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I nodded and rose to leave, needing fresh air that wasn’t full of Hana’s smell and her hands and her body, but before I had taken more than a step, Katashi gripped my hand—hard and sure to show he knew what would happen. And it did, as easily as on every other occasion our souls had connected, but in the bright glare of his very being, it was not my sister I saw. Not the throne nor the empire nor the crown. It was Kin. Kin choking. Kin bleeding. Kin screaming. Kin dying. Katashi’s anger and obsession choked everything it touched, while the mantra of his inner thoughts echoed through his soul.


I will have my vengeance.
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For my loving husband.
You are my best friend. You are my rock.
Thank you for being there every step of the way along this mad journey.
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The greatest fight is the fight within


Against the nature of man


Against self


Against the god that lives inside us all





1. HANA



I had woken disoriented from many bad dreams before, but never to a stomach intent on spilling my horror onto the matting floor. Tili sang and shushed my cries, patting my back as I purged darkness from my stomach. And it felt like darkness, like a horror and a disgust so deep I might never smile again.


Slowly, the warmth of the sun began to touch my skin, and I didn’t just hear her song; I felt it. It was like waking from another layer of dream, trembling and ill.


“It’s going to be all right, my lady,” Tili said as she rubbed my back. She had draped blankets over me at some point, the weight of them on my shoulders comforting. “Everything is going to be all right.”


Outside, birds went on singing. A bee buzzed onto the late-blooming jasmine coiled around the balcony railing. I could not recall my room at Koi having had a balcony, but the smell sent a wistful blade deep into my soul. Tears came next, and Tili held me to her, her weight and her warmth even more comforting than the blankets, and when at last I could cry no more, I finally felt alive. Exhausted, broken, but alive.


“No one seems to know what happened,” Tili said, fussing around while I picked at some thinly sliced fruit. “But everyone who was in the room has suffered like this, and some . . .”


She stopped. Her fussing got fussier.


“Dead?” I said, my first word, but it felt appropriate. For a while there, death would have been a relief.


“Yes, my lady, but let’s not think about that. You are safe and you are well and that is all that matters.”


Her words owned a brittle cheeriness, her smile as fragile as glass. “Tili, tell me what happened. Please,” I added when she pursed her lips and would not speak. “I need to know.”


“Lord Otako—Emperor Katashi, I mean, holds the city now. He’s taken the oath and everyone has to kneel before him and swear loyalty to their new emperor and”—Having begun to speak, she seemed unable to stop, words spilling from her like bile had spilled from me—“if they refuse, they are being . . . being executed, and anyone who had a position with Emperor Kin is being executed, and the imperial guards who didn’t escape are all dead, and most of the servants who came from Mei’lian, and . . . and . . .” Grief overtook her, tears choking her words. She rubbed her eyes with the sleeve of her robe. “I’m sorry, my lady, I did not mean to tell you until you were feeling better, I—”


“Kin?”


I could remember the fury and the blade and the flash of hurt in his dark eyes but not much else. Had he been in that room with me? Had Katashi caught him?


Tili looked down and shook her head, sending fear thundering through my numb veins. “I’m sorry, my lady, but I don’t know. He seems to have just . . .” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “. . . disappeared.”


“Disappeared?”


“Hush, we should not talk so in case someone is listening, my lady. I do not want to . . . be thought a traitor and . . .” She pressed her sleeve to her eyes and stayed there silently shaking.


Disappeared. Perhaps I had something to thank Malice for after all.


I gripped Tili’s arm. “It’s going to be all right,” I said, repeating her words back to her. “I will not let him hurt you.” I let her cry as she had let me cry. Most of the servants who had travelled with us from Mei’lian had been known to her, some of the guards too. She might have exaggerated the number of deaths in her distress, but there were still many lives to fear for.


“What of Minister Laroth?” I said. “What happened to him?”


I had been in his room. Shin had been there. A strange young man too, tied to the divan. All I had wanted to do was get out of the castle, and then he had given me Malice’s blood.


“I . . . I hear he hasn’t woken, my lady.” Tili sniffed. “But there are some men in black robes who are caring for him. Everyone says they are Vices.” She whispered the last word with the horror and awe that seemed to follow the Vices everywhere, but to me they were familiar faces.


Almost I told Tili not to worry about them either, but while my ability to protect her from Katashi needed no explanation, I had not the energy to explain Malice.


I nibbled a few individual pomegranate arils and stared at the table while Tili went back to fussing. I appeared to have a lot more robes than before, and she seemed intent on refolding them all.


Kin had disappeared. Katashi had taken the oath. Darius was asleep, while Malice and his Vices were stalking about. And tucked away in this pretty room, I was as inconsequential as the breeze. I crunched a few more arils and tapped the table. I needed to see Katashi.


“I will wash and dress,” I said. My body ached at the very thought, but I had to see the new world for myself. I had fallen asleep and everything had changed.


“Are you sure, my lady? You still look very pale and you’ve hardly eaten anything. Emperor Katashi said I was to look after you and make sure no one troubled you and—”


“I’m fine, Tili, I promise. Just tired, but . . . not the sort of tired sleep can fix. Will you choose something for me to wear?”


With a nod, she walked away along the line of chests while I finished what I could stomach of my meal. “Blue, my lady?” She held up a lovely light-blue and white robe, edged in dark blue waves. It was pretty but cut low at the back of the neck and not one of mine.


“No, one of the ones you altered for me.”


Tili hadn’t a smile to lose, but her gaze slid toward the door. “As they were gifts from the Usurper, they have been taken away and replaced with . . . and unfortunately, my lady, I haven’t been able . . . there just hasn’t been time to—”


She sucked a panicked breath, and I leapt up from my mat to take her hands, leaving the pretty robe to fall unheeded on the floor. “Tili, Tili, it’s all right; you cannot think I would be mad at you for that. I understand, you’re afraid, and if my cousin is making a nuisance of himself, then I can’t but—”


“A nuisance? My lady, poor Ilo got executed just for having been born in Ts’ai, he is—”


Again, she looked at the door. Her hands shook.


“Surely there must have been more to it than that,” I said.


“No! Ilo would never hurt a fly. I . . . I was born in Ts’ai, my lady. I lived there all my life until I moved to Mei’lian and took work at the palace. The only reason my head is not out there with theirs is because I am your maid.”


