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  If you lie with scorpions, you’d better have a taste for poison.


  Now that Kendras’s lover Adrastes has claimed the throne of Dalman, Kendras is tangled deeper than ever in politics and intrigue. As the new leader of the Scorpions and Adrastes’s one true friend, he and his men stand between Adrastes and those who wish him dead.


  And many do. Adrastes openly challenges the ocean priesthood for power while establishing himself at court and brokering with the realm’s various factions. He means for the Scorpions to become a fearsome legion again, but Kendras must first learn how to be a good officer and recruit to replace the fallen. His choices will determine the future of a group steeped in hundreds of years of history and tradition.


  As both Kendras and Adrastes settle old scores, a new enemy arises in Commander Graukar, a war hero loyal to the old order. In his formidable mountain fortress, Graukar may hold the balance of power. But while Adrastes aims to either rule or destroy Graukar, Kendras finds himself doubting Adrastes for the first time, and sharing more with Graukar than he ever thought possible.


  


  To M, aka the Dude—the one and only. Sorry for scandalizing you that late night when I told you what I’m going to do to the high priest. But you asked.


  To GB, Kirby, Aija, and Lori, who cheered me all the way. And to Rachel’s dog, who did her part to keep my motivation up during May.


  


  “If you lie with scorpions, you’d better have a taste for poison.”


  —Proverb
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  “From now on, we are among enemies,” Adrastes said.


  Kendras noted the mostly silent crowd on the sides of Gold Road leading up to the palace. A great many families lined the street, which gave him hope that this might end well, or at least not horribly. Few would bring their small children to a riot or a bloodthirsty mob.


  Nevertheless, he signaled the other Scorpions to tighten the ring around Adrastes. The place at the man’s left was reserved for him, the human shield guarding Adrastes’s weaker side, just as a king’s bodyguard would. Only, of course, that Adrastes was just beginning to make his play for kingship.


  They were riding into Dalman to claim the throne. Kendras assumed that the people on the street knew that. And waited. It was what he would have done in their stead. Make sure he wasn’t seen cheering a usurper, but show up just in case the man did become king.


  What if they became hostile?


  Kendras shook his head. He didn’t want to dwell on the thought that only a ragtag band of survivors and a wall of horseflesh protected Adrastes now, and that none of their plans had allowed for it.


  “They will eventually love me.” Adrastes smiled widely enough for the crowd to see that he wasn’t at all concerned about the lack of cheering, but the lines around his eyes were deep with tension. Not that anybody else could have told.


  “You’ll be a fine king.” Kendras glanced around at the gaps in their formation. The quiet crowd unnerved him; he’d have preferred the clang and shouting of an impending battle.


  “Not king—emperor.” Adrastes kept smiling. Keeping such control of his features in the face of veiled hostility seemed like hard work to Kendras. Good thing he didn’t have to do it. But yes, the throne of Dalman was only the second step after claiming his rightful place as the Lord Protector of Fetin.


  Adrastes spent long days and nights planning his future campaigns once he had Dalman and a king’s army and treasury to do with as he pleased. And at the end of it: the empire of Shara, which had torn itself apart in civil war hundreds of years ago and which Adrastes meant to resurrect. To many, it seemed a dream, but Kendras shared it because it was Adrastes’s dream.


  Their small group rounded the final corner onto King’s Square, which was ringed by Sword Tower, the military command with its barracks, the king’s palace, and the fortress-like mansions of the oldest noble families. Stepping out into the bright daylight after the deep valley that was Gold Road, Kendras blinked before the looming structures sharpened again in his vision.


  Their horses continued on, and Kendras only then became aware of the hundreds of soldiers and cavalrists crowded here. Flowing red banners and polished steel made a bright display, but the silence was even more unnerving now. Horses and men shuffled in their places, but nobody spoke louder than a whisper.


  An echo of waves crashing against the rocks below the cliffside made Kendras’s heart skip a beat. Remembering the shattered bodies of the executed being tossed around in the surf, he reached for his sword and loosened it in its sheath, then took the reins again with both hands now sweaty in his gloves. The best he could hope was that he’d buy Adrastes a few moments if this became hostile.


  On the way to Sword Tower, they passed in the shadow of the An Wherro mansion, which was draped in black. Drastan An Wherro had, after all, been murdered while king. Kendras turned in the saddle to see if any members of the house were watching from their high windows.


  Just then, a snapping sound, a soft whistle, a thud.


  Crossbow bolt. Too close.


  Kendras turned around on his horse, blood frozen in terror, and yet his body moved without thinking. A horse screamed, and Adrastes’s big black stallion buckled, legs giving way underneath it.


  Kendras’s horse shied, and he struggled to keep it from rearing, already sliding out of the stirrups when he saw Adrastes’s horse fall. Adrastes’s heavy Lord Protector armor kept him from moving swiftly out of the way; it was any rider’s nightmare to be pinned on the ground and helpless.


  The next whistling sounded much closer, and now Kendras’s horse screamed and fell, a bolt sticking out of its head. Kendras launched himself off the dying horse, skin prickling with horror at the thought that he’d forgone a helmet, as had Adrastes. Not that either would protect against a crossbow bolt.


  “Dev! Close ranks!” he shouted as his feet hit the ground.


  Adrastes hadn’t been so lucky—his leg was trapped under his horse, face grim with pain and exertion as he tried to free himself.


  The bolts must have come from the south side of the square—out of the sun, which meant it was impossible to tell from where exactly. Kendras squinted against the light, but took his position between the shooter and Adrastes, expecting any moment to hear the whistle again and feel one of those bolts punch through his armor. Oddly, he felt no fear whatsoever.


  Riktan and Selvan rode up to add more horseflesh for Adrastes’s protection. At the very least, they’d take away the shooter’s clear shot. Kendras didn’t have to give orders—the other Scorpions heaved the downed stallion off Adrastes’s leg.


  What struck him was the continued silence from the crowd; nobody gave an order, nobody offered help, and nobody moved, not even to run. They simply watched. It was like in a nightmare, with time distorted and colors more real than real—the greenish metal of the bolt, the gleaming black hide of Adrastes’s horse, the glowing amber of Kendras’s own, the stark bright red of horse blood running over the cobbles of the square.


  In the distance, seagulls wheeled and mocked.


  “Kendras, get the bolt!” Adrastes’s voice was pained, and Kendras turned briefly to see him getting hauled to his feet, one leg stiffer than the other, as if he were trying not to bend the knee.


  He drew his sword and hacked at his horse’s neck, trying to dislodge the bolt, but it sat deep in bone, and short of hacking the horse’s head off, he couldn’t free it. But there, on the cobbles, was a second bolt. It must have traveled right through the neck of Adrastes’s steed.


  He gathered it up, surprised at its heft, and returned to Adrastes’s side, protecting him with his sword drawn as Dev and Riktan and Selvan rushed him toward Sword Tower and the squares of soldiers standing there as if on parade.


  Somebody bellowed a command, and with a rustle of metal and leather, the squares opened for them, closing right after they’d passed.


  Kendras kept glancing back, expecting another bolt like the one clutched in his hands. The shooter must have fired from one of the windows or a roof, considering that the shots had reached them without causing a disturbance in the crowd. That also meant that the Scorpions wouldn’t be able to provide cover. Kendras gritted his teeth, moving backward, cursing the sun and the crowd as he brought up the rear.


  No doubt—the bolt had come from the mansions. No other structure but the palace was high enough, and the palace stood on the other side of the square.


  Sword Tower was a square, simple building, built atop the remains of the old city from debris shaken loose during an earthquake that had leveled Dalman hundreds of years ago. The name remained as a warning or a mockery, but right now, it was sanctuary, the brass-plated doors as high as two men and flung wide open at the top of the stairs, beckoning as they made their way up, which tightened Kendras’s skin with expectation. The shooter now had a cleaner shot; if he was to kill Adrastes, this was his opportunity.


  Bright light followed them as they escaped through the doors into the Hall of Arms. Despite having grown up in Dalman, Kendras had never been here, and he didn’t like the place. It was gloomy, and its many alcoves and recesses could hide more assassins. Who in Dalman would care if they made their way into Sword Tower but never out? Had that been the goal of the shooter—to drive them to their own slaughter?


  Kendras scanned the shadows, pulse beating in his throat. Silence, no movement from any of the guards. Some of the paintings on the walls and further back in the recesses had been darkened by soot and age, but all celebrated Dalman’s military past. On the most faded, he saw red standards adorned with charging bulls, and realized that they depicted the legions of Shara.


  Adrastes was limping, and Kendras kept on his shield side in case he needed help.


  The other Scorpions fell easily into formation around them. Kendras had begun drilling them alongside Fetin’s Flames, which had made Riktan protest that he felt like a godsdamned trained dog. It wasn’t easy to make a band of roving mercenaries fall in line with an elite guard, but since there were very few survivors from the old days, they had to change with the times. New recruits would adopt the new habits more easily. They had nothing to unlearn. To Kendras, it felt no different. He’d serve Adrastes any way he could, and if that included smart sharp turns and saluting these days, he didn’t mind.


  Right now, those drills were the only thing that preserved a little bit of their dignity.


  A shiver ran down his skin when he spotted a soldier in black plate armor under a black banner with a silver scorpion whipping in the wind on one of the paintings. His arm was bandaged, the fabric grimy and bloody, yet his pale face was defiantly lifted before the enemy. The enemy—Westlanders? They did look a bit like Selvan, but Kendras couldn’t be sure. They must have come across the ocean to challenge the legions of Shara. Or had the legions crossed the ocean? Just how long ago was this?


  “See this?” Kendras pointed at the painting.


  “Interesting place to meet us,” Dev said and shook his braids.


  “I asked them for it.” Adrastes cursed. “And we’ve made quite the entrance.”


  Kendras turned to Adrastes. “Are you hurt?”


  “Just my pride.” Adrastes nodded toward the far end of the hall.


  They all turned their gazes upon the three generals coming in from a side door. Additional Dalmanye guards flanked them, but they didn’t seem threatening, as if they were more guarding the old banners and piles of armor and weapons on display than ensuring that nobody drew a sword.


  Kendras signaled the Scorpions, and they fell back when Adrastes stepped forward, moving stiffly and stifling a wince. That the leg held his weight was a good sign, but he was clearly injured. Just how bad?


  “Welcome, Adrastes, Lord Protector of Fetin,” the woman among the three generals said. “We bid you welcome and peace in Dalman.”


  Dev scoffed audibly, and Kendras had to grit his teeth and school his features. The attack hadn’t come from the generals, though their troops had done nothing at all to protect Adrastes or even offer their assistance. Not exactly the actions of an ally.


  Adrastes straightened. “I come as a friend of Dalman.” He pulled the sword at his side with his left hand and offered it to Kendras, who slid it into his weapon belt next to his own.


  “Please, Lord Protector.” The general indicated they follow her.


  At the far back, someone pulled aside a curtain, baring a map and a large council table, darkened and polished with age. Adrastes followed the example of the three generals and settled on a chair, hurt leg straightened out before him, leaning back, while Kendras took his position near the wall.


  “Do you require anything, Lord Protector? We heard . . . what happened.”


  Adrastes waved a hand. “Unless you have the would-be assassin for me, there’s nothing I require, General Lielya.” His tone was final.


  “We wish to assure you that we had nothing to do with this.”


  Adrastes nodded. “Your concern is noted. I’d assume that you train your crossbowmen better than to shoot the horse, not the rider.”


  “It wasn’t an easy shot at that distance,” Dev said.


  Adrastes turned toward him, then, smiling back to the generals. “There you hear it. A difficult shot. A royal officer would select a better time and a better place for such an attempt. I assure you I’m quite all right. Something that can’t be said for my poor horse, but regardless. Let’s discuss the important issues.”


  General Lielya indicated Kendras. “What about your guard, Lord Protector?”


  “You’ll have to forgive. One of my predecessors was murdered . . . I have an itch between the shoulder blades these days, and apparently not without reason.”


  Kendras pressed his lips together. After all, he was the one who’d murdered the old king of Dalman at the orders of the high priest, but the generals were better not concerned with those details.


  “How is the young king?” It was the first thing one of the other generals had said.


  “Vistar An Grekaran will join us when I call for him, General Andrun.” Adrastes smiled. “That sounds like he’s my prisoner, but I can assure you, Vistar is under my protection of his own free will.”


  Lielya and Andrun exchanged glances with their third colleague, and nobody said anything for the span of a few breaths. Kendras knew Adrastes spoke the truth, but he had to agree that from the outside, it wouldn’t look like it.


  “I’m protecting him from the ocean priests.” Adrastes shifted forward in the high-backed chair and placed his leg to the side. He was clearly trying to keep all weight off it. “The high priest can’t have taken the loss of his puppet gracefully. For the moment, it’ll be safer for everybody concerned if Vistar isn’t in the same place as me; the priests are not above assassination, as my predecessor learned, rather painfully.” He motioned toward King’s Square. “Therefore, I’m not surprised.”


  “What are your plans for Vistar An Grekaran?” Andrun asked.


  “I’ll adopt him.” Adrastes opened his hands and placed them on the table. “He’s young, but full of promise. Too young to be king, you’ll agree. But the ideal age to be crown prince.”


  “And how do we know he will succeed you?” Lielya shifted in her seat.


  “I have no interest in siring children of my own. Throughout my life, I’ve given power over to men whom I trained and trust.”


  Kendras managed not to show his amusement. He’d taken over as the officer of the Scorpions, for one. Adrastes would hand over Dalman once Vistar was a worthy successor. For a man so driven to greatness, Adrastes let go of power with more grace than anybody who didn’t know him would expect.


  “Also—I’m married to my sister. She has no interest in children, either. Whoever we hand power to will receive both Dalman and Fetin. This is the best way to ensure peace and prosperity for both cities.” Adrastes shrugged. “This is how I want to be remembered—as the man who brought lasting peace. But it’s your choice whether it’s the peace of friendship or of the grave. I would much prefer to embrace you as friends.”


  The last word rang out in the hall, and Kendras felt the silence even heavier. Odd to witness these negotiations here, in the military heart of Dalman, surrounded by the city’s memories of glory and empire. What had these walls seen? How would Adrastes be shown on them if he did become emperor? As a conqueror? A tyrant? Kendras itched to look more closely at the paintings and the weapons stored here, but he couldn’t leave Adrastes. A guard wouldn’t just wander off by himself.


  Lielya exchanged another long look with the other two generals. Nothing indicated any surprise, so maybe Adrastes was just confirming what they’d thought anyway. “Where, then, do you see our positions?”


  “Right now, you’re holding the only real power in Dalman: the control over her armies. But you are generals, not kings or queens. You could deny me, elect one from your midst to assume the throne, and hope that this agreement will last. If it doesn’t, Dalman might descend into civil war and be weakened enough to fall prey to her enemies. The Elder of Vededrin may swoop in and take the prize, and I won’t even attempt to deceive you and tell you that I wouldn’t use such an opportunity to march against Dalman and subjugate her by force.” Adrastes smiled and shook his head as if dismissing an amusing thought. “But I prefer my bride willing—and you, as her stewards and safekeepers, will be amply rewarded for the good care you’ve taken of her.”


  “You still have the young king in your power. If any of us would usurp the throne, you could intervene ‘on his behalf,’” said Andrun.


  “Correct.” Adrastes shrugged. “The thought had occurred.”


  Lielya sat up straighter. “Let’s speak more of our share in this.”


  “If you would support my ascent to the Dalmanye throne, I would make sure that your wishes are heeded like the old king never did.”


  “You’d buy us,” snapped Andrun.


  “I served for ten years as a mercenary and learned the desires of fighting men. Some are as simple as having a piece of land and knowing the family is safe and protected. Sometimes, it’s about replacing a horse or a worn weapon.”


  “Meaning?” Andrun lifted an eyebrow.


  “Meaning, if there’s anything in this city you desire for yourself or the armies you command, I will do my best to sign it into law.”


  “Even conscription?”


  “Expensive, but it can be done.” Adrastes smiled grimly. “I will need a larger army to do what I plan to do.”


  The generals exchanged quick glances, their sudden excitement thinly veiled. They were soldiers, had long careers as fighters and warriors, and while shrewd, they weren’t princes and heads of noble houses. They would take a foreign king if they could have conscription. Adrastes had found the right dagger to their hearts.


  “We shall consider it, Lord Protector,” Lielya said.


  “Please do.” Adrastes stood, somewhat carefully, and had to support himself on the table.


  The generals watched him with unease, and to Kendras it seemed as if they were going to offer help, but Adrastes had already turned it down, so insisting might be seen as rude. Kendras stepped closer to Adrastes, silently pledging his support.


  Lielya came around the table to escort Adrastes out. “You will have to talk to the other powerful factions in the city. The nobles. The moneylenders. The more support you can gather, the smoother the transition will be.”


  “I’m sure you can make all the important introductions.” Adrastes’s smile widened and he offered his hand to each of the generals in turn. “I look forward to your decision.”


  “Where will you quarter, Lord Protector?” Andrun shook his hand and then folded his fingers at his back, as if unsure whether he felt that shaking hands with a foreign king was distasteful.


  “We are Vistar An Grekaran’s guests. I understand his ancestral mansion is deserted due to the unfortunate demise of Vistar’s family at the hands of the priests. I’ll avail myself of it in the meantime. I hope this is not controversial.”


  “Depending on where the bolt came from that killed your horse, that might be rather clever,” said Andrun.


  “I’m glad you think so.” Adrastes smiled again and walked out, Kendras right behind him. The other Scorpions joined them halfway down the hall.


  King’s Square was still crowded, if less so than before. Yet a murmur rose from the people when Adrastes emerged. Kendras drew closer and wanted to hand the short sword back to Adrastes, but baring a blade now might be taken as a sign of hostility or worse—insecurity. It was bad enough that the assassin might still be lurking.


  The sun was up in its zenith, though, so this time the hired cutthroat wouldn’t be able to hide quite as well. Kendras looked around, hoped to see and not see the point of a crossbow gleam in a window. The blood of the horses was still a blemish on the cobbles, though some cleanly soul had already covered it with sand. The horses themselves had been removed—a smear of blood indicated which way they’d been dragged out.


  “The An Grekaran palace is over there.” Adrastes motioned at a tall, imposing building next to the An Wherro mansion. Kendras looked at the forbidding structure, with it slim windows and a narrow staircase leading up to the only gate. Two fighters could repel any attack from on top of the staircase for hours. But what was more interesting was that the mansion’s windows allowed watchers to keep an eye each on Sword Tower and the royal palace. Andrun’s comment made sense. Considering the angle of the fired shots, the bolt could have come from the mansion there, too.


  Adrastes crossed the square, visibly favoring his right leg, and began to climb the stairs, moving even more stiffly now. Thankfully, the generous folds of his cloak hid the worst of the limp, but Kendras still winced watching him struggle up the stairs to the gate with a death grip on the stone railing to keep his balance.


  He looked back at Dev, who nodded and brought up the rear.


  In front of the gate, Adrastes pulled a letter from his glove and offered it to a guard through a metal grate in the outer door.


  Shortly after, the door opened. The housekeeper, an elderly man who moved with almost comical dignity—as if he were not a slave—welcomed them as guests of “Lord Vistar,” and Kendras ignored what else he said, too busy assessing the palace for strengths and weaknesses.


  Once inside, the high walls protected against anybody who didn’t carry thirty feet of rope or wore heavy armor, and the narrow passages were easy to defend. It would only take a handful of archers—or crossbowmen. Taking the palace in a running battle would be hard, if not impossible.


  The housekeeper offered to lead them to their quarters, which were all on one corridor sealed with a heavy, iron-banded door. Kendras nodded for one Scorpion to position himself there for the moment. He’d set up a guard roster later.


  At the very end of the corridor were Adrastes’s quarters, which had an excellent view of both Sword Tower and the royal palace, as expected. Checking the window, Kendras couldn’t help but notice that it would have been a difficult shot—a crossbow did have enough reach, but firing an accurate bolt on a moving target from here would require an extremely good eye. They could both count their blessings that the shots had missed, though Kendras had no doubt they’d both been meant for Adrastes. He had been lucky that the second had hit his horse as it had reared up.


  “Your bodyguard’s quarters are right next to this one, to the left, my lord.”


  Adrastes turned, surveying the vast room. “He stays here.”


  The housekeeper bowed. “I shall have another bed brought in.”


  “Not necessary,” Adrastes said mildly.


  The housekeeper bowed and kept his gaze on the ground, flushing. “As it pleases you, my lord.”


  Kendras allowed what felt like the first smile all day. Who was a slave to argue with the tastes of his betters? Clearly, the An Grekaran hadn’t indulged in that particular habit and it was new to the old slave, but he didn’t protest.


  “Forgive me for making assumptions, my lord.”


  “You couldn’t know that Kendras is also my companion.”


  “No, my lord.”


  “Have the slaves prepare us a bath and then a meal.”


  “Yes, my lord.” The housekeeper bowed. “I will show your guards their quarters.”


  Kendras turned away, then felt Adrastes’s hand on his shoulder. “Don’t be too long.”


  The whisper in his ear nearly took his breath away. Apart from quick mutual relief on the road to Dalman, they’d managed to spend precious little time together. But Kendras gave a mute nod and followed the housekeeper. First, his men.
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  “Close the door.” Adrastes had shed his armor and was standing there in a long black robe, open at the front and only haphazardly tied. It bared the black scorpion tattoo across his pecs and down his belly, the scorpion’s armor plates accentuating the lines of muscles. Seeing him out of his armor made Kendras’s heart beat faster, despite the fact that Adrastes was injured.


  Kendras pushed the bar in place, denying entrance even to servants and slaves.


  “How are the others?”


  “Dev keeps complaining about the soft beds that nobles sleep in.”


  “They can always sleep on the floor. I’ve done that often,” Adrastes said.


  “Yours in the palace in Fetin was too soft for me. Gave me a crick in my neck.” Part of Kendras disbelieved that Adrastes would talk about beds now; other parts of him realized it was teasing. And wouldn’t Adrastes love to see him lose his dignity first. Yes, he would. Only good to know that Adrastes desired him just as much as he did—the robe showed it, whereas Kendras’s armor hid the hard-on much better.


  Adrastes’s gaze traveled from Kendras’s face across his chest, down to his belly and groin. He licked his lips, then peered at him from under heavy eyelids. That expression spelled trouble. That was when Adrastes’s wicked mind won against his otherwise dominant common sense. Any thought of asking him how badly he was injured died under that glance.


  “Pretend, Kendras. Pretend you’re just a soldier.”


  “I am just a soldier.”


  Adrastes laughed softly, sensually. “You certainly look it in that armor. Did I ever tell you—how hard it is to concentrate when you become like a god in war? When you kill and breathe, so effortless, so fierce and beautiful?”


  “No.” Kendras swallowed. “But I . . . like to hear it.” He wanted to say something just like that, wanted to tell Adrastes that one look, one touch made him feel like the most important man in the world. That nothing else mattered as long as he had that. But he was not a man of words. He might find the courage to say so when they were both halfway between waking and sleeping. Might even let something slip while they fucked, claiming later he hadn’t.


  Adrastes held his gaze, his brown eyes wise and as if there was nothing that could surprise him. He looked as if he’d seen too much, but Kendras knew he was just maybe ten, fifteen years older than him.


  Yet, he’d spent those years in positions of power. Designated successor of the former Lord Protector. Born, even, out of a sacred marriage. Nothing about Adrastes had ever been free or accidental, not his birth, none of his decisions. Taking command of the Scorpions had been the freest he’d ever been. And even that meant carrying the fortunes of a dozen or more men in his hands, tirelessly working, plotting, and politicking on their behalf. Eating only when they had eaten, and so on.


  It was the look that impressed upon Kendras what it meant to be a leader of men. That his own desires mattered little in the grand scheme of things. And that, ironically, his desires mattered here, right now, with Adrastes. His lover. His king. Or king-to-be. The man had owned him from the moment he’d saved him from execution and worse.


  Kendras forced himself to relax and accept the gaze, the duty, and that strange care.


  “If you’re just a soldier . . . what am I?”


  “Just a king.”


  Adrastes laughed. “Well, if you enjoy that. Let’s pretend I’m a king.”


  Kendras laughed too, but the tension in his belly coiled, tightened like the ropes of a catapult prepared for the shot. Sometimes, Adrastes was still “the officer” to him, the leader of the Scorpions. Seeing him command lords and kings gave him a mad, forbidden thrill. Insanity. Then, with the turn of his head, a straightening of his spine, Adrastes resembled his mother, Lady Besh of Fetin, who was nothing short of majestic. To that man, Kendras felt like he should be a slave. And he wouldn’t even mind, despite the oath of the Scorpions to never accept a man as his master.


  Never kneel and mean it. If you have to crawl, be the scorpion under the rock—ready to strike at the hand turning the stone.


  Adrastes watched him, eyes calculating. “What would you do to an enemy king? If he was vanquished?”


  “Kill him?”


  Adrastes chuckled. “What if he was very attractive?” Turning just so to display his muscular flanks, the twin lines of his groin that started at his hip and pointed toward his cock and balls.


  “Leave him alive?”


  “To . . .?” An eyebrow arched.


  Kendras swallowed and understood. He took a step forward, ran his armored glove down between Adrastes’s pecs. Cool metal and rough leather. He could imagine what it felt like. Adrastes’s nipples were hard and small, and he stood still as if there were a naked blade in Kendras’s hand. A king confronted by an enemy soldier.


  Kendras ran his hand up to the robe and pushed the fine silk off Adrastes’s shoulder. When it caught on his glove, he pulled at it and nearly ripped a seam.


  Adrastes’s eyes shone with arousal. He took Kendras’s hand and placed it against his throat. When Kendras tightened the grip, he felt a shudder pass through Adrastes, saw him tilt his head back, lift his chin.


  “Force me.” The whisper was barely audible.


  The rope in his guts twisted painfully taut. Kendras found it hard to breathe. He’d never forced a man. He didn’t think he had it in him. He could be rough in bed. He’d certainly been rough to Steel, but the wretched mercenary had only received what he’d deserved. And as rough as Kendras had been, Steel had always begged for more. Had always come, always squirmed under him, even if he’d claimed that he hated to get fucked. Fucking him had been as much about revenge has it had been about sex. Probably more.


  He . . . didn’t want to think about Steel.


  His hand tightened until he felt Adrastes’s pulse in his fingers even through the leather. Felt him swallow, painfully, grimace.


  He stepped closer, brushed him with the cold plates of his armor. A strange mix of emotions in his eyes—rebellion, arousal, defiance, and back to a naked lust so fierce Kendras understood that Adrastes needed him like this.


  Needed. The thought hit him square in the chest.


  Adrastes lifted his hand to grab Kendras’s, and Kendras almost expected him to hook his fingers under his palm and twist to force him to let go. A simple motion. Every soldier knew how to break a grip.


  Gently born and raised nobles didn’t, though. Kendras grabbed the hand and twisted it away, then pushed Adrastes back by the throat.


  The table was closer than the bed. He turned Adrastes’s arm further, lifted it high, levering Adrastes down, then twisted his arm on his back and pressed him facedown on the table.


  The man struggled under him, one hand pushed up against the table, but Kendras twisted harder, his armored weight almost resting on Adrastes to keep him in place. The sound from Adrastes was part pain, part arousal.


  Kendras felt himself sweat. He pulled the straps of the armored glove open with his teeth and dropped it to the ground.


  He wrestled with the armor at his groin, then the leathers underneath. Not made for sex, but it would do. Just freeing himself was a relief.


  He spit in his hand, coated himself, then used all his strength to push Adrastes’s legs apart. The man fought him, and fought him for real, muscular body writhing against Kendras’s, which whipped up Kendras’s lust to the point where he was almost past caring that this was a need, a request, an order. It was real enough right now.


  He kicked against Adrastes’s naked ankles, hard, his heavy boots and nailed soles clearly hurting, because Adrastes yielded, and was spread wide open.


  “Please. Don’t.”


  Kendras swallowed, the need overwhelming, but he’d have stopped in an instant if he’d believed that Adrastes meant this. No. If Adrastes were seriously fighting him, he’d be gathering his guts from the floor already. The man was lethal, even bound. Nobody forced him.


  Which was why he wanted this. Kendras pushed closer, spit into his hand again. How to fuck him without . . . he noted an oily trace where he’d pushed his spit-slicked fingers.


  Prepared. Kendras gritted his teeth, the desire racing through his veins as he pulled his fingers out and replaced them with his cock. Yes. Tight. Hot. Oiled. Ready for him. Prepared before he’d returned to the room. He thrust harder, deeper, made Adrastes almost shout. But that wasn’t pain, or at least not the coarse, vile pain of ripping and tearing. It was . . . perfect.


  Adrastes bucked, pushing back against him with an insatiable need.


  Not like their controlled, sometimes fierce lovemaking. They fucked like they fought, but they’d never fought against each other. The fact that this was as close as they’d ever get to real combat spiked in Kendras’s heart with savage pride and wonder and awe, and also rage and punishment for the distance, for the majesty that held him at bay, that self-chosen destiny that kept Adrastes at arm’s length.


  “Yes.” Abandon. Voice thick with lust. Adrastes was a mere beast now.


  They both were, fucking, grinding, pushing, straining. Kendras thrust as hard as he could, something he’d never done with any lover, even those that coaxed him on. Bone-shattering intensity, clawing and biting like beasts, the armor ringing with every harsh movement.


  Kendras was beyond words, just heard Adrastes’s raw calls, shouts and groans that shook him to the core. He’d never sounded like this, like he was being tortured. Kendras could only hope that the rest of the guard had been instructed.


  Adrastes convulsed, and Kendras found him tighter, resistance increasing. He was so tight it hurt, and that pain pushed him over the edge. A pain that was nowhere near pain in his addled state. Their fast breaths were the only sound in the room, then leather creaked when Kendras found the resolve to move again. He pushed away, saw the lines his armor plates had dug into Adrastes’s powerful back.


  Next time he’d at least get rid of the armor. Next time . . . He reached out and touched Adrastes’s shoulder, which elicited another groan, sated this time.


  “I’ll have them prepare a bath.”


  “Yes.” Adrastes winced when he straightened and turned. He wiped his face and grinned at Kendras. Only then did Kendras notice the blackening bruise all along Adrastes’s leg, up to his hip. His right knee looked almost twice the size of the left one, no edge of bone visible in the swollen lump.


  “Damn, that looks painful.” Kendras shuddered at the thought of whether gripping him by the hip had been one of the reasons Adrastes had groaned. Anybody pressing on a fresh bruise like that would normally face an attack or a string of withering curses. But Adrastes had just taken it. Madness, to hurt a lover.


  “Need a hand with that?” Adrastes didn’t wait for an answer, but began unstrapping the armor, took each heavy piece and placed it on a chair. Servants would clean it and arrange it on its frame next to Adrastes’s Lord Protector armor. Kendras loosened his leathers and wiped the oil from his groin to avoid having to look at the bruise and how stiffly Adrastes moved.


  “I think you need a slave,” Adrastes said.


  Kendras looked up. “There’s Selvan.”


  “Yes, but he can’t look after you when you’re not with the others.”


  Adrastes gathered up his silken robes and slid into them, hiding the bruises again. “As the king’s bodyguard, you should have your own slave. It is expected.”


  “I don’t need . . .” Kendras faltered, needed a moment to understand why he didn’t like the idea. And it was not about having a taut ass at his disposal when Adrastes wasn’t around. He still fucked Selvan, and there were other traditions of the Scorpions that he’d honor. There was nothing wrong with that. He desired Adrastes more.


  “No, you don’t need anybody but yourself.” Adrastes smiled at him. “That draws others to you, you know?”


  “I hadn’t considered it.” Kendras walked to the door, ordered a servant to prepare a bath, and turned again to watch Adrastes.


  The Lord Protector drew up to his full height, calm on the outside, but he was favoring his leg and had turned his injured side away from Kendras.


  What else would I do for him? What else will he ask? He pushed the thought aside.


  “You need to recruit more Scorpions,” Adrastes said.


  “I’ve thought about it.”


  “And?”


  “There are few men fit for the task.”


  “And I’m demanding too much of you.”


  No, not of me. “We agreed that we will protect you. The Scorpions will always stand with a comrade. Few as we are. And a damn sight of good it did you today. If the shooter hadn’t missed twice . . .”


  “Kings come and go. The Scorpions have been around for centuries. Don’t worry about me so much.”


  “You almost died today.”


  Adrastes scoffed. “But I didn’t. They’ll have to try harder.”


  “They will.” Kendras’s stomach turned into a cold, hard knot. “Whoever they are. Attacking you in broad daylight . . . if it’s one of the noble houses or even somebody within these walls . . .”


  “No place is entirely safe. If there is a murderer in this house, he knows that he’ll have to kill all of us at the same time or incur the wrath of the Scorpions.”


  “Maybe he’ll take the risk.”


  “Murderers like those are cowards. Cowards protect their own hides first. If we were dealing with a Raven, that would be a different matter.”


  I don’t have your faith. Kendras gritted his teeth to still the protest, though he had no arguments and no proof. Just a bad feeling between the shoulder blades and all the way to the front of his throat.


  “Don’t worry about what you cannot change. Your duty is to get the Scorpions back up to strength.”


  “You’re not the officer anymore,” Kendras said firmly, surprised that it irritated him that Adrastes was giving him these orders. He knew all that. He didn’t need to be reminded of his duties. He’d learned them from Adrastes over almost a decade.


  “You were born here. I’m sure you know where to dig up promising recruits.”


  “I’ll redouble my efforts, my lord.” Kendras straightened, annoyed that they were arguing over this when they could be tending to Adrastes’s injuries or resting after the sex. He just didn’t have any bite right now.


  Adrastes grinned at him. “Not right away.” He turned his head. “The bath should be prepared. Let me help you with your leathers.”


  From His Highness the Lord Protector to servant and comrade in a heartbeat. Kendras allowed Adrastes to help him with the padded leathers that protected from both the chafing of metal and the blows of the enemy. Adrastes’s hands brushed his skin underneath, at once familiar and gentling.


  “You’re tense,” Adrastes said in a low tone and slid the top part off his arms. Kendras sat down and took his heavy boots off, then loosened the leather straps of his trousers and pushed them down. Bare. He flexed his muscles, then took the robe that Adrastes offered him with a grin that said show-off.


  He’d never worn silk, and it was first cool against his skin, then warm like his own. Every movement a strange caress, so unlike leather and metal. He’d never get used to it. And there was no need for that. He’d always be a warrior. Dressing a Scorpion in silk was a ridiculous idea.


  When the servants opened the side door to the bathing room, Kendras dismissed them. He waited for Adrastes to step into the bath and settle down, then obliged him and settled against him. Before long, Adrastes was balls deep in him, one hand twisting his nipple, the other first stroking him back to life, then jerking him off with skill and a possessive tenderness he relished.


  They rested together in the hot water until it cooled.
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  Voices.


  Bed cold.


  Kendras was immediately on his feet, short sword unsheathed. Some kind of bodyguard he was.


  He moved silently toward the door, then recognized the voice. Widow. No wonder he’d woken up. Something about the tanesh still made his skin crawl. What Widow was lacking in balls, he made up in sheer viciousness. Not somebody you’d want around while you were asleep.


  “You’ll need your own spymaster, eventually,” Widow said. “I can’t cover two cities and everything in between.”


  “It’s not easy to fill that position.” Adrastes’s voice was low.


  “Anybody devious enough to do it is also devious enough to play you.” Widow chuckled. “That’s why so many spies end up dead. Even our friends are scared of what we can do.”


  “Now you’re fishing for compliments,” Adrastes responded, gruffly amused.


  Kendras laid down the sword and put on his trousers. He stepped into the room, and gave Widow a nod in aknowledgment. The tanesh was wearing the riding clothes of a messenger. Worn, good quality, a letter bag now on the table between him and a silk-clad Adrastes.


  “If you want loyal, go with Kendras here. You’re not just keeping him for the size of his dick.” Widow arched an eyebrow and glanced at Kendras’s groin. “Even though some men would.”


  Adrastes grinned. “How is my sister?”


  “Glad she doesn’t have to pretend she’s your pining wife.” Widow’s smile turned malicious. “She tells me to tell you she’s not cut out to be a widow, but she’ll bear your loss ‘with the best possible grace.’”


  “No doubt. It’s good to know I’m loved.” Adrastes laughed. “So, what are these?”


  Widow stood and opened the leather flap, lifting the bag so the letters slid out. “You might be interested in this one.” He fished one out of the small bundle. “This is from General Lielya to Commander Graukar.”


  “The commander of Eagle’s Test?” Adrastes reached for the letter. “Can you close it again?”


  “Close it, forge the seal, change the writing . . .” Widow mock-sighed.


  “Good.” Adrastes broke the seal and unfolded the parchment. “What can you tell me about Graukar?”


  “Straight like an arrow. Loyal to a fault. If he chooses to join your enemies, nothing will stop him from doing his duty. I foresee a rather entertaining one-to-one battle between him and Kendras. Even better that they are most likely to kill each other.”


  “Graukar is that good?”


  “There’s word he was sent to Eagle’s Test so he wouldn’t get in the way of the other generals when they divide their spoils.” Widow glanced at Kendras. “You won’t be able to buy him. They say he has principles and ideals.” He said it like he was talking of oozing pox and groin itch.


  “Then we will have to convince him. Or destroy him. A military commander of skill and fortitude is a useful asset for when my plans have ripened. I can’t kill every single senior officer in my army and hope it fights well.”


  “Like your father did?”


  “Yes.” Adrastes smiled sharply. “Lord Protector Ashangul wasn’t fond of politicians, but he loathed generals playing at politics. Who can blame him? Though, to his credit, he left the lower ranks intact. Keep an eye on Graukar. His strategic position in the mountains is strong. He can cut off all trade on the Kanenti if he wants and threaten several of the important passes over the Shoulders.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.” Widow glanced to Kendras again. “This must be boring to you. Why don’t you put on some clothes? I doubt you’ll be needed in that capacity so soon . . .”


  Kendras lifted an eyebrow. “If you want to see me kill Graukar, you’d better be nice.”


  “He doesn’t know how to spell ‘nice,’” Adrastes said, reading the letter. “Yes, this is interesting, Widow, thank you.”


  “My pleasure.” Widow bowed. “The other letters are actually for you. Give me the other one back when you’re done with it. Let me know what changes you want.”


  “No changes. Take it.” Adrastes handed the letter over to Widow. “Make sure it’s not delayed.”


  “That’s me, dismissed,” Widow muttered.


  “And send my love to my sister.”


  “Will do.” Widow leered, took the letter bag and slung it over his shoulder. “I’ll be back in a week.”


  “When you do, bring Vistar.”


  Widow nodded, then turned on his heel and left. Adrastes waited for a while, maybe listening for the spy’s footfalls, maybe gathering his thoughts. “They’ll do it. The generals.”


  “Accept your offer?”


  “Yes. They told Graukar of my proposal, and said it held the promise of doing away with the ocean priests, and to make unpopular but necessary decisions look like they were mine. Once they have everything they want, they’ll ‘send me back to where I’ve come from.’”


  “Fetin?”


  “The ocean.” Adrastes chuckled. “In the meantime, they told Graukar to be ready to strike. They want him to be ready to march at a moment’s notice.”


  “To rise up?”


  “Indeed.” Adrastes’s brow darkened. “They are planning two steps ahead, but they’ll bear me, for the moment at least. I need to know when Graukar decides to march. And make sure he won’t.”


  “I’m ready to kill him.”


  “I know you are.” Adrastes stood and placed a hand on Kendras’s bare shoulder. “But even that is not why I have you here. You know that. Whatever they will say, whatever Widow thinks.”


  “Anything Widow says is poison.” Kendras shook his head. “I’m not paying him any heed.”


  “Oh, watch him closely. He’s a master at what he does. Just don’t rise to the bait.” Adrastes kissed him on the lips. “Let’s go train. The wait will pass faster that way.”
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  Kendras stood up on the battlements of the An Grekaran mansion, watching an enormous, yellow moon bleed into the sea. The wind smelled of salt, bitterness, a smell he remembered all too well from his childhood and youth. He leaned forward, away from the palace. The priests believed that the gods lived under the waves, and if he’d been inclined to believe, he could have seen how the rise and fall of the waves could be a god’s breath, or a goddess reaching out for a lover in a bed of seaweed.


  Conjuring up new Scorpions from nowhere—how? Where to find men that never stopped fighting? Where to find strangers he could trust because they were made from the same kind of flesh?


  He noticed movement behind himself and glanced over his shoulder. Quite apart from the incident in front of Sword Tower, all this talk of treason had made him even more wary, and he eyed the servants and slaves in the mansion with suspicion, expecting a dagger, or poison. But it was Selvan who approached, and the slave was no threat to any Scorpion. Selvan knelt by his feet and accepted a brush over his hair with all the gratitude of a loyal dog.


  “How did he do it, Selvan?”


  Selvan glanced up. “What?”


  “How did he find us?”


  Selvan leaned his cheek against Kendras’s thigh. “I don’t know, I’m not a leader.”


  “But you’ve been with the Scorpions longer. You chose being a slave.”


  Selvan shrugged. “There’s nothing special about that.” He glanced up, briefly, then paused, and reached up to stroke Kendras’s hand. It wasn’t his imploring “take me to bed” touch, but strangely soothing.


  Soothing. He still missed the medic. Maybe he had to look for a healer first. He’d have to rub shoulders with other common soldiers. Watch for the type. Tell the others to keep their eyes open for the telltale signs. Future Scorpions preferred death to failure.


  “He said he could build an empire with me.” The claim seemed preposterous now.


  “The . . . Lord Protector?” Selvan looked up again. “If any man can do it, you can.”


  Kendras laughed, but his heart warmed. “I wish I had your faith, Selvan.”


  “I wish I could give it to you, Officer.” Selvan rubbed his cheek against his hand and kissed it.


  Officer. From Selvan’s lips, he almost believed that. Riktan and Dev still sometimes mocked him, but it was good-natured. They all knew he had awfully large boots to fill. It would be easier once more time had passed and he’d proven himself in battle.


  It would be much easier if he could just attack an enemy. Really any enemy. Meeting this Graukar on a battlefield was something to look forward to. Things were clear-cut there. If Adrastes ordered it, Graukar would serve Adrastes, or die.


  The moon was now one third up to the zenith and appeared smaller, if just as yellow. Kendras shook his head and turned away from the sea. The restlessness didn’t wane, and he followed Selvan to the others. He listened to their boasts and saw their eyes flash in the light of the oil lamps.


  We are ready, those glances said. Are you?


  Am I?


  He ate and drank with them, but nothing they said seemed to reach him. A strange feeling, as if it were waves breaking on stones way below. He observed, but didn’t feel the spray on his face.


  It grew late, and Dev was the first to fall asleep. Kiran followed, and Selvan cleared away the remaining drinks and food.


  Riktan glanced up when the door opened. From the corner of his eye, Kendras saw that Adrastes had entered, wearing his silken robes, which were open to his belly.


  Summoning me to bed. Kendras was part touched, part disconcerted by the notion.


  He expected Riktan to acknowledge Adrastes, but Riktan looked to him first. And what to make of that? Had the other Scorpions accepted that Adrastes was no longer part of them? That they now followed Kendras instead seemed like madness. He wasn’t sure he could bring those two thoughts together in his head.


  “Officer?”


  Kendras straightened. Gods below, what was wrong with him? Something about what Widow had said? Or the new thorns in their lovemaking? Or something deeper—and worse?


  “Lord Protector.”


  “I was just wondering who guards my door tonight.”


  Riktan looked at Kendras; Kendras gave him a quick nod. Riktan grabbed his sword belt. “I will.”


  Kendras nodded. “I need to spend some time with my men.”


  Adrastes smiled softly. “I understand.”


  He would. He knew everything about leading that there was to know. It was the truth, too. The other Scorpions should never think he’d abandoned them to be the Lord Protector’s bed warmer. Adrastes could very well guard himself, despite being injured.


  “I hope to train with you tomorrow, Officer.”


  Kendras opened the leathers at his chest. Selvan, unbidden, appeared and helped him take them off. Adrastes watched him for a moment, then Riktan closed his sword belt, and they left the room together.
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  Kendras climbed the narrow stairs to the tower in the city wall with the reluctance of a man going to the gallows. On the second floor, a whore with bony hips offered herself to him, her skirts tied up high to allow access, if he wanted, where she stood.


  Kendras shook his head and walked on. Further up. Just four more floors to take. A fat man came walking down toward him, and Kendras had to push against the wall of the tower to let him pass, dipping his head beneath his hood. He suppressed the urge to force his way or kick him down the stairs.


  Calm. Torches guttered, the smell of burning oil and fat hanging in the air. Kendras paused for a moment at a window, a mere slit in the wall, which was thicker than his arm was long.


  The topmost door was closed. His hand turned into a fist, and he knocked. Everything in him told him to run, and he gritted his teeth. Several moments’ wait, then the door opened. One eye became visible, and Kendras managed to not attack immediately.


  “What do you want?” the man grunted.


  Kendras showed him the silver coin between his fingers. The man peered up into his face, and Kendras pushed the cowl of the cape back.


  “Jaishani . . .” the man said and frowned. “I haven’t seen one of you lot in a while.” He stepped back though, and let Kendras in.


  The room inside was just as sparse as Kendras remembered. The bed in the corner. The greasy table with its potions and herbs and dried things in the center of the room. His eyes returned to the bed, where a woman was chained and asleep. Her tunic didn’t quite reach the bottom of her ass; a jagged rip in the fabric bared her breasts. He shook his head and forced the memory down, back into the deep recesses of his mind where he usually kept it chained.


  “What can I do for you? Maybe weapon poison. You are a warrior, aren’t you? Or maybe a little help for your whoresticker? Or . . .” his eyes flickered to her. “She’s still a little raw, but she’ll be good to go with a bit of oil.”


  “Do you remember me?”


  “You?” The man scratched his belly. “I had one like you . . . ten years ago or so. Scrawny thing, eyes like yours. The priests favor blue eyes. Didn’t think they’d let—”


  “Yes, that was me.” Kendras stepped close and bared his short sword at the very last moment. His arm around the man’s shoulder, the steel sank softly into the executioner’s belly. “You fucked me. Now it’s my turn to fuck you.”


  The man gargled when Kendras tore the sword through his guts with more anger than he’d ever felt, then pushed him hard in the throat with his gauntleted hand and stepped forward, forcing the executioner against the wall. “I’m glad you remember me. I’d have been hurt if you hadn’t,” he hissed between clenched teeth. “Not that you were a good fuck, mind you.”


  He freed his hand long enough to pull a short dagger, which he drew across the man’s throat with enough force to feel cartilage burst. The spray of hot blood in his face and against his throat was more relief than an orgasm.


  He pulled the sword free and stepped back, dripping in the man’s blood. In the gloom of the chamber and against his leathers, it was merely one stain among many.


  He watched the man’s death dance, wondering if it hadn’t been too easy, too fast, for one who’d fed off fear and despair, but truth was, he wasn’t like this man. He was still a warrior. He’d never seen a scorpion toy with an enemy. They killed, quickly, with no mercy. Held with their pincers, stung with their tail, and then left the enemy to die.


  He cleaned both blades and sheathed them, then wiped the blood and sweat from his face. It was cold, like from a night shadow. When he turned, he saw the wide-eyed stare of the woman, who threw herself against her bonds with everything she had.


  Witness.


  He stepped closer, and her eyes flashed with horror. Kendras knew what she was expecting from him. To be raped, most likely, and then killed, definitely. Kendras stopped. “Why are you here?”


  “Because of my father’s debt.”


  Her wrists were bruised and swollen. According to the law, she was a slave until the debt was paid, and the executioner had already taken multiple payments from her body.


  Kendras glanced around, then found the key to the chains’ lock at the belt of the executioner, who lay in a heap, surrounded by his growing pool of blood. He opened the locks, and dropped her chains to the floor. Her gaze fixed on his hands, on the scorpions tattooed there, then quickly up to his face. There was only one pure-blooded blue-eyed Jaishani with scorpion tattoos in the city. He cursed his luck. And his softness.


  “Forget my face. Go home.”


  She stumbled to her feet, but gave him wide berth, then grimaced when she noted the state of her clothes. If she tried to make her way home in that state, she’d end up raped again and most definitely dead. Kendras opened the clasp of his cloak. The damage was already done. He offered her the military cloak, and she wound it around her shoulders. Since it was cut to be worn over bulky armor and weapons and serve as part of an outside bed, she almost vanished in the wool.


  Somebody knocked on the door.


  Kendras whirled around. Gods below, the last thing he needed were more witnesses to the murder. He drew his sword.


  “Don’t,” she whispered and flashed him a glance. She stepped closer to the door and began to moan like a whore, her eyes remaining cold. Kendras watched and listened, surprised at the ruse, then called out, “Come back later. She’s a saucy wench. I’m not done with her yet!”


  A faint muttering from outside, then Kendras stepped closer to the door and listened to the creaking of the wooden stairs as whoever had wanted to visit this late in the night made their way back down.


  She stopped when he signaled. Her eyes were hard, and she spat onto the ground. He nodded, then turned around, took the torch from the wall and tossed it on the bed.


  “Let’s go.”


  Wrapped head to toe in his black cloak, she was little more than a shadow on the way out of the tower. Outside, he cast a quick glance up to the top floor. No sign yet of the fire.


  Kendras spotted a fire horn just twenty paces away and sounded the alarm, then ducked into the nearest alley. From there, he watched the flames reflect off the low-hanging clouds, and turned away when the fire guard arrived.
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  Kiran’s fleet-footed responses to his attacks impressed Kendras. As much as Kendras tried, he was rarely caught out, and when he was, he recovered quickly, unlike other men who, once startled, lost their nerve. His previous training shone through the harder Kendras pressed him, and fighting him was nothing short of joy.


  “Officer, there’s a slave for you at the gate,” Riktan told him, giving him a questioning look.


  Kendras nodded to Kiran. “Continue with Riktan.” He walked to the gate. The guards of the An Grekaran bore their presence stoically, but there was always a hint of hesitation when Kendras ordered them to do anything, including open the gate.


  He stepped outside and recognized the cloaked figure immediately. He glanced around. He couldn’t be seen with her out in the open, so he waved her inside.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “You saved me.” She pushed her cowl back. She looked like she hadn’t slept, and he spotted her bare feet when she walked.


  “Consider the debt paid if you don’t tell anybody about it.”


  She shook her head. “You don’t understand. I can’t go back. My father would only have to give me away again.”


  And then, life as a slave or a prostitute, or both. It wasn’t his problem, not by far. Neither her father’s debt, nor her fate. “How much does your father owe?”


  “His ship sank.”


  Oh. Well. That was a lot more money than he’d ever earned in his life. More money than he could imagine. It made her a formerly rich merchant’s daughter. With her pale skin and chestnut hair she was pretty, even Kendras could acknowledge that. She would have had to be sheltered, protected from the world. Worse—she was most likely educated and not made for a rough life on the streets.


  “What about your father?”


  “I left him a message.”


  So intent on not ending up a slave to his debt. “I’m a traveling mercenary.”


  “I know,” she said, looking him square in the eye.


  Kendras remembered too well what he’d been like, rescued from the same fate. She held herself very well, considering she’d been raped and chained for probably days. If she’d been a man, he’d have considered it. But she wasn’t. The Scorpions had never accepted women.


  She stepped closer. “Teach me to kill, or kill me right here. I’m not going back.”


