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			A Prayer to Kage

			Blood I will give you, O Great One. 

			Souls I will send you. 

			My body is your weapon. 

			My life, your gift.

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			1

			Mateon

			Kagestan, Egril

			It was nearly the Blood Hour. 

			A time of death and sacrifice. For the Godly to stand and be counted. A time to give honour and show strength. For everyone knew that Kage’s one eye watched over all. And he would know of any who failed this most simple of tests.

			Mateon, son of Gadrian, of the northern Leorus tribe, stood with his shoulders square and his chest out, unmoving despite the north wind that dragged the morning mist across the surface of the Red Lake, ignoring the cold that made his very bones ache. Pain was good, he told himself. Pain was how Kage measured one’s faith and Mateon’s faith was strong. After all, the Leorus tribe was one of the most devout in all the Egril Empire and Mateon was the son of a hero. And today he would become a man.

			He’d spent the night at the edge of the Red Lake, a foot from the water, facing Raaku’s palace, dressed only in the uniform of a Puer: a simple white tunic, trousers and boots, and a white mask covering his face. No cloak, no fire, no food, no water, no sleep, no comfort. Only pain. A test of faith.

			There were other Puers dotted around the lake, boys about to become men, many of whom Mateon had gown up with. Some had fallen in the night, too tired to stand, or too weak to ignore the hunger in their bellies or the cold that gnawed at their skin. Only Kage knew what would happen to them. They’d not have the honour of fighting in Raaku’s army. That was no place for the weak and the faithless.

			But it was where Mateon belonged.

			His mother and sister had joined him a short while ago, arriving along with the rest of the congregation that gathered every morning for First Prayer at the lake. A sign that daybreak wasn’t far away and that Mateon’s test would soon be over. Blood-red streaks already stained the dawn behind the city skyline – surely a good omen. And if the Emperor himself should appear? Mateon’s blessing would be complete. 

			Across the lake, Raaku’s priests were already in place, with a long line of heathen prisoners beside them. There had to be a hundred of the priests at least and five times that number of heathens. They didn’t normally have that many in attendance, did they? Was it a sign that Raaku would make an appearance?

			‘He’s not coming,’ whispered Sophia, as if reading his mind. Mateon’s sister was three years younger than him, only just approaching adulthood. Her willowy body was hidden beneath a thick grey gown, matching the colour of the mask that covered most of her face. Her hood was drawn over her head so that only her mouth and chin were visible. She looked so warm compared to how Mateon felt but he had Kage in his heart. He needed nothing else.

			‘Shhh,’ hissed his mother. Her mask was a deep purple, in tribute to the husband she lost in service to the Empire, and shaped with the nose and brow of the mountain cat that gave their tribe their name. She wore a heavy black winter gown adorned with a simple iron brooch, a medal given to her husband by Raaku himself for bravery during the War of Unification, when all the tribes of the Egril were brought under the Emperor’s leadership. It was a rare honour that still provided Mateon’s family with extra food five years after his father’s death. ‘Even if we do not see the son of Kage, know that he is near and be grateful for that privilege.’

			Mateon said nothing, too nervous to speak. He tried to pretend he didn’t care if Raaku appeared, but he did. Of course he did. It would be a sign of Mateon’s coming glory.

			Later that day, he would leave to join His Imperial Majesty’s infantry, like his father before him, to go and fight the heathens in Jia. He would be a hero like his father, bringing even more honour to his family, guaranteeing their place in the Great Darkness. They would stand at Kage’s right hand, with an abundance of slaves from the heathen souls he’d send to his Lord. He smiled, his heart swelling with pride at the thought of casting his Puer’s mask aside and donning the white armour and Skull mask. 

			He glanced around him at the thousands gathered along the Red Lake’s bank, all come to see the Emperor. There were masks of every type, from high born to low, from warrior to merchant, but all were equal before Kage. Possessions meant nothing to the Egril. It was what you gave to Kage in the Great Darkness that counted. The souls you sent him, the blood you spilled in his name. That was the only record of value.

			The Emperor’s palace stood in the middle of the Red Lake. Shaped like Kage’s face and hewn from cold granite, it towered over the scarlet waters, Kage’s single eye staring at his faithful. Some said Kage himself had carved it from a mountain when he created the world. Others claimed it was the work of a hundred million worshippers, erected on a foundation of their blood and bones. Mateon liked to believe that the former story was the truth. He’d lived in Kagestan, the capital of Egril, his entire life and yet he never tired of seeing the palace. How could he? There was no more holy a place in the whole Empire.

			Across the water, row after row of flags fluttered along the bank, red against cold stone. Raaku’s golden-masked priests, stretched across the pier at the palace’s base, looked like they stood on the water itself, their knives catching the first rays of sunlight. 

			If he was coming, it would be now. He’d arrive before the heathens were sent to Kage. 

			Mateon licked his dry lips and fought the urge to move his feet. Everyone knew the Emperor only appeared on rare occasions, but what if this was one of them? 

			Mateon’s family were lucky to live close to the Red Lake, so this wasn’t their first pilgrimage. Three times the crowds had been too dense to get anywhere close enough to the lake. On other occasions, there had only been his priests to listen to and the sacrifices to witness. That in itself was an honour to remember. But they’d yet to see the Emperor. Others had – or at least claimed so. Their tales always made Mateon jealous. Some would say that was a weak emotion, but not Mateon. He took it as a sign of his faith and it only made him pray harder.

			And now that he stood in the place of honour? Today had to be the day.

			Only the Devout stood closer to the water’s edge. They, too, like the Puers, had been waiting all night, gathered together, facing the pier. Mateon didn’t want to imagine what was going through their minds in these last few moments. Perhaps they thought of nothing, their spirits already departed.

			The sun crawled higher, leaving its blood-red smear across the sky. This was it. No more waiting. The Emperor had to appear now or …

			Drums echoed across the lake. A deep, heavy beat that quickly synced with the pounding of Mateon’s pulse. He saw his mother stiffen as she, too, felt the vibrations travel through her body. His sister reached for his hand but Mateon brushed it away. Kage demanded strength.

			He peered at the palace and wished he was closer. The Devout had already waded into the water, but Mateon didn’t join them. There was a price to pay to enter the Red Lake. He would have that honour one day, perhaps, once he’d left the army, but not today.

			Soldiers marched from the palace, wearing red armour and demon masks, and formed a line on either side of the priests. The First Legion. They were men from Raaku’s own tribe, his own blood. There were no soldiers braver or stronger than the First.

			Mateon held his breath, strained his eyes, blood pounding in time with the drums. The tension gripped his heart. Where was Raaku?

			The light spread on the horizon, the darkness retreating.

			Then silence swept across the waters.

			Now. 

			He was here. The Emperor had arrived.

			The figure was a scarlet dot in the distance but there was no mistaking it was him, bigger, broader than any around him. He was a giant –  a God – amongst men. There was no mistaking the power before Mateon. 

			Raaku waited between the great doors of the palace as time stopped. The sun halted its climb and not even the wind dared blow. Every eye was on Raaku, unblinking, as the rest of the world ceased to exist. He was all. He was everything. Kage’s son. The blessed.

			How long did they all stand there, held together in that single moment? Mateon had no idea. It felt like forever and yet was no longer than a heartbeat.

			When Raaku stepped forward, the drums took up their beat again, five times as loud, and the world started once more. He marched to the water’s edge and took his place beside his priests. The heathen prisoners recoiled in his presence, fighting their chains, crying and weeping, and Mateon felt another burst of joy. Their cries would please Kage.

			The Emperor held out a hand and a knife was placed in it. The drums stopped. A heathen was dragged forwards by the priests and held before Raaku.

			‘Blood I will give you, O Great One.’ His voice rolled like thunder across the water to the Great Darkness itself. The knife flashed out, cutting the heathen’s throat, and their blood shot across the water. The priests held the dying man out over the lake until there was no more blood to spill and then let him fall into the water. 

			Another heathen was brought before Raaku.

			‘Souls I will send you.’ Again, the knife flashed out. More blood, another death.

			‘My body is your weapon.’ Another died.

			‘My life, your gift.’ And another.

			And so it went on. Raaku repeating the words, his priests joining in, cutting throats, until all the heathens had been sacrificed and their blood had become one with the Red Lake. Their bodies claimed by the waters, their souls taken to the Great Darkness.

			Now it was Mateon’s turn. His and all those gathered before the Emperor. 

			Raaku watched as his subjects produced knives of their own. Mateon’s was a small blade passed down from father to son, generation after generation, its handle worn with age but the blade still sharp. 

			‘Do you give Kage your blood?’ called out Raaku. 

			‘I do!’ The words were shouted back, full of passion and fury.

			‘Do you promise to serve Kage in this life and the next?’

			‘I do!’ shouted Mateon.

			‘Show me.’

			Their knives moved as one. Mateon cut his thumb, opening up a wound that never healed. His mother, his sister, everyone did the same. As one, they thrust their hands forwards, and blood dripped to the holy ground beneath their feet. 

			Only those in the water didn’t cut their thumbs. They were the Devout and were not there to give a drop of blood to their God. No. They cut their throats and wrists and stabbed their hearts. They gave their souls to Kage and their blood filled the Red Lake with the purity of their sacrifice.

			Tears ran down Mateon’s face. He was so blessed. He wasn’t worthy of the honour bestowed upon him. To see Raaku, to witness the sacrifices, to watch the Devout die. It was all too much. He could see the others around him felt the same.

			‘Raaku. Raaku. Raaku.’ Thousands chanted the Emperor’s name. It took the place of the drums, filling the air, pouring out from their hearts.

			‘Raaku. Raaku. Raaku.’ The Emperor stood there, still as stone, and let their love pour over him. He knew they would all die for him, die for Kage.

			Mateon was lucky to live in this time, as Raaku’s forces conquered the world, bringing the true faith to the heathen hordes and destroying what was left of the False Gods. And he would play his part in the great victory to come.

			He would repay the privilege a thousandfold as one of the Emperor’s soldiers. The Great Darkness would overflow with the blood and souls of the heathens Mateon would personally kill. It was his duty. His purpose.

			‘Blood I will give you, O Great One,’ he whispered as he watched Raaku. ‘Souls I will send you. My body is your weapon. My life, your gift.’
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			Tinnstra

			The Golden Channel

			Tinnstra stood on the deck of the Meigorian ship Okinas Kiba, Zorique gripping her leg, still shocked that they’d escaped the Egril’s clutches. After everything they’d been through, after all the lives that had been sacrificed, they were on their way to Meigore, to safety. But it didn’t feel like victory. Not yet.

			She glanced back into the night. Kiyosun burned in the distance. No matter what happened next, it was the end of what was. As that city died, so did her country. If they were ever to return, what would be waiting for them? Would they find a country of ashes?

			Perhaps Meigore would enter the war as Jax and the others hoped, perhaps then the Egril would be defeated, but Tinnstra wasn’t so sure. She’d seen the enemy’s full might. She knew what they were capable of. The Shulka had once thought themselves invincible but it was the Skulls who deserved that title. And they never give up. They’d rather destroy Jia than relinquish their hold on the country.

			But that’s not my concern any more. My only duty now is to look after Zorique and ensure she has a future. Once we’re in Meigore, my war is over. 

			Of course, they had to get to Meigore first.

			‘Let’s move, people,’ ordered Ralasis, the captain of the Okinas Kiba. A hundred hands went to work immediately and the big ship creaked into life, ready to catch the wind.

			Ralasis turned to Tinnstra, an easy smile on his face. ‘You’re safe now. We’ll be in Meigore by morning.’ His Jian was faultless.

			‘Thank you,’ she replied in equally perfect Meigorian. Another gift from her father. He made all his children learn the languages of their neighbouring nations. ‘It’s been a hard journey to reach you.’

			The captain bowed his head at the use of his mother tongue. ‘The Okinas Kiba is the fastest ship in King Sitos’s fleet. Have no fear, we’ll get you to Meigore without any further trouble.’

			‘I hope you’re right,’ said Tinnstra. 

			Ralasis bowed and walked off to take his place at the ship’s wheel. 

			The man was confident, Tinnstra had to give that to him, but she knew better. She slipped her hand around Zorique’s shoulders and faced Kiyosun once more. If more danger awaited them, it would come from there. 

			Somewhere out on that ocean was Dren, in the little fishing boat they’d used to escape the city. The boy was going back to the only home he knew. Going back to fight. Going back to a city on fire.

			Flames danced from one end of the peninsula to the other. The fire had travelled quickly through the narrow streets and the packed buildings. By the Four Gods, they’d been lucky to get to the warehouse and the rowing boat in time. A few more minutes and it would’ve been too late. The docks were consumed by the fire now. And at the rate it was spreading, there’d be little left of the city by morning. 

			Dread spread through her at the thought of the thousands of people who lived there, and how many of them would die that night. All sacrificed so a little girl could escape.

			Tinnstra glanced at Zorique. The poor girl had been through so much: seeing her parents and brother murdered, the relentless pursuit by the Skulls, Aasgod dying, Monon and Greener, too. Everyone who’d been sent to help her was dead except Tinnstra – and that had been down to luck rather than skill. After all, Tinnstra was nothing special. The daughter of a famous Shulka warrior but no more than that. She’d failed her training and been expelled for cowardice.

			Tinnstra bent down and kissed Zorique’s head. ‘You okay?’

			Zorique looked up at her with those big, scared eyes of hers and nodded. She tightened her grip around Tinnstra’s leg and Tinnstra squeezed her shoulder in return. Four years old and she was braver than all of them. A good job, too – she’d need that courage to face what was to come. She was, after all, the Queen of Jia. And more still, if Aasgod was right. Poor girl. If being Grim Dagan’s daughter had felt suffocating to Tinnstra, the pressure on Zorique would be a thousand times worse.

			Even more reason to protect her from it all.

			Something caught Tinnstra’s eye. A flicker of movement in the night, a shadow in the dark. She leaned forwards, straining to see, feeling fear.

			Nothing there now, not that she could see, but she knew. They were coming. They’d not let them go so easily. ‘Daijaku.’ Tinnstra whispered the word, almost afraid to voice it in case it made the demons appear. 

			But where?

			She could feel the Okinas Kiba shifting under her feet as it fought the waves, heard the creak of ropes taking the strain of the canvas as the sails adjusted themselves to the new course. The men worked hard but they’d not found the wind yet. The ship was moving too slowly. 

			And the demons were coming. She knew it. Tinnstra could feel it in her bones. They never gave up.

			Then she spotted it. That cursed shape. Those long wings. It flew low, skimming the waves. ‘There!’ She pointed off the stern to starboard. ‘Daijaku! Daijaku!’

			Zorique screamed and Tinnstra held her tight, for all the good that would do. 

			‘Archers!’ cried Ralasis. A dozen men rushed to Tinnstra’s side. She showed them the Daijaku as it raced towards them, skimming over the tops of the waves. Something glowing in its hand.

			‘It’s got a bomb.’ Fear bloomed in Tinnstra’s gut. A bomb would finish them all, sink the Okinas Kiba to the depths. Tinnstra wanted to draw her sword, as if that could make any difference – but the creature wasn’t coming to fight them. It didn’t even need to get too close. Just close enough to throw the bomb. A bomb that could reduce a stone building to rubble and turn a ship into splinters. ‘Don’t let it get anywhere near us!’

			Bowstrings were drawn back and then a dozen arrows flew. She held her breath, hoping, watching their flight – and then their fall. None had found its target. 

			The archers loosed another volley. Again, the Daijaku swerved. Most missed but one hit home, piercing its wing. The Daijaku shrieked, but more in anger than in pain.

			‘Come on … someone kill it,’ said Tinnstra through clenched teeth, her heart racing. She felt helpless, waiting there, watching the demon. She wanted to fight – to do anything except stand there and wait to die. 

			‘More are coming,’ shouted a voice from above in the rigging.

			‘Where?’ asked Tinnstra, but she saw them a heartbeat later. Another five, up high, framed against the orange glow over Kiyosun. She turned, saw Ralasis fighting the wheel. ‘We have to get out of here.’

			He didn’t bother replying. He knew. Everyone knew.

			The first demon was close now. More arrows had found it, but there was no killer shot. Shafts riddled its body but still it flew on, the orb in its hand a promise of death. 

			The Daijaku turned away from the ocean and soared upwards, winding its arm back, ready to throw. There was no way it would miss, not from that distance. 

			Time slowed. Bowstrings creaked, taking the strain of more arrows, more hope. A chorus of twangs and they were off, shooting towards the demon, already mid-throw. This time they flew true, striking the demon in the chest, the shoulder, the heart. It fell back, its wings still, down towards the ocean.

			Too late. The bomb was thrown.

			They all watched it, burning bright, a swirl of red fury in the night, coming towards them. Tinnstra crouched down and wrapped Zorique in her arms, shielding her as best she could. She didn’t want her to see the end. After running for so long, death had caught them at last.

			But the orb dropped short of the Okinas Kiba. The arrows had knocked the demon’s aim off just enough. It disappeared beneath the waves a few yards to starboard. 

			The sea erupted a second later. The ship was thrown from side to side as the blast punched a hole in the ocean. Water rained down on them all as the ship dropped into the vacuum. Tinnstra, with Zorique tight in her arms, was hurled across the deck as the Okinas Kiba all but turned on its side. Any further and the ship would capsize. May the Four Gods protect us. I don’t want to die like this.

			Then the ship lurched back as the sea settled, taking the Okinas Kiba with it. Wind caught the wet sails, filling them at last, and the ship surged forwards as if it was as eager as the rest of them to escape from the danger.

			‘Are you all right? Are you all right?’ Tinnstra let go of Zorique and checked her for injury. Zorique stared at her, water running off her face, soaked to the skin, and nodded. Tinnstra scrambled to her feet, pulling the girl with her. The others did the same. The archers snatched up wet bows and drenched arrows, despair on their faces.

			They all knew five more Daijaku were flying towards them.

			Ralasis bellowed orders, urging his men on, demanding more sails to be unfurled, anything to increase their speed now the wind was with them. It was a race now. The sailors against the demons. The sails against their wings.

			Tinnstra’s eyes flicked from the canvas to the demons, judging the distance, the speed. Was it enough? Were the Daijaku gaining or was the gap growing? She couldn’t tell. 

			The archers called for more bows, more arrows, anything they could use to fight.

			Three of the Daijaku carried Niganntan spears with the long sword blades. The other two had orbs, still black in their hands. The bombs needed blood to work, to light the fire within. Tinnstra had no doubt the demons would find all the blood they needed.

			‘Ralasis,’ called Tinnstra, and the captain looked over. ‘Can we take the queen below? Somewhere safe?’

			‘Aye. She can stay in my cabin. Karis can take her.’ The captain motioned to a man nearby. 

			Karis rushed over, bowed his head and held out a hand for the girl. ‘Come with me, my darling.’

			Zorique clung tighter onto Tinnstra’s legs. ‘I want to stay with you.’

			‘There’s going to be fighting, my love,’ said Tinnstra. ‘I want you somewhere safe, out of harm’s way. This man’ll take you there.’

			‘Nowhere’s safe,’ replied Zorique. ‘I want to stay with you.’

			She’s not wrong. Tinnstra glanced back out to sea. The Daijaku were closer. They had perhaps two minutes before they attacked. She crouched down so she was eye level with Zorique. ‘You’ll be safer inside. I need to fight, and I can’t do that if I’m worrying about you. I’ll come and get you the moment the Daijaku are gone.’

			The queen sniffed up a tear. ‘Promise?’

			‘I promise.’ Tinnstra kissed her forehead. ‘Now go.’

			This time, she took Karis’s hand. Tinnstra watched her, feeling a pang in her heart. Dear Gods, let us survive. Zorique doesn’t deserve this. Let me get her somewhere safe.

			With a sigh, Tinnstra drew her sword and the axe she’d stolen off the Chosen. If a fight was coming, she was ready. 

			A few of the archers had dry bows and arrows, while others were making do with the sea-soaked ones. Two men carried spears, fear on their faces. Tinnstra knew that look only too well. She’d lived with fear all her life. It was niggling away even now, but it didn’t paralyse her as it once had. She’d accepted her life was only finite, that death would come for her one day. Except now, she wasn’t going to meet it curled up in a ball with her eyes closed. She’d face it on her feet, with sword and axe in hand. Like a Shulka. ‘We are the dead who protect our land, our monarch, our clan,’ she whispered to the wind.

			The Daijaku were closer now and arrows flew out to meet them. The Meigorians were good, well drilled and disciplined. There was no panic, no undue haste. This time, their shafts had more luck. The number of the Daijaku left less space in which the demons could manoeuvre. One of the Daijaku carrying an orb went down, peppered with arrows, spinning on broken wings into the sea. A cheer ripped through the crew of the Okinas Kiba but the archers continued their work. There was no victory yet.

			The other Daijaku carrying an orb broke from the pack and flew up above them. Tinnstra watched as the orb in its hands started to glow. A spear flew towards it, but lost momentum long before it reached the demon and dropped harmlessly away. With a squawk that could’ve been a laugh, the Daijaku threw the orb. Its bright red arc was easy to follow against the night sky. It gained speed as gravity tugged it down, burning through sails and then clipping a mast before spinning off, towards the deck. 

			A sailor dived for it. Time slowed as Tinnstra watched the man snatch it up, take a step and throw it off the starboard side.

			Then the orb exploded. The ship shook from the force of it, fire ripping through the air. The last thing Tinnstra saw, before she ducked behind a barrel of water, was the sailor disappearing in the blast. Splinters and shards of wood and deck whipped through the air. Screams of the injured and the dying quickly followed. Tinnstra pressed her back against the barrel, ears ringing, blinking away the smoke, breath caught in her throat, but alive and unhurt.

			She staggered to her feet. The main mast was down, cutting off one end of the ship from the other. And beneath it, a hole had been punched through the starboard side to the middle of the deck. Bodies lay scattered around the edges, a mix of torsos and limbs and scraps of everything else that made up a human being. The ship groaned with the shock of it as its timbers adjusted, threatening to break apart and sink. Smoke filled the air. Flames crawled up masts and across what was left of the deck, across the bodies of the fallen.

			Ralasis, may the Gods bless him, was still on his feet, giving orders, telling his men to fight the fire, all the while stamping at flames with his boots. His crew did his bidding, but everyone was moving slowly, shocked, dazed and injured, while their mates lay dead around them. The boat beneath them rocked and wobbled, groaning with every pull off the waves. 

			At least the captain’s cabin was unscathed, thank the Four Gods. Tinnstra tried not to think of Zorique inside, petrified at what might be happening on the other side of her door.

			Tinnstra felt her fear return at the sight of the mayhem but she fought it back. To give in to it was to die and she wasn’t that person any more. Let the crew deal with the aftermath. The Daijaku were coming.

			‘We’re still afloat,’ said Ralasis, now standing next to her, a spear in hand, ‘but only the Gods know if it’ll stay that way. And with the main sail down, we’re a sitting duck.’

			She looked around. Only a few of the archers remained, clutching a handful of arrows each, blood pouring from wounds. Five others stood with them, swords poised. Tinnstra had her Shulka blade and her Chosen’s axe. ‘They’ll come in low and fast, try to sweep through us and kill anyone they can with their spears,’ she said. ‘Keep your heads down and move if you have to. There’s no shame in hitting the deck and staying alive.’ Part of her wasn’t sure if that advice was for the sailors or for herself. ‘Save your arrows until they’re right on top of us and you’ve no chance to miss.’

			She got nods back. 

			The three remaining Daijaku swooped towards the ship, skimming the tops of the waves, keeping a decent space between them to avoid any more arrows. Tinnstra looked for the fourth demon but there was no sign of it. Perhaps it’d headed back to Kiyosun once it’d thrown its bomb. She could only hope it was so. Three were bad enough.

			‘Come on,’ she urged. ‘Come and get us.’ 

			The demons were twenty yards away. Fifteen, ten. Up off the waves they came, so close that Tinnstra could see the scales on their torsos and the yellow of their eyes. ‘Loose!’ she screamed, and the archers released their shafts. One Daijaku was punched out of the sky, but the other two swept over the rail.

			Tinnstra ducked as a Niganntan blade slashed where her head had been. She swung the axe up, aimed with hope more than sight, felt impact but knew it wasn’t enough. She’d probably not even scratched the damned thing. Someone screamed, though, full of pain, and Tinnstra knew the monsters had been luckier. She turned, saw a body carved in two, another sailor missing an arm. The two Daijaku skimmed through the Okinas Kiba, hacking left and right, not slowing down for anything or anyone, leaving death in their wake. 

			Once they reached the prow of the ship, they peeled off to either side, preparing for another pass.

			‘Same plan,’ shouted Tinnstra. ‘Shoot when they’re close. Let’s get them both this time.’

			The remaining Meigorians nodded and stood their ground, may the Four Gods bless them.

			‘Ralasis, get ready with that spear,’ she called out. ‘I want a demon’s head.’

			‘I’ll do my best, but the bastards aren’t that obliging.’

			The Daijaku came in for a second pass. The demons flew with precision, in well-rehearsed patterns. They’d trained for this, in the same way Tinnstra had trained in the phalanx at the Kotege. But if that was so, their attack could be anticipated and countered. Tinnstra crouched and tightened her grip on her weapons.

			One Daijaku pulled forward of the other, needing space to swing that blasted Niganntan spear. 

			‘I’ll take the first one,’ she said to Ralasis. ‘You get the second.’ She was grateful that Ralasis didn’t tell her she was mad. She was Grim Dagen’s daughter and, by the Four Gods above and below, she would see Zorique safely to Meigore or die in the attempt.

			The Daijaku angled up towards the boat. 

			‘Archers, get ready.’

			Bowstrings creaked as they were drawn back. The Daijaku twisted mid-flight, Niganntan blade ready to strike.

			‘Loose!’

			The shafts shot forward. Four arrows instead of dozens, but the monster was too close to miss. Each one struck home but none stopped it. The Niganntan spear slashed through their ranks. Another archer went down in a spray of blood. Then Tinnstra stepped forward, into its path, hacking at it with her axe. She felt the impact and let her weapon go, twisting and ducking under the monster’s wing, and then thrust her sword up, deep into its guts. She held on tight as its momentum carried it on, letting its speed rip the sword through its body. The Daijaku went down, crashing into the deck, wings knocking into crew and debris alike, stopping a few yards from the wheel.

			Ralasis looked at the Daijaku, then at Tinnstra. His eyes widened. ‘Get down!’ he screamed as something crashed into her, knocking her off her feet, just as something else flew past her head.

			A sailor rolled off her. The man had saved her life.

			They both scrambled to their feet, ready for the next pass. The Daijaku circled overhead, screeching in anger, looking for a target, the last one alive.

			Ralasis pointed his spear. ‘Get its attention.’

			‘What are you—’

			‘Just do it,’ he snapped, spitting a mouthful of blood onto the deck.

			Tinnstra did as she was told. ‘Hey!’ she shouted, waving her bloody sword. She marched over to the dead demon sprawled on the deck and yanked her axe free from the creature’s shoulder. ‘Come and die like your friend.’ 

			The Daijaku howled and dipped lower, but not ready yet to commit to an attack.

			‘Come on,’ shouted Tinnstra. ‘It’s just me. You can kill me, can’t you?’ Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ralasis creep out of sight. She suddenly felt very alone.

			Someone shot an arrow at the Daijaku but it sailed past. The creature glared at the archer, who slunk back under its gaze.

			‘Don’t worry about him,’ shouted Tinnstra. ‘Worry about me. I’m the one who’s going to kill you.’

			The Daijaku flapped its wings, rising up, but she could tell it wasn’t going anywhere. It needed the height to attack. Shit. She was about to get her wish. It was preparing to come straight at her. It pointed its Niganntan spear downwards, howling its challenge. Tinnstra readied her weapons. ‘We are the dead,’ she whispered.

			And then the Daijaku dived towards her.

			She didn’t see where Ralasis came from. He’d climbed up somewhere, got some height of his own and then launched himself as the demon swept down. He fell from above, colliding with the Daijaku, driving his spear through its chest. Tinnstra threw herself out of the way as Ralasis and the demon crashed onto the deck.

			She lost sight of them for a moment amongst the smoke and the flames and the carnage, but then Ralasis rose up, bloodied and very much alive. A dead Daijaku lay at his feet.

			He pulled the spear free. ‘Where’s the last one?’ They stood back to back and turned in a circle, searching the skies. ‘Anyone see it?’

			‘Sky’s clear, Captain,’ called a sailor from the prow.

			‘You sure?’ answered Ralasis, gulping for breath.

			‘Yes, Captain.’

			Tinnstra turned to face Ralasis, nodded her thanks. They’d survived. Again. But how much longer would their luck hold? She looked around at the battered ship, at the dead and injured lying on its burning deck. ‘Will the ship make it to Meigore?’

			‘The Okinas Kiba’s a good ship. She’ll keep it together long enough to get us home, I promise you that.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Tinnstra. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must see to Zorique.’

			‘Please,’ said Ralasis, stepping out of her way.

			Tinnstra hobbled at a half-run over to the captain’s cabin. It was a miracle that it still stood unscathed. A miracle that the ship was still afloat. A miracle they were alive.

			Tears ran down her cheeks as she opened the door and went inside. 

			Zorique was huddled in the corner, her arms wrapped around her knees. She looked up as Tinnstra entered, eyes wide and bright with her own tears. ‘You’re alive!’

			‘I am.’ Tinnstra sat down beside her and took the girl in her arms. They stayed like that, both of them crying, holding on tight to each other. Safe for now.

			Until the Egril come after us again.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			3

			Dren

			Kiyosun

			Dren sailed towards Kiyosun, back towards the destruction. At least Tinnstra and Zorique were safe and on the boat to Meigore, and he’d made that happen. He’d have felt pretty damned pleased with himself if it wasn’t for the fire.

			Even out on the ocean, he could hear the angry roar of the flames and the groans of the city as it fell beneath their touch. He could hear the screams, too. People were dying because of that fire. A fire he and his crew had started. 

			For a second, he thought of turning around and chasing after Tinnstra, just getting the hell away from it all, but he pushed that notion from his mind. He’d been too bloody irresponsible for too bloody long, happy to cause chaos and mayhem to feed his anger. It was time he became the good soldier and did what needed doing to win the war, and not just kill a few Skulls for the bloody thrill of it.

			The warehouses were aflame and sparks flittered out into the sea around him. One caught his sail, glowing fiercely before fading, and the oppressive heat made an approach all but impossible, killing the wind and burning Dren’s skin. He adjusted the tiller, angled his boat away, keeping his eyes peeled for somewhere safe to berth, not feeling at all confident that he would.

			Smoke filled the air, choking him, a dry itch at the back of his throat.

			There was a scream further along the sea road. A group of Jians trying to escape the fire had their path blocked by four Egril soldiers, scimitars out, their white armour and Skull masks stained red by the flames. Even in all the chaos, the bastards were still trying to kill his people.

			Dren felt his anger swell. He turned the boat into the heat, heading straight for them. There was nowhere to dock, no time, either. He’d just have to crash the boat and jump for it. His ribs hurt even thinking about it and his battered fingers weren’t going to make grabbing the top of the sea wall easy, but it was what it was.

			He could hear the Jians begging the Skulls to let them go. One of them had a baby in her arms and there was an old man, too. No threat to anyone. Not that the Skulls gave a shit. 

			Four Skulls were a lot to take on by himself with a sword he didn’t really know how to use, but hopefully the Jian men would get stuck in when he made his move. He bloody hoped so – Dren was no Shulka, that was for sure.

			The boat was almost at the dock, still moving at a good clip. No one had seen him coming, too intent on what was in front of them. The smoke from the fires helped, too, even though it made breathing difficult and dried out his mouth. Fuck, he needed a drink something bad. 

			Dren moved to the front of the boat, finding his balance on the shifting deck. He’d have one chance to get it right. Miss and he’d be in that cold fucking water again and more than likely drown.

			The boat hit the dock, making a Gods-awful racket that got the Skulls’ heads turning as Dren was launched into the air, arms outstretched. He was fucking coming for them.

			A Skull shouted something in Egril – a warning, perhaps. It didn’t matter. Dren caught hold of the top of the dock, felt the jerk in his shoulders as gravity tried to pull him back, but he dug his feet into the stone and half-ran, half-pulled himself up and over. His bruised bones protested but he’d worry about them later – if he was still alive.

			He drew the Shulka sword as a Skull came for him, rolled under the fucker’s blade and rammed his own into the gap under the Skull’s armpit. It felt good when the blade sank in, hot blood spurting out on, seeing the Skull’s eyes pop in pain behind that stupid bloody mask. Whatever the reason, killing Skulls was always a buzz.

			The Skull fell sideways, sliding off the sword, but Dren was already moving on, ready for the next one. He might not be an expert with a sword but he knew how to kill and was bloody good at it. 

			The next Skull lifted his sword up overhead and Dren darted forwards. Caught him by surprise, too, as Dren smashed the pommel into the man’s mask, cracking it and hopefully taking some teeth with it. It was the least the bastard deserved after the ones the Egril had taken from Dren’s mouth. It certainly shut him up, at least. The Skull staggered back, clutching his bloody mouth, and Dren ran him through. The only good Skull was a dead Skull, after all.

			Two down, two to go. The others weren’t quite so reckless as their mates. They kept their distance, swords pointed at Dren. ‘Come on, lads, try your luck,’ said Dren. He had no idea if they understood him, so he gave them a big fat grin just to piss them off some more. ‘Have a go at me if you think you’re tough enough. It’s not a baby I’ve got in my hand.’ He twirled his bloody sword to emphasise the point.

			He glanced over at the Jians, who looked as shit-scared of him as they were of the Skulls. So much for getting help. He kicked over a scimitar just in case, though. Maybe one of them would find the balls to pick it up.

			One of the Skulls shouted something back at Dren, but it was all pig noises and grunts to his ears. He could’ve been telling Dren he loved him for all he knew. 

			Sparks drifted down around them as the fire crept closer. If no one got a move on soon, they’d all be jumping in the sea to escape the flames, and Dren didn’t want that.

			He feinted right and both Skulls jumped aside. He stepped forward again and the Skulls moved back in time with him. 

			‘You’re not scared, are you?’ Dren laughed at that. They fucking should be. ‘Do you know how many of your mates I’ve killed? Dozens. I’ve blown them up, stabbed them, cut their throats, you name it – and I’ve loved doing it. Now, all I want to know is which one of you fuckers is going to be next?’

			Dren didn’t know if the Skulls understood a word he said but the Jians did. One of them found some courage, reached down and picked up the scimitar. Probably had no clue how to use it, either, but that didn’t matter. War made quick learners of everyone. The man stepped forwards. It was enough to get a Skull’s attention.

			Not one to waste an opportunity, Dren lunged at the Skull closest to him. He was quick but not quick enough. The Skull got his sword up in time and blocked Dren’s thrust and countered. Shit. He had a sword fight on his hands now. He danced back and swung again, but it was a wild blow and easy to avoid.

			The Skull slashed back and it was Dren’s turn to parry. His arm shook with the impact as the blades clashed, but he had no time to recover. The Skull came on again, moving fast. Dren reacted on instinct alone, not thinking, just getting his sword up as best he could to stop the bastard taking his head from his shoulders. Each blow he blocked sapped his strength a little bit more, and his sword grew heavier in his hand. Sweat ran down his brow from the exertion and the heat from the fucking fire. One thing was for sure, going toe to toe was not Dren’s idea of a good fight. Then a strike got through his guard to prove the point. The scimitar nicked his skin, a taste of what was to come if Dren carried on trying to fight like a Shulka. And Dren wasn’t having that.

			His temper flared once more. He roared with all the hate he could muster and threw himself at the Skull. He turned as he moved, knocking the Skull’s sword-arm up with his shoulder before crashing into his opponent with his back. They both tumbled to the floor, but Dren held on to his sword and managed to land on top. The Shulka blade was shorter than the Egril scimitar and better up close. A good stabbing weapon. Its point was deadlier than its edge and Dren put all his weight behind it as he buried it in the Skull’s throat. He felt the man kick and twitch beneath him, but he was dead quick enough.

			He looked up, covered in blood, and saw the last Skull had fared better with the other Jian. He was standing over the man’s body and looked set on murdering the rest of them as well. Dren dragged himself up, gasping for breath, and staggered over. The stupid Skull didn’t even notice. Not until Dren rammed his sword into the fool’s spine. That put an end to his murderous ways.

			‘Go on, get out of here,’ he gasped to the Jians. They stared at him for a moment, open-mouthed and probably shocked that they were all still alive. ‘Go! Fuck off,’ he shouted as best he could, and waved his bloody sword at them. That woke the mother up and she staggered past, quickly followed by the others. Dren watched them disappear into the smoke until a spark landed on his arm, reminding him that he’d best move himself. 

			

			It was mayhem on the streets of Kiyosun. The whole place was up in flames, and the smoke and the fire made it hard to breathe and all but impossible to see. People ran in every direction unless they met a knot of Skulls, and then they had the choice either to fight or to die. The Skulls certainly weren’t taking any prisoners and even Dren had the good sense to avoid them if he could.

			Then he reached Houseman Street. 

			There was a proper fight going on between a bunch of Skulls and what looked like some Shulka. By the way they wielded their swords, they knew how to use them a damn sight better than Dren did, for sure. The fighting was hard and heavy, with losses happening on both sides. A Shulka was on the ground and about to get a scimitar in the gut when Dren rushed over to help. He screamed at the top of his lungs as he ran in, scaring the crap out of the Skull. He looked up a heartbeat before Dren clattered into him, knocking the bastard sideways and giving the Shulka a chance to get back on his feet. The Skull didn’t have a chance between the two of them after that.

			Once their opponent was dead, they went to help the others. It was all the difference the Shulka needed and, one by one, the Skulls fell. The survivors stood over the bodies of the fallen, panting and checking their wounds. Water skins were handed around to wet dry throats and that alone made helping out worth it.

			Dren took a long gulp of the water, trying to get some life back into his throat. The water was warm and sour but Dren didn’t care.

			‘Thanks,’ said the Shulka Dren had saved, blood running down his face. ‘If you hadn’t turned up then, I’d be dead. Maybe all of us would.’

			‘Just did what had to be done,’ replied Dren, trying to catch his breath and coughing to clear his throat some more. He spat a load of muck on the ground and passed the water skin back to the Shulka. ‘How bad is it?’ 

			The man took a gulp. ‘We’ve got control of the south of the city, but the Skulls are pretty dug in at the northern end. We don’t have the numbers to do much more than hold them back. Not tonight, anyway.’

			Dren looked up the length of Houseman. It was a cross-street that ran from east to west across the city. For a brief moment, the smoke cleared, and a no-man’s-land stretched out before him. The right side of the street was on fire – including the building where he’d fought his cousin Quist and killed him. His body would be nothing but ash now. Dren didn’t know how he felt about that. Empty more than anything. ‘Holding them back isn’t enough. We need them gone.’

			‘That’s not going to happen,’ said the Shulka. ‘No matter how many we kill tonight, they’ll have more and more reinforcements coming to help them over the next few days. They’ll grind us down once that happens.’

			Dren shook his head. ‘There’s got to be something we can do.’

			The Shulka wiped some of the blood from his face. ‘We live free. No more hiding who we are. No more kowtowing to those bastards. We take as many Skull lives as we can –and who knows, maybe some miracle might happen.’

			Dren thought of a little girl on her way to another country. She might be safe, but he wasn’t holding out much hope for any miracles to come from her direction. No, they were going to have to make their own luck. ‘Do you know where Jax is?’

			The Shulka started at the mention of Jax, the leader of the resistance, of the Hanran. His eyes narrowed. ‘How d’you know him?’

			Dren bared his teeth, showing the gaps where the Egril had done their work. ‘We were in the Council House together.’

			The man nodded. There was no more to be said. Everyone knew what happened there. ‘He’s in a place on Compton Street. We’ve set up a base there, away from the fires.’

			Dren knew the street. It wasn’t far from his own home in Toxten. ‘Thanks. I’ll head that way,’ replied Dren. ‘Stay alive, eh?’

			‘I’ve got too many Skulls to kill before I die.’ The Shulka stuck out a hand and Dren shook it. The irony wasn’t lost on him that until a few days ago, he’d have considered the Shulka his mortal enemies.

			‘Live free,’ said Dren.

			‘Live free.’ 

			

			Dren ran on, weaving his way through the smoke and ruins, sword gripped tight in his hand. As he headed south, he saw fewer Skulls, but more people were out in the streets. He saw several water towers toppled in an attempt to stop the flames’ advance – a desperate move, wasting precious drinking water, but it worked. On other streets, barriers were erected across the road to act as some sort of defence for when the Egril came back. People carried weapons of every kind, from stolen swords to kitchen knives, from spears to axes, from poles to clubs. He felt a thrill seeing ordinary Jians arming themselves at last and getting ready to fight back. Maybe they had some spirit in them after all. Maybe they weren’t just sheep waiting to be slaughtered.

			His old place was deep in Toxten’s western corner, a few streets up from the old Shulka barracks, and he headed there first. The houses had been bombed something terrible during the invasion and had stayed that way since. Living there was pretty difficult, with hardly any water, bad sanitation and a lot of people barely surviving, but now it was saving lives. The rubble-strewn streets acted as a natural firebreak between the rest of the city and the areas of Toxten that were still standing. The moment he stepped back into his neighbourhood, Dren felt safe for the first time that night.

			He quickened his pace when he saw the beaten-up shell that he called home. It was nothing special, but his parents had looked after it well enough and made a happy home for him to grow up in – until the Skulls put an end to that. The Daijaku bomb that killed his parents had left him with half a roof and a smashed-up water tower to live in. But it was his.

			Memories surrounded him as he climbed the stairs, of following his mother after she’d taken him out somewhere, of coming back with his father after a day on the boat, muscles aching, of mucking about with Quist, laughing about girls and planning mischief. That stopped him for a moment. He shook his head. ‘Quist, you stupid idiot. Why did you have to be such an arse?’

			Quist had kept him going after his mother and father died. He’d been the only family remaining to Dren and now he was gone. And Dren had killed him. Now what did he have left?

			He clambered up onto his roof, trying to shake the melancholy from his mind. He was tired and hurt and battered and burned. No wonder he felt down. The view didn’t help matters, either. The fire had spread from one end of the city to the other, filling the sky with smoke, ash and flames as the air rang with the cries of the hurt and the dying. Other sounds came to him as well, the clash of steel, bellowed orders and panicked pleas. It was a war all right. And it didn’t feel like his side were winning.

			Dren’s collection of Skull helmets was still stacked up in one corner, snatched off those that he’d killed. He’d been so bloody proud of them at the time, but he knew now that it had been a kid’s pride. There was so much more at stake than collecting heads. He had to do more. And he couldn’t do that alone.

			Nor did he want to be alone.

			Dren looked across the street to the building where Quist and the others had lived. Was it only a few hours since he’d sent his gang out to blow up the city? He fucking hoped some of them had made it back from that suicide mission.

			Only one way to find out. 

			Dren gulped half a skin of stale water, desperate to wash the dry itch from the back of his throat, then headed down again and crossed the street. He heard voices the moment he stepped through the doorway. Relief ran over him in a wave. That was good. It meant some of them had survived. 

			He headed up, towards the noise. Normally the house would be full to bursting with kids, but not now. The place was empty until he reached the top floor.

			‘I say we make a run for it,’ said a voice Dren knew only too well. Garo. 

			‘And go where?’ said another. A girl, Ange. She was a bit older than Dren. She didn’t take any shit from anyone. He liked her for that.

			‘Anywhere’s gotta be better than this,’ said Garo.

			‘We wait for Dren, like we planned,’ replied Ange. ‘We don’t run.’

			Dren walked in. ‘That’s good to hear.’

			There were four of them and they jumped as one when he appeared. Garo, face all white and scared, Ange with that look of hers that let everyone know she wouldn’t take shit from anyone, Spelk with a shiner, and little Hicks. Right little monster, he was.

			‘Dren!’ Ange rushed over and threw her arms around him. ‘You made it.’

			He hugged her back, fucking happy to see her. ‘Don’t sound so surprised.’ 

			‘We heard the Daijaku got you,’ replied Spelk, coming over and squeezing his shoulder.

			‘Fuck no,’ said Dren. ‘No way. Far from it – I killed ten of the bastards tonight.’

			‘Fuck.’ Spelk shook his head. ‘I just ran from them.’

			‘Nothing wrong with that. Better alive than dead – you get to fight another day.’ Dren looked around the room, falling back into his role easy as breathing. ‘This everyone who’s left?’

			‘Mostly,’ said Hicks. ‘It was bad out there tonight. We made it to Market Street and it was like they knew we were coming. The fucking Skulls were everywhere.’

			‘Same thing at the barracks,’ said Spelk.

			Ange nodded, chewing her lip. ‘Coxton, too.’

			‘We just threw our bomb and legged it as fast as we could,’ said Garo, ‘but Mirin wasn’t quick enough. We ran into a squad of Skulls and they cut her up good and proper. I only got away because they were too busy killing her.’

			‘They did know we were coming,’ said Dren. ‘We were betrayed.’

			Every mouth fell open at that bit of news. ‘Who by?’ said Ange, raising her fists.

			‘Quist and Falsa sold us out to the Skulls,’ said Dren. ‘They were going to give me up to the Daijaku for some gold, but I shanked Quist and got away. Left Falsa on the roof with a busted knee.’

			‘Falsa? Falsa did that?’ said Ange, anger flaring. She pulled a knife from a sheath on her hip and glanced over at Garo, eyes full of fire. There was no mercy in that girl.

			‘Yeah, she did. Why are you asking?’ asked Dren, looking around at his crew.

			‘Go get her,’ said Ange.

			Garo and Spelk stalked off to the back room. They returned half a minute later with a very scared-looking Falsa hobbling between them. ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ shouted Falsa the moment she saw Dren. ‘It was all Quist’s idea. He said you’d gone mad.’

			‘Well, well, well,’ said Dren. ‘Look who it is.’

			Ange pointed her knife at the girl. ‘She turned up here a couple of hours ago with a busted knee, telling stories of how she saw you get snatched by Daijaku.’

			‘It wasn’t my fault,’ said Falsa. ‘It was Quist, not me. I told him not to do it, but he wouldn’t listen. Said he’d kill me otherwise.’

			‘Shut up,’ said Ange, moving towards her, knife raised. ‘You’re dead anyway.’

			‘Hold on a minute,’ said Dren. ‘Don’t kill her.’ Dren felt sick at the sight of her, but he’d made her the way she was. It was his fault.

			Ange stopped but she didn’t look happy about it. ‘What? You’re joking, right?’

			Dren rubbed his chin, not believing what he was going to say. ‘No. I’m not. The girl fucked up, and I want her gone from here because we can’t trust her, but I don’t want her dead. Too many have died tonight on our side. Kick her out in the street.’

			Falsa couldn’t believe her luck. ‘Thank you, Dren. You won’t regret this. I promise.’

			‘Throw her out,’ said Dren. ‘Before I change my mind.’

			‘You heard the man,’ said Ange. ‘Toss her down the stairs. Let her hit a few on the way down while you’re at it.’

			‘I hope we’re not going to regret this,’ said Spelk as he dragged her off.

			‘Spelk has a point,’ said Ange. ‘We shouldn’t let traitors walk. Sets a bad example.’

			‘Two days ago, I would’ve agreed with you – I’m almost tempted to agree with you now – but we’ve got to be better. We have enough enemies out there as it is.’

			‘So, what do we do now?’ asked Hicks.

			Dren looked around the room at his soldiers. ‘We find the Hanran and then we fuck things up.’

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			4

			Yas

			Kiyosun

			Yas ran as fast as she could, forcing her way through the crowds desperately trying to find their own way to safety. Smoke filled the narrow streets, choking them all, stinging their eyes, adding to the panic. Fire leaped from building to building, moving quicker than the people could on the ground. One minute, the road ahead would be clear, and then the next, the path would be blocked by flames or a collapsed building. Bodies lay everywhere – Skull, Jian, young, old – dead by flames or dead by sword, it didn’t matter. She passed people cowering in doorways, holding on to each other, muttering prayers to useless Gods. She watched a man try to drag a cart piled high with his life’s belongings down a street, only for a wall to collapse on him halfway along, and that was him gone. A child ran past her, screaming for his mother, his hair on fire, and all Yas could do was watch him disappear into the smoke. 

			She was trapped in a nightmare with no escape in sight.

			She stopped to cough her lungs up, tired beyond what she’d ever thought possible, no strength left. She’d nearly died a dozen times – but she couldn’t stop now. She had to get Little Ro and Ma to safety. Only then could she rest.

			Ro was all that mattered. 

			The sense of panic was overwhelming, swamping her thoughts, making her feel sick. She’d left them with the Hanran in a safe house. Where was it? Everything was jumbled in her mind. They’d moved from so many places, chased by the Skulls. 

			Dear Gods, but if anything happened to her little boy, she’d not be able to live with herself. She should’ve stayed with him, not gone running off with Gris, trying to be some sort of bloody hero. What did saving some princess matter if her own boy died?

			And Gris. He should’ve stayed with her. At least then he’d still be alive and with her, not lying dead on the Council House floor. Another life snuffed out to feel guilty about. Someone else to mourn. He’d been a good man with a good heart. She could’ve done with his strength and support right about now. He’d know where the house was. Not her. She hadn’t paid attention. Too wrapped up in doing the right thing.

			She blinked away tears she hadn’t even realised she was crying and staggered on. She couldn’t stop. Had to keep moving. If she did that, she’d recognise a street, remember the way. 

			Fire smashed through a window as she passed, nearly knocking her to the ground. Some sparks found her coat sleeve, eager to spread the fire, and she slapped at them like a madwoman. She turned at a scream behind her to see someone who’d not been so lucky – his whole body had gone up in flames. The man’s arms flailed about, turning this way and that, until his legs went from under him and he fell head first to the ground, still burning.

			It was in the wicked light of his blistering corpse that Yas realised she knew where she was. Her house wasn’t far from here. ‘I’m coming, Ro.’

			There was a pitched battle in full swing at the corner of Houseman Street and Cressa Road, some Skulls and Hanran going at it with swords and spears. Bodies littered the street with more to follow. She saw a Skull open up a young lad’s guts, blood so red. She turned left, avoiding a burning tenement, and then went right at the next street. It was darker than the way she’d come – a good sign that the fires hadn’t made it so far west yet – and she felt a glimmer of hope.

			She tried to pick up her pace, but there wasn’t much strength left in her legs or air in her lungs. Her mouth tasted of the ash clogging up her throat, just to make things worse. She’d have killed for some water right then but there was none to be had. There wouldn’t be for most of the city in the days to come, either. Too many water towers, already near empty from the long summer drought, were being destroyed in the fire. 

			She staggered on, trying not to think about what came next. All she had to do was get her son and her mother and live through the night. Nothing else mattered. Tomorrow could look after itself.

			Then she saw the house, that safe haven for her boy. And it was afire.

			‘No.’ That useless word. Not screamed this time but a whisper as all her hope vanished in the wind. ‘No.’

			She was on her knees again, crying, her heart dying, as fires raged around her, destroying her world.

			Ro gone. Ma gone. After everything she’d done. Dear Gods, after all the people she’d killed. All to keep him safe, to give her son a future. For nothing.

			She watched the building burn through tear-filled eyes. It was all over. She had nothing left.

			She could feel the heat intensifying, its touch on her skin, the sting. She coughed on the smoke as it swirled around her, its bitter stink filling her nose, scouring her eyes. Sparks drifted past her face, looking for new things to claim. It’d find her soon enough. Take her life along with everything else. No less than what she deserved. She could be with Ro and Rossi and even Ma. 

			‘Hey!’ shouted a man. ‘Get up. Move.’ A group of them, coming towards her. They were carrying others, too hurt, too burned to move on their own, their faces black with smoke, clothes stained with soot. ‘Follow us.’

			Yas just stared at them, too tired to move, too broken even to want to. She might’ve shaken her head. No. That word again.

			One of the men detached himself from the group and ran over. ‘Are you hurt?’ His hands explored her, feeling for wounds, finding none. How could he? All hers were inside, in her heart and soul. ‘Are you hurt?’

			‘My boy’s dead.’

			‘I’m sorry.’ He put his hands under her arms and hauled her to her feet, only for Yas to collapse again. ‘You’ve got to help me,’ he said as he took hold of her a second time, with a firmer grip than before. He grunted as he lifted, then got her arm around his shoulders and moved his to her waist. ‘Don’t you die tonight, too. Your boy wouldn’t want that.’

			He half-carried her after the others, Yas moving with him, not thinking, not caring, legs working of their own volition. The man took her away from the fire. Away from Ro. He talked the whole way, trying to encourage her, get her mind working again, but none of it made sense to her. Just words. They meant nothing. Couldn’t do anything to help her. Certainly not bring Ro back. 

			Still, he didn’t give up, didn’t leave her to die like she wanted. He carried her down street after street, helped by his friends when Yas became too much for him. 

			It got colder, away from the fire. Ash fell like snow around them, coating the streets, the debris and the dead. Still they moved, their group growing in number as more survivors flocked to them. Young, old, families – all came with them, sticking together, trying to cling to each other’s hopes and prayers.

			By the end, it felt like half the city was staggering alongside them. And when they stopped at last, in an area free from fire, Yas looked around her and nearly started crying again.

			They were outside the bloody Council House. Back where it had all started. In the market square with the rest of the city’s lost souls. 

			That fucking awful building stood over them, scorched and black, with its broken windows staring down at them, somehow still there, letting them all know nothing could destroy it. 

			The rest of the square hadn’t done so well. There were gaps in the terraces where only the skeletons of buildings remained, jutting this way and that, charred and smoking, with nothing left to burn. Rubble lay piled up where structures had collapsed, coated white with the falling ash.

			And in the square were gathered more people than Yas had seen in one place in a long time. If someone told her they were the last of the living in Kiyosun, she’d believe them. 

			And those nightmare sounds? The crying, begging, pleading, weeping, praying, screaming sounds that echoed across the city? This was where they all came from. From the people gathered here – the lost, the desperate, the homeless, the hurt and the dying. This was Kiyosun now.

			The man who had helped her was lost in the crowd, so Yas moved off to one side, heading for the corner where she’d waited a week earlier, trying to find the courage to go and work for the Skulls. She shook her head at that. A week. A week for it all to go so wrong.

			She was ten yards from the corner when someone stepped out from behind the wall. Yas faltered for a moment, her eyes playing tricks on her. It looked like Ma with Ro in her arms. He was crying and she was shushing him, tickling his chin the way he liked. 

			‘No.’ Yas closed her eyes, took a deep breath, tasting the death in the air. She’d lost her mind if she thought that was Ma. It was just another woman trying to look after her kid. No matter how much Yas wished it were different, her family was dead.

			Accepting that fact – hating that fact – Yas opened her eyes again, and it was her ma staring back at her, mouth open in shock, then turning into a smile.

			‘Yas?’

			‘Ma?’

			They ran to each other and Yas wrapped them both up in her arms, kissing Ro, kissing Ma, laughing, crying. She couldn’t believe it, but it was true. ‘You’re alive. You’re bloody alive.’

			Ro held on to her, tears of joy running down his face. Her baby boy. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Mama’s here. Mama’s here. I’ll never leave you again. I promise.’

			‘Dear Gods,’ said Ma. ‘I thought you were done for.’ They hugged each other once more, Ro sandwiched between them, all of them happy to be together.

			‘How’d you get away?’ asked Yas when they’d caught their breath.

			‘Once the Hanran had cleared off, me and Ro were left in that house, waiting for you to come back,’ said Ma. ‘He was right where you’d left him, asleep, Gods bless him, but I was sitting there, chewing my fingernails, worrying myself sick. Then Ro woke up when the explosions went off and we were both scared silly. So when we heard the screams and I smelled the smoke, I just knew we had to get out of there, take our chances on the street.’

			‘Thank the Gods you did.’

			‘Well, someone had to do it. You weren’t there to bloody help.’ 

			Yas stepped back at that, feeling Ma’s words like a slap across the face. ‘I’m sorry. I came for you as quick as I could—’

			Ma showed Yas her back. ‘Not quick enough.’

			‘The fire—’

			‘Don’t tell me about the fire. Don’t tell me about doing the right thing.’ Ma whipped the words out, harsh and hard, using them as well as any Shulka used a sword. ‘You need to get your priorities right. Look after that boy of yours.’

			Yas held on to Ro tighter still, his innocent smell lost in the stink of soot and ash. ‘I will, Ma. I will. I promise.’

			Ma turned back then and Yas could see the tears in the corners of her eyes. ‘What are we going to do now, Yas?’

			‘I don’t know, Ma.’ She shrugged as the city burned. ‘Survive somehow.’

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			5

			Jax

			Kiyosun

			Think you’re safe? Darus Monsuta whispered in Jax’s ear. Think you escaped?

			Jax flinched at the words, looking to his left, to his right, expecting to see the monster, finding nothing. Just his imagination. The Chosen was dead. Jax had cut his head off. Killed him. Not even Monsuta could recover from that.

			My dear fool. Nothing kills me.

			Jax’s heart raced. Fear gnawed at his gut. Where was the voice coming from? He snatched up his sword from beside his bed, wincing in pain as he did so.

			The two lads Hasan had left to look after him both jerked into life with his sudden movement, hands going to their own weapons.

			‘What is it, sir?’ asked the blond one, Faden. He almost looked like an Egril with hair that white.

			Jax glanced around him once more. There was no one else. Just the three of them. No enemies. No monsters. ‘Nothing. I … I thought I heard something.’

			He lay back in the bed. Feeling broken. Wishing he was dead. If only the Chosen had killed Jax when he had the chance. 

			But Monsuta would never have been so kind. He’d left Jax alive, knowing the agony he’d suffer. Left him alive with his shame and his pain and a Godsdamned new arm.

			Why would I kill you when we can have all this fun over and over again?

			Monsuta’s voice. But that was impossible. This was just a memory haunting him, nothing more. He filled his lungs with air and tried not to flinch at the agony it caused. His lungs were charred from the Chosen’s baton blasts. Another gift from Monsuta. To go with his skin, all cracked and raw, more burn than flesh. 

			He should be dead. 

			He wanted to be dead. 

			He closed his eyes and was back in that Council House, Monsuta before him, about to cut him once more. There’s something far worse than shame, my dear man. I thought I taught you that.

			He opened his eyes. He was in a set of rooms in Toxten. In the safe house. 

			Monsuta laughed. You’re not safe. No one is safe.

			Jax focused on his surroundings, trying to ignore Monsuta’s ghost. The rooms were on the top floor of a house, well away from the fires laying claim to the rest of the city. 

			Hasan had left him there with the two lads while he went to gather their forces and assess the enemy. The fighting had been bad all night and no one knew who’d gain the upper hand. One thing was for sure – there’d be a lot of dead in the streets in the morning. Too many. 

			Smoke drifted past the window and ash fell like snow. They may have been far from any fires but there was no escaping the damage being done.

			At least his guards were armed to the teeth and ready for anything, despite how young they were. In their early twenties, they looked like they could fight from one end of Jia to the other without needing to rest. He could see the patriotism burning in their eyes. He’d been like them once. A long time ago. Not now. Not now he knew the truth about who he was. A weak man. A broken man. A traitor.

			Faden must’ve come from the north of Jia somewhere, up near the border, especially with those eyes of his, blue enough to make anyone suspicious. The other was called Lunic. Dark-skinned, dark-haired, a Kiyosun lad through and through. They’d be dead soon. Like everyone else. 

			Like Kaine. Monon. Greener. Kara. Everyone except Jax. He was cursed to outlive them all. He knew that now.

			He glanced down at the sword beside him. It used to belong to Gris, a good soldier. One of the best. Dead like the rest. Gris had been a credit to the Shulka. Unlike Jax. 

			You betrayed them all. Gave up your queen. What sort of warrior are you? Monsuta mocked but he was right. Jax had caused the deaths of most of the men and women under his command. All because he hadn’t been strong enough to withstand the Chosen’s torture. He looked down at his right arm. The arm that shouldn’t be there. The arm that had been chopped off during the invasion at Gundan, months ago. The one the Chosen had grown back three times and hacked off twice.

			He could see it, feel it, move its fingers, and yet it didn’t seem real. It didn’t belong to him. It was a reminder of his failings, of his weakness. 

			Oh, how you begged me to stop. You told me everything, every secret you could think of and more besides. You begged and begged for me to stop, to let you join your son in the afterlife. Fool.

			Jax’s head dropped at the thought of his son. Another great Shulka. Even the loss of Kaine’s legs hadn’t stopped him. And, when the time came, Kaine had sacrificed his life without complaint or hesitation. Jax was only glad Kaine hadn’t lived to see his father’s shame.

			At least the queen had escaped. At least there was that small victory. Though perhaps she was dead, too, sunk to the bottom of the ocean. Maybe he couldn’t even claim that paltry success. By the Gods, what if he had failed at everything?

			What if? What if? You have failed. You always will. Until I say enough is enough and finally let the Great Darkness claim you.

			Jax groaned and tried to shake Monsuta’s voice from his head. None of it was real. It was his guilt, his shame speaking to him. The Chosen couldn’t hurt him any more. He was dead. Dead. Dead.

			He tried to sit up and a wave of pain racked his body. He must’ve cried out because Faden rushed over. ‘Are you okay, General?’ He reached for Jax, but the general flinched away from his touch. He’d been manhandled enough.

			‘I don’t need help,’ croaked Jax. The pain roared through him as he manoeuvred himself upright on shaking arms. Even his lungs struggled to work. Sweat broke out across his brow and every part of his body shook with the effort.

			‘Hasan said you should rest,’ replied the boy, looking worried.

			Jax glared at him. His bones cracked as he swung his legs over the side of the bed. He could do that, at least. He could sit up like a human being. Shards of agony flared across Jax’s body, making him cry out again, but the boy made no comment on it. Jax tried to accept the pain as his feet settled on the floor. It was what he deserved. His punishment for what he’d done. By the Gods, he felt like he’d battled the whole Skull army just to sit upright.

			He closed his eyes and saw Monsuta laughing at him, knife in hand. You pathetic man.

			‘Can I get you some water?’ asked Faden.

			Jax nodded, not trusting his voice.

			Faden brought a small cup over. The water soothed his raw throat and eased the fire in his chest. He looked up and caught Faden staring. ‘What?’

			‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything. It’s just … you’re the General. The legend. I … It’s a great honour to be with you, sir, to serve under you.’

			Jax shook his head. It was the last thing he wanted to hear. ‘I’m nothing.’

			The boy looked confused, not understanding, all wide-eyed like some sort of bloody puppy dog. ‘I’ve heard all the stories. How you led the defence at Gundan, how you killed a hundred Skulls, how you—’

			‘It’s all bullshit.’

			The boy’s face fell. ‘I—’

			Jax took another deep breath, felt the pain in his lungs. He had to calm down. The boy had done nothing wrong. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.’

			‘That’s all right, sir.’

			‘Not “sir”. I’m just Jax, all right? Just Jax. I’m a tired old man. Nothing special. Not now.’

			The lad nodded, looking as uncomfortable as Jax felt.

			‘What about you, lad? Where are you from?’

			‘Miyoshia, sir. Came south after the invasion, with my family. Ran out of anywhere else to run when we reached Kiyosun, so we stayed.’

			Jax glanced out through the window at the smoke drifting by. ‘Where are your family now?’

			‘My mother died on the road south. My father was snatched by the Skulls a few months later. Me and my sister met Kara after that and joined the Hanran. We’ve been fighting ever since.’

			Kara. Another friend gone. She gave her life to try and save Jax. What a waste. She was worth ten of him. He tried not to think of her body lying in the basement of the Council House. ‘And your sister?’

			‘She’s out with Hasan and the others.’ Faden laughed. ‘I feel sorry for any Skull they find.’

			They both heard the footsteps on the stairs at the same time. Jax flinched, scrambled for his sword, while Faden drew his blade and Lunic picked up an axe, holding it with both hands, ready if trouble came their way.

			It’s only me. I said I’d return. Here I am, ready or not.

			They all listened to the approaching feet, Jax’s heart pounding along with each step. There was definitely more than one person, more than two or three. 

			I’ve brought friends with me, sang Monsuta in his head. You’ll be back in that room and under my knives before you know it. Screaming and begging and bleeding just like before.

			No. Monsuta was dead. Jax had cut his head off. He must remember that. It could be the Skulls, though. The Skulls might’ve found him. By the Gods, the Skulls had found him.

			The footsteps stopped outside their door. Jax gripped his sword, not sure he had the strength to fight. He looked at Faden, wondering whether the boy would kill him if he asked. He couldn’t be captured. Couldn’t go back to that room. Couldn’t let the Skulls have him. ‘Faden, I—’

			There was a knock, cutting Jax off, then a short pause followed by another three quick raps. Lunic nodded at Faden. ‘Friends.’ 

			Jax watched the lad move forwards and unlock the door, stepping back before it opened, still taking care. Kara had trained him well. 

			The handle turned and then the door swung wide, revealing Hasan, with his arm in a sling, and half a dozen others. Jax had to put a hand over his mouth to stop himself from crying out in relief. 

			The Hanran entered the room, a group of tired faces and soot-covered skin. Once they were all in, Faden locked up behind them.

			‘How are you doing?’ asked Hasan as he came over to join Jax.

			For a moment, Jax couldn’t speak. Monsuta’s laughter filled his mind. That monster knew the answer. ‘Alive.’

			Hasan smiled, his eyes full of pity. ‘That’s enough for now.’

			‘How’s things outside?’

			Hasan took a long drink of water. ‘We’ve pinned the Skulls down in the northern quarter. They’ve lost a lot of men – more than us – but they’ll get more reinforcements and then we’re in a whole load of new shit. We must strike before they have a chance to regroup.’

			Jax wanted to tell him not to bother. Running was the only way to stay alive. They had to get far away from Kiyosun, from Monsuta. ‘And the queen?’

			‘She definitely escaped. She’s safe.’

			‘Thank the Four Gods for that, at least.’ If she made it, there was some redemption for him. Some, but not much. 

			None at all. She’s a girl. A child. What do you think she can do? No one will follow her. She can’t lead an army. She’s four years old! Monsuta had the truth of it. So what if the girl had escaped? What difference could she make to the shit they were in?

			He looked up at Hasan, steadied himself, knew he had to sound calm, confident. ‘I’m thinking we’ve got a few days at most before the Skulls return to take back what they’ve lost. I’m thinking it’ll be best for all of us if we’re not here when they do.’

			Hasan nodded. ‘What are you proposing?’

			‘We gather all the troops and head into the mountains. We’ve food and supplies stashed up in the caves. We can stay there while we all recover and then be ready for the Meigorians when they come.’ If the queen made it. If the Meigorians actually decided to come and fight. If. If. If.

			A fool’s hope. Is that all you have? It won’t keep you safe from me. There’s nowhere you can run to where I won’t find you.

			Jax shivered at Monsuta’s words. 

			Hasan swirled the water around in his cup. ‘Maybe. Maybe.’ He glanced out through the window before returning his attention to Jax. ‘Let’s see what we can do about the Skulls here first, eh? If we manage to shift them, maybe we’ll be better off staying here in Kiyosun, where we have some big walls to protect us.’

			‘We had walls at Gundan. Shulka, too.’

			‘I know. But we’ll be ready for them this time. We can stop them.’

			‘No!’ Jax gripped Hasan’s good arm. ‘We need to get away from here before Monsuta finds us.’

			Hasan pulled his arm free and took a step back. There was a look on his face that Jax didn’t like. Pity? Disgust? Worry? ‘Monsuta’s dead. We killed him.’

			‘I know that. I mean the Skulls. The Skulls will find us.’ There was panic in Jax’s voice. He couldn’t hide it, couldn’t stop it. The others in the room heard it, too. Faces were turning their way, listening. 

			‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Hasan, talking quietly as if to a child. ‘Have some food, get some sleep. We’re all safe for now.’

			Monsuta just laughed. Another fool for my knives. I like this man. Do you think he’ll cry like you did?

			Jax took a deep breath. He felt like he was dangling over a chasm and holding on by his fingertips. Any second, he’d fall. Drag them all down with him. He couldn’t let that happen. He had to hold it together. He’d disgraced himself enough. He wanted to scream at Hasan, tell him there was no time to waste. No time to rest. He struggled to keep his voice down. ‘You need to listen to me. We have to get out of here. Now.’

			Again, Hasan gave him that look. ‘Rest. You’ve been through a lot. More than anyone else here.’

			He’s right about that. With more to come. More fun for me. More pain for you.

			‘Please.’

			‘We’ll think about it, General. Okay?’

			Jax sat back, too exhausted to argue more.

			‘In the meantime, we need to do something about Kaine and Kara.’

			‘What about them?’

			‘They’re still in the basement cells, aren’t they?’

			Jax nodded. In that cell with his arms. 

			‘I’ll send some of the lads to fetch them and bring them here. So we can all say goodbye properly.’

			Jax fought back tears. ‘Thank you.’

			‘It’s not a problem.’

			‘And find the woman who helped us – Yas. Make sure she’s safe.’

			‘Yeah. I’ll get Caster on it.’

			Hasan left him then and went to join the others as they ate a sparse meal of dried meat and bread. The soldiers kept glancing at Jax as if they thought he was going to do something stupid.

			Jax sat on the edge of his bed, trying to ignore them. He didn’t want to sleep, not now he knew Monsuta waited behind his closed eyes. He couldn’t walk anywhere. Couldn’t do shit. He’d have cut his own throat if he had the strength.

			One of Hasan’s men entered the room, making Jax jump. The man spoke to Hasan and whatever the news, it made Hasan smile. ‘Bring him up.’ He turned to Jax. ‘We’ve got some company you might like.’

			Half a minute later, the Shulka was back with Dren and four others in tow.

			Dren grinned when he saw Jax. ‘Still alive, old man?’

			‘Something like that.’ By the Gods, Jax was happy to see the lad. Then the boy’s eyes fell on his regrown arm and the good feeling faded. The boy didn’t mention it, though. That was something, at least. ‘What happened to the queen?’

			Dren dragged a chair over, spun it around and sat down so he could lean on the chair’s back. ‘Got her aboard the Meigorian ship. Close thing, though. Fucking Daijaku came after us and would’ve done for us if the others hadn’t turned up. We were lucky. Damn lucky.’

			‘Why didn’t you go with them?’

			Dren rubbed his chin then grinned, showing off his missing teeth. ‘What can I say? I’m a Kiyosun boy. What do I know about other countries? Can’t speak the lingo, probably would hate the food. Here I know what’s what. And besides, I couldn’t leave you to have all the fun, could I?’

			Jax stared at the boy. Fun? Fun? They were in hell. Death and despair their only companions. The boy was a fool for coming back.

			Dren sensed he’d said something wrong and his smile fell. ‘You know what I mean. I came back to fight. Figure you’ll need every hand you can get.’

			Jax looked down at his own hand, regrown by Monsuta so many times. He didn’t need it. Didn’t need it at all.

			Hasan came over to join them, slapping Dren on the back. ‘Good to see you again, mad dog.’

			‘Hey, none of that. I’m on your side now. No more running rogue. No more fucking things up.’ Dren paused and smiled. ‘Well, I’m happy to fuck the Skulls up, of course. That goes without saying.’

			‘That’s good,’ said Hasan. ‘I was just saying to the general that we’ve got a good chance of driving the Skulls out of Kiyosun if we’re quick, and then fortify what we’ve got before they have a chance to strike back.’

			Dren clapped his hands together like he’d heard the best news in the world. ‘Yes. Let’s do it.’

			Jax flinched at the sound and looked down at the floor.

			Dren noticed. ‘What? Something wrong?’

			Hasan’s voice was quieter, gentle. ‘Jax thinks we should leave the city. Regroup in the mountains.’

			‘What? Fucking run away? You don’t mean that. Do you, Jax?’

			He looked up, saw them all watching him. ‘We’ve got two hundred men and women – maybe – after tonight. It’s not enough to fight off the Skulls.’

			‘There’s still about five thousand people in the city,’ said Dren. ‘That could make a hell of an army.’

			‘They’re civilians, not soldiers,’ said Jax.

			‘Well, I’ve just been out there,’ said Dren, ‘and people are carrying weapons, building defences. They all know that when the Skulls come, they’re not going to care who they kill. They’ll just see a Jian and want to put them in the ground. Everyone will have to fight now. It doesn’t matter if they’re Hanran, Shulka or the washerwoman.’

			Jax closed his eyes for a second, saw Monsuta and his bloody knives, opened them again. ‘You’ve got fire, boy. But the Skulls have numbers, bombs, monsters, magic. It’ll snuff your fire out – and everyone else’s.’

			‘I’m here. What’s left of my crew is here. We’re ready. We’ll get everyone ready.’ He coughed a couple of times, trying to clear his throat.

			‘You okay?’ asked Hasan.

			‘It’s just the smoke,’ said Dren.

			Jax took a deep breath. ‘We’ve got two problems – the Skulls in the city and the Skulls that are going to come and reinforce them. Even if we throw everything we have at the ones here in Kiyosun, by the time we wipe them out – if we wipe them out – the others will turn up in huge numbers and we’d be back where we started.’

			‘We killed the Tonin here in the city so any backup’s going to be coming by foot, along the mountain road from Anjon,’ said Hasan. ‘I’ll send some soldiers up there to give them a warm welcome.’

			‘All you’d be doing is buying the city more time,’ said Jax. ‘The Skulls will get more men here eventually.’

			‘Yeah, but we could use that time to dig in ourselves, make the city our fortress,’ said Dren, full of wild thoughts. ‘These streets are like a rabbit warren. They have to pay for every inch they try to take. We make it hot enough, they might not want to take it back.’

			Hasan smiled. ‘I thought you came here for orders, kid? Seems to me you’ve got it pretty well worked out for yourself.’

			‘What can I say?’ said Dren. ‘It’s time we fought back.’

			Jax watched them, all fired up and eager to face the enemy again. And there he was, feeling more lost than he ever had. He was the only one who knew they were all dead. 

			Don’t forget me, laughed Monsuta. I know. But don’t worry, we’ll be together again soon. Then the fun will really begin.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso, Meigore

			Tinnstra had tried to stay in the cabin with Zorique, but she couldn’t see the sky. Not all of it. She’d slipped away the moment Zorique was asleep and took up a position against the rail at the stern of the Okinas Kiba, a cloak draped over her shoulders, and watched the horizon. Kiyosun was long gone, yet for every mile the ship limped forwards, she could feel the pressure in her chest tighten. We’re not safe. The Daijaku are out there somewhere. They never give up. She jumped every time a sail flapped loose in the wind, flinched at every creak of the deck because she knew. It isn’t over.

			‘Excuse me.’

			Tinnstra spun around, raising her sword, ready to kill.

			One of the Meigorian sailors jumped back, hands up to show he wasn’t armed. ‘Easy. I’m a friend.’ The man spoke Jian with a light accent, almost good enough to pass as native – but not quite.

			‘Sorry. I’m tired.’ Tinnstra lowered the sword and tried to smile. Apparently, it wasn’t much of one because the sailor didn’t seem any happier with her. Only the Gods knew what she looked like, with the gash across her face and the blood and bruises from her flight south. 

			‘The captain … the captain wondered if you wanted to join him at the helm. We’re approaching Meigore …’ The sailor shifted his feet, eager to be away.

			‘I’ll come up shortly,’ replied Tinnstra. ‘Thank you.’

			The man nodded and left her to watch the skies. She shrugged off the cloak and let it fall to the deck. The temperature had been rising the closer they came to Meigore and she was more than warm enough. The first drops of sweat were forming along her spine and she pulled her shirt from her skin to allow some air to pass through. Meigore was famous for its heat and humidity, and apparently the tales she’d heard were no exaggeration.

			Her father might have made sure she could speak all the languages of the neighbouring nations, but she’d not visited any of them before. Jia was all she knew. Now she was on her way to Meigore, protecting the queen. What am I going to find there? How am I supposed to do this? I don’t know what I’m doing.

			She felt a flicker of her old friend – the fear. Maybe she should just hand Zorique over to her uncle when they arrived. He’d be able to look after her better than anyone – certainly better than Tinnstra could. 

			But no. She shook the thoughts from her mind. She was tired. That was all. Tired and hurt. It would all be fine once they got to Meigore. She had rescued the queen, beaten the Skulls, killed a Chosen, after all. How many people could say they’d done that? She smiled. Only she could. No one else. She had to remember that. She had to believe in herself.

			At a shout from somewhere in the rigging, a cheer went up across the ship. Meigore was in sight.

			She made her way to the captain’s cabin. After all they’d endured, she wanted Zorique to share this moment with her. 

			She almost didn’t see Zorique in the bed, lost amongst the blankets. She looked so peaceful in her sleep that Tinnstra nearly left her to rest. She only hoped she was having beautiful dreams for once. The girl had enough nightmares already to last a lifetime.

			Tinnstra bent down and pulled the covers back from her face. ‘Zorique.’ She whispered the word, wanting to coax her out of her sleep as gently as possible. ‘Time to wake up.’

			The girl stirred, beads of sweat stuck to her brow, and Tinnstra brushed her hair away from her face as one bleary eye opened and then the other. Then Zorique smiled and Tinnstra’s heart melted. That moment made everything okay.

			‘We’re here,’ she said.

			Zorique sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. ‘We are?’

			‘We are,’ confirmed Tinnstra. ‘Come and have a look.’ She held out a hand and Zorique took it, jumping down from the bed.

			They left the darkness of the cabin and went back out into the brightness of the new day. Even the sky looked bluer than before, free of clouds and monsters. Perhaps we have left the war behind. Perhaps we have escaped. Hope fluttered in Tinnstra’s heart.

			They wandered towards the prow of the ship, weaving their way along the bustling deck. Tinnstra saw the sailor who’d spoken to her a few minutes earlier and the man grinned. ‘Isn’t that the most beautiful sight in the world?’ He pointed towards the horizon. ‘Home.’

			She squinted in the direction he had indicated and there it was. Meigore. It was just a dark shape in the distance at first, but the Okinas Kiba picked up speed as if drawn in by the lure of the land, and soon a rolling landscape loomed on the horizon, the morning light picking out details and splashes of colour. 

			Tinnstra had been told tales of a land where the sun always shone, fruit grew on trees on every corner, fish could be plucked straight from the sea and everyone danced in the streets. She knew most of it had to be exaggeration, but still, after so long under the Skulls’ occupation, she was excited to see what waited for them.

			The coast was a brighter and more vivid green than anything she’d ever seen in Jia. Aside from slivers of golden beach, forest covered everything else, rolling over hills and racing off towards distant mountains. Animals called to each other, welcoming the dawn, not that she recognised any of the sounds. It was a brand-new world.

			Zorique held Tinnstra’s hand as tightly as ever, but one glance told her the worry was gone from the girl for now. At that moment, she looked like an awestruck four-year-old, eyes wide and mouth open. 

			It made Tinnstra’s heart swell. She wished Zorique could stay like that for as long as possible. She deserved it. She needed it. Zorique had already seen far too much of the worst the world had to offer. Let her savour the joy now.

			Tinnstra bent down and slipped her arm around the girl’s shoulders. ‘That’s Meigore, where your uncle lives. He’s the king.’

			The girl straightened her back. ‘And I’m a queen.’

			Tinnstra tussled her hair. ‘Yes, you are – don’t forget it.’

			Zorique’s shoulders sank almost immediately. ‘I’ve never met my uncle.’ Her eyes filled with tears. ‘I’m scared.’

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Tinnstra. ‘I’ll be with you.’ She pulled the girl in and hugged her tight. No matter what.

			She turned her attention back to the coastline as white spots appeared under splashes of red, mingling with the forest greenery. They started near the shoreline and marched up the hill, dozens of them, hundreds. She squinted, making out the shapes more clearly as they got closer. They were buildings – white walls with curved red roofs. Most looked like they were only one storey tall, but they were everywhere, spread far and wide. 

			Plenty of boats jostled in the harbour, single-mast fishing boats mainly but she could make out a couple of galleys moored to the pier. 

			‘Is that where we’re going?’ Zorique asked, tilting her head. 

			‘No,’ said Tinnstra. ‘We’re going to the capital, Layso. I think it’s further inland.’

			‘Have you been there?’

			‘No. All I know is what I learned at school. Names on maps. Some history. Sometimes my father told me stories of where he’d been, but I don’t remember him coming here, either.’

			The land curved away from the boat as if some invisible hand pushed it inwards. The Okinas Kiba turned with it, hurried by the wind. Smaller boats appeared on the water, most sticking close to the shoreline, but a group detached themselves from the rest and headed towards them.

			At first, Tinnstra thought they were fishing boats, but the glint of steel soon told her they were more than that. She made out a dozen armed men at least on each boat. One sailed close enough for a shouted conversation with the ship’s skipper. Then flags were raised and the other ships fell into place beside the Okinas Kiba, providing an escort.

			A shadow appeared in the corner of Tinnstra’s eye and she turned to find Ralasis standing next to her. He nodded towards the boats. ‘The king has craft stationed along the entire eastern coast, watching for any sign of the Egril. Jia fell because it was caught unawares, and he doesn’t want Meigore to suffer the same fate.’

			‘Sounds like a wise man,’ said Tinnstra. 

			‘He’s a good king,’ replied Ralasis. ‘He’s just …’

			‘What?’ There was something in Ralasis’ voice that worried Tinnstra.

			The captain shook his head, forced his lips into a smile. ‘It’s not my place to say. You’ll meet him soon enough and you can make up your own mind. He cares about his people, that much I can tell you.’

			The answer didn’t put Tinnstra at ease. Whatever hopes lay on Zorique’s shoulders were on the king’s, too. Jia needed Meigore to enter the war. The Hanran wouldn’t succeed without them. And even then, it might not be enough. Raaku had monsters and magic. All the Meigorians had to offer were their swords and their lives.

			She glanced down at Zorique. How could she worry about the Meigorian king when Jia had a four-year-old girl for a queen? It was madness. The Egril would never be defeated.
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			Mateon

			Kagestan

			Mateon was still shaking from the morning’s ceremony as he wrapped a small statue of Kage with a square of cloth. It was his most precious possession, hand-carved by his father and given to Mateon before he left on the mission that killed him. When he held it, he could feel his father watching him from the Great Darkness, from his place by Kage’s side.

			Everything else was packed. The few clothes he had. A knife. A bedroll to sleep on. Not much at all, but enough. Kage didn’t like luxury. And, after all, the Imperial army would provide the things he really needed. Armour. Weapons. Purpose. He didn’t need anything else.

			His mother watched him from the doorway to the living area, her hands on his sister’s shoulders. Neither wore their masks, and tears came to Mateon’s eyes at the honour they did him. He blinked them away as quick as he could. No one wanted to see him cry. He wasn’t weak. He was a man now. It was the effect of seeing Raaku that morning. Nothing more.

			‘Make Kage proud,’ said his mother, her voice cracking. ‘Make me proud.’

			Mateon nodded. ‘I will. Kage wills it.’

			He glanced at his sister. Her face was red and her eyes puffy from where she’d been crying earlier but, to her credit, she did not cry now, and Mateon was glad of that. Instead, she bit her lip and straightened her back, standing proud. Mateon would miss her most of all. As the eldest child, he’d helped raise her, especially after their father had made his way to the Great Darkness. Again, the urge rose to reach out. He wanted to hug her for as long as he could, but he fought it. They all belonged to Kage and it was Mateon’s turn to serve. 

			The neighbourhood bell rang. Time to go. He saluted his mother and sister by covering his left eye with his hand in honour of Kage. They did the same. There was nothing else to be said, no reason to delay any further, so Mateon turned and left his family home for the last time. 

			It was cold outside and the sky was without colour. Most people were still at prayer, but a few were out on the streets. Could they see the soldier in him? Did they know he was going to serve Kage in the war against the heathens? He hoped so. He hoped they were proud of what he was about to do, that one of their own had been selected.

			He could see Raaku’s palace towering over the rooftops of his neighbourhood, and he invoked the holy words as he walked.

			‘Blood I will give you, O Great One. Souls I will send you. My body is your weapon. My life, your gift.’ He whispered the vow as he made his way to the town fountain where he’d arranged to meet the others. In his mind, he saw himself striding across battlefields in his white armour, hacking down Kage’s enemies with his scimitar. It would be glorious. God’s work. It was what he’d been raised to do, why he was alive. He would send Kage an army of slaves. They would fear his name across the heathen world. It was his destiny.

			Mateon had always been one of the tallest boys in his cohort, and one of the strongest. The priests had noticed him early on. They told his mother of the plans Kage had for him, ensured she raised him in a holy household. He’d joined the Emperor’s Cadets when he was twelve, led his first squad at fifteen and was awarded the Cluster of Raaku when he was sixteen. He’d thrown that medal into the Red Lake, returning it to Kage because service was its own reward. A true believer didn’t need trinkets to remind them of what had been achieved. Kage’s love was all he needed.

			A few of the other lads were already waiting at the fountain. Griston, Marcius and Delix. Mateon nodded at them, too nervous to speak, and they nodded back. Dropping his bag, he sat on the edge of the fountain and scooped up some water to drink. He glanced at the others while he sipped. He’d known them all his life, served with them in the Cadets, and he was relieved to note the way their legs bounced up and down, and the tightness of their clasped hands. He wasn’t the only one feeling nerves. 

			More arrived shortly afterwards – Christus, Lucius, little Harian, Regus. No one talked. Greetings were made with nods of heads or the tilting of chins. Some of them looked scared, others eager. Mateon could empathise with both feelings. 

			Then the wagons arrived. Three of them. Simple things. Uncovered, with benches in the back. Enough room in each for ten passengers. The drivers wore veterans’ grey masks, with a hint of a soldier’s mask in the design. They came with a six-strong cavalry escort, who looked magnificent in their white armour and Skull masks, riding on white horses, scimitars sheathed at their hips. They were Kage’s Invincibles, the ones who’d broken the hated Shulka and conquered Jia. Mateon stood up, his heart swelling once more. He was going to be one of them. 

			The horses stopped in the square, towering over the new recruits. One rider, bigger and broader than the rest, stood in his stirrups and inspected the lads. Three blood-red stripes marked his armour on the left breastplate, noting his rank of polemarch. ‘I’m proud to see so many of you here,’ he said, his voice warm, like a father to his sons, ‘ready to join the cause. I’ve just come back from Jia, where we’ve been bringing Kage to the heathens and we’ve given plenty of heathens to Kage.’

			A few of the lads cheered but Mateon kept quiet. He didn’t want to appear undisciplined in any way.

			‘We’ll travel to our fortress just outside the city where you’ll be assigned to your legions,’ said the polemarch. ‘Some will be in Jia, others here in the Empire. Whatever is asked of you, remember it is Kage’s work you do. There is no greater honour. Praise be to Kage.’ The polemarch covered his eye in salute and the boys all returned it. 

			‘Praise be to Kage,’ they called back.

			‘Now get in the wagons, my young heroes.’

			Mateon marched straight to the first wagon and climbed on board, taking a seat just behind the driver. He looked old, with long grey hair and sun-browned skin showing a fair few scars. One vivid white line ran from his ear down the side of his neck and disappeared inside his shirt, criss-crossing smaller scars where the stitches had held the wound together. He’d seen a lot of action. 

			The man looked Mateon up and down and grinned. ‘You’re keen, aren’t you?’ 

			‘It is an honour to do Kage’s will,’ said Mateon, puffing out his chest, not liking the way the man smiled at him. He wasn’t anyone’s amusement.

			‘Of course,’ said the driver. ‘I’m sure you’re ready to be a war hero, aren’t you?’

			‘Serving is its own reward.’

			‘That it is,’ cackled the man. ‘Good on you.’

			The man had laced his words with enough sarcasm to let Mateon know he didn’t mean a word of it. Well, he’d pay in the Great Darkness when the time came. Mateon turned his back on him to stop any more conversation and watched the others climb on board. Delix sat opposite him, then came Regus, who sat next to Mateon. They all looked so young sitting there, not at all like warriors or great heroes. So what did that say about him? He was no different.

			As the wagon filled, Mateon could feel his confidence crack more. This was it. There was no going back. No more warm nights in his mother’s house. He was a soldier now. An urge swept over him to jump out of the wagon and run back home, but he swallowed that impulse. He glanced at the others, checking to see if any were as nervous as he was, but their masks made it hard to tell. They had to be, though, for Mateon had always been the best of them, the strongest, the bravest. They were probably shaking in their boots. Mateon straightened his back. He had to set an example. They would be looking to follow his lead.

			The order was given for the wagons to roll out and they trundled down the main street with the cavalry leading the way. More people were around by now and each one paid their respects as they passed; some saluted by covering their eye, others bowed, some cheered.

			In the back, the boys grinned at each other. Honour waited for them all. They were off to do Kage’s will. Together they would win the holy war and destroy the heathens and their False Gods once and for all. Someone started singing a prayer and Mateon joined in, but this time, for the first time he could remember, he had no desire to be the one singing loudest.

			

			They travelled for nearly two hours, leaving the city far behind. Past the rice fields. Through villages where no one came to cheer them on. Out into the countryside and over the rolling hills.

			Regus fell asleep, his head rolling onto Mateon’s shoulder. He kept pushing the boy away but, a second later, it was back. Delix grinned at the sight. ‘You make a good couple.’

			‘Fuck off,’ snapped Mateon.

			The driver chuckled to himself. ‘You better develop a sense of humour, lad. You’ll want to make friends, and no one likes a miserable git.’

			Mateon shrugged off Regus again. ‘I’m not here to make friends, I’m here to serve Kage.’

			‘Aren’t we all,’ said the driver. ‘But Kage won’t stop a heathen from cutting your head off. Your mates in your stick surely will.’

			‘What’s a stick?’ asked Delix. Mateon rolled his eyes at the stupidity of the question, even though he didn’t know the answer himself.

			‘Your unit,’ replied the driver. ‘The ten men you’ll be fighting with, eating with, drinking with and whoring with for the rest of your tour – or until you get rubbed out. I reckon you can guess what that means.’

			Mateon said nothing. He had no intention of doing any of those things. He was on his way to serve his God – that was all that was important.

			‘But the Jians are beaten, aren’t they?’ said Delix, a quiver in his voice. ‘There’s no more fighting to be done. That’s what my father told me.’

			‘Huh,’ said the driver. ‘There’s always fighting. The heathens act all obedient and docile, but they’ll cut your throat if you turn your back on them. Best not take any chances. You send them all to Kage and let him worry about sorting the good from the bad.’

			Delix’s eyes widened behind his mask. He looked at Mateon, as if he couldn’t believe what the man had said. 

			‘We’re joining His Imperial Majesty’s army, Delix,’ said Mateon. ‘We’re being deployed to Jia to fight. Did you think we were going to sit around and read books?’

			The driver laughed at that comment. ‘Sour face here has it right. You’ve got tough days ahead of you. You’ll be up to your neck in blood and shit, so scared you’ll piss your armour, and praying to Kage to keep your balls safe.’

			Delix tried to tough it out. ‘No Jian heathen scares me.’

			No one believed him. Mateon in particular knew he was lying because Mateon himself was starting to worry, and if he was nervous, then Delix had to be. At least it would be a while before any of them were sent to Jia. They would be training for three more months before they had to worry about facing the enemy. Plenty of time to get over any nerves and adjust to life in the army. Plenty of time for Mateon to shine.

			Regus’s head rolled onto his shoulder again. This time, Mateon jabbed him in the ribs with his elbow, waking him.

			‘What’s going on? Where are we?’ said Regus, jerking upright.

			‘Here it is, gentlemen,’ said the driver with a cackle. ‘Your new home – for a night, at least.’

			Mateon’s head whipped around. The fortress loomed ahead, high stone walls with red Egril flags hanging along its sides. White-armoured soldiers patrolled the battlements and stood guard outside the main gates. The portcullis cranked into life as the convoy approached and Mateon watched the polemarch ride ahead to speak to the sentries.

			The portcullis was up and the gates open by the time the wagons reached them. Mateon’s heart raced in his chest and his mouth went dry as they rolled through. He slipped his hand into his bag and gripped his idol of Kage. This was it. 

			They stopped in the parade ground where the polemarch was already dismounted and waiting for them. ‘Come on, you pussies. Get a move on. Get lined up. Get lined up,’ he bellowed, all warmth gone. ‘I’ve not got all day.’ He used his sheathed sword to beat the boys into position.

			The boys stood awkwardly despite the months of training, as if they’d never lined up before. Even Mateon, normally so perfect, felt out of place and uncomfortable. His eyes kept drifting to the other soldiers walking past in their battle-scarred armour. They looked like giants compared to the new lads, real men forged in the fires of war. 

			Squat, square buildings surrounded the parade ground, and Mateon watched the soldiers moving to and fro between them. He was reassured to see a temple at the far end. He’d go there after he was settled and pray.

			‘May Kage forgive me for whatever I’ve done to piss him off,’ said the polemarch, interrupting his thoughts. ‘He must be mad indeed to send me such a bunch of useless maggots.’ He walked up and down the line before stopping in front of Regus. ‘You look like a goat fucker, boy. Are you? Are you missing that mountain action? Is that what you’re thinking about?’

			‘No, sir,’ said Regus, a second before the polemarch whacked him across the head with the sheathed sword, knocking the boy to his knees.

			The polemarch leaned over him and struck Regus again. ‘Don’t you dare call me “sir”! You see these stripes? Do you?’

			Regus looked up, tears in his eyes. ‘Yes, s—’ He stopped himself in time. ‘Yes.’

			‘Good. That means you’re not blind as well as dumb.’ The polemarch resumed his inspection. ‘These stripes mean I’m not an officer. I do not sit on my horse and let others do my fighting for me. I work for my living. I get my sword red and my hands bloody – just like you will. I am a polemarch and you will obey me as if I were Kage himself standing before you, but you will not, I repeat, not call me “sir”. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, Polemarch,’ the lads called back in unison.

			The polemarch moved down the line, stopping in front of this lad and that, shouting at all of them, ridiculing them, insulting their families and cursing them to Kage. Time after time, the sword whipped out and a recruit would fall. Mateon’s legs were shaking as the polemarch drew near, but the man walked past without even a second glance at him.

			Once the polemarch had walked all the lines, he stopped. ‘You are the worst set of recruits I’ve ever seen. May you all die quickly so at least you can serve Kage in the Great Darkness. Until you do us that small mercy, follow me and get your kit. You’ve got a war to fight.’ He marched off towards one of the buildings, and after a moment’s hesitation, the lads followed.

			They were taken to a storeroom and given their armour. There was no ceremony, just a man standing behind a table. He’d already piled up sets and each lad had to take one, irrespective of size. Little Harian tried asking for something smaller but the polemarch’s sword told him to move on.

			Mateon looked down at his. The Skull mask that he’d wanted for so long. Up close, it appeared quite ordinary. It was made of clay and painted white with dry lacquer to give it the bone effect. A fragile thing. Mateon knew it carried Kage’s blessing within it but he wished he could sense that somehow. 

			Carrying his armour, Mateon moved on to the next room where he was given his sword and he felt another twinge of disappointment. It didn’t look like a holy warrior’s weapon; it was old, dull-edged and speckled with rust, but a glance at the other swords told Mateon that he’d been lucky – far worse were being handed out.

			The quartermaster, another veteran, caught the look of disappointment on his face. ‘You want something better, take it off the first corpse you see in Jia – unless you’re the corpse.’ He laughed at that, as if it was the funniest thing he’d ever said. Then the laugh died, and he fixed his cold eyes on Mateon. ‘Now fuck off.’

			Mateon stumbled on.

			Back in the yard, the polemarch waited with a scribe next to him. ‘When your name is called, listen. You’ll be told what legion you’ve been posted to and what city. From here you will go to the main building and be taken through to the Tonin. From there, you will go directly to join your new comrades. Welcome to the Imperial army. May Kage look after your arse.’

			‘That’s not right,’ said Griston. ‘We’ve got more training first.’

			The polemarch rushed forwards, closing the distance in a heartbeat. His sword swept down and Griston fell. His armour scattered across the floor.

			‘Any more of you pricks want to tell me I don’t know what I’m doing?’ snarled the polemarch. It was only then that Mateon noticed his sword’s edge was stained red. He looked down at Griston, unmoving, face down in a puddle of blood. 

			The boy was dead. 

			The shock ran through all the new recruits. No one spoke. Mateon did his best to not throw up. 

			He stood there, holding his armour, listening to the names called. Regus, Marcius and Delix all went up and got their assignments, then Christus, Lucius, little Harian. One by one, they were called, leaving Mateon standing there, trying to hide his shakes, trying not to think about where he was going to fight, trying not to look at Griston’s corpse.

			‘Mateon Lasinas.’

			His name. His moment. He gulped and approached the polemarch and the scribe. He stopped and snapped back to attention, his armour and sword heavy in his arms. 

			‘Mateon Lasinas. Fourth Legion, Anjon,’ said the scribe. 

			‘Glory awaits, Mateon. Make Kage proud,’ said the polemarch.

			‘I will,’ said Mateon. He turned and followed the others, his heart full of dread. 

			Jia. 

			He was going to Jia.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			It was close to midday and hotter than anything Tinnstra had ever known. Sweat ran freely down her back, and not even the sea breeze brought any relief. To think that only a day or so ago, Tinnstra had been near frozen to death. Now she could barely imagine what that felt like. She had no idea how people could live in temperatures like this.

			The escort ships had grown in number as they’d drawn closer to Layso, until it felt like a small armada surrounded them. In the distance, she could hear bells ringing with an urgency that was quite unsettling. Seagulls squawked overhead, adding to the cacophony. Flocks of the birds dipped and swooped past, splashing into the water then circling back overhead, as if eager to see who was on deck.

			And ahead, a small flotilla blocked the harbour entrance. 

			‘There’s a chain, too,’ said Ralasis. ‘To stop anyone from sailing in and destroying our ships or landing troops.’

			‘When the Egril invaded Jia, they didn’t need fleets of ships,’ said Tinnstra. ‘They already had agents in our country. Tonin. They opened gates between Egril and Jia, and their troops simply appeared behind our lines.’

			‘Aye, we know. That’s why no ship may come ashore in Meigore without being inspected.’ Ralasis pointed to an approaching vessel weaving its way through the escort. ‘Here they come now.’

			Tinnstra watched the ship draw nearer. Its deck bristled with soldiers, their helms and breastplates glinting in the sun. Lines were thrown out as it came alongside and sailors pulled the two ships closer. The deck swayed as they knocked together and Tinnstra found herself gripping Zorique’s shoulders just a little too tightly.

			Soldiers immediately stepped from one ship to the other, spears and swords at the ready, flooding the deck of the Okinas Kiba. Tinnstra’s hand went to her sword but Ralasis reached out to stop her. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘It’s just a formality.’

			He walked over to the men. ‘I’m Captain Ralasis of the Okinas Kiba. I have the Queen of Jia aboard.’

			A soldier with a purple sash across his breastplate stepped forward and saluted. ‘Permission to check your ship, Captain?’

			‘Of course,’ said Ralasis.

			The man signalled his men forward and then looked around the battered deck and shattered rigging. ‘Looks like you’ve seen some action.’

			Ralasis nodded. ‘I’ve made easier journeys.’

			The soldiers searched every inch above and below deck. Each and every member of the crew was spoken to, and Tinnstra noticed them showing the soldiers a tattoo they all had on their forearms. ‘What’s that?’

			Ralasis pulled back his own sleeve. He also bore the same tattoo – a crane. ‘It’s the mark of King Sitos, worn by all who serve him to show that we are his men and do his bidding. We believe those honoured by the crane are destined to live a long and happy life.’

			‘We could all do with that honour,’ said Tinnstra as the soldier with the sash approached them. 

			‘Are these your passengers, Captain?’

			‘They are,’ said Ralasis. ‘May I present Her Majesty Queen Zorique of Jia and her bodyguard, Tinnstra of Clan Rizon.’

			The soldier looked them up and down, taking in their filthy clothes and bruised and cut faces. ‘It is an honour.’ Tinnstra noted his expression didn’t match his words.

			‘Thank you,’ said Tinnstra as Zorique clung tighter to her legs.

			The soldier looked away for a moment, his cheeks colouring. ‘Do you have any proof you are who you say you are?’

			‘Proof?’ Tinnstra all but spluttered the word out. 

			‘No one is allowed to set foot on Meigorian soil without proof of identity and confirmation that they intend to cause no harm.’

			‘What proof do you require? Have you seen my face?’ said Tinnstra. ‘Have you seen the state of this ship? The dead who lie on the deck? If we are not who we claim to be, why were the Egril so busy trying to kill us?’

			‘The Egril don’t care who they kill. It doesn’t make you special,’ said the soldier, his tone hardening. 

			‘We have no papers. We’ve been chased halfway across Jia. It’s a miracle we’re still alive.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ said the soldier, signalling two of his men over, ‘but until you can prove who you are, you must remain in my custody.’ 

			Ralasis stepped forward. ‘I must protest. If not for Tinnstra, we would’ve been destroyed by the Egril. She saved my ship and my crew.’

			‘Do you have proof of your passengers’ identities?’ said the soldier.

			‘I was sent to pick them up, for the Gods’ sakes,’ snapped Ralasis. ‘This is ridiculous.’

			‘You were to pick up the King of Jia and his family.’

			‘They were killed—’ 

			‘Did you see that happen?’

			Ralasis looked to Tinnstra. ‘No, but—’

			Tinnstra held up a hand, swallowing her anger. ‘Peace, Captain. The matter will be resolved when we reach Meigore. Let us not argue now. I have no secret sign or mark of allegiance to reveal. I have only my word.’

			The soldier inclined his head, then motioned to his men. They encircled Tinnstra and Zorique, spears in hand. ‘They will stay with you until the matter is resolved.’

			‘They’d better not point any weapons at us,’ said Tinnstra as the soldiers began to lower their spears towards their prisoners. ‘I will play this game, but the first man who points a spear in our direction will die.’

			Ralasis stepped forwards. ‘Please, my ship has seen enough death for today. Let us all stay calm.’

			The soldier with the sash nodded his agreement and indicated to his men to raise their weapons once more.

			‘Good.’ Tinnstra turned her back on the soldiers and, holding on to Zorique, concentrated on Layso. The city was as alien as anything she’d ever seen. It sprawled across the riverbank, easily twice the size of Aisair. Cream-coloured buildings with the red sloping roofs and curled-up corners she’d seen before mingled with white buildings covered in towers and domes. The green of the forest crawled across everything as if nature hadn’t quite given up its hopes of reclaiming the land. The city rose in layers up the mountain until, at the top, overlooking all and straddling the peak, was what appeared to be a fortress behind high walls. She could see the same curved roofs with red tiles, the spires, the domes, but they sat on top of grey stone walls. It was a daunting sight, lacking the beauty she’d observed elsewhere.

			Tinnstra turned to Ralasis. ‘Is that …’

			‘The king’s palace? Aye. If the Egril ever do attack, he’ll be safe behind those walls. There’s only one well-guarded road up that mountain, and if any invaders make it that far, there’s a causeway over a five-hundred-foot drop to reach the first gates.’

			‘The Egril have demons that fly, if you remember,’ said Tinnstra.

			‘How could I forget?’ Ralasis smiled. ‘Still, the king’s palace was built long ago by the Jian architect Berenon.’

			‘I’ve … I’ve not heard of him.’

			‘There is no reason why you should have. They say he lived long ago, in the age of magic. Apparently, he travelled all over the world, driven by a desire to see everything that the Four Gods had created. He spent several years living here in Layso and built this palace as a parting gift.’

			Tinnstra looked at the fortress again ‘So it’s magic-made?’

			‘It is. Berenon placed charms in the walls themselves, strengthening them so that they will stand for ever. He wanted his artistry to be seen for eternity.’

			Tinnstra arched an eyebrow. ‘Will the magic stop the Skulls from climbing them? Or the Daijaku from flying over them with their bombs?’

			Ralasis shrugged. ‘The king has an army up there with him and his family. No one gets in unless he wills it.’ He ruffled Zorique’s hair. ‘You’ll both be safe there, I promise.’

			‘I hope so,’ said Tinnstra. 

			As the ship approached the harbour, Tinnstra noticed the palace wasn’t the only place that was fortified. High walls ran along the harbour edges, dotted with well-guarded watchtowers. Yet more walls ran in rings around the city, guarding its ever-higher parts. Archers were stationed on rooftops in precarious nests. Layso was prepared for an invasion, at least. Tinnstra wasn’t the only one expecting the Egril to cross the ocean.

			Zorique stirred between her legs and Tinnstra’s heart went out to the poor girl once more. If the city was intimidating to Tinnstra, it must be truly frightening to Zorique. She bent down and picked the girl up, settling her on her hip. ‘This is your new home,’ she said, trying to sound jolly.

			‘I don’t like it,’ replied Zorique.

			‘It just looks different. You’ll soon love it. I promise.’

			Zorique sank her head onto Tinnstra’s shoulder in reply, her little arms wrapping tighter around her. She didn’t blame the child. After everything she’d endured over the last week, it was a miracle the girl was as communicative as she was. Everyone she’d ever loved had been murdered in front of her, she’d been driven from her home, captured, and now dragged to a country she didn’t know with a companion she’d met only a few days before.

			The port was busy, but even Tinnstra’s untrained eye could tell that most of the ships were military in nature. All were crewed by soldiers in steel helms and breastplates and she observed them all turn to watch the Okinas Kiba limp home. 

			More boats came out to meet the ship. Smaller than the others, each had a crew of four oarsmen. When they were close enough, ropes were thrown to them and tied off. Then the smaller boats hauled the rigger through the tangle of ships towards a pier. A row of knights in shining armour awaited them, all lined up in perfect ranks, flying the purple pennant of King Sitos. 

			There were even more soldiers behind them, also in helms and breastplates and carrying pikes. Tinnstra could see cavalry, too, waiting by a series of carriages, ornate things painted gold, harnessed to black horses all preened and plumed. 

			A lot of soldiers. Tinnstra hadn’t thought too much about who or what would meet them, but she’d been expecting a few friendly faces at least.

			One man waiting for them wore no armour and carried no weapons. His ramrod-straight stance reminded Tinnstra of a tautly strung bow. His silver hair was tied back in a topknot, and his sharp cheekbones were accentuated by an oiled beard shaped like an arrow’s head. And judging by the way he scowled at the sight of the Okinas Kiba, he wasn’t happy with what he saw. His eyes quickly swept the deck, pausing on Tinnstra and Zorique. His frown deepened and, with a sick feeling, Tinnstra suddenly realised that no one knew that King Cariin and his family were dead, that Aasgod, the Lord Mage, was dead. They were expecting more than a little girl and a failed Shulka. By the Four Gods, what would they think? And who could vouch for Tinnstra and Zorique? She was never meant to be in Meigore, after all.

			Ropes hauled the Okinas Kiba the last few yards and there was the faintest of bumps as the rigger settled in place next to the dock. 

			‘We’re here,’ said Tinnstra, stroking Zorique’s hair, trying to sound happier than she felt. ‘Time to be brave. Do you remember what Greener said to you?’

			Zorique’s head lifted and she looked at Tinnstra with sad little eyes. ‘He said all I have to do is pretend to be queen and people will think I am one. It’s like a game of make-believe.’

			‘And he was right. Can you do that? Can you pretend?’

			Zorique nodded. ‘I can.’

			‘Good girl.’ Tinnstra lowered her to the ground and the girl straightened her back. 

			As the gangplank hit the dock with a loud thud, Ralasis came over to them. ‘Welcome to Meigore. If you’ll wait here, I’ll go and speak to Tian Kosa.’

			‘Tian Kosa?’ repeated Tinnstra.

			Ralasis tilted his head towards the silver-haired man. ‘He’s the king’s chief adviser. Some would say the real power here in Meigore. It’s best to tread carefully around him.’

			Tinnstra glanced at the man. Perhaps he was more like a coiled snake waiting to strike than a strung bow. ‘I’ll do as you say.’

			As Ralasis left, she bent down and picked up a Niganntan spear left from from the Daijaku attack. Including the blade, the whole thing was some seven feet in length. It was perfectly balanced, with a steel spine running down the shaft to give it more strength and yet, it was still lightweight enough to use without difficulty. She smiled. Another weapon to add to her collection: a Shulka sword, a Chosen’s axe and a Daijaku’s spear. Whatever happened to the girl who was afraid to fight?

			Ralasis walked briskly down the gangplank and approached Kosa. They exchanged a few words and Kosa looked up to the deck of the Okinas Kiba. Then he followed Ralasis back on board.

			‘Tinnstra, Your Majesty,’ said Ralasis when he returned, ‘may I present Tian Kosa.’

			Tinnstra smiled. ‘It is an honour to meet you. May I formally present to you Queen Zorique of Jia.’

			The man looked down at Zorique. ‘We were expecting King Cariin and Queen Florina and …’ he looked around the ship once more ‘… the mage. Where are they?’

			Tinnstra pulled Zorique back. ‘They died in their attempt to escape.’

			Kosa pursed his lips. ‘That’s not ideal.’

			‘It certainly wasn’t the plan,’ said Tinnstra, feeling uncomfortable.

			‘No matter. We can clear everything up at the palace.’ Kosa turned to the soldier with the purple sash. ‘Escort the … queen and her companion to the carriage.’

			The man bowed. ‘Yes, Tian.’

			‘One moment,’ said Tinnstra. Kosa glared at her but she ignored him and turned to Ralasis. ‘Thank you for saving our lives, Captain. We owe you a debt we’ll never be able to repay.’

			‘I was just doing my job. I think you did more than enough to return the favour with the Daijaku.’

			She nodded, her eyes drifting to the skies. Still empty. ‘Until we meet again, then.’

			The captain smiled, then bent down so he was eye level with Zorique. ‘I wish you only the best, Your Majesty.’

			The soldier led Zorique and Tinnstra down to the dock, his men following closely behind. Tinnstra hardened her face as she walked. If Zorique could play at being queen, then she as sure as hell could play at being her protector. The Niganntan spear in her hand would certainly help. 

			The soldier led them to the first carriage, walking them past the knights in their steel armour. So many of them, and the poor men inside must have been cooking in the heat. All that metal was at odds with the climate. 

			She glanced back as she walked, saw Kosa watching. His frown was gone now and a smile had curved his lips. The sight sent a shudder up Tinnstra’s spine.

			The soldier stopped at the carriage and opened the door. ‘Your Majesty?’

			Tinnstra helped Zorique up into the carriage, but then the soldier stopped her from following. 

			He pointed at the Niganntan spear. ‘Perhaps we could have the driver secure it on the roof? I feel it will be rather in the way inside the carriage.’

			‘Of course.’ She passed the spear up to a nervous-looking driver, but once again, the soldier stopped her.

			‘And your other weapons.’

			‘I think there is room enough for them,’ said Tinnstra. 

			‘Even so.’ The man’s voice had hardened. His men were in a half-circle around the carriage, not threatening but certainly ready for resistance.

			‘Tinnstra?’ Zorique called out from the carriage.

			‘One moment, my love,’ she replied as she looked the soldier in the eye. This was no time to fight. It was a time for new beginnings and friendships. She removed the axe from her belt and handed it over, then undid her belt and passed it and her scabbarded sword to the man as well. ‘I expect them back.’

			‘Of course,’ replied the soldier, who passed them off to a lackey, who disappeared into the countless ranks behind them.

			Unarmed, she climbed in after Zorique. They sat together on a plush velvet seat the colour of a rich red wine, surrounded by an interior painted an ornate gold. To say it felt odd sitting in such luxury would have been an understatement. Everything was so shiny, so new, so … clean. 

			Zorique slipped her hand into Tinnstra’s, her little fingers curling around her own. ‘Tinnstra …’

			‘It’s all going to be okay,’ said Tinnstra as she glanced out at the soldiers once more.

			The door was shut with enough force to rock the carriage from side to side and a bolt slammed in place, securing it.

			Tinnstra took a deep breath. The Meigorians were being careful, that was all. Once they reached the palace and saw the king, everything would be resolved. Zorique was his niece, after all.

			When the carriage lurched off, taking them into the city, with the cavalry riding alongside and in front, Zorique spoke quietly to Tinnstra. ‘Are we safe now?’ 

			Tinnstra knew that look too well. She had worn it herself for most of her life. ‘Of course. We’re going to the palace to meet your uncle the king, and your cousins, too.’ 

			The carriage bumped and rattled its way through Layso, climbing the winding roads. The going was slow in the busy streets, even with the cavalry escort. At least a breeze managed to find them, working its way past the curtain, and both Zorique and Tinnstra turned their faces to enjoy its touch. 

			Layso was even stranger up close. On one hand, it was nothing like the war zone she’d just left. There were no Egril flags hanging on the sides of buildings, no Skulls checking papers, no – she glanced up – monsters in the skies. Instead, there were crowds of people spilling off pavements into the road itself, reluctant to be pushed aside by the approaching cavalry and carriage. Shops were open and full of customers. Hawkers’ stalls lined the sides of the roads, selling grilled squid or fried rice or beef skewers. People sat around on stools and chairs or even just on the kerb, chatting and laughing with friends, sharing drinks and telling stories. It was all so … normal.

			Of course, there was the other side: the archers on the rooftops, the barricades, freshly dug trenches and groups of soldiers everywhere. In that regard, the city was ready for invasion. They were ready for the Egril.

			They climbed higher, the palace a looming presence ahead of them, perched on top of the peak. There were no civilians on the road now, only soldiers armed with spears and swords. Some were behind barricades, while others watched the approaching procession from mounts of their own. As Ralasis said, it would be a hard road for any Skull.

			Then the carriage slowed and Tinnstra saw a red barrier blocking the way ahead, with a dozen more men stationed behind it, their armour gleaming in the midday sun. Behind them, the road stretched straight up to the palace.

			Tinnstra ruffled Zorique’s hair. ‘We’re nearly there. Come and see your new home.’

			The girl climbed onto Tinnstra’s lap and pulled the curtain aside to get a better look. ‘It’s very big.’

