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“What have you done, Keka?” I said, voice trembling.

All this time I had thought he was apologising for turning some of my Swords against me, not for something I had not yet seen. “What have you done?”

He repeated the mangled apology and got to his feet as a torrent of footsteps entered the room, carried on a tide of strange voices. A Kisian soldier gripped my upper arm, digging in his fingers as I fought to remain kneeling.

“I have not been released and cannot move,” I said as another took the other arm. “Let me go! Where is Emperor Gideon?”

“Waiting for you outside, of course,” came a voice from the door. “You are needed at once.”

“Why?” I demanded, not meeting Leo’s gaze as I was hauled up lest he read the fear in my mind.

“For the ceremony.” Leo smiled and gestured to the dim sunlight seeping in through the nearest window. “The weather is fine, Levanti and Kisians alike have gathered, and we cannot keep His Majesty waiting, now, can we.”

Having been set unceremoniously on my feet by grasping hands, my gaze slid to the back of Keka’s turned head. I bit his name from my tongue. A plea would achieve nothing beyond my own embarrassment. If execution was to be my reward, I would die proud and unbreaking. I had retained enough Levanti for that, pride and honour etched upon my bones.
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For M, first and forever my baby, for being so patient with me and with life. And for always bringing cheer and joy wherever you go.
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CHARACTER LIST

Levanti

Torin

Rah e’Torin—ousted captain of the Second Swords of Torin

Eska e’Torin—Rah’s second-in-command (deceased, Residing)

Kishava e’Torin—tracker (deceased)

Orun e’Torin—horse master (deceased, Residing)

Yitti e’Torin—healer

Jinso—Rah’s horse

Lok, Himi, and Istet—Swords of the Torin

Gideon e’Torin—First Sword of the Torin, now emperor of Levanti Kisia

Sett e’Torin—Gideon’s second and blood brother (deceased)

Tep e’Torin—healer of the First Swords

Tor, Matsimelar (deceased), and Oshar e’Torin—the saddleboys chosen by Gideon to be translators

Nuru e’Torin—self-taught translator never used by the Chiltaens

Jaroven

Dishiva e’Jaroven—captain of the Third Swords of Jaroven

Keka e’Jaroven—Dishiva’s second, can’t talk. Chiltaens cut out his tongue.

Captain Atum e’Jaroven—captain of the First Swords of Jaroven

Loklan e’Jaroven—Dishiva’s horse master

Shenyah e’Jaroven—the only Jaroven Made in exile

Ptapha, Massama, Dendek, Anouke, Esi, Moshe e’Jaroven—Dishiva’s Swords

Other Levanti

Ezma e’Topi—Exiled horse whisperer

Derkka en’ Injit—Ezma’s apprentice

Jass en’Occha—a Sword of the Occha

Captain Lashak e’Namalaka—First Sword of the Namalaka and Dishiva’s friend

Captain Yiss en’Oht—First Sword of the Oht, fiercely loyal to Gideon

Captain Taga en’Occha—First Sword of the Occha and Jass’s captain

Captain Menesor e’Qara—captain of the Second Swords of Qara

Jaesha e’Qara—Captain Menesor’s second

Captain Dhamara e’Sheth, Captain Bahn e’Bedjuti, Captain Leena en’ Injit—other Levanti captains

Senet en’Occha, Jakan e’Qara, Yafeu en’Injit, Baln en’Oht, Tafa en’Oht, and Kehta en’Oht—imperial guards

Diha e’Bedjuti—a healer

Nassus—Levanti god of death

Mona—Levanti goddess of justice

Kisians

Miko Ts’ai—daughter of Empress Hana Ts’ai and Katashi Otako

Emperor Kin Ts’ai—the last emperor of Kisia (deceased)

Empress Hana Ts’ai—deposed empress of Kisia

Prince Tanaka Ts’ai—Miko’s twin brother (deceased)

Shishi—Miko’s dog

Jie Ts’ai—Emperor Kin’s illegitimate son (deceased)

Minister Tashi Oyamada—Jie’s maternal grandfather and minister of the right

General Kitado—commander of Miko’s Imperial Guard (deceased)

Minister Ryo Manshin—minister of the left, chief commander of the Imperial Army

General Hade Ryoji—former commander of the Imperial Guard

General Tai Moto, General Rushin, General Senn Mihri, General Yass, and General Alon—southern generals of the Imperial Army

Captain Soku—one of General Moto’s men

Lord Hiroto Bahain—duke of Syan

Edo Bahain—duke of Syan’s eldest son

Captain Nagai—one of the duke’s men

Governor Tianto Koali—Governor of Syan

Lord Ichiro Koali—Count of Irin Ya

Lord Nishi (Lord Salt)—a wealthy Kisian lord who believes in the One True God

Chiltaens

Cassandra Marius—Chiltaen whore and assassin

The hieromonk, Creos Villius—head of the One True God’s church (deceased)

Leo Villius—only child of His Holiness the hieromonk

Captain Aeneas—the hieromonk’s head guard

Kaysa (She)—Cassandra’s second soul

Swiff—one of Captain Aeneas’s men

Others

Torvash—the Witchdoctor

Mistress Saki—Torvash’s silent companion

Kocho—Torvash’s scribe and servant

Lechati—young man in Torvash’s service




THE STORY SO FAR . . .

Dishiva e’Jaroven is named the head of Gideon’s Imperial Guard, but the return of Dom Leo Villius soon becomes her sole focus. People are poisoned and holy books are burned and she’s sure he’s the enemy no one else can see. After Gideon’s marriage to Lady Sichi, a translator is poisoned while stealing her a holy book, and sure it contains something Leo doesn’t want them to know, Dishiva seeks to have it translated.

As a prisoner of the Witchdoctor, Cassandra undergoes experiments that pull her soul in and out of her body. She plots escape while learning about her condition until she is accidentally catapulted inside Empress Hana’s body. Kaysa—the other soul inhabiting Cassandra’s body—runs away, leaving Cassandra behind.

On the run in her own empire, Empress Miko travels with Rah to Syan, seeking the aid of Grace Bahain. They discover Bahain plans to take the empire for himself, killing the Levanti, and with Edo’s help, Miko and Rah escape. Together they trudge through the wilds of Kisia, both intent on getting back to Mei’lian. Miko to free Minister Manshin, her only remaining ally, and Rah to save his people. On the way, they are attacked by Jie’s soldiers, and Miko lets herself be taken to save Rah’s life.

