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Katashi took his bow from his back and brandished it in the man’s face. “You know what this is?”


The messenger blinked raindrops out of his eyes. “A bow.”


“No, my bow.” Katashi drew an arrow slowly and took a few steps back. “You have perhaps heard of my skill.”


More sniggering, and the soldiers spread as Katashi took more steps back, ready for a show.


“Now, you tell me where you were going and what message you were carrying, or I will prove just how good I am even in this rain.”
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DAY ONE






1. HANA



In darkness we waited. Silent. Tense. A group of imperial guards on the east bank of the Nuord River, watching for the flash of a lantern.


It was a starless night, and under layers of leather and mail, I carried my weight in sweat. Especially beneath my helmet where my hair stuck sodden to my head, but how else could one hide blonde curls? No one can know, Kin had said. You’re just another soldier.


Beside me, General Ryoji shifted his weight. He was little but an outline in the darkness, yet the blended scent of leather and sweat and cedar oil was impossible to mistake. There were traces of Katashi in that smell, and I wavered between wanting to move away and draw closer, fighting with my own instincts. My own memories.


The general shifted again, letting out a short huff of air. We had been waiting too long.


On my other side, a whisper warmed my ear. “Are you all right, my lady?”


Tili’s voice trembled. General Ryoji had cautioned against her involvement as he had cautioned against the entire mission, but tradition dictated the presence of another woman, so another woman there would be. Kin would risk no mistake.


I nodded. “You?”


Despite the darkness, I was sure she nodded back, but when I felt for her hand, I found it tightly clenched and shaking. I squeezed it and wondered how much more strongly an Empath could feel her fear.


For weeks, there had been nothing but bad news. First, we had lost Risian. Then Lotan. News no longer arrived from the north, and heavy losses stalked the heels of every victory like a plague we could not shake. We held Kogahaera, but only thanks to the Nuord River, its roar even now cutting the silence of an oppressive night.


“We need to move,” Kin said in a low rumble.


“There’s been no signal, Majesty,” General Ryoji returned.


“If they’re dead, they can’t signal.”


“If they’re dead, we should turn back.”


General Ryoji seemed to hold his breath, statue-still as he waited for a reply to such brazen honesty.


“It’s too late for that,” Kin said. “We go to Kuroshima without them.”


The general bowed, and again I wondered what Malice or Darius might read in his rigidity that I could not. More than fear? More than the ill ease of a man ordered to act against his better judgement?


“Ji. Tanner,” Ryoji said, speaking over my shoulder. “Stay with . . . her.”


“General,” I began. “I am armed and quite capable—”


“Yes, my lady, but they have their orders.”


Ji and Tanner filled the space he left behind. They were often with me, but though I knew their names and their faces, I trusted neither the way I had come to trust Ryoji—the ever-present sentinel who had saved me from the pit a lifetime ago, whose loyalty to Kin seemed to know no bounds.


We started to move, and Tili remained pressed to my side as we climbed the gentle curve of the bridge. At the peak, my sandal caught an uneven stone, but the press of soldiers was so close I could not fall, could only jog on as we descended into enemy territory—Otako territory. For years I had carried the name with pride, but tonight I would give it up to become Kin’s wife—Kin’s empress.


I had always dreamed of sitting on my father’s throne, always dreamed of ruling. Tonight that dream would come true, but it was a very different wedding to the one I had planned when I had asked Katashi to marry me. Fate had allowed me mere hours of such a joy—a joy so great the world had seemed to break beneath the strain of it.


Perhaps hearing my trembling breath, Tili pressed closer, but although she hampered my movement, I could not push her away. Her presence was the only comfort left.


We slowed as we gained the far bank. Ahead, light flickered through the dense shield of soldiers as it might through trees, glinting off buckles and patches of leather worn shiny with use.


“Spread out.”


Drawing weapons, they fanned out.


“No, not you, my lady,” General Ryoji said, once more appearing beside me.


“How can we maintain the ruse if I do not do my job?” I said.


“This is not your job, my lady, but keeping you safe is mine.”


Again a hint of Katashi’s scent—some oil perhaps, or just a cruel trick of memory—and though Ryoji could not have seen my expression in the darkness, I turned my face away. Ahead with his own escort, Emperor Kin led the way toward Kuroshima village.


It lay about a mile from the river, a gathering of small houses in the lee of the mountain. At this hour, they were shadowed and silent, the only light a lantern at the base of the climb that led to Kisia’s oldest shrine. There, two men in priest’s white were waiting beneath an arbour of becalmed leaves.


Leaving me with Ji and Tanner, General Ryoji hurried to join Kin, his hand as close to his sword as could be considered polite in the company of priests. I made to join them, but Tanner blocked my way with his arm. There was tension in every line of his body and his eyes darted, watching the soldiers move about the silent village. Without lanterns, the distant buildings melded into the trees. Dark. Lifeless.


Tili huddled closer still, as though I were a fire by which she could warm herself. Seconds dragged by, until at last General Ryoji made a sign, and Tanner lowered his arm. “My lady,” he said and bowed.


Tili and I joined them at the base of the mountain. Other soldiers gathered.


“What’s going on?” I hissed at General Ryoji. “What of our scouts?”


He glanced at the two priests. “It seems they never arrived.”


“But they were experienced soldiers.”


“Yes, my lady,” he said.


“They can’t have just gone missing.”


The general pulled at his bottom lip for a troubled instant. “No, my lady.”


“It’s quiet. Is the village empty?”


“All but, like we expected. The war is too close. Even at the base of the old mountain, no one is safe.”


“We are not alone here, General, the risk—”


“The risk of being attacked while retreating is just as high, my lady,” General Ryoji said, and I wondered if they were Kin’s words. “With none of the benefits of success. We go up.”


He moved on with a nod not a bow, maintaining the pretence that I was a mere soldier. I liked the informality, taking what small joys I could in being treated, for once, like just another man.


A flotilla of paper lanterns spread light through the group, and I took one, thinking of another time I had gathered in the dark with a group of men in imperial uniforms.


No, don’t think about Katashi.


I edged toward Kin. “It worries me that the scouts have not been seen,” I whispered. “We should leave.”


“No, we proceed as planned, a group on each branch of the stairs just as tradition dictates.”


“Are you sure it’s wise?”


He grimaced at me. “I am sure that anyone who wanted us dead could have killed us by now. Take what comfort from that as you will.”


“Very little!”


“We have no choice. We have to do this right or risk losing all legitimacy.”


He was right, but I hated it. Hated the silence and the darkness, the still press of the air and the nervous looks of the soldiers. Hated to have found myself here at all.


No, don’t think about Katashi.


General Ryoji ordered half the men to remain behind and split the other half into two groups, one to accompany His Majesty up the right branch of the stairs, the other up the left branch with me, braving all one thousand four hundred and forty-four steps to the Kuroshima Shrine.


The forest into which we climbed was thick and dark, our winking lanterns the only stars, our steps and huffing breaths the only sounds. One thousand four hundred and forty-four stairs, one for every day the goddess Lunyia had waited for her husband. She, the goddess of loyalty and fortune, to whom all Kisians prayed upon their marriage. I counted them to give me something to think about other than what awaited me at the top.


At 210, General Ryoji stopped a few steps ahead. “Lim.”


“General?”


I turned, swinging my lantern so fast the flame drew dangerously close to the paper. Behind me, the guard identified as Lim touched a hand to his sword.


“Run back down,” the general said. “Tell Rashil to send for reinforcements.”


“But General, there’s no sign of enemy movement, and His Majesty said we could not risk—”


“Send for reinforcements. There was nothing before the skirmish at Cherry Wood either,” Ryoji said. “Or when they hit us south of Risian. If the bastards want to play games with us, then this is the place they’ll choose. Send for reinforcements.”


“Yes, General.”


Fast footsteps faded away down the steps, and I turned back to see the general’s features screwed into a scowl.