  Merchant’s daughter, or goddess of revenge. Kendras answered her unwavering gaze, the hard line of sheer hatred around her full lips. Pretty? She was stunning, but it was that inner strength, not the size or shape of her breasts or her face.


  “The answer is no.” A final test, even though he didn’t know what he’d do if she passed it.


  She went for the dagger at his belt. Fast, fearless, and betraying no insecurity about failure, she struck. He caught her wrist and twisted it. She gasped, but didn’t let the dagger go.


  He held her like that, at the edge of pain, just a jerk away from breaking her arm, and she stared at him. Begging, but unafraid.


  “Selvan,” Kendras called. “See after her needs . . . a bath first, then some clothes, and a meal.” He pushed her wrist away. “Keep the dagger. You earned it.”
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  Adrastes led the way to Sword Tower. The expected messenger had come that morning. Kendras was surprised that it hadn’t taken the generals longer. They had to have been very sure of Graukar’s response and obedience.


  Adrastes betrayed nothing when he greeted the generals on the stairs of Sword Tower, and they proceeded into the Hall of Arms like friends. Almost.


  Kendras followed and left the other Scorpions behind. Again, he stole a long glance at the painting of the Scorpion officer. He looked young, with the refined features and ramrod straight posture of a noble. Kendras wondered about the man’s story, but while he kept the memory of the Scorpions, he couldn’t read the early entries in the book. They were written in a strange script, and he already struggled with the more recent entries. And he was loath to find somebody to translate the words for him. He shook his head and forced himself to concentrate on what the generals were saying.


  “How will you explain to the people of Dalman that you are their new king?” General Lielya asked.


  “I’m anointed. The temple records tell the story. Many will still remember that I was groomed to be king.”


  “And why did you leave?”


  “To leave the place to the better man.” Adrastes gave a soft snort. “Now that he’s dead, I’m not worried about praising him, or his successor, who is also dead. I came back to protect Vistar and take his father’s role until he’s grown. You may tell them that my wife is barren, or that I have no interest in spreading my blood around. Or even that I prefer men’s company.”


  Andrun and the third general, who hadn’t spoken so far, looked briefly at Kendras, who kept his face unmoved. It couldn’t have been clearer what this meant, and what it would mean for the future. They’d know he wasn’t just the bodyguard. That pulled him into their petty political games and put his neck on the block, adding yet another trouble to his load.


  “There’s another condition, Lord Protector,” General Lielya said.


  “Please. We’re among friends.” Adrastes smiled at her.


  “You will have to find more support inside the city. The guild masters, the commanders of the guard, the College of Merchants . . .”


  “Yes. I’ll meet them and ask them for their generous support. I’m not coming as a foreign conqueror. I come to restore Dalman to her place of greatness, as the beating heart of the resurrected empire of Shara. Every man and woman will have to stand behind me to reach that lofty goal.”


  “What about the ocean priesthood?”


  Adrastes shrugged. “I believe we are in agreement that the high priest has overstepped his authority on numerous occasions. The high priest himself has committed grave crimes. And I believe the temple city by the river might make handsome barracks for our growing army.” He smiled.


  “Very well,” Andrun said, after exchanging glances with his colleagues. “We will support your claim to the throne. And open the palace gates for you.”


  “When?”


  “It could be done even today, in the evening. We’ll have to give the populace a suitable dramatic display.”


  “Agreed.” Adrastes stood. “We can make it official when Prince Vistar returns from Fetin in a few days. Claiming the palace, adopting Vistar, and by then I will have some of the eminent citizens in my pocket.”


  “No doubt, Lord Protector.”


  Adrastes smiled. “For the greatness of Dalman,” he said and saluted the wall painting of the golden bull. “For the greatness of Shara.” He turned crisply, then glanced back at the generals. “I’ll have a look at the palace later today.”


  “As you wish, my lord,” General Lielya lifted an eyebrow, and the other two murmured assent.


  Adrastes left, Kendras trailing behind him, feeling the eyes of the generals on him. He leaned in on the steps of Sword Tower, and Adrastes paused for a moment to regard the palace with narrowed eyes.


  Up on the battlements stood guards, keeping watch over the orphaned palace as if the king were in residence. Convincing them might not be quite as easy as winning over the generals. They’d sworn loyalty to a different man and stood to lose privileges if they were dismissed.


  “Find me Scorpions,” Adrastes said. “We’ll need them, and more than ever.”


  “When will we go to war?”


  “Maybe very soon.” Adrastes turned away and strode across the square as if no crossbowman had ever shot at him. His bruises had faded, and his limp was all but gone. Still, Kendras couldn’t help but search the windows around for treachery.


  The doors of the An Grekaran palace opened, and they walked into the inner yard, where Selvan was kneeling in front of the merchant’s daughter, measuring something on her. Kendras paused at the sight of her in a man’s tunic, her hair cropped short. Her breasts had been tied down, too. She looked a bit like a young man. Beardless and soft, but not impossible.


  “What is that?” Adrastes asked.


  “Ahh—a recruit.”


  “Barely torn from his mother’s tit. Are we that desperate?”


  Kendras debated whether to clarify the misunderstanding or to defend her. His decision seemed enormous now—an open break with tradition. Then again, he wasn’t in any position to send potential Scorpions away, even if they took unfamiliar shapes. If some of the fiercest fighters were tanesh like Kiran or the Flames, well, he wouldn’t waste even one good pair of hands before a battle.


  “I don’t question you as the king. Don’t question me as the officer,” Kendras said gruffly, and held Adrastes’s gaze. If he budged on this, Adrastes would never truly leave him alone when it came to leading the Scorpions.


  “Well.” Adrastes lifted his hands. “I was merely asking.”


  You weren’t, Kendras thought, but suppressed a retort. “Leave this to me. I’ll get them to full strength before we destroy the high priest.”


  “We, Kendras?”


  “Will you kill him?”


  “No.” Adrastes’s lips curled into a slow, malicious smile. “I have a very special plan for the high priest.”


  “Can’t wait to see it.” Kendras nodded. “I’ll find you more Scorpions.”


  “Right now?”


  “Yes.” Kendras turned on his heel and returned to Selvan and the merchant’s daughter. Selvan looked up, then rushed to his side. “Help me with my armor.”


  Selvan began to relieve him of the metal plates, opening his belt first, then the leather straps that secured the armor in place.


  “How’s she doing?”


  “Will she be a slave?”


  “Somehow I don’t think so,” Kendras said softly. “What do you think?”


  “I like her.” Selvan lifted the weight off and slung it over his shoulder. Kendras studied Selvan’s form, as if he didn’t know it inside and out. Sometimes he wished Selvan had chosen differently. He hailed from the Westlands across the ocean, which should give him an appetite for battle. He certainly was built like a warrior, but preferred to be a slave. If you could fight, but chose not to, what did that make you? A coward? Selvan wasn’t a coward. It certainly made you a slave.


  “Let’s give her a fighting chance,” he murmured.


  Selvan bowed. “As you wish, Officer.”


  “And if you have nothing better to do, come to my bed tonight.”


  Selvan’s gaze flickered, surprised. It was true that Kendras usually slept in Adrastes’s bed these days, but if he was to rebuild the Scorpions, he couldn’t do so from afar. He had to share as much time as possible with them. Regardless of his own desires, his place was with his men, and only then with his king. Hard as it was.


  “I’ll be there.”


  Kendras briefly touched Selvan’s shoulder. “I’m off to the guard barracks.” He tightened his leathers, then put the belt with a sword sheath on. If he had to fight in close quarters, he preferred the sword.


  He remembered well the guardsmen who used to chase him through the streets in the lower city. They were a rough lot, all told, bullies more often than not, but they might have what he needed.


  He left the walls behind and walked down into the poorest part of the city that stretched out on the steep incline leading up to Dalman like a sore.


  He’d avoided coming back. He’d run wild here as a child, lived off anything he could except the easiest option of them all. He’d never bent over for anybody, least of all anybody who had to pay for it.


  Everything was as he remembered—the stench of cooking sea kelp thick in the air, the eyes watching him as he passed the rickety huts, the crooked doors, the windows hung with rags. He clenched his jaw and marched on, down toward the water, to the old harbor.


  There. Guardsmen. Once there was something of value to protect, there they were, in their stained leathers, scarred faces and broken noses. The rough and ready, always willing to break some skulls, half to enforce order and half for fun. Kendras was itching to try out what he’d learned in the meantime on them. For all their raw strength and attitude, they weren’t warriors. But even while that might be good fun, it might also land him in prison, and that wasn’t why he’d come here.


  One of the guard complexes was in the middle of the harbor, intended as a first line of defense against an unruly mob should the poorest of the poor ever rise up. Not that that seemed like a real danger. Before the poor rose up, they first preyed on each other, as Kendras knew well.


  He leaned against one of the buildings there, half-hidden in the entrance of an alley. From here, he had a good view of the parade ground, where guards did what they usually did. Standing, talking, a few drilling recruits. Kendras watched the young men and women for a spark, a hint of what he was looking for, following their movements, still clumsy in armor.


  He moved along the wall, keeping away from the main buildings. Then suddenly a man burst out of a door not five steps away from him. Kendras’s nostrils twitched at the sharp tang coming from him. A battle smell. The man’s arms were bloodied up to the elbows, red specks covered his face, even his hair was half–dark red, half-silver.


  The man stood there, blood dripping from his hands, like a boar at bay, breathing so heavily that Kendras could hear it. Solidly muscled, bull-necked and weather worn. A scream, half anger, half anguish broke from the man’s throat like a living thing and ended in a sob. Some of the guardsmen looked over, but nobody came closer.


  “Medic . . .?” A younger soldier peered out of the door.


  “He’s dead!” the blood-dripping man snarled, staring the younger soldier down. “Another one. Gods be damned. He had a chance!”


  The soldier withdrew inside.


  “So tired of this.” The medic lifted his hands and stared at his blood-coated fingers. He sat down heavily next to the door, drew up his legs and crossed his arms on his knees.


  Kendras walked back to the stables he’d passed and grabbed a bucket with water, then returned to the medic and set the bucket down next to him. “Get cleaned up.”


  The medic looked up to him. “And who are you?”


  Kendras indicated the bucket. “A water carrier?”


  The medic’s lips twitched, but he did dunk his arms into the water, and rubbed the blood off, then took a handful of the liquid and washed his face too, pink water running down his coarse features. “I hate it when they just die like that.”


  “I can tell.” Kendras settled down next to him. “You fought for this one?”


  “Are you joking? He was an officer. Half my age. Could have been my son.” The medic ran a wet hand through his red and silver bristles. “If I could get my hands on the gods for driving us to war all the time.”


  Kendras smiled. “You’re a soldier.”


  “I was. I earn more as a medic, gods be damned. Killing men is easier than trying to keep them alive.” The medic shook his head. “Two more years and I can buy out my contract.”


  “You want to be a soldier again?”


  The medic glanced at him. “Are you hiring?”


  “What if I buy you out? I have need of a soldier who can heal, too. But above all, I have need of another comrade we can trust.”


  “It’s not cheap.”


  “I don’t care.”


  “And what kind of mercenary are you that you don’t care about money?”


  “I’m a Scorpion, guard of the future king of Dalman. We need a medic. I might have found him.” Not anything like the old medic—rougher, much older, but this man looked like he could get the job done.


  “King’s guard’s medic?” The man studied him, then pushed back onto his feet. “Name’s Blood. If you speak the truth, mercenary, then buy out my contract.”


  Kendras nodded. “Bring your leathers and swords. There will be tests, but if you fail them, you will still be free to go your way.”


  “I won’t fail, you whelp,” Blood barked, but not in ill humor. “I fought Ashangul’s army in my day. Everything since then has been child’s play.”


  Blood tipped the bucket out and turned away without so much as a glance.
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  “Dev, I need you to take this to the city guard command. Buy out a man called Blood. He’s a medic with two years left on his contract.”


  Dev shook his braids, a sign that he was ready for anything. “Found another one, then, Officer?”


  “I think so. He’ll be a piece of work to fit in, but I’m sure you’re all going to help.”


  Dev grinned. “That’s right.”


  “Then make sure he’s comfortable in the quarters.”


  “And where are you going?”


  “I will join Lord Adrastes when he takes possession of the palace later today.” Kendras shrugged. “I’ll take Riktan and Kiran.”


  “What about the new recruit?”


  Kendras glanced up, expecting something in Dev’s eyes that told him he had seen through the ruse of short hair and bandaged breasts. If he had, he didn’t move a muscle. Dev wasn’t stupid. Kendras assumed he hadn’t noticed, which gave him a pang of guilt. “We’ll have to train that one . . . a lot. Before he can go anywhere, let alone hold his ground.”


  Dev nodded. “We’re ready, Officer, you know that.”


  “Let’s find a few more. The Lord Protector will very soon go back to war. We’ll have to be ready.” Kendras shook his head. “I don’t expect any more trouble from the palace guard than we can handle, but get me Blood. I’d rather not take any chances.”


  Dev grinned. “I’ll do it.” He turned away, the bag of coins jingling in his hand as he weighed it. If Dev ended up in a tavern getting drunk with Blood on some of that money, that would be a good start, too.


  Kendras returned to Adrastes’s quarters, where his armor was spread out, cleaned and polished, the dark metal surfaces gleaming like the pupilless black eyes of a demon. Or scorpion.


  He settled for a while with the memory, but didn’t make any new entries. He still hadn’t written anything about the woman, turning over and over in his head how to put this best so his successors wouldn’t find him a weakling and a traitor to their traditions. Not that he’d be around to accept that dressing-down.


  “Are you coming?” Adrastes asked from the door, closing it behind himself. He was wearing a wine-red tunic embroidered with gold and silver, and heavy breeches with riding boots, a sword belt slung around his hips and two swords balancing each other out, left and right.


  Kendras stood and stretched his neck. “Help me with the armor.”


  Adrastes stepped closer and waved him over to the laid-out armor pieces. Four hands did much faster work than two, and Kendras was ready within moments. “Should I summon the others?”


  “No. I won’t show the palace guard any fear.”


  “But you’re taking me.”


  “They should better get used to you, as their new commander.” Adrastes bumped Kendras’s shoulder plate with his fist. “Let’s go.”


  Kendras would still have felt better with at least Riktan and Kiran guarding his back. He adjusted his sword belt, then took his glaive, too. The palace rooms and corridors would be wide and high enough to use it, if it came to that.


  When they left the mansion, Kendras felt several eyes turn toward them, and a fair few followed them as they crossed the courtyard between the mansion and the royal palace. His neck itched with the memory of the hiss and thud of a crossbow bolt.


  Adrastes simply marched up to one of the guards at the main entrance and said, “I believe I’m expected.”


  The guard looked him up and down, and then, after several moments of hesitation, saluted. It wasn’t the salute for a king, but it was a start. At least not open defiance. “I will take you inside.” And no title, either.


  “Much obliged.” Adrastes’s lips seemed too tight to smile.


  The entrance hall was hung with flags and banners, all of which drooped in mourning for the dead king, touching the polished stone floors. A chill went through Kendras. With the few lamps alight, the palace looked more like a mausoleum, a place of memory and death, much different from Fetin’s bustling citadel.


  “Where are the courtiers?” Adrastes looked around as if expecting them to be lurking in the shadows.


  The soldier glanced back. “I wouldn’t know.” His guarded tone said more than his few words.


  They waited in uneasy silence. Kendras half expected to end up standing back-to-back with Adrastes, fighting off an onslaught of the old king’s guard.


  After too many breaths, heavy nailed boots sounded on the stones from the right, and Kendras turned, noting that Adrastes didn’t, merely continuing the study of his surroundings.


  By the sound of it, there were fifteen to twenty soldiers on the way. Even with Kiran and Riktan, those would have been pretty bad odds. Kendras forced his muscles to relax, but his hands in his gloves were sweating.


  When the royal guard emerged in their armor and mask helmets, the number was closer to thirty, and some of them moved in lockstep. They were led, strangely, by an unarmed woman, her dark hair cropped short all around, light blue eyes narrowing when she saw Adrastes and then widening when she looked at Kendras. “Gods below,” she muttered.


  Adrastes turned to Kendras, then back to the guard officer, one eyebrow lifted. “Is something the matter?”


  She shook her head, quickly, then looked at Adrastes. “No, Lord Protector. A trick of the light. Or gloom, as it were.” She gave a salute. “I am Lady Nhala, commander of the palace guard and acting commander of the royal guard of Dalman.”


  “Lord Protector Adrastes of Fetin,” Adrastes gave her a nod. “I thank you for allowing me into the palace, Lady.”


  She nodded curtly. “I have spoken to the generals about the matter of succession.”


  Adrastes glanced around. “Do you plan to discuss this out in the open? In front of your soldiers?”


  Nhala shrugged in her armor. “It’s not like they talk about anything else.”


  “That is possibly true.” Adrastes studied Nhala, then took two steps toward her. Kendras saw her tense briefly, then relax, combat-ready again. He wasn’t particularly worried about her attacking Adrastes—he was more worried about what would happen if Adrastes killed her in front of her soldiers.


  “Your loyalties are still with the old king of Dalman.”


  She glanced at him. “They will call you Lord Adrastes the Oracle.”


  Adrastes smiled. “While I was commanding men directly, I learned that soldiers respond best to honesty. And, besides, if I were carrying the old king’s child, I would certainly worry about the new king’s plans for myself.”


  Nhala’s lips set in a thin line. “You have good spies.”


  “The best money can buy.” Adrastes shrugged. “I mean you no harm, Lady. Or your child. But I am ready to do whatever it takes to be king.”


  “As you have been doing.” She grimaced. “The generals are backing your claim. Maybe it does take a foreigner to unite this city again. There was a lot of unrest in the palace. Some courtiers fled when the old king died, others retired when Lord Vistar came to power. They felt that war with Vededrin is inevitable, as Vistar is young and weak.”


  “Vistar will succeed me,” Adrastes said. “And hopefully reap what I’m sowing.”


  Nhala’s cheek muscles rippled as if she were biting down on unspoken words. Did she not think highly of Vistar, either? Or was it about what Adrastes was doing?


  “I would prefer to not bend my knee to you before you are king, Lord Adrastes. The rest of the guard feels likewise. We are charged to protect the throne, and we need to be sure that proceedings are legal and done according to custom.”


  “I understand.” Adrastes smiled. “I don’t believe there will be a problem. But if it is too tasteless for you regardless, you can be relieved of your duty.”


  Nhala shook her head. “I’m not made to be a mother or a mercenary, Lord Adrastes.”


  “Then I will try to win your trust. I do need experienced officers if I’m to succeed.”


  She straightened, and Kendras almost expected her to salute, but she didn’t. “Is there anything else?”


  Adrastes glanced at Kendras. “Not for the moment, no. I would like to invite you and your most trusted officers to the An Grekaran mansion tomorrow evening, so we can get to know each other better and discuss the future of the royal guard and palace.”


  Her eyes narrowed in speculation, but Kendras realized that a no would be like a declaration of enmity. Adrastes had walked into the palace, largely unprotected and mostly unarmed; now he was inviting her to do the same and set foot into his realm.


  “We will be there.”


  Adrastes smiled at her. “I look forward to counting you among my friends and allies, Lady Nhala.”


  She guarded her face carefully, then saluted him and turned, her soldiers turning with her, the perfectly executed movement of a well-drilled unit. Respect, not obedience. Two soldiers stayed behind, clearly waiting for Adrastes and Kendras to leave.


  Kendras followed Adrastes back to the main gates. “How did you know?”


  “Widow talked to the palace guard’s medic, who was forthcoming about Lady Nhala’s morning sickness. The old king had a habit of bedding his female guards. She is worried that I’ll have her killed to secure the succession.”


  “And, will you?”


  Adrastes placed a hand on Kendras’s shoulder. “I’d expect her child to become a problem for Vistar, but not for me.”


  “Do you not plan to rule for twenty years?”


  “If I do, I can deal with the bastard once he or she can hold a sword. There will be other royal bastards among the guards and courtiers, I’m sure. The old king liked to sow into the wind.”


  When they returned to the mansion, Blood was sitting in the yard on one of the benches and stood when they neared. Selvan lingered close, keeping an eye on things.


  Kendras turned to Adrastes. “I’ll take care of this.”


  “Another recruit?” Adrastes asked, measuring Blood.


  Kendras set his jaw and met Adrastes’s gaze with narrowed eyes. Adrastes seemed taken aback, then measured him, too. For several moments, neither of them budged, and Kendras would have expected that he would look away first, but then Adrastes lowered his gaze. “I will wait for you, Officer.”


  “I will see you tomorrow, my lord.” Kendras stepped to the side and turned his back on Adrastes, part of him expecting protest, or even an attack. And why was that? He forced himself to breathe, but it was easier when he heard Adrastes walk away.


  Blood glanced after Adrastes. “He’s the boss?”


  “No. I’m the officer. You know how nobles are.” And when it came down to it, Adrastes was a noble. “Let’s get you quartered and fed.”
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  Kendras told the Scorpions to stay calm and not pick a fight in anything but good spirits—something that both Dev and Riktan, the resident troublemakers, had promised him, though Dev’s eyes had glinted and he’d exchanged the briefest of glances with Riktan. Kiran generally followed their lead. Blood didn’t seem the type to pick a fight on a whim; he was too old and settled.


  And the woman . . . She kept her head down, spending most of her time training with a blade. When he’d told the Scorpions to stay out of trouble, her lips had twisted into something like a sneer, saying I’m not that stupid. Oddly enough, he felt like he had to worry about her the least. Perhaps it was because she was so utterly focused on learning how to kill. She might still turn out different once she’d mastered the art.


  But things would get really interesting once she was deemed good enough to become betrothed. Kendras didn’t want to think about it.


  The feast hall was buzzing with servants cleaning and preparing, refilling oil lamps and generally keeping busy. Kendras watched them setting up couches that the guests would half sit, half lie on (which also meant that swords would only get in the way), then caught a glimpse into the kitchen where two cooks were wrestling an enormous dead pig on the grill, the smell of cooking meat mixing with that of spices and bread from the oven. He still didn’t trust the peace, despite what Adrastes had said. It didn’t take that much courage to pour poison into a chalice.


  He returned to the quarters of the Scorpions to wash and change into lighter clothes. The leathers wouldn’t be appropriate, and nothing Adrastes had said indicated that he wanted the palace guards killed while they were eating. Any fight that could break out would most likely be fought with fists and whatever was within reach.


  The palace guards were cautious, mistrustful, and they all arrived with gird swords, but when Lady Nhala handed her weapon belt over to a servant, her officers—five men, four women—did the same. Out of their armor and mask helmets, the guards looked like any other fighters, though less scarred and mean than the city guards.


  Adrastes welcomed them warmly and bid them to sit down. Then food was served, and with it, a lot of wine. Kendras wondered if it was deliberate that the servants seemed slow to bring the water to mix the wine with, so most of the guards ended up drinking the wine neat. Kendras watched and listened when Adrastes spoke, but this seemed mostly a social call. Nobody spoke of politics, or maybe only in the most veiled ways, like nobles sometimes did. He was never quite sure if the nobility really spoke of grain when they mentioned the harvest.


  Once the feasting slowed down, people scattered across the grounds, and even Kendras went into the garden to catch some air, only realizing how drunk he was when he had to steady himself against one of the marble columns. A shiver raced over his skin. He’d be easy prey now for a murderer.


  “Kendras, was it?” a woman asked.


  Kendras turned his head. “Who’s asking?” Hoping his speech sounded less slurred than his thoughts felt.


  “Nhala.”


  “Lady.” He straightened, and watched her emerge from the darkness of the colonnade.


  “Don’t worry about me. I was just enjoying watching you in the moonlight.”


  Oh. This couldn’t be good.


  “I’m half-asleep.” He grinned and leaned the back of his head against the cool, steadying stone.


  “You remind me of a good departed friend.”


  “Smoke.”


  “Yes.” Her voice was thick. “You look so much like him like this.”


  He nodded. The resemblance had, after all, been why Steel had hired him, and what had enabled him to kill the previous king.


  Kendras remembered vividly Smoke’s death jerks, how he’d tried to fight even with Steel’s sword buried almost to the hilt in his armpit. “I’ve been told that. Blue-eyed Jaishani warrior . . . some say we all look the same.”


  “Oh no. No.” Nhala stepped closer, gazing up into his face. She was well-built herself, compact like any fighting woman would be. Strong shoulders and neck, a clear, determined gaze. She didn’t seem very drunk to him, but he was just drunk enough to not care much about how close she stood. He didn’t expect her to summon up a blade and gut him with it. “It’s . . . the cast of your eyes. Your nose. Your lips. Smoke was a good-looking man.”


  “Thank you.” He smiled, and felt strange when she smiled back at him. “Do you know what became of him?”


  “No. He vanished, along with the king. They must have killed him first. He’d never have allowed anybody to touch a hair on the king’s head.” She shook her head. “Godsdamned priests.”


  “Adrastes will destroy them. He won’t be a slave to the high priest.”


  “That’s what I’m hoping,” Nhala said.


  “Because of the king?”


  “No, because of Smoke.” She seemed wistful and tired now. “Your master is wrong. The king isn’t the father of my child.”


  “Smoke?”


  She pressed her lips together, then raised a hand when he stepped back. “You just remind me of him, that’s all. I have lost . . . friends before.”


  “I’m sorry.” And he couldn’t even tell her how Smoke had died. Poisoned and then finished off with a cowardly blade. That he’d fought with his last breath to protect his king.


  “Let’s keep this our secret, Kendras. It’s of no importance to your master.”


  “He’s not my master.”


  “Really?” She studied him intently. “He seems to think so.”


  “I’m the officer. I’m a Scorpion. I’ve accepted the contract to protect Lord Adrastes, but I’m not his slave.”


  She seemed still a little dubious. “I want to show you something. Come. They won’t miss us.”


  He was just drunk enough to play along. And didn’t even hesitate when they left the grounds, crossing the dark space between mansion and palace. The guards saluted Lady Nhala silently, not even glancing at Kendras, who suddenly felt under-armed and under-armored.


  They went further than the reception hall, skirted the throne room with its very impressive gilded throne, passing scattered pairs of guards who seemed barely alive behind their mask helmets. They didn’t even acknowledge Nhala here. And yet, he felt like they were watching him, like some paintings and statues seemed to follow one’s steps through a room.


  “Where are you taking me?”


  She stopped in front of a door. She produced a key and unlocked it, then stepped inside, taking an oil lamp from a fastening in the corridor.


  The room beyond looked like that of any officer. Still very much a warrior’s abode, with weapons on the wall and armor displayed, polished and ready to be donned at a moment’s notice. But the inhabitant didn’t have to share his quarters. The narrow bed indicated, most likely, that at least he went elsewhere for companionship. Or she. Nhala’s room?


  “Smoke’s.” Nhala lit another two oil lamps.


  Now Kendras did feel like he’d stepped into a mausoleum. There was a row of books lined up on a shelf, between them a statue carved from dark wood: a cloaked woman holding an infant tight against her chest, and in her other hand, below the infant, a long curved dagger. Her features were those of a Jaishani, and she reminded him in no small measure of Lady Besh, Adrastes’s mother.


  “It’s hard to imagine he’ll never come back here.” Nhala thoughtfully righted a colorful woven blanket on Smoke’s bed.


  Something in Kendras’s chest hurt at the tone of her voice. But telling her he’d died fighting wouldn’t temper the pain. He’d wondered if Smoke would be missed, but of course he was. Leader of soldiers. Even, strangely, the lover of this woman. “Were you bonded?”


  “No. It was a secret. At least well enough kept that your master’s spy didn’t know about it.”


  Well kept enough that Widow hadn’t known. Strange thought, that he now knew something that Widow didn’t. Not that it still mattered—Smoke was dead. Who knew what had happened to the body.


  “Why? Who would have disapproved?”


  Nhala chuckled. “He didn’t want to lose another family. Behind his rough exterior, he cared deeply about people. He couldn’t always show it, but I’ve never known a more loyal man.”


  “What happened to them?”


  “A long time ago, when he’d just been assigned to the royal guard as an officer, somebody tried to blackmail him, threatening his family if he didn’t betray the king. He declined. A few days later, his wife and son were murdered in the street. They found their blood-soaked clothes, but no sign of the bodies, not even giving him the solace of burying them. He never healed from that wound . . . He told me a bodyguard cannot have loved ones, lest he has to choose between his charge and them. I’m not even sure if he felt he’d made the right decision. It can’t have been easy for him.”


  “No bodies? How old was the son?”


  “Six or seven.”


  Kendras stepped back to the statue, which now seemed so much more meaningful, even sinister.


  “That’s Lady Kendra, goddess of protection. He brought her from home.”


  Kendras closed his eyes. Realization could feel like ice water. “Where . . . was his family attacked?”


  “On the way from the harbor up to Dalman.”


  Through the dark alleys where he’d grown up. A thousand places for an ambush. It would explain where he’d come from, and why he looked enough like Smoke to impersonate him to kill Smoke’s king. Such an irony. The son come back from the dead to correct his father’s decision. Kill the king.


  Kendras drew a deep breath. That made Nhala’s child . . . his sibling? He backtracked over the chain of evidence, but couldn’t see where he’d gone wrong. He kept his eyes on the statue, unease creeping up to his neck from between his shoulder blades. He knew nothing of the Jaishani faith, but he’d been named after the goddess of protection. And look, he’d become a warrior, and now even a future king’s bodyguard.


  Nhala said something, and he startled out of his thoughts. He wanted to know everything she knew about Smoke, and yet couldn’t chase away the thought that the man he remembered so clearly in his death throes had most likely been his father. Even the thought of that word had jagged edges, like his mind didn’t know how to hold it, touch it, or examine it.


  “I think I won’t mind taking orders from you, Kendras,” Nhala said.


  “I don’t believe the Scorpions and the royal guard will mix well.” Kendras forced his mind away from the fact that Smoke had lived here, that everything here held a memory, a decision by a man he’d only met when he’d died at his feet. “I will guard Ad— the Lord Protector, as I have been doing, and you will guard the palace with your soldiers. The duties will meet, but shouldn’t conflict.” Not that he could ever recruit enough men to cover the vast complex. And he didn’t want to be stuck guarding a building when Adrastes wasn’t present. Which brought him back to an important thought. “I should go back.”


  She nodded. “Thanks for listening.”


  He gave her a friendly salute and noted that she stretched out on Smoke’s bed while he headed for the door. What kinds of memories haunted her there in that room he couldn’t tell, and with the blur of emotions and sensations in his own mind, he couldn’t figure hers out.


  He was almost sober when he returned to the mansion, where the last few officers were taking their leave at the door, making it impossible to sneak back in unnoticed. Adrastes lifted an eyebrow when he squeezed past, but didn’t miss a beat in bidding the guests good-bye.


  Kendras pondered staying around, but his restlessness didn’t allow it. He should head back to the guards’ quarters, but instead went to Adrastes’s room. It was soothingly different from Smoke’s room, less sparse, much larger and wider, and he sat down at the table and poured himself another glass of wine.


  Then remembered that Smoke had been poisoned with drink. Remembered his blood spread out on the stone floor like spilled wine. He pushed both the jug and the glass away, which made the glass topple, and he barely caught it in nerveless fingers before it could shatter on the floor.


  “What’s wrong, Kendras?” Adrastes asked, closing the door behind him. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


  “Nothing.”


  “It must be bad if you think you have to lie to me.” Adrastes paused at his side.


  “I cannot speak about it.” He put his elbows on the rough wood and ran his fingers over his head, wishing desperately for a barber’s shears to take off his hair. It had grown longer than felt familiar and now gave his fingers purchase as he pulled on it.


  “Why not?”


  “This city has too many secrets.” Kendras looked at Adrastes, who settled on a chair next to him.


  “It’s politics.” Adrastes reached out and placed a hand on Kendras’s shoulder. “You’re simmering like unstirred embers. Restless already? Too much good food? Easy companionship? Does the weight of command bow your shoulders, Kendras?”


  “No!” He pushed to his feet.


  Adrastes studied him, weighed and measured him, and time passed between them during which neither spoke. Kendras still remembered the woven blanket, the statue of his namesake goddess, how her features could be so serene even holding the weapon of a murderess.


  “What will you have me do?”


  “Give me a task. I’m not a courtier or a silk-wearing courtesan. I’m of no use in this city.”


  “You are of great use. People see your strength added to mine and think twice about attacking me. We make a formidable pair, Kendras; do not underestimate your power.”


  Kendras balled his fists in helpless anger that knew no direction. Why was it that this duty seemed very nearly unbearable? He had found two new Scorpions waiting to be born. He had to initiate them and Kiran. Maybe he feared they’d die up on the mountain. Maybe he feared they wouldn’t.


  “I have to go up the mountain,” Kendras managed to get out.


  Adrastes nodded. “You have men to lead.”


  And a tanesh. And a woman. Kendras ground his teeth. “You do not need me to strike fear into your enemies. Do you have any other duties for me?”


  “Be back before the next full moon. I would celebrate my ascension to kingship with you present.”


  Kendras nodded. “What about Graukar?”


  “What about him?”


  “I’ll be in the mountains.”


  “Ah, yes. While you’re up there, you might as well have a look at him and his garrison. If you can learn what it is that he desires above all things . . .”


  “Then he can be yours.”


  “Then he can be mine.” Adrastes stood to face Kendras. “Take money, horses, and the Scorpions, but leave me Dev and Riktan, if you would. I need them for guards.” For the first time, that order sounded like a request. “I am among enemies.”


  “They’ll be yours.” Kendras turned toward the door.


  “Aren’t you staying?” Adrastes called after him.


  “I’m too drunk.”


  Only on the other side of the door did some of the tension bleed away; the fog in his head was already lifting with the new duty. To initiate the Scorpions, and learn about Graukar, and accomplish both in three weeks.


  


  [image: ]


  Kendras left the packing to Selvan, then called the other Scorpions to his side. Most of them looked worse for wear after last night’s festivities, and considering the sun had just begun to crest the horizon. But Kendras had barely slept, too impatient to get going now that he finally had something to do.


  “Dev, Riktan. You stay with the Lord Protector. Guard his side.”


  Riktan frowned and glanced at Dev, who shrugged. “Where are you going?”


  “Up to the mountains. I’m taking Kiran with me.”


  The tanesh grinned. “I’ll go pack.”


  “Take oil,” Dev called after him and laughed.


  Kendras shook his head at the amusement rippling through the group. At least those who knew what it meant. Blood didn’t, and neither did the woman—the others had begun calling her Runner because she was fleet-footed in a race but also still often broke away when directly confronted, making up for her lack of raw strength with a willingness to retreat and seek a different angle of attack.


  Kendras didn’t yet know what to do with that—in the old days, breaking formation on foot had been a big problem, but they’d taken on fighting from horseback, where breaking off an entanglement made sense, and didn’t put a shieldmate into danger. She wasn’t ready by a long shot, and part of Kendras was glad for it. The longer it took her to become fighting fit, the longer he kept away from breaking with tradition.


  “Blood, you stay. Selvan, too. I’m taking Runner.”


  Riktan frowned. “Runner’s not ready. Hasn’t been betrothed, either.”


  “I know. But I need a third pair of eyes.” And, besides, he was worried they’d find out sooner or later—and what they’d do. Keeping Runner by his side meant that if she was found out, it would happen when he was there to step in.


  “When are you going to be back?”


  “In time for the coronation next full moon.”


  “You better tell Kiran to take a lot of oil.” Dev winked.


  “I’m visiting Eagle’s Test, too.”


  “Why?” Riktan squinted against the sunlight.


  Kendras paused, then glanced up toward the windows of Adrastes’s quarters. “Just so.” He touched the corner of his eye, and the others clearly got the hint and stopped asking, though Dev muttered something to Riktan and elbowed him. Special mission, that kind of thing. “Go pack, Runner.”


  She turned and rushed back to their quarters.


  “The Lord Protector asked for you, so do obey his orders.”


  Riktan and Dev both nodded. Kendras considered whether he should add that they shouldn’t obey him as the former officer but as their employer, but then forced that thought from his mind. Both of them were referring to him first, not Adrastes, when they needed orders. They had shed the unconditional love for Adrastes. To them, he was now just an employer whom they happened to have known for many years. He hoped.


  “And keep your eyes open. Things are afoot in the palace guard and with the generals. All of this . . . is fragile. Killing him isn’t treason unless he’s been crowned. And him being anointed did not make the crossbow bolts miss.”


  “You can leave him to us,” Dev said.


  “Good. Keep an eye on the memory, too.”


  Dev nodded and gave a casual salute. Kendras hadn’t yet decided who would become officer after him, in case he died or didn’t return. It was really a decision between Dev and Riktan, but they were both close enough that he knew they wouldn’t quarrel over the obligation. Leaving the memory with Dev meant that was his preference, and the others knew it. Mostly, however, he didn’t want to take it back on the road.


  Selvan appeared and signaled that the horses were ready.


  Kendras glanced back at the mansion. After yesterday, Adrastes knew he’d be traveling soon. Yet he felt like a coward when he turned his back and didn’t say his farewell to Adrastes. He didn’t want to find him in bed still and didn’t want to be waylaid by a naked, inviting body.


  “I’ll wait with the horses.” He touched both Dev and Riktan on the shoulder, and Riktan pulled him into a rough embrace. He gave Blood a nod and left for the mansion stables, where the horses stood with their packs, guarded by a few An Grekaran soldiers, who eyed him with a suspicion that hadn’t mellowed at all since the day he’d arrived with the other Scorpions.


  He busied himself with checking the bags and saddles until both Runner and Kiran appeared with whatever else they needed and had stowed those things away. They mounted and were soon on the road while the sun began climbing the sky.


  They negotiated the streets of Dalman in silence, riding one after the other, with Kiran at the rear and Kendras leading. Once through the gate, they pulled closer together on the trip downhill, where the poor and desperate lived. It never hurt riding through there with a hand on a sword.


  Only when they reached the trade road along the Kanenti did Kendras relax somewhat. Out here, it seemed less likely to get a crossbow bolt between the shoulders or run into an ambush. Three armed and armored travelers were less easy game than lone travelers or even a trader who’d already released (or never hired) an escort.


  Fat, flat-bowed river barges floated past them down the Kanenti toward Dalman’s harbor, carrying goods from inland, and on the other side of the river, teams of horses pulled the empty barges back up toward the mountains. It was a familiar sight, peaceful and industrious, despite the occasional glint of armor or weapons. Adventurers, mercenaries, and soldiers—they all guarded the peace by their presence alone. The Scorpions had often taken money in exchange for getting traders where they had to go. After harvest, those jobs were the easy ones that they’d looked forward to after the toil and bloodshed of summer and spring, when nobles and cities resolved their difficulties in the language of steel. It wasn’t harvest time yet—the grain stood high but was still green.


  They rested in taverns and guesthouses along the way, watching the other travelers and listening to news that came with them, though none of it alarmed Kendras. Most people were talking about the weather and opportunities to earn money with goods that were in demand. Some speculated on whether Vededrin would declare its hostile intentions now that Fetin and Dalman appeared allied. Others claimed to know that the pretender to the throne wouldn’t last long enough to claim it and that, in due course, the old order—of three cities balanced in rivalry—would be restored.


  Kendras kept his own council on the matter, even when Runner glanced at him questioningly.


  “They don’t believe in Lord Adrastes,” she said as they were readying their horses again for the last leg of that day.


  “Do you?” Kiran asked.


  She looked between him and Kendras, then mounted with an air of determination. “Where will we be if he fails?”


  “The Scorpions existed long before Adrastes, or his father, Ashangul. We trace our lineage back as far as any noble house—to the empire of Shara and its Seventeenth Legion.” Kendras took his reins, turning the horse toward the gates of the yard.


  “Interesting,” she said lightly. “There should be records of that in Sword Tower.”


  “I’ve seen a Scorpion Legionnaire in a painting there.”


  “Really? Did you ask them what they have on the Scorpions’ history?”


  “We don’t need them. We have a memory, unlike any other mercenary band.” Kendras enjoyed her eagerness. “It’s a book that lists all the customs and rites, and every member who was ever betrothed or released to life or death.” Apart from what had been left out about Adrastes—that he was the firstborn son of Ashangul and had still joined the Scorpions as a man without name or past.


  “Where is it?”


  “I left it with Dev.”


  “And what does it say? About the beginnings?”


  Kendras shrugged. “I can’t read that part.”


  Kiran drew closer, now intrigued, too. “Why not?”


  “It’s . . . I can’t read court script.”


  “If it’s written in court script, then nobles were involved,” Runner said simply. “I could have a look at it.”


  “You’re not a noble.”


  “No, but we traded with nobles, and they like to keep their business private when it suits them. It’s not that complicated, it’s just a pain to write and read, because all the damn letters look so similar.”


  “I should unleash you on Sword Tower then. Ask the generals if they’ll let you into the archives, if you think there’s something to be found.”


  “I’m just curious. If we’re going to be the guards of the new king, we can’t know too much.”


  In that, she was right. And if they were going to be bodyguards, they’d have a lot of time on their hands between keeping Adrastes safe and parade ground duty and training. Already it was a much easier life than Kendras had ever known—since Adrastes had reclaimed his old life, they hadn’t gone hungry a single day and had always slept in safety and comfort provided by others.


  Before long, the traveling days, the dog-eat-dog days, and the desperate days would be a mere memory, recorded in a chronicle they kept for tradition’s sake. But Kendras saw no alternative to it. He’d already broken with other traditions. It seemed he’d be the officer under whom everything would change completely and the Scorpions would cease being what they’d been for hundreds of years. It wasn’t a cheerful prospect. Though, did he really mourn the danger and worries of keeping men fed and healthy in the midst of unrest and war? What exactly did they stand to lose?


  As they neared the mountains and the wide gap the Kanenti cut through them, these thoughts were constant companions. They kept him from thinking about Smoke and Nhala, and about Adrastes who lived surrounded by enemies. He should not have left for such a long time, especially not with those unspoken tensions between him and Adrastes. He was a coward to run away from it all, even if he did have to initiate Kiran and teach Runner.


  They left the trade road when they reached the foothills of the Shoulders and made their way through the wilderness. Here, only hunters crossed their path on occasion, or shepherds keeping an eye on their herds. One warned them of brigands—leftover soldiers from the war against Fetin, most likely, who’d found their livelihoods destroyed or had deserted the troops and now couldn’t return home on pain of death. Kendras decided to press on toward the mountains regardless.


  When they reached the shepherd shelter that was their destination, Kendras and Kiran left Runner and the horses there after a night of rest. He didn’t like it, but Runner would eventually be a Scorpion, and somebody had to stay down there with the horses.


  Kendras had packed a lighter bundle and took Kiran up the mountain.


  He found the site more easily than he’d expected—even the circle of rocks where Adrastes had lit a fire, though all the ashes had been washed away by rain long ago. He dropped the bundle, then placed kindling in the fire pit. Kiran watched, curiously, as Kendras set up camp, but joined him in the preparations, moving aside some rocks and putting down blankets where Kendras indicated. Together, they got a fire going and fed it until they could put on larger pieces of wood.


  Finally, Kendras straightened and motioned Kiran to follow him as he climbed further up the mountain. Here, the ground was very nearly crawling with scorpions, dark older ones and yellow young ones. Kendras bent down and picked a black one up by the tail. Unlike Adrastes, he was wearing riding gloves, but even through the leather, he felt the subtle pull as the animal squirmed and tried to free itself.


  Kiran watched breathlessly.


  “The officer’s duty is to pick those men who never stop fighting.” Kendras felt a chill race over his skin, from his toes to the roots of his hair. “Dev and Riktan picked you, of course, but we, in turn, were chosen.” He changed the grip on the animal’s tail and gently squeezed the bulb right under the curved sting. A clear drop formed at the needle tip, and he pulled a dagger and gathered up the drop of poison, then set the dagger onto the ground. He motioned Kiran to step closer, and the tanesh didn’t hesitate.


  “This is the last test before you’re fully one of us.”


  Kiran’s eyes went wide. “I’m ready.”


  “I have no doubt.” Kendras met his eyes, unblinking, and Kiran didn’t break the gaze. Kendras stretched out his hand and placed the scorpion on Kiran’s shoulder, close to his neck. The animal bristled, raised the sting and lifted the pincers, and when Kiran blinked and looked at it, it struck.


  Kendras stepped close when Kiran’s knees buckled and gathered him up, noticing the scorpion scamper off over the ground. He moved carefully to not step on any others, gathering the dagger and the tanesh in his arms and heading back down to the fire.


  Kiran’s eyes rolled back in his head, and his breath was shallow and fast.


  Kendras placed him gently on the blankets, worried how pale he was. His skin felt cool and clammy, and his breathing seemed uneven.


  Kendras placed a hand on Kiran’s cheek and bent down to speak right into his ear. “I know you can do this, Kiran. Breathe. Keep breathing. It’ll be over before the night is done.”


  He remembered his own test, and how exhausting it was to fight for every single breath, or even a clear thought. He’d had very little control over his body, and it had taken two days before he could walk under his own strength.


  Kendras settled near Kiran, trying not to think about him maybe not surviving this. Adrastes had told him that some men died. Right now, with the Scorpions at such low numbers, with Blood the only other recruit that Kendras had full confidence in, and with Runner not ready for a long, long time, losing Kiran would be a tragedy. He’d been an excellent betrothed up to now. Risking him on this old custom—


  You’ll be the officer who ruins everything. Breaking all the rules. They’ll put you in the memory as the one who destroyed the Scorpions.


  Kendras shook his head, then studied Kiran’s feverish features. He was still breathing, still struggling on. He had to have a little faith in him. Maybe this test was as much about the officer as it was about the Scorpion who was about to be born.


  As the sky darkened, Kendras kept watch, keeping Kiran warm with the blankets and the fire, his own blanket around his shoulders as he sat there, gazing up to the stars in the darkness, and adding more wood when the fire burned low. He touched Kiran’s shoulder or his face every now and then, to remind him that he was still with him, that, while he was struggling to live, he wasn’t alone.


  How odd to feel so tender about a man he was putting under this test; if they could have traded places, Kendras would have. It wasn’t pleasant, but he at least had gone through this before and knew what was coming.


  Studying the tanesh’s face in the light of the fire, Kendras felt unspeakably close to him, grateful that Kiran had joined them, even more grateful for the tanesh trusting him with his life.


  A deep groan startled Kendras out of his thoughts just as the sky in the east was lightening up a shade.


  “Kiran?”


  The tanesh’s eyes were still feverish, but he was looking at Kendras. His breath was still too fast, but came easier now, and deeper. The worst seemed to be over.


  “Gods damn,” Kiran mumbled. He tried to move, but his body didn’t quite obey him yet.


  “Need anything?”


  “No. Just.” Kiran groaned again. “Still can’t . . . breathe.”


  “The worst is over. You can sleep now.”


  Kiran looked at him dubiously, but some tension fled his body, like he’d been holding on with everything he had left. Kendras touched his forehead. “Rest. You’ll need your strength.”


  Kiran’s lips quirked into a smile, and Kendras touched his own to them. It was a chaste kiss, really, no different from holding or touching him or telling him he’d live. Then he stood and stretched his legs, unspeakably relieved that Kiran had passed the test. He wished he could rest, too, but not while Kiran lay helpless.


  The sky changed color, shadows appeared, then shortened and melted into almost nothing. Again, Kiran woke, moving dry lips, but nothing came out. Kendras poured him a cup of water and lifted him up against his own body to steady him enough to drink. Kiran’s hand rose and fell down uselessly, but he managed to take in small sips, controlling his thirst enough to not gorge himself.


  “All right?”


  Kiran nodded, and Kendras let him down again. His breathing was almost normal now; he just seemed exhausted and ready to fade at any moment.


  “I thought . . . they were talking about something else when they said I’d spend some ‘special time’ in the mountains with the officer.” Kiran groaned. “Joke’s on me.”


  Kendras laughed. “It’s not a joke. Well, not all of it.”


  “That’s . . . why you and the Lord Protector . . .?”


  “Adrastes used to be the officer. And yes, he did this with me. What we’re doing. I was young and stupid and told him I loved him.”


  Kiran smiled. “That’s romantic.”


  Romantic? That word sat oddly between them. It belonged to the world of poets and singers. What he felt for Adrastes was different—loyalty, above everything else. He’d have died for the man, still would, if necessary. Fought for him, and for his dream of empire, though Kendras himself cared nothing about empires. And still, what he now knew about Smoke had changed something; suddenly, it did affect him, and not because it affected Adrastes. Smoke and Nhala, that was about family, about flesh and blood, deeper and older than even Adrastes reached in his soul, as much as he wanted to deny it. It completed something in him, filled a gap he hadn’t known existed.


  “And he’s still your lover? Adrastes?”


  “If I have to choose between the Scorpions and him,” Kendras began, then faltered. What if? He couldn’t foresee anything that would force him to choose. The Scorpions would be the new guard of the king of Dalman, then, soon, the guard of the emperor of Shara. There was no conflict of one with the other.


  On the contrary, allying with an emperor or king meant that the Scorpions would have more money, better weapons, and they might even attract more recruits, though growing beyond fifteen or twenty men brought its own problems. Back during the empire days, the Scorpions had been a whole legion—thousands of men. Commanding so many took scores of officers. And how had the Scorpions gone from a legion to a dozen and a half men?


  Kiran watched him. “Who would you choose?”


  “Adrastes can look after himself. He’s . . . he doesn’t need me.”


  “But we need you?”


  “Whether you need me or not, the officer belongs to the men. I eat when you have eaten, sleep when you have slept.” Kendras shrugged. “I knew it when I accepted the task.”


  “It’s . . . why I wanted to join you.”


  “I’d wondered about that. The Flames have a lot more than we do. Nice barracks, duty in the palace, reputation, fame, honor . . .”


  “A man will never rise above captain there. As a tanesh.” Kiran blew out a breath. “I don’t mind working harder than everybody else to advance, but they do make quite clear that when an open post needs to be filled, they won’t suggest you.” Kiran rolled his shoulders. “It’s not ambition. I don’t have to be an officer—it’s just that being told I’d never rise in the ranks was an itch in a spot I could never reach for scratching. Then I saw your men . . . Dev and Riktan, and they don’t care about all that: who gets the best quarters, who sleeps with what noble, who’s the commander’s current favorite pet. They just cared about each other, and everybody else be damned. If anybody’d told me I’d be envious of a pack of homeless mercenaries . . . but I was.”


  Just cared about each other.


  Kendras nodded. It was why the Scorpions had always been family to him. He had no memories of a family before that, though there had been one. If Smoke was his father, if his lady had been his mother . . . but he didn’t remember them, though he knew there was something, remembered remembering, much like waking from a dream and knowing he’d dreamed, but not what. “The Scorpions were the only family I’ve ever had. I’d die for them. So would every one of the others.”


  Kiran was quiet for a long while, then nodded. “Now I would, too.”


  Kendras watched him relax and nearly drift off to sleep. Time, then, to prepare the ink, the needles, and the bandages for the tattoos.
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  Kiran was still unsteady on his feet when they returned to the shelter where they’d left Runner. Kendras stayed so close by his side that he could have held him up if necessary, but Kiran negotiated the broken ground carefully and didn’t stumble seriously enough to warrant help.


  Regardless, Kendras was glad when the hut came into view, and even more, when he spotted the horses. If Runner had been attacked, there probably wouldn’t be anything—or anybody—left.


  They crossed the small brook that came running from high up the mountain and walked around the hut.


