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			The Prayer of the Shulka

			

			We are the dead who serve all who live.

			We are the dead who fight. 

			We are the dead who guard tomorrow.

			We are the dead who protect our land, our monarch, our clan. 

			

			We are the dead who stand in the light. 

			We are the dead who face the night. 

			We are the dead whom evil fears. 

			We are the Shulka and we are the dead.

			

			We are the dead. 

			We are the dead.

			We are the dead. 

			We are the dead.

			

			We are Shulka and we are the dead.

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			1

			Tinnstra

			The Kotege

			

			Tinnstra held the knife in her shaking hand. It was a small blade, easily stolen from the armoury, made of the best Rizon steel and razor sharp. Perfect for what she needed to do. Perfect for her little wrist, her small vein.

			She sat in her room at the Kotege. It wasn’t much, barely enough space for the single cot she was sitting on, a small writing table and chair by the window, and a fireplace, stacked with wood despite the summer heat. She told herself it was the temperature that made the perspiration run down her back, but that was a lie. It was the fear. It was the fear that made her hands shake. It was the fear that made suicide her only option, her only way out. The irony wasn’t lost on her: the girl afraid to die was about to kill herself.

			It was quiet outside. The evening meal was over, and most students would be studying or catching up on much-needed sleep. On a normal night, that’s what Tinnstra would be doing as well, but this wasn’t a normal night. 

			When Tinnstra arrived at the Kotege three years earlier, she’d never expected things would end this way. After all, boys and girls from only the best Shulka families were brought there from the age of sixteen to be trained, and Tinnstra came from the best family of all. Her father and mother and her three brothers had all graduated with its highest honours and gone on to distinguished military careers. No one had thought Tinnstra would be any different. No one had thought she was a coward. 

			Now there is no escape from the truth. No more pretence. 

			She looked down at her forearm. She knew where to cut – the Kotege had taught her that. Knowledge of human anatomy made better killers. Straight from the top of her forearm down to her wrist. It would hurt a little, but not for long. She’d pass out from blood loss before the pain got too bad. 

			A bell chimed the hour. There was no more time. They would be coming for her. She tightened her grip on the knife and tried to steady her hand.

			The letter to her father lay on the table. Apologising, begging his forgiveness. He was on his way to Gundan in the north with the rest of her clan to fight the Egril. Maybe he was already there. By the time he learned of her death, Tinnstra would be nothing but ashes. She knew it would break his heart, but better that than disgrace his name. No father should have me for a daughter.

			A sob racked her shoulders as she pressed the knife against her skin. Not yet. Soon. If only she wasn’t so scared. She didn’t want to die. There just wasn’t another way out. Not that she could see.

			Her heart pounded. Sweat stung her eyes and she did her best to blink it away, concentrating on trying to hold her trembling hand still. It would hurt more if she wasn’t precise. And take longer to bleed out. She didn’t want that. It had to be quick, painless, over.

			The knife was cold against her skin, its edge sharp. All she had to do was push down and the blade would do its work. End it all. Just push and cut. And yet she couldn’t make her hand do anything.

			Her stomach lurched. Bile rose, burning her throat. She swallowed it back down, cursing her weakness. She had to do this. It was all she had left, her only path. She couldn’t fail, not at this, too.

			The rap on her door made her jump. ‘Cadet Tinnstra, it’s time.’ A man’s voice. Not one she recognised. One of the general’s guards. She didn’t reply. Hope fluttered for a moment that he might think her gone and leave her to do what she had to do. 

			He knocked again. ‘Come on. The old man’s waiting.’

			There was no time to cut her wrist now. She moved the knife to her heart, placed the tip against her breast. Death would be instantaneous. There would be no saving her. No last-minute dash to the infirmary – not even if the Shulka kicked her door down. She closed her eyes. Took another breath. Time to die.

			The guard knocked again. ‘Open the door, Cadet.’

			She gripped the knife with both hands, but the shakes only got worse. Tears ran down her face. She couldn’t do it. She had to do it. Just push. By the Four Gods, push. End it all, you stupid fucking coward.

			The guard banged on the door. ‘Stop pissing about. I won’t ask again.’

			Tinnstra dropped the knife. It clattered on the stone floor. ‘I’m coming.’ 

			She rolled down her sleeve, wiped her eyes and put on her cadet’s tunic: dark black with silver buttons, all done up as per regulations, and brushed down. At least she looked smart, if nothing else. She might be the worst cadet, but she knew how to dress. There was no hiding the fact she’d been crying, though. 

			She sighed, unlocked the door, opened it. The general’s guard stood in the doorway, looking as if he were one second away from putting his boot through the door. His breastplate was buffed so bright she could see her red, sore eyes gazing back. His helmet, with the blue plume running down the centre, identified him as Clan Mizu. Not her father’s clan. Not her clan. She didn’t know if that was a good thing or not.

			‘Come on. You’re late.’

			Tinnstra didn’t move. She was too scared even to do that.

			In the end, he reached in, grabbed her arm and dragged her out. He got her moving down the corridor with a shove and a grunt of disgust. Tinnstra knew how he felt. She felt disgusted, too. She thought of that small, perfect knife lying on her bedroom floor and wished she’d had the courage to use it. Too late now. Another chance gone.

			They walked to the main stairs and went down, passing cadets returning to their rooms. She avoided all eye contact but knew they watched her, could hear the whispers. They all knew. Everyone knew. 

			The general’s office was in the east wing. One long walk of shame. Tinnstra’s cheeks burned the whole way, her legs so unsteady she was sure she was going to fall.

			They passed through the central atrium with its long windows overlooking the parade ground. During the day, there would be at least one company of cadets in full battle armour out there, practising the Shulka’s legendary phalanx formation: shields interlocked to form an impregnable wall, six-foot spears bristling outwards in a deadly hedge. They would move as one, forward, always forward. Two steps. Thrust. Two steps. Thrust. Organised. Efficient. Deadly. There was a reason why, for seven hundred years, no enemy had ever defeated the Shulka in battle. They were trained to be invincible. The best of the best. The bravest of the brave. 

			No wonder Tinnstra didn’t fit in.

			But am I wrong? Just because I don’t want to die in some stupid battle? My life has got to be worth something. She glanced back at the guard. Why didn’t he have the same fears? She knew the Shulka prayer, the vow they all took. It made no sense to her. We are the dead indeed. Well, I’m not. I want to live. No wonder she couldn’t kill herself.

			Two guards in full armour stood sentry outside the general’s office. Sword on hip. Spear in hand. Eyes straight ahead. 

			The door opened. Now there was no escape.

			‘Go on,’ said her guard. ‘Best get it done.’ She looked up at him, saw the sadness in his eyes. Maybe he had a daughter of his own. Probably praying she’d not turn out like Tinnstra. It was a Shulka’s worst fear as a parent: to have a coward for a child.

			She entered the general’s office, wanting to be sick, struggling to breathe. 

			General Harka sat behind his desk, hands crossed. He was alone, thank the Four Gods. He watched her enter, saw her flinch when the door shut behind her. There was no smile, no greeting, no acknowledgement that she’d known him all her life. In that room, he wasn’t her father’s closest friend. He wasn’t her godfather. He was the commanding officer of the Kotege. 

			And he scared the life out of her. 

			His hair was tied back into a queue and folded into a topknot, as was the style for Shulka, accentuating his sharp cheekbones. A candle burned on his desk, yet the light didn’t find his face. Only his eyes glittered, but it was as if he were looking straight through her.

			His office was simple. A banner hung on one wall – green with the sigil of the crossed spears of his clan, Inaren. His sword hung from a hook on the other wall. Designed to be wielded single-handed, the blade was some thirty inches in length, double-edged but best used to thrust at close range. A Shulka’s spear was his or her primary weapon. A sword was for the wet-work done when you looked someone in the eye, in the madness that came after a phalanx had crushed the life out of their enemies and only the mopping up remained. Harka’s helmet, gold to denote his rank of general with a green plume for his clan, sat on a table. 

			There was a map underneath the helmet; old, used, battle-worn. Jia took up most of the southern part of the continent, but to the north lay Egril, their old enemy. Only the fortress at Gundan separated us from them. She thought she could see bloodstains on it, covering part of the barbarians’ territory. Fitting, really. There were no other landmarks – the Egril didn’t welcome visitors or ambassadors. The Egril didn’t care for trade. They only wanted what could be stolen. They only liked to kill. 

			A thousand years ago, when they still had all the magic of the world, the Jians had built the fortress across the pass at Gundan, stopping the Egril raids with thirty-foot-high walls and leaving them to kill each other instead. 

			Tinnstra came to attention in front of Harka’s desk, eyes straight ahead, gaze skimming the top of his head, looking at nothing. At least she could do that well. He didn’t tell her to sit or stand at ease. Nothing to make her comfortable. She didn’t even deserve that.

			He shuffled some paper on his desk though he didn’t need to read her report. He knew already. Everyone knew. ‘Cadet Tinnstra of Clan Rizon.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ She squeaked the words out and prayed for the strength to hear what the general had to say.

			‘The first Shulka came from Clan Rizon,’ said the general. ‘Created to protect Jia once magic was lost from the land.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Her father had told her all the stories, all the myths, from the moment she was born. Of magic lost. Of how Gods became men, before becoming warriors. Today, magic only existed in the hands of a few mages who were as rare as snow on a summer’s day. That’s why the Shulka were needed.

			‘A proud house with a proud tradition,’ the general continued.

			‘Yes, sir.’ They were the king’s favourites. The ones always called first to battle. 