Finding his Swords setting fire to Mei’lian, Rah frees Minister Manshin before challenging Yitti for the captaincy. Sett interrupts to ensure Rah’s failure, and is killed for the dishonour while Rah, badly injured, is further exiled from his people.

With Jie’s political career hanging on Miko’s death, she has to fight for her life and kills him. Now the last remaining member of the imperial family, she woos Jie’s southern army to her cause, and for the first time since escaping Mei’lian, she has some hope for the future.

When the Witchdoctor gives them up, Cassandra and Hana find themselves stuck with the hieromonk and on their way to Koi. After killing him, Cassandra puts Hana in the hieromonk’s skin to take charge of Chiltae’s plans herself. But when they arrive in Koi, they find Leo Villius taking over the Chiltaen army and barely escape alive.

Increasingly not himself, Gideon orders Dishiva to attack a deserter camp, but she finds a horse whisperer there and refuses to kill either her or the Levanti who just want to go home. There she learns that the holy book says Leo will have to die three more times to become a god and build his holy empire.
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I loosed an arrow, heart thrumming in time with the bowstring. It hit the target with a satisfying thud as I took another from the barrel. Around me camp noise swirled on, while like two statues, Minister Manshin and newly promoted Minister Oyamada stood watching. Neither had addressed me since arriving, instead keeping up a stiff flow of conversation.

“And wine?” Manshin said.

“Some,” came Oyamada’s reply. “We will have to be careful in its distribution, especially heading into winter. Rice too. Millet we have in greater abundance, also beans and dried meats, and we can make use of any river we pass.”

Manshin grumbled as I loosed another arrow into the rapidly filling target. A small crowd of soldiers had gathered to watch, quietly murmuring amongst themselves.

“Steel?”

“Of course. And . . . arrows. Wood for defences. We have plenty of wood and metal in the south, you know.”

“Too bad we can’t eat them.”

“We are not lacking in food,” Oyamada said. “Wine will just need to be rationed. Wise if you want your soldiers to stand upright.”

Minister Manshin shifted his feet, a sidelong look thrown to the watching men. “And never could you more clearly prove you know little about how armies work, Excellency.”

“I have commanded—”

“Troops of guards hired for trade caravans do not count. You focus on maintaining our supply lines, I’ll decide how to make use of them.”

I loosed another arrow and turned before it hit the target, catching Minister Oyamada opening his mouth to retort. “Your caution is very wise, Minister Oyamada,” I said, glancing a look of censure at Manshin. Of the two I trusted him more, had been with him longer and needed his skills, but without Oyamada I would have no soldiers. We had seen Jie’s body off that morning, back to his mother to be laid to rest. Under other circumstances he would have been buried in the imperial gardens, but smoke still rose from the burning ruins of Mei’lian.

Both men bowed, Oyamada with something of ironic thanks, Manshin in stiff apology.

I drew another arrow, increasingly aware of the swelling crowd around us.

“Majesty,” both ministers said, their first sign of unity. “We ought to call a meeting before the generals begin to worry,” Manshin added. “They may take being kept waiting as a sign of disrespect.”

“I don’t intend to keep anyone waiting.” I nocked the arrow, while lying at my feet, Shishi’s tail stirred on the churned mud. “But neither do I want to be at a disadvantage at our first meeting. So, I am going to see the rest of the camp. And meet some of my soldiers.”

“Are . . . you sure that’s wise, Your Majesty?” Oyamada made all too obvious a twitch in the direction of our audience.

“Yes. If I have to sit in a stuffy tent while men talk down to me, I will first ensure I understand what they are talking about. We will meet tonight. I’m confident you will help them accept this decision, Minister Oyamada.”

He received my confiding smile without returning one of his own, but taking it for the order it was, he bowed and departed.

“You need to give him time,” Manshin said once he was out of earshot. “You killed his grandson only two days ago.”

“And you need to not belittle the skills he brings to our cause.”

A humourless smile turned his lips, deepening the dark rings beneath his eyes. “You mean the money he is bringing to our cause.”

“His cause now too.”

Manshin bowed in acknowledgement and I took another arrow from the barrel. A gust of wind whipped through the narrow mud patch, flapping my surcoat about my feet and ruffling Shishi’s fur. I nocked, compensating with barely a thought, and loosed—the whole process second nature, as meeting with generals had been second nature to Emperor Kin.

Despite the wind, the arrow hit more or less where I had intended—more than could be said of my plans.

“You cannot rely on your prowess with a bow to impress the generals, Your Majesty,” Manshin said, eyeing the watching soldiers. “At best they will see it as intimidation, at worst as a reminder of your father.”

“Of Emperor Kin? I see no issue with that.”

“Not who I meant.”

“No,” I agreed. “But here and now I have only one father and he was Emperor Kin Ts’ai. Only one brother and he was Emperor Jie Ts’ai. My mother was a traitor. My twin a fool. These are the truths I have to live if I want Kisia to survive. But since I also need generals who will listen to me, who know they cannot walk all over me as I am sure they intend to, I will do everything I can to give myself an edge.”

He nodded. “They will push to see how much power they have, and will hate you if you give them none and hate you if you give them too much.”

“And hate me if I hit this target and hate me if I don’t. Hate me if I act like a woman and hate me if I don’t.” I nocked the arrow. “I know this won’t be easy, Minister. But knowing they will hate me no matter what I do is more freeing than you might imagine.”

I drew and loosed, taking joy in the thud of arrowhead meeting hemp coil. Minister Manshin watched, his brow furrowed.

“I can do this,” I said. “You took my armour in Mei’lian so I might live to fight another day; surely you did that because you believed in me.”

The watching soldiers could not have overheard, yet Manshin lowered his voice, almost losing it in the general chatter. “I fear they will not put aside old wounds,” he said, “whatever the feelings of the common soldiers. Whatever the needs of Kisia. These are southern men whose homes and families have not been threatened. To them the loss of Koi is something to cheer. Emperor Kin stoked the division in his ongoing war against your mother.”

I sighed. “I will not forget, but if I am going to rule Kisia that means all of it, not just north of the river.” I lowered my bow, disliking how different it felt in my hands. In leaving Hacho in Syan I felt like I had left behind part of myself.

“Walk with me, Minister,” I said. “I wish to see the camp and talk to my soldiers as Emperor Kin did.”

“As you wish.”

