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Foreword

			It’s been almost seven years since I published the first volume of The Fireblade Array, and it still sends shivers down my spine that I made it here at all. Yes, I always envisaged finishing it eventually (and perhaps doing so a little sooner than I have), but it doesn’t quite compare to the feeling of being here. Like Silar says – the prediction of the future is never the same as being in it. I never would have predicted a certain president would occupy the White House, or that my country would vote to leave the European Union. Only yesterday, SpaceX launched a Tesla car into orbit, and I can’t quite believe that my obscure little story has been written alongside these and so many other huge events, wonderful and terrible, that go on in the world about us. 

			No matter what we create - big or small, profound or ephemeral – we are making history. No matter what side of politics we are on, and no matter how loudly or quietly we voice our opinions, we contribute. 

			Thank you to everyone – every single reader who has made it this far with me, and those who could not. You have contributed towards this series’ completion, and to its improvement as the years have passed. It has been a pleasure (and a challenge!) to write this, and I hope the series continues to entertain you long after you have put it away and commenced the next.

			So I dedicate this last book to all of my readers, whether you are fans or critics. Thank you for giving it a go.

			H. O. 

			7th February, 2018

			 

			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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			1. The Limitations of Fate

			It did not rain often in Sunidara, but this was an era where conventions turned to rarities - at least where Morghiad had a hand in it. A shame he no longer possessed two hands with which to do double the meddling. 

			Though the rain hammered, he swept into the castle at Deva as a soundless murmuration of starlings, and through to King Paolin’s chambers as a night’s breath of shadow. The scents of incense and freshly damp earth were heavy here, and they tumbled off the sheets of silk that billowed at the windows. The red stone of the floor was dusty enough to crunch beneath Morghiad’s feet when they formed, and the air damp enough to mist in a perfect sphere from the chill of his presence.

			“Paolin,” Morghiad said, rousing the snoring king from his slumber. “Your Fairy Nightfather has arrived.”

			There was a brief moment of silence after the snoring ceased, and Paolin sat bolt upright. “Am I dreaming? Blazes, another nightmare?”

			“No dream, old friend. You have a debt, do you recall?” 

			More silence, and then, “What of my daughter? Do you have her?”

			“Army first. Then you get your daughter back.”

			“How do I know she is even alive?” the king asked.

			Morghiad seated himself upon the end of Paolin’s bed, and tugged the sheets with a sudden wrench that pulled all the old wrinkles into new ones. It prompted a high-pitched scream from Paolin, which in turn brought Morghiad’s laughter. Fires, he had not laughed in a long while! “Boo!” Morghiad said, and Paolin jumped a full foot off his mattress. 

			If only Artemi had been here to see this! How funny she would have found it all!

			Once he had managed to stifle his mirth and bring his grins under control, he said, “You must trust me, my king. If you do not give me what I have requested, she will die, and you will die next. A Sunidaran army – lined up on the outskirts of the city. Retire General Collete and give him a nice house somewhere. One week.”

			Alas for Paolin. He would never get his daughter back for as long as he was manipulable. There was so much more that could be extracted from Sunidara for the world’s benefit, and it was for the greater good. Every act Morghiad performed was for the benefit of the Darkworld, and more would come to see that soon. 
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			Silar groaned as he felt the tightness in his chest fail to release. He knew what it was, remembered everything as clearly as he would if he had been viewing it through Tedaran cut glass, but by the fires, he did not want to remember! Blazes, but the wound burned so badly! He moaned again, and opened his eyes. 

			Tallyn Hunter was sitting at his bedside, watching him in silence. Silar groaned this time. 

			“It’s not healing,” Tallyn said simply. “Can’t say I’m particularly concerned. For a lumper, you possess a remarkably stubborn attitude toward death.”

			“I’m not talking to you,” Silar said breathily, knowing it was worth the agony. His lungs fought at every gasp, and soon he would have to cough a lump of something up. “You lay with her. She is a daughter to me, and you… Ugh.” As soon as he finished, the coughing began, and Silar hacked up a knob of congealed blood. Tallyn caught it with a bowl, not that Silar was particularly grateful, and he did not wish to hear what Tallyn was to say next. Not least because it was true, but also because he had no way of preventing it from being said. 

			“We are the only ones left. Us and that mad, one-legged wench. We have to work together now.”

			“I hate everything,” Silar whimpered into his pillow. True, he knew most of what would happen next, and true, some of the mists around Morghiad’s chaos were beginning to clear, but that did not make the horror of it all any easier to bear. And to have to face it with Mirel and Tallyn Follocking Hunter! Bloody blazes!

			“We have to get Tem and Medi back. We have to save them now before it is too late. What he did… what is inside him—”

			“It’s in you too,” Silar finished. He was sweating, he realised, but he felt cold. This was something new, his mind told him, and entirely related to the cooling of the Blazes. It had a name when seen in diseased animals – a fever. His brain worked groggily once it came to understand the danger he was in. Stubborn follocking attitude, indeed!

			“I need you to get some mould for me,” Silar croaked at The Hunter. “Find a box of jelfruit, or six, that have it growing on the skin. Scrape it off.” He saved his spluttering between sentences to prevent Tallyn from interrupting. “Then filter it. A herbalist can show you how. I need it, or this lumper will be dead very soon.” 

			Tallyn Hunter regarded him for longer than was polite, given the circumstances, then stomped out of the chamber. It was most certainly not the time to inform him that Artemi was already dead, and that Medea was trapped in some peculiar manner of black fortress, but there would be other opportunities for discussing such things. And for reprimanding over poor behaviour. There was a bloody great deal of that to be done. 

			Only a few breaths passed before he slipped into a waking dream, where Mirel hobbled about him, fiddling with his covers and tucking him in, and whispering something about her sweet one. The dream slowly faded to nothingness with each ragged inhalation he took, and he floated for a while. When he awoke once more, Mirel was there, changing the dressings on his wound. They were soaked in fresh blood, and fires… what was that smell?

			“Tallyn,” Silar wheezed, “The mould?”

			Mirel shook her head dismissively, before her face melted into that of Caala. Blazes! Of course, they would have placed Mirel in a prison again – how could they be expected to know any better? 

			“Mirel should be free,” Silar told Caala, but she only frowned at him and told him he ought to start thinking about healing faster, then bustled out before he had time to argue. 

			Silar’s bed had grown damp, and it was cold now that Caala had removed every single one of his blankets. Fires, how badly he needed to piss! If he was not attended to soon… oh… follocks!

