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Praise for the Last War series


‘Likely the next Game of Thrones, and the best book I’ve read in several years’


Glen Cook, author of The Black Company on We Are the Dead


‘Like Tarantino crossed with David Gemmell … Absolutely splendid’


Peter McLean, author of Priest of Bones on We Are the Dead


‘Hooked from page one, We Are the Dead rattles along with the pace of a runaway bullet train … This is a powerful debut’


Gavin Smith, author of The Bastard Legion


‘A masterpiece of a story about hope, resistance and fellowship’


The Book Bag on We Are the Dead


‘An adventure that’s rich in darkness and bloodshed’


SFX on We Are the Dead


‘We Are the Dead is a staggering, marvellous and gripping fantasy debut’


Grimdark Magazine


‘Fans of Joe Abercrombie and R. F. Kuang will find something to love here’


Fantasy Hive on We Are the Dead


‘A barnstorming book of ordinary people dealing with extraordinary circumstances – great fun and very entertaining’


Tom Lloyd, author of Stranger of Tempest on We Are the Dead


‘Gripping, grim and glorious’


Mark Stay, author of The End of Magic on We Are the Dead


‘An utter masterpiece’


Where There’s Ink There’s Paper on We Are the Dead


‘One of the best fantasy novels of the year … A heart-hammering sequel’


Novel Notions on A Fool’s Hope


‘Dark, brutal, wonderful’


Nick Martell, author of The Kingdom of Liars, on A Fool’s Hope


‘Epic and horrific, wonderful and depressing, exhilarating and distressing and truly a must-read for all fans of the genre’
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The Last Prayer



God or man,


Death calls for you.





Prologue



Raaku


Kagestan


His Imperial Majesty Raaku, son of the mighty Kage, the one true God, walked through the caverns beneath his castle. Four monstrous bodyguards followed in his step, but he was barely aware of them. After all, they’d been his shadows for nearly a century now, from the very first days after he took control of his tribe. He gave them strength and long lives; they gave him their eternal loyalty and protection. Not that he needed it here, in the heart of his kingdom, at the source of his power. Servants fell to their knees and bowed as he passed, but Raaku paid them no heed.


The caverns spread out under his castle in every direction. Each cave had its own pool of holy water, used by Raaku in a different way. The largest was dedicated to the Daijaku. In that chamber alone there were hundreds of cocoons, half-submerged in the water, at various stages of development. Veksters, his most skilled workers, waded amongst the shells, checking the growth of the inhabitants, looking for cracks, making sure no harm came to their charges until they were ready to hatch. It took six months to turn a man into a Daijaku. And then a few more to train them to be lethal.


He passed chamber after chamber, pausing only here and there to check on the Veksters’ work, ensuring that they carried out their tasks meticulously.


Despite their trusted status, the Veksters heads were enclosed in iron bascinets and their bodies barely clothed to ensure that none of them could drink or steal the holy waters. He also insisted their tongues were removed to prevent them from talking about what they witnessed beneath the castle. Each Vekster served for a maximum of five years before they gave their lives to Kage in the Red Lake, lest prolonged exposure to the waters gave them powers they did not deserve.


One waited outside the iron door that marked the last chamber in the caverns, a tray laden with food and water in her hands. She did not bow as Raaku approached, merely waited, still as stone – the way she had been taught.


His guardians moved to either side of the door, taking up their positions. They were not allowed to follow him inside. As much as he trusted them, some conversations were not meant for ears other than his own.


Raaku waited while the Vekster’s key activated the runes engraved in the door. Red light danced across its surface as the locks slid free. The Vekster pushed the door open and stepped aside so Raaku could enter alone. Runes carved into the walls illuminated the interior, revealing the chamber’s sole occupant.


The man stared at Raaku, his bravery borne out of madness as he bared his teeth in greeting. His hair was long and his beard in need of a trim, but no doubt the Veksters would see to that soon enough. Chains trailed from his wrists to the walls, just long enough to allow the man to move around his cell. The man’s only comfort was a cot to sleep on. He was a heathen after all and deserved no more – not even after a hundred years of captivity.


The Emperor waited while the Vekster placed the tray to one side and retrieved the buckets filled with the prisoner’s waste. She returned a moment later with two fresh buckets and placed them beside the cot. Only then did she leave and shut the door behind her.


‘Hello, Laafien,’ said Raaku.


The Jian bared his teeth and growled.


‘I came to tell you it has begun.’


‘It began long ago.’ Laafien’s voice was full of anger and hate.


Raaku smiled. ‘When you found me.’


‘A cursed day.’ The man bared his teeth once more and rattled his chains.


‘A blessed day. My father sent you to show me the way to eternal glory.’


‘So you believe.’


‘So I know. After all, Sekanowari is upon us and soon the False Gods will be no more.’


‘If you believe that, why are you here?’ The man jutted his chin towards Raaku, clicking his teeth. ‘Even you have doubts. Fears. Victory is not certain.’


‘What have you seen?’


‘Of the future? Not enough. Never enough.’ A flash of a smile. ‘Otherwise I’d never have found you – and let you live.’


‘That was my father’s hand at work,’ said Raaku. ‘But you are also right. I want to know what you can see of the days ahead, the battles I must fight.’ He reached down to his belt and the gourds that hung there. The man skittered back as he saw Raaku select one and uncork it.


‘I won’t drink it,’ hissed Laafien with a shake of his head. ‘I won’t.’


‘But you must,’ said Raaku. ‘You have to drink the holy water if you are to have your visions and to prolong your life.’


‘I don’t want to live!’ screamed the man, but Raaku ignored him. After a hundred and twenty years together, the man was predictable.


He grasped the man’s jaws, squeezed his mouth open and poured the holy water down his throat. The man spluttered, tried to spit the water out, but Raaku held his jaw until enough had been swallowed. He then stepped back and waited for the water to do its work.


‘I hate you!’ The man thrashed against his chains. ‘I curse the day I met you. I curse you and all who follow you.’


Raaku smiled. ‘We found out long ago that your words have no power to harm me.’


‘Then why do you keep me here? Why don’t you send me to your father in the Great Darkness?’


‘Because you were his gift to me and I will always value you as such. You opened my eyes to my divine role in Sekanowari and helped guide me down the long road here. Now, you will help direct my victory.’


‘No. Noo … urgh … n … aaargh!’ The prisoner collapsed, convulsing as the holy water opened up his mind to the future.


Raaku watched him writhe on the ground, curious as ever regarding his father’s choice of this man – this Jian – as his messenger. One hundred and twenty years ago, Raaku had watched the dark-skinned heathen – the brother of Aasgod, the Jian’s Lord Mage – walk into his tribe’s camp on the northern steppes, his face unmasked, on a quest to find holy water. For some reason he did not know, Raaku stopped his tribe from killing Laafien for his trespass and instead, the boy who would become Emperor gave the man a seat by his fire and his food to eat and listened to his tales of magic. He heard how the holy water gave Laafien the ability to see the future, and it was at that point that Raaku began to dream of the future, too.


Raaku spent years then, serving first as the man’s guide and protector as they searched for the holy water, then as his assistant in exploring the caverns over which he later built his city. When Laafien drank the holy water for the first time, Raaku witnessed the Jian’s vision and, by his reaction, he knew the man had seen Raaku’s betrayal in his future. He’d tried to run but Raaku was a man by then and faster and stronger than some Jian mage. That was the first time Laafien had slept in this very chamber, his hands and feet bound, his legs broken, aware at last of who had walked beside him all those years. Aware of what Raaku would become.


The son of Kage.


The Emperor of an Egril Empire that stretched from north to south, east to west.


‘They come,’ gurgled the prisoner. ‘The Four. The light. The dark. The land. The sea. From far and near. She will kill you and you will kill her and she will kill you and you will kill her. Life. Death. They come from the water to fight you for earth. The Four will come. You will go, or you will die. To Aisair. That is where Sekanowari will be won.’


Raaku listened. He knew better than to ask questions. The man always spoke true and yet his words were never precise.


‘The Great Darkness waits for death. Death calls all. All is death.’ The man grew still, then sucked in air as if he’d never breathed before. His head shot up, his gleaming eyes fixed on Raaku, a mad smile slashed across his face. ‘Victory can be yours if you can defeat death. Stop death. Then you will truly be a God.’


‘If that is my father’s will, it shall be done,’ said Raaku. ‘Thank you, Laafien.’


Raaku left the chamber and locked the door behind him. His guardians fell into step behind him as he made his way back through the caverns. He had much to do. He had the end of the world to plan.





Part I




The Best-Laid Plans
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Tinnstra


Layso


Tinnstra stood at the window in the library at the Jian embassy and watched the sun rise over the harbour. Ten days had passed since the utter defeat of the Egril and the city was slowly recovering from the attack. The embassy itself was basically a ruin, but they’d managed to repair enough of it to make a small portion habitable once more.


Despite the early hour, a crowd had gathered outside the embassy grounds, kept back by a newly erected fence and a contingent of Meigorian soldiers. Some had been there since the morning after the victory over the Skulls, come to give thanks to Zorique for all she’d done, and their numbers had only swelled since then. They’d tied flowers to the railings and burned candles and incense in her honour. Some sat quietly, watching the embassy for signs of the queen, while others were more vocal, singing their praise or uttering prayers. But they all reacted the same when they saw Zorique: screaming, shouting, crying, all begging her to come and talk to them, to bless them. They thought her a God made flesh.


Tinnstra wasn’t sure how that made her feel. On one hand, claiming divinity had done Raaku no harm. His army was more than ready to sacrifice itself for the son of Kage. However, Tinnstra knew Zorique only had her powers because Aasgod had force-fed her mother – her real mother – with Chikara water while Zorique and her brother were still in the womb. It had been a desperate gamble on the mage’s part and something she hadn’t forgiven the man for – even though the Aasgod with them now was his younger self, who she’d dragged kicking and screaming from the past, guilty of nothing.


In truth, Zorique was more a lucky experiment than a God. Tinnstra didn’t want Zorique to pretend otherwise, to live any sort of lie.


Zorique doesn’t need to cheat like I do. She has real power. It’s the rest of us – it’s me – who’s faking it.


Still, Tinnstra had to admit it felt damn good to have stopped the Skulls from gaining a foothold in Meigore. If she closed her eyes, she could still see Zorique burning the Daijaku from the sky. She could still feel the rush of pleasure she’d enjoyed as the last Skull was executed. Belief burned in her heart that they could end this awful war once and for all.


She’d lived with Raaku’s shadow hanging over her and Zorique for too long, losing friend after friend and ally after ally. Now she was the one sending souls to the Great Darkness. Meigore was free and Jia would be next.


Tinnstra just had to work out how to do it.


She turned back to the large table and the ancient map spread across it – the map she’d stolen from some Jian lord a thousand years in the past. It was unique in that it displayed not just the four nations of Meigore, Chongore, Dornway and Jia but also the Egril Empire to the north and the forgotten lands to the west. As far as Tinnstra was aware, it was the only map in existence that covered those territories. Whoever made it had explored further than anyone had thought possible before or since.


But it was Jia that occupied her attention now, as it had all night. How to invade? How to regain control? How to overcome the Skulls? And, more importantly, how to do it all without it costing countless lives?


She took a sip of tea and grimaced. It was cold and bitter from sitting too long and forgotten. Perhaps a fresh pot would help her think better.


Perhaps sleep would be best of all. Worry about this another day.


Tinnstra laughed. When had she ever done the sensible thing?


She stood up and, teapot in hand, left the library to head for the kitchens. A few more hours and then she’d sleep.


Tinnstra was halfway down the stairs when she heard the voices: a man talking to the maid provided by Tian Galrin, the new ruler of Meigore. They were laughing together – flirting, even – and Tinnstra felt a slight pang of … what? Anger? Jealousy?


It was only Ralasis, after all. He flirted with everyone.


Tinnstra continued down the staircase, and as it curved towards the main hall she saw the sea captain and the maid, heads all but touching as she giggled at whatever joke he whispered.


‘Good morning,’ said Tinnstra before they were aware she was there. The maid jumped back, blushing, but Ralasis just turned his attention towards her, his smile broadening. He was wearing trousers tucked into high boots and a dark blue shirt open at the neck, a look that suited him better than the loose robes most Meigorian men chose to wear.


‘It certainly is now,’ he said, eyes twinkling with mischief.


‘I was just explaining to Captain Ralasis that it was too early to call on you, ma’am,’ said the maid. ‘But he was insisting.’


‘Is that what you call it?’ said Tinnstra with a smile of her own. There was something about Ralasis that made it impossible for her to be annoyed with him.


‘I was explaining that it wasn’t too early as I knew a dedicated warrior like yourself would already be up and hard at work,’ said Ralasis, a slight slur to his words.


‘Are you drunk, Captain?’ asked Tinnstra.


‘Not drunk,’ he replied. ‘But I’ve been drinking. There is a significant difference. However, I’m not averse to trying to attain that state of inebriation. Perhaps you’d like to share a bottle of wine with me?’


‘Who drinks in the morning?’ Gods, he had her smiling even more.


‘Well, I’ve not been to bed yet so it’s still night as far as I’m concerned.’ He raised an eyebrow, probably thinking it made him look attractive. ‘What about you? Still last night or is it this morning?’


‘I’ve not been to bed yet if that’s what you’re asking.’


‘Yet!’ said Ralasis. ‘Then this is perfect timing.’ He turned to the maid. ‘Elise, if you please, fetch a bottle of your finest white wine.’


The maid looked to Tinnstra, horrified.


‘Do as he asks,’ said Tinnstra. ‘We’ll be upstairs.’ Both of Ralasis’ eyebrows shot up at hearing that and his grin … Gods. Tinnstra shook her head and tried not to laugh. ‘In the library.’


Ralasis gave her a sweeping bow as the maid scuttled off. ‘Lead the way, my dear.’


‘Call me “my dear” again and I’ll break your arm,’ said Tinnstra, heading back up the stairs.


