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          My candle burns at both ends;

          It will not last the night;

          But ah, my foes, and oh, my friends —

          It gives a lovely light!

          
            —Edna St. Vincent Millay, 
“First Fig”
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      The girl slept in her nest of flannel sheets and heavy down, dreaming the honeyed dreams of the few and the privileged, but awoke in the early hours to find her world aflame.

      “Come,” her mother called in the dark of her daughter’s bedchamber, backlit by the unsteady lanterns of the servants who waited at the door. “Quickly, Sori, you must see.”

      Yet Sori already saw, a faint glow creeping over the casement of her picture window with dawn still many dreams distant. She scrambled out of bed and went toward the window, the chill granite floor beneath her feet warning her this was no nightmare. Before she reached the stained-glass panes in the likeness of their blocky family crest, her mother slid off her beaver-lined cloak and cast it like a net over the girl’s shoulders, steering her toward the door.

      “I said quickly,” said her mother, and more startling than the glint of Lady Shels’s breastplate in place of her gold-threaded nightgown was the trembling hand she pressed into her daughter’s back. That hand ought to be as firm as the steel the woman wore at her belt and, for the first time since her parents had told her that trouble might descend on their tranquil kingdom, Sori found herself afraid.

      “Wait,” said the girl, turning toward her vanity, and when her mother’s fingers tightened to draw her away, she said, “I need Moonspell.”

      Her mother hesitated, then released her, and when Sori hurried back with her sword she saw her mother’s teeth shining as bright as her golden war paint in the flickering light. Sori knew better than to ask questions as they strode upward through the keep, the tumult echoing through the halls and up from the courtyard making her heart pound; were they actually under attack? As they reached the spiral staircase leading to Father’s observatory, her mother stopped and addressed her daughter’s hovering handmaids.

      “Go and pack, the lot of you, and be sure blades are brought as well as bonnets. Take only what you can carry on your own backs, then go to my chambers and help yourselves to whatever you wish from my closets and jewelry boxes. Do not tarry, though, and leave from the southern gates fast as you can. It may be safer if you travel in twos and threes, but neither all together nor alone.”

      Tristessa, who had braided Sori’s hair for as long as she could remember, burst into tears, and Halfaxa shook her nearly bald head, meeting Lady Shels’s eyes as she said, “No, m’lady, we will not desert this house when —”

      “You will do as you’re told,” said Sori’s mother in a stern tone she had heretofore reserved only for her children. “I should have dismissed you from the first, pray do not compound my crime by lingering a moment longer. They will be here by dawn, and there is nothing more you can do.”

      “But Sori —” Tristessa began, but again Lady Shels interrupted her maids.

      “It will be better for all if Sori goes with Corben.” Before Sori could recover from the shock of hearing she was to be sent away with her fencing instructor, a yet more confounding sight met her watering eyes in the lantern-bright corridor: her stiffly formal mother stepped forward and threw her arms around Halfaxa, the two women embracing. Then her mother stepped back and, bowing to her servants, said, “It has been an honor to have you wait upon my family. Now flee while you still may.”

      Before, Sori had not spoken out of customary obedience, but as she followed her mother up the tower staircase she found herself unable to speak out of sheer panic. Even after the lecture Father had given her the previous week about preparing herself for some very big changes, she had never imagined such chaos. Her mother took her hand as they climbed the stair, and though she was almost fifteen years old, Sori still found herself choking back tears.

      Father, Arkon, and Esben were already on the rampart when they emerged onto the level roof of the tower, Corben holding the door open for his mistress and pupil. The stars Lord Shels would contemplate from this roost were drowning beneath waves of smoke, the grey sheets hanging thick above them like exiled clouds that had gathered to muster their strength before retaking the heavens. Father turned from the glow to the north, and upon seeing his wife and daughter tried to smile but couldn’t quite pull it off.

      “Time to go, boys,” he told his sons, but their mother shook her head, joining them at the low wall.

      “Take them below,” she said, planting a hand on each of their heads and ruffling their hair. “We’ll be down soon, but Sori has to see.”

      “We have no time,” said Father, his voice cracking. “They must leave, now, before —”

      “We’ll be down soon,” Lady Shels said gently, hands lingering on the scalps of her sleepy boys as though they might float away if she released them. Then she said a word Sori had never heard her use before: “Please, Mervyn. She must see.”

      Father yielded, as he always did, but he seemed just as embarrassed as Sori was at Lady Shels’s requesting instead of ordering. “Come along, boys, it’s time. Who’s ready for an adventure?”

      They might be young, but neither nine-year-old Arkon nor six-year-old Esben seemed to buy whatever tale he had told them as they left their mother and went to the stair, looking at their sister with wide eyes. She shrugged and smiled, hoping if she put forth a firmer façade than their father they might not be as scared as she was. Esben flung his little arms around her hips, and she pulled Arkon in, too, when he seemed reluctant to hug his big sister. Their father joined them, a knot of arms shivering in the early chill, and beyond them Sori saw her mother turn away from her family, planting her hands on a battlement as she looked out onto the ruddy horizon. Then her brothers and father went back down into the keep, Corben following to give Lady Shels and her daughter their privacy.

      “Come here,” Lady Shels called, and Sori dragged her cold feet over to the battlement, dreading whatever hellish sight must have consumed their lands. Yet when she put her own goose-pimpled arms on the granite rampart, she saw the fires were still distant and, stranger still, almost beautiful as they danced against the bruise-dark curtain of night at the northern end of the valley. “Do you know what’s happened, Sori?”

      “The Cobalts,” said Sori, the hated word almost catching in her tight throat. “They’re… they’re burning our fields.”

      “Yes and no,” said Lady Shels, her low voice carrying more fury than any shout or cry could have. “They’re on the far side, looking upon the same fires. But we set them, as soon as we spied their advance.”

      “We did?” Sori remembered riding with her family along the wide track that cut through those fields, picnicking along the river, hiding in the labyrinth of corn with her brothers, plucking berries with her maids. Tears quivered in her eyes, but she held them back, as she knew her mother expected. “Why?”

      “Why do you think?” Lady Shels was looking down at her daughter, her successor, and Sori could scarce believe her mother would take even such a terrible occasion to deliver another of her endless lessons.

      “To buy us time to flee,” Sori decided, her heartbreak giving way to relief, however mild. “To keep them at bay long enough to —”

      “No,” said her mother, “that is not why. Do you know what a symbol is?”

      “Yes?” said Sori, and knowing her mother expected further proof, tried to think of an example. “Like our crest. It’s a symbol for our province, and our history. The corn is gold because our gold grows from the earth. The bear is our family, guarding the realm. It’s all in a star, because food for the people and strength to protect them is what holds up the Star.”

      “Very good,” Lady Shels said, and pointed to the distant fires. “I ordered that our fields burn as soon as the Cobalts came to take them because that’s a symbol, too. Do you know what it symbolizes?”

      “No,” said Sori, embarrassed by the wetness on her cheeks. To ignite thousands of acres just before the harvest as some kind of a symbol frightened her nearly as much as the prospect of the Cobalts burning them.

      “It’s a symbol that we will never, ever give up,” said Lady Shels, wiping away Sori’s tears with the back of her glove. “That we would sooner destroy our world than let our enemies rob us of it. That if thieves seek to take our lands from us, they will find themselves poorer for having made the effort. That what we labor to build is ours alone. Do you understand?”

      Sori’s hand tightened on the scabbard in her shaking hands, and she shook her head.

      “You will,” said Lady Shels, and now she sounded sad instead of angry, another unprecedented and upsetting change in her temperament. “I told you they ordered our surrender, yes? It would have been easier to accept their terms. It would have been safer, for our family, for our friends and vassals. But that would have been a symbol, too, and not a good one. Our enemies would use our surrender as a symbol to strengthen themselves, even as we were brought low. Instead our fall will be a symbol to our allies, to all just people of the Star, that might does not make right, that hope is not lost so long as good people stand strong by their principles instead of taking the easier path, when they know it is wrong. Now do you understand?”

      “Our fall…” Sori gulped, the orange horizon no longer seeming pretty at all. “You don’t mean we…”

      “We lost a long time ago, Sori,” said her mother, the gold flake of her war paint shimmering in the dark. “But even when one has lost, there is still a choice to be made – to stop fighting, or to carry on even when the odds are impossible, because you know that your fight is righteous. Our fight is righteous, Sori, and even if we cannot win this day, we may still be a beacon of hope for others, trusting that tomorrow the odds may be different. Our courage will not die, even if we do, and that is why the songs still speak of heroes long past – because true courage is only found when victory seems beyond reach but we stretch for it all the same. This will be my legacy, and when I am gone, you must uphold it, even when you are scared, even when you doubt yourself, even when all seems lost. We are not simply people, Sori, we are symbols, every one of us, and so we must ensure that our symbols are worthy.”

      Sori was relieved her mother’s gaze stayed on the burning fields so she could not see her daughter’s weakness as she tried to digest this heavy lecture. Sifting for meaning in all the talk of symbols, she said quietly, “If we’re supposed to fight, why are you sending me away with Corben?”

      “Because today we need but one martyr,” said her mother, and it finally sunk in all the way, what this was all about. Lady Shels, golden chin held high, looked down at her daughter and said, “When we go downstairs I will lead our people north, and we will fight the Cobalts to the last. I will die with my boots on the soil our ancestors have tilled for generations, and after I am gone, child, it will be up to you to avenge me. To lead whomever remains. To fight on, and not stop until you reclaim our lands, our legacy. In time you will rule from this keep, just as I did, and my mother before me, and her father before her. You must live, so that you may become a symbol of righteousness.”

      “But you might not die,” said Sori, not caring that her voice was rising. “You’ve fought before, plenty of times, even against the Cobalts, and you always… you always…”

      “Strength, Sori!” her mother snapped. “Everyone dies; our doomed fate is the very thing that unites mortals against the First Dark. Two centuries hence no one who draws breath this morn will still be alive, not one mortal in all the Star, and all that will be left are the symbols they left for their heirs. I must die, and so I will die fighting for what I believe in. And when the time comes, so will you. Won’t you?”

      “Yes.” Sori blinked away the last of her tears and met her mother’s firelit eyes, and though it wasn’t quite true, not yet, she said, “I understand.”

      “Good,” said her mother, leading her away from the ramparts, down into Junius Keep. “You will be strong, Indsorith, and in time even the Cobalt Queen will learn to fear your name. Now come, I ready for my last charge, and you must watch your mother ride to claim her fate. We shall not meet again, my child, and so let our parting be worthy of the songs of our heirs!”
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      Lady Shels’s final proclamations had been so fiery the words were branded into her daughter’s skull. Through all the hardships young Indsorith endured over the following weeks as she and her fencing instructor fled across Junius and into the Witch Wood, the words shone through like a beacon revealing the only safe path through the perilous night. Even when the agents of the false queen braved the Salted Crypts and discovered her and Corben hiding in that unhallowed place, Indsorith believed in her mother’s words the way feebleminded folk believed in the Burnished Chain. She and Corben fought shoulder to shoulder until his was hewed open by an ax, and even then she battled on until they battered her down, too. She was ashamed to be taken alive, her injuries minor, and all along the snaking trails back through the Witch Wood she repeated her mother’s words like a prayer, begging atonement for her failure to be a worthy symbol.

