked her backwards, causing her to release
her grip upon her weapon, and she fell to the floor with a loud
grunt.

Kalad was
groaning loudly, and clutching at the hilt in an attempt to pull it
out of himself. He succeeded, but already something odd was
happening to his skin. While the dagger still rattled on the
floorboards, a bloom of darkness spread over Kalad’s face, down his
neck and through to his fingertips. It turned to black, and became
shiny like the surface of an oil slick. Like an eisiel.

Artemi had
described it once – that it looked to be painful, but had served to
save his life. In years before, there had been a moment of
embarrassment when a trickster had tried to test this particular
quirk of Kalad’s, and had slipped tiny amounts of pinh into his
food. The transformation had taken an hour to manifest, but the
timing had caused him to turn into an eisiel during one of Artemi’s
audiences with her public. It had only been Silar’s itchiness from
his predictive powers that had provided him with enough foresight
to insist that Kalad be kept at the rear of the room on that day,
and close to friends who understood. For the people of Calidell to
have seen such things in their royal family would have damaged
Jade’an popularity immeasurably, even if Acher had been more
of a monster than Kalad could ever be.

But his
changed appearance was all that was required to force his
attacker’s eyes to roll backward into perfect, white circles. Her
head thumped as it hit the floor beneath, and she was out.

“Kal,”
Morghiad said quietly, re-sheathing his sword. “With me. Now.” He
held his hand out to his son, who was standing but still
pinh-covered and hesitant. Even his clothes had turned to the
thick, black substance that Morghiad had seen dripping from Mirel’s
creations – almost as if he had been dunked into one of Gilkore’s
barrels of the stuff. How was that possible? “Kal!”

Kalad looked
at him with suspicion, or at least it seemed like he did. It was
hard to tell beneath his mask of eisiel blood. But then the dark
liquid began to recede, and Morghiad knew his opportunity was
now.

He grabbed
Kalad by the arm, and all but dragged him out of the tavern. Danner
followed them eagerly as they paced down the walkway and toward the
inn where Morghiad was staying. When they arrived at the entrance,
he turned to appraise his son, whose features and clothing had by
now returned to normal. A bearded, confused and dark-eyed version
of himself looked back at him.

“How is that
stab wound?” Morghiad went to inspect the tear in Kalad’s shirt,
but his son caught his hand before he could.

“It won’t have
left a mark. I’ve had enough encounters like that to know.”

Don’t get
angry about it. “If you caused less trouble, perhaps fewer
people would want to stab you.”

“That didn’t
stop you last time,” Kalad said. “What are you doing here?”

Danner sat on
his haunches at their feet and looked between them both
expectantly. The wolf appeared to have decided to be more tolerant
of Morghiad’s presence on this occasion.

“I need your
help, Kal.”
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“I don’t need
guards inside my bedroom. Have you forgotten I bested both of
you?!”

Orwin folded
his arms and looked across to Koviere. They shared a glance that
only seemed to communicate that they thought she was being stupid,
and then Orwin said, “You really ought to call Tal Hunter back. You
need him watching this door. And the windows. I know he can be…
abrasive at times, but he really is the best person for this. And
he knows Mirel – knows her tricks.”

“He
knows I am the queen! Blazes, he must be the only person in
this damned city that listens to my orders! Get out, both of
you!”

Orwin’s brow
darkened and he remained with his feet locked to the pearlescent
floor. Evidently, Koviere was to be similarly steadfast in his
decision to be an irritating block of stubbornness. Beyond the
limits of her chambers, the situation was not much better. Jarynd,
Beetan and Korali loitered at the door for most hours of the day,
and had done so with little relief in the month since Mirel had
escaped. Almost all of that squad had made it their business to
become the queen’s personal guard, which might not have been
burdensome if she hadn’t already been obliged to accept another
personal guard large enough to populate a whole village. It was
ridiculous!

What sort of
queen was she if she could not rule those closest to her? But of
course she knew the answer. These soldiers were more afraid of her
parents than they would ever be of her, and they protected her out
a duty to their old, beloved leaders. Well, perhaps some of them
liked her a little bit, but that squad was her mother’s pet dog
before it was hers. If there was one thing Medea had realised
during her short reign, it was that warriors with political ideas
of their own could be dangerous things. It was all well and good
while they were loyal to her, but if they ever decided she was to
be deposed, what could she do to stop them?

For the
moment, she had decided to occupy them with the business of finding
Mirel, though anyone with a brain would know that search would be a
fruitless one. And the business of just how she had escaped… Medea
ground her teeth together, and went to gaze out of her window. The
white city glowed gloriously beneath the spring sunshine, and was
interrupted only by the colourful clothing that glittered upon the
backs of the citizens that streamed through it. The river still
flowed powerfully across the main square, filled with the recent
rainwaters from the last of the winter storms, and then it coursed
away to the eastern area of the city.

Medea did not
want to look at that part of it; it made her stomach twist into a
thousand knots every time she did, but her eyes travelled there
before she could prevent them from doing so. She cursed as soon as
she did, however. The rot had spread since that morning, and
already a new ring of houses bore the brown stain of the
canker.

“The people
say it is a sign of something more to come,” Medea said softly.
And when the city finally dissolved, who would call her queen
and kneel before her then?

“Good leaders
are born in hard times; the great leaders are born in the hardest,”
Koviere responded. Even in his quietest voice, the furniture seemed
to vibrate from the lowest tones of it.

Medea knew
enough to understand she was not great; not like her mother and
father had been, even if she could find some ways to improve upon
her brother’s indecisiveness. Though she hated to speak ill of him,
he had been too kind in many respects. Even during his busiest
hours, when he should have been deciding on the future of his
people’s education or similar matters, he would make time to listen
to her complain about the difficulties of patrolling the borders.
Of course, she now knew that those difficulties were trivialities
in comparison to the troubles of ruling. There’s no one who
could guard this country better, he would say to her as he
squeezed her shoulders. I need you, he would say with a
glint in his green eyes and a flash of a smile. Now she needed
him.

How typical of
fate, the Blazes and all of the follocking Law-keepers to hand her
a throne at this time, of all times! She would forever be known as
the queen who presided over the decline of one of the richest and
most beautiful countries in the world, and increasingly, she felt
there were fewer things she could do to prevent it.

“Koviere, I
would like you to send for my secretary.”

“My queen, I’m
here to guard you, not act as y-”

“Just do
it.”

It was likely
that he pulled a face behind Medea’s back, but she did not turn to
acknowledge it. Such complaints were unusual for Koviere though.
Was she really so poor a queen that even the most loyal of her
subordinates would think it acceptable to speak to her in such a
way? Perhaps she needed to be firmer. “Wait,” she said, turning as
he paused in front of the doors. “Understand this, Koviere
Dohsal-”

He tilted his
head as if to listen to a fly that buzzed by his ear.

“-If you
address me in that familiar manner again, I will see you
thrown into the cells beneath this city.” Medea raised her chin and
narrowed her eyes for the full effect. It was a pose her mother had
employed often. “I am not to be spoken to as a child any more. I am
your queen, and you will do as I command.”

He hesitated
as if to say something, but evidently thought better of it. With a
bow deep enough to make his ponytail flop over his shoulder and
toward the floor, he turned and did as bidden.

“We just want
to protect you – ah, my queen,” Orwin said after the doors clicked
shut, “Koviere is one of the few men here skilled enough to keep
you from most deaths. He could slow Mirel by enough seconds to
allow you to run free.”

“I shall not
run. I shall never run.” Running would have been a pointless
endeavour, anyway. She knew enough from her mother’s tales to
recognise that Mirel had the determination to chase her quarry for
eternity, if she thought it both necessary and amusing.

Orwin made
some sort of grunting noise, but thankfully did not question her
thinking any further.

Medea’s
secretary, a broad woman wearing a dress that had been in fashion
some fifty years earlier, soon swayed into the chambers. She had
enough forethought to bring seals, wax, ink and parchment with her,
but such considerations were part of her nature, and precisely why
Medea had chosen her for the post in the first place.

“Thank you for
coming so quickly, Hana. If you would seat yourself at my desk and
begin writing?”

Lady Hana
Frelle took up her seat with such speed and efficiency that she
could have been forgiven for the extent to which she made the
furniture creak and groan. Within moments, her ink-stained fingers
hovered above an unfurled parchment, a charged quill nestled
between them.

Medea took a
deep breath, adjusted the green and black scarf she wore about her
neck, and instructed, “Begin writing: I, Medea Elitheya Cibale of
House Jade’an, Queen of Calidell and of Gialdin, Defender of the
Crystal Throne and Guardian of the Gate of Light, do hereby name my
heir.”

“Wait – what
are you doing?!” Orwin exclaimed.

