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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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			“It does not matter that our bodies do not falter with time, or that our wounds heal as if they had been no more than a ripple across a pond’s surface. Nor does it matter that moulds and parasites thrive only within the stems of plants or the limbs of game. We may be gods of our world, and we may be blessed with an inherent immortality, but we remain vulnerable to both fate and accident. 



			
			“According to the calculations contained herein, the chances of a fatal event befalling an individual in this land are such that any one person can expect to live an average of four hundred and thirty years. Without warfare, that number would be eight hundred and seventy-eight, and without eisiels or their poison blood, one might reach twelve hundred. Living beyond that is possible, of course, but what life will that be when the madness comes?” 
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			Prologue

			600AD (ante-diluvium) – six hundred years before the Era of Floods

			“The living body is a wondrous thing, don’t you think?” Her voice rattled around the entrance to the cave, its esses and tees lisping at the rock’s edge.  “Don’t you think so, Temi?” 

			What had she done this time? 

			Artemi knew the answer before her mind had finished asking the question, but it asked loudly anyway, as if it wished to bury certainties beneath the noise of uncertainties. Mirel was here – a certain thing; her father had been missing for seven days – unquestionably, and a note had been left at his house – no doubt about that, and no doubt about the conclusion to be drawn from these facts. YOU NEVER LEARN, the note had read in Mirel’s lop-sided script. 

			But Artemi was learning. She had not shed a single tear since finding that note two days before, and she certainly would not shed another. That was all Mirel ever wanted from her – to see her tears and demonstrate to the world that Tem Fireblade was weak. Far better to be the icicle, the Ice-Kill that pierced a man’s heart and eyes, and froze them in pain for hour upon day, upon week. Better to be cruel frost than merciful steel, and Mirel would never have questioned the evidence as Artemi found herself doing in feeble hope.

			Artemi had been too merciful. “I’m here, sister,” she called softly into the darkness. “We have been in discussion in your absence. Did you know that The Family have decided you are no longer worthy of the title Kusuru? As The Daisain’s last representatives of this land, we have chosen to disregard you, to omit you and forget you.” She took a step into the cavern maw, the fingers of her mind ready to take hold of the Blazes in an instant. To her right, a clump of brilliant green moss dripped gems of water onto the floor below. 

			She caught a few of those smooth diamonds on her tongue, as if she had five more millennia to spare, even clasping her hands at her back. The water tasted acidic, wrong, but Artemi swallowed it without so much as a grimace and continued, “Your name will be scrubbed from any history we find that deigns to mention you, and your fires permanently quenched each time we discover you. We will be relentless.” 

			“NOTHINGS!” A wild spiral of howling snow and biting winds tore out of the cave with the exclamation before so much as a second mossy drip had time to complete its descent to the floor. “You try to give your lives meaning because each of you failed The Daisain’s tests. How can you possibly believe yourselves worthy of his message?” Cackling laughter followed her words. “Come and see the message I have prepared for you.”

			A stubborn sickness took hold of Artemi’s stomach, churning her guts and numbing her limbs. Whatever this message was, she was quite sure it would make her feel far worse to see it. But Artemi fought to keep her shoulders down and her fists unclenched. She dusted a little of the snow from her clothing, and permitted herself some relief that the wall of Blaze she had constructed as a defence had been completed in time to save her from embarrassment. To speak now would have revealed the strength was gone from her voice, and though her subsequent strides forward were an attempt at a lazy amble, each step of that amble became less than convincing. Burn her inability to perform and deceive!

			A trap built from the fires presented itself before her, giving Artemi’s mind a chance to clear while she destroyed the most dangerous parts of the form. 

			Blazes, but her father would be in the worst pain he had ever known and her greatest concern was about impressing a mad woman with court performances of calmness! 

			The trap puffed out of existence, and Artemi quickened her step to reach her father sooner.

			The cave narrowed almost as soon as the light exhausted itself, and Artemi was forced to squeeze sideways between the rock walls. There was no manner by which a man her father’s size could be brought or forced through such a gap, or at least, not if he were whole. 

			Another grip of sickness caught and twisted her guts. 

			She had come here to end his pain, she told herself. Whatever that meant she had to do, she would do it. It was only terrible fortune that Mirel had discovered him, and nothing more. Leaving him and their tiny village of Highwood behind had been the right thing to do, hadn’t it? If she had remained there, it would simply have made her attachment to Ne’alin more obvious, whereas abandoning him as if he meant nothing was the best way to keep him safe from Mirel’s suspicion. Abandoning him. 

			Fires, she had abandoned him!

			Artemi ducked to avoid a low-hanging rock, and almost planted her face directly into a row of rotating ice spikes. Their tips glistened with the cold fires that only Mirel could produce with such effortlessness, likely containing further forms that would sink into her skin upon contact and cause her untold agonies. It was characteristic of Mirel to leave such a large and extravagant form only just out of sight. Characteristic of her to find ways of shaming Artemi whenever possible.

			Thoughts of gloom lead only to one’s doom, The Daisain had said to her. Doomed expectations were her little problems, as he described them, which needed to be purged with efficiency. His methods of purging, however, had usually involved tying her up and leaving her at the bottom of the well, or imprisoning her in some other manner that was cruel, but just about escapable. He always left her a path to succeed in some way. That was his genius. 

			She squeezed the form into a cone of bright light, allowed it to be absorbed by the rock face, and took a step forward into the darkness. There were gaps in the floor here – recently made – but very, very deep. Mirel could easily have cut herself a neat path to her hideaway, but that would have removed all opportunity for her twisted sense of entertainment. In the pitch blackness, and with a little of the fires within her grasp, Artemi could still see more than the keenest-eyed eagle in the daytime. The only things that were hidden were Mirel’s forms, wrapped within partitions and secreted in crevices, just waiting to p–

			A pebble slipped sideways beneath Artemi’s leading foot, and another immediately followed it. The noise of a thousand stones ricocheting down the slope of a gulley told her more would come if she did not move quickly. She leapt forward to next section of the path, but it shattered and crumbled the moment her feet touched it.

			Her hands reached for the rock surface, now made smooth by the fracture, but they only dragged down the plane of the rock as useless, blunted claws. 

			In the next moment, she felt nothing but the air shear past her face and hair. And silence. There was still silence, lasting longer and longer – 

			Why had time become so stretched? Fires. This was going to hurt! 

			Really, she ought to have foreseen the weakness in the path ahead given that she had been holding a little Blaze, but she had been so concerned with forms—

			SLOOSH!

			Freezing water cracked her back and folded her legs into her, extinguishing all thoughts simultaneously. Artemi’s lungs collapsed in on themselves, which forced her to exhale what little breath she had been holding, and instinctively she pulled her arms and head inward to protect them from making contact with any rocks may have lain beneath the surface. She did not reach the bottom, however, though she was sure her descent was close to halting. All she could hear were the last few bubbles of her involuntary gasp as they made their ascent to the air above. 