      But then the girl was delivered to Karilemin, the work camp that the so-called Imperials had erected in the scorched fields of northern Junius, and she learned that her mother’s claims had never been fulfilled. Every single oath had been undone by the machinations of the Cobalt Queen.

      And while Indsorith knew that she betrayed her entire legacy by doing so, she gave thanks to the Fallen Mother to see her parents and brothers again. That they had all been captured by the forces of the usurped Empire stung her pride, but Indsorith truly believed that as a family they could weather anything, even such an indignity as this.

      Her mother had different ideas, refusing to eat or drink or even speak to her family. The morning that she refused to take her turn in the fields, rebuffing the command with silent dignity, a guard casually caved in her head with his mace. It happened in front of the whole camp, Father and Arkon and Esben wailing as they ran to Lady Shels while Indsorith just stood there, staring, remembering how it had felt when Corben’s arm had come off right beside her, spraying her face with its fading heat.

      After that, none of them spoke very much.

      Father died of a broken heart shortly after, or maybe it was just barrow plague.

      And try as Indsorith did to protect her brothers from the vicious guards, to keep them warm through the blanketless winter and fed through the lean spring —

      “Your Majesty?”

      Indsorith didn’t startle away from her memories at the intrusion, as though they were something to be ashamed of. Instead she drifted slowly back to the present, to the play of late afternoon sunlight on the obsidian floor of her throne room. She was the Crimson Queen, Regent of Samoth, Keeper of the Crimson Empire, and so she let herself linger over the memory of awaking to discover Arkon curled against her, hard and cold as the rocks they prised out of the stingy earth until their fingers bled.

      “Your Majesty,” said the abbotess, “I am sorry to intrude but —”

      “What?” Indsorith snapped, perturbed to have her reverie interrupted before she could properly agonize anew over the yet worse fate that had met her younger brother, Esben. These meddling Chainites grew bolder by the moonrise, no longer content to harass her only when the Brat Pope sat in state on the onyx throne beside Indsorith’s. Though really, now, if she only had to put up with one cultist at a time Abbotess Cradofil was far less obnoxious than Pope Y’Homa.

      “Her Grace wishes to inform you that all is ready for your arrival in the Middle Chainhouse,” said the perpetually sweaty abbotess, even her voice sounding as greasy as collection-plate coppers. “If you might be so good as to attend her now, she assures you that the procession shall be completed by midnight.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Indsorith climbed down from her sable-padded throne, sore and weary from another long day of sitting. Twenty years and a hundred different combinations of bolsters and furs later, that fire glass chair was just as fucking merciless as when she’d first seized it from Cobalt Zosia – no wonder the evil old witch had been so keen to give it away to the first comer. “I don’t suppose I can cancel over something as trivial as awaiting word from the Fifteenth Regiment on what exactly the fuck is going on at the Lark’s Tongue?”

      “I would never presume to suggest what Your Majesty may or may not do, even under the most dire of circumstances,” said Cradofil, milky eyes everywhere but on her queen. What an answer! The old snoop must know as much about the unfolding situation on the Witchfinder Plains as Indsorith or any of her advisors; if she didn’t, she surely would have tried to fish more details out of Indsorith instead of settling for noncommittal toadying.

      “No, you’re too smart for that, aren’t you?” Indsorith stretched from side to side in preparation for the strenuous hike down to the Middle Chainhouse. “Tell me, Abbotess, how many masters have you served in this chamber?”

      “Your Majesty?”

      “There’s Y’Homa, and me, of course, now that the Black Pope and I share certain offices and honorifics, so that’s two.” Cradofil was obviously having a hard time following, even though Indsorith was holding up only two fingers. “And before his niece stepped into his slippers and mitre there was old Shanatu, whom you must have served before, during, and after his repeated attempts to depose me, yes?”

      “Yesssss?” Cradofil fidgeted as Indsorith made a big to-do of retrieving Moonspell and her scabbard from their sheath in the arm of the throne. Her mother insisted Indsorith’s first weapon be the ancient Bodomian spatha that had been in their family since the Age of Wonders, and while the sword had felt so heavy and unwieldy when she was a girl, she had grown into it, like so much else. Hard to believe that tracking down the Imperial who had stolen Moonspell when she’d first been captured had been the hardest part of her vengeance – escaping the prison farm hadn’t taken much, and confronting Zosia even less.

      “That’s three, which isn’t a bad run for a lackey, but old as you are I expect you may have had other masters before we youngsters came along – my predecessor, for example?”

      “King Kaldruut would never have allowed a humble abbotess in the Crimson Throne Room,” said Cradofil.

      “Ah, but he wasn’t my predecessor, was he?” said Indsorith, allowing the pair of attendants who had glided into the room to help her into the absurd parade dress she was expected to wear. It was all garlands of garnets and rows of rubies held together with black velvet. “You know who I’m talking about, don’t you? Or will you force me to say her name?”

      “Never, Your Majesty,” said Cradofil quickly. “And no, I… I should not say I served her. She was a heretic, a butcher, and —”

      “And why do you phrase it so?” Indsorith had only intended to get Cradofil’s goat as payback for the woman’s disturbing her from her memories, but now her lazing curiosity was unexpectedly awakened. “I don’t give a good devildamn what you should or shouldn’t say, I want the truth – did you serve Cobalt Zosia when she was queen?”

      One of the attendants gasped and the other nearly tore off a gem-studded button at the use of the forbidden name, and Cradofil looked like a turtle who’d just realized she’d swallowed a fishhook. The abbotess looked down at the halo of the sun reflected in the obsidian floor as she said, “I met with her once, yes. Here. Only a month before you cast the pretender down, Your Majesty.”

      “Do tell!” said Indsorith, pulling herself free of her trembling handmaids and straightening the Carnelian Crown on her jaded brow.

      “She…” Cradofil looked as nervous as Sister Portolés had, the night the disgraced war nun had been brought in here. “The Stricken Queen…”

      “Out with it, woman, I’m not very well going to punish you for something that happened twenty years ago.”

      “It was the Stricken Queen who charged me with establishing the Dens,” said Cradofil, finally looking back up at Indsorith. “Under King Kaldruut’s rule any obvious anathemas were put to the stake on sight, and there was nothing the Chain could do to dissuade him from this position. When… she usurped Kaldruut she first tried to break the Chain entirely, to dismantle our noble church, but her sinful ambitions were thwarted by the will of the Fallen Mother. When we proved too strong for her to sunder, she made a number of egregious reforms, all but one of which were reversed as soon as you liberated the realm, Your Majesty.”

      “And the one reform the Chain kept was the practice of amassing an army of fervent weirdborn converts right under my feet?” Indsorith drained the glass of salt wine a page had brought her but waved away his squid pie, tempting though it smelled. “For the life of me I can’t imagine why.”

      “It is only through my continued resolve and patience that the institution persists,” said the abbotess, her chest puffing out with more than a hint of that shameless pride Chainites were so big on. “I know you have had your differences with the Holy See on the particulars of the matter, Your Highness, but of course that is not my purview.”

      “Nor mine, at present,” said Indsorith, not caring to rehash the whole ugly business anew – when she’d found out just what methods the Chain used to “heal” the weirdborn and tried to put a stop to it, Shanatu had refused to budge, and one thing led to another, and that was the most recent civil war. For all the good it had done her, or the weirdborn for that matter – the only ones who had benefited were mercenary guilds, blacksmiths, and, as always, the Burnished Chain… and now there was another war in the works, because there always was. To think there was a time not so long ago that Indsorith had thought getting Shanatu’s young niece to succeed him was a minor coup for the future of the realm…

      “I believe that not even the lowest devil is so lost that it cannot be brought into the Fallen Mother’s grace,” Cradofil added, perhaps to fill the silence or perhaps because she thought there was an argument to win here. “And it is only through the benevolence of the Chain that these poor wretches are made whole.”

      “Or close enough,” said Indsorith, remembering how scarred the Chain had left Sister Portolés, and not just from their surgeons’ removal of her weirdborn mutations. It was the deep emotional scars that had convinced Indsorith to trust the wretched war nun after knowing her for only an hour, and to trust her absolutely – one look in her scared eyes and Indsorith had known she had found the most powerful ally in all the Star, and also the most dangerous: a true believer in both good and evil. Of course she might betray her queen out of misplaced faith in the Chain, but Indsorith had wagered her life that the girl wouldn’t, at least not intentionally. In a world of chance, deception, and deviltry, intention counted for something. It had to, because if it didn’t, what did that say about Indsorith, and all the countless lives that had been snuffed out by Imperial soldiers over her twenty years of rule? What sort of a symbol had she grown into?

      “News, Your Majesty, and what news it is!”

      Indsorith squinted in the glare of the setting sun that washed out the only entrance to the Crimson Throne Room, recognizing the voice but scarcely expecting the girl would come to her.

      “Your Grace!” Abbotess Cradofil exclaimed, confirming that the hazy silhouette striding out into the open terrace of the throne room was indeed Pope Y’Homa III herself. She wasn’t alone, half a dozen of her personal guard accompanying the girl. She was naked under her loose cape of oily black fur, her pale cheeks and brow daubed with fresh blood, but far more disturbing than her ceremonial dress was the curved bronze dagger in her left hand, its rune-etched blade still dripping.

      “Is the news that you have decided to get tossed over my balcony, stepping in here with a drawn weapon?” Indsorith demanded. “I don’t care what ritual I’m late to, you don’t come in here…”

      But she did, Y’Homa’s bared teeth flashing brighter than her sun-kissed dagger as she advanced on the Crimson Queen, the Dread Guards stationed at the door who should have at least announced the pope and her retinue nowhere to be found, and Indsorith recognized the scene for what it was. Well she might, having welcomed forty-seven assassins over the course of her reign. Yet never in her wildest fantasies had she imagined Y’Homa herself daring to settle the matter with steel – the girl must have gone off her nut, if she thought this was going anywhere but south.

      “I knew Your Grace was a loon, but I’ll admit I underestimated your madness,” said Indsorith, snapping Moonspell out of her scabbard. As she did, her eagerness to duel the girl evaporated. Her hand was heavy, her arm sluggish, and her head floaty; something more than salt in the wine, and something strong at that to be hitting her so fast. “I’ll give Your Grace one last chance to reconsider, chalk it up as —”

      “It’s happened!” Y’Homa cried as she stopped a short distance away, her cape flapping over her wildly gesticulating arms like the wings of an oddly hairless owlbat. “The Fifteenth’s met the Cobalt Company on the Witchfinder Plains, and the war is ended! We’ve won!”

      “We’ve… what?” Indsorith had assumed the girl’s bluster about news of great import was just the preamble to a boast. Pieces began to materialize through the harsh sunlight, like interesting pebbles glimpsed at the bottom of a swift-moving stream. Too late, she gleaned the girl’s plot. “You… you’ve been working with Hjortt? You had him engage the Cobalts without my permission, and so his victory is yours instead of mine? And now you come to kill me?”

      “His victory?” Y’Homa brayed with laughter, and began saying something else when Indsorith charged. Being drugged and betrayed came with the regency, but mockery did not. Would-be assassins could try to kill her or try to laugh at her, but they couldn’t have both.