‘I’m sure you could do that quite easily,’ said Ralasis, following behind. ‘Ah, whatever happened to the nice young lady I rescued from a tiny boat in the Golden Channel?’


Tinnstra stopped on the stairs and turned to look down on Ralasis. ‘Rescued? I seem to remember that I rescued you from the Daijaku.’


‘That is true – so, in fact, we rescued each other.’ Again, he flashed that damn smile of his.


‘Stop that.’


‘Stop what?’


‘Your flirting. I heard you trying it on with the maid and now you’re trying your luck with me. It won’t work.’


‘Flirting? I’d never do such a thing. I’m almost offended by the suggestion.’


‘I doubt anything could offend you.’ Tinnstra chuckled. ‘Why are you here?’


‘I wanted to make sure both you and Zorique were well and being cared for after the unpleasantries.’


‘The unpleasantries?’


He waved a hand in the air. ‘The scuffle with the Egril.’


‘Ah, those unpleasantries. I’d almost forgotten.’ Tinnstra entered the library, seeing the mess she’d made of the place; books lay sprawled all over the floor and stacked haphazardly upon the table. ‘And that couldn’t wait till later?’


But it was as if she’d never spoken. Ralasis’ eyes had been drawn to the map. ‘What’s this?’


‘A map. I thought that was obvious.’


‘Is it real?’ He ran his hand over the parchment with a surprising tenderness. ‘Please tell me it’s real.’


‘The man I stole it from swore that it was.’


‘Thank the Gods.’ He bent down until he was all but sniffing the thing. ‘It’s extraordinary. I’ve never seen anything like it.’


‘It’s the only one of its kind, as far as I know.’


‘It is – as far as I know. You said you stole it?’ He looked up with a childish glint in his eye.


Tinnstra shrugged. ‘From some Jian lord a long time ago.’


‘He must’ve been furious.’


‘He certainly wasn’t happy – especially after I stuck a sword in his leg.’


Ralasis roared with laughter. ‘Good girl.’


There was a knock at the door and Elise entered, eyes downcast, carrying a tray with a bottle of wine and two cups. Tinnstra moved some books from the corner of the table so she could place the tray there and gave her a nod of thanks. Elise all but ran from the room.


The wine at least made Ralasis look up from the map. ‘Shall I pour or …’


‘I can do it.’ Tinnstra filled the cups and passed one to Ralasis.


‘Thank you, my … Tinnstra.’ He raised the cup to her before taking a sip. ‘Delightful.’


‘What am I doing?’ Tinnstra muttered to herself before taking a sip herself. The wine was light and chilled, with a sweetness to it that was, as Ralasis said, quite delightful.


Not that the Meigorian seemed to care. The map had his total attention. ‘The places I would explore if I owned this map.’


‘It’s yours, if you want it,’ said Tinnstra. ‘Once Jia is free.’


Ralasis looked up. ‘I couldn’t accept such a priceless gift. But perhaps I could have it copied?’


‘I won’t need it after the war. It’s yours.’


‘You have plans?’


‘When we win? I’m going to find somewhere quiet, far from anyone, grow old and die in my bed of boredom.’


‘By yourself?’


‘Who knows?’


‘That would be a shame. A woman like you needs someone to spoil her,’ said Ralasis. ‘However, I will accept your generous gift – because when this war is over, I’m going to get on my ship and sail until I run out of sea to explore.’


Tinnstra raised her cup once more. ‘To your endless adventure.’


After taking another gulp of wine, Ralasis nodded at the map. ‘What are you planning here?’


‘I’m going over my strategy for retaking Jia. I have a meeting this afternoon with Tian Galrin’s new military leader to discuss our options.’


‘Which are?’


‘We have two possible routes as far as I can see – one that gives us a chance of winning the war within five or six days and another that could take months.’


‘Doesn’t sound like much of a choice. When it comes to war, I prefer it to be over as quickly as possible. There’s less chance of me getting killed that way.’


‘The quick option depends on certain factors.’


‘Tell me.’


‘I thought you were more interested in the wine,’ said Tinnstra.


Ralasis examined his cup and then held it out to be refilled. ‘I can drink and listen.’


‘Of course you can,’ said Tinnstra, pouring more wine.


‘So, tell me.’


Tinnstra moved beside the Meigorian. ‘I’ve been told the only viable landing place for a fleet the size of ours is Omason Beach – here, near Kiyosun.’ She placed her finger on the location marked on the map.


‘That’s right,’ said Ralasis. ‘If we sail further up the western coast, we risk running into storms this time of year and the fleet could wind up scattered over a hundred miles or sunk beneath the waves. Omason Beach is a good landing place for us.’ As he tapped the map, his hand brushed hers.


‘But we come ashore at the very southern tip of Jia,’ said Tinnstra, ignoring the touch, ‘and the key to victory is retaking Aisair.’ She moved her finger up the map, tracing the route to Jia’s capital along the Northern Road.


‘That’s a long way.’


‘Three to four weeks if we’re walking. Probably fighting all the way.’


‘That doesn’t sound particularly enticing. Are there other roads?’


‘Only if we’re prepared to take months reaching Aisair, weaving our way through the mountains or following the eastern coast.’


‘But you said we could win in five or six days?’


‘When I escaped from Aisair with the queen, we were taken to a temple in the Olyisius Mountains. It’s three days from Aisair.’ Again, Tinnstra pointed out the location. ‘There’s a gate that connects to a counterpart in the Ascalian Mountains, a day from Kiyosun.’


‘A gate like the Tonin create?’


‘Exactly.’


‘That sounds better.’


‘If we can use it, we might even take the Skulls by surprise. We can fight one decisive battle instead of only the Gods know how many taking the Northern Road.’


‘I’d be happy not to have to walk that far.’ Ralasis took another sip of wine, then looked Tinnstra in the eye. ‘So, what’s the problem?’


‘I don’t know if these gates still exist. When we escaped, a Chosen followed us through. If he told anyone about it, then it’s either in Skull hands or destroyed.’


‘And then we’re walking.’


Tinnstra nodded. ‘Then we’re walking.’


‘We have to assume he did. Why would he not?’


‘He got his head cut off a day after he discovered it,’ said Tinnstra, with a smile. ‘So he might not have had time to pass the information on.’


Ralasis laughed. ‘That would shut a man up. Did you do the cutting?’


‘No. That honour fell to a great Shulka named Jax, but I was there. I saw it happen.’


The sea captain poured himself some more wine and topped up Tinnstra’s cup. ‘We need to send someone to Jia to find out if we still have access to the gates and, if we do, to guard them until we arrive.’


‘I already have,’ Tinnstra said.


‘You have?’


‘One of my people left yesterday. We’ll have the information we need by the end of the week.’


‘And did you clear this mission with the new Meigorian military leader?’ Ralasis had his head tilted to one side in a way she found … uncomfortable.


‘I told you to stop the flirting.’


Ralasis laughed. ‘I’m not flirting.’


Tinnstra shook her head. ‘Gods. You probably don’t even know you’re doing it.’ That made her feel special. ‘Look, it’s been a long night. I’m tired. Thank you for calling on me but it’s best you go. I need to get some sleep before I see this great leader of yours – and no, I didn’t tell him about sending Wenna to Jia. Why should I? He’s probably another idiot in a dress like most of you Meigorians.’


‘Harsh,’ said Ralasis, ‘but fair. I must admit I’ve never liked those robes. Very unflattering.’


‘Have you met Tian Galrin’s man?’


‘I know him well – and you’re right, he is an idiot.’


Tinnstra leaned forwards. ‘Tell me more.’


Ralasis wagged a finger at her. ‘That would ruin the surprise. And besides, you might like the man when you meet him. I wouldn’t want to cloud your judgement any more than I have. Especially since I know he’s already very impressed by you.’ He stood up, downed his wine, glanced at the small amount left in the bottle and then smiled that smile. ‘And you’re right – we should both get some sleep. I want to be at my best later, too.’


‘You’ll be there?’


‘Of course. Some, most notably my father, would say I’m the biggest idiot of them all. How could I miss such a gathering?’


‘Well, I’ll have at least one friend there.’


Ralasis picked up Tinnstra’s hand and kissed the back of it. ‘You certainly will. Good night or good morning – whatever it is.’ He picked up the wine bottle and swaggered out of the library with a wave.


Immediately, the room felt like all the life had been sucked from it. She wasn’t sure she’d trust Ralasis with more than getting a ship from one place to another, but he made her smile. Not many people had managed that for a long time.


Her eyes drifted to the map once more, moving from Kiyosun to Aisair to Egril and lingered there.
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Vallia


Tolledheim


Commander Vallia rubbed her thumb up and down her sword hilt while she watched her men impale the last of the heathens. A long afternoon’s work, but necessary. After all, rebellion against His Imperial Majesty could never be tolerated.


Now, three thousand Dorwanese were lined up on spikes along the streets of their capital, Tolledheim, as a warning to anyone else contemplating action against the Egril Empire.


‘Were all of them rebels?’ said Chancellor Astin, who had arrived a few minutes before from Kagestan. He wasn’t a tall man, certainly no warrior, with his back hunched as if the weight of the world rested on his shoulders. His grey skin matched his grey mask. He wore no weapon. In a world where one’s measure was weighed in lives taken, Vallia couldn’t imagine this man had ever got his own hands bloody. His ink-stained fingers were testament to his tools. Vallia had never liked administrators but she could not deny the man’s value to the Emperor.


‘Yes – in heart if not in action,’ replied Vallia. She looked over at the man. ‘You disapprove?’


‘No. You’ve sent heathen souls to Kage. What greater duty is there?’ replied Astin, sounding far from convinced.


‘Do you have a message for me?’ said Vallia. She didn’t have time for small talk.


‘I’ve been asked to bring you back to Kagestan – to see the Emperor.’


She turned to one of her officers, General Wallan. He’d served with her from the beginning of the War of Unification. ‘Take command here. The Emperor has summoned me.’


Wallan saluted in acknowledgement. There was no need to say more. He knew what to do.


Vallia gestured to the Great Hall where the Tonin was kept and began to walk, expecting Astin to keep up. If the Emperor wished to see her, Vallia wasn’t going to keep him waiting. ‘What’s happened?’


‘We have a few problems in Jia. Rebels managed to smuggle Princess Zorique, the last surviving member of the royal family other than our king, out of the country to Meigore. In the process, they left a trail of Egril dead from Aisair in the north to Kiyosun in the south. Two Chosen – Darus Monsuta and his sister Skara – were also killed,’ said Astin. A few yards and he was already out of breath.


‘I thought the princess was a child?’


‘She was four years old.’


‘Was?’


‘Lord Bacas went with a force of over five thousand soldiers to Meigore with explicit orders to kill the child and seize the capital in the Emperor’s name, after which we intended to invade and conquer the entire country.’


There was something in Astin’s tone that gave Vallia a bad feeling. ‘He was unsuccessful?’


‘Yes,’ said Astin. ‘The whole invasion force was wiped out. Only six survivors returned to Kagestan. Lord Bacas was not amongst them.’


Vallia stopped at the impossibility of this news. ‘Lord Bacas was killed?’


‘According to the survivors, the city was all but won. Then three people appeared with magical powers and turned the tide of the battle in their favour.’


‘Three people?’ Vallia resumed walking. The Great Hall loomed ahead, a long, single-storey building. Dragons carved out of wood loitered on each corner of the roof, designed to protect the occupants from the powers of the Great Darkness. They made her smile every time she saw them. Only a child would believe in such nonsense. Against her army’s swords, even the famed Dorwanese berserker warriors had fallen like wheat before the scythe. ‘How was that possible?’


‘One of the women possessed vast powers and almost single-handedly defeated our forces. His Imperial Majesty believes the woman to be Zorique.’


‘I thought you said she was four years old?’ Guards opened the doors to the Great Hall. Tables stretched the length of the room with fire pits in between. It was claimed most of the city could feast in this room at any one time, but Vallia doubted that. Then again, perhaps now that there were three thousand fewer citizens to seat …


‘The Emperor believes the heathens did something to age her, to bring her into her powers.’ Astin puffed behind Vallia as she led him to the quarters at the rear of the hall. The Dorwanese king once lived there, back when there was a king. Vallia had the last person to hold that title spiked within days of the invasion. It’d seemed the simplest solution once he refused to cooperate.


The Tonin was kept in a cell at the far end of the hall. Two soldiers stood guard – two of Vallia’s best. As mighty as the Imperial army was, the Tonin were the key to their success. They were precious commodities that had to be protected at all costs, for their numbers were finite.


The door to the cell was already open and when Vallia’s aide saw them approach, she motioned to the Tonin to create a gate connected to the Tonin in Raaku’s castle in Kagestan.


Vallia clenched her jaw as the creature began its magic. Even after all these years, she hated the shriek as they tore a hole in the very air, to connect one place to another. It set every nerve in her body on edge.


Vallia didn’t bother continuing the conversation until they had stepped through the gate and into the Emperor’s castle. As they left that Tonin’s chambers, her ears still rang with the echo of the creature’s screech. ‘Where is the Emperor?’


‘He waits for us in the caverns,’ said Astin.


Vallia nodded. It was to be expected. Raaku spent a great deal of his time there, creating the resources the Empire required. She set a brisk pace through the castle, wasting no time, the chancellor on her heels. Down they went, into the depths of the building, to the red caves.


 The stairs were winding and narrow. Astin was sweating by the time they reached the last few steps and even more out of breath. Too much time spent at his desk, battling paperwork. Getting weak. Unacceptable. If not for the trust Raaku placed in Astin, Vallia would have found a stake for him as well.


Egril could never be weak. Once, it was because life on the steppes would never have tolerated such a thing. There, one was either predator or prey. Now, it was because the Egril had an Empire to maintain. The weak could not conquer the world.


Stepping into His Majesty’s caverns was as awe-inspiring as ever. To see his wonders with one’s own eyes was a privilege few enjoyed. When the Emperor first showed her the caverns and what he was creating, her mind had raced with all the possible military applications the Daijaku alone would offer her. She’d always believed in Raaku, but it was only when she’d seen his children that Vallia knew the False Gods would be defeated.


