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KISSEN LAY IN THE PERFECT CROOK BETWEEN ELO’S SHOULDER and chest, sated and exhausted. The cabin she had been permitted was barely three strides across, and her small cot took up most of the room.

Still, she preferred it to a hammock in the belly of the ship, cheek to cheek with its crew that looked like they’d steal her teeth from her mouth and slit her throat with a smile. Despite Inara’s assurances, Kissen didn’t trust Lessa Craier, or her rebels. Her hand still ached from having to escape from the lady’s chains through a cellar of blackfire.

It was nice to have a locking door between her and them. And, well, some privacy went a long way.

‘How do you have so much energy?’ she groaned, sitting up and reaching over to splash herself with cold water from the washstand. Elo hoisted himself on his elbows and grinned across at her, looking annoyingly pleased with himself.

‘I didn’t hear you complaining,’ he said.

‘I didn’t say I was complaining.’ She leaned back against the other side of the cot and regarded her friend in the thin light of the porthole.

He had changed. He was harder, wilder than he was when she met him. The burn scar across his chest that he had received from Hseth had healed well into a mottled pink hand, bright against the dark brown skin of his broad chest. It added to the hatchwork of scars from battles old and new.

‘But,’ she added, ‘I know when I’m being used as a distraction.’

Elo tipped his head and smirked. He had a shadow of stubble, accentuating the sharp line of his jaw. ‘I promise you, Kissenna, you had my full attention,’ he said.

Bastard. No one used her full name. Not even Yatho and Telle.

He sat up straighter, his smile falling. ‘Of course I need a distraction,’ he said. ‘We’re on the losing side of war.’

It didn’t feel like war in Sakre. It had been weeks since Kissen had stopped Lessa Craier’s attempted coup, and the king was still lurking in the capital, gathering forces from local nobles, shoring up defences, supplies, weaponry. Most of this war was the tedium of waiting for it to happen.

But Kissen knew that the battle with Hseth wasn’t the only one on Elo’s mind. His own rebellion had failed, lost at the outset, and now he had been forced to unite again with the king he had tried to kill, who had tried to kill him.

‘You should come with us to Irisia,’ said Kissen, and he frowned. ‘Fuck the king. Fuck all of this. Join the Craier mission and speak for Middren there, in your mothers’ land.’ She nudged him with her foot. ‘Anyway, between Skedi, Inara, her mother and the gods, I don’t know where I stand.’ She lifted her shortened leg and wiggled it at him. ‘Or hop.’

Elo laughed, closing his eyes, and Kissen pulled her leg back, rubbing her thumb over the severed end of her knee. She was most comfortable naked, scarred in all her glory, and it was rare that she had the luxury of the privacy and warmth that a ship’s cabin afforded. After she had dragged herself through the rugged Talician highlands, she was going to make the most of it.

‘Or …’ she continued. ‘If you want me to stay, I could fight—’

He opened his eyes again. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Last word I could find of your sisters was that they made it to Weild. If there’s any goodness in the world, they will have taken the first ship to Irisia.’

Kissen glanced out of the porthole towards the harbour wall, between the towers to the open sea, bright as glass and silver-tipped. It was a big world, and her sisters could be anywhere. ‘It’s a fool’s hope,’ she said.

‘But it’s hope. You’ve given more than enough for this country.’

‘And you haven’t?’

He rubbed his brow. The early summer sun beat at the sides of the cabin, and heat prickled on their skin despite the slight breeze slipping beneath the door. The air was scented with the Irisian stew Elo had brought her in a thin pottery bowl from one of the harbourside stalls. His favourite. ‘I can’t leave,’ he said. ‘I won’t. My place is here. Only a coward abandons the mess they made.’

‘It’s not your mess,’ insisted Kissen. ‘It’s Arren’s, it’s the gods’, it’s Lessa Craier’s. You tried to put things right.’

‘And failed.’ Elo laughed hollowly. ‘Miserably. I almost broke our land on the brink of war. I almost lost Inara, got your family killed.’ He touched the top of his hair; it had grown out in tight coils, nearly long enough to braid. ‘I almost got you killed, Kissen.’

‘Well, I contributed some arrogance to that, didn’t I?’ she said.

He laughed again. At least she could make him laugh. His smile was warm, but brief, and he swung his muscled legs out over the side of the narrow bed. She liked that he was comfortable around her, in his own skin. Honest. They were honest with each other. This was no love story between them, no romance. It was trust, unfettered. Need, without possession. She had the sudden urge to kiss him again.

‘My time is marked by failure,’ he said. ‘I may as well accept it and fix my mistakes, or die trying.’

‘Or, you could leave behind this land that has done nothing but hurt you.’

He looked at her then, and by the crease near his lip, the tension in his jaw, she knew he would not. Could not. He had given too much to Middren, to Arren, to let it all go.

‘Do you think you’ll come back?’ he said instead of answering.

Kissen pushed her hair from her eyes and leaned back against the cabin wall. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, honestly. ‘There’s not much left for me here apart from you. And I might have your attention, baker-knight,’ she looked him up and down, ‘and the rest of you. But … I know your heart lies elsewhere.’

Elo winced. Then he stood and grabbed his shirt from the pile he had made of his clothes. The rotten man had folded them as they were undressing. ‘I’d better leave,’ he said, pulling it over his head and the scar on his chest. ‘Before the ship disembarks with me on it.’

Shit. Not her best choice of words. It was his heart, his life, that Hseth and the king had tried to take from him in exchange for power.

Arren. The core of Elo’s hurt and bad humour. His betrayer, and the centre of his soul.

‘He told you he loved you,’ pressed Kissen, ‘didn’t he?’

‘He was manipulating me,’ said Elo, bending over to grab his trousers and giving Kissen a quite tasty view. ‘While I tried to kill him.’

‘And he succeeds in it because …’ Because Elo’s life was intertwined with Arren’s, tangled, knotted, and painful. And ignoring that wasn’t making it go away.

‘We’ve never even kissed, Kissen.’

‘If love were only kisses everyone would be in less trouble.’

‘I hate him. Everything he has done. Everything he stands for.’

‘Love and pain are not so different,’ said Kissen. ‘Why else would gods want blood and death as sacrifice?’

Elo sighed, lacing up his trews. ‘He’s not a good man.’

‘No.’ Kissen grabbed her own rumpled shirt and pulled it on. These stolen moments could not last long, not when they both walked the fine line between arrest and usefulness in this city. But perhaps it would have lasted longer had she some better skill in holding her tongue. ‘But if you’re fighting in his army, you’re going to need to resolve your issues somehow.’

Her knight ignored her, sitting on the bed to pull his boots on.