      Even reeling from the poisoned wine, Indsorith’s thrust would have skewered the startled brat’s heart if one of her guards hadn’t gotten in the way. The big cleric’s sword batted Indsorith’s away as a second guard came in with a maul. Indsorith oozed around it and swept the swordsman’s leg out from under him, her blade coming back down to bisect Y’Homa’s snotty face. But that hammer again, coming in fast, and so she redirected her swipe, chopping off the fingers that wielded it and biting into the weapon’s handle. Two more guards surrounded her, Y’Homa drifting back through the contracting ring of bodies, and Indsorith speared one under the chainmail cowl and elbowed another’s face before the rest took her down.

      To her mortification, neither the blows of their pommels nor the drugged wine were strong enough to kill her outright, and so she suffered the indignity of staring up at Y’Homa as the girl leaned down and tugged the Carnelian Crown away from her throbbing temples.

      “Oh, Indsorith,” said Y’Homa dolefully and, instead of donning the crown she’d stolen, the girl slid down onto the slippery floor beside Indsorith, cradling the limp queen’s head in her lap. The mad little pope stroked Indsorith’s cheeks, but the queen couldn’t lift a finger to stop her even had she wanted to… and the worst of it was that Y’Homa’s touch was actually comforting, maternal. “I fear you’ve got it all wrong, as usual. I didn’t come to kill you, and Hjortt wasn’t victorious. At least not to his primitive thinking. I’m talking about something much, much bigger, something that you’re going to be a part of, the same as me. We each have our part to play, and I know that by the end of this we’ll be as close as sisters. Closer!”

      Indsorith felt as though she were sliding down a chute, arms and legs bound to her side, and the farther she fell the faster she went, speeding toward the twin pits of Y’Homa’s world-spanning black eyes. The Black Pope leaned down closer, and Indsorith saw that the blood on the girl’s cheeks hadn’t been anointed there, but dripped down from her shining eyes like war paint running in the rain. Her breath smelled of raw meat and vinegar as she tenderly kissed Indsorith’s brow, then whispered in her ear.

      “All is forgiven, sister. The sun sets on the Day of Becoming, and the Sunken Kingdom rises from the deep. The Fallen Mother has returned, and she awaits our journey to the living paradise she has brought us. The reign of mortals has expired, Indsorith; our duty is complete!”

      The words struck the surface of Indsorith’s ears but floated there for a time, yet more religious babble without real meaning. What did register was Pope Y’Homa holding up Indsorith’s crown to catch the last rays of light, and then casting it toward the edge of the throne room. It skipped several times on the obsidian, then slowed so quickly it seemed it might stop just short of the precipice, or jut out over the edge like a piece in some noble’s lawn game. It didn’t, though, slipping neatly over the edge and vanishing, the Carnelian Crown tumbling down to the streets of Diadem like the heaviest symbol ever wrought by a mother’s metaphor.

      And finally, the Black Pope’s words made some kind of feverish sense to Indsorith, but her tongue was too sticky to ask the obvious question: if the reign of mortals had truly ended, who would rule the Star in their stead?
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      Everything was already ruined long before an entire regiment of Imperial soldiers lost their minds and started eating each other alive, but that didn’t make the development any more pleasant. Walking through camp to the command tent the morning after the Battle of the Lark’s Tongue, Zosia marveled at just how long the Burnished Chain must have been planning this shitshow. It was a quarter century since the devout Fourth Regiment had gone all cannibal crazy during their engagement with the Cobalts, and there was no way the similarities between two such nightmarish scenes were unrelated. What she and her Villains had witnessed all those years ago during the Fall of Windhand must have been a botched ritual, the faintest hint at the catastrophe that might have been… the catastrophe that had now come to pass. And unlike after Windhand, there would be no debating the cause or results of the Imperials’ sudden suicidal madness on the battlefield, because the consequences were as obvious as they were earthshaking: those nutty fucking Chainites had gone and raised the Sunken Kingdom.

      Who even does that?

      Well, they weren’t the only ones to call back a power long absent from the Star, and the dearly departed young Efrain Hjortt had summoned her back with a far lesser sacrifice – only the slaughter of her husband and village. Now she just had to prove that the return of one bad old broad and her mangy devil could be as momentous as an entire kingdom rising from the fucking ocean.

      Assuming Choplicker ever came back. In a lifetime of boneheaded plays, telling her devil he could treat himself to any prize he wished had to be the boniest. What fiend doesn’t desire its freedom above all else? And after being so meticulous in her wording back in Hoartrap’s tent, too, rehearsing the language to make sure Choplicker couldn’t slip through a loophole… only to naively let him off the leash as soon as they were done interrogating the sorcerer. Small wonder she couldn’t hack it as the Crimson Queen; with all her brilliant, noble impulses she couldn’t even keep hold of a bound devil.

      Try as she did to stop herself, she kept glancing down the rows between the frost-laced tents to see if Choplicker was trotting merrily back to his mistress. All she saw were soldiers wearily hauling themselves out to face a morning they wanted no part of. Miserable as most of them appeared, Zosia wryly wondered how they’d look once word got out about the Sunken Kingdom, or the much more immediate issue of a titanic Gate opening up at their doorstep. When the rank and file found out the Burnished Chain had lured the Cobalt Company into completing their ritual for them, the real question wasn’t how many of these mercenaries and wide-eyed kids would desert; it was how many would convert. Ji-hyeon would have to put those ones down even harder than the deserters, lest religion spread like dysentery through the camp.

      Come to think of it, Zosia supposed the awe-factor of the feat might have been what the church was after all along, something to inspire belief in even the hollowest heart. It would take a lot more than that to sway Zosia, who had met enough so-called gods to not think too highly of any cult, especially the Burnished Chain. She didn’t know what else the Black Pope hoped to achieve with her monstrous miracle, what the legendary land’s resurrection would mean for the Star, but it seemed pretty damn obvious anybody who wasn’t a fundamentalist lunatic had a vested interest in figuring this thing out, and fast.

      Well, obvious to some, anyway. A voice from inside rose alongside the guard’s salute as he admitted Zosia into the command tent.

      “I don’t care if they brought back every citizen of Emeritus and every witch queen of the Age of Wonders, our goal remains the same,” said General Ji-hyeon, barely acknowledging Zosia’s arrival. Hoartrap, Fennec, and Singh were already seated with kaldi and oatcakes on one side of the board, the general and Captain Choi on the other. Zosia sidled around to sit next to Ji-hyeon, but the girl was either too exhausted to care or actually welcomed the gesture instead of bridling at the imposition.

      “Captain Zosia is already aware of the news regarding the Sunken Kingdom of Jex Toth?” Singh was tactful enough to direct the question to her new general instead of her old one as Zosia reached for the kaldi press. It was empty save for resinous dregs. Kind of how Zosia felt this morning, with nary a drop of satisfaction left to be wrung out from her ground-up ambitions.

      “Yeah, I heard the whole sad song, though I guess we need to start calling Jex Toth the Unsunk Kingdom now – ’scuse me, General, but any chance you’ve got some more beans, and a cupbearer to work them?” The girl’s dark glare shifted to Zosia, her eyes more red than white, but from lack of sleep or weeping? Smart coin was on the former, and Zosia stood back up with a weary groan. “No, don’t get up yourself, I saw where you keep ’em. You all keep talking while I make up another pot.”

      “Thank you, Captain, that would be delightful.” Ji-hyeon’s voice was about as warm as a brass chamberpot on a midwinter’s eve. “In the future, Hoartrap, you will bring intelligence of such import to me before sharing it with anyone else. I didn’t think that needed saying.”

      “It doesn’t,” said Hoartrap, sounding hurt by the insinuation. “I planned on telling you first, of course, but Zosia cornered me with her devil and forced my tongue.”

      “Is that so?” Ji-hyeon didn’t buy it, but Zosia figured she’d be better served in the long run by yanking Hoartrap away from the cart she’d thrown him under. Especially with Choplicker nowhere around to protect her if the old warlock was sour over her forcing his confession.

      “Yeah, but it’s not as exciting as it sounds. What’s this I heard about our goal being unchanged?” Zosia set the kettle on the woodstove and knelt with another groan to root under the kaldi table, shaking jars until she heard the mouthwatering rattle of beans. “Remind me again what that goal was, because I think some of your captains have different notions of what that is, exactly.”

      “I’ve set all confused parties straight,” said Ji-hyeon crankily. “We’re all here because we want to overthrow the Crimson Empire and the Burnished Chain in the same go, as quickly as possible. Those maniacs sacrificing their own people to dredge up an ancient isle is plenty weird, I’ll grant you that, but it doesn’t alter our aim.”

      “Perhaps it does, and perhaps it doesn’t.” Fennec sounded as tired as Zosia felt, though not so much as Ji-hyeon looked. “But I believe Hoartrap’s point was that the whole board has changed, so our strategies must adapt to suit it.”

      “No matter how many times I ask you to knock it off, you grizzled old fusspots keep calling this war a game,” Ji-hyeon growled, perhaps failing to notice all the red and blue toy soldiers arranged on the map that covered the command table. “Let us assume Hoartrap’s right —”

      “Which he is,” said the sorcerer, unable to resist.

      “So fucking what!” Ji-hyeon was showing her age a little, but by Zosia’s reckoning such a tantrum was long overdue. “If the raising of the Sunken Kingdom really was the end of days those mooncalves have been preaching, don’t you think we’d have a bit more to go on than your shaky word? Angels cleansing the land, devils set loose, all mortals judged, the iniquitous land of Jex Toth remade as a Chainite paradise – that kind of fairy-tale garbage? And yet here we sit, in defiance of their bullshit and yours.”

      “I never alleged their prophecies were anything more than mumbo-jumbo,” Hoartrap said in the easy-breezy tone Zosia had always found so exasperating when she’d been the one in the general’s seat. “But the fact that they’ve managed to find a kingdom missing for the last half a millennium should at least give you pause, General.”

      “Oh, you can bet your bottom devil it’s giving me pause,” said Ji-hyeon. “But a pause in our campaign is exactly what the Crimson Queen and the Black Pope want, and exactly what they expect. We flinch now, wait to see what the Sunken Kingdom’s return actually means, then the next thing we know my dad will come riding back over the hill with terms of our surrender drafted by the Ninth Regiment.”

      “Your dad?” Zosia looked up from her work, amazed that Kang-ho actually had the diamonds in his pouch to come here, now, after he’d sent Singh to kill her back in the Dominions. Unless Ji-hyeon meant her other father, King Jun-hwan…

      “He’s acting as envoy to the Imperial army out of Thao that’s breathing down our breastplates.” Ji-hyeon pointed her bandaged hand at Zosia. “And you don’t lay a finger on my dad, not without my say.”

      “Kang-ho was here?” Singh asked, looking over her shoulder at Zosia with a cocked eyebrow and an upraised biscuit.

      “Was, and might be again,” said Ji-hyeon with a shrug. “But right now he’s sitting in a different command tent, one that belongs to a regiment big enough to slap us down without breaking a sweat. He had the Thaoans all juiced up to join us, to take back Linkensterne together, but after yesterday’s massacre of the Fifteenth we’ll be lucky if he convinces them to wait another day before laying into us. So that means we move. Fast.”

      “In that, my general, we are agreed,” said Singh, “but first a destination must be fixed, or else my dragoons and I will settle on west and move swiftly homeward, along with the purse you promised us for engaging the Fifteenth Cavalry.”

