

[image: Illustration]




 


 


 


Not yet. To die for duty was honourable. To be killed in the saddle by my own blood was not.


Head down, mane whipping, Jinso plunged through the cracked gates and into the night. Darkness swallowed us, but we kept on without slowing. Every thud of hoof upon road seemed to burst more blood from my wound, but I gritted my teeth in anticipation of arrows. My back tingled, sure the silent death would hit at any moment. Dread turned to hope with every racing step along the moonlit road, until at last I dared to look back. A line of flickering torches lit the top of the wall like watching eyes—the watching eyes of every Levanti I had led to this cursed place. Every Levanti I ought to be taking home.


“Let’s start with not bleeding to death and—”


Everything spun as I turned back. The road tilted, and unable to hold on longer, I fell head first to meet it.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


 


 


 


For those readers who are coming to this book straight from the original self-published version of We Ride the Storm, please be aware that there were a few significant changes in the new edition, including the addition of more Levanti characters (Yiss en’Oht, Lashak e’Namalaka, and more) as well as more Levanti worldbuilding, extra chapters (two from Miko’s perspective—an introductory one and one of her at the battle of Risian—and one from Cassandra’s), some significant tweaks to the way Miko’s political arc worked, and perhaps most importantly, a shift in the way the relationship between Gideon and Rah was portrayed. This change in particular may leave a few things in this book feeling odd or undeserved, and I apologise for the confusion. Try to just roll with it.




CHARACTER LIST


Levanti


Torin


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


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


Kishava e’Torin—tracker (deceased)


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


Yitti e’Torin—healer


Jinso—Rah’s horse


Lok, Himi, and Istet—Swords of the Torin


Gideon e’Torin—First Sword of the Torin, now emperor of Levanti Kisia


Sett e’Torin—Gideon’s second and blood brother


Tep e’Torin—healer of the First Swords


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


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


Jaroven


Dishiva e’Jaroven—captain of the Third Swords of Jaroven


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


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


Loklan e’Jaroven—Dishiva’s horse master


Shenyah e’Jaroven—the only Jaroven Made in exile


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


Other Levanti


Jass en’Occha—a Sword of the Occha


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


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


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


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


Jaesha e’Qara—Captain Menesor’s second


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


 


Nassus—Levanti god of death


Mona—Levanti goddess of justice


Kisians


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


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


Empress Hana Ts’ai—deposed empress of Kisia


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


Shishi—Miko’s dog


Jie Ts’ai—Emperor Kin’s illegitimate son


Lord Tashi Oyamada—Jie’s maternal grandfather and regent


General Kitado—commander of Miko’s Imperial Guard


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


Lord Hiroto Bahain—duke of Syan


Edo Bahain—duke of Syan’s eldest son


Captain Nagai—one of the duke’s men


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


Chiltaens


Cassandra Marius—Chiltaen whore and assassin


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


Leo Villius—only child of His Holiness the hieromonk


Captain Aeneas—the hieromonk’s head guard


Swiff—one of Captain Aeneas’s men


Others


Torvash—the Witchdoctor


Mistress Saki—Torvash’s silent companion


Kocho—Torvash’s scribe and servant


Lechati—young man in Torvash’s service




THE STORY SO FAR . . . 


 


 


 


Tensions are high between Imperial Kisia and neighbouring Chiltae. Raids along the border have increased the probability of yet another war, and in the hope of calming the situation a new treaty must be signed, sealed with a marriage between Leo Villius, son of the hieromonk of Chiltae, and Princess Miko Ts’ai. To challenge the emperor, Miko’s brother attacks Leo Villius as he crosses the border, but fails to kill him and is executed for treason.


Having the excuse they wanted to mount a full attack, the Chiltaens cross the border with an army supplemented with Levanti warriors from across the Eye Sea. Exiled from their homeland, Rah and his people have been forced into the service of the Chiltaens, though to fight the wars of others is against their tenets.


With the help of Cassandra, an assassin capable of reanimating the recently dead, the Chiltaens take the impenetrable city of Koi. Her contract is to kill Leo Villius for his father and she does so, only for Leo himself to return to claim his own head. For her failure, she is sold to the enigmatic Witchdoctor, the only man capable of removing the unwanted voice in her head.


After a failed challenge to wrest leadership of the Levanti from his one-time close friend Gideon e’Torin, Rah is made Leo’s bodyguard as the Chiltaen conquest continues south toward the Kisian capital. Intent on protecting it, Miko sides with the emperor against her mother, until he dies, leaving her to face the threat alone. After a tussle for supremacy with the emperor’s illegitimate child heir and his guardians, Miko crowns herself empress and rides out to meet the Chiltaens. They are unable to hold off the attack and the Chiltaens take the capital, only to be slaughtered when Gideon orders the Levanti to turn on their masters. Miko escapes before the carnage, and Rah, unable to accept the direction Gideon is leading them, is arrested.
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Time does not pass in darkness. There are no days to count. No nights to sleep. In darkness you cease to exist as solitude wears your soul to a stub, but nothing could erode the truth in my heart. I was Levanti. A Torin. And this was not how a warrior of the plains died.


“Gideon!” I shouted, pressing my face to the bars. My voice bounced away into the darkness, returning no answer. “Gideon!”


I gripped the bars and, sucking a deep breath through parched lips, began to sing our lament. We sang it for loss. We sang it for pain. We sang it beneath the stars and the scorching summer sun. We sang it when weak and we sang it when strong, but more than anything we sang it when we were alone. Gideon had taught me the words, along with a clutch of other children released from chores at the end of a travelling day. We had sat at his feet, fighting to sit closest as though his worn, sweaty boots were a shrine at which to pray.


“But what does it mean?” one of the others had asked—a child whose face and name had been lost to the haze of time, leaving only gratitude that someone else had asked so I need not look foolish.


“It’s a prayer,” Gideon had said, smiling at the foolish one. “In lifting your voice to the gods you will never be alone, because they will see you. Will hear you. Will honour you.”


He had ruffled the girl’s hair and left us staring after him. He might have been the Torin’s youngest Sword, just a child to the warriors he served with, but he had been like a god to us. To me.


When I finished, the song echoed on, slowly fading into silence.


Gideon did not come.
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I dozed to be woken by my aching gut. Mere minutes might have passed, or whole hours. All I knew was hunger and thirst and darkness. My legs shook as I got to my feet, and I could not but think of our walk south, whipped and starved and shamed by the Chiltaens—Chiltaens later slaughtered by Levanti blades. Had Gideon released their souls? Or burned them like animals, head and all?


“Gideon!” My voice cracked, thirst cutting like razors into my dry throat. “Gideon!”


No answer came and I paced the length of the small cell, touching each of its bars. Seventeen in all, each perfectly smooth, the six that made up the door slightly thicker than the rest. No light. No breeze. No life. Nothing but darkness, and like the gnawing in my gut, fear began to eat at my thoughts. Had I been forgotten?


“Gideon! Yitti!”


Only echoes answered.
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I did not hear footsteps, yet when I next opened my eyes I was no longer alone. Bright light pierced the bars and I winced, shuffling back across the floor until my shoulder blades hit stone.


“Sorry. I didn’t think.”


With a metal scrape the light faded from noon-sun to gloaming.


“You look terrible.”


I laughed. Or tried to, but it came out as a wheeze and my stomach cramped. “You should have let me know you were coming so I could bathe,” I said, every word a dry rasp.


“At least being stuck down here hasn’t affected your sense of humour.” Sett’s customary scowl came into focus as my eyes adjusted. “I’m not sure if—”


“I want to see Gideon.”


The only answer was the tink tink of the metal lantern growing hot, magnified by the silence. I let the words hang until at last Sett cleared his throat. “You can’t.”


“He cannot refuse to see me. I am a Sword of the Levanti. Of the Torin. I am—”


“He isn’t here, Rah.”


I stared at Sett’s harsh features like they were lines of script containing answers. “What do you mean he isn’t here? He’s gone home?”


Sett’s explosive laugh echoed along the passage. “No, he hasn’t gone home. He’s an emperor now, but it’s not exactly safe here, is it? The Chiltaens broke the city’s defences, and why bother rebuilding them when your empire is north of the river, not south? This is enemy territory now.”


“Enemy—?”


“No more questions, Rah. You are the one going home.” A key scraped in the lock, and with a grunt of effort, Sett unlocked the door.


Home. I had wanted nothing else since arriving, yet I did not move toward freedom.


Sett folded his arms as best he could while holding the lantern. “Really? After everything that’s happened, you’re still going to be a stubborn ass?”


“We don’t kill. We don’t steal. We don’t conquer.” I raised my voice over his complaints. “And the only way to remove someone from leadership of their Swords is through challenge or death. I am captain of the Second Swords of Torin until one of them challenges me for the responsibility.”


Sett growled, his fingers tightening upon the lantern’s handle. “Just go home, Rah. Go home.”


He turned then and, leaving the cell door wide open, started back along the passage. I followed the retreating light, my legs shaking. “Where are my Swords?”


“With Gideon,” Sett said, not stopping or slowing though I struggled to keep up, my feet dragging on the damp stone floor.


“What about Dishiva?”


“The same.”


“Leo?”


Sett stopped, turning so suddenly he almost swung the lantern into my face. “The Chiltaen’s God boy? Dead. You saw him die. His condition hasn’t improved.” Sett sighed. “Don’t do anything stupid, Rah. I know that’s hard for you, but this is your chance to escape this place, to go home, because if you give him trouble again, Gideon won’t have a choice but to—”


“To what?” I said as he started walking again, his swaying lantern leading the way like a drunken star. “To kill me?” I hurried after him. “Is that the new Levanti way? To kill those who question decisions without challenge?”