‘You could fuck,’ she said brightly. ‘That worked for us.’

Despite himself, Elo snorted, one boot on, one off. Kissen gave him a grin and leaned over to pick up her new prosthesis from the floor. Elo had helped navigate Sakre and paid for a new one from the funds he had stored in one of the city temples that had been repurposed as banks.

‘Is it working all right for you?’ he asked, noticing her adjusting the straps to put it on. It was a fine enough piece, with red leather for the kneecap and a wooden leg, but it was nowhere near as effective as the one that Yatho had made. Its base was already chipped and battered from use, and it hadn’t been created for her, so she felt unsteady in it, as if her leg was a breath behind the rest of her. Still, it was an improvement on the twisted thing that her old one had become through all her trials.

‘It’s like losing a sword made for your hand, and being given a hammer to use instead,’ said Kissen. A hammer that bit the hand; the agonising squeezing of her right shin and calf were worse when her leg didn’t feel enough like her own body. ‘But it’s serviceable. The artificers have got better in the years since the God War, you should see the shit I wore as a kid.’

Elo put his warm hand on her shoulder, and she leaned into it for a second. Then he took a breath—

‘If you say you’re sorry again I’ll punch you in the mouth,’ she said, finishing her straps and shrugging him off. ‘I made my choice to fight the fire god. And beat her too. And I’d do it again.’

Elo nodded, passed her her trews, then picked up his own tabard. This was a bright padded blue, striped in curling waves of gold, and he fastened it with his belt and a new sword. He had lost his old one in Lesscia, and this new blade had a plain hilt, no longer a reminder of the lion’s head he had sacrificed.

‘Only …’ she pulled her trews over her prosthesis, the right leg adjusted and unlaced so it would slide on easily. ‘She has briddite in her heart. I don’t know if a veiga’s tricks will harm her this time.’

‘Do you think the reports are true?’ said Elo, kneeling down without being asked to help her tie up the laces. ‘That they can summon her to use as a weapon of war?’

Kissen sighed, and pulled her belt down from its hook from the wall. She had sourced a few throwing knives, one briddite, and a cutlass with a briddite edge. Not enough of the ore in her opinion, but she had to make do. Sakre was mostly still loyal to Arren, and most of their briddite stores had been melted down into useless talismans they wore to ward off bad gods and spirits.

‘I’ve never seen a god’s power like hers,’ she said at last. Of course, gods sometimes manifested at their shrines when they were called, but not always. If they could summon Hseth at will, the god was either very naïve, or very greedy. Or both. ‘Her priests lead the country, command the army. They use fear and pain as weapons, so I don’t doubt that they can use the god too. I saw the shrines they made; if they carry them with their armies, they could summon her anywhere.’

‘Their foot soldiers must be exhausted,’ Elo murmured. ‘Talicia hasn’t run a ground war in nearly fifty years. Few of them will be trained, and you said half of them were farmhands, fisherfolk, younglings. Why would they put themselves through this?’

‘Fear and power make people do stupid things,’ said Kissen. ‘Mad things.’ She had told all she had seen in Talicia to Elo, Lessa and the king: the burning of children, of people, the zeal and the terror.

‘I don’t know how to stop this,’ she admitted. ‘Even if the Craiers get help from Irisia, even if you can hold them off in the north …’

‘I’ll think of something,’ said Elo.

Infuriating. He was infuriatingly calm.

A rattle of knocking at the door, and their brief peace was broken.

‘What?’ Kissen barked.

‘The tide is up,’ said a familiar voice. ‘And if we set sail, Elo might not wish to swim to shore.’

Kissen grabbed her staff, and slid open the door to see Inara standing in the warm, bright sunlight, with an intentionally innocent look. Her cropped hair suited her well, springing up into a thicket of curls around her neck and ears. Her thirteenth birthday had been and gone as the spring warmed, and she had also grown drastically in height in what felt like a bare few weeks since Kissen had first met her.

‘How did you know I was here?’ said Elo, grabbing the pottery bowls he had brought from the food vendor and sliding them back into his satchel, wiped clean with bread and ready to return in exchange for a copper.

‘You were seen sneaking aboard in the wee hours,’ said Inara. ‘Like a thief in the night.’

Elo sucked his teeth, yet when he stepped out into the brightness and noise of the ship’s deck, it was hard to imagine him thieving or haggling over petty coin. His skin glowed as if he had been born of the sun, and in his fine garb he looked more like a lord than a working knight, or even the baker he had called himself when they first met.

Inara was also well pranked up. She had forgone the Craier green and instead wore a stiff ochre undershirt with brushed wool leggings, and a long red tunic over both, dotted at the shoulders with droplets of tumbled glass. For a moment, in her rumpled shirt and patched trews, Kissen felt like a stranger. She was a foreign orphan, a guttersnipe and a mercenary, she wasn’t meant to stand side by side with knights and nobles and kings.

Well, she had never been one to know her place.

‘I’ll bet the god ratted us out,’ said Kissen, looking up. She was right, Skediceth, god of white lies, was perched on the highest of the three mainmasts that stabbed through Lessa Craier’s ship, his wings outstretched as he bathed in the sun and the sea air. He had mostly recovered himself since the fights in Lesscia, but he had stayed smaller, quieter than she remembered. He often kept to the high perch when he wasn’t on Inara’s shoulder, a silent sentinel against would-be assassins seeking vengeance against the Craiers on their ship, the Silverswift.

Kissen had to admit, it was a beauteous vessel; its raised foredeck had gilt banisters up to the top, carved in flowing, twisting designs. This held Kissen’s cabin side by side with the one belonging to Lessa’s guard captain and fellow rebel, Tarin. The aftcastle where Lessa and Inara would stay was at the other side of the well-polished main deck, now empty of barrels and livestock but busy with crew who were preparing the sails for release.

There, between the upright panelling and doors, three small shrines were studded into the wood. Before the God War, every Middrenite ship would have had such shrines, to gods who might protect them on the seas. Now, these altars seemed preserved from another age.

One was clearly for Yusef, the god of safe haven. Inara’s father. The totem carved for him was a statue, broad-shouldered and bearded, draped in a string of red glass beads. As with most of his shrines Kissen had seen before his death, he wore the travelling robes of the eastern tribes that had settled Restish centuries before, and a woven belt of what looked like sail rope.

The others weren’t so familiar: one held a spiked conch and a crown of gold-dipped cowries, the other a winged totem of a gull carved from pale, smooth stone. The latter was probably some wind god, and Kissen resisted the urge to spit in its offering cup. She was not fond of wind gods of late.

‘Everything’s stowed,’ said Inara, dragging her attention away. ‘Apart from Legs.’

