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			For my parents.

			You have always supported me. You have always believed in me.

			I could never have come so far without you.
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			And with the fall of the axe comes change

			With its sharpened edge, gods perish

			Long live Emperor Kin

			Man

			Soldier

			Usurper
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			We are judged. That is what the Sixth Law says. It says the gods are always watching. That they can hear the whisper of our souls.

			‘Are they watching me now?’ I asked whenever Jian stopped the wagon for me to piss.

			‘They’ll be watching me bang your head into a tree if you don’t stop asking.’

			‘Is it wrong to be curious?’

			‘It is to be a nuisance. Be quick, Endymion, or we won’t make it to the next town before nightfall.’

			Brother Jian knew all the gods by name. With the reins held slack he would speak of them often. Of Yuki the Courageous, patron of warriors; of Kinshu the Temperate, who had never shown anger; and Dokei, the god of family and blood.

			‘Dokei can read a man’s true name in his heart. He knows where we belong.’

			‘And where do I belong?’ I said, stroking the fletching of a loose arrow while the road disappeared beneath us.

			Jian tilted the set of his woven hat to ward off the sun. Sweat was already covering the back of his neck. ‘With me, Endymion,’ he said. ‘Where else?’

			I slotted the arrow into my quiver, my body moving with the wagon as it bounced along the uneven road. ‘I’ve told you before, I would make a very poor priest.’

			‘Being a man of the gods is something to aspire to,’ he said, glaring ahead at the ox’s rump. ‘It is not something you become merely by having a natural turn for virtue. Which is good, because you don’t have any.’

			‘Not any? That’s disappointing. What have you been teaching me all these years?’

			‘Sometimes I ask myself the same question.’

			The road ran ahead, shimmering heat rising from the stones. I had forgotten how hot and humid a Kisian summer could get. The air was thick with the buzz of insects, and my linen robe had long since stuck to my skin.

			It had been six years, but however long one might live beyond the border, a man born of Kisia could never truly leave. We belonged to the empire.

			‘If I am so lacking in virtue you should be glad to be rid of me,’ I said. ‘You can find yourself a novice to travel with too, then you won’t be lonely.’

			‘I’ll take you to Kokoro first.’

			‘Meeting your brother won’t make me change my mind. I’m not cut out for helping people.’

			‘He isn’t my brother.’

			‘You had the same mother and you had the same father, what else should I call him?’

			Jian shot me a withering look. ‘You know very well that when a man takes the Oath of Word he gives up his family. That is why we travel. We have no family. You will call him Father Kokoro.’ For a long moment he held my gaze, then with a snort Jian turned away, throwing up his hands. ‘Why do I listen to you?’ he said. ‘You know all of this. Such joy you take in making a game of me.’

			‘I have lived with you for as long as I can remember. Don’t you think it’s time you stopped treating me like a child?’

			‘Perhaps I might, if you stopped acting like one. Be serious for a moment, Endymion, and swear to me you will behave tonight. If you have even a shred of affection for me you won’t embarrass me in front of Kokoro.’

			 His disappointment was tangible, a sour tang upon the air. I took up the water skin from between my feet and drank deeply. The water was hot and far from refreshing, but anything was better than seeing Jian’s face.

			‘Use it, Endymion,’ he said when I did not answer. ‘Help people. The gods say that a man is made the way he is for a purpose, and to seek to alter that is–’

			‘Then let the gods live a day in my skin before they judge me.’

			I turned away, determined to say no more.

			The ox plodded on, the desultory rattle of the wagon our constant companion. Only those with good reason to travel would brave the heat, which meant the road had been empty since noon. It had been a lonely journey from Kogahaera, but the closer we came to the sister cities the more villages I saw, a few tucked away in the fold of every hill. And now, in the distance, the Willow Road bisected fields of green and gold.

			While I sat staring at the tiny travellers, I caught the sound of hoof beats on the road behind. I thought nothing of it until galloping thunder split the sultry air. Jian looked back, trying to see around the bulk of the wagon, its bright paint long since faded and chipped. He drew his head back, already tugging on the reins, but it was too late to turn. A line of riders galloped past, squeezing into single file at the edge of the road, hooves kicking up dry clumps of grass. Crimson sashes flew out behind them, gold glinting in the sun as the group of black stallions reformed their lines on the open road ahead.

			 I coughed, dry dust tickling my throat. More Imperial Guards. We had seen many these last few days, though there was something different about this group, something striking. Each horse perfectly matched its fellows – sleek and black, their tails whipping out behind them like the ponytails of their riders.

			The last rider slowed as he passed, turning his skittering mount. Glaring at us, he dragged the reins around, dug in his heels and urged the horse after his companions.

			‘What was that for?’ I asked, watching the group disappear into their own dust.

			‘A warning, I think. We should have moved out of their way.’

			‘They didn’t ring us off. Surely we would have heard the bell.’

			Jian shrugged, prodding the ox to keep on. ‘You know how bad my hearing is.’

			‘But mine isn’t.’

			He looked at me then, and I felt the apology he didn’t speak. ‘You don’t hear anything, Endymion. You don’t see and you don’t feel. You are remarkably selfish for what you are.’

			‘And what would you know?’

			My words sounded sulky.

			‘Nothing of course,’ Jian returned. ‘Because you never tell me anything.’

			I retreated to the roof of the wagon after that, and for the rest of the afternoon we travelled in silence.

			I had been brought to Jian as a child, too young to remember more than a few closely held memories of my previous guardian. Jian was a priest, but despite the censure of his brethren, he had taken me in. He had treated me as his own; he had fed me and educated me, and kept his disappointment to himself when I showed little aptitude for learning. He had even sold his horse, Tsuyoi, and purchased an ox to pull the wagon, because I had made the horse nervous.

			And yet for all his kindness, I had never been able to understand Jian, or he me.

			The afternoon shadows lengthened, and not far past Hoturi we joined the Willow Road. No longer alone, we shared the stones with other carts and riders and trains of laden mules, their tail bells jingling. It brought a listless merriment to the day, only adding to the lassitude that clung to me in the sticky heat. My head wilted, just like the red and yellow wildflowers that ran in patches beside the road.

			From the roof of the wagon, I watched the sun begin to set, gilding the sharp, craggy slopes of the Kuro Mountains. They framed Kisia, their distant outline a work of art upon the misted sky. Few had time to admire it. The gates of Shimai would close at dusk and remain so until dawn, at least to any common man.

			Beside us a traveller set his horse to a trot. Other horsemen followed his lead and a merchant prodded his mules, a peal of bells splitting the air. Soon they all moved ahead and Jian, muttering under his breath, urged the ox on.

			Cicadas began their evening call. Clouds of mayflies swarmed above the ditch-water. We were leaving the hills for the humid lowlands, where the Tzitzi River sluggishly bisected the empire. Here it split Shimai in two, a dark ribbon cutting through its walls, only to meander out unchanged. Shimai, the second largest city in Kisia, a shadowed nest of life waiting at the edge of The Plains.

			Jian had said I didn’t feel, but he was wrong. I could feel the city now; feel the weight of so many people drawing my attention, stretching it taut like an apple sinking a canvas awning. I wanted to stop, to turn around, but step after heavy step the ox walked on.

			Leaving the thinning mountain groves behind, the road levelled onto the plain. Long ago the ground around the city had been cleared, the lack of vegetation making the soil marshy. Some attempt had been made to fence it off, but the passage of many feet had churned the earth to a mess of baking mud.

			From this sodden ground the gatehouse rose, a few tiles missing from its gabled roof like a toothless grin. Its painted gates were still open, and against the darkening sky crimson flags snapped. The emperor was in residence. Our journey had not been wasted.

			‘I was afraid we would miss them,’ Jian said, giving voice to his thoughts for the first time in hours. ‘They say Kin never stays anywhere for long.’

			‘Will we get to see the emperor?’

			‘No one sees the emperor.’

			A merchant was at the gate, a trio of guards gathered to inspect his cargo. There was some gesticulation, papers changed hands, and the man was waved in.

			‘They’re being careful,’ Jian said. ‘You had better get down here. They might take exception to me bringing a monkey into the city with me.’

			With an effort, I prised my fingers from the edge of the roof and climbed down beside Jian. The sum of the city’s souls began to weigh upon me.

			‘Try to relax,’ Jian whispered. ‘And have your papers ready.’

			I took a deep breath and let it out as Jian slowed the cart, bringing the ox to a halt in front of the gate. The guards were waiting.

			‘Papers.’

			The man held out his hand and I dropped my papers into it. He was standing too close. Trying not to breathe him in, I stared at the row of gold fasteners along his shoulder, each moulded into the long dragon of Emperor Kin Ts’ai.

			‘Endymion?’ the man said.

			‘A Chiltaen name,’ Jian returned, leaning a little across me to address the guard.

			‘Then he’ll have to stay in the enclave.’

			‘Chiltaen by name but not by birth, Captain, as the papers say.’

			The captain grunted. On the other side of the wagon Jian’s papers were handed back to him. ‘Have you been here before, Brother?’ the other guard asked. ‘I can provide you with directions to Sanctuary Square.’

			‘Yes, I have been here before,’ Jian said. ‘Thank you. On the north bank not far from the bridge?’

			The man nodded and stepped back. ‘We’ll search your wagon now.’

			‘Am I suspected of something?’

			‘His Imperial Majesty is in residence. We cannot be too careful.’

			Beside me, the captain was still frowning at my crumpled papers. He let out a discontented huff, his breath sour. ‘You’re not a novice.’

			‘No, Captain, he is not.’

			‘Let the boy answer for himself,’ the captain snapped. ‘You are not a novice, boy?’

			‘No.’ I forced the word out through dry lips, wishing he would step back, that he would take his weight away from me.

			‘Yet you travel with a priest?’

			The wagon rocked, footsteps sounding from inside. A step, a pause, then the murmur of voices.

			‘I am an orphan.’

			‘We have come to Shimai so he might take the oath and become my novice.’

			The captain glared at Jian. ‘I don’t like the boy’s papers.’

			‘They are as the governor made them.’

			He looked back at the document, running his fingers over the seal and feeling the paper. I had always carried the same papers, yet this was not the first time they had been questioned.

			The others returned from their inspection. They exchanged nods and the captain pursed his lips, his troubles seeping off him like a stench. He looked at me. He looked at Jian. He looked down at the papers, and, licking his fingers, pinched the corner. Long seconds went by. Behind him the others prepared to close the gate. The last of the light was fading fast.

			A gong sounded, its deep tone reverberating over the city. Upon the walls a guard rehung the striker, the last light forming a halo about his head.

			‘Very well, go through,’ the captain said. ‘But if you make trouble you won’t easily be forgotten. The streets around the palace are closed and a curfew will be enforced before midnight. Enjoy your stay in Shimai.’

			He handed back my papers and stepped away, leaving the road open. Jian took up the reins. I could feel his relief, could taste it on my tongue as the heavy wagon rolled into the city.

			With a groan the gates closed behind us.

			It was my first visit to Shimai, but in the fading light it looked much like every other city. Shopkeepers were closing their shutters and bolting their doors while late arrivals hunted for lodgings. Street merchants filled the dusk, stalking citizens with their produce, their food trailing mouth-watering odours and their hands held out for coins. A boy was lighting a string of lanterns overhead.  Perched like a sparrow upon the eave, he held the tinder between his teeth, a bag of candles hanging from his waist. The city bustled around me, yet I could feel uneasiness. People were going from place to place with quick steps, eyes turned warily toward the emperor’s soldiers on every corner.

			Jian glanced at me. ‘How are you holding up?’

			‘I’m fine,’ I lied. ‘Just hungry.’

			‘We can eat as soon as we stop. There’s some left over smoked fish and yellow beans.’

			‘Ginger?’

			‘If we’re lucky.’

			He might have said more, but was forced to mind the road. It was no easy task to avoid the slew of carts and palanquins clogging the streets; these haughty citizens having no time to spare for a shabby prayer wagon.

			I closed my eyes, trying not to let my senses wander. Beneath me the wagon juddered along the cobbled street before turning downhill toward the river. The smell was insidious. Too long it had been without rain, its stagnant water turning to dross.

			The wagon slowed. Jian grunted as he navigated a sharp turn and some of the noise faded away.

			‘We’re here,’ Jian said. ‘I think the walls have grown taller. You would think they were ashamed of us.’

			He was right. The walls that encircled Sanctuary Square were nearly as grand as the city walls, except these were covered in a rambling wisteria that lent colour to the space. There was a well and the usual bags of grain, but nothing else to make priests feel welcome. At the other end of the square sat another wagon, shabby brown with once ornate designs faded upon its panels.

			Leaving me to tend the ox and gather the meal, Brother Jian went across the square. A lantern hung from the brown wagon’s spar, the only light in this, the city’s blackest hole.

			When he returned we ate in silence, Jian not giving in to his urge for speech until our bowls were empty. ‘Brother Catuxi has come from the north,’ he said then. ‘He stopped over in Risian a few nights back.’

			I felt tired, constricted into a body smaller than I had woken with, every bone aching with the weight of so many souls.

			‘He says there has been trouble in the last few weeks, guards clashing with the townsfolk.’

			‘That drifter was right.’

			‘War? That’s unlikely. Emperor Kin has held the throne too long.’

			I laid my head on my arm.

			‘Are you all right?’ Jian said. ‘Why don’t you lie down. We can’t go for a few hours yet.’

			I must have done so, must have laid down on the sleeping mat, because I woke amid silence. Above me Jian’s face was draped in shadow.

			‘They’ve rung the first curfew warning,’ he whispered. ‘It’s time to go.’

			My head felt clearer and I got to my feet, shaking away the last dregs of sleep. Jian handed me a cool cloth. While he moved through the wagon, I washed my face and hands, catching the silk band tied around my left wrist. It was growing tattered and was stained with blots of ink, but to take it off was unthinkable.

			Jian was at the door. ‘Brother Catuxi has put out his lantern,’ he said, peering out at the other wagon. ‘We should go before the second warning sounds.’

			The heat had not abated. Stepping into the night, I paused only to slide my feet into my reed sandals, the wind whipping at the skirt of my robe. Caught between these walls every breath was saturated with the sweetness of rotting petals, the sounds of the distant city like ghostly laughter on the air.

			A gong sounded. Other gongs and bells took up the call, echoing around the city. The second curfew warning.

			‘We must go now,’ Jian said, moving more quickly than his usual pious appearance allowed.

			‘Do we have far to go?’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘A house near the palace. I know the street.’

			Together we stepped out into the city. I had expected the worst, but my curse was kinder at night. The sleeping mind is a lazy thing, most thoughts barely reaching the edge of the pillow. Mothers might listen for the sounds of sleeping children and old soldiers never slept easy, but still my curse worked the same, spreading my consciousness to thieve from every mind it found. Each step through the nest of close houses brought something new – the chill of a night terror, a joy that quickened my pulse, and again and again the pleasant lethargy of people so deeply asleep they did not dream. Sometimes I tried to imagine what true peace felt like. The closest I ever came was in solitude, but even then there were lingering shadows, traces of a world increasingly afraid.

			The city was almost deserted, street urchins and guards its only inhabitants. The guards eyed us doubtfully – a priest about his business was not to be stopped lightly, yet the final curfew would soon be called. Jian smiled at them and walked on full of purpose, his hands clasped upon the knot of his white sash.

			Soon the palace was ahead and Jian turned into a street lined with houses, each one pressed up against its neighbour. It was dark but for a single string of lanterns, yet Jian seemed to know where he was going, quick steps taking him across the road to a yellow door. He tapped on the heavy wood, and in the silence the knock echoed loudly.

			‘Are you sure this is the right place?’ I asked.

			‘Shh,’ he hissed.

			A soft footfall sounded beyond. The door opened just a crack, the smell of salted fish breathed into our faces. ‘Who’s there?’

			‘My name is Brother Jian.’

			With a grunt from the man, the door swung wide, admitting us into a low hallway lined with screens. ‘The other is here,’ the man said, jerking his head toward a doorway. ‘In there.’

			He went away on the words, taking his lantern with him. Left in darkness, Jian hesitated, barely a step inside the door.

			Out in the city the last gong sounded.

			‘Too long,’ Jian muttered. ‘Bah!’ He scowled, and pulling himself tall, went to the door.

			The small room beyond owned a single inhabitant, a man kneeling at a narrow table, eyes fixed on the opposite wall. Jian’s brother. I could not have mistaken him. From the flat forehead to the square jaw; the trappings of the priest only made the likeness more obvious.

			‘Good evening, Jian,’ Kokoro said, making the effort to rise. ‘You have grown old.’

			‘I could say the same of you. More so.’

			Jian was right. The difference in age was marked, although it was possible Kokoro looked older than he was – his face lined by troubles, not years. His eyes had a sharp, glittering look as he turned them to me. ‘And this is Endymion, I presume.’

			I bowed, showing the respect his position demanded, mindful of Jian’s plea. ‘Father Kokoro,’ I said.

			‘I expected you last night.’

			‘We were detained,’ Jian said. ‘We have been having more and more trouble with Endymion’s papers.’

			‘That,’ Kokoro said, resuming his place at the table, ‘is because they are forged.’

			I stared at him. ‘Forged?’

			Taking the offered place at the table, Jian shot me a warning look. ‘That has never been a problem before, Kokoro.’

			‘That’s because checking papers is no longer merely a task to keep the gate guards busy. Surely you have noticed the tone of the empire has changed.’

			‘We have been in Chiltae for six years.’

			‘Then you should have stayed there.’ Kokoro looked up at me with a smile, and indicated a place at the table. ‘Do join us, Endymion. You may as well, since I believe it is to talk about you that I have been summoned.’

			‘I don’t want to be a priest.’

			Father Kokoro’s greying brows shot up. ‘You don’t want to be a priest?’

			‘No.’

			‘That is a pity.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Endymion,’ Jian warned.

			‘No, Jian. I want to hear what he has to say. Please, Endymion, sit down.’

			I knelt upon the faded silk cushion beside Jian, the throb of his mortification like an external heartbeat. Kokoro exuded no such emotion, just sat calmly, his expression one of faint interest.

			‘Tell me why you do not wish to be a priest, Endymion?’

			How could I put it into words this man might understand? ‘I do not think I was made to help people.’

			‘And what were you made to do?’

			‘To wander,’ I said.

			Kokoro leaned forward. ‘How about to steal and to hurt? I am well aware of what you are, Endymion. Your father was an Empath, too.’

			Breath caught in my throat. ‘You know? You knew my father?’

			Kokoro looked at Jian. ‘Why did you bring him to me?’

			‘I want to tell him. If he will not stay with me then he needs to know who he is. He needs to know who his father was.’

			The older man reached across the table and gripped Jian’s clasped hands. ‘Do you have a death wish? Do you not remember what Nyraek told you? He is not a normal boy.’

			‘He is harmless. He suffers under a great burden, but that is far from his fault.’

			‘You’re a fool. It may not be his fault that he was born an Empath, but he is far from harmless.’

			‘I’m right here!’ I snapped. ‘Would you prefer I left so you can talk about me in peace?’

			‘Infinitely,’ Kokoro said.

			Jian shook his head. ‘No, stay. You are old enough to know.’

			‘No. You are of an age to be more dangerous than ever!’ Scowling, Father Kokoro looked even older, his face criss-crossed like crumpled parchment.

			Someone cleared their throat. Our host stood waiting on the threshold, a tray in his hands. Receiving a nod from Kokoro, he entered and began to serve the meal. Jian and I never ate what the nobles called their midnight meal, and I stared hard at the bowl of sugared beans placed in front of me. Tea was poured, but it was not ordinary tea. The liquid that flowed from the earthen spout was reddish-brown, its aroma sweet. Roasted tea. It was a delicacy I had tasted no more than twice in my life, our meals more often about sustenance than elegance.

			Waiting for the man to finish, Kokoro picked up a bean and crunched it between his teeth. I had no appetite. All I could taste was Jian’s ill-concealed fury.

			Our host departed and I pushed the bowl away. ‘Who is Nyraek?’ I asked.

			Kokoro ate another bean, but he nodded at Jian. ‘You may answer that. Any book might tell him.’

			Turning his shoulder to his brother, Jian addressed me. ‘Do you remember the night you were brought to me?’

			‘It was raining.’

			‘Yes. Do you remember the man who brought you?’

			I put a hand to my neck, drawing free a silver pendant that hung beneath my robes. All I had was a single memory. A careworn man dressed in a dark travelling cloak, raindrops shimmering in his hair. He had protected me from the rain as best he could, holding me close on the steaming horse. When I closed my eyes I could still remember his smell – a mixture of sweat, blood and fine jasmine oil.

			‘Yes.’

			‘His name was Lord Nyraek Laroth. He was the Fifth Count of Esvar and worked for a time in service to Emperor Lan. Some–’

			‘You should not wear that here,’ Kokoro said, eyes locked to the pendant. ‘It doesn’t mean what it used to.’

			‘You interrupt me, brother.’

			‘With good reason.’

			I tucked the necklace back beneath my robes. ‘Why? What does it mean?’

			‘It is called the Eye of Vice and it will do you no favours in Kisia.’ Kokoro sipped his tea. ‘A group of criminals called the Vices use it as their calling card.’

			‘We stray from the point,’ Jian said.

			‘A point upon which we shall not agree. Go back to Chiltae. Endymion, you will take the oath and give up all family ties to become a man of the gods. For your own good, I suggest you stay away from Kisia.’

			Another bean crunched between his teeth, his jaw shifting as he ground each grain of sugar. I watched him closely, wondering if the lines on his face spoke some message his emotions failed to convey.

			Kokoro lifted his brows. ‘Trying to read me, Endymion? I know you can lift my emotions out of the air, but I am not one to wear my heart on my sleeve.’

			‘I want you to take him to see the minister.’

			Kokoro turned his attention back to his brother. ‘I do not think you can hear what you are saying, Jian. Shall I call for a girl to clear out your ears?’

			‘I know perfectly well what I’m saying. I have had Endymion with me for sixteen years, and you can be sure I know him better than you. He is no threat. Organise a meeting with the minister.’

			‘Lord Darius Laroth does not know Endymion exists,’ Kokoro said. ‘And that is the way it will stay.’

			Jian shrank back. I did not need to feel his disquiet to know something was wrong. ‘He doesn’t know?’

			‘No.’

			A pause, terrible in its silence. Kokoro glanced up and found me watching him. There was a stab of discomfort. ‘We have left Endymion out of the conversation again, Jian. Allow me to explain that Lord Darius Laroth is Emperor Kin’s right hand man. He is also Lord Nyraek Laroth’s son, which is undoubtedly why Jian thinks you ought to meet him.’

			Lord Darius Laroth. The name tingled on my tongue.

			Kokoro picked up his teacup; his fingers trembled.

			‘Drink up your tea, Endymion, and we will be on our way.’ Jian’s tone was jovial, but there was trouble on the air. The men did not look at one another.

			‘Why are we leaving?’ I asked, my tea untouched.

			‘Because we have made a pointless journey. We will return to Chiltae.’

			‘No. I want to know who my father was.’

			Kokoro reached for another bean. I wanted to slap it out of his hand, but I controlled the urge and glared back at him. ‘Tell me,’ I said. ‘And I will take the oath and go back to Chiltae.’

			‘If only I could believe that.’

			‘It is not important, Endymion,’ Jian said. ‘When you take the oath you will have no family. Sign us a curfew pass, brother, and we will leave.’

			No family. But it was a lie. Nothing could change the blood that ran through our veins. Dokei would always be able to read the truth writ large upon our flesh.

			‘Tell me.’

			‘I’m afraid I cannot do that,’ Kokoro said. ‘I gave my word and I will not break it so lightly.’

			His hand was on the table, the distance between us nothing. There was no guarantee I would find what I wanted, but I would never have another chance.

			I gripped his wrist. Kokoro flinched, but I forced the connection, forced my Empathy through his dry skin. Fear filled my heart. It turned my stomach sick as though every vein ran with its poison, and there in his mind’s eye, I could see myself.

			Father Kokoro snatched his hand away. ‘You have no idea what you’re doing,’ he said, his breath coming fast.

			‘You’re afraid of me.’

			‘By the gods I am and I have good reason.’ He looked toward his brother, half risen from the table. ‘I’m sorry, Jian, but I have no choice.’

			‘Sorry for what? Don’t do anything stupid, Kokoro.’

			‘I’m afraid it was you who did that. You should never have brought him here. Guards!’

			Heavy footsteps echoed through the house, my heartbeat rising to their tempo. Spilling through the narrow door came a dozen guards, each with their hand upon their sword, grim expressions promising no pity.

			‘Take the boy,’ Kokoro said. ‘Endymion, you are under arrest. You are a traitor to the great Emperor Kin, first of his name, and to the Imperial Expanse of Kisia for the practice of sorcery. You will be executed for your crimes and your body returned to the soil from which it came, the mercy of the gods willing.’

			I heard the words but could not move, could not speak. The punishment for sorcery was burning. There was no other way to release the demon.

			A man grabbed my arm, pulling me roughly to my feet.

			‘Kokoro, you can’t do this!’

			‘I must,’ Kokoro said. ‘Bind his hands and do not touch his skin. I’m sorry, brother.’

			Fingers closed around my wrist, but I snatched my hand away, backing across the floor. Three guards followed. I could hear Jian pleading. ‘Just let us go, Kokoro. We will leave. You will never see us again.’

			Another step brought me up against the wall, the wood rough and old. One of the guards unclipped his scabbard from his belt but kept his sword sheathed. ‘Come on, boy,’ he said. ‘Fighting us isn’t going to end well.’

			Breathing hard, I lifted my hands to strike – the same hands they would tie to the stake before they lit the fire.

			The man lunged, gripping my wrist and wrenching me around. The butt of his scabbard slammed into my back. I hit the wall, fighting for breath. Air would not come. The scabbard pinned me like a bug. Sucking hard, I tried to focus. Someone grabbed my arm and I flailed, hoping to find skin, but they held me fast.

			Men screamed as they burned.

			A rope slid up my arms, tightening around my elbows. Another around my wrists.

			When the flames died there would be nothing left of me but bones and ash.

			‘May the gods judge me as they judge us all.’
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			I knelt at the table, tapping one manicured finger upon the polished wood. The emperor had kept me waiting. It was his prerogative, of course, his little game, but that didn’t lessen my frustration at such wanton wasting of my time.

			A gong sounded out in the chattering city. Night had fallen over Shimai and now the gates were closing. It had been light when I arrived, but now shadows grew in every corner, claiming the room with their reaching fingers.

			One by one the lamps were lit, spreading their golden glow across the reed matting. The imperial lantern lighters went about their job in trained silence, unacknowledged ghosts that allowed the court to function. I watched them glide around the room, giving me a wide berth. Lord Darius Laroth was not a man one wished to inconvenience.

			An uneven step approached; one leg dragging, the other spry. Cups clinked. The tray was lowered, a little unsteadily, but the boy was getting better.

			I turned to find him bowing, nose pressed to the floor.

			‘Pour,’ I said. ‘You don’t need to prostrate yourself. Remember that liars and sycophants walk these floors. I would not wish you to catch their sickness.’

			‘The court has a sickness, Excellency?’

			‘The court is a sickness.’

			‘And you, Excellency? Are you sick? I notice you are called to court often. It was five times yesterday.’

			‘You are fortunate that your ability to count makes you invaluable as a servant. One day you will be a secretary and look down your nose at everyone. As for sickness, let us say I have some symptoms. I am a brilliant liar, but I have not been at court long enough to develop such an important skill as sycophancy.’

			‘A great inadequacy, Excellency,’ the boy said, trying not to laugh. He would have to work on that.

			‘Indeed,’ I said gravely. ‘Serve the tea.’

			Bowing again he did so, his hands a little unsteady. The first time he had shaken so fiercely that tea splashed across the table, but I had kept him all the same.

			He handed me a cup, and while I sipped he watched me with an expression rather like a puppy, unsure whether it would receive a pat or a kick.

			‘It’s good you little wretch,’ I said. ‘Now be off with you.’

			At the head of the room a pair of doors slid open.

			‘Ah, good evening, Laroth,’ spoke that hated voice with its sickly sweet tone. ‘Are you here to see His Majesty? How sorry I am that we kept you waiting. We got to talking, you know how it is.’

			I set my cup down and looked up, wincing theatrically at the sight of Councillor Ahmet’s robe. The busy turquoise silk did his ruddy complexion no favours. ‘Ah, Councillor, I wonder at him being able to stomach the sight of you for so long. Prolonged exposure to that robe would make anyone feel bilious.’

			The boy snorted. He had the sense to look at the ground, but the sound had drawn Ahmet’s attention. ‘Ah, is this the crippled serving boy I have been hearing about? What strange taste you have, Minister. He is not even pretty.’

			‘I am quite pretty enough for the both of us,’ I said, signalling for the boy to leave. He did so, bowing only perfunctorily before hobbling out, his bad leg dragging behind.

			Ahmet watched him go, but his sneer was for me. ‘There is nothing more disgraceful than a vain man.’

			‘Better a diamond with a flaw than a pebble without.’ I rose from the table, leaving Ahmet to struggle for a retort.

			The Imperial Chancellor was waiting in the doorway. ‘His Majesty is waiting for you, Excellency,’ he said.

			‘Then I will go in. Good evening, Councillor.’

			Ahmet’s face had reddened, and with pursed lips he strode away, leaving me to enter the throne room alone.

			‘His Excellency Lord Darius Laroth,’ the chancellor intoned. ‘The Sixth Count of Esvar and Minister of the Left.’

			I was used to an echo, but the throne room in Shimai held nothing of the usual grandeur. It was a pleasant room, informal rather than majestic, each wall covered with hundreds of small scrolls. They bore the great words of emperors and scholars alike, the wisdom of the entire empire contained in a single room.

			At its head stood a replica of the Crimson Throne, its broad back figured in lacquer. There Kin sat, staring into the distance, the lines between his brows sure evidence of agitation.

			I knelt at the Humble Stone and touched my forehead to the floor. He did not immediately order me to rise, but when he did his voice was troubled.

			‘Number forty-eight worrying you, Majesty?’ I asked.

			As he freely admitted the number of attempts made on his life, this made him laugh, and the sudden lightening of his expression improved his appearance. He was not handsome in the common way, his features too heavy, but he did not require beauty the way other men did. Emperor Kin had been the youngest general in Kisian history, a brilliant tactician at twenty-two years of age. He had been handsome then, but sixteen years of battling for stability had left their mark. Where most leaders grew fat in their power, Kin had wasted away in his, leaving lean strength where once there had been brute force.

			‘You are as perceptive as ever, Darius,’ he said, indicating that I should come closer. ‘Come, sit.’

			‘Thank you, Majesty.’

			I sat on the empress’s divan. Kin had never married, so it had become my place. As Minister of the Left, I was his chief advisor, his right-hand man as the commoners called me.

			‘You would think that after so many attempts on my life I would be inured to them,’ he said, frowning again. ‘But I find there is nothing so bad as knowing one is coming. When death comes for me I would rather it took me by surprise.’

			‘Like a warrior in battle?’

			For a full minute he was silent, considering. I was used to his ways and just waited, listening to the guards. There were four behind us and a fifth by the door.

			‘I used to think so,’ he said at last. ‘But what is honourable about dying in battle? To fight another war would mean I had failed in my duty. Is stability not what an emperor should strive for? Prosperity. Health. No matter how many wars I have fought, I fought them for the right reasons.’

			‘And Kisia is grateful.’

			Again he considered. ‘Is it? I wonder. Your father fought for me. I remember.’

			‘Yes, Majesty.’

			It was hard to forget. He had fought for General Kin until sent home in disgrace, released from service for turning on his own men. I could feel the question in the air, tangible, prickly – had I inherited the madness as well as the title? I could not answer, and yet he seemed to expect something more. ‘He is quite difficult to forget,’ I said.

			Kin’s dark eyes watched me closely. I held his gaze, knowing I betrayed neither thought nor emotion. Rigid control. Without it I would lose everything. My father had proven that.

			I ran a hand down the skirt of my robe, smoothing the silk against my leg. ‘Was there a reason you sent for me, Majesty?’

			‘I trust you have time for a game, Laroth.’

			Errant. It was always his choice in sleepless times, capable of clearing the head as little else could.

			‘Of course, Majesty. There is always time for Errant.’

			The chancellor had been lying in wait, and with a nod from Kin he slid the board onto the wide arm of the throne. The board was a diamond shaped, carved and painted, its squares alternating white and red. A small box came next. The chancellor used a silver coin to prise the lid free and the scent of old spices wafted out. Kin tipped the box and a rain of wooden discs scattered across the board, red on one side, black the other.

			I drew back my right sleeve, folding the silk to keep it clear of my hand. Kin had carelessly rolled his despite the expensive fabric, drawing attention to his lingering inelegance. He looked well, had moulded over time into the image of an emperor, but his hands still gave him away. They were the hands of a soldier.

			I set my pieces, watching my opponent. Errant was a lord’s game, but Kin had developed no common skill. I had begun our first game sure that, whatever his tactical skill upon a battlefield, he would be as easy to read as any other soldier. I had been wrong. Kin had a restful, focussed state where there was nothing except the problem at hand, and it was a skill worthy of respect.

			Wasting no time, Kin made the first move and I mirrored it, all attention on the game. For a long time we did not talk, no sound in the long room bar the click-click of pieces shifting across the wooden board. I watched his hands. I watched his face. There would be a strategy in his game, no matter how random his choices appeared. He never did anything without reason. Watching a man play Errant once could tell one more than watching him live for a year.

			‘Any more news on our expected assassins?’ he asked, moving a piece seemingly at random.

			‘Nothing new, Majesty.’ He already knew the answer. That meant it was worrying him more than he was willing to admit. ‘The information may yet prove false. However, the guard has been doubled and a curfew will be rung.’

			‘You know I hate curfews. All they do is force our enemies deeper into hiding. I prefer them where I can see them.’

			‘In this case, General Ryoji has deemed it necessary. You are not as safe here as in Mei’lian.’

			‘That is why most wait until I am outside the capital, which helps me to sleep at night.’

			‘Well, you may sleep soundly, Majesty,’ I said. ‘No one will reach you here.’

			‘Will you be sleeping soundly, Darius?’

			Another member of the court might have taken the opportunity to fawn over the emperor, but that was not the reason he kept me.

			‘Yes, Majesty,’ I said. ‘I intend to be sleeping as well tonight as I do every night.’

			Kin scowled. ‘It is not you they are attempting to assassinate.’

			‘Very true. Although I don’t think I would feel otherwise if it were.’

			He moved another piece, but he wasn’t looking at it. He was looking at me. ‘You’re a serene devil, Darius. No, composed. In calligraphy the word is more spiky. You know that people say you are the awakened dead?’

			‘I have heard so, Majesty. The moment I start to smell like a corpse, I shall have myself buried immediately.’

			Kin’s smile faded as quickly as it had come. ‘Are you ever serious?’

			‘Occasionally.’

			He snorted and moved a piece dangerously close to my king. I looked back across his field, seeing and discarding leaping strings and patterns until I could see his complete passage, cunningly hidden by two measly leaders branching off to one side. I took in the placement of my own pieces and knew I had lost.

			‘You know I’ve got you,’ Kin said, his eyes flashing triumphantly. ‘Even in this court of liars you’re in a league of your own, but you aren’t made entirely of ice. What is the shell hiding, I wonder? Who is Darius Laroth?’

			He swept the pieces off the board as he spoke, impatient to start the next round. I watched, wondering what depths he himself kept hidden. No one had ever seen through me, especially not when it came to Errant.

			‘He is your most loyal servant,’ I said.

			Kin tossed my pieces across the board. ‘Don’t tell me what you think I want to hear. Tell me something real. Something true. I know all the stories about you; I hear everything. Tell me something I haven’t heard.’

			I just did, I thought, the sting of his rejection concealed beneath the face I could hardly shift, so set it had grown in its expressionless lines. It was no longer second nature to show nothing, to believe I felt nothing – it was first nature, so deeply ingrained it was rare I thought about it at all.

			‘You don’t like my request,’ Kin said. He pointed at my left hand, where I was turning a piece over and over.

			I stopped and tugged on my sleeve. ‘I was merely thinking, Majesty, of something worthy of your time.’

			He set his last piece in place with a snap. ‘Well done, Darius. You remind me that as I am the emperor, there is no such thing as a friend.’

			I moved my first piece, a strategy already forming in my head. Kin glared at the board and moved the front man. In someone else I would have put this down to stupidity, but in him it was moody resentment. He no longer desired to play. It galled me, but I hid the anger behind the mask, refusing to let him draw me out again.

			‘I have not heard the name “Monarch” for more than a day,’ Kin said conversationally as I turned one of his pieces. ‘I hope the great rebel is not ill.’

			‘It would be a sad end to his reign of terror, I admit.’

			‘Have you heard the rumours?’

			‘That Katashi is back?’

			Kin pushed a piece across the board with the tip of his finger, and for the first time I saw how far back the whites of his nails began. A childhood nail biter? It seemed unlikely. I had never seen him present anything but a confident exterior, restraint almost as important to him as it was to me.

			‘It’s him.’

			My thoughts had wandered. ‘Pardon, Majesty?’

			‘Monarch. Who but Katashi Otako would call himself that? He is too much like his father, though no one could say Grace Tianto was without honour.’ He didn’t even look at the board as he made his next move. ‘Councillor Ahmet doesn’t trust you, did you know that? He thinks you serve the Otakos. He tells me that you want me dead.’

			‘I’m aware, Majesty. He and I have our differences. You seem to feel no such anxiety about my company.’

			‘Sad that even members of my own Council cannot trust each other. He tells me you have a secret.’

			‘And what do you think, Majesty?’

			‘I think all men have secrets.’

			Thoroughly bored by the game, I took a piece and leapt it along a string of his, turning them as I went. The third one bore a crown on its underside. Kin was neither surprised nor annoyed, conceding the round with a shrug.

			The double doors slid back and a man dressed in full armour strode in.

			‘General Hade Ryoji,’ the chancellor called, rushing to greet the newcomer. ‘Master of the Imperial Guard.’

			Half a dozen soldiers entered behind him, dressed in layers of leather over dark linen. A wide crimson sash proclaimed each an elite member of the Imperial Guard, loyal to the throne. When the general knelt each of his men knelt behind him.

			 ‘What is it, Ryoji?’ Kin said as the man rose, pushing a lock of hazelnut hair back from his eyes. The guards stood in turn, hands falling to their weapons.

			All trace of General Ryoji’s usual sparkle was absent this evening. Many had thought him too young for his position, but for all the whispers he was well liked. Handsome and charming, he was a favourite at court, but his first year in the job had brought with it not only a dozen attempts on the emperor’s life, but the rise of the rebel Monarch. It was leaving traces upon his face. Bit by bit his countenance was growing stern, as Kin’s had done years before.

			‘My apologies for the interruption, Majesty,’ General Ryoji said. ‘There is an intruder in the palace.’

			‘An intruder? What sort of intruder?’

			‘It is hard to say, Majesty. We don’t know how they got in, so I’ve brought you my best men and must request you remain here until we know more.’

			‘A prisoner in my own palace?’

			General Ryoji bowed. ‘For your own safety, Majesty.’ He turned to me. ‘Your Excellency, your presence is required, if you would come with me.’

			‘That sounds very much like an arrest, General,’ I said, trying to restrain my imagination as it leapt toward unlikely conclusions. ‘Am I under arrest?’

			‘No, Your Excellency.’

			‘Do you mean “not yet”? I am perhaps implicated in some severe misdeed? I suppose it is unnecessary to point out that I have been here all evening.’

			Emperor Kin pushed the Errant board away. ‘Speak, Ryoji,’ he ordered. ‘What has happened?’

			General Ryoji shifted his weight from one leg to the other. ‘As you wish, Your Majesty. In the course of her usual rounds, one of the maids has come across a dead body in the council chamber. A very recently-dead body, branded with the Traitor’s Mark.’ His eyes turned in my direction. ‘And the Eye of Vice.’

			I forced myself to breathe evenly despite the tightening of my chest. Ryoji was watching.

			All men have secrets.

			‘And what has this to do with Darius?’

			‘The body in question has been...’ the general paused, eyes flicking my way; ‘–has been propped, positioned, you could say, kneeling in Minister Laroth’s customary place at the council table.’

			In the silence that followed I thought I could hear the lanterns burning. Their orange light reflected off the gold fasteners that ran the length of Ryoji’s leather-clad arm.

			Getting no response, the general cleared his throat. ‘We are still attempting to identify the body. Minister Laroth’s assistance may be useful.’

			I got to my feet, shaking my sleeve back into place. ‘I am all yours, General,’ I said. ‘With your permission, Majesty.’

			Emperor Kin unrolled his own sleeve. ‘I will see this travesty,’ he said, rising. General Ryoji looked as though he would speak, but Kin held up his hand. ‘No, General, I will not be dictated to in my own palace, not by assassins and not by you. Bring your men if you will.’

			‘Yes, Your Majesty.’

			I met the general’s gaze and shook my head. Kin was determined; not to see a dead body, for he had seen enough to no longer be curious about the workings of the human machine, but to show no fear. To feel no fear. One could not but admire his courage, though on this occasion I felt more like damning it. The Eye of Vice was the last thing I wanted him to see. It hadn’t always been called that, but there was a good reason it had fallen into aversion. It had become a calling card. His calling card. And I couldn’t even bring myself to say his name.

			The palace was quiet. It had grown late while we played. Out in the city the curfew had surely been rung, but for all General Ryoji’s caution, Kin would never be safe.

			In the anteroom my tea set had been cleared away, the room now bare but for the flicker of lantern light upon the wall. General Ryoji led the way into the labyrinth of passages, his men surrounding us.  Kin did not speak. All I could do was follow him, our wooden sandals clacking out of time with each other’s step.

			The council chamber was reached via a long gallery, home to the Scroll of War. It was a replica of the scroll in the palace at Mei’lian, and stretched the length of three men. Emperor Wei’Li had commissioned it after the victory of Zishian Valley, both scrolls depicting the battle in great detail. Standing before it one could almost imagine the outcome. The ferocious soldier with the long ponytail would easily overpower the small man with the round helmet, perhaps running him through with his curved blade, after which it would be the work of an instant to add the man behind him to his list. I had spent many hours staring at the one in Mei’lian, watching the battle play out in my imagination, but now in the dim light I found something sinister in the way the tiny eyes seemed to follow me. Especially the man with the long ponytail.

			Dragging my gaze from the scroll, I found I was touching my chest, fingers gliding over silk in search of the raised scar. I let my hand fall. From the open doorway Kin was watching. He did not speak, just turned to enter the room.

			All men have secrets.

			Inside the council chamber two of General Ryoji’s men stood by the door. The only other live occupant was the emperor’s physician, Master Kenji. He had his chin propped on his hand, head tilted in thought as he surveyed the slumped figure at the end of the table. At our entrance, Master Kenji rose quickly to his feet then bowed before Kin. ‘Your Majesty,’ he said. ‘This is no pleasant sight.’

			‘I am used to unpleasant sights,’ Kin said, the hem of his crimson robe sweeping across the matting. It had been clean matting, fresh last winter, and now not a single drop of blood had been spilled upon it. The room looked as it always did. The windows were closed, the paper screens whole and untouched, even the flat cushions upon which we knelt sat neatly squared to the table. Only the body was out of place. Was I looking for signs? There wouldn’t be any. He was always neat.

			‘Who’s the boy?’

			Master Kenji shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Your Majesty,’ he said. ‘Shall we see?’ He did not wait for an answer, but gripped the dark hair and pulled up the head. Despite the branding on both cheeks, the face was all too familiar. My eyes slipped to the tea tray on the table. Each cup was painted with the Laroth crest. No wonder his skill had improved. The boy had been practising.

			‘His name is Kun.’

			I felt every eye in the room upon me.

			‘One of yours, Excellency?’

			‘Yes, General. My new serving boy. He could count.’

			I felt the anger and had to fight the urge to curl my fingers, fight to keep the mask in place. No one would have begrudged me a show of emotion, but control had to be practised every moment of every day. It was my fault. I had shown him kindness. Who was it that had said the hand of every Laroth was poisoned?

			Brandings aside, the boy looked peaceful, as though he had merely fallen asleep at a dull task. The only sign of foul play was the blood splattered across his pale woollen robe.

			‘These are fresh brandings,’ Master Kenji said, touching his forefinger to the boy’s cheek. There, blackened flesh stared back, three horizontal lines crossed by one diagonal. It was the branding of a traitor. Every guardhouse in Kisia owned a Traitor’s Iron. It was the mark on his other cheek that was more unusual.

			‘The Eye of Vice,’ Master Kenji said, turning the boy’s head. ‘I never thought to see it. One hears stories.’

			An intricately patterned eye had been burned into his left cheek. It was all too familiar, and I went on staring at it long after Master Kenji moved on, searching for the wound that stole a lifetime of beats from the boy’s youthful heart.

			‘The blood doesn’t seem to come from anywhere, Majesty,’ Master Kenji said, placing the boy’s arm back upon the table. ‘Apart from the brands, his skin is intact. There is no wound.’

			Again I felt eyes on me. ‘A healthy boy, Excellency?’ Master Kenji enquired.

			‘As far as I am aware,’ I said. ‘He came from good blood. A weak leg, but that should hardly have killed him.’

			General Ryoji crossed his arms. ‘Are you saying his murderer bled on him, Master Physician?’

			‘I am saying the presence of the blood is odd, General,’ Kenji said, pursing his lips. ‘We make no wild summations in my line of work.’

			The general flushed, taking the point. He bowed to Kin. ‘We will search the palace from ceiling to cellar, Your Majesty. If the intruder is still here we will find him.’

			Master Kenji straightened from his examination of the boy’s scalp. ‘And I will get one of my apprentices. We must move the boy and examine him properly to find out what happened. With Your Majesty’s permission.’

			Emperor Kin grunted, looking at neither man. Taking this as assent, both bowed and left about their business. Once they had gone, Kin leaned against the windowsill, one sandalled foot peeking from beneath his great crimson robe. My gaze slid back to the dead boy kneeling in my place. Master Kenji would find nothing. The only message here was even now drying upon Kun’s clothes.

			All it took was a touch.

			My heart beat loudly in my chest. There was a drop on the boy’s hand. Wet. I pressed my finger to it, every muscle tense.

			Darius.

			I snatched my hand away, leaving a fingerprint on the sticky blot. It had been years. Why now?

			I sought the blood again, like a man already cut wanting to be sure, doubly sure, that the blade was sharp.

			I hope you haven’t forgotten me.

			‘The eye.’

			My heart leapt into my throat. Kin was standing beside me. 

			‘What about it, Majesty?’ I said, habit alone producing my usual dispassionate tone.

			‘Your father wore a symbol very much like it.’

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He did. But he has been dead these thirteen years, Majesty. And an eye is only an eye, after all.’

			There was another blot upon the boy’s neck.

			‘Interesting, this pattern of blood drops,’ Kin said.

			‘Certainly strange,’ I agreed, and reached out to touch it.

			I haven’t forgotten you, it said. Sunset tomorrow. You know where I’ll be.

			Kin touched the blood on the boy’s hand. ‘The blood of our killer, do you think, Darius?’

			‘I couldn’t say, Majesty.’

			A meeting. And who would be next if I did not go?

			‘Is something amiss, Darius?’

			‘Nothing at all, Majesty,’ I said. ‘I was just trying to divine some sense of why. Why this boy? Why the markings?’ I threw my shoulders into a shrug, forcing the cold tone to my lips. ‘Servants are numerous. Even if they can count.’

			‘Perhaps, but most people look with their eyes.’

			‘I am not most people, Majesty.’

			He grabbed my wrist as I moved, and I had to fight the urge to pull away, his grip uncomfortably strong. ‘I trust you, Darius,’ he said, his low voice for my ears alone. ‘That’s why you’re still alive. Don’t give me reason to change my mind. I will see you suffer for disloyalty the same as any other, do you understand?’

			‘Perfectly, Majesty. An emperor is only as powerful as the men he can behead.’

			For a moment his grip tightened. The flash of a snarl crossed his features and I knew he was fighting the urge to hit me. But I had measured my response well. He let go. ‘I’m not cruel,’ he said. ‘Go. I have had enough of you for tonight.’

			I bowed. ‘Then I will wish you a good night, Majesty.’ And with one last glance at the boy I left, swallowing the bitter tang of guilt.
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			I tugged the laces and the bind sprang loose, releasing my breasts. The relief was not untouched by pain, and for a moment I crouched with my forearms pressed to my chest, staring absently at the forest floor. When the sting had subsided, I began to wash, dunking the cloth into the bucket and running it over my body – underarms, breasts, neck, back – wherever I could reach without removing my breeches. But I’d had to loosen them, and they slipped as I crouched to slurp water from cupped hands.

			A footstep, barely audible. I spat the water back into the bucket and turned, yanking up my breeches, heart hammering. I folded my arms across my chest. Monarch was there. The day had all but drained away, but there was light enough to gild the tips of his dark hair. He stood between the trees, fingers curled around his great bow, “Hatsukoi”, his thumb thrumming the string.

			‘I didn’t hear you coming,’ I said, horribly aware of the spit dripping down my chin. I wiped it with the back of my hand.

			Monarch frowned, his eyes travelling from the pile of armour at my feet then up my body in the half-light. ‘You should be more careful.’

			‘And you shouldn’t sneak up on me.’

			‘What are you doing out here anyway? We’re leaving as soon as it’s dark.’

			‘What does it look like I’m doing?’

			His eyes dropped again to the pile of clothes, and a reluctant smile carved a single dimple from his cheek. ‘Preparing to sacrifice yourself to the water goddess?’

			‘Funny.’

			‘As funny as it would be if one of the others happened upon you flashing your cunt to the world?’ He must have seen my expression. ‘Excuse my Chiltaen, we weren’t all brought up by pious old farmers.’

			‘Would you rather I never washed?’

			‘We’ve been through this before, Hana. You wash where no one can see you. You piss a mile out in the woods and you do it standing up. They won’t fight with a woman, even if you are my cousin.’

			‘I am a mile out in the woods,’ I said.

			‘Then go two miles next time.’

			Wishing he would go away, I snatched my tunic from the ground, the tangled knot of my bind caught through its sleeve. I tried to untie it, all too aware of Monarch’s eyes on me.

			‘Give it here,’ he said at last, shouldering his bow and holding out his hand.

			I passed it over and he untangled it easily. Twirling a finger in the air he indicated that I should turn around. ‘I can do it myself, you know,’ I said, turning my back.

			‘Yes, it just takes longer.’

			 Passing the bind around my chest, he began lacing it. It was much faster with a second pair of hands, but I did not like to ask him for help.

			‘I’m not a child anymore,’ I said when he ordered me to stand still.

			‘Evidently. That’s part of the problem, isn’t it?’

			My cheeks grew hot. A year of living among men hadn’t weaned me from a tendency to blush. ‘It’s a problem that I’m not a child? Because you can’t send me home?’

			‘No. I could send you home if I wanted. One word to your noble guardian and you’d be locked in a cellar somewhere until you’re old and grey.’

			‘You wouldn’t!’

			‘Obviously not.’

			‘Then what’s the problem?’

			He was silent for a moment, pulling the knots as tight as he could. ‘That you’re not a man.’ There was a note of impatience in his voice. ‘I suppose you expect me to marry you.’

			I knew he was finished when he tucked in the strings, but I didn’t dare turn around. ‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘What a stupid idea.’

			‘Is it?’ Monarch bent and scooped up the rest of my clothes, shaking them free of clinging burrs. ‘Catch up with me when you’re ready,’ he said, handing me the heavy bundle. ‘I remember being taught that a gentleman shouldn’t infringe upon a lady’s privacy.’

			With a few long strides he had disappeared into the coming night, leaving behind only his unique smell. It was a mixture of leather, wood smoke, and the wax he used to care for his bow. I breathed it in, annoyed that just when I felt we were finding an even footing, he was back speaking to me like I was a child, or worse, a girl.

			Wanting no more of Monarch’s lecture, I took my time dressing, adjusting the straps on my leather armour as I wound my way through the trees. The tail of my black sash was beginning to fray, and I fiddled with the threads, thoughts wandering.

			By the time I reached camp the sun had long since set. The men were awake. They were nocturnal by habit and were busy packing the tents and supplies into the old hay cart, there to wait until we returned. 

			The Pikes had grown accustomed to quick changes of camp, but the scene lacked all the usual noise. There was no laughter, no jibes, no screeching as whores were sent scurrying into the night, skirts held high. Absent was the clunk of wheels and the vociferous swearing as carts got bogged in mud, nothing but a nervous hush upon the air.

			Monarch was waiting.

			‘What kept you?’ he said, leaning against a tree and watching his men.

			‘Are we in a hurry?’

			‘Are we in a hurry?’ he repeated, turning on me. ‘Hana, I have been planning this for months. We get into the city tonight or we miss our chance.’

			‘And you think it’s going to be my fault if they find out who I am?’ I hissed. ‘I thought we had agreed not to use our names.’

			He grunted. ‘They all know who I am. That’s why they follow me.’

			‘So why does it matter if they find out who I am?’

			Monarch stared at me, his sneer cut by the shadows. ‘Because you’re a woman,’ he said, voice barely above a whisper, his eyes darting toward the camp. ‘I told you they won’t follow a woman and I meant it. Perhaps you were valued by your farmers, but here you are nothing but meat, and out there–’

			‘I’m dead.’

			He paused, shadowed gaze considering me. ‘Yes. If Kin found you, you would be.’

			With his thumbs hooked into his black sash belt, Monarch turned back to watch the Pikes clearing all signs of habitation. I knew there was more he wanted to say, some words yet stuck upon his tongue. His fingers traced the name branded onto Hatsukoi’s lower limb.

			‘You should leave,’ he said abruptly.

			‘Leave?’ I said. ‘Are you serious? Where would you have me go? Back to Nivi Fen to watch Tan strut around?’

			‘Captain Tan. Be careful what you say.’

			‘Am I not your captain, too?’

			He looked back at me then, his smile twisted. ‘In name perhaps, but the men talk about you. It’s getting too dangerous for you here. You won’t be the only one to suffer if the world finds out that Captain Regent, one of the most notorious rebels in the empire, has no cock to excuse her brutality.’ 

			‘I have done everything you asked of me,’ I said. ‘You took me in and taught me how to fight. You taught me how to slit a man’s throat. You think I don’t want revenge as much as you do? I lost everything to Kin and I will prise the crown from his dead fingers if I have to. You will not send me away.’

			‘That crown was hacked from my father’s head.’

			In the knitted shadows we stood glaring at one another, my heart beating hard. This was my war as much as his, but I would have to fight to even be a part of it.

			Lantern light edged between us, pulling our eyes from one another. A man stood watching. Lit from beneath, his face was touched with gold, a long scar carved from eyebrow to chin.

			We both looked at him, waiting for him to speak.

			‘We’re ready, Captain,’ he said, his voice a reluctant growl. ‘Orders?’

			Shin had been with the Pikes when I joined. He was a silent figure, respected by the older men and jeered at by the younger. They called him “Monarch’s Arse” for following our leader so closely. A name he accepted in silence.

			Now he was addressing only Monarch, and I felt my bile rise.

			‘Hey, Arse,’ I said, too angry to let his disrespect pass. ‘I’m your captain, too.’

			That long scar that bisected his eye left it lidless and unblinking, and he turned it on me now. I fought my shudder.

			‘You’ll call me “Captain”,’ I said.

			Shin’s arm shot out. Silver flashed in the lantern light and I felt the thin blade press into my neck, so sharp it sliced into my skin. I did not move, did not dare show any sign of fear.

			‘Leave him alone, Shin,’ Monarch said.

			‘I can fight my own battles,’ I snapped.

			Out of the corner of my eye I saw Monarch shrug.

			‘Well, Shin?’ I said.

			The man stared back, dagger steady. Then: ‘We’re ready to go, Captain and Captain.’

			‘Good. Now put it away.’

			I held his gaze, calling forth the look my foster mother had so often used against me. Shin’s lip twitched. With a grunt he retracted the blade, allowing me to breathe again. The lantern barely swung.

			Drunk with victory, I grinned at the old Pike and patted his scarred cheek. ‘Good boy, Shin,’ I said. ‘We’re coming, so why don’t you go away now.’

			I felt sure he would strangle me, but his upper lip curled. ‘Captain,’ he said, nodding to me before walking away.

			Monarch moved into the receding light, a reluctant smile upon his handsome features.

			‘Perhaps you will pass for a man a bit longer,’ he said. ‘You’ve got balls enough.’

			With that, he stepped into the camp. The Pikes were waiting. These thirty men were all we had brought with us; thirty of the smallest and the fastest, a select group for an important mission. Now, they were joking loudly, but Monarch did not need to speak to silence them. He stood before them, a grand figure with squared shoulders, and their words died.

			‘It’s time to go,’ he said. ‘Most of us have made this journey before, but for those who haven’t, it isn’t fun. Sometimes you can walk, but sometimes you have to crawl on your belly like a worm. No talking, no laughing, no complaining. Once inside we make for the safe house. If you have any questions, now’s the time to ask.’

			‘Do we have to wear these eunuch suits?’ a man called out. ‘My balls are going to drop off.’

			Amid the laughter someone else said: ‘No great loss there then.’

			‘Yeah, you’re the expert on balls, Kai.’

			Looking him up and down, I recognised the complainant as Wen, one of the few men I had recruited myself. The half dozen infiltrators were dressed in woollen breeches tight enough to accentuate the bulge between their legs. Wen was tugging at the fabric, grinning as he drew attention to it.

			Not for the first time I realised how little I understood men.

			‘Enough.’

			Monarch did not have to shout to cut through the laughter. The men fell silent. ‘Once we’re safe you can check to see if you still have your pair. Let’s go. I want a lantern bearer every third man in the passage.’

			The group broke up, moving forward. I hurried for a lantern, but Monarch took it from me. ‘I’ll be in front,’ he said.

			With a graceful shrug, he adjusted Hatsukoi’s holster and led the way out of the clearing. I sped to catch up, dodging reaching branches and brambles.

			‘How will Hatsukoi hold up in the passage?’ I asked, trying to break the tension between us.

			Monarch touched his bow at the sound of its name. ‘She’ll hold up,’ he said. ‘She’s never let me down. There aren’t many people who can say that about anyone.’

			I bit back the urge to point out that Hatsukoi wasn’t a person. The argument was pointless. ‘You’ve never let me down.’

			‘Everyone will let you down. There’s no such thing as a hero, only fools and martyrs.’ He pulled ahead, quickening his pace as we skirted a forest pool. I let him go, wishing I had kept my mouth shut. His mercurial mood was on a downswing.

			Beside me the still water reflected our lantern light like a dozen beacons of hope for a drowning empire.

			Monarch stopped at a thick patch of brambles beyond the pool. ‘Everyone shut up,’ he said. ‘Not a word from here on or we’ll have the red belts on us. Anyone who makes a noise will be answering to Hatsukoi.’

			As though in proof, he removed his bow from its holster. The men shifted their weight, but Monarch seemed disinclined to shoot anyone. Instead, he pushed aside the brambles to reveal a narrow fissure between two large rocks. Turning his shoulder he slid through it, careful of Hatsukoi, the light from his lantern making the stone slit glow.

			Leaving Shin to bring up the rear, I followed Monarch, feet sliding on the mud-slick passage. We were at the edge of the fenland, and every breath carried the stink of sodden soil.

			With no space to wait for the others, Monarch walked on, his head bowed against the low ceiling. Loose dirt showered into his hair, tangles of twisting roots forcing him to duck. Drawing closer, I caught his smell. It was a sweet breath amid lungfuls of sour air, and not seeing the sharp drop in the floor, I quickened my pace. My foot slipped. I ran into his back, my cheek hitting his shoulder. Monarch swore as he slid, snatching at a thick root to steady himself. Though he glared at me over his shoulder, he said nothing, his bright blue eyes capable of speaking without words.

			At the end of the narrow tunnel our feet found stone, large slabs weathered by the passage of storm water. Monarch slowed his pace, looking for the ledge. Behind us came footsteps and muffled grunts, while ahead the steady drip of water sounded, disembodied in the darkness.

			Without a word Monarch handed me his lantern, still warm from his touch. He shouldered Hatsukoi, and sitting upon the ledge, he turned to drop into the gloom. I heard his feet hit the stones below and knelt to pass the lantern, its light giving the passage shape.

			I followed, my feet tingling as I landed.