			‘Many, myself included, consider your father to be the finest living Shulka in the world today.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ He was a legend, worshipped by all. People’s eyes lit up when they heard Grim Dagen’s name. Songs were sung of his exploits. Children pretended to be him when they played Shulka with wooden swords. Her father was everyone’s hero.

			‘Your brothers all graduated from the Kotege with the highest honours.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ They were perfection. Hard enough having a famous father, let alone trying to follow in her brothers’ footsteps. Sometimes Tinnstra questioned how she could be related to Beris, Jonas or Somon. They were so like their father and mother, and so unlike her in every way.

			‘So, you can imagine how embarrassing that makes this situation for all of us.’ He paused, shuffled some more paper. ‘For me.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Tinnstra knew what was going to happen. Get it over with. Just say the words. Please. The knife waited. She could still save her father the shame.

			Harka chewed on his lips as if he didn’t like the taste of what he had to say. Tinnstra couldn’t blame him. ‘It’s normal to be scared. Everyone is. It makes us human. But the training here at the Kotege is supposed to help you move past that fear.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Technically, you are one of our best cadets – with a sword and at Shulikan.’ He pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘But mastering the moves is no use if you’re too scared to fight a real opponent.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ By the Four Gods, did she know that only too well. She’d been taught the fighting stances by Grim Dagen himself. It was just a shame he couldn’t give her his courage as well as his skill. Would her father have dedicated all those hours to her if he’d known she was a coward?

			Harka looked at her, eyes full of disapproval. As used to that look as she was, it still hurt. She knew she should say more, explain herself, but she didn’t have the courage even for that.

			‘Do you want to tell me what happened?’

			The air caught in Tinnstra’s throat. Harka had been there, had seen what she’d done. Everyone had. She didn’t want to talk about it. 

			‘Well?’

			‘The men we were fighting … I saw the look in their eyes, the swords in their hands. I knew … I knew they wanted to kill me … and I got scared. I didn’t want to be hurt or die. And I knew if I stayed there, if I fought …’ She faltered as tears sprang to her eyes. ‘It was different from being in training, from any practice bout I’ve ever fought. I know I should’ve done better, been stronger. I know I should’ve believed in myself, but I—’ 

			‘You ran.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘You abandoned your comrades and put their lives at risk.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Tinnstra felt sick. Talking about it brought it all back – the sand, the blood, the cries, the dead. She prayed Harka would say no more, but, like so many of her prayers, it went unanswered.

			Harka sighed. ‘We don’t put students in the arena because we enjoy it or for entertainment. We do it out of necessity. We have enemies to the north who would see us dead or enslaved,’ said Harka. ‘The arena is the closest we can come to recreating the realities of war, to show what it is like to put your life on the line for your comrades, your clan and your country.’

			Tinnstra nodded. She’d experienced that sensation well enough. 

			‘The Egril have always hated us. Generations ago, they loathed us for our magic. They thought we were like Gods, and this they could not allow. But back then, we were able to build cities with a wave of our hands, fly through the air like birds, light a fire with a click of our fingers, fill our tables with food with just a thought. And we batted them away like irritating flies.’ Harka paused for a moment, watching Tinnstra for a reaction. ‘That hatred didn’t disappear once magic left these lands. Now it’s the responsibility of the Shulka, drawn from the noblest families, to defend all Jians and keep our land free. Those men and women who stand on Gundan’s walls have stopped death and destruction raining down on us for generations.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘It was bad enough when we fought random tribes, but this new Egril emperor – Raaku – has done the impossible and unified them all. Right now, camped one mile from Gundan, is the largest army we’ve ever faced. Reports put the numbers at tens of thousands.’

			Tinnstra choked. ‘But that’s impossible—’

			‘No. No, I’m afraid it’s not. The Egril are rattling their clubs, promising to kill us all. Your father is on his way there now with the whole of your clan to join Clan Huska. Ten thousand Shulka to face perhaps five times that number. Every single man and woman at Gundan must do their part. We can’t have anyone … run away when the time comes to fight.’

			Tinnstra remained silent. She could only think of her father, her mother, her brothers, facing thousands of Egril. They will win. They have to. The Shulka always win. But … She wanted to cry. She wanted to be sick. She wanted to run and hide. Hide until it was all over, and they returned safe and sound.

			Harka moved the papers around. ‘Out of respect for your father and your family, and as your godfather, I’m willing to give you one more chance – against the wishes of the other teachers, I must admit – as long as you can assure me that you’ll deal with your weakness. Are you able to promise me this incident won’t happen again?’

			Tinnstra stopped breathing. All she had to do was say, ‘Yes, sir.’ Tell a small lie. But she knew it would only buy her respite for a short period. Then she’d be here again.

			Truth was, the fear had always been there, bubbling away. She had hidden it well, almost convincing herself it didn’t exist. But there had been no hiding that day. Not from herself or from the hundreds of spectators gathered to observe. 

			She’d dropped her spear and shield and run for her life, breaking the phalanx, putting her friends’ lives at risk. All because she didn’t want to die. 

			Better she got it over with. Put an end to all their misery. She would never be what they wanted her to be – what she’d been born to be.

			‘No, sir.’

			He looked up, shook his head, looked down again. Found a piece of paper, picked up a quill, dipped it in ink and signed his name across the bottom. He blew on the ink, placed the paper back on his desk, looked at it once more, then back at her. ‘Cadet Tinnstra of Clan Rizon, by the powers invested in me, I’m expelling you from the Kotege. There is a supply wagon leaving for Aisair in the morning. You can make your own way from there to your family home at Gambril. Your clan will, no doubt, take matters further.’

			‘What will they do?’ asked Tinnstra. A single tear ran down her cheek.

			‘You’ll be disowned,’ replied Harka. ‘Only Shulka may be part of a clan. You are not and never will be one of us now.’

			‘What will I be?’

			‘Nothing.’ Harka’s voice was cold as death. He held out the paper. ‘Dismissed.’

			Tinnstra stared at him, stared at the paper in his hand. If she took it, her life was over. All she had left was the knife in her room – but even that was a lie. She knew she didn’t have the courage to kill herself.

			‘Tinnstra,’ said Harka, his tone softening. His duty done, he was her godfather once more. ‘Take the paper. It’s for the best. It might not feel like it now but, one day, you’ll look back and see this was the moment you were set free.’

			‘Free?’

			‘You can do whatever you want now. Not what your father dictates or what your clan expects. You have a role to play in this world. Take this opportunity to find out what it is. Start living your life.’

			Tinnstra took the paper. ‘Thank you, sir.’ She went to salute, realised she didn’t have to any more, and so smiled awkwardly instead and sniffed back another tear.

			‘Good luck.’

			Outside the office, she stopped in the hallway, suddenly lost in a place that had been her home for three years. She didn’t know what she felt – confused, scared, relieved. It was done. She was out. She’d never have to pick up a sword again. Or stand in a phalanx. 

			And it was true, what Harka said – she could go anywhere. Not back to Gambril, though. Perhaps she’d return there one day when she knew her father, her family, would be there, but not now. I can go anywhere. Where no one knows who I am. Where I can be ordinary. Anonymous. I wouldn’t be Grim Dagen’s daughter. I’d just be me.

			She smiled. That was a beautiful thought. Maybe that was it. She wasn’t a coward. She just wasn’t a Shulka. She glanced over at the guards, still like statues, emotionless warriors. That was the difference. She had feelings. She wanted experiences. She wanted to do things, make something of herself. She didn’t want to be a mindless killer.

			The weight disappeared from her shoulders. Tinnstra set off for her room, almost floating. The sooner she was gone, the better. It was time to leave all the Shulka behind and get lost somewhere else. She was free. For the first time in her life, she was free. Thank the Four Gods.

			No more hiding in the shadows not wanting to be noticed. Wherever she went next, she’d find out who she really—

			The world exploded. 

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			2

			Dren

			Kiyosun

			

			Dren was having the time of his life. 

			It was late. He should’ve been asleep, getting some rest before a hard day on the boat, fishing with his father, uncle and cousin. But fuck that. His dad called it ‘doing the right thing’. ‘Being sensible.’ Yeah, right. There was plenty of time for that when he was older. But right now? Dren had things to do. Mischief to make.

			He sprinted along the rooftops, jumping the small dividing walls between buildings, scooting around the water towers, heart pounding, blood roaring. Feeling alive. 

			His cousin, Quist, followed on his heels, keeping up for a change. Dren grinned. Sleep could wait. They would both be knackered tomorrow, but he didn’t care. Nor that they would be scolded by their fathers. Trouble was, those old men had forgotten what it was like to be young. They were too busy working to remember what fun was.

			Dren loved running the roofs. Loved the freedom to move about the city unseen. Up there, he felt like the king of the world instead of some fisherman’s son. Up there, he wasn’t anyone’s serf. He was a shadow, flitting past unheard and up to no bloody good.

			The sliver of moon provided a little light – not that Dren needed it. This was his city. Dirty, sweaty Kiyosun. He’d lived here all his life and, apart from working on his dad’s fishing boat, he’d never left the city walls, not even to explore the mountains north of the city. Why would he? Everything he needed was in Kiyosun. Everything anyone needed was in Kiyosun. The port city was squeezed onto a spit of land at Jia’s southernmost point and the docks, built over the deepest natural harbour in the country, worked twenty-four hours a day, with ships arriving from Meigore, Chongore and Dornway, bringing in everything from olive oil and wine to the fine silks all the rich women loved. 

			There were good pickings down at the docks if you were quick enough. Especially if you were clever enough not to overdo it. Take too much and you pissed people off to the point where they might try to stop you. Keep it small and no one could be bothered. Only idiots got caught stealing; only fools got their hands cut off for thieving. And Dren was neither.

