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				For my loving husband.

				You are my best friend. You are my rock.
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				It had been two days. Darius lay upon the divan, unmoving, unspeaking, his expression frozen in an infinitesimal frown. The rise and fall of his silk-clad chest was the only sign he lived at all, but sometimes even his breath seemed to abandon him. So I watched, afraid his death would go unnoticed.

				Malice was restless. He had come only once since Katashi’s avowal, bringing Hope with him. For a long time the young Vice had sat with a hand upon Darius's cheek.

				‘He is like you, Master,’ Hope had said at last. ‘I cannot get in.’

				Malice had taken to his opium; the role of nurse didn’t suit him.

				Avarice slid the door, a bowl of warm water in one hand and a bunch of fresh incense caught between two fingers of the other. I had come to rely on his ugly scowl; he and I alone in our anxiety. Beyond this room the world was changing, but here, there was just Darius. Avarice had given up ordering me out; the loyalty I showed his precious charge helping temper his dislike.

				He put the bowl down, water slopping over the edge. ‘Anything?’

				‘Nothing,’ I said.

				It had become our little ritual.

				Avarice wrung out a cloth, and with an old carer’s practicality, he opened Darius’s robe, exposing fair skin to the sunlight. A scar marred his chest; a raised line, shiny and puckered. There, the knife had been thrust into his body, the pain such that I would not soon forget. Darius hadn’t meant to share it with me, or the memory that came with it, but in dropping his guard he had let me in.

				The linen cloth sailed across Darius’s skin before being returned to the bowl. Avarice squeezed it out, water dripping from his sturdy fingers.

			

			
				‘You looked after him, didn’t you?’ I said. ‘When Malice did that.’

				For a moment the cloth paused in its passage across the scar. ‘Malice wouldn’t do that. He loves Master Darius.’

				‘But not as much as you do?’

				Avarice went on with his task. Birds sang out in the garden. A laundry maid laughed. Tongues of hot sunlight cut across the matting, bringing in the endless summer.

				‘Yes.’ Avarice dropped the cloth into the water. ‘I looked after him. I’ve known Lord Laroth since he was a boy. I worked for his father, and when the late lord passed, I stayed with Master Darius.’

				‘And now you serve Malice.’

				He grunted as he rose, and I watched him stride across the room to change the incense. He lit fresh sticks before returning to flip the cushions beneath Darius’s head, fussing about him as though he were a little boy laid up ill. Avarice – friend, carer, father. Nyraek had not been there. He had been in Mei’lian fathering me.

				The smell of sandalwood freshened the air, and still that porcelain face did not move.

				‘Malice needs me,’ Avarice said. ‘Send a message if anything changes.’

				I nodded and the man went out, leaving me with the half-brother I had never known I had. Many silent hours spent alone had given me the opportunity to stare at him from every angle, absorbing myself in his features as I tried to divine some similarity between us. I could see Malice in the way his brows arched and in the fine line of his nose, but while Malice looked more like the spider Katashi called him, Darius was a broken bird, his wings clipped to keep him from flying.

				Darius’s chest rose and fell, and satisfied that he still lived, I went to the window. Avarice would never open it, but I had been sitting too long in the close air waiting for a groan or a flutter, or anything that might herald my brother’s return. I needed to taste life.

			

			
				With a grunt of effort, I forced the small window open. Humid air brushed my face, thick with the scent of dying flowers, and I breathed deeply. A storm was brewing to the east. Heavy clouds hung in the sky, flickering with summer lightning.

				The castle had changed; its mood, its smell. Now it was Emperor Katashi’s men who patrolled the wall, their black sashes flying proudly. Beyond the gate a returning scout party was barely visible in the haze.

				But out there another emperor still lived.

				‘Endymion.’

				I turned, heart jolting. The door was closed and the room empty but for Darius, blinking at me from the divan.

				‘Darius.’ Three quick steps took me to his side and I sank to my knees. ‘You’re awake.’

				‘Obviously.’ His voice crackled from disuse, the syllables running together. ‘Kin? Hana?’

				‘Alive. Hana is here.’

				‘And Kin?’ he asked, his fear no longer hidden.

				‘Kimi– One of the Vices got him out before Katashi could have his head. I know nothing else.’

				He closed his eyes, a sigh brushing dry lips. ‘It is enough for now.’

				A long silence followed, and I thought him asleep until he gathered enough strength to open his eyes again. ‘He’s here, isn’t he?’ he said. ‘I can smell him.’

				‘Why didn’t you tell me you were my brother?’

				His gaze did not waver. ‘When would you have liked me to tell you? When I found you locked up in Shimai? Or when you came here to kill me?’

				‘I didn’t come to kill you.’

				‘Just to teach me the meaning of pain.’

				I had been so full of vengeance that night, so tainted by the fire that leaked from Katashi’s pores I could almost believe he had poisoned my mind. ‘I’m sorry.’

				‘Are you?’ His lip curled. ‘Sorry for me or for you?’

				‘For getting you into this. It’s my fault you’re stuck here.’ I swallowed hard. ‘You’re afraid of him, aren’t you? Of Malice?’

			

			
				‘Of course I’m afraid of him.’ Darius struggled to sit, his brows caught close. ‘If you had one iota of sense you would be petrified out of your wits, but no, there you sit, calmly bearing his mark upon your heart. Do you know what happens to Empaths who lose themselves?’

				‘No. Who should have told me? I never met an Empath before Malice. I never knew I was a Laroth.’

				A horse whinnied loudly outside the window, and turning my head I caught the sounds of shouts and marching steps. One hundred and thirty-four soldiers in the courtyard, and forty-one on the walls; a scout party of six at the gate; two peasant boys collecting wood in the forest. And stretching the miles toward Koi City, one hundred and fifty-two thousand, nine hundred and twenty-one souls waking to a new world. The numbers were in my head just as the light of each stood like a flame before my eyes.

				‘Endymion?’

				I shook away the haze. Darius was waiting for an answer, and with difficulty I brought my mind back to the room.

				‘What?’

				‘What? Where did you just go?’

				‘I was thinking,’ I said. ‘Did you even know I existed?’

				Darius took a moment to reply, his shrewd gaze peering through half-closed eyes. ‘I knew Takehiko existed, but I neither knew for sure you were alive or that you were my half-brother. You know that makes you Hana’s half-brother, too.’ He laughed weakly. ‘What fools our parents were to make such a mess. A Laroth-Otako bastard. I’d keep my mouth shut if I were you.’

				‘Malice knows.’

				‘Of course he knows. I told him. And now you’re his, he will find a way to put you to good use. You idiot. Did you really think he would give you something for nothing? Or that revenge against me was worth your sacrifice?’

				‘You told him?’

				‘Don’t worry, I didn’t want to. I’m not that much your enemy.’

			

			
				‘Why are you different? I can feel you now.’

				Darius didn’t answer, nor did his expression change – his mastery over it as strong as his mastery over his Empathy had been. With the strength of steel, he had buried it so deep even I could not find it. Not for him, the intrusion into the minds of others; not for him, the weight of every thought and emotion like the fleeting touch of a thousand hands. Freedom. It had been his and it could be mine.

				‘It seems that we’re in this together,’ I said. ‘If you help me, maybe I can help you.’

				‘You can’t help me,’ he said. ‘You can’t help yourself.’ Darius pressed a hand to his forehead, fingers trembling. ‘Go away,’ he said. ‘Go make yourself useful. I’m parched and starving.’

				‘You think I’m weak, but I’m not, I–’

				‘I don’t think you’re weak, I think you’re stupid and arrogant,’ he said. ‘You have no idea how dangerous you are. The true heir to the throne is an Empath, and you’ve given yourself to Malice. Kisia is already lost.’

				The mark upon my heart seemed to writhe at the sound of its name, like a snake buried beneath my ribs.

				‘I think we are both beyond help,’ Darius said, lying back upon the divan. ‘Go fetch food and water. I don’t think Katashi wants his prisoner to starve.’

				‘Yes, of course. You’ll feel better after some food.’ I got to my feet, the skirt of my simple robe crumpled, my stomach hollow. I couldn’t remember when I had last eaten.

				Outside, the passage was empty and I took a moment to breathe the silence. Despite the number of people who lived within its walls, the Keep was often quiet, its worn floors and faded screens encouraging whispers. It was a warren of dead-end corners and narrow halls, of dark beams and blackened posts. It was a symbol of old power, of Otako power, every sign of Ts’ai occupation already scrubbed from its innards. The pile of Ts’ai banners had burned slowly, sending billows of black smoke into the air. Papers and books had gone the same way, saddle cloths, tea sets and bone-handled knives, anything bearing the dragon Katashi had come to hate so much. Scrolls had been torn down, murals repainted, even carvings hacked to oblivion.

			

			
				Avarice came around the corner hunched like a bear, his hooded tunic fraying around the edges.

				‘What happened?’

				‘He just woke,’ I said. ‘He wants food and drink.’

				The relief was immense, filling the pool of emotion that always lapped around me, tugging at my attention. Avarice grinned. It lasted only a moment before his grim look snapped back. ‘Go to the kitchens,’ he ordered. ‘Tea, green pear, plain rice and mild fish, very thinly sliced.’

				‘Why should I go?’ I demanded. ‘I'm not a servant. I’m a lord.’

				The Vice glared at me. ‘Watch yourself, Endymion,’ he growled. ‘Takehiko Otako is a dead man. Dead men take orders from everyone.’

				He strode past me and I cringed as I heard the door to Darius’s room slide back, closing again on the gentle murmur of voices. It had been a stupid thing to say, and I was glad to be occupied. It kept me grounded in the world where my feet walked. If I let my Empathy wander it would pull me out onto the walls for a sullen guard change, or into the upper chambers where fear hung heavy amid whispering men. Nowhere was safe.

				I entered the lower Keep in search of the kitchens and found the ghost of Katashi walking at my side, black-clad, his hair dripping moat water. I had known the outcome, yet I had helped him anyway, seeking my own revenge. Now screams filled the castle. Out in the main yard the scaffold dripped blood, glistening in the bright sunlight. I had lost count, the numbers of the dead impossible to divine amid the souls of the living.

				Having fulfilled my mission, I returned to the Court Floor, pausing a moment at the landing where Katashi and I had parted that night. Here I had stood and told him how to bypass Kin’s guards, and now it was Katashi’s men moving about the Keep; guards, courtiers and servants on their new emperor’s business.

				‘That’s him.’

				I turned in the direction of the voice. At the head of a group of guards, Captain Tan swaggered toward me, clean-shaven, neat, no longer the unkempt Pike following at his master’s heels. A general’s surcoat covered his armour, but over his smugness hung a certain malicious expectation.

			

			
				‘Looking for me, Captain?’ I said.

				‘I’m a general now,’ he returned, a hand resting on the purple sash he wore beneath his black. ‘You should show more respect.’

				‘I respect men who deserve respect, Captain,’ I said. He had delivered Kimiko to Malice. He had made no attempt to change Katashi’s mind. He had let the madness happen. ‘Was there something you wanted?’

				One of the men behind him snarled and reached for his sword, but Tan held up his hand. ‘No, leave him be. His Majesty wants to talk to him, and you can’t talk to a corpse.’

				‘Which Majesty?’

				Tan grinned. ‘You think you’re clever? Wittier men than you have found their heads skewered of late. You should be careful what you say.’ He motioned in the direction of the throne room. ‘Emperor Katashi wants to talk to you.’

				Knowing refusal was pointless, I fell in beside him, our steps out of time as they clacked along the passage. Tan’s guards followed close, burning their disgust into the back of my head. I knew none of them, but they all knew me.

				Stinking Vices. The Usurper was too weak to get rid of them, just let them grow like weeds.

				The whisper came like a hiss in my ear. My hands hung at my sides, clenched fists touching nothing but my own skin.

				They’re all freaks. Even Kimiko. Damn she was good, that skin, that fire—

				I sucked my Empathy in and the whisper died. Tan glowered at nothing, bottom lip caught between his teeth. Skin hadn’t been necessary. Curiosity had carried me too far and now a myriad of murmurs danced at the edge of my hearing.

				The sorrow came before the scream. It sheared through me, agony rending the air. A woman. No words, but a mess of broken curses caught between sobs.

			

			
				Tan pushed me on. ‘Keep moving,’ he said. ‘That will be Lady Talamir. She asked to see her husband.’

				We turned into the main passage. There stood the tall throne room doors, the wood brushed with a thousand lines of Old Kisian script. A woman knelt before them, her fine robe dishevelled and her silken hair slipping from its bun. A guard was trying to pull her to her feet but she wrenched from his grip. A row of severed heads watched her crumple to the floor, burying her face in her hands.

				‘Get her out of here,’ Tan snapped at the guard. ‘Minas, help him.’

				‘Yes, General.’

				One of the guards pushed past and went to the man’s aid. He gripped Lady Talamir under her arms and tried to lift her, but she twisted out of his grip. 

				‘Don’t you dare touch me you filthy traitors!’ she snarled, spitting in his face. ‘Kin will gut you for what you’ve done. He will hang you by your hair until your scalp rips from your skull!’

				The man slapped her, knocking her back. ‘Watch what you say, woman, or you’ll be the next to guard this hallway. Right up there beside your husband.’

				‘Not even Katashi Otako would dare,’ she said as Minas grabbed hold of her.

				Tan waved his hand. ‘I said get her out of here. And you’re right, my lady. Emperor Katashi wouldn’t be foolish enough to throw away such a good bargaining tool.’

				She spat at him, but her fury was spent and the guards led her away, sobs fading along the passage.

				One of Tan’s men stepped toward the grand doors, hands splayed over old prayers. The hinges groaned, the sound cutting through the babble of voices beyond as crimson light spilled through the widening aperture. A sea of silk met my eyes, every smiling face steeped in suspicion. The lords stood together in strategic groups, many with daughters to parade before Kisia’s newest emperor. They were dressed like exquisite birds in silks of every colour, with dozens of ivory pins holding elaborate hairstyles, and painted faces owning painted smiles.

			

			
				At the far end of the room, Katashi sat upon the Crimson Throne, the broad skirt of his robe reaching to the floor. His new chancellor hovered, awaiting orders, but Katashi waved him away and got to his feet, Hatsukoi only adding to his height.

				‘Endymion,’ he said. ‘Welcome to my court.’

				He smiled and held his arms wide, his aura filling the room as completely as the stained light. These men and women breathed tainted air.

				‘Come,’ he said. ‘Sit by me.’

				The weight of eyes sat upon my skin, curiosity amassing around me. There was lust and hunger and fear, too, all so tangled I couldn’t begin to unravel their threads.

				Katashi’s smile did not waver.

				You would not smile if you knew my name, I thought. You would not ask me to sit at your side if you knew the truth.

				With my hesitation his smile slipped and he scowled upon the assembled court. ‘Out,’ he ordered, clapping his hands. ‘Endymion and I need to talk.’

				Dismissed, the court moved as one murmuring mass. The rustle of stiff silks and the click of sandals on wood rose like a storm, only to fade as the court moved beyond the doors. Hana lingered as though hoping to be called back, but though Katashi’s eyes never left her, he did not speak. She was a strange creature, pretty in a dusty pink robe, but beneath the tumble of short golden curls her expression was sombre.

				Katashi beckoned as the doors closed behind the court, only guards left to follow my progress up the room. He patted the divan at his side and I sat, perched upon its edge. One day it would belong to his empress.

				‘Is the seat hot?’ He lifted his brows. ‘Or perhaps you think I am going to bite you? I haven't forgotten what help you were the night I took Koi.’

				I said nothing. In the vast space the sucking silence was oppressive. Crimson light cut across the stone floor, each blade speckled with dust. 

			

			
				Katashi scowled at his hands. ‘I have another favour to ask you,’ he said.

				‘And what might that be, Your Majesty?’

				He looked up, still frowning. ‘It’s Hana. Lady Hana. I’m worried about her. She hasn’t been her usual… difficult self since we took Koi. I know some of my Pikes have given her grief, but I’ve put a stop to that. She’s an Otako and they will treat her with the respect her name deserves, whatever she might have been.’

				‘I’m afraid I don’t know Lady Hana very well, Your Majesty.’

				‘No, but you don’t need to, do you? You can tell me how she feels and what she’s thinking and she wouldn’t even know you had done it.’

				A request that he should listen to himself died on my tongue. My head would depart my body with the same ease as any other. ‘It is not quite as simple as you make it sound,’ I said. ‘I can sense her emotions, yes, but with thoughts I need touch, and I need to know what I’m looking for. And she would know. Most people are self-aware enough to be able to feel my intrusion.’

				‘It’s Kin. You were at the meeting. He said she would marry him and it seemed ridiculous at the time, but to see her now... I cannot be easy in my mind.’

				‘You want to know if she considered accepting him?’

				‘I need to know, because if Hana marries Kin, everything I have fought for, everything I have sacrificed will be for nothing! If he is in her mind, I would take steps to prevent it.’

				‘Don’t you plan to kill him anyway?’

				Katashi scowled at me. ‘The Usurper will suffer for what he did to my father, yes, but I would not have him deceive Hana into betraying her family.’

				‘And if she did?’

				‘If you imply that I would harm my own blood–’

				‘You sold your sister to Malice.’

				His fingers clenched tightly on his crimson-clad knees. ‘I did what I had to do.’

				‘Does believing that help you sleep at night, Your Majesty?’

				‘Be careful what you say, Empath,’ he snapped. ‘If you are not my ally you are my enemy.’

			

			
				I rose from my place. ‘I will not spy on Lady Hana. If that makes me your enemy then I am your enemy.’

				Tension snapped in the air. The guards watched, hands edging toward swords, but I would not sell my Empathy again. Brother Jian had taught me the difference between right and wrong, and that knowledge was all I had left to cling to.

				‘Out,’ Katashi said. ‘Go and tell your master that he must take the Oath. And Endymion? If you betray me, I will make sure you are burned for the freak you are, do you understand?’

				‘Yes, Your Majesty,’ I said. ‘And I do not doubt you mean it.’

				He did not answer, but I did not need his words. His anger and his obsession choked everything it touched, while the mantra of his inner thoughts echoed through his soul.

				I will have my vengeance.

				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 2
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				Malice stood in the doorway like a ghost from the past. I could almost smell the burning grass stuck to his robe – the same blue robe he had dressed Endymion in because he liked his little jokes.

				‘He wakes,’ Malice said, walking in on light feet. It had been dark at the Gilded Cherry, but now I could see how much five years had changed him. His silken hair had the same glossy sheen, yet the bone ribbon was a new touch, a new nod to the name he had taken on and couldn’t shed. His face, too, was so much the man I remembered, and yet there were the tracings of lines beginning to show if one knew where to look. He was five years older, yet not five years different. Even the sound of his wooden sandals upon the floor held the slow, menacing click of a predator drawing near.

				‘Nothing to say? No glorious reminiscence or pleasure at being reunited?’ He sat on the edge of the divan and it sank beneath him, drawing me closer to the silk of that robe. ‘I missed you, yes?’

				Malice ran his long fingers through my hair.

				‘My little Darius,’ he went on, breathing deep of some scent only he could recognise. ‘I missed you more than words can say. Do tell me you felt the same, yes?’

				I had. So often in those early years I had found myself talking to him though he was not there, imagining what I would tell him about the stupidity of a councillor or the sexual intrigues of the court that Kin alone took no interest in. It was always Malice’s company I longed for, Malice I spoke to in the darkness of my mind. He had been brother, friend, ally and protector for many years, a staple of every day. The feel of his hand was so deeply etched upon my palm that to hold any other felt wrong.

				‘Darius,’ he said, fingers halting their progress through my tangled hair. ‘You can’t tell me you’ve lost your voice.’

			

			
				‘No, you’re right. If I had, I couldn’t tell you that.’

				Malice grinned. ‘And you haven’t lost your pedantic wit either, I see.’ His smile faded and he sighed. ‘You look so different, yes? I thought so that night at The Gilded Cherry, but now I can see you better, you look so much older.’

				‘I was a man when I left you.’

				‘When you left me,’ he echoed.

				‘What are you going to do with Endymion?’

				‘Again you leap, Darius. Such important matters should come after the pleasantries, yes? I say you have changed and you should comment on whether I have. We could perhaps reminisce upon the night we met in the back field. I think of it often.’

				‘Is that why you wore that robe?’

				Again the smile returned, giving him the appearance of volatility. I had learned to manage Kin’s mercurial temperament, but in Malice a smile was as likely to fade because he grew tired of holding it there. He had never been very expressive with his face. ‘You remember,’ he said. ‘I hoped you would.’

				‘That night is hard to forget.’

				‘I wish I could take that to mean that meeting me was hard to forget, Darius, but I will not presume upon the territory of our beloved father. Now would be a good time to mention Endymion, yes? I think perhaps the old man had a sense of humour. A Laroth-Otako bastard?’ He laughed. ‘What better way to get back at the family he detested?’

				‘He cared about Hana.’

				‘Perhaps out of guilt. You know as well as I that he hated all Otakos save one.’

				It was so tempting to fall into conversation as though we were brothers united once again, but that would be to pretend there was no hurt, no anger.

				Malice slipped his hand into mine. It filled the mould of my palm, the feeling of relief palpable. The curse wanted to be used. For five years my Empathy had scratched at the doors I shut upon it, nails bleeding, voice hoarse from its screams. It wanted to feel, to own, to control; every moment a fight to suppress it, to swallow it like a lump in my throat.

			

			
				I couldn’t pull my hand away.

				‘Five years is too long, my brother,’ Malice said. ‘Think of everything we might have achieved. In five years the empire would have bowed to us. But no matter, no matter, we have time, yes? And this way it is so very neat, so very clever, and I know how much you love clever. Can you see it, Darius? Can you see how easy it is when they are all so blind?’

				‘I can see it,’ I said. ‘Let Katashi and Kin rip the empire apart between them and then rise like a saviour from the ashes.’

				‘So poetic. How very much I missed you, Darius. No one else sees, no one else understands.’

				‘No, nor would they see that you don’t really mean to do that at all.’

				Malice’s hand tensed in mine. ‘You see something more?’

				‘I see Endymion with your mark upon him. Why? If we didn’t need him before, then we don’t need him now.’

				‘We?’

				‘A slip of the tongue,’ I said.

				Malice looked down at our hands, still joined. I pulled mine out of his grip and he laughed. ‘Oh, Darius, you can’t lie to me, yes? I know you far too well.’

				‘And I know you,’ I said. ‘You’re going to use Endymion. You’ll throw him between Kin and Katashi and see how fast they tear him apart.’

				His expression did not change. I couldn’t read him, couldn’t see if I was right without the Empathy I longed to use.

				‘He’s getting stronger,’ Malice said. ‘You haven’t been with him enough to see it, but he is getting stronger. He can tell you how many souls are in this castle and where they are. He can hear thoughts. I have seen him read from another man’s mind and then kill him without a blink. Do you really think Kin or Katashi could destroy him? Even he doesn’t know how powerful he is.’

				‘But you do.’

				‘And so do you, yes? He will soon grow beyond my power alone. He’s a true Whisperer.’

			

			
				I heard the words he did not speak. It would take both of us to control Endymion if he lost himself.

				Malice was smiling again. ‘I think you understand me, yes? If we do this together, Kisia will have an Otako god. Can you doubt he will go that path, even without my influence?’

				‘I should have left him to burn,’ I said. ‘Father Kokoro was right.’

				‘Burn your own brother?’

				‘I ordered General Ryoji to shoot you.’

				‘Only because you knew I would not die, yes?’ he said. ‘Like when I slid that knife into your chest. But I will kill you, Darius. I want my brother back, and if I cannot have him then no one else will.’ He ran a finger along my cheek, the chill of his skin strange in the stuffy room. ‘We belong to each other, yes?’

				‘Yes.’

				Malice put his hand on my forehead and I stiffened, expecting the burn of his Empathy. It did not come. ‘You’re still fighting?’ he said.

				I lay still on the divan, my whole body weighed down with fatigue. ‘Yes.’

				Cushions fell as he moved. Throwing his leg over me, he straddled my hips, the world containing nothing beyond his weight, his warmth, and the smell of opium lingering on his breath. He pressed my shoulders down, the tips of his hair ghosting across my cheek. ‘Don’t fight it!’ he said. ‘You are a god, Darius, yes? You are better than any stinking Normal. Don’t live at their level – deaf, dumb and blind, little better than a maggot upon a rotting corpse. Come back to me.’ He lowered his head and his voice, his words a silky croon by my ear. ‘Come back to me, Darius, before it’s too late.’ I turned my head. ‘I belong to Kin now.’

				‘Kin.’

				Malice pressed his hand over my mouth and his Empathy ripped into me. Kin. Only Kin could rule Kisia. Only Kin had earned my respect. Kin with his strange Errant plays and his temper. Kin pleading across the throne room while the headsman raised his axe.

			

			
				Malice sat back, his legs clamped to my hips. ‘In love with Hana, is he?’ he said. ‘Pathetic. I wondered why it took him so long to put her in danger.’

				‘It was his honour that did that,’ I said. ‘Having taken an oath to protect her family, he wouldn’t hurt her, whatever danger she posed.’

				‘Until she spurned his love.’ Mockery dripped from every word. ‘And you think a man, a Normal, can rule Kisia? With a heart that bleeds red with such staggering emotions? No. He will fall. She will see to that, yes? I have felt Katashi. No one can compete with what he exudes.’


				Yet Hana had shrunk from Kin’s anger. Malice only knew what he felt, but years without my Empathy had taught me to read people a different way.

				‘Almost we need do nothing but wait,’ he went on. ‘They will destroy each other with minimal help from us, yes?’

				When I did not speak Malice placed his hand upon my chest. There his fingers rose and fell in time with my living body. ‘Why don’t you let me in, Darius,’ he said. ‘For old time’s sake, yes?’

				I shivered at the tickle of his breath. ‘Get off me,’ I said.

				‘That’s all you have to say? I will fight for you, Darius. I don’t want to have to kill you.’

				‘You won’t.’

				‘Won’t I? I won’t let you leave me again. You have my word on that, yes?’

				‘Get off me.’

				He leant down and his lips brushed my cheek. ‘Make me,’ he said.

				My stomach was eating itself with hunger and every limb felt weak. To shove him away would achieve nothing beyond his amusement, but he wore the Eye of Vice dangling from his ear. I gripped it, pulling hard enough to stretch the flesh of his lobe. ‘Get off,’ I repeated. ‘I will rip it out. You have my word on that, too, yes?’

			

			
				He chuckled. ‘I like it when you play rough.’

				I tried to buck him up, to slide my arm beneath his leg and lever him off, but Malice caught my wrist. Pinning it to my side he pressed his lips to mine, his kiss fierce. Powerless to push him off, I dug my free elbow into his thigh. A gasp sucked against my mouth, and rolling, I threw him from me. He hit the floor in a tangle of limbs and silk.

				A knock sounded on the door and I pulled myself upright, every muscle aching. Licking my dry lips, I could still taste him, taste the Empathy tingling on my skin.

				‘Come in,’ I said, leaving Malice in an ungraceful scramble to appear poised.

				The door slid a few inches, just enough for someone to peer in. It was Hana, dressed like a lady, her short curls burnished in the sunlight. Our eyes met and she slid the door the rest of the way.

				‘I heard you were awake,’ she said, her cheeks reddening beneath our collective gaze. Malice had managed to regain his usual dignity, and now stood watching me with a curling lip.

				‘Good news travels fast, yes?’ he said. ‘Might I ask where you heard it?’

				‘From Katashi. I think perhaps he heard it from your friend, Endymion. They were shut up together in the throne room.’

				Malice turned his sharp eyes on me, but asked no questions.

				‘Katashi wants you both to take the Oath,’ she went on. ‘To prove your loyalty.’

				‘So I have heard,’ Malice said. ‘Endymion again. It seems everyone wants a piece of him. Will there be anything left at the end, I wonder.’

				‘Who is he?’ Hana asked. ‘One of yours, Malice?’

				‘Certainly, my dear, one of mine. You need not let him trouble you, yes? I will soon remove him.’

				She nodded, accepting his words without question. And why not? I had left her to his care, left her without having the courage to tell her why or what I was. What we both were.

				‘Did you come just to assure yourself that I was alive?’ I asked when only silence ensued. ‘Or are you Katashi’s messenger?’

			

			
				‘I came to talk to you.’

				I looked up at Malice. ‘Perhaps you should leave us.’

				‘No need for that,’ Hana said. ‘It is not so important. Malice is welcome to stay.’

				‘I am happy to give you some privacy, my dear,’ he said, mocking me with his smile.

				Hana shot him a look of real gratitude, and for the first time I wondered how well he had filled the abandoned role of guardian. ‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘but I won’t put you to the trouble. In fact, it’s easier that you’re here, so I shan’t have to tell you of it later.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I’m releasing you from your oath, Darius,’ she went on, her silk rustling as she bowed. ‘I thank you for your service, Lord Laroth, but I no longer require your assistance or your presence. And now we need not pretend to like one another, and your loyalties need no longer be divided.’

				I had lied to her all her life.

				‘You have done the right thing, my dear,’ Malice said. ‘Even I no longer know whether I can trust him, yes?’

				‘Thank you,’ I said. There were no other words. It was too late. ‘If you would like to continue tearing my character to shreds, might I ask that you do so out of my hearing?’

				Hana’s cheeks reddened, but she set her teeth firmly. ‘It is what you wanted. To be free.’

				I let my eyes flit to Malice’s face. ‘It is.’

				‘Then there is nothing more to be said.’ Hana forced another smile, missing the twitch of Malice’s brows as they drew together. ‘I thank you again for your service, such as it has been.’

				Another knock fell upon the door and it slid without pause. Endymion entered, a serving girl in his wake. She bowed, the tray of food remaining perfectly level. Steam curled from the spout of a teapot.

				‘Emperor Katashi demands your presence, Darius,’ he said. He was staring at Hana and had forgotten to bow. ‘You are to take the Oath now.’

				‘Now?’ Hana turned, taking interest in him for the first time. ‘When did he order this? He said it would be tonight.’

			

			
				‘General Tan is outside if you want to ask him. He says now.’

				Hana scowled, but although she parted her lips to retort she soon shut them again. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Darius will eat first. I will speak to Tan.’

				She went to the door.

				‘We’ll leave you to your meal, Darius,’ Malice said, taking Endymion’s arm and leading him out in Hana’s wake. ‘But I wouldn’t keep Emperor Katashi waiting too long, yes?’

				Unseen by the others he mouthed the word “delicious”, and went out with a smile, sliding the door closed behind him.

				


				* * *

				


				Sightless eyes stared from crusted sockets, each head along the row a face I knew. They stared at the doors opposite, lids sewn open, bloody handprints smeared on their cheeks. Councillor Rhim, Lord Lastern and Lord Talamir, their necks shrivelling as they dried. Even Master Hallan was there, the Imperial Secretary, his youthful face having something of disdain about it.

				‘Friends?’

				There was a sneer in the guard’s voice, but misgiving outweighed anger. Sixteen years of peace had come to an end, and here in this hallway, where lords and councillors were allowed no dignity, was the proof. 

				‘Acquaintances, certainly,’ I said. ‘Tell me, did these men refuse to take the Oath?’

				‘They did. And now it’s your turn. His Majesty is waiting.’

				Behind me the throne room doors creaked open and the cumulative gaze of dozens fell upon my back. I turned to find the court waiting, silent, lips pulled back to reveal hungry grins.

				With unhurried steps, I made my way to where Malice stood waiting before the throne, apparently oblivious to all the interest he was causing. As I joined him he flashed me an amused smile.

				Upon the throne Katashi Otako leant forward, pulling back the broad sleeves of his robe to display powerful forearms. But for his black sash he looked every bit an emperor. He wore it with all the pride of a night jade, daring any who saw it to look away.

			

			
				Tension strangled breath from the air. No one spoke. At Katashi’s side a guard shifted his weight.

				‘Whoreson Laroth,’ Katashi intoned at last, wiping the smile from Malice’s face. ‘You are called here to take the Imperial Oath of Allegiance before these witnesses. Not having had a noble upbringing, I do not expect you to know the words, but I have no doubt your brother can prompt you.’

				Malice was unarmed, but every guard edged their hand toward their sword.

				‘I know the Oath very well, Your Majesty,’ Malice said. ‘I do not require prompting.’

				‘Then kneel and take it.’

				Malice knelt, gracefully lowering his head toward the floor. ‘I swear on the bones of my mad father,’ he said, his words resonating off the wooden boards. ‘On my name and my honour, that I will be loyal to one of our two emperors, the great Emperor Katashi, the however-manyieth of his name. I will not stick a knife in him, nor lie to his face. I will give every last ounce of my strength and my not inconsiderable intellect, and will die in his service if the gods are so very cruel.’ He glanced sideways then, his eyes turning up toward me. ‘I will be as nothing and no one in service to you.’

				Malice could not rise until his oath had been accepted, but he sat back, smiling as shocked whispers sped around the room. Scowling, Katashi held up his hand for silence. There was no precedent to execute a man for speaking the wrong words, and gripping the arms of the throne, he turned his attention to me. ‘Lord Darius Kirei Laroth,’ he said. ‘Sixth Count of Esvar and former Minister of the Left in the court of The Usurper Kin Ts’ai?’

				‘That would be me,’ I said flatly.

				With Malice kneeling I may as well have been alone. No doubt Katashi wanted me to be awed, but no one who had stood in Kin’s presence could be so. ‘Your father, Lord Nyraek Laroth,’ he went on, ‘the Fifth Count of Esvar, was once the Imperial Protector under my uncle, Emperor Lan.’


			

			
				‘He was,’ I said.

				‘Do you intend to follow his example?’

				‘I do.’

				‘Then you may kneel and take the Oath.’

				There was a moment of strained silence, and glancing sidelong at Malice I could see the unspoken words on his lips: behave, he urged. But it was from Malice I needed to get away. I had already chosen my emperor and already taken my oath. I would not kneel before this man, would not bow, would not even acknowledge the position he claimed with a stolen crown and an oath he would never live up to.

				Remaining on my feet, I said: ‘You seem unaware, Katashi, that my father fought for Emperor Kin after your uncle’s death, not for your father.’

				‘Darius!’ Hana stood amid the court, not allowed the place at Katashi’s side.

				‘Yes, my lady?’

				‘Show respect.’

				‘I was,’ I returned. ‘Else I would have been far more rude, I assure you. In short, Your Rebelness, he changed his allegiance before he died.’

				Katashi narrowed his eyes. ‘From insanity, I believe.’

				‘Yes. In a pool of his own filth.’

				Nervous laughter added to the constriction in the room. I recognised a few of those tittering behind their hands, all northern nobility long loyal to the Otako name. One must have been living in a hole for the last twenty years to miss the rumours about my father.

				‘Perhaps you, too, are insane,’ Katashi said. ‘You seem to have very little care for your own life. I am Kisia’s true emperor and you will give me your allegiance. What do you imagine your chance of survival is if you refuse?’

				‘Little, if the heads of my fellow councillors are anything to go by. But I never knew it was standard practice to execute people who fail to agree with you.’

			

			
				‘We are at war.’

				‘Yes, having stolen the emperor’s crown and his castle, I am sure you are.’

				Low whispers ran rife. Hana’s cheeks paled, a trembling hand whipping up to cover her mouth.

				‘Will you or will you not take the Oath?’ Katashi demanded.

				‘I thought I had made myself clear,’ I said. ‘But if you wish further clarification you may have it. I have already taken an oath; already bowed at the feet of the True Emperor of Kisia. I am loyal to His Imperial Majesty, the great Emperor Kin, first of his name, Lord Protector of the Kisian Empire. I am his until death. If it is your decree that I should be executed then I go to the headsman with my honour intact. Long live Emperor Kin.’

				Through the shocked chatter, Katashi began to laugh, his great shoulders shaking. ‘That’s what you want, isn’t it? Why do you want to die?’

				‘I am the Monstrous Laroth. I am already dead.’

				‘Then we will make sure of it. Lord Darius Laroth, you are sentenced to a traitor’s death. You will be branded and executed in the morning, along with Lord Tassaman and the false Duke of Katose. If you decide not to depart this world a traitor, I will listen. I know you for a man of your word. Unlike your brother.’ He returned his attention to Malice. ‘Whoreson Laroth, you are no longer welcome in my castle or in any lands belonging to the Imperial Expanse of Kisia. You are hereby exiled on pain of death, by I, Emperor Katashi Otako, third of my name, True Emperor of Kisia. You will be escorted immediately from these walls along with every member of your little troupe. May you never set foot within my empire again.’

				Hana was as white as her under robe.

				I let go a held breath, fighting the urge to laugh. Malice’s anger pulsed through him, but the struggle did not show on his face as he rose, baring his teeth in smile. Guards approached through the milling court. ‘Escort him out,’ Katashi ordered. ‘And make sure he takes Endymion and the rest of his Vices with him.’

				Malice did not threaten or rage, just lifted his hand. ‘There is no need to drag me away. I am quite capable of walking, yes? But before I go, I would request permission to remain until the morning. I would see my brother executed with my own eyes.’

			

			
				The court moved as a single beast. They stared, hissed words washing over me with such detachment my head might already have been severed from my neck. Malice filled my world. Send him away, I begged. Send him away.

				I saw Hana move, saw her take a step toward Katashi’s throne.

				‘No.’ The word a sharp snap before Hana could intervene. ‘No. I do not trust you, Spider. There is not a man or woman here who has not heard tales of the Vices. Consider yourself fortunate that you are leaving with your life. And if anything happens to stop Lord Laroth going to the headsman, I will know who to hunt.’

				Katashi sat back, letting the tail of his black sash slide through his fingers. ‘Get them both out of here.’

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 3
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				I left the uproar behind, the baying of the court drowned beneath my thundering pulse. Every step was a staccato snap as I stormed along the passage, sending dust swirling.

				Two Pikes stood watch outside the infirmary. Having donned the uniforms of Imperial Guards they owned a swaggering confidence, neat layers of leather and linen replacing ragged black. An old Otako branding iron must have been scrounged from somewhere, for every leather tunic bore a pair of pikes scorched over the southern dragon.

				One of the guards leered at me; the other looked right through me. My all too brief stint as Regent had gone beyond recall, his loss leaving me naked. Now I was exposed, every gaze cutting through the all too thin layers of my clothes. Even the proper robe of a noblewoman was powerless to protect me.

				‘Captain,’ one of them sneered as I passed between them.

				The other sniggered.

				I faltered mid step, cheeks burning. Angry words leapt up my throat but they got no further, those mocking looks paralysing my tongue. I kept walking. Regent had abandoned me.

				Inside the infirmary dozens of eyes turned my way. Men sat or lay on makeshift beds, so numerous they all but covered the floor with only a thin walkway left between. Despite the languid breeze, the stink of blood hung heavy. At least the screams had ceased. Those who would die had already gone, those left now waited to heal.

				An open colonnade ran the length of the room, and I found Shin perched on the stone ledge overlooking the garden, his scarred visage stained with bruises. The night Katashi took Koi, Shin hadn’t been in any state to speak. Two days had blackened his face, but that lidless eye was alert and scanning the grounds like a crow seeking glints of gold.

			

			
				I sat beside him on the ledge, the space between us larger than I had intended. Shin did not move, did not turn, just continued staring out at the sunlit grounds. Guards walked the walls, their dark-clad figures hazy in the heat.

				‘Why are you here?’ he demanded after a time, his growl more pronounced now he could not fully open his jaw.

				‘Is it wrong to come and see how you are?’

				He turned then, his swollen features screwed into a sneer. ‘I am a soldier. You are Lady Hana Otako.’

				‘I am also your captain,’ I said.

				‘You are no captain of mine. Regent is dead. I once saw him rip out a guard’s throat, but you could not even kill a sleeping man.’

				The words stung, but as I turned my face away Shin gripped my arm, strong fingers curled like talons. ‘You could have killed him,’ he said. ‘By the gods I wish I had gone instead.’

				He let go, hissing as he shifted his weight.

				‘Are you all right?’

				‘Just bruises.’

				Shin scowled down at the garden wedged between the inner and outer wall, clumps of gaily-coloured flowers seeming out of place. The castle was full of sounds, but loudest of all was the birdsong, rising in harmony to the babble around us.

				‘Katashi has named Darius a traitor,’ I said, giving voice to my troubles. ‘He’s to be executed tomorrow.’

				Shin’s head snapped around. ‘What?’

				‘He refused to take the Oath, and unless he changes his mind, Darius will go to the executioner in the morning. I don’t know what to do, Shin. He doesn’t deserve to die for honouring his oath.’

				‘To The Usurper.’

				‘To whomever!’ I said.

				Shin’s scabbing brows drew together. ‘You have too tender a heart, my lady,’ he said. ‘But Lord Laroth won’t go to the headsman. He’s no martyr.’

				The room went silent and I turned. Katashi was in the doorway, a formidable figure with his black sash trailing to the ground. All along the high gallery men bowed and murmured, ‘Your Majesty’, but he ignored them all and came along the row toward us.

			

			
				‘Hana,’ he said, glowering. ‘I’ve been looking for you.’

				‘I came to see Shin.’

				He nodded to his Pike and Shin nodded back. ‘Lucky Shin.’

				‘Your Majesty,’ I bowed. ‘And now that you have found me, what can I do for you?’

				Katashi’s brows shot up. ‘Such formality. I think we know each other well enough to dispense with that, don’t you?’ He smiled his lopsided smile and there was Monarch, his beautiful blue eyes full of mocking laughter.

				‘Of course.’

				‘Good,’ he said, oblivious to a room full of curious men desperate for his attention. ‘Now I have been punished for being a stranger since I took the Oath. Am I forgiven? Walk with me.’

				I rose, placing my hand on Shin’s arm. It was a unique gesture of the woman now inhabiting my skin. Regent would never have done it, would never have dared to appear so lest anyone guess his terrible secret. ‘Thank you for looking after me, Shin,’ I said, hoping he had not told Katashi of my failure.

				Shin gripped his lips tight and said nothing, merely nodding to his emperor before turning back to the sunlit gardens.

				‘Changed your mind about him?’ Katashi asked as we left together, the insolent Pikes at the door now silent.

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘You disliked him once.’

				A lifetime ago. ‘I suppose I did,’ I said. ‘But he stayed with me when he might easily have abandoned me to my fate. I can’t forget that. It gave me hope to see his face every day.’

				Katashi stopped walking and turned to me. ‘You know I would have done something if I could,’ he said, lowering his voice. ‘I told you it was too dangerous.’

				‘Thank you, yes. It must give you great satisfaction to be right.’

				For a moment I thought he would retort in kind, but he reached out to touch my cheek, my skin tingling in response to his fingers. ‘I shouldn’t have said that,’ he said. ‘You’re here now and you’re safe, and that’s what matters.’

			

			
				A familiar smell clung to his heavy silk.

				‘We need to talk,’ he said, his voice husky.

				‘We do,’ I agreed. ‘About Darius.’

				‘That was not what I meant.’

				‘You can’t execute him.’

				‘Can’t?’ His eyes glittered dangerously and I stepped back, suddenly unsure. Katashi caught my wrist. ‘What else could I have done, Hana? The court watch me like hawks, waiting for any sign of weakness. If I give them one it will be my head on the block.’

				‘So you sacrifice my guardian?’

				‘He won’t die, Hana, unless he’s a fool.’

				Shin had said the same. The Darius I knew was proud, but not proud enough to go to the headsman for another man’s cause.

				‘Hana.’ Katashi brushed his thumb across my dry lips. ‘Don’t worry about Lord Laroth. I’m the only guardian you need. You’re a Pike not a Spider.’

				Mesmerised, I stared into his bright eyes. I had wanted him that night beneath the Kissing Tree and now the same desire betrayed me. His hand found my waist, his warm breath dancing across my cheek.

				A hurried step came along the passage. I wished it away, but it grew louder, and Katashi’s gaze slipped past me.

				‘Your Majesty?’

				‘Yes?’ Katashi snapped. ‘What is it?’

				‘News from Mei’lian, Your Majesty.’

				Snapped out of his spell, I turned. A scout had bowed low, his chest heaving and his hair dripping with sweat. Shaking fingers gripped the loose fabric of his breeches.

				‘And?’

				‘The Usurper is alive.’

				‘What?’

				‘He sits upon the throne in Mei’lian, Your Majesty,’ the messenger said, finally straightening though he could not meet his emperor’s fiery gaze. ‘Not one of our messages arrived before him.’

			

			
				Katashi’s expression was grim, clenched teeth squaring his strong jaw.

				‘I thought we had men on every road,' I said.

				‘Then we can assume he didn’t travel by road,’ Katashi snapped. ‘Is there anything else?’

				The messenger shook his head. ‘No, Your Majesty. I came as fast as I could. I did not wait for more.’

				‘You may go.’

				‘Yes, Your Majesty. Thank you, Your Majesty.’

				The man turned on his heel and walked away almost as fast as he had arrived.

				‘What does this mean?’ I asked, looking up into Katashi’s scowl.

				He looked down at me and I became aware of how close he was standing. ‘What does it mean?’ he repeated. ‘That is hard to say. No doubt Mei’lian and much of the south will remain loyal to Kin.’

				‘We planned for better.’

				He let out a humourless laugh. ‘Yes, my dear, we planned for better, but it is not as bad as it sounds. The north is more populated than the south, and with the defection of Generals Manshin, Tikita and Roi, we now have nearly half the Rising Army fighting for our cause. And every day the Pikes grow in number. They’re coming from cities and towns loyal to us: Koi, Ji, Suway, and particularly along the border we are getting good numbers.’

				‘Not so bad,’ I agreed.

				This drew a reluctant smile, cutting the single dimple into his cheek. ‘I have to go. Councils wait for emperors, but bad news doesn’t. Our talk will have to wait.’

				‘Let me come with you.’

				His expression darkened again. ‘To the Council? No.’

				‘But–’

			

			
				‘No buts, Hana. I have been an emperor for two days. I will see my generals without my cousin to chaperon me.’ His hand found my cheek. ‘No, don’t scowl at me. I’ll come see you tonight and we can talk. Send your maid to bed. I don’t want to be overheard.’

				


				* * *

				


				Tili did not want to leave. Instead she fussed around, rolling out my sleeping mat and striking fresh lanterns, each globe of pretty patterned paper emitting muted light. Every one was hung or placed around the room with particular precision, Tili taking a degree of care over the art that she rarely showed. She would even have sent for maids to empty my bath had I not laughed and ordered her out.

				‘If there is anything you need, my lady,’ she said, half out the door. ‘Anything at all, just call for me.’

				‘I will. Thank you, Tili.’

				‘Anything for you, my lady.’

				Finally she slid the door closed.

				Freshly dressed, I knelt before my mirror, combing the same ringlets over and over. Katashi’s traitor generals had not returned after the council meeting, and I had waited for Katashi in vain. Rumours had danced around the court from tongue to malicious tongue, but although men crowded around me seeking favour, not one of them was willing to speak their mind. I was just a girl to be humoured for the sake of my name. 

				The door slid softly and I turned. Katashi stood a moment on the threshold, brows lifted as though awaiting welcome. He had changed his crimson robe for plain black, so reminiscent of Monarch that I smiled.

				‘That’s better,’ I said. ‘You look more like yourself.’

				‘Do I not usually look like myself?’ He came in, closing the door behind him. He looked different without Hatsukoi, without his knives and his armour, his head unadorned by the crown that had changed everything.

			

			
				‘Not always like the man I remember.’

				‘Monarch? Do you prefer him to Katashi?’

				I considered him, watching the smile hover about his lips. ‘I think I know him better.’

				‘Then I’m glad I wore my black tonight, Regent,’ he said.

				Katashi crossed the floor, every graceful step part of his dance with the world — slow, intricate, bewitching. Immediately at home, he prowled the room, stirring coals in the brazier and plucking a chestnut from the remains of my dinner. He crunched it between strong teeth, and looked down at the chest of robes Kin had given me.

				‘The Usurper gives fine gifts, I see,’ he said, stroking the exposed sleeve of a blue robe covered in tiny silver blossoms. ‘When your hair grows back you will look stunning in this one, my dear. When is the wedding to be? Somehow, I don’t think I will be invited.’

				‘Katashi!’

				‘Am I in error? Does a woman often accept gifts from a man she has no intention of marrying?’

				‘I had nothing to wear.’

				‘Oh? The uniform of a Pike was not good enough for you?’

				I felt heat steal into my cheeks; a heat that was always close to the surface in his presence. ‘They ripped them.’

				That stopped him mid-sneer. ‘Ripped them?’

				‘When I was in the Pit, before they knew I was a woman.’

				‘But they found out.’

				‘They did rip my clothes.’

				 The rest did not need saying. ‘Did they hurt you?’ he asked, striding quickly toward me. ‘If they hurt you I will make sure I hurt them more. I’ll skin them and burn them alive if they so much as touched you.’

				‘Bumps and bruises only,’ I said, trying not to think of how battered I had looked for days after.

				Katashi seemed satisfied. He took no further interest in the chest, but I could feel Kin’s presence looming over us. Katashi didn’t seem to notice, just stroked my cheek with his thumb, his sharp blue eyes roaming my face.

			

			
				‘I can see why he wanted to marry you,’ he said at last. ‘You look like your mother. I remember my father telling me that Kin was infatuated with her. Many men were.’

				The sash Kin had given me lay buried beneath the robes. Though it felt traitorous, I had kept it, unable to part with so precious a validation of my family. Perhaps he had given it to me for my mother’s sake. Disliking the thought, I changed the subject.

				‘How was your meeting?’ I asked. ‘How did the traitor generals take the news that their old emperor still lives?’

				‘They brazened through it,’ he said, dropping his hand. ‘Manshin talked much about having been loyal to the Otakos since he was a “babe unborn”. Roi was shocked, but he’ll follow where the others lead.’

				‘And their men?’

				‘I’m not worried about them. Disobedience is a death sentence.’

				‘I don’t like it.’

				‘Don’t like what, sweet Hana?’

				‘I don’t like relying on the loyalty of men who can shift their allegiance without a blink. What’s to stop them breaking another oath the moment their best interests lie outside the Otako cause?’

				Katashi chuckled. ‘You ought to have been born a man.’

				‘Yes, I think so,’ I agreed. ‘Have you seen the women of your court?’

				‘Yes. Why? What is wrong with them?’

				‘They are like preening peacocks dressed in their family’s wealth. They wear purple robes and ought to stoop under the weight of so much gold. There is not one of them that does not paint her face and curl her hair, and their robes dip so far down their backs they look like whores.’

				‘You are very severe upon your own sex.’

				‘They’re all fools, giggling and simpering and flattering you wherever you go.’

				‘Where you would rather talk tactics.’ Katashi touched my hair, curling one short lock around his finger. ‘None of them have hair like you. I kept a curl when I cut it, did you know that?’

			

			
				He stepped closer, his warmth radiating like glowing coals. ‘We’ll take Kisia back,’ he said, his breath teasing past my ear. ‘We’ll send out raiding parties to harry his battalions. Kin won’t know what hit him.’ His cheek touched mine, warm, smooth, not rough as Monarch’s had always been. ‘They’ll pick off his men,’ he whispered. ‘One by one, until their morale is so low they’re jumping at shadows.’ 

				His hand traced my hipbone from front to back, sliding along silk. ‘We’ll cut the Willow Road and take The Valley. That’s next season’s harvest.’

				Warm lips caressed my ear and I shivered. ‘Then,’ he said, a groan in his voice as he threaded fingers through my hair. ‘Mei’lian.’

				The tip of his nose traced my jaw and every breath was full of his scent, potent, intoxicating. Monarch. His arm around my waist, his lips searched for mine. ‘Hana.’ My name was a sigh, dancing at the edge of a kiss.

				Katashi pressed against me, hard beneath his linen. I had never felt a man’s lust before, and fright sent my heart racing, barely resting between beats. My entire knowledge of sex had come from watching whores perched upon the laps of grinning Pikes.

				Katashi pulled away. He breathed deeply, eyes half closed, lips glistening. His fingers found my sash. Unable to speak, I let him untie the knot, my thoughts turning with unstoppable speed. He seemed to have no thoughts at all, his hands as steady as if he was working free a snag in a horse’s rein.

				‘Katashi–’

				‘Shh,’ he hushed me. ‘There’s no need to tremble, I’ll be gentle with you.’

				My silk sash coiled as it fell to the floor, light winking off its shimmering threads. My robe followed, and suddenly exposed, I whipped my hands up to cover my breasts. I had seen so many whores with heavy flesh that I knew he could not want a body so small and boyish, but Katashi just chuckled and brushed my arms aside. 

			

			
				His black sash joined mine, then his robe sighed onto the floor. He was magnificent. Every muscle looked as though it had been carved from his flesh; powerful thighs and broad shoulders, his skin weathered gold. Touching him was like pressing against sun-warmed stone.

				I knelt on the sleeping mat. There had been no words, but Katashi didn’t need them, his body more eloquent than any voice. Guided by his hands, I lay down. Again he peeled away my protective hands, placing them at my sides before he sat back, appreciative. My heart beat so fast I felt sick. I needed a moment to think, to calm myself, but with a hand on each knee, Katashi parted my legs.

				A kiss on my neck then my collarbone, each little more than a breath. Fingers parted me and I tensed, as excited as I was afraid. I tried to control my shaking hands, fingertips flitting over his hair and onto his shoulders. Katashi didn’t seem to notice. He just took himself in hand, and leaning over me, guided himself in.

				I gasped, biting my lip so hard I broke the skin. The taste of blood filled my mouth, but it didn’t seem to matter when he caused me such pain. Not seeing, not stopping, he pressed deeper. I tried to concentrate on his weight and the warmth of his skin, but every shred of desire seemed to have abandoned me. He kept moving. Pain gave way to a terrible numbness. Never had I been so close to anyone, but though he filled me, though I could taste his every breath, I felt no more a part of the scene than my shadow moving upon the wall.

				I tried to think of Monarch, striding through our camp, talking, laughing, his hand on Hatsukoi’s string. And that irresistible dimple. It wasn’t there now, his features set in a frown of concentration. I searched for his scent, trying to catch hold of the man I knew, but I could not find it. There was Katashi, clean and silken, but every trace of Monarch was gone.

				His pace quickened. I tugged hard at my hair, trying to wake myself up. My fantasies had never ended like this when I touched myself in the darkness of my tent, listening to the screams of practised whores. There had always been more than aching flesh and a desire for the finish. I had seen the Pikes lie with women, a tangle of limbs writhing in pleasure, but all I could do was wait, fighting the urge to cry.

			

			
				The end came soon enough. Katashi threw back his head. A deep groan parted his lips and he pressed into me, his fingers gripping the pillow like claws. Breathing fast, he bowed his head, huffing onto my hot skin, his hair tracing lines across my chest.

				Katashi slid out of me. He sat back, sweat sticking loose strands of hair to his temples, his cheeks suffused with colour. Smiling faintly, he looked exactly how I had imagined all the heroes from my childhood stories. Tin Tian had been blessed with just such a jaw; Tikoto Toshi with his dancing cats had always had Katashi’s bright blue eyes, and even those heavy brows had been part of Juno of Ji’lin’s imaginary face. And in his own way Katashi was just like them, just as insubstantial.

				Comfortable with his nakedness, he rose and went to retrieve his robe. He didn’t look back at me, just knelt to gather it from the floor, leaving mine where it had fallen

				Fluid leaked from me. I clamped my thighs tightly together, ashamed, and looked longingly toward the bath. With his back to me, Katashi began to dress. It might easily have been Kin standing there; Kin who had just finished with me and was preparing to leave. Would he have dressed with his back to me? Or faced me, that familiar scowl upon his features?

				Katashi turned, tugging tight the knot of his sash. I had thought to see change, but he just smiled his usual lop-sided grin, and I smiled back, glad he couldn’t read my mind.

				‘Shall I call for your maid?’ he asked, almost as an afterthought.

				‘No, thank you.’

				He came and knelt at my side, crisp linen once again covering his strong body. It was a gentle, lingering kiss he placed upon my lips; the kiss I had always imagined. But the dream was gone.

			

			
				He pulled away. ‘Good night, Hana,’ he said, and I saw a smile for him, not me, that single dimple laughing at a world of fools in thrall to him.

				‘Good night.’

				Before he left, Katashi patted my cheek as though I were a child, and striding to the door he did not once glance back before it slid closed behind him.

				For a long time I lay still. My whole body ached, every muscle tense and tired. I looked again toward the bath. It wouldn’t be hot, but I could clean myself, could wash away the memory of his hands. I didn’t move. I wanted to curl into a ball and pull the quilt over my head, never to move again, but that would be weak and childish. I had been both. The last few weeks had proved that. And now Katashi had slipped away from me, no longer the man I had thought him but a myth, a legend, the paper cut-out of a god nailed to a shrine.

				Refusing to let my tears fall, I pulled myself up and made it to the bath. The water was tepid. I shivered as I slid into its embrace, but began to scrub myself clean, inside and out. While my hands worked I stared at nothing, thoughts coming and going like slugs. Then Tili was there, her pretty face creased with worry. 

				‘My lady? Are you all right? You should have called for me if you wished to bathe again. That water is like ice! Let me fetch you fresh.’

				I said nothing and she dashed out, returning with half a dozen maids carrying steaming jugs. Hot water swirled around me, and like a bear waking from hibernation, I felt my body come back to life. 

				While the other maids bowed themselves out, Tili fussed around the room without uttering a word. First she picked up my robe and hung it by the bath, no doubt hoping the steam would smooth its creases. They looked beyond saving, but she spoke no word of censure, asking instead if I was quite warm enough.

				Moving on, Tili tried to straighten the sleeping mat, but soon gave up and took it away altogether. I watched her remove the quilt and roll the mat, marching out without a word. She returned with a new mat, fresh bedding and a night robe she had taken to warm in the kitchens. It smelt faintly of rice, homely and comforting. Tili brought fresh flowers, too, throwing the old ones pragmatically out the window.

			

			
				I grabbed the edge of the wooden tub and Tili was there instantly, holding a linen towel. She wrapped it around me, rubbing my shoulders like a mother calming a child. ‘Come, my lady,’ she said as my tears welled. ‘Come have some tea.’

				A pot sat steeping upon a lap table, and having dressed, I sipped a cup while Tili combed my hair. Slowly, tears began to run down my cheeks.

				Rescuing the teacup from my shaking fingers, Tili rubbed the back of my hand. ‘Shh, my lady, you’ll feel better in the morning,’ she said, coaxing me to lie down. Hushing me gently, she tucked the quilt around me, and once I was quiet, she began to sing. The sound of her voice was soft and airy, and reassured by her song, I finally fell asleep.

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 4
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				An envoy came with the setting sun. He wore the uniform of a general and carried himself like a lord, but he was no nobleman. General Tan, he called himself, leaning against the wall as the guards closed the door behind him.

				‘General Tan?’ I said, sitting up and straightening my robe. ‘Tan Mei. The eldest son of the deposed Count of Risian.’

				‘Clever.’

				‘Observant.’


				‘Then perhaps you will have observed that you’re in a spot of trouble.’

				‘Am I? How fortunate that I have you to inform me of it.’

				General Tan pushed from the wall and strode further into the room. ‘Smart, eh? I’ve heard all about you, Monstrous Laroth, but you don’t live up to the stories. Why don’t you show me the scar where they cut out your heart.’

				I stared at him, the seconds ticking slowly away. His smile remained fixed, glassy, but his gaze shied toward the window, and his fingers began to fiddle with the buckle that held his sword belt. 

				He was poor sport.

				‘If you have come to say something, say it,’ I said. ‘You are wasting my time.’

				His lips parted in a grin. ‘Funny man. Lucky for you Emperor Katashi is merciful. I am sent to offer you the chance to speak your Oath in private and take your position on his Council tomorrow.’

				‘Wants me where he can see me, does he?’

				General Tan did not answer. His dislike radiated off him, but which part of me did he hate? The Laroth? The servant of Kin? Or the Empath I had long tried to deny?

				‘You may tell Katashi that while his offer is terribly kind, I will not change my mind.’

			

			
				‘You think he won’t do it?’ Tan said. ‘He will.’

				‘I know he will. Goodnight, General.’

				After he left I lay staring up at the ceiling with its criss-cross of dark beams flickering in the lantern light. I had not seen Malice escorted from the castle, but the air had changed, the Keep breathing a sigh of relief as he was expelled from its walls. At this very moment he would be lying upon the divan in his travelling wagon, snapping at anyone who dared interrupt his peace. He would take to his opium. He always did when unproductive emotions clogged the air like so much fog.

				Vague sounds echoed through the quieting castle like an ancient heartbeat. Guards patrolling the passages; murmuring voices; the sound of the gate opening, and the gentle snore of one of Katashi’s new councillors in another room. Outside, dogs were barking. Katashi’s dogs? Or Kin’s, left behind like so much else.

				Disturbed from my rest, I went to the window and peered out into the courtyard below. Men were gathering. A ring of torches lit their dark shapes, the sleek bodies of fighting dogs stalking the firelight. Mesmerised, I watched as one dog was taken from the group, a leather muzzle strapped over its nose. The men were shouting, laughing, as the animal was dragged to a post and tied up, cowering.

