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      Captain Shaena knew a damned situation when she saw one.

      She had been trained by the best swords of the province of Oren-yaro, in the river lands of the Kingdom of Jin-Sayeng. A woman who cut her teeth on steel even before she had her first blood. The Oren-yaro prided themselves on producing the best warriors not out of a sense of pride, but duty. They had to be. The old men and women who mentored her had lived through the worst of Dragonlord Reshiro’s reign, filling her young head with the horrors of the sacking of Jin-Sayeng’s cities and the civil wars that started it all. Peace is not the natural state of things, they told her. Peace is a concept that must be preserved, fought for, at all costs; it is the reward for a vigil well-kept, a vow that must be renewed each sunrise, else it is lost to the whims of the ignorant and the greedy. The irony that to maintain peace, one must always be on the edge of waging war, has never been lost on her. It was a fine line, one which seemed to perpetually confuse her superiors.

      But the time of wondering over old philosophies was over. She was a soldier now, paid to fight, not to think. She couldn’t help but swear at the soldier who brought her the unexpected message, right at the cusp of preparing a castle for an attack from her warlord’s enemies. Sweat dripped down from under her helmet, down her already-damp hair and forehead to land softly on her chin. She wiped it away.

      “Repeat yourself,” she said, just in case he wasn’t paying attention. Too many people, in her experience, would rather hear themselves talk than listen to anything a woman—even a woman in her position—had to say.

      “You are being asked to surrender the castle to the invading army,” the messenger replied, so slowly, she knew he was just patronizing her.

      Two could play at that game. “And Warlord Yeshin said this. You’re sure.” She made a fist, just in case the messenger didn’t quite catch how infuriated she was over the news.

      He seemed unfazed by the thinly veiled threat. “Lord General Kassho’s son, Lord Tashigo, is on his way as we speak,” the messenger continued. “He will explain everything—including how important it is that you don’t disobey orders. Captain Shaena, I hope you don’t make trouble. I’m told that—”

      She pushed him out of the way and kicked the door open. Her soldiers scattered. She bent down to pick up a sword on the floor and swung it expertly in the air, before placing it over her shoulder. She could see more of her soldiers parting in the distance. A young man in golden armour was striding through them with the gait of someone who clearly hadn’t built up the muscle for it. Already, he looked exhausted. Unless he was left-handed, his sword was hanging from the wrong side of his belt, which was tied so crookedly, Shaena doubted he knew how to draw the damn blade if it came to that. It was a common sight amongst lords’ sons, especially those raised by doting mistresses—all pomp and no substance.

      “Captain Shaena aron dar Tasho,” he greeted with the cocky smile of someone who expected her to know who he was. She had never seen him before, but that was introduction enough by itself.

      “Lord General Kassho’s son, I assume,” she replied coolly. Lord General Kassho’s bastard, she thought, but wisely kept it to herself. Nobody appreciated being reminded of such facts, least of all a man who fancied himself a royal.

      The young man made a sweeping bow, one that was clearly meant to intimidate her more than honour her. She bristled.

      “Why did you come?” she asked. “You know this castle will be under siege in a few hours. Surely your father knows better than to risk your sorry head.”

      “Oh, he doesn’t know I’m here,” Tashigo said with a small grin. “But I thought it best to have an in-between once Lord Ahiga arrives. After all, he might be insulted if he’s met by an aron dar. A lesser royal is not fit to welcome a direct cousin of the Dragonlord.”

      Shaena crossed her arms. “Lord Ahiga is a direct cousin of the regent, not the king. And I don’t understand. Why am I supposed to surrender to the son of a bitch? I’ve been sent to this castle to protect it. This is the edge of our borders. These are our lands. It is our duty to protect what is ours and to protect our people.”

      Tashigo glanced at his fingers, bored with her heartfelt concerns. He wasn’t the first royal she had spoken with, but he may just very well be the most obnoxious.

      “You don’t honestly believe that prattle, do you?” he asked, one eye on her. The other was on the soldier behind her. Tashigo looked nervous, despite his arrogance.

      “My lord,” she repeated. “I know my duties very well. I seem to recall being sent here with the explicit reminder that I carry them out. We know the Ikessars didn’t come to parley. Why else would they ride out here, a hundred strong?”

      “The Ikessars barely have an army. They couldn’t spare a hundred men if they tried.”

      “They’ve been preparing for this for years. Ever since the Dragonlord returned from his travels like a whipped whelp, his clan has been waiting for the opportunity to cause trouble. They didn’t come here to talk, and I don’t understand why you’re now telling me I have to kneel before the bastards like they were my masters.”

      “You wouldn’t kneel for yours?” Tashigo asked. “This is Lord General Kassho’s orders. Warlord Yeshin himself signed it. Do you question higher command?”

      She questioned what made him think she had to defer to him. Even his brother, the heir, wouldn’t have authority over her; a bastard had less. It was taking all her patience not to hook his knee with her sword and make him kiss the ground. “Your messenger said these orders came directly from Warlord Yeshin himself.”

      Tashigo smiled at her. “Details, details.”

      “Of course not,” she said under her breath. “You’re here to make yourself look good and hopefully make a name so your father would notice you. The broker of peace between the Ikessars and the Orenars, a feat worthy enough to be written in history books.”

      “Won’t that just be the loveliest thing?” Tashigo asked in the voice of someone who actually believed he was worthy of such an honour. He clapped his hands and pointed at the soldiers. “Start preparing a feast. Get wine and meat—they’ve been travelling for hours and will look forward to refreshments. This will be a moment in history, dear captain—be a dear and leave if you’re just going to stand there and glower the whole time.”

      “I do not intend to glower, my Lord Orenar,” Shaena said. “But I will not leave my post until I deem it necessary.”

      “If it pleases you,” he replied flatly. “Stubborn bitch.”

      “If you just came here to insult me, perhaps you should leave. This castle is still under my command.”

      “Not if I have any say to the matter.”

      “What does a bastard know of anything?”

      He slapped her. The blow barely stung. Almost calmly, Shaena removed her helmet and then with a force that seemed to ball up within her gut, struck him with it in return. He fell to the ground like a little boy, whimpering. A trickle of blood dripped down his lips. She lifted the helmet again, and he cringed before she could even do anything else.

      “You pathetic, little man—” She laughed. It was absurd. His cheeks burned red.

      “Warlord Yeshin and I share blood,” Tashigo said under his breath. “You have no right to treat me this way.”

      “Your blood doesn’t make you lord and master over everyone,” she deftly replied. “Especially someone like me.”

      A horn sounded from the wall. Tashigo beamed brightly, his mood suddenly lifted. He got up and smoothed out his silk shirt from inside his armour, as if anyone would actually care to notice if it was slightly unruffled, and tried to regain his composure.

      “That must be them,” he said. “Tell the guards to lower the gates. Quickly, now. Remember, this is Warlord Yeshin’s orders. If you disobey, it will be the gallows for you. You know how the warlord treats insubordination.” It was as if the last few seconds hadn’t happened at all.

      Shaena stared at him before glancing at her soldiers, all of whom stood near the walls with sharpened swords and spears ready. Deep inside her heart, she remembered she had been taught to serve the people, not the whims of one man. Warlord Yeshin’s orders weren’t benign. To surrender the castle wasn’t a small thing. Would the invading army kill them anyway? If someone were to be blamed, who would take the fall?

      “If the warlord meant for us to surrender the castle, why didn’t he just tell them?” She dropped her helmet to the ground. She hated the sound it made: the clink of metal, the same sound that filled her world night and day. But she knew nothing else. If she hadn’t become a soldier, she would have married and died in childbirth like all her sisters.

      Tashigo blinked.

      “You rode here from Oren-yaro,” she said. “Oren-yaro is at least two hours’ ride farther than Lord Ahiga’s camp. You could have gone straight to the enemy first and saved them the trouble of preparing for this siege. Why did you come here instead?”

      “Why, it’s because—”

      Above the walls, the soldiers screamed.

      “They’re here!” someone yelled before an arrow took him right in the eye. He crashed from the wall onto the ground in a splatter of skull and brain.