Beneath the sound of her shuddering breath, there was nothing but the patter of footsteps, some chatter, and even a distant laugh—the sounds of a castle in which nothing had changed. And yet Tili trembled all over like an aspen leaf in a storm.


“Tili,” I said. “How long have I been asleep?”


“Three days, my lady.”


“Three days? I—” I bent and grabbed the robe off the floor. “I have to see Katashi. Here, I don’t suppose there is a robe with less of a come-fuck-me neckline, is there?”


Her eyes widened, and cheeks turning pink, she gasped. “My lady!”


I laughed at her look of mingled horror and awe. “I’m sorry, but you shouldn’t be surprised anymore that I’m hardly a lady. A less . . . attention-seeking neckline then, is that better?”


“Yes, but . . . no. I’m afraid they all have . . . come-fuck-me necklines.” She squeaked at her own daring and covered her mouth with both hands as though she could push the words back in.


For a blissful moment, there was nothing but companionable giggles, but it did not last. All too soon, the knowledge of where we were and what had happened dropped its shroud over us, and she helped me dress in silence. Having grown up on a farm, I was only used to wearing full robes on special occasions. The tunic and breeches style Tili had sewn had been as much for my own comfort as to annoy Emperor Kin. This court robe, however stunning it might look, was both too tight and too loose in all the wrong places, and its neckline that dropped below my fifth vertebra made me squirm.


By the time Tili was finished, I might have walked right out of a court portrait.


I hated the very sight of myself.


“It’ll have to do,” I said as she tried and failed to make a comb stick in my short hair.


“Shall I come with you, my lady?”


“No, you stay.” I walked to the door and slid it open. “I’m sure someone will be able to tell me where—”


“Lady Hana!”


I spun around. A man in an imperial uniform had been standing outside my room, his black sash all that marked him as one of Katashi’s men, not one of Kin’s. Though I would have known him from one glance at his face. “Wen,” I said before I could think better of it and immediately thought better of it as he frowned. Captain Regent of the Vices had known Wen, not Lady Hana Otako.


“I want to see Katashi,” I said, drawing myself up to maximum pride in an attempt to cover the mistake.


“Cap—His Majesty is busy with his council, my lady,” he said, struggling with his own confusion in a way that might have given us something to laugh over had the situation not been so fraught and unsure. “But I can inform him that you’re feeling better and—”


“No. I will see him now.” I walked on past Wen, sure that while he might grab my arm if he was very bold, he would not harm me.


He was not very bold, but he did hurry to walk ahead of me as I made my way along the passage. “Lady Hana, His Majesty is meeting with his generals and would not appreciate—”


“You know what else he would not appreciate? His cousin being forced to shout for him in the passage, making a scene. However, if you’d prefer I got his attention that way, by all means stand in my way.”


Wen’s eyes widened and he fell back. I had shaken him off balance, but he followed as I got my bearings and made for the emperor’s apartments.


At the sound of Katashi’s voice, my steps faltered. My heart seemed to drop right through the floor as I realised the enormity of what I was about to do. Like Wen, Katashi had only known Captain Regent, never Lady Hana.


I rapped on the door before fear got the better of me.


Inside, the voices halted, and letting out a gust of breath, Wen slid open the door. “Excuse me, Your Majesty,” he said, the polished words not coming easily to his tongue. “It’s Lady Hana. She is very intent on seeing you.”


“Tell her I will see her when I am finished here. We have important business—”


“Then I will join you,” I said, stepping in and drawing the gaze of half a dozen men I didn’t recognise—and Katashi. He knelt at the end of a long table in the same crimson robes Kin wore, but in all other ways, he was the Captain Monarch I had first met at Nivi Fen, right down to his beautifully lopsided smile. “My dear cousin,” he said, emphasising the word as though in reproof for the secret I had kept. “I am so glad to see you are finally up and about. We have all been very concerned for your well-being.”


In a flurry of silk and awkward coughs, the other men at the table rose and bowed, murmuring my name.


“My thanks, Your Majesty,” I said, acknowledging them with a nod. “I am, as you see, quite well now.” I settled myself at an empty place at the table. “Do continue the meeting.”


All eyes turned to Katashi, and with a nod to the gathered men, he said, “Family will not wait, it seems. Let us adjourn until General Manshin arrives this afternoon.”


With many a nod and bow and murmuring of “Your Majesty,” the men once more rose from the table and headed for the door. Annoyed that he would rather send them away than let me take part, I might have protested, but Katashi’s smile had vanished beneath a thundercloud. I kept my peace and waited until the last one departed, leaving Wen to slide the door closed behind them.


From the other end of the table, Katashi sighed. “Are you so intent on embarrassing me?” he said. “First you don’t tell me who you are so I must suffer the humiliation of having my cousin captured by the Usurper, and now you force your way into an important meeting with generals newly come to my cause. Any who believed you to be in Kin’s confidence, or his bed, have only more reason to think so now!”


He could not have shocked me more with a slap. I leant back, fingers gripping the edge of the table. “Excuse me?”


“Why else the desperate need to listen in on our plans?”


Katashi gave a satisfied huff as my jaw dropped. All too well could I see why his allies might make such an assumption. “I am no spy.”


“No? Well, Cousin, I feel proper introductions are in order then, since this is the first time we’ve met. I am Emperor—”


“Oh no, don’t do that. I’m sorry, all right? Malice is . . . very good at . . . persuasion. He had a hundred reasons why it was important you didn’t know who I was, and they all sounded sensible. And some of them were. If you had known who I was, you would never have allowed me to do any of the things I wanted to be a part of, would you?”


“Allow you to parade around as a soldier and risk your life for nothing but the fun of it? No.”


“See? I had no interest in exchanging one pair of shackles for another.”


He frowned at me across the table, that expression the brooding look I’d often stared at across a crowded camp, wanting him to look my way. “You could have died,” he said at last. “And what then?”


“Since you didn’t know I was alive, you would never have known let alone cared.”


“But I knew you. And I would have cared.”


The words sent my heart racing, but I shook my head. “Now that is nonsense.”


His lips curved into an amused smile and my heart beat all the faster. “Is it? You’re very sure of yourself. I wondered how different you would be as yourself, how much of Captain Regent had been an act. I’m glad to see not much, since I had begun to like him all too well.”


How impossible to respond to such words with my heart in my throat. This was not the conversation I had expected, and I swallowed hard, trying to recall what I’d come to say.