			‘So it is,’ replied Tinnstra, finally relaxing. They had made it. They were safe.

			But the carriage didn’t stop. It turned a hundred yards from the barricade, taking a narrow road that very quickly started heading downhill. Zorique shuffled on her seat. ‘Where are we going?’

			‘I don’t know. Perhaps there’s another entrance that we need to use.’ Tinnstra tried to get one of the cavalrymen’s attention, but they all looked straight ahead – and gave no sign of slowing down or stopping.

			Her old friend, the fear, was back. It clawed at her gut and squeezed her heart. This isn’t good. This isn’t right.

			On the carriage went. Away from the palace, down the hill, back into packed streets, through the other side of Layso. The buildings looked shabbier, the streets dirtier. Tired faces watched them now. Everyone wore ragged clothes. There were no other carriages, no stalls selling brightly coloured garments.

			Tinnstra banged on the roof of the carriage. ‘Where are we going?’

			No one answered. She banged again and again but it made no difference. If anything, the carriage sped up.

			She leaned out of the window and waved her arm at the accompanying cavalry. ‘Where are you taking us?’ she shouted. ‘We’re supposed to be going to the palace.’

			They acted as if she didn’t exist.

			‘I’m scared,’ said Zorique.

			This time, Tinnstra pulled her back into her lap and held her tight. ‘It’ll be okay.’

			But both of them knew they were empty words. 
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			Yas

			Kiyosun

			‘This is all your fault,’ said Ma. ‘You had one job to do. Go clean the place and earn some money so we could eat.’ She cast an eye over Yas, that withering look of hers that most people buckled under. ‘How many days did it take you to burn it to the ground?’ 

			‘You’re not being fair, Ma,’ replied Yas, too tired to fight. 

			‘No? No?’ Ma laughed but there was no humour in the sound. ‘Whose fault is it, then?’

			Yas didn’t answer. Trouble was, she thought Ma was right – not that she’d admit it. Things were bad enough as they were.

			They stood in the middle of the town square, staring at the charred remains of the Council House. The stone facade was blackened by smoke and flame and the walls had collapsed in multiple places, leaving less than half the building still standing. Of course, the rest of Kiyosun was in an even worse state.

			Yas had Little Ro in her arms and Ma was carrying a small bag containing what was left of their earthly possessions, which wasn’t much. Certainly nothing that would keep them fed or warm. Yas had a few coins in her pocket. Maybe enough to buy something – if anyone had anything to sell. Things were as bad as they could get.

			They weren’t the only ones gathered there. Half the city had gone up in smoke when they’d rescued the queen. Yas recalled looking around at the chaos then and thinking it had been worth it. Something to celebrate, even. That feeling hadn’t lasted.

			Now, it felt like a disaster. Thousands had died, even more homes had been lost and starvation was a real concern. And the Skulls weren’t gone. The north of the city – maybe five or six streets away – was a war zone. The Skulls had retreated there, formed defences, and the Hanran hadn’t been able to shift them since. Even now, with ash falling from the sky like snow, she could still hear the fighting, that never-ending crash of steel. She flinched with every crack and shuddered at every scream. Little Ro was doing worse than she was, but eventually the poor boy had cried himself to sleep, and for that small mercy she was bloody grateful.

			There had to be at least a thousand people with them in the square, just as destitute as they were, all wondering what on earth they were going to do. A few tents had been thrown up, but most people were squatting where they could with nothing to protect them from the winter wind. A few had stolen weapons, picked up in the aftermath of the battle, but Yas doubted that many had the will or the skill to use them. She had her knife tucked away in her jacket though, just in case. 

			Fires still burned across the city. It’d be days before they died out – unless they got lucky and the rains came. That would be a blessing. The Four Gods knew only too well how much they needed fresh water. Most of the water towers had been lost in the night, making clean drinking water another problem to pile on all the others. 

			‘And what about food? Eh? What about something to eat or drink? The heavens know I don’t need much, but fresh air isn’t enough.’ Ma droned on and on. The woman could moan better than anyone. Give her a bag of gold and she’d find the dark side in it. 

			Yas straightened her shoulders. ‘Look, let’s get settled somewhere and then I’ll go and see what I can rustle up. Someone’s got to have food, surely.’

			This time, Ma said nothing. She just gave Yas another look that spoke volumes about what she thought of that plan. 

			‘Come on.’ Yas began to pick her way through the tangle of people already camped out. She found them a spot by a small pile of bricks that might once have been a wall where there was just enough room for Yas and Ma to sit down and stretch their legs.

			Little Ro still slept on, exhausted by the turmoil of the last few days. At least Ma had managed to keep him safe. She might annoy Yas something rotten, but she had to give the old bag some credit for that.

			With her back against the broken wall and her son in her arms, Yas closed her eyes. She’d get up and search for food in a minute. When she’d had a little rest, maybe some sleep, too. The Gods knew she needed it. Ma was still muttering away but she tuned it out. She needed to think. Things were bad but there had to be a way to fix it all. She just had to think.

			Food was an issue but so was accommodation. Squatting in the square was no solution for any of them. So many people had died during the invasion, and more had disappeared since, that even if the fire had destroyed half the city, there had to be enough empty rooms left to house everyone. They just had to be found. Maybe she could organise a few people to ask around the neighbourhoods. Yeah, that would work. She’d get on it once she’d—

			‘Yas.’ Ma hit her arm.

			‘What is it now?’ Yas tried opening her eyes but sleep had other ideas.

			Her ma hit again. ‘Trouble.’

			‘What is it? Skulls?’

			‘Worse.’

			Yas spotted them quick enough and a jolt of fear woke her up good and proper. Two men were dragging a kid kicking and screaming into the square. Both had ink on their cheeks. Yas didn’t need to get closer to know they were tattooed tears – one for every person the men had killed. Only Weeping Men had those marks, members of a criminal gang that operated from one end of Jia to the other. Moneylenders. Smugglers. Slavers. Even in wartime, the bastards still preyed on the weak and the needy, and the Gods certainly knew the square was full of people like that. The poor thing they were dragging along didn’t look more than ten years old. 

			‘What are they going to do to that kid?’ 

			‘Nothing good,’ said Ma.

			People were getting to their feet to see what was happening, making it hard to see. Yas stood up, too. ‘Stay here with Ro.’

			‘Don’t get involved, Yas. Not with that lot. I beg you,’ said Ma, but she took Ro off Yas’s hands all the same.

			‘I won’t be a minute.’ 

			The Weeping Men had stopped under a ruined scaffold and they forced the girl down on her knees. A ring of people had formed around them, getting close – but not too close – so they could hear what the thugs had to say.

			‘You know who we are,’ shouted the taller of the two men, his nose all but flat against his face and with at least a dozen tears inked on his cheeks. ‘You know who we represent.’

			The crowd murmured their reply. There wasn’t a single person – man, woman or child – who didn’t know about the Weeping Men.

			‘This girl,’ the man continued, jerking his prisoner’s hair back, exposing her terrified face, ‘is a thief and a collaborator.’

			‘It’s her fault the city burned,’ shouted the other man. ‘It’s her fault you’ve lost your homes and your loved ones.’

			‘Traitor!’ shouted someone in the crowd.

			‘Bitch!’

			‘Murderer.’

			A chill ran through Yas at the speed with which the crowd seized on the Weeping Men’s words. There was an eagerness that truly frightened her. The shouts drew more and more people and Yas had to fight her way forwards. 

			‘There’s only one thing traitors like her deserve,’ said Flat Nose. His friend held up a rope. 

			‘Hang her. String her up,’ shouted a woman, her face twisted in rage.

			‘String her up. String her up. String her up.’ It became a chant, a demand, taken up by twenty, thirty, forty voices, then a hundred, spreading by the second until it echoed across the courtyard.

			Yas broke through the crowd just as the rope was being tied into a noose. The girl was on her knees, begging and crying, encircled by angry, jeering people. She looked terrified, tears and snot running down her soot-stained face. 

			‘What are you doing? Leave her alone,’ shouted Yas. ‘She’s just a kid.’

			‘This is Weeping Men’s business. Not yours,’ replied Flat Nose. ‘Not unless you want to join her.’

			‘String her up. String her up. String her up,’ chanted the crowd and, may the Gods help her, but Yas didn’t know if they meant her as well as the girl. Still, Yas grabbed the girl’s hand. ‘How do you know she’s done something wrong?’

			‘This is your last warning. The Skulls are gone. It’s time for justice,’ said the man with the rope. ‘Justice!’ He screamed the word and got a cheer back.

			‘String her up.’ The crowd pressed in on them, eager for the girl’s neck.

			‘Listen to yourselves.’ Yas spun to face the mob. ‘Are we like the Skulls now? Hanging anyone for the sake of it? Just because she was in the wrong place?’

			‘Who put you in charge?’ demanded a man with his arm in a sling. ‘Is she your daughter? Are you one of them, too?’

			Yas felt a fluttering of fear. She looked at the faces glaring at her, recognised none. She had no friends there, no support. She pulled the girl closer. ‘I don’t know her, but I can see she’s just a kid. A kid who’s been screwed over as much as any of us. I don’t see someone who should be strung up.’

			Rope Man lunged for the kid, snatched up an arm and yanked her back. ‘Give her to us.’

			‘No.’ Yas held on to the kid’s other arm and dug in her feet. The girl screamed as she dangled between them. ‘I’m not going to let you hang her. It’s not right.’

			Yas didn’t see what hit her on the head, but whatever it was bloody hurt. She went sprawling, stumbling into someone else, and got punched for her trouble. She went down hard, the world spinning around her. 

			On her knees, Yas touched the back of her head and her hand came away bloody. She tried to stand, but a boot put her down again. The girl was dragged off, her hand outstretched towards Yas, but the crowd ate her up. ‘Leave her alone,’ Yas cried.

			A man hauled her to her feet. It wasn’t anyone she knew, no friend come to save her. Myriad scars criss-crossed his face and mingled with his wrinkles, creating a spider’s web of white lines against his sunburned skin and accentuating his cold stare. His silver hair was cropped short, almost to the scalp, adding to his air of menace. He was a fighter, no doubt. A killer. He wore a long coat, perfect for hiding weapons. ‘Come with me,’ he growled.

			She tried to pull herself free, but he was too strong. He dragged her through the crowd, going one way while the mob surged the other.

			‘What are you doing?’ she cried.

			‘Saving your life.’ He didn’t look back, just held her tight and barged past anyone in his way. He only stopped when they were free of the crowd.

			‘Who are you?’ Yas demanded. 

			‘Are you Yas?’ The words came out half-grunt, half-threat.

			‘No.’ She hoped the lie was convincing as she tried to get her head working. She thought of the knife in her coat, her hand already inching towards it. But this man had no tattoos, no tears on his face. He wasn’t a Weeping Man.

			A cheer went up from the crowd and they both looked back to see the girl dangling from the scaffold, her legs kicking at the air as she clawed at the rope around her neck.

			Yas’s legs wobbled but the man held her steady. 

			‘You did all you could,’ he said. ‘They would’ve strung you up with her if you’d argued another second.’

			‘Doesn’t make it right,’ said Yas, wiping away a tear. ‘Not by a long shot.’

			The man sniffed. ‘Not much is right these days, Yas.’

			She stiffened. ‘How do you know my name?’

			‘A friend sent me.’ 

			She peered at the man’s face properly this time. There was something familiar about him. Yas felt like she’d seen him before, but only the Gods knew where. ‘Who’s the friend?’

			‘Jax.’

			Jax. Typical. A former Shulka and the leader of the Hanran. She’d killed three hundred people, including her own friends, to free him from prison in the Council House – and failed. Last she’d seen him, he’d been hobbling off into the night, burned up by a Chosen’s baton blasts. ‘What does he want?’

			‘He wants you somewhere safe. Away from here. Before the Skulls come back and start looking for you. Before you get strung up out of your own stupidity.’

			‘Trying to help that kid wasn’t stupid.’

			‘Anything you do that can get you killed is stupid.’

			‘Says the fucking Shulka.’

			‘Don’t kick a helping hand in the teeth.’ The man checked the faces around them again. ‘So where’s the rest of your family?’

			‘I’m not telling you a Godsdamned thing,’ said Yas. ‘No offence, but you could be working for the Skulls. Jax is an easy name to throw around.’

			‘You knew my brother as well,’ said the man.

			‘Yeah? Who’s that then?’ asked Yas.

			‘Gris.’

			Gris. Yas felt her legs go weak again at the mention of his name. The man who’d saved her life. The man she’d watched die. Stabbed to death by a Chosen. He’d been a good man. The best. Her head dropped. ‘I’m sorry. He was … I … I liked him a lot.’

			‘He died well, I hear.’

			‘No one dies well.’ The words were a whisper, the truth bitter on her tongue.

			The man sighed. ‘You’re not wrong. My name’s Caster.’ He held out a hand and Yas shook it.

			‘I’m Yas.’

			‘I know.’ 

			The girl had stopped kicking, all life strangled from her. She looked even smaller now she was a dead thing. Was that how they were all going to end up?

			‘My family are this way,’ said Yas. She led him over to the broken wall, but there was no sign of Ma or little Ro. She looked around frantically. ‘They were here …’

			The crowd settled down now the girl was dead. Yas scanned their faces, looking for Ma, dread building. Why had she left them? Why had she got involved? When would she bloody learn?

			‘Yas!’ It was Ma. She was standing in the doorway of a half-fallen building with Ro in her arms. 

			Yas rushed over, followed by Caster. ‘Thank the Four Gods you’re all right.’

			‘The crowd was getting nasty,’ said Ma. ‘I thought it was better to be out of the way.’ She ran her eye over Yas’s fresh bruises. ‘Looks like you were smacked in the head for your troubles. Again.’

			‘I tried to stop them hanging the girl,’ said Yas.

			‘Of course you did.’ Only Ma could make that sound like a bad thing. She lifted her chin at Caster. ‘And who’s this?’

			‘His name’s Caster. A friend sent him to help us,’ replied Yas. ‘He’s found somewhere for us to stay.’

			Ma’s face lit up. ‘Finally.’

			Caster nodded towards Ma. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

			‘So where are these rooms?’ asked Ma, with what could’ve been a smile on her face. Yas wasn’t sure – it’d been so long since she’d last seen Ma attempt one.

			‘They’re near Toxten,’ said Caster. ‘Place must be charmed because it wasn’t damaged in the invasion or during the fires and it’s well away from the fighting. You can keep your head down and out of sight.’

			‘Okay.’ Yas couldn’t argue with that. Still … she looked around the square once more, saw the tired, the hungry, the scared. She couldn’t just leave them all.

			Ma saw her looking and started shaking her head. She could always tell what Yas was thinking. ‘No. They’re not our problem. Look after your own family first. Let’s go.’

			Yas ignored her. ‘Do you know of other places? Empty homes?’ she asked the Shulka.

			‘Yeah. There are some around,’ replied Caster. 

			‘These people need homes. We should help them find somewhere to shelter.’

			‘I’m not saying your impulse is wrong,’ said Caster. ‘It’s the right thing to do. But … well, there’s a war on, and we’re kinda busy with that at the moment.’

			‘Take me to see Jax,’ said Yas. ‘Let me talk to him.’

			‘Jax isn’t well. The other night left him badly hurt. He’s somewhere safe so he can recover.’

			‘Then who’s running the—’ Yas stopped herself from saying the Hanran. There was no way to know if the Skulls had spies amongst the homeless. ‘Who’s in charge now?’

			‘Hasan.’

			‘Then take me to him.’

			‘Bloody hell,’ muttered Ma. ‘Still interfering where you shouldn’t.’

			Yas fixed her eyes on Caster. ‘Please.’

			‘Let’s get your family settled first,’ said Caster. ‘Then I’ll bring Hasan over. See what he says. That okay?’

			‘So long as that happens.’

			Caster held up both hands. ‘I promise. Now let’s get you—’

			Something had caught his eye. Yas turned and saw Flat Nose coming towards them with a woman by his side. She was saying something in his ear as they walked and pointing at Yas.

			‘Get ready to move,’ said Caster. 

			‘Okay.’ This time, Yas didn’t argue.

			‘Let’s go,’ said Ma, holding Ro. ‘Now.’

			‘Oi,’ shouted the man. ‘Stay right where you are.’

			Caster stepped between Yas and the Weeping Man, held up a hand. ‘Calm down. Not sure what’s got you riled, but we’re all friends here.’

			Faces were turning their way, perking up at the prospect of more violence. The man looked eager to give it to them. ‘That woman there,’ he said, jabbing a finger at Yas. ‘She’s a collaborator, too.’

			‘No, she’s not,’ said Caster. The man towered over him by at least half a foot, but the Shulka stood his ground, smile on his face.

			‘Yes, she is!’ screamed the woman, full of fury. Her sunken cheeks betrayed how long it’d been since she’d had a good meal. ‘I saw her go in that place every day.’ She pointed at the Council House ruins.

			‘This woman’s a hero of Jia,’ said Caster. ‘She’s given everything she can to the cause. Now, calm down. No one wants trouble.’ He put his hands on his hips, opening up his coat so everyone got a look at his sword.

			‘She’s a Skull-lover,’ said the Weeping Man, unimpressed. ‘And we don’t like that kind of whore.’

			Caster glanced at the dead body, still dangling. ‘Seems you just like picking on little girls and women. That make you feel tough?’

			The man’s finger stabbed Caster in the chest. ‘Watch yourself, little man.’

			Caster grabbed the man’s finger and snapped it back. There was a crack of bone and the man cried out, falling to his knees. Caster leaned over him, still holding the finger, his sword drawn and at the man’s throat. ‘We fight the Skulls, not each other. Got that?’

			‘Y … Yes,’ replied the man through gritted teeth.

			‘Good. Make sure it stays that way.’ He left the man cursing on his knees.

			Ma looked the Shulka up and down again. ‘I think I’m going to like your new friend.’

			‘Let’s get you out of here,’ said Caster.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			The wagon rattled its way along a narrow road, a good hour at least away from the city. Tinnstra had long given up trying to get anyone’s attention. The last time she’d leaned out of the window, a whip had cracked across her arm.

			Lush, green jungle pressed against either side of the road, and the noise of its inhabitants grew louder the further inland they went. Flies found the interior of the carriage and buzzed around Tinnstra’s face and arms. They sought the cut on her face, eager to eat, and no attempt to swat them brought relief for more than a second or two. 

			An animal of some sort sat on a fallen tree trunk and watched them pass by, a piece of fruit in its hands. 

			‘I’m thirsty,’ said Zorique.

			Tinnstra caressed the side of her face. ‘We’ll get some water soon.’

			‘But I’m thirsty now.’

			‘I know you are. I am, too. It’s very hot. Hopefully we won’t be travelling for much longer.’

			‘Can’t you make them stop?’

			‘They’re not listening to me, I’m afraid.’

			Tinnstra brushed another fly away and watched the jungle pass by their windows. Water hadn’t been an issue in Aisair. Food had been the problem then. She’d learned how to go days without eating, or how to eke out a loaf of bread to make it last. It might have been hard and stale, but some water brought it back to life well enough to fill her belly. 

			Then the road became rougher and the wagon bumped from one rock to the next, rattling them both to their bones. Through the window, Tinnstra could see the forest had been cut away from the roadside, leaving nothing but exposed, barren land stripped of all life. The knot in her gut twisted once more.

			Then the carriage slowed down and Tinnstra saw what lay ahead. 

			A prison sprawled across the wasteland. Two towers stood guard on either side of its gatehouse, with twenty-foot-high walls running off in either direction. She tried to see if there were guards on the walls, but when she looked up, the sun blotted everything out.

			By the Four Gods, please no. We’ve been through too much to end up in a prison.

			The portcullis groaned into life as chains in need of oil cranked the gate up. The carriage entered the gatehouse and the world went dark and cool for a blissful moment before the sun came roaring back, hotter than ever. 

			Then the wagon stopped. The cavalry dismounted and surrounded the carriage, joined by guards from the prison. Fear churned in Tinnstra’s gut. There was no hiding the danger they were in now, no pretence that a sanctuary awaited them.

			The soldier with the purple sash opened the door. ‘You can step down now.’

			Tinnstra didn’t move. ‘Where are we?’

			The soldier glanced over his shoulder as if he had to check for himself. ‘Castle Ito.’

			‘We were told we were going to the palace. To the king. To Zorique’s uncle.’

			‘This is where all refugees are taken.’ The man stepped back from the door. ‘Please get out. I don’t want to force you.’

			‘We’re not refugees.’

			‘You’ve fled your country. You’re not Meigorian, no matter how well you speak our language. You are refugees.’

			‘The girl is the king’s niece. Tian Kosa told you to take us to the palace.’

			‘Not me, he didn’t.’

			Tinnstra stared at him through the window. There was no point arguing, no words that could change what was about to happen. From inside the carriage she had no way of escaping. Outside, a dozen cavalry and guards waited for her, all with armour and weapons and determined to stop her from leaving. She had nothing. Only a girl to protect. ‘Okay, we’ll come out.’ 

			She turned to Zorique. ‘I know I always ask this of you, but I need you to be brave again, my love.’

			‘Where are we?’ asked the girl, her lip trembling.

			‘It’s a prison. But if they were going to hurt us, they would’ve done so by now. We’ll get through this, just like we have every other ordeal. Trust me, okay?’

			Zorique nodded, doing her best yet again to be brave.

			‘Good. Follow me down.’

			Tinnstra climbed out of the carriage and had to shield her eyes from the bright sun. They were in a courtyard, the main gate to her left and a squat, ugly building to her right. Guards walked the walls, armed with spears and swords. 

			She reached back and helped Zorique from the carriage, holding the child in her arms, trying to shield her in some small way from whatever horror awaited them.

			A guard stepped forwards and grabbed Zorique by the arm. ‘Let go of the child.’

			‘No,’ said Tinnstra, pushing the guard away. 

			A spear appeared an inch from her eyes. ‘Step back or we’ll kill you.’

			Tinnstra pushed the spear to one side. She’d be damned if she was going to let anyone take the queen. ‘There’s been a mistake here that needs sorting out. Who’s in charge?’

			Something struck the back of her head and she went down hard and fast, dropping Zorique. The guards moved quickly and snatched the girl up. Tinnstra forced herself to her feet, the world spinning around her, and staggered a step after them. A spear thudded into her gut, dropping her again, taking the air from her lungs. Get up. Get up, you fool. You can’t let them take her.

			Zorique was nearly at the guardhouse now, crying all the way, calling for Tinnstra. 

			She staggered back up onto her feet and half-ran, half-fell at the guards, trying to get past. She couldn’t tell who hit her next but plenty of them joined in. Fists, boots, clubs and spear shafts all knocked her this way and that. Darkness called, but she still tried to get past, get to Zorique. She crawled in the dirt, dragging herself by her fingers another inch closer, ignoring the blows, the pain, spitting blood. Zorique was all that mattered. She had to …

			Black.

			

			‘Zorique?’ Tinnstra came to, lying in the dirt, full of fear and panic.

			Dozens of people encircled her, tired faces and scared eyes, cheeks hollow from hunger and skin covered with grime. There was a stench in the air that came from too many unwashed bodies and the excrement that came with them. There were Chongorians and Dornwanese and, yes, Jians, too. All broken, all defeated.

			She spat dust and blood from her mouth. ‘The girl I was with?’ she asked the woman closest to her. ‘The girl I was with? Where is she?’

			The woman just shook her head in reply. 

			Tinnstra ignored the pain in her own head, the dizziness, the nausea and got to her feet somehow. ‘My sister – has anyone seen my sister?’ She was shouting now, asking everyone. She grabbed a man’s arm, pulled him close and shouted in his face. ‘Where’s my sister?’

			She got no answer, so she let go and staggered around, searching faces, looking for answers, for some hope that she’d not lost Zorique. Not after everything they’d been through. Not now. ‘Please, someone help me. I came here with a girl. My sister. They took her. Where is she?’

			A woman, a Jian, came forwards. She had a hard face, a warrior’s face still full of fight, so very different from everyone else. Her hair was shaved on one side and tied in tight plaits on the other, a look favoured by Shulka. She took Tinnstra’s arm and helped steady her. ‘I can show you.’

			‘Thank you. She’s my sister. I must find her,’ said Tinnstra.

			‘This way.’ The woman led her into the camp. ‘They keep the children separate from the rest of us.’

			‘What? Why?’

			‘As a way of making sure everyone behaves.’

			‘But they can’t keep us apart. I have to be with her. She’s only young. She’ll be scared without me.’

			‘They don’t care. They’ve taken babies from mothers’ breasts and the sick from their beds.’ The woman led Tinnstra deeper into the camp, deeper into the horror. Faces watched them as they passed. So many faces. 

			‘How many people are here?’ asked Tinnstra, trying to control her panic.

			‘A couple of thousand, at least. Anyone who got on a boat to escape the Egril. Anyone already here who wasn’t Meigorian. They’ve locked us all up and thrown away the key.’

			‘I thought King Sitos was on our side,’ said Tinnstra. ‘I was told he would help us.’

			‘That’s what we all believed … We were wrong.’

			‘Dear Gods, this is a nightmare.’

			‘You only arrived today?’

			‘Yes. We sailed from Kiyosun.’

			‘I’m sorry you arrived to this.’

			They reached the edge of the camp. Ahead of them was a fence adorned with metal spikes. People stood all along it, staring out, across to the other side. To another camp. Smaller. More contained. ‘The children are kept there,’ said the woman.

			Tinnstra ran forwards, fuelled by a surge of hope, and pushed past the prisoners until she was at the fence. There were scores of children on the other side, of every age and every race. Some reached out to their parents, the adults ignoring cuts and scrapes from the spikes just so they could give comfort to their child. Others talked as best they could, not able to get close enough to touch. Tinnstra scanned all the children’s faces, hoping and hoping to see Zorique. But there was no sign of her.

			Something snapped inside her. All the hope that had helped her survive the Egril and get to Meigore vanished.

			‘Zorique!’ she screamed. ‘Zorique! Zorique! Zorique!’ Tears ran down her face as she pulled at the fence, trying to break it apart. Everyone watched her as if she were a madwoman, but she didn’t care. None of them mattered – only Zorique. So she cried and she hollered until her voice gave out and the strength went from her legs. Her chest heaved as she sobbed, unable to take in Zorique’s loss. 

			The woman knelt beside her and slipped an arm around her shoulders. ‘She’ll be all right. They look after the children in there. They have guardians, nurses.’

			‘I thought only the Skulls take children from their families.’ The words fell from her mouth in a whimper. How could it have come to this? We beat everyone. All the monsters. The Skulls. She looked at the woman, trying to find some strength to start the fight again, not knowing if she could. ‘I have to get her back.’

			‘You will. You will.’ The woman rubbed her back. A simple gesture. An easy kindness. ‘What’s your name?’

			‘Tinnstra.’

			‘I’m Maiza.’

			Tinnstra barely acknowledged the name, so intent was she on searching faces, hoping that Zorique would appear amongst them. The poor girl must be so scared on her own, not knowing what was happening or where she was.

			About a hundred yards from the fence were several rows of huts. ‘Is that where the children sleep?’

			‘That’s their dormitories. Don’t worry.’

			‘Everyone keeps telling me that,’ snapped Tinnstra. ‘What would you do in my place?’ She turned her back on the woman without waiting for her answer. 

			A wall boxed in the entire camp, twenty feet high and made of solid stone, with a guardhouse straddling the divide between the adults’ and the children’s sections. Perhaps there was a way to get to Zorique through that? But that would mean fighting the dozen or so guards who would no doubt be in the way. Dear Gods. I’m in no state to fight. I have no weapons. No help.

			‘Can I ask you a question?’ Maiza’s voice startled Tinnstra from her thoughts.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Are you Shulka?’

			‘Yes.’ Not quite the truth, but close enough.

			Maiza smiled. ‘What clan?’

			‘I was born in Clan Rizon.’ There was no need to say more. No need to say she’d failed her test at the Kotege, that she’d failed to take her vows, that she’d been expelled.

			‘Clan Rizon? Would I know your family?’

			‘My father was Grim Dagen.’

			‘Grim Dagen?’ The woman’s eyes widened. ‘Your father … he was a legend. I met him only once. I—’

			‘What clan are you from?’

			‘Clan Inaren.’

			‘You served under General Jax?’ asked Tinnstra, testing the woman’s words.

			Maiza shook her head, a faint smile on her lips. ‘No. Jax is Clan Huska – or was, at least. I don’t know if he’s still alive. General Harka was the head of my clan.’

			‘Jax is still alive – or he was a day ago. Harka isn’t. He died a week ago in a Skull raid.’

			The smile fell from Maiza’s face. ‘He was a great man.’

			‘I know.’ How she wished either Harka or her father were with her now. They’d not be crying in front of a fence. They’d be doing something. Solving this. But I’m not my father. I’m not a legend that can destroy armies with my bare hands. A week ago, I was a coward. Now I’ve graduated to failure.

			‘The war has taken too many of our finest,’ said Maiza, ‘and more will follow before it’s over.’

			‘Did you escape Jia after the invasion?’

			‘No. I was already based here in Meigore. I was in charge of security at the Jian embassy.’

			‘How long have you been in prison?’ asked Tinnstra.

			‘About a week, but some of the others? They’ve been here for months.’

			‘Months?’

			‘Boats of refugees started arriving in Meigore shortly after the invasion. Some were Shulka hoping to find somewhere to regroup before returning to fight. Others were just ordinary people trying to stay alive. But they all caused problems for the king. No one wanted to hear stories of what the Egril were doing in Jia and the other countries, let alone see their victims in the flesh. That’s when they started rounding up the refugees – the king claimed it was to give them somewhere safe to live while a more permanent home could be found for them.’ 

			Maiza looked around. ‘We soon realised that was a lie. We argued with the king. Ralem – the Jian ambassador – petitioned Sitos every day, but his words fell on deaf ears. Then they came for all foreigners, irrespective of how long they’d been in Meigore or their rank. It was a bloody business. We were the last to be taken.’

			‘I don’t understand,’ said Tinnstra. ‘I was told that King Sitos was going to help us, that he would send his army to fight with us in Jia. Aasgod said—’

			Maiza stiffened. ‘You know Aasgod?’

			Tinnstra nodded.

			‘When did you last see him?’

			‘A few days ago. He—’

			‘Don’t say any more. Not here. You need to meet Ralem. You can tell us all then.’ She stood up and held out her hand. ‘I’ll take you to him.’

			Tinnstra looked back at the children. ‘I’m not leaving here. I need to find Zorique.’

			‘He’ll help you find her. Trust me. It’s in her best interests for you to meet him.’

			Tinnstra stared at the children’s camp. She couldn’t leave, not when there was a chance of seeing Zorique. 

			‘Please,’ said Maiza.

			Tinnstra sighed and got to her feet. ‘Take me to him, then.’

			Maiza led her back into the camp. As they walked, Tinnstra kept glancing at the fence behind her, believing somehow that she’d see Zorique, but it was a fool’s hope. She felt sick, furious with herself for letting Zorique be taken, full of fear at what could be happening to her. 

			She was exhausted, too. How long since she’d last slept? An hour or two by the river a couple of days ago? The wound on her face stung, a burning sensation that she hoped wasn’t the start of an infection. She needed food and rest before too long, otherwise she’d be no use to Zorique even if she did find her. No, not if. When. When I find her. I’m not giving up. Even if I have to rip this place apart with my bare hands.

			The main camp had rows of huts as well, but not nearly enough for the number of people the Meigorians had locked up. They had to weave their way around groups of people squatting on every available patch of dirt to reach one of them, where a large man sat with his back against the wall, a frail-looking woman next to him. There were more nearby who looked like Shulka, but Maiza made a small motion with her finger and they all moved away, giving them some space and privacy.

			‘Ralem,’ said Maiza, stopping by the big man. ‘There’s someone you need to meet. She arrived today.’

			Ralem climbed to his feet and held out his hand to Tinnstra, attempting a smile. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ Black rings circled his eyes and his once-plump cheeks were already starting to sag. His long hair hung loose and his moustache drooped around his mouth. Intricate gold detailing at the hem, collar and sleeves of his long, green robes was all but hidden under the dirt and mud from the prison. When the Meigorians had come for him, he’d obviously not been expecting it.

			She shook his hand. ‘I’m Tinnstra.’

			‘She has news of our friend,’ said Maiza. 

			Ralem arched a tired eyebrow. ‘Our friend?’

			Maiza nodded. ‘Aasgod.’

			Ralem glanced at the frail woman, then gestured at the ground. ‘I have no chairs to offer you, I’m afraid, but you get used to sitting on the floor after a while.’

			Tinnstra hesitated. The frail woman was watching her in a way that made her feel uncomfortable. She was a peculiar sight, with her head shaved to the bone and eyes that looked far too large for her face, startlingly bright against her dark skin. A series of rings ran along the lobe of one ear and another pierced the middle of her bottom lip. 

			‘Ah,’ said Ralem, noticing the exchange between the two women. ‘How remiss of me. This is Anama.’ 

			Tinnstra knew the name. ‘You’re the mage.’

			‘I am,’ the woman replied.

			Ralem looked from one to the other. ‘How … how did you know?’

			‘Because I was told to find her,’ said Tinnstra. ‘By Aasgod.’

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			11

			Mateon

			Kagestan

			Mateon and the other recruits waited in the parade ground in full armour with their kit bags at their feet, and Mateon’s nerves were getting worse by the second. He’d seen neither Tonin nor magic before, and it was like nothing he’d ever imagined. At least they’d dragged Griston’s body away. Only a bloody smear remained of his friend, and that was unsettling enough.

			The Tonin was brought out with a collar around its neck, connected to a chain held by a guard. The creature was marble-white and dressed in rags, and Mateon had no idea if it was a man or a woman. In fact, he wasn’t sure it was human. He stared in horror as the creature began its magic. 

			Mateon flinched as the first sparks appeared with a howl. It was all so violent, as if the world itself was being torn asunder.

			One of the guards noticed his nerves and laughed. ‘Fucking acorn.’ An acorn was a new recruit. He’d found that out quick enough. Experienced soldiers were called oaks. Strong, dependable. Acorns were nothing, easily ignored.

			And Mateon certainly felt like nothing. ‘Kage will protect me,’ he whispered as he watched the opening grow, but he was starting to have his doubts.

			They’d been told wounded soldiers were coming through first from the other side, followed by prisoners, then it was to be the acorns’ turn to cross over. But being told something wasn’t the same as seeing it. 

			Mateon expected one or two injured to come through the rent, but there were far more than that. Far, far more.

			Some could still walk, with arms in slings or bandages wrapped around their heads. Others were helped through by comrades or pushed in wheelchairs. Then came the bodies on stretchers, some missing limbs, others wrapped in so many bandages that it was hard to tell if there was a person beneath them. Mateon reckoned he must’ve seen at least a hundred soldiers pass him by the time the last one staggered through. Even beneath their masks, he could see their tired faces, the pain they were suffering. They had given blood and more to Kage, but Mateon couldn’t see any glory in it. 

			It was all so hard to believe. The war was over. The Egril had won. But if His Imperial Majesty’s army was just stamping out small pockets of resistance, how had so many been injured?

			He was still trying to get his head around it when they brought the dead home. Sewn up in canvas sacks, they were passed through the rent one by one and stacked up in the courtyard. Mateon wanted to be sick as he watched. The bodies moved quickly down the chain of soldiers, like butchers unloading a cart of meat. There was no care, only speed. So many were passed through that the task soon lost all significance, but inside each sack was someone’s son. Was that Mateon’s fate? To end up in a sack, thrown from man to man, before being cast onto a pyre?

			A small troop of infantry readied themselves by the rent, short spears in hand. The prisoners were coming next. Mateon felt a surge of anger. These would be the killers who had done so much harm to Raaku’s soldiers. Heathens who deserved the worst before being sent to serve for all eternity in the Great Darkness.

			But the people who came through didn’t look like soldiers. They looked like his own family, his neighbours, his friends, only beaten and bruised, half-starved and half-dead. They were petrified, pushed along by spear tip from a world they knew into one they didn’t. Children cried and parents begged, but no one paid them any heed. They were greeted with jeers, insults and promises of pain from the Egril soldiers. Some even laughed at the prisoners’ misfortune. It didn’t strike Mateon as particularly noble behaviour.

			The soldiers herded the prisoners away from the rent, making room for yet more to come through. A small boy, maybe five or six years of age, tried running back but a spear took him in the thigh. No one tried again after that. A Jian man helped him up and together they hobbled on to join the others. A wave of sympathy rushed through Mateon, a sense that what he was seeing was wrong.

			He closed his eyes and reminded himself they were heathens, unbelievers, forsaken. It didn’t matter what they looked like. They worshipped the False Gods and they had to pay the price. Kage waited for them in the Great Darkness where they would discover the error of their ways.

			It felt like an age passed before it was time for the acorns to travel through to Jia. An age standing there, ears ringing from the screaming gate, nerves on edge. Mateon was the only one out of his group going to Anjon and the Fourth. Some of the oaks had tried making out it was a real honour, commenting that Mateon must’ve impressed someone to get the posting, but by the looks on their faces, it was all lies, a joke only they understood. 

			Mateon watched as his friends left in groups of four or five to places across Jia with names like Aisair, Salto and Gambril.

			Then it was his turn. Through the gate, he could see a dark room, another Tonin, soldiers and a woman waiting for him.

			‘Come on,’ called the woman. ‘Move yourself.’

			Mateon, his cheeks burning, crossed into Jia.

			As he stepped over to the other side, his stomach flipped, cramping and churning. Bile rushed up his throat, but he managed to swallow it back down. Even he knew he couldn’t throw up over his boots.

			The woman watched him. An administrator with a silver mask and long hair pinned back. ‘Mateon?’ she asked, as if there could’ve been another acorn stumbling through, clutching his guts, instead of him.

			‘Yes,’ he replied.

			‘You’d better toughen up quickly. Follow me.’ She led him from the room, up some stairs and along a corridor. He stumbled after her, trying not to look lost and bewildered and probably failing at both.

			‘This is your barracks,’ said the woman, stopping at the doorway to a long room lined with bunks on either side. The air stank of sweat, cheap wine and bad food. Slits of windows ran along the top of each wall, limiting the fresh air and light entering the room. She pointed to a bunk right next to the door. ‘This is your cot.’

			He knew from his time at basic training that it was the worst spot to have. He’d be disturbed by everyone coming and going and his privacy would be non-existent. ‘Is there anywhere else I could sleep?’

			‘You could bunk with me,’ she said with a smile. ‘I’m feeling lonely and a strapping lad like you is just what I need.’

			Mateon stared at her, open-mouthed. ‘I … I—’

			‘Dear Kage, you’re an idiot. This is the army, not an inn. Drop your bags there,’ snapped the admin. ‘Then get a move on. You have a briefing in five minutes.’

			‘Briefing?’ repeated Mateon. He noticed a quiver in his voice that wasn’t normally there. 

			‘Your squad’s on patrol this morning.’

			‘Am I going with them?’

			She shook her head with a look of utter disgust. ‘The briefing room is that way.’ She pointed back the way they’d come. ‘Take the second corridor.’ She left him then, feeling alone and out of place, his stomach churning, wondering how any of this was Kage’s will.

			

			The briefing room was hot, sweaty and too small to comfortably fit the twenty men crammed inside. He lingered by the door, unsure of where he should go, where he should sit. 

			‘Out the fucking way.’

			Mateon jumped at the voice and dropped his helmet. It rolled across the floor and he didn’t have to look to know every head in the room had turned in his direction. He scrambled after it, rattling in his armour, still so unfamiliar and uncomfortable even after six months of basic training. ‘Sorry.’

			The soldier simply pushed past him into the room. Bodies shifted to allow him through and he disappeared amongst his fellow squad members.

			Mateon picked up his helmet and brushed dirt off its pristine white surface. His cheeks burned as he straightened up. Not the first impression he wanted to make – and he still didn’t know where to sit.

			‘Are you waiting for a fucking invitation or something?’

			Mateon turned around and nearly dropped his helmet again. He fumbled it from one hand to the other but, thank Kage, managed to keep hold of it this time. The man in front of him looked far from impressed. ‘No, sir. Sorry, sir.’

			The man’s hand shot out, clipped Mateon around the ear before he could even think about dodging it and knocked his head against the door frame. ‘Do I look like I sit on my arse all day long and do fuck all?’

			Mateon took a step back. The man wasn’t wearing a mask, but he looked so dangerous that the break with religious protocol was the least of Mateon’s worries. He was six feet five at least and broad to match, with a nose so crooked he probably couldn’t remember a day when it had been straight. A scar ran sideways across one cheek and another cut vertically down the other. He had eyes that knew death too well. 

			‘No, s—’ Mateon stopped himself this time, saw the stripes, remembered the lesson from the polemarch back in Kagestan. ‘No, Polemarch.’ 

			The polemarch tutted and pushed past him, nearly knocking Mateon off his feet as he made his way to the front of the room.

			Mateon shuffled in after him, looking for a seat, still not seeing one.

			‘Fucking acorn,’ someone muttered, giving him a kick.

			The polemarch glared at him and pointed at the floor. ‘Sit there. You’ve not earned a chair yet.’

			Mateon did as he was told, ignoring the sniggers. He tried to sit with dignity, but the armour made it difficult and, in reality, he half-dropped, half-fell down. He glanced at the others. Hard faces glared back. And, like the polemarch, none of them wore masks. It was sacrilege. Kage demanded everyone cover their faces except in the company of one’s own family – and even then, it was often still worn. How could they be holy warriors if they broke one of Kage’s most basic commandments?

			‘Now we’re all sitting comfortably …’ said the polemarch. ‘For those of you hoping for a day of hanging around, scratching your arses, I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed.’

			‘Aw fuck, Pole,’ someone called out. ‘You promised.’

			The squad all laughed at that. Except Mateon, of course. Like the seat he didn’t have, he was smart enough to work out he’d not earned the right to join in the banter, either. Not while he sat there, on the floor, in his parade-perfect white armour. The rest of them looked like solid oaks, as beaten up as the polemarch, their armour scratched and stained. Some even had little skulls painted on their shoulder plates – one for every Jian killed. 

			‘Shut it, Francos,’ said the polemarch. ‘As if going out on patrol ever stopped you from scratching your arse.’

			That got an even bigger laugh, even from Francos. The man’s head was shaved to the scalp, sun-darkened skin accentuating the missing half of an ear on one side.

			‘Today,’ said the polemarch, ‘we’re going into the Rats’ Den to kick down a few more doors.’

			The laughter turned to groans. ‘Seriously, Pole?’

			‘Do I look like I’m joking?’

			‘Fuck. We did the last sweep,’ said an oak behind Mateon. ‘Isn’t it someone else’s turn?’

			‘Too right,’ said another. ‘It’s not fair.’

			‘What about Leios’s mob? What are they—’

			‘Enough!’ The polemarch’s voice silenced them all. ‘You are fucking soldiers in His Imperial Majesty’s army. As such, you will do as you are fucking ordered. And you are ordered to go and kick down the doors in the Rats’ Den and capture anyone you suspect to be either Hanran or fucking Shulka. I don’t care if you find a five-year-old kid who’s giving you a hard stare or an eighty-year-old grandmother who can’t chew her own food. You will find prisoners to bring back. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, Pole.’

			‘Sure, Boss.’

			‘Pole.’

			‘Good. Now, I don’t need to remind any of you what a bunch of murderous bastards the Jazzas are, but for the sake of our little acorn sitting down here at the front, I will. Do not trust them. Do not turn your back on a single Jazza unless you’ve bled them out or tied them up. They will smile as they stab you. They will fall at your feet and beg for mercy and then ram a knife up your arse. They are non-believing, heathen scum, and you will kill them before they kill you. Got it?’

			The oaks all spoke as one. ‘Yes, Pole.’ 

			Mateon glanced back over his shoulder and saw a lot of grim faces and hard eyes. He had no idea where they were going or what they’d be doing once they got there, but even he could tell it would be dangerous.

			‘We leave in thirty minutes,’ said the polemarch. ‘Make sure you’ve sharpened your knives. Francos?’

			‘Yes, Pole.’

			‘You’ve got the acorn. Try and keep him alive for at least a day.’

			‘Aw, Pole. Why me?’ The oak glared at Mateon hard enough to make him think about pissing himself.

			The grin on the polemarch’s face was even more terrifying. ‘Because you got the last one killed and Kage, in his infinite wisdom, teaches us we need to learn from our fucking mistakes. Do better. Keep this one alive.’

			The room started laughing again, jeering Francos. An oak stood up. ‘I bet you an ecu the acorn’s rubbed before mooch.’

			‘Fuck off,’ said Francos. ‘No way I’m taking that bet.’

			Mateon gulped. Mooch was dinner, eight hours away. They didn’t think he’d survive eight hours in-country? Dear Kage. Where had he been sent?

			Coins changed hands as the others all bet on when Mateon would die, not caring that he was watching and listening. Only Kage stopped him from crying.

			‘Cut it out,’ ordered Pole eventually. ‘The acorn is as much a part of the Imperial army as you are. You will keep him alive – that’s an order.’

			Everyone groaned as relief swept over Mateon. Thank Kage for the polemarch.

			‘I mean it – keep him alive,’ repeated Pole, but then he produced a coin of his own and flipped it over to the man who’d started the betting. ‘Until mooch tomorrow.’

			The room rang with laughter and Mateon shrank under the noise. Even his armour felt too big and heavy to wear. What was he doing there?

			‘See you in thirty minutes,’ said the polemarch and left the room. The oaks all climbed to their feet, a mass of grumbles and complaints. None of them was happy. None at all, especially Francos. 

			He watched Mateon haul himself to standing, shaking his head all the while. He sniffed and spat and then shook his head some more. ‘How fucking old are you? Twelve?’

			‘I’m nineteen,’ said Mateon.

			‘Draft?’

			‘Volunteer.’ Mateon didn’t think it was possible to sink any lower in Francos’s eyes, but somehow he managed it.

			‘Volunteer? Did you just say you’re a fucking volunteer?’ Francos curled his lip up in disgust. 

			‘My body is—’

			Francos didn’t give Mateon the chance to finish the line of Kage’s oath. He simply turned and walked out of the briefing room, leaving Mateon alone. 

			

			When Mateon returned to the barracks, the sight that greeted him stopped him short. Someone had already gone through his bags. They’d not even bothered to try and hide it, just left his kit upended all over his bunk. He looked around, trying to work out who’d done it, but everyone was making a deliberate effort to ignore him.

			He checked his belongings, not that he had much to begin with. A small pouch of coins was gone. Mateon didn’t care about that. What was he going to use it for except to bet on his own death? But something told him that wasn’t all they’d taken. He dug into his bag, rummaged around and knew it was gone. His idol. He lifted up the clothes scattered on his bed, pulled back the unused sheets. It wasn’t there. The bastards.

			He looked around the barracks at the oaks. Any one of them could’ve taken it. But why? Seeing them sit there, not wearing their masks, moaning and joking about doing Kage’s will? It was hard to believe any of them cared about Kage, certainly not enough to want Mateon’s idol. No. It had been stolen just to shake him – to show that nothing was sacred.

			Francos was four bunks down, sharpening his sword and talking to a red-haired oak. Mateon might not have been willing to fight any of them, but he refused to let them know they’d got to him. He squared his shoulders and marched over, then had to stand there while they continued their conversation, ignoring him. But Mateon couldn’t back down. Not now. It’d be over if he did. So he waited, hands clasped behind his back.

			Eventually, Francos looked up at Mateon, grunted and then turned to his friend. ‘I’ll catch you after.’

			The soldier stood up and wandered away. ‘If the acorn doesn’t get you killed.’

			‘Sometimes I think Kage fucking hates me.’ Francos laughed before turning to Mateon. ‘What do you want? And take that fucking mask off. You look stupid.’

			‘Kage declared that all must wear masks to show that we are all equal in his eyes,’ said Mateon.

			Francos waved him off. ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Suck my balls. I know the commandment. The exception is when you’re with family and you’re with your family here. So, take it off.’

			‘This isn’t my family,’ said Mateon, shifting on his feet. It was a test of some sort, he knew that, but of what he wasn’t sure. Did they want to see how strong his faith was? 

			‘Maybe not yet. Let’s see if you live long enough to think different. But I doubt it.’ Francos grinned and held up a bronze coin. ‘I’m betting on it.’

			‘Someone’s taken my stuff,’ said Mateon. ‘I want it back.’

			Francos slammed the coin down on the table beside his bed. ‘Don’t know nothing about that. You can ask some of the other lads if you’re feeling up to it. They might not like it, though.’

			‘I don’t care about the money. I just want my idol of Kage back.’

			‘Feel lost without your God? Join the fucking club.’ Francos stood up and Mateon realised exactly how much bigger the other man was compared to him. ‘Now we’ve got to go and kill some Jazzas.’

			He pushed past Mateon, slapped another oak on the back, rattling his armour, and started laughing at some joke as they all left the barracks. Mateon watched them go, not wanting to follow. Then he found himself alone. Abandoned. And he liked that even less.

			He ran off after the oaks as quickly as he could.
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			Tinnstra

			

			Layso

			Tinnstra slumped down before the mage. Ralem passed her a water skin, so at least she managed to wet her throat at last. The ambassador settled himself to her left and Maiza was on her right. The mage faced Tinnstra. She was glad she’d found Anama, but the woman wasn’t what she’d expected. Aasgod had been a powerful man, commanding everyone’s respect. Even injured, Tinnstra had felt safe in his presence. Anama was the complete opposite. She looked a nervous wreck, fidgeting and wringing her hands together. How was this woman going to look after Zorique? How could she even free her?

			‘How are you feeling?’ asked Ralem.

			‘Tired, hungry, in pain, confused,’ replied Tinnstra. ‘Most of all, I’m worried about the girl they took off me. I need to get Zorique back.’

			Anama’s eyes narrowed. ‘The king’s daughter?’

			For a moment, Tinnstra hesitated. She’d been so worried about Zorique, she’d forgotten to hide her identity – and she’d been screaming Zorique’s name all around the camp. What a fool she was. She didn’t know these people. Not really. Could she trust them? Only the Four Gods knew, but in truth there was no way she’d get Zorique back without help. She sighed. ‘Yes.’

			‘What of the king and the rest of his family?’ asked Maiza.

			Tinnstra shook her head. ‘The king’s brother, Larius, betrayed them to the Skulls in exchange for the crown. They’re all dead except … except for Zorique.’

			Anama shifted and looked nervously around her, as if scared someone might hear. ‘And she’s in the camp?’

			‘We thought we were being taken to the palace to see the king, who is Zorique’s uncle, but we were sent here instead. They took Zorique off me the moment we left the carriage.’ Tinnstra tried to calm herself but she could feel the panic rising once more. ‘I have to get her back – and out of this place.’

			‘But thank the Four Gods that the princess – the queen – is alive,’ said Ralem. He looked at Anama. ‘We still have hope.’

			‘What I don’t understand,’ said Tinnstra, ‘is why Aasgod arranged for us to come to Meigore. He was here before he returned to Jia. He must’ve known about his countrymen being imprisoned.’

			‘He didn’t believe things would get worse. None of us did,’ said Ralem. ‘He hoped that once the king’s sister was here, Sitos would feel more confident about supporting us against the Egril. Instead, we were all arrested within days of Aasgod’s departure.’ 

			‘Did Sitos know what happened to Cariin and his sister?’

			Ralem’s lips turned down. ‘I have no idea. His guards just showed up and arrested us all.’

			‘And now? What’s going to happen to everyone?’

			‘Most people believe that the Egril will turn their attention to these shores once Jia is fully under their control, and as you can imagine, no one wants that. Especially the king.’ Ralem took a deep breath. ‘Many believe that if he sends everyone back to their own lands, it will appease the Egril and keep them away from Meigore.’

			‘That would be a death sentence. The Skulls would kill everyone the moment they stepped ashore – or worse.’

			‘I know that. The king knows that. Even the people demanding the removal of the refugees know that. The trouble is, most don’t care.’

			‘How could they not?’

			‘It’s hard to think of others when you’re worried about your own lives. Some even say that turning away the refugees will prevent the Egril from coming here. It would appease their bloodlust. It would show that Meigore is a friend of the Egril, not an enemy.’

			‘Impossible. They worship the Four Gods here, don’t they? Raaku will not let that stand.’

			‘Quite,’ said Ralem. ‘I have no doubt of that myself, but there are powerful voices that say otherwise, and it places the king in a difficult position. He was never one for fighting. Once, I had his ear, but not now. I don’t know what he’ll decide.’

			Tinnstra closed her eyes, fighting the urge to cry. She wasn’t that girl any more. She couldn’t be, not now Zorique depended on her. If only she had some idea of what to do. 

			‘What happened to Aasgod?’ asked Anama.

			‘I was with the Hanran when he turned up with Zorique. The Skulls attacked and I managed to escape with them both. It was purely by chance that we were thrown together.’

			‘I meant how did he die?’ Anama’s voice was barely more than a whisper.

			Tinnstra took a deep breath, not wanting to relive the past week. ‘He was injured while rescuing Zorique from the castle. He should’ve died of those wounds, yet he kept going – kept us all going. But we were pursued by the Skulls and two Chosen. They caught up with us at the Kotege. Aasgod sacrificed himself to allow Zorique and me to escape.’

			‘Oh.’ Anama closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘A great loss to us all. I had hoped he would make it here. Everything would be different if he had …’

			Ralem put an arm around her. ‘We’ll cope without him. I believe in you.’

			‘Look,’ said Tinnstra, ‘he’s a great loss, but we can mourn him later. Right now, all that matters is that we get Zorique out of here.’

			The others exchanged looks.

			‘What?’ Tinnstra felt her frustration mounting. ‘Surely you have a plan? A way out of this mess? You weren’t just hoping it would magically fix itself, were you?‘

			Ralem paused, took a deep breath, nodded. ‘Aasgod had another plan.’

			‘Which was what?’ asked Tinnstra, leaning forwards.

			‘Aasgod knew the Egril were building up their forces years before the invasion. He knew that Raaku was harnessing powers far greater than anything Jia had at their disposal. He knew that when the attack came, Jia would lose. He believed this was the start of Sekanowari.’

			‘Sekanowari?’ repeated Tinnstra. ‘The Last War? The Gods’ War?’ She looked at the others, thinking it was some sort of joke. No one smiled.

			‘The Four against the One,’ said Anama. ‘The Light against the Great Darkness.’

			‘Nonsense,’ said Tinnstra, rubbing her face, trying to wake up. ‘Sekanowari is just a story.’ She remembered it well. Out of all the things that had sacred her as a child, the end of the world was her biggest fear. She would sit in the temple with her parents and listen to the priest talk of the world aflame, imagining the denizens of the heavens waging war against each other. Nightmares haunted her for days afterwards. ‘This isn’t the end of the world.’

			‘And yet Kage has sent his son to cleanse it for him,’ said Ralem.

			‘So why did Aasgod do nothing to stop it? If he knew what was going to happen, why was he in Meigore when the invasion happened?’

			‘He wanted to take the Shulka north – all the Shulka – and invade Egril before they were ready, but Cariin refused,’ said Anama. ‘He didn’t believe that Sekanowari was upon us. He didn’t believe the Egril posed any sort of threat, and if they did, he believed that the Shulka and Gundan would stop them.’

			‘They didn’t.’ Tinnstra knew that too well. Most of her family had died at Gundan.

			‘As I said, Aasgod knew their victory was inevitable so he made … preparations.’

			‘What?’

			Anama’s voice grew quieter. ‘Zorique and her brother.’

			‘His great plan to save Jia was two children?’ Tinnstra couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

			‘Not just any children,’ said Anama. ‘He made sure they were born with power from the old world that would be more than a match for Raaku.’

			Tinnstra suddenly felt sick. ‘What do you mean, “he made sure”? What did he do?’

			‘He told you about the water from the Chikara wells?’

			Tinnstra remembered the green water in the vials Aasgod carried. ‘He said it had run out.’

			‘While Cariin’s queen was pregnant with the twins, he made her drink it every day. She bathed in it. Her food was cooked with it. There were even bowls of the water lying around the room so the very air could be infused with it. Aasgod wanted to make sure that the magic from the well was absorbed into the children while they grew inside her womb. He used every drop he could spare.’

			‘But that means Aasgod knew the Egril were going to attack five years ago. Maybe even longer than that – and this was his best plan?’ Tinnstra had thought him so wise … but for him to do this? ‘How could any man play with a child’s life like that?’

			‘We are in desperate times, Tinnstra.’ Anama’s face hardened. ‘You’ve seen the dead left in the Egril’s wake.’

			‘It’s still monstrous,’ said Tinnstra. ‘And insane. Zorique is only four years old. It’ll be nearly ten years before any power will materialise. Surely he wasn’t planning on waiting till then to fight back? We’ll all be dead.’

			‘He thought of that as well,’ said Ralem. ‘Meigore was never the last intended destination for the royal family.’

			‘Then where did he plan to take them?’ asked Tinnstra.

			‘You’ve passed through a gate before, haven’t you?’ said Anama.

			Tinnstra nodded. ‘Yes. We used one to travel south from the Kotege to Kiyosun.’

			‘There is something similar at the Jian embassy,’ said the mage. ‘Aasgod built it.’

			‘A gate?’ Tinnstra’s last trip through one had reduced weeks of travel to the blink of an eye. ‘Where does it go?’

			‘Somewhere safe. Where Zorique can grow into her powers.’

			‘Where?’ demanded Tinnstra. ‘Where does it go? Back to Jia? Chongore? Dornway? The Egril have conquered all those lands.’

			‘I can’t tell you,’ said Anama. ‘It’s better for all of us that way.’

			‘But you expect me to blindly follow you? You must be mad.’

			‘You don’t have to come. Only Zorique.’

			Tinnstra shot forward and grabbed Anama’s robe. ‘I won’t let anyone take her away from me.’

			Anama glanced down at Tinnstra’s fist. ‘And yet you have already.’

			‘Why, you—’ Tinnstra pulled back her other fist, ready to punch Anama, but Maiza seized her wrist.

			‘We’re your allies,’ said the Shulka, ‘not your enemies.’

			‘Suggest taking Zorique from me again and you will be.’

			Maiza released Tinnstra’s arm. ‘I won’t ask you to trust us, then, just Aasgod. This was his will.’

			Tinnstra let go of Anama’s robe. ‘That man did nothing but lie to me and his “advice” put me in this prison.’

			Now it was Anama’s turn to get all indignant. ‘Everything Aasgod did was done to save us – to save Jia. He was the greatest of us all.’

			Tinnstra took her time looking around the prison yard, at the dirty, half-starved faces scattered everywhere. ‘He did a shit job from where I’m sitting.’ She put her head in her hands and tried to gather her thoughts. If only she wasn’t so tired. If only the situation wasn’t so desperate. ‘And this gate of his? It’s at the embassy?’

			‘That’s right,’ said Ralem.

			‘And I presume that’s back in the city? Miles from here?’

			‘Yes,’ said Anama.

			‘I hope you’ve at least worked out how to escape from here?’

			‘No,’ said Maiza. ‘We’ve yet to find a way to do that.’
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			Mateon

			Anjon, Jia

			Mateon ran down the narrow street, heart hammering, short of breath. He cursed his helmet that he’d been so desperate to wear. No air got past the Skull mask and he couldn’t wipe away the sweat that ran down his forehead and into his eyes. It was bloody winter in Jia and yet the heat was unbearable.

			His sword clattered against the armour on his hip, threatening to trip him with every step. The half-pike grew heavier in his hand, but there was no putting it down. He had to be ready for trouble. His stick, the ten-man squad of soldiers he was assigned to, was relying on him. And trouble was more than likely, especially where they were.

			The Rats’ Den.

			It was what the oaks called the eastern quarter of Anjon, and it was a terrifying place as far as Mateon was concerned. The others had told him stories on the way into the city. He’d been sure they were lying, trying to scare him to get a cheap laugh. But now? Now that he was there? He believed every word, every tale. 

			It was a mess, housing stacked up in every available space, a maze of winding passageways, ramps and alleys weaving this way and that so before Mateon knew it, he didn’t know his east from his west, north from south, up from down. More importantly, he had no idea how to escape from there when things got messy. And according to the oaks, it always got messy in the Rats’ Den. Only a madman would go there voluntarily. 

			Or the Egril.

			An informant had sent word of a secret church deep inside the warren where the heathens were still praying to their False Gods. They could not turn a blind eye to that.

			He was in the middle of the stick. No one would trust him with any other position. It was too easy to go missing if you were at the rear, snatched before anyone knew you were gone. And up front … well … Mateon had no clue where they were going, and no one would follow an acorn anywhere. 

			He didn’t blame his squad mates. He had no faith in himself, either. Of course, he’d not placed a bet on how quickly he was going to die. Francos, who was immediately behind Mateon as they double-timed through the narrow alleys, had money on Mateon dying before the evening meal. Someone had said that all bets were cancelled if he died at the hands of someone from his own side, but that didn’t stop him from worrying about Francos doing whatever he had to in order to win the bet.

			Three sticks had been sent into the Rats’ Den. Thirty men in all, armed to the teeth. Orders were to find the church, kick the doors in and put all the heathens to the sword. Maybe if it had been some other part of the city, the Jians would’ve been taken as prisoners, but it was hard enough getting in and out of the Rats’ Den alive without dragging unwilling bodies along. Two sticks were to secure the perimeter, while Mateon’s squad was going to enter the church. Theirs was the bloody work. The wet-work.

			The thought turned Mateon’s stomach.

			The polemarch had taken him to one side before they left, told him not to think of the Jians as anything but bags of blood waiting to be gifted to Kage. Told him it was easy after the first one. Told him he’d killed so many Jians now that he couldn’t even remember the number. 

			The oak in front of him, Trinon, had killed twelve Jians – or Jazzas, as they called them. Another oak had scratched so many dashes on his armour, one for every Jian killed, that it was more black than white now. When he’d seen Mateon’s pristine white, parade-ground-perfect armour, he had immediately increased his bet by another dozen scallers on when Mateon would die.

			Dear Kage, Mateon didn’t want to die. He tightened his grip on his pike at the thought, swallowed down the bile in his throat. He could do it. He’d kill the Jians first. Mateon was one of Kage’s children. Favoured above all. The Jians were heathens, unbelievers, cursed. It was Mateon’s destiny to send all of them to the Great Darkness to be the great God’s slaves. 

			Their guide held up a hand and the sticks came to a stop. Mateon leaned back against a wall and looked around at the battered doors, the boarded windows, the clothes lines strung between the buildings, and row after row of wet linen as far as the eye could see.

			The deep silence. Thousands of residents and it was as quiet as the grave. Were they scared of the Egril soldiers? Or was it all a trap? He fought the panic in his gut, looking for a nocked arrow in a window, a glint of a blade in the dark, but there was nothing. No one. Only his fears.

			The guide said something to the polemarch, who passed the message down the line. 

			‘Red door at the end of the street.’

			Mateon closed his eyes. May Kage keep him safe. He tried to work some moisture back into his mouth, whisper his prayers, ask for Kage’s protection, make his promise. But the power of the words was somehow less now that he was on the ground in enemy territory. They didn’t swell his chest like they used to.

			And, just like that, it was time.

			‘Now,’ said Pole. 

			Their boots echoed down the passageway, closing in, and then they were there. The two oaks at the front smashed the door in. The sound reverberated a thousandfold in the confined space, making Mateon flinch.

			‘Pussy,’ sneered Francos from behind him. Someone else chuckled.

			The stick moved again, going in through the door. This was it. It was all about speed now, aggression, no hesitation. ‘Do it to them before they can do it to you,’ as Mateon’s old teacher would say. 

			They burst into a large atrium, empty except for some scattered papers. Two corridors led off it, so the stick split in half. Mateon’s group went left, past empty room after empty room, until they reached the main chamber. The other half of the squad appeared at the same time from their corridor.

			The chamber had been created by knocking down the walls of several rooms to make one large space and opening up the ceiling through the floor above. An altar stood at the far end with busts of the False Gods looking down on them. Mateon knew them all and hated them. Alo, the God of Life; Xin, Goddess of Death; Ruus, the God of the Land; and Nasri, the God of the Sea. Just the sight of them filled him with rage. Their destruction was why he’d joined the Imperial army. It was his holy calling to annihilate the unbelievers. It was why he would kill anyone foolish enough to worship the False Gods.

			Except the chamber was as deserted as the rest of the building. Mateon stood there, staring at the empty space, shaking beneath his armour. No one to kill. He was relieved. He was disappointed. He was angry. He was scared.

			‘They’ve all fucking gone,’ said Pole.

			‘They must’ve known we were coming,’ said an oak.

			‘No shit.’ Pole looked around at the church, disgust in his voice. ‘Someone smash those idols to splinters while the rest of us go out and claim Kage’s blood. Anyone who lives here must’ve known. Probably pray here. Well, fuck ’em – they get to pay the price.’

			‘Yes, Pole,’ answered the stick as one. Pole led them straight out again. 

			‘Kill the bastards.’

			‘Gut them.’

			‘Fuck them up.’

			‘Dust them.’ On and on it went as the stick worked themselves up for what was to come. Mateon wanted to join in, wanted to say something tough, anything to get his blood pumping and fill his heart with rage, but nothing came.

			He exited onto the street, followed Trinon to the next door. The thin wooden frame shattered easily under the oak’s boot and Trinon rushed in, no hesitation. Mateon didn’t want to follow but Francos shoved him in the back, and then he was in the house, screaming and shouting with the rest of them, hoping the noise would frighten whoever was within, hoping the noise would cover his own fear.

			The home was small and cramped. The only light came from candles scattered around the main living space. A pot hung over a fire, boiling some awful concoction the Jians called food, smoke drifting half up the communal chimney and half into the room, adding to the sense of claustrophobia. 

			A woman shouted at Trinon, maybe telling him to get out or that they were innocent or that she was going to kill them, but none of them spoke the local tongue so it didn’t really matter. It mattered even less when Trinon shoved a pike through her gut. Her kids screamed, holding on to each other, eyes bulging, covered in their mother’s blood, but Francos rushed past Mateon and dusted them in a couple of strokes.

			It all happened so fast. Mateon’s mind struggled to take it in. Bile rushed up his throat and there was no stopping it this time, no swallowing it back. He jerked his helmet away from his face and puked all over his feet. The vomit splattered up the pristine white of his armour. Its first marks, no longer parade-ground fresh.

			Spitting sick, he looked down on the dead. A mother. Two children. Not so different from his own family. He had to remind himself they were heathens, unbelievers, cursed. They were in the Great Darkness now, slaves for Kage. A better place than the one they’d left.

			‘Oi, Pussy,’ shouted Francos. ‘Next house, you do the killing.’ Mateon couldn’t see the grin behind his Skull mask but he knew it was there. Bastard. 

			Trinon laughed as he helped himself to a bracelet off the mother’s wrist.

			They moved on to the next door, the next home. Mateon’s mouth burned with the taste of bile. He wished he could stop and take a slug of water to wash his shame away, but there was no going back.

			Francos let him reach the next door first, and Mateon knew the two oaks would kill him themselves if he didn’t do what was expected of him. He prayed to Kage that there would be a Hanran waiting for him, or a priest of the False Gods consorting with his flock. Anything to prove he was a holy warrior, doing Kage’s work, anything to make it feel right.

			He kicked the door but only rattled it in its frame. The oaks both laughed as he kicked it again. This time the lock popped apart and he shouldered his way in, screaming war cries, tears running down his face.

			No Hanran waited for him, no heathen priests. Just an old couple, holding on to each other for dear life.

			‘Kill them,’ ordered Francos. ‘Kill them now.’

			‘Kill them,’ shouted Trinon.

			‘Are you Hanran?’ screamed Mateon at the couple. ‘Where are your weapons?’

			The old man said something, pleading, held out a hand as if that would stop Kage from claiming him. 

			Mateon shouted over the man’s protests. ‘Heathens, unbelievers, cursed. Where are your idols? Where are your False Gods?’

			The old woman began to cry.

			‘Kill them,’ ordered Trinon.

			‘Don’t be a pussy,’ said Francos. ‘Kill them.’

			The old man stepped forward, hands outstretched, still muttering in his bloody heathen tongue.

			‘Kill him!’ screamed Francos.

			‘Blood I will give you, O Great One. Souls I will send you. My body is your weapon. My life, your gift,’ said Mateon as he plunged his pike into the old man. The man squeaked. Such an odd little sound. Mateon barely had to push for the blade to go straight through, to hit the wall behind him. The man gave his wife one last look full of fear and loss, and then the light faded from his eyes as he died. It was as simple as that. Hardly any effort at all.

			The woman screamed and threw herself on Mateon, battering him with her tiny fists as he tried to pull his pike out of her husband. Francos reached around him and grabbed her grey hair. He threw her to the floor and put his boot in, cracking bones.

			She lay there sobbing, frail little chest heaving. Hard to see her as any sort of enemy, not when she looked so like Mateon’s own grandmother.

			‘Dust the bitch,’ yelled Trinon. His eyes burned with hate behind the Skull mask, like death incarnate. 

			Blood dripped off Mateon’s pike. One life taken. No going back. Tears ran down his cheeks as he stepped forward. He was a holy warrior, doing Kage’s will. ‘Blood I will give you, O Great One. Souls I will send you. My body is your weapon. My life, your gift.’

			‘Pussy,’ said Francos.

			The pike went in. 

			‘Yes!’ Francos slapped Mateon on the back. ‘You’re one of us now.’

			Yes, thought Mateon. He looked at the dead people at his feet, nausea growing in him once more. He was exactly like Francos.
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			Dren

			Kiyosun

			Dren wasn’t expecting to see the crowds camped out in the town square by the Council House, but there they were. Hundreds, if not thousands, of people. A city within the city, huddled under awnings or bits of rubble. Dirty faces with scared eyes, all looking up at the newcomers with some sort of expectation.

			He was there with Ange and Spelk, plus Hasan and five of the Hanran. They wanted to pick up the bodies of Jax’s son Kaine and another Shulka from the cells in the Council House, and Dren had tagged along with his crew. The Skulls were pretty well fortified in the northern quarter and Dren was after something that could shift the bastards from their holes.

			They’d brought two carts with them, one for the bodies and one for the bombs Dren hoped were stored away inside. He might’ve improved with a sword, but why go toe to toe with the bastards when he could blow them up from a distance?

			‘Who’s that?’ asked Spelk when they were halfway across the square. 

			Dren followed his friend’s gaze. Someone had been strung up from what was left of the gallows. Someone young. A girl. The wind went from his lungs when he saw her face.

			‘Falsa.’

			‘Shit,’ said Ange. ‘Guess she didn’t get away with it after all.’

			‘Did you know her?’ asked Hasan.

			‘Yeah, I did,’ said Dren. ‘She was one of mine.’ There was no point telling Hasan that she’d betrayed him and he’d kicked her out on the streets, bad leg and all. No point even telling him that Dren had found Falsa living in the gutters after the invasion and trained her to be a killer. No point at all. In truth, she was a twelve-year-old girl, and Dren had helped the war kill her as sure as it would get any of them. 

			‘Let’s cut her down,’ said Hasan. ‘Only Skulls leave people hanging.’

			They made their way over to the makeshift gallows, Dren struggling to look at the girl’s body. She was a waif of a thing, turning in the breeze. Her face was white, eyes bulging, frozen in agony. She might’ve been a fucked-up kid, but no one deserved to die like that.

			‘What are you doing?’ A man strode over. He was big. Big enough not to care who he stood up to. Dren saw his tattoos, too. A Weeping Man. No wonder he felt tough.

			Dren slipped his hand to the hilt of his knife, tucked away in the small of his back. ‘We’re cutting the girl down.’

			The man ran his eye over Dren, Spelk and Ange before checking out the others with them. He took his time, saw their weapons, but that didn’t seem to bother him. ‘You friends of hers, are you? You part of her gang?’

			‘What’s it to—’ 

			Hasan put his hand on Dren’s shoulder. ‘Let me deal with this.’ He stepped up to the man. ‘We’re not looking for trouble. Whatever the girl did, she’s dead now so there’s no point fighting over her.’

			‘She was a troublemaker,’ said the tattooed man. ‘She and her friends cost us a lot of money over the last few months. Killed some of our friends, too. She stays so the others know the consequences for what they done.’ He peered over Hasan’s shoulder and stared at Dren and the rest of them. ‘You can tell them that from me.’

			‘We got the message,’ said Dren. He’d not let go of his knife. If the fucker thought he was tough, Dren was more than happy to show him there was always someone tougher. So what if he was a Weeping Man? Dren had killed Daijaku and Chosen. A bit of ink didn’t scare him.

			Hasan heard the tone in Dren’s voice and shot him a look. He turned back to Tattoos. ‘If you want a focus for your anger, the Skulls are dug in over in the northern quarter and we’re going to need everyone’s help to wipe them out once and for all. We could use the Weeping Men.’

			Tattoos gave his nose a good snort and then spat the phlegm at Hasan’s feet. ‘We don’t fight for free and we don’t fight for Shulka.’

			Hasan held up a hand. ‘As I said, we’re not looking for trouble. I’m certainly in no state to fight, so how about you let us cut the girl down so we can bury her properly and you go about your day?’

			Tattoos gave it another few seconds of hard stares, spat again and stepped aside. ‘Help yourself.’ He walked backwards, giving his best hard-man chuckle and keeping his eyes locked on Dren. ‘We’ll get some replacements in her place quick enough.’

			‘I think you made a new friend there,’ said Hasan, once he’d gone.

			Dren shrugged. ‘That’s the way it goes these days.’

			‘Let’s get her down.’

			Dren took hold of Falsa’s legs as Spelk cut the rope. She weighed almost nothing as she fell into his arms, but Dren felt crushed by the weight of her death. Yeah, she’d helped Quist try to get him killed, but how much of that was really down to her? She was a kid who had been manipulated by everyone she’d ever met, including Dren. Especially Dren. He brushed her eyes closed and laid her gently in one of the carts. ‘Come on, let’s get on with it.’

			

			The refugees had avoided the Council House itself. Even the fact that it was a burned-out ruin couldn’t remove the evil lingering around the place and, by the looks of it, no one had gone looting there yet, either. Dren didn’t blame them. Even he felt the shivers on his approach. It didn’t matter that there were only a few walls left standing. He remembered what had happened to him in there. He ran his tongue over the gaps in his teeth, felt the wind touch his ragged ear and his breath ache his battered ribs. The bastards had hurt him in there more than he’d thought possible. No wonder he felt sick. Well, he wasn’t going to let it happen again. That was for fucking sure.

			‘Keep your eyes open,’ said Hasan as they stepped over what was left of the main gate.

			‘’Course,’ said Dren, checking his weapons. The knife at his back wasn’t the only blade he had on him.

			They entered through the kitchens, the way Yas had shown them. That part of the building hadn’t suffered so much; a few broken windows and half a wall had gone down, but that was it. It was quiet inside. A welcome respite from the chaos. Quiet wasn’t something you found in a city on the verge of collapse. There was too much pain to go around, too many things trying to kill you.

			Then Den saw the bodies and he understood. Only the dead enjoy silence, and the floor was littered with them. He knew Yas had killed them all to get him and Jax out, but seeing it was something else. It must have been hard for her, but he’d heard the Hanran had threatened to off her kid if she refused.

			‘Fuck,’ said Spelk. He bent down and rolled one of them over. The woman’s face was contorted into a grimace and dried vomit stained her chin. There were no other wounds. ‘Poisoned.’ 

			‘Why would the Skulls do that?’ asked Ange.

			‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Dren quickly. ‘It’s war. Shit happens. Come on, we have a job to do.’ No one needed to know who’d done it. Not when there were thugs like the Weeping Men waiting for excuses to cause trouble.

			‘We’ll meet you back here once we’ve got the bodies,’ said Hasan.

			‘Shout if you need help,’ said Dren. 

			Hasan nodded. ‘You do the same.’

			The Shulka moved off towards the cells, leaving Dren and his crew with the dead: a fat woman in a cook’s uniform, a skinny maid, some pot-washers, even a dead dog. It was probably going to be the meat in the evening meal. Dren’s stomach rumbled at that thought. The Hanran had some food, but it was never enough. Dren found himself salivating. But no matter how hungry he was, he wasn’t going to risk eating poisoned mutt. 

			They moved on. There had to be some explosive orbs hidden here. They went through what looked like a changing room, judging by the clothes that lay here and there, and moved on. Past the dungeons where he’d been kept with Jax and Kaine. They checked behind any doors they came across but found nothing. Dead Skulls littered the floor and Dren couldn’t resist giving the odd one a good kick. It was the least the bastards deserved.

			Then, just as he was thinking they’d wasted their time, they found a narrow corridor tucked away behind another door. It led to a short set of stairs and Dren felt a buzz of excitement. They were already in the Council House’s basement, so to go down another level had to mean treasure. It was just a question of what kind.

			Dren led the way, Spelk and Ange on his heels. It was pitch-black at the bottom of the stairs, but his foot kicked a lantern. ‘This looks promising. You got a flint?’

			‘Of course,’ said Ange. ‘Give it here.’

			Once lit, the flickering glow revealed more doors.

			‘Flour and grain in this one,’ said Spelk, opening one. ‘Enough to feed half the city.’

			‘Wine,’ said Ange at the next. ‘Nice.’

			‘Don’t get any ideas,’ said Dren.

			She laughed. ‘This stuff looks too good for the likes of me anyway.’

			Dren peered in at the neat and tidy racks of bottles and stacks of barrels. ‘I don’t know. There’s enough here for you to develop quite a taste.’

			‘Fuck,’ said Spelk at the next door.

			Dren’s head snapped up. ‘You found them?’

			‘Nah,’ said Spelk, ‘but I found dinner.’ He pulled a knife out and stepped into the room. Dren followed him into a space crammed with dried meats. Forget eating poisoned dogs. Dren had his own knife out a second later and started cutting off a chunk of ham, with Ange a heartbeat after him. They ate quickly, shoving strips of meat into their mouths, enjoying the taste of food once more. Dren didn’t even care about his aching gums. The Skulls’ handiwork wasn’t going to stop him from treasuring this moment.

			‘Go and get Hasan,’ said Dren, once they’d stuffed enough down themselves. ‘Tell him what we’ve found.’ Spelk nodded and set off to find the Shulka.

			The next room had neither food nor bombs, but it was another great find. It was an armoury with swords, spears, axes and armour – enough armour to dress a small squadron. Dren’s mind buzzed with possibilities. A man could do some nasty things disguised as the enemy. Walk right up and cut a few throats before anyone knew what was what.

			‘This one’s locked,’ called Ange. She was at the last door, secured with a thick padlock and chain. 

			‘I think we’ve found what we’re looking for,’ said Dren.

			‘We just need the keys.’ 

			‘Or an axe.’

			Dren found the perfect one in the armoury. ‘Make room.’

			Ange stepped aside and pulled out another strip of meat from somewhere as he went to work. He didn’t waste time on the chain or the lock but instead attacked the wood around them. The axe took chunks out with every swing, biting deep. Splinters of wood fell around his feet as he worked. 

			Dren’s blood roared in anticipation of discovering what was behind that door. The mayhem he was going to cause. No random bombings for him now. The Skulls better watch out. They’d be singing songs about Dren before this war was over, of that he was sure.

			The door gave way with a satisfying crack. Dren put down the axe, picked up the lantern and kicked in what was left of the door with his boot. As the light filched into the room, Dren grinned. There they were, all lined up neatly on straw: the little black orbs of death. ‘Fucking lovely.’

			‘Go and find some sacks to put them in,’ he said to Ange as he slipped on his gloves. Things were looking up.

			They’d filled two sacks when Spelk returned with Hasan and the others.

			‘You find Kaine?’ asked Dren.

			Hasan nodded. ‘Yeah, we did. You come across what you’re looking for?’ Dren stepped back and let Hasan peer into the room. He whistled when he saw the racks of orbs. ‘They’ll do some damage.’

			‘Just make sure you wear gloves while you handle them,’ said Dren, showing his hands. ‘They can make you sick if you’re not careful.’

			Hasan nodded. ‘You’re the expert.’

			‘Did Spelk show you the other rooms? There’s meat next door and flour and grain in another room. We could feed a lot of people with what’s here.’

			‘He did. I’ve sent one of the lads back to round up some more hands. We need to move everything to somewhere safe – somewhere we control.’

			‘We’re going to need a lot of bodies to get it all out past that mob in the square. They’ll tear us apart if they know what we’re carrying.’

			‘We’ll give up some of the meat,’ said Hasan. ‘Let them tuck into that while we move everything else.’

			‘That makes sense.’

			Hasan cocked an eye at him. ‘You getting serious in your old age?’

			‘What can I say? You and the old man are a bad influence on me.’

			Hasan’s shoulders sagged at the mention of Jax. ‘It’s good that he likes you. The last week’s been tough on him.’

			‘It’s not been easy on the rest of us, either.’ Dren grinned, showing off the gaps in his teeth and pointing at Hasan’s arm.

			‘I know that, but Jax has had it worse than the rest of us. The Skulls did a real number on him, and what with losing Kaine …’

			‘The old man’s just knackered. He’ll be back on his feet soon enough, bossing everyone around.’

			‘I hope you’re right.’

			‘He’s strong. He kept me alive in that cell.’ Dren had been all but broken. The Skulls had taught him a thing or two about pain. He looked back into the storeroom, at all the bombs. Time he showed them what that felt like. Time he taught them a thing or two himself.
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			Jax

			Kiyosun

			A little cut here. A little cut there. Monsuta was singing along to Jax’s screams, a thin knife in his hand. He cut from one side of Jax’s chest to the other. Leaving red lines. Some shallow, others deep. Pulling off strips of skin here and hacking off chunks there.

			Time to see what you’re made of. He had the cleaver then and Jax screamed because he knew what the cleaver did, knew what damage would be done. Up it went and down it came. Straight into Jax’s chest, cracking bone, opening him up. 

			Here we go, what have we got? The monster reached in until his hand disappeared from sight. Deep in Jax’s chest, he could feel the hand moving, searching. Ah, there we are. Jax felt fingers squeeze, pull. He screamed and screamed and screamed as Monsuta yanked his heart from the hole in his chest.

			

			‘Jax! Jax! It’s all right. You’re dreaming. Wake up.’ 

			He heard the voice, but he couldn’t understand the words. Hands reached for him, but he couldn’t allow that. He wouldn’t be taken. He lashed out, felt his fist connect, heard a cry of pain, someone else’s, punched again. His chest burned but panic had him, gave him strength.

			Then he got his eyes open and Monsuta was gone. Faden lay on the floor, bleeding from his nose, staring at him in horror. Lunic was with him, pulling his friend back, trying to keep him safe. Safe from Jax. ‘Dear Gods, I’m sorry. I thought you were … I mean I … I’m sorry.’

			‘You were dreaming,’ said Faden, as if Jax should’ve known. But it had been so real. His hand went to his chest, expecting to find the open wound, his heart missing, but that was insane. He knew that. He was alive, in the safe house. 

			‘Water.’ He croaked. Lunic filled a cup, brought it over with shaking hands, then immediately took several steps back. Was that what it had come to? What he’d become? A danger to all?

			He drank, taking his time, trying to control himself. When he’d finished, he placed the cup on the floor next to his sword and thanked the Gods that he’d only thrown a punch instead of going for his blade. ‘Where’s everyone else?’

			Faden was back on his feet and wiping his nose with a cloth. ‘They’ve gone to the Council House, sir.’

			The Council House. The breath caught in Jax’s throat. They’d gone for Kaine and Kara.

			Will they find me there? 

			Jax flinched. Monsuta’s voice. He grasped the hilt of his sword. That felt real enough. The lads saw him, retreated another step.

			‘General? Is something wrong?’ Faden’s voice was tentative.

			Jax dropped the sword. ‘I’m a bit shaken, that’s all. I need a change of scene, get some air.’

			The lads exchanged glances. ‘Are you well enough to do that?’ asked Lunic.

			‘Of course I bloody am.’

			Temper, temper.

			Jax ignored the voice and used the chair Dren had sat in to haul himself up onto his feet. He was sweating by the time he’d finished, and his knees threatened to buckle under him, but somehow he managed to stay vertical. He looked up at the lads, tried a smile. ‘Help me downstairs. Please.’

			Jax wrapped his arms around Faden’s and Lunic’s shoulders and together they left the rooms. There were more guards in the hallway, but they just watched as Jax was carried past. 

			When they stepped out into the street, he had to squint in the sunlight. He’d spent too much time in dark cellars and dark rooms, but his eyes slowly adjusted. Trouble was, when he could see, he didn’t believe what was in front of him. The lads had told him that Compton Street was one of the less damaged roads left in Kiyosun, but there were only three buildings that stood unmarked, and Jax had come out of one of them. The rest were either bombed or scorched. Rubble lay scattered across the road, broken beams and shattered glass mixed up with it, all coated in a fine white layer of ash, which still fell from the sky like snow. At the end of the street, he could see a crater where a bomb had clawed out half the road. If this was the best Kiyosun had to offer, he dreaded what the rest must be like. 

			The cold air nipped at his red skin, soothing and irritating him at the same time. A cold winter by Kiyosun standards, but nothing like the hell of the north. Even the summers at Gundan were worse than this. At least no one would freeze to death in Kiyosun. There was that small mercy.

			Jax nodded at a pile of rubble nearby. ‘Let me sit down there.’

			The lads helped him get settled and then stepped back. He was grateful for that. He needed to be left alone so he could gather his thoughts. The space around him helped. Easier to believe he wasn’t still in that room. That Monsuta wasn’t still torturing him.

			He closed his eyes and saw only darkness. He listened, but that voice in his head was silent. The ghost hadn’t come down the stairs with him. He felt ash settle on his face, breathed in the cold air, still full of the scent of smoke, but by the Gods, for the first time in what seemed a lifetime, he felt free.

			‘General.’

			Jax opened his eyes, saw Faden. ‘I told you not to call me that.’

			The lad pointed to the end of the street. ‘The others are back.’

			Jax turned and saw the small group making their way towards them. There were Hasan and Dren, too, with about a dozen Hanran. They were pushing two carts between them, the contents of which were covered by cloaks. And, with that, all sense of well-being vanished. That abyss was back, and he was holding on to dear life by his fingertips once more. 

			He rose to his feet and waited for the others to reach him.

			Hasan approached first. ‘General.’ He placed his hand on Jax’s shoulder and bowed his head, but Jax’s eyes were only on the carts. 

			‘Which one has my son?’

			Hasan signalled for one of the carts to stop. ‘Get the rest of the stuff inside,’ he said to the others.

			Jax saw the outline of the bodies under the cloaks. He staggered over, ignoring all offers of help, and uncovered their faces.

			And there they were. Kaine and Kara. They looked almost peaceful, like they were merely sleeping and a whispered word would rouse them. 

			By the Gods, how did this happen? It should’ve been him on that cart, not Kaine. Kaine was ten times the man Jax pretended to be. He was a better leader, a better tactician, a better soldier, a better man. It was down to Kaine that Zorique had got away. It was his plan, his sacrifice. Jax, on the other hand, had only endangered them all by giving everyone up in the torture cell.

			He flinched as a hand touched his shoulder. ‘I’m sorry,’ said Hasan. ‘No parent should outlive their children.’

			‘No. No, they shouldn’t,’ replied Jax.

			‘What do you want to do, General? Shall we bring them inside so you can say your goodbyes?’

			Jax shook his head. ‘I have nothing to say to his corpse that I didn’t say to his face while he was alive. Kaine knew how I felt about him. Kara, too.’

			Hasan nodded. ‘I’ll get some of the lads to build a pyre.’

			

			The pyre consisted of parts scavenged from fallen houses – a broken door, splinters from a window frame, half a beam and whatever else they could get their hands on. It was somehow fitting for Kaine and Kara to lie on the remnants of the city they’d loved.

			Dren waited with Jax.

			‘You don’t have to stay,’ Jax said.

			‘I do,’ replied the boy. ‘He was a brave man.’

			‘He was. The best.’

			‘We’re ready,’ called Hasan.

			Jax nodded and made his way over to the pyre as Hasan held up a lit torch.

			‘We gather here to say goodbye to two of our finest,’ said Hasan. ‘Kaine and Kara, both of whom I’m honoured to have served with – and to have called my friends. They were true Shulka and set the standard for the rest of us.’

			A muttering of agreement ran through the crowd.

			‘There’ll be many more of these pyres across the city over the next few days, and many more beyond that. There shouldn’t be, but we’re at war, and war doesn’t care who lives and who dies, only that we stand and fight when the time comes.’ 

			Jax watched, knew it should be him speaking, honouring their dead, but he couldn’t lie to them, couldn’t pretend to be who they still thought he was.

			‘It’s down to us to care,’ continued Hasan. ‘It’s down to us to make sure no more sons and no more daughters are placed in Xin’s care.’

			The mutterings of agreement grew louder. A sword was struck against a shield. Bang.

			‘The Shulka swear an oath when we take up our swords and spears. A promise to sacrifice our lives so that others may live. Kaine kept that promise. Kara kept that promise.’

			More steel struck steel. Bang. Bang.

			‘Now it’s our duty to keep that promise. It’s our duty to continue the fight.’ Hasan’s voice was all but a roar. ‘We will rebuild this city, shore up its defences and teach anyone who can hold a sword how to fight. When the Skulls return, they won’t take us by surprise like they did that night. They won’t find a ruin waiting to be razed to the ground and a population ready to die. They’ll meet an army that is better than them in every way. They will meet the Hanran and they will die.’

			The others screamed their approval and thrust their swords in the air. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. It was the music of warriors and it made Jax weep. His son deserved it, but not him.

			Hasan held up a hand for silence.

			‘Before we say goodbye to our fallen, join me in the prayer. Join me in the sacred vow so all of us here can recommit to the cause and remember what we fight for. We used to keep these words secret, but no longer. They belong to those who stand against the Egril. They belong to all of us – the Hanran.

			‘We are the dead who serve all who live,’ called out Hasan. ‘We are the dead who fight. We are the dead who guard tomorrow. We are the dead who protect our land, our monarch, our clan.’ With each word, the others joined in until their voices echoed along the street.

			‘We are the dead who stand in the light. We are the dead who face the night. We are the dead whom evil fears. We are the Shulka and we are the dead.’ 

			Jax listened to the words that had once meant so much to him and felt … nothing. They were but drops of rain in the abyss. Ash on the wind.

			‘We are the dead. We are the dead. We are the dead. We are the dead. We are the Shulka and we are the dead.’ Hasan threw the torch onto the pyre.

			The chant went on as the fire danced from stick to log to cart. ‘We are the dead. We are the dead. We are the dead. We are the dead. We are the Shulka and we are the dead.’ Steel clashed against steel, driving the fire on. It caught the cloaks that covered Kaine and Kara and then the bodies themselves.

			Jax forced himself to watch. He stayed on his feet even though his legs trembled and threatened to give way. He let the tears run down his face unashamedly. Kaine had earned his father’s tears. Kara, too. He watched the fire and listened to the beat of swords against the shields. It was a warrior’s farewell, a fitting end for the best of them all. How he wished it was him lying there and not his son, his beautiful son.

			The fire consumed the dead, hiding them from sight. Jax could smell the flesh burning and he watched the smoke drift out across the city, taking their souls to Xin. ‘May the Gods bless you both,’ he whispered to the wind.

			

			The others drifted away as the funeral pyre burned down, leaving Jax, Hasan and Dren watching the fire.

			‘How are you feeling?’ asked Hasan.

			‘Fine. Much better,’ said Jax. He nodded at the pyre. ‘I needed this. I needed to say goodbye.’

			‘Each day will get easier.’

			Jax flinched, expecting a retort from Monsuta, but there was still silence. ‘I hope so.’

			‘It will. Trust me.’ Hasan gave Jax that pitying smile he hated.

			‘If you don’t tell him the plan, I will,’ said Dren. 

			Jax looked up. ‘Plan?’

			‘We’re going to get the Skulls tonight,’ said Dren, rubbing his hands. ‘Get them once and for all.’

			‘We found Egril armour at the Council House and a room full of bombs. We brought some back along with food,’ said Hasan.

			Dren was almost bouncing on his feet with excitement. ‘Yeah. We’re going to dress up as Skulls and walk right into their camp and kaboom. We blow them the fuck away.’

			Jax fixed his eye on him. ‘Your plans don’t change much.’

			Dren smirked. ‘What can I say? If it works, it works.’

			‘We need him to open the door,’ said Hasan. ‘I’ll be there with the rest of the crew, ready to go in hard and heavy with some steel in our hands.’

			‘Are you sure you don’t want to wait for reinforcements?’ asked Jax. 

			‘That’ll just give them time to settle in,’ said Dren. ‘We get them now and Kiyosun is ours.’

			A fight. Maybe this was what Jax needed. To stand against the enemy with his sword in his hand again. To kill Egril. He used to be good at that. Maybe it was a way to balance the wrong he’d done? ‘It’s a good plan. The right thing to do.’

			Hasan smiled. ‘I’m glad you see it that way.’

			‘I’ll come with you.’

			Both Dren and Hasan stared at him like he was mad. Maybe he was. ‘Better you stay and rest,’ said Hasan. ‘You’ve been through a lot.’

			Jax shook his head. ‘I’ve done enough sitting around.’ He held up the cursed arm that Monsuta had regrown. ‘I have my sword-arm back now. It’s time to put it to work.’

			Again, pity flashed across Hasan’s face. ‘General—’

			‘What?’ Jax snapped back. ‘Don’t you trust me? Am I a prisoner here or am I the leader of the Hanran?’

			Hasan glanced at Dren. ‘Why don’t you go and check on the others, then find some armour that’ll fit your skinny body?’

			‘All right,’ said Dren. ‘I’m going to help myself to some of that wine we found. I’ll catch you later, Jax.’ He paused, smiled. ‘I think you should come. Killing Skulls always makes me feel better.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Jax.

			They both watched Dren leave and then it was just the two of them.

			‘How many nights have we sat around a fire, eh?’ said Hasan.

			‘Too many.’

			‘Do you remember that time we were chasing those raiders over the Selto Mountains?’

			Jax nodded.

			‘That night Greener found some mushrooms and threw them in the pot to add some flavour to dinner?’

			‘The hallucinogenic mushrooms?’

			Hasan laughed. ‘By the Gods, I thought we were being attacked by giant toadstools at one point.’

			‘You were lucky. I was flying around on a magic carpet that kept shrinking under me.’

			‘I’m sure he did it to get out of cooking again.’

			‘He needn’t have bothered. He couldn’t cook to save his life – all he had to do was ask and anyone would’ve been happy to take his turn.’

			‘I miss that giant bastard,’ said Hasan, the laughter fading.

			‘I miss them all,’ said Jax.

			‘Are you going to be okay, Boss?’

			‘I feel better already. Stronger.’

			‘I’m serious. I need to know. If you come with us, I can’t spare anyone to look after you.’

			‘I don’t need looking after.’ Jax tried to contain his anger. By the Four Gods, even his closest friend doubted him. He couldn’t have that. ‘You’ll see.’

			Hasan went to say something, then stopped himself. He looked up and down the street. Smiled at Jax. ‘It’ll be good to have you with us, General. Now, go and get some rest – we leave in two hours.’

			Jax watched Hasan wander back to the safe house. He would’ve followed but his legs were shaking and he wasn’t sure he’d make it without falling over. Going to fight was madness. He wasn’t strong enough. But what other choice did he have? 

			Perhaps an Egril sword would succeed where Monsuta had failed and put him out of his misery. Dear Gods, he hoped so. Death would be his salvation from this madness.

			Monsuta chuckled in his ear. Oh no. I won’t let that happen. I have plans for you.
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			Yas

			

			Kiyosun

			‘You’re lucky you’re not on the end of a rope like that poor girl,’ said Ma. They were in rooms Caster had found for them, somewhere in Toxten. And Ma, being Ma, was letting Yas know exactly how she felt about things. ‘Messing with the Weeping Men? When are you going to bloody learn? Don’t get involved in stuff that doesn’t concern you.’

			‘I’m not like you,’ said Yas. ‘If we all just stood back and did nothing, then the Skulls would be here for ever and none of us would have any sort of life worth living.’

			‘Better alive than dead,’ snapped Ma. ‘How many people are corpses now because you got involved with the Hanran, eh? How many?’

			Yas didn’t reply. She didn’t want to think about it. Three hundred were poisoned by her own hand. Another guard got a meat cleaver in his skull. Had she killed anyone else? Dear Gods, she had no idea. ‘I did it all to save you and Ro.’

			Ma glared at her, not satisfied by that answer. ‘Only because you put us in danger in the first place. Their blood is on your hands, young lady. You had to stir it up, get involved. I hope you can live with yourself.’

			Yas felt her heart shatter into a thousand pieces. ‘Ma. I was just trying to do the right thing—’

			‘Yeah? Well, what’s left of the city is up shit creek because you were “doing the right thing”.’ Ma waved her away and turned her back. ‘You’re no daughter of mine.’

			‘Ma, I …’ Yas didn’t know what to say. Ma was right. Right about all of it. It was Yas’s choice to get involved with the Hanran. Each decision she’d made had led her to this disaster. 

			She glanced over at Ma, sat on the bed with her back to Yas. She knew she should say something to fix things, but what words could work that sort of magic? The distance between them was only a few yards, but Ma might as well have been on the other side of the world. So Yas stayed where she was, on a hard chair in a borrowed room, with the thought niggling away at the back of her mind that, maybe, it would’ve been better if she’d died that night when the Egril came and not her husband. 

			She watched the sun move across the sky and listened to Ma play with Little Ro. Outside it was quiet. Deathly quiet. No one was on the streets. It was easy to believe the three of them were the last ones left in the city and Kiyosun was a ghost town. The shadows stretched across the rooftops. A day nearly gone. A day survived. Another to mark off. Was that what it had come to? 

			‘Yas!’ Her ma shouted the word, drawing her back. ‘Yas. What’s the matter with you?’

			‘What now?’ More bloody complaints, no doubt. She was just so tired. Tired of it all.

			‘Ro’s hungry. I’ve been trying to tell you. He needs to eat.’

			It took a moment for the words to register, as if she had to translate a foreign language. Then she looked at Little Ro’s face, saw his wobbling lip and his tears. She held out her arms for him. ‘Come here, baby.’

			Ro just curled up tighter in Ma’s arms and started crying louder. Even he didn’t want her.

			‘What time’s Caster due back?’ asked Ma. ‘I thought he was getting us food?’

			Yas looked to the door, as if that would make the Shulka appear. ‘He was. He is. Before nightfall, he said.’ But the sun was setting and he hadn’t returned.

			‘We need food, Yas.’

			Yas stood up. ‘Okay. I’ll find something. Maybe ask a neighbour, see if they have anything to spare. Something for Ro.’ She could do that. Get some food. Even if it was only a few mouthfuls. ‘Lock up after me.’

			She left before Ma could reply. In the corridor, she realised she had no weapon on her and nearly went back to get a knife. It felt wrong not being armed, but she was only going to speak to her neighbours. Jians. People like her. There were no enemies to worry about. 

			Her rooms were on the top floor, so she took the stairs down to the floor below, stopped in front of the door and knocked. There was no answer. She knocked again.

			‘Who is it?’ A man’s voice.

			‘My name’s Yas. From upstairs.’

			‘The family who lived there are dead,’ replied the man.

			‘I know,’ said Yas. ‘Some friends are letting me stay there.’

			‘What do you want?’

			Yas leaned her head against the closed door. She was so tired. ‘My son. He’s not yet two. I’m wondering if you could spare something for him to eat. Maybe a glass of water, too.’

			‘I’ve got nothing.’

			‘Please. I don’t need much. Just something to quieten his stomach.’

			‘I can’t help you.’

			Yas turned and headed to the ground floor. She had to concentrate on one step at a time. It felt like she was walking through a fog. A fog from which there was no escape.

			She knocked on the door. Heard some shuffling. ‘Who is it?’

			Yas sighed. ‘My name’s Yas. My family’s staying upstairs.’

			The door opened a crack and someone peeked out. After a moment’s hesitation, they opened it.

			Yas staggered back, clutching her chest. She wanted to be sick. Arga stood before her – but Arga was dead. Yas should know – she’d killed her. Back at the Council House. She’d been her colleague, her friend, and Yas had poisoned her along with everyone else.

			Yet Arga smiled. ‘Are you all right?’

			‘Arga?’ She spoke before she could stop herself.

			The smile vanished. ‘You know my sister?’ 

			Not a ghost sent to haunt her, then. Yas noted her use of the present tense – ‘you know my sister’, not ‘knew’. ‘I do,’ she replied.

			‘Come in,’ said the woman, and she stepped back to let Yas pass. 

			It was a simple room, table and chairs, a bed in the corner, a small kitchen. The woman offered Yas a chair. ‘I’ve not seen Arga in days. Her family, neither. Their home went up in the fires.’ The woman gazed out of her window at a view of rubble and ruin. ‘I’ve searched everywhere for them, asked everyone. I hoped they were with the other homeless at the square, but no one’s seen them.’

			‘I was at the square with my family,’ said Yas, her voice small. ‘She wasn’t there.’ Dead Gods. Arga had three children. Three children at home, waiting for her. A home that went up in smoke. More lives lost. More lives on her.

			The woman squeezed her hand. ‘You’re not staying there now?’

			Yas shook her head. ‘We’re in the rooms at the top of the stairs. A friend helped us.’

			‘Thank the Four Gods for small mercies.’ The woman wiped a tear from her eye. ‘Excuse me, I’m getting daft. My name’s Rena.’ She held out a hand.

			Yas took it. ‘I’m Yas.’ The woman who killed Arga.

			‘What can I do for you?’

			Yas looked anywhere except at Rena. ‘My boy’s not eaten in days and we’ve got no food. A friend was supposed to bring some by, but we’ve not seen him since. I don’t care about myself, but I was hoping you might have something to spare for my son.’

			‘No wonder you’re knocking on my door,’ said Rena, standing up. ‘I have a little food. I was keeping it for Arga and her kids but … well … it won’t last much longer. No point wasting it.’

			She picked up a small basket and headed over to the table by the fire. From it, she lifted some bread, a few potatoes and a cabbage into the basket, followed by a half-full bottle of water.

			Yas got to her feet, feeling faint. She should tell Rena the truth, tell her what happened to Arga, tell her what she’d done, but she didn’t have the courage. How do you explain something like that? ‘They were going to kill my son, so I murdered three hundred people, including your sister.’ No. She couldn’t. Not now. Maybe one day, but not now.

			She took the food all the same. Little Ro needed to eat. She could atone for her sins later. ‘Thank you. I …’ The words stuck in Yas’s throat. ‘May the Four Gods look after you.’

			‘And you and yours, too,’ replied Rena.

			Yas left and began to climb the stairs again. Never had she felt so alone. 

			Back in their rooms, she watched Ma and Little Ro eat. She had no appetite herself, not with the lump of stone in her gut. 

			Ma was right – too many people had died because of her, but there were thousands more in Kiyosun who needed food and shelter. Fighting the Skulls might be a waste of time, but she could help look after her neighbours. There had to be a way to fix things.
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			Dren

			Kiyosun

			‘Are you sure this is going to work?’ whispered Ange.

			Dren shrugged. ‘Only one way to find out.’

			Spelk handed him the Skull helmet. ‘You’ve got bigger balls than me.’

			‘Who hasn’t?’ It was the best joke Dren could manage. He didn’t feel right, standing there dressed up in full Skull armour. It was heavy and uncomfortable and about ten sizes too big. Chances were he was going to trip over his own feet before he’d walked ten yards. The bag hanging on his hip with six orbs in it didn’t help his nerves much, either. 

			‘Here they come,’ said Garo.

			Everyone ducked behind the broken wall. They were on the edge of no-man’s-land, a stretch of city streets that separated the Skulls’ part of the city from the rest of Kiyosun. Two hundred yards away were the Skull barricades, and behind that their base and Dren’s target. 

			All he had to do was walk in there and blow it up. Easy. Nothing to it … He tried not to think of all the ways it could go wrong, or what they would do to him if they caught him. He still had the cuts, the bruises and the missing teeth to remind him of the last time that happened. He wasn’t scared, but he’d be dumb not to be nervous.

			He placed the Skull helmet over his head. The mask clung to his face like it wanted to stay there for ever and he had to fight the urge to claw it away. How the bastards could see anything through the blasted things was beyond him, let alone breathe. It didn’t feel right. Not at all.

			And that tickle was back in his throat. He thought he’d shaken it. A few hours sleep had made him feel better, but it was still there. He wanted to cough but knew he couldn’t. There was no point hiding if he gave them all away by hacking his lungs up. He tried to ignore it and concentrated on the Skull patrol as it moved slowly through the rubble on its way back to base. That was his target. He had to forget everything else. It was all going to work out fine. 

			As long as the Skulls controlled the northern quarter, they controlled the road in and out of Kiyosun. They could be resupplied and reinforced and there was nothing the Hanran could do about it. Until now.

			‘Don’t fuck up,’ Dren whispered to Spelk and Ange, and got grins back. The Skulls drew closer, so his crew hunkered down even lower, watching the enemy through holes in the wall. On the other side of the road, he hoped the Hanran were doing the same. They’d only get one shot at this and he didn’t want some overeager idiot blowing it. The patient man made the kill, after all.

			Then he noticed the Skulls were filthy, their white armour covered in dirt and blood, with bits missing or patched up with spares from fuck knows who. They looked like they’d been fighting a war.

			His own armour fucking gleamed like it had come straight out of a storeroom – which it had. The Skulls would know he was a fake straight away. He grabbed the dirt at his feet and started rubbing it over himself, trying to scuff up and stain the metal. He didn’t have long, though. Not long at all. The Skulls were getting too bloody close. 

			Ange must’ve clocked on to what he was doing because he felt more dirt being rubbed into his back. She was smart, that one. He hoped it was enough.

			He held up a hand, signalling her to stop. The Skulls were too near. It was time for silence. Dren peered through the gap in the wall, held his breath, counted each one as they passed. He could’ve touched them if he’d wanted to. He grinned. The plan was going to work.

			The tenth man passed. Time to go.

			A heartbeat later, the Hanran attacked. Arrows flew down from up above and two Skulls fell. Then the others popped up from their hiding places and charged with swords ready. Their screams echoed off the broken walls, matched by the Skulls preparing to fight back.

			Spelk went to move, but Dren held him back. ‘Wait …’

			The two sides crashed into each other and Shulka sword met Skull scimitar.

			‘Now.’ Dren and the others moved as one. Out into the road they went. Garo and Spelk grabbed a fallen Skull and dragged his body out of sight. Dren started fighting with Ange and Hicks. They backed him into the main pack, battering his sword with their own, making plenty of noise. He knocked into a Skull and the man turned, half-ready to kill him before recognising the armour and moving his attention to the others. That was their sign to run, and run they did. The Hanran split a second later, leaving the Skulls with their backs to each other, swords heavy in their hands, air short in their lungs and Dren in their midst.

			One of them said something. Fuck knows what because Dren couldn’t understand the language, but the others all set off at a run, so he guessed it was orders to scarper. Not bad advice, all things considered.

			He followed at the back, keeping pace, trying not to smile. The Skulls moved quickly. Eager to get home. Eager to be safe. 

			The barricades were up ahead, manned by more Skulls. Dren could see their helmets bobbing, torchlight gleaming off them. Maybe thirty of them, maybe more, well dug in and expecting trouble. As they should.

			The barricades were ten yards away before a voice called out a challenge. The patrol stopped and someone called back. The password. The right password because no spears or arrows flew at them. No one died.

			More words. Permission to approach, because the patrol moved on, weaving its way across the last few yards through broken buildings and over fallen walls. Past the barricades. Back home, all but safe and sound.

			Helmets turned, watched them enter, and then bodies sagged with disappointment. The patrol was empty-handed. They’d not found what they’d been looking for. Maybe they’d been sent to get food and not found any. Maybe the bastards were all starving. Maybe all they had to look forward to was some rat stew or roast dog. The thought of that had Dren grinning again. About time they learned to stomach the local cuisine.

			The Skulls probably thought their God had forsaken them. In another five minutes, they’d know he had. Fucking Kage. A shit of a God. Dren had no time for any of that religious bollocks.

			They passed a makeshift kitchen, but not much was cooking. Someone by one of the fires exchanged words with a Skull in the patrol and a whole lot of what sounded like swearing went back and forth. 

			The patrol staggered on until they came to a warehouse on what could’ve been Easton Street. Most of the building looked like it had escaped the fires, because it still had all its walls and most of its roof. Skulls stood guard on either side of the main doors, but no one challenged the patrol as they entered. 

			A scattering of fires illuminated the inside, revealing what must have been the rest of the Egril force. There were Skulls everywhere, talking, sleeping, sharpening weapons, cooking fuck knows what, rolling dice. 

			The patrol started to go its separate ways. Someone said something to Dren and he grunted, hoping that was a good enough reply. Turned out it wasn’t because the man repeated it, louder this time and sounding just a little pissed off. Dren waved in response and headed to the far end of the warehouse where there were fewer fires and eyes to watch. Of course, the fucking Skull who’d wanted a chat wouldn’t let it lie and followed him, bitching to Dren’s back.

			There was nothing he could do but keep on walking and hope no one else took an interest. There was a doorway on the right which Dren ducked through, immediately recoiling at the smell. The dirty bastards had been using it as a latrine. Chatty Boy was still on his tail so Dren stepped to one side, left him space to walk in, too. The room might’ve stunk, but it was dark and there was no other Skull bastard around to see what happened next. 

			Fuck knows what the Skull was pissed off about, but he squared up to Dren, shouted something and jabbed his finger against Dren’s chest plate.

			Dren looked down at where he’d been poked, then back up at the Skull. ‘That’s fucking rude.’ 

			The bastard wasn’t expecting to hear some Jian and took a step back. It didn’t matter. Dren moved with him, but this time he had a knife in his hand and got the fucker good and proper. Hand behind his head to stop him moving any more, and then Dren shoved the blade up under the chin and into the brain. That shut him up.

			Dren lowered him to the ground. Bastard got what he deserved. What sort of bloke follows another man into the fucking toilet to have a row?

			The Skull solved another problem of where Dren was going to get blood from. He’d been prepared to cut his own hand, but the dead fool had more than enough to go around.

			He pulled his glove off his left hand, got his fingers good and wet in the Skull’s wound, opened up the sack on his hip and very carefully drew out an orb with his gloved right hand. It still amazed him that something so small could do so much damage.

			Keeping it hidden, Dren walked back into the main room and looked around. The main cluster of soldiers were on his right. Maybe a hundred Skulls if he was lucky. He smeared his bloody fingers over the orb and it immediately started to glow. Maybe one day he’d find out how they actually worked. It didn’t really matter, though. They did the job.

			Dren threw the orb right into the heart of the Skulls and ducked back inside the toilet room, glad for a stone wall between him and the … 

			The world exploded.

			Dren should’ve been used to it by now. He’d blown up enough people and places, but each time, the blast shook him to his very soul. Trapped inside the warehouse, the explosion sounded a thousand times worse than any other he’d known. Even behind the wall and with a helmet on, his ears rang with the fury of it all. Still, no time to stop. 

			He took another orb, rubbed blood over it and hurled that into the main room, too. This time, he jumped out through the window into the street before it went off. He’d only got three feet when the blast punched the side out of the warehouse. Stones and bricks flew in every direction as flames leaped up into the night.

			He moved on, heading for the barricades as Skulls rushed past him to the warehouse, thinking that’s where the attack was coming from. Someone grabbed him, shouting gibberish. Dren’s ears were still ringing, so he couldn’t hear a word of it even if he’d understood the language. He just pointed back where he’d come from and the Skull took off, leaving him alone.

			It was more controlled at the barricades. They were rattled, that was for sure, but some officers had the Skulls all facing front, ready for the Hanran to make their move. No one even noticed Dren, or if they did, they saw one of their own. They didn’t see the bomb in his hand, didn’t see him smear blood over its surface or toss it in their midst. And that was that. Off they went to the Great Darkness or wherever it was they thought they were going. Into the arms of Kage and good riddance.

			As the dust settled, the Hanran charged. A good couple of hundred of them. All of Jax’s troops eager for some payback. They’d spent too long getting their arses kicked and were full of joy at returning the favour. Dren scanned faces, trying to spot Jax. If there was anyone who needed his revenge, it was the old man.

			The Skulls, already confused and reeling, didn’t know what hit them. The Hanran crashed into their lines, howling and roaring, swords swinging, spears flying.

			Dren scuttled out of the way and pulled his helmet off pretty damn quick. He hacked at his armour next. The last thing he needed was to get shanked by his own side, and judging by the battle-mad eyes of the Hanran, that was a distinct possibility.

			Dren had to admit it was good to watch the bastards being slaughtered. Some even tried to run, but the Hanran were on them before they got too far, happy to stab them in the back if that was what it took.

			Then he spotted Jax and the smile went from his face.

			The old man was in the middle of the carnage, but his sword was pointing to the ground as if it was too heavy to hold, let alone use. Instead, Jax staggered from one Skull to the next, screaming something, and – fucking fool – he looked like he was telling them to kill him. Pure luck was keeping him alive. A Skull swung a scimitar at him but a Hanran got in the way, blocked it, cut the Egril down. Jax turned, howling, and headed towards another Skull, baring his throat, begging to be killed.

			Dren sprinted towards him, drawing his own sword as he ran. He shouldered past a Skull who’d staggered into his path, hacked at another that got too close, all the while keeping his eyes locked on Jax, praying the old man stayed alive. 

			He passed Ange and Spelk stabbing an Egril officer in the front and back, giving as good as any Shulka. One of them shouted something as he ran on, but he didn’t hear what it was. A Skull stood between Dren and Jax, the bastard looking to end the old man once and for all. Dren couldn’t allow that.

			He screamed with all his hate and jumped onto the Skull, hooking his legs around his waist. Dren got his fingers under the man’s chin and yanked his head back, exposing the throat. Dren might not be a trained swordsman but he knew how to drag his blade across the Skull’s windpipe, opening it up good and proper. Blood gushed out, showering Jax, who stared at them with mad, wide eyes.

