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HAMMER OF GOD


      “Deal with your dukes, Rhian.”
      

      Still fuming, she glared at him. “How?”

      “You ask for my help?”

      “I ask for your opinion! My father taught me there’s no shame in seeking counsel of a wise man. You’re an emperor. I assume
         you’ve had some experience of – of – uncooperative vassals.”
      

      His cold eyes warmed with amusement. “Yes.”

      “Well, then?”

      “Rhian, there is nothing I can tell you that you don’t already know. The wind has made you a warrior. No breathing man can
         fight the wind.”
      

      Perhaps that’s true. But this breathing woman can certainly try.

      “You can,” said Han. “But you won’t.”

      Was he inside her mind now? Or was her face less schooled than she liked to imagine? He infuriated and frightened her like
         no-one else she knew. “I don’t want to shed their blood, Han.”
      

      He shrugged. “Want means nothing. Need is all.”

      Tears burned her eyes, then, because she knew he was right. Hand on her knife-hilt, she blinked them away.

      “Go,” said the Emperor of Tzhung-tzhungchai. “Do what you must, Rhian. Do it quickly. And when you are done, I will be waiting.”
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PART ONE


      

   
      
      
CHAPTER ONE


      
      

      
      “Dmitrak.”
      

      
      Dmitrak kept his gaze pinned to the conquered harbour of Jatharuj, where the warships of Mijak clustered thicker than ticks
         on a goat. It was the time for highsun sacrifice. Ant-people swarmed down there, gathering for blood, his warriors and his
         slaves and all the godspeakers the empress insisted must remain. The township was over-ripe and full to bursting. Half its
         surviving original inhabitants had been sent to other conquered settlements, just to make room for Mijak’s warhost.
      

      
      My warhost. I am their warlord, they belong to me.

      
      He did not turn. “Vortka high godspeaker.”

      
      “Warlord, you are absent from sacrifice.”

      
      He shrugged. “So are you.”

      
      A sigh. “Dmitrak …”

      
      “Did the empress send you?”

      
      “The god sends me, Dmitrak.”

      
      “Too busy to come itself, high godspeaker?”

      
      “Dmitrak!” Vortka’s voice grated with displeasure. “You desire another tasking, is that why you spit your words in the god’s eye, do
         you think the god is blinded by words?”
      

      
      Dmitrak swung round sharply enough that the silver godbells in his scarlet godbraids woke from slumber, clamouring his anger.
         “I am weary of taskings, Vortka. I will have no more of them.”
      

      
      “It is not your place to decide who is tasked, warlord,” the old man said, severe. “It is not your place to say ‘I will not
         come to sacrifice’. You are the warlord. Your place is at the altar when the god receives its blood.”
      

      
      He turned back to the wide, shallow harbour and the wider ocean beyond it. Yes, I am the warlord. I am the god’s hammer, I can strike down a godspeaker if I wish. Be careful, old man. “My place is where I say it is.”
      

      
      “Your place is where the god puts you, Dmitrak,” said Vortka, his voice cold. “By its want, you are its hammer. For as long
         as the god sees you and no longer than that.”
      

      
      Old man. Old fool. Like the empress he clung to the hope that one day the god’s other hammer would return.

      
      “Zandakar is gone, Vortka. Zandakar is most likely dead. I am the only hammer in the world.”

      
      He almost choked on the name, to say it aloud. Thinking the name made the world shimmer red. Rage shivered a harsh keening
         from his godbells. His skin felt hot, his blood surged hot in his veins.
      

      
      He was my brother; he turned his face from me. How dare he do that? How dare he dare?

      
      So much time gone by, and still he could weep and kill to think of Zandakar.

      
      “He loved you, Dmitrak,” Vortka said. His voice was cracked and chasmed with pain. “Your brother loved you. How can you doubt
         it? The world saw his love. He loved you in the god’s eye.”
      

      
      Why would Vortka say such a thing, did he think talk of Zandakar would please Dmitrak warlord? He had never said such a thing
         before, they had never talked of Zandakar. Nobody dared talk of Zandakar in his hearing.
      

      
      You defend him, Vortka? You defend him to the man he wronged most? Tcha, you are blind, you tell yourself lies.

      
      Vortka’s defence of treacherous Zandakar pricked him to speak, when silence would be better. “He loved his stinking piebald
         bitch more.”
      

      
      “And for that you tried to kill him?” said Vortka, angry again. “Aieee, warlord, you do not understand. A man may love a brother
         and also a wife. Even if—” He sighed, a sound of sorrow. “Even if the wife was a mistake. He loved that wrong woman, he did
         not stop loving you. He begged I never tell the empress you attempted his life, he spoke of you every highsun he was kept
         by my hand. Grieving and desolate, sometimes close to losing his mind, still he thought of you. Warlord, you should have a
         softer heart.”
      

      
      Dmitrak raised his right arm, let his gold-and-crystal fingers fist. Summoned the power so the crimson stones glowed. “You should guard your old man’s tongue, I will burn it in your mouth if you do not take my advice.”
      

      
      “Dmitrak …”

      
      Vortka sounded sorry again. Sorry, but beneath the regret a thread of fear. Good.

      
      “You cannot hate forever,” said the foolish old man. “Hate will shrivel your heart, it will poison your godspark.”

      
      Dmitrak grimaced into the wind. The high godspeaker was wrong, hate was more potent than the date wine of Icthia. Hate filled
         a man’s belly, it strengthened his bones.
      

      
      “Tcha, Vortka, you are stupid. The god hates. The god hates its enemies and tasks me to smite them, the god hates demons and
         weaklings. I am its hammer born to break them apart.”
      

      
      “The god hates its enemies, yes,” agreed Vortka. “If we see the god in our hearts we must hate its enemies also, this is a
         true thing. Dmitrak, Zandakar was never your enemy.”
      

      
      Zandakar again! Was the old man eager to lose his tongue? “Did I ask you to come here and grind your teeth on that name? I
         think I did not, Vortka. I think you think I will not smite you. I will.”
      

      
      “You smite where the god wills, you smite nowhere else,” said Vortka, once more severe. “You are warlord, you have power,
         you have less power than the god. I am Vortka high godspeaker, I am in the god’s eye. You will not smite me, Dmitrak.”
      

      
      He looked over his shoulder. “No? Then why are you afraid?”

      
      Vortka met his stare, unblinking. “Why are you, if Zandakar is gone?”

      
      A hot pain stabbed through him. Sometimes at night, if he was not sated with female flesh or date wine, he dreamed of his
         brother, of the days when they were friends. He remembered laughter and horse races and the feel of a strong, warm hand on
         the back of his neck. Sometimes he woke from those dreams wet with tears.
      

      
      Weak men weep, I am not weak. I am Dmitrak warlord, the god’s hammer, doom of demons.

      
      He shifted till he stood sideways to the harbour. “When does the god say we must sail from Jatharuj to this island called
         Ethrea?”

      
      “Not yet,” said Vortka.

      
      Not yet. Always the same answer. “The slave sailors talk of trade winds, they say the trade winds are weak. They should not be weak.
         What does the god say to you in the godpool, Vortka? Why do the trade winds lose their strength? We cannot sail to this Ethrea if the winds are too weak to fill our sails. The slaves cannot row there, they will die in their chains.”
      

      
      “The godpool is godspeaker business, Dmitrak,” said Vortka. “It is not for you to ask or me to answer.”

      
      And what did that mean? Did Vortka not know? Did the god not tell him why the winds had grown weak?

      
      If Zandakar had asked him, Vortka would answer.

      
      “My warhost grows restive, high godspeaker,” he said, thrusting aside the sour thought. “Icthia is conquered. The lands behind
         it are conquered. The world lies in front of us, out there—” He waved an arm at the gently seething ocean. “My warhost trains newsun to lowsun, it knows these boats, Vortka, it knows
         how to sail. We are in the world to kill demons for the god, there are demons in Ethrea. Why are we still here?”

      
      Vortka’s godbraids were as silver as his godbells, they were weighted with amulets so his head was heavy to turn. His scorpion
         pectoral clasped ribs bare of flesh. He was an old man, older than the empress, but an agelessness was in him, as though he
         could never die.
      

      
      He would die if I killed him, if the hammer struck him he would die.

      
      Vortka’s sunken eyes were bright with anger. “Dmitrak, you tempt the god to a great smiting. You are its hammer, you make
         no demands. The warhost is in Jatharuj until the god says it is not. Do you say to me you will tell the god what it desires?” His hand lashed out. “Tcha! You sinning boy!”
      

      
      Dmitrak stared at him, his face stinging from the blow. He did not need to look to know his gauntlet had caught fire, that
         power pulsed from his blood to the red stones, making them glow, waking in them their yearning for death.
      

      
      Why can he strike me when I cannot strike back?

      
      Suddenly he was a child again, cowering before the empress his mother, stinging from her careless blows because he danced
         too slowly in the hotas, because he slumped astride his pony, because – because—
      

      
      Because I am Dmitrak, I am not Zandakar.

      
      “Dmitrak …”

      
      The rage had died from Vortka’s lined face, the heat in his dark eyes had cooled to – to – pity.

      
      “You are the god’s hammer, you are in the god’s eye,” said Vortka. “You serve the god, you serve it well, do not tempt it
         to smiting. Do not let anger lead you astray, Dmitrak. The empress needs you. She will not admit it.”
      

      
      Aieee god, the scorpion pain inside him. I am a man grown, I need no bitch empress to need me. He let the gauntlet cool, pulled the burning power back into himself. I need no brother, I need no-one. I am the hammer.

      
      “Dmitrak warlord,” said Vortka. “The warhost looks to you, you are its father and its mother and its brother. You must come
         to sacrifice, you must kneel for tasking, you must be Mijak’s warlord as Raklion was warlord before you.”
      

      
      He felt his lips thin to a sneer. “Not Zandakar?”

      
      “Zandakar …” Vortka looked away, to the ocean, to the horizon at its distant edge. A terrible suffering was in his old face.
         “Your brother lost his way, Dmitrak. He was a great warlord until he was not, and when he was not the god smote him for his
         sinning. There is no mercy in it for the weakness of men. Sinning men die, how many times have I seen this? Sinning men are
         broken, the god hammers them to pieces. Are you stupid, Dmitrak? Do you think the god will not hammer you?”
      

      
      If he said no Vortka would strike him again. Vortka was not Nagarak, fierce tales of Nagarak lived long after his death, but still Vortka
         was fierce in his own way. He was fierce for the empress, he breathed the air for her and for Mijak.
      

      
      He will choose her over me, he will never see she is used up. He is blinded by Hekat. He is blinded by love. Does he think
            I am blind, I cannot see it? Zandakar blinded, Vortka blinded, love is a blinding thing. I keep my eyes.

      
      “When have I not served the god, Vortka?” he demanded. “Cities are rubble because I serve the god. Blood flows like rivers
         because I serve the god. My blood boils and burns me because I serve the god. I sweat newsun to lowsun because I serve the
         god. I live in its eye, the god is all that I see. But you stand there and say I do not serve it? Tcha!”

      
      Vortka looked at him steadily, hands relaxed by his sides. In the bright sunshine his stone scorpion pectoral glowed. “You
         do not serve the god if you keep from sacrifice, Dmitrak. You do not serve the god if you say ‘I will not be tasked’. Pain
         keeps your heart pure. Pain purges your godspark of sin. Pain keeps you in the god’s eye, it sees your pain and knows your
         obedience. In your cries it hears your love.”
      

      
      He had cried in tasking so often the god should be dead of his love by now. He had been tasked from small boyhood more times
         than he could count. Breathe too deeply, too often, the empress sent him for tasking. Dance too swiftly, too slowly, the empress
         sent him for tasking. Speak too loudly … speak at all … the empress sent him for tasking.
      

      
      If I had died in the godhouse she would not have shed a tear.

      
      That should not matter, he should not care if she cared. Yet he did care and it burned him, as the god’s power burned him
         when he set his gauntlet on fire.
      

      
      “When you kneel for tasking,” said Vortka, “your warhost sees you serve the god, your warriors know their warlord is seen,
         they know their warlord is in the god’s eye. Can you look in my eye, Dmitrak, and tell me it does not matter?”
      

      
      Aieee, tcha, it mattered. It mattered but he hated it. “If they are truly my warriors they know I am their warlord, they know
         the god sees me,” he retorted. “Am I a child or a slave to be beaten, Vortka? I think I am not. Task the empress, not me.”
      

      
      “The god tasks the empress every day, Dmitrak,” said Vortka. “That is the god’s business and mine, you have your own business
         to think of. The warhost will not linger in Jatharuj forever. Do you wish to sail to Ethrea with your godspark in doubt?”
      

      
      When he was a child the godspeakers tasked him, not kindly, but knowing he was a child. He was a man now, he was the warlord, he was the god’s hammer. The godspeakers thought
         he would not break.
      

      
      Every tasking he feared to prove them wrong.

      
      He turned away from Vortka and stared at the clustering boats, at the sunlit water, at the ant-people scattering. Highsun
         sacrifice was done. Now the iron tang of fresh blood was on the salty breeze. His warhost would be looking for him, with fingers
         of light to fill there must be training, they could not stand idle. The empress was right about that much at least.
      

      
      Vortka was right also, though it galled him to think it. The warhost is a beast, it must stay tamed to my fist. It must have faith in him, believe in him. It must believe, never doubt, he was in the god’s eye. He turned back. “No, high
         godspeaker,” he admitted, grudging. “I would not sail to Ethrea with my godspark in doubt.”
      

      
      “Then you will come to lowsun sacrifice, warlord,” said Vortka, in the voice he used for the god’s pronouncements. “And after
         you have drunk blood for the god you will kneel for the godspeakers to task you. You are the god’s hope against the demons
         infesting the world. You are the empress’s hope. You must not fail.”
      

