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“All you need to know is that if you don’t, those captive Levanti die.”


I held my ground though every part of me wanted to step back, hating his closeness and the touch of his breath on my face. “But if you kill them, you’ll have nothing left to hold over me to ensure compliance,” I said in the same quiet hiss as he. “Kill them and I’ll never name you defender.”


Leo’s eyes narrowed.


“Are you trying to do the controlling thing on me?” I asked, knowing I was pushing it. “That doesn’t work anymore, remember? If you wanted to do that you shouldn’t have sliced my eyes.”


His hand closed around my throat, fingertips digging in hard. “I suggest you reconsider your rash attempt at autonomy, Dishiva,” he said, each word spat into my face. “Or I will make sure your people die. One by one. Slowly. Painfully. While you witness every moment.”


With a final, meaningful squeeze, he let go and finally stepped back. He smiled then, not so much amused as satisfied. “I know you’ll be a good girl,” he said, and patted my cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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To my Shishi, Calli, who we lost during the journey. I wish you had been with us longer. I wish I could have been there at the end. As you were always there for me.
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CHARACTER LIST



Levanti


Torin


Rah e’Torin—ousted captain of the Second Swords of Torin


Eska e’Torin—Rah’s second-in-command (deceased, Residing)


Kishava e’Torin—tracker (deceased)


Orun e’Torin—horse master (deceased, Residing)


Yitti e’Torin—the healer (deceased)


Jinso—Rah’s horse


Lok, Himi, and Istet—Swords of the Torin


Gideon e’Torin—First Sword of the Torin and former emperor of Levanti Kisia


Sett e’Torin—Gideon’s second and blood brother (deceased)


Tep e’Torin—healer of the First Swords


Tor, Matsimelar (deceased), and Oshar e’Torin—the saddleboys chosen by Gideon to be translators


Nuru e’Torin—self-taught translator never used by the Chiltaens


Jaroven


Dishiva e’Jaroven—captain of the Third Swords


Keka e’Jaroven—Dishiva’s second, can’t talk. Chiltaens cut out his tongue.


Captain Atum e’Jaroven—captain of the First Swords of Jaroven


Loklan e’Jaroven—Dishiva’s horse master


Shenyah e’Jaroven—the only Jaroven Made in exile


Ptapha, Massama, Dendek, Anouke, Esi, and Moshe e’Jaroven—Dishiva’s Swords


Other Levanti


Ezma e’Topi—exiled horse whisperer


Derkka en’Injit—her apprentice


Jass en’Occha—a Sword of the Occha


Captain Lashak e’Namalaka—First Sword of the Namalaka and Dishiva’s friend


Captain Yiss en’Oht—First Sword of the Oht, fiercely loyal to Gideon


Captain Taga en’Occha—First Sword of the Occha and Jass’s captain


Captain Menesor e’Qara—captain of the Second Swords of Qara


Jaesha e’Qara—Captain Menesor’s second


Other captains—Captain Dhamara e’Sheth, Captain Bahn e’Bedjuti, and Captain Leena en’Injit


Senet en’Occha, Jakan e’Qara, Yafeu en’Injit, Baln en’Oht, Tafa en’Oht, and Kehta en’Oht—imperial guards


Diha e’Bedjuti—healer


Nassus—Levanti god of death


Mona—Levanti goddess of justice


Kisians


Miko Ts’ai—bastard daughter of Empress Hana Ts’ai and Katashi Otako


Emperor Kin Ts’ai—the last emperor of Kisia (deceased)


Empress Hana Ts’ai—deposed empress of Kisia (deceased)


Prince Tanaka Ts’ai—Miko’s twin brother (deceased)


Shishi—Miko’s dog


Jie Ts’ai—Emperor Kin’s bastard son (deceased)


Minister Tashi Oyamada—Jie’s maternal grandfather and minister of the right


Minister Ryo Manshin—minister of the left, chief commander of the Imperial Army


General Kitado—commander of Miko’s Imperial Guard (deceased)


General Ryoji—former commander of the Imperial Guard


General Moto, General Rushin, General Mihri, General Yass, and General Alon—southern generals of the Imperial Army


Captain Soku—one of General Moto’s men


Lord Hiroto Bahain—duke of Syan


Edo Bahain—duke of Syan’s eldest son


Captain Nagai—one of the duke’s men


Governor Tianto Koali—governor of Syan


Lord Ichiro Koali—count of Irin Ya


Lord Nishi (Lord Salt)—a wealthy Kisian lord who believes in the One True God


Chiltaens


Cassandra Marius—Chiltaen whore and assassin


The hieromonk, Creos Villius—head of the One True God’s church (deceased)


Leo Villius—only child of His Holiness the hieromonk


Captain Aeneas—the hieromonk’s head guard (deceased)


Kaysa (She)—Cassandra’s second soul


Others


Torvash—the Witchdoctor


Mistress Saki—Torvash’s silent companion


Kocho—Torvash’s scribe and servant


Lechati—young man in Torvash’s service










THE STORY SO FAR...



After her failure to destroy the deserter camp, Dishiva is named Defender of the One True God, separating her from her people. With Gideon under Leo’s control, she finds allies in Empress Sichi and Lord Edo Bahain and fights to ensure Gideon meets with Secretary Aurus to discuss a peace treaty with Chiltae. Despite the negotiations coming to nothing, she finds a potential ally in the secretary of the Nine.


Still in the body of Empress Hana, Cassandra returns to Torvash’s house with Captain Aeneas and Septum, the lifeless seventh twin of Leo Villius. Leo follows, and Captain Aeneas and Cassandra barely escape. When Leo catches up with them, he kills Aeneas and takes Cassandra and Hana captive along with Kaysa and Unus, one of Leo’s twins, and another failed assassin, Yakono, whom Cassandra gets to know through the adjoining wall of their cells.


With an army behind her now, Miko makes strategic attacks upon Grace Bahain to weaken Emperor Gideon’s support, but when she takes Syan by stealth, she is hemmed in by the city’s governors and in danger of being routed. A successful night ambush puts an end to Grace Bahain, but to get out of the city, Miko has to kill the governors and cut her way through her own citizens.


Injured, Rah is left to die by Whisperer Ezma when Gideon’s Levanti attack her camp. Saved by one of his old Swords, he convinces the Levanti not to fight one another, with the help of Minister Manshin, who takes them to regroup at Syan. Forced to lead together or risk splitting the remaining Levanti, Rah and Ezma march their people to Kogahaera with Miko’s army.


When she returns from negotiations, Dishiva is powerless to stop the execution of Yitti e’Torin and the remainder of Rah’s former Swords, a moment that marks the final collapse of the dream that was Levanti Kisia. With Sichi’s help, she tries to get through to Gideon, but although they kill Leo, Gideon is a broken man. They have to face the approaching Chiltaen army without him. During the battle, she and Sichi are pursued by another Leo Villius, only for the tower they are retreating up to collapse. Dishiva wakes to find one of her eyes is gone, while the other is damaged. Ezma tells her it was meant to be because she’s Veld Reborn, destined to build a holy empire in the name of the One True God. Dishiva refuses, but upon hearing that half a dozen Levanti have been captured by the Chiltaens, she goes to face Leo and save them. But with the death of his father, she is now the hieromonk of Chiltae, and Leo claims her as the false high priest he must kill to complete his prophecy.


The night before the battle of Kogahaera, Rah gets word that Gideon has been broken by Leo Villius and leaves, but while getting Gideon out of the city, they get stuck in a tunnel collapse and have to be rescued. Unwilling to let Ezma lead any longer, Rah calls a Fracturing and takes half the Levanti with him, planning to take them home.


Growing clashes with Minister Manshin over her alliance with the Levanti come to a head when Miko orders her army to march on Kogahaera. Although successful, Miko has to navigate impossible political waters, and when both Rah and Ezma leave, Manshin takes power, leaving her a puppet on her own throne.


When every one of Cassandra’s attempts to escape Leo’s clutches fails, Empress Hana moves into Septum’s body in one final, desperate attempt to turn the situation to their advantage. But Hana’s body gives in to her illness and Cassandra dies with it, only to waken inside Septum’s mind with Hana. With their final attempt to escape having failed, they dive off a balcony to kill Septum, thus ruining the timing of Leo’s prophecy. Before they fall, Kaysa pulls Cassandra back into their shared body, but Empress Hana dies with Septum.
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1. MIKO









There are no gods. Only men. Emperor Kin had told me so that night in the throne room, lessons spilling unexpected from his lips. What he hadn’t said was just how literally he had meant it. No gods. Only men.


My divan had been draped in crimson silk, while still more had been gathered behind me, twisted into the shape of the crimson throne. A poor imitation of what had been lost when Mei’lian burned—a loss as hard to swallow as the extra effort Minister Manshin put into my throne now that it was his power I displayed.


“I swear on the bones of my forebears. On my name and my honour.” Lord Gori had just arrived from the north, possessed of little beyond his name in the wake of the Chiltaen conquest. I would have been glad to have him on my side, but it wasn’t me to whom he swore his oath.


Minister Manshin stood at my side, close, towering over me in a way that crushed my authority more than his usurpation of my power already had. In his shadow I truly was just a puppet seated on a false throne. A pretence. A farce.


Lord Gori finished his oath and, bade to rise, looked to my minister. “Your allegiance is welcome, Lord Gori,” Manshin said. “Her Imperial Majesty fights for all Kisians, but especially for those who fight for her.”


Fights for all Kisians. It was all I could do not to scoff at so great a lie. I wanted to, often, but whenever I thought to denounce his claims, I remembered Sichi and Nuru and our precarious position, and smiled instead. Smile. Always smile. The display of a submissive, non-threatening woman, under which I hid my promise.


I would destroy them all.


“Thank you, Your Excellency. Majesty. I . . .” The man squirmed, pain and troubles on his tongue. All in the north had suffered through the conquest, and a few words of empathy would strengthen his loyalty, yet Manshin said nothing.


“I know,” I said when the man seemed unable to finish. “It has been a tough few seasons, Lord Gori, but we will find our way out of the darkness. Together.”


Simple words, yet when he was dismissed, he strode toward the doors straight-backed, lighter than when he had entered despite the mud-stained, frayed hem that danced about his feet.


“Well,” Manshin said once he was gone. “Not a very worthy addition to our cause, but an addition nonetheless.”


How I wished to tear at his idea of what was worthy, but I took that anger and buried it with the rest.


“He may yet be more useful than he appears,” he went on. “That is, if you cease your . . . attempts at sensitivity. Saying such unnecessary things only displays weakness, Your Majesty.”


With my hands in my lap and my back straight, I channelled my mother’s impression of the perfect imperial statue.