“You would think by your expression that you want to be attacked, General,” I said.


His eyes darted to my face and a rueful smile dawned. “Not exactly want, my lady, but I don’t like uncertainty.”


“Surely even if they know we’re here, they don’t know we are doing this. We were careful.”


The guards behind me stood silent to listen, and I winced at how desperately hopeful I sounded.


“Yes, my lady,” the general agreed. “But Lord Laroth has a habit of knowing things he ought not. I cannot say I liked the man, but only a fool would not respect his skill and take it into consideration.”


Darius and I had argued often, but never had I thought to find him truly my enemy. Even after what he had done, and the passage of weeks in which I had called him so, it still felt wrong.


A grimace crossed General Ryoji’s face. “Apologies, my lady, I did not—”


“You expressed no thought I have not had myself, General,” I said. “And if you’re right, we had better keep moving.”


The whole procession lurched on, climbing faster now as though our enemy were right behind us. I tried not to think about the burning in my thighs or the fate that awaited me at the top of the mountain, and instead stared all but unseeing at the novice leading the way. His white robe eddied, ghostlike, about his feet. White robe, white sash, and plain reed sandals. It was an impractical colour for all but those who spent their lives in pursuit of piety.


I had stopped counting the stairs, but my legs ached enough that we must surely have passed 1,444 and missed the shrine entirely. Absently, I wondered where the path would lead us, it seeming to own no end, when at last the novice turned his head to say, “We are almost there, my lady.”


I made no answer. My whole body ached. One thousand four hundred and forty-four steps from the village to the shrine had left me cursing my robe, my armour, my helmet, and the heavy soldier’s sandals that were like a weight upon each foot.


My stomach dropped as the last step vanished beneath me.


“Welcome to Kuroshima Shrine, my lady,” the novice said, halting beneath an arch of tangled branches hung with wild flowers. Beside me, General Ryoji’s steps crunched to a halt upon the path, light spilling onto his feet. Inside, Kin would be waiting. I had asked him to marry me, but he was not the man I had wanted to rule alongside.


Don’t think about Katashi.


Kuroshima Shrine was famous throughout Kisia, so I had expected it to be grand and imposing, not a cosy bird’s hollow. There was no gleaming woodwork or fine art, no thick beams or broad sweeping roofs, just a simple curved wall of interlocking iron branches rising to form a low, rounded ceiling hung with paper lanterns.


Kin stood in the opposite archway, watching a priest approach across the slate floor. Every fourth tile was painted a jarring red, and whether by accident or design, the man avoided them.


“Your Majesty, it is an honour to welcome you to Kuroshima,” he said, bowing very low before his emperor.


“Thank you, Father,” Kin returned, gesturing for the man to rise. “I have long wished to witness so great a part of our empire’s history, and what better occasion than upon the event of my marriage.”


The priest wore serenity like a blanket and bowed again. “Indeed, Your Majesty. We are honoured beyond words.”


Although Kin smiled, he did not speak again, leaving the priest to glance around in search of the bride. His gaze hung for a moment upon Tili, a slight frown between his brows at so curvaceous a soldier.


I pulled off my helmet. Sweat-dampened curls fell loose upon my brow, and the old priest stared, sucking in a breath before sinking into another low bow. “Lady Hana Otako, our shrine is humbled indeed.”


“You are too kind, Father,” I said, and with every eye on me, I hunted for something more to say. Darius, Mama Orde, and all my tutors had sought to instil in me the sort of grace and learning that would allow the uttering of pretty speeches, but until now I had only been representing myself. Now my words would reflect not only upon Emperor Kin but upon the whole of Kisia. I cleared my suddenly dry throat. “In truth, I feel there is little that could humble so old and so beautiful a shrine,” I said, the courtly words not even sounding like my own. “We are transient, but it endures. Is there somewhere I can make myself presentable, Father?”


The man’s eyes bulged, and he glanced at our novice guide. A silent heartbeat passed before he said, “Of course, my lady, follow me.”


Once again avoiding the red slates, he led me toward the opposite archway, my armour clinking with every step. I caught Kin’s eye as we passed, but though his lips smiled, his eyes did not. His attention, like General Ryoji’s, was elsewhere.


The priest led the way to a small pavilion off the main path. It had a simple reed floor and walls lined with spare robes, white sashes, prayer chains, and pouches of fresh incense. Its smell filled every breath with the taste of sandalwood.


Tili followed me inside. Frowning, the father was moved to speak, but I stopped him. “My maid, Father,” I said. “We could not be too careful.”


Tili removed her helmet and bowed to the old priest. “Father.”


His disapproval did not shift, but with a sharp nod, he left, ignoring Ji and Tanner as they took up silent vigil outside the door. There was urgency despite the calm night, and before the door closed, my sword belt and weapons hit the floor. Whatever other conventions I had persuaded Kin to set aside, I could not kneel before the Shrine Stone armed.


“Help me out of this,” I said, tugging at the soldier’s knot that held my crimson sash. It went first, followed by the leather tunic and its linen under-robe, gauntlets and breeches—every trapping of the common soldier had been made to size, but once more, tradition dictated I could not take my oath in it. Tili unrolled the ceremonial robe she had carried tied in a bundle, and though its beautiful silk was creased, being dishevelled was a small price to pay. No one watching our progress from the camp at Kogahaera would have reason to suspect Lady Hana made one of the party. They might recognise Emperor Kin, but what could be more natural than an Emperor making a pilgrimage to Kuroshima in a time of war?


I ran my fingers through my hair, and Tili helped me into my robe. We did not speak. There was little to say, and we had not been good at small talk of late.


A knock fell upon the door. “My lady?”


I had no mirror to be sure I was ready, but there was no time to do more. “Enter,” I said, running my hands down my creased robe.


The door slid to reveal the novice who had been our guide. “I’m sorry, my lady, but Father Hoto is anxious to begin.”


The young man stared directly at me as he spoke, not effacing his gaze as etiquette required.


My pulse quickened. “He sent you?”


“Yes, my lady, he is anxious to begin the ceremony.” Still he did not drop his gaze, and I hunted his face for some clue of what he was trying to tell me. No fear that I could see, no meaningful glance at my sword.


“Then I will of course come at once,” I said, and only then did he step aside to let me pass.


Back outside, the air was humid, the night quiet. I tried to make eye contact with Ji and Tanner as I passed, but neither was used to looking at me. All I could do was stride toward the main hollow, counting the steps behind me. Tanner. Ji. The novice. Tili at my side. No surprises, yet I was fretful with only stiff silk at my hip.


Light spilled from the main hollow of the shrine, and I strode through the narrow arch only to halt on the threshold, my heart thudding against my breastbone.


Conceit stood at the altar, a knife pressed to Father Hoto’s throat. Behind him stood a dozen soldiers in Pike black, hooded and anonymous, while Kin’s soldiers faced them across the red slate floor, hands tense upon their sword hilts.


“Why, Lady Hana, you have kept us waiting,” Conceit said, his pretty features and malicious smile a memory from another life. “How kind of you to finally join us.”


A grunt sounded behind me and Ji crumpled, his blood spraying over my feet. The novice pressed a bloodied knife to Tanner’s neck. “Don’t move,” he quavered, his white robe splattered with blood. “Don’t move or I’ll have to kill him too.”


He trembled, but the blade remained steady against Tanner’s throat.


“She’s thinking about moving,” Conceit said, holding every gaze. Kin’s soldiers hovered out of range like wary cats. “As you can see, your companions have not been welcoming, my lady. And to think I only came to give you this gift.”


He gestured to the altar. There lay a black sash where a white one ought to be. “It’s a more appropriate colour, don’t you think?”


No one moved. No one spoke. All eyes were on this man. “No? You don’t get it?” he said, when no one answered. “The sash of a whore instead of an innocent bride?”