  At the sight of a man with an unstrung bow in his hand, Kendras paused.


  The man stood from his seat on a rock and regarded them levelly. He was dressed like a hunter, possibly, though for that, he wore a damn nice blade at his side. It might have been loot, or an heirloom, or possibly a gift from his master, but Kendras was wary. That wasn’t a skinning blade or a heavy dirk that gave death to a wounded animal.


  “Runner?” he called out.


  Runner came out of the shelter. “Officer. We have a guest.”


  “Guest?” Kendras lifted an eyebrow, and noticed how heavily Kiran settled in front of the shelter.


  “You’re the man they call Officer?” the hunter asked.


  “Yes.” Kendras nodded to Runner and then to Kiran, and Runner signaled understanding and crouched beside Kiran. “You this land’s master?”


  “Does land have a master?” The hunter chuckled. “And here I thought the gods rule the earth, not the fleeting shadow of man.”


  “The gods are invisible, but I can see the shadow of a man.” Kendras frowned. “So who are you? You don’t talk like a servant.”


  “I’m master of none but myself,” the hunter said. “Which, considering, is the only mastery that counts.”


  “Or that of the bow or sword.”


  The man smiled. His blue eyes sparkled, and Kendras was struck by his build—no, this wasn’t a hunter, or maybe not a very good one. He was tall and broad-shouldered, his features that of a Westlander. A warrior, then? But out here, alone?


  “To answer your question, Officer, you can call me Nakian.”


  Shadow in Jaishani. Kendras scoffed. “Shadow of men, indeed,” he murmured. “Well, Nakian, we are travelers bound for Eagle’s Test.”


  “I’m almost more interested in where you come from than your destination.”


  “Dalman.”


  “And for Eagle’s Test? Interesting.” Nakian indicated the stone where he’d sat, and Kendras nodded permission. The Westlander settled in his old spot and leaned his bow against the hut. “Your soldier looks like he was stung up on the mountain. It’s swarming with scorpions up there. Nobody knows what attracts the critters.”


  “I know.” Kendras settled on the ground. “I heard there are brigands up here.”


  “Yes, there are.” Nakian pulled a bread bag from his side onto his knees and dug around inside. “Though most of them live farther into the mountains. The trees give more protection against the arms and eyes of the law. They only come here when they come down into the lowland to plunder a farm or try their mettle against a trader’s guard.” He pulled out a flatbread that had the characteristic grooves of military rations—a star shape that divided it into eight evenly-sized wedges. “Hungry?”


  “We have provisions.”


  “Well, you can share yours with me.” Nakian broke the bread and handed half of it to Kendras. Loath to insult the man—though who knew what his game was—Kendras accepted it. It was no older than a day or two, so this man wasn’t an outrider who lived in the wilds most of the year.


  Kendras broke it again and handed three of the wedges to Runner, who broke them for Kiran. Runner then stepped inside to bring apples and cheese, so they all ended up sharing a simple meal in silence, washed down with water from the brook behind the hut.


  “Something tells me you didn’t get lost on the way to Eagle’s Test, which is that way.” Nakian pointed south.


  “We were observing an old custom,” Kendras said.


  Nakian’s gaze traveled from Runner, lingered on Kiran, then returned to Kendras. “Then I’ll assume you know what you’re doing. But your friend looks weak. He needs rest and maybe care for his hands.”


  “His hands are fine.” Kendras finished his apple and stood. “We’ll be on our way in a little while.”


  “Well, then.” Nakian stood. “I thank you for the food, Officer, and bid you safe journey.”


  “Same to you.” Kendras watched him gather up his bow and head southwards. He kept his eyes on him until he’d vanished in the distance. Only then did he turn around.


  Runner looked worried. “Kiran’s . . .”


  “He’s been stung. He just needs rest and sleep. We’ll travel tomorrow at first light.”


  Kiran nodded, and Runner helped him into the shelter, then came out again.


  “Tell me about Nakian.”


  “He showed up and asked whether I was traveling alone. He must have seen the horses and saddles, so I didn’t lie to him.” Runner crossed her arms. “He asked whether he could rest for a while, so I let him be. He’s too well spoken to be a hunter.”


  “Headhunter, maybe.” Kendras rolled his shoulders. “There are men who make a good living hunting brigands. This one wasn’t a stranger to the sword.”


  “Yes, he did seem quite dangerous.” Runner grimaced. “I was worried. But I would have fought. I was ready to fight.”


  “No doubt.” Kendras squeezed her shoulder. “In case he is in league with the brigands, we should be going. I don’t like strangers knowing where I sleep.”


  They packed together, then Kendras went into the hut to get Kiran. The tanesh was unsteady on his feet and his skin clammy to the touch. Kendras all but lifted him into the saddle and then tied him to it. That Kiran didn’t protest told him that the tanesh was not just weak, but also grateful and too proud to admit it.


  They made their way to a different shelter that was more of a cave in the mountain. This would be a lot easier to defend, though it meant sleeping between the horses.


  Kendras decided against a fire and took first watch. Once the sun had sunk under the horizon, he chose his place at the entrance of the cave, back against the rock, and gazed out at the stars. Above all, he listened. To the faint breathing of Runner and Kiran and the horses, the sleepy shuffle of limbs on blankets, the scrape of hoof against rocks. The night wind brought smells, too; wood fire smoke from the valley, cut grass and flowers, and a crisper chill from further up the mountain that smelled of moss and cold stone.


  Wrapped in a blanket, he struggled to keep awake, but whenever he nearly nodded off, he remembered Nakian and that the man knew where they were. While leading a raid in the night was dangerous on this kind of broken ground, bandits might still decide their horses and weapons were worth it, and right now, Kendras was the only fighter who could offer more than token resistance. With such odds, he simply wasn’t taking any risks.


  When the stars had turned and the night was deepest, he woke Runner and instructed her in whispers. Then he withdrew into the cave and lay down next to Kiran—so close that he felt the tanesh’s blanket was heavy with sweat. Yet there was nothing they could do, not in the dark, not at night, so Kendras merely lay down close and pulled Kiran onto his shoulder, where the tanesh slept, somewhat fitfully, ripping Kendras out of exhausted sleep several times.


  The next morning, Kiran appeared even weaker, his face sunken and his eyes gleaming feverish. Kendras cursed himself and the test, and that Kiran didn’t accuse him or seem to blame him didn’t help at all. Up here on the mountain, they might be able to look after him until he got better—Kendras didn’t want to think of the alternative. Though sleeping in a proper bed and being looked after by a medic would help.


  Again, he tied Kiran to his horse and they hurried toward Eagle’s Test—along the mountain range, then up the mountain, over a deserted pass, where they sheltered for another night out in the open. The next day, Kiran was unconscious. Kendras pressed on, up the mountain until they reached the gate of Eagle’s Test, the fortress itself so cunningly fitted into the rock that it was all but invisible unless you stood right in front of it. Up here, Kendras felt his breath go shallow, and it seemed not enough air fit in his lungs. That Runner kept rubbing her temples confirmed she was suffering the same pinching headache that even the cool air up here didn’t relieve.


  When he knocked on the gate—the knocker shaped like an eagle’s head—a face appeared on top of the gate, helmet gleaming in the setting sun. A few more heads appeared alongside.


  “Who goes there?”


  “Kendras of the Scorpions. We’re coming from Dalman to speak to Commander Graukar.”


  No response, but the gate opened, and Kendras led his little band inside.


  The yard was irregularly shaped, almost triangular and fitted into the sheer rock. Inside, the garrison looked cramped with stables and horses and men, and a few soldiers had gathered, seemingly undecided whether Kendras and the others were friends or foes or neither of those.


  “Oh, I know him,” somebody said, and Kendras recognized Nakian, now washed and shaved and wearing leather armor and a woolen cloak. The other soldiers made way for him.


  Kendras dismounted and lifted his hands slightly in a gesture of peace. “You’re one of the soldiers here?”


  “Yes, indeed,” Nakian stated. “Your comrade looks in a bad way.”


  “He is. We need help.”


  “Well, then.” Nakian indicated two soldiers to help Kiran off the horse, and Runner assisted and then came over to Kendras. “How urgent is your request to see Graukar?”


  “Not pressing.” Kendras grimaced when he saw Kiran’s limp form in the hands of the other soldiers, but he didn’t think they bore him any ill will. He did want to stay at Kiran’s side and make sure he was all right, but then, Eagle’s Test would have a medic and maybe he or she could help. “He’s gotten weaker. Feverish. We came here as fast as we could.”


  “We’ll look after him. What about you?”


  “Nothing worth mentioning.”


  “Then follow me. We don’t have much space here, but we do have some guest quarters that are free. You’ll have to share.”


  Kendras exchanged a glance with Runner. “We’re used to it.”


  Nakian guided them into the main building—hewn out of the rock as well, so to guess its size was impossible. Importantly, the way was short, down one corridor and to the left. Inside, the gloom made the guest quarters look even more stark and bare; Kendras had seen military barracks that were places of abundance and joy compared to Eagle’s Test. Whatever kind of man Graukar was, he didn’t seem to believe in too much comfort.


  Kendras put his saddlebags on the one bed, and Runner unloaded as well.


  Nakian studied them. “I’ll tell the commander about your arrival. You might feel like exploring Eagle’s Test, but I’d strongly suggest you stay here or where people can see you. We’re not a suspicious lot, but we don’t want to get the impression you’re here to spy.”


  “I understand. It is a military fortress.”


  “The finest one Dalman still controls, so yes. We are protective of it.”


  Kendras nodded. “When will Graukar see us?”


  “Evening meal—a couple hours, which gives you time to unpack and rest. We’ll look after your horses and your tanesh. About the latter, we might have news by the time we meet again.” Nakian gave a friendly, but not overly formal salute, and his turn was anything but crisp and well executed, but him not acting much like a soldier didn’t mean he was any less dangerous, so Kendras pushed the bar over the door when Nakian had left.


  Runner unpacked a fresh shirt and began to clean up with a bowl of water and soap, then lay down on the bed. Kendras considered leaving the space to her, though he didn’t relish the thought of sleeping on the naked rock floor.


  “You can sleep with me in the bed.” Runner spoke so softly Kendras barely heard her.


  “Are you sure?”


  She turned, pulling down her shirt over her bandaged chest. “I’d think if you were going to rape me you’d have done it a long time ago.”


  Hard to refute it, though the fact that she’d thought of that at all told Kendras she was still hurting from what the executioner had done to her. He remembered his own pains too well.


  He washed up and divided the woolen blankets evenly between them. He settled on the bed, glad that his stinging head was horizontal, though that just seemed to shift the kind of pain, not its intensity. She lay down next to him, head on her elbow.


  “Do you think I’ll ever be betrothed?”


  Kendras turned to her. “You first need to learn more about fighting and killing.”


  “Do you think I will learn it?”


  “No doubt.” Kendras felt tempted to touch her to reassure her, but stopped himself. He’d rarely, if ever, touched a woman. Were she a man, he might have.


  “You knew about killing when you joined?”


  “I had to to survive.”


  “I will be useful. I’ll prove it. Please don’t lose patience with me.”


  He didn’t care that she wasn’t a man. He reached out and touched her shoulder. “I have no doubt.”


  “But I am a woman.”


  Kendras nodded. “Do you know the Jaishani gods? There’s one, the goddess of protection. She’s a warrior and a mother protecting her child. The old king’s bodyguard prayed to her.”


  “Yes, but she’s a goddess, immortal and powerful.” Runner groaned in frustration. “I sometimes think I’ll never learn. That I’m too old, or that I’ll never be strong enough.” She looked down at her hands, which had roughened over the last weeks. “I will learn. I just need more time.”


  “Runner, I’ve seen men who’d have given themselves up in that tower. But you didn’t. That’s something nobody can teach anybody. You either stand and fight, or you don’t. You do. Everything else . . . it’s just technique, how to use a dagger or sword or glaive. Even if it takes years, I’m not giving up on you.”


  “Years? Gods below.”


  “Years. I’m not sending you away as long as you keep fighting.”


  She swallowed audibly and rolled toward him. He pulled her close and onto his shoulder and draped one of the blankets over them both. Exhaustion took care of the rest.


  Knocking on the door woke Kendras with a start, and he untangled himself from Runner’s arms, then stood and stepped to the door and opened it.


  Outside stood Nakian. “You hungry?”


  Kendras rubbed his face. “How’s Kiran? The tanesh?”


  “They bled him well and good. He’s asleep now, still feverish.”


  “Damn. I should see him first.” Kendras glanced out along the corridor.


  “Well, I can take you there before dinner.” Nakian shrugged. “We have a little time.”


  Kendras turned back into the room. “I’ll look after Kiran, then we’ll have dinner.”


  Runner nodded, and Kendras left her there for the moment, uncomfortably aware that he’d enjoyed sleeping with her. It wasn’t the same as with another man, but the pleasure was simply in the closeness, especially up here in the cool mountain fortress. He wasn’t used to this damp cold, and even the soldiers here wore sheepskin cloaks to keep themselves warm.


  Nakian guided him along the corridor, then up a staircase, along another corridor, and down another staircase. The infirmary was a large bright room with two roaring fireplaces. There were a few other patients, but Kendras recognized Kiran even at a distance, looking frail against the clean linen. A medic rushed toward them.


  Kendras slowed near Kiran’s bed, then the medic pushed himself between him and Kiran.


  “It’s all good,” Nakian said. “He’s his officer.”


  The medic demurred and turned toward Kiran. “As you can see, he’s breathing. We feel the crisis brought on by the scorpion sting was halted and he was trapped in between crisis and recovery, so we initiated a second crisis to push him fully through.”


  “In other words, they bled him to get the fever to break.” Nakian chuckled.


  “In lay terms, yes,” the medic said. “Considering that a tanesh has a different balance of tempers, with less heat though more depth, I’d wager it all depends on whether he’d developed a dry or a wet fever.”


  Kendras nodded, understanding nothing, and stepped to the bed. Kiran looked quieter now, still sweaty, but maybe already a little better? His forearms were bandaged, and there was a lingering smell of fresh blood. “Will you fetch me immediately if there is any change? Day or night.”


  The medic looked taken aback, but Nakian nodded. “Mercenary. I assume with only two men to his name, an officer would care.”


  “V-very well, Officer. That’s a surprise, but I can arrange this.”


  “Thank you.” Kendras lingered for a while longer, but Kiran was asleep as Nakian had said, and he had been bled. He didn’t want to wake him up, and looking at the order and cleanliness in this place, and the overly protective medic, Kiran seemed in good hands. Still, he wished he’d brought Blood along to keep an eye on Kiran. Maybe then things wouldn’t have gotten this bad in the first place.


  “Come.” Nakian returned him to the guest room, where they picked up Runner, and then they stepped outside and crossed the courtyard. A round tower guarded one side of the fortress, and that was where they were going. Past two guards who studied Kendras with unabashed curiosity, then up the stairs to the highest level.


  Nakian knocked on the door, and was bid to enter.


  “Commander, these are our guests. The ‘officer’ and Runner.”


  Kendras entered just as a tall man was standing from a dinner table. He looked even wider in the shoulder thanks to a padded leather gambeson, its embroidery too fine to be hidden under armor. A suit of burnished plate armor stood in a corner, bearing the mark of a silver eagle grasping a tower.


  “Officer? Do you have a name or is that all we’ll hear?” Graukar said.


  “In my unit, that’s the only name that counts.”


  Graukar studied him. “You don’t look like you attended a military academy.”


  “No.”


  Graukar considered him again. “You’re my guest and under my protection. I’m Commander Graukar of Eagle’s Test. Shadow here is my second. He’s tasked to keep an eye on you and ensure you’re not getting into any trouble here.”


  “I’m not here as a spy.” Kendras kept the man’s gaze. From what he could see in the gloomy room with just a few candles and a fire burning, Graukar was most definitely a Westlander. Him and Shadow both, which seemed exceedingly odd, given that there were very few of them on this side of the ocean. “I accept your hospitality, Commander.”


  “Please, sit. Shadow said you’re from Dalman?”


  “Yes.” Kendras sat down, and Runner sat too, though wisely on his shield side, which left Kendras’s strong hand free to fight if he had to. “Lord Protector Adrastes of Fetin sent me.”


  Graukar’s eyes widened for a moment over his cup. He set it down and coughed. “You’re his bodyguard. I heard of you. The leader of the Scorpion Guard he’s set up.”


  “No, we are older than that.” Kendras reached for some of the bread—exactly the same kind that Shadow had been carrying. “Lord Adrastes is merely our employer.”


  “Very striking. When you stood there, I could have mistaken you for Smoke.”


  “All Jaishani look the same, don’t they?” He’d heard that at times, and now it seemed useful.


  “Same in daylight,” Shadow offered. “Like he’s risen from the dead.”


  None of them made a sign to ward off evil or the undead. Though if any man had a right to haunt the world of the living, it was the murdered bodyguard of a betrayed king.


  Kendras concentrated on the bread in his hand and the meat on his plate. Considering he was among the officers of Eagle’s Test, the food appeared very simple—cold meat, heated wine, and bread, as well as dried fruit. Compared to what they were fed at the An Grekaran mansion, or even what he’d eaten as a guest of one of the large farms surrounding Dalman, this was sparse, though Kendras couldn’t decide whether it was a subtle insult or whether he’d become spoiled. Back in the old days, he’d gone hungry for days, with nothing but desperation to fill the gnawing hole in his stomach.


  Graukar ate in silence, but kept Shadow’s and his own wine cup filled, ensuring, too, that Kendras and Runner had enough food and drink. Once he’d cleared his plate, he leaned forward on his elbows. “What business did Lord Adrastes sent you here for?”


  Kendras washed down the last bite of meat with a mouthful of wine. “To invite you to the coronation. He’ll take the crown at full moon—in two weeks’ time.”


  Graukar looked at Shadow, and something unspoken passed between them. Was that a conspirators’ look? If so, would Graukar protest openly or act like a coward? Though this broad-shouldered, rough-looking man didn’t strike Kendras as a coward.


  “I can leave Shadow in charge of Eagle’s Test if your master insists,” Graukar said eventually. “Though I fail to see why he’d need a common soldier to witness him taking power over Dalman.”


  “Adrastes has great plans for Dalman’s soldiers.”


  “Such as?”


  “He’s promised the generals to reinstate conscription, and to build new barracks near the river, as well as give land to veterans.”


  Graukar’s face darkened. “Do you know what that means? To give out land, he has to conquer it first.” He pulled back. “It means war.”


  “You’re a warrior, so your business is war. I’ve never heard a merchant disagree with trade.”


  Graukar gave a sharp laugh. “Look around. Our pay is low, and if we weren’t hunting and trading with the farmers in the valley, the generals and the king would have left us to starve here on the mountain. Now you tell me that Lord Adrastes will raise even more men, and the weapons and horses that go with a conquering army. That isn’t good news. It means that money will be even tighter and food more scarce.”


  “So what is it that you desire?” Kendras asked. “He’ll listen to what you have to say. Surely, he won’t starve you here once he can give the orders. Adrastes used to live on the road as a mercenary—I served him then. He knows that a soldier marches on his stomach.” He tapped his chest. “Adrastes always served his men, it’s what leading the Scorpions means.”


  “That is what you are now doing?” Shadow asked.


  “I’m the leader of the Scorpions, but I’m not their master.” If he had any power at all, it was the power of custom and of the others choosing to follow him. He’d never heard of an officer being deposed by his men, though maybe the memory held a story like that. He couldn’t imagine it happening.


  “It’s true, he’s very concerned about the tanesh in the infirmary,” Shadow told Graukar. “That’s why we were late.”


  Graukar studied Kendras again, seemingly deep in thought. The stare was even, yet without anger or hatred, and Kendras felt it like a weight. “What has me worried is that Adrastes learned the craft of politics and war from his father, Lord Protector Ashangul.”


  “He is not like his father.”


  “Show me an olive tree that bears peaches, Officer.” Graukar emptied his cup. “I speak freely because I trust that you are the kind of man who can hear somebody disagreeing with him without thinking him an enemy. I speak as one soldier to another, after a cup or two of wine.” Graukar smiled, and oddly, that changed his face from that of a stern man to a good comrade.


  “I will tell Adrastes that he will have to work harder to win your trust, Commander.”


  “If he cares. I’m a soldier on a pile of rocks guarding a trade road. I have my orders from the generals of Dalman, and I will obey them.”


  And those orders were to prepare for a rebellion, though Kendras couldn’t challenge him on this without giving away that the generals were being watched. He disliked politics and keeping secrets, but if Adrastes felt this necessary . . . After all, keeping his own secrets had enabled Adrastes to take power. It would see him crowned, and eventually emperor.


  “I believe you should meet Adrastes, Commander, and form your own opinion. Rumors don’t do him justice.”


  “Very well. He summons me, I’ll be there.” Graukar peered into the wine jug, then shook his head. “I’ve had enough. Is there anything else I can help you with?”


  Kendras shook his head, and so did Runner. “It’s late. Thank you for seeing me, Commander.” He stood, and awaited Graukar, who came around the table to accompany him those few steps to the door. From up close, Graukar looked even more imposing, and Kendras found he had to look up a little to meet the man’s hazel eyes.


  “Shadow’ll get you back to your room. Are you going to stay at Eagle’s Test while your tanesh is recovering?”


  It struck Kendras that Graukar didn’t seem to consider that Kiran might die. There was a calm and surety about the man that reminded him of Adrastes.


  “I won’t leave him behind.”


  Graukar lifted an eyebrow. “You have my permission to stay. You and your very quiet companion.” He gave Runner a wink that had Runner quickly averting her eyes.


  Shadow guided them back—and while Kendras would have found his way on his own, it was clear that the man had something to say.


  “You’ve impressed him,” Shadow said just outside their door.


  “Then he’s easily impressed.”


  Shadow chuckled. “He’d never share his thoughts so freely if he didn’t think you’re worthy of the truth.”


  “I’m a mercenary. A bodyguard. I can keep a secret if I must. Though I don’t believe those were secrets. If Adrastes knew that you are not being paid properly, he’d solve the problem.”


  “Then you coming here is lucky—not just for Kiran, but for everybody. I pray you’re right, Officer.” Shadow offered his hand, and Kendras took it and pressed it briefly.


  “One thing . . .”


  Shadow turned. “Yes?”


  “You’re both Westlanders?”


  “We’re brothers.” Shadow stepped back. “We came over at the same time.” He nodded to Runner and left.


  Kendras closed the door behind himself and Runner. “What do you make of this?”


  “I’d have sworn they were lovers.” Runner sat down on the bed with a sigh of relief and started to pull out of her boots.


  “Me too. But brothers—that explains it.” A trust that ran deep and calm and suggested they’d known each other for a long time. What was it like to have a brother like that? The Scorpions were the closest he’d ever get to answering that question.


  Kendras undressed to his shirt too, and lay down. It was too cold to strip down completely, and Runner didn’t sleep naked at all for fear of being discovered. After what had happened to her, Kendras wouldn’t have been surprised if she attempted to sleep in plate armor. Regardless, she slept close to him, and Kendras was touched and honored by her trust.
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  Kendras woke when a soldier summoned him. It was so early in the morning that few others seemed about—not Nakian, who’d watched every step of his so far. Kendras followed the soldier to the infirmary, where Kiran lay awake. Pale and sunken, but his eyes were open and his breathing deep and easy.


  Kendras pulled a stool closer and saw Kiran smile. “You had me worried.”


  “I had me worried, too,” Kiran whispered. “How’s . . . everybody?”


  “We’re guests at Eagle’s Test. Commander Graukar is letting us stay until you’re able to ride.”


  “Not today.” Kiran groaned.


  Kendras grinned and touched his shoulder. “No. You rest up. I’d have hated to explain to Dev and Riktan why you didn’t come back.”


  “Does that happen often?”


  “Some people die, Adrastes said.” As powerful as the rite was, now that Kiran had almost died, he wasn’t sure that it was worth keeping. When he’d seen Kiran as pale as death, he’d cursed having to do this. He understood why officers felt it was necessary, but what if Kiran had died? Risking one of the rare and precious recruits on chance? The whims of uncaring fate?


  Kiran touched Kendras’s arm. “I’ll be good in a day or two.”


  “That’s rather my decision,” the medic said, carrying a bowl of soup. “Until you can feed yourself, you won’t be sitting on a horse anytime soon.”


  Kendras stepped back. “Get better.” He left the medic to feeding Kiran and walked out. His guard was gone, too, so he stood there alone in the yard. Maybe it was a test to see if he was going to examine the fortress for weaknesses, though the night watch would be there and likely keep him from wandering around. He didn’t exactly fit in here.


  In the cold gray early morning, guards were walking up on the walls, stopping every now and then to peer down the single path that curved up the mountain, then turning back and continuing to walk. From what he could see, Eagle’s Test was every bit the formidable fortress that it was claimed to be, and despite Graukar’s gripes, it was in an excellent state of repair. The stables were full of horses, and every piece of war gear he saw was clean and polished and ready to mete out death. He’d hate to have to lead an assault against Eagle’s Test.


  Hissing breath drew his attention to a corner of the courtyard. He turned and walked toward a lone figure going through his morning exercises.


  Graukar.


  The commander had stripped down to leather trousers and boots, his chest bare even in the cold, and he was standing, legs wide open. His chest muscle tensed as he hissed out another breath, his hands open, fingers closed, then he circled his arms like he was holding a ball of fire, and shifted to the side. His movements were focused, elegant, warlike, and Kendras paused right there to watch him.


  By himself, his movements could have been a forceful dance, but Kendras recognized the blows and strikes and twists and levering of an enemy’s body. Graukar shifted his weight backward, took a step and turned again, arms stretched out and ready to fight. Kendras wasn’t aware of how long he’d been watching—long enough for Graukar to build up a sheen of sweat even in this chilly morning. Graukar collected himself again, straightened his legs and folded his hands in front of his stomach. Then, as if tamping down an invisible force, he pushed his open hands toward the ground before he returned them to his sides. His half-closed eyes opened and met Kendras’s gaze.


  “Ever seen this before?”


  Kendras shook his head. “Not without weapons.”


  “I’m never without weapons.” Graukar lifted his hands. “It’s the Sixteen Forms; officers used to learn them, then they fell into disregard.”


  “Why?”


  “Oh. Academy training concentrated on ruling other men. The Sixteen Forms concentrate on ruling yourself. Not an attractive proposition for today’s nobility.”


  “But it is useful?”


  “For war?”


  Kendras nodded.


  “You tell me.” Graukar rolled his shoulders and took the low stance again, angling his body so that his right outstretched hand was closest to Kendras. “Attack me.”


  “With my hands?”


  “You can use your feet too.”


  His feet? Kendras stepped closer, but stayed outside Graukar’s reach. He did prefer weapons and seeking an opening, and Graukar looked a lot more prepared than he liked. This wasn’t exactly a tavern brawl where stools, jugs, and even other patrons could serve as weapons and diversions. Those were also more fun when people were drunk and slow to react.


  He mimicked Graukar’s position, angling his body to offer his right side, hands extended, too, though balled into fists. Graukar’s lips pulled into a smile as they regarded each other. Then Graukar turned his wrist a little and waved Kendras closer.


  Stepping into reach was very much a declaration of war, and Kendras felt his balls tighten—it was like stepping into the circle of heat that a flame cast around itself. He blocked Graukar’s extended arm and stepped forward to punch him—and was grabbed by the throat from behind as the man turned and moved quickly. Kendras’s legs gave as he overbalanced. He staggered, tried to stay on his feet while Graukar held him in that precariously unbalanced position.


  “So much heart and strength,” Graukar murmured near his ear. “You knew you stood no chance.”


  Kendras struggled, but the grip around his throat tightened, and Graukar’s other hand pressed against his neck from the other side, and when he kicked and punched back with his elbow, he hit nothing but air.


  “Tuck your chin in against my elbow, or I’ll knock you out.”


  Kendras turned his head and tucked his chin in, then grabbed Graukar’s wrist and pulled, trying to break the hold with pure strength.


  “I’ve given you too much time, but yes, it’s a decent response.” Graukar chuckled, then dropped to the ground. Kendras barely managed to not bash his skull in on the cobbles, but he stared up into Graukar’s eyes and felt the man’s fist lightly tap his temple—just a hint of the punch he would have delivered were this a real fight.


  He groaned and rolled onto his knees when Graukar let him go. He turned toward him and found Graukar smiling.


  “That’s not even the first form.” Graukar opened his arms wide to loosen his shoulders, then took that relaxed ready stance again. “Just a basic technique.”


  “What do you do against a weapon?” Kendras rubbed his throat.


  “Take the weapon off you or use it against you.” Graukar glanced around, and so did Kendras. Several soldiers had stopped in their duties to watch the exchange, and several had that knowing smirk on their faces that said this wasn’t a rare occurrence by far. Seemed their commander liked to show off. But Kendras had to admit it was impressive. He could break a hold, knew where to strike, but Graukar moved with a surety and grace that belied any idea that his was a skill developed for war. It just seemed his nature.


  “Where did you learn it?”


  “I had many teachers, most of them inland, but I also had the fortune to learn from a Sacred Raven back where I came from.”


  “Westland.”


  “That’s what you call it.” Graukar indicated Shadow, who was coming toward them. “Well, Officer, my training partner has arrived.”


  Shadow shed a woolen tunic to bare a torso almost as impressive as his brother’s. He gave a small salute by tapping his chest. “Good morning. I see you started without me.”


  “A demonstration. The officer here appears to be an unfinished student of war.”


  Kendras scoffed. “I take my lessons on the battlefield.”


  “The fact that you survived this long is a credit to your strength, Jaishani,” Shadow said. “And your cunning. Those are things you can teach no man. But my brother’s whole religion is war. No layman who mutters a prayer in a storm can compete with a high priest who’s devoted his life to war, so don’t take it too personally.”


  He patted Kendras on the shoulder, but those words ran like blades over Kendras’s skin, so he responded before he’d thought about it, lashing out to grab Shadow’s hand and twist his arm to force him to let go. Somehow, though, Shadow moved in a circle, and the man grabbed Kendras’s elbow with such speed and force that Kendras lost his balance and went down on one knee, grimacing with the pain as Shadow twisted his arm.


  “. . . that’s not to say I haven’t ever spoken a prayer to my brother’s gods,” Shadow said in a low whisper. “Attack me again, and I’ll break your shoulder, Jaishani.” He let Kendras go, who stood.


  “You startled me.” Kendras knew it wasn’t a good excuse, and he disliked admitting weakness, but he hated strangers touching him like he was a comrade. He stared at Shadow, who stared right back.


  “I could watch the both of you for a while and be well entertained, but we have work to do, Shadow.” Graukar nodded to Kendras. “Neither meant insult, Officer. You’re my guest; nobody will attack you.”


  Kendras nodded. “Apologies.”


  “No offense taken.” Shadow crouched and straightened to loosen his legs. He then turned toward his brother, taking the same stance. They faced off for a long, long moment, and Kendras noticed they were both ready to strike, but the battle had already begun in that even, fearless stare they exchanged.


  When Shadow finally attacked, it was with a flurry of punches and openhanded strikes that was answered with an equal flurry of blocks. He’d never seen anybody move so fast, but even he noticed when Shadow’s fist hit Graukar’s elbow and Shadow hissed with pain and retreated.


  “Sometimes, an attack hurts the attacker more than the defender. Make sure the defense is weak enough to be attacked,” Graukar said, breathing only a little faster.


  Kendras pulled back, appreciative of how they used the space in that part of the yard. Half of what they did was how they angled their bodies, sometimes simply circling past an attack to get into the other’s weak spot or even his back.


  Circling, spinning, and attacking the weakest possible angle while moving fast and in ways that Kendras had never seen before. It was beautiful, horrible, even, to think that this kind of fighting went against everything he’d learned about holding a line and protecting a comrade’s weak side.


  He’d learned to flank an enemy unit, or lure them into an attack to crush them in a counterattack, or simply to overrun them with superior strength and determination. This, however? Was this what a fish felt like when he saw a bird take flight?


  He tried to understand how they did it; he’d felt the same bewilderment when he’d seen Dev use what he’d learned as a pit fighter—all knee and elbow strikes in close quarters, sometimes kneeing people so hard in the sides that they pissed blood for days—but Dev rarely got into the position where he had to fight like that. When Dev was wearing armor, his leg work didn’t have the same speed and force, so he tended not to use it, and as he said, when an enemy soldier was close enough to be struck with an elbow, he was too damn close. Those techniques really only made sense in a pit surrounded by a screaming, betting audience, with barely enough space to stretch out in.


  Of course, a crossbow bolt conquered men like Graukar as easily as they conquered everybody—unless his “forms” enabled him to block those, but that would be a miracle worthy of the gods. And for all his confidence, Graukar didn’t strike him as anything but human. Neither was Shadow, examining his bruised knuckles when they stopped training for a moment to gather themselves and exchange banter.


  Kendras turned away to fetch Runner for training, too. She was mostly working with the sword at the moment, and she was making good progress, clearly desperate to succeed and earn her place with the Scorpions. He made her attack him over and over until she was covered in sweat and her lunges became shaky and insecure.


  Kendras deflected most of her blows, though she was getting better and grazed him once or twice. Yet she didn’t yet have the muscle to break through a defense or a block by brute force. She knew the other tricks: Fight from out of the sun. Blind an attacker with dust, water, or anything else that was available. She’d stand her ground against beginners, but he worried too much about her facing seasoned soldiers.


  “I’d teach her the crossbow,” Graukar said behind him.


  Kendras glanced back. “Her? I see no her.”


  Graukar gave him a funny look. “May I?”


  Kendras hesitated, then nodded and gestured at her. “Don’t break him. Runner, come here.”


  She stepped closer, wiping her forehead. “Sir?”


  “Take a drink of water, I’ll go get two crossbows.” Graukar directed her to a well in the corner, then walked to one of the walls and climbed the stairs to reach the guard shelter in the nearest tower. He returned shortly after with two crossbows and quivers of bolts. He placed everything but one crossbow on the ground, and with quick, easy movements, checked the weapon.


  “Can you shoot this, Officer?”


  Kendras shook his head.


  “Then watch.”


  Runner returned and eyed them both warily.


  “Mastering the sword can take years of training, and I see your officer has already put you well on the path to mastery—however, while you learn the sword and grow strong enough to stand even a faint hope of a chance on the battlefield, I’d like to introduce you to what my own officer used to call the coward’s weapon.” Graukar’s hand traced along the bow. “I’m a firm believer in being a living coward over a dead hero, especially against a foe you can’t reach any other way. It combines the principle of the bow and arrow with the rather ingenious idea of removing brute force from the mechanism. You load the bow by bending back these metal bowstays. The string hooks into this metal catch on the tiller—the wooden stock of it. You release the catch with this trigger. Unlike with a bow, you don’t need great strength of arms for it. See this metal hook at the front? It’s called the stirrup, and you step into it, and pull the string to notch it,” Graukar lowered the crossbow, stepped into the hook and, with a double-handed pull, notched the string. “Your back, stomach, legs, and shoulders are stronger than just your arms.”


  “Don’t I know it,” Runner muttered.


  Graukar placed a bolt into the groove on the tiller and raised the crossbow. “Unlike a bow and arrow, you need very little strength to hold it. And when a target appears and you have a clear shot, take it.” Graukar turned and pulled the trigger. The bolt flew with a whistling sound and hit the door to the nearest tower with a hollow thud that had Kendras jump a little. He’d been too close to that sound too recently.


  “Your turn.” Graukar handed the weapon over to her.


  Runner took it, put it on the ground, stepped into the stirrup and notched the string, then slid the bolt on and aimed for the door. She pulled the trigger, and her bolt hit the door within a handsbreadth of Graukar’s.


  Graukar smiled. “There. A killer is born.”


  “And you’re the midwife,” Kendras said.


  “Now, remember—if you want to take a noble lord hostage, shoot the horse or a leg, though I’d aim below the knee; sometimes they bleed out too fast if you hit the thigh. If you’re facing a group, kill the one who’s giving orders first. You may only have one shot, so make it count.”


  Runner looked at the crossbow like it was a miraculous thing. “Kill the officer?”


  “Always. It’s hardest to replace him. And if you kill a noble, it’s a damn good start.” Graukar laughed and pulled a few bolts from the quiver. “This one, the sturdy small point of the bolt? This is to punch through armor. This one, the long narrow one? Chain mail. This leaf-shaped one? Against flesh. If you’re aiming for a head, treat it like armor plate, because of the bone.”


  Kendras shuddered. “We’ve never had crossbowmen.”


  “You should protect . . . him while he shoots. Leave a gap in your line, or position him behind cover and make sure you’re not walking into his line. And you, Runner—kneel to stay a smaller target. You can probably crouch quite happily behind your officer and shoot through his legs.”


  “Oh no.” Kendras shook his head.


  Runner looked at the bolts and the quiver. “Thank you, Commander.” She offered the crossbow back, but Graukar lifted his hands. “Keep it. Train with it. Think of me when you put terror into whoever thinks you an easy target.”


  “That’s all the training he needs?”


  “Oh yes. He’ll need a sense of the distance and must learn to shoot a moving target—like a charging rider—but that’s all there is to it. There’s a reason why trained warriors hate it. It’s too simple.”


  For the first time since Kendras had accepted her, Runner looked happy, and even a little proud of herself. Kendras couldn’t help but smile and be glad she’d found that, so he left her to shooting and went through his own exercises with the glaive and sword, working hard until the sun was high and it was time for a simple meal of soup and bread. Afterward, he went to look after the horses and visit Kiran, who looked stronger.


  “I can ride.” Kiran glanced around, speaking in a hushed tone so as not to alert the medic.


  “You stay here.” Kendras leaned forward. “We are not in a hurry.”


  “We aren’t? But the Lord Protector . . .”


  “He welcomes the opportunity to have a look around.”


  “Oh.” Kiran relaxed into the pillow. “I hope he doesn’t intend to storm the castle. It’s never been taken, you know?”


  “I can imagine.” The long, winding path up the mountain would be a nightmare to a crew of a war engine. The three rings of fortification and the towers overseeing the narrow, steep path would exact a terrible blood price. There might be a way to get in through whatever water supply the fortress had, or maybe when farmers made the trip up to provision the garrison. But even a handful of soldiers smuggled in between carts of barley and wine might not be enough, considering the watchfulness and discipline of Graukar’s soldiers. It would be interesting to hear Widow’s ideas on the matter, but he’d likely suggest that Graukar was their main strength. While he led and kept the discipline, the fortress remained as strong on the inside as on the outside.


  “But any fortress can be taken.” Kendras shrugged. “The Lord Protector does not believe in an invincible fortress—or man.”


  Kiran grinned. “Well, he conquered you, didn’t he?”


  “That gate was wide open.” Kiran laughed, and Kendras couldn’t stifle a chuckle. “What can I say? He saved my life, and I’ve been his ever since.”


  “Sounds like love.” Kiran smiled warmly at him.


  “If I become half the officer he was, I can be a very proud man.”


  Kiran eyed him. “I talked to Dev and Riktan about that, and they say you are. Dev prefers you to him.”


  “Why?”


  “He didn’t say. Oh, yes, he did. Something about not getting everybody killed.”


  Kendras swallowed. It had never occurred to him to hold Adrastes responsible for the Scorpions getting slaughtered to almost a man before Fetin. Though, in Adrastes’s stead, how would he have chosen? Was it just the price of war, or had Adrastes actually made a mistake?


  “So far, we’ve had very little opportunity to die. The new king won’t sacrifice us like the old one did.” Kendras touched Kiran’s arm, glad that his skin was dry and warm. “And should he try to, he has to go through me first.”
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  “You’ll come to the coronation?” Kendras asked when Graukar escorted them through the gate.


  Graukar glanced back at the main building. “I’ll treat your message as an order—while Lord Protector Adrastes has no right to command me, it appears he is going to be king.”


  “And angering your future king isn’t wise.”


  Graukar chuckled. “If kings had time to keep grudges like ordinary mortals, they’d do nothing else. The higher your station, the pettier you look if you keep a tally of injuries and pursue getting even. Do I have to fear that King Adrastes will be petty?”


  “King Adrastes will hope for your loyalty.”


  “Too many kings have meddled with the silver of that particular coin,” Graukar said darkly and stopped. Kendras halted, too. His horse snorted and pulled, but then obeyed.


  “Officer. Listen carefully to me.” Graukar had lowered his voice to no more than a whisper. “When they pay you in any kind of coin, ensure it’s pure silver. Sometimes, we only see the shimmer of the coin and don’t stop to bite on it. You’re a loyal man—ensure they pay you in silver for your blood. Because, when I see a loyal man, I see a man too willing to believe what they tell him. Now, where I’m from, we say, ‘Be wise, for the skin-clad gods take care of fools.’ They wear human skins, those gods. So, Officer.” He stepped back and lifted a hand. “I bid you safe travels, and wisdom in choosing where you set your foot.”


  Kendras mounted, disturbed by the idea. It made his neck prickle, like a god was already sizing him up for a new dress. “I will tell the Lord Protector you’re coming.”


  He glanced back at Kiran, who rode behind him, and Runner, her new crossbow slung over her shoulder, the quiver on her belt, bringing up the rear. All things considered, they were in much better shape than they had been, and Kendras rode out of Eagle’s Test with a sense that all would be well.


  He had accomplished his main goals: Kiran was alive and a full-fledged Scorpion, and even Runner seemed stronger than before. She seemed prouder, too, and Kendras wondered just how heavy her weaknesses had rested on her shoulders. She’d worked hard, fought hard, and seeing the first bloom of what would eventually be a fierce fighter warmed his heart.
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  They’d pressed on as hard as possible, but the sun was already sinking into the ocean, and darkness descended over the ramshackle houses outside of Dalman’s walls. Hopefully, the gate would still be open. Kiran was weak from the travel, and Runner’s quiver didn’t hold enough bolts to take care of all the denizens of the outer city that could descend upon them.


  They climbed the last few hundred yards, and the guards were just withdrawing into the city. Kendras spurred on his horse to break into a canter, and reached the gate just as it had closed.


  “Too late, Jaishani. Come back tomorrow,” the guard shouted down from the wall.


  “Very well, but you’ll have some explaining to do why Lord Protector Adrastes, the future king of Dalman, has to wait a whole night for the message I’m carrying.”


  Nothing happened, and Kendras almost expected the worst possible news—that Adrastes had been murdered in his absence and there was no future king the guards should be wary of.


  A face appeared on the wall. “Can you prove it?”


  Kendras pulled his gloves off and showed the tattoos on his hands and wrists. “I command the Scorpions, the Lord Protector’s guard. I return from an errand on behalf of my master. He’ll wish to see me at once.”


  The guards seemed to discuss it. Kendras knew well that it wasn’t custom to open the gate again, certainly not in the dark, certainly not to the undercity. If they broke the custom now, they likely thought they’d end up opening the gate for every trader, soldier, and noble who felt their mission or rank meant that they were entitled to an exception.


  If not for Kiran and Runner, Kendras would have taken his chances getting down to the harbor, which was a rough area, but also had soldiers and guardsmen, whereas the area in between the harbor and the city walls was lawless—a wilderness of hunger and despair few men dared to cross after dark.


  One wing of the gate opened.


  Kendras stared at it, dumbfounded that it could be so easy, but motioned Kiran and Runner to ride through before the guards thought better of it. On the other side, he raised his hand to thank the soldiers, and continued along Gold Street, neck prickling with the memory of crossbows.


  The streets were nearly empty. Early evening revelers headed toward the nearest tavern, late traders hurried home, lanterns were lit, and somewhere, a woman sang a wistful song of love and loss. Kendras turned in the saddle to maybe catch a glimpse of her. By the emotion in her song, she had to be beautiful.


  When they arrived at the stables of the An Grekaran mansion, a slave bounded away, doubtless to tell the others they’d arrived. Kendras dismounted, glad to be standing after too long in the saddle. A servant was feeding the horses, and everything had slowed and made ready for the night.


  Kendras left the horses to the servants, took his saddlebags, and headed to the main building.


  The old slave opened the gate. “Welcome, Master Kendras. Good evening.”


  “And to you.” Kendras stepped inside, glad to be surrounded by high walls again. Selvan came nearly running down the stairs from the sleeping quarters. “Officer!”


  Kendras paused and smiled. “Selvan.”


  The slave fell to his knees and kissed Kendras’s hand, but Kendras pulled it away. “I’m too dusty and dirty. So’re the others.”


  Kiran came through the gate, followed by Runner, and all but collapsed on the bench under the colonnade surrounding the inner garden.


  “Look after them first for me?”


  Selvan nodded eagerly and looked up at Kendras, then stood. It was strange to be so aware that Selvan was a Westlander, too. Previously it hadn’t been important, but now that he’d met Graukar and Shadow, that unique Westlander trait—the missing groove between nose and forehead—stood out. On Graukar, it had looked leonine, on Shadow, haughty. On Selvan, though, it seemed well known and something Kendras had barely, if ever, noticed.


  Selvan turned and went to Kiran, speaking in soft tones to him, getting him back to his feet, and then guiding him upstairs. Runner followed, and for a moment, Kendras was alone in the garden, and between the pleasant quiet and cool and his sore thighs, he could have stretched out and slept, but he roused himself and walked up the stairs, too.


  Dev was guarding the door to Adrastes’s quarters. He offered a rough, quick embrace, which, considering he was a former pit fighter, would make lesser men cringe. Kendras had seen him hook his arms around an opponent’s neck and then kick the sense out of him with his knees.


  “How was it?”


  “Kiran did well.” No need to tell anybody he’d almost died. If Kiran chose to tell the story, then he could. To the officer, all men had to be equal, and he wouldn’t do anything to open one of them up even for teasing. “Visited Eagle’s Test and spent a couple days with Commander Graukar.”


  “I’ve heard of him.”


  “You have?”


  “I slept with one of his junior officers.” Dev shook his braids. “Actually, with two of them.”


  “At the same time?”


  Dev grinned. “That would be telling, Officer.”


  “And?”


  “Sounded like an impressive warrior. They said he set out tournaments and usually won them himself. Seemed he really wanted somebody to try to beat him. They said his soldiers loved him. Which is rare.”


  “Anything about his brother?”


  “Nothing I can remember.” Dev shrugged. “You look like you need a bath.”


  “I do. Damned horses. Damned dust.”


  “I could scrub your back if the Lord Protector is not available?”


  “And molest my sleeping carcass?” Kendras waved him off. He used to enjoy sleeping with Dev—he was passionate and inventive. But Adrastes had changed everything, and being the officer had twisted it all again. He missed the simplicity of his life as one of them, but there was no way back now.


  “I’d make it worth your while.”


  “No doubt.” Kendras patted his shoulder and trotted down the corridor. Adrastes’s quarters were empty, apart from two servants who’d lingered, and Kendras sent one away to set up a bath and ordered the other to bring up some food. After the sparse fare of Eagle’s Test and the food in the taverns along the way, he was looking forward to a leisurely meal in the bathtub.


  He shed most of his travel clothes—the leather top and boots—and settled with the memory at the table, rereading the last page of the ancient book. A servant brought him a metal feather and ink, and he added Kiran as Kiran the tanesh to the list of Scorpions. He was hoping he’d soon add Runner and Blood, and after that, hopefully five or ten more.


  One of the slaves came back and indicated that the bath was prepared. Kendras stripped out of his remaining clothes, baring all of his dust-encrusted skin, then stepped into water that was so hot it almost hurt. He forced himself to relax into it. He closed his eyes and dunked under, scrubbing his hands over his short hair, then came back up and took some of the soap a slave had brought, shaking his head when the slave offered to help him. He relaxed in the hot water while the slave prepared him a board with slices of cheese and quartered figs, bread and spicy chicken.


  Almost too lazy to eat, he sampled a few bites of everything, the different tastes banishing the dust and sea salt in his mouth. Lastly, he asked for a razor and shaved his head of its annoying fuzz.


  He rested until the water was cool, then heaved himself out. The slave helped him push the water from his skin and wrapped him in a large drying cloth. Kendras stepped out of the bathtub, his body refreshed and tired at the same time.


  “Where’s the Lord Protector?”


  “At Sword Tower, Master Kendras.”


  “Alone?”


  “Master Riktan and Master Blood are with him.”


  Kendras dabbed his face, then his feet and lower legs with a second drying cloth. The bed was just too inviting, so he walked over and lay down on it, gazing out the window into the inner courtyard and the velvet darkness until his mind calmed enough to find sleep.


  He woke to the touch of skin on skin and lazily turned his head. In the light of the waxing moon, Adrastes’s skin looked almost bluish, and a strong smell of wine came off him.


  “A feast?”


  Adrastes cursed. “I’ll regret this tomorrow.” He pushed his face into Kendras’s shoulder. “But I’m so glad you’re back.”


  Kendras turned and pulled Adrastes into a tight embrace. They were both too sleepy or drunk to gather many clear thoughts, but he’d missed Adrastes too, despite some half-formed knowledge lurking somewhere in the darkness that something between them had changed and would never be the same. Adrastes slung his arm around Kendras and soon fell asleep.


  Kendras woke from the sun shining right into his face, and he blinked, then turned away, but that only made him aware that he was alone in bed. He sat up and saw Adrastes getting dressed in the royal red and gold.


  “I can hardly be your bodyguard if you keep sneaking out like that.”


  Adrastes closed the gold-decorated leather belt over his dark red tunic and adjusted the dagger hanging from the belt. “I have to meet some nobles for breakfast. Where they’ll doubtlessly try to involve me in a hundred years’ worth of their petty little feuds.”


  Kendras groaned. “On second thought, I think I’ll stay in bed.”


  “Can’t blame you.” Adrastes grinned. “Get anywhere at Eagle’s Test?”


  “Yes.” Kendras pushed himself out of bed and stood, turning away from the bright light streaming through the window. “I met Commander Graukar. Kiran fell ill after the night up on the mountain, so we had to stay.”


  “Now, that was a useful delay.”


  “I invited him to your coronation.” Kendras crouched in front of the trunk at the foot of the bed and dug in for fresh clothes.


  “The best place for an enemy is in a nice, tight embrace,” Adrastes said.


  “That’s what I thought.” Though, oddly, he didn’t see Graukar as an enemy, and when exactly had that happened? When the man had spoken so frankly to him, or when he’d turned Runner into a dangerous killer with nothing more than a few moments’ instruction? “His men are loyal. Graukar enjoys competition, and I’ve seen him test his skills.” Kendras started putting on his leathers.


  “What kind of fighter is he?”


  “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  Adrastes turned and watched him. “In which ways?”


  “Do you know the Sixteen Forms?”


  “Westlander art of war, yes.”


  “He’s that, too, though he’s also Academy trained.”


  “He’d have to be.” Adrastes frowned and seemed to consider it. “What you’re saying is that he’s deserving of his reputation?”


  “I’d say people underestimate him at their own risk. He doesn’t seem to like the idea of you as king, and he fears you’ll be spending your reign conquering, like your father.”


  Adrastes laughed. “Ashangul never managed to hold what he’d conquered. I’m not going to make his mistakes.”


  Kendras laced his trousers. Adrastes hadn’t said he wouldn’t, and yes, Kendras had known that building an empire would mean conquest, and most definitely a redrawing of any map he’d ever seen. But surely, there was nothing wrong about humbling the ocean priesthood and finally doing away with the threat of Vededrin in the south?


  “What else have you learned about him? What are his weaknesses?”


  “I don’t think he . . . oh. His brother. Shadow.”


  “He has a brother? I didn’t know.”