Medea gave him
a look that could wither oaks. “Nothing that concerns you. Be
quiet, or be dismissed.” She continued, “On the event of my death,
the crown shall pass to Sahlkendar of House Forllan. If he should
die before me, the duty of ruling-”

“Sahlke?”
Orwin blurted, “You’re going to give it to Sahlke? Have you
lost your mind? And what about Kalad?”

“Kalad does
not want it, and Sahlke will do brilliantly. His family have worked
with ours for many years. They are still well-regarded here, and
Silar has been gone long enough for people to grow nostalgic about
him. The other brothers are not made for it, but Sahlke’s
temperament is perfect.”

“My queen,”
Koviere said in his best attempt at a whisper, “Not wanting it is
exactly what made your mother and father such excellent rulers.
Those who want nothing more but power… they are the dangerous
ones-”

“Not wanting
to rule is exactly what has led to such short reigns in Calidell.
None of our house have sat upon that throne for a full century. Not
even my grandmother managed it. Calidell needs stability. Sahlke
will be stable. My country must come before my House.” Medea pulled
at the lace on the sleeves of her dress as she finished speaking.
She had not always been a fashionable woman, and especially not
when she had sported swords and ridden with the patrols around the
country. In those days, she had been keener to emulate the clothing
that her mother wore. But now she was queen, and a queen had to
establish her own identity. Besides, the silks that arrived on
Calbeni ships were so very luxuriant, it would have been a terrible
waste not to enjoy them.

Orwin frowned.
“Sahlke has been married for years and produced no children. I
don’t think he wants to. And you know who will succeed him if he
does not perform…”

“Sahlke is
just the sort of man to have the foresight to make plans for that
situation. Silar-”

“I don’t mean
Silar - Seffe!”

“Seffe is… I’m
sure Sahlke will be able to make that decision when the time
comes.” Medea paused as her mind processed the thought more
carefully. “Hana, we will complete this document when I have some
peace in my chambers. I need to take some air.”

Hana nodded
politely. Medea had not noticed it before, but the lady’s hand was
shaking as she held the quill above the parchment and she was
blinking unusually rapidly.

Medea decided
to add, “Please keep this information under your petticoats.
There’s no need for anyone else but we and the named parties to
know of this business.” With that, she departed her chambers and
made her way toward the city. Her ridiculous retinue followed of
course, and that only slowed her progress through the streets. How
she missed the days when she could ride her horse through them,
unaccompanied by anyone but her brother! Those had been golden days
indeed.

Inevitably,
they headed westward and to the site of the decay, where a large
group of citizens still held their vigil at the edge of the
advancing disease. The Watchers, as they now called themselves, had
been there for the best part of a month, as if staring at the rot
might somehow slow its progress. Medea had seen no evidence that
their efforts did much at all, though she admired their dedication.
They stood and sat along the border of the white stone that
remained healthy, and they variously hummed and sang their prayers
to Achellon. Beyond that border of stone lay a brown sea of mush –
once homes, walls and a gate to their beautiful city. It even
smelled sickly-sweet and cloying as dead bodies might do.

Some of the
Watchers turned to her when she arrived. All still bowed their
heads with reverence, but none stared or gawped in awe this time.
Unfortunately, they had discovered that she was not powerful enough
to put this right, and perhaps suspected that she was weak in other
ways.

“If you
please, my queen,” one of the Watchers said, bowing a head that had
not been washed in some time, “Have you heard anything from your
blessed mother? Will she be returning to aid us?”

Mother?! Of
course, because her mother was a blazed goddess who could fix
everything! Medea placed her hands behind her back so that
she could clench them into fists in secrecy. “She attends those who
are in greater peril than we are. She will return when their
troubles are resolved. Be assured, we will find a way to curtail
this… ailment soon enough. I have been studying the fungus
night and day.” And that was no lie. Medea had bottles of the stuff
locked in the caves beneath the palace, and she had been fanatical
about guarding the contagion while she made her experiments. One
could not risk any more structures for the sake of research.

As she tiptoed
around the damage, she gazed across the parts of the city that had
already been lost. It was an area large enough to fit a Spring
Games course inside of, and already the pulp had been patterned by
the footprints of feral cats and dogs. Medea had recognised early
on that the decay here mirrored the decay she had observed in the
Sky Bridges. And she had seen it again in the broken True Spears
collected from Mirel’s attack upon the city some years ago. The
same force was behind all three instances of rot, and whatever it
was had some sort of link to Mirel.

It could not
be Mirel, or she would have endeavoured to free herself earlier. It
could not be powerful enough to free The Daisain, as he was still
safely locked up in the dungeons beneath the palace. What
was it?

“I recall, my
lady, that we often had mouldy cheese in the Fire Isles, and once
we’d cut the green parts off, the rest was still quite edible.”

Medea did not
need to look in his direction to verify the owner of the voice. Its
accent and tone might as well have been branded into her
consciousness, and she had heard it so very often in her dreams
that she sometimes wondered if its owner snuck into her chambers at
night. Such behaviours were not beyond him. “Thank you, I do not
need your advice in such matters.”

“Your matters
concern me. Most especially your more intimate matters. Tell me, my
lady, do you still wear the red lace beneath-”

“I thought I
had banished you.” Medea rounded on The Hunter, and her chain of
thought was fragmented into its constituent links as soon as she
laid eyes upon him. Burn him for being so pretty with his stupid,
exotic features and ridiculous hair that fell about his eyes like
spun sugar! Burn him in the hottest blazes that ever razed the
lands and the skies!

No. She
caught herself before her thoughts descended any further. She was
not her mother, and there was no need to curse a man just for being
himself. But Tallyn Hunter had already taken on an expression of
indifference. He shrugged and spoke before she could. “I have
adhered to the terms of your instruction. Now, as for the cheese,
or rather the lace – do you still-”

“That is none
of your business.” She could feel the eyes of every member of her
guard upon her now, and her cheeks were colouring. Really, it was
most unprofessional of her men to allow him to approach her. “If
you have a solution to our problem, or knowledge about Mirel that
can help us, then I shall hear it. Otherwise, you may excuse
yourself from my presence.”

His bearing
shifted slightly, and few but Medea would have noticed how his
fingers traced over the hilt of one of his daggers. “Mirel will
want her vengeance, and she will take it in the bloodiest way. Best
for you to leave the city.”

“Never.”

“I may have to
find other ways of persuading you.”

Medea fought
hard to put those fantasies clear out of her mind. Well clear! “My
country has need of me here. If you have nothing of more use…?”

He grunted
loudly and folded his arms, muttering something about stubborn
blood, but finally said, “Can’t you make a knife to cut the cheese?
You made a very sweet knife for your father. Seems to me there
should be one for yourself. Or someone else, if you choose.” A
broad smile blossomed across his face.

A knife to cut
the… of course! Why had she not thought of that? Medea
wheeled around and headed directly for the palace. She could not
create anything like the white sword without her mother there,
inevitably, but she could still make a rudimentary cutting
implement.

Cheese!
Ha!
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When Artemi
opened her eyes, it was still dark, but no longer enough to be
blinding. She had been deposited in a room, and she could see that
she lay upon a hammock that had been suspended from the vaulted
ceiling. The sling swung with a soft squeak of leather and old rope
as she flopped out of it and onto the boards below. If this was
another prison, it was surely more pleasant than the last one.

“Ah, she
awakes!” A man’s voice said in the clicky language.

Artemi looked
to it, and saw that it belonged to a winged creature, long-armed
and snarl-faced like the one she had seen invading the city. “What
you plan to do with me?” she asked him.

“Foreigner,
eh? Learkin said you fought hard when he rescued you.” The
man-thing approached her on spindly legs and with wing folds that
dragged on the floor behind him. “Well, perhaps that explains why
you are so clean and feeble. Tell me, were you taken from the nest
as a pup?”

“No – I -
clean?” She had spent the last few months locked in cells
and a dungeon. How could anyone possibly think she was clean? She
re-appraised the room again. It was certainly not messy or filthy.
Was everything upside-down in this world?

He nodded
eagerly. “As unsullied as the snows in the Rankled Mountains. Pure,
unblemished, immaculate. It is a rare thing to see these days.”

Artemi looked
down at her clothing. It had not been changed, and still stank
strongly enough to wrinkle the noses of the Law-keepers as they
dreamed in The Crux. “And how I can become… unclean in this
place?”

“How can
I become unclean?” he corrected. “You really are from another
world, aren’t you?”

She nodded
resignedly.

“Well, you
must take the Water of Illumination. You don’t know what that is,
do you? It has many names, but we call it taqqa in this
city. It is a wondrous thing, conferring strength, deep sight,
quick thought and the ability to control the vision of others. You
will wonder what you ever did without it when you try it.”