			Dren hopped off the Skull as he fell to the ground and caught Jax a second before he followed. The old man dropped his sword and collapsed into Dren’s arms. Dren held him, not knowing what to say, and listened to Jax sob into his shoulder.

			They stood there as the battle died around them and the last of the Skulls were put to the sword. Then it was over and the Hanran had won. 

			Cheers went up. Bloodstained hands held up blood-soaked swords. Kiyosun was theirs. And still Jax cried in Dren’s arms.

			Ange and Spelk approached but Dren shook his head, warned them away. Ange lingered for a second, her eyes on his, and then gave a nod back which seemed to say more than it should. It made him feel good. 

			She headed off after Spelk as Hasan approached. Blood covered his face but there was no hiding the worry in his eyes. ‘Is Jax hurt?’

			‘Not for want of trying,’ said Dren.

			‘Jax,’ said Hasan, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘It’s me. You all right?’

			Jax lifted his head up then, tear-stained and bloody, and Dren had never seen such despair in a man’s eyes before. ‘Why can’t I die?’

			‘Jax. You don’t want to do that,’ said Hasan, taking his friend from Dren’s arms. ‘Not now. Not after everything we’ve gone through – what you’ve gone through. Not now we’re winning.’

			‘We’ll never win,’ sobbed Jax. ‘Monsuta won’t let us. He won’t even let me die.’

			Hasan glanced at Dren. ‘Monsuta’s dead, Jax. You killed him.’

			‘You chopped his bloody head off,’ said Dren.

			‘No!’ screamed Jax. ‘He’s alive. I can hear him. Talking to me. Laughing at me.’ He pushed away from Hasan. ‘This is all a trick. He’s playing games with me.’

			Hasan held up both hands. ‘Take a breath, Jax. He’s not here. He is dead, I promise you that. You’re safe. You just need rest.’

			‘Safe?’ Jax looked around, saw the Skulls lying dead on the ground, then back to Dren and Hasan. ‘Only the dead are safe.’

			‘Come on, let’s take you home,’ said Hasan. ‘Let’s get some rest.’

			Jax allowed his friend to put his arm around his shoulders.

			Hasan looked over at Dren. ‘You did good, kid.’

			‘Yeah. Thanks.’ Dren coughed. Some victory. 

			‘You get some rest, too,’ said Hasan. ‘You look done in.’ 

			‘Don’t we all?’

			‘You have a point there. See you at the next fight.’ 

			Hasan led Jax away, leaving Dren alone. He coughed again and spat some muck onto the ground. He thought about going after Ange and the others but dismissed the idea. He needed some water to rinse the taste of all the smoke out of his throat. Then some sleep. They might’ve won for now, but he had a feeling there’d be a lot more fighting to come and he couldn’t afford to be sick.
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			Francin

			

			Layso

			Francin stared at Tian Kosa, with his unmasked face, his silk clothes, his oiled hair and pointed beard and felt nothing but disgust. How could anyone be so self-indulgent? The Meigorians spent so much time preening themselves, fussing over how they looked, desperate for the world to see their own glory. Francin almost felt sorry for them. Kosa would never know that the only glory was to be found with the one true God, Kage. 

			Francin knew. He was one of the Emperor’s Chosen, beloved of Kage. He’d given his life in service to his God and his Emperor. All he knew was sacrifice. All he knew was service. He did nothing for his own pleasure, cared nothing for himself. There was only duty. Only faith. Only suffering for the cause.

			‘How can you live with yourself?’ he asked the tian. It was a question he’d asked a hundred times, a thousand. And like every time before, Kosa stared back at him and didn’t reply. What could he say? Francin didn’t believe that, when the time came, any of the Meigorians could be saved. Better they go to the Great Darkness and serve Kage there. It would be a mercy.

			Francin took a deep breath. Light drifted in through the window. The night was all but over, the darkness soon gone. It was time to pray.

			He sank to his knees in front of a small statue of Kage set up in the corner of the bedroom, watched the tian do the same. He stripped off his robes and picked up a small whip, with its nine strands of knotted cord. The tian matched his every move.

			‘Blood I will give you, O Great One.’ 

			Whack. The whip did its work, biting into skin, drawing blood. The pain was welcome. ‘Souls I will send you.’ 

			Whack. ‘My body is your weapon.’ 

			Whack. ‘My life, your gift.’ 

			Whack. He gritted his teeth and bore the pain. This was the essence of belief, after all.

			Francin knew he should stop. He’d given enough. He could feel the blood running down his back, watched it drip off the tian’s body onto the floor. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. 

			Whack. He struck harder, cut deeper. Embracing the pain. Pain was good. Testing his faith, showing his commitment.

			Whack. He glanced down and saw the blood splatter on the stone floor. So red. The sound of the pitter-patter as it hit the ground more exquisite than any symphony.

			Sunlight crawled across his bedroom wall. Time to stop. Time to go to work. 

			Whack.

			At night, he could feel Kage everywhere. But during the day, in this heathen land? It was only in his heart that Kage remained. Only when the False Gods were dead and their worshippers sacrificed would Kage spread the Great Darkness across the world and the sun would rise no more. 

			Whack.

			Another day amongst the heathens. Another day pretending to be one of them.

			Francin stared at Tian Kosa’s face in the mirror. His face now. Why did Francin have to pretend to be someone so weak, so vain? It took all his control not to smash the mirror, destroy that cursed reflection.

			He stood and looked down at the body he had adopted, at the dark skin, the soft hands. They’d never survive a day in Egril without their luxuries, their hot weather, away from their False Gods. Yet he could survive amongst them, with all their temptations and indulgences, but Kage knew it was hard. Every time he had to share a meal or stand next to the king, listening to the Meigorians’ endless debating, he wanted to scream. Only four months had passed since he’d sent the real Kosa to the Great Darkness and replaced him, yet it felt like a lifetime.

			There was a gentle knock at his door. 

			‘Yes,’ snarled Francin.

			‘Chosen.’ It was his aide, Gaylene. ‘The gate has been opened. Lord Bacas wishes to see you.’

			Francin stiffened. He had intended to send a message that day, to tell Lord Bacas about the Jian girl’s arrival. But something must’ve happened – something serious – for Bacas to summon him. ‘Wait for me downstairs. I need to change.’

			‘Yes, Chosen.’

			Francin listened to her retreat, then returned his attention to his reflection in the mirror and smiled. This was a blessing from Kage. A reward for the blood he’d spilled, the sacrifice he’d made. Even if only for an hour, a trip back to Kagestan, in his own body, with his own face, wearing a true mask of faith, was all the reward he could ask for. For a short while, he would be back amongst the faithful in the blessed land. 

			Francin picked up a small leather gag that lay on the table. It was old and well worn, his teethmarks clearly visible. He wished he didn’t need it but … he didn’t want anyone to hear him scream.

			Pain was good, he reminded himself. Francin stripped off the rest of his robes and sat on the floor once more, breathing slowly, preparing himself. He placed the gag between his teeth and bit down.

			With a deep breath, he began to change. 

			It started as a ripple within, a sensation not unlike a wave washing ashore. A pleasant sensation. Deceiving. 

			Then the wave became a torrent, white-hot, stabbing from the tips of his toes to the top of his skull. He bit down on the gag, breath coming hard and fast as his real form pushed to be freed from the confinements of the Meigorian’s. His bones lengthened, muscles hardened. His hair changed colour, shortened. Fire burned across his face as the beard fell away. He moaned, desperate for it to end, but there was no stopping, not now. 

			There was only pain and fire.

			And then it ceased. It took him a second or two to register the calm, and then Francin curled up on the floor and sobbed. Everything hurt. Even his teeth, his fingertips. The change only took minutes. He knew that but, by Kage, it tested every portion of his being. 

			Normally he’d wait for his body to settle and accept the change before attempting to move, but he didn’t have that luxury. Lord Bacas waited.

			He spat the gag out of his mouth and pulled himself onto his feet, using a table for support. He glanced at the mirror, saw an almost forgotten face staring back at him and smiled. It was too long since he’d last been himself. 

			Francin ran his hand over his chin and mouth, unsure if he was himself or someone else he’d once been, some other face he’d worn. There’d been so many since Raaku gave him his gift. Egril, Jian, Chongorean, Dornwanese, Meigorian – he’d borrowed them all. Some for a day, some for a year. He’d assassinated the King of Chongore while wearing the body of the man’s favourite courtesan. He’d been a Shulka when he smuggled Tonin into Jia. A farmer who spread fear and burned crops. A slave so he could listen to the plans of the Dornwanese military leaders. He’d been a dozen men and women in Meigore alone before he could get close enough to Kosa.

			No wonder his own face looked strange. ‘It’s me,’ he said, but he felt no less certain. 

			No matter. He had to focus. Lord Bacas awaited.

			He dressed in his uniform, enjoying the feel of the coarse material against his bleeding skin. He ran his fingers over the silver skulls on the collar as he fastened the last button. For a few hours at least, he could be himself. He picked up his Chosen’s mask and fixed it across his face. How he’d missed it. 

			He left his baton behind with his knife. He had no need for weapons in Kagestan.

			He made his way through the house. Despite the early hour, everyone was up and at their posts, their prayers finished. He only had a small team, not even a dozen men and women, but all were true believers, ready to give their lives for the Emperor and for their God.

			Unlike his room, the main house had been left untouched. Heavy rugs with intricate patterns and gold embroidery lay along the floors, tables lined the corridor for the sole purpose of displaying pots and urns, and paintings adorned every wall. Many depicted tales of the False Gods. Francin found their very presence offensive, but they’d belonged to the tian before Francin took his place, and the right appearances had to be maintained in case someone were to call unexpectedly. One day, though, he could finally watch them all burn.

			Despite this pretence, much had been done in the four months since his team’s arrival. The heathens were so busy looking to the horizon worrying about what might come, they didn’t realise their enemy was right underneath their noses, building influence, undermining the country from within. His team had even established secret temples to Kage across the land, led by converts to the true faith. They were hidden in basements and isolated houses but not for much longer. 

			And now he had the Jian girl and her guardian captive.

			Francin smiled. Praise be to Kage. 

			Two guards protected the door to the basement. As Francin approached, one began the slow process of unlocking the heavy metal door. Even here, with complete anonymity, no risks were taken with Tonin. They connected the Empire. When the time came, Francin would have an army at his disposal, and there would be nothing the unbelievers could do about it. All their sea defences, all their watchtowers were worthless.

			The door cranked open and Francin heard the Tonin’s magic at work. The air screamed as the creature held open the gate from Layso to Kagestan. He hurried down the stairs, eager to be home to pass on his news, before curling his nose at the stench that came from the Tonin’s magic. It filled the creature’s room and turned Francin’s stomach. He should have been above caring about such things, but it was a weakness he could do nothing about. Kage knew he’d tried, but the Tonin disgusted him.

			And there it was before him, pale and emaciated. The Tonin never saw daylight, and a chain made sure that it couldn’t contemplate ever leaving through one of its own gates.

			Francin squinted at the bright light caused by the burning air as sparks flew from the corners of the rent, revealing another basement hundreds of miles away. He passed through and the gate closed behind him. Only a ringing in his ears and the scent of scorched air remained. Francin felt a weight lifting off his shoulders. He was home. Back in Egril. Back in Kagestan. Back in the Chosen’s monastery. He could actually feel Raaku’s presence. 

			

			A servant led him to meet the others. They walked in silence through the monastery, a simple building of cold granite. The only decorations were the red Egril flags and statues of either Kage or Raaku, the sight of which filled Francin’s heart with pride. They passed other Chosen but there was no acknowledgement. Everyone had their jobs to do and no time for frivolities. Chatter did not serve Kage’s will. 

			Lord Bacas’s quarters were on the third level below ground, a sign that he was favoured by the Emperor and by Kage. A guard opened the door as Francin approached. A few candles offered a little light but not enough to unsettle the room’s shadows. The others were already waiting. Giant Anders was by the window, head tilted to one side to avoid the ceiling. The man was a monster and near indestructible. Francin had once seen him rip a horse’s head from its neck with his bare hands. Dasa was next to the giant, her shoulders set and her back straight, her chin tilted as if the whole world were beneath her. The woman was the best mind-reader in the Empire. Then there was Grinto, who crouched with his back to the wall and a hand on the stone floor, as if ready to bend it to his will. The last was Reistos, the ghost. He lurked in the far corner, his grey hair unkempt, hanging limp down the side of his face. Reistos glanced his way and gave the slightest nod in greeting. 

			Lord Bacas himself was by the unlit fire. No one sat. No one ever did in Lord Bacas’s company. Sitting was a sign of weakness. 

			As the right hand of the Emperor and the head of the Chosen, Bacas wore a long black gown with the red Egril flag across his chest. His hood was down but his golden mask covered his face. He was one of the most dangerous men in all Egril, for his magic could suck the very life out of anyone. A touch from Lord Bacas and you would be with Kage in the Great Darkness a moment later.

			Francin bowed before his master. Of all the Chosen, the five gathered there were the most powerful in the Empire. Those to whom Lord Bacas gave the most difficult tasks. The bloodiest work. They were an army unto themselves. It had been too long since they were last together. That in itself was telling. Perhaps Francin was not the only one with news.

			‘The Monsutas are dead,’ said Bacas in answer, his voice cold as stone.

			That was no great loss in Francin’s mind. They were animals, especially Darus. His pleasure in torture had nothing to do with Kage’s will. He used his faith as an excuse to indulge his own deviance. Still, it wasn’t good for any of the Emperor’s Chosen to be killed. Not good at all. He wondered briefly who had killed them, and what power they had at their disposal. Whoever they were would feel Kage’s wrath and pay for the insult.

			‘There was a rebellion in the Jian port city of Kiyosun and the Egril contingent based there, including a cadre of Daijaku, were wiped out.’

			‘My Lord—’ said Dasa, unable to contain her shock.

			‘Silence,’ commanded Bacas, eyes flaring red behind his mask. ‘The Emperor is not happy. The situation will be rectified immediately.’

			They remained silent. Bacas was right. Raaku was right. The heathens had to be reminded of the Egril’s might. They could not let the Jians exploit this moment.

			‘Reinforcements are being readied to go to Jia,’ continued Bacas. ‘Any resistance will be crushed. The city will be razed to the ground.’

			‘Praise be to Kage,’ said Francin. More souls to the Great Darkness.

			‘Finally, and more importantly, the king’s daughter has evaded capture,’ said Bacas.

			‘She is in Meigore, my Lord,’ said Francin. ‘She arrived yesterday with a Shulka bodyguard.’

			Bacas fixed his eye on him. ‘Tell me you have not let her go.’

			Francin bowed his head. ‘I sent her to the internment camp with all the other refugees. There is no escape from that place.’

			‘You’ve done well again, Brother Francin.’

			‘Thank you, my Lord. I will have her killed immediately.’

			‘No,’ said Lord Bacas. ‘We will take no chances this time. Just make sure she doesn’t escape.’

			‘My Lord?’

			‘An army is being assembled outside. In twenty-four hours, we will invade Meigore and send this abomination to the Great Darkness together.’

			‘She is just a girl, my Lord. I can execute her myself. There is no need …’ Francin looked to the others, confused. To send an army after a child? He was a Chosen, with more than enough power to eliminate the girl.

			‘This is not a reflection on your abilities, Chosen Francin,’ said Bacas. ‘Rather, it is a sign of the danger that the girl and her guardian pose to the Empire. She is not to be underestimated. The Monsutas made that mistake. The Imperial army in Kiyosun made that mistake. We will not. If we have to burn Meigore to the ground and send every last inhabitant of that cursed land to the Great Darkness in the process, we will do so.’

			Francin bowed. ‘As you command.’ There was no point saying any more. To do so would be to disrespect Lord Bacas and the Emperor. 

			‘Go now, all of you,’ said Bacas. ‘Prepare for war. When darkness falls tomorrow night, we will invade the last refuge of the Four Gods and destroy the child.’

			The five Chosen bowed as one. ‘Praise be to Kage,’ they said in unison and left Bacas’s office.

			No one spoke as they walked back through the corridors of the monastery and for that, Francin was grateful. His head was reeling. He knew he should be happy. He had one more day of wearing that cursed face and then he could return to who he was, no longer alone amongst heretics. And yet …

			‘Do you have time to walk with me, Brother?’ asked Reistos, interrupting his thoughts.

			‘I should go back,’ replied Francin. 

			‘Come and take one last look at the city first.’

			‘As you wish.’

			Francin and Reistos walked in silence, climbing up through the monastery until they reached the battlements. On one side, Kagestan lay spread out before them. There was none of the Meigorians’ need for splendour in the way the city was built. The Egril did not suffer vanity as the heathens did. Only the Emperor’s castle rose above all in honour of Kage. He wished he’d arrived in time to pray there with the faithful and the Devout. He breathed in the sight and the beauty of the Red Lake. This was why he fought. This was why he suffered. For the Emperor. For Egril. For Kage.

			Below them, troops gathered in the monastery’s courtyard. There had to be at least a thousand men there already plus a few hundred Daijaku and … Kojin. 

			The sight of the giant beasts stopped Francin in his tracks. Kojin were twelve feet tall and almost as wide, with curved horns growing out of their foreheads. Chains secured to collars around their necks and tethered to the ground held them in a far corner of the courtyard. They were weapons of mass destruction – once unleashed, there would be no controlling them. 

			‘I almost feel sorry for these infidels of yours,’ said Reistos.

			‘Their lives belong to Kage, my friend,’ said Francin.

			‘Aye. He wants his blood. He wants his souls.’

			‘And we will give them to him,’ said Francin. ‘That is why we are his Chosen.’

			‘A lot of trouble for a child.’ 

			‘She’s no ordinary child.’

			‘She’s four years old. How could she be a danger to this?’ Reistos waved his hand at the assembled might beneath them.

			‘I don’t know.’ Francin looked around to make sure no one else was in earshot. ‘I saw the girl and her guardian yesterday. They looked barely alive. I perceived no power in them. Certainly nothing for us to fear.’

			‘And yet they killed the Monsutas.’

			‘Darus was insane and his sister Skara wasn’t much better.’

			‘If you kill the girl, your place by Kage’s side will be guaranteed in the Great Darkness.’ Reistos’s voice was barely a whisper.

			‘I do not think of my own honour, Brother. Only Kage’s glory. You know that.’

			‘But every second she lives is an insult to Kage.’

			Francin nodded. ‘Yes.’

			‘Perhaps Lord Bacas thinks it is beyond you.’

			The words stung. ‘How dare you even suggest that?’

			Reistos held up both hands. ‘I meant no insult, Brother. But why does he need all of this to do what you can do – what you should do?’

			‘He has his reasons.’

			Reistos raised an eyebrow. ‘Perhaps he thinks you’ve been living amongst the savages for too long. Perhaps he thinks you are weak.’

			Francin stared at Kagestan, trying to control himself. Reistos’s words had too much weight to them, too much truth. He’d been wearing Kosa’s skin for so long, perhaps the heathen’s decadence had infected him. The thought filled him with shame. Suddenly he very much wanted to be gone from this place. ‘I have to leave, Reistos. It’s been good catching up with you, Brother.’

			‘I will see you tomorrow.’

			Francin nodded. ‘Tomorrow.’ 

			And he would greet them all with the girl’s body in his hands.
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			Mateon

			Anjon

			As dawn broke, Mateon stood at attention with the rest of his stick in the barracks’ parade ground. Three other sticks were with them. No one knew why they’d been called, or if they did, they certainly weren’t telling him. In fact, no one was speaking to him at all unless it was to joke about his imminent death. They did that a lot.

			His pristine armour was not so pristine now. Three lines marked his shoulder plate. Three souls sent to Kage in the Great Darkness. He should’ve been proud of that. His duty done. But he could still feel his pike sliding into the old man, see the bulging of his eyes before the light faded from them. There was nothing he could do to shake the memories. Nothing. He’d not even been able to sleep, and now his eyes burned and his body ached. 

			He was a soldier in a holy war and yet he didn’t feel like a crusader. He didn’t belong here. None of them did.

			‘Dear Kage, forgive my weakness. Grant me strength and fortify my heart so I can do your will,’ he whispered to himself, staring at the statue of his God at the far end of the parade ground. ‘Blood I will give you, O Great One. Souls I will send you. My body is your weapon. My life, your gift.’ But the words tasted false on his tongue. Strength didn’t flood his heart. He glanced at the oaks around him. They were hard men doing Kage’s work. They scared him more than the thought of fighting the Hanran. Failing them was a death sentence. But maybe dying wasn’t a bad idea. He would be with Kage. He could serve him in the Great Darkness better than he could in this world. Or would he? What if this life was simply a test to see if he was worthy? What if he were to fail in the Great Darkness just as he had here? Even he knew that three lives taken were not enough to earn a place at Kage’s side. There would be no slaves waiting to serve Mateon. Perhaps he would be with the Jians, far from Kage’s gaze. 

			He had to do better. Be stronger. This was a test of his faith. He would not fail.

			He shivered and told himself it was the cold, not him. They’d been standing in the parade ground for an hour. 

			Maybe it was because of Kiyosun and what had happened there – whatever that was. Mateon had only heard bits and pieces, but it was enough to know it was bad.

			‘Come on,’ moaned Trinon. ‘Fuck this shit. How long we gonna be stuck out here? I’m freezing my nuts off.’

			‘I thought you’d chopped them off long ago,’ said Francos. 

			Trinon chuckled. ‘Don’t get me confused with Pussy. He’s the one with nothing between his legs.’

			‘Quiet,’ hissed Pole, ‘or I’ll have you cleaning the latrines with your tongue.’

			Silence fell once more, but Mateon’s cheeks burned with shame. Pussy. That was him. The name had stuck, especially after Trinon and Francos had told the other oaks about him vomiting over his feet. He hated it. He hated it as much as he hated everything else about being in the army, about being in Jia. His teammates, if they could be called that, he hated most of all. 

			Tears formed in the corners of his eyes, and he thanked Kage for the mask he wore. If Trinon or Francos saw him crying … It didn’t bear thinking about.

			The general entered the parade ground, a Chosen on one side and a priest on the other. A Jian child walked in front of the priest. He also wore a mask, crisp white, shaped like a baby’s face – a sacrificial mask. It stood out against his dirty skin and dirty clothes. He was barefoot despite the cold.

			They stopped at the podium and turned to face the men. Kage loomed over them all. 

			The general looked magnificent. His white armour gleamed in the early morning light. His bear-fur cloak fell from his shoulders, adding to his size. He wore no helmet, but the upper part of the Skull mask was still in place. Next to him, the priest wore simple black robes. His gold mask of Kage shone like the sun.

			‘Brave soldiers of Egril, I salute you,’ called out the general as he slammed his right fist against his chest.

			The watching troops did likewise, the sound of gauntlet against steel echoing around the parade ground.

			‘I am only sorry that I must bring to you news of the worst kind.’ His voice boomed, reaching every ear. ‘Three days ago, we watched our brothers march from here. Five hundred proud soldiers went to the aid of the Fifth Legion in Kiyosun. Yet now they find themselves with Kage in the Great Darkness.’ Mateon stiffened, shocked, as the general’s words rippled through the ranks. Five hundred men dead?

			‘Yes,’ announced the general. ‘The men you fought next to, drank next to and slept next to are dead. Murdered.’ He paused. ‘Killed by the Hanran.’

			Mateon held his breath. He could feel Kage’s eye on him.

			‘These … terrorists, their hearts full of hate, even burned their entire city to the ground as they went about their crimes. Brave soldiers of Egril, we cannot allow this to remain unavenged. We must go to Kiyosun and find the murderers who killed our friends. We must send these heretics to the Great Darkness.’

			Forty fists pounded their answer against their chests. Mateon was with them. Feeling scared but feeling something else, too. 

			‘We owe it to our brothers’ memories to find justice for them. We owe it to our Emperor. We owe it to the one true God, Kage!’ 

			‘Yes!’ The roar went up. Fists smashed against breastplates. Even Mateon joined in. This was why he was in Jia. To fight for the Empire. To fight for his God.

			The general looked around his men. ‘We go to Kiyosun this very day. We will be the vanguard who claim justice for the fallen. We will be the mighty warriors who will send the heretics to the Great Darkness.’

			Forty fists pounded their answer against their chests. Again and again. Pounding their anger.

			The Chosen stepped forward. Her blonde hair was tied back from her face. She waited, listening to the tattoo of fists on steel, a smile on her lips. Then she held up a gloved hand. The pounding ceased instantly, and she let the silence settle. ‘We will escort one of His Imperial Majesty’s most valuable children to Kiyosun – a Tonin.’ Her voice was calm, so very matter-of-fact. She had no doubt. No uncertainty. How Mateon wished he could be like her. ‘We will protect him from any and all danger. When we are near the city, he will open a gate to Egril and our army will march forth and smash the rebels into dust. We will send them all to the Great Darkness where they will serve Kage for eternity.’ 

			The soldiers cheered. Mateon cheered. There was glory in this task. This wasn’t the murder of old people. This was fighting rebels and terrorists.

			The priest stepped forward, his hand on the boy’s shoulder, guiding him to the front of the podium. ‘Before we go on our holy mission, we will give thanks to Kage and ask for his protection and guidance.’

			The breath caught in Mateon’s throat.

			‘This is Bis,’ continued the priest. ‘His parents were unbelievers, poisoned by a lifetime’s exposure to the False Gods. We tried to bring Kage to them, but we were too late. We couldn’t save them. In the end, all we could do was put them out of their misery, spare them further suffering and send them to serve Kage in the Great Darkness. And, by doing that, we were able to save Bis. His parents could no longer poison his heart and he has found his place with the one true God.’

			Mateon felt his legs shake. He knew what was coming. 

			The priest held out a knife. ‘Show them your love for Kage.’

			The boy took the blade.

			‘Do you give Kage your blood?’ asked the priest. 

			‘I do.’ Bis’s voice was high-pitched, not yet broken, not yet a man’s.

			‘Do you promise Kage your soul to keep?’

			‘I do.’ 

			The priest placed his hand on the boy’s head. ‘Go to the Great Darkness.’

			There was no hesitation. No doubt. The boy thrust the blade up into his chin. He stood for a moment as if nothing had happened, then blood leaked out from the wound, over his hand, onto the floor, and finally, the boy toppled. All life gone.

			The soldiers cheered. Mateon cheered. He would avenge the fallen at Kiyosun. He would show Kage his strength. He would—

			‘Oi, Pussy.’ A hand slapped him on the back, rocking him on his feet. He looked around, saw the soldiers had been dismissed. Francos leered in his face. ‘Wake up and go get your kit. We’re moving out.’

			‘O … Okay.’ Mateon’s voice sounded as high-pitched as the boy’s.

			‘O … Okay,’ mimicked Francos. ‘Kage’s balls. Pull yourself together. We’ve got Jazzas to kill.’

			He followed Francos back to the barracks, listening to the man chuckle to himself. Already, he could feel Kage slipping from his mind. No, he had to hold on to him, carry his faith in his heart, draw strength from it. It was all a test. If he passed, glory waited for him in the Great Darkness.

			He packed his kit: a blanket to sleep on, a tent to sleep under, two water skins, a bowl to eat from, a spoon to eat with, some dried meat, half a loaf of bread. Nothing else. His statue of Kage hadn’t reappeared. No matter – his faith wasn’t reliant on a bit of carved wood.

			‘Outside, arseholes,’ shouted Pole from the door. ‘Stop playing with yourselves and get lined up. We’re not keeping His Imperial Majesty’s Chosen waiting, are we?’

			The men tramped out on the double, knocking Mateon as they passed him with their shoulders or their kit or the ends of their pikes. It was their way of letting him know he didn’t mean anything to them. He wasn’t one of them. But he knew that already. They didn’t believe, but he did.

			The general and the Chosen were already mounted. The Tonin was behind them, or at least Mateon assumed the thing on the horse was the Tonin. A grey cloak covered its entire body and the hood was pulled so far over its head that Mateon couldn’t see its face. It sat hunched up, almost hugging the horse. Two soldiers rode on either side of it, and Mateon couldn’t help but think they were there to stand guard over the Tonin rather than for his protection.

			And then there were the Daijaku. Four of them with Niganntan spears in their hands. Something else he’d never seen before and wished he never had. They were tall, taller than him, with bug eyes and a shell-covered body. One saw him looking and squawked, flapping its black, leathery wings. Mateon nearly dropped his pike.

			‘Stop gawping, Pussy,’ shouted Pole. ‘Fall in before we all grow fucking old and die.’

			‘Yes, Pole.’ He ran to his place in the ranks, cheeks burning, Trinon and Francos on either side of him.

			‘You better keep up,’ hissed Trinon, ‘or I’ll stab you first chance I get.’

			The gates cranked open and Mateon saw the road ahead. And he knew a war waited at its end.
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			Ralasis

			Layso

			Ralasis weaved his horse through Layso’s busy streets, wondering why he wasn’t back at the harbour supervising the repairs to his ship. He hated wearing his dress uniform, especially as the day was already uncomfortably hot, and the narrow streets only intensified it. The crowds made him want to scream as they pressed around his horse. He thought he’d left early enough to avoid the morning rush but obviously not. And on top of all that, he was going to the palace. That was never a good idea. Chances were he’d not even make it past the main gate. Then he’d be really pissed off.

			By the Four Gods, if he had any sense, he’d turn his horse around and head straight back to the docks. But common sense wasn’t one of Ralasis’ strong points. Not when he had an idea in his head. No, he was a right stubborn bastard once he’d set his mind on something. His old man had said it would be the death of him, and Ralasis wasn’t one to argue that point. After all, it’d been getting him into trouble his whole life.

			And what made things even worse, he was going to the palace to see a girl, and everyone knew Ralasis and women weren’t a good mix. It always ended in tears for someone. Once, he’d even ended up in jail. And yet, knowing all that, there he was, on his horse, in his best bloody uniform, on his way to the palace to see Tinnstra.

			He’d not stopped thinking about her since she got in that carriage the day before. Something about it didn’t sit well. Not well at all. Maybe it was how happy Tian Kosa had looked once they’d been driven off. That slimy bastard grinning was enough to raise the hackles on the back of Ralasis’ neck. But logic said even he wouldn’t screw over a four-year-old girl, especially one who happened to be the king’s niece and a queen in her own right. Not that logic had much place in the world these days. And Ralasis wouldn’t put anything past Kosa. Not if there was a way of increasing his personal power. The man would sell his mother if it came to it.

			So, all that Ralasis had left was the feeling that Tinnstra was in trouble, and he couldn’t sit back and do nothing. If not for her, his ship and his crew would be keeping the fish company at the bottom of the ocean. He owed her, and that meant making sure she and Zorique were safe. 

			All being well, he’d get to the palace, say hello to Tinnstra, see that there was nothing to worry about and then turn his horse around, knowing his gut had been wrong for once. He’d be damn glad about that.

			No one stopped him until he reached a barricade blocking the road off about a mile from the palace. Nervous-looking men peered out from behind the barrier, their pikes wobbling in his general direction. They looked more likely to wound him by accident than by intent. ‘State your name and purpose.’

			‘What are you scared of?’ he asked as he circled his horse, putting a chuckle in his voice. ‘The country’s not under attack just yet.’

			The pikes wobbled some more. Not the answer they’d been expecting. 

			‘State your name and purpose,’ repeated that brave soul. ‘We won’t ask again.’

			Ralasis pushed aside one pike that hovered too close to his face. ‘I am Captain Ralasis of His Majesty’s navy and I’ve been summoned to the palace by Tian Kosa.’ A lie, of course, but these fools weren’t to know that.

			‘Ralasis?’

			‘That’s what I said.’

			‘It’s really you?’

			He nodded. ‘It’s me.’

			‘I don’t believe it,’ said one.

			‘Why would he lie?’ said another.

			Ralasis was used to this. Women he met in inns never believed him, either. In fact, thinking about it, he wondered if there were men in Layso who actually pretended they were him just to sleep with women. If there were, he hoped they had better luck than he did. ‘Can I go past now?’

			‘We have no note of your name,’ shouted a soldier, trying to reassert their authority.

			‘So?’

			‘The palace is off-limits if your name is not on our list.’

			Ralasis shook his head. ‘Why don’t you tell me your name?’

			‘Why do you need to know that?’ The man’s voice had a little quiver to it now. Good.

			‘So I can tell Tian Kosa who was responsible for stopping me from seeing him. I’m sure he’ll be very understanding.’

			They didn’t know what to say to that. They had their orders, but upsetting Kosa was not to be done lightly. One of the guards stepped out from behind the barricade. ‘What does he want you for?’

			Ralasis laughed. ‘To tell me how unloved he feels and ask if I have any ideas on how to woo a chambermaid he has his eye on.’

			The guard’s mouth fell open. ‘He … what …’

			‘For the Gods’ sakes, man, I don’t know what he wants. I was summoned, so here I am. When Kosa says jump, you jump. Now, are you going to let me through or not?’

			‘On your way,’ said the guard, stepping to one side.

			‘Thank you,’ said Ralasis, nudging his horse forward. ‘May the Four Gods watch over you.’

			He almost felt bad for lying to them. They’d be in a world of trouble if things got out of hand once Ralasis reached the palace. Kosa might be a frightening man, but those guards should’ve turned him away. Orders were orders, after all.

			Of course, Ralasis still had to get into the palace. And that would be no easy task.

			The building sat on its own mountaintop, connected by a single causeway to the rest of the city. They said the mage Berenon constructed it with magic, and Ralasis, normally so sceptical about such things, believed it. That was the only way such magnificence could’ve been built. He’d even heard stories that protective wards had been carved into the stone, but no one knew what they did. Meigore had, after all, never been invaded. Ralasis only hoped the Egril wouldn’t change that.

			He rode towards the first gatehouse, staring at the high walls topped with spikes and broken glass, watching the soldiers who manned the approach, and yet again he felt the urge to turn back. ‘You’re a fool, Ralasis,’ he muttered. ‘A bloody fool.’

			‘Identify yourself,’ said a soldier with an officer’s sash across his breastplate. Behind him, the doors were open and the portcullis up, revealing the long causeway leading to the palace itself.

			‘Greetings, Brother.’ Ralasis held up a hand as he brought his horse to a stop.

			‘I’m not your brother,’ said the guard. ‘State your business or turn around.’ There were three others with him, all sharp-eyed and well armed. The king’s best.

			‘Hot work, standing there.’ Ralasis leaned back and pulled a water skin off his saddle. ‘You all look in need of a drink.’

			‘We have water.’

			Ralasis took his time uncorking the skin and took a long pull himself. He smiled. ‘Good job this isn’t water.’ He held it out to the guard.

			The man ignored the offer. ‘We’re on duty.’

			‘Of course.’ Ralasis hooked the water skin back onto his saddle. ‘Just being friendly.’

			‘We’ve no need for friends, either.’

			‘Do you mind if I—?’ Ralasis slipped off his horse.

			‘What are you doing? If you’ve not got a pass, you better ride back down that mountain.’

			‘I’m not here to cause any trouble.’

			‘That’s exactly what trouble would say.’

			‘May we have a word in private?’

			The officer looked to the other guards, then back to Ralasis. ‘What about?’

			Ralasis put his arm all but around the man’s shoulders and turned him away from his men. ‘I simply need a little help …’ he said, dropping his voice. ‘I’ll make it worth your while if you’ll oblige me.’

			‘What do you want?’ 

			‘Do you know who I am?’

			‘No. Why should—’ The guard scrutinised him once more, and then his eyes widened. ‘You’re the captain! The one all the stories are about. The one who fought the sea serpents.’

			Ralasis nodded.

			‘Ralasis – that’s right.’ The officer smiled for a second before becoming serious once more. ‘What are you doing here?’

			‘I need to get inside the palace.’

			‘Do you have a pass?’

			‘I’m afraid I don’t.’

			‘Then I’m sorry. We can’t let you in.’

			‘You look like a man of the world. Like me.’

			The guard puffed out his chest and set his jaw. ‘I’m an officer.’

			‘Well, I hope you can understand my predicament. You see, there’s a woman I’m rather hopelessly in love with inside the palace and I urgently need to see her.’

			The guard shook his head. ‘Why’s that?’

			‘The thing is, she’s not my wife. And I, very stupidly, gave her a brooch the other day as a sign of my love.’

			‘So?’

			‘The brooch belonged to my wife.’

			‘That was stupid.’

			Ralasis smiled awkwardly. ‘You’re beginning to see my issue. My wife never wore it. It’d been in a box for years. Just one of the things she happily spends my money on and then forgets all about a second later. Drives me mad.’

			There was a flicker of sympathy on the guard’s face. ‘I know that feeling.’

			Ralasis nodded. ‘I thought why not give it to my mistress? After all, I might as well get some benefit from it, don’t you think? And I was certain my wife would never notice. I assumed she’d forgotten all about the brooch.’

			‘But she hadn’t.’ 

			‘Alas, no.’

			‘And now you need the brooch back.’

			‘Before this evening.’

			‘You’re fucked.’

			‘That I am – unless you are willing to let me see her. I’ll only be inside for five minutes. No more than that, I swear.’

			‘You know the rules. No one gets in with out the right paperwork. The king’s paranoid someone’s going to try and kill him.’

			‘Dear Gods, I know that.’ Ralasis produced his purse. ‘But my wife is going to kill me if I don’t get inside.’ He withdrew two silver coins and held them out.

			The guard curled up his lip. ‘You’re not that bothered about your wife, then.’

			‘But I am,’ said Ralasis, revealing a third. 

			The officer took the coins but didn’t move. He nodded behind him. ‘And my men?’

			Ralasis stared at him for a moment, cursing the Egril. It never used to be this difficult to buy his way into somewhere. He held out three more coins. ‘Of course, I wouldn’t want them to feel left out.’

			‘Go on, then, but don’t get caught – I don’t want my head cut off because you can’t keep your cock in your pants.’ The coins vanished into a pocket and the officer stepped to one side.

			Ralasis slapped him on the shoulder. ‘You’re a good man.’ He mounted his horse once more and rode through the main gates. The causeway was wide enough for two carriages to travel side by side, but Ralasis stuck to the middle of the road. He’d made the mistake of looking over the edge once before and knew not to make that mistake again. He absolutely hated heights.

			The palace sat behind high white walls topped with broken glass and spikes that glistened in the sunlight. There was another wall set further back, with battlements guarded by the king’s men. They stood watching, still as statues, their helms and breastplates gleaming in the sunshine, in front of purple banners fluttering in the wind. 

			The palace itself looked grandiose enough for the Four Gods to live in. Ralasis didn’t understand the need for palaces but then he wasn’t a king. Give him a ship, a hammock and the open sea and he was happy. Everything else was a prison.

			The guards at the next gate didn’t challenge him and allowed Ralasis to ride through into the main courtyard. He was happy being off the causeway, but the sight of rank after rank of royal knights filling the open space stopped him from relaxing. One would think Meigore was already at war by the number of soldiers on duty.

			Leaving his horse in the stables, Ralasis entered the palace through the kitchens, ignoring the hustle, bustle and any questioning looks cast his way. Moving through the back corridors, he worked his way into the more public spaces.

			If the outside of the palace was impressive, the interior was spectacular. Ralasis could appreciate that, even if it wasn’t done to his taste.

			The grand hall was immense. Ralasis wouldn’t have been surprised if his whole ship fitted inside it a dozen times over. The floor was black and white marble laid out in a chequered pattern, while giant pillars ran along either side, thrusting up to curved ceilings. Light bathed the room through its large windows, which offered views of the whole of Layso and the ocean. As always, Ralasis felt a pang of longing when he saw the sea, and he thought once more of abandoning his quest. But, somehow, his feet kept walking.

			Sheets of rice paper as wide as any sail stretched from floor to ceiling between the pillars from one end of the hall to the other. Some were covered in script, detailing the lessons of the Four Gods from their Holy Journals. Others depicted the creation of the world, painted in exquisite detail, and had, apparently, taken several lifetimes to complete. They twitched in the breeze from the open windows as Ralasis walked past. He didn’t normally believe in the Four Gods unless he was in the shit, but he could feel something right then, a touch of something beyond his ken.

			He knew where the king’s audience chamber was from past official visits and headed straight there, joining the tail end of a small group of nobles. The men were talking in hushed tones about the possibility of invasion, as everyone seemed to be doing these days, and after what Ralasis had experienced on his way back from Jia, he didn’t blame them for their nerves.

			From the chamber came the buzz of voices – heated voices. Whatever was being said before the king was not a quiet discussion. He could see plenty of shadows moving on the other side of the rice-paper walls. That urge to turn back struck again, stronger than ever, and it was only the fact that the sliding door to the chamber was already opening that kept him going.

			Once through the door, Ralasis left the group of nobles he’d been following and moved towards the nearest corner of the room. It looked like most of the country’s nobles and their aides were there, all busy shouting at each other. So much for Meigorian politeness. The room was split into two distinct camps, with a clear divide between them.

			Tian Bethos was there, the commander of the Meigorian army, sporting a breastplate far bigger than regulation size to fit over his prodigious stomach, and a sword glistening on his hip that had probably never been drawn. He was a man as unsuited to combat as one could possibly hope to find, and yet the advantages of a wealthy family with an old name had spirited him into the country’s highest military position. Behind him were individuals who could only be family members, overburdened with medals they’d done nothing to earn, with elaborate moustaches that did little to hide their weak chins and lack of spine.

			His main opponent was Tian Galrin, a minister from a family just as old and just as wealthy, but who was lean and taut with fire in his eyes – a man not afraid of a fight. It summed up the world when someone like Bethos was given command of the army and Galrin was a glorified administrator.

			In that room, though, neither was giving way to the other, and both sides had considerable support from the nobles. It was lucky that none had weapons in hand. Such was the anger in the room that Ralasis could see things turning bloody.

			‘The Egril will attack here next if we do nothing.’ Galrin stabbed a finger at Bethos.

			‘And by “we”, you mean me,’ shouted Bethos. ‘How dare you? Am I not the commander of His Majesty’s army? Am I not the expert here?’

			‘There is certainly no other warrior here of your calibre,’ replied Galrin, getting a laugh from his pack.

			‘We must remain neutral,’ said Bethos, cheeks reddening. ‘This is not our conflict.’

			‘You’d say that even if the Egril army was camped outside these very walls.’

			King Sitos sat watching from his white throne, edged with gold and silver and perched on a dais several feet above the ground. He was small man, in truth. Ralasis knew it bothered him and he had no doubt that, were the throne itself not a national treasure, the man would’ve had it replaced long ago with something more proportioned to his stature. It dwarfed him. His hair was long in the Meigorian fashion but unkempt, and a wisp of a beard clung to his chin, accentuated by hollow cheeks. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

			Next to him was Tian Kosa, as usual. His eyes constantly roamed the room, noting everything, no doubt keeping track of who supported whom. He saw Ralasis and scowled. 

			Kosa’s own aide stood a few yards behind him and then, lined up against the far wall, half-hidden in shadow, were the king’s personal guards in full armour and helms, black in colour. Their swords, monstrous, double-edged bastard blades, were unsheathed and held point down to the ground, their hands resting on the pommels. If the sight was meant to intimidate, it worked.

			But despite their presence, the clamour in the room grew and grew. Some called for war, others for peace. It swirled around Ralasis like a storm. People surged forward in both directions as they shouted at each other, faces reddening. 

			The king glanced at Kosa, and Kosa nodded in reply.

			Kosa slammed his cane against the ground and the sound boomed across the room. The cacophony quietened immediately and all faces turned to the dais. 

			Sitos uncurled himself from his chair and stood up. ‘How long must this debate go on, my Lords? Some of you are eager for war. Then we have those who believe that peace must be sought with the Egril and urge that we hold talks with their Emperor to find common ground.’ He nodded towards Bethos.

			‘This is not our war,’ replied the commander. ‘We do not have to get involved. We do not have to send our men and women to die for foreigners.’

			‘We share the same Gods,’ shouted Galrin, ‘and that is upon whom Raaku makes war. It is not a matter of geography, but one of faith. The Egril will come here, we can all be assured of that, and if we aren’t ready, we will all die.’

			Bethos’s chest swelled beneath his breastplate. ‘Our defences will repel any assault. No Egril will ever set foot on our shores.’

			Sitos held up a hand and the room fell silent. ‘I have the utmost confidence in your abilities, Lord Bethos, as does the rest of the nation. We all sleep soundly at night because of you.’

			Ralasis’ mouth nearly fell open. The king actually sounded serious, but no one could have believed that. The mutterings from Galrin’s side of the room swelled in volume like a disturbed beehive.

			‘We stand at a pivotal moment in our history. The wrong choice will doom us all,’ continued Sitos. ‘What has happened in Jia and in Dornway and in Chongore has been horrific, as every survivor and refugee who has found their way to our shores has testified. We must make sure that the road we, as a nation, travel down does not lead to the same fate.’

			‘Then we must have war,’ shouted a Meigorian in a red robe.

			‘The Egril can’t be beaten,’ screamed another, facing him. ‘We must make peace.’

			‘There can never be peace. The Egril can’t be trusted.’ And once more the audience chamber descended into chaos. 

			Again, Kosa’s cane struck the ground, once, twice, three times. ‘My Lords and gentlemen, this is the king’s throne room. Respect will be shown.’

			‘I have listened to all your arguments,’ said the king, addressing the room, ‘and I will consider them. Until then, I wish to be alone. Leave me. We will resume this … debate on the morrow.’

			The king’s words were met with disgruntled mutterings from everyone, but heads turned and people began to shuffle from the chamber. 

			Only Ralasis remained. He was a stubborn fool after all. ‘My liege, if I may have a moment?’

			Sitos turned and saw the captain for the first time. ‘What are you doing here, Ralasis? I don’t remember summoning you.’

			‘You didn’t, Your Majesty,’ said Kosa, stepping forward. ‘Let me deal with him. You go and rest.’

			‘I only wanted to check on your niece,’ said Ralasis. ‘She’d been through quite the ordeal getting here.’

			‘My niece? My niece is dead,’ said the king. ‘Tell him, Kosa. Tell him what happened.’

			Ralasis looked to Kosa, stunned.

			‘The king’s niece died in Jia during Aasgod’s failed rescue attempt. The people you picked out of the ocean were impostors.’

			Ralasis shook his head. ‘With the greatest respect, I think you’re mistaken. They—’

			‘Did you collect them from the arranged meeting point?’ interrupted Kosa.

			‘No, but—’

			‘Did they have any travel papers on them?’

			‘You know they didn’t, but—’

			‘It was a simple ruse and I can understand how a man of your … standing was fooled. The girl was attractive, after all – apart from that dreadful cut across her face – but once we questioned them here, their story soon fell apart.’

			‘They were frauds,’ said Sitos, sounding bored. ‘Hoping to take advantage of my good nature.’

			‘I find that hard to believe …’ said Ralasis, but this time, he stopped himself from saying more. Even he couldn’t call the king a liar. ‘Where are they now? The girl and the woman?’

			‘With all the other refugees,’ said Kosa. He smiled, a glint of malice in his eyes. The bastard was enjoying this.

			‘You’ve sent them to the internment camp?’ Ralasis had only heard horror stories about that place.

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Kosa. ‘They’ll be safe there. I’ve made sure of it.’ 

			Ralasis stared at him, fighting the urge to punch him in his smug face. The pleasure he’d gain, however, wasn’t worth getting his head chopped off. Instead, Ralasis bowed. ‘My apologies, my liege, for bothering you when you have so many other important things to be concerned with. If I may, I’ll take my leave.’

			Sitos waved him away. ‘Of course, go.’

			Ralasis turned, his mind already fixed on what he needed to do.

			‘Captain Ralasis,’ called out Kosa, stopping him in his tracks.

			‘Yes, Tian?’

			‘Don’t get any stupid ideas, now.’

			‘Of course not, Tian. I wouldn’t want to spoil my reputation.’

			‘I mean it, Ralasis. I’d hate to execute the country’s favourite sea captain.’ Kosa gave Ralasis a look that said he wasn’t joking about it, either.

			‘I’ll remember that, Tian.’ He walked from the audience chamber before anything else could be said. He had no intention of putting his head on the chopping block, but he couldn’t get the thought of Tinnstra and Zorique out of his mind.

			He sighed. He was a right stubborn bastard. He only hoped today wasn’t the day his father was proved right.
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			Yas

			Kiyosun

			Caster came for Yas at first light with a small bag of food. ‘Sorry about last night. Things in the city are tense. We’ve been kept busy.’ He wore a sword on his belt, plain for all to see.

			‘Is it the Skulls?’ Yas took the food off him, passed it to Ma. They still weren’t talking, but there wasn’t much Yas could do about that. ‘We heard more explosions last night from the other side of the city.’

			‘That was us,’ said Caster. ‘We made a move on the Skulls in the northern quarter. Killed them all. The city’s ours for now.’

			Yas nodded. There was something about the way Caster said it, so unemotional. He was talking about a battle as if he were discussing the weather. And there she was, carrying the death she caused around her neck like some great weight. Could she ever be like Caster? Did she want to be? ‘What’s it like out there now?’

			‘A lot of scared people.’

			‘What’s Jax and Hasan doing about it?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘What?’ Yas couldn’t believe her ears.

			‘The Skulls are their only concern. We might’ve got rid of them for now, but they’ll be back sooner than we’d like. We need to prepare to defend ourselves, shore up the city walls plus a million other things if we’re going to stand a chance.’

			‘What about the rest of us? What’s the point of protecting us if we’re about to starve to death or cut each other’s throats for a lump of bread?’

			‘You’re talking to wrong man here,’ said Caster. ‘I’m not the chief.’

			‘Then take me to Jax and Hasan.’

			Caster smiled. ‘I told Hasan you’d probably want a chat. He’s waiting for you.’

			‘What about Jax?’

			Caster paused, the smile gone. ‘The old man’s there but he’s … he’s not who he was. The other night took a lot out of him.’

			‘I thought he was going to save us?’ Yas couldn’t help but think of all the people she’d killed to get Jax out of jail – including her friends – because Jax was so important to the cause. 

			Caster shrugged. ‘Not at the moment, he isn’t.’

			Yas closed her eyes for a second and saw her dead friends lying on the floor of the kitchen. Dead for nothing. She sucked air in through gritted teeth. ‘Let’s go.’ She reached for her coat, checked her knife was still inside it.

			‘And you’re leaving me here holding the baby, are you?’ said Ma, her voice dripping with disdain. ‘You haven’t learned anything, have you?’

			‘Ma,’ said Yas. ‘We’ve talked about this. You keep telling me this is all my fault – well, I’d better bloody well go and fix it.’

			‘Who went and put you in charge, eh?’ Ma busied herself preparing some food, attacking a carrot with a knife. ‘You’ll end up dead like your husband – mark my words. And where will that leave your little boy, eh?’

			‘Well, you can tell my corpse you told me so,’ said Yas. She turned back to Caster. ‘Come on – lets go and see Jax and Hasan.’

			She left before Ma could say another word. She might be pissed off, but she’d look after Ro, no matter what. 

			Rena was coming out of her doorway as they reached the bottom of the stairs. She smiled when she saw Yas. ‘Hello. You feeling better?’ Then she spotted Caster behind her, saw the sword on his belt, and a flash of fear crossed her face. ‘Everything all right?’

			‘Yeah, thanks for helping last night,’ said Yas. ‘This is Caster. He’s also helping us – he dropped some more food off, so if you need some, Ma’s upstairs.’

			‘Pleased to meet you, ma’am,’ said Caster, with a nod.

			The introduction did little to settle Rena’s nerves. She took a few steps back towards her rooms. ‘I’m okay for now.’

			‘Are you going out?’ asked Yas, pointing to the front door.

			Rena nodded. ‘I was going to go look for Arga again. Maybe check out the Council House.’

			‘I’d stay away from there,’ said Caster. ‘It’s not safe.’

			‘I need to find my sister,’ said Rena, not moving. ‘She’s been missing for days.’

			‘I hope you find her,’ said Caster, ‘but there’s plenty of other places to look.’

			Rena wasn’t dumb. She could hear the threat in Caster’s voice. Yas would’ve said something, told her not to worry, but she didn’t want the woman poking around the Council House, either. Not after what she’d done. Trouble was, she didn’t know what to say, so they all just stared at each other for a few moments more.

			‘See you around,’ said Yas, when the silence became too much. Rena just watched as they headed onto the street.

			The neighbourhood had escaped most of the fires mainly because great areas had been destroyed by Daijaku bombs, creating firebreaks, but it was still more ruin than habitable. A few people loitered around, and Yas didn’t like the looks they were getting, but no one said anything when they saw Caster’s sword. ‘Is it like this everywhere?’

			‘Pretty much,’ said the Shulka as they walked. ‘And it’ll only get worse when the food starts running out.’

			‘We didn’t have much before,’ said Yas, ‘but it was better than this.’

			A group of kids were playing on a pile of rubble. They were no more than six or seven years old, but they all had that worn-out look that war gave to everyone, young or old. They perked up when they spotted Yas and Caster and ran over, holding out their hands.

			‘Got any food?’ asked one.

			‘Got any money?’ said another.

			‘We’ve got nothing,’ said Caster. ‘Clear off.’

			‘I like your sword, mister,’ said a boy with tousled blond hair. ‘Can I have it?’

			The Shulka swatted his hand away. Still, none were dissuaded, and they buzzed around their legs like flies. ‘Go home,’ said Caster. ‘Or go and annoy someone else.’

			‘We’ve got no homes,’ said one.

			‘No one else has, neither,’ said another.

			Yas spotted a boy hanging just away from the main group. He’d been crying, judging by the dried snot caked around his nose and lip, and his sunken cheeks said it’d been a long time since he’d eaten, too. He was no different from the rest of them, Yas supposed, but there was something about his eyes that reminded her of Little Ro. 

			She stuck her hand in her pocket and found a coin. An ecu. It was all she had, and probably worthless now. If anyone had anything to eat, they’d be asking for more than one bronze coin. Still, it was better than nothing. ‘Hey, kid.’

			The boy looked up, eyes shining. Yas threw him the coin. He snatched it out of the air and then he was off – sprinting as fast as he could, finding some energy from only the Gods knew where. The other boys detached themselves from Yas and Caster and went after him just as quick. The chase was short, the end brutal. Fists and feet flew in and the small boy went down. 

			‘Oi,’ shouted Yas, ‘leave him alone.’ She stormed over to help, but she was too late. The coin flew from the boy’s hand and the pack chased after it.

			Caster put a hand on Yas’s shoulder. ‘Leave him. We’ve got places to be.’

			‘The old men can wait a few minutes.’ She shrugged her shoulder free and went to the boy. His lip was split and his nose bleeding, but she had nothing to wipe the blood away. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. Words as worthless as her money.

			‘It’s nothing,’ said the boy, climbing to his feet. Yas didn’t know if he meant the beating or her apology. Either way, it broke another chip off her heart. The kid scarpered without another word, his need to find food and money more pressing than any pain.

			Yas walked on with Caster, past burned-out shells of buildings and around piles of rubble that were once homes. She smelled the dead buried under collapsed walls before she saw the bodies, some already shrouded with fallen ash. Scared faces with hungry eyes watched them pass. And every step of the way, she heard Ma’s voice: ‘This is all your fault.’ But how could she fix it? How could she make it right?

			Things only got worse another two streets down.

			They were crossing from one side to the other when something caught Yas’s eye. Hanging from a street light. Another body. ‘Caster. Look.’

			‘Shit.’

			He followed her as she approached the body. Whoever it was had been dead a while. A man. Probably about her age. Early to mid-twenties. No one she recognised. No one she could put a name to. A sign around his neck read ‘traitor’.

			‘We did this to him,’ she said, feeling sick.

			‘We didn’t do anything,’ said Caster.

			‘Well, it wasn’t the Skulls who strung him up.’

			‘He pissed someone off. He did something to earn that sign.’

			‘How d’you know?’ asked Yas, her anger rising. ‘How d’you know he didn’t do whatever it was to stop the Skulls killing his family or to earn a loaf of bread to feed his kids?’

			‘I don’t. Same way you don’t know it was something innocent.’

			‘Exactly. That’s why we have laws and judges, not an angry mob stringing up whoever they care to.’

			Caster looked around the battered street. ‘Not much law and order here right now.’

			‘But we can’t let this go on. It’s as if the Skulls have made us forget who we are.’

			Caster pulled out a knife. ‘Let’s get him down, at least, eh?’

			

			When they reached Compton Street, Yas noticed a marked change in people’s demeanour. Instead of frightened faces, she was met with hard stares from the men and women on the street, their weapons barely hidden from sight and easily to hand. Movement on the roofs caught her eye, too. She looked up, saw the archers stationed there. 

			Some men guarding the entrance to the street recognised Caster and they were let through without challenge. He led them to one of the houses in the centre of the row. The charred remains of a fire blackened the street outside. 

			Caster saw her looking. ‘We got Jax’s son and Kara back from the Council House. Gave them a proper send-off.’

			Yas stopped and stared at what little was left. Some charred wood, ash. Kara, the woman who had dragged Yas into this mess, was gone from the world. Yas didn’t know how she felt about the woman’s passing. She’d done what she had to do, Yas guessed, but she couldn’t help thinking that life would have been so much better if their paths had never crossed.

			

			The room was at the top of the house and stank of stale sweat and the smoke-stained clothes of the weary Hanran gathered inside. Yas spotted Hasan with his arm in a sling, sitting at a table with a map of the city spread out before him. There was no sign of Jax.

			‘Yas,’ said Hasan. ‘It’s good to see you.’

			‘Hasan,’ she replied. 

			‘You and yours all right?’

			‘Been better,’ she replied. It was strange, but she felt more comfortable at that moment than she had with her own ma. They all knew why they were there. No one was questioning motives or telling anyone to mind their own business. Weird, that, but it felt right. She sat down next to Hasan. ‘What about you?’

			‘Been better,’ he repeated, lifting up his arm. They both smiled at that. Blood and pain had created a bond between them. ‘Caster said you’d want to talk.’

			‘Did he?’ Yas glanced back at the Shulka. He’d taken up a spot by the window, out of earshot. ‘Seems he knows me better than I do myself.’

			Hasan leaned back in his chair. ‘What can I do for you?’

			‘Not for me. For the rest of the city.’

			‘What about it?’

			‘It’s a mess, if you’d not noticed.’

			‘I had.’

			‘So? What are you going to do about it? People need roofs over their heads, water, food. They need help.’

			‘I know they do, but I’ve got other problems to deal with. More important ones.’

			‘More important than keeping people alive?’

			‘All the food in the world won’t do them any good if the Skulls come back.’

			Yas shook her head. ‘What’s the point in keeping the Skulls out of Kiyosun if everyone’s bloody dead, eh?’

			‘Yas, it’s not that easy—’

			‘Nothing’s easy these days. And it’s getting worse – that’s why you have to do something about it.’

			Hasan rubbed his face with his good hand. ‘Yas, it’s not that I don’t care, it’s just—’

			‘Just what?’ snapped Yas, standing up. ‘You’re happy sending people out to kill for you and to die for you, but you can’t be arsed to help them? Is that it?’ She gave him a look that Ma would’ve been proud of. ‘Maybe we’d be better off with the Skulls in charge after all.’

			‘That’s not true, Yas.’

			‘Isn’t it? We saw some poor sod strung up from a lamp post on the way here – and no Skull did that. And there was a girl in the square the day before, strung up by the Weeping Men.’

			‘I saw.’ Hasan sighed.

			‘My ma keeps telling me this is all my fault,’ said Yas. ‘And maybe it bloody well is – but I only got involved because of you lot. You owe me. You owe this city.’

			‘All right. You’ve made your point. I’ll send people out around the neighbourhoods, find the locals who can speak for the others and we’ll bring them all together tonight. See what we can sort out then.’

			Yas sat back down. ‘Thanks.’

			‘Oh, don’t thank me,’ said Hasan. ‘Once I’ve got them here, the rest is up to you.’

			‘Me?’ said Yas, mouth open. 

			‘Listen.’ Hasan smiled. ‘I’m a soldier. I know how to fight. That’s it. But you’re right, the city needs looking after. Seems to me it needs someone who’s suffering like everyone else to know what to do.’

			‘But that’s not me.’

			‘Why not? I don’t see anyone else coming to ask me about doing something.’

			‘I’m not a leader. No one’ll listen to me.’

			‘I don’t know anyone who’s been in command who hasn’t thought that. It’s normal. In fact, it’s the ones who think they should be in charge that you’ve got to worry about.’

			‘Yeah, but there must be others. Better suited.’

			‘It’s you.’

			‘Shit.’ Yas sat back. ‘Ma’s going to kill me.’ She could hear her now. Knew everything she’d say – and would she be wrong? 

			Yas should have said no. Insisted on it. There had to be better people out there – elders that others would listen to. Who was she to anyone? Just a mum, trying to get by like everyone else. She sighed. ‘I’ll do it.’

			He nodded. ‘Find a few people like yourself who want to help and you can get things organised quickly.’

			‘What about you?’ asked Yas.

			‘The Hanran will go out and harry the enemy, keep them away from the city as long as we can. Maybe we can hold out long enough for the Meigorians to turn up and save our arses.’

			‘You think they’ll come?’

			‘I hope so. Especially now the queen’s over there.’

			‘Hard to think of that kid as a queen.’

			‘She’s all we’ve got.’

			Yas let out a deep breath. ‘Best we get on with it, then.’
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			Tinnstra woke up in a panic, Zorique filling her mind. She looked around, but she wasn’t there. Of course she wasn’t. They’d taken her. Dear Gods, why didn’t Aasgod warn me about this place? He knew what they were doing in Meigore. He knew what we were running to.

			The others had found Tinnstra a bed in one of the huts the previous night, when it had grown all but impossible to stay awake. Anama had cleaned the wound on her face but it still burned. She prayed that it wasn’t infected. She remembered the stench coming off Aasgod’s back. She didn’t want to die like that. 

			The hut was all but empty now. The sun streamed through the windows, bringing the heat of the day with it. How long had she slept? She’d needed it – the Gods knew that – but she felt guilty. What if Zorique had come looking for her? What if she’d gone to the fence, hoping to find Tinnstra, and seen only strangers?

			She sat up and swung her legs out of bed. Someone had left her a water skin, and Tinnstra’s stomach cramped at the speed she drank. She’d still not eaten but that could wait. Zorique couldn’t.

			She pulled her boots on and left the hut, only to find Maiza waiting for her. The Shulka stood up when she saw Tinnstra. ‘How are you feeling?’

			‘I’m fine,’ she replied, not slowing down. She had to get to the fence.

			Maiza kept pace. ‘We’ve had someone at the fence since first light. We’ve also sent some of the older children to look for her. We haven’t heard back from them yet.’

			‘Is that good or bad?’

			‘It’s neither. She’s probably been sleeping if she’s anything like you. You’ve both been through so much.’

			Tinnstra could see the fence now, with its knot of parents on one side and the children on the other. How long had they all been kept apart now? Maiza said some refugees had been in the camp for six months. Could families have been separated for that long? It hadn’t been a day yet, but Tinnstra felt Zorique’s absence like a physical pain.

			She picked up her pace, almost running, hope growing with every step she took that she’d find Zorique waiting for her. As long as I can see her, everything will be all right. I can calm her then, reassure her that I haven’t abandoned her.

			Her eyes searched faces. Jians, Dornwanese, Chongorians of all ages, boys and girls, tall, short, dark hair, blond hair. There must’ve been at least fifty children there, maybe more. But no Zorique. Not that she could see. She looked again, quicker this time, hoping, praying, double-checking. But no. 

			All her hope disappeared, and she let her anger take its place.

			She reached the fence. It wasn’t much taller than her, a jumble of criss-crossed spikes pointing in either direction, with those metal thorns jammed in at the sides. Tinnstra grabbed hold of two of them, felt a thorn nick her skin, but she didn’t care. She’d rip them from the very ground to get to Zorique.

			Again, a hand fell on her shoulder. ‘Tinnstra, calm down.’

			It was Maiza. Tinnstra turned, fists bunched, blood wet between her fingers. ‘Calm down?’

			‘Yes.’ Maiza stood still, looking her straight in the eye. ‘Hurting yourself isn’t going to help her. Attracting the guards’ attention won’t help her.’ She tilted her head a fraction to the left. Three guards with spears were approaching from the main building. They didn’t look happy. ‘We’ve got some of the children looking for her, so yes, calm down and they’ll bring her to you. You just need to be patient.’ Maiza moved her hand from Tinnstra’s shoulder to her elbow and tried to steer her away from the fence. 

			She resisted at first. Let the guards come. I’ll fight them all. Then she took another breath, tried to clear her thoughts. She’d need to be cleverer than that. She allowed Maiza to lead her a short distance away from the fence until she saw the guards do an about-turn. ‘I’m sorry. I’m being crazy.’

			‘I understand,’ said Maiza.

			‘It’s just …’ Tinnstra glanced back at the fence, and the children on the other side. ‘I don’t want her to be alone.’

			‘She still has you.’

			‘But she doesn’t know that.’

			‘I’m sure she does.’

			‘What a mess. What an utter mess.’ Tinnstra sighed. It would be so easy to give in, admit she was beaten. Everything that could go wrong had gone wrong. At least here, in the prison, she didn’t have to worry about the Skulls trying to kill them. As long as she knew Zorique was safe, then perhaps … No. She hated herself for even thinking that. No giving up. No more just trying to survive. No feeling sorry for myself. ‘Show me the prison. There has to be a way out of here.’

			Maiza nodded. They moved from one set of shadows to another, trying to keep out of the direct sunlight. Even so, the temperature was unbearable and Tinnstra was constantly swatting flies away from her face.

			‘The walls are about twenty feet high and made of solid stone,’ said Maiza as they walked the camp’s circumference. ‘Impossible to climb without ropes and grappling hooks.’

			Soldiers watched them from the battlements. They’d not let anyone climb unhindered, either. ‘How many guards?’ asked Tinnstra.

			‘I’d say about two hundred.’

			‘For two thousand refugees? That doesn’t sound like enough.’

			‘Most people here aren’t fighters, and the sight of a spear is more than enough to keep them in their place.’ Maiza pointed to a group of Dornwanese nearby, squashed together in a small patch of shade. ‘The heat saps their strength. The food and water allocations are enough to keep everyone alive, but no more than that.’

			A cluster of guards were watching them as they walked. They wore steel breastplates and open helmets. Only a few held spears, but all wore sheathed cutlasses on their hips. They were short-bladed, but perfect for crowded environments like the prison.

			‘They never walk through the camp alone. They stick to groups of three or more, making it even harder for anyone to attack them,’ said Maiza. ‘I hear tales that they can be bought – apparently they’d bring extra food for people if they had money to pay for it – but now?’ She shrugged. ‘No one has any money left, unless they sell themselves.’

			‘How’s the food rationed?’

			‘At the moment, everyone eats once a day. Anyone caught trying to get more food is punished by the other prisoners. It takes care of itself. Of course, if rations are reduced further, things might not be so amicable.’

			They turned with the wall and headed back to the eating area and the main building. 

			Maiza pointed to the gate that Tinnstra had come through the day before. ‘The gate’s solid steel and always guarded, and the corridor leads straight past the main barracks to more steel gates.’ They stopped under the shelter of a tree and Maiza passed Tinnstra a water skin to drink from. ‘And you saw what’s on the other side of the walls.’

			Tinnstra nodded. ‘Nothing.’

			‘The Meigorians stripped back everything to the bare rock for only the Gods know how far. You manage to climb the walls or get through the gates and you then have miles of nothing to cross before you reach the forests. In this heat, that’s no easy task. Plus you’d be sitting ducks for the archers on the walls.’

			‘What about horses? A carriage?’

			‘They don’t keep any horses here. There’s no need for them. No one leaves. They bring food, water and any new men in once a day at sunrise, and the wagons return to the city an hour later.’

			Tinnstra swallowed another mouthful of water and then passed the water skin back to Maiza. ‘What about help from outside? Is there anyone who can help us?’

			‘Aasgod was our last hope. There’s no one left who cares about us. Not enough to do anything, anyway.’

			Tinnstra looked at the high walls, watched the guards patrolling and checked the steel gates once more. ‘Then it’s down to us. We have to find a way.’

			They headed back to the fence separating the adults from their children. ‘This is the biggest deterrent,’ Maiza said. ‘The guards have made it clear any action against them will result in punishment to the children.’

			‘So we secure the children first. Take that threat away.’ Tinnstra looked at the fence again. It wasn’t that high. If they could climb it quickly, a small group could get over before the guards did something. ‘You said yesterday that you have Shulka here.’

			‘We do. There’s forty-eight of us here.’

			‘Are they fit to fight?’

			‘They are for now. They guarded the embassy with me. I can vouch for them all.’

			Tinnstra examined the guardhouse again. There were weapons inside it. They just had to get to them … 

			Thoughts swirled around Tinnstra’s mind. Snatches of images, part of a plan. There was always a way. Her father had told her that many a time. The only way to lose was to give up. Solving a problem or winning a battle always amounted to the same thing: concentrating on what was in front of you. Deal with that first. Worry about the rest later. ‘And what about Anama?’

			‘What about her?’

			‘Where does this gate of hers go?’

			‘I don’t know. Best it stay that way, in case the Skulls question us.’

			Tinnstra shook her head. ‘After what’s happened here, I’m not going anywhere without knowing—’

			‘Maiza!’ A boy of about ten ran towards them on the other side of the fence, a look of grim determination on his face. He was panting by the time he reached the fence. ‘M … Maiza. I’ve found her.’
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			Dren

			Kiyosun

			Dren couldn’t sleep. It’d always been the way, after a job. For whatever reason, he could never relax, couldn’t turn his mind off. Stupid really, but he thought it’d be different this time. He’d been doing good work, a soldier’s work, and he’d only killed Skulls, none of his own people, no one innocent. But still he could feel it all. The blasts. The cries. His hands were shaking and he couldn’t stop them no matter how hard he tried. He could see the blood, the body parts. So bad he didn’t want to close his eyes. He squeezed them shut over and over, but there was no stopping the visions of carnage. 

			It didn’t help that he was coming down with a cold, too. It was no surprise, not after the last few days. But it was the last thing he needed now. The last bloody thing.

			He was back on his roof in Toxten. His parents’ old place – or what was left of it. A broken water tower to sleep in and a massive hole in the roof he’d have to be careful not to fall down. It wasn’t much, but it was his, and that meant a lot to him. When they were torturing him in the Council House, he thought he’d never see it again.

			His mind kept replaying it all, changing things, working out all the ways it could’ve gone wrong. Ways he could’ve fucked it up. At the time, he’d acted on instinct, relied on his cunning. Now it felt like he’d only got away with it out of sheer bloody luck. If he’d not scuffed up the armour, he’d have been spotted straight away. If someone had spoken to him earlier or taken an interest in that Skull shouting at him, or if the room he’d ducked into hadn’t been a toilet, or if anyone else had been in there, he’d be dead right now. All stuff out of his control. All points when he could’ve died. Shit, no wonder his hands were shaking. How much luck did he have left before it ran out? He used to think he was invincible. Untouchable. Uncatchable. Not any more.

			A shiver ran through him, but he put it down to the cold. There was a small brazier on the roof that his dad had made, so Dren started filling it with wood and kindling. Many a night, he and his parents had spent time on the roof, sitting around a fire. His mum would sing and his dad would tell stories. It’d been his favourite thing when he was a kid, sitting there, all tucked up under a blanket with his mum’s arm around him. He’d not done it so much as he got older, happier instead to go out with Quist and cause a bit of mischief. How he wished he could turn back time now and listen to his mum sing once more, or even just say hello to her. Dren had never imagined a time when either of them wouldn’t be around. He’d taken them both for granted.

			He closed his eyes, and for a moment, he could almost hear her, a ghost of a memory at the edge of his thoughts. Barely there. How long before she faded from his mind altogether?

			‘Pull yourself together,’ he told himself as he got the fire going. 

			‘Oi, you up there, Dren?’ Ange’s voice was carried up from the floor below. ‘I’m not climbing all the way up if you’re not.’

			He grinned. ‘Yeah, I’m here. Drag your lazy arse up that ladder.’

			There was a bit of huff and puff as Ange made the climb, milking it for all it was worth. ‘If you had any manners, you’d have come to me instead,’ she said as her head poked through the hole in the roof. 

			‘I thought you knew me better than that.’ Dren took her hand and helped her up, happy to see her. Really happy, in fact. 

			She peeked at him through her fringe, added a bit of a smile to it as well. ‘Oh, I know you all right.’ She slipped a bag off her shoulder. A quick rummage inside produced a bottle of wine. ‘I thought you might be sitting up here on your own, feeling all sorry for yourself, probably wide awake and in need of some company – so here I am. Was I right?’

			He stepped back, a wave of something running through him. A memory. A painful one. Ange saw it, too. ‘What’s wrong?’

			He tried a smile and shook his head. ‘It’s nothing …’ Just remembering the last person to bring him wine and food. Quist, his cousin, his best friend. Before he’d tried to betray Dren, before Dren killed him.

			‘I can go if you want …’ Ange stepped back towards the ladder, slow though, not as if she really meant it.

			Dren stopped her, gave her a grin and took the bottle. ‘I’m not bothered about the company, but the wine can stay.’

			‘Cheeky bastard.’ She tried snatching it back, but Dren skipped out of the way and uncorked the bottle with his teeth. Ange laughed. ‘Classy.’

			‘That’s me.’ Dren took a long, deep slug. The wine was dark and rich and better than anything he’d ever drunk before. ‘Where’d you get this?’

			‘I nabbed it out the storeroom at the Council House. Didn’t think anyone would miss it.’

			‘Good move. I was starting to think we should’ve kept some of that food, too, instead of giving it all away.’

			‘Funny you should say that,’ said Ange, reaching into her bag once more. She produced a small loaf of bread that she threw to Dren, then pulled out a chunk of ham. 

			Another memory. Quist had brought almost the same food. Shit. He could see his cousin sitting there, hear him laughing. That dumb fuck. Why’d he do it?

			‘Got a knife?’ asked Ange.

			He had a knife, all right. He’d put it in Quist. That same knife was now behind his back. He shivered at the thought, feeling weak, feeling sick. A lump in his throat making it hard to swallow. Dren closed his eyes for a moment, got his armour up, put his own mask back on. He was the leader, the one you didn’t mess with, always up for a laugh, bothered by nothing. Dren reached around his back and drew the knife. ‘Will this do?’ 

			‘Perfect.’ Ange grinned, playing the game, too, letting him know what else she’d brought.

			They walked back to the water tower and settled down in front of his fire. Lengths of wood jutted out above them, forming some sort of a roof, and he had a pile of blankets to keep the cold out. Ange sat next to him, close so their arms rubbed against each other, and they sliced strips off the ham, tore chunks out of the bread and gulped down the wine.

			‘Did you have this prepared in case I showed up?’ said Ange.

			‘Of course.’ He tried to grin, but he still felt the chill in his bones. Hopefully the heat would deal with that soon enough. He swallowed, trying to shift the itch in his throat. 

			‘I’m flattered.’

			‘Well, I was mainly hoping you’d bring some food.’ Dren tried for bravado, but something felt strange and out of sorts inside him. He took another gulp of wine, hoping that would fix things.

			She laughed and hit him on the shoulder. ‘Bastard.’

			‘I was once. Not any more.’ An image of Falsa swinging on a rope flashed through his mind. Never again.

			The bottle changed hands. Ange’s voice dropped. ‘Yeah. You’re different now. For the better, I think.’

			‘Do you?’ For some reason, he needed her to tell him that he was. He didn’t want any more Falsas. No more innocent blood on his hands. 

			Ange smiled. ‘You were pretty bad. Scary sometimes.’

			‘You never said. Why’d you stick with me?’ Dren pulled his blanket tighter, still not warm.

			Her smile faded a little. ‘We live in scary times, if you haven’t noticed.’

			‘I noticed.’

			‘I figured that if I was going to survive, I needed to be with people who were just as scary. You know? You always looked like you could take on the world and beat it.’

			‘I thought that, too. Until the Skulls caught me.’ Dren prodded the fire with a stick and watched the sparks and cinders fly up. 

			Ange reached out and turned his head so she could get a better look at his mess of an ear and busted nose. ‘They did a number on you all right.’

			Dren pulled his head back, ashamed at what they’d done to him. He should’ve fought back harder. Somehow. It was a stupid thought. He knew that, but it didn’t stop him trying to work out what he could’ve done differently. Apart from not trying to kill Jax in the first place.

			‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Ange. ‘Everyone gets lucky once. They’ve had their chance. From now on it’s our turn. Payback.’

			Dren grinned, mask in place, playing the part. Untouchable. ‘I think I saw them eating rats last night, before I blew them all up.’

			‘Rats? Good. They fucking deserve it.’ Ange sliced off another strip of ham and threw it to Dren. ‘Let them experience what they’ve put us through these last few months. While we enjoy their food and wine.’

			Dren toasted her with the wine bottle. ‘I’ll drink to that.’

			‘We did well last night, didn’t we?’ said Ange, wiping some wine from her chin. ‘Feels strange to think there are no Skulls left in the city. I kept expecting to see them on my way over here.’

			‘They’ll be back. They’re like rats themselves. Kill one and then another appears.’ 

			‘What’re we going to do next?’

			‘I dunno. Keep fighting. Be good soldiers.’ Dren nudged her with his elbow. ‘But I don’t think we’ll ever be that.’

			‘Still a wolf, eh?’ She gave him that look again, her eyes full of mischief, and she shifted herself so they were facing each other. They were close. Almost too close – or not close enough. He wasn’t sure which. The fire gave her skin an orange glow, making her look flushed. Beautiful.

			Dren looked away, took another gulp of wine, then noticed they’d nearly finished the bottle. ‘I’m not so wild any more. Jax put me straight on that.’

			Ange reached for the wine. Her hand brushed his. ‘You like him, don’t you?’

			‘I never used to. Thought he was a washed-up waste of space. Fuck, he tried to kill me a couple of days ago, and I tried to kill him.’ Dren shook his head. ‘But he looked after me when it mattered, made me see the bigger picture. What we did … helped all of Jia. Maybe even changed the course of the war.’ He looked up, caught Ange staring, but he didn’t feel stupid for what he was saying. Quite the opposite, in fact. ‘I get what he’s doing now. What I need to do.’

			‘He didn’t look too good last night.’

			‘He’ll be okay. He’s tough. He just needs to rest.’ The old man was fucked up good and proper, but there was no way Dren could even think he’d not get better. He needed Jax. He needed someone to show him the way.

			‘Well, whatever happens, thank the Gods that we have you.’ Ange put the bottle down and placed her hand on his thigh. ‘Dren, saviour of Jia. Got a good ring to it.’

			‘It’s not about me.’ He felt guilt at her praise. He didn’t deserve it. He looked down at her hand. It felt heavy there, but right somehow. The only thing that felt right in his life.

			Her lips were by his cheek, her breath warm on his skin. ‘No?’

			‘No. Not any more.’ He kissed her and then they were dragging at their clothes, scratching and pulling, a mess of over-eager hands and tangled limbs, desperate to get naked. Nothing mattered except her. Except Ange. He nuzzled her neck, worked his way down until his mouth found her breast. She arched against him, unfastening his trousers, reaching for him, biting his ear, pulling his head up to kiss him again, deep and long, and they were lost in each other.

			He kicked off his trousers, pulled at hers, abandoning their kisses to taste her more. She pushed against him and held him tight, so wet, so hot, so …

			He started coughing. Deep, hacking coughs. His throat felt tight, blocked, like he couldn’t breathe. He pulled away from Ange, crawling on his hands and knees as he tried to clear his throat, get everything working. He just had to cough it clear. Suck in some air. He grabbed the bottle, took a slug of wine to clear his throat, dribbled most of it down his chin as he coughed again. 

			‘Dren? You okay?’ Ange draped a blanket over his shoulders, tried holding him. ‘Are you sick?’

			He looked up, saw the worry in her eyes, and then the world went black.

			

			Dren woke up, wrapped up in blankets next to the fire, lying in Ange’s arms. She was asleep, too, but he could see the concern on her face still and knew he’d scared her. He’d scared himself. 

			It was still light out, late afternoon maybe, so he’d not slept long. Not long enough to make him feel better, anyway. He felt frozen to the bone, despite the fire and the blankets and Ange, and yet he was sweating, too. What a time to get sick. Not surprising after everything he’d been through, though. Fucking drownings and beatings and battles with no warm bed or decent food.

			The fire spluttered and sparked, close to going out. He should throw some more wood in it, stir it back to life, but that would mean getting up, and Dren didn’t want to do that. He wanted to stay where he was for the rest of his life. Just him and Ange, on his roof. Until he felt better. No fucking war to think about. It didn’t feel like too much to ask.

			‘Dren! Dren!’

			He sat up. It was Hicks. Sounding scared. Shit. Ange sat up next to him, looking worried, too. They both began pulling on clothes. 

			‘Dren!’ Hicks called from the floor below, his voice weak, out of breath. 

			Dren half-jumped down the ladder when he saw his friend’s face all bruised. Someone had smacked him good and proper. Ange followed him and they caught Hicks before he fell.

			‘What is it?’ asked Dren.

			‘They’ve got Spelk.’ Hicks’s eyes were wide and full of fright, his face white. ‘They snatched him.’

			‘Who did?’

			‘We were on our way here and the Weeping Men jumped us. Down Harelson way. They knew who we were. Called our names. We put up a fight, you know we did, but there were so many of them. They got Spelk but they let me go. They wanted me to tell you that they had him. Said you had till midnight to get him back or they’ll—’ Hicks slumped forward, the strength going from him, and Dren caught him in his arms. ‘F … fuck.’

			Dren felt something wet on his hands. Warm and wet. He lowered Hicks to the ground and then opened his jacket. His shirt was stained with blood. ‘Fuck.’

			‘What is it?’ asked Hicks.

			Dren turned to Ange. ‘Get me something to bandage this with. He’s been stabbed.’

			Hicks looked bewildered. ‘I’ve not been stabbed. I’m only out of breath, that’s all. I just … need a minute.’ 

			‘You’ll be all right,’ said Dren, but if Hicks didn’t know he’d been wounded, his body did. The lad slumped back into Dren’s arms and Dren could feel him shiver and shake.

			Ange reappeared with a sliced-up cloak and went to work on the wound, trying to plug the hole, but it was a gaping thing, blood all black pouring out of it. As soon as she pressed a wad of cloth down, it was soaked. She didn’t give up, though, and soon her own hands and clothes were soaked in her friend’s blood.

			‘I’m cold, Dren,’ whispered Hicks.

			Dren hugged him tighter. Put on the mask. Played the role. ‘It’s bloody winter, that’s all. I’ll throw some more wood on the fire once we’ve got you bandaged up.’

			‘You’ll get Spelk back, won’t you?’ The boy was sucking in air, quick as he could. ‘You won’t let the Weeping Men hang him, will you?’

			‘I promise you. I promise. You’ll both be laughing about it tomorrow,’ said Dren. He could feel tears springing up in his eyes. Fucking tears. This wasn’t right. ‘Rest now.’

			‘Yeah. I might do that. Just for a bit …’ Hicks closed his eyes, and his body gave one last shudder, and then he was gone. Just like that.

			Dren stared at him in disbelief. This wasn’t happening. Not now. Dren held him and touched his face with his bloody hand, felt the heat leave his friend. ‘No. Don’t die. Don’t. You can hold on. Come on. Come on. Hicks, listen to me. Open your eyes.’

			‘He’s dead, Dren.’ Ange sat back on her knees, her hands stained red, her clothes covered. It was like a nightmare.

			‘No.’ Tears fell. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d cried. Not even when his parents had died. Not since. 

			‘Shit,’ said Ange. ‘Shit. The fucking Weeping Men did this. You heard him – the Weeping Men.’

			‘I know.’

			‘Spelk’s dead, too.’ She was on her feet, shaking her head, pacing. ‘They’ll have hanged him by now.’

			‘We don’t know that.’ Dren lowered Hicks to the ground. ‘Maybe he’s still alive. Maybe we can get him back. They said we had till midnight.’ He felt the anger stir within him, welcomed it, fed it with thoughts of what he’d do to the fucking Weeping Men who’d killed his friend. They’d messed with the wrong fucking person. 

			‘It’s got to be a trap.’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘And why are they after us? Why you? We’re nothing to them. Nothing.’

			‘Only one way to find out.’ He hacked up some muck and spat it onto the floor. He stood and marched over to where he’d stashed the Shulka sword, dragged it out and strapped it on. Ange watched him, that knot back between her eyes. ‘We should get help. You’re not well enough to do this on our own.’

			Dren shook his head. ‘It’s just a cold. I feel better already.’ A lie, but necessary. There was a war on and Dren was going to fight it. He didn’t care if it was the Skulls or the Weeping Men. He’d kill them all if they fucked with his friends. ‘Let’s get Spelk back.’
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			‘Where is she?’ asked Maiza.

			The boy pointed back at the children’s camp. ‘The last hut over there. That’s where they keep all the young ones.’

			Tinnstra followed his directions. The last hut looked exactly like the others, and yet she stared so hard at it, as if that would help her to see through the wooden walls. ‘Are you sure it’s Zorique?’

			‘I think so. She got here yesterday. Someone said she’s been crying all day and night. Asking for her sister.’

			‘Sister?’ repeated Maiza.

			‘I said I’d be her big sister,’ said Tinnstra. ‘It’s her.’ She felt her temper rise once more and realised she was gripping the poles again. ‘Can you get her out of there? Bring her to see me?’

			The boy shook his head. ‘They don’t let the young ones out that much, and when they do, they have lots of guards.’

			‘What about a message? Can you get a message to her?’

			‘I think I can do that.’ He shifted his feet, suddenly nervous. His gaze fell to the ground. ‘If I get caught, though … They’ll beat me.’

			‘Nabil,’ said Maiza. ‘Look at me.’

			The boy raised his eyes reluctantly.

			‘You’ll be all right,’ said Maiza. ‘You’re smart and careful. No one will catch you.’

			Nabil nodded. ‘I can do that.’

			‘Just tell her that Tinnstra loves her and I’ll be with her soon. Tell her to be brave,’ said Tinnstra. ‘Make sure she knows we’ll come for her.’

			‘I’ll tell her. I promise,’ said Nabil.

			‘Get some of the other children – the older ones,’ said Maiza. ‘Ask them to keep an eye on her, make sure nothing bad happens to her. Any sign of trouble, come and find us.’

			‘I will,’ said Nabil. ‘I promise.’

			‘Good. Now go.’ Maiza looked towards the guardhouse. Tinnstra and Nabil both followed Maiza’s gaze. Three guards were walking towards them.

			The boy didn’t need telling again after that. He was off like a shot, sprinting back towards the children’s huts.

			A familiar sense of unease ran through Tinnstra. ‘Trouble?’

			Maiza shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ They moved apart from each other, making plenty of room in case they had to fight. 

			The guards took their time. Tinnstra tried to read their faces, but their helmets kept them in shadow. 

			‘You Tinnstra?’ asked one, unshaven with a drinker’s nose.

			‘I am.’ 

			‘Someone wants to see you,’ said the second guard, a man with squinting eyes. His thumbs were hooked around his belt like he didn’t have a care in the world.

			‘Who?’

			‘Does it matter?’ grunted the third, thinner than his friends, but with a nasty grin.

			‘It does to me,’ said Maiza.

			‘Mind your manners,’ said Drinker, his hand slipping down behind the knuckle-bow of his sword. ‘You’re not a Shulka any more.’

			‘You sure about that?’ Maiza smiled, but there was no kindness in it, only a threat.

			‘Listen,’ said Squinty. ‘Someone’s paid to see the girl. She can come with us willingly or we’ll drag her there. Your choice.’

			‘I’ll come,’ said Tinnstra. Her curiosity was piqued. If it was someone official, there would be no need for bribes.

			Squinty sniffed. ‘Glad you see sense. This way.’

			Tinnstra nodded at Maiza. ‘I’ll come and find you afterwards.’

			‘I’ll be here,’ said the Shulka.

			She followed Squinty, with the other two falling in behind. 

			

			The rusted hinges of the guardhouse gate groaned as Squinty yanked it open. Was it normally unlocked? Or had the guards just been too lazy to bother locking it when they’d come to get her?

			Stepping out of the bright sunlight into the dark interior was disorientating at first. She followed the soldier down a narrow corridor, past a turning that looked like it led to the children’s compound, and headed further in until they came to another steel gate. Unlike the guardhouse’s, this one was locked, and they had to wait while two sentries unbolted the heavy door. They passed another open door leading to the guards’ barracks. Rows of beds lined either side, some containing guards, off-duty and trying to sleep.

			Squinty stopped halfway down the corridor by an oak door with a barred window set in it at head height. ‘In here.’ He pushed it open. 

			Ralasis was inside, sitting at a table. A look in his eye told her to be careful, so she took the seat opposite without saying a word.

			He looked past her to the guard. ‘Thank you.’

			Squinty grunted. ‘You’ve got five minutes. She’ll be searched before she goes back in, so don’t give her anything.’

			‘Understood,’ said Ralasis.

			The guard shut the door and they listened to his feet walk away down the corridor.

			‘It’s good to see you,’ said Tinnstra.

			‘And you,’ replied Ralasis. ‘I couldn’t believe it when I found out you’d been sent to this place. How’s Zorique?’

			‘I don’t know. They took her from me. There’s a separate prison for children.’ Tinnstra shook her head. ‘Someone said she was safe, but I have to stop myself from trying to tear the prison apart with my bare hands.’

			‘I’m so sorry. If I’d known this was what Kosa intended, I’d never have let him take you.’

			‘Is there anyone you can speak to?’

			‘Only the king has more power than Kosa, and he does what Kosa tells him to do now.’ Ralasis chewed on his lips before looking Tinnstra in the eye. ‘Kosa claims you’re just refugees trying to take advantage of a bad situation. He says you’re not who you say you are – that Zorique is not the king’s niece.’

			‘That’s a lie.’

			He stared at her for a moment, and she could see the worry in his eyes. ‘You need to think carefully. Did you say anything that could make him think otherwise?’

			‘He barely spoke to us – you were there.’

			‘Then why? This doesn’t make sense.’

			‘I wish I knew.’

			‘That man was always difficult, but he’s worse now. The Egril threat has made him even more paranoid.’

			‘Can you get us out of here?’

			‘There was someone at court today … perhaps if I go and see him …’ Ralasis rubbed his chin. ‘I’ll see him tonight. Hopefully, I can talk some sense into him and have you both released from here.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘If that doesn’t work, I’ll come back with enough silver to buy your freedom. Stay safe till then.’ Ralasis made to rise but Tinnstra gripped his arm.

			‘There’s one other thing you can do for us.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘Find us a ship.’

			Ralasis laughed. ‘I have to get you out of here first.’

			‘We’re not staying in Meigore. No matter what. I need to take Zorique somewhere safe, and that’s not here.’

			Ralasis paused, then nodded. ‘I’ll find you one.’

			‘Thank you.’

			Footsteps echoed down the corridor.

			‘Looks like our friend is coming back,’ said Ralasis.

			Tinnstra stiffened as the door opened and she felt a guard’s presence behind her.

			‘Time’s up,’ grunted Squinty.

			‘Thank you for not abandoning us,’ said Tinnstra as she stood. 

			Ralasis squeezed her hand. ‘Stay strong.’

			

			Drinker and Squinty led her back into the prison, with Tinnstra feeling more positive. Ralasis might make all the difference. If he could get a ship ready, at least they’d have somewhere to go once they were out of this prison.

			There was the embassy, of course, but Tinnstra had dismissed that possibility. It wasn’t worth thinking about if she didn’t know where the gate went. After the mess Aasgod had made of everything, she didn’t trust any of his plans. No, she wouldn’t be taking Zorique through any gates – not if Ralasis got her a ship.

			She was halfway back to Maiza when Drinker sighed. ‘And now for the other thing.’

			‘What other thing?’ Tinnstra said. ‘Someone else wants to see me?’

			‘Not quite,’ said Squinty.

			They stopped, one on either side of her. They weren’t carrying pikes, but they had their cutlasses. 

			‘You’re a popular girl,’ said Drinker. He cracked his neck from side to side and rolled his shoulders. Then his eyes found hers and he grinned, all brown teeth. His hand went to the hilt of his sword. Nothing else needed to be said. 

			They all moved as one, both men drawing their swords. But Tinnstra moved quicker, grabbing Drinker’s sword-arm with one hand and slamming her other palm into his nose with as much force as she could muster. He staggered back, blood pouring from his nostrils, legs about to buckle. Tinnstra went with him, taking his sword, turning it so the point was against his chest. A quick shove and it was through his sternum. His eyes popped open as the blade slid in, unable to stop it, dying.

			She pulled the sword out, feeling warm blood gush over her hand, and spun around just in time to stop Squinty cleaving her in two. Her arm shook as she blocked his strike, before she pushed him away and danced back, keen to put some room between them. ‘Why are you doing this?’

			‘Same reason I do anything. Money.’ The man’s voice was flat. There was no anger in it, no hate. He didn’t even seem bothered his friend was dead. He just came at her again, swinging for her gut, and Tinnstra retreated again. 

			‘That’s not a good reason to die.’ She tried to move to her right, but Squinty countered her and forced her back. For a moment, she considered taking her chances with an attack herself, but he was bigger than her, stronger, and by the way he handled his weapon, he knew what he was doing. 

			‘I’m not dying,’ said Squinty. ‘You are.’

			‘No doubt your friend thought the same.’ She stepped over the dead guard’s body, trying to keep some room between her and Squinty’s sword. 

			Squinty sniffed. ‘The man was an idiot. I was going to kill him anyway and keep his share of the pay.’

			‘Whose money?’ she asked. Over her assailant’s shoulder, she could see people watching, but no one came to help. 

			‘It doesn’t matter.’ Squinty hacked down, another overhead strike aiming for the top of her skull. Tinnstra swerved away, taking another step back, and then another. He’d kill her if she took her eyes off him even for an instant. 

			‘It does to me,’ said Tinnstra. She lunged, going for his gut, but only managing to cut cloth. ‘Who wants me dead?’

			‘No one gives a shit about you.’ He attacked again and Tinnstra batted his sword aside, but she lost another step. 

			The fear was back now. Her old friend tight in her gut. But she wasn’t afraid for herself. The man’s taunt told her everything she needed to know. They stick to groups of three or more, Maiza had said. And there’d been another with Drinker and Squinty when they’d come for her earlier. But only two had tried to kill her. ‘Where’s your friend? The thin one?’

			The man grinned, not answering. What was the point? They both knew the answer to that. The third man was going for Zorique.

			Tinnstra attacked. She feinted left, slashed right, but the guard blocked her. She spun around, going for his neck, sliced only air and felt the warm kiss of his blade in return. It wasn’t deep, but a cut was a cut.

			The bastard was better than her. That much was obvious.

			He swung again, aiming for her neck, and it took all of Tinnstra’s skill to get her guard up in time. Her arm shook with the force of the blow, tiring her even more. She dug her feet into the ground, letting her legs absorb some of the man’s strength as the blades slid down one another, stopping only as their knuckle-bows met. 

			The man leered in close as he pushed down on her, a mad grin on his face. ‘Time to die.’

			Tinnstra had other ideas. She fell to her knees and the swords slipped free, throwing the guard off balance. She rammed her elbow into his groin, enjoying the cry of pain that came with it. He staggered, and she slashed the bastard’s hamstrings. He fell, and she was behind him in a breath, sword at his neck. ‘Enjoy spending your blood money,’ she said, and cut his throat.

			She didn’t even wait for his body to drop before she was running, air burning in her lungs, blood roaring in her ears, heading back to the guardhouse. By the Four Gods, she was tired, but still she pushed herself on. She had to get to Zorique.

			Then she heard the screams from far away. Children. Frightened children crying for their lives.
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			Dren

			Kiyosun

			Dren and Ange were nearly at Harelson where Spelk had been snatched. It was down near the Council House in the Brixta Quarter, right in the middle of the most fucked-up part of town. 

			‘We shouldn’t be here,’ said Ange. ‘This is a trap.’

			Dren looked at Ange and raised an eyebrow. ‘Maybe you should go back.’

			‘And let you get yourself killed? No way.’

			They passed the edges of the market square, still a temporary campsite. Someone had built a fire in its centre and there was a fair old crowd huddled around it, trying to keep warm. And, thank the Gods, there was nobody dangling where Falsa had been strung up. No sign of Spelk, either. Maybe there was a chance he was all right. Maybe.

			It got darker as they left the square behind. No street lights, no fires, no people. Dren loosened his sword in its sheath. A perfect spot for a trap indeed.

			‘Where is everyone?’ whispered Ange.

			‘They’re here somewhere,’ said Dren as he scanned the ruins. He wiped some sweat from his brow and realised he was burning hot. Bloody hell, it was no time to be sick.

			A whistle broke the silence from somewhere off to his left. ‘Here they come,’ said Dren. ‘Get ready.’ He slipped a knife into his hand and turned it so the blade was hidden in his sleeve. He wasn’t going to get killed because he wasn’t expecting trouble. 

			Ange had a set of brass knuckles over her fingers. He fought the urge to tell her to go. He’d never worried about her in a fight before and now wasn’t the time to start. But he sure didn’t want her getting hurt or … No. Not that.

			Figures detached themselves from the shadows. Three, four, five … no, six of them. Not good. He glanced back. No one behind them but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.

			‘You two looking for something?’ called one of them.

			‘We’re looking for someone,’ said Dren, stopping. Let them come to him.

			‘After a whore?’ said a smart arse. ‘Your girl not keeping you happy?’ He got a chuckle from his friends. ‘Or is it her that needs sorting out?’

			‘If she needs a real man,’ said another, ‘I can show her how things are meant to be done.’ He was smaller than the others, but he was trying to sound real big now.

			‘A friend of ours has gone missing,’ said Dren. ‘Last time anyone saw him was around here.’

			The men stopped five yards from Dren and Ange. The one in the middle was obviously the leader, all muscles in a sleeveless shirt, despite the cold. His face was covered with ink tears, a sign that he’d been a Weeping Man a long, long time. ‘What’s he look like, this friend of yours?’

			‘Tall. Thin. About sixteen years old.’ The others with Sleeveless weren’t as heavily tattooed, but they all had tears. Each and every one of them were murderers. Not good odds.

			It looked like Sleeveless was thinking about that, too, the way he was smiling. He didn’t even seem to care that Dren had a sword. ‘He wouldn’t have a funny name, this friend of yours, would he?’ He twirled a finger about as if trying to remember. ‘Spak? Spok?’

			Dren chewed on his lips. ‘Spelk.’

			Sleeveless wagged his finger at Dren. ‘That’s it. Spelk.’

			‘Where is he?’

			‘No idea. Haven’t met anyone called that.’ Sleeveless looked smug at that and crossed his arms, letting Dren get a good view of his thick muscles.

			Dren sighed. He knew how the game was played. He’d been playing it all his life, after all. The back, the forth. The banter. It was all a dance leading up to the main event. The fight. The violence. All so pointless, so unnecessary. He coughed. ‘There’s no need for this. I just want my friend back.’

			Sleeveless shunted forward. ‘No need? No fucking need? What’s unnecessary is you jumped-up kids causing all sorts of shit. Bad enough the Skulls coming here and getting in our way, but at least we can work with them. They’re just another gang, after all. We know how they do things. But you? You just blow shit up. People pay us for protection from the likes of you, so now you’re getting a taste of your own fucking medicine.’

			‘If that’s what this is about, you don’t have to worry any more,’ said Dren. ‘We’re working with the Hanran now. We got rid of the Skulls.’ He moved forward, too. The two men were three yards apart. He saw Ange out of the corner of his eye as she shifted her position. She had the small lad and a fat bastard to deal with. Should be easy. 

			Dren coughed again.

			‘You’re Hanran now, are you? Big deal. Makes no difference to your friend … What was his name again?’ said Sleeveless.

			‘You know what it is.’ Dren took another step forwards and let the hilt of the knife drop into his palm.

			Sleeveless leaned in and stuck his chin out. ‘Dead men don’t need names. You’re about to learn—’

			Dren let his knife reply. Easy. Slashed it straight from his ear to his Adam’s apple. Sleeveless’s hand shot up, trying to hold the blood in, eyes all bugged out, not yet realising it was him who was dying.

			Dren dropped the knife and drew his sword, hacked the arm off the next man before ramming it once, twice, three times into his gut. Dren’s own blood was pounding through him, charging him up and slowing everything else down, making him ready for anything, fuelling his anger.

			Some bastard got his arm around Dren’s neck and hauled him back, and an older man took that as his cue to get involved. He’d pulled a long blade out from somewhere, a knife Dren didn’t like the look of. 

			Dren threw himself back and slammed his head into the fucker who had him in a chokehold, heard his nose break and the fool cry out. The arm around his neck loosened but he didn’t let go, but the old man was closing in, so he got Dren’s attention next. He kicked out, caught the man on the knee, hard enough to slow him down and make him drop his blade. 

			A few elbows into the bastard’s ribs behind him convinced the man to finally let go. The old man was bent over double, clutching his knee, so Dren kicked him in the face to give him something else to worry about. Dren turned just as Broken Nose rushed in with his own knife. A knife against a sword, though, isn’t any sort of fight. He thrust his blade through Broken Nose’s chest before the other man even got close enough to land a scratch.

			He spun, saw the fat man doing his best to run away and Ange on top of the small one, pummelling his face with her brass knuckles. She stopped when he went limp beneath her and looked up, chest heaving, face speckled with red, grinned when she caught Dren looking.

			Something moved. The old man was crawling along the road, trying to get away. Dren was on him a heartbeat later, got a fistful of grey hair and yanked the man’s head back, giving him a good view of his bloody sword. ‘Where are you going?’

			‘Please,’ croaked the old man. ‘Please let me go.’

			‘You know it doesn’t work like that,’ said Dren. ‘Where’s my friend?’

			‘I … I … Don’t—’

			‘Don’t say you don’t know,’ said Dren. ‘We both know that’s a lie.’

			‘They’ll kill me if I take you there.’

			‘Then you’ve got a choice: keep quiet and die now or take me to my friend and die later. The second option gives you a chance to run. Turn me down and you’ll be crying in front of Xin in a heartbeat.’

			‘Okay … Okay. I’ll take you,’ spluttered the old man.

			‘Smart move,’ said Dren. He pulled the man upright and placed the tip of his sword against his spine. Gave it a little push. ‘I don’t need to tell you what that is, do I? Fuck me about and you’ll see it jutting out your gut. Got it?’

			‘Got it.’

			‘You ready, Ange?’ Dren got a nod back. ‘Let’s—’

			Screaming and shouting came from the far end of the street. Bodies careened down the road. Dozens of them. A full-on mob. Shit. The fat man had found some backup.

			The old man laughed. ‘Boy, you’re really fucked now.’

			‘Dren …’ Ange didn’t need to say any more. There was only one thing they could do.

			He slit the old man’s throat as a point of principle, let the corpse drop and then both he and Ange were off at a sprint, getting the fuck out of Harelson as quick as their feet could take them.

			A brick flew out of the darkness from somewhere up ahead. Dren saw it last minute and twisted out of the way. Ange wasn’t so lucky. It clipped her face, knocking her off her feet. Dren skidded to a halt and went back. ‘Get up.’

			She didn’t know where she was. Her face was covered in blood. He hooked an arm around her as he checked to see how close the mob was. Maybe one hundred and fifty yards. Too close. 

			Dren hauled Ange to her feet just as someone came charging at him from up ahead. Dren didn’t think, didn’t pause, just rammed his sword into the man’s gut. He went down, taking the blade with him, but there was no time to get it back. They had to run.

			Ange was still useless, so he slung her over his shoulder and ran on. Thank the Gods she wasn’t heavy, but even so, he was moving much slower than before. His lungs heavy, not working. He wouldn’t outrun them for long. He had to hide somewhere, give Ange a chance to recover.

			There were lights ahead. The market square. The Council House. If he could make it there, maybe he’d find a spot to hide.

			In the square, he lowered Ange off his shoulder and was glad to see her eyes open. ‘We have to keep moving, Okay? We’ll be all right.’

			With his arm around Ange’s waist, they passed the crowd by the fire and a doorway that led into half a building. One glance told him it was already full of refugees taking whatever shelter they could get. He weaved around a mother trying to feed her baby as tears ran down her face, saw the trough that he’d hidden behind before the attack on the Council House. He helped Ange past the spot where they’d hanged Falsa, keeping low and hiding in the crowds. 

			There were shouts from behind. The mob had entered the square. They stormed straight into the heart of the makeshift camp, knocking temporary homes over, starting a panic as people tried to get out of their way. Dren couldn’t have wished for a better distraction.

			‘Come … on,’ he gasped as he led Ange through a gap between two fallen buildings that was barely wider than his shoulders, looking for an escape route, and found a wall had collapsed halfway down it, blocking the way. Dren let out a tiny moan of panic. When he reached the rubble, he lowered Ange to the floor. ‘Keep … quiet. Catch … your … breath.’ He wasn’t sure if it was advice for her or him.

			The shadows hid her well, but he pulled a broken plank of wood over her all the same. At least the collapsed wall meant no one could come from behind, and the buildings on either side would keep their flanks safe. There was only one way anyone could approach them now, and that was straight on and one at a time. It wasn’t great, but it was the best he could hope for. 

			He drew the knife from his boot and felt better for having it in his hand. It was six inches in length and a good two inches wide, with a freshly sharpened edge. Dren crouched low and smeared dirt and soot over his face. Time to keep still. Time to wait. If luck was with them, the mob would pass by and give up. If it wasn’t … well, it wouldn’t be the first or the last time Dren found himself in the shit.

			He coughed, trying to clear his throat before they got close. The fucking cough would be the death of him.

			He listened to the screaming and the shouting from the square, saw people run by, heard kids cry and mothers weep, watched fists fly and clubs come down. The poor people in the square didn’t deserve it. They’d been through enough already, but it was the curse of the weak to get beaten time and time again. 

			A man stopped by the alley, a few feet from where Dren crouched, and hollered some orders at people Dren couldn’t see. He was no more than a silhouette against the fire in the square. It was impossible to tell if he was friend or foe. And if he turned around, he’d be looking straight at Dren.

			Seconds passed. Dren tensed, knife clutched tight in his hand, wondering whether it was better to strike or wait the man out. Gods, he needed to cough.

			He covered his mouth, could feel the incessant scratching in his throat. It was taking all his willpower not to cough.

			Perhaps the man sensed something, because he didn’t move. He just stood there, his back to Dren, watching his men tear the campsite apart. 

			Dren could feel cramp building in his legs, feel the ache from his battered body. He’d not be able to stay crouched much longer. He breathed in through his nose, deep and slow, trying to get the air into his body without upsetting his lungs. Sweat dripped into his eyes, either from the running or the fever, and he could feel the shivers starting.

			‘Raab!’

			The man turned at the shout of his name.

			‘Raab! Where do you want him strung up?’ 

			‘Same place as the other one.’ And Raab was gone. Off to join his thugs, leaving Dren and Ange in the shadows. Dren didn’t need to ask who was being strung up. He closed his eyes as the cheering started, let the tears fall and the hacking coughs out. Spelk was dead and there was nothing he could do about it, not without getting himself and Ange killed in the process. But he knew who was responsible now.

			Raab. 

			Dren might not know what he looked like, but he’d find out. He’d find Raab and let him know he’d fucked with the wrong people this time. He didn’t care how long it took. Dren was as patient as death.

			He just needed to get well first.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			Don’t let the gate be locked. Don’t let the gate be locked. Tinnstra ran as hard as she could, sword gripped tight, heading for the guardhouse, feeling sick, feeling scared, listening to the screams. Her only plan was to find Zorique as quick as she could and kill anyone who got in her way. 

			The gate was up ahead. Four iron bars ran from top to bottom, rusted through from all the humidity, but enough to stop her if it was locked. Enough to get Zorique killed, if she wasn’t dead already. 

			No, don’t think that. She’s alive. She has to be alive.

			A guard appeared on the other side of the bars. His eyes bulged when he saw her bearing down on him, then his hands went to his belt. For a sword? No, the keys. She saw dozens of them on a big round ring, held in a shaking hand. His eyes went from the keys to her and back again as he shuffled them through his fingers, trying to find the right one to lock her out before she reached him.

			It was a race he was never going to win.

			He looked up again as she threw herself against the gate.

			‘No. I’ve got kids—’ he said before her sword slipped through the bars. Tinnstra had the gate open as he hit the ground and sprinted into the darkness. Her feet echoed off the floor and walls, but she had no time to be silent, no time for caution.

			Just stay alive, Zorique. Stay alive.

			There were shouts from deeper in the building – a call to arms – but she saw the turning she needed. She ran at full speed, bouncing off the walls, and then she was heading towards Zorique’s side of the prison.

			A guard rose from a seat by the gate, his silhouette filling the passageway. ‘What are you doing? Where do you think you’re going?’

			There wasn’t room to swing the sword so Tinnstra ploughed into him, using her body weight to slam him against the gate’s iron bars. The air went from his lungs and then she was punching him over and over, slamming the sword’s knuckle-bow into his face, breaking teeth, breaking bone, screaming all the while, full of fury. She only stopped hitting him when his body slid down the iron bars and lay still at her feet.

			Panting and covered in blood, she hauled him to one side and pulled the gate. 

			It was locked. 

			Shit. She shook the bars a few more times like a fool, as if that would make the difference. She stared towards the children’s huts, listening to the shouts and the screams. Whatever was going on wasn’t over yet. There was still time.

			She bent down, flipped the guard over and found his keys. There had to be a dozen of them on the iron ring – but which one did she need for that gate?

			A bell rang out somewhere high above, fast and frenzied. An alarm. 

			She clamped her bloody sword under her arm and fumbled the keys until she got one in the lock. Tried to turn it. Nothing.

			The alarm continued to ring, drowning her thoughts and smothering any other noises from outside, loud enough to rattle her teeth.

			Tinnstra tried another key, sweat dripping off her brow, air raw in her throat. Nothing. Moved on to the next key. Heart pounding. Tried to turn it. Nothing.

			‘You! Stop!’

			She looked up, saw three guards marching towards her, all with their cutlasses out.

			Time for one last key. She almost dropped the whole damn bunch as she rushed, but she scraped a key into the lock somehow.

			‘Drop the weapon.’

			She turned it – and the lock moved with a clunk. By the Four Gods, it was the sweetest sound she’d ever heard.

			Seeing the gate open, the guards started to run, shouting more useless orders to stop. She ignored them all and slipped through the opening the moment it was wide enough, then slammed it shut behind her. The key found the lock easier this time, but the guards were almost upon her. One of them lunged, shoving his sword through the bars, but she was wise to that trick having used it herself. She turned the key as she leaned back out of the blade’s way and then she was off again, casting the keys off to one side and taking hold of the sword once more.

			The bell was deafening outside, and she half-expected to find every guard bearing down on her. Then she saw the swell of bodies attacking the fence separating the two sides of the prison and understood what had really raised the alarm.

			The children’s screams had spurred the adults into action. Some were trying to tear down the fence with their bare hands, while others attempted to build ramps over the fencing with tables and planks of wood. Guards on both sides of the divide were doing their best to stop them, but the refugees’ numbers continued to swell. It would only be a matter of time before the fence fell.

			One of the guards on the children’s side spotted Tinnstra. He called for her to stop, but she ignored him. Zorique was all that mattered.

			She reached the huts, lined up in two rows of five. Children of all ages scattered at the sight of Tinnstra thundering between the shacks, all covered in blood and armed. Those that couldn’t run, screamed.

			Two guards lay dead in front of the hut Zorique was supposed to be in. There was a dead child by the door, too, a lad bigger than Nabil but not by much.

			Tinnstra ran past them all, bounced up the steps to the door and lunged inside.

			She was greeted by more screaming and more blood. She counted three dead children and followed the red trail through the hut, until she saw it ended with the thin man propped up against the far wall, his skin a white-red hue and eyes staring at nothing. A sword jutted from his gut.

			There were other children still in the room, still alive, hiding, but she couldn’t see—

			‘She’s here.’ A boy’s voice, weak, to her right.

			Tinnstra turned and found Nabil with his arms wrapped around Zorique, protecting her, both covered in blood, half-hidden by an overturned bed. Nabil let go of Zorique and she ran to Tinnstra.

			‘Are you hurt?’ Tinnstra crouched down and ran her hands over the girl, feeling for a wound, finding none. Then she looked back at Nabil and saw how pale he was.

			‘I told you I’d protect her,’ he said, with a bloody smile.

			‘Thank you,’ said Tinnstra, but the boy’s head had already rolled to one side. 

			Zorique wrapped her arms around Tinnstra’s neck and sobbed into her hair. ‘Where were you? I was so scared. That man—’

			‘It’s okay. I’m here now. You’re safe,’ she replied, fighting back tears of her own, chest heaving with the exertion of the run. By the Gods, that was too close. I was lucky to kill the guards. I was lucky to get here in time. I have to be better than I am. Stronger. Faster.

			The door crashed open and a guard fell inside. It was the man who’d chased her from the fence. He had a spear in his hands, which he levelled at Tinnstra and Zorique. ‘Put down your sword.’

			Tinnstra pointed her sword at the dead assassin. ‘That man tried to kill my child.’

			‘You’re lying.’ The guard looked as scared as any of the children in that roomful of blood, his arms shaking. He didn’t look that much older than Tinnstra. ‘Put your sword down and step away from the girl. You’re coming with me.’

			‘I’m not leaving the girl and I’m not putting the sword down,’ replied Tinnstra, standing so Zorique was behind her, unsure if she had the energy to fight again but doing her best to pretend otherwise. ‘I suggest you walk away.’

			‘You’re the prisoner, not me.’

