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			A Prayer to Kage

			Blood I will give you, O Great One. 

			Souls I will send you. 

			My body is your weapon. 

			My life, your gift.

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			1

			Mateon

			Kagestan, Egril

			It was nearly the Blood Hour. 

			A time of death and sacrifice. For the Godly to stand and be counted. A time to give honour and show strength. For everyone knew that Kage’s one eye watched over all. And he would know of any who failed this most simple of tests.

			Mateon, son of Gadrian, of the northern Leorus tribe, stood with his shoulders square and his chest out, unmoving despite the north wind that dragged the morning mist across the surface of the Red Lake, ignoring the cold that made his very bones ache. Pain was good, he told himself. Pain was how Kage measured one’s faith and Mateon’s faith was strong. After all, the Leorus tribe was one of the most devout in all the Egril Empire and Mateon was the son of a hero. And today he would become a man.

			He’d spent the night at the edge of the Red Lake, a foot from the water, facing Raaku’s palace, dressed only in the uniform of a Puer: a simple white tunic, trousers and boots, and a white mask covering his face. No cloak, no fire, no food, no water, no sleep, no comfort. Only pain. A test of faith.

			There were other Puers dotted around the lake, boys about to become men, many of whom Mateon had gown up with. Some had fallen in the night, too tired to stand, or too weak to ignore the hunger in their bellies or the cold that gnawed at their skin. Only Kage knew what would happen to them. They’d not have the honour of fighting in Raaku’s army. That was no place for the weak and the faithless.

			But it was where Mateon belonged.

			His mother and sister had joined him a short while ago, arriving along with the rest of the congregation that gathered every morning for First Prayer at the lake. A sign that daybreak wasn’t far away and that Mateon’s test would soon be over. Blood-red streaks already stained the dawn behind the city skyline – surely a good omen. And if the Emperor himself should appear? Mateon’s blessing would complete. 

			Across the lake, Raaku’s priests were already in place, with a long line of heathen prisoners beside them. There had to be a hundred of the priests at least and five times that number of heathens. They didn’t normally have that many in attendance, did they? Was it a sign that Raaku would make an appearance?

			‘He’s not coming,’ whispered Sophia, as if reading his mind. Mateon’s sister was three years younger than him, only just approaching adulthood. Her willowy body was hidden beneath a thick grey gown, matching the colour of the mask that covered most of her face. Her hood was drawn over her head so that only her mouth and chin were visible. She looked so warm compared to how Mateon felt but he had Kage in his heart. He needed nothing else.

			‘Shhh,’ hissed his mother. Her mask was a deep purple, in tribute to the husband she lost in service to the Empire, and shaped with the nose and brow of the mountain cat that gave their tribe their name. She wore a heavy black winter gown adorned with a simple iron brooch, a medal given to her husband by Raaku himself for bravery during the War of Unification, when all the tribes of the Egril were brought under the Emperor’s leadership. It was a rare honour that still provided Mateon’s family with extra food five years after his father’s death. ‘Even if we do not see the son of Kage, know that he is near and be grateful for that privilege.’

			Mateon said nothing, too nervous to speak. He tried to pretend he didn’t care if Raaku appeared, but he did. Of course he did. It would be a sign of Mateon’s coming glory.

			Later that day, he would leave to join His Imperial Majesty’s infantry, like his father before him, to go and fight the heathens in Jia. He would be a hero like his father, bringing even more honour to his family, guaranteeing their place in the Great Darkness. They would stand at Kage’s right hand, with an abundance of slaves from the heathen souls he’d send to his Lord. He smiled, his heart swelling with pride at the thought of casting his Puer’s mask aside and donning the white armour and Skull mask. 

			He glanced around him at the thousands gathered along the Red Lake’s bank, all come to see the Emperor. There were masks of every type, from high born to low, from warrior to merchant, but all were equal before Kage. Possessions meant nothing to the Egril. It was what you gave to Kage in the Great Darkness that counted. The souls you sent him, the blood you spilled in his name. That was the only record of value.

			The Emperor’s palace stood in the middle of the Red Lake. Shaped like Kage’s face and hewn from cold granite, it towered over the scarlet waters, Kage’s single eye staring at his faithful. Some said Kage himself had carved it from a mountain when he created the world. Others claimed it was the work of a hundred million worshippers, erected on a foundation of their blood and bones. Mateon liked to believe that the former story was the truth. He’d lived in Kagestan, the capital of Egril, his entire life and yet he never tired of seeing the palace. How could he? There was no more holy a place in the whole Empire.

			Across the water, row after row of flags fluttered along the bank, red against cold stone. Raaku’s golden-masked priests, stretched across the pier at the palace’s base, looked like they stood on the water itself, their knives catching the first rays of sunlight. 

			If he was coming, it would be now. He’d arrive before the heathens were sent to Kage. 

			Mateon licked his dry lips and fought the urge to move his feet. Everyone knew the Emperor only appeared on rare occasions, but what if this was one of them? 

			Mateon’s family were lucky to live close to the Red Lake, so this wasn’t their first pilgrimage. Three times the crowds had been too dense to get anywhere close enough to the lake. On other occasions, there had only been his priests to listen to and the sacrifices to witness. That in itself was an honour to remember. But they’d yet to see the Emperor. Others had – or at least claimed so. Their tales always made Mateon jealous. Some would say that was a weak emotion, but not Mateon. He took it as a sign of his faith and it only made him pray harder.

			And now that he stood in the place of honour? Today had to be the day.

			Only the Devout stood closer to the water’s edge. They, too, like the Puers, had been waiting all night, gathered together, facing the pier. Mateon didn’t want to imagine what was going through their minds in these last few moments. Perhaps they thought of nothing, their spirits already departed.

			The sun crawled higher, leaving its blood-red smear across the sky. This was it. No more waiting. The Emperor had to appear now or …

			Drums echoed across the lake. A deep, heavy beat that quickly synced with the pounding of Mateon’s pulse. He saw his mother stiffen as she, too, felt the vibrations travel through her body. His sister reached for his hand but Mateon brushed it away. Kage demanded strength.

			He peered at the palace and wished he was closer. The Devout had already waded into the water, but Mateon didn’t join them. There was a price to pay to enter the Red Lake. He would have that honour one day, perhaps, once he’d left the army, but not today.

			Soldiers marched from the palace, wearing red armour and demon masks, and formed a line on either side of the priests. The First Legion. They were men from Raaku’s own tribe, his own blood. There were no soldiers braver or stronger than the First.

			Mateon held his breath, strained his eyes, blood pounding in time with the drums. The tension gripped his heart. Where was Raaku?

			The light spread on the horizon, the darkness retreating.

			Then silence swept across the waters.

			Now. 

			He was here. The Emperor had arrived.

			The figure was a scarlet dot in the distance but there was no mistaking it was him, bigger, broader than any around him. He was a giant –  a God – amongst men. There was no mistaking the power before Mateon. 

			Raaku waited between the great doors of the palace as time stopped. The sun halted its climb and not even the wind dared blow. Every eye was on Raaku, unblinking, as the rest of the world ceased to exist. He was all. He was everything. Kage’s son. The blessed.

			How long did they all stand there, held together in that single moment? Mateon had no idea. It felt like for ever and yet was no longer than a heartbeat.

			When Raaku stepped forward, the drums took up their beat again, five times as loud, and the world started once more. He marched to the water’s edge and took his place beside his priests. The heathen prisoners recoiled in his presence, fighting their chains, crying and weeping, and Mateon felt another burst of joy. Their cries would please Kage.

			The Emperor held out a hand and a knife was placed in it. The drums stopped. A heathen was dragged forwards by the priests and held before Raaku.

			‘Blood I will give you, O Great One.’ His voice rolled like thunder across the water to the Great Darkness itself. The knife flashed out, cutting the heathen’s throat, and their blood shot across the water. The priests held the dying man out over the lake until there was no more blood to spill and then let him fall into the water. 

			Another heathen was brought before Raaku.

			‘Souls I will send you.’ Again, the knife flashed out. More blood, another death.

			‘My body is your weapon.’ Another died.

			‘My life, your gift.’ And another.

			And so it went on. Raaku repeating the words, his priests joining in, cutting throats, until all the heathens had been sacrificed and their blood had become one with the Red Lake. Their bodies claimed by the waters, their souls taken to the Great Darkness.

			Now it was Mateon’s turn. His and all those gathered before the Emperor. 

			Raaku watched as his subjects produced knives of their own. Mateon’s was a small blade passed down from father to son, generation after generation, its handle worn with age but the blade still sharp. 

			‘Do you give Kage your blood?’ called out Raaku. 

			‘I do!’ The words were shouted back, full of passion and fury.

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

			‘I do!’ shouted Mateon.

			‘Show me.’

			Their knives moved as one. Mateon cut his thumb, opening up a wound that never healed. His mother, his sister, everyone did the same. As one, they thrust their hands forwards, and blood dripped to the holy ground beneath their feet. 

			Only those in the water didn’t cut their thumbs. They were the Devout and were not there to give a drop of blood to their God. No. They cut their throats and wrists and stabbed their hearts. They gave their souls to Kage and their blood filled the Red Lake with the purity of their sacrifice.

			Tears ran down Mateon’s face. He was so blessed. He wasn’t worthy of the honour bestowed upon him. To see Raaku, to witness the sacrifices, to watch the Devout die. It was all too much. He could see the others around him felt the same.

			‘Raaku. Raaku. Raaku.’ Thousands chanted the Emperor’s name. It took the place of the drums, filling the air, pouring out from their hearts.

			‘Raaku. Raaku. Raaku.’ The Emperor stood there, still as stone, and let their love pour over him. He knew they would all die for him, die for Kage.

			Mateon was lucky to live in this time, as Raaku’s forces conquered the world, bringing the true faith to the heathen hordes and destroying what was left of the False Gods. And he would play his part in the great victory to come.

			He would repay the privilege a thousandfold as one of the Emperor’s soldiers. The Great Darkness would overflow with the blood and souls of the heathens Mateon would personally kill. It was his duty. His purpose.

			‘Blood I will give you, O Great One,’ he whispered as he watched Raaku. ‘Souls I will send you. My body is your weapon. My life, your gift.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			2

			Tinnstra

			The Golden Channel

			Tinnstra stood on the deck of the Meigorian ship Okinas Kiba, Zorique gripping her leg, still shocked that they’d escaped the Egril’s clutches. After everything they’d been through, after all the lives that had been sacrificed, they were on their way to Meigore, to safety. But it didn’t feel like victory. Not yet.

			She glanced back into the night. Kiyosun burned in the distance. No matter what happened next, it was the end of what was. As that city died, so did her country. If they were ever to return, what would be waiting for them? Would they find a country of ashes?

			Perhaps Meigore would enter the war as Jax and the others hoped, perhaps then the Egril would be defeated, but Tinnstra wasn’t so sure. She’d seen the enemy’s full might. She knew what they were capable of. The Shulka had once thought themselves invincible but it was the Skulls who deserved that title. And they never give up. They’d rather destroy Jia than relinquish their hold on the country.

			But that’s not my concern any more. My only duty now is to look after Zorique and ensure she has a future. Once we’re in Meigore, my war is over. 

			Of course, they had to get to Meigore first.

			‘Let’s move, people,’ ordered Ralasis, the captain of the Okinas Kiba. A hundred hands went to work immediately and the big ship creaked into life, ready to catch the wind.

			Ralasis turned to Tinnstra, an easy smile on his face. ‘You’re safe now. We’ll be in Meigore by morning.’ His Jian was faultless.

			‘Thank you,’ she replied in equally perfect Meigorian. Another gift from her father. He made all his children learn the languages of their neighbouring nations. ‘It’s been a hard journey to reach you.’

			The captain bowed his head at the use of his mother tongue. ‘The Okinas Kiba is the fastest ship in King Sitos’s fleet. Have no fear, we’ll get you to Meigore without any further trouble.’

			‘I hope you’re right,’ said Tinnstra. 