A boy took my bow, but I left the bracer tied around my wrist as a reminder of my skill. Had Kin considered such details? I had never before wondered how much had been true and how much constructed, the real man an enigma.

As I made to leave the training area, chatter rose from the gathered crowd, and with Kin’s performance in mind, I said, “Thank you for attending my practice. Tomorrow I will see how many arrows I can split.”

This was received with more surprise than excitement, but I needed to start somewhere.

“You ought not play for them, Your Majesty,” Manshin said as I fell in beside him, our boots sinking into the mud. “Emperor Kin would never have done so.”

“But I am not Emperor Kin.”

“As you continue informing me, but as a woman you must demand the respect due to you even more than he had to as a commoner.”

“But he wasn’t respected because he demanded it. He was respected because he earned it.”

Manshin walked on in silence, hands clasped behind his back and his head high, the weak sunlight only serving to deepen the lines about his face. Being imprisoned by the Levanti had taken its toll, leaving a slimmer, harsher man walking with me, a man who might now be questioning the sacrifice he’d made to save my life. My soldiers were not the only ones whose respect I needed to preserve.

The row of tents along which we walked had been set upon grass, but the walkway between them was a muddy trough. Soldiers bowed as we passed and I nodded and smiled to them all, feeling like I was in a parade rather than strolling about an army camp.

“How do I make the focus on them, not on me?” I said as we turned into a wider channel that was equally muddy. A pair of boys scampered past carrying trays of food, eyes widening at the sight of me. “I want to . . . talk to them. Get to know them.”

“Then talk to them.”

“But what do I say? Court small talk is all about weather and hair and what an unfortunate colour of robe so-and-so has chosen today. How did Kin do it?”

“By asking them about themselves and remembering things so they felt important. There is nothing men like better—especially soldiers—than talking about themselves.”

I had never heard him say anything so cynical, and my laugh drew the attention of a young soldier just stepping out of his tent. He flinched at the sight of me. Bowed. Stammered “Your Majesty” and stared at the ground, twisting his tunic in his hands.

“I must be quite the fearful sight to earn such a response,” I said, approaching with Manshin in my wake. “What is your name, soldier?”

“Tanaka Ono, Your Majesty.”

He said it with such consciousness, such reluctance, that I was grateful for his thoughtfulness even as the name sheared through my skin, my flesh, my bones, to strike deep into my heart. My forced smile trembled. “Tanaka,” I said. “One of my favourite names. And where are you from, Tanaka Ono?”

“From Anxi, Your Majesty. At least, I was born there. I grew up in a small town to the west you’ve . . . probably never heard of.”

“Try me.”

He seemed to consider if this was some sort of test, but said, “Boruta, Your Majesty.”

“Ah, one of the many towns catering to travellers along the fur trails, famed for its warm baths and excellent wine.”

The further widening of his eyes was as satisfying as the thud of an arrow hitting its target. “Yes, Your Majesty, that’s the one.”

“Well, given the beauty of your home, we are doubly fortunate to have you with us.”

With that, I nodded to him and continued on with the minister. “That,” I said as we walked away, “was easier than I thought.”

“For the most part they are men of simple needs, Your Majesty. However, I’m surprised you’d heard of so small a town.”

“I haven’t. I guessed its attractions based on the general character of the area.” An area I had recently walked through in my under-robe with only a Levanti for company.

“I am not sure if that makes your display more or less impressive, Your Majesty. Ah, here are the two generals who weren’t present for our . . . display the other morning,” he added, nodding at a pair of men in fine crimson surcoats, talking together near the quartermaster’s tent. “The taller of the two is General Senn Mihri, while the other is—”

“General Moto.”

One of the two generals Jie had expected would control the empire in his place.

The pair bowed as we approached.

“Generals,” Manshin said as we halted before them, he at his ease while I pretended I was oblivious of both men searching my features—no doubt to ascertain how much an Otako I was. “I present Her Imperial Majesty, Empress Miko Ts’ai.”

They bowed again, murmuring “Your Majesty,” and when General Mihri went to speak his name, I said, “General Senn Mihri, youngest son of the great General Mihri. As famed for his leadership skills as for the quality of the horses bred on his estate west of Anxi. You were promoted after an engagement against the mountain tribes in 1370 and have been stationed there since, defending our western border.”

I lifted my chin. “You served my father, the great Emperor Kin Ts’ai, with strength and honour, and I welcome your continued service to the empire.”

The hardened soldier’s brows lifted, and in a gruff voice he said, “Many thanks, Your Majesty.”

I turned my attention to General Moto, who before I could speak, said, “My name is General Moto, Your Majesty. Commander of the forces stationed at Ts’ai since the last border skirmish with Chiltae in 1385.”

If he had hoped to leave me nothing to say, he reckoned without the wealth of detail Minister Manshin knew about the generals under his command.

“General Tai Moto,” I said, noting he was shrewd. “First of his family to achieve the rank despite the second sons of the Count of Tatan having served since the family took the title in 1236.” I owed too many hours of memorising family names and honours for that one. “When you were a captain in Mei’lian’s standing battalion, you defended my father against a pair of assassins who attacked while he was inspecting plans for rebuilding the city’s defences.”

And as I had to General Mihri, I lifted my chin and said, “You served my father, the great Emperor Kin Ts’ai, with strength and honour, and I welcome your continued service to the empire.”

No surprise this time, but with the appreciative nod of a move well played, he smiled and said, “Many thanks, Your Majesty.”

We left them and walked on, sure they were watching us as we departed. Once we were well out of earshot, Manshin said, “Well done, Your Majesty.”

“Oddly, that was easier than talking to the soldier.”

We walked on, stopping here and there to exchange a few words with captains and common soldiers alike, even with one of the boys who sped about the camp carrying messages and supplies and food. When I greeted him, he stared open-mouthed for many long seconds before stammering, “Your Majesty. What . . . what can I do for you, Your Majesty?” with a deep bow.

“Tell me about you.”

“About . . . me, Your Majesty?” The poor child looked horrified.

“Why don’t you start with your name.”

“A-Ani, Your Majesty.”

“And where are you from, Ani?”

“I don’t know, Your Majesty, but . . . but I was living on the streets of Mei’lian when the recruiter found me.”

Had someone asked me whether poor people lived on the streets of Kisia’s cities I would have said yes, their existence impossible to avoid, but with a jolt of shame I realised not only that I’d never spoken to one before, but that I’d never asked myself why they were there at all.

Another thing I would have to change.

