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To all those who have questioned the meaning of life and death










Author’s note


This book came about during a very difficult part of my life – and, indeed, in many people’s lives. A product of Covid lockdowns, I spent much of 2020–21 thinking about life and death and what it meant to be truly alive. The mythology I built here spawns from countless hours of reflection, and a deep hope that global access to effective healthcare and equitable social services is something that might one day become a reality. I am incredibly grateful to everyone in my personal and professional life who helped this book come to fruition. I could not have done it without the support of each of you. Thank you, all.


There are some scenes in this book that may be difficult for some readers. Please turn to the end of the book for a content warning if you wish to have advance notice of these.
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PART I


Life was born to a great barren nothingness. He emerged, shapeless and undefined, and he longed to fill all the empty spaces. First came the ground that became known as Earth. It was hard and firm and cold. Life cast light upon the Earth as a great and powerful sun, giving birth to every colour Life could imagine. Blues, reds, yellows, and all those in between. The colours combined and shifted and changed. They swirled and danced about. They became warm under the glow of his power and cool in Earth’s shadows. ‘But the Earth is too hard,’ Life decided, so he made Water too.


And Water filled Earth’s empty spaces. It slithered between every available crack. Then it split and separated each crevasse, turning the Earth soupy and soft. If Earth complained, then Water fought with it. It threw itself up against all of Earth’s sharp edges and smoothed each jagged point. Water could go anywhere it pleased, and it encouraged Earth to join it on its adventures. And with Life’s help, it did. Life helped craft the Earth, moulding it into forms that Water filled and helped animate. Life would find them settled in one place or another, and he would ask: ‘What are you? What is this?’ And they would reply: ‘I am now Grass,’ or ‘I am now Tree.’ And for a time, this was pleasant. For a time, this was good. Water and Earth worked together, and together they found new ways to take shape, and new ways to explore the great world that had started from nothing.


– The Origins of the Gods, Anonymous
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CHAPTER ONE


Elician
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The battlefield is always chaotic. Even on a good day, when their defence is strong and their lines remain unbroken, Elician can only just manage to keep track of Lio. His presence is a constant balm in the violence as he blocks a sword here or an arrow there. Never straying far. They have fought this war for three years at each other’s sides, and knowing where Lio is has become instinct. Elician does not need to look. He knows, with perfect clarity, Lio is there.


The melees never last long into the afternoon. It is too hot. But they start early, and the battles often stretch for hours as one relief group after another reinforces the front lines. Today, the humidity is impossible to ignore, even for the most steadfast of soldiers. They choke in their armour, gasping for breath between one strike and the next. And so, when Elician first sees a flash of streaking white, lithe and impossibly agile, he thinks the creature is an illusion, or perhaps his battle-weary brain playing tricks. For no nightcat would ever appear in a place like this.


Lio yells his name. Elician twists – an enemy soldier, dressed in tattered grey rags and clinking chainmail, swings a blade towards his head. Their swords clang loudly. Elician pivots on his heel. He ducks low. He yanks his blade up in a fierce diagonal, killing the man between one hot breath and the next. The body falls and – there it is again. A flash of white. Not the beast he had first imagined but a young man, bare-chested and pale, twisting away from the violence of the battle. With no armour to protect him, the man’s skin shimmers in the high sun of the day. His hands cover his ears, as if that could possibly be enough to muffle the sound of the fighting. His head whips back and forth, mouth open in a wordless scream. There is dirt and blood splashed across the naked expanse of his chest. Elician takes one step towards him, bewildered by his appearance – then a new soldier appears in his peripheral vision.


Elician turns. Blocks. Looks back. The figure is gone, swallowed by the melee. If he had kept standing still like that, he would have been killed in an instant. Elician does not see his body amongst the collapsed forms littering the ground, but there is no time to search. The battle has not been called off yet and Elician cannot afford the distraction.


Blinking the sweat from his eyes, he adjusts his grip and his stance, then continues to fight. An hour passes. Another. His muscles burn hotter than the packed earth beneath his feet; he breathes in short bursts. The melee is agonizing in its refusal to submit to the muggy summer sun.


But eventually, it does.


A horn blows from the Alelunen encampment to the west, signalling to the enemy troops to regroup and retreat. Elician catches himself mid-swing, diverting an attack that would have taken his closest opponent’s head off. The blade slices harmlessly through the air, but he must catch his weight on a hastily planted left foot as his balance shifts to accommodate the new position. His opponent stumbles backwards, staring at Elician in horror once she realizes how close she came to dying today. She raises her sword uncertainly, but Elician shakes his head. ‘That’s enough,’ he tells her, speaking in her own language to make sure he is fully understood.


Finally, a second horn blows from the east. Elician’s uncle, Anslian, has conceded the field. The battle is over. Both armies have been ordered to retreat, but the woman Elician could have killed is still hesitating. Her eyes fall to the shimmering golden sun that shines proudly on Elician’s chest plate. Someone has already managed to dent it once today. But the sigil is too obvious to be obscured. ‘You’re . . . you’re the Soleben Prince,’ the Alelunen soldier identifies slowly.


‘Yes,’ Elician agrees. ‘I promise, you may try to kill me tomorrow.’ He pulls off his helmet and drags a hand across his brow. It is easy to ignore the sweat during the fight, but in the first moments of the aftermath Elician is hyperaware of each dribbling bead. He turns back towards the east. Lio is there, hand still on his sword, looking over Elician’s shoulder towards the woman who should have already begun her retreat. ‘She’s not going to attack again,’ Elician murmurs to his friend. He pats Lio’s metal-clad shoulder. ‘Come on.’


‘You’re too trusting, Your Highness,’ Lio tells him. But he follows Elician to camp, only looking back a few times to ensure the would-be heroine has not decided to take it upon herself to make one final effort to end the crown prince’s life.


‘I’m too tired,’ Elician corrects valiantly. If he can avoid killing one more person today, then he will take it. He is sick of feeling lives snuffing out at the end of his sword. He has done his fair share of death-dealing during the melee. Soon, he will need to stand before his uncle and recount every pertinent detail.


Clearing his nose, he leans a little closer to his friend, murmuring something he knows he will not include in his report. ‘I thought I saw something today,’ he says, swiping more sweat off his overheated brow. ‘On the battlefield.’


‘There were plenty of somethings on the battlefield,’ Lio says.


‘No, not like this one, Wilion. This one was different.’ He smiles conspiratorially. ‘This one was a nightcat.’
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Lio and Elician help each other remove their armour after they are given permission to retire from the command tent. Ordinarily, Elician would not be expected to assist his friend. But Lio’s fingers are clumsy and tired after the hours of conflict and Elician has no interest in prolonging this process for decorum’s sake alone. The initial after-battle reports had lasted long enough for Elician to start feeling truly uncomfortable. Sweat had begun to pool at his chest, and his head had spun dizzily as the humid air made each choking breath even harder to inhale. He is desperate to shake off each layer like a beast shedding its fur.


Lio’s nostrils flare as he takes a closer look at the vicious dent at the centre of Elician’s breastplate, one that has crushed the shimmering golden sun inwards towards his heart. ‘You’re lucky this isn’t worse,’ Lio gripes, tossing the very expensive and finely made plate to the side for repair. ‘You’re equally lucky that no one in Alelune seems capable of aiming a damn arrow. Any competent archer can sight you from four hundred paces away with all this glittering nonsense.’


More than a few archers had aimed and nearly struck true, but Elician wisely does not inform his friend of that. Instead, he finishes unknotting the messy tangles of Lio’s left arm guard and teases, ‘At least I’m the prettiest target on the field.’


Lio is not amused. He swats a mosquito as it lands on Elician’s chest, killing it with a bit more force than necessary. It drives the air from Elician’s lungs, and Lio doesn’t even bother to apologize as he brushes the insect to the ground and stomps on it for good measure. Another flies close to Elician’s ear. Elician swats it against his neck with a few creative curses that would have earned him a sharp rebuke had they been back at court.


On Elician’s desk a camp attendant has already set out a bowl of scented water. Lavender and lemongrass are the best remedies to keep the bugs away. That the infusion also washes off the sweat and grime from the melee is a bonus he’s grateful to have. He sets to cleaning off his skin while Lio wages a much smaller war against the mosquitos at his back. ‘What were you saying about nightcats earlier?’ Lio asks, swatting and slapping away.