      
      He stared down his nose at the high godspeaker. “Fail? I am Dmitrak warlord, I am the god’s hammer. Where Zandakar lost his
         way I have stayed strong.”
      

      
      Vortka nodded again, his expression cautious. “You have.” Like a fish in muddy water, pity stirred again in his eyes. “But
         true strength lies in knowing when to bend before you break, warlord. You have pride, it has saved you, it might not save
         you forever.”
      

      
      Why do you care, high godspeaker? You love Zandakar, you love Hekat. You do not love me.

      
      He frowned. “Yes, Vortka.”

      
      Vortka looked around the bare hilltop where they stood. Now his expression was puzzled, as though he searched for something. The sky was above them, the harbour below. Beyond them stretched the ocean, blue and deep, the greatest
         test the god had sent its chosen people. What was a desert of sand when the world contained deserts of water to drown them?
      

      
      “What do you do here, Dmitrak warlord?” said Vortka, almost whispering. “Why do you so often come to stand on this hill?”

      
      It was far from the township. It was dry land, no water. The breeze was cool, it soothed his skin. It made his godbells sing
         like sweet birds. Until recently the empress came here, this hilltop pleased her, but she came no more. The walk was too tiring.
         She needed to rest.
      

      
      But I can stand here, Vortka. I can stand where she wants to stand, I can see what she cannot see. What I have here she wants,
            she cannot have it, I win.

      
      I win, Vortka. Why else would I come?

      
      He smiled. “I will come to lowsun sacrifice, Vortka. I am the warlord, I give you my word. When sacrifice is finished I will
         kneel for your godspeakers, I will permit them to task me. I am the god’s hammer. I serve the god.”
      

      
      In silence Vortka stared at him. Not pity in his eyes, not puzzlement or caution or glorious fear.

      
      His eyes are blank. I do not trust blank eyes.

      
      “The god see you, warlord,” said Vortka high godspeaker. “The god see Mijak in the world.”

      
      He walked away. Disquieted, Dmitrak watched until the old man disappeared from sight down the side of the steep hill. Then
         he swung back to the harbour, the blue water, the wet desert he must cross for the god. In the pit of his belly, a clutch
         of fear. Ruthlessly he killed it.
      

      
      I am the warlord, what is fear to me? It is nothing, it is unknown, fear belongs to my enemies. I am not afraid.

      
      Down in the township was a pen full of old slaves, sick slaves, crippled slaves who could no longer work. The empress desired them, their blood held great power, but he would
         take them first. He would deny them to her. She said the warhost must not be idle, it would not be idle, his warriors would
         sharpen their snakeblades on the bones of useless slaves. Warriors whose blades did not drink blood often were warriors whose
         godsparks withered in the sun.
      

      
      How can she smite me? In her own words I am right.

      
      Already he could feel his snakeblade biting flesh, breaking bone. He could smell the nectar of fresh blood, taste it spraying
         hot and iron on his tongue, his thirsty skin. He could hear the chanting of his warhost, see the empress’s chagrined face,
         knowing she had lost to him, knowing he was right.
      

      
      The hilltop breeze strengthened, his godbells sang in the ringing silence. They sang to his glory, they sang to Dmitrak warlord,
         Dmitrak god hammer, Dmitrak warrior of the world.
      

      
      He threw back his head. He laughed, and laughed.

      
      Returned to the township, Vortka barely noticed the godspeakers bowing to him, the warriors punching their fists to their
         chests, the fear in the slaves as they flung themselves face-down on the sand, the grass, the pavestones. He scarcely smelled
         the fresh sacrifice, the salt in the rising breeze, he paid no attention to the coins in the godbowls before this street’s
         godposts. He hurried to his godhouse in search of the god.
      

      
      Although it sat above the township, the godhouse of Jatharuj did not dominate like the godhouse atop Raklion’s Pinnacle. Before
         Mijak came to cleanse the town, the building was the home of an official. He was dead now, his bones bleached in the sun.
         A godpost towered on the godhouse roof, it cast a long shadow down the Jatharuj hillside. Inside the godhouse the soft furnishings of Jatharuj were stripped away, broken up and burned, they did not please the god. The room for bathing in the
         house was turned into a godpool, its blood collected at sacrifices and stored in stone cisterns deep beneath the hot ground.
      

      
      Vortka summoned three novices as he entered the godhouse. “Fill the godpool,” he told them. “I will seek the god now.”

      
      Waiting for them to complete their task, he stood on the balcony at the front of the godhouse. In some small way it reminded
         him of Hekat’s palace balcony in Et-Raklion. The view, perhaps, or the clean air. The sense of height and freedom. In Et-Raklion
         the palace was surrounded by a sea of green, fields and vineyards and open land. Here the sea was blue, it was an ocean, it
         stretched even further than the green lands of Et-Raklion. He missed Et-Raklion.
      

      
      He stared at the harbour but instead of seeing the warhost’s crowding war galleys he saw instead Dmitrak. He saw the warlord’s
         angry face.
      

      
      Aieee, god, he disturbs me. He is a boy in a man’s body, his godspark is scarred. When I praise him he suspects me, when I
            chide him he wants me dead. Somehow I must reach him. How can I reach him? He lives alone in his heart. Without Zandakar he
            is lost.

      
      A dreadful thought, since Zandakar was gone. Dmitrak called him likely dead and it was likely, though Hekat clung to hope.
         Hekat clung to Zandakar so tight she did not see the son in front of her.
      

      
      She has never seen him, save for something to hate. Every highsun she hates him, every highsun his scars thicken but they
            do not keep him from pain. Aieee, god, this is a tangle, did you mean this? Is this right?

      
      After the godpool he must go to the empress. If Dmitrak was angry, Hekat was raging. The trade winds were slothful, he could
         not tell her why. She was threatening a slaughter like the slaughter in that desert behind them, the one that had drunk her first human blood. He watched his fingers
         tighten on the balcony railing, in his mind’s eye the ocean turned stinking and scarlet.
      

      
      How I wish she had never learned the power of human blood. Why did you show her, god? It is a dreadful thing.

      
      Doubtless that thought was dreadful too, but how could he help it? To sacrifice animals, that was one thing. That was proper,
         they lived that they might die. But to butcher humans, even slaves, even those blighted godsparks not living in the god’s
         eye, to slaughter them when they were not criminals … Mijak was in the world for the god. What purpose was served in killing
         when the god needed living men and women to praise it?
      

      
      If Zandakar were here he could stop her sacrificing humans, her love for him was the only soft thing in her. Zandakar … Zandakar
            … why did you stray?

      
      Grief was a snakeblade lodged in his heart. Every time he thought of his son it twisted and he bled inside, bled tears, bled
         despair, bled fear they would never meet again.
      

      
      If he was dead I would feel it, surely. If my son was dead the god would tell me in my cut and bleeding heart.

      
      “High godspeaker?” said Anchiko novice, behind him. “The godpool is filled.”

      
      He waited a moment before turning, so the breeze could dry his face. “Good. Return to your duties.”

      
      Anchiko bowed and withdrew. Vortka watched him retreat down the godhouse corridor, his roughspun robe splashed scarlet in
         places.
      

      
      I was that young once, I was that fearful of my fearsome high godspeaker. I am not Nagarak, I do not grow fat on the fear
            of novices, yet they fear me anyway. I never dreamed this would be me, I never asked for this power. Seasons pass, so many
            seasons, and I find myself understanding it less and less.

      
      Perhaps in the godpool he would receive an answer.

      
      The novices were well trained, all was ready for him in the tiled room given over to the god. It was fortunate the Jatharuj
         official had been a man fond of his luxuries. The sunken bath was profligate, large enough for five grown men. Small for a
         godpool, though, mean compared to the godpool in the godhouse on Raklion’s Pinnacle, but for his purpose it sufficed.
      

      
      The air in the tiled room hung heavy with the scent of blood. He stripped to his skin, laying his stone scorpion pectoral
         carefully on the tiled floor. It had not woken for so many seasons, every highsun he prayed it would not wake again.
      

      
      The blood in the godpool was cool and cloying, teetering on the edge of turning rotten. This Icthia was not like Et-Raklion,
         where the godhouse farms bred countless sacred beasts for sacrifice. There was less blood here, it had to be hoarded, kept
         until it reached the point of reeking. He felt his skin cringe at its touch. The stench clogged his nose and mouth, coated
         his tongue with nausea. As it closed over his head a sob caught in his throat.
      

      
      Forgive me, god, forgive this sinning man in your eye.

      
      In the dark redness of the godpool, where he could not walk properly but only crawl, he opened his heart and his mind to the
         god.
      

      
      We are trapped in Icthia, god, we are trapped in Jatharuj. Is this your doing or do demons rise against you? We sit in your
            eye, we wait for your desire, what is your want? Is Hekat right, must we sacrifice more slaves to break the demons’ hold on
            the trade winds? Or do you keep them from us for some other purpose? I am here, god, in the godpool, Vortka high godspeaker,
            your servant in the world. I seek to know your will, speak to me that I might obey you, I have obeyed you all my life.

      
      His snakeblade heart remained silent. He felt tears well behind his closed eyelids, felt them swell in his chest and make his heart throb with pain.
      

      
      Why are you silent, god? Have I displeased you? Did I sin, saving Zandakar? Should I have let Dmitrak kill him?

      
      His lips were pressed tight against the stinking blood, he sobbed in his throat but did not let the sound escape. How could
         he have done that, how could he have given his son to Nagarak’s blighted son for killing?
      

      
      Peace, Vortka. You did not sin. Zandakar lives, he is meant to live. Tell no-one, his life is in your hands.

      
      He did sob then, and the rancid blood poured into his mouth. Choking, his belly heaving, he struggled to stay with the god,
         to hear its faint voice.
      

      
      No more human sacrifice, Vortka. The wind is the wind, it will come when it comes. Be patient. Be guided. Your heart knows the
            true path.

      
      He did burst free of the godpool then, it was burst free or drown. Flailing, coughing, he clung to the bath’s tiled sides,
         retching.
      

      
      The godpool door opened and a novice looked in. “High godspeaker? High godspeaker!”

      
      They were listening, outside this tiled room? When he told them to leave him they lingered? They disobeyed?

      
      “Did I ask for your presence?” he growled. “I think I did not!”

      
      It was a different novice, not Anchiko, it was a girl, her name was – was – Rinka. “Forgive me, high godspeaker,” she whispered. “I was passing, I heard a sound.”
      

      
      Exhausted, he clung to the dark blue tiles. His bones ached, his muscles trembled, his heart beat like a worn-out drum. The
         sacred blood dripped slowly, its stink would linger many highsuns. Whispering faintly, the god’s voice.
      

      
      Your heart knows the true path.

      
      And yet he felt as ignorant as any novice.
      

      
      Rinka’s dark eyes were wide and frightened, she knelt at the godpool’s edge and stared at him. “Vortka high godspeaker, should
         I send for a healer?”
      

      
      A healer? No. He was healed already, the snakeblade pain was gone from his heart. Zandakar lives. “I have no need of healing, novice,” he said. His voice was a harsh wheeze. “You may assist me, I must speak with the empress.
         I must cleanse myself and dress in fresh robes. Help me out.”
      

      
      So long ago Hekat rode his body, she rode him to spilling seed and together they made Zandakar. That Vortka’s body was young
         and strong, it stirred at young Hekat’s touch, it yearned for sensation. Now he stood naked beneath the water sluicing from
         the spigot in the corner, Rinka’s young touch swished him free of blood and he felt nothing. He was a stone man, unstirred.
      

      
      In his hating eyes Dmitrak calls me an old man, he is right. I am old. I am withered. I am shrunken for the god. Does it matter?
            I think it does not. Zandakar lives.

      
      “High godspeaker?” said Rinka, hesitating.

      
      He pretended his tears were water from the spigot, he pretended he did not want to sob out his joy. “You may leave me,” he
         said. “Return to your tasks.”
      

      
      She did not want to leave him, her eyes were full of worry, but he was the high godspeaker. To disobey was to die. So she
         left and closed the door behind her.
      

      
      He was alone, he let himself sag against the cool tiles. I am the high godspeaker, the god has spoken in the godpool. Now I must tell Hekat she cannot summon the trade winds. Aieee,
            god. The tasks you set.

      
      It was not one of Hekat’s good days, Vortka saw that immediately. Good days came to Hekat more rarely with each passing fat
         godmoon.
      

      
      “What do you want?” she demanded, propped on her cushioned divan. “Do I need more healing, Vortka? I think I do not.”
      

      
      Zandakar lives. Tell no-one. She would not be surprised to hear it, she never believed their son was dead. But the god was the god, he kept that news
         to himself.
      

      
      “Empress,” he said, and gently closed the chamber door. For her palace she had taken the home of a Jatharuj merchant, a rich
         man with much coin to spend on comfort and lavish display. His coin had not saved his life, of course, his bones bleached
         too, his blood was long since spilled to serve the god.
      

      
      The palace’s balcony doors stood wide open to let in the fresh salt air. He breathed in its sweetness, willing the godpool’s
         stink to fade. Smiling, he crossed the soft carpet to reach Hekat, took her hand in his and kissed its knuckles. Gold bracelets
         chimed on her wrist. Her bony wrist, so fleshless, with only half of the strength he remembered remaining.
      

      
      “Tcha,” she said, as though he’d displeased her, but that was for show, for habit, she was pleased. “You came to kiss me,
         Vortka? We are long past that.”
      

      
      So many godmoons they had walked through life together, he did not ask if he could sit. He pulled a cushioned stool closer
         and lowered his skinny haunches to its soft comfort. “I have been in the godpool.”
      