Artemi
recalled how the light had dipped to utter nothingness when the
creatures had attacked the city. The lamps had not been
extinguished – her sight had! “If it is wonderful, then why you
call it unclean?”

He made an odd
sniffing noise. “Mottles the skin; ages the wings. Small
prices.”

“I don’t have
any wings.”

The man
grinned broadly at her. “No, not yet. Too young a pup for
that.”

“You think I’m
like you?”

He frowned and
tilted his head. “And evidently you seem to think you are a
pintrata. Spent too long with them, I think. Have a look in
the mirror if you don’t believe me.” He nodded toward a pane of
silvered glass that had been fixed to the wall.

She plumped
herself before the glass, but truly had not prepared herself for
what she was about to see in it. A wide-eyed, snarl-faced creature
gazed back at her. Its nostrils were caverns and its brows heavy
enough to require sturdy bone to hold them up against gravity. Wild
tufts of red hair sprouted from its head like weeds in a garden
gone to wilderness. She was… hideous!

“You said you
had the power to alter the vision of others. You have changed what
I see.”

“I
didn’t put you in a prison cell, or try to shoot you – yes, I know
about all that, but I didn’t do it. They did. Ever wonder why?”

“Because I was
foreign. I wasn’t wearing what they wore.”

The man shook
his head. “Because you are mraki. Stronger, fiercer,
better.”

“Uglier,” she
said beneath her breath. If the man heard her, he chose not to
respond. “Tell me then,” she said more clearly. “What do you do
with your days? Hunt and kill the pin- the weaker ones?”


“Pintrata,” he said slowly. “But of course. They are food.
It is what the Father of Storms has designed for us. Animals.”


“People,” Artemi corrected.

He shrugged -
a strange motion to see on a creature whose arms were so long they
had to be kept bent to prevent them from touching the floor.
“Animals, people, food. Same thing.”

“Who is your
Father of Storms?”

“Such
ignorance, young pup! Why, he is the one who made all of this. He
designed us to be superior in every way.”

A god. How
predictable. Clearly this creature’s deity had not paid much heed
to aesthetics when he had been doing his designing. And she was one
of them? Was this truly how she translated in this world? “I have
survived perfectly well without eating them.”

“And you are
weak for it.”

“I don’t feel
very weak.”

“Just you
wait. Once you have tasted pintrata meat…” his eyes glazed
briefly as he compressed his lips. “And don’t feel sorry for them.
They wear their uniforms and worship their cherished leader, but
they are no good.”

Cherished
leader? That did explain the paintings of the person she had seen
in almost every prison corridor. They had mentioned his name to
her, but she had believed they had been speaking of a god rather
than a man of flesh and blood. !Candorat, they called
him.

“What is your
name?” she asked.

“Ravendasor.
Rav, if you like. You?”

“Artemi.”

He frowned.
“What sort of name is that?”

“Better than
Rah-ven-da-sorr.”

He grinned
broadly and lobbed a pile of folded clothes at her. “I’ll call you
Emmi. Makes more sense. Put those on once you’ve bathed and come
for a walk with me. You’ll find yourself no prisoner here.”

After losing
some time in finding the appropriate washing materials, Artemi did
as instructed and joined Rav in the hallway beyond. Perhaps
hallway was not quite the correct word. Cavern would
have been a better one. Overhead, great bands of black rock reached
upward from the walls and toward a ceiling many hundreds of feet
high above them. Faraway hammocks swung in the mists of the
uppermost reaches, and it was clear that the weight of full-grown
bodies slumbered within them.

“Bats,” Artemi
said.

“Excuse
me?”

“You’re just
overgrown… bats. Though I suppose I am too.”

He frowned at
her, his great brows drawing downward enough to make even blacker
shadows on his cheeks. “I don’t know what bats is. Is it
good?”

Artemi pulled
her mouth to one side. “I suppose. When it’s dark. Can you see in
the dark?”

“No. But I can
hear a damn sight better than those pintrata can. The way they
thump about – hey, you know you’re not too noisy for a pup that’s
been raised by yrendu.”

“Yrendu?”

Rav paused in
his walk. “You know – ah, they swing in the trees. Wingless but
tailed.”

“Monkeys?”

“If that’s
what you call them.” His lips thinned and he resumed his walk
again, gesturing to a mound of buildings that glowed beneath their
path. “That is the main part of the city. This causeway takes us
right to the centre of it. It’s a long walk, but it would be
impolite of me to fly and leave a young thing like you behind.”

“You are able
to fly with those… things? They have so many holes in them, I-”

“Quite
finished insulting me? Yes, they still work. I may be old and worn,
but these wings can carry two of me well enough. Ah, let’s try
it!”

“Wai-”

Without
warning, Ravendasor had snapped a wing around her and leapt from
the walkway into the cold breezes below. Artemi’s mind scrambled
for the Blazes by instinct, and she gasped when she found they were
not there. To her dismay, her eyelids refused to squeeze themselves
shut as the air whistled past her ears, as if they wanted to see as
much of this death as possible. Burn it! She was not even sure if
she could be reborn in this world!

With a grin
slowly spreading across his lumpen features, Rav spread his free
wing so that its hundred creases were filled and smoothed by the
wind it caught. Though three of his fingers could only be described
as stretched in appearance, the other three were over a yard each
in length. When extended with his arm, his single wingspan must
have reached at least as far as the height of two full-grown men.
Their descent immediately slowed to a near-elegant spiral, and they
glided gently down to one of the roofs in the town beneath. Around
them hung a dozen oil lamps to illuminate a dozen doors, as if a
rooftop entry were quite a normal phenomenon. More winged creatures
circled and swooped above, some even heading for the distant mists
at the top of the cavern. How elegant they looked, and how
bow-legged.

“Looking
forward to growing your first webs yet, Emmi?” he said with
sparkling eyes. “It can become a hunger, flying can.”

She had flown
on wings of Blaze once or twice in the Darkworld, and she had just
as surely been torn out of the skies by irksome kanaala. There
always seemed to be one or two watching when she wanted to have her
fun, but this… who but a hunter could prevent a bird from spreading
its feathers to fly? “How long before I can?”

“Hard to tell
how old you are. Another year, perhaps two.” He extended one of his
ridiculous arms to open a door. “This way.”

Artemi
followed his instruction and entered the bright hallway as a new
tension entered her muscles and made her sinew coil. “I cannot stay
here that long. I need to get back home.”

“Home? To be
imprisoned by pintrata again?”

“No. Somewhere
else. Another world. I have family – a husband.”

“You’re not
even old enough to be married, girl. Juggling two mates is no easy
task, believe me.”

Artemi sighed.
She had been young when she had left the Darkworld – only just old
enough to have regained her memories, and perhaps some of the youth
of that body had carried through to this world. “Where I come from,
there are only two in a marriage.”

He screwed up
his features. “Only two? Then who carries the babies?”

“The
woman.”

“The woman?!
What?! Is that safe? Or even wise? What if she wants to leave the
nest?!”

Artemi sighed.
“She gets attacked by eisiels.”

“I’m
sorry?”

“It doesn’t
matter. Rav, I need to get back there. Is there anywhere in this
world with light – lots of light? Or some sort of energy and power?
A gateway? In my world, it was in a cave-”

“I’m sorry,
Emmi, I don’t think we have anything like that here. Taqqa’s the
only way to the light that I know of.” Rav pushed open another door
and led her into a chamber filled with tables, and more creatures
who looked like he did.

One of the
creatures she recognised as her rescuer from the raid on the
walled city; the rest were equally as ugly and devoid of smiles.
Their chatter broke as they recognised Rav, and their twisted faces
appeared to contort even further at the sight of her. Rav took a
stool for himself at the head of the largest table, and Artemi
really ought to have guessed that he was a leader of sorts. He had
that air of arrogance that she had seen - and smelled - many times
before. “If you would take that seat before us, please?” He
gestured toward the smallest stool, set in the middle of an area of
polished stone floor.

Artemi perched
atop it, aware that even the manner in which she did so would
probably be viewed as peculiar here. In any event, it was really
very comfortable. Why had she always thought of such seats as poor
things for impoverished people? This one was perfectly made for her
bat-like backside!

“This meeting
is called to discuss the reintegration of Artemi,” Rav
began. “She has been raised by pintrata, knows nothing of our ways,
is poorly nourished and weak without the Water of Illumination.
What are we to do with her?”

The most
wizened one, with no hair upon her head and wings so full of holes
that the light of the lamps shone straight through them, croaked,
“What is she good at?”

“Go on,” Rav
urged.

“I… ah, I can
fight with a blade.”

That prompted
some frowns from her new kin.

“A blade?” Rav
asked, “Like a knife?”

Artemi
nodded.