“Ah,” Manshin said with a breathy laugh. “You are giving me the silent treatment, I see.”


The urge to clench my hands was almost overwhelming.


“You may, of course, be childish if it gives you joy, Your Majesty, but it is hardly the act of an empress.”


I turned to look at him. No scowl, just a stare into which I poured my promise.


I will destroy you.


He looked away. He could have acknowledged my anger, have tried to convince me again of his reasons, but why bother when he had already decided how things would be? All he needed was for me to accept and obey.


“Any others?” he asked of Chancellor Likoshi—his choice for the position, of course.


“No, Your Excellency,” the man said from the doorway. “A few came with petitions for Minister Oyamada, but he has seen them all.”


Minister Manshin grunted. Annoyance? Wishful thinking. My ministers didn’t like each other, but that was a far cry from Minister Oyamada being my ally.


“Let the council know we will meet in an hour,” Manshin said, dismissing Likoshi and stepping from my side. Without bowing to me, he crossed the floor as Lord Gori had, though his steps were slow and assured, owning the space with ease.


When at last the door slid closed behind him, I slumped, letting out a long breath. Only guards were present to witness my head sink into my hands, two at the door while at my side stood Captain Kiren—General Ryoji’s choice of replacement while he was away. The days dragged by and still he hadn’t returned. Every day the fear I’d sent him to his death pressed closer.


Needing to move, I got to my feet and strode for the door, leaving Captain Kiren to scurry after me.


Beyond the doors the manor bustled. It was always bustling. People came and went at every hour, my court more alive than Emperor Kin’s had usually been. There was an energy, a need to be present for what felt like the building of something new. Old powers sought to retain their positions, while new ones sought opportunities to rise. In different circumstances I would have revelled in it, but instead I walked numb through the halls though people stopped to bow, though they spoke with reverence, though they were, ostensibly, here for me.


I added more anger to my raging core. Manshin had stolen this triumph from me, leaving the only joy that of rebellion.


A circuitous walk through the passages discovered Lord Gori in conversation with one of the chancellor’s men, whose sharp shake of the head seemed to refuse what was being requested. Before I could catch a word, the chancellor’s man saw me and bowed. “Your Majesty, is there something I can do for you?”


“No, you may go. I require a word with Lord Gori.”


A moment of hesitation, then the chancellor’s man bowed again, glanced at Lord Gori, and walked away. Once he was out of earshot, I turned a smile on the fidgeting lord. “Lord Gori,” I said. “Join me for tea. Captain Kiren? Have tea sent up immediately.”


Not waiting for acceptance, I swept Lord Gori toward a nearby sitting room filled with old imperial grandeur and a fine layer of dust.


“This is an unlooked-for honour, Your Majesty,” Lord Gori said, managing to bow three times between entering the room and kneeling upon the cushion opposite. “I must also apologise for being so importunate just now; it is below my dignity and—”


“You mean it ought to be below your dignity, but desperation makes beggars of us all.” I smiled as his eyes widened. “What was it you requested from my chancellor just now?”


Lord Gori swallowed, sending a fleeting glance at Captain Kiren by the door. “I . . . uh . . .” The man deflated with a sigh. “Food, Your Majesty. We lost our harvest to the Chiltaen army, and now my people are starving before winter has even begun. Without supplies, I fear much of the north will not make it to the spring.”


“Have you spoken to Minister Oyamada?”


“I have not yet had the chance, Your Majesty. It seems he is too busy to see me for the next few days. But I will wait and put my case to him; it’s not something you should—”


“It is exactly what I should trouble myself with, Lord Gori. Minister Manshin’s only interest is in continuing to steer us toward war and destruction, but I serve my people. That is an empress’s job.”


Lord Gori frowned, and began words only to swallow them. By the door, Captain Kiren cleared his throat. Time was up.


“I must go now,” I said, rising from the table. “But a warning for you, Lord Gori. Minister Manshin is no friend to you, as he is no friend to me; if the time comes to fight, remember that.” As he hurriedly scrambled to his feet to bow, I added, “I will tell Minister Oyamada the granting of emergency food stores to you and the people of Hotai has my full approval.”


“Th-thank you, Your Majesty.”


I was at the door before he finished speaking. Captain Kiren slid it open, and I almost collided with a maid bringing the tea tray. She bowed and apologised and asked if I wished the tea taken elsewhere, while Captain Kiren’s eyes bulged with warning. “No,” I said. “The tea is for Lord Gori. I must go.”


I pushed past, sending the tea tray rattling. A glance both ways along the passage and my heart leapt into my throat. Manshin stood with General Moto at the corner, speaking in a low voice. He’d seen me, but at least he wasn’t alone. I spun away, hasty steps propelling me the opposite direction along the passage, Captain Kiren in my wake.


Manshin neither called out nor followed, and slowly my heartbeat returned to normal, though a sick dread kept churning in my gut. I’d been so careful about my meetings with those who came to pledge support, but this time had been too close for comfort.


Forcing a smile for every courtier that halted to bow, I made one more stop on the way to my apartments—a small shrine on the upper floor. My frequent visits there hadn’t gone unnoticed, but Sichi’s skill for gossip had everyone talking about how admirable it was that I paid my respects to Emperor Kin and Empress Hana so often.


As always, Captain Kiren waited outside the door, leaving me to step alone into the small, dimly lit space filled with guttering lanterns and stubs of incense. A basket of freshly folded prayers sat beside the altar. I took a handful, and laying them out one by one, I lit a fresh candle and rolled back onto my feet. Eyeing the narrow cupboard in the far corner, I took off my sandals and crept toward it, making no sound. Removing the key from its hook beneath was more difficult, even more so to slide it into the lock without scraping the sides. A cough covered the click of the lock, and with a satisfied smile, I eased the door open upon a waft of stale incense. The cupboard was full of candles and incense cones, prayer paper and sashes, and at the bottom beneath the basket of discarded candle stubs was a stack of letters. I drew them out and stuffed them inside my robe before carefully closing the cupboard and locking it again, returning everything to where it had been.


There was no sign of Manshin when I stepped back out into the passage, yet I couldn’t but feel watching eyes everywhere. The feeling remained until I stepped into the only safe place I had left. My apartments were grand rooms fit for Kisia’s ruler, yet like my mother’s apartments had been, they were a finely wrought prison.


Sichi and Nuru sat upon the window seat, their fingers entwined as they talked. The sight was so reminiscent of Edo and Tanaka that a lump of grief swelled, halting my steps abruptly in the middle of the floor. Nuru yanked her hands free, cheeks reddening around her defiant glare.


“I’m sorry, I . . .” But how could I explain? How could I express a grief that wasn’t only about loss but tangled with the pain of always being an afterthought to two people who loved each other? “I just had a thought,” I said, the lie so much easier. “Oh, and I’ve got the letters.”


Whatever questions Sichi might have asked, the mention of letters had her up and sweeping toward me, hands outstretched. “How many? From whom?”


“I haven’t had a chance to look yet,” I said, reaching into my robe. “But it’s quite a stack.”


Sichi all but snatched them from me as I drew the bundle free. “Lord Iraki,” she said, eyeing the seals as she flipped through them. “Governor Uhi, General Raan—”


“Lord Raan,” I corrected. “He isn’t a general anymore.”


“No, you’re right, but I assume that’s why you wrote to him.” She handed it over, along with the other two, sniffing in what I could only take as disapproval. “Ah! Look! Both Lady Zin and the Countess of Hurun have written back!”


Abandoning the rest of the stack, she hurriedly tore open the first of her letters.


“You think I shouldn’t have written to Lord Raan?” I said.


“What? No, I mean . . .” She sighed, lowering her own letter. “No, given what I know of his allegiances he’s a good person to court, I just . . . There are other strengths besides military might.”


“Of course there are, but we’re in the middle of a war. If we do not soon rid Kisia of the Chiltaens, Kisia as we know it will be gone.”


“Yes, but we’re also in the middle of social and political change. At least, I hope that’s what we’re fighting for.”


She spoke softly, but I bristled at the hint of censure. “We are, but we can’t change anything if we lose the battles.”


“And we won’t be able to if we fight the wrong way.”


I looked down at Lord Raan’s letter. “The wrong way? Unless I marry Leo Villius, what other way can we win but by fighting?”


“It’s not that I don’t think we need to fight,” Sichi said. “Just that if we want anything to change, we need to consider other allies as well. Politicians. Priests. Powerful speakers. Women intent on defying history.” She lifted her letters with a flourish. “Like Lady Zin and the Countess of Hurun. With the right people on our side, we could rebuild Kisia to be something greater. A society where war isn’t the sole ideal we build our identity upon, where culture and learning are valued over division and death.”


The words sucked the breath from my body and I stared at her, wrangling with an uncomfortable squirm of emotion. She spoke with such fire, and I couldn’t tell if I was more envious of her mind, ashamed of my own failings, or grateful for her guidance. What an empress she would have been to Tanaka had history taken a different course.


“Oh, there’s a letter from Edo here,” Sichi said, breaking the awkward pause that had followed her impassioned speech. “And there’s one sealed with plain wax. It’s for you.”


Someone had written my name but in a childish hand, and I couldn’t think who it could be. Glad to escape our conversation, I broke the seal and unfolded it, sliding my gaze down the page of ragged Kisian to the bottom where breath hitched in my chest. Tor.




Your Majesty,


Please forgive my not good writing. I am learning. I write when I have watched the camp of the Chiltaens and Leo Villius after retreat. They have remained not leave. If you want them not in your land you are lacking time to be gone of them. Many more are coming. Your army is largest now. Not later.


Eshenha surveid.


Tor





And that was it. What more had I expected? Some acknowledgement of the awkward way we had parted? Some sentiment? Truly it was kind of him to write at all, considering how much I had demanded again and again.


That the Chiltaens remained was not news, but that more were on their way? Did he mean the men coming with the secretary of the Nine to sign the treaty? Or others still? Warning Manshin would be admitting I had contacts outside what he controlled and play right into his hands.


I lowered Tor’s letter to find Sichi watching me, a small crease between her brows. “What is it?” I said, suddenly breathless. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”


“Oh no, nothing, I just . . .” She held out a letter. “Edo wrote to warn of his impending arrival, and I’ve . . . I’ve had a thought, Miko. You don’t want to marry Leo, but marriage can make strong alliances, and marrying someone else would ensure my father can’t marry you to Leo—”


“I don’t want to marry anyone, Sichi.”


“Hear me out, Koko. To marry someone else now while promised to Leo Villius, you would have to marry someone who isn’t afraid of my father.” Sichi grimaced. “Or of Chiltae. Someone who wouldn’t shrink from spitting in Dom Villius’s face and risking further war.”