      “If the warlord wanted us to surrender, why would he risk us? Why wouldn’t this information reach our enemies first?” Shaena grabbed Tashigo by the shirt. “Answer me!”

      “I don’t know,” he stammered. “I overheard them giving out the orders and thought I would run out here to get things ready for Lord Ahiga.”

      “So you could show off and make yourself seem more important to the enemy than you really are. Useless git.” She pushed him away, drew her sword, and started running for the main gates. The idiot had already cost her precious minutes she could have spent on the walls with her men.

      “I don’t understand what’s happening,” Tashigo called behind her.

      “The enemy has no idea we’ve been ordered to surrender,” Shaena snapped. “As far as they’re concerned, everything is as it should be. Our orders were only meant to soften the blow—to make things easier for our enemies when they come for our heads. Your betters have fed this castle to the wolves.”

      Tashigo’s face grew white. “What? But why?”

      “Who knows why?” Shaena asked. “Their politics have never concerned us.”

      By the time she got to the gates, the battering ram had already gone through and there were enemy soldiers hacking through the opening to make it big enough to fit through. She grabbed a spear from a soldier and made her way through to where the scent of blood was the thickest and the screams were the loudest. Shaena had served the army for years and the men knew she feared nothing; the sight of their captain spurred them into fighting harder. She was right beside them as the gate finally splintered inwards and the enemy charged from the narrow opening.

      Her spear struck the first soldier straight in the throat. She kicked the body as she pulled it out and stabbed into another soldier’s direction, this time catching him in the breastplate. The tip skidded past the plate—she stepped backward and flung the spear higher, impaling the man right in the eye. This time, she couldn’t pull away—the spear was imbedded too deep into the writhing body. She spun to the side, drawing her sword and preparing to dive deeper into the fray.

      She heard screaming from on top.

      “The ladders!” her soldiers called. “Push the ladders back!”

      Shaena tore herself away from the battle to dash up the steps to the walls.

      “There’s more than we thought there would be, Captain!” a soldier gasped. “At least a thousand! The scouts have been feeding us false reports! They lied to us! They lied to all of us!”

      Shaena could barely put everything together—too many arrows were whizzing past her head. If they knew how many they would have been dealing with, they would have retreated weeks ago. Warlord Yeshin wanted them here like this, without a choice, down to the last soldier. Drawing swords when they had no chance of winning, their last breaths as insignificant as wooden markers on a war board.

      “Fight,” she whispered, scarcely believing what was happening. It was as if she was talking to herself now, not her men. “Fight, damn you. Fight!”

      “For what?” her soldier cried.

      All she knew was the warlord she served had offered their heads to his enemy on a silver plate. Hers was supposed to be the simplest job of them all. Fight, protect, die. For what? her mind screamed, echoing her soldier’s thoughts. Did her life come down to nothing but this in the end? Fate seemed to have decreed that she live and die simply at the whims of the wolves who ruled those lands. She found herself glancing around for Tashigo. They’ve doomed us for their own entertainment, she wanted to tell him. This is nothing but a game to your lords. But the bastard was nowhere to be found.

      An arrow struck her in the chest, breaking through the armour. She snapped it in half just as a second impaled itself through her skull.

      She died on the wall, only the fifth to fall that day. History knew she wouldn’t be the last.
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      Anira used to be afraid her father would ride into the sunset and never return. At night, she would lie awake for hours, wondering if tomorrow the summons from the warlord would come and her father would have no choice but to don rusty armour, mount his horse, and join a war that would kill him. Nightmares of every shape and colour would fill her sleep like poison dripping into a wine chalice. They began with her father himself, looking back at her with eyes flecked with gold as he adjusted the sword at his waist and told her with no words what it is a soldier must do for his liege. Duty was not a choice, sacrifice not a luxury, and you answer the call even if it is the last thing on earth you want to do. And no matter what conversation they would share, no matter how much she begged him to stay, they ended with images of a little girl chasing the old soldier’s figure on the horizon, her feet bare and bleeding in the dust.

      But the worries went with the passage of time. Her father grew too old to lift a sword, and she grew up. Now she feared for him over the smallest things. That he would forget the herbal teas he needed to maintain his health, or trip on the doorway and crack his head on the floor before someone could find him. Or that he would one day look at her face with the deep concern of a stranger, and nothing more. Lines on his forehead, confusion in his eyes while he croaked out in a shaky voice, “Young woman, why are you sad? How can I help? Who are you?”

      “Young woman,” Heral said, breaking into her thoughts.

      Anira held her breath and watched him glide to the door as swift as the tortoises they raced by the riverbank when they were kids. One foot forward, shaking, followed by a sigh. The other while leaning on his cane, hands fidgeting over the sculpted handle, shaped like a horse’s head. She’d gotten it for him from a travelling salesman with a whole basket of goods from Oren-yaro, thinking he would like how it was the same colour as his steed Stormchaser—a deep, dark brown without a single strand of white hair. These days, she spoiled him about as much as he did her when she was little. She would give anything to have those days back.

      She took his arm so she could guide him past the threshold. He might still someday fall over it, but not on her watch. He patted her hand, recognition in his expression. Relief flooded her. Someday, he would grow senile, but not today. Today, he was still whole.

      “You know I’m not that young anymore, Papa,” she said as they made their way to the garden, which overlooked the rice fields. Their whole farm was on a hilltop. They were royals in name, landowner of a small homestead; the position was meant to be symbolic. Privately, Anira thought it was a bit excessive—it certainly separated them from the other houses too much. But at least nothing that went in the farms could go unnoticed.

      “Not young? Then surely you’re old enough to marry,” Heral teased. “Spit it out then, young—no…elderly lady. Does he have a name?”

      “Papa—”

      “That young man, old Shan’s son. He’s at your beck and call so often these days. He seems like a fine fellow. Wavy hair, tanned, well-toned—”

      “Papa!”

      He laughed, his eyes wrinkling. “Don’t think I don’t notice how your hands are always all over each—”

      “I swear to the gods, old man, I’m going to poison your porridge if you don’t stop. Galtan is a good man, and reliable around the farm. I guess he’s fine.”

      “What’s the matter? He’s not dashing enough?” He laughed. “They always did say the youngest tend to be the pickiest…and the prickliest…ones.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re goading me. I’m not going to fall for it. I have better things to do.”

      “Me, goad you? Why I never—” Heral coughed, pretending to look away. “But really, my love. You don’t fancy settling down soon?” He gestured at the farmlands with his cane. “Surely this can’t be all there is for you. I don’t know anyone who grew up in these hills to want to stay in these hills forever—especially not one as hot-headed as you.”

      “And marrying will get me out, you think?”

      “Well,” her father said with a soft grin, “it’ll get you out of our hair. I assume—as one does when he looks at the daughter who once set the family farmhouse on fire—that a man can’t get you to stay in one place for too long.”

      “I didn’t set it on fire, Papa. I just nearly did.” Anira shrugged. “Anyway, someone has to take care of you and Mama.”

      “Your sisters promised to send servants up here,” Heral said, sitting down on a bench so slowly, Anira could hear his back creak at the effort. He struck the dirt with the cane several times, as if planting himself on the spot. Once his rump was settled, he let out a soft sigh.

      “If they can spare them, is what they said.” Anira crossed her arms. “Lunia has her hands full with the girls and then Orra…the day Orra ever gave up anything she could use herself—that will be the day! I’ll eat your boots that day, Papa. The ones you used to wear when you went hunting.”

      “Your sisters are good women, my dear,” Heral said. “Be patient with them. It’s difficult running a household in this day and age.”

      “They didn’t give up their responsibilities to this family when they went off to make their own,” Anira said. “Duty, clan…they’re Oren-yaro. They knew better than to leave their parents and youngest sister to take care of our ancestral home all by themselves, yet they did it anyway. Their fine husbands couldn’t spare a relative or two? Maybe coin? Orra’s man is from noble stock, too!”

      “And struggling as we are, with farms that make only enough to feed everyone and no more,” Heral reminded her. “Sometimes we can only survive what’s in front of us.”