      
      Her face had shrunk to scars and eyes. Every curve and edge of her skull was visible beneath her taut scarred skin, her blue
         eyes were fading, her plump lips were grown thin. Pain lived inside her, his desperate healing could not chase it away. Her
         godbraids were a torment, too heavy for her head. She refused to lighten them by a single amulet, by one solitary godbell.
         She was the empress, her godbraids praised the god.
      

      
      “In the godpool,” she echoed. Now her blue eyes were hungry. She leaned forward, fingers clenching. “The god spoke? What did
         it say?”
      

      
      He took a deep breath, braced himself for her fury. “It said there must be no human sacrifice for the trade winds. The trade
         winds will come in their time, and not before.”
      

      
      “Tcha!” she spat, she drummed her heels on the wide divan. “You misheard it, Vortka! I will swim in the godpool, the god speaks
         to me as well as you.”
      

      
      “I did not mishear it, Hekat, I heard it well enough,” he replied. “And you are too frail to swim in the godpool.”

      
      She threw a cushion at him. “Too frail? Too frail? Who are you to tell an empress she is too frail?”
      

      
      He took her hand again, it was like holding a bird’s claw. “You know who I am, I am Vortka, your dear friend. I am Mijak’s
         high godspeaker, I tell you the truth. Always the truth, though you seldom wish to hear it.”
      

      
      “Tcha,” she said, and tugged her hand free. “Because your truths are soft, they do not please me. I wish to sail!”

      
      “And we will sail, Hekat. When the winds come, we will sail.”

      
      “Why do they not come, Vortka?” she said, pettish. “Are your godspeakers grown weak in their faith?”

      
      He shook his head, smiling again. Smiling though his healed heart pained him. You were so beautiful, Hekat, time has not been kind. “You know they are strong. You know I train them well.”
      

      
      “Then where are the trade winds? Why are my warships becalmed?”

      
      He sighed. “Hekat, we do not need to know the god’s purpose to know its will. There are reasons the winds are slow, I cannot
         tell you what they are. I am the god’s high godspeaker, I am not the god.”
      

      
      She snorted. “Do I need you to tell me that? I think I do not!”

      
      “Hekat …” For the third time he took her hand in his, folded her fingers to his palm. “You need me to be your friend, I am your friend, I will be your friend no matter what
         you say or do.”
      

      
      For a heartbeat her eyes were brilliant, then she killed soft emotion. It was her way. “Vortka, we must have the trade winds.
         Are you certain you heard the god right?”
      

      
      He nodded. “I am certain.”

      
      “Aieee, tcha,” she said, and let her head fall back. “Can the god be wrong? I think it cannot. We will wait, high godspeaker.
         We will wait and pray.”
      

      
      His relief was so great it was like pain. But beneath relief churned sorrow. She had surrendered too easily, she did not fight
         him long enough.
      

      
      She is weary. She is worn out. Send the trade winds soon, god.

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      

      
      Edward, Duke of Morvell, cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Majesty, but Damwin and Kyrin leave you no choice. You’ll have to
         fight them.”
      

      
      Rhian stood at her privy council chamber window, back turned to her councillors, and felt her fingers curl into fists. She
         had such a fondness for her staunch and stalwart supporter, but even so …
      

      
      Don’t tell me what I have to do, Edward. You know such intransigent talk sours my temper.

      
      Instead of answering, she stared down at bustling Kingseat harbour. She had a perfect view from within the castle, so high
         above the town. Even though it was early, yet before nine of the clock, the harbour’s blue waters were clogged with vessels
         coming and going, loading and unloading their various cargos. As though no danger loomed in the east. As though life in its sweet safety would
         never change.
      

      
      But it will. Life as we know it will soon be torn asunder, if the witch-men of Tzhung-tzhungchai can be believed.

      
      She had no reason to doubt them. It was seductive wishful thinking, no more, that enticed her to hope calamity was not come
         upon them, that war on a scale unimaginable did not hold its foul breath, waiting to exhale and spit death on them all.
      

      
      As if I needed more proof, with Zandakar locked in a dungeon beneath my feet.

      
      A mistake, to think of Zandakar. Her eyes burned, the distant harbour prismed, as the pain of betrayal seared anew.

      
      He should’ve told me who he really was. What his people are planning. He should’ve trusted me. I thought we were friends.

      
      Thrusting pain aside, she turned. Let her gaze first touch upon Alasdair, silent at the table. His expression was sober, serious,
         most kingly indeed, but her heart beat just a little bit faster as his eyes warmed.
      

      
      My husband. My husband.

      
      But she kept her own face as well-schooled as his. In this council chamber she was queen, and he was only a councillor. Let
         one man think Alasdair guided her steps, ruled from the shadows …
      

      
      Edward was frowning. “Majesty—”

      
      “Yes, Edward,” she snapped. “I heard you.”

      
      “And what I said is not to your liking, I’m well aware of that,” he said, sighing. “But my duty isn’t to tell you what you
         want to hear. My best service lies in telling you what’s needful. And so I tell you now, knowing full well you’re likely to
         sharpen your tongue on me for saying it: Damwin and Kyrin must be confronted. It’s been nearly two weeks since you were crowned and they have yet to pledge fealty. Their recalcitrant defiance keeps Ethrea in a turmoil.”
      

      
      “Edward’s right,” said Alasdair. “Every one of us here knows it, you best of all.”

      
      “I don’t dispute Damwin and Kyrin must be dealt with, and soon,” she said, keeping her voice level and low. “But, Edward …
         gentlemen … I haven’t changed my mind regarding how I shall rule. I will not pit Ethrean against Ethrean in bloody combat. There must be another way.”
      

      
      Her privy councillors exchanged purse-lipped looks. “If there is, Majesty,” said Rudi, glowering, “we can’t think of one.
         More to the point, neither can you.”
      

      
      No she couldn’t, and not for want of trying. And she’d happily admit it, if only Rudi weren’t so bullish in his manner. Her
         Duke of Arbat could pass comment on the weather and make it sound like a declaration of war.
      

      
      “At this rate it’s going to take a miracle to bring them to heel,” Rudi added. Then he looked at Helfred, expectant.

      
      Ethrea’s prolate sighed and examined his bitten fingernails. When Rudi opened his mouth to say something else, Rhian held
         up a hand and shook her head at him. There was no use prodding her former chaplain; he would answer in his own time and not
         before. Prodding only produced a tedious lecture, as long ago she’d learned to her chagrin.
      

      
      Unlike his late and unlamented uncle Marlan, Prolate Helfred dressed like a plain venerable in a dark blue woollen robe and
         open leather sandals. The only concession he made to his exalted status was the newly-made heavy gold ring of office on the
         second finger of his left hand, containing a splinter of one of the arrows that had slain Rollin. Even his prayer beads were
         the same battered old wooden ones he’d prayed and complained over on their circuitous journey from the clerica at Todding to duchy Linfoi and home at last to Kingseat.
      

      
      He has no vanity. No ambition beyond serving God to the best of his ability. He is that rare thing, a good man … and still
            he drives me to distraction.

      
      Helfred’s silence dragged on. And since they couldn’t sit here forever, waiting for him to pronounce, she decided to risk
         a lecture. “Helfred? Has our age of miracles passed? Or can God intervene in the matter of Damwin and Kyrin?”
      

      
      Helfred stirred and lifted his gaze. “I was never privy to miracles, Majesty, as you well know. For an answer to that question
         you must seek out your toymaker.”
      

      
      Dexterity. Again, that searing stab of betrayal. He should’ve told me about Zandakar, he had no business holding his tongue. “I think not,” she said shortly. “I think I will exhaust all other possibilities first. Unless you tell me I must?”
      

      
      “No,” said Helfred, after another, shorter silence. “I am not moved to instruct you so. Majesty, you are the queen. God has
         placed you upon Ethrea’s throne for his purpose, and the welfare of all who dwell here. The matters of men must be dealt with
         by men.” He smiled briefly. “And women. The dukes Damwin and Kyrin are your disobedient subjects. It is your business to chastise
         them as you see fit.”
      

      
      “And chastise them you must,” said Adric, seated beside his father Rudi and just as bullish. “They make a mockery of crown
         and council every minute they draw breath in defiance of your rule.”
      

      
      She exchanged a glance with Alasdair then turned back to the window so she could battle her temper without councillor witness.
         More and more she regretted elevating Rudi to the dukedom of Kingseat. He was headstrong, he was prickly, he refused to guard
         his tongue. I made a mistake …

      
      “Adric makes a good point,” said Alasdair, mildly. He almost never lost his temper. “Intemperately, but … it is a good point.
         A pinprick turns to a festering wound without physicking. And the people of Hartshorn and Meercheq duchies deserve better
         than these disobedient lords.”
      

      
      “I do know that,” Rhian said, again staring down at the harbour. Emperor Han’s swift, sleek peacock-blue-hulled imperial vessel
         still rode at anchor along one of the ambassadorial piers, its two gold-painted sails furled and its crimson pennants becalmed.
         When he intended to leave Ethrea for Tzhung-tzhungchai she had no idea. She hadn’t seen him since her hastily arranged coronation,
         when he had smiled and bowed and terrified the minor ambassadors to stuttering incoherence. Nor had she laid eyes on his witchmen.
         They kept to themselves within the walls of the ambassadorial residence.
      

      
      And if I never see them again I’ll die thrilled beyond words.

      
      “Knowledge without action is folly,” said Rudi. “Your Majesty.”

      
      She turned on them. “And what action would you have me take, Rudi? Would you have me gather every last man and boy in duchy
         Kingseat’s garrison, thrust a sword into their right hands and a pikestaff in their left and send them into Hartshorn and
         Meercheq with orders to maim and kill as their fancy takes them? Is that what you would have me do nine days after Helfred anointed me queen?”
      

      
      Rudi’s swarthy face reddened. “I’d have you be less tender of your womanly scruples and more manly in your care for the crown.
         Like a woman you cling to the thought that a smile will solve a multitude of sorrows. But these feisty dukes aren’t little
         boys with scraped knees, Majesty. They’re men and you have gouged gaping wounds in their pride. There aren’t smiles enough
         beneath the sun to heal the hurts you’ve lately dealt them. If they refuse to kneel and pledge you their fealty then their lives must be made forfeit … and the lives of any man, woman or child who is foolish enough to follow their treasonous example.”
      

      
      Rhian felt her heart thud, her head swim. “Children, Your Grace? You would have me slaughter children to retain power? My God, you’d make of me another Marlan. No, a ruler worse than Marlan. At least he never stooped to killing babies!” She glared at Edward. “Is this your remedy also? If so, I am shocked.
         I took you for a kindlier man.”
      

      
      “No,” said Edward, distressed. “I did not mean—”

      
      “Didn’t you?” she retorted. “You said I had to fight them, Edward. What else did you mean but that I must seal my coronation
         with a kiss of blood?”
      

      
      “Blood does not necessarily follow,” Edward replied. “If you but threaten to bring steel against these stubborn dukes should
         they refuse to yield, then—”
      

      
      “Oh, Edward. Whatever I threaten I must be prepared to carry out!”
      

      
      “Yes, you must,” said Adric. “Without the tempering of mercy.”

      
      Rhian swept her council with a cold look. “My lords, if you feel so inclined you may indeed blame ‘womanly scruples’ for my
         reluctance to plunge Ethrea into civil war. For myself, I prefer to think of it as statecraft. I very much doubt if the late
         king would’ve rushed to send soldiers into Hartshorn and Meercheq. I also doubt you’d have called him womanly for preferring to find a less violent solution to this problem.”
      

      
      And that observation struck home, as well it might.
      

      
      “There is nothing wrong with being a woman, gentlemen,” she continued, still cold. “Being female doesn’t make me weak. If
         it did, would God have seen fit to put me on the throne? Helfred?”
      

      
      Helfred looked up. “Majesty, you are where God intends you to be.”
      

      
      “But not yet doing what God intends you to do,” said Rudi, stubborn to the last. “If you won’t send soldiers against Kyrin
         and Damwin, what will you do to end their defiance?”
      

      
      “That’s a fair question,” said Alasdair. “And we must have an answer.”

      
      Rhian bit her lip. Was she the only one who could hear the tension in his voice? They’d not discussed this. Some things –
         like planning for the coronation, or the day-to-day grindstone of the kingdom’s business – she happily talked over with him
         at night, in bed, pillowed on his chest. But not this. It was too important. Touched too closely on her fragile sovereignty.
         It hurt him, she knew that, but it couldn’t be helped.
      

      
      As she stared them down, the dukes of her council and her prolate and her husband the king, words she’d tried hard to forget
         echoed loudly in her mind. The words Zandakar had spoken to her as she stood over dead Ven’Martin, the knife that killed him
         in her hand.
      

      
      You want be queen? This is queen. To kill bad men and be wei yatzhay.

      
      She had rejected his assertion then. She rejected it now. She would not be a queen of blood and steel.

      
      Not unless Damwin and Kyrin back me hard against a wall.

      
      “I’ll give them a final chance to come to their senses,” she said. “If this must end in violence I won’t let history show
         I refused these foolish men every hope possible of averting disaster. Helfred …”
      

      
      “Majesty?”

      
      “Will you and the Court Ecclesiastica act as my emissaries? Will you travel with all solemn ceremony to the duchies of Hartshorn
         and Meercheq and use every persuasion in your power so their dukes might see reason?”
      

      
      Helfred smoothed his prayer beads through his fingers. “Of course.”
      

      
      Bless you. “I’ll have letters drawn up for you to present to the dukes in person.”
      

      
      “Letters saying what?” demanded Adric. “And promising what retribution should they fail to recognise Ethrea’s lawful queen
         and council?”
      

