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“Hey, toss me one of those books over there, will you?”
Kaori looked up from the tie he was fumbling with and glanced toward the cluttered desktop beside him. “Which one?”

“Any of them will do. I just want to look studious, right?”

Rolling his eyes, Kaori snatched up the thickest, heaviest book he could find and tossed it in his roommate’s direction. “Will this one do?”

Ben grunted when the projectile impacted with his torso, dancing sideways just a bit as he struggled to get the rapidly fluttering pages under control. His gangly arms wrapped tightly around the book, hugging it to his chest. “Nice,” he said once he’d glanced at its cover, clearly impressed.

Kaori snorted and turned back toward the mirror, returning his attention to the recalcitrant tie. The thing was made of dark blue patterned silk and matched his dark suit perfectly, accenting the black hair and eyes he saw staring back at him from the mirror. The fancy clothes couldn’t hide the anxiety in his expression, however, or the fact that he didn’t feel comfortable wearing them. Formal wear in his own country was markedly different.

That was one of the reasons he’d chosen to study abroad, however. To get exposure to other cultures, other traditions…other ways of viewing the world. As the only son and heir of Akashi Sansa, High Lord of the benevolent and (so he was told) enlightened country of Kazure, he was destined to one day take the throne as his people’s ruler and bond-liege. Before that day came, he wanted to experience as much of the world as he possibly could.

Having Ben for a roommate was providing as much exposure to other ways of being as he could have wished for. Benjamin Quentin was his polar opposite in many ways—blond where Kaori was dark, gregarious where Kaori was reserved, whimsical where Kaori was studious—but oddly enough, they meshed. When Kaori had first come to the university at Napoli City more than three years ago, he had been instantly charmed by this slightly odd, occasionally obnoxious, but overbearingly friendly young man. The two of them had formed an immediate and near-visceral bond, establishing a richly layered friendship that had only deepened over the intervening months. It helped that Ben had absolutely zero awe of him for being the heir to Kazure.

Giving up the tie as a lost cause, Kaori turned and snatched up his jacket from the back of the desk chair nearby. “We’re going to be late,” he complained.

“Fashionably late,” Ben amended, sliding a pair of wire-frame glasses on over his nose. He didn’t wear glasses very often—annoyed, he said, with the perpetual job of cleaning them—but he believed they made him look more studious, and so he suffered with them on occasions when he was trying to make a good impression. It worked after a fashion, Kaori had to admit. He did tend to look more serious when he wore them.

“How do I look?” Kaori asked as he shrugged into the arms of the pleated jacket.

“Absolutely fabulous, like always.” Ben sounded vaguely disgruntled about that. “You could wear sackcloth today and the dean would still be drooling over you.”

That made Kaori laugh out loud. “Right.” Smoothing the lines of the jacket into place, he swept over his friend with a critical eye. Ben was taller than he was, and narrower, with a kind of fey-like grace that always seemed out of place with the flamboyancy of his movements. Ben never sat on chairs; he fell onto them. He didn’t walk across rooms so much as he tripped and slouched across them, as if at any moment he might bump into a wall or careen off into a crowd. He had never done either one, in Kaori’s experience. There was an indefinable air of intention in everything that he did, as if he were fully aware of everything his body did no matter how he moved.

Today his long-limbed form was dressed in an expensive wool suit of soft heather grey, double-breasted with a lavender handkerchief folded into the front pocket. His unruly blond hair was tamed for the occasion, having been ruthlessly intimidated into submission with a hairbrush some half hour previously and tucked back behind his ears. His eyes—clear and blue—looked too wide for the thinness of his face, but with the glasses achieved an almost scholarly demeanor.

“What about me?” Ben pressed, holding the heavy-bound book close against his chest. Despite his air of studied nonchalance, Kaori thought he sounded nervous.

“You look great,” he said, meaning it. If he were the dean, he’d snatch Ben up for this internship in a heartbeat. Despite the other man’s irreverent attitude, he was much smarter than Kaori was and got far better grades, without hardly having to work for them. “Now let’s go, okay?”

Ben fussed for a moment longer, touching his hair and adjusting the glasses on his nose, before following Kaori to the door. “We’re going to go get drunk after this,” he said darkly, pressing up against Kaori’s back as they stepped out of the room. “Promise me.”

Kaori laughed under his breath. “Sure. Why not?”

Outside in the hall, they came face to face with a tall, quiet man dressed entirely in black, who was leaning against the wall at the other side of the hallway with his arms folded patiently across his chest. At the sight of him, some of the anxiety in Kaori’s chest unfurled. Hunter was one of the bodyguards his father had insisted accompany him from Kazure when he first left home to study abroad, and had been one of Kaori’s closest friends for as long as he could remember.

He wasn’t quite sure how old Hunter was, and had never been able to bring himself to ask. He looked young, but there was a lean, hard look to him that suggested he might be older than he appeared. Unlike Kaori, he made no effort to conform to Gyrian modes of dress and instead wore the long-sleeved, layered tunic and loose pants that were favored among the people of Kazure. His belt and weapons harness were made of supple black leather, sporting several swords and other various armaments, including a long-bladed knife cinched tight around his right thigh. Kaori had often teased that the man seemed armed for doomsday, to which Hunter had once replied, “If the end of times does come while I’m on duty, the devil’s going to have one hell of a bad day.”

Kaori was reasonably sure he hadn’t been joking.

“Master Kaori,” Hunter greeted, peeling himself forward from the wall with a kind of unhurried ease that made even Ben’s considerable grace seem harsh and boorish by comparison. His hands moved to Kaori’s throat, smoothing out his rumpled tie and retying it with an absent twist of his fingers. A small smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “I was beginning to wonder if you two were ever going to come out of there.”

“You can’t hurry perfection,” Ben said airily, waving the heavy book he held for emphasis. “This is a big night for us, you know.”

“Yes.” He sounded pleased about it. “The summer apprenticeship in Braxon. Half the fourth year class is turning out to apply for it.” His eyes settled on Kaori, dark and soft. “You’re both going to do fine.”

Kaori felt warmed by the professed confidence in him, even if he was halfway sure the assurance sprang from the fact that Hunter worked for his father rather than any true faith in his abilities. “We’re not going to get the chance to make an impression or fall on our faces if we don’t get moving,” he said, shrugging off the other man’s hands irritably. He always felt strange when Hunter touched him; a little bit warm, a little bit breathless. The effect had been getting more pronounced in recent years, and he wasn’t exactly sure why.

Hunter dropped his hands to his sides with a smile and fell into step behind Kaori’s shoulder as they moved toward the stairs. “I believe the other students are gathered in the main hall. The dean has not yet made an appearance.” At the end of the corridor, two other guards emerged from their posts at the head of the stairwell and fell into step silently around them.

“How the hell do you know that?” Ben said, glancing at him curiously. He ignored the presence of the other guards with the ease of long practice, if he even noticed them at all. “You’ve been waiting outside this door all afternoon for Princess here to finish grooming himself, haven’t you?”

Kaori punched him on the arm, not lightly. Ben winced and rubbed at the offended limb with a wounded expression.

“My mother used to say that Hunter sold his soul in exchange for the dark arts he uses,” Kaori said with a grin. More likely, one of Hunter’s soldiers had been burning flagstones running back and forth between buildings to give him updates as the afternoon progressed.

Ben blinked. “Did he?” he asked seriously.

Kaori huffed under his breath, sharing an amused glance with Hunter. “Heaven only knows the answer to that question.”

Outside in the courtyard, the white stone of the dormitory walls caught the fading sunlight with a brassy sheen, taking on a subtle radiance as if the stone were somehow glowing from within. Magelights were beginning to flicker to life at the tops of tall pillars, casting a milky white illumination over the flagstones beneath them. The large fountain in the middle of the quad splashed merrily, cascading down its many tiers to fill the spreading bowl-shaped reservoir at its base, carved cunningly to resemble the spreading petals of a rose. There were several other students out and about around them enjoying the slowly fading afternoon, walking either slowly or purposefully, alone or in groups, or sitting on the various benches reading books or engaged in lively conversations.

None of them glanced at Kaori or gave any indication they found Hunter’s presence trailing him at all unusual. One of the benefits of attending the university at Napoli City was that royalty from several surrounding countries tended to send their youth there; he wasn’t the only one with an entourage of bodyguards following him around. Even Ben was the third son of a cousin of the current ruler of Gyre, too far removed from the throne to require a bodyguard of his own—at least in his own country—but definitely far from common-born.

As far as Kaori knew, he was the only current student directly in line to take over the rule of an entire country, which had caused a bit of a stir when he’d first arrived at the university. But the sheer mind-numbing ordinariness of him—of which he was actually rather proud—had at last worn off the patina of being the only son of Akashi Sansa. Now he felt like just another student, struggling to keep his grades high enough to finish out the next year.

Normalcy appealed to him on a number of levels, in ways he couldn’t precisely define. The fact that he would one day take over the rule of Kazure—would one day be the person his entire people looked to for guidance and leadership—didn’t feel entirely real to him. Politics bored him, and the inane procession of ceremonial gatherings and audiences he’d seen his father preside over in his youth had always frustrated him to tears. He doubted his ability to arbitrate a single peasant’s grievance, much less lead his people to victory in an actual war. He suspected, on his darker days, that he was going to make a terrible ruler.

By contrast, Kaori’s father was a great warrior, proven in multiple battles, strong as thrice-forged steel in both body and mind. He had a reputation for ruthlessness, for exerting his will with an iron determination and a pitiless self-assurance that had kept Kazure’s borders secure from invasion for an entire generation. No one crossed him, either at home or abroad. No one dared to.

At times, Kaori wondered if his father might be disappointed in him.

He kept such thoughts firmly to himself, but he suspected Hunter knew about his fears regardless. There wasn’t much that Hunter wasn’t aware of; maybe he had made a deal with some darker power for senses beyond the mortal ken. He must have been quite young when he joined the elite Assassins Guild that Akashi Sansa pulled his pool of bodyguards from; he couldn’t be more than ten years Kaori’s senior—if that—and he’d been Kaori’s personal bodyguard for as long as Kaori could remember. The other soldiers assigned to guard him had come and gone over the years, but not Hunter. Of all of them, Hunter alone remained.

“Come on,” Ben urged, plucking at his sleeve.  Pushing his thoughts aside, Kaori picked up the pace to follow him. Around them, the spreading limbs of the maple trees that lined the main concourse shivered in the breeze, crisscrossing the flagstones beneath them with shifting patterns of strange shadows.

They were just starting to climb the stairs at the base of the sprawling administrative building at the center of the campus when a young woman standing by the doorway stirred and moved purposefully down the stairs to join them. Kaori watched her approach, feeling uneasy without knowing why. There was nothing particularly noteworthy about her other than the hooded robe that covered her head and half of her face. He guessed she was a student who was originally from the country of Astar—Astarian women never went out in public without their heads covered in some fashion—but other than that he could tell nothing about her.

“Kaori Sansa?” she said once she reached them. Under the shadow of her cowl, her eyes were wide and dark, with exceptionally long lashes. Her voice had a soft, sibilant accent that confirmed she was Astarian.

“Yes,” Kaori said. At his side, Hunter moved a half-step forward to stand nearer to his shoulder.

“Good.” She smiled at him, dimpling slightly on one side. “I was told I’d find you here.” Reaching underneath the folds of her robe, she pulled out a rather battered-looking envelope. “I was asked to give this to you. The carrier who brought it here said it had to be delivered with the utmost urgency.”

Kaori accepted the letter from her with a murmured word of thanks and stood turning it over in his hands as she walked away. He frowned when he glanced down and saw the name scrawled across the flap on its backside. The wax seal bore the familiar sigil of a young horned owl.

“It’s from Ishaya,” he said, giving Hunter a long look from under his brows. Hunter’s mouth thinned.

“Who’s that?” Ben asked, looking down at the letter curiously. “Aren’t you going to open it?”

“Ishaya is…is one of my father’s advisors.”  One of his highest advisors, in fact, and Kaori’s tutor in his younger years. He acted as steward of the kingdom when Akashi was away on business, or indulging in war with the surrounding nations. In many ways, he might be considered one of the highest authorities in all of Kazure, second only to the High Lord himself. If he was sending Kaori a letter, the news had to be very big.

Kaori’s fingers felt numb as he tore open the envelope and pulled out the folded parchment inside. Ishaya’s familiar, slanted handwriting stared back at him, stark black against the eggshell-white nap of the paper.

A chill wriggled across the back of his neck as he read the words of the letter, burrowing down into his skin.

“Kaori?” Hunter prompted, his voice soft.

Kaori looked at them both with a lost expression. “Ishaya wants me to return home immediately. He says my father is dying.”
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Dearest Master Kaori,
I trust this letter finds you well. I apologize for not having taken the time to write to you prior to this. I have followed the news of your success at university with great pride and considerable enjoyment. Of course I never had the slightest doubt that you would succeed at anything you set your mind to accomplish.

Unfortunately, my decision to contact you now is not merely a social gesture. I have grim news to share with you, my young master. Your father has fallen severely ill. In fact, the situation is quite dire. While we all hold the gravest of hopes for his recovery in our hearts, the palace healer has prepared us for the possibility that he might not survive.

I understand that this must be a significant inconvenience for you, but it would be best if you were to return to Tenkai at once to see him. I fully expect that he will be well again by the time you get here (and scolding us all for our overreaction), but it is always best to be prepared in all things.

I look forward to laying eyes on you again, young master. It has been far too long since our country was last blessed with your presence.

As always your dedicated and most devoted servant,

Ishaya

 

Kaori stood staring down at the letter in his hands, shivering at the soft breath of the cool breeze that slid across the nape of his neck. The courtyard around him seemed to recede to a pale shadow at the edges of his vision, the sound of his heartbeat expanding to fill the entirety of his world.

Hunter’s hand on his shoulder brought him back to himself. “Kaori,” he said gently. “What are you going to do?”

Kaori drew in a deep breath, feeling dizzy. “I’m going home, of course.” He gave Ben an apologetic look. “I have to leave immediately. If there’s any chance that….” He trailed off, unable to say it aloud.

Ben squeezed his arm, giving him a bolstering smile. “Hey, no problem. You go, do what you need to do. Then kick your dad in the backside for scaring you like this, right?”

A bubble of laughter rose in Kaori’s throat, cutting through the numbness that enveloped him. “Yeah. Sure.” He reached for his friend’s hand and squeezed it tightly. “I’m going to miss the interview. Are you going to be all right on your own?”

“I’ll be fine. I’ll probably have a better shot at the job now that I don’t have to stand in your silky smooth shadow.”

Kaori scoffed. “You’re going to do great. The job’s practically yours already, and you know it.”

“I don’t have your charisma.”

“I don’t have your brains. Which do you think Deucalion is looking for in his students?” The summer internship was for the position of apprentice to Magister Deucalion, one of Gyre’s premier nature mages. Kaori had been participating in the interview process for the position mainly to provide moral support for Ben; as the heir to Kazure, with his future vocation already set in stone, he had no need to pave the way to employment after graduation. Ben, however, had his heart set on finding a job outside of the politics his family was so entwined in, and he had an undeniable aptitude for life magic as well as a heart-felt interest in the study of the natural world.

Kaori knew he was going to make a kick-ass nature mage one day.

Ben reached out to pull him close in a hug, pressing their cheeks together. “You’d better write to me,” he said sternly. His breath was warm against Kaori’s face.

Kaori smiled, squeezing him back just as tightly. “I will. I promise. You write to me, too. Tell me all about the new internship and how you blew all the other candidates out of the water getting it.” He put a hand on Ben’s shoulder and shoved him backward gently. “Now go. There’s a fine line between being fashionably late and offending the greatest nature mage your country has ever seen, and you’re about to charge across it.”

Ben stood motionless for a moment, staring at him with a lost expression. “I’m sorry about your father,” he said at last. His voice was rough. “I’m sure he’ll pull through.”

“Thanks.” Kaori’s throat felt tight. He kept his expression clear while Ben turned and made his way up the stairs, lifting a hand in farewell when the other man paused to look back over his shoulder. Ben waved at him slowly, once, before disappearing inside.

Kaori turned away from the building and lowered his head, crumpling Ishaya’s letter in his hand. “Damn it,” he said, not caring if it was a vulgarity unbecoming of the High Lord’s heir. After a moment, he glanced up at Hunter. “How soon can you pack?”

Hunter’s expression was sympathetic, almost too kind for Kaori to look at in his current mood. “I’ve got everything I need. Let’s get you back to your room and throw a travel bag together. I’ll leave a man behind to pack up the rest of your things and send them along behind us.”

Kaori nodded. “All right.” He felt empty inside, broken. His father, the unstoppable scourge of the eight lands, the High Lord of Kazure, was dying. Dying. Surely the world couldn’t go on as it had before, if such a thing were possible.

Woodenly, he moved back in the direction of the dorms.

 

 

The steady rattle of the train’s wheels echoed through the passenger car’s walls, vibrating the window next to Kaori’s cheek. Outside the glass, grass-covered hills spread away as far as the eye could see, butting up against the horizon in a smudge of bristly black shadows where the sun was setting. The sky above them was blanketed in clouds, pale and gauzy thin, its color deepening from pale blue to orange to a vibrant mauve as it grew closer to the distant tree line.

Trains were a relatively new invention in Gyre, powered by earth magic and conducted by no less than three separate Magisters. Kaori had studied their operation in one of his classes at the university. This particular route had been laid less than two years ago, connecting Napoli City with the Kazurian capital of Tenkai.

In the bench seat across from him, Hunter sat in silence, his eyes flickering placidly over the view outside. Watching him, Kaori wondered if he felt pleased at all about the prospect of returning home, regardless of the circumstances that had drawn them here. Funny how the possibility had never occurred to him before.

“Was it difficult for you?” Kaori asked. “I mean, serving these past few years in a foreign country the way you have. Did you miss your home at all?” For himself, he’d enjoyed the time away from Kazure and the responsibilities it brought with it, but he recognized that not everyone would necessarily feel the same way.

Hunter considered the question for a moment, then shrugged. “My place is by your side. So long as I’m in a position to protect you, that’s all the home I need.”

Kaori wasn’t certain what to make of that statement. It occurred to him that for as long as he’d known Hunter, he really knew very little about him. Where was he from? What was his family like? What had prompted him to join the military in Kazure, and how had he gotten so damned good with a sword? His combat skills had been legendary even when Kaori was a child. As far as he knew, the man had never once been defeated in battle.

Hunter was fond of his privacy, however, and Kaori wasn’t going to intrude on that. No matter how curious it made him.

“Things are never going to be the same, are they?” he said, turning to look out the window again.

It was a while before Hunter answered. “Things will go on as they always have, I think,” he said at last. “Which is swiftly, and inexorably, and taking each day as it comes.”

One day at a time. Kaori liked the sound of that. “I think you’re stronger than I am, in a lot of ways.”

“I believe you’re stronger than you think you are. The only one who underestimates your abilities is you, Kaori.”

Kaori considered again that Hunter must be aware of the deepest fear that lurked in his heart, the fear that he would turn out to be an incompetent ruler for his people, and ultimately fail them.

“I’m scared,” he admitted in a soft voice, pulling his knees up to his chest and curling his arms on top of them. He didn’t move his gaze from the window, despite how the glare of the setting sun made his eyes sting.

“We’re all scared at some point in our lives,” Hunter said. His voice was compassionate, but there was an uncanny note of sorrow in it as well when he said the words. It made Kaori wonder which of them he was thinking of at that moment.

“How do you deal with fear?” Kaori asked curiously, momentarily distracted from his examination of the landscape outside the window.

Hunter smiled slightly. An expression chased across his eyes, there and then gone, that Kaori had never seen there before. It made him shiver without knowing why.

“Usually, I kill something.”

The calmly spoken words made Kaori feel the gulf between them more poignantly than he ever had before, the stirring boundary between the known and the not known. He wondered if people usually felt afraid of Hunter when they first met him. He wondered if they had reason to.

“I think I’ll probably find my own way to deal with fear,” he said.

Hunter laughed suddenly, and the moment was broken. He was just Hunter again, childhood friend and protector, sitting across from Kaori on the train.

“Yes,” Hunter agreed, amusement glittering deep in his eyes. “That would probably be for the best.”

 

 

The train pulled into the station at the base of the Kami-Nakaze Mountains before the sun finished setting behind the tops of the distant trees. Kaori stood up with a feeling of dread coiling tight in his stomach and reached for his bag, but Hunter insisted on carrying it for him.

The glare from the platform lamps seemed very bright as Kaori stepped down from the train. There was a fair-sized crowd bustling around the place, waiting for other passengers to disembark or else engaged in inscrutable business of their own. Somewhere in the sea of bodies, he caught a glimpse of silver hair and an oddly ageless face, along with the familiar gilded robes of office of the Higher Kazurian Court.

Ishaya Kamahize had once been the head trainer of the Royal Guard, as infamous a fighter in his own right as Hunter currently was among the younger military crowd. He was retired from that post now, and served in more of an administrative capacity within the palace, offering counsel to the High Lord in addition to tutoring his only son. Seeing him brought back memories of long afternoons spent cooped up in dusty libraries, being forced to read excruciatingly dry histories and political tomes while his mentor presided over his education. Such hours had been painful to live through at the time, but the memory of them brought a smile to Kaori’s face now. Despite what he’d been telling himself these past years, he really had missed his home.

“Ishaya!” He ran forward to close the distance between them, feeling a flood of warmth when the other man reached out to hug him close in greeting. Ishaya’s arms felt lean around him, but strong. He had not atrophied one bit with age. “It is so very good to see you.”

“Master Kaori,” Ishaya said, pressing his cheek against Kaori’s hair. There was something wrong with the way he said it, however, that made Kaori pause.

Kaori pulled back to look at his face, his smile fading when he took in the solemnity he saw there. He took a step back to put distance between them, the coldness in the pit of his stomach returning.

“Tell me,” he said simply.

Ishaya’s face worked for a moment, as if he were trying to speak but could not get out the words. Sensing the mood, Hunter stepped up to stand silently behind Kaori’s right shoulder.

“Your father,” Ishaya said at last, “is dead.” His eyes were bleak. “I’m so sorry, Master Kaori. It was a violent illness, catastrophic, and the healers could do nothing to combat it, or even to stall its advance.”

Kaori’s breath caught in his throat. For a moment, the bustle of the station around them ceased to exist, and he was aware of nothing but the rapid thumping of his heart. “Then that means….”

“Yes.” Ishaya bowed his head solemnly. “You are now the High Lord of Kazure. Welcome home, Your Majesty. I wish your return could have been under happier circumstances.”

 

 

Servants went to fetch the remainder of Kaori’s luggage while Hunter and Ishaya escorted him to the waiting carriage. The carriage was magnificent, tall and deeply seated, with exquisite scrollwork engraved along its contours and the bust of a meticulously carved griffon straining forward out of the prow. At its head was a team of four identical white horses, each one tall and elegantly proportioned, their long tails and manes fashioned decorously with elaborate braids. Kaori barely glanced at them as he climbed inside, settling down in front of one of the windows.

With a soft lurch, the carriage began to move forward. Ishaya wordlessly poured a glass of wine from a decanter inside the cab and handed it to Kaori, who accepted it and sipped from the drink numbly as he watched the landscape slide by outside the windows. Hunter watched them both in silence, a thin line creasing the skin between his brows. None of them spoke.

Kaori watched the familiar scenery pass by around them.  It had been nearly four years since he was last in this country, but the surrounding lands felt as familiar to him as if he’d visited them only yesterday.  The wheels of the carriage creaked as they passed over the cobblestone bridge spanning the Injiyu, the main tributary of the forked Yamayake that divided Kazure from the neighboring country of Nefar to the west.  The land here was broken into rough steppes, covered in tall, pale grass where it hadn’t been claimed as farmland.  Several miles north of them, the sparse trees would thicken into the dense woodland that blanketed the base of the mountains.  It was high up in those tangled peaks, surrounded by natural and manmade defenses, where the palace known—rather pompously, in Kaori’s opinion—as Heaven’s Gate was located.

By carriage, it would be a journey of nearly two hours. Kaori forced himself to sit quietly, even as his brain raced in circles contemplating what this new change in his life would mean for him.

His father was dead. He tried to have some kind of reaction to that news, but could not. It was true that he had not been close to his father; Akashi Sansa had been a stern ruler, both at home and in his dealings abroad. He had not been an emotionally demonstrative man. There had been times when Kaori wondered if his father loved him, or merely tolerated him, or perhaps even secretly despised him in some way he couldn’t discern. The fact that he couldn’t tell how his father felt about him had been a source of continual frustration for him. More than anything else, he had always wanted to win his father’s approval.

That chance was gone now. Again, the thought brought only numbness with it. Perhaps in time he would be able to mourn his father properly, as he had his mother all of those many years ago. For now he felt only lost, and confused.

And afraid.

Kaori was the High Lord of Kazure now. That fact seemed even more surreal now than it had the first time he’d contemplated it. He, Kaori Sansa, was the new High Lord. The thought would have been hilarious if it wasn’t so bloody terrifying.

It was well past dark by the time they reached the top of the mountain. The main gates of the palace loomed large in front of them, illuminated by flickering pools of lamplight that glimmered eerily off the leaves of the nearby trees and only seemed to deepen the shadows between them. Kaori tugged his jacket tighter around him to ward off the chill that gripped him, realizing for the first time that he was still wearing the Gyrian formal suit he’d intended to wear to the internship interview with Ben, half a country and an entire lifetime away.

The shadowy sentinels standing watch outside the gate gestured for them to stop, and the carriage rolled to an easy halt. The driver spoke to them in a few brief words, and the guards immediately stepped back to face the cab of the carriage, bowing low with their arms crossed reverently over their chests in a formal salute. Kaori swallowed hard and glanced away from them, feeling uncomfortable under the accolade.

Once they were inside the grounds, the carriage stopped again and Kaori gladly disembarked, eager for the chance to stretch his legs again. In the darkness, the building he’d grown up in rose in front of him like a cut-out outline against the blackness of the sky, its two rambling wings spread out to either side to wrap around them. Light glimmered in a few of its many windows, but not many. At this hour, most of the palace’s inhabitants would be abed.

One of the shadows on the front stoop moved, detaching itself from the surrounding darkness to make its way down the broad steps to meet them. It took Kaori a moment to recognize the young man’s face, framed as it was by the edges of a metal helm.

“Haku,” he breathed, his chest tightening. “Is that really you?”

Haku Tomana had been his friend ever since Kaori was a small boy, a much-loved companion he had lived and laughed and adventured with all throughout their childhood years. The two of them had been closer than brothers at one point, although they’d drifted apart in recent years as Kaori’s attention moved on to university and Haku’s had drifted toward the military.  But there was still a bond between them, for all that.

Haku clasped Kaori’s elbow and pulled him close in a tight embrace, and for a moment Kaori felt as if this entire dreadful day had never happened. He hugged his friend firmly and kissed his cheek, feeling grateful that there was no stiffness or formality between them after all this time.

There was the heft of real armor underneath Haku’s coat. Kaori pulled back to look at him, seeing the same sharply chiseled features, the same intently focused dark eyes that he’d known throughout the many years of his childhood. But there was something new in his friend’s face that hadn’t been there before—an edge of pride, perhaps, of accomplishment. An awareness of the brevity of life that had been missing when he’d been just a boy.

“You were accepted into the Guard,” Kaori guessed, a smile spreading across his face.

Haku’s mouth curled slightly. “You never doubted that I would.”

“No, I didn’t.” Still, Kaori felt absurdly pleased over his friend’s accomplishment. “That’s fantastic. Are you on duty tonight?”

“I was, but only until you got here. We can go inside and talk for a bit, if you want.”

“Yes, I’d like that.” Kaori wrapped his arms around himself and shivered.

Frowning, Haku stepped back to look at him. Almost instantly, the coat he wore was hanging draped around Kaori’s shoulders, warding off the chill as Haku turned to face the carriage. A few sharp words sent the servants scurrying to tend to the horses while others saw that Kaori’s luggage was unloaded and brought upstairs to his room. “And you,” he said, gesturing imperiously at one of the workers, “go inside and have the kitchen staff prepare a late supper. It must have been half a day or more since the High Lord has eaten.”

Kaori froze, stunned into speechlessness to hear the other man refer to him with those words.  Despite everything, it hadn’t really sunk in that he was really the new ruler of Kazure.

Heaven help them all.