Kissen glanced overboard to see her horse, merrily eating hay from a bag, his tail swishing away the flies that clustered about him, oblivious to the noise of the harbour. He was still in the temporary stables beneath the pulleys they used to bring beasts aboard. She had stopped them, not wanting him to spend the night aboard in the cramped dark beneath the deck.

Kissen sighed. This was going to hurt.

‘Elo, I have a gift for you,’ she said, using her staff to ease herself onto the gangplank before carefully moving sideways down it. Better to feel like a crab than to fall and break her neck.

‘What do you mean?’ said Elo, following her. The main port of Sakre, north of the Silverswift, was teeming with folk – merchants, haulers, runners and crews – but the Craier ship had a privileged position in the nobles’ docks, separate and in a pool of quiet, save for the pining cries of gulls. It was one of the few remaining hints, other than the stink of lye and blood in the Healers’ streets, that the city had hung in the balance between king and rebels. That was until Lady Craier finally understood that destroying Arren meant splitting their country into factions that would fight each other instead of following her to war.

As Kissen reached the stones of the harbour, Legs nickered, coming forward to greet her. Kissen reached up a hand for his warm, strong nose and stroked the white streak that marked it. His arrow and thorn wounds had healed well but had left pale notches in his flanks.

‘Shall I call the captain to bring him aboard?’ Inara asked, her eyes also on his scars.

‘No,’ said Kissen. ‘He’s not coming.’

‘Not coming?’

Inara climbed the fence of his pen so she could stroke him too, but he stamped his feet and shifted his face towards Elo, ignoring the girl. Her lips tugged downwards, but she held in her disappointment as Elo patted Legs’s neck.

At last, he understood. ‘You can’t leave him,’ he said. ‘I went through great lengths to fetch him here for you.’

‘I know,’ said Kissen heavily. ‘But I told you before: I owe him better than a slow death in a cage.’

‘But he loves you,’ said Inara, and didn’t add even if he has not forgiven me for riding him into a riot. Kissen patted her arm in comfort.

‘Sometimes, you need to let love go,’ she said. ‘He’s a pathway horse, he knows this land. I can’t close him in a stinking hull for weeks with no light and air. It would break his heart.’

She couldn’t imagine Legs away from the green places, the trees and the mountains, the roads he had carried her through time and time again, the chestnut leaves and the bracken. She had bought him, barely a year old, from a woman too liberal with a whip and too stingy with her grazing. It had taken a long while for him to warm to her, but when he did, he became family.

Elo shook his head as Legs nuzzled his shoulder. ‘We both owe him better than a long road to war.’

‘Then don’t take him into battle. He’s loyal, steady on the way. And …’ She clicked her tongue as her own bloody horse pressed his nose into Elo’s hands. ‘Bastard seems to like you.’

‘You told me once to get the fuck away from him,’ said Elo, now scratching Legs’s white streak.

‘Well, if I can’t offer you my arms, baker-knight, at least I can offer my Legs.’ She winked at him, and Inara snorted. ‘There are packhorses in the army, he can be yours. A friend. One you can trust.’

Elo smiled so fully that his eyes crinkled, then turned and clasped her shoulders. ‘I don’t know what to say.’

‘Say you’ll look after him,’ said Kissen, reaching to hold the back of his neck, somewhere between a warrior’s clasp and a lover’s embrace. 

‘I promise.’

Legs huffed, annoyed at being left, then gently, carefully, came back to Inara and put his nose to her shoulder, sniffing at the jewels there. He didn’t move as she slowly raised a hand to his mane, and he let her hold him.

Kissen breathed out. She wished she could hold Elo together in her arms, hold the world together through her will alone. She was afraid that if she let him go he would disappear, run into war, die a hero, when she wanted him to live, wanted him to keep living.

‘I hope we meet again, baker,’ she said, instead of all that she felt. He knew. Of course he knew.

‘We will,’ said Inara, and she leaned over to put her arms around both of them. ‘We’re coming back with ships and weapons, from Irisia. Maybe their gods too.’

A flutter of wings, and as if summoned by the word ‘gods’, Skedi alighted on the fence beside Legs, the size of a small squirrel, his wings bright and dappled like an owl’s. From his antlers dangled some odd objects: one of Inara’s mother-of-pearl buttons, a piece of curling hair, wrapped tight, and a green beaded bracelet from one of the archivists who had helped Inara and Telle make off with the contents of the cloche. He also had a smudge on his brow which could have been dirt … or blood.

‘Humans do like touching each other, don’t they?’ he said, his whiskers twitching.

‘What do you want, godling?’ said Kissen, stepping back from the others as Skedi cocked his head. She approximated that to a smile.

‘Inara’s mother is coming,’ he said. He tightened the tuck of his wings and shifted his paws anxiously. ‘And so is the king.’
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NO SOONER HAD SKEDI SPOKEN THAN INARA’S HEART thrummed with unease. The warm feeling as she had held on to Elo and Kissen turned harder, twisted. Mother. King. Allies. Enemies.

Why would the king come? He and her mother had reached a tentative truce, his ability to unite Middren against the threat of Hseth against the certain knowledge that Lessa had almost overthrown him once, and could do it again if he failed. Inara had hated it, but unlike her mother, she had seen Hseth as she had once been, huge and terrifying. She had seen the distant fires of the first attack on Daesmouth. She had seen the way the army in Lesscia had glowed with faith in Arren, faith in his power.

But Inara did not want him here. Not on her mother’s ship, even if she could barely bring herself to speak to the woman who had lied to her. Who had hidden her away, lost her and never found her again.

And now Inara didn’t know where she belonged any more. She was tangled up in the clothes of an heir to a great House, the cloth heavy on her shoulders, her shorn hair light on her head. She strangely missed the sour smell of her waxwool cloak, the feel of a bow in her hands and fire in her belly. Was she a lady’s heir? A child or a rebel? A god or a human?

Inara glanced back towards the ship, to the shrine of Yusef. Restish, the homeland of her father, the source of his great shrines, had supplied Talicia with ships and weapons. They were the enemies of Middren, and the source of her heritage.

I can see the dimness in your colours, Inara, Skedi said softly into her mind through the link between them that no one else could overhear. She blinked, and turned to look at him, his familiar face, long ears, and wise, bird-like eyes. His horns looked brighter lately: he was more like himself.

Why is the king coming?

I do not know.

I wish never to see his face again.

Want to make that a prayer? His tone turned wry with humour. I could make a good lie.

Inara laughed.