‘I thought I saw one, is all,’ Elician replies idly. It would have been a beautiful thing to behold if it had been real. His uncle Anslian, High General of the Soleben army and Second Son of Soleb, has always said nightcats don’t exist, and Elician has yet to see one in the wild. However, the other soldiers at camp always tell their own stories about the creatures prowling through the woods. Nightcats are never heard, not until the moment of attack, and they disappear whenever someone turns to look. But the camp insists they’re white as snow, and gone in a flash, taking with them anyone who strays too far from the fire lines. As knowledgeable as his uncle is, Elician much prefers the stories to reality.


‘Should I be worried you’re seeing things when you fight?’ Lio asks as Elician finishes cleaning and steps back to dry himself.


‘Probably not,’ Elician replies, sliding his fingers through his black curls in a vague attempt to assess the damage. Bad. It is bad. His fingers snag on a knot almost immediately. Sitting on the raised bed in the back of his tent, he tries valiantly to beat his curls into submission while Lio takes his turn at the bowl for a wash. But Elician’s hair and his helmet do not get along, and the result of this fight is almost assured. I should cut them all off, he thinks. But Mother will despair if I do. ‘It was a trick of the light,’ he continues when Lio’s silence weighs heavily between them. ‘That’s all.’


‘Did you eat today?’ Lio asks shortly.


‘You saw me eat.’ Elician takes up a comb in the hopes of gaining ground. His scalp screeches its despair.


‘I saw you put food on your plate, and I saw your plate empty. The middle bit I’m less certain about.’


‘Alas.’ Elician tries it from another angle. Then another. ‘Making . . . food . . . magically disappear’ – the comb flexes almost to a breaking point – ‘is not one of my talents.’ Snap. Lio snorts, and Elician glares at the flimsy piece of wood that had promised wonders beyond its ability.


‘No, your talents clearly remain elsewhere,’ Lio says. ‘Shall I put a new comb down on your requisition report? How shall we explain it to your uncle, I wonder?’


Elician has no desire to explain the incompatibility of his hair maintenance with the army to anyone, least of all his uncle. Anslian had successfully won the territories on the Bask River’s west bank from Alelune, their only continental neighbour, twenty years ago. And when Alelune had regrouped and declared its intention to reclaim the land it had lost, Anslian had remained high general of the Soleben army. He is a hero, and too many people have died today for him to be worrying about whether his nephew’s hair is in good order. Their requisitions report should prioritize other matters. He tells Lio as much.


Lio opens the drawers of Elician’s dresser and finds them clothes to wear for the evening. Outside, he can hear the other soldiers preparing for a night of food, drink and laughter. Despite Alelune’s best efforts, Soleb hasn’t lost any ground. Tonight is a night to be proud of. Especially after a long, hot day. The smell of food wafts through the air, something thick and hearty. Elician’s stomach gurgles as he begins to dress. Lio is faster than he is. His sweat-darkened blond hair, straight as the arrows that keep missing Elician’s heart, is already tied back. Bastard.


Mostly dressed, Lio reaches for his discarded armour and plucks a carefully folded strip of cloth from the pile. The shimmering purple-and-burgundy scarf is neatly embroidered with a perfect celestial map in gold and silver threads. He unfolds it, then refolds it with meticulous precision before slipping it beneath his shirt above his heart. ‘Have you received any new letters from Adalei?’ Elician asks slowly as Lio finishes his ritual. The same ritual he’s done from the moment Elician’s cousin pressed that scarf into his hands the day they left for war.


‘This morning,’ Lio admits, reaching now for his sword and fastening it to the belt around his waist. ‘Fredian was managing mail call.’ He glances towards Elician, his lips twisting in an annoying leer of a grin. ‘He asked how you were doing.’ Elician flushes at the young soldier’s name, then scowls. He tugs on his change of clothes, thrusting his arms through the sleeves of his linen tunic and turning his back on his friend in the process. ‘It wouldn’t kill you to talk to the man.’


‘If only it would,’ Elician mutters darkly. There is a small cache by his bed. He opens the lid to retrieve the heavy golden sun pendant which lies inside. ‘And it isn’t talking that Fredian wants to do.’


‘He’s not asking you to marry him, just . . .’ Lio makes a crude gesture.


‘If you can’t even say the word, then maybe you shouldn’t be doing it either.’


Lio’s cheeks turn positively scarlet at the insinuation as he sputters ‘I haven’t!’ even as one hand returns to the hidden cloth at his heart. ‘I wouldn’t! I promised her I wouldn’t!’ Perhaps more importantly, he would never get permission to marry Adalei if he was seen sleeping about the army camp. And unlike Elician’s comb, that is something Uncle Anslian would deem most important for him to know.


‘I made promises too.’ Elician loops the chain over his head. Its weight tries to pull his neck into a bend, but he is used to it. He knows how to stand straight even under the burden of his royal birthright.


‘They’re stupid promises.’


Maybe they are. Elician shrugs. But they’re all I have. He has a few more years left before his lack of interest in camp dalliances will earn him more than an amused grin and comments on piety. He intends to milk those for all they are worth.


‘Fredian is a good lad. Good family too. He—’


‘He’s perfectly fine.’ There had been nothing wrong with any of the suitors – formal or otherwise – Elician had met. The women were exceptionally appropriate, the men had legacies to be admired, and the soldiers were blunt, offering to help him clear his head after a long day of fighting. Every offer had been fine. And he had wanted none of them. He has more than enough loved ones in his life that will die before he will. He has no intention of adding another to that tally, not if he can help it. And the mere thought of opening himself up to any kind of physical intimacy . . . That runs the risk of emotions getting involved. He knows better than that.


‘You’re lonely,’ Lio accuses.


‘How can I be lonely?’ Elician asks. ‘I have you.’


Lio scowls. ‘You’re my best friend, and I’ll serve you until the day I die, but you know that isn’t what I’m talking about. I’m not going to be at your side for ever and—’


‘Yes. I know.’ He does not need their incompatible life spans spelled out. He never has. Thoroughly done with the conversation now, Elician gestures towards the tent flap. ‘Let’s get some food . . . and go to the river. You can tell me what Adalei wrote you.’


Lio agrees. He does not have much of a choice in it anyway. They head out into the camp proper, passing the injured, the weary and the still strong. Elician offers words to anyone who notices his presence. Polite and repeated phrases easily ignored. He avoids Fredian’s eyes when he collects his stew, and quickly leads Lio towards the river. It’s a full moon tonight. The world bathes in shimmering silvery-blue, and at the camp’s edge the terrain stretches out, hinting at possibilities yet to be seen.


The Bask River runs north and south, splitting their continent in two, Alelune on one side, Soleb on the other. Their countries have been fighting over ownership of this river since long before history was recorded. No one knows who struck first, but it has not mattered as the centuries have slipped by. The first god, Life, formed and gave birth to the world right at this spot, long before the water came and the river formed. Neither country will allow the other to claim this sacred site for themselves. It is both countries’ birthright and heritage.


Elician can feel it in the air as he approaches the Bask. He can feel it in the sound of the waves. This place radiates a kind of peace unlike anywhere Elician has ever been. As if Life himself is entreating all those who could listen: this place should be protected. And they will protect it, eternally, from their enemies across the river. Soleb will never relinquish its claim to the waterway, and Alelune equally refuses to contemplate a life without the river in its domain.


The Bask simply feels right. It flows calmly and with great certainty. Its depths contain endless fish to feed their troops. And it bears witness to blessed occasions, such as when sharks and breeding whales use the river to transition from one sea to the next. The great migratory periods are some of the few times the war comes to a pause. No one wishes to disturb these oceanic wonders on their path of travel. It is one of the only things any Alelunen or Soleben soldier can agree on.


When Elician had first been enlisted and arrived at this camp, his uncle had posted him as a whale-watcher, to sound the alarm the moment one was seen. He and Lio had spent months practising swordplay and observing the water as they listened to the older and more experienced soldiers fight. In those early days, announcing a sighting felt like the only way he could save anyone’s life. Call the alarm and the fighting stopped. Swords were returned to their sheaths. Music, calming and peaceful, echoed from one campfire to the next. Whale-watching is an honour that he has outgrown now, but not one he will ever forget.


The Bask splashes against its rocky shores as they approach. A cursory glance confirms there are no whales tonight. It is the wrong season for it. A shame. Sitting down at the river’s edge, Elician pulls off his boots and sinks his toes into the soothing waves. He brings his bowl to his lips and eats slowly, languidly, relaxing for the first time all day. ‘Fen would love it here,’ Lio says, sitting at his side. Elician hums thoughtfully. His adopted sister, fourteen and malcontent, would likely love anywhere that didn’t force her to continue her education. ‘All that anger,’ Lio goes on. ‘She could win the war in a night.’


