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			Chapter 1

			Step. Step. And step again; one foot after the other. Forwards. The ground was slicked with old rain, grit glistening within it. It was death. Artemi had known a thousand, and yet she had experienced none. It ought to mark the end of a life. It was the conclusion, the ending of that story. And to those who continued to live, it was a chapter marker within their stories, which would quite naturally continue to play out until their own endings came. But to this living Artemi, this walking woman, his death meant her ending had finally arrived.

			His body lay in the cart before her: obscured from view, but drawn through the Gialdin streets so that all could bow as it passed. Its lacquered angles tugged at her even now as she trailed it. How deeply she desired to crawl into that litter, and how much she wanted to spend one more moment alongside his cold, motionless body. But his children walked beside her, and that was no sight for them to witness. Tallyn’s fire crept up her arm from her right hand, whilst Medea’s power froze the skin of her left. She was there to support them through their loss, though in truth it was they who supported her. They were among the few who knew the circumstances of Morghiad’s death, since Dorlunh had so effectively disguised his own actions. Three beheaded and maimed eisiels were discovered by the king’s body, and so the people believed he’d died defending his city. The world would remember him as a hero. 

			Artemi had wanted her children to believe the same thing, but Silar had advised against it. Truth, he said, would serve them better in the long term. But it was clear that the truth had hurt them as it hurt her. The general was the only other person who knew what Morghiad had come to believe about himself: that he had thought he would turn into a monster, and had ended his own life to prevent it. And how well he had hidden this terrible fear from her! If only he had spoken to her about it, discussed it with her so that she could offer her reassurances. They could have found a solution together, battled their problems as united warriors. That was how it had always been. A thousand times since reading his letter she’d rallied at the futility of it. It was a mistake, a mistranslation... He didn’t have it in his heart to hurt any of them! 

			She could still remember the sensations he had felt in his last moments. He had ridden a horse he was unaccustomed to, had recognised someone, talked to them, dismounted. And then he had knelt on the floor. She could recall with perfect clarity the feeling of twigs that prodded at his knees, the cool air that had touched his skin and the buzz of the single fibre of her hair that he had taken with him to grasp. She remembered how he took that last, deep breath. 

			Another tear coursed hotly down her cheek. She knew that Silar was walking closely behind her, his head bowed in sorrow with everyone else. Her father walked beside him, and even his face was very sombre. “He was a good man,” he had said when he’d come to hug her the day before. In another life she’d have been delighted to hear such words.

			The procession stopped at the entrance to the gardens, where a vast pyre had been constructed for her husband. It was taller than a two-floored house and already six of the army lieutenants stood with their starter flames aloft. She watched helplessly as the glossy black cart was driven into the centre of it, and with utter despair as the fires flared around it. It took every single fibre of willpower and determination to prevent herself from jumping into that pyre with him. Artemi clutched tightly at her children. This was it. Those precious few years of perfection were done with, and now she had a duty to continue in adversity. Each of her children deserved a parent who would not fall to pieces, or fail them as so many had failed her in lives before.

			“Tallyn. Medea. You must never forget your father, or the good things he did. He always chose the right path. He was a true hero and a fine king. But we are still a family, and we will be strong. His blood will keep us together through any difficulty, and it will keep us alive.” She had, of course, defended his actions once they’d learned of his voluntary execution, as little as she’d wanted to. Damn his logic! And damn him! If there had been an afterlife, she would dearly have wished that one of her dead friends could give him a short, sharp punch from her. Or maybe a kick. Beodrin. Yes, he would be the perfect man to deliver such a message. And Neleum and Laothoe. Three kicks. A great, blazed pity that could not happen!

			She remained with the pyre long after her children and most others had left, sitting before the flames until they had dissolved to small, flickering embers. When the sky had darkened and the biting breeze had dropped, Silar came to join her. He slung his cloak across her shoulders and sat cross-legged on the nearby ground. “He asked me to be a sort of father for your children.”

			No surprises there. Her husband had prepared so much in advance. “And I’m sure you will do well at it.”

			“He also asked that I watch over you.”

			“That is not necessary.”

			Silar grunted. “I know what you’re planning, my lady. I can see it as clearly as I see my own hands. I will not permit it, whether it’s ten years into the future or twenty.”

			“You would rather let me live in perpetual mourning once my duty is done? Once this world has no more need of me?” Those fires did look so welcoming.

			“This world will always have need of you.” He was beginning to sound like The Daisain. 

			Artemi huddled deeper into the cloak. “Try living for a millennium or two. Then you’ll understand how it starts to grate.”

			“I can imagine.” He pulled a strange sort of grin. 

			“Silar... why was he so convinced that he would end the world? After all, we fixed him, didn’t we? And there was that other book that said I would be responsible. None of it really seemed that... reliable!”

			The general frowned. “He feared something in himself, and he feared what he was capable of when you were not there to... calm him. Perhaps if you’d died again...”

			“That can’t be true. He dealt with it rather well the second time,” she paused only briefly as he raised an eyebrow, “and Achellon knows he coped through several of my near-deaths.”

			“Perhaps another would have tipped the balance,” Silar said, gazing back at the glowing ashes.

			She knew he was keeping something from her. The general could read people well, but he was not so good at hiding his own thoughts. “Enough to go chasing after Tallyn or Kalad with a knife? Even you don’t believe that.”

			“It hardly matters now, my queen,” he said softly.

			“No. I don’t suppose it does.” A shadow moved through her thoughts again, a dark emotion probably brought on by this grief. She shook her head and rose to leave the gardens. Their sight reminded her so vividly of all the other funerals she’d attended in her lives. Rites would vary considerably, but the feelings were always the same: guilt, loss and loneliness. At least Morghiad was now beyond Mirel’s reach. That was something to be glad for.
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			The smell of burning wood was detectable even there, miles into the sky above the capital. Below, Gialdin was merely a spray of white diamonds over a dark, green carpet. Only the glimmer of distant fires looked back at him with their angry eyes. He turned to the room and fiddled with the buckle on his coat. “It did work.”

			Medea frowned as she tweaked her latest Blaze form into shape. “We can’t be sure.”

			“But it was the same. Mum’s always had those floating lines around her, and the ones we put on dad were exactly the same. Exactly!”

			“And do you know what they really were?” His sister allowed her work to disintegrate. “How do you know we didn’t just make them the same in other ways? They were very different; they came from different bloody worlds!  And you said Danner didn’t have them.”

			Tallyn stood to pace the room. He never could sit still for long. Kahr Fidgeter, Caala called him. “Danner was a wolf! And besides, I was younger then. I wasn’t old enough to see.” Medea couldn’t observe the things he did, of course. The way lines of time stretched around people, the way those threads became warped in the palace. But he’d needed his sister’s power to tweak those lines around his father. “We should tell mum.”

			“No.”

			He plonked back down into his original seat. “But it’ll make her so much happier if she knows-”

			The kahriss leaned forward. “And so much more heartbroken if we failed. It’s called false hope and it’s not fair on her.”

			His sister was right, in a way. And they still didn’t know if their mother would be pleased with them if it had worked. She had always claimed to despise that aspect of her existence. Worse, she seemed to believe that their father had rightly dispatched a cruel creature when he had died. What if Tallyn had simply undone his father’s good work? “So we keep it a secret?”

			Medea nodded. “Until we know.”

			Make your mother smile when I’m gone, his father had said. And how ever was he to do that? To make her proud he would have to step into his father’s legendary, hero-sized boots. And it wasn’t just the height or physical presence he currently lacked, it was so much more. Your father is an excellent king because he is just the right sort of tough, several of his tutors would recite. What they really meant, of course, was that Tallyn was too soft. “I miss him.”

			“Me too, Tal. Do you think... do you think he really thought that about himself?” She was looking at that strange bracelet again: a thing with long, silvery metal claws. 

			He stood once more to check for sounds in the hallway outside. The servants always seemed to have very good ears indeed. “Why else would he have gone to Dorlunh?”

			“Yes, but... he was happy! What if Dorlunh blackmailed him, or someone made him write those letters?”

			Tallyn shook his head. If his mother believed the words their father had written, then they were likely to be genuine. “And what would they have had to gain? Not power. Mum’s still queen, you and I are still here. And Kal, as well.”

			“Acron said he angered lots of people when they rebelled and he put them to work.”

			“And they are still in chains. I think we’d have heard if any of them had escaped. King Acher left something bad in him, mum said. And dad just wanted to protect us all from it.”