My thoughts slid toward Rah. He always did what was right no matter the cost and cared nothing for our power structures, but marriage to him was as impossible as marriage to a songbird. He’d made it clear his heart lay with his people.


“And I cannot but notice,” Sichi went on with a brief smile, “that Edo meets every one of those criteria.”


“Edo?” I stared, her words not fitting together in my mind.


“My cousin Edo,” she said, speaking more slowly. “He meets all of the criteria and is probably the only man who wouldn’t try to usurp your power or your position once you were married.”


I had dreamed of marrying Edo for a long time, of keeping us all together, of being wanted. Seen. But he had loved Tanaka, and Tanaka had loved him, and all my childish hopes he would one day look at me had fallen somewhere along the way.


“He’s on his way,” Sichi continued. “Might even arrive today. You could ask him.”


“I can’t just . . . ask him to—”


“Yes, Koko, you can. He’s been your friend all your life and you need him.”


I shook my head. “No, I mean he’s the Duke of Syan. He can’t be a duke and an emperor, which would mean having to give the dukedom to another. And while I remain under Manshin’s thumb, that other would be someone of his choosing.”


Sichi bit her nail, sinking deep into thought. Still sitting on the window seat, Nuru fiddled with the hem of her tunic. Our comfortable space had grown tense, and I itched to leave, to move, to do something. Anything. The letters could wait.


I knelt, patting my leg to wake Shishi from her sun-drenched doze before the balcony doors. “Come, girl,” I said as she got up and stretched, pushing her paws out in front of her. “We need to check on the army camp.”


Sichi clicked her tongue, but left her thoughts unspoken, instead carrying her bundle of letters to the writing table. No doubt she wanted to point out again the foolishness of my focus on soldiers and armies, and I was glad she kept it to herself. Soldiers and armies were what I knew and, in a war, what we needed.


Taking my worries with me, I left them to one another’s company and escaped with Shishi into the gardens and from there to the military camp, Captain Kiren a few steps behind me.


For the first time in many days the sun was shining, but a chill breeze gusting from the south stole its warmth. Whether due to the tunnelling wind or the eternal mud, army camps always seemed cold. The soldiers were keeping busy despite or perhaps because of the weather, each camp alive with training drills and all the other military things Manshin could order done in his sleep that I didn’t even understand.


With Shishi loping along at my side, I strode into the nearest camp, following Emperor Kin’s protocol of always being seen amongst his soldiers. Despite my frequent visits, soldiers and servants alike stopped to bow and murmur “Your Majesty” as I passed, keeping their distance.


“Your Majesty,” General Moto said, approaching with more ease than a traitor ought to possess. “What brings you out here to the mud and the sweat?”


“General,” I returned coolly. “Surely your spies have informed you that I walk through the camps every day. I would ask what you want, but unless it’s to beg forgiveness for committing treason against me, I’ll be on my way.”


The words owned more heat than was wise, but at least he had the grace to look guilty, even for just a moment. But he made no excuses and attempted no explanation, and that at least I could respect. A murmur of “Your Majesty,” and he let me go.


From the ranks of General Moto’s soldiers into General Rushin’s, I strode through the camps speaking to all who crossed my path, making a show of my existence before moving on toward the tents of the barbarian generals.


As was their way, I found General Yass and General Alon keeping busy, comfortably mixing with even their lowest-ranked soldiers. General Alon had his sleeves rolled up and was sweating through a training bout with a young recruit, while General Yass stood nearby answering all problems brought to him like an emperor seeing petitioners.


“Your Majesty,” he said, respect in the title but never awe. “Not just passing through today? To what do we owe this pleasure?”


“A very courtly formality, General,” I said.


“It seems apt given the amount of politics happening around here. Are you aware you’re being followed? I know all my soldiers and two men who do not belong in this camp are watching you.”


By his tone, he might have said something entirely mundane. “I was unaware but am unsurprised. I am watched wherever I go, so be sure to look displeased that I am interrupting your work.”


“That’s not difficult. Most Kisians think we always look angry. What can I do for you?”


“You can tell me whether you fight for me or for Minister Manshin.”


A bold question, but they’d always responded best to honesty.


General Yass turned to look at his fellow general as he caught a training blade upon his shield, filling the air with a reverberant clang. “The situation is difficult,” he said, not taking his eyes off the bout. “We need not pretend you don’t lack power, and that being the case we cannot risk an outright declaration of support. It would be a death wish, and as much as General Alon and I do not like to dissemble, we have to think of our men.”


“And were the situation different?” I said. “If I had more power? More allies? What then?”


“That would depend upon the allies, Your Majesty. And upon . . .” A moment’s silence and I couldn’t breathe, anxiety pouring into me until at last he turned back. “Unfortunately, the situation seems . . .” His gaze flicked over my shoulder to the spies who’d followed me. “Complicated. All I can assure you of is our mutual . . . dislike . . . of our esteemed minister of the left and our desire to rid Kisia of Chiltaens rather than bargaining with them.”


It was the closest I was going to get to a declaration of support, and it was both enough to make relieved tears prick my eyes and not nearly enough to change anything.


I thanked him and would have left upon the words, but General Yass had cocked his head in the direction of the chatter growing around us. “What’s going on, soldier?” he said, turning to one of his men.


“Bahain flags have been sighted, General.”


General Yass grunted, noncommittal. “Interesting development.” He threw a sidelong look my way. “Your allies, Your Majesty? Or his?”


“Mine,” I said, hoping it was true. Edo and I hadn’t parted on the best terms after the battle of Kogahaera, but we would always be the only piece of Tanaka each of us had left.
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Edo stood where Lord Gori had that morning, but he didn’t kneel. He spoke no oath. He had understood the hastily scrawled warning I’d sent him—there was no loyalty to me here, only to Manshin.


Beside me, the minister lifted his chin. “Nephew,” he said, reminding Edo who had seniority, that here he was but a child. “Your oath?”


There were only guards to witness Edo lift his chin in return. “I’m afraid as Duke of Syan and commander of the fleet, I cannot yet give my oath, Uncle. Not without understanding the nature of the alliance you are forging with Chiltae.”


How Tanaka would have grinned to see Edo standing so tall and speaking with such assurance, and talking back to someone who was not only the highest power in the land but also an elder of his own family.


Minister Manshin drew himself up, his long intake of breath betraying annoyance. “It is not your place to demand such—”


“With all due respect, Your Excellency,” Edo interrupted, “it is my job to ensure the safety of Syan and its people. We need not pretend I can’t maintain my land and title without imperial support, as my father did for many years. I do not wish to follow in his shadow, but many of my men fought and died at Kogahaera, against the Chiltaens. Chiltaens who still have a substantial military presence within our borders and who are led by a man who doesn’t die. Under such circumstances, I cannot give my oath to an empress who would ally herself to them through marriage.” His stare slid my way. “We need also not pretend you don’t need my army and my ships, so I require a plain answer.”


“To what question?” Manshin said, and ice could have formed on the words.


“To the question of what in all the hells you think you’re doing to let Her Majesty make such an alliance, Minister.”


At my side, Manshin flinched, and it was all I could do not to grin. By the gods, Tanaka would have loved this.


“How dare you stand there and show such disrespect,” Manshin said. “You bring disgrace upon our family with your words.”


Despite his assurance, Edo flushed. “That isn’t an answer, Your Excellency. Leo Villius is Kisia’s greatest threat, not someone Her Majesty ought to marry.”


“Then it is as well that I have absolutely no intention of marrying him,” I said, unsure if I was glad or sorry we had no audience. “And absolutely no intention of signing a treaty with Chiltae.”


Buoyed by Edo’s powerful presence, I said it as much to see what Manshin would do as because I meant it. By my shoulder, Manshin’s hand clenched into a fist—a moment of anger he released with a low laugh. “Very amusing, Your Majesty,” he said. “It is clear we are getting nowhere here. This situation would be better served by removing to discuss your . . . reservations . . . over tea. Nephew.”


Edo bowed. “By all means. Uncle. Allow me to change out of my dirty travel attire, and I shall be ready to discuss the terms of my agreement with Her Majesty.”


Manshin didn’t rise to the bait, letting both the suggestion of dictating terms and the assumption I would be present slide, his anger covered with a thin smile. “Excellent. It seems we have much to discuss.”


It had felt good to make such a declaration, but I didn’t doubt Manshin’s ability to get his way even if it meant employing threats or risking the rebellion of Edo’s soldiers by imprisoning him. I had to warn him, so once we had left the throne room, I doubled back in search of my oldest friend. He seemed to have had the same idea, for instead of retreating to his rooms to change, Edo stood admiring the art in one of the narrower passages off the main hallway. At sight of him, I nodded to Captain Kiren and swept in, bearing an unprotesting Edo into the closest room—a small waiting room by the lack of furnishings.


“I got your message,” he said by way of greeting as the good captain slid the door closed behind us, his silhouette a vague outline through the paper panes. “What is Manshin thinking?”


“I don’t know, but you have to be careful with him,” I whispered. “I have no power. The generals are all on his side, and he has much of the court fooled that I am the one giving orders while he merely advises. Thank you for what you did in there, but tread gently from here; I fear he has come too far now to easily turn back and will remove anyone in his way.”


“It’s unlikely my complaint will achieve anything unless I follow through with my threats.” Edo grimaced. “He doesn’t take me seriously. To him, I’m still a child, still the weak young man who fell in love with the man his daughter was meant to marry.” Edo pressed a weak smile between his lips. “How angry he would have been the day I married him instead.”


“You? But how?”


I’d meant to stay only a few moments, but the grief twisting Edo’s smile caught me where I stood. “Before Tanaka . . .” Edo said only to trail off, and for a moment the ghost of my brother stood with us, all confident and sure and beloved. “Before Tanaka died,” he tried again, a small tremor in his voice. “We had plans. We had hoped to be able to put off his marriage to Sichi long enough . . . We’d spent ages poring over files pulled from the archives, looking at legal precedents and buried marriage documents, and we found two emperors who had married men. Emperor Liu in—”


“You were going to marry Tanaka.” It was a truth so obvious I felt like a fool. Yet they had never told me. Never trusted me.


“Yes. That was the plan, not that it can happen now.”


He tried to force a smile, but I wasn’t so much staring at him as through him, an idea sparking in my mind like it had always been there, waiting. He’d been going to marry Tanaka. There were precedents.


“Koko? Are you all right?”


Outside the door, Captain Kiren coughed, sending my heart into my throat. “Yes, yes,” I said, squeezing Edo’s arm. “I’m fine, but I have to go. I’m sorry.”