Giving no answer, Sett started up a flight of stairs, each step a frustrated slam of boot on stone. I paused at the bottom to catch my breath, and nearly leapt from my skin as the fading light of Sett’s lantern lit the cell closest to the stairs. A man stood as close to the bars as he could get, staring at me, unblinking, in the manner of one committing my face to memory. I fought the urge to step back, to look away, glad of the bars between us. Untidy strands of hair hung around his dirty face, but through the shroud of neglect, familiarity nagged.


Sett’s footsteps had halted on the stairs.


“Who is this?” I said, not breaking from the man’s gaze.


“Minister Manshin,” came Sett’s reply from the stairwell. “The man who was sitting on the throne in the empress’s battle armour when we arrived.”


Minister Manshin, who had taken the empress’s place to trick her enemies, now stared at me through the bars of his cell. I wanted to assure him I had never sought Kisia’s ruin, that I was not his enemy, but I had fought with my people against his and no amount of words could change that. Words he wouldn’t even understand.


“Come on,” Sett grumbled, and as his footsteps resumed, the light bled from Minister Manshin’s face. I unpinned myself from his gaze and mounted the stairs.


Sett climbed slowly, yet still I could not keep up, increasingly breathless and aching as each step renewed my body’s demands for food and water and rest. Had pride and anger not kept me stiffly upright, I would have crawled on hands and knees.


When at last I reached the top, I steadied myself with a hand upon the rough-hewn stone and sucked deep, painful breaths. Sett’s footsteps continued on a way, only to stop and return when I didn’t follow.


“I’m sorry I left you down there so long,” he said, his face swimming before me. “I had no choice. You could only slip away unnoticed at night, and I had to wait for Gideon to leave.”


“He doesn’t know you’re doing this?” I’d had no time to wonder why it was Sett releasing me, but whatever his reason, his expression owned no kindness.


“There’s food upstairs so you can eat before you go,” he said. “And I’ve packed your saddlebags. Jinso is waiting in the yard.”


Jinso. I had hardly let myself hope I would see him again, let alone be allowed to ride free, but anger overtook relief on its way to my lips. “You’re smuggling me out of the city like an embarrassment.”


“You could say that, yes.”


“While Gideon isn’t here to stop you.”


He left a beat of silence, before asking, “Can you walk again? Food isn’t much farther.”


It seemed asking about Gideon was not allowed.


The inner palace had changed. Once bright and filled with dead soldiers, it lay blanketed now in silence and shadows, turning its finely carved pillars into twisted creatures that lurked in every corner. Light bloomed behind paper screens and whispers met the scuff of our steps, but we saw no living soul.


Sett led me to a small chamber on the ground floor where a pair of lanterns fought back the night. A spread of dishes covered a low table, but my gaze was drawn to a bowl of shimmering liquid, and not caring if it was water or wine, I poured it into my mouth. It burned my throat like a ball of fire and I dropped the bowl, coughing.


“Kisian wine,” Sett said over my coughs. “I think they make it from rice. Or maybe millet. There’s tea too, but don’t drink it so fast. It’s served hot.”


“Why?” I managed, my voice even more strained than before.


“I don’t know. When I find one that understands me, I’ll ask.”


“Is there water?”


Sett examined the table. “Doesn’t look like it. They aren’t keen on water. They think it’s dirty, and maybe it is here, I don’t know.” He shrugged, before adding in a sullen tone: “They don’t cook the whole animal either, at least not in the palace. Instead they”—he waved his hand at the table—“slice it up and ignore all the best parts. I saw one feeding liver to the dogs.”


Hunger and nausea warred in my stomach as I chose the most recognisable hunk of meat and bit into it. It was heavily spiced and drowned in a strange sauce, but hunger won and I crammed the rest into my mouth followed by another piece, and another. The sudden ingress of food made my stomach ache, but hunger kept me eating until I had filled its every corner.


While I ate and drank, trying not to slop the food down my already stained and stinking clothes, Sett stood by the door like a sentry. He didn’t speak, didn’t move, just stood with his arms folded staring at nothing, a notch cut between his brows.


Once my hunger had been crushed, nausea flared and I crossed my still-shaking arms over my gut. The sickly-sweet smell of the strange food clogged my nose and I sat back, hoping my stomach wouldn’t reject it.


Only when the nausea had subsided a little did I say, “You’re not really going to let me leave, are you?”


“You don’t think so? You think I had Jinso saddled for someone else?”


I grunted and got slowly to my feet, still clutching my stomach. “You’re really smuggling me out of the city in the middle of the night so no one sees me leave? What do you want people to think? That I’m dead? That you killed me?”


“I don’t want people to think of you at all. You’ve caused too much trouble, Rah. Now it’s time you listened. Leave Gideon alone. Leave Yitti alone. They’ve made their choices, as have the rest of the Swords who want a new home and a better life.”


“We already have a home.”


“Then go fight for it!”


Silence hung amid the shadowed screens, a silence choked with dust and spiced food and the lingering scent of incense. I could taste the ghosts of another’s life on every breath, an ever-present reminder of how far I was from the plains.


I eyed Sett. “Do I get my sword back?”


“And your knives if you want them. If you want a replacement for the sword you dropped in Tian, you’ll have to put up with a Kisian blade. Hardly a matched pair, but it’s all we have.”


I wanted a Kisian sword as little as I wanted to eat their food, live on their land, or conquer their cities, but I nodded and a strained smile spread Sett’s lips. “Come, we’ll get you some fresh clothes.”


We met no one on the way out, the inner palace like an empty tomb. The bodies might be gone, but broken screens and railings remained, and many doors were little more than apertures choked with tangled nests of wood and paper.


Stepping in through another door, Sett swung his lantern before him, revealing not an orderly room but a mess of weapons piled by type amid a sea of cloth and leather and chainmail vests.


“Most of it’s too small, but with a few cuts in the right places it’s wearable,” Sett said, sitting the lantern on a ransacked chest and picking up some green silk. “The Imperial Army uniforms weren’t too bad, but most of those have gone.”


I didn’t want to wear Kisian clothes, but my own leathers had seen more filth than I cared to think about. I had worn them into battle many times, and the cooling blood of many severed heads had dribbled down my knees. Here, despite the disorder, everything was clean and crisp.


Sett tossed me the silk robe and its threads caught on my rough skin as it slipped through my fingers. I let it fall, pooling on the floor like the shimmering green waters of Hemet Bay.


Once more Sett stood silent as I made my way around the room, sorting through the scattered garments. The breeches I chose were too tight, the tunic too long, the leather undercoat too thin, and the cloak too heavy. I needed clothes, but it all cut into my flesh in the wrong places and made my skin itch, and the closeness of the collar around my throat was like a choking hand. So many layers would boil one alive beneath the Levanti sun, but if the Kisian rains were half as bad as the Chiltaens believed then I’d be glad of them. The dreaded rains. If the Chiltaens had been less afraid of a little water, they might have noticed the coup brewing beneath their noses. Or not. I hadn’t.


I spread my arms, inviting Sett’s approval. “Well? How do I look?”


“Ridiculous. But clean. Now come on, it’ll be dawn soon.”


Having grabbed a replacement blade and bundled my own clothes into a bag, I once more followed Sett out into the inner palace’s silent shadows.


“Where is everyone?” I said, having to walk quickly to keep up.


“It’s the middle of the night. Where do you think they are?”


He stepped into the entry hall. Sett was a tall man, yet he shrank as the great height of the palace spire stretched away above him. His last words rose to the moonlit heights, and his steps echoed as he crossed toward the open doors. No, not open. Broken. The Chiltaens had smashed the main doors like so many others, leaving Leo to stride through as though they had been opened by the hand of his god.


A stab of guilt silenced further questions. I had sworn to protect him and failed. Just as I had sworn to protect my Swords. And my herd.


Sett stepped through the broken doors. Shallow stairs met us beyond, and but for the smothering night I might have been walking along the colonnade behind Leo once again.


“What happened to Leo’s body?”


Sett didn’t turn. “I don’t know.”


“How do you not know?”


“I didn’t ask.”


He sped up, striding along a colonnade choked with the scent of rotting flowers crushed beneath our feet. Beyond the tangle of vines the gardens spread away, while above the outer palace a shock of lightning lit the night sky. Inside had been airless and oppressive, but this was worse. Heat pressed in like a heavy hand, its damp touch sending sweat dripping down my forehead.


By the time Sett reached the outer palace I had to jog to catch up, an ache twinging my knees. “Sett—”


“Just walk, Rah, I have no more answers for you.”


Thunder rumbled as he hurried beneath a great arch.


“Where are the First Swords?”


Sett walked on, outstripping my cramping gait by half a length each step, leaving me to scramble after him along dark passages and through twisting courtyards. His urgency made his lantern swing sickeningly, its handle creaking as light rocked to and fro upon the walls. Not that Sett seemed to need it. He knew the way. Leo had known the way too.


I tightened my hold on the sack of dirty clothes and caught up. “Sett, tell me the truth,” I said. “What is going on?”


“Nothing. Look, just as I promised.” He gestured as we stepped once more into the night, the rush of his feet descending the outer stairs like the clatter of a rockfall.


Jinso waited in the courtyard, Tor e’Torin holding his reins. With Commander Brutus dead, the young man was as free as the rest of us, yet dark rings hung beneath his eyes and he stood tense.


“You were just supposed to give the instructions, not stay,” Sett said as he approached. “I need you inside to help with the messages. That scribe doesn’t understand half the words I say.”


“Sorry, Captain,” the young man said, pressing his fists together in salute. “I didn’t wish to leave Captain Rah’s horse alone with the weather so wild. He might have fretted.”