			His sister screwed her face up, clearly in one of her argumentative moods. “I never saw it.”

			Nor had Tallyn. But then, he was old enough to know that some things had been hidden from him, from both of them.
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			Sleet pelted the windows of the offices, stuttering against the hard, Crux-wrought glass. Artemi breathed a sigh of relief. Nalka was decisively and finally over, and she wouldn’t have to suffer its undesirable effects ever again. She stood and withdrew her leading gale sword to examine it. Not a single mark marred its silvery blade, and no wear was evident on the filigree tracings. The designs seemed old and out-of-fashion now, but she knew nothing superior had been made in recent years. Perhaps nothing better ever would. She and Mirel were the only ones who knew the forms necessary, and that partnership was unlikely to be rekindled very soon. Mirel’s broken sword still lay in the heart of the queen’s private collection, a curiosity she only partially understood. Artemi did not want to think about the day her enemy would return for her weapons. Not at all.

			She set the blade back in its holster and returned to the red-leather chair. It had been Morghiad’s chair, really. All of the business laid out before her was the sort of thing he’d liked to deal with: contingencies, treaties, schools and charity. Always with his heart in the right place. They’d often joked that he was the peacemaker and she the war-maker, but the thought was sour in her mind now. She picked up the pen he wrote with, dipped it in a well of dark green ink and began to scribble. A knock sounded at the solid door.

			“Come.” 

			An old messenger, Lunen, entered. His plump lips were smiling broadly. “Ah, my lady, apologies for disturbing you, only I have some good news to impart.”

			“Really?” What could possibly be good news at a time like this?

			“Aye. Another young woman has borne a kanaala son in our very own chamber of light. Both are doing well, my queen.”

			That was just what she wanted to hear; someone else’s joy when she was heartbroken! Damn the blazed lot of them! “That’s wonderful. Pass on the palace’s best wishes.” She tried to put happiness into her voice, but failed miserably.

			“Ah, my lady... They have decided to honour our former king with his name. The child is to be called Morghiad.”

			Artemi could not stop the frown that she’d fought so hard to contain from emerging. “He would be very pleased to hear that. Now, I have much work to attend to. If you wouldn’t mind, Lunen?”

			“My lady, wouldn’t you like to see...?”

			That was the last thing she wanted! After spending so much of her time dealing with Kalad’s gloomy mood, looking at someone else’s cheerier infant would only serve to highlight all her failures. “Thank you, no.”

			The messenger looked rather crestfallen at her response, but she could offer no other. He turned and left the offices in silence. A part of her wished they had never revealed the secret of the cave of light. True, it had saved many mothers, but each of its visitors risked opening the gate. All that was required was some hapless fool too careless with his knives, and the wrath of the already-angry Law-keepers would be unleashed. No wonder it had remained hidden for so long. 

			Artemi went back to her work and re-read the sentence she’d composed. It clearly required modification. She scribbled a few of the words out, creating her usual scrawl of spidery messes. Blazes! She needed a good fight against a Kusuru, but none were left in Gialdin. Romarr had taken Selieni on one of his adventures, and Vestuna had returned to whatever remote cave he liked to dwell in. She still hadn’t heard anything from Khasha, and Dorlunh... Likely he would never show his face near her country in the next age. Not that she wanted to see those angular, pointy little features ever again! But Tallyn, the man whom she’d named her eldest son after, would return in the next year. That would be something to look forward to. Another knock sounded.

			“Yes?”

			A huge hand pushed the door open. Koviere was attached to it. He gave her a warm smile with his great, square face and proceeded to sit at the desk before her.  “My queen.”

			She’d never been able to work out what it was: his impossibly good nature, solid presence or twinkling eyes, but he always made her want to smile back. Her lips turned up at the corners ever so slightly.  “Koviere.”

			“You should get back to fighting again, girl. It’s what you were made for. Not this paperwork stuff.” He grimaced at the pile before her.

			Artemi couldn’t have chuckled if she’d wanted to; her heart ached with so much anguish. “I was thinking I might do that. When I’m feeling more ready.”

			He shook his head. “No. It should be now.”

			“Is that your opinion or an order?”

			The old giant leaned back into his chair with a sigh. “Tem, it breaks my heart to see you like this. How long have I known you? Six centuries? Seven? Blazes, it’s lost in my memory...”

			She remembered. “Orta’s civil war. Before the Battle of Ghost Hill, so eight-and-a-half centuries ago.”

			He frowned. “That long, eh? And in all that time I’ve never seen you look so forlorn as this. You need to come back to your old life, find the fire that you had with your soldier brothers. And you ought to retake your oath.”

			“And which oath is that?”

			“The ‘no man’ oath.”

			Artemi made an exasperated noise in spite of herself. “Because I am likely to marry again after this!?”

			“No. Because you are the sort of girl who needs rules, self-imposed or otherwise.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll do it here and now, shall I? I swear never to take a man to my bed in all the lives I lead, whether he’s the most powerful kanaala in the world or not. Artemi Fireblade shall love no man. How’s that?”

			“There she is – the old Storm of Stubborn.” He smiled approvingly.

			She had to admit she felt a certain reassurance with those words, though she could not have said why. Of course, her current situation was still a very different one from the lives she’d had before. She had children now, and she knew what it was to be in love. So much had changed in only a matter of decades. “Do you still remember the day we met?”

			He nodded sagely. “Aye. Just minding my pint, I was, and in walks this slip of a girl. There’s a pretty thing, I thought. But before I’ve taken a second sip she’s beaten up half the clientele and thrown them onto the streets. Next thing I know, I’m nursing my injuries along with the rest of them.”

			A small smile grew upon her lips. “I’ve apologised enough times by now, surely? It was an easy-enough mistake to make.”

			He shook his head. “No apology necessary. If I had never have met you, I’d have missed out on all those adventures.”

			“Nonsense. You were a very quick study with the sword. Those adventures would have found you regardless.”

			Koviere raised his great eyebrows briefly, but kept his immediate thoughts to himself. “Things usually became boring when you were gone, I know that much! But oddly enough, I always seem to bump into you in the most unexpected of places.”

			His implication was obvious. She thought back to her time in Sunidara, and those wild, yellow plains so barren that the mind would start to invent things to see. There she had achieved the rank of sub-lieutenant, and had marched into many a battle with Hedinar Kantari as her general. And she remembered the day when an ebony-haired woman had stumbled into their camp, desperate for water. Hedinar had been more than willing to personally see to the runaway’s health, and it hadn’t been long before he saw to her other needs as well. And then Koviere had thundered into the officers’ tent. She grinned, “You were really very angry with Medea.”

			He looked confused, but answered her anyway, “Your daughter is a handful.”

			“Not that Medea; her grandmother.”

			“Oh. Yes.” His confusion dissipated. “Well, she did force me to track her all the way across the continent.”

			“She had good reason to run.”

			The giant folded his arms defensively. “Perhaps.”

			“And a better one to stay in Sunidara.”

			He chuckled. “I was glad you were there, though. I needed someone to help me with that particular battle.” 

			“She had her claws so deeply embedded in his heart; none of us could have parted them.” And a good thing too, as it turned out.

			“You mean he had his daggers planted firmly in her heart.”  A wicked grin spread across his wide face. “You always were very fond of your General Kantari.”

			Artemi fought to relax every muscle that clamoured to tense. “Many women were. But if you mention that to anyone else here...” She narrowed her eyes at him. Of course Morghiad had inherited his father’s best qualities, in addition to developing many more of his own.

			Her old friend shrugged innocently. “You coming to the practice hall then?”

			“Oh, if it’ll make you quiet, Koviere!” She stood and tightened her sword straps, watching as he rose into his improbable height. It did tend to make him a rather more challenging fighter than most. Throwing him out of that inn all those years ago had required an inordinate amount of Blaze. 

			They strode slowly down to the domed room, nodding politely to those they passed. The corridors smelled heavily of fire blossom and were unusually quiet, even in the middle of the day. Then again, she did not desire to see anyone loud and happy. She craved nothing more than silence and a good, hard fight.