Elician snorts. Nods. The camp songs echo louder. This far away, the lyrics are muffled but he recognizes the beat. His fingers tap along to it absently. You came – you died! You thought that you could take our lives, but Life is at our side! You came – you died! The taunting never endears them to the Alelunen soldiers camped on the other side of the battlefield, in the Grünewald.


‘We should come up with a different song,’ Elician suggests, exhausted by the nightly recitation. Do they really need to waste their energy on this?


‘You’re the poet.’ Lio shrugs. ‘You—’ He stops. Frowns. Elician sits up, listening. A noise. Quiet, muffled, but . . . there. An eroded shelf not far from the river’s edge and a shadow subtly moving in the darkness. Lio stands, drawing his blade. Elician sets his bowl to one side and joins him. They walk closer and the hitched breathing that had first drawn their attention grows ever so slightly louder.


Elician peers over Lio’s shoulder just as they reach the overhang, and when the hiding creature finally comes into sight, Elician laughs. ‘Look, Lio. It’s my cat.’


Half-naked and pale as the moon, the huddled form is that of a man not much younger than Elician or Lio. His long brown hair hangs limply in a tangled mess around his face, but there is the slightest bit of stubble on his chin, like it has just started to grow in. He wipes his eyes to hide tears and Elician’s heart wrenches. A new recruit? Quite possibly. Most soldiers have bad reactions on their first day in the melee.


If he is a new recruit, though, he is not one of theirs. No Soleben soldier would be as pale as this, skin all but glowing white in the moonlight. Sun-kissed skin is a badge of honour for their people, with designs burned into their skin whenever possible. But in Alelune, the less time spent outside, the better. Elician glances towards the Alelune camp. They could, conceivably, lead the recruit back across the battlefield and send him on his way. It would be an awful business to do it without getting spotted though. And his uncle would not be pleased if they were seen. He would want to know why they were the ones to do it, and what they were even doing so far from the encampment in the first place. Elician has no desire to give up the few minutes of peace he can wrangle each night. He does not want to receive another lecture regarding propriety either.


None of that matters now.


‘How did he make it here?’ Lio asks, speaking Elician’s thoughts out loud. ‘Did all of our sentries truly miss him?’ A worrying question of security to be considered later, for sure. ‘Where are his clothes?’ he continues. The younger man is not naked, exactly. If he were Soleben, the tatty trousers would have at least been moderately appropriate summer wear. But even at the height of the hottest days of the year, Alelunens do not care much for displays of ‘indecency’. Bare-chested, bare-footed and disreputable as he is, this soldier may as well be a beggar.


‘Battlefield initiation gone wrong?’ Elician guesses awkwardly.


‘I didn’t think they had the sense of humour for something like that.’


‘Anything’s possible.’ Elician crouches. He rarely has the opportunity to practise Lunae with anyone. A few lines here or there during battle, certainly, but the chance for a full conversation does not come frequently. His countrymen hate the floating vowels of their closest neighbours. Lunae is a language that seems to imply its meaning rather than indicate any degree of specificity. Worse yet, learning it requires mastering the most subtle of nuances between vowel sounds. Elician struggled to learn it as a child, preferring Soleben or his mother’s tongue, Glaikan. There is a kind of perfection found amongst the hard consonants and dedicated finality to those languages, something Lunae’s lilting lyricism cannot quite manage on its own.


Lunae’s subtle vowels are often the first to fall under the assault of a Soleben accent, mangled beyond recognition. But, with great care, Elician resurrects them from the dead. ‘Don’t worry,’ he says as best he can. ‘We’re not going to hurt you.’ The Alelunen’s eyes flicker down to the pendant swaying on Elician’s chest, then snap to his face with such rigid attention it is almost enough to drive the air from the prince’s lungs. He frowns, unused to such piercing focus from anyone not under his command. ‘How did you get here?’ he asks.


Pale limbs unfold themselves one at a time. The Alelunen’s arms slide off his knees. His legs twist as his weight shifts. He tilts himself forward.


He is handsome, Elician supposes, for an Alelunen. Appallingly thin, all things considered, but there is a peculiar cut to his nose and jaw that Elician can appreciate. It would be a shame to kill him if it turns out he is not a wayward new recruit but a spy or something worse. Some of the Alelunen’s hair shifts, revealing a dark shape along the curve of his right cheek. Dirt? No. Something else.


Elician’s memory tingles with recognition. A half-formed thought starts to take shape even as he leans back on his heels. But the Alelunen is already moving, his left hand snapping forward – Lio intercedes. He snatches the recruit’s wrist with his bare hand and promptly falls to the ground.


Dead.


Elician’s breath catches in his throat. For a moment, he does not understand. He looks, stupidly, for an arrow or a blade or anything he could have missed. When the answer comes, Elician nearly chokes on his next inhale. A Reaper.


Both taller and heavier than the would-be assassin, Lio’s collapse had dragged the other man to the ground. But the Reaper wastes little time wriggling free. He gets back to his feet and charges at Elician once more, hands outstretched. Elician takes half a step back, instinct howling at him to defend himself even as he realizes the inevitable. He left his sword back in his tent. Lio’s is too far away. There is no other way for this to end. The Reaper reaches towards him, his deadly touch crossing the distance between them, and Elician shoves him backwards. Hard.


The Reaper trips over his own feet but manages to stay upright. He seems to be preparing for a second assault when his eyes go to Elician’s bare hands. He falls eerily still, staring at Elician’s sun-dark skin. Elician had made direct contact. He should have died. Had Elician been anyone else, he would have.


‘I’m a Giver,’ Elician confirms, exhaustion coursing through him. ‘You can’t kill me. No one can.’ A Reaper’s touch means death. But a Giver is imbued with the power of the god of life. Only the gods can kill their kind. Nothing else. Elician glances back towards camp. They are still alone. There are no other witnesses. Good. ‘But,’ he growls out, aiming one finger at his best friend’s body, ‘he really hates it when I bring him back.’ It is impermissible. Frowned upon for many reasons and considered taboo. Whole histories have been written about how pulling people away from Death leads to nothing but suffering. And yet, Elician kneels. He presses his palm to Lio’s throat and wills him to return.


Immediately, his friend lurches beneath his touch and Elician feels relief flood his bloodstream like a bitter high. Lio gasps for air, rolling to one side and coughing as he tries to catch his breath. ‘Welcome back,’ Elician mutters.


‘Fuck.’ Lio braces himself on his hands and knees. ‘Did you—What happened?’


‘You died,’ Elician replies, dry as dirt. Lio curses again. And again. Elician leaves him to it, turning back to the Reaper, whose confusion has given way to wonder. He meanders closer, one hand outstretched towards Elician. Not out of malice, necessarily, simply to test a theory. His eyes are wide, lips parted, stunned and curious. Elician takes his hand. Holds it long enough to make it clear that neither is going to die from the contact, then asks, ‘What are you doing here?’


The Reaper does not reply. When that fails, he leans back on one foot and slashes his other hand towards Elician’s face, sharp nails nearly catching him in the eye in the process.


Elician ducks, twisting the man’s wrist in his hand to manoeuvre the Reaper down to the ground. ‘Give me your belt,’ he snaps at Lio, then quickly works to bind the Reaper’s hands behind his body once he has it. ‘You really are a damned cat,’ Elician gripes once he is done. Bound for now, he tugs his captive up onto his knees and steps back to get a better look at him. ‘What’s your name?’ he asks, temper rising.


The Reaper hisses something, some nonsense thing that sounds like it was intended as a word but has turned furious and unintelligible instead. ‘Cat it is, then,’ Elician decides. It is simple enough for now and he does not have the energy to come up with something better. What to do? There is nowhere in the tent-city of their army that a Reaper can be properly restrained. The closest true city, with a proper prison system, is Altas. But, once there, Cat would need to be kept in solitary confinement and isolation. The guards would not be able to manage him otherwise. If he were to break out of the cell, he could murder anyone who dared try to stop him with barely a flick of his wrist. Sending him back to Alelune, though, is not an option. He knows Elician is a Giver now. And that information cannot be known. Not yet.


‘What is he even doing out here?’ Lio asks, fetching his sword from the ground and holding it uselessly in front of him. ‘It’s forbidden for Reapers to fight.’