“I’ll slit your slanderous accusations from your throat,” General Ryoji said.


The man clicked his tongue. “My, my, General Ryoji, how venomous you are toward your guests. But—” He nodded at Father Hoto. “You need him, don’t you? He’s the only one here qualified to perform a marriage ceremony.”


Conceit laughed suddenly and removed his knife from the priest’s throat. Father Hoto collapsed upon the stones, curled up like a child.


“Father Hoto.” The intruder knelt at the altar. “Would you do the honours?” He didn’t wait for a response but pursed his lips piously. “I, Conceit,” he said, mimicking a ceremony, “most trusted of the Vice Master, pray the gods never saddle me with such a whore for a wife. I would not wish my children to be born of such loose loins, smeared by the seed of so many men as they claw their way into this world.”


“Shut him up,” Kin ordered. “Now.”


Conceit seemed not to hear. “In the eyes of the gods,” he said, “I offer the Imperial Whore this black sash—”


An arrow leapt for the unguarded Vice and hit him full in the chest. But there was no satisfying crack of bone. No gush of blood. The arrow clattered uselessly off the wall as Conceit disappeared.


From across the altar, a new Conceit laughed. “I, Lady Hana Otako, the Imperial Whore,” the second Conceit continued in a high-pitched voice. “Cannot wait seven days to have my robe torn off. Take me now, commoner, give me your enormous—”


The second Conceit rolled as another arrow came at him.


“Ha! Now we’re playing.” He leapt to his feet. “You would kill a woman making her prayers?” He clicked his tongue reprovingly, and behind him, the small group of hooded Pikes drew their swords.


“Hold your ground,” Kin growled at his men.


“Is this how you treat every guest bearing wedding gifts?” Conceit asked as he drew the deadly sickle Malice gave to every Vice in his service. The man’s smile turned predatory.


“No,” Kin said. “This is how I treat foul-mouthed traitors. Cut him down!”


As one body, the imperial guards advanced. I had left my weapons with my armour, but I snatched up Ji’s sword and ran in on anger-fuelled steps.


“My lady, stay back!”


I shouldered the concerned guard out of the way. “Don’t you dare tell me I have no right to defend my own name!”


Dark figures swarmed. Someone shouted. Another screamed. I dodged a clumsy swing and charged on, looking for Conceit. He, a flash of blond amid the chaos. Curls of incense smoke framed his tragically beautiful face.


“Why, Lady Hana,” he said, arching high brows over dead eyes. “Or should I call you Captain Regent?”


“Shut your mouth or I’ll shut it for you,” I growled, jabbing at his gut.


Conceit danced out of the way, laughing. “I didn’t mean what I said, you know. I’d have you no matter how many men had loosened you up first.”


Anger took control and I thrust wildly. A lighter sword might have touched him, but I hadn’t the strength to send this heavy lump of steel through his chest.


“Dressing like a man doesn’t suit you,” he said. “And that sword makes you clumsy. Perhaps your beloved Kin doesn’t wish you well-armed. Here, have mine.”


He threw his sword up and caught it by the blade. All confidence, he held it out to me. “Call it a wedding gift.”


I swung at his outstretched arm, prepared to hit bone. But it was Conceit. Of course there was no resistance, no real flesh, and I fell off balance as the blade passed through him. He did not retaliate, just stood there with a hurt expression and one arm missing. “My lady, I was only being kind.”


I thrust my sword into his gut. I knew there would be nothing, that I was only fuelling my anger, but rage had me in its grasp. Conceit’s laughing face disappeared, yet my blade found flesh. Black sash. Black short robe. A Pike, his shocked cry like the wail of a bird.


The Pike dropped his sword, his slim hands fluttering in panic as he plucked at my sleeve. Beneath the hood his shadowed features looked youthful.


“I . . . I . . .” He gulped for breath, like a drowning man. Then a high-pitched moan and a gesture of despair that was all too feminine.


A woman. Dressed in black.


“Shit!” I looked into the dying whore’s face. “I’m so sorry! I—”


Blood oozed down her chin and bubbled in her mouth as she tried to speak and only managed to spit crimson.


“I’m so sorry.” I yanked the sword free and she fell to her knees. “Stop!” I shouted. “Stop! Don’t kill them, they aren’t Pikes!”


No one seemed to hear me, so I ran at the closest woman and threw myself between her and the imperial guard seeking to run her through. “Stop! Put down your weapons!”


“My lady!” The guard lunged, gripping my robe and yanking me forward as a blade touched my side. I overbalanced as he let me go, leaving the room spinning as pained grunts and fleshy sounds sickened my stomach.


“They aren’t—” Bodies littered the floor. Most wore black, only a few crimson sashes there to break the monotony. Conceit was nowhere to be seen, but his flair for the dramatic had left behind a massacre. Only one robed and hooded woman still stood. I started toward her as someone grabbed my arm.


“What in the name of the gods do you think you’re doing?” Kin demanded as he pulled me around. “How many times have I told you not to do anything foolish?”


“Foolish?” I snapped, already turning back toward the woman. “As foolish as striking down enemies who—?”


It was already too late. The last false Pike had been skewered upon the end of an imperial sword, and it was all I could do not to be sick as she slid to the floor dead. “That was unnecessary,” I hissed, spinning back. “They weren’t Pikes and you knew it.”


“But they attacked us and did not stop even when their leader was gone. What else would you have had me do?”


A dozen things, but I could find voice for none of them. It would change nothing even if I could.


Into the silence, Kin said, “In seven days, you will be my wife, and I will not let you run unprotected into battle.”


“Then as you are to be my husband, I will not let you run unprotected into battle either. Shall we dig out an Errant board and sit back while others fight for us?”


He gave a disgusted snort. “An emperor should always lead his men.”


Kin held out his hand for the sword. My grip on it tightened. “I am the daughter of an emperor,” I said in a soft growl, the words only for him. “I told you I would not sit idle and become a pretty doll for your ministers to leer at. I could have kept the title Katashi gave me, but instead I am here. You gave me your word and I expect you to honour it, Your Majesty.”


I threw the sword at his feet, the clang of metal on stone loud in the silent space. Kin did not flinch. “I told you not to throw Katashi in my face,” he said, speaking just as quietly. “There are enough whispers about you and him to fill the Valley. I don’t need more.”


My heart pounded against my ribs, and the shrine full of dead whores and soldiers faded to nothing but Katashi’s warm body beside mine and the soft fall of his hair upon my shoulder as he held me tight.


“I want you Hana,” he had breathed against my neck. “I want this. May I make love to you? I won’t without your permission.”


“I need you safe, Hana, not dead,” Kin said, neatening the fall of his bloodstained robe. “The whole purpose of this night is to show the people who they should fight for, not for you to prove your bravery.”


He walked away on the words, already gesturing to General Ryoji. “Keep guard in case that Vice comes back,” he said. The general nodded and moved away, leaving Kin to contemplate the mess. “Father Hoto!”


The dishevelled and trembling priest peered over the top of the altar. “Y-your Majesty?”


“How long were they waiting for us?”


“S-since this morning, Your Majesty. They k-killed my novices and said that if I did not p-play my part, they w-would kill you and Lady Hana too.” The man straightened, folding his hands together to hide their shaking. “I am sorry, Your Majesty, I am wholly at your mercy.”


“I have no need of a dead priest,” Kin said. “Do your job and you may consider yourself forgiven for your part in tonight’s farce.”


“My job?”


“I came here to be married, Father Hoto, and married I will be.”


The priest blinked rapidly, then nodded. “As you wish, Your Majesty,” he said, crushing the links of a prayer chain in his hand. “Then if you would care to . . . care to kneel at the um . . . at the altar, we shall begin.”


“Clear the stones!” General Ryoji ordered, and his men began dragging away the dead, leaving bloody trails on already red stones. One was the enemy who had worn the robe of a novice and led me up the mountain.