			The domed hall was bustling with the heat of thousands of soldiers when she arrived. But the expressions on their faces... All were of pity and sadness so sickening she would rather have turned them to fear with a few errant fireballs. Though, that would hardly be an appropriate response for a queen in mourning. She gritted her teeth as she strode before Koviere’s lumbering figure, watching the silent ocean of soldiers part before her. The space where she had always stood with Morghiad was now empty, circled by a reverent cluster of downcast faces. In spite of not being Kusuru, the king had always made an excellent opponent for her in practice sessions. Silar was almost equal in ability, but his blond form was noticeably absent also. No doubt he had a mountain of duties to deal with at present.

			Artemi stayed near Koviere as they stepped into the space, and closed her eyes. She could hear the breaths of every soldier, the whispers they shared and the thump of her own heart. She could hear the song of the castle around her, and the way that Blaze Energy coursed through the more basic force that made it. The power of The Crux was barely visible, even to her. But she could tell that, for every one part Blaze that burned in the world, another five parts of The Crux flowed through it. 

			The movements of the now-fighting soldiers around her were disrupting and changing the way the air shifted, but the smell of energy was just the same. That dark shadow moved through her thoughts again. What was that?

			“...Girl? Are you going to do any fighting or just stand there?”

			Artemi opened her eyes again. “Hmm? Yes, of course. Sorry to keep you waiting.” She withdrew her sword and waited for Koviere’s heavy barrage of attacks. Fighting him was much like working one’s way around a huge fort: vast, solid and vigorously defended. There were, however, a few weaknesses here and there. She leapt and dodged his rapid slices with some elegance, but took her time with the battle. There was no sense in finishing it before he was properly exercised, or she properly distracted. 

			But Artemi found it a far more difficult battle to become distracted during the fight. Every move that Koviere made she found herself comparing to Morghiad’s. The giant was slower with his side-swipes, harsher with his parries, messier with his up-thrusts. But he had the same, curious wariness about his left flank that her king had always fussed over. This was getting her nowhere! She forced her resurgent sadness back into the cellars of her mind, and fought on. As she began to regain her focus, something poured back out of those dark reaches, something living. It coalesced into a prowling, walking thing that felt very... negative. Artemi made another hard strike at Koviere’s blade, bounded to the right and prepared herself for the next hit.

			But the dark, shadowy thing moved against her thoughts. It padded towards the fires at the edges of her consciousness. Artemi parried another strike, but she was too tense and overbalanced. The creature reacted immediately. It took hold of her power, almost every drop she could hold, and launched it at Koviere. She was only just fast enough to divert the fires away from him, but they shot out across the great hall in a brilliant streak of inferno. It hit the other side with a violent crash, and just as quickly dissolved to nothing. Every one of the thousands of soldiers dropped their weapons to stare at her; some had fallen to the ground in fear for their lives. 

			Light of Achellon, what had she done? The fires had drained from her body, and somehow she’d unconsciously re-sheathed her sword. Her whole body was shaking. “Koviere, are you...?”

			“I’m fine. I’m more worried about you, girl! What was that?”

			She shook her head. “I don’t... I...”

			He put his huge hands on his hips. “Emotions getting the better of you? Perhaps this was too soon. Let’s get you back to your rooms.”

			Emotions taking control? That wasn’t her at all! She’d never wielded something she didn’t want to, and certainly not at a friend! What was happening to her? “It shouldn’t have escaped...”

			He was guiding her out of the room, past the lines of wide-eyed soldiers. “It’s alright. We know you can be as fiery as that hair of you-”

			“I am not!” She turned to him rapidly. “I am disciplined, Koviere. You know that. When have you ever seen me do anything so... so.... errant?”

			The giant frowned as he ushered her into the corridor beyond and raised an eyebrow. “Tower of Cadra’s castle?”

			“That was intentional and planned!”

			He pulled a face and urged her to walk on. “It’s alright, Artemi. We all have a great deal to adjust to, you more than anyone. Don’t fret about it.”

			Don’t fret? Artemi felt her anger surge at his words. She would bloody well fret all she liked! She pulled out a dagger to spin in her hands. Flick. Too many people with too many ideas about what was best for her. Flick. People assuming she had a temper problem because of the way she looked. Flick. The comments she’d received about her children’s need for her. As if she didn’t know! Flick. That blasted, moth-brained husband of hers! The monster had roused from its slumber again. “Rhaaahhh!” Artemi jettisoned the blade into the mists of the hallway beyond, and waited for the sound of its fall. The creature wanted Blaze again, but she wasn’t about to allow it that satisfaction. Three seconds passed before the dagger clattered onto some distant floor.

			Koviere was watching her closely.

			“It’s alright, Kove. It’s under control.” She thought she knew what it was now: a reminder of Morghiad’s darker days, a gift he had left her with. But Artemi was made of different stuff, and a thing like that would not survive in her mind for long. Not a blazed chance!
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			Chapter 2

			The air was cut through with the icy warmth that comes with an early spring, and the sun was bright for its low height. The gardens were starting to take on their odd sort of disordered beauty as grey death gave way to green life. It was only the second spring after Morghiad’s final winter, and yet it seemed more like an age of seasons had come and passed since that event. Silar often thought back with guilt over his friend’s death. He had known that the king was hiding things, training his face to conceal certain emotions and his mind to conceal feelings even from Artemi. And Silar had known that the end result would not be a happy one, but he had thought there was more time. He had been convinced that he could use the queen to knock some sense into her husband before he made a terrible mistake. Only, the great spymaster general had failed to account for Dorlunh’s change of heart upon his return. It was another disaster to add to his personal collection.

			Silar missed his friend sorely, even his stupid, glowering moods and looks of disapproval. No one else had ever been so much fun to wind up with jokes about their wife. And Artemi could never again be teased about her husband’s nature. A rich, verdant topic of amusement was lost to them all; that and so much more, a reasonable man who would listen. Morghiad’s wife, though seasoned and intelligent, was not quite so skilled in taking counsel.

			She was crouched on the lawn with her scarlet cloak swirling around her, and Kalad was in her arms. He was clutching at strands of her red-gold hair and grinning.

			“Don’t let him get too attached, or you’ll never extract him,” Silar warned as he seated himself opposite them. 

			Artemi smiled a warm smile. She was doing that more often these days, which was a relief. He could still see the ache in her eyes though, the signs that told him what she would do. “He’s very practiced at untangling himself, especially when I do this!” The child started giggling furiously as she tickled him, and released his hold on her hair almost immediately. 

			Silar would not have let go nearly so readily. He still found Artemi painfully beautiful, and still found himself dreaming of her soft lips and excellent curves each night. A part of him was glad he could take Morghiad’s place as a father to the children. The only difficulty had been when Kalad had started calling him dada and they’d been forced to reiterate over and over again that he was not. As if cued, the boy yelled, “Seeeee!” at him.

			“Go and sit with Silar, then,” his mother instructed, and the child waddled over to him.

			The general took hold of Kalad and balanced him on a leg. “Have you heard about the bandits in the Cadran woods? I’ve been getting rather a lot of reports about them recently. I think they’ve started recruiting.”

			“Oh? They’re becoming that organised?”

			He nodded. “We’ve made a large number of merchants very rich indeed, which just gives the thieves more to steal. And the more money they have...”

			“...The more time they have to plan and grow,” she finished. “So what do we do? Drench the woods with soldiers? Provide vast guards for our traders? Burn the bandits’ camps to the ground? Hunt them all down?”

			“Tem!” Her attitude was always bellicose, to say the least. “My queen,” he said more calmly. “I believe it would be far more prudent if we infiltrate their camps and see what it is they’re up to, first.”

			“Up to? They’re bandits. Their defining characteristic is that they steal.”

			He paused while he reattached one of Kalad’s loose shoes. “Initially, but then they grow into something else. I want to know who the leaders are, where they hide and the sorts of things they want. If we’re to prevent these groups from rising anew after we’ve broken them, we need to make sure their members become permanently disillusioned.” 

			Artemi’s smooth forehead creased slightly with a frown. “And pick out the rotten ones at the top. We don’t want another Reduvi and his Free Men.”

			“Precisely.”

			She pulled her red cloak around her. “Is he still...?”

			“Yes.”

			The sad look in her eyes was more apparent for a moment. “We never did tell Morghiad.”

			No. That particular familial revelation had remained their secret. “It was for the best.”

			She nodded quietly, and he knew she was thinking about those flames again. It was understandable that she wanted to end her pain, but there had to be another way. “I... ah. Yesterday I... it happened again.”

			Silar grunted. He’d seen that particular outburst in one of his many flame-filled visions of her. “I know. Orwin.”