‘It’s forbidden for Givers to fight too,’ Elician reminds him, rubbing his face again as if the sensation alone would provide an answer. He is exhausted. After the endless hours of the melee . . . he had just wanted to get clean. Eat some food. Sleep, even. He does not have the energy to deal with this too.


‘You aren’t resurrecting or healing anyone!’ Lio protests. Elician’s hand drops to his side. Even Cat looks unimpressed at that proclamation. A proclamation that Elician had not even thought the failed assassin could understand. They both look at Lio, incredulous in the face of Lio’s own, very recent, resurrection. And Lio has the audacity to argue. ‘We’re not on the battlefield now,’ he snaps. ‘And a Reaper is as much a liability to the Alelunen army as he is to ours. Especially like that.’ He waves a hand at Cat’s half-naked body. He’s not wrong. Any Reaper, in any capacity, is a liability in combat. He is a danger to both armies merely by existing.


‘He’s a danger to himself too,’ Elician murmurs. Someone with his powers cannot die a proper death. He could have been stabbed or sliced by hundreds of blades earlier today, and each wound would have healed. Even fatal blows would have eventually led to him standing up and walking away. But Elician knows from experience that just because something heals quickly does not mean there is no pain.


There is a good chance this violent, vicious assassin – surely sent by Queen Alenée of Alelune – really had been crying by the river, caught in the same post-battle shock as any new recruit. And his attack – almost successful, all things considered – had been a crime of opportunity. He could not possibly have known Soleb’s crown prince would be here, now. Which means . . . something.


Elician sighs. It means something. His sluggish brain is simply not willing to work it out at the moment. ‘He can’t stay here.’ That much is certain. He rubs his face again, trying to form his scattered thoughts into logic. ‘We could take him to Kreuzfurt,’ he offers. Though the fortified town is three weeks’ journey by horseback.


‘He tried to kill you,’ Lio says slowly. ‘He did kill me.’


‘Yes, but you’re better now.’


‘Joy.’ Lio’s unhappiness is palpable. Elician ducks his head even as Lio keeps talking, growling out each word with increasing frustration. ‘But even if we do take him there, what exactly do you think is going to happen? It might hold others of his kind, but do you think he’ll just play nice with all the Soleben Givers and Reapers with no thoughts of escape?’


‘I think,’ Elician says, kneeling down to look the Reaper in the eye, ‘that the guards patrolling Kreuzfurt are the only ones capable of keeping our Cat here from wandering off. They are uniquely qualified to handle those with his powers. And if he does decide to tell anyone what he knows about me being a Giver, that information isn’t going to get very far. Marina will put a stop to it immediately.’ He expects hostility, violence, even a few curses or condemnations, but the Reaper stays silent. The brief moment of clarity that had come at Lio’s earlier bombastic declaration seems to have passed and he regards them both with almost passive nonchalance. If anything, his attention is solely on Elician’s hands, as if he is trying to work out exactly where his planning went so wrong.


Slowly, Elician reaches for Cat’s face. He ignores how the Reaper flinches back and presses his thumb against the man’s cheek. He rubs back and forth, smearing a concealing unguent that had disguised the black stain seared into his skin. ‘I thought nothing could leave a permanent mark on your kind,’ Lio murmurs at his back.


Elician nods, continuing to reveal the stain. ‘Marina told me it was something the scientists in Alelune had invented to make sure that anyone who crossed paths with a Reaper would know what they were.’


Lio shivers. ‘Alelune likes its experiments.’


That it does . . . Clearing his throat, Elician returns to Lunae to ask, ‘Tell me, Cat, what would you prefer? I cannot let you go. So, either I take you to Altas to be held in solitary confinement, or I bring you to Kreuzfurt – where you can wait out the rest of the war with your own kind.’ Both are life sentences in their own way. The war always picks up again, for one reason or another. The last break in tensions only lasted seventeen years, and that was following a particularly aggressive forty-year campaign. This recent assault is only three years in the making. There is no guarantee when Cat will be returned to his own people, but at least one option comes with human contact and the possibility of a life worth living.


It is more than most assassins get.


‘Can he even speak?’ Lio asks in their native tongue when the Reaper stays silent.


‘Altas,’ Elician repeats in Lunae, holding up his left hand. ‘Or Kreuzfurt.’ He holds up his right. Slowly, the Reaper’s head tilts towards Elician’s right hand. ‘Kreuzfurt it is. Lio, could you go fetch my uncle?’


‘You want me to “go fetch” the high general of the army?’ Lio scowls, already lowering his sword.


‘Well, we need his permission to go.’ They need more than that, but it would be a start. None of them are going to get much sleep tonight, it seems. At least they will not have to fight on the front lines in the morning. And good things, no matter how small, should always be celebrated.










CHAPTER TWO


Cat
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Cat keeps his head down as the prince pleads his case to Lord Anslian, Second Son of Soleb and high general of the Soleben army.


Lio had escorted the esteemed lord to the bank of the Bask River with no other guard or soldier accompanying them. It makes no sense – he should have a guard. Instead, despite the fierce scowl that slashes across Anslian’s face, he had come at Lio’s request and allowed himself to be brought before an enemy Reaper. My Queen would never have permitted such a thing, Cat thinks. She values her safety too much for that.


But Anslian had come. And now he stands within striking distance as Prince Elician makes a very impassioned case designed to save Cat’s life.


Cat does not listen to Elician’s diatribe. He had for a few minutes, puzzling over what the prince hoped to gain by bringing him to Kreuzfurt, but Anslian’s presence is more distracting than the prince’s precise Soleben pronunciation.


There has never been a shortage of stories about Anslian in Alelune. Even when Cat had been living in the Reaper cells, news of the man had flowed like water. Anslian was both a great commander and an opportunistic villain. He secured the west bank of the Bask River for Soleb twenty years ago only because he managed to take Alelune’s prince consort, Marias, hostage. Legends of Anslian’s military victories have always been told with an infuriating mix of scathing contempt and grudging respect. He may have been a dishonourable fiend for how he ended that war, but he’s managed to hold Altas and the Bask ever since. No one could deny that the man is a brilliant tactician. In truth, from all the stories Cat has heard, Anslian should have been a giant. Easily the size of mountains. But he stands before them now as nothing more than human. It is more disappointing than Cat had anticipated.


Anslian shares a few features with the crown prince. They are both dark-haired, though Elician’s curls are more pronounced than Anslian’s. Their beards are similar, groomed to a careful neatness. Elician’s skin is darker, with a particularly unique tan line on his cheeks from where his helmet curves over his face. Anslian’s skin, by contrast, seems to burn rather than darken, and it flakes along his brow over a particularly bright red patch.


The crown prince lists his reasons for not sending Cat back to Alelune as if he is giving a governmental address. He seems to be putting a lot of effort into the attempt, though Cat cannot work out why Anslian would bother to listen in the first place. Cat’s queen would have punished someone arguing with her like this a long time ago.


‘Has he said anything?’ Anslian asks.


‘No,’ the prince replies. ‘But that doesn’t really matter at this point. What we do with him is the problem.’


‘I think it matters quite a lot what he does or doesn’t know,’ Anslian argues. Cat tugs at his wrists, testing the leather strap wrapped around them. It does not budge. ‘For Queen Alenée to send an actual Reaper into battle is an escalation. What if there are more?’


‘Are there more?’ Lio asks Cat directly. He repeats the question a moment later in heavily accented Lunae. Cat tilts his head back to look at the soldier. Blond but dark-eyed, skin deeply tanned from long hours in the sun, Lio is slightly taller than the prince. Broader too. He stands with a more grounded stance, one hand resting on his sword in warning. It has been many years since someone has stabbed Cat. He is not interested in experiencing it again.


He shakes his head. No more Reapers were sent.


‘And we should trust him?’ Anslian sneers. Cat almost sneers back, but there is no point. Their decision, whatever it is, is not one that is going to take his opinion into account. He failed his mission. What happens from here is out of his control.


‘I want to bring him to Kreuzfurt,’ Elician says. ‘To Marina and the House of the Unwanting. She’ll find out if he does have anything to hide, and they’ll be better equipped at handling him.’


‘The House of the Unwanting is not a jail cell. He is an assassin, an Alelunen assassin. You are rewarding your attempted murderer with a comfortable room and a garden to walk through. Do not use mercy as an excuse for stupidity.’