			Some said they’d forced enough buildings into Kiyosun to fill twice the available land, and Dren could believe it. When you’re surrounded by water on three sides, you have to make do with what you’ve got, so everyone was packed in tight together. The buildings were squashed in rows along narrow licks of streets that were always rammed full of people. It took hours to walk from one side of the city to the other. Even late at night the streets were crowded. That’s why the roofs were better for moving around. No one got in his way. 

			Even if someone was up there, having a drink or putting out the washing, they’d not stop him. They might give him a look to say he was mad or tell him to piss off, but none of that mattered. Dren would already be long gone. And, of course, he always had that little knife on his belt if things went south.

			They approached the building’s edge at speed. The six-foot gap to the next row stretched over a thirty-foot drop to the street, but Dren didn’t slow down. Didn’t hesitate. He powered straight ahead, pushing himself to run faster. It was a small jump onto the end wall and he launched himself up and over. 

			He loved this moment, suspended in the air, all but flying. Most people didn’t have the nerve, the guts, the balls, to do a jump like that. But Dren wasn’t scared of anything. It was all about the danger. The thrill. It made him feel bloody fantastic.

			Too soon, his feet touched down on the opposite wall, then a little bounce and he was onto the roof, dropping into a roll, slowing his momentum before skipping back onto his feet.

			Just like that. Easy. 

			He turned to watch Quist. His cousin’s eyes were wide and bright in the moonlight, full of fear, but he jumped all the same, legs and arms flailing as he cleared the gap. Say one thing for his cousin, he was always up for it. 

			His landing wasn’t as graceful as Dren’s – more of a crash and a tumble – but it didn’t matter how you landed just as long as you did. 

			‘That doesn’t get any easier,’ said Quist, puffing out his cheeks. 

			‘You need to lose some weight,’ teased Dren, even though his cousin was whip-thin. No one grew fat hauling nets on a fishing boat all day long.

			‘Can’t we go and get a drink somewhere? It’s fucking hot out tonight and I’d rather not be sweating my balls off, running about up here.’

			Dren slapped his cousin on the shoulder. ‘It’s Kiyosun. It’s always fucking hot. At least it’s cooler up here than it is down there.’ He spread his arms wide. ‘Feel the fucking breeze. You can breathe.’

			‘I can breathe well enough in a tavern, thank you very much,’ grumbled Quist, but he got to his feet all the same. ‘Sasha was asking after you.’

			Dren’s ears picked up. ‘Was she?’

			Quist grinned. ‘She was.’

			‘And?’

			‘She said she’d be working at Old Man Hasster’s inn if we fancied dropping by for a drink.’

			Dren chewed his lip at the thought of a drink with Sasha. She was beautiful. The most beautiful girl in all of Kiyosun. Just thinking about her made his heart race.

			‘It’s only a few streets away,’ said Quist.

			Dren glanced along the rooftops, his mind tracing the route to Old Man Hasster’s place. Sasha would be serving drinks out front, getting plenty of laughs from the punters as the men fought for her attention. She could have whoever she wanted. But she wanted him. Well, he thought she did, at least.

			Quist watched him, waiting to see if he was going to give in to temptation. Dren laughed. He was a smart lad. He knew just the right hook to dangle. Well, fuck that, too. ‘We can go and see her after we’ve visited the Shulka. We’ll have a tale to tell then.’

			Quist shook his head. ‘I’ll say this one last time – this is a stupid fucking idea.’

			Dren wrapped his arm around his cousin’s neck, pulling him close. ‘This idea is going to make us famous.’

			Quist freed himself. ‘I don’t want to be famous. I don’t want the Shulka knocking on my door with their swords out, ready to chop my head off.’

			‘Relax. That won’t happen,’ said Dren. ‘Just think about how you’re going to feel when everyone’s talking about what we’ve done! We’ll be the ones who made fools of the Shulka.’

			Quist still wasn’t convinced. ‘You do realise they are the best fighters in the world, don’t you?’

			Dren nodded. 

			‘No one’s beaten them in battle. Ever.’

			‘I know that, too.’

			‘And they all carry swords and spears and enjoy killing people. People like you and me. Especially if they think we’ve shown them disrespect.’

			Dren nodded again. ‘And I know they take half what we earn in tax so they can go and play soldiers all day long. “The price of keeping us safe” and all that bollocks. Arrogant bastards. And we’re supposed to get down on our knees and bloody bow as they walk past, otherwise they might cut our heads off. They think they’re better than us just because they were born into the right fucking family.’ Dren spat over the side. ‘Well, they’re not – and we’re going to show them what we really think. I might only be the son of a fisherman but I’m just as good as they are.’

			‘All right, all right,’ said Quist. ‘Enough. I’m in. I told you I was. Just don’t give me another lecture on the rights and wrongs of the Shulka. It’s bad enough our fathers go on about it. The world is what it is.’

			‘Got your breath back?’ asked Dren with a wink. ‘Ready to go?’

			‘Fuck you.’

			They set off again, feet flying across the flat roofs, jumping the gaps, moving on to the next building, the next row, heading west. They passed Dren’s home, and he grinned. His parents were asleep in bed, thinking he was next door. 

			Sweat ran down his back, sticking his shirt to his skin. Quist was right. It was fucking hot. No stopping, though. It’d rain soon, anyway, so there wasn’t time to waste. One big summer storm might fill up the city’s water towers, but it would also ruin Dren’s plan. 

			They crossed the last building and there it was – the Shulka barracks. They ducked down behind the end wall and peered over to make sure no one had spotted them, but – of course – no one had. It was all clear.

			The barracks on the west side of the city were only three streets away from Dren’s home, too close for his liking. Three ships were moored at the small military dock, in case some pirate was dumb enough to try their luck on passing trade. 

			Beyond the docks were rows of housing, the stables and a parade ground. Dren’s father had said that over a thousand men and women were stationed there – the black-plumed bastards of Clan Huska. For a city short on space, the barracks took up a large chunk of what there was. Typical of the fucking Shulka. Let everyone else live like rats while they lorded it up.

			A wall separated the barracks from the city but, like everywhere else in Kiyosun, the road running alongside was narrow enough to jump if you were of a mind to. Plenty of dark shadows for Dren and Quist to work in.

			‘It looks quiet,’ whispered Quist.

			‘I told you – most of them have gone up north. Some trouble with the Egril again,’ replied Dren.

			‘Bloody goat fuckers.’ Quist spat. ‘You seen all the Egril refugees around town? You can’t go two yards without tripping over one of them. We should chuck them into the ocean. Help them move on. There’s not enough room in Kiyosun for them all. Definitely not enough water.’

			Dren ignored him. Quist liked having a moan as much as their fathers did. He climbed onto the ladder running down the wall. Huffing, his cousin followed, and they clambered down to the alley. It was full of shit and grime, cast-off junk and rotten food. Quist gagged but Dren didn’t care about a little stink. Not if it kept everyone else away.

			He uncovered the paint and brushes he’d stashed there a few days before, then handed a brush and a pot to Quist. ‘You paint the cock as big as you can. I’ll write the words.’

			‘We’re going to get killed,’ said Quist.

			Dren chuckled. ‘Not if we’re quick. And come morning, everyone will see it.’

			They ran across the road, keeping low, sticking to the shadows. Once there, they crouched and opened the clay pots of paint. It was red as blood, perfect for the ochre walls. Fucking Shulka. Cocksuckers, the lot of them.

			Dren got to work, slapping the paint on, chuckling to himself. He had a good mind to hang around and watch the Shulka get their balls in a twist when they saw it. What a sight that would be.

			He felt Quist’s hand on his shoulder. Dren turned around. ‘You finished—’ The words stuck in his throat. It wasn’t his cousin standing behind him. It was a fucking Shulka and he had his sword in his other hand. Quist was a few yards away, on his knees, another Shulka behind him, sword drawn. 

			‘What the fuck are you doing?’ growled the Shulka.

			Dren dropped to his knees, not needing to act too much to look scared. ‘Please, it was just a joke. We meant no harm.’

			The Shulka looked at the wall. ‘Doesn’t look like a joke to me.’

			‘I’ll clean it off. I promise.’ Dren bowed his head, hating himself for cowering, but only too aware of the sword in the Shulka’s hand. 

			‘What do you think we should do with them, Caster?’ the Shulka asked his comrade.

			‘The law’s clear. They’re serfs. Kill them,’ said the other.

			Dren looked up, saw the sword rise.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			3

			Jax

			Gundan

			

			Jax sat at his desk, wondering when the Egril would attack. He was fed up with waiting and fed up with all the administration he had to do in the meantime to keep an army at Gundan. He wanted the Egril to just get on with the attack, so he could do what he was good at – killing the bastards. And there were certainly enough of them out there waiting to be put in the dirt.

			His mood wasn’t helped by the fact it was so bloody cold in Gundan, despite it being what passed for summer up north. How he wished he was back in Kiyosun, enjoying some real warmth. 

			He threw another log onto the fire. The locals who worked at Gundan thought him mad for keeping the fire burning, but he’d spent enough years wet and cold on battlefields to know you enjoy your comforts when you can.

			Someone knocked at his door.

			‘Come in,’ called Jax.

			The door opened and his son, Kaine, entered, looking every bit the perfect soldier of Clan Huska. Pride swelled in him. Hard to believe the boy was already a captain. His spotless breastplate sparkled in the firelight and he wore his black-plumed helmet with the cheek protectors down, ready for war. ‘Dagen’s arrived with his men.’

			‘Let’s go and see him, then.’ Jax picked up his sword and fixed it to his belt.

			‘What about your armour?’ asked Kaine with a tilt of his chin. 