			Ralasis bowed and walked off to take his place at the ship’s wheel. 

			The man was confident, Tinnstra had to give that to him, but she knew better. She slipped her hand around Zorique’s shoulders and faced Kiyosun once more. If more danger awaited them, it would come from there. 

			Somewhere out on that ocean was Dren, in the little fishing boat they’d used to escape the city. The boy was going back to the only home he knew. Going back to fight. Going back to a city on fire.

			Flames danced from one end of the peninsula to the other. The fire had travelled quickly through the narrow streets and the packed buildings. By the Four Gods, they’d been lucky to get to the warehouse and the rowing boat in time. A few more minutes and it would’ve been too late. The docks were consumed by the fire now. And at the rate it was spreading, there’d be little left of the city by morning. 

			Dread spread through her at the thought of the thousands of people who lived there, and how many of them would die that night. All sacrificed so a little girl could escape.

			Tinnstra glanced at Zorique. The poor girl had been through so much: seeing her parents and brother murdered, the relentless pursuit by the Skulls, Aasgod dying, Monon and Greener, too. Everyone who’d been sent to help her was dead except Tinnstra – and that had been down to luck rather than skill. After all, Tinnstra was nothing special. The daughter of a famous Shulka warrior but no more than that. She’d failed her training and been expelled for cowardice.

			Tinnstra bent down and kissed Zorique’s head. ‘You okay?’

			Zorique looked up at her with those big, scared eyes of hers and nodded. She tightened her grip around Tinnstra’s leg and Tinnstra squeezed her shoulder in return. Four years old and she was braver than all of them. A good job, too – she’d need that courage to face what was to come. She was, after all, the Queen of Jia. And more still, if Aasgod was right. Poor girl. If being Grim Dagan’s daughter had felt suffocating to Tinnstra, the pressure on Zorique would be a thousand times worse.

			Even more reason to protect her from it all.

			Something caught Tinnstra’s eye. A flicker of movement in the night, a shadow in the dark. She leaned forwards, straining to see, feeling fear.

			Nothing there now, not that she could see, but she knew. They were coming. They’d not let them go so easily. ‘Daijaku.’ Tinnstra whispered the word, almost afraid to voice it in case it made the demons appear. 

			But where?

			She could feel the Okinas Kiba shifting under her feet as it fought the waves, heard the creak of ropes taking the strain of the canvas as the sails adjusted themselves to the new course. The men worked hard but they’d not found the wind yet. The ship was moving too slowly. 

			And the demons were coming. She knew it. Tinnstra could feel it in her bones. They never gave up.

			Then she spotted it. That cursed shape. Those long wings. It flew low, skimming the waves. ‘There!’ She pointed off the stern to starboard. ‘Daijaku! Daijaku!’

			Zorique screamed and Tinnstra held her tight, for all the good that would do. 

			‘Archers!’ cried Ralasis. A dozen men rushed to Tinnstra’s side. She showed them the Daijaku as it raced towards them, skimming over the tops of the waves. Something glowing in its hand.

			‘It’s got a bomb.’ Fear bloomed in Tinnstra’s gut. A bomb would finish them all, sink the Okinas Kiba to the depths. Tinnstra wanted to draw her sword, as if that could make any difference – but the creature wasn’t coming to fight them. It didn’t even need to get too close. Just close enough to throw the bomb. A bomb that could reduce a stone building to rubble and turn a ship into splinters. ‘Don’t let it get anywhere near us!’

			Bowstrings were drawn back and then a dozen arrows flew. She held her breath, hoping, watching their flight – and then their fall. None had found its target. 

			The archers loosed another volley. Again, the Daijaku swerved. Most missed but one hit home, piercing its wing. The Daijaku shrieked, but more in anger than in pain.

			‘Come on … someone kill it,’ said Tinnstra through clenched teeth, her heart racing. She felt helpless, waiting there, watching the demon. She wanted to fight – to do anything except stand there and wait to die. 

			‘More are coming,’ shouted a voice from above in the rigging.

			‘Where?’ asked Tinnstra, but she saw them a heartbeat later. Another five, up high, framed against the orange glow over Kiyosun. She turned, saw Ralasis fighting the wheel. ‘We have to get out of here.’

			He didn’t bother replying. He knew. Everyone knew.

			The first demon was close now. More arrows had found it, but there was no killer shot. Shafts riddled its body but still it flew on, the orb in its hand a promise of death. 

			The Daijaku turned away from the ocean and soared upwards, winding its arm back, ready to throw. There was no way it would miss, not from that distance. 

			Time slowed. Bowstrings creaked, taking the strain of more arrows, more hope. A chorus of twangs and they were off, shooting towards the demon, already mid-throw. This time they flew true, striking the demon in the chest, the shoulder, the heart. It fell back, its wings still, down towards the ocean.

			Too late. The bomb was thrown.

			They all watched it, burning bright, a swirl of red fury in the night, coming towards them. Tinnstra crouched down and wrapped Zorique in her arms, shielding her as best she could. She didn’t want her to see the end. After running for so long, death had caught them at last.

			But the orb dropped short of the Okinas Kiba. The arrows had knocked the demon’s aim off just enough. It disappeared beneath the waves a few yards to starboard. 

			The sea erupted a second later. The ship was thrown from side to side as the blast punched a hole in the ocean. Water rained down on them all as the ship dropped into the vacuum. Tinnstra, with Zorique tight in her arms, was hurled across the deck as the Okinas Kiba all but turned on its side. Any further and the ship would capsize. May the Four Gods protect us. I don’t want to die like this.

			Then the ship lurched back as the sea settled, taking the Okinas Kiba with it. Wind caught the wet sails, filling them at last, and the ship surged forwards as if it was as eager as the rest of them to escape from the danger.

			‘Are you all right? Are you all right?’ Tinnstra let go of Zorique and checked her for injury. Zorique stared at her, water running off her face, soaked to the skin, and nodded. Tinnstra scrambled to her feet, pulling the girl with her. The others did the same. The archers snatched up wet bows and drenched arrows, despair on their faces.

			They all knew five more Daijaku were flying towards them.

			Ralasis bellowed orders, urging his men on, demanding more sails to be unfurled, anything to increase their speed now the wind was with them. It was a race now. The sailors against the demons. The sails against their wings.

			Tinnstra’s eyes flicked from the canvas to the demons, judging the distance, the speed. Was it enough? Were the Daijaku gaining or was the gap growing? She couldn’t tell. 

			The archers called for more bows, more arrows, anything they could use to fight.

			Three of the Daijaku carried Niganntan spears with the long sword blades. The other two had orbs, still black in their hands. The bombs needed blood to work, to light the fire within. Tinnstra had no doubt the demons would find all the blood they needed.

			‘Ralasis,’ called Tinnstra, and the captain looked over. ‘Can we take the queen below? Somewhere safe?’

			‘Aye. She can stay in my cabin. Karis can take her.’ The captain motioned to a man nearby. 

			Karis rushed over, bowed his head and held out a hand for the girl. ‘Come with me, my darling.’

			Zorique clung tighter onto Tinnstra’s legs. ‘I want to stay with you.’

			‘There’s going to be fighting, my love,’ said Tinnstra. ‘I want you somewhere safe, out of harm’s way. This man’ll take you there.’

			‘Nowhere’s safe,’ replied Zorique. ‘I want to stay with you.’

			She’s not wrong. Tinnstra glanced back out to sea. The Daijaku were closer. They had perhaps two minutes before they attacked. She crouched down so she was eye level with Zorique. ‘You’ll be safer inside. I need to fight, and I can’t do that if I’m worrying about you. I’ll come and get you the moment the Daijaku are gone.’

			The queen sniffed up a tear. ‘Promise?’

			‘I promise.’ Tinnstra kissed her forehead. ‘Now go.’

			This time, she took Karis’s hand. Tinnstra watched her, feeling a pang in her heart. Dear Gods, let us survive. Zorique doesn’t deserve this. Let me get her somewhere safe.

			With a sigh, Tinnstra drew her sword and the axe she’d stolen off the Chosen. If a fight was coming, she was ready. 

			A few of the archers had dry bows and arrows, while others were making do with the sea-soaked ones. Two men carried spears, fear on their faces. Tinnstra knew that look only too well. She’d lived with fear all her life. It was niggling away even now, but it didn’t paralyse her as it once had. She’d accepted her life was only finite, that death would come for her one day. Except now, she wasn’t going to meet it curled up in a ball with her eyes closed. She’d face it on her feet, with sword and axe in hand. Like a Shulka. ‘We are the dead who protect our land, our monarch, our clan,’ she whispered to the wind.

			The Daijaku were closer now and arrows flew out to meet them. The Meigorians were good, well drilled and disciplined. There was no panic, no undue haste. This time, their shafts had more luck. The number of the Daijaku left less space in which the demons could manoeuvre. One of the Daijaku carrying an orb went down, peppered with arrows, spinning on broken wings into the sea. A cheer ripped through the crew of the Okinas Kiba but the archers continued their work. There was no victory yet.

			The other Daijaku carrying an orb broke from the pack and flew up above them. Tinnstra watched as the orb in its hands started to glow. A spear flew towards it, but lost momentum long before it reached the demon and dropped harmlessly away. With a squawk that could’ve been a laugh, the Daijaku threw the orb. Its bright red arc was easy to follow against the night sky. It gained speed as gravity tugged it down, burning through sails and then clipping a mast before spinning off, towards the deck. 

			A sailor dived for it. Time slowed as Tinnstra watched the man snatch it up, take a step and throw it off the starboard side.

			Then the orb exploded. The ship shook from the force of it, fire ripping through the air. The last thing Tinnstra saw, before she ducked behind a barrel of water, was the sailor disappearing in the blast. Splinters and shards of wood and deck whipped through the air. Screams of the injured and the dying quickly followed. Tinnstra pressed her back against the barrel, ears ringing, blinking away the smoke, breath caught in her throat, but alive and unhurt.

			She staggered to her feet. The main mast was down, cutting off one end of the ship from the other. And beneath it, a hole had been punched through the starboard side to the middle of the deck. Bodies lay scattered around the edges, a mix of torsos and limbs and scraps of everything else that made up a human being. The ship groaned with the shock of it as its timbers adjusted, threatening to break apart and sink. Smoke filled the air. Flames crawled up masts and across what was left of the deck, across the bodies of the fallen.

			Ralasis, may the Gods bless him, was still on his feet, giving orders, telling his men to fight the fire, all the while stamping at flames with his boots. His crew did his bidding, but everyone was moving slowly, shocked, dazed and injured, while their mates lay dead around them. The boat beneath them rocked and wobbled, groaning with every pull off the waves. 

			At least the captain’s cabin was unscathed, thank the Four Gods. Tinnstra tried not to think of Zorique inside, petrified at what might be happening on the other side of her door.

			Tinnstra felt her fear return at the sight of the mayhem but she fought it back. To give in to it was to die and she wasn’t that person any more. Let the crew deal with the aftermath. The Daijaku were coming.

			‘We’re still afloat,’ said Ralasis, now standing next to her, a spear in hand, ‘but only the Gods know if it’ll stay that way. And with the main sail down, we’re a sitting duck.’

			She looked around. Only a few of the archers remained, clutching a handful of arrows each, blood pouring from wounds. Five others stood with them, swords poised. Tinnstra had her Shulka blade and her Chosen’s axe. ‘They’ll come in low and fast, try to sweep through us and kill anyone they can with their spears,’ she said. ‘Keep your heads down and move if you have to. There’s no shame in hitting the deck and staying alive.’ Part of her wasn’t sure if that advice was for the sailors or for herself. ‘Save your arrows until they’re right on top of us and you’ve no chance to miss.’

			She got nods back. 

			The three remaining Daijaku swooped towards the ship, skimming the tops of the waves, keeping a decent space between them to avoid any more arrows. Tinnstra looked for the fourth demon but there was no sign of it. Perhaps it’d headed back to Kiyosun once it’d thrown its bomb. She could only hope it was so. Three were bad enough.