			At least it is warm.

			He slipped into another dream, where wild colours mixed with the darkness and high winds tore the roofs from each of Gialdin’s crystal towers. He paused in the middle of it, feeling the storm whip sand and sleet against him, and then the night came, and he was standing at the foot of Morghiad’s fortress. 

			Grimshard.

			Though he could not observe it with his eyes, he knew that Artemi’s old body lay within, but so did her new one. He glanced to one of the towers, and spied Morghiad studying him from it. There, at the base of an obsidian buttress, bided a man who was barely male or female. Daisain. Silar approached him. 

			He could not exchange thoughts with Silar now, of course. Not now that he was buried a hundred feet below the earth in Morghiad’s dungeons. But this was Silar’s dream, and that meant his brain could do all the talking that was necessary. 

			“Gale is howling,” The Daisain said as Silar approached. 

			“A gale you brought about,” he replied.

			The Daisain shrugged, then a smile filtered out, beginning from his ice blue eyes – eyes that matched Mirel’s perfectly. 

			“Erowan,” Silar remembered. “How many of you are there?”

			“You and I share much,” he responded. “You have a great deal more arrogance than I, child. To believe you could outthink me! When you could not even see through a little madness and chaos!” He laughed musically, like a lady finding joy at a reveller’s play. “He is driven by simple things, boy. No matter what fog clouds your vision, you should have understood that from the start.”

			Silar was dumbfounded, but his witty response was interrupted by a sudden itching at the centre of his chest. He attempted to scratch at it, but discovered only ruby sand beneath his fingertips. The Daisain was right, and Silar had been overthinking the chaos that surrounded Morghiad. He was not unpredictable at all. Truly, his old friend’s actions had been more predictable even than Artemi’s or Medea’s or even Tallyn bloody Hunter’s.

			“I did work out that you wanted to use him to gain control of this whole, blasted world. At least give me credit for that.”

			The Daisain performed a deep bow, and Silar acknowledged it gracefully. They were not the same. 

			“How does it feel to be the son of Mirel?” he asked.

			Erowan pursed his lips for a moment, then said, “I came into existence the moment she did, or at least I was fated to. I am glad I did not have to endure her motherhood. Both copies of me were fortunate in that respect, wouldn’t you say?”

			A mother’s love could have done much to change the Daisain’s outlook, but Silar decided against probing the matter, and said instead, “Farhid blood in you as well. I never would have guessed that.” Then again, Mirel had never been entirely transparent to his eyes.

			“That is the irony of The Crux’ great prediction, isn’t it?” The Daisain asked. “- that one of the farhid line would save it all from destruction? It was to be me.” He chuckled. “Isn’t it amusing? They believed a man or a women would one day save them, and yet it will be neither!”

			The Daisain was not only referring to the question of his indeterminable sex, but also the question of the nature of saving something. He, after all, had been the one to direct the entire system to danger in the first place. Destroyer and saviour… perhaps Morghiad would be right when he came to say it. There was no such thing as worse, only different.

			“Have you ever tried to predict yourself, Erowan?”

			He nodded slowly. “First thing I learned, and the most important. Not for you, though, eh?”

			No, indeed it was not, and that was why his predictive powers had taken so long to mature. He had never foreseen his dependence upon substances that would blind him, or his fear of viewing the future at all. If only he had fostered a better comprehension of that earlier, he might have found a way to avert it all. But of course he could not possibly have acted in any different a manner, because his training had been thus, and his family had been fated to have their personalities, and their ancestors too… and so on. In reality, the outcome and his behaviour were set many millennia ago, just as The Daisain’s was. 

			He clenched his teeth and attempted to clear his mind of anger against unavoidable fate. This was not about him now. “Erowan – it is not influence over others you seek, is it?”

			Erowan shook his head and smiled. “Already had years of that. The rewards are limited. Fate is limited.”

			“It is autonomy you want. True autonomy to direct your own life.”

			And wasn’t that what most sentient beings wanted? Freedom from control, freedom from obligation and responsibility? Freedom from the demands of weather, of seasons, of bodily requirements such as food, sleep and even sex. Freedom from a predetermined future. That was what the Daisain planned to ascend to – a state beyond even what the residents of The Crux enjoyed. Silar’s mind continued in that vein, until he grew angry at it. “Blazes, this is too profound for so early in the morning!”

			But the more Silar’s mind wandered, the closer he came to the realisation…“I fear, when you get there, you will find your mind is too mortal and Darkworlder-like to cope with true freedom,” said The Daisain. “You need to be a different manner of creature to handle it.”

			The Daisain arched a tan eyebrow. “There’s only one way to find out, child. Perhaps you would like it too?”

			Silar scoffed. He was quite happy with his imperfect, fated existence, thank you very much! And he had Talia to look forward to, besides. No, no. The Daisain would drive Morghiad to rule, then use him as a stepping stone with which to gain his autonomy in The Crux. Silar would try to stop him, of course, because he truly did not relish the idea of living in a Blazeless world where men and women died of infections, but unless he found something the Daisain had overlooked, his attempts would be in vain.

			“I knew you’d try anyway,” The Daisain said with a grin. 

			There had to be something he had not planned for – had not anticipated. Silar chewed upon his lip, and noticed a sheet of ice was creeping up the walls of Morghiad’s black tower. It ascended, creaking and scratching against the mirrored surface as it went. Whatever was that supposed to…?

			Silar felt a sudden, intense rush of winter and all its winds sweep through him. 

			“You have made another foolish assumption,” The Daisain said. “That you will survive this injury.”

			“I know I will.” He could not have been wrong about that, could he? Tallyn would do as he had instructed, the mould would do its job, and then… No, this Erowan in his mind was very wrong indeed! “Killing me now does not serve you. You would have known that.”

			“Would I?” The Daisain smiled cryptically. 

			Silar made a noise of disgust, then tore his attention away as a movement to his right caught his eye. Talia was lying upon a bed of snow in the distance, and her face looked almost as blue as the ice shadows about her. He went to her side, but found the snow beneath her turning red with blood about her hips. Behind her was a child swaddled in blankets. Its face was blue too. 

			Fires, not this!

			“The world is a harsher place without the fires, is it not?” a voice asked behind him. “A cruel place.”

			“She is innocent,” Silar replied.