      “You and Mama raised us healthy and well,” Anira said, exasperated. “You deserve more than an empty house falling to pieces. If I could go to the city and do something, find work that pays better…”

      “Which you are free to do, as I have told you a thousand times,” Heral said patiently. He tugged at his beard, which had grown pure white the past few years and now trailed down his chest. Anira’s mother didn’t like it—he used to trim it short and dye it black.

      I’m old, my dear, he said, the last time she’d complained. I’m going to stop pretending I’m not. Anyway, doesn’t it make me look handsome? Distinguished? Come now, admit it—you’re more in love with me than ever before.

      Anira shook her head at the memory, chasing away a furtive smile. “But then who would take care of you?”

      “We’re old, not decrepit, Anira. And we still have your brother.”

      She laughed. After she was done laughing, she stared at her father, who only looked back at her with amused eyes. “That useless—”

      “He’s your elder,” Heral reminded her.

      “—piece of—”

      The roosters crowed.

      Anira sighed and dropped her hands to the side. “All right, Papa. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to call him names. Sugatt’s off doing important things, I guess. But the least he could have done was write back to us. He visited once when you were sick and then went off again. It’s been months since his last letter.”

      “He’s a soldier. He has more important things to do.”

      She sniffed. “More important than family? Nothing’s stopping him from writing. I’m the youngest. It shouldn’t be up to me to worry about everything they left behind.”

      “You ever wonder, Anira, if it’s only because you worry so much?” Heral cocked his head to the side. “Don’t. It isn’t your responsibility to worry at all. Your mother and I are as healthy as we can be. We can take care of ourselves. You don’t have to be so hard on your siblings—they’ve got their own lives to worry about these days, and you—you can start by figuring out your own path in life. It doesn’t much matter what you choose, as long as you do something.”

      She stared back at him—at his thin, wrinkled face, beset with liver spots and white hair. Maybe you can take care of yourselves, but for how long? They had her when they had no business having children. Anira was only twenty-four—by all rights, she shouldn’t be worrying about an aging mother and an even more decrepit father, both of whom were old enough to be her grandparents. And yet…

      “I should pay a visit to the farmers,” Anira said with another sigh. “Don’t get into trouble while I’m away, all right?”

      Her father laughed. And then, realizing she was serious, he drew his face into a sombre expression. “I won’t, Mother.”

      “Last time, you let the cats eat our lunch.”

      He thumped his chest with a wrinkled hand, closed into a fist. “I won’t do it again.”

      “You better not, or I’ll get Mama to cook.”

      “Oh no,” he intoned. “Not your mother’s ginger stew. I’ll be good, Anira, I promise.”

      She sniffed before giving him an affectionate peck on the cheek. He patted hers in return. His fingers felt cold. Last summer, the physician from the city told her he didn’t think Heral would live another year. He’s growing frailer by the month, Anira. One fall, one broken hip, and…

      She focused her attention on getting her horse ready for the ride down. Maybe her father had a point about surviving what was in front of her. Dealing with the management of her aging parents’ land—that, she could still do, though these days it simply filled her with discontent. Crops were crops. You planted seeds, and if you were lucky, they grew; and if you were lucky again, you’d have enough left over after the hurricanes and the pests for a whole season’s worth of meals. That was all she knew. Being born a landowner’s daughter didn’t make her a farmer. Sugatt had a better head for it, and where was he now? Off playing soldier with the warlord, like any respectable son of the aron dar—the noble offshoots of the royal Jin-Sayeng clans. Joining Warlord Yeshin’s army was a dream they both shared, back when they were children fighting with bamboo sticks and ordering the farmers’ children about like commanders staring down at an army. As bannerman to the warlord, Lord Heral was obligated to serve without question. The provincial rulers of Jin-Sayeng functioned as kings and queens of their domain, and it was up to their vassals to ensure their hold. Control of the lands meant control of the fields, farms, and forests, which comprised most of Jin-Sayeng’s resources, and rulers with loyal servants lasted longer than the rest.

      Loyalty without a question meant it was Lord Heral’s obligation offer any of his available offspring to serve the warlord when he asked. Sugatt was only a year older than Anira, but that was more than enough. To all the land, he was worth more, as if that extra year was worth its weight in gold. If they had been twins and he was born a second before her, it wouldn’t have made a difference.

      Anira sucked in her breath as she cantered down the hills. It wasn’t fair of her to blame Sugatt. It wasn’t his fault their sisters didn’t provide for their parents, even with their established households and grown children besides. Someone had to stay home, and Anira got the short end of the stick. Being the youngest meant you were held back for whatever was needed for you. Errand-runner, caretaker, anything that needed to be done that her elder siblings were too busy for—or more likely—deemed themselves too important for. She couldn’t even recall the last time they sent a letter, either. If their father died tomorrow, they would have all the time they needed to mourn; she would have to muster up the face to make all the arrangements. The worthless lastborn, the spare wheel.

      Don’t think about that, she told herself. He’s not going to die for a long time. That physician was wrong. Heral aron dar Orenar is of Oren-yaro blood, and no amount of honeyed piss or aching limbs is going to take him down easily. Listen to your father—you do worry too much.

      A man greeted her right as she entered the first row of houses along the fields.

      “Lady Anira,” he said, in the kind of voice that indicated his courtesy was on purpose. He dropped the lady when they were alone.

      She tugged at the reins, pulling her horse to a stop. The mare danced on restless legs as Galtan caught the bridle.

      “You’re up early,” he continued. “Everything all right there? I hope Lord Heral is doing well.” He sounded nervous. That, on top of his uncharacteristic politeness, made her suspicious.

      She jumped off the saddle to scrutinize him. “Maybe I should ask you the same question. Is everything all right, Galtan?”

      He coloured. Most days, she enjoyed seeing that effect on him, but now it was the furthest thing from amusing. He took a step backward. Handsome, easygoing Galtan wasn’t easily frazzled, even around her. Usually it took more—a small smile, a touch on the shoulder, a quick bite of her lip…

      Galtan shook his head. “We’re doing well. Nothing’s wrong. Nothing’s wrong at all, Lady Anira, it’s just—”

      The man’s babbling was his own undoing. Anira didn’t need to do much more. She crossed her arms and leaned slightly against the saddle.

      “We have a visitor,” Galtan finished lamely. He sighed and ran a hand through his sun-bronzed hair. “I guess there’s no sense hiding it from you.”

      “No,” Anira said. “You should have opened with that.”

      “I know.” Galtan whistled, and a boy came tearing down from around the fence. “Take the lady’s horse. Is Lord Sugatt still resting in the main house?”

      The boy nodded furiously.

      “Sugatt,” Anira repeated. “My brother is here?”

      Galtan gave a thin smile.

      “But he’s on active duty! He’s not due back until the end of the year.”

      Galtan didn’t reply. He merely nodded, his face pale. He knew the implications as well as she did. Fleeing the army was treason, and Warlord Yeshin wasn’t a man to be crossed.

      Clenching her fists tight, she walked into the farmers’ compound, hoping she could control her temper. She supposed it was only polite to hear him out before she killed him herself. It was going to take all her patience.

      

      Active duty was probably an exaggeration. Jin-Sayeng itself wasn’t at war and hadn’t been since the last attacks by the Zarojo Empire years ago, when they were still under the governance of the last Dragonlord.

      Now, the Dragonlord—if you could even call him that—was a fresh-faced boy who preferred travel to the rigors of rule, a boy who had no interest in waging war anywhere. But his negligence had given way to other problems. Without a true king to unite them, the other warlords were champing at the bit, hoping for a chance to seize more than their fair share. More land, more farms, bigger harvests, more coin. All of which usually had to be taken from someone else first. Ripples of chaos were ripped throughout the entire kingdom, and even the less ambitious warlords had to contend with fights within their province, squabbling like starving dogs over gristle and bones.