Haku turned back toward him, his frown deepening when he saw the haunted look on Kaori’s face. “What’s the matter?” he asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Kaori stared at him for a moment, unsure how to respond. Then he said, “It’s ‘Kaori’, all right? Just ‘Kaori’.”

Haku looked confused for a passing moment, but then the expression cleared. He reached out to tug on Kaori’s arm and said, “Why don’t you come inside? It’s getting cold out here.”

Feeling grateful, Kaori followed him up the stairs.
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The sitting room Haku led him to was large and—like most rooms inside the palace—furnished to extravagant excess. Deep walnut bookshelves lined the walls, filled with all manner of tomes and tightly coiled scrolls, a collection that Ishaya had been primarily responsible for collecting. The carpet was plush, the color of dark wine, and the wide windows on the far wall were framed by heavy curtains of a similar hue. The looming fireplace, which was tall enough to fit a grown man standing upright, was made of cracked stone and boasted an expansive hearth decorated with the sinuous carving of a winged snake.
A fire had been stoked there already in anticipation of their arrival, and the room felt uncomfortably warm and humid. Or perhaps Kaori was feeling flushed for other reasons. Arms crossed over his chest, he stood staring at the carving on the mantle while servants carried in platters of food to lay on the table behind him.

The longer he looked at the serpentine image, the more uncomfortable it made him.

Shinja was a venerated figure among the Kazurian people, as familiar to them as their own lineages and the history of their culture. It was known by many names: the Wingèd Beast, or the Great Serpent, or the Dancing Dragon, the World Eater, or more poetically as the Black Snake of Heaven. Its motif featured prominently in the architecture of Kazure, particularly in the capital. It was everywhere you looked in some places, immortalized in statues, in engravings, in paintings and dioramas and sculptures and gravestones.

There were many different stories postulating where the serpent had come from, as colorful and diverse as the people who told them. Some claimed the beast had been born out of Kazure itself, given life by the blood and dreams of its people, rising up fully made out of the bones of the earth. Others put forth the possibility that it was a creature primordial, come to them out of the depths of time when everything had been larger, and meaner, and had more teeth. No matter the source, the stories all agreed on one very important thing: no enemy of Kazure ever stood against the serpent and won. The winged beast was adored within the borders of Kazure.

It was the belief of the country’s inhabitants that Shinja would always rise up to protect them in times of need. Traditionally, the High Lord was the only one with the knowledge and the power to summon Shinja, which was one of the reasons he was so highly revered by his people. Kaori’s father had reportedly summoned the serpent many times in his lifetime, to repel invaders from the borders and to assist his people in times of war.

Kaori, for his part, had no idea if the serpent even existed. He assumed that the secret of its summoning would have been one of the things his father planned to pass on to him, if he hadn’t succumbed so swiftly and unexpectedly to his illness.

The thought made Kaori feel even more empty inside. Tearing his gaze away from the mantle, he went to one of the long couches and sat down, tucking his feet up underneath himself. Haku sat down beside him, Ishaya taking a seat on a settee across from them, while Hunter perched on the arm of a nearby chair.

“You really should try to eat something, High Lord,” Ishaya said.

Kaori closed his eyes. The smell of the food—while undoubtedly well-prepared and mouth-watering—was making him feel ill. But if he hadn’t eaten all day, then neither had Hunter. And Hunter would not eat before he did; not out of a misguided overabundance of fealty, but because he was as much of a mother hen as Ishaya was.

Reluctantly, he selected a plate of light crackers and cheeses, adding a pile of thin-sliced veal at Haku’s insistence. The food clung to his throat when he tried to swallow, without any taste at all. He nodded gratefully when Haku handed him a cup of spiced wine to wash it down with.

“You, too,” he said, frowning in Hunter’s direction. “Don’t tell me you aren’t hungry.”

Hunter made no move to accept the offer. “I want to be sure you have enough to eat first,” he said. “You need—”

“There’s more than enough here to feed all of us if we want it, and half the grounds staff besides. Eat, damn you.”

A small smile touched Hunter’s face as he slid down to sit at Kaori’s other side and reached for a plate, piling it high with sliced veal and fruit. “If you insist.” There was an ironic twist to the words.

The familiar byplay made something inside Kaori’s chest loosen. Hunter, at least, wasn’t treating him any differently because his father had died. Taking comfort from the shoulder brushing so warmly against his, he finally found the courage to look up and meet Ishaya’s eyes.

“There are probably things I need to know,” he said. The words felt heavy in his mouth. “Affairs of state, or…something.” He felt lost.

Ishaya smiled kindly at him. “There’s no need for you to worry about that tonight, High Lord.” His eyes were soft. “Rest assured that all is running as it should within your kingdom. For tonight, at least, you have no responsibilities other than spending time with your friend.”

“I’d like to hear about that university in Gyre,” Haku said, selecting a grape from the platter and taking a slow bite from it. “What was it like, living over there? Was it horrible?”

“No, it wasn’t horrible at all. Gyre is really a wonderful place. Let me tell you about the campus where I was living….” Kaori was glad for the delay in having to face his new reality for that much longer. He felt more relaxed now as he talked about the country he had spent the past four years visiting, the things he’d learned there, the culture, the language, the people. In return, Haku told him about the trials he’d passed in order to become a member of the Palace Guard, and some of the campaigns he’d been on. Kaori was unsettled to realize that his friend had significant battle experience now, and had even killed on occasion, when it had become necessary. That image jarred discordantly with the image of the childhood companion he carried around in his mind’s eye. In many ways, this new Haku seemed a stranger to Kaori; the thought made him feel sad. But time moved on, and people changed. That was the way of the world.

At length, he began to feel quite sleepy. He realized with some surprise that he had eaten more than he thought he’d be able to.

“Your room has been prepared,” Ishaya said, drawing his attention, “if you’d like to retire for the night.”

Kaori caught himself in the middle of another yawn and ducked his head embarrassedly. He really was very tired. The thought of going to sleep as if nothing untoward had happened disturbed him, but at the same time he wanted it desperately, wanted the dark and the temporary oblivion it offered.

“Yes,” he said, sighing. “I think I’d better.” He smiled, feeling very much aware of his friends sitting around him like a balustrade, like armor, sitting with him so he wouldn’t have to be alone on this night of all nights. “Thank you.”

He got up to walk out of the room, but stopped before he reached the doorway. Turning around, he met Haku’s eyes and asked, “Did my father suffer at all?”

Haku hesitated before replying. “It wasn’t easy for him,” he said at last. “But what is, in this life?”

Ishaya leaned forward in agitation. “Haku!” he said sharply, with a disapproving frown. “There was no reason for him to know—”

Haku shrugged, unimpressed by the other man’s ire. “We shouldn’t get into the habit of lying to him. Life is hard, and it’s only going to get harder.” He glanced in Kaori’s direction, his gaze contemplative. “Especially for him.”

The words sent a wave of coldness washing through Kaori, but he nodded agreeably enough. “Thank you, Haku.” Feeling numb, he left the room.

He’d taken nearly five full steps before he realized that Hunter had fallen in beside him. Glancing at the man irritably, he said, “You’d better get some sleep, too.”

“Of course.” Hunter’s tone was nonchalant. It occurred to Kaori that he’d never once seen the other man sleep. He just always seemed to be there, watching over him.

“Seriously, Hunter.” That thought worried him, for some reason. “I don’t think you have to worry about anyone trying to assassinate me here in the palace tonight.”

“No,” Hunter said agreeably. “You should be safe enough here.”

“So get some rest. Please.”

Hunter’s eyes were extraordinarily dark when they looked at him. For the first time, Kaori wondered if he was mourning Akashi’s passing, too. Had the two of them been close at all? They must have been, for Akashi to have assigned Hunter the task of protecting his only heir.

“I will,” Hunter said after a moment’s pause. “Promise me you’ll get some sleep as well. Don’t just lie awake, worrying.”

It had been nearly four years since Kaori had last slept in a room alone. Having a roommate had been troublesome for him at first, but he’d swiftly grown accustomed to the sound of another breath in the darkness next to his own. All of a sudden, he missed Ben so poignantly it brought a physical ache to his chest.

“Yes,” he said, wondering if he sounded half as insincere as he felt. “I promise.”

They walked in silence the rest of the way to Kaori’s room. At this hour, there was no one else out and about in the corridors. The emptiness of the palace was unsettling, as if it were inhabited by nothing more than ghosts, or memories. Kaori wasn’t sure which of the two would be worse.

He paused outside the door to his bedroom when he reached it, staring hard at the elaborate whorls etched into the polished wood. At his side Hunter waited patiently, as if sensing that he needed to find the courage to speak.

“Everything’s changed,” he said at last. There was no one else he could have made such an admission to, not even Haku. “And I don’t think…I don’t think I can be what they need from me.”

“Nonsense.” Hunter’s tone was kind. “You’ve spent the past three years—nearly four—studying politics and economic stratagems. You’re already more educated than your father ever hoped of being.”

“My father was a great warrior.”

“It takes more than war to rule a country.”

“I’m too young. The lords of the council are going to laugh at me if I try to tell them what to do.”

“I assure you they won’t.”

“They’ll be right to. I don’t know anything. I mean, I do, but it’s all book knowledge. I don’t know anything about their fears, about the issues they’re facing.”

“You’ll learn. The important thing to remember is that you aren’t alone. We’re all here for you, and we’re rooting for you. We’ll help you all that we can.”

Hunter. Haku. Ishaya. Kaori smiled slightly at that reminder. “I’m probably going to fall on my ass.”

The corner of Hunter’s mouth curled upward. “If you do, you’ll pick yourself up again. You’ll make mistakes, you’ll learn from them, and life will go on. Your father made more than his fair share of them.”

That made Kaori raise his head, surprise widening his eyes. The thought that his father might have been fallible rocked the foundations of his world.

After a moment, he asked, “Do you miss him?”

For a moment, it didn’t look as if Hunter was going to answer. Then he turned away with a small sigh, so soft Kaori almost couldn’t hear it.

“I think you have the potential to be a far greater ruler than your father ever had a hope of being,” he said, without looking at Kaori’s eyes. “I think people are going to assume, at first, that you might be just like him…and that they’ll be pleasantly surprised when they find out you’re not.”

Kaori turned those last statements over in his head and tried to determine if, taken as a whole, they amounted to a compliment for him, or for his father. He decided he was too tired to come to a coherent conclusion and that he’d do best to just let it go for now.

He slid the fingers of one hand over the surface of his door, feeling the familiar warmth of it slide in through his skin. “Promise me,” he said, staring down at his hand. “Promise me…you aren’t going to change. Promise me you’ll never treat me any differently because of…of what I am.”

Hunter turned to look at him then, surprise at the words tightening the skin between his brows. A moment later, his expression softened. “Is that an order, High Lord?”

Kaori frowned. “No. It’s not. It’s only a request.”

Hunter nodded seriously. “Then unfortunately, I’m going to have to decline. I can’t promise never to change. I don’t know anyone who could do that.” When Kaori opened his mouth to speak, he said, “But I will promise always to treat you as I have in the past.”

“Like an obsessive mother hen, you mean,” Kaori said, subsiding with a grin.

“If you’d like to think of it that way.” Hunter’s eyes sparkled. “But seriously, Kaori. You don’t have anything to worry about. No matter what happens, I’ll always be by your side.”

It was ridiculous, how much comfort that promise gave him. Kaori was struck by the sudden urge to ask the other man to go into his bedroom with him, just so he wouldn’t have to sleep alone.

Flustered, he turned back toward his door. “Go get some sleep, then. You promised.”

“I did.” Hunter lifted a hand and ruffled Kaori’s hair, his palm settling in a warm, heavy weight on the top of his scalp. “You go to sleep, too.”

Kaori repressed a shiver. “I told you I would.” He pushed open the door and stepped into his room, feeling strangely bereft when the other man’s hand fell away from his hair.

He didn’t look back when he closed the door. In here, the palace servants had been busy as well, starting a fire in the hearth and clearing the dust from his things. Looking around at the room he’d spent his childhood in, he discovered that virtually nothing had changed. The tall, four-poster bed had the same draping white canopy and curtains. It was covered in a mound of pillows and plush covers that had been turned down thoughtfully in anticipation of his arrival. The fancifully engraved line of stone horses that had so fascinated him as a child still raced around the edges of the broad fireplace, so cunningly depicted that their manes and tails seemed to be streaming in a nonexistent wind. The mullioned windows he remembered looked down over the western grounds of the estate, providing a breath-taking view of the purple peaks in the distance, so tall and jagged they looked as if they were stabbing at the bared throat of the sky. At their base, the dark waters of the Kuroko glittered in the moonlight, reflecting the light of the stars.

Home. The thought should have made him feel welcomed, feel comforted, but instead he only felt cold, despite the warm, peach-colored glow that emanated from the fire.

Stifling a sigh, he moved into the adjoining bath to prepare for bed.
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The following morning dawned cool and bright. Kaori woke up feeling rested, if not any easier in his mind about what his future was going to bring. Deciding to shelve his fears for the time being, he opened his wardrobe and selected a long pair of pants and a comfortable tunic, along with a short cloak and a pair of leather riding boots. He might choose to go riding later, if the weather stayed nice. It would be fun to see if the bay stallion his father had been breeding was still here; he’d always loved the challenge of riding that one.
Thus dressed and metaphorically armored against the day, he went out of his room in search of breakfast. Hunter, for once, was nowhere to be seen. Kaori hoped that meant he had made good on his promise and gotten some sleep.

He didn’t pass anyone on his way down the stairs, but there were sounds of activity in quite a number of the rooms around him. Outside an open window he passed by, he heard swords clanging where some of the soldiers were practicing in the courtyard.

The kitchen was on the palace’s lower level, tucked away toward the back of the main house. As a boy, Kaori had spent industrious hours sneaking down here to pilfer snacks when he’d been expressly forbidden to do so. Even as a child he’d had unusually large and expressive dark eyes, which he had learned could procure him treats from the cooking staff if he widened them just so.

The memory amused him. He’d been so carefree back then, so…innocent. Maybe a part of him still was.

Breakfast was usually an informal affair in this place, and it was still too early for the staff to be preparing for dinner, so the kitchen was virtually empty when Kaori arrived. There was only one lone scrub maid hanging herbs in the corner. She looked up curiously when he eased the door open and just about fell off the stool she was standing on when she saw who was there.

“Master Kaori, you’re home!” With a brilliant smile, she dropped her basket of herbs on the table and rushed toward him, blotting her hands on her long skirt. Her brown hair had begun to fall loose from its confining bun, the thin strands clinging to the sides of her thin face. A few steps away from him, she stopped as if frozen, her cheeks coloring. “I-I mean, High Lord….” She looked mortified at her mistake.

“No, Aki, please,” Kaori said hastily, wanting to reassure her. His heart sank at yet another example of his sudden and unwanted exalted status. “Kaori’s fine. I’m still me, okay?”

“Of course, High Lord.” She wouldn’t meet his eyes.

Kaori sighed. “What do we have for breakfast around here?”

“I’ll be happy to prepare whatever you—” 

“No, really. I don’t want you to go to any trouble. Whatever’s just sitting around is fine.”

She did look at him then, in what he thought was a rather quizzical way. Looking uncertain, she moved to cut a slice of bread from the half-loaf sitting out on the counter against the wall.

Kaori poured himself a glass of milk from the jug in the corner, ignoring the sideways looks she kept giving him. Away at university, he’d gotten rather used to serving himself. By the time he sat down at the long wooden table in the center of the room, she was setting down a plate piled high with bread, cold meat, and fruit.

“Thank you,” he said, trying out another smile. “I really appreciate it.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re very welcome, High Lo— Kaori— High Lord.”

Kaori chose to consider that progress. “Do you have time to talk for a bit? I’d love to hear what’s been going on around here for the past few years. I feel like I’ve been gone for ages.”

Nodding, she pulled up a chair at his urging and tentatively sat down beside him. At first she was hesitant to speak openly, but before long she was going on at length about how the new barracks commander had all of the soldiers on edge, how the gardener was in some kind of feud with the head maid over the condition of the peonies on the front lawn, how all of the pipes leading to the toilets in the east wing tended to freeze inexplicably in the winter ever since the new expansion had gone onto the stable, and how the night watchman resented the arms keeper for going down into the city to gamble one night and not sharing any of his winnings with him.

No one, Kaori thought with satisfaction, was better at reporting gossip than a scullery maid.

Aki was laughing with him over a story about some mischief that one of the maids’ children had gotten involved in when the door to the kitchen opened again. Looking up, Aki swiftly lost the smile on her face and rose stiffly to her feet.

Kaori craned his neck around to see a tall, severe-looking woman with faded grey hair held back tightly in a bun at the nape of her neck, with a long white-and-grey work dress that hung unflatteringly on her bony-limbed form. Upon recognizing her, Kaori felt an inexplicable surge of guilt as well, and stood up hastily with a flustered shuffling of his feet.

“Aki,” the woman said in a gravelly voice that made the hairs along the back of Kaori’s neck stand on end. “I believe you are disturbing the High Lord’s breakfast.”

Aki stared at her with wide eyes. “I - I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean….” Casting Kaori an apologetic glance, she snatched up a towel from a nearby counter and fled the room.

Drusila Furutani was the overseer of the household staff, responsible for the maintenance and smooth functioning both of the main house and the surrounding environs. As far as Kaori knew, she had held that post since before he was born. She had a reputation for being a stern taskmaster, uncompromising in the pursuit of her duties, and armed with a sharp tongue that often left tears and bruised feelings in its wake. Kaori had always suspected that she would be able to intimidate even his father into submission, although he’d never seen them interact.

She was not one of the staff he’d been able to charm for additional cookies when he was a child.

Kaori swallowed self-consciously. “Madam Drusila,” he said, feeling uncomfortable. “Ma’am. I apologize if I distracted Aki from her chores.”

Drusila sniffed and turned half-away from him, raking over him with an unsympathetic eye. “If you’re nearly through with your breakfast, High Lord, one of the soldiers in the front courtyard has been looking for you.”

“Y-yes, of course.” He hastily finished the last of his milk and carried his dishes to the sink, glad for the opportunity to leave with his dignity—and possibly his hide—intact. He wasn’t sure what it was about this woman that was so frightening, but he never liked to linger in her presence any longer than necessary. “I’ll head out there right away. Thank you.”

He shook his head ruefully at himself as he made his way toward the front hall. Some great and mighty High Lord he was turning out to be. Cowed into flight by one of his own servants…that was pretty pathetic, even if it was Drusila. More amused than dismayed at his reaction, he pushed open the tall front door and stepped outside.

The intensity of the sunlight was dazzling for a moment, until his eyes adjusted. The air smelled like bougainvillea blossoms and freshly cut grass, with the faintest undertone of dust from the hard-packed ground of the driveway. The stone of the front veranda around him glowed a spectacular golden-rose, the color of the quarry pits where its unique building materials had been excavated, half a continent away. The very first High Lord of Kazure had spared no expense when building his retreat away from the world.

“Good morning, High Lord.” The voice came from off to the side; turning, Kaori recognized Ebisu, the gnarled old gardener. “Welcome home, my dear sir. You are well this morning, I trust?”

“Yes, Ebisu, thank you.” Kaori couldn’t help smiling at the effusive greeting.

“Good, good.” He leaned in to peer myopically at Kaori’s face, curling his fingers around the long handle of the rake in his hands. “If you don’t mind my saying so, sir, you do look a little peaked. Did you eat something that didn’t agree with you, by chance?”

“Well, I—” Kaori stammered, caught off guard by the question. “I just got finished talking to Madam Drusila in the kitchen.”

“Ah, yes.” Ebisu leaned back again with a sage nod, apparently satisfied with the answer. “Talking to that woman does tend to leave one with a sour taste in the mouth. I believe Master Haku has been looking for you this morning.”

It took Kaori a moment to follow the abrupt change in topic. “What? Oh yes, thank you. Drusila mentioned that someone was trying to find me.”

“Over there by the main gate, sir. He seemed rather agitated.”

That didn’t sound good. “All right, thanks.” Turning, he made his way down the stairs and toward the front gates. Everyone he passed along the way paused to bow at least a head to him, and he found himself swimming through a chorus of “Good morning, High Lord” and “Welcome home, High Lord” until his own head felt ready to bob off his neck in sympathy with them.

Haku was pacing disgruntledly next to the front drive, just inside the tall, gated mouth of the pass. He looked up when Kaori approached, a flicker of relief chasing its way across his features.

“Kaori! It’s about time. I didn’t think you were ever going to get up.” He plucked at Kaori’s sleeve, herding him off toward the side of the road.

“Good morning to you, too, Haku.” Kaori smiled wryly.

Haku frowned at him. “This is serious. There’s a bit of a problem, and I thought you should know about it.”

“I figured as much.” He forced himself to remain calm. “What is it, then?” The morning seemed awfully calm if they were under threat of a particularly dire nature. “Are the bathtub drains blocked up? Incipient invasion by an army of rabid squirrels?”

Haku stared at him as if he’d lost his mind. “No. Lord Faron has taken it on himself to visit Heaven’s Gate to pay his respects to the new High Lord, and his party is going to be here within the hour.”

On reflection, Kaori would have preferred the rabid squirrels. “You’re kidding me.”

“No, don’t be stupid. Why would I do that?” He frowned again, looking at Kaori suspiciously. “Do you always make a joke out of everything?”

“I never used to,” Kaori admitted. Maybe that was Ben’s influence on him. “I don’t suppose there’s any way we can pretend I’m not home.”

“No, there isn’t. Half the city saw your carriage passing through last night, and word of your arrival has already begun to spread into the outlying villages. At this rate, the entire country is going to know before the week is out.”

So much for being able to take a day or so to acclimate before he had to don the High Lord hat for real. “What do you think he wants?”

“To pay his respects, probably.” He looked worried. “I’ve assigned soldiers to wait for him at the base of the mountain. We’ll know the instant he arrives.”

“But….” Kaori turned to look at the trees outside the closed gates. “He’s coming all the way from the Duin, which is a ride of at least two days. He had to have left long before I got here.”

“Yes. I’m sure he set out just as soon as he heard that your father had—” He bit off the word, giving Kaori an apologetic look. “In any case, I’m sure he would have insisted on waiting for you if by chance you hadn’t arrived yet.”

That news was troubling. “He must really want to talk to me.”

“Yes,” Haku said again. “But don’t worry. The Duin has been having good harvests this past year, and they’ve had a financial windfall with that new bridge construction that connects them with Manyurin. Lord Faron is very happy with the crown right now. He’s probably one of your biggest supporters.”

That was good to hear, at any rate. “So I just need to talk to him and….”

“And reassure him that everything will be going on the same way it has been. But don’t,”—this was very stern—“under any circumstances, make him any promises until you talk to Ishaya.”

Kaori felt ill. “You know I hate all of this political double-talk.”

“Well, that’s too bad. You’re a politician now.” He grabbed the back of Kaori’s shoulder and shoved him, not gently, in the direction of the palace. “Now go change your clothes. You’ll want to wear your robes of office for this meeting.”

It looked like heading down to the stables for a morning ride was off the agenda. Curling his clammy hands into fists, he went inside to get changed the way Haku had suggested. 

Some days it just didn’t pay to get out of bed in the morning.

 

 

Lord Faron of the Duin was one of the eight lords of Kazure. The country was divided into eight prefectures, each of which was presided over by a feudal lord and his family. They handled most of the smaller, day-to-day management of their various regions, while in the city of Tenkai the country’s High Lord ruled over them all. In theory, the distribution of power was supposed to increase the efficiency of ruling the kingdom, but Kaori knew from his history lessons with Ishaya that that system had shown various snags over the generations.

For one thing, villages tended to be loyal to their ruling families over the country as a whole. For another, the ruling families tended to be distressingly loyal to themselves. The cooperation between them was fragile and often ran only surface-deep. There was significant competition among them for the country’s resources, and more than once in Kazure’s history they had ended up riding out to war with one another. That hadn’t happened in ages—certainly not since Kaori’s father had taken the throne—but Kaori was eminently aware that the threat of it was there. Waiting.

The Duin was a fertile region that stretched pretty much down the center of the country. Its people were primarily farmers and craftsmen, peaceful and productive members of the kingdom. Lord Faron had every reason to be happy with his lot, and should, in theory, be fairly easy to handle. Kaori fretted regardless as he made his way back out through the front hall, tugging uncomfortably at the high collar of his formal robe.

Hunter was waiting for him on the veranda outside. Upon seeing Kaori emerge from the doorway, he unfolded his arms and peeled himself away from the banister where he’d been leaning.

“Good morning,” he said with a wry twist of his lips, falling into place at Kaori’s side as they made their way down the stairs.

“I’m not sure what’s good about it,” Kaori said sullenly.

“The good news is it’s Faron, and not Razgul or Ishige.” As always, his voice was calmly encouraging. Kaori didn’t think anything could ever faze him. “You might have to dance a little bit, but this is a good chance to spread your wings before you have to face the other lords.”

That much was true. Kaori took a deep breath and forced himself to relax. He’d attended council meetings with his father on occasion in the past, so he was aware of basic etiquette. All he had to do was be a gracious host and entertain Faron until he and his traveling party decided to take their leave.

There was a stir of activity at the main gate that looked rather ominous. Seeing the tall standards flapping slowly in the breeze and the dozen or so horses making their way in along the drive, he realized with a sinking heart that Faron’s party had arrived while he’d been inside changing clothes.

“You’re going to do fine,” Hunter murmured, just loud enough for him to hear.

Straightening his shoulders with an air of determination, Kaori made his way across the courtyard to the waiting crowd. He caught Haku’s gaze briefly as he drew nearer and felt encouraged when he thought he saw a glimmer of approval there.

“High Lord! It’s so wonderful to see you.” A tall, imposing man pushed his way forward as Kaori approached, taking up a position at the head of the group that was pouring in through the gates. He was thick in the shoulders and waist but not in the least bit fat, with strong-looking hands and a rough, square-jawed face. He was dressed in expensively stitched traveling clothes that had rich embroidery decorating the sleeves and collar, underneath a heavy cloak of what looked like pure ermine fur. There was a heavy broadsword belted at his waist.

“Lord Faron.” Kaori stepped forward with a polite inclination of his head. It didn’t escape his notice that while the scabbard the other man wore might be ceremonial in nature, the sword that filled it most certainly wasn’t. “Welcome to Tenkai. Did you enjoy your journey?”

“Ach, as much as I could enjoy anything in these sad times. What a terrible tragedy, my lad. A terrible tragedy.” He shook his head sadly. “Your father, he was a good man. He’ll be missed in these lands, I assure you.”

Kaori felt a twinge in his chest at this reminder of his father’s passing. “Thank you, sir,” he said.

“Of course these are new times now. A new age.” The look he favored Kaori with then was evaluating, somewhere underneath the effusive cheer. “A new High Lord. Of course I have little doubt that you’ll be able to continue your father’s good work.”

Kaori hesitated before responding, recognizing the veiled question in the words. Of course the Duin had thrived under his father’s rule. Faron had every right to wonder whether or not his people’s good fortune was going to continue.

“I’ll do my best, of course.” Behind them, Faron’s soldiers were busy dismounting and arranging for their horses to be stabled and watered, all under the stern direction of the palace quartermaster. There was a battered, road-weary look about them, as if they’d ridden hard and long without being given adequate opportunity to rest along the way. Kaori wondered if it had been Faron’s intention to reach Heaven’s Gate before him, to be here waiting when he arrived from Gyre and thus catch him off guard for some purpose or other.

“Of course you will, son. I have the utmost faith in you.” He slid a heavy arm around Kaori’s shoulders and eased him away from the bustling men, leading him back in the direction of the palace. Kaori didn’t think it was a coincidence that the movement also served to draw him away from Hunter. “Would you walk with me for a short while? I’ve been riding for days, and it will do me good to stretch my legs a bit. A tour, perhaps, of this beautiful home of yours? I think it’s been an age since I’ve been here last.”

Without missing a beat, Hunter shifted to Kaori’s other side and fell into step behind them, trailing after them both like a shadow. Kaori felt somewhat better knowing he was there. “Of course,” Kaori said, stifling the urge to pull away from the larger man’s grasp. Faron smelled like stale sweat and the dust of the road, and the press of his body against Kaori’s side was oppressive. “Is there anything in particular that you’d like to see?”