			“What is innocence?” The Daisain asked. “That she had not hurt another being? You and I both know it is impossible to exist and not harm others, whether such harm is wrought with intent or without. They say children are innocent, and yet they are cruel to one another from the cradle until they learn otherwise. When we are born, we take the home of another who might have been born. Every time we eat a scrap of food, someone else goes hungry. When we find employment, our competitors must look elsewhere, or others are paid less.”

			“It is not that simple. You know it isn’t, and that some create wealth – build more homes and farms to feed...”

			“Ah yes,” he agreed, before continuing, “But did you not will this woman into existence yourself, when another child might have taken her place in Artemi’s arms? And when we die, we make space for others and leave behind the gold we have accumulated. So perhaps she ought to die to serve her children better.”

			“NO!” Silar bellowed. 

			The Daisain tssked. “You are becoming emotional. There is no good and bad, no innocent and cruel. Your friend Morghiad understood this.” Upon those words, Morghiad materialised to Erowan’s left within a dark bubble of smoke. His golden eyes bore into Silar’s own, forcing him to return his gaze to Talia. How peaceful she appeared. It had been worth dragging her essence out of The Crux. He just hadn’t intended... 

			It was no positive way to think. What was done, was done, and the Blazes had to be restored. “The fires took the lives of mothers too, true enough. But not nearly as many as this fireless ice will,” Silar said. 

			“Just wait and see,” Morghiad replied, and the dark mists around him swelled until they engulfed both Silar and Talia, dragging them into colder, blacker depths.

			“…Is he alive?”

			“I don’t know. Prod him and see what happens.”

			Sounds of shifting and thumping.

			“Perhaps we should give him some more.”

			Grumbling. “Alright.”

			Frost slicked down his throat, causing it to contract, and Silar spluttered as he struggled for breath. 

			“Huh. Alive, then. Oh well.”

			“Thanks, Tallyn,” he managed to wheeze. He cracked a single eye open, and Mirel thrust her face into his field of view, obscuring it entirely. At least she blocked the light; it was far too bright. 

			She smiled at him, flashing those same pale azure eyes as Erowan had, and then sniffed. “The scent of his own urine is still there. I do not like it.”

			“How do you think I feel?” Silar asked, struggling to get enough breath into his ruined lungs. He would live though. That, at least, was now a blessed certainty. Summoning some strength into his feeble muscles, he pushed himself up from the bed, unsticking his back from everything that had dried onto it, and rested against a pile of cool pillows that a kind soul had placed behind him. 

			Silar sought out his generous pillow-setter, and found Toryn standing at his bedside. “Thank you,” he said weakly, before noticing who was seated behind him.

			Dressed in simple green cotton was Sindra, her face unusually pale against the dark colour, and in her arms was her tiny daughter. Talia. Alive. He still could not believe it. 

			It was completely and utterly peculiar, however, to see her as a babe in arms. His old friend would be experiencing something similar soon, he thought wryly, and very nearly giggled in amusement.

			“What’s so funny?” Tallyn Hunter asked.

			“Hmm? Nothing.” Silar knew what to do now, and how to begin it. He had no other choice – no other will-die moves to make. “It’s going to take us seventeen years,” he began, “To set the world straight. Tal, Medea is safe, I promise you. And if you go after her now, you’ll die and never see her again.”

			“You think I’m going to sit around here on my arse, and just—?”

			“Not unless I tell you the following truths. The first is that Artemi is dead. The second is that she will not be reborn for several months. Nine of them, to be more precise. Third, Koviere has departed this city for good. Fourth, as things are at the moment, The Daisain will win…”

			“Shit on a blazed stick!” Mirel exclaimed.

			“Fifth, Mirel, you are going to have to get used to having one leg. Sixth, the Law-keepers trust The Daisain too heavily to believe me. Seventh, Artemi and Morghiad are Talia’s parents. Not willingly, but there it is. Eighth, my brother Sahlke needs to be called here as soon as possible. An army is bearing down upon us and if we are not careful, Calidell will be torn apart before it realises what the greater danger is. Ninth, we are going to have to get used to disease, getting old, and death, because a lot of it is going to happen.” He left out the tenth truth – that The Daisain was Mirel’s own son from another world. Then again, she had already spent some time turning the name over in her head since the moment he had been stabbed, and they would surely discuss that another time. 

			Besides, after all that talking, Silar was exhausted. He allowed his head to flop back onto the pillows while the others started shouting. 

			Artemi is Talia’s…? Why didn’t she say? What is the point if he is going to win, anyway? What WAS Morghiad? What has he done? When will we get the Blazes back? Where is he keeping Medea? You are wrong. He is wrong. What was that about Koviere? What diseases? When?

			He did his best to shut them out as they descended into arguments and accusations, but held on to the knowledge that it would not last forever. The underground city of Asterid was close to being abandoned now that the fires had gone, and he planned to put it to good use as soon as possible. 

			Artemi would need somewhere to hide from Morghiad’s senses in the future, and it was the only place that offered such a possibility. It would also prove effective as a hideout for the rebels to Morghiad’s empire, and as a closed system that Silar could manage more efficiently. In spite of his visions of The Daisain winning and fire never returning to their lands, there had to be a point to fighting it. There had to be. 
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			Upon his return to Grimshard, as it had become known to the Sokirins, he began a walking tour of the outer fortifications. He was going to require housing for his soldiers and their families, and forges for making swords, and market stalls for buying and selling produce… and so many more things! The more he thought on it, the more determined he was that he should begin building soon. With the construction orb destroyed, he had two choices: one – return to The Crux for another, or two – make one of his own. Morghiad elected to do the latter, as he had no desire to see the Law-Keepers again in the near future. 

			He could not fashion an orb from Blaze or Crux power, of course, but he could attempt to make it entirely from shadow. Morghiad found a quiet corner within the open courtyard and scanned the area around him. There was certainly space for a few houses here, though the outer wall would need to be moved… How jealous the Cadran masons would have been of him!

			Just as he was about to close his eyes, he spotted a red-haired Follower woman in grey robes that dragged the russet earth. Already enough dust had accumulated from the hem to the knees to match her hair. She looked, he considered, an awful lot like his late wife. 

			No matter now. 

			Allowing his mind to drift, his eyelids dropped shut and the darkness came to him with all its voices. Give me a way to make the shadow solid for a hundred-thousand lifetimes, he said to them. No rot would bite into his city as it had at Gialdin. 