Sett grunted. “It’s not ‘Captain’ Rah anymore.”


I set my forehead to Jinso’s neck and tangled my fingers in his well-brushed mane, pretending not to hear the words that cut to my soul. Not a captain. The strange food in my stomach churned, bringing back the nausea.


In silence I checked Jinso over, more through habit than fear he had been poorly tended. Sett stood waiting, his scowl unchanged with each glance I risked his way. Tor remained too, shifting foot to foot. He licked his lips and pressed them into a smile when he found me watching, but the smile didn’t even convince his lips, let alone his eyes.


Thunder rumbled—distant, but threatening. The clouds crowding to blot out the stars made some sense of the Chiltaen fear.


My sword and knives had been stashed in one of the saddlebags—Kisian saddlebags I noted—and though I wondered what had happened to my own, I could not force the question out. It seemed to congeal inside my mouth, glued by the creeping sense that something was very wrong.


“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” I said, thrusting my sack of armour into one of the saddlebags and patting Jinso’s neck.


Sett laughed, the humourless sound sending a shiver through my skin. “Get on your horse, boy.”


I risked another glance at Tor, but the saddleboy stared at the stones. A fork of lightning lit his untidy length of black hair.


“All right,” I said, and saluted him as I would Gideon. “May Nassus guide your steps and watch over your soul.”


He barely seemed to hear me.


My legs twinged as I climbed onto Jinso’s back, but whatever weakness my body owned became nothing in that moment—for I was a rider once more, Jinso’s strength inflating my soul. With his reins in hand I could sit tall and proud despite weakness and doubt, despite guilt and fear and pain. In the saddle I was a Levanti.


“Ride north,” Sett said then, the restless clop of Jinso’s hooves waking him from his trance. “And don’t stop until you reach the Ribbon. When you get back—”


“I’m not going back,” I said. “Not yet. Not until I’ve seen Gideon.”


An animal’s wounded snarl tore from Sett’s lips and he gripped Jinso’s bridle. “Don’t you ever fucking listen, Rah? Go! Get out of here.”


“Not without at least saying goodbye. He’s on a path I can’t follow, but I cannot walk away without seeing him. Without . . .”


Sett leaned in close, pressing my leg to Jinso’s side. “It’s too late for that, Rah. I told you he would need you and you failed him. Failed all of us. I will not let you do it again.”


“Failed him?” The words cut into my heart. “I tried to save him. To save us all. I—” I bit down a howl as pain tore up my leg like lightning, mimicking the burning trails of fire crazing the night sky. The handle of a hoof pick peeped between Sett’s scarred fingers, its hook piercing my thigh.


“Consider this your last warning,” he said. “Leave. Now. He doesn’t want to see you.”


I tightened my grip upon Jinso’s reins until my hands hurt, but it made no difference to the pain swelling in my leg. “Then he can tell me that himself,” I said through gritted teeth.


Sett dragged the hook across my skin, tearing flesh. I wanted to cry out, to sob like a child and retch my pain upon the stones, but I pressed my lips closed and breathed slowly. Beneath me Jinso tried to step sideways and I fought to keep him still, to keep the pick from being ripped free.


“Leave this place,” Sett said, spitting the words like an angry snake. “You wanted to know where the rest of the First Swords are. Where the Second Swords are? They are all on the walls, waiting to fill your back with arrows if you don’t listen to me. So for the first time in your life, Rah, listen. Ride north. Ride fast. And don’t look back.”


He yanked the pick out and I gasped. The courtyard spun. Hot blood soaked my pants and dribbled down my leg, and smelling it, Jinso backed. Before I could calm him, a slap to his rear sent him plunging forward. His hooves clattered across the courtyard and all I could do was hold tight or fall.


The gates passed in a blur as we picked up speed, the effort of clinging on with my legs growing more painful with every stride. I was losing blood fast. The wound needed to be bound, needed to be sewn, but I had none of Yitti’s skill and he . . . How many of my Swords wanted me dead?


Ride fast. And don’t look back.


Mei’lian passed in a haze of flickering lights and shadows. Unlike the palace the city was still alive and people leapt aside, cries mingling with the clatter of racing hooves.


The road from the palace to the northern gate was straight and broad, and Jinso followed it toward the brewing storm, lightning mirroring the spears of pain flaring behind my eyes. I flew past burned-out shells of once great buildings, past fountains and shrines and piles of the dead, past barricades and great trees that grew amid it all like hands reaching to the sky. Ahead the walls of Mei’lian emerged from the night, their gates gaping open.


Jinso didn’t slow. Blood was pooling in my boot and I needed to bind my leg, but lights flickered atop the wall and I could not stop. Not yet. To die for duty was honourable. To be killed in the saddle by my own blood was not.


Head down, mane whipping, Jinso plunged through the cracked gates and into the night. Darkness swallowed us, but we kept on without slowing. Every thud of hoof upon road seemed to burst more blood from my wound, but I gritted my teeth in anticipation of arrows. My back tingled, sure the silent death would hit at any moment. Dread turned to hope with every racing step along the moonlit road, until at last I dared to look back. A line of flickering torches lit the top of the wall like watching eyes—the watching eyes of every Levanti I had led to this cursed place. Every Levanti I ought to be taking home.


“Let’s start with not bleeding to death and—”


Everything spun as I turned back. The road tilted, and unable to hold on longer, I fell head first to meet it.




[image: Illustration] 2. DISHIVA


Itaghai tossed his head as I brushed a day’s worth of tangles from his mane. He didn’t like having it done, so I took my time, easing each knot with care. It was as good a reason as any to keep an emperor waiting.


Other Levanti filled the stable yard, most sitting with their horses or talking in small groups. No one had approached me all evening, not even my Swords. No one quite knew what to say now the first flush of victory was over. We had won. We had taken the city. We had slaughtered our enemies, those vile men who had beaten and starved us, but . . . doubts crept in as triumph ebbed. Winning had not made everything go back to the way it had been; it had only made things stranger.


“I don’t think they like us,” came a voice from the next stall. Stalls. Little houses for horses as though they were not used to the rain upon their heads.


“That’s all right because I don’t like them much,” was the murmured reply. “When is your exile up?”


“Half a cycle, you?”


“About the same.”


Further questions went unasked, but I doubted loyalty to our herd master was the only reason. Fear had bitten many tongues of late.


“Captain Dishiva e’Jaroven?”


I turned, brush caught in Itaghai’s mane. A broad-shouldered Levanti stood in the doorway, the bulk of his arms more than making up for what he lacked in height. He was not one of my Swords, nor one I recognised, but with so many of us gathered in one place that was no longer surprising. “Yes?”


“Herd—Emperor Gideon wishes to speak to you.”


“I know he does, but horses do not brush themselves.”


The man leant against the door frame quite at his ease, the folding of his arms further bulging his muscles. “No, but they also don’t get mad if you keep them waiting.”


I sighed. “The rest of your mane will have to wait,” I said, resting my hand upon Itaghai’s neck. “But don’t think you’re getting out of it that easily. It’s not decent to keep clumps of dry blood and knots, you know.”


The Levanti grinned, a smile that made him look as youthful as an untested saddleboy. “Oh, I don’t know, he looks quite rakish,” he said, but when I turned it was me he eyed appreciatively.


“What’s your name?”


“Jass en’Occha, Captain,” he said, and pressed his fists into a salute.


“Are you busy, Jass en’Occha?”


His brows lifted toward the short pelt of his overgrown hair, and a corner of his lips twitched. “A captain of the Jaroven has need of me?”


I threw him the brush. “His name is Itaghai and he bites if you pull too hard. I’ll be back soon.”


“Itaghai?”


I rolled my eyes. “My mother liked collecting stories from travellers and used to tell me one about Itaghai the Dragon almost every night when I was a child. It’s not that strange.”


Jass laughed, a carefree sound for which I envied him. “If you say so, Captain.”


“And you’ll stay, won’t you? Until I come back.”


His grin widened. “I can do that.”


He held my gaze all the way to the door where I brushed past into the night. The stall door swung closed, but I must have dragged part of him with me, so physically did his presence cling. All it took was a muscular frame and a willing smile and I had wanted to make Gideon wait even longer, but I kept walking and did not look back.


The Levanti in the yard lowered their voices as I passed, dodging around knots of men and women seated on the stones. Their eyes followed me too, and I was sure they could see into my thoughts, could see the raw, broken edges of my soul.


As I neared the manor house, I passed the remains of some sort of siege weapon, all pulleys and ropes and cracked arms. Remnants of war lay scattered everywhere, as much reminders of how far we still had to go as of how far we had come.


The estate where we had stopped for the night must have belonged to a Kisian nobleman. It had stables and gardens, thick walls and tilled fields and a mansion so full of rooms it was a maze. All the captains had been given rooms inside, but I had escaped its airless passages as soon as I could, preferring the open sky to one made of thick black beams. They looked heavy, as did the tiled roof. Heavy enough to crush me if it fell.


I passed two Swords of the Namalaka on the stairs. Both wore crimson silk over their armour, seeming to smother them in blood. “Captain Dishiva,” one said, saluting. I nodded rather than risk speaking, sure my views on their new attire would not be congenial.


Inside, a long, lantern-lit hall greeted me, each wall full of haughty Kisian portraits staring as I passed. I wanted to rip their eyes out, but Gideon had spoken at length about how the Kisians were not the Chiltaens, were not our enemy. They were our people now, our subjects, and had to be respected as such. So long as they showed the proper deference to their new emperor, of course. As with everything, he had a point. I just didn’t like it.