When nothing came out, Katashi nodded at the cushion next to him. “Come, sit closer. I feel like I have to shout with you all the way down there.”


Almost I refused, the memory of the kiss that might have been a sudden specter. I had wanted it more than anything in that moment and did not trust myself. Did not trust a body that yearned so fiercely to be near him.


I rose and shifted closer, not to the cushion beside him but to the one a spot farther away. “You think I’m going to bite, sweet Regent?” he mocked.


“No, but you probably shouldn’t call me that in case someone hears you.”


“There is no one else to hear me. Now why don’t you tell me what was so important it couldn’t wait until I had finished meeting with my council?”


Could I demand to know how many people he had executed in the last few days? It ought not to have been a question that needed asking. “Did so many people have to die, Katashi?” I said, a softer plea than I had meant to charge him with. “Tili tells me you have not only had Kin’s courtiers and councillors executed if they did not swear to you, but servants too.”


“I have done no more or less than Kin himself did after he took the throne,” he said, brows lifting in surprise. “The number of people who were labelled traitors and executed with my father was in the hundreds, many who had done nothing but be employed by our family. Whatever your maid has told you, I have not gone that far, but neither can I give anyone the opportunity to betray me. If I do, this will all have been for nothing. This may look like a big win, Hana, but my power is fragile until I can consolidate my hold on the north. Or find Kin.” Eyes that had been looking at the table pinned me then. “It would be good to know where he is.”


“You say that like you think I know. I have been asleep for three days.”


“And living with him for three weeks.”


I attempted haughty disdain. “If you think he told me anything of his plans in that time, then you are very mistaken. He trusted me no more than you seem to.”


“You haven’t given me any reason to yet.”


“How can you say so? I may not have told you who I was, but I fought for you.” I reached for his hand only to pull back and rest mine upon the table. “I wanted to fight for the throne and for our family so much that Malice brought his Vices into play. Where would you have been without them? Without us?”


Katashi pulled back his silk sleeve and gently set his hand on mine. His was larger, his skin darker, but both were hands used to work, with calluses and scars and short fingernails—nothing like the hands a lord and lady ought to have. I stared at them. It was just a hand, just a touch, yet again, I was back beneath the Kissing Tree with my whole body aflame.


“I don’t like your Malice,” Katashi said as though he were not holding my hand. “I don’t trust him.”


“Neither do I anymore.”


He’d sent me a message in that blood. A message full of hate.


Katashi threaded his fingers around mine. “The Usurper told me he asked you to marry him.”


“He did.”


“There has been a lot of talk that you were . . . on his side.”


He looked at our hands, joined in a tangle upon the smooth tabletop. I hoped he could not feel just how hard my heart was pounding. “I did not accept him.”


“People still talk.”


“And they will say I am here now.”


A smile flittered about his lips, and he leant in, closing the space between us that had already been too small. His fingers tightened around mine. “You’re right. It doesn’t matter. Once we’re married, I’ll have more claim than—”


“Married?” I slipped my hand from his, leaving the room much colder. “Katashi, I never said I would marry you. I never said I wanted to marry at all.”


“No, you didn’t.” He grimaced. “I had not meant to say it so . . . presumptuously, but my advisors speak much of your political value.” His admission brought Kin to mind, pacing before me as he spoke of responsibilities and duty. “I didn’t tell them you were already more valuable to me than that. I have regretted not kissing you that night, you know, Captain, every day fearing I might never have the opportunity again.”


When I did not speak, he leant still closer until I could feel the touch of his breath. A delighted shiver rippled through my skin. “Did you think of me too? Or not? My heart is yours to break.”


I had thought of him, had often imagined that kiss, had even imagined his smile made sleepy on a pillow beside me. “Every day,” I said, stupidly truthful, for whatever my mind said, my body yearned for his, intoxicated by his confidence and his smile, his strength and those bright eyes rimmed in long, dark lashes. Always so expressive, always laughing or frowning or mocking or owning a hunger that sent my heart racing.


He traced a line down my cheek. “But you don’t want to marry me?”


“It’s not . . . you. I don’t want to marry anyone.”


“Why not?” he whispered in my ear, his cheek against mine. “Don’t you want to experience the joys of being a woman? I can assure you they are . . . quite considerable.”


There was a lot of fabric in my robe and under-robe, and yet his hand seemed to slip through with ease, knowing its way. His lips brushed mine, and with that teasing graze of skin on skin, I could think of nothing but how much I wanted to feel everything his hands and his lips promised.


But it was not why I had come, not what I had wanted, and I fought the haze of desire that made every thought fuzzy. “I’m sure they are,” I said, gripping his arm to halt his hand upon my knee. “But . . .”


An uncertain little half smile hovered about his lips while his gaze hunted my face. “If you’re worried I only want you for your political value, then I am even more sorry I didn’t say something sooner. I kept telling myself you had to be a Vice. It seemed foolish to hope you were your own master.” I thought of all the times I could have spoken and how different things might have been. “You look surprised,” he added when I did not speak. “Did I need to know who you really were to want you?”


He made to slide his hand free of my robe, but I kept hold of his arm. “I knew who you were,” I said.


“That doesn’t mean my name was the only reason you stared at me.” Once again, he leant in close but did not touch his lips to mine. Heat seared through my every vein. “May I make up for my mistakes now, Captain?”


I leant the rest of the way, thinking of nothing but the kiss that had already once been denied me. “They aren’t only your mistakes. Captain.”


He laughed, a delicious sound cut off abruptly as he finally pressed a full kiss to my lips, a fierce kiss that pushed me to the floor and left me breathless. The hand he’d wormed inside my robe slid up my leg, and losing all sense, I pressed myself against him. He groaned, and while I wasn’t sure what I wanted him to do, I wanted him to do it now.


What had started as a slow caress of my leg became a frenzied gathering of my robe. He ran a hungry line of kisses down my neck and onto the silk, tracking on down my body until his lips found my stomach and his broad shoulders were between my legs.


I wanted to ask what he was doing but did not want him to stop. I wanted to ask why he was kissing me there but dared not interrupt. And then when his tongue slid inside me, I had no thought of questions except how this feeling could be made to last forever.


A tap sounded on the door, shocking me back to a meeting room where only thin paper screens stood between us and the rest of the world. “Your Majesty, you wanted to know when General—”


The door slid. Pinned beneath Katashi, I could only yelp, but propped on his elbows he reared up with a snarl. “Damn it, Wen, not now!”