“My lady,” Kin said, indicating the Shrine Stone. “Would you do me the honour?”


I went to him, stepping over a woman no older than myself. Her throat was a bloodied mess and her limbs were tangled. Broken. The stink of blood and fluids mixed with the incense, and it was all I could do not to be sick.


Kin seemed not to see the dead. He knelt at the altar and waited until I joined him, until once again the night was silent.


Father Hoto clasped his trembling hands. “Our goddess the Lady Lunyia,” he said, seeming to draw comfort from habitual words. “Mother of the moon and the rivers and the springs, turn your gaze upon us that you might hear our words and bless this union we have gathered to declare.”


The black sash was gone, whisked away in the chaos, leaving a white one draped in its place.


But Conceit had been right. Had that been his purpose in coming? Merely to sow doubt in Kin’s mind?


The thud of my heart drowned the rest of Father Hoto’s words. This was it. From here, there was no going back. At the end of the ceremony, Father Hoto would tie the sash around my waist, and there it would remain for seven days, after which the rite would be complete and my husband would untie it with his own hands. It was tradition, just like the colour. White to mark the virgin bride. But it was not Kin’s hands I knew, not his touch I remembered in the middle of the night. It was Katashi who came to me in the darkness of my tent, his naked body strong and heavy, musky and sweet. His hands on my hips, caressing, grasping, his warm breath stealing past my ear as he chuckled at my desire.


“Emperor Kin Ts’ai, first of your name, Lord Protector of the Kisian Empire,” the priest said, shocking me from my reverie. “You may now speak your prayers.”


Kin shifted, pulling crimson silk from beneath one knee so the skirt could spread neatly. It was the very same robe in which he had first asked me to marry him for the sake of Kisia, the very same robe I had wanted to spit on.


“I pray the gods hear my words,” Kin said, his head bowed such that his neat topknot stood proud. “I, Kin Ts’ai, emperor of the imperial expanse of Kisia, pray for your blessing upon my marriage. This day, in your presence, I offer this bridal sash to Lady Hana Aura Otako. Its knot is tied to mend what is broken, and to bring peace to Kisia. This woman I take in good faith and honour, and will protect as my own blood from this day until death.”


I shivered as Kin’s voice faded from the air.


“Lady Hana,” Father Hoto said. “First and only daughter of Emperor Lan Otako, you may now speak your prayer.”


The soldiers continued to shift bodies as quietly as they could, and I tried not to think about it, tried to breathe evenly as I spread my own skirt with shaking hands. The robe had been procured from Mei’lian especially for the occasion—pale pink and embroidered with shimmering gold threads that caught on my dry fingers.


Beside me, the ghost of Katashi edged closer through the stink of death. It ought to have been him kneeling on the other side of the altar, his single dimple peeping beside his lopsided smile.


I swallowed a lump in my throat.


“I, Lady Hana Aura Otako, first and only daughter of His Majesty the Great Emperor Lan Otako, kneel now before the gods in acceptance. In humility, I beg to be found worthy of such honour and will serve my duties with patience and fortitude.”


We had fought over the words. They were traditional, like the sash and the ceremony, and as much as he had assured me equal power under the law, such changes could not be made while we were in the midst of a civil war. Therefore, as Kin’s empress I would have a position of power, but as his wife I was expected to be submissive.


“You may rise.”


Kin did so easily, so used to the great skirt of his robe that he neither stepped on it nor had to kick it out of the way. It wore him as naturally as he wore it.


Mine was more awkward, and Father Hoto held out a helping hand. I did not take it, just stared at the soft wrinkles criss-crossing every finger. The hand was withdrawn, and I got to my feet, standing tall and proud while Father Hoto took up the sash. Chanting another prayer to Lunyia, he passed the white silk around my waist. It tightened, as Katashi’s hold had tightened, his hands skimming my naked skin like a sculptor appreciating form.


At my belly, the old man’s hands moved quickly, tying the knot a woman only wore once in her life. It was commonly called the Chastity Knot, a complex little flower with long tails, famous for the difficulty of untying it. There was a trick to it, I had heard, a simple tug in the right place and it would unravel, but there were many stories of husbands left to struggle by wives who feared consummation, and I wondered if when it came to it, I would be one of them. Kin was not Katashi.


Father Hoto let the tails fall and stepped back to appreciate his handiwork. The story would be altered of course, cleaned of bloodshed, but soon every nobleman in Kisia would want his prospective bride gift-wrapped by the hands that had tied Lady Hana for their emperor.


“Under the divine gaze of the great goddess Lunyia,” he said. “And in the presence of all those gathered tonight, I declare that after the sevenday, the marriage between Emperor Kin Ts’ai, first of his name, and Lady Hana Aura Otako, only daughter of the late Emperor Lan Otako, will be complete. Long live Emperor Kin.”


Amid blood and lifeless flesh, the circle of guards bowed, a military witness to a marriage made in war. “Long live Emperor Kin.”





2. ENDYMION



The camp was little more than an untidy jumble of tents and makeshift shacks. Dogs roamed and horses tugged at tufts of whippy grass, but the people sat sagged and silent in the evening heat. They were an ill-assorted bunch—scrawny children, wiry women, and silent clutches of men, some in robes and others in tunics, rank and wealth disappearing beneath a layer of dust and sweat.


Kaze’s hooves crunched upon the track, the only sound competing with the cicadas’ chorus. A man, clean-shaven despite his makeshift home, stood to greet me.


“Welcome, traveller,” he said, approaching warily as Kaze slowed. “Where do you come from?”


“From Esvar,” I said.


“You’re a long way from home.” Suspicion sloughed off him like flakes of dry skin.


“I’m looking for someone.”


“We’ve all lost people in the war, but if we can help, we will.”


Help you on your way. The last man we welcomed stole half our food.


Which had left these men, nobles and peasants together, to go in search of more. They had hunted animals on the edge of the Fen, scrounged in bushes, and picked over the charred remains of villages—anything to ensure survival.


His thoughts were as clear as memories, and I knew without touch that he was worthy of life.


“I’m looking for a young woman,” I said. “She’s short with curly dark hair. I think she came this way a few days ago. Travelling alone, probably on horseback.”


Kimiko. The touch of her whispers lingered upon the air. I had been following her for more than a week, ever since I had discovered Parsimony and Enmity dead.


“No, I can’t say that I have.” The man wasn’t lying but I could feel her, slipping from my grip like a ghost.


With a nod of thanks, I continued on my way. The occupants of the small camp watched me go, their thoughts chasing me out of sight.


Once the scent of their souls faded, I let my Empathy range, but Kimiko was elusive. Her whispers were there and gone in flashes, no sooner caught than they slipped free.


One million three hundred and seventeen thousand and seven. Four thousand five hundred and ninety-four. My mind would not be still. Two Empaths. Twenty-six Vices. The numbers came quicker than ever, each a truth about the world that lived beneath my tongue. And they would keep coming if I let them, keep clawing at my attention. Sixty-four. Seven. Five hundred and eighty-two. That was Risian, close enough to taste. One hundred and five. Sixteen. Two. In Kogahaera, six thousand two hundred and twelve, while Shimai, the smaller of Kisia’s sister cities, dragged on my mind with its vast weight. One hundred and twenty-six thousand and eleven.


I must have known silence once.


One million three hundred and seventeen thousand and six.


With a pained cry, I wrenched myself back, dragging my Empathy across the world like a heavy anchor. “No,” I said. “Not yet. Not yet.”


Anxiety prickled the back of my neck. A horse appeared on the track ahead, its drooping head emerging from a stand of straw pines edged in gold.


Kaze twitched.


“Just a priest,” I said as a cart followed, its wooden panels brightly coloured. I signed to him using the old merchant language the priesthood, and then Katashi, had adopted, but the man shook his head.