			His breastplate was propped up against the wall. It was covered in a thousand scratches and small dents, souvenirs of a lifetime of action, but still had the gleam that only a professional soldier knew how to coax out. ‘I think I’ll survive without it. The Egril aren’t about to attack this very moment.’

			‘You’re the one who ordered every man and woman to wear one on duty.’

			Jax smiled. The boy was right. He was always bloody right. Just like his mother. He retrieved his armour, slipped it on over his head and strapped it tight. ‘Happy now?’

			‘Helmet?’ There was a flicker of a smile on Kaine’s lips. 

			‘Don’t think I won’t have you whipped for insubordination just because you’re my son,’ growled Jax as he picked up his gold helmet and tucked it under his arm. 

			Kaine snapped to attention and saluted. ‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Come on, let’s find Dagen.’

			They stepped outside into the early evening air. The sun had dropped behind the mountains, smearing streaks of red, gold and purple across the sky in its wake. As ever, the scale of the fortress never failed to impress him.

			Gundan was more like a small city than a military camp. It had grown over the years, attracting all the things soldiers needed – places to eat, to drink, to gamble, to fuck, to fight, and all the people required to make them happen. There were homes for husbands, wives and children, stables, armouries, blacksmiths, carpenters … the list went on and on. There had been talk of sending all the civilians away when the Egril marched south, but the walls had not been breached in seven hundred years and that wasn’t going to change now.

			The battlements stretched five miles between the two mountain ranges blocking the valley that was the only route between Jia and the Egril. The main wall itself was thirty feet high. Jax could only wonder at the sweat, blood and tears that must have gone into building it all those centuries ago. It looked like it had been grown out of the ground in one solid piece of rock. There were no signs of bricks or joins on its surface, just smooth stone from one end to the other. The myths claimed it had been raised in a day by a single mage, but Jax didn’t believe that. That was just nonsense to impress the locals. Certainly, none of the mages who still lingered on were capable of anything so impressive. Not even Aasgod, the Lord Mage.

			Dagen waited on the parade ground with his Shulka lined up behind him. Another four thousand men and women to join the six thousand Jax already commanded at Gundan. It was madness. Even with the vast number of Egril in the valley beyond, Jax didn’t understand why anyone thought he needed more help at Gundan. There wasn’t an Egril alive he couldn’t kill. 

			Jax put the thoughts from his head and marched over to his old friend. ‘Grim Dagen himself! It’s good to see you.’

			‘And you,’ replied Dagen. ‘How long’s it been? Three years? Four?’ The two men grasped each other’s forearms. Dagen hadn’t changed. He still looked bigger than a mountain Kojin. There were a few more wrinkles around the man’s eyes but Jax had enough of those himself.

			Jax laughed. ‘Eight.’

			‘And it only took a few thousand Egril to get us together again.’

			‘I just hope you’ve not wasted your time coming up here. We have more than enough Shulka to deal with the savages.’

			‘Aasgod’s worried,’ said Dagen. ‘I think he would’ve sent all the clans here if he could. As it is, he made me bring two of his mages up with me.’

			Jax’s back stiffened. He had no time for magic. ‘What do we need them for?’

			‘He’s scared of this emperor of theirs. He’s even talking about Sekanowari.’

			‘He thinks this is the Last War? The man’s mad.’

			Dagen shrugged. ‘His word carries a lot of weight in the court. People are listening. People are scared.’

			‘Raaku’s no different from the rest of the savages,’ said Jax. ‘Maybe a bit meaner but that’s all. This isn’t the end of the world.’

			‘The Egril believe him to be the son of their God, Kage. That’s why the tribes have united behind him.’

			Jax scoffed at that. ‘Nonsense. He’s just using that to scare the bastards into following him and he’s killing anyone who doesn’t. The refugees flooding through the wall are testament to that. He’s committing genocide in Egril. Bodies everywhere.’ He spat. ‘And good riddance to them all. The only good Egril is a dead one.’

			‘I can’t argue with that. I think Cariin’s a fool to make us let them into Jia. It’s hard to show mercy to any Egril when I’ve spent my whole life fighting them.’

			Jax turned to Kaine. ‘Get Dagen’s men into their quarters and then fed. Let them have a good night’s sleep and then start rotating them onto the morning’s duty roster.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Kaine saluted, turned and marched away.

			‘Was that your son?’ asked Dagen.

			‘Yes. I still find it hard to believe. It only feels like yesterday I was teaching him how to walk. How are your children? Have they taken their oaths yet?’

			‘My boys, yes.’ Dagen motioned back towards his troops. ‘Beris, Jonas and Somon are here with me, and my wife is leading the Second.’

			‘What about your daughter?’

			‘She’s close to graduating at the Kotege. I have high hopes for her.’ The man’s pride shone on his face.

			‘Our children will be our greatest legacies.’

			‘That they will.’ Dagan smiled. ‘Do you want to show me the Egril?’ He waved towards the battlements.

			‘Why not. There are a lot of them.’ As Jax turned to lead Dagen to the wall, he noticed a man and a woman standing awkwardly to one side, out of place amongst the warriors. ‘They the mages?’

			‘Yes,’ said Dagen and waved them over. ‘General Jax, may I introduce Hewlars and Matis.’ Hewlars was a tall, thin man who looked like he was on the verge of crying. There was no colour to his sunken cheeks and his eyes darted everywhere as if expecting the enemy to suddenly appear and start killing everyone. Matis had more of a spark about her. She was small and compact with cropped dark hair. Unlike her friend, her face showed little fear. She held out a hand that Jax ignored.

			‘I’m not sure why Aasgod thinks we need you here, but in case there’s fighting, don’t get in the way of any of my Shulka,’ said Jax.

			‘We are fully battle trained,’ said Matis. ‘We’re here to help.’

			Jax grunted, unimpressed.

			‘The general was just about to show me the enemy from the battlements,’ said Dagen. ‘Would you like to join us?’

			‘Thank you, yes,’ said Matis, even though Hewlars appeared not to agree.

			Jax led them across a courtyard and headed into the nearest tower. He made it a point to greet his troops as he passed them by. Even just a smile made all the difference. It was the least he could do if he was to send them out to fight for him and perhaps die. 

			They took the stairs to the parapets, climbing slowly as the steps curled around and around. A bitter wind greeted them as they stepped out onto the battlements and Jax wished he’d brought his cloak with him. Some summer. 

			The wall bristled with activity. Four thousand Shulka were on duty at any one time, each in full battle armour with sword at the hip, spear in one hand, shield on the other arm. Four thousand of the best men and women ever to bear arms, with more waiting down below in the camp, ready to be called on. Pots of boiling tar were positioned at regular intervals along the wall, to pour down on the first idiots to try their luck climbing up. Next to them were piles of stones to be dropped. Then there were archers with baskets of arrows waiting to be loosed. All in place to stop the enemy. Ready to start the killing. No matter what the Egril did, the Shulka were prepared.

			Jax took them to the centre of the wall. ‘There they are.’

			‘By the Four Gods,’ said Dagen. The mages, too, stood open-mouthed and wide-eyed at the sight.

			The enemy were over a mile away, camped out along the valley floor and on the hills to either side. Fires glowed in the darkness – so many that it looked like the whole valley was aflame.

			‘How many of them are there?’ asked Hewlars.

			‘We estimate there’s about thirty thousand of them. I sent spies in but only their heads came back, so I’ve not wasted any more lives trying to find out more.’ Jax shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter anyway. Five thousand, ten thousand, fifty thousand – none of them will get past this wall or our Shulka.’ 

			‘Do you think they’ll attack?’ asked Matis.

			‘They’ve not turned up just to chat, have they?’ said Jax. ‘Of course they’ll attack. It’s just a matter of when.’

			As if in answer, the beat of drums started across the valley. Dum. Dum. Dum. Dum. On and on. Growing louder, faster. Then came the roar of the Egril soldiers themselves.

			‘What’s happening?’ said Hewlars.

			Jax pulled his helmet on and fastened it. ‘Looks like you arrived with perfect timing.’

			The officers on the wall didn’t need telling. They knew. Orders were shouted up and down the battlements as they prepared to face the oncoming attack. An alarm bell rang to warn the camp and call the reserves to readiness. 

			Jax was proud at the way the Shulka moved with calm efficiency and perfect discipline. No one showed the excitement they must all be feeling – that Jax certainly was. He’d got his wish after all. Time to start the killing. 

			‘Shall I call my troops to the wall?’ asked Dagen.

			‘Not yet,’ said Jax, staring into the night. ‘We have enough up here to deal with whatever they throw at us. Maybe in a few hours, we can bring in some fresh spear-arms.’

			‘A few hours?’ whimpered Hewlars. ‘How long will it go on for?’

			‘It’s a fucking war,’ snapped Jax. ‘It goes on until one side’s dead.’

			Hewlars exchanged looks with Matis, making some unspoken plea.

			‘Get off my wall if you’re scared,’ said Jax. ‘You can go and hide with the women and children in the camp. You’ll be safe enough there.’

			‘We’ll stay,’ said Matis. She pulled a small vial out of her robes, uncorked it and drank the contents.

			‘Your choice,’ said Jax, ‘but keep out of the way. We have a lot of killing to do.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			4

			Invasion

			

			The wind brought a new sound to Gundan’s walls. Jax knew it well but it still took him by surprise.

			‘Is that … ?’ said Dagen. He knew it, too. Every soldier did.

			‘They’re marching,’ said Jax.

			‘The Egril don’t march,’ said Dagen. 

			Jax didn’t reply but Dagen was right. The Egril ran, they screamed, they died – but they didn’t march. Savages don’t march.