“I want to see all of it, my dear boy,” Faron said with a smile. There was a subdued glitter in his eyes when he said the words, giving him a distinctly predatory air. “I want to see everything that you have to offer, while we talk about the future of Kazure.”
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“Very impressive, my dear High Lord.” Faron leaned forward against the low wall overlooking the rear gardens, resting both large hands on the sun-warmed stone in front of him. Standing at his side, Kaori had to admit that the view was very beautiful. A small pond glimmered off to one side, on which a trio of snow-white swans paddled absently, occasionally dipping their long necks into the water. The trees that rustled lightly in the breeze had been chosen for both their visual appeal and their scent, filling the air with a subtle, spicy fragrance. Further from them rose the intriguing shapes of the statuary, and even further back was the beginning of the high-walled hedge maze with its many prickly twists and turns. The entrance to it was guarded on either side by a pair of snarling stone lions, barely visible at this distance.
The garden’s architect, Kaori couldn’t help thinking, had gone a little overboard in his decorating enthusiasm.

“Of course I would expect no less for the residence of the High Lord of Kazure,” Faron continued, his eyes lingering on the vista before them. “My own castle in the Duin isn’t anywhere near this grand.”

Kaori felt embarrassed suddenly for his family’s extravagance, and for the luxury he lived in. He was still trying to come up with some manner of reply that wouldn’t sound insipid when Faron turned toward him with a sense of purpose that made Kaori feel instantly wary.

“It’s such a lovely afternoon,” Faron said, fixing Kaori with a level gaze that was difficult to interpret. “What do you say we indulge in some entertainment to while away some of the time today?”

“Yes, that would be nice,” Kaori said, wondering just what the other man was playing at. He strongly suspected that nothing Faron ever did or said was without a purpose. “What do you have in mind?”

“I was thinking a tourney of some kind. It will give some of our soldiers a chance to stretch their muscles a bit, and give them the opportunity to show off their talents in front of their betters. My men against yours, perhaps. A friendly competition?”

The words were spoken casually, as if they had just occurred to him on a whim, but Kaori guessed he had hand-picked the soldiers who would accompany him on this journey based solely on their skill in a tourney ring. He sighed inwardly. “I think that could be arranged.”

“Excellent!” Faron beamed happily, turning back to look at the tall palace that loomed behind them. His gaze fell on Hunter, who stood unobtrusively in the shadow of an archway off to one side, watching them. Faron’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps you’ll take a chance and throw your pet dog into the ring, as well. I’m looking forward to seeing how he would handle himself against a career soldier.”

His dog? Kaori glanced at Hunter in surprise, but Hunter’s face remained expressionless.

“Um.” He wasn’t sure what to make of the undercurrents he sensed passing between the two men. “I suppose that would be all right, if he wants to.”

Hunter smiled slightly and leaned away from the archway wall, moving forward slowly to stand beside them. He always moved slowly, Kaori reflected, with a calm deliberation that suggested a mind constantly at work. “I would be honored to represent you at the tourney, High Lord, if my service would please you.”

“Perfect!” Faron clapped his hands loudly, as if it were settled. “A contest, then, between your warriors and mine. May the best man win.”

It occurred to Kaori that this gambit would effectively remove Hunter from him for a limited time. He’d gotten the impression Faron wanted to talk to him in private about something, and that he’d been frustrated when Hunter had paced them so inexorably throughout the long day.

“Yes,” Kaori agreed without enthusiasm. “May the best man win.”

 

 

It seemed most of the palace had turned out to watch the tourney, and half of the city’s population besides. The grounds took on the feel of an open-air festival as the time for the competition approached. The palace’s grounds staff had gone full out, decorating the tourney field and bleachers with stands of ceremonial armor and weaponry, vines of hanging flowers, and tall banners that snapped merrily in the wind. The air was filled with the scents of cooking meats and vegetables as canny vendors set up stands along the outskirts of the stadium to take advantage of the financial opportunities the occasion offered. Small children raced back and forth along the concourse with toy swords of their own, thrilled at the thought of seeing their heroes in action.

“You’re going to do fine,” Kaori said, standing next to Hunter at the base of the stairs leading up to the viewing box where he would be sitting with Faron to watch the festivities.

“Yes,” Hunter agreed. He didn’t seem at all concerned. “I’m more worried about you. He’s going to try to talk you into something.”

“I got that impression, too.” Kaori chewed at his lower lip worriedly. “Don’t worry. Haku already warned me not to promise him anything without talking to Ishaya first.”

Hunter looked relieved. “That’s good, then.” His eyes flickered off to the side, and a figure detached itself from a patch of shadows nearby to stand beside them. “Yura here is going to be watching over you while I’m otherwise occupied.”

Kaori blinked. He hadn’t even known the man was there until he moved toward them. He wasn’t particularly tall, but he looked strong, with leanly muscled arms and wide shoulders. He was dressed in dark clothing, nondescript, without obvious armor or insignia of any kind. There were thin straps of leather wrapped in a spiraling weave around both his forearms, which Kaori knew could be used for both attack and defense, should the situation warrant it. He was heavily armed, but unobtrusively, with a brace of knives at his waist and a worn-looking longsword sheathed diagonally across the backs of his shoulders.

“Yura Miasu, at your service, High Lord,” he said, reaching out to clasp Kaori’s wrist in greeting. There was a kind of careless irony to the way he said the words that made Kaori instantly like him. His face was long and boyish, with small lines at the corners of his eyes that suggested he was in the habit of laughing often. His thick brown hair was in need of a trimming.

Kaori smiled, shaking the proffered hand warmly. The other man’s grip was very firm. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Yura and I trained together at the Martial Academy,” Hunter said, “and we served together under your father for quite some time. He’s a hell of a fighter, and he’s not intimidated by anything. You’ll be safe with him until I can get back to you.”

If they had served together under Kaori’s father, that meant Yura was a member of the Assassins Guild, the same as Hunter. Kaori looked at him with new interest. “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” he said. No matter what it was Faron really wanted from him, he didn’t believe the man planned to knife him in the back when he wasn’t looking.

Hunter nodded. “I’m going to go join the others, then.” He touched Kaori’s shoulder lightly once before turning to vanish into the crowd.

Kaori glanced at Yura curiously. “You’re a member of the Assassins Guild, aren’t you?” he asked.

“You’re sharp as a tack, High Lord,” Yura replied, giving him a small smile. Kaori couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic, or sincere. “You are absolutely correct.”

Kaori considered that. “What exactly do members of the Assassins Guild do?”

“Hmm.” Yura seemed to think about the question seriously for a moment, leaning back against the wall beside them. “I suppose at the heart of things, we protect the interests of the crown.” He gave Kaori a sideways grin. “That means you, by the way.”

Kaori stared at him blankly. “What does that mean?”

“Oh, you know. The usual rabble-rousing stuff. Keeping an eye on things, here and elsewhere. Mostly it’s a lot of covert slinking around in the dark.”

All of that seemed unnecessarily vague to Kaori. “I’m sorry, but I still don’t understand.” He paused, thinking. “Hunter’s a member of the Assassins Guild, isn’t he?”

“He sure is.” Yura sounded extraordinarily pleased about that.

“He’s a pretty good fighter.”

“‘Pretty good’?” Yura spluttered. “Have you seen him? There is no one better than he is, either here or anywhere else in the world.”

Kaori smiled at this show of loyalty. “But he’s the youngest member of the Guild I’ve seen. How did he…I mean, he holds a pretty high position there, or so I’ve heard. But none of you ever seems to resent him, or have a problem with doing what he says.”

Yura regarded him appraisingly for a moment. “Look, kid,” he said, “the Guild is a little different than most other branches of the military I’ve seen. We don’t care a great deal about age, and the idea of a formal rank structure bores us to tears. If a guy is good with a sword—I mean really good—we’ll take orders from him, no questions asked. That’s how it’s always worked in the Guild. And Hunter…I’d follow him to the ends of the earth.”

For some reason, the words made Kaori feel warm inside. “Is that why the lords don’t seem to like you very much?”

“Partly, maybe.” Yura grinned. “But mostly it’s because we’re the only branch of the military who answers directly to the throne, instead of going through the council. We represent something they can’t control, and they don’t like that.”

“But we’re all on the same side. Aren’t we?”

Yura paused. “Of course we are,” he said, glancing away from him. “Theoretically speaking. But rest assured that no matter which side anyone else is on, all of us in the Guild are on your side, and no mistake.”

His pet dog, Lord Faron had called him. Kaori frowned. “Did you kill people for my father?”

The cheerful expression on Yura’s face flickered slightly at the question, but his smile was as bright as ever when he said, “Killing’s never the best answer to a problem. But when it’s necessary, it’s good to have someone around who can do the job. Don’t you think?”

Despite the warm sunlight around them, Kaori felt cold. “I don’t want to kill anyone.”

“I never supposed you did.”

“Not even if it’s necessary.”

Yura considered him. “This is a lot for you to take in your first day on the job. Hunter’s going to have my hide for scaring you if you go back to him looking like that.”

A bubble of broken-sounding laughter rose in Kaori’s throat; he swallowed it down with an effort. “No,” he said. “You did exactly right. I need…I need to know that you’ll always tell me the truth. That you’ll never lie to me, not even when you think it will…that it’ll upset me. Promise me.” Remembering his conversation with Hunter the night before, he added, “That’s an order.”

This time when Yura looked at him, his eyes were the most serious Kaori had yet seen them. “Sure, kid,” he said quietly. “Whatever you say.”

 

 

Faron was waiting for them in the booth at the top of the stairs. He was not pleased in the least to see that Yura had replaced Hunter as Kaori’s shadow for the duration of the tourney.

“It’s a bit untoward,” Faron said, pulling Kaori down to sit on the seat beside him and leaning in to speak conspiratorially close against his ear. “All of these boorish layabouts following you around. I never understood your father’s insistence on indulging them.”

“I’m sure they’re just doing their job,” Kaori said.

“Hmm, well. You may want to consider cutting them loose. You’re the one in charge now, and it would make a good impression if you started exerting your authority a bit. They don’t really serve any useful function, and the disorder and disrespect they sow around them is extremely bad for morale.”

Kaori glanced over his shoulder. Leaning against a wall at the back of the booth, Yura was cleaning underneath his fingernails with the blade of one of his knives, giving every indication of being completely unaware of the conversation.

He turned forward again, hiding a smile. “I’ll keep that in mind, sir. I appreciate your advice.”

Faron gave him a narrow look, as if he suspected he was being humored. Kaori kept his eyes on the field below them, where squires were beginning to set up targets for the jousting competition.

A tremor of fevered excitement passed through the crowd when it became clear that the first game was about to begin. Kaori himself didn’t particularly care for these kinds of territorial displays, but he understood the necessity of keeping up appearances. He stood up and offered his blessing to the assembled warriors when it came time to do so, urging them to do their best and make their leaders proud the same way he had heard his father do on multiple occasions in the past. The crowd responded to his words with a resounding cheer, their excitedly stamping feet shaking the foundation of the stands they all sat on.

Kaori suspected he could have commented on the weather, and they would have responded with equal enthusiasm. Stifling a sigh, he returned to his seat at Faron’s side.

“You are a natural leader, High Lord,” Faron said. His eyes were shining.

Kaori glanced at him in surprise. “I do my best,” he said uncertainly. “This is still all new to me.”

“You’re far too modest. Seeing the way the crowd responded to you, the way they hang on your every word…your people adore you. As well they should.”

Flattery tended to embarrass Kaori more than it pleased him. Feeling uncomfortable, he looked away. “You’re too kind.”

“Nonsense. I knew you as a child, High Lord, and I’ll admit I had doubts about whether you would be able to rule when your time came to take over your father’s throne. But you’ve grown into a strong, intelligent, and handsome young man. I have no doubt that you will lead Kazure into a glorious new future, filled with aspiration for our financial and political sovereignty.”

To be honest, Kaori hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. He was still trying to think of some way to reply when the hooded figure at his opposite side stirred and turned toward him.

“I’d like to introduce you to my eldest daughter, Mia.” Faron’s tone dripped with satisfaction. “She is two years older than you, but still unwed. It was her earnest desire to make the journey to Heaven’s Gate with me so she could get the opportunity to meet you in person.”

Kaori stared, caught off guard by the sudden shift in the conversation. Deeply ingrained manners made him say, “It’s a sincere pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lady Faron.”

She reached for his hand and clasped it tightly. Her palm was warm and dry against his own. “Mia, please,” she said. Her voice was soft, shy. Underneath the shadow of her cowl, her face was extraordinarily beautiful. “I’m very pleased to meet you as well, High Lord.”

A trumpet sounded from the field below, signaling that the first competition was about to begin. The riders drew their horses into the space beneath the booth where Kaori sat and gave the familiar crossed-arm salute, bowing low in Kaori and Faron’s direction before wheeling their mounts in the direction of the erected target stands.

Mia gasped appreciatively when the first lance broke against the first hanging shield, giving an admiring cry when another rider pierced the center of three rings with the end of his own staff. She reached for Kaori’s hand and twined their fingers together, leaning forward in excitement as the riders spun around to begin a new charge across the field, this time facing off against one another. Her body felt warm and lithe against Kaori’s side, the heat of it sinking into his awareness even through the thickness of his ceremonial robes.

At Kaori’s other side, Faron watched the tourney but gave every indication of watching the two of them as well, even though his eyes were fastened on the drama unfolding below them. He looked insufferably pleased with himself. Kaori suspected that they had come at last to the proposal Faron had wanted to present him with throughout the day, but had resisted because of the presence of Kaori’s bodyguards. Maybe he’d thought they would intervene in some way, or else infringe on the intimate mood he was trying to achieve.

Kaori was not so innocent that he didn’t understand what Faron was offering him. A young daughter, refined and beautiful, who had oh-so-casually been identified as unwed…a marriage alliance with the throne would go a long way toward ensuring the Duin’s financial and political sovereignty, which Faron seemed so obsessed with. And even if it didn’t go so far as marriage, if Kaori merely fell prey to the girl’s allure and chose to indulge himself in the pleasure of her company for a time, there would be benefits to that as well. He strongly suspected that a half-blood child to bring back to the Duin as a result of the union would not be at all unwelcome.

It all seemed very tedious, in Kaori’s opinion. He glanced at Mia and wondered that he didn’t feel an inkling of desire for her. She was indeed quite stunning, with a delicacy of features and a beguiling shyness that doubtlessly captivated most everyone she came into contact with. As the High Lord of Kazure, he could have her easily, if he chose. Many young lords, he knew, indulged in such pastimes often and at great length, taking advantage of their highborn status to entice all manner of willing young flesh into their beds.

Kaori had never felt the urge to participate in those kinds of games himself. He wondered suddenly if there might be something wrong with him, something broken. By all rights, he should be strongly attracted to Mia. He should be slavering over her like a half-starved dog over a proffered stew bone. But he felt nothing.

What he did feel was sad that Mia was merely a bargaining chip in her father’s political ambitions. Did she feel attracted to Kaori in truth, or was she merely acting out the instructions that her father had given her? Kaori could well imagine what that conversation would have gone like. Seduce the High Lord, do whatever it takes to win him over, or face the consequences. The thought made him feel ill.

His mind spinning, Kaori turned his attention back to the tourney.
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Finally, the interminable jousting sets came to an end. A renewed stir of interest passed through the crowd as the field was cleared of splintered lances and other debris, because now it was time for the sword sparring competitions.
“I’m looking forward to seeing these,” Mia said. Her eyes were bright as she looked down at the field, straining to get a glimpse of the warriors standing in wait against the walls. “Father’s champion is a man named Eiriki. He fights with two swords, and he’s never been defeated.”

Kaori smiled at her enthusiasm. “That’ll sure be something to see.”

The sunlight was beginning to slant a bit into late afternoon by the time the event was ready to move forward again, coating the tourney field in a warm, brassy glow and long shadows. While he was shielded from its direct glare here in the viewer’s box, Kaori sensed that its dazzling brilliance would be yet another weapon the fighters would use against one another in the ensuing competition.

The soldiers came out in pairs to compete with one another, showing off their skills in an impressive array of thrusts and parries and strikes that kicked up a fine cloud of dust around their feet as they moved. The discordant ring of steel hitting steel rose up eerily to where Kaori sat watching from high above, accompanied by the chorus of harsh grunting and cries when a particularly powerful strike hit home.

He was pleased to see that Haku had opted to participate in the competition. Kaori recognized his friend even under the light armor he wore, with the by now familiar crested helm sitting high on his head. Haku’s long, dark hair touched the tops of his shoulders, fanning out slightly as he moved, angling in low with a slice to his opponent’s knees almost before the official arbitrator finished calling a start to the match.

Kaori leaned forward to get a better view, excitement tightening his chest. Haku’s moves were good, controlled and economical, and it didn’t take him long at all to disarm his opponent with a sweeping backhanded swing of his blade. The arbitrator’s whistle blew, and another point was added to the total for the team from Heaven’s Gate.

“Good job, Haku,” Kaori said under his breath, leaning back in his seat with a satisfied grin. Down in the arena, Haku looked up and saluted him with a nonchalant wave of his sword before making his way off the field.

Faron stirred at Kaori’s side. “That soldier is the companion you grew up with, isn’t it?” he said curiously. “The young man from Arashima.”

“Yes, it is,” Kaori answered, wondering at the contemplative tone he heard in the other man’s voice. Maybe Faron was displeased because Haku was Lord Razgul’s nephew, and he was worried that such a close association with Kaori might be giving Arashima an unfair advantage.

Not that he had anything to worry about on that account. As far as Kaori knew, Haku hadn’t had any contact with his family in years. Kaori had always gotten the impression that there’d been a falling out of some kind between them, although he had never been successful in coaxing his friend into telling him anything about it. But even if he had been close with his family, Kaori didn’t believe Haku would ever try to convince him to give them preferential treatment because of their friendship.

The matches continued as the afternoon wore on. Kaori wasn’t sure what the score was currently, but he believed it had to be close. Faron had brought some impressively talented men with him. Of course the soldiers of Heaven’s Gate were nothing to disregard, either. At this point, he thought the final tally of the competition could pretty much go either way.

Finally it was time for Faron’s champion to make an appearance. Kaori sensed a subtle susurration in the crowd when the man was introduced; apparently his name was fairly well-known.

“This is going to be fun,” Mia said, clasping her hands in front of her chest with an anticipatory shine in her eyes. She seemed to have given up flirting for the time being in favor of watching the match, for which Kaori was grateful.

“I’m afraid your man isn’t going to have a chance,” Faron agreed, giving Kaori an apologetic smile. “Eiriki has a bit of a reputation in the Duin. He never lets an enemy walk away.”

Kaori didn’t say anything in reply. He stared down at the arena, his eyes tracking back and forth along its edges, and relaxed when he saw Hunter step forward to casually take his place in the center of the field.

“We’ll have to see what happens,” he said, leaning back again with a small smile.

Faron raised his brow. “Isn’t that your attack dog? I would have thought he’d resign himself to fighting one of the squires, instead of embarrassing himself in such a public fashion.”

“Hunter pretty much does his own thing,” Kaori said with a shrug. He didn’t move his eyes away from his bodyguard’s darkly clad form.

Seen together, the difference between the two men was striking. Eiriki was tall and broad, with a coat of pitted armor that looked as if it had been through a thousand battles. His hair was deep orange—unusual in Kazure—and styled in elaborate braids at either side of his wide face. Even from this distance, his hands looked as large as shovels. He gripped the pommel of a thick greatsword belted across his back and drew it out of its sheath with an echoing ring, holding the heavy two-handed weapon easily with just a single arm. The audience gave an appreciative murmur at his show of strength.

In contrast, Hunter looked slight and dark, without any discernible armor at all. He had shed most of the weapons he’d worn while he was on duty in Gyre and had instead chosen to arm himself with what looked like a single longsword, belted neatly at the left side of his narrow waist. He glanced up at the viewing box where Kaori sat and smiled briefly, once, before moving forward to stand with Eiriki in front of the arbitrator.

Seeming to sense the undercurrents of excitement in the crowd over the coming match, the arbitrator drew out his introduction, counseling each man to play fair and to keep in mind the masters whose honor they were defending. Eiriki made no response to the admonition, while Hunter gave a slight dip of his head in acknowledgement but didn’t move his eyes away from his adversary.

Kaori found he was holding his breath and did his best to relax, not wanting to appear anxious with Faron and the other nobles watching him. He very much wanted Hunter to win this fight; not just for the sake of his own honor, but for Hunter’s as well. Kaori was tired of hearing Faron denigrate his bodyguard and was looking forward to rubbing the man’s nose in the fact that appearances could be—and often were—deceiving.

The crowd gave a collective gasp when Eiriki moved forward, holding his greatsword out in front of him in an on point position. The man moved with surprising grace for his size. Hunter faded backward a step, maintaining the distance between them, and slowly drew his own sword.

Kaori had seen Hunter spar before. It was always an impressive sight. There was something almost lazy about the way he did it, as if he were merely playing at it, like sparring necessitated only the barest fraction of his attention and didn’t require him to devote any significant measure of his energy in order to win.

He certainly didn’t look lazy now. He looked focused, as if every ounce of his attention were honed on a focal point in the opponent across from him. The look in his eyes sent a shiver skittering down Kaori’s spine.

Eiriki swung out with the greatsword, and Hunter dodged easily without bothering to block. Another swing, another smooth sidestep, and Eiriki began to look annoyed.

“Your man has a definite grace about him,” Faron granted, sounding intrigued. “Of course it’s going to take more than fancy dance steps to get through Eiriki’s guard.”

Eiriki moved forward to attack again, but feinted this time to the left, coming at Hunter in a tight, uphanded thrust. Hunter did block this time, slipping away out of range with a resounding clang of steel that set Kaori’s teeth on edge. Eiriki didn’t give him time to recover, moving in again for another swift series of strikes, four of them in quick succession that sent Hunter backing up as fast as he could move to avoid them.

“Your champion is very fast,” Kaori said, beginning to feel just the slightest bit worried.

“Yes,” Faron agreed. The word was thick with heavy-handed satisfaction.

Without any obvious signs of strain, Eiriki moved in for another strike, gripping his sword with both hands and swinging it downward in a powerful arc that Kaori almost believed he could feel the breeze from at this distance. The force of the blow made Kaori’s brow furrow; if it had landed on Hunter without any armor to soften the strength of it, it could have caused him significant injury.

Fortunately, Hunter managed to avoid the blow, sliding off to one side seemingly by accident and stepping in close to Eiriki’s left hip. Lifting one booted foot, he planted his sole firmly on Eiriki’s backside and pushed, sending the larger man staggering forward a couple of halting steps through the dust. Eiriki straightened almost immediately and whirled around with a low cry, but Hunter was already several lengths away from him again before he turned.

At Kaori’s side, Mia gave a delighted laugh. Faron frowned.

Eiriki’s eyes narrowed as he glared at Hunter, whose face still hadn’t lost its calmly focused expression. Kaori was holding his breath again, his eyes flickering back and forth between the two of them. He frowned when Eiriki reached behind his back and pulled out the second sword that was harnessed there, sliding it out of its scabbard with a lethal scrape of hardened steel.

“Ah,” Faron said, sounding pleased. “Now this is going to get interesting.”

Hunter took in the appearance of the second weapon thoughtfully and adjusted his stance, taking on a slightly more aggressive posture. Kaori rather thought Eiriki was making a mistake taking the time to brandish his weapons for the appreciation of the audience, because it was giving Hunter time to reassess and come up with a new plan of action.

This time when Eiriki attacked, there was nothing playful about it. He struck out with one weapon, then the other, sparking Hunter into a flurry of defensive movements and parries. Backed against the wall of the stadium, Hunter was forced to strike out with his own sword for the first time, feinting at the left side of Eiriki’s face and then hitting the ground with his shoulder to roll into a more defensible position closer to the center of the arena. Relentlessly, Eiriki moved to follow him.

The swords were moving too fast now for Kaori to see them. Most of the matches thus far had been over in a handful of blows, but this one seemed to be drawing out inexorably. The audience was on the edge of its seats, both literally and figuratively. Ragged cheers went up whenever a blow fell, accompanied by heated calls of encouragement and hissing boos whenever a current favorite was forced to retreat.

Neither fighter seemed to be aware of the cries, as if they’d forgotten their audience existed. Eiriki’s face was set into a grim frown as he sliced downward again and again, growing visibly frustrated when Hunter seemed to near-effortlessly avoid his blows. Kaori could see that the strain was wearing on his friend, however. There was a tautness in Hunter’s brow that suggested extreme concentration as he rolled to avoid another blow and lashed out with a quick swipe of his own, clipping the end of one of the other man’s braids.

Finally, Faron obviously had had enough with the display. Pushing himself up to his feet, he leaned forward with both hands curled over the banister of the balcony in front of him and glared down at the two men.

“Enough!” he shouted, his vibrant voice cutting down into the arena with a thunderous growl. “Eiriki, take the bastard down. Now.”

Kaori leaned forward anxiously, his eyes widening. Hunter glanced up briefly to meet his gaze. Heart in his throat, Kaori nodded jerkily, giving him permission to do whatever the hell he needed to do in order to get out of there alive.

With a low roar, Eiriki surged forward, slicing across and downward with both swords in tandem in a vicious, cross-cutting motion that could have easily cut an unarmed man to ribbons. Hunter remained motionless for one heart-stopping second, letting the other man get close enough to be inside his guard, before sliding to one side and lashing out with a quick strike of his own, one-two-three in a complicated pattern of singing steel that—impossibly—sent both of Eiriki’s swords flying to the ground.

Eiriki stumbled, his charge interrupted, but then Hunter moved in from the side and took his feet out from under him with an impressive leg swipe that sent him pitching down onto his back. Before a full five seconds after Faron’s order had passed, Hunter had his opponent on the ground with his blade pointed uncompromisingly at the arch of the man’s exposed neck.

“Point,” the arbitrator’s voice rang out clearly across the field, “to Heaven’s Gate. The match is ended. Final victory for the tourney goes to High Lord Sansa and the soldiers of Tenkai.”

“Well.” Yura’s smooth voice cut through the stunned silence inside the viewers’ box like a dagger through satin. “That was certainly interesting, wasn’t it?”

 

 

Kaori made his way down the stairs amongst a press of bodies, figuring it was best to give Faron some space for the time being. The other man had not taken the defeat of his champion at all well, and was in a rather foul mood because of it.

“If you want some privacy with the young lady tonight,” Yura said, falling into step beside him easily, “all you have to do is ask.”

Kaori’s face heated. “That won’t be necessary.” He didn’t like being reminded about Mia and the purpose she’d come here for. That was a problem he was going to have to figure out how to deal with eventually, but for now he really didn’t want to think about it.

Yura regarded him with interest. “She’s a beautiful girl.”

“Yes, she is.”

“A lot of young men would kill to have her look at them the way she was looking at you.”

Kaori narrowed his eyes irritably. “I’m not blind, okay? I know what she wants.”

“Okay.” He sounded unconcerned. “I was just wondering if you’d picked up on it, is all.”

“I’m not an idiot.”

“I never thought you were, kid.”

“Why don’t you take her to bed if you’re so worried about it?”

“I probably would, if I thought she’d look twice at someone of my lowly profession.” He grinned wolfishly.

Kaori returned the smile, unable to hold on to his sour mood. “You’re an interesting man, Yura Miasu.”

“You’re not the first to think so.”

Snorting under his breath in amusement, Kaori turned his attention to the crowd gathered at the base of the stands. The winners from the afternoon’s competition were receiving the praise of the gathered mob, some of them graciously, some of them reluctantly, some of them with considerable pleasure. Hunter, of course, was nowhere to be seen. He didn’t like being the center of attention at the best of times.

“Interesting contest, wasn’t it?” a voice spoke at Kaori’s ear.

Nearly jumping out of his skin, Kaori turned to see Hunter leaning against the pillar beside him, arms crossed nonchalantly over his chest. He was standing in such a way that he was hidden from the majority of the crowd.

“You were amazing,” Kaori gushed, unable to hold back the grin that spread across his face. “Absolutely amazing.”

The smile that flickered across the other man’s face looked honestly pleased. “I’m glad the tourney managed to entertain you.”

“But really, you took long enough to beat him. I was worried,” he said, turning to make his way out of the stadium. Hunter fell into place without a word behind his right shoulder, Yura at his left.

“It wasn’t my intention to worry you.” Hunter’s clothing smelled subtly of sweat, clean and earthy. He must really have exerted himself. “I thought you’d know I wouldn’t let you down.”

Kaori closed his eyes for a moment, wondering just when he’d become so headily aware of how the other man smelled. He twitched when Hunter’s shoulder brushed against his own. “I didn’t know any such thing. What the hell were you thinking?”