			The passage was broad, its stones faintly green in the shifting light. Each one bore the name of the emperor under whose rule it had been laid: Wei’Li, Tiankashi, Lan the First, and Yosh the Conqueror. The first time Monarch had brought me down here I had stood marvelling at them, at the grand construction of such a tunnel, letting my fingers read the carved characters in the darkness.

			‘It was built as a means of escape beneath the walls of Mei’lian,’ he had told me, his voice echoing back from the dripping stones. ‘Some men say it once travelled all the way to Shimai.’

			Now he stood waiting, unsmiling, while the others joined us one by one. I was not looking forward to the journey. Tremors had collapsed whole sections of the tunnel, forcing us to climb screes of cracked stone and slither on our stomachs through spaces so narrow they were like the guts of the earth. Worse would be the silence, and the knowledge that at any moment the ground could shake again.

			Once we were all present, Monarch set off along the tunnel. Although the distance was no more than a few miles, it felt longer, the air growing hotter with every step. Soon sweat began to prickle my skin. Ahead, Monarch moved the lantern from one hand to the other.

			When we came to the first narrow squeeze he pushed Hatsukoi ahead of him and dragged the lantern behind, a grunt of effort the only sound he would allow himself as he scraped over sharp stones. The smell of sweat filled the space like raw wool.

			It was a relief to come out the other side, but there was no reprieve from the heat. Smothered coughs came from the men. The hours dragged on. The air grew hotter, thinner, until I began to wonder if we had somehow lost our way. Nothing looked familiar in the strange light. Every breath was like fire and my mind drifted further from my aching body. All I could do was stare at the back of Monarch’s head, his hair dripping with sweat.

			Eventually, the air began to change. Breathing became easier. The gentlest of breezes ghosted through the passage. Monarch stopped, and without looking around he handed me his lantern, its handle damp from his grip.

			A cart rumbled overhead.

			Monarch went to the wall, running his hands over the stones. When he found the one that stood proud of the others I knew we had made it, and a flutter of excitement filled my stomach. The others gathered as he began to climb, catching hold of a thick root and pulling himself into the darkness.

			With a grunt of effort he was gone.

			Another Pike took the lantern and I, too, began to climb. I was not as tall as Monarch, but I had grown up climbing trees on my foster father’s farm and knew how to shift my weight. Grasping hold of the root, I swung my arm up, gripped the ledge and pulled myself through the hole in the stone ceiling. Monarch took hold of my arm, helping me to my feet. One by one the others joined us in the old hay room, grumbling in whispers. Cut, grazed and filthy we might be, but we had made it in alive.

			With a snap of his fingers, Monarch had us moving again. Shin opened the door, his cat-like steps taking him unseen across the moonlit stable-yard. We followed; a silent group of shadows. Horses snorted. They were nervous, disliking our intrusion. The smell of refuse grew stronger.

			At the end of the stable-yard a gate led to a narrow lane and on to another courtyard shadowed by the broad canopy of an old magnolia. The Kissing Tree. Here couples hung offerings to the god of love. Amid its branches sat dozens of lanterns, some winking down at us, others dark. There were flowers, too. Bunches hung from low branches, along with strings of red beads and crumpled shreds of parchment.

			The men stopped beneath the tree’s emerald blanket, an oddly gathered group licking their wounds. But for us, the courtyard was empty. The city was quiet, yet like a hulking beast it had presence, weight; thousands of people in their beds: men, women and children, noblemen and commoners, the whole spectrum of life from the lowest urchin in the gutter to the emperor in his palace.

			I crept to the end of the courtyard. The gables of city houses rose above me and I soon found myself in another street, this one lined with closed shops, their signs turned down and their windows shuttered with latticework. In the distance an open plaza was hazy with lantern-light, the city a mess of shapes and smells and shadowy figures going about their business in the early hours.

			A man glanced at me and I fought the urge to pull back into the courtyard. Instead, I nodded to him and waited for him to pass on before I snuck back, heart hammering. Wen and Kai were waiting at the gate, the shadows of shifting leaves upon their faces.

			‘No guards,’ I said. ‘But there are people in the street. Go carefully.’

			They had concealed their weapons well, and with linked arms looked enough like a pair of old friends to fool the casual observer. Strolling out into the street they might have been on their way home after a long night.

			Beneath the tree the others clustered together like a pack of lost goats. I caught Monarch’s eye, shooting him a strained smile, before heading back out with the next pair of Pikes.

			Back and forth I dashed, peering out into the city and signalling to each pair in turn. The group dwindled, and in our caution the night flitted away, the silence of the city reaching its zenith as dawn approached. Then, slowly, it began to wake, and only Monarch and I remained.

			‘The sun will be up soon,’ I said, already turning to leave. ‘We had better go.’

			‘Not yet.’ He grabbed my arm and pulled me back, close.

			‘We need to go.’

			‘You’re not just here for revenge, are you?’ he said, holding me fast.

			‘What do you mean?’

			My words came out breathless and I tried to pull away, but he just grinned, his smile artlessly lopsided. ‘You like me.’

			I felt my cheeks burn, and looked away from his amused gaze. ‘Katashi.’

			He laughed. ‘A reason to be glad you haven’t really got balls,’ he said. ‘You know we’re not going to get another chance to say goodbye. In case anything goes wrong tomorrow.’

			‘It won’t.’

			‘It might. Do you know why it’s called the Kissing Tree?’ His voice was little more than a murmur now, his breath warm against my ear.

			I shook my head.

			‘It’s where couples kiss goodbye.’

			It was like a dream, blurred around the edges. I could imagine the touch of his warm lips and his fingers in my hair, the strength of him and the fire of his skin. His dry lips brushed my cheek and I yearned toward his kiss. Breath ghosted across my face. Then there was nothing but the cool night air.

			Monarch stepped away, letting go of my arm. From across the courtyard, Shin was watching.

			‘Another time, sweet Regent,’ Monarch said in a husky whisper, stepping back to let me pass. I couldn’t move. I wanted him to kiss me, even just quickly, for luck, anything but parting like this.

			Monarch smiled, that single dimple appearing beside his lopsided grin. He winked, and tapping Hatsukoi, strode off along the road.

			The city was waking.

			‘You’re with me, Captain,’ Shin said, his eyes darting between my legs. Was he looking for the bulge that wasn’t there? For the shame of desire that clouded my thoughts? Whatever that lidless eye saw, he did not speak, just turned, leaving me to scamper after him like a dog.

			Monarch had vanished before we reached the street; no sign of his prominent figure or Hatsukoi’s reaching tip. In the pre-dawn light the city was no longer quiet, but full of shutters slamming open and barking dogs, the twinkle of lantern strings becoming obsolete as the day crept steadily upon us. 

			Carts rumbled past and the air was rent with hawkers greeting the morning with their cries. Some were too occupied with their business, but others stared hard as we passed. As soon as he could, Shin veered off the main road, cutting down a side alley and into a different world. It was a tangle of narrow passages, the houses so close they blocked the pale dawn sky from view. Courtyards connected these passages like the rooms of a palace, curtains left to draw the line between inside and out. It was a strange world, where laundry and drying herbs hung from lantern strings like a makeshift ceiling shifting in the breeze.

			Shin seemed to know his way, not so much as pausing when the maze offered two paths, nor flinching from the stares of Mei’lian’s lesser citizens. Eyes watched us from darkened alcoves and the stench grew with every step. The nightsoil carts never got this far; never penetrated to this place where the city’s sounds were so distant they might have been imaginary.

			Sound returned as we came out the other side. The streets opened up, allowing us glimpses of the bright sky, and we soon found ourselves in a quiet, well-kept district. Here, the alleys led to the back doors of larger establishments, and it was down one of these that Shin turned. The door he stopped before was hung with a dozen horseshoes. It was an old custom, a prayer for good fortune for all those who passed beneath the low lintel.

			Shin pushed the door open, not even glancing at the sign. The Gilded Cherry, it said, its inked characters fading.

			I followed him in. A dim, dusty passage welcomed us, thick with strange scents and memories of people long gone. From the low kitchen space came the buzz of chatter and the smell of millet porridge. It was comforting, a known smell in the old space, and going through we found the others huddled in groups on the floor. Blankets and furs had been strewn about, some men already laid down to rest.

			My eyes hunted Monarch in the dim light. He stood a little apart from the others and I felt relief at the sight of him, unscathed. Whatever the direction of my thoughts, he looked as he always did, his thick brows knitted in concentration.

			Our eyes met and I felt my skin tingle, conscious of Shin’s watching gaze.

			‘No trouble?’ I asked as I passed him, eager to appear natural.

			‘No trouble,’ he repeated. ‘Your Vice is upstairs.’ His upper lip curled. ‘He desired me to send you up.’

			I chose to ignore his mocking tone; there would be better times to argue about my guardian. For now, Monarch’s disapproval had been silenced. Malice had offered us the use of his safe house, which put him temporarily beyond reproach.

			The Gilded Cherry had once been a yiji house, where high class whores entertained wealthy men. Masquerading as Regent, I had seen the inside of numerous whorehouses, but none had looked as expensive as this one must have been in its day. Even the servants’ areas were decorated with fine fretwork, and a once plush carpet ran up the hall, faded and laden with dust. An army of servants must have been needed, working behind the scenes to prepare food and mend robes, to wash the mountain of laundry and care for the children the men left behind.

			After the buzz of the kitchens the rest of the house was oppressively quiet. It was rare my guardian travelled alone, and the knowledge that his followers were here somewhere, lurking in the shadows, made the silence all the more eerie. The Vices were strange creatures, and though I might never admit it, I could well understand Monarch’s dislike of them.

			Malice was waiting. I found him in a back room, reclining upon a divan with a book open before him. His long ponytail snaked across the divan’s worn silk. Despite my silent steps, he looked up at my approach, the tip of a finger marking his place on the page.

			‘This is an interesting choice for a safe house,’ I said in greeting. ‘There are a lot of rooms. I hope they had a big laundry.’

			One thin eyebrow rose. ‘The laundry is no larger than in any other establishment. Is this a problem? Dead men need no clothes washed, yes?’

			‘Perhaps not, but live whores surely needed their bedding changed.’

			The other eyebrow went up. ‘You think men need clean sheets to copulate? What a strange idea. Men are animals. What dog complains of its quarters while it has a bitch to rut?’

			‘But the women–’

			‘The women? What say did they have?’ Malice set his book aside and patted the divan for me to sit. ‘I foresee this conversation going sadly off track, yes? Tell me, Hana, you look vastly put out. Can I blame that cousin of yours?’

			‘I wish he would treat me like an equal instead of a child.’

			‘You mean you wish he would treat you like a woman.’

			‘No, I–’ I stopped under his knowing gaze.

			‘You smell like him,’ he said, tracing a finger the length of his nose. It was an oddly distracted mannerism for a man with such sharp eyes. ‘Be careful there,’ he warned. ‘He won’t spare you if you get in his way.’

			Malice shifted his ponytail out of the way and I sank onto the divan. ‘Monarch and I are in this together.’

			‘Is that what you think?’

			I searched his face for meaning, but found none. Neither of my guardians had ever been expressive. Malice was always reposed. He was the rock amid the swirling stream of my thoughts.

			‘Hana,’ he said, his striking features unaltered by the ten years I had known him. ‘I’ve always looked after you, yes?’

			‘Better than Darius.’

			‘We’ll leave him out of this, I think. He has chosen a different path. Although I am sure he would agree that Emperor Kin’s claim to the throne is that he has it. He took it, and if you want it, you have to take it back. With your own hands. Monarch’s plans are all very well, but I know what you are capable of. You’re an Otako. Don’t forget that, yes?’

			‘But I’m a woman,’ I said. ‘No man would bow to me. No man would fight to put me on the throne.’

			He let out an irritated snort. ‘You have been spending too much time with your cousin. His opinions, like his smell, are an insidious stench, yes? When you get your hands on that crown tonight do not let it go–’

			‘I’m not going.’

			Malice froze, his hand halting in the act of stroking his hair. ‘Perhaps I am exceptionally slow witted today. You are not going tonight?’

			‘Monarch says it’s too dangerous. Shin goes for the crown.’

			With a sound like a coo, Malice trailed his long fingernail down my cheek. ‘My poor, deluded, little lamb. I have left you alone with him too long, yes? I have neglected my duty. You are Emperor Lan’s daughter. Katashi is a traitor’s son. Remember that.’

			‘There was no proof.’

			‘As there is no proof to whether the world is round or flat. What matters is what people believe. Emperor Kin rules Kisia, and in his version of history your uncle was a traitor, yes?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And his son was exiled as a traitor, yes?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Almost you make me regret we searched for him at all.’

			‘No.’ I thought of the kiss that had come so close to my lips. ‘It is comforting to know I am not the only Otako left.’

			Malice let out a long sigh, once again running fingers through his silken hair. ‘That is sweet of you to say, but you forget that while his father and yours were brothers, they were not friends. They had their reasons. All I will say is that you must take what belongs to you now, or not take it at all.’ He reached into his sash and withdrew two vials of clear liquid, placing both in my hand. They were icy to the touch and I recoiled, nearly dropping them. 

			‘What is this?’ I asked.

			‘Tishwa.’

			‘Poison?’

			‘A scholar of you farmers did make, yes?’

			‘Are you mocking me?’

			Malice laughed. ‘Not in the least, lamb. A dose of this will kill a man in less than a minute.’

			‘You want me to kill my own cousin?’

			‘You may do with it what you wish, but no, that was not my immediate thought.’

			I stared at him, his true purpose becoming clear. ‘You want me to poison Emperor Kin?’

			‘It makes no difference to me, yes? If you want the throne you take the throne, but a dead man won’t fight you for it. They won’t expect an attempt on his life the day he returns to Mei’lian.’

			‘But–’

			He held up his hand. ‘No more words, I am fatigued beyond measure. If you do not want your father’s throne then by all means drop those in the gutter, but a leader does whatever evils are necessary. Both Kin and Katashi know that even if you do not.’

			I knew dismissal when I heard it. I had grown used to his oddities. Already Malice had opened his book and was hunting for his page, his mind elsewhere.

			‘Thank you for the safe house,’ I said, standing to leave.

			Malice looked up as though he had forgotten I was there. ‘Any time, my little lamb. I will see you back at Nivi Fen, yes?’

			‘You won’t wait here to see us back?’

			‘Like an anxious parent? No, lamb, I do not think so. I have my own plans.’

			‘Anything exciting?’

			He smiled. ‘An old friend.’

			Knowing I would get no more from him, I bent to kiss his cheek in farewell. ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘No one ever had a better guardian.’

			‘That is undoubtedly true. I wish you good fortune, little lamb. Don’t let the great Katashi take what is yours, yes?’

			All I could manage was a smile, and having tucked the vials safely into my wristband, I returned to the kitchen.

			Empty bowls covered the bench and the room stank of unwashed bodies. The noise had ebbed to a whisper; only a few still awake and making preparations. Monarch was sitting on the end of the bench, Shin tending a gash to his captain’s forearm. I thought to join them, but my feet would not move.

			He won’t spare you if you get in his way.

			The words repeated in my head, and I recalled other incidents that I thought had meant nothing at the time. Other arguments, other orders. And beneath the Kissing Tree he had laughed at me. Was I a game to him?

			Perhaps sensing me, Monarch looked up. I turned away, busying myself with a bowl of porridge. He said nothing and I felt the tension grow, the urge to ask unspeakable questions fading from my tongue.

			You are Emperor Lan’s daughter. He is a traitor’s son. Remember that.
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			I would burn.

			A single candle flickered though the bars; a fat, wax-streaked stub in a sconce. It threw little light; my cell filled with shadows. They had left me alone, and I had retreated into the darkest corner, hoping they would forget about me.

			Slow steps came along the passage, the sound echoing back from the stones of my prison. I had spent the last few hours returning to the conversation with Kokoro, trying, without avail, to divine meaning from what he had said. I knew I was no traitor.

			A soldier stopped at the very edge of my cell. He was carrying a wooden bowl and a tense expression.

			‘Hey,’ he said, reaching in quickly and dropping the bowl. Watery slop splashed over the side. ‘Are you really a demon?’

			I meant not to answer, but there was always the chance someone would listen. ‘No,’ I said, unsticking my tongue for the first time in hours. ‘I am no demon and I am no traitor.’

			The man nodded, though he hadn’t seemed to hear me. ‘What’s your name?’

			I pulled my legs up against my chest and said nothing. It would make no difference. He had already accepted my guilt.

			‘The old man we brought in with you says your name is Endymion.’

			‘Then perhaps that’s my name. Why ask me questions? You’re not listening anyway.’

			He took a step, no longer hiding behind the wall. ‘What about your family?’

			‘Dead.’

			‘Killed them, did you?’

			 I turned my head away, staring at the candlelight on my prison wall. The air was stale, chilly despite the summer beyond these stones. My watcher did not move.

			A scream sounded. It was distant, muted by the walls, yet I could feel its anguish. It came again, rising in pitch. Begging. Pleading. My skin grew cold; my insides hollow with dread.

			‘What’s that?’

			The man grinned, stepping closer. ‘Your old man,’ he said, gripping the bars.

			Anger pulled me to my feet. ‘He told you my name, what more do you want? It says Endymion on my papers, doesn’t it?’

			His grin widened. ‘It sure does. But you see, we’re not as blind as you think. Those papers didn’t come from any governor. You’re a traitor and a demon, and now you have no name. Them further up don’t like that, if you catch me?’

			‘Then why don’t you ask Father Kokoro who I am?’ I said, advancing on the man.

			He backed away from the bars, baring his teeth. ‘Stay back, freak.’

			‘What’s the matter? Are you scared of me? Is that why you torture an innocent man? A priest?’ Each question spat from my lips, but Jian’s cries for mercy did not cease. ‘You want to know if I’m a demon? Come closer and I’ll show you.’

			The soldier spat on the stones, barely missing the fraying edges of his reed sandals. ‘I’ll see you burn first.’

			I gripped the bars, the cold metal doing nothing to cool my fury. ‘If I am condemned to burn anyway, what does it matter who I am?’

			‘You want to know why?’ That grin was back. ‘Because the captain is in trouble in Mei’lian. He’s out of favour, so things like you are worth his skin to know about, if you catch me?’

			‘I know only one name, and it’s the one you have. If you think I have another, ask Father Kokoro for it.’

			Jian’s screams died. The cessation of sound made my breath catch in my throat. 

			‘If he dies, you’ll be sorry,’ I said. ‘He is Father Kokoro’s brother, and Kokoro is a court priest. He has the ear of Emperor Kin himself.’

			‘Well, aren’t you clever. I thought priests didn’t have brothers, but you’re the novice. You should know.’

			‘I’m not a novice.’

			‘No, you’re a demon. Now why don’t you tell me who you really are?’

			I stared back at his hungry expression. I had only one name. Jian had never been vociferous on the subject of family. All I knew was that my parents were dead, and although I had been born in Mei’lian, my name was Chiltaen for “lost sheep”.

			The soldier grunted. ‘Everyone breaks eventually,’ he said. ‘He’ll talk before his precious gods grant the mercy he begs for.’

			‘How can he answer what he does not know? Let me talk to this captain of yours.’

			‘You want me to bring him down here so you can practise your sorcery on him? I’m not that stupid.’

			‘Aren’t you? You’ve been standing there awhile. Have I done anything to you?’

			He looked down, pressing his fingers to his chest as though expecting some part of himself to be missing. ‘What have you–’ he broke off, scowling. ‘Oh shivatsa, you freak me out. If you burn, I’ll light the fire myself.’

			‘If I burn it won’t matter who lights it. But before you condemn me, I’ll talk to your captain.’

			With his scowl set in place the man walked away, leaving me to breathe the stodgy fumes of his fear.

			Once he had gone, I looked down at the bowl. It was full of porridge, the grains of golden millet cold to the touch. I was too hungry to ignore it, and trying to imagine it was something else, I dug the spoon in, shovelling it into my mouth and swallowing as fast as I could. When I had finished I reached through the bars to place the bowl in the passage, but it fell from my grip as another scream ripped through the building. The bowl rolled away, hitting the opposite wall. Between each agonised cry came a string of shrill words, words that were all too familiar. It was Qi’s invocation of death.

			‘Leave him alone!’ I shouted, jumping up and shaking the bars. ‘How dare you torture a man who serves the gods? Let him go!’

			More footsteps came along the passage and another man approached my cell. He was dressed in the uniform of a soldier, but where most wore only a narrow sash to display their allegiance, this one had a thick band of crimson silk elaborately knotted over his scabbard. One hand sat upon his sword hilt.

			‘There is no need to shout, prisoner,’ he said. ‘My name is Captain Ash. If you have something you wish to say then do so, my time is precious.’

			‘Captain, I am not the important man you seem to think me,’ I said. ‘The only name I have is on my papers. Torturing Brother Jian will not change that.’

			‘Your papers are forged. You have been arrested as a sorcerer and a traitor to the emperor. I cannot execute you without a name.’

			‘Then ask Father Kokoro what it is, for I do not know.’

			‘Father Kokoro does not know who you are, only that you attacked him.’

			‘Attacked him?’

			The captain did not answer, just scratched his nose as though waiting for me to speak. Having removed his hand from his sword hilt, he seemed unsure what to do with it, and it hovered in front of him, a hesitant dragonfly above the smooth surface of a pond. How could I deny Kokoro’s accusations? I had attacked him, desperate for the truth.

			The captain shifted his weight and I stared at the dragon twisting along his sash. But Kokoro was not the only one who knew the truth. Lord Nyraek Laroth had known. He was dead, but he had a son.

			‘Lord Darius Laroth,’ I said. ‘Ask him who I am.’

			My words shocked that hovering hand back to its place on the sword hilt. The captain laughed, and the spice of true amusement jolted through my Empathy. ‘The Monstrous Laroth? You want me to call the Monstrous Laroth here to identify you?’

			‘Lord Darius Laroth, yes.’

			‘A friend of yours?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then if I were you, I would go quietly to the stake rather than seek him out.’

			His words didn’t bode well. ‘Why?’

			‘Why?’ the captain repeated. ‘Have you heard none of the stories? He’s the living dead, they say. He stalks here and he stalks there, ripping thoughts right out of your head. He sold his soul to demons. He knows what you are going to do before you do. The Monstrous Laroth doesn’t eat, and he doesn’t sleep.’ Warming to his story, the captain grinned and touched his chest. ‘There is a scar where his heart should be. The story goes that someone stuck a knife into him–’ he lunged forward, imitating a killing blow ‘–right through his heart, and he didn’t shed a single drop of blood.’

			‘Everyone bleeds.’

			The captain shook his head. ‘Not Minister Laroth. He has no heart. They say he killed his own father.’

			I thought of my saviour, of the single memory I had clung to for so many years. His breath had stirred my hair, drops of rain falling upon his hands as they held tight to the reins. ‘Why would he do that?’

			The captain shrugged his large shoulders. ‘Why not? They say the Laroth fortune is immense. Men have killed for less.’

			I hesitated, but if I was going to die, I would rather go to the gods knowing the truth. ‘Your stories don’t frighten me. He’s in Shimai with the court, isn’t he? Send for him.’

			‘Send for Minister Laroth? He isn’t a stable boy. I won’t put my head on the block for you.’

			I pulled the pendant Lord Nyraek had given me, free of my clothing and unhooked the clasp. Then, not looking at it, I handed it through the bars. ‘Give him this. Tell him you took it from a man in your cells. I don’t think he will be able to ignore that.’

			The captain stared down at the eye in his hand. As though entranced, his gaze did not shift, not until the sound of footsteps drew him back and he clamped his hand closed. ‘No, I think you are right.’

			Saying nothing more he left, my only possession tucked in his fist.

			His footsteps faded and silence returned. I went back to my corner. It felt like an age since I had last slept, but sleep would not come easily here. I tried. I tried to curl myself up like a cat, but the stones dug into my shoulder and chilled my cheek. I tried to lie on my back but my head seemed to be the wrong shape. There was nothing soft, nothing to lure me toward sleep except fatigue. My whole body ached with the need to rest and, slowly, I felt myself slip toward oblivion.

			A succession of loud clangs jolted me awake. A guard was walking past my cell. He held a wooden baton, letting it strike each bar as he passed. When he reached the end of the passage he stopped. ‘Sorry about that, freak. Did I wake you?’

			Calm, I told myself. Don’t say anything.

			I laid my head back down on my arm. Now far more awake, I could feel every point at which my bones dug into the floor and tried to find a more comfortable position. As soon as I settled, the clanging started again. The man was walking back the other way.

			 Exhaustion leaked from my every pore, but it was some minutes before I could sleep again. Perhaps I managed it for a moment, or was once more on its cusp before the sound came again.

			‘Hey, freak,’ another voice said. ‘I hear you’re the whore-son of a priest. No wonder you’re a freak.’

			There was laughter, then another voice added: ‘Do you know what we do to bastards of Oath Men?’

			I didn’t move. Just in case I had managed to find sleep, they banged on the bars again. ‘Do you, freak?’

			Calm.

			Jian had always counselled me to keep calm. When I was young he had made me chant it like a mantra whenever the cruelty of the world became too much.

			‘We’ll start by pulling off your fingernails, one at a time, inch by inch.’

			I closed my eyes. Some years ago there had been a man in one of the border towns, vociferous in his support of Emperor Kin’s claim to the throne. It won him few friends in a time of upheaval, when many of the northern towns held out for Otako support.

			‘Then we’ll stick hot needles through the tips of your fingers.’

			They were laughing. That man had laughed too. ‘It was high time for change,’ he had said. ‘Gods? Is that their excuse for rutting each other like rabbits? Empress Li must have been the most used whore in Kisia. So many royal whelps, all with a different face to show the world.’

			His bile had been like poison, and the anger of the crowd had been more than I could cope with. It had taken Jian’s grip on my collar to keep me from rushing at him with the rest. The man had been much bigger than me and buoyed up by drink, but I would have bitten him and ripped out his hair if I could do no worse.

			Calm.

			The guards banged on the bars again. ‘Hey, freak, are you listening? We’ll make sure you burn real slow. We’ll make sure you feel your skin blister and pull away from the soles of your feet.’

			‘Do you know what burning flesh smells like, freak?’

			Clang.

			‘It’s a smell you won’t forget until the day you die.’ They were laughing. ‘At least for you that won’t be very long.’

			Clang. Clang.

			‘I hear that Minister Laroth eats his prey alive. Piece by piece. First he peels the skin from your fingers. Then he bites off the tips, crunching through the bone and chewing it raw. Up to the first knuckle, then the second, then he’s shaving slivers of flesh off your palms and dabbing the blood from his chin with a silk handkerchief.’

			All I wanted to do was sleep, but the words churned about me, the images as vivid as dreams. I could see the minister in my mind, a large, monstrous figure, tall and broad, his heavy features fearsome. This man dressed as a soldier, his armour covered in a glittering black surcoat. He laughed, he mocked, and in his hand he held a man’s leg, roasted over a spit. The man himself watched on, helpless, as the Monstrous Laroth consumed his limb, its juices dripping down his chin.

			Clang.

			‘Are you still trying to sleep, freak?’

			‘You’ll have plenty of time to rest when your body is turned to ash.’

			Their aggression was so heavy I could smell it. There was fear and anger, too, but it was fading, being sucked into the great cauldron of cruelty. Their blood was hot, their hearts pounding. They were so excited their cocks hardened against the fabric of their breeches. If I move, I thought. If I make a single sign of weakness, they will tear me apart.

			Grateful for the bars, I tried to sleep. After a time I found I could ignore their words, let it become a lullaby that rocked me to a terrible sleep, but they would never let me manage more than a few minutes at a time. For what felt like an age in this timeless hell they took turns strolling past my cell, banging their batons on the bars and throwing out choice taunts to the acclaim of all. They even began to laugh at one another, turning on comrades who showed less enthusiasm for such torture, until every dozing moment was filled with noise.

			‘Hey, demon, your mother must have been a godless whore to bed a priest.’

			‘Maybe his father was the stable-boy and the priest just took pity on him.’

			Calm.

			I spoke the word, but anger stirred in my blood, waking me from my doze. It felt as though hours had passed.

			‘No, he was the old sweeper,’ another said.

			Calm.

			‘I’ve heard that demons are the children of dead men. I guess that means your mother was such a whore she mounted a corpse. Anything hard would do for her, it didn’t even have to be warm.’

			I was up, chest slamming into the bars before I could even think. ‘You disgusting little maggots,’ I snarled, grabbing at one through the bars. ‘Come in here and say that. Just come a little closer and I’ll make sure you never speak again.’

			The fury bled from me and the dozen guards outside my cell leapt back. ‘Are you threatening us, freak?’

			‘Just come closer, I dare you,’ I said. ‘What’s one little freak going to do to you, huh? Son of a stable-boy. Look at him, he’s so runty, all skin and bones, let’s pick on him because he can’t fight back.’ I spat through the bars. ‘If you are the emperor’s men, I weep for Kisia.’

			A shout echoed along the passage and every head turned. Running steps grew louder. ‘The minister! The minister is here.’

			The guards’ unspoken leader blanched. ‘So soon?’ He pushed through his knot of men. ‘Let’s go. I don’t want to be dessert.’

			‘Hey!’ I shouted after them, each man dashing off at a fast trot along the passage. ‘Where are you going?’

			No one answered. I felt deflated, robbed of my fury. Running steps passed back and forth above me. Then silence. The whole building stilled, as though even the stone held its breath. The minister was coming. How long had it taken a message to reach him? It was hard to know how long I had been stuck within these walls. Perhaps it had been years and he was only now getting around to dealing with the nuisance nobody.

			Out of the silence came the sound of slow steps, each the loud, staccato clack of a wooden sandal on the stones. A shuffling companion followed, the air stiff with nervous tension. I listened, my imagination darting back to the monstrous figure with the dark eyes.

			The captain came into view, lips caught in a grim line. ‘Prisoner,’ he said, once again resting his hand upon his sword hilt. ‘Bow before His Excellency, Lord Darius Laroth, the Sixth Count of Esvar and Minister of the Left.’

			The man of my imagination died. Here was no burly warrior, no harsh-featured monster. Lord Laroth was fine and slight with skin like cream. He wore his silk robe with neat precision, every line so straight he was more statue than man. Never had I seen a more beautiful face than the one now watching me, yet there was no smile, no life in his cold, violet eyes.

			He turned to face me, his sandal scraping on the stone. ‘You do not bow,’ he said, speaking in a voice that might have been ripped from my memory. ‘Do you know who I am?’

			Dozens of guards were crammed into the neck of the passage, watching.

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘You are Lord Darius Laroth.’

			‘And yet you do not bow.’

			Unsure now, I shook my head. ‘If I am already a dead man, what does it matter?’

			The minister came a step closer. He looked like a picture, his face as immobile as a doll. I could read nothing in it, and resorted to my sixth sense. Like a formless hand my Empathy reached out toward him, drinking in everything it found. Worry hung about the captain, and his guards pervaded hunger, but the minister had nothing.

			Lord Laroth regarded me steadily. He did not move. He did not tap or twitch or scratch, his body guilty of nothing but the occasional blink and even that seemed deliberate.

			‘If you are already dead then why am I here?’

			‘Captain Ash seems to feel I should not be executed without a name.’

			The captain tried to explain, but Minister Laroth held up his hand, effectively shutting the man’s lips. ‘Pull up your left sleeve,’ he commanded.

			Breath caught in my throat. He knew. My saviour had confided in his son. Yet there was still no softening of his features, no recognition.

			Pinching the fabric of my sleeve, I drew it back, exposing the twist of silk around my wrist. The minister’s eyes darted to it. ‘Who was your father?’

			In the passage the guards sniggered.

			I let my sleeve fall. ‘I don’t know. That is what I want you to tell me. They are torturing my friend.’

			Minister Laroth turned to the captain. ‘Captain Ash,’ he said, his slow blink strangely sinister. ‘This boy is no one important. Your devotion to our emperor is certainly to be commended, but I think we can dispense with this charade. By order of Emperor Kin Ts’ai, first of his name, this man is to be branded a traitor and exiled, and he is barely worth that much of our time.’

			I gripped the bars, pressing my face to the cold metal. ‘You know who I am,’ I said, reaching out my left arm, wrist turned up. ‘Tell me who my father was.’

			A slow step brought him closer. ‘Are you sure you want an answer in front of so many witnesses?’

			‘Tell me.’

			‘Very well. Your name is Endymion and you are the bastard son of a dead man who has no honour left in this world. His name will not save you. Captain, carry out the sentence.’

			The captain bowed. ‘Yes, Your Excellency, but what of the charges of sorcery? Father Kokoro–’

			‘Father Kokoro?’ A frown flickered across that serene face. ‘Father Kokoro is a pious man prone to see evil where there is only stupidity. This young man may be a traitor, but he is no more a sorcerer than I am.’

			‘He threatened us!’

			Murmurs of agreement came from the crowd of guards.

			Minister Laroth’s eyebrows rose in slow disbelief. ‘You question my word?’ With a final step he closed the gap between us, gripping my hand and squeezing it to the bar. His hand was warm. He was alive – a living, breathing man beneath the smooth façade – yet when my Empathy touched him it found nothing. There was no emotion, no soul, just a frightening blank where his heart ought to be.

			‘What are you?’ I whispered.

			‘I could ask you the same question.’

			He let go of my hand and stepped back. Every eye was on him, every breath held close. Glancing around, he spread his hands in a theatrical gesture. ‘I am, as you see, unscathed. Brand him and put him on the next cart to the border. I don’t want to hear any more about this, Captain, and gods help you if His Majesty comes to hear of it.’

			‘Yes, Your Excellency.’

			The minister said no more. The grey silk of his robe twisted about his feet as he turned, guards scattering before his imperious step. In an instant he was gone, the truth with him.

			One by one the guards returned like stalking wolves, their grins wide and slavering. The captain had gone with the minister, leaving me to the mercy of his hate-filled men. ‘That’s disappointing,’ said the man I thought of as their leader. ‘We wanted to see you burn, freak.’

			I let go of the bars and stepped back.

			The man’s lip curled. ‘Open the cell, Bale.’

			‘We should wait for the captain.’

			‘Just do it or I’ll brand you, too.’

			Bale took a ring from his belt, keys clinking. Their threats were all too fresh in my mind.

			‘Stay away,’ I said. ‘Or I’ll hurt you all.’

			Their leader laughed. ‘We’re not scared of you. Hurry up, you fools, bring the branding iron.’ He stepped up to the door, his lips drawn back from his teeth. The key turned in the lock. My fingers trembled, heart hammering loud in my ears. I wanted to run, but there was nowhere to go.

			The door swung and I took another step back.

			‘Afraid of me, freak?’ the man sneered, entering my cell ahead of his pack.

			‘No.’

			His teeth seemed to lengthen in the shadows. ‘We’ll see, shall we? We’ll see if you squeal.’

			I watched his hands. Skin was what I needed and I could make him squeal.

			Movement flickered in the corner of my eye, but I was too late. Arms grasped me around the chest, stitched leather arms ending in stained hands, crushing the air from my lungs. My assailant breathed in my ear, hot and damp.

			‘Get him on the floor.’

			Faces were everywhere in the thickening nightmare. Hands grasped my feet. I tried to kick them off, but the unyielding arms tightened about my chest. I could barely breathe. Light flashed in my vision. Men gripped my hair, my robe, tearing at the fabric like vultures at a carcass.

			The arms let go, other hands pressing me to the stones.

			‘Hold him down!’

			There was no air. They swarmed over me like a suffocating blanket, my every gasp a taste of hatred. I tried to find skin, to tear at hands and faces, to share my fear, but every touch was so fleeting that nothing passed, leaving it to pool in my body like poison.

			‘Out of the way!’

			The mass of bodies thinned. I tried to squirm free of my skin, but it would not let me go. The men had me pinned to the cold ground, their grips like steel, their every breath a heavy huff in the thickening air. Then came the hiss of coals. An orange trail blazed before my eyes and I lost all sense. Panicking, I tried to buck them off, to bite, to claw, to rip, to spit, anything that might gain me freedom.

			‘Hold his head down or I’ll get it through his eye.’

			A weighty hand pressed upon my temple. Unable to move, I stared at the worn sandal before my face: broken reeds and broken toenails. The smell of dirt. The smell of blood. Anticipation. Every moment I imagined the branding iron hovering above my cheek, and every moment it didn’t come was worse than the last, the latent heat like a candle held too close.

			The sound came first. The hiss of searing flesh. Then the pain drove from me all power of thought; behind my eyes a world of white-hot agony. There was no end to it, even when the weight of the metal was drawn away the pain went on. And the smell. It was like acrid charcoal. I wanted to be sick. That was my skin I could smell, my blackened flesh.

			Their grips slackened and I rolled over to retch.

			The branding iron pressed into the back of my head. The hiss was louder, the stink of burning hair clogging my every attempt at breath. Bile leaked out of my mouth, and like a roar the men jeered.

			The iron twisted. It ripped at hair and skin, tearing flesh. I could no longer scream. Paralysed, I moved beyond my body, the pain balling in my gut like lead.

			‘Give me the other iron. This one’s going cold.’

			Hands tightened about my limbs. The men began to chant. ‘Traitor! Traitor! Traitor!’

			The ambient heat returned, and in my heart a dreadful urging, a voice I’d never heard before. Do it, it said. Do it and you’ll suffer.

			The iron touched my flesh and my hatred chanted back. There will be justice. You will be judged. You will suffer.

			A scream shattered the air, wrenched from my lips like burning bile. It was the torment I could not contain, the hatred, the great heaving injustice weeping from my skin.

			Their chant died. Grips faltered, but it was too late. I had let the pain rise, a push all it took to make it burst from my heart, turning my cry into a harmony of many.

			Screams filled the air, delicious in their anguish. Darkness gathered at the edges of my vision, but I swatted it back, wanting to remain, to revel in the justice of my creation. But fatigue crept upon me, and I could not fight it. The night called and I surrendered, letting it take me for its own.

		

	
		
			

			

			Chapter 5
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			Father Kokoro was waiting for me. Morning light caressed the room and he knelt in its midst, his hands cupped around a steaming teapot. His hair glowed golden under the sun’s touch. Dust danced. And on his sleeve, silver birds spread their wings to fly free.

			‘Father Kokoro,’ I said, sliding the door closed behind me. ‘You save me the trouble of sending for you.’

			He looked up, his lined face more marked in the hazy light. ‘Yes, Your Excellency. I heard you were called to the guardhouse.’

			‘Indeed. Your spies are well informed. I have just this moment returned.’

			Father Kokoro lifted the teapot and poured two cups. ‘Do join me, Your Excellency.’

			‘To be invited to drink tea in my own tea room is a great honour,’ I said, watching him closely. He had been at court longer than I, but we did not often cross paths. After all, it was his job to seek pardon of the gods, and my job to anger them. 

			Accepting his ironic invitation, I knelt opposite him. ‘You have something you wish to say to me, Father Kokoro?’

			‘I rather think it is you who have something to say to me, Excellency.’

			Faintly smiling, he looked like an absent old man, a part he played admirably for the court. ‘Never mind,’ they would say. ‘It’s just Kokoro. He’s harmless.’

			I removed the necklace from my sash and dropped it on the table in front of him. The weight of the pendant made a satisfying thud, leaving the silver eye staring at the ceiling. ‘Can you explain why a boy, imprisoned at your command, was in possession of this particular trinket?’

			‘A step too far, Excellency. You admit you know why it was brought to you, when you should have feigned ignorance.’

			‘If it is a game you want, my Errant board is in the chest.’

			His smile broadened. ‘I would not presume. Beside your skill, mine is meagre.’

			He sipped his tea, his restful demeanour grating. It was one I often used to great effect, but he had been perfecting it much longer. I was holding my fury tight, but looking at that vague smile I would have given much to tear it from his face, leaving ragged flesh where lips had once been.

			‘We play at cross purposes,’ I said instead. ‘Perhaps you think I am ignorant? My mind is not so slow, I assure you. That being said, I have no desire to prolong your stay, so I will begin. This pendant belonged to my father.’

			‘Perhaps the boy stole it.’

			‘You must think me remarkably dense. You knew my father, I think. What ever else he was, he was by no means an imbecile. It was his only redeeming quality in fact.’

			Father Kokoro’s smile remained untouched. ‘What a dutiful son you are to speak so well of him.’

			Letting this pass, I said: ‘That boy is no thief. Did you really think I would not know him? Tell me, Kokoro, how is it that Prince Takehiko Otako just happened to come your way?’

			‘Very clever, Your Excellency. Did you tell him?’

			‘No. I think I already explained that I am no fool.’

			There were words we did not need to speak. Kokoro was no ally, but in this we were agreed. The boy was dangerous. Kokoro had been right to arrest him, but burned alive for sorcery? Even if one knew what he was, that was too much.

			Father Kokoro went on sipping his tea, a picture of innocence with his greying, frazzled hair. It was hard to tell just how much he knew.

			‘The last surviving son of Emperor Lan,’ Kokoro mused. ‘For myself I will not be mentioning the matter to His Majesty.’

			‘You would not be able to keep your secrets if you did.’

			He acknowledged this with a gentle nod. ‘May the gods judge us wisely.’

			‘I am sure they will, but it is His Majesty’s judgement you should fear. You may purchase my silence on the matter with an answer. I want to know where the boy has been all these years.’

			The old man eyed me speculatively. ‘Living with a priest named Jian.’

			‘A priest who was known to you?’

			‘I think you specified one question, Excellency.’

			‘In fact I did not specify at all,’ I said, mimicking his calm. ‘You will answer the question. I won’t ask again.’

			Across the table our eyes met – his curiously hard. He might possess the words of gods, but he would turn his gaze before I backed down.

			‘You are very like your father,’ he said, looking into his empty cup.

			‘I do not consider that a compliment. Answer my question.’

			‘Yes, I know him. Once I called him brother.’

			‘They tortured him–’

			‘I know.’ Father Kokoro rose. ‘It is in the hands of the gods.’ Brushing a hand down the front of his pale robe, Kokoro walked toward the door. ‘You need not rise to see me out. You were my guest, remember?’

			I rose anyway and went to the door, pausing with my hand on the frame. ‘He won’t burn. I will not see a child of that blood suffer.’

			Father Kokoro’s smile twisted. ‘I see. I understand, Your Excellency, but I fear the outcome.’

			‘He is to be branded and exiled. Captain Ash is hungry for promotion. He will not fail me.’

			‘One of your men?’

			‘There are few who are not.’ I slid the door, signalling the end of the discussion. ‘Thank you for the book, Father. I do hope today’s journey will not fatigue you unduly.’

			‘As do I, Excellency, as do I,’ he said, smiling his vague smile. ‘I am glad to be going home, aren’t you?’

			‘Home is a matter of perspective, Father. I have not been home for a very long time. Good day.’

			
*  *  *

			
We began in fine weather, but it soon soured. Fortunately, the journey between Kisia’s sister cities, Shimai and Mei’lian, was only a matter of some ten miles. On foot it might take three hours, on horseback it was less.

			But it was a slow cortege that departed Shimai in the early afternoon. The Imperial Court was a swollen beast. At its head rode Emperor Kin, guards flanking his progress and his crimson robes sweeping toward the road. The neck was made of courtiers, forced to maintain the pace he dictated, each manoeuvring to spend the maximum amount of time riding at Kin’s side. The body that followed was as broad as the road would allow, a staggered collection of palanquins carrying the women of the court, carts and carriages of their belongings travelling close behind. Lagging behind came a long trail of servants, of supply carts and artisans’ wagons as far as the eye could see.

			Kin ignored it all, riding ahead with a scowl upon his already harsh countenance. Several men of his Council had attempted to ride with him, all falling back after a few minutes, defeated. I was not foolish enough to make the attempt. If he wanted me, he would ask for me. If not, I had my own thoughts to occupy the journey.

			Takehiko Otako.

			Would they have already branded him and sent him on his way? I touched my cheek. Three horizontal lines crossed by a diagonal. The same mark had been burned into Kun’s youthful skin.

			I had seen a man branded; heard the hiss and the scream and watched him writhe. It hadn’t troubled me. Then it had just been another of my duties, but this was different. He was no commoner, no petty thief to be shipped away disgraced, but I’d had no choice. There was too much fear, too much unrest. Katashi had made sure of that. The Otakos just would not die. At the fall of the axe they would duck beneath the water and swim into the murky weeds, just like the pike that symbolised their name.

			The sun continued its inexorable journey across the sky. Sunset, he had said, the words in the blood impossible to ignore. If I did not make it, there was no saying what he would do.

			The plains were already growing dark.

			
*  *  *

			
The twin gatehouses of Mei’lian greeted us in the fading light, their stern bolt-holes like narrowed eyes. Despite the slide toward dusk the gates remained open, and the captain of the city guard was waiting. An escort. I looked from the large group of guards to the blackened clouds upon the horizon.

			I was running out of time.

			The cavalcade stopped. Kin exchanged a few words with the captain, who bowed low enough to touch his nose to his knees. The lords and councillors laughed behind their hands – the man was inviting the emperor to enter his own city. Kin was already looking as black as the thunderclouds, and expectant eyes turned my way. But I was thinking about the city, about its narrow streets and its curious citizenry. This was going to take hours I did not have.

			A stand of tallow trees ran along the centre of the road, blocking one gatehouse from view of the other. Through their narrow trunks I could see empty stones. It was the Leaving Gate, but at this hour, and with a storm threatening, no one was leaving.

			Sure I would not be missed in the crush, I wheeled my horse around and pushed through the crowd of court and commoners. People scurried out of the way, their various bundles and goods thrown over their shoulders.

			There were advantages to being feared.

			Pulling free of the lines, I let my horse saunter toward the second pair of gates, ducking my head as the colt pulled through the reaching leaves. I felt eyes linger on me and hoped Kin was not so mad as to call me back.

			‘Excuse me, my lord,’ a guard said, rushing up as I approached. ‘This is the Leaving Gate.’

			‘And I am Lord Laroth,’ I said, hearing the irritation creep into my voice. ‘I am well aware this is the Leaving Gate, but no one appears to be leaving.’

			‘Your Excellency.’ He swallowed, and glanced through the trees to the main body of the court, its great bulk clogging the road for many miles to come. ‘A bit of a crush.’

			‘An understatement. Now let me through, man. I’m in a hurry.’

			‘Certainly, Your Excellency. You have your papers?’

			‘My papers?’

			The guard coughed, not meeting my eyes. ‘Yes, Your Excellency. General Ryoji sent orders ahead that all men coming and going were to be checked.’

			‘Do you plan on checking every man who follows in the emperor’s train?’

			‘Yes, Your Excellency.’

			‘Oh gods,’ I muttered, pulling my papers free from my sash. ‘Take them. You must be the first man to ask for them in years.’

			He took the papers and opened them, all the time keeping his eyes averted from my face. Fortunately, it would take little more than a glance down the list of names and titles to assure him I was who I claimed to be, though he could as easily have asked the lowest peasant and received the same answer.

			The guard handed back my papers. ‘Thank you, Your Excellency. Long live Emperor Kin.’

			‘Long live Emperor Kin,’ I said, taking them from his hand.

			Like a good citizen I carried my papers wherever I went, but no one ever asked to see them. They had been added to over the years whenever I gained a new rank, or a new position, but the thick parchment was still crisp. I glanced down at the neat characters: 

			

			

			These papers are to attest that their owner is a true citizen of the Imperial Expanse of Kisia 1346

			

			Darius Kirei Laroth

			Born the fifty-third day of spring 1346

			

			Father

			Lord Nyraek Laroth, Fifth Count of Esvar

			Born the eighty-third day of summer 1312

			

			Mother

			Lady Melia Laroth, Countess of Esvar

			Born Melia Chinya, second daughter of Lord Eri Chinya

			Second day of summer 1323

			

			Ascended to the title on the thirty-first day of winter, 1359

			Lord Darius Laroth, Sixth Count of Esvar

			

			Elected Councillor to the court of Emperor Kin Ts’ai, first of his name, spring 1367

			Councillor Laroth, Sixth Count of Esvar

			

			Minister of the Left to the court of Emperor Kin Ts’ai, first of his name, summer 1369

			Lord Darius Laroth, Sixth Count of Esvar and Minister of the Left 

			

			No children

			

			

			Allowing myself a wry smile, I folded the papers and slid them back into my sash. The guard watched me warily. The words were so dry, so official. There was no mention of the time when I had not used my papers at all, had not even owned the name written therein. No mention either of just how my father had passed, leaving me the title so sonorously declared in its black ink. It was just a list, a construction, the shroud I had created for myself to escape it all, to escape him. But he had refused to leave me alone.

			I rode into the city. The sun was setting, piercing the storm clouds with its last rays, and in the fast-fading light the Tiankashi Square was crammed with people. Thunder would have gone unheard beneath their noise. Their emperor had been absent too long while whispers of trouble spread – knowing lips to curious ears.

			There was no time to linger. I had no liking for crowds and soon slipped into the side streets where I found the city on its cusp. When I had been that boy without papers I had lived for the cusp, for the time when the city began to change. Dusk would creep through the streets, and in the declining light merchants packed their wares, eyes seeking one last sale while their ears caught the city’s changing tone. Even the women would change. In the full light of day noblewomen filled the streets, pink sashes flashing in the sunlight and trains of servants running at their heels. They vanished with the sun, but there were other women for the night hours, women always dressed in black.

			Passing through the streets, I felt like that boy again, looking everywhere for the signs that it was time to play. During the day Mei’lian moved like a lazy beetle, full of its own importance, but the night was furtive and quick. Away from the link-boys’ bright torches an older city existed, one that cared nothing for the noblemen travelling to and from their nightly entertainments. It existed in the shadows, in corners and alleys and dens, where the world changed day by day. There, fortunes were made and lost at the turn of a card, women would lift their skirts for a coin and men would rob you blind. A grunt of exhaled breath and a body would fall lifeless on the stones. A scream cut short. A cry; a gibber for mercy, and information changed hands. These were the places where the power of the empire lived. This was where I had learned to hunt.

			It was into these dark corners of the city I rode, cramped buildings blocking the last of the sun from view. Thunder rumbled, and the first heavy drop landed on the road. Another hit my sleeve.

			I left my horse at the entrance to the Pleasure Quarter, slipping a silver coin into a boy’s hand. Other rein-boys hollered, declaring they would take better care of my horse, but I waved them away. In a few hours it would be a busy prospect, even in the rain, with scores of link-boys chattering beneath their torches and a constant stream of palanquins halting at the mounting stone.

			The rain grew heavier, its fat drops failing to dampen the buzz of activity. Passing beneath the string of red lanterns was like walking into a different world. Here, all men were customers, our carnal desires making us as much like meat as the women in the whorehouses. Hawkers dogged my steps.

			‘Want to see the most beautiful girls in the empire, my lord?’

			‘Exotic beauties, plump breasts bigger than your head.’

			‘Follow me for fair Chiltaen girls. Hairless bodies.’

			They followed, even though I moved on without acknowledging them. ‘How about boys, my lord?’

			I fought the urge to snarl at them all and strode on. One by one they fell back to cluster around a newcomer.

			The Pleasure Quarter was a welcoming place, all brightly lit doorways and winking lanterns. Muted music drifted from the houses, squeals and laughter overriding the tunes gently plucked upon each zither’s strings. Despite the closing night, the alleys that branched from the main square were full of colour and noise, the steadily-falling rain sending whores and yijis darting from door to door, skirts held high and painted faces laughing.

			Past the long fountain, the colours and noise began to die away, leaving nothing but the rain. The shadowed forms of old houses rose neglected from the street. From the web of dark alleys eyes stalked my every step and faded women watched me pass. ‘Lost?’ they asked.

			‘No. I know where I’m going.’

			And I did. I had come this way too many times to ever get lost.

			The memories returned. There, in the drenching rain, sat the house we had used for so many years – a faded yiji house stripped of all glory.

			The Gilded Cherry.

			Its front doors had lost the last of their paint. It had been years, but looking up at the old façade I knew little else had changed. No attempt had been made to salvage the house, the world happy to leave the rotting timbers to their ghosts.

			Ducking beneath the jutting roof, I found respite from the rain pouring in streams off the eaves. The windows were dark, but a lantern hung above the door.

			He was waiting.

			I set my hand on the door. It had never been locked and wouldn’t be now. People had long since learned to keep away.

			The door swung in. Light from the welcome lantern slashed through the darkness, drawing old furnishings from the gloom. And his smell. My heart betrayed me.

			It had been five years.

			‘You are late, yes?’

			The voice pierced my flesh. In a different life I had known it better than my own.

			‘As you say,’ I said, surprised by my even tone. I could only hope that five years of practise had made the act true.

			A figure shifted into the shaft of light. I saw an arm clad in fine silk and the tip of a sleek black ponytail.

			‘Darius,’ he said.

			‘Malice.’

			I could not see his face, but I knew he smiled. He had always liked the sound of his adopted name.

			‘You’ve changed.’

			‘And you haven’t,’ I said.

			The ghost of a laugh sounded in his next breath. ‘Perhaps it only looks like you have, yes? Come closer so I can see you.’

			I was tempted to obey, but dared not. ‘Why are you here?’

			‘Is it wrong to want to see you?’ he asked, that same laugh in his voice. ‘You got my message, yes?’

			Kun. He had knelt in my place, Malice’s blood staining his skin. The Traitor’s Mark. And now Takehiko Otako would have it, too. No, don’t think about Takehiko.

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘As you see. And now that I’m here, tell me what you want.’

			He stepped further into the light. ‘What do you think I want?’ he said, another step bringing him close. I took a deep breath and caught the vague trace of opium lingering on his skin. How great had the habit become, I wondered, standing my ground as he came closer still.

			‘How should I know?’ I said. ‘A position at court, perhaps. I’m afraid I will have to disappoint you there. Kin takes commoners into his service, but he only keeps men who work hard in his name.’

			Malice smiled. ‘I see your sense of humour is as strange as ever, yes? I would not work a moment in service to your Emperor Kin.’

			‘Then to whom? Katashi Otako perhaps. I hear he is calling himself Monarch these days.’

			‘You leap ahead, Darius.’ Malice rested his fingers upon his brow and shook his head. ‘There is no dealing with you at all, yes? Do not leap. Let us reach important points by steps, baby steps. Whatever happened to the pleasantries? I remember you used to talk for hours at a time, then be silent as long, your energy as erratic as your humour.’

			‘Nostalgic?’

			‘You left me.’ He gripped my chin in his long fingers, and as though he breathed his soul out through his fingertips, I felt the touch of his Empathy. Five years. It took all my self-control not to lower my shield. Takehiko’s skill had been nothing to it.

			‘Where are you hiding, Darius?’ he said, his eyes roaming my face. ‘What have you done to yourself?’

			I didn’t answer, didn’t move. Malice had not withdrawn his touch. I expected another attack, but was not prepared for the blow that came. It crashed into my shield like a mace, sending my mind reeling. The tips of his fingers dug into my cheek. ‘I am sick of waiting, yes? Drop your pathetic charade.’

			I pulled away and his hand remained lifted as though frozen in place. ‘What do you want?’ he said when I did not answer. ‘An apology?’

			‘No. I want you to leave me alone.’

			A flash of anger darkened his face. ‘I have left you alone for five years to get over your sulks.’

			‘My sulks?’

			‘What else can I call it?’

			‘Conscience.’

			‘You don’t have one.’

			‘And I thought you knew me so well,’ I said.

			Finally, he lowered his hand. ‘I do. No one knows you better than I do, yes? I know you don’t want to remain this pathetic shell you’ve created for yourself. I’ve missed you, Darius. Even Hana has missed you, yes?’

			‘How is she?’

			‘She’s grown up since you left us. She’s a young woman now, yes? Five years makes great change. But of course, you know all about it, don’t you?’

			‘All about what?’

			He was really smiling now, laughter dancing in his eyes. ‘About Monarch. You were right. Katashi is back, but he isn’t alone. Hana has made quite a name for herself as Regent – the great Otako’s most vicious little captain.’

			I closed my eyes, allowing myself a moment of weakness. And I had thought her safe, that Malice would take care of her as I had once done.

			As though reading my thoughts, Malice said: ‘I took no oath, yes? She is spirited. She wants glory and revenge and her great cousin to take her maidenhead. What sort of guardian would deny her such excitement? You would, of course.’

			‘I did take an oath.’

			‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘You did. I was beginning to wonder if you had forgotten.’

			I had only been a boy. ‘Protect Lady Hana,’ my father had said. ‘You are all she has.’ And so I had given my word. I had spoken the oath to the baby in my arms.

			

			I swear on the bones of my forebears

			On my name and my honour

			That I will do all in my power to protect you from harm

			I will mind not pain

			I will mind not suffering

			I will give every last ounce of my strength

			I will give every last ounce of my intellect

			I will die in service to you if the gods so will it

			I will renounce every honour

			I will give every coin

			I will be as nothing and no one in service to you

			

			Malice was watching me. ‘I know what you’re thinking, Darius, but I am not quite the villain you imagine. I did not need to foster her hatred of The Usurper. Katashi has been an excellent role model in that respect, yes?’

			‘You should have left her out of this.’

			‘You should not have abandoned us.’

			‘She could die.’

			‘Yes, she could. Or Kin might.’

			His face gave nothing away. ‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

			‘Only that his guards will not be expecting an attack tonight,’ he replied. ‘I gave Hana some Tishwa. I don’t think she will get far enough to use it. But she will be happy to see you when the guards catch her, yes?’

			‘Why?’

			‘Why?’ He did not pretend to misunderstand my question, but gripped my face between his hands. ‘Because I know you. I know you won’t let her die – “The gods judge us on our choices, not our fame”, yes?’

			And they would judge me on mine. I could still see the silk band knotted around Takehiko’s left wrist. He had tried to read me, the gentle prod of his immature Empathy like the nagging tug of a small child.

			Without warning, Malice forced his own Empathy through my skin. I could not long keep him out. It ripped through me, and for a brief moment I had nothing: no thoughts, no emotions, no memories, everything sucked out through the palms of his hands.

			He let go. I stepped back, shaking. The transfer made my skin tingle. He had left behind a part of himself, a memory. It was a boy in a singed robe, his face covered in dirt and ash. Me. Me as he first remembered me. Me with a fierce hatred of life burning in my eyes.

			‘There’s another Empath?’ shock had frozen Malice in place. ‘Is that why you were late? Oh… oh ho!’ He started to laugh. ‘And you let him go? Do you truly hate the blood that much?’

			‘Leave him alone,’ I managed to say. ‘You’ll regret it if you touch him.’

			‘Why? Who is he?’

			Prince Takehiko Otako. The name shot into my head and I pushed it away just in time. Malice gripped my face between his long fingers again, turning me to the light. 

			‘Where is he?’

			He asked the question an instant before his Empathy tore into me once more. I couldn’t block him. It had been too long. The image of the guardhouse at Shimai flashed into my mind, its tall stone tower half swallowed by ivy.

			Malice let his Empathy ebb, eyes hungry. ‘Shimai? You are out of practice, Darius. It’s pitiful.’

			‘He won’t be there anymore.’

			‘Other people might believe your lies, but I am used to them, yes?’ Eyeing me critically, he brushed a stray lock of hair off my brow. ‘Am I playing too rough for you? We can’t have Minister Laroth with a hair out of place. Answer me one more question and perhaps I’ll keep Hana safely at home tonight. Who is he?’

			He was giving me the opportunity to exchange one Otako for another, but whatever my duty to Hana, I could not do it. The boy was far more dangerous – Otako and Empath in one deadly package.

			‘No? Then we’ll try this one more time, yes? Who is he?’

			The Empathy was like a sword slid into my gut, paralysing the body. The boy, the boy, don’t think about the boy. He has no name.

			‘Who is he?’

			‘His name is Endymion and his mother was a whore. Just like yours.’

			Malice slapped me. My breath caught in my throat and I lifted my hand, touching the stinging skin. He gripped my wrist. ‘And you are more whore than any woman,’ he snarled, pressing me against the wall. The moulding dug into my spine. ‘You sell yourself to anyone who asks, but when I ask simple questions, you refuse.’ He stroked my smarting cheek. ‘Tell me who the boy is,’ he said, the tips of his long fingernails tracing my cheekbone.

			‘No.’

			He curled his fingers, nails cutting into my skin. ‘Could I tear your skin away I wonder. I hate to mar your prettiness, but I’m curious now.’

			The opium was on his breath. It clung about him like a shroud, caught to every strand of the silken hair that tickled my arm. ‘Get off me.’