				The soldiers let their dogs loose, each man holding a stick with which he jabbed his animal – back, neck, gut, riling them to fury. Snarling, they gathered around the helpless creature, and urged on with the sticks, they turned on their own. Growls and yelps filled the night, the mass of dark bodies writhing. Gold passed from hand to hand and the men cheered as blood sprayed across the stones—

				‘What is it with men and their violent amusements?’

				I turned quickly. Beside the cabinet stood a young woman, an expression of distaste frozen on her features. The door was closed. Through its thin screen the shadow of my guard rocked gently to and fro, humming to himself.

				‘I take your assumption unkindly,’ I said. ‘It is not my choice of amusement. I would rather set the men on one another.’

			

			
				Bright blue eyes laughed from a familiar face. Blue was a rare colour in Kisia, especially when the hair that tumbled from her brow was dark and thickly curled. She had been with Malice the night General Ryoji let him inside the castle.

				She tilted her chin in response to my scrutiny. ‘Lord Laroth,’ she said, and bowed. I had tried to teach Hana to bow like that, to hold her head just so and her hands delicately cupped. She had never achieved anything like the grace that came naturally to this woman. 

				‘You have the advantage it would seem,’ I said.

				‘You may call me Adversity.’

				‘Malice’s choice, or yours?’

				‘Guess.’

				‘Yours.’

				‘Very good, Lord Laroth.’ She looked at me quizzically. ‘But that wasn’t a guess, was it?’

				‘No. I don’t guess. With your name you laugh at the world, or perhaps at yourself.’

				Her brows rose. They were thicker than average, but did her unique beauty no disservice. ‘You surprise me, Lord Laroth. Avarice speaks highly of you, but I am yet to meet a Vice with even a passing degree of intelligence.’

				‘You shouldn’t disparage Avarice to me. I’ve known him a long time.’

				She didn’t reply. With nervous fingers she turned the incense burner, the curls of smoke paling beside the great ringlets of her hair.

				I waited for her to speak again, but unlike the majority of her sex she seemed not to find constant chatter necessary, willing to stand watching me as long as I would let her. Tilting my head, I wondered if it was a game of sorts, some test to see how long I could wait before demanding her purpose.

				‘I have more time to waste than you,’ I said.

				‘That’s not true, is it?’ Adversity, too, tilted her head. ‘Do you want to die?’

			

			
				‘No.’

				‘But you don’t want to live.’

				I renewed my examination of her features. No fool, this woman; all too quick to see the dark thoughts that had begun to engulf me.

				‘How about we end this game,’ I said. ‘Malice sent you. What does he want? To bid me farewell?’

				Again I caught the laughter in her eyes, but this time it mocked. ‘I think you know what I am capable of, Lord Laroth.’

				She had pulled Malice through the wall. I had never seen a Vice capable of such a feat, but five years was a long time to experiment.

				‘And if I would rather die than be reunited with your master?’ I asked.

				‘I cannot disobey.’

				‘Do you plan to carry me? What if I hold on to the windowsill, what then? It might quickly become a farce.’

				Adversity folded her arms. ‘Who are you?’

				‘I seem to have been asked that often of late. I assure you, I would have corrected you if you had my name wrong.’

				‘Are you a Vice?’

				‘Do I look like a Vice?’

				‘You look like a painting.’

				‘I thank you for the compliment.’

				‘Don’t. What use is beauty if it’s as shallow as a canvas?’

				The words stung and I looked away. Outside, the fight had come to an end, the cheering and growls fading into the night. Shallow. Better she believe me a heartless monster. The last thing I wanted was pity.

				‘I’ve heard a lot of stories about you,’ she said. ‘The Monstrous Laroth. Do you really eat people?’

				‘Not raw.’

				‘I thought you’d be fatter.’

				‘I only eat lean people.’

				She regarded me with a searching look I did not like. ‘I’ve heard people taste like chicken,’ she said.

			

			
				‘So does chicken.’

				That made her laugh. ‘Nonsense then?’

				‘Do I look like I eat people?’ I asked. ‘You still appear to have all your limbs despite the fact I am starving.’

				‘Then why don’t you come with me? We could stop in and raid the kitchens on the way.’

				‘Really? You have no idea how long it has been since someone treated me like a child. Perhaps it does not occur to you that when they chop off my head I won’t be hungry anymore either. Next, you’ll be tempting me with sweets.’

				Adversity’s thick brows drew together. ‘Why do you want to die?’

				‘I don’t want to die.’

				‘But you would rather die than come with me.’

				‘It’s nothing personal.’

				Graceful steps brought her across the room. But for her vivacious curls, she was a tiny creature, her shoulders narrow and her wrists thin.

				‘Sometimes I wish I was dead,’ she said. ‘There is little worth living for without freedom.’

				‘Not a Vice by choice?’

				‘No. And I am not Malice’s lover if that is what you’re thinking.’

				It had crossed my mind, but Malice was not one to like his women with spirit or wit.

				Adversity sat upon the divan, crossing her legs like a meditating priest. ‘If you won’t come with me, is it all right if I stay?’

				A demand to know what she wanted hovered on my tongue. She made no secret of her ability, but apart from dragging me through the wall there was little harm she could cause me. But what would Malice do to her if she failed her mission? 

				‘If you wish,’ I said. ‘I have no particular reason to desire solitude before I die.’

				Adversity patted her lap. ‘Lie down.’

				I didn’t move.

			

			
				‘What do you think I’m going to do to you?’

				I returned to the divan and lay down, slowly lowering my head into her lap. The dark fabric of her simple robe smelt of wood smoke, and above me dark curls dangled like the fronds of a weeping willow. Sliding her fingers through my hair, Adversity began to massage my temples, applying just enough pressure to ease my tension. I relaxed, sinking into her as she smoothed my brow, every lingering caress having its own unique meaning.

				‘I wish I could help you,’ she said after a time, the movement of her hands slowing.

				‘Why?’ I said. ‘What difference does it make to you?’

				‘I would hate to see you owned by Malice, marked like we are. But I don’t want you to lose your head either.’

				Marked. Had he called it that or had I? It had been so haphazard in the early days, but he’d had five years to perfect the art. Curious, I let my Empathy go a little, and Malice was there, like a black spider clutched upon her soul.

				I drew the Empathy away. It was as easy as breathing, the skill coming back to me as though it had never left.

				Adversity continued to massage my brow, each touch more a caress than the last. Beneath my head her legs were warm, the scent of her skin sweet.

				‘Why stay?’ I asked, no longer comfortable, no longer sure. ‘Feeling sorry for me?’

				‘Is it wrong to want company, Lord Laroth?’

				‘Considering the excessively informal nature of this situation, I think you may as well call me Darius.’

				‘Very well then, Darius. I don’t like to suffer alone.’

				‘Suffer?’

				‘I told you,’ she said simply. ‘I cannot disobey.’

				I tensed, tilting my head back to see her face. ‘What do you mean?’

				A cleft cut between Adversity’s brows, her eyes closed, her lips pale. ‘It hurts.’

				I seized her trembling hand; her skin like burning coals. A gentle touch of my Sight revealed nothing, but she was breathing hard now, swaying. I sat up and gripped her shoulders, shaking her roughly. ‘Adversity.’ She opened her eyes, but though she smiled faintly, she hardly appeared to see me at all.

			

			
				I dug deeper, heedless now of my intrusion. Pain knocked me off the divan and I hit the floor.

				‘Shivatsa.’ The word hissed between my lips. I had felt that pain before. Void we had called it, awed to find the Empathy could work in reverse — not opening the body up, but shutting it down. The piece of Malice inside her was killing itself and taking her with it.

				The pain was growing, spreading, no longer hidden but covering her flesh like a thousand hot needles digging deep.

				‘Get up,’ I said, grabbing her arms and trying to make her stand. She whimpered, eyes rolling back into her head. Beyond the door the shadow of my guard had stilled. Asleep. I could wake him. He would take her away, but she would still die.

				I lifted her off the divan as she stiffened, small hands splaying into rigid stars. She weighed almost nothing, but she was twisting, throwing back her head and exposing the hard line of her throat.

				Straining to hold her, I set my shoulder against the wall. Her ability would be linked to an emotion, I knew, but what it was I could not tell. Pain had been Avarice’s trigger, because pain had started it all.

				‘What is it?’ I said. ‘Tell me, Adversity? What makes you disappear?’

				For an instant she became insubstantial. It lasted only long enough to set my heart thundering, the scent of sadness souring the air.

				Sadness.

				And so you leave me lingering, a shade of wretched fear. E’re long I’ll feel the sadness, it my wont to disappear.

				Malice’s favourite poem. ‘Sadness,’ I said. ‘Something sad.’ I looked around the room, empty but for old furniture. Adversity had brought it to life. Her eyes had laughed at me. No one else had ever laughed at me like that, ever smiled like that, ever seen through the mask and tried to smooth the troubles from my brow.

			

			
				I found skin. The sadness was there, caught to the memory of a young woman with audacious curls and a smile that tugged up only one corner of her lips.

				Adversity grew misty as I fed the emotion into her, but my grip did not falter. Skin to skin she was taking me with her.

				I stepped into the wall. It seemed hardly to exist, offering no resistance beyond a prickling pain like dipping a cold foot into a hot bath. It spread through my body.

				One step, hairs standing on end, then I breathed the air of a room no longer my own, the smell of dust and cedar hanging about my skin. In the middle of the room a large man lay on his sleeping mat, a quilt wrapped around him like a cocoon.

				Adversity made no sound, her body limp. Letting her slide out of my arms, I knelt, pressing my hand against her cheek. ‘Don’t die,’ I said. ‘Don’t die because of me.’

				I held my breath, listening closely to hers, but all I could hear was the stertorous breathing of the man on the mat. Then a gentle sigh brushed my cheek and with a sharp cry Adversity’s eyes flew open. They found me crouched over her, and for a moment she looked at me as though I was a stranger, trying to discern some semblance of memory from my features.

				‘Who would have thought you could look so worried,’ she said, each breath coming quickly now. ‘Not such a painting after all.’ She sat up, pushing me aside as she became aware of our surroundings. ‘Oh no, what have you done?’ she said, a small hand darting to her mouth.

				‘Saved your life.’

				‘Did I ask you to?’

				A groan came from the man and I turned as he propped himself up, eyes bulging. Lines criss-crossed his face from a creased pillow. ‘Laroth?’

				‘Good evening, Lord Kita, I hope we aren’t disturbing you.’

				‘What in the hells are you doing here?’ He caught sight of Adversity. ‘Is that a whore?’

			

			
				Adversity scrambled to her feet, her face flushed. ‘Is that a fat pig?’

				Lord Kita turned the colour of plum. ‘How dare you!’

				I pressed my lips tightly, restraining a mad laugh. ‘I think now would be a good time to keep moving,’ I said, marching Adversity to the far wall. ‘Accept my deepest apologies for the interruption, Kita, you may go back to dreaming of your dinner.’

				Adversity gripped my hand, her fingers sliding between mine. She produced sadness in a breath, and made ethereal, we stepped through the wood. The pain shivered through me, and Adversity’s hand slipped from mine.

				The new room was empty. Beyond the now solid wall came the muted sound of Lord Kita calling for his man. Beside me, Adversity was bright-eyed and tight-lipped. ‘I should have called him something wittier,’ she said when she found me looking at her.

				‘I think fat pig was particularly apt. I’ve seen him eating.’

				She smiled briefly. ‘How did you get me out of there? I was sure you couldn’t.’

				‘Do you mean you wish I hadn’t?’

				‘I don’t want to lead you to a fate worse than death.’

				Hemmed in by dark thoughts, I had chosen death, never dreaming she would give up her own life to help me achieve it. Did she hate her life so much? I could not bring myself to consider other motives and edged away from such dangerous ground. ‘If it’s any consolation,’ I said with a smile. ‘I do not want to lose my head. I look better with it on. You have a plan from here?’

				My light answer had the desired effect and she nodded: ‘If we cut through a few more rooms we can get to the servants’ stairs. They were empty when I came up, but we don’t have much time. Once the sun is up we won’t be able to get out through the walls unseen.’

				‘It seems like you’ve thought of everything. Lead the way.’

				‘Only if you’re sure you want to. I can take you back.’

				‘No, thank you. You have persuaded me that I wish to keep my head after all.’

			

			
				Adversity held out her hand. The prospect of walking through more walls was unpleasant, but that was not the reason I hesitated. This beautiful creature had come into my life like a whirlwind, but I retained just enough sense to know how dangerous she was.

				I took her hand. Sadness grew around us and she stepped toward the wood. The tips of her fingers slid into the wall, but she stopped, head snapping around at the sound of hurried steps in the passage.

				‘He says what?’ a muffled voice demanded.

				‘That he walked through the wall, Captain.’

				‘Ridiculous.’ Heavy steps passed the door and I tried not to breathe. ‘You. Have you seen anyone go in or come out?’

				‘No, Captain. His Majesty’s orders were that no one was to go in until morning.’

				‘Open the door.’

				‘But, Captain–’

				‘Do it. I will see Laroth for myself.’

				I hissed a curse beneath my breath.

				‘I hoped it would take them longer,’ I said. ‘Let’s go before we’re overrun with guards.’

				Adversity’s fingers were nestled comfortably in mine, and she nodded, pulling me through the wall.

				‘He’s gone!’

				 The Keep rang with a chorus of shouts. ‘Close the gates! Man the stairs! I want every single room in this blasted castle turned inside out. No one is to leave. No one is to sleep until he is found!’

				Running steps dragged the night from its peaceful slumber. All we needed now was for them to wake Katashi, letting him loose to burn everyone with his fury.

				‘Quick,’ I said. ‘This should be the armoury.’

				I looked away as Adversity stuck her head through the wall. ‘Clear,’ she said, drawing it back out. ‘Let’s go.’

				‘Do you have to do that?’

			

			
				Her lips twitched into a smile. ‘Something the matter?’

				‘Not at all. I am quite used to people putting their heads through the wall.’

				‘Then I see no cause for complaint. Shall we?’

				She winked, and taking my hand, pulled me through thin wood and dusty cabinets. A mouse squeaked, scurrying away from our ethereal steps.

				The armoury was a long, low room at the front of the Keep, a dusty space owning no windows. Hardly used for its original purpose, it had first become a storage room, then a quiet place for serving girls to keep barely secret assignations. From the walls old war masks kept watch, their empty eye sockets stuffed with red silk.

				The shadows of half a dozen men flitted past the door, their hurried steps fading into the shouts of men determined to pin the blame on one another.

				Slow steps drew closer.

				‘Check in there,’ someone said, another shadow appearing beyond the thin screen. ‘I’ll go in here.’

				The door slid. Blinding light shone through the dust, and gripping my hand, Adversity thrust me back through the wall. I felt the tingle surge up my back and wash over my head, then I was staring at the wall in the previous room. I tried to step back through, but I was solid, my palms flat against the panelling.

				‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’ The voice was muffled. I pressed my ear to the wall.

				‘I’m just a maid, my lord,’ came Adversity’s demure reply. ‘Versity’s my name.’

				‘A foreigner? You don’t look like a maid. Are you waiting for someone?’

				The wall would not part for me. More scuffing steps sped past the door, the shouts of repeated orders growing more distant. It seemed the whole castle was awake now.

				‘I’m just cleaning, my lord.’

				The guard snorted. ‘Shivatsa you are. All the same you foreign girls, wetter than a well. You don’t look half bad. I’ll have you.’

			

			
				A roar shook the castle, sending the paper screens trembling. Out in the passage pottery smashed. ‘You let him escape? Fools! What a waste of flesh and blood!’

				Katashi.

				I clenched my fists, watching the door.

				‘Come on then, no need to be shy,’ the voice coaxed from the armoury. A cabinet knocked the wall as someone leant against it. Adversity could retreat no further without resorting to her skill.

				Let me through, I begged the unyielding wall. Let me through.

				Heavy steps strode past my hiding place. Katashi’s shadow passed, closely followed by another. ‘Lord Kita says he walked through the wall, Your Majesty. I–’

				‘Walked through the wall?’

				‘Yes, that is what Lord Kita said. He said–’

				‘Kasu!’

				‘Your Majesty?’

				‘The Vices are here. Don’t waste time searching every room if he can walk through the wall, you fool! I want the grounds full of men. Surround the castle if you must. Don’t let so much as a rat escape unseen. Is General Tan still here?’

				‘No, Your Majesty, he left just after sunset with his men.’

				This information elicited another snarl. ‘A waste of time,’ Katashi snapped. ‘The bloody Vices are still here. Go on, get moving!’

				The guard’s voice came from the armoury. ‘Come on then, let’s see what you’ve got, little girl.’

				‘Touch her and you’ll get my fist,’ I hissed, the anger catching me off guard. For five years I had controlled my every impulse, but now that rigid hold was crumbling fast.

				The cabinet hit the wall again. Feet scuffed; a grunt, a cry, then Adversity’s hand appeared through the thin woodwork.

				‘There you go again with that worried expression,’ she mocked as I stepped back into the lantern-lit armoury. She was cleaning a knife on an old parchment map. The guard lay on the floor, clasping ineffectually at a deep slice in his neck. Blood ran over his fingers, every attempt to draw breath ending in a violent gag.

			

			
				‘Not very clean,’ I said.

				‘Men like that don’t deserve clean deaths.’ She knelt and waved the knife in front of his rolling eyes. ‘You want to know what I have?’ she spat, but the man had gone, slipping away into the hands of death. Blood ran slowly across the floor.

				‘You’re very protective of your virtue,’ I said, following the sound of footsteps in the passage.

				‘Not my virtue,’ she returned. ‘That’s long gone. But I still have my self-respect. Would you really have hit him?’

				‘You hardly needed my help.’

				‘You’re right, I don’t need anyone’s help, but it’s always nice to know someone is willing to give it. Do you think that’s the last of them?’ she added, listening at the door. ‘Did you hear Katashi? We’ll be lucky to get out of here.’

				‘Giving up?’

				‘No, but we need to go now. The stairs are across the hall.’

				She went to slide the door, but I gripped her wrist. ‘Wait.’

				‘What is it?’

				I shook my head, nodding toward the door. Outside, a footstep made the boards creak. ‘Mearan? Where are you?’

				‘Shivatsa,’ I hissed. ‘We’ll have to find another way. Fade, quick!’

				We gripped each other’s hands and made a dash for another wall. Behind us the sound of the door sliding faded behind the wood.

				The Keep was thick with guards. They thundered up and down the stairs like herds of beasts on the hunt for one man. Their movements forced us to go the long way, tracking back through the outer rooms. Each wall was traversed with ease, though we always stopped to listen, to check, to be sure we were safe. Sometimes we could move at speed, wall after wall, room after room past silently sleeping lords and ladies and empty beds, through music rooms and audience chambers, entertaining rooms and dining hollows, but at other times we would have to wait long minutes for a guard to move on or a voice to fade.

			

			
				At the first flight of stairs, Adversity resorted to tears to move the guards. She ran to them, sobbing, words tripping over themselves. ‘He came through the wall like a ghost,’ she said, her words echoing around the passage. ‘He tried to grab me and I ran. Hurry. Hurry! Catch him.’

				I stayed hidden while both guards rushed off, but when I emerged Adversity stood at the head of the stairs with a smile of triumph parting her lips. The next pair of guards proved harder to persuade, and she was soon weaving a story about the Monstrous Laroth carrying his lifeless heart in his hand and wailing. Others were told that I had burst into her room and tried to rip her throat out.

				Some of the men would not move. With failure came death; each lifeless body thrust into the stone walls of the stairwell. Flashes of remorse, but no apology. I must obey, she had said, and I had felt the pain crushing her soul.

				‘You can’t pass through the floor?’ I asked, as a guard’s sandal vanished into the stone.

				‘No. Malice said it wouldn’t work.’

				‘No doubt he has seen someone try. What else did he tell you?’

				‘Only that I had to think of something sad. Always. He quoted some poem or other.’

				Following her into the lowest bowels of the Keep, I said: ‘“And so you leave me lingering, a shade of wretched fear. E’re long I’ll feel the sadness, it my wont to disappear”.’

				She had been holding out her hand, but drew it away at this. ‘You know it?’

				‘I know Malice. It’s from Qu Saptambre.’

				‘You’re a surprising man, Darius.’

				Adversity held out her hand again, but I did not take it. The smell of kiri wood clung to her hair, her scent uniquely beguiling. ‘Regretting your choice?’ she asked, subjecting me to another of her searching looks.

				She could not know how I struggled to hold my Empathy in check. Every urge was to spread it, to engulf her, to learn everything there was to learn, but I had seen the look in her eyes when she spoke Malice’s name. I took her hand. ‘Honestly?’ I said, the smell of her beginning to fog my thoughts. ‘Not even a little bit.’

			

			
				Adversity looked away. ‘We should keep moving.’

				‘Yes, we should.’

				Stepping through yet another wall we found ourselves in a long laundry hall where silver light etched wooden tubs from the shadows. A barred gate led to a paved courtyard, its dark walls rising into a hazy grey sky.

				‘We’re too late,’ Adversity breathed.

				‘Will it hurt you if we stay here until sunset?’

				She tilted her head. ‘No, I don’t think so,’ she said after a time. ‘I was charged to keep you safe. Taking you out there now isn’t keeping you safe. But where can we hide? Katashi will tear the Keep apart to find you.’

				‘Koi is old. There must be storerooms here so deep they’ve been forgotten,’ I said. ‘There’s another level below this.’ Dark and dank and filled with rats and spiders, I thought. A stone tomb, like the grave Katashi had waiting for me.

				Adversity took a lantern from the laundry and we kept moving. The castle was waking, but as we penetrated the Keep’s foundations the sound of footsteps faded. Here, the passages were little more than tunnels carved from the bedrock, each heavy door barring the entrance to forgotten rooms.

				‘This is like a prison,’ Adversity said as another door yielded to her hand. I tried the next, searching for one that would not give, one so stuck in its frame that no guard could open it.

				‘I’ve seen worse places,’ I said. ‘But never in such good company.’

				Adversity tried another door. It didn’t move. She set her shoulder to it and shunted hard, but it would not budge. ‘I think we’ve found our sanctuary.’

				With a touch of sadness we traversed the door, entering a storeroom filled with old furniture, broken tables and forgotten chests, inlaid sideboards faded beyond the glory of an imperial palace. The whole room stank of mildew.

			

			
				I sat on the edge of a threadbare divan, causing it to slump. It had a broken leg, the weight of one corner supported by a cracked lap table. ‘Charming,’ I said.

				Adversity hadn’t moved from the door. Her eyes were bright, their intensity making my pulse race. When had my body begun to crave her? The need was like an ache, one forced into submission in the arms of whores, but never entirely vanquished. Men had so many weaknesses, so many needs; desire as hard to control as the Empathy I had long thought tamed.

				She set the lantern down and came toward me with slow steps. My mind barely seemed to turn, barely seemed to work at all. All I could do was stare as she lifted the skirt of her black robe, legs spread to sit upon my lap.

				‘I wonder what other expressions you are capable of,’ she said, shifting her weight in a way that made me draw a sharp breath. A pulse beat in the notch of her throat, beneath the taut covering of translucent skin.

				‘What about Katashi?’ I said, digging my fingers into the divan’s tattered silk.

				She touched the base of my spine, sending a shiver through my skin. ‘What about him?’

				‘He’s your brother.’

				Adversity leant back to better study my face. ‘Why would you say that?’

				‘Katashi Otako, eldest son of Grace Tianto Otako, had a twin sister – Kimiko.’ Her expression did not change. ‘My father made me spend many hours studying Kisia’s noble families. Your eyes give you away. That, and you walk like a noblewoman, you bow like someone bred to grace, and someone had to sell you to Malice like a dog.’

				‘Be nice, Darius,’ she said, fingers continuing up my spine. ‘I have feelings, even if I was born a lady.’

				There was satisfaction in being right, but it melted fast as I hardened against her. She had to be able to feel it, but she neither blushed nor pulled away. There was no fear in her at all.

				‘Kimiko Otako was born a lady,’ I said, sliding my hands up her thighs. ‘But Adversity wasn’t. Which are you now?’

			

			
				Her body responded to my touch and she leaned into me, breathing a name upon my cheek. ‘Adversity.’

				I gripped her waist, lifting her as I turned, and she landed on the divan with her dark curls spread like a halo. With heavy-lidded eyes she watched me loosen her sash, watched me spread the leaves of her robe to expose creamy skin. She parted her legs invitingly, her small breasts rising and falling with every breath, her nipples pinched taut in the cool air.

				I let out a slow breath, the tip of my thumb tracing the silvery line of a crescent scar.

				‘One of many,’ she said. ‘Show me yours.’

				I untucked the tail of my sash, a quick tug all it needed to set it loose. And with a shrug, I shed both outer and under robes onto the floor.

				In the flickering light of our single lantern, her expression grew grim, her small white hand reaching up to touch my infamous scar.

				‘I’ve heard many stories,’ she said. ‘That you’re a monster. That your heart was taken out; that you don’t bleed; that you’re a dead man walking. I guess there is only one way to find out.’

				A small blade nicked the inside of my arm. It stung, but I did not flinch, just watched her as the cut reddened.

				‘He bleeds,’ she said, and running a finger along my scar, added: ‘But this one should have killed you.’

				It was the work of a moment to take her hand and shift it to the right side of my chest. There, with her palm against my skin, my heart beat more strongly.

				‘There’s nothing common about you, is there?’ she said.

				‘Not much.’

				Blood trickled down my arm. The cut would clot, but Adversity ran her tongue up its trail, licking me clean like a cat. Her curls danced under my nose as she sucked blood out of me, and I had to close my eyes. The tip of her tongue traced a line back down my arm.

				Grasping her hips, I dragged her toward me. She weighed nothing, but the ferocity with which she gripped my hair belonged to a larger, stronger woman.

			

			
				‘What are you waiting for?’ she said, drawing my head back.

				‘Permission.’

				She let go. ‘I already gave you that. We wouldn’t be here otherwise.’

				The philosopher Misi said that anticipation was the greatest enjoyment, that instant before fulfilment that sent the senses tingling, but looking down at her – inviting me, desiring me – was torture. I had controlled myself too long.

				I closed my eyes as I guided myself inside her, the sensation so overwhelming that I gasped, digging my fingers into her skin. Adversity chuckled, and taking hold of my hips, she drew me deeper. A groan. A hiss. And I opened my eyes to find her arching her back, small breasts lifted toward me. Eyes gleamed beneath heavy lids, her smile mocking as she began to move. For a moment she had all the control, but I would not let her win.

				The sound of passion filled the air as we fought, hissing, gasping, groaning. Her fingers cut into my skin, her teeth into my lip, and gripping a handful of her hair, I yanked it back hard. She moaned, and triumphant, I pulled harder still. I wanted to own her completely, but she fought, dragging her claws down my back.

				All sense of time vanished. The day might have descended into night and I would not have cared. There was nothing but her, nothing but her strength and her pride; nothing but the way she purred and bit, burying her soul deeper inside me with every touch. She courted the animal inside me, unafraid, and I never wanted it to end. But my body yearned toward the finish, our flesh moving in unison, panting in time in the close air.

				I had thought the end far off, but suddenly her grip tightened. She tensed, a pained cry breaking through her lips. I felt her pleasure, felt it fuel my own until our joint rapture shuddered through our flesh, shared through our skin.

				Adversity screamed. Afraid someone would hear her, I pressed my hand over her mouth and she gripped my wrist, holding it there, each breath hot against my hand. Together our hearts beat a tattoo of fading pleasure, and when there was nothing left but a lingering glow, I lifted my hand.

			

			
				Eyes still wide, she scoured my face. ‘You’re an Empath,’ she said, accusation in her tone.

				‘Whenever I can’t help it.’

				I drew myself out of her. There was horror in her eyes, disgust, her brows joined in a scowl that followed me.

				‘You’re Malice’s brother.’

				‘Half.’

				‘And Endymion?’

				I gathered my clothes from the dusty floor.

				‘Tell me, Darius. Is Endymion a Laroth, too?’

				‘Ask your master when you see him,’ I said, pulling my robes on as one.

				‘You mean your brother?’

				I turned on her with a snarl. ‘I cannot help what I was born. Trust me, I’ve tried. Yes, Malice is my brother. You of all people should know that that doesn’t mean I don’t hate him as much as I love him.’

				‘But not as much as you hate yourself.’

				Again her sharp intuition shot a barb through my defences and I looked away, deft fingers putting the finishing touches to a knot all too complex for a day spent shut in a dusty storeroom. Her eyes burned into the back of my head. I wanted air, I wanted space, but she was the only way out.

				The divan creaked as she rose, fabric rustling. She would be tying her own sash, covering the body that only moments before had been mine. ‘I wish you had told me,’ she said. ‘Did you think I wouldn’t care?’

				‘One must live in hope.’

				Silence reigned, the weight of the Keep pressing down on us. I stared at the lantern flame dancing in its cage.

				‘We should rest,’ I said.

				‘Darius, I didn’t mean–’

				‘Didn’t you? You can’t lie to me. I’m an Empath, remember? At least Malice has never wished me to be anything but what I am.’

			

			
				Beneath my own anger I could not feel her at all, could only see her scowl. Then, exuding her great sadness, she disappeared through the wall.

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 5
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				The night stared back. It was full of souls, but of Darius and Kimiko there was no sign.

				A great willow tree stood at the crossroad, its branches drooping to sweep the ground at its feet. It shifted, its thin, blade-like leaves shaking – otherworldly in the moonlight. Malice crouched beneath it, little more than a collection of shadows in the gloom.

				The horses were growing restless.

				‘We need to keep moving,’ Ire growled, gripping the reins as his black stallion backed, snorting. ‘I don’t like waiting in the dark.’

				‘Scared?’ Conceit jeered.

				Ire spat on the ground. ‘Petrified,’ he said.

				Parsimony sat at the side of the road with his horse’s rein looped around his wrist. ‘Who says she’s even coming back?’

				‘She’s marked, Pars, she has to obey.’

				‘Doesn’t mean she has to live. I wouldn’t trust such a mission to a minnow.

				‘Can you walk through walls then?’

				‘Of course I can’t, but there are other ways.’

				Ire snorted, his handsome face contorted in the moonlight. ‘Not when your enemy knows what you’re capable of.’

				Gathered at the side of the track, the Vices were as restless as their animals. I sat back against the old signpost and watched them, each man throwing swift glances at their silent leader.

				‘What’s so special about Lord Laroth anyway?’

				Ire stared at Parsimony, but the man just stared back. With a jerk of his head he indicated Avarice sitting on a rock further along the track, his large hands stroking the velvet cheek of Conceit’s horse. ‘Go ask if you don’t know.’

				Silence fell again, but only in the solid world. Leaching into every head, my Empathy heard the whispers, jumbled together like the rustling leaves.

			

			
				I’d like to see him ask. Avarice bites anyone who talks about the Monster.

				I wonder if they’re really brothers.

				That Endymion is one of them, too. Never thought I’d see someone that freaked me out more than the master.

				It’s those eyes.

				Those eyes.

				And his hands are always cold.

				Hope was watching me, returning to his habit now we were once more on the road. But I could not leave now, could not escape without permission. The mark might not affect me the same way it did them, but it had not left me untouched. The further I walked from Malice the sharper the pain became, like a hand crushing my heart.

				I got to my feet and brushed myself down. A few wary eyes turned my way, but ignoring the Vices, I crossed the moonlit track to the enormous willow tree. My robe stuck to my back with sweat, the gentle breeze doing nothing to alleviate the heat.

				I parted the curtain of hanging leaves. ‘What do you want, Endymion?’ Malice asked with an overdramatic groan. He had constructed a makeshift Errant board out of sticks and stones, and he sat before it, two fingers pressed to his temple.

				‘Your Vices are worried,’ I said. ‘They don’t think she’s going to make it out alive.’

				Malice moved a piece.

				‘And you want to know whether I think she will, yes? How sweet of you to worry for the brother you know nothing about.’

				‘I’m not the only one who’s worried.’

				He looked up then, slashes of moonlight cutting across his face. ‘You can feel me, can you?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘Am I tasty?’

				‘You’re afraid.’

				Malice forced his strange rictus of a smile. ‘I do not like being forced to do nothing but wait. Yes, she may die, but there is nothing else I can do. I know what my Vices are capable of, and what they cannot do is storm the Keep and bring him out alive. Even you and I are not immortal. We are not proof against sheer force of numbers, in fact, we aren’t even proof against accident or old age. Did you know that our father died insane?’

			

			
				‘What do you mean?’

				‘What do you think I mean? He went mad not long after Emperor Lan died. Some say his heart was broken, yes? It was common knowledge he was in love with your mother, and she died along with the rest of your family, hacked down as she ran from her assailant, blood everywhere–’

				There had been blood on the bowl. Skin dangled from the boy’s slit throat.

				‘–And then the great Nyraek Laroth turned on his own men. Day by day he grew increasingly more strange, until he died, friendless and raving in a puddle of piss.’

				‘Why are you telling me this?’ I said, the picture he drew so unlike the man I remembered fondly.

				Malice spread his hands. ‘Why do I tell you these things indeed,’ he said. ‘Perhaps I just want to frighten you, yes? Or perhaps I am going soft and I want you to understand that we are strongest together. Allies. Brothers. Of course I am worried.’

				‘Let me go after them.’

				Moving a stone across the board, he laughed. ‘You want me to trust you?’

				‘What happened to allies? Brothers?’

				‘I am not the fool you seem to think me, yes?’

				‘I don’t think you’re a fool at all. You played me well.’

				Again that predatory smile. ‘Tell me, Endymion,’ he said, abandoning his game and leaning forward, his ponytail slipping over his shoulder. ‘What would you do if I let you go?’

				‘Get him out of there.’

				‘Your love for your brother is touching.’ Malice ran his fingers through his hair, each strand hanging true. Though he sat upon the grass with burrs clinging to his clothing, knots were something that happened to other people. ‘You would be caught, Endymion. The answer is no.’

			

			
				‘And if Ki– If Adversity dies?’

				He let out a long sigh and leaned back against the tree trunk, plucking at a loose thread on his sleeve. ‘She will not die, yes?’ I heard the words but not their conviction. ‘Whatever Katashi might have done, he will not kill his own sister. He chose to exile me instead of behead me – that means he is afraid of what I can do, and by the gods he should be, because if he so much as touches Darius he will be sorry.’

				‘You love him,’ I said.

				Malice brought his gaze back to my face. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I love him. So do you. He is just one of those men. He prefers to instil fear and keep people away because if he does not, they fall at his feet in droves.’

				Shadows caressed his face, but his mind was no longer present. He gazed over my shoulder, the sharp lines of his features relaxing into something like a real smile.

				‘I know what you did to him,’ I said, the words a fearful whisper.

				Malice brought his gaze back. ‘Oh yes? And how about what he did to me?’

				The night was empty but for this man. ‘What he did to you?’

				‘Oh, you think poor Darius is a victim? You saw his memory, yes? Of the night he tried to leave me. Tell me, do you think I knew? Do you think I knew which side of his chest held his heart?’

				‘Did you?’

				‘I am asking you that question, yes?’

				Our eyes locked. I knew him for the mastermind behind every moment of suffering in Darius’s heart. He had orchestrated my downfall, had played me false, and now he had planted a seed of doubt. Darius’s soul owned places even I could not go.

				‘You didn’t want him to leave you,’ I said. ‘You wanted to hurt him.’

				‘Yes. And he deserved it.’

			

			
				‘He didn’t deserve it.’

				Malice sighed. ‘It’s that beautiful face of his,’ he said. ‘It’s so perfect, yes? No one wants to believe ill of him. Our father said he was like a shrine doll; every feature perfectly in proportion, divine, and somehow ethereal, as though he was never entirely present. The old man didn’t understand him. I do. He is not what you think. He is never what people think; never what they expect.’

				The corners of his lips trembled. As the true spider of the Laroth crest, Malice had always lived up to his name, but now he was somewhere else, someone else, his expression more rueful than angry.

				For many minutes I let him stare through me, until I could no longer hold back my troubled question.

				‘Do you think Adversity will succeed?’ I asked. ‘Will she be able to do it?’

				Malice sighed, dragged back to the present. ‘She will obey. Her heart is too soft to let a man die, even the Monstrous Laroth. Whatever happens, there is no force in this world that could keep him from me forever.’

				Approaching hoofbeats emerged from the night, breaking the peace in our little hollow. Fondness fell from Malice’s face and he rose, stones scattering into the grass as he kicked his improvised board. A lantern flickered through the willow fronds.

				Back out on the track the Vices had gathered, every eye upon the road. Two riders approached, their black horses almost indistinguishable from the night. They slowed as they crossed the ditch, one black cloak parting to display the imperial uniform the Vices always wore when travelling.

				‘Spite,’ one of the others said. ‘What news?’

				Hooves kicked up dirt as they reigned in, the flanks of their horses heaving. ‘Nothing,’ Spite said, addressing Malice. ‘I’m sorry, Master, but there is no sign of them and no news from the castle.’

				‘You think Otako would shout about it if Lord Laroth escaped?’ one of the others jeered.

			

			
				Malice’s fingers shook infinitesimally against the dark silk of his robe. ‘Still inside the castle?’

				‘It seems that way, Master.’

				‘I see. Conceit? Folly?’

				‘Yes, Master?’ they replied in unison.

				‘Find a way inside. Don’t let them take his head.’

				‘Yes, Master.’

				Low conversation broke out as the two Vices readied their mounts, but Malice had already turned away. ‘Wait,’ I said, striding after him. ‘What if we went? You and I. We could do what Darius and I did. We could–’

				‘No,’ he snapped, turning back.

				‘Why not?’

				There was a twinge of fear and his smile slipped before he hitched it back to his lips. ‘Because it would not work, yes? A few dozen men you touched that night, and at great expense. We go to Rina.’

				‘Rina?’

				‘Stop asking questions and get on the wagon, yes?’

				Leaving me, he picked his way across the uneven ground to where his wagon waited. It stood beside a rocky ditch that might have been a stream once, before the hot, interminable summer drank it dry.

				‘Go on, move it.’ Avarice pushed past, shunting me with his shoulder. ‘You’re with us.’

				The others were mounting. Conceit and Folly were already fading from my range, and as Spite extinguished his lantern, the night consumed us, too.

				‘You had better be quick,’ Hope said, passing me. ‘I don’t think the master will be forgiving tonight, not when another Laroth is in danger.’

				‘You know?’

				‘I know Empathy runs in blood. Come, you must obey.’

				Malice had already disappeared into the wagon, closing the door on the night. Lantern light seeped beneath it, stretching its fingers toward the step where Hope took up his vigil. With the reins already gathered, Avarice sat on the box. ‘Kaere,’ he said, clicking his tongue the moment I climbed onto the running board. ‘Kaere.’

			

			
				The horses started forward, drawing the wagon from the ditch. It jolted over rocks and tufts of grass before finding the track, and as it swayed I crossed my arms, resigning myself to an uncomfortable night.

				Half of the Vices rode ahead, each a dark shape in the shredded moonlight. We might have been a cavalcade of shadows, black riders on black horses, even Malice’s wagon was painted in subdued colours. Every outward face was covered in intricate patterns of midnight blue and deepest violet, fine lines forming shapes in which one might see whatever they wished.

				The lights of a village shone at the base of a rocky slope, a constellation of tiny lanterns in the night.

				Eighty-seven souls.

				One wheel juddered into a pothole and Avarice swore. The back wheel followed with a jolt, but we kept moving, following the last silken tail of the horse ahead. We were heading into the mountains, the oak trees on either side growing taller and taller until they blocked out the sky. With no light our pace slackened to a walk. Saplings stretched supple hands from the roadside, brushing the wagon and catching in its wheels.

				‘Ask the master for the lanterns,’ Avarice growled as the wagon lurched again. ‘Or we’re going to break a wheel.’

				Hope rose, holding tight to the doorframe as he lifted the latch. Light spilled out, sluggish as treacle; the smell of opium sweet on the air. I peered up at Avarice, but he was watching the road. Only tiny shreds of moonlight remained to light the way, peeking through the dense foliage. Acorns cracked beneath the wheels. Another jolt almost sent me head first onto the road.

				Hope returned, half a dozen lit lanterns hanging from his fingers.

				‘What kept you?’ Avarice snapped.

				‘The master.’

				‘But he gave permission?’

			

			
				‘In his way.’ Hope stretched up to hang a lantern over the wagon’s spar. ‘He’s not all there.’

				The procession was moving slowly enough for Hope to drop onto the track and jog ahead. He hung a lantern on the crossbar, drawing potholes and tussocks from the road. Two lanterns went to the Vices ahead, and two to those behind, before Hope returned, gripping the slow moving running board and hauling himself back onto the wagon.

				Avarice relaxed, but the erratic lantern light threw strange shadows. It turned the young oak leaves into golden hands, their grasping branches smothering a woodcutter’s shack set back from the road. There, two souls lay fast asleep.

				Four. Six.

				My Empathy ranged out over the forest, and another came into view. Seven. Two more. Nine. Twelve. Twenty-four. Fifty. I shook my head, blinking rapidly. There were no glimmers of light shifting between the trees, no voices, no footsteps, yet a hundred and fifty-one souls waited where none had been before. Awake. Alert.

				I sucked in a breath. Hope sat huddled in the doorway while Avarice scowled at the road. Words of warning leapt to my lips, but they remained unspoken. I was travelling the wrong way. Darius was in Koi.

				One hundred and fifty-one souls grew closer. The Vices would feel nothing, see nothing until it was too late, and Malice was at his drug. Only Avarice might notice something amiss. All it needed was for a horse to shy at a strange smell and he would be on his guard.

				Darius had controlled his Empathy.

				‘Well, aren’t we dull tonight,’ I said as I stood, the wagon rocking beneath my feet.

				Avarice grunted.

				‘You’re never chatty, Avarice. Why are you called “Avarice”?’

				Still scowling at the road, he said: ‘Because I stole silver.’

				‘From who?’

				‘Master Darius.’

			

			
				‘So it has nothing to do with what you’re capable of?’

				‘No.’

				‘What can you do?’

				Avarice did not answer. By the door, Hope shifted into a new position. ‘That’s a very rude question,’ he said. ‘It’s personal. We all have what we do for a reason.’

				‘You heal people.’

				Avarice gave one of his snorts and Hope lifted his brows, his face glistening in the light. The heat had covered us all in a sheen of sweat. ‘Do I?’

				‘Don’t you?’

				‘I will say yes, but only because it’s a nice lie.’

				Hope looked away and for a few seconds neither spoke, no sound above the grind of the wheels and the desultory crunch of hooves upon the road. The night was growing quiet.

				‘And what was Master Darius like?’ I asked, stepping into the silence, ears pricked. ‘You said you knew him as a child.’

				Avarice didn’t turn around. ‘Master Darius was Master Darius.’

				‘That isn’t a good answer.’

				‘It wasn’t a good question.’

				‘Did you look after him when his mother died?’

				The Vice didn’t speak, just scowled at the road.

				‘How did she die?’

				‘In childbirth.’

				‘With Darius?’

				‘No, he was easy born. Lady Laroth always said he wanted to come into the world. His sister was not so keen.’

				‘What happened to her?’

				‘She died.’

				‘How?’

				The questions came fast, rapid words born from the knowledge I was running out of time. One hundred and fifty-one souls were almost upon us.

				‘You ask a lot of questions,’ Avarice said.

				Forcing myself not to look into the trees, I replied: ‘I have a lot of ignorance.’

			

			
				‘Knowledge won’t fix that.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				Avarice shrugged one large shoulder and spoke like a man reciting from a page. ‘“Knowledge is nothing but the absence of comprehension”.’

				‘Did Master Darius say that?’

				An arrow pierced the golden aura of our lanterns and buried itself, juddering, in the side of the wagon. Shouts cut through the night. A horse squealed. Ahead, Apostasy reached for his sickle, controlling his skittering horse with a single hand on the reins. The weapon came free from his belt, the narrow hooks along its outer edge crying out for flesh. Perhaps he saw the arrow coming, saw the flicker of red fletching, looking up in time for the arrowhead to pierce his eye. It threw him from the saddle, his skull hitting the road with a sickening crack.

				Abandoning their horses, the Vices charged into the trees amid the rain of arrows.

				Hope scrabbled at the door. ‘Master!’ he cried, trying to grip the latch in a shaking hand. ‘We’re under attack!’

				Pain chipped at my body, the sting of cuts, of torn flesh and gaping throats gasping air. 

				An arrow clipped a wheeler’s nose and the horse backed with a squeal, almost tipping the wagon off the track. The others panicked, but Avarice held them as an arrow came for his neck. A wave of pain ebbed into the night and the projectile glanced off him, his skin greying and mottled like blood-soaked stone.

				Avarice didn’t flinch.

				‘Master!’

				Shadowy figures moved between the trees. A man stepped into the light, dodging the swing of a sickle, but the sharp hooks ripped his flesh. Blood spattered the Vice’s face and the man howled.

				Bodies covered the road. One fell screaming from above, hitting the ground with a crack of bone, neck twisted. Pale ooze leaked from his head. In his hand a broken bow, and around his waist a black sash. 

			

			
				Katashi’s men.

				‘How many are there?’ Malice was beside me, curls of smoke caught to his hair. ‘Don’t just stare at me,’ he snarled. ‘My men are dying. How many are there?’

				‘One hundred and eleven still alive.’ I gasped. A scream ended in a gurgle as flesh tore, a Vice’s sickle swinging true. ‘One hundred and ten.’

				Perched on the running board, Hope nocked an arrow to his bow as more Pikes rushed from the trees. Let loose, the arrow found its mark, slamming into the chest of an oncoming solider.

				Malice gripped the front of my robe, pulling me so close I could taste the opium on his breath. ‘Kill them,’ he hissed.

				The urge to obey was overpowering. His words moved my hands, my body tensing as the Empathy rose, seeking fuel. I gripped Malice’s arm. It was easy to push through his barriers, to hear the fearful whisper of his thoughts, but it was not enough. The drug had dulled his hatred, dulled his anger.

				‘I can’t do it,’ I said. ‘You’re not strong enough.’

				Malice stared at me, no words, no orders left upon his tongue. But the urge was still there, to do as he had commanded before the shadowy hand around my heart began to squeeze, crushing breath from this sack of flesh that was my body.

				Pikes swarmed the road. A curved blade swung inches from Hope’s thigh, throwing him off balance. He hit the running board, bow skidding away onto the road. 

				The Pikes kept coming. 

				Frightened horses trampled bodies into the dirt.

				A man launched himself at the box and a blade slid into Avarice’s arm, through muscle and sinew. He hissed and his skin mottled, hardening into stone around the metal. The Pike yanked on the hilt but it would not budge and he fell back, slamming into the running board. Hope was there, gripping the Pike’s face between his hands. Caught, he stared up into Hope’s boyish face and his eyes widened. Horror. Desolation. It sucked flesh from his bones and hollowed his cheeks.

			

			
				The man jerked out of the Vice’s hold, tears streaming down his cheeks, and with great wracking sobs he cried as though his heart was breaking. Heedless of the dead, he fell to his knees, yanked his knife from his sash and thrust it into his own gut.

				Hope retched.

				‘Kill them,’ Malice ordered, his eyes lit with hunger. ‘All of them. Now.’

				I couldn’t pull my eyes from the solider. He knelt, skewered on his own blade, a faint smile tracing bloodied lips.

				‘That is an order, Endymion, yes?’

				I stared at him. ‘What about your Vices?’

				‘They have thick skins. Do it.’

				The need to obey was too strong. I could not fight it, could not fight the pain that pooled in my chest every moment I delayed. Two steps to Hope’s side and all it took was a touch. I pressed my hand to his cheek, the same caress with which he had destroyed everything that man had lived for.

				One hundred and four enemies and I could reach them all with the despair that filled Hope’s soul. I let out a slow breath and spread his soul, turning the air to poison.

				A harmony of pain rent the air. Pikes fell, tearing at their hair, keening, crying, every moan shredding their souls. The Vices pressed hands to their ears, but the hopelessness seeped through skin, every pore breathing the despair deep.

				A man leapt from the canopy and hit the edge of the wagon roof. As he fell his foot caught in the wheel, his leg twisting as his face slammed into the ground.

				I stared at the carnage, unable to take my hand from Hope’s cheek, unable to break the connection. The Pikes had turned their weapons on themselves and now lay dead or dying, but General Tan stood in the middle of the road, rooted by dead flesh. Beside him a man smiled up at the shifting canopy, the bloodied tip of a blade stuck through his throat. Twisted arms and buckled legs, a mess of flesh around his feet. But General Tan did not look down, did not see it. He looked skyward, the tip of his knife against his neck. And with a hand flat on the hilt, he pressed the blade slowly into his own throat.

			

			
				Hope pulled away and leant over the edge of the wagon, vomit hitting the track with a wet splatter. It stuck in his hair and he trembled, gilded tears running fast.

				Not all the Pikes were dead. Some were bleeding out slowly from wounds in arms and legs and guts, but there were no cries of pain, no howls of grief. They lay still, barely twitching, the night full of gentle, warm satisfaction.

				Having removed the blade from his arm, Avarice leapt into the road, not seeming to care that he walked on faces and blood-soaked hair. The surviving Vices were trying to calm their horses, each stallion’s glossy coat as blood-splattered and filthy as their own midnight cloaks. But the touch of Avarice’s large hands soothed each one in turn, their ears pricking at the sound of his voice.

				A touch on my shoulder made me flinch. Malice was watching me. ‘Well done, Endymion,’ he said. ‘You are quite remarkable, yes?’

				I barely heard his words, my gaze drawn back to the lifeless face of General Tan. He stared toward the heavens with sightless eyes, the shifting canopy between him and the gods.

				One hundred and fifty-nine dead men; horses spilling their guts onto the track. Down the hillside two frightened souls huddled in a woodcutter’s cabin. Eighty-seven souls in the village we had passed. And from its vast distances, Kisia spoke to me.

				That’s wrong. That shouldn’t be possible.

				Shivatsa, this hurts.

				The screaming has stopped. Should we go see what happened? What if someone needed help and we just hid here and did nothing?

				The gods will judge.

				They will judge.

				They will.

				They must.

				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 6 
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				I woke with the ghost of Katashi lying beside me. His smell lingered – the slightly sweet fragrance of clean skin – and when I tensed, my flesh felt bruised. Dust danced above me in the morning light. The castle was quiet, only servants moving through the halls.

				I pushed aside the covers. Owning the acute hearing of a serving maid, Tili slid the door from her own tiny room and came in. She had her long hair caught back in its customary bun and she smiled, but there were dark rings beneath her eyes.

				‘Good morning, my lady,’ she said. ‘I hope you were not woken last night.’

				‘Should I have been?’

				She set back the lid of my travelling chest and removed a dressing robe, a single layer of thin tan silk, close around the throat. ‘I hoped not, but His Majesty insisted on looking in on you, just in case Lord Laroth should have been here.’

				‘Lord Laroth? Do you mean Katashi came back last night?’

				‘I refused to let any of the guards enter, my lady,’ she said, shaking out the dressing robe with a snap. ‘I could not, however, stop His Majesty from doing whatever he wished. He looked in not long before sunrise, my lady.’

				‘Looking for Darius?’

				‘Lord Laroth was to be executed this morning.’

				‘Oh gods, he can’t have meant to go through with it? Why didn’t you wake me?’

				Tili, having helped me into the robe, ushered me toward the mirror. ‘Don’t worry yourself, my lady. He escaped.’

				The words took a moment to sink in. ‘How?’

				Pausing in the act of cleaning old hairs from my comb, Tili said: ‘Everyone is saying he walked through the wall, my lady.’

				‘Walked through the wall?’

			

			
				‘That is what they say. They say he’s a demon in a man’s skin.’

				She began combing my hair. Not for a moment did I believe Darius had walked through the wall, but that he had managed an unlikely escape was obvious. Katashi would be furious, whatever his intentions had been, and almost I reconsidered going in search of him.

				When Tili had finished with my hair, I washed my face and began to dress, leaving her to choose the robe she considered most auspicious. She did so every day, noting things like the date and the weather, and mouthing numbers in strange sums until a final number remained.

				‘Sixteen,’ she said, flitting to the chest. ‘A day for a great journey, my lady. Green?’ She pulled out a green and silver robe, dense with embroidered foliage, and a pale grey under robe.

				‘Is that summer weight?’ I asked, pinching the fabric between thumb and forefinger.

				‘Of course, my lady. Otherwise you would sweat buckets.’

				She helped me into it. ‘Oh, this would look lovely with the gift General Manshin sent this morning,’ she said as I slid my arm into the wide sleeve. ‘Have you seen it, my lady?’

				‘No, what gift?’

				Tili’s reflection walked out the side of the mirror, and she returned a moment later with a thin lacquered case. Sitting on a bed of velvet was an emerald and gold hair comb. It had been fashioned into the shape of a fan, and but for the gaudy array of stones might have been pretty. ‘What hair does he expect me to wear it in?’ I said, lifting it from the box. ‘It isn’t like I have enough for such a thing.’

				Tili chuckled. ‘Perhaps the general is not particularly observant.’

				‘Oh, he’s observant, just not of my hair.’

				Gold strings hung from the comb, long enough that from my hair they would caress the bare nape of my neck. Tili stopped laughing. ‘My lady, it’s–’

				‘I know, a wedding comb. A mistake? Or–’

				Our eyes met in the mirror and my cheeks reddened. How long had she stayed with me after Katashi left?

			

			
				‘Do you know where His Majesty is to be found this morning?’ I asked, as Tili adjusted the knot of my sash.

				‘I could not say, my lady,’ she said, lowering her gaze to her hands.

				I could not find the words to explain, and looked away. ‘Pack that comb away,’ I said. ‘Have it returned to the general with my compliments. Tell him there must have been some mistake.’

				‘Yes, my lady. Is there anything else I can do for you, my lady?’

				‘No, thank you.’

				I walked toward the door and she was there before me, bowing as I exited into the dim passage.

				The castle was quiet, owning none of its usual buzz. There were no sauntering nobles, no trains of court sycophants, and the few guards I saw paid me no heed, too intent upon their whispered conversations to do more than glance my way. It felt like I had wandered into a temple. My sandals hit the wooden floor, loud like cracking nuts.

				I found the throne room empty. The council chamber, too. That meant Katashi was either out in the archery yard or in his apartments. I had hoped to avoid seeking him out in his rooms, but seeing nothing from the gallery windows, I was left with no choice. The servants would stare and the guards would whisper, the deep ache in my body a constant reminder of what I had invited.

				I made my way slowly up the stairs, thinking over my mission. Outside the Imperial Apartments Katashi’s guards watched me approach.

				‘I wish to see Emperor Katashi.’

				Neither man bowed. ‘He has ordered no interruptions.’

				‘Please let him know I wish to speak to him. It’s urgent.’

				There was a pause and they glanced at one another. One grinned. ‘As you wish, my lady.’

				Sliding the door as little as possible the man disappeared, leaving the other to stare over my shoulder. He said nothing but the grin did not leave his face until his companion returned. ‘His Majesty asks that you step inside, my lady,’ he said, an undisguised leer twisting his lips. ‘He is alone.’

			

			
				I swallowed the impulse to explain my errand and strode to the door, halting at the familiar smell. Wax. Katashi was sitting out of the bright sunlight, Hatsukoi laid across his lap. She was unstrung, her limbs curving the opposite way, curled like the legs of an enormous insect. I had only ever seen her like that once before, and then, like now, I had looked away, to stare as indecent as watching someone dress.

				Katashi seemed not to hear me, and unsure, I took a few more steps into the room. In simple black linen he was the Katashi of last night, the touch of his body imprinted on my skin.

				‘Come to tell me where your guardian is?’ he asked, not looking up.

				‘If you are referring to Darius, I don’t know where he is. I heard he escaped.’

				‘You did, did you?’

				‘Yes, my maid told me just now.’ I watched Katashi’s hands continue to caress Hatsukoi’s elegant form. ‘Why are you so angry? You weren’t going to execute him.’

				Katashi did not answer, just gently lowered Hatsukoi onto a sheet of white silk stretched across the matting.

				‘You were?’

				‘Of course I was,’ he snapped, rising to his feet. ‘Your precious Darius is dangerous, almost as dangerous as that spider and his Vices.’ He stalked toward me. ‘If he had taken the Oath I might have let him live.' He looked over my shoulder. 'You are dismissed.’

				I turned in time to see the guard bow himself out, closing the door behind him. Conversations with Kin had always taken place under the watchful eye of stone-faced guards, forty-seven assassination attempts having left him as afraid of being alone as he was of company. Only when he asked me to marry him had we been entirely alone, no one else to know that there had ever been more between us than a prisoner and her keeper.

			

			
				‘You lied to me,’ I said when the man had gone.

				‘Hana–’

				‘You told me he wouldn’t die.’

				‘And that was no lie, Hana,’ he said. ‘If there had been no other way out, your precious Darius would have swallowed his pride and taken the Oath.’

				‘And if he had not?’

				Katashi’s jaw snapped closed and he stared at me for a long moment. ‘Then he would have died,’ he said eventually. ‘Because an emperor cannot go back on his word.’

				‘Shivatsa he cannot!’

				‘Hana–’

				‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘Don’t think I will forgive you for it. You should be thankful he escaped.’

				‘Thankful? Thankful that he has made a laughing stock of me? You have odd notions of what deserves my gratitude, cousin.’

				‘Do I?’ I said. ‘Well, how about me? Do I deserve your gratitude?’

				He eyed me warily. ‘What do you want, Hana?’

				‘A position,’ I said. ‘I want a proper place on the Council.’

				Katashi laughed. ‘A woman on the Council? Is that all?’

				‘No. I want a command and I want an estate along with its title.’

				‘And which estate do you have in mind?’

				‘The Duchy of Katose would do well enough.’

				‘You want my father’s title?’

				‘I don’t see the problem. You’ve taken my father’s.’

				He turned away and strode to the window, staring out upon the bright gardens. Out there the boiling heat of summer was unrelenting, sucking the empire dry and shortening tempers. ‘You don’t trust me?’ he said, running a hand through his messy hair.

				‘Have you given me reason to?’

				‘Hana...’

				There was something like his old impatience in his face and for an instant I felt like Regent again – not enough a man for his companionship, not enough a woman for his love.

			

			
				‘Why are you asking for this?’

				‘Because I want to do something,’ I said. ‘I want to fight for my people. I don’t want to sit around being Lady Hana while people bow and whisper and refuse to talk to me.’

				Katashi came away from the window and stood before me. Though he sat his hands gently on my shoulders, I wouldn’t soon forget his strength. ‘Hana,’ he said. ‘You aren’t Regent anymore. When this is over you will be my wife, not my councillor.’

				And so General Manshin had sent me a wedding gift. I stared up at him. ‘Just like that? That’s your proposal?’

				‘No. I didn’t ask.’

				‘You just assume I want to marry you?’

				Katashi lifted a quizzical brow, amused now. ‘Don’t you? Perhaps you should have said something last night.’

				He referred to it so calmly that my cheeks reddened. Once I would have been his for the asking, but Monarch was as dead as Regent, my dreams buried with them. 

				‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to marry you.’

				His smile vanished, his grip tightening on my shoulders. ‘What?’

				‘I don’t want to marry you, Katashi.’

				‘You want Monarch? I am Monarch.’

				‘No, you aren’t. But no, I don’t want to marry him either.’

				He growled and shook me roughly, his fingers digging into my flesh. ‘Do you think Kin will take you now?’

				I stepped back, breaking his hold. ‘Why must I only exist as an adjunct to a man? I do not and will not belong to anyone.’

				‘Don’t you? Are you an Otako?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘Then you belong to me. I am the head of the family and it is my right to give you where I will. If you will not marry me then you are little better than a whore, good for nothing else but to entertain my men. Is that what you want?’

				‘No.’

				‘Then when this war is done you will be my empress.’

			

			
				I closed my eyes. I wanted to be more than a wife and I had thought Katashi would understand that. He was the big cousin who had taught me to fight and look after myself, but now I could see he had only let me act as a man because I was too dangerous as a woman.

				‘Please listen to what I am saying, Katashi,’ I said. ‘I am not going to marry you, but we can work together, we can fight together.’

				‘My generals will not listen to a woman.’

				‘I am an Otako.’

				‘You are a woman, Hana, a girl! Your only worth is in the marriage you will make, and if you will not marry me then I will organise another marriage that will secure our family’s fortune.’

				‘No.’

				With a hiss he ran his hands through his hair. ‘What have I done?’ he said. ‘For months you have been following me around with your big lovey eyes. You wanted to marry me that night beneath the Kissing Tree.’

				‘I did.’

				‘I see. Then it seems there is nothing more to be said.’ Indicating that I should wait, he walked away, sliding a screen that led deeper into his apartments – apartments that had once belonged to Kin. For a few silent moments I was alone with Hatsukoi, she his true love. They owned one another so completely there was no room for anyone else.