“I was thinking that taking down Lord Faron’s champion in a single move might be considered insulting, and would cause you unnecessary difficulties later on down the road. It had to seem like I was working for it.”

Kaori glared at him suspiciously. “You can’t possibly have been that confident.”

Hunter shrugged. “His fighter was good, but he was arrogant. He was more concerned with putting on a good show for the audience than he was in presenting a unified guard.”

“He flourished,” Yura added helpfully.

“Flourished,” Kaori repeated with an uncertain frown.

“Yes.” Hunter nodded. “All of that gratuitous fanning of his blades left him open to attack from a dozen directions. I’d offer him some pointers on how to tighten up his defense if I thought he would be at all receptive.”

“Better keep the advice to yourself,” Kaori said worriedly. All he needed was for Faron’s men to lose their tempers and go after Hunter in some kind of macho face-saving retaliation.

The half-smile Hunter favored him with was wry. “I rather thought that would be for the best, too.” He paused. “Did Faron ever manage to spit out what it was he’d been meaning to ask you?”

At Kaori’s other side, Yura snorted with laughter under his breath. Kaori refused to look at him.

“I think,” he said reluctantly, glancing away from Hunter’s too-direct gaze, “he wants me to marry his daughter. Or at least….”

“Ah.” Hunter’s eyebrows rose. “I see.” After a moment’s contemplation, he said, “I would have to advise you against it.”

“Oh, come on, Hunter,” Yura protested. “You haven’t seen the girl. She’s absolutely gorgeous.”

Hunter frowned. “There are thousands of pretty girls in the world, ones who aren’t directly related to one of the eight lords of Kazure’s ruling council.”

“Even so, there’s nothing wrong with a little one-on-one socialization every now and then. It would do the kid some good.”

“And if there were a child as the result of this ‘socialization’?”

Yura made a dismissive gesture. “Half-bloods are everywhere these days. No one would think any less of him for it.”

Kaori held up a hand to bring a halt to the discussion. “Look, I understand your concerns. But I’ve already made my decision that I’m not going to ‘socialize’ with her. Things are complicated enough for me right now without a…a relationship getting in the way. All right?”

“Of course.” Hunter gave Yura a dark look. “The choice is entirely yours, Kaori.”

“Hey, I didn’t mean anything by it.” Yura raked a hand back through his hair, looking sheepish. “Maybe I’m just trying to live vicariously through the kid because I know I’ll never have a chance at a woman like that myself.”

Kaori caught the hooded look that passed between the two men and suspected that whatever Yura’s reasons were for pushing the issue, they were a lot more complicated than that. He reminded Kaori of Hunter in a lot of ways, with a quick, agile mind that was always thinking. Hunter tended to hide his intelligence behind intimidating silences and glowering frowns, while Yura seemed to mask his with a bit of buffoonery. On the surface he seemed simple and lackadaisical, but even on such short acquaintance, Kaori could tell that he really wasn’t.

Yura stretched his arms out over his head, looking bored. “Enough of all this. What do you say we go get something to eat? I’m starving.”

Kaori thought about pursuing the matter, then decided to let it go. It wasn’t something he particularly wanted to talk about, anyway.

“Yeah,” he said, relaxing at last. “That sounds like a good idea.”
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“They look good together, don’t you think?”
Hunter turned to look in the direction of the statuary, where Kaori was currently walking alongside Faron’s daughter, Mia, admiring the sculptures. The two of them were standing very close to one another at the moment, heads bent together as they talked. As Hunter watched, a smile touched Kaori’s face.

In the subdued light of the gas lamps that hissed along the tall wall, both of them looked vaguely surreal. Mia was indeed a beautiful young woman, with an undeniable and beguiling grace, but in Hunter’s opinion Kaori outshone her. Light always seemed to favor him, whether it was the direct golden worship of the noon sun or—like now—the reverent purple shadows of twilight. The light of the lamps caught in a halo of gold on the edges of his dark hair, pooling in his eyes with a luminescent sheen. When he smiled, the expression was so poignantly sweet and beautiful that it just about broke Hunter’s heart.

He could feel Yura’s eyes on him, waiting for his reply. With a sigh, he tore his gaze away from the young couple. “I know what you’re trying to imply.”

“Do you?” Yura’s tone was curious.

Hunter frowned. One of the things he found most annoying about Yura was his insistence on telling him things he didn’t want to hear. Perhaps that was the reason the two of them had become such close friends over the years. There weren’t many people whose opinion Hunter trusted, but this man had become one of them.

Yura was perched on the edge of the low bridge that spanned the pond, his legs crossed comfortably underneath him. His hands were busy using a soiled cloth to polish the blade of one of his knives, his head bowed at the task as if he weren’t particularly aware of either Hunter or the charges they were guarding. Hunter knew better.

“You think I was wrong to counsel him against accepting Mia’s advances.” The thought was troubling, but Hunter forced himself to consider it.

Yura hesitated for a moment before replying. “I’m not saying you were wrong,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “I suppose I’m questioning your motives, just a little bit.”

“I only want what’s best for him.”

“That goes without saying. But I think you want what’s best for you, too.”

Hunter pressed his lips together tightly. “An alliance of that kind with Mia would give Faron power over him that he cannot afford. Not now, while he’s still learning the intricacies of his new position.”

“Relax. I’m not denying that.” Yura looked up finally, fixing him with a solemn gaze. “I’m just wondering if, when the time comes, you’ll be able to push him in the direction he needs to go.”

Annoying or not, Hunter forced himself to consider the question seriously. “I told you I want what’s best for him.”

“I know you do.”

“That means marriage, children, a family. Lovers in the meanwhile, if that’s what he wants. Good friends. Loyal supporters. Pursuits that bring him happiness, and a purpose he can take pride in. Security. Safety. Faith in himself. Everything he needs to keep him happy and healthy and sane.”

Yura’s eyes widened, just slightly, at the vehemence in his voice. “Good gods, Hunter.”

Hunter looked away from him, feeling uncomfortable. “I’m not going to stand in his way when he eventually finds a woman to love,” he said stiffly. “I would never interfere in anything that could bring him happiness.”

“Okay. I get it.” Yura’s voice was subdued. After a moment, he turned his attention back to his blade. “Are you going to be all right?”

He turned his gaze back toward Kaori, frowning. “I’ll be fine.”

Yura was one of the very few who knew about his past, about the hell he’d come through in order to be here. About how Kaori was a beacon, leading him forward through the dark.

“If she tries to touch his ass,” Yura said casually, without looking up, “you want I should break her arm?”

The corner of Hunter’s mouth twitched upward. “I don’t think that will be necessary,” he said. “But I appreciate the thought.”

 

 

Mia wanted to go inside with him.

Kaori had been fretting over how to turn her down without injuring her feelings. He didn’t want to reject her outright for fear of offending her father. Having the support of the Duin in the coming months was going to be vital as the country adjusted to Kaori’s rule, and alienating the man by insulting his daughter was something that had to be avoided at all costs.

For a moment, he indulged in the luxury of exasperation at the position she’d put him in. Not that that emotion was at all helpful in his current circumstances. He was still pondering what he should do when they stepped up to the main doors of the palace.

“I had a wonderful time this evening,” she said. She was standing close against his side, the soft, subtly fragrant warmth of her pressing up against his arm. “You have such a beautiful home.”

To be fair, she was a pleasant enough companion. She was polite, with a nice sense of humor, and she actually seemed to be intelligent after a fashion. Kaori had enjoyed the time they’d spent together, for the most part, and thought that under other circumstances they might have become fast friends.

“I did, too,” he said, pausing at the head of the veranda. Turning, he looked out across the front courtyard. Surrounded by eerily glowing lanterns, the tall fountain splashed incessantly at the center of the quad.

For a moment she was silent, watching him. Then she said, “Forgive me, High Lord, but you seem a bit distracted this evening. Have I done anything to offend you?”

“No, of course not! I suppose I…I suppose I have been a bit preoccupied. But it isn’t anything you’ve done.” He faltered then, at a complete loss as to how he should continue. Then inspiration struck. “I guess I just can’t really believe he’s gone.”

Sympathy instantly suffused her features. She squeezed his arm lightly with one hand, commiserating. “Your father was a good man.”

“Yes.” Kaori still wasn’t sure how he felt about his father’s passing. He hadn’t really known the man at all, although his death had left an undeniable void that was still waiting to be filled. “It seems like everything’s changed, just that quickly. It’s been a lot to take in.”

“Of course it is.” She stepped up beside him to look out over the fountain, not provocatively, but just offering the comfort of her presence. “But you mustn’t doubt yourself. You’re doing a fine job as High Lord so far. And my father…he can be a bit overbearing, but you can’t let him get to you.” She smiled slightly at him, her eyes taking on a wry shine.

He returned the smile. “Thank you.”

“I suppose even the High Lord of Kazure can feel pressured at times. So many people are depending on you.”

“It is a tremendous responsibility.” He sighed. “I’m really hoping I don’t let them down.”

“You won’t,” she said. Her voice was firm. “You couldn’t. We all have faith in you. Please believe in that.”

For a moment, he was so overcome by gratitude he couldn’t speak. “You’re very different than I initially assumed you would be,” he said at last.

This time, the smile she gave him was rueful. “I suppose I’ll take that as a compliment.” She reached out to touch the side of his face, tucking an errant strand of hair back behind his ear. “No matter what happens, you’re going to be all right. And as long as I’m my father’s daughter, you’ll have the support of the Duin.”

“Mia,” Kaori stared at her, wide-eyed. “Thank you.”

Her smile softened. “I’m going to go inside to bed now. You have yourself a pleasant evening, High Lord.”

“Yes. You, too.” He watched her turn around and make her way inside, picking up the hem of her cloak in one hand as she passed over the threshold. She didn’t look back.

Maybe, Kaori couldn’t help thinking, it really was going to be okay. Maybe he really could do this, could be the High Lord, could juggle the political alliances he knew he had to make, and still somehow be himself in the process.

Looking back out across the courtyard, he smiled.

 

 

Delegations from the other regions began to arrive over the next several days. Kazurian mourning traditions set his father’s funeral for the end of the week, at which point Kaori’s official coronation ceremony would be held. It was customary for the lords of the council to journey to Tenkai for both occasions. Kaori most definitely was not looking forward to the coming formalities, but he knew they were necessary. The people of Kazure needed closure in the case of his father’s death, and they needed to embrace the future of Kaori’s reign. To be honest, both of those points applied to him as well; he wondered if he would be successful at achieving either one.

The vast majority of Kaori’s time was soon caught up in playing host to the various visiting lords and their retinues. If nothing else, he was pleased that at least the requirements of his station took some of Faron’s attentions off of him. Mia helped by being unobtrusively charming, staying close enough to him to appease her father but never once pressuring him in any way he found uncomfortable. In fact, he found himself quite relying on her ability to organize as more and more of the delegations began to arrive.

Meals were prepared on a near-constant basis to feed all of the palace’s guests—sweet wines and nectars, fresh-baked breads and rich pies made with chicken and lamb, fruits and stews, soups and vegetables, with enormous haunches of meat leaking fragrant juices onto the platters that held them. Kaori’s cooking staff was working around the clock to fulfill their duties, and still they seemed barely able to keep up with the demand that was placed on them.  Nevertheless, not one visitor to the palace went hungry during those frantic days, and several guests were heard commenting on the richness of Tenkai’s offerings.  Kaori chose to count that as a victory, however minor.

He had little time to spend with the lords of Kazure’s ruling council individually, aside from greeting them when they first arrived at the palace.  Many of them seemed preoccupied with their own concerns and treated him rather brusquely, as if they found the duty to leave their holdings and make the journey to Heaven’s Gate for his coronation a trial, or at best an annoyance.

It rankled, if he was being honest, but he didn’t suppose he could blame them.  He was a relative unknown to them, after all, and they had to be worried about how the transfer of power was going to affect their holdings.

“Your father would never have stood for that sort of treatment,” Haku said, pulling him aside after yet another frigid greeting.  His eyes trailed after Lord Juril’s retinue with a narrow-eyed glare as they made their way across the grounds toward the rooms that had been prepared for them.

Kaori couldn’t help feeling a flicker of amusement at the grimly voiced statement.  “What are you suggesting I do?  Clap them in irons?”

“You should do something, certainly.  As the new High Lord you deserve nothing but the highest level of respect.”

Kaori felt warmed by his friend’s outrage on his behalf.  “I’m sure they don’t mean anything harmful by it.”

Haku looked exasperated with him.  “It’s a calculated insult, Kaori.  Your father would have considered it an offense to the crown, and would have chastised them accordingly.”

“A bit of an overstatement, perhaps, but he’s essentially correct, High Lord.” That was Ishaya, stepping toward them from across the hall and looking none too happy with the current state of affairs inside Heaven’s Gate. His normally genial face was creased with a thin frown. “Such an act could be counted as a grave offense.”

“Wait a minute.” Kaori held up his hands in a placating gesture. This all seemed to be getting just a bit out of hand. “Their behavior is only offensive if we choose to take offense at it, right?” Not even inducted into his office yet, the last thing he wanted to do was start making enemies among the ruling lords of his kingdom, and driving wedges between them. In his opinion, maintaining the peace in Kazure took precedence over any imagined slight against his pride. “I understand what you’re saying, but until we see solid proof of insubordination, I think we need to give them space to adjust to my father’s passing in their own way.”

“A wise decision, High Lord.” Ishaya still didn’t look happy, but he seemed to recognize the strategic advantage of maintaining a spirit of cooperation with the delegates for the duration of their stay at Heaven’s Gate.

Haku shrugged. “If that’s the way you want to handle it,” he granted with obvious reluctance. Clearly, the thought of allowing such a slight to pass without mention went against his nature. Kaori couldn’t help feeling a bit flattered that his friend’s protective instincts were being raised in his defense.

He laid a hand on Haku’s arm. “Please, Haku,” he said. “Let’s just get through the next couple of days, all right?”

Haku met his gaze, his expression softening. “Of course, Kaori.” He had to be thinking how difficult the coming days had to be for Kaori, with the funeral and the coronation ceremony. Adding stress of a political nature was not liable to help him in any way. “I’m sorry. I just…I want them to take you seriously.”

Yes, that was one of Kaori’s worries, too. “We’ll worry about that later. Let’s just work on making it through the ceremony for now.”

Haku nodded. “Right.” Looking more positive about the coming day’s ordeal, he turned and left the room.

“You handled that masterfully, High Lord,” Ishaya said approvingly.

Kaori sighed and once again resisted the urge to tug at the high collar of his dress robes. “I don’t feel like I’m handling much of anything.” He glanced at Hunter where he stood leaning in the doorway off to one side, drawing comfort from the other man’s steady gaze. “What do you think? Am I wrong not to take their behavior as an insult?”

Hunter considered the question. “I think it’s an insult if you choose to interpret it as one,” he said at last. “Since you’ve chosen not to, then no. It’s not.” He smiled slightly, seeing Ishaya’s consternated look.

Kaori felt instantly better about his decision. “That’s right. We have absolutely no idea what those lords are dealing with.” He was going to have to find out, though, and sooner rather than later if he wanted to maintain control of this country. He sighed. “Why does this all have to be so complicated?”

Ishaya drew himself up resolutely. “You’re not doing this alone, High Lord. Don’t forget we’re here to help you in any way that we can.”

“Besides,” Hunter added, giving him a shadow of a grin. His eyes had a mischievous glint to them. “You’d get bored if it was all too easy, wouldn’t you?”

Kaori returned the grin, feeling lighter inside than he had since he’d first heard of his father’s demise.

Yes, he probably would.
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Watching his father’s casket slide lower into the ground, Kaori felt as if a vast chasm were opening up inside of him.
The mausoleum where the Sansa family found their final rest loomed like a dark shadow against the afternoon sky, jagged and unfathomable. Its heavy stone contours seemed to soak up the light, playing tricks with Kaori’s vision. It was located at the far rear of the estate, in a particularly picturesque glade surrounded by drooping willow trees. The trees had looked graceful to Kaori in the past, their heavy branches swaying in the breeze like silk-draped dancers, but today they looked sorrowful to him, grief-stricken, as if the trees were bowing their heads in silent mourning.

Around him, the staff and townsfolk who had gathered for the funeral stood in respectful silence, their sorrowful faces turned down toward the ground, lost in their own memories and musings. Lord Faron and his retinue stood off to one side of the glade, looking uncommonly somber, their expressions mirrored by those of the other lords and the attending delegates. Kaori felt pale standing among them, insubstantial, as if a part of him were joining his father’s corpse down there in the ground.

“It’s almost over,” Hunter murmured to him.

Kaori nodded, his eyes burning. It hadn’t seemed real, up until now, that his father had left him. For the first time, the true repercussions of Akashi Sansa’s death were beginning to resonate in him, filling him with a sense of crawling dread.

His father had been as much an enigma to him as he’d been a great ruler, but in his own way, Kaori knew he was going to miss the man. He thought about his mother, who had been down there in the crypt waiting for her husband to join her for many years. In time, Kaori’s remains were going to join them as well.

“It’s a good day for this,” Yura said, looking unusually solemn. He glanced up at where the standards at the corners of the mausoleum flapped idly in the breeze. “Not too hot, not too cold, with a fair bit of wind to stir things up a bit.”

Kaori knew he was trying to take his mind off of things, and felt grateful for it. “Thanks for being here, Yura.”

“Oh, it’s no trouble. I usually try to avoid funerals, but this seemed like a special enough occasion.”

Above them, a spread-tailed hawk spiraled easily on the breeze, giving a mournful cry. Kaori’s eyes fell on the statue carved above the mouth of the mausoleum, a thick-bodied black snake with glittering eyes, its broad wings spread to hold the inhabitants of the crypt in its perpetual shadow.

“What do you know about Shinja?” he asked of no one in particular.

Hunter’s gaze followed his, lingering on the snake’s effigy. “Some people consider it the soul of Kazure. A sacred beast that protects the land against all aggression.”

“And it’s beholden to the High Lord.”

“So the legend says.”

Kaori thought about that. “Where is the snake now, then?”

“Deep in the earth, probably.” That was Yura now. “That’s where most people agree it lives when it isn’t fighting on behalf of the kingdom.”

“But no one knows for sure.”

“No.”

Kaori paused. “Have you ever seen it?”

“Once,” Yura said unexpectedly, “outside of Aabu.”

Kaori turned to stare at him. “Seriously?”

Yura nodded. “There was a border skirmish with Nefari bandits that had been going on for months. Lord Juril had lost the majority of his forces, and was being beaten back. It was pretty grim. Villages were burning, townspeople were losing their homes and their livelihood. Some of the bandits had taken to abducting prisoners and were selling them as slaves over in the Noricine provinces. It was enough to make Juril swallow his pride and ask your father for help in repelling them.”

Kaori was still trying to come to terms with the fact that the legendary creature was real. “What did it look like?”

Yura considered. “Like nothing I’ve ever seen,” he said after a moment. “Huge, bigger than houses, and meaner than the devil itself. But…insubstantial, in a way. As if it was as much shadow as it was flesh. When it uncoiled and reared back to strike, I swear it blotted out the sky.”

“And the bandits retreated.”

“Of course they did.” He laughed shortly. “The ones who survived, at any rate. Shinja ate extremely well that day, I can tell you.”

Kaori shivered, feeling cold straight down to his toes. “How did my father summon it?”

“I’m not really sure.” Now Yura looked thoughtful. “He wasn’t one to talk much about how he did what he did. All I know is, one moment the beast wasn’t there, and the next it was.”

“Like magic.”

“Maybe.” He glanced at Kaori, his eyes contemplative. “Are you worried that you won’t be able to summon it, if the time ever comes?”

Kaori swallowed hard, not wanting to think about it. “I don’t know.”

“Uh-huh. Well, hopefully you won’t have to worry about that any time soon.”

Above them, the circling hawk gave another desolate cry.

 

 

With the funeral done, the official coronation ceremony followed in short order. It took place in the great hall of the palace where—presided over once again by the stained glass and carven effigies of the sacred serpent—Kaori stood before the assembled crowd who had come to see his induction into office and recited the oath that Ishaya coached him through.

“I, Kaori Sansa, son of Akashi and Emrin Sansa, accept the appointment of High Lord to the free peoples of Kazure. I vow to weave my life and my will and my blood with this land and those who share it, and bind myself one to the other in Kazure’s service for all of time.”

The hall erupted into a chorus of resounding cheers that nearly deafened him as Ishaya dipped his fingers into the reservoir of wet sand beside them and then touched the center of Kaori’s forehead in a short, sweeping motion, dampening the skin there. The gesture was steeped in tradition, symbolizing the connection between the High Lord and the lifeblood of the land.

Ishaya’s strong voice rang throughout the room. “Your pledge to Kazure is accepted, and the sacrifice made.” His words, as well, had the ring of ritual about them. Turning to face the assembled crowd, he said, “May I present your new High Lord, Kaori Sansa.” Standing on a podium beside them was a delicately wrought crown, decorated with dark jewels and elegantly shaped engravings. Ishaya turned to pick it up in both hands and—lifting it briefly above his head for all of the assembled viewers to see—set it down carefully onto Kaori’s bowed head.

This time, the cheers from the crowd were so loud that it was a good thing neither of them had anything else required of them to say, because no one would have been able to hear them. In that crowd were the lords Kaori was intended to rule over, along with a great number of Kazure’s higher and lesser nobility, as well as ranks of peasantry from merchants and craftsmen straight down to the coarsest working class. There were representatives from the nations Kazure maintained a neutral relationship with as well—from Gyre, from Nefar and Arisaig—each offering their support and encouragement to Kazure’s newest High Lord. Kaori closed his eyes briefly and let the wave of sound wash over him, thinking that the crown couldn’t really be as heavy as it felt. The wet grit that clung to his forehead itched; he resisted the urge to wipe it away.

When he opened his eyes again, he found himself searching for a single face in the crowd. Needing to see it, almost desperately. He found it, there at the corner of the room near the edge of the dais, and suddenly he could breathe again. The room swam back into focus, his momentary panic receding.

Hunter gazed back at him with his usual placid expression, encouragement and pride shining bright in his dark eyes. He was leaning back against a pillar at the side of the room, arms crossed casually over his chest. He could have made himself invisible, Kaori knew, blending effortlessly into the crowd, but instead he had made himself stand out just in case Kaori might want to see him. Knowing, perhaps, that Kaori would need to see him.

Seeing Kaori’s eyes on him, Hunter smiled, just slightly.

The tension that had begun to coil tight in Kaori unfurled, just a little. This was only a ceremony, after all. Only a symbol of everything that was to come. He wasn’t his father—could never be his father—but perhaps that was okay. He would try to concentrate on being Kaori, concentrate on being what he was instead of dwelling on all of the many things he wasn’t, and maybe he wouldn’t end up making a mess of both himself and the country that had been entrusted to him.

 

 

One by one, the lords and dignitaries who had come to pay their respects at Heaven’s Gate took their leave. Faron was the last to go, lingering for nearly two full days after the last of the other lords departed for their home lands. It didn’t take a genius to figure that he wanted Kaori to have more time to spend alone with his daughter if he chose to make use of it; apparently the man’s ambition had not abated one iota during the intervening ceremonial interlude.

His presence hadn’t turned out to be as interminable as Kaori had feared, but it was tiring. He was not sad to see the man go.

“I trust you enjoyed my daughter’s company,” Faron said as he waited for a servant to bring him his horse. He was dressed in riding clothes again, booted and cloaked and ready for travel.

“Yes,” Kaori said. “I found her company to be quite enjoyable.”

Faron regarded him closely, as if trying to read some deeper meaning within the words. “She could stay behind, if you were interested in prolonging your involvement with her.”

“Oh no, I wouldn’t want to keep her away from her home any longer than necessary,” Kaori said. He had decided that it would be best to play dumb in front of Faron as far as his daughter was concerned. Let the man think he was stupid, and hadn’t truly understood what was being offered to him.

“It would be no trouble, I assure you.” Faron frowned, his gaze moving to Mia’s slim form where she was busy mounting the grey mare she favored. She didn’t look up to meet his eyes.

“Perhaps I’ll come visit you both in the Duin soon,” Kaori said, compromising. “There’s a lot I have to deal with here at the moment. The transfer of power, getting everything ordered after my father’s funeral….”

That succeeded in drawing Faron’s attention away from his daughter. “Of course, High Lord. You have the Duin’s full support and sympathies during this most difficult time.”

“Thank you, Lord Faron.” Somehow, when Faron said that it sounded a lot less sincere than when Mia had.

Faron’s horse appeared next to them, led by one of the stablehands. It was a magnificent animal, white-and-dun dappled, with a long, glossy mane and an impressive height to its withers. Kaori would probably have needed a stepladder to mount it, but Faron propelled himself up into its saddle without obvious effort.

“Until next time, then, High Lord.” Faron gazed down at him, still looking vaguely displeased. “I thank you for your most gracious hospitality. You’ll have to pay us a visit sometime and allow me to repay the favor in kind.”

“I’ll look forward to it,” Kaori promised. He watched with some relief as Faron wheeled his horse around and started moving in the direction of the gate, his soldiers falling into line behind him.

He raised a hand to wave at Mia when she passed him by. Smiling, she returned the wave.

“Well.” Haku stepped up beside him, staring thoughtfully after Faron and his party as they left. “That went relatively well.”

Kaori glanced sideways at him. “Are there any other surprises I should know about? An unprecedented shortage of yams? A peasant revolt in the making? The cataclysmic end of the world?”

“No. No rabid squirrels, either.” He gave Kaori an ironic look. “Relax, all right? You did fine.”

Had he? Kaori still wasn’t so sure. He might have succeeded in winning Faron’s allegiance, but that was still a small drop in the bucket as far as securing the loyalty of all of Kazure was concerned.

“Is Ishaya here?” he asked, chewing on his lower lip broodingly.

“I think he’s in the library.”

Without another word, Kaori turned to head inside. The library was a large, two-storied room at the exact center of the palace, in many ways the heart of the entire place. It was lined with deep bookshelves and filled with comfortably furnished reading nooks, with wide windows that looked out over the rear of the estate.

Ishaya was right where Haku had said he’d be, sitting at one of the long study tables. He was bent over a large, yellowed tome with edges so old they looked ready to crumble at the slightest touch. His long fingers were extraordinarily delicate as they carefully turned one of the pages.

“High Lord!” he said when Kaori entered the room, standing up hastily to greet him. “I never thought I’d see the day you came into this place of your own free will.”

Kaori grinned, remembering countless tutoring sessions when Ishaya had had to hunt him down and threaten him into complying when it came time for his lessons. “Good morning to you, too.”

“Yes, of course, good morning.” He looked embarrassed that he hadn’t observed the usual social niceties. “What can I do to help you today, sir?”

Waving a hand to show that he’d only been joking, Kaori pulled out a chair and sat down across the table from him. “I was actually hoping you could give me some information.”

“Of course.” He sounded pleased. Tentatively, he sat down again. “What is it you’d like to know?”

Kaori thought for a moment. “Faron I’ve pretty much got figured out,” he said. “He wants power, and he wants the Duin to keep thriving prosperously the way it has in the past.”

“That’s very true, sir.”

“But what about the other lords? They can’t all want the same things. If I’m going to help them, win their trust, I need to understand the kinds of things they’re dealing with.”

Ishaya looked impressed. “I applaud your insight, High Lord. Your instinct regarding the eight lords of the council is right on target.” He leaned forward onto his elbows, steepling his fingers in front of his face in a familiar lecturing pose. “Exactly how much detail do you want?”

“Just the basics for now, please.”

“Certainly.” He took a slow breath to gather his thoughts. “Faron, as you’ve learned, controls the fertile valleys at the center of the country. He has no particular need for material support from the capital, and instead seeks to further his political influence throughout the land.”

“He’s ambitious,” Kaori said, nodding.

“Yes. Then there’s Nakume and Hirose, of Homatsu and Manyurin respectively. Their lands border the Duin to the east and west. They are both similar to Faron in that their lands are fertile and provide them with sufficient material provision for their people. They also enjoy the security of being located at the heart of the kingdom, and not having to worry about repelling invasion from beyond our borders.”

“Rich and spoiled,” Kaori interpreted.

“I suppose you could see it that way,” Ishaya said diplomatically. “Kei, as well, enjoys a relative amount of security in the Wakiji Bridge area. His lands are more rocky where they sit up toward the north, less bountiful, but he enjoys a lucrative trading agreement with the other lords which benefits his region immensely. His people produce a rare form of jewelry from their mines which has become quite fashionable in the surrounding lands.”