‘What’s funny?’ said Elo, straightening his jacket. At the mention of the king his colours had churned into potent medleys of blues and golds, silvers and reds. A storm in his heart that softened when he was around Kissen, but didn’t disappear. The seed of it was still there, even at his most serene. They shared a look now, an understanding, and touched their blades for reassurance, despite the truce.

Inara had toyed with the idea that Kissen and Elo might run away together. Maybe she would run with them and hide in secret again for the rest of their lives, baking and hunting and fighting. It didn’t fit, that dream. Not now. Maybe it never would.

‘Skedi said something,’ said Inara.

‘Does Skedi want to share with the rest of us?’ Kissen asked drily, and the hare-god flicked his wings.

‘Skedi doesn’t share anything with veiga if they don’t have something nice to say back,’ he returned pertly.

‘You little—’

A rattle of hooves on cobbles silenced her retort, and Skedi flew to Inara’s shoulder. His presence was known now, among the docks, on the ship, but he still went to her.

A horse rounded one of the narrow alleys that threaded to the harbour from the city centre, sparks kicking out from its hooves. On its back was Captain Tarin, her short hair flicking out behind her, dark against her green tabard.

She thundered to a halt by them, her face flushed. For all her childhood, Inara had never known Tarin to lose her calm. She had been so jealous of her as a younger child; her mother’s steadiest shadow, her closest counsel, a cousin of a lesser House on the Craier lands. 

That jealousy had faded with time. The captain brought her little gifts from their travels, and, when her mother was holding meetings in her study, she would cut Inara apricots from the tall waving branches that she couldn’t reach. She would even let her sit with her and Tethis, the similarly stoic steward of the manor, while they picked nettle leaves for tea and told each other of their lives apart, themselves mother and daughter. Inara had dreamed that one day she and Lessa would be so close.

But Tethis had died on the night Tarin and Lessa had left the manor, warned that the king knew of their rebellion, but not thinking that he would attack their home. They had been halfway to Sakre when the message had found them, and had returned to ruin and ash. By then, Inara had been long gone.

And this Tarin who dismounted was not the calm and quiet guard Inara remembered. ‘Veiga, make yourself useful and get back aboard,’ she said. ‘You’ll be acting as Lady Craier’s guard.’

Kissen spluttered. ‘I’ll what?’

‘You too, Ser Elogast,’ Tarin spoke over her. If she was surprised at seeing him here, she didn’t show it in her face or her colours. Perhaps it didn’t matter. ‘We may need your sword.’ 

‘I’m sorry, when did I say you could give me orders?’ said Kissen. Tarin narrowed her eyes and shook a stray dark hair out of her face.

‘Either you protect the Craiers,’ she said, ‘or you leave the ship. The choice is yours.’

Kissen tongued her gold tooth, glanced at Inara, then sniffed. ‘Fine.’

Inara tried not to smirk. Kissen had once been furious at the idea of even pretending to be her bodyguard, but Tarin was commanding when she wanted to be, dragging everything into her wake. Even, it seemed, the obstinate godkiller.

‘Good,’ said Tarin. ‘The king decided he wanted to parade with Lady Craier to the ship in a show of unity, but the crowd that’s gathered looks more likely to riot. I don’t know if they’ll turn.’ She turned to Inara. ‘Ina, stay out of sight.’

Before she could protest a voice came from above.

‘Battle stations, Tarin?’ said Aleda, the first mate and the captain’s wife. Tarin shook her head.

‘I hope not, just have the crew go below, we don’t need to remind them who smuggled in the blackfire that blew up the palace walls.’

Aleda grinned, then moved back on deck and began barking orders. Tarin looked back at Inara. ‘Now, Ina. I won’t tell you again.’

‘She doesn’t have to hide from him,’ said Elo, his voice dark.

‘I didn’t ask your opinion.’

‘Nor mine,’ said Inara. Jealousy aside, Tarin had no right to tell her what to do. She had forfeited that right when she had helped Lessa lie to her for years. When she had left the manor, and let it burn.

‘If I’m to protect the Craiers, then I protect Inara,’ said Kissen. ‘And she’s spent enough of her life hiding from the world.’ Inara felt a rush of warmth. Kissen and Elo, they were both on her side. ‘Go get your bow, liln.’

Inara turned on her heel and ran up the gangplank, Skedi flying up from her shoulder and onto Elo’s before Tarin could say another word.

As she raced across the deck to her cabin, the crew were dropping down from the masts, heading below as they had been told. They appeared at ease, joking, sweaty with the summer heat. Inara didn’t like that they were being sent away. She wanted an army at her back. She wanted the king to see her unafraid.

She grabbed her stolen bow, her arrows, and came back out to see even the captain, Lertes, standing without a care in the world with Aleda’s arm on his shoulder, while Kissen, Elo and Tarin had come back onto the deck, hands on their pommels. Lertes grinned as the first mate leaned over, kissing his ear beneath the salt-and-pepper plaits that he wore in western-style braids: three, thick woven and laced through with glass-green ribbon the same colour as his eyes. Aleda wore matching colours wrapped around her wrist as her marriage band. Her smile was like Kissen’s, broken with gold.

However, unlike Kissen, neither of them hid their emotions: their colours were bright, gaudy, and changeable, amber, grey, amethyst, indigo, shifting between them as if they were one person.

Elo and Kissen, at least, seemed prepared for anything. Kissen, because she always had the air of someone ready for a fight, but Elo was tense, eyes on the harbour.

Inara, said Skedi into her mind, look to the city.

Inara tore her gaze away from the ship and looked instead towards the Sakrean hills. The winding cobbles disappeared between the customs houses, the stores, the weighing rooms, the harbour watch and the seagulls that wheeled over the covered market. The colours were cacophonous, clashing, shifting, bright and overwhelming.

But beyond, further into Sakre, she could see flickers of shades of blue and gold glimmering between the walls. Kings’ colours. Many of them. Growing. The sound of the city was changing too, as the colours encroached, voices raised in rhythm and shouting. Inara had seen such a wave of emotions in Lesscia, before it turned violent. Her heart hammered faster in her chest, clawing upwards to her throat.

‘Steady,’ said Elo, perhaps sensing the rush of her terror, or feeling it too. The glimmers of gold in his shades had turned sharper with his fear.

‘Looks like common folk,’ said Aleda. ‘Let them have their song and dance.’

‘I’ve seen enough riots begin with marching,’ muttered Kissen.

‘I’ve seen plenty of marches in favour of peace,’ said Lertes scornfully.

‘Then I suggest you pray for it,’ said Elo. He added something in a whisper to Skedi, who flew up towards the crow’s nest to give them a better vantage. Inara felt the tug of their bond on her heart. Taut again. Once they had been parted over half a city; now he could barely climb a mainmast.