I sped for the door. The captain slid it open and closed it behind me swift and quiet, but whatever threat neared, the narrow passage was, for now, empty. With my mind buzzing, I paid no heed to the direction I walked, but out of a mixture of habit and hope, I found myself making for the small shrine. Though I passed people who stopped to bow and murmur, it was all a daze, my thoughts a tangle of half-formed plans and a new, searing hope. Perhaps there was a way forward after all.


The shrine sat at the end of a quiet passage, and though it was unlikely more letters would have arrived in the course of the afternoon, I slid the door open anyway. Again the waft of incense and the flickering of candle flames. Folded prayers sat upon the altar, everything how I had left it except for the cupboard. Its door hung open, the previously neat contents a jumble.


“Looking for something, Your Majesty?”


I spun. Minister Manshin filled the passage, towering over me. I swallowed hard. “I—”


Manshin’s fingers closed around my arm, digging into my flesh as he forced me back into the dim space of the shrine. The door slid closed with a bang, leaving only lantern light illuminating Manshin’s snarl. “Always in my way,” he hissed, spit peppering my face. “Don’t you know when to give up, little girl? Anyone else would be grateful to have such a position, such wealth and freedom and none of the responsibilities, but not you, not the damn Otakos obsessed with power.”


“Freedom?” I laughed, the sound wild. “I have nothing but—”


“This is not a discussion. This is a warning. Your last warning.” He leaned closer, his breath hot upon my face and his fingertips seeming to carve holes in my flesh. “If you value the lives of your . . . friends . . . you will stop this. I will kill my own daughter if I have to. I will take joy in ending her barbarian friend. I will make sure you marry Dom Villius even if I have to drag you to the ceremony in chains—don’t think I won’t. You know me better than that.”


I could hardly breathe, panic compressing my chest. I wanted to run, to call for help, but I could not move. He filled my world, my future, his height and strength and heat like an assault I couldn’t escape. Fear and hate were all I had, and lacking words, I spat in his face.


Manshin flinched but did not let go, just glared silently at me while my spit slowly trailed down his cheek. Unblinking, he released my arm finger by finger and stepped back. His grim stare was no less threatening for the space growing between us. Having slid open the door, Manshin stepped aside for me to leave. “Don’t make me your enemy,” he said, the words almost calm—fatherly. “This is your last chance, Miko Ts’ai.”


I sped out, needing to get away, to escape him, to breathe. Footsteps followed, but when I spun it was only Captain Kiren. Manshin remained in the doorway to watch my departure, his expression smug and self-satisfied even as he wiped my spit from his cheek with one sleeve.


All that went through my mind as I hurried back to my rooms was that I had to get away from him. Fighting back tears, I flew through the door to my apartments. Nuru looked up from her book. Sichi dropped her letter. Neither was even halfway across the floor before my legs buckled and I fell to my knees. “Edo is here,” I said, the words sounding nothing like my voice. “He stood up to your father, but . . . but he will force my hand by threatening you or by hauling me chained to the altar.”


Their joined outcry was little more than a murmur beneath the hammering of my heart. But Manshin’s threats had only intensified the spark Edo’s words had lit, turning a flicker to a flare. I looked up at Sichi. “I have a plan,” I said. “That will protect all of us and make sure they can’t take power from our hands.”


“What is it?” she whispered, eyes bright.


“Sichi . . .” I swallowed hard. “Will you marry me?”
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2. RAH









It’s harder to sever a head than people think, and even harder to feed a hungry Swordherd. Make half of them strangers, some wounded and all angry, and you may as well accept failure as inevitable before you begin. But if I’d been called one thing over the years, it was a stubborn bastard.


So there I sat in a tree, arse numb in the last of the daylight. We had slowly gotten used to the habits of the Kisian animals—the impatient call of the whistling owl, the rising buzz of evening insects, and the crepuscular scurry of the creatures we called bunnyhounds, somewhere between a sand cat and a rabbit in size with a long snout. They had the most meat but were hard to track, leaving us having to spread out and wait.


Perched upon a nearby branch, Shenyah wriggled, sending the leaves dancing. She was our youngest Sword, and I felt a degree of responsibility for her I couldn’t shake. Guilt, perhaps, over Dishiva. Or Juta. Or all of them.


Something rustled in the undergrowth, and a pig snuffled out, snout to the mud. I readied my javelin, only for the pig to turn back into the bush, leaving only a single trotter visible. Gideon would have been able to get it in the back of the head even through the leaves, but all I could be sure of getting was its rump. Sending a pig squealing off with my javelin stuck in its butt was not a sure way to keep my Swords’ respect.


An arrow dove through the leaves, and the pig let out a distressed squeal, thrashing in the undergrowth. Shenyah dropped from her tree with a thud and strode over, bow in hand.


“Pig thief,” I said as I dropped to join her. “I had my eye on that one.”


“You just wanted to watch it, Captain? That isn’t the way I was taught to hunt.” The skin around her eyes crinkled, but I felt the rebuke all the same.


“It’s a special new technique I’m working on. I call it the death stare.”


Shenyah laughed as she dragged the dying animal out of the bushes, tearing the arrow from its neck with quick, practiced movements. “I think maybe it needs more work. By the looks of this pig, the arrow killed it.”


“You did well; you’re a credit to your training captain.”


Mention of Dishiva stole Shenyah’s smile, and she sheathed the bow. Dishiva’s bow, I recalled, the Jaroven captain having left most of her weapons behind when she’d gone . . . wherever she had gone.


“Thank you, Captain.” Shenyah saluted. “I’ll take the pig back to camp now.”


I returned the salute and called in the rest of my Swords with a whistle. Distant footfalls grew to a rhythm as my new Swords approached through the trees, not one of them having come to these shores with me.


“It’s getting dark,” I said as they gathered in the fast-spreading gloom. “Let’s head back and get the carcasses cleaned up.”
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Once the evening meal was prepared, Amun gathered the Hand. One by one I had lost mine, but their ghosts always sat with me as I watched for hints of dissent, for whispers and troubled looks. All had been quiet at first, the Levanti who had joined me happy to recover, to be idle and lick their wounds, tend their horses, and just . . . be. Now they were getting restless.


Amun had been an easy choice as my second; after that, Lashak e’Namalaka, once a First Sword, was named tracker, Diha e’Bedjuti our healer, and Loklan e’Jaroven our horse master. Together, the five of us sat close to the fire. They had brought their meals but were too used to my habits to ask why I wasn’t eating with them. Unfortunately, Shenyah had taken to bringing over my plate, though she knew I wouldn’t take it. Whether she continued out of a staunch refusal to deviate from our ways or in silent judgement of Gideon’s presence in the camp, I wasn’t sure.


“We can keep this short tonight,” I said, meeting each of their gazes. “Lashak, have your scouts brought any news?”


She licked her fingers and nodded, still chewing. “Nothing exciting or you’d have heard already, but there’s still no sign that Dom Villius intends to move, and for some reason the Kisians are still leaving him and his soldiers alone. On the Kisian side, a flood of riders come and go from Kogahaera constantly, and a new group of soldiers arrived today. They’re keeping themselves separate and are carrying Bahain banners, so it could be Grace Bahain’s son . . . whatever his name was.” She shrugged. “So in short, they’re all still keeping to themselves like a bunch of sand cats watching each other through the grass.”


“Can’t last,” Diha said, wiping her fingers on her healer’s cloth. “We might not know much about them, but it seems Kisians and Chiltaens can’t share the same space for long without ripping each other’s throats out. Maybe that new group of Chiltaens will be the spark.”


“New group of Chiltaens?” I asked.


“Mentioned them last night, Captain,” Lashak said, censure in her glance. “They’re led by Secretary Aurus. I understand from the others that Gideon met with him some weeks ago. Although for a man intending only to discuss a peace treaty, he’s stayed a long time and now has more soldiers than he did before.”


“Oh yes, him. He’s moving?”


“Seems to be.”


I closed my eyes a moment, wishing something could be simple, just once. “We’d better keep a close watch on them. The moment something turns we need to know. In the meantime, we need a plan to reach Leo if he’s not going to budge from inside those walls.”


Diha leaned forward. “Just poison their water. Then they’re all dead.”


“That,” Lashak said, grinning at her, “is a great idea. I like the sound of all dead.”


“Except we need to talk to him before we kill him,” I reminded them.


“Don’t worry, he’ll come back to life, and then he’ll be the only one alive in the camp. Easy.” Diha returned Lashak’s grin and the woman snorted. “Oops, was that a terrible thing for a healer to say?”


“Since we can’t be sure that would actually work,” I said, interrupting before they could get too caught up in their plan, “we’ll have to think of something else.”


Loklan often sat silently watching us while he ate, but tonight he cleared his throat to speak. “We’re staying to find out about these Entrancers before we go back, I know, and it’s important, but . . .” He paused, looking around the suddenly still group. “With all respect, Captain, do you really think he will just . . . tell us everything we want to know? He was—is no friend of ours.”


He wasn’t, but I remembered a different man. One who had wanted the best for those around him. Who had offered us freedom. It had cost so much, but it had felt real. And though I couldn’t say so, I felt sure that although he might not tell them, he would tell me. He owed me that much.


“We have to try,” I said instead. “The only other person who knows of them is Ezma, and I wouldn’t trust her not to stick a blade in my eye, let alone be honest about something she doesn’t want me to change.”


Mumbled agreement went around the circle, smiles gone. They were in accord, at least for now, but I had watched my Hand fracture once, watched Swords turn on me, and I knew the signs. I was running out of time.


“So . . . we keep watching?” Amun said, breaking the silence. “And hope to catch him as he’s leaving to . . . do whatever it is that priests do.”


“Pray?”


“I think he can do that inside the walls, Diha.”


The healer shrugged. “I still think poisoning—”


“Any updates on our supplies, Amun?” I said.


Diha grinned and took up her dinner as all eyes turned to Amun. “The rice and beans we traded for last week will keep us going another week, and enough meat comes in each day for now. But the foragers are reporting the area is nearly cleared of mushrooms and berries and those purple tubers shaped like—well, anyway, they’re having to go farther afield each day, and I’m concerned that remaining much longer may not be an option.”


“It’s getting cold too,” Loklan added. “We ought to be stockpiling if we mean to stay through winter. Food will get scarce, especially for the horses.”


For a moment we all stared at our hands or our meals, while around us the camp went cheerfully on, our worry allowing others to be at ease.


“We ought to leave before the snow falls,” Lashak said. “We spent last winter here and it was terrible. The water freezes over and there’s nothing to eat.” She spat on the ground. “To think we were almost glad when the Chiltaens found us because at least they had food.”


“How long do you think we have left?” Amun asked, his plate sitting abandoned by his foot. “We”—he looked to me—“haven’t wintered here. We came after.”