      Anira didn’t know where Warlord Yeshin stood on all this, only that he had sounded the call to bolster his army years ago. He needed soldiers to defend the province of Oren-yaro from its neighbours, who had pushed their luck. Warlord Lushai of neighbouring Bara, in particular, wasn’t exactly subtle about his ambitions. His lords and ladies cheekily let their cattle graze in Oren-yaro pastures, only to later claim the lack of fences made it difficult to contain the beasts. If Warlord Yeshin pressed the issue, they would then ask if Oren-yaro will pay for the structures, since the last war had unfortunately left Bara’s coffers empty. And so on, and so forth, a dance so old, it might as well be the land’s heartbeat.

      Anira couldn’t care less about any of it. All she was concerned about was their family. She recalled the summons from two years back, the same one she had feared her whole childhood through. By then, her father was so old it wasn’t even a question of him having to answer anymore, but which of his children. He had shown her the letter after he’d read it and then gathered everyone together: that is, whoever was left in the household, which was her and Sugatt and their mother. They sat down in the middle of the great hall, legs folded over nipa mats, and read Warlord Yeshin’s letter several times. He knew how to coat his words—instead of asking for soldiers, he mentioned he was seeking warriors for the future of Oren-yaro. Instead of demanding his right to their swords as warlord, he appealed to their sense of honour and justice, whatever that meant. But Anira’s parents weren’t fooled—they knew a death sentence when they saw it.

      “Whom do we send?” their mother asked, staring at them both. Her two youngest, born long after she had thought she was done having children. Tears gleamed in her eyes. She probably still thought of them as babies, streaked with mud from the rice fields where they played all day.

      “It’s all right, Mama,” Anira said, reaching over to pat the woman on the back. “I’ll go. Sugatt’s needed in the farm.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel any better!” her mother wailed.

      “I’m older,” Sugatt broke in. “It has to be me. Warlord Yeshin will deem it an insult otherwise.”

      “Why?” Anira retorted. “I’m the better fighter.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      “I’m older,” he repeated. “It’s like you didn’t grow up here or something. Do you want them to call me a coward?” He wrinkled his face with distaste. “And anyway, who died and made you the better fighter all of a sudden? I recall letting you win most of the time.”

      “Prove I’m wrong, then. Right outside, right now.”

      Their father lifted a hand to stop the argument before it got any worse. “I don’t even know why the warlord cares about us. He has dozens of more powerful families within the clan at his beck and call.”

      “We’re Orenar,” their mother, Balima, said. She sniffed. “Well, at least you are. The man’s your cousin.”

      “He’s technically my nephew of sorts,” Heral said. He winked at Anira. “I got all the looks in the family though, didn’t I?”

      “Now’s not the time to joke around, Papa,” Anira said.

      “Too close. You’re too close to that damn family,” Balima continued, as if she was happy to carry on the conversation on her own.

      Heral cleared his throat. “My father is his grandfather’s half-brother—a fact that Yeshin seems to have been happy never to acknowledge in all the years since he assumed command of the province. Except, it seems, now when he needs it. Swords first, servants first! Humourless bastards, the whole lot of them.”

      The father who, in all of Anira’s memories, never lost his temper got up and threw a cup against the wall. It bounced on the floor undramatically.

      He shuffled over to pick up the cup before turning his eyes towards Sugatt. “You’re right, son.” His voice remained light; only the shadows on his face made it clear what he really thought of the whole situation. “Yeshin will see it as an insult if I offer the younger child.”

      “I don’t see why he would,” Anira replied. “Yeshin’s the youngest himself.”

      “All his brothers died in battle,” Heral said. “There’s a difference. Yours is still alive.”

      Anira made a fist. “I can rectify that.”

      “Like hell you will,” Sugatt sniffed. “You’ve got nothing on me, little sister.”

      Balima wept. “Why did I ever marry into this?” she groaned, tugging at their father’s robes. “My mother warned me about the royals. They warned me about you!”

      “Yes, my dear. I heard. The devilishly handsome rogue has baggage. I’m sorry.”

      She wept even louder, finding no comfort in his teasing. Heral slumped down beside her.

      “There is nothing to worry about, my darling,” he continued, massaging his wife’s shoulders with his knobby fingers. “It’s not open war. The warlord will want royals to serve as officers to train his soldiers, and nothing more. Sugatt will be safe. In the first place, he’s not brave. Tell her, boy.”

      Sugatt rolled his eyes.

      “Cowards die last, Mama,” Sugatt said. The self-deprecation was hard to miss. “It’s a fact.”

      Heral laughed, as if Sugatt’s poor temperament was all the protection he would ever need.

      The memory faded, and with it the last traces of Anira’s amusement. Flies rot your soul, Sugatt, Anira thought as she caught sight of her older brother from the far end of the field. He was now slumped on a bench, drinking a cup of steaming tea while staring at the group of yellow chicks milling around his feet. He had grown a beard—a thick, black, untrimmed thing that made him look so much older than his years. Anira walked right up to him and struck the cup out of his hand.

      “Hey!” he screamed, scaring the chicks as the cup shattered on the ground. “I was drinking that!”

      Anira slapped him next. He stared at her in shock.

      “If you tell me you deserted Warlord Yeshin’s army, I’m going to slap you again,” she declared.

      “I did, but let me—”

      She slapped him a second time.

      “—explain,” he finished, rubbing his cheek and staring back at her with a look that could murder. “You know, most sisters would be happy to see their brother after so long.”

      “Most sisters don’t have to deal with what you’re about to put us through. You realize you’ve doomed us, Sugatt? Desertion is treason, and you bear the same clan name as the Warlord’s. They’ll deal the whole family the punishment they’d reserve for you if you were just a common soldier. I always said you were going to be the death of me, but I never thought you’d consider it a dare! What the hell were you thinking?”

      “You don’t know what he’s been doing out there,” Sugatt said. “Warlord Yeshin is a madman.”

      She couldn’t believe her ears. Not just what he was saying, but that he was saying it out loud for every farmhand in the vicinity to hear. She grabbed him by the arm. “Treason, Sugatt!” she gasped. “How could you?”

      He turned his head. “It’s not treason to save your own life.”

      “And if they let you talk during your trial, it would be a worthy defense. But you wouldn’t be alive for your next breath. Remember who you are. Remember the name you carry!”

      He pried her hands off his shirt. “Fuck my name. I’m doomed, anyway. Dead here, or dead there. It doesn’t matter. Does grave dirt care where it swallows you up? Does it care what you were called in life? We rot all the same.”

      “What are you babbling on about?”

      “Yeshin wants to wage war on the reigning clan.”

      Anira pulled away. “That’s impossible,” she said. “The Oren-yaro may have not always seen eye-to-eye with the Dragonthrone, but—”

      Sugatt wiped his face. “That’s the understatement of the century.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter. We’re sworn to protect all of Jin-Sayeng, and the Ikessar clan holds the throne. Warlord Yeshin would never!”

      Sugatt gave a quick shake of his head. “You’re wrong, Anira. Oren-yaro is not Jin-Sayeng. Never has been. What the hell do you know? What do we know, slaving out here in the dirt while the higher nobles sit on their golden cushions and yap like they own the world? They treated me like a novelty out there. A country bumpkin, too ambitious for his own good. Why did I have to go out there at all? Yeshin would have missed me—everyone said so.”

      “Well, you went,” Anira replied. “Because we know our duty and we won’t shame our father while we’re at it and you wouldn’t let me go instead of you. So tell me why you’re back home, after all that!”

      “Didn’t you hear me? Yeshin wants war. We weren’t training to defend Oren-yaro at all. I was given command of twenty boys who looked like they were snatched right out of their mothers’ mouths. Arms so thin you could snap them over your knee. Peasants. Conscripts, Anira, do you understand? Lured to the army with promises of a full belly and some coin if they complied, and threatened with death if they didn’t!”

      “Most armies take on untried youth once in a while,” Anira said dubiously.

      “Not the Oren-yaro,” Sugatt pointed out. “You’d think Warlord Yeshin cared about the image our ancestors have died for. Mention the Oren-yaro army, and what do you imagine? Seasoned warriors, elite soldiers, men and women who could strike fear in the hearts of their enemies. Not whatever the hell they gave me. They didn’t care about training them. You can’t make fighters out of those boys. No—they wanted them fattened up for slaughter. They were going to be fodder, the front lines for some attack in the future. The others caught on to it, too. We talked about it and decided we weren’t going to sit around and wait for the inevitable. I’m not the only one who decided to ride back home.”