			The voices of the Shades answered him with a design so complex that even Tallyn Hunter, with all his knowledge of Blaze handling, would have struggled to understand it. But Morghiad knew the darkness now, and he began to press it into the star shape they had described. Within minutes, he had created what he required, and he held it aloft for a moment of admiration.

			“A black star ye have made now?” Alliah asked. He had not even heard her approach. 

			“Your accent is weakening, Alliah. You almost sound Gialdinian. And no, though it has a score of points, it is no star. This will build more houses for our future residents.”

			Alliah twisted her hair around her fingers in a gesture that was close to coquettish. “Oo will move een?”

			“You will see, sister. You will see.”

			Her lips became a thin line as she perused the star’s mirror-smooth facets, then she said, “You were right to keell her. She was not good for you.”

			“She will come back, Alliah. There is no other for me – good or not.” He sighed, and wished the two women could have got along in the brief moments they had met. It would have made his life infinitely easier. Alas, there was nothing to be done about it for some years yet. He returned his attentions to his task, but was interrupted again. 

			“I ‘ave news for you. Our sheep is ready. I want to take Night Stalker on an adventure.”

			“Night Stalker will have her time, I assure you, but it is not now.” He sighed. “I am sorry, Alliah, but I am busy at present. I promise I will see you this evening.”

			She hissed as she inhaled through her teeth, then said, “Dinner. You are getting theen.” With that, she stalked off toward the fortress, screeching directions to The Followers who happened to be in her path and waving her thin hands about like a leafless bleakwood tree in the breeze. It was remarkably bright in the areas around her, he remarked to himself as he watched, but then the reason for that was obvious. If the shadow was locked inside the walls, what would be spare to darken all that was hidden from the sun?

			It would be brighter still once he had finished, of course. Morghiad took hold of the star that hovered before him, and drew yet more shadow into it. The moment the two substances made contact, a spray of blackness was ejected from each point of the star, and it took all Morghiad’s mental strength to prevent each stream from tearing up his existing structure. 

			The ground beneath him began to rumble and things fought to escape from it. Morghiad controlled it the same way he had kept the Shade Panther to heel in the early days, but the darkness had its own ideas. At first, there were only tiny black strings that burst free of the earth, but these soon grew to ropes, which in turn became trunks.

			Morghiad was thrown onto his back as another column of darkness shot out from beneath him, reaching up into the sky above. At their very tops, they fanned out like trees, and then they began to mesh with one another. Thinking quickly, he drew more darkness into himself to manage what he could, but it only increased the speed at which the growths were multiplying. Now he had no choice.

			He stepped into the nearest column to blend with it, just as he could break himself into a thousand black shards and become a single entity. For an instant, it tore at him, and the cold was so extreme he feared he might shatter and never be repairable, but his essence held firm and he persisted.

			Order, he thought at the mess that he now flew with, and the streams of darkness began to march to his tune. He imagined neat columns of soldiers striding to the repetitive thump, thump, thump of the battledrum, and rigid rows of tents at each battle he had led for Calidell. The harder he tried to remember these things, the more the errant darkness was compelled to obey. 

			When he had finished, he tumbled out of a wall and onto a sett-filled road. Blazes, but had that wildness, those unruly cords been pieces of him, or of Artemi?
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			“Can you hurry up?” The Hunter prompted, tapping his feet. His back itched now that Mirel stood behind him, even if that oaf Silar had promised she was as close to sanity now as she would ever be. Given the extent of Mirel’s madness, closest to sanity was not a guarantee of much, after all. And the way she pawed over Silar’s immobile body during his illness… fires, but it had made Tallyn’s stomach lurch just to see it. He had considered saving Silar from her toxic touch, but had quickly decided the man did not deserve such charity.

			Ahead of him, the wielder known as Selieni was attempting to carve a pattern in the crystal wall that most closely resembled the form which had once opened it. Artemi, true to her errant nature, had constructed the wildest and most elaborate of keys to lock the palace vault, but now that the fires had failed, such a mechanism would not work.

			They had tried hammering at the white stone, tried blowing it up with a special mix of powder from Sokiri, but now they were trying anything they could. Medea had left several of her wall cutting blades in her chambers prior to her somewhat speedy, and not entirely intended, departure, but even these did not have the greatest of effects. 

			And so Selieni, now returned from her adventures overseas, offered to recreate the key form in the manner that appeared most obvious. She was the only free woman who had known the assembly required, and consequently the only one available to carve such a pattern as might match it. 

			“Almost finished!” she called back to him. Her lady friend was standing close by, hands on hips and possessing eyes so hard they ought to have cut through the stone all by themselves. Tallyn smiled at her encouragingly, but her glare seemed only to deepen. 

			With a final scrape and score of the glassy shard against dull crystal, Selieni declared that turning a three-dimensional shape into two dimensions was nothing short of awkward, and that it was finished. She stepped back from it, and waited. 

			Nothing happened.

			Not so much as a thump, a squeak, a squeal or a thunderclap of a door opening and treasures within being revealed.

			Wait, he was wrong. There was a noise, but it came from the echoes of steps some distance behind him. The footfalls were irregular – uneven as if the owner possessed a limp… Damned fool, was he even supposed to be out of bed yet?!

			“I’ll give you a hint,” said a wheezing, breathless Silar when he arrived. Predictably, and somewhat entertainingly since she could barely walk upon her improvised leg, Mirel went to support him. He did not fend off her attentions. 

			“It’ll speed this nonsense up,” Silar continued. “Here.” He pulled a bottle of something out of his coat pocket, and still clutching it, used the tips of his fingers to take a brush from another pocket. “Paint this into your pattern, then set it alight.”

			“Wielder now, are we?” Tallyn asked, eyeing the bottle suspiciously. 

			“About as much as you are, Hunter,” Silar replied, far too quickly. He had been practising those words in that wise little head of his!

			“Trust him,” Mirel said, and Tallyn was more than a little tempted to kick her leg out from under her. 

			It was not as if there was anything better to do than try the fool man’s plans. He made a sound in his throat that was somewhere between a growl and a sigh, and nodded. “Fine.” Blazes, but he missed Medea! Her smell, her touch, her biting looks and heat-filled words… A man could drive himself to derangement with thoughts such as those. 

			He nodded to Selieni and Anadea to indicate that they should take the brush from His Prophetous Lordship, but instead of doing as he suggested, the women folded their arms. What?

			“What? Me?” he said aloud.

			Silar raised his eyebrows as if it had been a foregone conclusion, and held out the apparatus. Light of Achellon! If Medea would have been here, she would have put every one of these upstarts in their respective places!