Diha gave a little snort, but left Lashak to say, “I don’t know. It was colder than this. Much colder. And then one day there was snow on the ground. It was pretty and we didn’t hate the little falls.”


“But it just kept falling,” Diha said.


“You suggest we stockpile supplies and . . .” Amun glanced at me again, and I knew he wanted to finish the sentence himself, to suggest going home, but loyalty kept the words caught behind his teeth.


“And make for the coast as soon as the first snow falls,” Lashak finished for him. “To stay would be dangerous for us and our horses.”


Diha nodded. “Some are already saying we should go. That we’ve been here long enough to care for our injured and our horses and it’s time.” I made to speak, but she shrugged at me and added, “Not all of them believe in Entrancers, Captain. Or want revenge. And those who do, want revenge against Chiltae, not Leo. Or against Gideon for leading them astray.”


Every meeting I tried to avoid this discussion, but every meeting his name came up all the same. “Everyone who chose to follow Gideon must have believed in what he was trying to do,” I said as calmly as I could. “If they want revenge for its failure, it’s Leo they should hate.”


“We know that.”


“Everyone knows that. Everyone has been told what happened.”


Diha grimaced and flicked a glance at Amun as though in apology. “Knowing doesn’t always help when what they lived—what we lived—was Gideon failing us.”


“And a false horse whisperer trying to use you.”


“Don’t bring Ezma into this, Captain,” Diha snapped. “That she is a disgrace to the title she carries has nothing to do with Gideon’s crimes. He does not look better by comparison and must be judged on his own failings.”


She was right, but defending Gideon seemed to have become my daily existence. No one challenged me directly, but I saw the glances and the whispers and the wide emptiness around his hut, and over and over I chanted If only you knew. If only it had been you.


“You’re right, Diha, and I apologise,” I said, every one of my bones seeming to grow heavy, sinking me into the ground. “But destroying a man for something that wasn’t his fault in the hope of excising grief will not strengthen us.”


Diha looked at the ground. Amun at the trees. Lashak and Loklan at their hands. I had brushed through the conversation this time, but next time might not be so easy. The knowledge I would soon have to make a choice between helping my people and helping Gideon squeezed a little tighter.


“If there is nothing else for now, we can meet again tomorrow evening hopefully with some ideas,” I said, getting to my feet with more speed than dignity.


“There is one more thing, Captain,” Diha said. “We lost Ruhm today. His wounds just wouldn’t heal, and fever took him while you were out with the hunt. He’s by the shrine.”


Not how I had wanted to end my day, but I nodded. “I’ll go now. Thank you, Diha.”


We broke up, the others taking their half-finished meals and ambling off into the camp to talk and sing and be as joyful as the chill air and the strange surroundings would allow. I buried my envy. It wasn’t like I would have been joining them, dead Sword or no.


Ruhm had been laid out before the shrine, little bunches of wilted flowers and sticks carved with prayers placed around him. A lump swelled in my throat at this reminder of home, and for an instant I wanted to shout at everyone to pack because we were leaving, but the reins home kept tightly knotted around my heart had squeezed before and would again. I had to push away the pain with the silent promise of soon. Soon I would go home, when I’d completed the last of my duties here.


I knelt on the cold ground and heaved a sigh, pulling Ruhm’s body toward me. Shoulders on my knees. Knees apart. Knife in hand. Not mine, but a Levanti blade, owned by someone who no longer needed it.


Blood oozed out with the first incision, dropping onto the ground. So often had I performed the task that I could let my hands work while my mind wandered, catching snatches of conversation and scents upon the air. The smell of dinner was still present beneath the tang of blood, and despite my current occupation, my stomach grumbled.


At last, Ruhm’s head came free, and I let his body slide gently back onto the ground. We would build a pyre in the morning, but for now I got to my feet, knees and ankles aching as I straightened.


Before the shrine, I knelt again to sing our lament. Prayers came next, drawing the gaze of our gods to this Sword who had given his life for his herd and ought to be rewarded with new life. But though it was Ruhm I farewelled, it was Gideon I thought of. I had knelt two days at the Motepheset Shrine to grieve when he hadn’t returned from exile. It had broken me more than I had ever admitted, and I never wanted to do it again.


Once finished, I made my way back through the camp, each fire owning a clump of chatting Swords. Amun was deep in conversation around one. Loklan was playing a game of Tiyat against Shenyah at another, the board scratched into the dirt. And Lashak and Diha had their arms wrapped around one another, laughing. Through it all I passed like a ghost, trailed by murmurs of “Captain.”


The village of Kuroshima had been all but deserted, yet still we’d chosen to camp in the trees to the north where clusters of long-abandoned buildings spoke of a time the village had been larger. The roofs had needed patching, and we’d had to make do with what tents we’d had with us, but day by day it looked more worthy of being called a camp, spreading out in every direction save one.


Having grabbed two bowls of cold food from beside the cooking coals, I left the chatter behind and made my way toward the lonely hut. Faint light trembled through its narrow linen-hung windows, but despite the appearance of life, my heart hammered as it always did, afraid of what I would find. Too well could I recall his strong, desperate grip as he tried to prise the blade from my hands, tried to force it to his throat. It had been many days since, yet the image lived behind my eyes and I could not shake it.


Scuffing my feet to give warning of my arrival, I pushed through the damp fabric that did duty as a door. Gideon sat against the wall beside the dying fire but didn’t look up from the piece of wood in his hands, slowly taking shape.


“Dinner,” I said, crossing my ankles and sinking onto the floor in front of him. “It’s cold. Sorry. I had to take Ruhm’s head before I came.”


He kept scraping away curls of wood. I hadn’t wanted to give him a knife, but they were everywhere in the camp, and at least carving seemed to occupy his hands if not his mind.


“The mushrooms look good tonight,” I said, lifting my bowl. “Slightly browner than last night, but not as brown as the night before. Or the one before that. Really, though, the mushrooms from the night before the night before that were the best. I won’t tell Ptoth though. He likes to think he’s a really good cook, but Dhamara is better.”


He seemed intent on ignoring me, which at least meant I could stare at him as I ate. He hadn’t shaved his head since we’d left Kogahaera, and his dark brown hair was just long enough now to own a hint of copper. As a saddleboy it had been long, a dark brown with glints of deep russet best seen in the sun. The firelight on one side of his face brought out tiny flecks, and I was grateful that although time had changed much, it hadn’t changed that. What a foolish, tiny thing to cling to.


“You should have eaten with the Hand,” he said, as he often did, this interchange as habitual as Shenyah’s continuous attempt to bring me my meal.


“Eating and talking at the same time isn’t easy. Better to wait.”


I made a different excuse each time, but at this one he glanced up, a flicker of humour in his expression. “You seem to be doing just fine with both right now.”


Such flashes of life kept me believing he had a future.


“True,” I said. “Next time I should eat with the Hand and opine about the brown mushrooms.”


He looked at the meal. “They are very brown. You don’t have to stay.”


“I know.”


Setting his knife aside, he took up the bowl and looked through me. There were dark circles beneath his eyes and a slight tremble in his limbs, but worst was the blank, dead way he would sometimes sit staring at nothing, unmoving. I wished I could draw him out to sit by the fire, sure community would help, but these walls weren’t only protecting the others from his existence, they also protected Gideon from all that hate.


Once I finished my meal, I took up some of the wood I’d piled in the corner and threw it on the fire. “It’s bitter in here,” I said, hunting around for a blanket. “And to think it’s meant to get colder. What’s snow like?”


Gideon looked up. “Cold.”


“Oh really? Well, that is a surprise. I thought it would be hot.”


“It does burn. Ice too. When you stick your hands in it.” He lowered his bowl. “You know that feeling when you’ve been riding in a chill wind and your fingers feel fat and stiff? And when you try to warm them up, they tingle and burn? It feels like that. And it . . . crunches.”


“Crunches? Like . . . coals?”


“Yes, but more slippery. The first winter I slipped onto my arse and had one of those deep yellow bruises for days.”


I pulled blankets out of the pile around our sleeping mats and threw one to Gideon before wrapping another around my shoulders, not caring that it smelt musty. Standing directly in front of the fire, I wondered if I would ever be truly warm again.


Gideon pushed the unfinished bowl of food aside, ignoring the blanket.


“Don’t make me put that blanket over you myself,” I said.


“I’m not cold.”


“Horseshit. I’ve been busy and I’m cold.”


I crouched in front of him and grabbed both his hands, and it was like clasping chill lumps of metal. “Gods, Gideon, you’re colder than cold. Here, come closer to the fire.”


“I’m fine.”


He resisted my attempt to pull him up, and I made a show of sniffing myself. “Do I smell that bad?”


“Like death.”


“Ah, good strong Levanti scent then. Come on, let’s—”


“No.” He thrust out a shaking hand. “Just leave me. Please.”


“Gideon, I’m not going anywhere. I didn’t last night. Or the night before. Or the night before that.”


“Even though the mushrooms weren’t as brown.”


I laughed at the unexpected flash of humour and pulled him to his feet. Overbalancing, he stumbled into me, and for a moment the space between us shrank to nothing. There his scent, his warmth, his presence, reminding me not only of old memories, but of new ones. Raw ones. When he had hissed his anger into my face after the massacre at Tian. When he had sat upon a throne and ordered me removed from his sight. When he had kissed my forehead and said goodbye, that his last warning not to get in his way again.


The room felt colder when I stepped back, an apology spilling cheerfully from my lips as he steadied himself and let me throw the blanket around his shoulders. His flash of humour was gone, but at least he was upright.


“We should shave your hair,” I said.


“No.” Gideon crushed his arms around himself like armour.


“It’s getting long for a Sword.”


He shrank back, seeming to retreat to that safer place inside himself. “I’m not a Sword anymore.”


“Once a Sword, always a Sword,” I said. “I can do it for you.”


“I said no, Rah.”


His hands shook, and as he backed against the wall, I realised I had pushed too hard, tried to be too helpful, too caring, too much. “All right,” I said, giving him space. “Your hair is lovely as it is.”


Surely the stupidest thing I had said so far, but at least it surprised him enough that he glared at me instead of descending into a panic attack. “What?”


“The red. I missed it.” I had missed it. It connected me to a past we could never reclaim, a boyhood long gone. A time when there had been no estrangement between us, no tension, no unspoken words, no wrongs, and no Leo.


Letting the conversation drop, I knelt to lay out our sleeping mats. No proximity to the fire would render the night comfortable, but I edged the mats as close as I dared and hoped one day, I would feel warm again.


“Are you trying to light us on fire?”


“No,” I said. “But I’m sick of being cold and damp. I hate it.”


Once I had finished I found him watching me. “You don’t have to stay,” he said again.


“You tell me that a lot.”