			“I’ve never even argued with him before! I don’t understand it. There was no reason for it. One minute we were talking, and the next I was trying to throttle him.”

			He knew the way that felt, having already been treated to several of her eruptions that year. “And he has already forgiven you.”

			“I could have killed him, Silar!”

			But Silar knew that she wouldn’t. His mind had shown him that much. A rather different sequence of events had been apparent to him when he’d seen the same thing in Morghiad. “You’ll beat it, Tem.” 

			She thrust one of her strangely formed daggers into the grass. “I really don’t know how you can be so sure! The thing he left inside my mind is... That doesn’t help me with how I’ll do it.”

			“Have you noticed it never happens around your children?”

			“Don’t tempt fate, General Forllan.” Artemi took hold of her son and pulled him towards her. “You say Kal’s going to look even more like his father than Tallyn?”

			“The image,” Silar chuckled. He had almost thought that particular viewing was of Morghiad, until he’d seen the dark eyes.

			She grinned at Kalad. “And with Silar as your role model the women of this country are doomed.”

			“I object to that.” He hadn’t charmed a blazed woman in years. And Talia hardly counted. That girl seemed to have ideas all of her own. 

			“Perhaps the influence of another is needed,” said a very familiar, oddly accented, male voice.

			Artemi’s eyes widened, and her smile broadened immeasurably. She plonked her son in Silar’s arms and all-but-leapt onto the man behind him. The general lifted Kalad as he stood and turned. It was her eldest son’s namesake, Tallyn Hunter.

			The Kusuru, who was evidently busy squeezing every scrap of air out of his queen’s lungs, didn’t bother acknowledging Silar’s presence. After an extended period of time, when the general’s toes had started to grow cold from lack of movement, the vanha-sielus ended their embrace. “So which one’s this?” Tallyn asked as he glanced at the child.

			“Kalad.” Artemi took him from Silar’s grasp and handed him to the Kusuru. How symbolic that felt! This did not mean his brief foray into fatherhood was over. Not in the slightest!

			The russet-skinned man gave the child one of his characteristically smug grins, but it rapidly faded into astonishment. “Powerful thing, isn’t he? And here you are, still alive and wielding. So it is true about this cave?”

			Silar very nearly scoffed at the stupidity of the question. 

			“It’s true.” The queen said with a sad smile. “It’s a chamber full of power, power more basic even than Blaze.”

			Tallyn nodded slowly. “And you have since been upgraded to a goddess, I hear.”

			“I think most of us already knew that,” Silar said in a low voice.

			Artemi arched an eyebrow. She turned her dark eyes back to the other Kusuru. “It’s a long story. Now, you really should meet my other son and my daughter. They have been waiting for you.”

			“Ah, Kahr Tallyn. That is a good name. Will you be joining us, General Forllan?” A very obvious invitation for him to leave. 

			Silar suppressed a sigh. “I’ll be in my offices if I’m needed.” He stalked into the palace with as much dignity as he could summon. It was bad enough that he’d grown so fond of those children, and ridiculous that he now felt as if he was being cuckolded. He could see the next few years mapped out quite clearly now, and would have to start planning his inevitably troublesome encounters with Master Tallyn: The Smuggest Hunter in History.
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			Artemi grinned inanely at her old friend as they paced towards the archery range. Tallyn was looking just as fresh-faced and alive as ever, with caramel hair that brushed over his deeply tanned features. If she hadn’t felt so much like his little sister, she might have been attracted to him. Kalad sat easily the Kusuru’s left arm, looking as if he’d grown up there and was happy to stay. Blazes, what sort of influence would this man and Silar have on the child?! She was going to have to bring Orwin in for some sort of balance. “Where did you grow up this time? Was it good? We tried to find you but-” but they had failed. 

			He smiled with his usual good nature. “It was a wonderful childhood, Tem. Don’t you worry about that. A nice little farm in Rhofin, with lots of pretty girls in the village.”

			Artemi bit down on an exasperated sigh. No doubt he’d been up to his usual tricks. “And your new family, will you bring them here? I... would like it if you stayed, Tal.” At least until he developed the itch to return to Fury Point in Calben. He’d spent so many lives there that the accent had become entirely ingrained.

			He slowed his pace and turned to her. “I’m not going anywhere, girl. And as for my father, well, he’s got a new wife to keep him company. But what about you? I see three children have done nothing to harm those two corset cushions of yours.”

			“Tal! Not in front of him!” she hissed.

			The Hunter merely smirked. 

			“I’m fine. Well, mostly.” She hadn’t tried to kill him yet, which was a good sign.

			He nodded. “I’m sure there is much we have to talk about. Not least this curious city you’ve built for yourself. I remember Gialdin being white, but this is... different.” He hitched Kalad up as he walked. “Where are the others? Have you heard from Dorlunh lately?”

			Artemi assumed a silence that she knew he would understand, and looked only at the path ahead. He frowned at her, but did not press the subject further. 

			The archery range was a lengthy, cordoned-off section of the gardens with youthful trees that lined one side. Tortrix was in his starry, dark green uniform and instructing her two children with his usual vigour. “Draw!” he barked.

			The pair pulled back their short bows as far as they were able.

			“Release!”

			The two arrows fired into the air and, instead of hitting the target, bounced off each other in mid-flight. 

			“Those,” her old friend leaned over and whispered, “are quite definitely Artemi Fireblade’s offspring.”

			She raised both eyebrows at him, and called to her children instead of providing a witty response, “Tal; Med! There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

			They turned in unison, and her eldest son’s expression was one of surprising excitement. He nudged his sister and whispered something in her ear. Artemi sometimes worried what mischief those two concocted when she wasn’t looking. If it was anything like the sorts of things she used to get up to... She took Kalad from her friend’s arms. “Tallyn, Medea, this is-”

			“Tallyn Hunter,” her son finished. He held out his hand to shake with a broad grin. 

			The elder Tallyn took it firmly. “Good to meet you. You have much of your father about you.” He turned to Medea to take her hand. “And you, you are as pretty as your mother, which is an achievement in itself.” Thank Achellon he’d decided to pare down his language for her!

			Artemi’s daughter giggled with embarrassment, which wasn’t her usual response. Normally she was wise enough to measure a man’s intentions when he paid a compliment. After all, a kahriss needed to keep her wits and not be seduced by sweet words. Then again, The Hunter had a certain rough-and-dark beauty about him. The queen made a mental note to discuss the matter with Med later. They rarely discussed the topic of men, though it was something Artemi would have to tackle with her daughter soon.

			The rest of their discussion was polite, pleasant and a relief for the queen after a trialling year. She felt some of those knots in her stomach start to dissipate as she watched her family grinning and laughing with each other. Perhaps it would be possible to find a sort of peace without her husband, assuming she succeeded in dealing with that thing in her head. A few hours had passed before she’d managed to put Kalad to bed, and there were numerous other duties to attend to before she could speak to the other Kusuru alone. But, eventually, she was able to take him to the vault where they would be afforded some privacy. In-keeping with the logic of the rest of the castle, it was located in an airborne turret.

			“I hope you’ve taken good care of my blades.”

			“Of course.” She stepped forward to the vault entrance. There were guards in the nearby corridors, but no muscle was required for this doorway. The locking mechanism employed a very complex Blaze form, which only the queen and Selieni knew. She wielded a small amount, her construction snapped into place readily and the door dissolved before them. They stepped into the windowless, blue glow of the chamber and waited for the door to re-materialise behind them. Her friend’s expression changed dramatically then, revealing the piteous face he’d so successfully hidden. “I’m so sorry, Tem. Really. I wish there was something I could say.” He embraced her tightly, but Artemi had spent more than enough months crying that year. She resolved to keep her eyes dry and enjoy the comfort his close presence brought her instead. He released her only when prompted.

			“Thank you, Tal. But there’s something you need to know, something only my children and Silar know about his death. Morghiad didn’t... he wasn’t fighting eisiels.”

			Tallyn’s brow furrowed in confusion.

			She couldn’t force the words out. “Come with me.” She led him to the plinth that held his Kusuru weapons. “As you can see, all present and correct. It always amazes me that the forms to make them have lasted this long.”

			“Your work, Tem.” He grinned as he took up the gale swords. “And it was good work. Any plans to make some new ones? And whatever happened to the spears?”

			“I don’t know. Last saw them in Dekusu. And I can’t make new ones without Mirel.”