      
      Rhian looked at him in silence for a moment, then nodded at the venerable whom Helfred had granted her as secretary for both
         private and council matters. Middle-aged, pedantic and a swift scribe, he was faithfully recording every comment in a secretive
         church notation that later was translated into legible Ethrean.
      

      
      “You would have me dictate to you my royal correspondence, Adric? Perhaps you tire already of ducal duties. Do you wish to
         take Ven’Cedwin’s place? It can be arranged.”
      

      
      She spoke sweetly enough but her threat was plain. Adric darted a glance at his father, temper mottling his high, sharp cheekbones.
         Rudi said nothing but his eyebrows lowered in a warning frown.
      

      
      Yes indeed, Adric, do have a care. My patience is rubbed precarious thin.

      
      “Majesty,” said Helfred, releasing his prayer beads. “The Church stands behind you without reservation. Defiance of you is
         tantamount to defiance of God. It won’t be tolerated.”
      

      
      He reminded her of Marlan when he spoke like that. The others heard it, too. Spines straightened, jaws tightened. Knuckles
         whitened in suddenly clenched fists.
      

      
      “I think we’ve had enough of interdict for the time being, Helfred,” she said quietly.

      
      Helfred’s eyebrows rose. Despite their recent hardships he remained a soft man in his body, but something in his eyes had
         changed. He was tempered now. His soul was steel. “Majesty, it’s not the Crown’s place to stand between a man and his soul. That is the Church’s domain. God has put us there, and there shall we be until God decrees otherwise.”
      

      
      She wasn’t about to engage in a theosophical debate with him. Not with the rest of the council listening. And especially not
         when she needed him to act as go-between with the dukes. “Prolate, I don’t mean to usurp your proper authority. Of course
         your province is the spiritual well being of every Ethrean, no matter how high or low his station. I merely seek to remind
         you that this kingdom is newly healed. Scratching open those wounds can’t serve any good purpose.”
      

      
      “This kingdom isn’t healed at all,” said Edward. “And won’t be until these laggard duchies are shepherded to obedience.”

      
      She could have shouted. Banged a fist on the council table. Reprimanded Edward for his tone of voice. But she was tired, and
         worried, and she wanted this meeting done with. Needed some small time in solitude, in fresh air, so she could think clearly
         about what must come next without their burdensome gazes and warlike expectations. Because when the matter of the dukes was
         dealt with, there was Mijak …
      

      
      She felt herself shiver, felt the nape of her neck crawl. I’m not ready. I can’t do this. God, why did you choose me? I think you’ve made a mistake.

      
      “Edward,” said Alasdair, looking at her. Knowing her fear. “Her Majesty needs no instruction. She was tutored by a king.”

      
      Edward nodded, saying nothing. But she thought she could hear his thoughts, and those of Rudi and Adric.

      
      Perhaps she was, but she has yet to show us.

      
      Which wasn’t fair or right and God curse them for their short, mean memories. Hadn’t she fought for her crown? Stood against
         Marlan? Stood against all of them until they saw reason?
      

      
      With Dexterity’s help. Now I’m alone, without convenient miracles. Now I’m a girl on a man’s throne, hesitant to force my
            authority down anyone’s throat with the tip of a blade. Does that make me weak? Was Zandakar right after all?

      
      Zandakar … fighting … protecting her people … winning against the dukes … the old days of Ethrea …

      
      “Rhian?” said Alasdair, suspicious. “What are you thinking?”

      
      She didn’t answer. An idea was forming, outrageous and unlikely. But no more unlikely than an Ethrean queen. She wasn’t yet
         ready to talk about it in council.
      

      
      I have to get out of here …

      
      She clasped her hands before her, chin lifted, eyes wide and carefully noncommittal. All her secrets hidden from the men who
         would rule her, if they could, even if only with the best of intentions. “My lords, we are agreed that the matter of Kyrin
         and Damwin must be promptly decided. They have tried our patience to its final length and can no longer be permitted to flout
         the Crown. Prolate Helfred, you and your Court Ecclesiastica must be ready to depart Kingseat at first light tomorrow. My
         missive to these egregious dukes shall be placed in your hands before you leave, and we will have further speech on how you
         should deport yourself while meeting with them.”
      

      
      Helfred nodded. “Your Majesty.”

      
      “Edward, Rudi …” She made herself smile, though a part of her still fumed at them. “Your care for my stewardship of Ethrea
         does not go unappreciated. Nor is it taken for granted that you stay here in the capital to give me wise counsel when your
         duchies cry out for their ducal lords. As soon as matters are more settled here I hope to let you return home, if that’s your
         wish. Or, if you prefer to remain on the privy council, that is equally agreeable to me.”
      

      
      Edward and Rudi exchanged ruefully resigned glances. “Majesty, we serve at your pleasure,” Edward replied. “For so long as
         you have need of two old men, we will remain.”
      

      
      She nodded, then turned to Adric. “Your Grace, I take comfort in the presence of youth on this council. Don’t despair if all
         seems overwhelming to you now. Time will season you, I have no doubt.”
      

      
      “Majesty,” said Adric. He almost sounded sulky. He was such a young man. He would do well to learn from Alasdair how dukes
         behaved in private and public.
      

      
      “Gentlemen, you are excused.”

      
      The council meeting broke up. Ven’Cedwin nodded respectfully to Helfred as he methodically salted his ink-wet parchment. Helfred
         spared Rhian a small, approving nod and took himself off. She wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or irritated. Somehow, in
         some strange way, regardless of how the world tossed and turned the pair of them, a part of her would always be the princess,
         Rhian, and a part of him would stay plain Chaplain Helfred. They didn’t speak of that, they just knew it. She wondered if
         he found it as bemusing as she did.
      

      
      The dukes departed, and finally Ven’Cedwin, and it was just herself and Alasdair in the small, high room she’d taken as her
         privy council chamber. That other room, where Marlan had held sway, was locked and bolted and would not be used again so long
         as she ruled in Ethrea.
      

      
      Alasdair shook his head at her. “One of these days you’re going to sit down through a privy council meeting. You’re queen
         whether you’re on your feet or your arse, you know.”
      

      
      She gave him a look. “I’m not certain it’s proper to use words like ‘arse’ to your sovereign.”

      
      Eyes glinting, he pushed away from the council table and joined her in front of the window. Kissed the tip of her nose, and then her lips, lightly. “Neither am I. Do you care?”
      

      
      She rested her hand flat to his chest. “Not in here, Alasdair. Never in here.”

      
      The playful, loving light in his face dimmed. He stepped back. “Majesty.”

      
      It nearly broke her bones not to throw her arms around him. “Alasdair, please. Don’t be like that. In every other room in
         this castle, in every room of every house in this kingdom, I can forget who I am. What I am. But if I forget that in here,
         in my privy council chamber, if I once let the woman rule the queen …” She shook her head. “I can’t. You mustn’t ask me.”
      

      
      He clasped his strong, gently ruthless hands behind his back. “Edward’s right, you know. You will have to fight them. You’ll
         have to surrender this fantasy, that men like Damwin and Kyrin will see reason if only you give them a little more time.”
         He laughed, unamused. “Even this ploy with Helfred. It won’t succeed. Do you truly think they’ll kiss the hem of his robe
         weeping penitent tears, and ride back to Kingseat with him so they can pledge their public loyalty to you?”
      

      
      She folded her arms. “No. Of course I don’t.”

      
      “Then why—”

      
      “Because it gives me some time, Alasdair! Time to think, time to prepare myself for what has to be done! Just because I recognise
         a harsh reality doesn’t mean I’m ready to embrace it like a lover!”
      

      
      Breathing hard she stared at him, willing him to understand. After a moment he nodded. “I can see you’d want time. Sound decisions
         are rarely made in haste.”
      

      
      And what did that mean? Was there a secret message coded into his seemingly harmless statement? She’d shown up on his doorstep,
         a fugitive exile, and they’d hastily married. Did he regret the decision? A duke in his own duchy was like a little king.
         Did Alasdair wish he’d remained in Linfoi, a duke, instead of condemning himself to a life as her consort, a life in her shadow, a life in which
         his crown would never be the same as hers?
      

      
      Don’t think about that now. You can’t afford to think about that.

      
      “What are you going to do, Rhian?” he said. “When Damwin and Kyrin push you to that last step, and you know they will. They’re
         not sensible men. What in God’s name are you going to do?”
      

      
      “You know what I’ll do,” she said, suddenly so tired. Tears were too close. “I’ll fight them, Alasdair. I have no other choice.”

      
      “I could fight them for you,” he said. “I could be your king consort commander. I could …” And then he sighed. His plain,
         bony, beautiful face was sad. “Except I can’t.”
      

      
      She’d never dreamed it would be so hard. Could be so hurtful. He doesn’t deserve this. It isn’t fair. “No,” she whispered. “At least … not yet. One day you’ll fight my battles for me, Alasdair, and nobody will think it makes
         me weak. But that day is a long way off. I need you, my love. You know how I need you. But for now the world must believe
         I need no man.”
      

      
      He nodded. “I know.”

      
      “I want to walk alone a while. When I’m ready I’ll find you, and you can tell me where my thinking shows itself too womanly.
         Would you go to Ven’Cedwin, and let him know I’ll need him after noon? Perhaps we could compose the dukes’ letters together.
         If you’re not taken up with other commitments.”
      

      
      He offered her a brief bow. “Majesty, I am, as always, your obedient servant.”

      
      There were times … last night, for instance, in their marriage bed … when he said such things and made of them a loving tease.

      
      And then there are times he makes of them a fist, and strikes me with it.

      
      “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I’ll find you later.”
      

      
      She was barely aware of the servants and courtiers who acknowledged her passing as she left the castle. They bowed, she nodded,
         no words were exchanged. She refused a cloying coterie of attendants and discouraged hangers-on at court. If she wanted company
         she called for it, otherwise everyone knew she was to be left alone.
      

      
      The weight of their gazes as she walked by was as heavy as any crown devised.

      
      Outside, in the privy gardens overlooking Kingseat township and the harbour, the sunshine was mellow. Warm as a mother’s breath
         against her skin. Rhian let her fingertips touch drooping, perfumed blossoms. Resisted what she knew she must consider and
         flirted, for a little while, with memories of simpler, happier times.
      

      
      And then she stopped, because she was no longer alone. The eldritch sense that had served her all her life told her who it
         was. Without looking over her shoulder she said, “Emperor Han. I know for certain this time there was no invitation.”
      

      
      The emperor laughed. “I took it for granted you would be pleased to see me.”

      
      “Did you indeed?” she said, and turned to confront him. “Well. That was very presumptuous of you.”

      
      He bowed. “It was, Queen Rhian.”

      
      Head to toe he was dressed in black silk: high-throated, long-sleeved tunic, narrow trousers. His long black hair was tied
         back from his extraordinary, ageless face. His dark brown eyes were watchful and amused. He wore no jewellery, no trappings
         of power … but even a blind man would not mistake him for a commoner.
      

      
      She considered him. “How did you gain access to my privy gardens?”

      
      “Does it matter? I am here.”

      
      “Are you an emperor or a witch-man?”

      
      His eyebrows rose, two beautiful black arches. “Perhaps I am both.”
      

      
      “And perhaps you could answer me like an honest man, instead of playing silly word games!”

      
      That surprised him. “You are bold, Queen of Ethrea.”

      
      “And also quite busy. Was there something you wanted, Han? Or are you simply bored, and seeking a diversion?”

      
      He hadn’t given her leave to address him as an intimate. She’d committed a breach of protocol.

      
      So we stand evenly matched. Witching himself here was just as rude. If that’s what he did, and I can’t think of another explanation.
            He’s hardly inconspicuous.

      
      Instead of answering, Han looked her up and down. His dark eyes gleamed, but whether in appreciation or condemnation she couldn’t
         tell.
      

      
      “I have known many queens, many empresses, many …” He smiled. “Women. Do you dress like a man in the hope other men will accept
         your rule, or is it that being a woman isn’t enough for you?”
      

      
      She looked down at her not-very-queenly clothing: leather huntsman’s leggings, a leather jerkin, silk shirt. On her feet,
         leather low-heeled half-boots. Strapped to her left hip, a knife once cherished by her brother, Ranald. Its hand-polished
         hilt was set with tigereye, his birthstone. Her fingers often found it, and touched it, remembering.
      

      
      “Han,” she said, looking up again, “you must think me witless if you believe I believe you’re here to comment on my choice
         of attire. What do you want?”
      

      
      He plucked a fragile pink ifrala blossom from a nearby flowerbed and held it to his nose, delicate as any lady-in-waiting.
         Breathing deeply he smiled. “Your mother had a sweet touch in her garden, Rhian. I remember she made ifrala perfume every
         spring.”
      

      
      She blinked. “You knew my mother?”

      
      “Briefly.” He opened his fingers and let the blossom drift to the grass. “Rhian, why have you not convened a meeting of the
         trading nations? Do you think this Mijak will change its mind? Or, like a little girl, do you hope that if you close your eyes tight the spirits and demons will not
         see you in the dark?”
      

      
      Spirits and demons. There are no such things. “If you’re so certain I’m wrong in waiting, Han, why haven’t you summoned the trading nations yourself?”
      

      
      “If I were the ruler of Ethrea, I would.”

      
      She folded her arms. “Why should I trust you, Han? Why should I trust your witch-man Sun-dao? I don’t know you. I only know
         your reputation, and the reputation of mighty Tzhung-tzhungchai. You swallow nations as I swallow a plum. Perhaps I’m the
         pit you think to spit out in the dirt.”
      