“Because I know you’re not here because you care,” he said, tightening his arms over his chest. “You’re here because it’s who you are. Because you’re always right. Always responsible and virtuous, and I’d rather not have to be grateful for being a burden you suffer through for your own righteousness.”


“What?” I flinched like he’d slapped me. “What is this horseshit? Responsible and perfect? That’s you, you fool. I’m the one who ran away from my responsibilities and brought shame to the Torin, remember?”


“Because you wanted to serve your herd,” he snorted.


“Because I wanted a life! Because I was selfish! But sure, you put me on whatever pedestal you like so you can punch yourself with my fist.”


Gideon stared at me, hints of emotion flitting across his face. My blood pumped too hot and fast and angry to wonder how he felt, and I kicked off my boots so hard they flew across the room.


“I’m sorry you feel like a burden,” I snapped. “But I’m here because I want to be. That isn’t the same as this being fun.”


I wasn’t being fair, but neither was he, and in the absence of magic there was no easy fix for this. With a sigh, I went and wrapped my arms around him. He didn’t return the embrace, but he stood at ease and let me hold him, and that was all right. “It’ll get better,” I said by his ear, the same softness with which he had once threatened me. “I know it doesn’t seem like it but it will. And I will be here. Because I fucking choose to be here, not out of some sick need to be right about everything.”


“Thank you,” he said like they were the hardest two words he had ever spoken.


I squeezed tight before letting him go.


We settled on our mats, him silent while I made overly dramatic shivering sounds as though it would help. It was still too fucking cold despite the crackle and roar of the fire, but exhaustion soon tugged me into sleep, lulled by Gideon’s even breathing. It was a comforting sound. I should have told him that, perhaps. Told him I felt safe here with him. That his very existence made me feel lighter, despite the tangle of doubts and worries and hurts that came with it. Whatever he had done, whatever he had said, whoever he had been, he was still, and always would be, the Gideon I had looked up to, had followed, had worshipped and relied on. The Gideon I would do anything for.
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I woke feeling I had been covered in cold sand, so completely had the room chilled. Gideon was still asleep, curled upon himself to keep warm.


Voices murmured outside. Hushed. Worried. It was too early for anyone to be setting off on a hunt, and the scouts ought to have been back in the night, so when the low talk became a growing, anxious babble, I reluctantly got up, thrusting my feet into my boots and dragging my blanket with me toward the door.


Ghostly figures filled the centre of the camp, and catching sight of me through the misty dawn, Amun hurried over. He must have been halfway through shaving his head, the smooth half shimmering with damp. “Ezma is on her way.”


Even as he spoke, I caught sight of Derkka en’Injit standing beside the main fire. He lifted his hand in a little wave, and every part of me seared hot with anger.


“Why is he here?” I demanded in a low voice. “Ezma is dangerous and so is he.”


“I know, but unless you want us to kill them, we can hardly stop either setting foot in the camp.”


I sighed, relaxing my grip on the blanket. “Do we know what she wants?”


“Derkka wouldn’t say, but”—he gestured toward the trees—“you can ask her yourself.”


Usually a herd travelled to a horse whisperer, but on the occasions a horse whisperer travelled to a herd, they did so alone. Not Ezma. She rode into our camp with a dozen Swords in her wake, the headpiece atop her gathered hair rising like a crown while a fine orange robe did service as a travelling cloak. She approached as slowly as her horse would carry her, chin lifted, giving my Swords plenty of time to emerge from their tents to stare.


Thrusting my blanket into Amun’s hands, I strode forward to stand in front of her horse. “Ezma,” I said, clasping my hands behind my back to make it clear she would get no salute from me.


She reined in closer than was comfortable, the animal’s proximity as much a threat as her cold smile. “Rah,” she said. “Still here, I see.”


“Still here. What do you want?”


“Is that an invitation to dismount and meet with you without risk?”


“If you feel you need that assurance, but your companions cannot.” I gestured to the Swords mounted behind her. “I’ll have no believers in your god spreading their lies here.”


Her smile hardened. “They aren’t believers, but if you won’t offer hospitality to your own people, so be it.” Turning to her closest Sword, she said, “Remain here. Keep your eyes open; it appears this is . . . unfriendly territory.”


Our meeting fire was nothing but cold coals at this time of day, but not wishing to meet anywhere more private, I strode over and sat down in my customary position. A position I ought to have offered her, but she was already lucky I hadn’t given in to my impulse to piss on her.


“What do you want?” I repeated as she settled across from me, folds of orange cloth grazing the dirt.


“Gideon.” She smiled with her teeth. “You have him. I want him.”


“You tried to kill him.”


“I was merely seeing justice done, as is required of me.”


“No, you cannot take him or anyone else nor dispense any justice here. You are false in every way and don’t deserve to be called Levanti, let alone a whisperer.”


She laughed, a mocking sound full of genuine amusement. “Will you ever stop being angry that I completed my apprenticeship and you did not? Refusing me my title will not gain you yours.”


“I don’t want to be a horse whisperer. Better that I left than stayed to twist it into something it’s not.” I gestured at the Swords still mounted and awaiting her. “Like you with your honour guards. If your only reason for coming here was to parade around and demand Gideon, you have wasted your time.”


“And you have condemned your people.”


A creeping horror spread through me. “What?”


“I’ve had word the Chiltaens are blockading the ports. They want Gideon, and you know very well to what lengths they will go for what they want, even if it means killing every Levanti seeking passage across the sea.” She folded her arms. “So, it’s a simple choice, Rah. Let them take their revenge on Gideon, or watch them kill your people. Again.”


Ezma’s smile was all too pleased. Around us, Swords watched on from a distance, whispering, waiting, and all I could do was force a smile through my rage. How fine those words must have tasted in her mouth.


“You need to go,” I hissed between my teeth. “You ought to be ashamed for even considering such a thing. We don’t trade in lives. The Chiltaens don’t deserve my horse’s shit, let alone a live sacrifice of one of our own, no matter who they are.”


“Would you say the same if it was me they wanted?”


“Yes. As tempting as it would be to save people from your influence.”


“Funny, because that’s exactly what many of my Swords say about Gideon. And you. But you know what, Rah, it’s not your choice anyway. It’s Gideon’s, and I’m sure once you explain he can redeem himself and his honour by dying for his people, he’ll—”


I stood abruptly to keep from smashing my fist into her face. “Go. Now. Take your poisonous tongue away.”


She rose, all grace and dignity and ease under the watchful gazes of my Swords. “Very well, I will go for now, but if you don’t reconsider, if Gideon does not make the honourable sacrifice, I will have no choice but to force your hand.”


“A threat? Leave before I have you dragged from my camp.”


Ezma adjusted her headpiece, all smiles. “Oh, that would look good, wouldn’t it? I’m tempted to stay so you can try it.”


Determined to give her no satisfaction, I stood silent.


“No? Maybe if I told you that you’re wasting your time here? Getting hold of Leo Villius is easy, but no matter what he tells you, you can’t stop what’s already happening.”


“What is happening?”


Her lips twitched. “You’ll have to try harder than that.”


“Of course, because what would a powerless, exiled old whisperer know? Trapped out here, you’re no one.”


She leaned close, lowering her voice to a hiss. “I know the plains are changing forever. I know you’re too late. You cannot fight people who possess powers you’ve never even heard of, but you can die trying. That seems like a fitting end for you. Maybe I should tell you how to get to Leo Villius after all.”


I wanted to know—needed to know—but I would not beg. Not of her.


Her smile was back, spreading into a self-satisfied smirk. “You’re too fun, Rah. Yes, I think I’ll tell you after all. Dom Villius has been slowly making his way toward Kogahaera for the last few days, travelling with two companions acting as bodyguards. He travels at night and doesn’t want to be found, but what Chiltaen could ever truly hide from Levanti tracking skills?”


“Travelling to Kogahaera? Why?”


Ezma shook her head. “That’s all you get, Rah. Do consider my words wisely, however. I’m confident Gideon would appreciate the opportunity to redeem his soul.”


No salute. No nod. Just a parting little laugh and she strode away, receiving salutes from my Swords as she went.


I didn’t move from the fire pit until she was swallowed by the trees. Whispering broke out around me, but no one dared to approach until Amun came and stood before me, hands upon hips.


“What did she want?”


“To warn me the Chiltaens haven’t forgiven us for the slaughter of their army,” I said, which was true enough to assuage my twinge of guilt. “It’s possible they will blockade ports or attack Levanti attempting to return home.”


Amun drew a breath and let it out in a gust, the sound more exhausted than surprised. “Well, better to know, I suppose. Was that all? You didn’t exactly look happy during the conversation.”


The truth would get out. Ezma would expect me to lie, and Derkka had been here too long, yet the words I should have uttered stuck in my throat. “She wasn’t exactly polite,” I said instead. “She did, however, tell me where Leo is. It seems he’s not in that army camp after all. He’s travelling by night, making for Kogahaera.”


“Kogahaera? You mean he could be nearby?”


“He could be. She wouldn’t give me an exact location, but something tells me Lashak would enjoy the opportunity to flex her tracking skills.”


Amun grinned and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “I think we all would—all the more because finding Leo means we can go home. Shall I have tracking parties prepared?”


“Yes, do it,” I said. “Let’s find the bastard and get out of here.”
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3. CASSANDRA









Ihad spent much of my adult life sleeping during the day, rolling over and ignoring shouts and hoofbeats and chatter, and the ever-present song of the dead. I hadn’t expected sleep to be harder in silence.


Damn country living, I grumbled as Kaysa rolled, chasing sleep.


Maybe I’m just not good at sleeping yet. I struggled at Manshin’s house too.


A breathy laugh emerged through my lips as she returned control to me, forcing me back to the bright evening. It’s not something you have to practice. You just . . . do it.


Or don’t, in this case.


I cracked open an eye. On the other side of the room, Unus lay curled upon his tattered mat, his holy robes discarded for a brownish half robe and breeches we’d found. The second mat was empty. My stomach dropped, and sleep having eluded me, I rolled over and got quietly to my feet.


The stairs creaked beneath my weight—the only sound in the house. We had come upon it in the predawn light, a small cottage bearing no sign of life. Dust had covered everything. Food had sat mouldy on the table. Without wondering what had become of the owners, we’d seen to our horses, hunted out mats, and collapsed into uneasy sleep.


Outside, birds chirped cheerfully in the last of the daylight. It would soon have been time to rise and prepare for another night’s interminable journey anyway; I was merely getting a head start. I needed to piss. I needed a drink. I needed fresh air.


Unfortunately, the air outside was none too fresh. It held the bitter tang of distant smoke, mixed with stagnant water and the rotting food we’d thrown out that morning. I wrinkled my nose and hurried on toward the small, bushy garden fenced with rotting timbers. Overgrown vegetables and vines of some sort choked the space, and having gone far enough from the house, I crouched to piss—adding to the acrid scents of the evening.