‘Ina, keep your arrows in the quiver,’ said Kissen. ‘Some people don’t need much of an excuse to start a fight.’ How many faith-riots had she and Elo seen in Blenraden? Inara nodded, but kept her hands poised, her eyes on the colours slowly spreading down the hills.

There’s a vanguard, said Skedi into Inara’s mind. Four, and one is your mother. Inara passed this along to the others, to save them a god’s mindspeak drilling into their heads. Behind is the king, with ten guards, but there are over a hundred following.

The horns blasted closer, and Inara saw her mother astride a charger that would have dwarfed her if she had any less certainty in her spine. Tarin softened with relief.

‘Aren’t those House Graiis colours on her guards?’ said Lertes. He was right, none of the knights around Lessa wore her colours. They were just ahead of the crowd that was growing in their wake, and as they caught sight of the ship, they sped up, breaking free from the mass of people and putting distance between them as they hurried downhill. Inara tightened her hand on her bow.

‘She sent her own guard east,’ said Tarin. ‘With the Vittosks.’

‘The Vittosk lands are long gone,’ said Elo, frowning.

‘The House doesn’t take defeat on their backs. And Lady Craier protects her allies.’

‘How well will she be able to protect us?’ muttered Aleda, her eyes on the crowd. Finally, they understood the danger they might be in. Lertes now had his hand lightly balanced on his sword. ‘Should we call up the crew?’

‘This isn’t an attack,’ said Elo. ‘It’s a show. He’s proving that he still has power. That people still believe in him. He wants you to know this before you go to Irisia.’

Lertes eyed him. ‘Are you a rebel or a knight these days Ser Elogast?’

Elo didn’t answer. Perhaps he didn’t know.

‘He’s not wrong,’ said Tarin wearily. ‘Some people still seem to love him, no matter what he’s done.’

‘Some people are fools,’ said Aleda. ‘We should let them all rot together in these torched and godless lands.’

That drew Inara out of watching the colours of the crowd, vivid and churning.

‘These “torched and godless lands” are our home,’ she said. ‘Lady Craier’s home.’ She laid the emphasis on thick, so they remembered whose ship this was: her mother’s, not theirs. ‘She already gave up everything, her rebellion, to fight for it.’ Why was she defending her mother?

‘The captain your mother once was would have cut off the king’s head and taken the consequences later,’ said Aleda. ‘I’ve never known her to ally with an enemy she was so close to defeating.’

‘Perhaps she has learned that running a country is more complex than running a ship,’ Kissen muttered. Lertes scowled at her, his hand closing on his sword, but then Tarin cleared her throat.

‘Funny,’ she said, not taking her eyes off the harbour, where folk had stopped in their work to watch for what was coming, or were already running to join the parade. ‘I’ve never known the woman to treat a mutinous tongue any better than a mutinous blade.’

Aleda blanched, and Lertes took his hand off the hilt as if it had burned him. ‘I didn’t mean—’

‘I know,’ Tarin added, ‘you speak out of concern for the lady. But if she chooses to fight for Middren, sink with it, or abandon it, you swore the Silverswift to her command when she left it in your charge.’

Aleda controlled her glower, and nodded.

‘Apologies,’ said Lertes. ‘No harm was meant.’ 

‘And she won’t abandon Middren,’ Inara pressed, wanting them to agree with her. Elo and Kissen shared a glance, and Inara realised even they weren’t sure. These people spoke about a mother she didn’t know, had never known. Who had lied to her. Had abandoned her. Could she really trust her with any certainty?

‘Of course she won’t,’ said Tarin, and put a hand on Inara’s back, reassuring. For a moment, Inara remembered the days in the kitchen, the nettle tea. The child she used to be, all Tarin’s kindnesses, and that she had lost her own mother. ‘We’ll bring allies from Irisia and win this war,’ Tarin continued. ‘Then, Inara, we’ll go home, and rebuild.’

She sounded confident, but her colours were uncertain twists of lavender and primrose.

Inara … Skedi spoke into her head.

Don’t tell me it’s a white lie, she replied. Let me believe it. She wanted to cling on to her shaken faith in her mother, her childhood love of Tarin, just for a little longer.

Lessa reached the ship and dismounted. She did not wait for her armed escort to struggle down from their saddles, instead leaving her charger to stand obediently by the stables and striding to the bottom of the gangplank. She paused there, and looked up at the ship, her mouth lifting in a slight smile. It quickly fell as she saw Inara, Elo and Kissen standing along the railings.

‘Permission to board, Captain Lertes?’ she called up.

Inara glanced sideways at Lertes. Why should her mother ask permission? Our ship, he had said. Lessa was trying to keep him sweet.

‘The Silverswift is yours once more, Lady Craier,’ Lertes replied assuredly. ‘Thirteen years, we have guarded her well. Now our barque is your bite.’

Thirteen years since she had given it away. Thirteen was Inara’s age.

Lessa nodded and ascended the gangplank with only one more wary glance towards the city. Inara could see the silvery shine of armour now amidst the mob, the brocade of horses, and splashes of blue cloth. The blast of horns was closer now, the clapping and stamping feet. She could feel it in her bones.

‘My thanks captain,’ the lady said. She hadn’t spared another glance for Inara, but gave Lertes a respectful bow. The front of her green cotton jacket was studded with embroidered birds from the Craier crest: the tiflet, a mythical, legless swallow, always seeking. 

And, like the tiflet, she turned next to Elo, who was gazing in the king’s direction, his colours moving in swells and eddies of red and blue. ‘Lion of Lesscia,’ she said. ‘Are you here to pledge to me, and follow us to Irisia?’

Elo’s colours flickered, a glimmer of longing shining over them like a light through stained glass. Irisia, where his own mother still lived. But he smiled and shook his head. ‘I am here for goodbyes, my lady,’ he said. ‘Kissen is an able fighter and can offer you fair wisdom.’ Kissen looked as if she wanted to kick him.

‘The godkiller,’ said Lessa coldly, ‘has been granted passage over the Trade Sea at Inara’s special request.’

Now, at last, Inara found herself reflected in the dark of her mother’s eyes as the lady’s gaze turned to her. Inara didn’t know what she had hoped for. Perhaps the respect she had shown Lertes, or the warmth she had shown Tarin. Even the appraisal given Elo would have been better than the distance she had when she looked at her own daughter. Inara stared back.

They’re coming.

They flinched as Skedi’s voice pierced through them. The king’s parade had broken fully into the harbour. Its crowd had grown larger still, spilling out around the phalanx of ten steeds in blue and gold barding. Two of the riders had drums, and two were, as Tarin promised, in the colours of other Houses; Crolle and Elemni. The rest were the remains of Arren’s armoured guard, holding halberds with clubbed bases.