			Tallyn, a man trained to be one of the deadliest killers in the world, and surely the most highly skilled of all kanaala, took up his brush and began colouring the pattern in. By the time he was finished, the air of the hallways was filled with the whiff of ether, and Romarr had come to join the group. 

			Since his return with the women, and for reasons unknown to Tallyn, he chose to keep a respectful distance from them. Inexplicable, but surely not improbable, Tallyn thought. Their arrangement had appeared a rather pleasant one from his perspective. 

			“I need fire,” Tallyn announced to his captive audience. 

			Romarr fetched a torch from one of the wall sconces, and touched it against the painted carving. The fire traced up and around the false form as a stream of water would fill a channel, until Tallyn was forced to step back to avoid the heat of it. All at once, the pattern flared, sending flamelets into the air above it, and the wall melted away. 

			It was just as that irritating fool had predicted, though Tallyn had to admit he was glad not to be delayed any further. He needed to take the Heart of Glass to rescue Medea, and do it soon. 

			But the insides of the vault were far from the elegant order Artemi had designed. One or several of the items stored there had exploded, and most of the rest had been thrown about the chamber as if caught up in the ensuing whirlwind. Tallyn ran to the pedestal where the Heart of Glass had once thumped, but as he did, his boots crunched upon something. NO! No…

			He moved his eyes downward, and it was as he feared. The Heart had been cast to the unyielding ground and broken. All those years of searching.

			He heard the noises of chuckling behind him, and spun to glower at Silar, whose grins had settled into a coughing fit. “What. Is so. Funny?” he spat.

			It took a few staggered breaths for Silar to clear his throat, before he replied, “Your namesake. Tallyn Jade’an may have had a desire to do as he thought was expected, but he knew that dangerous things should not be kept in obvious places. What you are standing on is the remains of a replica.” As Silar spoke, the wolf Danner began to nuzzle at his legs. How Medea would have loved to have seen that smelly creature again! 

			“Where is the original, arse-wit?”

			Silar folded his arms. “Well, if you’re going to be rude…”

			Tallyn rolled his eyes and hissed through his teeth. He did not have the time to spare for this, even if it was a rather obvious delaying technique on his non-friend’s part! “Who would have done this?” he asked at last.

			“I’ll give you one guess,” Silar said, “and if you don’t get it, I won’t be angry, just disappointed.”

			Tallyn folded his arms and grunted. Morghiad then.  

			Silar nodded slowly. “He does not like threats to his plans, and the existence of the Heart was very much a threat. I will ensure it stays safe until we have need of it. Running off with it now to try and save Medea will only result in your death.”

			He eyed the man carefully, thinking of how would be best to remind him that the Heart of Glass was not his to guard, then thought better of it. They had to find a way to work together, even if it did mean listening to the bilge dressed as liquid gold that Silar Forllan spewed out each time he opened his mouth.

			“I resent that,” Silar said quietly.

			“Then tell me, why are we here at all?” Tallyn asked.

			Silar nodded to Mirel, who was swearing profusely at her newly reclaimed gale swords. “For her.”

			“Bloody shit piss on a whore’s… what?! What has been done to my beauties?!” she wailed, holding her blades aloft and waving them about. The hilt ends extended beyond the edges of her small hands, and had been stretched too far out of proportion to be appropriately balanced for her. Of course, Morghiad had wielded them briefly when he had tried to sacrifice Artemi to The Daisain all those years ago. Clearly he had never put the gale swords back the way he had found them. Then again, Mirel was not entirely balanced in body herself.

			“May I?” Tallyn asked, holding his hands out with palms facing upward. 

			There was a pause, but slowly – ever so slowly – slowly as a cloud without wind behind it – Mirel lowered one of her blades into his grasp. 

			He turned it over in his hands, wondering quite how the forms could have been manipulated to produce such a result without fracturing them entirely. Tallyn had known the forms better than anyone, and could remember them clearly enough to envision them even now in this fireless blade. After all, he had been their creator. But even he would not have attempted such a move. Those truly were unearthly powers that Morghiad possessed.

			 As he handed the sword back to a fidgeting Mirel, he became conscious of the chill in his chest. It was a disturbing thing to have a piece of another man woven in his own blazed flesh, more so that it belonged to the father of the woman he loved. There had to be a way to rid himself of it. 

			While the thought rolled through his mind and he pondered the possibilities of excising it with a knife, he caught sight of Silar’s frown, and dealt his own grimace in return. He turned his attentions back to the group as they pored over fractured artefacts and ruined weapons. Romarr was out of place beside his women, and they had made it clear they were no longer his; the wielders could not wield; Mirel could return to her wild ways at any time, and possessed only one leg with which to do either good deeds or bad; and then there was Silar, who claimed there was no hope of restoring the world to what it was, but that they should try, anyway. Blazes, but what a half-stacked and underbaked motley crew of world-saviours they truly were!
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			2. Secrets and Liars

			Mirel finished tucking him in with a final, hard tug upon the bedsheets that very nearly starved the lower half of his body of its blood supply, then hobbled to the armchair by the window. 

			“The end days are almost here,” she said, untying her wooden leg and relaxing into the cushioning. “There must be a way I can find a new body.”

			Silar shook his head. “Not before that battle comes. I’m sorry, Mirel.”

			“Sorry, sorry,” she mocked, pulling a face. “Everyone’s so sorry.”

			In truth, Silar should have dispensed with feigning affection for Mirel some weeks ago, now that he knew all the characteristics of her twisted mind that were required to predict her actions. But he found he enjoyed her manner of companionship, or at least he did when she was not touching him too much. She spoke plainly, and she trusted in his ability completely. 

			For everyone else, he had to prove himself, plan each conversation to the word, and pitch his every tone with perfection. Such efforts became exhausting after a while, but with Mirel it was easier. He could get away with far more deviations from his plan and still produce the same result from her. It made his skin age to manipulate so many people each day, besides, and the reflection that would greet him in the mirror a decade and a half from now still made his bones ice over just to think of it.

			“A man spat at my feet today,” Mirel said, shattering his thoughts for a moment. “I thought these mortal fools might have forgotten by now, though it may have been the richest year the country ever enjoyed. He could have been more grateful.”

			“Mirel, you frightened them. They were hungry because they were afraid to leave their homes even to buy food.”