Hana would have made some comment about growing up on a farm and having pissed in the fields with the boys. Or laughed at my desire for privacy despite my total lack of modesty at all other times. Kaysa was silent.


I can’t be her, she said.


I didn’t ask you to be. I just . . .


Miss her.


Bitterness. I had been cruel to Kaysa for so many years, but had grown so accustomed to Hana’s presence, to sharing her body, that her loss had a physical emptiness. When I closed my eyes, I could still see her falling. Still hear the crunch as Septum hit the stones, leaving nothing but a mess.


Forcing the memory from my mind, I stood, straightened my breeches and half robe, and sighed. The fresh air had been a failure, the piss unexciting—time for water, and maybe I could face another night travelling.


A water barrel stood beside the house. It had overflowed, leaving puddles to grow stagnant around it, but the lid had kept the water inside reasonably clean. I prised it off. I’d not thought to bring out a cup so dug my hands in instead, slurping from the fast-escaping water until I was sated. Dropping the lid, I turned back toward the house.


And there he was, limned in evening light as though his bronze flesh had been gilded, his soft, dark hair ruffled in the breeze and that serious, thoughtful look on his face, all thick eyebrows and intense bright eyes. He’d had that same look when we’d unlocked his door back at Manshin’s estate. I’d been in such a hurry to free him that I’d not thought about the strangeness of seeing him in the flesh, of being able to put a face to the voice I’d come to rely on hearing through the wall. He’d looked up from his bound hands, everything about him soft and beautiful and young. So young. He had been both more than I had hoped and everything I had feared, and a shameful sort of panic had held me rooted to the floor as he tilted his head and said—


“Cassandra?”


The same twisting, awful feeling weighed me down, and I halted, gazing up at Yakono standing on the veranda. He looked to have been taking some air when I interrupted him by existing.


“I didn’t see you there.”


A kind smile turned his lips. “I’m sorry. My training makes it second nature to blend in and be quiet.”


While I had thudded my way down the stairs and scuffed along the path to the garden. Such a good assassin I was, announcing my presence to the world.


“Yes. You’re really good at it,” I said, and wanted to sink into the ground at how ridiculous I sounded.


Do you need me to take over?


“Thank you,” Yakono said, genuinely seeming to mean it. “I worked hard. My master would tell you it didn’t come naturally. He said I was a long-clawed hog when he first picked me up.”


“You must have been good at other things. To make up for it.”


“Oh no, nothing at all, truthfully.”


It was just a conversation. There was no reason to panic, yet the thud of my heart would not quieten. I should have left him locked in that room. Or refused to travel with him, whatever our shared purpose. But I hadn’t, and now I had to put up with feeling like a child, foolish and gangly and inferior in every way.


“He didn’t choose you because you had a talent for your craft?” Kaysa asked, taking over rather than remaining stuck to the ground like a fool. “Surely you had something to recommend you.”


“Nothing at all.” Yakono shrugged. “My master picked me because I needed a home. Better to help someone who needs a family than give a second family to someone who already has one.”


It was exactly the wholesome sort of thing he was always saying, leaving me feeling both in awe and awful.


Wallowing while Kaysa walked back up the stairs, I envied the ease with which she approached him. Spoke to him. Looked at him.


“Did you check the horses?”


Yakono nodded, his gaze ever intent. “We should leave soon.”


“Not yet.” Kaysa shook our head. “Let him sleep a little longer. He suffers. It takes a toll on one, that sort of pain of the mind.”


A question seemed to hover upon Yakono’s lips. Kaysa and I had lived a different form of the same abnormality, but I’d kept it secret so long, been called a freak and a monster so often that I couldn’t tell him. Couldn’t risk his kindness souring to dislike or disgust, or even horror, once he knew what we were. One thing to share an interest in killing people for money, something else entirely to know I could make the bodies get back up again.


“All right,” he said, swallowing his question. “But if we don’t leave soon, we may add another day to the journey.”


He didn’t need to say the sooner we finished this the better. It had been all I could do to convince him not to kill Unus on the spot, his desire to complete his contract all that kept him here. Had Unus been more like the Leo we were used to, I doubted he would have believed me, and Kaysa’s fear we would turn our back only for Yakono to stick a blade in Unus anyway was an ever-present fizzle in my stomach.


“We already have to travel slower now that we’re close,” he went on. “Every day we see more Levanti, and the Chiltaen camp isn’t far enough behind us for comfort. If we aren’t careful, we won’t reach Her Majesty at all.”


My stomach flip-flopped. Empress Miko. I had never met her, but now she existed in my heart as a precious child I needed to protect, the daughter I had failed. Even without Hana, the mess of hurts swirled and tugged at my heart with vicious hands, and I wished I had never fallen into her body, wished I could have gone on walking through the world without giving a damn about anyone. Caring hurt too much.


“Cassandra?”


His quiet concern had me back in that room, leaning against the wall as he told his story, the world slowly going dark. I had died alone, but had never felt less alone.


You could tell him that.


No.


“Are you all right?”


How many people had ever asked me that? So few. Even fewer who had actually cared about the answer. Yakono probably didn’t care either, or if he did it was because his perfect upbringing had taught him to care about everyone like we were all special, fragile little bunnies.


“Fine,” I said. “Just sick of travelling. And cold. And—”


A scream from the upper floor ripped through the air, and Yakono spun, dashing through the door and toward the stairs like a lithe animal.


“—him.”


I didn’t give a single damn about Unus, but Kaysa had us following Yakono in a heartbeat.


We found Unus sitting up, his arms folded tightly across his chest as he stared at the far wall like it had grown a monstrous face.


“You’re safe,” Yakono said, able to dredge up kindness even for this man who had kept him prisoner, who had tried to convert him to the faith, who he had every intention of killing. “There is no one here but us. You were dreaming.”


“I saw him. I . . . I couldn’t control it. It’s hard when I’m sleeping, I’m sorry.”


Kaysa knelt on the opposite side of his mat, the touch of her hand to his shoulder a gentle, motherly thing. “None of us can control what we see when we’re dreaming. But Yakono is right. You’re safe now. He isn’t here.”


Unus looked from assassin to assassin and, seeing no threat, let out a shaky breath. “It’s . . . it’s getting worse. I don’t know how long I can keep him out. I’m not used to doing it for so long.”


It was getting worse all right. Unus had been calm upon Septum’s death, sensibly discussing plans, but day by day he weakened. Duos was always there in his head, an ever-present reminder that he could not escape without being hunted by his twin. He didn’t even know what and who he was without Duos . . . and that at least I could empathise with.


You mean I can, Kaysa said, her bitterness staining all our attempts to find a way forward.


“You saw him?” Yakono said, focussing on what was most important to him. “In your dreams? The . . . other one?”


“Duos. Yes.” Unus pressed his hands to his face. “He’s trying to find a way to turn everything to his benefit. Even without Septum, he’s still plotting. He—they never used to be like that, you know. We were more in accord once. We felt the same pull to the faith, the same trust in God, and then . . . I don’t even know when it started to change. Or how. I agreed in the beginning. The church did need to change. We did need to fight for those of the faith outside Chiltae. We did need to share the truth with others. And whenever I disagreed with their methods, they talked me around, spoke over me, filled me with their vehemence. Until . . .”


“You weren’t you anymore.”


Kaysa’s words. The situations weren’t the same, but they were comparable enough that as Unus nodded, I knew a deep sense of shame.


I didn’t know what you were, I said.


Would it have mattered? Would it have changed the way you treated me?


I knew the truth, but couldn’t give it voice.


“Yes. Not me,” Unus said. “I don’t know who I am anymore. Every day disconnected from them—from him is . . .”


Kaysa didn’t speak for him this time, but the odd feeling of self-discovery, of both growing and shrinking at the same time, shedding things she was proud of along with things she hated, was so strong I couldn’t but feel it to the depth of my bones.


Our bones.


As I had been slowly becoming Empress Hana, so Kaysa had become just a ghost of me.


“Yes, but you said you saw him. Where?” Yakono said. “If you tell me, I can end this now.”


Unus stared, seeming not to understand the question, before slowly shaking his head. “I don’t know exactly—south perhaps—but he . . . he saw me too.”


Kaysa’s grip tightened upon his arm. “Are you saying Duos knows where we are?”


His nod was more of a flinch, his gaze darting fearfully to Yakono, who had stilled like the predator he was. Kaysa held tight to control over our body, ready to defend Unus should Yakono lunge at him, but whatever went through the assassin’s mind, he soon relaxed. Sat back. “He’ll come for you?”


“Not himself,” Unus said. “That’s too dangerous. He knows you’re with me.”


“We are not using him as bait to draw Duos out,” Kaysa snapped, though it didn’t sound like a bad idea to me. “He can read minds, remember? He’ll know it’s a trap if you try it.”


Yakono didn’t answer, just rolled back on his heels and rose to his feet. “We have to go. Now.”
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There was comfort in travelling at night, knowing the darkness would hide you like the heaviest cloak, but it was fucking impossible to see. Thankfully my horse seemed able to see better, else we would have been shuffling slowly forward with outstretched arms, twitching at every tiny sound. I was a creature of cities, not forests; of lantern-lit streets, not smothering nothingness; solid stone, not squelchy mud. Unsurprisingly, and annoyingly, Yakono seemed quite at home. Even Unus didn’t complain, though I wondered how much he was really with us in mind as he was in body.


Our plan to seek a meeting with Empress Miko had seemed sensible at the outset, but it meant travelling into the most fought-over territory in the empire, where towns and farms and villages had been abandoned to the ever-present Kisian, Chiltaen, and Levanti armies, their supplies stripped bare.


Yakono led the way, Unus in the middle, with us bringing up the rear, taking turns to be the mind in control of our body. It was an odd way to travel, but it made the tension of listening to every sound easier to bear, knowing you could soon rest and let another take over.


I’ll do my stint soon, Kaysa said.


I’m good for a little longer, I replied. But I think we could have done with a lot more sleep.


We don’t seem very good at that. I struggle generally, and you lie awake listening to Yakono breathing and wonder what he’s thinking.


I only do that because I can’t get to sleep.


Of course.


I ignored her amusement and glared at the darkness like it would help me see better. I couldn’t even see Yakono, only the tail of Unus’s horse. The assassin could have been carried off by a giant bird, horse and all, and I wouldn’t know until the sun rose for how little Unus seemed to pay attention.


A cry echoed through the trees. We’d heard many strange bird calls while travelling at night, but when the sound didn’t come again, Yakono reined in.


“Trouble?” I whispered.