			‘Come on,’ she urged. ‘Come and get us.’ 

			The demons were twenty yards away. Fifteen, ten. Up off the waves they came, so close that Tinnstra could see the scales on their torsos and the yellow of their eyes. ‘Loose!’ she screamed, and the archers released their shafts. One Daijaku was punched out of the sky, but the other two swept over the rail.

			Tinnstra ducked as a Niganntan blade slashed where her head had been. She swung the axe up, aimed with hope more than sight, felt impact but knew it wasn’t enough. She’d probably not even scratched the damned thing. Someone screamed, though, full of pain, and Tinnstra knew the monsters had been luckier. She turned, saw a body carved in two, another sailor missing an arm. The two Daijaku skimmed through the Okinas Kiba, hacking left and right, not slowing down for anything or anyone, leaving death in their wake. 

			Once they reached the prow of the ship, they peeled off to either side, preparing for another pass.

			‘Same plan,’ shouted Tinnstra. ‘Shoot when they’re close. Let’s get them both this time.’

			The remaining Meigorians nodded and stood their ground, may the Four Gods bless them.

			‘Ralasis, get ready with that spear,’ she called out. ‘I want a demon’s head.’

			‘I’ll do my best, but the bastards aren’t that obliging.’

			The Daijaku came in for a second pass. The demons flew with precision, in well-rehearsed patterns. They’d trained for this, in the same way Tinnstra had trained in the phalanx at the Kotege. But if that was so, their attack could be anticipated and countered. Tinnstra crouched and tightened her grip on her weapons.

			One Daijaku pulled forward of the other, needing space to swing that blasted Niganntan spear. 

			‘I’ll take the first one,’ she said to Ralasis. ‘You get the second.’ She was grateful that Ralasis didn’t tell her she was mad. She was Grim Dagen’s daughter and, by the Four Gods above and below, she would see Zorique safely to Meigore or die in the attempt.

			The Daijaku angled up towards the boat. 

			‘Archers, get ready.’

			Bowstrings creaked as they were drawn back. The Daijaku twisted mid-flight, Niganntan blade ready to strike.

			‘Loose!’

			The shafts shot forward. Four arrows instead of dozens, but the monster was too close to miss. Each one struck home but none stopped it. The Niganntan spear slashed through their ranks. Another archer went down in a spray of blood. Then Tinnstra stepped forward, into its path, hacking at it with her axe. She felt the impact and let her weapon go, twisting and ducking under the monster’s wing, and then thrust her sword up, deep into its guts. She held on tight as its momentum carried it on, letting its speed rip the sword through its body. The Daijaku went down, crashing into the deck, wings knocking into crew and debris alike, stopping a few yards from the wheel.

			Ralasis looked at the Daijaku, then at Tinnstra. His eyes widened. ‘Get down!’ he screamed as something crashed into her, knocking her off her feet, just as something else flew past her head.

			A sailor rolled off her. The man had saved her life.

			They both scrambled to their feet, ready for the next pass. The Daijaku circled overhead, screeching in anger, looking for a target, the last one alive.

			Ralasis pointed his spear. ‘Get its attention.’

			‘What are you—’

			‘Just do it,’ he snapped, spitting a mouthful of blood onto the deck.

			Tinnstra did as she was told. ‘Hey!’ she shouted, waving her bloody sword. She marched over to the dead demon sprawled on the deck and yanked her axe free from the creature’s shoulder. ‘Come and die like your friend.’ 

			The Daijaku howled and dipped lower, but not ready yet to commit to an attack.

			‘Come on,’ shouted Tinnstra. ‘It’s just me. You can kill me, can’t you?’ Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ralasis creep out of sight. She suddenly felt very alone.

			Someone shot an arrow at the Daijaku but it sailed past. The creature glared at the archer, who slunk back under its gaze.

			‘Don’t worry about him,’ shouted Tinnstra. ‘Worry about me. I’m the one who’s going to kill you.’

			The Daijaku flapped its wings, rising up, but she could tell it wasn’t going anywhere. It needed the height to attack. Shit. She was about to get her wish. It was preparing to come straight at her. It pointed its Niganntan spear downwards, howling its challenge. Tinnstra readied her weapons. ‘We are the dead,’ she whispered.

			And then the Daijaku dived towards her.

			She didn’t see where Ralasis came from. He’d climbed up somewhere, got some height of his own and then launched himself as the demon swept down. He fell from above, colliding with the Daijaku, driving his spear through its chest. Tinnstra threw herself out of the way as Ralasis and the demon crashed onto the deck.

			She lost sight of them for a moment amongst the smoke and the flames and the carnage, but then Ralasis rose up, bloodied and very much alive. A dead Daijaku lay at his feet.

			He pulled the spear free. ‘Where’s the last one?’ They stood back to back and turned in a circle, searching the skies. ‘Anyone see it?’

			‘Sky’s clear, Captain,’ called a sailor from the prow.

			‘You sure?’ answered Ralasis, gulping for breath.

			‘Yes, Captain.’

			Tinnstra turned to face Ralasis, nodded her thanks. They’d survived. Again. But how much longer would their luck hold? She looked around at the battered ship, at the dead and injured lying on its burning deck. ‘Will the ship make it to Meigore?’

			‘The Okinas Kiba’s a good ship. She’ll keep it together long enough to get us home, I promise you that.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Tinnstra. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must see to Zorique.’

			‘Please,’ said Ralasis, stepping out of her way.

			Tinnstra hobbled at a half-run over to the captain’s cabin. It was a miracle that it still stood unscathed. A miracle that the ship was still afloat. A miracle they were alive.

			Tears ran down her cheeks as she opened the door and went inside. 

			Zorique was huddled in the corner, her arms wrapped around her knees. She looked up as Tinnstra entered, eyes wide and bright with her own tears. ‘You’re alive!’

			‘I am.’ Tinnstra sat down beside her and took the girl in her arms. They stayed like that, both of them crying, holding on tight to each other. Safe for now.

			Until the Egril come after us again.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			3

			Dren

			Kiyosun

			Dren sailed towards Kiyosun, back towards the destruction. At least Tinnstra and Zorique were safe and on the boat to Meigore, and he’d made that happen. He’d have felt pretty damned pleased with himself if it wasn’t for the fire.

			Even out on the ocean, he could hear the angry roar of the flames and the groans of the city as it fell beneath their touch. He could hear the screams, too. People were dying because of that fire. A fire he and his crew had started. 

			For a second, he thought of turning around and chasing after Tinnstra, just getting the hell away from it all, but he pushed that notion from his mind. He’d been too bloody irresponsible for too bloody long, happy to cause chaos and mayhem to feed his anger. It was time he became the good soldier and did what needed doing to win the war, and not just kill a few Skulls for the bloody thrill of it.

			The warehouses were aflame and sparks flittered out into the sea around him. One caught his sail, glowing fiercely before fading, and the oppressive heat made an approach all but impossible, killing the wind and burning Dren’s skin. He adjusted the tiller, angled his boat away, keeping his eyes peeled for somewhere safe to berth, not feeling at all confident that he would.

			Smoke filled the air, choking him, a dry itch at the back of his throat.

			There was a scream further along the sea road. A group of Jians trying to escape the fire had their path blocked by four Egril soldiers, scimitars out, their white armour and Skull masks stained red by the flames. Even in all the chaos, the bastards were still trying to kill his people.

			Dren felt his anger swell. He turned the boat into the heat, heading straight for them. There was nowhere to dock, no time, either. He’d just have to crash the boat and jump for it. His ribs hurt even thinking about it and his battered fingers weren’t going to make grabbing the top of the sea wall easy, but it was what it was.

			He could hear the Jians begging the Skulls to let them go. One of them had a baby in her arms and there was an old man, too. No threat to anyone. Not that the Skulls gave a shit. 

			Four Skulls were a lot to take on by himself with a sword he didn’t really know how to use, but hopefully the Jian men would get stuck in when he made his move. He bloody hoped so – Dren was no Shulka, that was for sure.

			The boat was almost at the dock, still moving at a good clip. No one had seen him coming, too intent on what was in front of them. The smoke from the fires helped, too, even though it made breathing difficult and dried out his mouth. Fuck, he needed a drink something bad. 

			Dren moved to the front of the boat, finding his balance on the shifting deck. He’d have one chance to get it right. Miss and he’d be in that cold fucking water again and more than likely drown.

			The boat hit the dock, making a Gods-awful racket that got the Skulls’ heads turning as Dren was launched into the air, arms outstretched. He was fucking coming for them.

			A Skull shouted something in Egril – a warning, perhaps. It didn’t matter. Dren caught hold of the top of the dock, felt the jerk in his shoulders as gravity tried to pull him back, but he dug his feet into the stone and half-ran, half-pulled himself up and over. His bruised bones protested but he’d worry about them later – if he was still alive.

			He drew the Shulka sword as a Skull came for him, rolled under the fucker’s blade and rammed his own into the gap under the Skull’s armpit. It felt good when the blade sank in, hot blood spurting out on, seeing the Skull’s eyes pop in pain behind that stupid bloody mask. Whatever the reason, killing Skulls was always a buzz.

			The Skull fell sideways, sliding off the sword, but Dren was already moving on, ready for the next one. He might not be an expert with a sword but he knew how to kill and was bloody good at it. 

			The next Skull lifted his sword up overhead and Dren darted forwards. Caught him by surprise, too, as Dren smashed the pommel into the man’s mask, cracking it and hopefully taking some teeth with it. It was the least the bastard deserved after the ones the Egril had taken from Dren’s mouth. It certainly shut him up, at least. The Skull staggered back, clutching his bloody mouth, and Dren ran him through. The only good Skull was a dead Skull, after all.

			Two down, two to go. The others weren’t quite so reckless as their mates. They kept their distance, swords pointed at Dren. ‘Come on, lads, try your luck,’ said Dren. He had no idea if they understood him, so he gave them a big fat grin just to piss them off some more. ‘Have a go at me if you think you’re tough enough. It’s not a baby I’ve got in my hand.’ He twirled his bloody sword to emphasise the point.

			He glanced over at the Jians, who looked as shit-scared of him as they were of the Skulls. So much for getting help. He kicked over a scimitar just in case, though. Maybe one of them would find the balls to pick it up.

			One of the Skulls shouted something back at Dren, but it was all pig noises and grunts to his ears. He could’ve been telling Dren he loved him for all he knew. 

			Sparks drifted down around them as the fire crept closer. If no one got a move on soon, they’d all be jumping in the sea to escape the flames, and Dren didn’t want that.

			He feinted right and both Skulls jumped aside. He stepped forward again and the Skulls moved back in time with him. 

			‘You’re not scared, are you?’ Dren laughed at that. They fucking should be. ‘Do you know how many of your mates I’ve killed? Dozens. I’ve blown them up, stabbed them, cut their throats, you name it – and I’ve loved doing it. Now, all I want to know is which one of you fuckers is going to be next?’

			Dren didn’t know if the Skulls understood a word he said but the Jians did. One of them found some courage, reached down and picked up the scimitar. Probably had no clue how to use it, either, but that didn’t matter. War made quick learners of everyone. The man stepped forwards. It was enough to get a Skull’s attention.

			Not one to waste an opportunity, Dren lunged at the Skull closest to him. He was quick but not quick enough. The Skull got his sword up in time and blocked Dren’s thrust and countered. Shit. He had a sword fight on his hands now. He danced back and swung again, but it was a wild blow and easy to avoid.

			The Skull slashed back and it was Dren’s turn to parry. His arm shook with the impact as the blades clashed, but he had no time to recover. The Skull came on again, moving fast. Dren reacted on instinct alone, not thinking, just getting his sword up as best he could to stop the bastard taking his head from his shoulders. Each blow he blocked sapped his strength a little bit more, and his sword grew heavier in his hand. Sweat ran down his brow from the exertion and the heat from the fucking fire. One thing was for sure, going toe to toe was not Dren’s idea of a good fight. Then a strike got thorough his guard to prove the point. The scimitar nicked his skin, a taste of what was to come if Dren carried on trying to fight like a Shulka. And Dren wasn’t having that.