			‘I would love to see you make me. In fact that is why I came. Do it, Darius. Make me let go.’

			His nails dug deeper and I clenched my teeth against the pain. His eyes glinted. He was laughing at me. ‘Well?’

			His Empathy snuck under my guard, digging through my soul. ‘Fight me, Darius,’ he hissed. ‘Fight back!’

			‘No. Give me up as dead.’

			With a growl his nails gouged my flesh. His Sight cleaved through me. He wanted me to fight, but I knew all too well where that led. I had hunted here once.

			Thoughts and memories filled my head. Shimai, the guardhouse, the worried crease between the boy’s brows, and the sweat on his hands. Beside the glinting tea a silver eye saw everything. Kokoro had tapped his cup, punctuating his serenity with fear as the name echoed around the room – Takehiko. Takehiko. Takehiko.

			Malice let go. In the silence every breath sounded harsh.

			‘A royal bastard.’ Malice touched his own face, his fingernails dark with my blood. Then he laughed, a high-pitched sound that echoed strangely.

			‘He is not a true Otako.’

			‘Don’t think you can fool me. His bastard blood makes no difference. Prince Takehiko was acknowledged under the law.’ He laughed again, and touching my cuts, smeared blood down my cheek. ‘Should I apologise? I think not. You will thank me when you come to your senses, yes? Now it seems I have somewhere else I need to be.’

			Malice turned and was at the door in an instant, the rain outside visible in the lantern light. ‘Give my love to Hana tonight, yes?’ he said, and, not waiting, strode into the rain, the tip of his ponytail the last thing I saw before it swished out of sight.

			
*  *  *

			
I climbed the stairs to the palace forecourt, striding past Lord Rota, the Master of the Court. Rain poured upon the small garden. Bamboo leaves sagged beneath its weight and flowers drooped, yet it held its own beauty. Lantern light shone through the patterned fretwork, glinting off each drop as it poured from the sky.

			It was cold for a summer night, the rising wind making the paper screens snap taut in their frames, and candle flames dancing even within the protection of their lantern husks.

			‘Your Excellency!’ The Master of the Court called after me as I passed through the doors, water dripping from the hem of my robe. ‘Minister? Is everything all right?’

			‘Perfectly fine, Lord Rota,’ I said, not stopping. ‘I have been for a pleasant stroll.’

			The brightly lit palace was strange after the darkness of the city. Those shadowed haunts better suited my mood.

			‘Minister? Are you aware you’re bleeding?’

			I lifted my hand to show I had heard, but continued into the passage without answering. A court secretary stopped to stare at me, his arms filled with parchment scrolls.

			‘You!’ I said, and the man gave a start of horror.

			‘Me, Your Excellency?’

			‘Who else? There is a conspicuous lack of others present. Drop the scrolls.’

			‘E-Excuse me, Your Excellency?’

			‘It isn’t difficult to understand. Drop them. Now.’

			The man let the scrolls go and they bounced around the floor before settling at his feet.

			‘Good,’ I said. ‘Leave them, they aren’t going anywhere. I need you to do something for me, and I need you to do it now.’

			‘Yes, Your Excellency, whatever you wish.’

			‘What I wish is that you run as fast as you can to the emissary’s yard. Tell them I want their fastest rider on their fastest horse to take a message to the Shimai guardhouse, leaving immediately. Say nothing about this to anyone else and you will do well by me.’

			‘Yes, Your Excellency. And what do you want the message to say?’

			‘They have a prisoner there by the name of Endymion. Order them to keep him safe by any means necessary. Tell them... Tell them the Vices are coming for him.’

		

	
		
			

			

			Chapter 6
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			The men were getting ready. They ate, slurping thick broth from the rims of their bowls; they dressed, strapping on assorted pieces of leather armour; and they each took turns stepping outside to relieve themselves. Then they sat around the kitchen, their desultory talk filling the dim space, only the occasional bout of laughter lightening the oppression.

			But I was not a man.

			I sat on the bench in the corner and watched them, watched Monarch stride around the room. He was the tallest, the broadest, and the strongest – the handsome leader with his great bow and his seemingly ingenuous smile. Every other man was a mere shadow compared to him.

			Malice was gone when I woke, leaving no sign he had been present at all. He was always like that; transitory. I knew there were others, Vices they were called, men he travelled with as Monarch had his Pikes, but they had never come much in my way. There were rumours about them of course, but there were rumours about us, too. Some said Regent was capable of tearing the heads off men. The Pikes had laughed at that, unable to imagine how such a tale had sprung from so diminutive a size as mine.

			‘I see your Vice has abandoned us,’ Monarch said, his deep voice purring in my ear.

			I turned my head, just enough to see him leaning against the wall at my side. ‘He’s a busy man,’ I said, breathing in his smell.

			‘What did the spider want?’

			‘Is it inconceivable that he just wished to see me? He is my guardian.’

			Monarch snorted. ‘One of your guardians. You come with heavy chains.’ There was a note of laughter in his voice and I knew he was watching me, but I kept my gaze riveted on the busy Pikes.

			‘Angry with me?’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get that kiss.’

			‘Who says I want it?’

			He laughed and pushed himself from the wall.

			‘Wait.’ I slid off the bench and gripped his arm, looking up into those bright blue eyes. ‘Let me come with you tonight.’

			‘Come with me?’ The laugh died. ‘Are you mad? It’s too dangerous.’ He lowered his voice, his words for my ears alone. ‘I don’t know why I let you come with me at all, why I let you take on this charade.’

			‘Because I want to fight!’

			‘There are not so many of us that we can afford to throw ourselves away. Why do you think I keep Kimiko safely in Jinanton?’

			‘Is that all I am to you? A number? A name?’

			Monarch glanced at his men, as though to be sure no one was watching. ‘Hana,’ he said, his voice little more than a whisper. ‘Our name is all we have. We are all we have – you and me. I will take back the throne, but until I do you must stay here where it’s safe. Wait for me.’

			I felt entranced; unable to do more than stare up at him and nod, though I wanted to scream. It was my throne too. It was my crown.

			Our crown.

			The idea crept upon my mind. He looked as though he wanted to say more, wanted to finish what we had started beneath the Kissing Tree, but there were too many eyes turned our way.

			Our crown.

			But I wanted to be more than just a wife, more than just a woman. I wanted to be his equal.

			Monarch said nothing more. I caught the flash of his smile as he turned away to join the others, touching Hatsukoi as though to be sure she was still with him. The men were checking their weapons, those few heading into the palace making sure their knives were well concealed. My fingers strayed to the needle threaded into my sleeve. I had no other weapons except for the clawed hand-straps in my pouch – a pair of fingerless leather gloves with four hooked claws protruding from their palms. Monarch often jeered, calling them my cat claws, but even he couldn’t deny their usefulness. They were the weapons no one expected.

			My fingers fondled the needle. Shin was talking to his small group while Monarch’s team of decoys watched their leader. ‘Let’s go,’ he said, moving to stand before the door. ‘I want silence until we reach the square. Keep in your pairs and make your way back at sunrise if you can. Let’s give those red-belts hell.’

			They cheered, each man beating his fist upon his chest. ‘Monarch! Monarch! Monarch!’ they chanted, eyes aglow.

			Shin stepped forward, he the only man in the room not enthralled by his leader. Without a word, he led his men into the passage. The chant slowly diminished, but the energy remained as each man pulled a leather hood over his head. It had been raining steadily since sunset.

			Monarch’s men followed, patting each other on the back and jostling their way out until only Monarch remained. With his hand on the door he looked back. ‘Stay here, Hana,’ he said. ‘Don’t open the door. Don’t even move. We’ll talk when I get back.’

			He was gone on the words, leaving me to lock the street door behind him like a demure little girl. But I stood, irresolute, my hand on the latch. Outside, rain fell in heavy streams off the eaves and made the stones shimmer. It was warm inside, comfortable and dry. I could lock the door and be sure of safety. Malice had locked the door between the servants’ quarters and the main part of the house before he left. But then he had known I would not stay.

			If you don’t take what belongs to you now, you won’t be able to take it at all.

			The door slammed behind me as I stepped into the rain, heavy drops dripping down my neck. A tug brought my hood up and all I could hear was the rain pattering on the leather. Drowned beneath this sound, Mei’lian’s dark streets became another world.

			I crossed the main square of the Pleasure Quarter with hurried steps. Here, the city bustled despite the weather. Noblemen were everywhere, their purple sashes tied in flamboyant knots. Many travelled their short journeys beneath enormous tasselled umbrellas, a link-boy lighting the way. Others allowed themselves to be carried in palanquins. Not the common variety often used in the country, but exquisitely jewelled palanquins bearing the crests of prominent families.

			At the entrance to the Pleasure Quarter a line of guards on horseback trotted past, the tails of their sashes limp with rain. I watched them go, confident there was nothing in my appearance to raise suspicion. Many common men wore hoods like mine, their faces shadowed.

			Once the soldiers had passed, I crossed the street, ducking between two carriers. An alleyway greeted me and I turned down it, slipping through falls of water. I felt like a ghost. No one had eyes for me, so busy were they scurrying about their business with their heads down and water dripping from their clothes.

			A gong sounded so close I jumped. It hung beneath the balcony of a robe maker’s shop, the single resonant boom affected by a man with a hastily tied sash. Across the city other gongs echoed its call, announcing the hour. 

			Two hours past nightfall and Shin had a head start. If his men split up through the streets that might give me a few extra minutes, but I knew no secret back routes. All I could do was continue north, eyes always upon the distant shape of the palace.

			I sped up, veering around two men carousing on the corner. Light spilled from a warehouse door, the scent of spices mixing with the sodden smells of the city.

			By keeping the palace ahead of me, I soon found myself on the Silk Road where rows of shops showed shuttered faces to the street. Two guards raced past and I almost ran into them in my haste. I fell back, heart hammering, but they paid me little heed. One adjured me to watch where I was going; the other said nothing at all. They ran on toward the Divine Square and I watched them go, my every breath quick. Were Monarch’s men already drawing the red-belts’ wrath? A jolt of fear ran through me. All too easily could I imagine Monarch clutching a wound and surrounded by enemies. Outnumbered, betrayed, and I had not been there to help.

			For a moment I stood, undecided, quivering on the balls of my feet. If they caught him, his true name would not save him any more than mine would save me. Once, the soldiers had been Otako men, employed to protect us, but that time was long gone.

			Our crown. 

			But I had to be the one to carry it out, the one to stand before him with it in my hands. It was my job, not Shin’s. Monarch knew how to look after himself.

			I turned along the Silk Road, dodging a thick spout of rainwater. Lightning flashed above the city and the thunder sounded its low rumble. I gathered my hood tighter. This was a true storm, yet the end of summer was weeks away. It was a bad sign. My foster father always said a summer storm meant a bad storm season to come, with rains so heavy they would drown Kisia. ‘Perhaps we deserve it,’ he would say. ‘We should pray for forgiveness.’

			I tried not to imagine what he would think of me now, sneaking toward the palace with my saturated slippers soundless on the street. Hana, his little girl, a rebel running with the Pikes.

			The Silk Road ended in a string of narrow alleyways, the run off from each roof causing waterfalls to crash upon the stones. My feet slipped on the old, slick cobbles as I darted through, and I gripped a broken shutter, water splattering over my hood.

			This was the old city, this narrow nest close to the palace where lords and councillors had once lived, before the houses grew too old and the streets too shabby. Mei’lian had expanded and changed, leaving behind pockets of dereliction.

			A pile of tattered palanquins met my gaze in the next courtyard and I knew I was close. I could only pray I was not too late.

			A narrow street followed the curve of the palace’s outer wall. The shuttered houses were far from welcoming. Only a few were lit, leaving the rest bathed in shadow. I barely noticed whether eyes watched me pass, nothing but the bark of a dog pulling my attention from the well at the end of the street. There stood a group of hooded figures, and I let out a long breath, half relieved, half afraid. Shin looked up. I saw his hand dart to his sash, but his weapon remained undrawn. Other eyes joined his as I approached.

			I tried to look calm, to walk with ease though my lungs sucked in deep breaths and my pulse pounded. With the hood smothering my ears, all I could hear was the gallop of my own fear.

			‘Captain,’ Shin said when I drew close. ‘Trouble?’

			I took a deep breath. ‘Only a slight change of plan,’ I said. ‘We thought you could do with the extra pair of hands.’

			Every man stared at me and I stared back, determined to show no fear. Shin did not look at his men, but nodded. ‘Good to have you, Captain,’ he said, his words making it clear he was surrendering leadership to me.

			‘Thank you, Shin.’

			I cringed inwardly. The Pikes were not keen on manners. ‘Well, what are we waiting for?’ I snapped, trying to cover my mistake. ‘Monarch’s team is in place. We go now or we don’t go at all.’

			One by one they murmured ‘Captain’, and with a nod from Shin, the first began his descent into the well’s dark mouth. A buzz of excitement ran through me. I had made it. I was going into the palace.

			‘After you, Captain,’ Shin growled when the last man had disappeared into the darkness.

			I drew on my cat claws and climbed onto the edge of the well. Shin held out the rope. The wet hemp was slick, but I dug in my claws and lowered myself into the well, hand over hand, the stink of stagnant water rank. Rain peppered my face. A torch flared. Its light rose around me, making the stones shimmer and the rain look like falling gold.

			At the bottom the others were waiting. The burning torch made their damp skin glow, its light reflecting back off pools of water. Shin joined us, his feet landing on the slimy stones with barely a sound.

			The Zavhi Waterway. In both directions the dripping tunnels stretched into darkness. The roof was low and stained with moss, and blackened gratings barred dozens of smaller passages.

			Conversation was impossible. Every sound rang back to us, the roar of rain our constant companion. We could only nod and grimace at one another, grateful that Shin knew where he was going. At the first grating he did not so much as pause, just turned, ducking through a sheet of falling rainwater and into a narrow tunnel.

			The further we went the worse the smell became. I held my breath when I could, sucking damp air through my mouth in a vain attempt not to taste it.

			The water level rose. Great rivers roared along channels and poured down falls, drawn ever deeper into the earth. To most Kisians the Zavhi Waterway was more myth than reality, though its forgotten tunnels had served Mei’lian for centuries. Legend said it was connected to a network of underground rivers and caves, and that anyone sucked into its bowels would never return. The men seemed to have this on their minds, gripping tightly to walls, bars or each other whenever the water rose above knee height. 

			Shin led us on, saturated and stinking. We waded through high water and skidded along slippery stones, the tunnels a maze to all but Shin. I had to remind myself why I had come and just keep walking, step after step, until eventually our guide stopped beneath a sluice. It rose into the darkness. Wen went first to light the way and the rest of us followed, struggling up the slick stones, gripping mossy cracks and wedging ourselves between the narrow walls. My body burned with fatigue, but I would not give up. If the men could climb it, so could I.

			At the top, a bar had been removed from the grating and we slid through on our bellies. I was small and made it through with ease, but some of the others struggled, black metal bars digging into their backs as they dragged themselves through. On the other side a ladder climbed into a dark opening. Its rungs were pitted and old, and when I touched it the smell of metal stuck to my fingers.

			We gathered at the bottom of the ladder, a silent group in the tense air. Shin scowled, his expression more than ordinarily grim. Flames danced from the torch in Wen’s hand. The night was slipping away.

			I nodded, and Wen plunged the flame into a stagnant pool. It went out with a hiss. The sudden darkness was full of flare-light ghosts, and I had to reach, blind, for the ladder. I found a rung, cold and damp, and setting a foot on its slimy surface, I began to climb, claws scraping on the metal.

			The others followed.

			A few steps took me through the opening and the space above was cramped, barely wide enough for me to reach up, hoping to find the hatch with my hand before I hit it with my head.

			The walls were too close. I took a deep breath and reminded myself I was not trapped, but it did little to lessen my discomfort. Sounds echoed in the thick air. My clothes stuck to me, puckered and tight like a second skin.

			Up another few rungs my hand brushed something smooth, and drips of condensation fell on my face. I climbed higher, and putting my shoulder to the hatch, pushed it open. The hinges squealed. Someone hissed in warning, but the hatch fell open with a thud.

			No knives greeted me. No spears. No sounds.

			We were alone.

			The others followed me out of the hole, mere shapes in the darkness. There were seven of us in all, Shin the last. Something about the way he stood made him recognisable even in shadow.

			Water dripped off me. I tried to wring the worst of it from my clothes, squeezing half the storm from my soft slippers. The leather hood hung heavy from my neck, so I pulled it off and dropped it on the floor. The others did the same and when they were ready, I went to the door. Wen darted forward as I put my hand on the latch, his existence little more than a whiff of sweat in the darkness. He touched the hinges, and the door swung open soundlessly.

			We were in a dim passage. A distant torch threw light our way, illuminating nothing but a cluster of tense expressions. The silence was oppressive. Not a footstep, not a whisper.

			Narrow stone steps led to the next floor and we climbed them quickly. There, the passages were intermittently lit and the rooms in frequent use – storerooms, cellars, a game larder, a silk room, and then, with a scream that pierced the silence, the first sign of life. We froze, pressing flat against the walls. The scream was high-pitched, quivering with panic. Words ran together as a woman’s pleas caught on sobs. A deep, jeering voice cut through her cries.

			I peeled myself from the wall and went to the open door. Inside, a guard stood with his back to the aperture, pressing an unseen woman against a workbench. A jerk of her arm sent a container of pins flying, raining its contents upon the floor. A bolt of crimson cloth followed, unravelling like a stream of blood. The man laughed and untied his belt.

			The woman tried to push him away and I caught a glimpse of her face. Young. Fearful. Her eyes as well as her words begged him to leave her be.

			‘What a noise you make, girl,’ he said, gripping her jaw in one large hand. ‘Just relax.’

			She struggled to pull free, but he just laughed and bent her over the table. 

			Shin grabbed my arm and shook his head. We were running out of time, but what if it had been me in there? Perhaps he couldn’t understand her plight, all of them too influenced by the prick between their legs to imagine her fear. I snatched my arm away and went in.

			The guard lifted the woman’s robe, forcing her legs apart. Intent. He did not hear me, did not see me, did not sense that he was no longer alone.

			With a few silent steps I was behind him. He was a large man, his leather tunic taut across his broad back. I had an instant to work with. Regent’s instincts took over. The neck. It was thick, a pulse throbbing in its sinuous grain.

			The points of my claws touched his throat, cutting into his skin. Soft. Fleshy. His body shuddered. The woman screamed, scrambling off the table, scattering needles and scraps of fabric. The man gurgled, my claws caught in the tangle of his throat. I yanked them free. The blade cut, ripping out the sides of his neck.

			Hot blood spurted onto my hands. It pooled on the floor, the smell such that it cut through every other scent, its cloying fingers reaching down my throat.

			For a moment the man swayed, lifeless on his feet. Shin caught him as he fell, locking his arms around that wide chest and lowering him to the floor. His neck was so mangled a wild beast might have gored him, but I stared at it, determined not to retch and to not be sorry.

			It was then I noticed the guard’s pants were down, his prick still hard. A laugh rose, unbidden. I was on the verge of hysteria, unable to imagine what Monarch would say when he heard the tale.

			But there was approval in Shin’s expression.

			Perhaps you will pass for a man a bit longer. You’ve got balls enough.

			The woman sat huddled in a corner, breathing fast, her sobs catching on the air. She held her arms before her like a shield, the pale fabric of her robe liberally splattered with blood.

			‘We can’t risk her talking,’ Shin said.

			‘She is in no state to talk to anyone.’

			‘You trust her?’

			The woman had clutched her loose robe across her chest. Her shoulders shook and she tried to wipe her streaming eyes with bloodied hands.

			‘I will not kill an innocent woman,’ I said. ‘We keep moving.’

			‘As you say, Captain.’ Shin pulled the dead man’s sash free and held it out to me. I wondered what he wished me to do with it, until he nodded down at the thick layer of blood drying on my hands. Taking the sash, I wiped them as best I could, before joining the others in the passage.

			Tension ran high. We could not turn back now and we moved with more urgency, flitting along the passage like ghosts.

			Shin’s knowledge of the city had brought us this far, but now we had only rumour to work on. Servants had talked. The chamberlain’s office was on the lower level they had said, behind a door that was always locked. It had a wall of strong boxes and another wall of keys, and inside one of those boxes was our prize.

			Our progress slowed. It was late. The passages were empty, but with no idea of our exact destination, we had to stop at every door. Wen buzzed back and forth with the oilskin, and we fell into a pattern where Shin and I would check the doors while the others mounted guard. We found storage rooms, serving rooms, kitchens and dormitories. A few of the storerooms were locked and our hopes rose, only to be dashed by the sight of stacks of silk, tea, and incense.

			Hours seemed to pass. We had a close call with a pair of guards and another with a maid, and soon the men began to whisper that we should turn back. I pushed them on, refusing to give up. I would not let this chance slip through my fingers.

			I urged them to try one more door, then another, until we came to one that would not budge. It did not look like a storeroom and I sucked in a sharp breath. Wen oiled the hinges and Kai opened his pouch, disgorging a stack of knives with bent tips. He knelt in front of the lock and began to work, the insistent scratch of his tools loud in the empty passage. Voices came as faint echoes. Steps sounded. No one came, but the waiting wore at my nerves.

			When at last the lock ground open, I put a shaking hand upon the door and pushed. It swung. Stale air wafted out, heavy with the scent of parchment. The room was full of dim, hazy light, a covered lantern illuminating the office of an excruciatingly tidy man. Neat piles of parchment sat squared upon the desk, books were stored by size, and every slot in the scroll case was labelled.

			Our informants had been right. A board of glinting keys hung upon one wall, while at the far end of the room sat more than a hundred strongboxes, all different sizes.

			They had been right about the chamberlain, too. He never leaves, they had said. The corner of a sleeping mat was visible beyond the desk, a spray of greying hair spread across the pillow.

			Shin stepped forward with his knife already drawn, but I shook my head. The keys had no labels, the strongboxes no pattern. This man, snuffling into his pillow, was the only one who could help us if trial and error came to nothing.

			Whether or not he understood, the Pike accepted my silent order and remained beside the chamberlain’s pillow.

			I crept in, past the sleeping man, and stood before the wall of boxes. The keys were not labelled and only a few of the boxes bore names. All we could do was take a key and try it in a lock, praying it would be the right one. When it wasn’t we tried another lock, and then the next, until at last one opened. Tempers quickly frayed. The space was narrow and we had to dance around one another in silence, a mess of damp clothes and reaching arms.

			At least there was entertainment of a sort in wondering what each new box would have to offer. A few contained nothing at all, but others were crammed full of documents, or such luxuries as gold, jewels, and fine robes. One even disgorged the rolled up portrait of a naked lady, another a stack of old linen. I almost bit through my lip when I saw the name ‘Laroth’ upon one large box. I should not have been surprised. He lived here. He was a rich man. And yet it felt so traitorous.

			After what felt like hours in that dusty hell, Wen tapped my shoulder. His eyes were gleaming. The others had clustered around a box, even Shin abandoning his post to catch a glimpse.

			The Pikes let me pass, each man grinning. Inside the strongbox, demurely perched upon a woven mat, was a crown. It was an elaborate gold headpiece, so finely wrought it looked too fragile to move. Jade symbols embellished its rim and each string of fine gold links ended in a tiny jade charm.

			The Hian Crown. 

			It was old. Legend said the gods themselves had gifted it to the first emperor, and now it was only used once a year. Emperor Kin would carry it with him to Koi Castle for the Ceremony of Avowal. Without it, his vows meant nothing.

			I ran my finger along the spiky ridges. Despite the apparent fragility there was a strength to it, and I lifted it from its hiding place.

			‘Thieves!’

			As though an invisible wire connected him to the crown, the chamberlain sat up. ‘Guards! Guards! St–’ His words ended in a gurgle as blood bubbled onto his lips. He fell back, sliding off Shin’s knife, but any hope he had not woken the palace died with the sound of running steps. I thrust the crown into Wen’s hands. ‘Take it. Take it! Go. Get out of here, now!’

			‘Captain?’

			‘Just do it. Go, all of you. I’ll keep them busy.’ They stared at me and I shoved Wen toward the door. ‘I’m your captain and I’m ordering you to go,’ I said. ‘Now!’ 

			They moved, each man bolting for the door. Shin did not follow.

			‘What are you thinking?’ he asked, his lidless eye narrowed.

			‘That it’s my fault that man wasn’t already dead. I won’t lead my men to their deaths. Go, get out of here.’

			‘No. I’m with you.’

			I had no time to argue. Two guards appeared in the doorway. They swore at the sight of us, but before they could call for backup, Shin was upon them. He dodged a thrust aimed for his gut as he darted in, catching one with his knee. As the man doubled over, Shin thrust a knife through his throat. Blood sprayed. The second guard lunged. A knife was jammed into his kidney. Kidney. Throat. That was what Monarch had taught me.

			Shin’s blade flashed across the man’s neck. He caught a handful of hair, dragged the head back and slammed it into the wall. It connected with a crunch and the guard slid down, his neck at a horrific angle.

			More shouts echoed along the hall.

			‘We need to lose them and get out of here,’ I said.

			‘There are other ways out.’

			Shin didn’t wait for a reply, just darted back into the passage. More guards were coming. I could hear them shouting, hear their steps, and hoped their confusion would work in our favour. Shin strode on, his head tilted as though his ears were finding our way, not his eyes.

			A flurry of footsteps neared. Shin gripped my sleeve and pulled me into a storeroom, his scowling expression briefly visible in the torchlight. The footsteps drew near and he thrust me into the corner, standing between me and the door. So close to him, I could feel the strength in his wiry muscles, taut like Hatsukoi’s string. He was a weapon that was always ready to fire and I couldn’t help but marvel at him as I listened to his steady breathing.

			Guards ran past, no doubt searching for the source of the disturbance. All they would find were dead men.

			‘Let’s keep moving,’ I hissed to Shin’s unyielding form.

			He grunted agreement and we were off again. At the next corner there was no doorway to hide in, and a pair of guards were left bleeding out upon the floor. Another came running down a narrow stairwell, crashing right into me. I hit the wall, cat claws scraping stone. A grunt, and hot blood sprayed into my hair and down my neck. The guard was already dead and I ripped off my blunted cat claw.

			The whole palace was alive with noise now, shouts echoing along every passage. The narrow stairwell was our only option.

			Shin stepped forward. ‘I’ll go first.’

			‘Shin–’

			He rounded on me, his lidless eye inches from mine. ‘I’ll go first,’ he repeated. ‘This is no job for a woman.’

			His words hit me like a slap, but he was already turning away, already disappearing around the sharp bend in the stairs. I ran after him. There was a muffled cry from above and something, or rather someone, hit the wall.

			‘Watch that one,’ Shin said. ‘You’ll have to step over him.’

			I did so, hearing a burbling whimper in the dark.

			At the top of the stairs we found ourselves on the main floor of the palace. Shin slid the screen doors and hesitated. The uncertainty was so unlike him, and the way his eyes darted the length of the long passage was more troubling still. A bolt of panic threatened to overpower me, but I suppressed it with an effort. We were not dead yet.

			From the passage an arch led into the gardens. Vines twisted up its columns, filling the air with the smell of summer flowers. And rain. Beyond the archway it swept across the gardens, seeming to bar our way. There were other doors to other places, but inside we would soon find ourselves trapped.

			We’re not dead yet. We’re not dead yet.

			Footsteps sounded on the stairs.

			‘Go, quick.’ Shin ripped aside a trailing vine, and together we ran into the night.

			Rain hit my face like dozens of needles. It poured fast and heavy from the night sky, bending boughs beneath the force of its anger.

			‘Where are we?’ I shouted over the storm.

			‘The gardens. We’ll find a way out. Keep going.’

			The garden was almost indistinguishable through the rain. Lanterns lit the main paths, winding between ornamental trees, but all I could see was the shape of Shin ahead of me. A lit colonnade joined the outer palace to the inner and it seemed to float, so dark were the gardens around it. Shin kept away from it, turning instead down the darkest paths. The inner palace was the home of Emperor Kin, and it rose ahead of us now, like the prow of a ship pitching up out of the gardens.

			The inner palace. It seemed to grow in size with every step, and against my wrist the vials were ice-cold.

			Tishwa.

			Shin veered away down another path, but I ran on, drawn toward the winged roofs of the inner palace like a moth to flame. We were as good as dead. They would torture us when they found us, break our bodies upon the rack even after we had spilled our secrets. If I was going to die, I would go with Kin’s life on my hands.

			I threw myself into the shadows of the inner palace, touching the wet stones with my fingertips. Around me, chains hung from its wide roof, making music from the storm.

			‘What are you doing?’

			It was Shin, standing away as though unsure, his wiry frame lashed with rain.

			Breathless, I said: ‘Shin, this is the emperor’s palace. We could end this right now.’

			‘Too many guards.’

			‘Not if they’re all out looking for us.’

			‘Not all of them.’

			He pointed to where a pair of legs stuck out from the lit colonnade. Shin crept closer and I followed, excitement bubbling in my chest.

			‘He’s alive,’ he said, pressing his fingers to the man’s throat. ‘Knocked out.’

			‘Is someone trying to help us?’

			Another grunt and Shin’s eyes darted toward the open doors. The chill of the vials burned into my skin and I could hear Malice’s voice. You want the throne you take the throne, but a dead man won’t fight you for it. Kin had taken the throne from my family. It was time to take it back.

			‘Find a way out,’ I said, shaking the rain from my hair like a dog. ‘I’m going in.’

			‘What?’

			‘For the emperor,’ I hissed. ‘Get out of here.’

			Shin snatched my arm. ‘That’s a death sentence. What are you thinking?’

			‘Not if there aren’t any guards.’ I looked down at the man unconscious at my feet and thought of Darius. Was he helping me?

			My wet hand slipped through Shin’s fingers and I turned, stealing up the stairs beneath a string of sopping lanterns. The main hall of the inner palace was bright, dozens of lanterns winking from post and string. Stairs rose to a balcony bounded in exquisite fretwork, before more stairs and another balcony, a pair of metal lanterns illuminating each, suspended by blackened chains. There were no guards, and not a single sound beyond the roar of the rain.

			Shin followed me. ‘We have to get out of here, now,’ he said. ‘You’ll be dead if you go any further.’

			‘There are no guards, Shin, we’ll never get a better chance. He might not be alone now, but all we have to do is hide somewhere and wait. He has to sleep sometime.’

			I didn’t wait for a reply, but took the stairs two at a time, felt-clad feet leaving puddles on the worn wood. Everywhere crimson silk hangings softened the old palace, painted paper screens giving shape to the vast spaces.

			Shin joined me at the top of the stairs. There, a dozen guards lay as though they had fallen asleep, patterned light shining through the fretwork and onto their faces. Shin rolled one of the guard’s heads with his foot, snapping a string of drool. ‘They might as well be dead,’ he said. ‘This isn’t good.’

			The clack of wooden sandals sounded in the lower hall, echoing above the drumming rain. I glanced over the railing. Shadows danced below, but there was no sign of life.

			‘It seems your helper didn’t get them all,’ Shin said, drawing a bloodstained knife from his sash. ‘Go. I’ll get this one.’

			Silent steps took him to the stairs and he crept down them, ghost-like, his weapon a mere extension of his hand. 

			I moved into a shadowed corner where thick wooden pillars hid me from the stairs. There were two doors off the landing, and another set of stairs rising still further toward the heavens and the sleeping form of Emperor Kin. Should I push my luck? Or find somewhere to hide until morning?

			Footsteps sounded on the stairs. I sucked in a breath. Shin would never make that much noise. Those were wooden sandals.

			‘Hana?’

			The voice was low, hardly more than a whisper, but I could never have mistaken it.

			Darius.

			‘Hana? I know you’re here.’

			Darius the all-knowing. I would have to take the chance on his allegiance. ‘What do you want?’ I said.

			A slow step came across the floor as he followed the sound of my voice. ‘I can’t let you kill him.’

			I leant back against the pillar. ‘Oh yes? Going to stop me, are you?’

			‘If I have to. You would die trying, and I swore an oath to keep you–’

			‘Alive, yes,’ I snapped. ‘You mean still breathing, even if I’m dead inside.’

			He appeared around the pillar, his beautiful face hardly changed by five years, though a nest of fresh cuts marred his cheek. ‘Dramatic,’ he said. ‘Now stop arguing and get out of here. I’ve cleared the way. Your friend is waiting.’

			Darius gripped my elbow, but I pulled free, backing across the landing. ‘Don’t touch me. I’ve come too far to leave now. You’ll have to kill me if you want to stop me.’

			‘Hana–’

			He stopped, ears pricked at the sound of distant footsteps.

			‘Go! Get out of here,’ he hissed, pushing me toward the stairs. ‘I’ll deal with them.’

			Seeing my chance, I turned, and instead of taking the stairs down, I sprinted to the next flight. I leapt up them, the stairs disappearing in pairs beneath me. There were two doors at the top, and one final flight of stairs. One of the doors surely led to Kin’s private apartments. Pick a door. Pick a door.

			‘Last chance.’

			Darius had followed. He stood on the top step, his eyes flashing like he was his old self come back to life. ‘Get out of here.’

			‘No.’

			Left door. I turned, but he gripped my wrist, yanking me back. ‘Leave, Hana.’

			‘No.’

			He let me go, but halfway to the door the sound of his voice froze my blood.

			‘Guards!’ he called. ‘Guards!’

			His shout seemed to rouse the palace. Doors slid and running steps rose like thunder, all converging upon us. I did not turn, but I heard the steps slow and felt the eyes on me as guards gathered. Swords scraped in scabbards. Then a terrible silence rose; dozens of eyes pinned to the back of my head.

			‘Wrong door,’ spoke a harsh voice.

			Not Darius, yet the authority was hard to mistake. I turned.  A ring of lowered weapons surrounded me, light glinting off sharp blades. From the group of guards a tall man in crimson watched unsmiling. Only one man was allowed to wear a crimson robe.

			Emperor Kin.

			He stepped forward, leaving the safety of his guards. ‘A boy,’ he said, his head tilted to the side as though examining something unpleasant. ‘Forty-seven failed assassination attempts and the great rebel masterminds send a boy.’

			He circled slowly, dark eyes looking me up and down. ‘Then again, you are small, you are slight, you eat men in the night. The rebel captain, Regent, perhaps? We have heard you described very well.’

			Darius had not moved.

			‘You are silent, I see,’ Kin went on. ‘If your friends were at all intelligent they would have cut out your tongue before you came, because I can assure you we know how to make a man talk. A boy should pose little difficulty.’

			He took a step closer, seeming to own no fear. A few more steps and I would spit in his face. How dare he stand there so proudly? The commoner who became a soldier. The soldier who became an emperor.

			‘Tell me, how were you planning to have me leave this world?’

			Again I said nothing, trying to keep my mind from dwelling upon the vials strapped to my wrist.

			Emperor Kin nodded and one of his guards came forward. He gripped my right hand and twisted, looking for concealed blades in my sleeve. Finding nothing he tried my left. I thought then he must find the vials, but seeing my remaining cat claw, he ripped it off my hand and held it out to the emperor. Kin took it, turning it over. ‘I see. Would you tear my throat out like an animal? Or perhaps slit my wrists and let me bleed out upon the floor? Not very elegant. I expected better of you.’

			Kin paused, giving me a final chance to speak. When I did not, he sighed. ‘Very well then. Perhaps you will feel more like talking in the morning. A few hours to consider your situation might loosen your tongue. Take him away.’

			A rough grip closed around my arm and I was thrust toward the stairs, the guards barely parting to let me through. They jeered at me. One spat in my face, but I clenched my fists and walked on, lifting my head proudly as the spit ran down my cheek.
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			Hana was as good as dead. She went with the guards without a fight, but as her short curls disappeared down the steps, I knew it was true.

			Activity flowed around me. People spoke to me and I must have given answers for they went away again, satisfied, but the world felt disjointed, like a nightmare. From every shadow, Malice laughed.

			‘Excellency. Excellency?’

			A man touched my shoulder, the pressure pulling my attention. I turned, looking straight into the stern lines of General Ryoji’s face. ‘Yes, General,’ I said, my steady voice belying the headache that crippled my thoughts.

			‘What happened?’

			‘We caught Regent,’ I said. ‘Why? Where were you?’

			‘Here. I want to know what happened before we arrived. I have upwards of thirty men lying unconscious and it seems you are the only witness.’

			Summoning my more derisive look, I said: ‘Are you accusing me of something, General?’

			‘No, Your Excellency.’

			‘Once again, I think you mean “not yet”.’

			‘I don’t have time for your games. Tell me what you were doing, and what you saw.’

			Around us, all was noise. Kin barked orders, servants bowed with placating croons of ‘yes, Your Majesty’ and ‘no, Your Majesty’, and the Imperial Chancellor buzzed around like a lost fly. Pairs of Ryoji’s guards trooped past, supporting unconscious comrades like a group of actors removing props at the end of a bad play.

			‘I could not sleep,’ I said. ‘How could I when our emperor was in danger?’ I cringed behind the mask. I had told Kin I would have no trouble sleeping. ‘Having work to finish, I was on my way to the archives. There is nothing more soporific than a late night dose of dust, don’t you think?’

			‘I wouldn’t know.’

			‘No, I suppose not. Reading is not your forte.’

			General Ryoji ignored this. ‘And you just happened across an assassin creeping up the stairs?’

			‘What else? I saw him. I shouted for the guards. And here you are milling around making a great noise in the hope His Majesty will not notice your failure; a failure that led to a rebel boy being able to make it unchallenged into the very heart of the palace.’

			The general was not one to be so cowed. ‘And the unconscious guards? How do you account for that?’

			‘I think you would be better off posing that question to Regent,’ I said, praying to any god who might listen that he wouldn’t. Hana had the Otako temper. Given the opportunity, she could have me executed. Her knowledge of my past was enough to take me down with her, although with my head throbbing fit to burst, I could imagine beheading might be pleasant.

			Kin stalked the floor, his crimson skirts caressing the sea of wet footprints. ‘Wake the Council,’ he ordered, stopping the buzzing chancellor in his tracks. ‘I want them gathered in ten minutes, even if you have to pull them out of each other’s beds and drag them here by their night-robes.’

			He didn’t look at me, but moved on, his gaze searching the thinning audience. ‘Where’s the chamberlain?’

			No one answered.

			‘Someone find him. The Council will need breakfast.’

			Emperor Kin strode away on the words, leaving the remaining servants flustered. Through the shuttered windows a pale glow began to light the sky. I had been awake all night waiting, a dozen times on the verge of retiring to bed, but Malice was not one for idle threats.

			I turned back to find the general gone. When had he left? I felt like my mind was slipping away, seeping out through holes I could not plug.

			Councillor Ahmet slithered up the steps, an embryonic slime just oozed from his mother’s womb. ‘Laroth,’ he drawled. ‘You must allow me to send compliments to your man. Never have I seen a servant capable of turning a gentleman out of his bed at such an hour looking as though he never went to bed at all.’

			‘Haven’t you heard, Councillor? Monsters require very little in the way of sleep. In fact, we are capable of going without it for weeks at a time.’

			‘But your beauty sleep! Positively, I see a wrinkle forming between your brows. And those cuts, so disfiguring. Trouble with your woman, Laroth?’

			‘Hardly, Councillor.’

			Still fretting around like a startled hare, the chancellor stopped and bowed to us, rather too low, but one could forgive him his nerves. He was a man of routine.

			‘Your Excellency, Councillor,’ he said. ‘His Majesty is awaiting the Council.’

			‘Then by all means let us go in.’

			Ahmet went ahead, his gaze resting a moment upon a guard lying unconscious in the corner. In profile I saw his eyebrows lift.

			The original Scroll of War hung outside the council chamber, its small lantern-lit figures watching us pass. Ahmet seemed not to feel their gaze. He made his way toward the open door and went before me, his shoulders thrust back as though to emphasise the large stomach that preceded him through the doorway.

			Inside, the chamber was almost full. Kin knelt at the head of the long table, his face a picture of scorn. Bamboo slats criss-crossed the open windows, letting in the morning air. It held a chill after the heavy rain, every breath scented with damp moonflower grass from the Inner Garden.

			I knelt at Kin’s side. This was the place where Kun had knelt, his lifeless body slumped onto the table. The thought made my headache worsen, like hands were pressing in upon my skull, trying to splinter bone.

			The talk continued. Half a dozen maids entered with the breakfast Kin had ordered. A little army of teapots clinked as a tray slid onto the table. Steam rose in billows, the scent of dried jasmine on the air. Another long tray slid in beside it, holding a dish of grilled fish, twelve individual bowls of rice, and pickled plums. It was not the breakfast many councillors were used to, but Kin was the emperor and he could please himself. Chiltaen bread and sweetmeats had become popular in Mei’lian over the last few years, but Kin would not have them at his table.

			While the girls served, I watched Kin. He waved away his bowl, taking only a cup of tea. Though he might not eat it himself, only Kin would have thought to order breakfast. A general has to be sensitive to such things, practical and organised.

			‘You stare.’

			‘I am marvelling at your composure, Majesty,’ I said.

			‘I am not in the least composed,’ he returned. ‘A boy. They send a boy to kill me.’ The others broke off their conversations to listen. ‘Why?’ he went on. ‘Why would Katashi Otako send a boy to kill me? Does he think I will not torture a boy? Not kill a boy? Does he think I would make the same mistake twice?’

			‘Perhaps the boy has some hidden skill, Majesty,’ said Councillor Ren placatingly. ‘You yourself were once called the “Boy General”, so perhaps it is best not to underestimate this Regent based on his age.’

			‘Thank you for the reminder, Councillor,’ Kin said coldly.

			‘He must be more than just a boy,’ Governer Ohi said, leaning in to give his opinion, his teacup halted halfway to his lips. ‘Assuming this “Monarch” is Katashi Otako, he would not take just any waif as a captain.’

			Councillor Ahmet let out a little snort of air. ‘General Ryoji informed me that the boy had golden hair. Some Otako by-blow, perhaps.’ He looked to me as he spoke, a smirk tilting the corners of his lips.

			‘It is a common enough colour in Chiltae, Councillor,’ Kin said. ‘And as that is most likely where Otako has been living for these last sixteen years, I find it in no way remarkable.’

			A gentle tap sounded at the door, and the Imperial Chancellor entered, bowing on the threshold. His face was white, his hands shaking. Beckoned in by a hand free of all ornamentation, he knelt beside the emperor and whispered in his ear. With no other clue to the man’s words, we all watched Kin’s face. His scowl darkened, but only I was close enough to see his fist clench upon his knee beneath the table, buckling the stiff silk.

			‘Out,’ he said, the order delivered in an even tone. ‘All of you. And someone send for Father Kokoro.’

			The Imperial Council looked at one another, but Kin did not retract his order. Councillor Ahmet was the first to put his cup down and stand, instigating a chorus of clinking porcelain and a rustling of silk as the rest of them followed his lead. One after the other they bowed and left, muttering and whispering before they had even made it to the door. I was glad to escape and prepared to stand, but Kin stopped me with a touch to my sleeve. ‘Stay a minute, Darius,’ he said.

			‘Majesty,’ I murmured, sitting again, my head throbbing.

			Kin waited until all the others had gone, leaving bowls of rice and fish in various states of messy incompleteness. In Councillor Ren’s place half a dozen grains of rice scattered the black lacquered table. 

			‘They stole the Hian Crown.’

			I heard the words, but they didn’t immediately penetrate my head. All I could think of was the jar of peony root on my desk. My mother had believed there was nothing better for easing a headache.

			Kin kept talking. ‘They got in through an old cellar that connects to the waterway.’

			‘They, Majesty?’

			‘The guards say there were some half a dozen, including Regent. They killed one and followed the others, only to lose them in the tunnels.’

			‘Do you mean Regent was a decoy?’

			‘An expensive decoy, unless for some reason Katashi wanted to be rid of him.’

			The Hian Crown.

			‘Would Katashi have known we took the crown with us?’ I said.

			Kin shrugged one shoulder in an oddly pettish gesture. ‘No doubt. Emperor Lan took the tour every year and carried it to Koi.’

			‘Were any of the other strongboxes robbed?’

			He turned an ugly sneer on me. ‘Worried for your jewels, Darius? Or is it fine robes you keep in there?’

			‘Both, Majesty,’ I said mildly.

			‘You know it’s an unpardonable offence to dress better than the emperor.’

			I looked down at my robe and then at his. ‘Planning to have me executed?’

			Anger and amusement sought possession of his face before he settled for pursing his lips. ‘Your impudence is your only redeeming feature, Darius.’

			‘Not my intelligence?’

			‘To someone who needs it perhaps. You seem to forget that I am the one who has kept this empire together.’

			‘I don’t forget, Majesty. You are a formidable opponent. Witness our current Errant game. It might yet go to you, the last nearly did.’

			‘There is such a thing as too much impudence.’

			‘Is there, Majesty?’

			‘I don’t think you understand. Without the crown–’

			‘You aren’t the true emperor,’ I said. ‘“And the gods did give the Hian Crown to the First Emperor of Kisia and blessed it for a year of moons, not to be renewed until that emperor once more sat upon the throne at Koi and took the Imperial Oath”. A vow you are due to take in three weeks.’

			Kin looked annoyed, as though he would have preferred stupidity. ‘Katashi with the Hian Crown,’ he said. ‘There will be bloodshed for this. The northern nobles have been recalcitrant of late. They have a claim to the throne, and now they have the crown. If we cannot get it back, if that little kasu will not talk, there will be war. I swear to the gods I will squash this rebellion and I will mount every last one of their heads outside the city walls, starting with Regent’s.’

			‘And so?’

			‘I will request Councillor Ahmet to bring in his man. He has ways and means that get results. I need information and I need it now.’

			‘I’ll talk to the boy,’ I said.

			‘What?’

			‘I said I’ll talk to Regent. You know how persuasive I am. Half of your councillors are afraid of me, as are half of your generals and all of your subjects.’

			Kin turned his dark eyes on me. ‘My other councillors don’t trust you, Darius.’

			‘Then by all means let Ahmet have his fun, but let me talk to the boy first. My methods of extraction don’t kill weaklings before they can utter a single word.’

			For a long time he stared at me, barely blinking. There were dark rings beneath his eyes and new lines upon his brow.

			‘Very well, do it,’ he said at last. ‘But Darius, if you betray me, I won’t just have your head. I’ll cut you into a thousand pieces and scatter you to the winds a nameless traitor. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, Majesty. I regret that I have given you cause to doubt my loyalty.’

			‘You haven’t yet. That’s what I told Ahmet. Don’t make me wrong.’

			Taking that as my cue to leave, I stood, smoothing the front of my robe. ‘I will find out what I can,’ I said. ‘But I must make one request.’

			‘I thought you already did.’

			‘One more then. No guards.’

			His thin lips pressed together. ‘Why?’

			‘Because an audience only makes it harder to persuade a man to talk. If you were being questioned with a dozen men watching, wouldn’t you be thinking more about your honour than your skin?’

			‘Very well. But remember what I said. Hallan has had him moved to the Pit. You might want to change out of that robe before you go down there.’

			‘And into what?’

			‘Something more ugly and less expensive.’

			‘Apologies, Majesty, but I own no such thing.’

			His lips twitched. ‘Impudent! Go, before I change my mind. You have until Ahmet’s man arrives.’

			I bowed and made my escape, slipping out into the gallery. Father Kokoro was there, examining the Scroll of War while he waited. ‘Ah, Minister,’ he said, making no sign he remembered our previous meeting. ‘You are always the first summoned in troubling times, are you not? I could wish our beloved emperor would be as reliant upon the gods. He who neglects not his faith shall never grow old.’

			I opened my mouth to retort, but the old man merely smiled and went on: ‘Yes, your witty tongue would remark that I am old. It is, as you well know, a figure of speech.’

			‘Isn’t all religion?’ I said, feeling I had a score to settle. ‘Metaphor and moral, dictated by man through the lips of gods?’

			The look he gave me was full of amused understanding. ‘Your father was a cynic too,’ he said. ‘But he understood before the end.’

			‘I doubt that fate awaits me, Father.’

			‘Perhaps not, but you cannot keep this up indefinitely.’

			‘Keep up what?’

			The door to the council chamber slid and Kin’s guards strode into the passage. Father Kokoro laid his hand upon my arm, leaning in close. ‘The lie you live and breathe,’ he said. ‘It will kill you more surely than the truth.’

			I stepped away as the emperor appeared. ‘You know nothing about it, old man.’

			‘That is what your father said the first time. Remember, the gods are here for you. You will need them one day.’

			Bowing again to Kin, I turned away. I did not look at the scroll, and yet I could feel the man with the ponytail watching me, his eyes boring into the back of my head, his lips frozen in laughter.

			
*  *  *

			
The Pit. I’d never had reason to visit. In fact, it was on my mental list of places I hoped never to visit, and certainly not as an occupant. The smell had a pungent, organic quality, the sort that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up in protest. It grew more foul with each step I took down the dim stairwell. My guide seemed not to notice, though the fasteners on his armour were surely about to tarnish.

			‘What is that smell?’ I asked.

			‘Just filth, Your Excellency,’ the guard said, not turning around lest he lose his footing on the steep stairs. ‘There’s not much in the way of fresh air down here.’

			‘Yes, but what else is that smell? The whole city stinks of filth in the summer.’

			He chuckled, the sound reverberating around us. ‘Yes, but that isn’t the filth of the condemned, destined to see no light until the day that brings the executioner.’

			‘Don’t you think it would be more cruel to execute happy people, Captain?’

			‘Pardon, Your Excellency?’

			‘It is just a thought. The people kept here are not happy, yes?’

			‘Would you be happy with no light, no food, and no one but your jailor to talk to, and he spits in your eye when you try?’

			‘How imaginative a place,’ I muttered. ‘No, I would not, and yet we then release them into the soft, warm embrace of death. It must be a relief, no?’

			The captain almost froze on the step, so strange was the realisation I had brought him to. ‘I see what you mean, Minister. If they were happier, death would be something to fear, not welcome.’

			‘Exactly. Just a thought. Hope should never be extinguished until the very last moment.’

			We did not speak again until the floor flattened out, dim light welcoming us into a damp stone room so cold it might have been the depths of winter. The guards all huddled under thick furs, their expressions sour, but the two jailors seemed to have developed thick leather skins that made them impervious to the temperature. If this place could drive a prisoner mad in a few weeks, what was it doing to the jailors?

			‘Fur?’

			The captain held out a fur cape, shrugging himself into another. Even at this distance I could smell it, every fibre sucking in the dreadful stink of the place. If I put it on I would never get the smell off my skin. I took it anyway, holding it away from my robe and trying not to breathe in.

			‘Ah, welcome to the great Minister Laroth,’ one of the jailors said, his leathery neck rumpled. ‘Oh yes, even down in the Pit we’ve heard of you.’

			‘He’s here to see the rebel boy,’ the captain said. ‘Alone.’

			The man actually cackled, his eyes glowing in a way that was manic if not demented. ‘Nowhere can you get more alone than this. We’re thirty feet underground here, in natural caverns. The river makes it cold and damp, but we do the rest.’ He sounded proud, as though bragging over the aptitude of a favourite child. ‘The boy’s in there.’

			He indicated a rusty grate in the floor, the hole it covered no bigger than the opening of a well. The space below was black, like the end of the world dropping away beneath me. ‘Down there?’

			‘That’s right.’ The jailor laughed. ‘I’ll light the torches.’

			The man unlocked the grating, kicking it open with practised ease. It scraped across the stones, sending a shiver through my skin. Taking a torch from the wall, the old man lowered it into the hole. Another torch burst into life followed by another, causing a chain reaction all the way into the depths. The line of fire lit a ladder’s thick rungs and what could have been a stone floor.

			‘He’s all yours.’

			I looked into the hole. My oath to Hana had made no mention of climbing into a pit smeared with human excrement.

			‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ I said. ‘Don’t let me keep you from your important work.’

			I dropped the fur cloak into the depths and it fluttered out of sight like a ragged bird falling from its nest. The metal rungs were slippery, but I set my foot on each one with care and descended into the Pit, trying not to breathe in the awful smell.

			Overhead the grating slid back into place and a bolt of panic shot through me. I suppressed it with an effort, swallowing every urge to shout up to the jailors to be sure it was no trick.

			I continued my descent.

			Halfway down, a cavern opened before me, the line of fire illuminating a vast, dank space. When I could see the floor, I dropped the last few feet to the bottom. My sandals sank into the muck. The fur cloak lay sprawled and I snatched it up, moving quickly across the uneven floor toward the figure huddled against the far wall.

			‘Hana?’

			She didn’t look up. ‘Are you really here?’ she said, the words muffled by her sleeve. ‘Because if you are, I mean to claw your eyes out.’ She looked up then. Her face was stained with tears, but her jaw jutted proudly. ‘Malice said you were Kin’s man. I should have believed him.’

			‘I told you to leave,’ I said. ‘You left me with no choice. Here.’ I dropped the cloak onto her legs.

			She pushed it away. ‘I don’t want it.’

			‘This isn’t the time to be childish and stubborn.’

			‘And is it a good time to be an ass?’

			I stared down at her, glad and sorry in equal measure to find her as frustrating as I remembered. ‘I see they haven’t broken you yet,’ I said, and crouched in front of her. ‘Even if this is disgusting.’

			‘Oh yes, your friends are very backward,’ she replied with a false little smile. ‘Apparently there isn’t even a dedicated shitting corner. How unrefined!’

			I grabbed her wrist as she made a mocking gesture of disgust. ‘Hana, stop this. This is no joke. Whatever game you’ve been playing at–’

			‘Game? You think this is a game? Perhaps you haven’t noticed, but I’ve grown up since you left. I’m not a little girl anymore, getting into trouble for riding out on my pony without an escort.’

			‘No, you’re not a little girl. Apparently you’re a man now, and a rebel into the bargain. You know they’re going to find out, don’t you? Councillor Ahmet has the emperor’s permission to question you. His way of asking questions is a lot more physical than mine.’

			She pulled her arm away, folding it across her chest. ‘I won’t tell him anything. They can do what they want to me. I won’t talk.’

			‘Then you’ll die.’

			‘And if I talk, I die dishonoured. I’m not afraid of dying, Darius.’

			I took a deep breath of foetid air and tried to remember the sweet girl who had once followed me everywhere, hanging on my every word. But she was right. I had left her. In running from my past, I had run from her, and Malice had been there to take my place.

			‘Where is the Tishwa?’

			Hana stared up at me, her brow creasing. ‘What Tishwa?’

			‘The Tishwa Malice gave you when he sent you in here,’ I said.

			Her lips clamped together and she looked away.

			‘Oh? Thought it was your own idea, did you? Was it your own idea to search out Katashi?’

			Still looking away she tilted up her chin. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			‘I’m talking about your cousin,’ I said. ‘Monarch. He has brought the empire to the verge of civil war, such that Kin’s plan for your head has nothing to do with it remaining attached to your body. He will make sure Katashi goes the same way as his father, who, in case you have forgotten, was executed for contriving the assassination of your father, your mother and all of your brothers.’

			For a moment she was silent, her fingers writhing restlessly amid the fur covering her knees. ‘Katashi’s father was innocent. There was never any proof.’

			‘No, but he lost the war to Kin and his head to the executioner.’

			‘All the more reason to get our revenge. Kin executed the last true emperor and stole the throne. It is ours and we will take it back. It is our right. Justice will be done.’

			‘There is no such thing as right, Hana,’ I said, mastering the impulse to slap her. ‘This is the real world, not a storybook. There is no justice, there is no truth, and the gods don’t ensure people get what they deserve. The world is just a dirty mess of men willing to spill blood for power. Whatever they say, no man will fight to put you on the throne because your father once sat on it. No one gives their life for nothing.’

			She threw the fur cloak back at me, its matted curls oily to the touch. ‘I think you should go.’

			‘Tell me where the crown is.’

			With a little smile she shook her head. ‘Far away, Darius. He won’t get it back.’

			‘Do you expect Katashi to save you?’

			‘I told you, I’m not afraid of death.’

			I dropped the cloak back onto her legs and held out my hand. ‘Give me the Tishwa.’

			‘You really think they would have left me with it when they brought me down here? I don’t have it anymore.’

			‘You don’t trust me.’

			‘Why should I?’ she said. ‘You’ve chosen The Usurper over me.’

			‘I am honour-bound to him as I am to you, perhaps that is something you cannot understand.’

			She nodded sagely. ‘Oh yes, little Hana is very stupid. She never understands anything. I would ask you to explain, but I don’t want another lecture.’ She threw the fur cloak back to me for the last time. ‘But don’t worry. I won’t tell this councillor of yours anything.’

			‘You had better not. It’s a short step from discovering your sex to finding out who you really are. It has already been suggested you could be an Otako bastard.’

			‘I’ve heard that before. Apparently my mother was a great whore.’

			‘You shouldn’t say so.’

			Hana shrugged. ‘Does it matter? She’s dead and soon I will be too. You had better go before they get suspicious.’

			There seemed little else I could say. I got to my feet, the hem of my robe damp against my ankles. ‘I’ll do what I can for you,’ I said.

			‘It’s cruel to give a prisoner hope.’

			I had said something very similar myself not so very long since.

			‘Then I am a cruel man. Be strong, little lamb.’
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			A mute cry broke through my lips. I opened my eyes to white-hot sunlight and jolted back, slamming my head against a metal bar.

			Men laughed. ‘Looks like the boy is finally awake.’

			I tried to open my eyes, blinking rapidly. Wheels rumbled beneath me. It was hot. Sweat stuck my robe to my skin and the air stank of unwashed bodies and piss. A horse snorted.

			Gradually, my sight returned. I was in a caged cart and I wasn’t alone. Half a dozen men and a boy shared my fate, each one unkempt and red from the sun.

			I tried to move, but my hands were tied to one of the bars, the metal warm and slippery with my sweat. Everything ached. My cheek and the back of my head stung so much my eyes watered, and shifting my legs made me wince.

			‘You can go ahead and ask him now,’ said an older man with sparse grey hair.

			‘He might eat me if I ask,’ the boy returned.

			The old man laughed. ‘Be better for him if he did, looks like walking bones, he does.’

			‘Come on, he’s got to be dangerous,’ the boy insisted. ‘He’s the only one tied up.’

			He was right. The others were free. One slept in the corner, another had his legs dangling through the bars, and the rest looked to be playing dice with an irregularly shaped rock.

			One of the players shot me a sidelong glance. ‘I heard he was tied up because he attacked guards in Shimai. The men were talking about it when we stopped there, said they heard screaming, like he was burning them from the inside out.’

			I felt broken. Shattered. Emotions seeped in through the cracks in my soul, stronger than they had ever been before. These men were angry. They might laugh and jab at one another, but they were angry in their hearts, the feeling so strong it stained the air.

			‘Well, go on then, boy,’ the old man said, nudging him. ‘Ask him.’

			‘All right.’ He looked at me, defiance edging its own stain into the air. He had a cut above his lip that gave him a strange, lilting smile. ‘Why did they brand you three times?’

			My mind felt fuzzy. Everything was wrong. The boy had a Traitor’s Mark on his cheek, as did every other man in the cage, three horizontal lines crossed by a diagonal. I found myself blinking again, expecting the mark to change, to meld into something else, but it remained black upon his skin.

			‘Perhaps he doesn’t talk,’ one of the others suggested, picking up the rock.

			‘Well?’ the boy said. ‘Can you talk?’

			The brand on his cheek was strange, distorted, as though the hand that administered it wasn’t entirely steady.

			‘Just leave him alone.’

			Frustration, resignation, anger. It smelt like the eel stew that was famous in the Chiltaen port cities – a strange concoction of ingredients that somehow made a tasty meal. The saltiness always left the tongue dry. Mine was dry now; an awful taste left behind. The men had a water skin, but although I knew how to ask, knew how to be polite, I could not form a single word. My lips were stuck shut.

			‘Will there be work for us in Chiltae, do you think?’ the boy asked, watching the stone roll awkwardly across the rocking boards.

			From up front the driver let out a bark of laughter. ‘You wish, boy,’ he said. ‘Chiltaens ain’t any different from us. They hate traitors same as we do. You ask them for work and they’ll spit on you straight.’

			‘Traitor to who?’ the old man said. ‘The Usurper or the True Emperor?’

			‘You watch what you say, old man.’

			‘Why? Are you going to brand me again like the poor dumb shit over here? Kin’s blood is no more royal than yours or mine or dumb shit’s. What do you think about that?’