As hastily as the door had been opened, the door closed, leaving Katashi and I in an awkward tangle. Lifting my rucked-up robe, he kissed my stomach, but all desire had fled, leaving behind nothing but cold reality.


“No. No! Katashi, please, stop,” I said, gripping a handful of his hair as his lips once more caressed my skin. “I . . . I think I know why you are doing this, and I still don’t want to marry you.” I wriggled away from him, and as he lifted his head, a flash of anger lit his eyes.


“You want someone else?”


“No! I just . . . don’t want to be a wife, even of an emperor.”


“Then what do you want?”


I laid my head upon the floor and stared at the heavy beams of the ceiling rather than at him. “I want . . . I want my own position,” I said, my chest rapidly rising and falling. “I want to make a difference, Katashi. I want to be someone, not just someone’s wife.”


“Reduced to a mere someone,” he said, seeming to mock himself with a breathless laugh. “How utterly set down I am.”


For the briefest of moments, he rested his forehead upon my leg, before he sat up, the fragile sense of companionship broken. “You had better go,” he said, rising to his feet and straightening his robe and his topknot, all hint of a smile vanishing as he turned away. “I have a lot a work to do.”


I got to my feet and tried to tidy my robe and my sash, but fixing one seemed only to make the other sit more askew.


“Wen,” Katashi called, and the red-faced Pike slid open the door. “Ensure Lady Hana makes it safely back to her room.”


“Yes, Your Majesty.”


Katashi would not look at me, and unable to think of something to say, I let Wen usher me out. It wasn’t until I reached my room that I realised I had asked only one of my questions, and I felt even more lost than I had before.





2. ENDYMION



Darius lay upon the divan, unmoving, unspeaking, his expression frozen in an infinitesimal frown. The rise and fall of his silk-clad chest was the only sign he lived at all. Sometimes even his breath seemed to abandon him, so I stayed and I watched, afraid his death would go unnoticed.


Malice had come to see him only once since Katashi’s avowal. He had brought Hope with him, and for a long time, the young Vice had sat with a hand upon Darius’s cheek.


“He won’t let me in, Master,” he’d said at last. “Or maybe it’s that there’s just . . . nothing to hold on to, I can’t say.”


With his fists and jaw clenched, Malice had departed. The role of nurse didn’t suit him.


Avarice slid open the door, a bowl of warm water in one hand and a bunch of fresh incense caught between two fingers of the other. I had come to rely on his ugly scowl, he and I alone in our anxiety. Beyond this room, the world was changing, but here, there was just Darius. Avarice had given up ordering me out, the loyalty I showed his precious charge helping to temper his dislike.


He put the bowl down, slopping water over the edge. “Anything?”


“Nothing,” I said.


It had become our little ritual.


Avarice wrung out a cloth, and with an old carer’s practicality, he opened Darius’s robe, exposing his pale skin to the sunlight. A scar marred his chest, a raised line, shiny and puckered. There, the knife had been thrust into his body, the pain such that I would not soon forget. Darius hadn’t meant to share it with me, or the memory that had come with it.


The linen cloth sailed across Darius’s chest before being returned to the bowl. Avarice squeezed it out, water dripping from his sturdy fingers.


“You looked after him, didn’t you?” I said. “When Malice did that.”


The cloth paused in its passage across the scar. “Malice wouldn’t have done that. He loves Master Darius.”


“But not as much as you do?”


He didn’t even look up. The cloth sailed on while outside, a woman laughed. People chattered. Bars of hot sunlight cut across the matting, bringing in the endless summer.


Avarice dropped the cloth into the water. “Yes, I looked after him. I worked for his father, and when the late lord passed, I stayed with Master Darius.”


“And now you serve Malice.”


He grunted and said no more. Once he had finished with the cloth, he rose and strode across the room to change the incense. He lit fresh sticks before returning to flip the cushions beneath Darius’s head, fussing about him as though he were a little boy laid up ill. Avarice—friend, carer, father. Nyraek had not been there. He had been in Mei’lian fathering me.


The smell of sandalwood freshened the air, and still that porcelain face did not move.


“Malice needs me,” Avarice said. “Send a message if anything changes.”


I nodded and the man went out, leaving me with the half-brother I had never known I had. Many silent hours spent alone had given me the opportunity to stare at him from every angle, trying to divine some similarity between us. I could find none. But I could see Malice in the way his brows arched and in the fine line of his nose, yet while Malice might be the spider Katashi called him, Darius was a broken bird, his wings clipped to keep him from flying.


Darius’s chest rose and fell, and satisfied that he still lived, I went to the window. Avarice would never open it, but I had been sitting too long in the close air waiting for a groan or a flutter or anything that might herald my brother’s return. I needed to taste life.


With a grunt of effort, I forced it open. Humid air brushed my face, thick with the scent of dying flowers, and I breathed deeply. A storm was brewing to the east. Heavy clouds hung in the sky, flickering with summer lightning.


The castle had changed—its mood, its smell. Now it was Emperor Katashi’s men who patrolled the wall, their black sashes flying proudly.


But out there, another emperor lived.


“Endymion.”


I turned, heart jolting. The door was closed and the room empty but for Darius, blinking at me from the divan.


“Darius.” Three quick steps took me to his side, and I sank to my knees. “You’re awake.”


“Obviously.” His voice crackled from disuse, the syllables running together. “Kin? Hana?”


“Alive. Hana is here.”


“And Kin?” he asked, his fear no longer hidden.


“The Vices got him out before Katashi could have his head, but I don’t know where they took him or why.”


He closed his eyes, a sigh brushing dry lips. “It is enough for now.”


A long silence followed, and I thought him asleep until he gathered enough strength to open his eyes again. “He’s here, isn’t he?” he said. “I can smell him.”


“Why didn’t you tell me you were my brother?”


His gaze did not waver. “When would you have liked me to tell you? When I found you locked up in Shimai? Or when you came here to kill me?”


“I didn’t come to kill you.”


“You were angry enough to try.”


He didn’t have to tell me I’d been foolish to listen to Malice, or that Hana hadn’t needed my help, or even how disastrous it had been to give her the blood—they were thoughts that had been with me constantly since, filling the silent days with shame. “I’m sorry.”


“Are you?” His lip curled. “Sorry for me or for you?”