      The mention of the unit that had erased Zosia’s home from the Star curdled the fruity aroma of the crushed kaldi beans, making her teeth gnash harder than those of the grinder. The Imperial riders had all been sucked into the new Gate when the Chainite ritual had climaxed, and while she couldn’t have hoped to deliver a more grisly end to those murderous bastards, it nevertheless felt strangely unfulfilling, perhaps because she hadn’t seen it happen. It wasn’t that Zosia wanted revenge, for she’d seen and done enough to know what comes of paying blood with blood, but she needed it, for her dead husband, Leib, and for her people, but mostly for herself. She had vowed to personally dispatch every single individual responsible for the massacre of Kypck, but instead the entire Azgarothian cavalry had escaped into death before she could seize them for herself. It left Zosia rudderless, half hoping it would turn out the Black Pope had given the order to attack her village, so that she could go back to pretending it was all somebody else’s fault, that she was administering justice to a world in desperate need. Such succor smacked of stale smoke and spoiled meat, but it was better than nothing but the smell of your husband’s blood on your own unrecognizably wrinkled hands, a stench that overpowered even the richest kaldi…

      “What?” Ji-hyeon’s voice went as high as the kettle, and Zosia looked over to see that Keun-ju had entered the tent and apparently whispered something unpleasant in his mistress’s ear. Before, the half-pint general had looked too battered to sit up straight, but now she bolted out of her seat and followed her Virtue Guard out of the tent, addressing her captains as an afterthought. “Something’s come up. Let’s reconvene at noon. Everyone out until I get back.”

      “If I could have a quick word…” Fennec called, harrying Ji-hyeon out as Zosia stuffed a salty cake in her pocket for the road and looked forlornly at the beautiful, brimming press she had just poured.

      “If I told her once I told her… well, once, but trust that I made my reservations known,” Hoartrap murmured as he sidled up to Zosia. “About using one’s personal quarters as the command tent, I mean. Leads to all sorts of inconveniences like this. Let me help you with that?”

      Singh had walked over as well but now glided past them, spotting her old partners’ scheme and warmly addressing the bodyguards waiting for them to clear out. As Singh lay down the diversion, complimenting this one’s sword and that one’s cuirass, Hoartrap reached out and pocketed the hot kaldi press as smoothly as Kang-ho palming an opal bracelet off an oblivious dancing partner. Wroth as she’d been at Hoartrap for his murdering Sister Portolés, and even worse, lying to her face about it, it brought a welcome smile to Zosia’s lips to watch the old gang fall into their easy rhythms, even if it was just to filch the general’s bean juice.

      Her smile didn’t last long. It never did, around Hoartrap.

      “And how is Choplicker this morning?” The warlock breathed in her ear as they passed the blithely chatting Singh. “It’s not like him to be so far from your side.”

      “He’s close enough,” said Zosia, not wanting to give the old witch anything he could use against her. “Too close, as usual.”

      “You think so, do you?” Hoartrap frowned up into the iron clouds of the overcast dawn as they waited for Singh outside the command tent. “Well, then I won’t worry about it. So long as you feel safe, I’m happy.”

      “Anyone else talked that way, I might think they were threatening me.” Zosia’s heart wasn’t racing but it wasn’t exactly strolling at a leisurely pace, either… which was exactly what the warlock wanted, and something he always seemed able to detect. She looked the hulking freak right in his eyes and said, “Are you threatening me, Hoartrap?”

      “Heaven forefend!” said Hoartrap, the wavering tattoos on his neck going taut as he mugged for her. “I would never, dearest friend, even after the shabby way you treated me last night.”

      “You forced my hand,” said Zosia, willing her eyes not to water as she held his mirthful gaze. “You don’t like it, quit hitting yourself.”

      “Ah, that does seem like the sort of game you would refine rather than abandon with age,” said Hoartrap, and to her surprise he flinched first, and fast, as far as their staring matches usually went. “My concern, however, was sincere – what you did last night was very reckless, and could have gotten both of us in a lot of trouble. I would not advise you to play so loose with any devil, let alone… him.”

      “No, I figured you wouldn’t,” said Zosia, resisting the urge to look around and see if Choplicker was trotting between the tents, back to her side. “And so long as you’re straight with me from here on out we won’t have to worry about that again, will we?”

      “I certainly hope not,” said Hoartrap, displaying his unnaturally white teeth as he removed the kaldi press from one cavernous pocket and two stacked bowls from another. “I misspoke when I said what you did was reckless; it was stupid. And I don’t just mean using your devil against me, but the offer you made him – to force the truth from me in exchange for his liberty, if I didn’t willingly confess. Your wording was such that had I carelessly omitted some minor detail the fiend could have wriggled loose of his bondage through the loophole you left him, and then where would you be?”

      Totally vulnerable to the witchery of a vengeful sorcerer, was one of several answers that went without saying… assuming Choplicker even left Hoartrap alive after gaining his freedom. Zosia took one of the bowls so Hoartrap could fill them as he went on. “This is no time to be devil-less, Zosia, and certainly not for such a trifle as the truth.”

      “That just proves the difference between us – I put a premium on honesty. I knew you were lying, so I called you on it, and I’ll do it again if I have to.”

      “You won’t,” said Hoartrap, sloshing kaldi into her bowl and then his. “Not where I am concerned, anyway. I pledge to be honest to a fault from this day forward. And my first hard truth for you is that risking your fiend’s freedom in the course of an interrogation simply isn’t worth it.”

      “And what prize would Choplicker’s liberty be worth, huh?” Zosia asked, feeling about as tired as she’d ever been. “I’m beginning to think anything they can offer ain’t worth the deal, seeing’s how the rest of the Villains all cashed in their devils but still found their way right back here to where we all started. Excluding you and me, of course.”

      “It’s a sad commentary on the world, I’ll grant you that,” said Hoartrap, raising his bowl in salute. “If only devils could solve our problems we’d all be happier. Oh, and as part of my new oath to be forthright with you I suppose I ought to set you straight on that last count – I still keep a few minor devils on retainer, but loosed Lungfiller ages back, when I was helping dear little Indsorith solidify her rule. Which means of all of us Villains who took part in that last ritual, you’re the only one sensible enough to hold on to your devil. It’s almost poetic, given how reluctant you were to bind him in the first place, and now the two of you are inseparable.”

      Was Hoartrap fishing? Did he suspect, as Zosia did, that Choplicker’s absence from her side might be more than temporary? Did Zosia have a single sloppy fuck left to give? At least one of those questions had an easy answer, and Zosia scalded her tongue on the kaldi as she slurped from the bowl in a fruitless attempt to ward off the morning chill. It was even colder than when she’d stumbled over here from her tent, the Lark’s Tongue blowing down the first waft of some bad mountain weather. She was exhausted, every bone and muscle muttering at her from the previous day’s workout, but worse yet than the lead in her limbs was the weight on her humors, dragging her down, down, down… after everything she’d done to reach this point, there was nothing left for her but another interminable two-step in her endless verbal dance with Hoartrap the fucking Touch, on a morn as cold as her heart, on the ass-end of the Crimson Empire, without even a flea-harried devil to keep her feet warm when she plopped back down in her cot.

      “I say, old girl, are you all right?” Hoartrap sounded almost genuinely concerned, and Zosia shook her head, too bushed to keep up with him for another round.

      “Haven’t been in so long I don’t think me and all right would recognize each other anymore.” She poured out the rest of the kaldi and passed him back the bowl. “I’m trying to work myself up about this return of the Sunken Kingdom shit, Hoartrap, I really am, it’s just… I don’t know anymore. Maybe Ji-hyeon’s right, maybe Jex Toth coming back doesn’t really change anything. Maybe the Star deserves whatever the Burnished Chain called down on it. Whatever it is, it can’t be much worse than whatever red-handed salvation I’d bring them, you know?”

      “Please, enough!” Hoartrap tried to pass her back the kaldi bowl. “I think you might need this to catch all your tears.”

      For just a moment there Zosia felt her fire again, ready to pop the ghoulish old fucker in the mouth, but fast as it came it was gone again, and she forced a smile to reward his valiant effort. “I know, I know, boo frickin’ hoo. I just wish… I just wish there was someone left to answer for Leib. For Kypck. It’s more than I deserve, given how many I’ve widowed in my day, but still…”

      “If we didn’t wish, we wouldn’t be mortal,” said Hoartrap, smiling sadly at his former general. “And I know firsthand that wishing for what we’ve held and lost aches longer and deeper than idle dreams for that which we’ve never had at all.”

      “Careful you two don’t trip over each other’s lips,” said Singh as she joined them in the thoroughfare between the tents, an empty cup at the ready. “Apologies for the delay, another herald came in while I was chatting with the guards. Either Kang-ho’s negotiation skills have waned or he’s been spinning another long song for his daughter, because the Thaoans are already moving our way. Did you see which way the general went? I admire the child, so I believe I ought to have a quick counsel with her about the going rate of Raniputri dragoons before the next Imperial regiment gets any closer.”

      “I’ll find her for you,” said Hoartrap, filling Singh’s cup as he gave Zosia a hopeful smile. “See, we’ve cooked up another desperate fight against insurmountable odds, just for you! Doesn’t that put a little spring in your step?”

      “Hardly,” said Zosia, the very prospect of hoisting her hammer again so soon making her want to cry. “I’ve said it before, and may not get a chance to say it again: we’re fucked.”

      “If we have to fight, yes,” said Singh, grimacing on the over-steeped kaldi. “But for a nominal consulting fee I shall advise the general to do like we did back at Okkultokrati, and line up all the Imperials we captured between us and the Thaoans. If they want us they will have to ride down their own people.”

      “Not bad,” said Hoartrap, as Zosia started to drift away from them, wanting an hour or two’s peace back in her damp, drafty tent before things heated up again. “Why don’t we do one better, though, and line them up on the far side of that new Gate? It would take some doing but I daresay I could dispel that lingering fog at a dramatic moment, and reveal their fellows on the precipice – if that doesn’t give them pause to reevaluate our power nothing will.”

      “So long as you leave my name out of it,” said Zosia, waving her farewell. “Don’t let anyone harass me until it’s unavoidable.”

      “Safe havens keep you at your rest,” Hoartrap called after her, and by way of answer Zosia hawked up a grey clod of phlegm. The chill was rattling around her chest now, and as she trudged between the tents fat white flakes began to drift out of the low clouds overhead. Perfect. Just when a morning couldn’t get off to a worse start, too, the weather had to go and match her mood. Run-down and sore as she felt, she would’ve assumed her period was blowing in on the winter wind, if it hadn’t been several years since she was last in her moons. Thank the devils for that small mercy, at least, even if in old age she had become more prone to peeing a little when she sneezed or —

      “Heard it was another three hundred Myurans, on top o’ all that Azgarothian infantry,” one soldier was telling another as they ate their gruel outside a mess tent, the tired-eyed listener giving Zosia a half-assed salute as she passed. “Those’d be decent hostages alone, peasants or no, but there was a few real officers to go with the petty ones. And cavalry’s always better to do, some of ’em knights, even, and we got a good fifty of them in irons, so that’s not just rabble, that’s a serious chip of the bargaining persuasion.”