			The driver didn’t say anything, but one of the other men shrugged and spat onto the stained cart boards. ‘I couldn’t care less who sits on the throne, it’s all the same to me. The Otakos weren’t gods. They sucked at their mothers’ tits the same as all of us.’

			‘Until they were slaughtered in their beds,’ the old man said. ‘From the emperor in his grand apartments to his baby daughter in the nursery. All dead. And there sits Kin on the throne when it was his job to protect them. General Kin, Master of the Imperial Guard.’

			Only the rumble of the cart broke the silence. It was another hot summer day. Birds chirped, fluttering from branch to branch as we passed beneath a broad canopy, dappled sunlight touching every haggard face.

			‘Didn’t his brother kill him?’ the boy said at last. ‘Grace Tianto?’

			‘Emperor Tianto,’ the old man corrected, touching his branding with pride. ‘That’s just lies. What man would kill his own brother?’

			Again a pause, then the boy said: ‘I don’t know about you, but I have a brother. I’ve gone for him more than once.’

			‘Of course boys fight, that’s just what they do. You wouldn’t harm him, though.’

			‘I broke his arm. I think he got off light. I was trying to slam his head into the stones.’

			The old man looked horrified and turned his shoulder a little, until he realised that meant he was looking at me. I stared at him and he turned away again.

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said with a sniff. ‘What matters is it was all Ts’ai propaganda.’

			One of the other men rolled the stone. ‘Big word.’

			‘It means–’

			‘I know what it means. I was a scholar at Ke’ran.’

			‘Then you should know better than to claim any but an Otako as emperor of Kisia. Emperor Tianto–’

			‘Is dead. Leave it be or I’ll piss on you.’

			The old man scowled, but hearing the murmurs of agreement, he fell silent.

			The cart drove on, leaving the brief shade behind. For the rest of the afternoon we travelled through a world that was bright and harsh, full of distractions, of waving trees and fields of red poppies, of scudding clouds and tiptoeing herons. It was a vivid patchwork. Every colour was brighter, every smell stronger, and every breath was so thick with emotion that I felt none of my own.

			There was no time, no thought, nothing but pain and thirst and a landscape that flickered through the bars like a variegated painting. The sun grew hotter, my tongue drier. My eyes began to droop.

			I tried to sleep, but there was no comfortable position with a branded skull and hands bound at my back. All it took was a jolt to bang my head against the metal and I would be shocked awake, eyes watering. Yet somehow sleep came to me and I dozed into the evening.

			From my dreams Minister Laroth stared back, his violet eyes like stones. I wanted to stick needles into them and hear him scream. I wanted to claw at that porcelain face. I wanted to see him bleed and burn.

			I will find him and I will teach him pain.

			These dreams filled my mind as the afternoon sank into night. I was only vaguely aware of stopping in a town, and of another prisoner being added to our cage. The complaints washed over me. There was not enough space. The new driver spat in the boy’s face. ‘Shut it, scum,’ I heard him say. ‘Go ahead and sit on ‘em. They might like that. You’re the prettiest piece of meat to come their way in a long time, eh?’

			I heard laughter, but I felt pain. It twisted inside me, voracious teeth grinding in my gut.

			The town dragged on. Tangled threads of emotion clogged the air. It was hard to concentrate, hard to breathe. The wheels bumped over cobbles. The cart swayed. Whispering voices hissed around me.

			Slowly the air cleared of souls and I was drawn toward wakefulness. We were leaving the town behind, the warm night containing nothing but the men trapped with me. My arms ached. The smell of rain tickled my nose, tantalising, my mouth drier than ever. Kisians were attuned to the smell of brewing storms.

			Leaving the last lanterns, darkness closed its hand upon us, the empty road stretching ahead into nothing. I could have walked faster. The cartwheels turned but we seemed barely to move, the steady clip-clop of the horse’s hooves melding into a soporific pattern.

			The boy turned his head sharply, staring into the night. The horse walked on. Another head turned. I felt the change, like a gentle tug drawing my gaze. Then came the sound of hooves falling out of rhythm. Faster. Faster. More heads turned to stare into the night.

			A bell clanged, cutting through the still air. The driver went on humming to himself. Every head had turned, and the men scrambled to the back of the cart, pushing and shoving to see. A shout rang out and the bell clanged again, much louder now. Four riders appeared in our lantern light, slowing as they came alongside. Their crimson sashes proclaimed imperial allegiance and each man was clad in armour, a leather helmet shoved down upon his head.

			‘Halt!’ one ordered, slowing alongside the driver.

			He dragged on the reins and the cart began to slow, the horse throwing its head back at such handling. ‘What’s going on?’

			‘We have orders from Mei’lian,’ the rider said. ‘We’re looking for a prisoner named Endymion, a recently branded exile. Do you have him?’

			The cart came to a halt, wheels juddering on the rough edge of the road. Around us the other riders reined in their mounts, each horse backing uneasily in the long grass.

			‘How am I supposed to know the names of these stinking rats?’ the driver complained. ‘They’re all traitors. I’m doing a messy job and getting them out of your way.’

			The rider turned his horse, the medallions hanging from the bridle glinting in the lantern light. He held out his hand. ‘Give me your manifest.’

			‘I’m not meant to hand it over until I get there.’

			Impatience snapped in the air. ‘And I have urgent orders. Hand over the manifest or you will answer for it.’

			Shifting the lantern, the driver began hunting under his seat. With a grumble he produced the papers and handed them over. They were snatched from his hand, a pair of hungry eyes scanning the names.

			‘There, Endymion,’ the man said, triumphant. ‘Which one of you is Endymion?’

			No one spoke. The others kept their eyes averted, only the boy daring to look, wide-eyed, upon the soldier.

			‘Come on! Speak up.’ The man slid from his horse and stalked to the cage. ‘What’s your name?’ he demanded, glaring up at the boy.

			‘Virrik, my lord.’

			‘And which one of these men is Endymion?’

			The boy shook his head. ‘I don’t know, my lord, but there’s one that doesn’t talk.’

			He pointed at me, all eyes following his accusing finger. The soldier came around the cart, his sandals crunching over loose stones. ‘He’s tied up. Why is this man tied up?’

			The driver grunted and mumbled something indistinct.

			‘We heard he killed men, back in Shimai,’ one of the others offered.

			‘Then he’s the one we want.’ The soldier nodded to his companions. ‘Get him untied and out of there and be quick about it. Driver, get the key.’

			Someone tugged at the knot that bound my hands, mutters issuing from the shadowed faces of the other prisoners. All except the boy. He was looking back along the road. 

			Another head turned. 

			From out beyond our lantern-lit sphere came the sound of more riders.

			Fingers stopped working at the knots. ‘Captain,’ the man said, his voice trailing away, warm breath dancing across my fingers. The captain looked up. For an instant everyone stood frozen in place.

			The thundering hooves grew louder.

			‘They’re here!’

			The captain dashed for his horse, tearing his sword from its scabbard. ‘Quick, to your horses! Form up!’

			A black stallion burst from the night, an imperial soldier upon its back. The rider had dispensed with the traditional helmet, instead allowing his ponytail to fly wild like the unknotted mane of his horse. He wore a crimson sash too, but there was something different about him, something indefinable, little more than a taste on the air.

			Fear.

			Light flashed off a large sickle. The tip slid into the captain’s stomach, skewering him neatly, front to back. Flesh ripped. The rider did not stop, but yanked his weapon free, dragging the mangled torso behind him.

			The pain was like a shudder through my body, there and gone. More of the strange soldiers streaked past. Some crowded about the cart, each horse a black stallion, each man’s head unadorned, ponytails flying. My body tingled, the short stabs of pain like prickling thorns.

			Bow in hand, our driver was shouting, his words inaudible beneath the clattering of hooves. His fingers trembled as he tried to nock an arrow. Behind him a black stallion turned. A soldier swung. Pain, like the whip of a cord across my throat, and the driver’s head hit the ground. Blood spurted from his open neck, pulsing in time to his dying heartbeat.

			The cart lurched forward as the horse bolted, the heavy cage slamming into a rider hovering too close. My stomach bounded with the cart as it left the road, jolting over rough ground. Branches whipped at the bars. My companions swore, kicking each other to be free of the writhing pile of limbs. Steadying myself with a foot against the front bars, I tried to wriggle my hands free, each attempt deepening the grazes around my wrists.

			A black horse appeared beside the cart, its rider ducking reaching branches. The sounds of pursuit followed. Hooves pounded the dirt. Men shouted. And crashing through a nest of branches, we emerged into a field. Pulling free of the dense trees, the panicked carthorse charged ahead. The lantern bounced, and its light gleamed off the flanks of the dark horses circling close.

			The wheels dropped into a rut, throwing my companions forward. The jolt tore through my bound arms so sharply I was sure the force had ripped my shoulders from their sockets. 

			One hand wiggled loose.

			We hit a ditch. My other hand ripped free and I was thrown into the bars, smacking the metal with my shoulder.

			The cage rolled and we rolled with it; even the moon turned upside down. I hit the ground, my head striking the side of the cage. Blades of onion grass tickled my face. The smell was sharp and unpleasant, spiced with sweat from the stinking blanket of elbows and knees piled on my back.

			‘The cage is open!’

			I couldn’t tell who spoke, but the men moved quickly, digging their feet into my gut in their desperation to escape. Clawing over one another, they clambered toward the moon and freedom. Outside the bars the old man dropped onto the ground.

			‘I’m free!’ he crowed, kicking the bars by my head. ‘I’m–’

			Blood sprayed the grass. His head landed with a heavy thud, rolling a little way toward the surviving lantern as his body crumpled.

			‘We want Endymion.’

			A rider stepped into the light. He was dressed in the imperial uniform, but there was no sign of his rank upon his crimson sash. He carried no sword either, just a large sickle in his hand, blood dripping from its barbed points.

			No one spoke.

			‘Are you all deaf?’

			Other riders gathered, edging their horses into the light.

			The prisoners stood frozen upon the grass, not daring to speak or move. Eventually, it was the boy’s quavering voice that answered. ‘We don’t know any Endymion.’

			‘Don’t you?’ the first rider said, stepping away from the fallen body of the old man. With each step his feet sank into the soft, moonlit grass. ‘Very well. Line them up.’ He nodded to one of the horsemen. ‘Conceit, light another lantern. Get the rest of those rats out of the cage.’

			I let the others climb out first, happy to crouch in the shadows and watch the first rider stalk back and forth before the gathering group, a short ponytail protruding from the back of his head like a fistful of needles. He held onto his sickle, letting it caress the grass with every step.

			‘Come on.’ This voice came from above, where the open cage gaped at the night sky. It was my turn. I pulled myself to my feet and reached up, just able to grip one of the bars. A hand grasped my arm, and with a grunt I was helped through, scrabbling at the bars with my sandals. Balancing on top of the cart, I found my saviour wasn’t one of the other prisoners, but a black rider.

			‘Here,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ll help you down. Give me your hand.’

			He held out his hand, and when I hesitated he just clicked his tongue and took mine in his firm grip. Skin to skin the connection was instant. I didn’t force it, didn’t want it, it was just there, bright and blinding, like his soul was on fire. His whispers filled my head.

			Stinking prison carts, it said. We’re good at this kindness to all men thing, huh? What in shiva is this boy doing? Is he going to climb down or stand there staring at me all day? 

			I yanked my hand away, but not fast enough. The shock of recognition leached up my arm.

			‘Wait!’

			He gripped my upper arm as I leapt, and instead of hitting the ground I slammed back against the bars, feet dangling. I wanted to scream. The sound choked my thoughts as his hold on my third branding tightened, charred skin cracking. Through holes in the scorched linen his skin touched mine. The connection flared again. Hot white light seared across my eyes.

			The man let go and I hit the ground, knees buckling. My arm throbbed and I could feel it oozing blood.

			‘He’s here! This is the one. He’s like the Master.’

			I scrambled up and ran, tall grass whipping at my legs. A whole world lay beyond this sphere of light. If I could run far enough there would be trees and I could hide, but how far would I get before a rider cut me down like a blade of grass?

			I rounded the front of the cart. It was a tangle of splintered boards, like eruptions of gold needles in the lantern light. The traces had dragged the stricken horse. Its body was a mangled mess, its flank shredded. One huge eye stared above a blood-crusted cheek, something of its fear hanging around amid the stench of guts.

			Shouts went up behind me.

			Cart. Grass. Dead horse. There was nowhere to hide, nowhere to run. I stopped, heart hammering. Someone was screaming. Closer, I could hear the rustle of the grass as men strode through its reaches.

			The driver’s bow.

			It had hooked on the lantern post, thrown from his dead hands when he lost his head. It wouldn’t be waxed and might even be damp, but a bow was a bow and right now I needed a weapon.

			‘There’s no point running,’ a voice called behind me as I caught sight of a quiver tucked beneath the smashed seat. ‘We will follow you wherever you go.’

			There were only two arrows. I grabbed both, biting one between my teeth and nocking the other to the bow.

			On foot, the riders gathered in the light. Behind them, others moved like shadows and another scream rose to the night sky. I faced them, aiming the tip of my arrow at their leader’s eye. He carried a lantern now, its brighter glow showing up handsome features.

			‘You are Endymion?’ he asked.

			I kept the bow drawn, the effort burning down my arms. My string hand trembled.

			‘That’s him.’ The man who had helped me out of the cart stepped forward. ‘I felt him.’

			Every breath was difficult and I swallowed as best I could with the arrow still between my teeth. I wanted to gag, but mastered the impulse and dug my teeth in with a crunch of wood.

			‘Put it away, boy, we aren’t going to kill you.’

			‘Just let him fire the damn thing at you, then maybe we can get out of here,’ another said. ‘I’m sick of riding.’

			‘And we haven’t eaten since we left Mei’lian.’

			‘Shut up your moaning,’ snapped the man I thought of as their leader. I had not turned my arrow away, yet he was perfectly calm. He set the lantern down and spread his arms.

			‘Go on then,’ he said. ‘We don’t have all night. The Master wants to see you and we do as the Master commands. He can tell you your name.’

			My grip on the string tightened. The pursuit of my identity had so far brought me nothing but trouble. One man had given me his necklace, and now I had a branding, gifted by his son. But what choice did I have? I could not run and these men hadn’t killed me yet.

			I lowered the bow.

			Disappointment hung heavy around me. ‘Really?’ one of them said. ‘That was anti-climactic.’

			‘Drop the bow,’ the leader ordered.

			I did, letting it fall from my shaking fingers. I needed food. I needed sleep. I needed just a single moment of peace. Taking the second arrow out of my mouth, I licked my lips, eyeing my saviours warily.

			All danger having passed, their leader jerked up one shoulder. The movement seemed to dislodge something, and a shower of white flakes fell from him like snow. Each was a piece of white-hot anger, solid for an instant before it faded into the night.

			Someone laughed. ‘Look, he’s shedding.’

			‘Shut it, Parsimony,’ the leader snapped, shaking the last of the flakes off like a dog shedding water. ‘We ride to Nivi Fen. Hope, bring the boy.’

			He turned as he spoke, stepping on his lantern. The thin bamboo cage snapped, crushing the waxed paper. The night clawed back a little more darkness. There were other lanterns, but the light didn’t seem to matter. Even without it I could feel the movement of each soul around me. One came forward, the one who had helped me out of the cage.

			‘You’re riding with me,’ he said, one hand on his hip, all too close to the handle of his sickle. ‘We are the Vices,’ he went on when I said nothing. ‘The man you nearly shot is called Ire. My name is Hope.’

			It was a strange name, but somehow suited him.

			‘You don’t talk?’

			I shook my head.

			‘But you understand?’

			I nodded.

			‘Good. Come, we have a long way to ride and the Master is waiting.’

			
*  *  *

			
The night ended and the day came, dawn light shearing through the tall trees. Dark clouds threatened to the south, but the prospect of rain did not seem to trouble the Vices.

			At the first stream they stopped to rest their horses. Working to what looked like a well-practised routine, they dismounted, loosened their saddlebags, and led the beasts to water. I knelt on the bank and ferried water to my lips with cupped hands, getting so close to the surface I might have lapped it like a dog. It was cold and made my teeth ache, but I kept drinking all the same.

			The Vices had complained they were hungry for much of the night, but before they fed themselves they fed their horses. When Hope handed me a food parcel wrapped in linen, my mouth began to water. Tearing the parcel open, I found a fat chunk of Chiltaen bread, pickled fish and preserved fruit, a meal better than many Jian and I had shared on the road.

			I inhaled it almost without chewing. The others ate as voraciously, not speaking a word, each man in his own space with his own thoughts. There wasn’t time to talk. With the meal consumed, they loaded their saddlebags, cleaned their weapons, refilled their water skins and wandered into the trees to piss. It was a stir of silent activity, far from any road or town.

			Once we were mounted again, Ire led the way, the other Vices falling in behind. I had dozed much of the night against Hope’s shoulder, not caring where we travelled, but now I looked about me for familiar landmarks. We had left the road in the night and were travelling downhill, following the undulating ground around hillside streams and rivulets. Knots of cedars gathered in our path, and herds of wild goats watched us warily from rocky pastureland. The Vices barely seemed to notice them, just kept on travelling south-west, the slopes leading into fenland.

			In the sticky glare of another summer day the riders looked like normal men. It was hard to believe the night’s massacre had not been a dream, that I had really seen those sickles carve heads from bodies, and watched Ire shed anger like dust.

			As the afternoon dragged on, the Vices began to talk as they rode, complaining about the heat, about their grumbling stomachs and the stench of a place called Nivi Fen. Sometimes they were silent for long stretches of time before they broke into argument, begging the gods to provide them with wine and whores.

			‘The Pikes will have both at Nivi Fen.’

			The day began to fade, but Ire chose to push on rather than rest, quickening his pace. We cut through a field of bright red poppies, lush like carpet, their heads dancing despite the lethargic heat.

			At the edge of the field a narrow track led steeply downhill. There, the fenland stretched out before us, dense trees as far as the eye could see. The Vices did not stop to appreciate it, but began down the track in single file, slowing their pace as the ground became damp and slippery. At the edge of the marsh a pleasant breeze picked up. It stripped back the heat of the day, sending willow fronds dancing.

			Daylight faded fast. The riders stopped to strike their lanterns, all except Ire, who had broken his, and Hope, who couldn’t hold onto one and keep control of his skittish horse. The beast had been giving him trouble all day, but the Vice was yet to realise my presence was the cause.

			The smell came, creeping upon the nose like an unpleasant ambush. It smelt of rotting vegetation and stagnant water, with overtones of neglected corpse.

			‘Ah yes,’ Conceit said, leaning back in his saddle, his lantern hooked onto one of his fingers. ‘The smell. Almost, one comes to miss it.’

			‘Only because it smells like the hovel you were born in,’ Ire snapped. ‘Go on, get moving. If those Pikes don’t have food waiting they can kiss goodbye to their fingers. Move on, move on.’

			Conceit headed the convoy as we picked our way across sodden ground beneath the cottonwood canopy. Occasionally, there would be a shout of: ‘Kasu!’, ‘More kasu!’, or ‘Shivatsan kasu!’ as the horses ahead sloshed into pools of mud. The warning ran back along the line, but more often than not, the mud could not be avoided, and Hope urged his horse on anyway, its step kicking the stinking ooze onto our legs.

			Our passage slowed the deeper we travelled into the marsh. Conceit was hunting for driest paths amid the stagnant water, but without the sun the only light in the bog emanated from our lanterns – a line of fireflies in the foetid air.

			‘Stop!’

			The voice came from above. At the head of the procession, the shifting lantern that was Conceit, halted. ‘Well look at that,’ he called back, his voice fading over the distance. ‘The birds are talking to me.’

			‘Well this bird has an arrow aimed right at your head and I don’t see your twin around to save you.’

			‘What sort of greeting is that?’

			‘A friendly one. You go no further without the password.’

			Hope chuckled beneath his breath, adjusting his grip on the reins.

			‘I know what it is,’ Ire shouted. ‘All Pikes have small cocks.’

			The Vices laughed, one of them so loud it startled a bird in a nearby tree, its wings batting the air as it took flight.

			‘Wrong,’ the voice from the trees called back. ‘You freaks can stay out here.’

			‘Malice is expecting us.’

			 The words were spoken quietly, but fear came with the name, making the swamp itself feel chilly. Hope tensed. The Vices seemed hardly to breathe.

			The sentry grunted. ‘Go on then,’ he said. ‘Next time try not to sound like a stampede.’

			They breathed again. Conceit kissed his fingers to the invisible man and set his horse walking. The convoy moved on.

			Sights and sounds emerged from the dark swamp. First came the distant flicker of firelight. Bright lanterns hung in the air like hovering orbs, seeming to dance amid the trees. Squealing. Laughter. Someone was singing. Like a town, the swamp was full of souls, its weight crushing. Boredom, lust, anger, fear, excitement – every emotion so different, so strong, squeezing me tight. It was like a bright play, a sea of colours and smells and sounds that only I could sense.

			Feeling sick, I held an arm tight across my stomach, the other loosely gripping the back of Hope’s cloak. I wanted him to stop, but no words would come.

			An island of fen-like grass rose out of the mire, and there the camp began. Before the first line of tents a man was waiting. A deep hood hid most of his face, but he nodded to each of the Vices as they passed, speaking in a low rumbling voice. ‘The Master frees you,’ he said to the Vice in front of us. The man nodded back and moved on into the busy, flickering lights of the camp. Hope pulled gently on the reins, stopping his horse as though loath to go further.

			‘Is that the boy?’ the man said, only his chin visible beneath the shadow of his hood.

			‘Yes. He doesn’t talk.’

			This new Vice grunted. ‘The Master doesn’t want him paraded through the camp for the Pikes to stare at. Take him around the back.’

			‘Are the other Pikes back yet? Monarch and the others?’

			‘No. But I wish he would hurry. They’re rowdy without him.’

			Hope hesitated as though waiting for something, but the man said nothing more. The rider behind us brushed past. ‘The Master frees you,’ the black-clad man said to him.

			Hope turned his horse, yanking the reins hard. Leaving the others behind, he set off around the edge of the camp, between the last line of tents and a nest of bristly swamp willows. For the most part the tents were deserted. The Pikes were gathered around the central fires, but here the smell of food, spilt wine and vomit began to battle the swamp-stench for dominance. A pair of half-dressed whores ran across our path, dirt smeared on their swollen breasts. They stopped at the sight of us and giggled. Hope looked away, his discomfort close.

			‘What? Haven’t you seen a woman before?’ one of them jeered, an ugly look on her face.

			When Hope didn’t reply she whipped up her skirt, scattered firelight falling on the smooth skin between her legs. It was marked with henna, the bold design of arrows and barbs challenging all who looked upon it. The pattern was a sign of ownership, each one specific to a whoremaster. I was familiar with a few in Chiltae, but this one was strange and brutish.

			With a harsh laugh she dropped her skirts, and gripping her companion’s arm, dashed into the trees. Hope kept his eyes averted from her retreating figure, his mortification prickly.

			He did not speak, just gripped the reins tighter.

			At the far end of the camp stood a brightly lit pavilion, light spilling out through a narrow crack in the fabric. It was on a patch of high ground, a little away from the other tents as though it wished to be separate.

			Hope reined in his horse before the entrance and waited for me to dismount before following, throwing the reins over a wooden stake.

			‘Master?’ Hope leaned toward the silk, its intricate pattern glowing from the inside out – bright in green and yellow and red. ‘Endymion is here.’

			‘Bring him in.’

			Hope lifted the tent flap for me to enter, and I went before him into a lantern-lit space, cluttered and homey. The uneven ground was covered in thick reed matting edged in crimson and dark blue, and a pair of rolled sleeping mats leant drunkenly against one another in the corner. Half a dozen travelling chests lined one side of the pavilion, while from its centre post hung a knot of coloured sashes, one in priest’s white, one in yellow, black, green and purple. It wasn’t easy to have sashes made outside your station, especially the very expensive purple of the nobleman, but this man had one. He also had a low table in the tent, as though it had been a travelling house. A wooden Errant board sat on it, the pieces dotted across its field. I had never taken much interest the game, but Jian had always called it the game of great men.

			A man sat cross-legged at the table. He tilted his head a little to the side, fine, noble features faintly smiling.

			Hope bowed low, prostrating himself upon the matting. ‘Master,’ he said. ‘We have brought the boy, but he does not speak.’

			The man curled the tip of a long black ponytail around his finger, the hair tied back with what looked to be a string of finger bones. ‘Does not speak?’ he said. ‘That is very interesting, yes? Not a word?’

			‘Not since we found him, Master.’

			‘I see. Do come in, Endymion. Have a seat. You too, Hope. There is wine. It is not the best, but one must make do when one is travelling, yes?’

			‘Master, if I may,’ Hope began. ‘My horse–’

			‘Have you been released?’

			‘No, Master.’

			‘Then I asked you to sit down, yes?’

			‘Yes, Master.’

			‘Then sit down.’

			Hope bent at the knees so fast I was sure I heard them snap. There was fear there, fear of this placid man, but also admiration, loyalty and love, the mixture so complicated that I could feel nothing at all from the man he called Master.

			Shifting an Errant piece on the board, the man said: ‘Like you, I have another name, but you may call me Malice. I assume you know Hope, yes? He is one of my Vices.’

			He looked me over as he spoke, examining every one of my features in turn. Whether what he saw satisfied him I could not tell, but he held his hand out across the table. ‘Give me your hand, Endymion.’

			I had no doubt that this man, Malice, knew what I was, but I lifted my right hand. He shook his head. ‘That is not the hand I meant. Your left hand, yes?’

			Not immediately complying, I pushed my Empathy out toward him again. There was nothing. The man smiled, waiting. I looked at his hand. Every time I had touched skin since the change, connection had come unbidden. I couldn’t control it. Hope had grown used to these strange moments, but this man was different. I was not sure I could trust him.

			‘Your hand.’

			I held it out, flinching as Malice took it in a tight grip.

			Nothing happened.

			There was no connection, no whispers in my head, nothing at all. I let him turn my hand over and push back the sleeve, revealing my silk wristband.

			‘That is a sad sight to see,’ he said. ‘Are you so ashamed of what is under there? Hope, there is a pair of scissors in the box. Bring them, yes?’

			‘Yes, Master.’

			I couldn’t meet Malice’s gaze and stared instead at our joined hands, the colour of our skin so alike we might have been the continuation of one another.

			When Hope returned he proffered the scissors, but Malice shook his head. ‘Cut it.’

			The Vice did so, sliding cold metal under the silk. With a snip, the silk band fell away, curling up on the table.

			‘Little did I think to see that mark again,’ Malice said. ‘Did you show this to Darius Laroth?’

			That name. My fingers gripped the edge of the table.

			Malice’s brows went up. ‘Angry? Let me assure you that you are not the only one angry with him, yes? I wish you could tell me what he said to you.’

			Silence.

			He sighed. ‘There is time. The silence won’t last forever, and until it passes I am sure you have much to think about. Perhaps you are not aware of the connection. You see, I have known Darius Laroth for a long time. You could say we were as brothers, yes?’

			I will find him and I will teach him pain.

			Malice touched his cheek with his forefinger, and I knew he was looking at my brand. ‘You will find yourself at home here, I think. In more ways than one.’ He drew back his own sleeve then, his left hand palm up on the table. Malice wore no band. He bore the faded brown birthmark with pride. Three horizontal lines crossed by a diagonal.

			He was an Empath.

			I had travelled all my life. I had met hundreds, even thousands of people, from beggars to lords, but never had I thought to find another just like me.

			‘They designed the Traitor’s Mark for us a long time ago, but they have since forgotten why.’ Malice pulled his hand away, letting his sleeve fall. ‘Hope will look after you, Endymion. You need food and water and rest, yes? These things are easily provided.’

			I got unsteadily to my feet, still staring down at the place on the table where his birthmark had been. Hope was at my side. He meant to guide me out, but I could not move. This man knew what it was like as no one else ever had.

			Malice smiled. ‘I’ll bid you a good night, Endymion,’ he said. ‘And welcome home, yes?’
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			I had been born in this palace. Now I was going to die here too, in a wretched hole far from my father’s throne.

			It was cold. Darius had taken the cloak. I ought to have kept it, but what difference would it make if I died of cold or hunger? Either way, I would not get out of here alive.

			My stomach rumbled. Despite the foul stench I could almost smell the millet porridge the Pikes made every morning. All too easily could I imagine squashing the grains between my teeth and digging through the golden sea in search of each individual bean, being sure to leave one for the very last spoonful. Monarch always grumbled at such simple fare. There had been a time when any food was his for the asking, when his name had meant something.

			When I closed my eyes I could feel him standing close to me, could feel his breath on my skin and his hand on my cheek. Over and over I had tried to imagine that kiss, but the cold was invasive, my parched lips and grumbling stomach demanding in their insistence. They broke my fantasy, leaving only hideous reality in their wake.

			There was always the Tishwa. Darius had believed my lies, but the guards had been too cocksure, too disdainful of this boy to do more than throw me in a cell. They might have found the vials later, but by then it was too late.

			Standing in the darkest corner I had slid them free of my wristband and tested their strength. The glass was thick and the wax seal tight, yet a deep breath shuddered out of my lungs. I had pulled out the waistband of my breeches, and with a hand between my legs, had pushed first one vial and then the next into the space only a man could violate.

			In the chill of the Pit, I tensed. The vials were still there, buried inside me. More than once I had considered freeing myself from the coming hell, but I was not ready to die. I wanted Kin to drink them. I wanted to see him claw at his throat while the poison crushed the last breath from his lungs.

			The grinding of the grate sounded overhead and the torches flared. In the light, a figure descended the tall ladder, followed by another – more visitors to my little slice of hell. The first halted at the bottom, peering into the darkness as Darius had done. With him lit from behind I could see no face, but the swish of a skirt made his noble robe apparent. Darius’s councillor.

			I fingered the needle still caught in my sleeve as the councillor came across the floor. His companion joined him, a plainly dressed man somewhere between a soldier and a commoner.

			‘Regent, Regent,’ the councillor said, his singsong voice echoing. ‘What a way to end a very promising career. Stuck in the Pit, the last home of so many would-be rebels and assassins.’

			I said nothing, just watched his face emerge from the darkness. He was much older than Darius, and where Darius was obscenely beautiful, this man’s features had a slightly crumpled look as though he was already beginning to dry out.

			‘Not feeling very chatty?’ he said. ‘Perhaps if I introduce myself. My name is Councillor Ahmet, and this fine young man–’ the other man leered ‘–is Praetor. As I understand it, the closest thing he has to a virtue is his skill with a knife.’

			When I said nothing the councillor sighed theatrically. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Praetor?’

			‘Yes, Excellency?’ the man replied, still grinning from behind his patchy whiskers. It looked as though he had been handsome once, lines of youthful beauty still visible on his face.

			‘Check he still has his tongue.’

			Praetor stepped forward. Every instinct screamed at me to run, but I couldn’t let them get to me, couldn’t let them win. I clamped my teeth shut and proudly lifted my chin. The man crouched in front of me. He grinned, his even teeth ground flat. The councillor moved, and as I glanced up, Praetor gripped my chin. He smacked my head into the wall and pain burst through my skull. Callused fingers prised apart my lips, pinching my tongue. His fingers tasted tinny, covered in dirt from gods knew where. I fought the cry that leapt up my throat. I tried to breathe steadily, to take my thoughts somewhere else until it was over, but the jolt of the pain ceasing was worse than its beginning.

			Praetor sat back.

			‘It seems that you are capable of talking,’ the councillor said. ‘So let me explain how this is going to work. I want information and you are going to give it to me, or Praetor here will slowly slice the flesh from your bones. We will keep you alive for however long this takes, but because I am a kind man, I will give you the chance to avoid excruciating agony and tell me what I want to know.

			‘Where is the Hian Crown?’

			‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Why should I? I’m stuck down here.’

			‘Oh, a clever one. Very well, where is Monarch?’

			‘I don’t know that either. He moves around, you know, on legs.’

			The councillor nodded. Praetor gripped the neck of my tunic, and tore it along the shoulder seam. The rip was loud in my ear; the fabric left dangling like a flap of skin. I felt hot, sick. This thin layer of cloth was all that stood between me and debilitating womanhood.

			‘Let’s try this again,’ the councillor said. ‘We wouldn’t want to have to spoil that pretty face. Who is Monarch? He has another name?’

			‘I don’t know, how about Emperor?’ I said.

			He nodded and Praetor took the already torn fabric in his hand and yanked. The tunic tore all the way down. Freezing air caressed my stomach.

			‘I’ll ask you one more question,’ the councillor said. ‘Before we start them over again. What is Monarch planning?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			The councillor smiled and nodded. This time Praetor’s fingers slid beneath my bind. The fabric was strong and did not tear, but the laces loosened. The bind slipped. My breasts ached at the sudden release of pressure, and I covered them with my hands.

			Praetor stared, first at my chest and then at his fingers as though they had performed a feat of magic. The councillor’s smile widened. ‘A girl,’ he said. ‘The great rebel captain is a girl. That is a joke our beloved emperor is unlikely to appreciate.’ He nodded, a sharp little movement I was fast coming to hate. Praetor’s fingers closed around my wrists, prising them from my chest.

			‘Perhaps we could try this again,’ the councillor said. ‘Where is the Hian Crown?’

			‘I don’t know!’

			Stale breath blew into my face. The man was still grinning.

			‘Where is the Hian Crown?’

			I stopped fighting. Praetor lifted my hands away from my body, and in the instant he stood appreciating the sight, I slammed my foot into his shin. Ripping from his slackened hold, I scrambled across the damp floor. Fingers caught in my hair, yanking me back.

			‘Where is Monarch?’ The councillor enunciated every word slowly and clearly.

			My sight blurred, Praetor’s grip so tight I thought my scalp would tear away leaving nothing but a cap of bone. I screamed, clawing at his hands.

			‘Where is Monarch?’

			I could barely hear the words, but backlit by the distant torches, I saw the councillor nod. Praetor dragged me down, hair ripping from my scalp. I fell onto my hands. The floor was cold, slippery. I tried to pull away, but he dug his knee into my back and forced my cheek to the floor. It was wet and foul and mushed upon my face. I gagged at the stench.

			‘What is Monarch planning?’

			Praetor paused, and I could imagine the little nod that caused the wrinkles in the councillor’s neck to crease. A hand grasped my waistband, hot despite the frigid air. Panicking, I tried to buck him off, but he slammed me back so hard my hipbone ground against the stones.

			‘Who is Monarch?’ the councillor insisted, his voice strained and breathless.

			Monarch. If he were here now he would gut you both, I thought, the bloody imagining renewing my strength. I bucked again, but Praetor was so heavy I barely shifted him.

			His hard prick touched my leg. All sense abandoned me. I screamed, bucking and twisting, trying in vain to wrench out of his grip. This was really going to happen. Would the vials break when he rammed his flesh into mine? I hoped they would, hoped the poison would work from inside and set me free. I had no other weapon left.

			The needle.

			I could feel it in the thin fabric, and began to work it free. Smooth. Sharp. 

			No more questions came. The councillor was breathing heavily, his fevered huffing heating the air. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to hurt them both, but I would only get one chance.

			Praetor shifted his weight. He tugged at my breeches. I waited, lying limp, hating my vulnerability as he pressed me into the floor.

			His hot skin touched my leg. He parted my thighs. I let out a feigned sob, whitening fingers pinched upon the needle. Praetor gripped my hips. He dragged me back, hot hands pressing my legs further apart. Breathe. Wait. You’ll only get one chance. His prick slid up my thigh. I could not wait, could not turn, just thrust the needle into flesh.

			Praetor howled. He leapt up, the moment of freedom all I had hoped for. I scrambled to my feet and tugged at my breeches. I had no thought but to get away, no thought but to run, and I slammed full force into the councillor. He gripped my hair and wrenched my head back hard. ‘I love a spirited woman,’ he said, running a tongue over his dry lips. ‘All the more fun to break. Do you really think you can get away? Do you think someone is going to save you? Your rebel dogs have abandoned you.’

			He didn’t care for questions anymore. He was breathing fast, the air hissing out of his nose as he clamped his lips shut. ‘Kneel,’ he said.

			When I didn’t move he tightened his grip.

			‘I said kneel.’

			Again I saw that terrible little nod and Praetor’s foot pressed into the backs of my knees. I hit the stones, blinking back tears.

			‘It’s time you begged for mercy,’ the councillor said, untying his sash, its end trailing across the soiled floor.

			‘If you dare, I’ll bite your prick off and spit it in your face.’

			He let go my hair and hit me with the back of his hand. I fell back, touching my cheek with soiled fingers. My whole body ached. I wanted to fight back. I wanted to rip his skin from his flesh and his eyes from their sockets, but I couldn’t move. All I could do was hate my womanhood all the more. They could beat me and have their way and I was powerless to stop them. No revenge would satisfy. There was no equivalent suffering I could ever force them to endure. 

			The councillor crouched and gripped my chin between his fingers, squeezing so tight I thought my jaw would snap.  My mouth was too dry to even spit at him. ‘You are going to die, little love, don’t you want me to make a woman of you first?’

			‘Don’t I need a man for that?’

			His grip tightened. ‘Before I’m done with you, you’re going to wish you hadn’t said that.’

			‘Councillor!’

			The councillor’s head snapped around. ‘What?’

			Scraping steps sounded on the ladder, and another dark figure entered my pit, the firelight burning around him like an aura.

			‘I bring a message from His Majesty,’ the man said, coming across the floor. ‘He demands you bring the prisoner to him immediately. Unharmed.’

			The emphasis upon the last word made me want to laugh. I pulled away from the councillor’s suddenly slackened grip, the hair caught around his fingers ripping from my scalp.

			‘You had better do as Kin tells you,’ I said, yanking up my breeches and hugging the remains of my tunic to my chest.

			‘Don’t you dare utter the emperor’s name,’ the councillor snarled. He pulled his hand back ready to hit me, but the newcomer caught his wrist.

			‘Let go or I’ll have you whipped,’ Councillor Ahmet hissed.

			‘I am merely acting on the emperor’s orders, Councillor. He said unharmed. He also said now.’

			‘I am ready,’ I said, stepping forward.

			The newcomer looked at me, and a frown flickered in that gaze. It was a handsome face I could see in the torchlight. He looked young, but there was an air of authority about him that made it hard to tell.

			He gestured for me to go ahead and I did so, striding across the slippery floor with as much pride as I could muster. I hoped they might lock the councillor and his man in the Pit behind me, but it was not to be.

			A contingent of guards met us at the top of the ladder. They stared at me, and lifting my chin I tried to appear unconscious of their searching gazes. They all nodded to the man who had been my saviour, falling in behind him as he led the way up the stairs and into the palace.

			With his services no longer required, Praetor disappeared. I was glad to see him go, but the disgusting councillor remained all too close.

			‘What has occurred to cause so sudden a summons, General?’ the councillor asked, quickening his pace to walk beside the man.

			General? That explained the crimson and gold surcoat. No mere soldier, my handsome saviour.

			‘You will have to ask him that yourself, Councillor,’ the general returned, his disapproval patent. ‘I am not in His Majesty’s confidence.’

			The palace was empty. There was none of the bustle, none of the staring and whispering that had accompanied my journey to the Pit. It was silent. Dead.

			I hugged my torn clothes closer. I had been too relieved to question the motive for my release, but now every step was touched with trepidation. Had I Darius to thank? Or, did Kin just wish to see me suffer in person?

			From the outer palace we entered the gardens. A colonnade led to the inner palace, its stone floor flayed with sunlight. It was surreal. I had last seen the gardens lashed with rain, and the bright summer day made me blink.

			The inner palace looked different in the daylight, too. The rainchains were silent and the lanterns unlit, the grand space still but for the echo of our steps. My saviour strode on. He did not halt nor look back, and my stomach churned. There was no sign of Shin in the vast space, and almost I could wish myself back in the Pit.

			Stairs rose from one level to the next, the round landings of the inner palace entirely lifeless. Dust danced in the air and the shuffle of our footsteps was all the sound that broke the silence. Another flight of stairs and then another, until a pair of enormous black doors blocked our path. Engraved with a thousand lines of Old Kisian, the pattern was so fine it seemed to shift before my eyes. Katashi had described them to me one night when his mood had turned to melancholy reminiscence.

			The Crimson Throne.

			I had long dreamed of the moment I would set eyes upon my birthright, but in no dream had I been a prisoner, a captive rebel in my own empire.

			A man was waiting. He exchanged nods with the general, and soundlessly stepped forward to open the doors. A terrible creak broke the silence; the silence of a dozen men holding their breath.

			I could not turn back now. Discoloured light touched my filth-smeared feet. At the far end of the hall, windows of red glass lent the room a crimson hue. It stained the hangings, the guards, the pair of carved dragons and even the air itself. Only the black wooden floor survived its taint, a road to follow to whatever end.

			My family’s throne stood upon a dais at the far end of the hall, a grand construction of lacquered wood rising in half-moon curls toward the roof.  It had once belonged to my father, but I had no memory of him sitting upon it, no memory of him at all. Kin sat upon it now, his long red and gold robes melding into the lacquer as though they had long since become one.

			Halfway to the throne the general and the councillor knelt to bow. I stayed back, looking around the sea of impassive guards. Darius was there. He stood to one side, watching the scene in an oddly detached way.

			‘Rise,’ the emperor ordered, and both the general and the councillor got to their feet. Darius came slowly across the floor.

			‘Your surcoat, General,’ Darius said, holding out his hand.

			‘Excellency?’

			‘Your surcoat,’ Darius repeated. ‘Give it to me.’

			After a slight hesitation, the general slid the crimson silk from his shoulders and hung it over Darius’s hand.

			Darius uttered no thanks, just came and threw it around me. The silk was warm and soft; smelling of leather, its large panels overlapped across my narrow chest. 

			Darius stepped back, and glancing at the councillor through half-lidded eyes, he said: ‘I think the only daughter of Emperor Lan Otako deserves not to be so humiliated, don’t you, Councillor?’

			The air thinned to a wisp. I could barely breathe, his words like a punch to my gut. All my life Darius had warned me not to tell anyone the truth, knowing to utter my name would be a death sentence.

			The general stared and Emperor Kin sat forward, his eyes devouring me. I gripped the surcoat tighter and stared back, more aware than ever of the filth crusting my cheek.

			‘What?’ the councillor barked, finding his voice at last. ‘What did you say, Laroth?’

			‘I take it you’ve met Lady Hana Otako, Councillor,’ Darius said, indicating me. ‘I hope you treated her with the respect her birth deserves.’

			Tension zipped through the room. Every breath came short and sharp.

			Councillor Ahmet stepped forward. ‘Are you mad, Laroth?’ he demanded. ‘This is the rebel leader, Regent. A girl as we have discovered, yes, but no lady of royal blood.’

			Knowing how I looked I could almost believe him.

			‘I assure you that she is.’

			‘And how can you be so sure?’ The councillor spoke sweetly, in the tone I had come to hate.

			‘I am sure it was you yourself who remarked upon the colour of Regent’s hair last night,’ Darius said, not at all perturbed. ‘It was insightful. I thought little of it at the time, but since the last three Otako emperors all married Chiltaen women, golden hair has become synonymous with the name. Golden hair and bright blue eyes.’

			The councillor took three steps toward me and peered into my face. I stood my ground, but turned my gaze aside. ‘Her eyes are brown.’

			‘Quibbling, Councillor. Allow me to finish.’

			Kin sat silent, no more a part of the proceedings than if he had been watching a play.

			‘No doubt you have heard the rumour that not all the Otako graves contain bodies,’ Darius continued.  ‘Rumours often contain some degree of truth, as the grave keeper informed me this very day. I assume he would forward you the same information should you ask him.’

			‘Empty graves and golden hair?’ Councillor Ahmet spread his hands. ‘On the basis of this, any Chiltaen brat could claim the name.’

			‘Enough.’

			The word shocked through the hall and all eyes turned to Emperor Kin, his face marred by a heavy scowl. ‘Perhaps,’ he said, his words sounding deliberately calm, ‘the best course of action would be to ask her.’ His sharp eyes turned to me. ‘Tell us, are you Lady Hana Otako?’

			I felt myself shrink beneath the collective gaze, only the general’s surcoat between me and my shame. But I was an Otako. This was my empire.

			‘Yes,’ I said, drawing myself up. ‘My name is Hana Aura Otako, Princess of Kisia. My father was Emperor Lan Otako, my mother Empress Li. I had four brothers – Prince Yarri, Prince Tanaka, Prince Rikk and Prince Takehiko Otako. My uncle was executed, my cousins exiled, and here I stand ready for you to kill me, too.’

			No one spoke. At any moment the blow would fall. Kin would order my immediate execution and no one would dare argue. No one beyond this room would even know.

			‘Chancellor,’ Kin said, his low voice breaking the fragile silence. ‘Have a room prepared for Lady Hana and be sure she has everything she desires. Send for Master Kenji to attend her wounds.’ He jerked his head toward the divan at his side. ‘Darius, we need to talk.’

			Darius. The way he spoke to him was so informal.

			A firm hand took my arm, but I could not drag my eyes from the scene. This man had once been my guardian, and now he went to Kin as though they were the best and oldest of friends.

			Malice had been right.

			‘This way, my lady.’

			Giving in to the insistence of the hand, I allowed myself to be guided from the room. I walked, but I could barely feel my feet moving, could barely see the palace through the numb haze.

			The doors creaked closed. Clutching the general’s surcoat close, I glanced up at the man leading me away. A lidless eye stared back, bisected by a long, ragged scar.

		

	
		
			

			

			Chapter 10

			
				[image: Darius.png]
			

			

			I had climbed onto the knife-edge and could feel the blade slicing deep into the soles of my feet. I had as good as laid my head on the executioner’s block for her, and Ahmet would do anything to see it stay there.

			It was plain the councillor was struggling. He wanted to argue, but Kin had acknowledged Hana and there was no going back. It had not been difficult. My father had often said the resemblance was remarkable to anyone who had been acquainted with Empress Li.

			‘Are you sure this is a good idea, Your Majesty?’ Ahmet said when he found his tongue. He would tread no closer to outright criticism, but one glance at Hana had been enough to see what had been happening in the Pit.

			‘And what would you have me do, Councillor?’ Kin asked. ‘Ignore the obvious resemblance and secretly see her grave filled?’

			‘If she is Hana Otako then she is a threat to your throne!’

			Kin’s lips were a thin line. He turned to me. ‘Darius?’

			‘With all due respect, Councillor,’ I said. ‘Katashi Otako is the greatest threat to our emperor’s throne. Lady Hana Otako is a woman. She is not a threat. She is an asset.’

			Kin was listening. With bloodied nails, I was clawing myself back from the precipice of his distrust. But all too soon he would ask the question. How had I known? How had I recognised her when no other had? I had never met Empress Li nor known her father as Kin had done.

			‘An asset?’ Ahmet crossed his arms and glared up at me. ‘In what way, might I ask? Do you seek to bargain with Otako? Exchange him his cousin for the Hian Crown?’

			‘Katashi will not bargain,’ Kin said. ‘Everything he has done so far proves he is as proud as his father.’

			‘Then she has no worth! If you keep her alive, Majesty, she may marshal your enemies.’

			‘No worth, Councillor?’ I interrupted, hating the sight of him all the more. It had taken great willpower to keep from hitting him, seeing how Hana had suffered. ‘I think you are forgetting of what use women are.’ I turned again to Kin, who was still watching me, waiting, and I had to wonder whether my solution had already occurred to him.

			‘Marry her, Majesty,’ I said. ‘That would give you the stability you crave, and no matter what Katashi does you will have the greater claim. He won’t be able to so much as shake the empire beneath your feet.’

			‘Marry her?’ Ahmet looked horrified. ‘A rebel boy from the Pit?’

			One could almost feel sorry for him, so contemptuous was the look Kin shot him, but I had scores to settle. It was time to help him dig his hole.

			‘Councillor,’ I said. ‘You appear to be forgetting that she is not a boy at all, and was only in the Pit, only dirty and disgraced, because of us.’

			‘You have a great interest in the lady, Laroth.’

			‘I have an interest in serving Kisia.’

			‘As do we all, but I must admit surprise that you were able to recognise her, you who would have no memory of any living Otako with which to liken her. How very often it seems you are privy to information the rest of us struggle to discover.’

			I dared not look at Kin. ‘I have eyes,’ I said. ‘And unlike others, I use them, Councillor.’

			‘I should not doubt you, of course,’ Ahmet said. ‘You are known to be perceptive. Your loyalty too, is unquestionable. You would certainly have informed us had you prior knowledge of the girl’s existence the instant you even had a suspicion.’

			‘That is the event you have just witnessed.’

			Kin still said nothing, just sat watching us throw the gauntlet back and forth. I knew what Ahmet was accusing me of—his claims thinly veiled—but it didn’t matter what he believed. Kin was the one I had to persuade. He was the one who could order my execution, the one whose moment of temper could change everything.

			‘As I recall, your father was just such a dedicated man,’ Ahmet said, his flushed cheeks showing his enjoyment of the sport. ‘He was the Imperial Protector for some years. Very close to the Otako family.’

			‘Certainly,’ I said. ‘But do recall, Councillor, that he resigned his position three years before the unfortunate death of Emperor Lan, and that he was nearly executed himself for refusing to serve Emperor Tianto.’

			‘So he was dedicated to the true Otako line. How heart warming.’

			For once the words that rose instinctively to my lips were the right ones to utter. Leaving in every trace of bitterness, I said: ‘As you say, Councillor. Dedicated to a family that was not his own. Given a choice, I would not have asked to be born his son.’

			Ahmet smiled. He had made his point, and left Kin to take from it what he would.

			‘Thank you, Councillor,’ Kin said, without emotion. ‘You may return to your duties.’

			Ahmet bowed and thanked Kin graciously for his time. Then he went to the door, his solemn steps hiding his glee.

			I sat back, controlling every muscle to appear at ease. Kin stared at the black floor. ‘You think I should marry her.’

			It was not exactly a question, but I answered all the same. ‘Yes, Majesty. If your marriage to Lady Hana Otako was announced, Katashi’s claims would founder, even with the crown. There is, after all, no precedent to remove you from the throne.’

			‘And if I cut off her head?’

			I could see no anger, only calculation. He was watching me more closely than was his wont.

			‘Killing her removes an Otako threat, but if you do it publicly, you set her up as a martyr to her cousin’s cause, while executing her in secret would see you little better off than you are now. If it is not what you wish for then there is nothing more to be said, but I cannot, in all devotion to your service, lie and say the marriage would not be ideal. It would unite Kisia as nothing else would. I am sure the Council would agree with me.’

			‘And if I do not wish it?’

			‘Then by all means remove her head, Majesty.’

			‘You would permit that?’

			‘It would not be my place to forbid it.’

			‘That is very unlike you, Darius. Your impudence seems to have abandoned you. Have we at last discovered a subject you will take seriously?’

			I knew then it was time for rare honesty. ‘Perhaps it is the Laroth blood in me,’ I said. ‘But as little as I could wish harm upon the daughter of the family my father once swore to protect, I have made my oath to you.’

			‘What were the words of that oath, Darius?’

			He spoke quietly. A test? Or a reminder? I couldn’t tell how much of Ahmet’s speech he had heeded, or how unsure of my loyalty he was. It was certainly not the time to plead forgetfulness.

			‘I swear on the bones of my forebears,’ I began. ‘On my name and my honour, that I will be loyal to the one true emperor, the great Emperor Kin, first of his name, that I will never cause him harm nor seek to deceive him, and will give every last ounce of my strength, every last ounce of my intellect and die in his service if the gods so will it. I–’

			‘“Would be as nothing and no one in service to you”,’ he quoted. ‘I’m glad you remember. You may go now. I have a lot to think about.’

			His expression gave nothing away. Kin wasn’t one to practise the rigid self-control I had forged, but when he wished, he could make himself as emotive as a statue.

			I rose and bowed, not daring to utter another word as I walked out, repressing the urge to run.

			I would be as nothing and no one in service to you.

			I had never wanted to break it. It was an oath I had taken gladly, meaning every word. For five years it had been true. Then Malice had returned, and with a single touch my world had begun to crumble.

			Leaving the throne room, I found the palace full of whispers. For a full hour movement had been restricted, and now the courtiers and servants went about their business gossiping over the cause.

			No one accosted me. My reputation was useful, a scowl all it took to ensure my privacy. People scurried out of the way at the sound of my sandals clicking upon the floor, allowing me to reach my rooms in peace.

			A man was waiting for me. He hovered outside my door – the secretary who had carried my message to the emissaries. Enough time had passed for a rider to reach Shimai many times over, but I had dared not send another message. That was the sort of gossip that spread.

			‘Your Excellency,’ the man said, coming quickly forward. ‘Your message–’

			‘The first thing you must learn about this court is that important conversations do not take place in corridors.’ I slid the door. ‘Do come in.’

			The young man bowed, twice, before entering my rooms with a tentative step. Perhaps he had heard the rumours. It was said that my walls were lined with human skin and hung with the hair of my enemies. The truth was far less interesting. For the most part my rooms were empty. I owned none of the clutter men amassed year on year, only my desk showing a tendency to overflow with papers. There was a low table with a single cushion, and an Errant board halfway through a game. It had been a gift and was the closest thing I had to a prized possession, that and the sketch of my house at Esvar that hung on one wall, a constant reminder of things past.

			I closed the door behind the unfortunate secretary.

			‘Now you may speak,’ I said, forgoing the usual hospitality. I had no patience left for small talk and condescension.

			‘Your Excellency,’ he said, bowing again. ‘A rider has returned with a message for you.’

			Bending down, I moved a piece on the Errant board. ‘So I have surmised. I hope there is an excellent reason why it has taken so long.’

			‘It appears that by the time your message was received the prisoner had already been signed over to the prison cart…’ The man faltered as I bent my gaze upon him, but he swallowed hard and managed to continue. ‘They sent riders after it to bring him back, but the cart was attacked. They found most of the prisoners dead, Your Excellency, branded with… with the Eye of Vice.’

			‘And Endymion?’

			‘No sign of him, Your Excellency. Captain Ash has sent a letter.’

			He held it out, but I didn’t take it. Takehiko Otako, gone. And the boy didn’t know his own worth. There was no saying what Malice could do with such a fool.

			I let the anger in, let it fuel me. The secretary ducked as I threw the Errant board at the wall, its flat top smacking the wood with a fierce clap. It did nothing to alleviate my feelings. I could only snarl at my own uselessness, and watch the pieces fall about my feet, dancing like wooden rain.
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			I woke to a sound like rain – a forceful splattering on the canvas that slowed to a few lingering drops.

			Piss.

			The smell invaded the close space and I rolled over, wincing as my injuries made themselves known. By lying on my left cheek I had been able to sleep, so exhausted that not even the memory of Malice’s birthmark had been able to keep me awake. Now, weak morning light was edging through the gap in my small tent, and the memory returned. The Traitor’s Mark, born upon his skin as it had been born upon mine.

			I tested my limbs. They felt bruised and battered, my joints stiff, but my lassitude had waned and I felt stronger. The continuous agony of my brands had gone, but touching them still made me suck air between my teeth. Only time could heal them now.

			My stomach grumbled.

			I sat up, my head brushing the low tent. Having no other clothes, I had fallen asleep fully dressed, my sash becoming crooked in the night. I retied it then crawled into the daylight. Outside, the smell of piss grew stronger. There was a puddle at the corner of the tent. A few Pikes were up and about, some wobbling drunkenly through the camp, but there was no obvious culprit.

			A light mist clung to the morning, giving the fens a ghostly look. It dulled colours and dampened the air, the Pikes moving with a listlessness out of character with the previous night’s noise. Around me the sea of tents were lifeless, the only sound coming from a group gathered at the central fire. The smell of food made my mouth water.

			Desultory talk hung about the cooking pots. Lining up with their bowls, the men asked one another how they had slept and complained about the damp fen aggravating old wounds. Some laughed and recounted stories from the night before, one man the source of much amusement for being unable to remember how he had ended the night with bite marks on his hands.

			There was no sign of the Vices.

			Hungry, I took a bowl and joined the line. A few rebels gave me strange looks, but there was more than one man present with the Traitor’s Mark branded on his cheek. Most had long since healed to a silvery scar, but they wore them with pride, some even stained with henna. I wondered if any of them knew what mark they really carried. How long ago had Empaths been forgotten?

			‘How many days has it been since the captain left?’

			The Pike to whom this question had been addressed, grunted. ‘Too long.’

			‘Do you think something’s happened to them?’

			‘We’ll know that when two-hundred red belts come through those trees after our blood.’

			I stepped forward. The man stirring the cast-iron pot barely looked up before ladling a clumpy golden mess into my bowl. Millet porridge with red beans and salted goat curd.

			I could remember just such a bowl. Blood had splattered across the table and up the pale ceramic. Someone had slit the boy’s throat. A flap of skin had hung limp, barely attached, the last beats of his heart sluggishly pumping blood down his neck.

			A Pike shunted me out of the way, knocking the breath from my body. ‘If you don’t want it, don’t eat it,’ he said, holding out his bowl to be filled. ‘Damn sprats.’

			Taking my bowl, I moved away from the fire, past silent men intent on their meals. Where had that memory come from? My Empathy sometimes allowed me to pick memories out of people’s heads, but there had been no connection, no touch. It felt real. Even under the cover of blood the boy had looked familiar, like his name was on the tip of my tongue just waiting to be spoken.

			A shout sounded through the swamp. The chatter died. Spoons froze halfway to lips as out in the mist enormous trees shivered in the morning breeze.

			Another shout came. The Pikes dropped their bowls and reached for their weapons. Swords were drawn, arrows nocked, the whole camp seeming to pound to the beat of a single frenzied heart.

			Splashing steps broke the silence. A man emerged from the mist, a Pike, wet to his waist. He ran, nearly tripping as his feet found solid ground.

			‘What’s going on?’ someone called as the man bent over, trying to catch his breath. His chest was heaving, but he straightened, his face split in a grin.

			‘Captain Monarch is coming!’

			The sense of relief was so profound I found myself grinning from ear to ear. The Pikes cheered. More men appeared through the trees, black-clad and filthy, scabbed cuts and bandaged wounds apparent on every one. They strode through the mire like men who no longer cared how wet they got, kicking up mud and stinking water with every step. Though they were greeted with enthusiasm they let off a morose air. Some disappeared into the nest of tents while others made straight for the fire and the pot of porridge sitting in the coals.

			A man with a hash of cuts on his cheek snatched the bowl out of my hand, practically inhaling the porridge as he slumped to the ground.

			Another shout came through the mist. ‘Wen is injured!’

			‘Wen is injured!’

			‘Wake the old bones!’

			A young Pike scurried away, carrying the message through the camp, and two men struggled out of the swamp with a third held awkwardly between them. Old blood stained their ashen faces, and their burden’s head lolled onto his chest. Pikes ran to help. They gathered around and more men went running, calling for linen and wine, while others took the wounded man.

			Another Pike came through the mist, his long stride bringing him easily out of the mire. He stood taller than them all, the longbow upon his back making him more imposing still.

			Monarch.

			This was the man they all spoke of with such awe. Pikes ran to gather around him and I could feel why, feel the pull of that great aura. He was Monarch in name and in truth.

			With a wave of his hand, he dispersed the huddle about him. ‘Where’s Tan?’ he demanded, his voice crisp.

			A thickset Pike stepped forward, a purple sash visible beneath his black one. ‘I’m here.’

			‘I want this camp packed by nightfall. We’re leaving.’

			Monarch gave no explanation, just pushed through the crowd of Pikes. A bowl was held out to him and he halted, staring down at it. ‘Get that out of my face,’ he snarled. ‘I want something to eat that isn’t porridge. I want fresh clothes. And I want that damn Vice. Where is he?’

			‘I heard the watchmen say he left in the night,’ one man offered. ‘The other freaks are still here, though.’

			‘Then drown them in the swamp.’

			I could feel the anger. Something had gone wrong.

			Pikes ran in every direction, rushing to fulfil his wishes. A bundle of clothes was thrust into his hands and he took it without thanks. ‘I’m going to the south spur,’ he said. ‘Don’t disturb me unless that stinking Vice dares to show his face.’

			Even the bravest of his men melted away from his imperious stride. A hush fell over the camp.

			‘Captain, did you get it?’

			Monarch stopped.

			Not a single Pike had eyes for anyone else, their faces coloured pale with anxiety. Like an army of statues they stood frozen. Waiting.