				When Katashi returned he was carrying a small wooden box. ‘A parting gift, Hana,’ he said. ‘From me to you.’

				‘I don’t want your gifts, Katashi.’

				‘That’s because you don’t accept gifts from a man you don’t intend to marry!’ The box broke open as it hit the matting, divulging a string of blue pearls. Gripping my wrist, Katashi pulled me close. ‘So I was right,’ he hissed. ‘You would take what I give you and run to him. But he won’t have you now, Hana. Kin won’t marry a whore.’

				‘I am not a whore,’ I said. I tried to pull away, but he tightened his hold, squeezing so hard I thought my bones would snap.

			

			
				‘Aren’t you? You begged for it better than any whore I’ve ever had.’

				‘Let me go!’

				‘So you can go and beg it from him? Don’t think you can lie, Hana. He’ll be able to smell it. Even that beautiful face won’t save you. You’ll be dirt beneath his feet just like your mother was when she fell from grace.’

				He let go of my arm only to press my face between his hands. ‘He stole our throne, Hana,’ he said, close enough that I could smell his breath. ‘Kin let your family die.’

				‘And your father was executed for their assassination.’

				‘That’s a Ts’ai lie and you know it. He was executed for losing a war and went to the headsman to protect his family. That’s why I’ve never asked you to marry me, Hana, because I would not give myself the same weakness he had, would not force you to suffer the indignity of having your husband executed if I were to lose as my father did.’

				‘Katashi–’

				He let me go, and gripped his hair with one agitated hand. ‘You will betray me? Your own family, your own blood.’

				‘Not unless you force me to.’

				His hand fell. ‘A threat, Hana?’

				‘No, Katashi. But I will not sit idle. I will fight for Kisia. For what is right for Kisia.’

				Not answering, he began to pace back and forth before the window, walking in and out of the light with the sort of nervous energy I had rarely seen in him. I let him go, seeing more honesty in this troubled man than I had ever seen in his imperial act. Perhaps there was hope for him. If there was a real man in there, then he was worth fighting for.

				‘We need not continue this discussion now,’ I said, sure he would benefit from time to consider. ‘Think about what I have said and we will talk again later. And if you’ll take my advice, leave Malice and Darius alone.’

				‘They are Empaths. Did you know that?’

				I parted my lips to refute such a ridiculous idea, but the words remained unsaid. Empaths. It was a myth, a story, and yet it made sense of so much strangeness, so many questions for which I had never received a satisfactory answer from either of them. ‘I think I did, I just didn’t have a word for it.’

			

			
				‘You don’t care? Do you know what they’re capable of?’

				‘No, what difference does it make? They looked after me and they would never do me any harm. Malice helped you, too. He deserves better than to have you turn on him.’

				Katashi snorted. ‘If that is the calibre of your advice, my lady, I am amazed you think yourself worthy of my Council.’

				I uttered none of the caustic words that came to mind, just forced a smile and said. ‘Let’s continue this later. We can talk again when we are both cooler.’ I bowed. ‘Thank you for your time, Your Majesty.’

				I was halfway to the door before he spoke again. ‘Do you love me, Hana?’ he asked, his sharp question halting my steps. The reeds crackled as I shifted my weight. The answer was not a simple yes or no anymore. He hung at the edge of my vision like the elusive figure he had become. ‘No,’ I said. But I could. Those words I would not say and hoped he would not guess.

				‘And Kin? He asked you to marry him. Do you love him?’

				‘I didn’t marry him, did I?’

				‘That isn’t an answer.’

				‘Well, it is the only one you are going to get, Your Majesty.’

				I slid the door, causing the two guards in the hall to break off mid-whisper and stare straight ahead like statues.

				‘Goodbye, Hana.’

				When I glanced back I saw Katashi already taking up Hatsukoi, before the door slid, the translucent screen obscuring them both.

				The two guards watched me. ‘Something else we can do for you, my lady?’ one asked.

				‘Certainly not,’ I said. ‘Have you some reason to find me amusing?’

				Their smiles vanished. ‘Not at all, my lady.’

				‘Then I suggest you treat me with the respect I deserve. I am the daughter of Emperor Lan and you will bow when I enter a room. In fact you will bow whenever you see me. If you so much as think of me you will bow as low as you can bend, and you will remember that while you are low-born scum, I am an emperor’s daughter. Do you understand?’

			

			
				‘Yes, my lady,’ they chorused, one of them bending into a bow and causing the other to copy in some confusion.

				‘Good.’

				I walked away leaving them bent at the waist, and my whole body buzzed with the thrill of a power I had never tested. Katashi had traded on his name all his life, but I had grown up just a girl, taught to practice calligraphy and venerate the gods. But I was an Otako. It was a magic word, one that could gain me access to a world governed by men.

				My room was silent when I returned, cheerful sunlight pouring in through the narrow windows. It smelt of new matting and the rose petals floating in the cold bath water.

				I lowered myself onto the divan with a sigh. Outside a group of soldiers were passing through the second gate, their high-stepping horses kept to a sedate trot. I missed riding; missed the speed and the freedom, the sound of hooves on the stones and the wind in my hair. I ought to have been born a man. What use was an emperor’s daughter? Katashi had said my worth was in marriage and he was right. He might accept me, might be bullied into giving me a place on his Council, but how long would it be before his generals treated me as more than a little girl to be humoured? Already I was a source of amusement and gossip, of roaming eyes and wandering hands.

				The smell of soup drifted to my nose. ‘That smells good,’ I said, turning with a smile. ‘Seaweed s–’

				It was not Tili. A young woman stood at the opposite side of the room holding a tray. Dark curls sprang riotously from her broad brow and a pair of blue eyes stared straight at me, her gaze more direct than any servant would dare.

				‘Lady Hana Otako?’ she asked. ‘But I need not ask. You look like your mother.’

			

			
				‘Who are you? I’ll call the guards.’

				The woman was not impressed. Her thick brows rose, assuming an expression as haughty as any I had seen on Katashi’s face. ‘Really?’ she said. ‘You would turn me over when I have brought you soup? That is hardly the way one should behave toward one’s family.’

				‘Kimiko.’

				She set the tray on the low table. ‘Do I look so much like my brother?’

				‘Enough,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry if I seem stupid, it just seems strange that we haven’t met until now. What are you doing here? Katashi told me you were in Jinanton.’

				‘And so I might have been had my beloved brother not found a better use for me.’ Footsteps passed in the passage, the vaguest of silhouettes flitting by the taut screen. ‘But I did not come to talk of me.’

				‘Katashi didn’t even mention you were here. Why are you here?’

				For an instant she hesitated, before saying: ‘I came because I need to ask you something. Katashi told me you were brought up by Malice and Darius Laroth, is that right?’

				‘I had foster parents,’ I said. ‘My father was an apple farmer north of Giana, but Darius was my guardian and paid for my tutors. I didn’t see him much, then when he left to serve Kin in Mei’lian, Malice took his place.’

				‘So he did serve The Usurper.’

				Almost I snapped back. I had called him Usurper once, but no man had ever done more for Kisia than Kin. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I cannot tell you why he chose Kin or why he left, but he broke Malice’s heart. I don’t think Malice likes people to leave him.’

				‘That I can believe.’

				‘You know him?’

				Kimiko smiled. ‘A little.’

				A knock sounded on the door. It was always Tili who answered it, but she had not returned from her errand. The knock came again. ‘Lady Hana?’ an unknown voice spoke from the passage. In daylight the screen was opaque, only the slightest sign of movement discernible through its pale paper.

			

			
				‘Just a moment,’ I called back. Kimiko had frozen, one hand resting on the wall. ‘Should you be here?’

				‘No,’ she said. ‘I will go, but please, if you know what the Vices truly are then tell me, do I have any chance of freedom?’

				‘What?’

				The tap came again. ‘My lady? I have a gift from His Majesty.’

				‘His Majesty’s gifts can wait! I am… I am not yet dressed.’

				Kimiko pressed her back against the wood. ‘You have no answer for me,’ she said, her voice barely a whisper. ‘You do not know what I am.’

				‘Let me send this man away and we can talk.’

				She shook her head. ‘No, I must go, but Hana, whatever he promises you, don’t trust Katashi.’

				On the words she stepped back through the wall, her body fading into the panelling like mist. 

				The knock came again. ‘You may come in,’ I said, touching the solid wood. Tili had said Darius walked through the wall.

				The door slid, and the tread of soft shoes sounded on the floor. The man ought to stop and bow, gift in hand, but light steps kept coming.

				Don’t trust Katashi, Kimiko had said.

				A glint of light flashed across the roof.

				I ducked, hair ripping out as I turned. A glimpse of a knife in a scarred hand and my heart stopped. I hit the floor scrambling, robe catching on broken reeds. A heavy tread, and a foot slammed into my ankle, bruising bone. A knee in the small of my back and his weight was on me, crushing me to the floor. My collar tightened, and sure he was going for my throat, I thrashed, trying to buck him off.

				We rolled, his arm locked around my neck. A sweat-slick forearm forced my chin up, exposing my throat. I could feel the knife as though it already touched my skin and threw out my hands, turning my head. There his arm, the stink of him fierce as I bit hard upon his bulging bicep. Blood burst onto my tongue, its sharp taste almost sweet as I dug my teeth in. The man grunted, his grip loosening just enough for me to wriggle free. One foot down ready to run, and a hand gripped my hair, tight. I tried to yank free, to tear my scalp from my skull as he hauled me up, but it remained stubbornly attached.

			

			
				I kicked, finding knees and shins, hands scrabbling at my assailant’s arm as he pulled me toward the bath. ‘No! No! Please–’

				My knees slammed into the side of the wooden tub, and with barely a moment to suck in a breath, my face plunged into the cold water. I fought to rise, pushing on the edge of the bath, every muscle straining. But his hand was like a weight on the back of my head, his thighs pinning me against the wood.

				My lungs burned. I needed to breathe. There was no sound but the roar of water, nothing but darkness with my eyes squeezed shut. Pressure was crushing my chest. I needed to let the air go, but it was all I had left, this precious breath burning my lungs.

				Air.

				I let it go. Bubbles streamed out, and unable to fight the urge, I sucked a breath. Water surged in, stinging cold. Screaming to the darkness, I thrust back against the hand with everything I had. His body crushed me against the edge, pain everywhere, and my head sank lower into the water.

				The fingers in my hair twitched, then his whole weight hit me, his body slumping onto mine. I had thought my strength spent, but as the hand left my head I jerked up, his heavy body rolling off as I threw myself back. A great gasp and I landed on the floor. I rolled. Water gushed from my mouth, kept on dribbling as I dragged in burning breaths, each scraping like blades.

				‘My lady, are you all right?’

				Tili hovered over me, clutching the handle of a large water pitcher. Nothing else remained. Broken pieces scattered the wet floor, and my assailant hung slumped over the edge of the wooden tub.

				‘Is he...?’

			

			
				‘I don’t know, my lady.’

				With her help I managed to pull myself up on shaking legs. The man floated face down in the water, blood curling away from a contusion to the back of his head. Gripping a handful of wet hair, I lifted a familiar face out of the water.

				A Pike.

				I let go and the head dropped back beneath the surface.

				‘He said goodbye,’ I said, my voice hoarse. 

				‘You’re soaked, my lady.’ Tili hovered beside me. ‘We must get you out of that robe.’

				The relief of finding myself alive was fading fast. ‘I have to get out of here,’ I said. ‘If he has tried once he will try again. But–’

				I gripped Tili’s arm with a shaking hand. I was Lady Hana Otako; I could not just walk out of Koi unnoticed. And every single guard was loyal to Katashi, every Pike his man through and through. He could give the order and I could disappear.

				I almost had.

				‘Oh gods,’ I said, pressing a trembling hand to my lips. ‘I am already dead.’
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				[image: Darius.png]


				Kimiko returned, the change in the air enough to stir me from sleep. I opened exhausted eyes and blinked as she solidified, her sadness fading.

				The furrow between her brows remained.

				Kneeling, she set the tray down in front of the divan, and the smell of warm rice filled the room.

				‘An offering?’ I asked, not moving from where I had fallen asleep.

				‘If you mean an apology, no,’ Kimiko said, shifting the lantern, its solitary flame bravely combating the shadows. ‘I just thought you might be hungry.’

				‘I am.’

				I sat up. I wanted to bathe and change my robe; I wanted to walk, to stretch, to drink, but more than anything I wanted food. My stomach had been consuming itself for hours.

				‘Are you going to eat it?’ she asked, when I made no move toward the tray.

				‘No. Thank you.’

				‘Need something more fancy than soup and rice?’

				‘You cannot know me at all if you think that.’

				‘How should I know you?’ she snapped. ‘You don’t tell me anything.’

				‘I certainly shouldn’t have.’

				Kimiko let out an exaggerated groan of frustration. ‘Perhaps I should go and leave you here.’

				‘Perhaps you should.’ I bent and picked up the tray from the stones, the smell of the soup making my mouth water. ‘You can take this with you. I don’t need your charity.’

				Baring her teeth, she snatched the tray out of my hands and flung it against the wall. The bowl smashed. Hot soup splattered over the floor, shards of ceramic and clumps of rice scattered like unlikely snow.

			

			
				‘If you don’t want it, you don’t have to eat it,’ she said. ‘And if you want it, you can lick it off the floor like a dog.’

				The hurt and anger fed back and forth between us, its pull almost irresistible. I wanted to rage at her, to shake her, but I swallowed the words, my fingers curling on the threadbare silk of the old divan. Kimiko did not move.

				Slowly the anger ebbed.

				Silence reigned, and Kimiko sat against the wall, hugging her knees to her chest. She was a strange creature. Otakos were known for their fire and their beauty, but Kimiko was more wild animal than woman. Those dark curls flew free like a mane over thick brows and piercing eyes. She was quick and graceful, bred to a life she had never lived, her skin covered in scars. Even now she sat curled like an animal trying to keep warm.

				Katashi and Kimiko had been ten years old at their father’s execution. For five weeks Katashi had been the heir to the Crimson Throne, then both had disappeared from Kisian history altogether. Some said they had remained together, others that Kimiko had been married off to a foreign family. Either way, only one legacy of their brief lives in the sun remained, a limerick about their respective size:

				


				Katashi the tall

				Kimiko the small

				He took all the room

				In their mother’s small womb

				So for her there was no room at all


				


				The rhyme danced through my head as I looked at Kimiko. Only hours before I had pressed her naked body into the divan and now we were facing off like cats. But I wanted her. My craving for her had not been sated. I wanted that passion, wanted to feel her nails carve flesh from my back as she gasped, thrusting her hips into mine.

				‘Why did you serve Emperor Kin?’

			

			
				The question came from nowhere, a sharp barb in the dark. ‘Is there a reason I should not have done?’ I asked, dragging my thoughts from her naked skin with an effort.

				‘Because you were the sworn guardian of Lady Hana Otako and the son of the Imperial Protector.’

				I leant back, staring up at the stone ceiling. ‘My father hated your family,’ I said, letting go a sigh. ‘I looked after Hana because I was honour-bound to do so. And I served Kin because if any man could rule Kisia, he could. I am not obliged by descent to support your claims.’

				‘They are not my claims. I don’t care who sits on the throne.’

				‘Perhaps you should,’ I said. ‘War means people die.’

				‘Why do you have to be such a decent person?’

				‘You would prefer I wasn’t?’

				Kimiko was watching me now, frowning with those heavy brows. ‘It would be easier to hate you if you weren’t.’

				‘You want to hate me because I’m an Empath?’ I asked.

				‘Your brother marked me, Darius. He took away my freedom and turned me into a freak.’

				‘And your brother sold you to Malice and sentenced me to death. We are both blessed in our family.’

				She began to tug gently at the frayed end of her black sash. ‘Why did you leave Malice?’

				An empty answer rose to my tongue but remained unsaid. She might hate me for the truth, but she would as surely hate me for the lie.

				‘Because I learned there was a good man inside me somewhere,’ I said, returning her stare with an effort. ‘Guilt and remorse are heavy things to carry.’

				‘You don’t like being an Empath?’

				‘No.’

				I felt a pang of conscience as the word passed my lips, but her relief was palpable. What did she fear? That it was the Empathy that made Malice the way he was? I had thought it true once, that our ways were inescapable, natural. Yet for five years I had used my Empathy against itself and kept the urges at bay. I had felt the life draining out of me, little by little, but I had learned to cope with that as I had learned to live without Malice.

			

			
				Kimiko was watching me, her expression hard to read. I could have dug deeper, unravelling the threads of her chaotic emotions, but there was a difference between passive Empathy and active. It was one of the many things I’d had to learn.

				She uncurled herself, beginning to gather the larger chunks of broken pottery onto the tray. I watched, mesmerised by every graceful movement of her hands, coupled as it was with a little shuffle across the floor.

				When she had finished, she picked up the tray and walked out through the wall. She was not gone long, although the torturous smell of the spilt soup made it feel longer.

				Kimiko returned with another tray. ‘This one is an offering,’ she said, setting it at my feet. ‘I’m sorry.’

				‘So am I.’

				I abandoned the divan to kneel upon the floor, my mouth watering. Kimiko took my place, and knowing she was watching I tried to eat as gracefully as hunger would allow. I ate one small mouthful at a time, until, lifting the soup bowl to my lips, I found her fast asleep. The dark fabric of her robe rose and fell with each steady breath.

				I tipped the soup back then as though it had been wine, and returned the bowl to the tray with a sharp tap. Kimiko did not stir. She looked exhausted. A curl had fallen across her face and she had one arm tucked beneath her head, like someone who had often used her own limb as a pillow.

				Had they fled into exile alone? Had there been someone else, a distant Otako relative, or had Kimiko and her mother been left to fend for themselves with only a ten-year-old boy as protector?

				No wonder Katashi Otako was full of hate.

				I looked toward the door. Kimiko was the gatekeeper, the only way out of this room and out of this castle. But freedom would come with a price. She was marked. She had to obey. She would take me to Malice whether, in her heart, she wanted to or not.

				Unless I marked her with my own hand.

			

			
				The thought darted into my head, stealing my breath. She would have to obey.

				I crouched beside the divan, gnawing on a manicured nail. It wouldn’t be easy. To overpower Malice’s mark she would have to be vulnerable. Trusting.

				It was a doorway to a place I had sworn never to go again, but the alternative would see me delivered into Malice’s hands.

				Gently touching Kimiko’s cheek, I let my Empathy slide into her, searching. Malice had grown complacent. ‘You could have done better,’ I whispered. ‘But you don’t care enough to find their weaknesses.’

				Kimiko stirred. I yanked my hand away and she rubbed her nose, snuffling as she settled herself more comfortably on the worn silk. A handful of curls tumbled off the edge like a tasselled trim.

				I sat back, propping my chin on my hand, and watched her breathe.

				


				* * *

				


				I could not say how many hours passed before Kimiko woke. Time became meaningless in the room that was both prison and sanctuary, minutes melding into a sea of thoughts as disconnected as the stars in the night sky. I thought of Malice, of Avarice, and of the first night we had spent in Mei’lian at The Gilded Cherry. I played Errant in my head. I wondered about the harvest; about the storms and how Kin’s face would look at this very moment.

				Then Kimiko let out a groan and stretched, cat-like, curling her fingers into claws and straightening them with a little grunt of pleasure.

				‘You’re still here, I see,’ she said, opening her eyes.

				‘Did you think I could go somewhere?’

				‘I believe you capable of anything, Lord Laroth.’

				‘Are we back on formal terms now, Lady Kimiko? And to think, my back is riddled with cuts.’

			

			
				She chuckled, her expression devilish. ‘Do you want me to apologise?’

				‘No,’ I said. ‘Although to be reminded of you every time I move makes it difficult to concentrate.’

				‘Nice to know I can leave my own mark.’ She stood, stretching her hands toward the low stone. ‘I like you, Darius,’ she added, dropping her arms. ‘You’re never boring or stupid.’

				‘Thank you,’ I said with mock meekness.

				‘You’re welcome.’ Kimiko rolled her shoulders and flexed her fingers. ‘Have you heard anything?’

				‘Some footsteps above us, but nothing else.’

				‘Do you think it’s dark yet? I’ll go check. Stay here.’

				She turned, fingers already slipping through the door as I gripped her other arm. ‘I would rather not.’

				‘Why? I’m not going to abandon you.’

				‘I never thought you would,’ I said. ‘But if I stay in this room a moment longer I think I might go mad.’

				She laughed and held out her hand. ‘I guess we can’t have that. Shall we?’

				‘And how do you plan to get us out of here?’

				Hand still outstretched, Kimiko shrugged. ‘Through the walls. That’s how I got in, that’s how I got Katashi and Endymion in. Through the walls and across the gardens.’

				‘They weren’t looking for you then, but they’ll be looking for us now. How many more men are we going to kill?’

				Kimiko let her hand fall. ‘None, if they don’t deserve to die.’

				‘Then we are of the same mind. For how long can you fade?’

				‘I don’t know, I haven’t tested it. As long as I can hold my sadness, I think.’

				‘Then we should follow the walls.’

				‘Follow the walls?’

				Crouching, I licked the tip of my finger and drew upon the dusty boards. ‘This is the Keep, yes? A wall joins it here and runs from the armoury to the Willow Gate. There we can turn into the second wall and follow it around.’

				‘But it doesn’t join the outer wall anywhere.’

			

			
				‘No, but a quick dash down the slope through the aspen grove is better than trying to make it through the gardens, don’t you think?’

				Kimiko agreed, though she bit her lip in a way that made my thoughts slip. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘But I don’t like it. I hate to think what would happen to us if I lost concentration.’

				‘We would die.’

				She gave me a pained look.

				‘No, perhaps that wasn’t helpful,’ I agreed. ‘But it’s true. And I can help. I can feed you sadness.’

				‘A use for your Empathy?’

				‘Unfortunately, it has many uses.’

				Those little teeth gnawed again at the pink skin of her lip, then she nodded. ‘All right.’ She held out her hand and this time I took it, her fingers, her little claws, locking between mine.

				‘Wait.’ She stopped at the wall, the fingers of her other hand splayed in readiness. ‘If you’re an Empath, why don’t I feel you in my head when we touch?’

				‘Because I’m not connected to you. Empathy is mostly a passive state.’

				‘But every time I held Endymion’s hand I could feel him. Even the guards could feel him getting into their heads, and they didn’t have to touch him.’

				She shivered, shaking away an unpleasant memory. I had hoped Malice was exaggerating, but any Empath capable of that was more dangerous than I had thought possible.

				‘He is merely unskilled,’ I said, forcing a smile. ‘You won’t feel me unless I have to help you. Even then I will try my best to keep out of your head.’

				Kimiko looked surprised.

				‘I asked permission for your body, didn’t I?’ I said. ‘It is no less courteous to ask permission for your mind.’

				She squeezed my hand, eyes gleaming.

				You’re a fool, Darius, I told myself as she pulled me through the door, the thick wood seeming to catch at my flesh. Stop now.

				The darkness was complete outside our sanctuary, the whole Keep owning the heavy silence that came with night. We had left the lantern behind and walked now with quick, careful steps, listening for any sound that might herald life. Katashi was tenacious. He would not stop hunting me until I kissed his feet, and if I refused again there would be no reprieve. He had come too far for that.

			

			
				No guards disturbed us, footsteps overhead all that proved they existed at all. How many times had Katashi made them search the Keep? Every time so close and yet entirely unaware.

				Kimiko went ahead, retracing our steps from the previous night until she stopped before the outer wall. ‘Does this look right?’ she said, taking a deep breath. ‘Are we below the armoury here?’

				‘As close as I can guess given that I’ve never been down here before.’

				‘I guess we better go then.’

				‘I’ll help you.’

				She threw me a look of gratitude and reached for my hand. ‘Ready?’

				‘Ready.’

				Concentrating on the thoughts that fuelled her sadness, Kimiko began to fade. The touch that joined us drew me with her and I became just as ethereal, solid only to myself and to her. The air in this strange half-world was cold and I shivered just as Kimiko stepped into the stone. It swallowed her first, another step then a thousand tiny needles pricked my skin. This was dense stone, old and dry, and it scraped through me as we turned. I gritted my teeth, tightening my hold on Kimiko’s hand as we began our journey, every step one closer to freedom.

				Sadness encased us like a shield; a sigh exhaled through the skin. Whatever memory Kimiko used was strong, but if her concentration wavered for even a second, stone would race into our lungs and clog our hearts. I tried not to think about it, not think about the stone passing through me. I kept my eyes shut, every breath a quick suck of aged air long trapped between the stones. Darkness. Pressure. The blackness owned no smell, yet it stung my nose like coarse sand.

			

			
				Our steps slowed. Stone ripped at my skin. She was struggling to hold the sadness, the memory slipping. Did she think of her family? Her father? My father was a source of anger rather than misery, but my mother… She’d had violet eyes, too. Glassy, they had stared at the passing clouds, her skin so pale she faded into the misty morning. Two lives lost to the curse, and I had been alone.

				Walking became easier and Kimiko squeezed my hand. I could hardly tell how long we had been trapped in the stone; Kimiko pulling me behind her like the second mule in a train. Time and distance blurred together. I wanted to breathe. I wanted real air, not these sharp gasps sucked from stale pockets. I wanted to see and smell and not have to think about my mother lying dead upon the grass. The wall seemed interminable. Step after step, lost in a nightmare world where freedom was always close enough to touch and too dangerous to risk. In this dark hell it was only Kimiko who kept me alive; her hand, her sadness, all that saved me from death.

				When we reached the turning I knew we were getting close. Kimiko stopped, the sharp twitch of her hand warning, not thanks. The aspen grove. We would have to be quick, even in the dark. Katashi would have men on every wall, waiting for anything that might step through the stone.

				She drew me forward and I gasped a lungful of warm night air, the simple sensation of breathing the greatest thing I had ever felt. Our fingers untangled and I leant back against the wall, its solidity assuring me of my own.

				Ahead, an aspen grove obscured the outer wall from view; tall white trunks colonising the final slope between us and freedom. The trees shivered. Water trickled down a narrow, mossy channel, the sound all that disturbed the eerie copse.

				Kimiko twitched my sleeve, nodding to where lanterns left splashes of golden light upon the grass. Soldiers. I could feel them everywhere, the collective weight of a hundred eyes hunting their errant prisoners.

			

			
				Together we stepped into the tight-knit grove, keeping to the shadows. The only direction was straight ahead, toward the wall, our silent steps stealing over soft ground.

				‘But they haven’t come back.’

				The low voice cut through the night and we froze, half crouched in a nest of saplings.

				‘You think something has happened?’ another voice replied, the words carrying on a hoarse whisper.

				‘What else? General Tan knows what he’s doing. He could lead an ambush in his sleep.’

				Kimiko tensed against me. Every step was bringing them closer.

				‘Yeah? Guess that’s important if you’re a rebel.’

				‘Rebel? You kasu. At least I’ve always been loyal to the Otakos.’

				The two men were nearly beside us, their hissed argument bringing discontent into the ghostly copse. Lantern light crawled its pale fingers toward us. Kimiko’s curls tickled my nose. I tried not to think about that smell and how many men had enjoyed it before me; tried not to think about anything but the need to hold my breath steady.

				Shadows flickered over the close foliage.

				‘Hey!’

				Branches were ripped aside and a guard yanked Kimiko up by her elbow. She growled, snapping her teeth as the second man grabbed her from behind, but the instant a knife blade touched her throat she froze.

				‘Pleasant evening, Lord Laroth,’ the first guard said, swinging the lantern forward and grinning down at me. ‘I thought you’d be long gone. Won’t we be in favour, delivering you to the headsman.’

				I rose with what grace I could muster, brushing leaves from my robe. ‘You think so? Do you realise you are, at this very moment, threatening Lady Kimiko Otako?’

				Despite having a knife to her throat, Kimiko shot me a sickened look. ‘Lady is such a bad word,’ she said.

			

			
				‘What are you talking about?’ the other man demanded, a thatch of dark hair sticking out beneath the rim of his helmet. He gave Kimiko a little shake. ‘This ain’t no lady.’

				‘That depends on your definition,’ I said. ‘She might agree with you, but I assure you this is your emperor’s twin sister. Perhaps you should be careful how you address her.’

				‘Don’t listen to him,’ the first said, and his companion pressed the knife harder into Kimiko’s throat, indenting her supple skin. ‘The Monstrous Laroth’s tongue is made of silver. Everyone knows that.’

				‘Well, grab him and let’s go.’

				The man hesitated as I stretched my hands toward him. At full stretch my sleeves pulled back, the Traitor’s Mark there like a warning on my flesh.

				‘I’m all yours.’

				The guard’s eyes narrowed. ‘What? Giving in just like that?’

				‘What else can I do? A man of honour does not allow a lady to be harmed. Well? Are you going to take me or stand there staring?’

				His eyes flicked down my person. I carried no weapons, but everyone had heard stories about the Monstrous Laroth.

				All he needed to do was touch me.

				‘Well? Go on,’ his companion urged, not loosening his grip on Kimiko. ‘Let’s get them back to the Keep.’

				The man grunted and swung the lantern over his shoulder. Our eyes met, and as he took my wrists, I slipped my Empathy beneath his skin. To call your eyes amethysts would be an insipid injustice, Malice had said. The guard froze, licking his lips. You connect with such a caress it makes me jealous.

				The other guard spoke, but there was no answer. We were in our own space, our own time, just him and me inside his head. And the memory of Malice’s words. Why don’t you look at me like that?

				Fear flickered in the guard’s eyes and his jaw dropped slack.

				I love you.

				A cry choked in the guard’s throat and he pulled away, tripping and scattering leaves with scrambling feet. He hit the ground, sobs suspending every effort at speech. Rolling, he crushed the lantern, the loud snap sucking back the night.

			

			
				Kimiko rammed an elbow into her captor’s gut. He doubled over, swearing, flailing out a hand to grasp her hair. She ducked, slipping through his fingers. At her feet the second guard screamed.

				Bobbing lights approached through the trees, shouts filling the night.

				‘Quick!’

				Kimiko snatched at my hand as I reached for hers, and locking fingers we ran down the slope together, crashing through the undergrowth. Shouts grew louder. Closer. My heartbeat whipped to a frenzy. Ahead, the outer wall appeared through the trees and Kimiko began to gather her sadness, making ghosts of us both.

				A line of men stood atop the wall, their bows dark against the brilliant moon. An arrow whizzed past my ear, another through Kimiko’s leg. It barely slowed and she ran on, dodging shafts as they peppered the ground ahead of us. My gut tingled and I looked down in time to see a fletching pass through my stomach.

				We hit the wall together, the last breath squeezed from my body as we plunged into the darkness. Emerging back into the night, we ran through a rain of arrows, shafts falling through us as we sprinted for the trees. Slowly, the shouts began to fade until our pounding footsteps were all that remained.

				Once the wall was out of sight, Kimiko let go of my hand. She fell to her knees and rolled over on the grass, her chest heaving. ‘Well, that was fun,’ she said breathlessly, letting loose a giggle. ‘I suppose we should keep moving.’

				‘Yes,’ I agreed, resting my hands on my knees as I tried to catch my breath. My throat felt raw, the taste of blood lingering on my tongue. ‘I don’t think I was made for running. These clothes certainly weren’t.’ My toes ached from gripping the thong of my sandals.

				‘No.’ She grinned at my dishevelled state. ‘By the gods this is madness. They’re going to come looking for us.’

			

			
				‘Then we had better not stay here for them to find.’

				‘That would be stupid,’ she agreed. ‘I have a horse.’

				‘You have a horse?’

				‘How do you think I got here? I don’t know how they did it in your time, but Vices have horses. I call mine Retrei.’

				I froze in the act of helping her up. ‘And what does Malice say to that?’

				‘He just smiles. Your brother is well read, I think.’

				‘Half-brother. And yes, he is.’

				Taking her hand, I pulled her to her feet. ‘We had better go,’ she said. ‘Katashi will send search parties to comb these woods.’

				‘He probably already has. Where did you leave your horse?’

				Lit by a shred of moonlight, her eyes twinkled. ‘As you are fond of reminding me, I was born a lady of Koi. If I didn’t know this land, I should be disgraced indeed. Come. We have a mile or so to travel on foot.’

				Showing no fatigue, Kimiko strode away into the trees. Her goal was close.

				I must obey.

				‘Might I ask our destination?’ I said, a chorus of night birds following us through the old forest.

				‘We were to meet at the crossroad on the way to Rina,’ she replied, speaking her words to the trees ahead. ‘Someone should still be waiting.’

				Rina. It had once been a border castle, high on the slopes of the northern mountains, but the border had shifted many times as relations with Chiltae soured. Even now cartographers preferred to leave the border off maps rather than commit themselves to whether Rina was ours or theirs. No man's land. Belonging to no emperor, to no king, it had become the home of gods.

				‘You’re very quiet,’ Kimiko said after a time, glancing back as she came to one of the channels that fed the moat, its water trickling slowly over mossy rocks.

				No doubt Malice had more than one reason for retreating to Rina. Not only was it arguably outside Emperor Katashi’s jurisdiction, but Rina also had history.

			

			
				I watched Kimiko’s curls bounce with every step. All I had to do was make her vulnerable.

				‘I was thinking about your charming brother,’ I said, watching my step as we crossed the first channel. ‘I was just wondering what he would do if he caught me.’

				Kimiko didn’t answer.

				‘Not a forgiving man, I think. And possibly the crime of refusing to take the Oath has been surpassed by the more heinous crime of touching his sister.’

				She snorted. ‘Oh yes, Katashi the protective brother. The first to condemn, to remind me I am an Otako, even when it was food for his stomach I was buying.’

				‘You had nothing?’

				‘Nothing. Why should we have had anything? Our father was executed as a traitor. We were alive. What more could we ask for?’

				The words were light, shrugged off, but I didn’t need my Empathy to sense bitterness; her voice caught on a sneer.

				A man of honour would stop here. A man of honour would meet his fate.

				‘And why didn’t Katashi provide for his family?’

				Kimiko slowed and turned around, stopping after a few backward steps. ‘Because he was ten. No, I didn’t provide for us at ten, either. Our mother looked after us. Isn’t that what mothers do?’

				I halted in front of her. ‘Why weren’t you married off to some Chiltaen nobleman?’

				She tugged at a curl and did not immediately answer. I waited, watching her press her lips tightly together. ‘I was,’ she said with a little smile. ‘His name was Lord Cescar Coti. I was too young to be married, but he took me into his household. He had made his fortune in trade and was a busy man, so I rarely saw him, but in his home I continued my education as a lady.’ She bowed.

				‘A lord who worked for his fortune? How boorish the Chiltaens are.’

			

			
				Kimiko brought her attention back from the past, her eyes flashing a warning. ‘Yes, aren’t they? Katashi, of course, thought as you do. A merchant was not good enough to wed an Otako. So the day we came of age, when I was free to marry Cescar, Katashi officially became the head of the family.’ Her little fingers tightened into fists. ‘Naturally, he overruled our mother’s decision and cut the alliance. Otako pride was more important than survival, or the prospect of comfort and happiness. For five years Lord Coti had paid to keep me. Five years for nothing.’ She laughed, a harsh bark in the quiet woods. ‘And there, now you know my story. Congratulations, Silver Tongue.’

				She would have turned, but I gripped her arm. ‘Kimiko–’

				‘What? Would you like to help? Would you take your immense fortune and pay me for my services?’

				‘Why did you stay with him?’

				‘With Katashi?’ She looked away from me. ‘He’s my brother.’

				‘You forgave him?’

				Her breath caught on a sob and she pressed a hand to her face, tears trailing down her cheeks. ‘I always do.’

				Silver tongue.

				I touched her face, tracing her tears. As though for comfort she leant into my hand, trying to master sobs that came unbidden. 

				A mark was nothing more than a parcel of self injected into the flesh. It was a supreme act of dominance, and I could not fight the shiver of pleasure that thrilled through me.

				You are mine and you will do as I command.

				Small hands forced me back, breaking the connection. ‘How dare you!’ she cried. ‘How dare you!’

				I stepped, trying to keep my balance, but my foot slipped on the edge of the channel and I slammed back, winded, rocks digging into my spine.

				‘What have you done?’ She loomed over me, outlined against the silver moon.

				‘I marked you,’ I said, wincing as I tried to move.

				‘You shivat!’ She knelt on my chest, pressing the chill edge of a blade against my neck. ‘Give me a reason why I shouldn’t slice you open, and do it quick.’

			

			
				I am better than you. I am an Empath. You must do as I command. Belief pounded through me like a drug. I could crush her heart with a single thought.

				‘I don’t have one,’ I said, fighting for sanity, to remember why I had come so far.

				‘Then why did you do it?’

				‘Because I don’t want to die.’

				Her azure eyes flashed like a summer storm. ‘What do you want, Darius Laroth?’

				The sweet smell of her taunted me as I fought to swallow the rising god. ‘I want to be the man you think I am.’

				Kimiko took a deep breath, eyes darting about my face, and I knew I had won. ‘Why did you mark me?’

				‘Because I couldn’t let you take me back to him. I had to break his hold on you.’ Channel water was creeping up my robe.

				‘And all that talk of Katashi?’

				‘You had to be vulnerable.’

				For a long time our eyes held, then she lifted the blade. ‘I don’t know why I trust you, Darius,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘But I do. Shall I call you “Master”?’

				‘Don’t use that name.’

				The words bit and she drew back the hand intended to help me up. ‘Why? It means having the power to control, does it not?’

				‘It means a lot of things,’ I said. ‘You can call me Master when I command you against your will and not before.’

				She helped me up, but did not wait while I fixed my robe, squeezing water from the hem. Instead she turned away, my little Otako fighter striding into the trees. I followed, staring at the back of her head, my mouth full of words I could not speak.

				Kimiko kept walking. She did not slow, did not look back, seemed to pay me no mind at all until her words pierced the night. ‘You’re forgiven,’ she said, not looking around.

				‘What?’

				‘You want to apologise,’ she said. ‘So I’m saving you the trouble of putting it into words. If I have forgiven my brother all these years, I can forgive you.’

			

			
				I stopped. Kimiko walked on a little way before turning back. ‘What is it, Darius Laroth?’

				‘How did you know I wanted to apologise?’

				She smiled and tapped her head. ‘You opened a door. Why can I not walk through it, too?’

				I forgot to breathe.

				‘Well, Darius? Where are we going?’

				‘I think I need to go home.’

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 8
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				We left the bodies on the road. The woodcutters would find them. The first to step on a lifeless limb would suck in his breath, peering down at the dark road. A body would appear, etched against the stones. Then, as if drawn from the gloom, they would see a blanket of flesh and blood; of torn skin and sightless eyes.

				We continued our journey up the mountain, a smaller group than had departed Koi in the afternoon heat.

				Malice kept me close. He did not look at me. Did not speak. He lay upon his divan letting his body rock with the motion of the wagon, the air thickening with opium smoke. I tried not to breathe it in, but there was no fresh air. One breath and its sweetness sucked all cares from my heart while the gentle sway of the wagon lulled me into a doze. There, strange dreams roamed the edges of my mind. Colours blurred together in the lamplight and I touched the raised scab on my cheek, caressing its smooth surface and its puckered ridges. My first Traitor’s Mark.

				Malice exhaled a stream of smoke, his heavy-lidded eyes making him appear half asleep. I watched him through my own haze, his long fingers combing his silken hair.

				Outside the shuttered windows another village passed. One hundred and eighty-one souls, momentarily distinguished by proximity. Soon they would fade into the mass of life like all the others, leaving only a handful of Vices at the touch of my latent Empathy. Silent. Sullen. Fearful.

				Having lost all concept of time, I knew not how long we travelled before the wagon stopped. Muffled voices sounded outside and the door opened, pale, hazy light drifting in. Then Avarice, his large, dark form blocking the doorway.

				‘We’ve arrived, Master,’ he said.

				Malice let out a long sigh. ‘Delightful.’

			

			
				‘There’s no sign of Conceit or Folly, Master.’

				‘Not so delightful, yes? We will wait here for news.’

				‘And if it doesn’t come?’

				He clicked his tongue. ‘Not a thing to be suggested, yes? They will come.’

				He will not leave me.

				The whisper came without touch, shearing through the air. The words Malice had left unspoken. Darius would never die to escape me; could not, even if he tried.

				‘Staring at me, Endymion?’ Malice said.

				‘Yes.’ My tongue felt lazy and fat. ‘What if you’re wrong? What if he dies?’

				Malice froze in the act of curling his ponytail around his finger. Then, lifting the opium pipe he tapped it against his forehead. ‘Stay out, yes?’

				‘Then don’t shout.’

				A smile flickered on his lips. ‘What good advice, yes? Hope?’

				The young Vice came to the door, his face pale and his eyes dark-rimmed.

				‘Show Endymion to his room.’

				‘Master,’ he murmured, but did not wait.

				‘I think you’re out of favour, yes?’ Malice said. ‘Off you go.’

				Trying to shake the lingering fumes, I stirred my limbs to action, each heavy with a weight I had never known. I gripped the panelling with trembling hands. Outside there were eleven marked Vices and twenty-one unmarked men, and another sixty-two further up the mountain. The numbers flowed through my head as easily as thoughts. A village of seventy souls sat at the edge of my Sight and the vast bulk of Kisia at my fingertips, its precise numbers eluding my touch.

				‘I believe I asked you to leave, yes?’

				Malice’s words brought me back and I found I had frozen mid rise.

				‘Try to stay with us, yes?’ he said. ‘I don’t know how to bring you back.’ He waved a hand toward the door. ‘Go, clean yourself up. Eat. Rest. And Endymion? Don’t let my Vices eat you, yes?’

			

			
				‘Yes,’ I said, stepping into the pale haze of a new day.

				The wagon stood in a courtyard beneath the boughs of a large tree. Men in common peasant clothes were unloading supplies from beneath the running board, while the Vices rubbed down their jittery horses. Entirely in his element, Avarice was taking the time to pass his hand over each velvety nose, murmuring words of comfort under his breath.

				A squat tower blocked some of the morning sky, its stones speckled. It looked like part of an old castle, its rampart tumbling. The scrubby hillside was littered with the jutting remains of old walls, another half tower collapsed on the next spur.

				Hope stood at the edge of the courtyard staring back the way we had come. There the road wound down the mountainside and into the dense oak forest, its canopy a green blanket that seemed to stretch over Kisia all the way to the rising sun.

				Out there was a place he had once called home and a man he had once been.

				‘What is this place?’ I asked, forcing my lips to frame words.

				‘Rina.’

				As though my question had reminded him of his orders, he turned toward the tower. Dodging moving men, he made his way across the wide courtyard to the open doors, not seeming to care whether I was following. Most of the Vices ignored him, turning their shoulders and stepping out of his way, but Ire, a long gash still bloody upon his face, stood his ground, forcing the shrinking Hope to go around him. His scowl followed us, burning into the back of my head.

				The gods will judge.

				I followed Hope through the large doors and into a dark hall, its stones smoke-blackened. Beams the colour of rusted iron twisted across the roof, each one hung with dozens of dark lanterns. It might once have made a grand constellation of stars, but now the old paper was moth-eaten and barely hung together.

				‘Hope,’ I said, as he led the way along a winding passage full of tight spaces. ‘I’m sorry, I–’

			

			
				He lifted a shaking hand. ‘Don’t.’ His pace quickened, fingers clenching into fists.

				I was a man once.

				Nothing more was said until we reached an upper gallery. There, arrow slits let in shafts of light and thin partitions separated one alcove from the next, each containing a sleeping mat and nothing more. ‘Here is your room,’ Hope said, stopping at one of the openings. ‘In fact you could have any of these. Dead men need no beds.’

				He let out a strange little laugh and turned to leave, but I gripped his arm, my fingers closing around fabric. Although it wasn’t skin, Hope yanked his arm free. ‘Don’t touch me,’ he said.

				‘They attacked us, Hope.’

				‘And that is an excuse? What man deserves to die like that? Next time you want to kill, leave me out of it.’

				I let him go, watching him walk away along the narrow gallery until even his troubled thoughts disappeared from my mind. In my alcove, the sleeping mat called to me. I couldn’t remember when I had last slept. It felt like weeks.

				Sleep.

				And if the gods judged, I might never wake.

				


				* * *

				


				I woke.  Something wasn’t right. A change in the air, a whisper in the warm afternoon and I sat up, suddenly alert. Hope was standing in the doorway. ‘The master wants you,’ he said, meeting my eyes.

				‘Why does he always send you?’

				He stared so long at the opposite wall that I thought he wasn’t going to answer. ‘Because he’s a snob.’

				‘Eh?’

				‘My father was a duke, and I have a pretty face. Conceit’s father was a merchant. Ire’s, a blacksmith.’

				‘And you’re useful.’

				Hope bowed ironically. ‘Yes. I heal the minds of new Vices, which is why the master takes me everywhere with him.’

			

			
				‘You are your name – Hope, to be given and taken. That’s a formidable power.’

				‘And the breath of a beetle compared to you.’

				‘I don’t want to use it. He orders and I obey.’

				‘Whatever you say, Your Majesty,’ he said with something like a sneer. ‘The master is waiting.’

				He went out on the words, leaving me to follow along the upper gallery. It continued around the building, at some places little more than a walkway looking down to a lower hall. Sometimes a few wooden boards were all that bridged a broken floor, and though Hope walked fearlessly across them, I found my steps slowing, shuffling as I tried not to look down. Through the echo of voices the Vice led the way, up narrow ladders and down twisting stairs, each more precarious than the last until I was gripping the wall, my toes pinched tight to keep hold of my sandals. Every passage looked familiar, the journey so long I began to wonder how big the castle really was.

				Whenever he had to stop and wait, Hope watched me, amused, but he said nothing until we once again passed the line of small alcove rooms where I had woken some minutes earlier. He turned then, a smile hovering on his lips as he glanced over his shoulder.

				‘I thought you might be afraid of heights,’ he said. ‘The master doesn’t like them much either.’ Turning the corner he stopped outside a single heavy door we had already passed. ‘That’s why he prefers to sleep down here, instead of in the old lord’s chambers upstairs.’

				He stopped, his smile turning into a grin.

				‘Well, thank you for the tour,’ I said. ‘Who’s going to clean my robe?’

				‘You do that yourself.’

				‘I hope you’re feeling better now.’

				‘Much. I take my vengeance where I can.’ Hope tapped twice on the door and pushed it open. ‘Endymion is here, Master.’

				Across the room, Malice stood at a narrow window looking out over Kisia. With one hand resting lightly on the old stone, he stroked it with a single finger, thoughts far away.

			

			
				‘Do come in, Endymion,’ he said, not looking around. ‘Sit down, yes?’

				It was a small room, airless and bright with lantern light. Outside the sun still reigned, but here, a multitude of lanterns staved off the castle’s artificial night.

				‘If I’m a “Your Majesty” now,’ I said, halting at the edge of a tasselled carpet. ‘It should be me who asks you to sit down. You should be bowing, too.’

				‘Ah, Hope.’ Malice turned, smiling at the Vice. ‘First you punish me with your long face, and now you spoil my fun. Consider yourself paid in full, yes? Go, before I think better of confiding in you.’

				‘Yes, Master. Sorry, Master.’

				The boy bowed and quickly made good his escape.

				I met Malice’s stare. ‘So am I to be an emperor now?’

				‘Do you wish to be one?’

				‘No, I don’t think so.’

				‘You don’t think so?’ He came away from the window, the silvery threads of his robe shimmering with each step. ‘That is not a very definite answer, yes?’

				‘Then no. No, I don’t want to be an emperor.’

				Malice closed his eyes in theatrical pain. ‘Then what agony it gives me to inform you that you are, in fact, already an emperor.’

				‘I am Endymion.’

				‘No, no, you are Takehiko Otako, a god in every sense of the word, and when Kisia learns of your return few will be able to deny your right to the throne, yes?’

				‘I’m a bastard.’

				‘Not officially.’

				‘Officially?’

				Motioning for me to join him, Malice knelt at the low table. A number of scrolls sat in a jumble at one end, each with a crimson ribbon and the Otako crest, signed and dated. ‘I understand that your priest burned your papers to protect your identity, but there are other copies, yes? And this.’

			

			
				He held a scroll out to me, sharp eyes watching from beneath heavy lids. I took it, unrolling it upon the table. Inky pikes stared back, and below the Otako crest the heavily formed characters of a court official.

				


				In the eyes of the gods, I, Emperor Lan Otako, second of my name, Lord Protector of the Imperial Expanse of Kisia, hereby lay claim to the parentage of one Prince Takehiko Otako, my fourth son and heir, by the womb of my wife, Empress Li Otako. Any who speaks otherwise errs in the face of their God and Emperor and will henceforth be treated as traitors to Emperor, truth, and Empire.


				


				It was signed and dated with a heavy brush, the Imperial Seal unmistakable in glossy crimson.

				‘When Emperor Lan signed that, he sealed your future, yes?’

				‘Yes,’ I agreed, staring at the page.

				‘You had three brothers–’

				‘Yarri, Tanaka and Rikk. I remember.’

				Malice frowned. ‘You remember?’

				‘Sometimes I see them in my dreams.’

				‘Haunted by ghosts?’

				‘By memories, I think. They ripped Rikk’s throat open.’

				‘Whatever you are haunted by, your brothers are dead. You are Emperor Lan’s heir. Not Grace Tianto, not Katashi, not Kin. You.’

				It had never before been spelled out with such simplicity. That I had a claim I knew, but not that Emperor Lan had signed such a document, claiming my Laroth blood as his own.

				I let go of the scroll and it rolled up, once again hiding its words from the world. ‘Does Emperor Kin know about this?’

				‘He would have been present when it was drawn up, yes? General Kin sat upon Emperor Lan’s Council.’

				‘Then I am a dead man.’

				‘In your delightful cousin’s hands, perhaps,’ he said, slowly re-rolling the scroll more neatly. ‘But I think you underestimate Emperor Kin’s honour. What is the Ts’ai motto?’

			

			
				‘Honour is Wealth.’

				‘Did you know he wrote that himself?’

				‘No.’

				‘Common families have no mottos, but an Imperial family needs one, yes? Honour is Wealth. He swore an oath to Emperor Lan, your father, and he swore an oath to you. He cannot harm you. He will not, yes?’

				‘What are you suggesting?’

				‘You credit me with great powers of silent conversation,’ he said. ‘I have as yet suggested nothing at all.’

				‘I’m not a fool.’

				‘Aren’t you? How miraculous.’

				He just smiled, and hating that knowing look, I reached out my Empathy. No whispers came back, just the gentle susurrus of distant words. Malice’s smile broadened, showing his teeth. ‘I was wondering when you were going to try that,’ he said.

				‘If you don’t want me to try then stop grinning at me and tell me what you’re planning to do with the mark you’ve so kindly gifted me. I am yours to command, Master.’

				‘How I wish that were true. Now I think it is I who must remind you that I am no fool, yes?’

				‘Why can I do things that you can’t?’ I asked.

				He blinked at the sudden change of subject. ‘Whisperers are different.’

				‘Whisperers?’

				Malice made a face. ‘What boring conversations you force on me, yes? Another day, another day, when I am not so weary of your company that I can almost understand Darius’s desire to send you, branded, into Chiltae.’

				‘He did that because he had to.’

				‘And I do what I do because I must, we are all servants of necessity. Tomorrow you will be dressed as befits your station, and once preparations are complete, we will travel to Mei’lian, the official retainers of Emperor Takehiko, fourth of his name, Emperor of Kisia.’

			

			
				Though he was sitting at the table he made his bow, long hair falling to brush the smooth table top.

				‘So I’m your puppet.’

				‘A poor choice of word, Takehiko. I see no strings. I see no hand thrust inside you to turn your head and make you speak, yes?’

				‘You made me kill those men.’

				‘I told you to do it. That’s two different things.’

				Those soldiers had died in the dark, choked by the night that poured into their hearts. I had burned those holes, and worse than the pain, worse than the sound of slicing flesh, had been the silence – no cries, no keening agony. Those men had wanted to die so much they welcomed the opportunity to bleed out slowly, lying face down in the dirt.

				‘You enjoyed it, yes?’

				‘No.’

				He chuckled. ‘You can’t lie to me, brother. I know. And soon you won’t even lie to yourself.’

				You are a monster.

				The words were there, sounding in his silky whisper.

				Monster.

				People had said the same of Darius, but I knew better. He was the only person who could help me now. Eleven. Twenty-one. Sixty-two. And back down the hillside one hundred and fifty-one Pikes lying dead in their own blood, shreds of their souls left to float on the air like so much dust.

				‘And if I don’t want to be your puppet?’ I said.

				‘What choice do you have? Even if I had not marked you, you could not leave. You’re losing yourself, yes?’

				Seventy. Thirty-two. Six. One hundred and four.

				‘You don’t need to answer,’ Malice said, taking my hand in his and beginning to trace the lines of the Empath Mark born onto my skin. ‘I told you about our father. Empathy has driven many men mad. You think you won’t go so far, yes? You think you aren’t naturally so cruel, yes? No.’ He dropped my hand. ‘You will need to be chained down before the end. If you want to take Kisia to the grave with you, then by all means walk away now.’

			

			
				His words were an echo of my dark thoughts, but he was enjoying my pain. I had no doubt he would chain me rather than help me, able only to see a future in which my body clad in crimson furthered his cause.

				‘Thank you for your concern, Master,’ I said, keeping my anger close.

				‘Such wounded dignity, child,’ he mocked. ‘I am your brother. Trust I know what is best for you better than you do, yes? You were born to look well in crimson. When Darius comes–’

				‘He won’t.’

				Malice froze in the act of rising; the loose end of his bone ribbon tangled through his hair. ‘Say that again.’

				‘He isn’t coming,’ I said, letting a cruel smile split my lips. ‘I can feel him. He left a piece of himself behind when we blasted the throne room at Koi.’

				‘And what do you feel?’

				‘That he is getting further away, not closer, brother. He isn’t coming.’ I laughed at the way his expression darkened, his whole body stiffening. ‘Satisfy yourself that he is alive, even if he wants nothing to do with you.’ I rose. ‘I would rather by far be his puppet than yours. Thank you, but I think I will remain Endymion, I’ve grown to like him.’

				Malice smiled with his lips alone. ‘Until tomorrow then, Takehiko. Trust me, brother, you will never escape what you are.’ He bowed. ‘Rest well.’

				No Vice waited for me in the narrow passage. Hope was somewhere high in the castle, the call of his soul as unmistakable as the mass of Vices gathered below. It must have been mealtime, for the hearty smell of food filled the air, turning my stomach.

				Nothing but a rumpled sleeping mat waited for me in the alcove. I had owned possessions once, a change of robe, a second sash and a book of prayers with which I had learned to read. And my bow. It had been nothing to Hatsukoi, but had cost Jian more than he could afford. Archery had come naturally to me as the other six arts had not, and everywhere we went Jian had scoured morning markets for old arrows and half-used blocks of wax, for worn leather gloves and spools of string. But those things had belonged to a different man. The branding had changed everything.

			

			
				Whisperer. Was I the only one who could hear the world? Hear its thoughts, its troubles, and its wrongs? Was that what Malice had meant?

				I looked toward the stairs, tapping one irresolute foot.

				You’re losing yourself, yes?

				Darius had called me a Whisperer, too. He knew. But he also knew how to bury it.

				Again I looked toward the stairs, letting my Empathy scan the castle. Malice had not left his room. Hope was with him now, while down below the other Vices had gathered for dinner.

				I went to the stairs. They creaked beneath my weight, but from the landing to the narrow passage I knew myself alone. In the main hall the sound of laughter wafted toward the open doors as I stood beneath the arch, the wind tugging my hair. Avarice was the only soul nearby. He was standing outside the stables, talking to the horses. He had thrown off his black cloak, but wore his sickle at his side, his broad shoulders squared like a stone statue.

				No horse then, but if I was quick, he might not see me leave.

				I strode swiftly out into the courtyard. Malice’s wagon sat beneath the oak tree, its windows staring upon me as I passed. Leaves rustled overhead. More danced across the pitted stones, but Avarice did not call to me, did not look around, too busy with the horses to care for men.

				A steep slope dropped from the edge of the courtyard, long shadows cutting the rocky scree. Here and there large boulders protruded from the ground at odd angles. Every face was covered in carvings. They might have been part of the castle once, but now they were just debris.

				I tried to measure the distance with my eyes. To take the road would lead me past Avarice, but if I braved the slope I could meet the road as it snaked into the trees. I glanced back. He hadn’t moved. Strains of song hung in the air.

			

			
				From the last buckled flagstone I stepped onto loose rocks and my foot slid. I ducked, catching at a tuft of feathery grass, heart hammering. No footsteps, no shouts, nothing but the clatter of sliding rocks and the call of cicadas. Peering up over the edge of the courtyard, I saw Avarice still stood sentinel.

				Letting go, I slid, stones cascading around me. They scraped my palms, sharp edges digging into my skin as I tried to steady myself, snatching at grass to slow my pace.

				When I finally reached the bottom, I stumbled backward onto the track, sandals full of stones. I took a moment to shake them free while my Empathy flowed. At the top of the hill the castle looked shadowy in the half-light, owning no individuals, only a mass of souls.

				No one had followed.

				Dregs of sunlight clung to the trees, darkness dusting the track. The road would take me back the way we had come, past the small collection of towns and villages around Koi, then on to the Willow Road, but my destination was a person not a place. Darius was south, so south I would go.

				I walked quickly through the fading twilight. I had brought no lantern, but even as a child I had not been afraid of the dark. For as long as I could remember the constant bombardment of emotions had troubled my sleep, and although exhaustion always took me eventually, I had often preferred to roam while Jian slept. The night was benign. It was people I had feared.

				The breathy sound of my laugh joined the breeze. I had thought my Empathy strong then, those little dribbles into a closed mind.

				I kept walking, unseen creatures scurrying from my steps. It ought to have been peaceful with only the night birds for company, but my chest was already beginning to tighten. Every step became deliberate as the first slivers of pain edged into my awareness. I concentrated on the sound of my feet crunching on the stones, trying to set the pain aside, but it was insistent.

				My steps faltered, sound dying beneath the roar of my pulse.

				‘No.’ I gritted my teeth as the forest spun around me, every tree clustering close. ‘You’re a Laroth. You’re better than this.’

			

			
				The mark throbbed, owning its own heartbeat. Malice, filling my chest, his smell clinging to me.

				I am the only one who can save you from yourself, yes?

				His words made me shiver. Another step and I hit the ground, pain shooting through my knees.

				You’re mine now, Endymion. Gods will rule this empire.

				I crawled forward on hands and knees, deafened by the roar. The mark tightened. And from the night came the sound of Malice laughing.

				‘You will not… beat me,’ I said, forcing the words out, rocks cutting into my skin as I dragged myself along the ground. The pain was like nothing I had ever experienced – like a thousand hands slowly smothering life. I rolled, wheezing, and my fingers found skin. Darius had a scar on his chest where his heart had been cut out. That was what everyone said. Twinkling stars laughed down from a patch of velvet sky, and I laughed back, digging my fingernails into my chest.

				Time blurred. I owned no sense beyond the pain. With my fingernails slicing skin, I worked at my flesh, each cut a warm caress. Blood made the work slick, pooling its warmth around my fingers as they gouged between bones.

				A horse snorted, its breath brushing my face.

				‘Looks like he’s come as far as he can.’ It was more whisper than words through the thunder in my ears, but I knew the voice. I knew its scowling features, knew its wide nose and its square set shoulders.

				Lantern light touched the shifting branches.

				‘It seems the master need not have been worried.’ Another voice I knew well, mild and polite, its fine features always melancholic.

				‘Not worried? That’s a fine mess he’s making.’

				‘I always wondered if it would work.’

				By my ear the sound of footsteps, then Hope’s face appeared above me. ‘Endymion?’

				‘He won’t hear you. We’d best just pick him up and take him back.’

			

			
				A hand touched mine. Cold, its grip slippery with the smell of blood. I felt the connection, my head momentarily clearing as my pain rushed into the tensing hand.

				The mark is alive, the whisper said. It’s part of him.

				The hand ripped away with a hiss and the pain rushed back.

				‘What did you do that for, fool?’

				Hope’s face disappeared. ‘I wanted to see if it’s the same for him as it is for us.’

				‘Of course it is.’

				‘The master told him he wouldn’t control him, that he wouldn’t be forced to obey.’

				‘So? He lied. The master always lies. What? Does he insult your honour, little duke?’

				‘I’m not a duke.’

				‘No, and your father and brothers probably aren’t anymore either. Easy to find yourself without a head when there are two emperors running around.’

				‘How loquacious you are in the presence of pain, Avarice. One might almost believe you like it.’

				Stupid kasu. The last person to trust the spider was Master Darius, and look where that got him.

				Come on! You’re not even trying. Kill it!

				Hands gripped me under my arms, dragging me backward. Away from the tower. The pain was like a thousand silk strings tightening, cutting into my limbs.

				‘What are you doing?’ Avarice growled.

				‘You saw him kill all those men,’ Hope said, breathless by my ear. ‘He deserves to die.’

				‘That isn’t your choice to make.’