“For getting you into this. It’s my fault you’re stuck here.” I swallowed hard. “You’re afraid of him, aren’t you? Of Malice?”


Darius struggled to sit, his brows caught close. “Do you know what happens to Empaths who lose themselves?”


“No. Who would have told me? I never met an Empath before Malice.”


A horse whinnied down in the courtyard, and turning my head, I caught shouts and marching steps. One hundred and thirty-four soldiers in the yard, and forty-one on the walls; a scout party of six at the gate; two peasant boys collecting wood in the forest. And stretching the miles through Koi City, one hundred and fifty-two thousand nine hundred and twenty-one souls living through a new day. The numbers were in my head just as if the light of each stood like a flame before my eyes.


“Endymion?”


I shook away the haze. “What?”


“Where did you just go?”


“I was thinking,” I said. “Did you even know I existed?”


Darius took a moment to reply, his shrewd gaze peering through half-closed eyes. “I knew Takehiko existed, but I neither knew for sure you were alive or that you were my half-brother. I assume you realise that makes you Hana’s half-brother too. What fools our parents were to make such a mess.”


“Malice knows,” I said, seized by a sudden desire to spill all my fears and worries. “He thinks I should take the throne, that it ought to be mine, that—”


Darius lay back against the cushions. “Of course he knows. I told him. The rest is not surprising; he is skilled at putting people to good use.”


“You told him?”


“Don’t worry, I didn’t want to. I’m not that much your enemy.”


“Why are you different? I can feel you now.”


He didn’t answer, nor did his expression change—his mastery over it as strong as his mastery over his Empathy had been. With a strength of mind I could not even begin to fathom, he had buried it so deep it seemed not to exist at all.


“You said . . .” I fiddled with the hem of my robe. “You asked if I knew what happens to Empaths who lose themselves. What did you mean?”


Darius pressed a hand to his forehead, his fingers trembling. “Did you plan to finish me off by asking me endless questions and spilling yourself all over me? If so, it is working admirably.”


He looked paler than he had while sleeping, and I could imagine Avarice’s scold should he come back to find Darius worse than he had left him. “I’m sorry.”


“You say that a lot.”


“I have a lot to be sorry about.”


A laugh became a cough, and he lapsed into silence with his eyes closed and his hands shaking. One he set upon his brow, the movement drawing his sleeve back just enough to show the tip of the birthmark on his inner wrist. I stared at it, at this mark I had kept hidden all my life, upon the skin of the brother I had never known I had.


I shuffled a little closer. “I really am sorry. What can I do to help?”


“You can’t help me,” he said, still with his eyes closed. “You can’t even help yourself.”


“What do you mean?”


“Oh, go away. Go make yourself useful. I’m parched and starving.”


“You think I’m stupid, but I’m—”


“You are stupid. And you’re going to tear this empire apart more completely than Kin and Katashi ever could, now go away!”


“Then what were you made to do?” Kokoro had asked. “You were made to steal and to hurt. You were made to break and destroy and kill.”


I sat back, my heartbeat a thundering storm in my chest. Until I had been branded, I had never harmed anyone, and hadn’t since without being pushed to it, and yet everyone looked at me and saw the greatest monster there could ever be.


“I don’t want the—”


“Go away!” he howled. Lines of pain marred Darius’s brow as though merely existing caused him agony. “Bring me food. Bring me water. Do anything but sit there and consume me with your needs.”


The sudden flare of his anguish hollowed my stomach and stole my voice, leaving me scrambling to the door, but even with it closed between us, I could still feel the rapid hammer of the heart he had wished would stop beating.


I leant my head back against the wall while the tumultuous emotions faded slowly away, leaving silence in their wake. Peace. I could breathe again.


Despite the number of people who lived within its walls, Koi Castle was quiet today, fear throwing a blanket over its blackened posts and narrow halls. It was a symbol of old power, of Otako power, every sign of Ts’ai occupation already being scrubbed from its innards. On the first day, a pile of Ts’ai banners had burned slowly, sending billows of black smoke into the air. Papers and books were going the same way, saddlecloths, tea sets and bone-handled knives—anything bearing the dragon Katashi had come to hate so much.


“What happened?” Avarice came along the passage hunched like a bear, his hooded tunic fraying around the edges.


“He’s awake,” I said. “He wants food and drink.” And death. But I couldn’t say that, not to him.


Avarice’s relief refilled the pool of emotion that always lapped around me. His grin only lasted a moment, yet his joy seemed endless.


“Go to the kitchens,” he said. “Tea, green pear, plain rice, and mild fish, very thinly sliced.”


It ought to have been a servant’s job, or at least someone who knew where the kitchens were, but desperate to do something, anything, to undo the harm I had caused, I nodded.


It took me ten minutes to find the stairs, but I did not ask for help because having a mission meant not having to think about what Darius had said. Occupation also kept me grounded in the world where my feet walked. If I let my Empathy wander, it would pull me out onto the walls for a sullen guard change, or into the upper chambers where fear hung heavy amid whispering men.


When I descended into the lower keep, I found the ghost of Katashi walking at my side, black-clad, his hair dripping moat water and his soul a glorious light in which I had bathed. I had wanted him to succeed at his mission and reunite our family. Foolish not to have considered the consequences, not to have realised there would also be a platform in the courtyard that dripped blood.


As though summoned by my thoughts, a pair of Katashi’s Pikes found me on my return from the kitchen. They were no longer unkempt rebels camping in forest clearings and travelling only by night. Now they had legitimacy, purpose, and these two wore the uniforms of imperial guards as proudly as Kin’s men ever had.


“Endymion?” one said, slowing as he approached.


“Yes?”


He jerked his thumb in the direction of the throne room. “Emperor Katashi wants to talk to you.”


“Can I take this to Lord Laroth first?”


“Awake, is he? Well, the captain will be glad to hear that.”


I noted the captain and also that he made no effort to correct himself. There were some who had been with Katashi long enough it would take time to adjust, even when he was perched on the throne with a crown on his head.


“Here.” The other guard reached for the tray. “I’ll take the dead man his last meal. His Majesty was in no mood to be kept waiting.”


“Dead man?”


“Just our little joke.” A smile passed between them, but I let the Pike take the tray from my hands. Better to ask Katashi what had been meant. I had managed to avoid him since he had taken the castle, burying all yearning for his presence beneath the need to help Darius, but of course it could not last. Whether to demand my allegiance or to execute me, this summons had always been coming.