			It was cold there. Cold and black as her hundred deaths before, and she needed to move before the energy she would require for this next fight was sapped by the freezing water. Artemi reached out for a little more of the fires so that she could gain a better sense of which way was up, and began to swim. To wield her way free of the underground lake would have given her location away to Mirel in a heartbeat, and that would have meant a swift death for her, and death for her father only seconds later. 

			The ice bit at her fingers and clamped down upon the toes that were so tightly curled inside her boots. Damned fires, those boots would have to come off! 

			She thrashed out of her swimming stroke to free them, though they sucked onto her calves the harder she pulled at them. Embroidered goatskin, they were. The highest quality, perfectly fitted, the softest innards, and made of the quietist suede an assassin could hope for. Ruined and less-than-useful now. The second one slipped off more easily than the first, and Artemi cursed Mirel’s name for the seventieth time that day. 

			The ascent to the surface had to be as fast as possible if she was to reach her father in time. A slower swim would conserve her breath and her energy, but could take minutes. Minutes were not toys she had the leisure of playing with today. 

			As she scrabbled toward the surface, she recalled a lesson taught to her by Sister Oshia at The Founders’ Manor. In several childhoods, she had ended up in the care of the Founder Sisters to receive training in wielding, and many of their lessons had covered the study of the natural sciences. “Caves always remain the same temperature throughout the year,” the Sister had instructed. “It is a habitable temperature, and it is why our kind took to sheltering in them before we were civilised enough to build houses.” 

			If the temperature of caves was habitable, then why, in the name of The Daisain and all hot flame, was this so blazedly cold as to burn her skin?! She wished she had enough breath to sigh through another stroke of her arms. Of course it was painfully icy! It was as cold as liquid water could be, and that meant Mirel was behind this. She had probably been listening for the splash with the same kind of nervous anticipation a Rhofin boy would feel on his twentieth nameday. 

			Nearly there. Only a yard or two lay between her and a lungful of perfect air now, she was sure of it.  

			A sharp pain dug through the numbing of the chill and into the joint of her ankle. It remained there, unmoving and rigid. At first, she thought it a result of the strain she had placed her body under during the ascent, but the sudden tightening sensation she suffered around it told her it was something else. Artemi kicked and squirmed to wrench herself free, but instead felt a solid, slippery smooth body whip past her. 

			Few things lurked in underground lakes, fewer that could grip a woman by the leg, and this thing was not Mirel. It could only be a murk-leviathan, and the cool temperatures had more than likely killed off its usual prey. The growing pressure on her eardrums told her it was dragging her deeper again, farther from the surface and the air she needed so badly. It would have been so much easier to wield the thing into oblivion!

			Artemi reached for one of her spin daggers and thrust it into the flesh of whatever it was that held her ankle. Still, she proceeded to be pulled downward, the pain in her ears growing by the second. How badly she needed to breathe! She stabbed at it again, this time dragging the blade upward to cut something vital. The leviathan’s feeler seemed only to tighten further. Her chest and limbs ached for air, and still she plunged down and down into the chill. She reached for the limb and tried to find the end of it, but the thing was vast.

			Her stabs must have felt like pin-pricks to the animal. There was no other option, and time was running out. She would have to wield. 

			The agony in her ears was enough to make her scream, but she had to keep her thoughts ordered if the form was to be anything useful, and if she hoped not to cut her own leg off. Artemi summoned the fires into her body, feeling them scald her insides after the freeze from the sinking, and rapidly thrust them into the leviathan’s limb. It snapped in two with a crack that sounded high-pitched through the water, and freed Artemi to drag herself upward and out of that blasted lake. 

			Breathing was all she could think of now. Fires damn her need for haste! 

			The water roared past her broken eardrums as she hurtled toward her escape and the freedom to breathe. Nearly there.

			Abruptly, she felt the heat of another wielder forming something above her, and her senses told her that whatever was being made was solid. 

			It was ice. 

			Artemi had too much momentum to avoid the ceiling that was setting above her, and the only way to avoid breaking her bones against it was to ensure that the ceiling broke first. In a moment there was utter blackness, and then it was transformed to brilliant orange as her body erupted with flame. The fire rocketed against the sheet of white that now hurtled toward her, spreading across the surface of its underside only briefly before it exploded into a thousand shards of yellow Blaze and burning ice.

			She careered into the air beyond amidst the spray of frost and fire, the sudden warmth of the air tearing the water from her clothes. And then she took her breath. Deep and long and rich. How good it felt to inhale once more!

			Her elation was short-lived, however, as a blast of snow knocked her sideways and back toward the hard shell that coated the lake. 

			Burn it! Mirel knew precisely where she was!

			Artemi only just managed to swing her fall toward the shore before she hit the ground, but the hit was still bone-crunchingly hard. She lay there, winded and breathless, for just long enough to collect her thoughts. 

			Mirel was in there with her. She had to have planned this. Artemi’s father would be elsewhere. There would be more traps. More ways to be shamed…

			Behind her, increasingly intense, skin-prickling waves of heat told her that Mirel was about to wield again. 

			Artemi thrust herself up from the rattling scree, the ice-water dripping heavily from her soaked clothes, her fingers blue from the cold, and her breaths laboured from several broken ribs. “Your time in this life is nearly finished, sister,” she said with a calmness that surprised herself. “You believe you serve the world, but you serve no—”

			A whirlwind of hoarfrost, tearing out of the darkness like million white knives, bore down upon her before she could finish. Two blades nicked her sides and a third crossed her left bicep, turning it so cold it became stone. Artemi was fast enough to melt most of the ice knives with a few weak licks of flame, and managed to dodge out of the way of the rest, but she was weak already. Her lungs felt as if they had been crushed, and the strength was draining from her legs. She needed to find a corner to rest, recover and ready herself for a battle she could win. This one was already lost. 

			“Better luck next time,” she called to the silent chamber, and threw all of her remaining energy into a sprint toward a tunnel she had sensed while she had the fires inside her. 

			A barrage of snow and hail followed her into it, freezing her right foot and almost sending her sprawling, but she made it behind an outcrop just in time. Artemi took a few more furtive breaths, and then launched herself downward into the passageway once more. 

			Mirel would know precisely where she was, of course. She would be holding Blaze inside her body – that energy that reverberated in all things – and would sense Artemi like a rat caught in her maze. When Artemi had been moving slowly and quietly, she would not have been so easily detectable, but now she had both wielded and run she was visible. She might as well have carried a great torch and flag above her head to signify her presence. 

			Artemi pulled just enough energy from within herself to throw up a huge partition behind her, and fed the last of her fuel into the hardest run she could muster with one frozen foot. Mirel would not lose the trail for long, but this act might be enough to give Artemi time to find a hiding place. Such cowardly retreats were not her usual tactic, but it would do Artemi’s father no good if she were dead before he could be rescued. Besides, Artemi was known for her pig-headedness, pride and aggression, even when she knew the battle was lost, and running away would not be something Mirel had planned for. 