“Sounds like someone got hurt or surprised,” he whispered back, his face a featureless shadow. “Let’s wait here a while.”


We’d halted a few times to see if strange sounds became enemies, and all it achieved was the complete chilling of my limbs and joints until I couldn’t think of anything more wonderful than a hot bath. I sat dreaming of sinking into one while Yakono sat, ear cocked to the night. Unus said nothing.


No shouts came. No footsteps or hoofbeats or cries, just the gentle hush of the wind and the myriad animal sounds that defined the night.


Eventually, Yakono nodded and set his horse walking.


“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”


The change in Unus’s tone sent ice spilling through my veins, and I was back in the Witchdoctor’s house, on the run while Leo spoke through Septum’s lifeless lips. Slowly Unus turned until his eyes were upon me, bright pinpoints in the darkness.


“Ah, Cassandra, lovely to see you again.”


Owning no thought beyond panic, I yanked loose my dagger and threw it at him. The pommel smacked into his forehead with a sickening sound, throwing him backward off his horse.


“Unus!” Kaysa snatched control and all but fell from the saddle. Mud squelched beneath our knees and damp fronds of undergrowth tangled around us, but she hardly seemed to notice, let alone care. “Unus?” Frantically patting the ground in the gloom, she found his arm and traced it back to his shoulder and up to his neck, feeling for his pulse.


It beat strongly beneath our fingers, and we let go a breath. “Thank God,” Kaysa said. “You’re so lucky that hit pommel first. You could have killed him!”


From overhead came Yakono’s gentle voice. “I’m lucky? I didn’t throw it.”


Be careful! We don’t want Yakono asking questions!


“I don’t care!”


You will care when he kills us.


Seeming to agree, she gave in to my insistent attempts to retake control. Overhead, Yakono was a shadowy outline recognisable only by his scent. “Duos must be close,” I said. “Be careful what you say once he wakes up. If Duos can push through his defences at any time, then he can hear us.”


Yakono looked about the dark forest as though expecting to see another Leo nearby, but there was nothing beyond the chirrup of insects and the occasional scurry of small creatures in the leaf litter.


Beneath my splayed hand, Unus twitched and let out a groan. I tensed. “Unus or Duos?”


“Ouch,” he said. “It feels like you split my head open.”


“Unus?”


“Yes, don’t hit me again.”


“Good to know hitting you in the head can dislodge your brother.”


His reply was another groan. “We should keep moving.”


Yakono agreed, and having helped Unus groan his way back to his feet and into the saddle, we set off again, all the more alert to every unusual sound. And there were a lot, including the occasional thump or distant crash of falling timber and far-off shouts. Lanterns began to flicker through the trees, and Yakono changed course, moving us away from them.


“Sounds like woodcutters,” he said, slowing to let us catch up. “Though why they’re working in the middle of the night is anyone’s guess. We’ll have to circle farther south to avoid them.”


Too tired to have an opinion, I let him lead on, but the sound of men working only grew louder. The trees began to thin like we’d reached the edge of the woods, and Yakono halted, faint moonlight creeping in to dust his hair.


“Not just a few woodcutters.” He glanced my way as I joined him. “Whatever they’re building, it must be important for them to work through the night like this.”


“Very important,” Unus said, but for the second time that night it wasn’t Unus. “They think they’re building a pavilion for my wedding to Empress Miko, but since she won’t be making it, it’s Lady Sichi I’ll be marrying.”


I froze, hand on my dagger again. “Won’t be making it? What do you mean she won’t be making it?”


Unus turned, his grin chilling in the shadows. “I mean she’ll be dead, Cassandra. Of all the people not to understand my meaning. Dead. Dead. Dead.”


I tightened my grip. “When? How?”


“When . . . when what?” Unus blinked rapidly, and it was Unus again. “Oh.”


“No! No no no!” I urged my horse alongside him and gripped his shoulders, the same panic that had spurred Hana back at the manor now spilling through my veins. “Get him back! I have to know about Miko! We can’t let her die!”


“I . . . I can’t.” Unus gripped my arms to keep from falling from his saddle, panic widening his eyes.


“You have to be able to! You—”


Kaysa pushed through my growing fear, steadying our voice and our hands. She let Unus go and sat back, setting a calming hand to our horse’s neck. “Sorry, I’m not sure what came over me.” She glanced at Yakono, who was little more than a scowl in the shadows. “Perhaps we should start looking for somewhere to stay the night—day.”


The assassin nodded and, asking no questions, turned his mount to continue the way we had been travelling.


“I’m sorry, Cassandra,” Unus said as he fell in behind Yakono. “I’ll let you know if I get anything about Empress Miko.”


Kaysa gave him a kind smile and set our horse following his, back into the dark trees.


Despite wanting to call it an early night, it was nearing dawn before we found somewhere safe to stay. There were plenty of small villages with no sign of life, but Yakono refused to stop anywhere out in the open or too close to a road. At last we found a small farmhouse on its own outside a village. Another day in another abandoned house, amid another collection of abandoned junk and some scraps of mouldy food.


“Hopefully the old owners left their sleeping mats when they fled,” Yakono said, dismounting. “I don’t fancy sleeping on the floorboards again like we had to do back at that other place.”


I hadn’t gotten much sleep that night. Yakono had. The man seemed able to sleep anywhere and everywhere, his existence perfectly fitting the world no matter the circumstances. I had always felt the wrong shape, my sharp edges tearing at everything I touched.


Unus slid boneless from his horse, gripping the saddle to keep his knees from buckling. “You should head inside and find a mat,” Yakono said, taking one look at him. “I’ll look around for food and water.”


Unus nodded slowly and dragged himself toward the door, and without so much as a glance my way, Yakono set off on a circuit of the house. With a scowl, I looked from one horse to another and back to Yakono’s and Unus’s retreating backs. “Well, fuck you too,” I grumbled. “I guess we’ll tend to the horses, because as a city girl we’re excellent at that.” I kicked a stone, sending it bouncing into the dawn light gilding the path. “Fuck all of this and then fuck it off some more.”


Helpful.


“Shut up. Swearing makes me feel better.”


When it didn’t help, I gathered up all three sets of reins and led the tired horses into the dark, musty barn. It hadn’t been made for horses by the look of the low troughs and small fences, but there was some dry hay, and the doors closed. And it was all there was.


“What are we even doing stopping for the night—day?” I said, looking through a trio of old buckets for the one with the smallest hole. “You heard what Duos said, he wants Miko dead, and if we take our sweet time on the road, we might arrive too late to save her. Or Unus!”


And if we get found travelling with Leo Villius, that’s going to make it faster? If we’re found by the wrong people we might not get to her at all.


There was no answer to that, so I just snatched up the best of the terrible buckets and went in search of a water barrel. When I returned, dripping water, the only thanks I got from the horses was a blank stare as I tipped water into one of the low troughs. “Ungrateful, stinking—”


The words died as Kaysa took over, stilling, a hand to our ear.


What is it? I said.


“I’m not sure, but . . .” She stepped toward the barn door, sitting ajar. Outside, the yard was empty, no sign of either Unus or Yakono or anything else.


“Hmm.” Kaysa shook her head. “Nothing. I’ll let you get back to cleaning these horses.”


“Thanks.” The horses seemed not to appreciate my sarcasm. One of them went so far as to eye me with disfavour.


I think they just want their saddles off, Kaysa said. I don’t see a brush, but you can rub them down with a handful of hay like Yakono does.


I bent to collect a handful of hay, back aching after so long in the saddle. I groaned as I straightened, only to draw in a breath and hold it. There was a sound, a low rumble beneath the gentle snorts and scuffs of the horses moving about the barn.


“Hoofbeats.” I dropped the hay and sped to the door. Outside, the sound was clearer, clear enough that both Yakono and Unus had emerged from the house. Unus glanced our way, but Yakono’s gaze was fixed upon the trees.


“Are they coming this way, do you think?” I whispered to Kaysa, not daring to raise my voice to ask Yakono and bring soldiers down upon us.


I don’t know, but I hope not; it sounds like a lot of horses.


It did. I stepped back into the shadows, though doing so halved our view of the yard. The hoofbeats grew louder. There was no way anyone could know where we were, yet the horses were closing in. Birds squawked, leaping into the skies for safety. Shadows moved in the trees. Yakono and Unus had disappeared back into the house, and I crouched, heart thudding hard as I hoped whoever approached would ride on by.


Like the worst thing that could possibly happen, half a dozen Levanti on horseback burst into the sunlight. Worse still, they slowed. Words passed between them, and like we had been cursed by every god that had ever existed, they reined in and dismounted.


Shit, Kaysa hissed as one of the warriors pointed toward the house, Leo’s name upon their lips. We need to do something.


Do what? I give as good as I get in a fight, but not against a whole group of Levanti.


We can’t just sit here.


The tug of her trying to force her way into our arms and legs was as strong as a tide, but I clenched my hands to fists. Stop it, I said. If we get caught by the Levanti, we’ll never make it to Miko before Duos.


I don’t care about Miko! I care about Unus. If he dies, Cassandra, I’m never going to forgive you.


Her words carried such promise they were like lead in my chest, but I shook my head. We can’t help anyone if we get caught. Voices sounded inside the house, and I edged closer to the barn door to peer out. Three of the Levanti had remained in the yard, completing a circuit of the area. One pointed our way.


Shit.


I scrambled back, fighting Kaysa’s attempts to take over, which sent us stumbling toward our horse as our control flickered. Stop it! We have to get out of here!


Our horse snorted as I gripped its reins, thankful I hadn’t gotten around to taking off any of their saddles. Climbing up was never graceful, but I clambered into the saddle like a wild thing, panic ringing in my ears.


Cassandra! Stop this! We can’t abandon them!


We can save them if we get out of here; we just have to get to Miko first.


Cass!


I ignored her and turned our horse toward freedom. “We’re getting out of here,” I hissed, and urged it to a trot, speeding as we approached the gap in the doors. The shadow of someone just outside was all the warning I got before the door was tugged open and we sped through, throwing a Levanti off balance. They shouted, but there was no stopping. Speeding out into the yard, I caught a glimpse of Yakono and Unus on the steps, hands raised in surrender, before we dove headlong into the trees.


Levanti shouted after me, but I didn’t look back. Digging my feet into its sides, I urged my horse on, caring nothing for the direction we travelled as long as it was away from here. Leaving the animal to choose our path, I could only hold on tight and try not to die, unable to hear anything beyond the thump of hooves and the rush of the wind in my ears. No Levanti seemed to be following, but I wouldn’t feel safe until I’d put a lot of distance between us. So gritting my teeth, I pressed my horse faster, hoping it knew how not to run into anything. We needed to get to Miko, and fast.
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