      
      “Rhian, Rhian …” Han sounded sorrowful. “Don’t disappoint me. The Tzhung empire has swallowed no-one for nearly two hundred
         years. You know that. And you know my witch-man speaks the truth. The truth rots in your dungeons. It yearns for the light.
         It dreams of a dead wife. Zandakar is the key to defeating Mijak. How long will you leave him a prisoner when your life, and
         my life, and as many lives as there are stars at night, depend upon him? How long will you deny the only truth that can save
         us?”
      

      
      “Zandakar is my concern, not yours,” she said, turning away.

      
      Han sighed. “Before Mijak is tamed you must tame your disobedient dukes. The dukes are why you do not convene the trading
         nations. Until they are tamed your crown is in danger. Zandakar is also the key to their downfall, and you know it. There
         is so little time until there is no time at all, Rhian. Will you let pain and pride waste these brief moments?”
      

      
      “Be quiet!” she snapped, spinning round. “Who are you to come here uninvited and tell me how I should rule and who I should see? If time is so brief, if I am so helpless, take
         your Tzhung warfleet and sink Mijak on your own!”
      

      
      Han smiled. His eyes were flat and black as obsidian. “If the wind desired it, girl, then so it would be and my empire would
         flood with the grateful tears of the saved. The wind does not. It blows me to you.”
      

      
      “I never asked it to! I never asked for this!”

      
      “The wind does not care,” said Han. “And neither do I. Deal with your dukes, Rhian.”

      
      Still fuming, she glared at him. “How?”

      
      “You ask for my help?”

      
      “I ask for your opinion! My father taught me there’s no shame in seeking counsel of a wise man. You’re an emperor. I assume
         you’ve had some experience of – of – uncooperative vassals.”
      

      
      His cold eyes warmed with amusement. “Yes.”

      
      “Well, then?”

      
      “Rhian, there is nothing I can tell you that you don’t already know. The wind has made you a warrior. No breathing man can
         fight the wind.”
      

      
      Perhaps that’s true. But this breathing woman can certainly try.

      
      “You can,” said Han. “But you won’t.”

      
      Was he inside her mind now? Or was her face less schooled than she liked to imagine? He infuriated and frightened her like
         no-one else she knew. “I don’t want to shed their blood, Han.”
      

      
      He shrugged. “Want means nothing. Need is all.”

      
      Tears burned her eyes, then, because she knew he was right. Hand on her knife-hilt, she blinked them away.

      
      “Go,” said the Emperor of Tzhung-tzhungchai. “Do what you must, Rhian. Do it quickly. And when you are done, I will be waiting.”

   
      
      
CHAPTER THREE


      
      

      
      The prison cell was too small for hotas, but Zandakar tried to dance them anyway. There was nothing else for him to do. No-one to talk to, he was the castle’s only
         prisoner. Sometimes the guards watched him when they weren’t gambling for coins, they watched him with their unfriendly eyes,
         their eyes with promises in them. They would hurt him if he danced too close.
      

      
      His cell was made of three stone walls and one of iron bars, a ceiling and a floor. No windows. No fresh air. No light, except
         for a burning lamp hung on a hook outside the bars where his fingers could not reach it. A bucket for piss and shit which
         his guards did not empty as often as they could. A wooden bench for sleeping. They gave him one blanket, but only because
         they had to. The guards of this castle did not like him, it was in their silent stares and their fingers on their clubs how
         much they longed to beat him. Hurt him. Avenge the wrong he had done their queen.
      

      
      Aieee, god. A dog in this Ethrea lives better. When I was Vortka’s prisoner I was treated like a man. Will I rot down here,
            will I die in this dark?

      
      He had been in his cell twelve highsuns. The guards did not tell him that, he counted time in his head. He visited Mijak in
         his memory, laughed with Lilit, rode with Dimmi, danced the hotas with his mother.
      

      
      Sometimes he dreamed of her, of Hekat. He dreamed she had found him, dreamed that she loved him, dreamed there never was blood
         and pain and misery between them.
      

      
      Stupid dreams, Zandakar. Zandakar, you are stupid.

      
      His knuckles on both hands were scraped raw where he had struck his stone prison walls trying to dance his hotas. His blood was on the walls of this place, in the rank air his hisses of pain. Once he would never have noticed such small
         hurts, now he felt as though his body was flayed. Everything hurt him. The world was a scorpion wheel, he could not escape.
         Crippled, he danced his crippled hotas, remembering Mijak and its wide open skies. The chanting of his warhost. The power in his blade.
      

      
      Along the prison corridor he heard a door open. His gambling guards scrambled to their feet, small coins clinking to the flagstones.

      
      “Majesty!”

      
      “Your Majesty!”

      
      Rhian.

      
      He stumbled sideways out of his hota, one shoulder striking the nearest stone wall.
      

      
      Rhian.

      
      She stared at him through his cell’s iron bars, her blue eyes shining like chips of ice. Her lips were straight and thinly
         pressed, no smile to see Zandakar, no pleasure to be here.
      

      
      “Open the cell door, Evley,” she said to the older of his two guards.

      
      Both men gaped at her. “Majesty?” said Evley. He had enough years to be her father. Like a father, he was concerned. “Majesty,
         I—”
      

      
      “Evley.”

      
      The guard Evley fumbled a key into the lock and turned it. Then he hauled the heavy iron-barred door open.

      
      Rhian’s chin came up, her eyes so blue, so cold. “Zandakar. With me.”

      
      He followed her out of his lightless stone prison, down the corridor, through the door at its end, up stone stairs and more
         stone stairs into the light.
      

      
      It hurt his eyes, he welcomed the pain. Sun on his underground skin, hot like the god’s wrath. Grass beneath his bare feet,
         birdsong in his empty ears. Breathing was hard. Believing was harder.
      

      
      I do not think I will be free for long.

      
      She had brought him to a garden beside the tall stone castle. There was salt in the breeze blowing into his face, the sweet
         scent of flowers, the ache of regrets. They were alone.
      

      
      Hands fisted on her slender hips, sheathed in leather like the finest snakeblade, Rhian looked at him. “Why is your hair blue?”

      
      Bemused, he stared back at her. Why was his hair blue? Why did it matter?

      
      “We’re told your brother’s hair is blood red,” she said impatiently. “And your warriors’ hair is black. Why are they different,
         Zandakar? What does it mean?”
      

      
      “Ask chalava,” he said. “I wei know.”
      

      
      “Were you born with blue hair? Was your brother born with red?”

      
      He folded his arms. “You free me to talk hair, Rhian?”

      
      “I haven’t freed you.”

      
      Aieee, the god see him. She was still so angry. He could not tell her his truth, that the colour of his hair changed the first
         time he killed with the god’s power. She feared him too much as it was. But he could not lie to her, not outright. Lies were
         poison. He could stand between the truth and a lie, that would keep him in her company for now, for a little while.
      

      
      “My hair born black,” he said. “Chalava make hair blue when it make me chalava-hagra.” He frowned. “I think you say hammer.”
      

      
      “Yes, Zandakar,” said Rhian. “I know what you are.”

      
      There was a knife on her left hip. He nodded at it. “You dance your hotas? You wei forget?”
      

      
      “No. I dance them.”

      
      “Show me.”
      

      
      “What?” She half-turned from him, the heel of one hand pressing to her forehead. “Zandakar—”

      
      “Show me.”

      
      She turned back. In her eyes he saw her hunger, saw how she missed the glory of hotas with a fellow warrior. They were only complete if they were not danced alone.
      

      
      I miss dancing them with Rhian. Aieee, god, I miss Rhian.

      
      She unsheathed her knife. On the green grass, beneath the blue sky, his dirty blue godtouched hair combed by the salt breeze
         and without his own blade, he danced the hotas with Rhian and felt the scorpion wheel world fade away. She was the falcon, the sandcat, the scorpion. He was her shadow,
         her mirror, her foe. In her eyes all the pain he had caused her, in her blade the desire for his blood.
      

      
      Twelve highsuns in captivity, his muscles were sluggish. Her blade did not touch him but many times it came close. Her angry
         eyes laughed, then, her teeth bared in a smile. She had not lied, she did not forget her hotas. She was Queen of Ethrea and did not forget to dance. Lithe and supple, flowing like water, like liquid gold, she gifted him
         with every dance he had taught her. She tasked him with every light blow of her fist. No tasking on the godhouse scorpion
         wheel had ever hurt his flesh so much.
      

      
      Distracted by sorrow, by the pain in her because of him, he let her leap behind him. Her leg scythed out, catching him hard
         behind the knees. He fell to the green grass and then she was on him, thighs straddling his heaving chest, knees clamped to
         his ribs, one hand fisted in his hair. She was straining his head back, her sharp blade pressed against his bared throat.
         Was that sweat on her face or was his queen weeping?
      

      
      He waited, waited, for her blade to drink his blood.

      
      On a wild cry she released him. Her knife sank point-first into the soft ground and she sprang to her feet. Her eyes as she stared down at him were violent with pain.
      

      
      “Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you lie?”

      
      “You lost in my land. In Mijak,” he said, meeting her tempestuous gaze. “You afraid. Alone. You have killing secrets. What
         you tell me, king of my land?”
      

      
      “You could’ve trusted me, Zandakar. I trusted you.”

      
      He smiled. “You learn my secret, Rhian. You put me in prison.”

      
      “I put you in prison because – because – tcha!” She bent and snatched her knife out of the ground, then stepped away from him. Her knuckles on the knife-hilt were white.
         “You made me a fool before Emperor Han!”
      

      
      Emperor Han. The tall amber-skinned man. His servants were demons, they summoned the wind.

      
      “Emperor Han is gajka?”

      
      She dragged a sleeved forearm over her face. “I don’t know what he is, Zandakar. I don’t know what you are.”
      

      
      Cautiously, he sat up. “Gajka, Rhian. Friend.”
      

      
      Instead of answering she wiped the dirt and grass from her knife and thrust it back in its sheath. “Have you heard of Tzhung-tzhungchai?”

      
      He shook his head. “This is land of Emperor Han?”

      
      “His empire. Zho.”

      
      “I wei hear of Tzhung-tzhungchai.”
      

      
      Her gaze slid to him, sideways. “Well, he’s heard of you. And not only recently. He says there is mention of Mijak in the
         Imperial Library, in books written hundreds of years ago. I thought Tzhung-tzhungchai was the oldest empire in the world.
         Now it seems Mijak is older. Did you know that? Do you know your own history?”
      

      
      “Wei. Wei learn history in Mijak. Learn chalava. Learn hotas. Learn to lead chotzaka.”

      
      “Chotzaka? That’s your word for army?”
      

      
      He shrugged. “I think zho.”

      
      Pacing now, she tugged her fingers through her curling hair, grown long enough almost to be godbraided. Tiny little spiky braids, like those of a child. But she was not a child.
         She was a woman, with a man in her bed. She was a queen. Life and death were in her eyes.
      

      
      “Han says Mijak was once a mighty empire. And then overnight it simply … disappeared. Your people were never heard from again.
         Not until now. You don’t know what happened?”
      

      
      “Wei. Yatzhay.”

      
      “Han doesn’t know either.”

      
      Han, she called him, and yet they were not friends. Or perhaps they were and she did not wish to tell him. If he asked her
         he thought she would not say. So he asked another question, asked what had eaten at him in the night, in the dark.
      

      
      “Dexterity, Rhian. He lives?”

      
      She stopped pacing, glared down at him. “Zho. Of course. What do you take me for?” Then she shook her head. “Zandakar, I don’t wish to speak of Dexterity. He is one man.
         I have a kingdom to care for.”
      

      
      She had a kingdom to care for and yet she was here. He uncoiled himself from the grass to stand before her. “You come to me.
         Why?”
      

      
      “Some on my council say you should be put to death,” she said, fisted hands on her hips, a fighting challenge in her eyes.

      
      It did not surprise him. For certain Alasdair king would deal the killing blow himself. The dukes have no love for me, they would smile to see me die. Who did that leave to speak for his life? Only one he could think of. “Helfred?”
      

      
      “Tcha, Helfred,” she said, impatience and reluctant admiration in her voice. Aieee, god, how he had missed that. “Who else is such
         a thorn in my side? As prolate, he says you are an instrument of God. He says God has brought you to us and God must use you
         as he sees fit.”
      

      
      “You say?”

      
      “The dukes Damwin and Kyrin refuse to accept I am their queen.”
      

      
      He knew that. The guards enjoyed gossip as much as gambling. They spoke of Rhian’s coronation, of the joyful shouting in the
         streets. They spoke of the dukes who had been there, and the dukes who defied her, staying away. Damwin and Kyrin, who had
         not fallen as Marlan fell. That made the guards angry. They were simple men. They loved Rhian, their queen.
      

      
      “Rhian wei let these dukes live.”
      

      
      “Helfred travels to them tomorrow,” she said, her voice cold. “He’ll take with him a letter, in which I shall command them
         to yield.”
      

      
      “Helfred. Then Ethrea god will smite them?”

      
      “Why do you say that?” she demanded. “Why do you think God must want to hurt, to kill?”

      
      He shrugged. “Raklion chotzu. Chalava say to him, you are Mijak chotzu. Chalava-chaka of other chotzu, they defy chalava. Nagarak chalava-chaka, he smites them for chalava.”

      
      “Raklion? Who—”

      
      “Adda. I think you say father.”

      
      “Your father?”

      
      “Zho.”
      

      
      “So. Your father’s chalava-chaka, his holy man, yes? – killed anyone who disagreed with him? And that is acceptable in Mijak?” Frowning, she shook her head.
         “Well, it certainly explains things.”
      

      
      Why did she not understand? “Helfred is chalava-chaka for Rhian, zho? He is chalava-chaka for Ethrea god.”
      