We spoke a little longer, but he got no more comfortable, so I let him escape back to his task.

“I’m unsure what that conversation achieved,” Manshin said, having stood like a stern statue beside me the whole time. “You don’t need the favour of those who don’t fight for you.”

“But without these boys, would the camp run as smoothly as it does?”

“No, but that is for the generals and the quartermaster to control.”

The argument didn’t seem worthwhile so I let it drop, though Ani’s simple admission that he didn’t know where he was from lingered long on my mind.

We had almost done a full lap of the camp when Minister Manshin nodded at two men sitting before a cooking fire like common soldiers despite their generals’ regalia. “I think I told you about General Yass and General Alon, our two barbarian generals.”

“You did,” I said. “But if they fight for Kisia and live in Kisia, how is it we still call them barbarians?”

“The term is not used in disrespect, Your Majesty, merely to indicate they are not Kisian.”

“What makes one Kisian, I wonder,” I said, more to myself than because I wished an answer.

“Being born here is a good start.”

I had no time to retort before the two generals rose from their meals, and in a hurried under voice, Manshin added, “I’ve been informed both refused to give allegiance to Emperor Jie. You must tread carefully with them.”

“Is treading carefully the best way to earn their respect?”

“No, but with them, demanding it is the surest way not to get it.”

There was no time for more as we came within earshot and the two men bowed, which seemed like a good start. At first sight there was nothing about either to mark them as not Kisian, as Manshin put it, except that General Yass had shorter hair than was fashionable even amongst soldiers, and General Alon wore a full beard. And when they opened their mouths, their southern Kisian accent was heavy.

“Your Majesty,” General Yass said, and where another general might have filled the brief silence with an observation or question, both men merely stood waiting to be informed what I wanted. There was something both uncomfortable and wonderful about men who did not fill silence for the sake of it, talking to no purpose.

“Ah, you like your speaking direct, I see,” I said. “Rather than court chatter.”

“We have neither of us been to court, Your Majesty,” General Alon said, and it was odd not to clearly see the movement of his lips and the lines about his face. In its way, his beard was a mask. “We are but simple soldiers.”

“Then allow me to get to the point,” I said. “As I’m sure you understand, new emperors, and empresses, usually request an immediate oath of allegiance from their generals as a way of feeling . . . less vulnerable. I understand my brother requested this, but I will not as it goes against your ways to give loyalty that has not been earned. The very honour that makes this so gives me confidence you won’t betray me, and I trust that if you have a problem with my decisions you will afford me the same degree of plain speaking as I have afforded you.”

My heart hammered throughout this speech as I hunted their expressions for some sign they understood, that they appreciated my decision, but their faces were implacable. And when I finished they merely bowed, more acknowledgement than anything, and I wanted to be sick.

Until General Yass said, “Your plain speaking is appreciated, Your Majesty. We may give no oaths to those who have not earned them, but we fight for Kisia, so while you fight for Kisia you will find us at your side, sworn allegiance or no.”

“And we don’t stab people in the back,” General Alon said, with a gruff laugh. “We stab them in the front.”

My relief was potent and I couldn’t but grin, an expression that would have horrified my mother. “You served my father, the great Emperor Kin Ts’ai, with strength and honour,” I said as I had to the others. “And I welcome your continued service to the empire.”

“Your Majesty,” they said.

We walked on, leaving the generals to their meal, and once we were out of earshot, I awaited a compliment on how well that had gone. But Minister Manshin maintained a noncommittal silence, not even pointing out other leaders or areas of the camp as we went.

“No congratulations on my handling this time, Minister?”

“I feel there is a line between being too distant and too . . . forward, Your Majesty.”

“There was something more forward about my interaction with them than any others? I am afraid I don’t see it,” I said, stung by the injustice.

I looked up, but he didn’t meet my gaze as he said, “They conduct themselves differently, but you are their empress. This is Kisia, not the mountains. It is weak for you to conform, and in your position, indelicate to speak so to barbarian men.”

His tone chastened, yet his words filled me with a frustration I could give no voice to, could not even explain, let alone argue over.

“Only the barbarian ones?” I said, keeping my question deceptively cool.

“Let us say especially the barbarian ones.”

“Are they more dangerous to my virtue?”

He looked down at me, a scowl cutting his brow. “This is hardly a useful conversation.”

“No, you’re right, it’s not.” I stopped walking. “I’m feeling fatigued and will rest in my tent until it’s time for the meeting.”

Minister Manshin bowed. “Your Majesty.”

I walked back to the central tents alone, caught in my own abstraction. Everything was noise and movement, but it seemed to calm the thoughts swirling through my head, thoughts I could barely catch let alone dwell on, such did anger speed them from my grasp.

A soldier stood guard outside my tent, bearing the expression of one with something important to say. I let go a reluctant sigh. “What is it?”

“Your Majesty. You have a visitor.”

“A visitor? Who?”

“That would be me.”

I spun, breath catching at the sound of so recognisable a voice. At his ease a few paces away stood General Ryoji. Ryoji who had trained us. Ryoji who had been my mother’s most loyal guard. Ryoji into whom I had stuck a blade the night I had protected Emperor Kin against Mother’s coup. For all the good it had done.

He didn’t look any worse for it, but he had aged since I’d last seen him. Or perhaps it was merely that I’d never seen him out of uniform.

Despite the way we had parted, despite everything, it took all my self-control not to run to him, not to touch him to be sure he was real. Not to demand news of my mother and how he came to be here. The answers would hurt too much, and too many people were watching. I was fast learning there were always people watching in an army camp, much like at court.

“General Ryoji,” I said with great self-control. “It has been quite some time since I last saw you.”

“Indeed, Your Majesty.” He bowed, and I could not but think of how long he had bowed to my mother and called her Majesty. “You are remarkably difficult to find.”

“I was unaware you were alive, let alone looking for me.” I turned to the soldier standing guard. “Have someone bring food and wine to my tent. General,” I added, gesturing an invitation to enter. “Do join me.”

He bowed again. “I would be honoured, Your Majesty.”

The interior of my tent owned few comforts of rank amid the practicalities of life in a military camp. Especially a military camp where I was trying to prove myself useful and necessary, not merely a figurehead sitting on a nonexistent throne.

No finery, but there was a table, and I gestured for Ryoji to sit. He hesitated, something of a wry smile twisting his lips. “What a reverse this is.”

“Isn’t it,” I agreed. “I must admit I prefer the power balance this way around.”