			Tinnstra didn’t say anything. Act confident. Fuel someone else’s fear for once. She let the sounds of the alarm bell add to the threat. The guard’s eyes were fixed on her as he listened to the clamour, but she could see the doubt in them, saw him wondering who was winning outside and what that meant for him.

			Then a cheer went up, loud enough to be heard over the bell, and they both knew the fight at the fence had been won by the refugees.

			‘I’d go if I were you,’ said Tinnstra. ‘While you still have a chance.’

			The guard didn’t move, but his spear looked heavy in his hands and his breath came in ragged pants. Tinnstra knew that feeling well – the fear, wondering whether to fight or run, knowing what you were supposed to do wasn’t the same as what you wanted to do. 

			‘No one will think ill of you if you save your life,’ she said.

			Even the alarm seemed to have given up the fight as the ringing slowed. Feet pounded towards them, lots of them, accompanied by shouts and cries in all sorts of languages.

			It was too much for the guard and he threw his spear on the ground. He shook his head at Tinnstra, turned, but the door burst open and he was seized by a swarm of refugees and dragged outside.

			‘Tinnstra!’ It was Maiza, sword in hand, a cut across her brow. She had Shulka with her, also armed. ‘Thank the Gods.’

			‘What’s going on outside?’ asked Tinnstra, picking up Zorique and slotting her in place on her hip.

			‘We’ve taken control of both compounds and overpowered about a third of the guards,’ replied Maiza. ‘They’ve retreated into the guardhouse and still have the walls. As long as they have those areas, they can just sit back and starve us into submission. I’m afraid we’ve probably only bought ourselves a little breathing space.’

			Tinnstra grinned. ‘What if I told where the keys to the guardhouse are?’

			Maiza smiled back. ‘That would change things.’
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			Ralasis

			Layso

			Torenan Alley wasn’t the sort of place you wandered into by accident. Located a few blocks away from the docks, sunlight was kept from the narrow street by the curved roofs that all but touched above it. If someone decided to walk down its crumbling steps, ignoring the lurid graffiti painted around its entrance, they’d be met by a man who would point them back the way they’d come. The cudgel in his hand offered a good idea of what would happen if his advice was ignored. They didn’t like strangers in Torenan Alley.

			Ralasis, though, was no stranger. For him, visiting Torenan Alley was like coming home.

			Druse and Dires were sitting on stools by its entrance, cudgels at their feet, keeping a wary eye over everything. Some of the men and women who worked at Meg’s were out on one of her balconies, smiling and winking to any randy fool who looked their way. It certainly had an effect, because two men were heading straight for Meg’s front door and the wonders contained within. 

			How old had Ralasis been when his father brought him here for the first time? Fourteen? He’d had his first drink in the Alley Tavern. Lost his innocence in Meg’s. Had his first real fight in there over some girl whose name he couldn’t remember. And how many fortunes had he gambled away? By the Gods, he certainly didn’t want to think about that.

			Still, after the day he’d had, there was nowhere else he’d rather be.

			He headed straight to the Alley Tavern, hoping that the man he was looking for would be there. Its entrance was inconspicuous, a beaded curtain with no indication as to what lay behind it. Even on entering, there was nothing enticing about the place, only a long corridor with stairs at the far end, lit by an inadequate lantern. Halfway down the stairs, though, Ralasis heard the familiar sound of people hard at work getting drunk: the buzz of chatter, the clink of cups, and the rattle of dice. Always the rattle of dice.

			The bar itself had narrow windows running the length of each wall a foot from the ceiling, providing mere slivers of natural light, boosted by cheap candles burning on every table. It was only mid-afternoon, but the air was thick with smoke from cigars and the odd opium pipe. Irnus, the owner, didn’t care how his patrons got wasted so long as they bought their drugs from him. Straw mats covered the floor, already stained with spilled drinks, ash and what was probably vomit. All together, it had quite the unique aroma. 

			And there was the man he was after, sitting at a table in the far corner, staring intently into his jug. Ralasis signalled to Irnus to bring two more ales over and then sat down at the man’s table. ‘Karis! Fancy seeing you here.’

			‘Hello, Captain,’ said Karis, the Okinas Kiba’s first mate. ‘Wasn’t expecting to see you.’

			‘What can I say? I missed your company.’ 

			Karis squinted at him. ‘Bullshit.’

			The two men waited as Irnus brought over their ale. Ralasis took a sip and felt a knot of tension loosen. ‘Ah, I needed that.’

			‘You ready to tell me what’s going on?’

			Ralasis opened his mouth and then shut it. Karis looked tired, the years heavy on his shoulders. Suddenly, getting him involved in this latest madness didn’t feel like a good idea. ‘Nothing you need worry about.’

			‘I’ve heard that before – normally about five seconds before a world of shit gets dumped on me.’

			‘It’s true this time.’

			Karis chuckled. ‘So, you’re made up like a stiff-collared peacock in your dress clothes and drinking in the afternoon because that’s how you relax? Do me a favour.’

			‘You don’t want to know. Believe me.’

			Karis sipped his ale. Said nothing. 

			‘I’m thinking of you,’ said Ralasis. ‘This is trouble. You don’t want any part of it.’

			Karis placed his mug on the table and twisted it so the handle was at a perfect right angle. Said nothing.

			‘Fine. Don’t say I didn’t give you the opportunity to stay out of this. It’s Tinnstra. And the queen.’

			‘That woman we rescued?’ Karis cocked his eyebrow. ‘I knew it. It’s always a woman with you.’

			Ralasis shook his head. ‘It’s not like that. Not this time.’

			‘No?’ Karis’s voice was full of disbelief.

			‘No.’

			‘Go on, then. Tell me what’s happening.’

			Ralasis hesitated, then said, ‘Kosa sent her and the girl to the internment camp.’

			Karis sat back. ‘What? I thought the girl was the king’s niece, the Queen of Jia.’

			‘She is.’

			‘That doesn’t make any sense, then.’

			‘Kosa claims she’s an impostor – a refugee who told us what we wanted to hear so we’d help them escape Jia.’

			‘That’s impossible. They wouldn’t have known what names to give unless they are who they say they are.’

			‘My thought exactly.’

			‘And the Egril wouldn’t have sent those monsters after them if they weren’t important.’

			‘I know.’

			Karis pursed his lips. ‘Maybe they fooled everyone. Maybe the Egril thought they were chasing the real queen and they were wrong, too.’ He picked up his mug but didn’t drink. ‘Maybe Kosa’s right about them.’

			‘You saw the way Tinnstra fought. She’s a Shulka, not some coward running for her life.’ Ralasis shook his head. ‘No, Kosa’s wrong.’

			‘As much as I hate saying this: is it worth going to see him? Explain what you think?’

			‘I did. I saw the king as well. They both told me to mind my own business.’

			‘And you’re not going to?’

			‘I went to the camp to see Tinnstra.’

			Karis put down the mug hard on the table. ‘Of course you did.’

			‘It’s a horrible place.’

			‘It’s better than nothing, though. They’ve got roofs over their heads, food, water—’

			‘Not much better.’ Ralasis glanced around the room to make sure no one was listening. He kept his voice low. ‘Doesn’t it seem wrong to you? The Egril are our enemy, and yet we’re locking up our allies.’

			‘Yeah, well, the Egril aren’t here, but they are and there’s a lot of them. We let them go where they will and we’ll have crime and disease and the Gods know what else.’

			Ralasis pushed his jug away, suddenly not thirsty, the knot forming again between his brows. ‘That’s not you talking. That’s Kosa’s propaganda. I told you not to read his leaflets.’

			‘It is me talking, Captain,’ replied Karis. ‘I feel sorry for all those refugees and all, but we’ve got enough shit to deal with already – especially if the Egril arrive.’

			‘Yeah? Have you not thought about the fact that, if the Egril come and beat us like they beat everyone else, it’ll be us sailing for our lives, looking for a safe haven? What if wherever we end up they put us in prison … You fancy seeing your girl Seli and your granddaughters in an internment camp?’

			‘That won’t happen.’ Karis didn’t sound so sure, though. He emptied his mug and reached for Ralasis’. ‘I wouldn’t let it.’ He took a sip, fell into silence. ‘So what are you going to do?’

			‘Tinnstra wants me to find her a ship.’

			‘What does she need a ship for if she’s in the camp?’ 

			Ralasis didn’t reply. He let the thoughts work their way through Karis’s brain and watched realisation strike his mentor.

			‘No fucking way,’ said Karis. ‘No. Fucking. Way.’

			Ralasis nodded. ‘I’m going to get her out of there.’

			‘Well, I’m not. I’m not risking my neck for a woman I don’t even know.’

			‘I’m not asking you to.’

			‘Good.’

			‘Fine.’

			Karis glared at Ralasis, then shook his head, sighed. ‘What’s your plan?’

			‘I’m not going to do anything stupid,’ said Ralasis. ‘I’m seeing Tian Galrin later to ask if he can petition the king to have Tinnstra and the girl released.’

			‘And if he can’t – or won’t?’

			Ralasis shrugged. ‘Bribes got me into the camp last time. No reason they can’t work their magic again. Then I’ll take them west.’

			‘You’ll need a crew to help you.’

			‘That I will,’ said Ralasis with a sad half-smile.

			‘Well, you can’t take the Okinas Kiba. It’ll be weeks before she’s back in the water.’

			‘She’s too big, anyway. I need something smaller, something me and a tight crew can handle on our own. I was thinking maybe one of Marnn’s fishing boats? She’s normally gone for a week, ten days at a time. Nobody would notice if one of her ships disappeared for a while.’ 

			‘She wouldn’t let you near any of her boats – not after what happened that time,’ said Karis.

			Ralasis nodded. ‘You think she’d let you have one?’

			‘For the right price.’

			‘Could you have a word with her? Sort something out?’

			‘And who’s paying for it?’

			‘I will.’

			‘By the Four Gods, Captain. Are you sure this woman’s worth it?’

			‘She saved our lives. I owe her a debt,’ said Ralasis.

			Karis leaned forwards and jabbed his finger at Ralasis as he spoke. ‘A debt you’re willing to risk your neck and all your coin to repay?’

			‘Where would my honour be if I didn’t?’ Ralasis hissed back. 

			Both men fell into silence, and Ralasis considered the very real possibility that Karis was right. Helping Tinnstra could cost him everything. It might be better to just walk away. Perhaps the king would come to his senses, or the Egril would attack and everyone would be too busy fighting to worry about who was locked up in an internment camp. Besides, even if he persuaded Tian Galrin to help, Kosa would know he’d gone against his orders and Ralasis would’ve made an enemy that no sane man would want.

			If Ralasis was sensible, he’d stay right where he was, enjoy more of Irnus’s fine ale and forget all about Tinnstra and Zorique. He’d done enough already … more than enough.

			‘I’ll do it.’

			Karis’s words shook Ralasis from his thoughts. ‘Do what?’

			‘I’ll go and see Marnn. She likes me.’ His old friend waved a hand. ‘Maybe I can get a good deal – as long as I keep your name out of it. I’ll tell her I need to borrow the boat for a few days at the most.’

			A grin spread across Ralasis’ face. ‘Only if you’re sure.’

			‘I must be mad.’

			‘It’s the right thing to do.’

			‘If I end up with my head chopped off and you don’t, I’ll haunt you for the rest of your days.’

			‘I won’t let that happen,’ said Ralasis. ‘I’ll make sure they execute me alongside you if it comes to that.’

			Karis laughed. ‘I told your father you’d be the death of me.’

			‘I hope not, my friend. I hope not.’

			‘I’d best get on with it, then.’ Karis stood up and stretched his back. ‘Don’t get too drunk before you see the tian.’

			‘I won’t.’

			‘And don’t go getting yourself killed, either. Keep that sword of yours handy.’

			‘I never leave home without it.’ Ralasis looked at his friend and a wave of foreboding swept over him, as if this might be the last time they saw each other. A stupid thought, but there was no denying it. He got to his feet and hugged the old man. ‘Thank you. For this. For everything. I’ve not said it enough. Not nearly enough.’

			Karis shrugged him off with a smile. ‘Behave, you fool, before you make me really worried.’ He took a step back. ‘You’re a good lad. Stay sharp, okay?’

			Ralasis nodded. ‘I’ll find you later.’ He watched Karis leave, then settled back into his chair. Irnus caught his eye, asking if he wanted another drink, but Ralasis shook his head. Nothing about what he had to do was going to be easy, and he needed to keep a clear head for once.

			He sat in his corner of the tavern, watching the sky darken outside and the shadows grow inside. All around him, life went on as normal; people drank, gambled, laughed and moaned. He saw a few slip off and then return a short while later, red-faced and probably a few coins lighter after a visit to Meg’s. Just like any other day.

			Couldn’t they feel it, though? War’s cold touch in the air? Ralasis certainly could. It promised to arrive far too soon – whether in a day or a week or a month. Then there’d be no laughter, no drinking or gambling or whoring. Just blood and death and the end of the world.

			Dear Gods, maybe he should’ve got drunk. He certainly couldn’t have made himself more maudlin if he tried. Maybe it was seeing the tians arguing that morning, spouting a lot of hot air and getting nothing done. Were they going to carry on fighting while Meigore burned? He had no doubt that when the Egril invaded, they’d manage to keep themselves safe while the rest of the country died. It was always the way.

			When it got dark enough, Ralasis stood, smoothed down his shirt, put his jacket on and then strapped his sword back onto his belt. All dressed up again, he looked almost respectable. Time to see a tian.

			He left enough coin to pay for his and Karis’s drinks and headed back up the stairs. Sliding the door open, Ralasis stopped. There were raised voices. Arguing. From the entrance to the alley.

			Druse and Dires were standing in the way of a squad of the king’s soldiers in their shiny breastplates and helms. 

			‘I’m telling you he’s not here,’ shouted Druse, waving his club at one of the men. ‘Now fuck off.’

			Ralasis couldn’t hear the reply, but the soldiers weren’t going anywhere. That much was obvious. And why were they even there in the first place? Torenan Alley paid good money to the right people to make sure no lawmen came within sniffing distance. Yet there they were. And after someone. Ralasis’ stomach dropped. He didn’t need to be a gambling man to know a sure bet when he heard one.

			‘Where’s your fucking general?’ shouted Druse. ‘Get him here and let him tell me why—’ Ralasis winced at the sound of a spear haft striking the doorman’s chin. One of the bastards got him good and hard. With his mate down, Dires had his hands up and was backing away as the soldiers poured into the alley.

			‘Search all the houses,’ ordered the squad commander. ‘Tear them apart if you have to – just find the traitor. Find Ralasis.’ They peeled off in twos and threes, well drilled, spreading down the alley, blocking the only way out.

			Ralasis stepped backwards into the corridor and slid the door shut again. He was in trouble, that was for sure. He only hoped it wasn’t going to be the death of him.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			28

			Yas

			Kiyosun

			‘You’ve got to be joking,’ said Daxam, one of the older men there. ‘Why should we give our food to people we don’t know? We’ve not got enough as it is.’

			‘You know why. Because there’s people out there who have nothing,’ replied Yas. She was trying to stay calm, but she had no idea how much longer she could keep it up. May the Gods give her strength, but these people were bloody hard work. Especially Daxam. ‘We have to look after each other.’

			‘I don’t know who they are,’ he went on, pacing around the main room in Compton Street. ‘I do know my family, my friends and my neighbours. It’s putting food in their bellies that I care about. Not a bunch of strangers.’

			‘And what happens when you run out of water?’ said Yas. ‘Most of your neighbourhood’s water towers were destroyed in the fire.’

			The man stopped his pacing at the truth of that. ‘We’ve enough to get by. The next rain will sort us out.’

			‘And if that doesn’t come? Sala has control of the main well in Lenis Square. What if she says she’s not sharing, either?’ Yas pointed to a thin-faced woman sitting in the corner who didn’t look any happier than Daxam.

			‘We’ll trade if it comes to that,’ muttered Daxam.

			The Hanran had gone across the city as Hasan had promised and brought back people who were willing to speak for their neighbourhoods. There were ten of them in the rooms on Compton Street now, having the same argument over and over. Daxam had the bakeries, Sala the water, the lad from Cresswell in the north had access to the farms and on it went. Some had nothing except desperation; others simply didn’t want to share. Hasan and a couple of his lads watched from a table in the corner. They’d not said much, but Yas could tell they were getting pissed off, judging by the hard looks they were throwing out.

			‘Look,’ Yas said, ‘if you’re willing to trade, then think of this arrangement like that. You have bread, she has water, but someone else is rebuilding the walls or helping find homes for everyone or fighting with the Hanran.’ Yas waved at Hasan, just to stress she had some muscle behind her. ‘The fact is, everyone here – our family, our friends, our neighbours – is dead unless we decide to work together.’

			‘That sounds like a threat to me,’ said Daxam, squaring his shoulders.

			Yas held up both hands. ‘I can’t control when you’ll run out of water. I mean, maybe, if we’re all bloody lucky, it’ll pour down tomorrow and the few unbroken water towers will fill up. But the way our luck’s going …’ Yas waited for shouts of disagreement, but even Daxam kept his trap shut. 

			‘All right. It’s obvious that without help, people will die of thirst. Or something will happen to the granaries and we’ll starve. Or worse, the Skulls will come back and slaughter us for the hell of it. Then no matter what – we’re dead. Me, and you, and you, and you and you.’ She pointed at each one, lingering long enough for what she was saying to sink in. ‘I ask again – do you want to live?’

			‘Of course we bloody do,’ said Sala.

			‘Then stop wasting time,’ said Yas. ‘None of us alone is as strong as all of us together. That’s the truth. If we share our skills and our resources, we’ve got a chance.’

			‘What about the Skulls?’ said a woman next to Sala.

			‘We need to be ready for them,’ said Yas. ‘But there are five thousand of us in this city, and that’s a big army.’

			‘We can’t fight,’ said Sala. ‘We’re not Shulka.’ 

			‘The good news is you don’t need much skill to kill a Skull,’ said Hasan with a smile. ‘What you do need to know, I can teach you. Before that, we need to rebuild the city walls and recruit men and women to guard them. We won’t have to fight if we can keep them out of Kiyosun.’

			‘Then they’ll just lay siege and starve us to death,’ said Daxam. ‘If we close the city off, we won’t be able to get food in.’

			‘Before the Skulls came, this was a thriving fishing port,’ said Yas. ‘The Skulls burned our boats to keep us hungry. I say it’s time to make some new ones. There’s enough food in that ocean to keep the city’s stomachs full.’

			‘This is ridiculous,’ said Daxam. ‘You want us to spend all day building walls and fishing for nothing. Who’s going to pay us for our work?’

			By the Gods, it was worse than talking to Ma. Yas pointed to Sala. ‘She will pay you with fresh water. Hasan will pay with protection. Each of us will contribute in whatever way we can to help the city as a whole.’

			‘It’s easy saying all this,’ said Daxam, his shoulders sagging. ‘It’s harder to make it happen.’

			‘Why’s that?’ said Yas.

			Daxam glanced at her, worry in his eyes. ‘You know why.’

			‘I don’t. Tell me.’

			Daxam looked around the room, at all the faces there, then over to the door and the two lads on guard. In the end, he shook his head. ‘They’ll kill me if I say anything.’

			Silence. Everyone knew who he was talking about.

			‘The Weeping Men,’ Yas said.

			Daxam appeared to shrink, all bluster gone. ‘They’ve already been to see me. We’ve agreed what I’m giving them for their “protection”. There’s nothing left for anyone else.’

			‘Shit.’

			Daxam nodded. ‘That sums it up. And they’ll be around to see the rest of you before long. You know they will. So that water you’ve got –’ he pointed at Sala ‘– will be their water.’ He pointed at the lad from Cresswell. ‘Your farms are their farms.’ He pointed at all of them. ‘Everything you have will be theirs.’

			Yas could see from their faces that she’d lost the room. She stood up. ‘We’ll protect you all. The Hanran …’ She glanced over at Hasan, unwilling to speak for him.

			‘We’ll go and talk to them,’ said the Shulka, ‘see if we can make a deal that suits us all. They don’t want the Skulls coming back any more than we do.’

			‘That won’t make any bloody difference,’ said Daxam. ‘This meeting’s a waste of time. We should be talking to the Weeping Men, not you.’

			‘We need to stand together or we’re finished,’ said Yas. ‘It doesn’t matter if it’s the Skulls or the Weeping Men or anyone else. Alone, we’re vulnerable. Together, we can beat them.’

			‘There’s no winning here,’ said Daxam. ‘Only survival. I’m sorry. I’ve done my deal. I suggest the rest of you do the same.’ He walked to the door and stopped. He looked back at the others. ‘May the Four Gods look after us all.’

			Yas watched him leave, hoping the others wouldn’t follow. Only the Gods knew, but she was tempted to walk out, too. Her own belief – her hope – was such a fragile thing, and she could feel the cracks spreading through it. The others had to feel the same.

			‘Can you keep the Weeping Men away from us?’ said the lad from Cresswell. He looked far too young to be speaking for anyone, but maybe he’d just got the position by being the last one alive.

			‘As I said, we’ll go and speak to them and I hope they’ll listen,’ said Hasan, standing up. ‘We’ll make them understand the consequences of going against Kiyosun’s best interests.’

			‘And if they don’t want to listen?’ said Sala.

			‘We’ll do what’s necessary.’ There was iron in Hasan’s words. Whether people believed him or not was another matter, but at least no one else moved. That was a start, but of what, Yas wasn’t quite sure.

			Things went quicker after that. Yas ran through the next steps with them. The list was simple: find homes for everyone; take stock of the food and water and start rationing; get boats out fishing; form a militia and start rebuilding the city walls. She covered the basic human needs of shelter, food and safety – the bedrocks of civilisation. If they could sort out all that, they might actually have a chance.

			By the time everyone left, Yas was exhausted. She slumped down in a chair next to Hasan.

			‘You’re smiling,’ he said.

			‘Am I?’ replied Yas.

			‘You are. It’s good to see.’

			‘I’m sure I’ll be back to my usual grumpy self soon enough.’

			‘You’re good at this.’

			‘I don’t think so. Daxam didn’t seem to think so, either.’

			Hasan leaned forward. ‘There’s nothing wrong with being scared of the Weeping Men.’

			Yas’s smile fell from her face. ‘Can you deal with them?’

			‘We’ve had some run-ins with them over the last couple of days, and they’ve backed down each time. Hopefully, they’ll do the same again – we can’t afford to fight on two fronts. We can barely handle the Skulls.’

			Yas shook her head. ‘If everyone bloody dies, their market dies, too. You’d think what with all of us being in the shit, they’d want to help.’

			‘Well, I—’

			The door swung open with a crash before Hasan could say another word. Dren staggered in, holding up a girl with a cut head. He wasn’t looking much better, all pale and sweating.

			‘What happened?’ asked Hasan as the others sprang up to help them.

			‘The fucking Weeping Men,’ spat Dren as they both sat down at the table. ‘Killed two of mine and nearly got me and Ange.’

			‘I thought we were done for,’ said the girl. 

			Yas exchanged a look with Hasan.

			Dren spotted it. ‘What? What’s happened here?’

			‘We were just talking about them,’ said Yas. ‘They’re causing problems all over the city.’

			‘I had their leader after us. Raab, his name is.’ Dren coughed, then grabbed a cup of water and gulped it down. ‘He’s a fucking dead man. I promise you that.’

			‘Was it the same man from the Council House?’ asked Hasan.

			‘I don’t know. I didn’t see his face.’

			‘I was there when they hanged the girl in the square,’ said Yas. ‘They were blaming her for the bombs and the fires.’

			‘That’s just an excuse. This is about power. It always is with them.’ Dren wet a cloth and started to wipe Ange’s cut clean. There was a tenderness between them that took Yas by surprise. She had always thought Dren was a wild one.

			‘Is that what it’s come to? Squabbling over the scraps of a dying city?’ Yas pulled a chair up and sat down. She was too bloody tired for all this. ‘The Weeping Men make it hard for people to eat while this Raab is putting ropes around people’s necks?’

			‘There’s more to it than that,’ said Hasan. ‘The Weeping Men don’t do anything by accident. There’s always money behind their actions.’

			Dren slammed his cup down. ‘Fuck that. Fuck that right now. I’m going to find dear old Raab and I’m going to take the fucker’s head. No one messes with my people. No one.’

			‘I’m with you, Dren,’ said Ange, though she looked in no condition to stand, let alone fight.

			Hasan held out his hand. ‘Hold it for a minute, all right? We’ve got more important things to worry about.’

			‘Like what?’ Dren had murder in his eyes.

			‘The Skulls – in case you’ve forgotten.’

			Dren sat back, scowling. ‘I haven’t.’

			‘That’s good, because we have to send a team to the Anjon road,’ said Hasan. ‘The Skulls will be on their way soon enough, if they’re not already, and they must be stopped. The city’s not ready to deal with another attack yet. We need more time if we’re to have a chance of strengthening our position here.’

			‘I know that,’ said Dren. ‘But you don’t need me for it. I’m more effective here, in the city.’

			‘I’ve got a team of my best about to head out, but none of them knows how to use the Skull orbs like you do. I’d rather no one got blown up along with the Skulls. I want you to lead the mission, Dren. Be in charge.’

			‘Let me sort this Raab fucker out tonight,’ said Dren, ‘and I’ll go with your soldiers first light.’

			Hasan shook his head. ‘We should’ve gone yesterday. We can’t afford to wait any longer. If they get a Tonin here, they can bring endless reinforcements here in minutes. And then everything we’ve done will have been for nothing.’

			‘What’s the old man say?’ asked Dren.

			Hasan glanced up at the ceiling. ‘We haven’t talked to him about it. He’s still not in a good place.’

			Yas didn’t say anything. She’d seen Jax earlier, and he wasn’t leading anyone anywhere. She stood up. ‘I’m leaving you two to argue over this. I’m tired and I want to go home and see my boy.’

			‘Fair enough,’ said Hasan. ‘You did well tonight.’

			‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ she said, then nodded at Dren and the girl. ‘Stay safe.’

			‘Fat chance of that,’ said Dren. ‘But we’ll do our best.’ Dren tried giving her that grin of his again but he was hit by a fit of hacking wet coughs.

			‘You sound like you could do with some rest,’ she said.

			‘I’ll rest when I’m dead,’ replied Dren, not looking too far off it.

			

			Caster was waiting for her in the street. ‘I hear it went well,’ said the Shulka. ‘You made some good progress.’

			‘A start, at least,’ replied Yas. ‘We’ll see what everyone’s like when we start taking their food and water away, or the Weeping Men come knocking.’

			‘It’ll be fine. You heading home?’

			‘I am. It’s about time I got back to my family.’

			‘Your ma still pissed off with you?’

			‘She’s been like that my entire life. It’s nothing new.’

			Caster gazed down the street. ‘You want me to walk you home? Make sure you get back okay?’

			‘I’ll be okay, thanks. I need some time to myself anyway.’

			Caster nodded, looking almost disappointed. ‘Take care, then. Keep your eyes open. Things are still on edge.’

			‘Good night, Caster.’

			She set off towards her borrowed rooms, realising halfway down the street how dark it was. For a moment, she thought of going back and taking Caster up on his offer. But she was just being stupid. He’d think her weak, and for a reason she couldn’t describe, she didn’t want that.

			There weren’t many people on the streets, and the ones who were kept a wary distance. She carried on, past the collapsed buildings and burned-out shells, and did her best to ignore the dead strewn across the ground. Collecting the bodies had to be a priority in the morning, otherwise they’d have disease to deal with on top of everything else. It’d be grim work for someone. 

			She sighed. So much to do.

			Yas caught the smell of smoke. She jerked her head up, looking for its source. The city fires should’ve been out by now. She felt a knot of fear, dreading what further damage could be done to her home. Like every Kiyosun citizen, she was born with an instinctive fear of fire, and the last few days had only reinforced it.

			A mob had gathered in Temple Lane. Some wore scarves tied around the lower half of their faces, while others hadn’t bothered hiding who they were at all. There were about thirty of them, watching the temple burn. It had once been a place of worship for the Four Gods, but the Skulls had converted it for Kage. Every Jian had been forced to go there at least once a week, their names ticked off, with the promise of trouble if you didn’t. Yas had gone, with Ma and Little Ro. She’d hated every second of it, but it wasn’t worth the risk of staying away. The Skulls didn’t need an excuse to arrest you at the best of times. 

			Now the flames raged and people cheered. The temple could’ve been reclaimed for the Four Gods, but no longer. The people just wanted it gone. Yas didn’t blame them for that. Truth was, she’d had enough of Gods herself – the Skulls’ and hers. Maybe the world would be a better place without any of them.

			A man, his face covered with a black scarf, threw a Skull helmet into the flames and got a cheer for his efforts. Someone else threw a brick and shattered a window. Fire belched from the opening and the crowd demanded more. They exuded a manic kind of happiness as they destroyed a place they’d all once loved. The temple wouldn’t be the last thing that felt the mob’s frustrations, Yas was sure of that.

			Then she caught a man’s eye and a shiver ran through her. He grinned back at her, a devil in the firelight. She remembered him from the Council House, hanging a little girl. A Weeping Man.

			Yas backed away. She wouldn’t run. Couldn’t. That would draw too much of the wrong attention. She kept her eye on the man, saw him talk to another and point her way. She cursed her own stupidity. Why hadn’t she accepted Caster’s company home?

			Yas turned and set off, eager to put some distance between them. Even her knife wouldn’t do any good if he brought the mob with him. 

			‘Oi, Yas! Where you going?’ the Weeping Man called out from behind her. Dear Gods, how did he know her name?

			‘Come back, darling,’ shouted the other.

			Yas ran, feet pounding the pavement, her footfalls echoing around her ears. She didn’t look back, just concentrated on the road in front of her. She could hear them calling after her, laughing, jeering, but that just fuelled her on. 

			She cut right, down a side street, then left, then right, losing herself in the twists and turns, praying the Weeping Men were too lazy to follow. She could hear her ma chastising her as she ran: It’s all your fault, why’d you have to get involved?

			Good bloody question. You’d think she’d have learned her lesson by now and kept her nose out of everyone else’s business, but no, not her. Instead, she was running for her life. 

			She ran until her legs couldn’t take her another yard, her lungs heaving and her throat dry as a Kiyosun summer’s day. She looked back, dreading that she’d find the thugs behind her, but she was alone. Maybe they’d not even bothered to come after her at all, just enjoyed watching her run with her tail between her legs. 

			She stood there, watching the shadows, her whole body shaking, sucking in air and trying not to be sick. Some bloody leader she was.

			Somehow, she got her legs working. Her nerves in shreds, Yas was bloody relieved to reach the house the Hanran had given her. She felt safer just stepping inside and shutting the door behind her, and she’d feel even better once she had Little Ro in her arms again.

			‘Lesson learned, Ma,’ she whispered to herself as she set off up the stairs. ‘I’ll mind my own business from now on.’ Of course, she’d not tell her ma that, not to her face. The woman would never let Yas live it down.

			She was still smiling at that when she heard voices coming from her rooms. Ma was talking to someone. Yas slowed, her hand already on the hilt of her knife, expecting the worst. Then Ma laughed, laughed like Yas hadn’t heard her do in only the Gods knew how long, and Yas didn’t know if that troubled her more.

			She stopped outside the door, listened, heard another woman’s voice. It was Rena from downstairs. She was laughing, too. The smell of something cooking filled the hallway, and despite her nerves, Yas’s stomach rumbled in anticipation.

			‘Hello,’ said Yas as she entered the rooms. Ma and Rena were sitting around the table while Little Ro played with a wooden figure on the floor. A pot of something nice was bubbling over the fire in the corner.

			Both women looked shocked to see her.

			‘Put the knife away, love,’ said Ma, her eyes flicking down.

			Yas followed her gaze, saw that she was holding her knife in her hand. She didn’t remember drawing it. ‘Sorry. I … I …’ She walked over to the table and put it down. ‘Sorry.’

			‘Don’t worry. I don’t blame you,’ said Rena.

			‘Wha … what?’ Yas stared at the woman. What did she know?

			‘The knife. You’re just being careful.’ Rena moved over to another chair. ‘Sit yourself down, you look like you need the rest.’

			Yas took the offered seat, eyes still locked on Rena. She looked so much like her sister. Sounded like her, too. It was awful.

			Ma pushed a cup towards Yas. ‘Rena found some wine and brought it up to share with us.’ She poured a good measure into the cup. ‘You look like you need that, too.’

			Yas reached for it, her hand shaking. ‘There’s some bad business going on outside. Got me a bit shaken up.’

			‘Drink,’ said Rena. ‘It’s certainly helped both of us.’ She was red in the face, her ma, too. They were well past their first cup. ‘There’s food as well.’

			Yas sipped the wine. It was smooth and rich in flavour. Not the type she was used to. ‘This is good. Where’d you find it?’

			‘I’ve got a few of them downstairs,’ said Rena. ‘Arga used to smuggle them out of where she worked. Her boss was a bit of a drinker, apparently.’

			Yas suddenly wasn’t thirsty. She put down the cup, feeling sick. Arga and the rest of the kitchen crew used to share a bottle after a hard day’s work. 

			‘Arga’s your sister, is that right?’ said Ma. ‘Where did she work?’

			‘I don’t like to say,’ said Rena, looking down. ‘Some people take it the wrong way.’

			‘It can’t be worse than some of the places Yas has worked,’ said Ma. Yas shot her a look, trying to shut her up, but Ma didn’t notice, or if she did, there was no stopping her all the same. ‘And nothing can be worse than the bloody Council House.’

			Rena’s head jerked up. ‘That’s where Arga worked.’ She looked at Yas. ‘You said you knew Arga, not that you worked with her.’

			‘It’s as you say,’ Yas said quickly. ‘People take it the wrong way when they find out. I’ve been called a few names because of it, threatened.’

			‘Ah, sod them,’ said Ma, waving her hand about. ‘You’ve got to earn a living, haven’t you? Earn some coin.’

			‘Ma, leave it,’ said Yas, shooting her another look.

			‘Of course, she did burn the bloody place down,’ said Ma with a laugh as she filled up her cup. ‘So, I don’t see how anyone could call her a collaborator.’

			‘You burned the Council House down?’ said Renna. ‘I thought it just got caught up in the fires the other night.’

			‘Oh no, no, no,’ said Ma. ‘Yas was helping the Hanran. Out to save the world, she is. Leaving her old ma to look after the young one.’

			‘Ma, that’s enough,’ said Yas, but it was far too late.

			‘Was Arga still there when you set fire to the place?’ asked Rena, suddenly sober. ‘Did you see her?’

			‘No, I didn’t – but Ma’s exaggerating. I didn’t set fire to anything. The Hanran were trying to rescue someone the Skulls had captured. All I did was show them how to get inside the building. That’s all.’

			‘When did you last see Arga?’ asked Rena.

			When I poisoned her, thought Yas. When she died. ‘At the end of our shift, just like normal. I’m sorry. I don’t know where she is.’

			‘I’m exaggerating?’ Ma gulped her wine down and wiped her mouth with the back of her sleeve. ‘Exaggerating? Me and Ro were all but prisoners in our own home. We had a half-dozen Hanran keeping an eye on us, making sure Yas did as she was told.’ She leaned forward. ‘To be honest, I thought we were done for. They threatened to kill us. They forced Yas to take them to the Council House. Next thing you know, the city’s going up in flames.’

			‘Ma – can we not talk about this?’ hissed Yas.

			Rena took the hint even if Ma didn’t. She stood up, brushed her skirt down. Yas couldn’t help but notice that Rena wouldn’t look her way. ‘It’s late. I’d better be going – I have to get up early tomorrow and look for Arga and the kids again.’

			‘What about the food?’ said Ma, pointing to the stove. ‘It’s nearly ready.’

			‘I’m not hungry now. You eat it. I’m sure Ro won’t begrudge a second helping,’ said Rena.

			‘If you’re sure,’ said Ma, checking the bottle to see how much wine was left.

			‘I’ll be seeing you,’ said Rena, looking so much like her dead sister. 

			‘Take care, Rena.’ Yas almost choked on the words. Rena seemed a decent woman, and Yas had taken her family away in order to protect her own. She knew she should tell the woman what had happened, tell her the truth about why she’d done it, but it was impossible. She’d never understand. She’d never forgive her. Yas wasn’t even sure she’d want her to.

			It was all such a mess.
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			Francin

			Layso

			Francin stared out of a palace window at the city. Despite the lateness of the hour, it glowed with light and he could hear the buzz of voices wafting from below, like insects chattering away. All the Meigorians cared about were material things and carnal pleasures. Their appetites knew no boundaries.

			He waited in a small office near the king’s chambers, a room full of gaudy gold furniture and tasteless paintings and ornaments – a reflection of Tian Kosa’s high status and poor taste. 

			Thank Kage, he’d only have to put up with it all for less than a day longer. Lord Bacas and His Imperial Majesty’s army would put the whole place to the torch. Purification by fire was the best way to deal with heathens, after all. 

			There were a few faithful loyal to Kage that he would allow to live as a reward for their service to the Empire, while others would be kept as slaves to work the land, but that was it. Francin knew most Meigorians lived lives far too decadent to accept the true faith. There was no point trying to convert them. Better send them to serve Kage in the Great Darkness and give the land to Egril families willing to emigrate. Let them breed a nation of true believers.

			He smiled, picturing Lord Bacas arriving through the Tonin’s gate with his army. What glory awaited them all. 

			And, of course, he would give Lord Bacas the girl’s body. That alone would be a moment to treasure.

			He stretched his neck, fighting the urge to scratch his face. He’d been wearing the false face for over twelve hours now and it was starting to itch. The irritation was bearable, but he knew from past experiences that it would only get worse, until he’d want to rip his face off with his fingernails. 

			But pain was good, he reminded himself. What was an itch compared to the everlasting glory of standing at Kage’s right hand? Nothing.

			Once his aide returned with news of the girl’s death, he would retire to his room and sleep. He just needed a little more patience.

			To distract himself, he walked back to his desk and poured himself a cup of water. On the wall opposite was a portrait of the tian’s father. Even after all his time amongst the Meigorians, Francin still couldn’t understand why the infidels deified their family line. They stuck pictures of the Gods out of sight on the ceilings of their buildings yet covered every wall with paintings of their dead parents, worshipping their faces. Worst of all were the countless mirrors so that they could worship themselves. It was disgusting. Francin couldn’t even remember seeing his parents without their masks, and that’s how it should be. The only face that should be worshipped belonged to Kage.

			Someone knocked at the door.

			Francin straightened, assuming the air of the tian. ‘Enter.’

			The door opened tentatively to reveal a palace official. He looked scared. ‘Tian?’

			‘Don’t stand in the doorway, Antonius. What is it?’

			The man entered the office, head bowed, and closed the door behind him. ‘I bring news from the camp.’

			‘Go on,’ said Francin, even though he knew from the sound of Antonius’s voice that the message wasn’t what he wanted to hear. Dear Kage, give him strength.

			‘I paid three guards to kill the girl and the Shulka with her, Tian.’

			‘And?’

			‘They failed.’

			Of course. ‘What else?’

			‘The refugees have rioted. They’ve taken control of the camp and its walls.’

			‘Has anyone escaped?’

			‘No, Tian. The guards that weren’t captured have positioned themselves outside the camp to ensure that no one can. For now, everyone is still inside.’

			By Kage’s infinite fury, it took all of Francin’s self-control not to kill Antonius there and then. The heathen couldn’t have been more inept if he had tried. ‘How many guards are still free?’

			‘About eighty.’ Antonius shifted his feet, perhaps sensing how precarious his life was.

			Francin took a deep breath. ‘If the two thousand refugees – who are now armed, I presume – decide to leave the prison, the eighty guards, who have already fled from them once, won’t do anything to stop them.’

			‘No, Tian.’

			Francin marched around to the other side of the desk and sat down. He picked up a quill, dipped it in ink and began to write, forcing himself to take care and replicate the real tian’s writing. ‘Take this to Tian Bethos. I want his men at the camp within the hour. Go with them and pray all the refugees are still inside by the time you get there.’ Francin finished writing and looked up, letting his aide see the fire in his eyes. ‘They are to secure the perimeter only. They are not to try and retake the camp until I get there. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, Tian.’

			‘I will join you tomorrow at the prison. Ensure there are no more mistakes and you may keep your head on your shoulders. Do I make myself clear?’

			‘Yes, Tian.’ Antonius took a step back, eager to leave, but Francin held up a finger, stopping him.

			‘What about the captain, Ralasis?’

			‘He went to the camp as you thought and spoke with the Shulka before the guards had a chance to kill her. He was last seen returning to Layso.’

			Francin stared at the fool. ‘And?’

			‘I sent a squad of men to arrest him, Tian.’

			‘Let us hope they fare better than your assassins,’ replied Francin.

			‘Yes, Tian.’

			He opened a drawer in his desk and removed five warrants. ‘These men are to be arrested as well. Tonight. They are all traitors to the crown.’

			‘Yes, Tian.’ Antonius shuffled forward and awkwardly took the papers from Francin, not wanting to get too close. He then all but ran from the room.

			Alone, Francin sat back in the chair, seething. How could the girl still be alive? She was four years old. A child. Yet the Monsutas had failed to kill her, and now he had, too. It didn’t make sense. They were the Emperor’s Chosen and she was a heathen and a child. At least she was still in the prison. As long as she stayed there, no one would know of his failure.

			He looked down at his hands – Kosa’s hands. Felt the hate well within him. Reistos was right. Living amongst the Meigorians had made Francin weak. He would not fail again. Then another thought struck even greater fear in his heart. What if the girl did get away? To fail Kage in such a way would cost him his place in the Great Darkness. That he could not allow.
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			JAX

			

			Kiyosun

			Jax threw another log on the brazier, watched the sparks flare up and the flames lick their way around the wood. He was on the roof of the house on Compton Street, hiding from the pitying looks of the others. They all thought he was insane. 

			Were they wrong? Dear Gods, what would he have done if any of his own men had wandered around a battlefield trying to get killed? Probably cut the fool’s throat. There was no place in war for broken men like that. Like Jax. 

			It was peaceful up on the roof. Even when they’d brought him food, whoever it was had just dropped the meal on the table and then scuttled off quick as they could. Probably worried that whatever was wrong with him was catching.

			Poor man. Still feeling sorry for yourself? 

			Jax flinched. Monsuta had returned earlier that afternoon. His voice had been a distant thing, like a whisper from far away. Easy to ignore at first. But like all pain, it jabbed at him. Jabbed and jabbed and jabbed until all Jax wanted to do was stick a knife through his brain to shut it up.

			And what a sight that would be! Imagine the furore if they found their mighty general dead by his own hand! The failure who couldn’t take it any more.

			‘Shut up,’ said Jax. ‘Shut up. That’s not who I am.’

			Oh, my dear man. I know you. I know you better than the woman who shat you from between her legs. I know you better than your wife or your son. No one has shared what you and I have shared.

			‘You don’t know me. You’re just a monster. A dead fucking monster.’ Jax knew that was true. He’d killed the Chosen, after all. So why was he still looking around the rooftop to make sure he was really alone? 

			It was all in his mind. He knew that, too. Of course he did. He wasn’t mad. Or rather, he was mad. He knew he was. 

			You’re in for a shock, then, said Monsuta, because I’m coming for you. At the head of an army that will wipe out your pathetic little rebellion once and for all. And then I’ll have you back in my room with my knives, and there’ll be no one to interrupt us. No one to save you. And you know what will happen then.

			Jax looked down at his hand. The one that shouldn’t be there. The one Monsuta grew back. Was that why he still heard the bastard’s voice? Was there some part of the Egril lingering inside him? He hadn’t thought about that. That made sense. Obvious, really.

			Monsuta was in his arm.

			Shit. 

			He had to kill him. Again. Properly this time. Then he’d be himself. He could be useful again. A soldier.

			Don’t be stupid, said Monsuta. You can’t get rid of me that easily. I’m not in your arm. You’ll be trying to cut it off next.

			Jax jerked up. Something was different in Monsuta’s voice. Something he’d not heard before – fear?

			Don’t be a fool. Only a madman would cut his own arm off.

			Jax smiled. His sword was propped up in the corner next to the stairwell.

			No.

			‘Yes.’ He smiled. The bastard wouldn’t be trying to stop him if it wasn’t the right thing to do. Monsuta would want Jax to hurt himself. He’d take pleasure in it. But the fact he was protesting proved Jax’s point.

			You’re a fool. A useless fool. Do it and I’ll still be here. I promise you that. All you’ll do is hurt yourself. Pull yourself together. There was panic in the monster’s voice.

			‘Pull myself together? You’re the one who tore me apart.’ Jax undid his belt. He needed a tourniquet. 

			He threw more logs in the brazier and placed his sword into the heart of the fire. It had to be good and hot. Cauterise the wound as he amputated the arm. A bit of pain and kill the monster once and for all. Should’ve done it days ago.

			Should he go and get help? Maybe Hasan? 

			No. He’d only try and stop him. Stop him like Monsuta wanted. Better he did it alone. The sword was sharp enough.

			Stop what you’re doing, ordered Monsuta’s voice. You can’t escape me. You can’t silence me.

			‘Yes, I can.’ Jax shifted the sword in the brazier. The blade was starting to heat up. He could see the orange tinge to the steel now. Almost ready. 

			He wrapped his belt around his biceps and used his teeth to help pull it tight. He grunted as the leather bit into his skin, and the pins and needles worked their way down to his hand. By the Gods, his heart was hammering. He wished he had something to drink, anything to dull the pain. But there was no backing down. No stopping. No delay.

			Time to kill the monster again.

			He used a cloth to pull the bright red sword out of the fire. More than hot enough.

			He sat down and placed his cursed arm on the table, Monsuta quiet in his mind. Probably scared by what Jax was going to do. Well, Jax would show him who was stronger. He had the willpower to do this.

			Even so, he almost pulled his arm away when he felt the heat from the blade. Nearly gave up on the idea. But he was a Shulka. The best of the best. He had courage. Strength. Honour. And he would do this.

			He placed the sword point down the table, his arm underneath the blade. Time to pull it down, guillotine the bastard thing.

			No, screamed Monsuta. No! 

			‘Yes!’ screamed Jax, and he swung the sword down with all his strength.

			He screamed as the edge bit into his flesh, screamed as the hot metal burned his skin, screamed as it sliced through his muscle. Then the sword hit bone and Jax grew light-headed. He wrenched down once more with the sword, but the bone held as the stink of cooked flesh filled his nose, and his blood soaked the table, and by the Gods, the pain, the pain.

			The door to the roof burst open. Faden, followed by Lunic and then Hasan.

			‘Jax!’ shouted his friend. ‘No!’

			They ran to him at once, grabbing his arm, trying to yank the blade out of his hand. He fought them, held on to the sword, tried pulling it back down. ‘No. Help me. Help me. I have to cut it off. I have to. Please. I have to kill the monster.’

			They wrestled him to the ground, pinning his arms, knocking the sword free. Faden pressed some cloth to the wound, already stained red. They all looked so frightened. 

			Then the world went black.

			

			I told you, didn’t I? I said you wouldn’t be able to do it. Monsuta looked so happy, standing in the corner of the room, that fucking meat cleaver of his in his hand. You need an expert to cut a limb off. Someone who knows what he’s doing. Someone like me. He came towards Jax, a smile on his face, a skip in his step. This is how you do it.

			The meat cleaver went up, catching the torchlight as it passed overhead. Down it came, so fast, all that weight in the blade, straight into Jax’s arm. He screamed, screamed like the day he was born.

			Monsuta peered at the wound. Oh dear, not quite. I’ll need a second go. Wish me luck. And up the cleaver went and down it came and Jax screamed and screamed and screamed.

			Black.

			

			‘Someone hold him still.’

			‘I’m fucking trying.’

			‘Well, try harder. The arm’s got to come off.’

			‘He’s going to bleed to death if we’re not quick.’

			‘You say he did this to himself?’

			‘Get the iron ready. I’m almost through the bone.’

			‘Hold on, Jax. You’re going to be all right.’

			‘Don’t give up on me, General. We need you.’

			‘Hold him still, Godsdamnit.’

			‘He’s going to bite his fucking tongue off.’

			‘Now. Now. Be quick.’

			‘Jax. Don’t you fucking die on me.’

			Black.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			It was well into the night and Tinnstra stood on the battlements with Zorique on her hip. Ralem and Anama were on one side and Maiza on the other, looking out over the open plane surrounding the camp as Meigorian soldiers marched into view.

			‘How many are there?’ asked Ralem.

			‘Too many,’ said Maiza, her arms criss-crossed with red cuts and scratches. The fight to take the camp from the remaining guards had been long and difficult, had cost her a good number of Shulka and even more of the other refugees who had helped. They had no chance against the army outside their walls.

			‘What do we do?’ asked Anama.

			The soldiers tramped into lines facing the camp. There had to be at least a thousand, all moving with discipline and in no hurry. The front ranks had stopped a safe distance away to form a perimeter. ‘I don’t think they’re going to attack,’ said Tinnstra. ‘Not yet, anyway.’

			‘Why wouldn’t they?’ said Ralem in disbelief. ‘Why are they here if not to take back the camp? We should surrender. Ask for their mercy.’

			‘They’re here to stop us leaving,’ said Maiza, ignoring Ralem. ‘We’ve nowhere to go. Not now.’ 

			‘How many fighters do we have?’ asked Tinnstra. ‘If it came to it?’

			‘I’ve got about a hundred men and women on the walls – but that includes what’s left of the Shulka. Out of the others?’ Maiza glanced down at the camp and shrugged. ‘Maybe we could put swords and spears into the hands of another couple of hundred – that’s if we have enough weapons – but only the Gods know if they’d be any good in a fight.’

			‘So, we’re screwed,’ replied Tinnstra.

			‘We’re still alive,’ said Maiza.

			‘Let me go and negotiate,’ said Ralem. ‘I can fix this. Trust me.’

			Tinnstra turned to Anama. ‘I take it your magic can’t get us out of here?’

			The mage shook her head, her eyes avoiding Tinnstra’s. ‘Without Chikara water, I am powerless.’

			‘Of course.’ Tinnstra tried to keep the frustration out of her voice. ‘What if we were to make a run for it?’

			‘That would be madness,’ said Ralem. He waved his arm at the Meigorian troops. ‘We’d never get a fraction of the camp past them.’

			Tinnstra looked him in the eye. ‘Not all of us have to go.’

			The ambassador took a step back. ‘But if you leave and take the Shulka with you, what will happen to the rest of us? We won’t survive long on our own.’

			‘I thought you told me the fate of the world rested on Zorique’s shoulders? Her life is all that matters.’

			‘You still wouldn’t get past the army out there,’ muttered Ralem. ‘The queen is safer here.’

			‘The Egril have already tried to kill her,’ said Maiza. ‘Tinnstra’s right.’

			‘Not you, too,’ snapped Ralem. ‘Anama, talk some sense into them both.’

			‘You’d go to the embassy?’ asked the mage. ‘You’re willing to try Aasgod’s plan?’

			Tinnstra shook her head. ‘I’ve made other arrangements.’

			Ralem’s mouth all but fell open. ‘How? Who with?’

			‘Do any of you know a captain called Ralasis?’

			‘Of course,’ said Ralem.

			‘He came to see me before the assassins struck. He’s going to speak to a tian called Galrin. He’ll petition the king on our behalf.’

			‘I know Galrin,’ said Ralem. ‘The man’s a political animal. Ralasis has no hope.’

			‘I thought that would be the case,’ replied Tinnstra. ‘That’s why I asked him to find a ship for us.’

			‘A ship?’ repeated Anama. ‘But Aasgod’s plan—’ 

			‘If I have a choice of going through a gate to some unknown location or heading straight to a ship that I know will take me away from here, then the ship wins every time.’ Tinnstra shrugged. ‘I’m sorry, but that’s just how it is.’ The tone of her voice left no doubt that she wasn’t sorry at all. In fact, she was still furious that Aasgod had sent her to a country that he knew was putting all their fellow countrymen in prison. Good job he was dead, because if he were there with her, she’d be tempted to kill him herself for his stupidity. 

			‘Where would you sail to?’ asked Ralem. ‘The Egril control everywhere—’

			‘West,’ said Tinnstra. ‘I’d go west.’

			‘There’s nowhere west of Meigore,’ said Anama.

			‘There has to be,’ said Tinnstra. ‘We just don’t have maps of it yet.’

			Anama stepped forward, held out a hand. ‘You can’t risk the queen on a hunch. Aasgod’s plan—’

			‘We’re in this mess because of Aasgod’s plan,’ replied Tinnstra, tightening her hold on Zorique. 

			‘Ladies, please,’ said Ralem, moving between them. ‘We can find a common solution.’

			‘We have a more immediate problem to sort out first, anyway,’ said Maiza. She pointed her sword at the Meigorian army. ‘It doesn’t matter whether we want to go to the embassy or the port, we need to get past them first. If we can’t do that …’

			No one could disagree with that. They watched the Meigorians start to dig their trenches and erect their barricades. The soldiers knew what they were doing, making sure their lines had no weak points, no holes for someone to slip through. 

			‘They have horses with them,’ said Tinnstra, pointing to the far east of the camp. ‘Wagons, too. If we could get to them, we could avoid going through the jungle.’

			‘It’s too late. We’re trapped here,’ said Ralem. ‘Negotiation is our only hope. I will speak to their commander.’

			‘Ralem, please,’ said Maiza. ‘We know you can negotiate. If that becomes our only option, I’ll gladly send you through the gate myself. Until then, be quiet.’

			‘I—’ 

			Maiza silenced the ambassador with a look, then turned back to Tinnstra. ‘Their camp should be finished soon. Then they’ll let some of the troops stand down, leaving a small number on duty. If we make a move before a new watch starts, we might have a chance – especially if we can turn their attention elsewhere at the same time.’

			‘What are you thinking?’ said Tinnstra.

			‘We send most of our Shulka out of the western side of the prison, make it look like we’re breaking from there. They engage the Meigorians and in the confusion we slip out on the eastern side and make for the horses. If the Gods are with us, we’ll be on our way before anyone knows what we’ve done. If we can’t get the horses, we’ll have to try our luck in the jungle.’

			‘I will not allow this,’ said Ralem. ‘I’m the most senior here and I forbid it.’

			‘I think you’ll find Zorique has the final say in this,’ said Tinnstra. ‘She’s our queen.’

			‘But she’s … I mean, she’s also a child,’ spluttered Ralem.

			‘She is our queen,’ said Maiza. ‘We serve her.’

			Tinnstra looked down at the girl in her arms. ‘What do you say, my love – do you want to stay here, or do you want to try to escape?’

			‘I want to go,’ said Zorique.

			Tinnstra nodded. ‘So be it.’
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			Dren

			Kiyosun

			Dren watched as the Hanran loaded up the wagon with two sets of stolen Skull armour, Ange by his side. Hasan had given him his five best Hanran. Enough to do the job, enough to make sure they’d get away. 

			Dren had already put a small box of orbs aboard the wagon and warned the Hanran to be careful around them. He’d checked everyone for open cuts as well. It’d be bloody typical for a scratch to blow them all sky high.

			‘You okay to do this?’ asked Ange, interrupting his thoughts.

			‘Yeah, ’course I am,’ he lied. She knew it, too. He felt like shit. The last thing he wanted to do was go off into the mountains, looking for more Skulls to fight. He’d rather stay with her, get some rest. He was feeling a dread that he couldn’t quite explain. Something bad was about to happen – that much he knew.

			‘Do you think Jax will live?’

			Dren coughed. ‘Fuck knows. He lost a lot of blood.’ It broke his heart to see the old man like that. He couldn’t help but feel that it’d be better for Jax if he didn’t make it.

			‘I can’t believe he tried cutting his own arm off.’

			Dren didn’t know what to say, so he pulled her close instead, held her tight as if she were the only thing keeping him anchored in this crazy world. The old man had lost his mind while he’d been telling Dren to hold on to his.

			One of the Hanran, a woman called Kresa, called over. ‘We’re done.’

			‘All right,’ said Dren. ‘Give us a minute.’ He let go of Ange and stepped back so he could see her face, took in all its details: the freckles on her nose, the way her bottom lip stuck out just so, her big, wide eyes. ‘I don’t want you to come with me. I want you to stay here, out of sight.’

			‘Fuck that. Why?’ Her brow furrowed.

			‘Find Hara and Garo. Keep them over at my place. Out of sight. Stay away from the Weeping Men.’ Dren took a breath. ‘I don’t want any of you getting snatched by those fuckers. Not now.’

			‘But you need me, Dren,’ said Ange. ‘You need me.’

			‘The others do, too,’ he said. ‘I won’t be able to concentrate up there if you’re with me and I’m wondering if they’re okay. There aren’t many of us left now and I don’t want to lose anyone else. Especially you.’

			‘But what about you?’

			Dren jerked his head towards the Hanran. ‘I’ve got the best with me, apparently.’

			Ange didn’t laugh. ‘You’ve been through as much as the old man.’

			‘Don’t worry. I’m not about to cut my arm off. The Egril have taken enough from me.’

			‘And you feel well enough to do this? It wasn’t long ago you passed out on me.’

			Dren pulled her in again so she couldn’t see his face. ‘I’m good.’

			‘Stay alive.’

			‘I’ll do my best.’ They kissed then, deep and hungry, Dren full of fear that he’d never get to kiss her again.

			‘Ahem,’ said Kresa. 

			Dren and Ange broke apart, their cheeks flushed. ‘Stay safe,’ he said.

			‘I’ll do my best.’ They both laughed to hide their fear.

			Dren walked to the wagon, looking back at Ange all the way. He knew he had to leave her behind but he was scared to leave her, too. What was he doing, abandoning his people to go and fight with the Hanran, especially now he was sick? Up in the mountains no less. He didn’t belong up there. 

			Every part of him wanted to turn back and forget the whole mad plan but he was a good soldier now. He followed orders. Did the right thing. And it was only a cold. 

			He climbed up on the wagon next to Kresa. The others were on horseback, but Dren had no idea what to do with one of those beasts. Street kids like him didn’t learn how to ride – horses weren’t much use running rooftops.

			‘You done with your goodbyes?’ asked Kresa with a smirk.

			‘Yeah,’ said Dren, giving her a glare back.

			‘Good.’ Kresa flicked the reins and the horses set off.

			‘Stay alive, you dumb bastard,’ shouted Ange as they passed.

			‘I think she’s in love with you,’ said Kresa.

			‘I hope so,’ muttered Dren, more to himself than Kresa. He slunk down on the seat and pulled his coat tight around him.

			

			It took a while to reach the main city gates and what was left of the city wall. There were more than a few gaping holes in it, but it would do its job when needed. Hasan had people working on repairs day and night fixing it up and there was no shortage of stone and brick to plug the gaps. 

			Hanran waved them through the gate. From there, they rolled on beneath the archway, into a tunnel where Dren got his first view of the road stretching ahead. A road he’d never taken before. Another minute and they were out and crossing the spit of land that connected Kiyosun to the mainland. For some reason, he felt the moment should’ve been more difficult – more of an event – but it wasn’t. There was a pang in his gut, like when he’d left Ange, but that was all. He turned in his seat as Kiyosun fell behind them. He’d never seen it from this angle. It looked smaller, somehow, no longer his whole world.

			‘What’s wrong?’ asked Kresa. ‘You forget something, or are you mooning after your girl already?’

			‘Nah,’ said Dren. ‘I’ve just … I’ve never left the city before.’

			‘What? Like, never?’ She looked at him with one eyebrow cocked.

			‘Spent my whole life in that place. I mean, I’ve gone out to sea with my father and stuff, working his boat, but other than that?’ He spat over the side of the wagon. ‘Never saw the point.’

			Kresa sucked on her lips. She was a good ten years older than Dren, with her hair tied back in braids and a body that looked like she was used to fighting. ‘It’s a good city, I’ll give you that, but it sure ain’t the best there is. Especially now.’

			‘It’s not like I didn’t want to travel. It’s just … I don’t know … I was a kid living with my parents before all this happened. I did what they told me to do. Most of the time, anyway. They never left the city, so I never left the city.’

			Kresa gave him a good, hard look. ‘How old are you?’

			‘I turned sixteen last week.’

			‘Fuck, kid. I didn’t realise.’ Kresa rubbed her chin. ‘You’ve grown up quick.’

			‘Not had much of a choice.’

			‘That’s the days we’re in, eh?’

			‘It is.’

			‘Your parents … ?’

			He shrugged. ‘Dead. Like everyone else’s.’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			‘That’s the days we’re in, as you say.’

			Kresa rolled her neck, working out a kink. ‘I had a brother not much older than you. He died. It was a fucking senseless death in a senseless war, and it still hurts. I still get angry over it and I want to kill those responsible. Just because shit like that happens all the time doesn’t make it okay.’

			Dren nodded. ‘I think I’ve spent every day since they died angry. Made me do some stupid things.’

			Kresa looked him in the eye. ‘Revenge on the right person is never stupid.’

			‘That’s not what Jax told me.’

			She snorted. ‘That’s because you took your vengeance out on the whole fucking world. Big difference.’

			There was something in her words … something Dren wasn’t sure he liked. ‘I didn’t mean—’ A coughing attack hit him, taking his breath away, his words, rattling his chest.

			‘You’re not well,’ said Kresa in the understatement of the fucking year.

			Dren sniffed. ‘It’s a cold.’

			‘Yeah? Or have you been spending too much time with those bombs of yours?’ Kresa laughed. 

			A chill ran through him. He knew only too well what the bombs did, how they made his friends cough their guts up, then piss their pants, before dying like some shrivelled thing.

			Dren took a slug of water to kill that itch in his throat. The itch that wouldn’t go away. Fuck. It wasn’t the orbs, was it?

			The wagon rumbled on, following the four riders. The ground started to climb as the road began its journey up into the mountains.

			‘Were you a Shulka?’ asked Dren, trying to think of something else other than how bad he felt and what that could mean. He rubbed his eyes, pulled his coat tighter. It’d been too long since he’d had any sort of sleep. Another reason why he should’ve stayed behind. Another reason why he was sick.

			‘Yes,’ said Kresa. ‘We all were.’ She waved a finger at the other four. ‘We were up at Gundan with the general when the bastards invaded.’

			‘What was that like?’

			‘You were in Kiyosun when they came, right?’

			‘Yeah, I was.’

			‘And you didn’t know what was happening or how you were going to survive from one minute to the next?’

			‘Didn’t have a clue. One moment the Skulls weren’t there and the next they were everywhere, killing everyone.’

			‘Then you know what it was like for us up at Gundan. Except we were supposed to be the best Godsdamned army in the world, and they went through us like we’d never picked up a sword before.’

			‘How’d you get away?’

			Kresa reached down and pulled her top up, showing a star-shaped scar in the middle of her gut. ‘A bomb went off about five feet from me. I would’ve been dead if it wasn’t for some poor bastard who took the full brunt. One bit of shrapnel went straight through him and got me. That was the last I knew before Silka over there found me still breathing and dragged me out of a mound of corpses.’

			‘Shit.’

			‘That’s one way of putting it. We were no match for the Egril, with their magic and monsters and bombs. I’m amazed we lasted as long as we did.’ 

			Dren looked up at the mountain in the distance. ‘They’re not invincible, you know. Even the monsters die.’ 

			‘Yeah. Hasan told me you’ve claimed a fair few yourself. A proper little killer.’

			A few days ago, hearing that would’ve had Dren feeling all full of himself. It wasn’t the same now. For the first time he could remember, he was feeling scared. ‘I’ve done my bit.’

			‘That’s all anyone can do. That’s why we’re on a wagon, going off to certain death. To do our duty.’

			‘I hope it’s not certain death,’ said Dren, glancing back towards Kiyosun again, thinking about the girl he’d left behind.

			Kresa whacked his arm. ‘Don’t worry. You’ve got the best of the best with you. And we have the king of killers with us. What could go wrong?’ She held up a finger before he could reply. ‘Don’t say a word.’

			‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’ He yawned and hugged himself. It was growing cold and he was beyond tired. It’d been a long day, after a long week.

			‘Nice coat you’ve got there,’ said Kresa, ‘but there’s a blanket in the back that’ll keep you warmer. Drag it over here and wrap yourself up. It’ll be a few hours before we arrive. Sleep if you want. Eat something. Only the Four Gods know when you’ll have another chance to do that.’

			‘I’m not hungry, but I could do with some kip,’ Dren admitted.

			‘You do that, then,’ said Kresa. She pointed behind her with her thumb. ‘Climb back there if you think it’s more comfortable.’

			Dren glanced at the box with the orbs. ‘Nah, it’s all right. Better I stay up front with you. In case we find trouble.’ 

			He grabbed the blanket and wrapped it around both of them, feeling all the better for it. Sticking his feet up on the rail, he settled back and watched the world pass by. Or what passed for the world on the road out of Kiyosun, so rocks, dry grass and withered trees.

			He hoped Ange was safe, keeping out of that bastard Raab’s way. Dren still didn’t understand why the Weeping Men were after him and his crew. It couldn’t be the bombings. If they really gave a shit about that, they would’ve come after Dren long ago. They’d had six months to stop him. Instead, they’d waited until the Skulls were out of the city. Waited until Dren had done all the hard work.

			So that meant it was a power play. Raab obviously thought Dren was easy pickings, too beaten up after the fight with the Skulls to stand in his way. Well, he was in for a bloody shock when Dren got back. The man owed a blood debt, and Dren was going to collect. He’d take his time, though. Take Raab when he wasn’t expecting it. As long as he stayed alive to do it.

			

			‘Killer.’ A hand shook him awake. ‘We’re here.’

			Dren forced his eyes open. It was still dark but there was a faint promise of dawn on the horizon. ‘Where’s here?’

			They’d stopped on the road. To the right, a massive ditch separated the road from the mountain, which climbed up and up, all jagged rocks and giant boulders, so high that Dren’s head spun just looking at it. The far side wasn’t that inviting, either: shrubs, trees and bushes with plenty of thorns on show. The others had dismounted and were starting to unpack the wagon.

			Kresa pointed straight ahead. ‘Anjon’s about a day and a half that way. Mastic’s going to hide the wagon and the horses while the rest of us get ready for the Skulls.’

			‘If they’re coming,’ said Dren, taking a slug of water to soothe his throat.

			Kresa smiled. ‘They’re coming.’

			Dren jumped down, then eyed the mountain and the shrubs. ‘We’re not going to wait here for them, are we?’

			‘We climb. There’s a path about twenty feet up where we’ll be hidden from the road. We’ll hunker down there until they come.’

			Dren looked up again at the mountain and sighed. ‘Great. I was hoping we’d be climbing.’

			Kresa slapped him on the shoulder, a little too hard for his liking. ‘Good job you had a nap, recharged a bit.’ She picked up a quiver of arrows and looped it over her shoulder. 

			‘Thanks.’ Dren went to the back of the wagon, wishing he was with his own crew and not these strangers. 

			The wagon was empty apart from the small box of orbs. Another shiver went through him. He had his gloves on, but he still couldn’t bring himself to touch them.

			One of the Hanran watched him – Mastic or whatever his name was – the one who was taking the wagon. He had a weird look on his face, like he’d smelled something rotten. ‘You don’t want to swap places, do you?’ snapped Dren. Mastic looked away quick as he could. ‘Nah, didn’t think so. Don’t blame you.’

			Kresa came over with Silka and the other two. Dren should’ve asked their names earlier, but he was too tired to worry about it now. Then he noticed the five Shulka had formed a half-circle around him.

			‘Before we go, remind us how the bombs work,’ said Kresa, keeping her voice low. ‘Don’t want any fuck-ups.’

			Dren opened the box so they could all see the orbs. ‘They’re simple to use. You just get blood on them – smear it, spit it, drip it, doesn’t matter. The more blood, the quicker it’ll activate. There’s a liquid inside that heats up. The moment you see it swirling around, throw the orb. Hang on to it and you’ll end up dead instead.’

			Kresa looked at the others. ‘Got that?’

			‘Easy,’ said Mastic, but he wasn’t looking at Kresa or the orbs. He was watching Dren, giving him some serious eyeball.

			‘Something wrong?’ asked Dren, knowing something was.

			‘Well, “killer”, it’s like this.’ Kresa looked him straight in the eye, all kindness gone, pulling an arrow from her quiver. ‘I told you about my brother – my baby brother – and how he died. I loved that man. Brave, smart, funny. He’s the reason I survived that mess up at Gundan, and then he didn’t hesitate to come down south with me and Jax to carry on fighting.’

			‘I remember,’ said Dren, mouth dry.

			‘I didn’t tell you how he died, though.’ Kresa tested the tension on her bowstring. ‘You see, he was on watch a few nights back. Outside a warehouse down by the docks. A simple job. Making sure no one disturbed the boss while he dealt with a local troublemaker.’

			Dren knew who that troublemaker was. Knew him only too well. ‘Jax and I sorted everything out. We made peace.’

			‘I know,’ said Kresa, with a cold smile. ‘We were all told that. But this is my baby brother we’re talking about here and you, “killer”, smashed his brains in with a rock.’

			‘Look … I’m sorry … we weren’t on the same side back then. I—’

			Mastic punched him, square in the jaw, quick and hard. Dren dropped to his knees and then a boot from someone else put him on his back. 

			Kresa leaned over and spat on him. ‘Of course we were on the same side. We’re all fucking Jians, aren’t we? I don’t see a fucking mask on your face.’

			‘I’m sorry …’ He inched back, trying to find some space. He had to get on his feet.

			‘What good’s “sorry” to my brother, eh? Is it going to bring him back? No, it fucking isn’t!’

			‘What about the Skulls up the road?’ Dren sounded desperate. He knew that, but he didn’t care.

			‘We’ll take care of the Skulls. We’re the best of the best, after all.’

			‘So you’re going to kill me? That’ll make you no different from me.’

			Kresa laughed. ‘Oh, I’m not like you. Not at all. I’ll give you a chance before I put an arrow through your heart. Run as fast as you can, and maybe the Gods will look after your miserable arse and you can live. But if that happens, don’t let me see you on the streets of Kiyosun again.’

			She stepped back, giving him room. The others followed her lead. The road back to Kiyosun disappeared off into the darkness.

			Dren climbed to his feet, eyes darting from one Hanran to the other, expecting a knife or a sword in the gut, but none came. ‘It doesn’t have to be like this.’

			‘It does,’ spat Kresa. ‘Now run.’

			Dren didn’t need telling twice. He ran as fast as he could. He stuck to the road, opting for speed, hoping the dark would hide him. Not that the ditch on one side and the thorns on the other were any sort of option – he’d end up with a broken leg or get tangled up and be as good as dead either way.

			How long before she loosed the arrow? He dared not look behind, needing all his speed, going as fast as he could, but still not fast enough. Ange flashed through his mind. He had to get back to her. Back to his city. He should never have left.

			His lungs flared in pain, his throat tightened, betraying him. He coughed as he ran, loosing speed, choking. He stumbled, sprawled, banging knees and scraping skin on the ground and the rocks. He coughed and spat as he scrambled along, using his hands to propel himself.

			He heard a whistling behind him, coming at him fast. When it hit, pain screamed through him and Dren went down again. He lay in the dirt, feeling the fire spread through his body. Saw the dark arrow tip jutting through his shoulder. 

			He got to his feet, coughing blood. The world spun around him, and he took a tottering step forwards. Stumbled. Took another step. He had to get away before she shot another arrow. Escape somehow.

			The ground tipped, throwing him sideways. He went down and the world went black. When he opened his eyes, he was by the bushes and thorns, still on his feet, still alive. 

			He coughed up more blood and fell into the thorns’ embrace.
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			Ralasis

			

			Layso

			Ralasis took the stairs up this time, not down to the tavern. He wasn’t going to get trapped in a basement when the soldiers came. His boots made a terrible racket, but he could risk the noise for now. Speed was what he needed. Speed and a good dose of luck.

			His chest was burning by the time he reached the fourth floor, but there was the door to the roof. Right in front of him. His way out.

			As the soldiers clattered into the building below, Ralasis twisted the door handle, putting his shoulder towards the door, ready to slip into the night. Except the bloody thing didn’t open and his shoulder hit the wood with a thud.

			He rattled the handle, as if that would make any difference. So much for his quick escape. 

			With no other choice, he headed back downstairs to the third floor. Maybe if he got out onto a balcony from one of the apartments, he’d be able to climb up to the roof from there. Maybe.

			Shouts came from below. Shouts and the noise of fighting. Things being smashed. Even through three floors, it was quite the brawl. Irnus’s regulars hadn’t taken well to the intrusion by the sounds of it. 

			The door of the first apartment he tried was locked, but the next opened easily enough. As Ralasis was about to enter, sounds of lovemaking greeted him. He paused for a second, not wanting to disturb whoever was inside, but the shouts from downstairs reminded him he had no real choice.

			He stopped just inside the doorway and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the inner darkness. In the middle of the room, two cups and a bottle sat on a small table surrounded by cushions. A man’s coat lay on the floor, hurriedly discarded. No doubt its owner was the one grunting away in the bedroom to Ralasis’ right. Hopefully, they’d have time to finish before the soldiers arrived – with Ralasis long gone. Still, the jacket was too good to leave behind. He picked it up and examined it; lightweight, three-quarter length, burgundy in colour, about the right size – and certainly not a navy captain’s jacket. He took his own off and tried the new one on. It wasn’t a bad fit. A little on the large size, perhaps, but that was good. Gave him room to move.

			Having made the trade, Ralasis opened the door to the balcony. It was three feet by two feet in size. Not much room at all. Three floors from the ground didn’t seem much when he was inside, but now? The drop to the cobblestones looked more than enough to finish him off. The roof, meanwhile, overhung the street by a good four feet. There was no way to climb on to it from where he was standing.

			Down below, the brawl spilled from the tavern into the alleyway. Soldiers dragged the drinkers outside and the ones who weren’t still fighting were lined up on their knees. Even from his high vantage, Ralasis could see bruised and bloody faces amongst the prisoners. And the fight wouldn’t last much longer, either, as more soldiers piled into the fray.

			Ralasis retreated inside. The bedroom’s occupants were still going at it, none the wiser that he was there, and he gave their grunts a salute as he headed to the door. At least someone was having fun.

			When he opened the door, he heard boots stomping up the stairs and immediately shut it again, locking it behind him. He had nowhere to go and nowhere to hide. Ralasis was tempted to check in on the lovers and see if there was space under their bed, but somehow he doubted they’d keep quiet about it. 

			The boots stopped on the landing. The soldiers smashed apartment doors open as they went, shouting that they were the king’s guard, making enough racket to wake the dead. And more than loud enough to stop the lovers in the bedroom.

			‘What was that?’ a woman gasped.

			‘I don’t know,’ replied a man.

			‘Go and see what’s happening.’

			‘Me?’ the man squealed.

			‘By the Four Gods, of course you.’

			The man said nothing. Ralasis didn’t blame him. Who would want to leave a warm behind to investigate obvious violence?

			A fist pounded on the door. ‘Open up in the king’s name.’

			‘I’m coming,’ called out the man, but the soldiers weren’t waiting. 

			Ralasis squeezed himself into the corner of the room as the door opened, hiding him from sight behind it. He counted four soldiers stomping in. Not good odds. He held his breath and prayed no one shut the door, thereby revealing him to all.

			‘You can’t come in here. I paid for this room,’ protested the man from the bedchamber. ‘What do you want?’

			‘We’re looking for a traitor. His name’s Ralasis,’ said one of the soldiers.

			‘Is he here?’ said another, heavy boots already moving around the apartment. 

			‘There’s just me and …’ The man paused. ‘My friend.’

			‘Yeah? Then who does this belong to?’

			‘That’s not my coat. I’ve never seen it before.’

			‘Where is he?’

			A guard kicked the bedroom door open and the woman screamed.

			‘There’s no one else here,’ whined the man.

			‘Shut up,’ shouted a guard. ‘Both of you.’

			The woman still howled, loud enough to hurt Ralasis’ ears, then there was the crack of a hand against skin and she fell silent. 

			‘Rip the place apart,’ ordered the commander. ‘He’s here or he’s been here.’

			Ralasis waited behind the door, tensed up, ready to fight. At any moment, someone would close the door and reveal him. He listened as the table was overturned and the bottle smashed. Only the Gods knew why they needed to do any of it when it was obvious to anyone with an eye and a brain that Ralasis wasn’t under it.

			When there was nothing left to break, silence fell once more.

			‘I told you – there’s no one here apart from us,’ said the man, finding some courage now he thought the danger was passed. ‘Please leave us alone.’

			Ralasis closed his eyes. The man was a fool.

			‘Arrest him.’ And there it was. ‘Arrest them both. They had the traitor’s coat. They must’ve helped him escape.’

			The man and woman both screamed their protests, but the sounds of scuffling told Ralasis no one was listening. He took a deep breath. The Four Gods fucking hated him. He wished it were otherwise, but he had no choice now. There was no way he could let them arrest the couple.

			He pushed the door shut, revealing himself. ‘Are you looking for me?’

			Everyone in the room froze. Two soldiers were in the midst of tying the lovers’ hands while a third stood guard over them with a drawn sword. The fourth man, no doubt the commander, was between Ralasis and the others. He turned, mouth open, eyes wide.

			‘That’s my coat!’ said the man, half-naked and on his knees.

			Ralasis punched the commander as hard as he could in the mouth, feeling teeth break, and knew the man was out before he had time to drop.

			Ralasis went for the man with the sword next. The guard pulled the blade back, over his shoulder, ready to hack Ralasis down, but the sea captain was quicker. He kicked the bastard square in the groin. The great equaliser, his old man had called it. It didn’t matter how big a man was or what weapons were being waved about, a boot in the balls stopped them all.

			As the guard fell, Ralasis snatched the steel helm off the man’s head and attacked the guard by the woman next. He used the helm like a boxing glove, pulping his nose and more besides, not stopping just because the man collapsed. The woman was screaming again, flinching from all the blood flying about. The man was screaming, too. Hell, Ralasis himself might’ve been screaming. He didn’t fucking know. He just hit the bastard again and again.

			Hands grabbed him around the neck, hauling him back. The fourth guard. Ralasis dropped the dented helm and slammed his elbow into the guard’s ribs, but not hard enough. The arms tightened around him and he was pulled off his feet. Ralasis hit the ground, cracking his head against the floor, his vision darkening as the guard scrambled on top of him, throwing a good few punches himself before fixing his hands around Ralasis’ neck. 

			Ralasis bucked and tried to pull the guard’s wrists away, but by the Four Gods, he was a strong bastard. He sat on Ralasis, snarling, shouting curses and spitting fury and squeezing Ralasis’ throat so hard, it was a miracle he wasn’t dead already.

			It wouldn’t be long before that was rectified.

			Ralasis gave up on trying to move the man’s hands and swung a punch instead. The guard shrugged a shoulder to block the blow and somehow managed to squeeze harder at the same time. Blood roared in Ralasis’ ears as his lungs groaned and his vision blurred.

			Desperate, he went for the guard’s eyes, his nose, his mouth, anywhere he could grab or pull or poke or jab a finger, anything to stop the bastard from killing him. His right thumb slid up the man’s nostril and he hooked it to one side, digging in deep as he could. The guard yelped in pain and, for one glorious moment, the grip on Ralasis’ neck lessened. He gulped some air, determined not to waste that taste of life, going full tilt with his thumb towards the man’s eye. Ralasis might not be the best fighter in the world, but he had no intention of dying, either, and that gave him strength from somewhere.

			His thumb found its mark, and he pushed for all he was worth into the man’s eye. The guard’s yelps became screams, the hands left Ralasis’ neck and, just like that, their positions reversed. Now Ralasis pressed the attack.

			On another day, Ralasis might’ve been tempted to let the fucker go, but not today. He dug deep, felt the eye pop and made the guard howl like nothing he’d heard before, not even that time when old Sammo lost his leg to a Great White. 

			Only then did he let the bastard go, watched the man stagger back. The guard covered his eye with his hand, but there was no stopping the blood. It leaked through his fingers and ran down his face.

			Ralasis staggered to his feet, trying to catch his breath. The guard he’d kicked in the bollocks was trying to stand so Ralasis kicked him again, this time in the face, and put him down.

			The man and woman stared at him, open-mouthed, blood-splattered and petrified. ‘Sorry about the mess,’ said Ralasis. 

			‘My coat,’ squeaked the man, but Ralasis was already out through the door and heading back down the stairs. His hand stung from the fight and his throat was sore as hell, but he could worry about all that later. He still had to get out of the alley. Now the roof was a no-go, that left the street – a street full of soldiers.

			He stopped by the beaded curtain at the entrance again and peeked outside. The view hadn’t improved now he was on the ground. A dozen soldiers were milling around with more than twice that many prisoners, on their knees and hands bound in the middle of the alley. There was no way to slip past without being seen by that lot.

			What he needed was a diversion.

			This time, he ran down to the tavern, only too aware that the soldiers he’d beaten upstairs might be calling for help any moment. 

			Ralasis took three bottles of brandy from behind the bar, a bar cloth, too, and made his way back up to street level. He stopped only to unhook the lantern from the wall. Then, a short distance from the beaded curtain, he set everything down. The cloth he tore into strips and soaked each one in brandy before corking the bottles with half the length of the strip inside. Now came the tricky part. Lighting the things without going up in flames himself.

			He opened the lantern’s cover, exposing the oil lamp within.

			Someone started shouting upstairs, the words slurred. Maybe the guard he’d kicked in the mouth or the one who’d had the helm rammed down his throat. Either way, he’d not much time left.

			Ralasis dipped the end of one of the cloths into the lamp’s naked flame. It caught immediately. Too quickly. 

			With no time to waste, Ralasis ran to the doorway, pulled the beads to one side and threw the bottle with all his might, over the heads of the prisoners. It smashed by the front of Meg’s and the brandy inside went up in a ball of flame. A guard got splashed with fire and he danced around, screaming for help, while his comrades tried to smother the flames. Ralasis went back for the other two bottles, lit them together and raced outside once more.

			He threw one straight at the group of guards and then quickly followed with the other. Both bottles shattered against the stone, spreading fire across the alleyway. Even the prisoners had to flee as the brandy carried the flames towards them. Everyone was shouting and cursing as the few unlucky ones turned into human torches.

			Ralasis didn’t waste the moment. He ran for the exit and didn’t look back. 

			Ten yards. Eight. Six. Nearly there. The main street called him, its crowds a welcome sight.

			People turned his way, finally looking now that he was all but in their midst. Or maybe it was the fire and the shouting from behind him. He didn’t care. He was safe. He was away. 

			He threw himself into the crowd, felt space open up and then close in around him again. For once, the press of bodies was a good thing. He let the flow of traffic carry him away from Torenan Alley, away from the men with swords who wanted to arrest him.

			Once he felt safe, Ralasis headed back up the hill, through the crush of Layso’s streets. Stalls lined both sides of the road with barely the space for a body between them. There was food, booze, knick-knacks, silks, hats and a whole load of crap for sale. The hawkers shouted out at anyone passing who happened to catch their eye. Customers bantered back and forth until deals were struck, sealed with a clasp of hands and the exchange of a few coins. No one paid Ralasis any mind as he wormed his way through. Everyone’s eyes were focused on the next deal.

			Ralasis glanced back, saw the smoke climbing into the night sky from the alley, but no one followed. He’d escaped. 

			

			Tian Galrin lived in the eastern quarter, amongst the grandest houses, near the mountain peak. The streets were quieter there, but not empty. It wasn’t a place for trade, but money lived in the area and that always attracted people. Still, Ralasis stuck to the shadows. Better to be safe than sorry.

			Thank the Gods, too, because when he reached the tian’s neighbourhood, soldiers had blocked his street with a barricade and a good-sized crowd was standing around gawking. At first, Ralasis thought they were there for him, but all their attention was focused on Galrin’s home.

			‘What’s going on?’ he asked an onlooker.

			The man didn’t bother even glancing at him, just kept peering up the street. ‘Galrin’s been arrested. For treason.’ He spat on the ground. ‘Bloody rich people. Can’t trust them.’

			Ralasis had already heard enough, and he slipped back into the shadows, his mind racing with questions. What the hell was going on? Who’d ordered his and the tian’s arrest? Why had he been targeted at all? None of it made sense. Ralasis needed to find some answers. But first, he needed to get away. He needed to stay free.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			‘It’s time.’

			Tinnstra opened her eyes. What felt like only seconds before, she’d fallen asleep in one of the huts with Zorique in her arms. Now Maiza stood over her, face blackened, sword on hip and spear in hand. ‘Already?’

			‘We let you sleep as long as we could.’ Behind her stood five others, armed the same as Maiza, and the mage. She carried no weapon and her eyes were wide with worry.

			‘Thank you.’ Tinnstra sat up. Every part of her hurt and the cut on her face still burned, but they were problems for another day. Once they escaped.

			She eased herself out of Zorique’s embrace and stood. ‘Is everything set?’

			Maiza nodded. ‘We go the moment the queen is ready.’

			Tinnstra looked down at the sleeping girl. A part of her didn’t want to wake Zorique from whatever peace she’d found in her dreams. Perhaps Ralem was right. Perhaps they could negotiate their way out of this mess. Perhaps Ralasis would have luck with the tian and the king would free them. Perhaps. Perhaps. Perhaps.

			Only a week before, Tinnstra would’ve held on to those possibilities like a drowning man clings to a piece of driftwood. But not now. Now she knew better. There was no hiding from the danger they were in. To do nothing was to guarantee failure. Only with action did they stand a chance.

			Tinnstra bent down and touched Zorique’s shoulder. ‘It’s time to wake up, my love.’

			The girl stirred but clung on to her dreams, her eyes squeezed tight.

			‘Zorique. It’s time to wake up.’

			Zorique’s eyes opened and she gave a little nod. She sat up slowly, looking at the others as she did so, accepting the sight of armed Shulka without comment. By the Gods, the things this poor girl had become used to.

			‘We brought you some food and water,’ said Maiza. ‘Best eat now, otherwise—’

			‘—who knows when we’ll get another chance,’ finished Tinnstra.

			‘We know what to do,’ added Zorique.

			Maiza bowed. ‘My apologies, Your Majesty.’

			Once they’d each finished a small bowl of porridge, Maiza smeared mud on their faces. Tinnstra turned down the offer of a spear. She still had the prison guard’s sword and she needed to keep one arm free in case she had to carry Zorique. She took two water skins, though, and attached them to her belt. If anything were to go wrong and they ended up in the jungle, they’d need every drop of water they could carry.

			Outside, a sliver of a moon in the cloudless sky provided light to see by while hopefully leaving plenty of shadows to hide in. Another group of Shulka waited by the door to the hut, all armed, but no attempt had been made to darken their skins. They were meant to be seen. They were the diversion.

			When they saw Zorique, the men and women fell to one knee and bowed. Tinnstra felt a surge of pride in being amongst Shulka once more, to see the dignity and strength in their faces despite their circumstances. While some were veterans, others looked like they could’ve been fresh out of the Kotege. 

			‘Please stand,’ said Zorique, putting some authority in her voice.

			The Shulka did as commanded. Tinnstra saluted them, her fist over her heart. ‘We are the dead.’

			‘We are the dead,’ they answered.

			‘Get in position,’ ordered Maiza. ‘When you make your move, be swift. Do not try to be quiet. Anyone who gets in your way dies. We need the Meigorian army focused on you, so make sure you give them plenty to worry about.’

			‘Yes, Commander,’ replied an older man with a hint of grey in his beard. ‘We will make you proud.’

			Maiza clasped his shoulder. ‘I already am.’ She looked over her soldiers. ‘I will see you in Xin’s kingdom when this is done, and we can drink the Gods’ best wines. We’ll celebrate what we achieve this day. Your sacrifice will be the start of our fightback. Because of you, Jia will be free.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Zorique. Two small words from a little girl, but Tinnstra could see the effect they had. A ripple went through the Shulka, lighting the fire they needed to do what had to be done. They all knew there was no coming back from this mission.

			They saluted Zorique and Maiza once more before departing for the western wall. It was only then that Tinnstra noticed Ralem standing nearby. ‘I’ve come to say goodbye.’ He turned to Zorique and bowed. ‘I wish Your Majesty all the best in the world. You are all we could hope for, and I’m proud to serve you.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Zorique.

			Ralem smiled. ‘And, Tinnstra, as Her Majesty’s guardian, I pray that the Four Gods continue to look after you. Keep her safe, keep her well, and perhaps, one day, we’ll meet again.’

			‘Keep safe yourself,’ replied Tinnstra.

			Ralem nodded, tears forming in his eyes, his body ever so slightly shaking. Trying so hard to be brave. Tinnstra knew what that felt like only too well. He left them without another word, disappearing into the shadows of the camp.

			‘We need to get in position,’ said Maiza. ‘The others will make their move soon.’

			Tinnstra took Zorique’s hand in hers and bent down so she was face to face with the queen. ‘Are you ready?’

			‘Yes,’ said Zorique. 

			Tinnstra wanted to cry with pride. ‘Stick close to me. If you can’t run, tell me and I’ll carry you. If we have to fight, find somewhere to hide.’

			‘I know what to do.’

			Tinnstra ruffled her hair. ‘Of course you do. You’re my little warrior.’

			‘I’m a queen,’ corrected Zorique.

			‘Yes. Yes, you are.’ Tinnstra stood up. ‘Let’s go.’

			They moved quickly, Tinnstra, Zorique, Maiza, Anama and the five Shulka. Maiza led them through the guardhouse, down dimly lit corridors, past the bodies of dead Meigorians, already feeding flies and starting to smell. Zorique didn’t even flinch. No wonder, either – over the last ten days, she’d seen enough corpses to last a lifetime. Poor thing. I’d do anything to make sure you never have to see another one again. This isn’t fair. You don’t deserve any of this.

			But it wasn’t just Zorique who’d changed. Ten days ago, Tinnstra would have run at the sight of a corpse. Ten days ago, she’d been scared of everything. She couldn’t help but wonder what she’d be like by the time this war was over – if she survived. 

			Dear Gods, please let this work. Don’t abandon us. Not now. They were stupid prayers. She knew that. In fact, Tinnstra had no idea why she bothered. What good had the Gods been to her so far? They’d allowed her whole family to die, taken everyone who’d helped her and Zorique and had let them be placed in a prison. It was as if they’d already conceded the war with Kage.

			Maybe he’d already won and Tinnstra and the others just didn’t know it. Perhaps Sekanowari was over and there was only the dying left to do.

			No. She couldn’t believe that. She wouldn’t allow that.

			At the end of the next corridor, a man waited by a door, opened just wide enough to peer through. ‘Hurry up,’ he whispered.

			The group came to a stop beside him. Tinnstra licked her lips and resisted the urge to drink some water. She could feel the familiar stirrings inside as they waited, fear, anxiety, excitement. Before, it would’ve paralysed her; now it gave her energy, heightening her senses. She could smell the night on the air, hear the sounds of the jungle outside the camp, feel the humidity on her skin.

			Beyond the door, the moon picked out the soldiers’ camp, its tents all lined up neatly. Here and there, guards were stationed, but it didn’t look like they were expecting any trouble. There were a few fires scattered around, but not many. It was a warm night, after all, and no one would want it to be hotter still. That was good for the Jians. Nice and dark for them.

			‘There’s four hundred yards of open space before we reach the camp’s perimeter,’ said Maiza. ‘I’ll go first with Wenna and Nils. Then Tinnstra, you and Zorique follow with Rik, then Anama can go with Aran and Jis.’

			A young lad nodded to Tinnstra and, for a moment, her heart caught. Rik looked so much like Beris, her brother. Beris, who’d died for her in Aisair.

			At least there were no Chosen to worry about.

			‘When—’ said Tinnstra, but Maiza held out a hand to silence her. Everyone listened to the night instead. Seconds passed. Minutes. Each stretching on for ever as they waited. Then they heard it.

			A shout. A warning. A bell rang. Orders bellowed. Feet scrambled to action. Steel sang from sheaths. Soldiers half-fell out of their tents, scrambling into their armour and shoving helms on heads. It looked like every Meigorian was trying to get involved. Tinnstra would’ve smiled, if not for the fact that people were going to die for this opportunity to escape. Everything is bought with blood.

			Rik moved to Zorique’s side, gave Tinnstra another nod.

			Steel clashed against steel. Cries of pain mingled with the screams of war. 

			‘Now,’ said Maiza. The man pushed the door open and she sprinted off, Wenna and Nils close behind, across the open ground, keeping low, shadows in the night. 

			They reached the barricades that separated the open ground from the main camp without any trouble. They were made of logs tied together in crosses. An obstacle for an army, perhaps, but not for Maiza and her Shulka. They slipped through as if the barriers weren’t even there.

			A Meigorian soldier wandered in their direction, but his attention was focused on the fighting on the other side of the camp, and he disappeared from view as the Shulka reached him. Another life taken.

			‘Go,’ said the sentry at the door, tapping Tinnstra on the arm.

			And they were off, running once more. Zorique’s hand firmly grasped in hers. Four hundred yards to go. It felt like twice the distance now they were moving. A lot of ground to cover unseen. A lot of killing ground.

			Concentrate, Tinnstra told herself.

			The world shrank to the five yards in front of her; her feet on the rocky ground, feeling every stone and dip; her breath a dagger in her throat; barely aware of the battle to their right. Tinnstra wished they could run faster, but Zorique had to set the pace. May the Gods bless her, but she sprinted as fast as she could, a look of grim determination on her face.

			She squeezed Zorique’s hand, spared a second to glance again at the girl, got a look back. They ran on. Rik with his spear at the ready. Two hundred yards covered. Halfway there.

			Movement caught Tinnstra’s eye in the Meigorian camp. A soldier had come out of a tent and spotted them. He took three steps forward, eyes wide in disbelief, opened his mouth to call out – then Maiza struck. A slash of her sword. Straight across his throat. The soldier dropped his sword, hands going to the wound, mouth flapping open, desperate to say something, to scream, to breathe, and then he dropped out of sight.

			Her Shulka disappeared into the tents, killing anyone still sleeping.

			Tinnstra, Zorique and Rik had covered three hundred yards. Nearly there.

			The fighting now sounded furious on the other side of the camp. The thirty Shulka giving their all so their queen could escape.

			Zorique stumbled and fell hard, arms outstretched, face down in the dirt. She didn’t cry out, though, and Tinnstra scooped her up with barely a pause, setting her on her hip, the girl’s weight comfortable there. Ten days together and already Zorique felt a part of her.

			Fifty yards left. Maiza beckoned them on, her sword bloody in her hand. Tinnstra dug deep, found some extra speed. Rik kept pace, his eyes searching left and right for any danger.

			Thirty yards.

			Twenty. Maiza’s Shulka still stalked the tents, eliminating any threats.

			Ten.

			Maiza hauled the barricade to one side, clearing a path, and then they were through, safe in the shadows of the camp. For now.

			Tinnstra lowered Zorique to the ground. She ran her hands over the queen’s body, checking for injuries, but apart from scratched knees, the girl was unhurt. Thank the Gods.

			Tinnstra, panting, dripping with sweat, looked back to the prison. It was Anama’s turn now, with Aran and Jis. The mage didn’t look much like an athlete – didn’t look like anything much at all – but she moved quickly all the same. Tinnstra had to give her credit for that.

			Suddenly a cheer went up from the far-right side of the camp, and when it settled, steel no longer sang. The diversion was over. The Shulka were dead or captured.

			Anama, Aran and Jis kept running, covering the four hundred yards in half the time it had taken Tinnstra’s group. Through the barricade they came, and the group was together again.

			‘The horses are this way,’ whispered Wenna. ‘Keep low. Keep quiet.’

			The Meigorians were laughing along with their cheers now, drunk on victory and happy to be alive. Tinnstra felt a surge of hatred for them. They’d killed thirty men and women locked up for no good reason and were celebrating like they’d won a war. And to think they were supposed to be Jia’s allies.

			Then Tinnstra saw an arm sticking out of a tent flap. A sword lay near a still hand, and she knew others had lost their lives for no more reason than following orders. None of them had woken up that morning thinking it would be their last. Other people far away had put into motion events that had caused their end. 

			They wouldn’t be the last to die, either.

			Maiza’s Shulka were merciless as the group made their way to the corral at the rear of the camp, clearing a path for them, killing anyone in their way.

			Perhaps the horses sensed the Jians approaching. Perhaps they sensed the death in the air or smelled the blood. Whatever it was, they were spooked. They neighed and stomped and shuffled around the pen, making far too much noise.

			A lad was in with them, trying to calm them down, and then Wenna placed a hand over his mouth and slid her sword into his side. 

			Meanwhile, Aran and Jis started strapping on saddles, moving as quickly as they could, everyone aware that there wasn’t much time. The Meigorians would return to their tents soon and the Shulka had left more than enough bodies for them to discover.

			‘Here,’ whispered Maiza, next to a brown stallion, already saddled. ‘Take this one.’

			Tinnstra nodded, trying not to think about how long it’d been since she’d last ridden. A year? Two? Even then, she used to pick the slowest, oldest horses in her father’s stables while her brothers tried to outdo each other with the fastest or the wildest. Horses had always scared her, and she’d never felt in control on top of one.

			With a deep breath, she hooked her foot into the stirrup and hauled herself up, then took Zorique off Maiza and helped the girl sit in front of her. She felt exposed so high up off the ground, no longer hidden by the horses and the shadows. Soldiers were moving about the camp and Tinnstra couldn’t help but feel that time was against them. But then Maiza mounted a horse next to her, followed by Anama, then Rik, Aran and Jis. Wenna and Nils removed the wooden bar that had sealed the corral and the group moved out, walking their horses slowly, as if they belonged there and weren’t escaped prisoners.

			Tinnstra held her breath each time they saw a soldier, but no one paid them any attention. They think there’s no danger. Confidence makes them slack. Was it like that for the Shulka? Is that why the Egril beat them?

			Tinnstra knew she’d never make that mistake. She knew she and Zorique would always be in danger. She’d learned that lesson well. The only question that remained was how was she going to make sure she was ready when war called? She had to become deadlier than any assassin the Egril could send her way, even if that assassin was a Chosen.

			But how? I’m only human. Tinnstra closed her eyes for a heartbeat. She may have found her courage, but it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

			Three guards watched the road back to Layso. No one watched the camp behind them. When one of them finally noticed the approaching horses, he merely motioned to his comrades to get out of the way. 

			Of course, the escape wasn’t going to be that easy for them. The shouting back in the camp told them that. The Meigorians had found the dead.

			Maiza and her Shulka acted instantly, killing two of the sentries before they knew what was happening. Rik thrust his spear through the third.

			‘Ride,’ hissed Maiza as an alarm bell rang out loudly.

			‘Hold on tight,’ Tinnstra warned Zorique as she kicked the horse into a gallop.
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			Mateon

			The Mountain Road

			Every part of Mateon ached. His feet were blistered from the previous day’s marching. He had sores on his legs and his shoulders and even his nipples bled where the armour rubbed him raw. He’d not slept much, either. Pole had put him on sentry duty from midnight for four hours. Some of the others on duty with him had sneaked off for quick naps, but not Mateon. He’d covered for them, as they’d made it clear what they would do to him if he revealed the truth. Bad enough the enemy wanted him dead without getting murdered by his own squad. 

			He trudged back to his tent, only too aware the sun would soon be rising. It was time he should use to pray to Kage, but he was exhausted. He only hoped he would be forgiven for missing one more day.

			He turned a corner and his heart sank. Francos and Trinon were already up, sitting by a fire outside Mateon’s tent, eating. They both saw him at the same time.

			‘How you doing, Pussy?’ said Francos. ‘Enjoying yourself?’

			‘You’re slouching, Pussy,’ said Trinon. ‘Pole wouldn’t like that. Stand up straight.’

			Mateon was too tired to reply. He walked on, attempting to go around the two men, but Francos held out his pike, blocking the way. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’

			‘My tent,’ said Mateon. ‘I need to sleep.’

			The oak shook his head. ‘Too late for that now. We’re breaking camp soon. Pack up our tents and get yourself ready to march.’

			‘Pack up your own tents,’ snapped Mateon.

			Francos and Trinon shot to their feet, crowding Mateon from either side, leaning in so their faces were almost touching Mateon’s helmet.

			‘Who the fuck do you think you are, acorn?’ shouted Francos.

			‘You do what we say and you do it now,’ screamed Trinon.

			Mateon took a stuttering step back. ‘I … I need to sleep.’

			‘Tough shit, acorn,’ said Francos. ‘Now get packing.’

			‘What’s going on here?’ said Pole, approaching from the side. ‘Why aren’t you girls ready to move out?’

			All three stood to attention. ‘Just explaining that to the acorn, Pole,’ said Trinon. ‘Telling him you don’t like anyone being late.’ Mateon could hear the smirk in his voice and hated him for it.

			Pole didn’t seem to be having any of it, either. He stopped so his armour touched Trinon’s. He sniffed. ‘You’re not bullying our little acorn, are you?’

			‘No, Pole.’

			‘Because it sounded like you were giving orders from where I was standing.’ Pole paused for a moment. ‘And that’s not possible. You couldn’t be giving any orders because you’re not the polemarch, are you?’

			‘No, Pole.’

			‘And you’re not an officer, are you?’

			‘No, Pole.’ Trinon’s voice was quiet. All cockiness gone.

			‘Then I suggest,’ said Pole, ‘that you move your sorry arses and get ready to march out in the next five minutes.’

			‘Yes, Pole,’ said the three soldiers together.

			‘And because you are such wonderful specimens of His Imperial Majesty’s army, you can go on point. It’ll be up to you to make sure there aren’t any bloody Jazzas waiting out there to kill us. Got it?’

			‘Yes, Pole.’

			He walked off without another word. Trinon pushed Mateon into his own tent so it collapsed around him. ‘Twat.’

			Francos put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘Forget him. Let’s get packed.’

			Trinon gave Mateon a good kick, then left him in the wreckage. He could still hear the oak cursing him as he climbed to his feet and rolled up his tent. Eager to put something in his stomach before he had to walk again, he pulled out his little ration pack, but the dried meat was gone and only a burned crust remained of his bread.

			Mateon growled. The bastards had taken his food. He snatched up the pot they’d been eating from – his pot – and rubbed the crust around the bottom, trying to soak up what little they’d left, before shoving it in his mouth. It was something, at least, even if it only emphasised how hungry he actually was. Oh, how he wished for one of his mother’s meals, his mother’s kindness. This wasn’t the life he’d been promised. Never had he felt so far from Kage’s gaze.

			

			‘Now we’re all here,’ said Pole once everyone had gathered, ‘remember, boys and girls, we are heading to Kiyosun. This is rebel territory. We will encounter Jazzas eager to cut our throats. And as horrible and pathetic as you shits are, you are my horrible and pathetic shits and I don’t want you dead. Not yet, anyway. So keep your bloody eyes open and kill the heathens before they have a chance to kill you. Got it?’

			‘Yes, Pole,’ shouted forty men.

			‘Let’s move out. Francos, Trinon, Pussy – lead on.’ The polemarch clapped his hands and the three soldiers began the second day of the march.

			Their four Daijaku squawked and took off, flying overhead in formation. A reassuring presence, they should spot any trouble before it could get close enough to involve Mateon, but even so, only a fool wouldn’t worry about being on point. 

			‘Oi, Pussy. You get to go in front,’ said Trinon. ‘I want any Jazzas out there to kill you first. At least then I’ll die happy if it’s my time, too.’

			Francos gruffled with laughter. ‘And warn us if you piss yourself. I don’t want to get my boots wet because you can’t take it.’

			Mateon tried his best to ignore them and set off, his eyes roaming from one side to the other, looking for anything that was out of place, wishing all the while he knew what he was doing. He’d been given some training, but it hadn’t prepared him for any of this.

			They stopped after an hour and everyone had a mouthful of water to wash the taste of the road away. For Mateon, it was agony. At least as he walked, he could concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other. When they stopped, there was no way to ignore the fire in his feet or pretend that the wet that ran down his chest was sweat and not blood from his ruined skin. And to think the day had only just begun.

			Soon enough, they were on the move again. Down the endless road, past rocks, boulders, half-dead trees. And to what? What waited for them near Kiyosun?

			Hour after hour went by as the troop covered the miles leading to the heathens’ city. But with each step, Mateon’s focus changed from what was going on around him to what was happening to him. His pack had somehow doubled in weight. Sweat ran down his face, his neck and his back. His ruined feet made his boots feel like they were filled with broken glass.

			Above them, the Daijaku flew ahead until they were nothing more than specks in the sky. So much for them watching over the soldiers. They were on their own. Alone with the road and the pain.

			‘What the fuck’s the matter with you?’ hissed Francos, shortly after midday. ‘Please tell me you’re not going to fall over.’

			‘I’m … okay …’ lied Mateon. How he wished he could take his helmet off and get some air on his face. His throat was bone-dry, but he’d finished his last water skin and didn’t dare ask any of the others to share theirs.

			‘If he falls, we walk straight over him,’ said Trinon. ‘Maybe stab him on the way past.’

			‘How long before the next stop?’ asked Francos.

			‘I don’t fucking know. Five minutes? Ten at the most.’

			Francos picked up his pace so he was alongside Mateon. ‘Can you keep going that long?’

			‘I … think so,’ slurred Mateon. By Kage, even talking was a struggle. His vision wasn’t much better. Things were starting to blur around the edges.

			‘Fucking acorn,’ spat Trinon.

			‘Go easy on him,’ snapped Francos. ‘You think Pole will thank us if he goes down?’

			‘I’m … all right,’ said Mateon. ‘I can … keep going.’ Pain was good, after all. His gift to Kage. He who was always watching. This was his test and he would not fail.

			Then he saw something. Up ahead in the middle of the road. He squinted, not sure if he was imagining it. ‘What’s … what’s that?’

			‘What’s what?’ said Francos.

			‘Up ahead.’ There was a shape on the ground up the road. White against the dirt.

			‘Fuck.’ Francos grabbed Mateon, hauled him to a halt. 

			‘What you doing?’ said Trinon, nearly walking into them.

			‘Get everyone to stop. There’s a body on the road. Looks like one of ours,’ said Francos.

			‘Fuck.’ Trinon saw it, too.

			Francos pulled Mateon down so they were kneeling. ‘Go. Now,’ he ordered Trinon and the oak was off and running back to the squad. ‘Where are the fucking Daijaku?’

			Mateon didn’t know. He was just glad to be on his knees and not walking. ‘Wa … water.’

			Francos thrust his water skin into his hands. ‘Don’t drink too much. You’ll be sick.’

			Mateon pulled his skull mask up enough so he could gulp the water. 

			Trinon skidded back to their side. ‘Pole says to go and check it out.’

			‘Right,’ said Francos. He grabbed Mateon’s chin and turned his face towards the oak. ‘You up to this?’

			Mateon nodded, even though he didn’t know what he was agreeing to.

			‘Okay. Trinon, you take the right flank. Watch the fucking trees for Jazzas. Yeah?’

			Trinon lifted his pike. ‘I’m on it.’

			Francos jabbed his finger in Mateon’s chest. ‘You take the left flank. Watch the rocks. You see anything – anything – then you fucking shout. Got it?’

			‘Yeah … yeah … I got it. Left flank.’

			‘Okay. I’ll take the body.’ Francos shifted his feet, getting ready to move. ‘Both of you keep your fucking eyes open. I don’t want to die today.’

			Mateon nodded, still woozy. But Francos and Trinon were off and he had to catch up. He ran, ignoring the pain, the rasp in his throat, holding his pike. Francos was right – it was an Egril soldier. Not moving. Dead. Who killed him? He lifted his head, checked the mountain. Just rocks. No one there.

			Francos stopped them five yards from the body. ‘Wait here. Watch for Jazzas.’ 

			Mateon dropped to one knee again, facing the mountain, sucking in air, pike pointed out just like they’d taught him. He glanced back at the troop, two hundred yards away. The soldiers there were all doing the same. Even the Chosen was off her horse, with her baton in her hand. Only the general and the Tonin remained mounted even further behind their men. Mateon looked up, blue skies above, no sign of the Daijaku. 

			‘What the fuck?’ Francos was at the body. He turned back to the others, holding a helmet in his hands. ‘It’s just armour. There’s no bod—’

			The arrow struck him in the back. He arched with the impact, dropping the helmet, reaching behind as if to pull the arrow out, and then he was falling. He hit the ground as a second arrow flew past Mateon’s face, striking the ground.

			‘Move!’ shouted Trinon, grabbing Mateon by the shoulder, dragging him to his feet. They ran towards the ditch as more arrows fell.

			Then the first explosion went off.

			Mateon went flying into the ditch, smacking his head, and curled up as dirt and rock rained down on him. Trinon was next to him, shouting something Mateon couldn’t hear. Not over the ringing in his ears.

			Trinon was pulling him, not letting him lie still. They clambered up to the edge of the trench and Mateon got his first glimpse of a nightmare made real. Half the squad were gone, nothing but corpses on the ground. The rest had pulled back to protect the general and the Tonin. All except the Chosen. She strode forward. Something – an orb? – sailed towards her. She raised her hand and the orb stopped in mid-air, then flew back the way it’d come, and the world blew apart again. 

			The Chosen went to work. Time and time again, her baton flashed as she ripped the mountain apart chunk by chunk. 

			Mateon lay in the ditch, clutching his helmet, as he watched. The Chosen had such power. Such fearlessness. She was an army in herself. The Great Darkness personified. In her, Mateon finally saw his God at work.

			Whoever had attacked them had no chance with the element of surprise gone. She pulverised the mountainside until half of it was rubble. Smoke and dust filled the air. Nothing of the heathen rebels could’ve survived her power.

			Shadows passed overhead. The Daijaku. They flew back and forth, screeching between themselves. They skimmed the woods and soared up the face of the mountain, searching for any survivors. 

			It was only when they settled back down on the ground next to the Chosen that Mateon knew the threat was gone. He and Trinon clambered out of the ditch and ran to join the others. Of the forty who had left Anjon, just over half that number remained. The first bomb had left a mangle of soldiers’ bodies and, for once, Mateon was glad he had nothing in his stomach to throw up. At least their deaths had been quick, and now they were with Kage in the Great Darkness. Mateon prayed that the infidels responsible were with the fallen now, to serve them in eternity. An apt punishment for their attack.

			‘Soldiers of Egril, listen up.’ Every head turned the general’s way. ‘This attack means nothing. We have a mission to complete. We continue to Kiyosun. Once there, the Tonin will open the gate and bring forth a force so strong the Jian scum won’t know what hit them.’

			‘What about the dead, General?’ called out someone.

			‘Place them in the ditch and the Chosen will bury them.’

			The men sprang to work, Mateon with them. It was soul-crushing work. Mateon didn’t know any of them except Francos and he’d not liked the man, but they were all Kage’s soldiers and he wished them well in the Great Darkness. 

			One of the last bodies to be moved was the polemarch. His legs were gone, destroyed in the blast, but Mateon recognised the armour. The man Mateon had thought a giant, invincible. Kage came for them all in the end.

			Burying the men took considerably less time than it took to move them. The Chosen waved her hand and rock and rubble rose from the ground, hovering for a moment before another wave sent it into the ditch. She performed her magic three times before there was no sign of the fallen, and it was as if they had never been. Mateon watched in awe. She was the first Chosen he’d ever seen, this the first display of the power given to them by Emperor Raaku. The Chosen caught him staring and he blushed behind his mask, but she said nothing, returning to her horse.

			Food and water were shared between the remaining troops and then they were off, Mateon now back with the main troop while three others took point. His body still hurt, but he was alive. The pain told him that. The pain was good. His blood was his gift to Kage and one day his life, like those they’d left buried, would be Kage’s as well. He understood it now. 

			Mateon marched, his faith restored. 

			On to Kiyosun.

			On to crush a rebellion.
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			Dren

			

			The Mountain Road

			Dren opened his eyes to a world of pain. He lay half-suspended above the ground, caught in thorns but somehow still alive. He coughed, spitting out dirt, each hack sending stabbing pains from his shoulder, jarring him in the thorns’ embrace, cutting him. There was blood all around him, his blood. Everywhere.

			And there was a fucking arrow sticking out of his shoulder. When he looked down, the arrow tip almost touched his nose. How was he alive? Kresa must’ve missed his heart by inches.

			He coughed again, trying to clear the lump that had settled at the back of his throat. Wet, raspy hacks, spitting phlegm, pure agony. He spat more muck onto the ground, saw the blood and knew it didn’t matter that the arrow had missed his heart. 

			The orbs had got him. He was dead.

			He moved as carefully as he could, lifting his arm free of the thorns, unhooking his jacket. Every movement drew blood somewhere but, little by little, he manoeuvred himself clear of the sharp hooks and fell to the ground. 

			Dren coughed some more. Phlegm. Blood. Tears. He spat it all up. This wasn’t how he was supposed to go. Maybe it would’ve been better if Kresa had got him good and proper. It would’ve been a quick death. Not the slow, agonising, drawn-out affair from orb poisoning, coughing up his lungs and shitting his pants. Many a time, he’d watched over the others who’d got sick and thought it would be better if he cut their throats and put them out of their misery. It would’ve been a mercy.

			But no, Dren wasn’t that lucky. Fuck.

			He pushed himself up to sitting, but knew he had to get the arrow out before he tried anything else. All he could think to do was drag the blasted thing all the way through, so he wrapped both hands around the shaft, sucked some ragged breaths in through gritted teeth and pulled. Pain shot through him and he wanted to scream, but he kept at it. The arrow moved so slowly. Too fucking slowly. He squeezed his eyes shut from the effort, the agony, the sheer force of will required. Fresh blood ran down his chest and back. He had to stop more than once to cough, and that hurt twice as much.

			The world swirled for a moment, and Dren thought he was going to black out again. He couldn’t do that. He had to stay awake, so he let go of the arrow to catch his breath, and to change his tack.

			He grabbed the arrow again. Pulling didn’t work, so he pushed, as hard as he could, felt his body resist the shaft’s movement, fought the urge to scream as the pain flared, and then the arrowhead snapped off in his hand. Dren fell forward, hitting the ground. He reached over his shoulder and pulled the other half out with a whimper. 