As I approached Gideon’s rooms, I passed more Levanti dressed like Kisian guards. I outranked them all, but not one saluted. There were no other captains here, no seconds, no healers, no trackers, no horse masters, just Swords desperate for glory and favour, and I glared at every one. The two outside Gideon’s ornate doors even stepped into my path, their arms folded. “Who seeks an audience with His Majesty?”


I drew myself up. “I am Captain Dishiva e’Jaroven and you will get out of my way.”


“We don’t take orders from you.”


“Who are you?” I said. “Who is your captain? I will inform them of your disrespect.”


One leered, making the scar upon his lip curl into an odd sort of smile. “We don’t have a captain anymore. We serve only His Imperial Majesty.”


I clenched my hands and hissed through bared teeth. “Well, your Imperial Majesty sent for me, so get out of my way or I will make you.” Both my swords hung from my left hip, but I touched my dagger as I assessed the weaknesses of their new armour.


The door opened before either could reply, and they parted for a small Kisian man in white. He bowed deeply, murmured something in their intricate tongue, and ushered me in with an outstretched arm. Both offending Swords stood at their ease, but my heart hammered with anger and I could not make my feet move.


The little Kisian grimaced and gestured frantically for me to enter. From inside came the hum of voices, the clink of dishes, and swish of silk, yet the room appeared empty.


Steeling myself, I unstuck my feet and strode into the large, heavily scented room.


“Captain Dish . . .” the Kisian said. “Captain Dishava Jar—”


“Dishiva,” I corrected. “Captain Dishiva e’Jaroven.”


The man muttered it, practicing, but his halted announcement had already caused the hum of conversation to cease. Footsteps sounded from the next room, and Gideon strode in through a pair of thin paper doors. “Ah, Captain Dishiva,” he said with a smile. “Exactly who I wanted to see.”


I stopped in the middle of the reed floor and, for the first time in my life, grimaced to think I might have tramped horse shit in with me. Even as I looked down, I saluted our new emperor. He too had donned a Kisian silk coat, which hung around him like a bloodstained flag. A very finely embroidered flag edged in gold thread.


Gideon’s brows lifted when I did not speak. “Is everything all right, Captain?”


Shadowy figures moved beyond the paper screens. The little Kisian man had disappeared, but unfamiliarity clustered close. Pale sections of wall and floor showed some furniture had been removed, yet a profusion of decorative vases and screens, statues and lanterns, shortened my every breath. “Yes, Herd Master,” I said. “I am just uncomfortable in such surroundings.”


“Ah.” He grimaced. “I hope you will get used to them, because I have a task for you.”


He had been summoning every captain and giving each Sword-herd a new purpose. I had known my time would come and dreaded it, but whatever my fears, these were my people and Gideon my herd master. I straightened. “What would you have me do, Herd Master?”


“I would have you and your Swords responsible for my protection and the protection of my wife. I—”


“Your wife? But you are a Sword of the Torin. You are not allowed to marry.”


Gideon lifted his brows, his momentary pause enough censure to heat my cheeks.


“I was a Sword of the Torin,” he said. “I am now Emperor of Levanti Kisia and if I want to remain so long enough to build a new home for us, I must marry a Kisian. We do not have enough Swords to hold this land by force, so we must be diplomatic.”


A new home. He had called our plains poisoned, sick, infected with some evil that had gotten into the hearts and minds of our leaders and turned them against us, but although I had seen it with my own eyes and knew it for truth, it could not dampen my yearning. Kisia, with its thick green forests and damp air, its single moon and strange food, was not the plains.


“Do you still wish for this?” Gideon said when I made no reply.


Unspoken was the knowledge he could risk no captain who did not believe in his vision. Rah had been proof of that.


“We need a home that is not under threat,” he went on. “We need to survive. To adapt. We are dying back home, Dishiva, dying. Our way of life, our people, and our honour—everything that has ever made us great will be our downfall if we cannot embrace change.”


Again the unspoken sense that Rah was ever-present. Unbending and unwilling to change.


Gideon began to pace, reeds crackling under his heavy footfall. On a shorter man the tail of his silk coat might have trailed along the ground, but it lapped at his ankles like a restless sea. “We have to fight for a new homeland before there is no place left for us in this world. Before Levanti are nothing but a memory, our groves crushed to dust and our gods forgotten.” He spun to face me, hands clasped behind his back in a way that made his sword hilts jut prominently from his hip. “Tell me I can count on your allegiance. Tell me you wish to fight for a future in which our way of life can be saved and perpetuated rather than allowed to die upon the winds of change. If you cannot, I will choose someone else for this task.”


He had a mesmerising way of speaking that reached into your chest and twisted your heart, and with emotion swelling, I pressed my hands together in salute. “You have my allegiance, Herd Master. My Swords and I would be honoured to serve in your protection.”


“And Lady Sichi’s. She requested a female guard and I trust you above all others.”


“I am honoured. However, if I may, Herd Master, I thought the reason we had been hoping to find Empress Miko was so you could marry her. Perhaps I am misunderstanding the way their society works.”


“No, you’re not, but . . .” He stopped and beckoned me closer, his silence heightening my awareness of the foreign conversation beyond the door.


Close to, his breath smelled of wine and there were dark patches beneath his eyes. “Marriage to Lady Sichi Manshin is the foundation upon which my alliance with these Kisians has been built. We get our empire, they get us, and through family connections to Lady Sichi, the power Emperor Kin denied them. That is why it’s important you protect her.”


“She wishes for this marriage?”


“She does.”


I nodded, and he stepped back. “Their society is old and complicated, built upon shifting power balances and the honour of family names. We cannot expect to understand it in the space of a few days. But we must respect it if we want them to respect us.”


“And the empress?”


“We have other plans for Empress Miko when she is found.”


He spoke lightly, but the ominous words boded ill for the absent empress.


“Tomorrow we press on to Kogahaera,” he said. “We’ll be staying there for some time while we plan for the future. You and your Swords will each be given an imperial surcoat to mark you as my personal guards, and while you should assign Swords to me, I want you to ride with Lady Sichi yourself and make her your primary concern.”


I had no interest in playing guard to a fine Kisian lady, but being in Gideon’s presence had renewed my faith in why we were here and what we were doing. He had led us through the Chiltaen invasion, had freed us from our shackles, had held faith in what we were capable of and what we deserved, and for a long moment emotion suspended my voice and I could not speak, could only salute and bow my head.


Gideon set his hand on my shoulder, and with the gentle weight of his companionship there, it was all I could do to keep tears from spilling down my cheeks. I wasn’t even sure what they were tears for, but they pressed on my eyes and constricted my throat all the same.


“It has been a hard road for us,” he said. “And I cannot promise it will not get harder, but I can promise I will fight for our people and our right to exist in this world until there is no breath left in my body and no blood in my veins.” He squeezed my shoulder. “The only easy road would be to lie down and die, and Levanti do not do that.”


“No,” I managed. “Levanti do not do that.”


While I fought with the lump in my throat, he left his hand upon my shoulder, only dropping it back by his side when I looked up, his gentle manner so completely the embodiment of a herd patriarch that it almost overwhelmed me again to think of the home we had all lost.


“Let me know if there is anything you need, Captain,” he said. “As an emperor I must maintain a certain dramatic aloofness for the Kisians to perceive me as powerful, but I am still your herd master.”


He let me leave without further speech and I departed possessed of both renewed vigour and renewed hurt. No matter how much I tried to bury the suffering, to kill the memories, they were always there just beneath my skin, so close the smallest cut could send it leaking free.


A rumble of thunder welcomed me back to the courtyard. I had thought nothing could be worse than the mansion’s airless gloom, but the increasing humidity made every breath an effort. Lightning cut toward the top of the gatehouse, and as I crossed the yard, Swords muttered and grumbled about the oncoming storm.


Jass en’Occha was waiting for me in Itaghai’s stall. The meeting with Gideon had diverted my thoughts and I had forgotten all about him, but not wanting to be alone, not wanting to dwell on the memories that clung like the sticky night, I was grateful for my own apparent foresight.


He had finished brushing Itaghai’s mane and moved on to his tail, adding diligence to a list of good traits so far made up entirely of strong shoulders and an impish smile. Jass looked over one of said shoulders and treated me to that smile. “My captain returns!”


“I am not your captain. If you are a First Sword then Taga is your captain.”


“And a very good captain she is, but she has never trusted me with the grooming of her mount. He’s got quite the attitude, your boy,” he added, patting Itaghai’s rump. “I have never seen a horse look so disdainful. I don’t think he appreciated my stories.”


“You told him stories?”


“Why not? I had to pass the time somehow.” Jass set the brush down atop my open saddlebag. “Is there anything else I can do for you, Captain?”


I stepped in and the stall door swung closed behind me. Jass’s smile became a grin. “Here?” he said, glancing at the straw piled in the corner farthest from Itaghai’s hooves.


“Here,” I said, and began to untie my belt. My fingers trembled upon the buckle and I hoped he wouldn’t notice.


My swords hit the ground and he stepped in close, lips brushing mine. I turned my head, fear like a thousand needles on my skin. “No,” I said. “Not that.”


He stilled a moment, but it was only a moment before he chuckled and took my hand, pressing my palm to the hard bulge between his legs. “Just this then?” he said, his voice husky by my ear.


“Just that.” I pulled my hand away, his gentleness cutting my shell as Gideon’s had done. “I don’t know you well enough to want anything else.”


Jass shrugged and pulled off his breeches, and determined to match his confidence, I tugged down my own. They stuck to my sweaty skin, but I managed to free myself without falling over. He watched me all the while, his smile unwavering. Appreciative. Amused even, in an all too intimate way that filled me with the urge to run. Only Itaghai’s presence, his smell, and the restless shift of his hooves stilled my rising panic.