In the centre rode King Arren himself, his head bare save for a circlet of sunrays and antlers. He looked vulnerable, and young. Not a coward’s double of twigs and flame this time. Instead, he wore a cuirass in a deep V down to his navel, exposing his open shirt and the dark, flickering maw of his chest and heart. The cuirass itself was painted, reds and oranges. Flames and fire. What was he trying to do? Claim the sun and now claim flame for himself as well? A challenge to Hseth?

Inara’s blood boiled, and her fingers itched for an arrow. He had ordered the death of gods, of her mother, of her home, and here he was riding towards them as if he were the most innocent of innocents.

And the crowd trailed the horses like a brook of boiling water, flowing, gasping, churning out across the roads, frothing up from the main port.

‘Sunbringer, Sunbringer!’ they called.

So strange to see so much adulation, bright blues and golds of love for their monarch as they roared for their king’s attention.

But there were others in the mix, greens and silvers threading through, and more: fears in red, and yellow. Skedi flew down from the mast and landed defensively on Inara’s shoulder. Faith brings fervour, he whispered into her mind. Or fury.

As the crowd tumbled after the king’s array they shoved each other, some trying to get close enough to Arren to throw flowers, or hear him speak.

‘Sunbringer! Save us from the fire god!’

‘Save us from Talicia!’

Kissen grumbled. ‘What pompy nonsense is this, Elo?’ 

‘Isn’t this show of unity what you asked for, veiga?’ said Lessa.

‘Don’t blame me for your messes, noble.’

The king approached the ship, and the Graiis guards looked to Lessa, wondering whether to stop him, but she shook her head slightly. Arren dismounted in one smooth motion, clearly a practised rider, then headed up the gangplank. His guards stayed behind on the harbour wall, but Elemni and Crolle joined him on the ship. Lady Crolle was a lean, fair woman with shrewd eyes. She did not wear armour, but a split tunic and wide trews that had allowed her to sit astride the horse. Elemni was a broad barrel of a woman, with curled gold-brown hair that cascaded around her shoulders.

Between them, Arren’s quick blue eyes assessed Kissen, Lessa, Inara and Skedi. So many of his enemies. His eyes landed on Elo, and his colours flickered amber, sharp and painful.

‘Lady Craier!’ came a call from the crowd. ‘Help us!’

‘Traitor to the king,’ screamed another.

‘Take us with you!’

‘Pirate scum!’

‘Save Middren!’

Some fruit and a clump of mud came their way but broke on the gunwales.

‘Bastards,’ muttered Lertes, but fell silent when Lessa cast him a glance.

Arren tore his gaze from Elo’s and smiled, beatific, but his colours were changeable: bright, then dim; certain, then fearful. Too many at once. Falsehoods and truths, terrors and hopes. A man in conflict. The flame in his chest was smaller than it had been when Inara had seen him last, but still, she had the distinct feeling the god who kept him alive was watching her.

Hestra, she greeted that god in her mind.

After a moment, Hestra whispered back to her. I’m not speaking to you, halfling, she said. Half god, half mortal, halfwit.

You have a lot to say for a god who is not speaking.

The fire in the king’s chest flared with annoyance, and Arren’s eyes found Inara. He stared, the corners of his mouth turning down before the briefest moment, and she stared back. Kissen, subtly, moved slightly in front of her, and the king gathered himself, brightening with his smile once more.

‘I come to bless your voyage, my lady,’ he said, turning his voice towards the crowd, loud and charming. ‘And give gratitude for your important endeavour.’ He bowed.

Liar, whispered Skedi, though Inara already knew. However, the baying of the crowd fell to a more respectful murmur as they hushed to listen. He played them well.

‘Our previous entreaties have met with silence,’ Arren continued. ‘I only hope that a demonstration of our unity will convince Irisia to ally with us against the treacherous Talicians.’

Lessa kept her face impassive, and went to her knee. Tarin, Aleda and Lertes followed, then Elogast, but Kissen stayed by Inara and neither of them kneeled. 

‘My thanks to you, King Arren,’ said Lessa. ‘It is a long way to come down to the harbour. What shine you show to us, to join us as we make our leave on your behalf.’ Her response, though perfectly courteous, dripped with barbs of reprimand and barely concealed hatred. Arren’s jaw flexed. ‘Please,’ her voice gentled, like ice meeting spring sunlight. ‘Guard our lands well till my return.’

Arren nodded, satisfied enough. The crowd seemed to hold its breath, and Inara relaxed a little. Perhaps it would be all right. Perhaps they would begin to believe that the rebels and the king would work together.

‘I bring you this,’ said Arren, and nodded at Crolle. She stepped forward holding a small box, her mouth narrow with disapproval, but opened it in front of Lessa to reveal a signet ring set with a red stone, marked with the stag-and-sun of Arren’s insignia.

‘This, Lady Craier, is proof of your collaboration with the king,’ said Crolle, ‘and his trust.’

The Crolle House was one of those loyal to the king, who had refused to align with the rebellion and preserved Arren’s kingship. Tiamh, Yether, Movenna, Elemni, all powerful enough to refuse Lessa and align against her.

‘The stone is new,’ said Arren, ‘but the band belonged to my mother and sister.’ For a moment, his colours again shifted, turning dim and dark. The set of Lessa’s shoulders softened, only slightly, but Inara frowned. If he felt pain for the loss of his mother, his sister, he deserved it. It was nothing to the burn of a hand on Elo’s chest, to the pain of the gods who had lost their faithful, to the people of Craier manor, her people, who had died on his orders. For a breath, Inara imagined what would happen if Lessa drew her sword and ran him through. How much would it really change?

‘Sunbringer, Sunbringer, Sunbringer.’

The crowd was whispering once more, clapping their hands. A pounding of certainty. A hope. Their colours shining. Green and blue. Faith. Unity.

Lessa reached out her hand and took the ring from the box. Then she lifted it high, so the crowd could see, and slid it onto her finger. It seemed such a paltry thing, but a House’s signet was a symbol of their authority, a symbol to be obeyed. Arren had ceded some of his power to Lessa, in public, where people could see. The mob let out a roar of approval, the knights and Graiis guards at the dock relaxed. 

But then, a hollering cut through the rest of the noise. Three women ran forward, their hair braided and plaited in crowns around their heads, looped in with deer antlers that had been affixed on bands of woven leather. Their quick movement surprised the king’s guards, breaking through to the gangplank of the Silverswift in a breathless moment.

‘Traitor!’ they cried. They were dressed in white cotton, blue ribbons tied around their waists that draped down their skirts in ragged stripes. The Graiis guards crowded onto the gangway, drawing their swords.