His mouth
twisted. “Why would you want to do that?”

“Don’t you
have enemies?”

Understanding
crossed Rav’s brow suddenly. “Ah. We prefer to settle our
disagreements with honour and the hands that the Father gave us.
You must dispense with your pintrata ways. Weapons are for
weaklings.”

“She knows how
to throw a punch or two, Raven,” Artemi’s rescuer said.
‘Learkin,’ Rav had called him. “She’s just too weak for them to do
much.”

Rav rubbed his
chin in thought. There was something about him - Artemi could not
say quite what – something that reminded her of an old king she had
once known. Marteus Ironheart. Marteus – how long had it
been since she had conjured that name in her mind? “You think we
should make her a Keeper of the Peace?” Rav asked his council.
“Once she has her wings and has been given something proper to eat,
of course.”

“Pintrata are
immoral vermin. We cannot expect her to know right from wrong, let
alone enforce it,” a sharp-nosed and full-lipped advisor hissed.
She was just as evidently female as the older woman, but Artemi
soon realised that neither of them had any bosoms to speak of. They
were just like she was, and just like the men in that area of their
bodies. Whatever could the men of this world fill their
conversations with if there were no breasts for them to moon
over?

“I do not
think this one is immoral,” Rav countered.

“Don’t be
governed by your manhood,” Learkin warned. “Put this one somewhere
she can prove herself trustworthy.”

Ravendasor’s
eyes narrowed only slightly, though he did well not to appear
insulted by his friend’s comment. “We could have her work at the
port. Plenty of things to test a young pup’s strength there. Plenty
of lessons in morality.”

Their
conversation soon turned to an argument about the best place for
learning of their curious code of honour, and Artemi was left to
consider her new problem. If Rav led these people, and he did not
know of any gateways to Achellon, or of anything that might
resemble one, then who would? “Do you have a place of books?
Histories – that sort of thing?” she asked, immediately silencing
their debate.

“We have a
library, but a lot of material was burned in a pintrata attack a
few years ago,” the youngest man at their table said. His voice
squeaked slightly when he spoke, and his wings were crisp and clean
as if newly unfurled from a chrysalis.

“What about
another city?” Artemi pressed. “There must be more.”

“This is our
capital,” Rav said calmly. “The most important texts were here. We
have started refilling the shelves with records and copies of books
from outside, but they’ll never be as… good as the collection we
had before. It was a great loss indeed.”

The creatures
around him nodded.

By the heat of
the fires, she could not be trapped here! There had to be some
pocket of knowledge to mine somewhere, someone who knew! “Don’t you
have scholars?”

“There is
Girrim who would have the time, but she is very old, and half the
day she doesn’t even know her own name.”

The
sharp-nosed councillor interjected before Artemi could reply. “Rav,
you cannot think to trust this foreigner with Girrim. The old
crone’s too important – if this Artemi is bad, we could be
opening ourselves up to destruction. Her knowledge-”

“I do not
believe this one is bad.”

“But-”

Rav stood from
the table, and the air seemed to thicken instantly. “Are you
questioning my judgement, Wendala?”

Wendala rose
to face him. “I am.”

Rav turned to
Learkin. “And you?”

Learkin stood
too. “Yes.”

Whatever was
going on?

A manner of
acknowledgement passed between the three, and then Rav hit Wendala
squarely in the jaw.

Artemi had
faced male opponents who were not afraid to box with a woman
before, but this was without any sort of hesitation or ceremony at
all! Wendala fought back of course, though it was clear that she
was the weaker opponent. Rav had seemed so much more… chivalrous
than this!

“Stop!” Artemi
yelled at them both, “What in the blazed infernos are you doing?!
Stop fighting!” But they did not appear to hear her at all. With
Wendala conquered, Rav turned to Learkin, who had been watching
calmly for the duration of the fight. In truth, every council
member seemed to be watching the bout as if it were nothing more
than a polite exchange of red leaf cigars.

Rav clenched
his three free fingers and leapt at Learkin with a roar. This was
madness! Artemi could stand to watch it no longer. She ran at them
to block their clawing and punching, but her progress was impeded
by an impossibly long arm of iron. “This is the first lesson you
need to learn, pup,” the elderly owner of the arm said quietly,
“Don’t interfere with a fight. He must demonstrate his leadership,
for it is never taken for granted. The day will come when Learkin
is strong enough to defeat Rav, and both men know it. They must
battle to know the place the Father of Storms has determined for
them.”

Artemi’s mouth
fell open. “They do this every time they have a disagreement? How
can they ever achieve anything?”

“How can you
be sure of anyone’s judgement or if the words they speak are truth
if they do not fight to prove it? The Father of Storms favours the
purest and the strongest. That is why we are the superior species
of these lands – of all lands.”

With the old
woman’s last word, Rav staggered back from his duel, shaking his
bloodied claw-hand. More blood dripped from his nose and from
scratches on one arm. A new tear had been made in his left wing,
but the fight was done. Learkin crawled on the floor beneath him,
groaning and clutching at his belly.

Rav’s eyes
immediately settled on Artemi’s, but she did not wish to hold his
gaze. He was the only one who had offered her kindness in this
world of the damned, but he could never be anything other than a
monster. He was no Marteus Ironheart, but a people-eating, hideous,
brawling monster.
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The rooms that
Morghiad had reserved at the inn turned out to be far more pleasant
than he would have expected of a village establishment. There was
even a sitting area, and the furnishings were made of materials
other than the usual timber, bark or sticks. Kalad had taken a
cushion to sit upon before the small table, as was the local
manner, and Morghiad brought him a carafe full of the local wine.
It reminded Morghiad of the taste of iron or some other metal, and
he still wasn’t sure if he liked it. He poured some for his son,
and settled himself upon the cushion opposite.

“How did my
mother die?” Kalad asked.

Morghiad shook
his head. “She did not. She is very much alive, but has gone into
The Crux.”

“You fell
out?”

His lips
formed a passable impression of a smile. “No. No, she had to – she
thinks she might be able to bring Tallyn back. We only just – it
wasn’t that long ago that we found out.”

Son and
host, the monsters whispered to him. What did that
mean?

“Better if it
had been me, eh?” Kalad said, eyebrows raised. He lifted his mug of
wine to his lips, and drank most of the contents.

“No, Kal.”
There had been a time, when Morghiad had been without his memories
and under the influence of The Daisain, when he had thought Artemi
favoured one son over the other. But now he knew that simply was
not true. One had just been easier for her to love. “It would have
broken us both just the same, and she would be doing for you or
Medea just as she is doing for Tallyn.”

Kalad began to
refill his mug. “Why didn’t you go with her?”

“I wanted to,
but I have another duty of my own. And now I see that you needed me
just as much as I need you.”

“I don’t need
you, Morghiad.”

He looked down
at his own drink, and saw there was some sort of tiny insect
swimming about in it. It wouldn’t last for long in there. “Did I
mention I was attacked on no fewer than four occasions on my way
here? Each time, it seemed to be a different group of people who
were angry with me. Care to tell me why that might have been?”

“I hardly need
to swear my heart away to one woman, if that’s what you want to
instruct me on. Some of us are not made like that.”

“No. But I do
know unhappiness when I see it in my children. Some men get a
thrill from being chased and beaten up for their wrongdoings, but I
did not see that thrill in your eyes today. I saw a man who wanted
someone else to help him end it.”

Kalad set down
his mug with a thump. “That is stupid. If I died, who would look
after Danner?” He held Morghiad’s gaze for some seconds, and then
broke it to look at the wine. “I can’t die. Not by power or poison,
anyway.”

“So you are
happy with this life you have made for yourself?”

“I am free to
wander the earth and lie with a different woman each night. What
man would not be happy with that?”

Well, Morghiad
for one, but he decided to keep such opinions to himself. “If
you’re truly happy, then I’m glad. I’m not so glad that your
happiness is stifling that of others. You’ve upset quite a few of
them.”

Kalad frowned
fiercely at him. “Have you considered that their lives might have
been miserable before I turned up? Kierina thought herself a
wretched creature in her marriage; I performed a service for
her.”

Morghiad
thought he ought to have chuckled at that, but could not bring
himself to do so. “You are like your mother in some ways. She
doesn’t like admitting she’s wrong, either.” He refilled Kalad’s
mug. “There is the other business we need to discuss. I am
arranging a peace between nations, and I need you to help me with
it. It will happen in Astalon. Medea cannot attend herself, and so
she has instructed that you represent Calidell.”

“Me?”

Morghiad
nodded, and looked back to the contents of his cup. The insect was
now floating lifelessly on the surface. He drank the wine
greedily.