			He didn’t rush when he finally moved, not with the thorns and branches all around him, eager to taste his blood and hold him tight. He turned, still on his elbows and knees, until he faced the road, and crawled on, wincing with every inch. He’d need to bandage his shoulder as soon as he could, plug the bleeding up. 

			Dren poked his head out of the bushes and froze. It looked like a war zone a hundred yards further up the road. Half the mountain had been destroyed, and his orbs hadn’t done that. What had happened while he’d been unconscious? 

			The ground was well trampled, too. A lot of feet had gone by. Skulls marching. To Kiyosun. Fuck. 

			By the time he was standing out on the road again, he had the shivers and the shakes and a thirst on him something bad. The world faded in and out of focus, and he coughed some more, feeling woozy, almost drunk. There’d been some sort of fight. The mountain had holes in it. The ground, too. His bombs or theirs? Something had ripped chunks of rock apart and thrown them all over the place. Half the ditch was filled in with a line of Skull helmets running from one end to the other. Markers. Their dead. So Kresa had killed some of them, but not all. And where was she?

			He scanned what was left of the mountain. The Skulls had fucked it up. There were craters everywhere, gaping holes covered in scorchmarks and heaps of rubble. Then he saw a leg. Boot at one end, blood at the other. No body. 

			He fell twice trying to get from one side of the ditch to the other. He scrambled up the mountain, stopping to catch his breath and spit out blood more times than he liked. The urge to just sit down and give up filled his mind, but he knew that was death trying to tempt him, and he wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.

			He reached the leg. It was a man’s. Maybe Mastic’s. Maybe. No sign of the rest of him, though.

			‘Dren?’ It was Kresa, sounding weak, half-dead. He turned towards the voice. The Shulka was ten yards away, half-buried under rocks, her face bloody and bruised. ‘I need some help.’

			He staggered over, passed what was left of some of the others on the way. Poor bastards. At least it had been quick. Kresa, though? He shook his head. He should’ve been angry with her – she had put an arrow through him, after all – but he just felt sad and sorry instead.

			‘I can’t move my legs,’ she said. ‘What … what about the others?’

			Dren shook his head, mouth too dry to talk.

			‘Shit. They got us good.’

			Dren couldn’t argue with that. There was a water skin near her, so he took a long drink. It barely wet his throat, but he placed the skin to Kresa’s lips so she could drink, too. ‘Let me get you out,’ he said once his tongue could work.

			He took hold of Kresa’s arms and pulled, but nothing moved.

			‘Fuck. That … hurts.’ Her face had gone white. 

			‘I’ll get you out. You’re going to be all right.’ He started moving rubble from where it covered her legs. Even the smallest rock felt like it weighed a ton. It wasn’t long before he had to sit down and cough his lungs up.

			Kresa watched him, her own eyes half-closed and her head drooping to one side. ‘You don’t look good.’

			Dren tried a smile. ‘Yeah? Well, someone put an arrow through me last night.’

			‘Sorry,’ said Kresa. 

			‘Why? I deserved it.’ He got to his knees, remembered what he was doing, grasped another rock.

			‘Don’t bother. We both know I’m dead already. Save your strength,’ said Kresa. ‘The Skulls had a Tonin with them.’

			‘You sure?’ He’d seen what they could do during the invasion. One Tonin could bring every Egril in the fucking world down on Kiyosun.

			Kresa spat blood down her chin. ‘Of course I’m bloody sure. They have a Chosen, too – she stopped our bombs in mid-air and brought the mountain down on us.’

			‘Fuck.’ Dren didn’t know what else to say. They were all fucked.

			‘You must stop them from reaching Kiyosun.’

			‘Let me get you out first. Then we can go after them together.’ He started digging again.

			‘Stop wasting time,’ said Kresa. There was no pity in her voice. ‘Just go, Dren … Stop them.’

			Dren shook his head. ‘I’m not leaving you here. Not like this.’

			She gripped his arm. ‘You’re not going to.’

			‘Then what … ?’

			‘Come on, killer. You know what to do.’ 

			He saw the look in her eye. Knew he couldn’t do it. ‘No.’ 

			‘You leave me and I’ve got a long, painful wait until I die. I’m not strong enough for that. Put me out of my misery.’

			‘I can’t do that. I can’t kill you.’

			‘You can.’ She pressed something against his chest. He looked down. A knife. ‘Do it.’

			It was eight inches long, single-edged, well balanced. The sort of knife he would’ve been proud to own. But he didn’t want to touch it. He certainly didn’t want to use it. ‘There has to be another way. Someone who can fix you up.’ He didn’t want to give up on her. It felt too much like giving up on himself.

			‘You need to get the Tonin, not waste time here with me.’

			Dren looked down the road towards Kiyosun. ‘How am I going to do that? On my own? We’ve no bombs left. No one to help. We’re fucked.’

			Kresa didn’t move the knife, kept it pressed against his chest, a great weight. ‘You’ll have to get in close and do it the old-fashioned way.’ She paused, trying to catch her breath. ‘Now stop fucking about and kill me.’

			He took the knife from her, holding it like it was made of glass. ‘I can’t.’

			‘You can. You’re the killer, remember.’ Kresa coughed blood over her lips. ‘Please. It fucking hurts.’ She took his hand and forced it around the hilt, turning the blade towards her heart. Her skin was cold against his and he could feel the strength fading from her grip. ‘Please.’

			Dren wrapped his other hand around hers and looked her in the eye. ‘I’m sorry. Sorry about your brother. Sorry about this.’

			Kresa laughed. ‘Fuck it. I tried killing you, too. Think that makes us even. Now do it.’

			He pushed the knife into her heart. Her body jerked as the blade slid in, then the light faded from her eyes and the pain left her face. Kresa fell back and Dren felt his own heart shatter. So much for mercy.

			He ran his hand over her eyes, closing them. ‘May Xin protect you.’ He didn’t believe in the Four Gods, but maybe she did. If Xin had a kingdom, he hoped Kresa was there with Spelk and everyone else who’d died in this stupid war. They certainly deserved something better than this fucked-up world.

			A coughing attack hit him, doubling him over, reminding him that he would follow soon. He closed his eyes and attempted to summon his anger once more. Anything that would numb the pain and get him going again. But it was gone, leaving only grief and a hell of a lot of fear behind. Dren was the only one left alive, sick as death, with an army of Skulls to stop. How was he going to do that?

			He stuck Kresa’s knife in his belt and stood up, still feeling unsteady. From his vantage point, he had a good view of where they’d tried to ambush the Skulls. The bastards had beaten the Hanran, but there was a mass grave down there filled with the bodies of the enemy. Twenty or so helmets lined the earth where they lay. Twenty. So how many Skulls had survived?

			Something caught his eye down in the bush. A giant scorchmark had cleared a space where trees and scrub had been. Looking closer, he could see bits of horse, too, and splintered wood. It was where Kresa had hidden the cart and horses. Maybe something had survived that he could use. Maybe some of the bombs had survived. 

			He made his way back down the mountainside, slipping and sliding through the rocks and scree, adding more scrapes to his already battered body. At least this time Dren didn’t have to fight his way through a net of thorns. The Skulls had done more than enough to clear a path for him.

			He found a quiver of arrows but no bow, not that he knew how to use one. There were no bombs, either, so it looked like all Dren had was his sword and some knives. Not ideal for taking on an army.

			He did strike lucky when he lifted up a couple of planks of wood from the wagon and found a bag containing food and two water skins. Dren nearly cried at the sight of it. The meat and bread had spilled out into the dirt, but he didn’t care. He’d eaten far worse.

			He looked down the road after the bastards. They’d be a good way ahead of him now. He’d have to move his arse double-quick. Then what? He couldn’t fight them all. Even if he wasn’t dying.

			Dren didn’t need to, though, did he? No – there was one thing above all else he needed to focus on. Stop the bastards bringing in reinforcements. Save Kiyosun from an onslaught there was no hope of surviving.

			All Dren had to do with what little remained of his life was to kill a Tonin.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			Dawn had to be at least an hour away, and yet the city wasn’t quiet. Tinnstra had been expecting to find empty streets and shuttered buildings, but instead, people were still wandering around a few scattered stalls manned by tired-looking men and women eager to make a coin or two.

			Rik passed Tinnstra a water skin. The water was warm and had a bitter, stale taste to it, but it was wet and that was enough. By the Gods, Meigore was hot. Far hotter than anywhere in Jia that Tinnstra had ever been. She had no idea how anyone could cope with it. No wonder they wore flowing robes. Her own clothes – what was left of them – were soaked through and stuck to her skin.

			Wenna weaved a way for their group through the city, doing her best to lead them via quieter roads. Things weren’t helped by the fact that the city guards were out in force. They didn’t appear to be searching for the Jians, but no one wanted to risk getting too close to any of them, just in case. They were still obviously foreigners and that in itself would be enough to get them arrested.

			Red streaks stained the sky when Wenna led them to a small street with a stable at the far end. ‘We’ll leave the horses here,’ said Maiza. ‘We’ll go the rest of the way to the embassy on foot.’

			‘What?’ said Tinnstra. ‘I thought we agreed we’d go to the docks?’

			‘We don’t know if Ralasis has a ship for us yet, and we can’t stay out on the streets,’ said Maiza. ‘The embassy is the best place for us to hide. It has walls and doors which we can defend – for a short time, at least – and the gate’s there if we need it. There’s nowhere better.’

			Tinnstra stared at the Shulka, angry that events were being taken out of her control.

			‘Please, Tinnstra. We have only the queen’s best interests at heart.’ 

			Zorique looked up at Tinnstra, concern on her face, reminding Tinnstra that this was no time or place to argue. She smiled back. ‘We’re going to walk from here, my love.’ Tinnstra slipped off the horse and then helped Zorique down.

			Rik opened the stables and led the horses inside.

			‘What about Ralasis?’ asked Tinnstra. 

			‘I’ll send Wenna to find him once we’re secure in the embassy,’ said Maiza. ‘Out of all of us, she can pass for a local with the right clothing, and she’s fluent in their language.’

			Light crawled across the sky and, somewhere, birds began their morning chorus. Every now and then, Tinnstra, with Zorique nestled on her hip, found her eyes drawn upwards, as if expecting to see Daijaku swoop past. 

			Wenna stopped at the end of a road and signalled the others to halt as well. More signs followed: a barricade, four soldiers.

			‘The embassy is in the next street,’ whispered Maiza. She signalled to Rik, Nils, Aran and Jis: four guards, kill them, be silent.

			The Shulka disappeared a second later.

			‘What’s happening?’ asked Zorique.

			‘We’re waiting here for a moment,’ replied Tinnstra. ‘Then we’re going somewhere to get some rest.’

			‘Then what?’

			Then what indeed? Tinnstra squeezed Zorique’s hand. Better that than tell more lies or give empty promises of safety.

			Wenna reappeared and signalled the way was clear.

			The embassy stood on the opposite side of a wide crossroads. The building was large and constructed in the Meigorian style – white, long and low, with four immense columns supporting a great arch over the main entrance. The Jian flag still flew from the highest turret, but the rest of the building was dark and lifeless. A ten-foot-high fence topped with spikes ran around the perimeter to keep any unwanted visitors away and, of course, there was the city guards’ barricade, too.

			The Shulka had done their work well. As they ran past the barricade, Tinnstra couldn’t see any sign of the guards who’d been on duty there. Not even a spot of blood.

			Nils held the main gate open, closing it once they were inside. A path led through an ornate garden up to the main house. The doors were locked, but Rik made short work of getting those open, too.

			And then they were inside. 

			It was more luxurious than anything Tinnstra had seen in a long time. They stood in a large, circular atrium with marble floors and more pillars. Doors led off to other rooms and a large staircase swept up to the first floor, past a portrait of King Cariin and the queen that was easily twice Tinnstra’s height. Zorique let out a small cry when she saw the painting and buried her face in Tinnstra’s neck. She rubbed the girl’s back and turned so the portrait was out of her eyeline.

			‘Who speaks Meigorian apart from Wenna?’ Maiza asked the Shulka.

			‘I do,’ said Rik. ‘As long as no one wants to discuss the state of the world.’

			‘Me, too,’ said Aran. ‘Enough to get by.’

			‘You lads get dressed up in the local armour and take positions at the barricades. Anyone comes calling, send them on their way as quickly as possible. Don’t get messy unless there’s no option.’ Maiza looked each of them in the eye. ‘Got it?’

			‘Yes, Chief,’ replied Aran. 

			‘Wenna, you go to the docks. Find Captain Ralasis.’

			Wenna nodded. ‘And after I find him?’

			Maiza glanced at Tinnstra. ‘Find out if he has a ship for us.’

			‘But Aasgod—’ said Anama, but Maiza held up a finger to silence her.

			She then turned to the other Shulka. ‘Nils, head up to the main turret. You should be able to see if there’s any trouble approaching from there. If there is, don’t be shy about letting us know. Jis, go and see if there’s any water and food still safe to eat.’

			‘Let’s check the gate,’ said Maiza, once they were alone. ‘Make sure nothing’s happened to it since we’ve been gone.’

			‘I told you we’re not using it,’ snapped Tinnstra.

			‘We might not have any choice,’ said Maiza. ‘If Ralasis doesn’t have a ship, or if we get attacked here, we need a way out.’

			Again, Tinnstra felt a rush of anger, aware she wasn’t in control of the situation. That had to change. ‘Every plan of Aasgod’s has gone wrong so far, leaving good people dead because of it. Why should this “gate” be any different?’

			‘The Lord Mage has been preparing for this moment for years,’ said Anama, face reddening. ‘All he cared about was protecting Jia.’

			‘Maybe he should’ve cared more for the people who lived there rather than the country itself.’

			‘He gave his life—’

			Tinnstra waved a hand to shut her up. ‘You don’t need to remind me of that. I was there. I saw him do it.’

			‘Please.’ Maiza stepped between them. ‘There’s no point arguing over things we cannot change. We need ways of escape now. A ship is one. The gate is another. Both have their risks, but we can’t afford to discount either right now.’

			‘We’ll need some light if we’re going downstairs,’ said the mage, hands clasped tightly together, avoiding Tinnstra’s eye.

			‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ said Maiza. ‘Please try to behave yourselves while I’m gone.’ She disappeared down one of the corridors.

			Tinnstra, Zorique and Anama were alone in the entranceway. No one spoke, but Tinnstra could see the mage still had something on her mind. Well, let her find the courage to speak. Tinnstra wasn’t going to do her any favours. As far as she was concerned, there was no such thing as a good mage. Aasgod was a liar and a fool and he was supposed to be the best of them. No way was she going to blindly follow Anama. The woman looked broken.

			Thankfully, Maiza returned with a lantern before the mage found her voice. 

			Anama took the lantern and led them along another corridor, stopping halfway by a section of the wall. There was no sign of any door or opening, yet when she pressed her hand flat against it, there was a click and the wall opened inwards, revealing a flight of stairs leading down. 

			Compared to the rest of the house, these were very simple, narrow, straight and carved out of the stone. Little light sneaked its way into the stairwell from behind them, and Tinnstra had to take care with each step. Anama was a shadow in front of her, blocking most of the lantern’s light. 

			‘I’m scared,’ said Zorique.

			‘It’s okay,’ replied Tinnstra as she watched Anama reach the bottom and turn a corner.

			Other lanterns had been lit by the time Tinnstra and Zorique caught up with her.

			The basement was at least half the size of the embassy above it, with painted white walls and some basic furniture. The air was damp and musky and sweat glistened on the walls. A pile of Shulka armour, spears and shields was stacked up in one corner. Tinnstra felt a lump form in her throat when she recognised the red plumes of Clan Rizon, her father’s colours – her colours. How long had it been since she’d seen them? 

			Once all the lanterns were lit, Anama led the others away from the main room. Tinnstra’s heart beat louder with every step. She wasn’t frightened like Zorique, but she was nervous. She could admit to that, at least.

			Anama stopped at the end of the corridor, in front of a very plain door – or so it appeared at first. When Tinnstra got closer, she saw it was made of onyx, and the lantern’s light caught on carvings in the stone. She ran her fingertips over some, feeling the gentle indentations. They were wards, like the ones in the temple on Olyisius mountain. It must have taken years – centuries – to carve. ‘Did Aasgod make this?’

			‘Yes,’ replied Anama. 

			‘How?’ asked Tinnstra, but the mage didn’t answer. She produced a key from her robe and inserted it into a lock that Tinnstra hadn’t noticed. As the key turned, a shimmer of green light ran through the door, illuminating each ward. ‘The door provides another layer of protection. It can’t be opened without the key, neither by human nor magic.’

			‘What about explosives?’ asked Tinnstra. ‘The Egril like their bombs.’

			‘Even if they reduced the embassy to rubble, this door would remain closed and the walls unbreached.’ Anama pulled the door open. It moved painfully slowly, groaning with every inch. After what felt like an age, she stepped inside, into darkness. Even the mage’s lantern didn’t dispel the gloom as she disappeared from sight. Tinnstra stood on the threshold, keeping a tight hold on Zorique, unsure of taking the next step. It’s just a room. Just one step.

			‘Go on,’ said Maiza from behind her. ‘It’s safe.’

			Tinnstra blew out the air she’d been holding and stepped inside. 

			Maiza followed then pushed the door shut, straining against its weight as it slid back into place, cutting off all light. The darkness was suffocating and Tinnstra could feel herself start to panic. No. I’m not scared. That’s not who I am any more.

			‘Hikaros.’ Anama’s voice was no more than a whisper. Green light ran across the floors and walls like water, finding every ward, connecting one to another. 

			As the gloom lifted, Tinnstra saw that the chamber was so very like the temple at the top of Olyisius, filled with patterns carved into the stone. They ran over every surface, from floor to ceiling, intricate carvings in a language she didn’t recognise, a language from another world, another time. Unlike the temple, in the centre of the floor, three steps led down to a square platform cut a foot deep into the stone. The green light ran straight to it from all corners of the room, running over its sides and covering its base, growing brighter until it rose as a wall of light, connecting floor to ceiling.

			‘This is it?’ Tinnstra asked.

			‘Yes,’ replied Anama. 

			‘Don’t activate it,’ warned Tinnstra, ‘or so help me, I’ll cut you down where you stand.’ Her hand was on her sword hilt.

			Anama held up both hands. ‘I won’t … I can’t.’

			Tinnstra stepped back. ‘What?’

			A look passed over Anama’s face. She grasped her hands together. ‘I know vaguely how it works, it’s just Aasgod never showed me properly. He was always meant to be here to operate the room. Not me.’

			‘He was an idiot, then,’ said Tinnstra. ‘You all are. Why are we even here if you don’t know how it works?’ She looked from Anama to Maiza. ‘Dear Gods.’

			‘I just need books from upstairs in the library,’ said the mage.

			‘Books?’ Tinnstra couldn’t hide her disgust. ‘And you think my plan is risky?’ She led Zorique from the room, full of fury. This woman isn’t going to save us. Not in a million years. What fools. All hoping for a miracle that is never going to happen. How could Aasgod have been so bloody stupid? Why hadn’t he planned on bloody dying? 

			Ralasis had better find that ship. 
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			Yas

			Kiyosun

			Yas was back at the market square. She had Little Ro with her, sitting on her hip and holding on tight. It felt good to be alone with him and not have to put up with another ear-bashing from Ma. Ro was the reason she’d got involved with the bloody Hanran in the first place, and it was because of him that she wanted the city fixed as quickly as possible.

			It was a beautiful day to do it. The sky was crisp and clear, ice-blue with a temperature to match. Even the stink of smoke had disappeared. A day for new beginnings, of getting things done, of making a difference. A good day. Hopefully the first of many.

			Everyone else seemed to think so, too. She heard laughter and chatter and saw renewed hope on people’s faces. It helped that the makeshift camp in the square was being taken down. The city leaders she’d met the night before had been as good as their word. They’d all come at dawn with teams of their own and lists of how many homes they’d found to help rehouse the refugees. 

			Even better was the fact that there was no sign of the Weeping Men. Maybe they were happy leaving everyone alone. Maybe they even saw the profit in returning things to some sort of normality. 

			Just thinking of the thugs made Yas shiver. They’d scared her last night. Scared her good and proper. Looking back, though, it might’ve been a good thing. A wake-up call. She’d started feeling too safe, too full of herself. Why else had she turned down Caster’s offer to walk her home? Just because she had a knife didn’t mean she was a fighter. The city wasn’t safe just because they’d kicked the Skulls out of Kiyosun. 

			‘So why are you sticking your neck out again?’ she said to herself.

			‘Mamma,’ said Ro in reply.

			She looked down at her beautiful boy and kissed his forehead. ‘Your mamma can be a fool sometimes, Ro. But I do it all for you.’

			He chuckled this time, his whole face lighting up. By the Gods, he was everything she had and all she ever wanted. If she had any sense, she’d walk away right now, go back to Ma and leave everyone else to sort out this mess.

			‘Yas!’ Hasan and Caster walked towards her.

			‘Morning.’ She smiled at the two men, more than glad to see them. 

			‘You’ve done well,’ said Hasan. ‘Let’s hope we can get enough things done before the Skulls return.’

			‘You think they will?’

			Hasan raised an eyebrow in answer. ‘At some point, but hopefully Dren and the others can hold them back long enough for us to be ready.’

			‘He will. I know he will,’ said Yas.

			Hasan nodded. ‘I’m going to check the walls. I’ll see you later.’

			Yas watched him leave, her sense of hope a little stronger. The man knew what he was doing. He’d get them prepared. 

			Yas turned to Caster. ‘You not going with him?’

			‘Thought you might like some company,’ said the Shulka.

			‘I’ll always appreciate you being here.’ Yas turned her attention back to the square. ‘We should have most of them housed by nightfall. Food will be the next problem.’ 

			‘We’ve enough left of the Council House stores to give something to everyone for today at least. Tomorrow’s a different story.’

			‘What about the grain?’ 

			‘We’re giving that out as well, but we need Daxam to come through to really make a difference.’

			Yas shook her head. ‘He’s too scared of the Weeping Men.’

			‘Hasan’s going to send a few of us to have a word with them. See if we can come to some sort of agreement.’

			‘And if they refuse?’

			‘We’ll have enough soldiers with us to handle that.’

			‘I saw them last night,’ said Yas, her voice quiet. ‘They had a small mob out, burning one of the temples the Skulls had taken over.’

			Caster stepped closer. ‘And?’

			‘The leader made a few threats,’ replied Yas, stroking Little Ro’s hair. ‘I won’t deny they scared me.’

			‘I thought nothing frightened you,’ said Caster.

			She laughed. ‘A lot does.’

			‘We’ll look after you.’

			‘I’ll do my best not to worry, then.’ Yas lowered her head for a moment. Caster made her feel safe in the same way his brother Gris had. He looked like he could handle anything life threw at him and, by the Gods, she was glad of that. 

			Little Ro started wriggling in her arms, so she lowered him to the ground. He immediately tottered off, still not too confident on his feet. They followed, and Ro led them down the western side of the square towards the Council House. There’d been talk about housing some of the homeless in there, but no one had been keen on the idea. Too many good people had gone inside and never returned. Then a thought struck her. ‘You know there’s good ovens inside the Council House. In the kitchens. We could use them if we had to. We—’ The words caught in her throat. 

			Rena stood by the corner of the Council House, her eyes fixed on Yas. There was nothing friendly in her expression. 

			‘What’s wrong?’ asked Caster, following her gaze. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

			Yas turned her back on Rena. ‘There’s a woman watching us. By the Council House. She lives in the building you put Ma and me up in. Her sister used to work with me in there.’

			‘Ah.’ So he knew. ‘Is that a problem?’

			‘I’m not sure. I hope not.’ Yas looked back at the Council House, but Rena had disappeared. Had she gone inside? By the Gods, Yas hoped not. Nothing good could come from that. ‘Let’s get Ro out of here.’

			‘Sure. Where is he?’

			Yas stopped dead. Caster was right. There was no sign of Ro. She looked around, suddenly very scared. ‘He was here a second ago … Ro! Ro!’

			She picked up her pace with every step, pushing people aside, looking inside tents and pulling awnings open. He had to be there somewhere. He could barely walk. ‘Ro! Ro!’

			Caster was with her, thank the Gods. ‘Has a little boy run past?’ he asked a couple in the midst of packing their bags. ‘Have you seen her son?’ Every question was answered with a shake of a head and a worried look in the eye.

			Yas ran, looking everywhere at once. She screamed Ro’s name, the horror growing, not believing what was happening. Tears ran down her face. Not her baby. Had someone taken him? No – she didn’t want to think that. Couldn’t.

			She stopped in the centre of the market square and turned in a circle, screaming, shouting, and Caster put a hand on her shoulder. ‘It’ll be all right. We’ll find him.’

			‘Where is he?’ she sobbed. ‘I only took my eye off him for a second.’

			‘Why don’t you sit down and catch your breath? I’ll get some help.’

			Yas shrugged Caster’s hand away. ‘I have to keep looking. I have to find him. He needs me.’

			‘All right. Let’s go back to where we last saw him, start looking again from there.’

			Yas let Caster lead her across the market square. Already she could feel it was hopeless. Someone had taken him. That was the only answer that made sense. Maybe it was someone who thought Ro was alone or lost and they wanted to take care of him. Someone nice.

			Or maybe it was someone who wanted to hurt Yas for what she’d done.

			She stopped. ‘Rena.’

			Caster looked around, confused. ‘Who?’

			‘The woman I saw. She must’ve taken him. I know she has. To hurt me. To get revenge for what I did.’

			Caster stared at the Council House. ‘I’m going to have a look inside.’

			‘I’m coming with you. I know she’s got him.’

			The Shulka nodded. ‘All right. Stay behind me. You have a weapon?’

			Yas reached for the knife, but her jacket was empty. ‘No. I left it at home.’ She could see it in her mind, lying on the table where she’d put it when she arrived home last night. She’d been in too much of a hurry this morning to pick it up, too bloody eager to get away from Ma and her complaints.

			‘It’ll be fine. Let’s see if Ro’s there.’

			They moved quickly, stepping over the rubble and what was left of the iron railings. They headed to where one of Dren’s bombs had left a gapping hole in the wall. As they stepped over the threshold, Caster signalled for Yas to slow down and pulled his sword from its sheath.

			‘There should’ve been a Hanran here,’ whispered Caster. ‘To stop anyone entering.’

			Yas nodded, scared of what that meant. 

			It was quiet inside. They passed the spot where Gris had died, and Yas was glad they’d not left him with the rest of the dead. Then she noticed that the body of the monster who’d killed him wasn’t there, either, and that surprised her. Why would anyone move the Chosen? She shuddered at the memory of the man shrugging off two fatal blows, and the sight of his arm regrowing. For an awful moment, she thought he might be alive again, but that wasn’t possible. Jax had cut his head off. There was no coming back from that. 

			Caster stopped by the stairs, a grand central staircase which swept up and curled to the left and the right. ‘Up or down?’

			Up went to the living quarters, down to the cells and the kitchens. It was no choice at all. ‘Down.’

			They heard the crying from below when they reached the servants’ stairs. Yas knew who it was immediately. ‘Ro.’ 

			She pushed past Caster, all sense of caution abandoned. All that mattered was getting to her son. She ran down the stairs, ignoring Caster’s calls for her to stop, Ro’s cries leading her on. 

			He was in the kitchens.

			She sprinted for all she was worth, heart pounding in her ears. Everything would be all right once she reached him. She could save her son. 

			When she entered the kitchens, she saw Rena first, leaning against a table, red-eyed, white-faced and full of fury. Arga’s body was at her feet, all contorted from the poison, frozen in agony just like the rest of the crew. Some stared up at Yas, their dead eyes accusing her.

			Rena wasn’t alone, though. Two men were with her, tattooed tears on their cheeks. Weeping Men. She recognised one from the night before, from when they’d burned the temple. He was the one holding Ro, holding her crying little boy, on his lap. He was the one holding a knife casually against her son’s stomach.

			When Ro saw her, he started screaming more, desperate to reach her, but as she went to get him, the knife moved, warning her in its own way not to try. ‘It’s all right, Ro,’ she cooed, trying to sound calm. ‘I’m here. Don’t worry.’

			Caster came through the door a second later. ‘What’s going on in here—’ 

			He stopped, confused. Red spread out across his shirt like a blossoming flower, the tip of a blade sticking out at its heart. His heart. 

			His sword clattered to the floor. He looked up at Yas, tried to say something, a brave man suddenly scared. Then he tipped sideways to the floor, revealing another man behind him, grinning, bloody knife in hand. He’d been hiding behind the kitchen door, waiting for them to rush in like idiots. 

			‘No.’ Yas stared at Caster’s body, horrified. Fear gripped her like she’d never known before. Her whole body shook and she had to force her mind to work. There was still Ro. She had to save him. Somehow.

			She turned back to the man holding her boy. ‘Give me my son. Please. He’s got nothing to do with any of this.’

			‘You’ve made a lot of people unhappy, Yas,’ said the man. He looked down at the bodies that still littered the floor. ‘Putting yourself in charge. Persuading people to listen to you instead of us. And look at this mess – how come you survived when everyone else died? Huh?’

			Yas glanced at Rena. There was no help coming from her. Only hate. ‘I got lucky. That’s all.’

			The man wagged the knife at her. ‘Don’t lie to me, Yas. We know about the poison the Hanran gave you, what they told you to do.’

			‘Your ma’s got a big mouth,’ snarled Rena.

			‘You’ve been a naughty girl, Yas. Now you have to pay the price.’ The Weeping Man shrugged, smiled as he tightened his grip on Ro. ‘It’s just the way things are.’
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			Ralasis

			Layso

			Ralasis was an idiot. He should’ve learned his lesson last night, learned it good and proper, but no, he couldn’t do that. It wasn’t enough that he’d only escaped from Torenan Alley by the skin of his teeth, or that he’d narrowly avoided getting arrested at Tian Galrin’s home. Nor the fact he’d spent the rest of the night barely staying one step ahead of the soldiers searching the streets of Layso for him. If he had any brains, he should be tucked up in some dark corner. But no.

			Instead, he was climbing over a six-foot-high wall at the rear of Tian Kosa’s residence. In fact, if he thought about it, short of breaking into the royal palace, there wasn’t anywhere more dangerous for him to be. If he got caught, he’d be lucky to be thrown into a dark cell for the rest of his short life. More likely, Kosa would let his guards use him for target practice.

			He dropped to the ground, scuttled behind some ridiculously shaped bush and waited to see if he’d been spotted. Sweat dripped from his brow and stung his eyes. The Layso heat wasn’t suited to sneaking around, that was for sure. Ralasis probably stank so bad a guard wouldn’t need to see him to spot him, they could follow the smell. ‘So what are you doing here then, you idiot?’ he whispered to himself. And in daylight, too. The day might only be an hour old, but it was already too bright to sneak about. 

			Trouble was, Ralasis needed answers. 

			Meigore had been changing for a while. Ralasis knew that. Fear could do that to countries and individuals alike. When the first refugee ships from Dornway and Chongore arrived seeking help, they brought with them stories of the Egril’s brutality. Those stories spread across the island like pox from a whore. For a country that relied on international trade, suddenly the rest of the world lost its appeal. Rather than blame the Egril, it was easier to blame the refugees for bearing the bad news. After all, no one had seen an Egril, but they saw the homeless on their streets. They had to walk past the desperate begging for food.

			Then the chains went across the harbours and the archers settled on roofs and the barricades were erected along the beaches. To stop the invaders, they said. To protect ‘us’ against ‘them’. How the people cheered as Meigore shut itself off from the world.

			Then Jia fell and more desperate people came, but they found no help, not even a street corner to sleep on. No, they were taken straight to the camp. Locked up. Out of sight, out of mind.

			But it’s harder to lock up fear. Harder to stop the stories from growing. Harder to pretend life was as it had been before. Now soldiers were coming for the Tian Galrins of the world, and they were coming for Ralasis because he helped a four-year-old girl.

			At the heart of it was Kosa, whispering into the king’s ear, dictating the hard line. 

			Ralasis had never liked the man – too much in love with the sound of his own voice – but he knew he was in the minority. Better to step back and not get caught in Kosa’s wake. But now? The storm was here, and there was no avoiding it.

			And that meant it was time to have a chat with Kosa.

			Ralasis moved towards the man’s house, flitting from one overly ornamental bush to the next. Even by Meigorian standards, Kosa’s taste was questionable. Did anyone need a boxwood shrub shaped like a crane? 

			When he was a dozen yards from the house, he crawled into a flower bed, avoiding the rose thorns, and settled down to watch the goings-on inside before trying to enter. He might be an idiot, but he wasn’t dumb.

			Kosa’s home was traditional in style despite its size: two storeys, white walls, plenty of windows, red-tiled roof. A lot of space for one man. He knew Kosa wasn’t married, but his ego alone probably needed the ten bedrooms. He wouldn’t have an army of servants, though, not with his reputation for privacy. Definitely a few guards. How many was the question.

			There was certainly movement inside the house, despite the early hour. He watched a woman in grey carry a water jug on a tray from one side of the house to the other, before disappearing from sight. A moment later, she reappeared on the second floor. She paused by a window and looked out over the garden. Ralasis pressed himself against the dirt in case she saw him, but her eyes were fixed on something in the distance.

			The woman’s face looked strange. It was too stiff, too white. He found himself craning his neck, as if being another half-inch closer would make a difference to his view. The sun’s reflection on the window made it hard to see at first, but when the woman stepped back, the breath caught in Ralasis’ throat.

			She wore a white mask, covering her nose and forehead. It might have passed unnoticed at a masquerade ball, but not at Kosa’s house an hour after dawn. Only one type of person wore a mask during the day.

			An Egril.

			Suddenly, Ralasis wasn’t tired. His thirst no longer bothered him. His sweat was forgotten. He barely moved a muscle as he watched the house, not believing what he was seeing with his own eyes.

			And the woman wasn’t alone.

			There were others at work, also wearing grey uniforms and white masks. None appeared to be house staff, but they certainly knew its layout as well as any servant. They moved around as if it were their home.

			Ralasis counted eight of them. Eight Egril who’d somehow got past the blockades and the barricades. For all that fear and hate and paranoia, there were Egril in Meigore. Dear Gods. Ralasis dared not imagine what that meant.

			Kosa appeared a short while later. He was easy to spot, with his silver hair tied back and the only one not wearing a mask. A small part of Ralasis hoped the man was a prisoner of the Egril, but it wasn’t the case. The others were clearly his subordinates. The tian was no hostage. He was a traitor.

			No wonder the country had forgotten itself and who its allies were. The man had the king’s ear, after all.

			But what to do? Ralasis couldn’t run in there and cut the traitor’s throat, much as he wanted to. Even on his best day, Ralasis was no match for eight or more opponents. He needed help. The city guard wasn’t an option. The guard would only believe him if he brought an Egril with him. For that, he needed loyal swords.

			He needed his crew.

			

			Karis lived with his daughter, Seli, and her three children in a second-floor apartment halfway down a street a ten-minute walk from the docks. It was a quiet road filled with family homes and olive trees, not stalls or taverns like the rest of the city. And, thankfully, no sign of the city guards.

			Ralasis stepped into his friend’s building and breathed a sigh of relief. The dark interior was wonderfully cool and, for the first time since he’d escaped Torenan Alley, he felt safe.

			He took the stairs two at a time up to the second floor and heard crying from Karis’s apartment. One of the kids was bawling away. Eissa probably. She was only three years old. Ralasis smiled as he heard Karis trying to shush the kid. He’d not expected his first mate to be home. That made things easier.

			He knocked. Silence answered. Even Eissa stopped crying. Then a chair was pushed back and footsteps came to the door.

			‘Who is it?’ said Karis. There was a quiver in his voice.

			‘It’s me,’ replied Ralasis. ‘Let me in.’

			The door opened a crack and Karis squinted through the gap. ‘Fuck. I thought they’d arrested you.’ He stepped back to let Ralasis in. 

			Ralasis stepped inside. ‘They certainly tried.’

			Karis looked tired as he ran a hand through what remained of his hair. He stood with his back to the bedroom door. ‘It’s a right fucking mess.’

			‘Don’t say “I told you so”.’ Ralasis walked over to a side table where there was a water jug. He filled a cup and drank. By the Gods, it was the sweetest water he’d ever tasted.

			‘But I did,’ said Karis, his voice sharp and louder than it needed to be. ‘I fucking warned you. But would you listen? No, because you never fucking do.’

			‘Watch your language, eh? Seli and the kids are next door.’ Ralasis waved a finger towards the bedroom. ‘You don’t want her telling you off – or worse, me for making you swear.’ He grinned but got no smile back.

			‘Yeah, they’re next door all right.’ Karis shook his head, pulled a chair over and sat down. 

			‘Did you have any luck with the boat?’

			Karis stared at him in disbelief. ‘Are you fucking serious? Have you not seen the guard crawling all over this city? I’m lucky I’m not in jail.’ He glanced at the bedroom door, then let his eyes drop to the floor. ‘I should’ve told your father to sling his hook when he asked me to keep an eye out for you.’ He was as pissed off as Ralasis had ever seen him. ‘Or thrown you overboard first chance I got.’

			Boots clumped up the stairs. Lots of them. 

			Ralasis’ head snapped towards the front door. He couldn’t see what was coming, but he knew. By the Gods, he knew all right. He turned back to Karis. ‘What have you done?’

			The bedroom door opened. Seli was standing there. Two city guards with her, swords drawn. Ralasis could see her three children on the bed behind them.

			‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ said the soldier, ‘or she dies.’

			The front door was kicked open. Six more guards rushed in, swords out.

			‘They got here hours ago,’ said Karis. ‘Been waiting for you.’

			‘You bastard,’ said Ralasis as his arms were seized. ‘How could you?’

			‘It was easy. I told you I’d let nothing happen to my family.’ 

			Ralasis didn’t say any more. There was no point. He couldn’t fault his friend for his choice. Ralasis would’ve given himself up to keep Seli and the kids safe. 

			Karis looked away as they dragged Ralasis from the room, before the door shut and his friend was gone.

			The guards hauled him down the stairs, not taking care, letting him hit whatever got in the way – the walls, the bannister, a fist. The street was full of soldiers when they got outside, too. It looked like the whole bloody army had turned up. A part of him was flattered that he deserved so much attention, but that was the stupid part. The rest of him realised how much shit he was in. His sailing days were certainly over.

			He only hoped Tinnstra wasn’t counting on him to find her a boat.
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			Francin

			Layso

			When Francin arrived at the prison, he knew something was wrong immediately. Too many people avoided his eye. Too many walked with the stain of failure on them. Now he stood in the command tent, staring at the general in disbelief as the man confirmed the disaster of the night before. ‘How many? Tell me exactly how many prisoners you let escape last night.’

			The man shifted from foot to foot, looking for the words that might save his neck. ‘We don’t know. Not … exactly. A few horses were stolen during an escape attempt by some of the refugees. We caught and killed the main group, but one or two slipped by.’

			Francin looked around the tent, doing his best to hide his anger. He was one of them, after all, a tian who thought it all quite normal for a general’s bedroom to take up half a command centre, who understood the need for fine pastries and fruit juice while laying siege. Even the uniform the general wore was more suited to pageantry than battle. How long had it taken the old fool to fix all those medals to his chest? And what were they even for? Bravery at breakfast? 

			Antonius stood in the corner of the tent, trying to blend in with the shadows, only too aware he’d failed his tian yet again. Well, he wasn’t getting away with anything. Promises had been made. Francin turned and fixed his eye on him. ‘What about the girl and the Shulka?’ 

			Antonius spared a glance at the general, who gave a slight shake of his head in return. ‘We … ah … presume they are still inside, Tian. We have no reason to believe they were involved in the escape attempt.’

			Francin took a deep breath. His skin felt like it was on fire. The itching was a constant source of irritation now, widespread across his body as it settled into its second day back in Kosa’s shape. ‘Stop calling it an attempt. It was a success. Prisoners got away.’

			‘We killed thirty men and women,’ said the general, trying to muster some bluster. ‘I don’t call that a success.’

			Francin fixed his eye on the fool. ‘Has it occurred to you that those fools were sacrificed in order to let other, more important prisoners escape?’

			Antonius’s mouth fell open. ‘You’re not suggesting—’

			‘That is exactly what I’m suggesting,’ replied Francin.

			The man fell to his knees, head bowed. ‘My Tian, I am so sorry.’

			‘Get up,’ he said instead. ‘General, you and your men are to take control of the prison now.’

			The general’s mouth flapped open a few times before he found his voice. ‘But how? They’ll never let us enter without force.’ 

			‘Then be grateful you have an army. Kill anyone who resists you. The others will soon realise that surrender is the better option.’ Francin pointed at the man’s chest, at his ridiculous medals. ‘Do I make myself clear?’

			‘Of course. But there are two thousand people in there. Men, women, children—’

			‘They are not Meigorians, are they? They are not us. In fact, they have killed our fellow soldiers, our fellow countrymen, inside that prison. They are, in fact, in revolt against our nation,’ said Francin. ‘And what do we do with revolutionaries?’

			The general’s head fell. ‘We stop them.’

			Francin waved a hand. ‘Then be about your business. And you are to bring me the Jian ambassador. Alive. I wish to speak to him.’

			‘His name is Ralem,’ added Antonius.

			‘Go with the general,’ said Francin. ‘You know what Ralem looks like. If, by some kind miracle, the girl and the Shulka are with him, bring them to me, too.’

			‘Yes, Tian.’

			‘Good. Now go, both of you. Do not fail me again.’

			When he was alone, Francin walked to the furthest corner of the tent, on the other side of the general’s bed, and knelt down. In that position, he was all but hidden from sight. No one would see him praying. It was dangerous, but he needed Kage’s wisdom. He closed his eyes, feeling the darkness.

			Francin knew the girl had escaped, her bodyguard with her. Yet again he’d failed. It didn’t make sense. For ten days now, the girl had avoided every attempt to kill her and been responsible for the deaths of some of the Emperor’s finest. None of it should’ve been possible, and yet it had happened. How?

			Only one answer made sense.

			The False Gods were fighting back. They were helping the girl and her allies. They knew Kage was close to victory over them. They could feel the pull of the Great Darkness, its inevitability, and this child, this four-year-old child, was their last throw of the dice to stave off defeat.

			This was Sekanowari, as the Emperor had said. He’d not dared to believe this before, but now? He had no doubt, no uncertainty.

			Francin opened his eyes as his heart swelled with pride. What an honour this was. This was about more than bringing the true faith to the godless now. So much more.

			He produced a small knife from his pocket and released the blade from the handle. ‘Dear Kage. Blood I will give you, O Great One. Souls I will send you. My body is your weapon. My life, your gift.’ 

			Francin pressed his thumb against the blade until the skin broke. The cut was just deep enough to draw blood from the wound, and he watched a drop fall on the dirt floor.

			Then distant screams started from the prison and Francin smiled. Kage would have plenty of blood and souls by the time this day was done.

			The general and Antonius returned two hours later with the Jian ambassador all trussed up. The queen wasn’t with them, of course. The general swaggered in and threw Ralem to the floor with a flourish, the ambassador’s face half-beaten to a pulp. ‘The prison is ours again.’

			‘It should never have been lost,’ said Francin, eager to prick his pomp. ‘But I’m glad Meigore’s finest soldiers have managed to defeat some starving refugees. Your efforts are surely worthy of another dozen medals.’ He glanced down at the whimpering ambassador. ‘No doubt this one put up a terrible fight.’

			‘I … we …’ The general’s cheeks reddened.

			‘Leave me,’ snapped Francin. Antonius turned to follow the general but Francin shook his head. ‘Not you.’

			Tears sprang up in the man’s eyes. ‘Tian, it wasn’t my fault.’

			A raised finger silenced him. ‘Stay where you are.’ Francin looked down at Ralem once more. Another pathetic man. A week in the prison had done him no favours, either. ‘Can you talk?’

			‘I gave myself up. I surrendered and they still beat me,’ he spluttered through bloody, broken lips. 

			Francin crouched before him. ‘If you wish to save what’s left of your life, you will answer every one of my questions without hesitation.’

			Ralem nodded.

			Francin hauled a chair over. ‘Sit.’

			The Jian struggled to his knees then sat himself down. Tears ran over his fat cheeks.

			‘Where’s the girl?’

			‘The girl?’

			Francin backhanded Ralem, knocking him from the chair. ‘Get up.’

			The ambassador moved slower this time, his lips blubbing an apology. Francin didn’t even need to ask the question again. ‘I tried to stop them. I did. I told them to wait, but they wouldn’t listen.’

			Francin leaned forwards until his face was a few inches from Ralem’s. ‘Listen to me. The girl is all I’m interested in – not you. Tell me where she’s gone and I’ll take you back to Layso with me. I’ll set you free.’

			‘You promise?’

			Francin slapped him again. Not hard enough to knock him to the floor this time, but with enough force so he knew this was no time to bargain. ‘Where is she?’

			‘They’ve gone to the embassy.’

			‘Why would they go there?’

			‘There is a gate … a hidden gate.’

			Francin stiffened. Dear Kage, no. ‘A gate?’

			‘Aas … Aasgod built it. They mean to use it to escape from Meigore.’

			‘And where does this gate go?’

			‘I don’t know. I swear, on my life. Aasgod wouldn’t tell us. Only the mage knows.’

			‘The girl has a mage with her?’

			‘Yes. Anama. Her name is Anama.’

			Francin closed his eyes, felt the darkness once more. This was the False Gods’ work – and only he could stop them from succeeding. 

			He slipped his knife from his pocket as he stretched his neck from side to side. He nicked his finger with the blade, drawing blood. ‘Dear Kage, give me strength.’

			‘K … Kage?’ stuttered Antonius.

			Francin turned on the man. ‘Yes. Kage, the one true God.’ He smiled and thrust the knife in the man’s eye. ‘My God.’

			A shiver ran through Antonius as his soul left for the Great Darkness. Francin pulled his knife free and let the corpse fall to the ground. There was some satisfaction in the man’s death but little recompense for losing the girl. That Francin had to rectify.

			Francin grabbed Ralem by his filthy collar. ‘You’re coming with me.’
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			Jax

			

			Kiyosun

			Jax woke up in the room on Compton Street. Faden and Lunic watched him from the other side of the room. There was blood all over the floor, despite someone’s best efforts to clean it up. Blood on his sheets, too, and on the bandages around the stump of his arm.

			He’d done it, then. Cut the bastard thing off. He held his breath, listening. Silence. No whispers, no words.

			He closed his eyes and saw only darkness. He didn’t go back to the cell. Monsuta wasn’t waiting for him with knives and promises of pain.

			He’d done it.

			He’d killed the monster. Monsuta was gone.

			Jax opened his eyes and laughed, the weight in his mind gone at last. Then he saw the looks on Faden’s and Lunic’s faces. Saw the fear. 

			The two men exchanged glances, then Lunic nudged Faden. The lad cleared his throat as his cheeks reddened. ‘General? How … how are you?’

			‘I’m fine, son. Better than I’ve been in a good few days.’

			More looks passed between the two men.

			‘I scared you, didn’t I?’ said Jax. ‘I’m sorry.’

			Faden shuffled his feet, looking awkward. ‘Why’d you do it, sir? Why did you cut your arm off?’

			‘A monster gave me that arm,’ said Jax, ‘and he left a piece of evil in it. An evil that would’ve killed me if I’d let it.’

			‘Evil? In your arm?’

			‘Like the rot. It had to go.’

			‘That’s why you did it?’ said Lunic.

			Jax nodded. ‘Yes.’

			Faden tried to swallow, looking more frightened than before. ‘This evil … is that why you tried to kill yourself when we fought the Skulls?’

			‘Of course that’s why.’ Jax looked from one man to the other. ‘I’m not mad.’

			‘But you’re all right now?’ said Faden. ‘This evil … it’s gone?’

			Jax picked up a cup of water from the small bedside table and drank. ‘Yes.’

			‘That’s good,’ said Lunic. 

			‘Good,’ repeated Faden, sounding far from convinced.

			‘What’s happening in the city?’ asked Jax.

			‘Er …’ Lunic dropped his gaze to the floor.

			‘What is it?’ said Jax. 

			‘The boss … Hasan … he said not to tell you anything,’ said Faden. ‘He didn’t want you getting more upset. Said you needed complete rest. Till your mind got right.’

			‘My mind’s fine,’ snapped Jax, making the lads flinch. He took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shout. But please, tell me what’s going on. You won’t upset me.’

			‘I can’t, sir. I’ve got my orders.’

			‘Godsdamnit. I’m fine.’

			Lunic took a step forwards. ‘Please, sir. Just get some rest. Everything’s under control in the city. That’s all you need to know.’

			Jax slumped back in the bed. They probably thought he’d gone mad. He knew better. Monsuta was gone. His mind was his own again. He could recover now. Maybe even be some help. He just needed to rest first. Heal.

			Someone, somewhere laughed. A man. Maybe it was downstairs or outside the window. 

			‘Did you hear that?’ Jax asked the lads as he sat up again.

			‘Hear what?’ They both looked at each other, confused.

			‘Someone’s laughing,’ said Jax. 

			Faden shook his head. ‘I didn’t hear anything.’

			‘Maybe outside?’

			The lad went to the window, looked down. ‘No one there. Street’s empty.’

			‘Can you go and check for me?’ asked Jax. ‘I definitely heard someone laughing.’

			Faden glanced at Lunic, who shrugged. ‘Sure. If it’s upsetting you, I’ll go and check there’s no one around.’ He patted Lunic on the shoulder as he passed him, made a pitying face as he did so. He reddened when he saw Jax looking, ducked his head down and left the room. 

			Jax sat propped up on his one good arm. He heard Faden’s boots clomp down the stairs, heard the door open to the street, but nothing else. Just the beat of his heart. Too fast.

			The man laughed again, and Jax closed his eyes. This time he knew who it was. After everything he’d done, the monster was still there. Not in his head, but close.

			Monsuta.

			‘Shit.’ Jax swung his feet out of the bed. ‘Shit, shit, shit. He’s here.’

			Lunic frowned. ‘There’s no one here, sir.’

			What was wrong with the boy? ‘What are you talking about? Monsuta’s right outside. Give me a sword.’

			‘Please get back into bed, sir. You need your rest.’ The boy looked to the door. It was bloody obvious he’d heard Monsuta, so why wasn’t he getting ready to fight? Why wasn’t he giving Jax a sword?

			Oh, dear Jax. Dear Jax. Are you really that dumb? The boy’s with me. He’s one of mine. He’s going to open that door, and together we’re going to kill you.

			Lunic took a step closer, hand on the hilt of his sword. ‘Please, General, go back to bed. Everything’s all right. Faden’s checking outside.’

			‘You’re not taking me,’ said Jax. ‘I won’t let you.’ He grabbed the bedside table by one of its legs and swung it with all his might. It caught the traitor good, straight in the jaw, and he went down. Jax fell on him, still holding the table leg, and pounded it into Lunic’s face again and again. He had to kill him quick before Monsuta could get through the door, had to get the traitor’s sword. Blood and brain flew up as Jax hammered the table leg down. It covered his face, his body, his hand. Only when Lunic’s head was smeared across the floor did Jax stop, chest heaving, heart pounding.

			Just in time to hear Monsuta coming. His laughter echoed up the stairs. Well, Jax had killed him once, he could do it again. 

			He snatched up Lunic’s sword, ripping it from its sheath, and staggered to the door. He watched the door handle turn, the door open and Monsuta step through. Jax went forward, sword angled just right, the way he’d been taught all those years ago at the Kotege. There was nothing better than a Shulka sword for the close work, when the phalanx had done its job. It slipped in so easily, stopping only when the hilt hit Monsuta’s chest.

			Jax gave the blade a good jerk, doing more damage to the bastard’s organs, getting the heart. ‘Heal that, you bastard.’

			‘General?’

			Jax looked up. It wasn’t Monsuta. It was Faden. How could that be? He let go of the sword, staggered back, watched the boy fall.

			He’d been tricked. Another one of Monsuta’s manipulations. And now the deeds were done, he couldn’t hear the bastard. No more laughter, no more lies. There was just Jax and the men he’d killed. Faden and Lunic. Good lads. Loyal. Not traitors. Hanran. His protectors.

			Dear Gods. He was a danger to everyone. He had to get away, put his head back together. Then find Monsuta. Kill him properly.

			He picked up Lunic’s sword and sheath. It would be Monsuta’s blood on it next. That was his promise. With the sword under his arm, he stepped over Faden’s corpse and set off down the stairs. 

			He took the stairs slowly, expecting to find the Chosen around every corner, but there was no one. Just his fear. Just his imagination. But it wasn’t, was it? Monsuta was out there somewhere. Jax was sure of that now. The man was using magic on him. That was the only explanation. Some devil’s magic. How else could he have been tricked into killing Faden and Lunic? He wasn’t mad. Not that anyone else would believe it. Not even Hasan. Not now he’d killed the two lads. Even though that had been Monsuta’s fault, not Jax’s.

			Jax crept out through the door and moved down the street, checking the dark corners and the rooftops, the rubble and the ruins on the way. There were so many places a monster like Monsuta could hide.

			He’d find him, of that he was certain. Find him and kill him. Do it properly. Then he’d take the bastard’s head to Hasan, show everyone that he was sane.

			Yes, he’d make sure he killed the right one next time.
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			Yas

			

			Kiyosun

			Yas held on to Little Ro as tight as she could. At least they’d given him back to her. That was something. But the Weeping Men’s knives were all around her as they led her out of the Council House. There was no running away. No escape.

			‘Why are you doing this?’ she asked as her eyes scanned the market square for a face she recognised, for anyone who might help. No one looked their way, too busy with their own lives or too scared to interfere.

			‘Because you killed my sister,’ said Rena from just behind her. ‘It might as well be you who killed her boys, too. They burned to death waiting for their ma to come home.’

			The leader waved a hand. ‘And Rena’s paid a fair price to get her revenge, haven’t you, Rena dear?’

			‘Revenge I’d better get, Raab.’

			Raab. Yas almost collapsed from terror. That was the man who’d nearly got Dren. The one in charge of the hangings. Her feet stopped moving without her even thinking. Self-preservation working of its own accord.

			A push in the back got her moving again. They left the square, heading south, towards Harelson.

			‘Where are you taking us?’ The fear made her voice crack. Ro heard it, too, and started crying again. Dear Gods, why hadn’t she left him with Ma? Why hadn’t she stayed there herself?

			‘We’re not going far,’ replied Raab, sounding far too bloody happy.

			‘Why are you even involved with this?’

			Raab screwed up his face in puzzlement. ‘Business is business, Yas.’

			‘Money?’ Yas couldn’t believe it. ‘The city’s dying and you want money?’

			‘We adapt to the market. Doesn’t matter who’s in charge. Skulls. Shulka. We’re available for whatever problem needs solving.’

			‘You’re killing your own people.’

			‘Yes.’ Raab turned his head so Yas could see his eyes, grey like flint. ‘It’s never bothered me before and it ain’t going to start now. But I’ll tell you what, just so you’re clear on things. Rena paid us money to string you up, but I would’ve done it for free anyway – because your good deeds are costing me revenue. Now, when people see you strung up, they’ll know not to get involved or try and do the right bloody thing. They’ll know to come to us – like they should’ve done in the first place.’

			‘What about when the Skulls come back? Who’ll protect you then?’

			Raab laughed, the sound ringing out down the narrow street. ‘I don’t have to worry about the Skulls. They’re my best customers. Who do you think gets all their little luxuries for them, huh? Who gives them names of Hanran to go and arrest?’

			Yas remembered the list in the governor’s office, the one she’d stolen what felt a million years ago. ‘But those names weren’t Hanran.’

			‘You think anyone cares? The Skulls just wanted necks to string up. Everyone should know by now that the only way to stay safe is to pay us protection. We look after our own.’

			‘You’re monsters.’

			Raab laughed at that. ‘It’s like I said, Yas. Business is business.’

			They walked on through empty streets. Anyone who saw them approaching from a distance made damn sure they weren’t around by the time Raab’s little group got near them.

			‘What about my boy?’ said Yas, her voice a whisper. ‘He’s done nothing. He’s not hurt anyone.’ She turned to look at Rena. ‘Can you take him back to my ma? Can you do that, at least?’

			Raab grabbed her chin and pulled her face back towards him. ‘Don’t talk to her. She’s got no say in anything. You want your boy to go home, you pay.’

			‘How much?’

			‘How much money you got on you?’

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Then it don’t matter how much. Your credit’s no good. But don’t worry, we’re not going to hang him.’

			‘Thank you.’

			Again, the Weeping Man laughed. ‘Don’t thank me. A boy like that? So young? He’ll get me a lot of coin when I sell him on. The Skulls love kids like him.’

			‘No.’ Yas tightened her grip on Ro, looking for a way out, an opening so she could run. But Raab and his crew had her surrounded. There was no going anywhere. Not if he didn’t want it. Tears fell down her cheeks, mixing with Ro’s own.

			They turned into Harelson. One side of the street was burned-out houses and collapsed buildings, while a warehouse filled the other side, most of which was still standing. They led Yas inside. The interior was dark and stank of piss. Was this where she was going to die?

			‘Please,’ Yas said. ‘I don’t care about me. Do what you want, but let my son go. I beg you.’ She looked from face to face, searching for some hope, finding none. Only Rena looked away, shame burning her checks. ‘He’s not even two. He doesn’t deserve this. He’s a good boy.’

			‘Shut up,’ said Raab. His knife was out and pointed her on.

			They walked further into the warehouse, Yas’s eyes adjusting to the gloom. Ro grew more terrified with each step. She could feel him shaking in her arms, and he buried his face against her bosom, his tears soaking her shirt. 

			‘Please,’ she tried one last time. ‘Please let him go.’

			‘I could take him …’ Rena’s voice trailed off when she saw Raab’s face.

			Shapes began to form out of the shadows. Yas saw the cages first, made of dirty, rusted iron. Then she saw the eyes. Dozens of them staring back from the dark behind the bars. Her heart shattered when she saw their faces. All children. Not one looked more than ten.

			‘No. No. No.’ Yas tried to run, a last, desperate act to get away, but Raab snatched at her hair and dragged her back.

			‘Nice try,’ said the Weeping Man. ‘Now say goodbye to your kid.’

			Yas fell to her knees. ‘Please. Not my boy.’

			One of the thugs made a grab for Ro and the two of them wrestled, with Ro screaming between them. Raab stepped in with a right across Yas’s jaw and sent her sprawling. She scrabbled back to her feet and lunged for Ro again, but a boot stopped her dead, knocking the air from her lungs.

			Yas lay in the dirt, spitting blood, watching the other man take Ro to the cages. She pushed herself up, full of fear and fury, but she didn’t care about the pain or the beatings. Ro was all that mattered.

			Then Raab slipped his arm around her neck, pulling her off her feet and tight against his chest. She clawed at his arm, but the knife came out again, an inch from her eye. ‘Do you really want your boy to see you die?’ he whispered in her ear. ‘Because you’re going the right way about it.’

			That took the fight out of her. ‘Don’t hurt him. I’ll do what you say.’

			‘Of course you will.’ Raab let go of her then and turned to Rena. ‘You can fuck off now.’

			The woman stood there, staring at Yas, and then over at the kids in cages, not looking too happy about any of it. Maybe revenge wasn’t what she thought it’d be. For a moment, Yas thought she might do something to help her, but then the woman’s lip stiffened and a coldness settled in her eyes. ‘I’ll leave you to it. I don’t need to see the bitch die, so long as she does.’

			Raab nodded. ‘Pleasure doing business with you.’

			Rena stepped closer to Yas and spat in her face. ‘I hope it hurts as much as it did for Arga.’ 

			Yas let the spittle run down her face, mixing with her tears, as Rena stormed out of the warehouse without so much as a backward glance. 

			Raab grinned. ‘Now we’re alone, there’s someone who wants to talk to you. And I’d listen real good if I were you.’ The Weeping Man stepped aside, revealing a man walking towards them. He wore a black cloak with its hood covering his head.

			He stopped a yard away. ‘Is this her?’

			Dear Gods. Yas recognised the accent. 

			‘Yes,’ said Raab.

			The man lowered the hood. A grey mask covered most of his face but didn’t hide his smile. ‘Good.’

			Yas tried to pull herself free, disbelieving her very eyes. ‘He’s a Skull.’

			‘I told you – they’re my best customers,’ said Raab.

			‘Bastard.’

			Raab winked. ‘That’s me.’

			‘Enough,’ ordered the Egril. ‘I have a proposition for you. A way you can save your son.’

			‘What do you want from me?’ asked Yas.

			The Egril leaned closer, dropped his voice. ‘I want you to kill three men. Three lives, and you can be on your way.’

			‘Should be easy after the three hundred you killed at the Council House,’ said Raab. ‘I’d do it myself, but they won’t let me get close enough. You, though? With you, they won’t suspect a thing.’

			Yas’s stomach turned to water. ‘Who do you want killed?’

			‘The leaders of the Hanran,’ said the Egril. 

			‘Your friends,’ said Raab. ‘Jax, Hasan and Dren.’
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			Tinnstra was in the embassy’s library as the sun crawled higher in the sky. They’d come to the library with Anama and Maiza while the mage looked for the books she needed to operate the gate. While they waited, tiredness had got the better of Zorique and she’d fallen asleep. Tinnstra didn’t want to wake her when the others left, so she stayed in the room to let the girl sleep. 

			Maiza reappeared at one point with some clean clothes: a dress uniform, some new boots and a scabbard with a beautiful Shulka sword for Tinnstra. ‘It’ll serve you better than the guard’s blade.’

			‘Thank you,’ replied Tinnstra. ‘It’ll be good to wear clothes that aren’t falling apart.’

			‘Jis found some food. I’ll bring something up shortly.’ Maiza paused when she reached the door. ‘You should follow the queen’s example and get some sleep.’

			‘I will.’ Tinnstra glanced down at Zorique. She looked so small and innocent lying there. What had that little girl done to deserve Raaku’s wrath? She felt an anger rise within her. Zorique had done nothing except be born – it was Aasgod who’d decided to play God and tried to turn that girl into a weapon. All because he believed this was Sekanowari.

			It was madness.

			Or was it?

			She rubbed her face, trying to wake herself up. What did she know about Sekanowari? Only the myths that had frightened her as a child. But what if this is the Last War? What if Raaku is really the son of Kage? Dear Gods, I’m going mad even thinking this.

			She walked over to where she’d seen some Jian religious texts earlier, pulled them from the shelves and hauled them to the table. She flipped through book after book, trying to find any information she could on Sekanowari. She didn’t want to believe any of it, but she’d seen the monsters at Raaku’s command, she’d seen the magic his Chosen wielded. None of that should’ve been possible, but he’d made it so.

			The first books she found just told the story every priest knew, of a world aflame, of Kage returning with his sword Twilight in hand, and how the Four Gods stopped him from returning all life to the Great Darkness. Some books said there would be no victor, that all would die. Others claimed only the most devout would survive in a land forever changed. 

			She was barely aware of time passing as she went back to the shelves and found some Chongorean texts. At first glance, she thought the texts said the same as the Egril books. But the more she read, the more small differences she began to notice. These scriptures said the Last War would be fought between ‘the followers of the Gods’, not the Gods themselves. Another book referred to ‘the Children of the Four Gods’. And it wasn’t the most devout that survived, but the most powerful. 

			A chill ran through Tinnstra despite the heat of the day. Suddenly, Sekanowari didn’t sound so far-fetched.

			‘I thought you were going to get some sleep.’ 

			Tinnstra started at the sound of Maiza’s voice. She’d appeared without Tinnstra noticing, carrying a tray. 

			Tinnstra leaned back in her chair and waved at the pile of books she’d yet to read. ‘When I’m finished with these.’

			‘You won’t be able to look after her if you exhaust yourself.’

			Tinnstra glanced down at the sleeping queen and felt her heart surge just a little bit more. Zorique was so small and had been through so much. ‘I’ll sleep later.’

			The Shulka nodded, as if she expected no less.

			‘What about you?’ asked Tinnstra. 

			‘I’m old enough not to need that much sleep any more,’ replied Maiza with a smile. ‘Feels too much like dying.’

			‘You’re not old – you’re the same as age as my father …’ Tinnstra’s voice trailed off as that familiar ache blossomed in her heart. How she wished he was with her now. He’d know what to do. He always did. He wouldn’t be floundering about, searching through books, getting spooked about ancient myths. He’d have solutions. He’d find a way to win.

			‘Eat, at least,’ said Maiza. She placed the tray on the table next to Tinnstra. 

			She looked down at the tray. There was some cheese, an apple and a jug of water. A simple enough meal, but it looked like a feast to Tinnstra. How long had it been since she’d last sat at a table to eat? Ten days before she was breaking into the houses of the dead, searching for money. 

			She broke off a small piece of cheese. ‘Have you spoken to Anama?’ 

			‘Of course. I was with her before I came to see you. She’s surrounded by books as well – and looks as tired as you do.’

			‘Has she found out how the gate works yet?’

			‘She says she’s close.’

			‘And Wenna?’

			Maiza shook her head. ‘She’s not returned.’

			There was a look in Maiza’s eye that unsettled Tinnstra. ‘And?’

			‘She should’ve been back by now. She’s been gone twelve hours.’

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘It means nothing except she’s not returned. There could be a multitude of possibilities why that it is, both good and bad.’

			Tinnstra slumped back in her chair. ‘She could be dead or captured.’

			‘Or she could be on her way back here now.’

			‘Not given how our luck’s been.’ A wave of exhaustion washed over Tinnstra as her small shard of hope disappeared. ‘We shouldn’t stay here. We need to find somewhere else in the city to hide.’

			Maiza put a hand on Tinnstra’s arm. ‘Don’t worry. Anama will get the gate working.’

			‘I wish I had your confidence.’ 

			Maiza smiled. ‘I trust her with my life.’

			‘Then you’re a fool.’

			‘No. I just know her better than you do. We’ve been together a long time.’

			‘Together?’

			‘We met shortly after I graduated the Kotege. You couldn’t find two people more different, and yet we each had what the other was missing. She was curious about everything, insatiably so. She’d get lost in her books for days if I let her. When I travelled, she came with me, raiding libraries with the same hunger I sought out martial arts. We make an odd couple – the scholar and the Shulka – but it works for us.’

			‘I didn’t realise.’

			‘Why should you? We’ve only known each other for a few days, and it’s of no importance compared to everything else that is going on.’

			‘Love should always be important – especially now.’

			‘Anama’s stronger than you think,’ said Maiza. ‘And she’s better than she thinks, too.’

			Tinnstra rubbed her eyes again. ‘We all need to be better than we are. Zorique’s depending on us.’

			‘We won’t let her down.’

			‘I hope that’s so.’ Tinnstra looked back at the Chongorean text she’d been reading and dread filled her. If this was the Last War, they would need more than Zorique to survive. 

			Tinnstra tried to imagine her powerful like Aasgod, sitting on a throne like King Cariin, fighting like Tinnstra’s own father, but she couldn’t see past the small girl lying before her. It was impossible to think of her as anything else. And Tinnstra had to protect her.

			But how?

			Dear Gods, get us out of here and I promise I’ll never let Zorique’s life be reliant on other people. I will do whatever it takes, no matter the price, to keep her safe, to be equal to any threat – even if it costs me my life.
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			Francin

			Layso

			Francin stared at the reflection of Tian Kosa and seethed with anger. ‘You made me weak,’ he told Kosa. ‘Breathing your air. Living your life. But no more.’

			He would kill the girl himself. He would do it now.

			At least the sun had set once more. Good. It felt right to attack in the darkness, under Kage’s eye. As himself. He ripped the silken robes from his body, slipped the bit between his teeth and released his power. His muscles reacted, contracting, changing, growing. Pain followed, like fire through his skin. Francin gritted his teeth, sucking in sharp breaths. 

			Then came the spasms as Kosa’s form transformed into his own. How many times had he endured this torture over the years? Too many. Too many. 

			He closed his eyes, seeking the darkness of his mind, a refuge as his body battled to become itself. Become him. Pain was good. Pain was right. My body is your weapon. My life, your gift. 

			He wanted to scream, but he bit down on the leather strip in his mouth, holding the agony in his soul. Francin was not weak. He was Raaku’s Chosen, a servant of Kage. He was death. 

			Then he felt the pain subside like a wave that reached the shore, retreating, calming, gone. He opened his eyes and saw his true face staring back at him from the mirror. 

			He dressed in his uniform, feeling better wearing the black. His fingers brushed the skulls on the collar, remembering the moment Raaku pinned them there, the honour bestowed upon him. It was good to have his baton once more, like a part of him that had long been lost. Attached to a hoop on his belt, the weight sat comfortably against his hip, a promise of what was to come to Layso, to the heathens crawling through the streets.

			He put on his mask last of all. The soft black cloth against his skin was the only luxury he was allowed. He was Francin once more. The Meigorians would see him and know fear. He was war and death and retribution.

			Gaylene waited for him at the bottom of the stairs. 

			‘Tell Lord Bacas where I have gone and why,’ said Francin. ‘He will understand. Take him to the embassy immediately. I will wait for him there with the girl’s body.’

			‘You won’t fail,’ said Gaylene, not meeting his eyes.

			‘We shall see.’ Francin would take nothing for granted now. His enemies might be heathens, but they were dangerous. His hand fell to his baton. He would not make the same mistake again. 

			‘The carriage is ready,’ said another servant from the doorway, dressed in Meigorian robes.

			‘Then let us go.’

			‘Praise be to Kage,’ said Gaylene.

			‘Praise be to Kage,’ repeated Francin. He left the embassy without another word, the weight of destiny on his shoulders. 

			The streets were still busy despite the lateness of the hour, forcing the carriage to move slowly. Francin watched the Meigorians as they went about their pointless lives. Soon the Emperor’s army would be knocking on their doors. Kage was coming for them, and when he did it would be glorious.

			The carriage stopped a street away from the Jian embassy. Francin bowed his head and said one last prayer to Kage. If things went wrong and Francin found himself in the Great Darkness, then he would make sure he took as many of the Jians with him as he could.

			The Meigorians had set up a barricade, but only two soldiers manned it. Normally there’d be more. Beyond it, the embassy stood behind a locked gate and an iron fence. The building was in darkness, as if long abandoned. But Francin knew better. He prayed that his enemies were still within, that they hadn’t managed to make the gate work. 

			Francin drew his baton and walked towards the embassy, sparks crackling around its tip as he let a charge build. He could almost feel Kage watching over him, guiding him in his purpose. Any doubt he had disappeared. He was Chosen. He had a gift from Raaku himself and he would send all the infidels to the Great Darkness.

			They spotted him when he was a hundred yards away. He ignored their shouts, their threats. None of it mattered. 

			He raised his baton and unleashed a full blast on the barricade. The ground shook from the force of the explosion, and his ears rang with its glorious fury. Too long had he pretended to be weak. But not now. The Great Darkness waited for them all.
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			Dren

			The Mountain Road

			Dren lay amongst the thorns and the brambles that covered the lower part of the mountain slope and counted twenty-four Skulls, four Daijaku, a Tonin and a Chosen. Thirty of the enemy and just the one of him. Shit odds at the best of times and this sure as hell wasn’t the best of times.

			It had taken him hours to catch up with them. Hours keeping out of sight of the circling Daijaku, praying that he’d close the gap with the Skulls and wondering what the hell he was going to do if he did. Hours of coughing up his guts every few yards. His mouth tasted of blood and his whole body shook with pain and exhaustion.

			In the end, he’d only made up the distance because the Skulls had set up camp for the night within sight of Kiyosun.

			His city. It looked so small and vulnerable from the mountain road. Had Hasan got the walls fixed in time? Had he found enough men and women to defend them? Or did they need more time? Dren wished there was some way he could find out or send word that he needed help. Hell, he wished he could tell them what was about to come charging at their walls if he failed.

			And Ange. His thoughts always drifted back to Ange. He wanted so bloody much to be with her now. He needed her more than he wanted to admit. He could tell her how he felt about her. He could tell her … He shook his head. He’d be happy just to hold her in his arms again, feel her heart beat against his. He’d give anything for that. He didn’t want to die before he saw her again. He didn’t want to die alone on a mountain.

			But when did life ever give a shit about what he wanted?

			Dren crawled closer to the camp, doing his best to be careful. They’d be extra wary now they’d stopped, looking for danger everywhere. Maybe he should’ve climbed up the mountain and approached them from above, but he doubted he had the strength to do that. At least the shadows and the fading light were on his side, helping him. Time to watch and wait. 

			And to try not to cough.

			The Skulls were well drilled. He had to give the bastards that. Sentries protected the main approaches while other Skulls patrolled the perimeter. A large command tent had been erected in the centre of the camp, with a slightly smaller one behind it. The Tonin was taken in there with its guards, and even more sentries were stationed outside.

			The sun was long gone and the wind picked up, taking what little warmth remained. Dren shivered in the shrubs. He told himself that he didn’t care. He’d staked out worse places than this. The cold would keep him sharp and awake until he had a chance to attack. All he had to do was wait for an opportunity to kill the Tonin. 

			How much time did he have, though? All night, or mere minutes? He hated the uncertainty. In a perfect world, he’d wait till most of the Skulls were asleep and the guards would be tired. He reckoned he could sneak in, reach the Tonin without too much trouble. But it wasn’t a perfect world, and if he’d learned anything, it was that everything that could go wrong would go wrong. 

			He heard a screech from above – the Daijaku were back, swooping around the camp, flying in every direction, terrifying as ever. If Dren could’ve pushed himself into the solid rock, he would’ve. He had no idea how they failed to hear his heart pounding away against the stone ground. 

			He listened to the demons fly past, to the crack of their wings and their cries, held his breath so not even his chest moved. Ange was counting on him. The whole of Kiyosun needed him. If there were deities up there in the clouds, now was the time for them to work some fucking magic. Sure, he’d done wrong, plenty of it, but now he was fighting the good fight, for the right reasons in the right way.

			He opened his eyes when the sound of the Daijaku faded. They were down in the camp, wings still fluttering as they settled. The regular Skulls gave them a wide berth but the Chosen wasn’t bothered. She marched up to them and had a good long chat. Probably after an update on what they’d seen.

			Dren smiled. They’d not be talking about him, that was for sure. 

			With the demons out of the sky, it was time to get a move on. He inched onwards as slowly as he could, keeping low, smothering his coughs. He kept his eyes fixed on the camp, ready for any sudden moves, desperate to find a way to get closer. 

			Doubt niggled at him. He was in no state to do this. Not with that itch in his throat, a battered body and one simple knife. If he had some bombs, that would be a different matter, but he didn’t.

			He took a slug from his water skin, the liquid so cold it went down to his stomach like a lump of ice, helping the wind freeze him some more, hoping it would do something for his throat. But it did fuck all.

			He was going to cough. He clamped his hand over his mouth and pressed his head down into the ground. It was a chest-wracking cough that made his eyes water and his limbs shake, but he held on tight, smothering it. 

			When the attack was over, he looked up, fearing the worst, but the Skulls hadn’t heard. He’d been lucky.

			Then he saw a soldier point in his direction and say something to his mate. The two Skulls started to walk towards him.
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			Mateon

			The Mountain Road

			‘Did you hear that?’ Mateon’s head snapped to the left and his hands tightened on his spear as he scanned the darkness. Looking for what? There was just shrub and bush crawling down the side of the mountain. 

			‘Hear what?’ said Trinon, turning to peer in the same direction.

			‘It sounded like a cough,’ said Mateon. The wind rustled the tops of the bush, dragging a chill towards them. After the heat of the day, Mateon welcomed the change in temperature. It felt like home.

			Both men stood and watched the darkness. Mateon strained his ears, listening for whatever it was he’d heard, ignoring the buzz of the camp behind him.

			‘Nothing there,’ said Trinon. ‘You’re hearing things.’

			Mateon felt stupid then, like a kid jumping at shadows. ‘I must’ve—’ But no – there it was again. A cough – or something. It was muffled. Mateon pointed towards it. ‘Something’s definitely out there.’

			‘Nothing out there but a load of thorns,’ said Trinon.

			‘I heard something. I did.’

			‘Then go and look.’ 

			Mateon stared at his comrade. ‘You’re not coming with me?’

			‘No. Wading through fucking bushes because you’ve got an overactive imagination is not my idea of fun. But you? Help yourself. Maybe the new pole will give you a medal or something.’

			‘Fine. I’ll go on my own.’

			‘Knock yourself out.’

			Mateon pointed his spear towards the dark. Light from the campfires danced along its steel blade as he took a tentative step forwards. They’d cut some of the bush back when they set up the camp, but they’d only cleared a dozen yards from the perimeter. Mateon soon realised that wasn’t enough as he tried to force his way through the first set of thorns. They scratched against his armour, trying to find a hold, but he slashed down with the spear, cutting a path forwards, and all the while his eyes roamed from shadow to shadow, searching for the source of the noise he’d heard.

			By Kage, he hoped he found something. He didn’t want to give Trinon another excuse to mock him. But what if there was a secret Jian ambush waiting for him? What would he do? Why hadn’t Trinon come with him? He needed help. He needed someone who knew what they were doing. 

			Sweat beaded on his brow despite the chill of the night, and he ran his tongue over dry lips. He slashed at more bush, forcing his way forwards, aware that if there was anyone out there, they’d know he was coming. They’d be ready for him. Ready to kill him.

			He hacked at a bush to his right. The shrubs were waist high, sharp points sticking in every direction, and yet it felt like Mateon was wading out to sea. He glanced back at Trinon, saw he was watching. That was something, at least. If he found a squadron of Jians, Trinon would be able to warn the camp if Mateon was cut down.

			He took another step, arms tired from fighting the bushes, and wondered how far he should go. When should he give up and admit he was wrong? Mateon could hear the jeers already. He’d never live this down. 

			Then someone coughed again. A few yards away. There was no mistaking it. 

			Mateon lunged forwards, not thinking, slashing at the bush, blood pumping, ready to fight, ready to—

			The bush fell away and revealed a man lying in the dirt, a knife clutched in his hand. They stared at each other, both frozen in place. Mateon knew he should stab down. Kill him like he’d killed the Jazzas back at Anjon. And yet, the man looked more like a boy, wide-eyed and scared. Half his ear was missing and cuts and bruises covered his face.

			But he was the enemy. A spy. The only reason he’d be watching the camp was to harm the Egril army. Mateon pulled back his spear. He had to kill him. But by Kage, he wished the boy would look away. Mateon couldn’t do it while the Jian was staring at him like that, not when he could have been any of Mateon’s friends back home.

			There was a screech from behind Mateon, making him jump. He looked back to camp without thinking, saw the flare of the Tonin’s magic at work. It was opening a gate to Egril. He stared, open-mouthed, as the rent grew and the howl rang through his ears.

			Dear Kage. The Jian. He had taken his eyes off the Jian. 

			He spun around, half-expecting a knife in the back, slashing down with his spear as he did so, hoping to get lucky, but his blade struck nothing but dirt. The boy was gone.

			Mateon took a step forwards, trying to see where he’d run, but there was no sign of him. It was as if he’d never been there.

			A wave of nausea swept over him then. He’d screwed up. Let an enemy escape. How could he have done that? The men were right to call him Pussy. He deserved no less. 

			He stared out into the night, trying to spot the Jian, praying for a chance of redemption, but Kage was not so kind. In the end, Mateon retraced his steps.

			‘Anything out there?’ shouted Trinon over the scream of the Tonin’s gate.

			‘No. Nothing,’ replied Mateon, the lie bitter in his mouth.

			‘You did the right thing going to check. Better safe than sorry. The fucking Jazzas will cut your throat before you know it if you give them the chance.’ Trinon spat into the night.

			‘I know.’ Mateon’s voice almost cracked with shame. What had he done? Dear Kage, why hadn’t he killed the Jian?

			‘Hey, kid,’ said Trinon. He pulled Mateon closer, so their helmets almost touched.

			‘Yeah?’ There was something about the man’s tone that made Mateon uneasy. The last thing he wanted now was more grief. He felt bad enough as it was. He’d disgraced his family with his failure.

			‘You did good yesterday. You stayed alive.’

			‘What?’ Mateon must’ve misheard. Trinon couldn’t have—

			‘I said you did good. You made it to the end of the day alive, which is all that counts.’

			‘Only out of sheer luck.’ Mateon wasn’t going to take credit for anything, especially after what he’d just done.

			Except Trinon patted him on the shoulder. ‘Give me a lucky man any day to fight beside.’

			Mateon was stunned, feeling more guilt-ridden than ever.

			Trinon laughed. ‘Look, I’m sorry we gave you a hard time. New recruits aren’t worth shit out here in Jazza Country. But you’re not an acorn any more.’ He sniffed. ‘Besides, I’ve lost the bet on when you were going to die, and I’ll be fucked if anyone else wins the pot now. Stick with me and you’ll stay alive even longer.’

			‘I … I don’t know what to say.’

			Before Trinon could say anything else, a veritable swarm of Daijaku flew through the gate, brandishing their Niganntan spears, filling the skies. There had to be at least a hundred of them, maybe more. They dipped and swirled and soared above the camp, their squawks audible even over the screech of the gate.

			Then troops came through, filling the camp and the road in every direction. Infantry, and lots of them – but not like him. They wore red armour and demon masks. Mateon staggered at the sight. He’d only ever seen that uniform once before, across the Red Lake, when they stood next to the Emperor himself.

			‘Kage’s balls,’ said Trinon, coming up behind him, shouting above the noise. ‘No one’s fucking about with this job.’

			‘They’re not who I think they are, are they? It can’t be.’

			‘Sure is. That’s the First fucking Legion. The best fighting men the Empire has to offer, and they’re here with us.’

			‘But why?’

			The oak laughed. ‘Who cares? This is good news. With this lot involved, we won’t be expected to get our hands dirty.’

			Mateon watched the First continue to march into the camp. Each one looked as immaculate as the next. No one wore scuffed or damaged armour, nor were any marked with kills. The things that had impressed him so much about the oaks in his stick meant nothing to these men. They were pure of heart and strong in faith.

			Then monsters stepped through the gate. Mateon caught his breath. The creatures towered above them all, at least twice the height of the tallest man and just as wide. Blue skin marked with tribal tattoos covered rippling muscles barely hidden by animal skins. And, dear Kage, their faces! They wore no masks because there was nothing human left in these creatures. Fangs jutted up from their lower jaws and curved horns protruded from their foreheads.

			One by one, they lumbered through the gate. A dozen of them ready to destroy the world.

			‘They’re Kojin,’ said Trinon. ‘Murderous beasts. The Emperor’s not used them in Jia before.’ He whistled. ‘Someone in Kiyosun must’ve fucked him off good and proper to send those bastards here.’

			The Kojin gathered to one side, and even the soldiers of the First gave them a wide berth. Mateon couldn’t fault them for that. He’d be doing the same.

			The gate closed and a sudden silence fell over the camp. Mateon looked from Daijaku to Kojin to the soldiers of the First. It was everything he’d ever dreamed of, and yet he felt like a fraud. His faith had been tested and he’d failed. He had no right to stand alongside the finest warriors the Empire had to offer.

			Mateon waited with the others who had marched from Anjon, the twenty-four white-clad soldiers who had survived the journey. No one spoke, either too tired or too wired, out of place in their new, reinforced army.

			Eventually, a Red headed towards them, a polemarch’s stripes on his armour. Everyone straightened as he drew nearer, squaring their shoulders.

			‘Hello, ladies,’ he growled, a voice made to be obeyed. ‘I’m your new polemarch for the foreseeable. I won’t bore you with the usual details because you all know the score. Just do what I say when I say it and we’ll get along. Any questions?’

			Even Mateon knew to say nothing.

			The pole grunted. ‘Good. Now, we’re about to give the heathens a serious kicking, show them who their fucking lords and masters are. Sit tight and stay out of everyone’s way until I tell you otherwise.’

			‘Yes, Pole,’ they answered as one.

			‘See you in a few.’ The pole turned and marched off.

			‘Good to see some things don’t change in this fucking army,’ said Trinon. ‘One of you lot start cooking. We might as well eat if we’ve got fuck all else to do.’

			‘Tell Pussy to do it,’ said one of the oaks.

			Trinon jabbed a finger at him. ‘Don’t call him that. His name’s Mateon. Got it? He’s paid his dues.’

			The man backed off, holding up both hands. ‘Sure, Trinon. No offence.’

			‘Good.’ Trinon slapped his hands together. ‘Now, let’s get some grub.’

			

			The Daijaku took to the skies half an hour later. They flew towards Kiyosun.

			‘It’s started,’ said Trinon.

			Mateon stood and watched until the night swallowed them up.

			More silence followed as they waited. Minutes passed. How long would it take them to reach the city?

			Explosions in the distance answered for him.

			Cheers went up around the camp. But Mateon kept quiet. His mind was on the Jian he’d let go. He only hoped that there would be no consequences from his failure to kill him.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			Tinnstra dropped the book when the world exploded. Zorique shot up, eyes wide. They both knew that sound only too well.

			‘Stay there,’ Tinnstra told the girl as she went to the window, sword in hand. Just in time to see the smoke clear and her worst fear striding towards her. A Chosen. Only the Gods knew where he’d come from.

			Her old friend fear knotted around her guts as she scooped up Zorique. The girl didn’t say anything. She understood what was happening and wrapped her arms around Tinnstra’s neck, holding on tight as Tinnstra ran from the room.

			The next explosions came quicker, closer. 

			‘Get to the basement. We’ll be safe there,’ shouted Maiza, running to join them, Nils by her side.

			Tinnstra obeyed because she had no other choice. The gate was their only hope now. ‘Where’s Anama?’

			‘She’s already there, preparing things.’ Maiza led them down the stairs where Jis was waiting.

			They reached the ground floor as the front door exploded. The blast threw Tinnstra off her feet. She wrapped herself around Zorique, shielding her as best she could, needles of pain stabbing across her back as she hit the ground. But there was no time to worry about that. No time for anything. 

			A man’s shadow appeared where the door had been. The Chosen.

			Jis ran towards him, face already bloody, screaming a war cry. Tinnstra didn’t wait to see what happened next – didn’t wait to see him die. She was on her feet once more, holding Zorique, running through the smoke, ignoring the fire. Maiza was with them.

			‘May the Four Gods protect you,’ said Nils as they passed her.

			The door to the basement was already open. Thirty yards away. Twenty. Fifteen.

			Behind them, Nils screamed a barrage of curses at the Chosen, but another explosion boomed in answer. Tinnstra didn’t need to look back to know she was dead as well.

			She reached the doorway, all but fell down the stairs. Maiza raced through after her and closed the door behind them. Darkness enveloped them, while dirt and stone fell from the ceiling as another explosion rocked the building.

			Tinnstra ran down the stairs, bouncing from one wall to the other, trusting her feet with no light to guide them, holding on to Zorique for dear life.

			The basement was still lit from earlier. 

			‘Tinnstra, I’m scared,’ cried Zorique.

			Tinnstra had no breath left to answer. She needed everything she had to sprint down the corridor to the gate, not looking back, Maiza on her heels, a last defence.

			Another explosion. Above them, where the entrance to the stairwell was. The Chosen was coming. 

			Ahead, Anama watched them from the doorway to the gate, a book cradled in her arms, eyes wide with terror.

			‘Get out of the way,’ screamed Tinnstra.

			‘Stop!’ the Chosen shouted from the far end of the corridor. ‘In Kage’s name, stop.’

			The mage ducked into the room and Tinnstra raced in after her. Maiza barely had time to follow as a baton blast smashed into the wall above her head, throwing the woman off her feet. 

			Tinnstra lowered Zorique to the ground, then launched herself at the door, desperate to close it. Maiza joined her, blood running from a cut on her face, but it wasn’t enough. The door moved too slowly. Dear Gods, the Chosen will reach us before we can close it.

			The mage watched them open-mouthed, still holding her bloody book. ‘Fucking help us,’ screamed Tinnstra.

			Even Zorique moved quicker, throwing herself against the stone, but then Anama dropped her book and followed suit.

			Time slowed as they pushed the great weight closed. Tinnstra heard the crackle of the baton charging. She shoved the door for all she was worth, so cold against her hands, watching through the narrowing gap as the Chosen marched towards them. Energy crackled along the length of his baton, a charge building.

			The door moved so slowly. Nearly shut. Not quite. A sliver of light still to close.

			The baton fired.

			The door slammed shut and darkness enveloped them all. Tinnstra and Maiza kept their backs to it, holding it in place as the blast hit the other side of the door. It was louder than ever, as if fired from point-blank range. They could feel its fury rattle through the stone and through them, but the door held. For now.

			Zorique screamed from the terror of it all.

			Tinnstra wanted to go to her, but she dared not leave the door. ‘It’s all right, Zorique. We’re here. We’re safe.’

			Another blast shook the door.

			‘Hikaros.’ Anama’s voice was a whisper, but it worked its magic all the same. Green light flowed around the room, travelling through the wards. It spread slower than before, more of a trickle than a flood, heading towards the recessed platform in the chamber’s centre. Even so, it lacked the vibrancy of the last time Tinnstra had travelled through such a gate, looking as weak as the mage.

			‘You can leave the door,’ said the mage. ‘No one can pass through it now.’

			Tinnstra turned to look back at the black stone as another blast hit it. ‘Are you sure? You saw what the Chosen can do.’

			‘No Egril magic can overcome Aasgod’s.’ The mage stood up. She was shaken, but there was also a new confidence about her.

			‘It’s your magic that counts now,’ she said to Anama. ‘Get that gate to work or we’re all going to die in here.’ The light in the room flickered to emphasise Tinnstra’s point as another blast pounded the door. She took Zorique’s hand and slowly led her to the centre of the room, expecting the door to shatter at any moment. The green light sparked and spluttered as it touched the girl, causing her to cry even more. Tinnstra squeezed her hand. ‘Everything’s going to be okay.’

			Anama looked over, eyes wide. ‘It … It’s ready … I think.’ 

			By the Four Gods, Tinnstra wanted to slap the mage. ‘Then get us out of here.’

			Anama bent down and picked up a book, started turning pages. ‘I just need—’

			‘Open the gate now!’ shouted Tinnstra over the explosions. 

			Maiza reached out and held Anama’s hand. Her voice was soft and gentle. ‘I love you. I believe in you. You can do this.’

			Anama nodded. Placing the book carefully on the floor, she stepped into the well and waved at the others to follow. She then produced two green vials from within her robe. Tinnstra recognised it as Chikara water.

			‘Are you going to drink both?’ asked Maiza. ‘You told me that was dangerous.’

			‘I need the power.’

			Another explosion rocked the room.

			‘Don’t die on me,’ said the Shulka.

			Anama tried a smile. ‘I won’t.’

			Another blast, louder, more forceful than ever. 

			‘We’ll all die if we don’t go NOW,’ said Tinnstra.

			Anama drank the vials’ contents and then held out her hands. Tinnstra picked up Zorique and took one cold hand. Maiza grasped the other.

			The assault on the door continued as blast after blast thumped against it, deafening them all. The light flickered in time with the attack, weak where the Egril magic was strong. Fear gripped Tinnstra as she watched Anama. We’re going to die in this room. We are all going to die. The thought raced through her mind over and over, her faith in Anama gone. Her belief in Aasgod gone. 

			We are all going to die.

			Then Anama took a deep breath and squeezed Tinnstra’s fingers. ‘Aitas.’
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			Ralasis

			Layso

			Ralasis sat with his back against the stone wall and closed his eyes. It was all but suffocating in the prison cell, and even that slight movement was exhausting. But he was alive for now, which was something. Not to mention the fact he was in fine company. 

			It seemed like half the royal court were in the cell with him.

			‘Get Bethos down here now,’ shouted Tian Galrin through the bars in the cell door. Ralasis had to admire the man’s stamina. He’d been hollering the same protests all afternoon. ‘This is outrageous. The king will have all your heads for this when he finds out.’

			‘I think you’ll find the king already knows you’re here,’ said Ralasis, still keeping his eyes closed. ‘And he doesn’t give a shit.’

			‘What do you mean? I’m his third cousin,’ said another man. ‘This has to be a mistake. I don’t know about you, but the rest of us haven’t done anything wrong.’

			Ralasis opened his eyes, taking his time doing so. It was Tian Erin who’d spoken. His robes had lost their lustre after a few hours in prison, now stained with sweat and dirt and slops from the piss bucket. ‘My dear Tian, I mean no disrespect to you or your lineage, but do you really think the city guard arrested you, Tian Galrin, Tian Duolus, Tian Mikel and Tian Artis by mistake? You are the scions of five of the most famous families in all of Meigore, not drunks causing trouble by the docks.’

			‘Then why are we here?’ asked Mikel. He was younger than the other tians, only recently come into his title following his father’s death. ‘As Galrin said, we’ve done nothing wrong.’

			‘Ah, but you have,’ said Ralasis. ‘You all have.’

			‘What are you talking about?’ asked Galrin, stepping away from the bars.

			‘Come now,’ replied Ralasis. ‘You’re intelligent men. What do you have in common?’

			‘As you say, Ralasis, we represent five of the most powerful families in Meigore,’ said Artis. ‘But that’s no reason to arrest us.’

			‘We all oppose peace with the Egril,’ added Galrin.

			Ralasis waved a finger at the tian. ‘Exactly.’

			‘I still don’t understand why that matters,’ said Erin.

			‘It matters,’ said Ralasis, ‘because the Egril have infiltrated the king’s court, and they now want every one of us out of the way.’

			‘The Egril? Here in Meigore? Within the court?’ said Artis. ‘Impossible.’

			‘You would’ve said the same thing earlier if I’d told you that you’d be arrested – and yet here we are.’

			No one argued that point. ‘Tell us what you know,’ said Galrin.

			‘I rescued the king’s niece, the Queen of Jia, two days ago. When we returned to Layso, Tian Kosa had her thrown into the internment camp with all the other refugees and claimed she was an impostor. After I went to see her for myself, Kosa had the city guard try to arrest me.

			‘When I went to ask you, Tian Galrin, for help, I arrived just in time to see you being arrested, too, and I knew Kosa had to be behind it. So I decided to go and see the man myself.’ Ralasis wiped sweat from his brow. ‘When I got there, I saw people walking around his house wearing Egril masks.’

			‘Impossible,’ said Artis.

			‘They hadn’t just arrived, either. They looked comfortable, like they’d been there a long time.’

			Duolus shook his head. ‘Kosa’s always be an opinionated bastard but he’s no traitor. He loves this country.’

			‘Then why are there Egril in his house?’ asked Ralasis. ‘Why are we in this prison?’

			‘There’s been a mistake,’ said Erin. ‘A mix-up. They meant to arrest someone else.’

			‘Maybe you are an idiot after all,’ snapped Galrin. ‘Listen to the captain. His words have the ring of truth – and he’s right: why else are we here?’

			‘Dear Gods,’ said Artis, sighing. ‘After all we’ve done, all the sacrifices we’ve made, the Egril have been here all this time?’

			‘We must tell someone,’ said Duolus. ‘Tell them about Kosa.’

			‘And who would believe us?’ asked Galrin. ‘It would look like a desperate attempt to blame someone else for our crimes. No, Kosa has played a clever hand.’

			‘The real question is, why now?’ said Ralasis.

			‘It’s because you saw the Egril at his house,’ said Artis. ‘He’s scared you’ll uncover his treachery.’

			‘No. He doesn’t know I was there, and this was all under way long before then.’ Ralasis glanced up at the night sky through the slit of a window. ‘Something’s going to happen. And it’s going to happen soon.’

			Maybe the tians weren’t that stupid, because he could see the realisation spread across all their faces. The Egril only ever wanted one thing.

			‘I’m going to kill Kosa,’ said Artis.

			‘I’ll have him hanged,’ said Erin.

			‘We need to get out of here first,’ said Galrin.

			Ralasis smiled to himself. The eternal conundrum of every prisoner. He closed his eyes again. Better to get some sleep while there was nothing else to do. Whatever trouble was coming their way would most probably wait till morning.

			The tians were still muttering away, but Ralasis let it fade into the distance. After years sailing on crowded ships, he was used to ignoring noise. Solutions would come. He always found a way. He wasn’t going to let a traitor be the end of him.

			

			Ralasis didn’t know what woke him. It could’ve been the alarm bells ringing across the city, or it could’ve been the explosions. They both happened almost simultaneously. He jumped to his feet and ran to the window, the others crowding around his back.

			‘What is it?’ asked Galrin. ‘What do you see?’

			They were hard to make out at first, but Ralasis knew what he was looking for. After all, they’d nearly killed him once already. He squinted into the night, searching the skies.

			And there they were. ‘Daijaku,’ he whispered.

			The invasion of Meigore had begun.
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			Dren 

			Kiyosun

			Dren took the most direct route he could, straight down the side of the mountain. He made no attempt to keep quiet, spared no thought for staying out of sight. He had no idea how he was still alive. That fucking Skull should’ve spiked him when he’d found him back there. But somehow he hadn’t, and Dren wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth. The moment the Skull turned his back, Dren had scarpered. 

			The gate screeched in the distance behind him, a howl of agony as the Tonin forced open one part of the world to another. It went on and on, an endless promise of horrors to come. Telling the world of Dren’s failure to stop it.

			He ran and fell and stumbled and clambered over the rocks, coughing and hacking away. He slipped and slid down the slope to the road below, dirt spraying around him, stones scattering, fear urging him on. The air burned his throat as he bounced off another boulder, dropping five feet to the next. Knowing his luck, he was going to break his neck moving so fast in the dark, but he couldn’t stop. 

			Fuck knows how he did it, but he reached the main road and staggered along it, eyes fixed on Kiyosun as if that would help him close the gap. Torches burned along the city wall and he could see movement on the battlements. The Hanran were up there, but not enough to stop what was coming.

			It had been a mad call to stay in the city after they’d got the queen away. He should’ve listened when Jax suggested heading for the mountains. He should’ve realised that most people in Kiyosun knew fuck all about fighting. He’d been right when he called them sheep – but he should’ve led them somewhere safe, not left them to be slaughtered.

			His feet pounded the road. Another yard closer, and another. On he ran, ignoring the pain in his throat. He was on the last straight now. The city waited at the end of the road, with its half-patched walls and knocked-together gate. 

			There was a shout from the top of the wall. Someone had seen him. He waved his arms, tried to call, but he could barely breathe and had no air for words.

			The shouts grew louder, more frantic, but still Dren ran. His legs worked almost of their own volition, and he didn’t think he could stop if he wanted to.

			Then he heard the crack of wings from behind him, saw a volley of arrows fly out from the city wall and knew he was too late yet again. Some sixth sense told him to get his head down, and he went sprawling in the dirt just as a Daijaku flew past, its Niganntan blade slashing inches above him.

			He flipped over and looked back the way he’d come, back towards the gate, and saw the sky filled with Daijaku, all headed towards Kiyosun. More Daijaku than he’d ever seen. Hundreds of them.

			He lay there, frozen to the spot, and watched them fly past, over the walls and into the city. The explosions started almost a heartbeat later. A relentless barrage. The ground shook with the fury of them all and the noise filled the air, deafening him. And he knew this was but the start.

			

			By the time Dren reached the city gates, there was nothing left of them to stop him entering the city. There wasn’t even much left of the walls on either side. The Daijaku had destroyed them with their bombs, opening up the city for whatever was coming next.

			But they weren’t the only things hit, and that wasn’t the only wave of bombs.

			The Daijaku swooped down in a relentless wave, dropping orb after orb until the concussive roar of explosions merged into one. The ground trembled as though the earth itself would crack open. Buildings blew apart, showering the world with brick and stone, sending flames and sparks in all directions, eager to find fuel to spread and grow. 

			Dren staggered through it, staying alive somehow. He wanted to get to back to Toxten. He had to find Ange, make sure she was alive, but after that he had no idea, no plan for what to do. The Egril were going to destroy Kiyosun. That much was obvious, and come the dawn, he’d no doubt they’d succeed. 

			He reached Temple Street and saw a crowd running towards him, chased by flames. Had to be fifty of them, of all ages, scared out of their minds. There was a mother with a child in her arms, another helping an old lady along, children of ten or twelve sprinting beside them. He could see their faces, thought he recognised some of them. 

			Then he heard a whistling from the sky. He looked up, saw a bomb falling and a Daijaku flying off. He followed the bomb’s descent down, down, down until it hit the ground and a ball of flame obliterated everything in front of him.

			The blast knocked him flying, singeing his skin. He sprawled in the dirt and rubble as flames shot over his head. When he looked up, the street was on fire and nothing was left of the people who’d been there a moment before.

			He coughed and he hacked, but it could’ve been from the smoke rather than the disease inside him. Not that it mattered. Tears filled his eyes as he got to his feet. The last one alive in a world of fire. He staggered, choking on the smoke, his ears ringing with the constant thunder of explosions, weaving from one area of devastation to the next. He passed the dead and the dying, the fleeing and the cowering. Screaming came from all around him, as if the whole city cried in pain. Even the walls of the buildings groaned as the fire ate away at their insides. It broke his heart, unable to do anything to stop it. Already dead himself.

			On he went, working his way deeper into the horror, his skin burning. All he could think of was getting to his friends, being with Ange, and Garo, too.

			Still the Daijaku flew overhead, dropping their bombs. It went on and on. This was the Skulls at their worst. No mercy. No respite. The price to be paid for fighting back. 

			A bomb hit a building two hundred yards away, bringing it down in a cloud of rubble. Dren turned to find the way he’d just come blocked by the spreading fire, impossible to pass. Then, through the smoke, he spotted a small alleyway. He ran for it, clambering over the detritus, ignoring the hand jutting from underneath the stones. The space was narrow, barely wider than his shoulders, but it offered an escape from the flames so Dren squeezed in nonetheless. The walls were hot to the touch, cooking from the other side. Sweat ran down Dren’s face into his eyes as he coughed on smoke and wished he had some water to drink, anything to dislodge that lump at the back of his throat.

			He could see the end of the alley. A strip of light calling him on. People ran past it, shouting, screaming, chased by smoke, but no fire in sight. Sparks drifted down around him like falling stars, burning as they kissed his skin. The fire wasn’t far behind, especially once the walls grew too hot to touch, protesting loudly with every passing second as the pressure built within them.

			And still the Daijaku flew overhead. Still the bombs fell and the explosions boomed. Still people screamed and people died.

			He half-fell out of the alley, the back of one hand burned red and little pricks of white on his arms where the sparks had got him. He looked left and right and saw he’d not found an escape after all. The fire had followed him along the streets and across the rooftops, overtaking him as it spread from building to building in the same way he used to jump from roof to roof.

			The people he’d seen run past were trapped at the northern end of the road, at the entrance to Dedman Street. There were a dozen of them, just standing there, staring at the wall of flame in front of them, going nowhere, waiting to die. Just like Dren.

			He doubled over, his hands on his knees as he coughed up shit from his lungs, utterly exhausted, every muscle aching. Some hero he’d been. He was the master failure, the loser, the fuck-up of Kiyosun.

			Now the city was dead and everyone in it. 

			‘Hey, over here. Help us.’

			Dren looked up. A couple of men were bent over something in the street, pulling on whatever it was, straining for all they were worth.

			He stood up, staggered over, saw that it was a steel grating covering a hole to the sewers below. 

			The men had lifted up one end a couple of inches, but the rest wasn’t moving. Dren joined them, slipped his fingers around some bars and got a good grip. He heaved with them, but the cover resisted them all, stuck in place by years of grime and dirt. The others huddled around them, pushed closer by the growing flames, but there was no more room for anyone else to help. It was just Dren and the two men, straining every fibre of their beings against the stubborn steel.

			Even the constant concussion of the explosions faded away as Dren concentrated on lifting that cover up. Veins bulged in his neck as he gritted his teeth, ignoring the heat, the falling sparks, the smoke, the noise.

			He almost didn’t notice the shift as the grating began to give up the fight against them. Dirt cracked around the edges, steel groaned against steel, but no one missed the way it moved, the free end moving up an inch, then another. Success gave them renewed energy and the grate popped free with one more pull.

			They moved quickly, clambering down the ladder into the depths beneath the city. Dren watched them all disappear before he followed, some sense of duty making him wait till last. The light from the fire followed him down, but not the flames. The orange glow danced off the walls of the chute as he descended the ladder, moving slower than he’d like, his speed hindered by the people below.

			It got cooler as he went down. Voices echoed off the walls as the people he followed reached the sewers below. The smell grew stronger, too – the stink of the city’s shit – but even that was welcome after the stench of burning up in the real world. Even the cacophony from above was dulled.

			Dren reached the bottom of the ladder and stepped down into ankle-deep water. 

			One of the men came up to him and shook his hand. ‘Thanks for the help up there. We couldn’t have done it without you.’

			‘You saved my life. I should thank you.’ The glow from above illuminated the surroundings just enough for Dren to glimpse the sea of faces already down there. Seemed others had the idea to escape down here, too.

			The man glanced up the chute to the streets above. ‘The Skulls are doing their best to kill us all.’

			‘Do these tunnels cover the whole city?’

			‘As far as I know.’

			Dren nodded, fixing in his mind the way west to Toxten. ‘I’d best be off, then.’

			The man held his arm. ‘You sure? You can stay with us. Safer.’

			‘I need to find my friends.’

			‘Take care, then.’

			‘You, too.’

			Dren left the man and his friends and family and moved off down the tunnel. It was slow going, weaving his way past everyone, all huddled up, unsure of where to go. A woman was playing a flute somewhere and the music echoed around them, a haunted tune full of sadness and beauty. A gentler sound from a gentler time. A touch of hope in the depths. Dren almost didn’t want to leave it, but he moved on, listening until that, too, faded, leaving the dull thumps of bombs above and the cries of those who’d fled below.

			Dren found it hard to keep his location fixed in his mind as each tunnel looked the same as the next. They were all filled with the same sad faces, though he saw no one he recognised – certainly no one from his crew or from the Hanran. 

			He stumbled on, ignoring his doubts, his fears, spitting blood. Sparks drifted down the shafts like fireflies, hissing as they hit the water, but the smoke stayed away along with the flames. Small mercies in a world gone mad.

			A woman headed towards him, a sword in hand. Even in the dark, he could see the blood on her face. Recognised her, too. One of Jax’s crew. ‘Where have you come from?’ he called out.

			The woman slowed. ‘Toxten.’

			Thank the Gods. ‘How far is it from here?’

			The woman looked over her shoulder, following his gaze. She sniffed and wiped blood from her mouth. ‘Go straight, then take the first tunnel right. Maybe three or four shafts along, you’ll be right under the district.’

			‘Thanks.’ Dren pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. ‘What’s left of the city is that way.’

			Information exchanged, they nodded at each other, a silent acknowledgement of what they’d gone through and what they had ahead, then went their separate ways. Dren went straight on and took the first tunnel right. 

			Still the sparks fell and the thunder roared overhead, pounding the city in time with the beat of Dren’s heart. Relentless.

			Dren stopped by the fourth shaft and looked up. The sky was blood-red. He closed his eyes and gathered his strength, took a firm grip on the steel ladder and began to climb. Rung by rung he went up. The heat increased as he neared the surface. The explosions grew louder. He could feel the earth shake through the ladder in his hands. Dren hoped this part of Kiyosun was untouched. He even prayed to Gods he knew didn’t exist that his friends would be safe.

			He reached the grate, but it was hot to the touch. He scrunched his hand back into his sleeve and took hold of it once more. The cloth smouldered with the heat, but his hand was protected enough to push the grate to one side, clearing a space for him to crawl through.

			Up into Toxten, the neighbourhood that had been his home – his world – for his whole life. But the Skulls had turned it into hell. 

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			50

			Tinnstra

			Aisair

			‘Aitas.’ 

			The word escaped Anama’s lips in a whisper and the world fell away.

			Tinnstra had travelled through a gate once before and the experience had terrified her. But that was nothing like this. 

			This was far worse. 

			Her body was pulled in every direction at once with such force that she thought she was about to be torn in half. There was no up, no down, no space, no time. Just the light, so green, so bright, and the pull and the push. She wanted to scream but had no voice. She wanted to breathe but had no air. She wanted to live but there was no life.

			Only nothing. She floated, lost. She couldn’t feel Zorique in her arms or grasp Anama’s hand. There was no ground, no ceiling, no space. Just light. The green light. Calling from so far away. In her. Around her. Blinding. Suffocating. I’m dying. This is it. Dear Gods, look after Zorique. 

			Oh, Zorique. I’m sorry.

			Then the light blinked out. And all was dark again. Tinnstra was lying on a cold stone floor, trying to breathe, trying to think. Her stomach lurched and she vomited over the ground. She could hear Zorique crying nearby, but she couldn’t see anything. She flailed her arms around, trying to feel her, find her, found only stone. Dear Gods, no. ‘Zorique!’ she called into the dark, her throat raw.

			‘Tinn? Where are you?’ The child’s voice sounded broken, edged with fear.

			‘I’m here. Hold on, I’m coming.’ Tinnstra’s vision was returning, patches of light and dark, shapes that had to be the others. She headed towards them, crawling on shaking hands and knees, spitting puke and blinking tears. ‘I’m here.’

			And then they were together again. Tinnstra and Zorique wrapped their arms around each other, feeling like death but very much alive. That was something, at least. But where were they? It looked like they were still in the same room, but there was silence where there had been fury. The Egril weren’t trying to batter the door down. Were they safe? ‘Maiza? Anama?’ 

			‘We’re here,’ said the Shulka, sounding equally shaken. ‘Anama’s unconscious but she’s alive.’

			Tinnstra had to force her lungs to work. In the end, all she could do was gasp out a few words. ‘But where are we?’

			The shape that was Maiza stumbled to her feet. ‘There has to be a door …’ Maiza staggered to the wall, felt her way around the room. The Shulka’s strength and willpower were incredible. It was taking all of Tinnstra’s might to hold on to Zorique and not pass out.

			There was a clunk and a sliver of light appeared. Sunlight. It raced into the room, a thin golden strip full of spring scents and hints of warmth. Tinnstra nearly cried at the wonder of it.

			Maiza pulled the door open inch by glorious inch, revealing not a basement full of Chosen but an overgrown garden full of wildflowers in bloom, all bathed in sunlight, rich with summer smells. ‘But it was night when we …’ Tinnstra stopped herself. 

			‘Can you move?’ asked Maiza.

			Tinnstra looked down at Zorique, who nodded. ‘Brave girl,’ she whispered. Together, hand in hand, they stood as Maiza picked up Anama from the floor.

			A chill suddenly ran through Tinnstra. ‘The book.’

			‘What book?’ asked Maiza.

			‘The book Anama used to get the gate to work … she dropped it before we left … It’s not here with us. Not in here. Dear Gods …’

			‘The Egril won’t be able to get inside that room,’ said Maiza. ‘They’ll not be able to use the book.’

			‘You really believe that? After everything you’ve seen? The Egril always find a way.’ Tinnstra looked around suddenly, half-expecting them to appear that instant. How could we be so stupid as to leave the bloody instructions behind?

			‘There’s nothing we can do about it now,’ said Maiza. ‘Let’s go to the house. Find somewhere for Anama to recover.’

			She stepped through the doorway and Tinnstra followed, holding Zorique’s hand tightly. 

			The sun was high overhead, but it wasn’t as hot as Layso, nor as humid. It was like an Aisair summer. The garden itself was small and surrounded on three sides by a ten-foot-high stone wall. In the centre was a stone well and at the far end, more importantly, there was a beautiful villa overlooking it all. 

			‘Where are we?’ asked Zorique.

			‘Somewhere safe,’ replied Tinnstra. For now, at least. How could we have left that damn book behind?

			Tinnstra had to admit that the house was impressive, though. She’d seen villas like it before, but never in this condition. They were a common sight in the countryside around Jia despite being hundreds, if not thousands, of years old. Some were still homes, while others had been reclaimed by nature. However, despite the unkempt garden, this villa looked like it had just been built. It was two storeys high, with at least a dozen windows overlooking the garden.

			As they headed towards the house, Tinnstra couldn’t get over the quiet, the overwhelming sense of peace and tranquillity. How long had it been since she’d last experienced such a thing? It all felt so … wrong. She stopped, unable to take it in; the flowers, the birds singing – even the blue sky seemed so alien to her now.

			‘What’s wrong?’ asked Zorique. ‘Why are you crying?’

			‘I’m not—’ Tinnstra touched her eye with the back of her hand, felt the tears she’d not realised were there. ‘It’s nothing, my love.’

			Are we dead? Is this Xin’s kingdom? Will I find my family waiting for me inside? A part of Tinnstra desperately wanted that to be true. If they were dead, then their fight would be over. No more running from the Egril. No more looking over their shoulders. No more fear. No more worry.

			But she knew that wasn’t the case. She wasn’t dead. She wasn’t that lucky.

			When they reached the house, Tinnstra examined the villa. It was made of stone, but as she ran her fingers over the surface, she couldn’t see or feel any joints. There were no individual bricks or stones. It was made from one piece of rock – like the buildings in Old Town in Aisair. ‘This is magic-made.’

			Maiza nodded. ‘Anama said Aasgod built it.’

			The back door wasn’t locked and opened easily. The sudden intake of air into the room sent up a swirl of dust from every surface. ‘No one’s been here for a long time,’ said Tinnstra. ‘Where are we?’

			‘Better I show you,’ said Maiza.

			Tinnstra waited for the Shulka to carry Anama inside before entering with Zorique. They found themselves in a small kitchen with an oven in one corner and a small table with benches on either side. It was quaint; a family’s kitchen, not a soldiers’ mess or a common eating room. 

			‘Wait here while I put Anama to bed,’ said Maiza.

			Tinnstra nodded, still trying to take in her surroundings. Maiza left them and Tinnstra soon heard the Shulka’s feet stomp up the stairs.

			‘Where are we?’ asked Zorique again.

			‘I don’t know, my love. Not yet.’

			‘Are the bad men going to come after us here, too?’

			‘No. I don’t think so. I hope not.’

			‘Me, too.’ Zorique’s voice was a whisper, already too bruised by life to believe in hope.