				‘It shouldn’t have been his either.’

				‘The master will kill you.’

				‘Let him. What is life worth if this is all that’s left?’

				A scream ripped from my lips. They were shouting now, arguing, but I could hear no words. Agony was all I had; no body, no limbs, no heart, just the pain and the dreadful knowledge that I did not want to die. Not like this. Not ever. I was a Laroth. I was a god.

			

			
				I gripped my chest, fingers stinking of blood. All I had to do was prise Malice’s hand free. Finger by finger. I had to kill the mark before it killed me.

				‘You can’t keep me!’ I shouted, writhing out of Hope’s grip. I hit the road, head slamming onto the stones. Light flashed behind my eyes. Malice’s grip tightened, his long fingers curling like claws.

				You’re mine, Takehiko.

				His sharp nails cut into my beating heart.

				You cannot leave.

				‘I can!’ I tore at my flesh, forcing Empathy into my own skin. ‘I am a Laroth. I’m a god!’

				You’re a monster.

				The mark’s shadowy fingers squeezed tighter still and I tore at their grip, my heartbeat laboured. ‘You’re the monster!’ The fingers bent back, bones cracking.

				No!

				‘Yes!’

				Don’t leave me.

				‘Darius already did.’

				The mark shattered like glass, its shards slicing through my body. Squeezing my eyes shut, I curled up, clasping my knees to my chest until slowly the pain began to ebb. Blood trickled down my side, kept oozing out with every heaving breath.

				When I opened my eyes I found the canopy shifting amid lantern light. Avarice and Hope stared down at me, their jaws slack. But they were marked men. They would take me back. They had to obey.

				I rolled, slipping on stones as I scrambled to my feet. Avarice threw out his hand, but I ducked away, slamming my foot into the lantern. It bounced across the track, lighting the edge of a sharp slope before I crushed its fragile frame beneath my sandal.

				In darkness, I skidded down the slope, dry leaves and acorns cascading after me. In the light there had been trees and rocks and nests of saplings, but only the memory of them remained. Rough bark scratched my arm as I brushed past a tree, and I slowed, listening for pursuit over the pounding of my heart.

			

			
				Avarice. The pulse of his anger gave him away more surely than the sound of his feet. I could outrun him, but Malice would send more Vices to scour the trees. On horseback they would catch me before ever I reached Koi.

				I let my Empathy hunt hearts in the darkness. Avarice was nearby, but Hope had not followed, had remained on the track with the horses. They knew I needed one.

				I doubled back, Empathy leading the way in the dark. Blood was dripping from my chest and every limb ached, but desperation pushed me on. If they took me back, Malice wouldn’t risk me escaping again.

				You will need to be chained down before the end.

				I broke into a jog, sandals sinking into the soft loam.

				At the top of the slope, I slowed again, able to feel the call of Hope’s heart, as loud as the cry of a hawk owl robbed of its prey. He was close. A horse snorted. I crept forward, rolling heel to toe, straining my eyes as the outline of two animals emerged from the night. They watched me approach, but although I held out my hand, one snorted and the other backed.

				Lunging the last step, I touched the closest horse, pushing Empathy through its thick coat.

				It was not the first time I had touched an animal, but never before had I tried to connect with one. A dog was more likely bite or run than let me scratch its ear, but from the moment my fingers brushed his coat, the horse did not move. It owned a soul like no man I had ever seen. There were no flailing strings of memory or emotion, no selfishness or deceit, the horse was everything it was and nothing more; no ambition, just a neat parcel of instincts and behaviours, easily understood and beautiful to behold. I combed through it, fascinated, while the horse nuzzled my cheek, fear set aside as we learned to understand one another. He had a name for himself – The One Who Flies.

			

			
				‘Kaze then,’ I whispered, running my hand through his mane. ‘For the wind.’

				Sharp points dug into the small of my back and I froze. 

				A barbed sickle.

				Hope.

				‘I could kill you,’ he said, his voice low. ‘You deserve no less.’

				‘I know.’ I did not turn around or take my hand from Kaze’s mane. ‘But you won’t.’

				‘Stealing from my head?’

				‘I don’t need to steal when you give.’

				Hope lowered the sickle and I turned. In the dark I could just make out his youthful features, a mirror to his emotions: half anger, half pain. ‘Go. Get out of here,’ he said.

				‘You’ll let me go? But you must obey.’

				He gave a mirthless laugh. ‘You think Malice would let me die to the mark? Almost I wish he would, but he won’t. You said it yourself. I’m too useful. I deserve pain for what I am.’

				Another soul was coming through the trees. Angry. Fierce.

				‘Avarice is coming.’

				Hope patted Kaze’s neck. ‘You had better go then,’ he said. ‘Take my horse. I call him Hishan, but I think he prefers the name you gave him.’

				‘I can read his true name in his heart.’

				‘And mine?’

				I had set my foot in the stirrup, but I looked back. ‘Your name?’

				‘Don’t I have one?’

				‘Everyone has one.’ I held out my hand and Hope put his into it. We connected, the flare of his soul touched with such longing, such painful melancholy that it twisted my heart.

				‘Your name is Lord Arata Toi, Duke of Syan,’ I said, letting go. ‘You were born this man and you will be him again.’

				Hope did not answer, just stood back and let me climb into the saddle.

				‘Hope!’ Avarice's voice came through the trees. ‘Hope? Where are you, you little kasu?’

			

			
				‘I am here, Avarice,’ the Vice returned, raising his voice. ‘With Endymion. He’s borrowing my horse, so I’m taking yours.’ He pulled the reins over the horse’s head as he spoke, one foot already in the stirrup.

				Avarice snapped harsh words to the night, their foreign syllables failing to hide their vulgarity.

				‘I’ll see you again,’ Hope said, climbing into the saddle with ease. ‘Keep hope, Endymion.’

				‘You Shivatsa!’ Avarice snarled, momentarily blocking a bolt of moonlight as he sprinted toward us. ‘Vatassa matas! I will break you!’

				Avarice's horse reared, loathe to go with its new owner, but Hope had skilled hands and managed to turn it toward Rina. ‘Go!’ he called. ‘Get out of here.’

				Kaze needed no goading. He started forward, breaking into a trot as Avarice lunged for the saddle. A strap slipped through his fingers and he tumbled onto the track.

				‘Get back here, boy. If you go any further you’ll regret it!’

				Wind whipped past my ears as Kaze sped to a gallop.

				‘Malice will eat you!’

				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 9
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				Shin was Katashi’s man.

				Huddled in the corner of a musty storeroom, I waited, telling myself over and over that he would come. An hour must have passed, every footstep eating a bit more of my sanity. He was the only one I could trust, but I couldn’t shift the niggling doubt that remained.

				Shin had always been Katashi’s man.

				The door opened. I pushed to my feet, heart racing. I had leant back against the wall, but as Tili entered I stepped forward, drawing myself up. With a grim smile, she ushered in the scarred Pike. He brought a lantern into my darkness, its light making the bruises on his face look like dying flesh.

				‘Leave us,’ he said, jerking his shoulder toward the door.

				Tili looked to me. I wanted her to stay, but I had to trust him.

				‘Yes, Tili, you may go,’ I said. ‘Thank you.’

				‘As you wish, my lady.’ She bowed herself out, closing the door slowly.

				Shin set the lantern down on a barrel. The air in the room was dry, heated by the fires in the nearby kitchen.

				‘You sent for me, my lady?’ Shin said, his growl menacing in the silence.

				‘I did, yes. I need to get out of the castle and I need your help. No one can know.’

				Neither eye blinked. His hands hung at his sides, hands that could kill so fast you wouldn’t see them coming. Not a twitch, not a flicker, yet every muscle was taut, his body strung with a readiness I both feared and admired.

				‘Katashi is looking for you,’ he said.

				‘Oh, he is, is he? Has he told you why?’

				Not a muscle moved in Shin’s face. ‘The talk is you argued. You should go to him instead of hiding here.’

			

			
				‘You think I am afraid of his scolds?’ I said, gripping my fists tight. ‘If I go to him you will not see me alive again. Tell me, has Katashi ordered his men to search for me?’

				‘No, the orders are that you aren’t allowed to leave the castle,’ he said. ‘But your name is on every whispering tongue.’

				‘And what do they whisper?’

				‘They call you the Imperial Whore. Two emperors in as many weeks, they say, and much more I will not repeat.’

				My cheeks burned and I looked away. ‘I am not a whore.’

				Shin did not speak.

				‘You see everything, I know,’ I said. ‘But–’

				‘Yes. A dead man was removed from your room. It isn’t common knowledge yet, but it will be soon.’

				‘And who is blamed?’

				‘An assassin sent by Emperor Kin,’ he said. ‘They say he is furious you would not marry him.’

				I swayed back, pressing a hand to my brow. ‘No, no.’

				‘You would protect The Usurper?’ Shin’s eyes flashed. ‘Another five minutes and he would have had both our heads.’

				‘Tell me you believe an assassin could get in here unnoticed by anyone,’ I said. ‘Or that I would be their target. Katashi sent that man. He was a Pike.’

				‘Who?’

				‘I don’t know his name.’

				He stared at me. ‘Why?’

				‘I don’t know that either. We fought, yes. I told him I would not marry him.’

				‘A man does not kill a woman for refusing to marry him. Not even an emperor.’

				‘No, because a man can take what he wants even if it has been refused him,’ I snapped. ‘I don’t want to be just a wife. I want to fight. I want an army at my beck and call, and Katashi refused. He told me I would be his wife and I said no, I would not. I would be his general and fight for my name, not lie around on scented cushions and present him heirs.’

				A muscle twitched at the corner of Shin’s uncompromising lips. ‘And you told Katashi this?’

			

			
				‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He would not have a woman for a general.’

				Shin spat onto the floor. ‘Bah, I don’t care what’s between your legs. But I sent you into Kin’s room with a knife and he nearly took your head.’

				‘I could not kill a sleeping man. There is no honour in that. If Katashi sees me as a threat, he should kill me himself, not send a thug to do his handiwork.’

				‘I’ll talk to him.’

				‘No! I could talk to him myself if I thought it would make any difference. Shin, he is not the same man anymore. That is not Monarch, not the captain we followed. You have to get me out of here, and he can’t know anything about it.’

				The bruise beneath his right eye squeezed it half closed and he squinted through it, no less formidable. ‘I’m taking out a raiding party.’

				‘Then take me with you,’ I said.

				‘We’ve been here before. I took you into the palace and look where that got us. I stayed with you. I would have died for you. I thought you were a leader, a fighter–’

				‘I am! I want to fight, Shin. I want to protect the innocent and rip the guts from men who try to rape women and children. I don’t want Kisia to be torn apart.’

				Shin chuckled, such a rare sound I was sure it could not be coming from his lips. ‘Calm, little fish,’ he said. ‘How bloodthirsty you are. You want to fight?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘It isn’t pretty.’

				‘I fought as a Pike, didn’t I?’ I said. ‘I’ve killed men. I’ve seen their guts spilled.’

				‘War is worse.’

				I didn’t reply.

				Shin picked up his lantern. ‘I’ll get you out.’

				‘And Tili.’

				‘As you command, my lady.’

				He bowed, but took no step toward the door. I waited wondering what words he would not speak, as the hint of a smile slowly slipped from his face. Eventually, Shin grunted and turned on his heel. ‘Fight for Katashi and he might make you a general yet,’ he said over his shoulder, yanking open the door. ‘I’ll be back.’

			

			
				Shin strode out, closing the door behind him. And in the darkness I caught a hint of Katashi’s smell. Was it in my hair? Or just my memory? A wisp of scent stuck to me like the ghost he had become. 

				


				* * *

				


				More than a dozen raiding parties left Koi in the week following Katashi’s rise to power. We were but one; a small group of soldiers stealing away in the early hours.

				I had spent the afternoon teaching Tili all she needed to know.

				‘Don’t swing your hips when you walk,’ I had said. ‘I’ll ask Shin for a heavy sword belt, that will help you remember.’

				Tili had found black silk to tie around my hair beneath my helmet. She could cut hers and pass unnoticed, but blonde curls would give me away.

				‘When you lie down to sleep, don’t lie on your side.’

				‘My lady?’

				‘Haven’t you ever noticed the way your hips jut up when you lie down? Men don’t have those kind of curves.’

				Shin had brought all the armour we would need; short robes, breeches and helmet, as well as short swords and knives.

				‘When you can get away with it, grunt instead of talking,’ I had said. ‘Growl words if you have to. It’s fortunate neither of us has a really high-pitched voice.’

				Tili fashioned tight binds and we dressed with care.

				‘And make sure you piss far away from the others. Nothing gives a woman away faster than that.’

				Shin came for us when it was time. The sun had long since set and we sat waiting in the dark, silence all that was left. Trying not to appear nervous, we sauntered along in Shin’s wake, out through the great doors of the Keep to where others had gathered in the yard. Grunted greetings and we were off, Shin leaving no time for us to talk. Every man mounted, and for a moment I feared the worst. I had not thought to ask Tili if she could ride, or to remind her to ride astride when the time came. She did so without my bidding, and I was able to relax again, sagging in my saddle.

			

			
				In single file we made our way down the slope through the first gate and then the second, the glare of dozens of bright lanterns making the gardens invisible. At the main gate we found it locked fast.

				‘I am Captain Shin,’ Shin had growled. ‘These are my men. We are leaving on the orders of Emperor Katashi.’

				‘And who are your men?’

				My heart hammered in the silence, a silence that was soon broken by the man in front of me, muttering under his breath. Others joined in. ‘You’re questioning us?’

				Shin quieted them with a hand, his gaze never leaving the unfortunate guard’s face. ‘If you doubt the loyalty of Grace Tianto’s right-hand man, then by all means, search my men.’

				The man had let us through, and not for the first time I wondered just how long Shin had been an Otako soldier.

				Once beyond the gate I was free. My horse leapt forward with the rest, dark ground disappearing beneath the thunder of hooves. It had been too long and I revelled in the freedom, in the rush of the wind against my face.

				Shin pushed us hard and fast. The others might have believed he was in a hurry to fight, but I knew he was keeping us tired – too tired to look hard at one another when it came time to rest. He kept close to Tili, too, but she had listened to every piece of advice and conducted herself well, barely speaking or even meeting the gaze of our fellow raiders. I recognised faces, Wen and Bei and a few other old Pikes, but while travelling swift, only our taciturn captain had eyes for his two stowaways.

				From the river crossing we took to heavy cover, avoiding the Willow Road entirely. In the beginning other raiding parties rode with us, but one by one they went their own way until it felt like we were the only people left in the whole empire.

			

			
				Risian was our destination. Within hours of Katashi taking the northern throne, the town had fallen to Otako loyalists. It had no doubt been part of the plan, but Kin had mobilised fast, unwilling to let the gateway to the north go easily. It had become a battleground, but by the time we arrived black smoke was all that remained, rising toward the morning sun.

				We left our horses in the forest above the town and crept to the hilltop, our clothes stuck to our bodies with sweat. The night had been relentlessly warm and Shin had pushed us the last few miles without rest, speeding his pace as the acrid smell crept upon us.

				Crawling across the dry grass we gained sight of the town below. Risian swarmed with men, every crimson belt like a bloody slash in the morning light. Dark heaps stood outside the walls, all but obscured by the billow of black smoke.

				Shin motioned for us to keep down. ‘Burning flesh,’ he said. ‘We’ve missed something big.’

				‘Those aren’t our men down there,’ someone said.

				‘The ones burning might be,’ another replied.

				No one answered.

				Kin and I had stayed in Risian on our way north, the guests of Lord Pirin. We had dined together and Kin had given me a sash embroidered with the Otako crest. It had only been a few weeks and now there were bodies where lush fields had once been.

				‘They aren’t ours he’s burning,’ Shin said.

				‘How can you tell?’

				Shin gave the curious Pike a long stare. ‘The Usurper always strings up the sashes of enemies taken in battle. They aren’t ours. It’s better he burns his dead than leaves them to rot. We’ll camp in the trees.’

				I slid back from the edge and got to my feet, others rising around me. Tili looked pale, and I grimaced at her, saying nothing.

				We kept low as we returned to our horses, wary now, the smell of burning flesh following us all the way to the tree line. There, Shin mounted quickly, turning his horse with a jerk of the reins before he had even settled in the saddle. Without looking back, he led the way into a thick stand of trees, and forced to ride single file, the Pikes milled around. Every face looked tired. I caught sight of Wen, patting his horse’s neck and staring into the distance, fatigue stretching his face. A scar traced the line of his brow and I smiled, remembering its story. The tale of the furious yiji had kept the Pikes laughing for days, but now those companionable hours spent drinking around the fire had gone beyond recall.

			

			
				Wen was letting others pass and he glanced up as I drew alongside. I looked away, heart racing. There had been a frown, a crinkling of the scar on his brow, and holding myself tall in the saddle, I hoped he wouldn’t recognise me.

				I went ahead into the trees. Shafts of light were piercing the dense canopy, slowly driving away the grip of night. The stink of burning flesh followed us. It clogged the air between the majestic elms and chestnut trees, smoke making the sunlight hazy. But up in the trees bright growth fluttered and the birds sang in the praises of yet another fine summer day.

				A light breeze was all that stirred the sultry heat.

				‘Captain.’

				Wen edged his horse alongside.

				‘Perhaps I should call you Lady Hana?’ he amended, when I did not answer.

				‘What do you want, Wen?’

				‘I was just making conversation, my lady. Does the Arse know you’re here?’

				‘Captain Shin is well aware of my presence,’ I said. ‘And if he is not troubled by it, you need not be.’

				He ducked beneath a broken branch that overhung the edge of the track. ‘I nearly died getting out of the palace,’ he said when he straightened again. ‘Why should I trust a man who spent weeks in Kin’s service?’

				‘Shin was there in my service.’

			

			
				‘What happened to Regent?’

				‘Forget him. He’s dead.’

				The closeness of the trees forced Wen to fall back, but as soon as it was possible he again urged his horse alongside mine. More than a head taller than me, I had to look up to his face, even on horseback. ‘They say The Usurper wanted to marry you.’

				‘They?’ I asked. ‘Who are they and what would they know? Do you have spies in Kin’s court?’

				‘I’ve heard it around. Is it true?’

				‘Am I married to him now?’

				Wen glanced at my hands. ‘No?’

				‘No. So what difference does it make whether he wished to or not?’

				With a click of his tongue he urged his horse ahead, brushing away a branch laden with the spiny casings of unripe chestnuts. ‘Only that I would not wish to fight alongside someone unsure of where they stand,’ he said, glancing over his shoulder. Louder he added: ‘I’m not keen on getting a knife between my shoulder blades. One scar for this cause is enough for me.’

				My horse tossed its head, so tightly did I grip the reins. ‘If our cause isn’t worth your scars then perhaps you should leave. I wouldn’t want to fight beside a man who would flee at the first sign of danger to save his own skin.’

				A hiss cut through the air. ‘Quiet,’ one of the Pikes snapped. ‘There’re horses on the road.’

				Leaning out of my saddle, I peered around Wen. Ahead, men were dismounting, tying their reins to low branches and continuing on foot through a thick nest of sickle-shrub.

				Wen sped up and I did the same, Regent forgotten in the excitement. I slid from my horse to find Wen had already grasped the reins and was tying them beside his own. When our eyes met he gave me a mock bow before turning to follow the others. There was no sign of Tili, so I crouched behind Wen, pushing through the crowd of untended saplings. The dense undergrowth smelt fresh and pleasantly earthy after the bitter taste of Risian’s dead.

			

			
				We moved quick and quiet, the dull rhythm of hoofbeats coming through the trees. No high road passed through these woods, but makeshift paths had become permanent tracks as more and more travellers made the journey between Risian and the army camp at Kogahaera.

				Emerging into a small clearing, we found the others already ducked behind a dense bramble thicket. A worn track was just visible through a spiky shield of wineberries, and the sound of walking horses was growing louder.

				Trees towered above us. Others were already climbing, but when I reached for a low branch, I found Shin at my side. ‘Stay here,’ he said.

				‘Why?’

				Shin didn’t answer and the sound of hoofbeats grew louder still.

				‘Who’s out there?’

				Still he didn’t answer and I turned from him, planting my foot on the rough bark. For the first few feet I feared Shin would grab my foot and pull me back, but no steely fingers gripped my ankle, and I climbed into the world of rustling leaves.

				The Pikes climbed until the branches could no longer support them, each one finding a perch that gave a good view of the road. The man who had hissed us into silence sat perched in the same tree – like a bird of prey with his bow dormant in the curl of strong fingers. Half a dozen others dotted the canopy, even Wen, out of earshot a few trees away.

				Glad of my light weight, I edged out along a strong branch. The bowman glared at me, but it was the rising wind that snapped the leaves to a fury, drowning the hoofbeats on the road. All we could do was watch and wait.

				A horse came into view; a bay stallion. Crimson silk caressed its flank, sweeping from a pair of square-set shoulders.

				Kin. It had to be him. There was no mistaking his horse or the way his hair always slipped from his topknot. I had last seen him standing over me, spitting fury while he waited for the headsman.

			

			
				The creak of a bowstring cut through the rustling leaves. Arrow already nocked, the bowman pulled the string taut, his narrowed eyes waiting for the best shot. No one else drew. It was a difficult shot with leaves whipping around us in the high wind, but I had seen Monarch pick off too many impossible targets to feel confident he would miss.

				I shimmied back toward the trunk, rough bark scraping my hands. The tree trembled. The bowman’s eyes flicked my way, his whole expression speaking words his lips dared not frame. I shook my head at him, but his scowl only deepened and he turned his eyes back to the target on the road growing ever closer.

				The bowstring tightened.

				I leapt. For an awful moment there was nothing but air, then my chest slammed into his branch. I slipped, stunned, but caught hold of the splintered bark and swung. The whole tree swayed with my shifting weight as though it sought to buck me off, but I held tight, fingers aching.

				A rough reed sandal rolled onto my hand, no weight behind it. Yet.

				‘Who are you?’ the man hissed. He crouched, bow held slack as he slowly shifted his weight onto my fingers.

				I winced. ‘Han,’ I said. ‘I’m from Ji.’

				‘I don’t think so.’

				He yanked up my helmet, stealing my black silk with it. Wind whipped through my damp curls as he let the helmet fall, smacking into a branch below. The sole of his sandal flattened my fingers.

				‘I don’t fight with whores, my lady,’ he said, all of his weight crushing bone.

				My hand slipped. The sound of thundering hooves rose through the trees, but the Pike had abandoned his shot. With a snarl he kicked my other hand. His sandal ground across my knuckles and I bit back the cry that rose to my throat. I would not scream. I would not cry. I glared up at my tormentor, determined to show no weakness as he brought his foot down hard. My fingers slipped and I swung my other hand up, gripping the branch.

			

			
				A bow tip speared the back of my hand. It pierced my flesh and I let go with a yelp.

				I fell, snatching at the bright leaves that whipped past. A branch came from nowhere and I slammed into it, breath bursting from my chest. Winded, I began to slide and scrabbled at the rough bark, hooking one arm over and then the other. There I hung, painfully sucking air.

				My pounding heart slowed, melding with the retreating hoofbeats. Below me an argument hissed back and forth.

				‘But he sabotaged Yani’s shot,’ someone said.

				‘I gave no permission to fire.’ That was Shin, his growl unmistakable. ‘Any shot would have drawn too much attention. We cannot take on Kin’s army alone.’

				‘And if he had killed The Usurper?’

				‘We would be as dead as if he had missed.’

				The tree shook. My Pike assailant was climbing down, his bow slung over his shoulder. He did not so much as glance my way, just dropped the last few feet to the ground. Once he had gone, I shimmied along until I could reach a lower branch with the tip of my sandals. It was comforting to have solid wood beneath my feet and I longed to curl my toes around it the way monkeys did. Then I could live in the trees and not have to face Shin’s wrath.

				Climbing down the rest of the way, I lowered myself carefully to the ground.

				A Pike started toward me. ‘That ain’t no man,’ he said, the words spitting from his lips. ‘I’ve seen that yellow head before.’

				Shin stepped in front of me. ‘Have you?’ he growled.

				‘Yes.’ Wen glared his challenge. ‘That’s Lady Hana Otako.’

				‘What is she doing here, Captain?’

				‘Fighting for the cause, same as you,’ Shin answered.

				‘I’m not taking orders from a woman.’

				‘Stupid bitch could have got us killed.’

				‘Everyone knows she’s Kin’s whore!’

				I started forward, anger burning through my veins. ‘How dare you! Remember who you’re talking to, worm. I am an Otako and you will show me respect.’

			

			
				The archer whose shot I had ruined placed a hand on his comrade’s shoulder. ‘We don’t respect whores,’ he said quietly. ‘Whatever their blood.’

				Shin caught me in one wiry arm as I charged. ‘Let me go,’ I snapped.

				‘Let me deal with this,’ he said.

				‘I can defend myself.’

				An amused gleam lightened the severity of his expression. ‘I’m sure you can, my lady, but this isn’t really about you.’ Shin turned his lidless eye on his men. ‘Well?’ he said. ‘Anyone else got something smart to say?’

				Silence filled the clearing.

				‘No? Good. Lady Hana is your emperor’s blood. Think on that before you let the kasu fly.’

				‘What about this one?’ I saw then that one held Tili’s wrist so tight his fingers whitened. He held her helmet in his other hand, a sneer darkening his face. ‘No Imperial blood here, just a whore dressed as a boy.’

				The Pike pulled at the edge of her short robe, parting the material slowly. ‘Perhaps we can have some fun with them, even if we didn’t get The Usurper.’

				‘Leave her alone,’ I said.

				‘Don’t worry, we’ll leave you alone. No one wants to touch the Imperial Whore.’

				‘Watch it, kasu,’ I snapped.

				‘Oh? So you want us to touch you? Missing the Imperial cock?’

				The Pikes laughed.

				I pulled the knife from my sash. ‘You’ll regret that when you don’t have one anymore. Let her go.’

				‘I don’t take orders from girls.’ The man’s lip curled, and without even looking he slipped the robe off Tili’s shoulder, his brows lifted in challenge.

				‘Let me go,’ Tili snarled, yanking out of his grip. He grabbed her arm and pulled her back, pressing her unwilling hand to his stiffening prick. Though she tried to pull away he held her fast, laughing with the others. Until she kicked him in the shin. He let go then, striking her so hard she stumbled back, clasping her cheek.

			

			
				‘Bitch, you’ll wish you hadn’t done that.’

				I started forward amid a haze of fury, my knife gripped hard. Shin was ahead of me. He stalked past Tili and grasped her assailant’s hand, turning it skyward. It took a grunt of effort, and the blade crunched through the man’s palm, parting sinew and bone. The Pike howled as Shin yanked it free.

				‘Only a coward hits a woman,’ he said as the Pike doubled over, gripping his injured hand. Blood dripped down his arm. ‘Are there any more cowards here?’

				There was a smattering of ‘no, Captain,’ all eyes on the hissing, writhing form of the injured Pike.

				‘Good. Any man who touches Lady Hana or her maid will receive punishment equal to his crime. Think about where the knife will go if your cock is involved. Get him up. We’re moving.’

				The Pikes obeyed. They did not speak, just glared at me as they passed.

				‘Not you, my lady,’ Shin said as I turned to follow them.

				Tili was retying her sash, chin tilted proudly. Shin jerked his head at her and she went on ahead, leaving Shin and I alone. Slowly the forest grew quiet as footsteps moved away through the undergrowth.

				‘What can I do for you, Captain?’ I asked, when Tili had disappeared.

				‘You can decide which side you’re on.’

				A red flush stole into my cheeks. ‘If that man had fired we would have been running from Kin’s men, not in any state to ambush them.’

				‘Where is my belled hat and my ribboned stick. Do I look like a fool to you?’

				‘No.’

				‘Then don’t treat me like one. And don’t think I will swallow any more of your lies. You weren’t thinking about our necks when you stopped him.’

			

			
				We glared at one another. The bruises on his face had not yet faded, deep cuts making new scars.

				He had fought for me.

				‘Well?’ he said. ‘What is it to be?’

				The sound of hoofbeats were long gone, but I was still listening for them, ears pricked like a hare.

				‘Emperor Katashi has a bounty on The Usurper’s head,’ Shin said when I did not answer. ‘He is going to die, little fish. Harden your heart if you want your cousin to accept you as an equal.’

				‘I am an Otako,’ I said. ‘I do not fight for my heart, I fight for Kisia.’

				He had been about to walk away, but he stopped and turned back, glaring at me from beneath his bruises. ‘That isn’t an answer,’ he said. ‘Pick a side, my lady. Pick a side and do it soon, before you get yourself killed.’

				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 10
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				Kaze rode like the wind for which I had named him.

				South.

				We stopped only to rest, avoiding settlements except when Kaze needed food. Sleep was impossible. I dozed in the saddle when fatigue overtook me, but I could not rest long, sure Malice was hard on our heels.

				South.

				I let my Empathy fly ahead. From the thick forests of Koi we climbed into the foothills of the Kuro Mountains. Streams trickled from the hillside, and when Kaze stopped to drink I would stare out at the empire stretching east to the glistening sea, past Otako territory to Kogahaera and beyond. Standing at the base of the mountains was like sitting at the feet of the gods as they watched over their land. Here the wind never ceased, its endless breath cutting through the humidity of a dying summer.

				On the rare occasions sleep claimed me, I dreamed of dead men. Lines of them stretched into the darkness, the number of souls awaiting judgement as numerous as the trees growing in the shadow of the hills. And even beneath the noontime sun, I would wake cold and shivering.

				South.

				The days passed unnumbered, disappearing beneath Kaze’s feet.

				In all of our travels, Jian had avoided The Valley, and as we entered its northern reaches, I finally understood why. The Laroth estate at Esvar was no place to take Lord Nyraek Laroth’s bastard son when such pains had been taken to prove him dead.

				Esvar. 

				I knew it was my destination as soon as I saw the steep mountainsides cut with terraces, and the untamed hills. Darius had gone home.

			

			
				Knowing our destination, I could not travel fast enough and we sped through the afternoon, whipped on by the wind. The ghost of another Endymion drew me on. He had played upon these hills, had belonged to the land as I had never belonged anywhere.

				Now I was going home, too.

				The town of Esvar sat nestled into a hillside at the north end of The Valley, its watercolour houses and rambling streets cut by a sparkling stream. This was wild country, full of sharp black crags and dense thickets of bamboo, of steep rocky slopes and twisted trees. The people of The Valley had long ago given up trying to tame it, instead growing their crops upon the mountainside, each slope a glittering tower in green and brown and gold.

				One thousand seven hundred and four souls spread about the fields beneath the beneficent blue sky. And Darius. Not in the town, but close.

				Kaze started down the hill. Whispers came to me on the air like the smells of civilisation, of stagnant paddies and refuse-filled ditches, of shrine incense and smoke.

				Baan hasn’t come in yet. What can be keeping him?

				If we don’t fix the roof soon the storms will wash it into our beds.

				Someone needs to take a whip to those boys.

				By the grace of the gods.

				Kaze walked on, following a worn track in the dry grass. It brought us to the outskirts of the town where we found a boy foraging. He had a load of sticks caught beneath one arm and his head bent into the grass at the base of a pear tree. He must have heard me approach, for he looked up, eyeing me askance until his gaze found Kaze. Awe lit his face.

				‘Good evening,’ I said.

				‘E’en, m’lord,’ the boy replied, not glancing up. ‘That’s a fine trampler you have there. He must have cost you a fortune.’

				Undoubtedly the Vice horses belonged to Malice, but whether he had paid for them with Darius’s money or his own, I did not know.

				‘Not a fortune,’ I answered. ‘Just a friend. I was hoping you could tell me how to find the Laroth estate.’

			

			
				His interest, which had so far been held entirely by Kaze, turned toward me. ‘What you want it for?’

				‘I’m visiting.’

				The expression on his young face turned so horrified I might have announced my intention to light the town on fire. ‘You a ghost?’

				‘A ghost? No, why? Do I look like a ghost?’

				‘Not so much, but Mama says only ghosts live there. People say it’s haunted.’

				He seemed enamoured of the idea and might have elaborated had I not asked him where I would find the haunted house.

				The boy jerked his head in the direction of a hill to the west, above which the sun was slowly setting. ‘Up there. Not far. Can’t miss it. Just look f’the tree.’

				Thanking him, I left him to his work, touching Kaze’s neck to set him walking again. He was tired and so was I, but we had come too far to stop now.

				It was an overgrown track that led up the side of the hill, grass sprouting between old stones. Woody shrubs blocked the way and more than once I had to dismount, leaving Kaze to push his way through, blossoms and leaves catching on his mane. There were clumps of wild imperial roses and stands of willoweed, feathergrass and jagged fern. No doubt they had been planted for decoration, but now nests of runners choked the ground like a spider’s web. Sprawling flowers had smothered more than one tree, filling the evening with a scent like jasmine.

				By the time we reached the crest of the hill the sun sat low on the horizon. Clouds cut the stained sky, and there amid overgrown gardens stood the home of my ancestors. Low and sprawling, it covered a plateau caught between steeply sloping hills; an enormous complex encircled by a crumbling wall. A welcome garden sat before the open gates, and like the path it had been left to the decay of time. Questing tree roots had buckled the carriageway, and tall weeds all but hid the garden beds from view. The boy had told me to look for the tree and it was hard to miss. It seemed to rise from the house itself, growing through the roof of some long-neglected room.

			

			
				And yet Darius was here, filling the house like a heartbeat. And he was not alone.

				Kaze tossed his head. ‘I know,’ I said. ‘But there must be a stable. You might even have company.’

				Though it was crumbling in places, the wall was easily twice my height, built of dark stone and chunks of black glass. Terracotta tiles ran around the top, each engraved with the eight limbs of a reaching spider. And at the side of the track the Empath Mark had been carved into a large tree. Warning or pride? It was hard to tell.

				Kaze stopped before the open doors, backing with a snort. ‘Don’t worry, nothing’s going to hurt you,’ I said. ‘It’s just a house.’ I dismounted, patting his nose. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘It can’t be that bad.’

				He let me lead him through the doors, stepping down into a paved courtyard. It was large, making up the centre of the whole compound, open to the sky but for a portico that ran around its outer edge. Fine fretwork might once have made patterns from the sun, but now it was barely visible beneath the rampant spread of wisteria, its flowers blooming in white and pink and purple. The smell was strong enough to make me wish I did not need to breathe.

				A channel cut through the courtyard and Kaze stopped to drink, dipping his nose into its sluggish water. ‘Stay here,’ I said, patting his withers. ‘I’ll be back soon.’

				He made no sound, but I heard his thoughts.

				‘Of course I’ll feed you,’ I said. ‘Have I failed to do so yet?’

				Making no further complaint, he went on drinking and I let the reins fall, knowing he would not wander.

				From behind the house the setting sun glowed like a halo, igniting the terracotta of the roof to a blood red. The house was a manor in the traditional Kisian style and it had surely been a masterpiece in its day, but now rot was slowly claiming it. Paint flaked, the roof was missing tiles, and ornamental window frames stood empty. Only one large circular window remained unbroken, glaring like a dark eye upon my intrusion. From the courtyard other doors led to other buildings, cookhouses and shrines, but each was as dark and lifeless as the house in front of me.

			

			
				I stood hesitant upon the threshold, while above me the moon rose full and silver. It lit the passage beyond the broken door, cracked boards strewn with petals.

				But for my Empathy I might have turned away, sure the house was empty.

				‘Hello?’ I said. ‘Darius?’

				There was no reply.

				I stepped in, dry air prickling my throat. Darius was here somewhere, I knew, but my Empathy could not guide me through a maze.

				With tentative steps, I made my way along the passage, peering into every room. They all looked the same, owning no sign of life beyond the moss and the scattering of clawed feet. Even my breath seemed to echo, and when I stopped, my footsteps carried on as though the house was trying to lure me deeper.

				Abandoned.

				At the next turning, I stopped in a pool of moonlight. Whispers filled the air. They were barely audible, like the rustling of dry leaves, formless, voiceless. The house was full of ghosts reaching out invisible hands to touch my skin, curious, old, twisted. The wood panelling leered.

				I pushed out my Empathy, searching for Darius again, but I could not feel him. Perhaps the house had wanted me to come, had wanted company, wanted another Laroth to trap forever inside its string of empty rooms and winding passages.

				‘Darius!’

				No reply. No echo; the sound eaten by the rotting wood. I walked on with quickened steps, trying to shake the fearful thoughts. It was just a house.

				Taking a turn at random, I found pale light spilling from an open doorway and sped forward hoping to find life. Ghosts there were aplenty, but it was just moonlight shining in through dozens of broken windows.

			

			
				Abandoned.

				The room was a long gallery, its main wall lined with portraits, each belonging to my family. My blood. My mother might have been an Otako by marriage, but I was a Laroth to the core of my cursed heart.

				Curiosity ensnared me.

				The first portrait had begun to fade, but painted in the old style its minuscule brushstrokes still held a wealth of detail. The artist had depicted a grand magnolia just opening its petals, and beneath it a fine looking man sat astride a pale horse. His name ought to have been at the bottom of the scroll, but it had been torn away leaving a crooked edge. Instead words had been painted straight onto the wall beneath.

				


				Ma’Li Laroth, the First Count of Esvar.

				The son of a gypsy and a merchant’s daughter.

				He blackmailed the Emperor into bestowing a noble title upon him, all because he caught His Imperial Majesty kissing his own niece.


				


				I stared at the rough calligraphy and read it again. It said the same thing the second time. A glance along the gallery was enough to see that ink stained the wall beneath each scroll, like the house was laughing at me, spawning its owner’s dark secrets in retribution.

				The next was a portrait of a woman, her bearing proud though her stare was vacuous. In her arms sat an overfed Pekinese bristling with laziness, while two children sat at her feet.

				


				Lady Seraphine Laroth, Countess of Esvar.

				Her dog Lion and her two children: Yuko and Raef Laroth.

				While all sources claim her to have been a loving wife and devoted mother, this was also said about Lady Barin, who murdered her husband in his sleep.

			

			
				Lady Laroth committed the more heinous crime of mothering the child of another man.

				Yuko lacked the Mark and the Sight.

				Seraphine Laroth was nothing but a wanton whore dressed as a lady.


				


				I walked on. Unknown Laroths passed before my gaze, each a proud boy grown into a proud man flanked by numerous wives. Everyone had their secrets, no one safe from the damaging strokes of the writer’s brush.

				Eventually I came to the fourth Count of Esvar – my grandfather. There was something about the set of his features that reminded me strongly of Malice, but by this time, I was more interested in reading the flourishing characters than looking at the portraits.

				


				Ellar Laroth, the Fourth Count of Esvar.

				Notable only for his lack of wit, charm, intelligence and bravery.

				This snivelling wreck, who could not call himself a man,

				was the reason for the continuation of the Sight.

				May justice never allow him to rest in his grave.


				


				Hypnotised, I could not stop. I had to read them, as though by doing so I might solve some great riddle, unlocking the secrets Malice and Darius kept close. 

				The next portrait was our grandmother, a beautiful woman full of quiet grace. Her name was missing from the erratic scrawl, only one word painted in its place.

				


				Bitch.

				


				My heart leapt into my throat as I stepped to the next portrait. There, looking down at me from the canvas, was the man who had taken me to Brother Jian all those years ago. Nyraek Laroth. He needed no explanation. The Imperial Protector. Lover of Empress Li and father of Darius, of Malice, and of myself, each to a different woman.

			

			
				


				Lord Nyraek Laroth.

				The Sight is strong with him.

				It grows stronger every day.

				May there be an end soon.

				May the darkness come.

				


				I stared at the wall for a long time. Malice had said our father went mad. Mad enough to wish for death? Or had someone wished death on him?

				Only two portraits remained. Beside Nyraek was a beautiful woman, her features so fine and perfect one could easily see where Darius had inherited his porcelain face.

				


				Lady Melia Laroth, mother to Esvar’s last heir.

				She had not the Mark, but it took her from this world.

				It saw her bleed to death upon the cursed birth of a child that never wanted to live.

				


				Avarice had said she died in childbirth. He had said Darius had wanted to live, but his unnamed sister had not. Esvar’s last heir. Had the writer believed Darius would never provide the house with another Laroth?

				At last I turned to the final portrait. A young boy, no more than ten years old. Lord Darius Laroth. He looked younger, thinner, and altogether less potent than the Darius I knew, but there was no mistaking those fine features, or the cold look in his violet eyes.

				


				Darius Kirei Laroth, the last heir of Esvar.

				Lost his life in the storm of 1359.

				May the Sight die and never rise again.


				


				From his portrait, the young Darius watched as I read through the words again. They had to be wrong.

				‘Well, Endymion,’ a voice beside me said. ‘I see you have met the family.’

			

			
				I turned, choking on the scream that leapt up my throat. Darius was there, half in the shadows, the silver threads of his fine robe glittering like stars.

				‘Darius,’ I managed, my heart pounding. ‘You’re here.’

				‘Yes, I am,’ he said. ‘I’m not a ghost. But I did not think to be found so soon. Malice?’

				‘I left him in Rina. Adversity?’

				‘Here.’

				There was silence as we both looked at the portrait. The young Darius stared back. ‘I hope you enjoyed the family history,’ he said at last. ‘Shall I leave you with our glorious ancestors?’

				‘No.’

				His lips split into a smile at the speed with which I answered.

				‘No,’ I repeated. ‘But who wrote the words?’

				‘I think you already know the answer to that.’

				‘You. Or our father.’

				‘I will pretend you didn’t say that. If you hadn’t noticed, I have not yet gone mad.’ He turned away on the words and strode out into the dark passage. I followed, glad to leave the old faces behind.

				‘He hated his Empathy,’ I said, keeping up with Darius’s quick step lest he vanish into the shadows.

				‘Yes. He tried. As you can see it drove him quite insane.’

				‘I remember him.’

				‘You do not remember him.’

				He spat the words, a scowl marring his face. His pace quickened and I skipped to keep up, following in the wake of emotions so thick I could not believe they were his. Darius had once been so closed I had thought him dead. Now there was something new.

				‘This is my head. Keep out or get out,’ he snapped, turning on me, eyes flashing. ‘How did you find me?’

				‘I followed you.’

				‘Followed me? We stopped at no inns, and where we did stop, I gave no name. How can you have followed me all the way from Rina?’

			

			
				‘You know the place?’

				‘Of course I know the place. Answer my question.’

				I could not meet his eyes. It had been so easy to do, so natural, and yet under his furious gaze, nothing was more monstrous. ‘Since the night at Koi,’ I began, faltering. ‘Since the night at Koi I have been more… attuned to you.’

				Darius stared at me. Then with slow deliberation he said: ‘You can smell me? You can smell me all the way from Rina because I left a piece of myself under your skin?’ His gaze flicked down to my chest. ‘And Malice?’

				‘North.’

				He kept his eyes on my chest. ‘You’re not marked.’

				‘No.’

				‘Don’t tell Kimiko you ever were, or that you’re free,’ he said. ‘Do you understand me?’

				‘Yes, but–’

				‘No buts, Takehiko–’

				‘Endymion.’

				Darius’s brows shot up.

				‘It is my name,’ I said.

				‘Not the name you were born with.’

				‘No,’ I agreed. ‘But I don’t think the name we are born with is always our true name.’

				He did not reply, but continued along the empty passage, eventually bringing us to a wing of the house in better preservation. Here, furniture filled the rooms, hinting at more recent habitation. But the decorative scrolls were curled and discoloured and the floorboards stained with the criss-cross pattern of damp reed matting. There was a musty smell to the air, too, and I wondered how long it had been since anyone had opened these doors.

				Light greeted us at the end of a passage, shining through the intact paper panes of a sliding door. It felt like the last bastion of warmth and life in the whole world, so long had the house held me in its decaying grip. After the dusty stink of decline even the smell of jasmine tea was divine.

			

			
				‘We have a guest, Kimiko,’ Darius said, sliding the door. ‘I found him wandering like a lost sheep.’

				Kimiko was curled upon a divan, snuggled into a pile of thick furs. It was a small, cosy room owning little beyond a cooking stone and a low table. A servant’s room, not a lord’s. Avarice had left his smell behind. I could imagine a young Darius lying there, curled as Kimiko was. And Avarice, his work no longer taking him beyond this room as he became friend and carer, entertaining a little boy with stories of the outside world.

				‘Endymion,’ Kimiko said, drawing my attention back.

				‘Takehiko,’ Darius corrected, shooting a challenging look my way.

				‘Takehiko?’

				He sat down upon the edge of the divan. ‘Shall I throw him out, Kimiko?’

				She didn’t answer, just stared at me long and hard. ‘You’re my cousin? I thought there was something familiar about you, but you don’t look like an Otako. You haven’t got the nose, or the eyes. You look more like–’

				‘A Laroth.’

				Kimiko turned to Darius. ‘A Laroth, yes,’ she said. ‘I see. Empathy runs in the blood.’

				‘It does,’ he agreed. ‘Unfortunately, Emperor Lan did not know that when he signed papers assuring the world that Takehiko was his son.’

				Kimiko sat up, pushing the furs aside. ‘I remember when you were born,’ she said. ‘No one celebrated, not like they did for Tanaka and Rikk. For them there were parties in the streets. But for you there was nothing.’

				‘Kimiko,’ Darius said.

				‘I didn’t understand at the time why everyone was so angry,’ she went on, ignoring him. ‘But I know now. Why celebrate the birth of a bastard, of an aberration born to the Imperial line?’

				Darius moved away. Kimiko’s eyes followed him, her cheeks pale, her fingers curling amid the fur. ‘What a mess parents make of the world,’ she said, smiling though her emotions betrayed her. ‘The Otakos are meant to be dead, but now it seems I cannot turn around without walking into someone who is related to me.’

			

			
				‘I’m not,’ Darius said, scowling through a narrow window at the thick night. ‘And technically Endymion is not either. His mother was only an Otako by marriage, just another lady who was charmed by my father’s apparent wit.’

				‘Like Malice’s mother?’

				‘Malice’s mother was a whore,’ Darius said, still not turning around. ‘Not an empress whore.’

				Kimiko laughed. ‘How charming. Don’t listen to him, Endymion, he’s just cranky because all the tea is stale.’

				He turned then, his eyes laughing back at her. I felt as little part of the scene as the walls themselves and thought to leave, but the moment did not last. Kimiko pointed to the cooking stone. ‘There is rice if you’re hungry,’ she said. ‘We don’t have much else.’

				Rice clumped in the base of the pot, its cedar lid left askew. I hadn’t eaten for days, but I did not feel hungry.

				‘I must see Kaze stabled and fed first,’ I said. ‘Is there a stable yard? And dare I ask for grain?’

				‘We were fortunate enough to find some miraculously untouched by rats,’ Darius said, finally coming away from the window. ‘Come, I’ll show you the way.’

				An old rein hung from the ceiling, holding a trio of lanterns. Each was lit, and Darius retrieved one, the candle flame flickering through a rip in the paper.

				Kimiko said nothing, and Darius did not look back as he led the way into the dark passages once again. But this time the lantern drew colour from the old house – yellowing parchment scrolls, the red tinge of the wooden floor, and a brilliant green moss gradually stealing the house back to nature.

				Still walking, Darius said: ‘Why did you come here?’

				‘To find you.’

				‘Afraid for my life?’

				‘No.’

			

			
				He stopped abruptly, lifting the lantern. ‘What do you want from me, Endymion?’

				With only half his face lit, it looked more mask-like than ever. ‘I want your help,’ I said.

				‘I thought we had agreed that we were both beyond help.’

				‘You controlled your Empathy.’

				His lip lilted into a sneer. ‘Controlled, yes. For a while I succeeded in pretending I was not the man I was born. Why? Do you want to know how?’

				‘Yes. I don’t want–

				‘You don’t want to be a slave to it? Don’t want to live the monster that is beneath your skin?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘Empathy doesn’t want to be denied,’ he said. ‘You are what you are born, and the effort of suppressing that will see you to an early grave as our father long since proved.’

				‘But can you teach me how?’

				His smile held no humour. ‘I can. It isn’t easy.’

				‘I don’t care about easy.’

				‘And you have to want it. You have to want it more than you’ve ever wanted anything else.’ He glanced over my shoulder, back along the passage. ‘As soon as you want something else more, you will lose. Do you understand?’

				More than you think.

				‘Yes.’

				Darius looked down at the strip of white linen visible at my collar. ‘It would appear that you have injured yourself.’

				‘I want my freedom.’

				‘Don’t we all.’

				He turned away on the words, and with the lantern lighting his path, continued into the darkness.

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 11
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				Pick a side.

				The afternoon passed quickly. Bei brought back news of Kin’s movements, and Wen and Yani dealt with Tika’s injured hand. They had to keep him quiet. A leather bit was thrust between his teeth, and Yani held him down while Wen worked. Tika grunted, breath hissing through his nose, but undeterred Wen dug into his flesh, setting bones and cleaning the angry wound.

				When evening came the men grew restless. Shin vetoed the possibility of a raid until we had more information about Kin’s numbers, leaving the Pikes with nothing to do but complain about everything. Without a fire the food was cold and raw; there were no whores to rid them of their boredom; no wine to dull the senses – nothing but the unrelenting strain of camping in enemy territory. Four sentries sat high in the trees, each one trained under Monarch’s rigid rules. Shin hadn’t named us, but when I insisted on doing my duty like the others, he assented with nothing more than a grunt.

				To travel light we had brought no tents, carrying only the barest provisions for man and beast. We tended our horses and ate our meagre meal, and with nothing else to do, Tili and I were left to ourselves, ostracised like lepers.

				Tili ate in silence, staring down at a handful of early chestnuts gleaned from the forest floor. Shin had peeled them for her, seeming to enjoy the fiddly work of prising the thin shell off with his knife, piece by piece.

				‘Is it always like this?’ Tili asked, turning the pale flesh of the nut over and over in her fingers.

				‘Like what?’

				‘Are soldiers always so sour? Or is that my fault?’

				‘Men are just like that, and soldiers are worse,’ I said, recalling life on the road with Monarch and his Pikes. ‘Especially when they don’t get what they want. They don’t like me and they aren’t sure about Shin, so they’ll keep pushing to see what they can get away with.’ 

			

			
				‘Why?’

				‘So they know whether they can respect him.’

				‘He put his knife through Tika’s hand.’

				I nodded. ‘He had a reason and he did it without hesitation. They like that.’

				Tili looked across the small campsite to where Shin was sitting, alone, glaring at a patch of dirt at his feet.

				Pick a side, he had said. Pick a side.

				With no tents, Tili and I made ourselves as comfortable as possible on the ground, clearing an area away from the rest of the group. It was far from cosy, but I was exhausted. In the morning we would begin our campaign of harrying Kin’s battalion, picking off his men and sapping their morale. And that was Katashi’s plan, to use dishonourable tactics against Kisia’s most honourable man. We had fought that way as Pikes, rebels taking kills where we could, but he was an emperor now. He was Kisia.

				I fell asleep only to be shaken awake. Some hours must have passed, the camp now silent. Moonlight flickered through the canopy, lighting the slightly blurred form of Wen hovering above me. Sweat. Blood. 

				‘Your turn up the trees, my lady,’ he said, his breath carrying the tang of salted meat. 

				I sat up, hazy with sleep. ‘Which end?’

				‘North end.’ He unslung his bow and handed it over. ‘Here. Bring it back in one piece. And watch out for Yani, he’s out to get you since you ruined his shot.’

				‘Does this mean you trust me now?’

				He dropped his quiver. ‘No,’ he said, walking away.

				I scratched my head, digging fingernails into my scalp in an attempt to shake the stupor of sleep. The other Pikes were shadowy forms barely distinguishable from rocks, only Wen awake, crossing the camp to where he had left his belongings. It had always been Monarch’s practice to stagger changeover and Shin had learned from the best.

			

			
				Slinging the bow over my shoulder, I left our small clearing and began counting my steps. I counted to twenty, then added a few extra to make up for my stride. Good lookout trees were hard to come by and tonight’s selection was poor. A few scraggly shorties and an ancient with broken branches cut the number to two, one an easy climb the other a challenge, and Monarch had always said the best lookout tree was one your enemy couldn’t climb.

				Checking the bow and quiver were not going to slip, I dashed at the tree trunk, catching one foot on the rough bark and leaping up. I just caught the bottom branch and swung, throwing my leg over and levering myself up. The effort made my ribs ache and the bark scratched my sore hands, but the pain was almost pleasant, reminding me that I was alive.

				I climbed into the canopy, swinging from branch to branch, a light breeze tugging at my curls. A sturdy branch was easy to find and I leant back, unshouldering Wen’s bow and settling in for the long wait. It took time to adjust, to stop hearing the sounds of the forest and start hearing the little noises that were out of place, the chatter of insects and the shriek of hawk owls nothing but an undercurrent. The forest floor, too, became a black background against which I watched for movement.

				The night moved slowly. To pass the time I challenged myself to go longer and longer without scratching my nose or moving my legs, but though I tried to think of something else, it was Shin’s words that filled the night.

				Pick a side.

				My eyes began to glaze. I stared at the forest but did not see it, listened to the forest but did not hear it.

				Pick a side. 

				Kin had been asleep. I’d had the blade in my hand. It should have taken no more than a moment to stick the knife in and leave without a word, ending the war before it began. I’d told Shin it was dishonourable to kill a sleeping man, but that thought hadn’t been in my mind. Now mountains of bodies burned outside Risian. Men would die. Women and children would lose their homes, their husbands, their fathers and brothers; be taken as whores and sold as slaves to the outer kingdoms.

			

			
				And I called them my people.

				'I am an emperor,' Kin had said at our first meeting. 'Your father believed that meant he could do as he wished without consequence, that he had no responsibilities, only rights. But he was wrong.'

				He had asked me to marry him for the sake of peace, for Kisia, for the people, and I had refused, putrid hate pouring from my lips.

				A whistle from the base of the tree snapped me from my troubled thoughts. A Pike was just visible, mottled in moonlight, his hands held up in the questioning gesture Monarch had long ago taught his men.

				Do you understand sign?

				Resting the bow on my legs, I held up both hands in the same gesture to show I did. Then, without waiting, the man started his message. Sounds east. Stay there. Possible attack. Unknown numbers. Heron call for sighting. Captain’s orders.

				I made the positive sign, but added two words, a question: girl safe?

				The Pike made a rude gesture followed by the positive sign, and with that I had to be satisfied.

				The man walked away, leaving me to stare at the ground, alert now. I fingered the fletching of a ready arrow, glad that I had chosen the difficult tree.

				Upon the forest floor a dark shape flitted between the trunks, a figure there and gone so quickly I doubted my own eyes. I leant forward as though it might give me a better view, all the while trying to swallow my heart. Everywhere shadows danced, giving life to the wind. The fox spirits were playing. That was what Monarch called it when men saw ghosts in the trees, when their minds played tricks on their eyes.

				I blinked. The man was there again, a solid form crossing a narrow patch of open ground. A black-clad figure, he was briefly lit by moonlight before disappearing into the thicker nest of trunks beyond. Not a fox spirit at all, but not a Pike either.

			

			
				During my months as a Pike I had learned their language. Sign was important, but even more so were the sounds lookouts used to alert the camp to intruders, friend or foe. The bark of a night heron was hard to imitate, but Monarch had taught me how to shape my lips just so and force the sound out like a cough. It had taken a lot of practice and he had laughed at my every attempt, that single dimple dug deep in his cheek. Now the sound cut through the buzz of insects, loud and clear. Watching the trees where the figure had disappeared, I waited for an answering call, but none came. So once again shouldering Wen’s bow, I hugged the trunk and slid down, sandals scraping on the loose bark.

				At the base, I pressed my back to the trunk, drawing my short sword, its old leather hilt warm. The forest was quiet. Blood pulsed in my ears and I tried to calm myself, to breathe evenly as I crept across the forest floor.

				A stick cracked behind me and I spun, ready to fight death.

				Yani.

				He raised his hands in surrender and nodded at my sword. I lowered it, but did not sheath it, framing the symbol for question with my fingers.

				He didn’t answer with sign, just stepped forward to whisper. 

				‘What are you doing out here?’ he hissed in my ear. ‘Deserting?’ He gripped my wrist, his fingers digging into my skin. 

				‘There’s someone out here,’ I whispered back, tugging at my trapped arm. ‘Let me go.’

				‘I don’t think so. You see, the captain ain’t here to save you now. I don’t like traitors and I don’t like whores. Guess what I think of traitor whores? Make this easy for yourself. Drop the sword.’

				I looked up into his eyes, their intent hard to discern in the shadows. Wen had warned me. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t like cowards and I don’t like fools. Imagine what I think of cowardly fools.’

				His grip tightened and I winced, no longer aware of anything beyond his body, strong and sweat-laden in the heat. ‘You want an unclean death? Because I can do that.’

			

			
				He tried to make me drop my weapon, digging the tips of his fingers between the bones of my arm. Pain shot up through my elbow. I tightened my grip and slammed my foot into his shin. He hissed and I pulled free, yanking my sleeve through his slackened fingers. Scuffing up leaves, I stepped slowly back, sword raised. Yani drew his own blade, a longsword, curving to a deadly point. His eyes glittered.

				‘Want to fight?’ he said, no longer whispering. ‘You versus me. A contest of honour.’

				 My blade was nothing compared to his. It was good for close work, but if I couldn’t get past his guard it would make no difference.

				‘Well?’ he said, stepping forward, turning his shoulder ready to fight.

				I tested the weight of my blade, licking my lips. If I fought with honour it would get me killed. I was smarter than that.

				‘All right,’ I said. ‘Catch.’

				The sword spun, scything through the air. Yani threw himself down, kicking up leaves as he rolled, the sword hilt smacking into the tree behind him. Before he was up I had an arrow nocked to Wen’s bow. It shook, but I tightened my grip, drawing the string as Yani got to his feet.

				‘Are you going to kill me?’ he said, spreading his hands, his longsword a silvery extension of his arm.

				‘That depends,’ I replied, taking a deep breath. ‘If you drop your sword and walk away I might not put an arrow through you.’

				‘And if I don’t?’

				‘Then we’ll get to see how many arrows you can dodge.’

				The Pike shrugged.

				An arrow flew past my shoulder and buried itself in his throat. It pierced his flesh, sinking so far its bloody tip protruded. Yani’s eyes bulged. His lips turned crimson. He tried to breathe but choked, spluttering blood onto his chin.

				A strong hand gripped my shoulders and I turned, looking up into a familiar face. General Ryoji, the man who had saved me from the Pit. I lowered Wen’s bow.

			

			
				‘Lady Hana,’ the general said. ‘What–?’

				‘You must take me to Kin,’ I whispered.

				‘He is–’

				‘I don’t care where he is, take me to him now. I’m going to draw and you’re going to take me by force. Ready? Go.’

				Pulling free of the general’s grip, I fumbled for an arrow, but as my fingers closed over fletching, another hand grasped my wrist. A punch across the jaw sent me reeling back.

				‘Quick, bind her hands.’

				They grabbed me, each throb of pain bringing shooting stars across my eyes. A leather cord tightened about my wrists and I was jerked forward into a walk. The dark forest was spinning.

				‘Sorry about that, my lady,’ the general whispered as I slowly came back to my senses. ‘The captain did not recognise you.’

				‘It feels like you’ve broken my jaw,’ I said, my skin smarting as I squinted at the dark figure of another soldier in front of me.

				‘You would know if we had. You’d be in a lot more pain.’

				‘So will you be if Pikes are following us.’

				The general digested this, then held out his hand to his companion. ‘Keep an eye out for followers. She’ll be safe with me.’

				‘Yes, General.’

				The man handed over my rein and, drawing his sword, disappeared into the trees. The general pulled me on.

				Away from our clearing, moonlight barely penetrated the dense canopy, leaving little difference between the night and patches of deeper shadow. Even the tree trunks seemed to cluster close like the soldiers of a silent army. I could barely see where I was going and tripped, scraping my toes on a pile of stones.

				‘Sorry, my lady, it’s a bit hard to see.’

				‘It’s dark,’ I snapped, my jaw throbbing. ‘I wanted you to play along, not punch me.’

				‘I’m sorry, my lady, but we should not speak.’

				Reluctantly I fell back, letting the strap go taut between us. I could taste blood, and not caring how unladylike the general might think me, I spat onto the ground. A string of saliva hung from my lip and I wiped it on my shoulder while he pulled me through the trees. At least he seemed to know where he was going, even without a light to lead the way. Whenever I glanced up it was to see his head turning this way and that, watching for danger, stillness coming to him as he held his breath.

			

			
				My jaw felt like it was already bruising, and with the beginnings of a headache pulsing through my temples I paid our surroundings little heed. I wanted to ask where he was taking me, but dared not speak. Would he take me to Risian? I had given little thought to what might happen, intent only on an audience with Kin, but now with my wrists bound I began to wonder how I would get back – if I would get back at all.

				General Ryoji stopped at the sound of footsteps, adjusting his grip on his sword. Three clicks made by a tongue and he relaxed a little, nodding to his companion as he appeared from the trees. ‘Well?’