			He shook his head. “Your daughter is more than strong enough.”

			Artemi hadn’t considered that at all. The training was tough and the forms extremely fiddly, but perhaps Medea could learn them. She had tried teaching other wielders before, and it usually ended in disaster or argument. None of those women had ever experienced the forceful, inescapable glare of an obsessive Daisain. They would also need a very competent blacksmith. Vestuna was good, Tallyn was fair, Romarr was better, but her father’s former employer was the best she’d seen: Master Rautamail. In any case, that was another thought for another day, and her old friend was giving her one of his impatient looks. “Morghiad was killed by Dorlunh. But they didn’t fight. He volunteered to be... he asked to die.” She felt all strength drain from her legs, and lowered herself to sit on the white crystal floor.

			Tallyn followed swiftly; his voice was soft. “Why?”

			“Dorlunh thought that Morghiad would do something terrible. He thought that my husband would hurt one of our sons, and that he would – ah, it sounds so ridiculous.” It was ridiculous! She had half thought it possible once, when he’d been so ill. But not when he’d recovered. 

			“Would what?”

			She sighed. “Dorlunh thought my husband would bring about the end of the world.”

			Tallyn ran his tongue over his teeth as he thought. Eventually he met Artemi’s eyes, but said nothing.

			Her muscles tensed. “What? You think he was right?” 

			The Kusuru only blinked at her question. 

			“Not. Morghiad,” she said firmly.

			The softness of his words was marked. “You saw what he did at the battle in Cadra.” He placed a dark hand on her arm. “Artemi, the rest of us guide the flow of Blaze Energy. He... forced it into place. That shouldn’t even be possible. If anyone I’ve ever met had the ability to put an end to all things...”

			“Or save the world! His heart was good, Tal. I saw inside it. He did good things for so many people.”

			Tallyn frowned. “And yet he tried to kill you.”

			“That was Mirel’s fault! It was a mistake!”

			“There were bad things inside him. I’ve seen it before in other men.”

			That much was true, but he had fought them. He had won! And now one of those things was inside her. She had to succeed, too. “Ever since he died – I... I’ve been having problems controlling my wielding. You should be careful around me.”

			The other Kusuru studied her for a moment. “May I?” He moved his hand to touch hers. 

			“Of course.”

			Hot fire filled her skin. It tore along her veins as he touched her and, as with all kanaala, his ability had its own, very familiar signature. That familiarity became rather comforting after four-thousand years of knowing it. He seemed to be measuring her, exploring her power and checking for something out of place. “You feel just as wild as ever,” he said at length. “It’s probably just your anger making itself known. You should stay away from my heart.” He winked and glanced over to the glassy object on the opposite plinth. 

			The idea of using such an item in her current state terrified her. “There is something else I’d like your help with.”

			“Anything for you, Tem.”

			She tried to shrug off the uncomfortable feeling his words inspired. “My daughter could benefit from the gift that Mirel and I share. I want you to make her a hidden wielder.”

			He raised his eyebrows briefly. “That wasn’t easy the first time...”

			“Please? Vestuna and Romarr have left, but there are other kanaala here who are capable enough to aid you. Jarynd for one.”

			A frown crossed Tallyn’s features. “That Sunidaran – Jhontin - was better.”

			She shook her head. “No. He’s gone back to his army with the rest of them.” A pity so many of her friends had departed. She missed them all. Something dark stirred in the back of her mind again, and Artemi stamped down on it, hard.

			His frown deepened. “What about your son? If he has half the skill of his father, he should find it as easy as crushing tanno fruit.”

			“He is too young.”

			Tallyn made a small smile. “I don’t think so.”

			Artemi felt a sudden urge to punch her friend in the arm. She succumbed to it.

			“Tem!” he warned with mischievous eyes.

			She gritted her teeth. “Fine. The two Tallyns will hide my daughter from the blazed eyes of this world.” She stood. “I’m hungry. Let’s find some bloody food.” Artemi stalked out of the vault with the other Kusuru close at her heels, her stomach and mind rumbling in a strange synchrony.
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			Medea folded her arms and leaned against the stable doors. The clothing she had selected for the day was perhaps a little more revealing than it ought to have been. She felt as if the whole castle were looking at her, judging and finding her unfit to wear such things. Perhaps it had been a mistake. Was there time to go back to her rooms and change? The thought was pushed aside as her brother pranced across her field of view, mounted upon their father’s giant warhorse. Tallyn had convinced himself that he needed to behave as idiotically as possible in order to impress everybody. Then again, the few things she did rarely impressed anyone.

			“Tallyn, what are you doing on that creature?! Get off him now!” Her mother’s rather furious voice echoed against the stable doors and around the yard.

			The kahr looked sullen for a moment, but did not move from the saddle. “He likes me.”

			“Tyshar does not like anyone! Even with your father he was a battle. Come down. I have some very important work for you.”

			Medea still wasn’t entirely sure what her mother had in mind when she had asked them to meet her here, but something about the queen’s tone had made her feel nervous. She turned her eyes to her mother’s companion, the Kusuru Tallyn, and found herself appreciating his graceful swagger. If only he hadn’t shared her brother’s name; it was quite an interruption to her more whimsical thoughts about him. Not that he would ever think such things of her. And not that she cared, anyway.

			Her brother slowly dismounted the huge, black and huffing warhorse. It pawed at the ground impatiently. “He needs exercise,” the kahr said in a very quiet voice.

			The queen came to take the horse from him. “And I will take him out now. I want you and Med to find your own horses.” She turned to The Hunter. “There’s a dun in the box behind you that’ll be the right size. Calbeni blood.”

			The assassin grinned with barely restrained excitement and went to saddle up his exotic animal. Medea turned to look at her own mount, a sleepy thing with brown, velveteen ears. She had owned something rather more spirited before her father died, but the last year had seen her mother clamp down on such wild extravagances.

			The kahriss understood her mother’s caution in the face of loss, though it didn’t make the situation any less frustrating. She entered the animal’s box and assessed the saddling on the tame gelding. He nuzzled her with some affection, which was a more pleasant welcome than her old horse would have offered. A quick tightening of the girths was all that was needed to make the animal run-ready and she clambered onto his back. Her mother was already on Tyshar when she re-entered the stable yard, looking rather diminutive atop the vast creature. 

			The queen’s forehead creased as she assessed her daughter. “What are you w-?” she broke off when The Hunter rode out to join her.

			He frowned as he looked at her, too. “Why is the daughter of Queen Fireblade on a school pony?”

			Medea immediately felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment. She deeply wished that the skies would descend and that the clouds would hide her shameful appearance. 

			“She is too young to ride anything silly. Now, we must be moving before it’s too late. Where is that son of mine?”

			As if cued by her words, the bronze-haired kahr ambled into the circle upon a horse almost as dozy as Medea’s.

			The Hunter made an irritated noise. “Tem, you are cosseting them!”

			Her mother looked incensed by his comment. “We’ll discuss your opinions another time. Let’s be off.”

			They trotted out of the palace’s enclosure and into the city proper, where the people seemed keen to throw themselves to the floor before their queen. Medea had grown up witnessing this odd sort of reverence to her mother, and had at first thought it was quite normal. It was only when she had travelled to Kemen and seen how their royalty were regarded that she realised her family differed. She cast a glance over to her brother. He was smiling and offering nods to the citizens as if they were already his people, but she could see the uncertainty in his eyes. Many people thought him confident or even arrogant, but such assumptions were far from true. She partially understood his problem. Their father had left a sizeable void for him to fill, and the kahr feared that he would never be more than a shadow. Medea, on the other hand, had met with a sort of acceptance at her situation. She found herself constantly compared to her legendary mother, and knew very well that nothing she did could ever compete with the storybooks or vast collections of histories. There was no sense in fretting over the problem.

			Before long they’d passed the pointed roofs of the white houses and exited the sprawling gate at the south of the city. The Flame Gate, it was named, owing to the peculiar flares of white crystal that sprouted around it. She’d heard many people describe her city as strange, but to her it seemed entirely sensible. Those peculiar, square houses so prevalent in the countryside were the true oddities. They always looked utterly incongruous with their environment.

			Her mother led them through the broad, flat farms and into the thick woods where she dismounted before a huge, leaning tree. Once they had hitched the horses she called Medea forward. 