			When Maiza didn’t return, they wandered from room to room, marvelling at the beautiful interior. There was every type of space – living room, dining room and prayer room, plus a courtyard for training and, when they went upstairs, there were more than enough bedrooms for everyone. And all coated in dust and decorated with cobwebs. Even the air felt old.

			They found Maiza in one of the rooms, sitting next to a sleeping Anama.

			‘Will she be okay?’ asked Tinnstra from the doorway.

			The Shulka looked up, surprised. ‘I’m sorry. I meant to come back down to get you.’ 

			‘Don’t worry, we found our own way. How’s Anama?’

			Maiza stroked a strand of hair from the mage’s face, her eyes full of love. ‘She’ll be fine. She wasn’t always so fragile. She’s just not suited for the pressures of war. Anama always believed Aasgod would be here to see this through.’

			‘The one thing I’ve learned is that nothing ever happens the way you think it will.’ That’s why Tinnstra wasn’t going let her guard down now. The Egril would find them eventually, and when they did, she’d be ready. 

			Leaving Maiza with the mage, she led Zorique across the hallway to the other side of the villa and stopped. ‘Dear Gods.’

			Through the bedroom windows, she could see a city in the distance. It was only some six or seven miles away, separated by fields and trees, but there was no mistaking it. She could see the royal palace with its spires and steeples and its magic-made buildings surrounding it. It was the city they’d run from only days before, chased by the Skulls. Dear Gods, the mage has doomed us all.

			‘Maiza,’ she called.

			The Shulka appeared in the doorway. ‘What’s wrong?’

			Tinnstra pointed through the window. ‘That is Aisair. Your bloody mage has brought us to Aisair. Half the Skull army is stationed there.’

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Anama from behind Maiza. Her face was ash-white and she used the wall to keep herself upright. ‘They won’t be here for another thousand years.’

			

			They sat on the benches on either side of the small table in the kitchen, Zorique asleep with her head in Tinnstra’s lap. Someone had wiped most of the dust away, and the open door brought fresh air in from the garden. Maiza had also filled a jug with water from a well she’d found in the garden.

			‘What is going on?’ demanded Tinnstra, barely controlling her impatience and struggling to keep her voice low. ‘What did you mean when you said the Skulls aren’t going to be here for a thousand years?’

			Anama tried to smile. ‘Exactly that – we’ve travelled into the past. A thousand years into the past. The Skulls are no danger to us now.’

			‘How is that even possible?’ said Tinnstra.

			Anama moved her cup of water to one side. ‘Gates connect one place to another.’ She shifted Maiza’s cup so it was parallel to her own. ‘The magic acts as a bridge, tethering both locations together, allowing people to pass from one point to the other. Aasgod realised that he could adapt that magic to build a bridge from where we were in the future to where we are now in the past. He wanted a place for the children to grow up where the Skulls couldn’t reach them, where magic was still commonplace. This was the only option.’

			Tinnstra shook her head. ‘I don’t believe it.’

			Again, that smile from Anama. ‘And yet here we are. Safe.’

			Tinnstra resisted the urge to punch the mage’s smug face. She knew she shouldn’t be angry – after all, if what Anama was saying was true, then Tinnstra’s wishes had been answered. Zorique could grow up here, have a childhood, a life. ‘What’s stopping the Skulls from following us here and killing us a second after we travelled through that gate? And don’t tell me they can’t undo Aasgod’s magic. The Egril never give up. They’ll find a way. They always do.’

			Anama picked up the cups again. ‘When Aasgod built the bridge from then to now, it made an almost physical connection between the two times and places. Time continues to move forward from that moment when they were linked. When he brought me here, this house was newly made and the garden well cared for. That was a month ago in our time. Now, here, it would appear a century or more may have passed since that visit. Aasgod believed we could spend a decade here and only a day or so would have passed in the future.’

			Tinnstra turned to Maiza. ‘Does any of this make sense to you? Because it as sure as hell doesn’t to me.’

			‘Zorique can grow up here,’ replied the Shulka. ‘We can train her, both in magic and in arms, and then, when she is ready, we will return to the future and defeat the Egril.’

			‘If we go back,’ said Tinnstra. ‘Zorique might not wish to return to that madness. As you say, we’re safe now, why would we go back and put her life in danger?’

			Now it was the mage’s turn to look confused. ‘But the whole point of everything is for Zorique to return. She is Jia’s only hope. Stopping the Egril is the only reason she exists.’

			Tinnstra jabbed a finger at the woman. ‘Careful. Just because Aasgod decided to play God with her life doesn’t erase the fact that she is a person. She has free will – choice, not a preordained destiny. Don’t ever forget that.’

			‘Our world needs Zorique,’ said Anama. ‘Only she will have the power to defeat Raaku. Without her—’

			‘You don’t need her. You can bring an army of mages back with you from here,’ said Tinnstra. ‘If the stories about Aisair are true, then the streets are crawling with them. Magic users who would be more than a match for the Chosen. You don’t need Tinnstra when you can go and recruit them.’

			Anama glanced at Maiza before speaking. ‘That’s not a good idea.’

			‘Why not?’ 

			‘We’re not meant to be here, in this time. We need to keep our contact with anyone else to a minimum. No one can know where we’re from or what has happened there. It has … implications if we’re not careful.’

			‘In what way?’

			‘The past has already happened and mustn’t be changed in any way. If it’s altered, our very future could cease to exist.’

			‘What are you talking about?’ The edge to Tinnstra’s voice grew sharper with her unease at what was being said.

			‘Imagine a pond, all still and calm,’ said Anama. ‘If I were to throw a stone into it, the effect of that action would set off a series of ripples that would in turn disturb the surface of the water. The bigger the stone, the more the disturbance.’

			‘Right …’

			‘We are the stone in the waters of the past. If we’re careful, we can slip in and out and our time here will have little effect. We go unnoticed. Nothing changes. But the more we interact with people, the more disturbance we create, the greater the chance that we’ll change the future in ways we cannot conceive.’

			‘How, though?’ asked Tinnstra, her mind spinning.

			‘What if we did as you say and took some people from here to the future to fight the Egril? If they were killed in battle there, they would be lost to this time and everything they were to do would not happen. We can’t know what the ripple effect of that would be, how that would change things.’

			‘There must be something we can do with the knowledge we have that would stop the war from happening.’

			‘We could tell the city elders that the Chikara waters will run out and that magic is going to fade from the land,’ said Anama. ‘If they stop that from happening, the Shulka might cease to be. Your whole clan would not exist. You would not exist. What if we inform them of what the Egril will one day do? Perhaps they will venture north and enslave the whole nation or even kill everyone.’

			‘That might not be a bad thing.’ In fact, Tinnstra liked the sound of the idea a lot.

			‘No? But we have no idea how that will affect our society moving forward. Perhaps it will unleash a greater evil on the world. Perhaps it will be the Jians who become the world conquerors, the monsters. We just don’t know.’ Anama shook her head. ‘Better we keep to ourselves.’

			‘I don’t see how stopping the Egril from ever invading Jia can be a bad thing,’ said Tinnstra. ‘We could prevent Raaku from ever being born. If we found a group of Jians with the right powers, we could save the future from untold misery.’ Her mind raced with the possibilities of what could be altered

			‘Tinnstra. No. Whatever you are thinking, no. You cannot interfere with the past, no matter how well intentioned you are. The consequences of what you do could cause a situation far worse than anything you can imagine. For Zorique’s sake, I beg you to agree to this condition.’

			Tinnstra glanced down at the small girl asleep in her lap. Today wasn’t the day for any of them to fight. Not after what they’d been through. Better to let things drop for now. Give herself time to come up with her own plan. Until then, she could wait. ‘I agree,’ she lied.
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			Tinnstra

			Aisair

			Tinnstra watched the dawn climb over Aisair. She’d not slept well; the soft bed and the clean sheets hadn’t been the pleasure she’d been expecting. In fact, she’d felt like she was drowning one minute and being smothered the next. 

			Then Zorique had started screaming. 

			Tinnstra had rushed to her room, sword in hand, expecting to find some Egril monster, but found only Zorique sitting up in bed, clutching her blankets, staring wide-eyed around her. She looked up at Tinnstra. ‘I had a bad dream. The man with the mask was coming to get me. You were hurt and couldn’t help.’

			Tinnstra sat on the bed and hugged Zorique. ‘I’ll always come to help you.’

			‘You promise?’

			Maiza appeared in the doorway, but Tinnstra signalled that everything was fine. The Shulka nodded and retired to her room.

			‘I promise,’ she told Zorique. ‘Now go back to sleep.’

			‘Will you stay with me?’

			‘Of course.’ Tinnstra sat watching Zorique for while, treasuring that small moment of peace. Then she lay on the floor beside her and slept herself for a while.

			Now a new day dawned. Their first in Aisair. She watched the skies, searching almost without thinking for Daijaku. But no, there would be no sign of them. Not yet.

			Movement caught her eye below. Maiza was training in the villa’s courtyard. She moved through the basic forms of Shulikan with a grace and a beauty only the true masters had. It was mesmerising to watch as Maiza glided from one position to the next. 

			Each Shulka clan had their own version of Shulikan. Tinnstra had expected Maiza’s style to be different from her own, but even so, Maiza’s movements took her by surprise. Her clan, Inaren, was famed for its boxing style of fighting, but Tinnstra could see the acrobatics of Clan Mizu, the sword hands of Clan Huska and the animal stances of Tinnstra’s own clan, Rizon, as well as other styles that weren’t from any Jian fighting school. It looked like Maiza had created a completely new form of Shulikan.

			I need her to teach me. The thought struck her with a hunger that took her by surprise. She knew she had to get better at fighting, become stronger. This is how I do it.

			

			The Shulka stopped as Tinnstra approached and bowed. ‘Good morning.’

			‘Hello. I hope I’m not disturbing you,’ said Tinnstra.

			‘No, not at all. I was hoping you’d join me.’

			‘I saw you from upstairs. You fight differently from any Shulka I’ve seen.’ 

			‘Much to the dismay of my generals. Probably why I ended up at the embassy in Meigore instead of being on a front line somewhere,’ replied Maiza, with a smile. ‘It was their fault. They sent me away to study with other clans and then I picked up additional influences while in Dornway and Chongore. They were horrified when I adapted my Shulikan based on what I learned. They thought I’d erred from the true path.’

			‘It must make you difficult to fight,’ said Tinnstra.

			Maiza laughed. ‘That’s the point. The problem when you think you’re an invincible fighting force is that you stop learning, evolving. It makes you predictable. Then the Egril showed us that we were only too beatable. We stopped being afraid of anyone. We stopped growing as warriors.’

			‘Not me,’ said Tinnstra, her voice dropping. ‘I knew fear – and now I want to be ready for what comes next.’

			Maiza looked at her as if seeing her for the first time. ‘There’s a lot of your father in you.’

			‘Maybe.’ Tinnstra glanced back at the house, thinking of Zorique sleeping there. ‘Once, I would have given anything to hear someone say that. But being a Shulka, even being the greatest Shulka, isn’t enough. Not if this is the Last War.’

			‘Do you think it is?’

			‘I hope not, but hope won’t save us. Being prepared will.’

			‘Then let’s start,’ said Maiza. ‘We’ll warm up with some basic Shulikan.’

			They faced each other and bowed before moving slowly into the first position, each mirroring the other, acting without thinking. Both had been trained in the essential positions from the moment they could walk. It formed the basis of the Shulka prowess in battle, a way to build strength and confidence.

			Tinnstra controlled her breathing and felt her energy shift in her body. They moved through the Flowing Water Floating Cloud into Mantis Strike before executing identical Black Tiger Steal Heart and finishing with White Crane Flaps Wings. 

			Tinnstra had laughed as a child when her father started teaching her Shulikan. The names of each move had sounded ridiculous to her ears, but his punishment for that soon stopped her from laughing again. Every morning, he woke all his children before sunrise and they would practise together. Beris was always so serious, eager to impress. Jonas was impatient and complained non-stop despite her father’s attempts to silence him with extra runs or by making him swim in the ice-cold lake. Somon, the eldest, just made it look so easy. Tinnstra always watched in awe at his ability, wondering how she could ever be related to him. Looking back, she wished she’d appreciated how wonderful those moments were. She would give anything to practise with her father and brothers once more – and tell them all how much she loved them.

			‘Enough,’ said Maiza after a while. ‘You’re ready now.’

			‘Ready for what?’

			Maiza swung at Tinnstra. Her fist stopped less than an inch from Tinnstra’s nose. Tinnstra stared at it as Maiza pulled the fist back with a small smirk. ‘Next time I won’t stop.’

			‘What … ?’

			But Maiza wasn’t talking. Not with words, at least. Her left foot lashed out and Tinnstra only just managed to block it with her forearm. Maiza’s elbow swung in and Tinnstra only just ducked out of its way.

			‘I suggest you fight back, girl,’ said Maiza, coming in once more.

			Tinnstra laughed. ‘If you insist, old lady.’

			She’d always hated sparring when she was younger. Too scared of getting hit and the pain that came with it. But that fear was gone. The world had shown her that she had to be the best she could be. Holding back wasn’t an option now.

			She attacked with all her speed. A flurry of punches to Maiza’s head, a stomp aimed at her knee, flowing into a side kick. The Shulka blocked them all.

			‘That’s more like it,’ said Maiza. ‘Show me why your father thought you were so talented.’

			‘My brothers were all better than me,’ said Tinnstra, attempting a roundhouse kick and getting a punch in the kidney for her trouble. She went down, clutching her side.

			‘Don’t waste your time with flashy kicks. They take too long to reach the target,’ said Maiza, waiting for her to get back to her feet. ‘Be direct. You want to hurt. You want to cripple. You want to kill. Focus only on what will achieve that. Find the quickest path to achieve that. Everything else is a waste of energy.’

			‘I’ll do my best,’ said Tinnstra. She attacked. A snake strike. A monkey punch. Maiza danced around them all.

			‘Don’t block if you can evade. Save your strength for your attacks.’ Maiza threw a punch, but it was her foot that swept Tinnstra off her feet. ‘Don’t let your eyes fool you. Be aware of everything.’

			‘Right,’ said Tinnstra as she stood up a second time. She attacked again, but Maiza dipped and swerved around all her strikes. It was like trying to hit smoke. At least Maiza let her stay on her feet this time. But every missed punch sapped a little more of Tinnstra’s energy. Every kick that swept past her target made the next attempt that much harder. Even breathing became laborious, and as she lost focus, Maiza seized the opportunity to show Tinnstra how dangerous that could be.

			A kick dropped her on her backside. A punch stopped just short of breaking her nose. Even avoiding a leg sweep made Tinnstra trip over her own feet.

			‘Stamina is everything.’ Maiza held out her hand to help Tinnstra back up. ‘You have to continue to fight when your opponent tires. You have to be ready to fight the second, the third, the fourth attacker who wants you dead. This is the difference between living and dying.’

			Tinnstra could hardly breathe. ‘I’ll … work … on that.’ Her attacks lost form, more wild kicks and punches than practised and precise. It was bad. Her father would’ve hung his head in shame.

			It was too much for Maiza as well. She stopped and stepped back. ‘That’s enough. You’ve done well for your first day.’

			Tinnstra bent over double, trying to suck in air, sweat dripping off her nose. ‘You call that doing well?’

			‘Believe me – you’ve done better than most I’ve trained. You almost hit me a couple of times.’

			Tinnstra spat a load of phlegm onto the ground, throat raw. ‘Better than most isn’t good enough. Almost doesn’t keep Zorique alive.’

			‘Then tomorrow, we train again.’ Maiza waved a hand at their surroundings. ‘We have time now.’

			‘Aye.’ Tinnstra glanced at the onyx door at the end of the garden, closed now, almost a part of the wall itself. ‘Perhaps we do.’
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			Tinnstra

			Aisair

			Tinnstra woke up to Zorique screaming. Immediately, her hand went to her sword, heart racing, expecting an attack. Then she took in where she was and relaxed as much as she ever could. They were under Zorique’s bed in her room at the villa. In Aisair, in the past.

			Tinnstra released her grip on her sword and wrapped an arm around the girl, pulling her in close. 

			‘Shhhh. Everything’s okay,’ she whispered in her ear. ‘I’m here. You’re safe. It’s just a dream.’ She stroked Zorique’s hair, brushing it off her face, kissing her hot little forehead.

			Slowly, the girl calmed and settled back into sleep. Thank the Four Gods. 

			It had been six months since they’d left Meigore and fled back into the past, and yet the war clung to them all in some way. For Zorique, it had made her nervous and scared. A simple thing like calling her name would cause fear to flare in her eyes and have her ready to run. She refused to sleep on her bed, only feeling safe underneath it, hidden from sight by blankets and with Tinnstra beside her. Even then, the nightmares came two or three times a night.

			Being honest, Tinnstra was faring no better mentally. Strange sounds had her reaching for her sword. It didn’t matter whether it was a tree creaking in a high wind or a bird squawking overhead. The moment she woke up in the mornings, she checked the sky for demons and the grounds for Skulls, starting with the onyx door. 

			She spent hours planning the house’s defences and working out escape paths. She even had bags packed and ready with food, clothes and weapons so they could run at a moment’s notice. Anama insisted there was no way they could be followed through the gate, but Tinnstra knew the Skulls. She knew they wouldn’t stop. They would eventually overcome the gate’s magic. It’s what they did.

			Easing herself out from under Zorique’s bed, Tinnstra took her sword and walked to the window. Dawn was fast approaching, colouring the horizon with streaks of gold and red. Aisair stood proudly in the distance, its magic-made spires silhouetted against the sky. Snow would come soon – she could feel it in the air – but not today.

			Maiza had revealed herself to be something of a gardener, growing vegetables for the household to eat. A lad appeared once a week with meats and flour, but Tinnstra had yet to see him. Anama made sure of that. She’d become obsessed with keeping them apart from the rest of society, repeating ad nauseam her warnings about protecting the timeline and the danger of changing things.

			Her harping drove Tinnstra mad. After all, why had they come to the past if not to change the future? No matter what they did, it couldn’t be worse than what had already happened. Anama and Tinnstra argued for hours about it, with Maiza in the middle, trying to keep the peace. 

			The three women made uneasy living companions, but they had Zorique to hold them together. The girl and her three mothers, each providing what the others could not, all essential to her well-bring. Anama looked after her education, Maiza trained her body and Tinnstra gave her love and protection.

			Tinnstra relished that role, enjoying the fact that she was Zorique’s favourite. She was the one the girl called out for, clung to and relied on. And Tinnstra would not let her down.

			The six months in Aisair had done wonders for Tinnstra in other ways. Good food and plenty of rest, along with relentless training from Maiza, had made her stronger than she had ever been. Even the cut across her face had healed, leaving barely a scar.

			Maiza trained her every day in combat. They practised with anything that could be used to kill a man. They ran and they swam and even fought with rock-filled packs on their backs to make everything harder. Maiza never let Tinnstra grow comfortable, constantly pushing her, toughening her body in every way. 

			Tinnstra could feel herself improving. She still hadn’t beaten Maiza in a duel, but their bouts grew closer, and the effort Maiza needed to overcome her became obvious. But Tinnstra never grew complacent, and never put in anything less than her maximum effort. 

			The Skulls were coming, and she would be ready for them.

			And there was something about this place, something Tinnstra couldn’t put her finger on, but there was no hiding the fact she was healing very fast. Aches and bruises from training were gone within hours. It was as if her whole body was supercharged. At first, she thought it was down to having enough food, water and rest, but there had to be more to it than that. She could see it in Zorique as well. The girl was shooting up and her cheeks shone with health.

			Sipping her water, Tinnstra sat by the window and watched the sun rise. She wasn’t going to complain about growing stronger, but it would be good to know why it was happening. 

			

			‘Morning,’ said Anama as Tinnstra and Zorique entered the kitchen for breakfast. ‘Did you sleep well?’

			‘I had a bad dream,’ said Zorique, climbing up onto a chair. ‘About the bad men.’ 

			‘It was just a dream, though,’ said Anama in a sing-song tone of voice. ‘Nothing to worry about.’ 

			Tinnstra looked over at the mage but kept quiet. Yes, they were only dreams, but that didn’t make them any less troublesome. The ‘bad men’ Zorique saw in her dreams were Chosen. The same evil monsters who’d killed her family and Aasgod and nearly murdered all of them on numerous occasions. The girl had every right to be frightened of them. Tinnstra certainly was. If the mage had any sense, she would be, too. Or had she forgotten how close they’d come to dying before their escape back in time?

			Perhaps she had. Anama had changed, too. Her nervousness was gone, replaced by a sterner demeanour. It was clear the mage felt like she was in charge and was only too happy to issue orders. Orders that Tinnstra was only too happy to ignore. 

			‘When are you next going to Aisair?’ asked Tinnstra as she passed Zorique some bread.

			Anama’s head jerked up. ‘This afternoon, after Zorique’s lessons. Why?’

			‘I think it’s time we all came with you.’

			Anama sighed. ‘Tinnstra, we’ve discussed this. It’s not possible.’

			‘Anama, all we have to do is walk down the road with you. It’s as simple as that.’

			‘Do I have to explain things to you again?’ The mage put so much weariness into her words, as if Tinnstra were a child who refused to learn.

			‘Visiting Aisair will not break your rule as long as we don’t tell anyone where we’ve come from. Walking through the city won’t disrupt anything that’s going to happen.’

			‘You don’t know that. We can’t risk it.’

			Zorique’s head swivelled from Tinnstra to Anama and back again, following the conversation, a smile on her lips. The child clearly enjoyed the sparring between her mothers, and Tinnstra knew that was partly what fuelled her own belligerence. ‘We can. Anyway, we’ll have to go sooner rather than later. We can’t stay locked up in this villa for the next ten years. Zorique needs to see what real life is like.’

			Anama went to say something then stopped. She looked at Zorique’s smiling face for a long time and sighed. ‘You may have a point.’

			‘I do?’ said Tinnstra. She’d prepared a much more robust argument in order to get her own way. Often it felt like Anama would say the opposite to Tinnstra just on principle. Of course, the Four Gods knew Tinnstra was more than happy to pick a fight with the mage for the sake of it.

			‘We can go today after practice,’ said Anama. ‘As you suggest.’

			‘Good,’ said Tinnstra. ‘Good.’

			‘Yes,’ cried Zorique, clapping her hands. ‘I can’t wait.’

			Anama stood up. ‘First, young lady, you have lessons to complete. Give me your full attention – otherwise, I’ll change my mind.’ She held out a hand to Zorique. ‘Come on. Time to start.’

			Zorique hesitated, making it clear that her lessons were far less exciting than any possible trip, before standing, too. She didn’t take Anama’s hand. Instead she walked past and headed to Anama’s training room, leaving the mage to follow. Tinnstra smiled at the small act of rebelliousness. The girl could be a tease when she wanted. Tinnstra thought that a good thing. They were raising a queen, after all.

			Zorique’s lessons with Anama were the only time she allowed herself to be separated from Tinnstra, time which Tinnstra used to train. Finishing her cup of tea, she headed to the villa’s courtyard. 

			Its walls were littered with weapons of every description, all lined up neatly, and its open roof let in the cruel midwinter wind, despite the crisp blue sky above. It was much like when she’d run from Aisair with Aasgod, except there was no snow yet.

			Maiza, as ever, was there already. She had a steel club in one hand. ‘Did Anama say yes to taking you to Aisair?’

			Tinnstra smiled, retrieving a spear. ‘How did you know I was going to ask her?’

			‘It was only a matter of time. I’m just surprised you waited this long.’ Maiza’s feet slipped into the first position. ‘What did she say?’

			‘She’s your wife,’ said Tinnstra, taking the horse stance. ‘What do you think she said?’ She rolled her shoulders and adjusted the grip on the spear. It would give her an advantage in reach, but Maiza’s club could shatter its shaft if she wasn’t careful.

			Maiza smiled. ‘Anama has her own mind that even I, after all these years, find hard to predict. I told her she was being too inflexible about her rules.’

			Tinnstra felt a surge of anger knowing that Anama’s concession was probably due more to Maiza’s advice than her own argument. The Shulka was good at balancing out Tinnstra’s and Anama’s opposite temperaments, but the two women were a couple and Tinnstra would always be the odd one out when push came to shove. Well, she could shove with the best of them. ‘I’m glad she listened to you,’ she replied, and then lunged with the spear, holding nothing back.

			

			The last time Tinnstra had walked the streets of Aisair, Skull flags hung from nearly every building and Skull soldiers loitered on every corner. There was no food to be had and she survived by stealing money from the dead. Neighbour renounced neighbour to earn some small mercy from the Egril, or they could get strung up for looking at someone the wrong way. Death was as easy as that.

			Things couldn’t have been more different from what she saw now.

			It was a place of magic and wonder, a city of hope and happiness. The buildings gleamed with vibrant colours, towering above them in every shape and size, ten or twelve storeys above the ground. Shops were filled with goods of every description, and most appeared to be for pleasure and recreation rather than base survival. There were shops overflowing with ornate furniture and art galleries full of paintings, while others sold urns with intricate patterns next to jewellery of every shape and size, glittering and gleaming, alongside clothes shops and shoemakers. Then there were the bakers, the butchers and the pie makers, next to the wine shops and olive oil stalls. The air was filled with a thousand different scents, making their mouths water and their stomachs rumble.

			Tears filled Tinnstra’s eyes as she took it all in. Even knowing she was in the past, away from the war, it was hard to accept what she was seeing. It was like walking through a dream.

			And dear Gods, the people. It was the sight of people laughing and smiling and living on streets she knew would later be full of the dead and dying that affected her the most. 

			Then something flew over her head.

			Tinnstra threw herself to the ground, Zorique in her arms. ‘Daijaku!’ She rolled over, placing her body between the girl and the demon with sword drawn, and found nothing except a street full of people staring at her.

			‘Please stand up and put your weapon away,’ said Anama, voice dripping with disapproval. ‘People are watching.’

			‘Something flew past,’ said Tinnstra, climbing to her feet, her eyes searching the sky. ‘I thought we were under attack—’ 

			‘It was a man,’ said Anama. ‘This is Aisair. People fly.’

			‘What do you …’ Then Tinnstra saw what had startled her. A man in a cloak hovered some thirty feet up in the air. He mouthed ‘sorry’ at Tinnstra then shot off towards the west. Her mouth fell open. ‘By the Four Gods.’

			‘Try not to draw any more attention to yourself,’ Anama snapped, walking past. 

			Tinnstra cursed the woman under her breath. Anama could’ve reminded her — warned her that magic was so commonplace here. Tinnstra had heard stories about what the past had been like but to actually see it? She couldn’t help but stare open-mouthed.

			And there was so much power in the city, all taken for granted, all so frivolously used. No one seemed to appreciate the gifts they possessed. Tinnstra tried to imagine what it would be like to have such power. What would she do with it? Would she be any different from those around her? Yes, because I know what’s coming. If I had any sort of power, I’d use it to destroy the Egril.

			The knowledge of the future grew like a curse within her, a shadow on her soul. And she knew the Skulls would invade the past, too, the moment they worked out how. There was no escaping them. Would the Egril follow Anama’s rules not to meddle in the past? No, they damn well wouldn’t. This would be just another land to burn.

			Then she saw Zorique’s eyes, so full of wonder, and heard her laugh. As the darkness grew within Tinnstra, she could see it lift from Zorique. That was something, at least. Let her see magic isn’t just for the bad people, that it can be used for good as well.

			‘One day, she’ll be like everyone here,’ said Anama. ‘She’ll have a power that will stun the world.’ She made no attempt to hide the pride in her voice.

			Tinnstra turned to the mage. ‘But what power? What can one person do against Raaku’s hordes?’

			‘We can’t predict what her ability will be. Only when she comes of age will we know.’ Anama smiled. ‘We just need to make sure we prepare her for when it comes.’

			‘Then don’t pin your hopes on her. Let her be happy here and not think about the future.’

			‘Of course,’ said Anama. It was good advice after all, except Tinnstra knew she’d be unable to follow it herself. All she could think of was the future and ways it might be saved. It shouldn’t all be on Zorique’s shoulders. Not when she could help carry the burden.

			‘What’s your power?’ asked Tinnstra. ‘You’ve not shown us what you can do.’

			‘I’ve not shown you,’ corrected Anama. ‘Magic isn’t something to show off.’

			‘No one in Aisair seems to think that way. It would appear it’s just you.’

			‘Anama can make you see things,’ said Zorique. ‘She’s an illus … inlust …’ She crewed her face up trying to get the word out of her mouth.

			‘An illusionist,’ said Tinnstra. She glanced over at Anama, who looked pissed off at her secret being out. Well, don’t tell a four-year-old, then. Tinnstra smiled. It dropped, though, as her thoughts returned to the future. What good are illusions against legions of Egril? What good will they do in Sekanowari? 

			

			‘Is it Chikara water that gives everyone in Aisair their power?’ she asked that night over dinner, after Zorique had gone to sleep. 

			Anama looked up, surprised. ‘Yes. Why do you ask?’

			‘Do they have to drink it like you?’

			‘They don’t need to. They would’ve absorbed it in the womb, through the food and water their mothers consumed. In every meal they’ve eaten ever since.’

			‘Like Aasgod made Zorique’s mother do.’

			Anama exchanged glances with Maiza again, showing her unease with the conversation. ‘Why the interest?’

			‘No reason,’ lied Tinnstra. ‘I’m just curious. Aasgod told me a little of how magic works while we travelled together, but today made me realise how much I don’t know.’ She picked up an apple from their garden. ‘Does this have Chikara water in it?’

			‘There are traces in everything we eat and drink from an underground reservoir in Aisair that filters out for miles from the city.’

			‘It’s not affected me in any way.’ Tinnstra bit into the apple, keeping her eyes on the mage.

			‘You’re not a baby in the womb,’ said Anama.

			‘But you are stronger than you’ve ever been,’ said Maiza. She smiled. ‘And taller than you were.’

			Tinnstra raised an eyebrow. ‘I thought that was from all our training.’

			The Shulka raised her cup. ‘I can take some of the credit, but not all.’

			‘What if I were to drink pure Chikara water?’ asked Tinnstra. ‘What would that do?’

			‘Why would you want to do that?’ There was a sharpness to Anama’s voice.

			‘It’s a hypothetical question,’ said Tinnstra. ‘I’m just curious. That’s all.’

			‘Chikara water is dangerous. Drink too much and it could change you in ways you don’t want to imagine. It might kill you,’ replied the mage. 

			‘What if I had some latent magic in me?’

			‘You don’t.’

			‘What if someone drank it who did?’

			‘A small amount would activate their power.’

			‘A vial’s worth?’

			‘Yes. More than that gets … dangerous.’

			‘In what way?’

			‘Your heart could explode. Your brain could burn. It could turn you into something … monstrous.’ 

			‘It was quite the gamble that Aasgod made – to feed it to Zorique’s mother in the quantities he did.’

			Anama stood up suddenly. She leaned forwards, both hands on the table, cheeks reddening. ‘Aasgod supervised every dose he gave her. It was no … gamble. He knew exactly what he was doing.’

			‘Making Gods to fight in a war that hadn’t even happened at that point?’ Tinnstra gave the mage a twitch of a smile. ‘Maybe he’d have been better off trying to stop the war from starting instead?’ 

			Anama shook her head. ‘How could you ever understand?’ She stalked from the room and headed upstairs.

			‘I don’t know why you both seem to take such pleasure in fighting with each other,’ said Maiza, also rising. ‘Life would be so much easier if you didn’t.’

			‘I was just asking questions,’ replied Tinnstra, with an air of innocence.

			Maiza nodded as if she knew different. ‘Good night.’

			‘Good night.’ 

			Alone, Tinnstra took another bite of the apple, her mind swirling with what she’d learned.
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			Winter passed and spring followed and their first year in Aisair was over. Because none of them knew Zorique’s actual birth date, they celebrated her birthday on the anniversary of their arrival in Aisair, which felt like as fitting a day as any. And for her birthday, Tinnstra found Zorique a new friend.

			Wex was a small boy who lived on a farm not far away with his mother and father. The two families had passed each other on the road to and from Aisair and had exchanged greetings on those occasions before going their own way. However, they had lingered on in Tinnstra’s mind. She knew Zorique needed more than her three mothers – she needed children of her own age to play with. The way Zorique watched the boy disappear into the distance only confirmed that she felt that way, too.

			She began to watch the family while Zorique was at her lessons with Anama or Maiza. The parents’ names were Hankel and Brilia. They had no magical powers that Tinnstra could see and, more importantly, displayed no interest in their neighbours. Still she watched, visiting them unseen at different times of day. If there was something that could pose a danger to Zorique, Tinnstra wanted to know about it, but all she found was a loving and hard-working family. Normal in every way.

			It was just what Zorique needed.

			A week before Zorique’s birthday, Tinnstra visited them once more, but this time she walked up to their front door and knocked. Brilia answered. She was slightly older than Tinnstra, with her dark hair cut short and bright eyes set off by her bronze skin. 

			‘Hello,’ said Tinnstra. ‘I’m sorry to bother you. My name’s Tinnstra. I live a few miles down the road.’

			‘Ah, yes,’ replied Brilia, smiling. ‘We’ve seen you. You have a little girl.’ She held out her hand. ‘My name is Brilia.’

			Tinnstra took the hand and shook it. ‘My daughter is why I’ve called, actually. It’s her birthday next week. She’s going to be five years old and I was wondering if you and your family would like to join us for lunch on the seventh day? My daughter only has myself and her aunts for company, and it would do her good to meet children of her own age. I noticed you have a boy …’

			Brilia nodded. ‘His name is Wex. He’s five as well.’

			‘Excellent. So, will you come? Around midday? It’ll make Zorique very happy.’

			‘Of course. We shall look forward to it.’

			Tinnstra smiled. ‘Until then.’ She walked back to the villa feeling very happy. She’d done a good thing. 

			

			‘You did what?’ Anama slammed her cup down on the kitchen table.

			Tinnstra shrugged. ‘Zorique needs to be around children of her own age. We’re not enough for her.’

			‘How many times must I tell you the rules?’

			‘I haven’t broken any of them. I’ve not told them where we’re from or what we’re doing here. I’ve not told them about the Skulls or the Shulka. I’ve told them nothing except we have a girl the same age as their son and that I thought it was a good idea that they play together.’

			‘What if Zorique says something?’

			‘She’s five years old. The children will probably just chase each other.’

			Anama crossed her arms. ‘You should’ve told us first.’

			Tinnstra shrugged again. ‘You would’ve said no.’

			‘Instead, you’ve given us no say in the matter.’

			‘That’s right.’ The two women stared at each other, neither backing down.

			‘Stop it, the pair of you,’ said Maiza. ‘What’s done is done. Fighting now won’t change anything.’

			‘What we’re doing here is dangerous,’ said Anama. ‘Time is fragile. The slightest mistake on our part could change everything. And “making friends” is not something we should be doing.’

			Maiza reached out and placed her hand over the mage’s. ‘But we also need to live – Zorique needs to live. She needs to experience more than we can offer her here if she’s to become all we need her to be. Tinnstra’s right.’

			The mage glared at Tinnstra when Maiza said that, but Tinnstra had the sense not to comment. As much as she enjoyed riling Anama up, they did need to get along to a point. Tinnstra wanted Zorique to have a happy home, and warfare between two of her mothers wouldn’t help. The girl needed stability as much as anything.

			‘Fine,’ said Anama in the end, making sure everyone knew that, in her opinion, it wasn’t fine at all.

			

			When the day came, Zorique hid behind Tinnstra’s legs when Wex and his parents arrived at the villa, peeking around to have a look at the boy, then ducking back. Wex wasn’t much braver, holding his mother’s hand for dear life.

			Tinnstra had to smile. The girl, who’d survived monsters and madmen, was afraid of a five-year-old boy. She gave Zorique a little push. ‘Go and say hello.’

			Zorique stuck her head around Tinnstra’s legs one last time, made sure Wex wasn’t a ten-headed demon and took her first tentative steps towards him. Wex did the same. They met in the middle, the queen and the farm boy.

			‘Hello,’ she said.

			‘Hello,’ Wex replied. And like that, a friendship was made.

			

			After lunch, Tinnstra left Maiza and Anama talking to Wex’s parents while the children played. She made her way to Anama’s sanctuary, where she trained Zorique and worked. The door wasn’t locked, which surprised Tinnstra for a moment, but what reason did she have to lock it? Only the people in the villa had access to it and none of them were going to steal anything.

			Except me.

			Tinnstra slipped through a small gap in the door and closed it quickly behind her. Her heart raced and it was like she was back in the present day, searching through the homes of the disappeared, looking for things to help her survive. This is about survival, too.

			She stood with her back to the door and took in Anama’s most private space, grinning at the thought of how Anama would look if she knew. Angry wouldn’t even come close.

			Light streamed through the window, illuminating lazy swirls of dust. A table sat underneath it, covered with parchments and books piled high in perfectly neat stacks, spines out so each topic could be quickly seen. The opposite wall was lined with shelves full of jars and tubes containing only the Gods knew what, each one turned just so. There was a trunk tucked away in one corner of the room, a large thing made from good oak, big enough for a body if needed – not that Anama would ever do such a thing. A rug lay in the centre with two large cushions facing each other, the impressions of the last people to sit on them lingering: a small dent for Zorique and a much larger one for Anama. Candles formed a circle around the cushions, some older than others, drips of wax hardened down their sides. Magic had been used in this room. Tinnstra could smell it.

			And for magic, Anama needed Chikara water. That’s what Tinnstra had come to find.

			As strong as she’d grown, as good as she’d become, it wasn’t enough. She had to fight these monsters on their own terms and, to do that, she needed to be more than she was.

			But more what?

			To find out, she needed to drink Chikara water in its pure form.

			So where is it?

			Anama didn’t keep it on the shelves or on the table – that would’ve been too easy. The trunk, on the other hand, looked perfect.

			She waited for another few heartbeats, listening to the sounds of the house. She could hear the children laughing, the adults talking. No one would disturb her. She thought about turning around and going back, no harm done, but didn’t really pay it much heed. That time was long gone. It disappeared when Beris turned up on her doorstep and when the Skulls killed everyone charged with looking after Zorique.

			It was her job now, and there was no going back. No giving up. The Skulls were coming, and she would be ready.

			A dozen steps took her to the trunk. She raised the lid and saw row after row of vials filled with a green liquid. She’d found it. Anama’s supply of Chikara water. 

			There had to be at least fifty vials in there, but Tinnstra wasn’t sure how she could take one without Anama noticing. Then she saw the last row on the right had six empty vials ready to be refilled when this supply was used up. So, there was no taking a vial – instead, she’d have to drink it there and then. I can do that.

			She picked one up, next to the last empty one. Uncorked it. Again, she paused, listening for any sign she’d been discovered or was about to be interrupted. Nothing.

			She looked at the vial in her hand. No going back. The Skulls are coming.

			Tinnstra drank the water. She winced at the taste, bitter and sharp, and then felt … nothing. How long should it take to work? Would it even work? Maybe I’m just being stupid?

			She returned the empty vial to the trunk with its cork in place and then crept back to the door. The corridor was empty, so she slipped out and closed the door behind her. Her heart still raced and the taste of the Chikara water lingered on her tongue, a tingle to remind her of what she’d done. The line she’d crossed. A trust she’d betrayed.

			I’ve done it for Zorique. To keep her safe. There’s nothing to feel guilty about. It’s the right thing to do.

			

			That night, exhausted from all her playing, Zorique slept undisturbed by dreams of bad men wanting to do bad things. She looked exactly like what she was – a five-year-old girl, and Tinnstra couldn’t have loved her more.
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			Day after day, week after week, month after month, year after year. Time passed in Aisair with Zorique and her three mothers and her friend called Wex. And there was no sign of the Skulls. It was almost easy to believe the enemy would never come, that they had nothing to fear, that life could stay the way it was. Peaceful and perfect. 

			But Sekanowari wasn’t going to stop just because they’d run away. Tinnstra knew that.

			Whenever she felt her fear of the enemy diminish, Tinnstra would look in the mirror and stare at the faded scar that ran down her face, remembering the Chosen who’d made it, remembering how easily she could’ve died then and plenty of times since. She looked for the girl who had run from the Egril attack at the Kotege, who was too scared to fight, and was glad to find no sign of her. The old Tinnstra had been weak, but the woman in the mirror was strong. 

			She remembered, too, that book they had left behind in the embassy. The bridge that still connected here with there. The Skulls were coming and Tinnstra would be ready.

			More time passed and no Skulls appeared. Tinnstra grew stronger and more skilled and, once a week, she sneaked into Anama’s room and drank a vial of Chikara water, disappointed that nothing happened afterwards. Still, she continued to steal and drink it, committed, the thought lingering in her mind that it wasn’t enough, that she should take more.

			There was a fear, of course, each time she stole from the mage that Anama would notice, and words would be said, and trust would be broken. But as each theft went unnoticed that fear faded, or perhaps Tinnstra just didn’t care. The Chikara water was more important. 

			Why did she still do it? She simply had to. Being better was all that mattered. If there was even a chance that the water would make her stronger, she had to take it.

			It took four years before she beat Maiza in a bout for the first time. It was her sword that stopped an inch from the killing blow instead of Maiza’s. They both looked as surprised as each other when it happened.

			‘You’re getting old,’ said Tinnstra with a grin.

			‘I am,’ replied Maiza, ‘but you’re getting good.’

			A month passed before it happened again. Then a week, then a day. Tinnstra didn’t know if her victories were just a natural result of her training or because of the green liquid she was drinking. Whatever the reason, she was happy with the result. She felt like she could fight for ever. 

			‘You’re ready,’ said Maiza.

			‘Ready for what?’ replied Tinnstra.

			‘To start fighting Anama.’

			Tinnstra laughed. ‘I’m hope I’m ready for more than that.’

			Maiza smiled. ‘Don’t underestimate her.’

			‘Anama is no warrior.’

			‘Just because you’ve never seen her fight doesn’t mean she can’t.’

			Tinnstra couldn’t argue with Maiza’s logic. It was just that, in all the years they’d been together, the only real magic she’d seen the mage use was to open the gate to Aisair. Tinnstra had no idea what Anama’s power could do. She’d seen Aasgod throw lightning bolts and crumple a man with a twist of his hand, but the Lord Mage had been an imposing figure even when he’d been dying. Anama, though? Tinnstra couldn’t see it.

			The next day, the mage showed Tinnstra what a fool she was.

			Tinnstra faced her, a blunt sword in her hand, still unsure what to do. Maiza and Zorique watched from a bench under the shade of a tree. Zorique was nine years old, tall for her age with long, wild hair, and she made no attempt to hide her delight at watching two of her mothers fight for the first time.

			‘Are you ready?’ asked Anama.

			Tinnstra nodded. ‘I am.’ She raised her sword as her feet slipped into the first position, and then the world fell away from her. Up became down and left became right. She had no sense of balance as she floated in the air, no way to ground herself in order to fight. Anama moved towards her, stepping on floating circles of light, her tiny fists burning bright like suns, and all Tinnstra could do was watch. The mage threw a punch that Tinnstra should’ve been able to duck, but she had no ground to manoeuvre upon. Instead, Anama’s burning fist struck her in the chest and sent her flying.

			Tinnstra found herself on her hands and knees a second later exactly where she’d started. She’d not moved.

			Zorique ran over to Tinnstra, laughing. ‘What happened? Why did you fall down?’

			Tinnstra looked up at the mage as Zorique wrapped her arms around her. ‘I don’t know what happened.’

			Anama gazed down at her. ‘I can project into people’s thoughts so they see what I want them to see, feel what I want them to feel and even fight foes that exist only in my imagination.’

			Tinnstra stood up, her chest aching where Anama had punched her. ‘So why does it hurt so much?’

			‘Maiza told me to make the experience as real as possible.’

			‘Oh, did she?’ Tinnstra glanced over at the Shulka, who smiled in return. ‘Zorique, why don’t you go and sit with Maiza again.’ She got back to her feet, shaking off the ache in her chest. Pain she could handle. Tinnstra needed to face whatever Anama could throw at her if she was to get better.

			‘Are you going to fall over again?’ asked the girl, smiling.

			Tinnstra nodded. ‘I think I probably will.’

			And she did. Several times that afternoon alone.

			The mage became a Daijaku, a Chosen with a baton and a sword of ice, a Tonin who opened up gates around her, bringing in a dozen Skulls to fight. Each battle left her spitting blood in the dirt, clutching battered ribs and aching muscles. But Tinnstra didn’t care. Every defeat taught her something. Every ounce of pain made her stronger.

			Pain was good. Pain was right.

			

			The headaches started later that day. She barely noticed it as she lay in bed, exhausted, hurting all over. It was just another ache to go with the rest. But it was there. A niggle at the back of her mind. A throb where once there was calm. 

			Days passed, other injuries came and went, but this pain – this constant pain – remained.

			Rest didn’t ease it. Darkness didn’t dull it. Herbs couldn’t quieten it. Only the day she drank Chikara water helped. Only then did the pain vanish for a few blissful hours.

			The headache was worse when she trained with Anama. More intense. More acute. It hurt to the point that Tinnstra felt nauseous. Made it hard to concentrate. One day, after Anama’s projection of a demon had clubbed her to the ground, Tinnstra looked up, anger flaring. ‘Are you doing this to me? Is this your idea of a punishment?’

			Anama stepped back, confused. ‘What are you talking about? Did I hurt you?’

			‘The pain in my head – is that your doing?’

			‘No.’ Anama actually sounded hurt by the accusation, but that’s what a guilty person would do.

			By the Four Gods, it hurt to even look at the woman. A purple shimmer surrounded her that Tinnstra hadn’t seen before. Another trick. Another way to hurt her. ‘Then stop fucking glowing.’

			‘Tinnstra, I promise you I don’t know what you’re talking about. What glow?’ The mage walked over and held out a hand to help Tinnstra back to her feet, but Tinnstra swatted it aside. She didn’t need Anama’s help. She didn’t need anyone’s. 

			‘You’re not as clever as you think you are,’ she snarled then stomped off to her room.

			Zorique was in the hallway as she walked past. ‘Are you all right?’

			‘I’m fine,’ Tinnstra lied as her headache flared once more. She could see the concern on the girl’s face but, for once, Tinnstra just needed to be alone.

			She was breathing heavily by the time she reached her room, tremors running through her body, and it took all her strength and concentration just to get inside and shut the door behind her. She staggered over to the window and flung it open, desperate for some fresh air, but even that didn’t help. 

			Only Chikara water took the pain away, and she didn’t have any of that. Anama had some but she couldn’t go and take any more. She’d been twice that week already and a third would be too much. Anama would notice.

			She fell on her bed, burying her head in her pillow. Why was she even hiding her need for the Chikara water, anyway? She should just march down to Anama’s room and take it. The mage must know Tinnstra had been drinking it – that’s why she was punishing her with the headaches. A petty way to get her own back. 

			Tinnstra had a good mind to bury an axe in Anama’s head, the pain was so bad. 

			I’m going mad. What am I thinking? It’s just a headache. It’s not Anama’s doing. 

			She concentrated on her breathing, narrowing her focus to herself, built walls in her head around the pain, boxed it in, contained it. Whatever it was, she couldn’t allow it to beat her, not when the Skulls were coming. This was just another weakness to overcome. Like the fear. Something to fight.

			Slowly, ever so slowly, she felt the pain shrink. Thinking became easier, the tremors stopped, the nausea disappeared. By the Four Gods, she almost felt normal again. Except the pain wasn’t gone. It never went. It lurked in the box in her head, waiting to be freed.

			There was a knock at her door. Hesitant. ‘Tinnstra, it’s me.’ Zorique. ‘Can I come in?’

			Tinnstra smiled despite the pain. ‘Of course.’

			The door creaked open and Zorique’s head popped through. Big eyes full of worry. Still unsure.

			‘Come in.’

			The girl crept in, closing the door behind her. ‘I was worried about you.’

			Tinnstra propped herself up on her elbows. ‘I have a headache, that’s all. Makes me a bit grumpy.’ She shuffled to one side of the bed and Zorique climbed up beside her. She might’ve grown so much since they’d been in Aisair but there was still something left of the little girl Tinnstra had rescued. When Zorique slipped her arm around her, Tinnstra nearly cried. 

			‘I don’t like it when you’re not well,’ said the girl.

			‘Nor do I.’

			There was a pause. When Zorique spoke, her voice was a whisper. ‘You’re not going to die, are you?’

			Tinnstra hugged her tighter. ‘Not of a headache, no. When I die, I have a feeling it will be far more spectacular than that. And bloody, too. Definitely bloody.’

			‘It’s not funny.’

			‘I’m not joking.’ Tinnstra shifted on the bed so she could see Zorique’s eyes. ‘Don’t worry. I’m not going to die today, or tomorrow, or the next day. But the time will come. We have lots of enemies. They might be far from here, but they will come – of that I’m sure. When they do, I’ll meet them with a sword and an axe and either they will die, or I will. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to keep you safe.’

			‘I don’t want you to die for me.’

			‘Unfortunately, neither of us has any choice about that. The Skulls will never give up – unless we stop them.’

			‘That’s why we train.’

			Tinnstra nodded. ‘Yes.’

			‘I hate the Skulls.’

			‘So do I, my love. So do I.’

			‘If they ever hurt you, I’ll kill them all.’

			Tinnstra pressed Zorique’s head against her chest, her love and pride swelling within her. ‘Oh, my love, hopefully I’ll kill them all first.’

			The next day, Tinnstra woke up and knew what she had to do. 

			The problem was the Chikara water. Tinnstra had to find her own supply. She couldn’t keep stealing from Anama, not in the quantity she needed. And she needed it. It had become a hunger within her, a thirst she had to slake. It was no longer a luxury or a curious experiment. 

			The headaches didn’t help matters. The pain was always there, but worse when Anama was nearby. It seemed to move with the mage to the point where Tinnstra could track Anama’s whereabouts purely by where her headache was located. 

			But the worst pain was saved for the days before she could drink another vial of the green water. Her body ached for it, making everything difficult, until all she could think about was holding a vial in her hand and that bitter, sharp taste.

			She needed more. 

			Tinnstra had long ago worked out when Anama went to Aisair to restock her own supply. Now it was time to find out exactly where she went and who she saw. Then Tinnstra would have a conversation of her own with the mage’s supplier. 

			Because of her headaches, she didn’t even need to stay that close to Anama to follow her. It was like being led by a torch in the dark. Until the mage reached Aisair.

			Tinnstra’s headache spiked, stopping her in her tracks to catch her breath. The light around Anama became one of many. She forced herself on, step by agonising step, tears running down her cheeks. The nausea rose in her gut, and she could feel the tremors start in her arms and legs. Lights flared around her, all but blinding her. Dear Gods, what’s happening to me?

			It was late afternoon, but there were still plenty of people out and about. There was no curfew in this time period, after all. Tinnstra did her best to stay out of sight, to follow Anama’s rule, but the stabbing pain in her mind made simply standing an act of supreme will. An actual knife wouldn’t have hurt as much.

			She looked around, unsure of where she was, blinded by the light. For a moment, she thought she was back in the future, the Aisair that the Skulls had conquered. And the pain … It was like being pricked by a thousand needles through her head. Dear Gods, make it stop. Please make it stop.

			She fell to her knees, crying, clawing at her face, punching her head. She had to get the pain out.

			‘Tinnstra?’

			She looked up, saw Anama in a fog of purple and a man next to her, his magic pulsating like a heartbeat. 

			‘Do you know her?’ asked the man, his voice so familiar.

			Tinnstra’s eyes widened in shock. She knew him. But that was impossible. He was dead. She’d seen him die. 

			‘Aasgod?’

			Then the world went black.
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			Tinnstra woke up in a room not her own. Her headache lingered, but now it was a quiet thing, still asleep. The pain was manageable. She could think, at least. 

			She kept her eyes half-closed. Better to pretend to be sleeping until she knew where she was. The towers of Aisair were visible through the window, silhouettes against a moonlit sky, so she’d not been taken far. Her weapons lay on a table nearby – just out of easy reach. She fought the urge to snatch them up. After all, if anyone had wanted to harm her, there’d been plenty of opportunity while she was unconscious.

			She turned her head a fraction and saw a man sitting next to the bed, reading a book by candlelight. Bald, dark skin, a shimmer of green around him. 

			Aasgod!

			‘Bastard!’ She lunged at him, hands reaching for his throat. By the Four Gods, she was going to kill him.

			He threw himself backwards as she attacked, and she missed his neck but fell on him all the same. ‘Bastard. You fucking bastard. Have you been here this entire time?’ She was still groggy, moving slowly, but she managed to get a good punch in, smacking the mage across the cheek. He flew to the floor and Tinnstra leaped on him, swinging more blows. ‘I thought you were dead!’

			‘Stop!’ A burst of energy sent Tinnstra flying across the room.

			‘You fucking bastard,’ spat Tinnstra, getting to her feet again, preparing to attack. ‘You ruined my life. You ruined Zorique’s life.’

			‘I haven’t ruined anything. I’ve never met you before.’ The man sounded scared, like he was telling the truth.

			Tinnstra looked at him again. Properly. The man was so very much like Aasgod. But not him. No. He was younger, thinner, gentler. She slumped down on the floor, staring at the man. ‘Who the fuck are you?’ 

			The man tried to straighten himself. ‘My name is Aasgod.’

			‘But not my Aasgod.’

			The man grimaced, stretching his jaw. Blood ran from a split lip. ‘I am. But I’m not. Your Aasgod is me … except older.’ He tried to laugh but it came out more of an embarrassed choke. ‘Time travel is confusing.’

			‘But that would mean you were over a thousand years old when I met you.’ Tinnstra could barely believe it. The Lord Mage had said things when they talked that implied he was old, but a thousand years? It was impossible.

			‘Even that I shouldn’t know.’

			‘But Anama told you about us?’

			‘Yes and no. I know you’re here from the future, but not the reason why. That, I don’t want to know. It could have ramifications—’

			‘Yeah. Consequences. I know that bit. Anama’s rammed that down our throats enough, but apparently the rules are different for her.’ Tinnstra looked around, saw a doorway leading to the rest of the house. ‘Is she here?’

			‘Anama? No. She said you have a difficult relationship, so I suggested I look after you until you get better.’

			‘Difficult? Ha. That’s an understatement.’ Tinnstra got to her feet, a thousand emotions coursing through her, but angry most of all at Anama’s hypocrisy, her Godsdamned secrecy. How dare she not tell Tinnstra about Aasgod? ‘Well, thanks for your help. I’d better go before I say something that might change the world.’

			‘Do you want to talk about your headaches first?’ 

			That stopped her. ‘My headaches?’

			‘I saw you collapse in the street.’ Aasgod got to his feet, his tone kind and gentle. ‘How bad are they?’

			Tinnstra chewed on her lip and thought about lying. But she couldn’t have any more days like today. Not if she was going to be ready for the Skulls. ‘I can’t imagine them getting worse.’

			‘And how long have you been drinking Chikara water?’

			‘I haven’t—’

			‘Please. I want to help you.’

			Tinnstra looked away. ‘Four years.’

			‘And how often are you taking it?’

			‘It was just once a week—’

			‘Now?’

			‘Twice a week, but it’s not enough. Not if I’m going to stop the headaches getting worse. That’s why I was following Anama. I wanted—’

			‘To find out where she got the water from?’

			She nodded. ‘Does Anama know?’ Dear Gods, she hated the thought of that more than anything.

			‘Of course. You’ve stolen a lot from her over the last few years. She’d have to be blind not to notice.’

			‘Why didn’t she say anything?’

			‘She was worried what would happen if she did, and she didn’t want to risk upsetting the girl.’

			‘Zorique!’ Tinnstra shook her head. ‘I’ve been gone too long. I must get back—’

			Aasgod held up a hand. ‘She’s safe. Don’t worry.’

			‘But what if—’ She stopped herself. She couldn’t mention the Skulls – unless Anama had already told Aasgod of them. Damn that woman.

			‘Whoever threatens you hasn’t breached the gate that brought you here. There is no immediate danger.’

			‘How do you know that?’ she snarled.

			‘We have alarms set up that will warn us in plenty of time.’

			‘Us?’

			Aasgod bowed his head slightly. ‘Anama and I.’

			Dear Gods, another secret. ‘Why didn’t she tell me about this “alarm system”? If she had, I wouldn’t have spent so much time … always on edge.’

			‘We thought it best not to.’

			‘By the Four Gods … you’re as bad as she is.’ She snatched up her weapons. She’d had enough of this nonsense. ‘You’re as bad as you’ll always be. You’re not a God, you know. You don’t get to choose whose lives you fuck up.’

			‘Tinnstra. Please. We were talking about your headaches.’

			She glared at him, furious, wanting to hurt him, hurt Anama, and yet she knew she was just avoiding the conversation she didn’t want to have, which was simply another way of running.

			‘I can help you,’ said Aasgod.

			‘How do I know I can trust you?’

			‘You can’t. Not yet. But what have you got to lose?’

			‘Everything.’

			‘You’ve gone down a dark road already, Tinnstra. If you carry on, you’ll find the end of it is not somewhere you want to go. I can take you to a better place, where you can be what you want to be.’

			‘How do you know what I want?’

			‘Anyone who starts drinking Chikara water wants the same thing – to be better than they are. Without it, I would just be a man. With it, I can do this.’ Aasgod held out a hand and lightning crackled from one finger to another.

			‘Nice trick,’ said Tinnstra. ‘I’ve seen you do better.’

			‘I’m sure you have.’

			‘So, what’s going on with my headaches?’ She sat back down on the bed but kept her weapons in her hands. The corridor was still there. She could walk out at any time.

			‘Tell me about them.’

			‘The pain is always there. Mostly it’s no more than a niggle at the back of my mind, but other times it flares up until … well, you saw what happened today.’

			‘Is there a pattern to the bad days?’

			Tinnstra nodded. ‘Yes. It’s worse when I’m around people who have magical abilities. Today, when I came to the city, it was all too much.’

			‘Chikara water works in two ways,’ replied Aasgod. ‘If you have magical potential, it activates the power within you, like a spark on kindling. If you don’t – and you don’t – it builds up within you, changing you. In a sense, it becomes kindling waiting for a spark. What you’re experiencing – your headaches – is a reaction to the proximity of magic that it needs. The greater the power near you, the greater the pain.’ Aasgod paused. ‘Magic is a dangerous thing. It can destroy all of us if we’re not careful.’

			‘Even you?’

			‘In different ways. Power is addictive. There is no need for someone to dance in the sky, but you see it every day. Magic is wasted for quick thrills, a need to be … more than what we are, for however brief a time. No one is immune to such pleasure.’

			Tinnstra took a breath. She’d thought the same thing. The magic in Aisair was wasted by those who had it. ‘We’re all on a dark path, Aasgod, and I know where it leads. I know what happens. None of us is going to escape.’ Tinnstra remembered a dying man, clutching his last two vials of Chikara water. A world where Anama was the last of her kind. A country overrun by Skulls and monsters. ‘We’ll all end up as Kage’s slaves unless we do something about it while we still have time.’

			‘Kage? Your enemies in the future are the Egril?’

			Tinnstra sighed. ‘Has Anama really not told you anything?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then why are you helping her?’

			‘Because she brought me a message from myself. It said that I should give her everything she needs. It told me enough that I couldn’t refuse. That’s why you live in my house, eat my food – and why I give Anama all the Chikara water she needs.’

			‘Dear Gods.’ Tinnstra’s head spun with what Aasgod had said. ‘The villa is yours?’

			‘Of course. That’s why I – or rather the future me – was able to connect the two gates from then to now, because I built the one here. I knew where and when it was.’

			It was obvious now he said it. Anama had, after all, said Aasgod had built the villa. She’d just thought it was her Aasgod. ‘So, you’ll give us your home, but you won’t help change what’s coming? Because we lose all our magic a thousand years from now. We have no mages to dance in the sky. No one to fight when the Egril come to kill us all.’

			‘Tinnstra, stop. I can’t know any of this. I can’t.’

			‘Why the hell not? You’d rather let the world end than stop it? How does that seem right to you?’ Tinnstra took a breath, tried to calm herself. Failed. She stood up, feeling trapped in that room, went to leave, then stopped and turned to face him. ‘You know, in the future, you thought we were fighting Sekanowari.’

			‘The Last War?’

			‘Yes, the Last fucking War. And let me tell you something – we’re losing. It’s not even a close battle. Everyone I’ve ever loved or cared about has been killed until our only hope left is a nine-year-old girl who’s waiting for me back in your villa. So excuse me if I don’t care about your rules or what seems right. The stakes are too high.

			‘I’m not drinking your stupid fucking water out of some vain desire to show off. I don’t care about dancing in the sky or having sparks appear at the ends of my fingertips. I need to be able to fight monsters, because that’s what’s waiting for me down my dark bloody road. So get your head around that and work out what you’re going to do to help.’

			‘It’s not as straightforward as that.’ Aasgod got to his feet but Tinnstra stepped away from him.

			She pointed her sword at him. ‘It is.’

			She stormed out, furious at him, at Anama, at the whole Godsdamned mess. 

			It was cold outside, and she sucked in lungfuls of air, trying to cool the fire within her, but it was impossible. She looked around at everyone sitting in taverns, walking down the street, living their bloody privileged lives, and her anger got worse. 

			What was the point of intellectualising about the consequences of doing something when she already knew what the consequences of doing nothing were? Aasgod – her Aasgod – was right. They were fighting Sekanowari and she’d be damned before she’d let Kage and his monsters win. 
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			Why do the rich always live in such tall bloody buildings?

			Tinnstra hung on to her rope for dear life and wondered, not for the first time, whether she’d die if she fell from up there, four storeys above ground. Once, it would’ve been a certainty, but now? After eight years in the past, and however long drinking the Chikara water? Chances were actually good that she’d end up alive, so long as she didn’t land flat on her head. That didn’t mean she wanted to test the theory. She had a house to break into, after all.

			The building belonged to Lord Brettus, a close friend to the king, and like most of old Aisair was magic-made. That meant breaking into it was about as difficult as it got. Its smooth rock facade might not provide any hand- or footholds, but the balcony, with its balustrade, made a good target for her crossbow and grappling hook.

			Brettus himself had powers but Tinnstra had yet to find anyone who could confirm what they were. It didn’t make much difference to her plans, but Tinnstra liked to be prepared for whoever she might have to fight. What was no secret was the splendour of his library. The best in all of Jia, according to Aasgod. 

			She met Aasgod once a month to pick up her own supply of Chikara water and would often spend the rest of the day talking to the mage. He refused to discuss the future, but he was more than happy to discuss the present. In fact, the man rather liked the sound of his own voice. Tinnstra wasn’t complaining, though. He’d taught her to manage her headaches and, in the process, she’d learned a lot of useful information. 

			Like who might have some books on Sekanowari.

			As Tinnstra had become stronger, she’d realised it wasn’t just her body that had to be prepared, but her mind also. She kept thinking back to those books in the library at the Jian embassy in Layso. Maybe there’d been some clue in them that could’ve helped her, some knowledge that might show a way to defeat the Skulls. 

			She’d taken any books Aasgod had on the subject, but they covered the same old stories she’d heard her whole life. She needed more ancient texts and teachings. Anything that would shine a new light on the Last War.

			So here she was, in the early hours on a cold winter’s night, dangling on a rope, about to break into Lord Brettus’s house. Dear Gods, I must be mad. 

			Of course, she could blame Anama for this – for her rules about not interacting with people in Aisair. If not for those, she could’ve knocked on the door, introduced herself and simply asked permission to visit the library. But no, rules were rules and Tinnstra had no choice but to do it in secret.

			She climbed over the balustrade, then unhooked the grapple and returned it to the pack she wore on her back. She’d leave no sign that she’d been there. When it was time to leave, she’d slip out through a window on the ground floor.

			She took a small knife from its sheath. Two seconds later, the lock on the balcony door was unlatched and she was inside the house. As easy as that. The room was a guest bedroom, by the looks of things. Empty and untouched. She noticed a few nice ornaments on a side table that would’ve picked up a good price somewhere illegal, but Tinnstra was not there for a bit of petty robbery. 

			Not that anyone would guess that by the way she was dressed: all in black, with a black scarf wrapped around her face so only her eyes were visible, and a hood over the top of that. She was a shadow. That was all. No one would know she’d even been in the house by the time she was done.

			Tinnstra paused at a tingle in her mind, the start of a headache. She breathed in, controlling it, using it.

			It hadn’t taken Aasgod long to work out what had been happening to her. The Chikara water had given her the ability to sense magic users. The closer or more powerful the user, the more intense the sensation in her head. By focusing on it, Tinnstra could tell where they were and use it to either find them or hide from them. She’d realised the pain was a good thing, a price worth paying. No Chosen would ever catch her unawares now.

			She searched her mind in the way Aasgod had taught her, expanding her consciousness until it felt like she could sense the whole house.

			A magic user was below her. At least two stories below, on the eastern side of the building. Most likely it was Brettus because she couldn’t sense any others with powers. That was something, at least.

			She checked her weapons for the thousandth time: sword on her back, two knives on her hip, one in her boot, throwing stars in a pouch by her side, a cosh in her pocket. Not the sort of things one would normally take to a library, but Tinnstra believed in being prepared. She was always ready for trouble.

			Tinnstra left the bedroom and stepped onto the landing. The house was built around a central atrium that was open to the sky above. And thanks to Aasgod, Tinnstra knew how the rest of the house was structured, too: fourth floor for the servants; third for guests; second for Brettus’s office and library; family rooms on the first; and the main reception and dining rooms on the ground. All nice and ordered.

			She glided down the stairs, barely breathing, and wondered what Aasgod would say if he realised why she’d asked him so many questions. And Anama? What would she say if she knew Tinnstra was not asleep in her bed?

			She was still grinning about it when she slipped through the library’s door.

			‘By the Four Gods,’ Tinnstra whispered.

			The library was massive, stretching not just the entire eastern side of the house but turning a corner into another wing. She’d never seen so many books. A person could spend a lifetime in there and never finish reading everything. She’d been worried about stealing the books before she’d found the library, but now she was in the room, she could probably take a hundred without anyone noticing. No one will know I’ve been here.

			Of course, she had to find the bloody books first. And that was easier said than done. She opened curtains as she went, allowing the moonlight in, then started her search. 

			Astrology. At least two dozen bloody books on the stars? Who’d want to read those?

			She moved on, finding books on every subject but the one she wanted. 

			Then she came across a section containing maps. Tinnstra had never seen any like them before. They were so detailed, covering parts of the world she didn’t know existed.

			She took her time going through them, her eyes drinking in the shapes of far-off forgotten lands, the names of cities that had not been spoken in her lifetime. So much knowledge has been lost to us in the future.

			One in particular caught her attention. Its worn leather map case looked like it had travelled several times around the world already, and it resisted her attempts to open it at first. But, with a crack, she prised it carefully apart. 

			The map inside looked older still. Slivers were missing here and there, and its surface had been stained and smudged by wind, rain and what she hoped was wine, but was more probably blood. For its age, the map was surprisingly detailed, drawn and lettered in a beautiful hand, a master craftsman’s work. 

			Jia was there, of course, and its neighbours Dornway and Chongore, but there was Egril as well. A land that was a blank space on every map she’d ever seen was drawn here with roads and rivers, cities and mountain ranges and, in the north-east corner, the location of the Egril capital Kagestan.

			She felt a flush of excitement. The map was priceless for that information alone. No Jian had explored Egril since Gundan was built. No one knew how to reach Raaku’s home.

			She ran her finger across a missing strip that would’ve been the Golden Channel that separated Jia from Meigore. The mapmaker had captured Meigore’s unique shape well – the leg and foot it was famous for – and again there were intricate routes across the country to its other cities, and markings of the shallow depths that caused numerous problems for shipping along its southern coast. 

			And the map didn’t end there. She unrolled more, finding land marked off to the west. Lots of land. Another continent. Three countries were marked with names that she’d not heard before – Niron, Zogania and Fritland. There were details marked along their coastlines, some rivers leading inland, a few cities marked but not named. No more than that. Whoever made the map hadn’t explored any further inland or, if they had, they’d not recorded the journeys. Even so, what she had was incredible. It was worth the visit by itself.

			Tinnstra carefully rerolled it, sealed the case and slipped it into her pack. No way was she leaving that behind. 

			She sat back and only then noticed the brightening sky. Hours had passed and she’d not even explored a tenth of the library. Tinnstra was tempted to continue her search. Better light would make it easier for her, but no, she had to head home. A woman dressed all in black with enough weapons to fight a war would attract attention on the streets of Aisair, and Tinnstra didn’t want that.

			She’d have to come back.

			

			Zorique was asleep in Tinnstra’s room when she returned to the house. The girl no longer slept on the floor under her bed and didn’t need Tinnstra to watch over her any more, but every now and then she liked to sneak into Tinnstra’s room and cuddle up. It was a habit Tinnstra never wanted her to grow out of. Zorique might have three mothers, but Tinnstra liked the fact that it was she who mattered most.

			Zorique was twelve years old now and nearly as tall as Tinnstra herself, but she could still see the face of the four-year-old she’d rescued. She could also see the woman Zorique was going to become. By the Gods, for all the things I’ve got wrong in my life, I’ve done this right. Raised you right. My beautiful, strong, clever child.

			Zorique opened her eyes, blinking the sleep away. ‘You’re back.’

			Tinnstra smiled. ‘I am.’ She shrugged her pack off, undid her belt and then slipped her sword over her head. She placed everything in the corner of the room.

			‘What were you doing?’

			‘I was just out for a walk. I needed some air,’ replied Tinnstra with a smile.

			Zorique nodded at the weapon as she sat up, making room for Tinnstra. ‘Expecting trouble on your stroll?’

			‘You know me.’ She stretched out on the bed next to Zorique. By the Four Gods, she was tired. She’d probably not get any sleep before her training session with Maiza. She closed her eyes.

			‘Anama says you worry over nothing. She says the Skulls can’t find us here.’

			‘Well, you know Anama. She’s always right.’

			‘Not always,’ said Zorique, and she nudged Tinnstra with her elbow. She opened her eyes again and saw Zorique grinning. ‘Just most of the time. It’s very annoying.’

			‘It is,’ agreed Tinnstra. Their relationship hadn’t improved over the years, and the fact the mage had never mentioned Tinnstra’s use of the Chikara water had only irritated her further. It was as if knowing about it gave the mage an air of superiority that Tinnstra couldn’t challenge.

			‘I still dream of them, you know.’ Zorique’s smile disappeared and her eyes drifted to the window. ‘The Skulls. The man with the mask.’

			Tinnstra brushed a strand of hair off Zorique’s cheek. ‘I know you do.’

			‘I try not to. Sometimes I go months without thinking of them and then there I am, a child again, running around a house before they have a chance to get in. It’s not a house I know in real life, but it’s always the same house in my dreams. And I’m never fast enough. Never. I can see them through the windows as I run, going from room to room, slamming shutters closed, throwing bolts.’ Zorique shook her head. ‘But they always get in.’

			‘The Skulls are like that. They’re like rats. Persistent little creatures.’

			‘I think you’re right about the Skulls. They’ll find us here.’

			‘And if they do,’ said Tinnstra, ‘we’ll be ready for them. That’s why we train.’

			‘That’s why we train,’ agreed Zorique.

			

			It was on Tinnstra’s fifth visit to the library that she found the books on Sekanowari. As she turned the pages of the first book, written in Egril by a hand she could barely decipher, she was glad she’d not given up. The book was older than most in the library, its pages stiff and faded. She couldn’t even begin to imagine where Brettus had found it, the journey it had taken before finding its way to his library.

			It had been written by a man named Kristoff, a priest of Kage, in a temple in the Rolshvik Mountains. From her study of the map she’d stolen, she knew that to be in the far north-western territories of Egril.

			Kristoff claimed he had visions of the future, of Sekanowari, and he’d written them down in the book so the followers of Kage could ensure their God was victorious. Tinnstra’s heart quickened just reading those words, at the implication that the outcome of Sekanowari was not preordained.

			She closed the book and placed it in her pack. Better to read it at home, away from here. She’d pushed her luck enough. As Tinnstra stood up, a stab of pain shot through her head. Brettus was moving fast, towards her floor. Shit. She heard footsteps, too, hushed voices from outside in the atrium, a scrape of metal against stone.

			They knew she was there, and they were coming for her.

			Tinnstra ran to the window and opened it. Cold air made her blink. There was barely enough room for her on the balcony, but it was a way out. 

			The door to the library burst open just as she got the grappling hook and rope out of her pack. Five of Brettus’s household guards bundled in, armed with clubs in their hands but two also had swords on their hips, wearing heavy leather jerkins. They came at her fast, offering no concession, shouting at her to step away from the balcony. Perfect. That made things easier on her.

			She re-entered the room and met them head-on. The nearest guard swung his club down, but she caught his arm on the rope of the grappling hook, twisted it and then flipped him over her shoulder. He hit the ground hard and Tinnstra smashed the blunt end of the grappling hook into his sternum. No way was he getting up after that.

			The next guard was almost on her, but her left leg shot out behind her, straight into the man’s groin, and he crumpled like men always do.

			The other three weren’t so eager once they saw their colleagues were down. The two with swords drew their blades and the third stepped aside to give them room to attack.

			Pain flared at the back of Tinnstra’s mind. Brettus was close. She had to get out of there.

			Facing the swordsmen, Tinnstra spun her grappling hook in tight circles as she moved to her left, making her way back to the window.

			‘You’ve nowhere to run,’ said one guard, an older man with deep-set eyes. ‘Don’t make this any harder for yourself. Put down the hook. Give up.’

			Tinnstra launched it at him. He recoiled, thinking it was going for his face, but she snared his sword instead. A quick yank on the rope and the hook and the guard were coming her way. She swept her foot around, taking the guard’s legs from under him. His head cracked against the floor and she knew he’d be out for a while. She went after the other swordsman next, swinging the hook in wider arcs, letting the three prongs crack against the stone floor as he retreated. The man was quaking with fear, and Tinnstra had to admit she liked causing that sensation rather than suffering it herself.

			The man stumbled into his colleague, and Tinnstra dropped the rope and hook and went in hard with her fists and feet. Her enhanced muscles sang with the joy of the fight. One got her fist deep in his gut, the other her elbow in his nose as he doubled over. There was a crack of bone and a spurt of blood. Tinnstra snapped her leg out and caught the last guard in the chin. The two men hit the floor at the same time, leaving her the only one standing. 

			Time to go.

			She turned to face the window as a tall, lean man dropped onto the balcony. ‘My late-night visitor.’ He was forty-something, grey-white hair set off against rich, dark skin, and the long cavalry sword looked far too comfortable in his hand. ‘I hope you earned good money from the books you’ve stolen off me, because it’s the last money you’ll ever make.’ 

			He swished the blade through the air, no doubt thinking it made him look impressive. If he was bothered by seeing his guards sprawled all over his floor, he gave no sign.

			‘Lord Brettus, I presume?’ Tinnstra slipped her foot under her grappling hook, flipped it into the air and caught it. 

			The man nodded. ‘I wasn’t expecting you to be a woman.’

			‘I hope you’re not too disappointed,’ said Tinnstra, feeding the rope into her other hand. 

			He shrugged. ‘A thief’s a thief.’

			‘How many of these books have you actually read?’ She took a step towards him. ‘Or is the size of your collection compensating for other things?’

			Brettus pointed his sword at her. ‘I’m not going to play your game. Put the hook and your weapons down, and perhaps I won’t insist you spend the rest of your life in jail.’

			‘We both know you will.’ She heard more footsteps running up the stairs. Reinforcements for the men she’d already knocked to the ground. Enough of them and she could have a problem. Time to go.

			She ran straight at Brettus, screaming a war cry. The man helpfully flinched out of the way. Some swordsman. Then she was past him, out through the window, onto the balcony. She jumped up onto the balustrade, hooking the grapple on the rail as she went over the edge.

			She fell fast, holding tight on to the end of the rope, wondering when the slack would be taken up and whether it would be enough to stop her from dying.

			The ground rose to meet her just as quick. She had time to think that jumping might not have been her best idea when the rope jerked in her hand, burning through the skin of her palms and yanking her arms all but out of their sockets, and then she was swinging back towards Brettus’s house. She hit the wall hard, cracking the stone and knocking the air from her lungs before bouncing back out, the ground still some fifteen feet or so below her. 

			The rope went slack and she was falling again. Not so fast, not so far – but fast and far enough. She hit the ground, landing on her feet, knees buckling, a snapping pain in her left leg like fire, and she was on the cobbled stone, face down, spitting blood, leg most likely broken – but alive. She only hoped she’d not damaged the book in the fall.

			She was on her hands and knees when Brettus landed half a dozen yards away. ‘You’re a madwoman.’

			‘You wouldn’t be the first to think that.’ Tinnstra spat more blood, aware that she no longer had a scarf covering the bottom of her face. At least the hood was still up. Getting to her feet was agony, and she had definitely fractured her left leg somewhere. Fuck. She reached up and drew her sword from the sheath on her back. ‘Now, are we going to dance, or do you intend to bore me to death?’

			Admittedly, Tinnstra didn’t know why she was being so cocky. He was a good six inches taller than her, with a sword that had twice the reach of hers, plus he could fly when she could barely stand. Maybe she was indeed mad, but she wanted to see how well she could do in a fight with him. She’d had enough of duelling with Maiza and Anama. Practice could never take the place of the real thing. That’s why the Kotege put their students in the arena before they took their oaths – to test their skills against people with reason enough to want to kill them. She’d run then, but not now. That scared girl was long gone.

			Unfortunately, Brettus appeared to have other ideas. ‘I’m not going to fight you.’

			‘Yes, you are.’ Tinnstra took a throwing star from the pouch on her hip and let it fly in one single motion. A heartbeat later, it was buried in Brettus’s left shoulder and he was hollering in pain. He got it together enough to swat the second star away with his sword, but the third left a bloody line across his cheek.

			‘You’re lucky that wasn’t poisoned,’ said Tinnstra.

			‘Bitch!’ He charged, half-running, half-flying at her. 

			Tinnstra’s head sang with pain as her power reacted to Brettus’s magic. She took a step back, straight onto her bad leg and nearly went down. She blocked Brettus’s next strike, screaming in pain and rage, and punched the bastard with her left as he flew past. She got good contact and Brettus tumbled in the air. Tinnstra hobbled after him and smashed the man’s sword from his hand with her own. It clattered to the floor as Tinnstra grabbed hold of the man’s jerkin, pulling him close, and smashed her forehead into his nose. Once, twice, three times.

			It took all of her self-control not to run the man through with her sword. Instead, she spat bloody curses at him and gave him a parting crack around the head with her sword’s guard.

			Brettus went limp in her arms but, somewhere, a bell rang, reminding Tinnstra that she had to escape. No point getting caught after everything she’d done. 

			Twenty minutes later, she found herself knocking on the door of the only other person she knew in Aisair.

			‘What are you doing here?’ said Aasgod, his head full of sleep, but one look at Tinnstra’s face was enough to wake him up. ‘By the Four Gods, what’s happened to you?’

			‘Been to the library,’ replied Tinnstra, and then she fell through the doorway, already unconscious.

			

			When Tinnstra woke up, she was in Aasgod’s bed again and her foot was strapped up. It already felt better, her body working to mend the damage she’d done. Aasgod was in the chair next to her, reading the book she’d stolen.

			‘That’s mine,’ she said. ‘Be careful with it.’

			‘Yours?’ Aasgod arched an eyebrow. ‘Or Lord Brettus’s?’

			Tinnstra kept quiet.

			‘He could have you arrested. What would happen to Zorique then?’

			‘He’d have to catch me first, and that’s not going to happen. Anyway, that book was worth the risk.’

			‘Worth nearly dying over?’

			‘None of them laid a hand on me.’

			‘So you did all that damage to yourself? Gods, if you’re so keen to die, you might as well go and fight in the pits. That’ll do it quick enough.’ He shook his head in disgust.

			Not that Tinnstra cared. Her mind was already on other things. ‘What pits?’
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			Tinnstra

			Aisair

			Tinnstra lay on her bed, exhausted. The fight the previous night had been brutal. She’d been paired up against a Dornwanese fighter twice her size and weight, and the bastard knew how to use his big axe. By the Gods, he knew very well.

			It made a good show for the pit crowds, but not so much for her.

			She winced as pain flared across her ribs, reminding her of where he’d cut her. And that was one of many. Even now she wasn’t sure how she’d beaten him. She was lucky that she wasn’t the one carried out to be fed to the pigs.

			Why am I doing this? I must be mad.

			It was the eleventh year since they had left Meigore and the war behind. A long time to be away from another life. Eleven years and no sign of the Skulls. No threat to Zorique’s safety. No threat to any of them. And yet she knew no peace. She couldn’t stop pushing herself further in her insane quest to be better. Couldn’t stop putting her life at risk. Couldn’t stop drinking that fucking Chikara water. 

			She couldn’t stop any of it.

			What was she doing it all for? The pain and the fear of what they’d endured back in Jia was barely a memory. What were the Skulls to them now? What were six months of war compared to eleven years of peace? Was it still realistic to believe the Egril would come after them? And would they ever go back to that nightmare? They had taught Zorique about who she was, but the girl only knew Aisair and the life she had now. The rest were just stories of a world she didn’t remember. They couldn’t ask her to go and fight for a land that meant nothing to her.

			Logic told Tinnstra it was time to move on. They had a life now. Whatever was happening in their old world was beyond their control. Best forgotten.

			Anama and Maiza had managed it. They’d grown comfortable as they got older. The Shulka in particular was more than happy now to instruct from the sidelines rather than spar herself with either Tinnstra or Zorique. Otherwise she could be found in the garden, tending to her plants and flowers and vegetables. 

			As for the mage, Anama had transitioned into the role of a wise and serene mentor to Zorique. Even the disagreements with Tinnstra had become a rare occurrence as each had adjusted to life with the other. Of course, that was helped by Tinnstra no longer stealing Chikara water from her. She’d not had to do that since her meeting with Aasgod.

			Tinnstra’s mood wasn’t helped either by the fact she woke that morning with a headache of an intensity she’d not experienced since she first met Aasgod. 

			There was a magic user close by. Someone she’d not come across before. A power she didn’t recognise.

			She rolled out of bed, wincing in pain, and went to the windows. The skies were empty and there were no Skulls or demons in the grounds. Yet still her unease grew. 

			She could feel the magic in the air almost as if it were a physical presence. It made it hard to think, a buzz in her mind that wouldn’t stop. It wasn’t Anama, either. Tinnstra knew her aura only too well. She was downstairs, chatting and laughing over breakfast with Zorique and Maiza.

			Tinnstra dressed slowly and headed downstairs to join them, but had to stop outside the kitchen door, the pain almost too much to bear. She tried focusing on it, like Aasgod had taught her, narrowing her consciousness so she could still function on the most basic level, but it did no good. Somehow, though, she staggered through to the kitchen.

			‘What’s wrong?’ asked Zorique. ‘You look really pale.’

			‘I’m fine,’ said Tinnstra through clenched teeth. ‘It’s just a headache.’

			Anama rose from her seat. ‘Would you like me to boil some herbs for you?’

			‘I said I’m fine,’ Tinnstra snapped. ‘I’m going outside for some air.’ She glanced at Zorique as she passed her and had to stop in her tracks. There was a glow coming off the girl, casting her skin with a faint green hue. And Tinnstra knew then what was causing the pain. Dear Gods. It’s happening.

			The shock must’ve shown on her face. ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Zorique.

			Tinnstra glanced at Anama and Maiza, then shook her head. ‘It’s nothing. I’ll be fine in a minute or two.’

			She all but ran from the room. The garden was in full bloom, a wonderful array of colours and scents. Birds sang to welcome the dawn under the crisp, clear sky, and Tinnstra stood in the middle of it and tried not to scream.

			She rubbed her temples, but the buzzing persisted. She felt nauseous with it, alien in her own body. If she could’ve cut herself free from her own skin, she would’ve. And it was a thousand times worse now she knew what the cause was. Her daughter. Her love.

			The door to the house opened and closed behind her, making her flinch. The pain grew stronger, raking its claws through her mind.

			‘Tinnstra?’ It was Zorique. ‘What’s wrong?’

			She turned and faced the girl to whom she’d devoted her life. ‘I’m …’ But she couldn’t get any more lies out. The glow around the girl was brighter than before, making Tinnstra squint and take a step back.

			Zorique reached out, her eyes wide and bright. ‘Tinnstra? You’re scaring me. What’s wrong?’

			‘Nothing, my love. I … It …’ She staggered again, her legs weak. The pain grew worse, piercing her thoughts as the glow around Zorique became brighter still, changing colour, a kaleidoscope. ‘You …’

			‘What? Tell me what’s wrong?’

			The light around Zorique exploded, knocking Tinnstra to the floor. She looked up and saw that Zorique was floating above the ground. 

			The girl’s magic had arrived. 

			It swirled about her, green and yellow and red and blue and every colour in between, weaving around her body like mist, lifting her up, shining from her eyes. So beautiful. It hurt Tinnstra to look at her, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away. Little Zorique had come of age. And Tinnstra couldn’t bear being anywhere near her.
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			Mateon

			Kiyosun

			Mateon stood up from his morning prayer as dawn fought its way through the smoke haze that filled the sky as it rose from Kiyosun. The Daijaku had stopped their assault an hour or so earlier, the damage done.

			It had felt good to pray again, kneeling amongst Raaku’s elite warriors as they, too, spoke the holy words. At last, being a soldier felt like he had always hoped it would: important and righteous. They were doing Kage’s work in the world. He could almost pretend his failure the night before hadn’t happened.

			Except it had. He’d let a Jazza escape right from under his spear. A soul he should’ve given to Kage. 

			It wouldn’t happen again. He would find redemption in the ashes of Kiyosun. He would prove himself worthy.

			‘All right, you whites, get lined up. We’re moving out,’ called the polemarch, all clad in red. ‘You ladies are in the twelfth rank. That way you won’t get lost or do anything stupid.’

			There were a few muttered grumbles from the rest of the squad, but no one dared challenge the pole. They were all aware that they were nothing compared to the First Legion. Mateon knew they were lucky to be given the honour of marching with them. He only hoped that his father could see him from the Great Darkness, a small patch of white marching in a sea of red. 

			His feet still hurt from the day before, his back still sore from where his armour rubbed and his pack pulled, and only Kage knew how tired he was, but his awe overcame all those pains. He was finally doing what he’d set out to do. He marched with his God to do his work. He had the strength to march for ever.

			The clomp of Egril boots echoed in his ears as they ate up the miles, the burning beacon of Kiyosun drawing them in. A column of smoke drifted up until the wind dragged it through the clouds. Ash fell around them, marking the ground like frost. 

			The Daijaku still flew above, squawking and screeching to each other. Mateon had heard the stories – that each Daijaku was once a soldier like him who’d volunteered to be transformed by Raaku. That was sacrifice. That was faith. If they could do that for Kage, he could do his part.

			They stopped a mile from Kiyosun. Trinon whistled as they got their first good view of the city. ‘The Daijaku fucked it up something good, didn’t they?’

			Mateon nodded, open-mouthed. They had pulverised it. The city walls still stood in a few places, but there were more than enough holes for the Emperor’s army to walk through. And beyond them, the city itself had fared no better. All he could see were ruined buildings. Nowhere had avoided the Daijaku bombs. He scanned the rubble, searching the shadows, looking for life, finding none. The city was dead. How could he earn redemption now? How could he erase his failure from the night before?

			‘What are we supposed to do?’ he asked. ‘There’s nothing left.’ 

			‘Oh, the Jazzas will still be there,’ said Trinon. ‘They’re like rats. Hard to kill. There’ll be plenty to keep us busy. Don’t worry.’

			‘You can start,’ said the pole from behind them, making them jump, ‘by digging some latrine pits.’

			‘Yes, Pole,’ answered Trinon to his face, then muttered curses to his back. ‘Digging shit-pits. What sort of work is that?’

			Mateon sighed. ‘The work I deserve,’ he muttered to himself. 
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			Francin

			Layso

			Francin stood on the steps of the Jian embassy as the sun rose over Layso. Daijaku patrolled the skies as white-clad infantry fought in the streets. Smoke billowed up from the harbour where the Meigorian ships burned. From every direction, Francin could hear the beautiful sounds of war. Lord Bacas had wasted no time in launching a full offensive moments after he’d arrived in Meigore. 

			All that remained was to drag the girl from where she was hiding. The door had resisted all of Francin’s attempts, but Lord Bacas was here now and no Jian magic could withstand his power.

			Francin led his master inside and took him straight down to the basement, along the corridor to the onyx door. Francin waited while Bacas ran his hand over the surface, feeling the wards engraved into the stone. ‘Aasgod’s work. The man was certainly busy before he died.’

			His hand stopped halfway down, and Bacas leaned in for a closer look. There was a keyhole that Francin hadn’t noticed before.

			‘That wasn’t there when I—’

			Bacas held up a hand to silence him. ‘Aasgod was gifted, but he’s not the Emperor. And what magic he can do …’ He leaned in and pushed. Red light pulsed from his hand into the lock and then rippled across the door’s wards. A second later, there was a thunk as the lock disengaged. Bacas stepped back, giving Francin room. The Chosen pulled his baton free, letting a charge build.

			‘Open it,’ commanded Bacas. 

			Francin pushed the door open, his baton ready to kill anyone inside. 

			Except the room was empty. Francin realised he’d been holding his breath and let it out with a sigh. ‘They’re not here.’

			‘Of course not,’ said Bacas, following him in. ‘This is a gate.’

			‘Like a Tonin’s?’

			‘Similar. It’s old-world magic, but effective.’ He looked around the room, examining the corners. ‘In the same way our Tonins connect person to person, these gates bridge one location to another. The question is, where is its counterpart? I—’

			Francin remained quiet and watched as his master picked up a book from the floor and examined the open page.

			‘It’s not possible,’ said Bacas. With book in hand, he went to a corner of the room and ran a finger over a series of wards across one wall, following it down to the floor. From there, he traced the magical symbols to an indentation in the centre of the room. He continued, moving back to another corner, then repeating the process.

			Bacas stopped suddenly. ‘We underestimated Aasgod.’ He looked around the room again, checked the book once more, then turned to Francin. ‘Get the others. Get them now. Before it’s too late.’ For the first time, Francin thought he heard a trace of emotion in Lord Bacas’s voice. For the first time, he thought he heard fear. 
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			Zorique

			Aisair

			Zorique sat in the garden and stared at the onyx door, as she had every morning for as long as she could remember. 

			What was on the other side? 

			Her past? Her future? Glory? Failure? A world she didn’t know. Didn’t belong to.

			The door sat in the wall, all weathered and forgotten by everyone except her. The vines that had claimed the surrounding stone long ago had made a good attempt at covering the door, too, so that its edges were now hidden and ringed with thorns.

			She’d been through it once, from there to here, from Layso in the future to Aisair in the past, but she couldn’t remember any of it, not even the crossing itself. She couldn’t remember what that world had been like. She’d been only four at the time, after all. 

			She had flashes of being scared and cold, and of evil men who still haunted her dreams, grinning behind black masks, but nothing else. She couldn’t remember her parents and brother, or any places she might have been. Tinnstra had told her what she knew, and Anama had taught her the histories of Jia (or its futures), but none of it had any real meaning to her. Its reality was unknown to her, and yet it lay on the other side of that door. She could find out for herself easily enough. She knew the magic required, even though she was yet to practise it. All she had to do was go through that door and say the word.

			Aitas.

			Simple enough – if she opened the door.

			Maybe that’s why every morning she came down to stare at it, no matter whether it was a beautiful day or the middle of winter. She was tethered to it like a ship to its anchor. She was a queen on the other side – whatever that meant. She understood the title and knew how she’d inherited it, but no one actually treated her like one. She had no servants, no wealth. The others certainly allowed her no luxuries – far from it. On her side of the onyx door, she was just Zorique, apprentice of Anama, student of Maiza and ward of Tinnstra. Zorique with her three mothers. The girl who never had fun or any say in how she lived her life.

			‘One day, we’ll go back,’ Tinnstra had said, but Zorique knew a war waited there for her. A war she was expected to fight in – to win. That’s what Anama had trained her to do, Maiza, too. All under Tinnstra’s watchful eye. In her room, Zorique had special armour and weapons, ready for that fateful day. Armour and weapons she knew how to use in practice but had never used in earnest. 

			‘One day, we’ll go back.’ The others still talked about it. More so now Zorique was eighteen. Her powers had manifested nearly three years ago, and she was more than adept at using them. Anama was proud of how far she’d come. She said so, often. Maiza, too. When they duelled now, Zorique knew the old Shulka wasn’t letting her win to boost her confidence. Now she did not hold back in their fights, and Maiza would lose sweat-soaked and out of breath. Zorique didn’t even need to use her magic. 

			Just thinking about Maiza’s frustrations at losing made Zorique smile. For her whole life, the Shulka had been a hard taskmaster, demanding nothing but the best. ‘War knows no mercy,’ she’d say if Zorique ever asked for a moment’s respite. ‘War allows no rest.’ Her cane would whip out if Zorique ever complained. Old Maiza was tough, but Zorique had the better of her now.

			Still, even with her abilities and her martial prowess, Zorique wasn’t sure she was ready. Not to go through the door. Not to enter a war. There was a difference, after all, between practice and reality.

			But still she came down to stare at the door every morning, as if all the answers would reveal themselves. 

			‘Zorique!’ It was Tinnstra calling from the house. Time to work. Time to train.

			‘Tobo.’ Zorique spoke the command to fly. Anama said the words themselves had no real power, but they helped unlock the part of her brain that accessed her abilities. A shortcut to focus. 

			Zorique floated upwards with a smile. Anama would’ve told her off for using her powers frivolously. ‘Never reveal your gifts unless it’s absolutely necessary. You never know who may be watching. Surprise is a great weapon.’ But there was no one watching in her garden, so she could do as she liked, and Zorique loved to fly more than anything. The sky was where she felt free, with no one standing over her, telling her what to do. Some days it took all her self-control not to just fly away from them all, out into the blue.

			‘Goodbye, door,’ she whispered and off she flew, back to her mothers, back to responsibility, back to duty.

			Tinnstra was waiting for her on the porch, with that half-smile of hers that never quite reached the pain in her eyes. The early morning sun caught the white scar that ran from her eye to her jaw, faded over time but never gone. She wore a long-sleeved shirt despite the heat. ‘Good morning.’

			Zorique returned to earth. ‘Hi.’

			Tinnstra shook her head. ‘I won’t ask where you’ve been.’

			Zorique shrugged. ‘Are they waiting?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘I don’t suppose I can have the day off?’

			‘Tomorrow’s your rest day.’

			‘I kind of wanted to go and see Wex. There’s a fair in the village today. They have singers and dancers and jugglers.’

			‘Perhaps when you finish your training you can go.’

			‘But it’ll nearly be over by then.’

			‘I’m sorry, Zorique.’

			‘It’s not fair. I never get to do what I want.’

			Tinnstra gave her shoulder a squeeze. ‘I am sorry. Really. It’s just you need to be ready, for when—’

			‘The Skulls come. Yes, I know. You’ve told me that every day of my life. But they’re not going to come today, and I really want to go to the fair. Didn’t you ever want to have fun at my age?’ 

			‘My father made me train every morning, no matter what. We didn’t have a rest day, and I don’t remember “fun” being an option, either.’

			‘And were you happy?’

			The smile faded from Tinnstra face. ‘No. I was mostly scared.’

			‘Scared? You?’ 

			‘Yeah. Me. My father wanted me to be a warrior like he was.’

			‘A Shulka.’ 

			‘That’s right.’ Tinnstra paused, lost in her thoughts. ‘Except I wasn’t like him. What worked for him and my brothers didn’t work for me.’

			Zorique knew this story. She’d heard it enough times, of how Tinnstra had failed at the Kotege, the school where all Shulka were trained, and it was only after meeting Zorique that she found her courage. It was knowledge Zorique wasn’t above using for her own ends. ‘Don’t you wish your father had allowed you to do what you wanted instead of forcing you to do what he thought was best?’

			Tinnstra fixed her eye on Zorique. ‘If he’d done that, I wouldn’t have been able to keep you alive.’

			That again. ‘It’s not fair.’

			‘I know,’ replied Tinnstra. ‘They’re waiting inside. The sooner you start, the sooner you can finish. Wex will wait.’

			‘He’d better,’ mumbled Zorique as she walked past Tinnstra.

			‘He will.’ There was no hiding the amusement in Tinnstra’s voice and Zorique felt her cheeks burn. Was Tinnstra laughing at her or at Wex? She seemed to find them equally funny these days.

			‘He’s my friend.’ Her only friend.

			Tinnstra held up both hands. ‘I didn’t say otherwise.’

			‘Good.’ Zorique entered the house and headed for the inner courtyard. Anama and Maiza were waiting there, as they always did. 

			The mage sat on the bench, eyes closed, her face turned towards the sun, while the Shulka checked Zorique’s armour on the mannequin by the library door. The armour was a new addition to their training, made by a magician in Aisair using a combination of leather and a steel-like material. Consisting of a breastplate, greaves and gauntlets, it was lightweight so as not to hinder Zorique’s ability to fly or fight, yet strong enough to protect her from sword, spear and arrow. The helm was a variation of the classic Shulka helm according to Maiza, with a white plume running from front to back, signalling she belonged to no clan but to all of Jia. The shield was smaller than a Shulka would use, again designed for ease of flight and to fit comfortably on her arm, and her spear was shorter than she was at five feet in length. Neither would be any use in a phalanx, but Zorique was not meant to stand behind a wall of shields. She was to be the north star for all else to follow – or so Maiza claimed. The Great Hope of the Jian people. The queen who wasn’t even allowed to grow out her hair in case it got in the way of her fighting.

			‘You’re late,’ said Anama.

			‘I was talking to Tinnstra,’ replied Zorique, which was not the whole truth, but enough of it.

			‘Your training should always come first.’ Anama opened her eyes and scowled, and it took all Zorique’s self-control not to roll her own in response.

			‘I just wanted to meditate before the sun rose.’

			‘By the door?’

			‘Yes, by the door. Just thinking about what’s on the other side.’ Zorique took a deep breath, readying herself for the incoming lecture.

			‘Do you think you’re ready to return?’

			Zorique straightened her back. Anama’s question wasn’t what she was expecting. ‘Should I be?’

			‘We’ve been here a long time.’ The mage’s face gave nothing away.

			Zorique glanced at Maiza. The Shulka had stopped working on the armour and was listening to the conversation. ‘Has something happened?’

			‘Not that we’re aware of,’ said Anama, a little too quickly, ‘but time is passing where we came from. Slowly compared to here but passing nonetheless. We may need to go back soon.’ The mage had that look on her face, like she was keeping secrets. She thought Zorique couldn’t tell, but it was obvious.

			‘What do you know? There’s something you’re not telling me.’ 

			Now it was Anama’s turn to glance at Maiza. The Shulka stepped forward. ‘We just need to be ready.’

			‘Yes, yes. I know. I have to be ready for the Skulls. You say that every day. What’s different today?’

			‘Nothing,’ said Anama, colour finding her cheeks.

			‘Don’t lie to me.’ Zorique’s voice was rising. She knew it was childish, but she didn’t care. They all treated her like she was still four years old.

			‘Calm down,’ said Maiza. ‘There’s no need to get angry.’

			That took Zorique’s temper up another notch. ‘Then be honest with me!’

			‘What’s going on?’ said Tinnstra from behind her. 

			Anama let out a long breath. ‘The door to the room in the embassy has been opened. The room that connects to us here.’

			Tinnstra stiffened. ‘When did it happen?’

			‘About an hour ago in Layso.’

			‘What about in our time here?’ Tinnstra’s voice was laced with anger, but it was different from Zorique’s, contained, threatening. Maiza noticed, too, and moved towards Anama.

			‘A week ago.’

			‘A week?’

			The mage nodded. Zorique couldn’t believe her ears.

			‘By the Four Gods, woman,’ snapped Tinnstra. ‘Why didn’t you tell us sooner? They could be here any minute.’

			‘No, they can’t,’ said Anama. ‘I’m amazed they even got the door open. They’ll not be able to work the gate.’

			‘What are you talking about?’ Tinnstra was in a towering rage. ‘Don’t you remember? We left them the bloody instructions! We could have an army on our doorstep at any moment.’ Tinnstra turned to Zorique. ‘Go and put your armour on. Get your weapons.’

			‘I …’ Zorique didn’t know what to say. She looked from one mother to the next, confused, scared. She’d trained every day of her life for this moment, thought about it even more, but now? Now, she didn’t know what to do. 

			‘You’re overreacting,’ said Anama. ‘We’ve got time. This only means we need to start preparing. We could have months or a year before we have to go back.’

			‘We could have minutes,’ replied Tinnstra. ‘Shit. You’ve known for a week and you didn’t say anything? How could you?’

			‘I’m not the only one who keeps secrets, Tinnstra.’

			Tinnstra stepped back, her face a picture of shock.

			‘What’s going on?’ asked Zorique. ‘What’s she talking about?’

			‘Nothing,’ said Tinnstra far too quickly.

			‘Tell her what you’ve been doing, Tinnstra,’ said Anama, her own face as hard as stone. ‘Tell us all.’

			‘You bitch.’ Tinnstra took a step towards the mage, but Zorique moved in front of her.

			‘What’s going on?’ repeated Zorique. 

			‘Tell Zorique what’s been causing your headaches,’ said Anama.

			Zorique glanced over at Tinnstra, confused. ‘Someone please tell me what’s going on.’ 

			Tinnstra’s face was full of pain. ‘I’ve been drinking Chikara water. I have been for years.’

			‘Why? You don’t have any magic.’

			‘I know, but it’s changed me. I can sense magic when it’s close. If the user is very powerful, I can even see it.’ Tinnstra grimaced. ‘It hurts.’

			‘But I have magic now,’ said Zorique.

			Tinnstra nodded.

			‘I give you a headache? I cause you pain?’

			‘No … yes … but it’s not like that.’

			‘Then why keep drinking the water?’

			‘It’s worth it.’

			‘But it makes you ill.’

			‘I have someone helping me. In Aisair.’ Again, Tinnstra glanced over at Anama, unspoken words flying between them.

			‘Who?’

			Another pause. ‘Aasgod.’

			Zorique took a step back. ‘The Lord Mage?’ She remembered him – or thought she did. She’d heard the stories so many times, it was hard to differentiate them from memories. 

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you didn’t tell me?’ She looked at all of them, her three mothers, and realised it was a secret they all shared. 

			‘The rule—’ said Anama, stepping towards her.

			‘None of you trusted me?’ 

			‘It wasn’t like that,’ said Tinnstra, but Zorique wasn’t listening. She ran from the courtyard, through the house, out into the garden and flew into the air. She had to get away, away from those three women who lied to her all the time, who tried to control her in all things. 

			Away from Tinnstra and her pain.

			She went higher than she’d ever gone before, enjoying the sharp, cold sting of the air, into the blue sky, trying to process what had happened, what was happening. Even up there, she could still feel it all pressing in on her, overwhelming her.

			She had to get away.
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			Jax

			Kiyosun

			Maybe it was the sunlight that woke Jax. Or maybe the cold. He opened his eyes all the same, found himself half-buried in rubble and everything hurting. He looked up, not sure where he was and saw nothing he recognised. The whole street – the whole city – was a ruin.

			He groaned, remembering the bombs and the explosions, and tried to spit the dirt out of his mouth, except he had no spit left. He hadn’t got much of anything left.

			The whole city looked dead.

			See what we’ve done, Monsuta said, giggling. Do you like the look of victory?

			Jax closed his eyes again, unable to handle the devastation. He’d given his life – his son – to keeping Jia safe and yet here it was, destroyed. How they’d laughed at the Egril once, mocking their religion, feeling so superior in every way, and how wrong had they been to do so? How many times had he told his Shulka to respect the enemy? And yet, he’d never done so himself. Gods, before Gundan, he’d practically been desperate for the Egril to attack. What a fool he’d been. Was this all a punishment for his folly?

			He pushed himself to a sitting position, coughing up more dirt, wishing he was dead. 

			You’ll only go to the Great Darkness when I wish it. Not before. I told you that.

			He dragged his sword from some rubble, saw that half the blade had been snapped off and had to laugh. Half a sword for half a man. He deserved no more. If he had half the honour he once did, he’d have killed himself with that wretched blade, but no. He’d not even managed that.

			Jax got to his feet, swaying like a newborn colt. What buildings still stood were skeletons of themselves, corners and fronts with empty windows, with some practically cleaved in two. Rubble was piled high in every direction, some still smoking, graves for the people who’d once filled Kiyosun with love and laughter. But not his grave. Not yet.

			It was hard even to work out where he was. Lost in the city where he’d been born. He stumbled over a collapsed wall blocking the street, past a broken body, down another devastated road.

			How many battlefields had he walked with his Shulka by his side, laughing at the slaughter? It had all been such a game to them all, practice for their spear-arms. They never saw the Egril as human, never thought of the widows they made or the orphans they created. Never once did they contemplate brokering a peace. The Shulka were only too happy to fight. That’s why they existed, after all. What use were warriors without a war?

			Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You’ve got what you deserved. Do you really think we would’ve listened if you’d offered peace? After all the blood that’s been invested in this war between us? You’re madder than I thought if you do. This is a war between Gods. It’s not up to humans to decide when it’s over. We are but pieces in a celestial game of Shogios.

			Jax raised his eyes to the sky, searching for any sign of the divine looking down on him, and found nothing but smoke drifting across the blue. No hand guiding him, no supreme being overseeing his actions. But then his part had already been played. Was Monsuta right?

			That’s the first sensible thing you’ve thought all day, old man.

			Then the demons appeared. At least a dozen, maybe more. Red bodies walking through the ash and the smoke. Scimitars and spears in hand. Horns jutting from their foreheads and tusks from their mouths. Demons from the underworld, straight from the Great Darkness.

			They come for you. Monsuta laughed.

			And Jax knew the Gods had given him one last gift – a warrior’s death. It had been denied him at Gundan and at the Council House, but not now. His blood roared around his tired body, preparing him for one last battle. He tightened his grip on his broken sword. It might be half a blade, but it could do one final job for him. He would join his friends, his son, his wife in Xin’s kingdom, with his honour restored. His pride.

			‘Yes,’ snarled Jax. It was his time to die at last.

			‘There’s a live one,’ a demon shouted in Egril. By the Gods, how he hated that language.

			‘Come and get me,’ he replied in their pig tongue, raising his broken sword.

			And they did. Three of them. Quick, well drilled, precise. 

			Jax charged, bellowing a war cry, blade already in motion.

			The first demon stepped to one side as Jax swung at him, making him stumble as his broken sword cut nothing but air. A spear shaft smacked him across the back, driving him to the floor. 

			Jax got to his knees, furious, slashed blindly. The demons just laughed and a boot caught him in the gut, taking his air.

			‘Bastards!’ He swiped at the nearest demon, a killing blow if he’d had a proper weapon, a joke with the one in his hand. All he achieved was to throw himself off balance. He fell face first back in the dirt.

			A boot crunched down on his hand, breaking his grip on his sword, trapping him. Another spear shaft smacked him in the back of the head, but the darkness didn’t claim him. A hand around his neck hauled him to his feet.

			‘Move him down the line to the others.’

			They bundled Jax from one demon to the next, not letting him catch his breath or his balance, spinning him, pushing him, always moving him, each demon as brutal as the last, until he was swallowed up by an even larger group. Still they moved him on, down and down the line.

			They only stopped when he reached a crossroads where other Jians were gathered, all as beaten and broken as he was. The demons threw him into their midst, and Jax fell once more, sprawling in the dirt. The men and women sobbed, begging for mercy, their hands tied together. More ropes were noosed around each person’s neck, and then tied to the next person. Nearly everyone was wounded, and some looked like death was moments away, but the demons didn’t care. They showed no mercy.

			Jax’s head was pulled back and a rope looped over his head, then the demon tightened the noose and used it to drag Jax onto his feet. Another tied his hand to the noose and, secured, he was hauled into line and tied to the other prisoners.

			They were left under minimal guard while the demons continued their search, hauling more and more Jians out of hiding. The demons didn’t speak. There was no need. They knew what they were doing, and they cared nothing for their prisoners. A babe was torn from its mother’s arms and dropped into the dirt to wail away while the woman was secured to the group. She tried her best to break free, but the demons soon put her right with fist and boot and spear shaft.

			Still more prisoners came, bundled past the crying baby, a warning to all, until one of the demons had enough and silenced the infant with a kick. The mother screamed in horror, fought against her bonds, desperate to reach her child, but there was no escape. All she could do was wail at the world.

			A man already trussed up collapsed, a bloody stain across his shirt. The demons cut him loose and left him to die with the baby.

			They weren’t the only ones. The demons weren’t interested in any child that couldn’t fend for themselves, or anyone too injured or too old. Their bodies were left where they were cut down.

			These are my people, hissed Monsuta, from the Great Darkness. And they’ve come for you. What joy awaits. What pleasure. Soon you’ll be in my clutches once more. Then you’ll feel my love.

			Jax knew this time it was no lie, no trick, no taunt. The demons were from the Egril, come to kill them all. Monsuta might be in his mind, but the red demons were real and there was no escaping them.

			It was midday before they moved. No water or food had been offered and Jax’s head spun, his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. Others were worse off, either having succumbed to their wounds or forced to stare at the bodies of their children for hours. 

			When the time came, the demons lined up on either side of the prisoners and used their spears to herd them forwards. They marched north, through what was left of Kiyosun, along memories of once-bustling neighbourhoods, accompanied by the sounds of the prisoners’ tears.

			Not even the aftermath of the invasion was as bad as what Jax witnessed now. The demons had left little standing. Solitary walls jutted up here and there, but the rest of the city was flattened. They passed body after body, Jians killed by bomb or blade, a waiting feast for the gulls and the crows. Jax couldn’t help but think they were the lucky ones. 

			People stumbled and fell, but the only help the demons gave was with the ends of their spears. The Jians either got up and continued or were dispatched by a spear. 

			Many a time, Jax’s legs went from under him and he crashed to the ground. Each time, the temptation grew to just lie there and welcome the end, but some unknown part of him made him stand, made him walk on.

			Good man. Don’t give up, not just yet, jeered Monsuta. You’ve still got the strength to suffer some more before the Great Darkness comes to claim you.

			‘I’m not scared of you,’ replied Jax – but he was. He really was. He couldn’t bear the thought of more torture. Death would be so much easier. So why didn’t he fall? Let them put him out of his misery? It wasn’t as if he was going to escape.

			Still he stumbled on. Daijaku flew overhead, circling the city like vultures, picking at the city’s corpse. There were other demons, too, hundreds of them, moving through the streets, looking for anyone still alive and free. 

			As they passed the shattered city gates, Jax saw the enemy’s army encamped just beyond the city limits. The Egril flags fluttered in the wind, with Kage’s eye marked on the red cloth, and even more demons waited for them.

			The Jians were herded through barriers and past trenches into the camp’s very heart. Skulls came to meet them, looking as out of place as the Jians in that hell, and Jax had to admit to feeling relief at being placed in their care. These were men in armour, people he knew and understood.

			‘Stand here. Stand here,’ shouted one in Jian. Spears corralled them onto a clear patch of dirt where the prisoners stopped. 

			‘Keep them here,’ said a demon to a Skull in Egril. ‘We move them again at nightfall.’

			‘Are we taking them back to Anjon?’ asked the Skull.

			‘No. They’re for Kagestan. For the Blood Lake.’

			‘What’s going on?’ asked a man behind Jax. ‘What are they going to do to us? Does anyone understand what they’re saying?’

			Jax did. ‘We are the dead.’
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			Zorique

			Aisair

			Wex lived on a small farm a few miles from Zorique’s villa. It took about twenty minutes to walk, but only two minutes to fly. She could see Wex in the yard, chopping logs, and straight away she felt her anger start to fade. At least she had someone in her life who cared for her without any sort of agenda.

			Zorique was tempted to fly down and startle him. He didn’t know about her powers – another of Anama’s many rules – and the thought of surprising him made it oh so tempting. But too many secrets had been revealed already that day, and he might not take the truth that well. She couldn’t afford to lose the only friend she had.

			Zorique landed in a copse a hundred yards from the farm’s back gate and watched Wex work while she caught her breath. His parents gave him an endless list of chores to do each day, but he never shirked them, or complained as Zorique was wont to do. It had made him big and strong, leaving little trace of the boy who used to chase after her – not that Zorique would object to being chased again. She might even let him catch her next time. That would probably shock him more than seeing her fly or do any of her other little tricks.

			She chuckled at that thought as she creaked opened the farm gate and wandered over to her friend.

			Wex turned around, wearing a big smile of his own. ‘I thought that was you.’

			‘It is me,’ she replied.

			Wex put down his axe and picked up a small cloth to wipe the sweat from his face. ‘What’s got you so happy this morning?’

			‘Seeing you.’

			‘That’s good to know.’

			‘You doing anything right now?’

			Wex nodded at the pile of split logs. 

			‘They look finished to me,’ she said.

			‘Finished enough,’ said Wex, ‘if you’ve something more fun in mind.’

			‘The fair’s in the village today. Fancy coming with me?’

			‘Definitely.’ Mischief gleamed in his eye. He gave the back of his neck a wipe with the cloth and pulled his shirt free where it’d stuck to his chest. ‘Let me go and tell the folks, and then we can be off.’

			‘You do that.’

			‘Don’t you dare move.’ Wex headed into the farmhouse, pausing on the threshold to take another look at Zorique, trying to be sly about it, then blushed when she caught him in an instant.

			‘I’m still here,’ she teased. ‘No need to check up on me.’

			The poor boy all but fell inside the house, and that got Zorique laughing again. By the Gods, she needed to laugh. Better that than worry about what she’d learned earlier. There was no avoiding the fact that Zorique was going to have to leave the only place she knew as her home and return to the future with her mothers. It was just a question of when. Something else she had no say over, no choice in. For a queen with magic powers, she was powerless to do just about anything.