      “So, it’s worse than I thought,” Anira said. “Not only did you desert your liege lord, but you’ve incited rebellion. You couldn’t have waited until your scheduled leave to talk about this? We could have found an excuse for you to stay home. I could have broken your leg.”

      Sugatt frowned. “This isn’t a joke.”

      “I agree. My idea of a joke would have been if you came home with two pregnant women, both of them claiming it’s yours. We would have all gotten a good laugh.” She sucked in her breath. What’s done is done, she thought. If you’re the only one with any sense left in this family, then it’s up to you to fix it. The alternative would see them all paying with their lives. “How did you leave?” she asked, trying to control her temper. “Did you tell anyone where you were going?”

      “I just took my horse and rode off,” Sugatt said.

      “Good,” Anira replied. “It’s not too late to go back.”

      “I’m not going back!” Sugatt snarled.

      “You will if I have to drag you by the ear, Sugatt. You—”

      They were interrupted by the sound of Galtan clearing his throat. “If it pleases my lady, my lord,” he broke in. “There are more new arrivals at the gate.”

      “Yeshin’s men?” Anira asked.

      “They said they’re Lord Sugatt’s,” Galtan said.

      Anira traded looks with her brother.

      “Bunch of idiots,” Sugatt grumbled. “They followed me.”
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      From where the pathways to the houses converged, Anira counted seven men, all clad in pieces of rusty, mismatched armour that looked as if they had been looted from corpses. Their boots were covered in mud and their faces streaked with so much dirt, it looked like they had spent an afternoon digging through a rice paddy. They didn’t look like part of the Oren-yaro army at all. They looked like bandits, sent to collect ransom. If Sugatt hadn’t ridden in first, she would have armed the farmers, attacked, and asked questions later.

      Sugatt hung back. “Maybe if you pretend I’m not here, they’ll go away.”

      “If they followed you, they know you are,” Anira replied. “How much noise did you make riding out?”

      “None. I asked one of the soldiers to get my horse ready, and—”

      Anira sighed. “Right. You thought he would keep quiet. He’s out there with the group, isn’t he?”

      Sugatt squinted. “Renel. He’s the one at the front.”

      Anira strode up to the gates. “Stand back,” she commanded as she undid the latch. The hinges creaked as the gates swung outward.

      The men backed down. They looked at her with suspicion, and most placed their hands on their swords. One crossed his arms. “Where’s Lord Sugatt?”

      “You’re in our lands,” she said. “I ask the questions here.”

      She realized, belatedly, that she didn’t bring a sword with her. If these men attacked her now, there wasn’t much she could do to defend herself, let alone stop them from rampaging through the fields. She hoped they were the type that could be reasoned with. It wasn’t uncommon for army deserters to turn to banditry, but out here in Oren-yaro, such actions would be swiftly dealt with by the warlord. Surely, they knew better.

      She watched them glance at each other. Their horses looked weary, legs shaking, heads bent, bodies glistening with cold sweat. She had never seen such a pathetic group in her life. They must have been trying to overtake her brother on the road. As she deliberated over this, Galtan appeared behind her, shoving a sheathed sword into her hands. She didn’t have to draw it—the weight of it was comfort enough already.

      “Mistress,” the man called Renel finally spoke up. “We’re Lord Sugatt’s men. He left camp in the middle of the night, and we thought it best to follow him. It’s our duty, after all.”

      She gave a thin smile. “Are you sure about that? Warlord Yeshin didn’t send you, did he?”

      Someone behind Renel coughed. Renel frowned. “Mistress. If we had returned to the general and told him we were missing our officer, there’d be hell to pay.”

      “We need him to come back with us to camp,” another soldier barked. “We were supposed to report to Warlord Yeshin right this morning.”

      “Ah,” Anira said. “The missing detail. Sugatt?” She turned her head back to the gates, where she could see her brother’s figure peering through the bars. “Care to explain?”

      “They were going to send us to be outfitted for new weapons and armour,” Sugatt said. “Everything I told you was true, Anira, and it looked like they were just about to send us to fight without telling us what we were going to fight.”

      “You didn’t incite a mass desertion amongst your fellow officers.”

      “The others must be biding their time. The truth will come out.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if they were shooting the shit out of boredom. In the meantime, you deserted in the middle of a battle.”

      “The beginning of a battle,” Sugatt mumbled. “There’s a difference.”

      “Tell that to them when you’re court-martialed.” Anira carefully unsheathed her sword partway, watching for the men’s reactions. They looked at her in confusion, and none jumped to protect themselves. She pushed it back in and nodded at Galtan. “We’re welcoming them as guests.”

      “But Lady Anira—” Galtan stammered.

      She looked at him quizzically.

      “We can’t trust them,” Galtan whispered. “Look at them.”

      “I see a few lost boys who don’t know what the hell they’re supposed to be doing because their officer abandoned them in the middle of the night,” Anira said. “The least we can do is feed them. Their horses’ legs are shaking—they need rest.”

      Galtan sighed. “If they slit our throats…”

      “You’re going to ask the farmers to come around and be on high alert. Arm everyone.” She turned around to tug the gates open. “Gentlemen,” she said out loud. “Please, come in. We’ll set up a spread for you shortly. It’s the least I can do for my brother’s men, considering the circumstances.”

      Renel looked at her warily. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am.”

      He glanced at Sugatt in the distance. He had yet to acknowledge them. “You speak for your family, and your brother?” It wasn’t just suspicion on his voice. It held a hint of desperation. He wanted her to be as trustworthy as she was making herself seem.

      Anira lifted her chin. “Someone has to.”

      Renel gave a lopsided grin. He had great yellow teeth, and a scar right under his bristly black moustache. “Your parents sent the wrong child.”

      He said nothing else, but she detected a note of discontent. Sugatt’s careless decision was a blight to them all.

      She tried not to get angry all over again as she led the men into the farmers’ compound. As a precaution, she had Galtan gather their weapons; they readily gave them up for bowls of hot rice and grilled freshwater eel, caught from the river just that morning. Sugatt was right—none of these men were tested soldiers, and she doubted they had anything to do with the Oren-yaro before this. Renel looked like the oldest of the group and he couldn’t be much older than she was. The rest had sparse moustaches and nonexistent beards, with more bone than muscle. They looked like they hadn’t had a full meal in years. All asked for seconds, and all seemed to shiver with delight when they were given thirds. They reminded Anira of the boys from the next farm over, the ones she and Sugatt used to get into fights with when they were young.

      “I think I believe what you said,” Anira told Sugatt as they ate their own lunch from afar. “If I was warlord, outfitting my best for war, I wouldn’t even glance at these men. They look like a farmer’s boys on their way to a rice paddy.”

      “I told you,” Sugatt said. “Something’s fishy.”

      “That still doesn’t solve our problem. Even if what Warlord Yeshin has planned is shady, we’re in no position to protest. Our hands are tied.”

      Sugatt stirred the remaining grains of rice in his bowl with his fingers before sucking on the digits one by one. “The warlord is technically our cousin, isn’t he?”

      “A fact he’s never acknowledged. We share a name and nothing more. Even if our father made a petition, I doubt he’d listen, and I will not bring our parents into this.”

      “They’ll know eventually,” Sugatt said.

      “Should have thought of that before you left,” Anira replied. “Anyway, they won’t know—not until you’re back in camp with no one the wiser.”

      “Even if I wanted to do that, it’s too late. They’ll be looking for us. For me, in particular.” He stared at the sky. “I might head out by noon. Give them the slip so they won’t know how to follow me. Tell them to disperse. If we’re lucky, we’ll be out of the province before the day is out.”

      “And leave me to clean up your mess?”

      He coloured. “That’s not what I’m trying to do, Anira. I want to be out of your hair so you don’t get blamed. The less words we exchange, the better.”

      “If you’re not here, your whole family will bear the brunt of it.”