‘I won’t torture a man just because I don’t know what else to do with him. Kreuzfurt is designed to maintain our kind – Givers and Reapers both. Shy of burying him alive or tossing him into the Bask with weights around his ankles, there is no convenient way to maintain him here in camp – and it is too great a risk for everyone involved to keep him locked away in Altas.’


Cat freezes at the mention of drowning. He glances to the left. The Bask River had stalled his panicked flight earlier. Probably for the best, all things considered. He had not been thinking straight. But the sight of the water had not helped ease the anxiety the battle had caused. All it had done was make him remember the last time he had tried swimming anywhere. The water filling his lungs, reaching desperately for something that had seemed so worth it at the time, a question being asked—


He really does not want to drown again.


Elician’s hand touches his shoulder. It rests there, heavy and secure. ‘And since I am not planning to torture any prisoner in our care, Kreuzfurt is the only logical choice.’


Cat drags his attention away from the river. He meets Lord Anslian’s eyes. Not unlike the main disciplinarian in the cells, his eyes are sharply focused, narrowed with distrust and disgust in equal measure.


‘You were his intended target, yes?’ Anslian asks slowly. If the stories about him are to be believed, Anslian has never had a problem with torture. Cat tugs again at the bindings around his wrists. They do not move.


‘He . . . hasn’t admitted to such a thing.’


‘Do we need him to admit that?’ Lio spits out. ‘He still tried it.’


‘I’m not going to blame him for a crime of opportunity,’ Elician replies shortly.


‘And yet,’ his uncle says, ‘if he had succeeded in killing you, then you would have been removed from the battlefield and the line of succession. And now, if you take him to Kreuzfurt, you are still removed from the battlefield.’


‘But at least not the line of succession,’ Elician teases. His hand tightens around Cat’s shoulder. ‘I’m not throwing him into the Bask.’


‘I am not asking you to torture the thing. But he is an Alelunen Reaper, and the only way he would have got here is if their damn queen allowed it. So, I want to know exactly what Queen Alenée hoped to gain by sending a Reaper into the melee when the gods themselves have forbidden such things. And if it was just to get a chance at killing you, then why?’


To be fair, Cat had never intended to end up on the battlefield. He sighs, curling forward as the three Solebens argue over him. His queen will be furious when she finds out; her commanders were supposed to release him after the melee. It is easier to cross into Soleb under the cover of darkness. He could have found the prince . . . Anslian . . . and all the rest far easier from that point onwards. She had given the troop commander specific instructions, and those instructions had been spectacularly ignored. The barrel Cat had been in had been confused for a supply barrel, and he had been kicked and rolled and tossed into the fight long before anyone realized the mistake they had made. The Alelunen general, Leferge, had been screaming obscenities at the chaos on the field, and the rest of the disaster had unfurled simply because Cat had been trying desperately not to touch anyone.


The noise and sudden bright light of the sun had overwhelmed every sensation he had. And there had been so much death. He had never been surrounded by that many people dying all at once before, each life snuffing out like a snapped thread in the back of his mind.


Lord Anslian walks closer. Elician shifts somewhat, preventing Cat from trying to take advantage of the proximity. All it would take is pitching forward. A brush of skin. The slightest bit of contact. Not even that, Cat thinks as the man continues to draw near. But . . . it doesn’t matter. Elician can raise the dead. Even if Cat could take down the general, Elician would simply revive him. Cat had thought it was illegal to do such a thing in Soleb, but that must have been wrong. Another lie he had been told.


A lie that came with its own kind of curiosity, though. Cat had never felt someone coming back before.


He knows what it feels like when someone dies. He has seen Death herself more times than he would care to count, taking souls with her to be remade and reformed. It had never occurred to him that he would feel something when the inverse occurred. When someone used their god-given power to force a soul back into the body it had left behind.


In the brief moments when Elician had touched Lio, Cat’s senses had come alive. He had felt the resurrection taking place, even before he understood what was happening. It had coursed through his body, a hand reaching down his throat, pulling the air from his lungs, choking him and emptying him, leaving him raw and open, ready to inhale once more. The sensation had grated, and it had soothed, a reminder that whenever breath is gone, something will always strain to fill in the empty spaces left behind. Lio had returned from the dead, and Cat had stared in stunned wonder, half expecting the god of life to appear right at his side. But there had been no one else, only Elician and the dear friend he had refused to let die.


‘Tell me the real reason you want to take him to the House of the Unwanting,’ Anslian beseeches quietly, as if he intends for Elician to be the only one capable of hearing him. But Cat has spent more than half his life listening to whispers. He can hear perfectly fine.


He can even hear Elician’s whispered reply, words recited like a quote. ‘All life is sacred, Uncle. That’s what we learn at temple, isn’t it? That all lives deserve to be protected and saved whenever possible?’ Elician’s hand tightens on Cat’s shoulder again, as if to share an understanding over something. Cat, however, is too unused to such things to grasp the meaning.


‘Elician—’


‘I don’t have a choice when it comes to fighting this war. I’m here because I’m my father’s heir. I fight those soldiers because that’s what you and Father have decided is best for our country. But I do have a choice in this.’


‘He is an enemy. He tried to kill you,’ the general protests.


Elician shrugs, impossibly calm. ‘That doesn’t matter,’ he states. ‘All life is sacred, even his.’


He is a fool, Cat thinks. It cannot be that simple. His life ceased to truly matter the day he had died and become a Reaper. He knows what he is worth, and sacred does not come close.


‘I don’t care if he was sent to kill me,’ the prince continues. ‘There are a thousand soldiers in the Grünewald who try to kill me every other day. The only thing I care about is that he is a Reaper. As you said before: the gods forbid our kind on the battlefield. He was never supposed to be there to begin with.’


And neither was I – four words left utterly unsaid, but words Cat hears within the silence as Elician abruptly seals his lips. Cat does not know the prince well enough to know if those words were his intention, but they echo as loud as the armies’ war horns.


‘He should be someplace else,’ Elician finishes.


Lord Anslian cups Elician’s cheek. He angles the prince’s head down and kisses his brow. ‘Take Lio with you,’ he says, no longer bothering to be quiet.


‘Uncle?’


He pats Elician’s cheek, smiling sadly. ‘You’re tired. Both of you are. As my daughter consistently reminds me, neither of you have taken any leave since you arrived. Three years is a long time without reprieve. So, take it. Go to Kreuzfurt. Deliver this . . . thing to Marina and then return.’ His eyes crinkle at the corners, forming lines that reach out to his hair. ‘There is no time for you to go to the capital, but you could take the Long Road back. And you could write to your loved ones from Kreuzfurt . . . or help each other write letters to loved ones, if that’s what you need to earn their affections.’


Both Elician and Lio sputter at that last comment. They talk over themselves, offering excuses and protests.


‘I never once—’


‘That’s not—’


Anslian laughs. It does not quite sound happy. ‘I’m sure.’ He pats Elician’s cheek once more, then steps away. ‘Go. If anyone asks what you’re doing, tell them you’re taking the list of the dead to read into remembrance. Marina can plan the ceremony for you once you get to Kreuzfurt. Be back in three months at the latest . . . and find some clothes for your pet Cat before you go. Gloves, too. Otherwise, it will kill anything it touches regardless of intent, including your horse.’ Cat frowns, not understanding.


What horse?


It is on the tip of his tongue to ask, but he holds it back. Waiting, watching, bound. It does not matter if he says anything out loud: they will do what they want regardless of whether he speaks or not.
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Lord Anslian returns to camp. Lio leaves to get supplies. Cat shifts about to sit more comfortably as Elician paces. Impatient, Cat thinks derisively. Soleb is the Sun Kingdom, filled with golden imagery and great idolatrous affection for Life in all his glittering glory. Their people are fast-paced, quick-thinking and bad at foreseeing consequences.


Very bad indeed, it seems. Elician’s pretty speech about all life being sacred had been almost too idealistic to bear.


‘The place we’re going,’ Elician says suddenly in Lunae, turning on his heel and running a hand over his curls. Something must snag in his first pass because he grimaces and starts retying the short mess of curls at the base of his neck. ‘Have you heard of it? Kreuzfurt?’


Yes. He has heard many stories about Kreuzfurt, some too wonderful to believe. Always spoken furtively and hushed, like a secret.


Elician clears his throat, then hurries on, not waiting or expecting Cat to reply. ‘There are two Houses, one for Givers and one for Reapers: the House of the Wanting and the House of the Unwanting. Marina is the head of the House of the Unwanting, where all the Reapers of Soleb live. She’s from Alelune, just like you. Though she came here a long time ago. She’s . . . she serves as a cleric at the Kingsclave when it’s in session.’