“But I haven’t
been in Calidell in years, and even then it was only for Tal’s
funeral. And before that… it’s been decades! I don’t even
know-”

“You will do
this well. You’re good at talking, and that’s the most important
thing. Med has provided you with some reading material to make sure
you know what she needs. I am to remain impartial, but of course,
if there’s anything else you require, I will help you.”

Kalad set his
mug down and spat, “I never asked for this. I never asked to be a
bloody son of royalty! It’s not my responsibility.”

“The people of
Calidell paid their taxes, and those taxes are what put the clothes
on your back. They paid for your education. You owe it to them. You
can save them from years – centuries of bloodshed.”

“I never asked
for it.”

“I never asked
to be king, but that is what I got.” That was a small lie, Morghiad
pondered as soon as he had uttered the words, but it did not matter
now. Who could have performed the role better than he had at that
particular time? “There were far worse situations I could have been
born into. Well, I was born into a worse situation – try having a
mad oracle for a father who shuts you in a box every night when you
fail to beat him at sword fighting, and has no qualms about cutting
off your limbs.” Acher had never done that to him, for all of his
faults and cruelties.

“The Daisain…
locked you in a box?”

Morghiad
nodded. He could still remember the stink of it, and the feel of
the old, rotting arms or legs that had been locked in with him.

“Why didn’t
you run away?”

“I was a
child. I knew nothing else. I thought it was normal, or that I
deserved it. And he would tell me it was part of completing my
mission; he told me every one of the lies I needed to hear.”

Kalad was
silent for a moment, and his eyes were focussed only on the table
surface before him. Eventually he said, “It still doesn’t excuse
what you did. You left us. You left mother-”

“My actions
were dictated twice by a madman. I cannot excuse them – I regret
them deeply, but I cannot undo them either.” He paused. “I thought
I was doing the right thing. I don’t know what else I can say to
put this right, or do for that matter.”

Still without
eye contact, Kalad said, “Show me these documents.”

Well, that had
to be a start at least. Morghiad dug the scrolls out of their bags
and handed the first of them to his son. While Kalad read, he went
to gaze out of one of the windows, and Danner came to join him.
Strangely, the wolf seemed quite keen for affection from him, and
Morghiad obliged by stroking his large, grey-furred head.

“This is all
coded,” Kalad said.

“Can’t have
sensitive information falling into the wrong hands.”

“Yes, but I
haven’t used any of these codes in years. I don’t even remember
half of the letters.”

Morghiad kept
his sigh quiet. He was not really supposed to know their content,
but ignorance would harm Calidell more than inappropriate
knowledge. It was not as if everyone else in Astalon would trust
him to be innocent of Calidell’s secrets, anyway. “Tell me what you
have translated, and perhaps my hints will help you with the rest.”
He went to look over Kalad’s shoulder.

“Pudding
adventure over the southern land…” Kalad began, running his finger
along the line.

“No, it’s
deserts advancing over the southern lands. What? Let me see
that!”

Kalad handed
the parchment to Morghiad without argument, and he read through it
rapidly. By the end of it, he felt as if his heart had hardened to
ice. Calidell’s green fields and forest were turning to dust, and
none of Medea’s efforts at making rain appeared to be enough to
prevent the march of the sands. Why had she not mentioned this to
him? Was this happening to all countries?

He placed the
scroll back into his son’s hands and returned to his staring place
at the window pane. Sokiri, at least, was still very green. Though
now that he thought about it, it had not rained in the days he had
been here. It was always supposed to rain in Sokiri. “How has the
weather been since you came here?”

Kalad grunted
into his cup. “Oh, they’re always going on about it – probably one
reason why the wives don’t get as much attention as they should.
The husbands are too busy fussing over the lack of rain. Makes the
spirewoods shrink or something – well, they say it’s the
spirewoods...”

Morghiad
looked to the point where the walls of the room met the bark of the
tree it was tied to. Someone had recently stuffed the gaps with
fresh-sawn timber, glue and nails. “It looks like this peace is
going to be more important than I had initially thought.”
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Her eyes had
peculiar lines about them, now that she examined them more closely
in the mirror. When had those appeared? Was it the effect of
sitting on that damned hard throne all day? No, she thought,
pulling away from the mirror. It was because she was not getting
enough fresh air in her lungs. She could not remember the last time
she had held a sword, or had ridden out on her horse to visit the
panthers in the forest. There were so few of them there now, mostly
scared away by the number of people who rambled through the woods
or had cut the trees back for farmland.

A
reserve, she thought. That had been on her list of projects to
complete for some time now, but other problems continued to take
precedence. She looked across to the table in the middle of her
chambers – many hundreds of years old, but a recent goodwill gift
from Forda. It was made of heavy winter oak, carved to resemble a
panther’s head and painted in the blue and gold of the old Gialdin
flag – just as it had been when a previous Jade’an had gifted it to
the Fordans.

Medea reached
to the pile of objects at the centre of it, and picked one of them
up. It was freezing cold against her skin, and clear and hard like
ice, but it would only melt under certain conditions. She had
managed to make ten of the things over two days by skimping on
sleep and using every last dreg of energy and wit she had. While
they lay upon the wooden table, they looked innocent enough, like
shards of glass from a broken window, but when they were brought
near the white walls of Gialdin, they could prove to be an
altogether more serious set of implements.

She had
already carved up several sections of what little remained of
Mirel’s prison cage, but it had only revealed to her how dangerous
her latest creation was. If these cutters were to fall into the
wrong hands, it could spell disaster for Gialdin City’s residents,
for its defences and its palace. And so she had built in some
protection. Just like ice, these knives would melt away to nothing
as they were used. She sincerely hoped that her solution had not
come too late.

Medea rode to
the site of the blight amidst her ever-growing entourage of
soldiers, but kept her new blades in an unremarkable bag at the
front of her saddle. The Watchers were still holding their vigil
when she arrived, but their hopes and prayers had done nothing to
hinder the advance of the rot. It had grown significantly
overnight.

“Nine of your
most dedicated - to me,” she said aloud when she had
dismounted.

The Watchers
all looked between one another for a moment, but after some
shuffling and murmuring, nine men and women stepped forward.

“You have
proven your loyalty to this city, and to this nation with your
devotion,” Medea began, “I hold here a solution to the disease that
has set itself deep into our fine walls, and I will trust no one
else but you to use it. It is not a cure to the disease, and it
will not rebuild what has already been lost. We must think of the
blighted walls as limbs poisoned with pinh. They must be cut away
where the flesh is still good. Each of you must cut through the
walls where they are still strong. Take one of these knives each…”
She handed them out as she spoke, and nodded to her soldiers to see
that each Watcher was properly guarded. “Save as much as you can,
but do not leave any trace of rot behind, lest it take root a
second time. I shall take the tenth knife, and cut with you.”

Medea
approached the nearest section of afflicted wall – a piece that had
once been the side of a shop, hitched up her skirts and clambered
onto a box that lay at the side of it. Then, she jammed the blade
into the crystalline surface, and sawed down through it like it was
a piece of bread. Softer than cheese, she remarked to
herself. The knife turned to water beneath its cutting surface, but
enough of it was left to slice through another ten yards of
structure at least. The diseased part soon fell away, and when she
turned around, there was a rapturous cry of joy from the people who
watched. Applause rang out against the walls that had survived, and
for the first time in her rule, Medea was glad to be queen.
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The sea was a
calm mirror of turquoise for once, with barely a ripple moving
through it. Though the sailors all thought it a terrible thing when
there was no wind or disturbance to move them along, Morghiad
thought it a blessed relief to be free of the rolling waves.
Besides, the breeze would be ruffling everyone’s shirts and filling
the sails again before this time tomorrow. He could feel its
south-western whispers teasing a corner of his mind.

Morghiad
glanced across the deck to his son, and observed him taking a seat
at a foldaway table to deal a set of gaming cards for himself.
Kalad made no invitation for his father to play. It was strange,
Morghiad thought, to see his youngest son with a beard that covered
most of his face. It made him appear aged, wizened – as if he had
walked the earth for thousands of years rather than a few tens. How
odd to see this grown, weary man before him when the Kalad he had
known the best had been just a baby.

Then again,
Morghiad had been a father at this boy’s age. All of that did seem
like a very, very long time ago.

Morghiad went
to join him, and found a convenient quarterdeck pillar to lean
against while he struck up conversation. “You ever thought about
having children, Kal?”

“Is this about
my-” He changed the tone of his voice as if to impersonate someone
else’s. “-overriding duty to my family – the next in line?”

“Ah, no,
actually – it wasn’t about that.” Morghiad tried to shake the image
of having stepped into a great, steaming mound of cow manure. “I
was trying to ask about what you wanted.”