I fell in behind the Pike who led the way, our steps out of time as we clacked along the passage.


Stinking Vices. The captain ought to be rid of the lot of them.


The whisper came like a hiss in my ear.


They’re all freaks. Even Kimiko. Damn, but I liked her, she was good, that skin, that fire—


The Pike turned a scowl on me, such confusion and anger in his face that I could not meet his gaze. Skin hadn’t been necessary, curiosity enough to carry me into his head.


He walked on, and as we approached the end of the passage, sorrow sheared into me, a scream on its heels. A woman wailed, no words, just a mess of broken curses caught between sobs.


“Keep coming,” the Pike said, glancing back. “That will be Lady Talamir. She asked to see her husband.”


We turned into the main hall to find a woman kneeling before the throne room doors, her fine robe dishevelled and her silken hair slipping from its bun. Two guards were trying to pull her to her feet, but she wrenched from their grip. “Don’t you dare touch me, you filthy traitors!” she spat at them. “Kin will gut you for what you’ve done. He will hang you by your hair until your scalp rips from your skull!”


One of them slapped her, knocking her back. “Watch what you say, or you’ll be the next to guard this hallway. Right up there beside your husband.” He pointed to a row of severed heads, watching on with glassy gazes. The sight of them seemed to sap all her strength, and she collapsed in a sobbing heap, allowing the guard to lead her away.


My Pike guide shot me an expressive grimace, signalling sympathy at having to suffer through such a noise, but the woman’s pain was no mere irritation, it was a cut to the soul that would never heal. Almost I reached out to make him feel it, but he’d already set his hands on the doors.


The hinges groaned as he pushed them open, spilling crimson light through the widening aperture. At the far end of the room, Katashi sat upon the Crimson Throne, the broad skirt of his robe reaching to the floor. His new chancellor hovered, awaiting orders, but Katashi waved him away and got to his feet, Hacho adding to his already impressive height.


“Endymion, welcome,” he said, smiling and holding his arms wide. His aura filled the room as completely as the stained light. “Come. Sit by me.”


You would not smile if you knew my name, I thought. You would not ask me to sit at your side if you knew the truth.


Katashi beckoned as the doors closed behind me. I had feared an audience, but only a few Pikes were present to watch my progress up the room to the dais. An insistent finger indicated the divan at his side, and I perched upon its edge.


“Is the seat hot?” he said, settling back upon a throne that might have been made for him, so well did he look upon it. “Or perhaps you think I am going to bite you? I haven’t forgotten what help you were the night I took Koi.”


I said nothing. In the vast space, the sucking silence was oppressive. Each blade of crimson light that cut through the room was speckled with dust.


“Nor what help you were at the meeting,” he added when still I did not speak.


Any other courtier would have been overjoyed at so friendly a reception, but they could not feel the trouble and confusion his smile hid, the lust and the hurt and the fear.


“You were kind to me,” I said, at last finding words that might satisfy. “It was the least I could do to repay you.”


Katashi barked a sudden laugh. “Because I gave you a bow and let you kill one of my Pikes?” I winced but he went on. “If you base your choices on who is kind to you, you’ll only ever get used.”


Brother Jian had always been kind, expecting nothing in return—a thought accompanied by the shameful realisation I had forgotten him of late.


“Whatever your reasons, you have been of help to me,” he said, perhaps reading some of my misery in my face. “But I have something more I must ask of you and your . . . particular skills.”


Fear yawned its bottomless maw in my stomach at the mere thought of making use of my skills for anyone, but they were words I could not say. “Why not ask Malice?” I said, playing for time.


“Malice has already had more from me than bears thinking about,” Katashi said. “I would not ask him for water were I dying in a desert.”


Curiosity almost bade me ask what more the Vice Master could demand, but before I could speak, he went on. “This is about Hana.” And I had my answer.


“Lady Hana?” I said, hoping he could not hear the speeding beat of my heart as I could hear the growing whisper of his thoughts. “Has she woken?”


“Oh yes.”


And when she pressed against me—by the gods, I should have Wen whipped.


I clenched my teeth as though it might slam shut my Sight, but Katashi had always been so open I could almost feel the warmth of her body and the tingles her moans had sent through his skin. I clenched my teeth harder.


“She’s awake, yes, and seems to have recovered from—” He stopped rather than make the observation that the very man he was asking for help had been responsible for that scene in the audience chamber. So many men had never woken again. “—She seems well,” he amended, “but I’m concerned that she . . .”


Kin had said he would have no unwilling wife, but if he was expecting to make an announcement soon, then . . . did she consider it? Had she agreed?


“You told me the night we took this castle that you can feel everything,” Katashi said, his calm exterior somehow managing to hide his inner turmoil. “You said you could feel anger and glee and lust. Can you feel loyalty? Trust?”


“Nothing . . . nothing comes to me in neat little boxes.” I hesitated on whether I ought to call him Majesty, to give him the respect his new position demanded. But whatever had changed, he was still the man I had loosed arrows with in the forest while talking of fletchings and techniques, he was still, as complicated as it was, my cousin. “I can’t sit next to someone and feel the . . . individual pieces,” I went on, though with him it was almost untrue. “I only get an impression of the whole, and even then it comes to me without reason, without intent. I don’t feel the why or the how, only the is.”


“Could you”—That grip in my hair— “tell me how Hana feels about Kin?”


I need to be sure. I have to be sure. She could ruin everything if she chose.


It was a stark demand after all the tiptoed meandering, but I had seen it coming. Heard it in the thoughts I could not mute. “I don’t know—maybe,” I amended when his scowl darkened everything. “If I was standing beside her and only her when his name was mentioned, or the possibility of . . . marrying him came up, but even then, without touching her, I couldn’t be sure of the emotions, let alone her thoughts.”


“But you could if you touched her? You could read her mind like you read Tori’s?”


Moments before he died.


“Not without her knowing I was doing it. She would have to agree, would have to . . . I don’t know, stand still and let me poke around without minding that I was seeing her every thought.”


He snorted. Not likely. She’d probably burn his hand if he tried. Gods but she’s intense. Too wild for Kin, but she’s good for his empire and he loved her mother. And if she’s shown him even half the fire she’s shown me, he’d want her. Just for the joy of having an Otako at his feet, he’d want her. Even just to harm me.