      
      “And so it must follow that Helfred will strike the dukes dead in God’s name?”

      
      “Ethrea god smite Marlan.”

      
      He watched the memory of Ethrea’s burning high godspeaker shift over her face, shadow-swift and unwelcome. “That was different,” she muttered. “I don’t know what that was.” She shivered. “And where is your father in all
         this, Zandakar?”
      

      
      “Dead.”

      
      Her gaze softened. “Yatzhay.”

      
      “Rhian …” He wanted to touch her, to shake her until she saw he was right. “You wei let Damwin and Kyrin live.”
      

      
      She took a step back. “Truly, Zandakar, your people are barbaric. I think all you must care about is killing and blood.”

      
      Barbaric. He did not know that word but he could guess what it meant. Anger burned him. “Rhian stupid if she let dukes live. Arrow
         in the body, make poison, kill, does Rhian leave it there?”
      

      
      “You think I believe you care for me?” she said, her eyes and voice hot now. “You lied to me, Zandakar. You are in prison because of me. I would be stupid if I thought you cared!”
      

      
      He exhaled a deep and shuddering breath. “My wife Lilit, beautiful like Rhian. Hair. Eyes. She—”

      
      “She died, I know,” said Rhian impatiently. “Your mother killed her. It was terrible. I know. You’ve suffered. But—”

      
      “Wei let Yuma and Dimmi hurt you, Rhian,” he said. “I see you, I see Lilit. I see Na’ha’leima. I see Targa and Zree.” His fist
         struck his heart. “Dead people, Rhian. Many many dead people.”
      

      
      Her eyes were full of tears. “People you killed, Zandakar. People you murdered. So much blood on your hands. Do you think
         I want to be like you?”

      
      He did touch her then. Fingertips to her cheek snatched swiftly away. “Mijak coming, Rhian. You wei fight Mijak and dukes.”
      

      
      “I know that,” she whispered. “I’m not stupid. Why else have I come to you?”

      
      His heart lifted. “Rhian want Zandakar to kill dukes?”
      

      
      “Zandakar, for the love of Rollin!” She punched him with her small, hard fist. “Wei.” Then she shook her head again. “Though you’d do it if I asked you. Strange man, you are a mystery.”
      

      
      He looked at her steadily, not quite convinced. “Rhian will fight dukes? Rhian will kill them?”

      
      “You doubt I can do it?” she retorted. “You doubt I can kill a man? You have a short memory, Zandakar.”

      
      No. His memory was as long as shadows in the desert. He wished he could forget. Wished he could touch Rhian and take away
         her pain. “You wei want to kill that chalava-chaka.”

      
      “No, I did not,” she said. “Yet Ven’Martin is dead. When I close my eyes at night his dying face is the last thing I see.”
         She stared at him, eyes hollow, thin lines pinched round her mouth. “What do you see, Zandakar, when you close your eyes?”
      

      
      Lilit. His butchered son. The butchered sons and daughters of the cities he had razed. That dead baby, killed by Vanikil shell-leader.
         In his dreams he heard it wail.
      

      
      “You see your dead too, don’t you?” Rhian demanded. “They haunt you as mine haunt me. Don’t try to deny it, Zandakar. I can
         see it in your eyes. You see them. You hear them. You’re never alone.”
      

      
      He nodded, reluctant. “Zho.”

      
      “Why did you stop, Zandakar?” she whispered. “Why did you turn your back on your killing god?”

      
      So many godmoons had waxed and waned since Na’ha’leima, sometimes he wondered if that time was a dream, if the voice in his
         heart had spoken at all. Vortka had not believed in it and Vortka heard the god best of any man he knew.
      

      
      “I wei turn my back on chalava,” he said. “Chalava say wei kill. I wei kill.”
      

      
      “Told you to stop killing and not your brother? Your mother? It makes no sense to me, Zandakar. Why would your god do that?”
      

      
      “Wei question chalava, Rhian,” he said. “Chalava is chalava.”

      
      That made her stare. “You never question God? Never shake your fist at heaven and demand ‘Why me?’ Is your god so cruel, then?
         Does he have no mercy, no compassion, no love for those who kneel before him?”
      

      
      He could not answer. He remembered the godpool, remembered warmth and a sweet voice, heavy with sorrow as he swam in the blood.

      
      Zandakar, my son, my son. I am with you, though the road is long and steep and strewn with stones. All that will come to pass
            must come to pass. Grieve, weep, endure, surrender. I will be with you, unto the end.

      
      That was the voice he had heard in Na’ha’leima, the voice that urged him to kill no more. He had not heard it before the godpool,
         he had not heard it since leaving Na’ha’leima. Was that voice the god or was it a demon? He did not know. He was lost in Ethrea,
         he was too far from home. If the god was with him here he was deaf, dumb and blind to it.
      

      
      I am alone.

      
      Rhian still marvelled. “Not a day goes by that I don’t ask God what he thinks he’s doing. He hasn’t answered yet. Perhaps
         he’s hoping I’ll go away, or lose my voice.”
      

      
      Aieee, tcha, these people of Ethrea with their soft god who did not smite them for their wicked tongues. When Mijak’s god
         came for them they would burn like dry reeds in a fire. Cold in the sunlight, he looked at Rhian’s lovely face.
      

      
      She will burn if I do not save her. How can I save her? I am nothing now.

      
      He said the only thing he could think of, the one thing she could not seem to remember. “You queen, Rhian.”

      
      She spared him a sour glance. “Yes, yes, for my sins I am queen. And if I hadn’t sought the crown, if I’d done what Papa and
         Marlan wanted …” She curled her fingers round the hilt of her knife. “Ven’Martin would be living, not rotting in the ground.
         It doesn’t matter that he was wrong in attempting my life. I pushed him to his sinful action. His death lies at my door and
         I have but one remedy for it, Zandakar. If his death is to mean something I must be more than a queen. I must be a great queen. I must save my kingdom from your brother and mother and bloodthirsty god. But before I can do that …” For the second
         time she slid her knife from its sheath and stared at its polished blade glinting in the sun. “I must save my kingdom from
         itself.”
      

      
      There was such pain in her face, her eyes, her voice. The knife blade trembled. “Rhian,” he said, “you queen.”

      
      “I know that,” she said, her gaze still fixed on her knife. “And I remember what you told me in Old Scooton. The dukes are
         bad men. For Ethrea’s sake I must see them thrown down or I’ll be a bad queen.”
      

      
      Rhian was strong, she was a bold strong woman, but at the core of her strength beat a heart that felt so many things. He loved
         her for it. Would he love her if she was like the empress his mother, joyful at the thought of shedding blood?
      

      
      I think I would not.

      
      “Rhian has soldiers,” he said gently.

      
      She nodded. “Yes. But the people of those duchies have done no wrong. The dukes’ soldiers are blameless too, they but follow
         their lords. It’s the dukes who sin here, against me and my crown.”
      

      
      “You smite, zho?”

      
      She glanced at him, her beautiful face grim with purpose. “Zho.”

      
      He wanted to laugh, he was so pleased. “Good, Rhian.”

      
      “Good? Tcha!” She thrust her blade back into its sheath. “It’s not, but I don’t have a choice. We have a law in Ethrea. It’s not been used
         in centuries, but it still holds. I can challenge the dukes to judicial combat and prove my right to rule on their bodies.
         If I defeat them, by law the matter is settled and can never be challenged again.”
      

      
      He felt his heart thud. “Dukes try to kill Rhian.”

      
      “Yes. Well.” She tried to smile. “It seems you’ve discovered the flaw in my plan.”

      
      “Alasdair king knows you will do this?”

      
      She stared at the castle walls as though she could see through them to the man she had married. “Not yet.”

      
      And when she told him he would not be pleased. Ethrean men did not see women as warriors.

      
      “Rhian is sure dukes will fight?”

      
      She smiled, unamused. “Pride will prevent them from declining to meet me. If they refuse, even using the excuse that no man
         of honour would draw steel on a woman, too many would taunt them and say they refused out of fear. Besides …” She shrugged.
         “These are arrogant men. It won’t occur to them they could lose.”
      

      
      “Rhian could lose.”

      
      She shifted her gaze, her eyes bleakly upon him. “Yes. But I won’t. Not with you to teach me. I need your help to prepare,
         Zandakar. I have no idea how to dance the hotas against men who have trained with longswords.”
      

      
      He felt the world go still and quiet. “Rhian would let Zandakar out of prison? Trust him with a blade? A sword?”

      
      “If I do, will you swear on Lilit’s soul that you can be trusted?”
      

      
      He held out his hand. “Rhian – your blade.”

      
      After a moment’s hesitation she gave it to him. Pushing back the stained and stinking rag of his sleeve, before she could
         stop him he drew the sharp knife through the meat of his forearm. Pain burned. Bright red blood welled and dripped to the ground.
      

      
      “Zandakar!” she shouted, and snatched the knife from his fingers. “Are you mad?”

      
      It was the cleanest pain he had felt for so long. He watched his blood splatter and pool on the grass. “Blood for Ethrea.
         Blood for Rhian.” He pressed a clenched fist hard against his heart, pumping his blood to the grass at her feet. “You trust
         Zandakar.”
      

      
      “I trust you’re a fool,” she retorted, pulling a kerchief from inside her leather jerkin. “I trust you’re a man, and like a man you—”
      

      
      A shout, and the sound of running feet. He turned and she turned with him, her hand pressing linen against the wound in his
         arm. His prison guards charged towards them, Evley and the youth named Blay. Their swords glittered in the sunlight and his
         death was in their faces.
      

      
      Rhian stepped forward, her hands upheld. “Halt! Halt, I tell you! There’s no danger here. Put up your swords and explain yourselves. Evley?”
      

      
      The guard Evley grabbed at the younger man and they stumbled to a standstill. Their swords remained unsheathed, but pointed
         to the grass. “Majesty, we heard you shout.”
      

      
      “And you took that as a command to interrupt my privy business?”

      
      The guard Evley paled. “No, Your Majesty, I—”

      
      “You took it upon yourself to hover in the shadows, as though I were a green girl in need of protection,” Rhian snapped. “You
         are presumptuous, Evley. Return to the garrison and inform Commander Idson of my displeasure. Blay!”
      

      
      The young guard flinched. “Majesty,” he whispered.

      
      “Run to Ursa. Tell her I’m bringing her a patient. Well, why are you still standing there? I told you to run!”
      

      
      The guards withdrew. Zandakar watched Rhian drop to the grass and wipe her knife free of his blood. When it was clean she rose to stare him coldly in the face. “Fool. How
         could you think I have a care for such pointless grand gestures?”
      

      
      Her accusation was more painful than the blade-cut. “I swear blood to you, Rhian. My life for your life.”

      
      She shoved her knife back into its sheath. “Yes. But couldn’t you have sworn blood to me without bleeding?” She reached for
         his arm a second time. “Show me.”
      

      
      Without blood, without pain, his oath would mean nothing. To swear in blood was to swear in the heart.

      
      She is not Mijaki, she cannot know this.

      
      “It’ll need stitches,” said Rhian, and roughly bound his forearm with her linen kerchief. “Come. Ursa’s waiting.”

      
      She led him into the castle, along many corridors, past shocked staring servants who bowed their heads as he and Rhian approached
         then whispered and pointed in their wake. He knew he was filthy, he knew his flesh stank. He knew to these people of Ethrea
         he was a strange and frightening creature. It did not matter. He was Rhian’s creature while she had need of him. He was the
         god’s creature too, though it seemed the god had no need of him at all.
      

      
      They made their way to the far side of the castle, to a chamber at the end of one short corridor. The corridor’s windows showed
         more gardens and a courtyard and a wagon unloading wooden crates and parcels wrapped in canvas. Rhian pushed the chamber’s
         door open and swept inside. The room was small, lined with wide benches and empty shelves. Shiny metal hooks hung from beams
         in the ceiling. The centre space was taken up by a large wooden table. Ursa stood behind it, unpacking a crate full of stoppered
         clay pots. She looked up and nodded, she was not a woman intimidated by power.
      

      
      “Majesty. I got your message.” Hands on her hips, she shifted her grey gaze. “Zandakar.”
      

      
      She did not like him, it did not matter. “Ursa.”

      
      The physick frowned at the bloodstained linen round his arm. “I never liked knives. This is what happens when idiots play
         with knives.”
      

      
      “He did it on purpose,” said Rhian, and closed the chamber door. “I need him healed enough for swordplay, Ursa.”

      
      Ursa’s eyebrows lifted, disapproving. “You’ve released him?”

      
      “Am I required to explain myself to you?” said Rhian sharply. “Stitch his wound, Ursa. Give him whatever drugs he needs so
         we can train in the hour before sunset.”
      

      
      “Hota’s,” said Ursa. Her lips thinned, her brows lowered. “Majesty—”

      
      “The answer to my question, Ursa, is no,” said Rhian. “I am not required to explain myself to you. Do as I’ve asked.” She turned. “Zandakar, you’ll remain here until someone comes for you.
         When they come, obey their instructions. I’ll see you again before dusk.”
      

      
      He pressed a fist to his heart. “Rhian.”

      
      “Well, well, well,” said Ursa as the door closed behind Rhian. Her eyes were unfriendly, there was no warmth in her. “I thought
         we’d seen the last of you.”
      

      
      He shrugged. “Rhian did this, I wei ask.”
      

      
      “Then Rhian’s a fool, and you can tell her I said so.”

      
      “Ursa …” He stood adrift in the chamber as the physick rummaged in her familiar battered leather bag. The sight of it, a reminder
         of their days on the road, the times she had smiled at him and he had helped with her physicking, the other times she had
         healed him, those memories made him breathe deeply and sigh. “You live in castle?”
      