“Where are you travelling to, Brother?” I called instead as he came within earshot.


“To Giana,” the priest called back. “The smart man is one getting out of the Tzitzi Valley, eh?”


Kaze continued toward the priest’s weighty draught horse. “One might say you’re late in making good your escape,” I said. “We have been at war for weeks.”


“Nearer two months. But when one has duties . . .”


He trailed off as loose thoughts leaked from his mind, leaping the gap between us like a spark.


She had been alone.


A girl. A peasant girl with her short robe ripped at the shoulder, sobbing as she ran along the road, a village behind her ablaze in the dark. She had clutched her stricken clothing and begged for help, a broken sandal askew on her foot.


I helped! I let her hide in my wagon. I let her wash. I fed her. I dressed her. I offered to take her with me to the next town. She was so grateful.


And from the darkness, a groan and a thick huff of breath. A whimper. A cry.


Oh, Wrent, what have you done?


Kaze drew alongside the carthorse. “Wrent?”


The wagon clunked to an abrupt halt. “How do you know my name?”


“You just told me.” Kaze stopped, his hooves crunching on the loose stones. “And what was the girl’s name?”


“What girl?”


“The one who cried with you inside her.”


Wrent’s lined face drained of all colour. “How do you know? Who told you?”


“You did,” I said again. “You had best be careful, Wrent. Even in wartime, a priest needs his reputation. A coin for my silence?”


He did not look away, but edged his hand slowly toward his belt pouch.


“Have you seen another young woman in your travels?” I said. “Short, with a mess of dark curls, likely dressed in dark clothes and riding?”


The priest held out the coin. “Yes.” His hand shook. “I’ve seen her. A few days ago on the road. And she asked if I had seen a strange young man, plain-faced and riding a docile animal without a saddle.”


He glanced down at Kaze. “When I said I had not, she warned me to keep away from him if I did meet him.” He twitched the coin. “Take it!” he said. “Take it and leave me be, by the gods.”


“I am a god,” I said, and took his hand. For an instant, the memory of Kimiko was there, her eyes ringed with fatigue and her dark clothes covered in dust from the road.


Well if you do meet him, keep away, she had said. But she had not known he deserved death.


Justice poured into the man’s veins. His heart hammered. Hard. Too hard. His hand jerked out of mine, and the coin fell into the mud as he slumped back against the wagon. Reins dropped from his hands.


Two hundred and twenty-seven. Days and weeks were a distant memory, but I could always count souls.


“Walk on,” I said, nudging Kaze with my heel. The colourful wagon remained where it was as we passed, and I once again let out my Empathy, always hunting the same target. But now as I looked for her, I knew she was looking for me.
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The first rains fell as I stopped that evening to let Kaze rest at the edge of Nivi Fen. Storm clouds had been threatening all day, only to burst all at once like the emptying of a bucket. One moment I had been damp with sweat, the next rivers of rain ran down my face.


I sought shelter in the darkening trees, but the dense canopy seemed merely to condense the rain into fatter drops. The heavy patter cut Kisia’s whispers.


Shit! That’s another sack ripped. If I don’t get this rice under cover, it will never dry.


Already soaked to the skin and it’s only the first of the season.


I’ll never make it now!


A warm snort of air brushed my cheek. “I know,” I said, patting Kaze absently. “I’ll find you a warm stable soon. And an apple.”


Another snort, harder this time.


“All right,” I said. “Two apples.”


Mollified, Kaze nuzzled my ear. Joined by touch, his acute senses fed into my thoughts and I could feel the weight of the storm and smell the changing season. The sounds of the forest were like a town crier to his ears, the trees a great city so fortunate as to be devoid of human life.


Another smell joined the already dense soup. One he had no word for, but I knew well—the smell of his drug clung to Malice like a misty cape.


My Empathy sped in its direction, battered on all sides by disconnected emotions. Pikes and soldiers burst upon my awareness, their whispers coming thick and fast—all noise and no sense. Single words leapt out but they meant nothing—tent, storm, shit, gods, whore, sick. It was a lethargic soup, impatient and angry, the Vices alone beacons of comparative peace in the mire. I could sense them more clearly than the rest, as though their signatures were carved upon my mind. Ire. Hope. Avarice.


To nook vaest a toii.


Even his whispers growled.


And there was Darius, Errant consuming his thoughts. A dozen moves hung at the forefront of his mind: counters and options, plays to the gate, calculations, and a string of percentages for the chance that each of his opponent’s pieces was their king. Unable to pull myself away, I listened to his dancing whispers, each one pulling up memories of an old game.


He doesn’t like to lose men; that’s his weakness. Surround him with opponents and he has already lost.


It all came at once. Like the strands of a spider’s web, thoughts and memories connected—from Errant to Esvar, from Esvar to our father, to the night a frail boy had become a man in the storm. It was hard to hold on to them, hard to see more than a frame of time as his thoughts spun on. Errant. A smiling Avarice turning a king. The frightened whinny of a horse as it reared. Water flooding the wisteria court, its surface dusted with rotting petals.


My mind began to strain.


Malice kneeling at his feet. The touch of his lips. The warmth of his breath as he whispered in Darius’s ear. So many words. Two hundred and thirty-nine days of the Spider’s words while Darius had been confined to the silence of Maturation.


My grip weakened. Errant again. Two hundred and eighty-four games against Avarice, three hundred and nine against Malice, fifty-six with Emperor Kin, two with Kimiko, eight with me, eight with Katashi, and one thousand and fifty-nine competition matches played against different opponents, each one beginning with a single gold coin in the palm of his hand, baiting skin.


I snapped back to my own head. For a disorientating moment, everything was wrong. I was no longer crouching but flat in the mud, every muscle a string of aching knots. Steel pricked my throat.


“Good evening, Endymion.”


“Good evening, Kimiko,” I said, painfully aware of the bony knees cutting off circulation to my hands. Nearby, Kaze snorted, the muddy ground muting the sound of his hooves as he stamped in place.


“I have no fire and no lantern,” I said, the forming of words lifting my throat into the knife blade. It was only a nick, but I pressed myself lower into the mud. “How did you find me?”


“A man with a horse can never hide.” Kimiko adjusted her weight, digging her knees harder into the crooks of my elbows. A lantern sat upon the ground, lighting her from beneath. “I’ve been waiting for you. I was starting to think you might have changed your mind about them.”


“No, but I was trying to find you before I came here. I need your help if I’m going to have any chance at saving him.”


She pressed the blade deeper, and her fingers brushed my neck. Connection flared.


Darius. His name on her tongue and his face in her thoughts. His smell. His touch. The memory was so real, the feel of his skin against hers so tangible it might have been mine he touched. Flesh and blood, he stood before me in the long gallery at Esvar while sunlight warmed the portraits of our family. There his mother, Lady Melia Laroth, her eyes the same as his, her lips, her nose, everything but the expression. I’ve never told anyone else about her, Darius told Kimiko. I’ve never told anyone else how much I needed her.


Kimiko threw herself off me and scrambled, doglike, into the shadows. “What did you just do?” she said, her knife hand shaking. “Were you just inside my head? I was thinking about . . . I don’t know, I don’t know what I was thinking about, but it was important and now it’s gone.”


“You were thinking about Darius’s mother.”


She blinked rapidly. “Why would I be thinking about that? He never talked about her.”


In my head, Darius was staring out the window. She understood me, he was saying. She knew me. Better even than Malice. I wish you could have met her.


“You’re not all there, are you?” Kimiko said, stepping back into the light as her panic gave way to curiosity. I tried to focus on it, on her, but my Sight kept slipping.


Can’t stand these stinking fens much longer.


Careful.


I’m going out with the next skirmish whether they name me or not. I can’t sit still another day in this wretched place.


Kimiko hadn’t moved. She looked to be waiting. “Did you say something?” I said, pushing myself into a sitting position. I was covered in mud but it hardly seemed important.