				‘No one is following, General.’

				‘Good. Go back and see if you can find Jiori while I take Lady Hana to Kin.’ The captain went to leave, but turned back as General Ryoji added: ‘Go carefully. They know we’re here.’

				‘Yes, General.’

				He disappeared into the trees like a ghost, but even a ghost stood no chance against Shin. Almost I called the man back, but he was not mine to command.

				Together the general and I walked on until shreds of moonlight appeared through the trees. As they touched the general’s feet he quickened his pace, pulling me into a clearing where the moon filled the night sky like a silver coin. In the distance the road cut through the trees, and I knew we had to be near the edge of the forest above Risian.

				At the tree line General Ryoji stopped and drew me toward him, pulling the rope like a leash. I looked up into his face as he untied the leather strap, and he tilted his head to get a better look at my jaw. ‘It will bruise up nicely,’ he said with a rueful grin. ‘You’re lucky he didn’t get you front on.’

			

			
				‘Lucky?’ I said, rubbing my wrists as they were freed.

				‘You might have come off worse than a bruise and some split skin. Come.’

				He stepped backward, out into the clearing, beckoning me to follow. Away from the trees the moonlight fell on his handsome face. ‘My name is–’

				‘General Hade Ryoji,’ I said. ‘I know. You saved me from the Pit.’

				The man grimaced. ‘I could wish my name connected to a more felicitous reminiscence.’

				‘More felicitous than saving me?’

				‘Lady Hana, I–’

				A horse snorted. The soft sound broke between us and I turned. Four horses stood tethered to a low branch, each pair of eyes watching me warily. The closest had its dark mane pulled into knots, and a white brindle pattern glowed in the moonlight.

				Kin.

				‘His Majesty is here? In the forest?’ I asked, running my hand over the white tears, their smooth beauty visible only to the eye. ‘He–’

				Behind me a sword scraped its scabbard as it was drawn. I froze, my hand trembling on the bi-coloured coat.

				‘Turn around.’

				I obeyed, a smile tugging at my lips. Behind me stood a man dressed in a common black short robe and breeches, one sleeve dirty and torn. A cloth covered the lower part of his face, but I knew those eyes, knew that scowl. I wanted to touch him to be sure he was real, but I was kept back by the sword that curved gracefully from his steady grip, its point inches from my face.

				‘Hana.’

				Kin did not lower the sword, but he pulled the mask down to show his lips set in a firm line.

				I glanced at the sharp tip of the blade. ‘I wouldn’t blame you,’ I said.

				‘Wouldn’t you.’ The hand that hung free at his side gripped into a tight fist. ‘Haven’t you got a job to do, General?’ he added, without turning around.

			

			
				‘Yes, Your Majesty.’

				General Ryoji bowed and strode away, my only friend disappearing into the trees. There was no smile in Kin’s eyes, nothing of his old expression.

				The sword hovered between us. ‘If you want to kill me I won’t stop you,’ I said.

				When Kin did not answer, I knelt upon the soft grass, bowing my head as one would to an executioner. It was a risk. He had a temper. But I had to make him trust me. I had to make him listen.

				Long seconds passed. I stared at the grass between my fingers, the hairs on the back of my neck raised.

				‘Get up,’ Kin snapped eventually, sheathing his sword. ‘What are you doing here?’

				‘I could ask you the same thing, Your Majesty,’ I said, conscious of relief as I got to my feet. ‘You are a long way from your army.’

				‘I am a free man, am I not?’

				‘That doesn’t answer the question.’

				‘Nor does it answer my question.’

				He glared down at me. It was not how I had imagined our meeting, but we’d never had a conversation that didn’t end in an argument. I swallowed my annoyance. ‘I met General Ryoji in the forest,’ I said. ‘I asked him to bring me to you.’

				‘And gave him cause to hit you it would seem.’

				He gently touched my swelling jaw. It stung, but although I hissed, I did not move. ‘There’s an orange daisy common to this area,’ he said. ‘It smells like sage when crushed. If you can find some it will help with the swelling.’ His hand fell and he turned away, scowling toward the dark trees. ‘You should go.’

				‘I came to talk to you.’

				‘And I came to hunt down the kasus that have been attacking my men in the night,’ he snapped. ‘Hunting the red-belt is a common Pike game, I think. You should go.’

				‘You think I would do that?’

			

			
				‘As someone who has woken to the sight of you holding a dagger above my throat, yes.’

				‘You ordered my execution!’

				Kin spun around. ‘And you tried to kill me. Twice!’

				‘And neither time did I go through with it. Or have you forgotten?’

				He snorted. ‘Forgotten? It is something I am not likely to forget in a hurry, my lady. Tell me, how many of my men did you kill with your own hands?’

				‘Your men? I have killed no one.’

				‘You think I don’t know why you’re here? Do you know how many men I lost last night?’

				I shook my head.

				‘Three hundred. Murdered in their sleep. We combed this wood and found nothing. But I am not satisfied with nothing. So I have come back myself to see just what Katashi sends after me. Is that his plan? To destroy morale? Even up the numbers by ambushing my men in the night?’

				‘Yes,’ I said, the word a whisper.

				‘Then I will make sure he pays for it. Go on,’ he said. ‘Get back to your men before they wonder where you are. I’m a fool to spare you.’ He turned his shoulder on me. ‘I won’t do it again. If I find you in one of my camps, if you take the blood of a single one of my men, I will hunt you until I have your head. I’ll send it to Katashi in a bag.’

				‘So that’s it?’ I said, stepping into his line of sight. ‘You’re just going to send me back?’

				‘What else would you have me do?’ he snapped. Gripping my shoulders, he shook me roughly. ‘There is nothing else, Hana. I have nothing to say to you I haven’t already said. If you want to speak then for the gods sake do it now, or I’ll see you in the hells when this is over.’

				I stared up into his face, the warmth of his hands on my shoulders paralysing. There had been so much to say but now the words clogged my throat. I had let this war happen. If I had married Kin then Katashi would have had no claim, and if I had killed Kin then Katashi would have had no enemy, but I had done neither, waiting instead for some other choice that was never going to come.

			

			
				And now Kin had no reason to trust me. It was too late.

				Footsteps came quickly through the trees and General Ryoji burst into the clearing, out of breath. ‘Majesty,’ he said. ‘We have to go. Jiori and Rit are dead.’ The general glanced my way. ‘The Pikes have our tracks. I’d say we have a few minutes, maybe less.’

				‘Shivatsa!’

				The general nocked an arrow and stood watching the trees while Kin strode to the horses. His deft fingers worked at the knots and the first set of reins fell loose. I went to help him, pulling at the third knot. Kin did not look up, did not thank me, just took two sets of reins and turned the horses toward the track. ‘Kaere,’ he said, giving each a push. ‘Kaere!’

				Reluctantly they trotted, riderless, toward the road. ‘You don’t need them?’ I asked.

				‘Their riders don’t need them where they’ve gone.’

				Already he was backing his great stallion into the clearing. General Ryoji came, a waft of leather in the night. He led his horse out and both men mounted, Kin setting one sandalled foot in his stirrup and throwing his leg over the brindle stallion with ease. The beast backed nervously, and for the first time I caught the scent of blood on the air. ‘You’re injured.’

				‘It won’t kill me,’ he said, gathering the reins and stroking the beast’s neck. ‘Though your friends tried.’

				He turned toward the road, and passing close, his horse lowered its head toward me. Kin pulled it sharply back, the expression on his face twisted and strange. ‘She isn’t a friend, Raijin.’

				I had lifted my hand instinctively to pat him, but let it fall at these words. I was not a friend. I was an Otako.

				‘I had hope for you once, Hana,’ Kin said, holding his horse sternly in check. ‘Remember what I said. Next time I won’t spare your head, nor that of any of your friends.’

			

			
				Nodding to General Ryoji, both men gathered their reins. ‘Kaere,’ Kin said, and the great stallion set off at a trot, half bay, half brilliant brindle. Just like Kin – on one side a commoner, on the other a god.

				‘Wait!’

				I ran after them. They were nearly at the road, but Kin reined in his horse, its white stripes like the slash of claws.

				‘Majesty,’ General Ryoji warned. ‘They will be here any moment.’

				Taking a deep breath, I said: ‘He’s going to take The Valley.’

				‘What?’

				‘That’s Katashi’s plan. The Willow Road and The Valley, your main trade route and Mei’lian’s rice bowl.’

				‘Why are you telling me this?’

				‘To make amends. I am not what you think me. General, may I have your knife?’

				The general glanced at Kin. He nodded, and General Ryoji pulled a knife free from his belt and held it down to me, hilt first.

				‘Thank you, General,’ I said. ‘Now get out of here. Quickly!’

				I turned to run back toward the trees, but Kin spoke my name. ‘Hana.’

				Unable to ignore the pull of his voice, I spun around, a little breathless. ‘Yes?’

				‘I would not have married you for Kisia alone,’ he said, the words seeming to cause him pain. His jaw shut hard, the rest of his words left unspoken. ‘Kaere. Kaere!’

				He dug his heels into his horse’s flank and Raijin sped to a canter. For a moment they were mere silhouettes against the moon, then they were gone, no sign they had ever existed beyond the fading hoofbeats and the gallop of my heart.

				I dashed to the edge of the clearing, throwing myself down at the base of the first tree. Righting myself, I leant against its trunk, silver light lapping at my feet. The general’s knife was a Ts’ai blade, its hilt adorned with a small dragon.

				Pick a side.

				I adjusted my grip and drew a deep breath. The air trembled free as I set the knife to my left shoulder.

			

			
				Shin had to believe.

				The blade cut my sleeve, its cold metal slicing skin and splitting flesh. My hand shook through I gripped the handle hard, gritting my teeth as I pulled the knife forward.

				Footsteps sounded through the trees.

				The knife fell and I gripped my shoulder, blood oozing through my fingers. I felt sick. Compressing my lips, I banged my head back against the tree trunk and let out a little whimper.

				Pick a side.

				Voices now, the footsteps loud.

				My head spun as I looked up at the moon.

				I am an Otako. See me bleed.

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 12
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				Kimiko was sleeping. I had succeeded in escaping without disturbing her, sliding naked from beneath the covers. She never woke on these mornings, perhaps used to sharing a mat, but it had taken me time to get used to having a warm body beside me again.

				Curled now upon herself, she looked no larger than a child, though her curls fanned from her head like a magnificent aura.

				I dressed while I watched her, pulling on the only robe I owned and trying to ignore the stale smell clinging to its silk. A short search of the habitable portion of the house had turned up nothing in better condition, nothing but a scratchy woollen groom’s tunic thrust under the divan. The room had belonged to Avarice once, and but for the present company might have been drawn from my memory. It had become my sanctuary, a home for a child long left to the ministration of servants. Here I had kept my treasures, a box of precious things garnered from around the house: the first Errant set I had learned to play with; a favourite book; a silver cup; and my mother’s pink sash. But keepsakes were sentimental, emotive. It had cost me a pang to throw the book on the fire, but by the time my mother’s sash slipped into the flames, I had been free. Never again had I gathered possessions.

				Out in the hallway, Endymion was fighting wakefulness. I heard his long sigh, covers rustling, and dragged my eyes from Kimiko’s face. Endymion had piled old blankets on top of himself as though it were the middle of winter, but now they lay strewn across the floor from an uneasy sleep. His chestnut hair stuck to his brow in a damp tangle, his Larothian features more apparent at rest. Avarice had called it an “arrogance of brow”, and looking at Endymion I could see why. He never looked proud when awake, but the natural resting state of his face had the same arrogant look that had come to Malice.

			

			
				The set of his features changed while I watched, becoming more like the Endymion to which I had grown accustomed. ‘You’re awake,’ I said.

				He opened his eyes. ‘Why are you staring at me?’

				‘Because you are such a handsome specimen of manliness.’

				‘Is that supposed to be funny?’

				‘Do you see me laughing?’

				Endymion propped himself up on an elbow. ‘You sneer a lot, but do you ever laugh?’

				‘Sometimes,’ I said. ‘When something is funny. I am no less a man than you, you know.’

				‘I know.’

				I heard extra meaning in those words, though his expression showed nothing and my roaming Empathy returned empty handed. He felt odd; a strange empty patch upon the tapestry of the world.

				I fought back a shiver. ‘Get up,’ I said. ‘It’s time to play.’

				‘Play?’

				‘Errant, of course. How else do you expect to learn anything?’

				‘But I don’t know how to play.’

				‘Then it’s time you learned.’

				I continued along the passage. Behind me I heard him scramble to his feet. ‘You brought a board with you?’

				‘No,’ I said, not turning around. ‘I didn’t need to. Are you coming or not?’

				Quickening his pace, he caught up, but it would take more than determination to understand what he wished to learn. I was willing to teach, but striding along the old tumbledown passages, all I had was doubt. Each of these rooms was a memory I had buried, every step a lesson I had learned the hard way. How could I teach him that with only words?

				Early morning sunlight broke through the thick covering of vines in the courtyard, the air heavy with a sickly-sweet scent. It was a smell to which I had grown accustomed, but not one I had ever liked.

			

			
				Overhead the rapacious flowers continued their crusade to reclaim the portico.

				‘Where do we play?’ Endymion asked, looking around, and for the first time I envied his sheltered upbringing. He had never had to live here, feeling the hatred of a house long turned against its owners.

				‘You’re standing on the board.’

				He looked down. Numerous Errant boards were carved into the stones of the courtyard; had been as long as I could remember. In each corner a pot contained a complete set of obsidian pieces, all mined from the pits that had once brought money to the estate.

				‘We sit on the ground?’ Endymion asked.

				‘You have an objection?’

				He shook his head. ‘I was merely thinking about that robe you’re wearing.’

				‘This robe is already beyond salvation. Why is it everyone assumes I would never recover from the mere dirtying of my robe?’

				‘Perhaps because you always look so neat.’

				I had to smile. ‘I never used to be,’ I said. ‘Ask Avarice one day.’

				‘The last time I asked Avarice about you he told me that I talk too much.’

				‘He used to like talking.’

				Endymion shrugged. ‘Time changes men, I suppose.’

				‘No,’ I said, pointing to one of the pots. ‘Empathy changes men. Bring the pot.’

				He did so, half carrying, half dragging the heavy clay pot across the grass-dissected stones while I settled myself on the ground. Cross-legged, the stained and dirty silk of my robe fanned out around me. It stank. I needed something else to wear. Kimiko would have to go into town, because however much I had tried to change, they would still know my face.

				Having settled himself opposite me, Endymion sat waiting. ‘Well?’ I said, finding him staring. ‘Get the pieces out. You know how to set up the board, I assume.’

			

			
				‘I recall being taught how, before Jian gave up on me.’

				The boy sounded as though he did not care. There were no lines of worry upon his face, no trouble in his tone, nothing but the matter-of-fact acceptance of truth.

				‘Your priest never gave up on you,’ I said. ‘You know they tortured him? The guards in Shimai.’

				‘At your orders, Your Excellency?’

				‘No.’ They had stopped at my orders. They had burned his hands and the hair off his head before I arrived.

				The old clay screeched as Endymion slid off the lid then thrust his hand inside to dig out a handful of smooth stone pieces. He scattered them across the board, returning to the pot again and again until he had them all.

				‘Don’t you want to know if he is alive?’ I asked.

				‘Does it matter? Will it help?’

				I thought about the possessions I had burned, trying to cut myself off from the past. ‘No,’ I said. ‘It won’t.’

				‘Then I think I can go a little longer without knowing.’

				I examined his features, looking for the young man I had first seen back in Shimai. He was there in the tousled brown hair; in the carelessness; in the set of his eyes and the restlessness of his hands. But he held himself up now, straight, tall, his gaze direct, his lips slightly curled. Takehiko was taking over. He was becoming the god he wanted to beat, and he couldn’t even see it happening.

				‘Well?’ he said, nodding at the pieces. ‘Are you going to teach me how to play?’

				‘If I must teach you from the beginning your education has been very poor.’

				‘Who taught you to play? Our father?’

				Bitterness. He thought he was the one who had missed out. ‘No,’ I said, taking up the pieces. ‘Avarice.’

				I felt surprise, clear the way his other emotions weren’t. He picked up the pieces I had left behind. ‘I know there is one king, with a crown painted on the bottom,’ he said. ‘I know I can place it wherever I like and shouldn’t let you know where. I know we’re supposed to jump pieces and I know we’re supposed to make it to the corner.’

			

			
				‘The Gate,’ I corrected. ‘Yes. That is the general idea.’

				Seeking my king in the cluster of painted obsidian, I set it on the board, followed by the rest, one after the other. Endymion watched me then did the same, the usual click of wood on wood replaced by scraping stone.

				‘Lead or follow?’ I asked when he had finished. 

				‘Which is better?’

				‘One is not better than the other. Errant is played the best of three rounds. The person who chooses to lead starts first in the first round, and follows in the second.’

				‘And what happens in the third round?’

				‘In the third, the pieces are placed at random.’

				‘So I won’t know where my king is?’ 

				‘No.’

				Endymion stared down at the board.

				‘Lead,’ he said.

				‘As you wish.’

				‘Why do I feel like I made the wrong choice?’

				‘Perhaps because I am looking at you with disdain,’ I said. ‘But is that because you have made the wrong decision? Or, because I want you to think you have made the wrong decision?’

				‘Or because you’re an ass?’

				I grinned and he grinned back. For five years a smile had been something I constructed on my lips, and now I could not control it. The mask was broken. Even the house wasn’t helping.

				‘I thought you didn’t have a sense of humour,’ he said.

				‘And I thought you wanted to learn.’

				‘I want to learn how to control myself. I don’t see what that has to do with Errant.’

				I sighed and pointed at his pieces. ‘No lesson worth learning is ever straightforward,’ I said. ‘Play.’

				‘That sounds like nonsense.’

				‘And that sounds like someone putting off making their first move because he doesn’t want to shivats it up. Play.’

			

			
				Endymion pinched a piece between thumb and forefinger. ‘To the corner?’

				‘The Gate, yes,’ I said. ‘Or you can win by turning my king.’

				‘But I don’t know which one it is.’

				‘Perhaps if you watch the way I play, you might figure it out, yes?’

				He gave me a strange look and moved the piece forward. I copied without pause, the world vanishing  as I gave my mind to the game. Endymion stared at the board, a furrow between his brows. He appeared to be concentrating on the game, but I could feel the weight of his Empathy against me, sticky like a humid summer day. It ranged around me, touching, searching everything and everyone while he appeared unaware of it, his sole focus the carved board between us with its army of pieces in black glass.

				‘Do you know what empathy is, Endymion?’ I asked, watching him pinch the top of another piece like a court lady lifting the lid on a teapot. ‘True empathy, not the sort you were born with, but the way other people experience it.’

				‘Feeling other people’s pain.’

				‘Vicarious participation in another’s emotion, is the way our father put it. To imagine yourself in another’s place. Whether that is painful or pleasurable is not the point.’

				‘What is the point?’

				‘The point, dear brother,’ I said, ‘is that Empaths are not empathetic. We do not choose to participate in another person’s emotions on compassionate grounds, in fact, compassion is what makes us want to control what we are; control the invasion of another’s privacy; control the pain we can so easily cause.’

				He looked up at me, those dark eyes frightening in their intensity. ‘Is that why you wanted to control it? Because you didn’t want to hurt people?’

				‘Is it not your reason?’

				A frown flickered across his face. ‘I suppose.’ He looked back down at the board, the touch of his Empathy undiminished.

			

			
				‘Did your priest ever teach you how to lie?’ I asked, watching him turn a pair of my pieces.

				‘No.’

				‘Did he ever teach you what it looks like when other people lie? Fidgeting, touching their nose and their lips, unable to make eye contact.’

				‘No.’

				‘Good, because that’s only what bad liars look like. Do you trust me, Endymion?’

				Again he looked up from the game, and I forced myself to meet that gaze. The little furrow returned. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Otherwise I wouldn’t be here.’

				‘You believe I won’t lie to you?’

				Endymion didn’t answer.

				‘Let’s try this then,’ I said, moving my king to jump three of his pieces. He showed no interest when I turned them, unwittingly letting me know that none were his king. ‘Ask me a question and then tell me if I lie.’

				‘What is your name?’

				‘Darius Kirei Laroth. Who’s the ass now? Ask me a question you don’t already know the answer to.’

				He was slowly edging his king toward my Gate, shifting it with a nonchalance that was terrible to behold. Perhaps he hoped such carelessness would be infectious. ‘Where were you born?’

				Behind me, I could feel the house like prey feels a stalking predator. ‘Beneath a bush,’ I said. ‘In the gardens beyond the house.’

				Those eyes scanned my face. They would find nothing. I had learned to control my expression.

				The blow was like a sharp gust of air, a ghostly hand crushing me in its grip. With a snarl I closed myself off, lifting the shield with the strength of desperation. ‘Not like that!’

				The pressure dissipated, pulling away like a beast to lurk, reluctantly, beyond my range.

				He hadn’t even touched me.

				‘Look at my face,’ I said, each breath coming a little too quick. ‘Look at my face and tell me if you think I am lying.’

			

			
				Endymion stared at me, hardly seeming to be aware of the leashed creature he held so lightly in his hands. ‘You’re lying.’

				‘Am I? Why do you say so?’

				‘Because even peasants aren’t born beneath bushes.’

				‘And that’s what you’re basing your decision on? The probability of my words being true?’

				‘What else?’ He moved a piece, jumping three of mine without touching the stone board in-between. At the end he put the piece down, and turning only the middle man he had won, he flipped my king. Its white crown faced the cloudless sky. ‘I see with the eyes I was born with,’ he said. ‘I have no others.’

				I stared at the board. I had deliberately formed an appealing looking string for him to jump, close to the Gate and away from my king, but he had gone the other way. He had known. He had felt it and I had not noticed the intrusion.

				Again I forced myself to meet that direct gaze. 

				The eyes he was born with. Malice had always called Normals blind, deaf, mute — like a pale brood of mice shut away in the dark. Without the Sight the world was muted, every sound, every smell, every colour, every taste.

				I heard the scrape of stone and looked down. I had picked up my Errant pieces without thinking, turning them over and over in my hand like a nervous child. The house had failed me, its memories little more than ghosts. But that’s a lie. It’s not the house that’s failing you.

				‘Did our father try to kill you?’

				The question came so suddenly it was like a slap. Endymion wasn’t even looking at me. He was concentrating on the board as he set his pieces for the second round.

				‘Stay out of my head, Endymion.’

				‘I’ll take that as a yes, shall I?’

				‘What would you know?’ I returned fiercely. ‘He showed you more kindness than he ever showed me. I was nothing more than proof of his sickness, something that needed to be eradicated. So yes, he did try to kill me, and he failed because he was weak. He couldn’t do it himself, couldn’t stick his sword into me and have done. No. No such quick death for his only legitimate son and heir. For me it was the storm. Let nature kill what it had created.’

			

			
				The words stopped spilling and I was breathing fast, the memory so real that for an instant rain lashed my face, obscuring Endymion’s intent gaze. I wanted to push him away, to demand he stop staring at me, but that would only crack my armoured skin further still.

				‘He loved and hated the Sight in equal measure,’ Endymion said, shifting the pieces to ensure they were perfectly centred.

				‘Yes,’ I said.

				‘Just like you do.’

				I controlled the urge to hit him. ‘What makes you say that?’

				Endymion shrugged. ‘You think about Malice a lot. You miss him. You’ve marked Kimiko. You like the control, the mastery. Yet this house reminds you what your Sight can do and you hate it. You hate fighting it. You’re tired.’

				‘Tell me how many people are in this house, Endymion?’

				‘Two.’

				‘How many people in Esvar?’

				‘One thousand, seven hundred and nine,’ he said. ‘Two new babies born in the night, one death, four travellers.’

				His eyes grew vague, and I felt sick to the pit of my stomach. ‘And The Valley?’

				‘Twenty-two thousand, eight hundred and seventy-seven.’

				It was a truth I could not verify, but with about a hundred and fifty villages farming the land it seemed accurate enough.

				‘And Kisia?’

				Endymion didn’t immediately answer. Eyes closed, he grew still, his long fingers resting lightly upon his linen-clad knees. The lines of his frown deepened. Then his lips began to move.

				‘They took my husband in the last war,’ he said in a scratchy whisper. ‘They won’t take my son. Forty bushels? That’s barely enough wheat for thirty. Wine, girl, not water, what stupid bitch gives a man water? That ship will never come back. The storms are coming.’

			

			
				He opened his eyes. ‘One million, three hundred and twenty-one thousand, four hundred and two.’

				I held out my hand. ‘Touch me.’

				Endymion did as I asked, lifting his cold fingers to take mine, and our hands connected over the stone board. He did not have to force it. At the first touch our souls joined and I could feel him drawing me out, thoughts and memories sliding through my fingers. He had done the same at Koi, but I had given it to him then. Now his every breath sucked emotion, sucked life. And he wasn’t even trying.

				In the darkness men were screaming.

				I pulled my hand away, fingers shaking like the wisteria as a breeze gusted through the court, picking up a flurry of petals. Malice had been right. Endymion was dangerous. Barely more than a week had passed and already his strength had doubled. If he lost control of himself there was no way I could control him on my own.

				‘You’re losing,’ I said.

				Endymion glanced over my shoulder. ‘So are you.’

				Turning, I saw Kimiko standing in the doorway, and the world grew sharper. Birdsong, the thick stink of the wisteria, and her breasts rising and falling with every breath.

				Endymion’s piercing gaze had not shifted from my face. He was losing. There was a reason the Traitor’s Mark had been copied from ours, and now it stared at me from his cheek. And I had ordered it done.

				Kimiko stood out of earshot, but my whole body was attuned to her presence, my skin tingling at the thought of her watching me.

				‘You love her.’

				It wasn’t a question. Endymion was looking down at the board, not needing to see my face for the answers he wanted.

				‘My head tell you that, too?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘No.’

				He looked up then, his brow crinkling. ‘What?’

			

			
				‘I said no. Empaths cannot love.’

				‘Then you must not be an Empath, because you wear it, even outside your skin, you wear it.’

				His eyes bored into mine and I could not turn away. Kimiko had become my anchor. I had let it go too far.

				There was something like pity in his expression. ‘You didn’t know?’

				I got to my feet, leaving the Errant pieces set for a game not yet played. ‘Keep out of my head, Endymion,’ I snapped. ‘I won’t warn you again.’

				My sandals scraped on the stones as I turned toward the house. Kimiko was there, leaning against the doorframe, a small smile parting her pink lips.

				‘He’s coming.’

				The words halted my steps like a hand upon my shoulder. Endymion had not moved. He knelt upon the stones, wisteria vines rising behind him like a throne.

				‘What did you say?’

				He touched his palm to his chest, the pale linen bandage a reminder of what he had accomplished. ‘Malice. He’s coming.’

				I had known Esvar would be the first place he would look, but the plan had never been to stay. A couple of nights in the house ought to have strengthened my resolve and allowed me to move on, but I felt more lost than ever, caught in a place between the man I had always been and the one I had forced myself to become.

				‘He’ll be here in a week, perhaps a little longer. We should leave.’

				‘If we leave now, you’ll never learn,’ I said. ‘We leave when I say.’

				He bowed. ‘As you wish, Lord Laroth.’

				I bowed back. ‘Takehiko.’

				‘Endymion. And Darius?’

				‘Yes, Your Highness?’

				‘Learn to hide it better.’

				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 13
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				‘You’re lucky it doesn’t need stitching,’ Wen said as I hissed. ‘Not the sort of stitchery you were taught, my lady.’

				‘What makes you think I was taught embroidery?’

				Wen dunked the cloth back into the bowl, squeezing out bloodied water. ‘You’re an emperor’s daughter.’

				‘Who was brought up by farmers,’ I said, trying not to flinch. The deep cut stung. ‘The only stitchery I learned was the useful kind.’

				He continued cleaning my wound. ‘Well, I’m glad at all events,’ he said after a while. ‘I don’t mind binding you up, but I wouldn’t have been comfortable sticking a needle into a lady.’

				‘I wouldn’t have asked you to. Tili is a seamstress by trade.’

				Shin stood at the edge of our sunlit clearing, leaning against a tree. He had said nothing since I was brought back bleeding, but such reticence was unlikely to last.

				They had found Yani’s body.

				‘That jaw looks painful,’ Wen said, tossing the blood-stained water onto the grass.

				‘It is,’ I said. I shifted my weight on the jagged stone I had taken as a seat. ‘Proves that not everyone knows who I am.’

				Wen’s leather satchel sat open on the ground and he began to rifle through its contents, pulling out small silk pouches. Some were a patchwork of colour in red and blue and green and yellow, others were plain hessian and linen scraps tied with little bits of string. One set was tied to a length of ribbon, a dozen little pouches in a row like the decorative trim of a saddlecloth.

				No pattern seemed to link the pouches to their contents, their arrangement a puzzle known only to him. Without appearing to count them or look particularly close, he opened only the ones he needed. A pinch from one, a few pieces of brown bark from another, a third tipped up and poured liberally into his bowl.

			

			
				Shin still had not moved. His bruises looked better in the bright sunlight, though he had a new cut along his chin and a tear in his sleeve.

				‘An extra hand, Captain?’ Wen said.

				‘Looks like you’re handy enough on your own,’ Shin growled back.

				‘No need for sarcasm, Captain, you may yet have reason to be glad I’m more than a pretty face.’ He wasn’t looking up, too busy concentrating on what he was doing. He was measuring the amount of water with his eyes as it dripped from a ragged water skin, his other hand mushing the contents like a baker kneading dough.

				Wen nodded at a ball of rags. ‘If you please, Captain.’

				Shin knelt to untie the knot. While his fingers worked he stared at the exposed cut in my shoulder. I fought the urge to move, to turn just a little so he couldn’t see it so clearly. Could he tell it was self-inflicted?

				‘What happened to you last night?’ I asked instead, pre-empting the question I knew was coming.

				Shin touched the cut on his chin. ‘Someone thought they could slit my throat.’

				‘Obviously they were wrong.’

				‘Yes. Now they are wrong and dead.’

				‘How many were there?’

				Dropping the water skin, Wen shuffled closer across the grass. He, too, looked like a man who had been up all night. Dark rings hung under his eyes and his stubble-darkened chin held a smear of blood.

				When Shin said nothing it was Wen who answered. ‘Numbers are hard in the dark,’ he said.

				‘There were four.’ Shin dropped the ball of rags, their knots untied.

				‘Only four?’ I said. ‘I thought there must have been more. I chased two.’

				‘You should have called.’

				‘I did!’

			

			
				‘Sit still,’ Wen complained, gripping my elbow with his free hand. ‘This is going to sting.’

				Without giving me a moment to brace myself, he took a handful of the poultice and pushed it into the gash. It stung and I flinched, biting my lip, but Wen’s grip was tight and he inexorably pressed another clump between the two leaves of skin.

				Gritting my teeth, I turned my attention back to Shin. ‘I did call,’ I said, growling out the words. ‘After I saw someone in the trees.’

				Shin sat back on his haunches. ‘Why didn’t you shoot them?’

				‘Because I’m not the bowman Katashi is.’

				‘Not a bowman at all in fact,’ Wen commented.

				‘I couldn’t have hit them from that distance,’ I went on, ignoring him. ‘So rather than try and alert them to my presence I called and climbed down to slit them open.’

				Wen shifted the wet poultice around with his fingers, deliberately seeming to press on all the places he knew would hurt the most. ‘And instead they slit you,’ he said. ‘Poetic.’

				The smell came to me and I gagged. It was a sweet smell, mixed with pungent herbs and something fermented that caught at the back of my throat. ‘What is in that stuff?’ I turned my head away.

				‘Would I give away my secrets?’

				‘It smells like you went in it,’ I said. He pressed harder still, and I winced. ‘That’s not necessary.’

				‘How do you know?’

				‘Shut up,’ Shin growled. ‘We are in enemy territory. Their spies could be watching us and two of my Pikes have turned into children. Get this bound up, we need to move.’

				Wen patted the last of the poultice onto my arm. ‘Do you think they’ll come back? Bring more men?’

				‘I don’t think The Usurper takes kindly to having his men slaughtered.’ Shin scowled at me. ‘You should have killed them.’

				‘And you should have come when I called,’ I snapped. ‘Only Yani came, and look how much help he was.’

			

			
				Wiping his hand on his leg, Wen shot me a look. ‘Good with his sword, Yani.’

				‘And what good is a sword when you get shot?’

				Before either man could answer, the sound of quick steps heralded the arrival of Bei, one of Monarch’s Pikes of old. He came out of breath, a ragged black beard darkening his lined face. ‘Captain,’ he said, a hand upon his black sash.

				‘Don’t bring me more bad news,’ Shin growled, standing up to face the scout. ‘What is it?’

				‘Emperor Kin is gone.’

				‘What?’

				‘The army, it’s gone. They must have gone before sunrise. Only a skeleton force is left to hold Risian.’

				Shin’s hands tightened into fists. ‘And left everything behind?’

				‘I don’t know, Captain,’ Bei replied. ‘All I know is that they aren’t there anymore.’

				With a snarl, Shin kicked Wen’s wooden bowl, sending it flying into a nearby tree. A sharp crack echoed around the forest, and like a shelled nut it fell onto the mottled grass in two neat halves. Shin spat. ‘The Usurper never moves his men in the dark.’ His gaze burned down at me, but I kept my eyes on the bandage Wen was tying.

				‘Where did they go?’ Shin demanded.

				‘I don’t know, Captain.’

				‘Find them!’

				


				* * *

				


				It took the whole day to find them again. The men complained. Functioning on little rest they jeered at every order, taking it in turns to point out that with only a skeleton force left behind, we could take Risian by nightfall.

				‘Fools!’ Shin snapped at them, ordering scouts in every direction. ‘You think The Usurper is stupid? He’ll have sent men to Kogahaera. Any attempt to retake Risian with such a small number will fail.’

			

			
				‘There’s a standing battalion at Shimai, too,’ I said.

				‘Told you so, did he?’ Tika sneered. He pulled at the binding around his hand. It was dirty, his face hot and beading sweat. ‘Did he tell you his other battle plans while you were sucking his cock?’

				The others laughed.

				‘You’re the expert on cocks, Tika,’ I snapped back. ‘You touch yours so much you’ll never need a woman.’

				Tika started toward me, but Wen grabbed his arm. ‘Just leave it.’

				Shin let them jeer. They needed an outlet for their frustration, and everyone knew a standing battalion had always be quartered in Shimai.

				It was late afternoon when we finally caught their tracks and Shin pushed us on, exhausted and injured, to catch them by dusk.

				They had travelled west. Kin had listened to me. Skirting the fenland, he no doubt meant to follow the Tzitzi River upstream to The Valley. It would have been faster to cut through the swampland around Nivi Fen, but that meant cover in which his enemies might lie in wait. Open ground was safer.

				For us, stealth was everything. Having caught their trail we let the horses go and continued on foot. At the edge of the fen we stopped to rest beneath the dense cover. The men were subdued. Wisps of swamp stench came to us on the breeze, another thing for the men to complain about. For me it meant memories, the smell so reminiscent of a past life that my insides felt hollow.

				I had first met Monarch at Nivi Fen. He had been practising his archery, a group of Pikes clustered around urging him to harder and harder shots. They had laid bets, laughing, pride shining in their faces as they watched their captain’s skill. A smile had hovered on his lips, but each and every man might have been absent for the attention he paid them, his whole gaze, his whole being focussed on that bow, that arrow, that moment when he let go the string.

				And it had been that moment, looking at his handsome face with its knit brows, that I had lost my heart. Katashi Otako, the cousin I had spent so long searching for.

			

			
				‘Nice stitching, Wen,’ someone jeered, cutting through my thoughts. ‘Darn my stockings next, eh?’

				Tili laughed, a little chuckle rising above the sounds of the fen – the call of frogs and the ever-present insects playing their symphony.

				‘Stick my needle into fabric?’ Wen said. ‘But it doesn’t swear and complain and writhe around.’

				‘If you need something darned, I’ll do it,’ Tili replied.

				She was kneeling on the ground beside Wen, her helmet off and her hair glossy with oil and sweat.

				‘I don’t mind holes,’ Bei returned.

				‘And I don’t mind darning them. I didn’t bring any thread, but Wen has lots. I’m sure he could spare some.’ The smile she threw Wen was prettier than any she had ever given me. There was laughter in it, camaraderie.

				Returning the smile, Wen took a wooden spool from his satchel and held it out to her, bowing humbly. ‘My thread would be honoured. I’ve seen the robes you make.’

				‘Seen them? How can you have–?’

				‘I was with Lady Hana the night…’

				Wen’s voice faltered as Tili blushed and turned her face away.

				Tika sniggered. ‘Nice one, Wen. You stuck your foot in that good and proper.’

				‘Like you can talk,’ Wen snapped, tapping his palm and nodding in the direction of Tika’s injury. ‘It wasn’t me the captain had to warn.’

				With a growl Tika rose from his place, but Tili put up her hands. ‘Stop it, both of you,’ she said. ‘Sometimes men do cruel things, but that does not mean they have cruel hearts. Now, Bei, when we stop next, I’ll mend your clothes.’

				Tili must have felt the weight of my gaze, for she came to kneel before me, looking so comfortable in her men’s attire she might have been born to it. ‘Are you all right, my lady?’ she asked. ‘Is there anything I can do for you?’

			

			
				‘Not at all. Don’t trouble yourself about me.’

				The shrill yelp of a heron came from the trees. It was a strange sound during the day, and knowing what it meant, every Pike reached for the closest weapon – for sword or mace or knife, Wen for his bow. Scrambling up, I drew my short sword, the sudden movement making my left shoulder ache.

				Men were approaching through the trees.

				‘Long live Emperor Katashi!’

				Dull footsteps sounded on the grass and black-clad men appeared, each one wearing knots of red sashes tied around their waists and up their arms. Some were cut or splattered with mud, but each and every one was worn with pride — a Pike badge of honour.

				‘Well, fancy meeting you folk here,’ one of them said, spreading his arms wide. He was a burly man with a familiar face, but I could not recall his name.

				‘Put your helmet on,’ Shin growled, thrusting one into my hands. ‘And keep your mouth shut.’ He walked past, putting himself between me and the newcomer. ‘Renner.’

				‘Shin.’ The burly man grinned. He had knots of red silk tied around his left thigh too, golden dragons hanging crumpled and torn. ‘We saw you coming. Following The Usurper, eh?’

				‘Found him at Risian.’

				The man nodded. ‘We did good work there,’ he said, patting the mass of knotted sashes that hung from his hip. ‘Never thought red-belts had much sense, but they sure are learning. Kin’s got that camp locked down tight. Oh ho, and what’s this?’

				I pulled the helmet down hard over my curls. Renner took a step toward Tili, only to find Wen standing in the way. Ignoring the Pike, he pointed at her, turning to grin at Shin. ‘A girl? Brought yourselves along a toy to play with? Nights getting too cold for you boys?’

				‘She’s fighting, same as you,’ Shin said.

				‘Oh yes? I don’t fight beside no woman.’ Renner spat. ‘I always said I would follow no baby into battle. A man has to respect his leaders. Captain Regent.’ The man spat again, nearly catching the tip of Tili’s sandal. ‘The Otako whore. Seems I was right. A fine little traitor she turned out to be, eh?’

			

			
				‘You should watch what you say. Lady Hana is an Otako. She’s our emperor’s blood.’

				‘Haven’t you heard?’ Renner turned away from Tili and looked hungrily around the group. He had every man’s attention. His own were grinning and nudging one another, while ours tried hard not to look my way. They were watching, waiting to hear the news, and my heart sank into my stomach. ‘Haven’t met Hiand’s group then. He left Koi a few days after us and they were so big with gossip when we saw them, there was no shutting them up. There’s no end of rumours.’

				Shin grunted. ‘What good are rumours? Spit it out, Renner, or I’ll spit you.’

				The burly Pike showed his teeth. ‘Loyal dog, eh? Well see how you like this, Arse. That little Otako whore spread her legs for our emperor, and now she’s run off to spread them for the other. Oh? You think it’s a joke?’

				Wen had laughed, and shrugged as Renner turned on him. ‘That isn’t news. Why else is she being called the Imperial Whore?’

				‘You think it’s funny?’ Renner gripped the front of Wen’s robe. ‘You think it’s funny for the little bitch to make a fool of Emperor Katashi with his seed still oozing down her legs?’

				He let Wen go, pushing him back. ‘Everyone’s looking for her.’

				Eyes glanced my way. Shin grunted. ‘I’m no bounty hunter.’

				‘I’ve heard otherwise.’

				‘Let the Great Fish hunt his own woman.’

				Renner looked around at the small group, hooking his thumb into a knot of red silk. ‘I expect he shall. He’s marching this way as we speak. When he reaches The Valley we’re going to drop a thousand red sashes at his feet.’

				‘Looks like you’ve got some work to do,’ Wen commented.

				The Pike looked Wen up and down. ‘Got a smart one here, have you, Shin?’

				‘Watch who you’re talking to, eh?' Wen stood proud. ‘I carried the Hian Crown out of Mei’lian with an arrow in my shoulder.’

			

			
				Renner sneered. ‘Want me to bow? We’re all Pikes, aren’t we?’ He strode across the grass, blades flattening beneath his fat reed sandals. ‘You want to hunt some red-belts? We’re ambushing Kin’s battalion when they cross the Zisian Bridge tomorrow. Tonight we lie low, so they don’t suspicion we’ve followed them this far.’

				‘Suspect,’ I muttered under my breath.

				I was sure Shin heard me, but he did not turn.

				‘What do you say to us moving in for the night,’ Renner went on. ‘You’ve got a cosy little spot here. Cosy company, too.’

				‘You can stay,’ Shin said. ‘But you watch what you say. Hold up your hand, Tika.’

				Tika lifted his hand. Though bound in a fresh set of rags, his fingers were red and blotchy and he rubbed at it.

				‘That’s what happens to any man who touches what don’t belong to him. No fires.’

				There was some muttering amongst the newcomers, but Shin turned away. Beneath the canopy the ground was dappled with shadows, each crossing his face as he approached with silent steps. He didn’t stop as he passed me. ‘Lie low,’ he hissed, barely slowing.  ‘Don’t go far, just far enough so he can’t see you.’

				I didn’t nod, didn’t move, just let him go. The new Pikes were making themselves comfortable. They dropped their packs and ranged themselves around the camp, many sitting close to Tili. They eyed her, unsure, shooting the occasional glance at Tika, who stayed at the edge of the group, scratching his injured hand. Renner stood watching the scene as though he owned it. Not far from his left foot my bag sat open, containing the few belongings I had dared bring with me. None of it mattered except for the dusty pink sash rolled in the bottom, the Otako crest embroidered on its tail.

				I slipped away, speeding to a run as I left the group behind.

				No more men would die because of me.

				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 14
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				One million, three hundred and twenty-one thousand, three hundred and seventy-six.

				The number had gone down. In the silence I could hear men dying. It was getting harder to concentrate.

				Darius had disappeared. Without a word he had walked away from our game, alone. His presence filled the house, but the absence of his body left an awkward silence between Kimiko and I. We carried water from the pump in the servant’s yard to tend our horses, and dug through the best of the feed Darius had found in the stables. Hardly a word passed between us. Kaze was happy to see me, a novelty of which I had not yet grown tired. I spoke to him, telling him how rundown the house was and that he was far more comfortable where he was, at which the jet-black gelding had tossed his head, snorting with playful disbelief.

				‘Why do you talk to him?’ Kimiko asked, opening one of the older bags of feed and making a face. ‘It’s not like horses understand us.’

				‘Kaze does. At least he understands what I mean now.’

				She straightened, hands on her hips. ‘Did you mark him?’

				‘Mark him? No! At least, I don’t think so. We’re just friends.’

				‘So why do you talk to him like he’s a child?’

				It was hard to explain. ‘I think because his mind works differently. He is both simple and wise. Like a child.’

				Kimiko patted her horse absently, staring out the open stable door and into the courtyard. ‘I’m going into the town for supplies,’ she said. ‘I’ll see if I can get some more feed while I’m there.’

				‘I can go.’

				‘No, stay here.’

				‘Darius’s orders?’

				‘Darius doesn’t give me orders. I’ll be back later. Don’t burn the house down.’

			

			
				Her whisper cut into my head. He hates what he is, unlike you.

				After Kimiko left, I stayed with Kaze before wandering back to the house. It had been another warm summer day, but with evening came a sharp breeze that sent petals dancing across the courtyard. There were hundreds of them, twirling and skipping like children over the uneven stones.

				One million, three hundred and twenty-one thousand, one hundred and four. And one of them was Malice, drawing ever closer.

				When sunset came Kimiko had not yet returned, so taking coals from the box I knelt to heat the cooking stone. It had once been my job every evening to heat the stone and wash the rice while Jian prepared what little else we had to eat. Our dinners had always reflected our location, consisting of fish in port cities and goat curd in the mountains. Once we had bought a catch of fish and dried them ourselves, rubbing in salt and stringing them from the side of the wagon.

				Jian had been so pleased with himself. Now I could barely remember the taste of food at all. Had I eaten the night before? Kimiko had offered me rice, but I had no memory of eating it. Jian had never let me go without food. Even if he had sacrificed his own meals, he had seen me fed. A growing boy needs more food than a drying-out old man, he had always said.

				Was he dead or alive? Why didn’t it seem to matter anymore?

				The stone was getting hot. I looked toward the open door; darkness thick beyond its rotting frame. ‘Darius?’

				I thought I had felt him there, but it was just the ghosts. But he was here somewhere, Kimiko, too, now I came to look, but the house had its own barriers. It was keeping me out.

				I went to the door, peering into the dim passage. ‘Darius? Kimiko?’

				There was no reply. The sound barely seemed to reach a few feet in front of me before vanishing, the echo deadened by old air. Stepping back into the room, I took down one of the lanterns before venturing into the passage.

			

			
				The house was quiet. Unfriendly. It stank of dust and moss, a smell like the waterlogged forests near Lin’ya. They were affectionately know as the dead woods, where pockets of luminescent gas lent the trees a purple hue.

				Holding the lantern ahead like a talisman, I crept through the lifeless house, committing each turn to memory. Right. Left. Moth-eaten fabrics and broken screens, faded watercolours with curling corners, books with leather spines so covered in dust their words could not be read. I was following the presence of life, my Empathy unable to quite grasp the souls for which I searched.

				Left. Right. Right again, following them like a vague scent on the air. Then the space opened around me and I was in an enormous room, its collapsed roof replaced with the broad canopy of a great banyan tree. Like a thousand bats, its leathery leaves fluttered against the night sky, a living roof surreal in its beauty. Whatever structure had once stood here, stood no longer, covered instead in branching, vine-like roots. Hundreds of them trailed down columns and walls, taking the shape of the house as it grew. And in the centre, as though a part of the tree itself, a broad stairway rose to another floor. Broken fretwork ran up each side, as delicately carved as the lantern hanging precariously from what remained of the roof.

				I crossed the mosaic floor, stepping over thick roots searching the tiles for cracks. Damp leaves made the ground slippery, and picking my way to the base of the stairs with care, I placed my hand upon the thick trunk. Here was the beating heart of the house, this tree with its reaching arms and its rustling hair. Here was the hatred and the sadness and the pain, this living being giving life to the neglect.

				I pulled my hand away, conscious of its dislike, of its terror. Anger sounded in its shifting leaves. I though to turn back, but the faint call of living souls drew me on.

				The first step creaked beneath my feet, its glittering obsidian inlay winking like stars. The bannister was rotten and my fingers sank into its soft, crumbling wood.

			

			
				A passage waited at the top, narrow after the grand hall. Here sharp cuts of moonlight scattered silver across silken hangings, and the smell of old incense hung heavy. I walked on, dreaming, mesmerised by a spill of golden light at the turning. It flickered. Voices murmured through the open door.

				Leaning against the wall I removed my sandals, hooking them on my fingers before continuing along the passage, bare feet sliding soundlessly.

				I stepped into the doorway, letting the light bathe first one foot then the other as I peered into the room. A pair of lanterns sat side by side on a low table, their puckered paper covers painted in pink and white. They coloured the room with life. Light glinted off glass vases and pretty trinkets, every one dusty and stained with tarnish. Broken windows let in the warm night air, gently stirring silk hangings.

				Darius had discarded his robe and sat on the edge of the divan, his fair skin glistening with the sweat of a summer night. Kimiko sat facing him upon his lap, her arm half concealing the line of her breast as she held him close, her cheek resting on his dark hair.

				It was a fragile moment, like the thin shell of a painted egg, beautiful in its transience. Like all others it would end. There was no world in which time stood still.

				As if at that thought the image came to life. Kimiko ran her hands through Darius’s hair, tugging gently at the strands while she sang. It sounded like a sad song, but I could not feel it, could not feel them at all. It was as though they were not there, a mere mirage, unable to be read, unable to be touched. Yet my heart ached.

				Darius’s shoulders were shaking.

				Unable to bear my own sadness, I stepped out of the light, catching my breath at the depth of the darkness as it clawed me back. The house would hold them, protect them, but the only thing it could not protect them from was time, as it had never been able to protect itself.

				In time, everything would decay.

			

			
				


				* * *

				


				Pale pre-dawn light lit the courtyard, drawing dense vines out of the night. With the sun came the birds, calling to one another, singing in the new day that dawned with a lump in the pit of my stomach, constricting thought and motion until all I could do was sit and stare as time flowed past me, uncaring. Perhaps if I sat long enough I would turn to stone – a statue, forever sentinel over the house, over the only thing I had ever seen worth fighting for.

				The sound of footsteps came to me like a dream. They came from behind, from inside, the steady, unhurried click of sandal on floor. There was something inevitable about it, about this moment, time refusing to cease for me as it had refused to cease for him. 

				‘Hiding?’ Darius asked, his voice even. I had been listening for a change, feeling for it.

				‘I want to learn,’ I said, not looking around, not giving voice to the other words in my head. I want to protect you. I want to help you. No one else can.

				Linen shifted by my ear and Darius sat on the step, stretching sandalled feet toward the sunlight. For a time he said nothing, just stared at the gate at the far end of the courtyard, his perfect profile slightly frowning. Then he said: ‘Do you understand what you are?’

				Threads of the previous day came back to haunt me. He had been afraid of me. ‘I’m a monster,’ I said.

				‘The beast lives inside you as it lives inside every man. Yours just has access to greater power.’ He turned to look at me then. ‘Men are animals, Endymion, it is what allows soldiers to kill and torturers to maim. It is hatred, lust, power, justice, everything that turns your blood to fire. In this you are no more special than any other. Your priest taught you well, he–’

				‘Is he alive?’

				Darius blinked. ‘A change of heart?’

			

			
				‘You could say that.’

				He looked pale, stretched thin, but when he spoke his voice held its usual power. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Your Jian is alive, although most likely still recovering.’

				‘They shouldn’t have hurt him.’

				‘No?’

				‘No. He was innocent of any crime. He was a priest. An old man.’

				Darius’s brows rose. ‘Innocent? I think hiding the heir to the Crimson Throne and keeping the knowledge of his identity from him would be a crime in most people’s eyes.’

				‘He did it for the best.’

				‘Did he? I rather think he did it because his brother told him to. Surely you met Father Kokoro. I confess myself unsure of his motives.’

				‘It was still unfair,’ I said. ‘Jian had never done anything to harm anyone. He looked after me though he could ill afford it. Everywhere we went people jeered at him for fathering a bastard son.’

				‘The whole world is unfair, Endymion. It is broken in every possible way. That’s why we invented gods to see our justice done, because it is easier to say: “Don’t worry, he’ll go to the hells for killing that boy”, than to deal with a world in which the wicked get away with whatever they want and the good suffer for it.’

				He was scowling at his hands, twitching the dark linen that covered his Empathic Mark. He looked different in linen, more natural, no longer the perfect doll of the Imperial Court. This Darius was a man, troubled in the way all men were.

				‘You don’t believe in the gods?’ I asked.

				‘I am a god.’ He did not look up, just frowned at the dancing petals, his brows brought low upon his eyes.

				I chose my words carefully. ‘You haven’t always thought so,’ I said.

				‘Yes, I have.’ He got to his feet, his linen robe stirring around his ankles. ‘I just learned that I should not.’ A little sneer turned the corner of his lips. ‘They say power corrupts men. What do you think being a god does to him?’

			

			
				Darius walked away. ‘If you want to learn to control it before it controls you,’ he threw back over his shoulder, ‘then I suggest you come with me. We’re going into the back field today. I have something to show you.’

				Knives of sunlight sliced through the vine-laden portico as I jogged to catch up, falling into step beside him. From the courtyard, Darius led the way down a narrow path squeezed between the house and the outer wall. He went ahead, pebbles crunching beneath his feet as he passed through a moon gate and into an open wilderness. It was an overgrown pleasure garden. A dry canal wound through miniature bamboo forests and beds of fleeceflower, the water once deep enough to be spanned by a bridge, its paint worn to dull flakes. There was wisteria here, too, let run so wild its thick stems had crushed its wooden support like twigs in a man’s hand.

				Darius seemed to know his way, picking the easiest route through the tangles. We crossed the bridge and found a path, at its end another moon gate set into the garden wall. There, Darius stopped and bowed, gesturing for me to enter before him.

				What waited beyond was a field of lush green grass stretching all the way to the clumps of twisted trees and the rocky peaks of the Kuro Mountains.

				‘Welcome to my grave,’ Darius said, joining me.

				‘Your grave?’

				‘This was where our father tried to kill me. There used to be a maze here, an enormous thing, or at least it seemed so to me as a boy. The townsfolk said people used to come from far around to walk it, back when the house was welcoming. Of course it became as overgrown as the rest of the garden, the original paths barely recognisable from weed.’ 

				I looked around the field again, this time seeing the scars. Here and there sat dark patches the grass had not covered, the charred stumps of old growth protruding from the ground.

				‘I was a very sickly child,’ he went on, looking out at the waving grass with ill-concealed loathing. ‘Empaths often are, I believe. Half a dozen times the doctors prophesied my death from little more than a chill. So, one night, in the middle of the worst storm of the season, our father dragged me into the centre of the maze and left me there in the dark.’

			

			
				It was cold. It would have been so easy to lie down and give up, but I wanted to live. I still want to live.

				‘You survived.’

				‘Obviously,’ Darius said. ‘And I came back and set it on fire. I stood right here and watched it burn. It was the closest I ever got to telling my father how much I hated him. Even when I watched him die I could not say it.’

				‘You watched him die?’

				‘I could hardly do anything else. I could not have gone for a doctor even had I wished.’

				‘Why not?’

				He gave me an odd look. ‘Because I couldn’t talk. It was my maturation. Despite everything he did to me, I was a late one.’

				I said nothing. The wind whipped past us, rustling the tips of the tall grass.

				Darius’s eyes narrowed. ‘You must have had one,’ he said. ‘A time when you couldn’t speak. It felt like my voice had abandoned me.’

				‘Yes,’ I said. ‘After we met in Shimai, but I didn’t know it had a name. Malice never said.’

				My Empathy brought back whispers. After Shimai? No wonder he was so weak. Brought up by a priest who was never cruel to him. And Malice knew. Still keeping secrets, brother?

				‘You were looked after too well,’ he said, breaking upon his own thoughts to speak. ‘That’s why you’re different. They thought kindness would be the making of you. They wanted you to be so good you would forget what else lurked inside you.’ He started to laugh, his features twisting into a cruel grin. ‘I see now. That’s what Kokoro wanted. That’s what our father wanted. And here you are, the strongest of us all because your maturation came too late. And now you grow stronger every day.’

			

			
				He kept laughing, a manic sound that echoed back from the distant hills. 

				‘Why are you laughing?’ I demanded. ‘It isn’t funny. Tell me how to stop it.’

				Darius shook his head. ‘I can’t, little lamb. I don’t know how.’

				‘Then tell me how to control it. How to switch it off. How to kill it.’

				Those amethyst eyes glittered angrily. ‘Your Empathy isn’t alive, Endymion, it doesn’t have a life of its own. It does what it’s told. If you want to connect to someone it connects, if you want to hurt someone it hurts them, if you want to kill them they die. It is as much a tool as your arm or your leg, but just because you own a hand doesn’t mean you should slap someone.’

				I wanted to slap him, to stop that rictus-like grin. I dug my fingernails into my palms. ‘What are you saying? Are you saying there’s nothing I can do?’

				‘No, idiot, I’m telling you to stop blaming your Empathy. It doesn’t have its own mind. It only does what it’s told. It has no personality. It has no thoughts. That whisper you hear in your head isn’t some dark creature that has taken over your soul, it’s just you, just your thoughts magnified by fear or anger or lust. You are the only one you can blame. I had to learn that the hard way, had to learn that it was me, me I hated. I could never stop being an Empath, so I had to stop being myself. Do you have any idea how hard that is?’

				He gripped my shoulders, his teeth bared in a snarl, then with a humourless snort he let me go. ‘No, of course you don’t.’ He put back a stray lock of hair from his brow. ‘You have no idea how much pain it caused me to force that mask onto my face, to become a man I did not know, a man I did not even recognise when I looked in the mirror. I could feel it killing me, little brother, sucking the life out of me, and for what? Whole nights spent staring at myself, unable to sleep. “Those are my eyes”, I would tell myself, like I was looking for likeness in a baby. “He has Lady Melia’s eyes and that is the lord’s brow. But wait, he has balls, that means he can’t be a Laroth”.’

			

			
				I felt dizzy, transfixed by those flashing eyes. ‘Why did you do it?’

				‘Why?’ Darius repeated. ‘What choice did I have? It was either live the crippled life of a Normal or go back to being the boy who had hunted helpless children for sport, just to see them run crying to their mothers. I gave them such fear, filling their heads with nightmares. Anger was fun. All I had to do was infuse them and sit back to watch them rip each other to pieces over the last nut in the bowl.’

				Darius stepped closer, peering into my face, his gaze flicking from one of my eyes to the other. ‘I know that expression. I used to see it on my own face in the aftermath of a bad night. Malice never suffered from contrition, but I did. It was so easy for him. So easy to sleep at night. Trust me, if there had been a way to kill the Empathy, I would have found it.’

				My heart pounded with his anger. ‘If you could control it, then so can I,’ I said. ‘I killed one hundred and four men on the road to Rina. I drained them of their hope until they killed themselves. I don’t want to do it again.’

				‘Why did you do it?’

				‘Because Malice told me to. I was marked… I was–’ 

				‘Able to break the mark any time you wanted.’ Darius jabbed me in the chest, his finger digging painfully into my wound. ‘Why did you do it?’

				I shook my head. The field was spinning and I felt sick, bile pooling in my throat. ‘No,’ I said. ‘No.’

				‘Why did you do it, Endymion?’ he asked again, gripping me by the shoulders and shaking so hard my teeth snapped together. ‘What makes you angry? What drives you? You can’t beat it if you don’t know.’

				‘They deserved it.’ The words came out of my lips without thought, a mouse’s whisper with a meaning that cut deep.

				‘Say it again.’

				‘They deserved it.’

				‘Louder.’

				‘They deserved it!’

			

			
				The words echoed over the field, the morning suddenly quiet. Sweat dripped down my cheek. It might have been tears, I couldn’t tell, could only look into that beautiful face and wish it would not smile.

				‘They should not have ambushed us,’ I said, desperate to fill the silence. ‘Those men in Shimai should never have hurt Jian. Or me.’ I swallowed hard. ‘They treated me like a monster, a freak. They never gave a thought to how it would feel on the other side of the bars, to be afraid, to be taunted with such cruelty. No one understands! No one cares! No one knows how it feels! I never asked to be born this way!’

				At least we schooled our anger. The whisper came unbidden from Darius’s head. We learned to make it do what we wanted. So many journeys down the hill to Esvar in search of victims. Experimentation became practice, and practice became sport. He is too strong too fast, and it isn’t going to stop.

				‘Justice,’ he said. ‘You want justice.’

				‘Yes.’ The power thrilled through me. ‘And I can get it.’

				‘No.’

				‘What?’

				Darius took my face between his trembling hands. ‘You have to let it go, Endymion. You have to fight what makes you angry. You have to stop caring. Don’t pretend you haven’t a heart, don’t have one at all. Your compassion will kill you.’

				‘But–’

				‘No buts. We are at war, yes? Let the children become orphans. Let the women be raped. Let the men die. Do you understand?’

				If you don’t, you will kill them all.

				One million, three hundred and twenty thousand, eight hundred and seventy.

				‘Do you trust me, Endymion?’

				I stared into those violet eyes. Fear. Anger.

				‘Yes.’

				‘Good.’

				Only a fool trusts a Laroth.

				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 15
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				Endymion hunched over the cracked ceramic basin and retched. A trickle of rusty bile dribbled from his lip, the last of it hanging there by a string of saliva. Pushing his hair back with trembling fingers, he spat, a deep breath shuddering out of his lungs.

				It was happening fast.