I pushed Jass down into the straw and he landed with a laugh. The free and easy joy in the sound sent my gaze shying toward the door. None of the others had laughed like that. None of them had smiled so. They had only wanted the ride.


Determined not to let fear win, I lowered myself onto him. He groaned as he slid inside me. He crept his hands to my breasts. He gasped and laughed and wriggled beneath me, but I just gritted my teeth, exerting all the control I could over this man who had happily given himself up to me. And trying not to smell him or look at him, not to kiss him or taste him or feel him, we grunted together in the straw. Jass didn’t last as long as any of the others and I liked him the better for it. We still both dripped sweat by the end.


“Nefer said you were wild,” Jass said, wiping sweat from his forehead and grinning. “You can give me orders any day.”


I had dug a rag from my saddlebag but spun back as though slapped. “What? Nefer told you?”


“Yeah, and when Amsu said you’d ridden him too I jumped at the chance to bring the herd master’s message. I figured I’d do my part to satisfy.”


My cheeks flamed hot. “You thought you’d do your part? Your duty?” I threw his breeches at his head. “Get the fuck out of here and tell your friends I’ll have none of you back.”


The slap of his breeches wiped away his smile. “What? I didn’t mean—hey!” He threw up his arms to keep his sheathed blades from hitting his head, and still naked from the waist down I drew one of my swords from its scabbard. “Whoa! Hey!”


I lowered the tip toward his deflating cock. “I am not a conquest. I am not a joke. I am not a story you tell your friends so they can come fuck me too. I am a captain of the Jaroven and I will cut off your balls if you speak of me with the disrespect one speaks of an animal.”


His bare feet scrambled for purchase on the hay-strewn floor as he backed away from my blade. “Whoa! Stop! I didn’t say—I just—Get that fucking thing away from me! Are you mad?”


Backed into the corner of the stall, Jass thrust out a protective hand to ward off my blade, the other clutching his breeches to cover himself. Fear had widened his eyes and my anger drained like an ebbing tide. Here I was, a Sword captain of the mighty Jaroven, drawing my blade upon another Levanti in a stable yard far from home while the memory of him still ached inside me. Even Itaghai snorted and fretted, his hooves stirring the fresh hay in with the foul.


My hand trembled. I had drawn my blade. It had to taste blood before it could be sheathed and yet the man staring up from the corner deserved no such wrath. The Chiltaens who did were already dead.


Gripping the blade with my left hand, I spun the sword and offered him the hilt. “I allowed my anger to overthrow my judgement,” I said. “The strike is yours to make.”


Jass’s eyes narrowed before he took the proffered sword. I wanted to clean myself and dress, but I stayed, hands at my sides, and waited for him to draw my blood. Hand? Arm? Throat? He might aim to kill if I had offended his pride as much as he had offended mine.


The blade hovered between us; then, still staring at me, he gripped the steel and ran its sharp edge across the back of his forearm. A thin trickle of blood dripped from the split skin, but he neither hissed nor sought to stem its flow. He handed my sword back. “I’m sorry. I meant you no offence, Captain.” He got to his feet and, leaning against the wall, pulled on his breeches and boots. By the time he had finished I still had not moved. “Captain Dishiva,” he said, and pressed his fists into a salute. With a pat for Itaghai and a grimace for me, he slid past me, out into the night.


The slam of the stall door sent me scrambling into my clothes, my cheeks burning as self-recrimination flooded my thoughts. What had I been thinking? Drawing my sword on another Levanti. And in such a situation. “Oh gods.” I pressed my hands to my face. “What have I done?”


Itaghai made no sound, just watched as I fretted. “I am a fool, Itaghai,” I said. “A fool. What sort of captain am I to—?”


A shout out in the courtyard interrupted my muttering. Another followed, and running footsteps passed. Grabbing my belt, I sped out through the stall door, buckling it on as I walked. A swell of excitement surged toward the gates.


“What’s going on?” I said, catching sight of Captain Menesor e’Qara, accompanied by his second—a scowling woman whose name I could not recall.


“Someone is at the gates,” she said.


“Someone should inform Herd Mas—” Captain Menesor broke off and his scowl became as deep as his second’s. “Someone should inform His Majesty. Jaesha, send someone or go yourself if—”


“I am sure our new friends are capable of that, Captain.” She gestured at the Kisians atop the watchtower. “If there are enemies, I would prefer to remain.”


We reached the crowd of Levanti around the gates, all craning their necks, their hands upon their swords. Worried faces stared around and whispering hissed like shifting sands, but of an enemy there was no sign. Abandoning Menesor and Jaesha, I threaded my way through the crowd toward the sentries, pushing where I had to. Some swore after me, but the majority let me pass. Whatever tenets we’d had to let go to survive, respect for our captains remained.


Just inside the closed gates I found Lashak e’Namalaka already talking to the captains of the Sheth and Oht, along with Captain Atum e’Jaroven, my own First Sword. Captain Taga en’Occha was there too, and thinking of Jass, I found I could not meet her gaze.


“What’s going on?” I saluted to Captain Atum. “There is talk of enemies at the gates.”


He barked a laugh. “Enemies? No, not enemies. Enemy.”


I stared at him, comprehension seeming to travel a long way to be with me. “I am afraid I do not fully understand, Captain. Enemy? There is . . . only one person outside the gates?”


“So the lookouts say.” He pointed up as he spoke, indicating the Levanti doing duty with the Kisians atop the short watchtower. The estate’s walls were not tall, but they were thick and sturdy and could survive the attack of one enemy.


“We are worried about one man?”


Captain Taga laughed, but as with Captain Atum’s bark there was little humour in it. “It is not the number of enemies we are concerned about.”


“Then what?”


“Make way for His Majesty!”


Shouts rose behind us and the gathering parted with a scuffing of boots on stone. Gideon approached, accompanied by a pair of Swords dressed in imperial colours. The little old Kisian from earlier was with him too, his shoulders hunched as though trying to be invisible. I pitied him the cruel twists of fate that had landed him in such a position.


“Open the gates,” Gideon said as he halted, his grand silk coat swept so far back that he looked more like the Levanti captain we had followed across these strange lands.


“Are you sure, Herd Master?” Captain Taga said, stroking the fletching of an arrow. “We could just turn him into a hedgehog.”


“No. Open the gates.”


Captain Atum, never one to delegate something he could do himself, strode forward. Another man might have looked back to check his herd master had not changed his mind, but not Atum. He lifted the bar that held the gates locked and let it drop to the ground with a thud. Distant thunder rumbled in its wake, but no one spoke or moved, the host of Swords gathered before the gates having stilled, ready to fight.


Atum gripped one of the gates, Taga the other, and with twin grunts of effort they heaved. A crack of night appeared between them, growing ever wider as the gates swung open. And in the widening aperture stood a single figure. A shadow against the night.


Whispering spread. Eyes darted from Gideon to the newcomer and back, but neither moved until the gates banged open. The new arrival approached. Slow, deliberate, confident of their welcome. They stopped a few paces from Gideon. A pale hand pushed back the hood.


And there, before the brewing storm, stood Dom Leo Villius. Same hair. Same eyes. Same smile. Even the linen mask hanging around his neck looked the same as the one we had burned. Yet he owned no scars though we had sliced his throat. No disfigurement though we had cut off his lips and put out his eyes—eyes that looked from me to Taga to Atum and around the gathered throng before finally coming to rest upon Gideon with the weight of a hundred lost heads.


“Good evening, Your Majesty.”




[image: Illustration] 3. CASSANDRA


The bitch wouldn’t stop staring at me. No pretty scenery drew her attention. No amount of noise from outside. Not even the jolting of the carriage. And when day turned to night, her oddly hued eyes went on cutting into my flesh.


“Stop it,” I said to no effect. I had tried swearing at her—long strings of colourful language gleaned from the melting pot of the Genavan docks—but she had just stared all the harder. Silent she might be, but she understood just fine. And didn’t now look away. I rolled my eyes with a heavy sigh. “Stop staring at me. Please.”


A small smile twitched her lips and she turned her attention to the slumped figure of Empress Hana Ts’ai beside me. It was worth asking nicely for ten minutes’ respite from those searing violet eyes.


She’s schooling you well, Cassandra, She said, speaking in my head for the first time since climbing back into the carriage. Empress Hana hadn’t woken at the last stop, but the Witchdoctor had checked on her all the same, ignoring my presence entirely as he put a hand to her forehead and her throat and checked her fingers. Perhaps I should have tried making you ask nicely.


“It wouldn’t have worked,” I muttered.


The violet eyes snapped back to me, the young woman tilting her head as though examining an interesting specimen.


“I wasn’t talking to you.”


She did not look away.


“Her Imperial Majesty is far more interesting than me. Look, that stuff your god-man shoved down her throat stained her lips purple, and her hair is a mess.”


No reply. No movement.


I stared out the window at the rushing night, although the problem with staring at night is there’s nothing to actually look at. For a while there had been flickers of moonlit fields and villages and even the glint of light on water, but now there was nothing but darkness. We had stopped only to eat and drink and change horses, this journey all too reminiscent of travelling into Kisia with Leo. How clever I had felt knowing it was me he was trying to outrun.


Light flashed outside, but all that awaited beyond the opposite window was more darkness. The girl must have seen it too for she covered the open face of the lantern, darkening the interior of the carriage as she peered out. Empress Hana snuffled like a sleeping bear. Outside, a great, jagged streak of lightning cut the sky and disappeared into the shadowy trees, leaving a bright flash across my eyes.


It looks like we’ll get to see the rains after all, She said.