For the first time, Elician’s knowledge of Cat’s tongue shows its weakness. Kingsclave is a distinctly Soleben word, one he had directly translated rather than using the Lunae equivalent. It is a word their people would never use, for Alelune has no king, only a queen. Always a queen. One whose own title translates better as Moon Blessed, as she serves as their god’s chosen speaker. No Alelunen would ever call the summit where Alelune and Soleb meet to discuss treaties under the banner of truce a Kingsclave. Not when their own word, Blessedsafe, holds far more meaning. But Soleb enjoys their insults.


The last time the two countries had met on the neutral grounds of the Kingsclave to discuss terms had been to sign the Marias Compromise and return the hostage prince consort to Alelune. Twenty years later, that night still weighs heavily on his people. They have never forgiven Soleb for that either.


‘Marina is sworn to neutrality,’ Elician continues. ‘She’ll be good to you.’


Marina. The name is an echo of a promise half forgotten. Ranio Ragden had told him about Marina. About Kreuzfurt. About Elician, even. A sweet boy, too kind for his own good, and shy. But he’ll grow out of that one day, I’m sure. Ranio’s description, nearly eight years out of date, still seems accurate. But whatever shyness Elician once had, there is a self-confidence in him that is now undeniable. Even with his linguistic missteps, he continues to speak in Lunae. More than that, though, Cat cannot understand why Elician has made the choices he has made tonight. There is no reason Soleb’s crown prince could not toss him in a box, or a pit, or a prison cell. This trip to Kreuzfurt is beyond what rationally needs to be done. And yet the prince has convinced himself of the need for it anyway. Because of his lessons in temple. And apparently that had been enough to convince Anslian of it too.


Elician asks him, ‘Do you have a family? Loved ones? People who will miss you?’


He does. He has never truly been alone. He waits for the prince to make up his own mind, to say what he needs to say to clear whatever part of his conscience is aching over the decision of sending Cat to . . . live comfortably in a religious commune. ‘When the war is over, truly over, or when I’m king – I’ll ensure you can go wherever you need to go. I swear it.’


You can’t make that promise, Cat thinks, well used to broken promises and pretty lies. But Elician seems truly earnest in his intention. Cat nods his understanding, and Elician grins. He sits down at Cat’s side, leaning back to stare up at the sky. The moon is bright and full tonight. Gorgeous. Cat has no idea how long it will take before he ends up back in Alelune. Someone will likely come fetch him sooner or later if he takes too long to finish his task. His queen will be disappointed that he did not manage to kill the prince, but at least he tried. He tilts his head up towards the sky. At least I saw the moon.


Elician’s arm is warm against his and the silence that settles between them is surprisingly comfortable. Elician stops trying to fill it with meaningless prattle, and Cat leans into the excess heat coming off the Sun Kingdom’s prince.


Lio returns eventually. He brings with him two massive horses, fully kitted out with saddles, saddlebags and accoutrements. They tower over Lio like hulking monsters, limbs thick and menacing. Their bodies are dark brown, almost black, but their manes and tails are as pale as marble.


‘Those are not our horses,’ Elician says in Soleben, eyeing the beasts trailing behind Lio by their reins.


‘No, they aren’t,’ Lio agrees, patting the largest of the pair. ‘I’m not trusting him on his own, which means he needs to ride double. With you – since I don’t fancy dying again, thanks.’ He unloops a satchel from around his neck and shoulders, tossing it to the ground by their feet. ‘It’ll be too much strain on the horses to ride double for too long though, so we’ll have to switch off. Which means our usual mounts just earned a nice long stay out at pasture while we’re riding these all the way to Kreuzfurt.’


‘You couldn’t have found a cart to go with them? It would have been so much more convenient.’


‘Sure, but we’re still banned from taking a cart, and everyone at camp knows it.’


‘Seriously?’ Exasperation drains off Elician’s tongue. ‘Even now?’


‘Pretty sure it’s a lifetime ban written into law at this point. I doubt your father is ever going to forgive us for the embarrassment we caused him. This was the best I could do.’


‘Did you bribe someone?’


‘Fredian. You owe him dinner – a proper dinner – when we get back.’ The prince sputters, making a sound Cat has never heard before as he devolves into Soleben so rapid that Cat cannot keep up. Lio is not paying attention. Instead, he turns to Cat properly and says, in rather broken Lunae, ‘Sorry, you much small than other man.’ Lio opens the satchel and reveals a set of clothes. ‘Did that I could. Good luck.’


‘I’m not having dinner with Fredian,’ Elician says in Soleben as he unbinds Cat’s wrists. In Lunae, he commands, ‘Get dressed.’ Then he goes back to arguing with his friend in their native tongue. Something about carts and racing and how it was all in good fun.


Cat dresses. The clothes fastenings are simple enough to figure out, but he understands Lio’s broken warning far better as he begins slipping them on. The off-white braies should only reach his knees but instead kiss his ankles. The trousers need to be rolled up. A pair of strings secure them around his hips, but the fabric bunches unpleasantly at his waist as a result. The linen undershirt and tunic both sag. The neckline on his tunic nearly slips off one shoulder. He puts his feet into the boots Lio has found for him, but they slide backwards and forwards, his toes not even close to touching the ends. The gloves he has are perhaps the only items that fit him well. They are still too big, but only slightly.


It is not the worst he has ever worn.


But it comes close.


He imagines, suddenly, what his queen would think if she saw him like this. He flushes with embarrassment, tugging awkwardly at the sleeves. The movement catches attention, interrupting the pair from their heated debate. Lio snorts indelicately behind his hand, but Elician clears his throat. He tries lying again, saying, ‘We’ll . . . see what we can do on the way to make it better,’ and Cat hisses beneath his breath in frustration.


But there is no response to his ire. They do not recognize the sound.


‘We’ll cross the river tonight and find a place beyond the east bank,’ Elician says. He sighs and curses while looking at the towering monster of a horse. ‘This is going to be exceptionally uncomfortable, Lio.’


‘Deal with it,’ Lio mutters. ‘You’re the one who wants to take a Reaper assassin all the way across the country.’


‘Do you have a better idea?’ Elician snaps.


‘You mean morally better. Do I have a morally better plan? And the answer is no. But I still don’t like it.’


‘Noted.’ Elician holds out his hand towards Cat. ‘Do you need a boost?’


Cat does not move. Gently, Elician wraps his fingers around Cat’s bare wrist and tries to guide him towards the grotesque beast of a creature. Cat digs his heels in. He yanks his arm back. Ranio had put him on a horse once. It will be all right, he’d said, don’t worry.


‘It will be all right,’ Elician promises him too, daring to smile like he means it. ‘There truly are worse places to stay than in Kreuzfurt.’


No.


Cat hisses rather than speaking the refusal, the noise sharp and fast. Elician hesitates. Frowns. Cat hisses again. Even opens his mouth to speak the refutation outright, the first words he would have uttered here, but then the horse moves. Its head sways, ears flick. Cat stumbles backwards and Elician tugs him forward. It is useless to fight. Cat has never won at anything when he’s fought back, but he scratches and kicks anyway. He yanks himself free and – trips in the stupid boots.


He hits the ground. Rolls. He tries to get up; his feet slither from the boots and that is fine. He can run without them if he has to. But an arm wraps around his waist and his hands are getting tied again. He thrashes and tries to break free. Someone hoists him up and over, tossing him like a sack of grain onto the horse’s rump. He pitches forward, gravity yanking him down. Cat closes his eyes before the contact, hissing an apology no one understands, and his chin bounces off the poor thing’s rear.


The world gives way beneath him. The horse collapses. Someone curses and starts shouting. Cat cannot understand the words, too busy trying to find a way to sit up. Hands grab at his shoulders, and he throws his head back. Another curse. ‘Wait! Wait, Cat, I’m trying to—’ He’s rearranged on the ground away from the horse. ‘That was my fault,’ the stupidest prince in the world says, kneeling before him. ‘I didn’t think that . . . It was an accident.’ Lio says something in the background, but Cat is not listening. ‘You’re afraid of killing her, is that it?’ Elician asks.


Cat hisses his incredulity into the air. He did kill her. She was a hideous, unnecessary thing, but now she lies dead on her side, saddle still attached just like Ranio’s. He glances off to the left, half expecting Ranio’s corpse to be lying there in brutal refrain. But it’s only Lio, standing awkwardly by the dead horse, and Elician, looking far too sad indeed.