			His temper flared once more. He roared with all the hate he could muster and threw himself at the Skull. He turned as he moved, knocking the Skull’s sword-arm up with his shoulder before crashing into his opponent with his back. They both tumbled to the floor, but Dren held on to his sword and managed to land on top. The Shulka blade was shorter than the Egril scimitar and better up close. A good stabbing weapon. Its point was deadlier than its edge and Dren put all his weight behind it as he buried it in the Skull’s throat. He felt the man kick and twitch beneath him, but he was dead quick enough.

			He looked up, covered in blood, and saw the last Skull had fared better with the other Jian. He was standing over the man’s body and looked set on murdering the rest of them as well. Dren dragged himself up, gasping for breath, and staggered over. The stupid Skull didn’t even notice. Not until Dren rammed his sword into the fool’s spine. That put an end to his murderous ways.

			‘Go on, get out of here,’ he gasped to the Jians. They stared at him for a moment, open-mouthed and probably shocked that they were all still alive. ‘Go! Fuck off,’ he shouted as best he could, and waved his bloody sword at them. That woke the mother up and she staggered past, quickly followed by the others. Dren watched them disappear into the smoke until a spark landed on his arm, reminding him that he’d best move himself. 

			

			It was mayhem on the streets of Kiyosun. The whole place was up in flames, and the smoke and the fire made it hard to breathe and all but impossible to see. People ran in every direction unless they met a knot of Skulls, and then they had the choice either to fight or to die. The Skulls certainly weren’t taking any prisoners and even Dren had the good sense to avoid them if he could.

			Then he reached Houseman Street. 

			There was a proper fight going on between a bunch of Skulls and what looked like some Shulka. By the way they wielded their swords, they knew how to use them a damn sight better than Dren did, for sure. The fighting was hard and heavy, with losses happening on both sides. A Shulka was on the ground and about to get a scimitar in the gut when Dren rushed over to help. He screamed at the top of his lungs as he ran in, scaring the crap out of the Skull. He looked up a heartbeat before Dren clattered into him, knocking the bastard sideways and giving the Shulka a chance to get back on his feet. The Skull didn’t have a chance between the two of them after that.

			Once their opponent was dead, they went to help the others. It was all the difference the Shulka needed and, one by one, the Skulls fell. The survivors stood over the bodies of the fallen, panting and checking their wounds. Water skins were handed around to wet dry throats and that alone made helping out worth it.

			Dren took a long gulp of the water, trying to get some life back into his throat. The water was warm and sour but Dren didn’t care.

			‘Thanks,’ said the Shulka Dren had saved, blood running down his face. ‘If you hadn’t turned up then, I’d be dead. Maybe all of us would.’

			‘Just did what had to be done,’ replied Dren, trying to catch his breath and coughing to clear his throat some more. He spat a load of muck on the ground and passed the water skin back to the Shulka. ‘How bad is it?’ 

			The man took a gulp. ‘We’ve got control of the south of the city, but the Skulls are pretty dug in at the northern end. We don’t have the numbers to do much more than hold them back. Not tonight, anyway.’

			Dren looked up the length of Houseman. It was a cross-street that ran from east to west across the city. For a brief moment, the smoke cleared, and a no-man’s-land stretched out before him. The right side of the street was on fire – including the building where he’d fought his cousin Quist and killed him. His body would be nothing but ash now. Dren didn’t know how he felt about that. Empty more than anything. ‘Holding them back isn’t enough. We need them gone.’

			‘That’s not going to happen,’ said the Shulka. ‘No matter how many we kill tonight, they’ll have more and more reinforcements coming to help them over the next few days. They’ll grind us down once that happens.’

			Dren shook his head. ‘There’s got to be something we can do.’

			The Shulka wiped some of the blood from his face. ‘We live free. No more hiding who we are. No more kowtowing to those bastards. We take as many Skull lives as we can –and who knows, maybe some miracle might happen.’

			Dren thought of a little girl on her way to another country. She might be safe, but he wasn’t holding out much hope for any miracles to come from her direction. No, they were going to have to make their own luck. ‘Do you know where Jax is?’

			The Shulka started at the mention of Jax, the leader of the resistance, of the Hanran. His eyes narrowed. ‘How d’you know him?’

			Dren bared his teeth, showing the gaps where the Egril had done their work. ‘We were in the Council House together.’

			The man nodded. There was no more to be said. Everyone knew what happened there. ‘He’s in a place on Compton Street. We’ve set up a base there, away from the fires.’

			Dren knew the street. It wasn’t far from his own home in Toxten. ‘Thanks. I’ll head that way,’ replied Dren. ‘Stay alive, eh?’

			‘I’ve got too many Skulls to kill before I die.’ The Shulka stuck out a hand and Dren shook it. The irony wasn’t lost on him that until a few days ago, he’d have considered the Shulka his mortal enemies.

			‘Live free,’ said Dren.

			‘Live free.’ 

			

			Dren ran on, weaving his way through the smoke and ruins, sword gripped tight in his hand. As he headed south, he saw fewer Skulls, but more people were out in the streets. He saw several water towers toppled in an attempt to stop the flames’ advance – a desperate move, wasting precious drinking water, but it worked. On other streets, barriers were erected across the road to act as some sort of defence for when the Egril came back. People carried weapons of every kind, from stolen swords to kitchen knives, from spears to axes, from poles to clubs. He felt a thrill seeing ordinary Jians arming themselves at last and getting ready to fight back. Maybe they had some spirit in them after all. Maybe they weren’t just sheep waiting to be slaughtered.

			His old place was deep in Toxten’s western corner, a few streets up from the old Shulka barracks, and he headed there first. The houses had been bombed something terrible during the invasion and had stayed that way since. Living there was pretty difficult, with hardly any water, bad sanitation and a lot of people barely surviving, but now it was saving lives. The rubble-strewn streets acted as a natural firebreak between the rest of the city and the areas of Toxten that were still standing. The moment he stepped back into his neighbourhood, Dren felt safe for the first time that night.

			He quickened his pace when he saw the beaten-up shell that he called home. It was nothing special, but his parents had looked after it well enough and made a happy home for him to grow up in – until the Skulls put an end to that. The Daijaku bomb that killed his parents had left him with half a roof and a smashed-up water tower to live in. But it was his.

			Memories surrounded him as he climbed the stairs, of following his mother after she’d taken him out somewhere, of coming back with his father after a day on the boat, muscles aching, of mucking about with Quist, laughing about girls and planning mischief. That stopped him for a moment. He shook his head. ‘Quist, you stupid idiot. Why did you have to be such an arse?’

			Quist had kept him going after his mother and father died. He’d been the only family remaining to Dren and now he was gone. And Dren had killed him. Now what did he have left?

			He clambered up onto his roof, trying to shake the melancholy from his mind. He was tired and hurt and battered and burned. No wonder he felt down. The view didn’t help matters, either. The fire had spread from one end of the city to the other, filling the sky with smoke, ash and flames as the air rang with the cries of the hurt and the dying. Other sounds came to him as well, the clash of steel, bellowed orders and panicked pleas. It was a war all right. And it didn’t feel like his side were winning.

			Dren’s collection of Skull helmets was still stacked up in one corner, snatched off those that he’d killed. He’d been so bloody proud of them at the time, but he knew now that it had been a kid’s pride. There was so much more at stake than collecting heads. He had to do more. And he couldn’t do that alone.

			Nor did he want to be alone.

			Dren looked across the street to the building where Quist and the others had lived. Was it only a few hours since he’d sent his gang out to blow up the city? He fucking hoped some of them had made it back from that suicide mission.

			Only one way to find out. 

			Dren gulped half a skin of stale water, desperate to wash the dry itch from the back of his throat, then headed down again and crossed the street. He heard voices the moment he stepped through the doorway. Relief ran over him in a wave. That was good. It meant some of them had survived. 

			He headed up, towards the noise. Normally the house would be full to bursting with kids, but not now. The place was empty until he reached the top floor.

			‘I say we make a run for it,’ said a voice Dren knew only too well. Garo. 

			‘And go where?’ said another. A girl, Ange. She was a bit older than Dren. She didn’t take any shit from anyone. He liked her for that.

			‘Anywhere’s gotta be better than this,’ said Garo.

			‘We wait for Dren, like we planned,’ replied Ange. ‘We don’t run.’

			Dren walked in. ‘That’s good to hear.’

			There were four of them and they jumped as one when he appeared. Garo, face all white and scared, Ange with that look of hers that let everyone know she wouldn’t take shit from anyone, Spelk with a shiner, and little Hicks. Right little monster, he was.

			‘Dren!’ Ange rushed over and threw her arms around him. ‘You made it.’

			He hugged her back, fucking happy to see her. ‘Don’t sound so surprised.’ 

			‘We heard the Daijaku got you,’ replied Spelk, coming over and squeezing his shoulder.

			‘Fuck no,’ said Dren. ‘No way. Far from it – I killed ten of the bastards tonight.’

			‘Fuck.’ Spelk shook his head. ‘I just ran from them.’

			‘Nothing wrong with that. Better alive than dead – you get to fight another day.’ Dren looked around the room, falling back into his role easy as breathing. ‘This everyone who’s left?’

			‘Mostly,’ said Hicks. ‘It was bad out there tonight. We made it to Market Street and it was like they knew we were coming. The fucking Skulls were everywhere.’

			‘Same thing at the barracks,’ said Spelk.

			Ange nodded, chewing her lip. ‘Coxton, too.’

			‘We just threw our bomb and legged it as fast as we could,’ said Garo, ‘but Mirin wasn’t quick enough. We ran into a squad of Skulls and they cut her up good and proper. I only got away because they were too busy killing her.’

			‘They did know we were coming,’ said Dren. ‘We were betrayed.’

			Every mouth fell open at that bit of news. ‘Who by?’ said Ange, raising her fists.

			‘Quist and Falsa sold us out to the Skulls,’ said Dren. ‘They were going to give me up to the Daijaku for some gold, but I shanked Quist and got away. Left Falsa on the roof with a busted knee.’

			‘Falsa? Falsa did that?’ said Ange, anger flaring. She pulled a knife from a sheath on her hip and glanced over at Garo, eyes full of fire. There was no mercy in that girl.

			‘Yeah, she did. Why are you asking?’ asked Dren, looking around at his crew.

			‘Go get her,’ said Ange.

			Garo and Spelk stalked off to the back room. They returned half a minute later with a very scared-looking Falsa hobbling between them. ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ shouted Falsa the moment she saw Dren. ‘It was all Quist’s idea. He said you’d gone mad.’

			‘Well, well, well,’ said Dren. ‘Look who it is.’

			Ange pointed her knife at the girl. ‘She turned up here a couple of hours ago with a busted knee, telling stories of how she saw you get snatched by Daijaku.’

			‘It wasn’t my fault,’ said Falsa. ‘It was Quist, not me. I told him not to do it, but he wouldn’t listen. Said he’d kill me otherwise.’

			‘Shut up,’ said Ange, moving towards her, knife raised. ‘You’re dead anyway.’

			‘Hold on a minute,’ said Dren. ‘Don’t kill her.’ Dren felt sick at the sight of her, but he’d made her the way she was. It was his fault.

			Ange stopped but she didn’t look happy about it. ‘What? You’re joking, right?’

			Dren rubbed his chin, not believing what he was going to say. ‘No. I’m not. The girl fucked up, and I want her gone from here because we can’t trust her, but I don’t want her dead. Too many have died tonight on our side. Kick her out in the street.’

			Falsa couldn’t believe her luck. ‘Thank you, Dren. You won’t regret this. I promise.’

			‘Throw her out,’ said Dren. ‘Before I change my mind.’

			‘You heard the man,’ said Ange. ‘Toss her down the stairs. Let her hit a few on the way down while you’re at it.’

			‘I hope we’re not going to regret this,’ said Spelk as he dragged her off.