“Shrewd of him.”

“Indeed.” He smiled slightly. “Then there are what are informally known as the four border lords. They control lands along the edges of the country, and are primarily responsible for the defense and fortification of the entire kingdom. Arashima to the east, the Valley of Mengu to the west, Uruma to the north, and Ishiyama to the south.”

“Haku came from Arashima originally, didn’t he? His father is the brother of Lord Razgul.”

“You are correct. Master Haku has no direct claim to the region’s administration, however he does have the right to receive the privileges of the ruling family, if he ever chooses to accept them.”

Kaori considered that. “He’s lived here at Heaven’s Gate for as long as I can remember.”

“Yes.” This time, Ishaya’s voice was subdued. “I believe his appointment here was a direct result of an agreement your father made with Lord Razgul and his family.”

Something cold tightened in the pit of Kaori’s stomach. “What does that mean, exactly?”

Ishaya hesitated. “I suppose your father worried, at the time, that there were no children your own age here at Heaven’s Gate. At least not any children of a similar station. It was his desire to procure a playmate for you. A friend you could form an attachment to throughout your formative years.”

Kaori stared at him. “He convinced Haku’s family to let him be raised here. In exchange for what?”

Now Ishaya looked uncomfortable. “The usual things, I suppose. Goods, food, distribution of military resources.”

For a long moment, Kaori couldn’t bring himself to speak. “That’s…barbaric,” he said at last. “He blackmailed Razgul into selling his nephew in exchange for help in securing the border?”

“Please, High Lord, you mustn’t think of it that way.” Ishaya sounded distressed. “Master Haku has been a good friend to you. He hasn’t been lacking in any way since he came to live here. I don’t believe he feels at all impoverished by his family’s decision to send him here.”

“But his mother. His father. Don’t they miss him?”

“I suppose they must, after a fashion. But the inhabitants of Arashima are a practical people. They have to be, living the lives they do. It isn’t easy for them, particularly because they share a border with the country of Shindor.”

The harsh sibilance of the word gave Kaori a chill. “We haven’t been to war with them in generations.”

“That would be primarily because of efforts made by the soldiers in Lord Razgul’s army. The border is a tempestuous place, full of peril and the threat of invasion from the desert lords to the east.”

Kaori stared out the window, drumming his fingers on the top of the table between them. “So the main concern of the border lords is security.”

“I would judge that to be a fair assessment.”

“They have to be worried. A naive, wet-behind-the-ears kid taking over the throne like this has got to seem troublesome.”

“Oh no, High Lord, I wouldn’t say that at all.”

Kaori smiled faintly. “Objection noted. But even so, reassuring them has got to be my primary area of business.”

“I’m not sure what precisely you can do to convince them. Sending additional soldiers or armaments isn’t exactly feasible, and might be construed as an insult besides.”

“Because it would imply I don’t trust them to be able to handle things on their own.”

“Exactly so.”

“Hmm.” He pushed back from the table abruptly and rose to his feet. “Thank you for your advice, Ishaya. All of this has been extremely helpful.”

“Ah, of course, High Lord.” Looking bemused, Ishaya stood up to mirror him with a small dip of his head. “Anything I can ever do to assist you, naturally. Um.” He hesitated, looking uncertain. “If I may ask, what exactly is it you’ve decided to do?”

With a wry grin, Kaori turned to leave the room. “I’m going to pay the border lords a visit.”
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“I really do have to recommend against this, Kaori.”
Kaori looked up from his lunch and frowned as Haku sat down beside him. “What do you mean?”

The look Haku gave him was exasperated. “Going out to visit the border lords personally? Do you have any idea how dangerous that will be?”

“You make it sound like they’re planning to knife me in my sleep or something.”

“Don’t be stupid.” He looked annoyed. “I’m talking about the countries on the other side of the border. There’s a reason we have fortresses and regular patrols lining the boundaries of the kingdom. It’s not a particularly peaceful place.”

“If I’m planning to rule them, I need to understand the kinds of troubles they’re dealing with.”

“That’s what you have Ishaya for. And me. We can tell you whatever you want to know.”

Kaori smiled. “I appreciate the offer, really. But telling me isn’t going to make a bit of difference. I need to see it all firsthand in order to understand it, if I want to be able to govern them effectively.”

Haku leaned back and raked a hand over his face, radiating frustration. “You really are exasperating.”

“I don’t mean to be.” He was a bit hurt by the accusation, to be honest. “What else do you expect me to do?”

“I don’t know.” Haku looked at him blankly. “What all lords do when they first come into power, I guess. Eat some fancy food. Indulge in luxury. Order people around. Play games. Get drunk. Sleep around a lot.”

Kaori snorted into his drink. “That doesn’t sound very practical.”

“You’re not supposed to be practical. Not right now. Your father just died, and you’ve taken on a lot of new responsibilities.”

“Yes, I know.” He nodded, feeling sobered at the reminder. “Don’t you see, that’s exactly why I have to be practical right now. I need to think about what he left behind, and how I’m going to help maintain it.”

“You’re not in this alone, Kaori. You have a lot of people helping you.”

“I realize that. But the defense of the kingdom is still primarily my responsibility, and no one else’s.”

Haku stared at him for a long moment, as if seeing him for the first time. “I’ll be going with you, of course.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He smiled, feeling touched by the show of loyalty.

“You’d better bring a large force with you. You don’t want to appear weak in front of the border lords. They respect strength and not much else.”

“Thanks for the advice. That sounds like a good idea.”

He paused. “I still think you’re crazy for wanting to do this.”

“I probably am.”

“But you’re not going to change your mind, are you?”

“Not a chance.”

Making a frustrated sound, Haku pushed back from the table. “I’m going to go pick out the soldiers who will be coming with us.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Kaori watched him go with a measure of amusement before turning back to his interrupted meal with a sigh.

Lunch done, he went outside and found Hunter standing next to the front fountain. “Haku,” Hunter told him, “just passed by here not too long ago, muttering under his breath. He looked quite distressed about something.”

“Yeah.” Kaori felt guilty about that, to be honest. “Let me guess, you’re going to recommend that I stay here at Heaven’s Gate and do not much of anything, too.”

“Not at all,” Hunter said, surprising him. “I think you’ve made a bold decision, and I’m interested to see where it’s going to lead.”

“Really?” Kaori leaned back against the side of the fountain and looked up at him. “Haku thinks I’m crazy.”

“Haku is cautious by nature, especially where your welfare is concerned. I wouldn’t pay his concerns too much mind at this point.”

“He says it’s dangerous at the border.”

“That much is true.”

Kaori thought about that. “You’ll be coming with me, right?”

“Do you even have to ask?”

That made Kaori grin. “I suppose not.” Looking up at the sky, he said, “You know, I’ve lived in this country all my life, but I’ve never really thought much about it before. The people in it, I mean. Where they live, what their lives are like. It all feels so new to me.”

“You’ll get used to it in time. I think you’ve made excellent progress so far. You’re taking to your responsibilities with more poise and determination than most other men in your position would have done.”

The fact that Hunter was proud of him made Kaori feel warm inside. “In any case, it’s a lot to take in. I want to be a good leader, but at the same time I’m worried about not being able to hack it, you know? There’s so very much to take in.”

“You’re doing fine, Kaori.” Hunter’s voice was kind. “I really don’t think you have anything to worry about at all.”

Of course Hunter would say that. He always had Kaori’s back.

“I don’t know what I’d do without you, Hunter,” Kaori said.

Hunter smiled. “Nor I you, High Lord.”

 

 

The crown, after the formal obligations of the coronation, had been tucked away in a box in the treasury where—as far as Kaori was concerned—it could stay for the rest of his reign. With the official ceremony done, he had no more excuses to remain at Heaven’s Gate now that he had made his decision to leave. He wondered if he really was as reckless as Haku claimed by wanting to do this, but quickly quashed the notion. He would never be able to lead this country if he kept second-guessing himself.

The traveling party Haku had organized consisted of thirty-nine members of the Royal Guard—three regiments of twelve plus their commanders, including Haku himself. There were also various servants and craftworkers to keep their gear in good working order. He had debated whether to include Sakura Okada, the palace life mage—wanting Kaori to have a Magister trained in the healing arts with him, just in case—but had eventually discarded the idea because her advanced years would make it difficult if not impossible for her to make such a long and arduous journey. They would, he told Kaori reluctantly, have to make do without her.

Also accompanying Kaori would be a team of bodyguards culled from the Assassins Guild. Hunter had been responsible for hand-picking those, taking extreme care in choosing just who would be accountable for Kaori’s welfare while they were on the road. Kaori was very pleased to find that Yura was going to be among them.

It took him less time than he thought it would to prepare for the trip. Most of his luggage from the university at Napoli City was still sitting in bags in his room, waiting for him to find the time to unpack it. The thought gave him a surprising twinge of what felt almost like homesickness; he wondered fleetingly whether Ben had succeeded in winning the apprenticeship he’d wanted so badly.

Finally, it was time to load up the carriage and go. The soldiers and the support staff would be riding on horseback, but Kaori would be able to ride in comfort inside the coach. That thought made him feel a bit self-conscious, but Haku assured him the border lords wouldn’t expect anything less from him.

Ishaya was left behind in temporary stewardship of the palace while he was gone. The last glimpse Kaori had of him was when the carriage passed through the main gates toward the road that led down to the city. Ishaya stood tall in front of the fountain in the middle of the courtyard, his thin form draped in its usual grey robe of office, one arm raised in what was doubtlessly sincerely heartfelt farewell.

Now that they were on the move, Kaori couldn’t help feeling anxious again. He watched the trees pass by outside the window of the carriage and thought about all of the things that could possibly go wrong with this venture. He wondered if he was ever going to feel confident in his role as High Lord.

“You’re brooding.” Hunter’s voice had a rueful lilt to it.

“Maybe a little,” Kaori admitted. He sighed, leaning his head back against the plush back of the coach. It would be about a twenty minute ride down to the city. From there, they would make their way south to the main thoroughfare that connected Tenkai with the rest of southern Kazure.

He had opted to visit Lord Ishige of the Stone Mountain first, pretty much at random. There was a sort of logic to it, however, since Tenkai was located in the southern half of the country and Ishiyama was closer than a lot of the other border lands. Other than that, Kaori was flying entirely on instinct.

“Tell me about Ishige,” he said, trying to distract himself from his worries.

“He’s the oldest of the eight lords,” Hunter said. Settled comfortably on the bench seat across from Kaori, he looked annoyingly at ease. “He has a reputation for being rather intractable in his business dealings. His wife died about thirteen years ago, and he’s never remarried. He has one son, Doi, who has a wife and a single daughter who’s currently away at the Red Mountain Academy in Manyurin.”

“Sounds like he might be a fairly lonely man.”

Hunter smiled. “That very well may be.”

Kaori considered what that might mean for them. Chin resting on his fist, he stared out the window in brooding silence until they passed out of the woods and pulled in to the city of Tenkai.

In these central sections of the city, the streets were wide and well-paved, and meticulously kept. Perhaps there were other parts along its fringes that were more squalid, less carefully maintained. If so, he’d never visited them. It occurred to him that for as long as he’d lived here, he didn’t really know that much about the city. The thought made him feel ashamed suddenly. Even this place, which was practically in his backyard, was a mystery to him. Had he really been that self-centered and aloof for all these years? Had the people he shared a city with really meant that little to him?

“There’s an entire world out here,” he mused, without knowing precisely what he meant by the words.

But Hunter only nodded. “Yes,” he said, sounding pensive. “There is.”

Watching the faces that turned upward to track his progress as the carriage trundled past on the street, Kaori saw men and women, old and young, rich and poor, the hopeful and the hopeless, all of them sharing the same path to the future that he was on. The High Lord’s carriage was readily recognizable with its stylized griffon and the legion of soldiers and attendants that followed it, and its passage created a noticeable stir among the villagers as it made its way through the town. As he watched, a gaggle of children paced the carriage off to one side, holding aloft thin sticks like toy swords and cheering at the tops of their lungs as they ran beside it. Kaori held their gazes and smiled, pressing his palm against the window.

No matter what happened, he wasn’t going to let these people down. They were depending on him to do his best. He might not be his father, but he had his own gifts. He wasn’t going to give up, and he wasn’t going to take the easy way out. He was going to push forward, he was going to persevere, and he was going to succeed.

He wasn’t going to fail his people. Not any of them.
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The northern border of Ishiyama was a shallow, weed-choked river that Kaori didn’t know the name of. The bridge that provided passage to the other side was made of weathered stone and looked as if it hadn’t been reinforced in generations. It groaned alarmingly when Kaori’s carriage moved across it, the large wheels of the coach kicking up puffs of rock dust as loose stones caught in their spokes, crumbling to powder under the relentless turning of the wheels.
Looking out the carriage’s window at the surrounding landscape, Kaori wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. It looked barren to him, hilly and rocky with odd juts of stone stabbing their way up from the ground at uneven intervals. What vegetation there was was sparse and spindly-looking, with nothing so large as a tree to be found for as far as Kaori could see. It was nearing evening, which meant the land was coated in long shadows, but even so, he didn’t think it looked like a particularly hospitable place to live.

They’d moved maybe a quarter mile past the river when a sudden shout drew Kaori’s attention from up ahead. Peering forward, he thought he saw a light glimmering through the swiftly falling darkness.

There was a flurry of movement as the members of the Guard drew in close around the carriage, surrounding it in a tight ring with a well-practiced maneuver that Kaori was rather impressed by. Up ahead, the light brightened and resolved into the shape of four horsemen, who were approaching steadily from one side of the cracked and rutted road.

Their armor was unfamiliar to Kaori, dark and heavy, with a large helm that swept up into a point toward the front of their heads. Their horses were likewise dark and heavy-looking, with thick legs and an air that suggested they were used to carrying arduous loads up steep inclines, and were tough enough that they didn’t need to expend any particular effort to do so.

The horseman at the head of the group was carrying a long wooden pole in one hand, at the end of which hung a tall lantern. The flame of the lantern sizzled faintly in the damp air, giving off an oily smoke that tainted the air with an acrid scent. He wore no identifiable insignia that Kaori could discern, but he got the impression the man was an official envoy or scout of some kind regardless.

The lead horseman drew his mount to a halt and eyed the carriage with its attendant circle of protectors suspiciously. Underneath his helm, his face was square and frowning, with a patchy, dark beard and browned skin. One of his hands rested on the hilt of the large broadsword belted at his waist.

“Stop,” he commanded in a rough voice, staring down at them from the top of a small rise. “Turn your party around and go back the way you came.”

Captain Genshi, the leader of the Palace Guard contingent Kaori had brought with him, eased his horse slowly forward. “Hail to you, brother,” his strong voice called out. “My name is Genshi, captain of the Palace Guard in Tenkai. I travel in the company of the High Lord of Kazure, who seeks an audience with the Lord of the Stone Mountain.”

The expression on the horseman’s face didn’t change. “All visitors to this land are to be turned away, without exception. Those are my orders.”

“Surely your commander did not anticipate having his land visited by our High Lord.” Genshi’s tone was even. “I’m sure that an exception to your orders can be made in this instance.”

The horseman’s dark eyes flickered over the soldiers grouped around the carriage. Kaori thought he might be calculating the odds of being able to force such a well-armed troupe to retreat against their will, and wasn’t particularly liking his chances.

The man’s mouth turned down in a frown. “If you choose to go forward,” he said, biting the words off as if they left a bad taste in his mouth, “you do so at your own peril. I will not be held responsible for what happens, High Lord or no.”

With that, he pulled his horse around and drove his heels hard into its flanks. The animal snorted and shot off with surprising grace for so large a beast, its sure legs carrying it easily over the uneven ground. In moments, the horseman and his three companions were lost from view amongst the rocks.

“Well,” Kaori said, leaning back in his seat with an uneasy frown. “That was ominous.”

Across from him in the darkening cab, Hunter didn’t look at all apprehensive. Then again, he never did. “It was certainly interesting,” he agreed.

With a lumbering groan, the carriage began to move forward once again. Lamps were lit to illuminate their way as the light continued to fade, and the party thinned out again in order to make their way along the narrowing road. Kaori caught Haku’s gaze briefly when his friend’s horse passed close by the side of the carriage. Haku didn’t even spare him a smile before turning his attention back to the surrounding hills, looking watchful.

After what seemed an interminable amount of time, the road passed over the lip of a high jut of hard-packed earth and then plunged down toward the bank of a swift-moving river far below. The froth of the current was considerable, suggesting that sharp-edged stones invisible beneath the surface were busy churning the waters into a violent and possibly fatal frenzy. In the darkness, the river looked very black and very cold.

Fortunately, it didn’t look like they would have to ford it. The road took an abrupt turn at the base of the hill and followed along the river’s bank, winding upwards into a series of increasingly sheer slopes and curves. It turned away from the river at one point and continued to rise, leaving the waters behind. Looking out his window, Kaori saw a heart-stopping drop-off spreading down into the darkness beside them, what looked like a handspan away from the carriage’s wheels.

He didn’t breathe easily until the ground leveled out again, and the road turned back onto less precarious ground. There were trees around them now, albeit extremely sparse and stunted ones. Their black limbs cut a blade-sharp swath against the sky, like gnarled hands, reaching.

Finally, he saw signs of habitation somewhere in front of them. Light glowed luridly out of the fog, illuminating a tall, black-iron gate topped with crenels in the shape of sharp-tipped spears. The walls to either side of it were towering and made of faded grey brick, the same color as the surrounding mountain.

The guards standing watch at the gate called out for them to halt, and two of their number rode forward to meet the visiting party. Kaori peered out curiously at them as they approached, seeing men of a similar build to the ones who had stopped them at Ishiyama’s border, with the same dark armor and pointed helm.

“What is your business on the Stone Mountain?” one of them asked brusquely, glaring in the direction of the carriage. He didn’t look happy at all to have his vigil interrupted.

“We are visitors,” Captain Genshi said, “from Tenkai. The High Lord of Kazure desires an audience with Lord Ishige, at his lordship’s earliest convenience.”

A flicker of surprise crossed the sentry’s face, there and then gone. His gaze moved to the carriage again, focusing on Kaori’s face through the window with a narrow frown.

“Lord Ishige is not expecting any visitors,” he said.

“Nevertheless, we are here.” Kaori decided that he liked Captain Genshi very much; the man had the ability to be assertive without being domineering. When his words didn’t prompt the desired response—or a response of any kind, for that matter—he added, “I trust your master would not wish our High Lord to be abandoned on the road outside his gates to spend the night in the cold.”

The sentry seemed to consider the question seriously. “No,” he said at last, scowling. “He’ll want to talk to each of you just as soon as he hears of your arrival. You will come inside, and wait quietly until he finds the time to speak to you. You will not cause disruption of any kind or there will be consequences.”

That sounded less like an invitation to stay the night than a declaration of thinly veiled hostility, but Kaori figured he’d take what he could get. The gates were opened ponderously in front of them, and the carriage rolled forward into the darkened maw within.

Lord Ishige’s castle was tall and forbidding, built half into the face of the mountain it jutted up against. It was a masterpiece of looming towers and sharply sloping battlements, with a kind of brooding air that made Kaori think of vultures hunched on low branches, waiting for their prey to die.

“Wow,” he said as he climbed down carefully from the carriage. His eyes were wide as he took it all in. “It’s kind of a depressing place, isn’t it?”

Hunter’s presence was warm beside him. “The Stone Fortress was built for the sole purpose of repelling invasion from outside its walls. It is a war machine, and little more. But rest assured it fulfills its desired function admirably.”

“I’m sure it does,” Kaori granted, frowning. “But would it kill them to plant some flowers somewhere?”

His musings were cut short when the front doors of the castle opened, and a small group of people stepped outside. Kaori subsided instantly, not wanting to be overheard criticizing the home of their hosts.

At the group’s head was a thin woman in a long, grey robe. She looked young, but at the same time ageless. In the light of the lanterns that Kaori’s soldiers held, her hair gleamed silver-white.

“Great and noble High Lord,” she said, bowing low in Kaori’s direction. Her voice was soft, with an intriguing lisp to it. “I welcome you most sincerely to the Stone Fortress of Ishiyama. I trust your journey’s end finds you in good health, as well as good spirits.”

“Ah,” Kaori said, resisting the urge to look toward either Hunter or Haku for guidance. That “great and noble High Lord” part had caught him off guard. “Yes, thank you. Our journey was very pleasant.”

“I am delighted to hear that, High Lord.” She straightened and fixed him with a beatific smile, her eyes softening. “My name is Tenma. I serve as Magister in Lord Ishige’s court. It will be my pleasure to see to your lodging needs for the coming night, until our master can meet with you in the morning.”

“Oh no, that’s fine,” Kaori said hastily. “There’s no need to wake him or anything. If we can just have a place to lie down, and maybe have someone see to our horses….”

“Of course.” She snapped her fingers off to one side, and one of the hooded figures behind her stepped forward, bowing its head. “Your horses will be fed and quartered in our lord’s stable. Unfortunately we do not have room inside the castle for all of your companions, but they are quite welcome to find rooms in our servants’ and soldiers’ quarters. Hot food and drink will be provided if they have not already eaten.”

“I’m sure that will be fine.” Kaori was feeling a bit disoriented. After the reception they’d received from Ishiyama’s soldiers thus far, he hadn’t been expecting anywhere near this warm a reception.

Tenma smiled. “Then shall we go inside, High Lord, and get you out of the cold? Dinner will be provided for you as well, of course, if you should desire it.”

“You go on ahead, High Lord,” Captain Genshi urged. “My men will be fine bedding down with the other soldiers tonight.”

Seeing that the servants Tenma had brought with her were beginning to tend to the horses, while others were moving among the ranks of Kaori’s attendants counting heads to prepare their lodging, Kaori nodded and moved to follow her inside. He was relieved when Hunter fell into step beside him.

At a glance from Kaori, Haku moved forward to join him as well, as did Yura. The presence of his friends bolstered him. Whatever he was going to be told while he was inside these walls, he wanted to be surrounded by people he trusted when he heard it.

The interior hall of the castle was vast and echoing, with rigidly cut marbled blocks for the floor without any carpeting to soften its edges any. Kaori’s footsteps rang as he walked across it. There were a couple of large tapestries hanging on the walls, but their surface was so faded and threadbare that it was difficult telling what images they were originally supposed to have depicted.

“I apologize for the state of our home,” Tenma said, without looking in his direction. “I’m sure it isn’t anything near as grand as what you’ve been accustomed to.”

“No!” Kaori hastened to assure her. “It’s…it’s really nice. So…so big, and…and tall inside.”

She smiled slightly at his discomfiture. “Lord Ishige has not cared overly much for the state of the castle’s décor ever since his wife’s passing. Should you have chosen to visit us in a different decade, you would have found quite a different state of affairs.”

That thought seemed sad to Kaori. “He must miss her a lot.”

“It’s not something we generally talk about.” She pushed open a tall door toward the end of the hall and gestured for him to go inside. “Please, make yourselves comfortable while I arrange for food to be brought to you.”

“Thank you.” Kaori stepped through the door and found himself inside a warmly lit study, with several plush chairs bracketing a large fireplace. The fire inside the hearth was already lit, although it looked as if it had only recently been laid.

“Nice place,” Yura said, moving to perch on an arm of one of the deep armchairs. His eyes were bright as they swept around the room, taking it in. “Very homey.”

Haku gave him a dark look. “There’s something off about this place. Don’t tell me you haven’t felt it.”

Kaori stepped up to the wall to get a closer look at one of the spherical glass lamps that hung there. Its filtered light glowed with a steady silver radiance from deep inside of it, seeming to emanate from the slowly swirling lavender mist at its heart.

“Magelight!” he said, delighted. “We had these at the university in Gyre. Why don’t we have any of them at Heaven’s Gate, I wonder?”

“Your father has always trusted the strength of swords over that of magic,” Hunter told him. “The only Magister currently in residence at the palace is the life mage he kept on staff to help tend to his soldiers’ injuries. He never asked her to provide such lamps for him.”

“Magister Sakura,” Kaori said with a nod. She was the life mage currently employed in the post of Healer at Heaven’s Gate, and had been responsible for patching up a number of Kaori’s bumps and bruises over the years. She was a dour, humorless woman who was nonetheless extremely skilled at her craft.

“They tried to turn us away at the border,” Haku said. “Why? They didn’t even care who we were, just that they didn’t want anyone passing over the border into Ishiyama. And now they’re tripping over themselves to make us feel welcome here? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Nonsense,” Yura said with a small quirk of his lips. “I’m sure it was all just a big misunderstanding.”

Haku was unamused. “I don’t like it. There’s something going on, and we’re right in the middle of it whether we want to be or not.”

“Well,” Kaori suggested, “we could always just ask them about it.”

Haku glared at him as if he were stupid; Kaori seemed to be getting a lot of those sorts of looks from him lately. “If you think you can believe what they tell you. And what about that woman? I don’t trust her. What kind of Magister do you suppose she is, anyway?”

“I am a weather mage,” Tenma said calmly, as she moved quietly into the room. “It is my function to coax the winds into being merciful when the falconers are at the hunt, and to encourage the rains to fall during our dry seasons.”

Haku, to his credit, looked embarrassed at being overheard. “I didn’t mean any offense, of course.”

“There has been no offense taken.” At her gesture, servants entered the room and set steaming trays of food down on the room’s low table. “Please, help yourselves to whatever you would like to eat.”

Kaori cleared his throat uncomfortably. “You can’t really blame my friend for being suspicious. We didn’t exactly get the warmest welcome from your people on our way here.”

“That isn’t surprising.” She smiled slightly. “The people of Ishiyama mistrust visitors at the best of times, and these times have been exceptionally trying.”

“How so?” Kaori asked. He reached for a plate and began to load it with meat and fruit and cheese. Suspicious circumstances or not, he was hungry.

Tenma hesitated. “Perhaps it would be best for Lord Ishige himself to explain. Suffice it to say that his decree against allowing visitors inside our realm has been passed solely for their benefit and protection, and not for their harm.”

“There’s been an invasion,” Haku guessed, looking grim. “Some kind of bandit insurgence that makes the roads unsafe? They’re bold if they’re coming this far inland.”

“Not exactly.” Tenma frowned. “I’ve probably already said too much. Please, enjoy your dinner so we can see you to your rooms for the night. It’s late, and all of us are tired.”

There wasn’t much more to be said after that. Kaori sat down in one of the high-backed chairs and ate his meal in silence, wondering just what kind of difficulty could make a lord close off the boundaries of his entire realm.

After they were done eating, Tenma led them to the rooms where they would be staying. They were at the end of a long hallway on the lower level, at the end of a wing in what looked like a servants’ area.

“These are the most comfortable rooms we have on such short notice,” she said, again sounding apologetic. “Perhaps tomorrow we can find more suitable accommodations for you, High Lord.”

“No, these rooms are fine. They’re perfect,” Kaori said. Peering inside, he saw a room considerably smaller than the sleeping quarters he’d shared with Ben back at Napoli City. “I’m sure we’ll be perfectly happy here.”

The look she gave him was uncertain. “As you say, High Lord.” She bowed, indicating a long bell rope at the end of the hall. “Please ring this bell if you decide you have need of anything. If there’s nothing else you require, I’ll bid you and your friends good night.”

“Good night, Tenma. Thank you for your hospitality.” Kaori watched her go, feeling somewhat bemused.

Haku stepped up to stand at his side. “Your father,” he pointed out, “would have exploded into a rage if anyone had tried to put him into servants’ quarters.”

“It’s a good thing I’m not my father, then,” Kaori said with a frown. “I’m sure they’re doing the best that they can.”

“It was a calculated insult,” Haku said, sounding exasperated, “to see how you’d react.”

“I think he reacted just right,” Yura said, pulling the sword harness off of his shoulders and letting it slide to the floor with a dull thunk. “Insult or not, those beds look heavenly after so many days on the road.”

“Yes,” Kaori agreed. “You really need to stop being so suspicious, Haku. It can’t be good always expecting the worst of people the way you do.”

“Like it’s any better just blindly walking around expecting the best of them.” Haku glared at Kaori before turning away from him with an agitated huff. “I’m going to go get some sleep. Somebody wake me in the morning when it’s time to face the music.” He stepped inside one of the rooms across the hall and closed the door behind himself more firmly than was probably necessary.

Silence hung in the hallway for several seconds before Yura broke it.

“He’s not really mad, you know,” he said, leaning one shoulder against the wall next to Kaori’s side.