  “Yes. He introduced himself as ‘Nakian.’”


  “Assuming that you even speak Jaishani.” Adrastes frowned. “Do you?”


  “Enough to know the word.”


  Adrastes watched him put on the rest of his leathers and helped him get into the scale armor, lifting it until Kendras had slipped in and it could rest on his shoulders. Adrastes hooked it closed at the back, then fetched the iron-decorated leather belt that would hold some of the weight, and closed it around Kendras’s body. He finally pushed a short sword into the sheath hanging from it.


  “How much do you remember of your youth? I don’t think you’ve ever told me.”


  “Nothing much. Being hungry, being scared, being angry.” Kendras shook his head. “I don’t want to remember. My life began when you saved me.”


  “You didn’t strike me as a runaway slave. Maybe your parents or guardians put you out of the door because they couldn’t feed you?”


  Kendras shuddered. He tried to remember—had, for the first time, when he’d seen the woven blanket on Smoke’s bed. Tried to remember a Jaishani mother possibly looking down on him with tenderness and love, tried to remember the strength of a father teaching him about being a man. But he couldn’t tell whether that was wishful thinking or what he’d seen others do and receive. Surely, he would remember a father like Smoke? If he was his father?


  “You look troubled.”


  “Let’s never speak of this again.”


  “As you wish, Kendras.” Adrastes lifted his hands. “Breakfast?”
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  Breakfast was served in the garden of the mansion, and a good dozen nobles were already there, just settling on the couches and cushions, displaying the colors and symbols of their houses, apart from two people wearing head-to-toe black. A broad-shouldered woman, long hair tied back in a wrist-thick braid, was accompanied by a younger woman, who was either her granddaughter or daughter. The black of mourning suggested they were the An Wherro, or what was left of it after Drastan’s death. The other nobles treated them with respect and a great deal of distance.


  Vistar An Grekaran was also back from Fetin, looking healthy and happy, though he did not act as the host, even in his family’s own mansion. That honor fell to Adrastes, who welcomed them all by name, and expressed his compassion for the loss of Drastan to his family. Considering how much both he and Kendras had loathed the man, Kendras was glad he wasn’t in Adrastes’s place. He couldn’t have smiled so naturally and spoken so smoothly.


  And there was Widow, in the background like a crow sitting on the edge of a battlefield. Kendras gave him a nod, and the tanesh grinned sharply.


  Kendras stayed to the side, glad he had to do very little but be ready. And in any case, he understood only half of what was said. Nobles, apart from having their own script, also spoke their own language, using the same words as everybody else, but in a way that didn’t make any sense. They were talking about the weather and the change of tides, and clearly, it was deeply meaningful to them. But to everybody else it was just gibberish or pleasantries.


  Kendras was watching an exchange with the gray-haired An Wherro lady when Widow sidled up to him.


  “How did it go with Graukar?”


  “You said I might be good enough to kill him?”


  Widow laughed. “I said you’ll kill each other, most likely. He’ll kill you because you don’t know how to defend against him, and you’ll kill him because you do, when cornered, develop a tenacity that’s very much like the scorpion stinging the foot that crushes it.” Widow glanced at his nails. “Heroic, ultimately pointless, but no doubt satisfying to destroy what destroys you. While you can still feel satisfaction.”


  “He has something he calls the Sixteen Forms.”


  “And you have a sword and a glaive and a lot of stubborn strength. Never mind those blue eyes of yours and that nicely sized dick.”


  Kendras glanced at him sideways. “Graukar’s not interested in those.”


  “Ahhh, now there’s a surprise. So you won’t be killing this foe because he’s too love-stricken to fight back? Time to learn new tricks, then.” Widow danced to the side as if expecting a blow from Kendras.


  “Steel didn’t see it coming.”


  “In a manner of speaking. Steel loved you, and he paid for it. But Adrastes didn’t kill him because Steel was a bad sword fighter. Some men’s arms weaken when they face their love on the battlefield. Too much going on here.” He tapped his temple. “No clear thought. Conflicted feelings. Falling in love with you killed him.”


  “His own damned fault.”


  “Oh yes. Just saying—you better learn some new tricks for Graukar.”


  “Why do you think he’s dangerous, anyway?”


  “Graukar is a man whom other men follow. He’s a war hero, he’s holding a strategically important position that he could defend until all of our flesh has rotted from our bones, and he’s next in line to take one of the three generalships in Dalman. Now, how many generals have become kings?” Widow paused. “Oh, you wouldn’t know. Your history isn’t very strong, is it—nor are you smart enough to come up with a suspicion all by yourself.”


  “How many?”


  “It’s common enough to count as a risk of the profession. Ashangul had the right idea, to kill them all when he discovered a conspiracy against him.” Widow grinned. “Of course, he was also smart enough to have them all killed in their beds in the same night. So the news and the mutiny couldn’t spread.”


  “So he couldn’t trust anybody?”


  “You only trust a man whose balls you have in your hand. Power to destroy isn’t enough. The other side must know that you’d strike first and hard enough to crush them utterly—and everything they hold dear. Their friends, their families.” Widow looked over at the guests. “It’s a lesson all these nobles drink from their mother’s tit. What you’re seeing in front of you, my big friend, is the dance of a pack of nobles trying to get their hands on Adrastes’s balls while he’s squeezing theirs.”


  “Is that why they castrated you? So nobody can get their hands on yours?”


  Widow stared at him, then laughed, nearly coughed. “Oh, I see. A new trick. A way with words. Now, that’ll impress Graukar.”


  “I’m not sure what should disturb me more. That you try to teach me lessons or that you called me ‘friend.’”


  “Both.” Widow winked, then looked back over the nobles. “Adrastes is offering Vistar as a pawn. The boy will be married off before the year’s through, and most likely to the An Wherro. Adrastes does well to claim their land for all the things he’s planning. While one of theirs was king, he made sure his family was getting even richer. The An Wherro hate Adrastes because one of theirs was king before him. They feel slighted. Marrying off their daughter to the king after Adrastes is something of a balm on the open wound, and yet, it means Adrastes is weakened. Once the An Wherro is queen-in-waiting, it only takes a dagger to turn her into a queen. Once she’s with child, it takes only two daggers to make her Queen and ruler.”


  Kendras tightened his fists and looked at the young lady, who’d lost all loveliness now to him, much like a snake in the grass. “Adrastes knows this.”


  “Oh he does, no doubt.” Widow leaned back against a stone column. “Your task is to catch the blade with your weapon or your own flesh. It’s not a matter of if a blade will strike at Adrastes, but when.”


  “They’ve already started, it seems.”


  “Yes. I heard it on the road. The peasants consider it an omen—an invader who rolls in the dust before the king’s palace.”


  “What?”


  “Omens are powerful. Nobles and priests know that a well-timed omen is precious, so they make them happen all the time.”


  “So what he needs now is an omen?”


  “Oh. Another new trick. You’re beginning to become dangerous now.”


  “Who do you think tried to kill Adrastes? And me?”


  “You? I think you were just in the way. Not sure about the horses. Making a throne pretender tumble in public is almost as good as killing him. Though the bolt is interesting.”


  “The metal was green. It’s Jaishani steel.”


  “Yes, it is.” Widow pursed his lips. “Emerald steel is difficult to make and expensive. Why kill somebody with it, when ordinary steel would have done?”


  Why indeed. “An omen?”


  “Certainly a message. Here’s somebody with ways and means—a Jaishani, maybe one of their friends—to use a special kind of steel, one that poisons wounds.”


  “If you want to do that, just piss on your blade or stick it into the ground before you fight.”


  “Yes. That’s another way to do it. Killing a horse with an expensive bolt like that makes no sense. Whoever tried to shoot Adrastes would have liked Adrastes to die of poisoned blood. Poison is usually how you kill a woman, though I always preferred clean steel myself. In certain circles though . . .” Widow shrugged.


  “It does point toward the Jaishani.”


  Widow grinned. “And, do you believe that?”


  “Why do the Jaishani care who is king? Adrastes is half their blood.”


  “Your blood,” Widow brushed one of his braids back behind his ear. “And, yes, it points strongly toward the Jaishani. Normal steel would have done.”


  “So either the Jaishani don’t care who knows that they tried to have Adrastes murdered, or somebody wants us to think it was the Jaishani.” It was obvious enough. On the battlefield, this was a feint. Though some attacks began as feints and actually succeeded. And then? “It’s too obvious. So what is the message of it?”


  “It might be a message for the bodyguard of the king.” Widow grinned. “Somebody trying to get through your thick skull won’t be subtle about it. Though I’d keep my eyes open for more emerald steel bolts. They are expensive enough to be rare.”


  Kendras watched the nobles in silence, watched them eat and watch each other, watched Adrastes watch them all, all the while everybody pretended to be relaxed and in the early stages of drunkenness. A silent battle, fought entirely with glances and words that none of the servants, slaves, dancers, or musicians understood. He wished Runner were here—maybe she would understand. He preferred to make sense of what was going on here in case he had to act. In case, as so often, Adrastes didn’t tell him everything. And why was that grating these days? He’d trusted Adrastes completely, hadn’t worried about truth and lies when Adrastes had revealed who he was.


  “I’ll go to bed,” Widow said. “You think your Runner would care for company?”


  Kendras stared at Widow, surprised Widow would even suggest such a thing, considering that he only slept with women. Then it dawned on him.


  “Are you going to tell people?”


  “Tell them what?” Widow grinned. “Don’t mistake a spy for a tattletale. That secret is worth nothing to me.” He sauntered off, and Kendras bit back a curse. Why couldn’t he shed the feeling that Widow had soundly beaten him in his own version of that noble game of suggestion and veiled meaning?
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  “How are the preparations going?” Lady Nhala asked after she’d welcomed Kendras in the palace.


  “It’s busy.” Kendras tried a smile, and she smiled back and touched his arm.


  “Well, come. I have to show you the palace so you can report back.”


  “Lord Adrastes intends to take possession of it tomorrow.”


  “I’ll let the guard know not to leave dirty clothes lying around.” She chuckled.


  “He told me to tell you he’ll do what’s necessary to keep the palace running.”


  “The palace is running whether we have a king or not.” She guided him through the main reception hall—here, guards received any visitor and led them to where they had to go. A second reception room was smaller and had chairs, with precious wall hangings and gilded furniture.


  And on toward the throne room, the marble floor skillfully laid to become brighter near the throne. The edges were jet black, but the area around the throne was pure white, and golden bolts were laid into the marble to signify the rays of the sun. The throne itself was cut from red stone, veined heavily in gold, and draped in white fur from the north. Two bulls were carved into the rock and gilded; their lowered heads could either signify peaceful service or a bone-crushing charge, their blood-red garnet eyes watching Kendras where he stood.


  “Isn’t the bull the symbol of the empire of Shara?”


  “Indeed. We found it in one of the old staterooms, and assumed that Lord Adrastes would prefer it to the An Wherro lion.” Nhala chuckled. “Moving it was a pain.”


  “He’ll love it.” Kendras had never gotten close to a throne in his life, so he approached it expecting to feel the reverence that other people had for thrones and kings and nobles. He ran his hand over the horns of one of the bulls, the stone polished to perfection, the gold itself darkened with age and use.


  “Want to sit on it? I won’t tell anybody.” Nhala nodded toward it.


  Widow would call it “just a chair,” if a very elaborate one. This was Adrastes’s place. The seat of power, from where a new emperor would rule everything he could conquer and every man and woman who bent their knees in front of him. The back of it was carved, too, like dragon scales, or leaves, creating an effect like rippling water.


  “Can you tell me more about Smoke?”


  Nhala paused, then stepped to the other side of the throne. “Why do you want to know?”


  “I saw him die.” Kendras looked down at the white furs, soft and delicate like clouds, or snow high up in the mountains. He didn’t touch it, didn’t like the contrast of his skin and muscle against it. “He was poisoned.”


  She gasped. “Who did it?”


  “The ocean high priest and a mercenary, who finished him off.” Kendras noticed her going pale. “Apologies. I meant, the mercenary killed him with a blade. He didn’t suffer much.”


  “I’m a woman of the sword, Kendras. I know killing.” Nhala pressed her lips together. “But he was at the rite?”


  “No. They replaced him with a different mercenary. By the time the king met the gods, Smoke had been dead for hours.”


  “How do you know?”


  Kendras lifted his shoulders. “He was replaced with somebody who resembled him in armor. The king never knew the difference.”


  “You.” She stared at him, but Kendras didn’t see hatred or anger, just surprise, and then surety. “You feel guilty?”


  “Maybe.” Kendras blew out a breath. “He was a good man sacrificed for evil.” He paused. Smoke’d been sacrificed for power, for ambition. To kill a man who deserved killing. Evil was too big a word, but he knew none that was better.


  “He chose to put his life on the line for the king. He could have gone to the countryside, if he’d wanted.” Nhala smiled fondly. “He said, ‘Nhala, I have to protect the king. I’ve given so much, I can’t just tell myself it’s enough now. I can’t go. I know what shadows lurk in this palace.’”


  “The king wasn’t worthy of him.” Kendras gritted his teeth.


  “Oh, Drastan? Smoke never thought of Drastan as the one he protected. He said it’s the king he’s protecting, not the man who is king. He didn’t care for Drastan, but he served the office, the crown, and the throne.” Nhala looked at the empty throne. “Like I protect the palace, regardless of who lives here.”


  The thought struck him. It was like the officer. The man who was the officer never mattered. Some had likely been better leaders than others, but the office remained what it was and had been for hundreds of years. His duty was merely to carry it until he found a successor—or was killed—and not dishonor the Scorpions or himself in the meantime. Though he was breaking all the rules. So far, it hadn’t harmed them, but what about the future? These rules existed for a reason—not to recruit women, for example—and were tried and tested over hundreds of years.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to sit down?” she teased.


  “It doesn’t look very comfortable.”


  She met his gaze, and Kendras thought he saw understanding. She didn’t strike him as somebody who’d sit down on a throne as a joke, either. They both had all the command and duties they could carry; they weren’t reaching for more.


  “Well, I’ll show you the king’s quarters.” She pushed away and led him through the palace, which was clearly meant to house many people, but all they saw were servants and guards; the former ducked away and sped up their steps, the latter gave a salute in passing.


  The king’s quarters were richly appointed in reds and golds; here, the An Wherro lion still reigned supreme in statues, furniture, and ornaments. Doors led to other rooms: a room for the state wardrobe, sleeping quarters for the appointed night guard, more sleeping quarters for a secretary, “usually a young lady whose spelling didn’t match her looks,” Nhala commented. Another room was empty and meant for a queen, connected to the king’s quarters by a middle room, which, Kendras imagined, served as shared territory in marriages that didn’t go so well. He did not expect Adrastes’s sister to ever take these up, nor did he expect Adrastes to invite her to live here.


  “Down that corridor are the rooms for the Ladies of State,” Nhala said, a raised eyebrow indicating that the words had a deeper meaning.


  “What kind of ladies?”


  “Usually the daughters of nobles and foreign dignitaries looking to become queen by offering themselves as mistresses, like a sow becomes a battle charger just by living in a stable.”


  Kendras laughed. “Not fond of them, are you?”


  “They provided amusement to a man who was better when he was distracted.”


  Kendras grinned. “You’ll find Adrastes easier to bear, I promise.”


  “Some men change with power, so I’ll believe it when he’s been king for a few years.” Nhala looked around. “Anything we should do to this place?”


  “If you find more bulls and replace the lions, he’ll like that. One of the guards’ rooms will be mine.”


  “Not the queen’s room?” She winked at him.


  “I don’t think green is my color.”


  She laughed. “A guard’s room it is.”


  She then showed him the council chamber—same again, lions and reds and gold, and a large table with stone work depicting the known world. Kendras was struck by the coastlines of Westland across the ocean, and Jaishan to the south. Both maps showed what he’d rarely seen on other maps: cities, rivers, and fantastical creatures believed to live there. Had Smoke had come from somewhere there? Why? And Westland—Graukar’s home. A yearning pulled at his heart to travel, get back on the road with the other Scorpions, picking up recruits and training them, and never thinking much further than where to sleep that night and which job to take.


  “The other staterooms?” she offered.


  “No.” Kendras lifted a hand. “I’ve seen enough lions to last me a lifetime. What about the palace guard?”


  “Oh, real lions now?”


  He grinned. “I’ll enjoy pitting them against mine.”


  Nhala gave him a challenging glance. “Me too.”


  They went back toward the main gate, then turned sharply left. To the right were the quarters of the old king’s guard, which Nhala had told him would either be recruited into the palace guard or dismissed entirely. They marched into the barracks that opened up to King’s Square, the barracks forming one of the wings of the palace complex. Nhala walked into the mess hall, where guardsmen and women not on duty were just picking up food. When they became aware of her presence, the conversation hushed, politely, not out of fear. Kendras found himself the center of attention, a quiet, measuring kind of curiosity, no different from that of one warrior regarding another.


  “Are you hungry, after all the lions?” Nhala asked, heading toward the queue for food.


  “I could use a bite.” Kendras looked around and sat on one of the long benches. The benches of this table weren’t completely empty, though the soldiers made a bit more space for him.


  Nhala returned with half a loaf of bread and two bowls of stew and put it down between them, as well as spoons. Kendras kept his voice low. “Is there anything your people need? Adrastes will see to it.”


  “No, but we’re curious as to what kind of king he’ll be.”


  Dunking a chunk of bread into the soup, Kendras felt the other soldiers relax and accept his presence, though they still watched him. “I have to add men to my unit. We’re too few ever since Drastan had us face the Flames.”


  “I heard about that. Your man—Riktan? He told the story. And how you then proceeded to find the Lord Protector in his prison and freed him.” She smiled. “Is it true?”


  “It’s true, though the Lord Protector really doesn’t play the damsel in distress very well.”


  “Can’t imagine why not.” She chuckled. “What are you looking for?”


  “Men who won’t stop fighting. The ones that dig deep and find strength they barely knew they had.”


  “Stubborn bastards?”


  Kendras grinned. “As Widow would say, men too stupid to know when they’re beaten.”


  “Sounds like my younger brother. I was going to get him a place with the royal guard, but . . .” She shrugged. “I can’t put him in the palace guard. He’s good with a sword, less so with endless parade duty.”


  “I’d have a look at him.”


  “Good. I’ll let him know.”


  Kendras concentrated on his food for a while, until a thought struck him. “What about Smoke’s quarters?”


  “I might move into his quarters, until somebody is appointed to replace him.” She glanced at him. “Again.”


  Kendras’s stomach twisted. “You’ll move in. I’ll stay with my men.”


  She nodded. “Regarding the coronation, the guest quarters are ready, and several nobles have already announced that they are taking in guests of honor from inland and elsewhere. Leaving the delicate matter of the Jaishani ambassador and entourage.”


  “What about them?”


  “The Jaishani indicated they want to stay in the palace proper.”


  “Do you have the space?”


  “Maybe. But that means having a sizeable detachment of foreign soldiers in the heart of the kingdom.” Nhala paused, glanced around, and lowered her voice. “And they are Jaishani.”


  “So was Smoke. So am I.”


  “I know that. But nobody knows what the political aims of the Jaishani are. We haven’t seen an ambassador for more than a decade.”


  “Why did they come last time?”


  “To watch Adrastes of Fetin get anointed. That must have been more than fifteen years ago. People talked about nothing else, despite the rituals.”


  “Tell them you’ll house the ambassador, his body servants, and a guard of six, with quarters provided for the others outside the palace.”


  “Six? They won’t accept.”


  “Then that’s their problem, and it solves ours.” Kendras stood, sated. “Show me the royal guard quarters? I believe they are meant for the Scorpions now.”
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  The morning of the coronation was bright blue, the sky as clear as if no clouds existed in the whole wide world. Kendras blinked against the light and wished he didn’t end up facing the window when he woke. Adrastes had the benefit of being able to use him as a shield against the sun, and he did use it to his advantage.


  Kendras sat up and turned. Adrastes wasn’t moving yet, so Kendras gently shook him by the shoulder. “Wake up, or they’ll crown somebody else.”


  Adrastes blinked and yawned. “They can try.” He lifted his hand to shield his eyes, then turned away when Kendras stood and left him exposed to the sun. “You’re determined to start this long day in a fashion that makes it even longer?”


  “Get up.” Kendras tugged at the bed covers.


  Adrastes groaned. “We won’t have even a breath to ourselves for the next few days. Come back to bed.”


  “I’m not dragging you naked to the throne room.” Kendras washed quickly in a bowl and then dried himself. Adrastes had worked until late to finish all the planning and the rehearsal, but so had Kendras. While Adrastes struggled to wake, Kendras was possessed by an uneasy feeling that he couldn’t even name. So far, it had all just been preparation, but now the very thing they’d worked toward was about to happen. And—if he were a man with a crossbow and a grudge, this was the day he would strike.


  He started putting on his armor, ensuring he made as much noise as possible, and by the time he fastened the last strap, Adrastes had rolled out of bed.


  “Slave driver.” Adrastes stretched, and Kendras noted with a pang of . . . tenderness? desire? . . . the bruise on top of his left collarbone. Last night they’d been rough; with so little time alone together, they’d not spared each other.


  “I’ll wake the others,” Kendras said and headed out.


  It wasn’t necessary. When he entered their quarters, the Scorpions were almost ready, Selvan making last adjustments and handing out weapons. It didn’t take long, and Blood, Runner, Riktan, Dev, and Kiran stood ready, and all looked good. He’d have been worried about Runner, but she held herself straight in the heavy armor. Blood, the oldest of them all by a fair bit, looked unhappy about the armor and kept shifting in it as if trying to get more comfortable, but even so, they looked nothing like that ragtag band of mercenaries they’d been only weeks ago.


  He marched them down the corridor, pleased that they found a rhythm quickly—all the drilling had paid off. He halted them just outside Adrastes’s quarters, and entered.


  Adrastes at least was almost dressed; his gold-embroidered tunic and breeches with riding boots were the height of fashion, but the sword at his side was a ceremonial blade that was hundreds of years old. Kendras didn’t trust it would withstand a single blow and doubted it had ever been used for combat.


  Adrastes took a large velvet cloak and draped it around his shoulders, then fastened it with a gold chain held by two gold clasps decorated with garnets the size of children’s fists.


  “I don’t like this.”


  Adrastes looked up. “You’d condemn me to sit through the rites in full plate, wouldn’t you? I never knew you had even a core of cruelty.”


  “I’d rather see you uncomfortable and alive . . .”


  Adrastes’s features hardened. “I have you by my side. And the others.”


  “I’ll be ready.” Kendras saluted. “Shall we?”


  They left the room. Dev and Riktan took the lead, Kendras walked at Adrastes’s weak side (though all sides were weak without a proper sword, shield, or armor), and the others brought up the rear. Just before they left the mansion, they all put on their helmets. After a final glance to ensure everybody was in place, Kendras gave the order to proceed.


  The gates opened, and stepping out into a raging battle couldn’t have made Kendras’s heart pound harder. King’s Square was packed with people, dressed for the occasion, but how easily could you hide a crossbow in the sea of velvet and silk and lace folds?


  “Runner, load the crossbow. Keep it ready.”


  Runner slid the crossbow from her back. Foot in the stirrup, she loaded the string with a deft, quick motion and placed a bolt on. She might not have the best aim while wearing her helmet, but it could be enough to retaliate immediately. Maybe the crowd would even part in time for her to hit the fleeing assassin. It didn’t bear thinking about, but he had to. Adrastes’s life might depend on this.


  They descended the stairs. Before them, Nhala’s soldiers kept a narrow passage free—enough to allow them to reach the palace, just barely out of reach of any outstretched hand. It was customary, Adrastes had said, that a future king of Dalman walked to the palace like a mere mortal: no horses, therefore, and only a small guard. It gave the illusion that he was one of the crowd, one of the traders and merchants, moneylenders and retired soldiers. The truly ordinary people stood far back in the crowd, however. No laborer or slave could hope to wear the kinds of clothes that were on display here.


  Kendras proceeded, keeping his eyes on the crowd, where sparks of diamonds and rubies and sapphires, gold and silver caught his eye. No emerald steel. Not yet.


  Some people whispered, others spoke, but they fell silent at a new noise. At first, Kendras wasn’t sure what it was—sounding no different than his own heartbeat, but slower, sending an odd sensation through his stomach like rolling thunder. On every second step, the sound repeated, and grew louder; war drums. Was that another omen? Of a king taking power to the sound of war drums?


  They continued across the square, reached the middle of it in tight, perfect formation, and paused. Before them, the palace guard and other soldiers shielded the entrance in closed ranks. The drums rolled louder and faster, with two deafening booms—exactly then, the squares of soldiers parted with six smart steps. Moving a square of hundreds of men with such precision was beauty and art all on its own, if terrifying, as if all possessed only one will and one soul to animate them.


  Kendras and the others stepped forward through the ranks, then paused again at the stairs. Again, slowly and in perfect step, they climbed the stairs, where the generals waited. Kendras hated doing this outside in the open, but all kings were crowned with the people as witnesses.


  The higher they climbed, the more the formation opened into a V shape. The Scorpions stepped aside, though Kendras stayed close enough to take on any attacker.


  The three generals briefly embraced Adrastes with the exaggerated movements that the crowd would understand, and Adrastes then turned to face the crowd.


  Vistar rode into the square on a white charger, wearing the same shade of red that Adrastes wore, just without any gold. He reined in the horse so hard that it reared, and he turned to wave at the people. Many cheered, which make Kendras exchange a look with Adrastes. No cheers for Adrastes, yet.


  Vistar slid out of the saddle and all but ran up the stairs.


  There, with the same exaggerated motion, he stopped and bowed deeply in front of Adrastes.


  Adrastes held Vistar’s gaze as he took a long, slow step toward him. Something passed between them, an understanding, maybe, and still their faces were both empty and polite—very much the masks of two nobles squaring up.


  “I, Adrastes of Fetin, take Vistar An Grekaran under my protection and shield him from his enemies who wish to see him brought low.” Adrastes’s voice rang out clearly over the place. “It is with love and respect that I offer Vistar my strength to keep him well.”


  Kendras did not see a hint of love or respect in Adrastes’s eyes. Caution, maybe. His unbreakable will to make his dream come alive, most definitely.


  Vistar half turned so the crowd had a better view of him. If the rite humiliated him, he showed nothing of it. Kendras would have expected some sort of reaction from a noble whose grip on power was loosened until he couldn’t hold on to it anymore. And here was another man taking it all away. In public, no less.


  “I, Vistar An Grekaran, son of a murdered house, anointed of the gods, crowned king of Dalman, accept the love and fatherly concern that Lord Adrastes offers me. By his generous intention, and the will of the gods, it will be my honor to call him Father and obey his command as a good son.”


  Calling upon the gods while no priest was present? With the ocean high priest a sworn enemy to them both, mentioning the gods at all felt awkward. Though what any believers in the crowd made of it was anybody’s guess.


  Vistar embraced Adrastes, betraying nothing behind the frozen smile. Adrastes’s gaze went over Vistar’s shoulder to the crowd.


  “I pledge to you that you will take my place as king, and I will honor you and teach you and increase the numbers of your holdings while you act as my crown prince.”


  Vistar turned his back to Adrastes, facing the crowd. Adrastes stepped closer, lifted the folds of his cloak and draped it around Vistar, holding him close for a long moment.


  Dead silence.


  When the cheer finally broke, it was amidst the ranks of the palace guard, and Kendras was unspeakably relieved that Nhala was clearly helping their cause with an explicit order. Once they cheered, the cheer simply continued until everybody on the square had warmed to it and arms waved and caps flew up. A few men among the soldier ranks even broke into song—“Dalman the White, Dalman the Beautiful,” one of those marching songs that immediately lifted the mood.


  Adrastes and Vistar parted, embraced again, and waved at the crowd. Vistar then took a fine gold diadem from his head and offered it with a bow to Adrastes. Adrastes took the diadem, lifted it, turned to the left and the right. The drums pounded again, deep, powerful sounds like a proud heart. Just as they broke into a sound not unlike rolling thunder, Adrastes placed the diadem on his head.


  The drums died. Silence.


  Then a roar, applause and shouting, and Adrastes smiled and waved, a hand on Vistar’s shoulder.


  Only when the noise began to wane did Adrastes turn toward the palace. Kendras breathed much easier when they were finally inside, and gestured for Runner to disarm the crossbow again, which she did without raising too many eyebrows.


  Adrastes kept his arm around Vistar’s shoulder and walked him through the reception hall toward the throne room, where already dignitaries stood, all bowing as he passed.


  Adrastes didn’t hesitate before the throne, just walked up to it like it was his birthright, while Vistar settled on a much less elaborate chair to the right of the throne, where the crown prince sat. Kendras took his place to the side and slightly behind the throne.


  The first to congratulate were the three generals—all of them bowed their knees and pledged loyalty and allegiance. The nobles paid homage next, then the guild masters, the traders, and throughout. The palace servants placed gifts into the hands of the visitors’ servants—swords, tokens for horses, deeds to country houses, jewelry—the gifts were suitably grand for their station and at times almost too grand. Some of it came from the fortunes of the An Grekaran, others from the royal treasury, which had been emptied of its war booty, and the rest had been brought in from Fetin. In return, the visitors gifted, too. Kendras wouldn’t dream to keep a tally, but he assumed it made up for some of the overall losses to the crown.


  Adrastes remained pleasant and gave out kind words of gratitude that sounded quietly elated. Again, Kendras saw the leader in him, a man who could instill lifelong loyalty with just a friendly word. It was uncanny how men who only thought they knew Adrastes liked him.


  Then Nhala stepped closer, bowed, and murmured into Adrastes’s ear.


  “The Jaishani ambassador is outside the gates.”


  “Let him in?”


  “With a full legion?” Nhala asked.


  Adrastes gave a start. “A legion?”


  “They disembarked in the harbor in the early hours, claiming you knew they were coming.”


  “Are we speaking of a Dalmanye legion or a Jaishani legion?”


  “About two thousand men, my king.”


  “Jaishani legion.” Adrastes glanced at Vistar. “I suggest you stay in the palace.”


  “Is this bad? Why did they bring so many soldiers?”


  “They are . . . a very special people.” Adrastes stood. “Bring me and my guards horses. We shall welcome the Jaishani in style.”


  Kendras struggled to keep up with Adrastes’s stride, and they all but broke into a run, rushing down the stairs and mounting the horses that had been brought. Adrastes took the reins and turned his charger, barely waited for the Scorpions to close around him, and rode off in a swift trot toward the wall.


  The gates were firmly closed, the towers bristling with soldiers and guards, and more were arriving just as Adrastes was sliding off the horse.


  “My lord . . .” The guards’ commander came rushing out of the tower.


  “I know. Show me.” Adrastes followed him, and Kendras followed right on his heel. They rushed up the stairs to the battlements.


  To the right, beyond the huts of the destitute, stood two neatly arranged units of Jaishani infantry, with two cavalry wings at their sides. The sun glistened on weapons and armor and exotic banners streaming in the sky.


  In the middle stood a chariot of red gold, glistening like a piece of setting sun had fallen to earth. It was pulled by a team of three chestnut horses, the two people in the chariot themselves bedecked in gold and jewels.


  “What is the meaning of this?” Kendras leaned forward, peering into the distance.


  “Right now? Displaying the might and riches of the Jaishani.” Adrastes’s eyes narrowed. “It disturbs me that they could get this close without anybody thinking it necessary to tell me.”


  “Two thousand men? Yes.” Kendras tried to make out more, but the shimmer of all the gold made it hard to discern details.


  “I should probably welcome them.” Adrastes looked at Kendras. “The Jaishani respect courage, from what I know. My schooling in such matters was incomplete at best. I’ll just treat them like I would treat my mother. That usually works.”


  He turned to the guard commander. “Open the gate for us when we ride out.”


  The commander opened his mouth to protest, but then saluted.


  They went down the stairs slower than they’d come up, and mounted their horses. Kendras kept the formation open as they rode out—riding toward a battle-ready legion without ready troops tightened his throat. To their credit, all the Scorpions followed and obeyed. From the tension around Adrastes’s lips, he’d much prefer wearing armor now, too.


  Just as they’d crossed half the distance, two single riders broke off from the cavalry wings to the left and right and raced across the field in a sickle moon–shaped arch, brandishing their lances as they passed before Adrastes and the Scorpions. Runner had her crossbow ready, but Kendras lifted his hand. “I don’t think it’s an attack.”


  The riders crossed each other’s path, then wheeled the horses around and stood, steeds snorting and waving their heads. Their riders tipped their spears toward the ground. They were both Jaishani—everybody here was a Jaishani, and Kendras was surprised that it surprised him. They weren’t rare, but facing two thousand of them, with not a single white person among them? It thrilled him and was disconcerting all at the same time. He knew nothing about them.


  The chariot began to approach, the three horses moving in an odd gait; very small, controlled, almost dancing steps, heads bowed as if concentrating entirely on the ground before them. Their manes sparkled with jewels, their hooves painted gold, but even Kendras could see that the horses themselves were the true treasures, their shining coats almost the color of blood.


  “Can you believe it? That’s a war chariot,” Adrastes said. “Look at the wheels.”


  The wheels were sturdy for such a richly decorated thing, but they bore blades that turned with the wheels.


  “If they planned on impressing, I am impressed.”


  Adrastes chuckled low in his throat. “I’m sure that’s purely accidental.”


  The charioteer was a bare-chested boy of rare beauty; so beautiful in fact that it seemed like a waste to turn him into a warrior at all or risk him in battle. He handled the horses well, and halted them with a light hand just before the Scorpions.


  The ambassador was, if possible, even more stunning. She was tall, her hair in braids that sat close to her scalp, forming intricate patterns with gold leaf woven through it. Her eyelids were touched with gold, as were her lips, fingernails, and toenails, and more gold shimmered in whorls and mysterious designs up her long, graceful legs. She wore a dark blue leshta, a flowing garment not unlike a skirt, open at the sides and held together by a broad gold-plated belt, her belly adorned with what some might call a war corset, a tight broad belt that covered the sensitive area between ribs and hips, though Kendras assumed it had a more fitting name. A dark blue shirt covered her broad shoulders, worn so tightly that barely any female curves were visible.


  Kendras blinked, tried to read her features—the curve of her hips, her face, though as a Jaishani, no beard shadow gave him a clue. She could have been a tanesh, or maybe a breathtakingly handsome young man.


  The ambassador stepped from the chariot and opened her arms. “Lord Adrastes of Fetin, iethin of Lady Besh, I am honored you would receive your humble servant, Amrash of the Jaishani.”


  No other titles. No Lord or Lady to solve the riddle.


  “Iethin?”


  “Firstborn of sacred marriage,” Adrastes whispered. “I think.” He slid off his mount and stepped forward, gesturing for Kendras to stay behind.


  Kendras shifted uneasily on his horse as Adrastes stepped toward her, and he almost averted his gaze when they exchanged a formal—and not formal enough—embrace. He had to remind himself that if the ambassador was going to attack Adrastes, doing it at close quarters was a lot riskier than simply having him killed by charging cavalrists.


  After a few moments, they parted, and Amrash raised her hand before she stepped back on the chariot.


  Adrastes returned, too, mounted again and leaned toward Kendras. “This promises to be interesting.”


  From the cavalry wings, three riders each detached and came galloping toward them, to slow only when they came within reach. They formed two protective lines around the chariot, and Adrastes turned his horse to lead the small detachment back to the city.


  The guards at the gate were too surprised and too busy staring to do more than stumble out of the way, but Kendras also noticed a soldier twisting his hands to ward off evil. While Jaishani traders and whores were welcome in Dalman, those didn’t come in golden chariots.


  As Amrash and Adrastes led their personal guards down the Gold Road to the center of the city, people stopped in the street to stare at them.


  Children ran alongside the chariot, and the Jaishani warriors bore their presence in good humor, only lowering their lances to push children out of the way when they got too close to the wheels.


  Kendras kept his eyes on the windows lining the streets, then, when the square opened before him, on the mansion. The only thing worse than Adrastes getting shot would be Amrash getting shot while two thousand armed Jaishani stood just outside the gate.


  Before the palace, Adrastes slid off his horse and stepped to the chariot, where he gallantly offered Amrash his hand as she stepped from the platform.


  Chatting amiably, they ascended the stairs, and Kendras was struck by the image of them side by side, red and gold and blue and gold. While the traditional color of queens was green, the contrast and Amrash’s extraordinary grace sat oddly in Kendras’s throat.


  He led the Scorpions after them, and Amrash’s soldiers also followed.


  In the throne room, Amrash’s appearance created a persistent murmur in the crowd that only quieted when Adrastes released her hand and continued toward the throne alone. Vistar leaned back in his chair, face a mask of diplomatic politeness.


  Amrash bowed fluently. “The three hundred hosts congratulate you, King Adrastes of Dalman. May you be a wise and kind ruler and fulfill the promise of the stars.”


  “We are honored by your presence,” Adrastes said. Nhala stepped closer and whispered to Adrastes. He nodded to her, then stood again. “To celebrate, the banquet hall is now open. As our guests, please partake of a simple meal.”


  Servants ushered the crowd toward the large hall, while Adrastes and Vistar stayed behind.


  A servant approached Amrash timidly and seemed to explain and apologize over and over. Amrash gestured to two of her soldiers to follow the servants—likely to inspect and guard her quarters, but the others stayed behind. Their burnished chain mail served to make Amrash stand out brighter.


  “Would you honor me by sitting at my side, Amrash?”


  “I am shaken by the trip here—we sailed all night. I believe I should retire. This may be a day to celebrate with old friends and comrades.” Did Kendras imagine it, or did she glance at him? “Tomorrow will be a fine day to make new friends.”


  “Of course. If you wish it, we could meet tomorrow? Kendras?”


  “My king.” Kendras forced himself to not stare at her.


  “Kendras?” The Jaishani’s blue eyes now rested on him. “A peculiar name.”


  “The goddess of protection.” Kendras touched his chest.


  Her lips moved as if she were about to smile, but then she didn’t—quite. “Ah, but what a name for a king’s paladin. We will be seeing more of each other, I hope.” It wasn’t a request.


  “As my lady wishes.” Two could play that game.


  “Very well. I thank you for the welcome, Adrastes. I believe my stay here has gotten off to a promising start.”


  “How long will you be staying?”


  She turned, then glanced back over her shoulder. “I hope forever.”
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  From one of the windows high up, Kendras could oversee the city, which looked like it was burning; citizens had lit their lanterns and put them in their windows and on their roofs. The walls were lines of fire from up here as torches illuminated the walkways and patrolling guards. The red glow quarreled with the blue white of the large full moon, reflecting off the waves of the ocean and the silvery band of the Kanenti. He could even see the Jaishani campfires in the distance, though the temple city at the river remained dark, as did the huts and shelters outside the wall.


  “What are you doing up here?” Riktan asked from the door.


  “Taking a rest.” Kendras rolled his shoulders in the heavy armor. “Dev is keeping an eye on Adrastes.”


  Riktan stepped closer and frowned. “Officer.”


  Kendras turned fully, searched Riktan’s face for any of the irreverent humor that he usually encountered there. Riktan and Dev both still sometimes mocked him about being the officer. Since both of them had been Scorpions long before he’d joined, Kendras felt that he had to work harder to earn their respect.


  “Everything all right?” Riktan asked.


  No irony or mockery. “What do you make of the Jaishani?”


  “Don’t like it. But that’s for the king to worry about, not you.”


  “Any danger to him . . .” Kendras shrugged.


  “Adrastes dies, the Scorpions go on. So do you.” Riktan stepped even closer. “You know that any of us would take you. You don’t have to be so fucking alone. Kiran worships the ground you stand on. So does Runner. Hell, even I’d fuck you if necessary.”


  Kendras frowned in mock irritation. “Even you?”


  “Dev is all the Jaishani I can handle, but you know what I mean.”


  “It wouldn’t be right. I’m the officer.”


  So is that the one rule that’s sacred?


  “Then go out there and find somebody to fuck. Half the city is on their feet, and half of them are drunk. Go live a little.”


  “I have to guard Adrastes.”


  “Dev and I’ll handle that.” Riktan punched Kendras’s chest plate with enough force to make him sway. “Take that off and go have some fun. You’ve played faithful shadow for way too long.”


  “And then I do that and that’s the night Adrastes gets murdered.”


  “Then the gods are laughing. Not like you or I can stop them.” Riktan grinned and slapped Kendras’s armor again. “Dev and I will keep an eye on things. Not that a few drunk nobles are a threat that we can’t handle. And Lady Nhala has been doing a good job, too. Come on.” He grabbed one of the leather straps and began working on removing Kendras’s armor. Kendras first didn’t fight him, and then helped.


  Getting out of the armor after a long, long day on his feet felt like an unexpected blessing. He could have simply had a bath and then gone to bed, but at the same time, he was too restless. Maybe Riktan was right.


  He rolled his tired shoulders and bent to pick up the armor, but Riktan stopped him. “Go. I’ll put it back.” He was already gathering up the pieces.


  “Thanks.”


  “Don’t tell Dev I volunteered for anything, hear me?”


  “I won’t.” Kendras grinned as he left Riktan alone to contend with the armor. Without it, he was just one of hundreds of soldiers not on duty, and with so many Jaishani in and around the city, his skin color would draw less attention than usual. He briefly returned to the great hall where musicians and dancers entertained the feasting nobles and notables. Adrastes presided, Dev in his armor close by, Nhala also present at the main doors, and that was likely all the protection Adrastes needed. The king wasn’t a heavy drinker by any means, and he’d been a mercenary long enough to stand his ground.


  Kendras half hoped, half feared that Adrastes would look at him, but Adrastes was talking to Vistar by his side.


  He turned away, unsure why something in his chest hurt. Riktan was right, the Scorpions were more important. And he as the officer was responsible for them. If they felt he was looking preoccupied and exhausted, he likely was.


  He wandered through the audience hall—more tables, more revelers, wine and food as much as anybody could hope to eat and drink. Pipes and drums and dancers contorting their bodies, cheered on by their audience. Kendras continued past a youth collecting money from the onlookers and stepped outside.


  King’s Square had been transformed into a banqueting hall, too. Citizens sat at long tables loaded with food and drink, a few soldiers looking on in case there was trouble, but for now, everybody in Dalman seemed to have turned the night into day to celebrate a new king.


  Kendras walked toward Sword Tower. Climbing the stairs, the few guards looked as if they were going to stop him, but their commander said, “That’s the king’s bodyguard,” and they let him pass.


  Torches guttered in the Hall of Arms, but otherwise, it seemed the only empty place in the city. Kendras hushed his steps and continued onwards. There were likely guards in the dark alcoves that he couldn’t see, but he didn’t plan to give them reason to throw him out.


  There. He stopped next to the alcove with the painting he’d only briefly glimpsed the last time. It was cast in shadow, so he took one of the torches from the wall and lifted it toward the painting.


  To the left, a young officer under the scorpion banner, his arm bloodied and in a sling, black plate armor, comrades at his back, wearing similar but simpler plate. The ground under their feet was strewn with corpses and broken banners—one of them the golden bull of Shara.


  To the right, Westlanders, led by a mighty warrior, a long ax gripped short, his warriors at his back. Both were facing each other, and Kendras couldn’t read what was going on between them. Was the Scorpion legion officer about to be taken prisoner? Were they negotiating? There was writing under the painting, but Kendras couldn’t read it, it was court script.


  Steps. Kendras turned.


  Speaking of Westlander warriors. Graukar.


  Kendras turned back to the painting. “I missed you at the coronation.”


  Graukar huffed in amusement and joined him in front of the painting. “We just arrived. I’ll swear allegiance tomorrow, if your king still wants it.”


  “Of course he wants it.” Kendras glanced at him. “Adrastes remembers well that his father was almost murdered by the officers under his command.”


  “And an oath of allegiance will prevent that from happening?”


  “At least an oath breaker loses his honor in the face of the gods.” It would deter most—not everybody took their chances with the existence of gods or whether they cared at all about the doings of mortals.


  “Killing an anointed is already accursed in the eyes of the gods.” Graukar shrugged. “Why aren’t you with your king?”


  “I was looking for some company.” Kendras tore himself away from the painting.


  “In the hall of dead heroes?” Graukar shook his head. “You’re an odd one, Officer. The dead are company for nobody. Might as well sleep in a graveyard.”


  Kendras shuddered. He pointed at the painting. “Do you know the meaning of this?”


  “Lift the torch so I can read.” Graukar stepped closer and Kendras gave him more light.


  “Veras An Timresh hands himself over to Westland warlords in return for free passage for his surviving men.”


  Kendras stared at the wall. The painting showed clearly that Veras wasn’t beaten, though quite possibly outnumbered. “What does it mean?”


  “Do you understand how Sword Tower has to be read?”


  “No. It’s the second time I’ve been here.”


  “Well.” Graukar turned. “Each of these alcoves is dedicated to a warrior virtue. Obedience. Loyalty. Courage.” He pointed to the alcoves, and Kendras stepped closer to look. “This is where all officers receive their ranks and appointments. I don’t remember all of them, it’s been a long time since I learned them by heart. But I remember this one. He was tasked to hold the Gorge against a Westlander invasion. He asked the emperor to be allowed to retreat into the mountains and wage war from there, slowing them down and maybe stopping them further inland, but the emperor decreed that that would be cowardice and unworthy of a legion of the empire. I believe he told Veras that he’d either embrace him as a victor or mourn him at his funeral. And that of his whole family, for a coward’s family does not deserve to live.”


  “He’d have killed his whole family?”


  “A noble’s power is in his family.” Graukar sighed. “Not that it did the An Timresh any good in the end. So, Veras stood and fought, but the invaders eventually broke down the walls, and the legion bled out. There was only a handful survivors. The Westlanders were so enraged by their own bloodletting, they swore they’d kill every last one of them unless Veras laid down his arms.”


  Kendras could barely breathe. “Did he?”


  “He gave himself up for the sake of his men. They were all wounded, exhausted, and wouldn’t have lasted the night. He saved those few that stood with him to the end.”


  “What happened then?”


  Graukar looked at him with something like compassion in his eyes. “The story ends there. But some say they humiliated him all night, and he died from his wounds.”


  “Humiliated?”


  Graukar sighed. “It’s a nice way of saying he was probably raped by all of them.”


  Kendras closed his eyes. “What virtue is that?”


  “Sacrifice.” Graukar touched him at the shoulder, and Kendras opened his eyes again. “So your Scorpions . . .”


  “We’re the descendants of the Seventeeth, this legion. Veras was an officer, like I am now.”


  “Ah, I see.” Graukar glanced back at the painting. “Everything for your men, then?”


  “Yes.” Kendras shuddered. “Now I wish I hadn’t asked.”


  “History is nothing but good people dying for the wrong reasons. If that emperor hadn’t been so proud, none of this would have been necessary. And the king wants to bring the empire back? For what reason?”


  “Peace. Prosperity.”


  And pride. Maybe he wants to succeed where Ashangul failed?


  Graukar gave him a long look, then placed an arm around his shoulder. Kendras considered freeing himself, but then remembered what Graukar could do with his hands alone. And truth was, he didn’t mind the touch.


  “I think we should get drunk, Officer. What do you think?”


  “My predecessor was poisoned when they invited him to a cup of wine.”


  Graukar huffed. “Here I am, almost telling a Jaishani to lighten up. I have no reason to wish you ill.”


  Kendras slipped from his grip, but followed Graukar out of the hall. The corridors were deserted, which also meant that nobody saw Kendras in Graukar’s company, which meant nobody would tell anybody.


  Graukar stopped in front of a door and pushed it open with his shoulder.


  The quarters behind it were comfortable but sparse—a main room with two doors leading away from it on opposite ends. A seating area, another area to work and write orders or reports, a balcony opening up to the inner yard, where recruits would normally be drilled and now citizens and soldiers drank and sang and danced.


  Kendras pulled away and settled on one of the chairs when Graukar invited him with a gesture. He stretched out his tired legs and watched Graukar select two cups and a bottle from a shelf and then return to him.


  “What’s behind the doors?”


  Graukar poured Kendras a full cup, then himself, and settled, too. “My bedroom. And Shadow’s on the other side.”


  “Where’s he?” Kendras took the cup and sipped. Not wine—it was a lot stronger than that, tasting of equal parts fire and berries.


  “Out. Gathering stories and rumors, drinking with people.”


  “So he’s your spymaster?”


  Graukar chuckled. “You’re spending too much time with kings, Officer.”


  “Kendras.”


  Graukar lifted an eyebrow. “That’s your name?”


  “Yes.” Kendras took another, deeper sip, feeling the spirit warm his body from the inside. “The officer has no name. He serves his men, not his own honor.”


  Graukar took a sip from his cup. “Then I’ll call you Kendras tonight. Go back to being the officer tomorrow.”


  Kendras stared at him, then shook his head.


  “What’s on your mind?”


  “It felt good hearing that,” Kendras said in a low voice.


  Graukar fell silent, maybe as surprised as Kendras was, admitting that. But it was the truth. He felt the weight, and he carried it just fine most of the time, but not carrying it for a night—being nothing but a common soldier for a few hours—seemed like an extraordinary kindness to him now.


  “What kind of company were you looking for before you went into Sword Tower?”


  “Quiet. Understanding.” Kendras took another mouthful of the alcohol. “I’m not made for lies and more lies and hidden daggers and people saying one thing and meaning another. Give me a battle, or a man to kill, but politics . . .” He grimaced and drank more.


  “And people ask why I prefer sitting in Eagle’s Test.” Graukar grinned. “Back to the company you were looking for.”


  Kendras shrugged. “Something to take my mind off things.”


  “So it’s true, you are the lover of the king?”


  Kendras coughed. “How did you know?”


  “It’s made the rounds in Sword Tower, though if people on the outside know . . . don’t worry about it. Adrastes isn’t the first king to bed his bodyguard, nor will he be the last.”


  “It goes back longer than that. He was a Scorpion, the officer before me. I hoped to win his favor from the first day I saw him, when I joined.”


  “And now that you’ve done so, are you glad or disappointed?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “And what is his interest in me?”


  “You’re dangerous. Eagle’s Test is a strong fortress, and you’re a hero, and your men love you. Popular generals are one of the things an unpopular king fears more than any ill will of the gods. He’s very concerned with the loyalty of those who could hurt him.”


  “Like you?”


  Kendras shook his head. “He knows I’m loyal.”


  Graukar grinned. “Tonight, too?” He stood and indicated for Kendras to stand with him. Kendras emptied his cup, surprised at how light-headed he already was.


  Not tonight. Tonight I’m just Kendras.


  “He doesn’t own me.” Kendras put the cup down. “And what is your interest in me?”


  “You intrigue me.” Graukar gestured at him, head to toes. “You hold so much promise. A strong heart, a clear mind. Courage. Loyalty.”


  “Like the alcoves in Sword Tower?”


  Graukar grinned. “Like attracts like.”


  “I can’t decide whom you’re flattering—me or you.”


  Graukar leaned forward. “I don’t flatter. But Adrastes is right. I am dangerous. I’ve spent my life honing my body and mind into weapons. But it’s not the only thing I can do. And I’d show you.” He winked. “If you let me.”


  Kendras’s heart beat up into his throat. Flirting. He wasn’t any good at that game, partly because he never had to do it. His comrades would banter, but they were always straightforward when he’d been about to bed any of them. Adrastes . . . he sometimes flirted, sometimes played with him, his pretend games that added barbs and insecurity to their sex, but Graukar was altogether different. He was dangerous, yes. He was far from a caught piece of game. Here was the open offer, and it still felt like Graukar could pull back at any moment. Maybe he was merely testing Kendras’s defenses.