Over the years, she’d come here to drink of the holy waters. They kept her young and strong. She might’ve been born some eighty winters ago but she looked like it had been only thirty.


As they walked through the chambers, Vallia watched the cocooned bodies twist and turn as they were transformed. It was an agonising experience, but those brave souls endured it for Kage’s eternal glory. They personified the strength of the Egril and her heart swelled with pride.


So unlike the scribe next to her.


Torchlight danced across the cocoons’ moist surfaces and mingled with the red of the holy waters as they passed the Tonin, the Kojins, the Kyoryu, past the Chosen’s birthing pool and into the darker, smaller areas where Raaku conducted his experiments, creating creatures from his imagination, with inspiration sent by his father out of the Great Darkness.


A dozen soldiers from the First Legion stood guard outside one of the last chambers, mere shadows in their red armour and demon masks. Their captain nodded as Vallia and Astin approached, and doors were opened without the need for any words.


Astin went no further. ‘I will leave you here. But see me afterwards and I will organise whatever you need to accomplish His Imperial Majesty’s orders.’


Vallia nodded. She turned to walk into the darkness, but a guard held up a hand.


‘Your sword,’ he said.


Vallia unhooked the sheathed weapon from her belt. ‘Take care of it. It’s very precious to me. The Emperor himself gave it to me.’


‘Of course, Commander,’ the sentry replied.


A small pond lay in the centre of the chamber, steam dancing across its surface. Smoke from the few torches mounted on the walls further thickened the air. Raaku was submerged up to his waist as he worked his magic on a single large cocoon. Crackles of energy flickered across its surface as Raaku ran his palms over the shell, revealing a man-shaped creature inside who twitched with each burst of magic. Vallia couldn’t see Raaku’s four guardians, but she knew they lurked somewhere in the shadows, close at hand if needed.


Vallia knelt by the water’s edge and bowed. The rock was warm to the touch and she could feel the faintest vibrations echoing out from the pool as Raaku worked his magic.


‘Rise, Commander.’ Raaku’s voice rumbled like thunder. Remaining on her knees, Vallia straightened her back. Her master was still focused on the cocoon and hadn’t even looked her way. Magic glistened across the muscles of his giant back, his skin like stone; a reminder that Raaku was no mortal. ‘I’m grateful you have answered my summons.’


‘I am yours to command, Master,’ replied Vallia.


Raaku continued to work on the cocoon. The body within twitched and turned as the Emperor manipulated his magic through the shell, changing with each spark, becoming more than it once was – becoming what Raaku willed it to be. ‘We fight Sekanowari, my loyal servant, as we knew we would. The Last War is finally here.’


‘Yes, Master.’


‘We have been waiting for the False Gods to show their hand and reveal their champions. I thought they would appear with each land we invaded, with each temple we burned. But they kept silent. Hidden. Scared.’


‘Yes, Master.’


‘But no longer. They are bolstered by this victory, thinking we are weak, and we must be ready to destroy them.’


‘Yes, Master.’ Vallia watched the body convulse inside the cocoon as Raaku poured more magic into it. It appeared to grow violently, pushing against the confines of the cocoon, then shrink back to normal size again and again until Raaku stepped away from the cocoon, his magic retreating into his hands.


Only then did her master turn to her. A simple mask covered the upper part of his face, old and cracked. Raaku had worn it when he travelled alone into the northern mountains as a child and spoke with his true father for the first time. It was the mask he’d worn during the War of Unification, and he’d worn it when he was crowned Emperor of all the tribes. A lesser man would have taken his rise to power as an opportunity to gather wealth, but not Raaku. That was not his way. Everything he did was to honour Kage and strengthen his people’s place in the world. No more than that. A God had no ego.


‘Three champions have shown themselves,’ said Raaku. ‘The first is Zorique, the younger woman who can fly, who has been aged by magic and brought into her powers. The second is the mage, Aasgod. We believed that the Monsutas had killed the Jians’ Lord Mage, but he has returned. The third is a Shulka woman with tremendous strength. There will be a fourth.’


‘I will go to Meigore immediately and destroy them,’ said Vallia.


‘No, not Meigore. The False Gods’ champions will come to retake Jia and you will meet them there.’ Raaku climbed out of the pool. He took a cloak from a Vekster and threw it over his shoulders.


‘I will not fail you. Victory will be yours.’


‘Walk with me, Vallia.’


She rose to her feet, still keeping her head bowed. She was a tall woman, almost six feet in height, but the Emperor towered over her. He headed out of the chamber and Vallia followed a step behind.


‘How long have we fought together?’ asked Raaku.


‘A long time. Since you led our tribe from the steppes.’


‘That was fifty winters ago.’


‘Yes, Master.’ It seemed longer and yet it could’ve been yesterday. Vallia had only been a soldier in Raaku’s army back then. Eager to please her master. A lot of ground had been conquered since. A lot of blood spilled.


‘In that time, you’ve never lost a battle.’


‘No, Master.’


‘Now, that will change. You will lose battles. Vast numbers of our forces will most likely be destroyed during each encounter with the False Gods’ champions.’


‘They will?’ replied Vallia, trying to hide her confusion. The Emperor had given her an army strong enough to shatter the world. Surely the threat from three people wasn’t really that great?


Raaku stared down at her as if reading her thoughts. ‘This is Sekanowari, Commander. All that matters is that we win the war. To do that, you must weaken the heathens at every turn. Make them pay with a hundred lives for every step they take on Jian soil. Know that when others talk of defeats, it is a necessary part of my plan.’


‘Yes, Master.’


‘Believe in me, Vallia, and eternal glory will be yours.’


Vallia bowed once more, her heart swelling with the honour bestowed upon her. Her place in the Great Darkness would be assured.
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Wenna


The Golden Channel


Wenna could see Jia up ahead, a shadow on the horizon. Her home. By the Four Gods, she never thought she’d make it back. How many times had she nearly died in Meigore? How many of her friends had she left back there, dead in ditches and alleyways and in that cursed prison?


Too Godsdamned many.


The small fishing boat bumped up and down with the waves, cold spray stinging Wenna’s face, but she didn’t care. After a day and a night at sea, she was going home.


She glanced back at the two Meigorian sailors with her. They’d barely spoken to each other since they left Layso, but that suited her fine. Just because they now shared an enemy in the Skulls didn’t suddenly make them her friends. The majority of Meigorians had stood by silently when their king ordered every Jian, refugee or not, locked up in a prison. Even worse, a minority had applauded the action. That knowledge still cut Wenna. She wasn’t going to make small talk with anyone who could support such actions. What sort of person turned their back on people in need?


It was all different now, of course. Now the Skulls had invaded their country, too, and the Meigorians had got a little taste of what Jia had been going through for so long. Now they understood what it was like to have your home turned to ash and to see your loved ones butchered.


The irony wasn’t lost on Wenna that the only reason Meigore wasn’t now an occupied country was because Jians had come to their rescue.


And what Jians they were.


Hard to believe that Zorique and Tinnstra were the same people she’d helped escape from the prison camp. They’d only been gone a couple of days and yet they’d come back full of magic and at least ten years older.


They’d slaughtered the Skulls. Burned them from the skies and carved them up on the streets. Like Gods.


And now it was Jia’s turn to be freed.


She didn’t want to think about the state the country must be in after nine months of occupation. Her family had been in Aisair when the Skulls invaded, but she’d not heard a word about them since then. Knowing the fate of most Shulka, she wasn’t holding out much hope of finding them alive. Her brother, Darl, was all of ten. That was no age to die in a pointless war. No age at all.


She just hoped the Hanran hadn’t been crushed by the Skulls, that there was still some resistance to the invaders. Winning the country back would be all the more difficult if there was no fight left within Jian hearts.


The waves calmed the closer to shore they came, the curve of the bay welcoming them in. Even the looming cliffs felt protective, hiding them from any Skull that might be watching, and when the boat bit into the shingle and juddered to a stop, relief rushed through Wenna. No matter what happened next, she was home.


‘Good luck,’ said one of the sailors in Meigorian.


Wenna nodded. ‘I’ll meet you here in two days with messages to take back.’


The sailor grunted in agreement.


Wenna shouldered her bag, checked her sword and jumped onto Jian soil. She waded ashore, not looking back. She heard the sailors push the boat off the shingle and the creak of the sail as it found the wind again. Let them go. She was home. That was all that mattered.


When she was ten yards from the sea and sure she was alone, Wenna sank to her knees and buried both her hands in the sand. It was so good to feel her country again, to breathe its air, just to be one with it and praise the Four Gods for helping her stay alive.


Tears came suddenly, catching her off guard. She couldn’t stop them – nor did she want to. Big, chest-heaving sobs, full of all the pain, sorrow and fear that she’d bottled up for so long. She grieved for all the lives lost, for her family, for a world gone so wrong, and she cried for everything they had yet to endure.


She fell forwards, until her head was touching the sand, and cried and cried.


She was home. She couldn’t believe it. How many times had she dreamed of this moment? How many times had the thought of Jia given her strength in her darkest hours?


Wenna clenched clumps of sand in her fists. ‘This is why I fight,’ she whispered. ‘Home.’


Whatever happened next, she’d never leave it again. She would live and die in Jia.


With a deep breath, Wenna sat up and dried her eyes. That would be the last tears she’d cry. It was time for the Skulls to weep instead. She rolled her neck, filling her lungs with Jian air, hardening her soul, finding the Shulka she’d once been.


She had a job to do.


She found the hidden stairs leading up from the beach where Tinnstra had said they would be. When she was halfway up, she turned around to gaze out over the ocean. The sailing boat was already out of sight and Meigore lost in the darkness. Soon, there would be over a hundred warships full of soldiers making the journey she’d just made, and what a glorious sight that would be.


When she reached the top of the cliffs, she found signs of battle: broken blades, used arrows and Egril armour rusting over rotted corpses. No Jians, though. If her countrymen had fallen, their bodies had been taken away for burning. A good sign that the Hanran were still active.


Wenna set off along the main road to Kiyosun. It wasn’t a city she had visited before but Tinnstra had briefed her well on what to expect and who she had to find.


The Ascalian Mountains loomed high to the north, a shadow against the night stars. Somewhere on their slopes lay a temple to Nasri, the God of the Sea, and the doorway to the rest of Jia and the key to Tinnstra’s plan. All their hopes rested on that temple still being in Hanran hands.


 Sunrise was still only a faint glow in the distance when Wenna got her first glimpse of the city, a spit of land jutting out into the ocean. There were no lights burning, though, and that worried her. A city like Kiyosun would always have signs of life, no matter what the time of day or night.


So why so dark?


Wenna took her time approaching the city, making sure she didn’t kick over any loose rocks and sticking to the shadows as best she could. She kept a careful eye out for Daijaku above and any Skulls who might be lurking. But all was quiet.


Too quiet?


She loosened her sword in its sheath and rolled her shoulders, getting ready to fight an enemy she couldn’t see. Her unease only grew the closer she got to the city.


Then she saw why no lights burned within its walls and her heart sank.


The Skulls had destroyed Kiyosun. Great stretches were completely flattened while other areas had been reduced to jagged shards of what used to be buildings.


 ‘Not a pretty sight, is it?’


Wenna spun around at the sound of the voice, sword already drawn, as four human shapes loomed out of the rocks. Hoods covered their faces but there was no hiding the weapons in their hands.


‘Who are you?’ a woman asked.


‘A friend.’


‘Give us your name and then we’ll be the judge of that,’ the woman replied, stepping closer, her own sword pointed at Wenna’s chest. Beneath their sand-coloured cloaks, they wore a mixture of armour; some had Shulka breastplates, while others had the Skull plated armour, only painted so it was no longer white. They were definitely not Egril.


Wenna smiled, lowering her sword, and held up her other hand. ‘I am Wenna of Clan Inaren. I come from Meigore with information for General Jax of Clan Huska.’


‘Never heard of him.’ She nodded to one of the others. ‘Take her weapons.’


‘Hold on a minute,’ said Wenna. ‘I’m not going to—’


The woman stepped even closer, moving the tip of her sword within an inch of Wenna’s face. ‘You will if you want to carry on breathing. Throwing a few names around of people we’ve never heard of doesn’t mean shit. The only reason you’re still alive is because you’re Jian. No more than that.’


Wenna took a breath. ‘I understand.’


With her weapons gone and her hands bound tight in front of her, the Hanran led her along a path through the rocks, taking her high up into the mountains, often turning this way and that without apparent reason onto twisting paths that doubled back on themselves before advancing, making it impossible for Wenna to remember the route, if that had been her intention.


No one spoke to her, but no one tried to kill her, either, so Wenna was happy to keep her thoughts to herself. Instead, she enjoyed the climb, watching the sun rise higher and higher, filling the sky with beautiful golden streaks. Proof that, no matter what else was happening in the world, the Gods still loved this land.


‘Why do you keep smiling?’ asked the woman suddenly as they walked along a narrow path, a hundred-foot drop to one side. ‘Most people are scared senseless when they’re taken along here for the first time.’


‘I’m just happy to be home,’ replied Wenna. ‘Even the sun shines brighter here.’


‘How long have you been away?’


‘Two years. I was stationed at the embassy in Meigore.’


‘A lot’s happened since then,’ said the man leading the group. ‘Jia’s not the place you remember.’


‘Fucking Skulls.’ The man behind her spat.


‘It’ll be ours again one day soon,’ said Wenna. ‘I promise you that.’


‘We’ll see,’ said the woman. ‘Stop here. We’re going to blindfold you.’


‘Is that wise?’ said Wenna, looking down at the drop to her left.


‘Don’t worry,’ replied the woman. ‘You’ll only fall if we decide to push you off the path.’


Wenna glanced over her shoulder at the man behind her. She thought she could see a grin in the shadows of the hood. ‘That’s not very reassuring,’ said Wenna.


‘Suppose not,’ replied the woman. ‘We can always say goodbye here if you’d prefer.’