			No, Mirel liked traps. Traps she could keep Artemi locked in for years. Traps Artemi would be able to look out from, offering chains to shake and vantage points from which to view the world as Mirel tore it apart. Traps to be used as classrooms for Mirel’s teachings about loved ones.

			There would be one such trap here, and it would look out upon Artemi’s beloved father, Ne’alin. 

			It was surely wrong to have a favourite father across the thousands she had been given, but he had set himself apart from the rest in so many ways. He had always known she was vanha-sielu, from the moment she had first opened her eyes and looked at him, he’d said. And he had accepted it without fear or question. He had freed her from the guilt she felt at her mother’s death, had taught her how to bear it in all the lives to come, and he had explained that family and love were the firmest sources of strength for the fiercest of warriors. “It is love that outlives death, young Temi. Even when we are gone, you will still know it through the fires.”

			It had gone against many things The Daisain had taught her during the Kusuru training. In The Daisain’s twisted mind, the only family was among The Dedicated, and any other loved ones served as nothing but sources of vulnerability. What was a woman to make of this when a member of one family decided to kidnap and harm a member of the other?

			“Everyone has an irritating relative they’d rather be rid of,” Ne’alin had once said of Mirel, shrugging. 

			Irritating, Artemi thought with a wry smile. She slowed her limping run and stopped, or rather collapsed, against a rock that lay at an eccentric angle. Her right foot was ruined. Frostbite would take it, or most of it, if she ever escaped from this hole. The cuts to her side and arm had healed, but had sapped what little heat remained in her body after being plunged into the ice lake. As for her ribs… Artemi was sure one of them had pierced a lung.  

			She had two options: either leave the rib where it was and wait for it to work itself back into place over the next few days, or wield on herself and try to manipulate it back into its proper position.

			Now, as any wielder worth her brimstone and ashes knew, working forms inside one’s own body was challenging in the best of conditions. Creating disguises, altering clothing and pulling arrows out of oneself only required the fires to be directed into the air around the body rather than through it. When a wielder attempted to wield the Blazes where there was already an inferno burning, things would become rather confusing. Ribs would be virtually indistinguishable from any other organ, and forms would be difficult to discern from the innate energy that burns within a wielder. It was very much like stirring mashed potato with a spoon made of mashed potato, one of the Founder Sisters had said. 

			A kanaala could have helped, but it was not as if she could conjure one of those from her pockets. The best Artemi could hope for was to feel for the broken rib with her fingers, and then use a crude form to try to lever the follocking thing free. She had chosen a particularly stiff bodice for today’s battle, which in this instance was proving to be something of a mistake. 

			Taking up one of her spin daggers, she turned it inwards and dragged it downward along the soft suede, deep enough that it sliced the shirt below. Then, reaching beneath the boning, she prodded her cold, sopping skin until it hurt the most. 

			Artemi wielded just a little, and quickly, to yank the bone out of whatever hole it had created. But she was too enthusiastic, and a chunk of bloody rib jettisoned out from beneath her skin, across the passageway, and it hit the opposite wall before falling to the floor with a sickening clap. She could not help but emit a small gasp of pain, but it came to her much more easily now her lung could heal. 

			She gorged herself on more air, slowing down her heartbeat and purging her mind of all invasive thoughts. A clear head was needed for the next battle, and dry clothes. Artemi wrung them out with another wave of Blaze, and the ice water began to pool rapidly at her feet. 

			Her frost-bitten foot was the next item to receive her attentions, and though it was beyond repair, it could be held together with a tight brace form, which she duly applied.

			Finally she was warm, she had her breath back, and she was ready to fight a good battle to find her father. Artemi filled her body with as much of the Blazes as she could hold, and in her mind’s eye, she searched the caves for any bodies – alive or otherwise – that could be Mirel and her father. 

			The partition she had created was one-sided, and as such, cast only the faintest of shadows across her vision. She could see well enough to detect Mirel sprinting toward her. The cave network was vast; much bigger than she had anticipated, but strewn throughout it were a dozen warm bodies. Any one of them could have been her father. 

			How typical of Mirel to leave decoys. 

			The tunnel split into three more passageways ahead, and Artemi was anxious to get away before Mirel caught up to her. She leapt into a jog, and then as fast a run as she could manage with a foot made of lead. When she reached the three tunnel mouths, she dropped another partition behind her and chose the middle path. It took her to the first of the bodies, a dying woman clutching at her stomach and writhing in agony. Her body had been cut until she could no longer heal, and now only the cruel mercy of Mirel’s Blaze forms held her together. There was no hope for this poor creature. 

			Artemi was swift in her sweeter mercy, and ended the woman’s life before she had time to plead for anything else. On to the next. 

			She triggered three more traps, ended the lives of seven more half-dead men and women, and launched a second rockslide before she discovered Ne’alin. He was crumpled into a heap, and had been placed in a small alcove at the end of a long passage. Another trap, of course, but Artemi was too worried about him to care about that. 

			With a blue light at her shoulder to help her see, she lifted his head gently from his knees. His dark eyes stared blankly at her. The looked dry, as if he had no more moisture remaining in his body to wet them. 

			“Father?” she asked, “Do you remember me?”

			Some feeble noises came deep within his throat, and he worked his mouth as if he were attempting to speak. 

			“It’s alright,” she said softly, “I’ve come to get you out of here. Come with me.” The rest of the dying people in this place would have to wait for their pain to be ended. Ne’alin came first and that was that. He had to live.

			“The light!” he whimpered. “The light is all gone. And it… it hurts to see.”

			“We will find the light. Come.” Artemi slid an arm across his shoulders and tried to help him to his feet. But something felt wrong. Very wrong. It was as if there were gaps in his body, gaps that concertinaed open and shut as he was lifted from the earth.

			“Aghhhhhhhhhh!” he screamed, and Artemi immediately dropped him. There was blood everywhere. Blazes! Why hadn’t she checked?! Why had she not examined him for Mirel’s forms first?!

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” she babbled, searching his body for whatever feeble fires currently held it together. She could replace them… could hold him together with something stronger…

			“Star light on a summer’s day, little fires out to play…” He began singing the children’s nursery rhyme, the very same one he had sung to her as a child. “Beware the witch, beware the witch! She comes, she comes to take your world away…” His voice was shaking as he sang. 

			It was no good. There were a hundred-thousand little springs holding him together. It would take her days to replace each one, and by that time he would be dead anyway. “Father-”

			“Hmmm, mmm, hmmm,” he hummed. 

			“Do you understand it’s me? Your daughter?”

			The humming ceased, and his dry eyes fixed onto her. “Temi,” he said simply, and then he began to cough up blood. 

			“You think you bear the world’s pain on your own,” he said between splutters, “But you do not. We all share it. Every one of us.”

			Then I shall end it, her mind responded. 