I’m not sure that’s a good thing.


Certainly not for the army if they haven’t taken Mei’lian yet.


I nodded my silent agreement as the young woman uncovered the lantern, returning a diffuse glow to the close space. Shielding her eyes, she pressed her nose to the thick glass of the window. It was the most interesting sign of life she had yet shown, but whether satisfied or not she soon sat back, fixing her gaze on nothing.


Afraid of the rains? Perhaps she worried they would hit before we reached our destination, which meant there was still some way to go. Still time to get out of here.


Out of here? She said, riding my thoughts. This is where we wanted to be. Where you wanted to be.


I never asked to be sold into slavery. Who knows what horrible things he plans to do to me.


Oh yes, She agreed. Like feeding you and checking you’re healthy and—


Like an owned animal.


When She made no answer, I leaned against the side of the carriage and tried to doze. I had been awake all day and night and still I could not sleep, could only listen for the patter of rain. Beneath me the coach wheels rumbled and the clatter of hooves made their own distant thunder, but inside there were just the gentle snuffles of a sleeping empress and, after a time, the rustle of turning pages. I shifted my head enough to peer through slitted eyes at the girl. A red leather-bound book lay open on her lap, gold glinting at the top of its spine. Many of Genava’s richest men had kept bound books, but in all my time visiting them for one purpose or another, I had never seen one painted in gold. It must have been important.


I managed to doze. I had thought it only a short rest but the carriage was light when I next opened my eyes. It wasn’t particularly bright light, rather the sort of weak, watery stuff of misty winter mornings. After so little sleep my eyes ached, but rubbing them was like rubbing sand into open wounds.


“Fuck,” I groaned, throwing my bound hands up to shield my eyes.


Cass.


“Go away.”


No! Cass, listen!


At the anxious note in her voice I held my breath to listen. Carriage wheels, horses, little rustles from the other corner and—


Rain.


I sat up, blinking. The empress was awake but did not look at me; neither did the young woman on the opposite seat. She was peering out the window at the slashes of water cutting through the air, obscuring her view like a thousand swarming insects.


It would obscure me too as I ran as far away from here as I could go.


No, don’t do it, Cass, please!


“I need to piss.”


The young woman looked around. So did Her Imperial Majesty, and I could not meet her disdainful gaze. Though the violet-eyed woman said nothing, it wasn’t hard to guess the meaning of her frown.


“Yes, I can see it’s raining,” I said. “But either you stop the carriage so I can piss out there or I’ll piss in here.”


The young woman just stared at me until I lifted my brows and said, “Well? Street life has given me pretty good aim for a woman.”


A flash of disgust animated her expression, and after wrinkling her nose she knocked hard upon the carriage roof. The rap was barely audible over the pounding rain yet a shout sounded outside and the carriage slowed to a jolting stop. A man wrenched open the door and stood there with rain splatting upon the sloping hood of his storm cloak. Behind him the Witchdoctor cut a grim figure on horseback.


“What is required?” he said as rain ran down his face. His head was uncovered, but the weather seemed not to bother him.


“I need to piss,” I said, and rose from my seat without waiting for a reply. Bent double, I shuffled past the Empress of Kisia’s jutting knees and out into the storm. Fat heavy drops pelted me like stones and within seconds I was drenched through. We were not strangers to storms in Chiltae and I had often wondered why so many traders feared the Kisian rains, but no storm hitting Genava had ever left me feeling bruised.


The carriage door closed, and unflinching beneath the downpour, the Witchdoctor pointed at a hazy clump of trees. “We are too distant from any settlement. It is unfortunate your bladder cannot hold more urine as you will now be saturated for the rest of the journey.”


Too stunned by the rain trying to beat me into the ground, I just stared at him. He stared back, his beautiful features lacking all expression.


“You are not moving,” he said, shifting a loose lock of wet hair from his brow. “You may relieve yourself here if that is your preference. It makes no difference to me.”


I hadn’t been desperate to go, but the fierce patter of the rain had increased my need tenfold and I pulled myself together. “Trees are good.” I considered asking him to untie my hands but that would only make him wary to my true purpose, so I trudged past him through the sheeting rain. It was like swimming through air, every breath a gasp.


My feet sank into a puddle as I stepped off the road, leaving my boots squelching with every step. Sure the Witchdoctor was watching, I didn’t dare look back, nor even think too loudly as I tottered into the trees.


The Witchdoctor followed a little way into the copse and sat watching as I selected a good pissing tree. “Hey, why don’t you give me some privacy,” I shouted, hooking my bound hands into my breeches. “It’s hard to piss when someone’s watching.”


The god-man didn’t answer, but he turned his horse and walked out of sight. His horse’s dark-haired tail disappeared with a final limp swish, and I counted three painfully long seconds. Then I pulled my hands from my breeches and ran. My feet slipped on the sloppy loam, but not caring which way I went I sped deeper into the trees, crashing through shrubs and slapping away reaching branches.


Desperation powered my fatigued body on. The sodden trees all looked the same, but even getting lost would be better than being the Witchdoctor’s prisoner. How the fuck had I ended up running from a nutter in western Kisia?


Because we need help, Cassandra!


The hollow shell of a dead tree appeared atop a rise and I veered toward it, digging my feet into the muddy slope. Perhaps if I could fit inside I could hide, could wait for them to leave, to—


A sharp pain pierced my leg, stealing my breath. I staggered back, overbalanced, and rolled backward down the slope until the pain in my head and arse almost equalled that in my calf. Hissing through bared teeth, I gripped my leg only to find the smooth wood of an arrow shaft protruding above my ankle.


“Fuck!” I tried to get up, but my feet slid and every movement made the arrow bounce. I gritted my teeth so hard thunder roared in my ears.


Movement flickered ahead and the Witchdoctor calmly regarded me from the back of his horse, bow in hand.


“It would appear that I am out of practice,” he said, it a mere curious observation.


“You just put an arrow through my leg, you fucking piece of—” I broke off with a howl as I tried to get up and my head spun.


“If you owned no desire to be hunted then you ought not to have run like common game. Do you intend to attempt further flight, or are you content with having endeavoured to escape once? I surmise to continue would be painful as well as irksome, but many humans own a level of stubbornness that heeds not their well-being.”


I stared at him, at this man who called himself a god, who spoke like a pompous governess and sat in the rain like he could not feel it, and all hope of freedom seeped from me. I could hobble at best and the man had more arrows. He was a wall against which I could beat myself senseless, an endless sea owning no shore. Yet he had not killed me. Had not beaten me. Had not touched me at all. He wanted me alive and well, and that, more than anything else, chilled me to the bone.


My only hope lay in finding a freshly dead body, then She—


Cass, he called you a Deathwalker when he spoke to the hieromonk. He knows.


I looked into those slowly blinking eyes—a dull grey yet sharp as glass.


He can see me, Cass.


But I couldn’t just let him haul me back. I could still try, could—


You’re the one who took the job to get to the Witchdoctor. You wanted to be free. The only difference is that now I want it too. Don’t make me fight you.


Free.


Do you really think there’s still a chance? I said.


Yes. I have to.


“I’m done,” I said, forcing a smile more mocking and confident than I felt. “But you’re right, I feel better for having tried.” I gestured to the arrow. “How else could I experience such joy as this?”


The man walked his horse toward me. His intent was clear, though if he expected me to climb onto his horse’s back with bound hands and a shaft of wood wobbling in my leg then he too would be subjected to my litany of curse words. But rather than command me to climb up, he sheathed his bow and leaned out of the saddle. He gripped the back of my tunic and lifted me off the ground like a puppy. My collar cut into my throat and my sleeves dug painfully into my underarms, but after a few seconds dangling he dumped me before him on the horse. Before I could complain about such ignominious handling, he set the animal walking, its every step making the arrow bounce.


Emerging from the trees’ protective canopy, we were once more hit with the full force of the storm. On the road the carriage waited, water dripping from the horses and the pointed tip of the driver’s hood. Behind it stood the covered cart, its load easier for the oxen without the long, heavy wooden box the hieromonk had exchanged me for.


Instead of returning me to the carriage door, the Witchdoctor urged his horse toward the back of the covered cart.


“Kocho,” he said. “A companion for you.”


No answer, just the heavy drumming of the storm. If I stayed in the rain much longer it would carve ravines in my flesh like rivers cutting stone.


“Kocho.”


The cart wobbled and the canvas flaps parted. An old face peered out, the sort of well-aged Kisian man whose skin had much in common with boot leather. “Master?”


Once more the Witchdoctor gripped a handful of my tunic and lifted me from the saddle. I wanted to kick and scream and point out I was neither child nor dog, but before I could think of anything clever to say he had half thrust me, half thrown me through the gap in the canvas. I hit the cart’s dry wooden boards with a cry as the end of the arrow snapped off, digging the head farther into my leg. Light and shadows swirled as I sucked great gasps of air.


The cart jolted forward and the rustling of paper mingled with the drumming rain. “Bloody storms,” the old man muttered. “And then here you come bringing your puddles and your blood.”


“It’s not like I wanted to bring either,” I snapped when the pain ebbed enough to speak. “You could just let me go and I’ll take my puddles and blood with me.”


“I’m not stopping you.”


I pushed up on my elbows. The man sat at the driver’s end of the cart with a small lap table and a lot of papers. A lantern hung over him, hooked upon the cart’s frame, and there was nothing—nothing at all—standing between me and freedom. As the cart rocked the canvas flaps fluttered, allowing brief glimpses of the rainswept road beyond, pale in the morning light.


“Have you got a bow stashed here too?”


“No,” the man said. “I never was very good with one of those.”