Wenna looked down at the drop again. ‘Not particularly.’


The man behind her tied a cloth tight around her eyes and Wenna took a deep breath. All would be well.


He kept his hands on her shoulders, gently guiding her along the mountain path. Wind brushed her face, the sun warmed her skin and she could feel the light all around her. All she had to do was not think about what one wrong step would mean.


Wenna had no idea how much longer they walked as she allowed herself to be guided to the Hanran’s base, trusting in her countrymen. After all, there were much easier ways to kill her than making her walk halfway up a mountain first.


Then everything changed. The light around Wenna disappeared. She could feel rock brush close on either side. At one point, the man behind her guided her head to one side with his hand before allowing her to straighten again.


‘We’re here,’ said the woman, and someone removed Wenna’s blindfold.


They were in a large cavern, at least a thousand feet across and some five hundred feet high. A fresh-water stream ran through its heart and light shone through holes spotted across the roof. Shelters and shacks had been built on either side of the riverbank and Wenna could see children running around amongst the adults. It wasn’t just soldiers here, then, there were families, too. It was like a small town built underground.


‘How many of you are there?’ asked Wenna.


‘Not enough,’ said the woman. She lowered her hood. Her hair was cut short and her face was long and lean, with dark rings around her eyes. ‘Keep her here,’ she said to the others. ‘I’ll get Hasan.’


‘I was told only to speak to General Jax,’ said Wenna.


‘Hasan’s in charge now.’ The woman turned and headed off into the cavern.


‘Don’t mind Royati,’ said the man, lowering his hood. His beard was streaked with grey, but he had young eyes still. ‘If she didn’t like you, she would’ve thrown you off the ledge.’


‘I’m glad she didn’t,’ replied Wenna. ‘A lot of people are counting on me.’


‘My name’s Tavis,’ said the man. He leaned forward and untied her hands.


‘Thank you,’ said Wenna, rubbing her wrists.


Tavis gave her a look. ‘What was it like over there? We’ve been hoping the Meigorians would send some help, but we’ve not heard anything for a long time.’


‘Pretty grim. Plenty died, and not just when the Skulls came.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t be. Things ended well.’


Something flashed across Tavis’s face then. Something Wenna hadn’t seen in a long time – was it hope? ‘They did?’


Wenna smiled. ‘Very much so.’


A whistle drew their attention. Royati waved them over from the other side of the cave.


‘Looks like the chief will see you,’ said Tavis. ‘Come on.’


Leaving the other two, he led Wenna towards a small hut that had been built under an outcropping of rock. A group of children played off to one side while a man and a woman sat around a small fire. Armed guards formed a perimeter, ensuring no one got too close without an invitation.


As they approached, Wenna noticed the woman had tears tattooed on her cheek and her good cheer disappeared just like that. She stopped and looked closer at the guards. Some of them had tears inked on their faces as well. Dear Gods, they were Weeping Men – gangsters of the lowest order, smugglers, slavers and hired killers.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked Tavis.


‘I thought you were Hanran,’ said Wenna, her hand going to an empty scabbard.


‘We are,’ said Tavis.


‘Then why are Weeping Men amongst your number?’


‘Because we’re at war and they fight as well as the next Jian. Besides, Yas leads them now. They’re not as bad as they were. They’re on our side.’


‘Who’s Yas?’


Tavis pointed to the woman by the fire. ‘And that’s Hasan with her. Come on.’


They resumed walking, but Wenna still felt uneasy. She’d been in too many fights with Weeping Men ever to believe they were capable of doing good. She shouldn’t have let them take her weapons. She’d been too happy to be back in Jia to think clearly.


‘I thought you were about to turn around and make a run for Meigore just now,’ said Royati when Wenna reached the hut.


‘I still might,’ said Wenna, not bothering to hide her unease.


‘She’s got a thing about tears,’ said Tavis, touching a finger to his face.


‘Get over it like the rest of us,’ said Royati. She turned to the man by the fire. ‘Chief, this is the woman I told you about.’


The man stood up. He was tall and good-looking with a warrior’s body. His long hair was pulled back in a more relaxed version of a Shulka’s topknot. ‘I’m Hasan of Clan Huska. I hear you’ve come a long way to give me some news.’


‘I was told to see General Jax,’ said Wenna, her eyes drifting to the woman still sitting by the fire. ‘My information is for his ears alone.’


‘I’m afraid Jax died during the bombing of Kiyosun. Along with many others.’ Hasan’s smile was full of sadness. ‘I’m afraid you’re left with me.’


‘And the Weeping Men,’ said Wenna, despite herself.


The woman stood up quick, eyes blazing. ‘You got a problem with that?’ She was nearly as tall as Hasan, slender yet strong. Two tears on her cheek said she was dangerous, too.


‘I do, actually.’ Wenna glared at Hasan. ‘Like all Shulka should.’


‘Different times,’ said Hasan. ‘We’re all friends here.’


The woman shook her head. ‘I don’t think our guest agrees, Hasan. Maybe she’s come here to make trouble, not friends.’


Hasan held out a hand. ‘Easy, Yas.’


Wenna took a deep breath. She had a mission. ‘I’m sorry. I meant no offence.’


The woman snorted. ‘I didn’t ask to be put in charge of the Weeping Men, but life doesn’t seem to care much about what any of us bloody well want. We just have to deal with what we’re given.’


‘A lot of people here owe their lives to Yas,’ said Hasan. ‘Myself included. Now please, tell me your news.’


‘I was sent here to tell General Jax that an armada will be sailing from Meigore three months from now – with over forty thousand soldiers aboard,’ said Wenna. ‘Queen Zorique is coming back to reclaim her throne.’


‘The girl is still alive?’ said Hasan. ‘Thank the Gods.’


The woman, Yas, was less excited. ‘Queen Zorique? She’s four years old. What good’s she going to do us? Even if she does have an army with her.’


‘She’s not four years old anymore,’ said Wenna, chest swelling with pride. ‘And she could probably win back Jia on her own.’


‘You’d better sit down,’ said Hasan. ‘It sounds like you have quite the tale to tell.’
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Tinnstra


Layso


Elise knocked on Tinnstra’s door. ‘Ma’am, the queen asked me to make sure you were awake. You have to leave for the palace soon.’


Tinnstra’s head hurt. Light streamed through the window. She’d hardly slept. Both Aasgod and Zorique were downstairs and their magic shone in her mind, making it hard to think. She’d gained the ability to see magic by drinking Chikara water and it had proven to be a blessing in battle, but now? She wanted to scream. ‘I’ll be there in a minute.’ She sat up but immediately fell back onto the bed. Gods, why had she stayed up all night? She couldn’t face anyone in this state.


Get up. Get up. Get up.


Tinnstra concentrated on the pain in her head, isolating it like Aasgod had taught her, packing it away so it was tolerable. It was becoming harder by the day. Even drinking more Chikara water didn’t even help soften the pain like it once had.


Of course, Aasgod being in close proximity to Zorique made everything worse, as they amplified each other’s auras. It didn’t help either that Aasgod and his self-importance drove her mad.


With a groan, Tinnstra sat back up and swung her legs out of the bed. Elise had laid her Shulka dress uniform out for her. Just looking at it gave Tinnstra a pang of guilt. It felt wrong wearing it given she’d never actually taken her vows. In fact, she’d been expelled from the Shulka altogether for her cowardice.


That girl is long gone. I’m a different person now and I’ve earned the uniform the hard way – the bloody way.


Tinnstra dressed quickly, trying not to yawn. As she did so, her eyes drifted to the bag in the corner. Her supply of Chikara water was inside. If she drank a vial, she’d have the energy to get through the day.


But maybe it wasn’t the best idea going to meet Tian Galrin and his new military head ramped up and in the mood to fight. But it might help if she was tired. She might keep her mouth shut. Not cause any problems.


She walked over to the bag and opened it. There were thirty vials left in the bag she’d brought back from the past. Enough to get her through a short campaign. Enough if they had control of the gates. At least, she’d not have to share her supply with the mage. He needed the water, after all, to power his own magic, but Aasgod had brought another bag of vials back with him when he’d returned from the past.


She’d drunk three vials since the victory over the Egril – with good reason, too; Bacas had hurt her and she’d needed to get back on her feet quickly. Even so, it was more than she was used to, and taking more now …


She lifted a vial and held it up to the light. The sunlight glittered through the green liquid but there was no real sign of the power it contained.


Maybe if she didn’t drink all of it … just had a sip to wake herself up, clear her thoughts. That would be all right. In fact, that made sense. She’d be on an even keel then.


The knock at the door made her jump. ‘Ma’am?’ It was Elise. ‘The coach is here.’


‘One moment.’


Tinnstra uncorked the vial, took a slug of the green water. She winced at the bitterness but immediately felt its fire racing through her veins. Too fast. Too hot. Her body shook with it. So much. Too much. She clenched her teeth, fighting the rush. This wasn’t what she’d wanted. Not now.


Gods, how much had she drunk?


Tinnstra looked down, saw the near-empty vial and cursed herself. How could she face Zorique and Aasgod now? The mage would know. He always did. And Zorique? She hated Tinnstra drinking the water. She didn’t understand how much Tinnstra needed it. How ordinary she’d be without it. How useless.


No. Breathe. Accept it. Don’t fight it. Breathe. You can do this. Another minute and it’ll be over. You’ll be back to normal. No one will know. Just be calm.


Tinnstra sat down and tried to put her boots on. Gods, but that was difficult, with her hands shaking with the urge to rip them apart. Rip anything apart. It took three attempts to get her left foot into its boot and two for the right.


But she did it. And she looked smart. Like a Shulka. Especially when she strapped her sword on. No one would argue with her. She was Grim Dagen’s daughter at last. She would destroy anyone that stood in her way. She just needed the rush to slow down. Get her thoughts in order.


Calm yourself. You can do this.


Tinnstra opened the door to her room, trying to ignore the trembling in her hands. She concentrated on her breathing as she went back down the stairs, pushing aside the pain in her mind, ignoring the colours she could see caused by Aasgod and Zorique’s magic.


‘There she is,’ said Aasgod, as smug and self-important as ever. The man was certainly adapting well to his role as Zorique’s advisor. Typically, he was wearing one of the Meigorian flowing robes that Tinnstra had been making fun of earlier. Another idiot in a dress.


‘Tinn!’ said Zorique.


The sight of her adopted daughter made Tinnstra stop in her tracks. It wasn’t just the myriad colours floating around Zorique – Tinnstra was used to seeing that, after all. But Zorique … Tinnstra’s rough-and-tumble warrior of a daughter was dressed in a beautiful gown with her hair tied up. She looked stunning. She looked like … a queen. ‘Hello, my love.’


A surge of Chikara water hit Tinnstra and she had to look down, lest her legs go from under her. Gods, she could slaughter a squadron of Skulls after drinking a vial and yet tackling some stairs was too much for her.


She started walking again, aware they were watching her, and kept her head low. She had enough guilt already without their disapproving looks. ‘Shall we go?’


‘Are you feeling well?’ asked Aasgod. She could tell by his tone that he knew.


‘I’m fine,’ Tinnstra replied through gritted teeth. ‘I’m just tired. The carriage?’ She looked up then, letting the mage see her fury, letting him know what she would do if he said something.


‘It’s waiting.’


‘I was just saying to Aasgod that I’d rather fly,’ said Zorique. ‘Avoid the crowds.’


‘I don’t think you’re dressed for flying,’ said Tinnstra. She took a deep breath and turned her attention to her daughter. ‘You look too beautiful.’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Zorique. ‘Why can’t I wear a uniform like you? I look stupid in this dress.’


‘You look like a queen,’ said Aasgod. ‘And a queen is who we need today.’


‘Tinn?’ Zorique looked to Tinnstra, hoping for help.


‘He’s not wrong.’


‘Great,’ said Zorique. ‘Today had to be the day you two agreed on something.’ She headed for the main doors. ‘Let’s get it over with.’


The crowds started screaming the moment she stepped outside, but Zorique kept her head down and headed straight for the carriage. Tinnstra followed with Aasgod on her heels.


Tinnstra took the seat next to Zorique, leaving the mage to sit on his own, opposite them. She didn’t want him getting too comfortable always being by Zorique’s side. After all, he was only there because Tinnstra had dragged him along by the scruff of his neck.


The screams got louder as they reached the gates and turned into a frenzy as they passed through them. People banged on the carriage sides, reaching for the windows, screaming Zorique’s name.


‘I wish they’d go away,’ said her daughter.


‘They’re grateful that you saved them,’ said Aasgod.


‘We saved them,’ said Zorique.


Tinnstra chuckled. ‘You were the one flying through the sky, making all the Daijaku burst into flames.’


‘I’m not a God.’


‘We know,’ said Tinnstra.


The carriage broke free of the press and the driver picked up speed, leaving the mob behind. They took the main road up to the palace, through the northern part of Layso. Ten days had not been long enough to repair the damage done by the Egril invasion, but life was starting to return to some semblance of normal. Tinnstra watched people going to and fro and couldn’t help but think how lucky they’d been.


What would it be like in Jia after six or seven months of occupation? It had been bad enough when she’d left. Part of her wished she’d gone with Wenna, but she knew her place was with Zorique. She’d not leave her daughter’s side.


Tinnstra was starting to feel normal again as the carriage crossed the causeway connecting the city to the mountaintop on which the palace perched. Well, as normal as she ever felt these days. Being so close to Aasgod and Zorique together was giving her a headache that would take days to overcome. Each of their magics flared against the other, sending a series of colourful waves through Tinnstra’s mind over and over again.


She did everything she could to contain it as Aasgod had taught her, but it was like spitting into a fire.


The carriage took several minutes to travel from the main gates to the front of the palace, stopping in a courtyard where two hundred knights stood neatly in ranks, awaiting them. They stood like stone despite the heat of the day, a display of perfection in front of the building’s scorched walls.


Even though the palace was magic-made, it had taken quite the battering during the failed Egril invasion and Tinnstra imagined it would need years of work to restore it to its former glory.