			‘We got it,’ he said at last, not turning around. ‘We’re going to Koi. We lost Ranian, Ki and Bast in the square, and Kai in the waterway.’

			‘Where’s Shin? And Captain Regent?’

			‘Regent and Shin never came out of the palace.’

			Without offering further explanation, Monarch strode off, late risers scurrying out of his way.

			Talk erupted after he had gone, starting out as a whisper then rising to a roar. I barely heard the words. The names washed meaninglessly over me. Nothing mattered except the man who had just disappeared into the swamp.

			Monarch. His face was familiar, just like the boy in the memory whose blood stained the porridge bowl.

			At the edge of the camp two cottonwood trunks leaned into one another, making an arch like the doorway to another room. Into this room Monarch had vanished and I followed, leaving the noise of the Pikes behind.

			I was met by swamp-water. Scattered sunlight dappled its surface, touching swarms of lily pads and low-hovering dragonflies. A track of solid ground allowed safe passage and I followed it, brushing aside the soft branches of young saplings. Another humid day was building, the heat boiling away the last shreds of mist.

			There was no sign of Monarch, but his golden aura lingered, drawing me on.

			The thud of an arrow hitting its target caused a moment of silence in the natural symphony. Frogs hiccuped mid-croak and birds ceased their squawking.

			Monarch appeared ahead of me, a dark figure between mossy trunks. His bow was drawn, the string at full stretch. Rounding the bend behind him, I cared nothing for the water invading the path, seeking the soles of my already saturated sandals. There was just him, just the bulge of his muscles and the flick of his fingers as he let the arrow fly. With a satisfying thud it buried its tip deep into the woven target.

			Monarch wheeled around, another arrow already in his hand. From beneath heavy brows stared a pair of piercing blue eyes. I had seen those eyes before. They had looked out from a different face, an older face, and yet I still did not know his name.

			‘Who are you?’ he said, sharp eyes looking me up and down. ‘You don’t look like one of my men.’

			I shook my head.

			‘What are you? Peasant? Spy?’

			Again I shook my head. Examining him as he examined me, I found him much as I had expected – a handsome man with well-formed features. He had a heavy brow and an aquiline nose, but nothing drew the gaze like those bright eyes. Blue was not a common colour in Kisia.

			Monarch kept the bow drawn, aiming at my left eye. If he let go the arrow would come out the back of my skull. I ought to have been afraid, but I knew he would not hurt me. I could feel him. He projected everything, entirely lacking the boundaries others grew like protective shells. No wonder men followed him.

			‘A hundred pound draw?’ I asked.

			His smile was like the sun’s warm caress, ingenuously lopsided. Monarch lowered the bow. ‘One hundred and twenty. She’s a deceiving thing. So you know a thing or two about archery?’

			I nodded.

			‘You can’t be all bad then. Do you have a name?’

			‘Endymion.’ 

			‘Endymion,’ he said with a nod. ‘A Chiltaen name, I think. Well, Endymion, my name is Monarch and the Pikes are my men. I come out here when I need to think, away from their arguing and their noise. Why don’t you retrieve for me.’

			I nodded, and once again he nocked the arrow he had intended for my head. Aiming this time for the target, he leant into his bow. His technique was faultless, his draw that of a man who had dedicated a lifetime to honing his skill. With that easy flick he let the arrow fly, hitting the target so hard it bounced against the tree.

			Monarch had a dozen more arrows stuck point first in the ground at his feet, and he pulled another free with a quick jerk.

			‘That Traitor’s Mark looks fresh,’ he said. ‘I bet the one on the back of your head was painful.’

			‘It was.’

			He loosed another arrow. ‘You should be proud of it.’

			‘Why?’ It was a strange idea, being proud of something that disfigured my face, of being brutally used by men I had given little reason to hate me.

			‘A man who is a traitor to one man may well be the loyal servant of his enemy. I have reason to like men who have no love for The Usurper.’

			Another arrow flew to the target.

			‘Every arrow I shoot is aimed at his face.’

			A man with no love for Emperor Kin. That hardly narrowed the field, yet the longer I stayed with him the more intensely I felt I should know his name.

			When the last of his arrows hit the target I went to fetch them. It was no more than twenty paces, but by the time I reached it and glanced back, Monarch had already stripped off his clothes. His armour sat in a pile at his feet, and his ripped and blood-stained tunic had been thrown unceremoniously into a nearby clump of duckweed.

			I looked away, concentrating on the target. It was made from tight coils of cloth capable of withstanding the punishment, and all eighteen of Monarch’s arrows were grouped around its centre. Careful not to crush the eagle-feather fletching, I gripped the shaft of each in the middle and yanked. They were not barbed like a war arrow and pulled out cleanly, but that would be little consolation to the man who found one of these stuck through his eye.

			Gathering them all, I turned back to see Monarch pulling on a loose grey tunic, his armour abandoned. He ran a hand through his hair; rolled his shoulders. Despite the ease of his manner, I knew something was wrong. Trouble stained the air around him. He had lost men, but surely a practical leader could not grieve over every loss. A man incapable of seeing his army as a whole instead of individuals, would never be able to lead them into battle.

			There were so many questions I wanted to ask, but I could not voice them and he would not answer. Of course, there was always another way.

			I clutched the arrows, deliberately positioning my hand in the centre of the shafts so it was impossible for him to take them without touching my hand. I held them out, listening to the flurry of my heart.

			The connection was blinding, his whole body becoming a complex weave of glowing threads and knots.

			No, she’s on her own. To go after her now would risk everything.

			I expected him to growl and pull away, sensing my intrusion, but nothing happened. Monarch had the arrows in his grip, his fingers touching mine, and desperate to hear more, I could not let them go.

			He’ll find out she’s an Otako. Then what? Kin hates us. Surely he would not kill her. Laroth wouldn’t let him. Damn it, there’s nothing I can do!

			Monarch gave me a strange look and stared down at the arrows. ‘Are you going to let them go?’

			I let go like they had become hot irons. The last echo of his voice died away, the knit of his every thought fading from his skin.

			Katashi Otako.

			Ignorant of the information he had unwittingly given me, Monarch drove the arrows, one after the other, into the churned earth at his feet. ‘I lost my quiver,’ he said, as though I had asked him why. ‘Had it since I was a boy.’

			Lord Katashi Otako, the exiled son of the last Otako emperor.

			He pushed his hair back and, without another word, nocked an arrow. He had said nothing. I had touched him and we had connected, but he remained oblivious. Was he stupid? Even without a brief glimpse into his soul I knew he was not, the serious cleft between his brows a sure sign that his mind never ceased turning. No, not stupid. Open. He hadn’t felt it because there had been no intrusion. He kept nothing closed away, no emotion stored deep. What he had he gifted the world, and the world loved him for it.

			An arrow pierced the very centre of the target, but Katashi wasn’t watching. Eyes narrowed, he held out his bow to me, its smooth wood seeming to glow from within. I dared not take it. A true archer knew never to take another man’s bow without permission.

			His lips parted into a grin. ‘See? I knew I wasn’t wrong about you. Take her. Her name is Hatsukoi. I want to see you shoot. I pride myself on being able to judge a man by the way he handles a bow.’

			I reached out my hand, looking up into his face. But there was no malice in him, no cruelty, and I let my fingers curl around the bow’s upper limb. Her power was invigorating, bleeding into me as I ran my hand along her curved form. Hatsukoi. It was a good name, a name that had been branded into the glossy wood. A one hundred and twenty-pound draw. The bow I had left behind in Jian’s wagon had been a ninety-pound draw, but I understood the difference in technique; in tapered arrows and a silk string.

			Taking his place, I turned my shoulder to the target.

			‘You can move a little closer if you like.’

			He was laughing at me. I didn’t move, just adjusted my grip and pulled an arrow from the ground. The motions were instinctive; to hold, to nock, to draw, leaning in, the extra draw-weight enough to make my muscles strain. It was the same action every time, a little altered for a different bow and a different arrow, but enough like my own that I felt my heart soar. I was alive again.

			Just as Katashi’s had done, my arrow hit the target with enough force to make it bounce. My skin tingled with excitement.

			‘Very good,’ the Pike Captain said, and I felt his surprise. ‘Who are you?’

			‘Endymion.’

			‘Endymion who? That is not the way a commoner uses a bow. You grip like a nobleman, yet you pause before release, which means a soldier didn’t train you. You are a man who shoots for the joy, not the kill.’

			He held his hand out for Hatsukoi, and I gave her gently back to her master. ‘That’s an interesting theory,’ I said. ‘You’ve seen a nobleman use a bow?’

			‘I was born a nobleman.’

			‘I know.’

			‘You have a lot of words now, friend. Tell me who you are.’

			I bowed. ‘I already did, Lord Otako. My name is Endymion.’

			His eyes grew hard. ‘How do you know who I am?’

			‘A guess.’

			‘Are you a spy?’

			I pointed to the still tender branding upon my cheek. ‘You said that one man’s enemy might well be another’s loyal servant.’

			‘And are you?’

			‘I am no one’s servant,’ I said. ‘But I have no reason to wish you harm or your enemy well.’

			‘Then what do you want?’

			‘Revenge on the man who did this to me.’

			‘And who might that be?’

			I felt the change, sensed a presence before any sound came to my ears. Katashi drew his bow as I turned, a second arrow held by his little finger.

			Hope stepped onto the spur, curling the tail of his crimson sash between his fingers. He froze at the sight of Katashi’s bow drawn upon him.

			‘I am well aware you dislike us, Lord Otako,’ he said in his quiet voice. ‘But I am not aware of having done anything to earn such a threat.’

			Katashi didn’t release the string, but spun and loosed the arrow at the target. I heard the thud behind me as it found its mark. ‘What do you want, Vice? Is your master back?’

			Ignoring the second part of this, Hope nodded at me. ‘I am here for Endymion. He can’t talk and I was afraid he might have gotten lost, but it seems you found him.’

			‘I did,’ Katashi agreed. ‘Or rather, he found me. We’ve been having a very interesting conversation.’

			‘Conversation?’

			‘Don’t take it too personally,’ Katashi drawled. ‘To Hatsukoi goes the credit. He’s a natural archer, and as it happens, a natural talker, too. Who is he?’

			‘I already told you my name.’

			‘And I think you’re lying.’

			A small smile sat on Hope’s lips. ‘The Master will be pleased. He is resting at present, but I will let him know the moment he wakes.’

			Malice. He knew my name. He could solve the riddle.

			I bowed to Katashi. ‘Thank you for letting me use your bow, it was a privilege.’

			The Pike Captain said nothing. He let me go without further question, but I felt his heavy gaze follow me all the way back into the swamp. Katashi Otako. I touched my birthmark. The truth couldn’t wait any longer.

			‘Is Malice in his tent?’ I asked, walking with the Vice through the dappled shade.

			‘Yes, he is resting. He had a long night.’

			‘I’ll go to him now. We need to talk.’

			‘I said that he’s resting. You can talk to him later.’

			‘I heard what you said, and I’m sorry. This can’t wait. I need to talk to him now.’

			
*  *  *

			
I went in without announcing myself, halting a moment on the threshold while my eyes adjusted to the darkness. After the smells of the swamp, sandalwood smoke was a vast improvement.

			I blinked. Malice was watching me. He was sitting at the same low table exactly as I had found him the night before, his chin propped on his hand, long fingers pinching the top of an Errant piece. In this attitude he had frozen, one eyebrow raised, his long hair loose and pouring over his shoulder.

			‘Endymion,’ he said, his lips smiling though he did not look pleased.

			‘Malice,’ I said.

			His other brow went up and he let go of the Errant piece. ‘I see you have found your voice, yes? How miraculous. I had not expected it to happen so soon.’

			I sat. Jian had long ago taught me it was rude to sit without being invited, but Malice made no complaint.

			‘Well?’ he said after a long stretch of silence. ‘I hope you have a reason for bursting in upon my game, yes?’

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I want to know why you sent your men after me.’

			‘Would you have preferred to remain a prisoner? To find yourself working as a slave, exiled far beyond the borders of your homeland?’

			‘Did I say that?’

			We stared at one another. Malice was the first to smile. ‘You’re not afraid of me, yes? That is refreshing.’

			‘No, I’m not,’ I said, though it was not entirely true. ‘You haven’t given me any reason to be.’

			‘Have I not? How remiss of me.’

			‘You still haven’t answered my question.’

			Malice leant forward, resting both elbows upon the table, his face close enough that I could see every imperfection in his skin and knew him for a man as real as any other. ‘There are not many of us,’ he said at last. ‘Empaths are rare creatures. It would have been madness to let anything happen to you, yes?’

			‘And how did you know I was an Empath?’

			‘You would be surprised at how much I know, Endymion.’

			‘You know who I am.’

			‘I know who you are, yes. I also know who your parents were and I know the name you were born with.’

			‘Will you tell me?’

			Malice leaned back, tapping a fingernail upon the edge of the Errant board. ‘Is that all you want? The past?’

			‘No. I want a way into Kin’s court.’

			‘Revenge against Darius Laroth?’ he asked, touching his cheek.

			‘My business is my own, but I’m not stupid. You want something from me. We can make a deal.’

			He sat back, and, untying the bone-ribbon from his wrist, began to gather his long hair. ‘Do you believe in the gods, Endymion?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Do you believe that they exist? Or, that they do everything they are said to do? It is two different things, yes? Do you believe the gods watch over us?’

			‘I can’t imagine there is much else worth watching.’

			‘Not quite what I meant. Do you believe they hear our prayers? That they receive our sacrifices?’

			Beginning to wonder where this line of questioning was leading, I said: ‘I suppose so.’

			‘You suppose? That is certainly not the answer of a devout man, yes?’

			‘Your point?’

			‘I have not yet made one. Do the gods judge us when we die? Do they decide whether our soul deserves heaven or the hells?’

			‘If they don’t, they should.’

			Malice nodded slowly. ‘Do you believe that Emperor Kin is a god?’

			‘No.’

			He chuckled in his odd, humourless way. ‘The speed with which you answered will make you popular around here, yes? How about Emperor Tianto, was he a god?’

			‘He had his head cut off.’

			‘Does that preclude him being a deity?’

			‘He was a man.’

			‘And Emperor Lan?’

			I nodded.

			Malice lifted one of his immaculate brows. ‘Not a god?’

			‘No.’

			‘And did they do well by our beloved Kisia?’

			‘Where are all these questions leading?’

			He pressed a finger to his lips and hushed me gently. ‘Do not ruin it now, you are doing so very well, yes? Just answer the question.’

			‘How should I know?’ I said. ‘I was a child when Emperor Lan died and a child when Emperor Tianto died. I have only one emperor on whom to base my opinion.’

			‘Then do so.’

			‘The answer is still that I don’t know. Kisia is a strange beast to me. There are things perhaps that I do not like, but as a whole it functions.’

			Another dry chuckle. ‘It functions, yes? How well put. Our glorious empire… functions. There was a time when Darius had a dream for this empire, to return it to glory – Kisia, the centre of the world. It was once, but time moves on and we fall away. We fight amongst ourselves, we fight for tradition when all the time the outside world presses in upon us, and it is all due to one cause, yes? No longer are we ruled by gods.’

			It was hard to mistake his meaning, but I asked the question all the same. ‘What gods?’

			‘Us, Endymion, we are the gods, yes?’

			‘No.’

			‘Think a little, Endymion. Can you feel another’s pain?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Can you feel their hatred and their love?’

			I paused, wishing I could speak a different answer. ‘Yes.’

			‘Can you reach inside the heart of a man and see him for what he truly is.’

			Letting out a long breath, I nodded.

			‘What are these abilities but those of a god?’

			‘But gods are infallible.’

			‘So you are infallible, more so than any court, than any jury of men. You know what is right and what is wrong and you can read it, black and white, in the hearts of men.’

			‘Tell me what you want.’

			Malice rose slowly from his place, shaking out the folds of his simple linen robe. Without a word he crossed the floor, the crisp reeds crackling beneath his sandals. His incense had burned itself out. In no hurry, he took a fresh stick from a narrow wooden box and set it in the spider-shaped burner, its eight legs gathered to pinch the stick in place. Then, with a piece of tinder, he lit the incense from one of his many lanterns.

			 ‘Perhaps you are not aware,’ he said, staring at the curling smoke. ‘That it is possible for our kind to leave a piece of our souls inside another person. In fact, it is something you have no doubt done before, by accident, shreds left behind in the heat of an unintended connection. When done deliberately, we call it “marking”, yes?’

			‘The Vices.’

			Malice turned then, smiling, a full set of neat teeth visible between his thin lips. ‘How astute you are, Endymion, it is a pleasant change. Each of the Vices is indeed marked by me. It gives them an allegiance, yet they are each their own man, as you see.’

			‘You want to mark me?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Need I repeat how rare it is to come across another Empath?’

			‘Would you control me?’

			‘No.’

			‘I would still be myself?’

			Again he smiled. ‘Yes, there will merely be a… stronger connection between us, as befitting brothers, yes?’

			‘And you’ll tell me who I am?’

			‘And I’ll tell you who you are.’

			I will find him and I will teach him pain.

			‘If you get me into Kin’s court,’ I said. ‘Then you can do whatever you like with me.’

			‘How much like a martyr you sound, yes? But I do not like your terms. I will mark you now.’

			‘No. You take me as one of your Vices after, not before, or we don’t have a deal.’

			Malice looked annoyed, he even felt annoyed, the strength of his emotion getting the better of him. ‘You are irritating,’ he said. ‘And if you should die in the attempt of what you seek?’

			‘You had better hope I don’t,’ I said, shrugging carelessly. ‘Because if I do, then you get nothing.’

			‘You must think yourself very special indeed.’

			‘How rare did you say Empaths were?’

			He returned to his place at the table. ‘Very well, Endymion,’ he said, leaning forward and fixing me with those glittering eyes. ‘You have a deal. Kin’s court for your soul, yes?’

			‘Yes.’

			Malice smiled. ‘Good.’

			‘Now tell me who I am. Why was I branded a traitor? Why have I met fear wherever I go?’

			‘Because, little lamb, you are dead.’

			‘Don’t cheat me. I breathe the same as you.’

			‘Yes, you do, but there is a gravestone in Mei’lian with your name on it. Or should I say, the name you were born with.’

			I felt my pulse quicken. Trying to keep my hand from shaking, I balled it into a fist. ‘And what name is that?’

			Malice’s smile broadened. ‘Takehiko,’ he said. ‘You were born Prince Takehiko Otako, and you are the only surviving son of Emperor Lan, the last true emperor of Kisia.’
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			The Usurper hadn’t shown his face.

			It had been days. Purple and black bruises blossomed on my knees, my arms, and across my back. Even my skull felt bruised. The skin had not discoloured, but I pressed the tender flesh every day to ensure no kindness Kin offered could take away my anger.

			Anything I wanted was mine for the asking. Food came regularly, and while I had to eat, I would not indulge when it was Kin I had to thank. I took my frustration out on the servants. It was my sole entertainment. I changed my mind often, complained the food was too hot, too cold, or not quite what I had wanted, anything to force them to take it back after one mouthful, and try again. They did so without complaint, and sometimes I wished I had curbed my temper, but a servant had only to say: ‘What can His Imperial Majesty provide for you, my lady?’ to make me lash out all the more.

			The room that was my prison already overflowed with what the maids called the “emperor’s generosity” and I called his guilt. There were fine silk robes, hairpins, face powder, scent bottles, and a pair of the finest wooden sandals procured from the imperial artisan; not to mention books, inks and brushes, a bowl of fresh fruit and another of sugared chestnuts. I had left it all, for the most part, untouched. I needed clothes, but I had taken one look at the feminine robes sent to me and felt the chains of womanhood click tighter.

			For two days I had been awaiting the return of the seamstress and now, here she was, bowing before me. A parcel wrapped in thin rice paper sat upon the matting. It rustled as I unwrapped it, and silk tumbled out. It had once been a robe; pale blue with a myriad of white flowers, and while it was still made of the same material, it could no longer be called feminine. A tunic and breeches. The front of the tunic was exactly what I had specified – black, its cut making no attempt to accentuate a womanly figure. The back and the sleeves were made from the blue silk, and were almost all that remained of the original robe, with wide sleeves dipping into deep points, and a pale silk lining that was cool to the touch. The result was perfect, and as I held up the black breeches to inspect the fine needlework, I couldn’t help but glance at the pile of pretty trinkets Kin had sent and smile. If he dared to show himself he would find his opponent no weak woman to be bought with such petty things.

			‘This is perfect,’ I said to the still bowing seamstress. ‘Sit up. Please, help me to dress.’

			The woman did as instructed.  ‘Thank you, my lady. Anything you wish, my lady.’

			This servility made me pause in the act of untying my sash. ‘Your master will be angry with you. I will do my best to divert his attention, but–’

			‘It is of no matter, my lady. I would do anything for you.’

			She had turned her head, and I spotted a fading bruise crawling up the side of her neck. ‘Why? Wait… are you…?’ 

			Gaze averted, she said: ‘You saved me, my lady.’

			Her hands were balled into fists upon the matting, and below her neat bun the soft curls of hair at her nape trembled with her. She ran a fist across her eyes. ‘I knew it was you as soon as I saw your face. I don’t think I’ll ever forget.’

			I had to agree. The resistance of the man’s throat was a sickening memory.

			‘I’m sorry, my lady.’ She took a deep breath and let it out, the air shuddering over suppressed sobs. ‘I didn’t mean to… I–’

			A knock sounded on the door. The seamstress let out a little cry and dabbed her eyes with her sleeve.

			‘Quick, ‘ I said. ‘Help me dress.’ Raising my voice I added: ‘A moment, if you please.’

			The seamstress shook out the new clothes and handed me each piece. ‘What do you wish me to do with this one, my lady?’ she said, folding the discarded robe over her arm.

			‘Can you make me another? I will not go to the executioner dressed in a woman’s robe.’

			‘My lady–’

			The knock came again, and I tied a quick knot in my old black sash, cleaned now of all traces of blood. ‘Come,’ I said, straightening proudly.

			The door slid in its soundless groove, and in the passage a serving man bowed low. ‘His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Kin, requests a moment of your time, my lady.’

			‘Well, you can tell him I would rather jump out the window.’

			The servant unbent with more speed than grace, his eyes starting from his head. Framed by the dark passage, Emperor Kin appeared in the doorway. Without looking at me he strode to one of the windows and forced it open, its hinges squealing their reluctance. ‘Your window, my lady,’ he said.

			‘Why don’t you be a gentleman and jump out it yourself?’

			He scowled at me, and looked as though he might have retorted had not the sobbing seamstress caught his attention. ‘You may go,’ he said, barely glancing at her.

			Bowing very low, she backed out of the room.

			‘What have you been doing to your servants?’ he said as the door shut behind her.

			‘Rather, what have you been doing to yours, Your Majesty?’

			‘And what is that supposed to mean?’

			I drew myself up. ‘I mean that that woman, a woman in your employ, has just been thanking me for the service I rendered her when I found her being raped by one of your soldiers.’

			‘Surely you have noticed my palace is large. I cannot know everything that happens within its walls.’

			‘Good thing I was there to help her then.’

			His scowl darkened. ‘You ripped out a man’s throat.’

			‘So you’ve heard about it?’

			‘Of course I’ve heard about it.’

			‘But not about your men raping your serving girls.’ I nodded sagely. ‘Interesting how erratically informed you are, Your Majesty. Or perhaps it is a perfectly acceptable pastime under your rule, given I was so nearly raped myself.’

			‘Stop saying that word.’

			‘Which word? Rape?’

			Emperor Kin slammed the window shut and the glass shook. ‘You are very vulgar for a lady.’

			‘I grew up a commoner and became a soldier,’ I said. ‘Just like you.’

			‘You are no soldier. You are a rebel.’

			‘And you weren’t?’ I smiled as sweetly as I could. ‘Who were you fighting? The true divine heir to the Crimson Throne, Emperor Tianto, my uncle.’

			He turned from me, picking up a jade trinket from the mantelpiece and weighing it in his hand. ‘You are very naïve.’

			‘I have nothing to say to you. If you are quite finished insulting me, do feel free to go away.’

			Pursing his lips, he seemed to consider his answer as he glanced down my person for the first time. ‘What are you wearing?’ he demanded, his brows colliding in a harsh frown.

			‘Oh, do you like it?’ I said, with a passable attempt at feminine frivolity. ‘You sent me such a lovely robe, but it didn’t quite fit, so I had a few adjustments made.’

			‘Women do not wear breeches.’

			‘I do.’

			‘You will not do so in my palace.’

			‘What do you plan to do about it? I know! You could send some of your guards to strip me. They’ll have to force me into a robe while they are at it, because I won’t wear one willingly. I would rather wear nothing at all.’

			Kin’s lips had whitened, his fists clenched tight. I was sure he would snap back, but whatever he wanted to say, he swallowed. Instead, he knelt upon the cushions in the centre of the floor, the voluminous folds of his crimson and gold robe settling about him. ‘I didn’t come here to argue with you.’

			‘Then why did you come? Have you decided when to have me executed?’

			Kin looked at me as he might an irritating child. ‘If you would stop being hostile for a moment, I might get a chance to tell you. Sit.’

			‘No.’

			He pointed to the cushion opposite. ‘Sit.’

			‘No.’

			Kin stood, gripping my wrists with a snarl. His fingers dug into bruised flesh. The cry came involuntarily to my lips and my knees buckled.

			‘You will sit when I tell you to sit.’

			I glared back, catching my breath. ‘No, I think you have just proved that I sit only when you force me to. At least now I see where your men get their brutality.’

			Kin snorted, and pressing his lips tight, began to pace the floor. His robe swirled around his feet with every turn, light catching on the gold threads of his hem. He did not look how I had imagined. This man was no mere soldier, and yet he was no emperor either, no nobleman of birth. I had always envisioned him with cruel, beady eyes and a thin-lipped sneer, but honesty forced me to admit he had neither.

			Kin stopped pacing and stood before me. ‘I came to ask you to marry me,’ he said.

			My stomach dropped. ‘What did you say?’

			‘Marry me.’

			He frowned down at me, so serious, so stern, that a laugh bubbled to my lips. I tried to swallow it, but when he scowled more ferociously still, I could not keep the laughter caged. Kin did not move, did not smile nor laugh, just stared down at me as though my amusement was not only an insult but also despicably childish.

			‘Finished?’

			‘I think so,’ I gasped, clutching my stomach.

			‘I was not aware that I said anything amusing.’

			The laugh died upon my lips. He was serious. The Usurper, the man I hated above all others, was asking me to marry him.

			‘Well? What is your answer?’

			I felt sure I had missed something, some attempt to be kind, to woo me as any man should, but he just stood awaiting my answer. I shook my head. ‘No. No, I will not marry you.’

			Kin gave a curt nod. ‘I see. I should have known that would be your answer. You are an Otako. You have chosen to love your blood more than your empire, and on your head be it.’

			Without another word he went to the door, his robe sweeping across the matting.

			‘Wait!’

			Kin turned. ‘Lady Otako?’

			‘Did you seriously imagine I would want to marry you? That it would make me happy to marry the man who stole my family’s throne?’

			‘I was not asking you to be happy about it,’ he said. ‘Do you think I wish to marry you? I assure you, my lady, I would vastly prefer marriage to any other woman than yourself, but I am an emperor. Your father believed that meant he could do as he wished without consequence, that he had no responsibilities, only rights. But he was wrong.’ Kin’s eyes flashed. ‘I ask you to marry me because I have a responsibility to Kisia, to its people, to stability. Nothing would more surely unite all in common cause than the marriage of the last Otako princess to their emperor. Your children would sit upon the throne of your ancestors and rule a whole, united empire, but if that is not your wish then there is nothing more to be said.’

			Kin strode to the window and stood, arms folded, staring down into the sunlit gardens. ‘Your pride,’ he said, speaking to the glass, ‘will condemn Kisia to years of war, famine and death, this for the empire you call your own.’ He turned. ‘I was born a commoner, yes, but I am now an emperor in every sense of the word. I will do what needs to be done.’

			My cheeks burned red, all urge to laugh entirely gone. I was ashamed. He had scolded me like a child, his reasoning hateful. 

			‘So you would marry me for duty?’ I asked.

			‘It would hardly be for love. Given a choice, I would not take a childish young woman as my wife. One, moreover, who dresses in such a mannish abomination. Undoubtedly, you do so merely to enrage me, but having spent considerable time masquerading as a man and living with rebels does not add to your eligibility. If nothing else, your virtue is quite severely in question.’

			My cheeks burned hotter still and I jumped to my feet. ‘How dare you! I might be a rebel, but I’m no whore.’

			Taken aback, he bowed. ‘I did not say you were.’

			‘Your implication was enough. I give you my word I–’

			‘And I would believe you, but as you have refused to accept my offer, further discussion on this point would be excessively indelicate.’

			‘You brought it up!’

			‘You enraged me.’

			‘I enraged you?’

			Again he seemed to struggle with himself, and taking a deep breath he bowed curtly. ‘I apologise for my rudeness, and for any offence my offer has caused. I assure you that you are in no danger from me, no matter what decision you make.’

			For the second time he turned to leave. I stared at his back, equally confused and furious. ‘Did you just apologise?’

			Kin halted and glanced over his shoulder, his strong chin visible in profile. ‘I thought I had already made it quite clear that I am an unusual emperor.’

			He slid the door and might have left on those words, but a breathless servant stood in the passage. Pale-faced, he thrust a battered scroll toward Kin like a talisman. ‘A messenger has come from Ji, Your Majesty, he nearly killed his horse to bring this.’

			Kin took the scroll. I tried to breathe evenly, to appear unconcerned, but a hundred different possibilities had already leapt to my mind. Had they caught Monarch? Surely Ji was too far, but what else could make a man ride so hard for the capital?

			With one tanned finger, Kin broke the seal and unrolled the parchment. It crackled; the only sound in the sucking silence. I watched, my heart pounding, as Kin’s eyes danced across the page. The crease between his brows deepened.

			He lowered the scroll with a snap. ‘Did you know about this?’

			‘About what?’

			Lifting the page, he read: ‘“Rebel forces have attacked the guardhouse in Ji. Combat entered. Many dead.” It is dated the sixty-fifth day of summer, 1372.’ He looked up from the scroll. ‘There are more details, but I will not burden you with them.’ The scroll crumpled, his fist throttling the thick paper. ‘Marry me.’

			I could only stare at him, numb. Ji was a northern town, loyal to the Otako name since the war, but I had not expected them to move so soon. Had Katashi already claimed the throne? Surely Kin would have demanded answers if that were so. He had said war was coming and he was right. People would die because of us.

			When I didn’t answer, Kin grunted. ‘It seems your arrival has been singularly infelicitous. You have stolen my crown, crippled dozens of my finest men, attempted to assassinate me, and now you happily sit by while Kisia embarks on war.’

			‘Crippled? I have crippled no one!’

			‘You deny nothing else? You surprise me.’

			‘Tell me how I have had the chance to do anything to your men?’

			With the scroll still crushed in his hand, Kin gestured for the servant to leave. ‘You have a short memory, my lady,’ he said when the man had gone. ‘Perhaps it is nothing to you to leave thirty-four men unconscious. They are not physically crippled, but whatever you did to them has made them frightened of their own shadows.’

			Stung, I said: ‘I didn’t do anything to them. I found them like that. If you want to know what happened to them, ask Darius. He was there, not I.’

			Kin froze, his whole body seeming to stiffen from his lips to the hem of his robe. For an instant he closed his eyes, his chest rising as he drew in a deep breath. ‘Darius,’ he said at last, letting it out slowly. ‘Lord Laroth has lived at court for five years, and in all that time I am the only one who has ever called him Darius. Do tell me, Lady Hana, how long have you known him?’
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			He had been silent too long.

			Days dragged by. The Imperial Council met, but Emperor Kin did not join us. Messages flew back and forth to his generals in other parts of the empire, and every day reports of new conflicts and troubles came from the border towns.  Ji had become a battlefield.

			But still Emperor Kin did not call for me. Our Errant game went unfinished.

			My spies had little to report. Hana was being treated well, although it seemed no offer of marriage had been made, and certainly not accepted. Had I misjudged Kin? Had the mere suggestion of such a marriage betrayed my divided interests? I felt like I had cut myself open. A headache had become part of every day’s struggle to maintain the mask, the shield. The prison.

			The teapot steamed. I sat tapping my nail upon the desk as it steeped. In the corner, a secretary was writing replies to my correspondence, tensing every time I tapped a particularly irritating rhythm. Such was my mood that I kept tapping, watching the curls of steam rise and fade to nothing. It was getting hard to concentrate. The Errant board had sat untouched for hours, its pieces still in the pathetic attempt at a zambuck manoeuvre I had created the night before.

			The door slid open. There was a sharp intake of breath and papers scattered as the secretary leapt to his feet. Kin stood in the doorway, his face a collection of severe, unmerciful lines.

			The room felt suddenly airless.

			‘You may leave,’ Kin said, and the secretary departed at speed. He closed the door behind him, shutting me in with my fears.

			 Kin did not move. ‘Aren’t you going to invite me in, Darius,’ he said. He spoke gently, with something like regret in his tone that troubled me more than anger.

			I bowed. ‘Forgive me. This is an unexpected honour, Majesty. Do come in.’

			He did so, glancing about him as he approached the table. He looked at the bare walls and the sparse furnishings, his gaze lingering on the sketch of Esvar. ‘It seems I deprive you, Darius.’

			‘Not at all, Majesty. I prefer my surroundings simple.’

			‘Perhaps you miss your home?’

			He knelt at the table as he spoke and I resumed my place, hospitality giving me an excellent excuse for ignoring his question. ‘Tea, Majesty?’ I said, the pot tinkling as I set my elbows on the table.

			‘No. We will finish that game of Errant we started. No game should be left unfinished, don’t you think?’

			‘That depends on the skill of the opponent, Majesty,’ I replied, comforted by the sound of my usual untroubled timbre.

			‘You are, of course, a very formidable player,’ he said, removing the pieces from the board. ‘But I would be interested to know how you perceive me? Have I such mean intelligence that you cannot respect me?’

			This was a game. Something had happened, something had changed. He was disappointed. I could see it in the downturn of his lips. Had he tried to woo Hana only to find her thoroughly intractable? Perhaps it had been foolish to hope they could figure something out between them, that it would all fall into place leaving Malice’s new weapon castrated. Katashi Otako would be nothing to the threat of Takehiko.

			‘I have a very high respect for you, Majesty,’ I said after a pause. ‘I would go so far as to say you are the only person in this city I do hold in respect.’

			‘And yet you betray me.’

			The words shot out like a slap, catching me off guard. It wasn’t a question – he knew. My hand shook as I took up my pieces. He probably wouldn’t notice, but it was worse that I did. The shield was cracking.

			‘One must surmise that you have been talking to Lady Hana,’ I said, eyes on the board while I set my pieces in place.

			‘And why is that?’

			‘She has a way of leaving people fuming.’

			‘Is it inconceivable that I am angry with you, Darius? I trusted you. I told you what would happen if I ever stopped trusting you. Do you remember?’

			‘Very well, Majesty. Once you promised to behead me, but on another occasion you assured me that I would be cut into a thousand pieces and scattered to the winds.’

			A smile twitched the corners of his lips, but he repressed it so severely I knew there was no getting out of this. My impudence might save my head if I was very lucky indeed, but there was no going back.

			With the board ready our eyes met. In the third and deciding round of any Errant game, the pieces were placed at random. The king could be anywhere. It added an element of chance, the winner the one who created the best lines, using the opponent to their advantage.

			‘Do you know how to tell the truth, Laroth?’ Kin asked, his fingers pinching the first piece in readiness.

			‘Yes, Majesty.’

			‘Then I will make a deal with you. I want honesty for every piece of yours I turn. Answers may yet encourage me to be lenient. Shall we play?’

			I wanted to laugh at the simplicity of his suggestion. Was it really such an easy thing for other men? Honesty. Openness. They were things I had to avoid, knowing well the chinks they found in my armour. I had long ago learned to become the mask. I could not wear my heart on my sleeve and pretend I did not. I had to not have one at all. And if I let it go, after all this time? Had I changed enough?

			‘Yes, Majesty.’

			‘Swear on your name. I would ask you to swear on your oath, but you’ve broken that. But Laroths, Laroths care about their name. I sometimes wonder if it is the only thing you do care about.’

			‘As you wish.’ I touched a finger to my left cheek. ‘I, Darius Laroth,’ I began. ‘In the presence of my emperor, do swear on my honour and my name to speak the truth for the duration of this game. But not a second longer.’

			Again I thought I saw a smile, but perhaps it was just hope. 

			Kin nodded, and making no further acknowledgement, began to play. He moved a piece and I mirrored, considering my strategy. I could play into his hands and let him ask his questions, but he would want to fight for them, to know they were true. I would have to protect my pieces and make a play for his. I would have to act as though inside I was not breaking.

			We played in silence, the dull, muted sounds of the palace all that dared disturb our game. Heavy footsteps passed in the passage, doors slid closed and distant voices droned. The teapot chilled at my elbow, its sweet smell fading.

			The first question came too soon. Kin took two of my pieces. I watched him turn them over, black for red, neither the king that would have released me from hell.

			‘How long have you known Lady Hana Otako?’

			‘Since I was ten years old,’ was my reply, lips dry, each word easy to speak though the whole was hard. They were just words, but I knew there was no lie, no protection from vulnerability. ‘She was just a baby.’

			‘How did she escape alive?’

			‘My father saved her. I don’t know how. He never told me.’

			Kin gave a curt little nod and we played on. I felt cold despite the squares of hot sunlight pooling on the floor. By a turn of skill I managed to regain a piece, but dared not demand a prize in return. His mood was too uncertain for that.

			‘Why didn’t you tell me she was alive?’ he asked, turning another piece. He seemed to have no interest in reaching the Gate, instead pushing all his pieces to conquer mine.

			‘“I swear on the bones of my forebears”,’ I said. ‘“On my name and my honour, that I will do all in my power to protect you from harm. I will mind not pain. I will mind not suffering. I will give every last ounce of my strength. I will give every last ounce of my intellect. I will die in service to you if the gods so will it. I will renounce every honour. I will give every coin. I will be as nothing and no one in service to you”.’

			‘The Imperial Pledge with a few additions.’

			It wasn’t a question, but I nodded. ‘My father wanted to be sure. He wrote it out for me and I spoke it to a sleeping child. I couldn’t take a risk with her life.’

			Was that pity that crossed his face? I wanted to know for sure, but dared not tread that ground.

			Kin had returned to the game, his brow creased. I had to finish this before he had my soul laid bare upon the table. There were many routes to his Gate, but the deeper I pressed into his territory the more pieces I sacrificed to his hunger for knowledge.

			‘What do you know of Katashi’s plans?’

			‘Nothing. I have never met him.’

			‘Did you know Lady Hana was masquerading as Regent?’

			‘Not until it was too late. I hadn’t seen her for five years. I thought she was in the country.’

			‘Why didn’t you tell me as soon as she was caught?’

			‘I needed time to think. I had to be sure she would be safe.’

			Kin nodded. Then: ‘What did you do to my guards?’

			I hesitated. I hadn’t expected that question. The words sat on my tongue, their poison insidious after so many years of pretence. I had sworn honesty, but the moment I framed the truth I knew I could not speak it, could not explain without destroying everything I had worked for.

			‘A compound produced from seaweed, Majesty,’ I said, appalled at the ease with which the lie came, destroying my honour in a single sentence. ‘They will be well again soon, I assure you.’

			‘I’m glad to hear it.’

			Wanting nothing more than for the game to be over, I clustered my remaining pieces. Kin’s were spread out, no strategy in their pattern. A few turns could get me to the corner, but I would have to take his pieces, risking more questions.

			I moved a piece, turning his. Its underside was plain black. I could hardly remember what the white crown looked like, and was beginning to doubt it existed at all.

			Kin grasped a piece, looking up at me through thin lashes. His options were clear, would be to even the poorest intellect. He could make a play for the Gate, or convert a whole string of my men. I held my breath, my heart hammering as I waited for the axe to fall. He lifted the piece and held it hovering over the board. Then, with a muted click, he lowered it.

			Toward the Gate.

			I let out a long breath, hating his mercy as much as his questions. It meant he knew how hard this was for me and I wanted to hate him, wanted to feel as sure about the world as Hana did.

			I made my move. The end was in sight. He could not convert my lone attacker and could do nothing to break the string that led all the way to his gate. His only choice was to make a throw-away move, or turn one last piece.

			He took the question. Turning my piece, black for red, Kin folded his arms on the edge of the table. ‘Why did you enter my service?’

			Was this the question I had dreaded most? There were so many answers, so many explanations, but they clogged my mind and I could not speak. I could remember the fire, Malice laughing, and the way my father had looked at me with such hatred. And then the storm had come.

			I met Kin’s gaze. I wouldn’t lie again, but neither would I give details where none were requested. I would not let him win.

			‘To escape,’ I said.

			He hadn’t expected that and he gave himself away. His lips parted as though he would speak, but I gave him no chance. I took my final piece and leapt it along his string to the Gate.

			The game was over.

			Kin sat back and the room came into focus. The pot of tea still sat upon its tray, steam no longer issuing from its spout. At the desk in the corner the secretary’s unfinished work lay scattered, his brush discarded with ink drying upon its bristles. I could smell the oil Kin used in his hair and the faint traces of wood smoke seeping up from the kitchens. It all seemed more real, louder, brighter than it had before.

			Kin let out a sigh. ‘You are an unusual man, Darius,’ he said.

			‘I wouldn’t want to be the same as everyone else, Majesty.’

			‘I don’t know whether to like you, hate you, or pity you.’

			‘I don’t want your pity.’

			‘That doesn’t leave me with many options.’

			‘Nor me, Majesty.’

			The muscles around his jaw tightened, as they always did when he was thinking. ‘Anyone else would advise me that you are too dangerous to keep alive. Whatever it is exactly that everyone fears about you would see your head upon the block. And yet you are a man of your word and no one ever worked as hard in my service as you.’

			Kin sighed again and splayed his fingers upon the table. ‘I will not relieve you of your oath. You may do no harm to me, and I will do no harm to you. Perhaps I am a fool, but I cannot and will not see you destroyed.’

			I could not thank him. I just sat waiting, almost wishing he had signed for my execution and had done.

			‘You will leave Mei’lian,’ he said. ‘General Jikuko has sent word from Ji. The situation is getting worse. The trouble is spreading. Tomorrow I travel to Koi to take my oath, with or without the Hian Crown. It is too dangerous to travel with the full court, but I will take half of the Council, General Ryoji, and Lady Hana.’

			He paused then, almost as though waiting for my permission. But she was not my prisoner.

			‘If you join Katashi,’ he went on, ‘you make yourself my enemy and you will not be spared again, but if you go back home and make me no trouble, you may live out your life in whatever way you wish. I no longer require your services.’

			The day I had found the strength to live as I wished I had travelled to Mei’lian and sworn an oath to Emperor Kin. And now he needed me more than ever. If Katashi had the crown then Kin was walking into a trap and he knew it. But even worse, what he did not know, the truth I still could not bring myself to set in words: Malice and Takehiko Otako. Even without the Otako name, an Empath was dangerous. Two of them together more dangerous still.

			War was coming. General Kin had dealt with many wars, but Emperor Kin had not. He was too close to his empire now, loved it too much, and that would be his greatest failing.

			But what could I say? I would not plead, and even if I did he would not listen. Only marriage to Hana could shield him against the coming storm.

			‘What will happen to Hana?’ I asked.

			‘She will travel with me to Koi, either as my wife or my hostage, whichever suits her best.’

			There was hope there and a strange look in his eyes. No doubt then they had spoken, and things had not gone so very ill. But it was impossible to forget how she had glowed in speaking her cousin’s name.

			‘And Katashi Otako? Do you seek a meeting with him before this comes to war?’

			Kin looked a little surprised. ‘You know me so well.’

			‘He will not talk,’ I said.

			‘And you know Katashi Otako so well?’

			I shook my head. ‘No, Majesty, but you have always said he is like his father. You called him honourless, and so he may be, but I think you are mistaken as to what he wants.’

			‘The throne. What else?’

			‘Vengeance. For the death of his father and the insult to his family. What I see are not the actions of a man determined to take back the Crimson Throne, but a man so consumed by his need for revenge that he will do anything, anything, to see you suffer.’

			‘A pleasant thought, though you may have a point. You’ve always had a skill for reading people, Darius. Perhaps there is one last service you can render me before I relieve you of your position.’

			‘Anything, Majesty.’

			His smile twisted bitterly. ‘You will fast make me wish we had never had this conversation, but I need full and undivided loyalty, and that you cannot give me. But you can earn my forgiveness. Come north with me to Koi and meet Katashi Otako by my side. I want to know everything I can about him, as much as he knows about me. Will you do this?’

			‘Yes, Majesty.’

			Kin rose from his place at the table, assuming his full height. There seemed little else to say, but he stood his ground, hands clasped tightly. ‘Your ward,’ he said, ‘Lady Hana. She will have none of me. She is a particularly childish young woman.’

			‘I am aware, Majesty,’ I said, unable to suppress a smile. Almost, it was as though nothing had changed. We were not quite friends, yet more than just an emperor and his minister. Neither of us was good at friends. ‘I beg you will not ask me to persuade her. I assure you, she detests me quite as much as she detests you.’

			He seemed to feel the same awkwardness in our situation, the same bitterness as I, and pressed his own smile flat between his lips. ‘And yet you are caught in her service, held fast by your own words, your own choice.’ Kin walked to the door, but lingering with his hand upon the frame, he said: ‘My poor Darius,’ and was gone.
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			Hope was watching. Hope was always watching. I was not allowed out of his sight.

			Prince Takehiko Otako. The shock had held me motionless for a full minute, staring into Malice’s laughing eyes. It had been on my lips to refute such a ridiculous suggestion, but the words had died without form. Jian had wanted me to know. He had always known. Kokoro had known. And from the moment Lord Laroth entered my prison he, too, had known. He had known and he had condemned me anyway, seen me branded a traitor in my homeland.

			I gripped the edge of the running board. Beneath my dangling feet the lantern-lit road disappeared, snatches of grass visible between the stones. A team of black horses drew the wagon on, their sweating coats gleaming in the moonlight. Ahead of them, a covered lantern swung ponderously from the back of Katashi’s cart. I couldn’t see the rebel leader, but I knew he was there, wisps of his great aura drifting back to me.

			‘Has the message come?’

			Avarice was sitting on the box holding the reins in his competent hands. I had spent the first night up beside him, watching him handle his skittish team, but unlike Jian, the man barely spoke at all – grunts and monosyllables his standard fare.

			‘Not yet,’ Hope said from his seat wedged in front of the closed door. He was never far away. Whether I was stretching my legs or ducking into the trees to piss, he was always there, barely out of earshot and never out of sight. He might not have been in Malice’s confidence, but I was beginning to resent his constant presence.

			Koi was our destination. And while we travelled there via little-used roads and dirt tracks, Emperor Kin made the journey along the Willow Road, Kisia’s busiest highway. Lord Laroth was with him, along with half his court. That was all we knew for sure, although other rumours buzzed about the countryside. They said that Emperor Kin planned to abolish the avowal ritual. They said the Hian Crown had been stolen. They said the Monstrous Laroth had sucked out the emperor’s soul and was wearing him as a skin.

			I leant back, lulled by the movement of the wagon. Both the Vices and the Pikes preferred to travel at night, but adjusting to their nocturnal habits wasn’t easy. I spent the days lying awake and the nights fighting drooping eyes.

			The wagon slowed as we caught up to the cart ahead. Katashi was sitting on its backboard, Hatsukoi watching over him like an ever-present sentinel. ‘He’s your cousin,’ Malice had said, liking the effect his words had on me. ‘His father was executed for ordering the assassination of yours. Was it true? That is a matter of opinion.’

			There was no love between Pike and Vice, and the tension had become prickly. We had the same destination, but that could not be the only reason we travelled together. There was something yet left unspoken.

			‘He’s signing.’

			Avarice’s growl brought me out of my half-doze. Katashi had lifted his hands and was moving them with something like slow sarcasm, from one shape to the next.

			‘What does he say?’ Hope stretched his neck to see.

			‘No doubt the same thing he says every night,’ Avarice said. ‘Turn off ahead.’

			‘And if it isn’t?’

			Hope got to his feet. Katashi had only deigned to teach the Vices a few necessary words of his strange sign language, but since he made the signs slowly it was easy enough for a novice to guess the rest.

			‘He says it’s five miles until the turn off. There’s a river he wants us to follow.’

			‘Five miles?’ Avarice growled. ‘It will be getting light by then.’

			Avarice was right. By the time we reached the river a pale, pre-dawn glow touched the horizon. Hope’s hand hovered over the hilt of his sickle. It had been days since we last saw a dawn patrol, but he was still on edge. Katashi was not so troubled. This was Otako territory.

			The cart ahead slowed.

			Avarice tightened his grip on the reins and his horses slackened their pace. Katashi’s cart began to turn. It banked steeply as one wheel left the road, followed by the rest, and I caught a glimpse of men beneath the canvas cover, huddled like animals in the dark.

			We followed, the wagon lurching off the road. I gripped the rail. Onion grass brushed my dangling feet, its sharp reek upon the air.

			Our pace slowed. Ahead of us, Katashi’s cart pushed through the thick grass, squeezing between a stand of cedars and a thread of water more mountain brook than river. On the opposite bank the ground rose steeply, the tip of the hill disappearing in a mass of pale bamboo.

			It was slow going. Avarice had to focus on navigating the narrow pass. At one point low branches scraped the wagon’s roof, but while someone else might question his skill with the reins, I had watched Jian drive long enough to know it had been that or tip into the brook.

			Damp earth clung to the thick wheels of Katashi’s cart. The driver tried to quicken his pace and the wheels sank, churning mud. Throwing aside the canvas cover, a handful of Pikes leapt from the backboard and began to push. Katashi didn’t move, just sat watching me. I hadn’t told him. Even if it was untrue that his father had seen mine into his grave, one only had to look at Katashi to see his obsession bleeding from him like a stench. Takehiko was a threat, but Endymion was no one. Endymion would be forgotten the moment he slipped away into the trees.

			After a mile of heavy ground, we turned away from the brook, following a rocky track that rose steeply into the forest. The Pike cart pulled ahead, jolting violently over loose stones. Avarice slowed the wagon to a crawl, muttering under his breath as the wagon began to vibrate, shaking up my stomach.

			The weight of souls grew heavier. It began as a whisper, mounting until hundreds of hearts called out in the morning sunlight, clogging my Empathy.

			At the crest of the hill we found the camp already growing, tents rising amid the trees. There were carts and animal pens, and the sound of hammering echoed over the hillside. The smell of food made my mouth water. Whatever their crudity, the Pikes were well practised, and, in the presence of their captain, disciplined. They felt his pull. They would follow Katashi to death and beyond.

			The great rebel leader slid from the cart and was immediately surrounded. Avarice drove on, taking the wagon as far as he could before the trees grew too dense. It was every morning’s habit to put as much space as possible between the noisy Pikes and us. The rest of the Vices followed in a desultory line, their black stallions sweating.

			When he could go no further, Avarice halted his team, holding them steady. ‘Spite, chock the wheels.’

			The Vice obeyed while the others rode past to set up camp. Here, we were outside the boundary of Katashi’s camp, beyond the sight of his watchmen.

			My muscles tingled from a night juddering over uneven roads, and I got down from the cart gingerly, smothering a yawn.

			‘All set,’ Spite said, appearing around the front of the wagon. ‘You can let them go. Hey! Where are you going?’

			‘Get out of the way.’ Katashi pushed past him, striding to the wagon’s steps. ‘I want to see Malice,’ he said.

			‘He might not want to see you,’ Avarice returned, thrusting the reins into Hope’s hands as he slid from the box. ‘You want to see the Master? You wait until you’re called.’

			I had never heard him speak so many words, but whatever his eloquence on the subject, he didn’t stay to ensure Malice’s privacy. He had other cares and strode to the horses’ heads, his large hands patting their necks while he crooned in strange, disjointed sentences.

			Katashi waited only until Avarice was thoroughly occupied with this task before mounting the steps of the wagon.

			‘Wait, you can’t go in!’ Hope said, dropping the reins and rushing to block the doorway.

			‘And you’re going to stop me?’ The Pike Captain glared down from his great height. ‘What’s your freak ability, Hope? Are you going to lull me into a lethargy? Or make me giggle like a little girl?’

			‘You don’t want to know.’

			Katashi was thoroughly unimpressed and reached over the young man’s head to pound on the door. ‘Malice, call off your dogs!’

			No reply came. Katashi went to push Hope out of the way, but the Vice had wedged himself in the doorway and wouldn’t budge. ‘Woof,’ he said, when the rebel snarled at him. ‘Want to scrap?’

			‘You’d lose, Chow-Chow.’

			The door opened behind Hope and he stumbled back, falling against Malice. ‘Must you piss all over my wagon, Otako?’ Malice asked, steadying the young Vice.

			‘I want to talk to you.’

			‘How sweet. Did you bring me a gift?’

			‘Shut up.’

			Katashi shouldered the recovering Hope out of the way and strode in. I followed, leaping up the steps and ducking under Hope’s arm before he could close the door.

			I had never been inside the wagon. From the outside it bore every sign of belonging to a priest, but no priest’s wagon I had ever seen was so full of life’s every luxury. Here, the floor was muted with carpets, and every free space was filled with all those things that were so indispensable to Malice’s comfort: boxes of incense and lantern candles; stacks of books, their worn leather bindings neatly squared; an Errant board, stripped of pieces; and a hanging sheaf of coloured silk sashes.

			Retreating to his divan amid curls of opium smoke, Malice groaned at the sight of me. ‘Do go away, Endymion, yes? I find nothing so tiring as being forced to talk to you.’

			‘Then he can stay,’ Katashi said, swatting at the fumes as though he thought it might help. ‘Hope, leave that door open.’

			‘Close it,’ Malice said, reclining onto a pile of silk cushions.

			 It slammed closed, and Malice smiled up at Katashi. ‘And now? What can I do for the great Monarch?’

			‘You promised me a way into Koi, and I need it now,’ Katashi said, standing beneath the golden star painted on the wagon’s ceiling. ‘I cannot wait on your humour any longer. Kin wants to treat and I need to send a reply.’

			Malice lounged at his ease. ‘I think we have a misunderstanding, yes? It was my dearest Hana to whom I promised a way into Koi should she need it.’

			‘Hana and I were partners.’

			‘No. You let her play along, but you were never partners. You are a solitary creature, yes?’

			‘I don’t need your opinion, I just need you to tell me how you planned to get Hana, or anyone else, inside those walls. The place is as much a stronghold as it ever was. There are no old tunnels to weaken its defence. The entrance is so well defended that no intruder has ever reached the second gatehouse still standing–’

			‘Perhaps you should try to crawl in then, yes?’

			‘The outer defences,’ Katashi went on, ignoring him, ‘are a maze–’

			‘Surely not a maze to you,’ Malice interrupted again. ‘Koi was your father’s stronghold, yes? In fact, surely it was outside Koi that his head was removed.’ Malice seemed to be enjoying himself and dragged a long fingernail across his own throat.

			Katashi took a deep breath, his lips whitening. ‘Short of throwing thousands of men at the walls and climbing to the top of the Keep over a pile of corpses,’ he said, ‘how did you plan to get Hana inside?’

			‘Anything is possible, but you are not Hana, yes?’

			Malice inhaled deeply from his pipe. I looked from Vice to Pike, two strong men determined to have their way. I didn’t trust either of them, but I had my own interests to serve.

			‘He can come with me,’ I said.

			Both turned, and for a moment they could only stare. Then Malice made a disgusted sound in his throat. ‘Endymion, Endymion,’ he groaned, pressing his free hand to his forehead. ‘You are the bane of my life. Do go away, yes?’

			‘No,’ I said. ‘If Lord Otako needs to get into Koi then he can come with me. You and I already have a deal.’

			‘Come with you?’ Katashi’s black expression did not lift. ‘I am not a common servant, boy.’

			‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ I said. ‘Only that–’

			‘Only that Lord Otako could do with some company,’ Malice said. I could hear the laughter in his voice and hoped he would not be made careless by his drug and give me away.

			‘Are you telling me this boy can get me in?’ Katashi asked, eyeing Malice with disfavour.

			Malice sat up quickly, his eyes suddenly bright. ‘No,’ he said, the word like a snap of his fingers. ‘If you want to get into Koi you make a deal with me. I do not give when nothing is offered in return, yes? I can get you inside the walls, and once you are in, the boy would be invaluable.’

			‘Why? Is he one of your freaks, too?’

			‘Endymion is no more a freak than I am, yes?’ Malice said, his voice deceptively cool. ‘He is an Empath. That means he can sense people before you can see them or hear them or smell them. When he closes his eyes he can tell you how many people are standing outside this door.’

			I could feel Katashi’s disbelief, his mounting derision, and closed my eyes. ‘One,’ I said. ‘It’s Hope. He always feels a little forlorn.’ It was a trick I had always been able to play, but the longer I kept my eyes closed the more souls came to me through the darkness, each like a voice calling out in the night. I began to count them and they came to me in dozens, the total leaping to my tongue. ‘But in this camp there is currently nine-hundred and twenty-three men, Pikes and Vices, and eighteen watchmen in the surrounding trees.’

			When I opened my eyes, I found Malice staring at me, his jaw a little slack, his eyes searching. ‘Very good, Endymion,’ he said when he found his voice. ‘I’m sure even Katashi could not corroborate the truth of that.’ His gaze flicked to the Pike leader then back to me, bright and hungry. ‘I see you are not convinced. A further test, yes? Yes, I insist. Hope!’

			The door opened to admit the young Vice, his dark hair tousled. ‘Yes, Master?’

			‘Bring me a Pike.’

			Katashi’s brows snapped together. ‘What?’

			‘A Pike,’ Malice repeated. ‘One of your men. We will do a little experiment.’

			‘Why not do it on your own men? On Hope here. I’m sure he can scream and snivel better than any Pike.’

			Malice nodded to Hope and he left. ‘I’m afraid Hope is rather resistant to such things, yes? All Vices are, by definition of being Vices. But don’t fear, Great Fish, none of your stinking rebels will die.’

			Hope returned a few minutes later with an unfortunate rebel skulking in his wake.

			‘Captain,’ the Pike said, nodding to Katashi. ‘Do you need something?’

			‘Sit down, Tori.’ Katashi pointed to the step, those bright blue eyes more than a little curious.

			Fear dripped off the luckless Tori, but he did as he was bid, lowering himself onto the step before Malice’s divan. Although the opium pipe lay discarded, the air was full of smoke. It was making my head buzz.

			‘Now, Endymion,’ Malice said, patting the edge of his divan. ‘Let’s start simply, yes?’

			I sat beside him, the cushion-covered divan like a scented trap from which one might never rise. ‘If you wish,’ I said.

			‘What sweet words.’ Malice gripped my face between his hands, turning me to look up at Katashi, the slightly worried form of Hope hovering in the background. ‘Look at your audience, Endymion, this is a performance, yes? Now, can you feel him?’

			I glanced at the Pike sitting in front of me, his head little more than a bowl of short hair criss-crossed with a dozen little scars. ‘Yes,’ I said.

			‘What do you feel?’

			‘Fear.’

			‘Is that so? He is afraid of me, yes?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘No, of course, that is merely a surmise,’ Malice said. ‘One can make such deductions with enough intelligence. It is clear. He does not look at me. He shifts his weight. He twitches and sweats. And now I suspect he is beginning to look at his captain in a way that confesses just how afraid he is of what we can do to his head. Touch him.’

			I touched him, the bare skin of his neck warm and damp. The connection leapt like a spark. The man’s soul burst into flames before my eyes, the blast of light and movement like nothing my waking eyes had ever seen. Every part of him seemed to move and shift and connect, thoughts running like streams though his body, the pulse of his fear like the concerted tick of a hundred tiny golden cogs.

			Then came the whisper. His hands are cold. Weird freaks with their cold blood, worse than snakes. At least snakes don’t walk around and pretend to be normal.

			‘Endymion?’

			From somewhere beyond the shining complexities of the man’s soul someone was speaking my name. I heard them, yet the whispering would not stop.

			Oh gods, I wish he would let go. Freak. No, he’s not going to hurt me. The Captain wouldn’t let them hurt me. I haven’t done anything wrong. Does he know about the jugs of wine I sold in Sina? No one ever saw me. That was weeks ago.