				‘Darius–’

				Leaning forward, he retched again, his hair falling around his face like a short curtain. I took the thin linen towel from my shoulder and dipped one end into the water bucket. The fabric darkened as it sucked in moisture, crinkling as I squeezed it out again. ‘Here,’ I said, holding it so it hung within Endymion’s sight. ‘You’ll feel better.’

				‘Really?’

				‘No, but it won’t hurt.’

				He sat back, letting out a groan and taking the towel. ‘What’s wrong with me?’

				‘It’s the Empathy fighting back. Don’t worry, it gets easier.’

				‘You said that earlier.’

				‘Yes, and it’s still true.’

				There had been no one to hand me a damp towel. I hardly knew how long it had been before I ceased to retch after every breath. Alone, I had curled up in a dark corner, barely aware of my surroundings. Malice had filled my thoughts. As though in a fevered dream we had talked and laughed together, hands touching. Hunting, testing, loving, his soul had always been within reach, so close he became an extension of my own skin.

				The damp towel beaded moisture over Endymion’s pale face.

				I had come close to death in those early days, so heavy had been the guilt I carried. Hatred fuelled the Void and full of wretched self-pity, I had hovered on the edge of letting go.

				But the Sight wanted to be used. It would not let me die and yet I would not let it live. And so I had overcome the pain, grown used to it gnawing on my bones.

			

			
				‘Water.’

				Endymion held out his hand. A scoop was hooked over the side of the bucket, and I drew half a cup. He took it, his shaking fingers sending water slopping onto the floor and down his robe. Only the final dregs made it to his mouth.

				The scoop clattered on the ground as he lunged for the bowl, bringing the water back up.

				‘Did this happen to you?’ he asked when his stomach stopped convulsing.

				‘Yes.’

				‘Really?’

				‘Really. Do you doubt me?’

				‘Only because I can’t imagine you being sick.’

				I sat on the floor beside him. Moss was growing in cracks along the floor and the room had the same musty smell as the rest of the house. I wanted to leave, but I set my head against the rotting wood. ‘I’ve told you before that I am not the fragile doll you think me.’

				‘A storm nearly killed you.’

				‘Funny. Yes, I was a sickly child until my maturation, but not thereafter.’

				Everything had changed that night. Power had flooded through me and I knew myself invincible. The maze had burned and there amid the smoke had stood Malice, awkward and unsure despite the fine robe he had found for the occasion. There, the first and last time he had spoken his real name.

				Endymion sat back on his heels, wiping his mouth with his filthy sleeve. ‘When did Malice have his maturation?’

				‘That isn’t my story to tell,’ I said.

				‘He won’t tell me.’

				‘Then you must accept that you will never know the answer.’

				Narrowed eyes scanned my face with the same ferocity his Empathy had once scanned my thoughts. ‘Why do you keep his secrets?’

			

			
				‘Because I do.’

				‘Because you love him.’

				‘You need to make up your mind, Endymion. Only yesterday you told me it was Kimiko I loved.’

				‘Are men only capable of loving once?’

				‘I am sure Normals are capable of great feats of weakness, but Empaths cannot love.’

				His Empathy came at me like reaching fingers, its gentle touch increasing in strength as he hunted. I swatted the air as though to brush it away. ‘That isn’t control, Endymion,’ I snapped. ‘Turn it in and keep it in.’

				The change was instantaneous and Endymion gripped the foul smelling bowl. He retched air, nothing coming up, not even bile. But his body kept fighting, kept trying to rid itself of the plague, the Void, that inhabited his skin.

				I watched. There was nothing I could do to help. It would either work or it wouldn’t, and though it was too early to be sure, I had my doubts. He was too strong.

				‘What will you do when Malice comes?’ he asked, sitting up again and continuing the conversation as though it had never stopped.

				‘I don’t know yet,’ I replied.

				Again that sharp gaze roamed my face. ‘You’re staying because you want to. You want him to come.’

				‘You have a very active imagination.’

				‘So do you.’

				Pushing away from the wall, I got to my feet. ‘I think I will leave you with your bowl,’ I said. ‘I’ll come and see how you are later. Try to sleep.’

				‘Funny.’

				‘No, I mean it,’ I said. ‘It will help. I’ve been there.’

				‘And will you be here again?’

				I didn’t answer, but went to the door. ‘Sleep. I’ll be back later.’

				Endymion retched again as I slid the door closed, the battered frame doing little to muffle the sound. Paused outside his door, I looked along the hallway. At the far end light shone through paper panes and Kimiko’s shadow flitted past. She was waiting for me, but I turned my back on the reaching light. The other end of the passage ended in darkness. The house was always dark, even during the day; its permanent desolation enough to scare away the townsfolk who dared one another to approach our gates. But I knew the ghosts of old, and every passage was carved into my mind like the lines of my own palm.

			

			
				Needing no lantern, I walked on through the servants’ wing, knowing every door by its old inhabitant's name. One by one they had moved on until only Avarice remained, and what little glory the house had left, faded to dust. Now there was only me, me and the ghosts of my ancestors left to haunt these walls, leaving their mark on the house as they had left their mark upon me.

				In the old dayroom I found an Errant board and knelt to count the pieces, each a smooth wooden disc. They were all accounted for, even the two kings with their painted crowns shining in a bolt of stray moonlight. Dropping them back into their box, I gathered up the board and continued on my way, never a doubt of my destination.

				Gaping windows welcomed me, each one incandescent with moonlight. They ran the length of the gallery, letting in the warm night air thick with the scent of jasmine. I walked the row under my ancestors’ watchful eyes, the click of my sandals loud in the silence. The painted faces scowled their displeasure. I let my heels drop onto the floor with an even sharper rap, no lips owning a voice to complain.

				I knew the faces. My grandfather. My grandmother. I caught their haughty expressions, glancing at them only to know when to look away. Down at my feet. And from their places, eyes watched me still. My mother. My father. Even as a child I had never come here unless forced. Now I needed to be with my blood.

				At the end of the line I looked up at my younger self: un-maturated, weak. The same eyes, the same face, but a lifetime stood between us.

			

			
				Kneeling on the dusty floor, I set the Errant board in front of me. The pieces fell from their box to scatter across the board, black and crimson. My hands glowed in the moonlight, skeletal fingers setting pieces like the click of bones, and two kings stood waiting to play at war.

				When the board was set I sat back, looking up at the strange little smile the painter had given my younger self.

				‘You wanted me to come,’ I said. ‘Talk.’

				The painting did not move, did not speak, but the sound of my inner voice chuckled mirthlessly. You’re a fool, Darius.

				My fists tightened on my knees. ‘That is no surprise. I come from a long line of fools.’

				Moonlight sliced the worn Errant board, lighting paths across the field. Lifting a piece, I moved it forward a square, and placed it back down on the chipped paint.

				‘Endymion isn’t going to get it.’

				You can’t know that for sure. The voice came back to me, an echo of my thoughts.

				‘No,’ I agreed out loud, running the tip of my finger around the edge of another piece. ‘But he’s too strong. There is no middle ground anymore. It is justice he wants and it is justice he will get, unless he kills himself trying to break it.’

				I let the darkness speak. That would solve a big problem, yes?

				An opposing piece snuck forward a space. Endymion, the problem I hadn’t bargained for. But he was the least of my troubles.

				Another piece was moved forward with a sharp snap.

				Are you just going to sit there and play your game? 

				A piece advanced from the other side of the board, lifted by unsteady fingers.

				Look at your ancestors.

				Click. Click.

				Darius.

				I took another piece, concentrating on the pattern already forming. It was easy to switch off, to focus entirely upon the game as I had often done as a Normal, sitting beside Kin with a board balanced on the arm of the Crimson Throne.

			

			
				Look at you. You’re a stinking coward, just like your father.

				They were my own words, but my inner voice spat them with such hatred that I looked up, stung.

				This is why you came here. Look at them. At us.

				It had been stupid to come. The room deserved to be set alight, its emotions lost as smoke billowed into the sky, setting memories free.

				Dropping the piece, I got to my feet and walked back along the line. A whole family of eyes returned my stare. Every one of these men had carried the mark upon his wrist and the Sight in his heart, and every one of them had lived and died beneath this roof. For six generations sons had succeeded fathers in an unbroken line, the Laroth name passed on through male blood. My father had shown me the family tree as a boy. It went back before we were the Counts of Esvar, back to a time when a Laroth was merely a lord, then a merchant, then nothing. And yet all the way, father to son, the blood carried on. That had been a source of pride for him; pride in our name, our lineage, but I had seen the same thing as countless Laroth sons had doubtless seen before me.

				There were no daughters. No sisters. No girls at all.

				I passed a group of wives, increasingly youthful. The Third Count of Esvar had married seven times. Was that a worried crease between the seventh’s painted brows? She had survived, I knew, outliving her lord. Her predecessors had all died in childbirth. My own mother had gone the same way.

				Empaths cannot love.

				Endymion hadn’t believed me, hadn’t listened. But I had not explained. It was easier to leave him in ignorance than see his expression turn to horror as the truth weighed upon him. 

				No daughters.

				He would have asked why and I would have had to admit I did not know. I had asked my father the same question and he had repeated what the midwives had said at my sister’s birth. She did not want to live.

			

			
				‘How can a baby know whether it wants to live or not if it’s never tried?’ I had asked.

				For a long time my father had just stared at me. Then, letting out a long-suffering sigh, he had said: ‘Perhaps it is not choice. Women are too weak to carry the Sight. And so they die before they are born.’

				The arrogant gaze of Ma’Li Laroth, the First Count, stared back at me. You’re a fool, I felt him say. Empaths cannot love.

				And back in Avarice’s old room Kimiko was waiting for me. I needed her, my moral compass, reminding me every moment of every day that I was a monster. I had urges, needs, but as long as the desire for mastery could be repressed, I could live another day free of the guilt that had so nearly killed me five years earlier. I could not send her away. But neither could I keep her.

				Fool! You know better and you fall for a pretty face.

				‘It’s your fault!’ I snapped. ‘Your blood is poison.’

				I made you a god.

				‘You made me a monster!’ I gripped the thick parchment and tore it from the wall, splitting magnolia flowers. His eyes continued to mock me as they parted company, the portrait ripping down the centre, shredding his throat and his heart. The two halves curled up on the floor.

				You’re weak!

				How can you call yourself a Laroth?

				We’re better than them.

				We’re gods.

				The next portrait went the same way, its two halves curling fearfully upon themselves. I snatched the next off the wall with a growl and flung the pieces toward the open window, the fragments snapping as they flew across the room.

				One after another I ripped each scroll, tearing the arrogant faces of my ancestors. Shreds of parchment fluttered about my feet, coloured with watercolour skies and sprays of green foliage, with pink silk and purple sashes and all those knowing eyes laughing back from their tatters.

				Fathers, sons, wives, none escaped my wrath, each responsible for passing on the blood, for continuing the Sight generation to generation. And I had promised. I had knelt at my mother’s grave and sworn never to let a child rip life from another woman in the name of the Sight.

			

			
				A guttural growl tore from my throat and I snatched my grandfather from the wall, crushing the parchment in my hands. I gripped my grandmother’s face and squeezed. The paper ripped, shredding her skin. And then there was my father, stony and proud, his dark eyes owning no emotion. This man had given me his name, his title, his fortune, and his Sight. He had made me everything I was and then tried to take it from me. He had tricked me with love and stolen any hope of satisfaction.

				This man had killed my mother.

				‘You knew!’ My fingernails cut into the thin paper and I ripped, slashing his torso, ruining the purple sash he had once been so proud of. ‘You knew and you did it anyway!’

				Another slash and the painting fluttered free from the wall. I caught it, crushing what was left of his face. ‘You did it anyway.’

				So are you, Darius.

				From the next portrait my mother watched me, her calm violet eyes unblinking. I seethed, breath hissing out of my nose, but meeting her gaze I let out a groan. Her eyes, that smile, the way she had looked up at me as she breathed her last, clutching a dead child in her arms. And beside her the portrait of my younger self. He was innocent of all my crimes.

				I kicked the Errant board and it skidded away, pieces scattering. ‘What can I do?’

				There was no answer. 

				Keep her. Send her away. Run. Stay. Malice would come and Endymion would live or die, and every moment Kimiko remained with me I was cursing her.

				My fingers clawed at my hair, every breath coming faster than the last until I could not stop. ‘Whatever I do I’m damned!’

				I slammed my head against the wall, gritting my teeth as tears slid down my cheeks. Kimiko, with her riotous curls and her stubborn pout, alternately wild and graceful, serene and chaotic, her claws cutting my skin, her eyes laughing, those lips turning into a smile that loved and mocked with equal measure. And I wanted her. More than ever my body yearned for hers, because in those moments of passion she trusted me with her whole being, open, complete, every part of her soul mine to taste. Her joy, her pain, her love, her hate – my Empathy devouring whatever my hands could not touch.

			

			
				My knees buckled and I slumped, resting my head against the wall. There I stayed, listening to every quick breath filling my lungs with life. It had never been my plan to stay in this wretched house, but now I could not leave. Malice was coming and I would need him if Endymion failed. He had always taken women without guilt, neither knowing nor caring what the outcome would be. But his heart had no more space.

				Empaths cannot love. 

				Unless they love one another.

				


				* * *

				


				Endymion was asleep when I made my way back to the servants’ passage. The room stank of sweat and piss and sick, and there he lay, pale, with dark hair stuck to his head, arms hugging his gut. The room had belonged to the old housekeeper once. She had died in it, taken by some ailment of old age. No priests had been passing and the shrine in town had refused to take a body contaminated by the Laroth stench, so Avarice had buried her in the garden.

				I left the boy and went on to where the light of a dying lantern welcomed my approach. My hands trembled as they smoothed my robe, fingers shaking like leaves against the linen. It was crinkled and damp, and bits of old parchment caught to the hem. I brushed them off and pressed my palms against my thighs, rubbing my wrist bones up and down my legs. Still my hands shook. A deep breath shivered from my lungs.

				The door slid soundlessly. Kimiko lay upon the divan, snuggled into a pile of furs despite the warmth of the night. A fragile bird in a feathered nest, or a wolf cub curled up with the last of its pack. I had lied to myself too long, denial coming so easily to a mind that had rejected itself for five long years; choosing to live in a colourless world without smell, without nuance, where the sleeping woman was nothing but a creature whose even breath made the fur dance.

			

			
				But she was mine. I held her heart in my hand and I never wanted to let it go.

				Kimiko opened her eyes as I sat upon the edge of the divan, running my fingers through her curls. ‘Darius?’

				‘Shh,’ I said. ‘I’m here.’

				‘I thought you were never coming back.’

				A sleepy pout, her eyes gleaming with the same need I knew shone in my own. My body reacted for me, hardening beneath my robe. Her parted lips welcomed mine and I slid in beside her, her naked body already damp with sweat.

				And today, like yesterday, I told myself it was the last time.

				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 16
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				Below us the army looked like a swarm of insects. They covered the plain, crimson banners flying, the Ts’ai dragon glinting gold in the sunlight. Beyond the sea of tents the terraces of The Valley rose, the water reflecting crimson as though the rice fields swam in blood.

				Kin had not crossed the Zisian bridge. He had marched his army half a day further up river to a summer ford. Renner and his men had waited at the pass. A few scouts rode too close, but theirs were the only sashes added to the pile of death to be dropped at Katashi’s feet.

				When no army came, we went our separate ways. Renner took his men west to the ford to pick off stragglers while we travelled north into The Valley, waiting for Kin’s army to come to us.

				‘We’ll stop here,’ Shin said, sliding back from the edge of the cliff. ‘There’s some daylight left. Eat and rest.’

				The men were a subdued group scattered through the scrub.

				‘More nuts and berries?’ Wen asked, slumping onto a rocky patch and resting his head upon his satchel. ‘I’m beginning to feel like a damn squirrel. Maybe there’s something else around here to eat.’

				‘No fire,’ Shin said, words he had been forced to repeat over and over. Although the men knew a fire would give away our position they still complained about the lack of one, often sharing their fantasies of hunting different animals to cook over the flames.

				The Pikes spread out, some to sleep, others to forage for food. Shin sharpened his knife. Tika remained at the cliff edge watching the army below, and Tili hummed, braiding blades of grass she had pulled from the rocky ground at her feet. I had watched, day after day, as her mind wandered while her fingers worked. The bracelet was getting thick, threads of grass from every stop on our journey woven into it like a fingerprint of our path. One morning she had even shown Wen how to do it and sat laughing at his feigned clumsiness.

			

			
				‘What are you thinking about?’ I asked, watching her small fingers dance.

				Tili looked up, still weaving. ‘What my mama would say if she could see me now, my lady.’

				‘And what would she say?’

				‘Probably something like “now see here, miss”,’ she said, imitating the bark of a mother’s voice. ‘“You know I didn’t go and raise you up from a babe to throw yourself away just doin’ what you fancy. A good husband’s what a girl needs. You find a nice man and you look after him and give him a dozen children and you won’t want more from the world, may the gods strike me”. She never wanted me to work at the palace, but she washed her hands of me when I refused to marry Old Tamita.’

				‘You can give me a dozen children,’ Wen said, rolling over.

				Tili laughed at him. ‘No, but thank you.’

				‘No? My life is blighted. How about a kiss?’

				‘No.’

				‘On the cheek. Call it a food finder’s fee and I’ll bring you a good dinner.’

				She narrowed her eyes, fingers finally frozen. ‘Promise?’

				‘On my honour.’

				Dimples peeping, she went to him and he sat up, presenting a cheek thick with growth. Tili bent to press a kiss to it, but he turned, catching her lips with his own. For an instant they stood caught together, before Tili gripped his hair and pulled his head back. ‘On your honour?’ she said with a laugh, her hair tumbling to caress his cheek.

				The others laughed. Shin crushed his whetstone in his fist.

				‘I promised to bring you food,’ Wen replied, the bump of his throat outlined against the pale sky.

				She let him go and he leant forward, stealing a quick kiss. Shin growled and Wen leapt up, ducking away with a broad, boyish grin. ‘I’ve a rebel’s honour. No harm done, Captain.’

			

			
				Tili laughed with the others, stealing a look at Shin beneath her lashes. Even as a woman she fitted in better than I had as a man, but she had to play their game. She had to smile and tease and be their good luck charm, keeping alive the hope she would one day give them more. There was nothing I wanted less than the attentions of these men, but they would often crowd around her, laughing, smiling, trying to win her favour. I was the one who made them uncomfortable, the one who reminded them of their grievances.

				Shin glared at Wen’s retreating back until he disappeared along the ridge. He had promised Tili food and he would bring it, too. He had his own kind of honour.

				She sat back down on the stones beside me and pulled out another piece of grass, a small smile hovering on her lips. And every time a Pike came through the trees she would look up just long enough to see it wasn’t Wen.

				When he did return the sun was hovering low on the horizon, painting wisps of cloud pink and gold. His reed sandals crunched on the stones as he jogged into camp, his short robe caught up to hold something, exhibiting a tangle of sparse hair around his navel. Lowering his robe before Tili he let a pile of summer blackberries fall into her lap, but it was Shin he spoke to. ‘You had better come and see this, Captain,’ he said, a glance at me quickly turned away.

				Asking no questions, Shin sheathed his knife and rose, striding across our small camp in Wen’s wake. The others watched them go, more interested in their food than whatever Wen had discovered, but there had been an edge in his voice.

				I scrambled up and followed.

				The rocky outcrop Shin had chosen for our camp sat atop a spur. It jutted from the rising mountains, forcing The Valley to continue around it. A few scraggly trees were all the cover it afforded, and sweating beneath the last of the afternoon sun, Wen led us through small tangles of bamboo and across jagged black rocks. Around us, The Valley dropped away like a blanket of vivid green in the lengthening shadows.

			

			
				Wen stopped where the northern edge of the spur sloped away down a crumbling cliff, and pointed down into the bowl of The Valley. There, another sea of men. Otako banners flew above the tents, their twin fish swimming in the bloody waters of Imperial Crimson cloth.

				‘Katashi,’ I said sinking onto my stomach, the name more breath than word.

				Wen settled himself on the rocks beside me, pulling himself toward the edge. ‘Do you think they know Kin’s battalion is here?’

				‘Maybe.’ Shin chewed on his lip, glaring down at the Otako force. ‘Go back to the camp and estimate The Usurper’s numbers.’

				‘I thought we already–’

				‘Do it again. And send Tika down there with all the information we have. Get orders.’

				‘Yes, Captain.’

				Wen pushed himself up with a grunt and took off back toward the camp, his footsteps quickly fading into the evening buzz. Beside me Shin stood, brushing dirt from his breeches. With my thoughts already dancing ahead, I made to follow him, but Shin hadn’t moved. He stood barring my way, his arms hanging loosely at his sides. From the rocky slopes the cicadas began their shrill call.

				‘What did you tell him?’ he asked.

				‘Tell who?’

				‘Kin.’

				‘How could I have said anything to him?’

				That lidless eye mocked. ‘You continue to think me a fool,’ he said. ‘A man like him wears his crown even when it’s not on his head. I know whose arm I sunk my knife into that night near Risian.’

				‘You told me to pick a side.’

				‘And have you?’

				With terrible ease the lies leapt to my lips, but I could not speak them, could not claim a loyalty I did not feel.

			

			
				‘You told him.’

				It wasn’t a question.

				‘You told him,’ Shin repeated. ‘You told him we planned to take The Valley. You told him about the ambush at the Zisian Bridge.’ Gripping my shoulders he lowered his face to mine and snarled. ‘You betrayed your own blood. What happened to the cause you once had men die for, Captain Regent?’

				‘It’s still the same cause! A ruler to bring peace to Kisia. Is the true emperor the one the empire wants? Or the one the empire needs?’

				‘Kin nearly killed us both.’

				‘And Katashi didn’t? He sent a man to drown me in my own bath, Shin.’

				I tried to break his hold and pull away, but Shin moved quickly. His hand closed around my throat, each strong finger like a bar digging into my flesh. ‘Perhaps he had reason,’ he said, his lidded eye narrowing. ‘I have protected you. I have served you, refusing to accept what everyone else could already see.’

				‘And what is that?’

				‘You belong to Kin.’

				‘I don’t belong to anyone,’ I gasped as his fingers tightened around my throat.

				‘You’re an Otako.’ The words were low and fierce. ‘You betray your own blood, and now you would have Katashi die, have us all die for your change of heart?’

				I could not speak, could only grip his hand and gasp at shreds of air. He squeezed harder. Then, with an angry bark he let me go, pushing me from him. My neck felt bruised, the sudden release painful.

				‘I would have done anything for you,’ he said. ‘Anything for an Otako worthy of the throne. For an heir of Lan’s blood.’

				‘Then fight for me!’

				A jewelled dragonfly buzzed between us, its wings near invisible in the last of the evening light. I gripped Shin’s arm, his wiry muscle firm beneath the wool of his short robe. ‘Fight for me, Shin. Imagine what we could do together.’

			

			
				‘And Kin? The gods demand justice.’

				‘Justice? No man has done better by Kisia than Kin, even you must see that.’

				Shin tore his arm from my hold. ‘No. Katashi–’

				‘Katashi doesn’t love Kisia. He only loves himself. Pick a side, Shin. Pick a damn side and make it the right one.’

				Shin snorted. ‘My loyalty does not change as fast as yours. My captain wanted you dead. That is what he would want of me.’

				‘Then why haven’t you already done it? Go on! You have a knife. You have no guilt, no remorse and I have no ready weapon. Slit the little girl’s throat. Send me to join my murdered family.’

				He gritted his teeth. ‘No.’

				‘Then let me go.’

				The dragonfly buzzed by my ear and was gone, vanishing into the gathering night.

				‘No. I should never have brought you with me. It’s time you went back where you belong.’ 

				He snatched my wrist and spun me, pinning my arm to my back. He gripped my other, pain biting through my shoulder.

				‘Walk, my lady,’ he said, pushing me forward. ‘We’ll see what Emperor Katashi has to say.’

				‘Shin–’

				‘Walk!’

				I walked, stepping over the jagged stones. My mind flew. If I could break free I could run, but the sun had already disappeared behind the Kuro Mountains, edging their peaks in gold. These slopes were dangerous in the dark.

				Shin’s steps fell behind mine and I listened for a pattern, watching his shadow. The tip of his soft catskin shoe brushed my sandal, and knowing I wouldn’t get another chance, I rammed my heel back into his instep. His breath caught in a grunt of pain. His grip loosened. I pulled my hands free to run, but Shin caught me around the waist, lifting me off the ground. He squeezed, crushing breath from my body.

				‘Don’t think you can try that on me,’ he snarled, the words muffled by my shoulder. ‘Katashi might have taught you that, but I taught him.’

			

			
				‘Put me down!’

				‘I don’t take orders from traitors.’

				I tried to kick, wriggling from his grip, but Shin threw me over his shoulder clamping an arm around my legs.

				‘I am not a traitor,’ I shouted, balling my fists and pummelling his back. ‘You aren’t listening to me. Katashi will ruin Kisia. He tried to kill me for refusing to marry him. Kin has honour. He fights for what is right. Swear your allegiance to him and–’

				‘Bend on my knee before The Usurper? It is you who are not listening. I gave you my loyalty. I serve the Otakos and I would have served you, my lady, but you lost me when you chose him.’

				Bamboo whipped past as he pushed through another thicket. ‘You told me to pick a side,’ I said.

				‘And you picked the wrong side. You think Kin only took the throne to protect the empire? Honour and responsibility and duty?’ Shin spat. ‘A man does not climb to the Crimson Throne over the bodies of thousands because of duty. He does it for power. Kin is no different to any other man, and he won’t give you what you want, little girl.’

				The murmur of voices heralded the incoming camp. I bucked, trying to squirm from his grip caring nothing for the rocky ground that would meet me. Slamming my fists into his back and twisting, I managed to slip off his shoulder, and Shin threw me into the pile of packs. They barely cushioned my fall and I sat stunned amid the meagre belongings, Wen’s leather satchel between my legs.

				Pikes appeared above me, their predatory stares illuminated in the last of the twilight. They crowded around, grins turning lips.

				‘Tie her up,’ Shin ordered. ‘Tightly.’

				‘What? No! Shin!’

				The faces above me looked like strangers in the gloom, a collection of features and lines and shadows without names. Hundreds of hands reached out, grabbing my arms and legs, jeering, laughing. With fists and claws, I lashed out, hunting flesh. It ripped away beneath my fingernails and I screamed as loud as I could, hearing nothing but the ear-splitting sound echoing inside my head.

			

			
				A stinging slap stunned me into silence, cheek smarting.

				‘Gag her if you have to!’ Shin, angrier than I had ever heard him, and bent on my destruction.

				‘Don’t you dare!’ I cried. ‘I’m an Otako. Shin! You know what will happen if you take me back!’

				‘What are you doing?’ Tili broke in upon the furore, her voice high and wild. ‘Don’t hurt her. Let her up! Oh, my lady, are you all right? Let her go!’

				‘Keep out of this,’ Shin snapped.

				The descending night huddled around the Pikes, leaving only their voices in the darkness. Bright stars winked from above, laughing down from the heavens.

				Someone gripped my arms so tight I thought his fingertips would pierce my skin. I tried to pull away, but a cord cut sharply into my wrists. Fighting, I bucked and screamed, the cord gouging deep. With a sword I could have sliced them all open.

				A Pike gripped my hair, clamping his hand over my mouth. I bit. Again and again I bit him, tasting the dirt on his fingers and the blood on my lips. Then a wad of cloth was thrust between my teeth, wedging open my jaw.

				With arms and legs bound I could barely move. Every muscle was exhausted and my bruised body wanted nothing more than to give up, to sleep. But my mind was on fire. Somewhere beyond the shouting of my own thoughts I could hear Tili. She was yelling. They were trying to calm her. I could hear their low voices, distant, no one game to stay close even with me bound and gagged. I hoped they were all bleeding, that I had kicked them all and gouged out whole eyes. I tried to scream, the sound so muffled it might well have only been in my head.

				Then Shin was in front of me, that lidless eye so close I could see nothing else. ‘I’m going to kill Kin.’

				A chill ran down my spine. I wanted to spit at him, to hit him, to bring him to his senses. He was my protector. My rock.

			

			
				His hard lips turned into a sneer and he removed the gag, leaving spit dripping down my chin. ‘And what do you think of that, my lady?’ he asked.

				‘You can’t do it.’

				‘Think I haven’t the nerve? You think I can’t kill an emperor?’

				‘No,’ I said, meeting that angry gaze. ‘I’m sure you have the nerve. But you can’t do it. Forty-eight assassination attempts and you think he won’t see you coming?’

				‘No. I once told you I wasn’t a fool.’ Shin smiled, the strange expression trembling oddly on his lips. ‘I think that is the point. He will see me coming. He will see Tili, too, a woman who used to be in his service, who serves you so faithfully. Tell me he would refuse to speak to us.’

				Tili. She might be afraid, might fight against it, but somehow I knew she would go. Kin would be on his guard, of course he would, but if he yet desired something more from me, he would listen. And that would give Shin all the chance he needed. I had seen him move, seen him kill.

				‘Why?’ I asked, looking up into the scarred face I had come to trust.

				‘Because I picked my side a long time ago. Kin has no honour.’

				‘Then serve me.’

				Shin pressed his palms to my cheeks. ‘You had me when you ripped that man’s throat out.’

				‘I would rip your throat out now if you let me go.’

				‘Regent wanted to kill The Usurper.’

				I could hardly believe I was having this conversation, in the dark like a nightmare, the Pikes standing around like statues. ‘Because I was a fool!’ I cried. ‘Because I thought blood meant more than peace, more than the lives of people who would die for our selfish claim. If any of you give a damn about Kisia, don’t fight for Katashi. No man who thinks more about himself than his people will ever bring them peace.’

				‘And what if we don’t want peace?’ The voice rang from the darkness, owning no face.

			

			
				‘Then you’re nothing but vicious thugs!’

				‘We’re loyal to our captain.’

				There were mutterings of agreement around me and I felt like I was drowning. I wanted to scream at them, but screaming would achieve nothing. No one was coming to save me.

				Letting my face go, Shin stood. ‘Take her down to Emperor Katashi,’ he said. ‘I’ll take the other girl with me.’

				Shin turned away, and two shadowy figures stepped forward. ‘Shin, don’t do it, don’t do it, please!’ I cried. ‘I’ll stay with Katashi. I’ll do whatever he wants me to do, just don’t hurt Kin! Don’t kill him.’

				Tili was a dark figure crouched upon the stones, and Shin pulled her up by her elbow like a doll.

				‘Shin! I order you to stop. I order you not to do this! Katashi wants him alive.’

				Still he said nothing.

				‘Shin!

				‘What are you waiting for?’ he growled at the Pikes. ‘Get her out of here.’

				‘If any of you touch me I will scream. I will bite you. I will curse you and your families and gouge out your eyes and rip off your fingers.’

				Shin turned back toward me, a menacing figure in the night. The very way he held himself spoke of his ability to kill.

				He strode past me and knelt on the stones, his arm sliding around my neck. It was strong and hairless, his whole body stinking of dirt and sweat. Shin tightened his hold. Darkness swarmed in, rising like a black tide. I lifted my head, trying to stay afloat, but his muscle bulged at my throat. The water kept rising, rising until there was no light, no thought, nothing but the darkness as I sank beneath the waves.

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 17
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				Kimiko’s eyes followed Darius everywhere.

				She knelt at the table, still, poised, her small fingers flitting gracefully from sticks to knife to bowl. And while she ate, her eyes never once left Darius’s face. Even when he looked up and caught her gaze, there was no embarrassment. She just kept watching him. It was Darius who turned his head, Darius whose face was pale, his eyes dark-ringed from lack of sleep.

				And those blue eyes kept watching, their intensity troubling.

				Once my nausea had passed, Darius had insisted we eat together every evening, like the strange mismatched family we were.

				‘You need to eat,’ Darius said and I looked down at the bowl of rice growing cold before me. There was beef and mushrooms and white radish, green pears and chestnuts. Kimiko had fetched supplies from the town and prepared the meal, but I was not hungry.

				‘Do I have to force it down your throat?’ Darius asked, setting down his knife.

				‘What?’

				‘Eat the food, Endymion.’

				I took a pear and bit a big chunk, disliking his scowl.

				And all the while, Kimiko watched.

				Only when we went into the back field did her eyes not follow. Every day for a week Darius and I sat amid the blackened stumps while he tested my progress. On the first day he asked me how many souls inhabited Kisia and I told him: ‘One million, three hundred and twenty thousand, six hundred and forty-two.’

				‘Don’t care about them.’

				‘But I do.’

				‘Tell yourself that you don’t. Turn your Empathy in and try again.’

			

			
				‘One million, three hundred and twenty thousand, six hundred and forty-three.’

				Darius’s brows had shot up. ‘A birth? How amazing. There is hope for the empire yet, but it isn’t you. You’re not trying hard enough.’

				Turning the Empathy in on myself had made me sick, but on the second day I could not tell him.

				‘Good,’ Darius had said. ‘Can you still feel me?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘Do I need to give you more reasons to hate me?’

				I shook my head. ‘You couldn’t.’

				‘Don’t put me on a pedestal,’ he warned. ‘I don’t sit well there.’

				‘You hated what you were and did something about it,’ I said. ‘That alone is worthy of respect.’

				Darius rolled over, and through the waving grass that pair of amethysts glittered. ‘Don’t wrong me, Endymion,’ he said. ‘The weight of contrition grew too heavy for me to bear, but I could never hate the power. I loved it. I still do.’

				And I had killed one hundred and four men on the road to Rina. ‘So do I.’

				‘I know. That’s why you need to keep trying. Turn it in on yourself until constraint becomes all you know.’

				On the third day, Darius brought an old Errant board with him to teach me how to concentrate on the mask and something else at the same time. He kept bringing it, each day relaxing more and more until on the seventh day he took off his sandals and lay back, flexing his toes amid the cool grass. He looked like a tiger testing his claws.

				Not thinking, I reached out my Empathy.

				A fierce slap knocked me back and for a stunned moment the sky spun.

				‘That isn’t control.’

				Darius hadn’t moved. He was still lying on the grass, his arms crossed behind his head. He hadn’t touched me.

				‘Turn it in, Endymion.’

			

			
				‘Why aren’t you worried?’

				He turned his head, regarding me with those cold eyes. ‘Worried about what?’

				‘Malice. You know he’s coming. Do you think he’s going to be pleased that you’ve taken off with one of his Vices?’

				‘He doesn’t care about his Vices.’

				‘Maybe not, but he cares about you. You should have seen his face when I told him you weren’t coming to Rina. He’s going to be angry. He–’

				‘You think I don’t know?’ he snapped, sitting up. ‘You think I’m an idiot? The first time I tried to leave him he stuck a knife in me.’

				‘I know.’

				He snorted. ‘Of course you know. If you let yourself go you could be more me than I am.’ He looked down at his hands, each now gripping a handful of grass, and tightening his hold he ripped them up. ‘Malice doesn’t like to share.’ The blades of grass fell, dancing away from his opened palms. ‘Everything comes to an end. Better sooner than later.’

				Was there bitterness in his voice? I had grown so used to seeing it a different way, to tasting its sour tang on the air, that the inflection was hard to recognise. He was smiling, too, but no change had come to his eyes. I felt like a blindfolded man with his hands tied and I gritted my teeth, fighting against the urge to open up and see, to taste and feel and know, catching the whispers on the breeze as they drifted from uncontrolled minds.

				I lay back and stared at the sky, shading my eyes from the bright afternoon sun. Wind rustled the grass, bringing with it a hint of paddy stench.

				Silence sat between us for a time, broken only by the sounds of summer.

				And then the smell of smoke.

				I sat up, my first thought to look toward the house, but the rundown manor beyond the gardens looked the same as ever. Columns of black smoke were rising from the south, tilting in the wind.

			

			
				‘It seems the war is coming to us,’ Darius said, getting to his feet and holding out his hand. He always did before we finished for the day — testing me. I set my teeth and touched him, concentrating to keep the Empathy in. He led the connection, pushing it through with a thought and I tried not to follow, not to see the images of Kimiko, the warmth, the scent of her hair, the rise of her breasts, the–

				My Sight spread, flowing out over Kisia with a single breath, and Darius snatched his hand away. His expression turned strange, an instant of tortured ambivalence before it was all gone, the world turning grey and lifeless.

				‘He’s coming,’ he said, with something like a smile.

				‘Malice?’

				‘Who else.’

				‘Is he close?’ I didn’t need to ask how he knew. ‘Do we run?’

				‘There is no we.’ Darius straightened his robe, picking grass from his sash. ‘You have to go. You have to get Kimiko out of here.’

				‘What? You’re staying? Why?’

				‘Because it’s me he’s coming to see, don’t you think?’

				For a time he stood staring out at the smoky skyline where spreading plumes were fast obscuring Kisia from view. Then, slowly, deliberately, Darius slid first one foot and then the other into his sandals, and bent to where the Errant board sat amid the wavering grass. Gripping one of my pieces, he turned it, its painted crown tipped to the sky.

				‘My game, I think,’ he said, and turned away toward the house.

				Leaving the board, I ran to catch up. ‘Darius, you can’t be serious,’ I said. ‘She won’t come with me. Kimiko hates me.’

				‘I’ll talk to her.’

				Darius passed through the moon gate and into the garden where the high afternoon sun was causing wild flowers to droop their heads over the crazed path. The smell of smoke followed us.

				‘Go straight to the stables,’ Darius said, brushing through the flowers, red and pink and white. ‘Get your horse and wait outside the gate for her.’

			

			
				‘You could just order her to leave. You’re her master. She has to obey.’

				‘No.’ The word snapped between his teeth with the speed of a striking snake. ‘No.’

				‘No? Then why not set her free?’

				Darius turned on me, his nose crinkled in a sneer. ‘Do you know what my name was, Endymion?’ he asked. ‘The name I took on after my maturation?’

				I shook my head. ‘No.’

				‘My name was Mastery.’ Pressing his fine fingers to his chest, he bowed. ‘I assure you I earned it.’

				‘Then why don’t you command her?’

				‘Because if I do, I will lose. Don’t you understand? That is the man I was and if I go back now I’ll never want to change. I’ve missed it. You have no idea how much I have missed it, or how painful it is to see that mark every day and know I cannot use it.’

				I stared at his twisted features, strange in the bright sunlight. ‘So it’s a test. You keep her marked to test yourself.’

				His lips turned, more leer than smile. ‘You make it sound so selfish,’ he said with a laugh that seemed to mock himself. ‘Gods know I wish she would abandon me if I freed her, but she wouldn’t. Kimiko is a stubborn little whirlwind.’

				‘Then how will you get her to come with me?’

				‘Not by ordering her,’ he said, and continued along the path, the bulk of the once glorious house rising out of twisted nests of bracken. ‘All you need to do is get her away from here. Don’t tell me where you’ll go, I don’t want Malice to be able to lift the knowledge out of my head.’

				‘What will you do when he comes?’

				From behind I saw Darius’s shoulders lift into a careless shrug. ‘I shall wait and see. But don’t fear for me, little fish, he won’t kill me.’

				‘It is not your death I fear.’

				Still walking, he glanced over his shoulder. That first night I had seen Darius and Kimiko locked together in the lantern light and the house had protected them from me, but I knew it could not keep Malice out; could not protect Darius from the monster he knew lived beneath his skin.

			

			
				Mastery.

				‘Darius?’

				‘Yes?’ He stopped and turned, immaculate brows raised in question. For me he had stayed when he might have run. For me he had given up so much time.

				Not caring for the dirt or the thorny stems trailing across the path, I knelt in front of him and grasped his hand. Planting a kiss upon that translucent skin, I said: ‘I would do anything for you, brother. Let me stay. Let me help you.’

				For a moment he said nothing, just let his hand remain in mine. Then he pulled it gently away. ‘That is the fastest road you can take to destruction,’ he said. ‘Don’t. If you master what I’ve taught you then perhaps we won’t meet again. If not… well…’ He turned away, leaving me kneeling on the stones. ‘Goodbye, Endymion.’

				


				* * *

				


				Kimiko came, proud, composed, silent. Her small jaw was set squarely and she strode past me, taking her horse’s reins without thanks. She required no assistance, just climbed into the saddle and turned her horse, leaving me to follow. I stared after her. I had been sure she would not come and wanted to ask what Darius had said, but she was already a distant figure beyond the welcome garden.

				‘We had better go,’ I said, patting Kaze’s neck. He snorted and walked on, kicking flurries of wisteria petals and taking the channel in his stride.

				Kimiko waited at the hilltop. She did not speak as I approached, made no acknowledgement of my presence at all, just gnawed on her lip and stared down at Esvar below us. It hung with haze, but I could still see people moving about the town, carrying goods or stopping to greet chance-met friends. It bore every sign of life, yet I could not feel it. There were no numbers, no whispers.

			

			
				Still gnawing on her lip, Kimiko looked back toward the house, its derelict façade peering mournfully over the old wall. She looked at me then, and clenching her jaw, set her horse walking.

				Instead of taking the track, she turned south off the carriageway, brushing through a tight knot of trees. I followed, wondering if we would travel the whole afternoon in silence.

				Kaze tossed his head as leaves flicked him in the nose, his silent complaints vociferous. ‘Calm, my friend,’ I said, trying to hold the branches aside. ‘We’ll be out soon.’

				From the tangle of close trees we passed into a bamboo thicket, its emerald poles reaching for the sky. Still travelling south, Kimiko urged her horse into a trot, and it wended its way between the stalks, prancing playfully. Kaze followed, his ears flicking his enjoyment of the dance. With every breath the smell of smoke grew stronger.

				‘Where are we going?’ I asked, brushing papery leaves from my hair.

				‘Away.’

				‘Away,’ I repeated. ‘Away to where?’

				Kimiko didn’t answer.

				The setting sun flickered through the bamboo and I closed my eyes, leaving Kaze to follow without guidance.

				By the time we reached the edge of the thicket the sun was low on the horizon. Kimiko’s shortcut had brought us to a plateau where wavering heat rose from the black stones. Below us, a spur jutted from the mountainside, jagged rocks dropped away on either side. And there a dark host swelled in the bowl of The Valley. Crimson banners snapped – on both sides of the spur. One side crimson with the southern dragon picked out in gold thread, while only a few miles away, over the rocky pass, black pikes swam in crimson water.

				‘An Imperial battalion,’ Kimiko said, pulling a leaf from her curls. ‘Is Kin down there?’

			

			
				‘Maybe.’

				Kimiko shot me a look of disdain. ‘That’s all you have to say? I’ve heard you reciting numbers in your sleep. How many men does he have?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				‘Shivatsa you don’t know. How about Katashi?’

				‘It doesn’t work like that.’

				‘Darius told me you followed him here,’ she said, turning back to the horizon. ‘He said you followed him here like a dog sniffing the ground all the way from Rina. You can’t tell me Darius smells worse than the Great Fish.’

				‘I am not a dog,’ I snapped.

				‘You’re not very helpful either. I’ll go find out for myself.’

				She clicked her tongue and her horse began to walk, but I gripped her reins. Kimiko’s eyes flashed. ‘Let go,’ she growled.

				‘Darius charged me to look after you,’ I said. ‘That doesn’t mean letting you walk into an army camp. We need to get away from here. We need to go south.’

				‘And where will we go?’ she asked, pulling the reins out of my hand. ‘To Mei’lian? To The Plains? Chiltae? I hope you are well endowed with money, Endymion, because I am not. Or do you propose we steal our food and sleep on the ground? Or even better, I could sell myself for a meal. We can’t sell the horses because then we would be stranded. Sad that the free use of my body is worth less than an animal.’

				She sat straight in her saddle, drawn up to her full height. ‘So, tell me again where I should be going? Nowhere is safer than under my brother’s protection.’

				‘You can’t go back to Katashi! He sold you!’

				‘Then he is severely in my debt, and he will make it up to me. I go to Katashi.’

				With the breeze catching at her hair, Kimiko set her horse walking along the ridge, and guessing now that further argument would be pointless, I followed, Kaze exhibiting my reluctance in his lagging step.

				It was a winding route that led down the mountainside, through sharp black rocks and nests of thin grass tangled like hair. 

			

			
				Catching up again, I said: ‘You knew he was here.’

				Kimiko turned, her horse’s hooves crunching on the stone. ‘What did you say?’

				‘I said you knew he was here, didn’t you?’

				A little smile flashed across her face. ‘Where there’s smoke there’s fire.’

				I fought the urge to open up, to let my Sight range over the world and see as I had always seen. I hated having no answers, hated being unable to see if Malice had yet made it to Esvar. I could not be sure that Katashi was in that valley, or Kin in the opposite camp. I could not feel Kimiko’s intent or hear her whispers, her soul as dead to me as Darius’s had once been. It was as though the world did not live at all, that beneath the warm sunshine and the birdsong was a dead land, more painting than living world.

				You’ll get used to it, I told myself.  It’s the way everyone else saw the world, this dull collection of dolls moving through a play.

				But you aren’t like everyone else. You’re a god.

				The sun was setting, its golden tongues reaching from behind mountain peaks. Around the arms of The Valley, rice paddies glimmered.

				‘We’re not going to make it down there before dark,’ I said. ‘Why don’t we stop here for the night, where there’s cover.’

				‘No. We keep moving.’

				‘And if one of our horses should sprain its ankle stepping into a rabbit hole? We have less than an hour left of daylight, if that.’

				‘It’s ankle?’ She turned her head toward me. ‘Don’t you know anything about horses?’

				‘Not much. But I know they can hurt themselves.’

				‘Then we had better hope Vice horses are as sure-footed as the Vices brag, because we’re getting to Katashi tonight.’

				With our backs to the setting sun we began the descent, cutting diagonally down the slope. The track took us east, and for a time we left the crimson banners behind. Kimiko’s eyes darted everywhere and her hands held the reins tight, crushing the leather in whitening fingers. Wherever the path was dangerous she muttered under her breath, looking up at the falling sun, and where the track opened up she tapped her foot to the animal’s flank and urged him to a trot. Scraggy trees dotted the rocky slope like watchers in the night.

			

			
				‘What is Darius going to do?’ I asked, bringing Kaze alongside her when I could. ‘Did he tell you?’

				‘I don’t want to talk about Darius.’

				‘I know you love him.’

				‘Yes?’ she snapped. ‘And I pray to the gods I didn’t.’

				‘But you do.’

				A deep cleft dug between her brows. ‘What’s wrong with you, Endymion?’

				‘What’s wrong with me?’

				‘If you’ve got any more of those tactful questions in there, I’ll sew your lips shut.’

				She urged her horse on ahead, its hooves sliding on the stones. Night was falling fast, and as the darkness gathered around me, I found a blindness I had never known. Robbed of even common sight, I had nothing left, nothing but unexpected sounds that sped my heart to a frenzy. ‘It gets easier,’ Darius had said. ‘You get used to being blind.’

				Kimiko stopped at the bottom of the slope. ‘We have company,’ she said, her eyes darting at shadows.

				Here in the bowl of The Valley profusions of bamboo grew in untamed clutches, and emerging from the shadow of a nearby thicket came a man on horseback, his form barely discernible in the dark. He might have been imaginary for all the life he exuded.

				‘State your name and business.’

				I could see no sign of his allegiance. Another appeared around the edge of the bamboo grove, his bow drawn. There might have been more, but I could not see them, could not feel them.

				Kimiko drew herself up in the saddle. ‘I am Lady Kimiko Otako, and I am here to see my brother.’

			

			
				The scout walked his horse closer. ‘Lady Kimiko Otako?’

				‘That’s what I said.’

				‘And who is this?’ He jerked his head at me.

				‘Is it not usual for a lady to travel with an escort?’

				The man grunted, and without taking his eyes off her, lifted his hand and beckoned. The scout with the bow let his string fall slack, and walked his mount forward.

				‘This lady claims to be Emperor Katashi’s sister, Lady Kimiko,’ the first man said to the second. ‘Do you recognise her?’

				The second scout shook his head. ‘I’ve never met Lady Kimiko.’

				‘If you doubt the veracity of my word,’ Kimiko began with a snap, ‘then Captain Tan will easily be able to identify me. ’

				‘General Tan,’ I corrected. A smile had turned his bloodless lips. They had all been happy to die.

				‘General Tan is dead, my lady,’ the first scout said. ‘He was sent after the Vices with one hundred and fifty of our best, and not a single one of them returned.’

				Kimiko’s gaze edged my way. ‘Dead?’

				The scout did not answer. He was eyeing Kimiko, taking her in from head to foot. It was dark, but I knew how Kin trained scouts and imagined Katashi was no different. Men who could see in the dark were invaluable.

				She returned his stare, chin tilted, and after a while he grunted. ‘Very well, my lady,’ he said. ‘We will escort you.’

				‘Don’t trust me?’

				‘Your pardon, my lady, but I don’t trust anyone.’

				He gestured to his men, and more shadows moved in the bamboo thicket. ‘After you, my lady,’ he said, sweeping his hand before him.

				She clicked her tongue and set her horse walking, glancing back to be sure I followed.

				‘We have been tracking you for much of the evening,’ the scout said as she drew alongside him. ‘You were fortunate not to be picked up by Kin’s men. We got two on your trail at sunset.’

			

			
				‘Do you want my thanks?’

				‘I do not do my job for your thanks, my lady.’

				Kimiko didn’t reply. I followed in her wake, listening to the hoofbeats that filled the night, unable to tell how many scouts were with us. Before my maturation I had been weak, but now I might as well have been walking with my eyes closed.

				We continued through the night, riders coming and going around us. Sometimes they would ride up to join their leader and there would be a whispered conversation, an exchange of nods, then they would fall back into the darkness.

				Seemingly without reason, the lead scout slowed his pace, glancing at Kimiko but not speaking. A pair of perimeter guards stepped from nowhere. ‘Clear?’

				‘Clear. Visitors for Emperor Katashi.’

				The man who had spoken jerked his head. ‘Go on then. He’s preparing to ride.’

				We continued on, a gentle susurrus rising around us like a trick of the breeze, and little by little Katashi’s camp appeared from the night.

				Silent soldiers fell in behind us as we rode between the first tents, and soon Kimiko and I were the centre of a long procession. Whispers followed. Men nudged one another and pointed, not at me but at this small woman, dressed like a commoner, who was somehow as tall as Katashi himself. Moonlight reflected from curious eyes. These men were preparing for battle. Dressed in armour, they sat around in groups, waxing their bowstrings and sharpening their swords, talking, laughing, eating, praying.

				The Imperial tent appeared above the sea of black canvas, itself barely owning a hint of crimson in the night. It loomed, the flutter of its flags filling me with misgiving. Kimiko seemed not to feel it, just rode on behind our guide, ignoring the interested stares of Pikes and traitors alike.

				Two soldiers stood guard outside the great tent, each possessed of a spear and an unmoving disposition. Both spears lowered toward Kimiko as she slid from her saddle.

			

			
				‘Lift your weapons,’ she ordered. ‘I am Lady Kimiko Otako and you will bow when you address me.’

				I stared at the gleam of moonlight on the nearest spearhead.

				‘Well?’ the scout said, still mounted. ‘You men are Pikes. Is this Lady Kimiko Otako?’

				The spears lifted. ‘Apologies, my lady,’ one of the Pikes said. ‘I will inform His Majesty that you are here.’

				‘Do it, and do it quickly,’ she ordered, turning to me as she spoke. ‘You’ll wait here for me?’

				‘Yes,’ I said, conscious of relief. ‘My lady.’ A boy stepped forward to take Kaze’s reins and I dismounted, patting his flank.

				Kimiko was ushered inside, the crimson fabric falling closed behind her. Darius had asked that I get her safely away from Esvar and I had done so, but delivering her into a war zone, and to a brother who had already sold her once, was probably not what he’d had in mind. I hoped it wouldn’t be long before we were moving again.

				I ran my fingers through Kaze’s mane. He was thinking of his next meal and his thirst, not even a little curious about the men around him. His disconnection steadied me. ‘You are very wise, my friend,’ I said, patting his neck, his summer coat sleek. ‘We’ll get through this.’

				He agreed, but continued with his silent demands for food.

				I ripped my hand away and the connection snapped. I had turned the Empathy in on itself but it was still seeping out, finding cracks. It wasn’t working.

				‘Bring him in.’

				A hand gripped my arm, yanking me back. I tried to pull away, but the fingers tightened. More hands. Voices. Grunts. And I was dragged back, Kaze’s whinny cutting through it all. Red fabric passed overhead, caressing the helmets of my captors as they pushed through. Lanterns hung from the canopy and the air was thick with the smell of leather.

				‘Put him down.’

				They dropped me onto matting so fresh it still smelt of the sun, its reeds like spun gold. Overhead a familiar voice. ‘We’ve located Lord Laroth and his brother,’ it said. ‘Send men to Esvar. I want them apprehended. Alive. There’s only two of them, but be careful, they’re both freaks.’

			

			
				Emperor Katashi. Taller. Broader. He filled the tent from floor to gently shifting ceiling, his strong form dressed in layers of fine leather armour and a crimson surcoat. He wore no crown, but he didn’t need it. Even without my Empathy his aura was all the crown he needed.

				Monarch.

				He looked down at me, a pair of hard sapphires set beneath heavy brows. ‘Welcome back, Endymion,’ he said. ‘Or should I say, welcome back, cousin. It seems you are not dead after all.’ He crouched in front of me, his leather creaking with every movement of his body. ‘Takehiko.’

				‘Katashi.’

				‘You lied to me.’

				‘No. I couldn’t tell you a truth I didn’t know myself.’

				His eyes narrowed. ‘And how is that? You’re an Otako.’

				‘An Otako who was taken from his family at three years old,’ I retorted, still kneeling upon the matting. ‘An Otako raised to know nothing about who I was and where I came from.’

				Katashi straightened, and for the first time I saw Kimiko there, truly dwarfed by his great height. I did not have to ask how he knew, did not have to ask what she had sold me for. She would do anything for Darius.

				‘Lord Takehiko Otako,’ Katashi said, turning to stride across the crisp matting, dry reeds cracking beneath his feet. ‘Lord Takehiko Otako.’ Upon his back sat Hatsukoi, her graceful strength lending still more height to his impressive form. Never had a man looked more like a god. ‘Lord Takehiko Otako, heir to the Crimson Throne.’

				‘I don’t want it.’

				‘No?’ He spun back to face me. ‘But then you’re not a true Otako, are you? No son of Emperor Lan would still be kneeling at my feet. Even your slippery kasu of a sister never knelt at my feet. You’re a Laroth, but I’ve seen the papers. A freakish bastard squeezed from between your mother’s legs you might be, but you’re still the rightful heir.’ Katashi spat. ‘And here you are, back from the dead. Do you expect to be welcomed into the family?’

			

			
				Stung, I went to rise, only to feel the weight of a sword upon my shoulder. ‘Don’t even think about moving,’ a man said from behind me. ‘Stay on your knees.’

				‘Or you’ll kill me?’ I snapped, turning my head to see the tail of a black sash. ‘I’m already dead. This is no family. Katashi sold his own twin sister to the Vices, and gods know what he’s done with mine. Grace Tianto lost his head for killing his own blood. I think it’s a long time since the Otakos were a family.’

				Katashi lifted Hatsukoi from her holster in one smooth movement. The arrow was in his hand, an instant all it took to nock and draw, Hatsukoi’s body pulled into a grin. ‘I could put this arrow through the back of your head and save myself a lot of trouble.’

				‘Katashi,’ Kimiko warned. ‘Whatever else he might be, he’s our cousin.’

				‘In name and nothing else. I will not let a Laroth by-blow sit on the Crimson Throne.’

				‘He isn’t going to sit on it. He said himself he doesn’t want it. What threat is he to you?’

				Katashi relaxed his bow arm, but did not turn the arrow aside. It was aimed for my right eye, and staring at that barbed point I began to wonder what it would feel like to die.

				‘What threat?’ Katashi said, turning on his sister. ‘What threat? Are you a fool? Whatever the truth, this little kasu is Emperor Lan’s heir, the Crimson Throne belongs to him.’

				‘No, it belongs to Kin, because he’s the one sitting on it in Mei’lian.’

				The great man snarled, teeth bared like a dog. ‘Say that again and I will shoot him in the cock first.’

				Unruffled, Kimiko tucked a rogue curl behind her ear. ‘It seems to me that you are the fool, Katashi,’ she said. ‘If you kill him you come no closer to having the crown, all you do is help Kin to keep it. What will people say if they find out what you’ve done?’

			

			
				‘They won’t.’

				‘You have great faith in your guards. But even if it should remain secret, you’ll lose the greatest weapon against Kin that has ever come your way.’

				For an instant Katashi stared at her, then his lips slowly broke into a smile. ‘The honourable Kin, Master of the Imperial Guard. He took the Oath. Yes, and not just any oath.’ He let out a bark of laughter. ‘General Kin, sworn protector of Emperor Lan and all of his children. He is honour-bound not only to keep you safe but to uphold your claim to the throne.’

				He lifted the bow again. ‘I think it’s time I gave The Usurper a present.’ He drew the string and shifted his aim. It was all I could see, as though the world contained nothing but this sharp metal point, darkened with black ink.

				The barbed tip sunk into my skin, mangling flesh. I hissed a breath through clenched teeth and gripped below the wound, squeezing my eyes shut as the pain hit me hard.

				‘What a mess,’ Katashi said, over my rapid breaths. ‘If you hadn’t moved it would have just gone clean through your arm and stuck well.’

				I opened blurred eyes. Katashi had lowered his bow and was looking the wound over critically. I could not look at it, but my fingers found a tangled lump of flesh wet with blood, sharp barbs sticking through what was left of my skin. Sick, I tried to rise, but that same sword came to rest upon my shoulder.

				‘Leave the arrow in him,’ Katashi said, speaking to the man at my back. ‘Bring me ink. I want Kin to know who sent so wonderful a gift.’

				‘Yes, Your Majesty.’

				Crouching in front of me once again, Katashi touched the arrow. It bounced gently, and I gave a strangled cry. While the room spun slowly, I watched him stroke the black fletching with his thumb and trace the Otako motto branded upon the shaft.

				‘We conquer. You bleed,’ Katashi said, noticing the direction of my gaze. ‘Too bad you aren’t a true Otako. We might have been brothers.’

			

			
				‘I wouldn’t want to be your brother,’ I said, and spat. The spit hardly left my lips my mouth was so dry, and Katashi’s smile remained fixed. Footsteps returned. An ink stone was placed on the floor beside me, and Katashi picked up the brush, pulling back the hair from my forehead. The ink was cold. I tried to focus on the shapes he was forming, to read his words, but all I could think about was the hot blood dripping down my arm.

				When he had finished, he dropped the brush back onto the stone. ‘Bag his head and deliver him to Kin,’ he said, nodding to his guards. ‘Let’s see how honourable The Usurper really is.’

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 18
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				The sun was setting, and alone in the house, I waited.

				Kimiko had known something was wrong the moment I slid the door to our sanctuary. She had looked up from the divan, her welcoming smile slowly fading. ‘What is it?’ she had asked.

				‘Malice is coming. You have to go.’

				Her jaw set stubbornly. ‘I’m not leaving.’ Even if you command me to go. She left those words unspoken, but they filled the air between us so thickly she may as well have given them voice.

				‘You have to.’

				‘If I have to leave, then why do you have to stay? We could go together. He can’t follow you forever.’

				‘Can’t he?’ I sat on the edge of the divan, painfully aware of her smell and the alluring call of her desire. ‘I think we both know that isn’t true, yes?’

				She flinched. ‘Don’t say that.’

				‘Say what?’

				‘Don’t say ‘yes’ like that, you sound just like him.’

				‘Perhaps I am just like him.’

				‘Darius–’

				‘You have to go, Kimiko,’ I said, cutting her off. ‘And I can’t come with you. Endymion is going to fail.’

				She froze in the act of reaching her hand to my cheek. Above her the trio of lanterns fought back the darkness of the house while outside the sun was shining. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked, those bright blue eyes roaming my face, her brow creased with worry. ‘You’ve been teaching him how to control himself, haven’t you? How to stop being an Empath.’

				‘How simple you make everything sound, my dear,’ I said, and I could hear the sneer in my voice. ‘We were born with the marks and we will have them until the day we die.’ I drew back my sleeve. Three horizontal lines cut the inside of my wrist, crossed by a single diagonal.

			

			
				Kimiko looked away.

				I let my sleeve fall. ‘We can’t do this,’ I said. ‘You have to go.’

				‘Do you think it’s easy for me?’ she demanded. ‘Do you think it’s easy to give your heart to a man who is capable of such terrible things?’

				Getting to my feet I strode to the other side of the room, to where the grimy window let in little light.

				‘Darius?’

				‘You have to go.’

				Her steps came across the floor and I flinched as her hands touched my back. Sliding around my sides, she locked her fingers upon my stomach. ‘No, I don’t,’ she said, leaning her cheek against my shoulder. ‘You don’t belong to Malice anymore. You belong to me.’

				I turned within the circle of her arms. ‘And what do you think he is going to do if you tell him that?’ I asked, leaning down, her lips soft and welcoming. The kiss lingered, the taste of her something I would never forget. ‘He will kill you,’ I said, our lips sticking as I pulled away.