Servants appeared as the carriage stopped. One opened the carriage door while another placed steps in front of it to make it easier to climb down.


‘I hate this formality,’ whispered Zorique.


Tinnstra smiled. ‘It’s the least they can do for the Queen of Jia.’


‘Don’t you start,’ said Zorique.


Tinnstra had to shield her eyes as she stepped out of the carriage. It was well after midday and the sun was blinding hot. She still wasn’t sure why anyone would choose to live in a place that never seemed to get cool. Tinnstra’s uniform already felt constrictive and sweat had started to run down her back. The Chikara water burning through her veins didn’t help matters.


At least the servants led them inside quickly, which gave them an immediate respite from the sun.


Battle damage was everywhere, but there were plenty of men working to clear away rubble and shore up the walls. And even with the scars of war, the interior of the palace was breathtaking.


Beautiful paintings covered curved ceilings that were twice the height of any building Tinnstra had been in before, including the palace back in Jia’s capital, Aisair. White pillars ran the length of the hall. Sheets of rice paper dangled between them. Some were little more than burned strips, whereas Tinnstra could see on others exquisite calligraphy detailing passages from the scriptures of the Four Gods.


The servants led them deeper into the palace. Their feet were hidden by their robes so that they appeared to glide along silently. Tinnstra and the others, however, moved with none of that Meigorian grace. Their footsteps echoed throughout the hall, announcing their presence to all.


Finally, they reached the white doors that led to the king’s audience chamber. A servant gave their names to a clerk and then swiftly departed without another word. Zorique looked at Tinnstra and rolled her eyes. Neither of them liked ceremony – unlike Aasgod, whose chest seemed to swell with each step towards the Tian.


Tinnstra had been in the throne room before. In fact, she’d nearly died in it. This was where she’d fought Bacas. It had taken everything both she and Zorique had to defeat the man. Even so, they could’ve just as easily been the ones who’d died. It made her plan seem even more insane.


The king’s old throne sat abandoned to one side, a chunk taken out of it by a Chosen’s blast. In its place, a group of five men stood around a table with a map of Jia spread across it. Ralasis was there and he gave her a wink as the clerk announced them. He wore his dress uniform rather than the flowing robes of the others, looking quite different from the semi-drunk man who’d appeared at the embassy that morning.


Tian Galrin stepped forwards and gave Zorique a curt bow. ‘It’s good to see you once again, Your Majesty’


Zorique bowed in turn. ‘And you, Tian.’


‘May I introduce the man who will be leading the Meigorian forces in Jia?’ Galrin stepped back. ‘You’ve met Captain … I mean Commander Ralasis before, haven’t you?’


‘We’ve met.’ Ralasis bowed with a flourish. ‘It is my pleasure to serve you once more.’


‘It’s you?’ said Tinnstra. She couldn’t believe it. He’d not said a word when they were … talking earlier.


Ralasis grinned. ‘At least I’m not an idiot in a dress.’


‘But still an idiot?’ she snapped, annoyed at him and even more annoyed at herself.


His smile grew wider. ‘Of that, there’s no doubt.’
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Vallia


Aisair


Vallia watched the grey skies roll over Aisair, threatening rain. Only two days had passed since she’d received Raaku’s instructions but already it was obvious much had to be done. Astin had travelled with her but he was due to return to Kagestan later that evening. The chancellor lurked in a corner of the room, while the leaders of the Egril armed forces in Jia were gathered around a long table, where a map of the country had been laid as she’d requested.


They waited now while she looked over the city. It was so very different from Kagestan with its squat stone buildings, or Tolledheim with its wooden houses and curved roofs. She’d been told that the centre of Aisair, including the royal palace, had been magic-made more than a thousand years ago, but she’d not believed it at the time. Now, she did. Now, she could see the power the heathens once had. She could understand the arrogance they still possessed. No wonder they thought themselves better than the Egril. No wonder they’d yet to accept His Imperial Majesty’s rule.


‘How strong are the rebel forces?’ she asked.


‘They are no more than an irritant, Commander,’ said Rollio, the most senior officer present. It had been his responsibility to bring the country under effective control. His failure. ‘A few handfuls of troublemakers here and there. They present no real threat.’


‘Except they give people hope. They cost us soldiers,’ replied Vallia. She hadn’t yet decided what to do with the man, but there was a good chance he’d be with Kage by nightfall.


‘Nothing we can’t deal with,’ said Rollio, shifting his chair as she approached the table.


Vallia sighed. She’d had enough of men and their false bravado to last a lifetime. She walked around the table, looking at the map of Jia from every angle. ‘Do we know what sort of force we can expect from Meigore?’


‘No,’ said Astin from the far corner of the room. ‘We’ve lost contact with all our spies in the country.’


‘Dead, no doubt,’ said a captain from the other side of the table.


Vallia stopped at the southern end of the map, pointed to a spot on the edge of Jia. ‘And it’s this city … Kiyosun, that was overrun by the heathen rebels?’


‘Yes,’ said Rollio.


‘The heathens that cause us no trouble?’ Vallia looked up, watched Rollio ponder his answer. Good, that meant the man wasn’t completely stupid. He realised on what thin ice he walked.


‘They were lucky,’ he said eventually, his voice full of resentment.


‘And this is where the princess escaped from? This Zorique?’


‘Yes.’


Her attention returned to the map. ‘It’s the closest port to Meigore.’


‘Yes.’


‘Is the city back under our control?’


‘In a way. We sent the First Legion there and they met heavy resistance. Kiyosun wasn’t worth the cost of retaking it so it was flattened to the ground instead, killing everyone inside and ending the rebel threat.’


Again, Vallia looked up at the man. ‘Please, do not be so naive. The heathens will have scuttled away into their holes until they think it is safe to come out again. Unless you have seen their dead bodies, assume they are alive.’


Rollio bowed his head. ‘I apologise.’ He didn’t sound like he meant it.


‘I want an immediate crackdown on the rebels throughout the country,’ said Vallia to the whole room. ‘From now on, there is to be no shrugging of our shoulders at their activity. No more thinking that they are of no consequence. We must break them before their champions return, otherwise we will face an uprising in every corner of Jia.’


‘It’s impossible,’ said Rollio. ‘We’re—’


‘There will also be no more excuses,’ Vallia interrupted. ‘Three more legions will arrive today and more will follow. You will have enough men to make this happen. You will use lethal force on anyone you suspect of being a rebel. Is that understood?’


‘Yes, Commander,’ echoed the men like good soldiers at last.


‘Astin, when will the spikes that I requested be ready?’


‘They are in production as we speak,’ said the chancellor. ‘I had to reassign one of our armouries’ forges to make the items. The first shipment will be ready by the end of the week.’


‘Spikes?’ asked Rollio.


She nodded. ‘Spikes. I mean to make an example of the heathens. There will be no more hangings. Every rebel will be impaled and left for all to see. If any of our glorious warriors are killed, we will impale ten Jians for every one of them. If a city – like this Kiyosun – should try to rise up against us, then every man, woman and child will be put on spikes as a result. And all their nearest neighbours. Soon, the Jians will truly know fear. No one will dare take up arms against us.’


No one spoke. Good.


‘And,’ she continued, ‘if anyone here fails to carry out my orders, they, too, will be impaled. Do I make myself clear?’


‘Yes, Commander.’


‘Now go. You all have much work to do.’


Everyone left except Astin. He joined her at the table as Vallia continued to stare at the map.


‘I need intelligence, Astin. I need to know where the heathens will land and how many I will face.’


‘I will speak to His Imperial Majesty.’


‘I intend to meet the enemy with an overwhelming force, Astin.’ She ran her finger along the southern coast. ‘Kage willing, they will come at us as a single assault force and I can meet them head-on. Perhaps, with enough Daijaku, we can sink them before they even reach the coast.’


Astin nodded. ‘I will see you have all you need.’


‘Our worst case is if they come in small numbers, spread out along the coast. We can’t defend too large an area. If they do that, they’d be able to move inland and regroup behind our lines.’


‘What would you do in their position?’ asked Astin.


Vallia was quite surprised by Astin’s question. But, she reminded herself, he was a smart man. The Emperor wouldn’t make a fool his chancellor. ‘I would cross from Meigore in small numbers and be patient before I regrouped, perhaps even wait long enough for my enemy to think I wasn’t coming at all. Then I would strike when our guard was down.


‘But I don’t think the Jians will do that. They’ve had a victory. They’re feeling confident. They have something to prove. They’ll come at us head-on and I will kill them in one devastating attack.’


‘The Emperor would be pleased if you did. However, I will provide the resources you need to reinforce the defences here in Aisair.’


Vallia stared at the man. ‘Am I not Vallia the Victorious? I have fought with Raaku for over fifty years and I have never lost a battle. I do not plan for that to change now – no matter how powerful these heathens think they are.’


‘Praise be to Kage that it will be so,’ said Astin.


Vallia nodded. ‘It will be.’


And yet Raaku’s words haunted her. He believed she would lose. She swallowed her pride. ‘And I will turn Aisair into a fortress strong enough to stop a God.’
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Wenna


The Ascalian Mountains


Hasan himself led Wenna up the mountain to show her the gate at the heart of all Tinnstra’s plans. Royati and Tavis climbed with them. Tavis moved like a man a quarter of his age and as sure-footed as a mountain goat, leading the way without pause or compass as if he’d spent his whole life on the slopes of Ascalian.


Despite the hard climb, Wenna had to admit she was enjoying herself. It felt so good being amongst her fellow Shulka again – to be back in Jia. It had only been a few days but she felt reborn.


Hasan noticed. ‘The smile suits you.’


‘I must look mad,’ said Wenna.


‘No. Just happy.’


‘I’ve been away so long, I’d forgotten how beautiful Jia is. Even the air smells wonderful. So … clean. It’s very different from what I’ve had to put up with in Meigore.’


‘It might feel like that up here. But down there, in the cities? It’s not been wonderful for a long time,’ replied Hasan. ‘Everyone’s suffering.’


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to … I’m just glad to be back. Doing something to change things. Even last night, giving some good news to the sailors who brought me here, felt like a victory.’


Hasan held up a hand. ‘It’s okay. And you’re right – it is a good country. Or it will be again one day.’


‘It will be. When Zorique gets here, everything will change.’


Hasan shook his head. ‘Is she really as powerful as you say?’


‘Probably more so.’


‘Gods, it doesn’t sound possible. I just keep remembering the little four year old we rescued. Hard to imagine her grown up, let alone a mage.’


‘I met her in the prison camp in Meigore,’ said Wenna. ‘A child, as you say. A lot of my friends died so she could escape and, if I’m being honest, I thought it a waste of good Shulka. They were skilled soldiers, after all. Zorique was a kid, and Tinnstra? Well, she knew how to use a sword, but she was no different from my friends. Why did they have to die so she could live, right?’


‘Right.’


‘We made it to the Jian embassy and I left them there while I tried to find us a ship to take us away from Meigore. Of course, things went wrong. The man who was supposed to help me had been arrested and troops – who would’ve been more than happy to arrest me, too – were crawling all over the city. I couldn’t even get back to the embassy. Then the Skulls invaded.’


‘From bad to worse, eh?’ said Hasan.


‘At least no one was trying to arrest me, and I had people to kill. But there were so many of them. Swarming everywhere. I thought I was going to die there, and I didn’t want that. It wasn’t the dying that bothered me, just dying over there, you know? I didn’t think I’d ever see Jia again.’


‘I can understand that.’


‘Then, right in the thick of it, when I could barely stand any more, let alone swing a sword, Zorique appeared. Like a star, she was, and everything changed. I saw Daijaku fall from the sky, burning all the way down. I saw her pulverise a squad of Skulls with a shield of shining light as if they were ants. She was everywhere, flying so fast from one side of the city to the other. And the Skulls were all defeated by dawn.’


‘Did you know it was Zorique?’


‘Not then. Why should I? As you say, Zorique was a four year old as far as I knew. But after the fighting was over, I went to the embassy. Mainly because I didn’t know where else to go. At the very least, I thought I’d see my friends’ bodies and say a few words to Xin for them.’


‘Not many of us will receive that honour,’ said Hasan.


‘Alas, no. But she was there. Zorique. Shining so bright I could barely look at her. And Tinnstra, too, but older than she’d been a day before, and bigger. Much bigger. She looked like she could take on all the Skulls by herself.’


‘Tinnstra?’


‘Yeah, Tinnstra. She’s … dangerous now. And when they get here, to Jia? The Skulls don’t have a chance.’


‘Gods, I hope so.’


‘I know so,’ said Wenna. She had no doubt.


They reached the temple just before midday. It wasn’t quite at the mountain peak, but close enough for Wenna to have to catch her breath in the cold wind. At first, she didn’t see the building. It was some twelve feet by six feet at most, made so long ago that its stone walls looked like part of the mountain now. The years had worn the rock smooth and bleached the colour from its surface, until it resembled a small hump in the mountainside rather than anything man-made. She could see the outline of a door, but it was hewn from the same stone as the building, with no obvious way of opening it.


‘Is this it?’ she asked, not hiding her disappointment.


‘Doesn’t look like much, does it?’ said Hasan.


‘No. No, it doesn’t.’ Wenna ran her hand over the side of the building, feeling the faintest of indentations.


‘They’re dedications to Nasri,’ said Tavis. ‘Sailors would leave offerings here, hoping for a safe and bountiful voyage, but it’s been a long time since anyone has made the trek up the mountain from Kiyosun to do that.’


‘Once, buildings like this provided gateways to all of Jia,’ said Hasan, ‘but most of the connecting temples fell into the hands of the Egril during the invasion and they destroyed them. Jax reckoned someone betrayed us, because their locations were well-kept secrets and the Skulls shouldn’t have known about them. We never found out for sure, though.’


‘The Skulls have creatures that sense magic,’ said Wenna. ‘They could’ve discovered the first gates by accident, and once they knew what they were looking for, the others would have been easier to locate.’