			The queen took her hand, sending icy waves of Blaze reflections through her fingers. “My daughter,” she began with a warm smile, “As you well know, the younger siblings of the Jade’an family must protect the borders of this country when they are of age. This shall be your duty, and it is a duty no less important than your brother’s. That said, you cannot be expected to patrol these lands with any subtlety if your power is visible.”

			The Hunter snorted. “I could sense her from the other side of the city!”

			Her mother compressed her lips. “That is why we’ve moved away from it for this. Medea, do you consent to having your ability hidden as mine is? It will offer you protection and an advantage against your enemies. But it will also make it difficult for those who care about you to find you. As with the abilities you already have, it must be used with responsibility, morality and caution.”

			Bloody blazes alight! A chance to seek refuge from all those nosy kanaala? “Yes!” She barely contained her excitement, a broad grin spreading across her features.

			The queen nodded. “Very well. These two men and I shall see to it.” 

			Medea’s green eyes shifted to those of her brother. She loved him dearly as any sister should, but surely they weren’t going to trust him with this? A year earlier she would have argued with her mother, but now... now the queen seemed too fragile. 

			The dark-skinned Kusuru stepped forward and took both her mother’s and brother’s hands, so that they formed a small circle around her. “You have to build a partition within her,” The Hunter instructed, “But it is tied to her mind.” Dancing flecks of light began to float around the queen.

			Just what were they going to do in there?

			He continued, “This is what the form looks like...” Something cold and heavy pressed against Medea’s skin. “...But it will take time to work. It has to be allowed to seep into - Blazes, what did you just do?” He broke off contact with her mother, who was wide-eyed and blinking. Fear began to inch its way up the kahriss’ spine. It turned to near panic. Had they accidentally quenched her? Was that possible?

			Kahr Tallyn shrugged. “I just did what you told me to do.”

			The Kusuru turned to her mother and placed his hands on his hips. “You see what I mean? He’s more skilful with Blaze than I am.” He nodded towards Medea. “No doubt she’s the same.” In a lower voice he said, “At least he doesn’t force it like his father.” 

			The queen turned her eyes to her daughter, and a gust of wind caught her red hair. It shone a fiery gold in the sunlight, before dissolving into soft embers as it sank back into the shade. Medea had always been terribly jealous of her mother’s hair; it was so typical of her luck that she’d inherited the plain, black locks of her father. “Med, your brother appears to have done all the hard work for us. You are now a hidden wielder.” She turned to her son. “Tallyn, I am very impressed. Perhaps your namesake is right. Perhaps I ought to allow you both some greater challenges.”

			A smile immediately enveloped the kahr’s features, and his eyes flicked onto Tyshar.

			“Not that one. Not yet,” her mother admonished. “Now that our work is done with such efficiency, why don’t we return to the palace for a good fight? It has been a while since I faced another Kusuru...” She smiled at the elder Tallyn. 

			“As you command, my queen,” he responded with a handsome grin. Medea watched him closely as he mounted his Calbeni horse, his silvery-blue daggers sparkling brightly up his legs like the night stars. A long, red scarf trailed from his waist and fluttered in the breeze. She had read about the Torvalen Hunt the year before, and had been swept away by its tales of bravery and tenacity. Perhaps he would relate the truths of the story to her, if she asked him sweetly enough.

			She trailed behind the tail of his mount while they took a leisurely walk back through the woods, and listened in to his conversation with her mother.

			“This place is better than Cadra, Tem. The woods here seem to glow with life.”

			“It does have an energy of its own,” the queen said with a weak smile. On Tyshar she managed to tower over the combined height of the Calbeni dun and his rider. 

			The Hunter proceeded to lean across and whispered something in the queen’s ear, something which prompted a look of fury from her. From the smirk on his face, Medea was old enough to guess that it had been inappropriate. How typical: another man besotted with her mother. She chewed on her lip and cast her eyes to the ground, but felt the gaze of another touch her skin. Her brother was studying her closely.

			She pulled a face at him to make him stop, but he only compressed his lips in response. It was exactly the same expression she remembered her father pulling when he disapproved of something. If only he were there to pull such a face now. She was already forgetting what he looked like, which felt strange rather than sad. Expressions she remembered but, as hard as she tried, it had become increasingly difficult to summon an image of his face into her thoughts. A sound in the nearby woodland broke her reverie. Her mother and The Hunter were motionless on their mounts. 

			Medea pulled on the reins of her own horse and stayed quiet, watching as the queen’s form became surrounded by glittering light. Their mother rapidly turned to them, whispering, “Take the North Road and get out of here now!” 

			“But m-” Tallyn protested

			“Go! And stay close to Med.”

			He glanced only briefly at his sister before booting his animal with a grimace, and Medea followed closely behind him. She could hear the sound of other hoof beats approaching now, quite a few of them. As they rode away she turned briefly to look for her mother and The Hunter, but could not quite comprehend what she saw. The queen had already begun releasing bolts of fire left and right, into the trees. But the fireballs turned into something else as they flew through the air and, without any warning, flames sprang up along her mother’s sword. They turned from red, to blue and then white. The queen’s expression was one of confusion as she leapt from Tyshar to face the charging bandits on foot. But something very strange came out of her wielding in that moment. It looked to Medea like a mix of a million mutated forms, all tangled and flowing into one another. Her mother was drawn into it and, in an instant, she vanished. 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Chapter 3

			The air ripped with the sound of screaming energy, and she found herself gliding through the low, evening sunlight. Artemi landed with very little grace on a pile of dead leaves. The creature in her mind was still writhing, baying for power, but it was tired and drunk. She forced it back into a box and locked the lid shut. It could follocking-well stay there forever! She slammed her fist hard into the ground to punctuate the thought. 

			Pushing herself up with feeble arms, she examined her surroundings. The woodland around her was familiar enough, and it looked as if she hadn’t been transported much more than a few miles from her last position. The Hunter would be able to deal with those bandits easily enough on his own, though he wouldn’t appreciate the abandonment. And Tyshar would probably aid him with a few kicks and bites. 

			Artemi stood, dusted off her clothes and began to walk northward. She could have filled herself with Blaze to detect the location of the city, but she didn’t want to risk waking that thing again.  Blazes, how was she to kill it? And what a fine gift her husband had so generously left her with! Well, she wasn’t about to end her own life in an effort to stop this thing. There had to be another way to defeat it. She stamped firmly on the ground to release some of her anger, but mostly she felt relief for not having burned her friend. She hoped her children had returned safely.

			It was a fair walk, but eventually she came to one of Gialdin’s brick-course roads and began to follow it to the city. A group of guards were gathered up ahead. Odd, she thought as she drew closer to them, they were wearing the old colours of Gialdin: blue and gold. Where was their Calidell green? Their faces were recognisable; they were indeed soldiers of her army. She stopped to examine them some yards away, and they turned to examine her also. Was this some curious experiment of Silar’s? “Why aren’t you wearing the green and black?”

			One of the men approached her calmly. “And who are you?”

			“I’m your queen, that’s who I bloody am!” Surely these men knew that!

			Another soldier, Gavorna if she remembered correctly, came to join them. “You are, are you? You don’t even look anything like her.” They chuckled between themselves for a moment.

			“Oh I see.” Artemi allowed herself a small smile. “This is some sort of joke, is it? Very funny. Now, let’s go back to the palace. I’m exhausted and I’d quite like to see my children. If you’d lead the way?”

			The soldiers spoke quietly between themselves for a moment, but Artemi could hear most of it.

			“... posing as the queen is surely an offense?”

			“Yes, but she’s clearly insane. Maybe we should leave her here.”

			“Crazy or not, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Let’s escort her back and leave it to the general to sort her out.”

			Hah! Silar would give them the hiding of their lives for speaking of her in that way! She raised a rather self-satisfied eyebrow at the men as they moved to surround her. “Time to go?”

			“Yes, my lady,” Gavorna said. He mocked a bow and invited her to mount one of their horses. She vaulted smoothly onto the best of the beasts, but her features morphed into shock when another soldier clambered onto the saddle behind her. “What are you doing?” she hissed at the man.

			“Not enough animals, my lady,” he chuckled.

			Fine. Let them get into as much trouble as they dared. They could play and act like fools all they wanted, but the repercussions would not be pretty. She grimaced and kicked her overburdened horse into a brisk walk, for once glad that her husband was not here to see this. He would have been very, very angry indeed. 