			‘Spelk has a point,’ said Ange. ‘We shouldn’t let traitors walk. Sets a bad example.’

			‘Two days ago, I would’ve agreed with you – I’m almost tempted to agree with you now – but we’ve got to be better. We have enough enemies out there as it is.’

			‘So, what do we do now?’ asked Hicks.

			Dren looked around the room at his soldiers. ‘We find the Hanran and then we fuck things up.’

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			4

			Yas

			Kiyosun

			Yas ran as fast as she could, forcing her way through the crowds desperately trying to find their own way to safety. Smoke filled the narrow streets, choking them all, stinging their eyes, adding to the panic. Fire leaped from building to building, moving quicker than the people could on the ground. One minute, the road ahead would be clear, and then the next, the path would be blocked by flames or a collapsed building. Bodies lay everywhere – Skull, Jian, young, old – dead by flames or dead by sword, it didn’t matter. She passed people cowering in doorways, holding on to each other, muttering prayers to useless Gods. She watched a man try to drag a cart piled high with his life’s belongings down a street, only for a wall to collapse on him halfway along, and that was him gone. A child ran past her, screaming for his mother, his hair on fire, and all Yas could do was watch him disappear into the smoke. 

			She was trapped in a nightmare with no escape in sight.

			She stopped to cough her lungs up, tired beyond what she’d ever thought possible, no strength left. She’d nearly died a dozen times – but she couldn’t stop now. She had to get Little Ro and Ma to safety. Only then could she rest.

			Ro was all that mattered. 

			The sense of panic was overwhelming, swamping her thoughts, making her feel sick. She’d left them with the Hanran in a safe house. Where was it? Everything was jumbled in her mind. They’d moved from so many places, chased by the Skulls. 

			Dear Gods, but if anything happened to her little boy, she’d not be able to live with herself. She should’ve stayed with him, not gone running off with Gris, trying to be some sort of bloody hero. What did saving some princess matter if her own boy died?

			And Gris. He should’ve stayed with her. At least then he’d still be alive and with her, not lying dead on the Council House floor. Another life snuffed out to feel guilty about. Someone else to mourn. He’d been a good man with a good heart. She could’ve done with his strength and support right about now. He’d know where the house was. Not her. She hadn’t paid attention. Too wrapped up in doing the right thing.

			She blinked away tears she hadn’t even realised she was crying and staggered on. She couldn’t stop. Had to keep moving. If she did that, she’d recognise a street, remember the way. 

			Fire smashed through a window as she passed, nearly knocking her to the ground. Some sparks found her coat sleeve, eager to spread the fire, and she slapped at them like a madwoman. She turned at a scream behind her to see someone who’d not been so lucky – his whole body had gone up in flames. The man’s arms flailed about, turning this way and that, until his legs went from under him and he fell head first to the ground, still burning.

			It was in the wicked light of his blistering corpse that Yas realised she knew where she was. Her house wasn’t far from here. ‘I’m coming, Ro.’

			There was a pitched battle in full swing at the corner of Houseman Street and Cressa Road, some Skulls and Hanran going at it with swords and spears. Bodies littered the street with more to follow. She saw a Skull open up a young lad’s guts, blood so red. She turned left, avoiding a burning tenement, and then went right at the next street. It was darker than the way she’d come – a good sign that the fires hadn’t made it so far west yet – and she felt a glimmer of hope.

			She tried to pick up her pace, but there wasn’t much strength left in her legs or air in her lungs. Her mouth tasted of the ash clogging up her throat, just to make things worse. She’d have killed for some water right then but there was none to be had. There wouldn’t be for most of the city in the days to come, either. Too many water towers, already near empty from the long summer drought, were being destroyed in the fire. 

			She staggered on, trying not to think about what came next. All she had to do was get her son and her mother and live through the night. Nothing else mattered. Tomorrow could look after itself.

			Then she saw the house, that safe haven for her boy. And it was afire.

			‘No.’ That useless word. Not screamed this time but a whisper as all her hope vanished in the wind. ‘No.’

			She was on her knees again, crying, her heart dying, as fires raged around her, destroying her world.

			Ro gone. Ma gone. After everything she’d done. Dear Gods, after all the people she’d killed. All to keep him safe, to give her son a future. For nothing.

			She watched the building burn through tear-filled eyes. It was all over. She had nothing left.

			She could feel the heat intensifying, its touch on her skin, the sting. She coughed on the smoke as it swirled around her, its bitter stink filling her nose, scouring her eyes. Sparks drifted past her face, looking for new things to claim. It’d find her soon enough. Take her life along with everything else. No less than what she deserved. She could be with Ro and Rossi and even Ma. 

			‘Hey!’ shouted a man. ‘Get up. Move.’ A group of them, coming towards her. They were carrying others, too hurt, too burned to move on their own, their faces black with smoke, clothes stained with soot. ‘Follow us.’

			Yas just stared at them, too tired to move, too broken even to want to. She might’ve shaken her head. No. That word again.

			One of the men detached himself from the group and ran over. ‘Are you hurt?’ His hands explored her, feeling for wounds, finding none. How could he? All hers were inside, in her heart and soul. ‘Are you hurt?’

			‘My boy’s dead.’

			‘I’m sorry.’ He put his hands under her arms and hauled her to her feet, only for Yas to collapse again. ‘You’ve got to help me,’ he said as he took hold of her a second time, with a firmer grip than before. He grunted as he lifted, then got her arm around his shoulders and moved his to her waist. ‘Don’t you die tonight, too. Your boy wouldn’t want that.’

			He half-carried her after the others, Yas moving with him, not thinking, not caring, legs working of their own volition. The man took her away from the fire. Away from Ro. He talked the whole way, trying to encourage her, get her mind working again, but none of it made sense to her. Just words. They meant nothing. Couldn’t do anything to help her. Certainly not bring Ro back. 

			Still, he didn’t give up, didn’t leave her to die like she wanted. He carried her down street after street, helped by his friends when Yas became too much for him. 

			It got colder, away from the fire. Ash fell like snow around them, coating the streets, the debris and the dead. Still they moved, their group growing in number as more survivors flocked to them. Young, old, families – all came with them, sticking together, trying to cling to each other’s hopes and prayers.

			By the end, it felt like half the city was staggering alongside them. And when they stopped at last, in an area free from fire, Yas looked around her and nearly started crying again.

			They were outside the bloody Council House. Back where it had all started. In the market square with the rest of the city’s lost souls. 

			That fucking awful building stood over them, scorched and black, with its broken windows staring down at them, somehow still there, letting them all know nothing could destroy it. 

			The rest of the square hadn’t done so well. There were gaps in the terraces where only the skeletons of buildings remained, jutting this way and that, charred and smoking, with nothing left to burn. Rubble lay piled up where structures had collapsed, coated white with the falling ash.

			And in the square were gathered more people than Yas had seen in one place in a long time. If someone told her they were the last of the living in Kiyosun, she’d believe them. 

			And those nightmare sounds? The crying, begging, pleading, weeping, praying, screaming sounds that echoed across the city? This was where they all came from. From the people gathered here – the lost, the desperate, the homeless, the hurt and the dying. This was Kiyosun now.

			The man who had helped her was lost in the crowd, so Yas moved off to one side, heading for the corner where she’d waited a week earlier, trying to find the courage to go and work for the Skulls. She shook her head at that. A week. A week for it all to go so wrong.

			She was ten yards from the corner when someone stepped out from behind the wall. Yas faltered for a moment, her eyes playing tricks on her. It looked like Ma with Ro in her arms. He was crying and she was shushing him, tickling his chin the way he liked. 

			‘No.’ Yas closed her eyes, took a deep breath, tasting the death in the air. She’d lost her mind if she thought that was Ma. It was just another woman trying to look after her kid. No matter how much Yas wished it were different, her family was dead.

			Accepting that fact – hating that fact – Yas opened her eyes again, and it was her ma staring back at her, mouth open in shock, then turning into a smile.

			‘Yas?’

			‘Ma?’

			They ran to each other and Yas wrapped them both up in her arms, kissing Ro, kissing Ma, laughing, crying. She couldn’t believe it, but it was true. ‘You’re alive. You’re bloody alive.’

			Ro held on to her, tears of joy running down his face. Her baby boy. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Mama’s here. Mama’s here. I’ll never leave you again. I promise.’

			‘Dear Gods,’ said Ma. ‘I thought you were done for.’ They hugged each other once more, Ro sandwiched between them, all of them happy to be together.

			‘How’d you get away?’ asked Yas when they’d caught their breath.

			‘Once the Hanran had cleared off, me and Ro were left in that house, waiting for you to come back,’ said Ma. ‘He was right where you’d left him, asleep, Gods bless him, but I was sitting there, chewing my fingernails, worrying myself sick. Then Ro woke up when the explosions went off and we were both scared silly. So when we heard the screams and I smelled the smoke, I just knew we had to get out of there, take our chances on the street.’

			‘Thank the Gods you did.’

			‘Well, someone had to do it. You weren’t there to bloody help.’ 

			Yas stepped back at that, feeling Ma’s words like a slap across the face. ‘I’m sorry. I came for you as quick as I could—’

			Ma showed Yas her back. ‘Not quick enough.’

			‘The fire—’

			‘Don’t tell me about the fire. Don’t tell me about doing the right thing.’ Ma whipped the words out, harsh and hard, using them as well as any Shulka used a sword. ‘You need to get your priorities right. Look after that boy of yours.’

			Yas held on to Ro tighter still, his innocent smell lost in the stink of soot and ash. ‘I will, Ma. I will. I promise.’

			Ma turned back then and Yas could see the tears in the corners of her eyes. ‘What are we going to do now, Yas?’

			‘I don’t know, Ma.’ She shrugged as the city burned. ‘Survive somehow.’
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			Jax

			Kiyosun

			Think you’re safe? Darus Monsuta whispered in Jax’s ear. Think you escaped?

			Jax flinched at the words, looking to his left, to his right, expecting to see the monster, finding nothing. Just his imagination. The Chosen was dead. Jax had cut his head off. Killed him. Not even Monsuta could recover from that.

			My dear fool. Nothing kills me.

			Jax’s heart raced. Fear gnawed at his gut. Where was the voice coming from? He snatched up his sword from beside his bed, wincing in pain as he did so.

			The two lads Hasan had left to look after him both jerked into life with his sudden movement, hands going to their own weapons.

			‘What is it, sir?’ asked the blond one, Faden. He almost looked like an Egril with hair that white.

			Jax glanced around him once more. There was no one else. Just the three of them. No enemies. No monsters. ‘Nothing. I … I thought I heard something.’

			He lay back in the bed. Feeling broken. Wishing he was dead. If only the Chosen had killed Jax when he had the chance. 

			But Monsuta would never have been so kind. He’d left Jax alive, knowing the agony he’d suffer. Left him alive with his shame and his pain and a Godsdamned new arm.

			Why would I kill you when we can have all this fun over and over again?

			Monsuta’s voice. But that was impossible. This was just a memory haunting him, nothing more. He filled his lungs with air and tried not to flinch at the agony it caused. His lungs were charred from the Chosen’s baton blasts. Another gift from Monsuta. To go with his skin, all cracked and raw, more burn than flesh. 

			He should be dead. 

			He wanted to be dead. 

			He closed his eyes and was back in that Council House, Monsuta before him, about to cut him once more. There’s something far worse than shame, my dear man. I thought I taught you that.

			He opened his eyes. He was in a set of rooms in Toxten. In the safe house. 

			Monsuta laughed. You’re not safe. No one is safe.

			Jax focused on his surroundings, trying to ignore Monsuta’s ghost. The rooms were on the top floor of a house, well away from the fires laying claim to the rest of the city. 

			Hasan had left him there with the two lads while he went to gather their forces and assess the enemy. The fighting had been bad all night and no one knew who’d gain the upper hand. One thing was for sure – there’d be a lot of dead in the streets in the morning. Too many. 

			Smoke drifted past the window and ash fell like snow. They may have been far from any fires but there was no escaping the damage being done.