  Kendras stood, swaying gently. He cast a mistrustful look at the cup, and Graukar’s grin widened. “I think you need to lie down, Kendras.” He stood and walked to one of the doors, opened it. “Through here.”


  Kendras drew a deep breath, then walked through the door, his hands already on his leathers. Reckless. Shunning Adrastes’s bed to sleep with a possible conspirator against the throne? “Don’t tell the king.”


  Graukar closed the door behind them. “I don’t need a king for an enemy.”


  Kendras opened the top of his leathers and pulled them off, dropped them on a chair in the corner of the room, then unbuckled the belt from his hips. He heard Graukar inhale sharply.


  “Yes, I was whipped,” Kendras said softly.


  “I wasn’t looking at the scars.”


  “But?”


  “Your neck and shoulders.” Graukar stepped close enough that Kendras felt his heat against his skin, but no touch yet. “Our scars tell of our suffering, not our weakness.”


  Kendras glanced over his shoulder, then sat on the bed to pull off his boots. Graukar remained standing, arms crossed, his face betraying very little but appreciation of Kendras’s form. Not impressed, not greedy, but surely interested. Kendras unlaced the bottom part of his leathers and pushed them down, baring himself completely, then stood again to cast those, too, onto the chair.


  He heard leather slide against leather. Belt. Cloth against cloth. The tunic. He lowered his gaze, tilted his head to catch a hint of Graukar. Graukar stepped closer and placed a kiss on Kendras’s shoulder, then oh-so-gently laid his hands against Kendras’s sides. The touch seared him, the rough hands so careful and yet so sure. Kendras only knew one man who’d touched him like this—the medic who’d died on the battlefield before Fetin. He hadn’t had a single cruel bone in his body, never used more force than necessary, but also never dawdled or hesitated when he was needed.


  Lips traced along the top of Kendras’s shoulder, breath ghosted toward his collarbone, and gooseflesh sprang up everywhere on his body.


  “I could have sworn you were more interested in my brother,” Graukar teased.


  “No.” Kendras struggled to form a thought as Graukar kissed his other shoulder. Graukar stood close behind him, his chest naked, but brushing him only barely, when he inhaled. The near touch prickled all over his skin. The only firm touch was of his hands, and they didn’t move. Kendras leaned back, but Graukar kept the distance.


  “You taught Runner,” Kendras whispered. “You did what I couldn’t.”


  “You care a great deal about your men and woman.”


  Kendras huffed. “All the family I’ll ever have.”


  “Fair point. I taught my little brother the forms.” Graukar’s lips moved to the side of Kendras’s neck, pressing more firmly against the sensitive skin there. His next words were a caress against Kendras’s skin. “I’ve fought my whole life. It didn’t make me love war or death.”


  “Yet you are a war hero.”


  “I held a mountain pass against Ashangul’s warriors—three to one. So much blood flowed that day that the mountains looked like they themselves were bleeding. It broke Ashangul’s neck in that campaign, since he couldn’t push to Dalman past our main forces. By the time I retreated, the main Dalmanye army had turned and was quite ready to receive his exhausted troops. Of my men, only a tenth walked off the battlefield. Does that make me a hero?”


  “So, just a warrior, then?”


  “A good one, yes.” Graukar kissed his neck again. “I stand ready so others don’t have to.”


  “You don’t enjoy the battle haze?”


  “I don’t.” Graukar stepped closer, finally touching him. Kendras felt him breathe and the heat of his skin. “What do you feel when you fight?”


  “I enjoy it.” Kendras closed his eyes.


  “As much as this?”


  What kind of question was that? They were two different things. One was a fierce rage, determination to win out and destroy the enemy. The other—a different kind of fierceness. Though Graukar’s unhurried gentleness held nothing of that. “What are you scared of?”


  “Scared?”


  “You’re just playing. Touch me already. Properly.”


  Graukar chuckled, but his grip tightened. “Many things. I’ve never fucked a Jaishani. I’ve never fucked the lover of the king. And I’ve never fucked a Scorpion.”


  “You should really only worry about one of those.”


  “Just which one?”


  Kendras grinned. “If you lie with scorpions, you’d better have a taste for poison.” He turned and pushed back against Graukar, stance wide enough to slide a thigh between his legs. The hazel eyes appeared more greenish gold now than brown. “So taste me.”


  He grabbed Graukar’s neck and kissed him.


  The man jerked in his grip, surprised, but Kendras didn’t have to fight him, as Graukar opened up to him. The taste of spiced wine mingled with that of the stronger spirit, though Graukar’s eagerness didn’t wash away his careful tenderness. Nothing about this was fierce or unfeeling, no brutality, no jagged edges. Kendras forced himself to relax his grip on Graukar’s short hair, and instead pushed him with his shoulders toward the bed.


  Graukar grinned into their kiss, and while Kendras could foresee a hundred ways how Graukar might respond to it and evade the push—the man’s balance was damn near perfect—Graukar went down willingly onto the bed.


  Kendras pressed the advantage and went on top. They scrambled toward the middle of the mattress, with Graukar down on his back, legs open, Kendras between them, pulling at Graukar’s trousers. If he were Adrastes, Kendras would free his groin and his ass, then roll him over and fuck him, half-trapped in the garment.


  But Graukar wasn’t Adrastes. Here was a new body Kendras could learn, and one he’d have sworn was beyond him, so he hadn’t entertained the thought. He pushed Graukar’s trousers down, saw the man grin at him and remembered the gentleness of Graukar’s touch just holding him.


  He sat back and pulled the garment off, as well as Graukar’s shoes, and dropped them to the side of his bed. He touched Graukar’s feet, ankles, traced up toward his knees, strangely fascinated by the man’s body. He wasn’t as pale as most people were—his skin had a warmer tone—though he still looked pale against Kendras’s own skin.


  “Why did you come over? Were you a warrior?” Kendras studied the rough edges—callused and worn patches of skin from the saddle and weapons and marching.


  “An invader?” Graukar laughed and pushed himself up on his elbows. “No, Kendras, I didn’t come as an invader. Neither did Shadow.”


  “Will you tell me?”


  “We both came as slaves.”


  Kendras looked up, but Graukar’s face was serious and open. “What kind of slave?”


  “There’s just one kind of slave, really. It’s not a big difference if you’re there to warm the bed of a noble or work the fields or fight in a pit—you are at another man’s mercy regardless. The noble who bought us had us trained as bodyguards by day, and by night, we were company too.”


  “Both of you?”


  Graukar nodded. “As the saying goes, there’s no shame in what the master orders.”


  “How did you win your freedom?”


  “Our master donated us to the war effort. Us and half a dozen others. I was a battlefield promotion, sent off to the Academy to train as an officer, and as usual, I taught Shadow everything I knew. He knows my mind, and I appointed him my second.” Graukar smiled. “When it comes to pleasure, though, my brother is more talented. You’ve chosen the wrong one for company, but I’m selfish enough not to have told you before I had you in my bed.”


  Kendras tried to not imagine both of them in a passionate embrace with a noble—it was too at odds with Shadow’s sly humor and Graukar’s gentle strength. Neither of them could have been a good slave. Though Graukar had spoken without ire or pain.


  “Have you forgiven that noble?”


  “He wasn’t cruel. I assume you’d be cruel to a bodyguard at your own peril.” Graukar idly ran his fingers over his stomach. “He had me trained in the art of killing, of mastering myself, both things that stood me in good stead on the battlefield and when commanding men.” Graukar reached up and touched Kendras’s neck, inviting him into another kiss.


  Kendras lowered himself over Graukar’s body, shivering with pleasure when their naked skin brushed together. Graukar’s strength thrilled him, the way he held back, how he didn’t rush anything, spoke his mind and freely shared his past felt even more intimate, and while Kendras couldn’t wait to feel more, to be taken over by lust, waiting, touching, sharing the bed was an almost unknown pleasure.


  Graukar ran his fingers over the welted scars over Kendras’s back. “Have you forgiven the man who whipped you?”


  Kendras shuddered when Graukar’s fingernails caught on one of the scars. “He tried to claim me as a slave.”


  “Did he succeed?”


  “I pretended he did. I waited for the right moment and struck. Ready like the scorpion under the rock, waiting for the hand to turn the stone. I killed him.”


  Graukar chuckled. “You do seem like a man who gets even.”


  “It doesn’t seem to disturb you.”


  “I don’t intend to cross you, Kendras.” Graukar ran his hands along Kendras’s flanks and pushed up against him, legs open, until their cocks brushed together. Kendras drew a harsh breath and closed his eyes. He’d wanted that touch, and now that he had it, it drove him nearly out of his skin.


  He lowered himself further, increasing the friction and heat caught between their bodies, and with every slide and push, desire and lust grew stronger, and Kendras couldn’t help but kiss Graukar, and that battle of lips and teeth and tongues almost required more concentration than he had left with Graukar’s thick cock rubbing against his own.


  He all but clutched the man, and his control broke first as the need for pleasure overwhelmed him. Graukar held him tight and pushed back, claiming his mouth in deep, passionate kisses that broke Kendras’s rhythm and his concentration, until, finally, he spilled over Graukar’s belly, breathlessly gasping into Graukar’s mouth.


  Graukar broke the kiss and, smiling, touched their foreheads together, then pushed one of his hands between them to his own cock.


  Kendras grasped Graukar’s fingers just as he was finishing himself off, and with something not unlike gratitude and awe saw Graukar’s face change when he came. It took some of the sternness away, some of the control, and to Kendras, being allowed to see him like that felt like a privilege.


  Something in him opened—he should embrace Graukar, fold him into the core of his being, keep him for himself and safe, though Graukar was likely the better warrior. Kendras still didn’t want to see him fight.


  Confusing thoughts, and even more confusing feelings. He didn’t mind it with the other Scorpions. And Graukar was even more stunning when he’d mock-fought his brother. Maybe it was the thought of Jaishani steel and crossbow bolts. Or whom he’d fight when he decided he had to. Or even that Graukar didn’t take any pleasure from fighting. Or that Graukar would make a good Scorpion, though that was obviously an impossible wish, considering he had his rank and duties at Eagle’s Test.


  Graukar relaxed back into the mattress, regarded him from under heavy eyelids. “Stay the night?”


  “Why would I leave?” The thought hadn’t even occurred to him. Adrastes might be expecting him, though Riktan would likely make up some story about where Kendras was if Adrastes should ask. But right now, none of that seemed to matter. Nothing mattered but the lazy kisses they shared, more asleep than awake in each other’s arms.
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  Kendras followed Adrastes up the stairs of the city tower. He’d been summoned just after returning to the Scorpions’ quarters and had barely enough time to get armored and armed, though Selvan’s nimble fingers had helped in that effort. When he’d reported to Adrastes, he’d found him wearing his own black plate armor in preparation for the king’s walk.


  In the early morning after the coronation, while the streets were still littered with late revelers groping for their belongings in a haze of alcohol, Adrastes had to walk along the walls as a symbol of his power and majesty. Kendras found the early morning light entirely too bright, especially as the sun was still so low that it cast long shadows. Everybody knew the king’s walk would happen, and reporting Adrastes’s exact whereabouts to an ambitious assassin with a crossbow would be just a small thing.


  Adrastes stepped outside the tower onto the wall and blinked against the sun. Thankfully, at least, the walkway itself was wide enough to allow two or even three armored men to stride alongside, though Kendras didn’t want to have to decide which side to protect.


  Adrastes stepped onto the outer side, so Kendras walked where Adrastes wordlessly ordered him to. The walk itself was more of a march, slow, deliberate, to the beat of a drum only Adrastes could hear. This was the part of the wall that towered over the Kanenti, and Adrastes surveyed the river below them for a while, a deep blue band glittering in the sun, with a lot of Jaishani ships anchoring where the dark Kanenti met the clear ocean. They looked very much like war ships, now peacefully scattered across the water as if they had nothing to fear. Maybe their sheer number kept them safe, maybe they harbored a surprise for anybody who’d challenge them.


  Adrastes moved again, and Kendras could sense the man’s thoughtfulness. They’d barely exchanged a word since the coronation, but Kendras didn’t feel it like censure. With the Jaishani in the city and camping outside of it, Adrastes likely had more pressing concerns than where Kendras had slept last night.


  They continued onward, and Adrastes stopped again when they were overlooking the untidy underbelly of the city scattered over the hillside between Dalman and the harbor.


  “This is where you come from,” Adrastes said quietly.


  “Yes, my king.” And yet—it wasn’t the truth. He hadn’t been born there. Although, for what he was now, it didn’t matter what had made him tough and fierce. That cesspit of humanity would do.


  “I’ll make this part of Dalman.” Adrastes’s narrowed gaze swept over the houses and shelters like that of a raptor. “In your honor.”


  Kendras swallowed. “They cannot afford the taxes. Or they’d live inside the walls already.”


  “They will. I am giving them work.” Adrastes reached out and touched the stone wall. “They will build the second wall. Dalman has trusted for too long in just one. We’ll build another, expand the city, give everybody citizenship.”


  “Which means more people for the draft.”


  Adrastes glanced at him. “Yes. I’ll need soldiers, and lots of them. We can’t afford to lose even one promising warrior like you to that. There will be work, and opportunity, and Dalman will be stronger, as befits the capital of an empire.”


  In your honor. It wasn’t. It was about the number of soldiers and taxes and more workers. If one of the previous kings had had any such plans, Kendras would likely have left and moved on, or hidden. Short of pulling the shelters down, there would always be places to hide. He’d seen too many crippled beggars with their unit tattoos in the streets, and how some of them died of cold in a harsh winter.


  “Do you expect an enemy army to get that close?”


  Adrastes nodded out toward the plains and the tents and campfires there. “The Jaishani gave me the idea. If they can move two thousand men with barely one of us noticing, they can move four thousand.”


  “What about Amrash?”


  Adrastes began walking again and briefly lifted his hand to greet some onlookers down on the street. “The royal guard barracks will be expanded to house the Scorpions and yourself as their commander. You will counterbalance the palace guard, and Lady Nhala will personally report to you.”


  “The space right now is more than enough for us.”


  “It won’t be in due course. You will increase their numbers to a half legion.”


  “A thousand?”


  “A Dalmanye half legion,” Adrastes corrected. “Five hundred.”


  Kendras gritted his teeth. Yes, he could have assumed that. Still, Adrastes’s tone grated.


  Graukar would have said it in a way that didn’t sound so condescending.


  Or maybe he was grasping at things that would justify thinking less of Adrastes and more of Graukar? Just a few weeks ago, Adrastes could have lectured him on anything and Kendras would simply have listened, thinking him the smartest man alive and the most interesting. So what had changed, and when?


  “I don’t think there are five hundred men alive I want to call Scorpion.”


  “Nobody can expect to find such a number by himself.” Adrastes gave him an ironic glance. “That’s not how they selected the original Scorpion legion. There will be a draft system, and officers will barter for the best candidates. As the officer of the new royal guard, you’ll have first pick of the whole intake, of course. Men will kill to join the Scorpion legion.”


  Do I want men who kill to join us? A Scorpion is tested in different ways. “That’s not how it used to be.”


  “It was, before the Scorpions became mercenaries. It’s time to return to the legion system.”


  Kendras shook his head. “How will the best be found?”


  “Combat games, tournaments throughout the empire. The best can join.”


  “And the other customs? The betrothal? The test up on the mountain?”


  “Kendras, none of that will be practical when the Scorpions grow. Eventually, they’ll be a full legion, and at that point, you’ll also have a full staff that will take care of matters. You’ll be a commander, and, over time, a general.”


  “It’ll destroy everything we are.”


  “Only to replace it with something better. Right now, the Scorpions aren’t fit for purpose.”


  Kendras gritted his teeth to keep from harsher words than those. Had Adrastes truly forgotten everything that made the Scorpions special, a kind of family? And few of them were truly “the best”—they were all fair fighters, and, together, made up a powerful unit, but none of them was really a prodigy, top of the class in any academy. Most of them wouldn’t even be admitted to an academy, slaves and outlaws that they were. Adrastes was looking to replace all that with young, fresh-faced career officers who came with formal training and delusions of grandeur.


  Gods below, that also meant nobles meddling. And how they would take to Kendras, who didn’t have a title or special family . . . Kendras shook his head. “Why not just create a new legion and leave us alone?”


  “I need men I can trust absolutely.” Adrastes slowed and turned to Kendras. “Change is always unsettling. But this is all part of the plan. I need a legion whose leadership I can trust. You will have to fulfill my orders when everybody else doubts me. I need one man in this empire who’ll never lose faith in me.”


  Kendras swallowed. “We’ll be just one of many legions, then.”


  “You’ll be the very best, right there at the spearhead, leading the charge. You’ll receive all the support I can give you. The best men, weapons, armor, horses. There will be few armies in the world that’ll be able to withstand you.”


  And once they were a legion like that, probably under a black banner, just like in Veras’s times, how long until the emperor decreed them to stand and be slaughtered rather than retreat? What if Adrastes had to choose between one legion (even the best one) and his empire? Kendras wished he still knew the answer. Wished even he could simply ask the question and expect an honest answer. Maybe he’d receive one. But just the fact that he hesitated told him that he didn’t believe Adrastes trusted him as completely as Adrastes expected Kendras to trust him.


  “What about the Jaishani?”


  “They are a special case. The Jaishani will always serve the Jaishani first. Though I’m hoping to reach an agreement with Amrash.” Adrastes began walking again.


  “About?”


  “This is the first time in a long while that the Jaishani have sent an ambassador at all. I think they feel that there’s a change afoot, and they’re examining their choices to see how it’ll benefit them. If Amrash and I can agree on terms and objectives . . .” He smiled. “Then everything might turn out a lot easier than I’d expected. Partly paid for in Jaishani blood, but their warriors are so good it would be a shame to not use them.”


  Use them. Kendras rolled his shoulders in the heavy armor. The phrase by itself wasn’t enough to make him uneasy, but there had been several such words in Adrastes’s speech over the last few days.


  They neared the blackened tower of the executioner. Workers were bustling to repair the fire damage and replace the charred wooden floors. Kendras studied them as they went about their work, unconcerned about anything but where a fresh plank was going.


  “Oh, and one last thing.” Adrastes stopped and looked at the tower. “It seems the executioner was murdered and burned.”


  Kendras watched a worker saw through a wooden plank below. “It seems so.”


  Adrastes’s gaze landed on him, sharp and narrow. “Yes, indeed, Kendras.”


  Kendras gritted his teeth and stared back at Adrastes. “He must have had enemies, then.”


  “I can think of at least one.”


  “You know what he did to me.” Kendras cleared his throat. He didn’t trust his voice to hold steady. “You were there.”


  Adrastes’s features hardened, and Kendras didn’t think he’d ever seen anything like it—not with Adrastes. “He served justice. What he did was not against the law. Murdering a man inside the city gates is bad enough, but he represented the king’s justice.”


  If that is the king’s justice, then it’s wrong.


  Adrastes lifted his hands. “I know your feelings on the matter, and I may even share them, but you cannot go around killing people who’ve done you wrong. You, too, represent the king’s power. People will look at you and see me.”


  Gods save me from that.


  Kendras narrowed his eyes. “And which of us do they flatter with that?”


  Adrastes shook his head. “You just cannot make up your own rules in this city. People have to trust the law, or they’ll call me tyrant before my work is done. And if I let people get away with raising their hand against somebody who represents my justice, I let them get away with raising their hand against me. Do you understand?”


  Kendras shook his head. “Once, you spoke my language. But now you speak whatever nobles speak.” His chest hurt like an arrowhead had lodged into him, and he almost expected to see a bolt protruding from it as he glanced down. That would be fitting, wouldn’t it, the king and his bodyguard getting murdered while they bickered over what power meant and what rights they had.


  “Kendras.” Adrastes half smiled at him, but whether it was pitying or tender was hard to tell. Kendras didn’t care for either.


  “Will you then deliver me to the city guard?”


  Adrastes shook his head. “You’d be wasted on justice. But you cannot do this again.”


  “Nobody else ever got his hands on me like that.”


  Apart from Steel, and he’s dead.


  “I know. I thought it bore explaining. We have to follow the law. Both of us.”


  Kendras didn’t answer. He didn’t exactly wander around and murder people for no reason. While he understood why Adrastes said that they’d be seen in the same way—that what he did would tarnish or brighten what people thought of Adrastes—he resented Adrastes trying to control every one of his actions, maybe even thoughts. Adrastes did not have the power to rule him so, and some of these decisions weren’t Adrastes’s to make. Whatever the law said. Whatever the king said. There was a third kind of law. Revenge.


  “Come. We’re done here and are expected in the council chamber.”
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  Widow took his booted feet off the table when they entered. He even uncrossed his arms and grinned the kind of grin at Nhala that could get men whipped. Nhala ignored him.


  The three generals rose from their chairs together when Adrastes stepped to his place—the most ornate of the chairs. He’d shed the big armor and weapons, but Nhala and Kendras were wearing theirs. Not that anybody in the room could hope to take Adrastes down, with the possible exception of Widow.


  The table in the middle showed a map of the old empire. Adrastes had mentioned that the Jaishani had once upon a time been part of the empire, but seeing how small the territory of the three cities was on the one continent, and how vast Jaishan was across a narrow sea, sobered him. Adrastes might hope to restore the old empire, but surely, he didn’t have enough men to attack and conquer Jaishan?


  Vistar remained seated and merely nodded to Adrastes.


  A knock on the door made them all turn again, and Nhala opened it.


  The Lady Protector entered and gave Adrastes a curt nod before she settled on a chair next to Widow. She had free choice—nobody sat anywhere near Widow.


  “And?” Adrastes asked.


  The Lady Protector spread her hands. “I just had a quick look at your new Jaishani friends outside the gates, introduced myself, gave gifts. From what I understand, she could easily lead them into war; they are her personal honor guard. They were close-lipped, but the discipline I saw there was flawless, so these aren’t the dregs of their empire.”


  “Jaishan isn’t an empire, it’s a confederation,” Adrastes said. “Though one with remarkable unity. I hope me being iethin makes a difference with them. We’ll have to consult the ambassador, but later.” He indicated the table. “I’ve called you together to solve the most pressing problem.” He leaned forward, supporting himself on one hand he placed somewhere in the Middle Ocean, and tapped briefly on the temple city by the Kanenti. “The priests weren’t present at the coronation, nor have I received a single message. In the old days, the priests swore obedience and loyalty to the Emperor, Chosen of the Gods.” He straightened and looked at each one in turn. “But mere obedience won’t do. We’ve seen how corrupt and murderous the priests are. The whole city is rotten to the core. Cutting away the rot won’t work.”


  “It has strong walls and its own access to the river.” General Andrun looked dubious. “If we march on land, the priests can escape over the river. At the very least, it’ll be a sea battle, which will weaken us against Vededrin.”


  Widow scoffed. “More importantly, people are superstitious. Dalman and the ocean priesthood are intimately entwined. Ripping yourself free from that embrace . . .”


  “It is full of priests and pilgrims and guards. It’s not an easy city to take.” Adrastes glanced at his sister. “We’ll need war machines and soldiers willing to kill priests. The embrace is tight enough that a lot of our soldiers will be reluctant. They might even let priests escape.” His last words surprised the rest of the council. Even the Lady Protector looked uneasy, shifting in her chair.


  “You’re going to kill everybody?” General Lielya asked.


  “The cult must be destroyed. If we let any of the priests escape, they’ll flee inland and set up elsewhere like weed. Farmers burn weed after they’ve ripped it out.”


  “What about the other temples? The ones that are already inland?”


  “They tend to be small shrines. Widow will find men—and tanesh, and women—willing to cut the throats of one or two unarmed priests. The archives hold a list of temples and shrines. Hire mercenaries and pay them well for their silence.” Adrastes glanced at his sister. “I’ll require a number of Fetinye swordmasters. Reach out to the guild for me. There will be a lot of work like that in the future.”


  “They are unreliable.”


  “Then find me those who aren’t.” Adrastes glanced back at the map. “We’ll have to act fast and kill them all before the news can travel by courier. The high priest won’t expect us to strike everywhere at once.”


  Lielya cleared her throat. “And regarding the attack on the temple city—will we get Fetinye help too, and who will be in command?”


  “If my soldiers are on the field, I’ll be leading them.” The Lady Protector glowered in clear challenge.


  “That still leaves the problem of the superstition.” It was the first time Vistar had spoken, and he took his time before continuing. “We could use the Black Legion. Jaishani have different gods; they won’t mind killing priests and pilgrims.”


  Adrastes eyed him, though Kendras had the strange sense that Adrastes was the only man in the room not surprised by the suggestion. “It’ll mean bringing a foreigner and her army into what is currently our own matter. It’ll give Amrash a lot of power in court.”


  “Too much power.” Nhala spoke up. “We don’t know Amrash’s intentions or the extent of her powers. Two thousand men might be joined by five thousand, ten thousand. The vast armies of the Jaishani are legend.”


  “It would be a gesture of goodwill from the Jaishani to the empire.” Vistar leaned back, looking halfway insolent. “And Adrastes is one of them.”


  Adrastes shot him an ironic glance. “I’m half-breed. Kendras is the pure-blooded one.”


  “Send him to Amrash then.” Vistar sighed.


  “I’m of no importance. Why would Amrash care?”


  Widow glanced at Vistar, then pursed his lips in expectation of what he’d call entertainment. Kendras almost expected him to end the conversation with a barb, but nothing came.


  “As the most prominent man in the king’s immediate entourage, they’ll know you have his . . .” Vistar glanced at Adrastes, carefully. “Ear. When official channels are too official and create too much expectation, having a . . . trusted friend make a suggestion is the diplomatic thing to do.”


  “He could certainly talk to her.”


  “And likely ruin it all.” Widow muttered to himself.


  “Why don’t you just talk to her?” Kendras asked. The idea alone tightened his throat. He didn’t remember much, if anything, about Jaishan, and was likely even less of a Jaishani than Adrastes, despite his claim to pure blood. He’d found blood alone mattered a lot less than people thought.


  “I just explained that.” Vistar’s tone was decidedly petulant now. “Why again are we teaching Kendras to think? It’s an exercise in futility.”


  “That’s quite enough.” Adrastes glared at him. “Kendras commands the royal guard, and that means I trust him with my life. He’s the only person around me who doesn’t speak with a forked tongue. Amrash will see he’s honest, which is an advantage.”


  Vistar rolled his eyes. “Yes, my king.”


  Adrastes let the silence drag on, then looked back at the map. “Any attack will consist of four elements: Eradicating the ocean priests further inland. A full attack on the walls. Blocking off the escape route over the water. And finally, a small force capturing the high priest just before the land and sea attack. As the high priest is of great value to me, I can entrust this duty only to my most trusted soldiers.”


  Adrastes looked at Kendras, and Kendras gave a salute, glad he was on safe ground again. In a manner of speaking, at least. Capturing a valuable prisoner, leading a concentrated attack—it was the very thing the Scorpions were good at. It wasn’t even worth discussing.


  For this moment, Kendras felt the old bond between them, back when Adrastes had been the officer and his will was every Scorpion’s. When Kendras would never have asked “why” or protested, merely accepted that Adrastes was wiser than him, more experienced, and never wrong. He’d missed that sense of calm and absolute faith more than he could have told.
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  As Adrastes had ordered, the Scorpions moved into the royal guard quarters. Unexpectedly, a number of palace slaves belonged to those quarters, and Kendras had to spend some time explaining to Selvan that, no, he wasn’t any less to the Scorpions now that they had the use of other slaves. Selvan only calmed again when Kendras assigned him to oversee that the other slaves did their duties and did them well. He knew Selvan felt protective of the Scorpions, and that at least should keep him from worrying he’d be replaced. That matter taken care of, he put Dev in charge and headed to Sword Tower.


  The guards there regarded him with nothing more than passing curiosity. He had the right to enter, and maybe they’d seen him with Graukar, which was a disturbing thought, yet convenient right now.


  When he entered Graukar’s quarters, his heart sank at Shadow being there. Graukar and his brother were sitting over a meal and papers, and Kendras couldn’t help but smile when Graukar’s face lit up. “Kendras! Now, that’s a surprise.”


  Shadow rolled his eyes in good humor. “Is it?”


  Graukar punched Shadow in the shoulder. “Come. Don’t mind him. He’s been pestering me for details all morning.”


  Kendras settled and pulled the gloves from his hands. The meal was modest, cheese and bread and olives with watered wine, but with his belly full of politics, he relished the simplicity of it. “Did you tell him?”


  Graukar shook his head. “I find memories that aren’t shared stay fresher. A treasure shared is a treasure diminished.”


  Kendras looked at him, speechless for a moment. A treasure?


  “In other words, Kendras was on top.” Shadow grinned. “Congratulations, Kendras. It’s been a while since my brother’s taken anyone between the thighs.” A suggestive eyebrow lift meant he wasn’t talking about thighs at all. And if Shadow were Widow—he was the same kind of quick-witted bastard—Kendras wouldn’t have said a thing, but Graukar looked bemused and relaxed, which forbade responding with anything less than good humor, much like if the teasing had come from one of the Scorpions. “That’s a damn shame.”


  Graukar nearly spit out his olive. “Just out of practice, is all,” he muttered.


  “I’m missing a piece of the puzzle.” Shadow looked from one to the other. “Want me to leave?”


  Graukar raised his hand. “No. I have an appointment to meet the king this afternoon. You, brother, have to come along. He insisted.”


  “Now I’m worried.”


  “Adrastes mistrusts us, quite clearly.”


  “Should I talk to him?” Kendras tore open a wedge of bread and stuffed it with cheese. “He might listen to me.”


  “No. A man’s distrust has a way of spreading to those who attempt to talk him out of it. I feel the king’s mind is set on us as a danger to his power. As if I’d challenge him for the throne.” Graukar shook his head. “I wouldn’t want it for all the gold in the world. Eagle’s Test is just as much as I want to handle.”


  “Don’t they say the man who wants power shouldn’t have it? And he who doesn’t, should?”


  “Wise words.” Graukar smiled at him, which made Kendras’s heart leap. Why was it that every smile and gesture held so much power over him? “I’ve already been promoted beyond my ambition.”


  “From what I can tell, it’s tedious. Half the time I understand nothing of what’s going on, and nobody speaks their mind. It’s a damned snake pit.”


  “Hear, hear.” Graukar shrugged. “That’s power in a nutshell. Couldn’t have said it better.”


  “I still don’t like Ashangul’s son being worried about me.” Shadow turned the knife in his hand. “Who taught him how to rule? His father, who had men killed for less.”


  “If we bow too deeply, he’ll think we’re hiding something. Not deep enough? We’re rebellious. I tell you, Shadow, we can’t do right by him.”


  “You sleeping with his lover isn’t helping.” Shadow grinned.


  “He doesn’t know that. And I—” Kendras bit the rest of the sentence off.


  “And you?”


  Kendras glanced to Graukar, then back to Shadow. “I haven’t been his lover for some time. Not long, yes, but . . .”


  “Does Adrastes know that?”


  “Does he care? He’s busy being king.” And tying my hands tighter than the executioner ever did. “I don’t know what to think, to be honest.”


  Graukar glanced at his brother. Shadow lifted his hands. “Anybody up for more wine? We’re out. I’ll go and get some.”


  “Thanks,” Graukar said and waited until Shadow had left. “What is that about you and the king, Kendras?”


  “As I said. It used to be different. I never doubted him. Now I do.”


  Graukar reached over and took his hand, squeezed it. “That’s why you came to me?”


  “No. He never owned me. But I also never looked at anybody that way while . . .” Kendras struggled. While he’d still had faith? While Adrastes couldn’t have done anything wrong in his eyes? While Adrastes had trusted him? It must have begun when Adrastes had kept giving him orders about the Scorpions, despite having been released to life. He wished he’d had advice from one of the previous officers about how to act.


  “I understand.” Graukar reached out with his other hand and held Kendras’s in both of his. “I’ll be out of here in a few days to return to Eagle’s Test. I wish you could join me up there.”


  “Not without my men.”


  “We could use a few more good hands.”


  “Not now. We’re supposed to capture the high priest when Adrastes takes the temple city. He hates the high priest, so we’ll take him before he can escape. After that . . .” Kendras lifted his shoulder. “There will be more work.”


  “I’ve heard whispers, but chose to doubt them. Adrastes will actually attack the temple?”


  “They’ve been planning it all morning.”


  Graukar rubbed his chin. “He’s playing with fire. He can’t want to be called a tyrant in the streets.”


  “I don’t think he’d care.”


  “A king who doesn’t care about being called a tyrant is halfway to being one.”


  Kendras grimaced. Those words rang true, though he didn’t want to believe it. Adrastes was a visionary who believed things were possible that others doubted. Making it happen meant forcing some people along. But if it worked and if it was a worthy goal, were those the actions of a tyrant or of a good king with great plans and ambitions? And how to tell the difference?


  Graukar squeezed his hand again. “Come to me tonight. I’ll make sure Shadow’s out.”


  “How will you accomplish that?”


  “Give him money to gamble with the other officers.”


  “Does he win?”


  “Sometimes. Sometimes it suits him better to lose money to the right officer or noble.” Graukar pulled back when the door opened and Shadow returned with a fresh jug of wine. He peered in, eyebrow lifted, then entered.


  “All done?”


  “I was just discussing tonight’s gambling with Kendras.”


  “Who should I fleece?”


  “Andrun or one of his staff. I’d really like to know when they plan to take the temple well in advance.”


  “Can be done.” Shadow settled back at his place. “And regarding that other thing, I’ll stay out until first watch. You’ll be done by then?”


  Graukar grinned. “Just about.”


  Shadow rolled his eyes at Kendras. “Exhaust him, please. If I get back that late, I’ll need sleep or everybody in Sword Tower is going to regret it.”


  “Shadow’s not a graceful riser. Him telling a sergeant to go fuck himself and then his mother when the man tried to rouse him for an exercise in the early hours of the morning might have something to do with his lack of a career.”


  “He came back with a bucket of water,” Shadow added. “I took it out of his hands and showed him just how the forms can be adapted to use a bucket.”


  Kendras laughed. “And then?”


  “I went into the hole for three weeks for insubordination.”


  “Would have been three months if I hadn’t bribed his superior and promised him it wouldn’t happen again. After that, nobody tried to wake Shadow before he is fully human.”


  Kendras chuckled. “I can take Graukar to the palace. Not to my quarters, but I can arrange different ones. Though Adrastes has many eyes there.”


  “Let’s stay in Sword Tower. I’m not against people knowing, but . . .”


  Shadow looked between them, then grinned to himself.


  “What?” Graukar demanded.


  “That doesn’t sound like you’re just fucking. More like people having reason to be jealous.” Shadow lifted his hands. “Just glad somebody finally managed to tame my big, bad brother.”


  Graukar laughed, a touch too loudly. “This stallion has quite a bit of fight left in him.” While he and his brother laughed together, Graukar shot a glance to Kendras—one of those hot and cold ones that parched Kendras’s throat. He couldn’t wait for night to fall.
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  “So when does Runner get betrothed?” Dev asked when they paused briefly from training.


  Kendras glanced over to where the Scorpions were mock-fighting. Ever since Runner had received the crossbow, she’d been throwing herself into her training with the fierceness of an attack dog. She stood her ground with a sword against Blood, who was much stronger, but also much slower than her. And Kiran had been working with her to help make up for her lack of strength with technique. In short, for somebody who’d never really fought, she was starting to look pretty good on the testing ground.


  “Why are you asking? Like Runner’s ass?”


  Dev grinned and dipped a cup into the water barrel. “It’s a nice piece, so yes, why not?”


  But once she did get betrothed, the whole lie would unravel. She couldn’t really join the Scorpions like any man. After how she’d been treated, he didn’t expect her to want any man’s touch ever again, and while he trusted them, he wasn’t sure that Dev, Riktan, and Blood would treat her like any comrade once the secret was out.


  His one moment of weakness—to have compassion and break the old rules as laid out in the memory—was turning into a labyrinth of lies and deceptions. She hadn’t left. She clearly had the guts to be one of them. She didn’t have the body parts to be a brother in the ways that the Scorpions were used to. And taking her up to the mountain? He hadn’t slept with Kiran, though mostly because the tanesh had been closer to death than life. He still had the parts of a man, missing just one.


  Kendras had never touched a woman that way and wasn’t entirely sure he could bring himself to do it. And would she be glad about that or feel rejected? Likely glad.


  “You think Runner’s ready?”


  “I’ve seen men less ready turn out well.” Dev drank and offered Kendras his empty cup.


  Dev was right. Holding her back meant stalling. Worse—if they were to take the high priest, they’d need her. And if she joined them in danger, she should join them in everything else. It seemed only right.


  “I’ll talk to him about it.” Kendras took the cup, gathered up some water and took a sip, then poured the rest over his head to wash away some of the dust and sweat. That was the best thing about being the king’s guard—they had all day to train and hone their craft with no worries about food or money or where the next job would come from. And Kendras made sure they used the time to work. Adrastes meant to send them to war very soon, and likely a war that would go on for years. The better they were prepared, the more of a chance they had to come out alive.


  “I promise we won’t break him.” Dev winked.


  “That’s not what I’m worried about.” Kendras was about to say more, then saw Dev’s eyes widen and turned to look at whatever he was looking at.


  Amrash approached the training yard with a golden bow in hand and that beautiful boy holding her quiver. Three tall, broad-shouldered Jaishani guards accompanied her, looking fierce and forbidding.


  Amrash strode into the middle of the yard, opposite one of the several empty targets. The boy fell to his knees and held the quiver in both hands. Without looking, Amrash took an arrow, and in an impossibly fluid motion, lifted the bow and fired, seemingly without even aiming or looking at the target. Kendras had never seen an archer shoot like that—it looked almost lazy, an afterthought and something of no great importance, but in that lack of focus was an odd kind of grace that betrayed complete mastery. Amrash fired two more arrows like that, and Kendras peered at the target. Center. There was nothing lazy or offhanded about it.


  Kendras stared, and so did Dev.


  “Now, there’s another piece of ass I wouldn’t mind riding,” Dev muttered.


  “I didn’t think you liked women.”


  “If they shoot like that, I do get a little excited.” Dev grinned.


  Though Kendras didn’t believe Amrash had heard them, the ambassador did turn sharply and lower the bow again. The boy almost jumped to his feet, and the guards followed as Amrash strode toward Dev and Kendras.


  Kendras swallowed and wiped over his wet and dusty face to maybe look more presentable and less like mercenary riffraff.


  Amrash stopped before them. Kendras noticed that the gold on her skin was applied in different patterns now, though she again wore the leshta and a fine leather armor protecting her torso and one of her shoulders. Without the gold on her face, her features were stronger, but no less beautiful.


  “Kneel before Lord Amrash,” barked one of the Jaishani guards.


  Lord? Kendras sought her—his?—gaze and found it hooded and unreadable. “I’m the king’s guard. I do not kneel.”


  The guard shifted his weight as if he was about to step forward, and Kendras braced himself for a quick tussle, with no idea who would win. The Jaishani looked like an exquisite warrior, all smooth movement and deadly grace. Just then Amrash lifted a hand and spoke so softly in Jaishani that Kendras didn’t catch even a word.


  The guard bowed deeply and returned to his place.


  “Kendras, and?”


  “Devishin.” Dev saluted. “Another Scorpion, Highness.”


  “A pleasure to see so many Jaishani in this court.” Amrash gave Dev a brief touch that seemed to hold some kind of promise, and Dev, normally not shy at all, lowered his gaze. “Kendras, I believe you promised me a word and a little of your time. If your weapons exercises can wait, I would ask you to my quarters.”


  Kendras bowed. “Highness. It would be an honor.”


  Amrash nodded, then turned and strode across the yard back toward the palace. Kendras touched Dev’s shoulder. “Keep them working. This might be a while.”


  “Lucky bastard,” Dev muttered.


  “Call a man lucky after his death.” Kendras hurried after Amrash and caught up with him—her?—after a few paces. The ambassador’s face was unreadable as they made their way to her quarters; those regal features entirely unmoved; Amrash could have been the carving of a person, only animated by an ungodly grace and beauty.


  The guards followed and shielded them, but stayed outside when Amrash opened the door to her quarters.


  Kendras had briefly seen these rooms when Nhala had shown them, but they had been entirely changed. The walls had vanished behind drapes—long strands of colored cloth, almost translucent, so finely woven were they. Kendras could see through one of them, but where two combined, whatever lay beyond was a mere shape, and he couldn’t make out anything that lay behind three of them. Amrash strode through, parting the veils as she went, and Kendras was hard-pressed to not rip anything as he tried to follow her with the same surety.


  The veils were colored in different shades—beginning in bleached white, the colors moved as they progressed, from a light blue to a dark blue not unlike the night sky just before dawn.


  The ground under Kendras’s feet shifted, too, and he found himself standing in fine sand. That had most definitely not been here the last time he’d visited.


  On the patch of sand stood two finely carved chairs. Amrash sat on the one nearest to her and offered him the other. “Thank you for joining me, Kendras. I have been dying to talk to you.”


  Kendras sat down, unsettled that he couldn’t see very far in either direction. A light breeze from the outside moved the veils, but apart from that, he could have been in a tent or a cave. “You’ll find me boring company, Lady.”


  “Lord. It’s Lord now.” Amrash leaned forward. “Why would you be? And didn’t I know you as Smoke?”


  “No, my lord.” Lady then had been an honest mistake. He seemed to not mind terribly, which made Kendras breathe easier. “I’m not Smoke.”


  “Explain.”


  “Smoke was the previous king’s guard. The ocean priests had him murdered before they murdered the king. Adrastes has taken power. I’m Adrastes’s comrade from his time traveling as a mercenary.”


  “Comrade? They call you something else everywhere in the palace.” Amrash tilted his head. “And they compare you to Smoke. Yet while you are Jaishani, you know very little about us. Riddle me this, Kendras.”


  “You would have the same chance as me to solve the riddle, my lord. They say I resemble Smoke, but I grew up on the streets of Dalman. I remember nothing of what was before. I may have been born here, or in Jaishan. My past is lost.”


  “Lost? Or you don’t remember?”


  “It’s really the same thing, isn’t it?”


  “Not nearly.” Amrash relaxed on his chair and stretched out one leg, drew up the other, then rested an elbow on his knee. “We know that Smoke—we shall use the name people here knew him under—had a son and a wife, both of whom were murdered.”


  “I heard the story.”


  “Have you never wondered? Why you look exactly like Smoke and his beautiful lady? Had his son lived, he might be your age, too.”


  “What did you know about Smoke?”


  “A great deal, but these are matters I’d share with his family, not a mere mercenary who relieves the king’s loneliness. I don’t care nearly as much about the latter as the former.” Amrash’s voice was soft despite words that could hold the promise of murder or humiliation. How could one person be so beautiful and so strange at the same time?


  “Yes, I have wondered,” Kendras admitted, “but I have no proof. His son might have lived. I’ll never know.”


  “You sound very sure of it.”


  Kendras hesitated; there might yet be witnesses alive, though would they talk after so many years? And he had no proof of who he was, just a deep feeling in his gut, a kind of recognition that wasn’t knowledge exactly, more a suspicion that had settled and spread and wouldn’t be dislodged anymore. “What does it matter?”


  “It does though, doesn’t it? Knowing who we are, where we come from? Who can chart a ship’s course without knowing from where it is coming and for what purpose? Who can know the bolt without the crossbow and the hand that wields it? The foal without knowing its dam or sire?”


  “I’m not a ship, horse, or weapon.”


  Amrash laughed. “No, it’s more complicated than either of those. You are a riddle with a number of clues. Just because you don’t understand the language of the clues doesn’t mean they aren’t there.”


  “You can read the clues?”


  “I can make you see them.” Amrash regarded him critically. “You don’t remember, do you?”


  “No. I was young. Maybe I chose to forget.”


  “Sometimes the gods are merciful like that.” Amrash shifted in his chair. “Mercy is a gift, and maybe you shouldn’t discard it. It might be better for you to not know. Yet, knowing has its own protection and its own, darker solace.”


  “You can make me remember?”


  “Possibly. I can open the door. You will still have to step through and face it. Sometimes we forget what is too frightening to remember. Sometimes it’s too painful. Can it be remembered? Yes. It’s all still there, still very much alive while we breathe. Every fear, every terror, every pain. I can lead you to it.”


  Kendras drew a deep breath. All this talk of fear and pain and merciful forgetfulness wasn’t just talk. He saw in Amrash’s eyes that he meant what he said and spoke from experience. He wasn’t sure he could trust the man, though he wondered if maybe Smoke could have trusted him. Surely, Amrash meant him no harm? There was something more, history, maybe a debt, or a connection he couldn’t see because Amrash had hidden it before he could step too close to it.


  “What do you want in return?”


  “The most expensive thing of all: the truth. Tell me what you find in the place this will take you. Tell me where you come from.”


  “That’s all?”


  Amrash nodded. “I have gold and slaves enough. Truth is precious, and I’ll have it, as a gift or as tribute.”


  Kendras considered it, but the decision was already made. If he could learn the truth—if he could truly know what had happened, maybe even why, he’d be a coward not to take the opportunity. Part of him hoped it wasn’t as he expected it to be—that Smoke was a stranger. That the goddess Kendra and his name were both accidents. That it meant nothing. That he hadn’t actually seen his father choke on poison and then bleed out under a cowardly blade.


  “I’ll tell you the truth.”


  “Then we are in agreement.” Amrash smiled. “Come.” He stood and led the way through more veils deeper into his quarters. Here, the colors lightened again toward yellow and then red, until they stood next to an ornate bed covered in gold leaf and silk. It surely wasn’t meant for sleeping, but resting. At the far end, a number of missives and a stylus were neatly piled up. Though Kendras couldn’t read the script, it looked familiar. Amrash indicated for Kendras to lie down.


  “Normally, I’d suggest purification rites—a bath, a cleansing, but what I’m about to do to you will work regardless. The important thing is to be unafraid and not fight it. Though you should take off the armor.”


  Kendras began ridding himself of the metal and placed each piece on the ground at the foot of the bed until he was only wearing his leathers. Strange that he could feel so naked while still being very much dressed.


  He lay down on the bed, pushed a pillow under his neck, and did his best to loosen his muscles. Not fight it, Amrash had said. So pretending he was just going to sleep was probably wise.


  Amrash had his back turned, and beyond, Kendras made out the form of another Jaishani. They spoke very softly. After a little while, the Jaishani on the other side offered Amrash something, and Amrash turned, holding a cup. He came toward the bed with the measured strides of a dancer or maybe a priest, and sat down on a nearby stool, then gazed into the cup. “Once you cross the threshold, I cannot do anything more than protect you on this side and ensure the path stays open for you to return. However, I will be here.”


  Kendras swallowed dryly, then Amrash met his gaze, and those dark blue eyes regarded him without pity or fear as he offered Kendras the cup.


  Kendras took it, glanced at the oily, thick liquid, smelled it—herbs, and something else, something deeper and earthier, like a mouthful of soil, or blood.


  “Drink this slowly.”


  Kendras put it to his lips and took a sip. Yes, herbs, and a salty taste very much like stone, like metal, a taste deep from the earth. It was hideous, though not the bitterness of herbs medics gave to soothe pain. This seemed much stranger, something he’d never encountered before. He forced himself to take only small sips, and put the cup down, counting his breaths before the next sip. Amrash nodded and seemed pleased, his gaze curious.


  After the fifth sip, the world suddenly listed and turned, and Kendras’s face grew cold and prickly. He struggled sitting so he lay down, and felt Amrash steady the cup for him as he took another, deeper mouthful. The taste didn’t matter at all now—everything was becoming like a dream, lines blurring, colors bleeding out.
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  Kendras woke from vivid dreams, blood-red dreams, dreams where a single black feather floated to the ground. He awoke with a start, feeling he was drowning in blood, struggling against hands that held him.


  But when the hold didn’t leave and his vision cleared, he looked into the dark blue eyes of a Jaishani. Amrash held his face, their eyes just a breath apart, and Kendras was unspeakably relieved that it was a Jaishani who sheltered him.


  He remembered pale skin and raven feathers, and laughter. Amrash was nothing like what he remembered; quite the opposite, seeing dark skin felt almost like finding something he’d lost without knowing. It was still the wrong face, the wrong person, but Amrash seemed like the next best thing.


  “Are you with me again, Kendras?”


  Kendras wanted to turn back toward the bed, see if it was covered in blood, like . . . like. A litter? Cushions? The dream was fading fast. Just a moment ago it had felt like he’d never forget, not a thing, not a detail, not a smell or touch or


  that pain


  but the world was slowly shifting again into reality, turning away from a realm so fearful Kendras chided himself for looking into it at all. What sane man would want to


  remember


  what he’d seen?


  Kendras opened his mouth to speak, noticed that his throat was raw, and cleared it. “Did I speak?”


  “Scream, yes.” Amrash gently released his face and sat back. “You remembered. I know you did.”


  “I shouldn’t have.”


  “The gods of the underworld guard their secrets jealously. We defy them at our own peril. The price of secrets is always fear.” Amrash touched Kendras’s forehead. “So, where is your loyalty now, son of Smoke?”


  What a question to ask right now. Kendras sat up and wiped his face, feeling his leathers stick to his skin with what had to be sweat and misery. “To my men. I’ve been chosen to lead them.”


  “Very well.” Amrash spread his fingers. “The reason why I’m asking is this. Your father had an important duty in this court. Everybody believes he was here to protect the king of Dalman. He was the only sword allowed near the king, and the king before him. His heart, his mind, his soul, all in service to a pale king?” Amrash lifted an eyebrow. “Why would we send one of our best to protect men like those?”


  “The only sword . . .” Kendras rubbed his face. “He was to kill them?”


  “No. Well, not necessarily. But it’s valuable to have a sword ready when it’s needed. Vastly better than not.” Amrash chuckled. “We believe in being prepared for all possible outcomes. You may never need to use every piece, but you neglect placing them at your own risk.”


  Be like the scorpion under the rock. When the hand turns the stone, strike.


  “I understand.” Kendras tightened his fists, loosened them. “The Scorpions believe in readiness.”


  “So the pale people may believe that Smoke was loyal only to one master, but in truth he was the naked blade hidden away for the day when he’d be called upon. He also sent us messages so we knew what was going on here. What the king was doing. What the standing of our other envoys was. What people were whispering on the street, and when we had to summon back one of the women we sent to the king. But then these messages stopped.” Amrash stretched out one long, elegant leg. “This is why I am here.”


  “To keep an eye on the pale people?”


  “And to find a second Smoke. The more of us who live and thrive in Dalman, the less likely we’re approaching a war on our northern front.”


  A second Smoke. Kendras thought about what it meant, grateful that Amrash didn’t immediately press him for an answer. Instead, a servant appeared and brought them both glasses filled with cool, sweet liquid. Kendras forced himself to not gulp it all down greedily—just a little while ago, he’d felt like he’d be risking his life drinking anything here, considering how Smoke had died. But now everything was different. Amrash had no interest in killing him; a dead man couldn’t spy on Adrastes.


  Vistar’s idea of sending a “trusted friend” for times when normal diplomacy would be too official had become reality, but not in the way Vistar had intended.


  “I don’t believe Adrastes will wage war with the south.” He took another sip. “He will resurrect the empire of Shara.”


  “Do you know which lands belonged to that?”