				‘He will kill you, too, if you stay.’

				‘No, he won’t.’

				‘You’re very confident.’

				‘I am. I have to see him.’

				Kimiko pulled back at that, those eyes once again searching my face for understanding, no Empathy to light her way. ‘Why?’

				‘I told you why. Endymion is going to fail.’

				‘Then let him fail. What has that got to do with you?’

				‘I don’t think you understand how powerful he has become, Kimiko. I can’t control him on my own. For now he listens to me, he trusts me, but what comes of the moment when he realises his own strength? When he forgets everything his priest taught him?’

				Despite the warmth, Kimiko shivered. ‘What will he do?’

				‘I don’t know. I don’t want to know. He killed one hundred and four men on the road to Rina by filling them with despair. He’s capable of worse. I hoped I could teach him enough to combat the growth, but it’s too late. I think he’s beginning to realise his own strength, and nothing corrupts men faster than power.’

			

			
				She gripped my chin, her fingers and thumb digging into my cheeks. ‘Why do you have to be so noble?’ she said. ‘Why do you have to be such a good man?’

				Holding her wrist I prised my face from her hold. ‘You said earlier that I could do terrible things. Which am I? The monster or the paragon?’

				‘I don’t know, but the monster would be easier to leave.’

				‘I remember you saying something like that before. That you wished I were easier to hate.’

				‘Or easier for my conscience to love.’

				I cringed. ‘A fine way to put it,’ I said. ‘I am not noble. I am the worst man you know, but still I cannot run and leave Kisia to its fate. No one else can help him, but I need Malice. I need him to see things my way, I need to talk to him without either of you being here.’

				Slowly Kimiko shook her head. ‘Damn you, Silver Tongue.’

				Sliding her arms back around my waist she set her head against my chest, listening to my heart. Her hair smelt sweet. Everything about her crippled me and I could feel resolution draining from my bones. She was mine and I could keep her.

				Gripping her shoulders I set her firmly from me and turned away. She was the weakness I had never meant to have.

				‘You have to go.’

				Without her, silence had settled over the house, and I sat down to wait with only the slow beat of my heart for company.

				At dusk, I took down the lanterns, setting them on the low table where Kimiko had laid three places for the evening meal. The rice was still steaming. She had warned me not to forget it. Minutes slid by. An hour. I served myself from the steamer and knelt to eat, hardly tasting the food at all. 

				Malice was coming. 

				I could smell him.

			

			
				For a long time I waited, afraid to move from the table lest I catch Kimiko’s scent on the divan, in the hallway, or upon the pages of the book she had been reading while Endymion and I were out. From where I sat, I could just make out the words on the spine: The Laroths of Errant Court: A Complete History of the Spiders of the West. Gods only knew where she had found such a thing, a dry history, a tome of lies. 

				Evening slid into night. And at last, Malice came.

				Emerging from the shadowed hallway he stood, a silent figure at the edge of the light. Like me he wore simple linen, his dark hair, dark brows and deep-set eyes giving him the look of a creature born from the night.

				He glanced at the place set at the table, the porcelain bowl perfectly centred. His lips parted into a smile. ‘Hospitality, brother?’ he asked, letting the tail of his silken hair slide through his fingers.

				‘It does well enough,’ I said, not moving from my place.

				‘Well enough? When has well enough been good enough for you?’

				‘The house has other things.’

				‘Ghosts and old memories, yes?’ Malice entered with his quiet steps and took the place opposite, folding himself up like the spider he claimed to be. ‘Where is Adversity?’

				‘Kimiko is gone.’

				‘Ah, so you guessed. Of course you did. You have always been so very clever, yes? Where has she gone?’

				I shook my head. ‘I don’t know.’

				‘No further use for her? You stole her from me. I might have forgiven you had you given her back.’

				‘You’ll forgive me,’ I said. ‘You love me.’

				Malice had picked up the bowl and now paused with it part way to his lips. ‘How well modesty becomes you, Darius.’

				‘And how well walking across Kisia like a peasant becomes you, Malice.’

				He flashed me a humourless smile and took a mouthful of rice. He chewed. He swallowed, throat bulging. ‘That’s something else I have to find it in my heart to forgive you for. I do not take kindly to having to chase you like some unwilling woman.’

			

			
				‘I’m not the only one you’re chasing. You lost our brother, too, it seems.’

				‘That boy broke my mark, Darius.’ Malice placed his bowl back on the table. ‘No one has ever done that before, nor even come close. He is dangerous, yes?’

				‘I know. That boy, as you call him, followed me across Kisia, sniffing like a dog. One connection and I had given him enough to seek me out from any distance.’

				I felt the suspicion, so strong he could not contain it. ‘And why did he come to you?’

				‘To learn control, what else? I made the world believe I was not an Empath for five years, or had you forgotten?’

				‘Forgotten? How could I when you left me alone for those five years?’

				In that small room the air felt close, the smell of warm rice giving it a homely feeling at variance to the fierce eyes flashing at me from across the table. At my elbow the lantern began to flicker. It needed a new candle, but I could hardly focus my mind on anything so mundane as where Kimiko had put the fresh supplies.

				I watched the flicker out of the corner of my eye while Malice ate, hardly taking his gaze off me. When he did, it was to look around the room, at the cooking stone with its cedar rice pot, at the divan covered in old furs, and the book laying neglected upon the table.

				We didn’t speak again until he had finished his meal. ‘Why did you come?’ I asked then.

				He picked up the wine bowl and sipped from its edge, then pulled back to glare into the clear liquid. ‘What is this? Did rats piss in this?’

				I could not fight the smile, his outrage bringing with it so many memories. ‘No,’ I said. ‘At least I don’t think so. Not here. I didn’t get that from the cellar. It’s millet wine. The townsfolk drink it.’

			

			
				He poured it on the floor, the liquid splattering across the old boards. ‘May the gods preserve me from such concoctions. I never thought you so honourless that you would invite me to eat and then poison me, yes?’

				‘I did not invite you. Why did you come? Don’t you have an empire to rule?’

				Malice eyed me levelly from the opposite side of the table. ‘When was that ever my ambition?’

				His words sent my heart racing. ‘Then what?’

				‘I want my brother back, yes?’

				‘Even against my will?’

				‘You knew I was coming,’ he said. ‘You could have run.’

				‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘Endymion is a problem. You were right. If we let him loose he will bury the empire in pursuit of his precious justice.’

				‘And you are proposing that we save it, yes?’

				‘Something like that.’

				‘And after we save it?’ His eyes were bright. ‘Who do we crown?’

				‘No one. Kin already has a crown.’

				He sighed, closing his eyes in a moment of pain. ‘You’re breaking my heart, Darius, yes? Where are you hiding my Mastery?’

				‘He’s gone.’

				‘You’re lying. With Hana’s pretty face upon the throne you were going to rule the empire from the shadows, the power–’

				‘Enough.’

				Malice’s fine eyebrows rose. ‘Denial, Darius?’

				‘I did not stay to talk about me. It’s Endymion we need to do something about.’

				He nodded slowly. ‘Very well, say we save Kisia, yes? What, after this heroic rescue, is to become of us?’

				I held his gaze. ‘We go our separate ways.’

				‘To slowly grow old? To wander the world telling the story of glorious battles? You intrigue me. What do you propose I do when we… part ways? Again.’

			

			
				‘Whatever you like.’

				‘Whatever I like. Almost you have me convinced, brother. I sacrifice my time and skill to protecting Kisia and all its fine peasants from Endymion’s wrath and, I assume, fight to end the civil war, letting Kin keep his blood-soaked throne, only to leave the battlefield with nothing. Shall I disband the Vices, too? Shall I send them back to the families who cared so much for them that they sold them to me?’

				‘Those are my terms.’

				He pushed the empty rice bowl to the centre of the table, lantern-light dancing on its finely painted surface. ‘You are expensive, my dear,’ he drawled. ‘I do not like your terms, yes? Do you hate me so much that you would bargain a future without me?’

				The lie stood on my tongue and made itself fat, paralysing speech. I forced it out. ‘Yes,’ I said, the word tasting wrong.

				Malice swept the bowls from the table. They flew from its edge and smashed, thin shards of porcelain scattering to every corner of the room. He lunged forward, gripping my arm, fingernails digging into the soft fabric. ‘Something has changed,’ he said, eyes roaming my face. ‘You’re using your Sight, but you’re still not my Darius.’

				He pulled me forward, the edge of the table digging into my stomach. From my arm his fingers crept toward my hand, his eyes never leaving my face. My pulse thrummed in my ears, every moment he wasn’t touching my skin like a hellish eternity. Slowly he lifted my sleeve; slowly he bunched the fabric above my wrist. There, my birthmark. There, my skin. But he did not touch it. His hand hovered, teasing, the urge to make the connection myself almost overwhelming.

				At last he clasped his fingers around my wrist, opening the path between us. It was well travelled, a little overgrown perhaps, a little strange from so many years apart, but beneath the new growth beat the old, so natural, so true. I could not hide, not from him. He held the keys to every door.

				But now there was Kimiko. Her taste, her smell, the curls against my cheek. Her hatred had tasted as sweet as her love, their friction beautiful to my other sense. And the shame, admitting to herself how good it felt, that great rush of combined ecstasy that could only be experienced when it was an Empath inside you.

			

			
				Malice dropped my hand with a hiss, real shock twisting his proud features. ‘You’ve let her mark you as much as you marked her.’

				I slid back off the table, straightening my robe as I stood. One by one I hung the lanterns back upon their rein where they rocked gently to and fro. ‘She’s gone now,’ I said, able to feel his eyes following me. ‘Leave it be.’

				‘Leave it be?’ Malice rose and came around the table, each step soft. The door was behind him, but the urge to run was swiftly repressed. He stepped close, the smell of him unchanged by so many years. ‘Leave it be?’ he repeated. ‘You are mine, Darius.’ He leant forward to breathe the words into my ear. ‘I will not share you, yes?’

				He gripped my hair, strands pulling from my scalp as he dragged my head back. ‘She is yours to command now, yes?’ Malice said, running a finger softly down my bared throat. ‘Call her back.’

				‘No.’

				‘You think she will be hard to find? My Vices did not take kindly to her, yes? There is not one who would not relish the chance to have their way with Otako’s spirited little sister.’

				I pushed the heel of my palm into his chin, thrusting back his head. ‘She’d kill them first,’ I said as his grip tightened in my hair. ‘She’d slit them from groin to throat for even thinking about it.’

				His wet tongue darted across my fingers and I slammed his head back so hard his teeth snapped together. Hair ripped from my scalp as he fell back. A hand flew instinctively to his jaw, a grin splitting his lips. ‘You think they couldn’t hold her down?’ he said. ‘She couldn’t kill them all, and maybe she wouldn’t even want to. She’ll moan as they rape her.’

			

			
				She had sold her body to many men. How many had taken her against her will? How many had held her down and had their way?

				‘She’ll scream and beg for more, right until the moment they slit her throat.’

				A snarl leapt up my throat and I charged. Thrown back, Malice hit the edge of the table and fell heavily, his head slamming back. His ribbon snapped. Little shards of bone scattered across the worn table top, and while he lay stunned, I snatched the rice pot off the cooking stone. Its base was made of iron. Malice rolled as the pot hit the table, splitting down the middle. Its lid shattered into a thousand cedar sticks, spilling cold rice like an army of maggots.

				Malice pushed to his feet, panting, his hair falling around him like a veil. His eyes gleamed. ‘Angry, Darius?’ he said. ‘Is she that good? Perhaps I should do it myself, see if she’ll scream the same for me, yes?’

				My nails cut into my palms, rage masking the pain.

				‘You amaze me,’ he went on. ‘I know her. I marked her, and I find it hard to believe she can stand to be near you if she knows the truth.’

				I was breathing fast, pressed lips keeping back words I could not trust.

				‘Did you tell her the truth, Darius? Did you tell her that you made the first Vice? Did you tell her that it was you who experimented to perfect the process? That it was you who stole people from their homes and ordered their bodies buried in the back field when you were done? Did you tell your dear Kimiko how much blood was on the hands you touched her with? No?’ He was smiling now. ‘Perhaps you should do that the next time your fingers are so far up her cunt you can’t see them. Tell her you made the Vices. Tell her you made me.’

				A monster would be easier to hate. A monster would be easier to leave. 

				Malice moved the hair from his eyes, shaking it back like a mane. ‘It sounds like fun, yes? Maybe I’ll do it myself. Especially the part where I have my fingers inside her. I could mark her again from there. Do you think she’d like that? The little whore has a taste for Empaths, perhaps.’

			

			
				Too easily could I imagine her moaning at his touch, digging her claws into his shoulders as she sat in front of him, legs parted in invitation. He knew how to be charming when it suited him, knew how to touch people in ways they would never forget.

				‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ he said. ‘How loud did she scream for you, Darius? How loud will she scream for me.’

				My pulse pounded like a war drum and I lunged, wanting nothing more than to choke the words from his throat. He ducked and came up grinning.

				‘Too angry, Darius, too angry.’ He gripped a fistful of fabric at my throat and yanked. White lightning shot across my eyes as his skull slammed into my brow bone. Released, I staggered blindly back. Blood dripped down my face. The room spun, but I could hear Malice breathing, close.

				‘Did you tell sweet Kimiko about our father?’ he said, the words ghosting past my ear. ‘Did you tell her about your mother? Did you tell her that every time she begged you for it she was begging for death?’

				His sharp fingernails cut my cheek, shredding the skin like a handful of knives. Hot blood bloomed, but though I stepped back, Malice was still there.

				‘Do you think she’ll still love you with your pretty face all cut up?’ he crooned, his hand on my other cheek. ‘Such a fool you are, Darius. Did you really think someone else would love you, truly love you, knowing everything as I do?’ He chuckled. ‘No, you’re too clever for that. That’s why you never told her the truth, honourable Darius Laroth.’

				‘Vatassa matas!’

				Malice laughed. ‘How I missed you, yes? Resorting to Avarice’s Qitian when you are enraged.’

				‘Shivats to your truth.’

				‘And she would have you blind and dumb. But you haven’t forgotten how the power feels. The connection, the superiority, the mastery. It tastes better than any of the messy ways Normals seek their ecstasy. We are gods, Darius.’

			

			
				‘I love her.’

				Though blood obscured one eye I could see him through the other, could see the laugh die. ‘Love,’ he spat. ‘You’ve forgotten what the word means. Do you remember the day our father told you he loved you?’

				It was like a punch to the gut, an ethereal jab that robbed me of breath. I love you, Darius, you are my son and I love you. Remember that, promise me that you will remember that.

				That night my father had dragged me out through the garden. The storm had lashed at my face and I had kicked and scratched and screamed, trying to make him let go. My Empathy had been immature and he had brushed it aside like the reaching tendrils of the overgrown garden, bearing me inexorably toward the dark hedge looming from the night.

				‘I swore I would never let someone break your heart again,’ Malice said. ‘Do you remember for how many days it was you didn’t speak?’

				‘Two hundred and thirty-nine.’ I barely needed to think; the words said themselves.

				‘And what was it I said to you the night before you broke your silence?’

				Blood was beginning to run down my neck. It was on my hand and on my sleeve, running down my arm, determined to cover me with its pain.

				‘Leave Kimiko alone,’ I said, ignoring his question. ‘She’s suffered enough.’

				‘No, not yet she hasn’t, but she soon will, when she finds out to what sort of man she has given her heart.’

				A drop of blood hit the floor, full of my anger, my guilt, my hurt. The floor might not feel it. A Normal would not feel it. But Malice…

				‘You can’t tell her,’ I said.

				‘Why? Will you kill me, Darius.’

				‘I ought to have done so a long time ago!’

			

			
				Peeling my hand from my cheek, I flicked the blood at him, pinpricks spraying his skin. He flinched, and in that moment of shock I stepped in, slamming my hand into his face. His nose flattened beneath my palm, a single eye left to peer between my fingers. Malice’s whole body stiffened, that eye mad with pain, his mouth gasping for more air than the room contained. Holding him pinned, I gripped his neck and squeezed, loving the feel of his hard throat beneath my hand.

				And there I held him, an inch from death, unable to kill him, unable to let him go. Between my bloody fingers his eye laughed.

				What did I say to you the night before you broke your silence? Malice asked, pushing his Empathy into my hand.

				The sound of footsteps came through the house, some part of me aware enough to hear them, but nothing seemed to matter beyond this man, this brother I knew better than I could ever know another. ‘You said: “I would die for you, brother. I will never let you lose yourself.”’

				The steps grew louder. Voices. But still I stared into that single eye.

				I meant it. I am yours, Mastery.

				A lantern appeared beside me, its bright light causing Malice to squint. Voices filled the air. Someone gripped my shoulder and yanked me away, my hand leaving a bloody print across Malice’s face.

				‘Lord Darius Laroth and Whoreson Laroth,’ spoke a loud voice, filling the room with such authority, such a feeling of importance. ‘You are under arrest on the orders of Emperor Katashi Otako, true emperor of–’

				I turned, catching the man across the mouth with my bloodied hand. He had none of Malice’s barriers, none of Malice’s strength, and where Malice’s eye had laughed, this man’s screamed. I poured my hatred into him, my contempt for his pitiful sense of power all because an emperor had given him a command. Beneath my grip his heartbeat quickened, rising to such a tempo it could not long sustain him. He clawed my arm, every breath a choke. I had the power. He would live if I let go. He would die if I held on. The room, the stage, belonged to me.

			

			
				His eyes rolled back, showing their whites. The clawing stopped. I let go and the body crumpled at my feet.

				Silence filled the room; men packed into the doorway. Through the blood I could barely see our guests, but I could feel them, gazing upon their fallen leader in horror.

				Malice came to my side. There were at least a dozen soldiers. More outside. Katashi knew what he was dealing with.

				A man wearing a black and silver sash pushed his way to the front of the frozen group, his lips turned in a sneer. ‘We were warned you two were freaks,’ he said. ‘But the way I see it, men all bleed the same, so you’d best come without a fight.’

				Malice snarled, the sound bestial.

				‘All right,’ the man said. ‘Shoot him.’

				With whip-crack speed a bow was drawn and released. The arrow pierced Malice’s leg and he stepped back with a grunt, sucking air through his nose. He lunged, but I grabbed him, locking my hands at his gut. ‘Stop,’ I hissed in his ear. ‘Let them take us or they’ll kill you.’

				He tried to throw me off, tried to twist out of my grip, too caught by fury to think clearly. ‘Stop,’ I said again. ‘I don’t want you to die.’

				Malice stopped, his chest straining within my hold. Against my cheek his tangled hair smelt so much like the past from which I had run, too weak to accept the truth.

				Bunched together, Katashi’s soldiers watched us, unsure. I glared at them over Malice’s shoulder. ‘What are you waiting for?’ I said. ‘Tie us up if you’re going to.’

				Their new leader nodded and they approached warily, weapons ready. I watched them come. Malice watched them come, our thoughts undoubtedly the same. There were too many. Even gods weren’t invincible.

				Malice growled as they bound his hands, but he did not fight. He watched as they bound me, too, watched me fight every instinct that urged me to attack, and when they had finished, he bowed, an appreciative smile on his face.

			

			
				‘Mastery,’ he said, his lips taut, his face growing pale. Blood was flowing fast from the wound in his leg.

				‘Malice.’

				A soldier shunted me toward the door and I walked. ‘I don’t think Katashi wants us dead yet,’ I said, addressing the man with the silver line through his sash. ‘You had best bind his wound.’

				The man grunted and jerked his head back at the corpse on the floor. ‘Emperor Katashi gives me orders, not you, freak. Are you going to help my captain if I help him?’

				‘He’s dead,’ I said.

				‘So are you when we get back to camp, so let him bleed, I say. Get them out of here.’
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				‘I can’t hold her!’

				‘Just let her go, that’ll fix her.’

				‘Shut up.’

				Darkness. A hundred hands touched me and I screamed, trying to pull away. Pain shot through my knuckles.

				‘Bitch just slammed me in the jaw. Drop her.’

				‘Hold her arms!’

				‘You hold her arms.’

				‘Did you land on your head when you dropped from your mother’s cunt?’

				More hands. I could barely move but thrashed to rip free of them, a single thought filling my head. I had to stop Shin leaving. I had to make him listen.

				‘Shin!’

				My cry echoed through the night.

				‘Shin!’

				‘Shut up! He’s gone.’

				‘Let me go!’ I bucked and wriggled, but I was bound wrist and ankle like a piece of meat. ‘Let go!’

				‘Shhh,’ the voice soothed. ‘I can’t do that, my lady. Calm down.’

				Wen. Some of the fight drained out of me, but I was breathing fast, my heart pounding like a drum. I had to get to Shin. ‘Take me back to him. Now.’

				‘I can’t do that either, my lady.’

				I was hanging over his shoulder, his arm clamped around my legs. Light flared. It lit the stones beneath Wen’s sandalled feet and he began to walk, the sudden motion sending my head spinning.

				Licking dry lips with a dry tongue, I said: ‘I am perfectly capable of walking.’

			

			
				‘I’m sure you are, my lady.’ Shifting me up with his shoulder, he adjusted his hold, tugging at the strap of his leather satchel. Other Pikes walked ahead and behind, their footsteps crunching on the rocky track.

				They were taking me to Katashi.

				I tried to breathe evenly, to relax, to think. Listening, I could hear two men ahead and one behind, but they were not my problem. If I could break free the slope wouldn’t welcome desperate scrambles for freedom. Even with a lantern, every step would be a potential death trap.

				‘How long was I out?’ I asked, settling my cheek against Wen’s back.

				‘Long enough for me to throw you over my shoulder without you taking a bite out of me.’

				‘I could bite you now.’

				He laughed. ‘Good luck trying. This is thick leather.’

				His steps slowed. Small stones slid away from his sandals, tumbling down the slope.

				‘Damn stinking place,’ one of the others complained. ‘All rocks and paddy stench.’

				‘Try carrying this cat, too,’ Wen said, his voice vibrating by my ear.

				At the next step I hit him with my tied fists and he grunted, causing the others to laugh. ‘She’s all yours.’

				‘How did I get stuck with her?’

				‘You’re the one who picked her up. I wasn’t going anywhere near that. I ain’t carrying a woman unless it’s to throw her down and take her hard.’

				‘You could do that, Wen, she’s tied up already.’

				There was another round of laughter, but Wen didn’t join in.

				‘Wen? Why do you fight for Katashi?’ I asked, closing my eyes in an attempt to stay calm.

				‘I’m not much in the mood for talking, my lady,’ Wen replied.

				‘Then you had better get in the mood, or you’ll just have to listen to me talk the rest of the way for you.’

				He didn’t immediately reply, just walked on, feet crunching on the stones. Then: ‘A man’s got to have a captain.’

			

			
				‘But shouldn’t you fight for what is right? For what you believe in?’

				The only reply was the shrill of insects, but I knew they were all listening.

				‘I mean, if you’re going to risk dying for a cause, make sure it’s the right cause.’

				‘And what do I know about what’s right?’ Wen said.

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘I’m not an Otako. No god set my ancestors on the Crimson Throne. Who am I to decide what is right and wrong? It is right to be loyal, to be useful and to do as you’re told. That’s what my mother taught me.’

				‘And to wash your face,’ another chimed in with a snort.

				I felt Wen turn his head. ‘Must have been the last time you washed your face, Bei.’

				‘There’s only so much washing a body can take.’

				They continued to jab at each other until the ground levelled out, Wen the only one who took no part.

				Minutes melded together in the dark, every second dragging me closer and closer to Katashi’s wrath. Panic hovered just beneath the surface, the urge to kick and scream barely suppressed. It wouldn’t help. All I could hope was that Kin’s men wouldn’t let Shin through their defences.

				The gentle hum of voices rose on the air like the drone of insects. We stopped. A short conversation sounded ahead. Footsteps milled around. I heard one word in twenty and guessed scouts had found us. Bei grumbled behind me and the lantern light vanished, Wen’s feet disappearing into the night. Almost immediately we were moving again, silent but for shuffling steps. Then I could see other feet in the moonlight, corners of tents and bundles of supplies.

				Wen slowed. Silence seemed to follow us and I could imagine hundreds of watching eyes and grinning faces. My heart sped against Wen’s back.

				Again our procession stopped.

			

			
				‘A gift for His Majesty,’ Bei said.

				‘You think it’s a good time for whores?’

				‘This isn’t a whore, you fool,’ Wen snapped. ‘This is Lady Hana Otako.’

				Footsteps sounded and a man appeared, his head tilted to see me better. He lifted a shrouded lantern into my face and I closed my eyes, catching the sound of laughter.

				‘Get that out of my face,’ I spat.

				‘You better watch out,’ Bei said with a chuckle. ‘She’ll claw your eyes out if you let her.’

				The man withdrew the lantern. ‘Wait here,’ he said.

				I tried to wriggle free, but Wen tightened his grip. ‘Too late, my lady,’ he whispered.

				The muffled sound of Katashi’s voice came through the tent and I felt sick.

				‘Go on, take her in.’

				The words came to me like a dream and we started moving again. Silk brushed my hair and staring at the ground I saw Wen’s sandals leave dirty tracks across the reed matting. I turned my head, trying to see, the smell of Katashi so strong its fingers squeezed my heart.

				‘My dear, Hana,’ he said. ‘You are just too late for a family reunion.’

				Gripping my waist, Wen lifted me from his shoulder and gently lowered me to the floor.

				‘Why is she bound?’

				The rest of the Pikes were already kneeling on the matting, and as Wen joined them he said: ‘To keep her from escaping, Your Majesty. Lady Hana threatened us with violence.’

				‘Your pardon, Captain,’ Bei added, looking up. ‘But it was Shin’s belief she betrayed information to The Usurper.’

				Katashi sat at a low table set with wine, but he was not alone. A young woman sat with him, dark curls tumbling about her shoulders – curls I had last seen disappearing through a solid wall. Kimiko.

				‘Captain Shin has gone to kill The Usurper.’

			

			
				Their emperor’s head snapped around. ‘What?’

				The Pikes flinched. ‘He has taken Lady Hana’s maid to seek an audience with Kin.’

				‘Fool!’ Katashi growled. ‘How dare he! Send riders. Order General Roi to prepare the men. I want Kin alive.’

				‘And Lady Hana, Your Majesty?’

				‘Leave her with me. I will deal with her before I ride for Kin’s head.’

				His guards withdrew quickly, leaving the four Pikes unsure what to do.

				‘Well, go on!’ Katashi snapped. ‘Get out of here.’

				They rose, adjusting their worn and dirty armour as they walked out, unable to meet each other’s gaze. Only Wen glanced back, slightly frowning as the red silk fell closed behind him.

				With a hand on the table, Katashi rose slowly to his feet, unfolding to his full height. ‘Well, dear Hana,’ he said, hooking a thumb into his sash, the tip of Hatsukoi touching the tent roof. ‘You ran away from me. How you broke my heart.’

				I pulled at the cord tying my hands. ‘What heart? You sent a man to drown me, Katashi,’ I said. ‘I would have fought for you.’

				Bending down, he gripped my shoulders. ‘You lie so prettily,’ he said. ‘I had no choice, Hana, you would not listen to me. Did you think I would let you marry The Usurper? What would happen to the Otako cause then? To justice?’

				‘I never said I would marry him!’

				‘You didn’t need to,’ he said, letting me go. ‘Being a leader means having to make hard decisions, something you don’t seem to grasp. The Usurper is my enemy.’ He began to pace the matting floor, his heavy steps depressing the reeds. ‘What choice did you leave me? If it was announced that Lady Hana Otako was to marry Kin Ts’ai, I would become the laughing stock of the empire. Even my Pikes would snicker behind their hands that I could not control my own cousin. Men would abandon me. I would lose numbers, lose the war and then lose my head.’

				He slammed his fist into the tent's centre pole, causing the silk canopy to tremble. ‘I will not let him kill me, too. I will not let him mount my head beside my father’s and complete his destruction of our family!’

			

			
				‘If it is our destruction he wants then you’re helping him in every way you can,’ I cried.

				‘Enough!’ Katashi spun, eyes flashing. ‘I have heard enough of my own iniquities for one night.’

				Behind him Kimiko had remained at the table, hands clasped in front of her. She had told me not to trust him.

				‘It was Shin who got you out of Koi, wasn’t it?’

				Though I knelt, bound at his feet, I lifted my chin and did not speak.

				‘Protecting him?’ Katashi said. ‘Even when he has gone to hack off your lover’s head?’

				‘Emperor Kin is not my lover,’ I snapped. ‘I do not belong to anyone.’

				‘You are forgetting that you’re an Otako. Whatever else he has done, that is a mistake Shin, at least, has never made. Perhaps when he gets back you can ask him why he took such an interest in your welfare, before I execute him as a traitor.’

				‘You wouldn’t!’

				Katashi smiled. ‘You think there is anything I would not do?’

				Behind him Kimiko grimaced. Our eyes met, and holding my gaze, she passed her hand through the table.

				You think there is anything I would not do?

				‘And what will you do to me?’ I managed, dragging my eyes back to his face.

				‘You have the same choice now as you did before,’ Katashi said.

				‘And what is that? Marry you or die?’

				‘You wanted to marry me once. I am still the same man, Hana. Just think, together we have an indisputable claim to the throne. We are pure Otakos. Our children will be pure Otakos.’

				I wanted to scream at him, to shake him, to take him by the throat and squeeze until some semblance of sense returned. Everything had changed. I had changed. I would rather die a hundred deaths than marry Katashi now, but I had no great wish to be executed for stupidity. So, swallowing my anger, I replied: ‘And what of my demands?’

			

			
				Katashi had been scowling, but his expression lightened at this, and I caught sight of the man he had once been — strong, open, inspiring, fond of teasing me, of teaching me; the big cousin who had filled my world. ‘How cruel fate was when you were not born a man,’ he mocked. ‘But that cock you want isn’t going to grow. I’ll let you have your place on the Council. As to the rest, we’ll talk.’

				He crouched in front of me, elbows resting on spread knees. I flinched as he slid a knife from his sash, and his grin widened. But taking hold of my hands, he just cut my bonds, before leaning over to slice the rope at my ankles.

				He sat back again and I rubbed the raw skin around my wrists, suppressing the urge to run. I would be lucky to make it a dozen steps before I was brought back, bound even tighter. Katashi had to be faced.

				‘Well?’ he prompted. ‘What will it be, Hana?’

				‘We’ll talk.’

				His laugh was so much Monarch’s that my heart constricted. I had loved him with such fervour, but he was not the same man.

				There was satisfaction in his smile as he stood, returning his knife to his sash. ‘Yes,’ he said, striding over to sit upon a low throne. ‘We will talk when I present you Kin’s head.’

				His eyes glittered. The throne was little more than a chair made grand with hung silks, but with him sitting upon it there was no doubting the position he held. Monarch. Emperor. But he was an emperor in hate, not love. He would burn the world alive for revenge.

				The words of an old saying came to mind. Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves. But it wasn’t his own grave he was digging, it was Kisia’s.

				One of Katashi’s guards came in, breathless, grinning as he bowed. ‘Your Majesty,’ he said. ‘The men have returned from Esvar. They got the freaks.’

				Esvar? I tensed, gripping the edge of my short robe, my eyes turning toward Kimiko. Something was wrong. She had helped Darius escape from Koi, I was sure, but now her cheeks were pale. She rose quickly, eyes darting to the doorway. A dagger had been thrust through the black silk of her sash and her hand strayed toward it.

			

			
				A low-voiced conversation sounded outside, and a pair of Katashi’s soldiers entered, pushing two men ahead of them. Shoved before his captor, Darius walked in first, almost unrecognisable beneath a layer of blood. A nest of oozing cuts marred one cheek, his blood smeared up into his hair where it had dried in tangled clumps. A simple robe hung loosely off his body — dishevelled and splattered, the hem torn and the tail of his sash trailing along the floor behind him.

				Malice looked worse. Something akin to a bloody handprint was smudged across his features and his hair was loose and tangled, strands sticking to his face, his lips, his robe. He dragged his leg every step, half slumped, owning no energy to look about him. Darius was not so inflicted. Those violet eyes took in everything, a strange smile twisting his blood-blackened lips.

				Kimiko froze as his eyes found her, his lips lilting into a strange smile.

				One of the guards pointed at the floor. ‘Bow,’ he said.

				Darius did so, every movement full of graceful mockery. It was not the bow of a subject to his emperor, but of one lord addressing another. Malice didn’t move. His captor repeated the order, and when he still did not bow, the man kicked him in the back of the knee. Malice hit the floor heavily, a pained grunt all the sign he was alive at all.

				‘They killed the captain,’ the soldier said. ‘With their hands and nothing else.’

				Very slowly, Kimiko stepped back, the horror in her face like nothing I had ever seen.

				‘Ah, Whoreson Laroth,’ Katashi said, looking down at Malice. ‘You were exiled from Kisia under pain of death, yet I find you within my borders. You will be executed immediately for your transgression.’

			

			
				Slumping forward, Malice began to laugh softly.

				‘Lord Darius Laroth,’ Katashi continued. ‘My sweet sister has begged me to spare your life, but to earn my mercy you must kneel and take the Oath of Allegiance, swearing your fealty to me as your emperor. If not, you, too, will be executed immediately for daring to even look at her.’

				Darius stared back, the blood on his face giving him a demonic look. ‘I did a lot more than just look at her, Divine Bleeder,’ he said, smiling broadly. ‘And I will swear no allegiance to you or anyone.’

				Katashi spoke through gritted teeth. ‘Then I will execute both of you Larothian dogs and have done!’

				‘Shall I send for your headsman, Majesty?’ asked one of the kneeling soldiers.

				‘No. Bring me a sword and I will do it myself.’

				‘No, Katashi, you can’t!’

				Katashi glared at his sister. ‘And why can’t I, sweet whore? I’m the emperor and they are traitors, freaks that need to be destroyed.’

				‘Because–’

				She stopped speaking, as though the words had been stolen from her lips. Her eyes widened. Her hand twitched toward her dagger. It was a step to Katashi’s throne and she gripped his hair, yanking back his head as she pressed the sharp blade to his throat.

				The guards half rose, but she tightened her grip and glared at them, the blade indenting Katashi’s skin. ‘Don’t move or I’ll slit his throat.’

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 20

				[image: Endymion.png]


				The ink felt heavy on my skin, as impossible to forget as the slow-healing scab upon my cheek. The mark on my arm had begun to itch.

				A horse carried me through the night, my body rocking with its gait. It felt like Kaze, but I could not be sure, could not touch him. A voice spoke nearby. Someone laughed. Every breath filled the bag with hot, damp air, and every step made the arrow in my arm wobble, tearing the skin little by little.

				Darius had said I must not care.

				Calm.

				The horse lurched forward as though stepping into a ditch, and the arrow bounced. A barb cut free of my skin. I retched, and leaning over I tried to vomit down so as to miss the bag, but although I heard a splatter hit the ground it was all over me, stinking and foul.

				Calm.

				The men were laughing. ‘Fine thing for a prince,’ they jeered. ‘Oh, right, he’s just a bastard.’

				The arrow was slowly working its way free. I could feel it twisting and loosening with every step, cutting threads of flesh.

				Another jolt and I retched again, the sour smell of bile sticking to me.

				There were more voices. I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but we seemed to slow. A whispered conversation hissed past me, the words a breath of wind. There were no numbers, no thoughts on my tongue. There were men out there, a whole empire full of souls whose minds were a touch away and yet here I sat, blind and useless.

				Normal.

				Darius had said it would get easier.

				Calm.

			

			
				I could have hurt Katashi.

				‘Calm,’ I muttered to myself. ‘You don’t want to kill everyone.’

				‘Shut up,’ someone hissed.

				‘All right, so maybe you do.’ I continued whispering to myself. ‘But how long until you’re just like Malice?’

				‘Someone shut him up. Kin’s scouts are out there.’

				‘I don’t care,’ I returned. ‘You’re taking me to him anyway, aren’t you? Hey, scouts!’ I shouted through the darkness of my sick-stained bag. ‘Lovely evening, don’t you think?’

				Someone punched my right arm, the jolt causing the arrow in my left to tear free. I hissed through gritted teeth, the sting sending my head spinning.

				‘His arrow fell out,’ one of my escort whispered.

				‘Then put it back in.’

				‘Hey! Wait. No!’ I twisted in the saddle, causing the horse to back.

				‘I don’t have a bow with me.’

				‘So? Just twist it back in.’

				The sound of hoofbeats drew closer. ‘What are you fools shouting about?’ A new voice now.

				‘The bastard shouted. And his arrow has fallen out. Frit says I’ve got to put it back in.’

				‘Did your mothers bang your heads against the wall when you were born?’ the newcomer asked. ‘Stick the arrow through his sash and bring him along. They’re waiting for him.’

				Someone landed on the road. Fingers tugged at my sash and the long arrow was slid through, its form unyielding.

				We were travelling to Kin’s camp, I knew, but without Sight I had to listen for little sounds. A whisper. A whinny. The rustle of shifting fabric. A clink. Then the snap of a banner in the wind. And then I could imagine hundreds of eyes watching me, hundreds of eyes staring at the arrow in my sash and at the wound in my arm, able to smell the bile as I could. For the first time I was glad they had thrown a bag over my head so no one could see my face, my branding as invisible as the ink beginning to run into my eyes.

			

			
				The horse stopped and my heart beat uncomfortably fast. ‘Help him down.’

				‘I’ve got him.’ Someone gripped my elbow. ‘Throw your leg over.’

				To refuse would only look ridiculous, so I wriggled out of the saddle, sliding from the horse with the aid of my unseen assistant. My knees buckled as my feet found firm ground, but before I could right myself I was pulled forward. Stepping blindly, I tripped, sandal scuffing onto reeds. 

				Katashi’s tent had smelt of fresh matting, but all I could smell here was the stink of my own sick.

				‘Kneel.’

				I knelt, and the bag was yanked sharply off my head. Light stabbed into my eyes and I blinked, swaying back. A man knelt on the floor before me. He was frowning, the sort of frown that digs deep lines upon even the most handsome face. A frown formed from the cares of an empire.

				His dark eyes focused on the ink staining my forehead, and the frown deepened.

				‘What did he write on me?’ I asked.

				Emperor Kin moistened his lips and glanced up at his men. ‘You may leave us. No, wait. Bring warm water and a fresh robe.’

				‘Yes, Your Majesty.’

				The men left, the tent silk sighing as it fell closed behind them.

				‘It says: “Bastard Prince. Pretty Takehiko”,’ Kin said. ‘Hold out your hands.’

				I proffered my bound hands. Kin had to grip my bloodstained fingers to keep them steady while he slid a knife between my wrists. Its cold caress ghosted across my skin and the rope fell away, leaving angry red grazes.

				My injured arm throbbed, but Kin had not let go. Pulling back my sleeve, he turned my wrist until the Empath Mark stared up at him.

				‘I saw this mark when you were born,’ he said. ‘Lord Nyraek Laroth had it. Darius has it. Everyone knew you were not an Otako.’

			

			
				He released my hand, and I lowered it slowly, bringing it to rest upon my knee. I wasn’t sure what to say, unable to divine his intentions from his face as I could have done from his heart.

				‘How did you get the branding?’

				‘Darius,’ I said. ‘I was arrested for sorcery in Shimai and he came to see me. He told them I was no sorcerer, just a traitor, and ordered them to brand and exile me.’

				A little smile flickered upon those thin lips. ‘Thought I would kill you, did he?’

				A man backed in through the tent flap carrying a wide bowl draped with linen cloths. With a bow to his emperor he set it down on the matting, placed a neatly folded robe beside it, and exited again without a word.

				Kin nodded toward the bowl. ‘Clean yourself up. The ink might stain, but I think the vomit and blood can be dispensed with. Is it your blood?’

				With my right hand, I slid the arrow awkwardly from my sash and held it out. Kin took it, his gaze travelling from the bloodstained tip to the wound in my arm. ‘Captain Rosh,’ he called, turning the arrow slowly in his fingers.

				A man’s head appeared through the tent entrance. ‘Yes, Your Majesty?’

				‘Send for Master Kenji. Tell him to bring his box.’

				‘Yes, Your Majesty.’

				The man disappeared and I took up a cloth, dunking it into the warm water. Wringing it out, I scrubbed the ink from my forehead then dragged it down my cheek, letting its heat melt the aches from my skin. Long after it cooled I held it there, like a child with a favourite doll. 

				‘It would seem you have angered the great Katashi Otako,’ Kin said, placing the arrow upon his lap table. It was strewn with maps and papers, a brush drying upon his ink stone.

				‘You could say that,’ I agreed, swapping the cloth to the other cheek, then running it down my neck.

				‘No doubt he does not like the fact that your claim to the throne is greater than his.’ Kin spoke quietly, his eyes never leaving my face. ‘And has sent you to me because your claim is also greater than mine.’

			

			
				‘No,’ I said. ‘Because you swore an oath to protect me and uphold my name. As Kimiko puts it, you have the throne because you’re sitting on it.’

				That frown deepened and for a moment he looked ferocious. ‘Katashi’s sister? How full the world is of fish these days.’ A little laugh leapt from his lips and a familiar image stirred my memory. ‘It is an apt phrase, however,’ he said. ‘Might I ask where you have been all these years, Takehiko?’

				‘Travelling. The orphan ward of a priest. I–’

				Emperor Kin held up his hand as the tent flap shifted once again and a middle-aged man walked in, a lacquered box hanging at his side. He bowed, light wisps of hair like soft down dancing on his head. ‘You sent for me, Your Majesty?’

				‘Yes, Master Kenji, my guest requires your attention.’

				Guest. Emperor Kin’s expression told me nothing.

				Master Kenji came forward with his box, its painted blossoms shining beneath clear lacquer. ‘Might I see?’ he said, speaking to me in the gentle way one might address a child. I turned, every movement painful, and kneeling at my side he peeled away the torn sleeve. ‘This does not look pretty,’ he said, his gaze lingering on the Traitor’s Mark. ‘Might I ask what happened?’

				‘He fell foul of an Otako,’ Kin said, indicating the arrow on the table.

				Kenji gave a little snort. ‘A gift from the Great Fish, eh? I have been seeing more of these wounds than I like. He uses barbed arrows and they are not good for the flesh.’

				‘Clearly,’ Kin said.

				Attempting no further conversation, Master Kenji helped me to remove my soiled robe. He did so with the practicality of a man to whom there was no shame, making no mention of the smell or appearing to even notice it. Once it had been disposed of by the simple expedient of throwing it outside the tent, Master Kenji opened his box. Glass vials and silken pouches filled the space, neatly organised and labelled, and gathered together in a special compartment sat a collection of strange metal tools.

			

			
				Taking the cloth, Master Kenji began to clean the wound. I gritted my teeth, holding my other arm across my naked torso, the watchful eyes of The Usurper unblinking.

				‘You have a second branding on your arm,’ Kin said after a time. ‘Can a man be a traitor twice over?’

				Master Kenji, who had pinched a dry piece of linen between his teeth, let it drop to say: ‘It might have escaped your notice, Your Majesty, but the boy has one on the back of his head here, too.’

				Eyebrows rose. ‘Three times a traitor. You were branded in Shimai, I think you said.’

				‘Yes.’ I felt Kenji’s eyes on me, and added: ‘Your Majesty.’

				‘Only a few weeks ago, by the look of the scarring.’

				Again Master Kenji glanced up from his work. ‘If you wish my professional opinion, Your Majesty, I would say they were not administered by a trained man. These wounds are deeper and angrier than we commonly see. This scabbing, too–’

				‘Three brands administered by angry men,’ Kin interrupted. ‘In Shimai a few weeks ago.’ His gaze slipped to my left wrist, to where the origin of the Traitor’s Mark had been born upon my skin. He knew. He knew what I had done.

				Master Kenji went on with his work while Kin and I sat in silence, staring at each other.

				I remember you. My own words echoed inside my head. You stopped my father from beating me when I drew the Traitor’s Mark on my bedroom wall. You used to walk behind my mother’s palanquin when she went to the shrine to pray. You were the eyes and the ears of the palace because every single guard was loyal to you.

				Those dark eyes stared back, uttering no reply.

				Perhaps feeling some awkwardness, Master Kenji paused in the act of grinding herbs and glanced at his emperor. Kin did not meet his gaze, but whatever the physician saw in that face made him work with greater speed. Hardly aware of the pain now, I let Master Kenji apply the cold poultice, pressing it into the wound with skilled fingers.

			

			
				‘It is not as bad as it first appeared,’ he said, taking a length of linen from his box and lifting my arm. ‘Assuming you are staying with us, I will check it again in the morning. Keep the bandage on for at least a week. Take it off for a few hours every afternoon to let it dry in the sun. Sunlight is very good for wounds, though not, of course, as good as avoiding them in the first place.’

				He finished tying the bandage and looked again toward his emperor. No words passed between them, but Master Kenji quickly packed his things back into the box without their former neatness, and when he had finished, he bowed himself out, murmuring: ‘Good night, Your Majesty.’

				Kin made no reply, just glanced down at the folded robe. ‘You may dress now,’ he said, and waited in silence while I did so.

				When I had finished, I sat back on my heels in imitation of his own restful state. But there was nothing restful about the mind that moved beyond those dark eyes. Trouble leached from the deep furrows of his brow, a whisper at the edge of hearing. Katashi had sent me to force Emperor Kin’s hand, to depose him from the throne, but that was not justice. This man had done more for Kisia than any other. He had earned Darius’s respect.

				The whispers grew louder, their hum insistent. My fingers curled into claws, gripping linen.

				‘I wish you would tell me a story, Takehiko,’ the emperor said, shifting his weight as though his foot had gone to sleep. ‘I wish you would tell me how you come to be here, and what you plan to do now that you are.’

				‘I don’t want your throne.’

				‘Even if it is your throne? There are papers–’

				‘I’ve seen them.’

				His brows lifted. ‘Have you indeed? So you are not the latest Otako assassin sent to end my life?’

				‘No. I’m here because Katashi sent me. He wants to see what you’re going to do.’

				‘I see.’

				In the silence that followed, I caught the sound of voices outside. ‘Your Majesty?’ The same guard as before stepped in through the open slit.

			

			
				‘Yes? What is it, Captain?’

				‘There is a man here to see you, and a woman,’ the captain said. ‘The man says he is Lady Hana Otako’s protector, and the woman is her maid. They bring a message.’

				Hana. Alive then. Kin’s expression told me nothing and I clenched my fists tighter still. Relief. Anger. Fear. One man inside the tent, two at the opening.

				‘Tell them to wait,’ Kin said. ‘Don’t harm them. I’ll hear what they have to say when I am finished here.’

				‘Yes, Your Majesty.’

				The man retreated. ‘It seems I am to be inundated with Otakos tonight,’ he said, turning back to me. ‘Your sister.’

				‘Half-sister,’ I corrected. ‘Though she doesn’t know I am alive and I would like to keep it that way.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Because it makes no difference. I am a Laroth, not an Otako.’

				Emperor Kin sighed, seeming suddenly older. ‘What am I to do with you?’ he said. ‘I’ve made the mistake of trusting your half-brother and the mistake of trusting your half-sister. I have no reason to trust you now. You’re a Laroth, and yet your great cousin is right. I took an oath to protect you, as your father’s blood, an oath I am honour-bound to uphold.’

				‘But I am not his blood.’

				‘What do you want, Takehiko? You say you do not want my throne, but why then did Katashi put an arrow through you? Why, in fact, are you here at all? Where is your priest now?’

				‘Recovering,’ I said. ‘He is fortunate not to be dead. You ask me what I want? I want justice. I want what is right. I want the gods to judge every man for what they are and what they have done.’

				Justice.

				‘And what is right? Sometimes the difference between right and wrong is merely a matter of opinion, entirely dependent upon whose side you are on.’

				The silken tent flap rustled again. ‘Majesty?’

			

			
				Kin closed his eyes as though drawing strength. ‘Yes, Captain?’

				The captain’s eyes darted from his emperor to me and back again. ‘Sorry, Your Majesty. It’s this man with the message from Lady Hana Otako. He says it’s very important.’

				Kin didn’t answer, just rose from his place, the folds of his simple robe settling about his feet. Only the crimson colour gave away his position, for the rest he might have been anyone.

				‘Wait,’ I said, rising as he strode to the entrance. ‘Let me go.’

				‘Let you go?’ He spun back, heavy lines returning to his brow. ‘And where would you go? It’s dark and you’re injured. This is a war.’

				‘I have to go back. Darius needs me. I was a fool to leave him in the first place.’

				‘I will not send you back to Katashi. Darius can fight his own battles.’

				‘Your Majesty–’

				‘No. I will see this messenger now and we will talk again when this business is concluded.’

				He strode out, slapping the silk out of the way. Curiosity took me in his wake, and although Emperor Kin did not seem to notice, his guards gave me strange looks, every eye seeming to focus upon the cheek where my scabbing brand stood proud.

				The open space before Kin’s tent was full of soldiers, each adding to the weight of souls. They watched, spectators in the darkness, two shrouded lanterns filling the circle with shadows. And in the centre, Kin’s two guests stood alone. They bowed low, respectfully, but the taste of something else hung on the air. The woman’s face was red and swollen from tears, her hands shaking. All eyes were upon her, the man just one of Katashi’s soldiers, a Pike by the look of his clothing.

				‘Your name is Tili,’ Emperor Kin said, speaking to the woman. ‘You are Lady Hana Otako’s maid.’

				‘Yes, Your Majesty.’ The woman bowed again.

				‘You were once in my service and I will trust your word. You look distressed. Has something happened to Lady Hana? Is she… unwell?’

			

			
				The woman shook her head. ‘No, Your Majesty.’ She glanced at her companion and added: ‘When we left her she was in good health.’

				‘Give him the message,’ the man growled in a low voice.

				The young woman held out the bundle she had been twisting between her hands, and let the cover fall. A dusky pink sash sat cupped in her palm and she held it out, trembling.

				Kin took a step forward, his hands balled into fists. Whispers spat from the night.

				Ungrateful. She sent them? Gods pity such a stupid old fool.

				The words hung in my head and I could not unhear them, could not stop the feeling that I was leaking from a thousand holes.

				‘And the message?’ Kin demanded.

				Again Lady Hana’s maid looked toward her companion. He nodded, his scarred visage grim.

				‘Lady Hana Otako would like to return this generous gift,’ she said, swallowing hard, unable to meet Kin’s gaze. ‘No lady should ever accept a gift from a man she doesn’t intend to marry.’

				Even the wind quietened to nothing, the insects hushing their nightly call. Every eye was on Kin, waiting for a reaction on that stony face.

				Patience. A different whisper now. You’ve waited sixteen years. A dead tiger strikes too soon.

				My gaze slipped to the Pike at her side. He stood with perfect predatory stillness, his wiry arms hanging at his sides, taut, ready. No one had eyes for him, yet from his broken face a familiar man stared back.

				My Empathy soared. The world returned in splendid colour, every smell and sound alive, even the texture of the air like velvet. Emotions clogged each breath: tension, fear, anger, heartache; and this man with the lidless eye flicked his gaze my way.

				His soul flared, the whispers scrabbling over one another to be heard. Sixteen years. I couldn’t do it. But his blood will be sweet. I’ll take her his head. I’ll tell her the story. Even if she hates me for it, she has to hear it now.

			

			
				That voice, that face. Old memories reared, slipping into my mind as though they had never left. A man standing over me. This man. Blood splattered his torso and stained his hands, like a dye maker who had dipped too deep into his vat. But the face had been younger, unscarred, nothing like the terrifying mask the years had given him. Blood had dripped onto the floor. Hana had cried, the call of a helpless baby breaking the silence. And all the man did was stare.

				‘I’ve seen you before,’ I said as the memory faded into the warm night air. ‘You were there.’

				Every eye found me, the scarred man’s red-rimmed and lidless. His fingers quivered. Shock. Fear. And I knew we were in that moment together — man and child with the smell of blood thickening between us.

				He leapt, pulling a knife as he lunged toward Kin. Kin was unarmed, and I was not ready to see either man die yet. I needed the truth.

				Justice.

				The blast hit the Pike mid air. Shocked into a tangle of loose limbs, he plunged into Kin, knocking both men to the ground. Like predators at a kill, Kin’s guards were on him. For a moment the world became a mess of shapes and moving figures in the shadows, a scuffle of limbs and grunts as fatigue blurred my vision and I swayed. I shook my head, blinking rapidly as the scarred man was yanked to his feet.

				Kin held out his hand for a lantern, his fingers beckoning impatiently. One was offered and he snatched at the handle, ripping off the shroud and swinging the bright light into his assailant’s face. The man did not fight, just calmly gave Kin back glare for glare, two of the emperor’s guards holding him pinioned.

				The emperor moved the lantern closer still.

				‘Shin Metai,’ he said. ‘Time has not been kind to you.’

			

			
				The man spat. ‘Nor you, Usurper.’

				‘You were right to say you know this man,’ Kin said, turning to me as he lifted his voice for all to hear. ‘His name is General Shin Metai. Make sure you all get a good look at him, because there won’t be anything left of him come sunrise. This is the man who killed Emperor Lan. This is the man who murdered Empress Li and butchered all her sons.’ He lowered the lantern. ‘You have escaped justice too long. Tonight you die.’

				A whistle, a high whine on the edge of hearing. General Metai smiled, his expression demonic in the half-light. ‘No. Tonight you die.’

				Lady Hana’s maid began to scream. She covered her head with her hands, her cry rising like the call of a harbinger owl. I looked up. The night sky was dotted with dozens of pale flecks, like raining stars. Someone shouted, the call taken up by others until it ran through the camp like fire, rousing men from their tents.

				And then the arrows fell.

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 21
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				Everyone froze, glared into immobility. Kimiko pressed the blade hard against her dear brother’s skin — the brother who had sold her to Malice; the brother she had turned to, desperate to save me. The brother who had betrayed her trust for the last time.

				Tell them to let us go, I ordered, the thrill of commanding her supreme. She was mine, body and soul, her heart held in the palm of my hand.

				Her love for me had betrayed her. ‘Let them go,’ she said.

				‘Kimiko!’ Katashi growled, moving as little as possible. ‘Are you mad? They’re dangerous.’

				‘Let them go,’ she repeated. ‘Let them leave unharmed. They aren’t to be followed.’

				Malice chuckled, his mind receding into a state of delirium. We had persuaded our captors to bind his wound, but he had already lost too much blood. He was verging on fever, but I would not let him die.

				‘You can have Lord Laroth,’ Katashi said, speaking through gritted teeth. ‘You can take him and get out of Kisia and never return, but the other is mine.’

				No. I won’t lose him again.

				‘Not good enough,’ Kimiko said. ‘Both of them.’

				She pressed the knife harder into Katashi's throat and he winced. ‘You wouldn’t.’

				‘Oh, wouldn’t I? After you sold me to your obsession?’ Unprompted, her fingers tightened in his hair. ‘Our father went to the headsman to protect us, remember that? He died, Katashi, died to keep us from harm. What do you think he would have to say about the day he had to watch from the heavens as you sold me for a chance, a chance, at the Crimson Throne?’

				The silence hung heavy. This was her fury now, and with a little push she would slit his throat of her own volition. But it was not time. He had to give the order first or we would never make it out alive.

			

			
				Kimiko spat words. ‘The day you sold me you lost the right to call yourself an Otako.’

				Fear. I could see it beading on his brow, this emperor, this Monarch, aware now what letting us go would mean. It was beautiful to see the realisation of brevity all men ought to experience, to know that the world would go on without them. But while trees would die, rivers change course, and cities fall, the Sight would go on, never ending, linking generations of Larothian blood to the very heart of the earth, its rulers in truth if not in name.

				‘You will regret this,’ Katashi said, speaking to Kimiko though his eyes never left mine. ‘We will all regret this. Think on that when it comes time to bury the world.’

				His eyes flicked toward Hana, but she stood, immobile, at the edge of the scene, mouth agape in horror. No help there. He looked to his guards, but there was no way out. He might have nodded then, but for the position of the knife. ‘Let them go,’ he said, the words an angry growl. ‘Get them out of here.’

				Our captors advanced.

				Kimiko held the knife steady.

				‘Take them to the edge of the camp before you untie them,’ Katashi said. 

				No, untie us now.

				‘Untie them now,’ she ordered after a moment’s hesitation, the words slow to her tongue. She was fighting, struggling against my hold over her, but she was mine.

				Katashi’s fists clenched upon his knees. ‘Kimiko.’

				‘Do it!’

				The men did not wait for Katashi’s repetition of the order, just took out their knives and slit our bonds. Still kneeling upon the floor, Malice rolled onto his back like a hopeful puppy, looking up at me through the coating of my blood.

				I touched my face. A swollen, clotted gash interrupted my left brow and my cheek stung with cuts. They were remnants of another time, of another life, another man. He had been a fool, that man, denying who he was, what he was, carrying around such weight, such aged guilt, instead of living.

			

			
				‘Get them out of here,’ Katashi ordered. ‘Send out word that they are to be killed on sight if ever seen in Kisia again.’

				‘No,’ I said. ‘We are Kisia.’

				At my feet Malice began to laugh again. All eyes were on me, even Kimiko's.

				‘What?’ Katashi said.

				‘We are Kisia,’ I repeated. ‘We are gods, and you will bow to us.’

				‘Darius, are you mad?’ Hana demanded.

				‘Not mad, little lamb, finally sane.’

				Kimiko stared, such disappointment staining her gaze that she seemed to shrink. Her arm dropped.

				Katashi’s hand whipped up, gripping her wrist. A pained cry and the knife fell, light glinting on the blade as it hit the floor. The man with the silver line through his sash stepped forward. He swung his sword and I threw myself back, slamming into the tent’s centre pole. The whole canopy shook. ‘I’ve been waiting to stick you, freak,’ he said, his face contorted. ‘Now stop dancing around like a girl and stand still.’

				He sidestepped, short jabs baiting me to move. ‘Still dancing, eh? Dance with me, then, freak.’

				He lunged. Instinct took over; stepping, twisting, hunting skin. A slash came close and I ducked, hands to the floor. His bare feet scuffed in reed sandals.

				Skin.

				My hand closed around his toes. The man tried to pull away, yanking his foot back with a shocked cry as I forced the connection.

				A scream tore the air. His knife hit the matting. Kicking madly, he caught me in the chest, slamming me back against the pole. The tattered sandal ripped from my fingers, but although the connection broke, the scream went on. Gripping his head between his hands, he ran, shoving comrades out of the way as he turned in tight circles, his legs working without reference to his broken mind. Soldiers had been pouring into the tent, but they halted at the opening now, faces filled with horror.

			

			
				I rose, fascinated by the broken man. There was something beautiful about him, about the disconnection, the freedom of a body no longer slave to the mind.

				From the doorway one man shouldered his way forward. Drawing his sword, he caught the mad soldier’s arm, thrusting the blade through his stomach and up into his heart. The screaming stopped. The man tried to breathe, tried to swallow, the mindless body determined to keep living though blood leaked from its skin. But the merciful soldier clutched the dying man close, and waited until the convulsions stilled before letting the body fall.

				In the doorway the soldiers did not move.

				I held my hand down and helped Malice to his feet. He was stiff, unsteady, but unlike my victim, in full possession of his sanity. His hand lingered in mine. That was its place, and when he let go I could still feel him there, his palm imprinted upon my skin.

				Katashi strode forward. ‘What are you kasus waiting for?’ he snarled. ‘Kill them!’

				‘Do you want to die?’ I asked, looking at each man in turn. ‘Do you want to lose your minds to a lifetime of agony?’

				Through the press of armoured bodies I could feel Kimiko, her mark aglow.

				Stand up, I ordered. Follow Katashi.

				Soldiers gathered behind him as he approached, his fearlessness renewing their confidence. And in his wake, Kimiko followed, a little ghost at shoulder height.

				‘You think you can scare us?’ Katashi said. ‘You think we don’t know how you work? Cut off their hands. And I will give the Laroth fortune to the man who brings me both their heads.’

				The merciful soldier swung first, forcing us back, the bloody tip of his sword sweeping past my face.

				‘You’ll have to do better than that,’ I said.

			

			
				‘Oh, I’m just playing with you. How big is this fortune?’

				‘Big enough, but you’ll never touch it.’

				Malice growled. ‘We’ll take you all to the hells with us.’

				The man laughed as others joined him, their eyes gleaming with the same avarice. One stepped toward Malice, spinning a dagger. He licked dry lips, the veneer of his bravado thin.

				Malice lunged, gripping the man’s cheekbones. The man did not scream, just dropped in a tangle of heavy limbs like a buckwheat doll. More rushed in, stepping on their fallen comrades in their hurry to bleed us. I stepped. Dodged. Hardly thinking, every instinct was for life. A blade grazed my arm, catching in the fabric, and I dug my nails into skin, filling them with pain.

				Laughing, Malice slid his hand into mine, and for a single heart-stopping moment his Empathy sucked life through my fingers. It was nothing to the strength with which Endymion had so nearly ended my life, but he formed the anger with ease. It burst from him, knocking men back. But we were too weak, too tired, and they were up again in a moment.