			‘–does he know about the jugs of wine I sold in Sina? No one ever saw me. That was weeks ago,’ I said, my lips moving in time to the whisper now. ‘Oh shivatsa, he’s reading my mind. No, I’m not saying that. I’m not thinking that. Shut up, shut up, shut up!’

			The man wrenched away from me and his soul disappeared from view. He stood with his back against the wall, chest heaving, his eyes darting from me to Katashi.

			‘You stole the wine?’ Katashi asked, anger clear in his eyes.

			‘I didn’t mean any harm, Captain, honest. I just–’ His explanations died beneath Katashi’s stare.

			‘Don’t blame him,’ I said. ‘He lost his mother at a young age. He was brought up by a dishonest landlord who sent him out to beg from the mule trains and would beat him if he came back empty-handed.’

			I could feel the weight of Malice’s eyes on me, hot, hungry. I could not remember such clarity before the incident in Shimai.

			‘Sit, Pike,’ Malice ordered.

			Katashi nodded, and Tori sat back upon the edge of the step.

			‘Now let’s see just how strong you are, Endymion, yes? Touch him.’

			This time I hesitated, but I wanted to do it. I wanted to know how much I could see, and once more touched his neck. The connection re-ignited, the desperate whisper unstemmed.

			Don’t think about anything. Nothing. There is a floor and there are walls. What is that freak staring at? He looks like his eyes are going to pop out of his little head.

			Malice gripped my other hand, his fingers steely in their strength. The connection was not immediate, but he forced it through and for the first time I could see beneath his skin. A flood of emotion burned into me, anger, jealousy, hurt. It ripped, rending thought from instinct like splintering bone.

			Tori’s dry lips parted. The cry was silent, parched, desperate. The skin at his neck was red raw and hot beneath my hand. The rebel jerked. His heel slammed into the floor. A rattling groan crept up his throat, rising to a scream, a shriek, and I was back in the guardhouse at Shimai. My grip tightened. The stones were cold. Men pinned my arms and my legs, pressing my cheek to the floor. I wanted the screaming to stop.

			I could make it stop.

			Do it. Make them suffer.

			The power was there. It was so easy. I could stop them hurting me. I could bring back the silence.

			They deserve it. Look how they treated you. You’re an Otako. You’re an Empath. You’re a god.

			Anger ran through my fingers like molten metal and my ears rang with their screams.

			You deserve no mercy from me.

			Silence.

			It was sudden, complete, all connection severed. Tori leant against the wall, his eyes bulging. He did not move. He did not breathe. The pulse at his throat was still, his whispering thoughts silent. And I could remember a dozen men laid lifeless on a stone floor.

			I could feel Malice’s eyes on me. He was cradling his hand, crushing his silk sleeve.

			It was Katashi who broke the silence. ‘I thought you said you wouldn’t kill him.’

			Malice didn’t immediately answer, and sick to the pit of my stomach, I knew why. He hadn’t killed the man. He had only given me the means to do so.

			One of Malice’s false smiles spread his lips. ‘Accidents happen. You are a commander of men, you know this, yes? It was not my intention. Let us say I am unused to this particular tool. Hope, throw the body out. Its presence is irritating.’

			‘Yes, Master.’

			‘Wait,’ Katashi said, stepping in Hope’s way. ‘We haven’t finished yet. You owe me for this little stunt. Get me into Koi Castle and we’ll call it even.’

			Malice laughed. ‘Passage into Kisia’s greatest stronghold for the life of that thief weasel? No. He was nothing and you know it. You would not else have let me play, yes?’

			‘You know I cannot pay gold, we–’

			‘I have enough gold.’

			Katashi inclined his head, his handsome features unmarred by grief. ‘Then what do you want?’

			‘A soul.’

			‘Another? You just killed one of my men.’

			‘Then he is dead and useless. Hope, I told you to get it out of here, yes? Already it starts to stink.’

			Hope stepped forward, but Katashi held out his arm to block the young man’s way. ‘No, let it stink. Tell me what you want. I need to get inside those walls.’

			‘You know what I want,’ Malice said. ‘You know how this works. You give me a Vice and I give you what you need. I don’t take peasants and I don’t take scum. They come from proud names. They have honour. They are lords and artisans and scholars, and each is important to the man who sold them. Look at our dear Hope, yes? He was once called Arata Toi. He is the eldest son of Lord Toi, or was until his dear father needed my help.’

			I looked at Hope. His lips were pressed grimly.

			There was a moment of silence while the two great men stared at one another. Then: ‘Who do you want?’

			‘The only one you won’t part with.’

			Katashi did not answer, and Malice’s lips widened into a smile. ‘Think about it, yes? Take as long as you like, but there is only one way inside those walls.’

			
*  *  *

			
That night we did not travel. Well rested and unoccupied, the Pikes soon became rowdy. They laughed and shouted and sang, while the Vices, camped in the lea of Malice’s wagon, ate in silence. Malice had not emerged, which left Avarice the unspoken leader. He sat tearing off pieces of steamed bread and chewing them slowly, all the time staring into the fire.

			The group began to break up as the Vices finished their meals. I had barely touched mine. More and more I found myself disinclined to eat, my thoughts always wandering to the numbers, to the whispers. There were twenty-two Vices, unmistakable in signature, and eighteen watchmen in the trees. The number in the main camp kept changing as whores and Pikes came and went from nearby villages, passing beyond my Sight.

			Only Katashi stood out from the rest, his aura unmistakable. He was not in the camp, and curious, I let my Empathy hunt him. The Pike Captain was alone in the forest, far from the excitement and the noise.

			Around me Vices were finishing their meals and throwing their scraps into the undergrowth. Avarice had gone, no doubt to tend his horses, and there had been no sign of Hope all evening.

			‘Where’s Hope?’ I asked of no one in particular.

			Beside me, Apostasy slurped the last of his soup. ‘With the Master,’ he said. ‘The Master never lets him wander far.’

			Pride sniggered, jabbing at the fire. ‘Lucky boy.’

			They laughed, and finishing their meals, soon moved away about their business. No one was paying the slightest heed to me.

			I left my bowl unfinished.

			Katashi was easy to find. He had built himself a small fire out in the woods, and sat in front of it with Hatsukoi across his lap. Having made no attempt to mask my footsteps, he looked up as I approached, pausing in the act of waxing Hatsukoi’s string.

			‘I thought it might be you,’ he said. ‘Have you come to apologise?’

			I didn’t answer, just watched him work the leather cloth, practised movements making the job look so simple.

			‘No?’ he said after a while.

			‘No.’

			‘At least you’re honest. Sit down, I could use the company.’

			I knelt in the dirt, the fire flickering between us ‘I should be sorry,’ I said, watching his face through the flames. ‘Brother Jian would have smacked me over the head for not saying a prayer.’

			‘Who is Brother Jian?’

			‘He took me in when I was a child,’ I said, giving voice to thoughts I had long kept silent. ‘He was like a father, you could say. I don’t know what happened to him when I was branded.’

			‘But he wasn’t your real father?’

			Almost I answered, the openness of this man drawing words to the tip of my tongue. But the truth would ruin more than just this moment of apparent friendship. ‘No,’ I said. ‘But whoever was, I doubt they would approve of what I did.’

			‘You killed a man, what of it? He was my Pike. People get so hung up on their first kills. Take my cousin, Hana. I taught her how to fight. I’ve never seen anyone more bloodthirsty, but after she killed her first man, with a neat little jab through the side of the neck, she hardly spoke for a week. She soon got over it.’ His hand had halted in its task, and for a full minute he stared into the flames. I wanted to ask where she was now, but his dark scowl warned me to keep my questions for someone else.

			He began working the wax again. ‘She’s tough,’ he said, more to himself. ‘A fighter.’

			Hana Otako. My sister. I kept my lips closed. It was not time for that admission, nor to tell him how many guards had already fallen to my hand in Shimai.

			‘It’s different for me,’ I said instead. ‘Killing him hurt, like I could feel my own heart seizing.’

			‘And if I was to call you a freak–’

			‘You wouldn’t be the first. Pretend there was a knife in my hand, then I would be no different to you.’

			‘Do you like being an Empath?’

			‘That’s a stupid question. I don’t know what it is like not being an Empath, so how can I compare? Do you like not being one?’

			‘No need to get cranky,’ he said, as though I was a child. ‘It wasn’t that stupid a question.’

			He was laughing at me. I swallowed my annoyance. ‘I imagine not being one is peaceful, and that would be nice. Especially now.’

			‘At least if you are so busy feeling everyone else’s emotions you can escape your own. Doubt, anger…’ he trailed off, grabbing a stick and throwing it into the fire. ‘At least your Empathy is useful.’

			‘Useful to you. There’s someone coming.’

			The feeling had been creeping up on me, the insistent pressure of another soul drawing close. It was hard to pinpoint a direction with Katashi’s aura so blinding, but this new soul was no Vice.

			‘See?’ Katashi said, not taking up his bow. ‘Useful.’

			‘You aren’t worried.’

			‘Why should I be? You can kill with a touch and I am by no means defenceless.’

			Leaves shifted under a light step. ‘Planning to kill me?’

			The voice came from the trees. A man stepped out of the shadows; unremarkable features coloured orange by the flames. He was dressed for riding, and carried a leather saddlebag over his shoulder.

			‘I wouldn’t dream of it, Raven,’ Katashi said, not looking up. ‘You haven’t betrayed me yet.’

			‘Nor will I unless you betray me first. Who is this?’

			‘A new friend. Don’t trouble yourself over him. Did you bring the supplies?’

			The man called Raven dropped the saddlebag on the ground. ‘Here’s what you asked for special. I’ve left the rest with your men.’

			‘Good.’

			Katashi dug a leather pouch from his sash and threw it to the newcomer. The man untied it with more speed than politeness, drawing out a gold disc pinched between thumb and forefinger. He held it to the fire, the dancing light causing an engraved pike to swim across the coin.

			‘Another bag of trinkets?’

			‘I do not think my father’s coronation coins can be called trinkets,’ Katashi said coldly. ‘Take them or leave them.’

			‘Oh, I’ll take them. Gold is gold. They might have no greater worth, but they can always be melted down. Until next week?’

			‘Perhaps.’

			‘Perhaps?’

			‘You might hear some interesting news before then.’

			‘I will wait with bated breath,’ Raven said dryly. ‘And follow you with open hands. Until next time, Great Fish.’ He bowed, and letting his gaze linger on me a moment longer than was polite, the stranger turned back into the dark trees. His footsteps retreated, fading into the distant sounds of the camp.

			‘You’re selling your father’s belongings?’

			Katashi threw another stick into the fire. ‘What choice do I have? Men without food and wine do not fight, not even for me.’

			‘A steep price.’

			‘Come here. Look at this.’ He beckoned me closer, and I moved around the fire to crouch beside him. From beneath his tunic, Katashi disgorged another pouch. He untied the strings with quick fingers, tilting the opening toward the firelight. Inside, a gold crown gleamed. It was covered in intricately carved jade figures, and I knew immediately what it was. I had heard the rumours.

			‘You stole the Hian Crown.’

			‘I reclaimed it for its rightful owner,’ he corrected. ‘Without it, Emperor Kin cannot take his oath. But I can.’

			‘If you get inside Koi.’

			Katashi closed the pouch, pulling the strings tight. He slipped it back beneath his tunic.

			Absorbed in his own troubles, he gave no thought to why I wanted passage into the old Otako stronghold, and I made no effort to enlighten him. Lord Laroth was mine. Every night I dreamed of his suffering, lulling myself to sleep with thoughts of vengeance.

			Nothing had been the same since that day in Shimai.

			The fire died to embers while we sat brooding. Katashi had undoubtedly been waiting for Raven, but he continued to stare into the ashes. The glowing coals barely lit his frowning face and trouble hung about him like a blackened fog.

			A long time passed. The sounds of the camp died away. Now and then I caught Katashi dozing, leaning back against a broad tree trunk, Hatsukoi in his arms. I could not rest. The numbers sat on my tongue. Eighteen watchmen, twenty-two Vices, and nine hundred and two souls in the camp. And above us the trees rose to a fluttering canopy, a gentle breeze all that remained to stir the world.

			Even the night birds went quiet.

			A lantern flickered through the trees. It moved quickly; a single firefly in the night. Two souls were coming toward us.

			This time Katashi needed no warning. He saw the light and got quickly to his feet, striding off into the trees. Making no attempt at stealth, his heavy footfalls were easy to track and I followed, winding my way around featherbark trunks and clumps of mountain saplings.

			‘Tan!’ Katashi called. ‘Tan!’ He stepped into the sphere of wan lantern-light.

			A man on horseback turned in the saddle, and I recognised his second in command, Captain Tan. ‘Monarch,’ he said. ‘I–’

			‘Katashi?’ The second rider put back the hood of a light cloak, freeing a profusion of dark curls. They sprang naturally from a wide brow, seeming to dwarf her small figure.

			‘Kimiko.’

			The young woman slid from her horse and into his arms. Katashi crushed her to him, her head barely reaching his shoulder. For a long time he held her there, until she pulled away enough to look up into his face. ‘I missed you, brother,’ she said, a laugh sounding in her voice. ‘I never thought I would say it, but I missed the sight of your face, and even the sound of your peremptory commands. We are never so fond as when we have been parted, am I right?’

			She chuckled on the words and I saw Katashi’s constrained smile. ‘You are my sister and that must mean something,’ he said. ‘I hope you had a pleasant journey?’

			‘As pleasant as riding in the summer ever is. Tan always looks after me well.’

			Katashi looked up at his captain, who had become fascinated by the flick of his horse’s ear.

			‘What’s wrong?’ the young woman asked, stepping away from him. ‘You don’t look pleased to see me. Why did you send for me?’

			‘Because I need you, Kimiko. You must be very tired and hungry. Tan, take her into the camp and see she is looked after. Make sure every man understands the proper conduct to be accorded Lady Kimiko Otako, or there will soon be men missing hands.’

			Kimiko laughed, pretty lips curving into a smile. ‘I can take care of myself, Katashi. I have been doing so these last ten years.’

			‘That’s as may be,’ he said grimly. ‘But you are still my sister.’ He nodded to Tan, who handed Kimiko the reins of her horse. She took them and allowed Katashi to lift her into the saddle.

			‘You aren’t coming?’ she asked, drawing her hood back over those dancing curls.

			‘I’ll join you soon. I have a fire to douse.’

			‘Then I will save some food for you and we can eat together.’

			Smiling down at her brother, she clicked her tongue and set her horse walking. Tan followed her lead and they moved away, taking their light with them.

			Lingering at the edge of the trees, I had thought myself unseen, but when we once more stood in shadows, Katashi turned.

			‘Still there, are you?’ he said.

			‘You didn’t tell me not to follow.’

			He snorted, but did not walk away. He seemed to be thinking, staring down at his feet, barely visible in the weak moonlight. The dense cloud of trouble about him stained the night blacker still.

			Then, with a derisive grunt, he turned to leave. He took a dozen steps before he stopped and turned back. ‘Go tell your master we have a deal,’ he said, and, waiting for no reply, strode away into the night.

		

	
		
			

			

			Chapter 15

			
				[image: Hana.png]
			

			

			Kin rode ahead, proudly erect in the saddle of his brindle stallion. I had to lie on my stomach to see him, lifting the corner of the curtain just enough so as not to draw attention.

			Since setting out from Mei’lian, Kin had dispensed with his imperial robes. Instead, he wore traditional armour, layers of leather and linen cinched by his sash. A line of gold fasteners ran down each arm, and around his cuffs wound the Ts’ai dragon, picked out in gold thread. His crimson surcoat showed the same allegiance, its broad back bearing the feathered tail of the southern dragon.

			His horse swished its black tail lazily. Never had I seen an animal like it. It was a bay war stallion, strong but otherwise unremarkable until one saw the brindle pattern on its right hindquarter. It was a fan of white tears, as though the bay skin had been stretched so tight it split, releasing the true horse beneath.

			At the head of the procession, Kin rode with one of his generals. The man was leaning a little out of his saddle to hear his emperor’s words. I saw the general smile, saw Kin laugh, and propped my head on my hands to watch. It was a bright summer day, the sultry air punctuated with the sound of hooves and endless footsteps. Sunlight gleamed off the golden threads of Kin’s surcoat, and a dozen tiny birds seemed to flap their wings, trying to escape their red silk cage.

			Kin looked around, and I felt the weight of his gaze fall upon me. He turned in his saddle, a gleam of laughter still shining in his eyes.

			I dropped the curtain and retreated into the scented palanquin, heart pounding. My cheeks burned. Had I really been staring that hard?

			Someone cleared their throat. ‘My lady, His Imperial Majesty requests a word.’

			‘Tell him–’

			The curtain was yanked aside, bright light spilling in. Kin’s horse was level with my palanquin, its muscles moving beneath the brindle. From its back, the emperor looked down at me, something all too like an amused smile playing about his lips. ‘Surely we would do better if you aren’t given the opportunity to be rude,’ he said. ‘There being no windows here to jump out of.’

			I deigned no reply, just watched him from beneath lowered lashes. He sat tall in the saddle, moving so easily it might have been his throne. By comparison, my palanquin was a silken cage, created by men to convince women they were useless creatures. Its sway was sickening.

			Kin glanced down at me again, and I threw one of the many cushions out onto the road. The palanquin slowed, the steady rhythm broken as one of the carriers stared after it. Kin made no sign for them to stop.

			‘Your conveyance is perhaps uncomfortable?’ he said.

			‘It’s not a conveyance, it’s a bed,’ I returned. ‘How many fat old men would fall asleep like this? It isn’t any way to travel.’

			‘I agree.’

			‘Then give me a horse.’

			He lifted his brows. ‘Demands already, my lady? But I thought you had declined the honour of being my wife.’

			‘I did, but that doesn’t make this any more enjoyable. I’ve a mind to be vilely sick if I have to remain in this thing much longer.’

			‘Then I’m afraid it will be an unpleasant journey. There is no other way for a lady to travel, however she might dress.’ His gaze skimmed my attire and the laughter in his eyes died.

			‘Hiding the abomination behind silk curtains?’ I asked. ‘Are you ashamed of me?’

			‘Hardly. Having refused to become my wife your whims fail to reflect upon me. But you are my hostage. You may be grateful you travel encased in silk instead of chains.’

			His hostage. I closed my lips on a retort. It had become all too easy to forget the difficulty of my position. Although I was housed apart from the rest of his court, every one of his servants and retainers treated me with a deference I was not used to receiving from Katashi’s Pikes.

			Neither of us spoke for a long time. His horse kept easy pace with my palanquin, but Kin’s attention was elsewhere. It left an uncomfortable silence, and I wished he would go away.

			‘Do you remember your father?’ he asked abruptly, a cleft between his brows.

			‘No,’ I said. ‘I was a baby when he was murdered. Why? Do you remember him?’

			‘Of course I do. Your implication is exceptionally obtuse.’

			‘I didn’t–’ He was scowling, but I had meant nothing by it, just answered in kind. Now, for the first time, I wondered how old Kin was. People said he had been the youngest general in Kisian history, but that had been sixteen years ago. Sixteen years ago when my father was still alive.

			‘He was a good man,’ Kin said absently.

			‘That isn’t what you said before. “No responsibilities, only rights”? I do listen, you know. You made me glad, then, that I did not know him.’

			Kin’s expression twisted, and he let his gaze rest on me. ‘We lay over in Risian tonight,’ he said. ‘Guests of Lord Pirin. Will you do me the honour of joining me for dinner, my lady?’

			I would have refused, would have uttered a cutting retort, but Kin left me no time to reply. ‘We were doing well when you had no opportunity to be rude,’ he said. ‘Just say, “thank you very much, Your Majesty”, and smile.’

			Fixing a sycophantic smile to my face, I said with mock sweetness: ‘Thank you very much, Your Majesty. It would be such an honour, such a treat.’

			His eyes laughed down at me. ‘Good girl.’

			‘A horse?’ I asked.

			Emperor Kin called for his chancellor. The man came, and for a moment my hopes rose. Kin’s eyes still laughed, but he said with perfect solemnity: ‘Fetch Lady Hana a bucket. She says she wishes to be vilely sick in her palanquin.’

			‘Yes, Your Majesty.’

			‘Monster.’

			He bowed his head. ‘My lady,’ he said, and letting out his rein, urged his horse to a trot.

			Sliding over cushions, I scrambled to the front of the palanquin and drew aside the curtain in time to see his brindle stallion pass, its tail swishing in the brilliant sunshine.

			‘My lady?’

			The chancellor was keeping pace alongside, earnestly clutching a wooden bucket. ‘If there is anything else I can do to make your journey more comfortable, do not hesitate to ask,’ he said. 

			Feeling sorry for him, I took the bucket. ‘Thank you.’

			He smiled and bowed, before walking away down the line. Foot soldiers sped up, retaking their positions beside my palanquin. Shin was there. For an instant our eyes met, but he made no sign of recognition beyond allowing his gaze to rest on me a moment too long. Then, looking for all the world like one of Kin’s soldiers, he straightened his red sash and marched on.

			
*  *  *

			
Tili combed my hair. In Mei’lian she had been just a seamstress, but of necessity she had risen to the place of a lady’s maid. Kin had sent many noblewomen to wait on me, but I had driven them all away. Tili was the only one I could trust.

			Two altered robes lay on the matting, waiting for me to decide which I would wear.

			‘I think the blue looks very fine, my lady,’ she said. ‘It suits your hair. Although this is perhaps too light to look good with His Majesty’s crimson.’

			‘Then I will wear it,’ I said, wincing as the comb caught on knotted curls. ‘He is not my husband. I’m only dining with him because if I don’t, he could have my head chopped off.’

			Tili gasped. ‘Surely not, my lady. He never said so!’

			‘Well, no,’ I had to admit. ‘He didn’t.’

			Setting aside the comb, she shook out the tunic sewn from a once striking robe. ‘I’ve always thought him a good man.’

			‘He’s The Usurper, Tili.’

			‘Yes, my lady, but he doesn’t have wandering hands. I hear such terrible things from my sister. She works for Lord Kirita, and almost every night she says he’s down in the servants’ quarters with one or other of the girls.’

			‘Why don’t they just tell him to go away?’

			Tili let the tunic slip from her fingers, catching it just before it hit the floor. ‘They would not dare, my lady! They would be lucky to receive just a beating for such a thing.’

			‘And if Emperor Kin walked in here right now and ripped off your robe, what would you do?’

			The girl shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

			‘But you fought against that guard.’

			‘He wasn’t Emperor Kin.’

			I digested these words while she helped me dress. I could think of nothing worse than working for a man like Lord Kirita, a man who would let his hands wander while you served him, let his eyes slip to where they had no right to be, and stalk you after dark for all you had left – your virtue and your dignity.

			A little shiver ran through me as I thought of Praetor’s skin against mine, and I saw Tili’s worried expression reflected in the mirror. ‘Are you all right, my lady?’

			‘Has Emperor Kin ever amused himself with his serving girls?’

			Tili shook her head. ‘No, my lady. Not that I have ever heard. Some of them have tried to interest him, but nothing ever comes of it.’

			‘They try to interest him?’

			‘He’s the emperor. And there is something about him, my lady.  The maids fight over who will serve his evening meal.’

			‘What about Lord Laroth? Does he have anything to do with the servants?’

			Tili looked horrified. ‘Oh no, my lady. But one of the maids once walked in when he was dressing. She swears she saw a long scar on his chest where his heart had been cut out.’

			‘And what happened to the maid?’

			‘Nothing, my lady. She says he didn’t even frown at her, just went on dressing.’

			‘Do you think him beautiful?’

			‘Very, my lady,’ Tili said. ‘He is like a painting, or a statue.’

			‘Or a doll.’

			There was a knock on the door. Tili went to open it, speaking quietly to the servant in the hallway. She carried my sash draped over her arm, the black silk unmarked. There was no family symbol, no name. I was no one.

			Tili returned, straightening the sash between her hands. ‘His Majesty is waiting, my lady.’

			‘Then he can wait a little longer.’

			‘You have such courage, my lady,’ she said with admiration as she held out the sash.

			‘Because I keep a man waiting?’

			‘No, because you keep an emperor waiting.’

			Twenty minutes later, I followed a servant through the quiet halls of Lord Pirin’s house. Quarters had been set aside for the emperor’s use. He had declined dining with his host, but for that I could not take credit. Tili said he rarely ate in company.

			The servant knocked upon the emperor’s door, and, receiving a summons, slid it aside for me to enter. ‘Lady Hana Otako, Your Majesty,’ he said, prostrating himself upon the threshold.

			I did not bow. I remained standing, my black sash tied in a simple knot over my mannish tunic. Amid a sea of correspondence sat Kin, cross-legged on the reed floor. He looked as he always did, his crimson robe pooling about him like blood.

			There was no sign of dinner.

			Kin got to his feet, setting a stack of parchment aside. ‘Lady Hana.’

			‘I’m so sorry if I have kept you waiting, Your Majesty,’ I said, trying for demure.

			‘Are you indeed? Then perhaps I was misguided in sending a servant to you half an hour before dinner was to be served. Are you angry with me?’

			‘Furious,’ I said, with some truth. ‘For now you have robbed me of the satisfaction of knowing I kept you waiting.’

			‘Then I apologise. How rude of me to be thinking of my dinner instead of the exquisite delicacy of your sensibilities. On that subject, I hope you found the bucket useful.’

			I laughed. It was such a traitorous sound, and with a gasp it died on my lips. The Usurper’s smile faltered, his lips thinning to a line. The air grew strained.

			In silence we knelt at the low table. Normally a lady would fan her skirts out as she knelt, but I had no skirts and felt very ill at ease. If anyone else came in they would be more likely to assume I was a whore than a lady.

			Maids served the meal. Kin did not shift his gaze from my face, his unsmiling scrutiny uncomfortable. Plates and bowls slid onto the table as the maids went quietly about their job, not looking up from their hands. Despite this modesty, I couldn’t help thinking of Tili’s words. Had these two girls fought for the right to serve Kin his dinner? Was his allure so great that they would lift their skirts for him gladly?

			Once they had bowed themselves out, I looked down at the meal. Salted fish, pickled plums, black rice and clear turtle soup made up the majority of our dinner. I wondered if Lord Pirin was trying to insult his emperor, but Kin looked satisfied.

			‘Do you always eat so simply?’

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’d have ordered something more extravagant for you, but I felt my usual diet was good enough for a rebel outlaw.’

			‘Why do you eat like this?’ I asked, refusing to rise to his bait. ‘Darius has a diet that borders on starvation, but he only eats to maintain his precious beauty. You–’

			‘Have no beauty to keep?’ Kin smiled, mocking laughter dancing in his eyes. ‘Your honesty is dampening. In truth, old habits are hard to break. I eat like this because I was a soldier.’ He set his elbows on the table. ‘What was it like growing up with Darius?’

			‘I didn’t. A peasant couple raised me on a farm–’ I stopped speaking, remembering who I was talking to. The story of all those who had helped me wasn’t one for his ears. Especially not the story of Malice and his Vices. ‘I don’t think I should tell you about it.’

			Kin paused in the act of serving himself some fish. ‘Do you suppose I would have them executed for harbouring you?’

			‘Perhaps not, but why does my childhood matter? You already know Darius was a part of it, do you need more?’

			‘No. I’ve lost the loyalty of my finest minister and that is quite enough.’

			He seemed to be searching for some reassurance, some guarantee that Darius was still his, but I could not give it. I might not trust Darius, but who was to know what went on behind those expressionless eyes. Even Malice had given up on him.

			I took a slice of fish. ‘Tell me about my mother and father,’ I said.

			His smile had vanished with Darius’s name, but this turned his expression sour. ‘An edifying subject. What do you want to know?’

			‘What they were like. I know I look like my mother.’

			Emperor Kin stirred his soup, staring into the liquid. ‘Yes, you look like her. I’m amazed I didn’t see the likeness when Regent came for my life.’

			‘He didn’t.’

			Kin looked up sharply. ‘What?’

			‘I didn’t come for your life, only for the crown. But I needed to protect my men, so I played decoy. I got lost and ended up in the gardens, and I knew I was as good as dead. It seemed I might as well take you with me while I had the chance. I could have managed it too, but for Darius.’

			‘Darius?’

			‘He ordered me to leave, and when I refused, he called your guards.’

			‘Thank you,’ he said, his tone indecipherable.

			The silence that followed was terrible and I wished I had kept my mouth shut. Desperately searching for something to say, I said: ‘Have you really survived forty-eight assassination attempts?’

			‘Forty-seven, I’ve just been informed. But yes, some closer than others.’

			‘How close?’

			Kin pulled down his collar. A thin scar traced its way across his tanned skin, stopping just short of his throat. 

			‘I nearly didn’t recover from this one. Men tried to kill your father, too. Not so many, but then people believe in the divine right of emperors, not in stability and peace.’

			‘And one of them got him,’ I said.

			He didn’t immediately answer, but again I found the weight of his gaze upon me, searching. ‘Yes,’ he said at last. ‘And the rest of your family. I was supposed to keep them safe. It was my duty to keep you safe, too. Believe me, it lives with me every day.’

			I picked at the bowl of plums. There was nothing I wanted to say, no forgiveness I wanted to give, and yet his words left a lump in my throat. Kin frowned at his food and we finished the meal in silence.

			When, at last, Kin sat his bowl aside, he said: ‘What is Katashi planning to do with my crown?’

			The silence had been preferable. ‘Do you really expect me to tell you?’

			‘I don’t know what I expect. But I’m asking.’

			I hesitated. ‘I am no longer privy to such information, now I am your hostage. Most likely the plans have changed. We never planned that I would get caught.’

			‘You have not answered my question. Will you tell me what you know of Katashi’s plans?’

			I shook my head slowly. ‘No, Your Majesty, I will not.’

			‘I see. Again it is a choice I should have expected. I have allowed myself to hope too much.’

			‘If you need information from me then why be kind? Why not torture me until I talk?’

			‘Would you rather I tortured you than invited you to dine with me? Perhaps it is one and the same to you.’ He rose quickly and nodded to the servant. ‘See Lady Otako back to her rooms.’

			Irritated at being thus dismissed, I rose with all the haughtiness I could muster, determined not to smile or thank him. I would have left without another word, had he not thrust a small lacquered box into my hands. ‘I had this made for you,’ he said, turning away the moment I had taken it. ‘Goodnight, Lady Otako.’

			‘Thank you, Your Majesty. Goodnight.’

			I followed the servant back through the empty passages, the hateful box pressed between my hands. I wished I might leave it somewhere, on a side table or a step, but perhaps I had angered Kin enough for one evening. His change of mood had been abrupt and disconcerting.

			When I returned I found Tili waiting for me, her figure made hazy by steam. It rose in languid curls from the wooden tub, leaving the surface of the bathwater barely visible.

			‘Back already, my lady?’ she said. ‘I was hoping this would have time to cool. I’m afraid I made it too hot. Would you believe I’ve never had to do a bath for anyone before?’

			‘I think a hot bath will be good,’ I said, setting the box down. ‘I feel strange.’

			‘Perhaps the food did not agree with you, my lady.’

			‘Perhaps.’

			She helped me out of the clothes Kin had labelled abominations, smoothing creases in the silk. I stared at myself in the mirror. Was that me looking back? I tried to imagine it was my mother, her eyes older, more knowing, able to see what I could not. What had the Kin she knew looked like? Younger, of course, and less careworn. Had he smiled more? Had he smiled at her?

			I sank gratefully into the hot water, my skin tingling. It was so close to pain, and I hoped it would burn Kin’s gaze from my skin. He had covered me with his eyes and poisoned my thoughts.

			‘My lady, it’s–’ Tili was holding the box. ‘I’m sorry, my lady, I did not realise it was a gift, I–’

			‘Never mind that, Tili, what is it?’

			She brought the box over, its lid discarded upon the sleeping mat. ‘It’s a sash, my lady.’

			Rolled inside was a dusty pink sash, firelight glinting off its shimmering silk. It was the sash of a noblewoman, but not just any noblewoman. This one had a family crest picked out in silver – two fish circling in the water of the fabric. Pikes. It was the Otako crest. I had seen it on the sash Katashi kept safely hidden.

			Unrolling it amid the steam, I saw a line of arresting characters shimmer along the tail. Our motto.

			

			We conquer. You bleed.
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			Koi Castle rose above the trees, the curved roofs of the great Keep outlined against the setting sun. From its highest point a crimson flag snapped in the wind.

			Emperor Kin had arrived.

			The Pikes were already restless. We had left the last of the rumours behind in Suway, too close now to Koi to risk communication with the outside world. The Pikes had taken up the last of their food two days earlier, and left the last of their whores behind. The only female that remained was one no Pike dared touch – Lady Kimiko Otako, Katashi’s twin sister. Another Otako. This was the family I had been denied.

			The family I dared not own. 

			Whispers followed Kimiko through the camp, but I followed her in the flesh, slipping from shadow to shadow like a ghost. I wanted to know why she had come. Katashi would have me believe he had acceded to Malice’s demands, but I was not so sure. His aura had blackened. It would be hard to fool Malice. Most men wouldn’t try, but Katashi had courage enough for anything.

			As the summer drew to a close the heat became oppressive. It did nothing to aid the Pikes’ tattered tempers, which seemed to have sprung up in response to their leader’s foul mood. They knew Katashi’s purpose, but he gave no orders. For two days he had barely been seen, and all the Pikes could do was wait and whisper.

			Kimiko’s name was on every man’s lips. Why had she come? Was Katashi going to marry her to Kin? Or sell her to Chiltaen mercenaries? The suggestions had grown more outrageous. Twins, they said, you know what they say about twins.

			And still I followed her, treading in the whispers’ wake.

			The setting sun gilded the trees as another day sank into night. The Pikes were eating. Some sat in groups, others in pairs or alone, cross-legged on the grass or perched on upturned pails and crates. I was not hungry, even though the smell of salted meat and barley was all-pervasive.

			I hovered near Katashi’s tent.

			‘Captain?’

			A Pike stood at the entrance, a bowl in each hand. I heard Katashi’s voice over the hum of the camp and the man went in. He returned a moment later, empty-handed and frowning. Without acknowledging my existence, he strode past, trailing the smell of leather and oil and the unmistakable scent of uneasiness.

			I stepped closer to the tent and heard the clink of bowls and the rustle of paper. ‘But I have gone through every record, Katashi,’ came the sound of Kimiko’s voice. ‘My eyes are near parched with reading. There is no way in.’

			‘There has to be. The empire is riddled with passages and escape routes. You cannot tell me they built a ten mile passage between Shimai and Mei’lian, but never built an escape route out of Koi.’

			‘That is exactly what I am telling you.’

			No Pike was paying the least heed to me as I stepped even closer. Night was almost upon us, lengthening shadows in the gloom.

			Katashi’s low growl sounded through the canvas. ‘There must be something,’ he said. ‘We must have missed something. I have to get inside the Keep tonight.’

			‘You know Mama took everything when we lost Koi. She burned all the accounts and crammed every scroll in the archives into sacks and had them carried out at night. She wouldn’t have missed anything. She knew it was the end.’

			There was a long pause and I crept deeper into the shadows between the two tents. Light eked under the canvas, spreading onto my feet. 

			‘I stole the Hian Crown, Kimiko.’

			No sound came from the tent for a full minute, but shock touched my Empathy.

			‘Katashi…’

			‘The crown belongs to me. Kisia belongs to me. What do you think all of this has been for? Just to jaunt around making trouble for Kin and to have a few laughs?’

			‘You are going to get yourself killed! Don’t you remember what happened to our father?’

			‘Better than you. I was there. I saw it. I still see it every night. Even now I can hear the crowd cheering.’

			‘And Hana?’

			Another pause. Then: ‘Who told you?’

			‘Tan. He figured it out. You should have sent her to me, Katashi.’

			‘She wanted to fight.’

			‘Shivatsa! You don’t need to tell me. She was bowled over by your handsome face and your smile, and dreamed of marrying you like every other foolish girl who has ever come your way.’

			‘How would you know? You’ve never met her.’

			‘That doesn’t matter, I know how she thinks. She’s an Otako. A merry dance you have led her and see what has come of it.’

			Papers fell in a rush, hitting the canvas. ‘You talk too much, Kimiko,’ Katashi snapped. ‘I led her no dance. She was always going to be my wife.’

			Kimiko started to laugh, the sound loud enough that a few nearby Pikes turned their heads, and I flattened myself upon the grass. ‘A fine way to court a girl, putting her in danger. Or did you think nothing would happen? That you were untouchable in your glory?’

			‘She went against my orders.’

			Kimiko laughed again, the sound musically mocking. ‘You ordered an Otako woman to stay put? What did you expect her to do? If she is anywhere near as stubborn as you, she will never listen to reason.’

			Katashi grunted and I heard something like a chest slamming closed. ‘I have to go. It would be rude to keep The Usurper waiting.’

			‘There’s no way into the Keep, Katashi.’

			‘We’ll find a way. Now go on, get out of here. The men are already whispering. They say I’m such a loving brother that I take you to my bed.’

			‘Surely they know you better than that. You only love yourself.’

			‘Shrew. Go on. Take your sharp tongue away.’

			I heard her stand, heard the shifting of fabric and a hand brushed the canvas. ‘I’ll bid you goodnight and good luck, brother, and if those Vices are still here tomorrow, it will be goodbye. You know what they can do.’

			‘Yes, I know. They will not be here tomorrow.’

			A few muted steps passed and the canvas was pushed aside. I saw her shadow thrown to the grass by a nearby lantern, curls dancing, before she turned and walked away. Eyes watched her go, whispers trailing after her.

			Inside the tent, Katashi sounded as though he was throwing the papers into a pile. Another chest slammed. Footsteps strode back and forth, and then he too pushed through the canvas flap and into the darkening night.

			This time it was him I followed. The energy had changed. For two days I had been waiting, silent, transitory, melding into the whispers like a formless spirit. Food held no lure. Sleep would not come. Only thoughts of vengeance sustained me. Katashi understood vengeance, lived it, breathed it, and now I knew where he was going. I could feel his purpose.

			Malice was waiting.

			‘Tonight,’ Katashi said, the door of the wagon slamming open. ‘In the trees beyond the north wall, after the meeting. And I’m taking Endymion with me.’

			Malice showed no surprise at his violent entrance, just glanced up at me over the Pike’s shoulder. ‘Into the castle? And I thought that was already arranged, yes?’

			‘No, not just into Koi. I’m taking him to the meeting. Dress him properly. I want him ready in one hour.’

			‘I am not your dog to order around, yes?’

			‘Perhaps not, but you can’t say you don’t want eyes in that tent. Yes?’

			Malice grinned. ‘My, my, Otako, you show some intelligence at last.’

			‘Don’t underestimate me, Spider. One hour.’

			Without another word, Katashi pushed past me. Our skin touched. A blinding flash burst through the night as we connected, his whispers on my tongue, his memories before my eyes. A man lowered his head to the executioner’s block. Dark hair fell around him and I, too, could hear the people cheering.

			The connection broke, and Katashi strode away across the moonlit grass.

			‘Wait outside, Hope,’ Malice said. ‘And close the door, yes?’

			‘Yes, Master.’

			Hope left, shutting off the ingress of fresh air. Without it, sandalwood and opium smoke choked every breath. The haze made the air dry, dulling every bright colour.

			‘Your idea, Endymion?’

			‘What was?’

			‘Going to the meeting. I know you want to see Lord Laroth again, but–’ He stopped, hearing the sharp intake of my breath. My heart hammered loudly. ‘You didn’t know? He is Kin’s right-hand man and he will certainly be there. The meeting of giants. I would give much to see Kin and Katashi attempting civility, almost as much as I would give to see Darius’s face when he sees you with your cousin, whose claim to the throne is so vastly inferior to your own. It is so amusing, yes?’

			‘Hilarious. If anyone finds out my name, I’m dead.’

			‘Be calm, little lamb, I won’t let anyone hurt you. You are mine, remember?’

			‘Not yet I’m not.’

			Malice’s expression did not change. ‘Do not try to anger me, Endymion. Making an enemy of me is a mistake few live to repeat, yes? Now take off your clothes.’

			‘What? With you watching?’

			‘You think I want you? Let me assure you that you awaken not one iota of desire in me. On those grounds, if no other, you have no need to fear me. Now take off your clothes.’

			‘Why can’t I go like this?’

			Malice let out a long-suffering sigh and looked at a portrait hanging beside his divan. It was of a woman dressed in a long robe, her hair pulled back into the style known as the “split peach”.

			‘He asks “why?”’ Malice said, speaking to this woman. ‘The great Katashi Otako demands he meets The Usurper and he wants to go in dirty clothes. And yes, you are dirty.’ He took up the long opium pipe that was never far from his hand and pointed it at my clothing. ‘Mud and grass there. Specks of blood on your sleeve, oil on your collar, and that sash can no longer be called white. You are a filthy specimen.’ Malice rose from his divan and began to sift through a chest of clothes scented with cinnamon.

			Under his eagle eye, I removed my offending robe. Hope entered, carrying a can of hot water that he poured, steaming, into a large bowl. Hardly aware of what I was doing, I washed. I let Malice drag a comb through my hair and fix my nails, but all I could think about was that porcelain face with its dead violet eyes.

			I will find him and I will teach him pain.

			Malice chose a robe for me to wear, pale blue silk over white linen, its sleeves covered in a myriad of thread-thin branches. I watched it shimmer in the mirror while Malice tied my sash, his hands moving with practised speed. Upon my cheek the Traitor’s Mark glared. The skin had scabbed, forming an unsightly mess that even the thickest layer of paint would not hide.

			Malice moved away when he had finished, and I heard the sound of stirring coals.

			‘Stay still.’

			He pinched my ear. A soundless cry lodged in my throat as something hot slid through my lobe. It was removed as quickly, and Malice waved a thin needle in front of my face. ‘There, that was easy,’ he said, putting the intimidating instrument down upon the brazier. ‘Now don’t move.’

			‘Why did you do that?’ I said, tentatively touching the newly-pierced hole. 

			‘Because you are not properly dressed without it. I said don’t move, yes?’ With a linen cloth, Malice washed the injury he had just inflicted, the gesture oddly tender in one so seemingly selfish. When he had finished, he slid an earring through it, the weight of it causing the skin to stretch painfully.

			‘You are now correctly dressed,’ he said, returning to his divan. ‘Give my love to Darius, yes?’

			He lay down and took up his book, shutting himself off so completely that I might no longer have existed. Feeling like the lost sheep for which I had been named, I let myself out of the hazy wagon. Hope was sitting on the steps.

			‘They are waiting for you at the northern boundary,’ he said. ‘Might I walk with you?’

			‘You haven’t needed permission before.’

			He did not reply, just fell in beside me, his lantern lighting our path. It turned the grass golden beneath our feet and made my silk skirt shimmer. I had never worn a nobleman’s robe before. It felt strange, heavy and yet soft, the hem catching on the grass with every step.

			‘Avarice says you are going to be one of us,’ Hope said as we made our way through a tight knot of cedars, their needles prickly.

			Not sure what to say, I did not answer. A hare dashed away from our steps, sending wineberries swinging on their boughs. At the edge of the copse a group of shadowy figures were lighting their lanterns.

			Hope stopped, his hand on my arm. ‘Whatever it is you think you want from Malice, you don’t. Nothing is so important. Trust me.’

			His youthful face looked worn and aged in the golden light. He had been someone once. But I had only ever been an outcast, a freak.

			‘It’s too late,’ I said. ‘I’m a traitor and a dead man. I have to go.’

			He nodded at my waiting escort. ‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘But if you take my advice you will run. You’re not dead yet. Run fast. I wish I had. I was a man once.’

			With a little bow, Hope left me and I went the rest of the way on my own. Katashi was waiting. He was restless, his fingers curling the mane of his chestnut stallion.

			‘I was sure you would come not dressed at all,’ he said in greeting. ‘But it seems Malice has outdone himself. You look more lord than I. Do you ride?’

			I shook my head, reluctant to explain the difficulty I had with animals.

			‘You can walk beside me then,’ Katashi said, and there was some laughter from the Pikes as they mounted. Katashi threw his leg over his great stallion with the same effortless grace he brought to everything, but as he settled himself in the saddle, I realised he was not carrying Hatsukoi. No weapons. A meeting of peace then. Nothing else could induce him to part with her.

			With lanterns held high, Katashi’s entourage moved off through the dense trees, shadows running ahead of us. I kept pace beside Katashi’s horse, watching my step as best I could in the shifting light. My stomach churned with nerves, but Katashi’s courage did not waver. Breaking from the cover of trees, we found ourselves on a wide field before Koi Castle, its lighted Keep a beacon in the night. Katashi did not hesitate, and I marvelled at his daring, so easily did he advance upon his enemy’s stronghold.

			A large pavilion had been erected in the middle of the field. It glowed from within, like a silk lantern dropped from the castle walls.

			‘You’ll stand behind me, Endymion,’ Katashi said, his horse tossing its head as it caught my scent on the breeze. ‘I want to know everything you can tell me about Kin and his men, anything you can get.’

			‘I can only do so much without touch,’ I replied.

			‘Then do what you can. I need everything you can give me.’

			We arrived first. A servant greeted us with a fragile air of anxiety. He knew not what to say to a man who was both lord and rebel, heir and exile, and settled for saying nothing at all. He bowed, a lantern trembling in his hand. Katashi dismounted, and leaving his horse with a group of Pikes outside, strode into the tent. I followed, the silk brushing my face as I stepped through the narrow slit.

			Inside the pavilion a dozen lanterns winked at us, shining their light upon a low table in the middle of the floor. It was set with wine jugs and a stack of earthenware bowls, but no other attempt at hospitality or decoration had been made. A practical man then, our emperor, above the ostentation of the nobility. I felt some curiosity about this man who was so hated by all other Otakos, but it was Lord Laroth I had come for. I wanted to see the look on his face when he found me standing behind Katashi, bearing the branding he had all but given me with his own hand.

			I will teach him pain.

			Katashi knelt at the table, only the slightest tang of nervousness in the air.

			A few minutes passed in silence, then the sound of horses came through the night. I closed my eyes. Ten new souls emerged from the darkness, each subtly different. Then the murmur of voices. I strained my ears, but caught only the fevered thrum of my own heart.

			The tent opened. I saw the red sashes and for an instant thought the Vices had come, but these were Kin’s men, Imperial Guards, stiff and solemn. Kin followed. I had hardly a moment to catch my breath and he was there, pausing on the threshold, his crimson robe flowing to the floor like water. He stood tall, firm featured and determined, an Emperor in every sense of the word. He wore a soldier’s topknot and his skin was tanned and weathered, but neither seemed to matter when his aura spoke for him.

			Emperor Kin stepped forward and the gold threads of his sash gleamed in the lantern light. There, the Ts’ai dragon undulated down the crimson silk, gripping the grand characters of their motto in its curling claws: ‘Honour is Wealth’.

			This potent man knelt opposite his adversary, their auras clashing upon the table.

			‘Seated before you,’ a servant intoned, ‘is His Imperial Majesty, the great Emperor Kin, first of his name, Lord Protector of the Kisian Empire. And His Excellency Lord Darius Laroth, Sixth Count of Esvar and Minister of the Left.’

			My eyes shot up. In the opening Lord Laroth stood framed by the night. A gasp caught in my throat. I could not breathe, but when those violet eyes travelled slowly over the company, they passed me with barely a flicker.

			One of Katashi’s Pikes stepped forward. ‘All bow before His Grace the Duke of Katose, Lord Katashi Otako, Prince of Kisia and True Heir to the Crimson Throne.’

			A shock of anger stained the air. Lord Laroth paused in the act of kneeling, but still he did not look at me. Did he not recognise me in these clothes? Had he forgotten me?

			Emperor Kin stared across the table. Words were already snapping from Katashi’s lips. ‘–I’m an Otako and proud of it,’ he was saying. ‘I am my father’s heir, he, the last true Divine Emperor to sit upon the throne.’

			‘I make no such claim to divinity,’ Emperor Kin returned quietly. ‘But I am Emperor of Kisia in more than just name. Your family lost the crown when your father lost his head, and there the Otako reign came to an end.’

			‘And what of the claims of my cousin, Lady Hana? I do hope you are treating her well.’

			‘Better than she deserves,’ was the cool reply. ‘Having stolen from me, many would forgive my rancour. Instead, I have offered her a place at my side.’

			My chest tightened. Disbelief. Anger. Katashi’s hands balled into fists. ‘And she accepts you?’ he demanded, a hard note in his voice.

			‘She will. It is best for Kisia. That way her children, all legitimate heirs of the Otako blood, will sit upon the throne when I am gone.’

			‘So you force yourself upon her? I should have expected no less from a man of common blood.’

			Kin reacted for the first time, his heavy brows drawing together. I was reminded of all the stories I had heard, of the battles General Kin had won and the men he had killed, turning the rivers of Kisia red with blood. The man had a temper.

			‘I will have no unwilling wife,’ he said.

			‘Then you will not have my cousin. She is an Otako and she knows what is due to her name and her blood.’

			When Emperor Kin did not answer, Katashi leant forward, his elbows on the table. ‘I will see Hana,’ he said. ‘To be sure she has been well treated.’

			‘That is not possible.’

			‘Then what assurance can you offer that she is even alive?’

			It was Minister Laroth who replied. ‘You do not accept His Majesty’s word as a matter of honour because you have none yourself,’ he said. ‘This fault is yours, not ours.’

			‘Lord Laroth,’ Katashi said. ‘How charming it is to meet you at last. Hana has told me so much about you.’

			‘If you are seeking to discompose me you will have to do better than that,’ he said. ‘She is my irritating charge and I am her ogre. A perfect match, I assure you.’

			Divorced from this pleasantry, Emperor Kin gestured to a servant. The man knelt at the table and served the wine, offering a bowl to the emperor and the minister, and then to Katashi. ‘No,’ the Pike Captain said, waving the bowl away. ‘I will pour one myself.’

			The air chilled. With trembling hands the servant withdrew the bowl. He looked to his emperor, who nodded. The wine jug was handed over. It was an insult to question a lord’s hospitality, but Kin, it seemed, was not fool enough to let Katashi rile him so pettily.

			While Katashi poured himself a bowl, Emperor Kin’s eyes strayed to my face, fixing upon my branded cheek. From there his gaze fell to my robe and sash, before snapping back. Malice had said I resembled neither my mother nor my father very closely, yet Emperor Kin went on staring. Perhaps if he stared long enough Lord Laroth would see me. I wanted him to see me. I wanted him to know I was coming for him and tremble.

			‘I am sure you’re well aware of what is happening in Ji and Ettia,’ Emperor Kin said, turning from me at last. ‘No doubt your spies keep you well informed. It would seem there is a mistaken belief amongst the credulous that the name of Kisia’s emperor is in doubt.’

			Katashi lowered the wine bowl. ‘Is there indeed? How terrible. But you see, I learned my history, the same as every noble son of Kisia, and, do correct me if I am wrong, but it was to the Otako family the gods gave this empire. There was no stipulation that anyone who conquered them might take the throne, as there is no law in this land that allows a commoner the right to behead a true and sworn Emperor of Kisia.’

			‘No stipulation because no stipulation is required,’ Kin returned, his words clipped. ‘If you give a gift to a man and that man’s estate is taken then the gift belongs to the conqueror. That is the law.’

			‘The Crimson Throne is not a gift.’

			‘No. Neither is it a right or a privilege. It is a duty. The oath states as much, but your ancestors did only ill by this empire, destroying the trust placed in them by their own people.’

			Colours heightened, their glares locked across the table. Lord Laroth did not move. I could feel nothing from him, no shock, no anger, the man as dead as his expression. Why did he not look at me?

			‘I give you my terms,’ Kin said, regaining control over his temper. ‘Return the Hian Crown and disband your rebels. If you do, you may still leave Kisia with your life.’

			‘You think that having the crown will make you Kisia’s true emperor?’ Katashi said. ‘Even with it you have been nothing but The Usurper for sixteen years.’

			‘And you are nothing but a rebel. Hear me when I say the Crimson Throne will never again belong to an Otako of your blood. Lady Hana will marry me and through her you must be satisfied. If you return the crown and renounce your claim to the throne you will live. If you fight, you will die. Those are my demands.’

			‘I will never renounce my claim. I am the true heir to the Crimson Throne, as you will discover before long. There is no mercy for my father’s murderer, but if you release Hana and abdicate your throne, you will save the lives of thousands.’

			‘I will never give the Crimson Throne to you or anyone.’

			The heavy silence seemed to suck sound away. No one spoke. No one moved. There would be no compromise, not for these men so steeped in their enmity. Old wounds had never healed and now here they sat, two scabs on the page of history.

			Wine bowls twinkled merrily in the lantern light.

			Katashi let out a snort of mirthless laughter. ‘If you have nothing else to say, I think it is time to abandon this pointless attempt at mediation,’ he said, throwing back the last of his wine. ‘I should have known better than to expect sense from you. You detest all Otakos as much as we detest you.’

			‘I do not detest all Otakos.’

			‘No, you were in love with Empress Li, weren’t you? And Hana looks just like her. Have you fallen in love with her, too?’

			The words came out a sneer, but Kin kept his countenance. ‘I will not deign to discuss Lady Hana with you. But you may be sure it is only you I hate, as I hated your father for what he did and what he was.’

			Katashi gripped his wine bowl and slammed it on the table. The thin lip shattered, shards of earthenware skittering across the wood. ‘And you will suffer for what you did to him,’ he snarled. ‘I will watch them slice your flesh into a thousand pieces and feed you every one.’

			Kin did not flinch, but the tension grew tenfold. With surprising calm, Kin said: ‘There is a saying: “Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves”. If you succeed in killing me you will not live to enjoy it, I promise.’

			‘That we will see.’

			Kin looked down at the broken wine bowl. ‘You have until the morning to think better of your rash decision. If you bring the Hian Crown to the castle you have my word you will not be harmed and we can continue this discussion like sensible men. If not, you have until morning to remove your rebels from my woods or not a single man will wake from his mat when the sun rises.’

			‘Your kindness is without equal, Usurper.’

			Emperor Kin grunted and rose from the table, the tendons in his hands sticking out like whipcord.

			Lord Laroth joined him, rising with stately grace. Still he did not look at me. I wanted to shout at him, to lunge across the table and grip his skin, but I stood my ground and clenched my fists.

			Look at me, I shouted in the silence of my head. Look at me. Look at me!

			Emperor Kin strode into the night, but Lord Laroth paused. For an instant he lingered on the threshold and turned those violet eyes my way. His lips tightened into a smile and he touched the smooth skin of his cheek with a single, manicured finger. It was recognition without remorse, and did nothing to quell my fury.

			I am coming for you, Lord Laroth.

			The minister vanished into the night and the Imperial Guards followed, the tent silk shifting as they passed.

			‘It’s time to go.’ Katashi gripped my hand. The connection was immediate, his anger prickling my skin.

			I will have my revenge. Stinking kasu, how dare he sit on my throne? How dare he speak so of my father! I will see him rot.

			Screams sounded from the darkness. With fine robes torn men ran through hallways littered with the dead, blood running in rivulets across old floors. It was Katashi’s dream, the deepest desire of his soul. And there, staring at the point of a drawn arrow, was Emperor Kin, his face crusted with blood.

			They will die. They will all die tonight.
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			The castle was quiet.

			I had no memory of Koi, but it had once been Katashi’s home – this great sprawling place with its maze of walls, gardens and outbuildings. The Keep itself was old, made gloomy by a profusion of square pillars standing in every room, each a blackened timber. The roof had the same dark skeleton, with a central spine and dozens of branching ribs. In contrast, the paper screens that delineated the rooms were so fragile, painted with delicate birds, blossoms and branches that seemed to tremble in even the gentlest draft.

			As though giving voice to this susurrus, the guards outside my room continued their desultory conversation. They were ostensibly there for my safety, but locked away in this great Keep I felt more like a prisoner than ever. Kin had barely spoken to me since our ill-fated dinner, but I often felt his eyes on me, those dark orbs having a weight all their own. And while he watched me, I watched him, increasingly curious. He hadn’t half of Katashi’s charisma, yet people followed him with the same fervour. There was ferocity there, a force of purpose, a temper, and yet that mercurial temperament brought with it such charm. It was a triumph to make him smile.

			I stared at my dinner – salted fish and plum, Kin’s standard fare. Would I eat this for the rest of my days? Emperor Kin had made it clear that my freedom was available only through marriage, a prospect I found impossible to contemplate. Marriage might be the goal of every proper young woman, but I wanted to be more than a man’s adjunct. There had been a time when I would have given myself to Katashi without question, but it was no longer so simple. He was just out there beyond the trees, yet he was also a lifetime away, back under the Kissing Tree where he had left me breathless. I wasn’t the same person anymore.

			A cluster of lights appeared beyond the gatehouse. They shifted like fireflies, joining the road that led from the castle. Kin had returned. It felt like he had been gone for hours.

			I finished my meal while watching the constellation of lanterns meander up the path and over the bridge. They came through the second gatehouse and then the third, twisting through the maze of walls and dark gardens, a group of shadowy figures on horseback. As they passed beneath my window, I pushed my tray aside and stood, peering down in time to catch a glimpse of crimson silk before it disappeared.

			Had Kin really believed diplomacy could save Kisia? Katashi wouldn’t. I sat back on the divan. Kin would come. He would come to rant about Katashi’s behaviour and take his anger out on me. I was so sure of it that when he did not immediately appear, I slumped onto the cushions with a sigh.

			‘Lady Hana Otako languishing in despair? I never thought to see it.’

			I hadn’t heard the door slide, but Kin was there, framed by the heavy timbers. Dressed in his imperial robes he was once again the Kin of Mei’lian, not the armour clad warrior I had known of late.

			‘I do not languish,’ I said, sitting up. ‘I am just bored.’

			‘Finally you appear ladylike,’ he said, sliding the thin screen closed. ‘I hope you have everything you desire.’

			‘No, you have provided me with absolutely nothing to do and I have only my maid for company. Why can’t I walk around the castle? It is well enough guarded, is it not?’

			‘It is,’ he agreed. ‘But for now you will stay here. Once the area is safe, I have no objection to you walking wherever you choose.’

			‘You mean once you are free of Katashi?’

			He did not immediately agree, just looked at me as though trying to read my thoughts. ‘I have just been to meet him,’ he said after a time. ‘He is calling himself the one true heir, and had the audacity to describe in detail the death he has planned for me.’ He stopped speaking, a scowl darkening his already fierce features. ‘Although no doubt you are already aware of such plans.’

			‘I could have told you it would be pointless,’ I said.

			‘Perhaps, but it is as well to see him for myself, to meet this man who would take my throne from me.’

			‘As you took it from his father.’

			‘And his father took it from yours.’

			I looked away from that set jaw. Once I had been so sure of everything, but now I had only doubts for company. Too long had I been captive, too long without liberty to know my own mind.

			‘You achieved no compromise?’ I asked, disliking the silence.

			‘No.’ Then as though the words were drawn from him by force, he added: ‘Perhaps it will please you to know he asked after you, although he made no attempt to bargain for your release. It seems he does well enough on his own.’

			Katashi had never needed me. I turned toward the window, rapidly blinking away tears and hating the depths of such self-pity. ‘At least you have one thing in common,’ I said bitterly. ‘I am just a woman after all, what use can I possibly be?’

			I heard the rustle of his skirts as he neared, the smell of horsehair and leather clinging to his silk. ‘I’ve told you what use you are to me, I don’t see the point in repeating myself.’

			‘A wife? As the bearer of your children?’

			‘Isn’t that enough? What do you want to be?’

			‘More than that. Katashi taught me how to fight.’

			‘Katashi Otako is no gentleman.’

			There was silence. I let it wallow awkwardly around us. Every encounter ended like this, too prone were we to speak our minds. 

			Marriage. The word was beginning to stick in my throat. Katashi had only ever joked about marrying me because, stained by Regent, no other man would take me. He had been wrong. Emperor Kin had offered, but only because marriage to an Otako would strengthen his claim to a stolen throne. I tried to swallow my tears. I wanted neither of them. I wanted to be worth more than a marriageable prize.

			Kin had not moved, just stood with his heavy gaze fixed to the back of my head.

			‘If you have nothing else to say, I would ask you to leave,’ I said, trying to assume a haughty dignity I was far from feeling.

			‘You’re crying.’

			‘I am not crying.’

			‘You’re a bad liar.’

			Bitter tears trickled down my cheeks. ‘Oh, just go away!’