  “Jaishan, too, I believe. The three cities here, the villages in the mountains and up the coast and further inland. It’s . . . a lot of land to conquer.”


  “Jaishan too. It was much smaller then. More in need of an ally.” Amrash regarded him closely. “The question is, what is he conquering first?”


  “The temple city. Then Vededrin. He’ll break the deadlock of the three cities and crush the Elder. The mountains will fall easily—there is no big city in the valleys, just small towns and settlements. You go there with an army, and they’ll turn themselves over. Further inland . . . If he arrives with enough soldiers, I don’t see how they can resist for long.”


  “Unless they unite.” Amrash nodded to himself.


  “If you have spies there . . .”


  “I might.”


  “Adrastes will destroy the ocean priests first. The temple city is strong, and he is in doubt whether the soldiers will attack and kill unarmed priests.” He held Amrash’s gaze. “I’ve found him an honorable man if he finds assistance from unexpected friends.”


  Amrash smiled. “My legion.”


  “Very unexpected friends.”


  “Tell your king we are willing to consider it.” Amrash stood and half turned away. “You may not wish to tell him that this is a debt paid to your parents rather than him. As a king, he will do. You are more important to us, however. As it is your desire, my legion is ready to fight.”


  Kendras stood up, his legs unsteady, but they held. He felt like he had run all day, his calves tight and his knees shaking, but maybe that was another memory brought back from where Amrash had sent him. If that was what the underworld was like—all blood and ravens’ feathers—he didn’t want to go back.


  Amrash waved at him. “Come. I’ll lead you out.”


  “One thing I’m not sure about.” Kendras cleared his throat again. “Why they’d name me after the goddess of protection.”


  “Protection?” Amrash laughed. “People are never one thing, so why should the gods be?” He stopped and gestured toward the door beyond a final veil. “You may want to think of the Mother of Murder as She Who Protects, but don’t forget she carries a poisoned dagger to do so.”
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  Thankfully, Adrastes had been busy talking to the generals in Sword Tower when Kendras told him that Amrash was willing to talk about using the Black Legion. The generals had exchanged glances when Kendras had approached to whisper a few words into Adrastes’s ear, but nobody said anything about it.


  These same generals discussing troop numbers and strategy were also the generals who stood ready to dispose of Adrastes when the time came. Watching them so obedient and eager on the surface left a bitter taste in Kendras’s mouth.


  But am I so different?


  The thought was unwelcome and tasted of blood. He believed in Adrastes’s plans. Adrastes would be a good emperor. He’d been born to power, knew how to wield it, and wasn’t afraid of anyone. The very things that had made him a good officer. Everything he’d said made sense, and unlike the previous king, Adrastes wasn’t vain or ineffective. He did what had to be done, even if Kendras disagreed.


  His stomach was restless, still churning from what Amrash had made him drink, so he wandered back to the palace, where he took one of the horses and rode out. Something was gnawing on his mind, and Dalman seemed too loud and too full of people right now.


  He rode slowly along one of the main roads toward the city wall, the horse’s easy gait reminding him of


  the gentle swaying of the litter.


  When he closed his eyes, he could almost see it, hear the hooves on the cobbles. Could feel his mother’s cool fingers on his face. A hot day, and he was resting in her lap.


  Kendras gritted his teeth and opened his eyes again, just as the stream of people carried him out of the gate. He rode onwards, heading toward the harbor through the dangerous underbelly.


  It had been midday—and so hot that barely any man or animal had been on the road. The high point of a terrible drought, the air almost unbreathable. He remembered running his hands over his mattress in the night and ghost fire lighting up where he touched.


  The road curved toward the river here, and Kendras recognized the place. The road had been blocked by a cart, its axle broken.


  There, to the left, the dirty alley that they’d taken. He pushed the horse back into movement, into the same alley, where the only windows had been high up, and a dozen eyes seemed to watch him now.


  He was suddenly cold.


  The sound of crossbow bolts.


  The litter upturned as the horses died.


  Attackers jumped from the roof, broad, long knives drawn. They had raven feathers woven into their hair.


  Kendras gulped down air and clawed his fingers into the saddle. Far away, he felt sweat run down his face like water, like tears.


  Run, Kendras. Run.


  His mother’s hand went for the dagger


  Mother of Murder


  then blood spilled, the smell cloying in the heat.


  Kendras tore his eyes from the filthy ground and looked at the houses. There, a smaller alley, barely wide enough for a man’s shoulders. He rode toward it, remembered the filth seeping into his sandals. Remembered a frantic search for a place to hide, but he couldn’t reach any of the windows. He was too small. Remembered trying to find his way back to the road, to the city, but every alley seemed to twist away from either, leading him further into darkness.


  Saw shadows follow him over the rooftops, light-footed and horrible, talking to each other in a language he didn’t understand, sometimes just in whistles, alerting each other to which turn he’d taken.


  Gods, but somebody had to have mercy!


  Kendras felt his heart pound as fast as his younger self’s frantic footfalls. He almost wanted to call out, reach out, protect himself and the other one.


  There, a door gave under a desperate assault, because even at that age, Kendras didn’t give up when it didn’t yield on his first attempts. His whole side throbbing from the impacts, he climbed the ladder inside and lay flat and still on the second floor. More of those whistles below, and close. They were in the house!


  He jolted upright, climbed further up the ladder, and stepped out onto the untidy roof, uneven and weathered shingles buckling under his feet. Steam and smoke from cooking fires rose up, obscuring and then revealing the city walls in the distance. He steadied his feet, prepared to jump across to the next house when a rough hand caught him by the shoulder.


  He tore himself free, stepped back, stumbled. Caught one of the feathers in his attacker’s hair, felt it slip away.


  Fell.


  Impact.


  A black feather sailing to the filthy ground in front of his eyes. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t sharpen his sight, just stared at the feather sitting there, gently curved, unable to move.


  He was going to die. He felt something like regret that he’d die as a child without ever knowing what it was like to be grown up. He worried about his father, losing them both on the same day. But he’d be with his mother, so maybe it would all still be good.


  Kendras blinked and wiped a hand over his eyes. Even now—so many years later—he felt the searing pain in his head, his shoulder. They must have left him for dead. Maybe one of the denizens of this part of the city had dragged him in before they could cut his throat just to be sure. Maybe they’d been distracted.


  The head injury must have wiped away his memories. Considering what he knew now, he didn’t want to remember. It was like remembering his own death.


  But almost worse was the memory of his mother, that unconditional love, her touch, her voice. The swiftness with which she’d reached for the blade—she hadn’t been helpless or untrained. Her response had been that of an experienced fighter, that ability to shake off the shock to be immediately ready to fight back.


  Kendras returned to the palace, the memories still echoing through him. He didn’t want them, and yet it felt as if they were the only things he had left of a past that had been stolen, like somebody might cradle a broken pot in a house ransacked by looters. If he had managed to remember—and return to his father—he might have come to know Nhala better as Smoke’s new beloved, and he might know what it was like to mourn a father when they’d killed him.


  Of course, then none of all this would have happened. Steel would have never found him to impersonate his father, he’d never have been involved in murdering the old king (though doubtlessly that wouldn’t have stopped the conspirators). Though, with his father murdered, he would have taken it upon himself to avenge Smoke, which would have brought him to the same place in the scheme of things—to the side of the man who was going to destroy the temple—just for different reasons.


  He wished he’d learned all this sooner, made himself known to Smoke. Wished he remembered more, and feared it, too. Mourning those you didn’t know was maybe easier than those you did know. Burying a comrade was easier than burying a friend.


  He wandered the palace corridors like an earthbound spirit, knowing Smoke had shared these footsteps many times, ever vigilant and dutiful. When a guard startled out of near sleep as he approached, he saw something in her eyes: that recognition, and then denial, remembering that, no, Smoke was dead, and the other black-skinned warrior wandering the palace was not, in fact, him.


  He found Smoke’s old quarters—still unchanged, untouched, the bed made, armor draped in the corner. He stepped to it, knowing it fit him, touched the helmet.


  Let him be a child before he becomes a warrior.


  He remembered Smoke saying that, remembered faintly his own outrage at having a wooden sword taken away mid-play. The memory was so faint it might just as well be invention, but he remembered a firmness and gentleness that now tightened his chest.


  He turned and caught sight of the Kendra statue, and without thinking much about it, he took it from its place, studied its elegant features and the almost forbidding poise of the goddess. She was ready to strike, carrying the dagger like a secret.


  Both curious and reluctant, he opened a clothes chest, touched trousers and tunics, some embroidered, others not. Trinkets that clearly held a meaning, but Kendras couldn’t read it. At the bottom, a finely wrought, if faded, dress for a tall, lithe woman, made up of gold threads and lace so intricate Kendras couldn’t imagine how she’d put it on without tearing it to shreds. It seemed too impractical to be worn by a warrior, so maybe it was her wedding gown?


  He folded it back, carefully, and put it where he’d found it, then closed the chest. A smaller chest contained belts and wrought iron and silver clasps, garnet-inlaid belt buckles, riding spurs, and a number of knives and spoons. A knife with a silver-wire handle caught his attention, and he pulled it from its sheath. It was made of marbled steel, finely smithed and polished, yet clearly used. Kendras pulled his own knife from its sheath and exchanged it with his father’s. It seemed wrong to simply take it, yet he did want something to keep. By rights, it all belonged to him, though he didn’t want to be disrespectful.


  He returned the goddess to her place for the moment, though he was sorely tempted to take her—she reminded him a lot of his mother. He’d take her when he left, but for the moment it seemed only right that she’d watch over what was left of Smoke’s memories.


  Suddenly, he needed to have people around him, needed to get away from these half-understood emotions, so he left the room and hurried down the corridor to the Scorpions’ quarters. Runner and Blood were sitting together over a meal and a cup of wine. Kiran was on his bed, reading, then looked up when Kendras walked into the room.


  “You missed quite the spectacle, Officer,” Kiran said.


  Kendras’s stomach tightened. How was it that any kind of news these days felt like it would be bad? Was he that tense?


  “What happened?”


  “That Jaishani ambassador, she joined the war council.”


  “She’s a he,” Kendras said warily. The last thing he needed was one of his own offending an ambassador. He hated having to think that way, but right now, things were complicated enough without irritating what might eventually be an ally. Was, quite possibly, already an ally.


  “That’s not what the king and the generals called her,” Kiran said cheerfully.


  “He told me to call him ‘Lord’ just a little while ago. These things don’t change that quickly.”


  “Maybe she’s both.” Blood gestured with his wine cup. “I saw such a thing once, when one of our officers gave birth. You know, when they come out, it can be hard to tell whether you have a boy or girl.” Blood shrugged. “It seemed to have both. I talked to the mother a few years later, and she was raising the child as a boy, because she’d wanted a boy, and figured it would be easier to explain the . . . extra if it was a boy. Easier to hide, too.”


  Kendras searched Blood’s face, but that seemed to be the truth, as far as the medic was concerned. And he likely had seen more naked bodies than Kendras, and knew more about how they could be subtly different.


  “Now that’s a bizarre joke of the gods,” Kiran said. “A fourth gender?”


  “Not nearly as common as tanesh, so I don’t think they’re a fourth one. But then, tanesh are made, not born.”


  “But wouldn’t you hide it?” Kendras asked. “If you were different?”


  “Who knows what the Jaishani are like. Maybe they don’t hide them. It’s not exactly like a second head or no arms, like they are sometimes born up in the mountains. People there believe that living so high up is bad for the children in the womb. But if those freaks lived . . .” Blood shrugged. “And rose to power . . . gods know how they would want to be addressed or treated.”


  “I guess that makes sense. It’s not like we could ask the ambassador what he . . . she has under her clothes.”


  “I get the feeling that if anybody’s going to find out, it’ll be the king,” Runner said. “Have you seen how they look at each other?”


  “Like wolf and lion over a fresh kill?” Blood scoffed. “Adrastes would be a fool to get into bed with the Jaishani. People on the street are already talking about how he’s just like Ashangul, and how you can’t trust the Jaishani, or any black-skinned bastard, for that matter.”


  “That’s enough.” Kendras didn’t raise his a voice, but the others fell silent regardless. “Between the Jaishani and the temple, or even the Jaishani and Vededrin, I know with whom I’m taking my chances.”


  “Yes, but you’re one of them.” Blood set his cup down. “That doesn’t count.”


  Kendras shot him a sharp glance, but explaining to Blood that he wasn’t even enough Jaishani to remember the language would mean explaining too much. He preferred to keep these things to himself, partly because it stung him, and stung worse now that he had a somewhat better idea of who he was and where he came from. He’d never have believed it would matter to him. Never have thought, possible or not, that learning the truth would change a thing. But it did. Gods below, it did.


  Above all, how much had it changed? Would anybody regard him differently now, apart from Amrash?


  He shook his head and remembered how the conversation had started. “So what happened?”


  “The ambassador caused quite the uproar. What exactly she said I can barely remember—they were planning the attack on the temple city and the role the Jaishani will play.” Kiran sounded approving. “Then the ambassador suddenly went all still and silent and spoke in her language. The king looked surprised, muttered something about the gods being present. And then . . .” Kiran shuddered. “She opened her eyes again, but they were all white, and when she spoke, her voice . . . Never in my life have I heard such a voice. It sounded hollow and deep like from the center of the earth, like right from the underworld.”


  “What did she say?”


  “The king seemed surprised and drew paper close to make a note. I caught what was written by accident. The king never explained it. But the words were: Only he of the silver face can bid halt to the black king.”


  “Silver face?”


  “I asked a Jaishani trader in the marketplace. He said it’s what they call the god of death. His face is so hideous that he walks masked among mortals. Others say it’s so beautiful people would fall in love with death and kill themselves to be with him. Others say he’s actually a different god but doesn’t want the others to know.”


  “Only death can stop the black king? Death stops us all.” Runner shook her head and frowned. “That makes no sense.”


  “Prophecy,” Blood scoffed. “They’ll say it has come true when he does die. Can’t prove it, can’t disprove it. That’s why every seer in every marketplace says things in ways that you can’t prove them wrong in time to shake your money back out of them.”


  “If it means only Death Himself can stop Adrastes, that’s good news; the gods don’t walk among us.” Kendras poured himself more wine. “If this spreads to the people . . . what will they think?”


  “It’s the stuff of legends. No mere man can kill Adrastes. Do you remember the king who was said to not be felled by iron or wood or a man’s hand? The one who walked alive from a dozen battles, and then a catapult hit him?” Blood grinned. “They guarded him against everything else they could think off, and then a big stone falls from the sky and crushes every bone in his body? The gods are laughing.”


  “They are indeed,” Kendras murmured almost to himself and finished the cup. It was getting late now—Graukar would be in Sword Tower already. He was restless, but stayed long enough to share a meal when the other Scorpions returned from their guard duty.


  They, too, were eager to share what was now being called “the prophecy,” and the story grew in the telling. Kendras could only imagine what Adrastes thought of it all, but assumed he’d see it as a useful omen. He’d used being anointed and every other advantage he had to claim a throne with very little blood spilled. That was mastery.


  “Will you stay here, Officer?” Riktan asked.


  Kendras paused. “Should I?”


  “You seem to have found something better to do with your time.”


  Kendras shook his head. “I’d stay here if I thought you needed me to tuck you in. But I don’t.”


  “Who is it? It’s not Adrastes.”


  Kendras shook his head. “Just some soldier.” That it was Graukar shouldn’t make its way to Adrastes or anybody at court. Though whether they both needed the secret to be safe was a different matter. Kendras didn’t want to chance it.


  “A recruit?”


  “Well past it. I’d take him in, but right now I’m just enjoying the company.”


  Riktan grinned. “It’s good you’re getting some. And to see you smile.”


  Kendras laughed, though more with embarrassment than humor. “I’m the officer. I have to stay by myself.”


  “None of us would begrudge you if you had a favorite. I thought Runner was.”


  Kendras shook his head. “No.” He stood. “I’m just feeling protective of the new recruits. We can’t afford to lose any more men.” He hated how easy the lie slipped past his lips, but it wasn’t for his own sake. He didn’t fear their responses, but he feared that some would attack him and others would defend him, and that the Scorpions might be cruel to Runner, or call upon the rules and choose them over their new comrade. Still, he would have to tell them eventually; leaving the burden with Runner did seem cowardly. “If you need me, I’ll be in Sword Tower. The guards there know where I am. They make sure I’m never completely out of their sight.”


  Riktan whistled. “Pissing on their boots in fear no doubt. You have quite the reputation among the soldiers.”


  “I do?”


  “Yes. They seem mighty impressed when anybody mentions your name. And you haven’t even really done anything.” Riktan shrugged. “Well, nothing beside what we’re doing anyway.”


  Kendras smiled. “I’ll take the unearned reputation. Seems less work than the other way around.”


  “We’ll sure make a reputation with the attack on the temple city.”


  “That we will.” Kendras slapped Riktan’s shoulder. “You know where to find me. Now that I have a taste for that soldier, I’m off to see him.”


  Whistles and catcalls followed him out of the barracks as he left. He couldn’t help but laugh softly at it all; he could just have stolen away, but Riktan had clearly been worried about him, and it seemed it pleased his men (and one woman) that he was seeking and finding pleasure with a stranger. Nobody was jealous or thought any less of him, and they’d even left him that little, harmless secret.


  Which, of course, was not so harmless after all.
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  When he asked for Graukar, a guard sent him to the training yard. He found the towering Westlander surrounded by a dozen raw recruits who were hanging onto his every word. Kendras couldn’t make out what Graukar was saying, but saw the occasional flash of humor in his eyes, the way he tilted his head at a question, seemingly giving it ample thought before he answered.


  Kendras stayed back and walked in a slow circle until he was in Graukar’s field of vision. Graukar glanced at him, then dismissed the recruits with three loud claps of his hands, shooing them away.


  Only then did Kendras draw nearer. “I didn’t mean to disturb the lesson.”


  “Had I thought they’d need it to survive anytime soon, I’d have kept them around for a little while longer, but this was just about how they can get into Eagle’s Test.”


  “Become hard-bitten veterans?”


  “And make a couple enemies along the way like I did.” Graukar chuckled. “How have you been faring?”


  “I had the strangest day.” Kendras fell into step when Graukar began to walk.


  Graukar gave him a sideways glance, but didn’t ask for details. There were still too many eyes and ears around, and Kendras only felt secure when they had firmly closed the door of Graukar’s quarters behind themselves. Graukar lengthened the thread of the single oil lamp lighting his quarters and turned toward him. “How strange, or can it wait?”


  Kendras felt his heart beat up into his throat. “It can wait.”


  Graukar stepped closer. “Good. Because I intend to take my time with you.”


  Kendras struggled to breathe. “No objections.”


  Graukar was close now, and he kissed him. The brush of his lips shook Kendras down to his toes. Gods below, why did the man’s touch hold so much power over him? When had that happened? Why was Graukar so much like a comrade and yet not like one at all? Having a bond with somebody who wasn’t a Scorpion wasn’t forbidden, just dangerous. And short-lived; Graukar would return to Eagle’s Test, eventually, while Adrastes wished the Scorpions to remain with him in Dalman, and then later on campaign.


  Graukar pushed at Kendras’s leathers. “I want you naked.”


  Kendras loosened the fastenings, struggling to kiss at the same time, until he broke the touch with an exasperated laugh. “Leave me some thoughts.”


  “As long as those thoughts involve getting in my bed.”


  “You can bet on it.” Kendras pushed away from the door. Graukar gathered up the oil lamp and watched him with a smile and hunger in his eyes. “Bedroom.”


  Kendras didn’t protest as he entered the bedroom. He sat down on the bed and pulled his boots off, then the top of his leathers, and finally his trousers. Graukar hung the oil lamp on a hook in the wall, then undressed himself. In the light of the lamp, his skin was reddish gold, every line of muscle and bone softened in the dimness. Kendras openly admired his body, broad and strong, and all his for the night. He’d imagined how it would be, had a hundred things he wanted to do, but he felt almost too much awe to claim Graukar.


  Finally, he waved him closer, and Graukar stepped in front of him, strong hands touching his face and neck when Kendras leaned close to kiss Graukar’s belly, felt his breath flow and the ridges of muscle under his touch, smelled him, marveled at the soft skin and the hardness underneath. Like he had to learn everything about pleasure all over again. Normally, he wouldn’t have lost even a moment before touching Graukar’s cock, or sucking it (though he wasn’t that good at it), or challenging him to a fierce fuck right then and there.


  Somehow, this was different, and Graukar’s gentle touch with those rough hands only confirmed his suspicion. Nothing he’d known about sex seemed to hold true. He knew the easy comradeship of an embrace or lying together after sex. But those were fellow Scorpions.


  He turned his head and kissed Graukar’s wrist, like Selvan might do to him when he touched Selvan’s head.


  “Lie back.” Graukar waited for him to stretch out in the middle of the bed and then joined him, lying alongside, their bodies brushing. Graukar’s fingers traced Kendras’s chest, then his nipples, exploring, the heat between them carefully banked.


  Kendras soaked up that focused tenderness in Graukar’s face. He turned, too, pushed closer because he hungered for the contact of skin on skin. Graukar pulled him into a tighter embrace, and soon they were pushing and grinding together, increasingly breathless, sharing kisses and glances. This was light, easy, even humorous. The spark in Graukar’s eyes warned Kendras not to take anything too seriously, but it wasn’t mockery. It was about the pure joy of being alive, and right now, it was what Kendras desperately needed and hadn’t known it. He could trust Graukar with this, though he wished it didn’t have to end.


  “Your brother said it’s been a while since anybody’s taken you,” Kendras finally managed between kisses.


  “Shadow knows too damn much.” Graukar winked. “You going to end that dry spell?”


  “If you find me oil.” Kendras pulled back when Graukar shifted on the bed, leaned over to an unlit lamp to pour some of the oil into his hand, then shared it with Kendras.


  Kendras pushed Graukar over onto his shoulders, and lay down between his legs, which Graukar opened. “Why has it been so long?”


  Graukar licked his lips. “As a former slave, I appreciate having the final say on the matter.”


  Kendras hesitated. It was hard to imagine Graukar hurt or forced, and he didn’t want to dwell on the thought for too long or he wouldn’t be able to do it.


  “Don’t worry about it, Kendras. My master wasn’t a beast. I never did have a taste for being a slave, but I enjoy bed games just fine.” Graukar lifted his legs, opening himself up, and reached one oily hand down to Kendras’s cock, slicking him up with a few sure strokes. The last two were less teasing and more tight, a promise of what else he had to offer.


  Kendras forced himself to not thrust into Graukar’s hand, despite the temptation to finish them both off how they’d done it the first time. He wanted him completely now, wanted everything Graukar had to give him.


  He pushed two oiled fingers inside, causing Graukar to tense and groan, and made sure he was all oiled well and good, turning his fingers, sliding in and out a few times until Graukar was breathing heavily. Only then did he pull out and, with a quick adjustment, got into the right position to slide into him.


  Graukar’s head fell back, eyes closed, and seeing his face go blank with pleasure rippled through Kendras with a warmth and tenderness that seemed all for Graukar and nobody else. He pushed forward onto his elbows, then reached down to Graukar’s leg to adjust the angle and pushed deeper.


  “Gods below,” Graukar moaned.


  “Missed it, then?”


  Graukar’s eyes opened. “Can’t . . . miss . . . what I hadn’t known.”


  Just now, working his way into Graukar, that seemed a cryptic remark. Had Graukar lied and hadn’t actually been taken before?


  Kendras withdrew a little, only to push further inside him, and when he was completely hilted, he pulled Graukar by the neck into an openmouthed kiss.


  Graukar’s powerful body rippled underneath him and all around him; feeling him like that was breathtaking.


  Kendras noticed everything—the heat and slickness and tightness, but also how their sweat and breath mingled, the creak of the ropes that held the mattress in the bed frame as they moved, teasing each other with the slow force of the motions, rocking together more than fucking. But Graukar was clearly losing the battle; his eyes rolled back in his head every time Kendras thrust just a certain way.


  He dug his fingers into Kendras’s shoulders, urging him silently on, and Kendras did his best to control his own pleasure and stoke Graukar’s with every motion, reveling in the man’s sounds and the desperate way he kissed.


  Graukar’s grip tightened enough to cross the line into pain, his body clenching until Kendras saw stars, and wet heat poured between them, Graukar’s body tensing-relaxing with waves of pleasure, and Kendras thrust harder, building his own rhythm with little regard for anything else, and Graukar held him and kissed him all the way, and swallowed his groans when he came, thrusting hard into Graukar, over and over until he couldn’t muster the strength or desire to keep going. He pulled out, but rested on Graukar, feeling their hearts race together, close, so close, just two layers of muscle and bone keeping them apart.


  Kendras rested his head against Graukar’s neck while holding him tight. He didn’t want to let go, didn’t want to drift off into sleep or separate completely.


  Eventually, though, Graukar seemed to muster the strength to move and rolled them both over so they lay side by side again, still holding each other.


  “You’re staying here, aren’t you?”


  “Nowhere I’d rather be.” Kendras’s heart tightened when Graukar smiled fondly at that. It promised everything he needed to hear, needed to be sure of, so he allowed himself to relax into Graukar’s presence and strength.


  He almost fell asleep, but woke a bit more when Graukar shifted to pull the light blanket over them. “If you want to sleep . . .”


  “Not yet.” Kendras yawned. “Just rest.”


  “I agree, we should make the most out of having these quarters to ourselves.” Graukar settled back in and held Kendras against his shoulder. “What did you mean by ‘strange’ earlier?”


  “I visited Ambassador Amrash. She gave me a strange drink and I . . . remembered things I’d forgotten for nearly fifteen years.” Kendras found he didn’t mind speaking about it to Graukar, so he picked his way through the story, moving carefully as if through an age-old thorn thicket. Actually speaking it, to anybody, telling somebody he was Smoke’s lost son brought the memories back—both of Smoke dying and of his mother being murdered in the street in broad daylight, and even of his own life seemingly ending.


  “Raven feathers, you said?” Graukar asked after Kendras had ended and the silence had settled between them.


  “I know. They must have been Sacred Ravens.” People tended to speak in hushed whispers when mentioning Vededrin’s gods-hallowed assassins, and while Kendras wasn’t worried about them, their reputation was fearsome enough that most people were glad that they never mattered enough to draw attention from the Ravens.


  “Leaving the question of why Vededrin’s Elder wanted to see your mother dead—and yourself.”


  “I’ll ask him when we take his city,” Kendras said grimly.


  “Don’t you have a Vededrinye in court? This Widow?”


  “He belongs to the Lady Protector. They must have kicked him out for being a blasphemer.” Though Widow, with all his guiles and tricks, was the sort of fighter who’d have nothing to fear from a Raven. It was unlikely that Widow knew anything about this murder—he was too young to have been involved.


  “Do you know when the attack will be on the temple city? The generals have been very closemouthed about it.”


  “Soon.” Kendras yawned again. “Amrash was at the war council today, promising her Black Legion and support from her ships. And she also spoke a prophecy. That the black king will only be stopped by the one with the silver face. It seems to hint at the Jaishani god of death.”


  Graukar chuckled. “Now, that’s heartening.”


  Kendras glanced into his eyes, then pulled himself up to kiss him again. “If it’s real.”


  “It’ll be real enough for people who believe in prophecy—which is almost everybody out on the street and not in the palace.”


  In the end, whether it was real or not made no difference, and Kendras couldn’t concentrate long enough to wrestle meaning from it all. Not when he could rest against Graukar’s chest, their arms around each other, and the blissful, total stillness of night enveloping them both.
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  For all the care the priests had taken surrounding the coronation, traders and merchants and pilgrims were still flowing in and out of the temple city.


  After discussing his options with Graukar, Kendras agreed that the easiest way inside was to pretend to be somebody else. Adrastes didn’t like the idea, but Kendras insisted. While the old unit would have had swords and experience enough to fight its way out, and maybe even survive to achieve their goal, with six men, the odds were stacked against them. Kendras didn’t want to think what would happen if they were found out or challenged; he had to rely on every single one of the Scorpions to make it out. If not, then this could be the end of hundreds of years of history.


  Of course, if they failed and died, they wouldn’t have been worthy of their history or their name. Although the thought was tempting—going out in a blaze of glory on a courageous, foolhardy, and important mission rather than becoming the emperor’s pet legion to toy with. Had Veras thought the same, up at the Gorge? That bards would sing about his last stand and that of his comrades as an inspiration for fever-eyed children who cradled wooden swords on their elders’ laps and dreamed of all the things they’d accomplish when they were grown-ups?


  They left the city on horseback, armored and armed, yet the horses weren’t from the royal stables, didn’t carry the brand of the king, and weren’t particularly fine animals.


  Their armor wasn’t their own, either, and their weapons were the simple gear that moderately successful mercenaries would be able to afford. None of their kit matched. Kendras knew the priests might especially expect him or at least remember his face, so he’d asked Amrash to help him disguise his looks.


  In response, she had furnished him and Dev with some of the kit of Jaishani cavalrymen, including the war corsets and light but sturdy tunics with scales sewn onto them. The weapons weren’t Jaishani weapons, though, and Dev wore a fine chain mail worked through with gold and copper, much like something a mercenary might pull off an officer’s corpse after battle.


  With their ragtag collection of Jaishani odds and ends, they looked decidedly non-Dalmanye, and that was all Kendras had hoped to achieve. They rode along the river road past the temple city and toward the mountains. All the Scorpions scattered in pairs of two—Runner and Blood, Kiran and Riktan, Kendras and Dev—and pretended not to know each other in the tavern.


  Over the next day, they attached themselves to traders or groups of pilgrims heading for the temple city. Kendras and Dev found brief employment with a wine merchant who was understandably distraught when Kendras warned him about the presence of a Jaishani legion on the Dalmanye plains. And though he didn’t expect two additional guards to make a difference should the Jaishani discover a sudden thirst for rich, red wine, he trusted two apparent Jaishani to maybe help him negotiate his release should it become necessary.


  That was how Kendras and Dev rode right into the temple city, past the guards who looked wary and not a little afraid as they checked papers and questioned everybody who desired entrance.


  As Kendras and Dev accompanied the trader all the way to the main temple complex through crowds of pilgrims, Kendras kept looking for the best way out again. He didn’t have much respect for the temple guards—so far, any he had encountered were cowards—but a pack of dogs could still be a lion’s death.


  After the trader’s load had been delivered and paid for, and Kendras and Dev had received the few coins they’d earned, they took a walk around the main temple that housed the high priest.


  “Do you know where his quarters are in there?” Dev craned his neck and peered up the walls of the main temple building.


  “I hope.”


  The very same place where Smoke had died—or at least close. It had been an opulent room, rich enough to not belong to a novice, and the conspiracy woven there would have been made in a place where it was safe to do so. Plotting the death of a king and murdering his bodyguard couldn’t be done just anywhere, so Kendras trusted that, and his memory.


  As night settled, they found a tavern where a group of temple guards relaxed after duty. Kendras and Dev settled at a table and ordered some food and drink, and kept their ears open for anything that might be useful.


  The guards were nervous and speculated on the purpose of the Jaishani legion. One claimed that “the heathen dogs” wouldn’t “dare” attack, and another declared grandly that the king and high priest would yet settle their differences—an attack on a temple “hadn’t ever been heard of.”


  The door opened again and Runner and Blood entered and settled in a far corner. Before long, Kiran and Riktan also appeared and ordered food. They didn’t openly look at each other, but it wasn’t an accident that they all sat in a way as to have a clear view of the rest of the group.


  Kendras stood, rolled his neck, walked to the bar and asked for more soup.


  Just then, Blood and Runner left the tavern, and Kiran stood, pretending to be drunk, and swaggered over to the table of four temple guardsmen.


  “What’s your bet that the king’s legion is going to whip the high priest like the fucking coward he is?” he slurred and slapped down a silver coin. “Glory to Adrastes the First, hammer of godsbotherers. You, server! More wine or whatever you call this watered horse piss.” An unbalanced wave of his arm succeeded in upturning two of the guards’ tankards.


  Kendras could almost feel everybody in the room inhaling sharply.


  The guards hesitated, looking surprised before anger took over. Trying anything like that with the Scorpions would have seen Kiran gutted and writhing on the floor already, but the guards were slower.


  “Watch your tongue,” their officer said, standing. The others fell in next to him.


  “Oh yes? How’d I do that? My eyes don’t come on stalks.” Kiran stumbled back a step, then turned toward Kendras. “Is everybody in here a godsdamned inbred?”


  The guards put their hands on their swords.


  The owner of the tavern showed up with a hammer for knocking in wine barrels. “Take it outside. Now.”


  Kiran laughed. “If they are men enough.”


  Now, that seemed to be the ultimate insult, coming from a tanesh. Runner had also volunteered for the role, but Kendras didn’t want her to have to face four men, however briefly. Not yet.


  The guards advanced in a lazy semicircle. Kiran stepped back, so unsteady on his feet that he looked like weak prey. With all the tension simmering in the city, the guards looked like they’d enjoy kicking the sense out of a drunkard and leaving him in the gutter.


  Kiran stumbled through the door, still grinning and taunting, with the guards following him.


  Kendras stood, so did Dev. They retreated toward the door, and Kendras cast a wary look back. A couple of the patrons were taking an interest, so Kendras flipped a large silver coin in his glove and then tossed it on the bar. “Drinks on us.”


  He closed the door behind himself and blocked it, then saw Kiran retreat into the next alley—it looked like the guardsmen were cornering him.


  “You’ll regret what you said, tanesh.”


  Kendras stepped softly, Dev at his side, smirking.


  Kiran leered. “Very much doubt it.” He turned and ran.


  The guardsmen ran after him.


  Kendras and Dev broke into a run and drew their swords.


  Once the alley opened into a dark yard, without any prying eyes from the street as witnesses, Kiran jumped and rolled to the side.


  The thud of a crossbow bolt never failed to give Kendras chills. One of the guardsmen raised his hands to his throat and gurgled. His comrades drew swords and stopped. Kendras ran faster, slashing one of the men so hard and fast across the neck that he almost took the head off. Dev next to him rammed his short sword into the side of a guardsman’s neck so deeply that only the hilt was visible like a bizarre canker.


  The officer found himself suddenly surrounded and faced with Kiran, who’d drawn his own short blade.


  “What . . . what do you want? Who are you?”


  “I’m a Scorpion,” Kiran said simply, proudly, and Kendras felt an odd, reverent shiver. This was what they were. The black death sitting under a stone, ready to strike.


  “Finish him.”


  Kiran slapped the guard’s blade to the side and sunk the short blade into the man’s thigh, high up. The guard tried to scream, but Kendras grabbed him from behind and held him tight to his chest while blood gushed out of the wound, then grabbed his head firmly and broke his neck.


  The smell of blood was nearly overwhelming in the sultry night. Kendras listened into the darkness. When nobody raised an alarm, he nodded to the others.


  Runner brought the bags, and together, they stripped the guards. The underclothes were ruined, but they’d brought similar ones in their packs. It still left the armor, which they rolled up in the bags. Riktan hacked the heads off the corpses—it would be harder to find out who they were in case the bodies were found.


  He stuffed the heads into a separate waxed cloth bag. Then they rolled up the bodies and dragged them to the back of the yard, where one of the many small canals flowed speedily along to the river. They tossed them in, one after the other, waiting for the previous one to be washed away before they added the next.


  Riktan kept his bag at his side as they carried their plunder through the dark streets. When they came to one of the larger canals, they dumped the heads and made their way to the guesthouse. Runner wasn’t bloodied, so she arranged and paid for the quarters.


  It was a large room facing a small courtyard, which was deserted at this time of night, and once the door was closed behind them, Kendras breathed easier. They got buckets of water and carefully washed the blood from the armor.


  “Now that was fun,” Kiran said.


  Blood glanced at him. “Could have gone really wrong.”


  “But it didn’t, Graybeard.”


  “We have six hours until daybreak. Get to it.”


  “Yes, Officer.”


  Kendras watched them wipe down the armor, put on the blue underclothes, then bicker about who got what armor and who got to play officer. Blood won on account of his gruff authority and age.


  When they left their quarters again, all but Kendras and Dev were dressed in temple garb. They covered themselves up in military cloaks, which they shed once they were closer to the temple. At the same time, the four others were half-escorting, half-guarding Kendras and Dev.


  And this was how they arrived at the high priest’s palace.
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  Not until they’d stepped into the courtyard were they challenged.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” an officer demanded, eyeing Blood with a dose of mistrust that almost served to restore a little respect for them in Kendras.


  “To the high priest.” Blood’s bark was sharp enough to make a couple guardsmen jump to attention.


  “You’re a new recruit?” the officer asked. “I haven’t seen you around.”


  Blood rolled his eyes. “You want to trade stories while these two Jaishani can tell the high priest when exactly their legion is going to attack the city?”


  “Are they spies?”


  “Those black-skinned bastards sure aren’t temple guards.” Blood slapped Kendras’s shoulder. “Too ugly for whores, too.”


  The officer looked them up and down, and Kendras briefly bared his teeth at Blood. “Is that true?”


  “Figured there’s gold in it for us.” Dev muttered.


  The officer weighed the issue. “All right. I’ll take you.” He smartly took the lead and walked them through several pairs of guards.


  Kendras couldn’t believe their luck. They would eventually have found the high priest, likely by trial and error and asking stupid questions, but being led straight to him was an unexpected boon. Doubtless, the young officer wanted to see his name attached to the “spies,” fishing for a promotion or the blessing of the gods.


  They finally arrived at the carved doors that Kendras remembered from the first time he’d been here. The officer knocked smartly, then stepped back, waiting.


  A slave opened the door. “His Holiness is not to be disturbed.”


  “We’re bringing him a pair of Jaishani spies who know something about the legion outside the gates.”


  The slave looked at Kendras, then Dev. “I’ll ask him. Please wait.”


  The door closed. They waited long enough to make the young officer shuffle uneasily on his feet.


  When the door opened again, the slave waved them inside.


  Blood indicated Riktan and Runner. “You stay outside. If these Jaishani dogs make a run for it, kill them.”


  The young officer cleared his throat. “I really don’t think we should be insulting these people . . .”


  Blood scoffed at him and marched through first.


  Kendras and Dev followed, and the young officer pushed through when Kiran tried to close the door on him.


  “Oh, I don’t think so,” the officer said, leveraging a shoulder.


  “As you desire.” Kiran opened the door, then closed it behind the officer, blocking the door.


  The high priest must have just risen from a bath. The slave was toweling his spindly legs while the high priest clutched an open robe around himself. “What can you tell me about the Jaishani?”


  Kendras gestured to Dev, who turned on his heel and pulled a knife on the officer, who pushed back and gasped.


  “That we are already in your city,” Kendras said. “We thought you might want to know.” He glanced to the floor where Smoke had died and then fixed his gaze on the high priest.


  “Wait . . . I know you.”


  “I am a Scorpion.” Kendras pulled the gloves from his hands. “Officer of the royal guard of the emperor of Shara.”


  “You’ve risen fast for a mercenary. Do people know you’re the king slayer?”


  Kendras rolled his shoulder. “I’ll be pleased to add a high priest to my collection.” He glanced over his side. “Dev, stop playing with him.”


  “Yes, Officer.” Dev twisted his short sword around in his hand, turned, and with a backward stab, hit the young officer in the throat. Blood sprayed, and the high priest went pale.


  “What do you want?”


  “You. King Adrastes was disappointed that you didn’t attend his coronation.”


  “The same man who swore to destroy me? Of course we didn’t go. We wouldn’t have made it back alive.”


  Kendras indicated Blood. “Deal with the slave. Don’t kill him.”


  Blood stepped to the slave and proceeded to tie him up, blindfold and gag him. There were no other servants around.


  The high priest took a step back. “So, kill me then.”


  “The king wants you alive.” Kendras crossed the distance and gripped him by the throat, hard enough that he felt the man’s pulse in his fingertips. “Gods know why, but those are my orders.”


  The high priest tried to swallow and struggled.


  “Lastly, I have a question for you.”


  The high priest nodded, quickly patting Kendras’s hand. Kendras loosened his grip a little.


  “What happened to Smoke’s body?”


  The high priest stared at him. “What?”


  “The previous king’s bodyguard. What did you do with the body? Was he buried?”


  “They . . . I guess they put him in the water. He wasn’t supposed to be found. Why . . . how is this important?”


  As he’d thought. Smoke was then resting at the bottom of the river, or had been washed out to the ocean. No grave, no body to mourn, no memory. Kendras was truly the only thing that remained of him—apart from Nhala’s child. Kendras blew out a breath, fought the impulse to skewer the high priest right here, like an animal, or much like Smoke, but Adrastes did want him alive. “Get dressed.” He threw the high priest a bag with simple clothes: trousers, a shirt, gloves and boots.


  The high priest didn’t move.


  “I’ll happily cut off some fingers if that’s the only way you’ll obey.” Kendras tested the sharpness of his blade with a thumb. “Get dressed. Now!”


  His men glanced at him, and Kendras realized he rarely raised his voice like that; the metallic tang echoed in his own head, and he didn’t like it.


  The high priest also didn’t like it, and he dressed quickly. “And now?”


  “Bind him.”


  Blood stepped forward with a length of rope and roughly tied the high priest’s hands together in front of him.


  “Gag him.”


  Blood ripped two wide sleeves off a rich robe, forced one balled up into the high priest’s mouth, then used the other to keep it in place.


  Kendras reached into his own pack, unfolded a black hood like those used for beheadings, and pulled it down over the man’s head. He was relieved when the priest could no longer stare daggers at him. He used another length of rope to fasten the hood around the high priest’s head, then sighed with relief.


  “Now we just have to make it out alive.”


  They opened the door, peered down the corridor, then marched the high priest outside. Riktan and Kiran held him tightly, though the man struggled and squirmed; the muffled sounds from underneath the hood were most definitely curses.


  Kendras closed the doors behind them, wedged his sword between the door handles, and broke them off with a loud crack. He gathered up the pieces.


  “What was that for?” hissed Blood.


  “They’ll have to open the doors to see if he’s inside. Buys us time.”


  Blood looked dubious, but they were already moving. They had to take a different route this time. The story they’d told the guards on the way in wouldn’t tally with them leading out a prisoner, so they headed for the side entrance, Blood leading them. A determined, in-step march always looked too purposeful in a palace or temple to awaken suspicion. Riktan and Kiran only broke step when the high priest threw himself against them, but he didn’t actually succeed in slowing them down.


  They found an exit between two rippling waterfalls, and the guards there merely saluted tiredly. It was dark, after all, well past midnight, which gave Kendras hope that the high priest’s absence wouldn’t be discovered until the next morning. At that point, it would be way too late, and the temple would have much more serious problems.


  “What is this business?” A guard officer stepped into their path when they were just about to leave the palace district.


  “Captured spy. To be executed and put into the river. High priest’s orders,” Blood said.


  “This late?”


  Blood groaned. “Tell me about it. I’d normally have been off duty already, but His Holiness insisted. Well, considering the news.”


  “What news?”


  “See those Jaishani? They confirmed what the spy said. It’s bad.” Blood managed to sound both annoyed and bored.


  “What?”


  Blood lowered his voice to a whisper. “You haven’t heard it from me, but the Jaishani are going to attack in the morning. Their orders are to not leave a dog alive in the city.”


  “But . . . the pilgrims? The priests?”


  Blood shrugged. “I’m going to kill this bastard here, then I’m going to clean and sharpen my sword and get ready for battle.”


  “What did the high priest say?”


  “They might negotiate. You know how they are.” Blood exhaled and nodded at the high priest. “It’s going to be a long night. Let me just get rid of this.”


  “Uh. Sure. Proceed.”


  “Thanks.” Blood pushed onward. Kendras could almost feel the fear ripple through the guard—they’d carry it through the temple and the city. If they were lucky, the guard would break and their escape the next morning would be easy.


  They marched back to their quarters, locked the door behind themselves, and settled on the beds, breathing more easily now. The high priest struggled again, but they tied him neck and feet to an empty bed frame, where he could rage without effect.


  They were silent, each one in his or her own thoughts for a while, then Kendras decided to hand out bread, cheese, and olives. Killing and conspiracy were both hungry work. While he wanted nothing more than to leave the city with their quarry, the gates would be locked while it was still night. He’d briefly considered stealing a boat and trying to drift down the river toward the harbor, but none of them had any experience navigating, and their armor put them at risk of drowning if something went wrong. Lastly, a bound captive was a big encumbrance, so climbing the wall somewhere was impossible. At the very least, the guards would become mistrustful. The gates were still the safest bet.


  Once the sun rises, be out of there, Amrash had warned him. Our attack will be early. And stay with your comrades or they might get picked off by accident.


  He hadn’t gone through the trouble of recruiting and training them only to be killed in a misguided attack, so the gate just after dawn it was.


  A couple of them managed to sleep. Kendras sat watch, unable to find rest, his mind gnawing on memories and thoughts like a dog on a bone that was way too large for it. He rubbed his face and sighed, then turned to see Runner looking at him with something like concern. He smiled at her, and after a moment, she smiled back.


  The sky turned from black to the darkest blue. Blood came over to peer up. Once the stars were gone, it would be time to go.


  “One thing, Blood.”


  Blood glanced at him. “Officer?”


  “Call me or Dev a black-skinned bastard or dog again, and I’ll gut your white fish belly.”


  Blood’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “I said it because they were listening.”


  “I know, or I would have gutted you then and there. Don’t even say it in jest.”


  Blood’s lips tightened. “Understood.”


  “Good man.” Kendras gave him a nod. “Now, let’s get ready.”


  They woke the others, put on their armor, and took their bundles and weapons.


  “Why did the gods make black and white people?” Runner asked.


  “The Jaishani believe all people were black when the gods made them. The paler ones are the ones whose life force has depleted by bad living, sin, and weak control over their emotions.” Kendras sheathed his sword.


  “Depleted?”


  Kendras shrugged. “That’s why they sometimes offer themselves in marriage to pale people—to replenish their life force. Adrastes is the son of such a marriage. Lady Besh was supposed to prolong the life and power of his father, Ashangul of Fetin.”


  Dev glanced at him. “I’m happy to share my life force with my comrades.” He leered at Riktan, who slapped his chest.


  “Mind you, most pale people cope quite well on their own.” Kendras grinned. “Let’s go.”


  They filed out of the room; it was light enough to make their way through the crooked alleys until they reached one of the larger free spaces before the gate, where traders were busy assembling their teams and carts and escorts under sleepy muffled curses.


  The guards stayed near the gate, looking tired and a bit nervous. Kendras assumed they, too, had heard the rumors, but other than their comrades in the main temple, they had a much better view of the campfires of the Jaishani legion out on the plains. And while gates and walls counted for something, and the Jaishani couldn’t use their fearsome cavalry unless some fool decided to field their infantry against them, it was clear that the temple city wouldn’t stand a chance under a full-blown attack.


  The sky lightened to the color of Amrash’s eyes—still a deep and majestic blue—though the moon had paled.


  The guards seemed to hesitate to let them out. Kendras followed one of the traders who marched determinedly toward the guards. “When are you going to open the godsdamned gates? I’m expected at the harbor!”


  The guard officer stepped in her way. “There’s an army out there.”


  “They were out there yesterday, too.” The trader pushed her fists into her hips. “So, I wager, will they be tomorrow.”


  “What if they attack you on the way?”


  “Even Jaishani have to eat.” The trader gestured to the gate. “Open up. Close them again when we’re out. I’d rather take my life into my own hands. And that of my guards.”


  The officer hemmed and hawed for a few moments. “Gods with you.” She turned to her men and signaled. The guards lifted the heavy bolt together and pushed the wings outward.


  The trader hurried back to her cart, and some of the other traders thanked her. Kendras gestured for his Scorpions to mount up, and stayed close to Blood, who had the high priest with him in the saddle. They let some of the carts roll through the gate first, then weaved into the line.


  As they came to the gate, the high priest squirmed and made muffled noises, so Kendras drew a little nearer still, with the other Scorpions close enough to draw weapons and fight if anything should go wrong.


  “What’s the meaning of this?” The guard officer asked, her voice sharpened from the previous altercation with the trader.


  “Dealing with a spy on orders of the high priest.” Only Blood managed such a bored and indifferent tone.


  “Jaishani spy?”


  “Royal spy.” Blood cuffed the high priest hard on the head when he kept squirming in the saddle. “Going to deliver his head to the king.”


  “Why is he still in one piece then?”


  “Because of the mess you get when dragging just the head around. Do I want to spend all that time cleaning up?”


  Her lips quirked. “Well, good luck, then. Careful about the Jaishani out there.”


  “Hey, I got two tame ones.” Blood gestured at Kendras. “They should be able to translate, too.”


  She glanced at Kendras, then to Dev, and stepped back.


  Just when Kendras was about to breathe a sigh of relief, something small fell to the ground. A metallic sound that Kendras might have even missed among the sound of hooves and carts, but somehow, he didn’t.


  The officer stepped closer, bent down, picked something up. “Here. You dropped some—” Her eyes widened, and she stared at the hooded prisoner. “How did you come into possession of His Holiness’s ring?” Her voice sharpened, and when she put her hand on her sword, the other guards put their hands on their swords, too.


  “Kill them,” Kendras ordered and drew his sword. The Scorpions immediately drew swords. Blood’s attack on the officer came to nothing, as she stepped back too quickly.


  “Close the gate!” she shouted.


  Blood kicked his horse into movement before the guards could follow the order. The horse reared, then jumped forward, very nearly running down a soldier who’d turned to see what the commotion was about.


  “Dev, go!” Kendras gestured, then hacked at one of the guards who tried to snatch his reins. More guards poured from the gate tower and streamed toward the wide-open gate. Blood pushed his horse on, evading carts and soldiers, Dev following closely.


  Kendras wheeled his horse around and motioned the other Scorpions to make a run for it. Once they’d passed him by, he blocked another attack and spurred the horse to follow. Gods knew what punishment would be waiting for them if the temple guard caught any of them alive.


  The gates were closing before him, but a team of draught horses were in the way, and when the driver hit them with the whip to make them go forward, and a guard in front of them hit them with a flat blade to get them to step back, they reared and pushed through, trampling the unfortunate soldier underneath.


  Kendras kicked his horse hard and followed, gates flying open under the onslaught and guards seeking protection to the left and right.


  Just as he was through the gate and his horse’s strides widened to a gallop, he heard the thud of a crossbow bolt again. If he never heard that sound again, it would be too soon.


  His horse misstepped and fell. The only thing he could do was try to take some of the force of the impact with a roll and keep his legs free. The ground still knocked the air out of him, and for a long moment, he was too stunned to move, then the pain seared through his body and woke him from the daze.


  He mustered all the strength he had to stand, but it was a struggle getting up, and some of the guards were already running toward him.


  Another resolute thud, and one of the men went to his knees with a bolt lodged in his chest.


  Kendras turned quickly, saw Runner had slid off her horse and was reloading her crossbow. In the distance, as ordered, Blood, the high priest, and Dev were galloping toward Dalman. Kiran and Riktan were just wheeling their horses around. Kendras quickly calculated the odds. They were dead if they came within reach of the temple guard’s crossbow, so he waved at them and shouted: “Take Runner and go!”


  He turned again, drew his sword and moved backward so the guards couldn’t encircle him. Being cut down from all sides was even more miserable than yielding to superior numbers.