“I asked if you were all right,” she replied. “You look sick. And to think I was worried you’d harm Darius. You can’t even focus.”


“Darius,” I said. “That’s why I came. That’s why I’ve been looking for you. You can help me save him.”


Kimiko regarded me solemnly. Lit by the lantern at her feet, the rain fell around her like gold. “And I was looking for you,” she said. “Because I cannot save a man if he does not want to be saved.”


“But you can kill men who don’t deserve to die?”


Her eyes narrowed but she did not answer.


I struggled to my feet, every muscle aching with a fatigue like I had never known. “Parsimony and Enmity were unwilling tools of Malice,” I said. “They were forced into obedience. You should know that.”


“I do know that, but they are dangerous, and every Vice I hunt down leaves Malice with fewer weapons. You want to save them all then kill Malice.”


“That’s exactly what I plan to do. The world must be put right. Justice must be done.”


Her arm shot out, and I was looking right at the tip of her blade. “Yes, but that’s what I was afraid of,” she said. “I’ve seen your justice. If that’s the way you save people, then keep away from Darius. I will kill you if you touch him, Endymion, don’t think I won’t. If he dies, it will be by my hand and my hand alone.”


“ ‘That is all we need, another Otako clogging the drain.’ ”


She froze, nothing but the rain marking time. “I said that, didn’t I?”


“Yes.”


“I meant it. But you’re not really an Otako, are you?”


“No, I’m a Laroth, and so is that child you’re carrying.”


She held my gaze while a blooming myriad of emotions thickened the air. Fierce joy. Deep fear. Horror. Hope. “Child,” she said. “How do you know?”


“You have two heartbeats. What other reason can there be?”


Slowly, she let her arm fall, removing the knife from my vision. She thrust it into her sash. “I’ve said what I came here to say,” she said, snatching up the covered lantern. “Darius is mine. Leave him alone or I will hunt you down and skin you.”


Illuminated from below, there was something wraithlike about the dark circles under her eyes. I stared instead of speaking as though the words were too heavy, too hard.


There was a child.


Kimiko strode to where her horse stood in company with Kaze, their manes dripping. There she paused and looked back, her hovering hand kissed by raindrops. “It is not I who made him what he is,” she said. “If you want to save him, then Malice has to go. I can’t get close enough, but you—”


“Tell him about the child.”


“No!” She almost screamed the word. “Gods help me, no, how stupid do you think I am? I hate to think what Darius would do if he found out while in this state, let alone Malice. If I carry a child, I want it to live, Endymion, not be cut from my bleeding belly like a diseased rat. No. If you will not do the only thing that can bring him back, then at least give me your word you will not betray me. Darius will know when I can trust him with the truth and not a moment before.”


“And if that day never comes?”


You would have liked her and she would have liked you. Darius’s hand was on my back, tracing lines across my robe as he went on staring out the window. Long-dead Laroths watched on in silence.


How did she die?


A pause.


Childbirth.


A child. And down in the camp, Darius played on, heedless of the new life that would soon make itself felt in the whispers.


“What was that?” Kimiko took a step from her horse, an ear lifted to the rain.


I didn’t need to hear, didn’t even need to close my eyes—the knowledge was just there. “Ire and Hope are coming this way.”


“Where?”


I pointed, and crouching low, she slunk away in the direction I had indicated. “Kimiko!” I hissed, but she just waved a hand and disappeared into the shadowy trees, leaving her lantern lighting our little clearing.


Knowing too well what was in her mind, I hurried after her. Katashi’s camp was far enough away that the lantern was soon lost to the buckled terrain that circled Nivi Fen like rumpled silk around a bowl, but I didn’t need light to see my route. I followed the call of their souls until a second light appeared through the trees. And there was Kimiko, her whispers a rope to which I could tether.


“Kimiko, you—”


“Shh!”


She gripped my sleeve and dragged me down into the damp undergrowth as footsteps melded with the rain and a lantern drew closer. Hope and Ire appeared behind it as little more than shapes in the storm-filled night, winding their way through the trees. If they maintained their current course, they would walk right by us, but no sooner had Kimiko drawn her dagger than the pair stopped. Ire, easily the tallest of the pair, set the lantern down upon the ground and turned to look at Hope. A tense moment stretched.


Kimiko looked at me. “What are they—?”


I could hardly tell who moved first, perhaps they stepped in as one, all awkwardness crushed beneath a sudden flare of desire. Hope gripped Ire’s tunic as he was pushed back against a nearby tree, a grunt of mingled pain and lust all the sound he could manage with their lips pressed into a ferocious kiss. For a moment, their joint desire burned like a flame, a pang of jealousy the only other emotion I could sense, until Kimiko’s intent cut through it like her blade and she crept a step closer.


“No, stop, wait.”


“Why? You want me to wait until they’ve fucked first?”


“No, I don’t want you to kill them at all. I know you’re angry, I know you think Malice will be easier to reach without any Vices to protect him, but you’re wrong. He’ll be hard to kill either way, and you’ll have sacrificed the lives of innocents for nothing.”


Her jaw dropped. “Innocents? Have you seen the things those men can do? The things they have done?”


“The things Malice made them do. You didn’t want to steal the crown from Katashi, but you did. Remember that pain you felt when Malice made you get us into Koi? Now think about how conditioned to obey you would be if you felt it all the time.”


Kimiko looked away. “That doesn’t change what they’re capable of. That doesn’t change how dangerous they are. Just stay out of this if you don’t like it.”


She moved too quickly for me to grab her arm, and I ran after her. “No!”


My shout was louder than I had meant, but Hope and Ire barely had time to turn before she burst from the undergrowth into their lantern light. In a scramble of loose breeches, neither of them had a chance of defending themselves, and I threw all the emotions I had at Kimiko as she lunged. She cried out. Her feet tangled, and with all too much forward momentum, she went over like a tree and would have slammed hard into the ground had Ire not caught her.


“What the fuck are you two doing here?” he said, yanking the blade from Kimiko’s hand and throwing it into the trees. She tried to pull free of his hold but, as though dizzy, fell back on her arse and stayed there, head between her knees in the mud. Ire turned his scowl on me. “I mean apart from trying to stab me in the neck.”


“I wasn’t trying to stab anyone,” I said.


“Because you don’t need to.” Ire gestured at Kimiko as she retched, arms over her head. “The shit you can do is worse than getting knifed.”


“Like you can talk!” I snapped before I could stop myself.


Hope stood silent, exuding as much defiant rage as embarrassment and refusing to look at me as he retied his breeches.


“I’m not here for you though,” I said to Ire. “I’m here to kill Malice. And if I can’t save Darius, to kill him too.” I looked down at Kimiko as I spoke, but even if she heard me, she went on trying to calm the panic I had induced with long breaths. “And then I’ll kill myself.”


Hope stared at me then, and I wished the words unsaid so he would look away, the intensity of his gaze making my stomach twist. “Why?” he said.


When I didn’t answer, Ire folded his arms. “You know the master would be very interested to know you’re lurking around planning to kill him. Give me one reason I shouldn’t tell him you’re here.”


“Because if I kill him, you’ll be free.”


“You can’t. I’ve tried.” Hope’s quiet voice had a fierce way of cutting through every other sound. Even the rumble of approaching thunder could not dampen it.


“You what?” Ire turned on him, but though Hope looked up at him with a grimace, it was to me he spoke.


“Oh, I’ve tried at least a dozen times. Always when he’s asleep or so out of it on his opium he wouldn’t even notice. I’ve tried with a blade, with a pillow, with my bare hands, but even though he’s not conscious to order me not to, the pain is like nothing I’ve ever felt, as though it’s killing me even as I kill him. I . . .” He looked down at the muddy ground while the rain fell around us. “I always get to the point where I’m sure I’m about to die and just . . . can’t do it and stop. Though all it takes is another few weeks of living like this for me to think dying wouldn’t be so bad, and I try again.”