			Artemi stood, withdrew her leading gale sword, and raised it above her head. She hesitated for only a moment, but in that moment he blinked. It was a small thing, the briefest shutting of his eyes, but in the years afterward, she often dreamt of that blink. What had it signified? Had he wanted her to stop? Was it an acceptance? Forgiveness? Or upset?

			In any case, she brought down her sword, and cut his head from his neck. Her father. The one she had liked the best. The iciness in the air began to sink into her skin, making the tiny hairs on her arms stand on end. She had been trained to enjoy killing, and that response came to her as it always had, but it curled up and solidified inside her somehow, as if ready for the slew of guilt that would follow.

			“Poor, little Temi,” came a cold voice from behind her. “Such a broken little heart inside her. So weak. So gentle. So sweet. So… pointless.”

			Artemi rounded on her with teeth bared, a great fury welling up from the hottest recesses of her soul. It set her cold fingers alight, made the tips of her frost-bitten toes burn and the ends of her hair smoulder. Pure fire poured into her first blade and then the second as she withdrew it. 

			Mirel stood only twenty feet distant at the end of the tunnel, her slight silhouette highlighted by the blue frost that hung in the air behind her. Artemi flung herself headlong into an attack against the woman, but immediately met with three of Mirel’s bitterly icy spin daggers. Artemi fell from the air, writhing in pain and anger.

			 As she began to pull them out, one by one, Mirel came to stand over her. 

			“Oh, I was hoping for so much more than this. You know what this brings our tally to?”

			Artemi ground her teeth together and reached for one of her own daggers, but her hand was paralysed. Rime and snow had formed around it in a crisp shell. 

			“You, if we count that appalling effort in Redfordean, have only defeated me eighteen times. I have killed you twenty-two times. Now,” she said, lifting her sword above her head, “Let us make it twenty-three.”

			That was inaccurate, Artemi thought back at her as the sword came sweeping down with a whistle, that count was wrong. 
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			1. Returning to the Dark

			3322PD (post-diluvium) – three thousand, three hundred and twenty-two years after commencement of the Era of Floods.

			Artemi had to fight to open her eyes. They wanted to stay closed, and it took every little piece of the training and willpower she had to open them again. She drew one of her gale swords, though she did so for comfort more than anything else. At that moment, she could not recall a single one of the most basic blade moves. 

			“My love. Come to me, my love.” 

			It echoed and rumbled through the rocks, loosening the scree so that it jittered and cracked beneath her feet. 

			“My Artemi.”

			 The sound of it seemed to make the air shimmer and grow redder about her, but she could sense no wielding. It was just the heat from her pounding veins and the fierce tears that filled her eyes. Anything else would be—

			“…Fire of my heart.”

			She darted around the side of an outcrop and hopped over a pile of rubble. Valina was just ahead of her, hooves flashing and gallop made wild from panic, but she was still reachable. Artemi only had to press a little harder to catch up. She pushed onward, sprinting past crags and shadows and stunted trees that fought to grow where there was little soil. One of those shadows shuddered, twisted and warped into solid form; it stepped out into her path, and it was Morghiad. 

			His wild raven hair wavered gently about his head in the breeze, the fibres now unfettered by the braids he had so recently worn with such pride, and his body was cloaked in a king’s coat of night that sparkled with a hundred studded stars. Though his skin was the colour of a living man’s, any life that fought to be seen from it was masked by the darkened air that swathed him. Only his green eyes glowed through it, but even so… even so, his allure was enough to stay Artemi’s breath and break her stride. 

			How? How was he unburned?

			“Where are you going?” he said with a warm smile, though his voice seemed to creep into the bones of her feet and form ice crystals there. 

			Artemi could still hear Valina’s hoof falls, growing more distant by the second. They needed to escape from here, to run and leave this nightmare far behind!

			Morghiad took a step toward her, though his boots made no sound on the rocks that should have crunched beneath them. He was nothing more than a breath of smoke made to look like a man! 

			He could not be real! 

			“Come to me. I will heal your hurts; I have that power, remember? I will make everything well for you.”

			She turned away from the wraith and forced her legs to power her deeper into the forest of rocks, stretching her stride until her thighs burned from the effort. What she had seen was not… it could not… her stomach twisted into knots so tight that she fought not to vomit what little food she had consumed in the last few days. But it was no good. Her lungs cracked against her ribs and every muscle within them heaved in powerful synchrony. Artemi collapsed over a rock to empty the entire contents of her guts. 

			She dangled there weakly for a moment, shivering and staring blankly at the mess she had created. It took every ounce of mental focus she had left to lift a hand and use the back of it to wipe her mouth. Valina’s hoof-falls had by now faded to distant clatters that echoed erratically between the rocks.

			“Artemi?” The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, but its source was evident.

			She raised her eyes to it. 

			Morghiad’s coat of stars seemed to be rooted in the shadows, though it wove in the dust-filled winds and it swelled and glided unnaturally about his arm as he held out a hand to her. A light dusting of frost sparkled in the air about his fingers. “There is nothing to fear. I will take your pain away. That is all I ever wanted. For you to be content. Come to me.”

			He was using his old trick of parsing Blaze strands to travel. He had to be. Artemi narrowed her eyes so she could better examine the hand. 

			“You see? It is your husband: your spoiled lordling from Hirrah, remember? I need you and your insults, Artemi. I have always needed you.” He took a step toward her, a step that seemed to make neither impact nor sound upon the rocky ground beneath.

			“Come, take my hand,” he said tenderly. “I will protect you from every cruelty, from anyone who would do you harm. And I will love you until this world and all the others end, Artemi.”

			His eyes took on a warmth then – the warmth that reminded her of summers in Gialdin’s palace gardens and chases through the forests of Calidell. They reminded her of the feeling of falling leaves as they brushed past her skin, and of the prickle of grass when she lay in a field. They were the same eyes that had glittered when she had smiled at him from across a pillow, and the same eyes that had burned into her skull with a desire so fierce she had always felt pinned to the bed by it. Pinned and freed. 

			Of course he would not harm her. Morghiad had never tried to hurt her. He was not cruel inside, and the pleasures they had enjoyed together… Artemi lifted her hand toward his. 

			A smile began to form across his lips, and the white sword at his back appeared to pulse with a light that resonated in his eyes and shone through the stars in his coat. How warm that light would feel upon her skin!

			“You shall be my queen once more—”

			The sound of a sharp bark cut though his sentence, ricocheting between the rocks before it was followed by another, and another. 

			They snapped their heads to its source in unison, and saw the grey creature amongst the greyer rocks.  It was Danner, alternating his barking and growling as he lowered his muzzle in readiness for attack. 

			Morghiad refocussed his attentions on Artemi almost immediately. “The time is now, my love.” As his fingers neared hers, the air around them cooled with squeals and groans. 

			Whatever it was – whatever magic he had worked on her – it snapped with a dry-bone crack that would have been audible in a storm. “No.” she uttered, lowering her hand. The images of their son’s death cascaded into her mind: the screams, the smell and the blood. Why was Kalad’s blood not on the hands of her husband? It should have been there! He should have worn it with shame! 