      
      She glanced up. “No. I’m appointed Rhian’s royal physick, and so I must keep a chamber here and be ready should she need me. I also take care of the castle staff. But I’m keeping my old practice. Bamfield’s got it well in
         hand, and—” She slapped a hand to the table. “And why I’m telling you this I’m sure I don’t know. Give me your arm and let’s
         get this business done with.”
      

      
      “Ursa,” he said, as she physicked him with skill but little tenderness. “Dexterity …”

      
      Fiercely she glared at him. “No. You’ve done that silly man enough harm already. If I have my way you’ll not lay eyes on him
         again. I thought Rhian had taken care of that, locking you in prison where you belong. Now it seems she’s let you out and
         I’m sure she thinks she knows what she’s about. She’s queen, she’ll do as she does with no nevermind from me. But Jones is
         all I have of family and you won’t get a chance to hurt him again. Not while God’s left breath in my body. So you be quiet
         now and let me stitch this cut, for there’s not a thing you can say to me that I have a care to hear.”
      

      
      He was a man grown, he had no fear of ageing women. Yet in her eyes he saw the fury of Nagarak and it chilled the hot blood
         seeping from his wound.
      

      
      “Yatzhay, Ursa,” he said softly. “Zandakar yatzhay.”

      
      She did not answer, not even to scold him with her eyes. He did as she said, he let her stitch him in silence. Never in his
         life had someone sewed his flesh like leather. The pain burned, he welcomed it.
      

      
      Aieee, Dexterity. Are you tasked because of me?

      
      He wanted to ask Ursa, he wanted to know what he had done. But he knew she would not answer. He sat in silence, and wept in
         his heart.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER FOUR


      
      

      
      Alasdair waited for Rhian in the privy state chamber, where she preferred to conduct matters of the realm in peace and quiet.
         In the past, tradition had surrounded Ethrea’s monarch with the trappings of pomp and ceremony, with attendants and secretaries
         and under-secretaries and gentlemen of the chamber and any number of hopeful courtiers eager for notice and advancement. King
         Eberg had lived his royal life in such a bright and busy light. On coming to the capital as his duchy’s representative on
         the council, Alasdair had found such crowding odd and not much to his liking. His father, though Linfoi’s duke at that time,
         had never been one for toadies and flatterers or any kind of retinue. He’d trusted his own judgement, never requiring echoes
         to convince himself he was right … or as a reminder that he was indeed a duke.
      

      
      Rhian was like him in that.

      
      And I admire it. Although it might be nice if even once she consulted with me, her husband and king, before making a decision
            that will affect us both.

      
      Anger burned dull beneath his ribs, lacking only the sight of her to fan it into full flame.

      
      Zandakar.

      
      In the antechamber beyond this small and cosy room waited Ven’Cedwin, ready to transcribe her final letter of appeal and command
         to the dukes of Hartshorn and Meercheq. He found it hard to comprehend that Kyrin and Damwin could continue so stubborn. Please
         God Helfred would bring them to a sense of their futility before their defiance led to bloodshed.
      

      
      But I doubt it.

      
      He’d left the chamber’s door open. Through it he heard a sound in the antechamber, the whispered creaking of a hinge, the
         turning of a handle. Heard Ven’Cedwin get to his feet.
      

      
      “Your Majesty.”

      
      “Ven’Cedwin?” Rhian sounded distracted, and surprised. “I didn’t think you were sent for yet. I’m not ready for the writing
         of the dukes’ letters.”
      

      
      Alasdair moved from the curtained window to the doorway and looked into the antechamber. “Since this is a matter of urgency,
         Rhian, I thought it best he be waiting close by. Especially since you are so busy, with other weighty matters on your mind
         …”
      

      
      He saw in her face that she realised what he meant. Her eyes, which could burn so warm, lost their light. Lips tightened,
         jaw set, she nodded. “Indeed.” She turned. “Ven’Cedwin, His Majesty and I have some small matters to discuss before I’ll be
         ready to dictate the dukes’ letters. Have you yet broken your midday fast?”
      

      
      “I have not, Majesty.”

      
      She smiled. “Then by all means excuse yourself to the buttery, and be certain of a hearty meal. One hour should see me ready
         to begin.” She nodded at his leather box of inks, pens and papers on the floor beside his chair. “Leave your tools here, I’ll
         keep them safe.”
      

      
      Ven’Cedwin bowed. “Majesty.” Turning, he bowed again. “King Alasdair.”

      
      As the antechamber door closed behind the venerable, Rhian pressed a hand to her eyes. “Don’t shout at me, Alasdair. I had
         no choice.”
      

      
      “No choice but to let Zandakar out of his cell? How is that, Rhian? What possible use can he be to you now?”
      

      
      She stared at him, her dulled eyes hurt. “Are you setting spies to watch for me, Alasdair?”

      
      “Don’t be stupid,” he snapped. “Did you think no-one would comment as you paraded him through the palace covered in blood?”
      

      
      “He wasn’t covered in blood, he cut his arm. I took him to Ursa.”
      

      
      “Cut his arm how? Did he attack you? Were you forced to defend yourself?”

      
      With a sigh Rhian dropped into the nearest chair. “No, of course he didn’t attack me. If you must know he cut himself, Alasdair.
         Swearing a blood oath that he’d serve me unto death.”
      

      
      “Rhian …” Fighting the urge to take her by the shoulders and shake until all her bones rattled, he stepped out of the doorway.
         “A queen can’t afford sentiment. The man is an enemy. Rollin save us, he’s the son of the woman bent on our destruction!”
      

      
      “Zandakar’s not responsible for his mother and brother,” she replied. “Any more than Helfred was responsible for his uncle.
         We are born as we’re born, Alasdair. What counts is what we do, not how our relatives conduct themselves. Should Ludo run
         amok in Linfoi tomorrow, am I supposed to hold you accountable?”
      

      
      The idea of Ludo running amok almost made him smile; the weight of a ducal chain had anchored his cousin almost to immobility.
         But I have no doubt the shock of it will wear off. I should see him married soon, to complete his unlikely transformation. “No. Of course not.”
      

      
      “Well, then,” said Rhian, as though the matter were settled.

      
      “Rhian, Ludo is not Zandakar and you know it,” he replied, forcing a mildness he did not feel. “For one thing, Ludo’s never
         killed a man in his life while Zandakar—”
      

      
      “Has killed thousands, I know,” said Rhian, allowing temper free rein. “There’s no need to remind me. Alasdair, it’s because he’s killed that I need him
         now.”
      

      
      He moved to the antechamber’s other empty chair and sat, his heart pounding. He so mistrusted the thoughts shifting behind
         her eyes. “Why?”
      

      
      “Oh, Alasdair. When I said I had no choice but to fight the dukes, what do you think I meant?”

      
      She can’t. She can’t. She’s barely left her girlhood behind. “You mean to challenge them to judicial combat.”
      

      
      She smiled. “I should’ve known you’d guess.”

      
      Dear God, judicial combat. No quarter, no mercy. No verdict without a death …

      
      “Rhian—”

      
      Pushing out of her chair she dropped to one knee on the floor before him and took his suddenly cold hands in hers. “My love,
         I must. If it comes to it, I must. There is still some little hope that Helfred’s stern warnings will bring Kyrin and Damwin
         to their senses, but …”
      

      
      “Helfred’s not his uncle,” he said. “He lacks Marlan’s natural intimidation.”

      
      “Perhaps.” She smiled again, wryly. “Although I think Helfred might surprise. Would God have chosen him if he weren’t more
         than he seems?”
      

      
      He let his thumb rub the back of her hand. “Rhian, I’m not comfortable with so much talk of God. Ethrea has managed well enough
         these past centuries without such heady divine interventions. I mistrust these signs and omens now.”
      

      
      “Don’t let Helfred hear you say so,” she told him. “I doubt he’d take it kindly, especially from a king. Besides, how can
         you doubt what happened? Like it or not, Alasdair, you were there. You saw Dexterity burn, the child return to life. Marlan.
         You heard Helfred chosen prolate.”
      

      
      He pulled his hands free of her. “What I saw and heard, Rhian, and what those events mean have yet to be reconciled. All this
         talk of men chosen by God … you of all people should see where lies the danger! Let a man believe himself chosen of God and it seems to me all common sense flies out the window. Yes, and goodness too. Marlan—”
      

      
      “Revealed himself Godless in the end,” she said sharply, standing. “He was a wicked man, and was harshly punished for his
         sins.”
      

      
      “Rhian …” He stood too and did take her by the shoulders, not to shake her but to move her aside so he could pace out his
         fear and temper round the confines of the antechamber. “I never knew you to be so pious.”
      

      
      “I’m not pious,” she protested. “But I can’t deny what I’ve seen! I can’t turn my back on what I’ve been told!”
      

      
      “You’ve been told you’re God’s chosen,” he said, and felt his guts tighten with fright. “That’s a heady brew, Rhian. Men thrice your age might well
         be thrown off stride.” He stopped pacing and faced her, let her see his fear for her writ plain in his eyes. “Do you think
         you’re invincible? Do you think that because it seems you’ve been chosen to—”
      

      
      “Seems?” Her chin came up and her eyes glinted dangerously. “Are you doubting my part in this now, Alasdair?”

      
      No. But I’m wishing some other princess had been chosen. “What I’m trying to say, my love, is that if you’re not careful this choosing could lull you into overconfidence. Could beguile
         you into believing you’re more than flesh and blood, that no harm can come to you no matter how you risk yourself. That you’d
         even think of fighting Damwin and Kyrin … Rollin’s mercy, can you believe I’ll stand by and watch you throw yourself onto
         their swords?”
      

      
      Slowly she walked to him, and slowly she framed his face with her hands. Hands that were callused from the hilt of her knife
         and the hour upon hour she spent dancing Zandakar’s hotas. Hands that only last night had—
      

      
      “I believe you know I must end their defiance,” she said softly, distracting him. “Every day that passes without their bending their knee to my authority is a day that lends
         weight to the muttering of the ambassadors.”
      

      
      He took her wrists and loosened her clasping hands. There was a dried bloodstain on the cuff of her silk shirt. Zandakar’s
         oath. A pity he hadn’t sworn it in heart’s blood. “You can’t make decisions based upon opinions held by men who have no sway
         here.”
      

      
      “But they do have sway, Alasdair,” she insisted. “They talk amongst themselves, they strike bargains, sign treaties, shift
         alliances as their masters dictate. They have lives and purposes beyond our influence. They are men of power. And somehow
         I must convince them to defer to me. To follow my leadership against Mijak. What hope do I have of that if they see I can’t
         discipline two errant dukes? And if Emperor Han suspects I’m not strong enough to do this …”
      

      
      “Han,” he spat, and turned away. “I don’t trust him. I don’t trust his witch-men. I am not a pious man and even I see there
         is the stench of unsavoury practice upon them.”
      

      
      “It’s true,” Rhian said after a moment. “The witch-men of Tzhung-tzhungchai aren’t … comfortable. They dabble in things we
         don’t understand. But I have to trust there’s a purpose to their presence, Alasdair. I have to trust I can trust Tzhung’s
         emperor, at least for now.”
      

      
      “And I think you place too much trust in trust,” he retorted, turning back. “And not enough in the world we see and touch
         without miracles.”
      

      
      “Alasdair …” Rhian folded her arms, growing impatient. “I’m not talking of miracles now. I’m talking of cold hard reality,
         of consequences that will follow if I don’t face the truth. A horde of brutal warriors is poised to sweep across Ethrea –
         and after Ethrea, the rest of the world. Perhaps Arbenia and Harbisland and the others already suspect trouble stirs in the
         east, or it could be that Han and I are the only rulers who know. But even if we are, Mijak won’t stay secret forever. And when the trading
         nations’ ambassadors learn the truth, they must believe I can stand against the coming darkness. If they don’t, if they see
         me weak against two mere dukes, I fear they’ll join together and wrest Ethrea from my grasp, all in the name of self-preservation.”
      

      
      “I understand that,” he said, his throat tight. “What I don’t understand is why you must be the one to risk your life against
         Damwin and Kyrin. I’m your king consort, Rhian. There’s no shame in sending me against them in your stead. Not even Emperor
         Han fights with his own blade. He has warriors who shed blood in his name. Let me be your warrior. Don’t risk Ethrea for your
         pride.”
      

      
      “Alasdair, Alasdair …” Again Rhian approached him. “That’s unfair. When was I ever a prideful woman?”

      
      He couldn’t help it: he laughed. “Rhian!”

      
      “All right,” she conceded with a reluctant smile. “I’m proud, but not in that way. This has nothing to do with wanting to
         prove myself a dashing hero, it’s about proving myself more than an upstart miss. And—”
      

      
      “What?” he said, when she didn’t finish the thought. “Rhian, what?”

      
      She laid a palm flat to his velvet-covered chest, frowning. “I’ll prick your pride if I say it,” she murmured. “Haven’t we enough strife between us?”
      

      
      She didn’t have to say more. He knew what she meant. “You think I can’t defeat the dukes, where you can.”

      
      “Alasdair …” She sighed. “If it were a public jousting, a play to entertain and amuse, with blunted swords and padding aplenty
         I have no doubt you’d trounce the pair of them handily. No doubt. But this bout will be to the death.”
      

      
      “And I’ve never drawn a sword in anger, or in the need to defend my life.” I’ve never killed. “Still, neither have the dukes, Rhian. They and I are evenly matched on that score.”
      