‘I hope so. With all the ill that has befallen us, the last thing any of us needs are traitors still lurking around.’


‘Show me the inside.’


‘I can do that,’ said Tavis, stepping forwards. ‘Just have to find the right spot.’ He ran his hand over the centre of the door, his brows knitted in concentration. Tavis must’ve found what he was looking for because his hand stopped and he turned his palm to the right. It was almost invisible to the eye but Wenna could’ve sworn she saw the stone move. There was no mistaking the clunk as a lock disengaged. Tavis pushed the door open. ‘This way.’


Wenna and Hasan followed him inside. For a moment, it was too dark to see much by the light that leaked in from behind her, and Wenna felt a sudden wave of claustrophobia. She looked back at the entrance and thought about running outside to fresh air but, just as quickly, everything changed. A green light began to seep out of the very rocks themselves, riding a breeze until it floated like smoke in the air around them.


‘Behold Nasri’s majesty,’ said Tavis, his voice cracking with awe.


As the light travelled deeper into the temple, Wenna realised the place was far larger inside than it appeared on the outside. ‘How is this possible? The space …’


‘The temples were built by a magic long lost, when Jians were all but Gods walking the earth,’ said Tavis. ‘I don’t know how they made them, just how they work. I was about ten when my father first brought me up here and showed me the ways of it all. Same as his father before him.’


‘So, we can go anywhere in Jia from here?’ asked Wenna.


‘Not anywhere. You need a gate at the other end to connect to,’ said Tavis. He walked to one of the alcoves that ran along the walls and passed his hand over the markings inside it. ‘Each one has a unique set of wards that connect the gateway to another temple in Jia. This one used to link to a temple to Alo in Inaka, but it was destroyed by the Egril.’ Green light danced between the wards like smoke, following Tavis around the interior and swirling about Wenna and Hasan’s feet. ‘My father taught me how to operate the gates, which markings have to be pressed.’


‘How many gates are still in our control?’ Wenna couldn’t hide the awe in her voice. She knew about the gate in the basement of the Jian embassy in Layso, but she’d never been down there – never seen it work.


‘There’s the gate in the Olyisius Mountains that we told you about,’ said Hasan. ‘Plus another in Selto, one in Gambril and the last one in Chita.’


‘The four corners of Jia,’ said Wenna. ‘And its heart.’


‘Aye,’ said the Shulka. ‘We could transport an army across the country pretty damn fast when the time comes.’


Wenna grinned. ‘We could take the country back faster than the Skulls took it. They won’t know what hit them.’


Hasan nodded. ‘It’s a nice thought. And long overdue if we can pull it off.’


‘If? We will. We bloody well will.’ Wenna clapped her hands.


‘Is it Aisair you’re wanting to go to?’ asked Tavis.


The question took some of the excitement out of Wenna. They hadn’t climbed all that way just to do a bit of sightseeing. There was a reason. She glanced over at Royati. ‘Yes. It is.’


‘You sure about this?’ asked Hasan. ‘We’ve already sent people ahead to spread the word that Zorique is coming. There’s no need for you to go yourself. You can stay here.’


Wenna shook her head. ‘No. I have to go. There’s something I need to do for Tinnstra.’


‘What’s that?’


‘I just need to find out some things for her.’


Hasan held up his hands. ‘Right. Royati knows the way down Olyisius and where to find help before you head into Aisair. Kos will meet you at the stables in Garret Street once you get into the city. Tell him to send people up to guard the gate and I’ll do the same here. Make sure nothing happens to it before Zorique arrives.’


Wenna nodded. ‘Thanks. Thanks for everything.’


‘It was no trouble,’ said Hasan. ‘I’ll see you after your friends arrive.’


‘You do that.’ Wenna turned to Royati. ‘You ready?’


‘Ready as I’ll ever be.’


‘If you’ll step this way, ladies,’ said Tavis. He beckoned them to join him at an alcove in the far corner. ‘And hold on tight.’


Tavis’s fingers danced over the wards, pressing one then another, and the green light grew brighter and brighter.


Wenna’s stomach lurched as the floor fell away and the light blinded her. Up became down, life became lost, lost, lost. Lost in the light. She would’ve screamed. Maybe she did. Someone did.


Gods.


Gods help her.


A heartbeat later, it was over and the three of them were still standing in the temple, unmoved – except … ‘Where’s Hasan?’ she croaked.


‘Back in Kiyosun,’ said Tavis, with his hands on his knees. ‘By the Gods, that never gets any easier.’


Royati staggered to the door, pulled it open and retched on the ground outside.


Wenna gasped – they were on a mountain, but the distant sandy lands of Kiyosun had been replaced by a green carpet rolling into the distance. Tavis took her arm, and together they followed Royati outside. Wenna sucked in the cold mountain air as her legs steadied. ‘It works.’


Tavis slumped down on a rock and took a slug of water. ‘Aye, it does. Feels like dying every time, but it works. Gods only know what it’ll be like trying to move an army through the gates.’


‘But we can do it,’ said Wenna, eyes wide and mind racing.


‘We should be on our way,’ said Royati. ‘The Hanran are waiting for us at the Kotege. We’ll spend the night there before we head to Aisair.’


Tavis got to his feet. ‘I’ll be saying my goodbyes for now.’


‘You heading back already?’ asked Wenna. The man was still deathly pale from the trip there. ‘Surely you can rest a while?’


‘Hasan’s waiting for me. He’ll never find his way down the mountain if I’m not there to show him the way.’ Tavis smiled. ‘Besides, I might as well get it over with. No point feeling better only to feel worse again.’


Wenna grinned. ‘True.’


‘Just look after yourself, eh?’ said Tavis. ‘Plenty of Skulls out there that will be happy to kill you.’


‘I won’t forget,’ said Wenna. She watched Tavis limp back into the temple and shut the door, then turned to Royati. ‘Let’s go and free Jia.’
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Jax


Gundan


Jax stumbled and went sprawling. He hit the ground hard, blinked, looked around. There was a body at his feet. A Skull. Long dead. The flesh rotted away, leaving real bones under rusted white armour, grass growing around the skeleton.


He was outside. Not in the dungeon. He was in a valley, grass dancing in the wind, the scent of spring filling his nose. Free. How in the Four Gods’ names had he got there?


He was filthy, barefoot, his skin covered in a thousand scratches and bruises. His clothes were no more than rags, but they weren’t the same clothes he’d been wearing back in Kiyosun when he was captured.


‘Jax! Hurry.’ A man waved him on. Three others with him. They were familiar, as if remembered from a dream, but he couldn’t recall any of their names. At least they spoke Jian. They were his countrymen.


The last thing he remembered was being dragged out of that cell in Kagestan, in Raaku’s castle. Being taken to die.


‘Come on,’ shouted the man. ‘We can’t get captured now. Move!’


Jax forced his legs to work, headed towards the others, moving at a half-run. Every breath of the spring-cold air made him feel more awake, more alive. If only he knew where he was.


But he wasn’t in prison – and for that he was bloody grateful.


How long since he’d been captured? He was thin from not enough food but otherwise he felt strong. Not the mess he’d been in Kiyosun. Not burned up and half-mad. And no Darus Monsuta talking to him. Thank the Gods.


A glint of metal drew his eye to the ground once more. A scimitar, long and lean and still looking sharp. Jax picked it up. What was it they said? Better to have a sword and not need it than need a sword and not have one.


It still didn’t feel comfortable in his left hand, but that was all he had so he’d better get used to it.


The others had stopped at the top of the rise. Four silhouettes against the horizon. Easy to spot from miles away. ‘Don’t stand there. Get over the ridge,’ he called. But none of them moved, the fools.


‘I thought you didn’t want to get cap—’ The words died in Jax’s throat as he stumbled to a stop next to the others. His eyes tried to take in what he was seeing, but he was more confused than ever. It was impossible.


Another valley stretched out before them, and at the far end was Gundan.


The fortress of Gundan.


They were on the Egril side of the border, but there was no mistaking his last command, despite it being a broken shell of a thing now. The thirty-foot-high walls were more hole than stone and the watchtowers mere hints at what they’d once been. The Egril had done a good job destroying it.


His mind took him straight back to that night. He’d been the head of the Shulka, leading Gundan’s defence. Except he’d not thought about defending anything. He’d been thinking about massacring Egril, like he had done every time he’d faced the old enemy. But this time the Egril had come with other ideas. They attacked with their troops, their magic and their monsters and it had been the Shulka who’d been put to the sword instead.


He lost his arm – for the first time – that night. His son had broken his back. So many of his Shulka died. It was the last place he wanted to be now. Too many memories. Too many ghosts.


What was he doing at Gundan?


‘Are you all right?’ asked the man, gaunt-faced, filthy, just like Jax. A southern accent.


‘I … I …’ Jax didn’t know what to say. He didn’t want to go anywhere near the fortress, but it was the crossing point between Egril and Jia. A way home.


‘We need to move,’ said a woman with matted red hair, her eyes darting everywhere. She was clutching a knife as if her life depended on it. Jax felt like he should know her name, but what was it?


There were two others. Women: one who looked like she’d had half her hair ripped out; the other smaller, younger, perhaps still a child, hiding behind everyone else. They felt familiar, too. He knew them. He knew that much, at least.


‘Who are—’ The barking stopped Jax from saying any more. More than one dog. A pack.


All heads turned back the way they’d come, towards Egril, and they all saw the dogs and the men with them, saw the glint of weapons already drawn. Too many for Jax to fight with his one arm.


He was running a second later. Towards Gundan, towards home. No time to think about what had happened before. All that mattered now was survival.


The sword was heavy in Jax’s hand, but he was glad of the extra weight to carry. He’d need it if the dogs caught up with them.


They moved fast, running downhill, the slope helping their tired legs. Even so, the small woman fell hard, but the man hauled her up without breaking stride, and then she was running again.


They wove a path through the corpses littering the valley floor and avoided the arrows that jutted up here and there, memorials to his failed attempt to stop the enemy.


Gundan was a mile away. Once he could have run it in minutes without losing breath. Now it felt a hundred times too far. His chest burned and his legs threatened to give up at any moment. But he couldn’t stop. Not now. The barking of the dogs urged them on, getting ever closer, but Jax dared not look back. At least he couldn’t hear horses, but that meant nothing. Luck hadn’t been on his side for a long time.


The others weren’t in any better shape than Jax and gaps soon opened up between them.


‘Come on,’ huffed the man. Maybe to himself as much as the others. The name Remie came to Jax’s mind all of a sudden. Was that who he was?


‘I can’t, Sarah,’ cried the small woman, slowing down. ‘I need to stop.’


‘Don’t give up, Esto,’ said the red-haired woman. ‘Not now. Not when we’re so close.’ She hooked an arm around Esto’s waist and tried to keep her moving. ‘Someone help us.’


Jax didn’t have a spare hand and he wasn’t going to drop the sword, but the woman with the half-head of hair answered the call. ‘Jia’s on the other side of that wall. We’re nearly there. We can do it.’


They staggered on to Gundan again, half a mile away now, moving slowly when they should be running, towards a wall offering no protection, with holes big enough for an army to march through. Whether they were this side or that side of the wall would make no difference if they got caught.


The barking grew louder and finally Jax looked back – and wished he hadn’t. The dogs were on the crest of the hill. A pack of them, with half a dozen men holding their leashes. A half-mile behind them. And he knew the dogs would reach them quicker than they could reach Gundan.


‘Run!’ roared Jax. ‘Run for your very lives.’


It was everyone for themselves. They all knew it. A race that not all of them would finish.


Jax and Remie surged ahead. Jax knew it was wrong – not the Shulka thing to do – but he’d abandoned his vows long ago. He only had an urge to live now. Nothing more.


The women tried to carry Esto but she fell and dragged them down with her. Sarah and the half-haired woman got back to their feet and set off without Esto, despite her cries. They knew they had no hope if they stayed with her.


The rest of the world ceased to exist for Jax. There was just the sound of his feet, his heart, his ragged breath, and those dogs, their barks, their howls. Gundan ahead of him. Death behind. Maybe he would find other weapons there, walls to hide behind, a place to fight, to make a last stand. Maybe. He just had to run.


The wall was five hundred yards away when he heard Esto’s screams, the ripping of flesh, the frenzy of the dogs. Jax would’ve prayed for her if he had the breath, but all his thoughts were for himself. Get to the wall. Find somewhere safe. She’s dead. Save yourself.


Monsuta would’ve laughed at his cowardice, but that voice was silent. Hopefully he’d left it behind in Raaku’s palace, back in Kagestan.


Gundan was three hundred yards away. So close. So far.


Esto still screamed, but her cries were fading. More whimpers than anything else.


Two hundred yards.


Remie was ahead, clearing the rubble. He turned, eyes wide with fear, and waved them towards him. ‘Come on!’


Jax could see the two women out of the corner of his eye. They were almost level with him. Then the redhead was a yard in front. He tried to find an extra burst of speed and couldn’t. He dropped the sword, hoping that would free some more energy, and tried not to think that this would be the moment he needed the weapon most.


The half-haired woman was by his shoulder, teeth gritted, arms pumping, white-faced. Gundan was one hundred yards away. They were going to make it. Then the woman was gone, just like that. Hauled down by the dogs. It could’ve just as easily been him.


She was screaming as he reached the wall and Remie hauled him over, into Gundan, into Jia. He looked back, saw the dogs mauling the half-haired woman, saw their handlers chasing after them, spears in hand.


‘This way,’ he said and set off in a limping run, ignoring the stone digging into his feet, past the decayed corpses of his Shulka, across the parade ground filled with craters. The main keep was ahead, where his office had been, where the armoury was, where – if the Gods had any mercy – there would still be doors to lock and hide behind.


But the dogs had other ideas. They came bounding over the broken wall, full of fury, and one backward glance told Jax they’d not make the keep.


‘Get weapons!’ he shouted, bending down to scoop up a spear. He turned just as a dog leaped at him, smacked it down with the spear’s shaft. It landed on its back, legs kicking in the air, and Jax thrust the spear into its belly before it could right itself.