			The thick trees passed by slowly, the skeletons of last year’s leaves glistening softly in shafts of light. Gialdin’s forests were very beautiful at any time of year. The air was too dry and cold to smell of much, but Artemi drank it in deeply. This place always reminded her of happier times. At long last the trees began to thin out, giving way to the small farmsteads and fields that had grown up around the capital. But something was different. Something about them looked slightly... off. “Which gate are we heading for?” she asked her saddle-mate.

			“West, my lady.”

			West? There were only two farms on the west side, and she was sure that they did not have thatched roofs. And then the city came into view beyond. A great spire reached into the grey skies, and waterfalls clambered up its sides. But it was not the city she had left; it was not nearly so... errant. Shock tore through her body as she recognised it, paralysing her limbs and lungs. She knew this place. This was the old Gialdin.

			She watched, wide-eyed as they entered the ancient city through a delicately sculpted gate. The houses beyond were ordered, sensible and regularly spaced. Artemi touched one of the walls as they passed. It buzzed with Blaze fires, not the more elemental source of The Crux. How had this come to pass? Had she travelled back in time? Was such a thing possible in The Darkworld? She turned to her guard again as they rode. “Ah... the general – that would be General Kantari, correct?”

			“Well, since you are the queen, you ought to know that!” He continued to chuckle quietly behind her. 

			Excitement bubbled up and drowned her anger. Blazes, this could mean a chance to change things! And Hedinar... and all the others, she could save the lot of them before Acher came anywhere near them! Maybe Morghiad too... A huge grin spread across her face as she thought of what she could do, and she kicked the horse to walk a little faster. 

			The palace’s stable yard was just as she remembered: glittering, busy and full of the smells of hay. In truth, it wasn’t so far-removed from that of New Gialdin. Just more... conventional. 

			She was very nearly jumping on the spot by the time the guards came to take her into the palace. She grinned inanely at their blue and gold uniforms while they paced the old corridors, breathing in the air that bounced with the energy of The Blazes themselves. What was curious, however, was that none of her escort seemed to recognise her. She had been well-known to most of Hedinar’s men, hadn’t she? Artemi turned to inspect one of them. “Your name is Gavorna, correct?”

			He blinked in surprise, but nodded. Strange. She was sure he had been a Calidellian man. What was he doing in a Gialdinian army? Artemi shook her head and made a mental note to ask him when she returned to her own time, assuming she could get back. That would be the next problem to solve; she thought she could remember the forms for it. They soon stepped into the great, ivory-walled hall that had been the original throne room. Huge, arching vaults sprawled across the ceiling while golden lamp stands decorated the walls. It was fascinating how heavy and stone-like this Gialdin palace appeared when compared to her own. She suppressed a smug grin as she thought of the Founder Sisters. Amateurs!

			The movement of a crowd of guards ahead signalled the arrival of someone important, and Artemi readied herself to see a dear friend who had been long-dead. But she felt the presence of a strong wielder approach, and it wasn’t the tall form of Hedinar who marched into the hall. It was a dark-haired woman, with steady shoulders and a steadier gaze. She wore a gown of glittering, white silk. Medea?

			One of the guards spoke with a smirk, “My lady. We found this woman in the woods. She claims to be the queen.”

			Artemi studied the young woman closely. It certainly wasn’t Medea, though her hair was as black and her eyes as green. She was still a beauty, but her jaw was squarer and her figure more willowy. Another Jade’an, certainly. Artemi thought rapidly of an appropriate response. “Ah, unfortunately these men misunderstood my meaning, my lady.” She made a shallow bow before the frowning men.

			“Lieutenant Fireblade. We haven’t seen you here for a while, and you look a little weary. Perhaps you should take some rest in your former quarters.” The woman smiled at her, but it was a very serious smile. “It’s alright, men. You are dismissed.” Who was this woman?

			The soldiers bowed and made their departure in irritated silence.

			Artemi stepped closer to study her new friend. She did recognise her from somewhere... 

			“Are you quite alright? Where have you been all these years? My father wasn’t too pleased with your rapid departure.”

			Blazes... “Alliah?”

			The dark-haired woman drew her forehead into a series of creases as she pulled her braid over one shoulder. “Yes...”

			Alliah! Grown up! Alive! What was this place? Artemi circled the younger woman. She tried to put an age to those green eyes, but failed. “If you don’t mind me asking... how old – I mean – what year is it?”

			The kahriss’ frown deepened, and she placed a hand against Artemi’s face. The icy sensation of her power was immediately apparent, and it warmed as the other woman began to wield a sensing form. “You’re not injured,” Alliah said at last. “The year is 3264 PD.”

			“The second month?”

			Alliah nodded slowly.

			So she was in the present. But this wasn’t the present she knew. Had she already saved these people? And if so, where were her children?

			“Blasted winds, girl! Where have you been?” thundered a very familiar, male voice. 

			Artemi followed its source, and her eyes settled on a tall, broad-shouldered man. His lean, sword-hardened arms were folded and his excellent body was swathed in dark grey battle garb. Dark blond hair crowned his handsome, stubble-roughened face. “Hedinar,” she croaked. 

			He raised an eyebrow. “Not gone long enough to forget my name, at least. So that was your Blaze stream I saw so miraculously reappear from nothing. Now, can you tell me just how you managed to engineer that?”

			“It only just appeared?”

			He shrugged. “Three hours ago. Thereabouts. And there I was thinking you’d died in some overly exciting and epic adventure not fifteen years ago. But here you are. So, what did you do?”

			Artemi was beginning to feel her weariness. “I... don’t know. I don’t understand what’s happened.”

			General Kantari grunted. “Right. Well, why don’t you explain to me why you left us in such a hurry, without even bothering with an explanation?”

			”I left? When?”

			He leaned forward for a closer look, and then exchanged glances with his daughter. “Perhaps you should take some rest. Come with me.”

			Artemi fell in with her former leader, and heard Alliah’s light steps behind them. 

			“I see you found your other gale sword,” he said jovially.

			“Yes-” she refrained from mentioning Morghiad’s name. Was Morghiad here, in this strange world? “-it was in the Kemeni mountains.”

			The general chuckled quietly. “You remember some things, at least.”

			Artemi watched the strange, blue-gold soldiers as they passed. She was sure she recognised several of the faces, but from her present rather than her past. It was almost as if... as if Acher’s assault on Gialdin had never happened. “Hedinar?”

			“Yes, Lieutenant Fireblade.” He always used to emphasise her title when he thought she was being too informal and unruly. 

			Artemi grinned at him in amusement. “King Acher failed when he tried to attack the city, didn’t he?”

			“Attack? Temi, Acher’s dead.”

			“Oh?”

			Hedinar sighed. “Ah, sometimes I feel bad about it. But he threatened to have Med quenched. You know that sort of talk makes me angry.”

			“You killed him?”

			He stopped and turned to face her. “Yes. You were there. The duel at the border...”

			Artemi did remember them duelling. She remembered the low light and small crowd of watchers. She remembered the whispering trees and whisking swords. Hedinar had won that day, but had only left his opponent with a few cuts and wounded pride. She also remembered Medea’s explosive temper when she found out about the fight. That had been well before Alliah’s arrival. “And after you... killed him... what happened to Calidell?”

			“Broken up. Listen, I don’t know what you’ve been getting into, girl, but it’s left you even more peculiar than your usual self.” He started walking again. “Some sleep will see you right.”

			Artemi doubted that. “Where is Medea?”

			“Visiting the wielders in Graften. She’ll be back in a few days.”

			“And...” Oh, how was she to ask this? “Ah...” She fumbled the name in her mind. “Your... son? Is he...?” Her voice trembled oddly.

			“Morghiad? Yes, yes. He’ll be back tonight or tomorrow. Blazes knows patrolling seems to be the only responsibility he’ll take to.”

			Artemi very nearly leapt for joy and yelled out of excitement, but managed to keep her outward response to a small grin. He was alive here! And he’d known a childhood with his parents! What perfect world was this? The thought triggered something, a very ancient memory. It was something one of the Law-keepers had said to her once: A multitude of possibilities can exist in a multitude of places. Worlds created by different decisions. But then... if she had left Gialdin and Morghiad had stayed here, her children would not exist. A whither of frost coursed up her spine. “This is not my world, Hedinar.”

			“What?”

			Alliah, who’d been following them in silence, leaned in to examine her again. Artemi batted her hands away. “Look. The Artemi you knew was me, but I am not her. Unless I’m very much mistaken, where I come from, you didn’t kill Acher in that duel. And everything afterwards was very different.”