			She stepped away, and half-stumbled, half-shimmied her body backward to reach Danner. Though she had spent many millennia perfecting her stride and honing her sprint, all of that learning had departed her in an instant. Her clumsiness brought her only yards closer to the wolf, and she tripped on a rock that left her sprawled across the wind-cut stone. 

			More shadows swirled around her head, and Artemi closed her eyes so that she could not see them. “Come with me, Artemi,” her husband’s voice said. 

			“No!”

			There was no response, not even so much as a whisper, and when she looked up again, there was only the thundery sky, filled with fat rain drops that skulked sideways on the wind. 

			Danner nuzzled her side softly, expecting attention and appreciation for his efforts at saving her, and Artemi rewarded him by holding him close and burying her face in his thick fur. The grey wolf whined softly, but she could not force herself to think about the reason for his pain. Whatever those recent events had been, they swiftly entombed themselves a hundred feet deep in the farthest reaches of her mind. It hurt too much; it was an open wound so horrific that she could not bear to look into it. 

			She lay there, half-sprawled and with her head lying weakly against Danner, until the grey light behind the clouds finally faded to black, and the night crickets came out to sing their songs. Then came the distant sounds of voices, of screams and shouts. They had found him, her son’s body, in the valley below. 

			Artemi did not stay to watch or listen. Instead she stumbled and limped away to find a safe place to hide, and after some walking, discovered a cave entrance. There was something about it that was familiar, but quite what, she did not care enough to wonder. When a vanha-sielu has roamed the earth for ten-thousand years, all places started to look alike. 

			Danner followed her inside, the fall of his huge paws keeping time with the drip, drip, drip of the cave’s innards, while the sound of his breathing echoed against the stark walls. Artemi had to squeeze through a narrow gap to reach the inner tunnels, and it was then that she remembered. This was where Mirel had taken Ne’alin to torture, and to teach her a lesson. The name Mirel felt like a stab to the gut when she thought it, and she promised herself that she would not verbalise it in her mind again. 

			Almost four-thousand years had done nothing to alter the cave in the slightest, even down to the loose rocks where Artemi had fallen into the ice pool below. She could still sense it down there: impassive and still as a lake in midwinter. And she could sense other things that slithered even deeper beneath. There were remnants of wielding too, embedded in the walls and ceilings as she passed - old traps that had since decayed or morphed into something else. Others were still quite active. Strange that they felt ancient now, though the memory of that day was still fresh and whole in her mind. 

			Artemi wandered the caverns in search of something, though she could not have expressed exactly what it was, or why she needed to find it. Eventually, and after hours of walking, she collapsed in a chamber at the end of a narrow passageway. It was damp, smelled of iron and old water, but it felt safe. 

			Finding a corner within a nook, within a crack, she curled into a ball, clutched her gale sword, and fell fast asleep upon the rocks. For three days and three nights she did not move, and Danner did not leave her side. 

			[image: ]

			It was a strange sort of quiet in the old watchtower, with no voices or rattlings of shoes and daggers. A sleeping sort of quiet, Lord Calyrish might have described it. Only the wind played its soft music, whistling gently through the gaps in the stones like a sweet lament. The west window looked out upon the edge of the crater that was once Cadra, and from the southern one, it was possible to see the River Calien slowly winding its way south along the edge of the forest. Morghiad had come here many times during his second childhood, wondering how vibrant the countryside would have seemed when King Acher had reigned. 

			That lifetime seemed so very long ago now, and that version of himself so very distant from the man he had become. He looked down at the clothes he had woven from shadow for himself. They were entirely black, blacker than any velvet or coal or eisiel poison. These were the night made solid. They weighed nothing, and yet they felt heavy when he tried to drag a finger across them. To his old mind, it made no sense, but to his new one, it was perfectly plausible.

			A plate of food lay in front of him, its contents only partially disturbed. He had taken it from a luxurious inn over a hundred miles away, thinking a meal would be something he needed, but now he was not so sure. The duck breast and sauce looked as if it should have tasted pleasant, but in truth, it tasted of nothing. Less than nothing. The same went for every other component of the dish. He felt neither hunger nor loss at this discovery, and it was a part of his transformation he did not yet comprehend. 

			Standing against a wall in one corner of the uppermost chamber was his sword of white stone. At first he had thought he hardly needed it anymore, but then he had come to realise its other uses. For one thing, it glowed in the darkness that he created, as few other sources of illumination seemed able to. Lighting a candle or any other flame with his own hands had proved close to impossible. 

			The blade’s second function was in serving as a reminder of the women who had crafted it. He could sense a piece of them alive through it – could identify their location in his mind’s eye without any other form of link. It had something to do with the great web of wielders’ streams that he had been able to observe from afar as kanaala, only now he was located somewhere within it. That was just one more matter he would have to explore in order to better understand it. 

			His thoughts led then, as they so often did, to Artemi. It had almost undone his transformation to see that pain in her eyes, but she was Kalad’s mother. She had not predicted, could not possibly have known, what their own son had been about to take from her. But Morghiad had recognised what was written in Kalad’s heart as if it had been written plainly in thirty-foot letters above him. What Kalad had been prepared to sacrifice for Mirel came from an instinct Morghiad understood better than anyone. 

			Artemi needed time to heal and to comprehend exactly what had happened. And he needed time to think of a way of explaining it, and the true implications of it, to her. For now he would have to wait and think, and plan. There still existed a segment of his mind that thought like an eisiel: in colours, scents and in the extremes of emotion - a part that could not plan with any degree of rationality. The imprint left by that consciousness filled his veins with heat and set his heart pounding when he considered the content of his plan. It was wild and hungry, and far from caged. It didn’t need to be.

			The Shades, in contrast, had been more rational than he had ever realised, far more than any other creatures of instinct and desire. To conflate them with something like an eisiel would have been dangerous folly. 

			But even their complaints and interjections had been made silent since he had taken their power and turned it into his own. Morghiad smiled to himself at the simplicity of gaining control over them. It had been so very easy; if only he had seen the way of it sooner. 

			In any case, his thoughts were manageable, and he could finally lay down plans without fear of interruption or confusion. The most glaring problem he needed to solve was the mess he had left in The Crux. The people living there would need guidance and leadership, if they had not already sorted it out for themselves, and Morghiad very much doubted they had from what he knew of them. And then there were the related matters of Medea and little Talia, but it was better they remained in Gialdin for now - until he set the world spinning the way it ought to spin, anyway. 

			Morghiad pulled his cloak of night around himself, feeling a chill in the atmosphere. It was not a chill that came from the wailing wind, since such things could no longer prod him with their rude little fingers. 