			‘You ready?’ Wex was by the door, with that grin on his face and that glint in his eye.

			A wave of sadness hit Zorique. This might be the last day they could be together. She didn’t need the Skulls to kill her, leaving Wex would do that sure enough. She tried to smile and hoped he couldn’t see the tear trying to escape the corner of her eye. ‘Yeah, I’m ready.’

			He bounced over to her, all eager and keen, and stuck out the crook of his arm for her to take. ‘Then let’s go.’

			And just like that, Zorique went to the fair with her best friend. Her mothers could yell and scream at her when she got home later and she’d take it. Today, though, was hers. Hers and Wex’s. 

			They walked down the lane arm in arm, and Zorique’s lie sat heavy in her heart. She should be able to trust Wex with the truth. He’d understand. It had been on Anama’s orders that she’d kept things secret from him. It wasn’t her choice, because nothing in her life ever was. Telling him would be her decision.

			It was the right thing to do.

			‘Wex?’

			‘Zorique?’ He looked down at her as he adjusted his arm so they walked that little bit closer. Sunlight glinted through the trees as a breeze brought to them the promise of summer.

			‘What would you say if I told you something … something you don’t know about me?’

			‘Like what?’

			‘Stuff that might make you think differently about me.’

			‘That’s not going to happen.’

			Zorique dropped her voice. ‘You don’t know that.’

			‘I do. I’ve known you all my life, near enough. Whatever it is, it won’t change how I feel about you. I promise.’

			They continued walking, the silence building with every step. Zorique could feel Wex watching her, but she couldn’t look at him. Not yet. She needed to find the right words.

			‘Zor – whatever it is, I won’t mind. You can trust me.’

			‘I know. I do … It’s … I …’ What could she say? I’m a queen. I’m from the future. I’ve got magic powers. It all sounded mad to her, and if that was the case, it’d certainly sound mad to Wex.

			‘What is it? You can tell me.’ He stopped walking and slipped his arms around her waist in a way he’d never done before. It surprised her, in a good way. She liked how it felt. ‘Has something happened with your mothers?’

			‘No. Not really. We had a row this morning. I stormed off and came to see you instead of doing my … chores.’ Almost the truth, but really another lie. How easy it was to tell them, how hard to be honest. Is that what they’d turned her into? A liar?

			‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Wex, kissing her forehead. ‘I fight with my mother and father all the time. They’ll get over it. Besides, you deserve a day off.’

			Zorique wrinkled up her nose. ‘You fight with your parents all the time? Really?’ She laughed. ‘You’re probably demanding extra chores – “Give me more logs to chop!” I can believe that.’

			He looked down on her, and Zorique suddenly realised for the first time how much bigger he’d grown than her. Not a boy any more. She wasn’t a girl, either. ‘So, what’s the secret?’ he asked.

			‘I …’ The words caught in her throat. Tears appeared in the corners of her eyes. There was no hiding them. Not with Wex so close.

			‘Hey. It’s all right.’ He stroked her cheek with his thumb. ‘Look, whatever it is, tell me when you’re ready. Let’s go to the fair and have some fun.’

			She nodded, grateful to put off the conversation. She kissed him on the cheek. ‘Thank you.’

			Neither of them moved. They just looked at each other, as if a whole other conversation was passing between them, between their hearts and their bodies. The world and all of Zorique’s worries faded away. It was just her and Wex, alone.

			A dog barked, breaking the spell. A man was walking towards them, the black and white dog running rings around him. He smiled when he caught Zorique’s eye. ‘You two are going to miss the fair if you stand there looking love-struck all day long.’

			Zorique and Wex stepped away from each other quicker than if a bucket of cold water had been thrown over them. 

			‘We’re not … I mean … she … I …’ Wex was red-faced and spluttering, and when he looked to her for support, Zorique had to laugh. Maybe there was still a bit of the boy left in him after all.

			They let the man walk past with his dog, then followed on after, talking about this and that, skating over the unspoken conversation and ignoring Zorique’s concerns. There would be time later to bare her soul and reveal all. For now, the sun was shining, and she was with Wex. She didn’t want any more than that.

			The village was halfway to Aisair and not much more than a few houses around a market square, with a temple to the Four Gods and an inn. Apparently, the inn saw more people than the temple, but Zorique hadn’t been to either so she couldn’t say if it was true. Going to the temple was another thing Anama disapproved of. Not because she wasn’t religious, but because she hated being anywhere people might ask questions. She was always so worried that a conversation could change the future. Tinnstra rolled her eyes behind the mage’s back when Anama started going on about her rules, and to be honest, Zorique felt the same. How could saying hello to someone change anything?

			Of course, Tinnstra had her hang-ups, too – checking the skies, checking the villa’s perimeters, sleeping with a sword and an axe in easy reach. And Maiza? Well, Zorique wasn’t sure the Shulka ever slept. She was always around, always watching. That thought made her turn, half-expecting to see Maiza a dozen yards behind them. She wasn’t, of course, and for some reason, even that made Zorique feel a little sad. How could she hate their constant attention yet miss it at the same time?

			The fair was set up in the square, with a colourful tent at its centre and stalls all around the outside. The smell of roasting pig filled the air and made her mouth water. A man walked by on stilts, long, colourful scarfs flowing in the wind behind him, calling out that the show was about to start. A girl and a boy dressed in green tights and tops flipped and rolled and somersaulted behind a cap lying on the ground, half-filled with coins. 

			The square was full of people, laughing and joking, enjoying the sights and the beautiful day. Wex seemed to know everyone, saying hello and a few words, while Zorique hung back, hiding her face behind her fringe. She’d lived only a few miles from the village for over ten years, and yet she knew no one. She was a secret full of secrets.

			‘Do you want to go and see the play?’ asked Wex. ‘It’s the story of Hazella and Brastos.’

			Zorique laughed. ‘I don’t know that one.’

			‘No? I thought everyone did. They’re in love, but their fathers are warring kings and want to keep them apart. You’ll love it.’

			‘If you say so.’

			‘I do.’ Wex grabbed her hand and led her towards the tent. ‘Come on.’

			Of course, Tinnstra stepped in front of the entrance before they could go inside. She wore a long coat, not right for the weather but perfect for hiding weapons. ‘Can we talk?’ 

			Zorique tried to push past her. ‘The show’s starting.’

			Tinnstra held her elbow, stopping her. ‘I only need a couple of minutes. You won’t miss much.’

			All the anger of earlier came flooding back. ‘No.’

			‘Please.’ There was pain in Tinnstra’s eyes, but now Zorique knew what caused it she couldn’t find any sympathy.

			‘Get out of my way.’

			‘Hey, Zor,’ said Wex softly. ‘It’s okay. We can always see a later performance. I think you two should talk.’

			She glared at him, angry that he was being so nice when he should’ve been pushing Tinnstra out of the way for her. ‘No. We’re seeing the play.’

			Wex didn’t move. Nor did Tinnstra. So what could Zorique do? ‘Fuck the both of you, then.’ She turned and stormed off, back the way they’d come, fuming. Her perfect day ruined by Tinnstra. Was it too much to let Zorique enjoy herself for one bloody day? Well, she could go and hang herself for all Zorique cared. They all could.

			‘Hey! Hey!’ It was Wex, running after her, waving a hand as if she couldn’t see him lumbering down the road.

			Zorique stopped despite herself. ‘What? You going to tell me what to do again?’

			He held up both hands in surrender. ‘I’m on your side, remember?’

			Zorique jabbed a finger towards the fair. ‘Sure didn’t feel like it back there.’

			‘Tinnstra looked really upset, that’s all, and I thought maybe it had something to do with the secret thing you mentioned. I thought it might help to talk, that’s all.’

			‘Well, I don’t want to talk to her. Got it?’

			‘Got it. If you don’t want to talk to her, then don’t talk to her. Let’s go for a walk instead. We can head down to the river. No one’ll be there, not with the fair going on.’ Wex offered his arm again but Zorique wasn’t about to let him off that easily. She ignored it and set off, forcing him to run to catch up with her. That made her smile – not that she’d let him see.

			They had to cut off the main road and walk through a copse of oak trees to get to the river. The sound of the fair faded into the distance, to be replaced by the rustle of the water. 

			‘Still mad?’ asked Wex as they reached the riverbank. Stones jutted up above the surface here and there, causing the water to rush and gurgle in its hurry to reach the sea downstream. There was an almost musical quality to the water’s chatter. It was just what Zorique needed.

			She took a deep breath then sighed, letting out the tension that had been building within her. ‘No. Yes. I don’t know.’

			‘You want to tell me what’s going on?’

			‘It’s just my mothers. They’re so …’

			‘Controlling? Overprotective? Serious?’ Wex chuckled. ‘I could go on.’

			‘They mean well, but it drives me mad. They won’t let me do anything for myself. Sometimes it feels like they still think I’m four years old.’

			The glint was back in Wex’s eye. ‘I don’t know how anyone could think that.’

			‘Yeah, well, they’re not anyone.’

			They wandered down the riverbank, watching the dragonflies flit over the surface of the water, enjoying the silence. Wex had the good sense not to push the conversation and Zorique was grateful for that. 

			‘Do you ever feel your life isn’t your own?’ she asked as they ducked under a low-hanging tree branch.

			‘In what way?’

			‘I don’t know – in every way. Your parents own a farm, so you work on the farm. They give you chores to do, so you do them. When will you be able to decide for yourself how you live your life?’

			‘I’ve never really thought about it.’ Wex shrugged. ‘I like taking care of my chores.’

			‘Haven’t you ever thought about doing anything different, though? You could, you know?’

			‘I’m happy where I am. Especially when you live down the road.’

			A tree, knocked over in some long-forgotten storm, lay across the river, and Zorique stepped onto it. ‘I won’t be there for ever.’

			She was halfway across the tree trunk before she realised Wex hadn’t followed her. He was watching her, shoulders slumped. ‘Are you going somewhere? Is that why you’ve been fighting with your mothers?’

			Her voice caught in her throat once more. She nodded.

			‘Where do they want you to go?’

			‘Far from here.’

			‘They can’t do that!’

			She started back towards him. ‘They can.’

			‘Could I come with you?’

			Zorique shook her head. ‘It’s impossible.’

			Wex reached out a hand and helped her down onto the bank. ‘What if there was a way where you didn’t have to do what they said any more?’

			‘There isn’t another way.’

			‘There is … if we got married.’

			Married. The word hung between them, filling the silence that followed. When that became too much, all Zorique could do was repeat it. ‘Married?’

			‘I’ve been talking to my parents about it. We’re marrying age and I … I … love you.’ The mischief was gone from Wex’s eyes, and his confidence with it. His cheeks burned red. He took hold of Zorique’s hands and dropped to one knee. ‘Will you marry me?’
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			Dren

			Kiyosun

			Dren sat in the tunnels, worn out from spending what was left of the night searching for Ange, Hara and Garo while doing his best to avoid getting blown to bits. Not that there was much to search. The Daijaku had done their very best to flatten Toxten, leaving behind nothing but rubble and the dead. Lots of them. They were everywhere, sometimes with no more than a hand or a foot sticking out of a pile of debris to show where they were buried. Most likely his friends were amongst them. 

			It was a right fucking mess – and all his fault. So much for being the big man, the cock of the walk. When it came down to it – when it really mattered – he was just a kid, scared and out of his depth and most likely dying.

			He coughed his guts up one more time, hating the muck that was coming out of his lungs, stealing his breath. He’d wasted enough time sitting there, feeling sorry for himself. Time to move. Do something.

			Light drifted down into the tunnels from the various shafts, enough to see by, at least. There wasn’t anyone in his part of the tunnel, but he could hear people talking and crying and moving about. Enough of them, too, to be making that amount of noise.

			He glanced up. How long did they have before the red demons heard them and came down to finish what they’d started? 

			Dren spat blood into the water and followed the sounds, needing to be with other survivors. He turned left, then right, not quite sure where the paths were taking him – not that it mattered now the city above no longer existed.

			He passed small clusters of survivors clinging to shadows, but he didn’t stop to speak to them and he avoided their eyes. His guilt was bad enough without seeing their pain.

			Every now and then, another explosion rattled through the sewers – a reminder, as if it were needed, of the danger above his head. The walls shook and dirt and dust fell from the roof, but still Dren kept moving, all but lost.

			The tunnels soon became thick with people. They filled the pathways and stood in the water, all scared and lost, holding each other, looking for hope. If they thought Dren had any to offer, they were sadly mistaken. He turned a corner, hoping to get away from them, and suddenly found himself in a large chamber where at least a half-dozen tunnels converged, and which was packed with what must have been five hundred people. He hesitated, sticking to the shadows of the tunnel he’d come down while he scanned faces, looking for anyone he knew, friendly or otherwise. 

			‘Dren!’ The shout came from up ahead and a weight lifted from him immediately. He went up onto his toes, peering over the press of people, and saw Ange’s red hair bobbing towards him. 

			He ran to her, pushing his way through the crowd, a smile slapped across his dumb face. She fell into his arms, jarring the wound in his shoulder, but he didn’t care. Not now she was alive. He held her tight, kissing her, just so fucking happy to be with her.

			‘I thought you were dead,’ she said through tears when they broke apart.

			‘You, too.’

			‘I’m not.’

			‘Thank the Gods. What about Garo?’

			‘He’s here. No one will kill that lad.’ She scrunched her nose, looking at Dren properly. ‘Are you all right? You look terrible.’

			‘Arrow in the shoulder.’

			‘Shit. How—’

			He shook his head, then coughed. ‘It don’t matter. What’s going on here?’

			She grabbed his hand. ‘I’ll take you to Hasan. Let him tell you. It’s fucking bad up there.’

			‘I saw.’

			‘We’re not surrendering yet. Come on.’ She led him back the way she’d come, past the wounded and dying, the lost and the homeless. Guilt churned in his gut at the sight of them. All because he couldn’t kill that bloody Tonin.

			They took the first tunnel they came to, went another hundred yards and then turned into a smaller chamber.

			Hasan was there with a handful of Hanran. Their faces and clothes were blackened from smoke and dirt and they all carried wounds, too. Dren wasn’t the only one who’d had a hard night.

			‘Dren!’ Hasan hugged him. ‘Thank the Gods you’re alive.’

			Dren dropped his head. ‘I’m sorry, I fucked up. The Tonin … I couldn’t …’

			‘You did your best, Dren. What about the others?’ asked Hasan, looking over Dren’s shoulder.

			‘No one else made it back.’

			Hasan nodded. ‘Well, you’re here. That’s something.’

			‘What’s the plan?’ asked Ange.

			‘We lost the city walls,’ said Hasan, ‘and the Egril have sent in some red-armoured bastards who are picking up survivors and dragging them off somewhere. Back to their camp, most probably.’

			‘Why? What are they going to do with them?’ asked Dren.

			‘Who knows?’ replied Hasan. ‘But they’re not dead yet. We’ll try and rescue them if we can get the city under control first.’

			‘Tell us what to do,’ said Ange, full of the fire Dren used to have.

			‘Go up top and hit the Skulls with whatever you can get hold of.’ Hasan looked at Dren. ‘Your type of fighting. Make them pay in blood for every inch of our city they walk on. If you can, free anyone they’ve snatched. Use the tunnels, use the ruins, use whatever you can to stay hidden, stay safe, and kill the bastards.’

			‘There are a lot of them up there,’ said Dren. He sat down on a broken stone, feeling more tired than he’d thought possible, wanting to puke. He drank some water, then started coughing again.

			‘We just need some time,’ said Hasan. ‘When it’s dark, we’ll start moving all those people out there in the main chamber through the old smuggling tunnels and take them up into the mountains.’

			‘Like Jax wanted to begin with. I’m sorry we didn’t listen to him.’ More guilt settled on his shoulders.

			‘Fuck it, kid, we all made those choices. Moping about it doesn’t change a thing, so long as we act now. Can you fight?’

			He coughed but swallowed the blood back down. They didn’t need to know about that problem. ‘I need someone to fix my arm first. And some food if there’s any.’ He slipped off his coat and pulled his shirt to one side to show them the hole in his shoulder. ‘Got an arrow earlier.’ 

			Ange let out a gasp.

			Hasan looked over at one of the Hanran. ‘That fire still going next door?’

			‘Should be,’ replied the woman.

			Hasan pulled out a knife. ‘Heat this up then bring it back.’ When she’d gone, he turned his attention to Dren. ‘You were lucky with that. Any lower and it’d have got your heart.’

			‘Didn’t feel lucky at the time,’ replied Dren.

			‘Arrow, you say?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘Odd.’ 

			‘Why?’

			‘No reason, really,’ replied Hasan. ‘I just don’t remember ever seeing a Skull use a bow. They like their bombs, but they prefer to do the killing close up – so Kage knows who’s sending the soul to him.’

			Dren looked at the Hanran leader and shrugged. There was no point telling him the truth. It’d do neither of them any good. ‘Maybe they’ve learned how to use them.’

			‘Maybe we should find you somewhere to rest,’ said Ange. ‘You need time to heal, get your strength back.’ There was real concern on her face. How long had it been since someone cared about what happened to him? He had no idea. Definitely before the war started.

			Dren smiled, trying to be cocksure, aware of the sweat dripping off him. ‘I’ll rest when it’s over.’

			The woman came back with the knife then, the blade red-hot.

			‘This is going to hurt, Dren,’ said Hasan.

			‘Do it.’ He gritted his teeth as Hasan nodded at the woman. Ange gripped his arm and held his other shoulder. The woman stepped forward and without any hesitation slapped the hot metal against the wound. Flesh sizzled and Dren growled through the pain, glad to have Ange with him, needing her strength.

			Once the exit wound was sealed, the woman went around to the other side and did the same thing to the hole in his back. The stink was awful, the pain worse. He barely noticed when she took the knife away, the heat lingering, his head swimming. How much more of this was he meant to take?

			He slumped against Ange, feeling like he was about to puke. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘It’s all right.’

			‘I’ll get you some food and water,’ said Hasan, ‘and then you can rest up while I sort out a team for you.’

			‘No,’ said Dren, trying to sit back up. ‘No. I’ll use my people. No one else.’

			‘There’s only me and Garo here, Dren,’ said Ange. ‘I’ve not found Hara or anyone else.’

			‘It doesn’t matter. Just us. No other Hanran.’

			Hasan looked at him for a moment, but Dren stared back, good and hard. In the end, he nodded. ‘As you wish. Now get some rest. We need you out fighting as soon as you can.’

			Dren watched him leave, then passed out in Ange’s arms.

			

			He opened his eyes what felt like a second later and found Garo sitting next to him, eating a lump of bread. Ange was there, too, finishing off something in a bowl. ‘Got anything for me?’ he croaked.

			Ange reached behind and produced another bowl. ‘Here you go. Don’t ask what’s in it.’

			‘That appetising, eh?’ He took it and began eating, glad it was still warm, at least. There wasn’t much but it filled a hole and made him feel a bit better – if better was a step up from being dead.

			‘Hasan came back,’ said Ange. ‘Wants us to hit Brixta. Left us a bag of bombs to fuck the Skulls up with.’

			Dren shivered at the mention of the orbs. ‘Don’t touch them without gloves.’

			‘We know what we’re doing,’ replied Ange.

			‘Don’t worry. They’re all wrapped up,’ said Garo. He carried the bag of orbs slung over his back.

			‘Be careful,’ he snapped. ‘They’re fucking evil things.’ Dren had thought he knew what he was doing, too, but he’d been damn wrong about that. 

			‘All right, Dren. I got it.’ Garo glanced at Ange, who gave a little shake of her head.

			Dren coughed. ‘What time is it?’

			‘Past midday, but not by much. Six or so hours until dark.’

			‘A long time to be out there,’ said Garo. 

			Dren put down his bowl. His stomach was already complaining about the food. ‘We go, but we stay careful. The three of us making it back is what’s important, right?’

			They both nodded.

			‘Trust no one,’ continued Dren. ‘If we come across any Jian and we feel uneasy, either walk away or kill them. Whatever keeps us safe. We don’t know who’s working for the Weeping Men or who’s holding a grudge. Got it?’

			‘You want to tell us what happened to you last night?’ asked Ange.

			‘I turned my back on the wrong person,’ said Dren. ‘That’s all.’ He stood up, checked his sword and his knives, coughed. ‘Let’s get to work.’

			‘Are you up to this, Dren?’

			He looked at Ange, saw the worry in her eyes and didn’t like it. He stretched his neck and rolled his shoulders as if that could make a difference. ‘I’m fine. It’s just a cold.’

			‘You’d tell me if it was bad, wouldn’t you?’

			‘Of course,’ lied Dren.

			They found a shaft that brought them up near where Old Man Hasster’s inn had been. Dren let the others lead the way. It was taking all he had just to keep up. And his stomach was grumbling now, on top of the pain in his lungs. Some of the kids he’d known who’d got sick from the bombs had ended up losing control of their bowels and he didn’t want that humiliation. That scared him more than dying.

			Above ground, they kept low, moving through ruined buildings rather than out on the street. There were too many Daijaku flying overhead, and who knew where the Skulls were going to pop up next. 

			Dren was already weak and his cough was getting worse. The lump at the back of his throat felt like it was choking him, and he had to cough constantly to clear it. 

			Ange and Garo kept glancing back at him, and in the end, Ange pointed to a hole in a wall that was still standing. ‘In here.’

			They found themselves in what was left of a kitchen. Three of the four walls were still intact, at least, so it gave them somewhere to rest. Ange and Garo took up positions by the windows to keep an eye on the street, while Dren dropped to his knees, coughing up his lungs. He took a slug from his water skin, but it made fuck all difference. And his stomach was cramping. Dear Gods, he felt like he was about to shit himself.

			‘Dren, you’ve got to keep quiet,’ hissed Garo. ‘Every Skull in Kiyosun will hear you.’

			‘I’m … sorry,’ he wheezed and then coughed some more.

			‘We’ll take you upstairs,’ said Ange. ‘Give you a chance to …’ Her words drifted off. Even she didn’t know what to say about the state of him.

			Dren’s friends helped him to his feet and led him up the stairs, feet crunching on broken glass and rubble. On the first floor, they found a hole leading to the house next door. A man lay dead on the ground, half his body missing from the bomb blast that had taken out his window. The elevation and the missing wall gave them a better view of the street. There were no Egril in sight … for now.

			They moved on, taking their time, taking care to do nothing that would give them away. They made it to the top floor and found most of it intact. Fire damage had brought down part of the roof, but it was as good as it was going to get. There was even a bed for Dren to lie on.

			‘Drink some more water,’ said Ange. ‘You’re burning up.’

			‘What’s wrong with him?’ asked Garo, as if Dren couldn’t hear.

			‘He’s got a fever,’ said Ange. ‘That’s all.’

			Garo was having none of that. ‘Then why’s there blood all over his chin? He’s fucking dying.’

			Dren tried to drink more water, but his hands were shaking so much, he spilled more than he could swallow. Ange had to help him in the end, holding it for him like he was a baby. When it was finished, he lay back on the bed, clutching his stomach and coughing. Always coughing, trying to dislodge that lump. No matter how hard he tried, it stayed where it was, choking him.

			‘Shit,’ said Garo. He was by the hole in the roof, looking down. ‘The Skulls are in the street.’

			‘Fuck,’ said Ange. She went over to Garo’s side to see for herself. ‘Two squads of the red bastards.’

			Garo looked petrified. ‘Too many to fight.’

			It was bad. If they heard Dren coughing, they were done for. If that happened, best they could do would be to blow themselves up instead of getting captured. And he didn’t want Ange to die.

			Dren swallowed, did his best to keep quiet, but the most he managed was a few seconds before his cough was back, worse than before.

			‘Shut him up,’ hissed Garo. ‘They’ll fucking hear him.’

			Ange knelt beside him, placed her hand on his forehead. ‘Dren, you’ve got to stop. We’re all dead if you don’t.’

			He wanted to tell her he could do it, but he didn’t even have the strength to speak. He felt like he was dying.

			‘Please,’ whispered Ange, stroking his brow.

			And still Dren coughed. He couldn’t stop it. Not if he was to carry on breathing. 

			‘They’re getting closer,’ said Garo. ‘Cover his mouth up.’

			Ange’s hand pressed against Dren’s lips. She kept her eyes locked on his so he could see the pain in them, the love, the fear.

			Still he coughed. The sounds were muffled against her hand, but they could hear them all the same. The question was, could the Skulls?

			She pressed harder, her thumb on the side of his nose, pressing the nostrils shut, cutting off his air. She was looking at Garo now, not Dren, and she didn’t see the moment when he couldn’t breathe any more, didn’t notice the way his eyes went wide. He squirmed and tried to pull her hand away but that only made her press harder, wanting him quiet, wanting him not to cough.

			But she was suffocating him. Killing him. Ange was killing him.

			He clawed at her arm, but he was weak, broken.

			The world went black.
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			Yas

			Kiyosun

			Where was Hasan?

			Yas walked down the deserted road, smoke drifting past, ash dancing in the wind, knife in hand. Sounds echoed around her, that symphony of suffering that meant the Egril were back in full force. She could hear the stomp of their boots, the screams that followed.

			Best she kept out of their way. Getting captured or killed wouldn’t save Ro. Trouble was, what was left of Kiyosun’s narrow streets didn’t leave many places to hide, so Yas ducked into a ruin, found a corner and pulled some broken furniture over her as the sound of marching drew ever closer. 

			She held her breath, holding her knife tight. There were a lot of soldiers shouting back and forth, and when their tone became urgent and threatening, she knew it was aimed at Jians. The Skulls were searching the ruins for survivors.

			They came into what was left of hers, two of them at least. One stomped upstairs while the other stayed below, and suddenly the broken table Yas was hiding behind didn’t feel like much of a shield. Last time she’d been in a similar position, her husband had died saving her. Another man gone. Another sacrifice for her. What would Rossi have thought of her now? Would he have loved the woman she’d become? Probably not. He liked his good wife, who bore his child and cooked his food.

			The Skull came into her room. She could see his feet and part of his legs. The man wore red armour, not white, but what did that matter? All the Skulls were the same, no matter what they wore.

			By the time the Skull stopped moving, Yas could’ve reached out and touched his foot. She waited for him to move the table, never once believing he wouldn’t find her. Her luck didn’t work like that, not now.

			His hand took hold of the table to pull it back. One heartbeat more and she would be revealed.

			The old Yas would’ve waited, would’ve cowered, maybe begged for her life. But that wasn’t her any more. She leaped up as the table moved, putting her weight against it, surprising the bastard. He staggered back, raising his spear, but Yas already had her knife in his throat. Buried in deep to the hilt. Fucker wouldn’t be calling for any help. 

			She saw his eyes bulge behind his red-faced demon mask. She felt his blood on her hand, already stained red from the night before. 

			When she pulled the blade free, the Egril toppled to the floor, finally making enough noise to get his mate’s attention upstairs. He shouted down, but the corpse at Yas’s feet wasn’t answering. Not now. 

			She listened to the footsteps overhead as they returned to the stairs. Yas moved with them, taking up a position under the stairs, and waited for the soldier, hidden in the shadows.

			The Skull moved cautiously, calling to his friend over and over, even though he knew the man must be dead. Yas waited, clutching her knife close to her breast, saw through gaps in the stairs as first his feet passed her, then his legs, back, head. She was tempted to try her luck, a cheeky lunge through the stairs, but she couldn’t risk it not working.

			The soldier headed towards his fallen comrade, passing Yas, so a single step would take her right behind him. A breath later and her knife was in his neck. She gave it a twist for good measure, and he joined his friend on the floor, his soul off to the Great fucking Darkness or wherever the Skulls thought they went. Two dead in a couple of minutes and Yas wasn’t even breathing hard, her hand as steady as could be. Turned out killing a man got easier the more you did it.

			She moved off, not wanting to be around when more of their friends came looking for them. 

			Back on the street, she headed in the opposite direction to the Skulls, the dead men already forgotten, her mind on where to find Hasan. He’d be somewhere unobvious, out of sight, where he could move quickly and get where he needed to be. Like the other night when he’d turned up with the Shulka woman. He’d been stinking of shit. He’d come into the city by the sewers, through the tunnels.

			Yas stopped short, casting her eyes over the ground, and knew she’d cracked it.

			It took her a while to get a grating open, but once Yas scooted down the ladder into the dark, she discovered another world. What was left of Kiyosun had been driven underground. It was hell, and Yas fitted right in.

			She wandered through the tunnel, past people who looked just as bad as she did, covered in blood, filthy with dirt, clutching whatever makeshift weapon they could find. There were a lot of injured down there. Plenty who wouldn’t last the day, let alone the night. But others had some fight left, were maybe even holding on to a little hope, too.

			Yas searched for anyone she recognised, a Hanran who could point her in Hasan’s direction. She hoped she’d see Ma down there, but there was no sign of her. Dear Gods, not another one dead. 

			Two more tunnels, one, and she stopped. There was a woman sitting by the corner to the next passage that Yas recognised. She had a bandage over one eye and was holding on to two kids for all she was worth, but it was definitely Sala, the woman who’d been at the meeting the other night, when Yas had been foolish enough to believe a bit of goodwill could fix everyone’s problems.

			Yas walked up to her. ‘Sala.’

			The woman flinched at hearing her name, probably thinking someone had come to cut her throat by the look on her face. She peered up at Yas but there was no recognition, no comfort in seeing the bloodied woman before her.

			‘Yas. We met the other night.’

			‘Oh yes,’ said the woman, still scared, still confused.

			‘I’m looking for the Hanran. Have you seen any of them?’

			‘No. No. I wouldn’t even …’ Sala glanced up and down the tunnel, then back at Yas. ‘There’s talk of getting some of us out of the city tonight, but I don’t know who’s organising it. We’re just waiting here to be told where to go.’

			Yas left her then and moved on. She should’ve known it would be a waste of time talking to the woman. Let her sit there waiting. No one was going to help her survive what was coming. Yas had learned that lesson well.

			Distant thunder rumbled through the ground. Another explosion. Not rain. Everyone in the tunnels knew it. Far enough away to not have them on their feet and running. That was another of war’s harsh lessons – you can work out when death is on your shoulder and when it’s not.

			Could Hasan tell death was breathing on his own shoulder? Was he somewhere in the tunnels with an itch in his neck, looking for who was coming his way? Would he see it in Yas’s eyes when they met?

			There was only one way to find out.

			The crowds grew thicker. People stood shoulder to shoulder and Yas had to force her way forwards. A couple of times she thought about using her knife to clear a path, but that would only cause a panic and alert people she didn’t want alerted. So she pushed on, elbowing people out of the way.

			Eventually, she wormed herself into a large central chamber filled with what looked like half the city. The Hanran were easy to spot – standing in groups, carrying proper weapons, eyes always searching, ready for trouble.

			She saw the two men who used to stand guard outside the house on Compton Street. The knife went back into the lining of her coat as she closed on them. ‘Hey, you remember me? Caster brought me over the other day to meet Hasan and Jax.’

			The one on the left nodded. ‘Yeah, you’re Yas. Good to see you alive.’

			‘That’s just down to luck,’ she replied. ‘The boss around? I’ve got news for him.’

			‘Yeah. I’ll take you to him.’

			She took a step forward, but the other Hanran put out a hand to stop her. ‘Wait a minute. Open your coat.’

			‘She’s good,’ said his friend. ‘She’s one of us.’

			‘I still want to see inside her coat,’ replied the Hanran, not taking his eyes off her.

			There was movement behind the two men. Yas smiled and pointed over the man’s shoulder. ‘Why don’t you ask your boss first?’

			‘Yas! Is that you?’ Hasan’s voice boomed out, making both men step aside. He came straight up to Yas and hugged her. ‘Dear Gods, girl, I’m glad you’re still with us.’

			‘You, too,’ said Yas.

			‘Where’s your boy?’ Hasan stepped back and looked around, concerned.

			‘He’s safe.’

			‘Thank Alo for that, eh?’ The man’s relief was genuine. He really cared about everyone. ‘We’re leading people out of the city tonight. I can get you and your family in the first run. It’d be good to have you up in the mountains organising everything.’

			‘That’s kind of you,’ replied Yas, ‘but I have a few things to do first.’

			‘Anything I can help with?’

			‘Could we talk in private?’

			Hasan looked around the crowded sewer. ‘Not much privacy down here, but there’s a quiet spot back this way.’

			She followed him into the dark, her hand gripping the knife hidden in her coat.

			When Hasan stopped, there was no one near them for a good ten yards. ‘What’s up?’

			Yas pulled the knife out. ‘I’m sorry. The Weeping Men have my boy.’
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			Zorique

			Aisair

			‘Oh, Wex.’ Zorique held his hands, his strong, beautiful hands, and tried not to cry. She should be happy, she knew that, but all she could feel was her heart breaking. Tears ran down her face as she thought about what she should say.

			‘Will you?’ he asked, his voice so small and fragile as hope fought with doubt. ‘Will you marry me?’

			Zorique looked up and shook her head.

			‘Why not?’

			‘I can’t.’

			‘You can. I know you love me – even if you don’t say it – and I love you.’

			‘It’s not that easy.’

			‘It is.’

			She let go of his hands. ‘It’s not.’

			‘Why?’

			She turned and stared into the brook. A twig rushed past, carried on the current, bobbing in between the rocks, off to who knew where. Oh, how she wished she could be like that. Free. Maybe then Wex’s question wouldn’t be such an impossibility to answer. 

			‘Zorique? Talk to me.’

			She glanced over her shoulder. For someone who was so big, Wex now looked shrunken, standing there on the riverbank. Her refusal had drained all the hope and confidence out of him. ‘It’s complicated,’ she said. ‘I’m not who you think I am.’

			‘Of course you are. I’ve known you all my life.’

			‘Not all of it. You were born here. My … family moved here when I was four.’

			‘So?’ 

			She could already feel a distance growing between them, and the truth wasn’t going to fix that. ‘We came here from another country, fleeing a war.’

			‘A war?’

			Zorique nodded. ‘My parents – my real parents – were killed while we were trying to escape. Tinnstra, Anama and Maiza are my guardians. Even now, there are people who want me dead.’

			Wex took a step back. ‘But why? You fled a war. I understand that. But why would anyone still want to kill you? There’s no war here. No danger.’

			‘Because my parents were the king and queen of my country.’

			‘But that would mean … you are a …’

			‘I’m a queen.’

			‘A queen.’ Wex laughed, but there was no humour in it, simply a disbelief which died quickly in his throat. He looked at her as if seeing her for the first time, uncomfortable with the person before him. Bless him, he tried to hide it, but deceit wasn’t something Wex had mastered. ‘But you’re not a queen any more, are you? You left. Now you’re just you.’

			‘I’ll never just be me. Very soon, I have to go back.’

			‘Why would you do that? You said they want to kill you.’

			‘I have to go back because they still want to kill me, even here. I’m never going to be safe – and if I were to marry you, you’d never be safe, either.’

			Wex’s head dropped. ‘I don’t care about that. I want to be with you.’

			Zorique went to him, wrapping her arms around him like he’d held her, pressed her face against his chest. She closed her eyes, hating who she was and what the truth had done to Wex. He didn’t deserve it. She didn’t deserve it. ‘I wish things were different – I really do. If they were, there’s no one I’d rather marry. I promise you that.’

			‘That’s because you don’t know anyone else.’

			She looked up at him and saw his brave attempt at a smile. ‘Even if I did, I’d still want to be with you.’ She thought she was just trying to make him feel better, but the moment she said the words, she knew them to be true.

			‘You really mean that?’ he asked.

			‘I really do.’

			Wex relaxed into her arms a bit more. ‘So, you’re a queen?’

			‘Apparently. I don’t really know what it means, though. I don’t remember anything about my country. It’s just this place that my mothers tell me about.’

			‘So stay. Forget all about it.’

			Standing on tiptoe, Zorique kissed Wex. It was tentative, more of a brush of her lips on his, but it felt right. They stared in each other’s eyes and Zorique felt a ripple of passion run through them both, the warmth of his breath as he pressed closer to her. They kissed again, and again. Each time, the kiss grew in intensity and in duration until it consumed them utterly. Kissing, deep and long and full of love, desperation and hopelessness. Two people who couldn’t be together except for that moment, and so that moment was all that existed.

			‘I’m not interrupting anything, am I?’ A man’s voice.

			They broke apart quickly, guiltily, and both looked to see who’d spoken. 

			The bearded stranger had stepped straight out of her nightmares, dressed in black from head to toe, silver glinting on his collars, a baton in his hand and a black mask over his eyes. A Chosen. The Egril had arrived.

			‘Mind your own business,’ said Wex.

			‘Go back to the villa, Wex.’ Zorique spoke urgently, pushing him away. ‘Tell my mothers a Chosen is here.’

			‘Zorique? What are you talking about?’ asked Wex. ‘Who is this?’

			‘Don’t argue with me.’ 

			‘I’m not leaving you.’

			‘Wex, run!’ Her eyes were fixed on the Chosen as he walked towards them.

			‘You are Queen Zorique of Jia,’ said the Egril. ‘Although you’re older than I was expecting.’

			‘I am.’

			Energy crackled down his baton. ‘Oh, good.’

			‘Zor! What’s going on?’ repeated Wex, sounding scared now.

			‘Shirudan,’ whispered Zorique as the Chosen fired. 

			The shield formed in front of Zorique like a wall, protecting her and Wex from the full brunt of the baton’s blast. Even so, Zorique was pushed back by the force of it. The Chosen wasn’t taking any chances, unleashing an unrelenting barrage at her. It was unlike anything she’d ever experienced in training. This man meant to kill her.

			The air screamed as the clash of energy burned incandescently. Zorique wanted to close her eyes against the madness of it all, but she dared not. Wex was shouting something but she couldn’t hear a word over the magic. It was chaos.

			She had trained for this moment, but this was a Chosen she was fighting. For real. If she messed up, Wex would die. She would die. This wasn’t how it was meant to be. Part of her wanted to believe it was a test – a fool’s hope – but it held her in its grasp, stopping her from thinking. All she could do was hold the shield.

			Then she saw movement from down the bank, behind the Egril. Two more people approached, also dressed in black, wearing masks. A giant of a man and a woman. They, too, held batons. More Chosen. Too many.

			She had to get away.

			She reached behind her and hooked an arm around Wex, pulled him towards her. ‘Hold on!’ She didn’t look at him, kept her eyes on the first Chosen, her mind on maintaining the shield, but felt his arms wrap tight around her. 

			‘Tobo.’

			She took off, taking Wex with her, but it was different this time. Wex weighed her down, gravity holding on to all his weight. Instead of floating, she had to fight to get into the air. Her shield wavered and cracked as her concentration shifted. They were only eight feet off the ground and going nowhere.

			The Chosen stepped forward, emboldened by Zorique’s attempt to escape, a feral grin on his face. His blast appeared to grow in strength as Zorique’s magic weakened. The other Chosen raised their batons, too. Zorique and Wex were too slow a target to miss.

			‘Oso.’ Push. She threw her shield against the bearded Chosen with all she had, taking the man by surprise. He staggered back and his baton cut off for one brief second.

			Zorique wrapped both arms around Wex, closed her eyes and kicked down like a swimmer in water. ‘Tobo,’ she said again, and this time she took off, up into the blue as energy blasts crackled around her, feeling the wind rush past her face as prayers fell from her lips.

			She only opened her eyes when she couldn’t hear the Chosens’ energy blasts screaming past her. She was a mile and a half up, the land stretched out like a blanket below. Light and fire snapped and sparked down by the riverbank, but it couldn’t reach them. She and Wex were safe.

			Safe. She’d done it. She’d saved them.

			She looked at her friend, a smile of relief on her lips, then saw the horror on his face. He was deathly white, lips tight in a grimace of fear. Then she felt his iron grip on her body, holding on to her like a drowning man with a log.

			‘I’ll take you home,’ she said.

			Wex said nothing.

			She headed towards his farm, towards her home. Beneath her, the road ran in a straight line from the village to Aisair, an ochre strip cutting through forest. It all looked so normal, as it ever did – except for a wisp of dark smoke climbing into the sky ahead. From the villa.

			She had to fight the urge to fly straight there. She couldn’t fight with Wex, couldn’t risk his life, couldn’t afford to be distracted by him. And yet, dread filled her heart. The Egril were here, just like Tinnstra had said. They’d come for her and they’d been to her home first. And what of Maiza and Anama? Where were they? Were they safe, or had the Egril killed them? Her mind spun with the awful possibilities.

			The smoke billowed up, filling the sky as she approached. One corner of the house was missing, the smell of burning and death in the air. Wex could see it, too. She could feel his body shaking in her arms, his grip loosening. She tightened her own. ‘Hold on. Please, hold on.’

			She was crying as she lowered them both to the ground, back in his farmyard, next to the logs he’d been cutting a lifetime ago. No need to hide her powers now. That life was over.

			As her feet touched the ground, she released her grip on Wex and he fell away from her like she was a stranger, not the girl he’d just asked to marry him, the girl he loved.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said. What else could she say?

			Wex stared back, eyes full of confusion. ‘Who are you?’ 

			‘I’m still me.’ Zorique held out her hand, wanting to touch him, reassure them both that everything was the same as before, but he stumbled back from her, each step breaking her heart that little bit more. 

			They both knew nothing would ever be the same again. 

			She glanced towards the villa, at the smoke drifting over the tree line. She had to go, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave Wex, not like this. ‘I do love you,’ she said, tears running down her cheeks. ‘I would’ve said yes.’

			The words meant nothing to him. He simply stood there, dumbstruck and terrified. And she was out of time. She had to go.

			‘Tobo.’ She kept her eyes on him as she took off, fast this time, still crying, and knew she’d never see him again, never hold him, never kiss him. Dear Gods. Was she going to lose everyone she’d ever loved?

			No. She wouldn’t let that happen. Not now.

			She circled the villa when she reached it, moving fast, checking the damage, looking for the others, looking for the enemy. The right-hand side of the main building was nothing but rubble, scorchmarks scoring the structure everywhere she looked, and the garden was naught but ash, with craters where chunks of earth had been ripped out of the ground. A battle had been fought in her home. A desperate, violent, no-holds-barred war.

			Then she saw the door. Her door. It lay in pieces on the ground. Nothing more than lumps of four-inch-thick black stone. And where it once stood, there was now a hole in the wall. A doorway she’d never been brave enough to step through.

			The Egril had come, just as Tinnstra said they would. They’d come for her.

			She settled on the ground, her mind still trying to take in the carnage. She should’ve been here when they arrived. She could’ve stopped them. But no, she’d had a tantrum like a child, stormed off in a petulant pique. And now, this.

			‘Shirudan.’ The shield formed on her arm, smaller than before, more focused, and Zorique headed into the house. The battle had been just as fierce inside as outside. The Chosens’ energy blasts had pulverised her home; the staircase hung from the first floor in splinters, the bedrooms were missing, the roof was now the sky.

			She walked through to the courtyard. Once a place of tranquillity and meditation, a place where she’d trained and studied, it was now a blackened ruin, full of rubble. And that’s where she saw Maiza. Or rather, what was left of her. 

			Zorique stepped forwards, then stopped. Behind her was Anama, eyes open, not moving.

			The sight of her mothers stabbed Zorique in the heart. Ice-cold pain. The shield on her arm faltered and crackled as the air went from her lungs and her concentration faltered. Dear Gods, how could it be? Her mothers were the best. Invincible. They couldn’t be dead.

			Tears ran down her cheeks as she stared at their bodies, grief gripping her so hard that every part of her hurt. This wasn’t how things were meant to go. This wasn’t how they’d planned it. They were supposed to return to Jia together and win the war. Not die here. 

			Why had she run away that morning? Why hadn’t she been here to fight with them? Could she have saved Anama and Maiza? Or would she be dead as well? The grief and the guilt hammered away at her, taking her confidence, making her weak.

			No. Never that. She wiped the tears away. This wasn’t the time to mourn. What would Maiza say to see her crying like that? There was still Tinnstra to find, and some Chosen to kill. For that, she needed her armour.

			She started digging through the rubble, using her powers to pull rocks aside, clearing the space where it had once been, where Maiza had been polishing it that morning before Zorique’s strop. She’d been too busy feeling sorry for herself, worrying about a bloody fair, when Maiza and Anama had been concerned about real dangers.

			That could never happen again. She’d been born for a reason. She had a duty. And she would not fail.

			She hefted a section of wall away and there it was. The mannequin hadn’t survived, but her armour had. Unmarked. Perfect.

			She changed quickly. Out of her child’s clothes, into her warrior’s armour. It fitted like a second skin, but she could feel its strength enhancing her power. On went the breastplate, the studded leather skirt over leather pants. On went the greaves and gauntlets. She picked up the shield and fixed it on her arm, then the spear, still straight and true. Finally, there was only the helmet left, its white plume for Jia, her home now, then and for ever.

			She slipped it on her head, ready for war. The Egril might have started it but she, Zorique, Queen of Jia, would end it.

			Something – someone – moved to her right. Zorique spun to face them, spear ready.

			She had no idea where he’d come from, but a man dressed in black and wearing a mask stood before her. ‘You are the girl my master seeks.’ His voice was cold like granite. ‘The one he wants dead.’
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			Tinnstra

			Aisair

			Tinnstra stood in the village, feeling very alone. She’d watched Zorique run off, with Wex hot on her heels, and every instinct told her to follow. Instead, she’d stayed in that square, with a tent full of laughter behind her and happy, smiling people everywhere she looked. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d laughed like that. Maybe back when her parents were alive, when she was a child, before she was forced to follow other people’s plans for what her life should be. Ironic that she’d forced Zorique to spend her life doing more or less the same thing. No wonder the girl was pissed off.

			Unfortunately, this wasn’t the time for tantrums. 

			‘The door to the room in the embassy has been opened.’ Anama’s words raced through her mind over and over again. The Skulls had done it. Done the very thing the mage had claimed was impossible. Done what Tinnstra had said they’d do. And they would be here next – of that she had no doubt.

			Her hands drifted inside her coat, checking her weapons: sword on one hip, axe on the other, knife behind her back, another on her wrist. In one pocket was a set of brass knuckles and in the other a leather sap, its head filled with a steel ball. Both boots had smaller knives tucked away inside them. Pouches on her belt carried throwing stars. If the Skulls showed their faces, Tinnstra was more than ready.

			Her head ached and that wasn’t helping her mood. In fact, it was worse than it had been for a long time. There must be a magic user nearby. Someone other than Zorique.

			Tinnstra glanced towards the forest and the river, the way Zorique had gone. There was no sight of her now, but she’d be easy enough to find. 

			Leave her alone. Let her have some fun. Go back to the house.

			It was good advice, the right thing to do. But when had she ever done that?

			She set off towards the river, taking her time. She’d not let Zorique see her, just get close enough to make sure she was safe. Then Tinnstra would head back home and wait for her there. That’s all. No harm done. Better to be safe than dead.

			She felt a spike in her head as she entered the forest, sharp enough to make her wince. She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts, but by the Four Gods, it hurt. 

			Tinnstra clenched her fists and concentrated on her breathing as Aasgod had taught her. She controlled it, not the other way around. Who was causing it? There was some powerful magic nearby. She could almost taste it.

			She moved on, axe in hand. She couldn’t remember taking it out, but she didn’t put it back, either. Better to be ready, just in case. She glanced up, tried to see the sky through the canopy, but there was nothing other than the blue above. No Daijaku. And yet …

			She wasn’t imagining the agony in her mind. Something – someone – was causing that. She moved slower, eyes searching the trees and bushes, looking for anything that didn’t belong. 

			The pain increased the deeper she walked into the woods, getting closer to … what?

			Instead of fighting the pain in her head, she focused on it. It was a blur, a mass of red against a multitude of colours, swirling agitatedly around each other. She took another deep breath. The rainbow was Zorique, so she concentrated on that, got a fix on where she was. The red she didn’t know, but it couldn’t be just one person. More like three or four. 

			Fear grew in her gut. 

			‘The door to the room in the embassy has been opened.’

			One of the reds moved towards Zorique while the other two waited nearby. Close, though. Close enough to be working together. Close enough that Zorique was their target.

			The dread was back, that knot of fear that told her she was in a shitload of trouble. In the past, she would’ve run from it, but not now. 

			Now she ran to it.

			Another spike hit her as magic erupted somewhere in the forest. She staggered, feeling sick, tears in her eyes, as the air filled with the roar of energy. Zorique’s magic shone like a beacon in her mind, unleashed like never before, but Tinnstra didn’t need her power now. She could hear it. Energy blasts she knew only too well from long ago. 

			Chosen.

			The enemy was here.

			She ran towards the noise. There was no need to be quiet. Speed was all that mattered. She could see a break in the trees, where the river ran through the forest, and further on, flashes of light battered each other. 

			Two black shadows moved through the trees a couple of hundred yards further up, heading for the riverbank, too. It might have been thirteen or fourteen years since she’d last seen a Chosen, but suddenly it felt like yesterday. 

			One of them was a giant. The other was a woman, tall and slender, red hair tied back.

			Both held batons.

			They reached the riverbank ahead of her, but not by much. Tinnstra arrived in time to see Zorique take off, clutching Wex, and head for the skies, fleeing whoever she’d been battling. Good girl. You’ve done the right thing.

			Both Chosen raised their batons, but Tinnstra would be damned if she was going to let the bastards get a shot off.

			She sprinted towards them, her axe eager for their blood. 

			They had their backs to her, all their attention on Zorique, and that suited Tinnstra just fine. She had no qualms about attacking from the rear, especially when they were Chosen. War cared not for rules. It was win or die.

			She went for the woman first because she looked to be the easier target. Better to get one done and out rather than fuck up and have to fight both of them at the same time. And she was just the right height for Tinnstra’s axe.

			Up it came, swung with all her might, hacking down, biting deep into the perfect spot between neck and shoulder, going in and down before the woman even knew Tinnstra was there. Blood spurted out in a fountain as Tinnstra yanked it free, and the woman managed a half-turn before she got the axe again. It chomped into her temple this time, going nearly all the way through. The Chosen toppled, already dead but eyes still open, staring in shock, the axe stuck firmly in her skull.

			Tinnstra drew her sword as the woman fell, but there was no taking the giant by surprise. And he moved quickly for a big bastard. Too quick for Tinnstra.

			His punch caught her in the chest, hard enough to kill a normal person. The force of the blow launched her into the trees. She hit a trunk hard and fell to the ground, dazed, maybe cracked a rib or two, but she survived. Thank the Gods.

			She could hear the giant coming for her, not caring if it was a tree or bush in his way. Moving fast. Red roaring in her mind. No time to rest.

			Tinnstra pushed herself up onto her hands and knees, spitting blood. She dived to one side as a massive fist crashed down, pulverising the ground where she’d been a heartbeat before.

			Tinnstra darted away, trying to get air into her lungs. She pulled the knife out from behind her back and slipped the brass knuckles over her other hand. Not the best weapons for fighting a giant, but they were all she had now. Her axe was still in the woman’s head, and only the Four Gods knew where she’d dropped her sword.

			And the giant wasn’t her only problem. There was another Chosen in the woods. The one who had been fighting Zorique. Where were they?

			The giant didn’t give her time to look. He came at her again, knocking over a tree blocking his path. Up close, he looked even more monstrous, and it was all Tinnstra could do to keep out of his way. She’d survived one punch from him, but she wasn’t sure she’d survive a second.

			She darted over a fallen tree, retreating still, trying to see a way to beat him and not liking her options. A knife meant getting in close, within reach of his hands, and she didn’t want to do that. 

			She circled to the left, all but running, heading back towards the river, thinking maybe she could retrieve her axe, but the giant tracked her well, moving fast for a monster, offering no respite.

			Tinnstra spotted movement ahead of her, felt a rush of magic, another flash of red. The other Chosen. She stopped, took a step back, only too aware of the giant closing in from her other flank. Dear Gods, she wished she had a spear. Or an army at her back.

			The giant ripped another tree out of the ground and threw it at her. She dropped to her knees so it sailed past, but he followed after it, arms outstretched, roaring his hatred.

			She rolled away and flipped up onto her feet, but too slow, and his fist struck her in the face, snapping her head back. Tinnstra went down, head spinning, unconsciousness calling. No. Stay awake. Zorique needs me. Kill this bastard.

			Easier said than done.

			He grabbed her ankle, that big, meaty hand of his wrapped so tight that she thought her leg was going to break, and lifted her off the ground. Dangling upside down. Trapped. She slashed at the giant with her knife, but his reach was longer than hers.

			So much for her training. So much for her sacrifice. Dead at her first test.

			The other Chosen stepped out of the woods. ‘You’re the Shulka. The one who killed Monsuta.’

			Monsuta. There was a name that brought back bad memories. Tinnstra said nothing.

			The man looked up at the giant. ‘Rip her head off. It’ll make a good gift for the Emperor.’

			The giant reached for Tinnstra, his hand spread wide. A perfect target. She slammed her knife through the centre of his palm, driving it in all the way to the hilt.

			The giant howled, dropping her. Tinnstra wasn’t going to waste the opportunity. She rolled back onto her feet and went in low, punching the Chosen in the groin with the brass knuckles. He crumpled around her fist, eyes bulging behind that stupid black mask. She grinned as she whipped out another knife, and this time she drove it up into his chin.

			Colour flared behind her. Tinnstra spun, putting the giant’s bulk between her and the remaining Chosen. The corpse took the Chosen’s full blast as Tinnstra dived into the trees, chased by his shots. Shards and splinters flew in every direction and the ground shook beneath her feet, but Tinnstra sprinted on.

			This was what Tinnstra had trained so bloody hard for these past fourteen years, why she’d abused her body every way she could, and by the Four Gods, she’d show this Egril scum what she’d become.

			She palmed throwing stars and sent them flying towards the Chosen. The Chosen’s blasts faltered, so maybe one of the stars had hit home. Tinnstra didn’t bother checking, picking up speed instead. She hurdled a fallen tree, heading for the riverbank. She wanted a weapon with a bit more bite than throwing stars and knives.

			‘You can’t run from me,’ the Chosen cried.

			I’m not running. Not any more. Not ever again. She saw the body of the woman she’d killed, saw her axe protruding from her head. Its handle slipped into her hand like an old friend, its weight a part of her. Perfect.

			Then she disappeared into the shadows.

			The Chosen walked out onto the riverbank, sweating and cursing, his red aura flaring. The baton crackled dangerously in his hand. 

			A few feet further along the path, Tinnstra watched her enemy from up a tree, barely breathing, remembering the attack at the embassy all those years ago. If this Chosen had been there, it was past time they died. Come closer, my friend. This way.

			She gripped her axe tighter as she waited, knuckles white. The Chosen was close enough now to see a cut on his face – from Tinnstra’s throwing star? If she’d poisoned the weapon’s tips, the Chosen would be dead. Something she should have thought of, something to do before the next battle. Always get better.

			The Chosen was under her tree, not looking up, not sensing death above him. They’re as arrogant as we were. They think themselves invincible – even with two of his comrades dead, he still thinks he’s going to win.

			The Chosen moved forward. One step, two steps, three steps past Tinnstra. She smiled. Time to die.

			She dropped from the tree, landing behind him, knees bending to absorb the impact, then she pushed up, swinging her axe with all her strength. She took the arm that held the baton first, watched it spin off in a shower of blood. The Chosen turned with the shock of it, screaming, eyes bulging. 

			Tinnstra swung the axe again, going for the gut, a killing blow – but her weapon passed through the man as if he were a ghost. She had to leap back as he lunged at her with his remaining hand. 

			‘You bitch.’ The Chosen staggered towards her, leaking blood, his one hand snatching at her. 

			Tinnstra threw a knife at his face instead and watched it sail straight through the man. By the Four Gods, she’d got lucky catching him unawares with her first blow. Still, she smiled. Maybe one blow was all she needed, judging by the rate he was losing blood. He was already death-white, and he knew it, too. 

			He lunged again and again, becoming weaker, more desperate, and all Tinnstra had to do was dance out of the way, enjoying the moment. 

			The Chosen swiped at her again, toppled off balance and went down hard. He looked at her, all jagged little breaths, confused and scared.

			‘Kage comes for you,’ she snarled, and risked a kick. There was no ghosting now, and her boot connected with the scum’s chin, knocking him onto his back.

			She stepped over him, axe ready, and reached for his mask. ‘Let’s see your face.’ 

			He slapped her hand away. It was a weak blow and probably all he had left. ‘Only Kage has that right.’

			‘I piss on Kage.’ This time she took his mask without a fight, revealing an all too human face. He hardly looked a monster with death so close.

			‘He will make you suffer for this … A thousand … agonies will be yours in the Great Darkness.’

			‘Oh, I think he’s made me suffer enough. How many of you came through the gate?’

			The Chosen tried to spit blood in her face but he didn’t even the strength for that. Tinnstra hacked the axe into his gut to help focus his mind. ‘How many?’

			‘Four.’

			Tinnstra looked around her, searching the woods for the final Chosen, but there was no magic user nearby. They had to be back at the villa, no doubt where Zorique had flown to. Shit. ‘And Layso?’

			This time, the Chosen showed no hesitation. He even had the gall to fucking smile. ‘It’s now part of the Egril Empire.’

			‘Not for long,’ she replied. ‘Say hello to Kage for me. Tell him Tinnstra will be sending him plenty of souls and blood.’ The axe made light work of his neck, stopping only when it hit his spine. Blood gushed over her hands and trousers, but Tinnstra didn’t care. This is only the start of it.

			One Chosen left. Hopefully already dead by Zorique’s hand and not the other way around. She retrieved her sword, sheathed it and her axe, then started to run back to the villa. Dear Gods, let me be in time. She didn’t want to think of what would happen if she were not.
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			Mateon

			Kiyosun

			Mateon stood guard over the captured heathens. They’d been dragged from Kiyosun throughout the day until they numbered about a thousand, all tied up and looking miserable. He checked every face as they’d been brought in, looking for the boy he’d let go, relieved not to find him. Hopefully the Jian was with Kage now, and Mateon’s sin could be erased.

			Somehow, though, he doubted it. The Jian was still alive and the stain on Mateon’s soul remained. 

			He glanced over at the soldiers of the First. They had no such worries. None of them would ever have done anything as foolish as he had. Once, he had wished to don the red and place a demon mask over his face, but he knew now that was only a child’s dream. 

			‘Mateon.’

			He had to find a way to redeem himself.

			‘Mateon. Bloody wake up.’

			Trinon’s voice finally cut through his dreams. ‘Sorry.’

			‘You fucking daydreaming or what?’ The soldier was an inch from his face.

			‘No. I—’

			‘Doesn’t matter. We’ve another dead Jazza to pick up.’

			Mateon tried to spot the body among the prisoners. It was horrible, walking through the heathens, listening to them beg and plead, eyes full of desperate hope, to drag out another corpse. It didn’t feel like holy work.

			The soldiers went in groups of three, two to carry the body, the third to carry a spear in case a Jazza tried to attack – Trinon normally did that job. He had no qualms about sticking his spear in someone’s guts. 

			The dead man was right in the centre of the prisoners. Trinon went in first, swinging his spear, battering prisoners aside. Most scurried out of the way, while others turned their backs or dropped their eyes, wanting to be invisible. Only one glared at Mateon, an old man with one arm and burned skin. The hatred in his eyes made Mateon look away.

			‘Here we go, lads,’ said Trinon, stopping by a man’s corpse. He stood with his back to the body, head turning from side to side, watching the Jazzas, looking fearsome. 

			The other oak kicked the body. ‘This one took a while to bleed out. Would’ve made Kage happy.’

			It wasn’t often that any of the others referred to the one true God. Not unless they were cursing. Mateon looked down at the dead man. Cheeks hollow from a lack of food, thin arms unused to physical work. He was nothing special. Nothing to fear.

			‘So what?’ said Trinon. ‘Pick him up and let’s get back. I want a drink.’

			Mateon bent down to pick the man up around his chest but was stopped by the other oak. ‘You get the legs.’

			Obliging, Mateon wrapped his hands around the corpse’s knees and immediately got a nose full of something rotten. The man’s bowls had emptied. He stumbled back, coughing at the stench.

			‘A dead’s man’s last act,’ said the oak, laughing with Trinon. ‘That’s why I get the arms.’

			Holding his breath, Mateon carried the body to the burial pit on the edge of camp, facing Kiyosun. Trinon had said they always dug it somewhere the prisoners could see it, so they’d know the fate that awaited them if they didn’t follow orders. There were already over three hundred corpses piled atop one another in that hole, but Mateon knew the boy he’d let go wasn’t amongst them.

			He glanced over to the city. If he was anywhere, it was there. The city was still a war zone despite everything they’d done. Explosions boomed continually from one side to the other and an alarming number of Egril dead were being brought out. Mateon had seen Daijaku shot out of the sky, and there were rumours Kojin had been killed as well. ‘I thought it would be over by now. I thought the First—’

			‘The one thing I’ve learned,’ said Trinon, ‘is that the Jazzas don’t know when they’re beaten. The fools will fight to the last. I don’t blame them, either. We’d do the same if things were the other way around.’ Trinon scratched his groin. ‘Come on, let’s get that drink.’

			‘How long have you been in Jia?’ asked Mateon as they walked back to the main fire his stick had built.

			‘Six months now. Came over in the invasion. Me and Francos were sent straight into Anjon.’ Trinon picked up his flask, swished the contents around and took a swig. He offered the flask to Mateon. ‘Go on, have some. Puts hair on your chest.’

			‘I don’t drink.’

			‘No? Well, more for me then.’ He took another swig.

			‘What was it like in the invasion?’

			‘What was it like?’ He laughed. ‘Fucking awful. I was shitting myself before we went through the gate. The Chosen said they’d kill anyone who refused to go, or who attempted to retreat if things didn’t turn out our way. A second later, we were fighting.’ Trinon swished his flask again but didn’t drink. ‘I’d never killed anyone before, but only Kage knows how many I killed that night. I was screaming, swearing, going out of my tiny mind from the madness of it all.’ He looked up, his voice quiet, lost in memory. ‘I lay down that night with dead bodies all around me. When I sleep, they’re still with me in my dreams. Staring at me like I had some fucking say in whether they lived or died.’ He sniffed, then spat. ‘Fucking Jazzas.’

			‘They’re with Kage now. In the Great Darkness.’

			Trinon glared at him, then took a long, deep swig from his flask. ‘Yeah? Well, I hope I never end up there, because I’ve had enough of those fuckers haunting me.’

			Mateon was stunned. What Trinon had said was blasphemy. He looked around in case a member of the First had heard. ‘You shouldn’t say that. You shouldn’t even think that.’

			‘Oh, believe me, I think even worse.’ He threw the flask in his kit bag. ‘Just stay alive, kid, and maybe one day we can walk away from all this shit. Maybe pretend it never happened.’ He sat down and leaned back against his pack. ‘Wake me if the world blows up.’

			During training, Mateon and the other recruits had been told to report anyone who spoke out against Kage and his holy war. At the time, he’d thought it a needless thing to say, believing that he’d not only report the blasphemer, but happily send them to Kage himself. Now? Now, he just let the man sleep. He couldn’t even muster any anger at Trinon’s words. His hands shook and his stomach lurched at the memory of the three Jians he’d killed.

			Where was the glory he dreamed of? Where was the satisfaction of doing God’s work?

			He looked over at the Jians, saw the one-armed man staring at him again, saw the hatred. None of this was right.
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			Zorique

			

			Aisair

			‘Who are you?’ asked Zorique, shifting her stance.

			‘My name is Grinto, of His Imperial Majesty’s Chosen.’ The man’s Jian was faultless, his accent only slightly clipped.

			‘And your Imperial Majesty? Is that Raaku?’ She watched him move, almost gliding over the ruin he’d made of her home. She could feel the power in the man. It practically sang, so much louder than the Egril she’d faced near the river. Maiza would have told her off for not attacking by now. ‘Kill, don’t talk,’ she would’ve said, and yet … 

			‘Raaku, Emperor of the Egril Empire and son of Kage.’ He stepped closer, but she couldn’t see any weapon in his hands. No baton.

			‘He’s been trying to kill me my whole life.’

			‘That is why I’m here.’

			‘You won’t succeed.’ 

			‘No?’ For someone who wanted to kill her, this Grinto didn’t appear to be in a hurry. He was almost close enough to touch, close enough certainly for her spear to find his heart. Attack, she told herself, but still she didn’t move. In fact, her arms felt heavy, her legs stiff. Her whole body tightened.

			He reached for her then, his hand grey and cracked, and Zorique found herself frozen. The air caught in her chest as he touched her, as if her lungs had stopped working, and she realised what he was doing now. She saw what his power was. He was turning her into stone.

			‘Shirudan.’ The command was but a whisper, riding on the last of her air, summoning her power from deep inside her soul, pushing out from her very being. Her magic against his, clashing like waves against rock. 

			He leaned in, his cold hand reaching for her heart, but she felt a tremor in his arm that hadn’t been there before. Even mountains feared the volcano within. 

			She pushed again. Felt something, enough to give her hope. She dug deeper, found her hate. Whatever her life was, whatever it had become, it was because of Chosen like Grinto. If not for them, she’d still be a girl growing up with her mother, father and brother. But the Egril had destroyed that life, and for that, she would destroy them. She was no girl playing make-believe, no fool in armour. 

			She was Zorique, Queen of Jia, and she wouldn’t be anyone’s prisoner.

			Grinto’s grip on her faltered as air rushed into her lungs. She felt the cracks in his power and pushed harder. Forcing them apart. Tearing them asunder. She screamed with the effort of it and Grinto staggered back as if struck.

			And Zorique was free. She thrust forward with her spear, aiming for the bastard’s heart. A killing blow, perfectly executed, and yet the blade tip skidded off his chest, cutting his robe. He looked down at the gash, his grey flesh showing through the rent. ‘How dare you …’ He thrust out a hand and the ground beneath her feet erupted in response.

			But Zorique didn’t need the ground to fight. ‘Tobo.’ She hovered, rocks bouncing off her shield, then charged at Grinto, her spear eager to find some way to his heart.

			He pushed his hand towards her and the ground moved with it, building a wall between them. She had to swerve, twisting backwards, then cursed herself for not ploughing straight through. Her shields were mightier than any rubble he could command. She turned again, charged.

			Zorique barely felt the impact as she hit the stone wall, vaguely aware of it exploding around her, only to find that Grinto was no longer on the other side. He’d disappeared – but where?

			She took to the skies once more and scanned the estate, but there was no sign of him. Where had he gone? She hovered fifteen feet above the ground and tried to catch her breath. Despite all her training, she felt lost. Maiza was dead. Anama, too. And what about Tinnstra? Where was she? 

			It had all gone wrong so quickly. How was she supposed to save Jia if she couldn’t even save her mothers? By the Gods, she wasn’t even able to find the Chosen who’d attacked her. Where had he gone?

			She saw movement down by the wall where the kitchen used to be, but when she looked properly there was nothing but rocks and rubble. So where …

			A storm of bricks flew at her from the opposite side of the villa. She turned, activating her shield around the steel one on her wrist as they struck. The rocks shattered against her magic, but the force of the attack battered her across the sky. 

			More bricks shot up from every direction and she had to veer this way and that, scared that her shield would be overwhelmed. Grinto was turning her own home into a weapon against her.

			She climbed higher, looking for respite, searching for the Egril before a lump of rock took her head off. At her height, the rocks came more slowly, their momentum all but spent by the time they reached her. Apparently, the man’s power did indeed have its limits. 

			Time to calm down and take her bearings. She saw Wex’s farm and thanked the Gods she’d left him there and away from harm. Aisair was further still and, for a moment, Zorique thought of running there to get help, Anama’s rules be damned. But who would she ask? And what sort of saviour would she be if she did that? She’d run from the Chosen at the river because Wex was with her, not because she was scared – or was she? No. She was Queen Zorique and she was more than a match for any Egril.

			Then she saw someone on the road from Aisair – a man, riding towards the villa, maybe a mile away. He’d be dead if he reached the house before she got the Egril. She couldn’t have his blood on her conscience.

			She had to end this.

			The Egril was hiding amongst the rocks. He had to be, like a chameleon blending in. That’s how he’d crept up on her and then vanished. He’d still be in the villa, waiting for her. Good.

			She focused on her spear. ‘Kasri.’ Flames flowed along the shaft to the blade, just like she’d practised with Anama, turning it white-hot. Then, with shield up and spear burning, she flew back towards the ground, fast and furious. She had trained for this. She was born for this. The Egril would feel her might.

			Bricks and rocks flew up to meet her, hammering her shields, but this time they didn’t knock her back. She had the momentum, the belief. Her spear burned in her hand, trailing flames. 

			She hit the ground hard and immediately slashed out, sending a wave of fire across the villa’s ruins. The flames roared through the gardens and the rocks fell to the ground.

			Zorique grinned, enjoying the taste of success. She swung the spear once more, turning with it, putting all her will behind the magic. The fire grew stronger, hotter. Let him hide from that.

			A wall of stone shot up to her left, breaking the fire, no doubt to protect the Chosen. More rose around her as Grinto tried to encircle her with rock and rubble. Entomb her.

			‘Oso.’ She pushed out with her magic, a ton of willpower against a ton of rock. Grinto fought back, but he was a leaf battling the wind. Down came his wall and she shoved her fire in after it, burning the air and scorching the stone. He might’ve screamed, but she could only hear the roar of the blood in her ears, the glory of her power singing through her veins. There was no holding back, no keeping secret what she could do any more.

			This was war.

			The ground burned around her, scorched black, as she waited to see if the man had survived, but nothing other than her flames stirred. No more rocks came to strike her. No enemy challenged her. The man was dead and buried under his own rubble.

			She’d won. Her first battle, and she’d won.

			Zorique sensed movement behind her and spun around, shield up, spear ready – and found a man holding up both hands, backing away.

			‘I’m a friend. I’m a friend.’

			He wore no mask, but that didn’t mean anything. ‘Who are you?’ she snarled. She knew Tinnstra would’ve killed him without bothering to find out.

			‘Aasgod. I’m Aasgod. I’m a friend of Anama’s, of Tinnstra’s.’

			Zorique took a step back. Tinnstra had said Aasgod was here, that she’d been training with him – but the Aasgod she’d known was old, and this man was Tinnstra’s age. ‘Liar.’ She thrust the spear.

			‘Shirudan,’ shouted Aasgod and purple light flared up between them, stopping her blow an inch from his heart.

			That wasn’t Chosen magic, it was Jian. She faltered, doubt holding her hand back from striking again.

			‘Please,’ he cried. ‘I’m a friend. This is my house.’

			‘But you’re not Aasgod. Not my Aasgod, at least.’

			‘I am – or rather, I will be. One day.’

			Zorique shook her head as she lowered her weapons. ‘Why are you here?’

			‘I sensed the Egril come through the gate. I came to help.’

			‘Then you’re too late. Everyone’s dead.’

			Aasgod’s shield fell. ‘Everyone?’

			‘Not everyone,’ said Tinnstra, appearing through the ruins, sword and axe in hand. The look she gave Zorique was full of desperate concern. ‘Zorique, are you hurt?’

			‘No.’

			‘The other Chosen?’

			Zorique pointed her spear at the burning pile of rubble. ‘Dead.’

			‘Show me.’

			‘Oso.’ The rocks flew away, taking the flames with it, revealing a body beneath. Black clothes. Black mask.

			Tinnstra walked over, looked down and spat on the corpse. ‘Dead.’

			Aasgod took a few tentative steps forward. ‘Is that an Egril?’

			‘A Chosen,’ said Tinnstra. She smiled at Zorique, face full of pride. ‘You did well. Very well.’

			‘There are three more near the river,’ replied Zorique. ‘They attacked Wex and I—’

			Tinnstra shook her head. ‘Not any more.’

			‘What do we do now?’ asked Zorique.

			‘We’ve no choice. We go back.’ Tinnstra sheathed her weapons. ‘End this once and for all.’ Zorique watched her, aware that Tinnstra was different somehow. She’d always had an edge, but it was razor-sharp now and pure steel. All warrior. There was no room in her heart for anything but the fight.

			It was then Zorique realised she’d lost her third mother, too.

			‘How can you go back?’ asked Aasgod, eyes wide. ‘If Anama’s dead?’

			‘Zorique knows how to operate the gate.’ Tinnstra shot the man a look of pure anger. ‘We didn’t make the same mistakes you did.’

			‘What mistakes? I …’ Aasgod stepped back, as if struck. 

			‘You don’t want to know. Remember?’ She walked past him and headed out into the garden. Zorique and Aasgod followed.

			Tinnstra went straight to the gate. The door that Zorique had stared at for so long was gone and a gaping dark hole waited for them. ‘Does it still work?’

			Zorique paused at the threshold, still scared to take that final step. But Tinnstra wasn’t the only person who’d changed, she reminded herself. With a deep breath, she entered the stone room. 

			Magic pulsed all around her. Green light seeped from her feet into the wards, flowing through them until the chamber was illuminated from one end to the other. She stepped down into the trough at the centre of the room and closed her eyes, opening her mind, exploring the connections that had been carved into its walls. She could feel the other places that waited just out of sight. She focused and one called louder than the others, a place far, far away. In her mind, she could see the spiralling path that would take them to the future. ‘Yes, it still works. I can take us home.’

			‘Good. Come back out for now,’ said Tinnstra.

			‘We’re not going?’

			Tinnstra shook her head. ‘Not yet.’ She turned to Aasgod. ‘Do you have any Chikara water with you?’

			The man shook his head. ‘No, it’s at my house in the city. I—’

			Tinnstra punched him in the face. 

			Aasgod’s head snapped back and the man dropped to the ground. 

			‘Tinnstra!’ Zorique rushed over as Tinnstra straddled Aasgod’s body, ripping cloth from his robes. ‘What are you doing?’

			She looked up, a mad grin on her face. ‘I’ve wanted to do that for over ten years.’

			‘But he’s on our side.’

			‘So what?’ Tinnstra tied his hands together, then his feet. ‘Wait here for me. If he wakes up, don’t free him, no matter what he says.’

			‘Where are you going?’

			‘I’ve got an errand to run.’ And Tinnstra was off. A few seconds later, Zorique heard a horse gallop away, and she was left with an unconscious man at her feet in the ruins of her home. For a moment, she didn’t know what to do, feeling foolish in her armour now there was no one left to fight. Then she glanced at the house, thinking of the dead within. She didn’t care about the Egril, whoever he’d been, but her mothers deserved more than to be left for the elements.

			She placed her helm, shield and spear to one side and used her magic to build a pyre. Each piece of wood held a memory: the table where they ate their meals; the frame of her bed; Anama’s bookshelves; the ceiling beam from the living room; the floorboards from the porch. On and on she worked, allowing the tears to fall as she shifted another part of her old life into place. It was fitting in a way, saying goodbye to her home as she said goodbye to her mothers, wise Anama and beautiful Maiza. There was no coming back, after all. 

			The sun was setting as she finished, and she carried the two women to the pyre. She thought about waiting for Tinnstra to return before setting it alight, but somehow it didn’t feel right to wait.

			‘Kasri.’ 

			The fire burst into life in the centre of the pyre, rushing through the wooden structure, burning bright, burning hot. 

			Anama and Maiza were quickly consumed, the flames dancing across their clothes as the ache grew in Zorique’s heart. She couldn’t recall her real parents. Not really. But the three women in this time had looked after her for as long as she could remember. Yes, they drove her mad and always told her what to do, but she never doubted their love. Not just because she was their great hope or the queen or anything like that – she knew they loved her for no other reason than that she was their child. Zorique couldn’t have asked for more.

			And now it was just her and Tinnstra again. As it was in the beginning. Tinnstra with all her fury, who’d kill Kage himself if it meant keeping Zorique safe.

			She smiled, wiping her tears away, as the pyre burned higher. The two of them to save the world. The hope and the fury. She could imagine Anama’s reaction to that; a shake of the head, pursed lips. Then Maiza would nod in satisfaction as her two warriors went off to war.

			‘We’ll make you proud,’ she told the flames. ‘Rest well with Xin. You’ve earned your peace.’

			She left the pyre burning and returned to the gate. Aasgod was awake and had manoeuvred himself to a sitting position with his back against the wall. The blood around his nose had dried above a very swollen lip. ‘How are you feeling?’ she said.

			‘How do you think I’m feeling? I come to help and get punched unconscious for my troubles. Untie me before that madwoman comes back.’

			‘Tinnstra told me not to.’ Zorique fought an urge to smile. This Aasgod was nothing like the tales she’d heard of the other one. She couldn’t imagine the man before her influencing kings with a whisper. She’d certainly not listen to him.

			‘She’s insane. I don’t want to be here when she gets back. Come on, untie me.’

			‘No.’ 

			‘She’ll kill me if you don’t let me go. Do you want that?’

			‘If she wanted you dead, you’d be dead.’ 

			‘You don’t know that! You have no idea what she’s capable of.’ Aasgod wriggled and fought against his bonds, but only managed to fall on his side. ‘Godsdamnit.’

			Zorique pushed him upright. ‘Try and relax. She’ll be back soon, then we’ll be out of your way.’ She paused. Up close, she could now see something of the man she half-remembered as the shadows in her memory shifted. ‘Look, you saved my life once – or you will save my life – so believe me when I say I won’t let her harm you.’

			‘Then untie me!’

			They both heard the horse before Zorique could turn him down again. She smiled instead and shrugged. ‘She’s back.’

			Zorique stood and retrieved her shield and spear, nestling her helmet in the crock of her arm. The horse stopped on the other side of the house, then she heard a smack and the horse was off once more, galloping away. 

			Tinnstra walked into the garden with a large bag over her shoulder and a small shovel in one hand. ‘You ready to go?’

			Zorique nodded.

			‘Good,’ said Tinnstra. ‘I’ve just got one last thing to do.’

			‘What’s in the bag?’ asked Aasgod.

			Tinnstra ignored him and walked to the far end of the garden, where she started digging.

			‘Please, Zorique,’ whispered Aasgod. ‘You need to release me. Tinnstra’s deranged. Who knows what she’ll do?’

			‘I’m going to win Sekanowari,’ answered Tinnstra before Zorique could reply. She bent down and lifted up a wooden box from the ground. From that, she produced a leather map case and a book. She put both in the bag.

			‘What are they?’ asked Aasgod as she returned, his eyes fearful.

			‘Things that will help us defeat the Egril, and all the Chikara water you had.’

			‘Why would you need so much? We’ve reduced your dependency.’

			‘It’s not for me.’ She reached down and grabbed him by the collar. ‘It’s for you.’

			Aasgod didn’t even have time to react before she’d hauled him inside the gate and dropped him into the well. ‘I can’t go with you,’ he screamed. ‘Release me!’

			‘What are you doing?’ asked Zorique, following them in. She didn’t like Tinnstra’s mood. Maybe Aasgod was right. Maybe she was unhinged by everything that had happened. ‘We can’t take him with us.’

			‘We’re fighting a war and we need all the help we can get,’ replied Tinnstra. She drew her sword and took up her axe in the other hand. ‘Open the gate.’

			‘But Anama’s rule …’ said Zorique, looking from Tinnstra to Aasgod and back again.

			‘Anama’s dead, so I say fuck her rule,’ snapped Tinnstra. ‘Now take us where we need to go and be ready to kill whatever fucking Skulls are waiting for us.’

			‘No, don’t,’ begged Aasgod. ‘You could destroy everything.’ His feet kicked at the ground, but Tinnstra’s sword at his throat put a stop to that.

			‘That’s exactly what I intend to do.’

			Aasgod fell silent.

			With one last look out at her home, Zorique took a breath and finally said the word. ‘Aitas.’
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			Ralasis

			

			Layso

			Ralasis had a dozen men with him. Men who a few hours before had been guarding him in prison, but once the Egril had started their invasion they soon realised the error of their ways. They’d released their prisoners seconds after the first bombs fell. Galrin had gone with the others to the palace to help the king and stop Kosa if he was there, while Ralasis was now on his way to Kosa’s home with a small team of his own. Kosa was the key to all of this, and Ralasis wasn’t going to let the bastard get away with betraying his country.

			Of course, now they were streets away, it didn’t seem like the best idea he’d ever had. Going to the palace, with its high walls and lots of soldiers to help, would’ve been the smarter move. But no, his plan was to charge right into the middle of the bloody Egril invasion.

			They’d fought when they had to and hidden when they could, but the closer they got, the more it looked like the Egril were pouring out of Kosa’s house. Daijaku took to the sky in groups, spreading across the city with their bombs and their spears, while more and more of the Skull-faced warriors filled the streets. It was relentless. And there was a screech in the air, a continual wail of pain, as if the world itself was being ripped apart.

			‘I don’t like this, Captain,’ said one of the guards. His name was Maxis or something like that. A man with a face only a mother could love. They’d taken shelter in an alley near Kosa’s house and Ralasis was glad they had. The Skulls were everywhere.

			‘Nor do I.’

			‘How many of them did Kosa have hidden in the house? Looks like hundreds coming out.’ Maxis’s voice was full of fear, and Ralasis didn’t blame him for that one jot. Any sane man should be petrified. Ralasis certainly was. He’d taken some chain mail from the prison, but it didn’t feel like much protection for his vitals now fighting was imminent. 

			‘Not this many,’ he replied. ‘I saw maybe six, and they weren’t soldiers.’

			‘Then where are they coming from?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘We should go back.’

			Ralasis glanced at his men. They looked as scared as he felt. He couldn’t let them know that, though. People needed strength to follow, someone who could make hard choices when the time came, a leader they could believe would keep them alive. Ralasis was none of those things, but he could pretend with the best of them. ‘I know the sensible thing would be to get as far from here as we can, but sometimes the sensible thing isn’t the right thing to do.’ The soldiers looked at him as if he were mad, so he pressed on. ‘There’s some bad shit going on in that house that needs stopping. The fate of Layso – of Meigore – may well depend on us managing it. I wish it wasn’t so, but we’re all that’s here. We’ll go around the back, over the wall and into that fucker’s garden. We’ll get as close to the house as we can before we have to start fighting. That’ll be bloody work, but we didn’t come here with swords and spears just to have a chat. Understand?’

			He got nods back, but none looked too convincing.

			‘If we do this and do it right, they’ll put up statues of us once this shit is over. We’ll never have to buy another drink or go home alone again for the rest of our lives. Well, apart from Maxis. Fame won’t make him any prettier.’

			The guards chuckled at that. Even Maxis.

			‘Come on. Time to get our hands wet.’

			He led them around the back of the house. Getting over the wall was easier this time with someone to give him a leg-up. The screeching grew louder, battering his ears, but it helped them, too. There was no need to be quiet, not with that racket going on. He could’ve blown the wall up and the Skulls wouldn’t have heard it. And Ralasis knew what was making that noise. He’d heard enough tales of Egril invasions. A Tonin had opened a gate. That’s how the bastards were getting in. He wanted Kosa dead, but killing the Tonin was also pretty high up on his list of things to do.

			They moved through the garden, drawn by a bright light near the house, the heart of that godless scream. The very air burned from whatever the Egril were doing. His men spread out, hiding in the bushes and undergrowth, but his dozen looked a paltry number compared to the Egril. More and more of them were appearing through that damn rent.

			Then he spotted the Tonin. A man – or he thought it was a man – dressed in rags, translucent-skinned, bald. He weaved his hands like a conductor with an orchestra – and his back was to Ralasis. As a target, they didn’t get much better than that.

			‘Give me your spear,’ he hissed at Maxis.

			The man gave it up without hesitation. Probably grateful he wasn’t the one being asked to throw the bloody thing. If Ralasis was any sort of officer, he would have ordered Maxis to try it before attempting it himself, but he was too dumb to do that. He’d never put another man’s life at risk if he could risk his first. It was the sort of the thing that would get him killed one day – but hopefully not this day.

			He crept forward, sweaty hands grasping the hilt of the spear, gauging its weight and balance. He tried not to count how many Skulls were in the garden with the Tonin. Only a fool would work out how badly the odds were stacked against them, but he couldn’t help himself.

			There were at least thirty. Thirty against thirteen. Shit odds indeed, and there’d be no hiding once Ralasis threw the spear.

			And if he missed? May the Gods help him.

			He got as close as he dared, stood up, took aim. Someone shouted something. Ralasis didn’t understand a word of it, but he could guess he’d been seen. No time to waste, then. He threw the spear. Hard. Fast. 

			It hit the Tonin square in the back and the gate snapped shut a failed heartbeat later. That awful screech was silenced with it. 

			And every Skull turned towards him. 

			‘Hello, trouble, my old friend,’ he whispered as he drew his sword. Why hadn’t he found some proper armour before charging up here?

			‘Attack!’ he screamed and ran towards the enemy, praying that his men would follow his order. Praying that he wouldn’t die doing something stupid like his father said he would.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			‘Aitas.’

			Zorique said the word and the world tore apart. Tinnstra had thought it was agony the first time she’d travelled through the gate, but this was worse. Far worse. It felt like she was being torn asunder. This was death. She became no more than thoughts lost in blinding light, burning bright. 

			It lasted for an eternity. It lasted for a second. She saw the Gods watching. She was alone in her pain. Birth. Death. The one, the same. She screamed with no voice. She reached with no hand. The magic consumed her, ripped her apart, crushed her, killed her.

			And then it stopped. The pain, the light, the fire – all vanished. They were back in the room, Tinnstra, Aasgod and Zorique. Alive and breathing. She had a sword in one hand, an axe in the other and a stomach full of bile. 

			They were surrounded by Skulls.

			Six of them, eyes bulging in surprise behind those stupid masks. They’d been expecting the Chosen to reappear. Not them.

			Zorique was on her knees, puking. Aasgod was reeling, still bound, still totally useless. Trouble was, Tinnstra wasn’t in a much better state.

			Vomit raced up her throat, but she forced it back down. With shaking legs, she attacked, ignoring the tremors in her body, overriding its weakness with her will.

			She brought her axe down on the first Skull’s head, crushing his helmet and cleaving his head from crown to chin. The second got her sword in his heart, propelled right through the Egril’s armour by her Chikara water-endowed muscles. 

			Her vision blurred as a Skull slashed at her with his scimitar and she half-turned, half-fell out of his way. A sting on her arm told her the man’s blade had drawn blood. She brought the axe up as she fell, driving it into his groin good and hard, then hit the ground and rolled back to her feet, swaying, the world blurring, the bile rising again. Three Skulls left to deal with.

			A quick glance told her Zorique was still all but out of action, using her spear to get upright. Aasgod had calmed down, but his hands were still bound so there was no help coming from him.

			The three Skulls were wary now the floor was awash with their friends’ blood, hoping numbers would work where a rushed attack had failed. The answer to their strategy was aggression, attack first, kill first; but that only worked if Tinnstra was at the top of her game. 

			She spat some vomit onto the ground and squinted, trying to get the room back in focus. She wasn’t anywhere near her best, but she was still better than the three Egril before her. A hundred fights in Aisair’s pits had made sure of that. Years of drinking Chikara water guaranteed it.

			She threw her axe at the first Skull on the left and then charged the others. The Skull dodged the axe but got in the way of the next Skull’s sword, stopping him from blocking Tinnstra. In went her blade, through his chest, right to the hilt, lifting him up as she kept moving. She pulled her blade free as she turned, sword already slashing at another Skull. He reared back, but not far enough, and caught her sword in his throat. The blade stuck on his spine so Tinnstra let go of it, drew two knives and went for the remaining Skull.

			The bastard jabbed at her with his spear, more to keep her away than to kill her. Tinnstra dodged it, stepped to the right and went down, her foot caught on a corpse, and nearly stabbed herself in the process.

			The Skull came for her, spear ready, and Tinnstra knew it was over. Two minutes back and she was already dead. She brought her knives up all the same, knowing they were no match for the longer weapon.

			The Skull knew it, too. Bastard.

			Then there was movement from the side and someone smashed into the Skull, knocking him and the spear away as the two bodies went down tumbling. Tinnstra followed them, saw it was Aasgod who had saved her. Maybe he wasn’t so useless after all. She grabbed his collar and hauled him out of the way with one hand and stuck her knife in the Skull with the other. The bastard tried fighting her off, so she stabbed him repeatedly until he got the message and stopped moving.

			Tinnstra reeled around, saw nothing but dead Skulls and Zorique and Aasgod holding each other up. The immediate danger over, she felt the bile rise once more, and this time she let herself be sick, wanting the poison out, needing to refocus, prepare to fight some more.

			‘Are you two all right?’ she asked, spitting out some more muck.

			‘I’m … okay,’ said Zorique, looking far from it, all ashen-faced.

			‘What’s going on?’ asked Aasgod. ‘Where are we?’

			Tinnstra staggered over to him, bloody knife still in her hand. He backed away, eyes on the weapons. ‘Relax. You saved my life. I’m not going to kill you today.’ She slashed his bonds. ‘I need you to fight.’

			‘Fight them?’ He looked from Tinnstra to Zorique. ‘I don’t know … I—’

			Tinnstra leered at him. ‘I saw you crush a man with nothing but air and destroy a hundred soldiers with lightning from your fingertips, so don’t give me “I don’t know”.’

			‘Go easy on him, Tinnstra,’ said Zorique. ‘You kidnapped him.’

			‘War doesn’t care who it calls to fight.’ Tinnstra reached into her bag and pulled out two vials of Chikara water. ‘Drink this.’ She tossed Aasgod a vial. They both drank. At least the bitter liquid got rid of the taste of her sick. She felt that familiar kick as her eyes cleared and strength returned. ‘Right. We’re in the basement of the Jian embassy in Layso. I don’t know how long we’ve been gone. When we left, a Chosen was trying to kill us, and he wasn’t amongst the ones we just killed, so I think it’s safe to assume the Skulls are here in force.’ Tinnstra waited until Zorique and Aasgod nodded. The mage was still dazed, staring at the blood and the bodies on the ground. He’d better get used to it fast, because there was about to be a lot more of them. ‘First thing we do is go up the stairs to the ground floor and kill anything in a white uniform. After that, depends on how bad things are. If the Meigorians are still fighting, we help. If the country’s lost, we head back to Jia and sort out the bastards there.’

			‘Okay,’ said Zorique. 

			Aasgod looked like he was about to puke again.

			‘Let’s do this.’ Tinnstra led them along a corridor she’d last run down twelve years previously. She’d been a different person then, a lifetime ago, thrown into a war against her choosing. Now it was different. She’d trained. She’d poisoned herself. She’d fought in the pits. She’d done everything she could to ensure she was ready. This was her war now and, by the Gods, she’d win it.

			A Skull waiting at the top of the stairs with his back to Tinnstra was dead before he knew what hit him.

			They charged out into the main lobby, a beautiful room all but destroyed, and laid into more Skulls. Zorique didn’t use her powers, relying on her spear and shield instead. Where Tinnstra was brute force, she was beauty, dancing through the enemy, striking with precision before moving on, a joy to watch. Tinnstra had too much hate to be gracious. She hacked and cleaved and chopped and thrust and killed, killed, killed. Let Kage have his souls. Let him have his blood. She’d send every Egril back to the Great Darkness.

			Hearing a crackle of energy behind her, Tinnstra spun around expecting a Chosen, but it was only Aasgod, lightning flickering over his hands and two dead Skulls by the door, burn marks on their helmets. She gave him a nod of approval and got back to the wet-work. And it felt good. Damn good.

			Was this what it was like to be a Shulka before the war? To feel invincible? Every sinew singing as all fell before you? No wonder they loved fighting so much.

			They moved from room to room, killing any Skull they found. She passed the bodies of Nils and Jis and felt a pang of guilt. She’d not thought of them in years, and yet they looked like they’d only just died. They’d never had a chance, not against a Chosen, but without their sacrifice, Zorique would never have escaped.

			Once the embassy was clear of the enemy, they found an upstairs room with a good view of Layso. Below them was a city at war. Daijaku flew above streets that burned from east to west and the sounds of battle filled the air. And above? The worst fighting looked to be at the palace, at the top of the mountain, illuminated by scores of explosions.

			‘Is this Layso?’ asked Zorique, joining her.

			Tinnstra nodded. ‘Not for much longer, though – unless we do something.’

			‘By the Gods,’ said Aasgod, his mouth open. ‘I never imagined—’

			‘Nor did we, until it was too late,’ said Tinnstra. 

			But the battle wasn’t over in Layso. The Meigorians were fighting back, as far as Tinnstra could see. Archers in their rooftop nests harried the Daijaku and, amongst the screams and shouts, the clash of steel echoed across the city. The Egril had taken Jia by surprise, but not the Meigorians. They were fighting for every inch of their land.

			Tinnstra could also feel bursts of magic marking out the Chosen. ‘There are at least six Chosen in the city and … something else … three of them across the city.’

			‘What do you think they are?’ asked Zorique.

			‘Maybe Tonin—’

			‘Tonin?’ asked Aasgod.

			‘They’re human gates, connecting here with Egril,’ said Tinnstra. ‘The Skulls use them to bring their troops across from the Empire – that’s how they overran Jia.’

			‘We need to stop them first,’ said Zorique. ‘I can do it—’

			‘Wait,’ said Tinnstra, holding on to Zorique’s hand. ‘Wait.’

			‘What’s wrong?’

			Tinnstra smiled at the girl, her daughter. ‘You’ll be on your own out there. Aasgod and I … we can’t follow you.’

			‘I know.’

			‘I know you do,’ said Tinnstra, the breath catching in her throat. Zorique was so brave, so powerful, and yet she couldn’t let go of her. ‘This war. It’s not like your training. It’s not even like the battles you had with the Chosen. It’s chaos.’

			Zorique glanced out of the window at the burning city. ‘I know. I’ll be careful. I promise.’

			Tinnstra closed her eyes, forced her lungs to work. I knew this moment would come. It was always going to be like this. Fear swirled in her gut. She wanted to hold on to Zorique, protect her, and yet … She sighed and opened her eyes. ‘I love you, Zorique. Know that. Keep it in your heart. Whatever happens next, you have been my life’s greatest pleasure.’

			Zorique’s head dropped. ‘Nothing’s going to happen to me – or you.’

			‘Neither of us knows that.’

			‘I do. This is why we trained. Not so that we can die here, now. So that we can win and free Jia. This is just the start.’

			Tinnstra felt another swelling of pride. No matter how much she’d screwed up her own life, she’d done something right in the way she’d raised Zorique. The girl was brave, wise and, most of all, had such a good heart. If they survived this, she’d make a wonderful queen. Tinnstra let go of Zorique’s hand and took a step back. ‘This is why we trained.’

			‘So, let’s do this,’ said Zorique.

			Tinnstra nodded. ‘Aasgod and I will head to the palace. You take out the Tonin first, and then whatever else gets in your way.’

			‘Yes,’ said Zorique without a moment’s hesitation. 

			Tinnstra turned to Aasgod. ‘Are you ready?’

			‘I killed two men. Downstairs. Killed them.’ The mage was shaking. Scared. Overwhelmed. Tinnstra needed him to pull himself together.

			She gripped his arm. ‘You did, and by doing so, you saved our lives. Focus on what needs to be done next. Don’t think of the Skulls as people – they’re monsters. And if you show them any mercy or hesitate, they will kill you, me, Zorique and everyone else who stands in their way. I know you don’t want to know this, but the only reason we’re all standing here now is because of your plans.’

			‘No … I—’

			‘Listen,’ snapped Tinnstra. ‘The only reason Zorique has powers is because of you. The only reason I got involved was because of you. You even lied to me to persuade me to fight. You did all that because you knew this is Sekanowari. We lose this war, we lose everything. Do you understand?’

			‘I understand.’

			‘I know I dragged you a thousand years into the future against your will, but you’re here now and there’s no turning the clock back – unless we win.’

			Aasgod looked up, and for the first time, Tinnstra recognised some of the old mage in him. ‘I’ll fight. I won’t let either of you down.’

			‘Good.’ Tinnstra turned back to the window. ‘Zorique, you see the bell tower to the east?’ She pointed to a large tower with a gold dome at its peak.

			The girl leaned forwards. ‘Yes.’

			‘The first Tonin is there. The second is halfway down the mountain approach to the palace and the last is by the harbour. When they open a gate, you’ll know it.’

			Zorique nodded. ‘You’ve told me – screeching, air on fire, end-of-the world stuff.’

			Tinnstra smiled. ‘I’m glad you paid attention.’ She took Zorique’s hand and kissed it. ‘Now show them what you can do, My Queen.’

			‘Tinnstra, I—’

			‘Go.’

			Zorique climbed into the window. ‘I love you.’

			‘I know.’

			Zorique grinned and raised her spear. ‘We are the dead.’

			‘We are the dead,’ repeated Tinnstra, a tear rolling down her cheek.

			And off Zorique flew into the darkening sky, a glowing spark of hope. May the Gods protect you, my beautiful girl. I couldn’t love you more.

			Tinnstra turned from the window, unable to watch what happened next. She placed the bag of Chikara water on the floor, took out more vials and passed them to Aasgod. ‘Power-up. We’ve got work to do.’
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			Yas

			Kiyosun

			Yas stood outside the warehouse, bloodstained knife in one hand, a sack in the other. She was covered in gore, large, impossible-to-miss patches of it on her coat and trousers. Her sleeves in particular were drenched.

			Getting back to the warehouse had been an ordeal. The Egril were everywhere and running battles were taking place from one side of the city to the other. Yas had nearly been caught more than once by enemy soldiers. But the area around the Weeping Men’s territory was free of invaders. That turf was already theirs, after all. 

			War’s orchestra played its merry tune in the distance: explosions, screams, steel beating steel and the Gods only knew what else. Yas barely noticed it. Death and destruction had become as commonplace as birdsong.

			Two Weeping Men stepped out of the shadows as she approached the warehouse. One carried a club covered in spikes, while the other gripped an Egril scimitar. It was about as friendly a welcome as she’d been expecting.

			‘Drop the knife,’ called out the man with the club. Long hair hung all dirty and limp down the sides of his face.

			Yas did as she was told. The blade clattered on the stone.

			‘What’s in the bag?’ asked the other, smaller man.

			Yas held it up, letting them see the shapes of its contents. Two heads pressed against the cloth, noses and chins clearly visible. The bottom of the sack was as bloodstained as she was. ‘Presents for Raab.’

			‘Come on in, then,’ said Greasy Hair, showing off his missing teeth with a leering grin. ‘He’s expecting you.’ They both stepped aside, creating a pathway for her to walk between them.

			It was dark inside, but nothing had changed. Raab sat on a chair about twenty yards from the cages full of crying children. The Egril was next to him, not even bothering to cover his mask now, a bowl of fruit in his lap.

			Yas had to force herself to walk normally as she made her away over. She kept glancing at the cages, hoping to see Little Ro, but she had to remind herself that was a distraction right now. Once she’d dealt with Raab and the Skull, she’d get her son. Worrying about Ro wouldn’t do either of them any good.

			‘All right, Yas,’ Raab said as she got closer. He leaned back in his chair, one foot resting on his other knee, and crossed his arms. ‘Wasn’t expecting to see you back so soon.’

			‘I don’t want you having my son any longer than necessary.’ She held up the sack. ‘We still got a deal?’

			‘That doesn’t look big enough for three heads,’ said Raab. ‘And the deal was for three.’

			‘Jax got blown up by the Daijaku before I could kill him.’ Yas stopped five feet from the man and dropped the bag. ‘The other two are inside. Hasan and Dren.’

			The Skull clapped his hands. ‘Bravo. Bravo.’

			Raab lowered his foot, taking his time, and then stood up. There was a knife on his hip almost big enough to be a sword. Compensating for something, no doubt. After all, size didn’t matter if you knew what you were doing. He sucked his teeth and then wagged a finger at her, all smiles. ‘You’ve made me a happy man. Rich, too. Well done.’

			He stepped towards the sack, but Yas slipped in front of him and held up both her hands, red fingers clear to see, careful not to let her sleeve fall. ‘You don’t get anything until I get my son.’

			Raab looked over his shoulder at the cages, then back at Yas with that fucking grin of his. ‘I’m a man of my word, Yas.’

			‘Don’t make me laugh. Give me my son.’

			Raab closed the distance between them in a heartbeat, and when Yas looked up, their noses were all but touching. ‘You don’t tell me what to do. It don’t work that way. Forget your place again and you’ll end up in a cage with the kids.’ 

			‘Why’d you turn against your own kind?’ asked Yas. ‘I understand the Skulls, but not you. You’re Jian like the rest of us.’

			‘I’m a Weeping Man. No one owns me.’ Raab tapped his cheek. ‘I earned my first tear when I was ten years old. Anyone who pays for my services gets what they want. Simple as that. The Skulls understand, and they pay better than anyone else.’

			‘You took Rena’s money to kill me. She’s not going to get what she wants.’

			‘Keep up this attitude of yours and she will.’ Raab glared in her eyes, trying to scare her. ‘Though I guess it’s that spunk that let you kill your friends. Did you find it easy, in the end?’

			‘It’s as you say,’ replied Yas. ‘Anyone who looks at you knows you’re an untrustworthy killer. Me? Not so much. It lets me get in close – close enough to do what needs doing.’

			‘Yeah?’ Raab grinned, so bloody pleased with himself.

			‘Oh, yeah.’ And then she stuck a knife in his gut. The knife Hasan had strapped to her wrist earlier, after she’d told him what she intended to do. It was a long, thin blade, more of a needle if truth be told, but size didn’t matter, not when you knew how to use it. And Yas knew how. Fast and quick. In and out. Again and again and again. She looked him in the eyes as she did it. Shock, pain, anger, disappointment, fear – Raab went through the whole lot until he was just another corpse, lying on the ground, next to her sack with the heads of two unknown people who’d died in the streets. She was glad the Hanran had done the cutting for her, but she’d have taken care of it herself if she had to.

			‘What have you done?’ said the Skull, standing up, his plate of food clattering to the floor.

			Yas was on him in a shot, the knife moving even quicker. In. Out. She screamed as she did it, all her anger and hate roaring out of her. Stabbing away even when he was on the ground and more than dead.

			It was only the noise from outside that stopped her. Screams, shouts, steel against steel. Greasy Hair and the small one were being introduced to some pissed-off Hanran, but Yas didn’t pay their deaths any heed. She walked over to the cages. Another one of Raab’s lads watched her, open-mouthed, dithering on his feet. He had a sword, but by the looks of things he’d forgotten what to do with it. ‘I’d fuck off if I were you,’ said Yas, pointing to the far door with her knife.

			He didn’t need telling twice. 

			Yas went straight to Little Ro’s cage, unbolted it and pulled her boy free. He wailed as she hugged him, his little chest heaving against hers. ‘I’m here, baby. I’m here. Everything’s going to be all right.’ Holding him tight, she moved to the other cages, opening them, beckoning the children out. Some did as they were told, others refused to move.

			‘Everything’s going to be all right,’ she repeated to them, twenty in total, looking lost and scared. She had no idea how she’d find their parents, or if their parents were even still alive, but she’d try her damnedest, that was for sure.

			The three Hanran Hasan had lent her entered the warehouse, sheathing bloody swords. One of them whistled when he saw Raab and the Egril on the floor. ‘Well done.’

			‘No one’s going to threaten my family ever again,’ said Yas, and she kissed her son’s head.

			‘What do you want us to do with his body?’

			‘Normally I’d say let them rot, but we need to send a message. String Raab and the rest of them up somewhere the Skulls can see. Let them know their plan has failed.’

			‘It’ll be a pleasure.’

			‘The rest of you get these kids underground, feed them and then let’s try and find who they belong to.’

			‘We’re on it, Boss.’

			Yas watched them work, her son in her arms, her little part of the world put right once more. She’d get people looking for Ma, too. If anyone was too stubborn to die, it was her ma.

			With that, Yas left the warehouse, bloody knife in one hand, holding her son with the other.
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			Zorique

			Layso

			Zorique took to the skies, trying to keep the grin off her face. She knew it was wrong, but she felt so Godsdamn free. Like a bird released from its cage. No one telling her no, no hiding who she was, no holding back.

			She went faster, higher, enjoying the wind against her skin. The city didn’t look real from so high above, not that she’d felt any connection to it when she’d been on the ground. This wasn’t her home. She had no memories connecting her to Layso – she was just there to kill Skulls. 

			She headed for the bell tower, shield and spear ready. A Daijaku was in her way, its back to her, and for a moment, Zorique didn’t know what to do.

			‘Kasri.’ The demon burst into flames and plummeted, leaving a glorious trail of fire behind. The response from other Daijaku was immediate. They screeched as they banked and circled, looking for what had caused one of their number to die. It didn’t take them long to spot Zorique.

			They flew at her, all lined up, their Niganntan spears held out before them like a wall of thorns to skewer her.

			Zorique pulled up and hovered, waiting for them. Then …

			‘Shirudan.’ 

			There was a crackle in the air and the shield formed a bubble around her, already stronger and bigger than the ones she’d created back in Aisair. The Daijaku hit it at full speed. By the Gods, she enjoyed watching their heads pulp on impact, and the way their wings snapped as they fell. 

			Some of the demons managed to pull up, avoiding the shield, but there was no safety for them, no respite.

			‘Kasri.’ Like moths, they died. Little bursts of fire and that was that.

			It was almost fun.

			The Skulls were assembled at the base of the tower in a circle around a man in rags, with even more guarding the approaches to the street, and all of them were watching Zorique as she flew towards them. Maybe they thought they had the monopoly on magic because none of them ran. If they had, they might’ve lived another day.

			The Tonin sensed something, though. Maybe he realised death was coming. Zorique felt the ripple of magic emanating from the man a second before she saw the spark in the air as he attempted to open a gate. Was he hoping to flee or bring help? Either way, it didn’t matter.

			She ignited fire along her spear and threw it at the Tonin. It shot straight and true, and she followed in its wake. There was no escape for the man, nor any stopping her. The spear took him through the chest, erupting out of the other side and embedding itself in the ground, skewering him in place for the flames to do the rest.

			The Skulls knew fear then, all right.

			As she landed in their midst, Zorique created another shield, bigger still than before, a bubble around her and the nearest Skulls. Trapping them inside with her. 

			She pulled her burning spear free and got on with the killing. Her body sang in delight as the magic coursed through her, fully unleashed for the first time in her life. The Skulls and the Daijaku and the Godsdamned Chosen had haunted her dreams since before she could remember, and now it was time to show them what a real nightmare was.

			The Skulls tried to put up a fight. They really tried. But it was useless.

			She allowed the other Skulls who had been guarding the approaches to run. They could spread the word. Let them talk of her in hushed whispers and frightened voices.

			She took off again and this time made no attempt to stifle her grin. Light streamed from her, illuminating the sky, a star of hope in the darkness. Let them all see, Meigorian and Egril alike, and know the tide had turned.

			A blast of energy shot up towards her, but she was moving too fast for it to worry her. More arced up into the night from the Chosen around the city, exploding like fireworks to celebrate her arrival.

			The second Tonin had her gate fully formed by the time she reached her. Skulls were crossing over. Reinforcements ready to kill Meigorians, unprepared for her. 

			Zorique formed a shield around the Tonin and then contracted it, crushing the mage. As she died, the gate closed with her. A rank of Skulls was bisected, their other halves lost wherever they had come from. The rest tried to fight. Spears were thrown, scimitars drawn, but none of it mattered.

			‘Kasri.’ Zorique watched the Skulls burn in their armour, watched the metal melt and smiled once more.

			There was one more Tonin to find. She took to the air again, laughing as Chosen fired their futile blasts at her, struck more Daijaku from the sky with her spear and her magic.

			It was all so easy. Anama and Maiza had trained her well. Zorique only hoped they were looking on from Xin’s kingdom with pride. She would make their sacrifice worthwhile. She would honour everyone who’d helped her – everyone who’d died for her.

			She headed towards the harbour, looking for any sign of the last Tonin. She didn’t have Tinnstra’s ability to see magic so she dropped lower, seeking any concentration of Skulls or the beacon of light caused by a gate opening. But there was nothing that gave away the creature’s location.

			She dropped lower, skimming the red rooftops, searching down every street as fast as possible. Where was the Tonin?

			She came across a group of Meigorians battling Skulls, huddled behind a barrier with their backs to a temple of Nasri. The Meigorians shot arrows, trying to stem the white advance marching towards them. They’d obviously fallen back time after time, judging by the dead that littered the street. Well, enough was enough.

			Again, she used her shield, experimenting with a freedom that she’d not even felt in any of Anama’s constructs. There was no bubble this time, no thought of protecting herself. Her shield became a wall that she slammed down on the Skulls with all the force she could muster. Crushed like ants indeed. No one got up after she’d finished.

			With the Skulls dead, she landed by the Meigorians. They all stared at her open-mouthed and wide-eyed; some fell to their knees while others backed away. ‘Nasri,’ whispered more than a few, but Zorique didn’t know if they were praying or if they thought she was the God.

			She removed her helmet. ‘Is everyone all right?’ The Meigorian language was strange on her tongue. 

			‘Who are you?’ asked a soldier, dark rings under his eyes and his left arm a bloody mess.

			‘I’m Zorique, Queen of Jia.’ She’d never said those words out loud. They felt odd, but she would have to get used to them over the coming days.

			‘Are you here to save us?’ asked a pale-faced woman. 

			‘Yes. The Egril invasion stops tonight.’ 

			‘Thank the Four Gods,’ cried the woman. ‘Thank the Gods.’

			‘How many fighters do you have?’ asked the soldier.

			‘I—’ The screeching cut off her words. A gate was opening. Zorique spun around and saw the fiery sparks through a half-ruined tower a street away. The Tonin!

			Dropping her helmet, she launched herself like an arrow, swift and sure. She flew straight, eyes fixed on the gate. Through the hole in the Tower’s side. Then she— 

			The tower exploded.

			Zorique got hit from every direction, battered one way then another. Then all was dark, dirt in her mouth and the weight of the world on top of her, rocks, rubble, dust and earth. She’d been stupid. The Tonin had been a trap. 

			She formed her shield, squeezing it around herself like a second skin. Once encased, she pushed it out, working against the detritus piled atop her. The rocks shifted an inch, maybe two, then nothing. 

			The weight on her doubled, then doubled again.

			She wanted to scream, trapped in the dark, buried alive. How long before the air in her lungs ran out?

			Zorique pushed again, but she didn’t even move a stone. It was too much. 

			But everyone was counting on her. Tinnstra. Aasgod. The Meigorians. Her people. Their lives were in her hands. They would all die if she gave in.

			What would Anama say, or Maiza? Would they be proud of her?

			She was stronger than this.

			Stronger than all of them. 

			She gritted her teeth and pushed.

			A stone shifted. Then another. A rock. Two rocks. She felt the whole tower shift. Move. Rise. Space opened up around her, enough to stretch her arms, shift her legs. 

			Still she pushed, growing her shield up and out, clearing more space, creating enough room to sit up, to stand. Rocks and stone fell in all directions. A storm of dust and dirt swirled around her, but there it was – the gate, burning bright. She could make out shapes – people … no, Skulls and more. Something big was coming through.

			Monsters.

			Twelve-foot-high monsters. She’d not seen creatures like this before. Not trained against them in Anama’s simulations. 

			Her first urge was to fly up and away from the gate, give herself time to work out what to do, but if she did that, she’d leave the Meigorians exposed. If she ran, they’d be slaughtered.

			More smoke cleared and she saw the Tonin with a Chosen next to him. 

			The Chosen raised his baton.

			Zorique marched towards them, her shield focused around her arm. She had no fear here. She knew what a baton could do, and she was stronger, more powerful. The energy blast, when it came, didn’t even slow her down. Zorique swatted it away and threw her spear.

			The Chosen dived to one side, but he wasn’t her target. Zorique had a mission to complete. The spear pierced the Tonin through the chest and he crumpled to the floor, his gate snapping shut behind him. 

			Still, four monsters had made it through. Four monsters that looked like they could tear her apart with their bare hands. Plus, there was the Chosen to deal with.

			She summoned fire, concentrating it in her hands, making it burn bright, conjuring fireballs. She would be the light to their Great Darkness. Let them see what was coming.

			Two of the monsters charged at her, roaring, baring their fangs and tusks. The ground shook with their every step as they built up speed, fists raised, ready to pound her into the dirt.

			Zorique smiled, her fire burning. She waited, letting them get close.

			Ten feet separated them when she threw the first fireball. It blasted one of the monsters square in the chest, lifting it off its feet. She’d thrown the second before the monster had hit the ground and struck the other in the face. Its head snapped back as if it had been punched and it staggered to one side, falling into a building, head and shoulders on fire. She could hear its screams as its face burned, but she did nothing to end its misery.

			Zorique formed her shield and took off, flying as fast as she could, and aimed for the next monster. It was so big, it was impossible to miss even if it had realised what she was about to do. Instead it stood there, waiting for her – a human missile inside her shield. It didn’t even slow her down when she hit it. She went straight through its chest, leaving a trail of organs, flesh and blood in her wake.

			The Chosen tried to fight, at least, blasting away with his baton, crackling sparks of energy that tore into the night, but he was too slow, too late.

			Zorique removed the last monster’s head from its shoulders, pulverising it with her shield and her speed. She turned, running along the side of a building as she came back around to face the Chosen.

			He looked so alone standing there, with his little crackling stick in his hand.

			Zorique landed before him. ‘Are you going to surrender?’

			He raised his baton with a shaking hand. ‘Blood I will give you, O Great One. Souls I will send you. My body is your weapon. My life—’

			‘Oso.’ Zorique’s magic plucked the Chosen off the ground and threw him into a stone wall head first.

			She didn’t even watch his body fall to the ground before she was off again, back up into the sky. Her mission accomplished, she headed towards the palace. The main battle was there. Fire and magic illuminated the sky around it, and the song of battle called her on.

			She smiled. Meigore would be free by first light.
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			Francin

			Layso

			Francin was in the palace. He’d made it, just. One of the last if not the last to be let through before the gates were shut and the Egril army arrived. His army. 