  Enough dogs can bring down the lion.
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  Kendras broadened his stance as if he were merely going to stand and fight. When the first guard rushed closer, he ducked and ran toward him. When the man changed grip on his sword to slash at him, he abruptly changed direction and attacked the wide-open flank, ramming his sword in with everything he had, lifting off his feet to drive it deeper and then pull out, already moving sideways against the next attack. As long as he kept moving and changing directions, the crossbow shooter up on the wall who’d killed his horse wouldn’t risk another shot.


  A second guard came closer, together with a third, trying to circle him.


  Just as they’d come into striking distance, a crack silenced everything else. It was a sound Kendras had never heard before in his life, deafening, as if the sky had split open. A whistling sound followed, loud and horrible, and then a single beam of light and smoke appeared in the sky over the city and rapidly fell.


  A shooting star?


  Kendras stilled. The guards stilled, turned, stared. It would have been easy to attack them now, but Kendras only stepped backward, eyes on the sky. Three more cracks sounded, and three more shooting stars appeared in the sky, then fell in a steep arch toward the temple.


  Then something shattered—something big and solid, like rock or a wall, in another deafening noise. The three other shooting stars fell, too, ripping things apart where they landed, it sounded like. Smoke and dust rose from the city.


  “The Jaishani! It’s witchcraft!”


  “Where is it coming from?”


  “The ships! The river is full of ships!”


  Kendras moved backwards, unable to tear his eyes from the spectacle, horrible as it was. Two more stars fell from the sky. One landed just behind the gate tower, and when it hit the ground, the earth itself shook.


  Witchcraft? The wrath of gods?


  A great cloud of dust billowed, hiding where the second star fell, but Kendras only cared about the dust now rolling over him, carrying a strange, acrid smell.


  If he couldn’t see anybody, neither could the guards. Kendras turned and ran, unwilling to stay anywhere near where the stars could fall. Behind him echoed the screams of dying people and animals, carrying the pain of wounds and the terror of an unnameable threat. Whatever terrible deathbringer this was, Amrash had warned him to be out of the city.


  Once the sun rises, be out of there.


  As fast as he could, he ran along the street, pursued by more whistling and cracks and screams. What he saw then, as he climbed one incline, was enough to chill the blood in his veins—the Jaishani legion was on the march, bearing down.


  Their march step was so fast he admired their stamina; a little faster, and they’d have to break into a run. Boots and sandals kicked up a cloud of dust, and just then, the drums sounded, their rhythm much slower than the step of the infantry. After watching for a moment, Kendras realized it was one drum beat for every four steps, and it was getting faster. The rhythm was like a slow heartbeat, and Kendras felt the bloodlust stir in him, despite the fact that he’d just escaped a fight barely with his life. It wasn’t the careful advance of a Dalmanye legion—but neither was it chaos.


  The Jaishani all kept rank, kept their distance; despite what the temple guards had said, they weren’t howling savages, rather a legion that could run without losing coherence.


  On the two wings, the cavalry trotted along, as if protecting and cheering on the approaching foot soldiers. Kendras cut across the plains away from them, running as fast as he could so he wouldn’t get swept up in their attack.


  Just as the legion was almost upon him, a rider galloped from the direction of Dalman toward him, and reined the horse in just long enough to bend down and offer him a hand.


  Kendras grabbed Runner’s hand and mounted up behind her, pressed against the crossbow on her back, unspeakably relieved when they got away before the Jaishani reached their position.


  They rode back toward Dalman, Kendras looking every now and then back across the plains and especially toward the sky, but no more stars were falling. Instead, the Jaishani had taken the gate and streamed inside seemingly without meeting much resistance. The clash of weapons and the shouts of rage, challenge, and pain washed past them. Kendras itched to join the fray, but maybe he’d tested his luck enough today.


  “What in the gods’ name was that?” Runner asked.


  “I don’t know. I’ve never even heard of anything like it.”


  Runner looked back, made a sign against evil, and spurred her horse on.


  People crowded the walls, watching the carnage and burning below. Kendras slid off the horse, grimacing when his feet hit the ground. He felt stiff and sore all over, and maybe he belonged in a hot bath to melt both from his muscles, but this was so extraordinary that he didn’t want to miss it.


  With some difficulty, he climbed up to the wall himself, then walked along until he found Adrastes, wearing his black armor as if ready for battle, but he seemed not to intend to lead any troops today.


  Kendras stepped up to him, taking over from Nhala and two of her soldiers who’d acted as guards in his absence. “My king.”


  Adrastes turned to look at him, then turned back toward the plains. “I see you were successful.”


  “Yes, my king.” Kendras stood by his side, following Adrastes’s eyes to the smoke rising from the temple city, and the Kanenti swarming with Jaishani ships, blocking any attempt to escape over water.


  “And alive. Well done.”


  Kendras frowned, but didn’t respond. Whatever they might have to discuss, they’d discuss it somewhere else, not on the walls, not in front of the whole court.


  “Rest and clean up, but I want nobody to lay a finger on my prisoner until I’m ready to talk to him.”


  “Yes, my king.” He saluted and left for the palace.
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  Kendras made his way back to the quarters of the Scorpions. Selvan very nearly rushed him when he stepped through the door, and Kendras lifted his hands, tired beyond words, too tired even to fend him off.


  Selvan gently pried loose the straps of his armor, then led him to one of the beds and made him sit down. Once Kendras had settled, Selvan continued to undress him. “How bad was it?”


  “Too close for my liking.” Kendras didn’t move when Selvan cleaned his skin with a sponge he dipped in a bucket of warm water and dried him with fresh linen towels. He didn’t even protest when Selvan helped him get dressed again.


  “Where’s the prisoner?”


  “Blood locked him in a cell.” Selvan gestured toward the end of the corridor. “The others are guarding him. Who is he?”


  “The high priest, but don’t tell anybody.”


  “Of the ocean temple?”


  “Of nothing, Selvan. Today, the ocean cult ceases to exist.”


  “Won’t the gods be angry?”


  “If they are, they are still weaker than the Jaishani gods. I’ve seen stars rain from the sky today. The Jaishani did it.”


  Selvan knelt at his side and put his chin on Kendras’s thigh. Kendras wanted nothing more than to lie down and hold Selvan in his arms, but then, looking at Selvan, he also saw Graukar, and that thought was disturbing. Graukar was nothing like Selvan, though he, too, had a way to calm Kendras and refresh his soul.


  Kendras stood when the rattle of armor announced the other Scorpions entering the sleeping quarters. They’d all cleaned up and found some food and were exchanging jokes and easy banter, but when they saw Kendras, they quieted and some smiled, clearly glad he’d made it, though maybe not sure if they should say anything, and if so, what.


  “Gods below, looks like I won’t be officer, then,” Riktan finally muttered under his breath.


  “You want the job?” Kendras asked.


  Riktan lifted an eyebrow. “It would be my turn, wouldn’t it?”


  Really his or Dev’s. Riktan had been around longer, though Dev was the better fighter. How to choose his successor? “Dev has a claim, too.”


  Dev grinned and punched Riktan in the shoulder. “If the officer dies, you can wrestle me for it.”


  “We’d just end up fucking,” Riktan muttered, making the others laugh, especially Kiran, who often shared both their beds.


  “I don’t have to die for you to take over.”


  Riktan’s laughter quietened, and everybody looked at him. Kendras cursed himself for bringing it up. He wouldn’t really leave them. It already felt as if Adrastes had abandoned them. Two officers leaving within a few weeks of each other? No better way to tell them they were worthless.


  The officer serves all the men, not himself.


  And where would he go, anyway? He knew nothing else.


  Runner stepped closer, looking angry. “Never send me away again, Officer. Never!”


  Kendras lifted a hand. “It didn’t work, anyway. You came back.”


  “Yes, when the . . . whatever it was that happened . . . happened.” Runner drew a deep breath. “Never give me that order again.”


  Kendras laughed, although he could see she was dead serious about it. He looked over her to the others. “What is more important? The officer or the mission? Obedience or loyalty? Hands up for the mission.”


  Not one hand went up, though Blood’s fingers tightened a few times, as if he was undecided.


  “You’re fools, to a man. Apart from Blood, but he bears me no love at all, so his choice is easier.”


  Blood cleared his throat. “Where I’m from, we don’t love officers.”


  “Or black-skinned bastards?”


  Blood lowered his gaze. “I was out of line, sir.”


  Kendras drew a deep breath, held it, then released it slowly. “It helped the mission. When the other Scorpions agree, I can trust you to disagree or give them a different view of things. You’re a hard-bitten soldier, Blood. Sometimes, that will be useful. It might save us all, or at least the others when I’m gone.”


  “Are you planning to leave, sir?”


  “No. If I have to choose between you and . . . anything else, it’s no choice at all. I’ll be a Scorpion until I die.” Kendras stood when he heard nailed boots approach.


  The door opened and Nhala arrived with two big soldiers. “Officer, greetings,” she said formally. “The king sends me to fetch the prisoner, who will be kept in secure quarters in the king’s wing.”


  “Riktan, hand over the prisoner.” He turned to Nhala. “Any further orders?”


  “The king wishes you to rest and recover and meet him for war council tomorrow at noon.” Her face softened a little. “If it is allowed, we were concerned about you.”


  “It’s certainly allowed.” Kendras smiled. “I was concerned myself, especially when the sky broke open.”


  Nhala nodded. “A frightening spectacle that will be remembered for a long time.”


  Hopefully only remembered rather than repeated. The Jaishani could bring this witchcraft to bear against any city, any harbor, any settlement—maybe even individual armies. What did he know of the limits of their powers?


  “I’ll follow the order, but I should at least give Lady Amrash thanks.”


  “It’s lord, Officer.”


  Kendras blinked. “How do you know?”


  “Lord Amrash chose to dress in male garb this morning. I believe that means he wishes to be addressed as lord.”


  “And lady in female garb?”


  Nhala’s lips quirked. “I believe so, Officer. I’ve tested the theory and found the ambassador to be pleased with this decision.”


  Blood coughed something that sounded like “godsdamned foreigners,” but Kendras let it pass. Maybe it was true and Amrash was actually both, though what he’d look like completely naked . . . now there was a thought that didn’t bear considering, but not because it was disturbing. Just mysterious and, whichever shape his tender parts had, strangely intriguing.


  “I’ll do the same, I think. I just hope I can tell the difference.” The robes were so rich that it often took him a moment to decipher them. But then, even their warriors were richly, intricately dressed.


  “He’s in his quarters, Officer.”


  Kendras nodded and followed her outside once she’d received the prisoner. They walked for a little while until their paths divided, and he headed for Amrash’s quarters.


  Once there, a slave let him in and guided him through the colorful veils until he came to the center, where soft sand gave way under his feet. The slave bid him to sit down, so he sat on the one carved chair to wait. A slave brought a golden chair and set it down opposite him, then brought a small table with tea and fruit in a silver bowl.


  Amrash then parted the veils, wearing a robe of glittering gold that made him look like a human-shaped golden snake. Or maybe a dragon, considering the majestic cast of his features.


  “Kendras, how pleasant. I trust you’re not hurt too badly?”


  “Barely hurt at all, my lord.”


  Amrash smiled. “You were walking stiffly. I know the limp from your bad foot, but . . .”


  “The temple guards shot my horse from under me. I took a tumble. If not for the armor, I might have broken some bones, so I’m lucky.”


  “I trust then that you did well in the temple city?”


  Kendras nodded. “Everything went as planned.”


  “Good. I would have disliked killing you and your men by accident.”


  Kendras cleared his throat. How to broach the subject? “Were you . . . did you . . . do that?”


  “Do what? Oh, you mean the basilisk?” Amrash tilted his head. “Fire raining from the sky?”


  “Yes. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  Amrash chuckled, then poured them both tea in tiny silver teacups, and offered one across the table, stretching out. It seemed such an elegant gesture, almost humble, which disturbed Kendras. “You should come to your homeland and study war with us. There are many things we are capable of that haven’t been seen in this land for generations.”


  “What is it?”


  “A weapon, conceived and built by some of our greatest minds. They were fired from the ships, but without correct measurements, they were firing blind, which is why I told you to get out of the city. When they hit the ground, they can rip a man apart as easily as a house or wall. We use them against fortifications, though some of us don’t mind using them against an army. Against soft targets, the carnage is unbelievable.” Amrash sipped some tea.


  “Is there no protection against it?”


  “Just distance.” Amrash seemed to consider. “Once you hear the sound of their flight, you may want to run, but it’s better to throw yourself into a hole or a ditch in the ground. While that won’t save you if it lands right on top of you, at least death is fast.”


  Kendras swallowed and wished he hadn’t asked. “I wanted to thank you. The . . . basilisk saved me. It allowed me to retreat from a very poor position.”


  “Oh, that pleases me.” Amrash smiled, and Kendras believed him. It was impossible to look behind the mask. With Amrash, it didn’t even seem to matter that he did. It seemed important to please Amrash and to win his favor, though Kendras still wasn’t sure how Amrash had accomplished this. Maybe by placing his life into Amrash’s hands now twice, he’d given himself up?


  “It means I owe you a debt as well.”


  “No, Kendras. Your father and mother gave their lives for our cause. I’m merely repaying our debt.” He let that sink in. “That said, I’d be pleased to see you safely home. You and your men. You’d be welcome in Jaishan. You could learn what you’ve forgotten or were never taught.”


  “That sounds as if there are more secrets.”


  “I’d tell you more, but I don’t want to unduly influence your decision. If you come to Jaishan, it should be for more than secrets or inheritance. If coming home is your heart’s desire rather than something your head tells you you should do. Otherwise, you may end up regretting leaving everything behind.” Amrash gestured, and Kendras remembered the tea cup he was holding. Obediently, he took a sip.


  “I’ll consider it. My . . . situation here is complicated.”


  “Oh, I understand. The king has demands upon your time, and so do your men.”


  Kendras was glad Amrash apparently didn’t know about Graukar or was too polite to bring him up. He sipped from the tea, a slight bitterness meshed with a clear, grassy taste that had a way of quenching his thirst with just a mouthful.


  Amrash leaned back and sipped his tea in silence, and Kendras didn’t know what else to say. He kept trying to see anything that betrayed Amrash to be either man or woman without staring, but whenever he thought Amrash was more one than the other, he discovered something else that balanced matters out. Maybe it was Amrash’s privilege to not be revealed like that. If that was his pleasure, who was Kendras to solve a riddle that might just as well have no solution?


  “I’ll see you in war council tomorrow?”


  Amrash nodded. “I should think so. I will have to think about it for a while.”


  Kendras put the cup down. “There’s been talk of a prophecy.”


  Amrash nodded. “An intuition. Adrastes is a formidable king who’ll go far.”


  “That’s . . . that’s what I feel, too.”


  “When the gods ride me, I know things.” Amrash lifted his eyebrows. “As I know things about you. This matter isn’t played out yet, but I can see a few steps further along the way than others. It’s a two-edged gift; sometimes, a path appears easier, but beyond your current vision, there’s a cliff which makes it impossible—but only when you get there. It can be vexing, which is why I rarely tell people which path to take.”


  Kendras nodded, understanding very little. Amrash said it in a tone no different than if he’s spoken about the taste of the tea, which made it almost impossible to disbelieve him. “I’ll leave you to your thoughts, then, my lord.” He stood and saluted, and a servant appeared like a ghost, leading him outside.


  He went to Sword Tower, where soldiers gathered in corridors, discussing the attack on the temple city. From what little he caught in passing, they weren’t happy about the Jaishani having completed the task, and were speculating just what the fire from the sky had been. Kendras pushed through—they knew him here by now—and found Graukar in his quarters at his desk, writing.


  Graukar looked up, then stood immediately, dropping the stylus as if in afterthought. “All nine hells, I worried about you.”


  Kendras chuckled. “I worried about myself.” He reached for the back of a chair, walked around it and sat down. At Graukar’s concerned expression, he shook his head. “Dismounted from a horse faster than I wanted on the way out.”


  “What happened? There were rumors of a secret mission the king wouldn’t talk about to anyone. I knew he’d put it on your shoulders.”


  “He knows he can trust me.” Kendras stretched and groaned. “And we did it. Nobody was killed, well, none of ours, anyway. We got the high priest out before he could flee.”


  “And you’re sore.”


  “Very.” Kendras rubbed his side.


  “Wait here.” Graukar went to the door, and gave somebody outside an order. He then returned to Kendras. “Care to lie down?”


  “I’ll just fall asleep.”


  “Sleep while I finish my work.”


  “And then?”


  “I’ll join you.”


  Excitement pooled in Kendras’s gut. It wasn’t enough to chase away the leaden tiredness or the soreness, but it was something to look forward to. “Is Shadow in today?”


  “I’ll tell him to come home late.” Graukar winked. “Or I’ll just muffle your cries of ecstasy.”


  Kendras laughed. “Pain, more like. Not a bone that’s not hurting.”


  “Then I’ll avoid all your bones and concentrate on the rest.” Graukar waved toward his bedroom. “Please. I’ll finish my duties and join you in the evening, and then we’ll do what we can do without any cries at all. Or at least none that Shadow will hear.”


  “All right.” Kendras stood again and hobbled over to Graukar’s bedroom, opened the door and only shed his boots before he lay down, closing his eyes. The bed smelled of Graukar, a smell that was becoming familiar and still remained tantalizing. In the covers, it was easy to imagine that Graukar was just an outstretched arm away.


  Graukar closed the blinds and turned the bright day into pleasant gloom. He righted Kendras’s boots and set them to the side, then left. He returned briefly, waking Kendras from exhausted sleep to help him drink a bitter and hot concoction that Kendras recognized as working against pain. He was too sleepy to really deal with it on his own, so Graukar helped him lift up enough and held the cup, like Kendras were wounded rather than just incoherent with tiredness. Once he’d emptied the cup, he let Kendras sink back onto the bed, kissed him, and left.


  Kendras woke with a start in a gloomy room, tasting river water and still remembering the empty eye sockets of a thing that had risen from a canal, turned toward him, and issued a groan that could make a soul shatter and flee. His heart was racing, his mind fighting the knowledge that


  it had been Smoke.


  The door opened. “Are you all right?”


  Kendras wiped his face, not surprised that his hand came back wet. “Light. I just . . . need light.”


  “Night shadow?” Graukar stepped in and opened the blinds. The light was reddish gold, like treasure steeped in blood. It pinched Kendras’s eyes and did very little to calm his heart.


  “I saw my father rise from the mud of the river like a . . .” The horror really had no name, or maybe speaking it would just strengthen the memory of the dream. “Sons have the duty to avenge their parents, don’t they?”


  Graukar sat down on the bed with him. Kendras pulled his legs out of the way and leaned against the wall. Graukar’s presence alone helped him calm himself. “Daughters too, I’d wager.” He smiled grimly. “Your father died for duty. Best thing you can do is not make his mistake, if it was a mistake and not heroism of a sort.”


  Kendras swallowed. “There’s one duty I care about, and yes, I’d die for it.”


  “Your men.” The way Graukar said, it was almost a question, a hopeful, small question that said, and not the king.


  Kendras nodded and took Graukar’s hand firmly in his. “And you.”


  Graukar’s brows rose. “Gods eat my soul if I ever put you into a position where you’ll have to sacrifice yourself for my sake. I admire you a great deal for your loyalty, Kendras, but I don’t want you to be loyal to me, not like a guard in any case.”


  “But?” Kendras pulled him a bit closer. “As a comrade? A lover?”


  Graukar drew a sharp, short breath. “I’d like that with unholy fervor, Kendras. You make me wish I—” Graukar shook his head, “You make me wish I was nothing more than a traveling swordmaster. No duties, no kings, no generals, and no politics, but life isn’t that easy.”


  “I’d take you in at any moment.”


  Graukar laughed. “And before long, I’d challenge you for leadership of your men. I’m already meddling, teaching your woman. Had we met but five years ago, anything would have been possible. Now? I don’t know. There’s Eagle’s Test, and the king’s grand campaign. Yet, it’ll mean we’ll have a lot of time around campfires and in planning battles, so we won’t be separated much.”


  That was probably the most they could hope for. That, and the easy comradeship of warriors, and respect, and desire.


  Kendras touched his lips to Graukar’s, and that killed all other thoughts. He couldn’t remember wanting another man so desperately, so tenderly, so completely. He wouldn’t have stepped back from this if it destroyed him, or Graukar, or both of them. It felt rather like two fires uniting and eating into each other—they ceased to exist, yet flared higher and brighter than they would have on their own.


  And there was glory in burning.
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  Kendras was still in Graukar’s quarters when a palace servant knocked on the door and delivered a message. Graukar was only half-dressed, and he returned bare-chested to the bedroom, reading the missive. “Your king invites me and Shadow to the war council.”


  “That’s strange.”


  “The generals won’t like it.” Graukar dressed in silence and then put on his armor, plate and chain. It was scarred and dented in places, but Kendras saw how comfortably he wore it, the surety with which he moved.


  “Is that the armor you wore when you faced Ashangul?”


  Graukar nodded. “It’s not pretty, but it kept my skin in one piece. I had to have some parts changed and repaired, but I know this armor.”


  The way it looked on him, the armor knew him, too. Sometimes Kendras wondered if objects didn’t assume characteristics of their owners—maybe once blood and sweat poured over them, they did take on some of the soul of their owner. He put his hands on the steel shoulder plates and adjusted a leather strap underneath. “There.”


  Graukar’s crooked grin reminded Kendras of when they’d lain together. Sometimes, Graukar just grinned, but at nothing in particular. An amusing thought that crossed his mind but was of no consequence. It always made Kendras smile too.


  A knock on the door, then it opened. Shadow stuck his head in. “What was that about?” He looked sleepy and quite possibly hungover, the way his skin had an unhealthy grayish tinge.


  “Get kitted up. The king wants our faces in the war council.”


  “Hopefully still attached to our skulls.” Shadow yawned so hard Kendras feared he might dislocate his jaw. It did crack, but closed without problem.


  Shadow glanced at him. “Good work yesterday.”


  “Has the news spread?” Kendras asked.


  “Oh yes. Including your . . .” Shadow waved his hand. “What’s the current word? I’m still too tired to fight both of you, so I better not say the wrong thing.”


  “Vashain.” Graukar glanced at Kendras. “I’ll explain it later, once my wayward brother has found enough will and coordination to get dressed and make himself presentable.”


  “Gods, that’s so you,” Shadow muttered and turned. “Can’t embarrass my hero brother in front of the king now, can I?”


  “Get dressed, or your hero brother’s going to drag you half-naked in front of the king.”


  Shadow vanished, and Graukar gave a low chuckle.


  “Speaking of which, I need to get my armor, too.”


  “I’ll come along.” Another not-quite question. It probably wouldn’t do any harm, considering that the Scorpions knew he was finding entertainment outside their group. He disliked having secrets from them, anyway.


  “Of course.”


  They left for the barracks, walking side by side, and Kendras felt strange not wearing armor while Graukar did, as if that was diminishing him. It was nonsense, of course. He wasn’t an unarmed noble in need of protection or showing off an imposing guard, but he’d feel much more natural once he was wearing his own armor.


  The Scorpions were busy getting ready for the day’s training, but Kendras saw their curiosity as they regarded Graukar at his side.


  “Kiran and Runner, you have met Commander Graukar of Eagle’s Test. Graukar, Riktan, Blood, Dev, and Selvan.”


  Graukar gave a friendly nod that was still formal enough. “Kendras is just helping me not get lost on the way to the war council.”


  Riktan elbowed Dev, and the two grinned at each other. So much for downplaying their connection.


  “What is it?” Kendras asked warily.


  “You don’t tell just anybody your real name, Officer,” Riktan said.


  Yes, no fooling them.


  “It may have slipped.”


  “Yeah, I imagine.” Dev winked.


  Kendras nodded to Selvan, and the slave understood immediately, hauled Kendras’s armor from where it hung and started putting it on him. Graukar watched them both, then casually turned and strolled down the aisle of the barracks. Most of the room was empty, some bed frames were upended and pushed against the wall, awaiting recruits whom Kendras neither wanted nor welcomed. Selvan finished tightening the last straps, and Kendras took the helmet from his hand when Selvan offered it.


  “I’m off to the war council. Riktan, you’re in charge of training. Dev, get us some more crossbows, the best you can put your hands on, from the royal armory.”


  “I thought you hated them?”


  “Then they saved my skin. We’ll all learn how to use them. The more weapons we know, the less likely we’ll end up at our wits’ end.” Kendras drew a deep breath. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”


  The Scorpions scattered for training, and Kendras and Graukar marched toward the war council chamber, strides the same length and speed. Kendras marveled at how easy it was to march with Graukar. It seemed like a shared secret.


  “How’s your brother doing?”


  “You’ve seen him. His old self.”


  “What does he think?”


  “If he didn’t like you, you’d know.” Graukar glanced at him from the side, smiling. “You heard him—it’s good I’m getting some.”


  Kendras hid his laughter with a cough. “Only good reason for the whole war—you having to stay here rather than in your fortress.”


  “It also means jealousy and politics, Kendras. Jealous people do stupid and dangerous things.”


  They arrived outside the royal quarters, where already two of the generals were waiting. Graukar saluted them in perfect form, and they saluted back. General Andrun looked like he’d bitten down on something hard and shattered a tooth. “Commander Graukar. What a pleasant surprise.”


  “I’m a common soldier, General. In my experience, no surprise is pleasant.”


  Andrun’s mouth twisted. “I do not believe you qualify as an unexpected cavalry charge, Commander.”


  Graukar laughed. “No, sir. Beg your pardon. We’re plain-talking people up in the mountains.”


  As Andrun was about to say something, the door opened again and Shadow entered, chatting to General Lielya in what seemed pleasant and warm tones. Kendras blinked, struggling to make sense of it, but schooled his features in indifference. Shadow being on good terms with at least one general while holding no significant rank whatsoever could only benefit Graukar. Maybe she’d been among the officers he’d been gambling with recently?


  Finally, the doors to the war council chamber opened. Adrastes, the Lady Protector, Widow, Vistar, and Amrash were already in the room, seated together, Nhala standing at the door. The generals, Graukar, Shadow, and Kendras entered and took places according to rank, with Shadow ranked the lowest, and Graukar next to him.


  Adrastes surveyed everybody in the room. “Welcome, all.” He stood and looked down at the round table between them contemplatively. “We have won a great victory against our enemies, thanks to Lady Amrash. Her legion has taken the temple city, the territory and buildings of which shall be handed to the generals of Dalman, to rebuild what was destroyed and to use as quarters for our new standing legions.”


  Andrun lifted a hand, and Adrastes bade him speak. “Congratulations, my king, my lady.” He bowed to both. “As justified taking back the temple city for Dalman was, it did go together with an appalling loss of lives.”


  “Neither temple guards nor priests of that cult will be needed in our new empire.” Adrastes pulled himself up to his full height.


  “The pilgrims, my king. The Jaishani did slaughter them indiscriminately.”


  Amrash hissed. “Do not try to paint my soldiers as savages killing children and the unarmed. Some of the pilgrims attacked my soldiers, and some of the priests and temple guards hid between pilgrims to make good their escape or launch an attack.”


  Andrun grimaced. “It remains that killing priests and pilgrims brings down the wrath of the gods. Innocent blood calls out for blood.”


  “I hadn’t taken you for a poet or a prophet, Andrun.” Adrastes’s voice was low and dangerous. “The Jaishani did what they were ordered to. We have no need for survivors. If you cut out a weed, you have to burn it.”


  Andrun lowered his gaze. “It’s just that the pilgrims often have families. Many families in the kingdom will be weeping today and tomorrow. They won’t be won over again.”


  “That’s why the Jaishani had to do it. They are easy to blame, yet we all know, between us, that they followed my orders to the very letter.” Adrastes waved his hand. “Anybody else?”


  Amrash met his gaze. “The matter of payment might be too delicate right now . . .”


  “We are still looking for the gold the high priests have been hoarding. We’ve handed over some surviving priests of sufficiently high rank to the torturers. We should have results soon.”


  “The high priest will know,” Kendras said.


  “I have very special plans for him.” Adrastes exchanged a glance with Vistar. Kendras wasn’t sure he liked what he read in that glance—cruel satisfaction?


  “The priests might ransom the high priest for all the gold they have,” Kendras suggested.


  “I will not give him up.” Adrastes placed both hands on the table and leaned forward. “He will be punished, severely.”


  “Yes, but the priests don’t know that. Tell them you’ll let them all go if you find the gold, and then . . . don’t.” Kendras tensed his jaw. “It’s not like they are honorable or deserve to be treated any better than their scheming, traitorous ways have earned them.”


  Adrastes regarded him for a long moment. “Not what I would have expected from you, Kendras, but it might shorten the work of the torturers. Nhala, see that it’s done.”


  “My king.” She stepped to the door, opened it, and gave orders to somebody outside.


  “Once we have found the gold and whatever other treasures the priests have hidden away, your officers can have half of everything,” Adrastes said to Amrash. “Just as agreed.”


  “They will be glad to hear it.” Amrash gave a bow. “If you should have further need of my legion or our ships . . .”


  “We’ll come to this. We’ve just fought a war against Fetin. We will have to train more recruits, build barracks, replace the fallen. We won’t be ready before next spring, but then we’ll take Vededrin.”


  “Finally,” the Lady Protector said. “I can spare two legions, officers, and everything they need.”


  “With Dalman’s legions, we’ll have enough to take Vededrin, but if we can take the Black Legion in reserve, they’d surely be welcome.” Adrastes indicated the map. “The trouble with Vededrin is that most of her strength is on the ocean, where we can fight them, but not win. Dalman has traditionally fought on land.”


  “Our ships can harass them until you are ready to take them on land,” Amrash offered.


  Adrastes smiled. “Weaken them and break their strength, and I’ll ensure that the Jaishani will have no reason to complain about a lack of reward.”


  Amrash coyly lowered her gaze. “It removes competition from our waters.”


  Not everybody in the room seemed happy with the decision, but Graukar merely tightened his jaw, and Andrun shifted his weight in his seat.


  “Now, about the high priest . . .” Andrun raised his voice again. “What will happen to him once you have the gold? A public spectacle won’t—”


  “Public? Oh no.” Adrastes’s smile was thin and dangerous. “General, do you know what happened in the old days to anybody who’d raise a hand against the king or his family and do them bodily harm?”


  Andrun frowned. “Not part of my training, my king. Ask me about a matter of discipline—”


  “It is a matter of discipline.” Adrastes nodded to Vistar. “The high priest has done harm to one of mine. In return, I will destroy everything he is or was. Once we have found what we are seeking, he’s going to the salt mines like a common slave.”


  Andrun’s brow darkened. “A harsh but just—”


  “Where I will personally condemn him to the chain and the silver.”


  Andrun glanced at his colleagues, but nobody seemed to know what it meant. “Ah. A just punishment, no doubt.”


  Adrastes nodded. “Indeed. Very just.” He looked around, lips quirked, then cleared his throat. “Commander Graukar.”


  “My king.”


  “I believe the previous king did not properly support your efforts in Eagle’s Test. Those days are over. I will bring your garrison to full strength and supply whatever you need. Eagle’s Test is one of the most important bulwarks against any threat from further inland—the main link in the chain to Fetin.”


  “You flatter your men, my king, but the point could be made that Gorge Point is more important.”


  “The Gorge? Why?”


  Graukar cleared his throat and rose, moving around the table until he stood at Widow’s side. Widow twitched, but stayed in place, though Graukar leaned almost over his shoulder to reach the point on the map. “Eagle’s Test protects the route along the Kanenti and serves as a frontline fortress for either Fetin or Dalman, to slow an advance from the west or east. For Vededrin in the south, its importance is low. Strengthening us either means you’re expecting a counterattack from inland, or you simply don’t like understaffed strongpoints. Now, the Gorge was always were we fought the Westlanders.” He pointed on the map.


  Andrun scoffed. “Considering you are a Westlander, Commander, this carries some irony.”


  “General, to borrow a common phrase, at least I’m your Westlander. Like Kendras here is your Jaishani. Our loyalty has been amply proven.”


  “And at least he knows where he’s from, and doesn’t hide any dimwitted goat herders in his lineage,” Widow muttered.


  Andrun’s eyes narrowed.


  “As fascinating as I personally find parentage, what’s your point, Commander?” Adrastes asked.


  “Well. You have a pact with the Jaishani. Fetin is your closest ally. The Shoulders protect you from inland. Leaves the Western Sea, and Westland beyond. Once they hear we’re divided by war, they will come. The Gorge can’t stop them, but it can slow them down until the legions are assembled and ready.”


  “The Gorge was given up hundreds of years ago,” Adrastes said.


  “A hundred and twenty, my king.” Graukar met Adrastes’s gaze. “Each one of those a terrible gamble that we won’t be seeing any Westlanders attacking us.”


  “Waste of time, men, and money,” Andrun scoffed. “You’re a commander, Graukar, not a general.”


  “Remind me of one thing, Andrun.” Adrastes voice was low. “Did I ask your opinion?”


  Andrun started in clear outrage. “But it’s clear that this is beside the point.”


  General Lielya reached out and pulled him back down, then leaned in to whisper to him. Andrun scowled, but listened.


  “Commander Graukar, as the most experienced officer in the room when it comes to defenses in the mountains, it will be your task to study the feasibility of manning the Gorge again. I expect your report before spring.”


  Graukar saluted. “It will be done.”


  The war council went on after that, planning reconstruction and some other things, among which included a new imperial temple opposite the palace, but Kendras didn’t follow any of the details.


  Adrastes released them finally, but when Graukar turned away from the table, Adrastes called him back. “Commander. Officer. If you would.”


  Kendras’s heart jumped into his throat, but he forced himself not to glance at Graukar. Doing anything that gave their link away would only result in anger and pain. They stayed behind while everybody filed out, and Nhala guarded the door.


  Adrastes leaned against the table, the scrape of his armor on the wood too loud in the room. “Commander, I have to wonder why they hid you away in the mountains.”


  Graukar laughed. “It’s an important strategic position, my king. I’m honored to be entrusted with the security of the Kanenti trade route.”


  “It’s a career for an aging soldier who can’t keep up anymore. Somebody who has taken too many arrows and whose limbs hurt in the frost. Not you.”


  Graukar shrugged. “What can I say, my king? I go where they send me, and the mountains are quite spectacularly beautiful at dawn and dusk.”


  “You don’t strike me as a worshipper of beauty, either.” Adrastes narrowed his eyes. “The idea of a warrior hermit doesn’t appeal.”


  Graukar bowed. “Maybe I’ll like the mountains near the Gorge even more.” He pulled back.


  “Well. As you wish. But one thing, Graukar.”


  “My king?”


  “I’m kind and generous to my friends, but I will not bear treason. I have the power to grant you whatever you wish, but in return, I will have your loyalty. Is that understood?”


  Graukar actually paled a little. “Yes, my king. Like you, I serve the kingdom.”


  “No. You serve me.” Adrastes fixed him with a stare. “Things are now very different. Good people will be rewarded. Bad people will be removed or punished.”


  “As is only just,” Graukar muttered and saluted. “Allow me to prepare my work for you, my king?”


  “Yes. Dismissed.”


  Graukar turned sharply on his heel and left.


  Kendras watched him go, then felt Adrastes’s attention on himself. “Do you believe he’s a traitor?” Kendras asked.


  “Not yet, but he has received orders to that effect, as we know. Andrun is a boor, Lielya less so. Damn this. I could work with Graukar. This man has a mind.”


  Kendras nodded. “Do you need me for anything?”


  “I miss you, Kendras.” Adrastes sat down heavily in his chair. “I didn’t expect all this to eat up every thought. Not quite as it has been doing.”


  Kendras pressed his lips together. What to say? He missed the man Adrastes had been, the man who might give him an order, yes, but not this kind of order—nothing that went against what the Scorpions were and believed in.


  Part of him even missed Adrastes’s touch, though he no longer burned for it. Maybe Adrastes had been the dream and ideal of a different Kendras. Both those men no longer existed. And just a few weeks ago, he’d have thought the worst thing that could happen was their physical death.


  “Do you need anything else?”


  Adrastes shook his head. “Nhala is doing good work. I still want you close by, especially in public. But Dev and Riktan are both very good bodyguards. I think Riktan could be a good officer. Have you thought about your successor?”


  “No, but it’s my decision to make.”


  Adrastes turned away. “Dismissed, Officer.”
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  Kendras met Shadow and Graukar after duty in their quarters. Both men seemed subdued and deep in thought, and Shadow was drinking quite a bit more wine than Kendras had ever seen him drink.


  “Why are you so glum?” Kendras asked.


  Graukar exchanged glances with Shadow, who sighed. “The king. He doesn’t trust me. He respects my ideas, but he expects me to turn against him. I was a fool to show my hand like I did.”


  “You made a great suggestion. It is for the best of the empire.”


  Shadow nodded. “It was. But we’re still following orders, and our orders come from the generals.”


  “That’s not what has me worried.” Graukar put down the bread he’d been ripping pieces off of. “I spent a while in the archives in Sword Tower. I knew I’d heard of the high priest’s punishment before, but only in the vaguest of terms.” He stared at the plate. “It’s enough to turn a man’s stomach.”


  “The salt mines?” Kendras shook his head. “The high priest deserves any punishment they can give him. He murdered the previous king, controlled and . . . hurt Vistar, and tried the same with Adrastes. Anybody raising a hand against the king or his family—”


  “For gods’ sake.” Graukar looked at him straight on. “Let me explain what the chain and silver means before you feel it’s a fitting punishment.”


  Kendras drew back. “Fine.”


  “When a traitor murdered the bride of the emperor, he was captured alive. They blinded him and smashed every tooth in his mouth. He was sent to the mines, too—silver in that case, I believe—together with one of the emperor’s soldiers. The guardsman was carrying a bag of five hundred silver pieces and a ruby. The traitor was stripped of his clothes and chained bent over a table, and then every worker in the mine was told that if they defiled him then and there, each man accomplishing the deed would be paid a silver. The man who killed him would receive the ruby.” Graukar’s voice was brittle. “Free spirits and wines were also purchased at the emperor’s cost. He turned five hundred drunken men into his executioners.”


  Shadow looked pale. “And they call us barbarians.”


  Graukar nodded, and looked back at Kendras. “Do you think there’s a crime in the world that deserves this punishment? Raped until you’re dead by a howling, drunken mob that gets paid the emperor’s silver?”


  Kendras put his bread down, too. Adrastes, while still officer, had always kept strict discipline. No betrothed was ever raped. They didn’t even abuse prisoners in such a way—but then, there was always a comrade with whom to slake one’s lust, or Selvan, who enjoyed a little rough play. But that was among themselves, and Kendras remembered clearly—some nights too clearly by far—what Adrastes had saved him from. He knew the pain and horror and humiliation of being at the mercy of another man’s lust. But that had been just one, not an entire camp full of them.


  “He wouldn’t.”


  “Oh, Kendras. He would and he did.”


  Knowing this, and then remembering the expression in Adrastes’s eyes when he’d enjoyed none of them knowing what the punishment was, and his unmasked glee at having the enemy where he’d wanted him—it was more than he could comprehend. A great deal more than he’d ever thought Adrastes capable of.


  “Gods below.” Kendras shook his head. “I don’t know what to think.”


  “Do you think this punishment is just?” Graukar asked.


  “I hate the bastard, too. He killed Smoke. Killed a king, though technically I did it. Tried to have Adrastes killed. He had some good men die for his own ambition.” Though calling Steel a good man might be being sparse with the truth. Yet Steel had hardly been worse than any number of men who’d lived. “But that?” Kendras sighed. “Why not a clean death and be done with it?”


  Everybody else had died quickly. Smoke—poisoned and stabbed. The king—stabbed and drowned. Steel—quick battlefield death. If Kendras had to choose, he’d go with the latter himself.


  “Yes, why?” Graukar pulled his shoulders up and stared at his hands. “Remember what our master used to say, Shadow?”


  “Apart from ‘Gods, yes, right there’?” Shadow laughed.


  Graukar grinned. “I shouldn’t have asked you. He said, ‘To take the measure of a man, watch not how he treats his friends, watch how he treats a conquered foe.’ This, now, is the first moment I’m afraid of Adrastes of Fetin.”
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  How to grant the high priest a mercy the man himself likely wouldn’t have considered when it came to his own enemies kept Kendras awake that night. He didn’t know where the high priest was being held, though he assumed Nhala did. Whether he could trust her, though . . . And then, the priest would be guarded. Fighting guards to get to a prisoner, likely killing good soldiers for the benefit of an accomplished villain, went against his nature. And then there was the warning Adrastes had spoken—to not interfere with the king’s justice.


  You cannot go around killing people who’ve done you wrong. You, too, represent the king’s power. People will look at you and see me.


  The next day brought good news; the priests had yielded all the hidden gold in their city in hopes of getting their high priest out alive. Adrastes had promised them he’d let them leave and the high priest would be brought to them after he’d been questioned by the war council, so Kendras watched the remaining priests board the Glorious down in the harbor.


  It did not surprise him, a few hours later, when a messenger came to report that the ship had been sunk by the Jaishani fleet, survivors cut down as they clawed their way back toward land. Adrastes had promised to destroy the priesthood, after all. In short order, their writings and scriptures were burned, and the city itself given up to the soldiers for looting.


  Kendras held the Scorpions back in their barracks. He didn’t want to get mixed up in the pillaging—instead he ordered food and wine and dancers and let them have their fill, while he put down a short summary of their deeds in the memory.


  Runner had helped him with his letters and reading, but it was still slow work that required all the concentration he could muster, adding the names and a short note on how they’d snatched the high priest right out of his temple. The ruse itself had worked so well, a future officer might find it useful.


  He was just sanding the ink when Nhala appeared and summoned him to Adrastes. He didn’t bother putting on his armor because Nhala indicated it wasn’t official—which made Kendras’s heart pound. He didn’t know what to say. What he could say. What he was still allowed to say.


  Adrastes received him in his own quarters, fully dressed in his embroidered clothes, just finishing off a simple meal of cold cuts, olives, and cheese. His wine was watered half and half, and if it weren’t for the gold and silver thread in his clothes, he could have been the officer, or one of the Scorpions. But their surroundings—all the gold and carved imperial bulls—shattered the delusion before Kendras could get too attached to it.


  “Please sit.” Adrastes indicated the chair opposite, then pulled an empty cup closer and poured Kendras both water and wine. “Thanks for coming. I understand you are busy.”


  “Just spending time with my men.” Kendras pulled the wine closer, took a small sip, then folded his hands around the beaten silver.


  “Have you seen any new recruits, lately?”


  Now Kendras knew what he’d been summoned for, and his heart sank. At least it was no longer trying to beat its way up into his head. “No. It’s a difficult task.”


  “I’m going to make it easier on you.” Adrastes pulled a sealed letter close. The seal was the imperial bull. “This empowers you to take any man you want, anybody who is in my service or the service of the empire, anybody whom the empire owns, or who owes us a debt: of blood, of flesh, of money. Any slave, any convict, any soldier.”


  Kendras turned the letter in his hand, then broke the seal and tried to read it, but gave up as it was court script. It could have been his own death sentence, and he wouldn’t have been any wiser. “Thank you.”


  “By next spring, when the campaign against Vededrin starts, you will have brought up the Scorpions to their new strength of five hundred. We will hold competitions and armed games in every city and village to determine the best. You can choose from the winners whoever you want—first, Kendras. I’m giving you the very best from the empire. I’ve already told the generals to look through suitable candidates who will form your staff: officers, quartermasters, and so on.”


  Kendras tightened his jaws. “You know I don’t want that.”


  “It doesn’t matter. The Scorpions used to be a legion, and they will be a legion again. I know you like tradition, but this tradition is much older.”


  Kendras sighed. Adrastes was right—damn him, he usually was. Something in him wanted to agree, wanted to yield to the demand. Adrastes had, after all, always made the right decisions while officer. He had led them well, had kept them from annihilation, had recruited good men. Still. This was against everything in the memory, everything his few men believed in. Their special bond wouldn’t survive another five hundred men joining in. What officer could even remember the names of so many people? In the middle of an enemy attack, when they needed that extra bit of courage, calling them “hey, you there” wouldn’t do.


  “Don’t sigh at me. Accept the changes, Kendras.” Adrastes clearly expected Kendras to yield, like he had so often.


  Kendras closed his eyes. How to do this. He’d never learned to, and if he was one to pray, he’d ask the gods not to put him in this position. He pushed the wine away, his heart beating like a war drum as he stood and straightened.


  “It’s Officer for you, my king.”


  Adrastes stared at him, and every breath Kendras took in that heavy silence hurt like drowning.


  “What does that mean?”


  Kendras gritted his teeth. “It means, my king, that this is no longer your decision. You were released to life. The Scorpions are my men, and I take orders from nobody.”


  Adrastes shook his head. “I’ll let you think about it. Dismissed.”


  Kendras turned sharply and left, heart hurting, it beat so hard.


  “Where did you and I go wrong?” Adrastes asked when he was nearly at the door.


  “I’ll think about it,” Kendras answered and left.
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  He put the Scorpions through their paces the next morning until Dev complained he was punishing them for drinking too hard the night before. He wished he could have told them the real reason—he could feel it in the air, feel it in his blood, that unrest that preceded war and battle. Death. He usually didn’t suffer from premonitions, but he knew better than to not listen to his gut.


  “Again! Runner, be less polite to Riktan—he can take it!” he shouted, and they groaned, but returned to single combat.


  Runner’s technique was getting much better, and she had so much heart that any other unit would’ve taken her gladly. After that last meeting with Adrastes, having a woman in his ranks seemed like the least of his problems.


  He circled them, keeping an eye on their balance, their faces, eyes, reading those many little clues that told him everything he needed to know while they clashed over and over.


  Just then, he became aware of three Jaishani warriors crossing the training yard and heading straight toward him.


  Kendras turned to face them and opened his hands, then lowered them. The Scorpions stopped immediately and formed a line behind him. Gods below, but those drills were impressive.


  Yet against these three, he’d need all the drill and bluster he could get. The middle one was the tallest man Kendras had ever seen, standing a full head over him. The others were broad and tall, but not nearly as imposing. All three had stunning pale blue eyes and held themselves proudly.


  “You must be the one they call the officer,” the tall one said.


  “I am.”


  “My name is Hasuh.” The tall one bowed.


  Kendras frowned, hoping he remembered right. The Jaishani had a familiar sense of humor, calling this man ant. But then he remembered having watched ants carry sticks and prey several times their size. Fitting, after all. “Greetings. Who are your friends?”


  “Ember.” The man in question bowed. “Thityu.” Forty. Strange name. He bowed, too.


  “What do you wish, Hasuh?”


  “We wish to join your Scorpions, sir.” As huge as he was, he was mild-mannered and polite, and yet the spokesman of the team of three.


  “Why?”


  “We heard of your deeds; there is much talk about you and your men. We wish to serve you with the same courage you showed in the face of the enemy.”


  Oh, so this was how Adrastes thought he could solve the problem. Nicely played. “Who sent you?”


  “Nobody. We discussed this among ourselves and decided to serve with you.”


  “We are honored, Hasuh, but we are not recruiting. These men are the few survivors I have left after we were almost wiped out. Three of them are already new. If I accept three more, there’s more water than wine in my cup.” Kendras stepped back.


  “Officer, you’ll find us not to be water.” Hasuh raised his chin proudly. “Before you judge the contents of a bottle, you might want to taste it first.”


  Kendras paused. Gods damn him, but he liked that attitude. Still respectful, still gentle, but determined.


  “Do you already challenge my judgment?”


  “How is it judgment if you are in no place to judge from?”


  True. Sometimes he really didn’t know any better. He turned to the Scorpions. “Very well. Scorpions. Beat the sense out of them. No sharp edges, no blood.”


  He stepped to the side and out of the way. Five against three.


  The Scorpions immediately attacked, moving so swiftly and as one that the three Jaishani seemed taken aback, but they closed their line, too, shoulder to shoulder. Kendras threw them some wooden training swords, but the Scorpions attacked before they could reach them, scattering the line of three in all directions.


  Hasuh lunged to the side, rolled out of harm’s way and came up with a wooden sword in one hand, the shield from his back in the other. Ember had failed to secure a sword and took his own shield, using it with both hands against Riktan’s spirited attack. The other Scorpions flanked.


  Thityu wheeled around and dashed for the wooden swords, securing two and managing to roll back into the protection of two shields to hand over one of them. They folded the line, protecting each other’s flanks, fighting back to back to back. It was a thing of beauty—a tight, loyal formation of three men who trusted each other like brothers. Kendras enjoyed watching the Scorpions, too, taking them on, relentless like surf and wind. Before long, they all were drenched in sweat, and he noticed them casting quick glances at him.


  “Enough.”


  The Scorpions stepped back, Dev slapping one of the raised shields playfully. “Until next time, Ember. You’re mine.”


  Kendras almost laughed. If Ember was interested at all, Dev would be all over him tonight, that much was clear.


  “Scorpions.”


  They stepped back into line, breathing heavily, but smiling.


  Kendras schooled his features into plain indifference. “That doesn’t taste like water at all.”


  Hasuh straightened proudly, but lowered his gaze.


  “It has been said I’m breaking with every tradition of the Scorpions. I believe we have to to survive. It’s unheard of to take three recruits at the same time, not during peacetime.” He searched their faces, then saw Selvan stand to the side, watching it all. Selvan gave him a smile, and Kendras felt everything was right in the slave’s world. How could the least of the Scorpions and a mere slave give him so much confidence?


  “If you believe these men are worthy to join us as brothers, raise your hand. If you consider them unworthy, don’t.”


  Dev stared at him, then a slow smile spread on his lips, and he raised his hand first—but everybody else did, too. Kendras raised his last, then nodded to Hasuh. “Selvan over there will show you to your bunks. Welcome. Drop your gear and then join us for training.”
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  “Officer, this is a matter of urgency.”


  Kendras rolled out of bed, glancing blearily at the messenger. “Who wants me?” It felt like he’d barely closed his eyes after last night’s improvised festivities. He glanced around—most of the Scorpions were still out cold, and judging from the little light coming through the windows, it was still the small hours of the morning.


  “Lord Amrash, Officer. Urgently.”


  “I gathered that the first time.” Kendras rubbed his eyes and reached for his leathers. “How official is it?” Armor or no armor? Ah, to hell, leathers would be fine. He stepped into his boots and stood up.


  “Lord Amrash didn’t say, sir.”


  Kendras shook himself awake. “Fine. I’m ready.”


  In passing, he noticed that all three of the Jaishani had paired off with Scorpions—Dev was half-smothered by Ember, but they did make a nice couple. It had been too dark last night to see much, though he’d certainly heard them.


  The messenger led him to a private garden belonging to the ambassador’s quarters; flowering trees all round, a sweet, delicate fragrance rising in the early rays of the sun. Amrash was clad in red and orange robes and had his arms raised toward the sun, then made some complicated, dance-like steps and turns, before he knelt briefly on the flagstone circle in the middle, then stood and turned. His face, peaceful and serene, changed when he looked at Kendras.


  “Good morning, Officer.”


  “Lord Amrash.”


  Amrash’s lips twitched briefly, but the good humor didn’t last. “I heard you’re harboring three deserters from my legion.”


  Kendras halted. He should have asked them whether they had leave to join the Scorpions, though whether he’d have received the truth was a different matter. Now that he had accepted them, though . . .


  “You have good eyes and ears in the palace.”


  Amrash tilted his head. “I do. It’s a necessity.”


  “True. It’s treacherous ground.” Kendras lifted his shoulders. “What can I say? They asked to join my men. I accepted them.”


  “They are not yours to accept, Officer. These men belong to me.”