			He breathed deeply, relishing the feel of air upon his healed lungs, and gathered his sword to place inside a scabbard of shadow at his hip. The moment his fingers touched the hilt, the essences of Artemi and Medea appeared to leap out at him from the ether, calling him to their locations. If he had closed his eyes, he would have been able to see their faces and know their feelings, but now was not the time to torture himself with painful matters. It was enough to know they were alive.

			Morghiad reached out with his right hand and parted the broken wall in front of him. Its edges frosted over, and the darkness of the cave beyond was revealed to him. In a continuous movement, he stepped through as if he had pulled back a curtain and entered the proximate chamber. 

			There were doorways that already existed within the world, and then there were ones that could be made with very little effort. This was one of those. The wall that had existed between the two places had already been as ragged as those in the watchtower; Morghiad had simply widened the rip a little farther. 

			Though the ice grew thickly upon the rocks around him, it no longer seemed to form upon his fingers. A revelation that he was rather glad for, and one that made perfect sense. Pinh poison never froze in a bucket, so why should an eisiel?

			His nose twitched, and then wrinkled in disgust. This place reeked of animal dung and ammonia. Fires, didn’t this creature know that it was meant to shit away from its lair?! There was little doubt the Law-keepers had been foolish with some of their choices for guardians, and Morghiad wondered at the reasoning behind it. It did not take him long to conclude they had chosen whatever had appeared threatening to them at the time. 

			Amusing, he thought to himself, that they had considered a pea-brained Darkworld animal with poor toileting habits frightening. He stepped over the piles of manure as carefully as he was able, and made his way toward the glowing pillar of light at the centre of the chamber, but before he could reach it, he heard noises from beyond the cave’s entrance. 

			There was a crash, a creak of huge tree branches snapping, and then the sound of voices arguing.

			“Fires, did you have to wield such an arse-awful form to hold him?” said a familiar female voice.

			“It’s enough – just throw the chains over it!” yelled back another.

			There was the sound of a man groaning, and Morghiad knew it was time to leave. He took his white sword from its scabbard, stepped carefully into the pool of water, and drew the edge of the blade along the ground beneath the surface. There was a rumble, the water was sucked away into a crevasse beneath, and Morghiad was swallowed along with it. His blade glowed softly within the tumble to nothingness, but its light was soon dwarfed by the glare of The Crux as he approached. 

			The welcome of it bathed him, countered the chill inside him, and made it fade away to non-existence. All he felt was warm, as if he had spent a full afternoon lying upon Gialdin’s lawns on a summer’s day. 

			He landed upon the bright earth of The Crux with light feet, and presently began calling for the building where the argument had happened. Of course, it was not a building, and it need not have been there but for the limits of his mind, or the rules his Darkworldish brain required to understand this place.

			The Law-keepers would not have seen the walls of it as he did; they had not needed to. It had been a private space that was confined, yet unconfined. But there had also been matters he could comprehend that they clearly could not – the suffering they had inflicted upon his wife, for example. Or that they had dared to take her away from him. 

			The Shades had demanded he do what he did, of course, but he had thought of it long before they had. It was only… he should have considered it more carefully. The pale-stoned building was visible beyond a row of glowing trees, and Morghiad did not break his stride as he approached. 

			A door in the front-facing side of the structure opened before him, giving him no time to pause or reminisce further on what had happened. He walked inside, and arrived at the row of four bodies. Behind them, a group of seven men and women were huddled together, discussing something in muted voices. 

			Damn. He had expected the bodies of the Law-keepers would be found before he returned to them, but he had held to the hope that nothing would be done about it. By the hunched shoulders and intense expressions of this small group, they were at least discussing the ramifications of it. They continued murmuring amongst themselves as he watched, either unaware of his presence or unconcerned. And why should they be? They were gods in Achellon, of all places.

			He cast his eyes down to the bodies: three grown women and one male child. They had not become bloated or half-healed in the time he had been gone, but then such things would not happen here. Time was not the same, and consequence held less meaning. That was not true, he corrected himself. The consequences of leaving that boy alive would have been terrible and dangerous indeed. The Shades had warned him of it, of how Mirel’s son would have grown into a man bent on the destruction of all other members of his family - that Artemi would have been the first to die a final death. 

			Morghiad could now view the memory of the future they had foretold, and the whispers he’d have shared about it would have been far more persuasive than anything those creatures had breathed into his mind. A true monster was what that boy would have become. Real and powerful. It was a blessing Morghiad had bestowed upon him, really. The boy had known only a childhood and years full of play and carefree adventure; he would never know even a quarter of the pain Morghiad’s own children had. It had been the right thing to do, and fair. 

			The other three women had been fully deserving of what they received, of course. He could still picture their expressions when they realised they had no influence over him. 

			“You are nothing but a guard dog!” Leandra had hissed at him.

			“And if you treat yours poorly, it will turn round and bite you!” Morghiad had growled back.

			Away from his reverie, he looked to the group in their discussion once more, and cleared his throat to gain their attention. 

			They did not acknowledge him.

			Morghiad pursed his lips, and said, “Excuse me.”

			They turned slowly, the flames in their eyes as pale and lifeless as if they were made of linen flags without a breath of wind to stir them. “You have no right to be here, Darkworlder,” a man with the brown skin of a Tegran said. “Nor do you have any right to carry such a weapon.”

			“Is that so?” Morghiad replied. “And how does one gain the right to be here?”

			“Darkworlders are not admissible,” a woman who could easily have been Tallyn Hunter’s sister said. “It would be like allowing rats to eat at the dining table.” Well, at least they had more emotion and opinion to show him than they had the last time he conducted a conversation with them.

			The others laughed at that. It was curious that they shared a sense of humour at all. 

			Morghiad took a step toward them. “How is it that I am a rat and you are something higher? Were these women also something better?”

			The woman with the Calbeni features said, “You are a rat because we made you. Like an experiment. And because the worlds need something living on them to provide the energy for this place. The Law-keepers,” she said without a hint of sadness or loss, “were nothing more than custodians of those worlds. Groundskeepers, in your archaic terms. Their task was to see that these worlds continued to turn as they should, so that our paradise could be maintained.”

			Morghiad gazed around, feeling no need to muster any incredulity in his features. That manifested all by itself. “This is a paradise? This place is dead!”

			Another man laughed with a very toothy grin, his skin wrinkling curiously as his smile becoming wider. His hair was white and wispy as goose down, while his skin appeared just as wizened as a shrivelled grape, much like Kufya’s had. It must have been a disease of this place. “But of course! We are dead, Darkworld fool. This is the afterlife we paid good gold for!”

			Now that was interesting. “Forgive me, I am but a rat. Please explain how you paid gold to buy… this.”

			“We do not have to explain anything, fool,” the man with the Tegran face said. 

			But the woman beside him grinned excitedly. “Go on, it is fun to watch their minds shatter when they realise how futile their existence really is – that they are nothing but donkeys yoked to a millwheel. They work until they die, and then their offspring take over, walking around and around in circles to make our flour.” 

			“Kayra…” the man said with a tone of warning in his voice. 