Kalad sighed.
“It seems an unfair thing to do whenever I think about it. I never
chose to be born. You just… brought me into this world and expected
me to deal with it. ‘Here,’ you said, ‘I think I’m giving you a
good start in life, but really, your job will be to sort out all
the problems I’ve left behind.’ That is the real purpose of
children, but tell me what you think. Tell me why - why did
you have children? Selfishness? Because you just… wanted
them to add something to your life? Perhaps your marriage had
become boring by that point.”

Not for the
first time, Morghiad was glad there were few other passengers on
this ship. A single crewman stalked past them some yards away, his
feet thumping rhythmically upon the boards of the ship. Made from
Sokirin hardwood, Morghiad noted. It had to be just about the
finest timber in the world. “There are better ways of posing your
questions to me, Kal, as you well know.” His son had clearly
decided to prod at his boundaries like a teenager. Perhaps that was
to be expected, since they had never enjoyed the opportunity of
that particular interaction. “My marriage with your mother has
never been boring. We did not need children to make it better – for
a long time we thought it wouldn’t even be possible, and we were
content to accept it. I never felt with her that anything was
missing.”

“So why did
you have us at all?”

“I knew, or at
least, I thought that I would not live forever. I worried
what would happen to her after I was gone. I wanted to leave her
with an army of children to watch over her – something of me that
would not die. It was not so much about heirs for Calidell or any
of that – we could have nominated someone to be next in line if we
had needed to. And we wanted you because we thought we would all be
content and that you would have a good life. And the reality of
family is just that – there is much happiness to be gained from it,
but it does not come easily, or without a price. I’ve learned that
much. Perhaps you’re right - perhaps that part of it is selfish. We
wanted children because it would make us happy, and we protected
you because your safety put us at ease. Love is a selfish thing, I
think.”

“You are happy
to admit that, and you still continue to be with my mother?”

Morghiad
unfolded his arms and inhaled a deep breath of the hot, humid air
that hung about them. It was very nearly warm enough to thaw his
bones. “I don’t have a choice. It takes over everything. The
Daisain told your mother that she was selfish for marrying me, and
that the family we’d created interfered with her duties. He
believed she was born for higher things than pleasing herself. But
he did not see everything. She has proved she can do both.”

“Has she?”

“Of course.”
Artemi would not be in The Crux forever. She would return, and he
would be there to help her fix the problems of the world when she
did.

Kalad did not
look convinced, which was really very unfair of him. “To answer
your question: no children for me. It would be selfish of me to
give them life, and then expect them to cope with all the horrors
they would inherit from me.”

A memory came
to Morghiad then, of Kalad’s birth and the fearful time it had been
for everyone. Artemi had been barely conscious at the moment she
had delivered him, which was probably a good thing. It had been no
easy task for Morghiad to snap the collarbone of his own son just
to free the child’s shoulders. Not easy at all, and not something
he would ever mention to anyone, ever. “You could take in an
orphan. Your mother and I considered that-”

“Not for me.”
Kalad forced a thin smile.

“I
understand.”

His son looked
at him as if he was not convinced that Morghiad understood, but he
did. There were many more ways to find joy in life than children.
Morghiad hoped that his son would find at least one of those ways
before it was too late.

After his
somewhat clumsy attempt to converse with his son, Morghiad
challenged him to a game, and they played for an hour or two. Of
course, Morghiad proved himself to be just as blundering at cards,
and lost each round spectacularly. He never had liked gambling.

When he
returned to his bunk in the evening, his thoughts rapidly focussed
on the empty bed before him and the woman whose naked body should
have filled it. He still could not detect any sign of her stream
amidst the many thousands, and that concerned him deeply. She had
been gone for three months now. During their marriage in this life,
they had only been separated for a matter of days at a time, and in
the life before, it had been a fortnight. In Morghiad’s first life,
they had parted during the Kemeni Rebellion, and that had been
three protracted weeks of painful longing for them both. But three
months… three months was an eternity.

The monsters
stirred in the darkest reaches of his mind, kicking and stretching
just as Tallyn had when he had been inside his mother. Morghiad had
managed to control them for the most part, though he feared just
how much longer he would be able to do that for. If he was tested
as the Sokirin man had tested him…

Seek the
light.

The light is
cruel. It burns us just as it will burn everything.

Morghiad
shifted his thoughts to those of happier days, and drifted off with
an image of his wife in his mind, her face smiling and her hair
burning brightly in the Sunidaran sun.

The next
morning, he ventured to the hold to feed Tyshar and provide the
horse with some company. Kalad was already there, having tended to
his own animal, and was giving Tyshar a good nose rub.

“How old is
this thing, anyway?” he asked.

“Shouldn’t
speak of him like that. He gets rather sensitive,” Morghiad
replied.

Tyshar swept
his great head away from Kalad’s touch and whickered as if to prove
the point.

“Well, he’ll
be getting on for one hundred and twenty, I should think.” Morghiad
opened Tyshar’s box and led the horse out so that he could begin
clearing the old wood shavings. Given the calm oceans, Tyshar had
been permitted to wander more than usual in the confined space, and
had left more than his fair share of mess. “Still as strong as he
was when I was just a boy – the first time around. He’ll be riding
to war for centuries to come. You know, I have been thinking about
what you said last night – about love and selfishness… and why
you’re here. Kal, you were born from two parents who loved each
other, and we treasured you - surely that is better than being
conceived for politics?” He paused in his stable-cleaning
activities to measure his son’s reaction.

“Politics
might have meant my parents were less selfish.” Kalad grinned then,
and began chuckling softly to himself.

Morghiad’s
return smile was weak.

“Ah, I don’t
know. Perhaps it was hard for me – the way it was, mother never
stopped talking of you when I was little. I sometimes thought she
would have given me up to have you back.”

“She would
never have done that.”

“No? Hmm.”
Kalad’s eyes dropped to the floor, but instead of saying more, he
fetched a second fork to help Morghiad with the mucking out.

“It was
difficult for her,” Morghiad said. “She is practiced at fighting,
yes, and managing countries. But raising a boy without his father
there and ruling at the same time – well, no one would find that
easy, or even get it all right. Not even Artemi Fireblade.”

“When you have
heroes for parents, everyone tells you how perfect they are all of
the time.”

“-and it’s not
the reality,” Morghiad finished with a small smile. “Well, next
time I see her, I shall reprimand your mother for speaking so well
of me. How is that?”

Kalad grinned
back, and soon they were walking Tyshar about the small deck in
order to give him some semblance of exercise.

“You do know
we’re not likely to go into battle while we’re on a boat in the
middle of the ocean,” his son said, looking to the swords he wore
at his back.

Morghiad
chuckled at that. Perhaps it did look ridiculous when they were so
far from port and the seas so calm and empty. “The white blade was
a gift from your sister and mother. It stays with me.” And in his
experience, ships had a tendency to go down rapidly, leaving little
time for rescuing things from cabins. As they walked, the ship
began to rock regularly again, and he could sense that they were
moving. They were free of the doldrums, and the breeze had
returned. It was strange, Morghiad thought, that he had been able
to sense when the winds would come. What was he, some sort of
Silar, or had Artemi left him with this new power?

He pulled his
coat together to button it up the front, but paused when he noticed
his son frowning at him.

“It has to be
one of the hottest days in one of the hottest parts of the world.
Don’t you even sweat like a normal man?”

“I
experimented with Blaze too much in my youth. It’s left me
cold.”

“A form that
means you never feel the heat? You can show me that when we next
find a wielder.”

Morghiad shook
his head and all humour evaporated from his voice. “Definitely not.
It’s no form, and the effects… I’m not sure I like the effects. I
mean it, Kal. It was… wrong. Perhaps there are other things
I can teach you.”

But Kalad’s
features had already been drawn into a look of disappointment.

“There must be
other forms-”

“I remember
what you did in the courtyard when I first met you. It’s that sort
of destruction, isn’t it? Don’t worry. I’ve already tried it. I
can’t do it.”

Morghiad’s
innards twitched. Kalad could have killed himself trying that!
Don’t get angry about it. Morghiad managed not to get angry,
though his dark creatures marched the edges of the shadows of his
mind with heavy, clawed feet. “Try not to put yourself in such
danger. Please. Your mother would never forgive me.”

But Kalad’s
expression twisted into one of further discomfort. “I need to
return to my cabin.” He immediately departed the deck, and Morghiad
came to realise what the problem was. He put Tyshar back in his
box, secured the canvas sling underneath the animal and went to
find Kalad.

His son was
already curled up in his bunk and had his head buried beneath a
pile of pillows. “Leave me to suffer alone,” he said.

“It is as you
said to me many years ago: a good father does not desert his
children. I’ll sit with you for a while.” Morghiad took his seat on
a small, wobbly stool and picked up a book that had been lying on
the floor nearby. It was bound in green fabric and was marked by
the residues of sea water, but was otherwise legible. Pirates of
the Maelstrom.