			‘What’s going on?’

			Jax turned and saw Kaine running towards them, shield and spear in hand. ‘Are they attacking?’

			‘I expect the mages to ask stupid questions, not you,’ said Jax.

			‘Sorry, General.’ Kaine bowed his head. 

			‘Don’t just stand there – get into position,’ ordered Jax. He sounded harsher than he intended but no one got preferential treatment. Something wasn’t right, something that was bothering him. Nothing was happening the way he had expected – the way it always had.

			He peered into the darkness. There were shapes out there, white dots coming towards them out of the black. What were they? He strained his eyes, leaning over the parapet as if another couple of inches would help.

			‘What can you see?’ asked Matis.

			They were men. Marching men. The Egril. And they were … Jax jumped back, shocked. ‘The bastards are wearing armour.’ 

			‘The night must be playing tricks on your eyes,’ said Dagen, taking Jax’s place to look for himself. ‘The Egril wear fur and hide, not metal.’

			A screech silenced any further comment. Everyone flinched at the sound. It was unearthly, harrowing, as if the world itself had been wounded and cried out in pain. It dragged on and on, so loud it drowned out everything and made even the simplest of thoughts impossible. Louder and louder and then – it just stopped.

			It took a moment or two for Jax’s ears to stop ringing, to pick up the relentless stomp of the approaching Egril army again. Before he heard the screams come from the camp. 

			They all turned, no hiding their surprise. The screams were followed by the clash of steel on steel, shouts, orders, battle. 

			‘What in the Gods’ names is that?’ said Jax. There was fighting in the camp. Where no enemy should be. Everything appeared normal from where he was but there was no mistaking the sounds of weapons doing their bloody work. 

			The world screeched again, and this time Jax saw it – a white light sparked on the other side of the camp. Then another to the west, and another, and another, all over the camp, and each time the noise grew louder still. 

			‘They’re gates,’ said Matis, white-faced.

			‘What?’ asked Jax, but the mage was already sprinting to the stairs. Others went to follow and Jax could see the discipline wavering across the faces of his troops. This wasn’t what any of them expected.

			‘Stay in your positions!’ he bellowed, pointing back out to the valley. ‘There are enough Shulka down there to deal with whatever it is. You’ve all got your jobs to do. There’s a fucking army coming towards us, in case you’ve forgotten.’ His words were enough to straighten their backs. 

			Sudden movement in the valley caught his eye. Something raced towards them out of the shadows, leaping and bounding over the ground, almost too fast to track. 

			‘Archers! Shoot that thing,’ he ordered.

			Behind him, whatever was going on in the camp was getting worse. It sounded like a full-on war was being fought inside Gundan. ‘Dagen, get down there. Find out what’s happening and stop it as fast as you can.’ Jax didn’t bother watching his friend go. The man could deal with anything. He kept his eyes on the creature racing towards them instead.

			Hewlars stood next to him, muttering to himself, wringing his hands together, worried as hell. Jax was about to tell him to get off the wall when the mage pulled a vial out of his robes and drank it. Whatever it was, it seemed to pick Hewlars up because he unclenched his hands and straightened his back. Jax nearly asked for a shot himself. There was an alien sensation inside his gut that Jax didn’t like one bit. 

			The creature was thirty feet away, twenty, fifteen. Arrows arced down too slow to get anywhere near it. Still, it had the wall to deal with, and no way was it getting up and over that. 

			The creature had other ideas. When it was close enough, it leaped and ran straight up the side of the wall, all thirty feet of it. Not slowing, not falling.

			There was no time even to shout a warning before it was over the parapet and on the battlements, roaring and snarling. In a blink of an eye, there were dead Shulka at its feet. Blood sprayed as it slashed with its claws, tore with its fangs. Moving so fast. A shadow, twisting, turning, killing. For the first time in Jax’s life, he saw Shulka turn and run. 

			Hewlars managed to pull himself together enough to create a ball of fire in his hand. He drew back his arm to throw it, but the creature saw him before he could do anything more than that. It howled, blood and guts dripping from its fangs, its claws, before it leaped straight for the mage. No one had time to react before it was on him. Killing him. Ripping him apart, pulling his intestines out, his heart, his lungs. 

			It happened so quickly. Jax didn’t react, didn’t attack, even though the demon was right next to him. He just watched, disbelieving it all. None of this was possible. None of it made sense.

			Kaine was quicker. He stabbed at it with his spear, but the creature was faster still. It snapped the shaft with a swipe of an arm and attacked. Another blow shattered his son’s shield before it hit him with an ungodly force, sending him flying off the wall to the camp below. Kaine. His son. Gone. Just like that. 

			A dozen Shulka attacked behind a shield wall, using their spears to stab at the creature. The demon turned on them, slashing out at shield and spear alike, eager to kill the men wielding them. For each wound the Shulka scored, the creature took another life. More Shulka stepped in to take the place of their fallen comrades until the numbers worked, and they wore it down, cornered it, killed it.

			Jax stared at the corpse. It was a monster. A demon! It shouldn’t even exist and yet it had killed more than thirty Shulka, killed Kaine, killed the mage in a matter of minutes. None of it made sense. None of it.

			He peered down into the camp, hoping to see Kaine, praying that he was alive somehow, that some miracle had saved him. But all he saw was heavy fighting. People dying. 

			There were men in white armour and skull masks battling Shulka, wielding scimitars and short spears. They moved with precision, well drilled, relentless. 

			They were the Egril.

			And they were winning.

			

			Tinnstra screamed as a ball of fire ripped through the atrium’s window into the Kotege. 

			The blast showered Tinnstra with glass, threw her against a wall and knocked the air from her lungs. She landed heavily on her shoulder as glass and wood and stone rained down on her. Smoke filled the building and, over the ringing in her ears, Tinnstra could hear people screaming.

			She pushed herself up on shaking arms, spitting blood and dirt from her mouth. Dead bodies lay around her, ripped into shreds by the explosion, but she’d survived. Somehow, she was alive. 

			Somewhere, a bell rang. The alarm. The Kotege was under attack.

			Tinnstra got to her feet and staggered outside. She needed air, to catch her breath, to get her bearings, but it was chaos. Fires burned across the parade ground. A boy held his friend’s body in his arms, crying for help. A girl crawled in the dirt, looking for a lost arm. Two students held bandages to the stomach of a fallen comrade, trying to stop his life leaking out from a terrible wound. Others ran in every direction, faces smeared with blood, dirt and dust. They called for help, guidance and commands.

			Tinnstra stood there, watching the mayhem, frozen to the spot. Smoke bellowed from a hole in the wall of the west wing, near her room. Students and Shulka poured out of the main building, strapping on armour, putting on helmets, brandishing what weapons they had to hand. A boy, blood pouring out of a cut on his head, pointed skywards, shouted something, but it was as if he spoke another language, one she didn’t understand. 

			Something flew high above them. A shape that flitted between smoke and shadow. It swooped down towards them. Fast, attacking. Tinnstra wanted to run but her legs wouldn’t work. Whatever the creature was, she’d never seen anything like it. It was too big to be a bird. Then she saw arms, legs, a body. A man. No. Not human. Not that. It had hooked, leathery wings that stretched six feet in either direction. Bulbous eyes, glowing red with hate and fury. Skin like armour. A demon.

			And behind it … More of them. A swarm.

			The demon roared. Tinnstra screamed.

			

			Dren was going to die. He knew it. The fucking Shulka was going to kill him. The bastard was really going to kill him. He gritted his teeth and shut his eyes. But the sword didn’t fall. 

			‘What’s that?’ 

			Dren opened one eye, saw the Shulka staring back down the street. He turned just as a burst of light set the very air on fire, sparks flying in every direction. ‘What the—’ Then the air screamed and Dren had to cover his ears. 

			The two Shulka ran towards the conflagration, leaving Dren and Quist. They were halfway down the street when men detached themselves from the shadows. Six of them, dressed in rags, armed with short swords. The Shulka shouted at them, told them to drop their weapons, but the men stepped forward instead and buried their swords in the Shulka’s guts.

			For a moment, Dren didn’t move. He couldn’t believe his eyes – no one attacked the Shulka – but then his brain kicked in and he stumbled to his feet.

			All the while, the air was being torn apart, the gap growing wider by the second. On the other side of the rent, he could see an army waiting. Row after row of white-armoured troops with skull faces stared back at him, bristling with swords and spears and fuck knows what else.

			‘What’s going on, Dren?’ asked Quist.

			‘I don’t know but we need to get the fuck out of here.’ If only he could take his eyes off the rent.

			The gap grew wider until it stretched from one side of the street to the other, until it was large enough for the soldiers to march through. There were so many of them, filling the street. An army. An invasion.

			Too late, Shulka ran from the barracks, drawn by the screeching, wearing their bronze breastplates and helmets, carrying shields and spears. They didn’t look so invincible now, not compared to the invaders. 

			The two sides raced into each other. Steel crashed against steel, Skull against Shulka. Blades rose and fell. Men cried out – in anger, pain, death.

			

			‘Don’t move! Don’t fucking move!’ shouted one of Jax’s men. There was panic in his voice, fear. Emotions a Shulka shouldn’t feel.

			An Egril refugee crouched on the wall – pale, sickly, dressed in rags, not looking like anyone to be feared. But whoever he was, he wasn’t bothered by the Shulka’s shouts or the spear that was being waved in his face. He moved his hand instead and everyone nearby collapsed as the screech erupted once more. Jax wanted to cover his ears and cursed his fucking helmet for getting in the way. His teeth felt like they were going to shatter from the noise. 