			“Afraid to leave their homes,” she repeated, mocking his words in a childish voice. “Pathetic. When one of them gains immortality and the ability to match me, then we’ll talk about fear and whether their emotions even matter in the greater scheme. You will know better than most that they do not.”

			He sighed. He had just thought her less work than others, had he not? “Emotion in even the most apparently insignificant person can trigger an event elsewhere that is far greater, and has far more impact upon many individuals. It is gauging the spread of that impact that I spend most of my time doing.” Which is why what he had to say was all the more difficult. He knew Mirel’s ultimate destiny, just as he knew the others’. And he knew that the time he had left to enjoy with her easy mind was limited. 

			Today would be their last conversation alone. Phlegm and a host of other, undesirable fluids had built up in his throat, and so he cleared them as best he could. “There are some matters you need to know.”

			“Here we go,” she sighed. “You are more like The Daisain than you realise. Do not think to put me in a place where my lover will be killed again, or you shall pay for it…” Her index finger waggled threateningly at him, though he had to stifle a laugh at it as Kalad had once done. Blazes… Kalad. Burn his mind for showing him that at a time like this!

			It did not help that he knew such inner turmoil was coming. It still irked him. He began, “There will be none of that. But you must return to Lannda’s house in Quidarh, and ready the women there. You’ll see what I mean. I’ve sent someone on ahead to aid you. You’ll like him.”

			Her eyes lit up as if ignited by ether and The Crux all at once. “A present? You’ve bought me a present?!”

			Silar nodded. “Aye. But you must take care with him, Mirel. And with yourself. Our bodies are not the same—”

			“I do not need reminding of that,” she said, pointing to her knee. 

			Silar nodded. “We age, we fall foul of disease… and there is that. No nalka to concern ourselves with. But also babies.”

			“Babies?” A look of distaste spread across her features.

			“Think about it. If we are dying faster, then nature must rebalance the system by making us reproduce faster. Such things will happen more easily. Heather’s bane is your friend in this respect.”

			 She pulled an expression that was close to comical, declared she was no herbalist, and strapped her wooden peg of a leg back on just so she could stomp about the room. When she had finished, Silar instructed her on the correct dosage, and reminded her what a family of ten children would look like. It was enough to sway her thoughts, and he knew his job of manipulating her was done for a decade at least.
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			“There is something you must tell me, Ysolta, now that I have fulfilled my end of our bargain.”

			She smiled thinly and patted down a bulging pocket in her skirt. Her clothing, though new, had not convened with an iron yet. “Our bargain was of double benefit to you, my lord. Or do you not find The Followers suitably powerful allies to your cause?”

			“You led me to believe they would wish to follow me anyway, as the chosen mate of your goddess.” 

			“I promised nothing, White Wolf,” Ysolta replied without warmth.

			Of course she had not. Much like the courtiers he had known during his time at Cadra, Ysolta would say one thing to his face and do another when his back was turned, and he would be glad when it was time to be rid of her. She could not have held any illusions about that either. “You told me you held your goddess dear, and yet I discovered one of your own flock tried to assassinate our daughter – the only living child of The Fireblade.”

			Ysolta winced at his use of the name, or perhaps it was his accusation. It was hard to tell. “If it truly was one of mine, then I can only apologise. An errant one, no doubt. One that must have snuck into my fold. It will not happen again.”

			Lies, Morghiad thought at her. Ysolta had wanted Artemi here, and now she had found a way to force him to keep Medea here too. She would never be as safe at Gialdin as she would be in this place. No… perhaps that was not fair. He would have brought them both here eventually anyway. In that sense, he and Ysolta were very much aligned. But this creature who stood before him was a liar, he was sure of it.

			Morghiad had trusted her on one thing, and he had believed the vision she had provided him was correct in most regards. Artemi must be reborn among us, and there is only one way to hasten that. Only one way to free her of her memories. “But you will tell me, Ysolta, where it is you believe your visions come from.”

			“Why, from our goddess herself. What you knew was merely an incarnation of her. Temporary and ephemeral. Next time, she shall rise just as you have risen. She spoke to you, or do you not recall?”

			Morghiad glanced at the ring of frosted stone that encircled him, and noted its diameter had shifted of late. Ysolta had to very nearly stand against the far wall to remain outside of it. How long before the cold he brought to the air about him blew across whole continents? How long before all who called upon him would not dare to enter the same room? No matter, he thought, if he ruled and they packed adequate clothing.

			He regarded the smoked window for an instant, and noted that a second snow had begun to fall beyond it. He could not recall any histories making mention of snow in Tegra. The sky was darkening rapidly too, which had portended a violent storm in previous days, but on this occasion it was nothing more unusual than the clouded sun setting. 

			Morghiad did recall Artemi speaking to him in the vision he had received from Ysolta, and he did recall how content and carefree that version of her had been. It was in stark contrast to the knowledge – the awareness he had observed in the eyes of the woman from which he had drawn life. How calculating she had appeared in that moment – how easily she had lied to him!

			But he had taken her life gently, and painlessly, as was the responsibility of a dutiful husband. More than that, she had enjoyed it, and that would remain their secret. It had surely been the right thing to do, but leaving her as a babe in the hands of someone like Ysolta… No, she risked losing her Followers, people she had spent her entire life collecting in order to build self-worth, if she harmed Artemi now. The worst Ysolta could possibly do would be to attempt to remove Artemi from his capital of Grimshard, but as long as Morghiad still held his white stone sword, her life’s essence would be visible to him everywhere. 

			He touched the hilt of it, sensing the feebler energy that now trickled rather than coursed through it. Would she still hear its song when he withdrew it, he wondered?

			“Excuse me, White Wolf?” Ysolta asked.

			“Hmm?” The skies beyond had turned dark, and Morghiad had quite forgotten she was still there. 

			 “She speaks to us in many ways. May I leave?”

			Morghiad nodded her out, and returned to his reverie. It would soon be time to check upon Medea, who had not uttered a single word in the four months since her mother’s death. It was to be expected that she would have been shocked by it, or be caused to weep or scream, but Medea had not reacted at all. Instead she maintained her curious silence, made no expressions, and did not venture beyond the door of her chambers. The servants related to him that she seldom ate her meals, either.

			Ice of the mountains, why was he delaying at all?

			Morghiad took a handful of the insects that scrabbled about the shining sides of a bowl upon the desk, and stuffed them greedily into his mouth. Few things held much flavour these days. He shuffled his notes into tidy piles, and departed his office with long strides. He knocked when he arrived, but upon hearing no response, entered the chambers with hand on hilt. One could never be too careful with errant Followers about, and there was every chance she blamed her father for what had happened since then.