			At least his guards were armed to the teeth and ready for anything, despite how young they were. In their early twenties, they looked like they could fight from one end of Jia to the other without needing to rest. He could see the patriotism burning in their eyes. He’d been like them once. A long time ago. Not now. Not now he knew the truth about who he was. A weak man. A broken man. A traitor.

			Faden must’ve come from the north of Jia somewhere, up near the border, especially with those eyes of his, blue enough to make anyone suspicious. The other was called Lunic. Dark-skinned, dark-haired, a Kiyosun lad through and through. They’d be dead soon. Like everyone else. 

			Like Kaine. Monon. Greener. Kara. Everyone except Jax. He was cursed to outlive them all. He knew that now.

			He glanced down at the sword beside him. It used to belong to Gris, a good soldier. One of the best. Dead like the rest. Gris had been a credit to the Shulka. Unlike Jax. 

			You betrayed them all. Gave up your queen. What sort of warrior are you? Monsuta mocked but he was right. Jax had caused the deaths of most of the men and women under his command. All because he hadn’t been strong enough to withstand the Chosen’s torture. He looked down at his right arm. The arm that shouldn’t be there. The arm that had been chopped off during the invasion at Gundan, months ago. The one the Chosen had grown back three times and hacked off twice.

			He could see it, feel it, move its fingers, and yet it didn’t seem real. It didn’t belong to him. It was a reminder of his failings, of his weakness. 

			Oh, how you begged me to stop. You told me everything, every secret you could think of and more besides. You begged and begged for me to stop, to let you join your son in the afterlife. Fool.

			Jax’s head dropped at the thought of his son. Another great Shulka. Even the loss of Kaine’s legs hadn’t stopped him. And, when the time came, Kaine had sacrificed his life without complaint or hesitation. Jax was only glad Kaine hadn’t lived to see his father’s shame.

			At least the queen had escaped. At least there was that small victory. Though perhaps she was dead, too, sunk to the bottom of the ocean. Maybe he couldn’t even claim that paltry success. By the Gods, what if he had failed at everything?

			What if? What if? You have failed. You always will. Until I say enough is enough and finally let the Great Darkness claim you.

			Jax groaned and tried to shake Monsuta’s voice from his head. None of it was real. It was his guilt, his shame speaking to him. The Chosen couldn’t hurt him any more. He was dead. Dead. Dead.

			He tried to sit up and a wave of pain racked his body. He must’ve cried out because Faden rushed over. ‘Are you okay, General?’ He reached for Jax, but the general flinched away from his touch. He’d been manhandled enough.

			‘I don’t need help,’ croaked Jax. The pain roared through him as he manoeuvred himself upright on shaking arms. Even his lungs struggled to work. Sweat broke out across his brow and every part of his body shook with the effort.

			‘Hasan said you should rest,’ replied the boy, looking worried.

			Jax glared at him. His bones cracked as he swung his legs over the side of the bed. He could do that, at least. He could sit up like a human being. Shards of agony flared across Jax’s body, making him cry out again, but the boy made no comment on it. Jax tried to accept the pain as his feet settled on the floor. It was what he deserved. His punishment for what he’d done. By the Gods, he felt like he’d battled the whole Skull army just to sit upright.

			He closed his eyes and saw Monsuta laughing at him, knife in hand. You pathetic man.

			‘Can I get you some water?’ asked Faden.

			Jax nodded, not trusting his voice.

			Faden brought a small cup over. The water soothed his raw throat and eased the fire in his chest. He looked up and caught Faden staring. ‘What?’

			‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything. It’s just … you’re the General. The legend. I … It’s a great honour to be with you, sir, to serve under you.’

			Jax shook his head. It was the last thing he wanted to hear. ‘I’m nothing.’

			The boy looked confused, not understanding, all wide-eyed like some sort of bloody puppy dog. ‘I’ve heard all the stories. How you led the defence at Gundan, how you killed a hundred Skulls, how you—’

			‘It’s all bullshit.’

			The boy’s face fell. ‘I—’

			Jax took another deep breath, felt the pain in his lungs. He had to calm down. The boy had done nothing wrong. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.’

			‘That’s all right, sir.’

			‘Not “sir”. I’m just Jax, all right? Just Jax. I’m a tired old man. Nothing special. Not now.’

			The lad nodded, looking as uncomfortable as Jax felt.

			‘What about you, lad? Where are you from?’

			‘Miyoshia, sir. Came south after the invasion, with my family. Ran out of anywhere else to run when we reached Kiyosun, so we stayed.’

			Jax glanced out through the window at the smoke drifting by. ‘Where are your family now?’

			‘My mother died on the road south. My father was snatched by the Skulls a few months later. Me and my sister met Kara after that and joined the Hanran. We’ve been fighting ever since.’

			Kara. Another friend gone. She gave her life to try and save Jax. What a waste. She was worth ten of him. He tried not to think of her body lying in the basement of the Council House. ‘And your sister?’

			‘She’s out with Hasan and the others.’ Faden laughed. ‘I feel sorry for any Skull they find.’

			They both heard the footsteps on the stairs at the same time. Jax flinched, scrambled for his sword, while Faden drew his blade and Lunic picked up an axe, holding it with both hands, ready if trouble came their way.

			It’s only me. I said I’d return. Here I am, ready or not.

			They all listened to the approaching feet, Jax’s heart pounding along with each step. There was definitely more than one person, more than two or three. 

			I’ve brought friends with me, sang Monsuta in his head. You’ll be back in that room and under my knives before you know it. Screaming and begging and bleeding just like before.

			No. Monsuta was dead. Jax had cut his head off. He must remember that. It could be the Skulls, though. The Skulls might’ve found him. By the Gods, the Skulls had found him.

			The footsteps stopped outside their door. Jax gripped his sword, not sure he had the strength to fight. He looked at Faden, wondering whether the boy would kill him if he asked. He couldn’t be captured. Couldn’t go back to that room. Couldn’t let the Skulls have him. ‘Faden, I—’

			There was a knock, cutting Jax off, then a short pause followed by another three quick raps. Lunic nodded at Faden. ‘Friends.’ 

			Jax watched the lad move forwards and unlock the door, stepping back before it opened, still taking care. Kara had trained him well. 

			The handle turned and then the door swung wide, revealing Hasan, with his arm in a sling, and half a dozen others. Jax had to put a hand over his mouth to stop himself from crying out in relief. 

			The Hanran entered the room, a group of tired faces and soot-covered skin. Once they were all in, Faden locked up behind them.

			‘How are you doing?’ asked Hasan as he came over to join Jax.

			For a moment, Jax couldn’t speak. Monsuta’s laughter filled his mind. That monster knew the answer. ‘Alive.’

			Hasan smiled, his eyes full of pity. ‘That’s enough for now.’

			‘How’s things outside?’

			Hasan took a long drink of water. ‘We’ve pinned the Skulls down in the northern quarter. They’ve lost a lot of men – more than us – but they’ll get more reinforcements and then we’re in a whole load of new shit. We must strike before they have a chance to regroup.’

			Jax wanted to tell him not to bother. Running was the only way to stay alive. They had to get far away from Kiyosun, from Monsuta. ‘And the queen?’

			‘She definitely escaped. She’s safe.’

			‘Thank the Four Gods for that, at least.’ If she made it, there was some redemption for him. Some, but not much. 

			None at all. She’s a girl. A child. What do you think she can do? No one will follow her. She can’t lead an army. She’s four years old! Monsuta had the truth of it. So what if the girl had escaped? What difference could she make to the shit they were in?

			He looked up at Hasan, steadied himself, knew he had to sound calm, confident. ‘I’m thinking we’ve got a few days at most before the Skulls return to take back what they’ve lost. I’m thinking it’ll be best for all of us if we’re not here when they do.’

			Hasan nodded. ‘What are you proposing?’

			‘We gather all the troops and head into the mountains. We’ve food and supplies stashed up in the caves. We can stay there while we all recover and then be ready for the Meigorians when they come.’ If the queen made it. If the Meigorians actually decided to come and fight. If. If. If.

			A fool’s hope. Is that all you have? It won’t keep you safe from me. There’s nowhere you can run to where I won’t find you.

			Jax shivered at Monsuta’s words. 

			Hasan swirled the water around in his cup. ‘Maybe. Maybe.’ He glanced out through the window before returning his attention to Jax. ‘Let’s see what we can do about the Skulls here first, eh? If we manage to shift them, maybe we’ll be better off staying here in Kiyosun, where we have some big walls to protect us.’

			‘We had walls at Gundan. Shulka, too.’

			‘I know. But we’ll be ready for them this time. We can stop them.’

			‘No!’ Jax gripped Hasan’s good arm. ‘We need to get away from here before Monsuta finds us.’

			Hasan pulled his arm free and took a step back. There was a look on his face that Jax didn’t like. Pity? Disgust? Worry? ‘Monsuta’s dead. We killed him.’

			‘I know that. I mean the Skulls. The Skulls will find us.’ There was panic in Jax’s voice. He couldn’t hide it, couldn’t stop it. The others in the room heard it, too. Faces were turning their way, listening. 

			‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Hasan, talking quietly as if to a child. ‘Have some food, get some sleep. We’re all safe for now.’

			Monsuta just laughed. Another fool for my knives. I like this man. Do you think he’ll cry like you did?

			Jax took a deep breath. He felt like he was dangling over a chasm and holding on by his fingertips. Any second, he’d fall. Drag them all down with him. He couldn’t let that happen. He had to hold it together. He’d disgraced himself enough. He wanted to scream at Hasan, tell him there was no time to waste. No time to rest. He struggled to keep his voice down. ‘You need to listen to me. We have to get out of here. Now.’

			Again, Hasan gave him that look. ‘Rest. You’ve been through a lot. More than anyone else here.’

			He’s right about that. With more to come. More fun for me. More pain for you.

			‘Please.’

			‘We’ll think about it, General. Okay?’

			Jax sat back, too exhausted to argue more.

			‘In the meantime, we need to do something about Kaine and Kara.’

			‘What about them?’

			‘They’re still in the basement cells, aren’t they?’

			Jax nodded. In that cell with his arms. 

			‘I’ll send some of the lads to fetch them and bring them here. So we can all say goodbye properly.’

			Jax fought back tears. ‘Thank you.’

			‘It’s not a problem.’

			‘And find the woman who helped us – Yas. Make sure she’s safe.’

			‘Yeah. I’ll get Caster on it.’

			Hasan left him then and went to join the others as they ate a sparse meal of dried meat and bread. The soldiers kept glancing at Jax as if they thought he was going to do something stupid.

			Jax sat on the edge of his bed, trying to ignore them. He didn’t want to sleep, not now he knew Monsuta waited behind his closed eyes. He couldn’t walk anywhere. Couldn’t do shit. He’d have cut his own throat if he had the strength.

			One of Hasan’s men entered the room, making Jax jump. The man spoke to Hasan and whatever the news, it made Hasan smile. ‘Bring him up.’ He turned to Jax. ‘We’ve got some company you might like.’

			Half a minute later, the Shulka was back with Dren and four others in tow.

			Dren grinned when he saw Jax. ‘Still alive, old man?’

			‘Something like that.’ By the Gods, Jax was happy to see the lad. Then the boy’s eyes fell on his regrown arm and the good feeling faded. The boy didn’t mention it, though. That was something, at least. ‘What happened to the queen?’

			Dren dragged a chair over, spun it around and sat down so he could lean on the chair’s back. ‘Got her aboard the Meigorian ship. Close thing, though. Fucking Daijaku came after us and would’ve done for us if the others hadn’t turned up. We were lucky. Damn lucky.’

			‘Why didn’t you go with them?’

			Dren rubbed his chin then grinned, showing off his missing teeth. ‘What can I say? I’m a Kiyosun boy. What do I know about other countries? Can’t speak the lingo, probably would hate the food. Here I know what’s what. And besides, I couldn’t leave you to have all the fun, could I?’