The prince holds up his palm. ‘Look, look, Cat. Watch.’ He presses one hand against the horse’s flank and – it happens again. A pull of air, a yanking of attention, a shiver shaking the far corner of Cat’s mind, and then: the horse is alive. She huffs. Stands. Shakes her head and her braided mane. She extends one leg and rubs her face against it. Lifts her tail and farts.


Elician turns back towards Cat. His hand, that magic touch, capable of undoing every horror Cat could contemplate, reaches for him. ‘When was the last time you touched something and it didn’t die?’ he asks. He cups the back of Cat’s head. Pulls him close. Cat’s brow rests against Elician’s neck. He closes his eyes and breathes in. Lavender and lemongrass. Like the perfume his father used to wear.


‘I won’t let anything happen to you,’ Elician swears. ‘I will not allow anything you do to permanently hurt anyone, or anything, that travels with us.’ His fingers stroke through Cat’s hair. Soft, soothing. Unreal. ‘If you get on that horse, I promise you, it will be all right.’


Trust me, Ranio had whispered, reaching through the bars of Cat’s cage. The prince in Soleb . . . he’s not much older than you, but he’s a lot like you in many ways. I’ll bring you to him, if you want. You could have a different life there. But you have to trust me to help you escape.


‘If you climb onto that saddle appropriately,’ Elician says, ‘you won’t risk touching her. I’ll sit right behind you.’ He keeps hold of Cat’s head, but he leans back far enough to meet his eyes. ‘Trust me,’ he beseeches one final time.


Cat nods.


Then, carefully, with the prince’s help, he gets on the horse.










CHAPTER THREE


Elician
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Elician has never taken someone prisoner before. It is not something his instructors taught him as he trained to join the war effort. Prisoner exchanges are rare. Once both sides have issued a retreat order, then the conflict is meant to be over for the day. It is simply too much fuss to try to take someone hostage.


Despite this, his uncle Anslian had done it once. He had been named a hero for managing to take Marias, Alelune’s prince consort, as a hostage. For dragging him from the east bank of the Bask River all the way to Soleb’s capital city, Himmelsheim. Elician even remembers standing next to his mother in the throne room as the Alelune ambassador negotiated the terms of Marias’s release. Elician had not been allowed to travel with the party to the Kingsclave when the transfer finally took place, but there had been months of negotiations before then.


Marias had been well treated, of course; no one would have been foolish enough to risk his health and well-being. But he had been caught in the first place because of an injury in the melee. Elician remembers how strange it had seemed to see such a fuss being made over a thin, pale-faced man who said little in his defence and sat slumped in his chair, left leg wrapped in thick bandages from his ankle to knee. All Marias had wanted was to go home to be with his infant son. It had seemed like a reasonable request. Young Elician had even told him so. Marias had smiled at him, and Elician had been escorted out of the room. He never saw the prince consort again.


By capturing Marias and brokering his eventual return in what became known as the Marias Compromise, Anslian secured the west bank of the Bask and the whole of Altas from Alelune. In return, Alelune had the safe return of their prince consort and an agreement that no lands past what they’d conceded would be pursued by Soleb. It had been a resounding victory for Soleb, and a brutal embarrassment for Alelune. Queen Alenée divorced and replaced Marias in the years that followed. For seventeen years, there had been peace. Long enough for new soldiers to be born and raised, Anslian had scoffed when Queen Alenée declared war. She wanted Altas back. And the Bask. And all the land beyond that shore. Three years since the war had begun anew, and she had not stopped trying.


Although Elician has never taken a prisoner before, considering the legacy he has inherited, he rather thinks he is doing it wrong. He has not taken a prince hostage here. The thin waif of the failed assassin is not going to end any wars any time soon. If anything, if anyone discovers that Queen Alenée had resorted to using a Reaper to end her troubles, it would only encourage Soleb’s armies to march deeper into Alelune territory. They did not have to stop at securing control over the river, after all. Soleb leaving the fertile lands to the west had been a stipulation of the Marias Compromise – a proviso they no longer needed to heed after Queen Alenée broke the terms of their agreement with her assault.


No one can know what the Queen had tried to achieve with her Reaper. It would just make the war worse.


That still does not mean Elician knows what he is doing.


He is lucky the Reaper is small enough to fit the makeshift two-person saddle Lio had rigged together for them both. And despite his complaints, Elician does see the wisdom in taking draft horses instead of their Trakehner mares. At over sixteen hands, these horses can more easily manage the weight of their riders and their gear. They will do well on the mountain passes leading to Kreuzfurt too, having been bred to manage the difficult terrain.


It is still not the most comfortable ride to be had. Elician brackets his prisoner between his arms as he guides his horse through the city of Altas and towards the great river crossing ahead. He can feel every breath the Reaper takes. Surely, Elician thinks miserably, even prisoners deserve more privacy than this.


They ride through Altas late at night, passing the streets that clash in architectural confusion, this building built under Soleben rule, that one under Alelunen, one right after another. Arches and curves lean against straight geometric latticework, gold and silver accenting the exteriors as people talk to each other in the chaotic dialect born from a mix of both languages used as one.


Elician hides his sun pendant beneath his tunic as they ride east over the bridge that connects the two halves of the city together. Civilians laugh and chat with one another as they pass. No one pays them any mind ostensibly, but Altasians are good at hiding their attention. Elician feels watched, even if he cannot prove it. The people of Altas are well used to changing allegiances and accepting a new rule of law whenever their city falls. Their loyalty is rarely, if ever, assured.


Crossing the city is like holding a breath too long. Expectation of the eventual release and anticipation for the inevitable conclusion whirl about to an almost painful degree. By the time they cross the bridge from the west side of Altas to the east, his nerves are thoroughly frazzled. It’s been a long day, he thinks dully. I’m tired.


The rest area they find almost an hour later is flat, surrounded by large beech trees, and far enough off the road to ensure some modicum of privacy. Elician helps Cat down from the horse but is barely aware of going through the motions of setting up camp for the night. His uncle would have likely had a system in place for managing a prisoner, but Elician has no idea what might be best. He ties Cat’s wrists and ankles, hopes that is good enough, and curls up next to his saddle.


For the first time in months, he doesn’t dream at all.


It is almost refreshing.
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In the morning, he wakes not to the sound of whistles and drums, but to Lio humming a camp song as he cooks breakfast. Their prisoner has been fed – ‘Two bowls of porridge and three apples. He’s got a better appetite than you’ve ever managed’ – and Elician eats slowly as Lio prepares their horses for travel.


Elician is not sure what etiquette is appropriate for interacting with your hostage, but he is uncomfortable with saying nothing. He considers his options, eventually asking: ‘Did you sleep well?’ Cat glances at him, frowning. When Elician repeats the question in Lunae, he is given an even more incredulous look. Embarrassment flushes through Elician’s body. He winces and looks away, muttering an apology as he finishes eating. He still cannot quite meet Cat’s eyes as he cleans up, and when they head out an hour later, he is still not certain what it is he is meant to say, or if he should say anything at all.


For much of the first week, the routine stays the same. They travel slowly, but not silently. Lio seems particularly interested in pointing out every red-rumped swallow and unique foliage configuration he sees, which leads Elician to point out interesting things he sees as well. They make an informal game with transient rules on who can spot which first. Winner would not cook dinner that night. Elician won the first three days, Lio won the fourth, and by the fifth Cat had begun pointing out any new creature or species that he saw too. Elician would verbalize the sighting and take credit as Lio scowled at them both.


‘He’s only helping you because you’re a shit cook,’ Lio says when he catches Cat pointing out a black-bellied warbler.


‘By that logic, you should be willing to let me win too,’ Elician replies sweetly, even if it is the truth. He had seen Cat’s nose crinkling up at the fish Elician had tried making the night before, and even though Cat generally ate anything and everything placed before him, he certainly had not gone out of his way to eat more that evening. Elician would’ve been offended if he was not simply grateful that their prisoner was doing more than sitting quietly and following directions.


He is sure he is tying the ropes around Cat’s wrists and ankles improperly. Too loose, or too easy to shake free. Cat never seems interested in taking advantage of that prospect though, and Elician cannot understand why. He tries talking to him, testing phrases in both Soleben and Lunae. He’s almost certain Cat understands Soleben, for all he refuses to answer in it. But Elician cannot exactly be considered verbose when it comes to Lunae either. Cat refuses to speak, explain his intentions or interact with them beyond the vague miming of polite obedience.