He was busy stacking his scrolls and papers as far from me and my puddles as he could and didn’t look up. “What will you do if I try to run, then?” I said. “Just shout for the god-man?”


“I could, but I wouldn’t bother. He’d hear you. Damn it, where did I put the Boesia?”


“Hear me? Over this rain?”


“Try it if you doubt me.”


I stared a long time at the sheeting rain through the crack in the canvas. Surely he wouldn’t hear me, whatever the old man said. If I lowered myself onto the road and found a ditch to hide in, I might not even have to run.


“Look, if you’re going to do it, just do it,” the man said, breaking upon my thoughts. “Thinking about it over and over is noisy and annoying.”


“Then help me escape.”


“No.”


“Why not? I could kill you with a single kick.”


“With which leg? The one with the arrow in it or the one without?”


Having finished piling the scrolls, he took up a quill and a fresh page and began scratching words in Kisian. We shared a common oral language, but I’d never understood any of the symbols they used to write it down.


I looked back at the opening.


We’re stuck, Cass. Just let it go. It’s for the best.


“You should listen to your friend,” the old man said. “She’s smarter than you.”


“What did you say?”


“I said that your companion is smarter than you. Maybe if you listened more often you wouldn’t be lying here bleeding near my papers.”


“What companion?”


Still writing, the man tapped the side of his head with his free hand.


I tensed like a drawn bow. “How do you know?”


The old man stretched out his arm, the last two inches of his wrist protruding from his short sleeve. In the lantern light a pale red mark glared—a line curved like a snake.


“Did you burn yourself with some sort of iron?”


“No, I was born with it.”


“And what is it?”


“If you don’t know then you’re in for quite the surprise.”


Empress Hana had demanded to see my wrist back in Koi and been surprised to find it bare. Captain Aeneas too.


The man tucked his hand back into his lap. Like his master, he left me with the distinct feeling that, injured leg or no, I was at a disadvantage. He knew things I didn’t and his bored, superior tone was almost as irritating as the Witchdoctor’s.


“So why are you stuck in here instead of getting to ride in the warm, dry carriage?” I said.


“Stuck in here?” He looked up for the first time. “I chose to ride in here rather than get stuck with you, but then you went and got yourself all wet and covered in piss, and of course the young mistress’s health is far more important than mine. He can’t risk her getting wet and sick and dying, so old Kocho has to deal with you instead. And to think I almost stayed home. I’m getting far too old and creaky for these acquisitions, though most of the others aren’t as foul-mouthed and unpleasant. It just goes to show what’s inside does not always match what’s outside.”


He returned to his papers, but his words had whipped raw wounds and I spat at him. I had been aiming for his face but his flash of anger as saliva hit his page made it triumph enough. Without a word he pinched the corner of the paper and lifted it only to let it go over a puddle at my feet. While rainwater consumed it, Kocho dipped his quill in the ink and started a fresh page.


Cass, we need allies, not more enemies.


A smile quirked Kocho’s lips and again he tapped the side of his head with his free hand.


If you can’t be nice then let me talk to him. I promise I’ll let you have the body back when I am done. You could use a break from the pain.


“No.” Too well did I recall being merely a passenger in my own skin, and I was in no hurry to relive the experience. So before she could argue, insist, or take control by force, I cleared my throat and dredged up the persona that had gone unused for many weeks now—Cassandra Marius, finest whore in Genava. Politeness and deference were easier to swallow when I knew them to be an act.


“Where are we going?” I said, disliking the knowing twitch of Kocho’s lips.


“Home.”


“And where is home? Your master appears to be a wealthy man.”


Kocho snorted a rough laugh. “Yes and no. He wants for nothing, but that is not the same thing as being rich to your way of thinking. When you’ve lived out of the world as long as I have you realise how foolish such things as titles and gold are. You begin to measure wealth in knowledge and respect instead.”


That sounded like scripture, so I let it go and said, “No fancy palace then. But that doesn’t answer my question.”


“No, it doesn’t.”


“You’re not going to tell me where we’re going?”


“No. We keep it secret. Too many people don’t like the master.”


“I can’t imagine why.”


A barb of sarcasm pierced my practised charm, and Kocho gave me a look out of the corner of his eye. “He’s not a Witchdoctor. People just like scary stories to explain what they don’t understand.”


“He put an arrow through me.”


“He’ll take it out again. And he’ll sew you up leaving barely a scar because if there’s one thing the master is good at, it’s bodies. Just leave it in and he’ll fix it once we stop.”


“In the meantime, I’m just meant to sit here and bleed out?”


Kocho sighed. “If you sit still you won’t bleed out.”


“I might.”


“You won’t.”


“You’re a physician then?”


“No, but the master needs you and he likes his subjects healthy, so he would have fixed it already if he thought you were in danger of bleeding out.”


Subject. I didn’t like the sound of that word and my gaze once more shied toward the opening at the back of the cart.


Don’t be stupid. Running isn’t going to work. Besides, we need this man. I thought we just agreed on that?


There is no we, I thought savagely into the safety of my head, my features twisting with silent vehemence. Your attempts to take over my body are what got us here in the first place. Who knows what he really means to do with us.


Anything is better than being your passenger forever.


I scowled at the light twisting its shapes upon the interior of the canvas cover. All of this was the hieromonk’s fault. He had come into my life and offered me salvation in return for just one more kill. I ought to have ended the job free of Her and rich enough to retire; instead I was lying wounded inside a cart that stank increasingly of piss, with not only my eternal companion but also a grumpy old man. To top it off, we were travelling to nowhere with a god-man and a silent bitch, to be poked and prodded to see how I worked, no doubt until I died. Or at least until I wished myself dead.


You’re really dense when you get in these self-pitying moods.


What do you mean? I asked.


You weren’t listening, were you?


I rolled my eyes. I hated her superior tone and She knew it. Listening to what?


The man, Kocho, he said “the master needs you.”


To test stuff on.


Yes, but why put up with a foul-mouthed old whore who threatens to piss on people and spits on their work if you don’t have to? There are thousands of other people he could have picked up. He needs you. Us. Specifically. And that leverage can get us what we want.


I stared at the side of Kocho’s face. He had said we were needed. Had said too that his master wouldn’t let me bleed out.


Let’s see how much leverage I have then, shall we? I said.


I gripped the broken arrow shaft, my heart beating hard at the very thought of what I was about to do.


No, Cass, don’t do—


“No!” Kocho dropped his quill as I tightened my grip and yanked the arrowhead out. I felt the flesh tear as though it were sound, ripping skin and muscle and pain. The space spun and flashes of bright light behind my eyes became spreading darkness. But I dropped my head, fighting to stay afloat, regret bitter like the bile in my throat.


“You fool!” Kocho snapped over the hissing swear words leaving my lips like a leaking bellows. “Master! Master!”


As my head spun and blood leaked onto my hands, I managed a laugh. “Guess I am important after all.”
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I held Hacho to me like a child, protecting her from the rain. It pelted us mercilessly, the high canopy doing nothing more than collecting the drops so they might fall heavier and harder upon our already saturated heads.


Perched on a nearby branch, General Kitado hunched his shoulders like a sodden blackbird. “It doesn’t look like they’ve left anyone behind, Your Majesty,” he said, having to raise his voice to be heard over the rain. It slapped the leaves like drums. “Seems they don’t plan to split up.”


He scowled through a gap in the trees as the Levanti leader appeared on the road, the distance shrinking his great height. He had donned one of Kin’s battle surcoats. My fingers flexed. I wanted to put an arrow through his eye then rip it from his corpse.


“Careful, Your Majesty,” General Kitado said as I shifted my weight on the branch. “You kill him now and there’ll be no Empress Miko to fight for Kisia.”


“I know. That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”


“It’s next to impossible from here anyway.”


I smiled. “I know.”


At least fifty paces through dancing leaves in the rain, and he a moving figure. Almost the challenge proved too much for my resolve, but I just tightened my hold around Hacho and wondered if my father could have done it.


As the leaves once more swallowed the Levanti leader I relaxed a little. I hadn’t enough arrows to hit them all, but had my life been less important I would have revelled in one last glory as I brought down as many of the usurping bastards as I could. But my life was important. My life and my name and my face. I was the last surviving Otako, and Kisia needed me. Alive.


More Levanti passed beyond the gap in the leaves. A few others wore crimson surcoats heavy with rain while the rest looked the same as they had in battle, only wet and bedraggled. They had carts too, their loads covered and drawn by oxen they had certainly not brought with them. And palanquins. Crimson and gold silk peeked from beneath their rain covers while the carriers wore heavy storm cloaks with the Ts’ai dragon picked out in gold upon their backs.


“Do the Chiltaens have so little respect for us that they would give such things away as the spoils of war?” I hissed, gesturing at the silk-clad Levanti.


“I cannot say, Your Majesty, but that is certainly how it looks.”


“Why are they leaving? Have they been released from service?”


General Kitado shifted his weight. It caused his branch to shake, but the sound was nothing to the rain. “They may also have left because the Chiltaens didn’t pay them enough. Or because the rain is bad for their horses. Better to take their spoils and go.”


“Mercenaries,” I spat. “No sense of loyalty or honour.”


“Better they go. We know how to fight Chiltaens.”


I grumbled agreement and for a time we watched the procession in silence. The worst of the thunder had passed in the night, but the rain showed no sign of letting up. I had often watched such storms vent their rage upon the palace, and though I had dreaded their coming for the isolation they brought, they had never caused me discomfort. General Ryoji had set up archery targets inside at my request, and if I chose to ride, I could always wait for brief respites in the weather. Now I was at its mercy, owning no shelter, no storm cloak, no safety or warmth or food, nothing but my sword and my bow and the stoic company of General Kitado.