  “Do you own them?”


  Amrash’s eyes narrowed. “They’ve sworn me allegiance.”


  “Three out of two thousand? Are you even going to miss them? They could have fallen in the battle against the priests.”


  Amrash nodded. “But they didn’t.” He stepped to Kendras’s side. “They are valuable to the legion.”


  “Only if their hearts belong to you. Deserters have taken their hearts back. If I return them, they will be punished, which would be a waste of three good men.”


  Amrash blinked. “Do you suggest you have their loyalty now?”


  “They’ve chosen me, Lord Amrash. With utmost respect, but I’ve accepted them. Which is as good as me choosing them, too.”


  “You will not return them?”


  Kendras glanced around, but there were no witnesses he could see. From what he knew, nobles were totally different people if nobody observed them. “I cannot, my lord. I can put the matter before them, but I have no doubt they’d already considered it before they left.”


  “You’re asking the soldiers?” Amrash frowned. “As if they were the masters of their own destiny?”


  The moment they decided to leave, they’d become exactly that. He didn’t know enough about Jaishani soldiers to understand whether that was any different from deserting from other units (which meant penal duty or outright execution if caught), but Amrash was clearly surprised and hadn’t considered such a thing before.


  “The truth is, I need these men. My Scorpions are weakened. I was looking for such men far and wide and hadn’t found any. They will strengthen us. It’s a great gift.”


  “A gift? No. I cannot give you such a gift. For one, they aren’t worthy because they left without permission. Secondly, Jaishani soldiers fight under Jaishani command.”


  “I’m one of you.”


  Amrash was quiet for a long time, clearly unhappy, and now agitated. He turned around, then began to pace, five steps away, five steps returning. Kendras wondered just how bad a diplomatic mistake this was—withholding three deserters from their rightful master.


  Finally, Amrash stilled. “It cannot be done.”


  “My lord. These three men are now worthless to you. They are lost. I can give you something much more valuable in return, if you’ll accept it.”


  Amrash briefly shook his head, then raised a hand. “I’ll listen, Kendras. For the sake of your mother.”


  “Thank you. I give you nine warriors for three. If you should ever have need of us—for anything—the Scorpions will follow the call. We will fight for you.”


  “I have a legion outside the gate.”


  “Yes, but we are right here. And sometimes you might wish to claim you had nothing to do with it—with whatever you needed done. We are mercenaries, my lord. We have no master, and we can always claim we did it for nobody.”


  Amrash’s studied him. “Nine for three?”


  “Nine for three.”


  “That is an acceptable restitution. But these men won’t come cheap.”


  “I don’t want them cheap.” Kendras offered his hand, relieved that they’d reached an agreement, and Amrash took his in his own. He’d half-expected to have to flee when Amrash ordered his troops to reclaim the deserters. Which then would have gotten Adrastes involved, and everything—the whole tenuous situation—would have collapsed in on itself. The collapse felt inevitable now, but at least this wasn’t what would set it off.
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  Kendras woke to Graukar packing his saddlebags on the bed. “Already?”


  “I’d better get out with the first traders.”


  Kendras yawned. “Shadow?”


  “Not up yet. I’ll pack him last. The ride will be much more pleasant if he wakes up as late as possible.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “Eagle’s Test first, where I’ll put Shadow in charge and then take some of my soldiers and travel along the valleys to the Gorge. It’s not an easy ride, not as easy as along the coast or on the other side of the mountains and then north, but I like the mountains and the views. There are valleys that are completely empty, lakes nobody else has ever swum in, or not for a hundred years. It’s wild up there.”


  Kendras smiled at the tone of Graukar’s voice. For a “common soldier,” as he sometimes called himself, he had strange moments where he spoke from deep in his heart, not caring what anybody thought of him talking like a poet. Kendras felt oddly shy when Graukar spoke like that. It made him want to protect Graukar, or touch him, or just listen to him speak.


  “You’ll have to show me one day.”


  “I’d give a lot to be able to take you along. There are sights up in the Shoulders that change a man’s heart.”


  “You don’t like my heart as it is?” Kendras pushed the blankets away. “What about the rest of me?”


  Graukar dropped the saddlebags. “The rest of you? What are you, Kendras, if not all heart?” He leaned down over the bed, kissing Kendras, tenderly, thoroughly.


  Kendras hooked his fingers into Graukar’s belt and pulled him down.


  Graukar laughed and tried to break the fall at least. He disliked being off-balance and immediately tried to correct his stance, but the bed frame and Kendras’s pulling made that impossible.


  Pretty gracelessly, Graukar fell onto the bed and half onto Kendras, who immediately opened his legs underneath him, grabbed a handful of his shirt and kissed him again, but on his own terms now.


  Graukar pushed against him, breath speeding up with the kiss, and for a few moments, they just enjoyed what would be their last time together for a number of weeks. Having Graukar in the city had been a brief respite, a small mercy—but letting him go felt cruel. Kendras still had no solution to the problem of how to keep him close and have this—the beauty, the strength, and the tenderness—whenever he wanted. Other people had it, and he felt terribly envious.


  His hands went to the laces in the front of Graukar’s trousers and started pulling them open.


  “Kendras. Damn.”


  “I’ll be quiet.” Kendras craned his neck to glance at the door. “Your brother’s sleeping.”


  “Knowing my luck, this is the one morning he’ll wake up fresh like the young dawn.” Graukar opened his belt and took off his riding tunic, then pulled his trousers down. Kendras helped, and between them, they got the riding boots off, too, mostly in a tangle of limbs that was half-teasing and half–wrestling match.


  This could still go either way, but it had been Kendras who’d claimed Graukar when they hadn’t simply done it like soldiers. This time, it was all different. Kendras reached for the oil lamp that they tended to rob of its fuel in the night, and rubbed the oil over his hands and then along Graukar’s length, allowing Graukar to fuck his hands a few times, and damn, but he loved the expression on Graukar’s face, that war between lust and control.


  He opened his legs wider, inviting Graukar in, and Graukar changed positions, looking down at him. But just when Kendras thought he’d position himself and thrust inside, Graukar tapped his knee down and rolled onto his side. “Why not?”


  “Not like that . . . I want to touch you.” Graukar pushed at his shoulder and lay down next to him when Kendras rolled onto his side. He did like getting fucked between the legs—though he hungered for something else, a more complete claiming. But the touch of skin on skin, of being held so closely, paid the debt.


  Graukar tapped his leg again and Kendras angled it, then he felt Graukar’s oiled cock next to his entrance, and then against it, and then pushing inside. He groaned; that first onslaught of not quite pleasure yet, and nowhere near true pain, addled his mind and robbed him of thought.


  Graukar pushed deeper, and Kendras pushed back, maybe too quickly, but he wanted to feel Graukar hilted inside him. The stretch and burn anchored Kendras in his body, feeling Graukar so close, as close as any man could ever get to him. With every small gasp and rasp of skin, with Graukar kissing his neck, and when he turned to look at him, there was so much tenderness in Graukar’s eyes that Kendras couldn’t imagine it was all for him. But it was. The gentle slide, the push of his hips, that rocking, slow and comfortable and deep, that was all for him. It was he who made Graukar gasp like that, and he rocked back with what range of movement he had; because their bodies were so close, there was no room for fierceness or selfishness.


  They moved together, sometimes teasing when they broke the rhythm, sometimes spurring each other on, but it was a game they played to let the other man win.


  Graukar grabbed his chin and pulled his head back to kiss him deeply, passionately. “Vashain.”


  “What—” Kendras groaned when Graukar took his cock in hand and started jerking him off. Both caresses together strangled his control, every small twist and every thrust sent his will slipping.


  He hadn’t lost himself so completely with any other man, didn’t mind it with Graukar, because the way the man was embracing him, feet to feet, legs to legs, back to chest, they felt almost like one body, and it was like trusting part of your body to not give in, not fail you now.


  When he came, he dug his fingers into Graukar’s hips and the bed frame to his side. Graukar thrust harder, and lost himself just a little while later, then kissed him again as if breathing was the last thing he needed to do.


  Kendras dug his fingers into Graukar’s short hair and pulled him closer. They turned toward each other, almost as close facing each other as they’d been while fucking.


  “What does that even mean?”


  Graukar’s flushed face broke into a grin. “This language doesn’t have a word for it. But where I’m from . . .” He grew more serious, and Kendras almost didn’t want to hear it. He liked Graukar joking and laughing, and the change to seriousness was always a little alarming, though it was probably a nice word.


  Part of him dreaded that Graukar would tell him he loved him. Those were words they’d never spoken, but Kendras knew they were there—they might both be thinking them, or feel them like an upcoming storm, from how the air tasted, from a subtle shift in light when anything green seemed to glow.


  “It means heart’s solace. Where my heart finds peace.”


  “I like it.”


  “Where does your heart rest these days, Kendras?”


  Kendras glanced down between them, then placed his hand on Graukar’s chest. He wasn’t a man of words, and though he’d heard enough singers in the taverns peddling well-worn verses of endearment and pledge, he preferred things he could touch, so he touched Graukar’s chest, felt the heart beating underneath. “Right there with yours.”


  They kissed again, and it might have been meant to be tender, but it soon heated up to desperation, or at least a feeling not unlike desperation. A do-or-die, burning intensity that took Kendras’s breath even before Graukar robbed him of what little he had left.


  Yes, most definitely love, and it felt like he hadn’t had a clue until now what it was really like, because this feeling hurt and comforted in equal measure.
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  After the war council, where the generals reported on the training and number of ready soldiers, Adrastes looked at Kendras. “Officer, if you would.”


  Kendras’s heart clenched in his chest. The title still sounded too grandiose in his ears when Adrastes used it. Yet he had to claim it and pretend it fit him. Over time, it would, even with Adrastes.


  “My king.”


  They waited for the generals and other dignitaries to stream out, and Kendras was struck by the fact none of them spoke when they left, as if there was nothing to say, or as if they weren’t going to say it here, while Adrastes could still hear.


  He obediently followed Adrastes when he headed for his own quarters. Kendras hadn’t been there in weeks, after sleeping there almost every night. After the Scorpions’ barracks and Graukar’s sparse quarters in Sword Tower, the gold and crimson almost blinded him. Adrastes might not even notice it—he’d grown up in riches like these—but Kendras felt out of place. He used to marvel that such things existed—tapestries so finely made that they were almost like windows into a world where giant golden bulls and emerald-scaled dragons existed—but now he found them a distraction to the eye.


  A brazier burned low in a corner against the impending cool of the night. Adrastes stepped to the blinds closing off the balcony and opened them. Light flooded the rooms, and Kendras briefly glanced at Adrastes’s bed near the window. It seemed like an eternity since he’d lain there, woken by the light, Adrastes asleep next to him.


  The man he turned to now could have been a stranger, but he remembered clearly how much he’d admired him. Loved him? Back then, he’d have answered the question with full faith. Now, though, it seemed like he’d only loved the officer, like every Scorpion loved the officer for his selfless service. The man before him, however, wasn’t the officer. He was a king, like dozens, hundreds before him. An emperor.


  “I believe we should talk.” Adrastes offered him wine, but Kendras shook his head. He’d be training with his men after he was done here—wine would only blur his mind, especially in the heat.


  “Do I have to worry about your loyalty, Kendras? Oh, it’s Officer now. That rather answers the question, does it not?”


  Kendras breathed against the weight on his chest. “Have you ever doubted this whole . . . thing? The empire?”


  Cup in hand, Adrastes turned to him with a brow arched. “That I’m the man to resurrect the empire, or that it should be resurrected at all?”


  “Both. Either. Or maybe the way you’re doing it.”


  “Firstly, yes, I am the man to do it. All my life I’ve been prepared for power. Now I wield it. I wield it better than just about anybody else.”


  Apart from Graukar.


  “You cannot lead a state and a people the same way I led the Scorpions. I would battle for every single heart and get everybody to love me, but these are nobles, generals, merchants, and guilders. They won’t follow me if I’m not strong. To them, I’m a foreigner, and some might even hate me, at least until they’ve seen what I can accomplish.”


  Kendras nodded. A soldier followed a leader if the leader had a kind word, kept him fed and clothed and paid, and led the charge in person. But kingship? That was different.


  “The empire itself? You’ve seen the map: We’re surrounded by stronger peoples to the west and south. If we don’t unite, the Jaishani or Westlanders can always sweep in and take everything. Even General Graukar—” Adrastes shook his head. “Commander Graukar knows this.”


  Kendras kept silent, unwilling to respond to the name in any way that would alert Adrastes of their bond. Graukar did have more pressing worries than Adrastes’s jealousy, if he felt any of it. Maybe he didn’t, or it simply wasn’t a problem Adrastes would act on. But the risk remained, and it was very much Graukar’s risk, so Kendras had no right to put him in danger. Part of him was glad that they’d parted ways and Graukar was off to Eagle’s Test. Less of a chance to betray them both.


  “So what is it? The matter of the number of Scorpions? If they don’t grow, they will be useless to me. We’re going to spend years campaigning. Dozens of battles, Kendras. Our lives might end on some miserable battlefield for all we know. The Scorpions as they are now will suffer losses, and nine men might easily be wiped out by one assault. Increasing their numbers gives me soldiers I can rely on even under dire circumstances—I don’t trust the generals—but if it’s only a few of them, they mean nothing. They’re not strong enough to make a difference.”


  “We made a difference capturing the high priest.”


  “That was a task unlike any of those I foresee needing in the future. We were lucky the opportunity arose, and you acquitted yourselves well. I’m speaking about open field battle. That ruined the Scorpions before, just a few months ago.”


  Adrastes was right in everything he said, but somewhere inside, a building tension pulled against Adrastes’s words, against his intentions. It was all true, but was it right for his men and himself? Did Graukar have a better idea? Graukar didn’t believe in empire, didn’t believe in war, and yet he, of all people, was a warrior and had requested to strengthen Gorge Point. If the choice was empire or slavery, wasn’t it wrong to fight the idea of empire or stand in Adrastes’s way? He couldn’t answer the question. Was there a third option?


  “It’ll end everything we are now.”


  “The bond is weakened anyway. It’s just you, Riktan, Dev, and Selvan now. The others are all fresh blood and will conform to any means we choose.”


  Men were creatures of habit. They would. They’d fall in line if Kendras told them to. They’d turn from a band of mercenaries into a legion where nobody cared about the other. It might be their one chance at greatness—spearheading an invasion force they’d take to Vededrin first and then over the mountains, to push every city and local lord or lady to their knees under the imperial yoke. Adrastes could be a just leader, an inspiring one, too.


  “If you’ll rule us all, who’ll rule you?”


  Adrastes set his cup down and took a couple steps toward the balcony. “The law. I’ve already drawn together scholars to write a new civil code. I won’t be a red-faced tyrant ruling on a whim. You know me better than that.”


  Do I? Then why do I feel I have to protect Graukar from you?


  Kendras hated the deception in this, but he was simply not sure. Hadn’t been completely sure for weeks. He wanted to be sure again, wanted to trust Adrastes with that absolute trust of a child or a lover, but—


  It wasn’t his risk to take.


  Just as Kendras was about to find an excuse to end the discussion and leave, a shape darkened the light from the balcony. Kendras turned his head to look past Adrastes. He might have missed the change entirely—it was quiet, fleeting, like a cloud moving before the sun.


  A figure appeared in the room—moving quickly, almost silently, a nimble, slender shape. Kendras froze when he saw what was woven in the person’s hair.


  Raven feathers.


  The dread was immediate—a fear as intense as a night shadow, like looking into an oncoming cavalry charge.


  The Raven’s pale face distorted with rage just as Adrastes turned, but Adrastes was unarmed.


  Kendras leapt forward, shouldered Adrastes out of the way just as the assassin’s hand opened, a short blade leaving his fingers. Immediately, he threw another, and Adrastes gave a grunt.


  Not good.


  Being much more heavily armored than the Raven or Adrastes, Kendras pushed himself fully between them. The Raven threw a third blade, and Kendras felt it hit his glove—which he’d raised to his face. He charged, grabbed the assassin by the throat, took a powerful kick to the knee, and dug his fingers in hard enough to hear the cartilage grind underneath his fingers.


  The little bastard kicked again at his knees, a vicious side-kick that hurt like all hell, then a palm strike connected painfully with Kendras’s wrist, but Kendras managed to get his sword out.


  “Guards!” Adrastes shouted.


  Kendras rammed his sword into the Raven’s chest, felt the bone in the way, and turned the grip to ram it in deeper.


  With a gurgling sound, the Raven went down to his knees and stared up at him with eyes so dark there was no color around his pupils. He didn’t seem to feel pain, and Kendras almost feared that he’d stand again, like a creature from an unholy dream, pull the sword free and come after him.


  He didn’t want to touch him, didn’t even want to strike at him again. Something about the Raven instilled a bone-deep horror in him that he couldn’t even have voiced. Being mortally wounded and not reacting at all?


  “Gods below,” he murmured.


  Adrastes handed him his own sword he’d picked up. Kendras took it and stepped around the Raven. He lifted the sword and sank it into the man’s body right next to the neck.


  The Raven collapsed to the side, blood running from his wounds when Kendras pulled the blade free again.


  Riktan and Runner burst through the door. “My king!”


  Adrastes gestured at the Raven. “A message from the Elder of Vededrin. He doesn’t like me very much. Officer, close the blinds. There might be another one.”


  Kendras tried to calm his racing heart as he stepped to the balcony and looked around. No sign of further murderers. He pulled the shutters closed behind him and returned to the room. “I’ll have Nhala search the palace, my king.”


  Adrastes nodded. He was holding his hand to his chest, and his jaw tightened. “I’ll need to see the royal medic immediately. Bring coal for the brazier. Tell the medic to bring steel to burn out a wound.”


  Kendras’s heart dropped. “You’re wounded.”


  “Just a scratch.” Adrastes looked at him, pale and angry. They both knew what that meant. Riktan knew it, too. Thankfully, Runner didn’t seem to.


  “Immediately,” she said and rushed out, calling for the medic further down the corridor.


  “Sit down. If it’s not moving fast . . .”


  Adrastes sat down. Kendras could only hope it would be enough to slow the poison. “And get me Widow.”


  Kendras went to the table and poured Adrastes more wine, then returned with the cup and offered it to him. Adrastes looked up. Kendras saw fear in his eyes, and he placed his hand on Adrastes’s shoulder and squeezed.


  But even looking back, he couldn’t imagine how to stop the assassin before he’d struck. He’d moved swiftly, cleverly, and it might have been even worse if Kendras hadn’t been wearing full armor and deflected the second and third strike. He looked down at the Raven in his pool of blood, then at the scattered throwing knives.


  “I should have . . .”


  Adrastes shook his head. “No use now.” He leaned back, breathing slowly and evenly, eyes closed. He kept his hand on the wound, and it seemed to still the blood flow for the most part. It couldn’t have gone in very deep. But from what little he knew about wounds, it didn’t have to.


  Widow came in first. He looked down at the body on the floor, and Kendras thought he saw a strange emotion ghost across his features. Pity?


  “What do you make of that, Widow?”


  “Did he cut you?” Widow knelt down and looked into the Raven’s eyes, then pushed the arms of his shirt up. Elaborately knotted dark red strings were wrapped around the Raven’s wrists, and Widow unwound them, ran his fingers along them. “This is a gift from the Elder himself.”


  “He knows I’m coming for him.”


  “If you were injured, you won’t.” Widow handed the strings to Adrastes, then, almost gently, pressed the Raven’s eyelids closed. He murmured something that Kendras couldn’t understand, then picked up a blanket from Adrastes’s bed and covered the Raven with it. Kendras had never seen Widow treat anybody with so much—respect? He shook his head, chose instead to disbelieve what he’d seen.


  “Is he one of yours?” Kendras asked.


  “He’s a Sacred Raven. Lived to kill.” Widow grinned. “A noble spirit.”


  Kendras shook his head. “Fighting another’s battles? Hardly.”


  Widow laughed. “Ravens are the gods’ justice on earth, it’s believed. I just think killing in itself is fun.”


  Adrastes cleared his throat. “Enough. He failed.”


  “That remains to be seen,” Widow muttered under his breath.


  The royal medic came in running next, apologizing for the delay, and behind him two guards with more coal for the brazier. The medic thrust a number of irons into the embers and then approached Adrastes. “My king, you should lie down now. I’ll have to open the wound and burn it out.”


  Adrastes stood, unsteadily, and Kendras offered his shoulder as he guided him to the bed where they’d spent hours at a time just resting, or fucking, or dreaming.


  Adrastes looked into his eyes and seemed to remember the same. “It’s ironic,” he whispered.


  Kendras could see no irony in any of this. His heart clenched—not with love, but with worry. He’d be just as concerned about any of the Scorpions.


  Adrastes lay down, and the medic was immediately at his side. His back hid what he was doing.


  “Would you like somebody to hold you down?”


  Adrastes looked at Kendras briefly, and Kendras nodded, offering his help, but then Adrastes looked away. “No. I can bear it.”


  The medic looked at Kendras. “Step aside.”


  Kendras moved to the middle of the room, restless as he saw the medic examine the wound and Adrastes flinch once or twice. He looked away, then saw Widow watching him. “What do you know?”


  Widow shook his head. “Sending a Raven is a desperate measure.”


  “Are they going to send another one to finish?”


  “No. If the first Raven fails, the gods have decided he shall live after all.”


  “Do they ever send two or more together?”


  “Rarely.” Widow shrugged. “One’s enough for most people.”


  Then why had there been more than one—Two? Three?—when they’d attacked his mother? Kendras couldn’t remember the exact number, wasn’t sure he wanted to. Maybe they hadn’t all been Ravens. His memory had faded so much, he couldn’t have said with any certainty.


  Widow turned his gaze on him. “You’re asking some interesting questions these days. Any reason for that?”


  “You have some interesting answers.”


  Widow laughed. “Looks like you’ll live and learn. Or rather, learn and live.” He lowered his voice. “He has a week to live. You might want to start looking for a new master.”


  Kendras looked back at the bed, where the healer was just touching the hot steel to the wound. The stench of burned flesh and Adrastes’s roar made him shudder. He knew chances were slim—a bleeding cut from a poisoned blade was a death sentence. He just couldn’t believe that Adrastes would fall from such a cowardly attempt.


  “That’s divine justice? I don’t believe it.”


  Widow pursed his lips. “That’s what Vededrinye believe.”


  “You, too?”


  Widow grimaced. He seemed to shrink away a bit, and why was that? “I believe nothing.” His gaze flickered over to Adrastes. “If he dies, my lady is in danger, too.”


  Ah, that explained it. Maybe. Widow only cared about the Lady Protector, and if Adrastes were to fall, she would likely be the next target. “Let’s not speak as if he’s already dead.”


  “Only a matter of time.” Widow looked around, then left with a brisk step.
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  Kendras doubted that anybody slept that night. The corridors were busy—Nhala had all her guards searching the palace for a hint of a second assassin. Courtiers sent frequent messages to each other; servants rushed back and forth, and there were whispers.


  It was known, from what Kendras heard, that Adrastes had been wounded by an attacker. Nobody mentioned a Sacred Raven, so most people seemed to believe the attack came from the high priests or his friends and allies, revenge for what Adrastes had done to the ocean cult.


  Kendras couldn’t even dream of finding rest, so he, too, haunted the corridors. He’d put half his Scorpions outside Adrastes’s quarters and visited every hour or so.


  The royal medic sat at Adrastes’s bed, and a number of guards sat inside on trunks and chairs and even on the floor, silently holding vigil. When Kendras entered and stepped close, Adrastes was flat on his back, the gentle flicker of oil lamps tearing him out of the darkness, reflecting in the sweat on his skin. The left side of his chest was swollen and burned, the scorched wound not sewed shut, but covered in ointment and oozing. Kendras forced himself to not look too closely. He only hoped that this was the right way to treat that wound. He knew about broken limbs and that it was important to stop the bleeding, but he knew nothing about poisoning.


  Widow glanced at him. “Get your men to take the body away and destroy it. Nobody can know who he was.”


  Kendras nodded and got Riktan and Blood to carry the body, wrapped in a blanket. As with the temple guardsmen, they’d take off the head, put it in a bag and toss both into the ocean below. It wouldn’t do to have people wondering about divine justice and how Ravens normally killed.


  When he returned, Adrastes looked gray and weakened, but he seemed to be clear, for the most part. “Widow.”


  Widow stepped close, and they exchanged whispers. Widow nodded and then left, purposefully, as if he’d received urgent and immediate orders.


  Kendras watched Vistar visit, stiff and formal, and the Lady Protector, who seemed hurt and yet smiled, telling Adrastes off for catching a blade like that.


  Kendras was relieved when the dawn crept in and Adrastes seemed to fall into a lighter, easier kind of sleep. Kendras was exhausted and went to the barracks to catch a bit of rest. Undressing, he noticed that his glove was sliced open where he’d blocked the knife, but the scratch underneath hadn’t drawn blood. He was lucky—just a little deeper, and he’d likely be down too with wound fever, or they might simply have cut his hand off to save him. The poison moved quickly—not even that might have helped.


  Counting his blessings, he finished undressing and slid into bed to catch some rest.


  He woke when some of the other Scorpions came in and a new shift left, but relaxed again when Riktan told him that Adrastes was alive and speaking. This proved to still be true when he got dressed and visited Adrastes in the late afternoon. His friends and allies were all gathered, and people moved in and out. And Adrastes was still alive.


  A week, Widow had said. From what Kendras knew, the poison could kill quicker than that, though rarely slower. And it wasn’t a matter of strength, either—though Adrastes was strong, and above all, stubborn.


  Riktan took over at Adrastes’s side when Kendras tired or needed to stretch his legs and move. Weakened as Adrastes was, it wouldn’t take much to end his life now. Somebody—anybody—might use the opportunity to cut his throat or poison him, so Kendras and the others watched closely who came in and who left.


  Then Widow brought a letter and opened it in front of Adrastes’s eyes. Adrastes nodded after a long while, struggling to read, and asked something.


  Widow nodded and spoke to him in whispers.


  Adrastes closed his eyes and seemed to sleep.


  Kendras used the brief respite to have a bite in the kitchen, where the other guardsmen were eating. Conversation hushed when he entered. They knew how close he was to Adrastes, and few knew that it wasn’t nearly as close now as it had been.


  You may want to look for a new master.


  No. That would mean giving Adrastes up, and he couldn’t do that. He still knew that man, admired him, even, though they didn’t agree these days. But giving him up? No.


  He wandered the palace for hours before he returned to Adrastes’s quarters, surprised to find Lady Amrash waiting in the corridor. Her face lightened when she saw him, and Kendras couldn’t help but smile. This reaction was rare enough when people saw him these days.


  “One word, Officer,” she said and offered her arm to him in no uncertain terms. Kendras took it, and they walked off, though her guards followed close by.


  Considering that his presence hadn’t prevented Adrastes from getting injured, he didn’t mind. He didn’t want any more responsibility for the life of anybody high and mighty, not so briefly after his failure.


  “How have you been faring, my dear officer?”


  Her tone was so different from the last time they’d talked that he read it as very much said for the benefit of anybody listening to them. He assured her that he was doing well, all things considered, and led her along the corridor, as if guiding her back to her own quarters, but then he turned sharply when nobody could see them, and urged her toward Smoke’s old quarters. She obeyed and followed.


  Her guards stayed outside when Kendras opened the door for her and closed it behind them.


  “How bad is it? I’ve heard he’s been injured, but they won’t let me see him.”


  “It’s bad.” Kendras glanced at the statue of the goddess. It seemed oddly fitting to conduct this talk under her eyes. Murder and protection. Amrash had explained that everything had at least two faces, which went a long way to explaining why Amrash was “lady” today and “lord” tomorrow. Kendras didn’t have the words for prayer, didn’t actually believe, but wished he would. “Do you know what a Sacred Raven is?”


  “An unexpected though not artless twist.”


  “He was poisoned. The poison is taking hold. It means . . .” Speaking it made it real. He swallowed. “He’s going to die. Depending how strong he is, they say anywhere between three and seven days.” Kendras swallowed the misery welling up.


  “Poor man.” She touched his face, and Kendras wasn’t altogether sure whom she meant. “Where did the blade strike him?”


  “The chest. Here.” Kendras indicated his own chest.


  “How deep is the wound? Is he bleeding very strongly?”


  “No. It’s been burned out, but the poison is . . . it’s already inside him.”


  She seemed to consider it like a complex problem. “Now that explains why they won’t tell me. If he’s going to die, what happens next?”


  “His sister might take over until the crown prince is ready to rule. He was king before Adrastes took power, but he’s not strong or experienced enough. Maybe somebody will challenge the throne. It’s all unstable. Adrastes was the cornerstone that held everything. He is. He isn’t dead yet.”


  “And what about you?”


  I’ll be free.


  Kendras gritted his teeth and shook his head. “I don’t know yet. I have to rebuild the Scorpions. Your three deserters go a long way toward that.”


  She clucked disapprovingly. “Then they’re serving a purpose at least. Though be careful they don’t just walk away from you, too.”


  “We have ways to keep them, or let them go, if they choose.”


  “How can a unit function if soldiers just join or leave?”


  “Nobody forces you to stay with a family either. Not that I can remember much about mine. They are family now.”


  “How much do you remember?”


  “More than I did.” It was painful, remembering the face of his mother, the touch of his father. He averted his gaze, looked at the woven blanket on Smoke’s bed and knew his mother had made it. But it all had been so long ago—rather than a gaping void, the memory was now simply faded. It had been stark when Amrash had drugged him, but by now, it seemed to have settled back in the place in his soul where it belonged. “I’m at peace with it now.”


  “Good.” Amrash glanced at him from under heavy eyelids. “Your parents would have wanted you to have peace. They wanted the best for you.”


  “I know.” His throat was tight. “I hope they are at peace, too.”


  “Suffering is for the living alone.” Amrash smiled warmly. “Speaking of suffering. Can you get me to the king and tell his guards and entourage I’m not going to poison him? Further?”


  Kendras nodded. “I can try. Can you . . . do something?”


  “I’m not making promises. We believe that the blood turns sour. Sometimes, it can be turned back.” She shrugged. “I’d prefer to not have to deal with a new king—Adrastes and I were getting along too well to ruin all that work.”


  “They claim you’re his lover.”


  Amrash laughed. “People imagine all kinds of things. I’m not ruling a man by where he places his head at night. The power of the pillow is no power at all. I prefer a legion.”


  Kendras struggled to determine whether he was disappointed or relieved. Amrash was formidable enough to interest Adrastes. He’d never been a man who was easily tempted—Adrastes preferred a strong partner. Yet if she spoke the truth, his own guilt over Graukar didn’t diminish. If Adrastes had found somebody else, at least he could have told himself it wasn’t really betrayal to have moved on; though would Adrastes see it as betrayal? Was he just jumping at shadows?


  “Besides, he’s your lover, isn’t he?”


  “I’m loyal to him. I served him many years. He’s a good king.”


  Amrash regarded him for a long, silent moment, and Kendras knew she’d heard all the things he hadn’t said. He wished he were a better liar. He wished he could tell her everything and hear her counsel.


  “Come. Let’s not waste any more time,” she said.


  They returned to Adrastes’s quarters. On the way, she sent one of her guards away with the order to fetch her personal physician. Kendras meanwhile entered the bedchamber and stepped up to Adrastes’s bed.


  Adrastes turned his head when Kendras approached and looked at him with eyes that were yellow and shining with fever. A servant fanned him fresh air, but it didn’t seem to dry any of the sweat on his chest and face.


  “Lady Amrash . . . she wishes to have her medic take over.”


  “Impossible.” The royal surgeon bristled. “What can the Jaishani do that I can’t?”


  “I don’t know. But you’ve done all you could.”


  “What if they do more harm?”


  Kendras’s eyes narrowed. “Is that even possible? If he’s going to die . . .”


  An angry murmur rose from the attending servants, nobles, and guards. Kendras glanced around, aware nobody else had spoken the words aloud where Adrastes could hear them. He turned to Adrastes, whose yellowish eyes were on him. “My king. You are dying. The Jaishani offered to try to heal you.”


  “Never heard of such . . . a thing,” Adrastes whispered.


  “Me neither.” Kendras knelt down at Adrastes’s bed. “But let them try.”


  Adrastes released a deep breath—the closest thing to a chuckle. “I’m half theirs, after all.” Those few words visibly exhausted him.


  Kendras shouldered past the sputtering surgeon and opened the doors.


  Amrash came in, head bowed, ushering in her own physician, a slender woman with graying hair. The physician looked around and said something to Amrash that Kendras didn’t understand.


  Amrash looked at him. “She wishes quiet in here. All these people . . .”


  Kendras nodded, then straightened up. “Leave. All of you.”


  “But what if he needs me?” The surgeon stood his ground.


  “Then I’ll call you back in.”


  Adrastes whispered something. Kendras bent down more closely. “What?”


  “You. Stay.”


  Kendras nodded. “I’m here.”


  Under mutinous whispers, the servants and nobles and even the surgeon left, and Kendras indicated for two Scorpions to guard the door, then pushed it shut.


  The physician immediately went to work. She burned something pungent in the brazier and examined the wound on Adrastes’s chest.


  Kendras settled on one of the chairs, close enough to be called to Adrastes’s side immediately, but far enough that he didn’t have to watch everything she did. He didn’t want to hope too much, didn’t want to see if what she did was hurting Adrastes, or whether she opened the wound again and made blood flow. Instead he rested his head against the wall and half-closed his eyes.


  Amrash settled not far away, loose-limbed and comfortable—which told Kendras it would be a long night.
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  For a night and a day, Adrastes teetered between life and death. Late in the next night, the fever seemed to break. Adrastes’s eyes lost that unhealthy glow, and he fell into deep sleep. Amrash’s physician left to sleep on express orders from Amrash. Kendras instructed Runner, Blood, and Kiran to watch him and left for the Scorpions’ quarters to find a few hours of rest himself.


  When he arrived and headed straight for his bed, Selvan came rushing at him. He looked worried and took Kendras’s hand, pulling him to the area where they washed.


  Riktan stood there in just his boots and the trousers of his leathers, bent over a washing bowl, throwing handfuls of water on his chest and face. The water was running red. Blood caked his hair, and when Riktan turned, water and blood streamed from his features. He looked like a savage god of war. He briefly grinned, teeth flashing white in the blood-dripping visage. “Officer.”


  Selvan shrunk back to gather Riktan’s bloodied top, gloves, and belt.


  “Who did you kill?” Judging by the amount of blood on him, he must have cut off somebody’s head or at least cut his throat. They trained not to do that—if only because the blood spray could blind you to other dangers.


  Riktan bent down lower and scrubbed his wet hands over his short hair. Kendras observed a trickle of thinned red running down Riktan’s neck and shoulders. He reached for a towel and offered it to Riktan, who took it, staining it pink.


  “Always surprises me how much blood a man carries,” Riktan said lightly, half wonder, half joke.


  “Who was it?”


  “Dev and I ran into trouble in one of the taverns near Sword Tower.” Riktan wiped his face dry, then ran the towel over his hair. “Do you know what they call you, Officer? The black king’s black whore.”


  Kendras winced. “I’m a mercenary. I’ve been called worse. Whether I kill or fuck for money doesn’t make a difference, does it?” Either way, somebody is at peace when I’m done with them.


  Riktan chuckled. “I don’t know, Officer, does it?”


  “So you picked a fight?”


  “We were cornered. Fought our way out.”


  Kendras gritted his teeth. “How many dead?” The Scorpions were veterans of many a friendly or vicious tavern brawl, but if anybody drew a blade, the Scorpions were sure to put an end to it. Kendras liked to think it wasn’t the Scorpions who bared steel first. Riktan didn’t strike him as somebody who’d lose his nerve like that so quickly. He was too experienced for it by far.


  “Three with certainty. Two more won’t be fighting anytime soon.”


  Two against five—not uncommon odds for them. “Ordinary soldiers?”


  Riktan looked away. “One of them was an officer. I didn’t care.”


  “Then keep your head down and make sure you can’t be driven into a corner. Stay in the palace. His comrades will be looking for you.”


  Riktan glanced at him, and Kendras wasn’t sure what his features showed. Guilt? Relief? Surprise? “Yes, Officer. Thank you.”


  “It might even be good if we left the city for a while.” Maybe we can go to the Gorge or Eagle’s Test. Maybe we can just make our fortunes elsewhere—even with the Jaishani. But it all depended on whether Adrastes pulled through. It wasn’t a decision that should rest on one unfortunate killing or even three.


  He patted Riktan on the shoulder and turned away. The thought of sleep had fled, so he ordered Selvan to look after Riktan and Dev while he wandered the corridors of the palace, looking for a second Raven that he knew by now didn’t exist.


  He stood on balconies and gazed at the sky, watched guards change and lovers creep into each other’s quarters, servants clean and tidy, and felt the whole, breathing animal of the palace exist and move in its own rhythms. It was much larger than just the guards or courtiers—it felt like the actual heart of a city, the city the torso of the empire. Then Adrastes surely was its pulse, now slow and weak.


  Kendras turned away when he saw a shadow move toward him. His hand was on his sword before he recognized Nhala. She wasn’t wearing her armor, though she carried a sword and a long dagger.


  “Good evening, Kendras.”


  He indicated a friendly salute. “Sleepless, too?”


  She stepped onto the balcony beside him, glanced around, then lowered her voice. “How’s the king?”


  Her voice sounded hopeful, but cautious.


  “He’s a tough bastard. I think he’ll live.”


  Odd that her face darkened before she smiled weakly. “That’s good.”


  Kendras frowned. “Is it?” He turned toward her and saw worry lines near her mouth. She was exhausted, too, but maybe not for the same reasons.


  “Just all these rumors. Can’t you feel it? People are scared.”


  “If worse comes to worst, the Lady Protector is a capable leader. The crown prince—”


  “That’s not the worst.” She chewed on her lip. “Kendras, can I trust you?”


  “I . . . yes.”


  “The palace is scared that Adrastes will live.” She looked at him with imploring eyes. “They say he’s drawn up a death list with everybody who can be dangerous to him inside the palace. The nobles are worried, the courtiers are sitting in their rooms praying to their gods, even the guards are scared. That Raven should never have made it inside, so who let him in? You, Kendras? Me? They say I’m carrying the previous king’s child. How do I prove them wrong? How do I prove that I never gave myself to the king like that? That I’m not carrying a prince inside me, and I do not wish to be queen or be part of a conspiracy that puts my child in power and in danger?”


  Kendras took a step back. “A death list? I don’t believe it.”


  “I’m the commander of the palace guard. I could have let the Raven in. I have reason to want to see him dead. What if Adrastes has me killed, like—” She bit off the rest of the sentence.


  “Like?”


  “Oh, Kendras.” She shook her head. “General Andrun was murdered a few hours ago by mercenaries, not far away from Sword Tower. We both know he challenged Adrastes repeatedly in the war council. But as pigheaded as he was, did he have to die for disagreeing with the king? And what if you and I disagree with the king? Will we, too, end up dead?”


  Kendras’s face went cold.


  One was an officer. I didn’t care.


  “He wouldn’t do that.”


  “He had the whole of temple city slaughtered.” She stared at him. “Can you really be so blind? There’s a difference between the sure grip of a king and the strangling grasp of a tyrant.”


  The last word, though spoken breathlessly and quickly, echoed all around them, and she glanced over her shoulder. “I’m scared. We all are. I don’t know where you take the courage from to not do his bidding, but you and that ambassador are the only ones left.”


  Maybe I’m like a child playing with a colorful snake in the grass, unknowing it can bite. It’s easy to be brave if you’re stupid.


  But Adrastes had never turned against him. As the officer, Adrastes had been selfless; they’d been lovers, pledged each other loyalty.


  He shook his head, tried to grasp the meaning of all that.


  And why the need to protect Graukar from him?


  “There has to be an explanation.”


  I won’t be a red-faced tyrant.


  Kendras drew a deep breath. “I know people expect him to be like his father. But Adrastes hated his father.”


  Show me an olive tree that bears peaches, Officer. Graukar’s cautious, level voice.


  “At least, he never . . . never said he approved.” Did Adrastes hate his father? He tried to remember. Hadn’t Adrastes said Ashangul had done what needed doing?


  So was Adrastes now doing what he thought needed doing? Maybe the two attempts on his life had driven him into a corner—much like Riktan had claimed he’d been.


  Turn the stone, the scorpion strikes.


  Wasn’t that how Adrastes fought? Pretend he wasn’t ready, then crush the attacker? He pretended to have a weakness and then struck hard and mercilessly. Kendras had always admired that, but now that Adrastes was weakened, even at death’s door, didn’t it make sense that he’d strike with everything he had?


  “Nhala.” Kendras swallowed dryly. “I don’t believe you have anything to fear from him. He’s not afraid of children. By the time any bastard of the king could challenge the throne, it’s likely that Vistar will be in power. And by that time, your child will be born half Jaishani. Nobody will think anything of it.”


  “I have to live to give birth.”


  Kendras nodded, not sure what to say. Maybe it was in her favor that Widow seemed to like her. Maybe it wasn’t. But if anything, Adrastes had never said a bad word about Nhala, and seemed to believe that she was loyal. If the Raven had made it in through treason, he didn’t think it was her who had allowed it.


  “I’ll ask around.” He wasn’t sure if he felt any of the confidence that he tried to pretend he had. This was a tangled mess where he could only see a number of knots and strings hanging out, but not the whole thing, or even how it all hung together—or how to straighten it out. He wasn’t a courtier. Treason wasn’t a language he spoke.


  He left her standing, now worried more than he wanted to admit. He went to Widow’s quarters, knocked. The door eventually opened, Widow looking at him with the alert gaze of a man who hadn’t slept.


  “What?”


  “I have questions.”


  Widow lifted an eyebrow, but let him in.


  “Oh, look. Kendras.” The Lady Protector sat at a board game, studying the field. She only wore a long tunic that covered her thighs, but her blonde hair was unbraided and fell open over her shoulders. Widow’s hair was open, too, giving his features a soft, feminine cast that Kendras found more disturbing than the vision of Riktan washing a loyal man’s blood off his face.


  Widow closed the door. “I have to keep an eye on the field. My lady is wont to move the pieces when I’m not looking.”


  The Lady Protector laughed. “I didn’t think you’d noticed.”


  “It’s what I’d do,” Widow said in the polite, flattering tone of a courtier.


  Kendras quickly shook his head. He didn’t want to spend even a moment thinking of Widow as a courtier or lover. “There’s talk of a death list in the palace. They say Adrastes had a list drawn up, a list of people he wants to have killed.”


  Widow sat down in his place again, studying the board. The play tokens had three different colors, and there were many of them, arranged in complicated patterns. It seemed to be one of those noble things—they made no sense unless you were born a noble.


  “A death list? And who’s working their way down there?” Widow grinned. “Just asking so I can keep an eye on the competition.”


  Kendras exhaled. Of course, he couldn’t really trust Widow, but then again, Widow had the habit of speaking the unpleasant truth simply because it was unpleasant. “I believe one name on that list might have been Andrun’s.”


  Both now looked at him, Widow with a slowly spreading smile. “You mean the general who drew up elaborate plans for after Adrastes’s death?”


  “Did he?”


  “Yes, he did. They were found in his office in Sword Tower.”


  “Where are they?”


  “They went missing.” Widow selected a blue piece and exchanged it for a red one, which he rolled between his fingertips. “Adrastes felt it was a conspiracy. Andrun had to die as a warning to the others.”


  “But we all thought Adrastes might die. You did! Expecting him to die doesn’t mean we tried to make it happen.”


  “We believe the plans were drawn before the attack on the king.”


  “Then it might just be sound planning. Officers spend a lot of time examining possibilities and making plans. That’s not treason.”


  Widow scraped a fingernail over the red piece in his hand. “Strange. This one looked red, but I think it’s white underneath.” He glanced at Kendras, and that knowing expression in his eyes chilled Kendras to the bone. “That’s all, Kendras. I think you’re done here. Don’t you see we’re playing?”


  Kendras straightened. “Killing a man for disagreeing?”


  “For treason, Kendras. And the death he had was a damn sight more merciful than the one traitors normally get. At least he fell under a blade, surrounded by friends.”


  The Lady Protector reached out and put her hand on Widow’s. “He’s just worried. Kendras, go to bed. It’s been a long day, and we’re all threadbare with worry. Andrun was dealt with. That’s all there is to it.”


  Kendras nodded and bowed. “Yes, Your Highness. Please forgive the intrusion. I’m . . . exhausted.”


  “Good man.” She dismissed him with a gesture.
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  Kendras nearly ran back to the Scorpions’ barracks, his heart beating so harshly in his chest it hurt. He spotted Dev just getting ready to leave. He passed Dev, touched him on the shoulder. “Take your sword and back me up.”


  Dev frowned but followed him. Hasuh stood from his bed and followed, too, and while Kendras didn’t think he needed three for this, it did give him some more confidence that things would remain under control. His pulse was beating up into his head, deafening and nearly blinding him to everything else.


  They arrived at Riktan’s bed, and Kendras reached out to touch him on the shoulder. Riktan startled awake.


  “Get up.”


  Riktan blinked at him, but obeyed. He usually slept naked, and reached for his trousers. Kendras let him put them on.


  “What’s wrong, Officer?”


  “Did you kill General Andrun?”


  Riktan’s eyes widened, then he looked at Hasuh and Dev; Hasuh’s face remained blank, but Dev muttered a silent curse. That told Kendras everything he needed to know. Part of him had known, but seeing it written all across Riktan’s face unsettled him.


  “Uh.”


  “Don’t lie to me. Did you kill the general?”


  “I did.” Riktan closed the laces of his trousers. “He was insulting—”


  “Do you think I’m stupid?” Kendras spoke quietly so he wouldn’t roar. He wanted to grab Riktan and shake him. Wanted to shout and curse and kick him. His throat seemed too tight for all the anger, the betrayal he felt. It squeezed everything else when he managed to speak those words. “I don’t believe for a moment you’d murder a man over an insult. Not you. You’re too experienced . . . you’re much too good to lose control like that.”


  Riktan exchanged glances with Dev. “What of it? So I killed a general who’s been nothing but a pain in the ass?”


  “Who ordered you to?”


  Riktan blinked again, surprised. “Nobody.”


  Kendras’s hand shot out before he could stop himself, and he grabbed Riktan by the throat. Riktan immediately grabbed his hand and tried to break his grip, but Kendras blocked the attempt and snarled at him. “Fight me and I’ll kill you.” It was out before he could stop himself, his whole body tense and vibrating with anger. He struggled to breathe evenly. “Are you lying to me? And why? Am I not the officer? Whose orders have you taken? Adrastes’s?”


  Riktan’s hands were tight fists, raised, but not high enough to protect himself. “The king needed help.”


  “The king has Widow to do his dirty work. Any number of mercenaries would do his bidding for a handful of silver. Why you? Why Adrastes?”


  “Please.” Riktan gently touched Kendras’s hand, and with a sound part rage and part anguish, Kendras let him go. He’d never attacked a fellow Scorpion. The officer was above these things. But then, how did an officer respond to treason? The officer negotiated the contracts after consulting the memory. It was impossible that one of the Scorpions would make such a decision on his own without the officer’s knowledge.


  “Answer my question!”


  “The king asked me to.” Riktan rubbed his throat and glanced warily at Hasuh. “You are known everywhere, so you couldn’t have done it. But my face . . . especially in armor that’s not Scorpion armor . . .” He shrugged.


  “Not only couldn’t I have done it, I wouldn’t have. Andrun was a bastard, but murder? He’s a general. We can’t just go around murdering people. This is not war.”


  If you’ll rule us all, who’ll rule you?


  The law. I won’t be a red-faced tyrant ruling on a whim.


  Lies. Adrastes had chided him for going against the king’s justice. Had told him he’d have to follow the law. Said he, himself, would follow the law. Kendras’s heart sank. Lies. Adrastes had lied to him, had broken his promise. Had, over Kendras’s head, given orders to the Scorpions that he knew only the officer could give. Had turned them all into instruments of murder.


  “He said—”


  “You knew I didn’t know about this. You wouldn’t have tried to hide it from me otherwise. The Scorpions only have one officer—I give the orders. Adrastes used to be the officer, but he is no longer. He has no power over you. He cannot turn you into a murderer’s dagger behind my back, without my knowledge.” Kendras managed to catch some breath. “It’s no longer his right.”


  Riktan nodded, eyes cast down. “I’m sorry, Officer.”


  Kendras shook his head, struggling to get himself back under control. “Maybe Adrastes ordered you to test your loyalty. Maybe once I’m gone, he wants you to take over. But the truth is, it’s not his decision.”


  “If I may say something, Officer.” Riktan swallowed. “Maybe he doesn’t believe you have the stomach for it.”


  Kendras gritted his teeth. Maybe I don’t. Maybe I don’t believe in paying that price for power: Fear. Mistrust. Hatred. Destroying the bonds of brotherhood. Maybe I cannot understand how people are willing to give up so much.


  So what if that death list did exist? What if his own name was on it? It would solve some obvious problems: eliminate a voice of dissent and appoint Riktan to take over. Riktan had already thrown his lot in with Adrastes. Once officer, would Riktan agree to becoming the leader of a legion? Maybe. Possibly. Adrastes had proven how far he was willing to go to secure his power and enforce his will.


  Kendras inhaled deeply. His thoughts settled, and he hated the complete clarity that washed away the rage and the confusion and the pain.


  “Riktan, if you choose Adrastes over me, I’ll release you to life. You can be his hired dagger, if that is your choice.”


  Riktan paled and looked at Dev, but Dev’s face was unreadable. “You’d kick me out?”


  “There is only one officer, and that is me. If I cannot rely on you, I cannot trust you. If I cannot trust you, you cannot stay. I’m being generous—traitors tend to meet a bloody end in this place.”


  Riktan looked like he was about to protest, and he glanced at Dev as if he were expecting help, but Dev inched closer to Kendras.


  “I didn’t know, Officer.” Dev spoke in a low tone. “I just backed him up when the fight broke out.”


  Kendras felt the need to decide for him, to exercise his power as the officer and kick Riktan out. But they’d fought side by side for so long, mastered so many dangers and covered each other’s backs. They were more than brothers. Kendras couldn’t bring himself to do it. Even now, he hoped nothing more than that Riktan would understand his own error and make the right decision. He wanted to believe that Riktan had obeyed Adrastes out of habit, not ambition to be officer. He wanted to believe that for the sake of the old Scorpion bond, he’d betrayed the newer one.


  “Gods below,” Riktan muttered and bent his neck. “I’m sorry, Officer. I didn’t mean to . . . I didn’t think that it would go like that. I want to stay. I won’t . . . won’t do it again.” He glanced up, and Kendras pulled him into a tight embrace.


  “Don’t do this again. I’d hate to lose you.”


  “Yes, Officer. I’m sorry. I didn’t think . . . it seemed like the right thing to do.”


  And how far had Adrastes twisted them all that murdering a man simply for being prepared and for voicing his opinion seemed like the “right thing”? If the resurrection of Shara started like that, where would it end?


  Holding Riktan, Kendras thought of Graukar and his tendency to prepare and disagree, and he thought of Adrastes on his sickbed—and for the first time he wasn’t sure whether he wanted Adrastes to win out against the poison.


  Maybe it would be better if Adrastes died. It would set Kendras and the Scorpions free to find their own destiny. Kendras felt more and more certain that was what they had to do—live by their own rules, and not those of a king.


  Not even King Adrastes.
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