			A Shulka fell to his knees and vomited. Others crumpled, staggered back. Jax grabbed the parapet, remaining on his feet, but that was all he could do. Fighting was impossible. 

			The Egril mage worked his magic. Sparks flew from a flaming wound as the air was ripped open, the noise growing louder still.

			The rent grew wider, revealing rank after rank of Egril. Jax realised this was how they’d got in the camp, got past the wall. The Egril in the valley were just a distraction. 

			The Egril charged. Most of the Shulka were still crippled by the noise and in no state to fight back. All they could do was die.

			Jax screamed, trying to drown out the screeching with his own anger and fury. He snatched up a fallen spear and threw it at the Egril, not even bothering to aim. It hit one in the chest, but there was another to take his place. Hundreds more. 

			‘Form up on me!’ he screamed, but he might as well have shouted into the wind. No one heard him. 

			Jax drew his sword, dodged a scimitar and thrust his blade into a skull-face, relieved to see the bastard’s blood was still red. Another came at him and he only just ducked under the man’s wild swing. He slashed back but his sword skittered off the Egril’s armour, so he threw himself forwards and battered into him with his shoulder. They both tumbled down and Jax made sure he came out on top. He rammed his sword up through the Egril’s chin. 

			Jax reared back, gulping for air, and realised the noise had stopped. There was no sign of the white-faced mage, no sign of the rent that had allowed the Egril through. The enemy mage’s job was done – the wall was full of Egril and they were killing everyone they could.

			Something flew past his head, making him duck. Followed by another. And another. A swarm of them. Flying demons headed towards the camp. He watched them pass for a second but then another skull-faced warrior ran at him and the demons were forgotten as Jax fought for his life.

			The warrior was good. He wasn’t one of the mindless savages that Jax had spent his life killing. He was trained and trained well. His scimitar was more powerful than the Shulka sword, with a longer reach and greater weight, and his armour appeared to provide better protection while allowing maximum mobility. Superior to Jax’s own armour. Armour he had almost not worn. What a slack fool he’d become.

			Well, he could hate himself later. He had Egril to kill.

			He traded blows with the skull-face in front of him, his arm shaking with the force of every strike. He leaned back as the scimitar slashed past where his head had been a heartbeat earlier and was forced to retreat as the blade returned for a second attempt.

			Something hit the back of his head, sending him crashing to the floor. The world swayed as he rolled onto his back, not wanting to get stabbed from behind. His helmet was half-off, so he ripped it free and threw it at the Egril who’d clubbed him. His original opponent loomed over him, ready to hack downwards, but Jax thrust his sword straight into the bastard’s groin and gave it a twist for good measure. Blood covered his face but Jax didn’t care. It was well earned. 

			He sat up as the second man came at him again, but a Shulka attacked him from the side and, for a few seconds, Jax had no one to fight.

			He staggered to his feet and looked up and down the wall. There was no cohesion to the fighting, just an endless series of individual battles and the losers left to litter the floor with their blood and guts. And most of the dead were Shulka.

			Jax knew then that they’d lost, lost everything – the fortress, the wall, maybe even Jia itself. His Shulka must have known it, too, yet none stopped fighting. No one surrendered or ran. It was an honour to fight beside them, to die beside them. All they could do now was try and take as many of the Egril with them as they could.

			He stabbed an Egril through the eye, ducked a wild swing from another and rammed his sword through the warrior’s armpit. He kicked a soldier’s legs out from under him before taking another blow to his head. The world spun and his vision blurred as warm blood seeped from the wound. 

			

			Tinnstra watched the flying demon throw a small object at the Kotege’s main building. Time slowed for her as it fell, unable to move, unable to do anything except die. 

			Someone grabbed her, threw her to the ground, covered her with their body as the explosion ripped the Kotege apart.

			‘Are you all right? Are you hurt?’ shouted a man. She opened her eyes, saw Harka over her. He’d saved her. He wore his sword, his breastplate, his helmet. ‘Get a weapon. Quick.’ He jumped off her, already shouting orders to others, gathering students and Shulka, mustering a defence. He urged the nearby students to form a phalanx, his voice full of desperation as they struggled to obey. But this wasn’t a lesson. It wasn’t even like the arena. 

			Everywhere she looked, white-armoured warriors with skull-faced helmets were hacking down everything in sight.

			And these weren’t battle-hardened Shulka the enemy faced. These were boys and girls yet to take the oath. So few against so many. Regardless, they tried to obey Harka, shields locked, spears out. The invincible formation. Not that the skull-faced warriors cared. They hit the phalanx in a wave, relentless, deadly, and swept the students away.

			Tinnstra knew she should help, do something, anything, but fear held her firm. A warrior hacked down a boy not ten yards from where she lay. She saw his eyes as he died – full of shock and confusion. A girl cowered and begged for life, just as Tinnstra wanted to do, but someone stabbed her through the heart. There was no mercy to be had from these killers. No quarter shown.

			And still more enemy soldiers crossed over from the burning rents, filling the grounds. She heard them shout, speaking a different language, not Jian. She knew it, knew the guttural tones. They were speaking Egril. But that couldn’t be. How could Egril get this far south? Past the wall? Past the Shulka? 

			She stared at their well-crafted armour, each enemy soldier identical to the next, attacking in disciplined manoeuvres. These Egril weren’t the mindless barbarians they were supposed to be. They were trained, professional, like the Shulka, but better. Deadlier. 

			The ground exploded, throwing her sideways. Tinnstra’s head bounced against stone. Shards of masonry crashed down on her.

			Another explosion destroyed the corner of the Kotege, showering her with more bricks and dust. Tinnstra’s ears rang with the fury of it all as she tried to get her bearings, tried to see through the smoke. She looked up, dreading what she might find.

			Demons. The sky was full of the flying demons with their bat-like wings. They carried Niganntan blades – six-foot spears with a single-edged sword at the head – and swooped down in unison, screeching, scything through anyone in their way. 

			A hand pulled her. ‘Tinn! This way.’ It was Jono. A student from her class. He held a sword in one hand, the tip bloodied. Cuts criss-crossed his face, his arms, his hands. There was blood on his shirt. Was it his? She allowed him to drag her to her feet and they ran, crouched low, back around the main building. 

			A demon flew overhead and threw another orb. It hit the ground and the world tore apart in a bright burst of fire and light, knocking Tinnstra flying again. She bounced off the ground, once, twice, three times. She could taste blood in her mouth, feel pain in her body as she lay in the dirt and rubble, surrounded by the dead and dying. She wanted to get to her feet, wanted to run far away, go anywhere, but her body refused to obey. She screamed and she begged and she pleaded to all the Four Gods, too scared to move. 

			Around her, both students and Shulka fought with whatever weapon they had to hand. A girl of no more than sixteen tried to swing a Shulka blade at an Egril. She gripped it with both hands wrapped around each another. She barely had time to lift it before the Egril took her head off. A Shulka charged in with his spear and stabbed the Egril through the back but five others fell on him before he could pull the weapon free. There were just too many of them.

			She saw Jono trying to get to his feet, still holding his sword. Saw a demon flying in behind, closing the gap with every crack of its wings. She tried to warn him but her voice was gone. The demon raised his spear. The two-foot sword blade glistened in the firelight as it swept down.

			

			Dren didn’t wait to watch the Shulka die. He grabbed Quist and dragged him along until they were running back into Kiyosun, away from the massacre.

			They’d barely escaped when he heard the flap of wings, loud in the narrow street. He hauled Quist into an alleyway as something flew past them. It looked like it had come straight out of the stories his dad used to tell him – about a demon who flew down from the sky to steal children who disobeyed their parents. The name came to his lips in a whisper. ‘Daijaku.’

			Quist watched the demon. ‘It can’t be. The Daijaku are just made-up stories.’

			‘What’s that in its hand?’ said Dren. Whatever it was, the creature threw it at one of the buildings before flying straight up into the sky. 

			The explosion knocked Dren to the ground before he had a chance to do anything.

			He got back to his feet, swaying like a late-night drunk, and picked up Quist, saw blood pouring out of a cut on the side of his head. His cousin’s eyes rolled around, unaware of where he was.

			‘Come on,’ said Dren, dragging Quist forward. ‘We have to get away from here or we’re dead.’

			It was chaos on the streets. People ran in every direction, pushing and shoving through the crowds, desperate to get away. Screams and shouts echoed down the narrow thoroughfares. There were cries for help from the Shulka and pleas to the Gods, both equally worthless. Dren had seen the mighty Shulka were only good at dying, and when did a God give a shit about anyone? 

			An explosion ripped apart a building on the corner of Rechel Street, bringing down half a dozen other buildings with it. The mass of people in front of Dren simply disappeared under the rubble and smoke. All dead in a heartbeat. Dren would’ve been dead, too, if he’d been half a second quicker. Flames sprang up around him, eager for the dry wood. It was Kiyosun’s worst fear.

			He heard more explosions ring out across the city from every direction. Relentless. Smoke billowed and the sky grew brighter as fires spread. 

			They staggered on, herded by explosions and flames. Dren looked back, saw the foreign warriors fill the street. Swords flashed out, cutting down anyone near them. Dren had never seen anyone die before but now it was everywhere, in every form.

			‘What are we going to do?’ screamed Quist.

			‘I … I …’ Dren didn’t know. He stood frozen. He watched a warrior cut down a woman with a baby in her arms and saw another murder an old man too slow to get out of the way.

			‘Dren!’

			‘They’re going to kill everyone. Everyone. We’ve got to do something … Help …’ But what could they do? They were boys and this was war.

			‘We have to get out of here,’ said Quist. ‘We have to run.’