“He sure looked it to me,” Kaori said, feeling dejected. He hadn’t intended to criticize Haku that way, or to hurt his feelings.

“He’s not,” Yura insisted. “He takes your safety very seriously, and he’s feeling scared because he can’t control what happens to you here. That’s all.”

Kaori glanced at him. “You don’t really think Ishige would try to hurt us?”

“Probably not,” Yura granted. “But there are other dangers in this land that Ishige might not be able to control.”

“Haku never used to worry so much about my well-being,” he said sullenly, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Well, he didn’t used to be a member of the Palace Guard back then, did he? And you didn’t used to be the High Lord.”

That thought made the despondency Kaori felt threaten to tip the scales into full-blown depression. “I don’t want to be treated any differently because I’m the High Lord.”

“Hmm.” Yura sounded intrigued by the idea. “But the fact is, you are the High Lord, kid. Of course you’re Kaori, too, but that doesn’t really change any of the rest of it.” He paused, thinking. “My advice is, talk to him. Tell him what you just told me, and see what he says. All right?”

“Yeah. I can do that.” The thought that Haku might feel as confused as he did, that he might not know precisely how to act around him now that he was the High Lord, was sobering. “Thanks, Yura.”

“No charge.” Yura tipped an imaginary hat at him. “I think I’m going to go stretch out my legs a bit now. Scope out the territory, or some such thing.”

“Sure.” Kaori knew that he and Hunter would be taking turns standing watch throughout the night, no matter how confident they felt about Ishige’s good intentions. “Have fun.”

“Count on it.” With a grin, Yura turned and vanished down the hall.

Kaori sighed. “Things are so complicated now, aren’t they?”

“Not so complicated as you think, maybe,” Hunter said, leaning back against the wall beside him. “You still have your friends around you, and they still feel the same about you as they always have.”

Kaori wondered if he believed that. “Well. I don’t think we’re going to get anything more accomplished tonight. I’m exhausted.”

“Get some sleep, then. Try not to worry about anything.”

“That’s difficult advice to follow.”

“But it’s good advice, nonetheless.” Hunter grinned at him. More soberly, he said, “Nothing is going to hurt you tonight. It’s a good idea to take advantage of the chance to rest while you have it.”

“You make it sound like you expect something bad is going to happen to us.”

Hunter shrugged. “I always expect something bad to happen. You never know what tomorrow will bring.”
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Kaori woke up feeling refreshed, if not particularly confident about what the day was going to hold in store for him. Outside his window, the sky looked flat and grey, heavy with concealing blankets of clouds. It was going to rain before the day was out, he’d wager.
He dressed carefully, taking the time to splash cold water on his face from the cistern in the corner of the room. He’d bathed the previous night, taking advantage of the communal washroom down the hall, and now he felt as fresh as he was going to for his appointment with Lord Ishige.

Hunter was standing outside in the hallway when Kaori stepped out of the room, as if he hadn’t moved from that position for the entire night. “Good morning, Kaori,” he greeted, leaning nonchalantly forward from the wall to fall into step beside him.

He certainly looked alert enough, which probably meant he’d slept at least for a short while. “’Morning,” Kaori replied. “Did anything weird happen last night while I was sleeping?”

“Nothing of particular note.” At Kaori’s raised eyebrow, he elaborated, “Just before dawn, there was a bit of a commotion in the direction of the soldiers’ barracks. A number of Ishige’s soldiers mounted up on horseback and took off at a fairly good clip out through the gate.”

“Hunh.” What on earth had that all been about? “More unwelcome visitors from outside of Ishiyama, do you think?”

Hunter smirked. “I would guess that’s unlikely. But of course, you never know.”

Since Hunter didn’t seem overly upset by it, Kaori chose to follow his lead and let it go. “Where’s Haku?”

“In the kitchen, I believe, securing breakfast.”

“Ah.” Kaori’s stomach dropped. “Please tell me he’s not trying to bully Ishige’s servants.”

“I’m sure he’s being on his best behavior.”

“That’s what worries me.” He quickened his pace, but when he got to the kitchen he discovered that his fears had been unfounded. Far from striking holy terror into the scullery staff, Haku was assisting one of the serving girls by fetching a bowl from a high cupboard that she couldn’t reach.

“Thank you, sir,” the girl said, stammering slightly. Lowering her gaze with a bobbing bow, she clutched the bowl to her chest and backed away hastily to return to her work.

“That was very nice of you, Haku,” Kaori said, smiling.

Haku looked over at him and scowled. “You’re the one who’s always trying to endear yourself to the peasantry. I thought I’d try to follow your example, since it seems to be so important to you.” He paused. “You sleep like the dead, you know that?”

Kaori chose to ignore his bad mood. “Hunter tells me there was a bit of excitement last night.” He leaned one hip against the edge of the table at the center of the room and reached for a handful of grapes on the platter there, popping one of them into his mouth.

“Yes.” Now his scowl seemed to have a completely different origin. He leaned against the table at Kaori’s side, looking worried. “There’s something strange about this place, Kaori. I know you think I’m being overly suspicious, but you have to listen to me. The people here are nervous, but no one will tell me why. It’s like they’re waiting for something to happen.”

“No, Haku,” Kaori said, feeling distressed. “I didn’t mean what I said last night. I really do value your opinion.”

The look Haku gave him was uncertain. “I would never let my emotions get in the way of my duty to you. If I warn you about something, it’s because I think it’s something you really need to hear.”

“I get that. I really do.” Kaori sighed. He wished the two of them could just go back to being friends again, without all this talk of duty getting in the way. “I value your opinion. Hell, I depend on it. You’re so much more experienced at all of this than I am. I have book knowledge, but I haven’t really lived very much in the real world. I’m counting on you to keep me out of trouble. All right?”

“All right.” His eyes sparkled briefly, and a smile pulled at the corner of his mouth. “I’ll do my best. Gods know it’s a responsibility no one man should be asked to take on, as difficult as it is.”

“That’s why you have us,” Yura said, sauntering into the room. He reached in front of Kaori to snatch up some food from off the platter. “We’ve got your back, Master Haku. As onerous as the duty is.” He winked at Kaori, taking a generous bite of an apple.

If they were feeling in good enough spirits to gang up on him and tease him, then all had to be going well this morning. Kaori grinned and busied himself with finishing his breakfast, wanting to fortify his strength for the day ahead.

After they finished eating, they moved as a group back toward the main hall just inside the front entrance. They found Tenma standing there in front of a tall window, gazing solemnly at the sky outside.

She seemed to shake off the mood that gripped her when she saw them, and smiled a greeting as she stepped down to join them across the room. “High Lord, good morning. I trust you and your friends had a good rest last night?”

“Very nice, thank you,” Kaori said.

“Good, good. I’m very happy to hear that.” Her gaze moved to the window again briefly. “Have you eaten yet?”

“Yes, your servants were kind enough to let us forage for what we needed in the kitchen.” He glanced at the window, seeing nothing that drew his eye. “Forgive me, Tenma, but you seem preoccupied this morning.” Remembering Haku’s words, he added, “It’s almost like you’re waiting for something.”

For a moment, he didn’t think she was going to answer. Then she said, “You’re very astute, High Lord. Very perceptive. I apologize if my absentmindedness has distressed you.”

“No, no. I’m not distressed. But I will admit I’m curious.”

She smiled just a bit at his honesty. “We had a hunting party head out into the crags last night, and I’ve just been waiting to hear word of their return. It’s nothing to do with you at all, so please don’t worry.”

A hunting party? The dark hours before dawn seemed an awfully strange time to go out on a hunting expedition.

“What were they hunting for?” he asked.

She hesitated. “Perhaps it would be best if Lord Ishige explained.” In the watery light from the window, her platinum-colored hair looked more silver than white, the color of rain. “I’ve arranged an audience with him for later this morning, if you can just be patient for a short while more.”

“It seems unconscionably rude,” Haku said from beside him, “to keep the High Lord waiting.”

Tenma’s mouth pinched down in a frown. “Yes, I know. And I’m sorry. You’ll understand when you meet with him. He has so much to deal with right now, so many difficult decisions to make. I assure you the delay is not an intentional slight against you, High Lord.”

Kaori shared a glance with Hunter. “I suppose we can go check in with Captain Genshi,” he said.

Tenma looked relieved. “Thank you, High Lord. If there’s anything I can do to make your stay here more enjoyable, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

 

 

It was late in the afternoon by the time Ishige had the time to see them. Haku was foaming at the bit by then, incensed by what he proclaimed was a blatant and inexcusable insult to the crown, but he subsided at a censuring glance from Kaori. Kaori rather agreed with him that Ishige’s insistence on making them wait for so many long hours had been a deliberate ploy to get them riled. It was either an insult, as Haku claimed, or else it was a test of some kind. In either case, Kaori thought it best to pretend that it had never happened. Conflict at this juncture would only spark further conflict, and then nothing productive would be accomplished.

Lord Ishige’s audience chamber was a towering room at the base of the east tower. It was lined on two sides by tall stone pillars, with a high seat at one end where the lord could sit while he heard the supplications of his subordinates. Large tapestries covered the walls, depicting various scenes of battle, while the wall behind him was decorated with an elaborate frieze made of black-veined marble, metal, and stone.

It was all a little heavy-handed for Kaori’s tastes. He kept his thoughts to himself, however, as he walked across the room to face Ishige’s dais.  Hunter, Haku, and Yura walked with him at either side.

Ishige himself was rather unassuming to look at. He was older than Kaori had been expecting, with bone-white hair and a face as craggy and pitted as the mountain he lived on. Underneath his heavy robes, his body appeared wasted, worn, as if it might blow away in a particularly strong gust of wind. But any assumption of weakness was banished once Kaori looked at his eyes. Beetle-black, they glittered with a fire and a strength that shook Kaori to his core.

“The High Lord of Kazure,” Ishige said, as if he couldn’t quite believe his eyes. His voice was still robust despite his age, ringing slightly throughout the room.

Kaori swallowed nervously. “Lord Ishige.” He inclined his head in a deliberately courteous motion, feeling excruciatingly aware of the ramifications of his every word and gesture. “I thank you for your hospitality in welcoming us into your home.”

“You didn’t leave me much choice, did you?” He sounded amused. Leaning back in his chair, he fixed Kaori with a level gaze. “So you’re the young whelp who’s taken over for Akashi, are you? I can’t say I’m particularly impressed.”

Haku took an aborted step forward, his hands curling into fists at his sides. “This is your High Lord you’re speaking to,” he said coldly. “It would do you well to remember that, and to show him the proper respect.”

“Ah, indeed.” Ishige leaned forward again, spearing Haku with a narrow gaze. “And it would do you well to remember that this is my home, and my lands, and I am well entitled to speak however I wish to any random beggar who comes knocking on my door.”

Kaori curled a hand around Haku’s arm, feeling the tense bunching of the muscles there. “Haku, it’s okay. Let it go.”

Ishige’s eyes snapped back to look at him. “Yes, High Lord. Better keep your hot-blooded young friend in check, or it will go badly for all of you.”

Taking a deep breath, Kaori said, “Be that as it may, it’s not what I came here to speak to you about.”

“Oh, it’s not, is it?” Ishige’s lip curled in a sneer, but underneath it all Kaori thought he looked intrigued. “Do tell me, then. What manner of urgent business would draw the whelp outside of his legendary fortress?”

Kaori considered how best to answer the question. “It is my desire,” he said, choosing his words with care, “to be a leader who sees to the wellbeing and betterment of all of the inhabitants of Kazure. I made this journey so that I could see firsthand what desires and needs drive the people of the Stone Mountain, and to determine what need—if any—your holdings might have of the throne and its resources.”

Ishige stared at him. “You,” he said in utter disbelief, “are offering your services to me? To me, High Lord?” He laughed coarsely. It was a broken, cruel sound. He leaned forward again abruptly, stabbing the air in front of Kaori’s face with one gnarled finger. “You can’t even help yourself, whelp. You are a spoiled, shamelessly addled brat whose only accomplishment in life has been to be born to a conveniently well-off father. Heir to the throne of Kazure, indeed. Tell me, brat. What have you done to be worthy of such an honor? What have you done that gives you the right to approach the hard-working citizens of my lands and demand our respect?”

Kaori stared at him, feeling completely blown away by the tirade. Under his fingers, Haku’s arm trembled. He knew it was taking every ounce of his friend’s control to hold himself in check and prayed that Haku would be able to remain silent for just a few moments longer.

“I have no right,” Kaori said quietly, lowering his gaze. How many times had he asked himself these exact same questions, and heard nothing but the hollow emptiness inside himself as an answer? “You’re absolutely correct, Lord Ishige. I haven’t done anything to earn the right to rule over you. Not yet.” He paused, considering. “That’s why I’m here. I want to be worthy of the responsibilities that were bestowed on me by virtue of my birth. Tell me what I can do to win your trust, and I will do it.”

Ishige sat staring at him for what seemed a very long time. His hard eyes moved restlessly over Kaori’s face, as if measuring his resolve.

Finally, Ishige said, “There is one small chore you and your men might be able to help me with.”

Kaori’s chest tightened. “Yes?”

“Yes.” The word was little more than a satisfied hum. Ishige’s eyes glittered. “This will work out rather well, I think. Tell me, High Lord, have you ever been in battle?”

Kaori swallowed with difficulty, wondering just what he’d gotten himself in for. “No, sir. I’ve never been in battle.”

“Nothing too surprising there, is there? Most young men these days have never seen a real battle, no matter how much they dream of heroic sacrifice and military renown.” Ishige’s voice was softly ironic. “It’s rather like dreaming of being worthy to rule a country. They’re all talk, and no dedication.”

“I have no intention of backing down from my promise. Please, tell me what it is you need.”

Ishige considered him thoughtfully. “You may have heard that I’ve closed the borders of Ishiyama. Anyone who isn’t the High Lord of Kazure, with a full military complement and a legion of heavily armed guardians”—again that twist of irony, softly derisive—“is being turned away. Contrary to what you may think of me, I haven’t decided this course of action on a whim.”

Kaori nodded. “Your lands are under siege, in some way. The roads are no longer safe for casual travelers.”

Ishige looked surprised. “You’re very perceptive, High Lord. Either that, or you have excellent advisors.” His eyes flickered over Hunter and Yura, who returned his gaze impassively. “In any case, you are correct. My own people are afraid to roam the streets at night. There have been numerous deaths, and far more disappearances.”

He thought about the things Tenma had told them. “It isn’t bandits,” he guessed. “Not an invasion force from outside Kazure’s border.”

“Correct again, High Lord.” The words were sardonic. “Would you care to take a guess as to what it is exactly, since you are so very well informed?”

Kaori shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. Thinking hard, he added, “It’s something you felt the need to send a hunting party out after, in the small hours of the morning. Something the inhabitants of the castle feel might keep them from coming back.”

All of the amusement was gone from Ishige’s face now. “Yes. Tell me, High Lord, have you ever heard of the sanchuu?”

The name sparked a memory of endless study in dusty classrooms in years gone by. “Mountain crawlers,” Kaori said, feeling confused. “Insects native to the dry, rocky cliffs and desert wastes. I don’t understand. They dwell underground, for the most part. If ever one did make its way to the surface, it certainly wouldn’t be dangerous enough to hold an entire prefecture hostage.”

“You’re right. Historically, that has been their expected behavior.” When he looked away this time, Kaori could see from the strain on his face that this problem had truly been wearing on him. “However, something has changed. They are a hive mind, which means that they tend to move and think and swarm as one. And they have been swarming, my dear and enlightened High Lord. It is my Magister’s opinion that their old queen has died, and that somewhere on the surface of my lands, they are getting ready to hatch a new one. The insects are intensely territorial at the best of times, and now, with a new queen on the way….”

Kaori felt cold. “They’re hunting people. Killing them.”

“You understand why it might have been best to listen to the admonition of my guard at the border.”

For a long moment, Kaori could hear nothing but the desperate pounding of his heart. He thought about an entire realm being terrorized and held in fear for their lives. He thought about people dying, about giant insects creeping up unseen behind them and murdering them in the dark.

He thought he would have preferred to deal with bandits.

“I’ll understand,” Ishige said, “if you choose to pack up your troops and head back to Tenkai in the morning. This is obviously a problem far outside the purview of a High Lord, and not worth endangering your life or the lives of your followers.”

Kaori looked up at him, his lips pressing together thinly.

“Tell me where this nest is,” he said. “We’ll take care of your bug problem for you.”
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Tenma sat with them in the library and explained to them what they were going to be facing.
“I’ve been studying the sanchuu extensively,” she said, indicating a tall pile of books beside them with a wave of her arm, “ever since the first attacks started occurring.”

“How long ago did it start?” Yura asked. He sat in a tall wooden chair at the end of the table, one knee pulled casually up to his chest. His fingers played idly with the blade of a knife on the table in front of him.

“About six months,” Tenma said, after some deliberation. “It started in the south, which makes me think that’s where the insects originally came from. Maybe this was initially a normal migration pattern for them, but something unexpected happened and forced them to go astray.”

“It’s possible,” Hunter granted. He flipped through the pages of one of the books, his brow furrowing. “Did you learn anything of substance about them?”

“Only that they prefer the deep, dark places of the world. Crevices, caves, natural subterranean systems. They do venture up to the surface occasionally, but only rarely. Even then they prefer the darkness and tend to flee from the light.”

“Something’s kept this hive up on the surface, though.”

“Yes. That’s what made me think there must be a new queen getting ready to hatch, or perhaps just recently hatched and still in its larval state, somewhere near the surface of the mountain. A mature queen would lead the hive back into the earth, where they would feel the most comfortable. But a juvenile queen, defenseless and immobile, would be a focal point holding the entire swarm here in Ishiyama. More than that, it would put them all on alert trying to defend her.”

Hunter looked worried. “If they’ve been here for six months already, it’s possible they’ve already found a place near the surface where they feel comfortable living.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” Her face was pale. “As much as they prefer the subterranean world, they are extremely adaptable. If they’ve created a defensible nest, if they’ve learned that there is an abundant food source close by—”

“You mean your villages,” Kaori said. His stomach clenched, making him feel nauseous. “Your people.”

“Yes.” She twisted her hands together on the table between them. “We have a pretty fair idea of where the nest might be located, judging by the frequency and location of the attacks. Lord Ishige has not been able to bring himself to order an attack force to move against the hive directly, and has instead been asking for volunteers. Many of his soldiers have stepped forward to accept the challenge.” She lowered her gaze, her mouth trembling. “Most of them have died in the attempt. Those who survived barely managed to escape with their lives. Several will never ride a horse nor hold a sword again.”

Kaori closed his eyes briefly. “I’m sorry, Tenma. If there’s anything we can do to stop this, we will.”

The look she gave him was vaguely wondering. “I’m not sure what you think you’ll be able to do, High Lord. Heavily armed and experienced soldiers—whole legions of them—have ridden out against the swarm, and failed. Lord Ishige fully expects you to take your men and run away, now that you understand the scope of the problem we’re facing.”

“Or die trying to fight it,” Haku said grimly.

“Either way,” Yura quipped, “it would solve his problem of having to deal with us.”

“We’re not going to run away,” Kaori said, ignoring them. “There has to be a way to fight these things. You said they don’t like light, for one thing.”

“That is true. The hunting parties generally go out to face them in the early morning before the sun is risen, so they have the advantage of the rising daylight at their backs as they chase the beasts back into their hive.”

“That’s obviously not working for them.” Kaori chewed at one knuckle pensively, the same way he did when he was cramming for a test back at the university. “I suppose I can see where they’re coming from with that strategy. At night, most of the bugs will be away from the hive, out and about hunting in the countryside. That probably seems like the best chance they’d have to sneak in and find the larval queen, and kill it. She’d have a minimal guard around her then, and the hive would be practically empty.”

“That’s exactly right. But they don’t want to approach the hive in full darkness, because that would give the bugs the advantage. They are most active at night, and their senses are the most acute. In daylight, the insects are all but blind.”

“And during the day,” Kaori said, continuing that line of logic, “the bugs are all in the nest with their queen, hiding away from the sun.” He paused, thinking. “Doing what, exactly?”

“Sleeping, as near as I can figure.” She gestured toward the books again. “They enter a near-comatose state, hibernating until the sun goes down again. But at the slightest sign of threat, they will awaken and mobilize, and swarm as one against any intruder.”

Kaori stared off into the distance, his mind working. He could feel Hunter’s gaze searing contemplatively into the side of his face.

“What do you think, Kaori?” Hunter asked.

“I think,” Kaori said slowly, thinking it through, “that the soldiers have been going about it all wrong. It’s not superior might that’s going to take these bugs down. The more men they take with them, the more horses, the heavier the armor they wear, clomping and clanging about, the more they’re drawing the focus of those bugs onto themselves.”

“Like painting a target on their backs,” Yura mused.

“Yes, exactly. The trick is to sneak into the hive when the bugs are sleeping, when they’re not in an active state, and get rid of the queen then, without them ever being the wiser.” He glanced at Tenma. “What happens when the queen dies?”

“They’ll migrate again,” she said, sounding quite certain. “It’s too humid for them to the north, so I’m guessing they’ll move south again and make their way into the wastes.”

“Far enough away not to hurt anyone else here?”

“Sanchuu tend to travel a hundred miles or more in a single migration. They might make several migrations before they find a place where they feel comfortable hatching a new queen.”

Far enough away from Ishiyama to keep its people safe again, in any case. “Good,” Kaori said decisively. “It’s decided, then.”

She blinked at him. “Forgive me, High Lord, but…what exactly have we decided?”

“I think what His Lordship is suggesting,” Yura said in a slow drawl, “is that he’s going to make a daytime strike against the hive, guerrilla warfare-style, and take out the queen while all of her drones and lowly minions are busy sleeping.”

“But…that’s—” She closed her mouth with a dull clap. “That would be extremely dangerous.”

“No doubt.” Yura stretched his arms out over his head, giving Kaori a look that was impossible to interpret.

Kaori frowned at him. “Tell me,” he said. “Do you think I’m being foolish for even considering this?”

Yura thought hard about his answer. “No,” he said at last. “Not foolish. Impetuous, maybe. I might even say reckless and impulsive. But definitely bold.”

Haku stared at him in horror. “You aren’t seriously encouraging him to do this.”

Yura ignored him, never looking away from Kaori’s eyes. “What do you say, kid? No one really expects you to do it. They certainly won’t think any less of you if you walk away.”

Kaori pressed his mouth together. “I’m not leaving Ishiyama to deal with this alone, Yura.”

“Why not?” He sounded honestly curious. “Even if this is the best way to go about it, there’s nothing saying you have to be the one to do it. You are the High Lord, after all.”

“Don’t you see?” Kaori smiled ruefully, shaking his head. He might be confused and scared and not very confident about much of anything, but there was one thing he was definitely sure of. “It’s because I’m the High Lord that I have to be the one to do this.”

 

 

In the end, Kaori decided that in addition to himself, he would bring Haku and the four members of the Assassins Guild that had accompanied him on this journey. All of his soldiers were doubtlessly experienced in battle and willing to lay down their lives for him, but instead of strength he had more of a need for what Yura had called “slinking around in the dark” in their current circumstances.

Haku was beside himself. He followed Kaori around incessantly throughout the long day while he was making his preparations, trying to convince him to change his mind.

“Kaori, this is insane.” He glared while Kaori busied himself grooming one of their horses in the stable. “I keep thinking I’m going to wake up and this will all have just been a bad dream. You aren’t seriously considering doing this.”

Kaori sighed and looked up from brushing the horse’s flank. “Yes, I am considering it. I’ve decided to do it. You don’t have to come with me if you don’t want to.”

Haku stared at him. “You’re deranged.” He looked like he wanted to hit something. After a moment, he said, “Let me and the Guild members take care of it. We’ll head into the nest and drive out the bugs. You don’t need to go with us.”

This, Kaori thought with a smile, was why he could never get mad at Haku. “Thanks,” he said. “Really. I do understand how crazy this must all seem. But if I don’t do it, it’s not going to mean anything. It isn’t going to win anyone’s trust.”

“Ishige’s expecting you to die in there.”

“Probably.” He smoothed a palm over the horse’s velvety nose once before moving to its other side to continue brushing. “I’m really hoping to disappoint him.”

“Kaori.” Haku looked lost for a moment. “I don’t understand. You’re important to this country, no matter what Ishige says. If you die….” He glanced away. “If you die, what’s going to happen to Kazure?”

“Kazure will go on the way it always has, I assume,” Kaori said, very seriously. He pressed his hand against the side of the horse’s neck briefly, feeling the warm strength of the animal thrum underneath his palm. “A new High Lord will be appointed. It’s happened in the past, you know, when the High Lord died unexpectedly before he could produce an heir. The Sansas haven’t always been the ruling family of this country.”

“Aren’t you at all afraid?”

“Oh, I’m plenty afraid, believe me.” He gave a broken-sounding laugh. “But, Haku. If I keep running away every time I feel afraid, what kind of leader is that going to make me? What kind of man am I going to be? It’s going to be my job to send men out into battle to defend this kingdom. To ask them to risk their lives, to turn their backs on their homes, their families, to further the good of the kingdom. If I’m not willing to make sacrifices as well, if I don’t understand just what it is I’m asking of them…how can I expect anyone in this country to follow my lead?”

Haku was silent for a long while after that. “I get that,” he finally said. “I really do. And of course I’ll support you in whatever you decide. It’s just….” His brow creased in frustration. “I wish you could be a little less responsible sometimes.”

Kaori smiled. “Me, too.”

 

 

They made sure to get a good night’s sleep and then set out first thing in the morning. It would be at least two hours’ ride on horseback, Tenma told them, to the gully where she believed the sanchuu had made their nest. By the time they reached it, Kaori reasoned, the bugs would have all bedded down for the day and entered into their hibernative daytime state. He and his friends were going to sneak inside the nest, assassinate the queen, and slip out again before any of the bugs ever knew they were there.

That was the plan, at any rate.

Besides Hunter and Yura, the two other Guild members were named Nori and Braden, respectively. Nori was a cantankerous, grizzled sort with a body as hard and brown as old leather, with a twisted, keloid scar bisecting the right side of his face. It gave his right eye a pinched expression, as if it were perpetually winking. Braden, on the other hand, was physically unremarkable, without anything that stood out noticeably about his appearance. If Kaori hadn’t known better, he would have pegged the man as a farmer, or maybe a stablehand or other type of manual laborer. Something ordinary. Perhaps his perfectly average appearance was as carefully cultivated as his skill with a blade, because he did tend to fade into the background without much effort everywhere he went. He was quiet, too; Kaori had never heard him speak.

The morning was overcast as they made their way down the side of the mountain, coating the ground in pale shadows. Kaori looked up worriedly as his horse picked a path over a particularly precarious thrust of stone in the middle of the trail. “Is it going to rain, do you think?” he asked.

“Maybe.” Beside him and slightly to the right, Tenma looked up to follow his gaze. She had chosen to go with them to show them the way, although she would not be going into the nest with them. “It’s been building up for days now.”

He thought about that. “Would it be better or worse for us if it does?”

“It’s hard to say.” She looked worried. “The sanchuu don’t like the rain and will probably avoid it, but it might succeed in whipping them up into a frenzy if they were already agitated.”

Gigantic insects in a frenzy was not something Kaori hoped he would ever have to see. “I guess we’ll just have to see what happens, then.”

Haku was silent where he rode at Kaori’s other side, his expression grim. He refused to meet Kaori’s eyes.

Kaori sighed. “How much further is it?”

“Not far.” She reached up to push aside a low-hanging branch with one hand as her horse passed too close to the cliff-face. “If my assumptions are correct, the entrance to their hive will be right at the base of this ravine.”

Long minutes passed in silence as they concentrated on coaxing their mounts down the trail. Kaori was trying to find a way around a tangled, thorn-laden bush that looked as if it hadn’t seen water since before his father had taken the throne when Hunter’s smoky gelding eased up offhandedly beside him.

“I don’t mean to alarm you,” Hunter said, his voice calm. “But look over there to your right, underneath that lip of stone above the bushes.”

Kaori looked where he indicated, at first not seeing anything of note. “I don’t—” He broke off with a ragged gasp when he saw the squat shape clinging upside-down to the rock in the shadow of the crevice.

It was about the size of a medium-sized dog, with long, angular legs and a chitinous shell. It was vaguely reminiscent of a beetle, only longer, but there was something in it that reminded Kaori of a cockroach or a cricket as well. It didn’t seem to have any stinging organs, although it did have a rather impressive set of pincers and a mandible that looked disturbingly oversized for its small head.