      Zosia kept walking for a few numb steps, still ruminating on the petty victories and defeats of age, but then the words sank in. There was no hesitation, no moment of awareness as she stood in the snow, digesting the words. Instead she pivoted on her heel in one easy motion, descending on the two soldiers like an avenging angel in one of the Chain’s fairy stories. She knew she was standing too close for comfort, but these humps would never know how much effort it took to keep herself that far back.

      “You said cavalry?” she said, low and even. “Captured yesterday?”

      “Ah, um, yes Captain?” said the talker, turning paler than the snow landing on her threadbare blue cloak. “Sorry, Captain, sorry, wasn’t trying to gossip, but Mur here was down in the mouth, talking about all we lost, so I was just trying to be optimistic and —”

      “I weren’t gossiping at all,” Mur said, the second soldier scowling at his fellow. “I was eating. Silent, like.”

      “Who told you we captured the Fifteenth Cavalry?” It felt like there was a moth in Zosia’s chest, fluttering perilously close to a candle…

      “Nobody?” said the first soldier, but just as Zosia’s tiny hope brushed that flame, burning out as fast as it had caught, the woman amended herself. “That is, I was there when we took ’em in, so no one in particular told me, was just… common knowledge, Captain? Took a bit to sort ’em from the infantry, on account of most of ’em bein’ thrown from their horses in the fight, and the whole lot of ’em bein’ so addlepated from whatever black magic that Hoartrap the Touch called down on ’em they didn’t know they names at first, let alone their position, but by the end of the night we’d gotten ’em sussed and – Captain?”

      But Captain Zosia had stopped listening, a smile as hungry as any Kutumban leopard’s splitting her face as she hastened away, down through the camp toward the prisoners’ tents. Not such a bad morning, then, not such a bad morning at all – she might have finally lost her devil for good, but at least one of her wishes had actually come true.
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      Everything was spectral, spooky, otherworldly, even before Princess Ji-hyeon’s older sister Yunjin blew out the last candle, leaving the Mistward Balcony lit only by the Fisher’s Moon above. It wasn’t just the darkness that made Ji-hyeon glad for the comforting warmth of Hyori burrowing into the side of her thin robes, her little sister every bit as excited as she was, and it wasn’t just Yunjin’s throaty ghost song that made the girls shiver in the summer night. It was the faint cat’s cradle of lightning that stretched above the Haunted Sea, like fox fire beckoning to them from across the moonlit waves.

      To those who grew up on Hwabun, the ceaseless storm that rumbled to the north was as mundane a part of the landscape as the walnut planks beneath their feet or the blooming goblin vines that hung from the trellis at the back of the balcony… but on rare nights like this one, when their fathers were away to other Isles and Yunjin let them stay up late so long as they listened to her off-key singing, the distant lights that burned like incense over the grave of the Sunken Kingdom took on a sinister cast. A lighthouse for lost souls, was one of Yunjin’s better lines, a refrain that made Ji-hyeon squeeze her little sister tighter, the girls giggling together to ward off any wayward spirits that might be creeping up the cliff face beneath them. Everyone knew spirits were repulsed by human laughter, even little princesses all alone in a great big castle.

      Except they were never really all alone, not on Hwabun. Besides the house staff who were never out of bell range, there were the three sets of three that minded the Daughters of Hwabun’s Virtue, Honor, and Spirit, respectively, and these guards must always be close at hand, too, for one never knew when they might be called upon to defend their charges. If only it were Keun-ju cuddling up beside Ji-hyeon instead of her kid sister, the far-off beacon of long-lost Jex Toth would have had no thrall over her, and she could have turned her thoughts to more pleasant impossibilities than a drowned land populated by the dead and the damned. Of course she knew the likelihood of her gallant Virtue Guard reciprocating her highly inappropriate feelings ranked just under the odds of the Sunken Kingdom returning to the surface, but under a full moon with a little illicit soju tickling her imagination, any dream seemed attainable, if one but wished hard enough…
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      If Ji-hyeon could have had one thing in all the world, it would have been time. A lot of it. Enough to sleep, then think, then sleep some more. Hustling uphill through the smoky camp of bedraggled and battered soldiers for whom she was entirely responsible, bandaged hand throbbing and back twinging and chest so tight she felt like she was drowning on the frigid morning air, she recalled how slowly time had seemed to move back on Hwabun, when she couldn’t wait for her life to really start, how fervently she had wished she could escape the monotony.

      Never, ever, ever make a wish, was the moral here, learned, as always, too late to be useful. It was positively chilling how foolish she had been, how childish, and just a short time ago. Which begged the question of what she would think of her current outlook, if she lived long enough to be able to reflect back on it with a bit of distance. Was this the big secret of adulthood, that grown-ups actually became less and less sure of themselves as time went on? That you just had to charge ahead, knowing that as soon as it was too late to alter your course you’d realize how idiotic it was? Joy. Thank the devils who listen she had half a dozen experienced captains all offering her counsel; now if only she could get more than two of them to agree on something.

      “You said a quick word, Fennec, not a slow thousand,” she said, interrupting the torrent of numbers he had been reciting at her ever since they’d left the tent, as though she didn’t realize just how badly outnumbered they were by the looming Thaoan regiment. “Is there a point?”

      “The point is something I should prefer to relay to you in private,” said Fennec, his eyes fixed firmly on his general instead of straying to the pair of bodyguards ahead of them or the Virtue Guard who flanked her other side. “It won’t take more than a moment, if Keun-ju wouldn’t mind.”

      Before Ji-hyeon could protest on his behalf, Keun-ju surprised her by nodding curtly and stalking quickly ahead, her two other bodyguards keeping pace with him. Her lover had taken an even worse beating than she during the battle, and while he’d gotten a bit more sleep than she had the night before, he must be too tired to butt heads with Fennec on such a gloomy morn. Snow began to waft down as they climbed steadily up through the camp, the Lark’s Tongue buried in cloud that hovered just over the plateau where Sullen, Zosia, and Hoartrap had captured the Myuran contingent that had sought to flank the Cobalt camp. The prospect of climbing that steep, frost-glazed escarpment filled Ji-hyeon with a knee-weakening melancholy.

      “Now then, General…” Fennec spoke quietly, and lowered his voice even more, despite Keun-ju being several tent-lengths ahead of them. “My concern involves Kang-ho. I really wish you hadn’t shared that message regarding Empress Ryuki and her murdered son with your father before allowing him to return to the Thaoans, or had at least kept him in camp a little longer.”

      “And I wish I was already sitting on the Crimson Throne,” said Ji-hyeon, “but we’re both too old to waste time on wishes, so say what you mean.”

      “What I mean is that your father knows the Empress of the Immaculate Isles has put a price on your head, and said price is the very prize he’s coveted ever since we embarked on this quest of ours – control of Linkensterne. The quest that I presume you rejected to his face, yes?”

      Ji-hyeon slowed their pace even more, a fresh wave of nausea cresting in her craw as she considered the implication. She had to hand it to Fennec; just when she thought there couldn’t possibly be anything more to worry about he turned up something new. “He’s my second father. You really think he’d try to collect a bounty on my head?”

      “I think he’s a cautious man, and you’ve stuck him in a dangerous position,” said Fennec, and when she gave him a sharp look he easily deflected it with one of his gloved claws. “Not entirely on purpose, I know, but it is what it is. If he sides with you, he has nothing but what you give him – he’ll have lost his husband, his home, and any hope of claiming Linkensterne, ever. I think he could live with losing two of those, perhaps, but I’m not sure about all three… Not when he has an Imperial regiment ready to heed his advice, and a hostile, heedless daughter within easy reach, her beleaguered army no match for his Thaoan stooges. If —”

      “Enough.” Ji-hyeon stopped entirely, closing her eyes and taking deep gulps of cold air. She really might vomit, now that she saw the sum of Fennec’s calculations. He was right. If her second father turned on her, he stood to gain everything she had cost him, and then some… in fact, it couldn’t have worked out better for Kang-ho if he had killed Empress Ryuki’s son himself, and framed Ji-hyeon for the crime. He wouldn’t just have governorship of Linkensterne, but would also be praised as the hero of the Immaculate Isles, a subject so faithful that he’d sacrifice his own daughter to avenge the murder of Prince Byeong-gu of Othean.

      Could he do such a thing?

      Could he afford not to? He’d been keen enough to go behind his own husband’s back when the stakes were a good bit lower, so what hope did a rebellious daughter have?

      “I think our smartest option is to strike first,” Fennec murmured, a soft claw on her shoulder; every time she was reminded of how their trip through the Othean Gate had altered his hands she shuddered and resolved anew to never again risk that particular mode of transport. “We lure Kang-ho and maybe even Colonel Waits back to our camp with the promise of a parley, and —”

      “Enough,” she said again, though enough in this case really meant too much. Much, much too much. She was on the brink of total collapse, her mind, heart, and guts all swirling around at a frightening pace, and she half shouted the order to her unhinged organs: “Enough!”

      “I’ll leave you, then,” said Fennec, squeezing her arm, “and see you at the tent at noon, as ordered. I won’t speak of your second father again unless provoked.”

      She nodded, keeping her eyes closed until she was sure he had gone. When she reopened them, she saw several curious soldiers watching her from the mouths of the surrounding tents. Most of them wore bruises or bandages to go with the cloaks of cobalt sackcloth she’d distributed to the new recruits after she’d broken the Siege of Myura. The youngest was a pug-faced girl who couldn’t be more than thirteen years old, her left eye nearly swollen shut. Ji-hyeon knew she should tear off her own cloak of warm blue fox fur and offer it to this girl-soldier in exchange for the thin, ratty one that circled her squat shoulders, knew that was what the legends would expect of such a hero of the people, but it was too damned cold for such acts of valor, and it wouldn’t benefit any of them if their general caught ill from the cold. Ji-hyeon saluted them instead, and found her uninjured right hand was shaking as she lifted it to these men and women who had risked their lives for her cause. She could barely meet their eyes as she hurried past them…

      And caught herself in time, for a welcome change of pace. Unclasping the cobalt cloak, she shuffled back to the girl and handed it over, feeling less like a champion of the downtrodden and more like a thief guiltily returning something she’d stolen. Ji-hyeon felt everyone staring at her, and knew she should probably say something, but also knew if she tried she might burst into tears. The girl looked just as embarrassed as her general, and when she stiffly wrapped the fox fur around her shoulders on top of the threadbare cloak she already wore, Ji-hyeon gave her another salute. This time she was mostly shaking from the cold, at least, and she hustled after Keun-ju, toward yet another grim encounter that she was wholly responsible for.

      “Everything all right?” Keun-ju asked quietly and, looking into his concerned eyes, and at the wide scabs forming at the edge of his beaded pink veil, she almost lost it. Her Virtue Guard shouldn’t even be out of bed, badly as he was injured, but he’d insisted on serving her in any fashion that he could, and in all the chaotic, sprawling camp he’d managed to find Sullen for her… the man she’d almost betrayed his memory to, if fate hadn’t reunited them in the nick of time. Keun-ju was too good for her. “I didn’t mean to pry, but I thought I heard Fennec say something about one of your fathers?”