While he read,
Kalad shifted round to face him and murmured, “You think I deserve
this.”

“I think
you’re old enough to know about the consequences of what you do,
but no father wants to see his child in pain.” He turned over the
first few pages, which seemed to describe the stormy nature of the
Golden Seas. He did not need to read about rough conditions to know
how they felt, and skipped ahead through the book. “Why do you do
it?”

Kalad shrugged
and glanced downward. “This thing gives them pleasure.”

Morghiad very
nearly chuckled back. It wasn’t as if Artemi had ever complained
about that particular aspect of her husband. He tried to scrub his
mind clean of his thoughts of intimacy with her. That road only
ever led to disappointment and longing. And besides, this was
serious business that called for focus. “You would be giving them
more pleasure if you stayed with them and let them enjoy… it
for longer.”

“You’ve never
lain with anyone else, have you? Just mother.”

Morghiad
marked the page he had open with his finger and reached over to the
lamp to open its air inlet. “There was Mirel, but I was not given
much choice in that.”

“No choice?
How could a woman – I mean, it’s not the same as… ah…” He let the
sentence hang without finishing it.

“She tortured
me, and then she presented me with something I found attractive.
And she knew forms that could…” He decided not to finish that
particular sentence. Kalad would understand. “When it came to it, I
just wanted the pain to end. But you’re right. I felt like the
weakest of men afterward – like a nothing, and when you feel
as if you’re worthless, you start to treat other people as if
they’re worthless too.”

“So with you
it was just mother, but she… ah, she always liked Silar. You must
have felt that through your link to her.”

Morghiad
nodded slowly. “He’s a good-looking man.”

“But you were
never even attracted to other women?”

“Your mother
always owned my heart.”

“That’s just…
strange.”

Morghiad
chuckled. “It’s the truth. Perhaps you will understand it for
yourself one day.” His eyebrows knotted as he sniffed at the air.
“Blazes, was that you? It smells like death itself.” Fires of
fires, how could a product of his and Artemi’s love bring forth the
very airs of an underworld?

Kalad smirked.
“It was Danner.”

The wolf
looked at them both at the mention of his name, and the two of them
began giggling like children.

“Do your women
put up with you doing that?” Morghiad said when his chuckles had
subsided.

“It’s the
nalka. I’m a gentleman in every other situation.”

Morghiad
uttered a grunt of disbelief, and opened the book to read again.
There had been three rogue ships in this area many years ago, and
they had been led by a woman: a wielder with dark hair and bright
blue eyes. A wielder who could not be sensed by kanaala. No…
Mirel?

“What did you
think of mother when you first met her?” Kalad asked.

Morghiad
extracted his concentration from the book again. “I thought she was
an irritating, emotional distraction who needed to learn some
self-control. But I also thought she was the most beautiful woman
who had ever lived, and I couldn’t remove her from my thoughts. She
had a way of breaking through any barriers I put up against her
with her damned stubbornness, and because she is undeniably good in
her heart, and always loyal. I had no hope.”

She wanted to
cage us, when we should have caged her.

Morghiad
blinked. Had Kalad heard that?

“Mother said
you almost signed away your crown for her – to a madman.”

“Her life was
in danger.”

“But he could
have killed hundreds or even thousands of Calidellians, or driven
the country to ruin... or anything.”

“Indeed he
could.” Morghiad nodded slowly as he spoke. “I just loved your
mother more than I loved my own people.” And his love had
been an avaricious creature. The trouble was, starving it of her
only made it hungrier. He checked upon her stream again. Still
absent. How much longer would it be?

Kalad buried
his head in the pillows and groaned.

“It’ll all be
over soon, Kal,” Morghiad said softly. His son had only asked him
for privacy once during their conversation, and that either meant
he had come to tolerate his company, was too weak to fight back, or
felt lonely enough to be grateful for the presence of anyone at his
side. Morghiad very much hoped it was the first of those
things.
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There was
something oddly attractive about the rolling black skies and the
faint swirls of gold that pleaded to push their way out of
obscurity. Few succeeded, but Artemi had come to believe that the
light would one day warm this earth. The fires had always been an
unstoppable force, and she could not imagine how they would ever
remain permanently smothered. Not even in this place.

“Longest
winter I’ve ever known,” a hard voice rasped behind her in the
Mrakian tongue. She understood it well after several weeks of
dedicated lessons with the ancient Girrim, but her speech was still
better in the Nightworld’s common tongue.

Artemi jumped.
She was supposed to be helping with loading cargo, not idling about
and thinking of clouds! She jumped again when she turned to find
that the man speaking to her was not the dock master, but the
Commander of Vaporik. “Ah, hello Rav,” she said in her newest
language. Really, the collection of tongues she had acquired was
becoming far too large for her single head. Why could she have not
landed in a world where people had two?

Ravendasor had
not spoken with her since his fight with Wendala and Learkin, and
in truth, Artemi had been somewhat disappointed by that. It was not
that she desired his friendship, but more that she feared her route
to someone with influence, and hence information on how she might
get home, had been broken. He grinned at her as if they were old
acquaintances. “I have been watching you.”

“Oh?” Artemi
tried to smile back and hide her discomfort, before going to the
next bale of cloth that required loading onto a cart. When she had
first been informed that she was to fetch and carry at the city
docks, she had envisioned a brown sea port or perhaps a marina on a
filthy river, but of course she had been wrong. This dock was
located at the opening to a tunnel above the sheer cliffs of a
mountain, and that tunnel led to the highest reaches of the cavern.
She really ought to have known it would be a sky port given most of
these creatures could fly, but her mind still worked the way of a
Darkworlder.

“I have
noticed that you spend a great deal of time staring at the skies.
Do you see anything there?” Rav asked.

“I am thinking
about my home.”

“This is your
home now.”

Artemi forced
another smile. “I have been made very welcome here.”

“Hmm, that is
good to know. And I see you’ve grown some muscles too!”

She certainly
had, and they were not the sort of smooth and slender swellings of
strength she had come to know in the Darkworld. These were great,
lumpen knots that circled her limbs like tree roots. Only Romarr
would have been jealous of such things.

She dropped
the bale onto the cart with barely a grunt, recalling that she had
found similar loads quite arduous in the weeks before, and turned
to face Rav. She needed him as her friend, she reminded herself.
“Is there anything I can help you with, commander?”

He chuckled.
“Your Mrakian is almost there. Come with me. It’s time you did as
the adults do.”

Artemi’s
overseer grimaced at Rav as they drew away, though Rav did not seem
bothered by it at all. Many people claimed that Rav was deeply
respected by the city’s inhabitants, but few ever seemed to
demonstrate that respect in their tone when they spoke of him.
Ravendasor, they would say, with the corners of their mouths
downturned and their tongues ready to spit. And their attitude to
Rav was no exception. The port workers spoke of the dock master
that way, and the dock master spoke of the city’s mayor that way.
In truth, anyone with any degree of seniority was spoken of with
eyes narrowed and teeth bared.

It was the
nature of this twisted culture. Every male and female mraki was
spoiling for a fight, all of the time. Artemi counted herself as
fortunate that the wingless pups like her were not seen as
threatening enough to begin a contest with, and for as long as Rav
remained friendly with her, she was content to remain at the bottom
of their pile.

He strode
alongside her with relaxed shoulders and something of a swagger in
his thin-legged walk. Really, he could almost be described as
graceful, or at least as graceful as mraki could be. “It’s good
that you are growing so strong, Emmi, but Dotho told me that you
have not been eating properly. Is that so?”

The
pintrata meat. Just the smell of it cooking made her feel ill,
and the air reeked of it in Dotho’s cavelet all of the time. “They
were people. I cannot eat them!”

“You were born
to. The Father of-”

“I don’t care
about the bloody Father of Storms!” She slipped back into the
Nightworld’s common tongue. “Peel off his scalp and turn him to
ash! He’s an idiot.”

At first,
Rav’s eyes widened in shock at her blasphemy, but then a smile
crept along his mouth, and he began to chuckle quietly. The chuckle
became a laugh loud enough to echo around the vast cavern. “The
more I see of you, the more I like you, Emmi,” he said when he had
finished. “Now, tell me what have you been eating instead?”

She shrugged.
“Gechyll.”

He raised his
eyebrows. “Gechyll? You do know we have not imported gechyll meat
to this city in over four-hundred years?”

“But-”

“-But I think
Dotho has played a little trick on you. It is for your own good.
Look how strong you have become! And what’s that?” He placed one of
his clawed fingers on a particularly knobbly part of her elbow.
“Your wings are starting to come through.”