“So the Chiltaens have taken Mei’lian,” I said when the main bulk of the Levanti horde had passed. “And even without the Levanti they have still conquered a huge chunk of the empire. We need a plan. We need allies.”


“Minister Manshin said I ought to take you south, Your Majesty. Or to Syan.”


I bit at some dry skin on my lip and stared at nothing. “South where? To whom? Who can we be sure won’t have given their allegiance to Jie?”


“Then to Syan.”


Grace Bahain had been expected at Risian. He had been hoped for at Mei’lian. And he had not come. Grace Bahain was a loyal minister before he became Duke of Syan, Kin had said, with almost his dying breaths. He must be made to remember that. You must help him and his son remember that.


I went on gnawing at my lip, tugging at the dry skin. “Perhaps.” Edo had always shared his news from home on the infrequent occasions his father wrote to him, and no one who had ever heard Grace Bahain’s views on Chiltaens and pirates, and more specifically Chiltaen pirates, could believe he would ally himself with them. But why else had he not come to our aid? Why had Edo not written back?


“Either way, we need to decide,” Kitado said. “We cannot stay here, Your Majesty. The Chiltaens will be looking for you by now.”


The Chiltaens wouldn’t know about the tunnel, but once they had scoured the city for me without success they would hunt me outside its walls, might even consider, as I was doing, what places I might seek refuge.


“Perhaps for now it would be safest to find somewhere to lie low, Your Majesty,” he said when I didn’t answer. “No matter where we travel, being out in the open is a risk.”


“That cannot be helped. It is my job to protect Kisia, and to do so I must find allies.”


“And it is my job to protect you, Your Majesty, but I cannot do that if you will not listen to my advice.”


He did not meet my gaze. I was his empress and he was not allowed to challenge me with a stare whatever our current predicament. “I wish to damn your good advice to the hells, my friend,” I said. “No matter how right I know you are. If we could but find out which of our generals are still alive and where our remaining battalions are, if any have survived. We need information and we won’t get that sitting here at the edge of the fen.”


He didn’t answer, just let the heavy patter of the rain speak the hopelessness he could not voice.


Once the last of the Levanti were long gone, I began the slippery climb back down the tree. It was slow going, ensuring a good grip on slick branches while all around me the rain continued, its drops sticking loose clumps of hair to my forehead and dripping down my back. It would have been easier without Hacho, but I kept my stolen cloak wrapped around her and stopped frequently to swap her hand to hand. Kitado made no complaint despite having to slow his own descent to await mine.


At last my feet found firm ground and I kicked away the leaves covering our supplies. In the tree’s roots, he had left a single water skin, some dried meat that was no longer very dry, and a pair of blankets knotted into a makeshift satchel Kitado carried upon his back. It was soaked through and I was not looking forward to seeking sleep under a sodden blanket with wet leaves for my pillow. I had slept little the previous night even without the rain. Kitado had insisted I try to rest while he kept watch, but all I had achieved was a fitful doze and an aching neck. Three days since we had escaped Mei’lian through the tunnel and already I felt fractured and raw, like I was held together with fraying twine.


A heavy thud heralded Kitado’s return to the ground. He adjusted his sword belt and made to straighten his surcoat only to drop his hand. We had left all imperial trappings behind, thrust down a foxhole where the tunnel had spat us out north of the Tzitzi River.


“If we have scattered battalions left they are more likely to be in the north,” I said, as he took up the soaked blankets in place of his surcoat. “And they won’t expect us to go that way.”


“They won’t expect it because it’s far too dangerous to risk, Your Majesty. The bulk of the Chiltaen force may be at Mei’lian, but they will have small camps linking them back to the border because that’s what Chiltaens do. And they won’t just have one scouting party out looking for you, they’ll have everyone.”


“All right, maybe not north then, but I will not hide.”


He grimaced. “Heading east to Syan may serve the same purpose. The eastern battalions must be out there somewhere.”


I let out a long breath, hating the itch of worry that struck whenever I thought of Grace Bahain. He had been pleased to meet me in Koi, but that had been before Tanaka’s death, before the Chiltaens had poured across the border with their barbarian mercenaries, before everything I had ever known and fought for had come crashing down around me. But Kitado was right. Those battalions had to still be out there.


“Syan then,” I said. “Could we use the river?”


“Too risky this far upstream, but east of Quilin we could, and it would beat walking all the way.”


“We might even get news from Kogahaera at Quilin.”


“Yes, and Grace Bahain is sure to have marched that way if he left Syan. The mangroves along the river are too thick for so many foot soldiers.”


I pressed my lips into a grim smile. “I am pleased to have you agree on something for once, General.”


He shrugged the shoulder not burdened with soggy blankets. “I do not disagree to be contrary, Your Majesty.”


He set off ahead of me, a hand upon his sword hilt and his head always turning, watchful in the downpour. His keen senses had saved us from more than one run-in as we skirted the wild edge of Nivi Fen, though whether we would have encountered enemies or allies or bandits was hard to say. Nivi Fen had always been an inkblot on the empire’s map, a tangled swampland that had rejected all attempts to build on, through, or even near it, and harboured those who wished, for one reason or another, not to come to the emperor’s attention. The rains would flush many of its inhabitants to higher ground, which was as good a reason as any for us not to linger within its grasp.


I followed General Kitado at a distance, trying to keep my thoughts upon our situation and my eyes upon our surrounds. The rain made it difficult, falling upon the landscape like a misty curtain while its endless hammering stole all but the loudest sounds from my ears. I couldn’t even tell where we were going. Everything melded together, the edge of the fen all tall twisty trees choked with vines that trailed across the path to trip unwary travellers. I saved myself from one’s reaching thorns as a road appeared on my left. A road all too like the one we had just watched the Levanti travel.


I stopped. General Kitado walked a few paces then turned back with his sword half drawn.


“We’re going south,” I said, as he slid the blade back into its scabbard and bowed an apology. “I thought we were heading to Syan.”


He readjusted the blankets upon his shoulder. “We will, Your Majesty, but I would rather put a few hours between us and those Levanti heading north. Better to cross the Willow Road closer to the Tzitzi so we can use the mangroves to conceal our passage along the riverbank.”


“And you didn’t tell me because I’m so impatient I would have ignored your fine advice?”


The general once more shrugged his unencumbered shoulder and, catching sight of my wry smile, allowed himself one of his own. “Something like that, Your Majesty.”


“All right, south a bit farther, but then we need to stop fearing to cross the road and just do it.”


A sharp nod, a far more humourless smile, and General Kitado continued his long-legged stride south. The tunnel from Mei’lian had taken us farther north than I had expected. We’d rested in its darkness, only to emerge squinting into the light of a new day—no, a new world. I kept thinking it could all be a dream, that if we walked back to Mei’lian we would find a city just going about its day, no conquering Chiltaens in sight. But my hands were covered in cuts from digging clear the tunnel mouth, and whenever I closed my eyes the people of Mei’lian crowded around me in the darkness, offering prayers. We had fought and we had lost, but I would not give in even if I had to fight alone.


That possibility weighed on my mind more than I had let General Kitado guess. Prince Jie, with his three battalions and his true Ts’ai parentage, would easily garner support in the south. He could already be mounting an attack upon our conquerors and succeeding where I had failed. Without allies I could do nothing, would be nothing, and may as well have died gloriously protecting my city than suffer the ignoble fate of merely fading away, powerless and alone.


General Kitado halted, breaking me from my morose thoughts. We had come to the edge of a track, dual ruts suggesting the regular passage of carts. The ruts were little better than muddy gouges filled with water, but the fresh hoof prints were not.


Crouching, the general held up a warning hand as he examined the prints. “Two horses,” he said. “Travelling west not so long since.”


“Two? Are you sure?”


He nodded. “Some of the hooves are shod and the others are not.”


“Not shod? In this weather?”


“A Levanti horse, perhaps, but it seems unlikely they’d venture into the fen. Might just be a Kisian unprepared for the season.”


I peered into the rain-soaked trees, but there were only leaves and trunks and rain, its incessant fall having long since made a mockery of my clothing. It clung to my skin, choking and cold, and for a single, harrowing moment I wished it all undone. What I wouldn’t give to be somewhere warm and dry, and perhaps if I hadn’t been so determined, so ambitious, so completely me, I could have been in Chiltae by now married to Leo Villius. Comfortable. Safe. Kisia still whole.


“They may also be the tracks of Chiltaen scouts,” General Kitado said, crouching to trace the hoof prints with a finger. “On the other hand, they could belong to Kisian scouts. If Grace Bahain knows you weren’t captured in Mei’lian, he could be looking for us too.”


“It may be nothing, but we should check,” I said, the lure of potential allies outweighing my fears. “There are two of them and two of us and we have the element of surprise on our side.”


He agreed with his one-shouldered shrug and I started along the track. Not far along, a house emerged from the storm haze like an animal hunkered against the rain. Half a dozen outbuildings surrounded it like cubs, and as we approached along the track a horse came into view, owning no rider. “A fur trader, perhaps,” Kitado said. “Or a woodcutter.”


A burst of shouting halted us in our tracks, and General Kitado thrust out his arm as though shielding me from a rush of unseen enemies. “Trouble,” he said, not taking his eyes off the house. “We ought to leave.”


“What sort of trouble?” I pushed his arm aside and took a few steps forward, squinting at shadows through rain. A few more steps and grey, misty figures were born from the mire, along with the restless form of a second, larger horse carrying something bulky.


The shouts were indistinct, panic all I could distinguish as I sped my pace.


“Majesty!” Kitado hissed, dashing alongside. “It could be enemies. It could be—”
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