      “You’re Warlord Yeshin’s family, too. He won’t harm you.”

      She grabbed him by the arm. “Clan is different from family. We’re related to the warlord, nothing more. We have a duty to uphold the name, but he holds no affection for us. When was the last time he dropped by on your nameday or sent gifts to our father? We’re his subjects, that’s it. Subjects from whom he can demand more than the rest. If he wants to kill our parents and burn our farms down to set an example…”

      “It won’t come to that. It’s a bad look.”

      “If he’s gearing up for war, who knows what look he wants?” Anira asked. “Accept it, Sugatt. We’re all in trouble. There’s no escaping this.”

      He looked ill and set his bowl aside. He looked like a horse ready to bolt out of its paddock. “What should I do?” he grumbled.

      “Stupid,” she whispered in return. “Why do I always have to take care of the troubles you cause? You’re the one who started this.”

      His face tightened. “How many times am I supposed to say sorry?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she sighed. “You just weren’t thinking. How could you be sorry for something you didn’t decide to do? That’s all we are to you. An afterthought.” She reached out to clasp the back of his neck with her hand, leaning over to press her forehead over his. “I’m going with you.” She patted his cheek before kissing it.

      “What?”

      “I’m going to talk to Warlord Yeshin on your behalf. Running would only infuriate him. Facing him, now—I think he’ll give us a chance. It shows courage. The warlord can’t begrudge a bit of courage. It’s rooted in the province’s own tenets.”

      He tried to pull back. “Don’t be silly, Anira. I can’t let you get involved.”

      “So, you would just rather we run with you, then? Leave the farm behind, travel with parents who can’t even walk across a field without catching their breaths? We’re running out of options and it’s the best we’ve got. I’m going to explain that you rode back because you received news of our father’s ill-health, which is true enough. We can get the physician to confirm the story. You thought he was on his deathbed, and it turns out it was a false alarm. But on the way back to camp, you were set on by bandits. Your men found you, but you were too injured to travel back in time to report to the general.”

      “He’ll never believe that,” Sugatt pointed out. “I’m not injured.”

      Anira set aside her bowl and drew her sword.

      His eyes widened. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Saving us all. Just close your eyes, brother. It’ll be over soon.”

      “You’re mad.”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      “I told you. I leave, and—”

      “I said a better idea,” Anira said. “A slash on the arm and another on the leg, Sugatt. You’ve gotten worse during sword training.”

      Sugatt frowned. He turned to Galtan, who was standing quietly behind them. “Tell her she’s crazy,” he said.

      “She’s crazy not to do more,” Galtan replied, crossing his arms. “Frankly, if I had my say, I’d throw you into a pit of vipers.”

      “That’s a good one,” Anira said. “Let’s save it for later.”

      “Assholes,” Sugatt grumbled. “Fine. Get some wine. If you’re going to do this, do it while I’m drunk.”

      “You’ll bleed more,” Galtan warned.

      “Good,” Anira said. “Let him. After this mess, it’s the least he can do for this family.”

      

      Talking was easy, and so was bandaging up her squealing brother, who took the slashes like a pig being dragged to the slaughterhouse. The hardest thing, Anira found, was returning up the hill to their house and pretending like everything was all right. She answered Heral’s questions about the state of the rice fields listlessly before going off to assist her mother with the evening meal. She was so absent-minded that she almost sliced her fingers off—her mother admonished her and sent her to tend to the gardens, which resulted in her father laughing so hard, it sounded like his lungs would jump out of his nostrils.

      It burned that she couldn’t tell the old man about Sugatt; if nothing else, she knew he missed having the rest of them at home. It had been hard enough for her parents—for her father, in particular—when her sisters got married within a year of each other. Sugatt and Anira were still children then, and their presence was a balm to the couple’s wounds. They probably never considered they’d have to go through it a second time. As proud as their parents were of them, watching your children grow up and go off to be their own person must come with a share of pain.

      She watched Heral pick tomatoes with an affection probably more suited for a parent watching their child. She couldn’t help it. It was the preciousness of the moment that got her—the way he could still walk, against all odds, when they all had been ready to mourn him last summer. Or how he turned the ripe, plump thing in his hand against the sun with delight, as if in that moment, nothing mattered half as much as that tomato. Did aging distort the things that were important? Or was his mind growing soft right in front of her? And she was going to leave him that night—she was going to leave him to escort his son to face the music and the warlord’s judgment, and she didn’t know when she was going to come back. If she was going to come back at all.

      She swallowed. If they were to be executed, her parents were only going to find out after their bodies were cold, and no sooner. And she had no intention of breaking the truth to them before she rode off. She wanted them to be happy for as long as was humanly possible. If her father died in bed that night, she wanted him to do it with a smile on his face and the knowledge that his children would expire long after him. It was only right.

      “What’s wrong?” Heral asked.

      She shook her head. “Nothing, Papa.”

      “You’re off in your own little world again. Come and take me with you sometime, eh? I haven’t had a good adventure in a long while.”

      “I’m just…happy you’re still with us.”

      Heral cocked his head to the side. “You’re still worrying about last spring?” He gave a short burst of laughter. “You know, child, death at my age is nothing to be afraid of.”

      “You say that now.”

      He squeezed her hand. “Yes. All right. You got me. I was frightened. I didn’t want to leave you. I haven’t had as much time with you as with the others. You know, I’ve watched Lunia and Orra blossom from little girls to young women who went off to build their own families, shape their own lives, while you…you’ve yet to be.”

      “What about Sugatt?”

      “Well, he’s off playing soldier, and I assume—if he keeps his wits about him—that he’ll make a name for himself in no time.”

      Anira pretended to look at the ground so her expression wouldn’t betray anything.

      “But you,” Heral said, placing both his hands on top of his cane. “I still don’t know what you’ll be. You’ve always been an enigma, Anira. A tough nut to crack.”

      “Why do you think so, Papa?”

      He took a deep breath before letting it out in a quick exhale through his bristly white moustache. “You’ve always had such an imaginative mind,” he said. “So full of excitement and vigour. We would take a walk and you would run down to the foot of the hill, exclaiming we’re about to climb some tall, mysterious mountain, or that the trees in the distance were dragons waiting to carry you to a magical kingdom. I always told your mother—don’t tell her I told you this, or she’ll kill me—but I thought you would never be happy just staying home. You’re not the sort who’ll ever be content watching these fields for the rest of her life. You’re bigger than all of this. Not like me.”

      “You,” she replied, with a hint of a smile. “Content? Now you’re just lying, Papa. I’ve seen you stare at the horizon every morning—I know you’ve always longed to go out there and do more. If Warlord Yeshin’s summons had come fifteen, even ten years earlier, you would have gone in Sugatt’s stead.”

      “I did have a wild streak in my youth,” Heral said, nodding sombrely. He lifted his fingers and pressed them close together. “But that’s just it. A streak. There is so much joy here for me. To watch green fields ripen into gold, to see a sprout grow tall and bear fruit…I love these things enough to know you never did. You could do better.”

      “And yet you wanted to talk to me about settling down.”

      “I was testing you,” Heral said, elbowing her slightly. He broke into a wide grin. “You passed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t marry Galtan. When you told me he was fine—I’ve heard more excitement from you whenever the buffaloes give birth. Good old Galtan will do. No.” He grew sombre. “Whatever choices you make in life, my love, make the ones that light your veins on fire.”

      She felt his voice give weight to her bones. She thought about it all throughout the night, tossing and turning in the one or two hours of sleep she’d allowed herself. When the moon was high in the sky, she finally shrugged into her travelling clothes—bought for the few times she accompanied the farmers to the city to trade—and took a few minutes to clean her sword so it would look presentable. The sword made her self-conscious. It was a plain, unadorned thing, made in the wooden-hilted grasscutter style but crafted to be longer and thinner. Her family had used it for centuries—none of them really had a royal’s sword. They were royal in name only—as an offshoot clan, they reaped little of the privileges. They were supporters, the ones who obeyed their liege lords and ladies without question, who were called on whenever they needed bodies to defend them. Her father once told her he could have bought his own, royal-style sword any time he wanted to, the one with the carved hilt and tassels made of animal hair or even the very enemies the owner claimed to have felled. They sold them in shops down in the city. But Heral would prefer it presented to him by the warlord for good service.