He glanced again at Ire, only to fold his arms and glare at me. “My point being, it’s impossible to do when you’re marked and probably if you have ever been marked. You’re better off just leaving and fast, because I don’t have any more scars to give to keep you safe.”


“Malice hurt you for letting me escape that outpost?”


“What do you think?”


Kimiko groaned and tried to get to her feet, only to fall back again with a hissed string of swear words.


“You should go,” I said. “In case she’s still feeling murderous when it wears off.”


Ire laughed. “Very nice. You come screaming in here ruining our moment and trying to kill us, and now we have to leave.”


Hope gripped his arm. “Let’s just go. I’d rather not be here if the Master finds out they’ve come. Not with the mood he’s been in.”


Ire grimaced, and I envied them their moment of understanding—Hope’s hand still on Ire’s arm as he shrugged and turned away. “Good luck with all the killing.” He picked up the lantern, and together they walked off through the rain, their heads slightly tilted toward one another in low-voiced conversation. Ire glanced back to be sure we weren’t following, but it was the back of Hope’s head at which I stared. He didn’t turn, and soon the night and the storm swallowed them, leaving Kimiko and I in darkness.


“Are you all right?” I said, crouching beside her.


“No, that was awful. What the fuck did you hit me with?”


“I don’t know, whatever I had.”


She was little more than an outline in the gloom. “Whatever you had? Then why don’t you run after him and tell him how you feel?”


“What?”


Kimiko laughed, and it was a shrill, almost cruel sound amid the patter of fat raindrops. “For an Empath, you’re really bad at the emotions thing. So what’s the plan? You follow me around and stop me killing Vices from now on?”


“No. The plan is to save Darius if we can, and to kill them both if we can’t. And if I . . . go . . . you have to promise to kill me too. This is going to be a lot easier if we work together, don’t you think?”


“Unfortunately. But I meant what I said about Darius. And Katashi. If they have to die, then they do so by my hand, do you understand?”


Her glare cut through the darkness and into my skin, and though I doubted she could do either, I said, “Yes. Now, how do we save Darius?”





3. DARIUS



The headache came on suddenly, its pressure that of another mind trying to squeeze into a space too small for two.


Endymion was back.


A piece dropped from my fingers. It hit the wooden board with a heavy thud and rolled onto the floor. Across the table, Katashi lifted his brows. “Ill, Master?” he mocked.


“Hardly.”


Katashi placed the piece carefully back onto the Errant board. “I am more than happy to stop playing,” he said. “You know I hate this game.”


“Because you’re bad at it,” I said, moving the piece to where I had intended with a snap. “And that is why we play.”


“Or perhaps I hate it because it’s a waste of time when we could just discuss plans over a bowl of wine and be done.”


Last time Endymion had just skimmed surface thoughts, but now he dug with the talons of a bloodthirsty hawk. He was getting stronger. I curled my fingers into my palms, but only the left hand moved, the right no longer there.


The pressure headache ceased abruptly, leaving behind the patter of rain on the wagon roof and the stink of charred cloth coming from across the table.


“You know it would be easier to kill him.”


My head jerked up. “To kill who?”


“Your delightful brother.” Katashi tapped the side of his head. “Just because I detest your stupid game does not mean that I am stupid.”


He moved a piece.


“It must,” I said. “Else you would not so quickly suggest ending Endymion’s life. If you sacrifice a piece early, you inevitably need it by the end.”


“How poetic.” His strong features creased into ugly lines.


“The feeling is mutual,” I said, eyeing his sneering countenance. “I loathe you quite as much as you loathe me. But why don’t we pretend for a moment that it is not so. Call it novelty. How went the mission in Risian?”


“Bloody.”


“Such is the nature of war.”


He moved his next piece with an angry snap and turned one of mine. “I know. It was a small force, as you said, and they weren’t expecting an attack.”


“No,” I agreed. “Risian is old ground now. Who goes back to fight over old ground?” I shifted a piece back across the board to recapture the lost soldier, white for black.


“You, it would seem, Minister.”


“Me indeed,” I said with a mock bow over the board. “Because I understand the importance of every single piece.”


He didn’t answer, just moved another piece, boredom evident in the way he sat, his hand flopped negligently off the table. I could not be so relaxed. Though it took little mental acuity to best him at Errant, it took almost all my concentration to move the pieces with my left hand as gracefully as I had once done with my right. Too often did I reach for a piece with an absent hand. And every time, Katashi just watched. I could hardly blame him for his lack of sympathy, but it did nothing to curb the anger that bubbled under my skin.


“A good Errant player,” I went on, “plans as many moves ahead as they can.”


He gave me the look of a man who could put six arrows through my chest without blinking. “That only works if you know what your opponent is going to do, Empath.”


“I am not Endymion. I read emotions, not thoughts, and then only from those in close proximity. It has nothing to do with knowing what the enemy will do and everything to do with making them do what you want them to. If designed properly, one plan is all you ever need.”


Katashi’s stare lingered, a little smile twisting the corners of his lips. “One plan? Like the one plan that almost got you killed? You’re very sure of yourself for a man who got tricked by my sister.”


Again and again she had apologised as I lost the ability to speak and move and keep myself awake. I had long since forgiven her, but to admit that to anyone would mean explaining why I was still here, explaining what Kin had done. That for five years, I had worked in service of the very man who had thrown the empire into its first civil war by ordering the assassination of Emperor Lan, and worse than all—that I hadn’t even suspected.


“We will leave Kimiko out of this, don’t you think?”


He slammed his fist on the table. Pieces jumped and rolled off the board, and my heart leapt into my throat.


“What I think is that you’re a snarky cunt and I don’t trust you,” Katashi said. “I’ll tell you what the one plan is, oh minister of mine. It’s me sitting on the Crimson Throne in Mei’lian with Kin’s severed head in my lap, and if you try anything clever to protect him, you will find yourself travelling back to Esvar in tiny pieces. I might not be able to harm you, but there are plenty of men who would gladly do it for me.”


I forced a smile though I seethed. “I have no intention of helping him in any fashion, Your Majesty. Your play.”


Katashi stood with a creak of leathers and a swirl of his silken surcoat. “No. I’m done. I’m done with you. I’m done with this. Find someone else to torture with your waste-of-time game.”


He strode toward the door, his heavy tread causing the wagon to groan.


“You ought to finish what you start, Your Majesty,” I said over the rapid pounding of my heart. “We are not done.” I moved a piece and turned one of his, revealing a blackened crown on the white face. My lead.”


His fists clenched and unclenched, and he spun back, unable to leave yet unwilling to stay. I had misread him. With every day, Katashi’s moods were getting harder to predict. Malice had always been a dangerous dog, but I knew how to bring him back to heel, his longing only ever for me.


Katashi remained smouldering in the doorway, real heat coursing off him. “Let me go.”


I held his stare, my jaw beginning to ache from gritting my teeth. “No. You will remain when I tell you to remain.”


“To punish who? Me or yourself?”


I could not keep the surprise from registering on my face, and his snarl broke into an abrupt laugh. “Still you think me a fool. You say you hate me, but really the only person you hate is you.”


The nails of my left hand dug into my silk-clad thigh, the truth of his words a whip to raw flesh. “You see that because it is a mirror of yourself, Otako. I felt you fighting me. I was weak that night, half-dead with fatigue and blood loss, and it would not have taken much to resist my mark, but no. You gave in because there has only ever been one thing you truly want. I didn’t make you Vengeance. You did.”


His fury returned, his face as red as his crimson surcoat. “And Kin made me that.” He jabbed a finger at me. “Your Kin. When this is over, I will take great joy in killing you, Master. That is a promise.”


“I look forward to seeing you try.” The words came out clipped and angry, the sort of anger that fuelled the soul. “But I think you overestimate your men. Your Pikes are getting edgy, not to mention the trio of generals who command half your force. And what happened to that last shipment of food?”