			I heard him move and expected footsteps heading toward the door, but they didn’t come. What was he doing? The tears would not stop. Katashi would have scolded me for being childish and brushed them away.

			‘Lady Hana Otako should not cry,’ Kin said. He sat beside me, the soft divan shifting under his weight. I sank toward him, and had to put out a hand to steady myself.

			‘Look at me.’

			Pride stinging, I kept my face averted and rubbed the tears away with the back of my hand.

			His fingers closed around my wrist. ‘Hana.’ I had expected a strong grip, crushing my bones, but I had never felt a man more gentle. ‘Just like your mother, you are beautiful even when you cry,’ he said, brushing my tears away. ‘Marry me, Hana.’

			I looked up. There was no smile upon his lips or in his eyes, just a hard gaze that burned into me. As though in a trance, I tried to hold it, tried to think, to speak, words vanishing from my tongue. One word could change everything, could stop this war before it began. But this man had stolen Kisia. He had executed my uncle and exiled my cousins, and, by his own admission, had failed to save the lives of my murdered parents. General Kin of the Imperial Guard. A soldier. A commoner.

			Kin let me go with a little snort and turned away. ‘I never knew an Otako to be made of ice. I will leave you now, my lady.’

			The divan sprang back, a cold space opening beside me. He strode to the door, fists clenched tight, and for one mad instant I thought to call him back. I held my tongue and he was gone, leaving the air considerably chilled behind him.

			The urge to cry was almost overwhelming. Burying my face in the divan, I screamed into its feathery depths, pounding the pile of cushions with my fists. Why wasn’t he cruel? Why hadn’t he been the Emperor Kin of my childhood dreams? I wanted to be Regent again. I wanted to know his certainty. I missed the Pikes, their crass jokes and their noise. I missed the laughter in Malice’s eyes and the way he dug a fingernail into the page whenever I interrupted his reading. These were the memories of another life. A simpler life. Everything was easy with Katashi. He led and men followed.

			With an aching heart, I thought of him, of his smell, of the touch of his hand and the sound of his voice, and that single dimple peeping out whenever he smiled. I needed to see him again. I needed to remember what we were fighting for.

			‘I thought Kin was with you.’

			Darius was in the doorway. His searching gaze took in the scene at a glance and I glared back. ‘No,’ I said. ‘You’ve just missed him.’

			‘So I surmise. No doubt you are aware that your eyes are red and swollen.’

			‘I hate you, Darius.’

			He was unmoved. ‘The feeling is mutual, Hana, but as you are yet to release me from my oath, we will just have to endure.’

			I had forgotten about the oath. Darius had always been a god, an idol, a big brother to follow and adore, and it had been years before I understood what bound us together.

			I stood, hope suspending my tears. ‘I’ll release you from your oath if you get me out of here,’ I said.

			‘You have great faith in my abilities.’

			‘Are you saying you can’t do it?’

			A cleft appeared between his brows. ‘I didn’t say that, but you would find it hard to convince me that such an escape was necessary.’

			‘You need a better reason than for my safety? You swore to protect me.’

			‘Kin won’t harm you unless you harm him.’ Darius stepped suddenly closer, the change in his expression frightening. ‘What do you know?’

			All the air left the room.

			‘I don’t know anything.’

			‘I wish I could believe that.’

			‘Will you get me out of here?’

			‘Will you tell me Katashi’s plans?’

			‘No.’

			His pretty lips curled into a sneer. ‘Then my answer is also no.’ Dark silk swirled about his feet as he turned to leave. I let him go, glad to see the back of him, but unlike Kin he stopped in the doorway. ‘You still have time to grow up, Hana,’ he said, with one hand resting on the screen. ‘Think about it. Is the true emperor the one the empire wants? Or, the one the empire needs?’

			He gave me a meaningful look, then went out.

			Long after he had gone I sat staring at the thin paper screen, watching the shadows of the guards sway gently. The castle’s mood had changed. It had grown quiet, smothered beneath the blanket of Kin’s discontent. If Katashi went ahead with our plan then the mood would sour further still. Our plan...  it had never really been our plan at all.

			My third visitor for the evening was the first to knock upon the frame, the quick staccato tap of a practical man on a mission.

			The door slid and Shin was there, still dressed in the guise of an Imperial Guard. Upon the journey north he had never been far away, ever my silent sentinel, his presence keeping my dream alive. Under my skin Regent still lived, brought to the surface by Shin’s lidless stare. For him the world was black and white, enemy and ally, clear cut and simple.

			‘My lady,’ Shin said, bowing as though he did not know me. Another guard stood behind him, blocking the way into the passage. 

			‘A change of guard, my lady,’ he said. ‘If there is anything you need, let us know and we will send for your maid.’

			‘Thank you.’

			Emperor Kin would take the oath tomorrow. If Katashi was coming then he was coming tonight. Had Shin been able to contact him without jeopardising his position here? It seemed unlikely.

			The second guard bowed, preparing to leave, and in the moment he was not looking, I signed my desperate question. Monarch? 

			The movements came back to me easily and I felt more alive than I had in days.

			Shin could not reply, had to turn and leave with his companion, but as he walked away he lifted his hands behind his back. Forget him. There is worse coming. Stay safe.

			The door closed again and I could feel myself trembling. All I was to them was a woman, a weakling, sure to get in the way. But I was not so weak, not made to be a wife and nothing more. The rage of Regent rose through me. I was an Otako. I was Emperor Lan’s daughter. The Crimson Throne belonged to me, not to Kin, not to Katashi or anyone else. Malice had been right. Only he had been right. If I wanted it, I would have to take it with my own hands.

			‘Leave Monarch to his plans,’ I muttered, beginning to pace across the matting. I could stop the war. I could take the throne.

			If I could kill Kin.

			So many assassins had come close to ending Kin’s life, but they had all been men. My heart thumped loudly. Kin would come if I called. The knowledge was exhilarating. I had a power that only a woman could have, and under the burning joy of it, his every kindness melted away to nothing.

			I went to the door. Out in the passage, Shin turned his scarred eye upon me. ‘Yes, my lady?’

			‘I wish to speak with Emperor Kin.’

			Shin’s unnerving stare lingered on my face, but his companion bowed. ‘We will convey the message, my lady.’

			Not favouring Shin with an explanation, I went back inside. There, I stood in the middle of the floor, the shadow of my hand trembling like an aspen leaf.

			Tishwa.

			I balled my fists and strode to the travelling chest, throwing back the lid to dig through its silken contents. Tili had folded my tunics and robes, but she knew nothing of the hidden vials Malice had given me a lifetime ago. A leader does whatever evils are necessary, he had said.

			Regent clawed at my skin, fighting to be free.

			Kill him. Take back what is yours with your own hands.
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			Malice was waiting. He stood in the shadows at the edge of the forest watching dark figures walk the castle walls. Moonlight scattered around his feet and speckled his robe, shifting with every movement of the clouds.

			Hope was with him.

			‘You’re late, yes?’ Malice said as we approached through the thinning trees. Just the two of us, as Katashi had sent his guards back to the camp with his horse.

			‘You’re in a hurry?’ the Pike retorted. ‘Do you have somewhere important you need to be?’

			‘As a matter of fact, I do.’

			We had kept to the forest and circled around the castle, Koi’s lantern-lit walls visible as flashes of gold through the trees. Now we stood beyond the north wall. The Keep loomed above it, a silent beast in the night. A flotilla of outbuildings filled the grounds, but the size of the Keep dwarfed them all. Level after level it rose above the rest, its roofs jutting like wings. More than anything it was a symbol of power, and the proud northerners were quick to remind anyone who might mistake, that the throne room in Mei’lian was only a replica of the one built at Koi.

			‘And your payment?’ Malice said, shadows dancing upon his face.

			‘Coming.’ Katashi scowled. The meeting with Kin had left him furious, and for the first time I could feel him trying to bury it. He was trying to hide the trouble that knitted his brows, but the world went on sucking in its breath when he did, its very threads responding to his strength.

			We waited beneath the last of the trees like a small group at vigil, listening to the sounds of the night – the bark of night herons and the unceasing chitter of insects in the heat. Hope was watching me, and deeper into the shadows, Avarice. Run, Hope had said. Don’t stop running and never look back.

			I felt souls coming before I heard the dull thud of hooves. We all looked up, heads turning as shadowy figures appeared through the trees. I recognised Katashi’s horse as it drew close, but the small figure riding it was no Pike. Shrouded in a dark cloak she might be, but there was no mistaking that mess of wild curls. And Captain Tan. Wherever she was, he was never far behind.

			Katashi had crouched in the grass, but rose at their approach, stepping forward as his sister reined in his great mount.

			‘Katashi, what’s going on?’ she asked, sliding from the saddle. ‘Tan said you need me.’

			She looked up into his face and touched his arm, but he did not speak, just patted his horse’s neck.

			‘What’s going on?’

			‘Do it,’ he said.

			‘Do what? Katashi?’ Kimiko scanned the shadows, suddenly afraid, and her eyes found Malice waiting beneath the trees. ‘Why is he here?’ Her panic flared bright, but Katashi shook her off. Even Tan would not meet her gaze.

			It was Malice who broke the fearful silence. ‘Your brother has sold you, my dear,’ he said. ‘There is no need to be afraid. I am not going to hurt you, yes?’

			‘No.’ Kimiko tried to grasp Katashi’s arm, but with a snarl he stepped away, leaving her standing alone in a circle of unfriendly faces. Unflinching, she glared at each of us in turn, but when she directed those large blue eyes at me, I felt her fear flutter my heart. I wanted to be sick. Only Hope was looking at her, the pain on his face impossible to escape. Run, run as fast you can and never look back.

			‘The deal has been struck.’ Malice stepped forward, holding out his hand. ‘Your brother needs a way into the castle, and you are to provide it.’

			‘That’s it? That is what I have paid for?’ she seized Katashi’s hand and looked up to his face. ‘Don’t sell me for revenge, brother, to avenge a man long dead, and good riddance.’

			‘That man was our father,’ Katashi snapped. ‘He deserves vengeance. Kisia deserves vengeance.’

			‘Oh shivatsa it does!’ Kimiko spat. ‘This obsession will kill you, and for what? A throne that isn’t even yours? It belongs to Takehiko and you know it.’

			My heart hammered uncomfortably at the sound of my name.

			‘Takehiko is gone.’

			‘Much to our good fortune,’ she said. ‘That is all we need, another Otako clogging the drain.’

			‘I know well what you think, Kimiko,’ Katashi said. ‘But the empire belongs to us and we will take it back.’

			‘You are a fool, Katashi!’

			‘And you are a whore. I hope you made Tan pay for your royal treatment. Fortunate for him to find a woman in these wilds who suits his snobbish taste.’

			Kimiko’s hands curled into fists. ‘I am what life made me,’ she said, her quiet voice vibrant with anger. ‘At least I accept that. It is you who needs to open your eyes and see that our time is over. The Otako name is nothing, our glory long since buried, and every step you take toward war will only end in suffering. Send the stinking Vice away and let me go home.’

			Her words ended in a plea. She dug her fingers into Katashi’s arm, but he turned away from her. ‘I have no choice, Kimiko.’

			‘There is always a choice, Katashi. Come with me. There will be another way.’

			‘There is no other way, you said so yourself. I sit on that throne at dawn or the Otakos die here, bettered by a commoner.’

			‘Then let us die!’

			‘You are the fool, Kimiko,’ he said, tearing his hand away. ‘Our name is all we are, all we have. We are the divine Otakos, and by the gods we will have vengeance for what was done to us.’

			Tears stood in her eyes. ‘And you will sacrifice every honour to achieve it. I weep for you, Katashi.’

			He turned his back on her, scowling upon the audience that watched on in silence. ‘What are you waiting for, Vice?’ he demanded. ‘I have brought your payment.’

			‘And a charming payment she is, yes?’ Malice held out his hand, beckoning to her. ‘Avarice.’

			The taciturn Vice came forward with his heavy steps. Kimiko stood her ground, alone. ‘What will happen to me?’ she asked, watching Avarice warily.

			‘I am going to mark you,’ Malice said, stepping into the circle. ‘You will take on our collective strength, and a new… aspect of yourself.’

			‘And my name?’

			‘Will be what you make it.’

			Kimiko turned to her brother, but Katashi seemed not to feel her scrutiny. He kept his eyes on the mane of his horse, curling its long hair around his fingers. Tan stared away into the darkness.

			‘I hope this is worth it, brother,’ she said, stepping toward Malice. She was breathing quickly. Fear leached from every pore, but that chin jutted proudly and she did not run. Behind her Avarice’s hulking form eclipsed her tiny frame, but it was Malice she watched, Malice whose stare she returned with pride.

			Hope looked away. Only I watched, curiosity turning my stomach. He would mark me next. But I was already as good as dead.

			Malice lifted his hand. I expected Katashi to speak, to challenge him, but he kept his jaw set hard. Malice’s hand touched Kimiko’s cheek and she flinched, standing her ground like a determined child. For a moment the night itself seemed to hold its breath. Her blue eyes widened. Her lips parted in a silent scream. She would have fallen but for Avarice, who locked his hands at her stomach and did not let her go.

			The trees shivered. An eerie moan parted Kimiko’s lips; a terrible keening. It rose to a scream and Avarice clamped his hand over her mouth, but the muffled cry was no less chilling.

			It ended abruptly as Malice withdrew his hand, and like a formless doll, Kimiko slid out of Avarice’s grip.

			Hope was the first to move. He stepped forward, holding out a hand to her heaving shoulders. Without looking up, Kimiko backed away, smelling him, sensing him, her feet scattering leaves, animal-like, across the forest floor. Those blue eyes glittered out of the night like jewels.

			‘Lady Kimiko?’ Hope held out his hand, each step a light tread upon the grass as he crept closer.

			Finding his voice at last, Katashi turned on Malice. ‘What’s wrong with her?’

			‘Hush, Otako,’ he said. ‘Your dear sister is in shock, yes? This was once a long process, but fortunately for you we have our dear Hope.’

			‘Well, tell him to hurry. I have to get inside tonight.’

			‘Hope cannot be hurried.’

			The young Vice ignored this interchange and continued his cautious approach, his hands raised to show he meant no harm. ‘Let me help you,’ he said. ‘Take my hand.’

			She hesitated, eyes flicking from Hope to me to Malice, her whole body poised ready to flee. But she let him come, let him crouch before her and take her face between his hands. And there they froze, only the breeze stirring their hair and the loose material of their clothes.

			Turning from the strange scene, Katashi strode to where Tan waited beneath the dark canopy. In low voices I heard them speak, before Katashi returned.

			‘Endymion.’

			It was with an effort that I withdrew my gaze from Hope’s narrow shoulders. Katashi was beside me, Hatsukoi once more upon his back. Another bow was held out to me and I took it, but I had no voice to thank him.

			‘Wear these,’ he said, thrusting a holster and a ball of black clothing into my arms. My instinct was to refuse them, to throw them back in his face, but vengeance waited beyond these walls.

			I went into the trees, far enough from the group to be alone with my thoughts. There, I changed as quickly as Malice’s complicated knot would allow, and gathered his fine robe into my arms.

			When I returned, Kimiko was sitting up, hugging her knees and scowling at the ground. Hope had moved away and was leaning against a tree, a hand pressed to his head. Avarice took Malice’s robe from me without so much as a grunt.

			‘I don’t need any help,’ Kimiko snapped, pushing away the hand Malice held down to her. ‘I can stand on my own.’

			‘As you wish, my dear. I am quite sick of your brother’s face, so to the wall, I think, yes?’

			‘No. You have done what you wished with me, but I will not be your slave.’

			Avarice froze, thick fingers clasping silk. Moonlight dusted Malice’s face. ‘Won’t you?’ he asked, his lips faintly smiling. ‘Go to the wall.’

			‘No.’

			Hope’s shaking hand covered his eyes.

			‘I have commanded you and you will obey.’

			‘No, Vice, I won’t.’

			Malice didn’t speak, didn’t move, but like an elusive tang on the air the pain began. Starting as a dull ache it grew, an ever-increasing agony in the night. Kimiko winced. She doubled over, pale, her arms clasped across her stomach as the disobedience stirred her gut like knives.

			Malice crouched beside her, his whispered words barely caught on the breeze. ‘It is not me you should hate, yes?’ he said. ‘I am your master now, and you will do as I say. Do you understand?’

			Those pretty features crumpled. ‘Yes, Master,’ she gasped.

			‘Good.’

			The pain eased, flowing back into the night.

			Malice straightened. ‘We go to the wall. Avarice, Hope, stay here and wait for me.’

			‘Yes, Master.’

			‘Yes, Master.’

			Holding tight to her pride, Kimiko got slowly to her feet, her legs a little shaky. She steadied herself on a tree trunk and turned her back on all of us. Malice followed, their destination the castle wall rising at the base of the hill.

			‘Come on,’ Katashi said, brushing past me. ‘We’re running out of time.’

			Shaking all over, Hope slumped to the ground. Avarice gripped the back of his tunic. ‘Pull yourself together,’ he growled. ‘We aren’t alone yet.’

			The boy looked barely conscious, little more than a black heap on the grass.

			‘Quit staring and get on,’ Avarice said, jerking his head at me. ‘He isn’t dead yet.’

			Katashi was waiting at the southern edge of the copse, crouched in the shifting shadows. Moonlit grass stood between him and the long shadow of the castle wall. Malice and Kimiko were barely visible in its depths, but along the lantern-lit battlements a guard was making his rounds. The Keep rose behind him, its narrow windows like slitted eyes that watched all.

			I could sense life. There were a dozen men in the outer gatehouse, twenty-one on the outer wall, fourteen in the grounds and another twelve upon the second wall – one of them fast asleep. Stretching myself thin I could reach the Keep, there another two-hundred and fourteen souls, each a small flame in the sea of light.

			Katashi watched, waiting. Thick bands of umber cloud drifted across the moon, their patchy shadows crossing the ground. The single guard continued on his way. There was no gate to guard here, no reason to fear intrusion, for there was no weakness in these thick walls.

			The man disappeared, and keeping low, Katashi scurried from the trees on quick feet. I followed, skimming through the grass. No shout came, and I slid from the mottled ground into the deep shadow of the wall, my heart pounding.

			Malice was waiting.

			‘Are you ready to show them your new skill, my dear?’ he said, his voice a silken whisper.

			Kimiko did not look at us. ‘I am not a freak to be stared at.’

			‘No, you are my Vice and you will do as I command.’

			She hesitated, but only for a moment. Against the rough stones her hand looked small and pale, like the hand of a child touching eternity.

			Kimiko closed her eyes. Sadness grew. The air stank of it, of such great despair that I wanted to retch. Then, as though her flesh was as insubstantial as smoke, her hand slid into the wall. 

			‘Well, brother,’ she said, drawing it back out. ‘Are you ready to go?’

			‘What have you done to her?’ Katashi hissed, turning on Malice.

			‘But Great Fish, I have made her into what you wanted, yes? Your way into Koi.’

			‘You have turned her into a freak.’

			‘And what did you think I was going to do? Whore her out to the highest bidder as you have done? Just think, Otako, at least I have relieved you of the necessity of arranging a husband for your sister in such difficult times.’

			‘She was not fit to be married to any man of noble blood,’ he retorted with a snort. ‘What man wants a wife so well used she can claim knowledge of every bed in Chiltae?’

			‘What choice did I have?’ Kimiko hissed. ‘Would you have preferred I starve to death?’

			Someone was approaching along the wall and I hushed them into silence. Brother and sister went on glaring at one another, the moment as intimate as between any lovers. Malice’s lip curled with contempt. And then I understood. He had not marked Kimiko for the joy of causing pain. She was Katashi’s punishment.

			‘I hate to interrupt,’ Malice whispered once the guard had moved out of range. ‘But you are fast running out of night, yes?’

			Kimiko held out her hand. ‘I am ready when you are, brother.’

			He put his hand in hers, their fingers entwining so naturally they might have been one. The sadness returned. Her hand slipped into the stone, her fingers vanishing. She looked a little unsure, but she stepped forward, drawing Katashi into the wall.

			Malice scowled at the place where the two ill-fated Otakos had disappeared, his face deeply shadowed. A breeze caught his long hair.

			‘Fool,’ he hissed to the night. Two long strides brought him to my side. ‘You understand–’

			‘You lied to me,’ I said.

			‘Lied to you?’

			‘Yes, you said I would not be under your command if you marked me. You said I would still be myself.’

			‘And so you will, Endymion. You are no common Normal, yes? Your fate will not be the same as hers.’

			I stepped away. ‘I don’t trust you.’

			‘It’s too late to doubt me now. Listen, Endymion. Do not be foolish tonight. Come back to me alive, yes?’

			‘If the gods have mercy, perhaps I will not.’

			Malice snarled and gripped my sleeve. ‘Don’t be such a martyr. You came to me seeking a bargain, not the other way around.’

			‘Your word is worth piss. You sent your men after me, so you can’t say I came to you.’

			‘You–’

			Kimiko appeared, stepping soundlessly through the stones. ‘You’re lucky someone hasn’t heard you,’ she said. ‘Are you ready to go?’

			I turned my back on Malice and looked up at the stone edifice. It looked solid. When I touched it, it felt solid. If something could smell solid this would; this construction of stone and mortar, centuries old.

			Kimiko took my hand. I was growing used to connecting on contact, used to the insight and the whispers, but she almost ripped her hand away. There was horror in her eyes, but there were orders and she had to obey.

			He’s just like Malice, her whispers said. Under my skin. But this is worse. 

			Memories were there and I closed my eyes, trying not to see them. Short. Sharp. Fast like her heartbeat. The smell of parchment and the clink of coins – a merchant’s counting room. Laughter. The kind smile of a golden-haired man. Then the memories turned sour, fuelling her sadness. Rain. Cold streets. The claw of hunger. And Kimiko pulled me into the stone.

			The wall did not part, but I did. I felt my skin tingle, felt myself cut open as though every piece of my body separated to pass through it, my pores like a sieve. The pain was everywhere, upon every inch of my body, inside and out. It stung. It burned. And when I parted my lips to breathe, it stabbed into my lungs.

			This is so strange. No, Kimiko, don’t think about it or the wall might become solid again. Why does his hand feel so cold? Malice’s didn’t.

			Kimiko’s thoughts continued to churn and I wanted to let go, hating the intrusion that laid her soul bare before me, her life one that many would cringe to behold. Unable to free her, I tried to turn it off, to stop the connection, but her voice continued its whispered monologue in my head.

			Look what you have done to me, Katashi, she moaned. You are a fool, a stupid, selfish fool. You’re in here, aren’t you, Endymion? Get out of my head!

			Emerging the other side, my constricted lungs sucked sweet air and my knees buckled. Kimiko ripped her hand away.

			‘Will we have to do that again?’ I asked, the words little more than a drawn breath. 

			‘There is more than one wall.’

			Regaining my bearings, I could see the second wall rising ahead of us. A compound of artisans’ quarters stood between the two, lantern-lit and humming with sleepless hearts.

			Men were coming.

			Kimiko stepped forward onto the narrow path, and I snatched at her sleeve. ‘Stop,’ I hissed. ‘Someone is coming.’

			Grabbing hold of her arm, I pulled her back against the wall. Her small body tensed, and the sweet smell of her hair made my mind wander where it had no right to go.

			Footsteps approached. I sucked in my breath as two guards came around the corner, talking in low voices. I tried to keep my Empathy close, tried not to listen, but with every step they drew closer.

			‘The Monster?’ One of them laughed. ‘I heard he’s leaving. Good riddance, I say.’

			‘What do you suppose he did?’ the other asked. ‘They’ve always been so happily married.’

			His companion sniggered and his footsteps brought him closer. They were going to walk right past us. I had to pray the shadows were deep enough, pray they had no reason to look our way.

			‘You think it goes that far? I’ve always thought Lord Laroth a bloodless man.’

			Lord Laroth. I heard the name and wanted more. What did they know of him, the emperor’s right hand man?

			‘Did you feel that?’

			Their footsteps halted.

			‘Feel what?’

			‘Like a… weight.’

			‘A weight?’

			‘You know, like the air was touching me.’

			His companion started to laugh.

			‘It’s not funny. You know there are ghosts here. They say the ghost of Emperor Tianto walks these grounds. I wouldn’t want him creeping up behind me.’

			We cut off his head and stole his castle. Then his empire. Oh gods, I don’t want him creeping up behind me.

			I tried to pull my Empathy back, but it was too late. I could feel eyes turning toward me, drawn by my intrusion.

			‘Who’s there?’ the man demanded. ‘I know you’re there.’

			‘Shivatsa,’ Kimiko hissed. I felt the sadness an instant before the pain. It covered my back, stinging like I had fallen into icy water.

			Idiot can’t keep to himself. Yes, I’m talking about you, Endymion, I know you can hear me. That guard felt you and you didn’t even have to touch him. After this, I hope I never have to touch you again.

			‘What are you talking about? There’s no one there.’

			The voices sounded far away, muffled.

			‘I tell you they were there!’

			‘And just disappeared into the wall? More of your ghosts?’

			‘Would it be any wonder? Do you know how many men died here?’

			‘Stop getting morose. The general doesn’t care about ghosts, only rebels. Let’s go.’

			There were no more words, just the strange stifled roar of the stone. Every inch of my skin was beginning to prickle, to itch, but I could not move my arm without more pain scything through me. What would happen if Kimiko let go? Would the stone close around me? Would it slide down my throat and fill my body? She hated me enough to do it.

			Back in the thin air, I shivered. Kimiko let go. The guards had gone. ‘Any more?’ she whispered.

			I barely needed to let my Empathy wander. There were men on the walls, but down here we were alone. ‘No.’

			She didn’t wait for me, but set off around the edge of the courtyard, keeping to the shadows of each workshop. Strange smells danced on the air – paint, wood shavings and dye, but there was no light and no sign of life. I followed, and all too soon we stood before the next wall. Kimiko held out her hand, but I didn’t take it.

			‘You hate me,’ I said, my voice low.

			‘Not enough to leave you in the wall. Come on. Katashi is waiting.’

			The second wall seemed easier. Perhaps it was thinner, or Kimiko moved more quickly. Whatever the difference, the pain shuddered its way through my body and was gone, leaving me once again breathing clear air.

			Katashi scowled from the shadows, his face lit by scratches of moonlight. We were in a pleasure garden. Water trickled past in a man-made brook and blossom trees leant muted colour to the night. Rising above us the curved roofs of the Keep were silver in the moonlight, crimson flags barely rippling.

			Kimiko stepped toward the brook, but Katashi gripped her arm. She looked up into his face, questioning, but he just shook his head. He did not need to speak, his whole body uttering the words his lips could not. Too dangerous.

			A derisive sneer turned Kimiko’s lips, and ejecting a sharp stab of despair, her hand slipped from his as though made of water. A step to the wall and she was gone.

			He looked after her, scowling, but he could not call her back.

			Guards? Katashi mouthed.

			My Empathy never lied. There were four on the wall behind us and three in the garden. I held up fingers and he nodded, before stepping away from the wall.

			I followed, trying to float across the ground as he did, disturbing neither stick nor stone. He crept, half crouched in the shadows, with Hatsukoi like an extra limb upon his back. Moonlight flickered through branches, touching him like silver stripes, while beneath our feet a carpet of petals cushioned every step.

			A tree-lined path led to a small pavilion, and at its edge Katashi stopped. Side by side we stood at the moonlight precipice and I let my Empathy flow, highlighting figures in the dark. We were surrounded. Guards patrolled both walls and the Keep ahead. Two moved through the far end of the garden while another waited ahead.

			I held up one finger and pointed. Katashi nodded, and crossing the path together, we slipped back into the shadows, our soft leather shoes stepping soundlessly over moss-covered stones. The looming Keep watched our progress with glowing eyes as, one after the other, we crept through garden beds, crushing clumps of fragile anemones beneath our feet. Their pursed petals would never open again.

			The guard did not see us. He stood perfectly still, one hand resting on a stone lion while he stared out at the garden, the babble of water and the call of night birds lulling him to something like a standing doze.

			Katashi pressed a finger to his lips. A breeze caught loose strands of his dark hair and I could see him marking a path with his eyes, every stick and every blade of moonlight shaping his way. In his hand a long dagger, on his brow a heavy crease. Leaving me crouched in the shadows, he stalked across the soft ground, animal in his grace.

			The guard did not move.

			Katashi struck fast. His hand clamped the man’s mouth, wrenching him back. With a flick of his wrist the Pike drove his dagger into the guard’s kidney and yanked it out. Distance alone saved me from agony. The pain was quick, blinding. Katashi slid the blade in through the neck and ripped it out through the throat. Blood sprayed, peppering the ground and the face of the stone lion that watched, impassive.

			The guard jerked, blood spurting sluggishly from his mangled neck. Katashi held him as he thrashed, held him until his legs no longer kicked and he fell quiet. Then he prised his hand from the dead man’s lips and lowered him to the ground.

			I could not move, could only watch as Katashi cleaned his dagger on the guard’s red sash before he returned across the shadowy ground. ‘Any more?’

			‘No,’ I said, touching my neck to be sure it was still intact. ‘Nothing before the Keep.’

			Katashi strode on, excitement pouring off him. He knew where he was going, climbing the rising ground to where a line of willows edged the moat. There he crouched beneath the trees, joining the reeds and shadows gathered beside the still water. The Keep towered above us, its foundation rising from the water like a sheer cliff, its roofs curved like wings.

			Across the moat a short wharf jutted from the Keep’s lowest level, lapping at the water like a tongue. Two guards stood bathed in the light of a single flambeau, its fire casting gold ribbons across the water, reaching toward us like fingers. We could go no further without being seen, but here we were close enough to hear the guards’ low talk and smell the sour stench of the moat water.

			Katashi slid Hatsukoi from her holster. ‘Only two?’ he asked, his breath warm against my ear.

			Again I let my Empathy wander at his bidding, bringing back nothing but a quiet boredom. I nodded.

			‘Could you hit one from here?’

			I considered the shot. This bow had not the range or power of his, but I had trained with a lighter weapon and knew I could do it. Yet, however much I might pride myself on my skill, I had never used it to harm someone without cause. These men had done nothing to earn my ire.

			Katashi regarded me with raised brows, the shadows of willow fronds shifting upon his face.

			‘If you can think of a better way, I’m listening,’ he said, his warm breath hissing in my ear. ‘But there won’t be an easier. I was idealistic once. I knew they could not kill my father. He was a sworn Emperor of Kisia and had done nothing to earn such hatred. Right up until the moment the headsman lifted the axe I knew they could not do it.’ He moved away, leaving the side of my face cold. Taking an arrow from his quiver he handed it to me. ‘I was wrong.’

			I took the arrow. Father Kokoro had said something similar the night he ordered my arrest. Sometimes we do things because they are right, he had said as the guards led me out. But sometimes we do things because we must.

			I reached for my bow.

			‘The one on the left is a clearer shot,’ Katashi whispered. ‘He’s yours. But we have to do this at the same time and you can’t miss. If only one of them dies the other will have time to raise the alarm.’

			My well-practised hands nocked the single arrow, and I nodded. There was hardly a breath of wind. Close to my ear came the sound of Hatsukoi’s tightening string.

			‘On three then,’ Katashi said. ‘One...’

			The bow quivered in my hand. I had to tell myself it wasn’t a man at all but a target, its flesh-coloured coils bound in a red sash. 

			‘Two.’

			Anticipation tasted sweet on the air.

			‘Three.’

			I let go, revelling in the power. No sound. No breath. Then the impact burst through my chest. My target was thrown back and almost I crowed with such visceral delight. Even the pain was satisfying, the strings of my heart humming like my bow.

			Katashi had nocked a second arrow, but lowered Hatsukoi with a wry smile. ‘I had to be ready,’ he said with a boyish shrug. ‘You might have missed.’

			‘I don’t miss.’

			‘Neither do I.’ He returned the arrow to his quiver. ‘Are we alone?’

			I reeled out my Empathy, sucking it back quickly. ‘Almost,’ I said. ‘Your man’s not dead. He will be soon.’

			The cold sweat of pain shattered the thrill, turning me sick. No man should have to suffer such agony.

			His foot jerked, banging on the boards.

			Katashi snorted and began to undress. Leather tunic, linen shirt, breeches, underclothes and soft leather shoes, all removed until he stood naked beneath the swaying willow fronds. Not at all embarrassed, he bundled up his clothes and tied them together with his black sash. Then he threw them onto the wharf and they landed with a gentle thud, skipping into the shadows.

			‘Joining me or staying here?’ he asked, sliding soundlessly into the water, as smooth and graceful as an otter.

			I undressed as quickly as I could, watching Katashi swim into the moonlight, Hatsukoi held above his head. No shouts came, no cries of ‘intruder’. But for the gentle lap of the water there might have been no sound at all.

			Having thrown my clothes to the wharf, I lowered myself into the moat. The water was cold despite the sultry summer warmth, and I moved quickly, trying to make no splash, no sound. Already at the far side, Katashi laid Hatsukoi on the boards and pulled himself out, water streaming off him. Keeping my bow out of the water was tiring, but I swam on, trying not to imagine what creatures might live in the black water.

			Katashi stood in the golden light, dripping dry. My arm burned. It felt like the water was getting thicker and I dragged myself the rest of the way to the wharf. There, I threw my bow up and gripped the edge, catching my breath. Katashi held down his hand and I gripped it without thinking.

			So close, came the whisper of his thoughts. I will avenge them all.

			A woman. She lay on a tattered sleeping mat in a robe that might once have been beautiful. Its brilliance had faded and her face looked the same, a beauty worn thin, her hair little but wisps curling from her head. She smiled wanly up at me, hardly breathing, hardly seeming to live at all.

			And there I stood dripping on the planks.

			‘I felt that,’ Katashi said, his eyes narrowed. ‘Every time I touch you I see something that’s not mine. Malice doesn’t do that.’

			‘I guess I’m different,’ I said. ‘Who was the woman in the faded robe?’

			‘My mother,’ he said, beginning to dress. ‘I was thinking about her. She died a pauper, heart broken, exiled from her homeland with no way of feeding herself or her children, no family, no shelter, nothing. She was a noblewoman. She had never worked a day in her life, but of course there is always a way for a woman to earn a living.’

			His anger was palpable. He did not look at me as he spoke, but stretched his black sash between his hands.

			‘That’s why you wear the black sash.’

			‘Yes. I’m not a gentleman, whatever my birth. Kin saw to that.’

			Katashi buckled on his holster then slid Hatsukoi into it. While I finished dressing, he dragged first one corpse and then the other to the end of the wharf. There was only the gentlest of splashes as he lowered them into the water’s welcoming embrace, the weight of their armour sinking them beneath the surface.

			‘Do you know where we’re going?’ I whispered as he joined me.

			‘I used to live here,’ Katashi replied. ‘Just tell me when you feel someone and I’ll do the rest.’

			I nodded and he went ahead, his long dagger already free of its sheath.

			The Keep’s lower level was a maze of tunnels cut through the foundations. Cold emanated from the stones, and already chilled by the swim, my skin pimpled. The cold might deaden my other senses but my Empathy was unchanged. Above us, two hundred and fourteen souls inhabited the Keep, most peacefully sleeping.

			 Despite the dim light, Katashi strode the passages unerring, looking to me only to be sure we were alone. Sometimes I felt a presence pass overhead, but down here, there was nothing but an empty chill.

			When we climbed the narrow stairway to the next level we slowed our pace. The first soul was drawing close. I touched Katashi’s shoulder and he turned, the castle so quiet I could hear his clothing shift.

			What is it? his raised brows seemed to ask, and I pointed ahead.

			He nodded, and brushing past me, retreated along the torch-lit passage to where a narrow hallway branched. There in the shadows, we leaned against the cold stones.

			The sound of footsteps came, growing louder. The echo made it hard to judge the distance, and every moment I expected a man to appear. Perhaps he would walk straight past without seeing us. Katashi stood poised, watching the mouth of the passage, his dagger ready.

			The guard appeared. A lantern half lit his youthful features. He did not turn, did not see us, but Katashi did not hesitate. Two long strides and he had his hand over the boy’s mouth. I tried to pull my Empathy away, but failed. The knife slid in, the knife slid out. Shock hammered my heart. The light was too bright and my head spun, dizzy, sick. Then the blade ripped through my throat and I was on my hands and knees, retching. Even when the pain left me, I could not forget. My arms shook, and I lowered my forehead to the cold stone floor.

			Katashi went past, dragging the body. Out of the corner of my eye I saw his feet pass, saw a limp arm and smelt the blood. I took a deep breath, air shuddering out of my lungs.

			When Katashi returned I sat up, steadying myself on the wall. ‘Felt that, huh?’ he asked. ‘It’s the quickest and quietest way I know to kill a man. We can’t chance anyone going down to find the wharf unguarded.’

			‘I know.’

			‘Do you feel everything?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Anger?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Lust?’

			I paused. ‘Yes.’

			‘What an interesting life you must lead.’

			‘You’d be surprised.’

			‘Perhaps,’ he said, crushing the discarded lantern beneath his foot. ‘Not much surprises me. Let’s keep moving.’

			I nodded, pushing to my feet. My legs shook, but there was no time to rest and I followed him back into the maze.

			Up another set of stairs the stone tunnels became passages of blackened wood. Most of the servants were asleep, but enough roamed the halls to make our progress slower still. Katashi tried to avoid as many as he could, but when there was no choice he did not hesitate. I grew more used to the pain, used to the feeling that my throat had been torn out, though I wished I did not.

			From passage to passage, we moved through the Keep, climbing until we reached what Katashi called the Court Floor. The Keep rose further above us, but the last stairwell spat us out into a narrow hallway lined with bamboo screens. The air was heavy, filled with the smell of dust, incense, and reed matting; the smells of age, of a building that had lasted centuries and would go on existing long after my body rotted in the ground.

			‘Lots of guards?’ Katashi asked, his voice a whisper.

			‘Hard to tell,’ I said. ‘Lots of people.’

			The weight was oppressive. Even though many slept, I could tell something was wrong, some disturbance yet beyond the reach of my Empathy.

			‘So this is Kin’s court,’ Katashi said, his eyes scanning the dim landing. ‘At least some of them. In Emperor Lan’s time every room would have been full. Uncle Lan liked sycophants. Kin barely listens to his advisors if all the rumours are true.’

			And I was barely listening to him. I had let my Empathy wander. Two hundred and fourteen souls, and Lord Laroth would be the two hundred and fifteenth; his heartless body nothing to my touch.

			‘There’s a wall that runs from the armoury to the Willow Gate,’ Katashi said. ‘Once there we’ll be able to open the first gate. I’ll lead the way.’

			‘I’m not coming with you.’

			He had taken a step into the torch-lit passage, but he spun back to face me. ‘What?’

			‘What what? I said I’m not coming.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because I have my own reasons for being here.’

			He pulled me back into the dark stairway, hissing in my face. ‘To betray me to Kin?’

			‘Why? I could have just alerted some guards on the way up here.’

			‘You’re meant to help me.’

			‘No,’ I said. ‘You made a deal with Malice that got you inside the walls. I made a deal that he would get me into Kin’s court. We have both got what we wanted and we will both pay the price for it.’

			‘I had no choice.’

			‘There is always a choice.’

			He glared at me, those blue eyes aflame. ‘I do what I have to do. That’s what it means to be a leader.’

			I felt the sudden ingress of emotion and knew someone was coming. Drawing Katashi deeper into the shadows, I pressed my hand over his mouth. Skin on skin the connection was there. His anger, his very soul burning with vengeance, hot beneath my touch.

			Who is this little kasu? How dare he talk to me as though I’m nothing? I have done what I had to do and I will keep on doing whatever it takes until I see Kin’s head roll.

			I pulled away. The presence was passing. Footsteps faded, while out in the passage the torchlight flickered, fighting back the heavy darkness. My hand tingled with his lingering hatred, and for a moment I knew what it was like to be Katashi.

			Closing my eyes, I let my Empathy roam, guiding it along the passages and out onto the walls. Snatches of thought came to me like whispers on the wind, each soul a glowing beacon full of its own complexities.

			‘The easiest route is through the centre,’ I said, my eyes still closed. ‘Left, then right, twenty paces, one man, twelve paces, turn right, one man, five paces, left, then straight. Two men outside the Keep gate, three on the wall, two at the first gatehouse and another asleep on the stairs.’

			I opened my eyes and found Katashi staring at me, his expression a mixture of disgust and amazement. He repeated the instructions back to me, slowly, his gaze wandering as he recalled it from memory.

			‘No, three men on the wall,’ I said, making the only correction. ‘But you had better go before it changes.’

			‘And where do you go?’

			I touched my cheek. ‘I have my own revenge to take.’

			‘Lord Laroth?’ He grinned at me. ‘You think about him a lot. It’s always him I see when you touch me.’

			I will find him and I will make him suffer.

			‘He has a lot to answer for.’

			‘Then we part here. I hope you kill your man; it certainly won’t harm my cause. Left, then right. Twenty paces to the first man.’ He nodded, tapping Hatsukoi. ‘I’ll see you at dawn.’

			‘Or in the hells.’

			‘Whichever comes first.’

			He winked, and with a flash of his boyish grin, he was gone.
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			Malice was here. I could smell him. I could feel him behind me with every step I took, the sound of his footsteps falling with mine.

			He had dressed the boy to taunt me. Malice himself had worn that robe the night we first met. Look at him, it seemed to say. He belongs to me.

			Takehiko Otako. Katashi was only the start of Kin’s trouble.

			Outside the council chamber I stopped to smooth the furrow from my brow. I could feel it there, yet another chink in the armour.

			The rest of Kin’s Council were already present, Kin himself kneeling at the head of the table. Annoyed to be the last summoned, I managed to compose my features into something like my usual mask, and knelt upon the matting. The threads of my robe caught on the rough, well-worn reeds, and I tried not to breathe in their dust.

			‘Rise, Darius,’ Kin said. ‘Join us and we may start.’

			‘Yes, Majesty.’

			Receiving few nods and even fewer smiles, I took my place at Kin’s right hand. With Minister Bahain and half the Council left behind in Mei’lian, it was Councillor Ahmet who sat across the table from me, engaged in making the most of this place of favour.

			‘It is certainly to be expected,’ he was saying to Kin. ‘You are right to be on your guard, Your Majesty. Think of the timing, too. Tomorrow will mark the anniversary, not only of your oath, but of his father’s execution.’

			‘I assure you, Councillor,’ General Ryoji said, leaning forward, ‘that we are fully prepared for such an event. Steps have been taken to ensure His Majesty’s safety.’

			‘Such as?’

			General Ryoji gave the councillor a long stare. ‘In the circumstances, Councillor, you must forgive my silence. It is, as you say, an inauspicious time.’

			‘You do not trust His Majesty’s own Council?’

			‘My job is to keep His Majesty safe, and to that end I will keep my own counsel. Of necessity only, Minister Laroth has been made aware of these arrangements.’

			Councillor Ahmet smiled an unfriendly smile. Until Kin officially retired me, I was still Minister of the Left, which meant military business came under my jurisdiction. The protection of the emperor was as much my responsibility as that of General Ryoji.

			The door slid open, and the entrance of half a dozen serving girls kept the conversation minimal. Kneeling, they served the midnight meal. Roasted tea, sweet rice, and red bean cake all made it onto the table, but wine was conspicuously lacking. Those councillors who weren’t watching the maids noticed its absence, eyes turning reproachfully toward the head of the table. Kin’s expression was more than ordinarily grim. He seemed not to be present in more than body, those dark eyes fixed upon nothing. The others would assume the meeting had gone poorly, and it had, but having visited Hana, I knew his frown could be attributed to more than just Katashi’s inflammatory behaviour.

			The serving girls finished their duties and bowed themselves out. A few pairs of hungry eyes lingered on the door after they had left. Kin’s councillors were not used to the deprivations of life on the road without the female portion of our court, and tempers had been getting short.

			Eyes turned back to Kin. He must have felt their weight, their expectation, and gripped the edge of the table. ‘Katashi Otako will not back down,’ he said, brusquely. ‘He saw fit to ignore my every demand. He will not trade the crown and he will not renounce his claim upon my throne. By the gods Darius, I hope you saw more than I did, because what I saw was an arrogant bastard with all too much of his father’s self-righteous posturing. And that is the man she would put on the throne.’

			Ignoring this sour reference to Hana, I said: ‘He is certainly arrogant, Majesty. But he is a leader, a man people would follow to their deaths. We wonder why information is so scarce. It is scarce because his men do not betray him. They love him, and little wonder when his knowledge of his own superiority runs so deep it rules him.’

			‘Oh, come now, Laroth,’ Ahmet said with a laugh, looking around the table for support in his ridicule. ‘You cannot have divined so much from a brief encounter, if at all. It is all nonsense with you.’

			Kin held up his hand. ‘Let him talk. What did you see, Darius.’

			‘I saw a man who speaks a fraction slower than is usual because he likes the sound of his own voice. He holds his hands so he is always touching some part of himself with the tips of his fingers. You will never be able to persuade this man that he’s wrong. It is his divine right to sit upon the Crimson Throne.’ I turned so I was speaking to Kin and no one else. ‘I told you he wanted revenge and I was right. It is the only thing he wants more than the throne, but fortunately for him, killing you and taking the throne go hand in hand–’

			‘Laroth!’ Ahmet protested, half rising to his feet.

			Kin held up his hand again for silence. ‘No, Councillor, I asked for the truth. Let him speak. Go on, Darius.’

			‘There is nothing more to say, Majesty,’ I said. ‘He will do anything to achieve his ends. Katashi is a rebel, not a gentleman. He has no honour.’

			‘Fortunate then that I was not born a gentleman,’ Kin said. ‘Hallan, what new reports?’

			Attention turned swiftly to the young man at the far end of the table, a bundle of recent dispatches at his elbow. Master Hallan was bright-eyed and sharp. He was the Imperial Secretary, generally believed to know more of the emperor’s business than did the emperor himself.

			With every eye upon him, Hallan clasped his hands upon the table and said: ‘Not long after sunset we received a message from General Jikuko. He has lost another thirty-four men in night raids. They are having difficulty tracking the rebels during the day.’

			‘As much trouble as we are having,’ General Ryoji muttered. ‘Whether Katashi Otako is behind it or not, someone knows what they are doing.’

			‘Do we have estimates on his numbers yet?’

			‘Our best guess is several hundred, Your Majesty,’ Master Hallan said. ‘As Minister Laroth has already mentioned, his men do not betray him. Perhaps Lady Hana–’

			‘No.’

			The ferocity with which Kin spoke caused many to flinch. Hallan, with the adroitness for which he was known, went on with barely a pause. ‘Whatever the actual numbers, there is great advantage in operating in secret. As we are surely all aware, the Pikes, as they call themselves, have become quite adept at the sport of “hunting the red-belt”, picking off our soldiers when and where they can.’

			There were murmurs of agreement and a few particular instances commented on. Kin glared at the table.

			‘Katashi has more supporters in the north than we thought, too,’ Ahmet said, adding to the slew of bad news. ‘We have just received a list of lords known to be in contact with him. We expected many of his father’s old allies and the deposed nobility and exiles, but the list appears to be extensive. Some are noted as having housed him, while others are known to have financed his campaigns. We have yet to go through it in detail, but–’

			‘Names,’ Kin ordered.

			Ahmet held out his hand and Master Hallan gave him a scroll. Unrolling it, he began to read. ‘Lord Sulaya, Count of Ya, known to be in contact. Lord Kirita, Count of Veil, known to be in contact and believed to have housed Otako exiles. Lady Muya, Duchess of Lin’ya, believed to have given substantial financial support.’ Ahmet continued unrolling the scroll, his eyes darting back and forth. ‘Tishan Mei, deposed and exiled Count of Risian and his son, Tan Mei. And–’ The councillor stopped abruptly and looked up ‘–General Lord Manshin, known to be in contact.’

			Silence. Then: ‘I want a rider sent immediately to Kogahaera and another to Shimai. General Manshin and General Roi are to be removed temporarily from their positions. Quietly. I want them taken to Mei’lian.’

			‘General Roi, Majesty?’ Ahmet said. ‘His name is not on this list.’

			‘If Manshin is in this then so is Roi.’ Kin turned to me and looked as though he was going to speak, but thought better of it. As Minister of the Left it was my job to deal with such problems, but after tonight it wasn’t going to be my job anymore. I had known it was coming, but until that moment Kin had continued to look on me the same as he had ever done, yet with that turning of his head, that dismissal, he had dashed any hope I had begun to cherish that he might change his mind and keep me.

			As though I was already absent, the Council went on without my input. Ahmet continued with his list of names. The possibility that General Tikita might also be tempted to take the Otako side was raised, Master Hallan reminding the assembled councillors that Tikita was the youngest son of a border lord, brought up to support the Otakos. I let them talk, let them discuss such petty enemies. Generals or peasants, they were nothing compared to Malice, nothing to Takehiko. But there were no words to explain the danger. Empaths were rare. These men would not understand even if I risked my life to speak.

			‘And the oath, Majesty?’ Councillor Rhim said, drawing my attention back to the table.

			Beside me, Kin took a deep breath, compressing his thin lips. ‘I take it,’ he said. ‘The divinity of the Hian Crown is nothing but a myth. I have ruled this empire for sixteen years, not because I wore the crown, but because I have kept Kisia safe through my own sweat and blood. Anyone who denies my right to sit upon the Crimson Throne because of superstition deserves the war that will come to them. I will not let Katashi win.’

			No one dared argue with the scowl he used to cow us. But we were not the danger. It was Katashi who would take any excuse offered to weaken Kin’s claim, and the city of Koi, so proud of its ancient lineage, would follow him. In Mei’lian Kin’s throne would barely tremble. The south belonged to him, but the north would fall and there would be war.

			A knock sounded on the door. Many held breaths eased, the Council grateful for the interruption. Upon being summoned, an Imperial Guard stepped in. ‘Your Majesty,’ he said, bowing low. ‘Lady Otako has requested your presence.’

			Eyebrows rose. The councillors exchanged amused glances and Kin’s jaw muscles tightened. Exactly what had passed between them I did not know, but that neither was happy with the outcome was obvious. Kin’s councillors had all offered him the same advice. If she would not marry him, then the empire was safer without her. 

			‘Did Lady Hana give you a reason?’

			‘No, Your Majesty.’

			It was on the tip of his tongue to refuse. I could see the petulant curl of his lip and held my breath, hating to see him give himself away so obviously. I hoped it was only obvious to me, that the other councillors were blind to the true reason he was keeping Hana safe. What had the little minx done to touch that heart? Of course, Kisia had been at stake. That had undoubtedly been his first motive, but though he might be unwilling to admit it, it was no longer the only one.

			‘If Your Majesty would prefer, I could see what it is that Lady Otako desires.’ Ahmet was leaning obsequiously forward, his smile turned greasy.

			‘Very well, Councillor,’ Kin said, grasping this opportunity. ‘Make sure she is comfortable. Double her guard.’ Pushing up from the table, Kin rose. Every member of the Council hurried to do the same, bowing as he went to the door. ‘You are all dismissed,’ he said. ‘I will retire for the night and I don’t wish to be disturbed. General Ryoji is in command.’

			Shocked, the general jerked out of his bow. ‘Majesty? But Minister Laroth–’

			‘You are in command, Ryoji.’

			‘Yes, Your Majesty.’

			The others murmured good night, and feeling as insubstantial as a ghost, I went to the door. Ahmet was before me, wishing Kin a pleasant sleep as he left upon his mission.

			‘Your Majesty,’ I said, following Kin out into the passage. ‘A word before you go.’

			‘Very well, Darius. Walk with me.’

			‘Thank you, Majesty.’

			The hallway was dark despite the burning torches. Koi Castle was always dark. It was old, made of blackened timber as hard as iron, each beam as long as half a dozen men. They sucked light from the air, leaving us to walk through shadows.

			There was a new notch between Kin’s brows.

			‘Majesty,’ I said, as we slowly made our way along the passage. ‘Your life is in danger every moment you remain here. This is unfriendly territory. Why don’t you return to Mei’lian and take the oath there?’

			Kin stopped walking, shadows upon his face. ‘And have people say I am a coward? That I surrendered Koi to Katashi without a fight? Every emperor in Kisian history has sat upon the throne at Koi and spoken their vows, year on year, and I intend to do the same.’

			‘They also did so wearing the Hian Crown. It seems contradictory to insist upon half of the tradition while letting the other half go.’

			‘Majesty,’ he reminded me. ‘Your manners are slipping, Darius.’

			‘As I am no longer in your service, I don’t think it matters.’

			‘You hold your position until morning. I would have you see me safely to my oath.’

			‘Then take it in Mei’lian,’ I said. ‘Majesty.’

			He stepped closer and hissed: ‘This castle is impenetrable without inside help. Do you think I am surrounded by traitors? Or is Katashi a magician now as well?’

			‘Traitors perhaps more than you think. It is all well to make allies during peacetime, but there are no true allies in war. Anyone may yet turn on you.’

			‘Including you?’

			I bowed my acceptance of this criticism. ‘Yes, Majesty, including me, count nothing out.’

			‘Minister Laroth counselling the great General Kin on warfare? How many years older than you am I, Darius?’

			‘Thirteen and a half, Majesty.’

			‘Well then, of course, do go on. You must be enormously well informed.’

			‘You doubt it?’

			He parted his lips to retort, but snapped them shut. ‘This conversation strikes me as being particularly pointless.’

			‘It is.’

			A rueful smile calmed the severity of his expression. ‘Damn you, Darius,’ he said. ‘You make me feel like I’m ten years old and she makes me feel as though I’m eighty. What did you want to say to me?’

			‘I wanted to say that while Katashi might not be a magician, the Vices are.’

			He stared at me, the smile vanishing from his face. When at last he spoke it was slowly, every word deliberate. ‘We found the Eye of Vice on your serving boy’s cheek.’

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I have some knowledge of them. More than I would like.’

			‘Another reason for me not to trust you?’

			‘If you wish for one.’

			Kin ignored this. ‘What interest do the Vices have in me? In these last ten years they have shown themselves little more than troublemaking criminals, taking a hand in things that do not concern them. You know something. What is it?’

			‘I dare not utter more than a warning, Majesty,’ I said. ‘Let us say you have given me no reason to trust you either, and I wish to keep my head.’

			‘Are you attempting to bargain with me?’

			‘No, Majesty. I am trying to put you on your guard. There are things going on in your empire that you know nothing about. There are people capable of things you can only imagine. Against them, Katashi is nothing more than a spoilt boy brandishing a wooden sword.’

			I wanted to say more. I wanted to explain just what Malice was capable of, but how could I? Kin was too shrewd. He would ask every question I didn’t want to answer and suspect every truth I wanted to keep secret. If I let him, he would dig and dig until there was nothing left and then no fragile friendship would stop him ordering my execution. Even my father had wanted to see me dead.

			‘They are coming,’ I said. ‘They are with Katashi.’

			‘How do you know?’

			I could not answer. I could not tell him about Malice, about the robe, about Takehiko. Especially not Takehiko. Katashi’s claim to the throne could be argued. His father had been executed as a traitor, but Takehiko had been an acknowledged son of Emperor Lan, a prince of the true Otako line, a prince Kin had once sworn to protect and uphold.

			When I did not speak, Kin’s look turned fierce. ‘Who are you protecting, Darius?’

			You.

			‘Myself, Majesty. I will keep my head and I will bid you goodnight. If you will not return to Mei’lian then double the guards, triple them, don’t let a single soldier sleep tonight.’

			‘Another attempt on my life?’

			‘No. Katashi would rather have you executed than assassinated. It is not your life I fear for. It’s your throne.’

			Kin raised his hand. ‘I understand your warning, but I trust my men. I will remain here and I will fight for Kisia against Katashi and whoever else steps forward to claim it. In the morning you will be relieved of your position. Have your secretaries send any incomplete reports and correspondence to Master Hallan. Your belongings will be sent to Esvar and there I hope you will stay. I wish very much that things could have been different.’

			He held out his hand, and knowing what was expected of me, I knelt before him. ‘Thank you, Your Majesty,’ I said, and kissed his fingers.

			‘Goodbye, Darius.’

			In an instant he had pulled his hand away and was gone, the skirt of his robe brushing the smooth wood with every step.

			Left alone, I fought the urge to laugh. That was it. Five years of service and I had to be grateful to leave with my head. I was no longer welcome at court, but Esvar held too many memories. I could not stay, I could not go, and I could not leave Kin to face an enemy he knew nothing about.

			Around me the palace hummed gently with a myriad of soft sounds – footsteps, whispers, and the crackle of burning torches. Dawn was a long way off yet, but the castle felt none of man’s anxiety. The paintings and ancient screens had watched dozens of emperors walk these halls, coming and going, living and dying, and after them Kisia lived on, for better or worse. The empire never died. Yet Malice had once had a dream where gods ruled Kisia, where they brought man to heal like dogs, where we judged those who were worthy and those who were not with the tips of our fingers.

			He would come. He was sick of waiting, sick of watching me parade around like an empty shell. I might have been able to stop him once, but it was too late. Kin hadn’t listened, hadn’t understood how desperately I needed him to win. If he failed, so too would I, for without him there was nothing to stand between me and the power of my blood. I had to believe that a man could rule this empire.

			I had to believe that Kisia needed no gods.
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			The room felt barren. It owned the usual complement of furnishings, but the air had a lifeless chill. I stood in the doorway and looked around, sure there had been some mistake. Everyone said Lord Laroth was a rich man and he certainly dressed like one, but this was little more than a cell.

			I stepped in, sliding the door closed behind me. The Keep was all but silent, as yet no sound of Katashi or his men. The minister might return at any moment. I wanted him to come, but there was something else I needed to do first.

			His travelling chests were not locked. I lifted the lid of the first and the smell of kiri wood assailed me. Pale shavings were spread over a neatly folded robe, violet with silver thread. I brushed them out of the way and peeled back the robe and the sheet of thin paper that separated it from the next. Sky-blue silk. Then a heavy winter robe in dark green. Sliding my hand down the side, I felt nothing but soft fabric and closed the lid again.

			Sitting back on my haunches, I looked around, wondering where he would keep his jewellery. Did the servants keep it in a special place? Or would it be buried in one of these chests?

			Footsteps sounded outside. Crouched in front of the first chest, I froze, listening to the steady paces. They drew close, but did not stop, fading once again into the silence.

			I moved to the next chest. It was full of personal belongings, of parchment scrolls and sticks of ink. There was a roll of silk containing brushes of all sizes, a few mixing stones, two spare pairs of wooden sandals with the Laroth crest branded into the heel, a trio of shaving blades, a collection of leather bound books and an Errant board. Throwing each of these items onto the floor, I dug deeper, unearthing a box containing a pair of small scissors and some pincers, and I began to seriously doubt my luck.

			‘A thief now, as well as a traitor?’

			I sucked in a breath. Lord Laroth stood in the doorway, the same picture of precision I had first seen back in Shimai. He looked around at the scattered belongings and blinked slowly, taking it all in with no change in his expression.

			‘Was it necessary to make such a mess?’ he asked at last. ‘You were perhaps looking for something specific?’

			‘My necklace.’

			‘Your necklace.’

			‘The one your father gave me.’

			‘I am well aware which necklace you mean,’ he said, stepping into the room and closing the door. ‘But I was not aware I was under any obligation to return it to you.’

			With a theatrical wince at the strewn belongings, Lord Laroth indicated the table. ‘Won’t you please join me? I am afraid I have no refreshments. If you don’t mind me saying so, it was not you I was expecting.’

			‘No?’ I said. ‘Your friend Malice perhaps.’

			‘I would rather have called him your friend. You wore his robe at the meeting after all.’

			‘Was that a clever thing to say? You must know him well to know the robe was his.’

			‘I never said that I did not.’

			We stared at one another. My heart was hammering in my chest, so fast it turned my stomach sick. This was the man who had known my name and condemned me anyway, the man who betrayed my sister, lied about my father, and left me to break beneath the branding iron.

			‘You are very alike, you and Malice,’ I said, holding in my wrath with tightly curled fists. ‘You are both monsters clad in expensive silk.’

			Without a word, Lord Laroth came forward, slow steps bringing him across the matting. It crackled under his feet, scenting the air with dust. His expression did not alter. He did not hurry and he did not speak, just knelt at the table and clasped his hands in his lap.

			‘Tell me, Endymion,’ he said at last. ‘Are you trying to make me angry? Or afraid?’

			‘My name is Takehiko Otako and you know it.’