			As it turned out, Medea was not waiting in the shadows with blade raised, but sitting upon an armchair and staring into the middle distance. Her dress of smoke trailed onto the floor about her, her black hair was lank and uncombed, and the fingers of one hand lay unmoving atop those of the other. 

			Morghiad took the seat opposite, and spoke in low tones. “Are you eating, Medi? Your fingers appear thin.”

			She did not respond, but continued to stare blankly into the air before her. He supposed that today would not be the day for change.

			“I could do with some advice, Med.” He sighed and settled into the chair. “Grimshard is all very well and good for the time being, and we can continue taking what we need from the immediate landscape, but that will not last forever. Grimshard needs money. Finance. Banks… Some things cannot be paid for with wheat and carpentry.”

			An army was what he was referring to, of course. The Followers followed him because of his relationship to Artemi for now, but that belief might not last forever. A few pennies ought to guarantee a longer period of devotion amongst them, and pay for professional guardsmen besides. 

			Again, Medea said nothing. 

			“Men will come here from Sunidara soon…” Morghiad began. “An Army Paolin will provide me for free, but I will have to pay and feed them somehow.”

			“How did you come to such an arrangement?” Medea said suddenly. Her voice was so cool and detached, it almost made Morghiad shiver to hear it.

			“Well,” he paused, leaning far enough forward in the leather of the chair that it started to creak, “I took something of his wife’s - she owed me a debt, and he by proxy. Did you know his affectations of madness are just that? He is clear as a millpond in that brain of his.”

			“What did you take?” she asked, still keeping her eyes focussed in the middle distance. 

			“Something that shall never be taken from me. Now, I want your ideas on money. How do we bring it into this new city? I have merchants, but if I tax them too hard, they will leave soon enough. And what they create is nowhere near enough to pay for an army. I need land… lots of it.”

			She chuckled mirthlessly. “Seems you cannot create a new city all at once.”

			Morghiad chewed his lip for a moment, then recalled a book he had read whilst locked in the Calyrish library. “A bank. A bank can create money.”

			Medea had returned to her former silence, which was disappointing. 

			“All we need is the metal to print a name and number upon. We have a forge… People will deposit it as savings, but I recall the early Hirrahans would lend out more than they had in reserve. That’s what we do. We offer them a home each and a loan of coin with which to purchase goods. Some will bank it. Some will ask for more. We create money each time we lend.”

			“There is a problem with your plan, father.”

			Morghiad nodded. “The merchants will not accept it without inducement. They will not know how to exchange it, so… we will set a rate for foreign coin and hold some here – a little to gain their confidence. All we need is an agreement with another country. Sunidara will do it. Yes. That is it.” He smiled to himself and got to his feet. Ruling was not all that hard. Not really. And one day, the whole continent would be using his coin. Fires, would it be too grand of him to place his own face upon it? Perhaps a burning blade would be more appropriate.

			He paced in excitement, then returned to his chair once more. “Med, your mother will be reborn soon, but I do not trust Ysolta. I can throw her a great deal farther than I trust her, believe me. But when Artemi is reborn, I will need your help. I will need someone to watch over her.”

			“I’ll do it,” she said quickly. Her voice was lighter somehow, as if it had lost some of the stuffing behind it.

			“I miss her too,” he said, seeking to meet eyes with her, but her gaze remained distant. “Promise me you will eat something. I can have it brought from elsewhere, if you like. There is a Tegran town some miles away that does—”

			“Yes, I would like that,” she interrupted. 

			“Right. Well.” Morghiad nodded to himself and departed after making his goodbyes. Medea was not in the mood for embraces or more talk, and he had other matters to attend to. The first was in finding his Sokirin blacksmiths to discuss the creation of a mint; the second was finding someone with knowledge of a vault they could plunder. 

			By the time his discussions were done, and Nidori had pestered him about taking their ship for a sail for the hundredth time, it was late in the night. Morghiad retired to his chambers for some much-needed sleep. 

			When he arrived there, he was glad to find that the maids had heeded him, and had not shifted Artemi during their cleaning duties. Really, it was quite rude of them to disturb her so. He removed his shadow clothing and clambered beneath the sheets with her, which provided him precious little warmth, then wove a little more smoke around their bodies to keep the frost at bay. 

			He drew his finger across her skull, and trailed it down over her jaw to her collar bones. You smell a lot better now, he thought at her. Even with the flesh removed by his power, she had taken a while to settle away from that peculiarly sweet aroma. How strange it was to think that this structure had existed beneath her skin, her muscle and her sinew. How odd that so much of her personality had been wrapped up inside such a solid thing as bone.

			What was more curious to Morghiad was how recognisable she was in this form. He could have lined a thousand such skulls alongside hers, and instantly recognised which was his wife. He smiled to himself, extinguished what little light there was, and fell into a deep slumber beside her. 
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			If there was one thing Mirel could do, it was fight a blazedly good fight. Even if she did only possess a single leg. Yes, better to have lost an arm, or to have been given the opportunity to gain a new body entirely, but she was still the best. And if Silar was correct, then seventeen years was not enough time for Artemi to regain the memories she required. No, this was what Mirel had trained for all those years ago: to overcome adversity and disability. It was what she excelled at. 

			She dropped from her horse and landed with a peculiar thunk upon the cobblestoned yard, noting how lumpen and heavy her newly carved leg was. She would require a different manner of limb in time – something altogether lighter and more flexible. Mirel tweaked the bow she had at her shoulder, and an idea came to her. Yew was a beautiful wood indeed…

			Her attention was torn from such ponderings when a black cloud rolled across the sun, turning the daytime to night in a matter of breaths. The temperature dropped steeply, and Mirel heard the howl of a wolf to the north. Danner? That fluffy bastard would never have dared follow her here!

			She huddled in her cape, and clunked awkwardly with her mount to the stable block. Though Master Kendar of the carpenters had assured her she would learn to walk in it as she had once walked before, he had not been aware of the silence and smoothness required for a true assassin’s pad. Yes, she would definitely require something better-suited to her activities than this!

			The skies around her darkened further, if that were possible, and she could observe a man rushing about inside the inn ahead of her, lighting lamps as rapidly as he was able. 