“So did your mother.”

He seemed to regret the words the moment they were out of his mouth, his smile fading into wariness.

A hundred questions banked behind my teeth as I sat down, intent on maintaining my imperial bearing whatever our history. He had known me from a child, but I would give him no reason to look at me and still see that child.

“Well,” I said. “I think you owe me quite the tale, General, but first, where is she?”

He bowed his head. “I don’t know.”

I had not been prepared for grief and ought to be glad I’d been spared it, yet this ongoing limbo was somehow worse. “You had better explain yourself.”

I hoped I looked as grim as I sounded, hoped he had not forgotten the blade I’d stuck in his flesh. I wanted to trust him, but I was well past trusting people merely because I hoped I could.

Letting out a sigh, General Ryoji ran his hand along the tabletop as though smoothing wrinkles from the wood. “I tried,” he said, the words a whisper. “I tried, Miko, I really did, but they came so fast. One moment the city and the castle were secure, then they were inside slaughtering everyone. I’d headed for the gates at the first sign something was amiss and by the time I realised how bad it was I couldn’t get back to . . .”

He stared at his own hand sliding over the table. “We were overrun. There was nothing I could do. I ought to have fought and died, but . . . it seems my loyalty to your mother is stronger even than my sense of duty and honour.”

I refrained from pointing out his support of her coup had been evidence enough of that.

“I took a Chiltaen uniform from a fallen soldier and got out into the city. I began planning how to get back in to save her, but by morning they had already left.”

“They?”

“I understand the hieromonk took her south with him. I followed their trail, but it went cold at Suway. What little was left of the northern towns were in no state to remember anyone passing through, or perhaps they weren’t following the roads, I don’t know.” His hand stilled and he looked up. “I went every direction I thought they might have gone and found nothing. I don’t even know . . .” His gaze flicked away again. “She was suffering a bout of illness the night they took Koi.”

I thought of my mother banked up by pillows with Master Kenji kneeling at her side, thin trickles of blood draining from pinpricks in her arm. She had always been so well I had thought it a ruse to gain pity.

“She was really sick?”

General Ryoji nodded. “The Imperial Disease.”

Of course I had heard of it, had seen it listed often enough in our family history to ask what it was. No one seemed to know, only that it had plagued the Otako family for a long time. Fatigue. Weakness. Slowing of breath and vitality. Nothing seemed to help.

“How long?”

“Had she had it? A few years, getting slowly worse. Each bout more debilitating than the last and getting closer together. With care Master Kenji thought she had a year left, maybe two. Without his care . . .”

He left the words hanging, the rest of the thought not needing to be spoken aloud for how completely it filled my mind. Without care she could already be dead.

“By the time I gave up trying to find her,” the general went on, not wanting to dwell on the fear that must have been in his mind as much as it was in mine, “Mei’lian had fallen to the Chiltaens and my search for you turned up as little as my search for your mother. Until now.”

“Well,” I said when I could swallow the lump forming in my throat. “For what it’s worth, it’s good to see you again, General.”

“And kind of you to call me so when I am now a mere commoner.”

He would have to earn my trust, but he was as useful as his presence was comforting. I allowed myself a smile. “Not a kindness, merely an acknowledgement of your continued position.”

He looked up so sharply he banged his elbow on the edge of the table, shock and pain mingling in his face. “You want me to . . . ?”

I hadn’t realised how much anger I had been carrying toward him until its knots loosened in my gut. “Yes,” I said. “Despite what happened at Koi, I wish you to command my Imperial Guard. Unless you wish to keep searching for my mother.”

He breathed a bitter laugh. “I fear continuing to throw myself at the impossible would be to allow grief to consume me.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. He had never spoken about his relationship with my mother, the secret everyone at court knew but only whispered.

“Don’t worry, I don’t mean to get sentimental on you,” he added. “There was always a level of mutual ambition in what we had, but you don’t spend that much time with someone without developing more love than you ever planned to allow them.” He let go the elbow he’d been rubbing and met my gaze. “If you will have me back I will do all I can to serve you, Your Majesty. Your mother made a promise her child would sit on the throne and we cannot let her down now, can we?”
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I ran my gaze along the table of generals, each quieting as they took their places, gazes flitting Minister Manshin’s way as they waited. General Moto in particular I watched, wary.

Once they had all stilled, I cleared my throat and began. “Welcome to our first council meeting,” I said. “I believe I have met you all, so we can get straight to the most important business.”

In the pause before I went on, a few murmurs sounded as they quietly questioned this woman who would sit at the head of their table and dare to lead them when Minister Manshin was far more qualified and sat right there.

“The Levanti are consolidating their hold on the northern half of our empire,” I went on, determined to be taken seriously. “There is a chance Chiltae may regroup and attack them, but it seems more likely after losing much of their army they will hold their borders and stay out of this. It would be an easy enough battle to get these barbarians”—I winced at the word, but there could be no space for nuance, no accepting they were no such thing when I needed to rally an army against them—“out of our lands were they not allied to a number of northern lords. Some may have joined out of a pragmatic wish to not be trampled, but others appear to have eschewed loyalty to the empire for power and personal gain. Chief amongst these being Grace Bahain.”

No muttering followed. They had all heard, but for a moment I was sitting across from Edo at Kiyoshio Castle as he wrote this treason for me to see. The realisation of having no allies left, of being wholly alone, had hollowed me with a fear I had not yet shaken.

“We cannot strike at them head-on with such support,” I said. “But we may be able to if we can peel Bahain away from his new emperor.”

“Attacking Kogahaera would be suicidal,” General Rushin said. “Not Kogahaera.

Not yet.” I shook my head. “Syan.”

A moment of utter stillness held them in its grip, before they looked to Manshin to see if he’d heard my mad utterance. When he gave no sign of surprise or derision, the complaints began.

“I’m sure you must realise Syan is one of the most fortified cities in Kisia, Your Majesty,” General Moto said.

“The castle is behind at least three layers of walls.”

“It has never been conquered!”

“Yes, even though pirates have raided the city for decades, the castle has never fallen.”

I weathered their exclamations, much like Kiyoshio weathered the furious sea, and waited for them to die away. Eventually they did, perhaps because they had uttered every complaint there was, or because one by one they noticed I was sitting, untroubled, waiting patiently for them to finish.

“We are going to take Kiyoshio,” I said when they fell silent.

“May we ask how, Your Majesty?” General Mihri said. “You have a plan, perhaps.”