His thoughts tumbled over the same ideas while he gnawed on his lower lip and stared at nothing.


“You were at the meeting,” he said abruptly. “Kin said she would marry him and it seemed ridiculous at the time, ridiculous even now, but . . . I cannot be easy in my mind.” He stood and began to pace along the dais. “I need to know, because if I give her a position of her own and she leaves, marries Kin, then everything I have fought for, everything I have sacrificed will be for nothing! If he is in her mind . . .” Katashi’s hands clenched to fists, closing upon an ache even his thoughts had no words for.


Desperate to escape the rising wash of his emotions, I said, “Just marry her yourself!”


“She won’t have me!”


His words rang through the empty throne room. “She refuses,” he added quietly when the echoes had died away. “Which, I can assure you, is quite a painful enough blow to my ego without the fear she might choose him instead. Or that he might work his lies on her or force her to the altar. I cannot let her legitimise him. I can’t.”


“If you believe he would force her into marriage, then it doesn’t matter how she feels about him, there is still a risk.”


As though my words had contained the sharp prick of a pin, Katashi slumped onto the throne with a sigh. “You’re right. And whatever his proclaimed honour, a man does what he must in desperate times. She can’t leave. I have to keep her close, that’s the only option.”


I could find no words to answer, could only bend beneath the weight of his determination and try not to see the teasing light in her eyes or the mulish set of her chin, try not to hear her laugh or her breathless moans as they passed across his memory.


“Don’t tell her I asked,” he said at last, straightening his back. “Don’t tell Malice I asked. Don’t tell anyone that I asked.”


I nodded and rose to leave, needing fresh air that wasn’t full of Hana’s smell and her hands and her body, but before I had taken more than a step, Katashi gripped my hand—hard and sure to show he knew what would happen. And it did, as easily as on every other occasion our souls had connected, but in the bright glare of his very being, it was not my sister I saw. Not the throne nor the empire nor the crown. It was Kin. Kin choking. Kin bleeding. Kin screaming. Kin dying. Katashi’s anger and obsession choked everything it touched, while the mantra of his inner thoughts echoed through his soul.


I will have my vengeance.


“I mean it, Endymion,” he said, letting go. “Don’t betray me on this or anything, because I know who to go after to make you hurt.” Katashi tapped the hand that had just gripped mine, and I walked to the doors, shaking, afraid of who he had seen in return.





3. DARIUS



Malice stood in the doorway like a ghost from my past, wearing the same blue robe he had dressed Endymion in because he liked his little jokes.


“He wakes,” he said, entering on light feet. It had been dark at our last meeting, but now I could see how much five years had changed him. His silken hair had the same glossy sheen, yet the bone ribbon was a new touch, a new nod to the name he had taken on and couldn’t shed. His face too was so much the man I remembered, and yet there were the tracings of lines beginning to show if one knew where to look. He was five years older yet not five years different.


“Nothing to say? No glorious reminiscence or pleasure at being properly reunited?” He sat on the edge of the divan and it sank beneath him, drawing me closer to the silk of that robe. “I missed you, yes?”


Malice ran his long fingers through my hair.


“My little Darius,” he went on, breathing deep of some scent only he could recognise. “I missed you more than words can say. You felt the same, yes?”


I had. In those early years, I had often found myself talking to him, imagining what I would tell him about the stupidity of a councillor or the sexual intrigues of the court that Kin alone took no interest in. It had been Malice’s company I longed for and Malice I spoke to in the darkness of my mind. He had been brother, friend, ally, and protector for many years, a staple of every day. The contours of his hand were so deeply etched upon my palm that to hold any other felt wrong.


“Darius,” he said, fingers halting their progress through my tangled hair. “You can’t tell me you’ve lost your voice.”


“No, you’re right. If I had, I couldn’t tell you that.”


Malice grinned. “And you haven’t lost your pedantic wit either, I see.” His smile faded and he sighed. “You look so different, yes? I thought so that night at the Gilded Cherry, but now I can see you better, you look so much older.”


No surprise we had seen the same in each other. Empathy had never been kind to the bodies that wielded it.


“What are you going to do with Endymion?”


“Again you leap, Darius. Such important matters should come after the pleasantries, yes? I say you have changed and you should comment on whether I have. We could perhaps reminisce upon the night we met in the back field. I think of it often.”


“Is that why you wore that robe?”


The smile returned, giving him the appearance of volatility, but unlike truly mercurial men, Malice’s smiles were as likely to fade because he grew tired of holding them there. He had never been naturally expressive. “You remember,” he said. “I hoped you would.”


“It’s a night that’s hard to forget.”


“I wish I could take that to mean meeting me was hard to forget, Darius, but I will not presume upon the territory of our beloved father. Now would be a good time to mention Endymion, yes? I think perhaps the old man had a sense of humour. A Laroth-Otako bastard?” He laughed. “What better way to get back at the family he detested?”


“He cared about Hana.”


“Perhaps out of guilt. You know as well as I that he hated all Otakos save one.”


It was so tempting to fall into conversation as though we were brothers united once again, but that would be to pretend there was no hurt, no anger. That nothing had changed.


Malice slipped his hand into mine. It filled the mould of my palm, the feeling of relief palpable. The curse wanted to be used. For five years, my Empathy had scratched at the doors I shut upon it, its nails bleeding. It wanted to feel, to own, to control, every moment a fight to suppress it, to swallow it like a lump in my throat. To choose to be better. To do better. To serve.


I had made those choices, but I couldn’t pull my hand away.


“Five years is too long, my brother,” Malice said. “Think of everything we might have achieved. In that time, the empire might already have bowed to us. But no matter, no matter, we have time, yes? And this way it is so very neat, so very clever, and I know how much you love clever. Can you see it, Darius? Can you see how easy it is when they are all such fools?”


“You helped Katashi rise to an even footing so he and Kin could rip the empire apart between them. Then you could rise like a saviour from the ashes.”


“So poetic. How very much I missed you, Darius. No one else sees, no one else understands.”


“No, nor would they see that you don’t really mean to do that at all.”


Malice’s hand tensed in mine. “You see something more?”


“I see you have kept Endymion despite the threat he poses to everything. Why? If we didn’t need him before, then we don’t need him now.”


“We?”


“A slip of the tongue,” I said.


Malice looked down at our still-joined hands, and I pulled mine out of his grip. “Oh, Darius,” he laughed. “You can’t lie to me, yes? I know you far too well.”