			His forehead wrinkled. 

			“I can prove it.” She withdrew her engagement dagger from her thigh holster, flipped it, and handed the hilt to Hedinar. 

			He blinked as he examined it, and withdrew his own identical blade. “This is Medea’s work... How...?”

			“It is the same dagger, but from a world where a different set of possibilities played out. Somehow, I don’t know how, I ripped a hole from my world to this one. And presumably there is another Artemi somewhere in this world: the one that died fifteen years ago.” She hoped she was right, or she’d have no hope of seeing her babies again. But Morghiad... perhaps she could borrow him?

			Hedinar handed the dagger back to her. “Is this some sort of ruse cooked up by you and my wife?”

			Artemi shook her head. “What would be the point of that?”

			He sighed. “Coming from anyone else, I’d think they were mad or lying. But you... with you it’s possible.” He watched her re-sheathe the weapon. “How did you come by that? It’s not really something I’d - oh.” Realisation spread across his features. “I’m dead?”

			Artemi tried to think up an excuse, but failed. She nodded slowly. 

			Alliah piped up then, “How?”

			“Acher razed this city to the ground in 3192. He killed just about everyone in it, myself included.”

			“That’s impossible!” the general scoffed.

			Artemi shook her head. “So we thought.” She started walking towards her old rooms, or where she thought she remembered them being. 

			Hedinar’s voice was firm, though anyone who knew him well would have heard the waver in it. “But the kids - they survived, surely?”

			Eye contact with Alliah was impossible, no matter how hard she tried. “Morghiad lived.” Artemi quickened her pace. “That is another world. Not this one. You don’t need to hear of it.”

			“Wait,” Hedinar said in his commander’s voice. She’d never realised quite how similar it sounded to her husband’s. Artemi ignored it. “Lieutenant Fireblade!” She ignored him again, but could hear him muttering behind her. The sound of Alliah’s footsteps gradually faded as Hedinar’s became more apparent.

			“Blasted girl! You never listen!” He stamped to enunciate his point. “Tell me what happened. At least... let me give you a message to take back to my son. You can go back, surely? He could only have been small when I died...”

			“He was four.” Her emotions were beginning to get the better of her.

			“Four. Of course. But he deserves to know his father – and Med. She’d want to write to him, too. Maybe Alliah...”

			Artemi turned to him. Tears were fighting to escape from her eyes; her throat felt tight. “Hedinar, you can’t. He... he was killed a year ago. I’m sorry. Please let me rest. I need to think about what to do next. And then - then I promise I will tell you everything.” She hated the expression she saw on his face then. The typically strong and fearless man looked distraught, genuinely hurt. She took his arm and squeezed it. “I’m sorry. But you are so lucky here... to be alive. You did the right thing in killing Acher. You truly did.” Exhaustion weighed heavily upon her, and she found herself leaning heavily upon him. Her father-in-law. Blazes!

			She stumbled to her old rooms, which were exactly as she remembered: small and plain. Hedinar had barely drawn the blanket across her before she fell into a very deep, very dark sleep. As had become the case in the last year, it was haunted by memories of the battle at Cadra. So many soldiers had died because of her actions: Hirrahan men, but men nonetheless. Sometimes she saw their faces, or heard their screams – felt their bones snap beneath her. True enough, they had marched into battle knowing there was a chance they would not live, but they could never have foreseen the manner of their deaths. Many more Calidellians would have eventually died if the Hirrahans had lived, but that did not sate the hunger of her guilt. Morghiad’s death was surely her punishment. She deserved every drop of sorrow that his loss had brought.

			When she awoke the sky was black and stars sparkled at her through the window. Could Tallyn and Medea see those same stars, or Kalad? The thought hurt too much for her to dwell upon, and she locked it in a box alongside the monster. Mentally, she kicked the monster’s box for good measure. Artemi swung her legs onto the floor and stood slowly. Most of her strength had returned. That was good. She re-attached her weapons, taking care over the engagement dagger, and opened her creaking door to the hallway beyond. Dozens of fire lamps lit the crystalline corridor, as warm as her memories of this place. Artemi ambled down them slowly, listening to the soft sounds of flickering flames and breathing in the floral scents so native to the palace. She ran her fingers along the white wall. Cool and glassy and fire-full. She was headed to Hedinar’s old offices, or where she remembered them being. 

			It wasn’t long before a dark figure became visible at the next junction. He was tall like Hedinar, but dark-haired and with a black cloak that brushed the floor. The lamplight filtered around him timidly, as if he’d somehow directed it to make him appear darker. He was examining one of his blades for damage. But, of course, Artemi didn’t care about that. 

			“Lieutenant Fireblade,” he said as he looked up, emerald eyes flashing. “I thought that was your stream. Someone mentioned you were b-”

			Morghiad’s sentence was cut short as Artemi planted her lips firmly onto his, and her arms wound tightly about his neck. Flames, those beautiful, terrifying flames tore through their contact and down through her body. It set her alight a thousand times over. And blazes, how she’d missed his scent! She pushed him against the wall without thinking, and held him even tighter. How desperately she had longed for him! All was forgiven! The short-sword he’d been holding fell to the ground with a clatter. 

			But he didn’t squeeze her back. In truth, he hadn’t even made an effort to reach for her power. Artemi terminated their kiss and moved back to examine him. His face was as idealised as she’d remembered, though the expression on it was a new one. His eyes were wide, blinking.

			They stared at each other in silence for several, very awkward moments, and the truth was slow to dawn on her. Clearly, in this world, she and he had never been lovers.

			She stepped back and attempted to manufacture an apology, “Ah... I... um.” She cleared her throat. “I... ah.” Artemi took a deep breath as she reclaimed his dropped weapon and handed it back to him. “Sorry.” It was the best she could do. She turned and made to leave.

			“Wait.” Bloody Achellon, but that voice could command her in any world! His hand caught hers, sending Blaze echoes in torrents that bore their way up her arm and called her to him.

			She spun quickly. Her stomach had twisted into a tangle of nightmares, her cheeks flushed with severe embarrassment. But he didn’t seem to register her expression or reaction at all. Morghiad moved with his unique sort of rapidity, bundling her into a nearby room and shutting the door. He grabbed her roughly, pulled her close and forced a kiss of his own on her still-burning lips. This time he drew heavily on her fires, taking everything he could from her. She leapt onto him, and wound her legs about his waist while she revelled in the feeling of having his arms around her once more. It was only a matter of seconds before they were on the floor, and their swords clanged sonorously against the glassy surface. 

			A noise in the corridor outside interrupted them. Artemi held herself motionless, though she was breathing harder than she would have liked. Morghiad still had his arms around her and, fires of Achellon, that felt good! 

			“I said I would meet my father here. That’s probably him.” 

			Her heart stopped. This would not be a good situation to be caught in. “I should... stay in here while you go,” she whispered.

			The kahr shook his head. “I’ve wielded a few forms in here as well as the partition. He’ll smell it a mile away.”

			She hadn’t noticed him do it, but the room glittered with an assortment of Blaze things. “Fine. We were... practising.”

			“Practising.” He stood and helped her up. “Your hair is...” He grinned. “Allow me.” Morghiad attempted to bring some sort of order to it, but was evidently unimpressed with his efforts. 

			“It doesn’t matter,” she said as she drew her fingers through the tangle of reddish waves. “I’ll just take a seat over here.” Artemi placed herself regally upon a straight-backed chair and attempted to look as innocent as possible. Her heart was thundering around inside her chest, and the trickle of adrenaline had her struggling to subdue her shakes. The kahr’s reaction was difficult for her to interpret, but he went on to rearrange his various weapons and then opened the door.

			“There you are!” came Hedinar’s voice. “You could try being on ti- Light of... that’s a lot of Blaze!” He walked in, rapidly spying Artemi in her assumed chair. “Hmm. I see you’re feeling better, Lieutenant Fireblade.”

			“Much recovered, thank you.”

			“Good. Come with me. Both of you.” With that the general turned and paced away. 

			Morghiad and Artemi exchanged rapid glances, but swiftly did as the man commanded. She almost laughed aloud once they started walking, however. It had been very long since she’d last felt like such a mischievous teenager. The kahr occasionally threw her an inquisitive glance, but she only responded once by reaching over to squeeze his bottom. After all, it was an act that those long, flowing cloaks were designed to conceal.
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