				Death approached on dozens of dirty, reed-clad feet.

				Kill him, I said, tightening my hold on Kimiko’s heart. Kill Katashi.

				A dagger pierced the flesh of my arm. With gritted teeth, I grabbed its owner’s wrist, locking my fingers around his bones as he drew the blade out. The cry that parted his lips made my breath come fast. Blood soaked my sleeve.

				Kill him!

				No, Master. The word was like a slap. I will not be like him. I will not harm my own brother.

				If you don’t, I will die. Do it!

				A face. Lashing out, I made a sharp connect and the man reeled back, replaced by another. Another face, another knife in the suffocating brawl.

				‘Kill him!’ I screamed.

				‘No!’

				Kimiko fell, screams ending on sobs as I crushed her soul in my hand. I could no longer see Malice, no longer sense him or anyone. Even Kimiko was fading from my Sight as fatigue took its toll. I was sinking, the stink of blood and sweat and leather and oil all I could smell, like I was drowning in a soup of soldiers. The world became a blur. I reached for skin, narrowly missing death as steel scraped my arm, my face, my fingers, every cut fuelling me with greater pain.

			

			
				Another man appeared through the press, sleeveless armour leaving an expanse of bare flesh. My fingers flew for him, pale, skeletal, closing around damp skin. Right hand, ring gleaming, its silver spider splayed upon the metal.

				I didn’t see the blade until it sliced through the skin of my wrist, sinking into flesh. Into bone. I could not drag my eyes from the blossoming blood, every moment an eternity as the sword cut through my arm.

				The connection died. 

				Kimiko screamed. The sound filled the tent, and I could not move, could not think.

				Grasping my arm, I found a slick stump, hot with blood. Dead men obscured the floor. The soldiers hung back now, Malice there, flexing his fingers as he stood between me and the rest of the world. His chest heaved. And at his feet lay the mangled remains of a burst skull.

				Fear stank up the tent. Every eye strayed to Katashi, kneeling before his sister, shaking her, talking, trying anything to cut through the screams. But Kimiko would not stop. Her small hands were ripping hair from her head, dark curls falling to the floor like broken feathers.

				‘What do we do, Captain?’ The words arrived as though through a haze. ‘Do we kill them?’

				Kimiko’s nails cut into her own skin. Katashi gripped her wrists, fighting to hold her. ‘What are you doing to her?’ he demanded, glaring up at Malice.

				‘The pain of love, Great Fish,’ he replied, shoulders shaking with a dry chuckle. ‘The pain of love.’

				Love. As a powerless boy of six years old, I had watched my mother die, and thought I understood my blood. An Empath could not love. How else could all those Laroths have risked the birth of girls? And then Kimiko had come, stepping through the wall of my prison. She had loved me against her will and I had let her, lying every day to keep her another minute, another hour, but not a lifetime. With me she would never have a lifetime.

			

			
				I stepped back, severed wrist clutched to my chest. Kimiko clawed at her brother’s hands, screaming.

				Leave, I said, the order seeming to vanish in the crush of sweating bodies. Get away from here and forget me. Your Darius was a lie.

				And there was the mark I had sworn never to use.

				I let her go.

				Her screaming ceased and she slumped forward, a puppet with cut strings. Never again would someone be able to touch her, to hold her as strongly as I had done. If she could fight the man she loved, then she could fight the world.

				Still kneeling, Katashi checked her pulse and listened for a breath. He lifted her chin, a hand clasped over bloody curls. ‘Kimiko?’

				A breath. Though I had let her go, I could still feel the life in her, but she no longer belonged to me.

				Katashi got to his feet. ‘Get out of my way,’ he said, shoving through the press of men. Soldiers stumbled, thrust aside as he advanced toward Malice. ‘You too, Spider.’

				‘You’ll have to move me yourself, yes?’

				‘I’ll kill you soon, I promise. But he dies now.’ Katashi pointed at me. ‘Hiding behind your brother, Laroth? Afraid of me?’

				‘Step aside, Malice,’ I said, holding my injured arm against my chest. The pain seemed to distort the words, every moment a struggle to stand, to breathe.

				‘Darius–’

				‘Do it!’

				Dragging his injured leg, Malice stepped aside, his expression ugly beneath the crackle of dried blood. Behind him, Katashi’s soldiers gathered, their eyes alight, their weapons ready. If Katashi died they would avenge him, ripping our heads from our bodies.

			

			
				I giggled, cradling my arm. My sleeve was sodden up to the elbow.

				Katashi stepped forward. ‘If she dies, I will cut your body into a thousand pieces so the gods never find you,’ he said.

				‘Good.’

				‘Good?’

				‘What else would you like me to say?’ I spread my good arm. ‘Are you waiting for permission? I did, but your sister gave it to me gladly.’

				A twitch of his lip gave him away and I stepped as he lunged, my hand raised to catch his fist. His knuckles slammed into my left palm and I let connection flow, but there was no skin, no warmth, just the dark leather of an archer’s glove.

				His other hand grabbed my arm, his look of triumph manic, gleeful.

				‘Do you think I’m an idiot?’ he said, the words a sneer. ‘What now, Empath? Can’t touch me now.’

				Katashi drew his dagger, his fingertips digging into my arm. I watched him, watched his hand, his face, his eyes, crinkling in the corners when he smiled. His eyes flashed to my throat in an instant.

				He was too skilled a fighter to trick, my body too riddled with fatigue. All I had was Empathy.

				I needed skin.

				Gritting my teeth, I lashed out with my stump, smacking my arm into his. Pain was all I knew. The tent spun, and Katashi tightened his grip, his eyes laughing like the flames of the furthest hell.

				All it took was an instant, an instant to pull him toward me, to lean in. Our lips met. And in the space of a breath, I forged the connection with a kiss.

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 22
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				The kiss lingered.

				Blood soaked the reeds at Darius’s feet. He and Katashi stood frozen amid the carnage, dead soldiers fanning out around them like gruesome petals.

				Everyone held their breath. Wide eyes watched from fearful faces, every guard’s advance halted mid-step, weapons quivering. I waited, listening to the terrified tattoo of my heart, every moment a lifetime. Why did Katashi not move? Why did he not fight?

				Malice was breathing heavily, fists clenched, such anger in his gaze that he looked crazed. He took a step forward, dragging his leg, just as Katashi slowly peeled his lips from Darius’s, space opening between them.

				Still not turning, Katashi flexed his fingers. He rolled his shoulders. And in front of him, Darius nodded, smiling through blood-crusted lips.

				‘Majesty?’

				Katashi turned, his lips a brighter red, a slitted smile. ‘Yes?’

				The soldier stepped back a pace. ‘What… What are your orders, Your Majesty?’

				‘My orders?’ His gaze slid toward me, burning trails across my skin. ‘We take Kisia. From now on, anyone who will not bow to me, burns. Send the order to Roi to attack. We ride for Kin.’

				‘And the freaks?’

				Katashi rolled his eyes back upon the unfortunate soldier. ‘Freaks?’

				‘Lord Laroth–’

				‘Lord Laroth requires a surgeon. Fetch Master Hevesen.’

				‘But… Captain–’

				‘Lord Laroth is our friend and ally,’ Katashi said quietly, holding every gaze. ‘If anyone harms him, they will find themselves staring at the tip of an arrow as it enters their eye.’

			

			
				Malice started to laugh, a dry little chuckle.

				The blade that had come so close to ending Darius’s life slid soundlessly into its sheath. ‘What are you all waiting for?’ Katashi demanded, spreading his great wingspan. ‘Vengeance waits for no man. Burn them all and we’ll take The Usurper’s head!’

				Knowing that voice of old, the Pikes cheered. Energy pounded through the mass of men. They clapped their open palms upon their thighs, the slap of leather rising like thunder. The dead were forgotten. Even Darius was forgotten, falling to his knees at the far end of the tent, his closed eyes turned toward the heavens. Katashi’s pull was stronger than ever.

				‘Kisia is ours!’

				I could see Kimiko’s ragged curls through the crowd of legs, her small figure huddled at knee level. No one was paying her any heed, the pair of us invisible as the soldiers began to chant: ‘Monarch! Monarch! Monarch!’ 

				‘The empire will bow to us!’

				He lifted Hatsukoi into the air and they pushed forward as one crazed mass, each desperate to be the one to touch her smooth curve and receive her blessing.  

				I crawled across the blood-soaked reeds. Around me, men chanted, in thrall to their emperor, their lust for battle rising like a relentless tide. Kimiko seemed not to hear it, not to hear me as I hissed her name. Shaking her shoulder achieved nothing beyond sending her head lolling; the only sign she lived, the rising of her chest with each shallow breath.

				A hiss of anger was soon drowned by shouts. Someone had tapped, climbing over their comrades to reach Hatsukoi. Tika and Bei were in the crowd, teeth bared, eyes alight as they pumped their fists into the air.

				Gripping Kimiko’s hand, I dragged her toward the table, dodging stomping sandals. I rolled her beneath it and followed on my stomach. ‘Kimiko,’ I said, shaking her more fiercely. Her scalp was speckled with blood from patches of missing hair. ‘Kimiko?’

			

			
				‘As Vengeance we ride!’ Katashi cried.

				The Pikes cheered, the sound filling the tent. Pressing my hands to my ears, I edged forward, peering up to see manic grins splitting stained teeth. And there was Wen. He must have felt my gaze for he turned, lips parted as though he would make himself heard over the pack. I pulled back. ‘We have to get out of here,’ I hissed, gripping Kimiko’s hand. ‘Please wake up.’

				She did not move. 

				‘Kimiko!’

				‘It hurts,’ she moaned softly, curled upon herself like a sick child.

				‘I know it does,’ I said. Beyond the table a sea of feet were stampeding past, shadows flickering across the matting. Outside, cheers rose to the night sky. ‘Come with me and we’ll make it stop.’

				I pulled her toward the tent wall, but she was little more than dead weight.

				‘Through the silk,’ she whispered. ‘Go through the silk.’

				She had walked through the wall at Koi.

				Hooking an arm beneath her shoulders, I hoisted her up, struggling to support the weight of such a fragile creature. Behind us the last Pikes were disappearing into the night, only Malice and Darius left, two crumpled creatures lying side by side on the matting, breathing heavily.

				‘Just walk,’ Kimiko managed to say, lifting her head for a moment. ‘I’ll do the rest.’ She gripped my hand, and having no time to question her, no time to think, I squeezed my eyes closed and stepped forward.

				I shivered, hairs rising along my arms and down my legs, and then I was breathing the warm night air, scented with storms. My eyes snapped open. We were on the other side of the silk, but she was slipping; slipping from my hold and slipping from the world, her eyelids weighted shut.

				‘Monarch! Monarch! Monarch!’

				The Pikes were marching. I could hear orders cutting across the chanting, a thousand milling steps like thunder. This was what they had been preparing for all night and now the time had come. I had to get out of here, had to make it to Kin before it was too late.

			

			
				‘Going somewhere, dearest Hana?’

				I stepped back into the shadow of the great tent, struggling to hold Kimiko as I pulled her with me. Heavy steps sounded on the grass, and Katashi appeared, half bathed in moonlight. With Hatsukoi towering above his head, he looked gigantic, every muscle bulging with a new fervour.

				‘I think it’s time we stopped playing games, Hana,’ he said, taking a slow step toward us, my pulse drumming in my ears. Kimiko’s weight was awkward, and all I could do was shuffle sideways, unable to pull my eyes from him.

				‘I’m not playing games.’

				‘No? Then you will marry me. Together we can conquer the empire. We are Otakos. We will make it bleed.’

				Dragging Kimiko with me, I took a full step back, but he kept advancing, clenching and unclenching his fists. The smile that had always laughed at the world now jeered.

				‘No,’ I said, willing Kimiko to wake.

				‘No?’

				Backed against the tent, I was running out of options. The silk felt solid, Kimiko’s strange ability no longer available without her consciousness.

				‘No.’

				Another step brought him so close I could taste him. My fingers dug into Kimiko’s ribs as she slid lower, her weight straining my arm.

				Katashi forced his hand between my legs. His skin was hot, so hot I could feel it through my breeches. And there the tantalising scent of leather and wax, a trace of the man I had thought I knew. He tightened his hold, smiling as desire shocked through me. He had been my ideal for too long, the memory of his body still raw in my mind — beneath that robe his broad, rippled back and a long valley carved the length of his spine...

			

			
				Kimiko slid from my hold, crumpling onto the grass. Katashi didn’t notice, didn’t care, just pressed his body against mine.

				‘Ride with me,’ he said, his breath hot on my cheek. ‘Be my empress and we will take back what is ours.’

				‘No.’ I turned my head away, trying not to breathe him in. Everything about him was intoxicating and it was dulling my mind.

				‘No? I am the head of your family. You belong to me.’

				‘I don’t belong to anyone!’

				I dug my feet into the grass and shoved him away, ducking under his arm as he lunged forward with a snarl. He tried to snatch at my sash, but he did not see Kimiko and tripped, his great weight falling against the taut silk. Hands thrown out, they connected with the tent, and after a moment of sucking silence, it burst into flames.

				The rush of hot air blasted into my face and I lunged forward. Grabbing Kimiko’s robe, I hauled her back, stepping on her singed curls, the stink of burning hair making me gag.

				Lit by the flames, Katashi began to laugh.

				‘You’re mine, Hana,’ he said, following us into the shadow of the next tent. ‘Or you burn, too. I will not let you go to him.’

				‘You’re a monster, Katashi! Don’t you dare touch me.’

				‘I am your emperor—’

				The hilt smacked into the side of his head with a crack and he went over, the great Katashi Otako hitting the ground like a felled tree.

				Silence filled the world.

				Wen stood in the moonlight, breathing heavily. He adjusted his grip on the sheathed blade and licked his lips, unable to draw his gaze from the still form of his captain, face down on the grass.

				‘Thank you,’ I said, clenching my fists to keep my hands from shaking. The tent was no longer burning, but men were yelling, running steps drawing close to the charred hole his hands had left.

				‘Quick,’ I said. ‘Move him.’

				The order seemed to snap sense back into Wen and he dropped the sword. With handfuls of Katashi’s crimson surcoat, he took his captain by the shoulders and dragged him into the shadows. Wen grunted with the effort, the sound of voices drawing near doubling his strength.

			

			
				‘Are you all right, my lady?’ Wen whispered breathlessly as he crouched beside me in the shadows. The loud voices of Pikes sounded from the other side of the tent.

				‘What set it on fire?’ one asked.

				‘I wouldn’t put anything past those freaks.’

				‘You think Captain Monarch is really going to keep them?’

				‘Shh!’

				Wen touched my shoulder. ‘My lady?’

				‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’m fine.’ I looked down at Katashi. ‘Is he dead?’

				‘Honestly, my lady, I’m not game enough to check.’ Wen looked pale, his teeth set hard. ‘Are you?’

				I shuffled out and pressed my fingers to Katashi’s hot skin. A thundering pulse beat beneath them, as rapid as galloping hooves. ‘Not dead,’ I said.

				‘Good.’

				‘It would be better if he were dead.’

				He stared at me, mouth agape. ‘What?’

				‘You saw what he did! You should have killed him.’

				Wen shook his head. ‘I should not have even hit him!’

				‘Then I will do it.’

				‘No. I’ll help you get out of here, but I won’t let you slit his throat. He’s still my captain.’

				Beneath Katashi’s hands the grass was singeing. ‘Wen, he will burn Kisia.’

				The Pike shook his head again. ‘I won’t let you kill him,’ he said, keeping his eyes averted from Katashi’s hands though the stink of burning grass grew stronger. ‘Do you want my help?’

				I nodded. ‘Yes. I must get to Kin.’

				Wen stood. ‘Then we have to get out of here now. Wait here.’

				He strode away on the words, leaving me crouched between the unconscious forms of Katashi and Kimiko. Kimiko lay on her back, eyes closed like a lifeless body, and for now Katashi looked just as peaceful. His handsome face was turned, blades of grass licking up to touch his nose and his lashes. Blood was oozing from his head, and pressing my shaking hands together, I prayed he would not wake.

			

			
				Wen’s steps had disappeared into the general hubbub of the camp. The curious Pikes seemed to have moved on, but everywhere soldiers were calling out to one another, no doubt beginning to wonder what had happened to their emperor. How long would it be before they came looking for him, this man with fire burning in his skin. This man who would burn Kisia.

				Barely thinking, I was on my knees, running my hand along Katashi’s silk sash, his body hot beneath my hands. Halfway along my fingers found steel.

				‘What are you doing?’

				Wen. A horse snorted, hooves shifting on the soft grass. I did not look up. ‘I have to kill him,’ I whispered. ‘If I don’t he will burn us all alive.’

				I touched the knife and hissed, sucking my fingers. The handle was as hot as a cooking stone.

				‘Give me yours,’ I said, holding out my stinging hand to Wen.

				‘No.’

				‘That’s an order.’

				‘No, Captain.’

				He held my gaze without looking away, his jaw squared.

				‘Fine.’ I went to Kimiko, running my hand along her sash.

				Wen’s bow groaned as he drew the string.

				‘I told you I would not let you kill him,’ he said, and out of the corner of my eye his shadow moved. The tip of an arrow hovered by my ear.

				‘What will you do? Kill me?’

				‘No. But those freaks might.’ His shadow jerked its head toward the stricken tent. ‘I’ll give you to them.’

				‘Wen,’ I said, my voice low. ‘You aren’t listening to me.’ Ignoring the arrow, I turned. ‘This isn’t Katashi. This isn’t Monarch anymore. Your captain is dead and this monster they have made with his skin will destroy everything.’

			

			
				‘Then the gods will judge him, because I will not. This is your last chance. Do you want the horses? Or will you go to the hells with your freaks?’

				He held his bow steady, his gaze not leaving my face. He was too loyal, too good. No god had put him on the throne.

				I sat back and Wen lowered his bow. ‘By the gods I hope we won’t regret this night,’ I said, looking up at a face set in grim lines.

				‘That, too, is in the hands of the gods. And so will we be if we don’t get out of here. We’re dead if they find him.’

				I got to my feet. ‘All right, help me with her,’ I said, gripping the saddle and lifting one foot into the stirrup.

				‘She’s unconscious.’

				‘Yes, is that a problem?’

				Wen looked from the horse to Kimiko and back again. ‘She can’t sit up before you, you’ll have to lie her over. It won’t be very comfortable. You’ll have to ride bareback.’

				‘Well, I’m not leaving her here,’ I said, dropping back onto the ground. ‘So you had better get rid of the saddle. Leave the cloth and the pad.’

				‘Are you sure? Do you want me to–?’

				‘Don’t waste time with chivalrously stupid questions, Wen,’ I snapped. ‘Of course you can’t take her. You weigh the same as the two of us combined. Get rid of the saddle and help me up.’

				He did so, stowing the unwanted saddle inside the tent. No longer having stirrups, he had to lift me onto the horse’s broad back before returning for Kimiko. He lifted her as though she weighed nothing at all, and as gently as he could, he lowered her, face down, over the plain saddlecloth. It took a moment to centre her weight and I could feel our time ticking away, but I had meant what I said. I would not leave her behind.

				Once I was ready, Wen mounted. ‘Follow me,’ he said. ‘We’ll have to take an easy pace out so we don’t arouse suspicion. Let me talk.’ He flashed a grin. ‘Look sullen, like you’re being sent away in disgrace.’

				‘Sullen?’

			

			
				‘Yes, that’s the face.’ He winked. ‘Now let’s get out of here.’

				We left Katashi in the shadow of the tent.

				Pikes were everywhere. His personal guard had remained behind and the were searching for their captain in earnest now, shouting back and forth, the mad bloodlust fading from their hearts. A pair came toward us and I gripped my reins tight, concentrating on keeping Kimiko steady.

				‘Hey! Have you seen the captain?’ one of the Pikes asked Wen, falling into step beside us.

				‘Not since he gave me my orders.’ Wen jerked his head at me and I caught the grimace he flashed his comrade.

				‘When was that?’

				‘Gods, I don’t know! Twenty minutes at least. You try getting two women moving in less time than that.’

				The Pike eyed Kimiko. ‘Doesn’t look like that one’s moving much at all.’

				‘That’s Lady Kimiko, so watch your tongue. I’m taking them back to Koi. Happy to give up the job if you want it.’

				A grunt was all the reply he got, but although the Pike wandered off, Wen maintained his maddening pace. He exchanged greetings with a few comrades and joked that Katashi had left his guards behind, so eager he was for battle, all the while keeping his horse to a sauntering walk – even once beyond the edge of the camp.

				‘We need to hurry,’ I hissed, edging alongside at the final row of tents.

				‘No, not yet,’ he replied. ‘They can still see us. Do you really intend to go to Kin?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘And if he’s dead?’

				‘I don’t expect you to come. I won’t ask you to kill your friends.’

				‘I will not fight for Kin,’ he said as we passed beneath the twisted branches of a dove tree, the sheer, spiky rocks of the spur rising before us. ‘But I will defend you, my lady.’ He was silent for a moment, the sounds of the camp fading away behind us. Then, without taking his eyes from the moonlit track, he said: ‘You wouldn’t have killed him.’

			

			
				‘If you believe that then why did you fight so hard to save him?’

				‘Just in case I was wrong.’ He grinned. ‘When you’re an empress, you’ll have to think without your heart. I think we’re safe now. Are you ready?’

				It was difficult to ride with Kimiko thrown over in front of me, but I nodded, urging my horse to a canter. Wen did the same, pulling ahead as the worn track rounded the tip of the spur. He rode bow in hand, an arrow pinched between two fingers, his head turned to look back as often as he scanned the path ahead. I had to trust him, too preoccupied with Kimiko to be wary of pursuit. She showed no sign of waking, but she was still warm, and I clung to that as fiercely as I clung to the hope that I had not yet run out of time.

				The track narrowed, rising up the densely choked hills that spread from the spur. A trail of bruised petals followed us onto the scree, clumps of crushed peonies evidence that others had come this way. At the top of the rise a thick patch of trees stood apart from the forest, their tall trunks sidling up beside a crossroad. There, a body lay sprawled across the stones. A horse had been gutted, glistening entrails spewing from the carcass to taint the air with their stink.

				Wen slowed, and I looked down as my horse shied around the corpse. The man had been wearing black, not the black of a Vice or a Pike, but the plain black of a scout. One of Kin’s men.

				‘Smoke.’

				Wen pointed at the night sky. Smoke was rising above the trees, the black plumes tinged silver.

				‘We have to hurry.’

				‘Are you all right? Lady Kimiko–?’

				‘Lady Kimiko is fine. Move.’

				He asked no more questions but picked up his pace, his horse’s hooves scattering stones as he turned down the hill. I could smell it now, smell the acrid stench of a burning camp, and feared we were too late.

			

			
				The trees thinned as we climbed to the ridge and The Valley opened up before us. And there was Kin’s camp, its bamboo palisade burning bright. More fires dotted the valley floor, making shadows of the mass of soldiers at the bottom of the slope. 

				Wen turned his horse, its hooves dancing. Smoke crowded around us. ‘There’s no way you’ll get in there,’ Wen said. ‘That hill is covered in Pikes.’

				‘Then we go down this way where the fighting is thinnest.’

				‘They’ll shoot us full of arrows if we ride down there and I wouldn’t blame them.’

				‘Which “they”? Them? Or us?’

				‘Either. Both!’

				I held out my hand. ‘Do you have something white?’

				Wen gaped at me. ‘You want to cry peace? They’ll think it’s a trick.’

				‘Stay here if you’re afraid.’

				‘Afraid? What if they shoot you full of arrows?’

				‘Then they will shoot me full of arrows!’ I snapped. ‘I will not wait here and do nothing.’

				He laughed ruefully. ‘I think you will either make a very formidable empress, or a very dead one.’ With these words he opened the leather satchel he always carried and pulled out some scraps of linen. ‘This is the best I have, not quite white, but we’ll be lucky if they see them at all.’

				‘It will have to do,’ I said, taking one from his outstretched hand. ‘Wait. We?’

				Wen grinned. ‘I’m an old hand at getting shot,’ he said. ‘Someone once told me that if this cause wasn’t worth my scars then I should leave. I think she had ruder words in mind, but she was born a lady.’

				I mirrored his grin. ‘Let’s hope your scars aren’t necessary,’ I said, and nudging my horse’s flank, we started down the slope. ‘Kaere,’ I said, as its hooves slid on the loose stones. ‘Kaere.’

				All along the ridge Pikes were still emerging from the trees. Shouts and screams rent the air as, metal on metal, the sounds of battle raged. Our horses’ hooves landed on dead soldiers, their eyes staring and their wounds oozing, crimson and black sashes barely discernible in the night.

			

			
				With one hand gripping the reins, I lifted the scrap of linen high above my head. Wen did the same, the wind tugging at our only defence as we rode down the hill.

				An arrow whisked by and I gasped, snatching back my arm. Wen sped his pace, riding for the gate as fast as he dared to where Kin’s men held the ground.

				He pulled ahead. A soldier pointed. Others looked up, and gritting my teeth, I thrust the linen scrap up as high as I could. Arrows were nocked, bows pulled taut, and my heart hammered in my ears.

				‘Identify yourselves!’

				Wen glanced back at me. It was my answer that would save us.

				I tried to swallow, my mouth dry. ‘I am Lady Hana Otako and I would speak to your emperor,’ I called back, waving my arm though it ached being held up so long.

				The soldiers held their arrows. Whispers passed. The injured and dead were being dragged in from the main battle, and if I showed an ounce of fear Wen and I would join them.

				‘Lady Hana Otako?’

				‘Shoot me if you doubt it!’

				A hissed argument was taking place, but Wen did not slow his pace. My fingernails cut into the white linen.

				‘Stand down!’ A man in a crimson surcoat gave the order, and every bow was lowered. ‘Move out. Move out. I’ll deal with this.’ Arms akimbo, he stood watching us approach, glaring at Wen. ‘Well, well, Lady Hana,’ he said. ‘My name is General Rini and might I say what an unexpected honour this is at an… unexpected time.’

				‘No pleasantries, General,’ I said. ‘I have to see Kin and I have to see him now.’

				‘My lady…’ The general trailed off. A messenger was pushing through the gathered soldiers, bloodied and limping, and General Rini strode toward him. ‘What is it, man?’

			

			
				‘General, they’ve breached the north gate!’

				‘Shivatsa! Captain, hold the ground. Men of the Fourth, with me! I’m sorry, my lady, but you choose poor moments for social calls.’

				‘Social calls!’

				But the man wasn’t listening.

				‘Hey! Where is Kin?’

				In the general’s wake half a dozen soldiers stopped to stare, from me to Kimiko to the Pike at my side, not one of them vouchsafing an answer. ‘Well?’ I demanded. ‘Where is he?’

				The soldiers ran on. I gripped my reins. ‘Looks like we’re on our own,’ I muttered.

				‘Where to, Captain?’

				‘We need to find Kin. His tent would be a good place to start.’

				‘If he’s still alive.’

				‘Yes,’ I said, gritting my teeth. ‘And if he isn’t I will gut Shin where he stands.’

				Wen dug in his heels and his horse leapt forward. Kimiko’s awkward weight made it difficult to follow his lead, so skilfully did he wind his way around collapsed tents and knots of soldiers. Noise bombarded my ears. Men were shouting. Screaming. Horses charged past. Arrow boys darted around us carrying loads of linen and water, arrows and armour, memorised messages muttered on their lips. And ahead, flames roared into the sky as an imperial flag caught fire.

				A man rode past, shouting above the uproar. ‘Barricade the gate! Barricade the gate!’

				The crimson tent appeared through the smoke. I saw Endymion first. He hovered alone at the edge of the clearing, and for a moment our eyes met, his expression hard to decipher. Then I saw Kin. Though dressed in plain red linen, Kin was the centre of the world, this man snapping out his orders amid the chaos. Crimson surcoats flew as he dispersed his men, each one dashing away through a forest of standing arrows.

			

			
				Kin looked up. Our eyes met, and although his expression did not lighten, I grinned.

				‘Look after Kimiko,’ I said, speaking to Endymion as I slid from my horse in a daze, heart racing.

				Two steps brought me into the clearing and I stopped. There was Shin, caught between two guards. They had his arms bent back ruthlessly, but he was no subdued beast. Seeing me, his eyes narrowed, lips parting to show a hint of teeth.

				I felt rather than saw Wen join me. Kin’s eyes slid in his direction. Shin’s guards did the same, eyeing Wen’s sword, his bow, and the strength in his muscular form.

				Wen took a step forward, close, protective, and gaze flashing around the group, he drew his sword.

				‘Careful, Majesty!’ One of Shin’s guards stepped forward and an instant was all the Pike needed. In the space of a breath he ripped free from his other captor, jabbing fingers into his throat. The man fell back, but Shin had already drawn the guard’s sword and stuck it through his gut.

				The guard fell and Shin strode across the grass, the bloody sword gleaming in the moonlight. ‘This ends here, Usurper,’ he growled, advancing on Kin. Kin was unarmed, but he stood his ground, his hand raised to keep his guards back.

				‘Do something!’ I shouted at Wen, now holding his weapon slack.

				He shook his head. ‘That isn’t my decision to make.’

				‘Then I’ll make it!’ I turned on him, slamming my knuckles into the hollow of his elbow just as Monarch had taught me.

				Wen hissed and the sword fell from his grip. I caught it on its way down and was moving before he could do more than cry out, dashing the short distance to where Kin stood awaiting his fate.

				Shin swung. I threw myself between them, catching the blow on the side of Wen’s sword. The metallic rasp screeched in my ear, the force of the swing throwing me back. I slammed into Kin, and for a moment felt the joy of his warmth before I fell, rolling as I hit the ground. Scrambling up, I found Shin on me again, teeth bared as he swung with more force than finesse. I ducked, his blade ripping through the air with a shriek.

			

			
				‘Are you going to kill me, Shin?’ I asked breathlessly, backing away.

				He lunged at me. ‘You’re a fool!’ he growled. ‘I would have fought the empire for you!’ His sword slammed into mine, the vibration jarring my hands.

				‘Then fight for me! I’m here.’

				‘Not with him.’ He turned as he spoke, deflecting the thrust Kin aimed at his side. Wheeling around, Shin seemed to pull himself together. He might have been fitting himself into a skin, snake-like, his arms drawing close and his weapon ready to bite.

				I ceased to exist as they turned on one another. Shin struck first, a speedy jab, forcing Kin back. Words leapt to my tongue, warnings bit back as Kin faced his opponent with the vigour of a younger man, each of an age and skill they might have been comrades in a different time, a different place.

				‘Shin, don’t do this!’ I cried, tears rolling down my cheeks. ‘You can fight with me! We can do this together!’

				He seemed not to hear, just charged at Kin with greater force, catching him with his shoulder and knocking him off balance. I darted forward, but Kin kept his footing and threw out his hand in warning. ‘Keep out of this, Hana, it isn’t your fight.’

				‘The hell it isn’t!’

				I made to charge in, but Wen’s hand closed around my wrist and he yanked me back. ‘You can’t interfere, my lady,’ he said. ‘This is his fight now. Too many people are watching. They won’t respect a leader who cannot fight his own battles.’

				Hopelessly, I stared around at the spectators, every man wide-eyed and hungry. I wanted to shake them, to scream into their faces. These were Kin’s men yet they would stand by while he fought to the death, held as much by their thirst as their honour.

				I pulled out of Wen’s grip, but did not move. Sooner might Kin forgive me for the attempt on his life than were I to step in and save him now. But Shin was quick. He slashed and jabbed, moving with such skill that my grip tightened on the sword I was not allowed to use. Wen watched, his hand hovering near my shoulder. I wanted them to stop, but although I shouted myself hoarse, it was to no avail. They had come too far now for sense.

			

			
				And so they danced. Their swords met and parted, the sharp zing of steel on steel all that seemed to fill the air. There was beauty in the way they moved, but each wanted nothing more than to end the other, and I could not imagine life without either of them; Shin my silent guardian, Kin the rock that held Kisia together.

				Please gods make them stop. No one needs to die. We can do this together. We can fight for Kisia together.

				My prayers went unheeded. Kin’s men cheered their emperor on, chanting and stomping their feet as the bloodlust flowed. They jeered, too, as Shin dodged and ducked. He was always moving, dancing in and out, curved sword slicing at air. Kin was patient, stepping, blocking, backing away, his own blade hovering still.

				The cries for blood grew deafening. His soldiers had failed to protect him, and now they chanted for death. ‘And that’s how it should be,’ Katashi would have said. ‘Guards are all very well, but the last bastion of a man’s protection is always himself.’

				Shin stepped in, Kin’s blade slicing an arc. The Pike ducked, the edge missing him by a breath. I heard myself gasp, and as Shin leapt back his gaze flicked my way. It was just for a moment, but there was such anger in those eyes that I flinched. I could see unspoken words on the tip of his tongue as though his anger gave them life. He had never been one for words, but I could imagine them now, filling his body. A lifetime of things left unsaid, truths crushed now beneath their weight.

				He looked away and the dance brought them together again. Close. So close I feared the sharp judgement of Shin’s knives. There was a terrible rasping sound as sword ground upon sword, and with his opponent’s blade caught, Kin threw his arm wide. He gripped the front of Shin’s tunic. I saw his lips move then, saw the words began to spill forth, lost to the heavens as Kin brought his sword in.

			

			
				‘Stop!’

				The tip was thrust into the stunned Pike’s stomach, sinking into his black sash as Kin wedged the blade deep.

				‘No!’

				Wen caught me around the waist. ‘Be quiet!’ he hissed by my ear. ‘It is done.’

				Blood leaked from Shin’s mouth, staining his lips. Emperor and rebel looked into each other’s eyes, but there was no understanding, no acceptance. Shin spat, spraying a mouthful of blood over Kin’s face. ‘You will always be The Usurper!’ he snarled.

				Kin ripped his sword out. Blood gushed onto the grass and Shin staggered a step before collapsing to his knees. Soldiers cheered. Shin’s head turned, and in his last lifeless moment I met that lidless gaze and read its condemnation. He had carried his anger and his hatred to the end.

				He hit the grass face first. Still the soldiers cheered. Their respect in their leader had been renewed, but all I could do was stare at the lifeless form of Shin and hate that it had come to this, hate that he had brought it upon himself.

				Too many men had died tonight. For nothing.

				‘Sound the retreat.’

				Wen dragged his gaze from Shin’s still body. ‘What?’

				‘You know how to do it,’ I said. ‘Sound the retreat. Go and tell General Roi that Katashi isn’t coming.’

				‘But–’

				‘If you do nothing else for me, you will do this. Listen to me. This war will not be decided tonight. Do not let anymore men die for nothing. Let them regroup behind their leader.’

				Kin was already shouting orders, the crowd of soldiers thinning fast.

				‘If that is your final order, I will go, my lady,’ Wen said at last, holding out his hand for his sword.

				I handed it back with a bow. ‘Thank you.’

				‘You don’t need to thank me, Captain,’ he said. ‘A man must have a captain. But the next time we meet I’m sure we’ll both be dead.’

			

			
				A rueful smile turned my lips, and I found I could look at Shin’s lifeless body no longer. ‘Perhaps,’ I said, blinking away tears. ‘You men have such fondness for drama. I prefer to hope. Be safe, Wen. Kisia needs more good men like you.’

				He pursed his lips and nodded, a little smile but no more words. Taking his horse’s reins from Endymion, he mounted, nudging his heels into the beast’s flank. Kin’s men shot him dark looks, but no one stopped him. Man and beast disappeared into the confusion, the last thing I saw, a glimpse of the satchel he always carried at his side. It contained all the tools of the healer’s craft and he would need every one of them tonight.

				With Wen gone I stood alone in an unfriendly camp, the eyes of every soldier flicking my way. Kin did not look at me. Reports were coming in and he gave orders and cleaned his sword, showing no sign that I existed. A guard brought him a damp cloth, and starting at his forehead he began to clean the blood, erasing Shin’s last existence from his skin.

				Behind me Endymion had not moved. When our eyes met I turned away, hating the pity in his gaze.

				‘Endymion,’ I said, a quiver in my voice. ‘Take Kimiko somewhere safe. She should be looked after, not left to lie upon the grass.’

				He did not argue, did not speak at all, just bent to gather Kimiko in his arms. Bones jutted from his skeletal wrists as he slid one thin arm beneath her legs, the other disappearing into her curls. And in the moonlight the branding on his cheek looked like an angry welt.

				Endymion left, but although I stood alone Kin still did not look my way. ‘Your Majesty,’ I said, striding toward him. ‘I–’

				‘Why did you come?’ he interrupted, halting me in my tracks. ‘Why did you tell me Katashi planned to take The Valley? Why tell me about the ambush at the Zisian Bridge?’

				Words stuck in my throat, but I forced them free. ‘Why did you listen to me?’

			

			
				‘Because I couldn’t risk ignoring the information if it was true.’

				‘If? You think I would lie to you?’

				‘Haven’t you before?’

				Tears prickled my eyes and I tried to swallow a growing lump. It had been a long night. Soon the sun would rise, and if fighting was all we were capable of it would all have been for nothing.

				‘Your Majesty–’

				‘Captain.’ Kin half turned, holding out blood-splattered fingers. A man approached, and into Kin’s palm he placed a neatly rolled pink sash with twin silver fish upon its end.

				‘Did you have him bring this back to me?’ Kin asked, throwing it down at my feet. ‘Did you send it back because you would never marry me?’

				Bent halfway to the sash, I looked up. ‘You think I would do that?’

				‘I don’t know what to think anymore.’

				I picked up the sash, its threads shimmering. ‘Don’t you? Then let me educate you, Your Majesty. You are the emperor Kisia needs. Whatever his claim might be, my cousin is no longer the man anyone thought him. He’s dangerous, but if we work together you and I can win this war. We can save Kisia.’

				‘You tried to kill me.’

				‘I can’t have tried very hard. Do you know how long I sat there before you woke? I could have stuck the knife in you a dozen times over.’

				Kin stared at me, the intensity of his gaze making my heart hammer. ‘Why are you here?’

				‘To save your life.’

				‘Hana…’

				When had he stepped so close? The space was nothing, the warmth, the potency of this man seeming to pull at my every sense. A bloody gash glared through a rip in his sleeve and his hair tumbled loose from his topknot, but still he drew the world like a lodestone. And those brows, close over his dark eyes, their intensity such that I could feel his gaze burning through my skin.

				‘Will you marry me, Your Majesty?’ The words were past my lips before I had time to think, and I knew myself to be grinning.

			

			
				Kin’s brows flew up. ‘Marry you?’

				‘For the sake of the empire, of course,’ I said.

				His mouth twisted. ‘Hana, you wretch! Is that what I said? Forgive me. I have been too long alone, too long owned by Kisia to consider anything else.’

				‘You are forgiven. But you have not answered my question.’

				A half smile; a quizzical gleam in his eyes. ‘Shouldn’t I be asking you to marry me?’

				‘No. I am an Otako and Kisia is as much mine as it is yours. I am not a pretty lady to dress in fine robes and treat like a doll.’

				‘That was not my intention.’

				‘Good. Because I will not sit idly mending your sandals while you fight for my empire.’

				‘Mending my sandals?’ That made him laugh. ‘I assure you I have someone who does that for me.’

				‘It was a figure of speech! And you still haven’t answered. Do I need to be formal?’ I knelt upon the grass at his feet. ‘I, Lady Hana Aura Otako, Princess of Kisia and rightful heir to the Crimson Throne, do formally request–’

				He yanked me up, no laugh in his eyes. ‘Stop,’ he said, his gaze darting all around. ‘I’ll marry you. Gods know it’s all I’ve wanted since I first laid eyes on you.’

				For a long time he did not move though I lifted my lips. His fingers dug into my arms, his breath ragged. Then with a sharp tug he pulled me in, kissing me so tentatively, so softly he must have expected to be spurned. He was an unpredictable creature, and I responded with fervour, savouring every moment.

				The call began as a mere whisper, but was taken up and repeated until it rose from the lips of every Pike beyond the palisade. ‘Saiyar. Saiyar. Saiyar,’ they cried, filling the night. Monarch had taught them well. Every Pike would retreat without question, and although not all of Katashi’s soldiers had once been Pikes, enough would turn back. Those left behind would be hacked down if they lingered, and it would be General Roi who paid for tonight’s mistakes.

			

			
				Our lips parted, but Kin did not move. I could taste him, smell him, feel him, every part of my body connected to him, and yet our eyes would not meet. It was as though Katashi stood between us, his hand ever upon my shoulder.

				Kin stepped back. He beckoned to one of his guards. Orders were given. A tent for Lady Hana. The Imperial Chancellor was to be found. I heard it all but it slurred as it entered my head, such mundane considerations hardly important when two steps away Shin lay on the blood-soaked grass.

				I knelt beside him. Someone had rolled him over so he stared up at the night sky, and though I closed one of his eyes, I could not close them both. One eyelid had been removed before I ever knew him, leaving tiny scars across his brow. They were nothing to the one that travelled the length of his face, so pronounced that I had never before noticed his high cheekbones or the straight set of a fine nose. I had never asked about his past, never asked how he had come by the scar that dominated his face. All I had done was wonder who had been able to better Shin. And now he lay silent, never to speak again, his words lost with him.

				I touched his cheek. The sound of the retreat call was fading from the night. ‘You fool,’ I said. ‘You could have fought for me. We could have fought together.’

				‘Hana.’

				Kin was behind me. I could feel him there, could see the hem of his robe in the corner of my vision.

				‘A moment to say goodbye, if you please,’ I said. ‘Whatever he has done, I cannot forget that he risked everything for me.’

				I glanced up to see Kin’s face set in its harsh lines, but there would be time to soothe him later. Shin was beyond words now.

				My hand fell from his cheek. The wound in his gut had ceased to bleed, his body owning no more life to pour upon the ground. I could not look at it. Even in death he was my Shin, my silent sentinel, harsh and unrelenting.

				‘You fool,’ I said. ‘You stupid fool.’

				


				



			

	





			

			
				


				Chapter 23
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				Kimiko did not move. She lay upon the sleeping mat like one dead, her hands neatly folded. Even the loudest sounds were powerless to rouse her.

				A constant stream of footsteps and hoofbeats passed outside; the sound of scouts coming and going; of boys running messages and soldiers burying lost comrades. Death was the result of war, even children knew that, but few could feel it as I did.

				It was a small price to pay for the Sight. For Justice.

				I shifted my weight for the hundredth time, trying to find a comfortable way to sit in this tiny, airless tent. It wasn’t tall enough to stand in and the floor owned barely enough space for Kimiko, but Kin’s men were dismantling the camp and there was nowhere else to keep her. 

				The day was growing old. I had hoped to get used to the musty stench, but with every passing hour it seemed worse. Even the scent of herbs had been unable to combat the disuse — the smell like that of unwanted guests.

				A group of soldiers passed with loud voices and heavy steps, causing the tent fabric to shift. Light reached across Kimiko’s still form. Six men immediately outside; and another two dozen across the makeshift track that ran between this tent and the next row–

				I shook my head. No. Now was not the time to get caught in the numbers, in the souls that called out to me. Concentrate, Endymion, I snapped at myself. Don’t lose yourself yet.

				I let out a long breath and knelt again beside Kimiko’s mat. She was warm, too warm. Sweat beaded along her hairline, dampening those unruly curls. They were singed and bloodied, but I brushed them back with my hand. Still she did not move. She would not wake for me, perhaps would never wake, unless it was Darius’s voice that called.

			

			
				Darius. Ever since that night at Koi, I’d held a piece of his soul lodged inside me.

				Footsteps. Outside one man stopped. He cleared his throat, the sound loud and deliberate. I had to bend my head to fit into the space, but I rose, hair catching on the underside of the tent. Sticking my head out, I squinted into the face of one of Kin’s many guards, his soul filled with disquiet.

				‘Yes?’ I said, hoping my own did not show. ‘Can I help you?’

				The man stared at the branding on my cheek. ‘His Majesty requests your presence.’

				Behind him the sun was setting, turning the sky blood red. ‘You may tell him that I will be there presently.’

				‘I am to take you to him now.’

				‘Do you plan to drag me there by force? I am needed here.’

				The soldier stared at me, gaze once again slipping to my branding. ‘Ten minutes,’ he said. ‘His Majesty will not wait. We are leaving, if you hadn’t noticed.’

				Without waiting for a reply, he turned on his heel and strode away. Most of the tents had already been dismantled and carts stood everywhere. There was too much noise, too much bustle.

				I had hoped to have more time.

				Back inside the tent, Kimiko still had not moved. I stared down at her from the entrance, my arm aching as I let the flap fall closed behind me. The bandage was tight and uncomfortable, a constant reminder that she had sold me to Katashi. I could walk away. Slowly, day by day, she would slip closer to death, until one day her body ceased to breathe. But that was not right. Whatever secrets he had kept, Jian had taught me the difference between right and wrong.

				A thrill of power shivered through me as I touched her skin. Her life was in the hands of the gods.

				The piece of Darius inside me was never hard to find. Closing my eyes, I let it swell, this living shard of him, this collection of memories and words and thoughts like whispers in the dark. Like breathing prayers over a corpse, I let it out, threading it through her flesh.

			

			
				Kimiko’s eyes snapped open, every breath coming fast. She shrank back, her gaze darting around the dim space before finally coming to rest on me. ‘You.’ The word was spat with such contempt. ‘Where am I?’

				‘Kin’s camp,’ I said, moving as she sat up. The skin on my arm tightened and I winced. ‘You don’t have anything to fear from him.’

				‘Where is Darius?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				Kimiko pulled the blanket around herself. ‘You’re lying,’ she said. ‘You always know where he is. You followed him all the way from Rina, I know you did.’

				‘Yes, but I didn’t know where he was, just in which direction I had to walk to find him. Look, I know you don’t like me and I don’t blame you, but I need you to tell me what happened. I can’t help him if I don’t know.’

				She eyed me warily, then letting out a long breath, seemed to deflate. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t like you and I am sorry for it.’

				‘I know.’

				‘And I hate that you know how I feel. I hate that you understand.’

				‘I know.’

				I held her gaze. Kin’s men would come for me soon. I needed answers now. ‘I would apologise if it didn’t seem pointless,’ I said.

				Kimiko lay back with a heavy sigh and stared at the rippling roof. There were dark shadows beneath her eyes. ‘What do you want?’ she said eventually. ‘If you want an apology from me you won’t get it. I told you I would do anything for Darius.’

				‘So would I.’

				The hope was like a knife in her heart. ‘Am I blind, Endymion? Is he a good man?’

				‘I think he knows how to be,’ I said.

				‘That isn’t the same, is it?’

				‘I don’t know. Empathy is complicated.’

				She let out a little snort; half laugh, half sob, and said no more.

			

			
				‘Kimiko,’ I began, listening for the sound of the guards returning, feeling the souls pass, one, four, eighteen–

				‘What?’

				‘What what?’

				‘You were going to ask me something, but you closed your eyes and said nothing.’

				It’s not fair. It’s not justice.

				I blinked a few times, trying to focus, to resist the urgings of my Empathy. ‘I’m running out of time,’ I said. ‘Tell me what happened to Darius?’

				‘I don’t know, Endymion. Katashi’s men brought him in with Malice and he was different. He… he made me obey.’

				‘Then he lost,’ I whispered, more to myself than to her.

				You will lose, too, the thought came back. The Sight is your master.

				Tears ran onto Kimiko’s pillow and she brushed them away. ‘Please go. I hate to be so weak, but I feel like every limb is as heavy as a sack of rice. I would be happy never to move again.’

				‘It will pass.’ Four men outside. I could feel their purpose and I froze, kneeling upon the linen. ‘They’re coming,’ I said, lowering my voice. ‘Whatever happens to me, remember you have nothing to fear from Kin.’

				‘Why? What is happening?’

				Outside the footsteps halted, and through the slit in the tent I glimpsed four pairs of sandals: three reed, one wood, the edge of a family crest branded into the sole.

				‘His Majesty will see you now.’

				Kimiko parted her lips, but I pressed a finger to my own and shook my head. ‘Stay here,’ I whispered, making noise as I stood so they would know I was coming. ‘I won’t be back.’

				Again she looked as though she would speak, but I shook my head and turned away, ducking out into the dregs of the evening.

				Four of Kin’s soldiers waited, each man wearing a crimson sash adorned with the Ts’ai dragon. They all stared at my cheek, leering as they looked me up and down like I was the dirt beneath their feet. Just like the guards who had branded me in Shimai.

			

			
				Justice.

				‘We will take you to His Majesty,’ said the man who had come for me earlier, satisfaction oozing off him. ‘I suppose you are ready now, are you?’

				I had never been good with the subtleties of tone, but this one was undoubtedly mocking. ‘Yes,’ I said, managing a smile of which even Malice would have been proud. ‘I am ready. Lead the way.’

				They did so, two ahead and two behind, through the busy mess of the collapsing camp. Everywhere men went about their business, saddling horses and loading carts with everything from tents to provisions, while overhead crimson flags hung heavy from their poles. The noise made conversation impossible. Soldiers shouted to each other, talking, laughing, while boys scurried underfoot with armloads of crimson silk and dozens of dangling lanterns. The presence of so many souls was like a weight upon my mind, tugging my thoughts this way and that, my Empathy seeing, tasting, feeling, the world full of colour. The Sight connected me to every soul, but to them I was nothing but a passing shadow; a plain man in a plain robe, owning no name, no purpose.

				Emperor Kin’s tent was yet to be dismantled and stood proud in the centre of the camp. The long-tailed dragon of his family covered every side, dozens of mouths open as though to speak, to warn me, the whole construction proof of the man I would find inside.

				No guards waited and my escort did not enter. They just motioned me in and I felt like a ghost, slinking into the presence of an emperor.

				Kin was writing, kneeling at a long, low desk, and but for the paper it might have been a kiri wood zither upon which he plucked the strings of the empire. Dressed in armour, he wore the crimson surcoat almost as an afterthought, an unnecessary reminder that this stern man held the reins of history.

				The late-evening light flickered across his parchment and he looked up as the tent flap fell closed behind me, shutting out the camp. We were alone, the lantern-lit space thick with the smell of fresh parchment and melted wax.

			

			
				‘You’ve kept me waiting,’ Kin said, a little crease between his brows. It was a sign of anxiety, but I didn’t need it to know how he felt.

				When I said nothing he favoured me with a perfunctory smile. ‘You have been sitting with Lady Kimiko, I understand. Might I enquire how she is?’

				‘She will live,’ I said. ‘But she needs rest. She has been through a lot.’

				‘I am leaving General Jikuko here with some of my men. He will ensure she is well looked after.’

				Emperor Kin let the parchment scroll roll up, and pushing it aside, set his elbows on the table. ‘Your sister – your half-sister – has done me the honour of accepting my offer of marriage. As you are not recognised as the head of her family and I am at war with Katashi Otako, I have dispensed with the usual custom of contracting.’

				‘An emperor may do as he wishes,’ I said, still standing in the middle of the matting floor, the top of the tent some way above my head. ‘Although, nevertheless, you have my blessing.’

				‘Fortunate for me that I am an emperor,’ he said, ignoring this. ‘Hana would not have taken well to being sold as a piece of property.’ He gave a short laugh. ‘We are not yet married and already she demands things of me. I have granted her a place on my Council and look forward to seeing what my generals and my councillors think of that.’ He stood, the hem of his surcoat carelessly creased where he had been sitting on it.

				Kin came around the end of the long table. ‘I take leave to tell you, Lord Takehiko, that your sister is quite a handful.’

				‘As you will be marrying her, I hope that is to your taste.’

				He did not answer, but came to stand before me. We were of a height, Kin perhaps a little taller and certainly stronger, his shoulders owning the true set of a soldier. He was older, too, the lines between his brows permanently etched.

			

			
				With a constricted smile, he put his left hand upon my shoulder. ‘You are welcome to stay, Takehiko,’ he said, ‘but–’

				The sudden intent was like a pinprick in the world of whispers. He moved quickly, the point of the dagger touching my side as I gripped his throat with my bare hand, skin on skin. ‘No,’ I said, looking into those dark eyes. ‘Empaths are never welcome.’

				For what seemed like a long time he said nothing, the point of the knife not shifting. And while he did not move, I forced nothing through, not even connection. I did not need it anymore.

				After a time, something like a smile flashed across Kin’s face. ‘You’re quick,’ he said.

				‘I can read you.’

				‘And what do you see upon my pages?’

				The whispers came to me, insistent, forcing their way into my head. I could not keep them out. Whispers spoke the truth.

				Justice.

				‘Katashi was wrong about you,’ I said, feeling the pulse throb in his neck. ‘I don’t think he knows what I do. He cannot see what I see.’

				‘No?’

				‘No, but you love Hana. That is no lie.’

				There, a twisted little smile. ‘No, that is no lie.’

				‘And she loves you, but she won’t understand. I can see your every thought and feeling and memory as though it were my own, and I understand you, but she never will.’

				‘If you understand me so well then you know why I have a knife in my hand. You ought never to have told me she was unaware of your existence.’

				‘I was blind when I did,’ I said. ‘But I am not blind now. Neither, I think, are you. You are more aware of my ability than you seem. You know what I can do to your mind, and it would be much faster than you plunging that knife into my gut. You might, of course, retain just enough sanity to retaliate, however, so perhaps we are better off making a deal, rather than a mess.’

				The knife remained in place, its tip touching my skin. ‘And what do you propose, Lord Otako?’

			

			
				‘That you let me leave. Your secret will be safe and no one will have to clean us up.’

				‘And where do you go?’

				‘To Darius.’

				‘I would be better off gutting you where you stand,’ he snarled. ‘I know what you two did that night in Koi. Together you are more dangerous than apart. Together, you can take my throne.’

				‘Yes,’ I admitted. ‘But I already told you that I am no rebel. If I wanted you dead, I could have killed you a hundred times by now and so could he. I don’t want the Crimson Throne. I might have been born Takehiko Otako, but I’m a Laroth. I’m a god and I’m proud of it.’

				Emperor Kin did not speak; his lips pressed into a thin line. Outside, soldiers continued with their work, the noise unceasing.

				‘A god?’

				Justice.

				‘There are four guards standing in front of your tent and six behind. Three thousand, eight-hundred and ninety-one men are in your camp. Twenty-six scouts and travellers in the Neck. Thirty thousand, nine hundred and sixty-four people in The Valley. One million, three hundred and eighteen thousand, and five souls in your empire. And I know your secret. I am a god and I do what is right. At this very moment, what is right is saving my brother from himself.’

				The knife was no longer held with such certainty, those dark eyes leaping around my face. ‘And what then?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				‘If I let you walk out of here I will regret it.’

				‘If you don’t, you will not live to regret anything.’

				His anger burned like a fire between us. ‘Your brother betrayed me. Tell me why I should trust you.’

				‘Because I don’t lie. Because I am the only one who will never hate you for killing my mother. It might have been Shin Metai’s hand, but they were your orders, Your Majesty. A single order and a palace full of Otakos lay dead.’

			

			
				‘Except for you.’

				‘Except for me. And Hana. But it was Nyraek Laroth who made sure of that, not you.’

				Kin took a step back, removing the knife from my skin. I let my hand fall from his neck. ‘You loved my mother,’ I said. ‘And that was the hardest of all.’

				‘We all make hard choices.’ The words were clipped, harsh.

				‘Don’t tell Hana.’

				‘No,’ he said, sliding the knife back into a leather slip beneath his surcoat. ‘Better to live with my guilt than inflict that pain upon her.’

				‘Then, Your Majesty, I think we are in accord. I, Takehiko Otako, hereby renounce my claim to the Crimson Throne in favour of Emperor Kin Ts’ai, first of his name. Darius once told me you were the only man who could rule Kisia and I hope he was right.’ I bowed, sliding my hands down to my knees. ‘Good night, Your Majesty.’

				He did not stop me.

				I stepped into the last of the evening light, the smell of reed matting and incense giving way to the frantic scents of a dying summer. From their places, Kin’s guards watched me with unabated hostility, poised expectantly as though awaiting an order. An order that did not come.

				


				* * *

				


				Darius was easy to follow.

				Kaze carried me north along the base of the Kuro Mountains, retracing the steps of the previous night. I had been blind, but now I could see, could hear truth in every whisper.

				The Otako camp lay abandoned, just as Kin’s scouts had reported. Tents still stood here and there, along with piles of wood, grain, weapons and discarded belongings. Horses roamed the desolate ground, tearing the grass with their teeth. A few still wore their saddles, others had been left tethered to stake or branch.

			

			
				Leaving Kaze to wait for me, I freed each beast in turn, cutting their reins and relieving them of their saddles, every step a risk in the dark. Bodies lay everywhere, men with missing limbs, others with gaping wounds in their guts and gashes across their chests — too injured to travel and left to die. Had Kin’s scouts put them out of their misery? They had come this way, I knew, but while they would have to hunt their enemies with their eyes, I followed Darius as though a string connected us, soul to soul.

				With a single lantern to light our way, we left the churned patch of earth behind, slowing to navigate a path through the foothills, tufts of tall, strap-like grass reaching up to Kaze’s knees. He brushed through it, enjoying the feel of it against his legs.

				As night aged, the whispers quieted, souls turning to sleep. In these early hours the world belonged to the owls and the night herons, to the foxes hunting for survival. But time meant nothing to me now. Every whisper whittled the night away until the sun was rising and the din grew louder, like the cacophony of a thousand insistent birds. Travellers crossed my path and I stopped for every one, judgement passing from my fingers into their souls. Good or bad it did not matter, it was a duty and I did it gladly. I did not begrudge the time, but I always continued on my way without pause, knowing I would catch up with them soon. The string was tugging tighter.

				I found Katashi’s army two days shy of Nivi Fen. Katashi had pushed them hard at the outset, but as they left The Valley behind the pace had slowed. Like the Pikes, they moved through darkness and rested through daylight, and every day the stink of the marsh had grown closer.

				Dressed in black, I was more ghost than man, and navigated through his scouts with ease.

				Four thousand, nine hundred and eight souls, but Darius was not one of them.

				Katashi’s camp was broad and straggling, alive with noise. They were just halting for the day, tents in the process of being raised, horses fed, fires stoked. The Pikes had become good at moving from camp to camp, but the soldiers who had defected from Kin’s army with the traitor generals had a lot to learn, leaving the air tainted with frustration.

			

			
				Darius’s call drew me on, but he would have to wait. Curiosity called me.

				Sure no one would notice an extra scout, I made my way into the confusion. At the edge of the camp knots of horses stood hitched to branches while soldiers hurried around, complaining in low voices. Their whispers stung, filled with bile. Even Kaze felt it was not a happy place.

				I dismounted, patting his neck. ‘You’ll wait for me here, friend?’

				He snorted his agreement, anxiety spilling into my fingers.

				‘I’ll be all right,’ I said. ‘Just wait here. I won’t be long.’

				My fingertips slid from his gleaming coat as I walked away, absorbed by the noise and the activity. Dressed as any other solider, I made my way through the camp, carried by the whispers. Real whispers, secrets hissed through barely parted lips as men gathered in small groups, their eyes straying always toward the centre of the camp.

				Katashi was easy to find. Outside his tent he sat upon a makeshift throne — a grand wooden chair with broad arms draped in crimson. Glorious in his Imperial robes, he basked in the morning light, glowering at nothing. Hana had said Katashi had lost his mind, but my Empathy could see what she could not. He was not mad. He was free. Fuelled as a Vice, he was Vengeance, his great hunger for revenge made flesh. As a marked man he would do as he was commanded, but unlike Avarice or Hope or Conceit, he could not stop, could not rest. He was Vengeance, his golden aura bright with flame.

				Darius had left his mark.

				Thunder sounded in the distance. The storms were coming. They would hit Kisia hard, but this year the swollen rivers would run red with blood.

				One million, three hundred and seventeen thousand, nine-hundred and fifty-six souls in the empire, and the number would keep falling. Four thousand, nine hundred and eight men in Katashi’s camp, and every single one of them would die to serve his Vengeance.

			

			
				The only man I never counted was myself. The ones I counted most were still ahead of me, travelling north.

				Two.

				Two brothers.

				Two gods.

				But Justice came to everyone, even gods.

				



			

	





			

			
				


				The story continues…

				


				


				Book 3 of The Vengeance Trilogy


				The Grave at Storm’s End

				


				Vengeance has come.


				


				Katashi Otako walks with the Vices, burning everything in his path. The Spirit of Vengeance, he will stop at nothing to destroy Emperor Kin and the empire that once condemned his father. Now a hunted man, Endymion is losing the battle against his Empathy, while Darius, driven to madness, leads the Vices to war.

				


				Wanting nothing more than to fight, Hana is chafed by the restrictions placed on her as a woman of noble birth. But her family has already lost the empire once, in a night of bloodshed that will soon come back to haunt her. Now Hana will have to fight for the right to command the Imperial Army or watch while the greatest threat the empire has ever faced marches on the capital. A leader does what they must, but the enemy is the cousin she once loved and the guardian she once trusted.

				


				When gods fight, empires fall.
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