“And I know you,” I said. “You’re going to use Endymion. You’ll throw him between Kin and Katashi and see how fast they tear him apart.”


His expression did not change. I couldn’t read him, couldn’t see if I was right without the Empathy I longed to use.


“He’s getting stronger,” Malice said. “You haven’t been with him enough to see it, but he is getting stronger. He can tell you how many souls are in this castle and where they are. He can hear thoughts without touch. I have seen him read from another man’s mind and then kill him without a blink. Do you really think Kin or Katashi could destroy him? Even he doesn’t know how powerful he is, how powerful he could be if he keeps . . . consuming the world.”


Endymion had sat beside me, all unwitting as his soul ate at mine, his desperation making it all the more voracious.


“There will be a limit of course,” Malice added. “A breaking point.”


There would be. We had studied the old accounts of Laroths long past in an attempt to learn what our father had been unable or unwilling to teach. A Whisperer had once been a name for any Empath with access to thoughts, not just feelings, until one scholarly Laroth had attempted to gather and categorise the information in the family library. He had discovered the few true Whisperers our family had produced over the years, men capable of hearing, feeling, controlling, and destroying, all without touch. What created one was a mystery, but what they all seemed to have in common was a rapid escalation in strength after Maturation and an early death.


“He will soon grow beyond my power alone, yes?”


I heard the words he did not speak, that it would take both of us to control Endymion if he lost himself to the Sight.


Malice was smiling again. “I think you understand me, yes? If we do this together, Kisia will have an Otako god. Can you doubt he will go that path, even without my influence?”


“I should have left him to burn.” Fear crept up my skin like a thousand hurrying ants. “Father Kokoro was right.”


“Burn your own brother?”


“I ordered General Ryoji to kill you.”


“Only because you knew I would not die, yes?” he said.


Malice put his hand on my forehead and I stiffened, expecting the burn of his Empathy. Instead, my headache eased from splitting to merely an ache. I wanted to hate the compassion he used like a weapon and might have been able to had I not known the depths of his heart.


“You’re still fighting me,” he said.


“Yes.”


He lifted his hand, and in the shock of the returning headache, I did not see him move, only heard the shift of cushions and the rock of the divan. Straddling my hips, Malice filled my world, nothing existing beyond his weight, his warmth, and the smell of opium lingering on his breath. The tip of his ponytail trailed across my cheek.


“Don’t fight it!” he said. “You are a god, Darius, yes? Just let go.”


The temptation to let go, to give in, to take his hand in mine and let the whole world of fools burn was right there at my fingertips. I could take it. I could walk away. Except the moment I did, I would fail. I would prove it was impossible to escape the curse. Prove I had been born a monster and could never change.


“No. Kin rules Kisia. Now get off me.”


“That’s it? That’s all you have to say? I will fight for you, Darius. I don’t want to have to kill you, but I will if you make me.”


“You won’t.”


“Won’t I? I won’t let you leave me again. You have my word on that, yes?”


“Get off.”


He bent down, lips brushing my cheek. “Make me,” he said.


My stomach was eating itself with hunger and every limb felt weak. To shove him away would achieve nothing beyond his amusement, so I gripped the earring dangling from his ear, pulling hard enough to stretch the flesh of his lobe. “Get off,” I repeated. “I will rip it out. You have my word on that too, yes?”


He chuckled. “I like it when you play rough.”


I tried to buck him off, but he caught my wrists and drove them into the cushions above my head, pinning me there as he kissed me. Utterly trapped, an intense spike of fear jolted through me and Malice gasped. He pulled back and in his moment of shock, I rolled, throwing him to the floor in a tangle of limbs and silk.


A knock sounded on the door, and with my heart still thrumming, I pulled myself upright though every muscle ached.


“Come in,” I said, leaving Malice in an ungraceful scramble to appear poised. Licking my dry lips, I could still taste him.


The door slid a few inches, just enough for Hana to peer in, seeming to consider a moment and scan the pair of us before sliding it the rest of the way. “Both here.” She stepped inside. “That makes this quicker.”


“Ah, Hana, my love,” Malice said, having gotten to his feet and straightened his robe, regaining his usual dignity. “How lovely to see you up and about again.”


“Malice,” she said as she slid the door closed, her whole body stiffened to a statue of fury.


“Oh dear,” he said, shaking loose hair from his eyes. “I think she’s angry with me too, my love, yes?”


“You lied to me.”


“Only a very little, and look how well it has turned out.” Malice’s gaze ran her up and down and his lips turned into a knowing smile. “When am I to wish you joy, little lamb?”


Her cheeks reddened, his jibe doing nothing to stem her anger. “Never. I do not even wish you to speak to me. How dare you treat me like nothing but a piece of meat, nothing but a coin to be spent at the earliest opportunity?”


“I preferred to think of you as a weapon, yes? Something to be employed in the task of bringing my dear Darius back to his senses.”


“You would have let me die.”


“Yes, but I didn’t think you would. I know Darius rather too well for that.” He reached a loving finger to my cheek, and as I leant away, there was no mistaking the flicker of hurt and anger that crossed his usually impassive countenance. My head hurt too much to decide whether it was good or bad that he had felt my fear of him.


Hana’s fingers curled to fists at her sides. “Some guardian you are,” she spat. “I hope you care more for your Vices. Even Conceit deserves better than you.”


“Careful what you say, little lamb, there are some words that cannot be taken back.”


“I’m not afraid of you.”


“No? But you should be.”


She gave him a disgusted look. “You have no more power over me, Malice. We are done.” Her gaze slid to me. “I pity you, Darius, having to deal with him for so long. Allow me to lighten your burden somewhat, in gratitude for what you have done for me but in the hope I never see you again.” She bowed, managing more stiff grace in that moment than she had during all my attempts to teach her decorum. “I am releasing you from your oath. I thank you for your service, Lord Laroth, but I no longer require your assistance or your presence. Now we need not pretend to like one another, and your loyalties need no longer be divided.”


“There was another way to achieve the unification of my loyalties.” I was too tired to hide my bitterness, too broken to care. “A way that would have seen fewer people die, but by all means, my dear, stand there like an outraged paragon and look down on me for having sacrificed everything for the good of someone other than myself.”


Hana’s cheeks reddened, but she set her teeth firmly. “Fine gratitude when I am giving you what you wanted. Freedom.”
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