			It was nearly impossible to keep the smile off his face, but it wouldn’t do to see Tian Kosa running through the palace grinning. That would be out of character even on a good day. And this was certainly not a good day for the Meigorians. The palace was in chaos as the king’s knights and soldiers ran this way and that, preparing to defend the walls, the Meigorians’ famous quiet efficiency long lost.

			By now, the others would have killed the heathens in the past. So much for their great hope. It didn’t matter what powers the girl had grown into. Four Chosen were more than enough to wipe her from the world, along with her guardian. They were slaves to Kage now in the Great Darkness.

			Daijaku had been dropping bombs since dawn, but there was some magic at work stopping them from doing more damage. Something else Francin should’ve known about, but it had been kept secret from Kosa. He only hoped there were no more surprises. He was lucky that Lord Bacas hadn’t sent him to the Great Darkness for his earlier failures. Francin would not fail him again.

			‘Where’s the king?’ he bellowed at an aide running towards him. 

			‘In his personal chambers with his family, my Lord,’ said the woman.

			‘Find somewhere to hide.’ He moved on. His baton was hidden beneath his robes, a knife strapped to his wrist. Of course, if he had to, Francin would use his bare hands.

			He made his way along a corridor full of portraits of dead kings. There’d be no more worshipping people’s faces once the Egril had control. No more worshipping the False Gods. Francin would take pleasure in ripping the rice paper down from the great hall, with their lies and false scriptures. No more would men walk in open-mouthed and talk of its glory. 

			A squadron of Sitos’s black knights stood guard outside the king’s personal chambers. Francin didn’t slow down. ‘The king has sent for me. Open the doors.’

			They obeyed him like dogs to the whistle.

			‘Don’t let anyone else in. Not under any circumstances,’ he said as he passed through the now open door. ‘Protect the king at all costs.’

			‘Yes, Tian.’

			He found Sitos in his bedroom with his wife, Asyla, and their children; Silias was the youngest at three, Kas was five, Yilis was eight, and the eldest, the only son, Ean at ten. They were all huddled together, arms around each other. Fear turned to relief when they saw it was Kosa who entered.

			‘What news, Tian?’ asked Sitos, rising.

			‘Oh, nothing good,’ said Francin, pulling the knife from his wrist. ‘Nothing good.’

			He backhanded Sitos off the bed and slashed Asyla’s throat in the next breath. Her blood sprayed over the children, and that got them screaming, but his knife was quick and Francin knew how to kill. Ean was the only one to try and run, but Francin caught him before he’d got halfway to the door. He yanked the child’s hair back, exposing the throat, and that was that. More blood for Kage, more souls to serve.

			Only Sitos remained alive. ‘You’ve killed my family.’

			‘I have.’

			The man didn’t even have the courage to try and take his revenge. He just stepped back, mouth quivering, hands up as if that would stop Francin. ‘W … why?’

			Francin seized the king’s hand and slipped the leather gag between his own teeth. 

			The king shrieked as Francin’s power surged into him. His legs went from under him and he fell into convulsions, but Francin kept his grip. He sat on top of the man as his energy worked its way through Sitos’s system, mapping him, marking him. The heathen writhed in agony, pleading for Francin to stop through gnashing teeth. The fool should’ve known the Great Darkness had been calling his name. 

			Then the energy circled back and the pain hit Francin. Thank Kage he had the gag. He was not weak and would not appear to be so. He was one of Kage’s Chosen. He knew pain was good. Pain was right. This was Kage’s will, the power given by Raaku himself. Pain was the start of all creation, making something from nothing, from the Great Darkness, from the womb. Francin wasn’t weak like Sitos. Not even as his power shook his body, ripping him apart, remaking him.

			Not now he was king.
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			Dren

			Kiyosun

			‘Dren, wake up.’

			‘He’s dead.’

			‘He’s not.’

			‘Near enough. Leave him. We need to get out of here before they come back.’

			‘I’m not leaving him.’

			‘Then you’ll die, too.’

			Ange and Garo. Arguing. Over him.

			Dren opened his eyes. He was in the bombed-out house. Still alive. He coughed. Of course. That wasn’t going away. Not now.

			His friends turned to look at him.

			‘Dren,’ said Ange, dropping to his side. ‘You’re awake. Thank the Four Gods.’

			Garo just shook his head and went back to the window.

			‘How long have I been asleep?’ 

			Ange wiped his brow with her sleeve. ‘Maybe a couple of hours.’

			‘The Skulls?’

			She glanced over at Garo. ‘They’ve gone.’

			‘For now,’ added Garo. ‘They’ll be back soon enough. We need to get out of here.’

			‘You’re right,’ said Dren. He tried to sit, but even that felt beyond him.

			Ange helped him as he coughed his guts up. ‘Take it easy. We’ve got some time.’

			‘No,’ said Dren. Being upright made his head spin and fresh sweat broke out on his face. ‘Garo’s right. You need to go back to the sewers. Leave me.’

			‘I’m not leaving you,’ said Ange. ‘Don’t even suggest it. It’s not an option.’

			‘I’m dying, Ange. Best leave me here. I’ll get you killed otherwise.’ Images of Kresa flashed through his mind. Up there on the mountain. Down here in the city. It was all the same. Death. He should do what she had asked him to do. Tell his friends to put him out of his misery. But he could see Ange wouldn’t do it. Wouldn’t let Garo do it, either. ‘Leave me.’

			‘No.’ 

			‘Listen to him,’ said Garo. ‘Even Dren knows he’s fucked.’

			Ange’s head snapped towards Garo. ‘We’re not leaving him here to die alone.’ There was steel in her voice. The girl wasn’t going to take any shit from either of them.

			‘Then we carry him,’ said Garo, giving in. ‘But if we see any Skulls, I’m leaving both of you.’

			‘I wouldn’t expect anything less,’ said Ange. 

			Dren was too tired to argue with them. He coughed and winced at the taste of blood in his mouth. His friends hooked their arms around him and hauled him to his feet. ‘I’m good,’ he said, more to himself than the others, but no one replied. No one believed it.

			The journey back to the sewers took twice as long as it had going the other way. The Daijaku had them cowering in whatever shelter they could find more times than they liked, but Dren was the real problem. He was a dead weight in his friends’ arms. All he could do was cough and splutter if he was lucky, while some attacks had him on his hands and knees. When he could talk, he begged them to leave him, but Ange still wouldn’t have any of it.

			The hardest part was climbing down the ladder to the sewer. No one could help him do that. A couple of times he thought he simply blinked too long, but found himself dangling from the ladder having blacked out, only saved by the fact he’d hooked his arms over the rungs. Ange waited for him at the bottom and he tumbled into her arms.

			‘You made it,’ she whispered. ‘You made it.’

			Dren coughed blood over her hands.

			They carried him to the main chamber and found a corner where they laid him down. ‘Wait here. I’ll get some help,’ said Ange.

			‘I’ll be here,’ croaked Dren. When she was gone, he turned to Garo. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Don’t thank me,’ he replied. ‘If it was up to me, I would’ve left you.’

			Dren smiled. ‘I would’ve left me, too.’

			‘This is fucked-up.’

			‘That’s one way of putting it. Why do you think I kept telling you to be careful handling the orbs?’

			‘The orbs made you sick?’

			‘I got careless. Forgot my own rules.’ Dren paused, swallowed some phlegm. ‘Forgot a lot of things.’

			‘What happens now?’ asked Garo.

			‘I’m going to die,’ said Dren, suddenly feeling very scared. There was an emptiness in him, a sense of whatever made him who he was drifting away, and he couldn’t stop it.

			‘You’re too tough to die.’ It was Hasan, approaching down the tunnel, Ange by his side. When they reached him, Ange crouched and took Dren’s hand. ‘Ange says you’re sick.’

			‘Just a bit,’ replied Dren, eyes watering. He hacked into his free hand, glad it was just spit and phlegm this time, and not blood.

			‘He nearly brought all the Skulls down on us with his coughing,’ said Garo. He might’ve said more, but Hasan shut him up with a stern look.

			‘How bad is it?’ asked the Hanran leader.

			‘The others that got sick didn’t last more than a week,’ said Dren. Again, he felt the urge to end it like Kresa had. Hasan would help him along if he asked. But then Ange squeezed his hand, and he found he couldn’t do it. Maybe later. He wanted a bit of time with Ange before he … before.

			‘Let’s see if you can do better than that,’ said Hasan. ‘We’re evacuating everyone from the city the moment it gets dark, heading up to some caves in the mountain.’

			‘The ones Jax wanted us to go to days ago.’

			A look of sadness flashed over Hasan’s face. ‘I’m sorry, Dren. Jax died in the bombing.’

			‘Fuck.’ Another death, another knife wound to his gut. ‘Fuck.’

			‘At least he’s with Kaine now. At peace.’

			Dren shook his head. ‘That’s bullshit. Dead’s just dead.’

			‘We’ll all find out one day.’ Hasan gave his shoulder a squeeze. ‘I’ll send some men with a stretcher to carry you. Let’s see if some rest up the mountains will help.’

			‘It won’t,’ said Dren. ‘Better leave me here.’

			‘Not an option. The Skulls will find their way into the sewers sooner rather than later, so we’re going to blow the tunnels up. We’ll collapse half the city when we do it, but I’d rather that than let the Egril have it back.’

			‘Okay.’ Dren was too knackered to argue.

			‘Everything will be all right, Dren. You just need some rest.’

			‘Isn’t that what you said to Jax?’

			‘I’ll see you up in the mountains, son.’

			‘Yeah.’ Dren watched Hasan leave, then slumped back down on the floor, exhausted. Jax was dead. He couldn’t believe it. The old man had been fucked up in every which way, but somehow he always seemed indestructible. He’d saved Dren back in the Council House, got Dren to hold it together when he was losing his shit. They might’ve tried killing each other a few days ago, but now the old man was dead, Dren felt the hole in his heart just get fucking bigger. The abyss waited to swallow him up.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			Tinnstra had forgotten how hot Meigore was. The heat clung to her and made breathing difficult. Her clothes were already soaked with sweat, and she wished she had something to stop it from running in her eyes. Still, she was doing better than Aasgod. At least she’d trained for this war. Aasgod hadn’t.

			She glanced back at the mage. He was far from the man she’d known. A child by comparison. And she was beginning to think she’d made a dreadful mistake bringing him to fight.

			‘I need to rest,’ he panted, leaning against a wall in a narrow alley. ‘I can’t go on.’

			They were still at least two miles from the palace. Two miles uphill, through streets packed with Skulls. ‘You stay here, then,’ said Tinnstra, her weapons red with enemy blood. ‘If you ask nicely enough, I’m sure the Skulls will make you a nice cup of tea when they capture you.’

			Aasgod’s eyes bulged. ‘They’ll kill me.’

			‘So keep up.’ The way ahead was clear, and Tinnstra set off without a backwards glance. Judging by the moaning and groaning behind her, the mage had decided to follow.

			Up ahead, a thunderstorm roiled over the palace. Magic lit up the night sky and explosions rocked the city around them. The Skulls were throwing everything they had at it, but the building was yet to fall. 

			Then there was Zorique. Every now and then, Tinnstra spotted her shining like a star as she swept through the enemy, blasting demons from the sky. It was hard to think of her as the girl who used to hide under her bed after her nightmares. Now she was the one others ran from.

			At the next corner, Tinnstra held out a hand for Aasgod to stop. 

			‘How … how much further?’ asked the mage.

			‘Be quiet,’ she snapped. She peeked around the side of the building, saw enough Skulls to give her pause. They were moving towards the palace, reinforcements for the Egril. Twenty of them at least, but no Chosen, no magic users that she could see – that was something, at least.

			She was tempted to fight, but there was no point taking unnecessary risks. If just one Skull got lucky, it would all be over. She turned to Aasgod. ‘We go back. Find another way around.’

			‘But this is the third approach we’ve tried.’

			‘So we try a fourth – unless you want to fight twenty armed men.’

			Aasgod’s shoulders dropped. ‘No.’

			‘I didn’t think so.’ She led Aasgod back the way they’d come before taking an alley that cut east without waiting for the mage to catch up. She knew she was being unfair on him, but she couldn’t help herself. He’d not thought twice before lying to her about magic swords, nor worried about the consequences of feeding Chikara water to a pregnant woman. But the truth was, she needed that man and not the one with her. This Aasgod was, at most, a poor imitation – and that made her angrier still.

			They managed to cross three more streets before coming to a halt again. The road between Tinnstra, Aasgod and the palace was filled with Skulls. It looked like the whole army had gathered there, trying to force themselves through the main gate and onto the causeway that stretched over to the palace itself.

			‘By the Four Gods,’ said Aasgod. ‘We can’t get through that.’

			Chosen hurled their energy blasts at the gate, but something stopped them from doing their work. It had to be magic in the walls. ‘There’s some kind of sorcery protecting the palace. I can see colour running through wards.’

			‘The palace was built by a Jian mage named Berenon,’ said Aasgod. ‘He probably wove protective spells into the foundations.’

			The building’s shields flexed and waned as the Egril power pulsed against it. ‘I don’t think the wards will last much longer.’

			‘If they go, the palace will fall soon after.’

			Aasgod wasn’t wrong about that.

			The Meigorian soldiers still manned the gate, shooting arrows when they could, but they were nothing to the army before them.

			There were so many Skulls. The relentless horde that overwhelmed Jia was now in Meigore. If Zorique failed to stop the Tonin, Meigore would fall no matter what they did.

			This time, she didn’t even have to tell Aasgod they were going back. He’d worked that out for himself. Maybe there was hope for him after all.

			They moved down the alley once more. How could they get into the palace now?

			The answer soared above them, burning bright. Zorique.

			‘Aasgod, get her attention.’ 

			Aasgod stepped away from Tinnstra, closed his eyes, took in a deep breath and held out his arms. ‘Hikaros.’

			Light exploded from him and Tinnstra had to cover her eyes. The beam shot straight up into the sky like a beacon.

			Still shielding her eyes, Tinnstra searched the skies for Zorique and smiled when she saw her turn towards them. That’s my girl.

			Then she saw the Daijaku turn en masse and follow in Zorique’s wake. They came from every direction, drawn to both their lights.

			Behind Tinnstra, the world suddenly went dark. 

			‘Tinnstra.’ Aasgod’s voice trembled, full of an emotion Tinnstra knew too well.

			She turned as she heard more shouting and the running stomp of armoured feet, saw the alley full of Skulls armed with spear and scimitar. Even more spilled into the street from the left and the right. 

			‘Fuck.’ Tinnstra tightened her grip on her sword and axe. ‘Whatever you can do, mage, now is the time. Don’t hold anything back. Don’t worry about honour or the sanctity of life. Kill them before they kill you.’

			By the Gods, she wished she could drink some more Chikara water, but there was no time. Not now.

			She ran to meet the first Skull as he appeared out of the alley. She swung the axe with all the force of her enhanced muscles, straight into the side of his helmet, cracking through metal and mask, knocking him out of the way, spitting blood. The next Skull got her sword in the gut. She lifted him off his feet and into the man behind. They fell back and Tinnstra trampled over them both to carry on her attack.

			The walls of the alley limited the Skulls to attacks in ones and twos, but there was no stopping Tinnstra. She was the monster now. She was the fury unleashed. She hacked and slashed and chopped and stabbed and cleaved. She used the walls to crack heads open and clambered over corpses to get to the next Egril. Blood splashed across her as she eviscerated one Skull after another. Let Kage have their fucking souls.

			Behind her, she heard magic flare, felt the pulse of it in the back of her mind, but she didn’t look to see if Aasgod lived or had died. He was on his own now – until Zorique got to him.

			Tinnstra blinked blood from her eyes as another Skull lost his head to her sword, and she pushed his body out of her way. She still remembered the Kotege and what the Skulls did there. She remembered the dead that swung from gallows in every city and town. She remembered the men who’d chased her and Zorique, the Chosen who had killed her brother. There was no mercy in this war.

			The Last War.

			Sekanowari.

			Tinnstra felt the pulse in her mind that told her Zorique was close, a beat as comforting as her own heart, a second before the ground shook with her arrival. Only then did she start to retreat from the Skulls, leaving the alley half-filled with their dead. She’d done good work. Her father would’ve been proud.

			Then she saw Zorique and her heart sang. Her daughter. She looked like a God standing beside Aasgod, her enemies burning around her and Daijaku dropping from the sky.

			‘You called?’ said Zorique, beaming.

			‘Fly us to the palace,’ answered Tinnstra, running to her side.

			‘My pleasure.’ Zorique’s shield formed around the three of them, a bubble of light cutting them off from the world. ‘Tobo.’

			They rose swiftly into the sky, carried within Zorique’s bubble. What demons came at them died or were brushed aside by the shield. Zorique took them over the buildings and the Egril army besieging the palace walls. From high above, their numbers were even more daunting, and the number of Chosen who faced them ever more apparent. 

			‘There so many,’ whispered Aasgod, holding on to Zorique.

			‘And we’ll kill them all,’ replied Tinnstra. 

			They crossed over the causeway, the ground nothing but shadow beneath them. Tinnstra tightened her grip on Zorique even though she knew the girl would never let them fall.

			Meigorian troops watched them from the walls. They pointed and shouted, unaware that Zorique and the others were coming to help them. Some shot arrows, but they clattered harmlessly against Zorique’s shield. No matter. They’ll know soon enough. Together we can stop the Egril.

			They reached the main palace walls. Broken glass and spikes sparkled in the torchlights. Tinnstra could see a courtyard on the other side, full of more soldiers. Soon, she would have an army to help. The tide would turn.

			Then pain pulsed through her mind and she saw magic ripple through the walls as they passed overhead.

			Zorique’s shield blinked out and they all began to fall.
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			Jax

			Kiyosun

			Jax had watched people die all day long. He’d watched the Skulls come in and drag the bodies off and dump them in a ditch. He’d watched the demons and the monsters attack Kiyosun and listened to the fight raging within the city walls. The Hanran were giving a good account of themselves by the sounds of things. The red demon soldiers kept coming back battered and bloodied, and lots didn’t come back at all. He could tell by their body language that this fight wasn’t what they were expecting. Good. Let them all die. They deserved no less.

			Jax. Jax. Jax. Do you think the Emperor cares if they die? They are martyrs, ready to be welcomed into the Great Darkness, taken into Kage’s loving arms, where slaves will wait on their every whim. There is only victory for them in death.

			‘Why don’t you fucking leave me alone?’ snapped Jax at Monsuta.

			The man next to him jumped at his words. ‘What did you say?’

			‘Nothing. I said nothing,’ replied Jax.

			The man, Lisan, glanced around, eyes bug-wide with fear. His wife had died a few hours earlier, poor fool. ‘What are they going to do with us? Why have they taken us prisoner? We’re not fighters. We’re not Hanran.’

			‘I don’t know,’ lied Jax. There was no point telling him the truth. Things were bad enough without Lisan or any of the others knowing that they were going to be taken to Egril.

			Are you sure? asked Monsuta. I think it’d be rather fun. Maybe spark a bit of fight in these fools. We could see some blood spill. Make Kage happy.

			‘Fuck Kage,’ said Jax.

			Again, Lisan flinched. ‘What?’

			‘I said fuck Kage. Fuck their God and this fucking war.’

			‘Be quiet,’ hissed Lisan. ‘They’ll kill you if they hear you saying stuff like that.’

			‘That might be a good thing,’ muttered Jax.

			‘Don’t say that. If we stay alive, maybe we can escape when it gets dark.’

			Jax lifted up the rope that connected them all together. ‘You got a knife to cut this?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then we’re not going anywhere, are we?’

			‘But we must do something.’

			Jax glanced around at the Skulls guarding them. He counted twenty soldiers. They all looked like they knew what they were doing – no one turned their backs on their prisoners, not for a second. Even when they came to collect the dead bodies, they came in carefully. Jax had thought about trying to jump them, but there’d not been an opportunity. One Skull in particular appeared to be paying Jax extra attention, so all they could do was sit there and wait.

			Then the screech of a Tonin’s magic filled the air and Jax knew the wait was over.

			Red soldiers came through. ‘Get up! Get up!’ They moved into the group of prisoners, swinging their spears left and right, beating anyone in range. The Jians did as they were told. There was no fighting back. They all knew they’d get the spear if they tried anything.

			‘What’s going on?’ asked Lisan.

			No one replied.

			Once they were on their feet, the Egril drove them towards the Tonin.

			The screech tore into Jax’s eardrums and his whole body shuddered under the force of the noise. Burning air lit up the early evening sky, ripe with the stench of sulphur.

			When the first prisoners realised where they were being herded, the procession faltered. Cries broke out, but the Egril simply waded in with spears and clubs and got everyone moving again. Jax saw a body fall – a woman who’d taken a strike from the wrong end of a spear.

			Skulls waited for them on the other side of the gate with battlements behind them. It was a castle or a fortress of some sort. Nowhere good. 

			A spear cracked him around the back of the head and he staggered forwards, almost falling to his knees. He looked at the Skull, but the bastard was already assaulting someone else. The Jians were just things to them. Not people.

			The screeching raked at his ears, made him want to scream. He stared at Egril on the other side, the soldiers, the stone walls, the granite sky. There was no warmth anywhere, no colour. A grey world on the way to the Great Darkness.

			The procession of Jians started through the gate, all bowed heads and shuffling feet. There were whimpers and sobs, but most were silent, accepting of their fate. Maybe Jax would’ve been different once. Maybe he would have resisted. 

			Now? He just bowed his head and shuffled through like everyone else.

			He’d used gates before, moving from one part of Jia to the other, entering a temple in Kiyosun and exiting from a temple in Inaka. He’d hated it every time, the way it ripped him apart and put him back together again. Twice, he’d vomited. But going through the Egril gate was different. It was like stepping through a wall of water. The faintest of sensations, a ripple in his gut. Then he was there. In Egril.

			The prisoners were in a castle’s courtyard, high walls all around them made of black stone. A great red flag fluttered from the battlements and covered the side of the main keep, its black eye watching the new arrivals. Skulls everywhere. And it was cold. Damn cold. Jax’s breath frosted on the air as he shivered at its touch. It felt like death. 

			Ah, my dear Jax. Can you feel it? whispered Monsuta. Can you feel the mighty Kage’s hand? It holds your life now. You breathe with his permission. You exist because he wills it. You will die when he choses. I’m glad I let you live to have this honour.

			‘Your God doesn’t exist,’ muttered Jax as he shambled through the keep’s gates. Into the darkness. ‘You don’t exist.’

			Are you sure about that? 

			Their footsteps and haggard breathing echoed off the walls as they marched deeper into the castle, down into the dungeons. Cells lined either side of the corridor, full of other lost souls. No one spoke to them. No one watched them pass. They were all dead down there, corpses waiting for their last breath. 

			Light streaked through windows high up in the cells’ walls, cold and grey, and a flicker of fear ran through Jax as he wondered what he’d see on the other side of those bars. No one had ever been to Egril that he knew of – or if they had, they’d not returned to tell the tale. What sort of world had the followers of Kage created?

			The Skulls opened the gates to different cells, ramming new prisoners into each until they could fit no more, happy to kill anyone who hesitated.

			Jax was one of the last to be locked up. He had to turn his head sideways to find room to breathe and bodies pressed tightly against him from every direction. The air stank of piss, shit and decay. There must have been over two hundred people in the cell. He tried to turn his head again and clashed skulls with someone behind him.

			‘Watch it,’ a tired voice growled.

			‘Please, the man next to me is dead,’ said someone else. ‘He’s dead.’

			The Skulls ignored her. Just slammed the cell door shut and locked it with a rattle of keys.

			‘I can’t breathe,’ cried an old man.

			‘Nor can anyone else.’

			‘I need water.’

			On and on the complaints went, working their way around the cell and taken up by others to form a wailing chorus. It was all a waste of air. There was no help coming, no relief. There was only one way out, and it led straight to the Great Darkness.

			Now you understand, said Monsuta. Now you believe.
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			Dren

			Kiyosun

			They carried Dren on a stretcher through the sewers with the first batch of refugees fleeing the city. It was dark and cramped and stank like hell, but no one carried a torch and only whispered directions were passed down the line. Above, in Kiyosun, the battle for the streets went on. Explosions rumbled through the rock like distant thunder, and they all knew the city would soon be lost.

			The Hanran had spent most of the evening dividing everyone into groups of twenty. In an ideal world, they would’ve moved people in even smaller groups, but there simply wasn’t time. They all had to hope the Skulls’ attention was fixed on the city and not a mile along the coast where the sewer emptied into the sea.

			‘This isn’t right,’ grumbled Garo for the thousandth time.

			Ange didn’t say anything. No rebuke, no agreement, nothing. Her silence hurt Dren more than Garo’s moaning. 

			Dren said nothing, either. He had no defence to offer. Garo was correct – it wasn’t right. It just was what it was. He hocked up a cough instead.

			Dren couldn’t have fallen further from his days running the roofs as Kiyosun’s top dog. It was hard even to imagine that feeling of invincibility now, what with the weight of the dead on his shoulders and every part of him in pain. He was just a kid who’d thought he was more. Now he knew different. He was dying.

			Two Hanran led the way. Not anyone Dren knew, and hopefully not anyone who knew him. They were good at what they did, moving the group through the tunnels quickly and efficiently. They’d not let anyone carry anything apart from weapons. No food, no water, certainly no belongings. The only thing being carried was Dren. 

			The plan was to move fast and quiet. Supplies awaited them up in the mountain caves, and they could all survive a few hours without food or water. The last six months had taught everyone that.

			The tunnel started to slope down and Dren could hear the sea up ahead. A chill found them, too, and it got bloody cold bloody quick. The water rose, climbing inch by inch up their legs, over boot tops, drenching trousers, freezing skin. A few cried out, but they were quickly hushed. They could afford no sound so close to the opening. Soon Dren was completely soaked, but at least it helped his fever. Then everyone stopped and Dren could see the sewer opening ahead and lapping waves illuminated by the pinch of a moon above.

			The Hanran took their time removing the bars that covered the exit. One ducked out, disappeared, and everyone waited with bated breath until he returned to wave them on. The coast was clear.

			The other Hanran stayed by the exit, patting everyone on the back as they passed. ‘Keep moving, head towards Rascan’s Bay. You see a Skull, drop to the ground. Keep quiet.’

			Free from the confines of the tunnel, the sound of battle hit Dren with all its fury, and he couldn’t help looking back at his city, burning once more, the night sky illuminated with fire from the Daijaku bombs. The city walls were all but gone. 

			The refugees trudged along a beach stained blood-red by the glow of the fires. Two miles on, they turned inland, climbing up a path to the cliff top. Cold, wet and miserable one and all.

			Dren spared a glance back and saw there was another group already on the beach, following in their footsteps. By the time morning came, there would be a path a blind man could follow to where they had fled. 

			Ange looked down at him. ‘What’s wrong?’

			Dren pointed. ‘The next group’s … following our tracks … By the time the last ones leave Kiyosun … there’ll be … a road for the … Skulls to follow.’

			‘Yeah, we know.’ One of the men carrying him nodded up towards the mountains. ‘Let them follow. The tracks’ll disappear the moment we get up there. The Skulls could wander the mountain paths for days and still never find us.’

			‘Oh.’

			The Hanran called a halt at the base of the mountain where long grass ran between the sand and the rocks. ‘We rest here. Five minutes. Catch your breath. It’s a hard climb up.’

			The two men who’d been carrying Dren left him, and then it was just him and Ange. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘What are you sorry for?’ she whispered, squeezing his hand. 

			‘Fucking everything up.’

			‘You’ve done nothing wrong. There’s certainly nothing to apologise for.’

			‘Don’t try and make me feel good, Ange. There’s no need.’

			‘Now you’re being stupid.’ There was real anger in her voice. ‘You’re sick. It’s shitty and awful and I wish to the Four Gods you weren’t, but you’re still you. You’re still the one who saved us all these months since the Skulls turned up. Kept us fighting.’

			‘It’s not that. It’s … Everything I’ve done has gone wrong. I’ve got people killed. People I cared about.’

			‘Fuck off. The war got people killed. Not you.’

			‘Tell that to Spelk or Falsa.’

			‘Spelk got caught in the wrong place by a Weeping Man. Falsa sold us out to the Skulls for gold. Don’t see where you come into it.’

			‘I didn’t stop the Tonin opening a gate. The whole city’s dying because I fucked that one up.’ 

			‘What about the rest of the crew that went with you?” snapped Ange. ‘Hasan’s best, weren’t they? Hardened Shulka, weren’t they? What happened to them?’

			‘The Skulls killed them.’

			‘And I suppose that’s your bloody fault, too?’

			Dren said nothing, remembering his knife sliding into Kresa’s heart.

			‘Look, Dren, there’s a reason why we’re running into the bloody mountains – the Skulls are tough bastards and they’re good at what they do. Jians are going to die because of that. The Gods know they’ve killed our parents, our families and our friends, and they’ll continue to do that. But the only way they’ll win this war is if we give up.’ Ange gripped his hand. ‘And I’ll be fucked if I’m going to do that – or let you, either.’

			‘I don’t want you to die,’ said Dren, looking her in the eye, not caring who else heard. ‘I’m scared.’

			‘We’re all going to die, Dren. All of us. But you can still choose how you go. You and me? We fight to the end.’

			Dren had to admit she had a point. It was certainly better than coughing and shitting himself. He rolled off the stretcher and hocked up his guts. 

			‘What are you doing?’ asked Ange, trying to push him back.

			He looked up and wiped blood from his mouth. ‘What I should’ve done days ago.’ It took everything he had, but he forced himself to stand.

			‘Get ready to move out,’ called the Hanran.

			Dren took Ange’s hands. ‘Make sure you stay alive. For me.’ He kissed her forehead, and for a moment he forgot that lump at the back of his throat, the hole in his heart. ‘Goodbye.’

			He staggered along the beach, towards his burning city.

			‘Dren!’ called Ange, but he didn’t look back. He didn’t have the strength.
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			Ralasis

			Layso

			By all rights, Ralasis should’ve been dead. He certainly deserved to be. It was madness to attack the Egril at Kosa’s house, but there’d been no way around it. At least he’d killed the Tonin when the Skulls came for him. 

			There had to be more than thirty of them against his dozen. And his men were city guard, more used to arresting drunks urinating in the streets than going head to head with someone trying to murder them.

			But, somehow, his men – his wonderful men – knew how to fight. Maybe it was because they were fighting for their lives, their country or to keep their loved ones free, but they fought like men possessed. 

			It was all Ralasis could do to keep up in the hack and slash of it all. Blood roared through his body, his heart beating a thousand times a minute, holding back the exhaustion, nullifying any pain, filling his mind with the battle madness. He had no plan. Just a need to kill. Staying alive was more luck than skill. Life and death measured in heartbeats and seconds.

			Even with all that, it was the woman who made the difference. The star. A God?

			She appeared in the night sky, a blaze of fury, killing Daijaku with what looked like a swipe of her hands. They all stopped and stared, Meigorian and Egril alike, swords dropping with their jaws. They watched her and knew the tide had turned.

			She flew off into the night, breaking her spell on the combatants, and it was Ralasis’ side that recovered first, full of renewed hope. They fell on the Skulls and killed them all. Even the ones who tried to run, who tried to surrender. This was no time for prisoners. No place for mercy.

			In the end, Ralasis and five of his men were left standing, covered in gore, panting and half-crazed. He pointed his sword at the house. ‘We find Kosa.’

			They charged in, smashing pots and overturning tables, anything to keep the blood singing. There were Egril in the house, too. Not soldiers, but they were the enemy and they were put to the sword, no matter what or how they begged.

			Ralasis led his men through Kosa’s home, a rage growing inside him with every room they entered and failed to find the man. He imagined Kosa, cowering in a corner, screaming for mercy, and he could almost feel the joy in killing the traitor. But where was he?

			Ralasis barged into a room on the upper floor that was bare except for a mattress on the floor, a mirror, a wardrobe and a bloody altar to Kage, complete with idol. Ralasis smashed the lot. He might’ve been screaming while he did it, he couldn’t even tell. Idol in hand, he went out onto the landing, pushed past one of the city guards and hurled the cursed thing over the bannister to the marble floor below, taking great pleasure in seeing Kage shatter into a thousand pieces.

			‘Kosa!’ he screamed. ‘Kosa! Where are you?’

			A guard appeared below and called up to Ralasis. ‘Captain, you need to come and see this.’

			Ralasis followed the man down into a basement. It looked as though the Egril had made it themselves, and it stank something fierce. It was enough to make him want to puke. Another guard was waiting for them, holding a torch.

			‘Someone – something – was living down here, Captain,’ said the guard. ‘Over there, see, by the chain and shackle. There’s a bed.’

			‘A prisoner?’ If it was, life must’ve been hell for them.

			‘No, sir. We don’t think so. We found some bones nearby.’ He led Ralasis deeper into the room. The torch flickered in the stale air, but it provided enough light for Ralasis to see a pile of white and yellow bones.

			‘So? They were feeding the prisoner.’

			‘They’re human bones.’

			‘Ah.’ Ralasis looked closer. He was no physician, but the man was right.

			‘We found another room, Captain,’ said the guard. ‘This one had prisoners.’

			Ralasis felt a twist in his gut. ‘They’re dead, then.’

			‘Yes, thank the Gods.’

			Ralasis grimaced. ‘I’m not going to want to see this, am I?’

			‘No, sir. But we think Tian Kosa is amongst the bodies.’

			‘Then I hope he died a painful death,’ muttered Ralasis as he followed the guard into the next room.

			The smell was even worse in there. The rot clung to the walls and the very air, but it was nothing to the horror that waited within: at least a dozen bodies, in various states of decomposition, chained to the walls.

			‘Dear Gods,’ said Ralasis. ‘There are children in here.’

			‘We think they are the tian’s household staff and their families. And this one – this one is wearing the sort of clothes you’d expect a tian to wear.’ He pointed to a man’s body. He’d not been dead as long as some of the others and there was still some flesh on his face, some silver hair dangling from the skull. The corpse wore silver robes, richly embroidered.

			‘That’s Kosa,’ said Ralasis. ‘But that’s impossible. I saw him a day ago. I spoke to him.’

			‘Everything that’s going on seems impossible.’

			‘Shit.’ It was all too much. 

			There was another body that had only recently been killed; the man’s face was frozen in terror and his left hand was missing. Probably the last meal for whoever had lived in the other room. There was something familiar about him, but Ralasis couldn’t place where he knew him from. He didn’t think he was Meigorian. Maybe Jian.

			He stepped closer, holding his breath, and lifted the man’s head. ‘I know him. He is … was the Jian ambassador. Ralem or something.’

			‘What a way to die,’ said the guard.

			‘Let’s get out of here.’ Ralasis staggered from the room and ran up the stairs and out of the house. He needed air. He needed to breathe. 

			The guards followed him. His five men. 

			‘Burn that hellhole to the ground.’ Ralasis took a torch and threw it into the building. The others followed his example.

			‘What do we do now, Captain?’ asked one of them as the flames engulfed Kosa’s house.

			‘There’s a war on, gentlemen,’ said Ralasis. ‘We fight.’
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			Tinnstra

			

			Layso

			They fell fast. So fast. There wasn’t even time to scream. Just the ground rushing up towards them. Zorique’s shield crackled around them, flitting in and out, as the girl fought to save them all the way down. Blinks of hope as they plummeted, slowing them for a heartbeat before they dropped once more.

			Then they hit the ground, hard and brutal, the last sparks of Zorique’s magic disappearing around them. Tinnstra lay there, all the air slammed from her lungs, her body a sea of pain but, dear Gods, she was alive. The girl had saved them somehow.

			She opened her eyes, groaning, saw Aasgod nearby, clutching his arm, and there was Zorique, too, moving slowly – but moving. Soldiers ran towards them, white cranes on their tabards.

			There was shouting, but none of it made sense to her, her brain refusing to work, her senses dulled. She crawled over to Zorique, needing to hold her, make sure she was all right. She could see the confusion and the fear in Zorique’s eyes, knew it too well from days long past. ‘Are you hurt?’

			Zorique shook her head. ‘It’s gone. All of it. It’s gone.’

			Tinnstra reached out for her daughter just as the soldiers arrived. They snatched the three of them up and hauled them to their feet. Tinnstra’s legs nearly went from under her and Aasgod cried out in pain as they pulled his arm. 

			‘It’s broken,’ he shouted, but no one paid him any heed. Next moment they were moving again, dragged inside the palace, the corridors a blur. 

			Tinnstra tried to speak, but her mouth wouldn’t cooperate. What had Zorique meant by, ‘It’s gone’? Tinnstra could hear Zorique’s sobbing behind her, so she struggled to break free and go to help her daughter, but the soldiers held her tight. 

			They went deeper into the palace, everything a blur. Through a grand room with giant, hanging sheets of paper covered in words and paintings. Soldiers everywhere, all staring. Explosions lighting up the sky outside.

			Into what looked like a throne room.

			It was illuminated by giant candelabras and chandeliers, light flickering in time with the chaos. Archers lined the windows, shooting at any Daijaku that flew too close. There were men, too, dressed in colourful robes, all standing before an empty throne. Tinnstra looked from startled face to startled face, not recognising any of them. She didn’t see the man who sent her to the prison camp, either, that bastard Tian Kosa.

			The soldiers dropped Tinnstra, Zorique and Aasgod before the dais and stepped back so the whole court could see the new arrivals. Tinnstra ignored them, tried to crawl to Zorique once more, but a soldier stood in her way. She tried to push past. She had to reach Zorique. The girl saw her and shook her head, eyes wide with fear. Something was wrong. Something was dreadfully wrong.

			‘Who are they?’ asked a Meigorian of no one in particular. He took a step towards them.

			Another held out a hand. ‘Be careful, Galrin. This could be an Egril trap.’

			‘They were killing the Egril. You saw that,’ said Galrin. ‘The girl was blasting them from the skies.’

			‘Only the Egril have magic,’ shouted the other, ‘and what better way to get close to us than to pretend to fight for our cause?’

			Tinnstra pushed herself up onto her hands and knees. ‘I’m no Egril …’ The words were slurred, a mess even to her own ears. ‘Sitos—’ 

			Galrin leaned over her. ‘The king is not here. We have him somewhere safe.’

			‘I come from … Jia. The girl there … is Zorique, Queen of Jia,’ said Tinnstra. ‘We’re … not your … enemy.’

			‘Zorique is dead. Her uncle, Larius, is king,’ said Galrin. ‘Who are you? Don’t lie to me or I’ll have you killed.’ 

			‘That is Zorique.’ Tinnstra spat blood on the marble floor. ‘Don’t be a fool … There’s Chosen outside … Egril. They’re the ones you need to kill.’ She stared at the man, fury building. ‘Get Kosa if you don’t believe me.’

			‘Kosa?’ Galrin stepped back. ‘What do you know of him?’

			‘He knows the truth – that’s why he had us sent to your prison.’

			‘He’s a traitor, working with the Egril.’ 

			‘I hope he’s bloody dead, then.’

			‘Not yet, but we’ve men looking for him.’ Galrin waved a finger at the guards. ‘Give them some room. They’re not our enemies.’

			Tinnstra crawled to Zorique and took the girl in her arms. Her eyes all but rolled back into her head. ‘Zorique? Can you hear me?’

			‘Fetch a physician,’ commanded Galrin. ‘Now!’

			Tinnstra heard people run from the room, but she kept her eyes on Zorique, stroking her face. ‘I’m here. I’m here.’ They were useless words, but she had no idea what else to say.

			Aasgod staggered over to them. ‘Is she … Is she hurt?’

			‘Of course she bloody is,’ snapped Tinnstra.

			‘What happened?’ asked Aasgod. ‘Why did her magic fail?’

			‘The palace has protective spells embedded into the walls,’ said Galrin. ‘Once the gates are closed, magic can’t pass through or over them.’

			‘Dear Gods.’ A cold chill spread through Tinnstra. She knew what was gone. She hadn’t noticed because of all her other aches and pains. The glow that normally surrounded Zorique, all the beautiful colours of her magic, had disappeared. 

			Then she turned back to Aasgod again and saw that his aura was no longer there, either. ‘Your powers – do you still have them?’

			‘I … I …’ She could see Aasgod concentrate, try to work something, but then his shoulders sagged and he abandoned the attempt. ‘No.’

			Tinnstra reached out with her mind, searching for anyone else of ability, feeling for the pain that had been with her for so long, and felt nothing. Even though she knew there were Chosen outside the palace walls, she had no sense of them. ‘All our magic is gone.’

			Aasgod looked up at Galrin. ‘How long before it comes back?’

			‘I don’t know. The wards were created centuries ago and they’ve never been used since.’

			‘They will come back, though,’ asked Tinnstra, her fear mounting.

			‘I don’t … I don’t know.’

			The physician arrived in bloodstained clothes and Tinnstra let him take Zorique. Then she scrambled to her feet and staggered to the window. She had to be sure. Pushing her way past an archer, she gazed down upon the raging battle beyond the causeway. Explosions and magic flared along the battle lines, but she sensed nothing of their locations. Whatever she’d gained from drinking the Chikara water was gone.

			Tinnstra fumbled at the pouch on her belt for another vial of it and held it out to the mage. ‘Aasgod, drink this. See if it does anything.’

			It was the first time Galrin and the others had heard his name.

			‘You are Aasgod?’ asked Galrin. ‘The Aasgod?’

			The mage nodded as he took the vial from Tinnstra. ‘Of sorts.’

			Galrin had tears in his eyes. ‘Thank the Gods.’

			‘Don’t get too excited,’ said Tinnstra as she headed back towards Zorique. ‘He’s not half the man you think he is. Especially now.’ She stopped by the physician. ‘How is she?’

			‘Alive, and nothing seems broken from the fall,’ he replied. ‘I think she just needs rest.’

			The building rocked from another explosion, reminding them all that rest was the last thing they had time for, and then the doors at the far end of the room opened with a bang. Black-armoured knights marched in, all wearing purple tabards with a gold crane emblem. In their midst was a much smaller man dressed in extravagant robes with a narrow circlet of gold upon his head. 

			Every man fell to their knees. 

			‘Your Highness,’ said Galrin, his head all but pressed to the floor. ‘It’s not safe here. You should be with your family in your rooms. We can protect—’

			‘Silence,’ roared Sitos. ‘How can I hide in my country’s hour of need? What sort of king would I be?’

			This time Galrin did press his head to the floor. ‘My liege.’

			Sitos glanced at Zorique and Tinnstra and then continued to the window, ignoring Aasgod on the way. He stopped where Tinnstra had stood and surveyed his city. He obviously didn’t like what he saw. ‘After all we’ve done, all the sacrifices we’ve made, and this – THIS – is the result.’ He turned to face the room, the sky on fire behind him. ‘You have lost Meigore. We are defeated.’

			Galrin went to stand. ‘My liege, I can assure you we’re—’

			Sitos held up a hand. ‘You have left me with no option. For the sake of all my subjects, we must sue for peace.’ He pointed at one of his knights. ‘Give the command to stop fighting and open the gates. Tell the Egril we surrender. I will receive their commander here.’

			‘My liege,’ said Galrin, ‘if you open the gates, our wards will fail. Their magic—’

			‘Silence. It is over. The Egril have won.’
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			Jax

			Kagestan

			Jax wasn’t sure if he’d been sleeping. He hadn’t in any conventional sense. How could he, standing upright, trapped like he was in a press of bodies? Every time his head rolled forwards, he jerked it back up, eyes open until the next time his consciousness drifted. Even when his legs gave way, there was no room to fall. So maybe he had slept, but he felt all the worse for it.

			He looked around as best he could, saw tired, scared faces. The crying and the pleading and the cursing hadn’t stopped all night.

			Then the grating of metal on metal shut everyone up. Bolts slid slowly back from locks and doors creaked open. Skulls stomped into the corridor, holding torches, clubs and swords.

			‘No, no, no, no, no,’ muttered a man near Jax. He’d been in the cell a while, judging by the dirt ingrained in his skin and that sunken-cheeked look that hunger favoured.

			‘Dear Gods, not me today. Not me today,’ said a woman.

			‘Shut up,’ cursed another. ‘They don’t care about you.’

			The Skulls opened the doors to the cell next door and started hauling out Jians. Any who didn’t come willingly got the club; any who tried to fight back got the sword. Only one was brave enough to try that.

			‘What’s going on?’ asked Jax.

			‘Be quiet,’ hissed a man. ‘It’ll be sunrise soon.’

			‘Sunrise?’

			The door to Jax’s cell opened. Immediately, Jax felt the crush of bodies pushing away from the entrance. No one wanted to be taken. 

			The Skulls grabbed Jian after Jian, emptying the cell until there was no one between Jax and the soldiers. A Skull stared at him for a second and Jax was sure he’d be taken, too, then the man turned around and followed the others back out of the cell.

			When the door was locked, everyone sagged forward, moving into the space left by the taken prisoners. Jax dropped to one knee, gasping for breath, exhausted, legs too weak to hold him upright. He wasn’t the only one on his knees. There were dead in the cell, too, a couple more who’d died in the night. They wouldn’t even have the luxury of being thrown in a pit to rot.

			He looked around at the others. ‘What just happened?’

			A man stepped forward, one eye missing. ‘They’ve been taken for Kage.’

			‘For Kage?’

			‘Every morning, they come and take some of us.’ The man held out a hand to help Jax to his feet. ‘Come. You can see for yourself.’

			‘Don’t make him watch, Grevan,’ said a woman with dirty hair hanging across her face. 

			‘Why should he be spared what we’ve all seen?’ snapped Grevan. ‘Why should any of the new ones? Better they know, Tris. Better they know what’s coming.’

			Tris tutted but said no more.

			Grevan turned back to Jax. ‘Follow me – quick now, it’ll be starting soon.’

			Jax took the man’s hand. 

			‘Any other new arrivals can watch, too,’ said Grevan as he led Jax to the window. No one else seemed keen to join them.

			The barred window was two feet long but only half a foot high, set towards the top of the prison wall. Jax had to stand on his toes to see, and the view took his breath away.

			There was a lake immediately outside, stretching a mile or two to shore, a dark red in colour. The Blood Lake. A ring of people lined the bank, maybe five or six deep, all facing the castle. Some were even in the water, standing as still as stone despite the chill in the air. 

			‘What are they waiting for?’ Jax asked, but Grevan said nothing in reply.

			Then the drums started. The sound seemed to come from somewhere inside the castle, echoing into the world. A steady beat that reached deep into Jax’s soul. He looked back at Grevan, but the man just nodded at the window.

			Doom, doom, doom, beat the drums. Doom, doom, doom.

			It’s the most beautiful sound in the world, whispered Monsuta.

			‘What is going on?’ asked Jax, full of dread.

			He comes.

			Doom, doom, doom. Doom, doom, doom.

			‘Who?’

			Silence answered. A deafening quiet that crushed Jax’s heart.

			Raaku. There was love in Monsuta’s voice. Awe.

			The drums restarted. Louder. Vibrating through the stone, heavy in the air. This time there were screams mixed amongst the beats, full of terror. Jax didn’t need to ask who made them. He knew. He’d watched them being taken from the cells. This was what happened to all those who disappeared from the streets of Jia.

			Doom, doom, doom, beat the drums. Doom, doom, doom. 

			Then they stopped and only the screaming continued, until that, too, diminished voice by voice. Jax had known death all his life. He’d killed and seen men killed but, somehow, listening to this was far worse. A wretched end for people who didn’t deserve it.

			Tears ran down his face, the deaths almost as bad a torture as what he’d experienced in Monsuta’s cell.

			You insult me, old man. What we had was special. We had a connection.

			Jax shook the thoughts from his head. None of it was real. Then he noticed the screams had stopped completely. 

			‘Do you give Kage your blood?’ boomed a voice carved from stone. Was that Raaku?

			‘I do,’ roared the audience on the shore.

			‘Do you promise to serve Kage in this life and the next?’ shouted the man-god.

			‘I do.’ 

			‘Show me.’

			Knives glinted in the morning light. Jax knew from the temple ceremonies in Jia he’d been forced to attend that this was when people gave their blood to Kage, but he wasn’t expecting what happened next. 

			He didn’t expect to see people kill themselves. 

			‘They’re all mad.’

			‘They do this every morning. Kill some of us, then some of them kill themselves,’ said Graven.

			‘Every morning?’ repeated Jax.

			Graven nodded.

			‘How long have you been here?’

			‘Two weeks – maybe. They grab the nearest to the door each time. We let the new ones get that spot. As long as they keep restocking the cell each night, most of us are safe.’

			‘And when they don’t?’

			Graven looked to the window. ‘It’s off to the Great Darkness.’

			‘There must be a way out of here,’ said Jax, looking from Graven to Tris to the others. ‘Some way to escape.’

			‘There’s only one way out,’ said Tris. 

			Jax gazed through the window again, at the blood-red water, the corpses on the shoreline. ‘Dear Gods.’

			So this was his end. Stuck in a prison cell until someone dragged him off to cut his throat.

			You lucky man, said Monsuta. Kage waits for you.

			A door banged opened. Every head turned towards the noise. Footsteps approached. Judging by the fear around him, this wasn’t normal.

			A key rattled in the lock.

			‘Dear Gods, no,’ said Graven.

			Skulls entered the cell. Grabbing bodies. Grabbing Jax. They hauled him outside, Monsuta’s laughter echoing in his ears.
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			Yas

			Kiyosun

			Yas was in the last group leaving the tunnels before sunrise, and she was grateful to be escaping the city. She’d not wanted to spend another minute in the sewers now she had Little Ro back, not to mention another four kids hovering around her ankles who still hadn’t found their parents. 

			There’d been no sign of Ma before they set off, and she just hoped she was travelling with another group. Ma might’ve driven her mad with her moaning, but the thought of never seeing her again broke Yas’s heart. How she wished their last words hadn’t been a stupid argument, but her and Ma were good at fighting over nothing.

			They climbed the rocky path from the beach and followed the Hanran into the mountains. Others helped with the children, taking turns to carry them, allowing the group to keep moving as fast as they could.

			No one talked. Unsurprisingly, fleeing for your lives didn’t encourage conversation. Even so, Yas wasn’t sure any of the others would’ve wanted to talk to her. Word had got around about how she’d killed Raab despite her efforts to keep it quiet, and people were giving her fearful looks. Well, they could all go fuck themselves. She’d done what was necessary to protect her son, and if they wouldn’t have done the same, well, more fool them.

			Of course, she had four Hanran following on behind her, too, making sure no Weeping Man tried to get revenge for Raab’s death. That helped encourage people to take her seriously.

			A cold wind whipped off the sea and dark clouds gathered on the horizon. It would be bloody typical for a storm to bring much-needed rain now, when it was too late for Kiyosun. There were no water towers left to collect it, only fires to be put out everywhere.

			Ro grumbled as the wind sent a chill through them all, so Yas hugged him tighter. ‘Not long now, Ro. Be brave for Mama.’

			He opened his mouth and looked at her with big, wet eyes. 

			‘I know. We’ll eat soon. I promise.’

			Ro sniffed and buried his head in her shoulder. 

			Once they reached the mountains, they moved along old goat trails, weaving their way around rocks and boulders, climbing up, always up. The ground was hard and unforgiving, eager to stub tired feet and twist an ankle if someone’s attention wandered. There was the odd shrub and gnarled tree, but most living things had long since abandoned the mountains. The wind tried its best to push them off the path and made their eyes water with the cold. It was a brutal climb, especially carrying Ro, and soon Yas’s legs burned with every step.

			‘How far is it?’ she asked one of the Hanran, a young lad of maybe sixteen years, his face already worn from the horrors he’d seen.

			‘Only another mile or so,’ he replied.

			The Hanran led them to a narrow gap between the mountains, barely wider than her shoulders. Men and women perched in the rocks around them, armed to the teeth, guarding the entrance. They’d arrived. Thank the Gods for that.

			Moving through the gap made carrying Ro harder, but at least there was no wind to worry about. On and on the path went, until the sky was a narrow strip far, far above them. Then the gap got tighter still, and she had to make Ro walk by himself. He started crying, not wanting to go on, scared of the stone on either side. Yas didn’t blame him. She felt the same. She’d never suffered from claustrophobia before, but she was sure feeling it now. 

			However, she knew the cramped space made wherever they were going a blessing to defend. The Skulls would only ever be able to attack a man at a time, and some good archers could see to that.

			Then the world opened up and Yas found herself stumbling into a massive cave. It had to be at least a thousand feet across and some five hundred feet high. A fresh-water stream ran through the heart of it, and holes in the mountainside allowed enough light and air in while keeping most of the harsh winter chill away. The refugees from Kiyosun had gathered on either side of the stream and huddled around numerous fires.

			Hanran handed out blankets and loaves of bread to share. There was a girl with them, checking every face that appeared, disappointment evident in her expression. Yas recognised her. ‘Ange?’

			The girl did a double take. ‘Have you seen Dren?’

			Yas shook her head. ‘He wasn’t with us.’

			‘Shit. Shit. Shit.’ Ange bashed the side of her head with her fist.

			‘What’s happened?’

			‘He left me and headed to Kiyosun. I thought he’d calm down and come back, but there’s been no sign of him.’

			Yas squeezed Ange’s arm. ‘Dren can look after himself. He’ll find us. Don’t worry.’

			‘You don’t understand. He’s sick and he’s dying.’

			She wasn’t expecting that. ‘Dren? I saw him only the other night. He had a cough—’

			‘No. It was more than a cough.’

			‘Shit. I’m sorry.’ They stared at each other, neither sure of what to say. In the end, Yas squeezed Ange’s arm and then headed down the slope towards the river. What else could she do? Death was about the only guarantee in life at that moment.

			She held Ro’s hand and was followed by the other children when she started moving again. She found herself checking faces like Ange, hoping that Ma would be there, hoping she’d hear that disapproving voice of hers. But she wasn’t, and the sick feeling grew in her gut, telling her that Ma was dead, too. 

			Then she noticed the sideways glances she was getting and heard the whispers springing up in her wake. People were looking at her in a way she hadn’t expected. Not fearful as such, but definitely respectful.

			‘Miss Yas?’ said a man, rising from his spot beside a fire. It was Daxam, the man who’d refused to open up his ovens because he was scared of the Weeping Men.

			‘Yes?’

			‘Would you and your children like to sit by this here fire?’ he asked. ‘You must be tired, and we’ve extra blankets if you want them.’

			The people who were already there stood up quickly and made room before Yas could answer, and she was too tired to stop them. She sat down and pulled Ro close to her. The other children joined her, grabbing blankets.

			‘Thank you,’ said Yas once everyone was settled. ‘It’s a while since we’ve been able to sit and rest like this.’

			‘My pleasure. My pleasure,’ said Daxam, then he nodded to someone off to the side.

			Yas’s hand went straight to her knife, but it was only an old lady holding out a basket of food. ‘We’ve brought something for you and the little ones. Something to eat.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Yas once more. ‘I’m very grateful.’

			The old lady placed the basket before Yas, then bowed and backed away without saying another word. There was another loaf of bread inside it, along with two apples, some dried meat and a small jar of wine. It was too much. Yas looked around, saw no one else had more than a mouthful, but then she noticed everyone’s eyes avoiding hers as well. ‘This is too much,’ she said to Daxam.

			‘No, no,’ he replied. ‘Everyone’s very grateful for what you’ve done. You’ve helped a lot of people, so everyone’s just given what they could.’

			Yas would’ve argued, but she saw the way the children were looking at the food. They needed to eat, after all, and would Raab have fed them anything half-decent? Not likely. They deserved a slice of apple. ‘Well, thank everyone for me.’

			‘There’s no need for that, Miss Yas. No need at all. It’s our pleasure.’

			Yas gave the first piece of apple to Ro and then handed out slices to the rest of the children. She couldn’t remember the last time she had fruit to eat. The apple was so unbelievably sweet, it nearly made her cry. She passed one of the loaves around next, warning the children to take their time so they didn’t make themselves ill.

			She sat and watched them, feeling warm and safe for the first time in an age. She yawned.

			‘Miss Yas?’ It was Daxam again. ‘If you’d like to sleep, we’ll keep watch over you. Make sure nothing happens.’

			‘I can look after myself,’ she replied with more steel in her voice than she’d intended.

			He held up both hands. ‘I meant no offence, Miss Yas. Please, accept my apologies.’

			‘It’s fine,’ replied Yas. ‘I’m just tired. Thank you for your offer.’

			‘It’s the least we can do.’

			Yas picked at some of the bread and noticed her hands were still stained red. She shivered. ‘Daxam?’

			‘Yes, Miss Yas?’

			‘Can you watch the children while I wash my hands?’

			The man nodded.

			Ro started to cry when she stood up. He held out both arms, wanting to be picked up. ‘Mama. Mama.’

			Yas pointed to the stream. ‘I’ll just be there, washing my hands. You’ll be able to see me.’ But Ro wasn’t having any of it. In the end, it was easier to pick him up and take him with her. People made way for her as she weaved past their fires. She wanted to tell them to stop being silly, but she didn’t have the energy for that, either.

			She placed Little Ro away from the water’s edge and then bent down to wash her hands. The water was cold, reminding her of the water tower, of nearly dying, so she rubbed her hands furiously, eager to have them clean and be done with it.

			‘Miss Yas?’ The man’s voice came from right behind her.

			Yas closed her eyes. Bloody Daxam. ‘I thought I told you to watch the—’

			When she looked over her shoulder, it wasn’t Daxam. Another man was standing next to Ro. A hood covered his head, hiding his face in shadows.

			‘Who are you?’ she asked.

			The man lowered the hood so she could see his face. She didn’t recognise him from the warehouse, but there was no mistaking the ink on his cheek. Three tears. Three kills. Her chest tightened. She checked his hands. No weapons. Good. She still had hers. She reached for her knife slowly, keeping her back to the man, blocking their view. ‘What do you want?’

			‘You killed Raab. Killed the boss.’ So that was it. Revenge. And on it went.

			‘He threatened my son.’ She had her hand on the hilt of the knife, ready to pounce if he moved so much as an inch closer to Ro.

			‘He did. And he deserved what you did to him.’

			Yas straightened at that. ‘He did?’

			The Weeping Man glanced down at Ro. ‘It’s not right, messing with kids. We’d told him so many times.’

			‘But you didn’t stop him.’

			The man shrugged. ‘He was the boss.’

			‘So, what do you want with me now?’ The knife was out of her jacket. All she had to do was lunge and hope she was quick enough.

			‘The way we see it, you killed the boss, so that makes you the boss.’

			‘What?’ Yas turned, the knife forgotten in her hand.

			‘We brought you something, too.’ The man nodded to his right. Shadows rose from near one of the fires. Two men, dragging someone with them. When she saw who it was, she wanted to be sick.

			Rena.

			The Weeping Men pushed Rena down onto her knees in front of Yas. Her hands were tied, but she’d not lost her fight. She stared up, defiant. ‘Bitch.’

			Yas ignored her and kept her eyes on the thugs instead. ‘What’s this about?’

			The Weeping Man scratched his head. ‘We thought if you were settling scores, you’d want everyone who’d wronged you. This woman sold you out to Raab.’

			‘I know what she did, but that doesn’t mean I want her dead.’ Yas bent down and lifted up Rena’s bound hands, looking the woman in the eye. ‘I’m sorry your sister’s dead. Her death will always haunt me. I hope you can find some way to forgive me.’ Her knife made light work of Rena’s bonds. ‘We’ve got enough problems without fighting amongst ourselves.’

			Yas stepped back and let Rena get to her feet. The woman rubbed her wrists, still throwing out dark looks. For a moment, Yas nearly changed her mind, thought about putting her knife to its bloody work again, but then she saw Ro watching, saw the fear in his eyes. The kid had witnessed enough horror for a dozen lifetimes. He didn’t need to see his ma kill someone. ‘Be off, Rena, and may the Four Gods look after you.’

			The woman didn’t move. Instead she snorted a load of phlegm into her mouth and spat at Yas. ‘Bitch.’ Only then did she walk away.

			‘Might be a mistake letting that one go,’ said the Weeping Man.

			‘Yeah?’ said Yas. ‘Well, I’m good at making those.’

			‘What do you want us to do, then?’

			Yas stared at the three thugs. ‘How many of you are there?’

			‘Just us three here now. A couple more back in the tunnels that I know of. The rest?’ He shrugged again. ‘The last few days haven’t been good to us.’

			‘My heart bleeds for you.’ Yas pushed him aside and picked Ro up. She looked back at the Weeping Men. ‘Come with me.’

			She marched them to the cave entrance, getting even more strange looks now she had Weeping Men for an entourage, but she didn’t care. She spotted the young Hanran lad who’d walked up with her and went straight to him.

			He stiffened when he saw her and the men behind her and wasn’t very subtle about moving his hand to the pommel of his sword. ‘Yas.’

			‘These three men have decided to work for the greater good. Find jobs for them, will you?’ said Yas.

			The lad peered over her shoulder. ‘They’re Weeping Men.’

			‘Well spotted,’ said Yas. ‘Now do as I say.’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’ The lad didn’t salute, but Yas could tell he’d been tempted. She smiled. She liked being treated with a bit of respect. Too many people had underestimated her in the past. They’d thought her weak because she had a child, because she cared about people, about her city.

			One thing was for sure, there was no way that was happening again.

			‘Work hard, lads,’ she said as she left the Weeping Men to go back to her fire. ‘Bring me some food when you’re done.’

			Now Yas could get some sleep.
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			Dren

			Kiyosun

			Dren was alone. The way it was meant to be. The way he liked it. He didn’t need Quist or the Hanran or Ange. He didn’t need his mother and father. He didn’t need anyone. He was better off on his own. The lone wolf.

			The dying wolf.

			He staggered back into the sewers, past the last of the sheep still stuck down there for another day, hoping and praying that the Skulls wouldn’t get them. 

			He found Hasan easily enough, getting ready to blow the tunnels.

			‘Dren? What are you doing here?’ asked the Hanran leader when he noticed Dren approaching.

			‘Come to fix things, haven’t I?’ Dren coughed. He didn’t look to see if there was blood or not. He didn’t care.

			‘You need to sit down, son. You don’t look well.’

			‘No time for that. I sit down, I’ll never get up again.’

			‘So why did you come back?’

			‘I’m going to the Skulls’ camp and I’m going to kill their Tonin,’ said Dren. He paused, filled his lungs with air, then coughed it straight back up again. ‘We need to stop them from following us into the mountains.’

			‘You’d need to do more than kill the Tonin,’ said Hasan.

			Dren tried to grin. ‘I thought you and the Hanran could handle that bit for me.’ He swayed on his feet. ‘Give me some bombs and I’ll blow the heart out of the fuckers. Then … the moment … you see it go boom … you attack … kill the rest of them.’

			‘Even if you can get in, you’ll not be able to escape afterwards. It’s suicide.’

			Dren swallowed against the lump in his throat, looked Hasan dead in the eye. ‘I know.’

			‘Dren, I … There’s got to be a better way—’

			‘I’m already dead. It’s just a question of how it ends now. Either I’m hiding in a cave, shitting my pants, or I get to do some good.’ He coughed. ‘Figure that’s no choice.’

			Hasan sighed. ‘We are the dead.’

			‘Whatever you say,’ said Dren, his voice a croak. ‘Now, are you going to give me those bombs or not?’

			Hasan gave him five. Dren shoved them into a small bag, not worrying about wearing gloves or any of that shit. All the harm had been done. Now it was time to pay it back.

			‘Do you want some company?’ asked Hasan.

			‘Nah. I’m good on my own. This is the way it’s meant to be. You just get ready and wait for the signal.’

			Hasan nodded. He held out his hand. ‘Goodbye.’

			Dren shook it. ‘It’s been fun. See you in the next life.’

			Dren dumped his sword on the way out. He was no fucking Shulka. That had been another mistake. He had some knives and he had his bombs. Armed the way he should be.

			He found a shaft and climbed up, taking his time out of necessity rather than choice. He was definitely no longer the man who could run the rooftops for hours. Not that there were many rooftops left to run.

			At least the grating moved easily enough and Dren hauled himself back into his city. Just being above ground made him feel better. It was good not to be running away. He’d never been one for that.

			He moved through the ruins of Kiyosun, a ghost slinking from shadow to shadow, working his way through the ruined buildings from one end of the city to the other. He wanted to be up near the main city gates to find a spot to hunker down in. Somewhere to wait until the time was right. You had to be patient about these things.

			The Skulls were still out – or whatever the red-armoured fuckers were in their demon masks. They were moving mob-handed now that the Hanran were giving them some worries, moving slowly, watching for danger around every corner. And yet, three times they passed Dren close enough to reach out and touch him, and they still didn’t see a thing. They didn’t hear him, either, but only the Gods knew why. For whatever reason, his cough wasn’t as bad as it had been. Maybe the Gods did exist after all. Maybe they wanted Dren to do this last thing.

			It was early afternoon when he found the spot – a corner house with three of the walls still standing a street away from the main gate. Another broken building all but blocked the road, with only a shoulder-width gap for the Egril to pass through. He couldn’t have asked for a more perfect bottleneck for what he wanted to do.

			He climbed the stairs and settled in on the first floor to watch the Egril come and go, dragging more of the sheep out with them each time they left the city. Between those the Hanran had evacuated and the others already snatched by the Skulls, Dren reckoned the city had to be near empty of pretty much anyone else.

			But the Skulls were still finding stragglers. Some were captured Hanran, while others were just sheep. There was no saving them, though. Not by Dren, anyway. 

			Instead, he watched and waited, patient as death, until the shadows grew along the main street and the sky turned the colour of a vicious bruise. The bag with the bombs sat next to him, and his fingers occasionally lingered over their surface, as if to reassure himself they were all there. 

			Sometimes he fell asleep or drifted away, lost in thoughts and dreams of people long dead. He saw his mother, his father, and they saw him. He saw Quist, and they joked about nothing at all. The way it was, the way it should’ve been. He missed his friend, the dumb fuck.

			He thought he saw Ange, too, but that wasn’t right. She was in the mountains, safe. And he’d make her safer still.

			Dren held his breath every time a Skull patrol passed through the gap below his window and pressed his back against the wall, becoming as still as the stone. Stone didn’t need to cough. Stone wasn’t weak.

			With or without prisoners, he could see the Egril grow agitated as they went one by one through the small opening. The wait to pass through made them vulnerable, and they did their best to negate it by not allowing themselves to get bunched up. Then, when they made it through the gap to the other side alive with the main city gates – their way out – in sight, they moved off quickly, spreading out as they went. Every time, the last man through had to all but run to catch up with his comrades. No one waited to see if he made it, they were too busy getting the fuck out of Kiyosun. 

			It was bloody perfect.

			When it was dark, he sneaked back down the stairs to the ground floor and took up position underneath an empty window. A crack ran from what was left of the door frame down almost to the floor, wide enough to see through but not big enough for Dren to be seen. Broken glass littered the ground beneath his feet, so he carefully shifted what he could to either side of his position, making room so he could move quickly when the time came and not make too much noise in the process.

			With the sun set, the temperature dropped. Dren curled up in his coat, trying to pretend he wasn’t cold, but he could feel the chill working its way through the stone wall and into his bones. He hated the cold like every good Kiyosun local. People told tales of how bad it got up north, but he had no desire to find out for himself – not that he’d have the opportunity now. Probably a good thing. 

			Sounds from outside drew his attention back to the job at hand. He peered through the crack and saw the red-armoured bastards coming towards him. There were ten of them and they looked like they’d seen some action. The soldier leading the patrol was missing armour from his shoulder and there was a dent in the middle of his chest plates. That got Dren smiling. Good. He hoped they’d left plenty of dead comrades behind, too.

			He slipped a long, thin knife out of its sheath and waited. The patient man to the last.

			The Skulls slowed at the barricade, grunting away at each other in their pig language. One went through, then the next, and still Dren waited. They took their time, unaware of Dren on the other side of the wall, right there, holding his breath, and then there was only one left.

			It was time.

			Dren stood up quickly, reached through the empty window and hooked his arms around the bastard’s neck. He hauled him back into the house as quick as he could, catching the Skull off guard, and slipped the knife in under his chin before his legs were over the sill, and the scum was dead by the time he hit the ground.

			Dren had to be quick, before anyone came looking for their mate. It was a good job he had experience with all the bloody straps. Even so, his fingers felt thick and clumsy as he hauled the armour off the dead soldier and put it on himself. It felt like hours before he got that helmet on and stepped out into the street, holding an Egril bag of bombs on his hip. He was taking a chance carrying them so openly but he didn’t have any choice. Every job needed a bit of luck. And if things went to shit, he’d not let them capture him alive. No way was he being tortured again.

			He had time for one last coughing fit, then he stepped through the gap only to see two other Skulls coming towards him. They stopped when they spotted him and shouted some pig-shit nonsense. He waved back and then trotted over to join them. One of them gave him another mouthful before they all turned and headed towards the gate. Dren just nodded, wishing he’d learned at least a few Egril words to spout back. Maybe this wasn’t the best plan but it was all he had. One last hand to play.

			Dren’s heart hammered away so loudly inside his chest, he was amazed the Skulls didn’t hear it. But this was it. He was on his way. Next stop, the Skull camp.

			Somewhere out to sea, a lightning bolt split the sky. The long-awaited storm had arrived.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			‘Wake up, Zorique. Wake up.’ Tinnstra held on to Zorique as tight as she could and whispered in her ear, saying the words over and over again. Aasgod was by their side, cradling his broken arm.

			A ring of Meigorian knights stood guard around them, holding big, bastard blades at the ready. Whatever else had happened, the Meigorians’ ability to disappoint was still strong. She stared at Sitos, feeling nothing but hatred for the man. He was the one who’d sent people in need to the prison camp, and now he was sacrificing his own country. And for what? Some hope the Skulls would let him keep his throne? He’d be lucky if they let him keep his head.

			No, if we’re to get out of here, it’s down to us. Me, Aasgod and Zorique. 

			Tian Galrin looked as unhappy as Tinnstra. Maybe she had an ally there. Maybe some of the soldiers would listen to him.

			There was no time to say anything, though, because the Egril had arrived. 

			A Chosen with a golden mask led the way. He wore black robes with a scarlet front, marked with the single eye of Kage. Behind him, a man held the leashes of two monstrous creatures. Tinnstra remembered them from the Kotege – Kyoryu. And along with them came what looked like the whole Godsdamned Egril army.

			Tinnstra winced as she watched the Egril approach. A dab of pain. Familiar. Welcome. The man had magic. She could sense it. My power is coming back. Of course, the gates are open now. The wards deactivated.

			She glanced over at Aasgod. He still held the vial of Chikara water in his hand. Why hasn’t he drunk it? 

			‘I am Lord Bacas,’ said the man with the golden mask. His voice was cold and hard, like steel dragged across stone, but he spoke Meigorian with a faultless accent. ‘Grand Inquisitor of His Imperial Majesty’s Chosen.’

			‘And I,’ said the king, ‘am Sitos the First, King of Meigore. I am honoured to receive you.’

			Bacas looked around the room, moving his gaze from Aasgod to Zorique to Tinnstra to the Meigorians before finally settling on Sitos once more. ‘Your Majesty, I’m glad to finally meet you – even if under these unfortunate circumstances. I am here at the direct request of His Imperial Majesty Raaku, Emperor of Egril, Jia, Chongore and Dornway. I speak to you with his voice.’

			‘I know who he is,’ said Sitos. ‘We’ve been expecting to hear from him for some time.’ 

			Bacas tilted his head. ‘Even though an ocean separates our lands, your reputation has travelled far. Know that my Emperor seeks only your friendship in this new world in which we find ourselves. As friends, both our lands can blossom in peace and shared wealth. I hope this, too, is something you also desire.’ 

			Tinnstra could see the strain in Sitos’s jaw as he spoke. ‘It is.’

			‘All my master wants,’ continued Bacas, ‘is for you to kneel before me and swear your allegiance. Will you do that, Sitos the First, King of Meigore?’

			Sitos nodded. ‘I will.’ No hesitation.

			‘My liege,’ said Galrin. ‘You don’t have to do this. Let us fight.’

			‘Be quiet,’ snapped Sitos. He walked over to Bacas. Knelt down. Bowed his head.

			‘No!’ A tian drew his sword and ran at Bacas. The Chosen stepped to one side, let the blade slide past his mask, then reached out and seized the man by his head. The tian’s legs buckled and his body went limp. Bacas released his hold and a dead man fell to the floor.

			Bacas looked around the room. ‘Does anyone else wish to disobey their king?’

			No one else moved. Why would they? The man’s touch was death. 

			Tinnstra glanced at Zorique. She was still unconscious, but her eyelids had begun to flutter. Were her powers coming back? Dear Gods, if they do, we have a chance.

			Tinnstra checked her pouch. There were two vials of Chikara water left. Would they work on Zorique? She looked down at the girl’s unconscious face. Zorique had never needed the water to access her powers as its qualities had been infused into her very being from the moment she was conceived. But what if it could recharge her, or replace what had been lost?

			The Kyoryu began to howl, pulling at their leashes. Both Sitos and Bacas looked at Tinnstra and Zorique.

			‘They are the ones we seek, Master,’ said Sitos. ‘The unconscious girl is Aasgod’s experiment.’

			‘What did he just say?’ said Aasgod. 

			‘He admitted he was a traitor.’ Tinnstra didn’t need any sixth sense to realise that the king wasn’t who he appeared to be. She lifted Zorique’s head and poured the contents of the vials into the girl’s mouth. It wasn’t much, but it was all she had. Dear Gods – if you exist – make this work. Save Zorique. Save us.

			Bacas turned to the man holding the Kyoryus’ leashes. ‘Release your creatures.’

			The man let go of the chains as Tinnstra stood, sword and axe in hand. ‘Do your fucking worst.’

			Then Zorique exploded behind her.
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			Zorique

			Layso

			Zorique’s power erupted through her, shocking her awake. She looked around, gasping for breath, heart racing, her mind on fire, and took in the scene playing out in the palace chamber. It looked like a bomb had gone off. Tinnstra was on her knees, looking back at Zorique, eyes wide with shock. Aasgod lay on his back, staring at her. Men in robes were scattered everywhere, some trying to stand while others lay unmoving. Then there were the Skulls, so many of them, all shaken and knocked about. Had she done that? And a man in black, a Chosen, with a golden mask. He was on one knee and looked in pain. Good. She’d kill him next.

			Smoke and wisps of light drifted off her body as she stood, spear in hand. They would all regret ever trying to hurt her.

			Then she saw the monsters getting back to their feet, howling in rage. They saw her, too, and Zorique knew what they were. Kyoryu. Tinnstra had told her about them, about the attack at the Kotege. They hunted magic.

			They wanted her.

			‘Kasri.’ The Kyoryu were halfway to her when they erupted in flames. They writhed in agony, the stench of burning fur and flesh filling the air.

			And the chamber erupted into violence. Zorique watched it as though it was happening in slow motion.

			Tinnstra roared and waded into the sea of Skulls, axe and sword flying, chopping the Egril down all around her, not caring if they were on their feet or not. A Skull came at her, swinging his scimitar and shouting curses, but her axe silenced him. As she pulled the blade free of the man’s mask, she kicked another off his feet, spinning, bringing her sword around and thrusting it into the man’s heart. Red splashed over white armour. She was death incarnate.

			Meigorian knights, trying to get to their king, traded blows with more Skulls, bastard sword against scimitar.

			A Skull raised his sword to strike Aasgod down, while the mage looked on helplessly. ‘Oso.’ Push. Zorique’s power lifted the Egril off his feet and smashed him into a wall, bringing half of it down as the body collapsed to the ground. 

			‘Drink the fucking vial!’ Tinnstra screamed at Aasgod before launching herself into more Skulls.

			The king was tending to the golden-masked Egril. He must’ve sensed Zorique watching him because he looked over at her with utter hatred in his eyes. He reached into his robes and produced a baton. A Chosen’s baton. He aimed it at Zorique. Energy crackled along its tips.

			‘Shirudan.’ The shield came to life as the king – the impostor king – fired. The energy blast smashed against it, sparks flying as lightning danced across the shield’s surface, but he couldn’t harm her. Not now. Zorique felt stronger than ever before. Her power sang through her veins.

			‘Oso.’ She thrust the king up into the air with all her hate and drove him into the ceiling. A bloody pulp fell back to the ground.

			Now there was just the golden-masked Chosen left. Their leader. She watched him as he stood and they locked eyes. The man’s mask was buckled and dented, and blood ran down his neck.

			‘Abomination,’ said the Chosen. ‘Kage waits for you in the Great Darkness.’

			‘Shut up,’ said Zorique. ‘Kasri.’

			The air shimmered and smoked around the Egril but no flames struck. She could almost see the smile on his face as he raised his own hand.

			‘Shirudan.’ The Egril’s magic struck her shield. Zorique had been ready for it, throwing all her willpower into the barrier, but it wasn’t like being struck by a baton’s blast. Instead of a pounding, she could feel a pull, as if a thousand hands had seized her shield and were dragging it to the Chosen. She gritted her teeth and dug in her heels, but the pull increased another thousandfold. And then another.

			Air caught in her throat and the fire in her blood flickered. The song stuttered.

			The Chosen took a step towards her, both his hands outstretched, all his might thrown against Zorique’s. Her feet slid and slipped as the pull grew in intensity. Her vision blurred. Her mouth dried. She tried to focus, but everything she had was in her shield now. All her magic, all her life, and the Chosen wanted it.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			Tinnstra blocked a scimitar, hacked a knee, stabbed under an arm, ducked a spear, slashed a face. Skulls came for her, and she met each one with efficient ferocity. Screams accompanied her every step and she left bodies in her wake. She was death, sending plenty of blood and souls to Kage.

			Behind her, Galrin and the Meigorian knights fought just as hard. 

			She drove her axe into the neck of a Skull and thrust her sword through the back of the Egril next to him. Anger fuelled her. Hatred drove her. It was time to repay every sacrifice, every loss.

			Another Skull lunged at her, his scimitar slashing the air where her head had been a second earlier. He got her axe in his ribs in return, his armour cracking with the force of her blow.

			A crackle of energy burned the air, quickly followed by another. Tinnstra glanced to her left, expecting to see another Chosen, but instead there was Aasgod, one arm cradled against his chest while he threw lightning with the other. He’d drunk the Chikara water, thank the Gods. Perhaps he isn’t so useless after all.

			‘Help Zorique,’ she cried. The girl was locked in battle with Bacas and it looked like the bastard was winning. 

			Aasgod did as he was told and his lightning crackled across the room – then fizzled out when it got within touching distance of Bacas. The Egril thrust a hand back at the Lord Mage and Aasgod staggered as if struck. By the Gods, I hope he’s not dead.

			Tinnstra blocked another scimitar eager for her head and chopped her axe into the man’s side. ‘Kill Bacas,’ she shouted as she fought. ‘Kill Bacas.’

			She had to get to the bastard, help Zorique before it was too late. If magic didn’t work against him, then her steel would. Half a dozen Skulls were still in her way, but that was nothing. Not for her. Just more blood to be spilled. More lives to take.

			Zorique stumbled as she battled Bacas, her shield flickering in and out of sight. She’d looked like a God when she first woke up, fuelled by the Chikara water. The blast of pure magic that exploded from her had taken out half the room and Tinnstra had thought the battle won – but now? Tinnstra’s faith faltered. If she didn’t get to Zorique quickly enough, it would all be over.

			A knight charged past Tinnstra, keen to sink his bastard sword into the Egril’s skull. Bacas broke off his battle with Zorique as the knight swung his sword overhead. He thrust both hands onto the man’s breastplate, over the man’s heart, and the knight crumpled to the floor. Dead.

			Another two raced in, keen to protect their friend, and they, too, met Bacas’s touch. They, too, fell.

			‘Zorique! Are you all right?’ shouted Tinnstra as she killed another Skull. The girl was on one knee, exhausted, and Bacas was already storming towards her, his hands ready.

			Tinnstra left her sword stuck in a Skull’s chest and pulled a throwing star out of her pouch. A Skull knocked her to the ground before she could hurl it. They tumbled together and Tinnstra stabbed him in the eye with the star over and over until his grip slackened and she could kick herself free.

			She slipped and slid in his blood as she tried to get to her feet. One look told her she was too late.

			Bacas stood over Zorique, his hands an inch from her heart.
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			Dren

			Kiyosun

			The rain started in little spits of water, barely noticeable at first as Dren trudged to the Skull camp. But he knew better. Soon it’d be coming down in torrents so heavy he wouldn’t be able to see ten yards. Fuck, in the old days, everyone would be getting ready for a party, gathering on the roofs to watch it fall, dancing, singing, laughing as they all got drenched to the skin. 

			There’d be no laughing now.

			He coughed and was glad the helmet muffled the sound and hid the blood that dribbled down his chin.

			He followed the red demons past the ruins of the city gate and back up the road. How many days had it been since he’d run the other way? Two? Three? He didn’t have a clue. It was all a blur now, a mess of memory and reality, blurred by pain.

			He’d seen the Egril camp up in the mountains and it’d looked massive. Up close? Massive didn’t do it justice. Considering Hasan and the Hanran had been doing their best to kill the fuckers for days, there was still a shitload of them left. Too many. He’d never been that good at counting, but it looked like thousands to him. The camp stretched in every direction, mainly full of reds, but there were a few white Skulls here and there, and the closer he got, the more there seemed to be. If he had any brains, he’d turn and run back to Kiyosun before it was too late. But there wasn’t much left of the city to run back to. And he doubted his legs had the strength. It was taking everything he had to keep walking straight.

			They marched past a pit of the dead where the bastards had dumped all the Jians they’d killed. The Egril hadn’t even bothered to cover them with dirt. Just left them to feed the gulls once the army had fucked off. He thought he recognised a few faces, people he’d passed on the street, no one special to him, but seeing them like this hurt all the same. No one deserved to end up down there. Was Jax buried amongst them? Would it have been a bad thing if he was? At least his suffering would be over.

			Thunder rumbled in the distance, as if the Gods themselves were disgusted at what the Egril had done. Lightning cracked across the sky. The rain fell in thick drops, splattering on their armour and soaking the ground, forming little streams across the road. A demon near Dren sounded like he was cursing, but he could’ve been talking about his dinner for all Dren knew.

			Dren coughed again, trying to clear that lump in his throat. Spots flickered across his vision and he prayed that his strength wouldn’t go. Not now. Not when he was so close. At least the fucking rain helped, hiding the noise, keeping anyone from talking to him.

			The soldiers in the camp headed for tents if they could and grabbed shields if they had no other shelter. Hopefully the lightning would get a few of the idiots before they realised what a dumb idea that was. Of course, Dren was covered head to foot in armour, so he wasn’t much better off.

			The rain wasn’t putting the Skulls off their attacks, though. Dren had to force himself not to flinch every time the Daijaku flew over his head towards Kiyosun, and it was a miracle he didn’t shit himself when those giant things stomped past, shaking the ground with every step.

			His left hand tapped the small bag on his hip, counting the orbs over and over. Only five bombs. Seemed a lot earlier, not so much now. Still, enough to do some damage. 

			Dren glanced towards the mountains, no more than a shadow in the dark. Ange and the others were up there, and he wondered if she was thinking of him now. If she was, he hoped they were happy thoughts. Maybe she’d miss him in the days to come. He certainly missed her.

			The rain fell harder, hitting his armour and finding its way in between the joints, soaking his clothes, his skin. Cold as death. Not that it mattered. 

			He closed his eyes and let himself pretend that he was back on his roof with his mother and father. He could almost hear his old man singing away. Good times that he’d always taken for granted.

			He opened his eyes, back in the real world. There was a large tent in the middle of the camp. It had to be the command tent. A logical place to house a Tonin. He staggered towards it, aware that everyone else was in the process of finding shelter. The rain churned the ground up, mud and puddles everywhere, and any torches the Egril had lit were long extinguished. Dren couldn’t have asked for better conditions to make mischief.

			Daijaku were gathered some way to the left of the tent. They had no shelter, nor did they appear to want any. Their Niganntan spears were stacked here and there and Dren spotted wooden boxes in one corner that could only contain more of the black orbs. The demons screeched and squawked as they flapped their wings, huddled over something. He moved closer, drawn by the sight, trying to see in the rain and the dark what the Daijaku were doing – no, not doing, eating. One of the winged demons threw a half-chewed piece of meat to the ground behind him, done with it. Two fingers were left on the hand, a bronze wedding band on one.

			Those fuckers. Why did it surprise him that the Daijaku fed on Jians? Was this why the Skulls took so many prisoners? So they could be food for their pets? 

			His anger boiled once more. His hate was a furnace. His hand lingered on his bag. If ever there were creatures who deserved to die, it was the Daijaku. He came so close to blowing them all to hell, but he resisted the urge and marched on towards the command tent.

			A memory returned to Dren as he coughed and spluttered. Of an alleyway outside Old Man Hasster’s. What was the girl’s name? Lia? It had only been two weeks ago, but it felt like another lifetime. What was it he’d told her? Jia was an amazing country once. Before they came. Everyone had food. Homes. The Shulka were a pain in the arse but we were used to them. Then the Egril turned up, killing and raping, stealing and destroying. And now all we do is bury our loved ones and watch everyone starve and suffer. That’s no way to live. Yeah, he’d been feeding her a line at the time, winding her up so she’d go and kill herself, but there was a lot of truth in those words, too.

			More lightning. More thunder. More rain. More coughing. He couldn’t see Kiyosun now, lost in the dark, the rain finally putting the last of the fires out. But that was all too little, too late. The place was a ruin now, a grave.

			Dren pulled his stolen scimitar a few inches out of its scabbard, exposing enough of the blade to cut his thumb. A small nick, but that was all it took. He rubbed his thumb over the rest of his fingers. There could be no mistake with what he was about to do.

			He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself down. Dren wasn’t scared, but he was shaking all the same. He tried to walk, but his legs didn’t want to take the first step. He closed his eyes again. Let the rain take him back to his rooftop, his parents, to when life was good. He felt a calm come over him. Maybe there were Gods. Maybe there was an afterlife. Maybe he’d see them again there. Maybe Quist, too. He could say sorry to Falsa, to Lia, to all the others.

			Maybe.

			Someone shouted something and Dren opened his eyes. A big fucker in red armour stomped towards him, rain pinging off it in every direction. Three stripes on his chest, so maybe he was an officer or something. Dren straightened up, just in case, left hand slipping behind his back and grasping the hilt of his knife.

			The Egril ranted away as approached. All pig grunts and groans. Dren wanted to laugh. He couldn’t tell if it was a bollocking he was getting or an invite to beers. The Egril stopped two feet away, still going on, shouting to make himself heard over the fucking storm. Dren didn’t move, just waited. Patient.

			Then the bastard stopped spouting his nonsense and stared at Dren in the rain and the thunder and the lightning. Both of them knew no sane men should be standing out in it. Dren couldn’t help himself then. He started laughing.

			The Egril didn’t like that. He took a step closer, ranting again.

			‘Shut the fuck up,’ said Dren. And the bastard did.

			Amazing what a few words of Jian could do in the right place. Or the wrong place.

			Dren stabbed him before he could react. Right in the throat so there’d be no calling for help. As easy as that. He let the bastard fall, not caring if anyone saw the body, leaving his knife behind, and he staggered off towards the command tent, still chuckling.

			Behind him, the Daijaku were still all bunched up, munching on bits of Jian. Not paying attention to anything around them. Happy with their dinner. They didn’t notice Dren.

			He reached into his bag with his good hand, picked out an orb, dropped it into his bloody one. Dren didn’t look to see if it reacted, didn’t slow his approach. He kept it as natural as he could, a walk in the park, no more, no less, and then tossed the orb towards the stacked cases.

			He ran. As fast as his legs would carry him, sloshing through puddles, choking on his own guts, towards the command tent straight ahead.

			He wasn’t fast enough. The explosion lifted him off his feet and threw him forwards another ten yards. Even though he’d been expecting it, the force of the blast hammered his body and knocked the air from his lungs. Flames whooshed past as he hit the ground, setting fire to everything it touched. Even him.

			He lay for a second in a puddle, watching the fire battle the rain, neither sure of victory, catching his breath. A bell rang somewhere. Others screamed and shouted. The flaps to the command tent opened and a Chosen appeared, staring at whatever was left of the Daijaku.

			‘Get up, Dren,’ he hissed to himself. ‘Get. The. Fuck. Up.’

			He pushed himself to his knees, then got to his feet. It was okay that he was slow. Everyone else around him was just as fucked up. There was blood coming out of his nose and he could taste the copper in his mouth, too. He coughed a dozen times and was glad that would be over soon. Coughing your stomach up got real fucking boring real quick. 

			He pulled his helmet off, needing as much air as he could get. Keeping his face hidden didn’t matter now.

			The Chosen was shouting, ordering people about, but not looking at Dren. Not until he was close enough to draw the scimitar and slash it across the Chosen’s stomach. The blade was good and sharp and did its job well.

			Then Dren was in the tent and, thank the Gods, he saw the Tonin, all chained up and looking miserable. Saw a Skull with a big bear rug draped over his shoulders, too. Saw another Chosen getting up from her seat. Saw half a dozen of the red demon-masked Egril.

			He gave the lot of them his best, bloodstained grin as he shoved his bloody hand into the bag at his hip. His bloody fingers touched every orb, colouring them scarlet. 

			The big fucker with the fur cloak growled a load of gibberish at Dren. Probably wanted to know who he was or what he was doing in there. Either way, Dren had the answer.

			Dren pulled an orb out of the bag and showed it to them, to let them all know this was the end. The orb glowed in his hand as the liquid inside swirled to life, feeding off his blood. ‘Hello. My name’s Dren and I’m here to fuck you up.’
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			Mateon

			Kiyosun

			Mateon sat under an awning, cold and wet, with a lukewarm bowl of soup in his hands. Trinon was sitting next to him in a foul mood. The rain hammered on the canvas roof, threatening to bring the whole thing down on their heads, and by the look of the storm raging across the sky, there’d be no respite for hours.

			‘It’s not supposed to rain at all in this part of the fucking country,’ said Trinon. ‘About the only good thing it had going for it. Now this? Sometimes I think Kage actually fucking hates us.’

			Mateon winced at the blasphemy but didn’t challenge Trinon on it. What would be the point? He watched a legionnaire from the First head towards the command tent. At least Mateon wasn’t out in the storm like that soldier.

			Trinon hit him on the arm. ‘I’m talking to you.’

			Mateon turned back to his comrade. ‘I’m sorry. I … What did you say?’

			Trinon nodded at the soup. ‘I asked if you were going to drink that?’

			Mateon had almost forgotten he was holding the bowl in his hands.

			‘Because if you’re not, give it to me. You don’t waste food in Raaku’s ar—’

			The explosion drowned out the rest of the world, shaking the ground and knocking them both to their knees.

			They scrambled about, getting to their feet, slipping in the mud, grabbing their weapons. Mateon was scared and confused. The blast had been close – inside their camp. Were the Jians attacking?

			They all but fell out of their tent into the storm. Other soldiers appeared around them in their red or white armour. Some wore only masks or half their armour. All looked around, wondering what was happening.

			Then he saw one of them heading to the command tent. He wasn’t wearing a mask and Mateon recognised him straight away. It was the Jian. The one he’d let escape back up into the mountains.

			‘By Kage, no.’ Mateon had to stop him. He started to run towards him.

			The Jian entered the tent.

			‘Mateon! Where are you go—’ Trinon’s voice disappeared as the world exploded again.

			The blast punched Mateon off his feet, blinded by fire.

			Fire was all he could see.

			Then he was down on the ground. Hands grabbed him. Rolled him onto his front, into the mud and the puddles. Someone was saving him, smothering the fire until only smoke remained. 

			‘You all right, kid?’ Trinon stared down at him. ‘Half the fucking camp’s gone. There’s nothing left of the commander’s tent or the Daijaku. We need to move.’

			A Kojin stomped past, screeching like a child, its head and upper body on fire. Mateon and Trinon watched it stumble on, crushing anyone and anything in its way until the fire forced it to its knees. And the giant wasn’t the only one dying. Screams and cries filled the air, but this wasn’t Jians in agony. This was Raaku’s best. 

			‘Can you stand?’ shouted Trinon. ‘Can you fight?’

			‘Fight? Why?’

			‘Because we’re fucking under attack.’ Trinon straightened as lightning cracked open the sky once more, quickly followed by thunder.

			Mateon slipped and slid in the mud as he got to his feet, his spear alien in his hand, horrified at the chaos around him. It was all his fault. His punishment for not killing the Jian when he had the chance. Mateon tried to see how many Egril were still standing, but it was so hard to tell in the rain and the smoke. 

			‘Get ready, kid,’ said Trinon, sounding scared.

			‘I don’t see anything,’ said Mateon, but Trinon was already moving, crouched low, his own spear aimed towards the front of the camp, towards the main approach. What had he seen? 

			‘Blood I will give you, O Great One,’ muttered Trinon. ‘Souls I will send you. My body is your weapon. My life, your gift.’ The man’s prayers frightened Mateon more than the explosions. It had to be bad if the man was praying to Kage.

			‘I still don’t see anything,’ said Mateon, his voice weak.

			Then he heard the screams over the drum of the rain. No, not screams – war cries. The enemy. 

			Shadows emerged from the dark, covered in mud, Shulka swords in hand. They raced into the camp. 

			The sky flashed white as lightning greeted them. Thunder drowned out the sounds of the first to die. Trinon raced to meet them, screaming curses. Others followed. Red, white, it didn’t matter. They had an enemy to fight. Souls to take. They ran towards the Jians – all except Mateon. 

			He stood frozen to the spot and watched as Trinon died, as Raaku’s finest were cut down. More and more of the Jians appeared out of the dark, storming the camp, killing everyone in sight.

			He knew he should join his comrades, add his spear to theirs, but all he could see was his death. All he could imagine was his body lying in the mud. 

			Mateon dropped his spear and ran. He ran as fast as he could from the Jians and their swords. He ran from his dying comrades into the night, splashing through puddles, chased by lightning and condemned by thunder. He ran past the still-burning corpse of the Kojin and out past the camp’s perimeter.

			He ripped the helmet and mask from his head, tossed them aside and abandoned his pride with them.

			Rain slashed at his naked face as he left the sounds of battle far behind. He followed the path uphill, scrambling on his hands and knees when he had to, going higher and higher until he could go no further. 

			Mateon slumped behind a boulder, his throat burning, heart pounding, a stitch in his side and his legs like stone. He closed his eyes, gasping, drinking the cold rain, letting it hide his tears, his cries. Dear Kage, what had he done? Mateon had destroyed them all.

			He ripped at his armour, desperate to be out of it. He didn’t deserve it. His shame stained it worse than any fire or mud. He discarded it piece by piece, feeling diminished with each part that he dropped. He was less than human. A slug in the eyes of Kage.

			Stripped down to his undershirt and trousers, he chanced a look back down the mountain. The camp was hard to make out in the rain, but a few fires still burned. Further away, Kiyosun was a black hole in the night.

			It was only when more lightning slashed across the sky that Mateon spotted the shadows moving up the mountainside. More Jians. Coming for him.

			With one last gulp of air, Mateon ran on. Into the mountain, into the night.
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			Tinnstra

			Layso

			Tinnstra charged at Bacas, screaming all her hate and all her fury. He looked up as she hit him, knocking him off his feet. A hand brushed her shoulder and her left arm went numb, but Tinnstra kept moving, rolling away from him before he could touch her properly. 

			She got to her feet the same time Bacas did, keeping her eyes locked on him, working through her options. The sword in her good hand was too short to do its work without getting close, and that meant coming within easy reach of his hands, putting her life in jeopardy. Dying didn’t scare her, but she wasn’t going to sacrifice herself if she couldn’t be sure of killing Bacas as well.

			Zorique was back on her feet, too, her spear levelled at Bacas. The Egril made no attempt to escape, keeping his attention on both of them.

			‘Zorique, are you hurt?’ Tinnstra called out.

			‘I feel a hundred years old,’ said Zorique, her words slurred.

			‘Get back. I’ll deal with him,’ said Tinnstra, fear growing in her belly. Bacas had heard Zorique as well, and she could see him reappraising the situation; Tinnstra with her sword and a dead arm, Zorique barely standing. The battle in the room might have gone against him so far, but he wasn’t thinking about escape. He would give his life if it meant taking Zorique with him. Tinnstra couldn’t let that happen. ‘Zorique, check on Aasgod. I’ve got this scum under control.’

			Zorique didn’t move. Dear Gods, she looked like she was about to attack.

			The Egril pointed at Tinnstra. ‘Kage waits for you both.’

			Pain hit Tinnstra, as if the life was being squeezed right out of her. She staggered, her sword suddenly very heavy in her hand. ‘You’re the only one going to see Kage,’ she snarled through gritted teeth, not believing her own words.

			Bacas stepped forward. ‘No one can avoid death’s touch.’

			‘We’ll see about that,’ said Zorique, coming to stand beside Tinnstra once more, her spear ready.

			‘Godsdamnit, girl,’ hissed Tinnstra. ‘I told you—’

			‘I am your queen,’ said Zorique. ‘You do not order me – and I say we kill this man together.’

			Tinnstra smiled. ‘That’s why we trained.’

			She threw her sword at Bacas. Like before, he twisted out of its way, but she was running in after it, forcing every reserve of energy into heavy limbs, drawing the knife she kept sheathed at the small of her back. She spun with Bacas, almost dancing, tilting away from his hand, bringing the knife around. 

			The blade was sharp and she rammed it through his palm, driving him back. He screamed – a most beautiful sound – but Tinnstra had already let go of the blade and was falling out of his reach as Zorique slashed down with her spear.

			Blood spurted as his other hand flew off.

			Bacas screamed, some emotion finally piercing that cold voice of his, but Zorique gave him no respite. Her spear skewered him through the chest. Bacas let out another cry of pain but kept his feet. 

			‘You will die.’ He seized the spear and pulled it deeper into him, trying to pull Zorique closer.

			But Tinnstra had her sword once more, and she took the Egril’s head from his shoulders.

			Life rushed back into Tinnstra as if her very soul had been set on fire. She cried out at the force of it, trying to catch her breath, keep her feet. Everything Bacas had done to her was undone in an instant, and it felt bloody wonderful. Like she could fight the world.

			Zorique cried out, too, her ecstasy clear to all. She rose in the air, her hands aflame, burning bright, blinding them all, and then she shot through a shattered window into the Meigorian sky. It was the most beautiful sight Tinnstra had ever seen. She shone like a star, pure and wondrous. Zorique hovered for a moment, and then she was hurtling down towards the streets, raining fire on the Skulls below. ‘My queen,’ Tinnstra whispered with pride before she fell to her knees.

			‘Tinnstra!’ Aasgod was there, catching her before she could fall any further. 

			‘Good to see you alive,’ she said. ‘I’d hate it if you died before your time.’

			‘Are you hurt?’ asked the mage.

			Tinnstra grinned with the madness of it all. ‘I’ve never felt better.’
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			Zorique

			Layso

			Zorique stared at the onyx door in the basement of the Jian embassy. All she had to do was walk inside, say the word and she’d be home – or back with what was left of it. All she had ever known, had ever loved. Odd that the thought of returning filled her with such fear, when there was only war on this side and a land she didn’t know. 

			‘You’ll make sure Tinnstra gets the Chikara water?’ asked Aasgod from behind her.

			She turned to find him holding up the bag that Tinnstra had bought with her from Aisair. ‘I will.’

			The sight of the bag made her angry. She hated what the water had done to Tinnstra, hated the fact that her mother needed it so much, but there was no escaping the fact that it had also saved her life. The strength it had given her had allowed her to live despite wounds that would’ve killed a normal person.

			When she didn’t take the bag from Aasgod, he lowered it to the floor. ‘Are you ready to do this? You’ve not slept for days.’

			That was true. Zorique had been too busy killing Skulls. ‘Don’t worry. I’m fine.’ She turned back towards the door so he couldn’t see her face, worried what Aasgod might notice. She took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. Since they’d killed Bacas, she’d been fighting non-stop, wiping the white ants from the city. A necessary task. Layso was all but clear of their infestation now. The war in Meigore was won.

			But her powers? Dear Gods, the magic burned in her since Bacas had died. Zorique didn’t think she’d be able to sleep even if she tried. It didn’t matter how much of it she used, she felt on the edge of losing control all the time.

			‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s take you back.’ She pushed the door open and stepped into the dark. As she walked to the centre of the room, green light drifted out from each footstep, running through the wards carved into the rock, along the floor and up the walls and back across the ceiling. 

			They both stepped into the shallow square and Zorique held out her hand for Aasgod to take. Their eyes met and Zorique saw … what? Respect? Awe? Fear?

			It didn’t matter.

			‘Aitas.’ She opened the gate and the world spun. Turning. Melting. Twisting. Inside out. Back. Up. Down. It lasted a lifetime. It took less than a second.

			Then they were home. 

			Snow drifted in through the shattered door, already inches thick, fizzing as it touched her magic. It had been summer when they left two days before. Now it was winter, the day already growing dark.

			Aasgod staggered past her, all but running, out onto the snow-covered lawn and vomited. Zorique gave him a moment and then followed. The transition hadn’t upset her as much as it did on the way to Layso. Her legs felt weak, but no more than that. It was cold outside, especially after the heat of Layso, and a wind swirled through the garden, pushing snow here and there.

			‘I hate using that gate,’ said Aasgod, wiping his mouth.

			‘Don’t worry,’ replied Zorique, her eyes on the spot where they’d burned Anama and Maiza. ‘You’re home now. You won’t have to go through it again.’

			‘Are you heading straight back?’

			She shook her head. ‘I can stay for a bit.’

			‘Anama and Maiza would be proud of you.’

			‘They were already proud of me.’ Zorique smiled as a tear rolled down her cheek. 

			Aasgod didn’t say any more but remained at her side. She turned to look at the mage. ‘I doubt we’ll see each other again. Thank you for all you did. I know it wasn’t easy for you.’

			‘It wasn’t easy for any of us.’

			‘Such is war.’

			‘Hopefully you’ll find peace when you return.’

			‘I hope so too.’

			Aasgod nodded. ‘May the Four Gods look after you and keep you safe.’

			‘And you.’

			Aasgod bowed. ‘Farewell, my Queen.’

			‘Farewell.’ Zorique watched him leave, smiling as he departed through the space where the front gate had been instead of taking a more direct route through a hole in the wall.

			Alone now except for the snow and the wind, Zorique turned her attention back to the remains of the pyre. She’d hoped to feel some sense of her mothers, their lingering ghosts, perhaps, but there was nothing. Whatever essence had animated them was long gone. 

			Or maybe it was Zorique who’d changed? How could she not have after all she’d done? 

			She closed her eyes. She should be tired, but the magic coursed through her, a torrent crashing around her veins. Perhaps it would calm later, and she’d be able to sleep when she was back in Layso. Perhaps. 

			She opened her eyes and sighed. There was one last thing to do before she could return. She removed her helm and left it with her spear and shield inside the gate to back to the future.

			‘Tobo.’ Zorique took to the skies. It felt as natural to her as breathing now, as easy as walking. 

			Up, up she went, through the falling snow, letting the cold kiss her cheeks. The war’s symphony still played in her ears, but it was a far-off sound, a trick of memory. For all her training, she’d not been prepared for what it was like to actually kill someone. She certainly hadn’t been expecting to enjoy it as much as she had.

			Zorique flew higher still, letting the wind and clouds blow the stench of death off her. She didn’t want to take that with her where she was going. It would be hard enough.

			Still, she knew she was delaying what she’d come to do. She had to be brave and just get it done. She owed him that.

			She dived down, heading south, following the lane that connected her home to his. How many times had she walked that path when they were children? Or run down it, always so eager to see her friend.

			Wex.

			She wasn’t feeling so eager now. In fact, she’d have rather gone and fought the Skull army again.

			A warm, orange glow spilled out of the windows of Wex’s cottage onto the snow. It was beautiful, a scene Zorique would’ve taken for granted only a few days before – if she’d even noticed it in the first place.

			She settled down near the barn and stepped into its shadows in case anyone glanced out of a window. Stupid to be hiding when she’d come here to talk, but she didn’t know where she’d left her courage all of a sudden. 

			By the Gods, the temptation to fly away was overwhelming. Wex would never know she’d come back. His life would go on. But she couldn’t forget that look he gave her before she left – the horror at what he’d seen her do. She didn’t want him thinking of her like that. She needed someone to remember her as she was, remember the life she’d had here. Anama was gone. Maiza was gone. Tinnstra had barely survived, and she walked the road of blood now with Zorique. That only left Wex.

			With a deep breath, she headed to the farmhouse door. Her feet crunched on snow so loudly in the winter night that she expected the door to be flung open before she reached it. But no one came, and she had to summon more courage to knock. Travelling through time was easy compared to that. Destroying a legion of Skulls simplicity itself compared to rapping her knuckles on that door. Somehow, she did it. One, two, three times.

			She stepped back. Her heart hammered away as footsteps approached. She held her breath as the door catch raised. It took an age for the door to open, and Zorique spent the time imagining every horrible scenario she could, her feet hovering above the ground. Only an inch, but she was ready to fly away all the same.

			Then Wex was looking down at her from the open door. He was older than she remembered. His face thinner, eyes more deep set. Confusion played across his face, then shock, then realisation. Then what? 

			‘Hey,’ said Zorique. 

			Wex didn’t let her say any more. He rushed over and scooped her up in his big arms, hugging her tight and holding her head to his chest. Dear Gods, it was all she’d hoped for. Her strength crumbled then, and tears came as she held on to Wex for all she was worth.

			‘I thought you were dead,’ he said into her ear, his voice as broken as she felt. ‘I thought you were dead.’

			She looked up at him, saw his red eyes and quivering smile, and she wondered how she’d ever doubted his feelings for her. ‘I’m not.’

			‘I can’t believe you’re here. It’s been ten years since you disappeared.’

			‘Ten years?’ 

			

			‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ asked Wex as they walked back towards the villa. He’d draped a cloak over her shoulders and gripped her hand as if he’d never let her go. ‘I would’ve understood.’ 

			‘Would you?’ said Zorique, her fingers intertwined with his. ‘I barely did.’

			‘Well …’ Wex kicked at some snow. ‘You still could’ve told me.’

			‘That I was a queen from the future? You’d have thought me mad.’

			‘If you’d put it like that … probably. Still …’

			‘I’m sorry. Anama had all these rules we had to follow. She went mad when Tinnstra brought you to my party that first time. The three of them argued for days about it.’

			‘And Anama could be pretty scary when she wanted. A couple of times she gave me this look that made my blood run cold.’

			Zorique laughed. ‘You should’ve seen the ones she gave me if she thought I wasn’t studying hard enough, or if I was letting my attention wander.’ Her laugh disappeared on the mist. ‘I’d love to see it once more.’

			Wex tightened his grip on her hand. ‘I searched for you for years, you know. My parents said you had to be dead, but I knew you weren’t. I knew you were out there somewhere. I just couldn’t find you.’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			‘I came home eventually. Back to the farm.’ There was a crack in his voice. ‘Even then, I waited.’

			Zorique held her breath, not wanting to hear what came next.

			‘You’d been gone six years before I accepted I’d never see you again. Seven years before I was able even to look at anyone else.’

			She couldn’t look at him, just kept her gaze fixed on the moonlit path, glistening white. She listened to the crunch of their feet and felt his calloused hand against her skin. 

			‘Zorique?’

			She looked then, saw the pain in his eyes, the guilt. She smiled as best she could, her heart breaking with it. ‘I understand.’

			Wex let go of her hand. Snow fell between them. ‘Sarah’s a good wife. A good person.’ He tried a smile of his own. ‘We’ve got a daughter. And another on the way.’

			Zorique glanced back towards the farmhouse. Towards his family. The path was darker somehow, the moon not quite finding the snow. ‘I’m glad.’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			Zorique reached for his hand. ‘Don’t be. I’m glad you’re happy. That you’ve found someone. Found something that we could never be.’

			They stood there in the snow, holding each other’s hands and looking into each other’s eyes, neither sure of what to say and yet a thousand things were being said.

			Then Wex smiled, full of love, the sadness falling away. ‘I’m glad you’re alive. I’m glad you came to see me.’

			‘Me, too.’ And she was. She knew she’d never have a normal life, but she was so glad that Wex – beautiful, wonderful Wex – did. No one deserved it more.

			‘Let’s get you back, then.’ 

			They walked the last half-mile in silence, holding hands, enjoying the peace and quiet, enjoying what they both knew would be their last moments together.

			Then she saw a glow ahead, from the grounds of the villa. A fire burned. She put out a hand and stopped Wex. ‘Wait here.’ She took off without waiting for a reply, without even looking back, getting ready to fight whoever had dared come after her again. She shot up through the leaves and over the tops of the trees, circling around to get a good look at whoever was waiting for her in the villa. They’d not catch her unawares.

			The fire had been built in a corner of the house where two walls still stood, offering some shelter from the wind. A hooded figure sat beside it, warming their hands, making no attempt to hide. She could see no one else. 

			Zorique darted down, her shield manifesting on one arm while fire blossomed out of the other. 

			The visitor turned as she rushed towards them.

			‘Zorique!’ he shouted, holding up both hands. ‘It’s me.’

			She pulled back at the last second, recognising the voice as the hood fell from the man’s head. 

			Aasgod. 

			She landed beside him, letting her shield and fire flicker out. ‘What are you doing here?’

			He nodded at the fire. ‘Trying not to die of the cold.’

			‘I mean, what are you doing here, now? I thought you were going home.’

			He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was about to say. ‘I couldn’t leave you to go back alone.’

			‘I’m not alone. I have Tinnstra.’

			‘Well, you’ve got me now, too. Apparently, one day I’m going to be an advisor to kings and queens. I might as well start now, helping you. You can bring me back when the war’s won.’

			‘But what if you can’t come back?’

			He shrugged. ‘Who knows? We can worry about that when it happens.’

			‘Whatever happens, I’m glad you’re here.’

			They both turned at the sound of running feet. Wex appeared a second later, a tree branch in one hand. He skidded to a halt when he saw there was no danger and threw the stick to one side as if it was suddenly too hot to hold. ‘I … I … thought you’d be in danger.’

			‘Not at the moment.’ She walked over to him, pulled his head down towards her and kissed him on the cheek, letting her lips linger against his skin, sharing a breath. ‘I love you. I always will.’

			‘Zorique … I—’

			‘Shhh. Don’t say anything.’ Zorique let go and retrieved her helm, shield and spear. She smiled as he watched her become a warrior once more. ‘Live well, Wex, for both of us.’

			He nodded. ‘May the Four Gods keep you safe.’

			She turned then and walked with Aasgod back to the gate and to the war.
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			Tinnstra

			The Golden Channel

			Tinnstra stood on the prow of the transport ship and watched Zorique fly high over the Meigorian fleet as it sailed towards Jia. After everything they’d been through, after all the lives that had been sacrificed, they were on their way home. 

			One hundred and twenty identical ships stretched across the Golden Channel, flying Meigorian and Jian colours and manned with an army ready to send the Skulls fleeing back north. 

			It had been fourteen long years since Tinnstra and Zorique had fled Jia, and now they were returning with an army of forty thousand men and women to free her people from Egril rule. 

			Aasgod stood to one side, his broken arm now healed. She’d been shocked but surprisingly happy to see the mage return with Zorique. Even if it meant sharing what was left of the Chikara water with him.

			Ralasis was at the helm, another face she’d been happy to see. He’d had quite the adventure since they’d last encountered each other. She kept catching him staring at her, probably still dumbfounded that the two girls he’d brought to Jia were now adults.

			And, of course, Zorique was flying. That unsettled everyone. There were murmurings amongst the crew that Zorique was a God. Others called her the Lone Star. To Tinnstra, she was her daughter. 

			She was hope.

			Jia was a dark smear on the horizon. What would they find there? It had been nine months since the invasion. A long time for their enemy to dig in and prepare for any countermove from the south. The days ahead would be bloody.

			Tian Galrin was now in charge of Meigore. They’d found the king and his whole family murdered, and as there were no blood successors, Galrin won the vote. From what Tinnstra had seen of him, he seemed a good choice. She knew Ralasis liked him, and that carried a lot of weight as far as she was concerned.

			Above, Zorique flew a loop in the sky and shot down towards the deck.

			‘My Queen,’ said Tinnstra, bowing as she settled on the deck.

			‘Don’t call me that,’ replied Zorique.

			Tinnstra smiled. ‘You need to get used to it. That’s who you are. A queen with an army at her command.’

			‘To fight Sekanowari.’

			‘Indeed.’ 

			‘Are the Four Gods going to join us, then?’ asked Zorique with a smile. ‘It would be good to have their help.’

			Tinnstra thought of the book hidden amongst her belongings, what it claimed were possible futures. ‘The myths only say Four will come against One. The early texts don’t mention them being Gods, only that they were powerful like Gods. It was only in later editions and translations that Sekanowari became a battle between Kage, Alo, Ruus, Xin and Nasri. If Raaku is the One, then the Four will come from amongst us. People like you …’ Tinnstra’s gaze drifted over to Aasgod who was talking to one of Ralasis’ men. ‘And him.’

			That got another smile from Zorique. ‘That’s almost a compliment.’

			‘Don’t tell him I said it.’

			‘You could be one of the Four as well, Tinnstra.’

			‘I’m just a Shulka. No more, no less.’

			‘We are the dead, eh?’

			‘We are the dead.’

			Tinnstra walked to the ship’s rail. Jia was closer now and she could see the mountains rising out of the mist, blue-grey shadows against the sky. ‘I wonder what’s happened there while we’ve been gone.’

			‘I—’ The words caught in Zorique’s throat as movement from the mist caught her eye.

			‘What is it?’ asked Tinnstra.

			‘I don’t know. It looks like a flock of birds or something—’

			‘Where?’

			‘Over there.’ Zorique pointed as she rose from the deck, tightening the grip on her spear, unease showing on her face.

			An alarm bell rang as Zorique took to the skies, quickly taken up across the fleet.

			Tinnstra peered into the distance. The shapes were still too far away to focus on, but she knew what they were. 

			Daijaku. Thousands of them.

			The Last War had begun.
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