      “He’s worried about Kang-ho,” said Ji-hyeon, putting on a brave face for her lover and finding his good hand with hers as they resumed their march through the upper edge of camp. “He thinks the hard talking-to I gave him last night might not’ve been hard enough, and I’m thinking he’s right. I don’t give a damn what you say about letting bygones be long gone or whatever, after the way he tried to play Singh against you and Zosia back in the Raniputri Dominions my dearest daddy needs a serious ass-kicking. That fucking snake.”

      Keun-ju’s fingers wriggled a bit in hers, and Ji-hyeon realized she’d been crushing them at the thought of her treacherous second father. What a silly little girl she’d been, letting the old man off the hook so easily even after he’d almost gotten Keun-ju killed! She should have turned the crook over to Zosia, if nothing else – it would have been exactly what he deserved, after all the lies and schemes.

      “Did he say anything about how Hwabun fares?” Keun-ju asked as they left the last row of tents and started up the steep escarpment at the camp’s rear, the two bodyguards taking the lead. “About King Jun-hwan and your sisters? I didn’t know if after the empress ordered your arrest they were, you know, in any sort of trouble.”

      Bless the sentimental boy’s ever-loving heart.

      “She didn’t order my arrest,” Ji-hyeon panted as they slowly climbed the hill, frozen earth crunching underfoot. “She ordered my murder. And no. Not a word from Hwabun yet, but it’s only been a few hours since we heard about the empress’s bounty. I’ll send my family an owlbat. Soon. Need to ask if the Sunken Kingdom’s really back, anyway, and if so what exactly that means.”

      They stomped onward, the snow coming down a lot faster than they were going up. As Ji-hyeon was trying to figure out what message she could possibly send her first father, what words could possibly soften the shame she would inevitably dump over his proud head, a rather nasty thought crossed her mind. She stopped hiking, still halfway up to the plateau.

      “Spirits above and beneath, Keun-ju, you think she’ll hold them accountable for my crimes? My supposed crimes, I mean? If Empress Ryuki knows I’m leading the Cobalts, and she thinks I killed her son, what does that mean for Hwabun? For my first father, my sisters?”

      “I… I don’t dare guess,” said Keun-ju, looking as pale and cold as the snow sticking to his tall, rectangular hat. He wasn’t meeting her eyes. “The truth is they are innocent, but the truth is not always enough, is it?”

      “I’m not sure that it ever was, not even once,” said Ji-hyeon, chewing a piece of blue hair that slipped down her cheek as she looked out over the dismal camp and the fogbank beyond that still lingered over what Hoartrap insisted was the biggest Gate on the whole Star. What in all the foreign fucking devils of the Crimson Empire had she gotten herself into with this foolhardy adventure of hers? “Damn damn damn. Listen, can you head back to the tent and have an owlbat sent over to the Thaoans, to my second father? See if he’ll come back, say it’s for another parley. I… I think I need to ask him how to play this, both with my first father and the empress. I shouldn’t have sent him back to the Imperials so soon.”

      “Certainly.” Keun-ju gulped. “First, though, there’s, well, can I tell you something? I should have, before, or rather, I never should have —”

      “Can it wait?” Dear as her lover was, his constant need to share his feelings could be draining. “I’m a little busy right now, you know?”

      “Of course, yes,” he said, sounding as relieved as a condemned traitor receiving a stay of execution, but paused, clearly warring with himself. “But I mean, we really, really need to talk. I tried to tell you, last night, but you were asleep before I could, and then this morning you were halfway out of the tent before —”

      “We can talk soon, I promise.” Ji-hyeon felt like she might pop a tooth, hard as she was holding her smile. “Now give me a kiss and scoot that cute rump back to the tent.”

      You would have thought she’d asked him to come over and smoke a rat turd with her, the way he dragged his feet, and he practically flinched when she flicked up his veil to lay one on him. How fucking peachy. With her second father possibly planning a move on her and their innocent family stuck between the vengeful Empress of the Immaculate Isles and the resurrected Sunken Kingdom, a moody lover was exactly what Ji-hyeon needed to help her relax. Watching him slip and slide back down the scarp, she consoled herself by observing that his rump was indeed as cute as ever, but then her bodyguards called down the all clear and she resumed her miserable slog up the Lark’s Tongue to where her next fun-filled encounter waited.

      Ji-hyeon crested the escarpment and saw her two bodyguards talking with a small group of snow-blurred figures huddled partway across the narrow plateau. The group looked over at her, and just like that the warmth left her overheated legs and the cold air turned to scalding steam in her lungs. An ambush. Not twelve hours after she discovered there was an enormous bounty on her life and she had strolled right into it, wandering away from camp with only a pair of bodyguards whose faces were hidden beneath the bestial visors Fennec had commissioned for her personal retinue. What a brilliant tactician she was, sending Keun-ju away before she’d made sure the area was secure, and the ribbon on top was her decision to leave Fellwing dozing back in her tent rather than taking the weak devil out into the cold. She deserved exactly what she got.

      Which might have been a tumble down the long, steep scarp as she fled back to camp if she hadn’t caught ahold of her imagination in time. This wasn’t an ambush; it was two of her most trusted bodyguards convening with the band of sentries she had ordered up to the plateau after yesterday’s near fiasco with the Myurans sneaking around behind her army. Deep breaths of bracing cold air made things come back into focus, even if doing so also brought back the sting in her crippled hand.

      “He’s back in the trees there,” said Ankit, the bodyguard tugging up her frost-sticky visor to reveal a face only marginally less hard than that of the steel panther that protected it. “And so’s the sentries’ fire, so if you’d like some privacy Qabil and me can watch you from there.”

      “Or you can warm yourself at the fire and the rest of us can hang back,” said Qabil, though he didn’t sound very hot on the notion himself.

      “I don’t think warmth is much of an option this morn,” said Ji-hyeon, leading the trek to the smudge of orange she now made out through the thickening snow. The plateau wasn’t much more than a bump on the Lark’s Tongue’s knee, with a dozen wind-twisted pines rising from the rocky earth just before the mountainside resumed its thankless climb. On one edge of the grove, the paltry fire’s smoke blurred into the clouds that had snagged on the low trees, and farther back Ji-hyeon saw two dark shapes, one sitting, one lying on a bed of branches.

      “They were up here before the sentries, but one of ’em recognized the barbarian from camp and so they let him stay,” said Ankit. “Hasn’t come over to the fire, just sits there. They’re hoping you’ll have him come down, or at least encourage him to dispose of the corpse.”

      “It’s creeping them out,” said Qabil.

      “You two can wait by the fire,” Ji-hyeon told them, veering away from it before she brushed the edge of its warm perimeter. If she felt that welcome heat for even a moment she’d be unable to resist it and, after her thoughtlessness of the day before, a cold conversation seemed a light penance.

      “Begging your pardon, general, but it’s too cold for you to be out here without a cape, at least,” Ankit called after, and when Ji-hyeon turned to give the woman her most annoyed scowl for stating the obvious she saw the guard had already unclasped her blue wool mantle and was holding it out to her general. “We’ve got blankets by the fire, so… please take it?”

      Thanking her bodyguard and wrapping the ice-stiff cape around her, Ji-hyeon stepped under the leaky canopy of the pines, snow melting into her scalp, boots slipping on icy stones, and as she approached them the seated figure rose slowly to his feet. She didn’t look at his face, not yet, knowing how hurt he must be, how frustrated he had to be that she hadn’t come sooner. Yet another of her many failures – she couldn’t have saved the old man, of course, but she could have noticed his absence sooner. Should have noticed, damn her selfish heart. That she had come now, to personally pay her respects, was too little too late, yet still more than she could do for most of the soldiers who had laid down their lives for her but a morning before.

      Here under the branches, the white flakes had only just begun accumulating on the corpse, the awfulness of his rictus not yet veiled under a winding sheet of snow. Ji-hyeon knelt over the childlike body, because that’s what it was, she saw now; these weren’t the remains of a grown man, they were those of a puny boy, the sort to be teased for his slight build, his delicate limbs. Without the fire of life, and the man had certainly been all aglow with it, the once-ferocious Horned Wolf reminded Ji-hyeon of nothing so much as the fledgling sparrow she and her sisters had discovered at the base of one of Hwabun’s olive trees. All that remained of his old vigor was his snarling mouth, frozen in a mute scream at the deaf heavens… or maybe locked in a final guffaw at the same.

      “You came,” said Sullen from over her shoulder, and when he said it again his voice broke. “You came.”

      For all the good it would do any of them now. She turned to Sullen, and he swept her up in a great hug, sobbing into her hair, and she squeezed him as hard as she dared without reopening her injuries. Then squeezed him harder, knowing she owed him blood, and more than a little.

      Holding each other there in the snow, it was almost warm. But not quite.
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      Sullen had rooted around some dark corners in his time, for sure, but over the last day and night he’d explored the deepest fathoms a mind could reach while still hoping to someday make it back up to the light. And all that without leaving Grandfather, standing vigil and keeping his eyes pointed at the edge of the plateau, just daring a familiar face to come strutting up from the camp. After his fruitless search for Uncle Craven he’d cleared out his and Grandfather’s tent, so he’d had some tough jerky to gnaw and syrupy mead to sip over the cold grey afternoon and the brutal black night that followed, but the hunger that constricted his bowel, the thirst that rasped in his craw, these weren’t needs that could ever be filled by the food and drink of mortals. What he needed was the provender of devils.

      But then he saw Ji-hyeon come haunting through the gnarled pines like the worthiest ancestor a Horned Wolf ever invented to flatter his vanity, a herald of Old Black come to fetch Grandfather to her Meadhall, and Sullen just totally lost his shit, crying into her tangled hair like a newborn whelp questing for its mama’s dugs.

      Soon as he thought about it that way, though, he got himself back together – like Grandfather always said, Sullen’s imagination had a peculiar cast to it. Like Grandfather had always said, that was, before he ate a weakbow arrow fired off by a nervous boy. In a song the old wolf would’ve caught it in his teeth, spat it back at the runt, but… but…

      It went like that for a long while, with Sullen unable to stop his mind from thrashing from one random thought to the next. Through it all Ji-hyeon didn’t push him away or tell him to buck up, the way his mother used to when she’d catch him in one of his many unhappy childhood moods. And that, that ickiness right there of comparing the girl he was achingly keen on to his mother, if only for a grief-addled instant, was what properly brought Sullen back to some semblance of his senses. The Kid With Ten Thousand Tears needed to get his shit together but quick.

      “Hey,” he said, self-consciously breaking off her embrace, and because thinking at all was hard and thinking in Immaculate was even harder, he just shrugged and shook his head.

      “I know,” she said, and looking down at her red cheeks and runny nose and bloodshot eyes he figured she probably did. “How… how did it happen?”

      Sullen shook his head again, because there was no way to answer without exploding, and to feed the coals of sorrow was the shame that he hadn’t even avenged the crime. The twitchy runt who had weakbowed Grandfather had only kept half the oath Sullen had made him swear, because while the old man was laid out here on the plateau just like Sullen had ordered, there had been no sign of the boy himself. That Sullen had sworn to hunt the kid down and murder him slow if he didn’t arrive to find both his Grandfather and his murderer awaiting his further inspection hadn’t been sufficient enticement – the kid must’ve hauled the old wolf up here and then hauled arse himself for fear that the crazy barbarian would murder him anyway, out here where there’d be no witnesses.