			She continued anyway, clearing her throat and addressing him in mock-seriousness. “A long time ago, before you can even comprehend time existing, we lived in a single world, where we grew old and died. We were masters of everything except our own mortality. We had machinery, and false worlds, and a form of magic we called science. And when that world began to breathe its last gasps, a great thinker called Viola created this and others. It is but one paradise of many, where there is no pain, no suffering and no mortality. Only light. Those of us who were amongst the elite, the clean-born and the health-worthy used both money and our natural wherewithal to guarantee our own place here for eternity, that we may never die. 

			“But such a place is beyond feeding upon the heat of a single sun, or even upon the energy that binds the particles of it together. More was needed. More life force, more energy. Just as your people dig for coal, Viola sought out planets, and upon them she set the dregs of our dying society to raise that coal, or this water, or those Blazes. Those miners of Blaze bred and died, your kingdoms grew and failed and grew again to no great purpose, and in time, they produced you.”

			Morghiad could well believe that one world would consume the yields of another, and he was beginning to understand something of the mechanism behind it. He fed off it now. “Your world survives upon the backs of others. Well, I am sorry to disappoint you, but that does not surprise me in the least. And what of these?” He gestured to the bodies of the Law-keepers. “How will you manage your coal seams now?”

			“We have the answer to that,” came a voice from his left. 

			Morghiad turned, and fought to keep his mouth from gaping like a fish’s. Before him, and with their heads very well attached, stood the three Law-keepers. He cast his eyes quickly back to the bodies, which were still very much where they had been before. That was unusual for The Crux. 

			The woman named Kayra harrumphed. “You took your time. Are you going to sort this mess out, or just stand there like fat pigs at an abattoir?”

			Morghiad tilted his head slightly, wondering quite who held the most power here. 

			“He killed us with that sword,” Leandra said, nodding toward him with her large nose leading the way of the rest of her head. “He is dangerous.”

			One of the other men piped up, “Him?! Remember worms? He’s one of those pathetic things that crawled up through the earth to see the sun, and is about to get well and truly dried out by it. Get rid of it, tidy this mess and let’s all get back to enjoying the sweet nectar of immortality, shall we?”

			“Careful, Sandragon,” the dark-skinned man said. He was right to be wary, and he would be the first to go, Morghiad thought to himself. 

			“The Law-keepers are not made of the same stuff as you.” Morghiad stated. He knew, of course. He could feel the flow of this place now, as if he were a conduit and the stream of it ran through him.

			“Of course not!” Kayra said with a stamp of her foot. “They are automata. Machines with rules to follow. And you should shut up anyway, worm!” She threw her gaze back at them. “Well? You have your orders.”

			“They follow MY orders,” Morghiad said before the things could move, and he was pleased when they did not. 

			In a swift movement that followed from his words, he strode toward the brown-skinned man – a man who could so easily have been Tegran if he had been born in the Darkworld. “You have fed off my people, but now I feed off you.” 

			Morghiad grabbed the man by the throat as he would have done a wielder to quench her, and then he began to draw the energy from deep inside his body. It filled his veins with a pallid warmth that was not entirely satisfying, at least, not nearly so satisfying as the expressions upon the faces of the people about him. And toward the end, when Morghiad could feel he had reached the deepest depths of this man’s power, he released his throat and grabbed that of another. The first man’s body crumpled bonelessly to the ground, and the next woman’s stiffened like a plank. 

			Kayra’s flame-filled eyes bulged as she relinquished her power to him. It was far more satisfying with her, as if her energy were somehow different. Or perhaps it was the cumulative effect of taking in the power of two such beings. 

			When Morghiad was done, he dropped her body beside that of her companion’s, and asked the Law-keepers, “Will they come back as you did?”

			“No,” one of them replied plainly. 

			“Hmm,” Morghiad said to himself. He raised his eyes to those of the Achellon dwellers. “The Darkworld is no longer your field to reap harvest from. It is hungry, and our crops need manure…” He looked them up and down. If they had possessed a scent, he was sure it would not have been all that different from the dung of the gateway he had passed through. “My creatures here will see to it that you present no further trouble, and I shall be back when I have need of you.”

			The Darkworld had been showing the first signs of dying, after all. But that would no longer be the case. It would be free, its people would be free, and life would be better for all those who lived there. Artemi, most of all. This was only the tiniest part of his plan. 

			The group of Achellon dwellers stared blankly back at him, so terrified that the fires in their eyes had faded, and all he could see was the darkness of himself reflected in them. They would never resist him. What were they but fat lordlings who had paid a pretty penny to live in a gilded cage? 

			“Law-keepers!” he called.

			“At your command,” the tall one known as Tiranna responded with a bow. Now that he thought on it, she truly did look like a puppet moving on hidden strings. She was awkward, just like a marionette, as if every movement was planned and based on the simplest set of sequential orders. Nod head, bend at waist, lift knee…

			“None of the people here are permitted to leave The Crux. No one is to travel between the worlds but me.”

			“The matter of the Farhids is unresolved,” one of the Lawkeepers said. Morghiad did not bother to look to see which one it was.

			“That is not my concern.”

			“It is our primary objective.”

			Morghiad rounded on them. “Your primary objective is obeying ME.” He paused and thought to himself. That had been a little of Artemi’s impulsivity talking, though a dozen colours and wild smells swirled up inside his mind as he thought of killing them again – and that was certainly the eisiel in him. He pushed the sensations away, and asked, “What are the Fahrids and why are they important?”

			Tiranna smiled sweetly. “They are the blood that holds the key. The survival of The Crux depends upon it. It is the map to the source and must be carefully cultivated.”

			“You mean Artemi?”

			“Lannda, Mirel and Artemi is how you know them. Artemi would not do as she was supposed—”

			Morghiad shook his head. “Leave her to me. Leave all of them to me.” His forehead creased. “Why does anyone need a map to the source?” What was the source?

			Kufya glowered as if she had the capacity to judge his stupidity, or had any sort of concept of it. “If you become lost, do you not require a map?”

			He sighed. He did not have the time available to solve their riddles. “How are the other vanha-sielu related to The Crux?”

			“Discarded ones,” Leandra said sharply. “Born here and not required.”

			“The Crux is at capacity,” Kufya added. “Unmonitored reproduction is not permitted and the resources are not sufficient to support it.”

			So the dead had been making more of themselves in their afterlife, and the results had been scattered throughout the Darkworld, perhaps through other worlds too. Tallyn Hunter was Crux-born! And Romarr, and Dorlunh… and all the other vanha-sielu who were not assassins too. Well, this had been enlightening!

			“And you three were nothing more than servants to orders given by this Viola character?” he asked.

			They nodded in synchrony.

			But now you obey me, he thought to himself, and he had not missed how they spoke of Viola in the past tense. “Very good. You have your instructions from me,” he said as he wove a long, flowing king’s coat for himself. “I shall return in due course.” He would return to destroy this place. 