Remie had found a spear of his own and Sarah had a Shulka sword. Jax stepped to the left of Sarah so they had the spears on their flanks when they faced the rest of the pack, jabbing at any dog that got too close.


‘Walk backwards. We need to get to the keep,’ said Jax. ‘We’ll have a chance there.’


The dogs snapped and snarled, fangs red with Jax’s companions’ blood, but the spears did their work as he and the others retreated.


But of course, their handlers had to appear. They climbed over the wall one by one, until all six could join their dogs. They wore masks shaped like their hounds’ heads, with snouts and pointed ears, and each had a scimitar in their hand.


‘How far to the keep?’ said Remie.


‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Jax. ‘We’ll make it. Just watch the dogs.’


‘Hey!’ shouted one of their pursuers in Egril. ‘We’ve chased you far enough. Time to give up. Let us take you back to prison and you get to live.’


‘Fuck off,’ Jax snapped in that hated tongue.


‘You speak their language?’ asked Sarah. ‘What did they say?’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ replied Jax. ‘It’s all lies.’ Perhaps sensing his distraction, a dog lunged, but Jax’s spear was quicker and he cut a gash in its leg.


‘You hurt the dogs, we hurt you,’ said the Egril, his voice cold. ‘Now drop your weapons.’


Jax didn’t bother replying. What was the point? He and the others kept retreating slowly, making their way through the dead left by the Egril invasion. Judging by the state of the bodies, that night had been long ago. But how long? Jax remembered helping the queen escape and the madness that followed. He remembered being captured and taken to Kagestan and placed in the cells beneath Raaku’s palace. He remembered the guards coming for him. But after that? Nothing.


He glanced back, saw the keep was close. The entrance had been blown apart but it was better than where they were, and if the stairs were still standing, maybe they could gain a position they could defend. Walls on either side and behind them would be good. They would have a chance.


The Egril must’ve realised that, too, because they began to spread out, moving around their dogs, trying to flank Jax and the others. Jax jabbed at a dog, as a warning to their handlers as much as to the animals themselves. ‘Stay back.’


‘You make me laugh, one-arm,’ said the Egril. ‘Too dumb to know you’re already dead. Your soul belongs to Kage now. Why prolong things? Give up now. I want to see my wife, my family. I’ve chased you heathens halfway across the country and I’ve had enough.’


‘How long have you been chasing us?’ asked Jax, still moving backwards. He knocked a skull with his foot and tried not to think of whose it could’ve been.


‘Too long.’ The Egril looked around the ruins of Gundan and shook his head. ‘We thought we had you so many times, but you kept slipping away. But, hey, you did it. You made it home. Congratulations. You can die amongst your friends.’


He whistled and the dogs attacked.
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Wenna


Aisair


It’d been years since Wenna was last in Aisair. Back in the days before the invasion, when the Shulka were invincible and the country was a place of peace and prosperity. Back when Aisair was the beating heart of the land.


But now? Wenna dreaded to think what the Egril had done to it.


After climbing down from the mountain gate, they’d met with the local Hanran at the Kotege. Their news had been pretty grim though. Apparently, things in the city were bad and getting worse, but when Wenna had pressed for more details, she’d been told that it was best she see for herself. They’d provided Wenna and Royati with a wagon and some livestock so they could pretend they were going to the capital to trade. A local lad named Sami had joined them as well to help with the ruse. He was only about twelve years old, but he was smart and knew the area well. It helped at the checkpoints to have a kid along. Made Wenna and Royati look less threatening.


Still, Wenna felt a sense of dread building as they approached the edge of Hascombe Woods. They’d have to be careful every step of the way now. A simple slip-up and they’d be hanged before nightfall – especially if the Skulls found the weapons hidden in the cart.


That queasy feeling got worse when they heard the felling of trees, followed by shouted orders and the crack of whips. She exchanged looks with Royati but turning back wasn’t an option.


Another half-mile and they saw the cause of all the noise. Work crews were clearing the forest under the supervision of Skull guards. There had to be hundreds of Jians cutting and sawing at trees and dragging the trunks away. The Skulls were working them mercilessly, too. Whips cracked in every direction, urging them on, allowing no rest.


‘Bastards,’ whispered Wenna. Every Jian she saw had red gashes on their body from the whips and a haunted expression on their face. Some didn’t look strong enough to last another hour.


‘Easy, girl,’ said Royati. ‘Remember what we’re here to do. We can’t help any of these unfortunates, but we can help stop any more of our people from joining them.’


Wenna nodded, a sour taste in her mouth, but she could see Aisair through the trees. They were close. They just had a checkpoint to get past first.


The four Skulls manning the post watched the cart approach.


‘Are you sure our paperwork is good?’ asked Wenna.


‘Yes,’ said Royati. ‘Stop fretting.’


Sami was sitting in the back with a freshly butchered pig and two baskets of live chickens squawking away, given to them by the local Hanran the previous day. The pig had bled everywhere and the chickens were going crazy at the smell – just as Wenna wanted. Hopefully, the mess and the noise would stop the Skulls from looking too closely at the inside of the cart or noticing how low to the ground it was.


Wenna turned around in her seat. ‘You doing okay, kid?’


Sami nodded, as eager as could be. ‘I’m good.’ The fact that Sami had survived this long in the war was testament enough to his endurance and quick wits. He hadn’t complained, either, when they covered him in pig’s blood and left guts all around his feet. ‘Chickens ain’t happy, though.’


‘Keep them that way, eh?’


‘I will. Promise.’ And Sami gave one of the baskets a good kick that got the birds squawking some more.


Wenna smiled. ‘Well done.’


She turned her attention back to the road and the Skulls who stepped out to meet them.


Royati flicked the reins and brought the cart to a stop. By the Gods, Wenna wanted to kill all the Skulls right there, right then, but Royati’s hand slipped over hers and squeezed it just enough to calm her down.


‘Papers,’ said the Skull on Royati’s side. She handed them over without looking at the man. Wenna felt her heart lurch as the Egril began to read.


‘Where you go?’ asked the Skull next to her.


Wenna pointed ahead. ‘To the city.’ Then she pointed over her shoulder with her thumb. ‘Sell meat.’


The Skull peered in the back. ‘Why kill pig?’


‘Pigs don’t walk fast,’ said Wenna. ‘Travel faster.’


The Skull wandered around to get a better look at the contents of the cart. ‘It’s mess.’


‘Pigs bleed a lot,’ said Royati.


The Skull at the back of the cart shouted something in Egril too quick for Wenna to understand. Two of his mates came running over to join him and she didn’t like that. Not at all.


‘Something wrong?’ asked Royati.


‘Shut up,’ said the Skull with her papers.


Wenna heard a sword slip free of its sheath. She turned, wondering what she could do with no weapon, how she could fight so many Skulls and win if it came to it. Stupid thoughts. She’d be dead in an instant.


‘Face front,’ said the Skull who’d questioned her, his sword out and pointing.


Wenna did as she was ordered, heart hammering away, then flinched at the sound of steel hacking into flesh. Sami!


‘Oi,’ said the boy. ‘Leave our pig alone.’


‘Be quiet,’ snapped a Skull.


‘Do as he says,’ said Wenna. ‘Let them take whatever they want.’


What they wanted, it turned out, was a leg of pork and a chicken. Just as Wenna had hoped. It didn’t matter what side anyone was on, everyone was hungry these days. Better to get the soldiers thinking about free food rather than what else could be in the wagon. Once the Skulls had enough for dinner, they waved Wenna and the others on.


Wenna did her best to keep her eyes on the road as they passed by the work crews, fearing she might cry if she were to look at their suffering more closely, and she’d sworn back at the beach that she’d cry no more.


The crews had been busy, clearing at least a couple of miles of forest, leaving only muddy stumps behind and a lot of open ground around the city.


They came to another checkpoint about five hundred yards from the city, flanked by more work crews. This time they were digging trenches that ran east to west. More Jians sat to one side, sharpening tree branches into spikes that would, no doubt, be stuck in the bottom of the trenches.


It cost Wenna three more chickens to continue onwards.


The last checkpoint was another two hundred yards ahead, where a barricade was being built around the city using the felled trees.


‘Someone’s expecting trouble,’ said Royati.


‘They are indeed,’ replied Wenna. It worried her, seeing the Skulls hard at work like this, but it was to be expected. Zorique was no secret. She’d destroyed their army in Meigore and killed the head of the Emperor’s Chosen. Raaku didn’t have to be a genius to know she’d return to Jia next. Still, it would’ve made Wenna happy not to see the city’s defences being bolstered like that.


By the time they were allowed through the city gates, their pig had lost another two limbs and they were down a whole basket of chickens. The gates were big and tall but nothing special. Certainly not too thick. They’d not been built to stop an invading army from entering the city, after all. That was good, at least. Unless the Skulls replaced them.


‘Thieving bastards,’ muttered Sami as the cart trundled into Aisair.


‘Shush,’ ordered Royati, with good reason. Ears listened everywhere. Eyes watched. Just because someone wasn’t wearing a Skull mask, it didn’t mean they were any sort of friend. There was money to be earned or favour gained by giving someone up to the Skulls. Best to trust no one. Assume everyone was an enemy. Might be a shit way to live but forgetting those simple rules was a shit reason to die.


So they kept their mouths shut and eyes open.


Not that the Egril presence was in any way low-key. Red flags hung from nearly every building and Skulls filled the streets, and not just at the checkpoints. There had to be hundreds of the bastards. Thousands, even, if the whole city was like that. Jians, on the other hand, were few and far between. Anyone they did see kept their head down and moved quickly to wherever they were going. Most didn’t look that much better off than the press-ganged workers outside the city. Tired, hungry, scared.


The king’s castle loomed above the rooftops from the centre of the city. They said it was magic-made and Wenna could well believe that. Even with the damage done to it during the invasion, the building still clung to some of its old pride. ‘And we’ll bring it all back,’ she whispered.


Royati knew the city well and they drove over to the stables on Garret Street.


A child sat outside – a young girl with thick, matted hair and a dirty face. She had a bowl in front of her, begging from anyone who passed. It was sad to see how asking for help made the girl invisible to the world, but it was perfect for the Hanran.


Royati gave a hand signal as they approached, and the girl knocked on the stable door. Two seconds later, the doors were open and Royati drove the cart straight in. A second after that, darkness fell over them as the doors were slid shut once more.


Safe.


A dozen men and women waited for them in the stables. Hanran one and all. Strangers to Wenna, but they were greeted by all like old friends, the bonds of resistance joining them tighter than family. They got to work, clearing out the back of the cart and removing the weapons from their hiding place. Wenna and Royati took their own swords, while the rest were placed inside two water barrels.


The stables were a decent size with a dozen empty horse stalls at the rear. To the right, a ladder led up to the loft, but judging by the dust swirling in the morning light, no one had climbed the ladder for a long time. There must be a window up there, too, but Wenna couldn’t see it from where she stood.


The Hanran’s leader was an old Shulka from Clan Inaren called Kos. Tall and wiry, his eyes were the colour of cold granite. ‘Thank you for bringing us the weapons. They’re much needed. The Skulls have been relentless in searching for all our hiding places.’


‘Are there normally that many Skulls on the streets?’ asked Wenna.


‘A new general arrived this week. Since then they’re more Skulls everywhere. They began arresting people for the work gangs the next day. Snatching folk just for breathing the wrong way.’


‘That’s when they started building the barricade and digging the trenches?’ asked Royati. Her eyes met Wenna’s.


Kos saw the glance. ‘You know something we don’t?’


Wenna nodded. ‘That’s why we’re here.’


‘With good news,’ added Royati.


Kos sniffed. ‘That’s been in short supply for a long time.’


‘Things are going to change,’ said Wenna, ‘but we’ll need everyone’s help.’


They gathered towards the back of the stables, near the stalls. Some sat on bales while others took up spots on the floor. Kos offered Wenna a stool and she gladly took it. Someone even gave Sami a bucket of water and a rag to wash the blood off his hands.


‘The Meigorians are coming three months from now,’ said Wenna when she had everyone’s attention. ‘Forty thousand of them. We’re going to take back Jia.’ And she told them of Zorique and all she could do, and she could see the hope start to shine in their eyes, just like it had in Tavis’s. It was a beautiful sight, too long lost. It almost made up for the horrors she’d observed en route and she felt once more a surge of pride that Tinnstra had given her this mission.


‘The main battle’s going to be here in Aisair,’ said Wenna. ‘The Skulls know that, too, by the looks of things – that’s why they’re preparing the welcoming party outside the city.’


‘What do you want us to do?’ asked Kos.


‘First of all,’ said Wenna, ‘we need to find out everything we can about the enemy – numbers and locations of the Skulls, which Chosen are here and their powers, what creatures they have hidden away and anything else that might help us kill them all when our army arrives.’


‘We can do that,’ said Kos. ‘We’ve even got people in the king’s castle.’


‘Good,’ said Wenna, ‘because we also need to know where they keep the Tonin.’


Kos stared at her for a moment, chewing his lip. ‘Why?’


‘Best we keep that to ourselves for now,’ said Royati.


Kos nodded. ‘What else do you need?’


‘We don’t want the Skulls to have a city full of hostages to use against us.’ Wenna leaned forwards. ‘Get as many people out of the city as you can without alerting the Skulls to what’s happening.’


Kos chewed on his lip. ‘That’s going to be difficult. At least people have roofs over their heads here and walls around them. Most won’t want to leave.’


‘Start with the ones who will go easily,’ said Wenna. ‘People you know you can trust. Get them somewhere safe, and then we can worry about those that don’t want to leave.’


‘We can do that.’


‘Good. Then find shelters in the city where anyone who’s left can hide from the fighting. Store what water and food you can spare so no one starves.’


‘Enough of us are doing that already.’


‘I’m not saying it’ll be easy—’


There was a rap on the stable door. Everyone froze, listening. Then came another and another.


‘Skulls are coming,’ said Kos.