The hit registered on his face. While no ally had yet withdrawn their support from his cause, they were getting jittery and tight-lipped. Excuses, half-filled promises, even the incoming supplies dwindled day by day as talk about him spread fear.


Katashi strode back and slammed his hand down on the Errant board again, scattering the remaining pieces. “You get off on power, don’t you, Laroth?” Smoke rose from his splayed fingers. “You like playing puppet master and pulling our strings so we dance.” He lifted his hand, leaving a charred handprint cutting through the white and brown squares. “One day I will burn that self-satisfied smile from your face.”


Fury blazed through my veins, his anger feeding mine. “Try it,” I growled.


Waves of heat obscured everything behind him, and his fingers flexed, but he could not move, could not raise a hand to me while my mark remained upon him.


“You are my Vice, Vengeance, and you will do as I command. Sit. Down.”


Katashi’s glare lingered longer than due respect allowed, before he made a flourishing bow, his hatred directed at me like daggers. “As you command, Master.”


He knelt back down across the table and brushed aside the destroyed remains of our game. “Lead away.”


A heavy knock rattled the door. “Come,” I said, and the door swung to reveal two figures rain-drenched upon the threshold. Avarice pushed in first.


“Master,” he said, bowing only to me. “One of the patrols has caught a scout.”


His companion was one of Katashi’s men. “Your Majesty,” he said, out of breath and with water dripping down his face. “We have caught one of Emperor Kin’s scouts, although he claims to be only a messenger.”


“The Usurper is sending me notes now?” Katashi laughed harshly. “If only he would plead for mercy or give himself up, that would be fun.”


Avarice didn’t have to speak again. I knew him well enough to read him.


“I will see this messenger,” I said, rising from my place.


A scowl slammed down upon Katashi’s features, but though his displeasure was palpable, he said nothing. His man watched, but Vengeance was not foolish enough to risk another battle of wills now we had an audience. With a grunt, he strode from the wagon.


The storm had grown heavier while we played and now drowned the noise of Pikes, traitors, and Vices alike. Lanterns flickered here and there upon the plain, and a few fires had survived beneath protective squares of canvas, but for the most part the camp was dead. Servants had once carried an awning to protect Minister Laroth from the rain, and fresh sandals in case an errant puddle caught me by surprise, but here there was just the rain, delighting in the instant saturation of my robe.


Avarice fell into step beside me. “The messenger was travelling north-west, Master,” he said, his voice low. “Following the road but not on it.”


“That was to be expected.”


“Yes, Master, and your other prediction has proven true. Conceit left this afternoon and has not yet returned. It is not being talked of.”


“Oh good,” I said. “It is always nice to be right.”


“Yes, Master. Are you sure you don’t want me to—”


“No. Let Malice make his mischief if it keeps him happy.”


“Yes, Master.”


Katashi and his man walked ahead of us with a covered lantern leading the way. At the edge of the camp, a knot of soldiers had gathered around a tree, dark figures upon a dark night. Laughter hung in the air, laced with cruelty. The men parted for Katashi and might have closed ranks behind him but for Avarice. He followed, glaring, daring them to shut us out, and the soldiers fell back grumbling. A man was chained to the rough tree trunk, his clothing the uniform of a military messenger and his face familiar. The man who had come to Esvar with the message that Emperor Kin wanted me back.


“A Ts’ai messenger,” Katashi said, crossing his arms as he halted before the man. “What fine gifts the Usurper does send. I guess he loves me after all.”


The soldiers sniggered, but in the light of covered lanterns, the messenger set his jaw mulishly.


“Why,” Katashi began with mocking sweetness, “don’t you tell us where you were going.”


The man spat, or tried to spit, but his mouth was too dry. It got the message across, however, and Katashi laughed at the man’s fear-laced loyalty. “Oh good,” he said. “I was worried you might not make this fun.”


Katashi took his bow from his back and brandished it in the man’s face. “You know what this is?”


The messenger blinked raindrops out of his eyes. “A bow.”


“No, my bow.” Katashi drew an arrow slowly and took a few steps back. “You have perhaps heard of my skill.”


More sniggering, and the soldiers spread as Katashi took more steps back, ready for a show.


“Now, you tell me where you were going and what message you were carrying, or I will prove just how good I am even in this rain.”


As Katashi backed past me, he flung me a challenging look. I held his gaze but said nothing. If I knew anything of Kin’s messengers, it was that Katashi’s physical methods of questioning would get him nowhere.


Vengeance nocked his arrow and took aim despite the insistent rain. “Do you have something you want to tell me?” he asked, looking at the messenger along the length of his arrow.


No spit this time, just a short sharp “No.”


“Where shall I aim for, boys?”


The soldiers all shouted.


“Left shoulder!”


“Kneecap!”


“Left earlobe!”


“Third toe on the right foot!”


The Pikes had played this game before.


“Pinky finger!”


This last was met with much amusement, given the man had his arms tied behind him, bent painfully around the tree.


“Third toe on the right foot,” Katashi repeated. “That sounds like a good place to start. Are you sure you wouldn’t like to enlighten us?”


Kin’s man said nothing.


“Very well.”


There wasn’t even a pause. The string juddered. A sharp yelp of pain punctuated the night, but it did not last. The man clamped his mouth shut and breathed quickly, snorting through his nose while resolutely not looking down. The arrow had not only gone through the third toe of his right foot, but also through his sandal and into a tree root, pinning his foot to the ground in a mess of blood.


The Pikes crowed.


“Well?” Katashi said. “Where were you going?”


Kin’s man kept his lips pressed shut.


“Kneecap! Kneecap!”


Katashi took aim amid the noise. Again no pause for drama. Bone cracked. Blood oozed around the arrowhead, and the fevered breathing of the messenger grew faster and fiercer. But he did not look down. He did not speak.


While the Pikes called out their next suggestions, Avarice leant down and spoke in my ear. “He might kill him before he breaks, Master,” he said gruffly.


“I’m sure of it,” I said.


“Are you going to let him?”


“I think not, but as with Malice, it is always best to let Katashi make his mischief.”


Avarice grunted.


An arrow buried itself in the messenger’s left shoulder. Katashi licked his lips, his eyes bright. In a circle around him, his soldiers bayed for blood.


“Left ankle!”


“Elbow!


“In the cock!”


The bowstring stretched as Katashi drew with ease.


“You have not asked if he is ready to give information yet,” I said.


Katashi’s eyes darted to me.


“Perhaps,” I added, “you would let me ask.”


It was not a suggestion and he knew it, but his blood was up. Looking at me, he let go the string.


This time, the man screamed. I gritted my teeth against the pain I could no longer ignore. Parts of my body throbbed in the way healthy limbs ought not. Now the pain of mangled flesh hung between my legs. Blood poured onto the man’s riding breeches, making dark fabric darker. Thuds punctuated his screams as he slammed his head back against the tree trunk again and again.


All around us, soldiers were laughing, caught in the reinforcing spiral of their own madness.


“Be my guest, Minister,” Katashi said, indicating the maimed man. “What can I say? A drawn bow must always be loosed.”


I entered the circle like a player upon a stage. “I have but a few questions,” I said. “Before His Majesty continues his game.”


The soldiers stopped cheering and watched, some curious, others outraged by the interruption.


“I think perhaps you might remember me,” I said, approaching the stricken messenger. I did not expect him to look at me and nor did he. The crack of his skull hitting the tree trunk was sickening. “My name is Lord Darius Laroth. I was Emperor Kin’s minister of the left and am now chief advisor to Emperor Katashi Otako.” The rain was washing away some of his blood but none of his fear, none of his pain. “I admire your fortitude, but I have a very simple question. One you can safely answer without painful coercion. Has Emperor Kin been drinking?”
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