‘Don’t kill our citizens!’ cried Arren.

They hesitated, and it cost them. One woman put up a wild fight, clawing and biting, while another fell into the water, but the crowd took courage from the breakthrough, all of them now surging up the gangway past the bemused guards, and it turned into a melee. Two of the women managed to grapple through to the deck, the crowd like a wave shoving up behind them.

‘Sunbringer! Sunbringer!’

The sound of the mob was everywhere, their colour, shaking through Inara’s chest, her breath. She drew an arrow, but where to fire? They didn’t look armed, they didn’t look dangerous. Were they any less innocent than the people of Craier manor?

Elo, at least, had some presence of mind. He leapt for the gangplank before they were overrun. He obeyed Arren’s instruction not to kill, but instead tore off his belt so he could hold his scabbarded longsword like a staff. One hand on the pommel and the other on the sheathed blade, he used it to ram the Sakrean mob back from the deck and down, shoving them overboard where he could. Lertes and Aleda joined him, defending their ship.

‘Return to shore!’ Elo bellowed. ‘King’s guard, hold off the base!’

‘Protect the king!’ yelled someone else, probably Crolle, who herself had no weapon and had backed up along the deck, standing slack-jawed by the mainmast. Elemni at least had drawn a sword, but was standing in front of Arren, doing little else. Three of the folk threw themselves at his feet, reaching to touch the king’s tunic as he backed away.

But the women in white had another target. Inara felt a grab on her wrist as Kissen pulled her back, away from the madness, protecting her as she had promised. Tarin was running forward to block the two women as they ran. Not for Arren … for Lessa.

‘For Sunbringer!’

Something glinted in the layers of cloth in their skirts, and Inara saw Kissen’s colours for the briefest moment in yellow, unguarded fear.

‘They’re armed!’

Too late. Kissen ran for them, grabbing one woman by her arm and wrenching her off balance, throwing her into the capstan. Too late, Tarin reached for her own blade, when the attacker she faced already had a knife in her hand. 

The barrage of stabs was overwhelming, quick, brutal, effective. The sharp edge of the blade sliced through Tarin’s arm as she reached for her own, the second and third went into her chest and belly. She hadn’t been wearing armour, she hadn’t been ready. She hadn’t been lucky in the three breaths it had taken for the tide to turn.

Inara nocked an arrow as the attacker tried to shove Tarin aside, moving for her final target: Lessa, who had unsheathed her blade. But Tarin, bloodied, had drawn her knife. She would not be shoved aside. Instead, she grabbed the woman’s neck, and held tight.

‘Release me!’ cried the assassin, stabbing Tarin again, again as Skedi flapped his wings in distress.

‘Tarin stop!’ screamed Lessa, as Inara loosed her arrow. It struck the antlered woman in the ribs, and she screamed, but it turned into a gurgle as Tarin drove her dagger up through her throat, and out the back of her neck.

Her death was instant, her colours went out, and the two of them collapsed. Lessa caught Tarin as she fell.

‘Hold!’ Arren cried, finding his voice. ‘My people! Calm yourselves!’

The assassin Kissen had thrown stumbled up, scrabbling for the knife she had dropped. Lessa was holding Tarin. She was vulnerable.

But Kissen was ready. She grabbed the woman by her antlers, her other hand closing on her weapon-hand and twisting it with a crack that made her scream.

‘Traitors must die!’ the woman howled, dropping the knife as Kissen put her in a headlock. ‘We fight for our god with his heart of fire.’ Her voice was lost in the muscle of Kissen’s arm.

‘Shut the fuck up,’ the veiga snarled.

The rest of the would-be mob had backed away from Elo, Lertes and Aleda, perhaps hearing Arren, perhaps realising that something had gone terribly wrong.

‘Tarin,’ Lessa said, her guard gathered in her arms. She had her hand pressed to one of her wounds. Only one. Of so many. Blood poured out around her fingers.

‘It’s nothing, my lady,’ Tarin whispered. The blood was bright. There was too much of it. ‘Just … just a scratch.’ Tarin’s colours were aflame with green in a hundred shades, tinged with yellow. Nettle leaves and apricots. A tear crept out of her eye, inching down towards the deck.

Don’t look, said Skedi to Inara. But she had to look. She couldn’t stop.

‘Stay with me,’ said Lessa. ‘We’ll get a healer. I’ll call a god. We’ve done too much not to survive this.’

Inara looked up at Kissen, who returned helpless eyes, and confirmed what she knew. No one could survive this. Only the king had survived anything close, and he stood now, hand over his chest as if to protect it. The fire in the wound that should have killed him. Inara clenched her hand around the bow.

‘Bury me with my mother,’ whispered Tarin at last, so quietly that even Inara could barely hear her. Her colours had softened, fainter yellow, like sunlight through the leaves of orchard trees. ‘Please. Have me buried in the Craier lands.’

‘No,’ said Lessa. She was not crying, but her voice was tight. ‘You’ll live, Tarin. You’re strong enough to live.’

Inara choked on a sob, and anger tightened on her throat, clawing up into her eyes, white hot and blinding. ‘Why?’ she whispered. Then, harder, hotter. ‘Why!’

Why must she lose so much? Why must she feel this pain. She drew another arrow and nocked it, turning the weapon towards the woman Kissen held, who sounded as if she was singing now, murmuring songs under her breath.

‘Fireheart, Sunbringer

Bravest king of kings’

This was her fault too. Inara couldn’t kill Arren, but she could kill her. She could have some vengeance.

‘No, Inara!’ said Kissen. Even the wild woman stopped, her eyes staring, hateful. ‘Don’t.’

‘She should be punished!’ said Inara, tears welling hot up behind her eyes. Tarin was dying. Tarin who made her tea, who reached the high branches. Tarin who she would never be able to forgive for her lying, to love as a guard, to learn about the life she and her mother had led. ‘They should be punished!’

‘Not by you.’

‘You punish gods!’

‘Inara,’ said Skedi, small and frightened on her shoulder. ‘Gods can fight back, she can’t. She’s stopped. Kissen stopped her.’

Inara swallowed. She wasn’t only pointing the arrow at the woman; she was pointing it at Kissen who looked … frightened. She dropped her bow, which clattered into the blood, and she fell to her knees beside Tarin. The red between Lessa’s fingers was pulsing more slowly now.

The king was breathing heavily, pale with shock. Elemni had ushered away the citizens who had thrown themselves at his feet, and the knights and Graiis guards were pushing the crowd back, back, away from the ship. In a bare few heartbeats, tragedy had torn through them like a blast of wind.

It was Elo who spoke next.