			His eyes bored into mine. ‘I see Malice has been sharing secrets.’

			‘You knew.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘But you condemned me anyway.’

			With great deliberation he blinked, so calmly I wanted to hit him. I controlled the urge with an effort. There would be time enough to make him suffer when I had the answers I needed.

			‘What else did Malice tell you, Endymion?’ he asked.

			‘He told me my name and that is all that matters.’

			‘But names mean so little. Take Malice for example, you cannot be fool enough to think that just because he calls himself Malice that makes it his true name. He had a father and so he has a name, a family.’

			‘I don’t see your point,’ I said, beginning to wish he would direct those sharp violet eyes somewhere else. ‘My father was an Otako, so I am an Otako.’

			And there came the first change in his expression. The impassive face came to life, perfect lips turning into a smile. ‘Not your friend then, Malice.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘What do you think I mean?’ Lord Laroth leaned forward. ‘He’s lying to you, Endymion.’

			‘And you’re not?’

			He sat back. ‘I never said that. But I have not lied to you yet.’

			‘You lied about my father.’

			‘No. I did not lie to you then and I have not lied to you now.’

			I felt hypnotised, staring into those bright eyes. He spoke with such assurance that I wanted to believe him, wanted to trust him. But there was no warmth in him, no life, his blood as cold as a cunning snake.

			‘My father was Emperor Lan Otako,’ I snapped. ‘He was not some honourless traitor. Your father swore an oath to protect my family and you betrayed that honour when you condemned me to this fate.’

			Something like anger lashed at my senses, gone in an instant. The minister’s face had not shifted. ‘How grievously at fault I am, to be sure,’ he said in his usual mild tone.

			‘Grievously at fault?’ I repeated. ‘You–’

			‘Why did you come here, Endymion?’ Lord Laroth interrupted, clasping his hands tightly upon the table.

			‘Vengeance. But I need to know why you did it.’

			‘Vengeance?’

			‘I will find him and I will teach him pain.’

			He looked across the table with the same cold gaze I had first seen through the bars of my prison. ‘You think I deserve that?’

			‘Can’t you see what you did to me?’ I said. ‘A Prince of Kisia branded a traitor in his own empire. Not once. Not twice. But three times.’ I pulled up my sleeve so he could see the last and deepest of the brands upon my arm, still red and scabbing. ‘They broke me. You broke me.’

			‘I did what I had to do. Do you think Kin would have been glad to hear of your existence? That was not a risk I was willing to take. I saved you. I could have ordered your execution. I could have left you to burn.’

			‘Then why didn’t you?’

			Lord Laroth slammed his fist down on the table. ‘Because I am not the monster everyone thinks me!’

			He was breathing fast, and I flinched at the sudden hit of emotion. Already his barriers were back, thick like the carefully controlled walls of a fortified city. But I had seen life. A hot-blooded man was in there somewhere.

			A tentative knock sounded on the door. I froze, and for a moment the minister’s eyes scoured my face.

			The knock came again.

			Lord Laroth got quickly to his feet and pointed one slim finger at the corner. I wanted to ignore his command, to throw it back in his face and sit at the table, but discovery would mean the end. He knew my name. I had no choice but to trust him.

			I went to the corner and wedged myself in beside a scroll cabinet. He schooled his features to a frown and slid the door. ‘Well?’ he said, his tone chilly. ‘What is it?’

			‘Your Excellency, I have a message from General Ryoji,’ the invisible man said. ‘He requests your presence in the Entrance Circle immediately. Katashi Otako is on his way, desirous of an audience with the emperor.’ 

			I felt sure I had heard wrong. Katashi was already inside the walls. Why would he seek a meeting with Kin after the last had gone so badly?

			‘He comes alone?’ Lord Laroth asked.

			‘No, Your Excellency. He has been allowed to bring two of his men with him. They approached the front gates carrying a white flag.’

			I could not suppress the shiver that ran through me. It felt as though a feather had brushed across my soul. Growing insistent, the pressure increased, its gentle fingers drawing forth an image of Katashi from my thoughts. Katashi in his black sash striding the halls of the Keep, bathed in torchlight.

			‘Fools!’ Lord Laroth snapped and the image was gone. ‘Tell them not to let anyone in until I get there. Go! Quickly!’

			‘Yes, Your Excellency!’

			Footsteps hurried away and Lord Laroth slid the door closed with a crack. ‘How did you get in?’ he demanded, turning on me. ‘Did Malice get you in here?’

			‘Why should I tell you?’

			His anger was there now, free and unfettered. I could feel it fuelling my own, the fire fizzling back and forth between us.

			‘Because you owe me your life!’

			‘Owe you? You should have these brands, not me.’

			Lord Laroth snarled. ‘And what would you know? What would you know of what I have done for this empire?’ His own words seemed to check his wrath and he came toward me with quick strides. ‘I have to go,’ he said, gripping my shoulders. ‘Stay here. Wait for me.’

			‘You’ll give me up to the guards!’

			‘No. I won’t. Trust me.’

			‘Why should I?’

			Shaking me roughly, he snapped: ‘You stupid fool! You won’t trust me, but you’ll trust him?’ His eyes burned, no longer cold, no longer dead.

			‘I never said I trusted him,’ I said, pulling out of his grip.

			‘You don’t need to. Only a Vice could get in here undetected. What did you give him?’

			Feeling cornered, I pushed past him, but Lord Laroth snatched at my wrist, fingers clamping around my birthmark. ‘Don’t do it, Endymion. Don’t listen to Malice. Don’t let him have you.’

			Skin on skin there was no connection. Since the incident at Shimai there had only been one other person I had failed to connect with – Malice.

			‘It’s too late,’ I said, staring at him dumbly. ‘Who are you?’

			It was so easy. He had let go his barriers and laid himself open. All it took was a little push, driving the Empathy into his veins, into his heart, his very soul. The connection flared, and under my touch he burned hotter than fire. Here was a man more alive than any I had ever seen, more complex, more closed. He owned places no one else was allowed to go.

			Where did this strength come from? came the whisper of Lord Laroth’s thoughts. A Whisperer. Get out! Get out of my head!

			He tried to push me away, tried to shield himself, and a memory hit me with all the force of stone...

			

			

			‘And if I don’t want to do this anymore?’

			‘Do what?’ Malice was there, threateningly close. He had an arm either side of my head, blocking any attempt at escape.

			‘I am not your tool.’

			‘No, Darius, we do this together. You’re my brother, yes?’

			‘Half.’

			Malice took my left hand and pulled it awkwardly up before my eyes. There he drew back both his sleeve and mine, holding them so I couldn’t help be see the marks. Two identical birthmarks. ‘Half?’ he said. ‘You are more my brother than if we shared the same mother.’

			His Empathy whipped out. I had been waiting for him to resort to its strength, but I could keep him out. One moment I was open, the next there was steel between us.

			Malice snarled. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘I’m not your tool,’ I repeated.

			‘You are my brother!’

			‘Yes, that I cannot change. But this I can.’ I pulled my hand away and pressed it over my heart.

			Pulling away from me, Malice began to laugh. ‘A heart? You? Don’t be such a fool. Why seek to change what makes you better? You know what we can do together, what we can achieve. No mere Normal can rule Kisia. It is our duty, yes?’

			‘I don’t believe that,’ I said.

			‘I can see through your lies, Darius.’

			‘Then I will make the lie true!’

			Malice shoved me back against the wall, knocking breath out of me. ‘You will not leave me,’ he snarled. ‘You cannot, yes?’

			‘You can’t stop me.’

			‘Oh no?’

			His Empathy came again, but I kept the shield raised. ‘You think I don’t know you?’ I said. ‘I can keep you out.’ A laugh came from my dry lips, but it sounded far away. ‘You might as well let me go. I’m going to leave you anyway.’

			The laugh caught in my throat, choked to a cry. Pain filled my chest like pressure, and there was Malice, so close I could feel his breath. A little smile turned his lips, dampened by a circuit of his tongue. Then he drew the blade back out, the tip sliding free of my ribs. I gasped, sucking in air laced with pain. My blood was hot. It clogged my robe and ran onto my hands as I pressed them to my chest.

			And in my ear, Malice whispered, the words a gentle caress. ‘No, brother,’ he said. ‘You’re not going anywhere.’

			

			

			Lord Laroth pulled away, the shock knocking me back into the present. Viewing the memory had been the work of an instant and he scowled, but all I could do was stare back, my thoughts in a whirl.

			Without warning, he reached out, pinching my ear lobe between his thumb and forefinger. He squeezed, pain from the fresh piercing Malice had inflicted sending twinges through my head.

			‘Do you even know what this is?’ he demanded, dragging me down by my ear. Obedient to the pain, I followed, knees collapsing onto the matting. ‘This–’ he pinched my ear harder, causing the hook of the earring to dig into my skin ‘–is your name. This is your place. You let him brand you without asking why.’

			All at once he let go. I went to touch my ear, but silk caught my wrist, drawing tight. I hadn’t time to move or think, the tightening sash yanking me back against the leg of the divan. 

			‘What are you doing?’ I said, trying to pull a hand free.

			‘That question is a waste of breath,’ Lord Laroth said, his breathless voice behind me. ‘As is this answer.’

			His hands touched mine without the ingress of connection. 

			‘Why don’t I connect to you?’ I said. ‘Who are you?’

			He gave the silk one last tug, locking my wrists. Then, looking more dishevelled than I had ever seen him, Lord Laroth straightened. He adjusted his sash and smoothed his hair, his expression slowly settling into impassive lines.

			‘Tell me who you are,’ I said again. ‘Tell me!’

			Lord Laroth went to the door. ‘Wrong question, Endymion,’ he said, laying his hand upon the wood. ‘I am Lord Darius Laroth. What you should be asking is who you are.’

			He slid the door, but before he stepped out into the passage he tapped the earring than hung from his left ear. A silver eye swung, glinting in the light.
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			The edge of the wine bowl glistened, and a faint tang of Tishwa hung upon the air. I could only hope that Kin would not notice. It was sweet enough to be mistaken for oil.

			My hands shook as I sat the bowl on the table. A lie would make it so easy. I could tell him I had changed my mind and would marry him, so we could drink to our future, but I knew I could not. There had to be another way.

			Adjusting my robe, I tried to relax. What had he said of my mother? Restful. Intelligent. A great beauty. I knew I was none of those things. He had never wished to marry a rebel girl.

			I shifted the bowl a little closer to the wine jug so it looked more natural. Would he see it there? He might expect me to pour the wine fresh, or send for a serving girl and a second bowl. I thought back to the dinner. Had wine even be served? He was a naturally abstemious man. What if he didn’t drink at all? 

			The sound of voices floated in from the passage. He was coming. I tried to steady the thundering of my heart.

			The door slid on silent feet, but it was not Kin. Councillor Ahmet stood framed in the aperture, a sickly smile upon his lips.

			‘Ah, Lady Otako,’ he said, a laugh in his eyes as he bowed. ‘We meet again and under more… appropriate circumstances.’

			‘I asked for Kin.’

			A fat eyebrow went up. ‘His Imperial Majesty has retired for the night, my lady, but I assure you I will take an accurate message should you deign to speak your mind to me.’

			‘I would not speak my mind to you if you were the last man in Kisia!’

			His smile widened, or rather he showed more of his teeth. ‘Fortunately, that is not the case.’

			The councillor closed the door behind him and I swallowed the urge to call for Shin. I could fight my own battles.

			The poisoned bowl winked at me.

			Councillor Ahmet sat on the end of the divan, resting his hands on his knees. Those keen eyes travelled over me, from my ankles to my curls, a sneer of distaste curling his lips. His fingers twitched.

			‘You know, I think I preferred Regent’s costume,’ he said. ‘How tightly it clung to you. I should have known then you weren’t a man. You’re too young for womanly curves, but…’

			Unwilling to look him in the face, I focussed on his hand. It edged a little closer to his groin and I looked away from that too, cheeks burning in an even mix of hatred and humiliation. Regent could have dealt with this, but he had abandoned me, leaving Hana to fight alone. ‘I have nothing I wish to say to you, Councillor. If you would inform His Majesty that I wish very urgently to speak with him I would be most grateful.’

			‘He doesn’t want to see you. Are you blushing?’ He laughed. ‘Do you know? I think Councillor Rhim was right and you have become his whore. But it wasn’t clever to send him a message in the middle of a Council meeting. You must need him urgently. Wet, little love?’

			Through clenched teeth I managed to say: ‘You are foul. Get out.’

			‘No, I’m not finished, because you know what I think? The others might say you are little better than a whore striding around in your breeches, but I say no Otako princess would be a whore.’

			‘I’m obliged to you,’ I said grimly.

			‘Are you? But you see, I don’t think you’re an Otako at all. This is one of Laroth’s little games, getting us all to dance to his impertinent piping. His father was just as arrogant. He thought he could order everyone around because he was the Imperial Protector.’ The councillor snorted; such an ugly look upon his face I thought he would spit at me. ‘The Imperial Libertine more like. You might be Empress Li’s daughter, but you’re his bastard.’

			‘How dare you!’ I sprang up, blood boiling. ‘Get out now before I throw you out.’

			‘My, my. It looks like I hit a nerve. No wonder Laroth knew you were alive. Big brother Darius to the rescue, eh? This whole farce is nothing more than an elaborate plan to make Kin bend his knee before Kisia’s most intolerable family.’

			I sat back heavily, my fury deflated. I wanted to deny it, to say I was no Laroth bastard, no puppet to be played, but the words would not come. It was all too easy to imagine Darius, the puppeteer, holding all our strings, every word from my lips penned by his hand.

			The councillor leered. ‘I know how to keep a secret,’ he said. ‘As long as there is something in it for me.’

			‘There’s no secret to keep!’

			‘You want me to tell Kin the truth? He has a worse temper than you. You’d be lucky to keep your head. But we have unfinished business, you and I,’ he said, the words thickening in his mouth.

			My eyes darted to the wine bowl. The councillor was not Kin, but Kin was not coming. Again, I considered yelling for Shin, but I was no weak woman to be saved by men. I was better than that, stronger than that. I didn’t need anyone.

			He slid up the divan and I sank toward him, suppressing a shudder. ‘We can make a deal, you and I,’ he said, resting his hand on my leg. I let it sit there, hot and heavy, biding my time. ‘Kin’s little affairs are always short lived. He will tire of you. The thrill of owning you will not last and then where will you be?’

			Did he think I was whore enough to let Kin amuse himself at my expense? Was Kin so ashamed that his councillors were in ignorance of his proposal? If that was true, I found it hard to blame them for their assumptions. Even if they knew I had refused a place at his side, they had to wonder why I was still here, still following in his train being treated more like a mistress than a prisoner.

			I felt sick and swallowed hard, trying not to think about the hot hand on my leg. ‘And what is it that you propose, Councillor?’ I asked with forced calm.

			‘An alliance. I will take you under my protection when Kin’s interest wanes.’

			‘And in return?’

			His hand slid up my leg. ‘You’ll be suitably grateful.’

			I fought the urge to pull away, pasting a smile to my face. How could he believe I would accept such an offer after the way he had treated me? Was his opinion of himself so high? Or had Kin let them believe I was nothing but a whore who grew hot at the slightest touch, all because I had refused to marry him? Whatever the truth, Kin was not here. It was Councillor Ahmet whose heavy hand crept up my leg, who had to be silenced. It was Councillor Ahmet who would die.

			Rising from the divan, I picked up the wine bowl.

			‘Shall we drink to an alliance?’ I said.

			‘I would rather seal the deal with a kiss. Come here.’

			The councillor patted one silk clad knee, and I went to him, no longer afraid of my purpose. I lowered myself onto his leg and he slid his arm around my waist. At his touch I was back in the Pit, struggling beneath Praetor’s weight as my hipbone ground into the stone.

			In my hand the poisoned rim shimmered. ‘Come, Councillor,’ I said. ‘Let us drink.’

			‘Wine can wait.’ He gripped my thigh. The breeches made it easier for him to touch me, easier to slide his hand up between my legs. I thought I could ignore it, thought I could cope, but the moment he touched that defect that made me so inferior, I knew a shock of revulsion that was impossible to master. Regent stormed to the surface, his rage turning me to steel. Hatred owned me. I slammed the poisoned rim into Ahmet’s teeth. The shock threw him back with a cry, wine splashing over his face and I pinned him to the cushions, digging my knee into his gut. Red-faced, he spluttered, but I gripped his short hair and wormed the edge of the bowl between his lips. ‘The answer is no, Councillor,’ I said. ‘I would rather watch you die.’

			He shoved me from him with a snarl. I hit the floor, my shoulder banging into the edge of the table. Broken shards of ceramic scattered across the matting.

			‘You little bitch, what have you done? What was–’

			His voice faltered. His ruddy colour rose. He lunged at me and gripped my leg, but there was no strength in his hand and I yanked my foot free, crawling away. The floor shook as he hit the matting. The reeds crackled. I turned, expecting to see him lying still, but death had not yet come for him.

			The councillor clawed at his throat. Fingernails ripped into his skin as a cry quavered free of dry lips. His eyes bulged. With his mouth hanging open he shuffled slowly toward me. I let out a dry sob and backed into the wall, but still the councillor dragged himself along the floor, his bloodstained fingers reaching for my ankle. His bloodshot eyes rolled. His neck twisted, kinking to a horrific angle like a dying bird.

			I must have screamed. All I could hear was my pounding heart, but Shin came. He dashed in, his companion behind him, both men slowing at sight of the councillor twitching on the floor.

			‘What’s wrong with him?’ the other guard demanded. ‘What happened?’

			I knew how dishevelled I must look, but hardly cared. I could not drag my eyes from the dying man.

			Shin knelt beside the councillor. The man was finally still, his lifeless eyes staring up at the dark beams above. ‘He’s dead,’ he said.

			‘We’d better send for Master Kenji.’ Shin’s companion eyed me warily. ‘His Majesty should know of this. What did you do to him?’

			I knew tears were running down my cheeks, but all I could do was shake my head. He was dead. I hiccuped on the start of a laugh. He was dead. I had done it. Gripping my knees, I gave a crow of exultation. ‘You want to know what happened to him? I killed him! That’s what happens if anyone lays a hand on me.’ I leapt to my feet. ‘I am an Otako!’

			The point of a sword slid through the man’s chest. He jerked, blood rising to his lips. The blade was withdrawn with a grunt of effort, and the guard fell, his body shuddering as life let him go.

			Shin stepped over the bodies. ‘Tishwa?’ he said. ‘Expensive. Were you planning to kill them all?’

			‘Just Kin,’ I said, breathing fast. ‘I will take my throne.’

			‘That’s too dangerous.’

			‘I will not sit here and wait to be rescued. I have never been part of Katashi’s plans, have I? Are you here to stop me?’

			Shin didn’t answer, but he didn’t need to. I was nothing to them, nothing to any of them.

			‘With or without your help, I will take what is mine,’ I said. ‘Where is Kin?’

			‘His rooms are upstairs, but you won’t find him there.’

			‘Why? Where is he?’

			‘General Ryoji is afraid of assassination, so Kin sleeps soundly in the audience chamber off the throne room.’ For the first time Shin’s expression changed, a grin coming to grim features. ‘As Lord Laroth’s personal guard, I’m informed of these things.’

			‘Lord Laroth’s personal guard?’

			Shin wiped his knife clean on his thigh. ‘I met him the night you were caught,’ he said. ‘He wanted me to stay and keep an eye on you.’

			‘Because I can’t look after myself?’

			Again, he did not answer. Taking a knife from the dead guard, I strode toward the door.

			‘Not in those clothes,’ he said, putting out his arm to stop me. ‘You’re still too much a woman in that, and you’ll be recognised the second you step outside the door.’

			‘This is all I have.’

			He jerked his head in the direction of the dead guard. ‘He doesn’t need his uniform. It’s got a hole, but we can hide it. Small man.’

			‘You want me to wear a dead man’s armour?’

			‘Seems to me Regent would never have asked me that question,’ Shin said quietly. ‘Captain.’

			He was right. I swallowed what was left of Lady Hana and began to undress. ‘Strip him.’

			‘Yes, Captain.’

			Shin did as he was bid, roughly divesting the man of the clothes he no longer required. Each piece was dropped to the floor at my feet, the smell of blood all too strong on the air.

			‘I need a bind,’ I said over my shoulder. ‘Find a length of–’

			He held out a crimson sash. It showed the man’s rank on one tail, along with the small dragon that proclaimed his loyalty to the Ts’ai. I hesitated, but there was no time to find something else.

			‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Tie it for me.’

			Taking it from him, I wrapped it around my chest and handed him the tails. He took them without demur, pulling them tight.

			‘Tighter,’ I said, and he complied, tying the knot quickly and easily, his fingers more deft even than Katashi’s.

			With the bind tied, Shin handed me a linen tunic stinking of sweat, followed by a pair of breeches and leather armour, its fasteners gleaming. Without a word, Shin went out, returning a moment later with a second sash proclaiming Ts’ai allegiance. I tied it around my waist and prised the guard’s helmet off his head. The breeches were too big, but I made do, tying a knot in the waist and hitching them high so the legs didn’t drag under my feet.

			When I was dressed well enough to earn Shin’s curt nod, I slid the guard’s knife into my sash and went once again to the door. The old Pike made no effort to stop me. He spoke nothing of the danger, just slid the door, and together we stepped into the passage, leaving the dead men to each other’s counsel.

			I felt more alive than I had for weeks. I had missed the weight of armour and the freedom of anonymity. Wearing the uniform of Kin’s guard was like being invisible. The only pair of guards who even glanced our way did no more than nod, not breaking off their whispered conversation.

			The Keep was quiet, the only sounds the crackle of torches and the shuffle of our steps. My breeches began to slip, but it was not far before we turned into a wide passage and Shin slowed his pace. A pair of large black doors graced one wall, exactly like the ones in Mei’lian. No light slipped beneath them, but a faint glow emanated through the screen of a smaller door further along the passage. Two guards watched us approach.

			‘I’ll tell them about the councillor and you go in,’ Shin said, looking straight ahead and speaking out the side of his mouth. ‘Keep it quick, keep it quiet. I can’t take on the whole of Kin’s army.’

			I kept up with Shin’s confident stride, but somewhere deep down, Hana was screaming. But in donning the armour and reclaiming Regent, I had forced her away, left behind her feminine weakness and her heart that had so nearly come to pity the repulsive councillor before the end.

			Shin stopped before the guards. ‘Is His Majesty in?’

			‘Yeah, he’s in there,’ one of them said with a significant glance thrown at the other. ‘I wouldn’t disturb him. In a right foul mood he is. He stopped raging a while back, and if he’s fallen asleep he won’t want waking. We already sent the general’s man off.’

			‘There’s no help for it. Councillor Ahmet’s dead.’

			The blunt words sent my pulse racing and I hoped the shock didn’t show on my face. Neither man looked at me. Shin had all their attention.

			‘The old frog? What happened?’

			‘We’re not sure yet. We’ve sent for Master Kenji.’

			 ‘Well, go on in. Better you than me.’

			Shin jerked his head toward the door in the manner of a man delegating an unpleasant duty. I took that as my cue and went in, leaving the guards plying Shin with questions.

			The room beyond was small and dimly lit. There was no decoration and hardly any furniture, but in the middle of the floor Emperor Kin lay beside a small lap table strewn with papers. He must have been working for he was fully dressed, his sleeping mat untouched.

			I slid the door closed and the guard’s conversation became muffled. Kin made no sound. One could almost have imagined him dead already but for the gentle rise and fall of his chest.

			I peeled the helmet from my head and placed it on the matting. He moved, shifting one hand onto his stomach, his fingers splayed upon the crimson silk. Even in sleep he frowned. Hair had pulled free from his topknot and his sash was crooked.

			My fingers closed around the hilt of the knife. I still had some poison, and almost I reached for the vial, but memory of the councillor’s purpling face stayed my hand. Kin deserved to die in blood, not fighting for a breath that would never come, watching me and hating me with every last beat of his heart.

			I knelt beside him, and the old matting crackled softly. Again he stirred, just enough to soften his expression. The line of his throat was visible in the dim light, a sheen of sweat glistening upon his tanned skin. And that silvery scar, tracing its memories across his flesh.

			Time seemed to stop. Shin would be waiting. It would have taken him a mere instant without thought to stick the knife in and be done, and I could have asked him to do it. He wouldn’t have hesitated, but it was not his job. Shin’s knife would prove nothing.

			Kin’s body stiffened. My gaze leapt from his throat and found dark eyes staring up at me. Something like a smile lightened his harsh features and he would have spoken, but the words were lost to eternity the moment his gaze shifted to the knife in my hand.

			Kin’s fingers closed around my wrist. He twisted, merciless, and unable to hold the knife any longer it slipped from my hand. It hit the floor, sliding point first into the reeds. My gut hollowed. I could not look at him and tried to pull away, but he tightened his grip, bruising my skin.

			‘Why, Hana?’

			He spoke quietly, hurt throbbing in his voice.

			‘Let me go.’

			‘Let you go? Let you go!’ Kin got to his feet, dragging me with him. ‘I offered you everything, everything, and this is how you repay me? Is that why you sent for me? You wanted me to walk to my death?’ His hand pulled back and I braced myself, not caring if he hit me. But the blow did not come. Gripping my shoulders, Kin shook me roughly. ‘Why?’

			No words came. My thoughts were a mess. There had been so much anger, but now it ebbed away leaving nothing but dull horror echoing in my heart.

			‘Why, Hana? Why do you hate me so much?’

			There were so many words, so many excuses, but they all stuck in my throat. ‘I… I…’ I shook my head.

			‘What a fool you make me!’

			With a growl he threw me toward the door. I stumbled awkwardly and hit the screen. Thin wood and paper crashed around me, splinters scratching my face as I fell into the passage. Debris rained down and Kin was there, such hatred in his face that I recoiled.

			Shouts echoed along the passage.

			‘Majesty,’ someone gasped, every breath ragged. ‘The rebels have taken the Willow Gate.’

			‘Let them come!’ Kin snarled.

			Katashi. I tried to scramble to my feet, but before I could, Kin had me by the hair. Curls ripped out of my head.

			‘Majesty?’

			‘Get my executioner,’ he ordered as the Keep blurred around me. ‘I’ve caught a rebel assassin and I will have this traitor’s head before Katashi comes for mine.’
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			On the balcony above the Entrance Circle, General Ryoji stood like a silent sentinel. Tonight he looked older than his years, his expression set in something like Kin’s perpetual frown.

			‘You sent for me, General?’ I said, joining him at the railing. At intervals along the balcony stood a dozen archers, each staring down at the hall below. There, the great doors of the Keep stood closed.

			‘Yes, Your Excellency,’ he said. ‘Katashi Otako is at this moment on his way. He arrived at the gates some time ago with two of his men. He wants to talk.’

			‘Talk. And you believe that, General? You were at the meeting. There is nothing Katashi wants to do less than bargain with Kin.’

			‘You think I don’t know that?’ the general snapped. ‘But when Katashi Otako arrives at our gates carrying a white flag and seeking speech with His Majesty, I am in no position to have him sent away. Before you suggest it might be a trap, I would draw your attention to the number of guards I have present, and point out that I could easily have left you to your bed.’

			‘Why didn’t you, General?’ I said. ‘What possible stupidity could I add that you haven’t already provided?’

			‘While I have been informed that you are to be relieved of your position, you are, until morning, still the Minister of the Left and as such–’

			‘And as such still your superior. Next time–’

			‘Next time? I’m sorry, Your Excellency, but it seems unlikely there will be a next time.’

			He wasn’t afraid of me. I was losing my touch. Endymion had showed no fear either, damning me with his every breath.

			Three brandings. Fading bruises ghosted across his brow and marred his wrists, and each branding was a scabbing mess. There had always been the risk it would turn him, but it had been a risk I’d had to take. Back in Shimai his Empathy had been weak and unpractised, now it lacked restraint, ranging over the world with the subtlety of a mallet. And it would only grow stronger.

			With every muscle tensed, I gripped the railing, the silent hall wearing on my nerves. ‘Don’t send a message to Kin,’ I said. ‘Not until we know what is happening.’

			General Ryoji gave me an odd look. ‘Too late, Your Excellency,’ he said. ‘I already did.’ 

			A muffled shout sounded outside. One of Ryoji’s guards came along the gallery. ‘They are here, General,’ he said.

			It was on the tip of my tongue to order them sent away. I had touched Endymion’s mind, had reason to believe Katashi was already inside the walls, but without proof General Ryoji was all too likely to run counter to my counsel. Superior or not, I knew he would not listen to me.

			‘Archers ready!’ General Ryoji called. ‘Open the doors.’

			It took three men to open each door, dragging them, grinding, over worn stones. Night spilled in. It licked at the heels of the incoming guards and bathed three men in darkness. They entered the Keep with their hoods drawn, their faces only visible to those who could see them at eye level. One of them carried a large bow upon his back while the others appeared not to be armed at all.

			A scrap of white silk fluttered in the bowman’s hand. Fine hands, long fingers just pinching the corner of the silk. They were not the hands of an archer.

			The dark hood turned toward me and I felt the smile I could not see. I took a deep breath and the smell was there, the strange scent always at the very edge of my senses.

			Malice.

			‘General,’ I said. ‘Order your men to fire. That man is not Katashi Otako.’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘There is no time to explain. Order them to put back their hoods and then shoot them if you wish, but shoot them and shoot them quickly.’

			General Ryoji’s fingers gripped the railing. ‘You have requested speech with Emperor Kin,’ he said, projecting his voice down to the uninvited guests. ‘Set back your hoods and identify yourselves.’

			‘I have told you who I am,’ the central figure said. ‘Your guards have already identified me as Lord Katashi Otako.’

			I knew that voice.

			General Ryoji hesitated, glancing at me, but it was already too late. He had let them inside the walls.

			‘Few of my guards would know what Katashi Otako looks like,’ he said, and I could hear the wariness in his tone. He had let his men be fooled by a black sash, a longbow and noble features. ‘Archers, draw.’

			All around the Entrance Circle bowstrings creaked, and the general spoke again. ‘Set back your hoods,’ he said, the steel in his voice serving to remind me he was no fool. He had kept Kin alive on many occasions when he should have died, but tonight his luck was out.

			A chuckle sounded soft on the air. ‘As you wish.’

			The three imposters put back their hoods. From the centre, Malice looked up at me, his lips twisted into something like a smile. I knew neither of his companions, one a man with slick blond hair, the other not a man at all but a woman with an eruption of wild curls.

			‘Identify yourselves,’ General Ryoji said.

			Malice made an ironic little bow. ‘But of course. My name is Malice and these are my Vices, Spite and Adversity.’ Again his eyes drifted to me. ‘Aren’t you going to say hello, Darius?’

			‘Fire,’ I ordered. ‘Give the command now or you won’t get another chance.’

			The Vices. The name garnered fear everywhere and the general required no further prompting.

			‘Take aim!’

			An order to spare Malice leapt to my tongue, but I bit it back. Better this way. Better an end.

			‘Fire!’

			Arrows flew. A grunt, then a scream gurgled from a blood-clogged throat. Beside me an archer toppled over the railing, an arrow buried in his back. He hit the stones below with a sickening crunch.

			Malice hadn’t moved. Spite stood in front of him, arrows hovering in the air between his splayed hands. Sweat beaded his brow and his hands shook, fighting the force that should have seen each sharp tip through his chest. An arrow vanished, reappearing in the arm of another archer. The man let out a cry, echoed by another; a grunt, a scream, Spite’s strange skill sending each arrow back to its master. There was no pattern. Through the leg, through the neck, through the eye; they shot from nowhere and dug deep, the stench of blood on the air.

			In less than a minute every one of General Ryoji’s archers lay dead or injured, the hall filled with groans. Then, like a man gone without water for days, Spite hit the ground.

			‘Spite,’ Malice said, smiling up at me. ‘I thought you would approve of his name.’

			‘Kill them!’ General Ryoji ordered.

			From all around the Entrance Circle, guards advanced.

			Leaving Spite where he had fallen, Malice pulled the young woman toward the wall. Guards closed in on them, wary, sure there was no way they could escape, but I knew the moment Malice winked at me that they were wrong. Malice did not slow his pace. He strode to the stone wall, the girl’s hand gripped in his. They hit it together. They thinned, their flesh sliding through the wall like water.

			Guards dashed forward, patting the stones. They ran, shouting, out into the passages, others left to mill around the wounded, shocked faces everywhere.

			‘What are they?’ General Ryoji had paled, his eyes fixed to the wall.

			‘Vices,’ I said. ‘You’ll soon wish you didn’t know. Warn your guards. I’m going to find Kin.’

			I went to the door, aware of shouts echoing along the upper passage.

			‘They’re on the walls?’ General Ryoji asked, incredulous.

			‘No–’

			A guard tumbled down the stairs, his head slamming into the wall. Blood covered his face and he fell in a crumpled heap at my feet, three arrows in his back.

			‘Katashi.’ The word was drawn from me like a curse. ‘Malice doesn’t know how to use a bow.’ I turned on the general. ‘What are you waiting for? Go! The Pikes have found a way in. I’ll get Kin.’

			‘His Majesty’s life–’

			‘Will end all the faster if you don’t go now. I can look after him. Go!’

			General Ryoji drew his sword and was at the stairs in an instant, orders issuing with every step.

			The fastest way to the throne room was to follow him, but there were other passages and other ways. I had to reach Kin before Katashi did. I could not let him die.

			I returned the way I had come, back into the lower passages. Here, sounds of battle echoed around me, seeming to come from everywhere at once. Out in the courtyard, Kin’s dogs were barking. Courtiers and servants ran past me, pushing each other in their haste while others stuck their heads out of rooms demanding to know what was going on. In the madness, I grabbed a passing guard. ‘Where is Kin?’

			‘In the throne room, Your Excellency,’ he replied breathlessly. ‘He’s sent for the headsman. Assassins.’

			Swearing vociferously, I let the man go and plunged on, taking the stairs and doubling back through the dim passages. Once on the Court Floor, I ran to the throne room only to find the doors wide open and soldiers crammed into the aperture.

			‘Out of the way!’

			Heads turned. The Imperial Guards knew my voice and tried to move, but there was such a press that all I could do was push my way through the mass of stinking armour and sweat.

			Inside the throne room hastily lit fire pits belched black smoke. Here, the elite Imperial Guards stood tense, Kin in their midst. This is what the soldiers craned their necks to see – their emperor standing in the middle of the floor with a guard at his feet. The man’s hands were bound. Kin held the rope in his ruthless grip and scowled at my approach. The soldier’s head was bowed, a helmet crammed over golden curls.

			Hana.

			Kin looked wild. Hair had pulled free of his topknot and his jaw was set so hard he might have been grinding unspoken words.

			‘Majesty, what are you doing?’ I said, pushing men out of the way. The sounds of battle grew, screams echoing through the castle. We were running out of time.

			‘Removing the head of a rebel snake, Laroth,’ he snarled. ‘You are no longer in my service. Leave now, unless you have a fancy to see your head on a spike beside this one.’ Kin jolted Hana roughly, but she did not speak, did not fight, did not even struggle to be free.

			‘Majesty, I–’

			He gripped the front of my robe, his eyes burning with rage. ‘Don’t push your luck, Laroth,’ he said. ‘I will do it. I would see you both burn for the injury you have done me. If I see your face ever again, I will break it.’

			Hana looked miserably small, her ferocity spent. She would let him do it. I could see it in her face. She would bow her head for the executioner and he would be the one to suffer for it, for the temper he could not control. He was the emperor. He would not listen to reason.

			‘I took an oath,’ I said quietly. ‘And I am not relieved of it until the sun rises. Remember that. Remember I had no choice.’

			Anger flared in his face. He would have demanded an explanation, but I turned away, pushing through the crowd of guards before he had time to draw breath.

			The passages were full of noise. Men shouted, echoes bouncing back as though the walls themselves were screaming. Two of Kin’s men pushed past, swords drawn, both sprinting after the flicker of a black sash disappearing around the corner.

			Blood splattered the screens. How had it come to this? Gods only knew where Katashi would take the empire if Kin failed, and fail he would if he ripped out his own heart, if he knowingly executed Emperor Lan’s only daughter.

			I turned a corner, almost running into a Pike. Blood streamed from a gouge on his forehead and his eyes flashed with bloodlust. I stepped back just as he swung, the sharp spikes of his mace coming so close that air rushed by my face. The weapon smashed through the wall, splintering wood. It caught in the wreckage and I took my chance, jabbing my elbow into the man’s kidney. Stunned, the Pike stumbled back into another figure. His feet stopped. His eyes widened. A knife was thrust into his side. Another slid through his throat and was ripped out, sending blood pouring onto the floor. I could not save myself from the splatter. It touched my bare skin, its pain fleeting.

			The Pike fell heavily and I found a scarred man watching me. A long gash travelled from his hairline down his cheek, passing through an eye equally devoid of eyelid and remorse. He did not lower his knives.

			‘You said you would look after Lady Hana,’ Shin said. ‘I agreed to wait while you got her out with your fancy talking, and look where that got us.’

			‘It was not I who put her in this danger.’

			The man scowled. ‘You will get her out of it. Now. I cannot fight an army single handed.’

			‘Would you try, for her?’

			‘Yes,’ he growled.

			‘Good, then go to the throne room,’ I said. ‘Do everything you can to stall them.’

			‘I’ll kill the executioner.’

			‘No. Kin would just get someone else to do it, someone a lot less skilled. Trust me, I’ve seen people endure a dozen blows to the neck before their head is removed. You don’t want that. Just stall. I only need a few more minutes.’ 

			The man didn’t even nod, just stalked away like a wolf.

			At the door of my room I spoke a silent prayer and slid the screen. Endymion was still there, tied to the divan. He was not quite as I had left him. Blood dribbled from a split lip, and a rebel stood over him, levelling a sword at his throat.

			‘Where’s the minister, boy?’ he said, pressing the edge into Endymion’s skin. ‘Tell me or I’ll slice you, eh?’

			Endymion saw me.

			The rebel spun around. ‘You!’ He grinned, misshaping the faded branding on his cheek.

			‘Yes?’ I said. ‘Do I know you?’

			‘No, but I know you. I’m going to skin you alive and sell that face to the highest bidder.’

			He took a step toward me, his sword hovering low.

			‘I suggest you leave,’ I said. ‘Or it might be your skin.’

			The rebel leered. ‘Funny.’

			‘Hilarious,’ I agreed. ‘Last chance.’

			The man did not move, just lifted his brows, amusement twisting his lips. I knew what he saw when he looked at me – a weak man, a man dressed in expensive clothes whose manicured hands would never get dirty. He saw no weapon, no way I could defend myself, and already mentally narrating this story to his cronies, he waited for my humiliating capitulation.

			I let my gaze shift, resting on Endymion. The Pike looked down. And Endymion smashed his foot into the man’s ankle. 

			Sucking in a hiss of pain, he turned. ‘You little–’

			I stepped forward and jammed my heel into the back of his knee. His leg buckled. He tried to steady himself, halfway between standing and falling, and leaving him no time to recover, I gripped his hair and yanked. His head came back, his throat exposed. Instinct came to me. I knew the force I needed to incapacitate, and I chopped the side of my hand into his neck.

			The rebel crumpled, gasping. A little harder and his throat would have been crushed beyond repair, but he had no breath left to thank me.

			Endymion kicked the man’s foot. ‘Is he dying? How did you do that?’

			‘You should have been watching,’ I said, kneeling beside him. ‘I did warn him.’

			With bedraggled hair falling into his eyes, Endymion glared at me. ‘What’s going on?’

			‘We have to save your sister,’ I said, hating the words I had to speak. ‘I need your help.’

			‘Hana? Why? What’s happening?’

			‘I haven’t time to explain, but you’re the only one who can help me.’ I had my hand on the knot, ready to release him. ‘You can teach me pain later, but for now, will you come?’

			He nodded. We had no choice but to trust each other.

			One tug upon the sash and it fell loose. Endymion got to his feet, but didn’t immediately follow me to the door. ‘I can feel you,’ he said.

			‘So I am aware,’ I said, the vulnerability oddly freeing. ‘Are you coming?’

			‘When you tell me who you are.’

			I wanted to put my hands around his thin neck and squeeze. There was no time to explain, even had I wished to do so. ‘No time,’ I said. ‘Trust me.’

			He did not sneer. He seemed to consider me, the look in his eyes making it plain he had already seen inside my head. ‘Are you going to help me or not?’ I snapped.

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘What do you want me to do?’

			‘Take everything from me and amplify it, push it out as loud as you can, do you understand?’

			‘Yes, but are you–?’

			I cut him off, striding to the door. ‘No more time. Let’s go.’

			Together we made our way back through the Keep. Mere minutes had passed since I left the throne room, but it felt like an age. An age full of fear, knowing there was only one way I could save them from their stubborn pride. I would have to be free. I would have to let Malice win.

			Back in the throne room the scene was like a tableau. Hana knelt, her wrists still bound. The executioner was there, his burly shoulders unmistakable in black and silver silk. The guards were silent. In his own well of darkness, Kin stood apart, a deep scowl ravaging his face. The battle beyond this room seemed not to reach him. For him there was no one except this young woman who had torn up his world.

			Before me a circle of guards parted and Shin fell at my feet. Blood oozed from cuts, every patch of visible skin broken, bruised and bloodied. One of the guards kicked him and he rolled across the wood, teetering on the verge of consciousness.

			Beside me Endymion spoke, but I wasn’t listening. The executioner moved. I saw him out of the corner of my eye, saw too the change in Kin’s expression. His fury died. The enormity of it all came to him, but it was too late.

			I swear on the bones of my forebears.

			I took a deep breath and lowered what remained of my shield.

			On my name and my honour.

			Colour flooded into the world, every soul a chorus of emotion. There was freedom in this world, freedom to breathe, freedom to smell and feel and see and taste.

			That I will do all in my power to protect you from harm.

			I took Endymion’s hand. It was cold and strange, not like the hand I was used to, its fingers shorter, its palm less smooth. My thoughts began to wander into memory until Endymion forced through the connection.

			Never had I felt anything like its power, his very fingers seeming to reach into my soul.

			I will mind not pain.

			His mind melded into mine, his memories before my eyes. Through the figures crowding the throne room I could see rain pounding the dark road. Around me a pair of strong arms gripped the reins and with every breath came the stink of the horse between my legs. There were other smells, all so vivid, the blood, the sweat and the sweet scent of jasmine oil. Then I looked up and saw my father. He was smiling at Endymion, a smile he had never given me.

			I will mind not suffering.

			The emotions began to gather strength, but with dreadful ease Endymion ripped it free, all control gone beyond my hands.

			I will give every last ounce of my strength.

			For so long I had tried to eradicate my instincts. I had tried to live without a heart, and now raw emotion ran through me, twinging every nerve and fibre that had so long fought against it.

			I will give every last ounce of my intellect.

			Like molten metal it burned along my arm. Anger for my failure, fear for the future, and hatred for what I had been unable to change.

			I will die in service to you if the gods so will it.

			Endymion’s strength tore it out like poison, long after there was nothing left to give. It boiled inside him. It saturated his soul, held within until he could no longer keep it.

			I will renounce every honour.

			The blast shook the floor. Guards fell, thrown off their feet. Emotion crackled through the air like sparks, anger’s dense fumes choking every breath.

			I will give every coin.

			For an instant I saw the scene, the tableau broken. Hana a crumpled heap upon the floor. Kin thrown into the shadows. And darkness came to me as the last shred of soul was sucked out through my fingertips.

			I will be as nothing and no one in service to you.

		

	
		
			

			

			Chapter 23
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			Lord Laroth dropped like a stone. He crumpled, all steel gone, leaving nothing but the fragile bones that held his form. I knelt, heart still thundering, and put my hand to his chest. It rose so slightly I could almost believe I had imagined it.

			‘Darius?’

			I shook him, but he did not stir. His head lolled to the side like a broken doll, and my stomach twisted. I was the only one left standing. Around me dozens of men lay dazed and unconscious, and the air was still thick with emotion. Power hummed through my veins.

			‘Endymion!’

			I spun, shocked to hear a voice in the dead silence. Kimiko was there, her eyes widening at the chaos. ‘What did you do?’

			‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I did what he told me to. I didn’t think it would be so strong.’

			She stopped at my side, her face pale. ‘So this is the Monstrous Laroth,’ she said, looking down. ‘Pretty. I’d rather be taking him with me, but–’ she flashed me something like a mocking smile ‘–orders are orders.’

			‘What orders?’

			Kimiko didn’t answer, just stepped delicately across the swathe of fallen bodies. She stopped at a sprawled pile of crimson silk and looked down, her head tilted to the side. The mound did not move.

			Only one man was allowed to wear full crimson.

			Kimiko knelt. She pressed a hand to the man’s neck. He did not move, did not so much as twitch beneath her touch. Was he dead? Had I killed Emperor Kin?

			Drawing back her hand, Kimiko slapped the immobile emperor across the cheek.

			‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

			 ‘Hitting the emperor.’

			I felt giddy and began to laugh. She joined in, her shoulders shaking. The whole world seemed to have gone mad.

			Still chuckling, Kimiko took something from a pouch and waved it beneath the emperor’s nose. He jerked violently, sitting up as though attached to strings. There was no true consciousness in his eyes and he began to fall back, but Kimiko gripped his arms and dragged him up. He ought to have been a dead weight, but although she grunted, it seemed to take no great effort.

			‘Don’t tell Katashi I was even here,’ she said, catching Emperor Kin beneath the shoulders. ‘He won’t understand that I have to obey.’

			Then, guiding Kin’s stumbling steps over his fallen men, Kimiko led him toward one of the enormous crimson-coloured windows. I watched them, an odd pair in the muted rose light. Touching the glass, Kimiko paused, but it was only for an instant. Emitting her sadness she stepped forward, a gasp from Kin all that was left behind.

			Around me the unconscious began to stir. Guards groaned. They lifted hands to their heads and passed fingers over fluttering hearts, yet at my feet Lord Laroth did not move. Darius. I couldn’t get his memory out of my head, the sting of the knife so real, the sight of his fair wrist against Malice’s stuck before my eyes. 

			An Empath.

			Lord Laroth was lying on his left arm, but I had to see, I had to know.

			I rolled him over. Dark hair had stuck to his forehead, the redness of where his cheek had lain on the wood the only colour in his face.

			Running steps sounded outside. The throne room doors were open and I spun, reaching for my bow. Men came, Pikes, their armour bloodied, their hands stained with charcoal. Each wore the black sash with which Katashi honoured his mother, a tribute drenched in blood.

			Katashi strode in. He had Hatsukoi in his hand, an arrow loosely held to her string. In a moment his gaze took in the scene, sweeping across the sea of barely conscious bodies until it came to rest on me.

			‘What happened?’ he said. ‘Where’s Kin?’

			I could not tell him. Kimiko was right. He would not understand.

			‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I haven’t seen him.’

			Katashi snarled, his aura flaring. He kicked a fallen scabbard and it spun away across the floor. ‘Search everywhere,’ he snapped at his men. ‘He can’t have gone far. Search the Keep, search the grounds, search the forests if you have to. I want him found. Go!’

			All but a handful departed, their footsteps fading with their hearts.

			Pain tore across my throat. It was a familiar pain, ghostly in its brevity, and when I touched my neck I found nothing but smooth skin. Katashi was watching me. The pain came again and I gritted my teeth. The remaining Pikes were picking their way around the room, turning each semi-conscious man. Most were Kin’s soldiers, and every red-belt they found they thrust into the arms of death.

			Blood ran across the floor.

			I felt the Vices coming. Malice, on soft feet, Avarice always in his train. Brushing past me the scented spider had eyes for nothing but the fallen man at my feet. He knelt at Lord Laroth’s side, pressing two fingers to his neck.

			Relief.

			His broken doll lived, but all too well could I remember Darius’s fear.

			‘What are you doing here?’ Katashi demanded. ‘This castle is already home to enough spiders.’

			Malice didn’t look up. ‘I am merely here for what is mine, yes?’

			‘For what is yours? This castle is mine now, which means everything in it belongs to me. Every man and woman answers to me.’

			On the other side of the room, Avarice snarled. ‘What do you think you’re doing, you shunty kasu?’ He had gripped a Pike’s arm, twisting it back until he dropped his knife. ‘That isn’t a red belt,’ he snarled. ‘That is Lady Hana Otako.’

			Hana. I took a step toward the small figure, but Malice gripped my arm. ‘Alive?’ he said, and when Katashi looked at me, the warning pressure in Malice’s fingers increased.

			‘Yes, Master.’

			‘Pick her up. Find a room unoccupied by a corpse and stay with her until she wakes. Don’t let her get up and don’t let her leave, yes?’

			‘Yes, Master.’

			Katashi turned on him. ‘What right have you to give orders?’ he said. ‘This is my castle and she is my cousin.’

			‘My deepest apologies, Your Majesty,’ Malice said, bowing. ‘I was quite forgetting. Would you prefer to leave her here?’

			‘No. But I’ll have one of my own men sit with her.’

			‘And Lord Laroth?’

			‘Lord Laroth does not leave this castle. He stays here, and when he wakes I will decide what is to be done with him.’

			Malice held Katashi’s gaze. The air between them hung thick with contempt. Whatever the Vices’ powers, the Pikes outnumbered them, and it was Malice who broke the tension with a smile. ‘Your Imperial Majesty,’ he said, each word oozing derision. ‘We shall relieve you of the burden of caring for Lord Laroth by returning him to his room.’ He nodded to Avarice, who came and lifted the limp form without so much as a grunt of effort.

			Katashi said nothing, his attention claimed by the remaining Pikes. They had gathered around the still form of Hana and were staring down at her, muttering.

			‘Come, Endymion,’ Malice said, watching Avarice carry his precious burden away. ‘Let us leave His Majesty to his preparations. He has an oath to take this morning after all.’

			‘And I would have The Usurper to behead if it wasn’t for your interference,’ Katashi snarled. ‘I know it was you, Spider, and if I don’t find him your head will roll instead of his.’

			Malice’s faint smile remained fixed. ‘I trust you will think better of that threat, Your Majesty,’ he said. ‘But for now let us part. Endymion?’

			‘He can stay with me.’

			‘I am sure he is physically capable of such an act, but he is sworn to me by his own word, yes?’

			‘Is that true?’

			Through the tall windows the sun was rising, fingers of light reaching above the horizon. My mind felt numb. I had wanted revenge, but when I had seen Lord Laroth suffer, it had been all wrong. He was no monster. I had seen inside his heart.

			‘Endymion?’

			‘Yes, Your Majesty,’ I said, the words sounding strange. ‘It is true. I told you we would both pay the price.’

			‘How unchivalrous you are, Endymion. Such a martyr, yes?’ Malice took hold of my elbow, and bowing very slightly, turned me toward the door. I went with him. I had questions I could not ask and thoughts I could not voice. All I wanted was to see the underside of Lord Laroth’s left wrist.

			‘Your idea?’ Malice said as we gained the comparative peace of the hallway.

			‘What was?’

			His eyebrows went up. ‘The emotive blast. Any stronger and you would have killed every man in that room, yes?’ He walked through the smoke of a guttering torch as he spoke. Its light was no longer needed now morning had come, but there were no servants to douse them. The castle was changing. Even the air felt different. Katashi’s aura had spread across the building, taking instant ownership of his birthright.

			‘I did what he asked me to do.’

			That made Malice stop. ‘Darius? But such desperation! And I thought nothing would shift him. Perhaps he missed me after all.’

			He chuckled and we walked on, the sound of rebels laughing in the distance all that disturbed the peace. On the old floor, Malice’s sandals clicked.

			‘I remember my first time,’ he said abruptly, staring into the distance. ‘A man had come into my mother’s room without permission. He dragged her across the floor by her hair, and when she shouted for her owner, he did not come. She did not fight. She had to be careful of her reputation, but there was I watching and all she could do was cry. I wanted to hurt her for being weak.’ He paused, licking his lips. ‘I still remember the sound of their screaming. I was six years old.’

			Trying not to think about the horror of those words, I said: ‘These men didn’t scream.’

			‘No, you hit them too hard for that, yes? The human heart can only take so much before it shuts down to protect the body from harm.’

			We walked on, the truth increasingly hard to ignore.

			It had felt good.

			At the end of the long passage, Malice stopped outside a door. It was the door I had come to what felt like a lifetime before, full of anger. Lord Laroth’s room.

			Inside, Lord Darius Laroth was lying upon the divan, his hair and robe sprawled carelessly around him. Avarice fussed around the man as though he were a wayward child to be cosseted and lectured.

			‘How is he?’ Malice asked, crossing the floor.

			‘I’ve never seen him this bad,’ the Vice growled. ‘You never did this to him, not even in those early days.’ The man turned and glared at me, blaming me with every ounce of his being.

			Malice splayed his long fingers upon the unresponsive chest. It rose and fell gently beneath his touch, but it looked as though the body was just breathing in memory of its function.

			‘He’s in there,’ Malice said. ‘Just very weak.’

			‘Who knows how long it will take him to recover,’ Avarice said, still glaring at me. ‘You fool. Don’t know what you’re doing, huh? Nearly sucked the life right out of him.’

			‘He gave it to me.’

			Avarice lunged, hands reaching for my throat, but Malice stepped between us. ‘No, Endymion is too strong for his own good,’ he said, turning the enraged Vice aside. ‘But Darius was not to know that.’

			‘He did know.’

			‘If he dies because of you I will rip your head off,’ Avarice snarled

			‘No, Avarice. Go now. Keep an eye on Katashi. It seems like we might be here for a few days and we wouldn’t want him to do anything foolish, yes?’

			For a moment I thought Avarice would refuse, so protectively did he look at the unconscious man upon the divan, but with nothing more than a grunt he went to the door. I felt his anger stalk past, disappearing into the passage.

			I had to know. Quick steps took me to the divan and I knelt on the matting. Lord Laroth’s hand hung toward the floor, and pinching the fabric between dry fingers, I drew it back.

			A birthmark stared up at me. Three horizontal lines crossed by a diagonal.

			Malice had called him brother.

			‘I’m your brother,’ I said.

			A dry chuckle sounded above my head. ‘Told you so, did he?’

			Had he? He hadn’t wanted to.

			Bitter tears stung my eyes, but I would not let them fall. Darius had known, from that first moment in Shimai he had known. But he’d had no choice.

			I looked up at Malice. ‘You’re a Laroth.’

			‘We are Laroths, yes?’ he said. ‘Our father was a busy man it would seem.’

			‘Are there more of us?’

			Malice shook his head. ‘No. Although until now we didn’t know about you. Your priests hid you well. There was always the rumour Empress Li’s last children were his, and here you are to prove it.’

			‘Hana?’

			‘Painfully Normal I’m afraid. A pity, yes? She is only your half-sister.’

			‘So I’m not an Otako.’

			‘Oh, but you are. Whatever he might have known to the contrary, Emperor Lan formally acknowledged you as his son, yes? You are perfect. Laroth and Otako in one. The key to Kisia’s future.’

			There was a sharp knock on the door and Avarice returned, still glowering. ‘Katashi Otako is preparing for his oath,’ he said. ‘The nobility are arriving from Koi and will be given the opportunity to pledge their allegiance. There is… some confusion.’

			Malice laughed. ‘Ascension by blood. It will prove an interesting morning, yes?’

			‘So it would seem, Master.’

			‘Good, thank you, Avarice. Wait outside.’

			Avarice departed, sliding the door closed behind him.

			When we were once again alone, Malice held out his hand. ‘Come, Endymion,’ he said. ‘Shall we complete our bargain?’

			‘You would mark your own brother?’

			‘How sentimental you sound, yes?’ His hand did not waver. ‘There is no point in fighting me, Endymion. Avarice is just outside. Whether you give it to me or not, I will take what is mine. Your hand.’

			For a wild moment I thought to scream, to call for Katashi, but it was too late. I had kept my secret and chosen my fate.

			I looked at Darius, still motionless upon the divan. Now I knew how it felt to be hunted as he had been, dragged back into the family fold. Gods knew what he would do when he woke. If he woke. I could still feel his strength tingling on my fingers. Had he known? Had he known that I could have so easily killed him? Perhaps it was what he had wanted.

			Malice was still waiting. ‘Do not make me do this by force,’ he said. ‘It is so very unpleasant, yes?’

			‘For me or for you?’

			‘What do you think?’

			There was nowhere to go. Darius would not wake. Katashi would not help me, would perhaps condemn to me to my fate if he knew the truth.

			Malice lifted one eyebrow. ‘Well? What is it to be, Endymion?’

			Regret like I had never felt before sunk my heart. I had been a fool. I had trusted the wrong brother.

			I took his hand.

			‘Only because I have no choice,’ I said. ‘If you had told me the truth, told me who I really was, then none of this would have been necessary. I told you your word meant piss.’

			‘You would have trusted Darius instead? Oh poor, Endymion. There is no one you can trust. Least of all Darius Laroth.’

			The connection flared. It was not of my making, its touch aggressive, alien, a painful pulse shooting up my arm. My lips parted in a gasp and I tried to pull away, but Malice’s fingers clamped tight. ‘Don’t fight me, Endymion,’ he said. ‘Or I will make it hurt.’

			I could not fight. I had no shield as Darius had, no control over the Empathy that leached from my body. There was nothing I could do but scream as Malice’s heart rammed into mine with all the violence of a monster in the night.

			You’re mine now, Endymion, the whisper said. Gods will rule this empire. The Whisperers have returned.

			He let go.

			My hand slid from his, every breath coming hard and fast as I backed away across the room. I touched my chest. He was still there, inside me, his fist clenched around my heart. I wanted to claw it out, to dig my fingers into my ribs and tear every trace of him from my body, but there was nothing tangible, nothing real.

			From the other side of the room, Malice watched me, a little smile curling his lips. ‘Well, brother, shall we go?’

			
*  *  *

			
Sun shone through the crimson windows, turning everything the colour of blood. It touched faces and turned pale robes red.

			Upon the throne Katashi sat like a returning god, dressed in a crimson robe that pooled about his feet. From a distance it could have been Kin himself, but for the black sash and the tall, graceful curve of Hatsukoi rising behind him. Hundreds held their breath. They had come for one emperor only to see another, neither the rightful heir.

			It was my throne. I was Takehiko Otako. Even Kimiko had called me the true heir, though she had spoken without knowing the whole truth. Laroth and Otako in one skin and a world of whispers in my head. And now Malice, with his taint upon my heart.

			The high priest lowered the Hian Crown onto Katashi’s head. The old man’s hands were shaking. Only Katashi looked calm, his hands resting easily on the lacquered arms of the throne. Across the room I could see Hana, a pale form in subdued silk. My sister. There was something familiar about her face, about those golden curls and that faraway expression. She looked so alone. I wished I could go to her, but my feet stayed rooted to the floor at Malice’s side.

			Katashi began to speak, and from north to south, from mountain to fen, the whole empire held its breath.

			‘Here before witnesses, I take the Imperial Oath,’ he said, his voice carrying with ease. ‘To Kisia I give my strength. To Kisia I give my heart. In service to the empire I am nothing. I have no coin. I have no blood. I will protect her from foes, from famine and from plague. Here and now before the divinity of the gods, I give myself to her. In duty, I am Kisia.’

			Applause. It rose to the rafters, though there was uncertainty in the watching faces. Katashi had given them no body. Kin was alive, and even in the north he had supporters.

			Armed Pikes watched the crowd. Every man and woman present would be asked to take the oath, and what would happen to those who refused? There had been no remorse for Kin’s guards, no mercy for the courtiers whose heads now decorated the gallery.

			Beside me, Malice watched, his fingers clenched around the tail of his hair. We were the gods. The empire belonged to us.

			When Darius woke, Kisia would bleed.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			The story continues…

			

			

			Book 2 of The Vengeance Trilogy

			The Gods of Vice

			

			

			Two emperors. One empire.

			

			The war for the Crimson Throne has split Kisia. In the north, Otako supporters rally around their champion, but Katashi Otako wants only vengeance. Caught in the middle, Hana must decide between her family and her heart. Is the true emperor the man the people want? Or the one they need?

			

			As the true heir to the throne, Endymion remains hidden in plain sight, but the Vices know his secret. Malice, scheming to restore the empire to the rule of gods, plans a coup that will tear Kisia apart if Endymion does not find a way to escape. But he is running out of time. His Empathy is consuming him. It grows stronger with every use, spreading him so thin there will soon be nothing left – nothing but the monster he fears to become. When gods fight, empires fall.

			

			The storm is coming.
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