As revolted as the thing made him feel, Kaori forced himself to take a long, hard look at it. “It isn’t moving,” he observed, his voice shaking. “Does it even realize we’re here?”

“It’s probably already comatose,” Tenma guessed after a moment’s contemplation. “It didn’t make it back to the hive before dawn, so it probably crawled into the darkest hole it could find to wait out the day.”

Kaori urged his horse to the left of the trail, wanting to give the thing a wide berth. “It probably isn’t the only one out here, then.”

“No,” Tenma agreed. Her eyes were round, as if she were rethinking the wisdom of agreeing to come with them even this far.

The trail widened up ahead into a broad arroyo, sheltered on three sides by jagged cliffs. Looking around, Kaori thought this was as good a place as any to leave their horses and continue their way on foot. “Let’s stop here,” he suggested.

Tenma looked relieved. She slid to the ground lightly and smoothed a comforting palm down the side of her horse’s roan muzzle. “I will hold your horses here, High Lord. When you return from the hive,”—her voice broke slightly on those words—“I will have them ready for you to make the climb back up the pass.”

“Thank you, Tenma. For everything.” Kaori hopped down from his own horse and dropped the reins to the ground. The animal’s ear twitched once before it wandered off to chew at a scrap of vegetation that clung to the rocks nearby.

The Guild members gave up their own horses and busied themselves in silence checking their gear and weapons. Kaori wondered if they felt anywhere near as terrified as he did, or if this was old hat to them, just another mission in defense of Kazure’s crown. He shrugged into the straps of the backpack he’d brought with him, hearing a dull clanking as its contents shifted. Tenma had prepared a number of magelights the night before and offered them to him for protection. Throw one on the ground, break the glass, and its light would escape in a brief flare of brilliance. It might be enough, she’d said, to distract the bugs and drive them back just long enough to make an escape if he needed to.

“All right,” he said, hooking his thumbs underneath the straps of the backpack and staring down into the gorge beneath them. “This is it, then.”

“Not too late to turn back,” Haku said, stepping up beside him.

“Yeah.” He thought about all of the people who had already been killed, the hundreds more who might die if this swarm were left to spread unabated. “Let’s go.”

Without looking back, he descended into the gorge.
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The entrance to the nest was a horizontal slash across the base of the cliff, half-obscured by clinging vines and the tortuously twisted roots of the tree above it. It was more than large enough for a grown man to fit through the mouth of it, which gave Kaori a disturbing impression of the size of the insects they might find inside. Clapping a firm lid over his imagination before it could run any further away with him, he crouched down to peer into the inky darkness within.
A hand on his shoulder drew him backward sharply. “Better let us deal with this part, High Lord,” Nori’s voice grated in his ear. Easing Kaori carefully back from the ledge, he crouched down to take his place with a forbidding scowl. Kaori rather thought he was communing with that darkness in some way, as if he were challenging it to a duel.

Braden wordlessly reached into a pouch at his waist and pulled out one of the magelights Tenma had given him. It was a small one, about the size of a large marble. Nori took it from him just as silently and held it out toward the tunnel’s entrance, bathing the face of the cliffside in a cold, milky glow.

From somewhere inside the depths of the tunnel, something rustled.

“Cozy,” Haku said darkly, leaning down to peer over the older man’s shoulder. Now that they were here, every bit of his attention was focused with unwavering precision on the task in front of them. His weapon was already unsheathed in his hand. “Hunter. Yura.” He glanced back at where Kaori stood, his mouth tight. “You’re in charge of the High Lord. Keep him safe no matter what. The rest of us will focus on finding the queen.”

Nori bared his teeth in a smile. On his scarred face, the expression looked terrifying. “Good. I was hoping I’d get the chance to be front guard on this one.”

Kaori felt cold. “Just remember to move quietly. The objective here is not to wake them up.”

“Boy, you don’t need to tell an old veteran how to ply his trade.” Still grinning, Nori closed his fist around the magelight in his hand and shimmied forward on his side, dropping feet-first into the darkness of the crevice. His passage barely stirred the vines that hung there.

Kaori’s heart leapt into his throat. He stared wide-eyed, tense and waiting, but there was no indication that Nori had been challenged by any of the insects. After an interminable stretch of time, there was a low whistle from somewhere inside the darkness, dry and toneless.

“All clear,” Yura murmured.

The rest of them moved into the tunnel then one by one. When it was Kaori’s turn, he closed his eyes as he passed through the screen of vines. They felt dry and rasping across his face, like brittle bones.

The interior of the cave was high enough for him to stand upright. He brushed the dust off of his clothes as he straightened, his face tightening as he caught a whiff of the acrid scent that suffused the air. Whatever else these insects were, they certainly stank in close quarters.

Nori was still holding the magelight, letting just the barest sliver of light escape from between his fingers. It was enough to illuminate the sloping walls of the cave around him, and to reveal that the fissure progressed further back into the cliffside. The walls and floor of the cave were made of hard-packed dirt interspersed with dully gleaming stone, with pale roots and rough patches of lichen poking through at odd intervals.

“This way,” Haku said. The words were little more than a breath, barely audible in the stillness. Crouched over just a bit, he walked at Nori’s side in the glow of the magelight, cautiously edging forward into the darkness.

Kaori could barely breathe, his chest was so tight. Even with Hunter and Yura pacing him to either side, drawn blades in their hands, he felt excruciatingly exposed. He caught his first glimpse of a nesting insect a few yards inside the mouth of the fissure, crouched high on one wall close against the ceiling. There was another one not too much further on, this time down toward the floor. Neither bug reacted to the humans’ presence.

The floor sloped downward then, falling at a steep angle that made them clutch at the ground for balance as they descended. The fissure twisted, turning jagged, and then opened up into a vast cavern that seemed to fill the base of the pass. The sheer size of it made Kaori catch his breath in wonder. It had to be at least a half of a mile from end to end at its widest part, with an uneven floor made up of deep cracks and natural bridges. The astringent smell was stronger here, nearly overpowering. It made it difficult to breathe.

And there were bugs. They blanketed the floor of the cavern, clung to the walls, the ceiling. Kaori stared in horror at them, wondering just how many thousands of them there were. The glow from Nori’s magelight glinted silver off of countless carapaces, causing the nearest of the insects to waggle their antennae unhappily and skitter backwards, just a bit, to bury themselves more completely in the loose dirt that coated the ground.

“Good gods,” Haku breathed, his eyes widening. The thought of this many insects running unchecked throughout any part of Kazure, attacking villages, destroying farmland, was horrifying to contemplate.

Kaori set his mouth in a grim line. “The queen,” he reminded them.

Fortunately, Tenma’s estimation of the insects’ docility during the day appeared to be right on target. Aside from some vaguely disgruntled rustling whenever the illumination from the magelight touched them, they didn’t appear to register the companions’ presence at all.

“If I were the matriarchal ruler of a colony of homicidal, giant-sized insects, where would I be?” Yura’s voice whispered from somewhere behind him.

Kaori couldn’t help grinning. “Maybe over there?” he guessed.

“Over there” referred to a structure toward the middle of the cavern that he thought was glittering rather strangely. The insects seemed to be more densely clustered in that area, as if they felt drawn to it for some reason.

“That’s a good enough place to start looking as any,” Nori said, and started off in that direction.

The uneven ground made the going difficult, as did the increasingly thick layer of sanchuu that covered the ground. Most of them were comparable in size to the one Kaori had seen earlier, but there were several smaller ones and—he swallowed his revulsion back determinedly—some larger ones as well. They all seemed to be moving restlessly, filling the air with a chitinous hum that set his teeth on edge. Hibernating or not at the moment, the colony was definitely alive and aware.

Braden was startled when a nearby bug clicked its mandibles in the direction of his ankle. Jerking backward, he reflexively slammed his foot down to throw up a blanketing spray of dirt. The sanchuu chittered sullenly and backed away from him, using its long forelegs to bury itself back under the sand.

Kaori breathed out again, feeling dizzy. He looked in the direction of the column at the center of the room and saw that they were about halfway there. He was beginning to have serious doubts as to whether he’d be able to make it. Every time the insects around them moved, his insides felt like they were going to burst right out of his chest.

It occurred to him that this kind of thing would be so much easier if he had control of Shinja. He could have sent the sacred snake into this nest in his place, ordered it to eat the queen and chase these damned bugs back into the lands from which they’d come. The crisis would have been over then, as effortless as breathing.

Experimentally, he closed his eyes. Shinja, he said inwardly, pushing his thoughts out into the mountain around him as best he could. And then more firmly, Shinja!

There was no response other than the relentless murmuring of the bugs.

Biting back a surge of frustration, he reached for Hunter’s extended hand and allowed the other man to help him over a particularly jagged patch of ground. When he got back to Heaven’s Gate, he was going to have to do some research. There had to be a book—somewhere—that would tell him what he needed to do to summon the serpent.

Finally, they were as close as they were going to get to the column at the center of the room. From this angle, Kaori could see that it was made of something soft and sticky-looking, but translucent, like honeycomb.

“Look,” Hunter breathed beside his ear.

Peering more closely, Kaori saw that there was a shadowed shape inside the crystalline structure of the column. It was indistinct, little more than a smudge of darkness at the corner of his eye, but every so often it moved, exploding into a flurry of thrashing that made it appear to be writhing torturously inside its prison before it fell quiescent once again.

Terror made Kaori’s mouth feel dry, as if his tongue were glued to the insides of his teeth. Whatever that was inside the column, it was huge. He thought he could see a ragged hole at the column’s base, where the majority of the insects were gathered. Perhaps that was where they fed the thing, nurtured it—hell, sang to it for all Kaori knew.

He realized he was edging uncomfortably close to panic and forced himself to breathe more calmly. The feel of his friends’ eyes on him made him feel vaguely ashamed.

“Okay,” he whispered, feeling his heartbeat settling. “How are we going to do this?”

Yura looked thoughtful. “If that thing in the pillar’s their queen, then stomping it under our boot is definitely out of the question.”

“So is stabbing it with these,” Haku said, raising his sword with a frustrated glower. “We’d need days to cut through that covering it’s hiding under.”

They all turned to gaze at the column again, as if they could will it into falling before their blades.

“What about fire?” Braden asked unexpectedly.

Kaori stared at him, thinking that this was the first time he’d ever heard the man speak. “Fire?” he echoed dumbly.

Braden nodded. He mimed pouring a barrel of fuel onto the column, and then lighting it ablaze.

“It just so happens,” Nori said, “that I might have come across a few canisters of oil while I was packing for this trip.”

Yura clicked his tongue thoughtfully. “Risky,” he observed, giving the queen’s column another hard glance. “I think they’d notice if we set the old bitch ablaze.”

“We’ll have to move fast,” Nori agreed. He shrugged out of his backpack and started rooting around inside of it with one arm.

Kaori stared out across the cavern, feeling ill. The instant the fire started, he had a feeling the insects’ afternoon nap was going to be over.

“Kaori,” Haku said firmly, “it’s time for you to let Hunter and Yura escort you outside. We’ll join you there as soon as we get the job done.”

With a frown, Kaori said, “I’m not leaving you here.”

“You won’t be—”

“Tell me the truth,” Kaori said, his throat tightening. “The only chance you have of getting out of here is using those magelights that Tenma gave us. And the more hands you have doing that, the better your chances are of surviving.”

Haku looked exasperated. “We’re not even sure that will work.”

“We don’t know it won’t. And besides, it’s the only chance we have of stopping this colony from swarming.”

Haku turned away from him abruptly, no doubt cursing fluently inside the privacy of his head. “All right,” he said at last, biting the words off savagely. “Let’s get this done. But you,”—he gave Yura a quelling glare—“hit him over the head and drag him out of here if it looks like things are about to go bad for us. Got it?”

Yura saluted sardonically, his mouth turning up in a grin. “Your wish is my command.”

Haku frowned suspiciously at him, but Nori was already distributing the flasks of oil he’d brought with him, pushing one of them into Braden’s waiting hands. He had one for Haku as well, who accepted his with an air of resignation.

“We’ll be here covering your retreat,” Hunter promised. “And looking after the High Lord’s welfare, of course.” His tone was dry, but there was a taut line to his jaw that told Kaori he was in deadly earnest.

With a terse nod, Haku cradled his flask against the side of his chest and started to move toward the column. Without a word, Nori and Braden followed him.

Kaori watched him go, hardly daring to breathe. The sanchuu were so tightly packed in that part of the room that the three of them had to walk on top of the bugs in many places, pressing shaking hands against the slopes of shiny carapaces for balance as they made their cautious way forward. The insects quivered under the stimulus but failed to make any other obvious reaction, humming quietly to themselves as they pressed themselves closer together.

Finally, they reached the jagged hole at the base of the column. Judging by the look on Haku’s face, the smell was even worse there than it was in the rest of the room. Without taking his eyes off of his friend, Kaori slid his backpack off his shoulder and opened the flap of it with trembling fingers. Inside, the spherical glass magelights Tenma had made for them clinked softly.

Yura had moved forward to stand at the edge of the circular depression that sloped toward the center of the room. He had a sword in one hand, and a long-bladed knife in the other. “You got the kid?” he said, rocking slightly on the toes of his boots.

“Yes. Of course.” Hunter was standing halfway behind Kaori’s left shoulder, his chest pressed against Kaori’s side. His own blade gleamed sharply in the glow of the magelights.

Across the pit of restlessly squirming insects, Haku opened one canister of oil and laid it on the ground beside him, balancing it carefully against his bent leg. He said something to Braden, who nodded. Braden handed Haku his own canister and then pulled a thick-bladed short sword out of his belt, keeping watch on the cavern behind them.

Soon Haku had all three canisters open. With Nori’s help, he poured the thick liquid into the opening at the base of the pillar, being sure to splash some on the insects immediately around them so the flames would spread. The sanchuu reacted visibly to the scent of the oil, raising their antennae and shifting restlessly around the three men’s legs. The chitinous sound of their rustling intensified.

“Come on, Haku,” Kaori whispered.

Haku reached for the flint at his belt and bent over the hole. Watching helplessly, Kaori was struck by the sudden, heart-wrenching conviction that he’d made a terrible mistake. The flames were going to ignite too quickly, too brightly, and they were all going to be consumed. Or else the flames weren’t going to ignite at all, leaving the queen sanchuu unscathed as her minions were provoked into a murderous frenzy. The bugs were going to awaken, their last hope was going to be lost, and all because Kaori had given in to his arrogance and—for reasons he still didn’t entirely understand—led his friends down here to die in this place.

A spark of light flared to life between Haku’s hands. Kaori surged forward, not realizing he’d moved until he felt Hunter’s fingers grip hard around his upper arm.

Kaori shook off the hand and spun around to face him. “Hunter,” he gasped, his heart pounding so violently he felt dizzy from it. “Go help them. Now.” Taking a deep breath, he added, “That’s an order.”

Hunter’s eyes widened. He stared into Kaori’s face for a tense, broken moment. “Yura?” he rasped.

Yura nodded tersely. “I’ve got him, Hunter.”

Without another word, Hunter turned and sprinted in the direction of the queen’s column.

 

 

Hunter raced across the cavern, his boots slipping and skidding over the backs of the insects as he ran. They carpeted the floor of the cave in this area, moving restlessly with an ominously rising sibilation that seemed to fill the entirety of the world.

He trusted Yura to keep Kaori safe. He did. Even so, his chest felt tight and his throat was dry with an unaccustomed terror, a soul-deep sense of dread that seeped deep into his bones. Leaving Kaori’s side right now was the absolute last thing he wanted to do, but the desperation in the other man’s eyes had pushed his body into action even as his brain rebelled against the command he had been given. Defending the lives of those beholden to him was important to Kaori, more important in the High Lord’s eyes than his own safety. Haku in particular was a vital part of who and what he was, and the loss of him would diminish the High Lord in ways that Hunter could sense if not fully comprehend.

The logic of Hunter’s actions didn’t make them any easier to live with. No matter what else happened in this place, Kaori had to survive.

The memory of small hands playing with toy soldiers in the dust of the courtyard at Heaven’s Gate rose up in his mind’s eye. This is my son, Akashi had told him. Kaori Sansa. He is the heir to our people’s kingdom and our future.

The child had looked up at him with wide eyes, curious and kind. It’s nice to meet you, he’d said, very properly. I’m Kaori.

My name is Hunter, Hunter had replied, shaking the extended hand solemnly.

Hunter? The boy’s face scrunched up in a frown, his dark eyes glinting suspiciously as he peered into Hunter’s face, as if he thought Hunter might be teasing him. That’s a strange name.

Yes, Hunter agreed. It is. But it’s the only name I have.

Ruthlessly, he pushed the memories aside. The smell of the oil was overpowering at this range, drowning out the stink of the sanchuu. The insects were reacting visibly to it, shuffling around restively in small, twitching movements. The sight of their agitation made the skin at the back of Hunter’s neck crawl. It wouldn’t take much, he knew, for the bugs to shed their daytime lethargy and fall upon them all, rendering them faster than a wave of flesh-eating ants could render the carcass of a beetle.
 
The flint between Haku’s hands sparked again. Hunter had been half-afraid that the oil wouldn’t ignite, but between one breath and the next, the fire they had been hoping for blazed to life, sending acrid flames licking down into the gaping hole at the base of the column. The flames spread outward from the pillar like the opening petals of a flower, terrifyingly swift, racing out across the pool of spilled oil with lethal, inexorable violence.

Haku, by necessity, was standing directly in their path. Hunter put on a burst of speed and dove forward, wrapping an arm tightly around the other man’s midsection and dragging him back out of harm’s way. The flames licked at his boots, searing the air around him.

Panting hard, Haku twisted around to glare at him. “What the hell are you doing?” he demanded, his eyes bright. “You damned fool. Where’s Kaori?”

Hunter didn’t take it personally. They were all worried about the High Lord. Gripping the hilt of his sword, he darted to one side and came up underneath the shadow of a particularly large sanchuu that was rearing back beside them, its mandibles grinding. The bugs were scrabbling madly now to get away from the fire, skittering agitatedly in a panic even as the majority of their number at the base of the queen’s column caught aflame. The material of the column itself appeared to be satisfyingly flammable, igniting like a tallow candle as the sanchuu raced around it trying to escape the blaze.

He slashed out hard with his sword, cleaving carapace and lamina. The sanchuu in front of him crumpled, falling away from them with a ragged screech. Still clutching Haku’s arm, he steadied the other man until he found his balance and was able to claw his way forward away from the flames, reaching for his own sword with an air of desperation.

“This way,” Hunter gasped, his eyes burning. The smoke that hung in the air around them was thin and oily, caustic as it burned its way into his lungs.

Nori and Braden were lost from view amidst the confusion. Hunter moved away from the fire instinctively, drawing Haku with him in the direction where he knew Kaori waited. He struck out with his sword again and again as the bugs surged around them, moving entirely by reflex as the world devolved into the feverish, harried, blood-pounding chaos of battle. At his side, Haku fought with equal ferocity, his eyes wide and haunted with the knowledge that they were fighting for their lives.

Hunter wondered fleetingly if this was where he was going to die, if he had found the enemy who would defeat him at last. There had been a time in his life when such a thought would have been comforting. But he had changed in recent years; the world he lived in had changed. Now the thought of dying—of leaving his charge and his purpose unfulfilled—filled him with rage. He bared his teeth against it, choking on the snarl that rose in him, and threw himself ever more determinedly forward into the fight.

They were going to make it out of here. All of them.
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Flames flared to life at the base of the column with a thumping whoosh, and as one, every sanchuu in the cavern gave off a high-pitched, ululating scream. Kaori resisted the urge to clap his hands over his ears and took a step backwards to stand closer to Yura, who was still guarding the path at the depression’s edge.
The floor of the cavern seemed to be moving, heaving up from the surface of the ground in an undulating wave. Rather than rush to their queen’s aid, the insects were crawling over one another in a frenzy to get away from the heat and light of the flames. They scrabbled up the walls, taking great leaps of terror, kicking their less fortunate brethren down into the dirt in their haste to get away.

Yura spun into action as the tide of insects drew closer, cleaving a particularly horrific-looking specimen cleanly in two as it moved towards them. Without pausing for so much as a breath, he struck out again, and then again, his face settling into a feral snarl as the tide of agitated sanchuu kept coming.

It was all happening so quickly. Heart racing, Kaori plunged a hand into his bag and pulled out one of Tenma’s magelights. He flung the smooth sphere at the cavern floor in front of Yura’s feet to break it, flinching backwards as an unexpectedly brilliant surge of white light washed through the chaos around them. The light was short-lived, but extremely dazzling, bringing a hot rush of tears to Kaori’s eyes.

The sanchuu shrieked. There was no other word to describe the sound they made. Yura stumbled backwards, blinking his eyes, but the insects nearest to them had spun away from the burst of light and were currently scuttling in the opposite direction as fast as their spindly legs could carry them.

Kaori hastily snatched up another globe. Eyes aching, he blinked through the afterimages that flickered across his vision and searched desperately for some sign of his other friends, down there on the cavern floor.

There. Haku was facing off against two of the largest sanchuu Kaori had yet seen, with Hunter at his back guarding his retreat as they struggled to find a path away from the fire. Nori and Braden were further ahead fighting back the wall of frantic insects that pressed in around them, but Kaori could see that it wasn’t going well for them. There were too many of the damned bugs, and the men were tiring quickly.

Steadying himself with one hand on Yura’s shoulder, Kaori heaved the magelight he held with all the strength he could muster, pitching it as far across the room as he could. It hit the hard surface of a protruding stone outcropping and shattered instantly, bathing the area around it in a fantastic wash of pure, white light.

He was already reaching for another sphere before the light from the last one faded. He sensed Yura moving off to do battle with something that reared up at his right, but he didn’t turn to see what it was, trusting that the Guild member would be able to hold it at bay. He threw the next magelight with as much force as he had the first, grunting with the effort it took, and searched frantically for some sign that his friends were making it across the room successfully.

He just about jumped out of his skin when Haku appeared beside him, clutching at his arm.

“Keep doing that,” Haku panted. There was a horizontal slice across the left side of his face that was bleeding freely down his chin, but other than that he appeared to be unharmed. He had lost his helm somewhere in the confusion of the melee.

Kaori snatched up another magelight and pitched it into the darkness ahead of them, not sure any longer just which direction the greatest threat was coming from. The cavern had transformed into a nightmare of frantically scrabbling shapes and angry chittering, the astringent scent of the insects’ terror choking the air. At the center of the chamber, the tall pillar was cloaked in flames, the dark shadow at its heart writhing in a futile effort to escape the pyre.

“This way.” Kaori’s knees almost gave out with relief when Hunter pushed forward through the gloom, his eyes glittering darkly in his sweat-sheened face. He grabbed hold of Kaori’s arm and pulled him forward without pausing, forcing Kaori to run if he wanted to keep up. The blade in his hand dripped with foul-smelling ichor.

Kaori retained enough presence of mind to grab another magelight and fling it frantically into the shadows in front of them, clearing the way. The insects wailed piercingly and washed away from them like a tide, but as soon as the light faded even more poured in to take their place. He tripped once and would have gone down if it hadn’t been for Hunter’s grip on him.

They were in the upward sloping tunnel now that led to the surface, with Nori and Braden acting as rear guard in the frantic race. Panting heavily, Kaori threw another sphere, and then another, feeling painfully aware of the fact that his supply of them was running dangerously low. His friends were fighting desperately for their lives on every side. Finally, he saw the watery outline of pale shadows around them and knew that they were drawing close to the opening that would lead them out of this hell and back onto the surface of Kazure.

Hard hands closed around his waist, hefting him upwards and shoving him bodily toward the exit in front of them. Kaori tucked his chin and rolled forward, crying out when his shoulder scraped agonizingly over a sharp protrusion of stone. The world swam dizzily in front of him—light, dark…light, dark—and then he was outside of the nest again, blinking up blearily at the overcast sky.

Yura instantly appeared beside him and tugged him forward, dragging him away from the mouth of the tunnel. Feeling stunned, Kaori stumbled after him, coughing on the thick dust and smoke that rose around them.

Yura’s blade flashed, and Kaori shrank back, horror thickening his throat when he saw that two of the sanchuu were scrabbling out through the entrance of the cave. Another followed, even larger than the last, and further in was an agitated rustling that suggested they wouldn’t be the last. Enraged by the death of their queen, incited beyond all reason, the sanchuu were forsaking the seclusion of their subterranean hive and swarming out into the daylit world.

Kaori and his friends weren’t going to be able to get away.

It was over.

 

 

A peal of thunder rang through the sky above them, drawing Kaori’s attention upward. The clouds overhead looked heavy, swollen, as if they were liable to break and drop down right on top of his head. As he stared up at them helplessly, a single fat drop of rain fell to splatter against the side of his nose.

Another drop fell, dampening the soil in front of his feet, and then another by the mouth of the tunnel. Then, as if that had been the signal that heralded the breaking of the dam, the clouds at last gave up their load and let loose the deluge they’d been holding back for so many days, as if in a single, last-ditch effort to drown the world.

Kaori was drenched to the bone in seconds. He pressed back against the side of the cliff-face, feeling disoriented by the sudden shock of it. In front of him, Yura cursed loudly and faded back to stand beside him, blinking rapidly to clear his eyes.

The sanchuu that had been crawling out through the mouth of the tunnel gave a dismayed screech and then turned around hastily to burrow back into the shelter inside. Kaori watched them go with a feeling of disbelief, fighting back the sudden and near-irresistible urge to cheer. This rainy and sunlit realm was too much for them, apparently, driving them back into the comfortable, dry darkness of their subterranean world.

He didn’t start breathing again until he saw Haku emerge from the tunnel’s mouth, followed quickly by Braden and Nori. Hunter followed last, his eyes haunted.  His pinched expression softened when he saw that Kaori was unharmed, relief easing the taut lines of his muscles.

Looking up toward the top of the pass, Kaori saw a slim, robed figure outlined against the cloud-wracked sky, both arms raised high over its head in a gesture of supplication. He smiled when he recognized the platinum-colored hair of the Stone Mountain’s Magister. Magic fairly sang in the air around them, carried on the eddying currents of the downpour like a faint phantom tickle of ozone that burned at the back of his throat when he breathed it in.

“What made you decide to call the rain?” he asked her later, after they had safely made their way to the top of the ravine again. Nori had successfully coaxed a sputtering fire to life in the shelter of a rocky outcropping, and they were each currently huddled around it, letting its sullen heat dry the worst of the dampness from their clothes.

The smile she gave him was self-effacing. “I’m not exactly sure,” she admitted. “When I saw you emerge from the fissure, and saw that the sanchuu were following you, I knew there was no way you would be able to outrun the swarm. The rain would either outrage them, or repel them. I figured at that point that it was worth the risk to try.”

“You saved our lives,” Hunter said solemnly. He was sitting close against Kaori’s side, as if needing to reassure himself through touch that his young charge was still alive. “I thank you for that, most sincerely.”

She shook her head. “We’re the ones who should be thanking you. I understand that the larval queen has been defeated?”

“Roasted to a crisp,” Yura confirmed. “She went up like matchsticks. Whoosh.”

Tenma smiled at the vividness of the description. “I can’t believe you did it.”

“Those spheres you made for us helped a lot,” Kaori told her. “We wouldn’t have made it out of there without them. The bugs reacted to the light just like you said they would.”

She looked pleased. “After the sanchuu realize that their queen is dead, they’re going to migrate again. Further south this time, I’m certain. Hopefully far enough away that we’ll never see them again.”

“I hope you’re right, young lady. For all our sakes.” Nori looked grim.

During the long ride back to Ishige’s castle, Haku remained uncommonly quiet. Kaori watched him with steadily increasing concern, wondering what his friend’s dark mood portended. Unless Kaori had completely missed something, they’d won an important victory today. In his opinion, that was cause for celebration instead of brooding.

Finally, he nudged his horse forward to walk beside Haku’s. “Are you okay?” he asked bluntly.

Haku raised his head to look at him, his dark hair shifting around his shoulders with the movement. He looked vulnerable, somehow, without his usual helm.

“I’m fine,” Haku said, but his voice was subdued. After a moment, he continued, “You were right, Kaori. About everything. We couldn’t have left those things to roam loose throughout this land.”

“Is that why you’re brooding, then? Because you’re upset I was right about something?”

Haku smiled faintly. “No.”