			‘Yes.’ Dren got his legs to move somehow. ‘Let’s go home—’ 

			They ran. Through the chaos. Through the destruction. All Dren could think of was getting to his parents. They’d know what to do. They’d keep him safe.

			They turned a corner and a skull-faced warrior appeared out of nowhere. He raised his sword, screaming something in a language Dren didn’t understand.

			Dren tried to stop, tried to turn away, but his momentum took him into the warrior and they clattered together, falling to the ground. The warrior grabbed at Dren’s shirt but Dren swatted the hand away. He kicked out, panicking, felt Quist grab him from behind and haul him up. The soldier scrambled to his feet after him, reaching for his fallen sword.

			‘Let’s go. Now!’ screamed Quist. Dren didn’t need telling twice.

			The boys ran on, jumped a fence and cut down an alley, ignoring the shouts from behind. His home was close, the next street along. He’d find his parents. His father would know what to do. He always did. All Dren had to do was get to him.

			They turned the corner. Dren saw his building on the other side of the street, saw his father leaning out of the window on the third floor, surveying the chaos.

			‘Father!’ He waved, feeling the relief flood through him. 

			His old man heard his name, saw Dren and Quist. ‘Dren! Quick!’ He beckoned them forward. 

			Something buzzed past. A shadow. Dren looked up, saw the Daijaku, saw it throw something. ‘No!’ 

			His dad saw it, too, a second before the explosion. Flames rushed out, filling the street. Dren threw Quist to the floor, covered him with his own body, and screamed as his skin burned and his world died.

			

			Jax stood covered in blood, surrounded by his dead troops, his dead Shulka. The fortress and camp were in flames, everything destroyed. An Egril came at him, swinging. Jax jerked his head back, but he was too slow, too tired. The blade sliced down but there was no pain. His heart was racing too hard to feel anything. 

			He hacked at the Egril, screamed how he was going to kill the man, but his sword was gone. All he accomplished was spraying the man’s white armour with his own blood. 

			There was just a bloody stump where his right arm used to be. The arm lay on the ground, still gripping his sword. He had to find a doctor. A mage. Get it fixed somehow. But there was so much blood. Over him, over the ground, pouring from the wound. His blood.

			Jax looked up, saw the Egril had moved on. He thought Jax was dead. Like the rest of the Shulka. 

			Then the world went black.

			

			Tinnstra flinched as a shadow loomed over her. Another student, not a Skull. ‘Get up! Get a weapon!’ Tinnstra didn’t move. Couldn’t move. He shouted again. A curse, maybe. A plea. It didn’t matter. A spear erupted from his chest and he spat blood all over her before collapsing on her, his weight heavy and dead. She screamed, kicked and pushed, desperate to get the corpse off her. To escape. She saw a demon come for her. It bared its fangs, wings flicking in and out. Its body was covered in a carapace with spikes jutting from its elbows and knees. Blood dripped off the spear in its hand.

			She shut her eyes and screamed, waiting for pain and death. She could hear the sounds of battle, feel the explosions rocking the ground beneath her, but no spear fell. She found the courage to open her eyes, saw the demon dead and Harka battling three Egril where it had stood.

			A sword lay near her hand. She could pick it up, help Harka, help her godfather, help fight back. He’d saved her. She had to help him. She knew she had to, but that wasn’t who she was. She wasn’t a Shulka. She was nothing. 

			She was a coward and she did what cowards do – she ran. 

			Tinnstra ran as fast as she could. She prayed to all the Gods to keep her alive, to forgive her for her fear. She left her friends, her clan, her life behind. Left them all to the swords of the Egril and the spears of the demons. Left them all to burn and die.

			She ran through the woods and kept going, didn’t look back. Branches slashed across her face, cut her hands, but the pain was nothing compared to what she left behind. She ran until she couldn’t hear the screams or smell the smoke. She ran until her legs gave way and she fell to the ground, sobbing, battered, bruised but alive. 
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			Tinnstra

			Aisair

			

			The priest began his prayer.

			Tinnstra and the rest of the congregation sank to their knees. She mimicked those around her, brow furrowed, hands clasped together, lips moving along to the words that none of them, bar Tinnstra herself, could understand, seeking the approval of a God none of them had heard of six months before. A God quite happy to see them all dead. She watched her neighbours, her fellow Jians, wondering who really believed in this new foreign God, who was just pretending, and who was a spy for the Egril, looking for someone to betray.

			It could be anyone. Betrayal was the only growing business in Jia these days. Pointing a finger and naming names could get you some food in your belly or even a few coins in your hand. Informing on a non-believer could keep your own head on your shoulders. Better someone else suffer was the new mantra.

			Tinnstra tried to pray with more intensity. Only the devout were safe in the new world the Egril had created in Jia. Their new God was why the Egril had invaded, after all. Spreading his word, converting the faithless, the fallen. The Egril didn’t believe in Alo, the God of Life, or Xin, the Goddess of Death, or Ruus, the God of the Land, or Nasri, the God of the Sea. To the Egril, the Four Gods were the False Gods, and it was their sacred duty to remove all trace of them from the world. 

			They’d reconsecrated the country’s temples, cast out all sign the old Gods had ever existed and inserted Kage in their place. Mighty Kage, Lord of the Great Darkness. If you wanted to live, you prayed to him now. It was a law Tinnstra made sure she obeyed. Names were taken on entering the temple and names were checked off on leaving. Failure to attend resulted in death, if you were lucky. A drop and a dance in the city centre, left to swing in the breeze and rot in the sun. It said a lot about life in Jia now that such a fate was considered a good thing. 

			Still, most didn’t want to die. Especially Tinnstra. So she turned up at her allocated temple, on the allotted night, gave her name – but not her clan – and knelt and prayed and stayed until she was allowed to leave. Then she got up and returned to the small set of rooms she now called home, safe perhaps for another night, another day. Still alive.

			She dipped her head lower, moved her lips to the words with greater purpose. She believed in Kage, she told herself. Great Kage the merciless have mercy on her. I believe, I believe, I believe. She hoped Kage was watching if he existed, because she knew the Egril were watching from the corners and the alcoves and the dark places of the temple, watching for the non-believers, the traitors, the impure, the degenerates, watching for anyone who didn’t fit into their new world. 

			More than a few of the congregation wore masks themselves, proclaiming their utter devotion to their new God. The Egril believed you only showed your true face to Kage so the wearing of a mask by a Jian was a very public statement of support for the invaders.

			Each time she visited the temple, Tinnstra saw more and more Jians adopting the masks. She’d considered wearing one herself but the Jian rebels – the Hanran – were quick to punish anyone they found doing so. And Tinnstra didn’t want that, either.

			It was hot in the temple, despite it being winter. Suffocating. The Egril had bricked up the old temple’s windows and the doors were firmly shut. The Great Darkness didn’t like light, except from the sickly smelling candles that made her want to gag.

			There was a statue of Kage at the far end of the temple, more beast than man, a monster with a missing eye and missing ear. He was a fighting God, a warrior God, eager for blood and slaves to tend to his every need in the Great Darkness. It was easy to believe he wanted to devour the world, but it was far harder to accept that such a monster had brought life out of the void. Not when he had the Egril send as many souls back there as they could.

			‘All rise,’ said the priest, Kage’s voice in the world. He spoke Jian, although his words were stifled by his accent and muffled by the golden mask he wore. 

			Tinnstra and the rest of the congregation did as commanded. 

			‘We give thanks to Kage, Lord of the Great Darkness, for giving us life. We know that by serving him in this life, we will be rewarded when we return to serve him in the next. For we will stand by his right hand, and the faithless will be our slaves for eternity as the False Gods now serve Kage.’

			The priest looked around the temple, at the faces gathered before him. Tinnstra forced herself to smile, as if every word brought her joy. I believe, I believe, I believe. 

			The priest stretched his arms towards the monstrous statue. ‘As you sent my soul from the Great Darkness, so I will send it back to you.’

			‘As you sent my soul from the Great Darkness, so I will send it back to you,’ repeated the congregation. 

			‘As you gave me life, so I give my life to you,’ said the priest.

			‘As you gave me life, so I give my life to you.’

			An acolyte stepped from the shadows, a knife in one hand, a bowl in the other.

			‘As my blood nourishes me, so it will nourish you.’ 

			Tinnstra hated this part the most. Time to make a donation. Time to make the oath. Still, it was a small price to pay to stay alive.

			The priest placed the bowl on the altar before him. He bowed to the statue and then made a small cut on his thumb. A drop of blood fell into the bowl. The acolyte then bowed and offered his hand to the priest. Another cut, another drop.

			Now it was the congregation’s turn. People slipped from the pews and formed an orderly line in front of the priest. Tinnstra took her place, keeping her eyes down, watching the feet in front edge forwards, glimpsing others walk past, their duty done, eager to resume their lives back in the world.

			She only looked up when it was her turn. The priest was before her, knife ready. She bowed to the statue of Kage and then held out her hand.

			‘Do you give Kage your blood?’ asked the priest. 

			‘I do.’ 

			‘Do you promise to serve Kage in this life and the next?’

			‘I—’ The words almost caught in her throat, but she forced the lie out. ‘I do.’ 

			The knife flashed, nicking the skin on her thumb. A small cut, but deep. A drop of her blood formed and fell into the bowl, mixing with the blood already there. The sight always made Tinnstra feel sick, but she reminded herself it was a simple price for life. She had to force her legs to turn and march out of the temple. She concentrated on the light coming through the now-open doors, allowed it to draw her closer with the promise of what lay beyond. Nearly there, nearly safe.