‘Is this faith, “Sunbringer”?’ he said, spitting the epithet, his voice low but enough to be heard over the shouting of the citizens as they were shoved away from the ship, the shaky singing of the would-be assassin that Kissen held tightly. ‘Is this the love you wanted so badly?’

Arren didn’t answer.

This couldn’t be faith. This bloody, frightening, appalling thing. This thing that washed decks with blood and killed good women who missed their home.

Inara was too angry to speak. She held Tarin’s hand as she choked out her last breaths and died on the deck of her lady’s ship. Those colours, so intense and beautiful, winked out.

Then, Inara heard the voice of Arren’s god, Hestra, sidling into her mind.

Now you know how hopes are broken.
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‘YOU DAMNED FOOL OF A MAN,’ SNARLED ELOGAST, FOLLOWING Arren through the gates of his shattered Reach.

The blood of the coup had been washed from the Regnas’ ancestral palace, but some evidence remained: a scratch of sword in stone, a dark space where a carpet had once been, a cracked panel of wood. Outside, the walls and gardens were a shattered mess, the bones of the old catacombs exposed to the salt air.

‘You cannot speak to me that way, Ser Elogast,’ Arren bit back as they reached the inner keep. Though he had dismissed his guards, the palace was still filled with people. Stewards, builders, engineers, all trying to clear the mess that had been made. Nobles, or their emissaries, and their trains of hangers-on, record keepers, lawmakers and guards. They muttered about the cloisters, staring.

Elo held his tongue. Barely. Arren led him up into the citadel proper, and along a cool and draughty corridor that still smelled faintly of blood and smoke. Back to the war room, with its dented brass door and blackened ceiling.

As they entered past the guards who kept station at the door, they disturbed two archivists in grey who looked aghast at the sight of the king in their midst. They were carefully separating the pieces of Arren’s detailed map of Middren, unpicking the threads that bound each piece of vellum to the whole, and then rolling each one and packing it into labelled scrolls that would follow the king on their journey north. Elo had to admit the genius of Arren’s work; in using the notation and drawing skills they had whipped into them as squires, he had given them one of their few advantages against the Talicians: knowledge of their own lands.

‘May I address you now?’ said Elo through gritted teeth. He had left Inara behind, grieving once more, and Kissen, with hurried and rough goodbyes so he could follow the king back up from the mayhem and blood of the shore, and the ship could set sail. He might never see them again.

‘Sunbringer,’ murmured one of the guards at the door. ‘I can have him removed?’

‘No,’ said Arren quicky before Elo rounded on the man. ‘Leave us.’

The knight cast Elo a filthy look but did as he was bidden. The archivists followed and the door was closed behind them.

‘You as good as killed that woman,’ said Elo when they were alone. ‘We’re losing control of our own citizens before we’ve even made it onto the field.’

‘I did no such thing,’ said Arren.

‘You should not have come to the harbour, showing your arrogance to the masses. You knew this was their first sighting of you in weeks. You knew there could be blood. You should have stayed where you were put.’

Arren’s expression flashed with anger, his jaw setting in a hard line. ‘How dare you?’ he said. ‘She is the one to blame for the knife’s edge this city walks. And so are you.’

‘What did you expect?’ said Elo. ‘That you could burn noble families and take no consequences? Waste a fortune marching on a peaceful city to show your might? You are exactly the fool-boy you were. Sword first, head later.’

‘You have no idea,’ Arren said, and laughed hollowly. ‘When I came to power this land had lost wealth, gods and faith. I held it together when the gods would have torn us apart. And they are still trying. I am still fighting for our freedom from their madness.’

‘Yet you desire to be one of them,’ growled Elo. ‘What does that make you?’

Arren scoffed, flushed with fury. Elo, too, felt the anger within him, burning up his flesh, his throat, his skin. He wanted to throttle Arren, wanted to fight him again, beat him into the ground. He wanted to ask why, of all the things he could have said to hurt him, had he chosen to tell him he loved him?

‘I desire to be the greatest king that Middren has ever known,’ said Arren in a low voice, putting his hand on his chest. ‘To break our reliance on gods and their games. Like that girl you have been harbouring.’

For a moment, Elo saw Inara, her face twisted with rage, her hand outstretched towards Arren, choking the life from his heart. He had seen Inara do terrifying things: summon gods through a city, acting as their shrine, kill a man in the dark with an arrow. But he shook the images away. He would speak none of it to Arren, who might use her whatever it cost her.

‘Inara did not choose her birth,’ he said. ‘It is you who wants to burn like a god, demand like a god, sacrifice like a god.’

‘I know all the sides of my own story, Elogast,’ said Arren. ‘I had to be ruthless to secure this throne.’

‘The throne you all but lost weeks ago?’ He laughed without humour. He could not hold it in. He wanted to lay every accusation at the altar of their broken trust and wound him as deeply as he had been wounded. ‘Whatever you think you gain, Arren, you leave only blood and chaos in your wake.’

Arren winced as the blow landed. Elo recognised the expression of quiet, inward shattering he so often wore after facing his mother. What had happened to the man who said he had run out of tears at the first death her own pridefulness had caused? How had he seen the path she had walked blindly and then followed her, knowing that blood would be at its end?

Arren took in a breath, clearly willing himself to be calm. The fire in his heart was quiescent. Elo wondered if the god listened to their conversations, if she had used her will and power to turn him cruel. Perhaps he had wished it. But no. Every step Arren had taken had been his own.

‘Elogast, I didn’t know what would happen at the harbour,’ he said. ‘It would do me no good now to have Lady Craier dead. I’d lose the other Houses that sided with her, Vittosk, Graiis, Yesef … and any potential for Irisian aid.’

‘If you didn’t know you’d stoked madness enough in your followers that they’d kill for you, then you are stupider than I thought.’

They stood, staring at each other. The afternoon sun, casting light through the glass trellis doors, was briefly scattered by a cloud of swifts wheeling past, screaming.

There was too much said and unsaid between them, and the silence was full of embers and dying flame.

‘I mean to name you commander of the standing army,’ said Arren at last. He reached up and lifted the circlet from his head, then placed it on the table by his map.

‘You …’ Elo floundered. ‘What?’

‘You are to be reinstated, since our previous commander general failed in his duties.’

Failed in his duties? Arren had killed him when Elo made a laughing stock of him.

‘You will receive a commander’s pay,’ added Arren, as if that was incentive. ‘And join my war council when we gather mornings and evenings on the trail.’

‘You can’t buy me.’

‘Your country needs you,’ Arren growled, then he paused, his voice lowering, softening. ‘And so do I.’

‘You have plenty of nobles to choose from.’

‘I don’t
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