			Jax stared at the boy. Fun? Fun? They were in hell. Death and despair their only companions. The boy was a fool for coming back.

			Dren sensed he’d said something wrong and his smile fell. ‘You know what I mean. I came back to fight. Figure you’ll need every hand you can get.’

			Jax looked down at his own hand, regrown by Monsuta so many times. He didn’t need it. Didn’t need it at all.

			Hasan came over to join them, slapping Dren on the back. ‘Good to see you again, mad dog.’

			‘Hey, none of that. I’m on your side now. No more running rogue. No more fucking things up.’ Dren paused and smiled. ‘Well, I’m happy to fuck the Skulls up, of course. That goes without saying.’

			‘That’s good,’ said Hasan. ‘I was just saying to the general that we’ve got a good chance of driving the Skulls out of Kiyosun if we’re quick, and then fortify what we’ve got before they have a chance to strike back.’

			Dren clapped his hands together like he’d heard the best news in the world. ‘Yes. Let’s do it.’

			Jax flinched at the sound and looked down at the floor.

			Dren noticed. ‘What? Something wrong?’

			Hasan’s voice was quieter, gentle. ‘Jax thinks we should leave the city. Regroup in the mountains.’

			‘What? Fucking run away? You don’t mean that. Do you, Jax?’

			He looked up, saw them all watching him. ‘We’ve got two hundred men and women – maybe – after tonight. It’s not enough to fight off the Skulls.’

			‘There’s still about five thousand people in the city,’ said Dren. ‘That could make a hell of an army.’

			‘They’re civilians, not soldiers,’ said Jax.

			‘Well, I’ve just been out there,’ said Dren, ‘and people are carrying weapons, building defences. They all know that when the Skulls come, they’re not going to care who they kill. They’ll just see a Jian and want to put them in the ground. Everyone will have to fight now. It doesn’t matter if they’re Hanran, Shulka or the washerwoman.’

			Jax closed his eyes for a second, saw Monsuta and his bloody knives, opened them again. ‘You’ve got fire, boy. But the Skulls have numbers, bombs, monsters, magic. It’ll snuff your fire out – and everyone else’s.’

			‘I’m here. What’s left of my crew is here. We’re ready. We’ll get everyone ready.’ He coughed a couple of times, trying to clear his throat.

			‘You okay?’ asked Hasan.

			‘It’s just the smoke,’ said Dren.

			Jax took a deep breath. ‘We’ve got two problems – the Skulls in the city and the Skulls that are going to come and reinforce them. Even if we throw everything we have at the ones here in Kiyosun, by the time we wipe them out – if we wipe them out – the others will turn up in huge numbers and we’d be back where we started.’

			‘We killed the Tonin here in the city so any backup’s going to be coming by foot, along the mountain road from Anjon,’ said Hasan. ‘I’ll send some soldiers up there to give them a warm welcome.’

			‘All you’d be doing is buying the city more time,’ said Jax. ‘The Skulls will get more men here eventually.’

			‘Yeah, but we could use that time to dig in ourselves, make the city our fortress,’ said Dren, full of wild thoughts. ‘These streets are like a rabbit warren. They have to pay for every inch they try to take. We make it hot enough, they might not want to take it back.’

			Hasan smiled. ‘I thought you came here for orders, kid? Seems to me you’ve got it pretty well worked out for yourself.’

			‘What can I say?’ said Dren. ‘It’s time we fought back.’

			Jax watched them, all fired up and eager to face the enemy again. And there he was, feeling more lost than he ever had. He was the only one who knew they were all dead. 

			Don’t forget me, laughed Monsuta. I know. But don’t worry, we’ll be together again soon. Then the fun will really begin.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso, Meigore

			Tinnstra had tried to stay in the cabin with Zorique, but she couldn’t see the sky. Not all of it. She’d slipped away the moment Zorique was asleep and took up a position against the rail at the stern of the Okinas Kiba, a cloak draped over her shoulders, and watched the horizon. Kiyosun was long gone, yet for every mile the ship limped forwards, she could feel the pressure in her chest tighten. We’re not safe. The Daijaku are out there somewhere. They never give up. She jumped every time a sail flapped loose in the wind, flinched at every creak of the deck because she knew. It isn’t over.

			‘Excuse me.’

			Tinnstra spun around, raising her sword, ready to kill.

			One of the Meigorian sailors jumped back, hands up to show he wasn’t armed. ‘Easy. I’m a friend.’ The man spoke Jian with a light accent, almost good enough to pass as native – but not quite.

			‘Sorry. I’m tired.’ Tinnstra lowered the sword and tried to smile. Apparently, it wasn’t much of one because the sailor didn’t seem any happier with her. Only the Gods knew what she looked like, with the gash across her face and the blood and bruises from her flight south. 

			‘The captain … the captain wondered if you wanted to join him at the helm. We’re approaching Meigore …’ The sailor shifted his feet, eager to be away.

			‘I’ll come up shortly,’ replied Tinnstra. ‘Thank you.’

			The man nodded and left her to watch the skies. She shrugged off the cloak and let it fall to the deck. The temperature had been rising the closer they came to Meigore and she was more than warm enough. The first drops of sweat were forming along her spine and she pulled her shirt from her skin to allow some air to pass through. Meigore was famous for its heat and humidity, and apparently the tales she’d heard were no exaggeration.

			Her father might have made sure she could speak all the languages of the neighbouring nations, but she’d not visited any of them before. Jia was all she knew. Now she was on her way to Meigore, protecting the queen. What am I going to find there? How am I supposed to do this? I don’t know what I’m doing.

			She felt a flicker of her old friend – the fear. Maybe she should just hand Zorique over to her uncle when they arrived. He’d be able to look after her better than anyone – certainly better than Tinnstra could. 

			But no. She shook the thoughts from her mind. She was tired. That was all. Tired and hurt. It would all be fine once they got to Meigore. She had rescued the queen, beaten the Skulls, killed a Chosen, after all. How many people could say they’d done that? She smiled. Only she could. No one else. She had to remember that. She had to believe in herself.

			At a shout from somewhere in the rigging, a cheer went up across the ship. Meigore was in sight.

			She made her way to the captain’s cabin. After all they’d endured, she wanted Zorique to share this moment with her. 

			She almost didn’t see Zorique in the bed, lost amongst the blankets. She looked so peaceful in her sleep that Tinnstra nearly left her to rest. She only hoped she was having beautiful dreams for once. The girl had enough nightmares already to last a lifetime.

			Tinnstra bent down and pulled the covers back from her face. ‘Zorique.’ She whispered the word, wanting to coax her out of her sleep as gently as possible. ‘Time to wake up.’

			The girl stirred, beads of sweat stuck to her brow, and Tinnstra brushed her hair away from her face as one bleary eye opened and then the other. Then Zorique smiled and Tinnstra’s heart melted. That moment made everything okay.

			‘We’re here,’ she said.

			Zorique sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. ‘We are?’

			‘We are,’ confirmed Tinnstra. ‘Come and have a look.’ She held out a hand and Zorique took it, jumping down from the bed.

			They left the darkness of the cabin and went back out into the brightness of the new day. Even the sky looked bluer than before, free of clouds and monsters. Perhaps we have left the war behind. Perhaps we have escaped. Hope fluttered in Tinnstra’s heart.

			They wandered towards the prow of the ship, weaving their way along the bustling deck. Tinnstra saw the sailor who’d spoken to her a few minutes earlier and the man grinned. ‘Isn’t that the most beautiful sight in the world?’ He pointed towards the horizon. ‘Home.’

			She squinted in the direction he had indicated and there it was. Meigore. It was just a dark shape in the distance at first, but the Okinas Kiba picked up speed as if drawn in by the lure of the land, and soon a rolling landscape loomed on the horizon, the morning light picking out details and splashes of colour. 

			Tinnstra had been told tales of a land where the sun always shone, fruit grew on trees on every corner, fish could be plucked straight from the sea and everyone danced in the streets. She knew most of it had to be exaggeration, but still, after so long under the Skulls’ occupation, she was excited to see what waited for them.

			The coast was a brighter and more vivid green than anything she’d ever seen in Jia. Aside from slivers of golden beach, forest covered everything else, rolling over hills and racing off towards distant mountains. Animals called to each other, welcoming the dawn, not that she recognised any of the sounds. It was a brand-new world.

			Zorique held Tinnstra’s hand as tightly as ever, but one glance told her the worry was gone from the girl for now. At that moment, she looked like an awestruck four-year-old, eyes wide and mouth open. 

			It made Tinnstra’s heart swell. She wished Zorique could stay like that for as long as possible. She deserved it. She needed it. Zorique had already seen far too much of the worst the world had to offer. Let her savour the joy now.

			Tinnstra bent down and slipped her arm around the girl’s shoulders. ‘That’s Meigore, where your uncle lives. He’s the king.’

			The girl straightened her back. ‘And I’m a queen.’

			Tinnstra tussled her hair. ‘Yes, you are – don’t forget it.’

			Zorique’s shoulders sank almost immediately. ‘I’ve never met my uncle.’ Her eyes filled with tears. ‘I’m scared.’

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Tinnstra. ‘I’ll be with you.’ She pulled the girl in and hugged her tight. No matter what.

			She turned her attention back to the coastline as white spots appeared under splashes of red, mingling with the forest greenery. They started near the shoreline and marched up the hill, dozens of them, hundreds. She squinted, making out the shapes more clearly as they got closer. They were buildings – white walls with curved red roofs. Most looked like they were only one storey tall, but they were everywhere, spread far and wide. 

			Plenty of boats jostled in the harbour, single-mast fishing boats mainly but she could make out a couple of galleys moored to the pier. 

			‘Is that where we’re going?’ Zorique asked, tilting her head. 

			‘No,’ said Tinnstra. ‘We’re going to the capital, Layso. I think it’s further inland.’

			‘Have you been there?’

			‘No. All I know is what I learned at school. Names on maps. Some history. Sometimes my father told me stories of where he’d been, but I don’t remember him coming here, either.’

			The land curved away from the boat as if some invisible hand pushed it inwards. The Okinas Kiba turned with it, hurried by the wind. Smaller boats appeared on the water, most sticking close to the shoreline, but a group detached themselves from the rest and headed towards them.

			At first, Tinnstra thought they were fishing boats, but the glint of steel soon told her they were more than that. She made out a dozen armed men at least on each boat. One sailed close enough for a shouted conversation with the ship’s skipper. Then flags were raised and the other ships fell into place beside the Okinas Kiba, providing an escort.

			A shadow appeared in the corner of Tinnstra’s eye and she turned to find Ralasis standing next to her. He nodded towards the boats. ‘The king has craft stationed along the entire eastern coast, watching for any sign of the Egril. Jia fell because it was caught unawares, and he doesn’t want Meigore to suffer the same fate.’

			‘Sounds like a wise man,’ said Tinnstra. 

			‘He’s a good king,’ replied Ralasis. ‘He’s just …’

			‘What?’ There was something in Ralasis’ voice that worried Tinnstra.

			The captain shook his head, forced his lips into a smile. ‘It’s not my place to say. You’ll meet him soon enough and you can make up your own mind. He cares about his people, that much I can tell you.’

			The answer didn’t put Tinnstra at ease. Whatever hopes lay on Zorique’s shoulders were on the king’s, too. Jia needed Meigore to enter the war. The Hanran wouldn’t succeed without them. And even then, it might not be enough. Raaku had monsters and magic. All the Meigorians had to offer were their swords and their lives.

			She glanced down at Zorique. How could she worry about the Meigorian king when Jia had a four-year-old girl for a queen? It was madness. The Egril would never be defeated.
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			Mateon

			Kagestan

			Mateon was still shaking from the morning’s ceremony as he wrapped a small statue of Kage with a square of cloth. It was his most precious possession, hand-carved by his father and given to Mateon before he left on the mission that killed him. When he held it, he could feel his father watching him from the Great Darkness, from his place by Kage’s side.