“Yes. I do.”

Now they were all listening.
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Don’t go back,” Jass had said, yet here I was. “There is nothing you can do.” I could only hope to live long enough for him to say he’d told me so.

I knelt on the floor, breathing slowly in and out. My knees ached and my stomach was on fire, but I could barely keep my eyes open.

“Captain Lashak and her Namalaka will have to stay behind,” Gideon said over the crackling fire. I yearned for its warmth, but dared not edge closer. “They have only just returned and someone must remain. More refugees from Mei’lian arrive every day. The city is getting full.”

“Yes, it is a testament to your people’s faith in you, Your Majesty,” Leo Villius replied. Only days ago his mouth had slackened in death. Days? More like a lifetime of kneeling in shame. “But with all deference to Captain Lashak, do you think she and her Swords can be useful here? They can raise tents, but they are not skilled builders and cannot speak Kisian.” Here the assiduous speech paused, and not for the first or even the hundredth time I imagined ripping out that golden tongue. “I can assure you, Your Majesty, my people do not mind doing the work. In fact, at such times I feel God’s servants are more useful than soldiers.”

Say no. Say no. He’s either going to kill the people or turn them against you.

“There is wisdom in what you say,” Gideon said. “And if Captain Lashak goes that will be two Swordherds as well as half my guard.”

You shouldn’t send any of your guards!

“I would be more confident in the success of three contingents of Swords,” Leo said, my existence continuing to be ignored. “But if there are no others nearby . . .”

“Captain Taga’s last message had her and Menesor e’Qara near Suway.”

Stop telling him where they are!

“I have not heard from Atum e’Jaroven—” A pause proved my presence had not been forgotten. “I could recall the Injit, but despite the destruction of Mei’lian, I cannot be comfortable with the rumours that Empress Miko has been hailed ruler in the south.”

“It is troubling,” Leo agreed, and I could almost have believed he meant it.

For a time there was nothing but the slosh and clink of wine bowls and the slow chewing of two men hardly paying attention to their meals while the room filled with the scent of sweet and spicy meat and ginger soup. My stomach rumbled.

At length a maid scratched at the door and came in, the old reeds crackling beneath her careful steps. Cups and plates clinked as she gathered them, and over their symphony Leo spoke again. “It would be well, I think, for you to be seen out amongst the refugees this morning, Your Majesty.”

The words were a suggestion but did not sound like one.

“Yes,” Gideon said, his thoughts sounding distant. This was the man who had come so far for his people, to better our place in the world and give us power over our own future. Yet here I was kneeling in shame while Leo Villius sat in a place of power.

If you can hear me, Leo, I am going to kill you again. And again if I have to, however many times it takes before your god gives up on you.

Leather creaked as Gideon rose from the table, letting go a long breath. “I will meet with the refugees who arrived overnight.”

“As you wish, Your Majesty.”

Fabric rustled. Footsteps crossed the floor only for one set to halt before me. I did not look up. Was not allowed to look up. But all too well could I imagine his mocking smile. Not so long ago I had punched that face until it broke, until it could not smile anymore. Little good it had done.

“Tired of kneeling yet, Dishiva?” spoke that hateful voice, all tender sweetness.

I did not answer.

“When I first returned I wanted to watch you die,” he went on. “Until Gideon condemned you to kneel. Never had I thought to find a Levanti custom I liked more than your head chopping, but here it is—kneeling in shame. How long, I wonder, will you survive so? How long until fatigue and thirst and hunger drive you mad and destroy you as you let them destroy me? How long until you throw away your precious honour and stand up to defend your life?”

Still I did not answer, but my blood boiled with hatred for this man who would not die. I could leap up and strangle him, but would achieve only ruin.

“I hope I am here to see you break. To sink yourself in the eyes of your heathen gods like poor Rah. There could be no greater justice.”

Only the mantras I had learned for my Making kept me kneeling as he loomed over me. “Well done, Dishiva. I’ll ask someone to watch you while His Majesty is not here. Wouldn’t want you able to move.”

He walked away, pausing to speak to whoever was on duty outside. They ought to be my Swords, but Moshe had planted a seed of doubt even about Keka, and I didn’t know who I could trust anymore.

As Leo’s footsteps faded away along the passage, someone entered. I tensed aching muscles and refused to look up, not even when boots stopped before me, the red bands around their ankles very familiar.

Keka. Ever silent now, though I could still remember the sound of his laugh barking into the wind as we rode out on hunts. It felt like a lifetime ago.

“How long?” I said, quiet enough not to be heard from the door. “How long have you hated me? Since I chose to follow Gideon? Since I could not stop the Chiltaens cutting out your tongue? Since we were exiled? Or from the moment I was named captain instead of you?”

The question hung in the musty air.

“You could have challenged me. You can’t have been afraid you wouldn’t win.”

Still no reply, not even a grunt, and I could not look up—would not.

“I’m sorry I failed you, my friend.” I could not keep the catch from my voice, for whatever he might have incited, whatever had happened in that clearing near the deserter camp, I had loved him like a brother.

Keka moved and I tensed already tense muscles as he bent one knee after the other, settling on the matting before me just out of reach. And there he stayed kneeling with me, palms up in a silent gesture of apology. Words that had come so easily before failed me, and I blinked back tears.

Neither of us made a sound for what felt like hours to my long-suffering knees but could only have been one at most. The guards did not change, and from outside came no sound but the ever-present hubbub of activity in the yard, none of it as loud or present as every inhale and exhale of Keka’s breath. I could have wished to remain so forever, but time doesn’t work like that. The longer away you wish something the faster it comes, and all too soon footsteps thundered along the hallway, all quick, purposeful strides heralding trouble.

“Go,” I said, and looked up, the urge so great I could not fight it. “Don’t be found like this.”

I had seen those dark eyes laugh, had seen them scowl and smile and wince and widen in fear, but never had I seen tears pouring from them, never had I seen his shoulders shake or his mouth open slack in silent distress. As the footsteps drew closer, he held out both hands, palms up, and uttered the first attempt at speech he had made since the Chiltaens had taken his tongue. The words were not clearly enunciated, and yet their meaning was as clear as that of his gesture.

“Sorry? What have you done, Keka?” I said, voice trembling. All this time I had thought he was apologising for turning some of my Swords against me, not for something I had not yet seen. “What have you done?”

He repeated the mangled apology and got to his feet as a torrent of footsteps entered the room, carried on a tide of strange voices. A Kisian soldier gripped my upper arm, digging in his fingers as I fought to remain kneeling.