      “It makes a difference,” he liked to say. “Coin can get you almost anything you want, but it can’t buy your own accomplishments. Deep inside, you’ll always know what you earned and what you didn’t earn.”

      She strapped the sword to her belt, hoping she could find the confidence to face the warlord like that. She needed it. She was going to ask him to spare her brother after he had so blatantly broken his laws.

      Sugatt and the rest of the men met her at the gates.

      “Did you tell the old man?” Sugatt asked, leaning on his good leg. It was so early that his breath gathered on his lips, fogging around his beard.

      “Why would I do that to him?” she retorted. “I don’t want him wasting a moment worrying about his fool of a son.”

      “Because you’re such a good daughter, aren’t you, Anira,” Sugatt said under his breath. “Always doing the right thing.”

      “Someone has to,” she replied, unfazed by the sarcasm in his voice.

      The men jeered at the exchange, and she shot them a look. “You all deserted. Let that sink in before you decide this is a joke. Your lives are in danger and you’re laughing about it.”

      She turned to Galtan, who was holding her saddled horse ready for her. She took the reins from him and swung into the stirrups.

      “I don’t like the look of this,” he whispered. “You’ll be alone with these men. What you just told them isn’t going to inspire much confidence in you.”

      “Sugatt is with me.”

      “He’s injured and you’ve made him out to be a fool. You’re not around rice farmers here, Anira.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll keep that in mind. Please take care of my parents for me, Galtan.”

      He looked like he wanted to spend a good hour arguing with her about it. But he bowed and let her ride ahead. The others streamed behind her in a cloud of dust.
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      Wrapped up in the tattered blanket inside her tent, Anira’s sleep was less than ideal. The slightest trickle on the canvas overhead was enough to wake her up. The damp penetrated the holes of the thing. It was made of cotton, not wool. She’d hurriedly grabbed whatever blanket was in her room when she left when she should have really taken another hour to prepare, at least. She knew where her mother kept the woolen ones. But a part of her wanted to get this over with. The longer Sugatt remained a deserter, the shorter his chances of survival.

      While rubbing her arms, she thought of their childhood—that slow, idyllic childhood shared by most children growing up in the outskirts of the province. She had a memory of screaming for Sugatt in a field, amidst the shadows cast by the swaying bamboo. It was growing dark—they were supposed to be home an hour ago—but she’d lost sight of where he’d gone, and she didn’t want to go home without him. She remembered forcing her tears down and choosing to go blindly into the wilderness. She was afraid her brother had been taken by wildlife. There were wolves out there, bears, and the gods know what else. If he stumbled into a stream, he could be savaged by crocodiles.

      Just when the light had turned into a thin sliver above the treetops and she was losing hope, she found Sugatt underneath a tree, as if the gods themselves had planted him there for her benefit. He sat with his arms wrapped around his legs, his face wet with dirt and tears. One of his knees was scraped. At the sight of her, his expression turned sour.

      He wiped the tears off his face. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

      “I came looking for you.” She hesitated, her lip quivering. “Those boys chased you down the field and you disappeared. I thought the worst.”

      “You should have gone straight home.” He wiped his face and got up. “If you get hurt, Mama and Papa will never forgive me.”

      “That’s why I went looking for you. If you get hurt, then…”

      He laughed. “They care about you more. You’re the youngest.”

      “You’re the only boy!”

      “Their weak, only son,” he said bitterly. She couldn’t say why, but a part of her felt that he was blaming her for it. As if her existence made his own failings jump out.

      She stamped her foot. “Is that what those boys told you? Show me. I’m going to prove them wrong. I’m—”

      He placed a hand on her head, as if he couldn’t quite decide between ruffling her hair or unscrewing the whole thing off her neck. Then he pushed her away half-heartedly. “You won’t do anything. They went home after they beat me up. And when we get home, you’re not going to say anything, either.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because they can make life harder for us.”

      She sucked in her breath. “It’s not fair,” she said at last. “We’re Heral Orenar’s children. We’re royals.”

      “That’s what makes them hate us more,” Sugatt grumbled. “They don’t understand we’re royals by name only. We’re living like they do, and yet somehow, we’re above them. Where’s your riches, Sugatt? Where’s your fancy armour and expensive horses? If they starve, we starve.” He wiped his eyes again. “The assholes. If Papa stole from their fathers like the other royals do, then I can have all those things and then where would their smug smiles be?”

      “You’ll show them someday,” Anira said.

      “I’ll live and die a farmer,” Sugatt replied. “Look at me. I couldn’t even fight them off.”

      She grabbed his arm, all but embracing it. “I’ll fight beside you next time. We can defeat them together.” She could feel her heart in her throat. Together. All she wanted was her brother to acknowledge she wasn’t his enemy. They were in this together.

      “Idiot,” he repeated. “I’m too cowardly to defeat anything. I’m a piece of shit, and everyone knows it.” He was so deep into the mire of his own problems he couldn’t even see her as anything but a barrier.

      “Just because they say it, doesn’t make it true.”

      “I pissed myself back there. When you’ve got five boys kicking you on the ground, there’s not much you can do.”

      “You know the difference between the cowardly and the brave?” she asked.

      He grimaced, bracing himself over an imagined insult.

      “The cowards give up.” She reached up to sandwich Sugatt’s face between her hands. “So, don’t. Never give up, Sugatt. All right?”

      She couldn’t remember what Sugatt had replied in return. He met optimism with the bare minimum acknowledgement, particularly when it came from her. She wasn’t sure what drove him to treat the world as a cold, unfeeling place. She always thought they had it lucky, considering. Their parents were elderly, but kind and fair. They always had something to eat, and they had all those meadows and rice fields to explore to their hearts’ content. “What more could you ask?” she once told her father.

      Heral, wiser than anything, had given her a small smile in return. “More,” he said. “You can always ask for more. It’s not the worst thing in the world to dream, Anira.”

      “I just don’t understand what Sugatt would want,” she replied.

      “By royal’s standards, we’re at the bottom rung,” Heral explained. “You’ve never had to think of it that way, being the youngest. But Sugatt is the only son, and the sort of son who would never thrive under his sisters’ shadows. Let him be discontent, Anira. It’s not the worst thing in the world to desire something bigger and better for yourself. That was always what my brothers hated about me.”

      “How could anyone hate you?” she demanded.

      He laughed. “My heart,” he said, after he caught his breath. “If only the world saw it as simply as you did. If only they had your insight.”

      She understood it all now, of course. The last few years had made it clear how much the mundane, farming life suited her less. What she couldn’t wrap her head around was how quickly the tables had turned; why Sugatt was now the one complaining about life out there. This could have all been avoided if they’d sent her instead of him.

      She decided there was no point getting mad at her brother when he wasn’t around to hear it, so she got up and strode out of the tent. It was still so damp and cold that she thought about taking a brisk run around the camp first before waking everyone up. She wrapped a cloak around her shoulders and gazed out at the horizon, counting the number of tents in the distance. There were less than the night before.

      It took her a full moment to realize the men had abandoned them.

      “Sugatt!” she roared, turning around to her brother’s tent. “Sugatt, wake up!”

      “I’m awake,” Sugatt replied, lumbering out. His hair was flat on one side.

      “Get your horse. The men—”

      “I know.” He rubbed the dew off his beard. “They asked me to come with them.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      He gestured haphazardly at his bandaged arm. “How naïve were we to think a bunch of low-ranking soldiers would just agree to return to be punished for desertion? I know what I think, but I’d love to compare notes with you.”

      “Stop being so bitter,” she said, poking him on the head with a finger. “They couldn’t have gotten far.”

      “I’m not going to chase after those men, Anira. What makes you think I can make them do anything? I wouldn’t even be able to fight them, especially not after what you did to me.” He was still sore about the wounds. She’d tried to make sure they were clean cuts, but they still had to be convincing enough for Warlord Yeshin. They couldn’t just be mere scratches.