One of the Hanran opened the door and peeked out, before ducking back in as quick as he could. ‘Skulls,’ he confirmed, slamming the door shut. ‘Loads of them.’


Kos looked for himself and didn’t like what he saw. ‘Too many of them to be a coincidence – they’re coming for us. Everyone, grab a weapon. We’re going to be fighting.’


Wenna put a hand on the man’s arm. ‘We can’t be captured. Too many people are relying on us.’


‘Fuck.’ Kos looked from her to his people, then back again. ‘Go up the ladder. You can get out onto the roof. I’ll follow you up. Tomas, Emras – go with Wenna. Palix – move the cart so it blocks the front door. Trisk, find something to bar the back.’


‘This way,’ said a young woman to Wenna, not looking too happy to be leaving her friends.


‘Everyone else,’ said Kos as Wenna followed Emras up the ladder, ‘fight hard, kill as many of those bastards as you can, then follow us. If you can’t … don’t get captured.’ She could hear the emotion in his voice, the pain. ‘Remember – we are the dead.’


‘We are the dead,’ they chorused back.


Wenna helped Sami up into the loft. ‘You okay?’


‘I’m always okay,’ said the boy, trying to sound brave.


‘Just move fast and keep your head down,’ said Royati, joining them.


A cold draught rushed into the loft as Emras opened the skylight to the roof. ‘This way.’


A fist banged on the stable door below. ‘Open up in the name of the Emperor.’


Wenna and the others climbed out onto the roof. Habit made her immediately check the skies, but there were no Daijaku to be seen. Not yet, anyway.


The Skulls in the street weren’t waiting for an invitation to enter the stables. Something heavy smashed into the door, but whatever they were using didn’t have enough power to move the cart. Even so, they kept going, hitting the door again and again. The sound echoed around the street, magnified even more when the Skulls at the rear of the stables started doing the same.


A small ledge ran along the edge of the roof, barely a foot wide, but it was enough to give them somewhere to stand. The next building over was an easy enough jump. Again, Emras went first, followed by Wenna, then Sami and Royati with Tomas taking the rear. There was no need to be quiet, not with the racket the Skulls were making down in the street. Even so, Wenna expected to hear a cry that said they’d been spotted.


Emras kept them moving, not willing to wait for anyone. The next building along required clambering up a six-foot wall and then scrambling up a steep slope of shifting tiles before sliding down to another ledge. Sami slipped on a tile as he followed Wenna and would’ve gone sailing off the roof if she hadn’t snatched his collar at the last moment. His feet kicked out at open air before she managed to haul him back onto the ledge.


The kid lay against the roof, eyes wide and gasping for air.


‘You okay?’ Wenna asked.


The boy stared back, chest heaving. ‘Think so.’


Wenna gave him a smile. ‘On your feet, then, and let’s be off.’


Sami, may the Gods bless him, did as he was told, still shaking and sweating, and the group set off once more.


Kos caught up with them two streets later, but still they didn’t stop. Emras found an open door on a roof and led them down into the building. Once everyone was inside, she allowed them to catch their breath.


‘Leave your weapons here,’ said Kos.


‘No way,’ said Royati. ‘I’m not fighting Skulls empty-handed.’


‘The ones we left back at the stables are doing the fighting,’ said Kos. ‘We’re doing the running and the swords will only give us away.’


Royati was going to protest some more, but Wenna shook her head. ‘He’s right.’


‘I don’t like this,’ hissed Royati, but she put her sword with the others.


‘Tomas, try and stash them on the roof somewhere,’ said Kos, ‘then come back later and pick them up – but only if it’s safe.’


‘You can count on me,’ said the Hanran.


‘We should split up when we hit the street,’ said Emras. ‘Easier to disappear that way.’


‘Take Royati with you,’ said Kos. ‘Wenna and the lad can come with me. We’ll meet at the old house before curfew tonight.’


They left Tomas with the weapons and hurried down the stairs. Emras checked the street before signalling Kos, Wenna and Sami to leave.


‘Stay alive, eh?’ said Wenna to Royati.


‘Don’t worry about me,’ replied her friend. ‘Worry about yourself.’


Kos put his arm around Wenna’s shoulders once they were out in the street and Wenna held on to Sami’s hand good and tight. They walked quickly, heads down, not saying a word. Just like every beaten Jian in the city.


So much for bringing hope.
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Jax


Gundan


The dogs lunged forwards, teeth bared.


Jax jabbed his spear at one but then arrows appeared from everywhere, stopping the dogs and peppering the Egril.


Each man was hit by at least a half-dozen; in the head, the chest, the back. More struck the dogs, stopping them from even getting close to Jax and the others.


For a moment, Jax just stared at the bodies, not believing his eyes, not believing the Egril were dead, not believing he was alive. But his heart was still beating and the blood on the floor was theirs, not his. Dear Gods, he was alive.


‘Where … where did those arrows come from?’ said Remie.


The answer emerged from the ruins. Men and women, some in armour, others in rags, all carrying bows, all wearing swords.


‘Hanran,’ said Jax. Dozens of them.


Sarah fell to her knees, tears already streaking down her face.


Jax nearly did the same, so grateful was he to see soldiers once more, but no, he stayed upright on shaking legs and watched the new arrivals approach. They weren’t just Hanran, they moved like Shulka, well spaced out, weapons ready despite the lack of any obvious threat, eyes never still. Trained, disciplined and looking damn near invincible, like he once had.


A woman walked at the group’s head, older than the others, lean as a whip, a bandana keeping her grey hair from her face. ‘Are any of you hurt?’


Dear Gods, Jax knew her. He really knew her, knew her name. ‘Moiri? Moiri? Is that you?’


The woman stopped, her eyes narrowing. ‘Who …?’


‘It’s me, Jax. Of Clan Huska.’ He stepped forwards, grinning like a child, tears in his eyes. There was no hiding it. He’d thought Moiri had died when Gundan fell, along with her husband, Grim Dagen.


‘General?’ Recognition dawned on Moiri. ‘Oh, Jax. It’s so good to see you.’ They embraced. ‘I thought you were dead.’


Holding his friend was too much for Jax to bear. He wept. Wept for all they had lost together, wept for all the pain they both must’ve endured. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be like this.’


Moiri stepped back, looked at him with knowing eyes. ‘Don’t be sorry. If ever there was a time for tears, this is it.’


‘I thought you died in the invasion.’


‘I only survived by luck more than anything else. To be honest, I don’t remember much.’


‘You’re not the only one,’ said Jax.


‘You saved us,’ said Sarah, coming over. ‘Thank you. Thank you.’


‘We heard the dogs,’ said Moiri. ‘Got here as quick as we could.’


‘Got here just in time,’ said Remie. ‘Another second and we would’ve been …’ He looked around at the dead Egril. He kicked one. ‘Bastards would’ve fed us to their bloody animals.’


‘Where did you come from?’ asked one of Moiri’s men.


‘I …’ Jax stopped. He didn’t know. Dear Gods, he had no memory of anything.


‘We’ve run all the way from Kagestan,’ said Remie. ‘We escaped from Raaku’s castle itself.’


‘Been on the run for weeks,’ said Sarah. ‘There were more of us, but …’


‘At least they died free.’ Moiri put her hand on Sarah’s shoulder. ‘And you made it.’


One of her soldiers leaned in. ‘Commander, we should move. Get back to camp.’


Moiri’s eyes drifted across the valley and then she smiled. ‘Fin’s right. Let’s get you somewhere safe and warm and put some food in your stomachs.’


‘That would be most welcome,’ said Jax.


Moiri pointed to three of her soldiers. ‘Bring the dogs. Let’s not waste good meat.’


They walked for another hour, out of Gundan and up into the hills to the south-west. No one spoke. All stayed alert. Moiri had her troops well trained and, by the Gods, it felt good to be amongst them. Despite everything he’d been through, Jax felt himself grow stronger with every step he took alongside Moiri, as if he were finding his soul once more.


And there was only silence in his mind. No whispers. No taunts. No Darus Monsuta. He felt clean, as if the poison was gone. Whatever had happened to him in Kagestan, during the escape, it had actually done him good. Had he paid enough penance for his sins? For his failures? Dear Gods, let it be so.


For the first time in an age, he felt safe. He felt well.


The sky was blood-red by the time they reached the Hanran camp, high in the hills. The shelters had walls of loose rocks and canvas roofs scattered with rocks to disguise them from any Daijaku that might fly overhead.


There were more Hanran waiting for them as well. Lots more. Jax had spotted one or two as they weaved their way through the mountain passes towards the camp. They watched from a distance, making sure they were friendly, so he knew there must be others, but he’d not expected this. He turned to Moiri. ‘How many …?’


‘A couple of hundred at last count. Most of them are Shulka. A few waifs and strays we’ve picked up along the way. They’re all good fighters.’


Jax’s heart swelled. Most wore Shulka armour and carried swords and shields. They might only be a shadow of what the warriors once were, but it would do for now. More than do. They looked like an army. An army he could be a part of.


He straightened his back as he walked through the camp, remembering something of the Shulka he’d once been. He’d been a proud man before he’d become a broken man. Maybe it was time to regain some of that feeling. Eyes tracked him, and he could hear the whispers, the ripple of excitement that followed them.


One woman in particular started when she saw Jax and jumped to her feet. She rushed over, red-faced, a man following close behind. They were young, in their early twenties perhaps, but the war had hardened them both. Tiny scars criss-crossed their arms and faces. Despite their youth, both had seen a lot of combat. ‘General?’


‘Yes?’


The woman blushed. ‘My name’s Jen, from Clan Huska – though I only took my vows three years ago.’ She pointed with her thumb at the man behind her. ‘This is Cal, my cousin. We both served under you at Gundan.’


Jax flinched at the mention of Gundan, his greatest failure. ‘It’s good to see you both. Good that you survived.’


‘It’s not been easy, sir,’ said Cal. ‘Not easy at all.’


‘But you’re here now, General,’ said Jen. ‘Truly, we are blessed.’


The girl’s eyes shone bright with admiration and Jax had to look away. ‘I’m not that man anymore. I’m not a general. I …’ Dear Gods, what was he?


Moiri slipped her arm through his. ‘Leave the poor man alone for a while, Jen. He’s been through a lot. Jax needs some food and rest. You can tell him what a legend he is later.’


‘Of course,’ said Jen.


‘It’s good to meet you both,’ said Jax.


The lad saluted Jax and then retreated with Jen to their lean-to.


On the far side of the camp, a fire pit had been built under a rocky overhang, hiding the flames from above. Moiri offered Jax and the others spots where they could sit and enjoy the warmth. Fin and another man set to work skinning and gutting the dogs and the meat was soon on spits over the fire.


Jax stretched out his legs, tears coming to his eyes. ‘I can’t remember the last time I could do this.’


Moiri smiled. ‘It’s good to have you back, old friend. We’ll soon have you fighting fit again.’


Jax looked down at his bloody toes. ‘That would be something.’


‘We’ll find you some boots in the morning. There’s plenty of kit in Gundan still,’ said Moiri as she sat down next to Jax.


‘Boots, food, rest, safety.’ Jax took a deep breath as Moiri settled. ‘Am I dreaming?’ He was only half-joking. He couldn’t remember how he’d got to Gundan with the others. He didn’t know why he wasn’t still in that prison in Kagestan. He didn’t know why he wasn’t dead.


Moiri smiled. ‘I can assure you, you’re not.’


Her words didn’t make Jax feel any better. How long had it been since he could trust his own mind? How long since Monsuta had consumed his every thought? Even the silence was disconcerting. ‘Have you been here all this time?’


‘No,’ she replied. ‘We were chased east after the invasion. We’d almost reached Myoshia before we lost them – or they gave up chasing us. We’ve spent the last nine months or so giving the Skulls a hard time. Doing what we could. The mountains were a good place to set up our camp so we came back here. You were lucky though. We were about to move out. Another day and we wouldn’t have been around to save you.’


‘Where are you going?’


‘We got word a day or so ago that the Meigorians are going to invade Jia.’


‘What?’ The breath caught in Jax’s throat. ‘What did you say?’


‘The Meigorians are coming. We’re heading south to join them.’


‘The Meigorians are invading … So it worked,’ said Jax, almost to himself. ‘It worked.’


‘What worked?’


‘We helped Zorique, King Cariin’s daughter, escape to Meigore. They promised to help us in the war effort if we got her free.’ Jax paused as he dug through his memories. It was all so vague in his head. It all felt so long ago. And there was something else lurking in the shadows of his mind. He rubbed his face. Some information he had to tell Moiri. Something important.


His eyes drifted to the fire, watching the fat drip from the meat into the flames with a pop and a hiss. His mind was so dark. He couldn’t remember anything about the recent past. Not their escape or the names of the people he’d run with or even what his last meal had been. But his time with Monsuta screwing up his mind? The death of his son? That felt like yesterday. So clear, so vivid, so raw. Suddenly, he sat upright as more memories returned. ‘Your daughter. Of course. You don’t know.’


‘Tinnstra? What about her?’


‘Yes, Tinnstra.’ He laughed. ‘Your daughter. She’s alive – or she was. She was the one who got Zorique away. She went with her to Meigore.’


The happiness that filled Moiri’s face touched Jax’s heart. ‘My Tinnstra?’


‘She did you proud. She … she … killed the monster … the Chosen who captured me.’


‘Dear Gods, I can’t tell you how happy that news makes me. I thought she was dead, along with Dagen and the rest of my children. If there’s a chance she’s still alive …’ She wiped a tear from her eye. ‘No mother should outlive her children.’


The words cut deep into Jax’s heart. ‘No father, either.’


Moiri realised what she’d said. ‘I’m sorry. Your son, Kaine …’


‘He’s dead.’ Jax didn’t know what else he could say. His son had sacrificed himself in order to poison his father, to stop Jax from revealing the Hanran’s plans to the Egril interrogator, to Darus Monsuta. But he’d died in vain. Monsuta had stopped the poison from working on Jax with his healing powers and Jax had then confessed everything under torture.
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