			She had no idea why she always held her breath those last few steps, but held it she did, waiting for a hand on her shoulder, a shout ordering her to stop. As she got closer to the exit, the pressure built inside her, the churning fear she knew so well. She’d not been convincing in her prayers. They sensed her doubts, her lies, her lack of faith. Someone had told them, pointed her out. The Egril would snatch her, make her disappear like they had so many others. She fought the urge to quicken her steps, pressed down the panic. They don’t know. They don’t know. I’m safe. I’m safe. She could see through the doors, see the streets of Aisair, see people going about their lives. Only a few more steps. The light fell on her and she could feel the cold, winter air. Through the doors. No one looked at her. No one stopped her.

			She let out her breath and smiled. All that worry for nothing. She turned left and kept walking, head down. It would be dark soon, when the bells would ring for curfew, and she still had lots to do.

			She’d come straight to Aisair after the invasion, after what had happened at the Kotege. It was the capital of Jia and the perfect place to hide. The perfect place to create a new life. No one knew her as the daughter of a famous Shulka. In Aisair, she was just another scared girl trying to survive.

			She crossed over Box Lane, then down Fassling Way. There were four Egril soldiers on the other side of the street, in their white armour and skull-faced helmets. Four Skulls. That’s what everybody called them now. Skulls. Not to their faces, of course. No one spoke to a Skull unless they had a death wish. 

			The soldiers were hassling a woman. Tinnstra had no idea what for. She didn’t care. Better someone else suffer. She just kept her head down and walked on.

			It took Tinnstra another ten minutes to reach her destination: Salin Street, a small road off the far busier Edging Road, with only a half-dozen houses on either side. The corner building was nothing but rubble, destroyed by a Daijaku bomb. The other houses, though, were pretty much intact. They were still homes. Still lived in. All except one, halfway down on the left-hand side. 

			She’d spotted it a few days earlier when she’d been out walking. The broken door, the shattered lock. All signs the Skulls had come calling on whoever lived there. And if the Skulls called, ten times out of ten, they hauled off whoever lived there. And if the Skulls had them, they weren’t coming back.

			Of course, if the owners had gone, someone might’ve taken the opportunity to squat there already – that was how Tinnstra had acquired her own home, after all – but she hoped the place was still empty and ripe for picking.

			She went up to the front door and knocked, her heart racing. Would anyone answer? Please don’t. Please be empty. Please. Please. Please. Tinnstra had no idea who she was praying to. The Four Gods? Kage? Any God that would keep her safe. Being a coward meant that she didn’t really care who was looking out for her as long as someone was.

			No one came to the door. She sighed with relief. Luck was with her. She glanced up and down the street but no one was in sight, so she pushed the door open a crack and slipped inside.

			The house was quiet and dark, illuminated by stray streaks of light filtering through the dirty windows. The only things moving were the specks of dust disturbed by her entry, the only sound the racing beat of her heart. Understandable – she was scared, after all. She always was when she broke into a house, but she reminded herself it was empty. Whatever danger had lurked there was long gone, taken to wherever the Skulls took the disappeared. 

			She moved quickly, expecting the warning bells for curfew at any moment. She had to be well on her way home by then. Anyone caught out after curfew got the drop. 

			She spotted a few nice things that a fence might buy, but there was no time to take anything to sell on the black market – Tinnstra needed money she could use straight away if she were to get food before curfew. She checked drawers, cupboards, boxes – anywhere someone could’ve hidden an ecu or a stater.

			There was nothing downstairs, so she moved on to the upper floor. Three doors, three bedrooms. There was bound to be something in one of them. 

			She got lucky in the first room. Three ecus sat discarded on a small table next to the bed. She slipped the bronze coins into her purse, happy she’d be able to buy something to eat with that, at least.

			Buoyed by this success, Tinnstra strolled into the next bedroom without a second thought. Then she saw the body and screamed. It was a woman. Or at least, Tinnstra thought it was. She didn’t want to get too close to check. Decomposition had reduced the body to its most basic form, blood and organs staining the floor black as they’d liquefied. There was no smell and dust covered her body. She’d been dead a long time. Tinnstra turned and left quickly, unable to face the body, knowing all too well that the woman’s fate could easily be her own one day.

			The third bedroom had no occupants, dead or otherwise, nor any money tucked away in it, either. Three ecus was good but not enough, not really. She returned to the second room, knowing she should search it. All she had to do was ignore the corpse. Easier said than done. She felt faint just standing in the doorway. Stupid girl. Scared of a dead body. 

			But stupid she was, so Tinnstra backed away from the room, descended the stairs and left the house.

			She was halfway along Edging Road before she calmed down and allowed herself a smile. She had some money in her purse once more. A small victory, but a victory nonetheless. 

			Her happiness lasted until she reached the baker’s.

			‘How much?’ asked Tinnstra, not believing what she’d heard.

			The shopkeeper shrugged, looked away, embarrassed. ‘It’s one stater for the loaf of bread.’

			‘But it cost two ecus last week. And one ecu the week before that.’ Tinnstra could feel the tears coming. She’d not expected this. Not at all. Not after all she’d gone through.

			‘What can I do? No one’s got anything, so the price of what you do have goes up.’ He peered over her shoulder into the street, looking as scared as Tinnstra felt. Satisfied, he leaned in closer, dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘You know the Skulls take the best of everything, then the Weeping Men grab whatever’s left for the black market. Between the Egril and the gangs, the rest of us get fucked. I’m sorry, but the prices are what they are. If you’ve not got the money, I can’t help you.’

			Tinnstra looked down at the bronze coins in her purse, counted them again for the thousandth time, counted the same sorry amount. ‘I’ve got three ecus. That’s nearly enough.’

			The shopkeeper’s mouth twitched as his frown deepened. ‘You’re an ecu short.’

			‘Please, please. I’ll bring another ecu to you tomorrow if you let me have the bread today. I promise.’

			He shook his head. ‘If you have the money, go and get it now. I’m not giving anyone credit. You could be dead tomorrow, for all I know – or disappear like the others.’

			Tinnstra glanced out through the window. The sky was darkening, the day all but done. ‘I’ll never make it home and back before curfew, let alone home again. Please, I beg you. I haven’t got anything else to eat.’ She let the tears come then, fast and furious, and quivered her lip as she stifled a sob. She knew how effective a weapon tears could be in a situation like this.

			The shopkeeper stared at her, long and hard, probably thinking how pathetic she was, cursing his luck, but Tinnstra knew she had him. Sure enough, his shoulders sank and he shook his head again. ‘I must be fucking stupid.’ He picked up the loaf and put it on the counter. ‘You owe me an ecu. I expect it tomorrow.’

			‘I promise.’ With a sniff, Tinnstra reached into her purse, took out the coins with shaking fingers and dropped them on the counter next to the loaf. One rolled off and fell to the floor, so the baker had to bend down and pick it up. For a mad moment, Tinnstra thought about grabbing the loaf and the rest of the money and running for it, but her nerves got the better of her, so she waited for him to straighten up and hand her the loaf.

			‘Tomorrow,’ he repeated, jabbing a finger at her.

			‘Tomorrow,’ repeated Tinnstra, wiping a tear away with one hand and tucking the loaf under her arm. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Get home quickly,’ said the shopkeeper. He gave her a smile for free. They were all as lost as each other. All just trying to survive in the mad world they’d found themselves in.

			Somewhere a bell chimed, telling her curfew was close and she still had too far to go. Fear fluttered in her stomach and she picked up her pace, eager to be behind her door once more. Not that it made any real difference since the Egril had invaded the country. The Skulls could come and kick her door down anytime. They didn’t need a reason. 

			She could see the king’s castle in the distance, all battered and scarred. The building was magic-made, raised in the heart of Aisair, and it towered above all. Word was that King Cariin was locked up in there with his family. She’d no idea why the Skulls had left him alive – they’d killed everyone else who represented any sort of threat. She hoped they weren’t torturing him. She’d always liked Cariin. Tinnstra had met him a few times – when her father and their clan had been assigned to protect the royal family, they’d lived in the castle. Cariin was about fifteen years old back then and only a prince-in-waiting, but he’d been kind to Tinnstra, even though she was an annoying five-year-old. 

			Old Town circled the castle. According to the stories, the most powerful magicians had once lived in those streets, wanting to be close to the royal family in the castle. The buildings were magic-built as well and soared above the rest of the city, formed out of the very ground itself in a rainbow of colours. Each magician had sought to outdo the others, so no two buildings were alike. She still remembered the first time her father took her there to explore, how she’d run through the streets in awe at how they defied gravity, jutting this way and that. It was one of her happiest memories and it broke her heart to think of it now. 

			Of course, she’d not been to Old Town since she’d returned to Aisair. It wasn’t safe. Rumour was the Skulls had taken everyone who lived there in a single night. Thousands of people just disappeared in a matter of hours. No one knew where they’d gone. No one dared ask. Tinnstra certainly didn’t. The only things lurking in Old Town now were ghosts. There were probably rich pickings in the empty buildings but Tinnstra hadn’t mustered the nerve to go and look. 

			She held the bread tight to her chest, petrified someone might try to steal it. The shopkeeper had been right to doubt her. She didn’t have an extra ecu to pay him, and when she next found some money, she’d need it for more food, not her debt. She felt bad about lying to him, but that was the way of life in Jia now. You did what you had to. The baker wouldn’t be so charitable the next time someone came in crying for food, but that wasn’t Tinnstra’s problem.

			She looked up, saw gaunt faces with frightened eyes all around her. Everyone was in the same situation. Looking for food, avoiding trouble. Just trying to make it through the day, and through the night – staying alive any way they could. 

			Tinnstra recognised a few of the people still out and about, but she ignored them all. Kept moving. What would she say, anyway? Better to stay silent and not be noticed.
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