      “You were their commanding officer,” Anira explained patiently. “All you had to do was talk to them like I asked you to. Did you make them understand that Warlord Yeshin has the means of tracking them down and bringing them to justice? Their names are recorded somewhere. Unless the plan is to disappear and never speak to their families or friends ever again…”

      “They’re soldiers, Anira, not scholars. They didn’t join the army because they had sense.”

      “Your fault for thinking of them that way.”

      He crossed his arms. “Do it, then. Go chase after them if you want.”

      “I’d like your help.”

      “Can’t do it. I’m injured, remember?” He waved his arm at her.

      “It’s not your damned legs that’s—never mind.” She dropped her hands to the side with a sigh and left him to get her horse. Once he started sulking, it was usually a lost cause, and she didn’t have the patience to try and change his mind today. The soldiers, thankfully, weren’t seasoned scoundrels—they left both Anira and Sugatt’s horses and all their gear alone. Naivety went both ways.

      She saddled her horse and checked the sword on her belt before following the tracks that led away from camp. The sun was rising, and she couldn’t be sure how far they’d gotten. A part of her questioned the wisdom of chasing the men down. What would she do once she caught up to them? Beg them to listen to her, when perceived freedom was just up ahead? The royals’ ways where difficult to explain to most commoners. She herself had never questioned them: obedience and duty were built into her every day. She patted her horse’s neck and in that same instance felt an arrow slide through the air just above the horse’s head. It embedded itself into a tree to her right.

      “Not another step, Lady Anira,” Renel’s voice called out from the bushes. “If you don’t turn around now, I’ll make sure the next one won’t miss.”

      Anira carefully clambered down from the saddle. “Renel,” she called. “Let’s talk. You’re making a mistake.”

      “Seems to me like you’re the one who fucked up,” Renel said, appearing on the edge of the road with a bow in his hands. “You expected men to just willingly offer their own lives so your brother might live. We couldn’t do anything when you were in your lands, but now that we’re out here, I’m afraid to say you’re at our mercy.”

      Anira nodded, like what he just said made complete sense. “Yes. I can see that. But here’s the thing, too. Galtan knows you, knows your names. Your hometowns. He asked, for a reason. Who’s to say he’ll keep his mouth shut if anything happens to us?”

      Hardly a flicker of emotion registered on Renel’s face. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take. He won’t know you’re missing for weeks, maybe even months.”

      “Galtan won’t wait that long,” she promised. “He’s already sent someone after us.” A bluff, but it could be true. “Look, Renel. Your other mistake is thinking I’m bringing you back to Oren-yaro to die.”

      “What makes you think I believe you?” Renel asked. “Back in your lands…I heard Galtan call you Orenar. I should have realized. An offshoot. What you did to your own brother should have been proof enough. You people are wolves.”

      “Clan names don’t hold as much weight as they once did.”

      “Who told you? You must have come to your own conclusions, rotting away in this corner of wasteland. Maybe you people have nothing better to do.” Renel sniffed and glanced around. “Girl, they’ll kill us before they touch a hair on your head. Your plan might very well spare your brother, but what sort of protection can you offer us?”

      “My word,” Anira said.

      Renel grinned. His yellow teeth almost gleamed in the sun. She could smell the rot of it, even from afar. “Useless.” He glanced behind him, to the men who appeared at the end of the road. “Her word is all but useless, isn’t it, fellows?”

      They all cried their assent. Anira felt her mare tug at the reins. Even she could feel the threat. Anira was young, but she knew the look on their faces. Dogs slavering for the kill—they’d hurl themselves off a cliff before they yielded the prey. Her father couldn’t afford hunting hounds, but she’d heard stories from some of the estates they used to visit when she was young. She couldn’t think of what else she could say to convince them.

      “Money,” she tried. She struggled to think that way. She grew up with people who did things because they had to, not because they were bribed—she had never considered coin as a good motivator. “If Warlord Yeshin reinstates us, I’ll make sure you get better than what they offered you.”

      “Words, again,” Renel continued. “Promises. That’s all you royals are good at. You’re good at breaking them, too.”

      “I don’t know what kind of royals you’ve met your whole life—all I can tell you is I’m not one of them.” She got off her horse and held out her hands. “You’ve seen our holdings. Does it look like a lord’s castle? Where are my mother’s handmaidens, to paint her face and feed her delicate sweets at her whim? All we have are rice fields, chicken farms, and pig sties. Your anger is wasted on us.”

      “You’re a poor, forgotten relative of the most powerful warlord of the land,” Renel agreed. “I get it. But you’re still more valuable to him than we are, and Warlord Yeshin’s justice always demands blood. Well, I’m going to put a stop to that now.” He reached into his quiver and pulled out an arrow, nocking it into his bow so quickly Anira barely noticed it until he’d pulled the string.

      She lifted her blade in time to stop the point from digging into her skull. The arrow bounced off.

      Renel stepped back, grabbed another arrow. She sidestepped. It drew blood as it barely missed her thigh. Ignoring the sharp pain, she charged.

      She knocked him to the side, sending him tumbling into the bushes, further away from his men, who seemed unable to decide whether they should rain arrows on both of them or just stand there and watch. She hoped they wouldn’t decide anything soon; she couldn’t take them all. She didn’t even know if she could take one. She focused on striking Renel’s bow out of his hands. It skidded across the road.

      He slammed a fist into her chest with a force that felt like it had broken her sternum. She thought she heard her bones creak. She coughed, rolled to the side, and slammed a knee into his belly. It barely elicited a squeak in return. She was still trying to recover when he forced her to the ground, all but slamming her head onto the packed dirt underneath.

      As she struggled to recover her senses, he pinned her to the ground, one hand pushing her wrist down. She flailed with the other; he jerked his head out of the way drew a knife from his belt. “I’m really sorry,” he said. “But—”

      She slipped out from between his legs and kneed him again, this time hooking him in the groin.

      He yowled in pain and rolled to the side, the knife clattering from his fingertips. “Get her!” he screamed, tears in his eyes. Anira got to her feet and held her sword across her body.

      “We can talk about this,” she said, watching the men advance slowly. Her heart was pounding. This wasn’t like the wrestling matches and games of her childhood. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she remembered she had never been in a real fight, while these men were—even as a stretch—trained soldiers. Where the hell was her brother? She couldn’t believe he didn’t even follow her. Wasn’t he even worried about her at all? She’d gone all the way out here for him, and he couldn’t even lift a little finger to help her. Couldn’t even glance at her direction to help her save him.

      They were interrupted by a roar from the horizon. Against her judgment, she turned her back on Renel and his men. She thought she saw clouds of dust, followed by the thundering sound of hooves.

      She took a step forward. Renel grabbed her shoulder, snarling. “We’re not done here,” he demanded. “Woman, you—”

      She lifted a hand. “We were just talking about Warlord Yeshin’s justice,” she said, a bead of cold sweat dripping down her face. She turned to him with a weak smile. “Look there and tell me what you see.”

      Renel turned his head. The frown on his face disappeared, replaced rapidly with panic. “That’s an army.”

      “Look at the standard,” Anira breathed.

      Renel’s eyes focused. He could now see it: the red banners, decorated with a white wolf. It looked like a sea of red in the distance. “Fuckers,” he gasped. “We didn’t even get painted shields.”

      “Warlord Yeshin’s elite soldiers,” Anira said. “Heading for the city, it looks like, and I don’t think we can outrun them. Look at the legs on those horses. If we try to, it will only look more suspicious. They’ll be on us before we can make it to the next village.”

      “Lower your swords!” Renel screamed at his men.

      “Suddenly you’re cooperating?” Anira asked weakly.

      “I told you, woman,” Renel said. “We just want to live.”

      “And I told you I’m your best chance for that.”

      Renel gave a small nod. “Prove it,” he half-whispered, as if the very thought of handing his life over to her grated him to his bones. A commoner’s pride was more valuable than a royal’s—only the wind held it up. “Prove it, and I’ll follow you to the ends of the earth.”
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