			Everything else was packed. The few clothes he had. A knife. A bedroll to sleep on. Not much at all, but enough. Kage didn’t like luxury. And, after all, the Imperial army would provide the things he really needed. Armour. Weapons. Purpose. He didn’t need anything else.

			His mother watched him from the doorway to the living area, her hands on his sister’s shoulders. Neither wore their masks, and tears came to Mateon’s eyes at the honour they did him. He blinked them away as quick as he could. No one wanted to see him cry. He wasn’t weak. He was a man now. It was the effect of seeing Raaku that morning. Nothing more.

			‘Make Kage proud,’ said his mother, her voice cracking. ‘Make me proud.’

			Mateon nodded. ‘I will. Kage wills it.’

			He glanced at his sister. Her face was red and her eyes puffy from where she’d been crying earlier but, to her credit, she did not cry now, and Mateon was glad of that. Instead, she bit her lip and straightened her back, standing proud. Mateon would miss her most of all. As the eldest child, he’d helped raise her, especially after their father had made his way to the Great Darkness. Again, the urge rose to reach out. He wanted to hug her for as long as he could, but he fought it. They all belonged to Kage and it was Mateon’s turn to serve. 

			The neighbourhood bell rang. Time to go. He saluted his mother and sister by covering his left eye with his hand in honour of Kage. They did the same. There was nothing else to be said, no reason to delay any further, so Mateon turned and left his family home for the last time. 

			It was cold outside and the sky was without colour. Most people were still at prayer, but a few were out on the streets. Could they see the soldier in him? Did they know he was going to serve Kage in the war against the heathens? He hoped so. He hoped they were proud of what he was about to do, that one of their own had been selected.

			He could see Raaku’s palace towering over the rooftops of his neighbourhood, and he invoked the holy words as he walked.

			‘Blood I will give you, O Great One. Souls I will send you. My body is your weapon. My life, your gift.’ He whispered the vow as he made his way to the town fountain where he’d arranged to meet the others. In his mind, he saw himself striding across battlefields in his white armour, hacking down Kage’s enemies with his scimitar. It would be glorious. God’s work. It was what he’d been raised to do, why he was alive. He would send Kage an army of slaves. They would fear his name across the heathen world. It was his destiny.

			Mateon had always been one of the tallest boys in his cohort, and one of the strongest. The priests had noticed him early on. They told his mother of the plans Kage had for him, ensured she raised him in a holy household. He’d joined the Emperor’s Cadets when he was twelve, led his first squad at fifteen and was awarded the Cluster of Raaku when he was sixteen. He’d thrown that medal into the Red Lake, returning it to Kage because service was its own reward. A true believer didn’t need trinkets to remind them of what had been achieved. Kage’s love was all he needed.

			A few of the other lads were already waiting at the fountain. Griston, Marcius and Delix. Mateon nodded at them, too nervous to speak, and they nodded back. Dropping his bag, he sat on the edge of the fountain and scooped up some water to drink. He glanced at the others while he sipped. He’d known them all his life, served with them in the Cadets, and he was relieved to note the way their legs bounced up and down, and the tightness of their clasped hands. He wasn’t the only one feeling nerves. 

			More arrived shortly afterwards – Christus, Lucius, little Harian, Regus. No one talked. Greetings were made with nods of heads or the tilting of chins. Some of them looked scared, others eager. Mateon could empathise with both feelings. 

			Then the wagons arrived. Three of them. Simple things. Uncovered, with benches in the back. Enough room in each for ten passengers. The drivers wore veterans’ grey masks, with a hint of a soldier’s mask in the design. They came with a six-strong cavalry escort, who looked magnificent in their white armour and Skull masks, riding on white horses, scimitars sheathed at their hips. They were Kage’s Invincibles, the ones who’d broken the hated Shulka and conquered Jia. Mateon stood up, his heart swelling once more. He was going to be one of them. 

			The horses stopped in the square, towering over the new recruits. One rider, bigger and broader than the rest, stood in his stirrups and inspected the lads. Three blood-red stripes marked his armour on the left breastplate, noting his rank of polemarch. ‘I’m proud to see so many of you here,’ he said, his voice warm, like a father to his sons, ‘ready to join the cause. I’ve just come back from Jia, where we’ve been bringing Kage to the heathens and we’ve given plenty of heathens to Kage.’

			A few of the lads cheered but Mateon kept quiet. He didn’t want to appear undisciplined in any way.

			‘We’ll travel to our fortress just outside the city where you’ll be assigned to your legions,’ said the polemarch. ‘Some will be in Jia, others here in the Empire. Whatever is asked of you, remember it is Kage’s work you do. There is no greater honour. Praise be to Kage.’ The polemarch covered his eye in salute and the boys all returned it. 

			‘Praise be to Kage,’ they called back.

			‘Now get in the wagons, my young heroes.’

			Mateon marched straight to the first wagon and climbed on board, taking a seat just behind the driver. He looked old, with long grey hair and sun-browned skin showing a fair few scars. One vivid white line ran from his ear down the side of his neck and disappeared inside his shirt, criss-crossing smaller scars where the stitches had held the wound together. He’d seen a lot of action. 

			The man looked Mateon up and down and grinned. ‘You’re keen, aren’t you?’ 

			‘It is an honour to do Kage’s will,’ said Mateon, puffing out his chest, not liking the way the man smiled at him. He wasn’t anyone’s amusement.

			‘Of course,’ said the driver. ‘I’m sure you’re ready to be a war hero, aren’t you?’

			‘Serving is its own reward.’

			‘That it is,’ cackled the man. ‘Good on you.’

			The man had laced his words with enough sarcasm to let Mateon know he didn’t mean a word of it. Well, he’d pay in the Great Darkness when the time came. Mateon turned his back on him to stop any more conversation and watched the others climb on board. Delix sat opposite him, then came Regus, who sat next to Mateon. They all looked so young sitting there, not at all like warriors or great heroes. So what did that say about him? He was no different.

			As the wagon filled, Mateon could feel his confidence crack more. This was it. There was no going back. No more warm nights in his mother’s house. He was a soldier now. An urge swept over him to jump out of the wagon and run back home, but he swallowed that impulse. He glanced at the others, checking to see if any were as nervous as he was, but their masks made it hard to tell. They had to be, though, for Mateon had always been the best of them, the strongest, the bravest. They were probably shaking in their boots. Mateon straightened his back. He had to set an example. They would be looking to follow his lead.

			The order was given for the wagons to roll out and they trundled down the main street with the cavalry leading the way. More people were around by now and each one paid their respects as they passed; some saluted by covering their eye, others bowed, some cheered.

			In the back, the boys grinned at each other. Honour waited for them all. They were off to do Kage’s will. Together they would win the holy war and destroy the heathens and their False Gods once and for all. Someone started singing a prayer and Mateon joined in, but this time, for the first time he could remember, he had no desire to be the one singing loudest.

			

			They travelled for nearly two hours, leaving the city far behind. Past the rice fields. Through villages where no one came to cheer them on. Out into the countryside and over the rolling hills.

			Regus fell asleep, his head rolling onto Mateon’s shoulder. He kept pushing the boy away but, a second later, it was back. Delix grinned at the sight. ‘You make a good couple.’

			‘Fuck off,’ snapped Mateon.

			The driver chuckled to himself. ‘You better develop a sense of humour, lad. You’ll want to make friends, and no one likes a miserable git.’

			Mateon shrugged off Regus again. ‘I’m not here to make friends, I’m here to serve Kage.’

			‘Aren’t we all,’ said the driver. ‘But Kage won’t stop a heathen from cutting your head off. Your mates in your stick surely will.’

			‘What’s a stick?’ asked Delix. Mateon rolled his eyes at the stupidity of the question, even though he didn’t know the answer himself.

			‘Your unit,’ replied the driver. ‘The ten men you’ll be fighting with, eating with, drinking with and whoring with for the rest of your tour – or until you get rubbed out. I reckon you can guess what that means.’

			Mateon said nothing. He had no intention of doing any of those things. He was on his way to serve his God – that was all that was important.

			‘But the Jians are beaten, aren’t they?’ said Delix, a quiver in his voice. ‘There’s no more fighting to be done. That’s what my father told me.’

			‘Huh,’ said the driver. ‘There’s always fighting. The heathens act all obedient and docile, but they’ll cut your throat if you turn your back on them. Best not take any chances. You send them all to Kage and let him worry about sorting the good from the bad.’

			Delix’s eyes widened behind his mask. He looked at Mateon, as if he couldn’t believe what the man had said. 

			‘We’re joining His Imperial Majesty’s army, Delix,’ said Mateon. ‘We’re being deployed to Jia to fight. Did you think we were going to sit around and read books?’

			The driver laughed at that comment. ‘Sour face here has it right. You’ve got tough days ahead of you. You’ll be up to your neck in blood and shit, so scared you’ll piss your armour, and praying to Kage to keep your balls safe.’

			Delix tried to tough it out. ‘No Jian heathen scares me.’

			No one believed him. Mateon in particular knew he was lying because Mateon himself was starting to worry, and if he was nervous, then Delix had to be. At least it would be a while before any of them were sent to Jia. They would be training for three more months before they had to worry about facing the enemy. Plenty of time to get over any nerves and adjust to life in the army. Plenty of time for Mateon to shine.

			Regus’s head rolled onto his shoulder again. This time, Mateon jabbed him in the ribs with his elbow, waking him.

			‘What’s going on? Where are we?’ said Regus, jerking upright.

			‘Here it is, gentlemen,’ said the driver with a cackle. ‘Your new home – for a night, at least.’

			Mateon’s head whipped around. The fortress loomed ahead, high stone walls with red Egril flags hanging along its sides. White-armoured soldiers patrolled the battlements and stood guard outside the main gates. The portcullis cranked into life as the convoy approached and Mateon watched the polemarch ride ahead to speak to the sentries.

			The portcullis was up and the gates open by the time the wagons reached them. Mateon’s heart raced in his chest and his mouth went dry as they rolled through. He slipped his hand into his bag and gripped his idol of Kage. This was it. 

			They stopped in the parade ground where the polemarch was already dismounted and waiting for them. ‘Come on, you pussies. Get a move on. Get lined up. Get lined up,’ he bellowed, all warmth gone. ‘I’ve not got all day.’ He used his sheathed sword to beat the boys into position.

			The boys stood awkwardly despite the months of training, as if they’d never lined up before. Even Mateon, normally so perfect, felt out of place and uncomfortable. His eyes kept drifting to the other soldiers walking past in their battle-scarred armour. They looked like giants compared to the new lads, real men forged in the fires of war. 

			Squat, square buildings surrounded the parade ground, and Mateon watched the soldiers moving to and fro between them. He was reassured to see a temple at the far end. He’d go there after he was settled and pray.

			‘May Kage forgive me for whatever I’ve done to piss him off,’ said the polemarch, interrupting his thoughts. ‘He must be mad indeed to send me such a bunch of useless maggots.’ He walked up and down the line before stopping in front of Regus. ‘You look like a goat fucker, boy. Are you? Are you missing that mountain action? Is that what you’re thinking about?’

			‘No, sir,’ said Regus, a second before the polemarch whacked him across the head with the sheathed sword, knocking the boy to his knees.

			The polemarch leaned over him and struck Regus again. ‘Don’t you dare call me “sir”! You see these stripes? Do you?’

			Regus looked up, tears in his eyes. ‘Yes, s—’ He stopped himself in time. ‘Yes.’

			‘Good. That means you’re not blind as well as dumb.’ The polemarch resumed his inspection. ‘These stripes mean I’m not an officer. I do not sit on my horse and let others do my fighting for me. I work for my living. I get my sword red and my hands bloody – just like you will. I am a polemarch and you will obey me as if I were Kage himself standing before you, but you will not, I repeat, not call me “sir”. Do you understand?’



OEBPS/image/9781473225268_FC.jpg
NOT ALL WARSCAN BE WON

%

MIKE SHACKLE






OEBPS/image/AFH_fmt.png
A FOOL’S
HOPE







OEBPS/image/23816.png
MIKE SHACKLE