“I have not been released and cannot move,” I said as another took the other arm. “Let me go! Where is Emperor Gideon?”

“Waiting for you outside, of course,” came a voice from the door. “You are needed at once.”

“Why?” I demanded, not meeting Leo’s gaze as I was hauled up lest he read the fear in my mind.

“For the ceremony.” Leo smiled and gestured to the dim sunlight seeping in through the nearest window. “The weather is fine, Levanti and Kisians alike have gathered, and we cannot keep His Majesty waiting, now, can we.”

Having been set unceremoniously on my feet by grasping hands, my gaze slid to the back of Keka’s turned head. I bit his name from my tongue. A plea would achieve nothing beyond my own embarrassment. If execution was to be my reward, I would die proud and unbreaking. I had retained enough Levanti for that, pride and honour etched upon my bones.

Leo’s smile stretched, though to call it a smile was unfair to sickening sneers. “Ah, there we go, the great Levanti martyrdom. It truly is impressive that you’ve made a culture out of suffering.” He laughed at his own wit, and when I made no reply, spoke in Kisian and gestured to the soldiers. The grips upon my arms loosened. One spoke a question, and with his travesty of a smile not leaving his face, Leo nodded. The soldiers let go and stepped back.

“Better,” he said in Levanti. “Now we walk. You will walk on your own, won’t you, Dishiva?”

For the barest second our eyes met and I tore my gaze away with a jolt of panic. Don’t think about her. Don’t think about her. Don’t think about her.

“Yes,” I said, rolling my shoulders and straightening my back. “I will not be dragged like an animal.”

Like an honour guard, a few soldiers went before me while others remained, their confused looks flicking Leo’s way. He waited for me to move with enough patience to shame a drying riverbed.

There was nothing to do but follow the guards with what pride I could gather, my stomach empty and my heart heavy. Massama stood guard outside, and in the moment I passed she sucked in a breath to speak, her hand twitching, only to leave me walking alone.

I had lost track of time while kneeling. Night had come and been chased away by morning. Now, thick cloud obscured most of the sunlight.

“There is, I’m afraid, no time for you to bathe,” Leo said, walking alongside me down the narrow passage ribbed with thick beams. “But fresh clothes are waiting.”

I wanted to ask who needed fresh clothes to die, but would give him no such satisfaction. Not for the first time I hoped I was right and he needed eye contact to read my thoughts.

Don’t think about her. Don’t think about her. Don’t think about her.

“You will have to change quickly, however. We have kept His Majesty waiting.”

I bit my lip, the pain making it easier to keep my tongue behind my teeth. He smiled anyway, radiant smugness louder than words.

The guards marched ahead along the passage and down the stairs, turning into a small room off the main hall, across from the open doors where an impatient hubbub of voices wafted in on damp air. “It looks like your fresh clothes are still on their way, so you get a moment to wash after all. Fortunate, really, given how . . . pungent you smell.”

The little room was empty of all but a pair of candles and a basin of steaming water. There had been no time to wash since I had returned to Kogahaera, and the blood and mud and filth of all that had happened since Jass and I had carried Leo broken and bound through the caves was still stuck to me, each a memory I wished I could wash away. Yet I hesitated.

Beside the open door, Leo went on smiling. At my back the Kisian soldiers stood shoulder to shoulder. There was no escape.

“You don’t have to wash, of course,” Leo said. “But you will have to change clothes. I assume you would rather take care of that yourself than have many helping hands.”

I gritted my teeth. “If you, or any of them, touch me, I will take as many of you with me as I can.”

“So dramatic,” he crooned. “You almost make me want to try it just for the sport. Unlike you, however, I am capable of delaying satisfaction for much greater gratification later. So do, please, wash and change before we are summoned by His Majesty.”

I distrusted his we. I distrusted everything about him, but it was stupid to stand there and risk his mood turning.

With my head high, I stepped inside, firmly closing the door behind me. As fast as I could, I stripped off my filthy, blood-crusted armour and my stained underclothes, all of it stinking of sweat and mud and horse. Underneath it my body was surprisingly clean, but I was glad to whisk a damp cloth over my skin to wake myself up.

The door opened as I wiped my feet, and I spun ready to punch the intruder only to draw up short at a maid’s squeal. She dropped a pile of clothes and dashed back out, leaving nothing but a small gust of wind making the candle flames dance.

As clean as I could hope to get without exposing myself more, I picked up the clothes. A fresh under-tunic and some tight Chiltaen leg coverings, plain armour, and . . . A white sash and mask fell softly to the floor and lay turning gold in the candlelight. I stared, sure I could feel Leo’s smile radiating through the closed door. He was out there waiting for me to object, to refuse, to give him the satisfaction of forcing them upon me. All to humiliate me before death like a cat playing with a mouse.

In silence I dressed, disliking the strange fabric and the unfamiliar cut of clothes made for someone smaller and thinner than I. At least it would soon be over. A deep part of my mind rebelled, shouting this could not be the end, I would not die like this, not here, not now, not ever on the whim of an evil so insidious it refused to die. I tried to calm the rage with mantras as I dressed, time stretching thin between the flickering candles.

The tap came as gentle as the beat of bird wings, but his voice was hard with malicious humour. “Time’s up, Dishiva.”

The door swung in, sending dim daylight pouring into what had become my little sanctuary. It fell upon the mask and the sash on the floor, and Leo showed his teeth. “Ah, of course, you don’t know how to wear them properly; foolish of me to forget you were not born one of us. No matter, we will soon fix that.”

I had expected a very different reply, and looked up. I met his gaze only for a moment, a moment that jolted me back against the wall. The candle fell, hissing into darkness and leaving Leo lit from behind, god like.

“There is no reason to be afraid,” he crooned, stepping forward. “What the One True God wants to see in your thoughts he will, whether you let me in or not. Once you muse on that truth you will realise how comforting it is, how content you can be when you let go, when you stop fighting and flow upon the tide of God’s purpose.”

His words crept under my skin like my mantras.

“And God has a purpose for you, Dishiva, as he has a purpose for all,” he went on, taking another step. “A purpose that will be remembered long after we are gone, the effects of our lives left to ripple on as Veld’s once did, building all that makes this world great and good.”

He picked up the sash and mask. I was trapped, but the warmth of his voice was comforting like a protective mother. “Here, let me do this for you,” he said, sash held out.