			Morghiad exited the building, pleased with his triumph, but with his mind still working through its new understanding of this place and every other. It all made sense now, all of it—

			Pain splintered through his chest and down, along each of his limbs. It felt cold, like winter had thrust its heart inside his, and had ejected a snowstorm into his blood. Morghiad reached for his sword, but his hands fumbled the hilt numbly, and he found himself watching helplessly as it slid along the ground away from him. His knees dropped softly onto the earth when they should have thudded, and he collapsed forward, unable to move. Had he underestimated them so severely? Another pang of pain shot down through his back this time, like a dagger through his flesh. He was being assassinated!

			Summoning what strength he could, he rolled onto his back to gain a better view of his assailant, but only the blinding white sky suffused his vision. It grew brighter for a moment, and then he lost consciousness. 

			The soft sounds of a woman singing awoke him, and he was forced to squint to make the shape of her out. Her silhouette was blurred by the intense light, but he could tell that she was thin and naked. She looked shady for the Crux, as if the light drained away into her, which had to mean she was a Darkworlder. “Artemi?” he asked hopefully.

			But the woman who came into focus was not his wife. She crept toward him on all fours, sniffing like a curious bear. “Who are you?” he asked, feeling warm and painless again as he breathed to speak. 

			“Sorreee,” she said in an affected version of Frontier Union. “Thought ye vere preezon guard.” 

			Morghiad propped himself up on his elbows, and looked about him. The building containing the Law-keepers had vanished, and he now lay in a clearing amidst the golden, lifeless trees. He cast his eyes back to the woman, who was narrow-eyed and brown-skinned like a Sokirin. Her limbs were long and spidery, but slow-moving as if she were afraid of breaking them. There was something familiar… “I am not. And I do not need to imprison you,” he said carefully, mindful that the wrong words could cause her to take flight.

			“Svear eet?” A devilish smile touched her lips.

			Morghiad nodded. “Promise.”

			“Nidori,” she said simply.

			A memory returned to Morghiad then. It was fragmented and full of holes, as most of his eisiel memories seemed to be, but he saw Artemi stumbling into this place. And he saw an amethyst stone around her neck. When he looked into Nidori’s eyes, he observed that same shade of violet coloured them. 

			“Morghiad,” he replied, offering her his hand in friendship. She took it, and he was surprised not to feel any fire from her. It was something else that told him she was a wielder – something in his eisiel senses that made his skin itch now that she was nearby. Not a powerful one though - not by any measure. 

			“Will you come with me back to the Darkworld?” he asked. 

			“I veel be free, yes?” she asked.

			Morghiad nodded. “I shall personally guarantee it.”

			Nidori helped him to his feet, and he dusted his shadow clothes clean of the glowing leaves, then paused. Fragments of such things would make for beautiful buttons, tracings and shoulder armour in the Darkworld. He had never been vain, but the way the light and shade of these things played together was something no one would ever have seen before. He took a handful of them and stashed them in a pocket of his coat.  

			“Vat arre ye made of?” she asked, looking to his clothes. “I ‘ave seen man like me ‘ere before. But ye, ye do not seemply svallow the light, ye fight it.”

			Morghiad had a good idea who that man might be, but kept his thoughts on that to himself. “I was burned by a wielder I love. All the fires and the light combined can no longer burn me, and it is ashamed.”

			She tilted her head and shrugged unconcernedly. “Ye look good for eisiel.”

			He laughed. “Shall we go?”

			Nidori nodded, and he led her to the nearest gateway, which was marked by a carving of a white bear above a white stone arch. He took her by the hand, offered some of his own shade to cover her modesty, and stepped through the opening. 

			The light plummeted to pitch in a heartbeat, and Nidori very nearly fell flat on her face when they landed on the stony ground. But Morghiad caught her just in time to prevent her from coming to harm, and set her carefully on her feet. She really did not have much control over her own body, but then that was probably to be expected when one had been trapped inside a necklace for… “When did you become a wearable thing, Nidori, and how?” he asked as he led her across the shallow pool of water. Her fires were more obvious here, and he could not only feel them against his prickling skin, but also as they fought off the cold air about his body. 

			“Light of… light of heell, eet is cold ‘ere!” she said, trying to pull her shadow clothing tighter about her. Her hands went straight through it, which made her nose wrinkle and her eyebrows draw together. 

			“Forgive me,” Morghiad said, letting go of her hand. “That is a chill I bring. Now, tell me about your transformation into jewellery.” 

			She shuffled a little, shivered, and shook her feet in an attempt to dry them of the water from the pool. The light from the gateway shone on rod-straight hair that was black, and cropped in a straight line any draughtsman would have been proud of. “Eet ‘appened ven I angered Founder Seester. Beetch! She said my punishment for scarrin’ man ‘hoo creeminal. Fur decoratin ‘im I become a decoration. But then she sell me. She sell me to more creeminal.” Nidori spat on the ground. 

			“Hmm,” Morghiad said as he approached the exit to the cave. He could feel an icy breeze blowing through it, and each of his senses now informed him they were in the northern reaches of Jurini. Perhaps it was not his frostiness that chilled her bones, after all. A wave of snowflakes drifted into the tunnel beyond with that thought. “And how long ag—”

			There was a sudden hiss, and something solid tumbled out of the gateway, before landing with a muted splash in the pool. Morghiad turned to view it, and it writhed briefly as he watched, before two arms sprung from it and pushed it up and out of the water. It was a man, a man with blond hair and smooth features. He stared wide-eyed at Morghiad. 

			Ah, old friend, Morghiad thought to himself, how far our paths will diverge now. Morghiad permitted a smile to touch his lips as he turned back to the exit, and continued walking toward it. Silar was no threat to his plans, no threat to anyone, really. Poor sweet, sad, old Silar. It was only for Artemi’s sake that Morghiad had thought to allow him to continue living. 

			“Come, Nidori”, he said, casting his voice behind him. 

			He sensed that she looked nervously between them, but her decision was quickly made, and her wet footsteps soon padded quickly behind his. 

			As Morghiad strode out and into the blizzard that howled beyond the cave, he spotted a great, white bear that had been chained in Blaze forms by Selieni and Anadea. While it might once have been huge and vicious enough to threaten a city, it now looked hungry and ragged. Its hip bones jutted though its skin, which was only furred in patches, and its flank was so deeply ribbed that it resembled a barren field on ploughing day. 

			“This world only needs one guardian now, and an end to suffering,” Morghiad said under his breath. He wove together shadows and night and the coldest winds he could muster. Together they formed the antithesis of energy. They were death made solid. They left his hands with barely a breath of noise, and they flowed into the bear-guardian with a silence that was quite beautiful. As the shadow took it, the creature’s own roars were muted, and it dissolved to nothingness. Elegant. So perfect. 

			He turned back to Nidori, who stood blinking and shivering. “I am going to save this world from itself,” he said. “Do you want to help?”
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