      The truth was when Sullen arrived and found Grandfather’s already ripe carcass left in the dirt and his killer fled there’d been a hot moment where he’d almost doubled back to camp to fulfill his threat, but just imagining what’d it be like to murder a boy that young, remembering how close he’d come to doing just that, Sullen gave up that oath in a flood of burning puke. Uncle Craven wasn’t the only one who could play loose with his word, and the important thing was that the boy had carried Grandfather up here. That he’d like as not be glancing over his shoulder for the rest of his days would be punishment enough.

      “I can’t tell you anything that will help, but I’m so, so sorry, and honored he died fighting for me,” Ji-hyeon said softly, bringing Sullen back to the moment, to the dejected girl who sought to comfort him in his blackest hour. Maybe it was just the cold that made her look so tore up, but it was nice to know that at least for a little while now they both seemed in mourning.

      Except no, damn Sullen’s cast-iron skull, she was far more haggard than he, with bloody rags on one hand and bags under her eyes so heavy he could’ve used one for a bedroll. She should be dreaming in her tent, not hiking up frozen mountainsides…

      And just like that he finally figured out the obvious. That kiss she’d given him back in her tent just before her old flame had returned hadn’t been an idle smooch, something to pass the time on a chill night. This fierce Immaculate general must really care about him, and even if it wasn’t in the same vein that he cared for her, even then it didn’t matter, because she carried him somewhere in her heart, just as he carried her in his. Love, was the word for it, but the singers knew not a lot of good words rhymed with that one, whereas a heart, now, that was something you could work with.

      And because you never really know anything, not until you’ve tested it, he looked deep into her dark eyes with what he hoped was his most enticing stare. She was certainly returning his gaze with curiosity, if not outright hope. Up came the arms he’d been awkwardly holding at his sides, landing stiffly on the shoulders he’d so naturally held once upon a time, before Keun-ju came back into her life. This was it. He wasn’t going to swoop down like some thieving crow; he was going to glide in light and easy like a crowned eagle, giving her plenty of time to turn her head if those pale pink lips of hers didn’t fancy a second meeting with his darker ones…

      Yes, any moment now Sullen would get up the courage to kiss her.

      Annnnnny moment.

      Just not this one. Or that one. Or the next few, apparently.

      “Do you…” Ji-hyeon licked her lips, her eyes darting downward. “Can I… should we bury him? What’s, um, your custom?”

      Sullen the Romantic, trying to woo a girl next to his freshly dead kinfolk. Rakehell show mercy and grant a poor lost descendant some common decency, or failing that, some common sense. Following her gaze down to Grandfather’s yawning mouth, Sullen half fancied the old man was laughing at him. But he only half fancied it, mind, having sworn off full fancies for good.

      “The custom of the Horned Wolves is to leave ’em where they fall,” he said, willing his eyes not to fill anew as he stared down at Grandfather. Sullen’s devil-touched eyes never did as he bid, so why should they start now? “The thought is their spirit’s gone on down to Old Black’s Meadhall, or some less worthy place, so the meat and bones and all don’t need special treatment. Best their remains nourish this doomed world of their kin, providing food for mortal beasts and the earth itself.”

      “Is that what you want?” Ji-hyeon asked in that way she did that made Sullen feel like here at last at the end of the Star he’d found another soul who actually gave a care what he thought, what he felt.

      “I… I don’t know,” Sullen managed through gritted teeth. Each and every time he said that helpless mantra his tongue grew heavier, like a boot picking up mud on a trek through a half-thawed fen. He felt so pathetic, standing here unable to even give an easy answer to her easy question. His hands curled into fists, and he looked down on his grandfather with something a little like wrath but more like embarrassment. “Story of my devildamned life, Ji-hyeon. I’ve traveled farther than most any ancestor of mine, or his, and I still don’t know a fucking thing, do I? Not even how to get rid of my Fa, even after he went and left me. We aren’t Horned Wolves no more, so I don’t… I don’t know what to do with ’im. Or what I’ll do without ’im. I don’t know a blessed thing.”

      She stepped closer to him, the distant murmur of her guards and the sentries who had set up camp across the copse barely registering over the thunder of his heart, and like it was the most obvious thing in all the world, she said, “You knew him best, Sullen, so what do you think he’d want you to do?”

      Sullen considered it, then balked at the responsibility of her suggestion. “I… I couldn’t really say what he’d —”

      “Yes you can,” said Ji-hyeon, her hand slipping into his and tightening round his fingers. “Stop thinking so much, Sullen, and just tell me. What would he want you to do, if he saw you right here and now?”

      “He’d want me to quit whining and start biting.” The words were out before Sullen knew they were even in him, but as soon as he said it he knew it was true. It gave him the chills, like Grandfather had reached in and used his tongue. And the aftertaste of it, like he’d just chipped his tooth biting down on an iron rasp, brought back something Grandfather had told him down in the Cobalt camp. Of course. Leave it to the old man to drop hints and riddles instead of making his wishes plainly known, trusting his starry-eyed grandson would eventually trip over the truth. Squeezing Ji-hyeon’s hand in his, Sullen asked, “You know much about blacksmithing? Weapon making?”

      “Less than nothing,” said Ji-hyeon. “But Keun-ju’s a total bore about that stuff, and we’ve got at least three smiths working back in camp, so I’m sure someone can help. If cremation’s what you want, though, we could build him a pyre up here, let him burn like the witch queens of the Age of Wonders. My first father said that was the custom in those times, from Jex Toth all the way across to Emeritus.”

      Emeritus. Throughout the freezing night and into the bleak, snowy morning it had felt almost like being home on the Savannahs, Sullen having missed the wintry weather more than he’d known, but at the mention of the place the Outlanders called the Forsaken Empire he felt the chill in a way he imagined the Southern Armers must. Like the cold was something that could thrust its jaws through your cloak and chew you to the marrow. He glanced up into the icy pines, knowing it was foolish but all the same needing to make sure the Faceless Mistress hadn’t poked her head down through the dark clouds to steal another kiss.

      “Fa’s not to burn like some witch, let alone the queen of ’em,” said Sullen, but thinking she might find his plans for Grandfather a touch savage, decided not to go into further detail at the moment. “I’ll come back to camp with you, if you got time to introduce me to one of the smiths, help me get my meaning across if they only speak Crimson or such. Don’t need to worry your, um, Keun-ju with anything. It’s the sort of last rites only a metalworker can do anyway. I think.”

      “I’d be delighted to put in an introduction,” said Ji-hyeon, and while it took Sullen a second to figure out why she’d said it like that, he quickly remembered how he’d beat that poor overworked word near to death back in her tent. He met her wry smile with one of his own; not being a native speaker and all she ought to cut him some slack, and besides, everything did seem a mite delightful when he was in her company. Fast as her smile was out it’d fled again, though, as good things tended to do around Sullen. She nodded at Grandfather, and said, “Does he… should we carry him back to camp?”

      “Nah, not till I talk to your smiths and see if they can do it. Might just be the kind of work the Horned Wolf metal makers do, I dunno. And if some critters gnaw on the old man while I’m gone that’s still keeping with custom, so it’ll be fine.”

      “Is that so?” Ji-hyeon raised her eyebrows in that affected but still dead cute way she did.

      “Sure,” said Sullen, mostly able to keep the raw, ravenous grief at bay so long as he kept his attention on her instead of on the dead man at their feet. And now that she’d distracted him from the immediacy of his loss, he could see plain as the snow in her hair or the freckles at her temples that she had her own devils squirming around in her heart, that talking to him about Grandfather had been a reprieve from her own troubles. Normally he’d leave it be, but on a sad, lonely morning like this it seemed important to press her a bit, if only to remind her that she, too, had a friend who saw she was hurting. “But that’s plenty of words about me and Fa, what about yourself? You, uh, you doing okay, Ji-hyeon?”

      “Just lost a couple of fingers,” she said, trying to play it nonchalant but sounding panicked as a rumbled rabbit that he’d asked after her. She held up her rag-wrapped left hand so he could inspect it, her right shivering in Sullen’s palm, her eyes everywhere but on his. “Bruised bones and pulled muscles, nothing much else. With the bugs they give you you hardly feel it, so… so yeah. I’m fine. Everything’s fine. Everything’s fine.”

      Sullen sucked on the inside of his cheek, ruminating on whether or not to keep pushing her. She finally met his eyes again and smiled, but behind the bared teeth and steady gaze he saw something she’d never before revealed, at least to him: real fear, or something close as kin to that old devil. That settled it, then, because if there was one thing Sullen was an authority on, it was feeling tangled up with all kinds of emotions but not knowing how to express them until someone, usually Grandfather, wrenched them out of him like a ghost bear digging the crunchy innards out of a frozen corpse.

      “Ji-hyeon,” Sullen said quietly, “I been all over the Star, and not once’ve I ever heard anyone say ‘everything is fine’ unless it definitely wasn’t.”

      “No?” She was shivering from more than the cold, he saw that now…

      “No. It’s like, what you say when everything is totally, totally fucked, but you don’t wanna talk about it for some reason.” As he spoke she bit her lip so hard he worried she’d cut it open, so he rushed to give her an out. “And I know plenty of times it’s better not to talk about something, so I ain’t faulting, uh, anybody who said things were fine even when they weren’t. I’m just sayin’… I’m just saying I’ve got your back, if there ever is anything you wanna talk about, I —”

      “I don’t know what to do,” Ji-hyeon said miserably, and though her bloodshot eyes were as dry as Sullen’s mouth she sounded like her heart was breaking, and words came torrenting out in place of tears. “I… I… I don’t know what to do, and everyone I talk to tells me something different, and I got so many people killed, and I don’t know what I’m doing but I have to pretend I do or it’ll all fall apart, and the Empress of the Isles wants me dead, and my second dad might try to sell me to her, and because I listened to Zosia and stayed to fight the Imperials the whole Sunken Kingdom’s come back, apparently, and a fucking Gate opened up right in the middle of the battlefield, somehow, and ate so many people, it ate Chevaleresse Sasamaso, my bodyguard, my friend, and I don’t know how or why or what the shit I’m supposed to do now, Sullen, I don’t have any fucking idea, but I don’t have any time, either. None. I have to go back and meet my captains and plan our next move and if I don’t make the right move Chevaleresse Singh will leave and take her cavalry with her, and there’s a whole other Imperial regiment on the horizon, and my dad might talk them into fighting us, and even if he doesn’t as soon as word spreads that there’s a bounty on me it won’t be long before someone else comes to collect, and even if I make it out of this alive my whole family’s on Hwabun, stuck between the empress’s armies at Othean and whatever the fuck might be crawling around on Jex Toth, and I can’t help them, and I don’t know what to do. I… just… don’t.”

      Sullen let a little quiet roll back in after all that, but not so much that she’d think he didn’t have an answer.

      “I know exactly what you need to do,” he said without further delay, and the shining hope that bloomed in her eyes confirmed that he’d been right to force the issue. “Funny that I do, since I never, ever, ever know what to do myself without somebody pointing me the way, but for once I’m dead sure I know the best course.”

      “Yeah?”

      “For sure.” Sullen gestured to the log he’d spent all night brooding on. “The first thing we do is sit down there, burn one of Fa’s beedies, and see if we can’t sort through your troubles. Can’t promise I’ll have all the answers, or even any good ones, but I’ll listen till you’re done, I’ll think hard on it, and we’ll see what’s what. Sound okay?”