      
      “Perhaps. But they’ve had more years to play with swords than you,” she said. “And I know for a fact both Damwin and Kyrin
         take their swordplay most serious. Papa could never best them in the annual joustings. But even if you’re right and you’re
         their equal, and more than their equal, here’s the bitter truth. You and Damwin and Kyrin have had fencing masters to school
         you. Your form may be perfect, your touch with a blade a thing of beauty … but you only ever danced for show. Whereas I have
         had a warrior train me, a man steeped in blood from the moment of his birth. Every time I dance with him it is to make of
         myself a better killing queen. And if I’m to win the ambassadors to my cause I must show them my cold, killing face. Mine,
         Alasdair. For it’s my lead they must follow in the fight against Mijak.”
      

      
      Her eyes were devoid of light and warmth and even the smallest hint of love. She was gone far away from him, to a dark place
         he didn’t envy, to the dark place where Zandakar lived … and she lived with him.
      

      
      “I’ll not dissuade you, then?” he said. To his own ears his voice sounded dry and defeated. “Nothing I say can turn you from
         this path?”
      

      
      She laid two fingers across his lips. “If anyone could, Alasdair, it would be you. I swear it. And only because I love you,
         and know you love me, and know you understand what’s at stake here, do I dare spurn your offer.” She stood on tiptoes and
         kissed him, the lightest touch of lips to lips. “Don’t think for a moment I don’t know what this costs you. Don’t think I
         don’t live forever in your debt.”
      

      
      He stepped back. “If you wish to insult me continue this talk of debts, Rhian. I wasn’t blind when I wed you. I wasn’t ignorant
         when Helfred crowned me King Consort of Ethrea. From that moment I was destined to live in your shadow. I know that, and accept it. But you must accept that at times, though shouldered willingly, the burden is cruel … and I won’t always spare you its cost to me.”
      

      
      “That’s fair,” she whispered. “And more than fair. It’s right.”

      
      “Yes. It is.” He ran an unsteady hand over his face. “So this is why you’ve released Zandakar? So he can help you prepare
         to fight the dukes?”
      

      
      She nodded. “They’ll use their longswords. I’m used to dancing with a dagger. I must find a bigger blade and learn how to
         dance with it and I haven’t much time. He’s the only one who can school me, Alasdair. This isn’t a matter of want, but of
         need.”
      

      
      “I grant you that,” he said, grudging. “But can’t he school you out of his cell? Must he be housed in the castle like an honoured
         guest? Like a friend?”
      

      
      “You know?” Her eyebrows pinched. “It seems my royal servants haven’t enough work, so much time is spared to them for tattling
         and gossip.”
      

      
      He snorted. “Don’t change the subject.”

      
      “Zandakar will remain on the top floor of the east wing,” she said. “One corridor leads to his chamber, and a full skein of
         guards will keep him snugly within. He’ll not tread a foot anywhere without an armed escort. He’s still a prisoner, Alasdair.
         A gilded cage is still a cage. But since he’ll be helping to keep me alive it would be churlish not to remove him from the
         dungeons.”
      

      
      Yet again she was right, though it seared him to admit it. “I see you’ve thought it all to a careful conclusion.”

      
      “I think I have,” she agreed. “And I’d be happier about it if I thought you were with me. I know you’ll say you are with your
         public face but between us, in private …” Her voice caught a little. “Alasdair, we can’t always be at odds.”
      

      
      “We’re not,” he said, and kissed her forehead. “That I don’t like a thing isn’t the same as saying I can’t see the right of it. Do you have a date in mind for this judicial confrontation?”
      

      
      “I thought Tassifer’s Feastday,” she said, trying to smile. “Given it celebrates a triumph of justice over persecution.”

      
      “And that gives you time enough to learn from Zandakar what you must learn, to prevail?”

      
      She shrugged. “It’ll have to.”

      
      Rollin’s mercy, how it galled him that he couldn’t take this burden from her shoulders. “Very well. You’ll dictate the dukes’
         letters to Ven’Cedwin now?”
      

      
      “As soon as he’s done in the buttery, yes.”

      
      “Then I might leave you to that,” he said. “You don’t need me to put words in your mouth. I have business of my own to truck
         with. Do we dine alone or on state business tonight?”
      

      
      “I’d rather we dined alone,” she said, pulling a face. Diverted from protest, as he’d intended. “But I think Edward, Rudi
         and Adric would feel better if they broke bread at our table.”
      

      
      Adric. “Our new duke of Kingseat makes me nervous, Rhian. He lacks … polish.”
      

      
      She shrugged. “I know. I’ve been thinking the same thing.” Her eyes lit with sudden mischief. “In fact, I’ve been thinking
         he’d benefit greatly from a mentor. A personage with gentility and self-control, who well understands how to be a man of power
         without forever shouting about it to everyone within earshot. Can you suggest a candidate?”
      

      
      As ever, he was warmed and softened by her compliment. “If I can think of one I’ll be sure to steer them together.” He kissed
         her again, on the lips this time, with enough passion to reassure her – and himself – that disaster hadn’t claimed them yet.
      

      
      Rhian returned his kiss eagerly. “I think we must make sure of an early supper,” she whispered against him. “After all, Edward and Rudi are senior in their years. Late nights can hardly be good for them.”
      

      
      “I agree,” he said, grinning, then withdrew before she could think to ask him what business he had and where he would go next.

      
      As he stepped into the corridor beyond the antechamber he saw Ven’Cedwin approaching, prayer beads swinging from his belt
         and a well-fed look upon his plump face. The venerable stopped and bowed. “Your Majesty.”
      

      
      “The queen awaits you, Ven’Cedwin. Make sure to draft these letters in your most elegant hand,” he said. “The dukes must not
         find fault in the manner of their chiding.”
      

      
      Ven’Cedwin’s lips quirked in a discreet smile. “Indeed they must not, Your Majesty. I take your excellent advice to heart.”

      
      Leaving the venerable and Rhian to their exacting duty, Alasdair headed to the east wing and Zandakar, his gilded prisoner.

      
      The skein of guards lined the corridor end to end, as Rhian had promised. Each man’s hand held a pikestaff, each man’s side
         was graced with a sword. The senior officer, his name was … was Rigert, bowed when he reached them.
      

      
      “Your Majesty.”

      
      He nodded at the closed chamber door. “Zandakar’s within?”

      
      “Majesty, he is.”

      
      “And you know his life is forfeit should he behave untoward?”

      
      Rigert’s eyes flickered. “Her Majesty has not said so.”

      
      “You may take it I speak for the queen in this, Sergeant. Should Zandakar give you any cause to doubt him, stab first and
         question after. He’s not a man to be taken lightly, is that clear?”
      

      
      “Majesty,” said Rigert. “I know enough of him to know he’s a feisty one, right enough. My half-brother Ansard’s in the pay
         of Duke Edward. Ansard was one picked by this Zandakar to help guard the queen on the road from Linfoi. You can trust I’ll
         not blink if it comes to putting him down.”
      

      
      Alasdair clapped the man’s shoulder. “Trust I’ll hold you to that, Rigert.” And make you sorry if you fail. But that thought he kept to himself. It was the kind of blustering thing Adric would say.
      

      
      Zandakar was indeed within the east wing chamber. His hair seemed new-washed, inhumanly blue and bright in the sunlight filtering
         through the castle’s mullioned windows. His ill-fitting attire – linen shirt, leather leggings – was clearly borrowed. He
         was barefoot. Doubtless Rhian had already ordered the castle tailor and bootmaker to appropriately clothe him. Standing with
         his back to the wall he watched warily as the chamber door was closed.
      

      
      “Alasdair king,” he said. “You want?”

      
      “Yes, Zandakar, I want,” he said curtly. “Rhian has told me she’s released you from prison that you might help her chastise
         the dukes. You’re willing to do this?”
      

      
      Zandakar nodded. “Zho.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      “Rhian will fight dukes. Rhian must train or she dies.”

      
      “But that’s what you want, isn’t it?” he demanded. “Rhian’s death? My death? The death of every Ethrean in this kingdom? Isn’t
         that why you’ve come here? To make us trust you, to reveal to you our soft bellies? So you can send word to your warriors
         of Mijak and—”
      

      
      “Wei!” said Zandakar, his face twisting. “You fool king. You think this? Ask Dexterity, he knows, he—”
      

      
      “I don’t need conversation with a toymaker,” he snapped. “A man who put you, a stranger, before his loyalty to the queen.”
      

      
      With a hard-breathing effort, Zandakar relaxed. “Wei want Rhian dead. Wei want Mijak take Ethrea. I fight for Rhian, for Ethrea.” He held up his left arm. Beneath the loose long sleeve was the bulk
         of a bandage. “I blood oath this truth.”
      

      
      More than anything in the world Alasdair wanted to see a lie in Zandakar’s intimidating blue eyes. Wanted to hear a lie in
         his voice, read a lie in his body. But he couldn’t. For reasons he couldn’t bring himself to examine too closely – she’s my wife, my wife, you had your own, leave mine to me – Zandakar had turned his back on his own people and instead thrown in his lot with Ethrea and the perilled world.
      

      
      “Can you promise you’ll keep her alive? When she fights Damwin and Kyrin, you can be certain she’ll emerge victorious?”

      
      Fear … regret … frustration: they burned together in Zandakar’s pale eyes. “Wei.”

      
      “You say no. Yet you must understand that if you fail her I’ll carve your heart from your chest myself.”

      
      Zandakar smiled. “Wei, Alasdair king. I fail Rhian, I carve heart out first.”
      

      
      He believed it. God help him, he believed this unwanted man. Some of the taut fear in his belly eased. Breathing more freely,
         he nodded. “All right.”
      

      
      “Alasdair king, she must have good blade.”

      
      He nodded. “Yes. I know. It’s why I’m here, Zandakar. I’ve come to take you to the armoury, so you can choose the right sword
         for her. One she can dance with in her hotas and slice through Damwin and Kyrin’s treacherous throats.”
      

      
      “Zho,” said Zandakar, his eyes fierce with satisfaction. “Zho.”

      
      “Zandakar …” Alasdair stared at the man. It sickened him to be discussing Rhian in such a fashion, but this warrior of Mijak
         might be the only thing standing between her and death. “She can’t hesitate when she’s fighting them. If she hesitates she’s lost, and we’ll all be lost with her. She’s not like you, the thought of killing doesn’t
         delight. She’s not been steeped in blood from the moment of her birth. But if she’s not prepared to gut Damwin and Kyrin like the cur dogs
         they are – if her heart isn’t hardened to the task …”
      

      
      Worse than discussing her was the sympathy in Zandakar’s eyes. “Zho, Alasdair king. Rhian be killing hard or Rhian be dead. She wei dead.” His clenched fist struck his chest. “My oath.”
      

      
      “You don’t have much time to school her to it,” he said. “And even though she knows full well what’s at stake, she’ll fight
         you every step of the way. The thought of killing again appals her – can you begin to understand that?”
      

      
      Zandakar nodded. “Zho,” he said, then shrugged. “Wei matter. I train, she learn, she be hard. Rhian hate me, wei matter. She live.”
      

      
      Alasdair felt a flood of relief, and was ashamed. Zandakar would push Rhian, Zandakar would bully and berate and cuff her
         on the side of her head until she was ready to meet and defeat the dukes. He need never say another word on it. Zandakar would
         say it all.
      

      
      He will earn her wrath and our marriage will be safe.

      
      It occurred to him, then, so his hot blood turned cold, that he wasn’t doubting Zandakar’s intentions. Wasn’t doubting the
         man would do everything in his power to keep Rhian alive and victorious. He was trusting her life to Zandakar’s bloodsoaked
         hands … without a moment’s hesitation.
      

      
      Because he loves her. This murderous man is in love with my wife. I wonder what it says about me, that I’ll use his love like
            a weapon to shield her. That I’ll use him until he’s all used up.

      
      It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Rhian prevailed.

      
      “Come then, Zandakar,” he said, and moved to the chamber door. “Let us find Rhian a sword worthy of her, so she might take
         her place in history.”
      

      
      Rhian took the completed ducal letters to Helfred herself. Ven’Cedwin had protested, saying it wasn’t seemly for Her Majesty
         to stoop to such errand-running when he was here, but she put paid to his lecture with a smiling dismissal. Helfred still
         managed to drive her to distraction but he was Ethrea’s prolate and her spiritual guide. No matter the irritation, she needed
         to speak with him.
      

      
      He’d kept the same office in the prolate’s palace his uncle Marlan had occupied. A statement, perhaps, that while the man
         might change the position was unchanging.
      

      
      “Majesty!” he said, surprised, standing behind his desk as she was ushered into the warmly wood-panelled chamber. “Was I expecting
         you?”
      

      
      “No, Your Eminence.”

      
      He nodded at his venerable assistant and waited for the door to close, leaving them alone. “Is something wrong, Rhian?”

      
      She laid the letters on his desk and sat in the austere wooden guest chair. “Read those, Helfred, then you can tell me.”

      
      Eyebrows lifted, he sat again and pulled the carefully scribed parchments towards him. When he’d read them both he looked
         up. “Judicial combat. Is this wise?”
      

      
      She shrugged. “Probably not. But they leave me no choice, Helfred. Or can you think of some other way to persuade them to
         recant their defiance? If so, I’ll happily hear it.”
      

      
      “I wish I could,” he murmured, and tapped a finger to the letters. “Alas, these dukes are proving most recalcitrant. I fear
         even the threat of interdict won’t change them.”
      

      
      “Then I have no other recourse, do I?” She shifted in her chair, resentful. “And the law provides me with this weapon against them.”
      

      
      Helfred leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. The light from the window showed her that newfound steel in his
         eyes. “True.”
      

      
      “But you don’t approve, do you?” she said. “What, do you think that in challenging them, that if I raise my sword with the
         intent of taking life, I’m made a murderer if they fall?” She felt her skin shrink and crawl. Remembered Ven’Martin and his blood
         on her hands. “Is that what you think?”
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