A sudden wave
of nausea hit Artemi, and it was strong enough to make her double
over. She tried to empty the contents of her stomach onto the path
in front of her, but it had been too long since she had last eaten.
All she succeeded in doing was coughing and retching violently.
What had they fed her? Women? Injra? Children?

“Ah, come now,
it’s the way you were made.”

“I was not
made to-” Blazes, the thought of it! “Did they suffer?”

“Suffer?”

Artemi tried
to support herself by placing a hand on a nearby stalagmite. To her
deeper disgust, she realised that her arms and fingers had grown
long enough that she no longer had to reach for objects over a pace
away. “Did they feel pain before they were slaughtered?”

“I certainly
hope so. Nasty little things.”

Artemi
groaned. “They are innocent. They don’t deser-”

Rav’s bearing
changed suddenly. “Now you listen to me, pup. They are not
innocent! They have warred with us; killed our innocents.” His
words hissed with anger. “I will chew through a hundred thousand of
their bones before I give so much as a spider’s backside about how
they suffered! They are meat.”

She closed her
eyes and wished him away. All of it! How could a place so soulless
exist as this - a place where neither the victims nor attackers had
hearts?! When she found her way back to The Crux, she would make
the Law-keepers pay for sending her here! There was nothing
redeeming in any of the people in this world. Nothing!

But when she
opened her eyes again, Rav was still there, and so was the city of
Vaporik beneath them. Rav’s expression was one of puzzlement. “You
are soft and hard at the same time and I don’t understand it,” he
said.

“Please, I
need to get back to my home.”

He took a step
closer. “This is your home. You are one of us.”

Artemi could
not hold herself together any longer. She burst into tears, and
slid into a heap on the ground. She managed to whimper a, “No,”
between sobs.

“Stop that,”
Rav hissed under his breath. He looked about anxiously. “You must
stop that. Now.”

But she
continued to cry. She missed Morghiad so deeply! And she so longed
to see all of her children again. Tallyn. Tallyn was dead!
Artemi wept even harder at the pain she felt in her heart.

“Ah, bastard
pup of a-” Ravendasor did not finish, and instead picked her up
with one of his concertinaed wings. There was a rush of cold air,
and they were descending quickly through it before Artemi could
form another sob. They landed on the roof of a pointed building in
the centre of the city, and Rav swiftly smuggled her through the
only door atop it.

The air was
even cooler inside the house, or cavelet, as such domiciles were
known, and the tunnels inside it were only lit sporadically by
lamps. Rav carried her through to one of the darker rooms and
lifted her into a hammock, and once he was satisfied he could do
nothing more to quiet her, he began pacing.

“Not even
pintrata… do this,” he said at last.

“Cry?”

“Shh! One of
my servants will hear you.” Rav went to shut the door, but was
immediately interrupted when one such member of his staff scampered
into view.

“Commander-”
she began. Artemi could not see much of the woman’s face with Rav
blocking her view, but she could tell that the servant had a very
lithe, very strong body. In spite of the manner in which the
creature’s knuckles dragged along the floor, Artemi would have
described her as having a very attractive figure. Fires, what was
happening to her mind?!

“A moment’s
privacy, please, Irwal. My friend here has taken ill. Wait a moment
- fetch the taqqa band and the new box. The Aeravyan one; not that
Yunish rubbish again.”

“Fine,” the
servant said with considerable bite in her tone. Not even a man’s
own household treated their masters with respect here. She scurried
off without a moment’s hesitation however, and Rav closed the door
behind her.

“Have you
finished doing… that yet?” Rav asked.

When Artemi
had been training as Kurusu, her failing had always been her
readiness to cry when things became difficult. Show no
weaknesses! The Daisain had yelled at her again and again.
Even if you are feeble inside, never let them know it! And
those words were followed by the inevitable beating. Artemi had
learned enough not to sniffle through those, but at other times,
she simply could not do battle with her tears. “Yes, I’ve
finished,” she said. “It’s done now.”

“Good.”
Ravendasor continued to pace in silence until the items he had
requested were brought to him, and the door unceremoniously shut
once more upon his servant’s pretty face.

Pretty?
Artemi wondered.

The box Rav
had been handed was made of varnished hardwood and was decorated by
an ornate brass lock. Fishing a key out from the neck of his
jacket, he said, “One taste of this, and you’ll never be that
miserable again.”

The box opened
with a click, and almost as soon as it did, Artemi caught a waft of
the most beautiful perfume she had ever smelled. “Is that-?”

“It is your
illumination. You once asked me where there was light in this
world. Well, my young friend, it is right here.” He stood with some
peculiar apparatus in his claws – apparatus that looked eerily
similar to the tubes Artemi had seen on the eisiel farm. “Hold your
arm out,” Rav said.

“How much is
this going to hurt?” It wasn’t that she feared pain, rather that
she feared how incapacitated she might become. Ravendasor might
have been the better example, but these were hardly trustworthy
creatures.

He placed a
band about her outstretched arm and tightened it. “It won’t hurt.”
Next, he placed one foot on a lever inside the box, and a stream of
fluid spurted from the end of the needle he held between two
fingers. “Ready?”

It did smell…
wonderful - like winter roses and honey and earth after the rain
had fallen, or the sweet scent of fire blossom on a sun-filled day
in the Southern Falls. It was all the scents she missed from the
Darkworld, all except for the scent of her husband. “For the
light?” Artemi asked.

Rav nodded.
“You will see.”

The needle
slid easily into her flesh, and when the taqqa began to flow into
her veins, it felt like smooth silk rather than the acid she had
feared. Artemi’s breathing began to slow, and just as Rav had
predicted, her troubles drifted from her thoughts. The room
brightened suddenly as if lit by a thousand candles, and in an
instant, it was gone.

Artemi was in
the woodland – a verdant wood that teemed with brilliant insects
and brighter birds, whose wings shone gold and red in the dusk
sunlight. Spring blooms filled the forest floor, and deer sprang
about between the tree trunks in a merry rush of white tails and
twiggy legs. She inhaled every scent of the bell-flowers, the wild
garlic, the ancient wood and the soft undergrowth that peeked
between her toes. This was an old memory, she realised, of a place
that had existed before Hirrah. It was land that now belonged to
the Calyrish family, but over three-and-a-half thousand years
before that, it had belonged to one of the greatest kings the
Sennefhal continent had ever known.

Besides
Morghiad, Artemi reminded herself.

She had been a
new assassin then, still fresh from the heartache of the collapse
of her Kusuru family, but fast becoming aware of what she could
achieve in the world with the training she had. At that point,
Artemi had already made it her mission to find good people, good
leaders and to help them. And she had met Marteus Arrenfal, later
known by the histories as King Ironheart.

“Tem?” said a
man’s voice to her left.

And there he
was, standing in the clearing with his famous black and gold sword
at his hip. Marteus’ hair was mid-brown - the same colour as his
eyes – and long enough for the ends to waver in the lightest of
breezes. His features were not hard, but rather like a carving that
had been expertly smoothed at all of the corners. The shadow his
height cast would never be as long as Morghiad’s, but the old king
would still have been described as tall and impressive.

“It’s a long
time since I’ve thought of you,” Artemi said to him.

“Thought of
me?” He frowned lightly. “I saw you this morning at breakfast. Are
all those memories starting to confuse you?”

Artemi
laughed. “No. Though I suppose you are a memory now. As is all of
this.” She knew that she should have felt sad about that, but she
did not. This place was too beautiful – too perfect.

Marteus folded
his arms. “I hate it when you talk of me like this. I’m not dead
yet. Now, come back to the castle and do some blazed fighting for
me. The Queen of Gialdin intends to pitch her best warrior against
mine, and I fully intend to embarrass her by using you. And perhaps
win a few gold coins in the process. So, can I drag you away from
staring into the middle distance for an hour?”

“I want some
of that gold, Mart.”

He nodded
slowly. “Alright. You can have a quarter.”

“Three
quarters. I am not a toy to be wheeled out for the entertainment of
your royal friends.”

Marteus
chuckled quietly. “You can have all of it. Come and do what you do.
I know you enjoy it really.” He slipped an arm across her shoulders
as he guided her away, but she did not mind it. Marteus was a good
king, and a man who kept to his word.

“What do you
think of Gialdin’s queen?” Artemi asked while they walked.

“I am already
married.”

“Your wife did
not rob you of your eyes.”

“Sometimes I
think she would like to.” He sighed and withdrew his arm. “Ah, I do
not find Queen Irrean beautiful – not like Bessa, of course – no
one is as lovely as her. No one at all. But make no mistake, Irrean
is sharp as one of your daggers, and ruthless with it. I swear
those green eyes could cut chunks out of mountains. If you are ever
born with royal blood in one of your future lives, Tem, never make
enemies of the Jade’ans. I thank the stars above and the fires
within them every day that they agreed to become our allies.”
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