      “I…” She looked over her shoulder to where her guards waited by the nearby fire. “I’d like that, but there’s no time, there just isn’t.”

      “If you’re too busy at present I’m ready anytime, right, but never forget you’re the boss here. You say a lot of folk died on account of you, but I reckon a lot more would’ve if they didn’t have someone clever as you leading ’em. And if more danger’s coming, all those people who’re looking to you for orders will want their general relaxed and ready, not overburdened with cares because she don’t give herself time to take some of it off her shoulders. So if you want to sit a spell and talk, General, that’s not just your right, it’s maybe your duty? Yeah?”

      She hesitated a beat longer, then nodded, and some of that panic had gone out of her eyes, the desperation out of her smile. “Oh, Sullen…”

      “Yeah?”

      “I think you just said more than you have in the whole time I’ve known you.” Then she laughed and, though the sound was small and fragile as a wee bird, it felt like he’d caught the biggest game on the Savannahs, because he knew he’d got through to her. They sat down on the icy log and smoked, and he wriggled his arm under her scratchy blue cape and around her shoulder as she sung him everything that was nibbling at her. Or so it seemed, anyway; given how long she spoke, he couldn’t imagine she’d left anything out. When she was finished and looked up at him, eager for his promised wisdom, her blue bangs hanging just above her reddish eyes, he nodded slowly, getting his thoughts in order before speaking.

      “That’s some shit, Ji-hyeon,” he said at last, and let out some of his anxiety over saying the right thing as she laughed again, stronger this time.

      “That it is, Sullen,” she said, snuggling closer to him on their too-low, too-cold seat. “That it is.”

      “That ain’t exactly helpful,” Sullen thought aloud. “But if I start telling you what I think you should do, then I’m just another singer muddying the chorus with his version of the song. Don’t wanna do that. But I’ll tell you this: I can’t pretend I’ve ever had that many riddles rolling around my nut at one time. I doubt most mortals have. So you’ll be in for some rough times as you try to figure it all out, and you might make some mistakes… but I also know more times than not you’ll do the right thing, so long as you trust yourself.”

      “Gee, Dad, that sure is helpful,” she said, but before he could decide if that hurt his feelings or not she added, “but for real, I appreciate your opinion, even when it’s silent.”

      “Hmmm,” said Sullen, not sure if he’d misunderstood what she was saying. “What, now?”

      “Just telling you everything… I feel a little better, I guess, just having said it all out loud,” said Ji-hyeon thoughtfully. “No, I feel a lot better. Ever since yesterday’s battle I’ve felt… kind of… crazy? And ever since then it’s been one thing after another, with my second dad showing up, and then finding out about Empress Ryuki’s vendetta, and then Hoartrap coming by to tell me that not only is there a Gate out on the valley but we also somehow resurrected Jex Toth… it’s been too much, way, way too much. So I felt like there was this hurricane swirling around my head, of all the problems I have, that I caused, but there isn’t. It’s a stack of trouble, no doubt, but that’s not the same as a storm – you can take things off a stack, one at a time. That’s what I did to get this far, and I can’t lose sight of that just because the stack is so much taller. Maybe?”

      “Uh, yeah. Definitely.” Ji-hyeon, man – he had no earthly idea how she’d put all that together from his cheesy inspirational speech. “And as far as all that stuff with a… a new Gate opening up, and this Sunken Kingdom coming back up out of the sea, right next to your family’s isle? Damn. That alone would be enough to freeze me up solid, and I don’t have the same fondness for my home and kinfolk as you do for yours. Spooky stuff.”

      “You told me… you told me you maybe killed some of your clanfolk?” Ji-hyeon said cautiously. “Is that why you left Flintland?”

      “Not exactly,” said Sullen, hardly wanting to get into all of that now, because there was no way to sing that song without singing of Grandfather, and he didn’t think he could manage it at present without his voice cracking. “I’m gonna be really rude here, Ji-hyeon, and beg your leave to tell my story another time. Is that… is that okay?”

      “Of course!”

      “It’s just, I can’t tell it without… without…” Sullen kept his eyes firmly on her but nodded toward Grandfather’s remains. Listening to her wild and harrowing tales of the battle and its aftermath, he’d almost forgotten about what had befallen him that day… almost, but not quite. “Without singing it all, though, I will say I know exactly how it feels to have your own blood turn on you, to have… to have to wonder if a parent you’d lay down your life for wouldn’t be a lot happier if you’d just disappear. And still missing her, worrying about her, hoping that nothing bad ever happens to ’er. Or him, I mean. Depending.”

      “Oh yeah.” Ji-hyeon looked down, picking at the crust of frozen blood on her bandaged hand. In a quiet voice, she said, “If I could trust my second father, or if I knew everyone on Hwabun was safe, then the rest of it wouldn’t be so bad. Not at all. But for now… ugh.”

      Sullen squeezed her closer against him, the bravest Outlander he’d ever met trembling like a bur oak in a gale. She looked up at him and he looked down at her, this blue-haired girl from the Norwest Arm fair as any frost giant’s daughter… too fair, in fact, like the kind of fair you went just before your skin blackened from frostbite. It was like a spell was broken and, though all he wanted was to tarry a little longer with the woman he adored, Sullen hauled himself up from the log. This sort of morning might be balmy by Frozen Savannah standards, but for a girl from the Immaculate Isles it must be about as comfortable as a dip in a glacier pool.

      “We can talk more later, I hope, but for now let’s get you somewhere warm,” said Sullen, taking her hand and helping her to her feet. He was careful not to squeeze her fingers lest they snap off like twigs. “And long as I’ve kept you up here, get on with your day. There’s no rush on introducing me to them blacksmiths – Grandfather’s not going nowhere, and I’ve got two more days till I head out.”

      Ji-hyeon had just started smiling again when his words seemed to hit her like the back of a hand. “Until you what?”

      “Oh.” Ever since he’d run into Hoartrap the day before and heard of Uncle Craven’s most recent betrayal, Sullen had been thinking of little else but what he was going to do to the coward once he caught up with him. From Ji-hyeon’s hurt expression he should’ve put at least a little thought into telling her he was leaving… but then he hadn’t let himself hope she’d even much notice, now that her loverboy was back on the scene. “I swore an oath, Ji-hyeon, to wait three days for that evil uncle of mine to come back to camp on his own. When he doesn’t show, I hunt him down.”

      “Oh,” said Ji-hyeon quietly, pulling her hand gently away from his. “But if he returns of his own accord, then the matter will be settled?”

      “He won’t,” said Sullen, recognizing the naïve hope in her voice from all the years he’d nurtured it in his own heart, only to have his uncle uproot it once and for all. “Notice I didn’t have to ask if he’d come back already? He’s run off, same as ever, only this time he won’t be able to run far enough. An oath’s an oath, though, so he gets another two days’ lead on me. Hope he makes the most of them, ’cause once I get started he won’t have another day nor night free of pursuit, till his arse is mine or mine is his.”

      “Is that so?” Soft as she’d gone there, the Ji-hyeon who stood before him now was the hard-as-a-honey-badger general he’d met when he and Grandfather had first hooked up with the Cobalt Company. Close as they’d been before, she got closer, rolling up on the balls of her feet to get in his face… or as near as she was able, being so much shorter than he. “You swore an oath to serve me, did you not? Forgive a simple maid her ignorance, Master Sullen, but abandoning my army to go on a wild goose chase sounds an awful lot like desertion. Did you know the Cobalt Company hangs deserters?”

      “I – what?” Sullen couldn’t believe it, but looking into her unblinking eyes he supposed he had better. And as unexpectedly cold a play as it was on her part, she was dead right: without thinking it through he’d gone and sworn conflicting oaths, one to serve her without fail, and another to dip out the day after next. By Count Raven’s unimpeachable honor, Sullen really needed to start thinking these things through before he ran off at the mouth – what in all the stars above was he supposed to do, now that he’d snared himself in such a bind? She looked like she might take a bite out of him.

      “I hate deserters more than anything in all the Star,” Ji-hyeon said, her beedi breath hot on his chin, her bloodshot eyes burning even hotter. “Which is why I charge you, Sullen of the Frozen Savannahs, with tracking down the deserter Maroto Devilskinner.”

      There, at the left corner of her lip, hiding in plain sight, was that devilishly concealed smile of hers, the one that had made him first fall for her. And even as it widened into something obvious, escaping into the snowy morning, he darted forward and trapped it with his lips. There was an instant where he wondered if he was making the biggest mistake of his life, but then she convinced him he hadn’t.

      It was… it just was. Words are good for a greatly many things, and from the tongues of singers they can fill you with more emotions than there are stars above or devils below, but some things just are, and trying to catch them in simple words is like trying to catch smoke between your fingers. Why bother? It was, and that was enough for Sullen, and enough for Ji-hyeon, too, if he had to guess.

      Their first kiss back in the tent had been something special, no doubt, but awkward and over before he knew what was even happening. This one, though, was worthy of the songs, the pair taking their time but neither giving up their ground, hands beginning to move, and legs as well, two dancers just starting up as she pushed into him and he backed up to let her take charge, and —

      Sullen tripped over Grandfather, flailing backward and inadvertently pulling her down on top of him. The three of them sprawled out on the frosty ground, two blushing mortals and one dead man, and whatever it was before, it certainly wasn’t anymore.

      “Shit!”

      “Fuck.”

      “Sorry!”

      “Nah, my fault.”

      “Oh gods, Sullen, are you okay?”

      “Yeah, definitely. You?”

      “Yeah.”

      “…”

      “…”

      “Yeah.”

      They scrambled up like two necking youths interrupted by an elder, neither looking the other in the face. Sullen knelt to roll Grandfather back onto his bier and Ji-hyeon helped, her cheeks as red as fresh blood on snow. She said, “We didn’t, uh, mess him up, did we? Is he okay?”

      “Sure, yeah,” said Sullen, eyeing the rigid corpse. “Well, other than being dead.”

      Which made her laugh a high-pitched nervous laugh, which made him join her, which turned into a guilty wail that stuck in his throat, which led to Ji-hyeon’s bodyguards and sentries running up on them to make sure everything was all right.

      Which all contributed to Sullen and Ji-hyeon’s second kiss being even more awkward than the first. Maybe if he got a third chance with her the Faceless Mistress could put in an appearance. When Sullen Softskull made the scene, anything was possible… provided anything meant the worst fucking thing imaginable. Grandfather would be so proud, if only Sullen hadn’t gotten him killed.

      “Everything’s fine, everything’s fine!” Ji-hyeon swatted away her armored guards and gave Sullen a nervous smile. “Let’s, um, head back to camp now. Before you head after your uncle we ought to figure out what to do with your grandfather.”

      “Yeah, great,” said Sullen, because right then the prospect of punching Uncle Craven into a pulp was about the only thing that could’ve cheered him up. That was something else about Ji-hyeon; she always knew just what to say. “But no hurry, General, I know you’re busy, and like I said I’m not leaving for another couple of days.”

      “Right, right,” said Ji-hyeon. “Well, until you can catch him let’s hope he’s having a shit time of it, wherever he is.”

      “Nah,” said Sullen, forcing himself to look back at Grandfather’s face once more before turning back to camp with her. “I hope my uncle’s having the best three days of his life, because once I get started the good times are over.”
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