They reach Great Dawn Pass just before sunset on their eighth day and aim for a traveller’s point that promises a glorious view in the morning. Constructed along the saddle of two rocky peaks, the pass provides a near-panoramic view of the countryside. It’s a stubborn slope down but one of the few convenient ways to reach both the capital city of Himmelsheim to the north and the road to Kreuzfurt still further east.


Their good luck, though, seems to falter as they reach their evening resting point. Elician smells the group before he hears them, smoke and spices rising through the air and making his mouth water. Then a lute’s plucking confirms what he had been hoping had just been a sign of hunger: a large party of travellers are already well encamped in the only convenient resting point for the next three hours. Old men and women, families with their children. Elician pats his chest to make sure his pendant is still tucked under his tunic and meets Lio’s eyes as his friend slows his horse to walk side by side.


‘The pass is too steep to descend at night,’ Lio says. Elician glances back the way they came. It had been steep on the way up too. Elician has marched this pass enough times to know the point is the best rest area to be found. He has never had a prisoner with him though. Especially one he wasn’t too keen on allowing near the local civilian population.


This is a bad idea, Elician thinks, returning his attention to the travellers. ‘He hasn’t been much trouble so far,’ he says. The circumstances are far from ideal, but if they break their horses’ legs trying to descend at night, their journey is only going to get worse. Lio grimaces, then nods.


‘I’ll tell them he’s sick,’ he offers, then jerks his head to a somewhat less crowded area to the left of the party. ‘Keep him there.’ Riding ahead, he dismounts and speaks to an old man sitting on the edge of the fire who seems to be the leader of the assembly.


The man looks between them all, then nods, waving his hand. ‘There is space enough,’ the old man calls out. ‘Come, come!’


‘Please don’t hurt anyone,’ Elician murmurs into Cat’s ear. He adjusts, then dismounts. He guides the horse to the area Lio had mentioned and helps Cat get down. Settling him on the ground, he gets a blanket from his saddle bags and quickly wraps it around Cat’s shoulders.


He goes to pull away when one of Cat’s bound hands twists and slips free from the blanket. It snatches at Elician’s sleeve with a weak grip, holding him in place. Meeting Elician’s eyes for the first time since they met, Cat speaks. ‘I was sent to kill you and your family, Prince, not your people.’ His words are accented – a bit too rounded along the top, vowels dragging just a touch longer than is proper – but the syntax and grammar are flawless. Elician had suspected, but the confirmation that Cat can speak Soleben perfectly fine still manages to surprise him.


He glances back over his shoulder. Lio is talking with the group, keeping them back most likely. The large draft horse that had been tasked with bearing both Elician and Cat is lazily chewing on her bridle, sighing like a disappointed grandparent and adjusting her weight even as she starts sniffing at the compact earth beneath her hooves. ‘So you are an assassin,’ Elician says.


Cat presses his lips together and releases Elician’s sleeve. He shuffles his hands back behind his blanket in an almost polite show of respect in an already damaged situation. Head down, in the dark, the circular black scar on his cheek is almost unnoticeable. Elician waits a moment longer for something else to be shared, but Cat seems reluctant to become a budding conversationalist. Turning back to his task, Elician gets the horse and camp settled for the night.


His prisoner stays quiet. Not quite a facsimile of a soldier who fell ill and is at death’s door, desperate for a trip to Kreuzfurt in order to save his life, but at least not running away into the woods.


Elician says, ‘You could, you know. Flee.’ Anslian, Elician thinks, probably never gave Prince Marias such suggestions. He glances back towards the crowd. A child shrieks in delirious laughter, running away from another child in some kind of game. There is food being prepared. Elician had smelled it earlier, and if he squints through the bodies along the fire, he can almost make out someone dutifully tending to a cook pot. Lio is crouched down next to the old man, who has finally taken his seat. They’re discussing something with intense concentration. Elician tries to read their lips—


‘Flee where?’ Cat asks. The words come at a delay, so long after Elician’s that he hadn’t expected a response.


‘You could go home.’ Though it would trigger all the things Elician had been trying to avoid when he first came up with the plan to bring Cat to Kreuzfurt. Cat would tell someone why he failed, Alelune would spread word that Elician was a Giver . . . and that would be enough to destabilize the monarchy that Cat was sent to unravel. Suggesting Cat leave is foolish. A waste. Elician sighs. But it’d be so much easier if everyone just knew what I was and I didn’t have to keep pretending anymore.


‘Home is a cell underground,’ Cat says flatly. Elician flinches at the reminder. He glances at Cat’s pretty face. The Reaper isn’t looking at him, but up at the sky. The stars aren’t out yet, and just for a moment he almost seems wistful. ‘If going home meant a change in circumstance, I would go back, but there is no point now.’


‘What change in circumstance?’


Cat tilts his head slightly, emulating his namesake to eerie effect. ‘I was offered freedom in exchange for your lives,’ he replies slowly, unblinking eyes burning into Elician’s soul. ‘Of all the people on the list . . . you seemed most important. But you cannot die. And so the task will never be complete. Why bother killing anyone else in your family? It won’t free mine.’


‘Queen Alenée offered to free you and your family . . . if you killed me?’ Elician asks, numb at the thought of it. Someone laughs behind them. A whoop of delight that quickly gains timely echoes. Elician glances towards the group, then back to his prisoner.


‘You’re worried I’ll hurt them,’ Cat observes, ignoring Elician’s question. He nods slightly towards the party. ‘I have no reason to kill them. So, I won’t.’ A grimace crosses the Reaper’s face as he tugs the blanket around his shoulders to hide his hands and body from sight. ‘Not on purpose.’


That’s the trouble with being a Reaper, though. It does not need to be on purpose. All it takes is a touch.


‘Sir?’


Elician looks up. A heavily pregnant woman approaches slowly, a bowl in each hand. She smiles politely, dipping her head in greeting. ‘We thought you might be hungry. And we had more than enough to share.’ Standing, Elician closes the distance between them. He thanks her kindly before crouching and setting the bowls on the ground. One by Cat’s side, the other near the fire he had been trying to tend to. ‘Your friend said you’re going to Kreuzfurt.’


‘Yes,’ Elician replies, awkwardly standing between her and Cat and not entirely sure what he should be doing with himself. Rarely has Elician had the opportunity to talk to somebody without Lio or someone else there to serve as a shield.


‘I . . .’ She bites her lip. Lowers her voice. ‘Do you know much about it? Kreuzfurt?’


‘Yes.’ In the firelight, he takes in her face. Her clothes. One hand rests on the swell of her stomach. His awareness wraps around her, reaching out for more beyond what his eyes are telling him. Information slides in through his thoughts as if he had conducted a physical examination himself. She is tired, dizzy even. Her ankles hurt. Her feet ache from hours of walking. And worse, much worse, he senses something he has no business knowing at all. ‘Are you worried about your child?’ he asks.


She bites her lip again and moves closer, tripping clumsily over a stone at the edge of their fire pit. Elician catches her before she falls and guides her gently to the ground. ‘Oh, sorry, sorry!’ She gasps, leaning on him as she lifts one foot and tries rolling her ankle.


‘It’s all right,’ he soothes, skin prickling as he touches her hands. Too late, his senses are already turning towards every ache and pain, every abnormality, every flaw. She’ll notice before too long: a sudden lack of any problem at all. He has already begun healing her without conscious thought, and the longer they stay in contact . . . the better off she will be. He should pull away. Immediately. It’s what his father would have him do. ‘Can I see?’ he asks as he helps her sit down, prolonging the contact needed to help her and vaguely keeping track of each soothed muscle and strained tendon that rights itself beneath his touch.


‘I . . . It’s not that bad, but . . .’


‘I just want to make sure.’


She nods her assent, and he makes a good show of checking her ankle, as if the act of massaging it is all it takes to heal the joint.


‘Oh, it feels better already.’


‘My cousin used to say I had magic hands.’ He smiles, and she laughs, missing the joke but relaxing as he continues to gently rub his thumbs into her skin. Behind him, Elician can feel Cat’s gaze on the back of his neck. But his prisoner does not speak again.


‘They don’t help with pregnancies at Kreuzfurt,’ the woman says suddenly. ‘Do they?’


‘No,’ Elician replies. ‘Givers aren’t allowed to give life, no matter the circumstances. They cannot call it into existence. Until a babe draws its first breath it is not yet considered a life fully formed. Givers are forbidden to interfere.’
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