			While Mirel pushed her horse beneath the shelter of the stabling, the darkness clamped down harder upon the lamp flames, making them appear more distant. Blazes, what was this? Another whisper of the shadow?  

			The winged rats had been bad enough, but this…

			Mirel gripped the gale swords that had been returned to her, swearing under her breath at their improperly male shape following Morghiad’s abuse of them, and waited for something to emerge. 

			She was not afraid of the dark. Mirel had RULED the blazed dark for millennia! It had been her duty to make others afraid of it. 

			As the sounds of a creature slithering from the ground before her reached her ears, she withdrew her leading blade. From the dispersion of its noises, it could have been large as a mire lizard, or perhaps as huge as a leviathan from the Wilrean Mountains. Such things were not native to Quidarh, but then they had moved into an era when monsters could leap out of fireplaces and rats could cavort in the fiercest sunlight. It was better to be prepared for the worst. 

			The creature clicked in the darkness like an overgrown cricket, only it sounded closer now. It was sniffing, inhaling and exhaling great draughts of air through lungs the size of forge bellows.  

			Mirel remained still as the Calbeni summer seas and held her breath. Her abilities in that regard had lessened since the Blazes had been cooled, and it was not long before her ribs ached from the effort and her head grew dizzy.

			A sudden snap of twigs and creaking of a tree trunk told her the thing had moved away, but a further scream from a man indicated it had found some prey. Mirel leapt into action, and hobbled as fast as she could toward the sounds. The huffing grew louder, and when her nose throbbed and wrinkled from the scent of fish, she swept outward with her sword. 

			It could have been nothing else but a giant serpent of the sea, for when her wooden leg thumped into an obstruction, the thigh above it scraped against scales that punctured her skin. Mirel growled through the pain and slashed with her blade again, sending shards of the creature’s armour upward and against her face.

			Just as suddenly, light bloomed overhead as the cloud curled away from the sun, and the serpent was revealed to Mirel. It may have possessed the face of a great ocean lizard, but its scales were black as pitch, its eyes glowed orange like amber, and its mouth dripped oil across the ground. The thing howled as soon as the sunlight touched it, thrashing its great head about in search of the hole from which it had come.

			But Mirel was not about to let it leave. She stabbed its body with her spin dagger and used it as a handle with which to hold on. As she was spun violently to her left, her wooden leg was thrown free of its harness and clattered against the wall of the inn. And good riddance! She would be a damn sight lighter and faster now without it!

			She scrambled up the back of the lizard’s spines as best she could, all the while avoiding its jaws as it snapped at her and writhed to scrape her off upon the ground. The thing possessed no limbs at all, and that ought to have offered Mirel an advantage given she possessed three. Then, with a yell and a hard down-slice, she stabbed at the point which ought to have been its heart. 

			Black blood spurted out, and Mirel was tossed clear of it by a full fifty yards. She landed upon a snowy pile of leaves with a thump, and the serpent wriggled back into its hole of obscurity. Burn it! What she would not give to have been able to wield at it for a longer fight!

			“My lady,” came a hurried voice. “My lady, are you alright?”

			A woman in long, white robes came running toward her, with more similarly dressed trotting behind her. Their hair was unwashed and unkempt, their robes filthy and their nails filled with dirt. Mirel was willing to bet all of the gold she owned that these had once been Sisters of the Quidarhan Temples. 

			What could they worship now all of the fires were gone? And what power could they possibly wield? 

			Mirel stifled a small grin. 

			“My lady,” the woman said, somewhat out of breath. Her face was narrow and pointed like a clothes iron and her nose formed the perfect handle upon it. “Are you injured? May we help you?”

			Mirel grunted. “I am fine. No need for any aid, thank you. Though, if you could fetch my leg over there, I would be… pleased,” she said at last.

			The woman’s eyes shot to her stump and widened, before her features almost crawled off her face, but she nodded eventually and ran toward the tavern. The other women fussed about Mirel for a moment, checking over her wounds and mumbling something or other about pinh poison, though that clearly was not present here, but before long, iron-face interrupted their mutterings by returning the leg. 

			Mirel strapped it on as best she could, stood and sheathed her blades. It was then that she realised the serpent had taken her precious spin dagger with it. Bloody light of the fires, she would never get that back without wielding! Ugh, burn The Daisain!

			“Who is The Daisain?” 

			Damn, she had said it aloud. “The cruellest man ever to place booted foot upon this land. He is the one responsible for the failing of the Blazes. It is all of your concern, and we must do what we can to prepare for the battle that awaits us.” He had ruined everyone’s lives, and would go on to make matters worse if nothing was done. “So forget the fires you have lost, and pick up a blade or a pitch fork or whatever else is to hand, and learn how to use it.”

			“You know how we get the Blazes back?” a forlorn little thing with limp yellow curls and the voice of a mouse asked.

			Mirel paused, wondering where this might lead, then nodded sagely. “I do. There is no quick fix. It will take fifteen years at least…” Much obliged, Lord Forllan, “…and the creatures of shadow must be defeated.” She paused for effect. It would be so very useful to have helpers at her new home…

			“I can show you how,” she said with the smallest of smiles.

			The hope that blossomed in the women’s eyes was nothing short of vomit-inducing, but Mirel held her gorge down and straightened. She may not have been tall, but she knew how to be a queen better than anyone alive.

			“Fires, she is truly good. An injured hero!” one of the women exclaimed in a manner that was far shriller than Mirel would have liked.

			“Just because I have a false leg and tried to kill the monster doesn’t make me a valiant hero to be pitied. I’m a bad-arsed, cruel bitch with a blade. And don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” She had made men suffer, after all. She had forced them to do things that men sometimes forced women to do. There could be no acceptance of that, and no dung-brained fool with half a wit would ever forgive her for it. Truly, it was more effort than it was worth trying to atone for it, and feeling guilty would have helped no one. So that was that, and she was Mirel. Nothing more; nothing less. But ice of the northern floes, she was not a thing to be pitied!

			She would cut the throats of anyone who dared to do that. 

			But she would be their queen, and she rather thought these lost wielderlings would like it. “I have a castle and a vineyard in which we may make our plans for the world’s recovery. Would any of you wish to join me?”

			Some of the women nodded eagerly, while those with more years in their eyes took longer to agree. Eventually, and most likely because each of her friends had consented, even iron-face pledged to join Mirel’s fledgling army, and the filth-robed lot of them whooped for joy. Blazes, but she was going to need more than a good meal inside her if she was going to put up with that nonsense!
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