Deep down where my rage lived, I screamed and fought and would have bitten his hand rather than let him lower it over my head, but with my eyes caught to his and the sound of his voice filling my ears, I could not move. The sash settled over one shoulder, and like a hypnotised child I threaded one arm through so it could fall diagonally shoulder to hip.

“I’ll hold on to this until after,” he said, lifting the white mask. “Come with me.”

And I did. Moving through a dream, I let him set my hand upon his arm and lead me out past the guards, though the touch of his hand and his proximity made bile rise in my throat.

Outside, murmurs filled the yard. A raised stage stood shoulder high, surrounded by a sea of Levanti and Kisians, soldiers and refugees, looking up to the commanding figure of Gideon in his layers of imperial crimson silk. His gaze pinned me as we stepped out into the light, and every voice faded into silence.

What are you doing? I demanded of myself. Run!

But the deep fear and anger was nothing to the peace. It hung about me like a drug, infusing every thought with its insidious belief this was meant to be.

Heads turned, and though I ought to fight, to kick and bite and scream, I walked on at Leo’s side bathing in the disgust of every Levanti sneer. I caught sight of Lashak, her stare a horrified thing mingled with confusion, and I wished she could feel the peace and be comforted by it as I was.

A low hum rose from the whispers, becoming something like a wordless chant as the crowd parted. It seemed to come from all around us, but as we drew closer to the stage, a group of pilgrims appeared, along with Lord Nishi and his ever-growing number of servants, joining their voices to the song.

Don’t do it! Don’t go! This is madness! I shouted, but I might as well have been two separate people for all the heed I paid. We had reached the stage, leaving all chance of escape dwindling to nothing.

The stairs creaked beneath the guards’ heavy treads as they mounted the platform. There was nothing permanent about the construction, the stairs shaking beneath my feet even as my legs trembled to hold my weight. Leo tightened his grip on my arm.

“My people!” Gideon called, stepping to the edge of the stage, his outstretched arms spreading cloth like webbing—a crimson bat ready to take flight. “These are difficult times, beset by evils. As a prisoner I fought to save you from Chiltaen tyranny, and now as your emperor I can do no less than fight on for peace and tolerance.”

Having reached the top of the stairs, I gazed out over the sea of watchers, and a sea it was, for there were more people at Kogahaera now than ever before, more Kisians displaced from their homes and more Chiltaens come to join Leo’s faith. When Gideon spoke again in their language instead of ours, a murmur of amazement spread.

“The Kisia I dream of is one where we can all—Kisian, Chiltaen, and Levanti alike—live side by side not regardless of our differences, but celebrating and accepting our differences,” he went on, none of it sounding like the beginning of an execution.

“Smile, Dishiva,” Leo whispered as Gideon repeated his words in Kisian, gesturing to the silent figure of his empress standing behind him in equally glorious regalia. “You are about to be very famous indeed. Whatever history may forget about these events it will not be me and it will not be you.”

“We are new to these shores,” Gideon went on in Levanti. “And we can only truly make a home here if we accept some of your ways as our own. I took on the title of emperor. I took a Kisian wife. And now we must give something back.”

With my hand caught to Leo’s like it had been buckled, I searched the crowd for faces I knew and begged silently for help with all I had. But there was no help.

“Step forward, Dishiva e’Jaroven,” Gideon said. “Captain of the Third Swords of Jaroven and of my Imperial Guard, defender of all I have built.”

The peace on which I had floated dropped away and I stood naked of all assurance, staring out at the crowd but not really seeing them. Whatever Leo had done, however he had clouded my mind, he had cruelly stripped away. Now, seconds from an unknown fate, I had the barest moment in which to make a choice. Fight, risking death and exile and harm to Gideon, or let myself become something unthinkable in the hope of lessening the damage.

It was both the hardest choice and no real choice at all.

I stepped forward.

“To forge stronger ties between our people, we are here to celebrate Captain Dishiva e’Jaroven’s decision to take oath as Defender of the One True God, to become a bridge between Levanti and those of the faith.”

Gideon repeated the words in his second language, but even as the strange sounds washed over me, all I could hear was their echo in my head. A defender of the One True God. The One True God.

He turned his gaze upon me. No smile, no cruel sneer, nothing but hard, implacable determination to succeed, and I could not even hate him for it. He had come too far, risked too much, dreamed too high.

Beside me Leo said, “Kneel, Dishiva.”

Fight or submit. The choice had already been made and I knelt, as much a martyr as if it had been my execution.

“I call upon the blessings of the One True God,” Leo said, and though he must have shifted into Chiltaen at some point to hold the crowd, time seemed to have lost all meaning. There was just me and him and the hard wood beneath my knees. “That he may protect this warrior who gives herself body and soul into his service, as she fights to protect him and his humble servants upon this mortal plane.”

The silence of so many held breaths sucked at my attention, but I kept my eyes upon Leo’s feet and dared not move.

“Do you, Dishiva e’Jaroven, swear upon life and honour to uphold and defend the faith of the One True God?”

The words stuck in my throat with a disgust I could not swallow, a disgust that had nothing to do with the gentle people whose faith I was taking on and everything to do with the man standing over me.

Let him think he has broken me. Let him think he has won.

“I swear upon my life and honour to uphold and defend the faith of the One True God,” I said, my dishonour ringing through the yard to be chased upon a tide of Levanti murmuring.

Nearby, Oshar translated, calling in Kisian to the watching people.

“Do you, Dishiva e’Jaroven, forsake your position as commander of the Imperial Guard and captain of the Third Swords to give your honour to the protection of God?”

I swallowed a mouthful of self-pity with my bile. “I do.”

The translation rattled on, the only sound to break the silence in the yard.

“As the highest-ranking priest present, it is my great honour to accept your pledge on behalf of my absent father, the hieromonk of Chiltae, and on behalf of the One True God himself, in whose service I am sure you will make all Levanti proud.”

The collective hum rose again, Oshar translating over the top. Within the hum a single voice chanted, its meaning shearing through my skin and into my heart. Levanti had such chants for summoning the attention of the gods, and though this one soon rose into a song it was no less beautiful than our own for being different.

I flinched at the touch of fabric against my face. Pale, soft fabric, suffocating like a cloud.

The mask.

I clamped my lips as Leo wrapped its ties around my shaved head. Light bit through the narrow eye sockets that thinned the world to a narrow band, and there was no way to breathe but through the weave. No way to be
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