When nearly a full minute passed with no further explanation forthcoming, Kaori said, “You do realize we won today, don’t you?”

“Yes, I….” He shook his head, looking troubled. “Kaori. Why did you send Hunter to help us in there?”

Kaori shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I just thought you needed more help than I did at the moment. As soon as the fire started, those bugs were going to be…well. They weren’t going to be happy with you, I knew that much.”

“He was supposed to be protecting you.”

“He was protecting me. Making sure we all made it out of there alive was everyone’s job.”

Haku gazed at him, his eyes unreadable. “I don’t think I would have made it if he hadn’t been there.”

That thought made Kaori feel cold. “But you did make it. You’re fine, Haku.”

Haku didn’t look comforted by that assertion. Instead, he looked even more distressed. “I suppose I’m just coming to terms with the knowledge that we won’t always be able to protect you. You’re taking risks that you shouldn’t be taking. It was pure luck that any of us made it out of that nest alive today.”

“I don’t think it was luck.” He glanced up at the cloud-covered sky, chewing at his lower lip pensively. “It just…it felt right. Haven’t you ever done something just because it felt right before?”

Haku looked at him blankly. “No.” He paused. “I do things because they’re my duty. Because they’re part of who I am.”

“Maybe this was duty, too.” It didn’t seem all that confusing to him. Giving up his own protection in order to protect his friends…he hadn’t even thought about it at the time.

“I don’t understand you, Kaori. I don’t understand you, and…it frightens me. I don’t know what you expect from me any longer.”

“I just want you to be my friend,” Kaori said, biting back a surge of frustration. “I want things to go back to the way they were.”

“Things can never be the way they were.”

Kaori’s stomach clenched. “I want you to look at me and see me, Haku. Not the High Lord. Is that too much to ask?”

Haku considered that. “I do see you,” he said at last. “Don’t ever think you don’t have value outside of your role as the High Lord. You—” He bit off the word, making Kaori wonder what he had been about to say. “You’re exasperating,” he said instead, flicking a hard glance at him out of the corner of his eye. “In that at least, not much has changed since we were children.”

Kaori grinned, feeling as if a weight were lifting off of him. No matter how his relationship with Haku might have changed while he’d been away at university, he thought they were going to be okay.

The gates to the Stone Fortress opened ponderously when they arrived, as if the heavy iron entryway were protesting the companions’ return. The sentries standing guard there stared at Kaori and his companions with an unreadable expression as they rode past.

“I get the feeling,” Yura said with a wry glint in his eye, “that they weren’t expecting us to come back.”

Kaori tended to agree. Part of him still couldn’t believe they’d actually made it, himself. The whole experience inside the sanchuu hive had a vaguely surreal aspect in his memory. He suspected it was going to feature prominently in his nightmares for quite some time to come.

They were admitted into Lord Ishige’s chamber immediately upon their arrival, which Kaori considered a significant improvement over the last time they’d requested an audience with the man. It was no less intimidating an experience than it had been the first time around.

“Tell me again,” Ishige said incredulously, staring down at them from his seat on top of the tall dais, “what happened.”

“My lord.” Tenma bowed her head respectfully. “The High Lord and his companions have succeeded in destroying the sanchuu’s larval queen. It will not be long now before the colony abandons its nest and leaves Ishiyama.”

Ishige’s eyes raked over Kaori’s face, his gaze so sharp Kaori was somewhat startled it didn’t draw blood. After several moments, he leaned back in his chair with a faint twitch of his hand, adjusting the folds of the robe around his arms.

“Well, High Lord.” Ishige’s voice was subdued. “It would seem that I underestimated you.”

“I told you we would help your people,” Kaori said.

“Yes. You did.” He sounded thoughtful. “Of course, only time will tell if the sanchuu have truly been defeated. It will be a while before I feel able to tell my people that it is safe to venture outside at night again.”

“And to reopen the border of Ishiyama,” Haku reminded him.

“Yes, of course. The border will be reopened just as soon as I’m convinced it is safe to do so.”

Which was really, Kaori reflected, the best that any of them could expect. “Thank you, Lord Ishige,” he said gravely.

The look Ishige gave him was canny. “And you, High Lord? What reward do you seek in exchange for performing this duty for us?”

“Only your continued loyalty to Kazure,” Kaori said truthfully. “And maybe some advice, if you’re willing to part with it.”

“As for my allegiance, you have it,” Ishige said after a moment’s contemplation. “And whatever counsel I have is yours, if you will find it useful.”

They had made considerable strides from the “brat” and “whelp” comments of the previous day, Kaori couldn’t help noting. “From here we will be traveling to the land of Arashima, and Lord Razgul’s realm to the east. What would be the most direct route there from the Stone Fortress?”

Ishige considered his answer for a lot longer than Kaori thought the difficulty of the question warranted. “If speed is your goal, rather than ease of journey, I would recommend taking the Tomarin Road.” His eyes were narrow as they probed Kaori’s face. “It leads over the Misty Peak and turns north through Shimizu Valley. If you are well provisioned for the journey, you should make it to Lord Razgul’s realm without significant difficulty.”

Kaori glanced at Haku, who nodded. He was just about to thank Lord Ishige for his assistance when the man continued to speak.

“However, I urge you to approach your coming voyage with caution, High Lord.” There was a tautness to his expression that Kaori found impossible to read. His thin lips pressed together firmly. “There are dangers in Arashima that make my own poor realm seem positively benign in comparison.”

Kaori thought about that. “You mean their proximity to the Shindori.”

“Among other things.” Whatever gratitude he felt toward Kaori for ridding his land of the sanchuu, it apparently wasn’t enough to convince him to open up about his suspicions. “Just…have a care, High Lord. Take nothing for granted. I think you’ll find that Lord Razgul won’t be nearly as easy to placate as I have been.”

For some reason, the words gave Kaori a chill down the back of his neck. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“See that you do, High Lord.” Ishige’s tone was grave. “See that you do.”
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The road to Arashima wasn’t near as difficult as Ishige had implied, but it wasn’t a walk in the park, either. The initial parts of it were dizzyingly steep as the road wound its way further up into the mountains, until it passed over a kind of natural bridge and began to slope down into Shimizu Valley.
The view, as Kaori commented to Hunter on more than one occasion, was spectacular. He spent the majority of the trip with his face pressed up against the window of the carriage, peering out at the increasingly verdant cliffs and gorges that they passed by.

He could tell Hunter was amused by his reactions, but Kaori refused to do anything to curb any of his enthusiasm. Kazure was an incredibly beautiful country, in his humble opinion, and he was enjoying the opportunity to get out and see more of it than he ever had before, despite their circumstances.

“Have you ever been to Arashima?” he asked at one point, when the view outside his window was obscured by the darkness of evening. They would be stopping to rest before too much longer.

“No,” Hunter replied. “I’ve never been there.” He hadn’t been many places, Kaori thought, that Kaori himself hadn’t been over the years. “If you want to know more about the place, the one you should probably ask is Haku.”

That was true. Haku was the son of Lord Razgul’s youngest brother, and while he hadn’t been to Arashima since he was a boy, as far as Kaori knew, it was possible he’d kept in touch with his family there.

He stared at his reflection in the glass pane contemplatively. “Do you think it will be difficult for him to return home?”

Hunter considered. “I’m really not sure. I don’t know what the circumstances were when he left them.”

Once again, Kaori felt a stirring of resentment over the bargain his father had struck in exchange for having Haku come to live with him at Heaven’s Gate as a child. “Ishaya says my father more or less bought him from his family so I could have a friend to play with when I was a boy.”

For a moment, Hunter didn’t say anything. Then, “Whatever the circumstances were that brought him to you, he’s been a good friend to you over the years.”

“The best,” Kaori agreed. “We used to get into so much trouble when we were kids.”

“I remember,” Hunter said, one corner of his mouth turning upwards. “I seem to recall the two of you taking an inordinate amount of pleasure in running away from your security detail so you could go adventuring in the woods.”

“I have a feeling we didn’t manage to get away from you anywhere near as often as we thought we did.” Kaori’s tone was rueful. When Hunter didn’t contradict him, he laughed out loud. “Well, thanks for letting us think we were getting the upper hand every once in while. I probably would have resented you if I thought you were too perfect all the time.”

“I would never have wanted you to resent me,” Hunter said.

Kaori’s laughter tapered off into a low chuckle. “Seriously, though.” He glanced at Hunter, feeling curious. “You’ve always been there for me. All of the other bodyguards tended to come and go, but not you. Was that your idea, or was it my father’s?”

Hunter hesitated before answering. “Your father wanted you to have the very best protection, of course.”

“And that was you?”

“I was…uniquely qualified for the job.” He glanced away from the directness of Kaori’s gaze, looking uncomfortable.

This was how it always went when Kaori drew close to breaching the question of Hunter’s past. He never refused to answer Kaori’s questions outright, but there was a marked hesitancy in him whenever the subject came up.

Kaori knew that if he pressed the matter, Hunter would tell him everything he wanted to know—because obeying Kaori was his duty, no matter what his personal feelings on the matter were. But Kaori didn’t want to learn about the other man that way. He didn’t think it could be his imagination that they were friends, despite the vast difference in their classes. Hunter was the person he depended on more than anyone else in the world, the one person who had always been there for him throughout every high and low moment of his life. Even Haku, childhood companion and coconspirator that he had been, had never been near as close to him.

“Whatever it is,” Kaori said quietly, “you can feel free to talk to me about it, if you ever wanted to.”

Hunter still refused to meet his eyes. “Your kindness is appreciated, High Lord.”

Damn, he’d pushed the “High Lord” button and made the other man go all stiff and formal on him again. Kaori scrubbed at his eyes, biting back a surge of frustration. Whatever Hunter had been before he’d come to live at Heaven’s Gate and joined the Assassins Guild, it had obviously been traumatic for him. But he wasn’t that much older than Kaori was; how old must he have been when he first arrived at the palace? Thirteen, maybe? What the hell kind of fighting experience could he have had by then? When Kaori had been thirteen, he’d been consumed with the challenge of ducking out of Ishaya’s tutoring sessions and sneaking off on clandestine adventures with Haku. He’d never even picked up a sword outside of the mandatory lessons his father made him take.

“Shove over,” Kaori said brusquely, standing up and shuffling over to the other side of the coach. Looking bemused, Hunter slid over on the padded bench seat to make room for him.

Lifting his feet off the floor, Kaori settled down onto his side so that his head lay pillowed on Hunter’s lap. Hunter stiffened slightly, then subsided with a small smile.

“You put up with a great deal of impertinence from me, don’t you?” he said, brushing Kaori’s hair back from his face with one hand.

“Oh, sure. You’re the very image of rebellious insubordination.” Closing his eyes, Kaori wrapped an arm across the other man’s knees and sighed. “You mind if I rest here like this for a bit? I really am tired.”

“Of course, Kaori.” Hunter’s voice was soft. His fingers continued to move over the side of Kaori’s face, stroking the dark strands of hair there lightly. “Any time.”

Kaori shivered under the caress, wondering why the feel of it should affect him so deeply. He was always aware of how Hunter was touching him. That seemed significant to him for some reason, although he was too run down after the long day of traveling to chase the thought back to its source. To be honest, it just felt nice to lie here like this, curled up against the other man’s thigh.

He was just drifting off when he realized that his question about whose idea it had been to assign Hunter to him as a permanent bodyguard had never been answered. But then sleep came forward to claim him, and the thought was gone.

 

 

The night was nearly half over by the time they arrived at the village of Raven’s Fall. Captain Genshi had seen the lights of the settlement from the top of the pass and drove them forward until they reached the town’s limits before he allowed the tired caravan to come to a halt. No one complained, because the thought of having actual beds to sleep in that night was rather appealing to all of them.

Kaori looked around curiously as he climbed down from the carriage. Even in the darkness of night, Raven’s Fall seemed to have a squalid air. The streets weren’t paved in any noticeable fashion, and the buildings he saw all had a rather depressed and brooding look about them. The inn they’d stopped at—which appeared to be nameless—was no exception, although the welcoming lights in its windows burned brightly.

“Are we in Arashima, then?” he asked of no one in particular.

“Yes,” Yura replied. He stretched absently, rocking lightly on the balls of his feet to loosen muscles that had gone stiff after the long day’s ride. “We crossed the border this afternoon.”

“How far are we from Lord Razgul’s castle?”

“About most of a day’s ride, I’d say,” Yura said after a moment’s contemplation. “We should have time to let everyone sleep in a bit, enjoy a leisurely breakfast, and still make it to the Eyrie by sundown tomorrow. Unless you wanted to get there earlier?”

“No, that will be fine,” Kaori hastened to assure him. “A leisurely breakfast sounds wonderful.” He paused. “What’s the Eyrie?”

“That’s what Lord Razgul calls his castle,” Haku said, stepping up beside him. “It’s built into the side of a cliff that looks down over Lake Evermore.”

“Wow.” Kaori tried to picture that. “I hope he isn’t afraid of heights.”

Haku’s mouth twitched. “I don’t suppose there’s very much he is afraid of.”

Fortunately, Haku seemed to be taking the return to his homeland rather well. Kaori wanted to talk to him about it, to see if he had any reservations about paying a visit to his uncle, but he thought it would be better to wait until they were alone to do so.

“We’re all situated, High Lord,” Captain Genshi said, moving toward them from the direction of the inn’s front doors. “I’ve spoken to the owner, and he is more than happy to put our company up for the night. He says he’s delighted to be providing lodging for such a large group; I got the impression that business for him has been slow lately, for some reason.”

“We’ll make sure he’s well compensated, of course,” Kaori said, wanting to be clear on that.

“Of course, High Lord,” Genshi agreed. “I’ve requested the inn’s best accommodations for you, and he’s arranged to have you stay in a suite that looks down over the woods on the eastern side.”

“Anywhere is fine,” Kaori said, honestly not caring which room he was given. “Thank you for taking care of everything, Captain.”

“It’s my pleasure, High Lord.” He sounded as if he honestly meant it. “The horses are currently being seen to, and the staff is being shown to their rooms. If you need anything further, I’ll be in the room at the end of the downstairs hall.”

“Have a good night, Captain.”

“You as well, High Lord.” He bowed slightly and turned to go, looking tired but content.

“That man,” Yura said, “is a treasure. I don’t think I could be half so organized in his place.”

“It’s a good thing you aren’t in charge of this expedition, then,” Haku said, giving him a dry look. “We’d all be sleeping in trees and drinking water out of puddles.”

“True enough,” Yura agreed, giving him a grin.

Kaori chuckled. “Haku, you look exhausted. Why don’t you go get some sleep?”

“You’re sure you don’t need anything?”

“No, I’ll be fine. We’ll talk more in the morning.”

Haku nodded and turned to go inside. Yura watched him go. “You should get some sleep, too, kid,” he suggested. “It’s going to be another long day tomorrow.”

“In a while.” Kaori wandered toward the horses at the head of the carriage and slid a hand over one of the animals’ muzzles affectionately. “I napped a bit in the carriage on the way here.” The memory of lying curled up on Hunter’s lap made his face feel warm, for some reason.

Yura eyed him evaluatingly. “You’re worried about visiting Razgul tomorrow, aren’t you?”

Kaori sighed. “Is it that obvious?”

“To some of us.” Yura shrugged and leaned back against the side of the carriage beside him. “Personally, I don’t think you have anything to worry about. You were pretty handy getting Ishige to eat out of your hand at the Stone Mountain.”

“And look what we had to do to win his cooperation.”

“Exactly! You’ve already been to the bottom of the barrel. How much worse can Razgul be?”

Kaori strongly suspected that nothing short of world cataclysm could dampen Yura’s enthusiasm, and probably not even that. He found himself grinning before he’d quite realized his mood was lifting. “All right, all right. I’ll stop brooding.”

“Good to hear it.” He glanced at Hunter, who was currently handing Kaori’s overnight bag off to one of the servants from the inn. “What do you say to a quick walk around the village then, if you aren’t ready for bed?”

Hunter turned instantly to look at him, his mouth pressing into a tight frown. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea, Yura.”

Yura was unperturbed. “It’s the kid’s intention to get out and see more of his kingdom. He can’t do that from the inside of a carriage.”

“That’s true,” Kaori said, turning out to look at the night-darkened streets around them. The thought of going out there filled him with a vague excitement, rather like it had when he’d gone adventuring with Haku as a child. He was struck by a sudden inspiration. “If we’re going to do this, no one we come across can know I’m the High Lord.”

“Ah,” Yura said, sounding intrigued. “You want to make a clandestine nighttime journey underneath a cloak of anonymity.”

Kaori laughed. “You make it sound so glamorous.” Truthfully, he just wanted to remember what it was like to be a normal person, at least for a while. “But you’re probably tired. You’ve been riding all day.”

“Not so much as you’d think.” He shrugged, then gave Hunter a crooked grin. “What do you say, Hunter? Should we bring the kid out into the streets and show him how the rest of the world lives?”

Hunter still looked uncertain. “If that’s what he wants.”

“All right,” Kaori said with a broad smile. Yura grinned at him.

This was going to be fun.
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The Magnolia was a disreputable-looking pub tucked away at the back of a long, winding alley toward the center of town. Kaori wasn’t sure how anyone who didn’t already know about the place would even know it was there, if they hadn’t stumbled across it by accident the way he had. He wasn’t even certain that Magnolia was its actual name, but that was the only word he could see on anything resembling a sign anywhere outside.
The interior of the pub was smoky and dark. Despite its secluded location, it was filled with a considerable number of customers, most of whom sat clustered around the various tables or else hunched over warm drinks at the bar. None of them paid Kaori or his companions more than a cursory glance when they walked in the door.

“Three beers,” Yura said to the harried serving girl who wandered over to meet them, “and whatever you have hot on the fire.” She bobbed her head once and moved off to fill their order.

They found a table that was relatively clean near the corner of the room and seated themselves. Both Hunter and Yura, Kaori noted, reflexively chose seats that put their backs to the wall and gave them a clear view of the premises. The patrons around them took one look at the impressive complement of weapons they carried and then glanced hurriedly away.

Not that the two of them stood out unduly. The vast majority of the men in the room were armed, and many of those had a tattered, trail-worn look that suggested they’d been on the road for quite some time. Huntsmen, maybe, or traveling merchants. Perhaps the occasional sword for hire. Kaori wasn’t naive enough to think that there wasn’t a significant criminal element among the crowd as well, although he didn’t know enough to pick those out from the rest of the customers.

“Interesting place,” Yura commented, sweeping over the room with a sharp-eyed gaze.

“Yes,” Hunter agreed. “It kind of reminds me of that dive out in Duchau. The one with the ribbon tied around the tree out in front?”

“I remember!” He grinned in Kaori’s direction, leaning back to tip his chair on two legs against the wall behind him. “We were all of us getting together to celebrate getting through the upper tier of trials at the academy, and decided to go out drinking together. There must have been…hell, maybe five or six of us at the time. There was a group of guys—farmers, most likely—who decided they didn’t want to share a bar with a bunch of soldiers and were either drunk or stupid enough to think they could take on a gang of newly minted members of the Assassins Guild.”

Kaori winced. “Ouch. You didn’t beat them too bad, did you?”

“Not at first.” Hunter smiled, nodding his thanks when the serving girl plunked a mug and a plate of hot food down on the table in front of him. “But then they went out and brought back friends.”

“Big guys,” Yura insisted, sketching the shape of them in the air with his hands. A metal inset in the leather strap at his wrist winked in the firelight. “Huge. They had swords, and one of them had a kind of weird club with all these nails sticking out of it. It could have gotten very ugly.”

“What happened?” Kaori’s eyes were wide.

“Our buddy Juno went down when three of the guys tackled him,” Yura said. He shook his head ruefully. “I always thought he’d just managed to squeak by the trials, to be honest. Then it was just some good, old-fashioned pub-crashing, until one of the bastards lost his temper and decided to go after the pub owner’s daughter.”

“What?” Kaori choked on the sip of beer he’d just taken. “What were they thinking?”

“They were probably thinking they’d gotten in over their heads,” Hunter told him, “and that they needed to find some way to withdraw if they wanted to get out of the situation with their dignities intact.”

“There was no chance of that happening,” Yura said solemnly. “Once they went after the girl, it was all over for them. It wasn’t just a group of guys brawling for fun any longer.”

“Yes,” Hunter agreed. “We had a responsibility to protect Kazure’s citizens. That’s one of the military’s highest functions.”

Kaori glanced back and forth between them. “So? Was the girl all right?”

Yura snorted. “The moment the genius grabbed her and dragged her out from behind the counter, this guy”—he stabbed a thumb in Hunter’s direction—“had him dead eight ways from Sunday. I’ve never seen anyone move so fast.”

“You saved her,” Kaori said, looking at Hunter with a smile.

He smiled back, just slightly. “It was a reflex.”

“Of course the guy’s friends didn’t take it at all well,” Yura continued. “There were more of them than there was of us. It got pretty ugly for a while, that’s for sure.”

“But you survived, obviously,” Kaori said.

“Sure we did. We turned the bastards over to the Guard, paid the owner for the damages to his place, and went back to drinking like nothing had happened.” He grinned into his beer. “No one much bothered us after that.”

Kaori chuckled delightedly. “Sounds like the day wasn’t an entire waste, then.”

“Far from it.” His eyes glinted as they flickered in Hunter’s direction. “And here was this skinny, standoffish kid who couldn’t be more than fourteen, taking down guys twice his size and making the rest of us look like pansies. Good thing I’m not the jealous type, eh?”

“He’s exaggerating,” Hunter said, sipping calmly from his drink.

“The hell I am.” Yura looked disgruntled at the accusation.

“So you were that good all the way back then?” Kaori stared down at his mug, thinking. He really didn’t want to ask, but…. “Where did you learn how to fight, Hunter?”

When several seconds passed by without any response forthcoming, Yura hastily said, “The guy’s a genius. Hell, he was probably born with it, right?” He gave a small, uncomfortable-sounding laugh to cover the awkwardness of the statement.

It occurred to Kaori with sudden clarity that whatever had happened in Hunter’s past to turn him into the person he was today, Yura knew. He tried not to feel resentful of the fact that Hunter would have chosen to confide in him, when it was still something he didn’t feel comfortable discussing with Kaori.

“You two have been friends for a long time,” he said, to help cover his discomfiture.

Yura sighed. “Hunter, why don’t you go take a peek at the street for us, make sure everything’s still quiet out there? I’m going to have a word alone with the kid.” When Hunter glanced at him, he added, “Trust me, all right?”

A moment of unspoken communication passed between the two men, then Hunter pushed back from the table with a slow nod. “I’ll be outside if you need me.” Without looking at Kaori, he stood up and walked stiffly toward the door.

Kaori bit back a surge of frustration as he watched him go. “He always gets like that whenever I ask him anything about his past,” he said.

“Don’t blame him. It’s my fault for bringing up that damned story.” Yura took a slow sip from his beer.

“It’s not your fault, Yura.” Kaori’s hand curled into a fist on top of the table. “It’s just…why can’t he trust me?”

“It isn’t about trust,” Yura said calmly. “It’s more like…well, I think there are some parts of his past he’s ashamed to share with you.”

“Ashamed?” Kaori looked at him blankly. “What can he possibly have to be ashamed about?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” He leaned back in his chair again, his gaze moving to the door Hunter had disappeared through. He looked sad, for a passing moment. “Look, kid. You told me you don’t ever want me to lie to you, and I never will. Trust me when I say that man is more devoted to you than anyone else you’ll ever come across in your lifetime.”

“But why?” Frustration made Kaori’s voice rise. He calmed himself with an effort. “He’s different from the other soldiers my father assigned to guard me over the years, isn’t he?”

“He sure is. Most of them learned fighting as a job, or maybe as a hobby.”

“But not Hunter?” When an immediate response wasn’t forthcoming, he said, “What is it that’s so special about me? That’s what I don’t understand. Why is he so committed to me? It has to be more than just me being the High Lord.”

Yura thought about the question for a moment. “I think,” he said carefully, “that he might have been in a very dark place once, and you helped lift him out of it.”

“How? I never even met him before he was assigned to be my bodyguard at the palace.”

“Well.” Yura glanced down at the table, tracing the water spot left by his mug with one finger. “We can influence other people in a lot of different ways. Sometimes we can do it without ever being aware of it. Sometimes we do it just by existing, by being who we are.”

None of that made any sense to Kaori. “If I did something that meant that much to him, I’d really like to know what it was.”

“Maybe some day he’ll tell you.”

This time Kaori had to bite back a word that his childhood tutors would definitely have frowned at. “If I ask you what it was, would you tell me?”

When Yura looked up, his eyes were the most serious Kaori had yet seen them. “I don’t think you really want to do that, or else you already would have ordered him to tell you.”

“But you’d tell me, wouldn’t you?”

He paused. “Yes.”

And that, Kaori reflected, was exactly why he couldn’t ask. He could never use his status as the High Lord to pry into Hunter’s privacy, no matter how much it hurt him that the other man was keeping things from him.

He slumped back in his chair with a heavy sigh. “Do you think he really will tell me, someday?”

“Oh, I’m sure of it.” Relaxing, Yura took another sip of his beer. Almost as if it were an afterthought, he asked, “What about you? How do you feel about him?”

“Me?” Kaori was caught off guard by the question. “He’s just…Hunter.” And that meant so very much to him he didn’t have words to begin describing it. “I don’t think I’d be able to live without him.”

A small smile touched Yura’s face. “Good.”

“Good?” Why was that good?

“Yes. I mean, obviously you care enough about him not to pry too hard when he doesn’t want his boundaries breached.”

“I just wish he’d trust me.”

“I told you it isn’t a matter of trust.” He paused, considering. “I think a part of him is probably afraid you’ll reject him if you ever find out the truth about him. Or at least what he considers to be the truth about him.” Those words were faintly exasperated. “He’s worked really hard to turn himself into the person he is today, and he wants you to see that person when you look at him—and no one else. That’s very important to him.”

“I would never reject him.”

“I keep telling him that. Maybe between the two of us, we’ll convince him.” He flicked a grin in Kaori’s direction when Kaori snorted softly. “But, seriously. You can’t just let it go? Just trust that he cares about you, and that he has your best interests at heart. That’s fact, kid. And maybe it’s all you really need to know.”

“I used to be able to think of it that way.” Kaori frowned in the direction of the door. “It’s getting a lot harder recently.”

“Oh? Harder in what way?”

Now it was Kaori’s turn to pause and marshal his thoughts. “I’m not exactly sure.” This would have been impossible to talk about under normal circumstances, but there was something safely anonymous about being out here away from his soldiers and his duties as the High Lord. And Yura was remarkably easy to talk to. “It’s just…I seem to be noticing him a lot more lately.”

Yura’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “Noticing him?”

“Yeah.” This time the look he shot at Yura was annoyed. “Don’t tell me you can’t tell. I’m not completely stupid.”

“I never thought you were, kid.”

For some reason, that assertion only made Kaori feel angrier. “I know you noticed back when I turned down Lady Faron.” He chewed savagely on his lower lip. “I didn’t want to go to bed with her.”

“A lot of people are more selectively choosy—”

“That wasn’t about being ‘selectively choosy’, and you know it. I didn’t want her. At all.”

Yura held his gaze evenly, his expression softening. “I had noticed.”

Kaori sighed. “I don’t know what it means, Yura, but I notice him. The way he moves. The way he breathes. And he’s always there, constantly.” This conversation would be humiliating if he allowed himself to stop and think about it. He kept his gaze fixed resolutely on the table between them, his face burning. “I want…I don’t know what I want. But I know I want to learn more about him, and to have him trust me.”

Yura was silent for what seemed a very long while. When he spoke again, his voice was unaccustomedly solemn. “Relationships between men aren’t entirely unheard of,” he said. “There are some parts of the country that hold that particular prejudice more than others, but…well. Forgive me for saying so, but you are the High Lord. No one’s going to say anything against you no matter what you decide to do.”

“At least not where I can hear them.” He sighed again. “But that’s exactly the problem. I’m the High Lord, whether I chose to be or not. And he’s…he’s duty-bound to obey me.”

One of Yura’s eyebrows quirked upward. “You’re afraid that if you tell him about your feelings, he’ll…ah, give in to you out of a sense of duty, no matter how he really feels about it.”

Kaori’s face heated at the thought. He couldn’t meet Yura’s eyes. “I could never abuse him like that,” he said. His voice was all over the place suddenly, wobbling shamefully in his haste to have this point made. “I would never—”

“Hey. I know you would never.” He reached across the table to grab Kaori’s anxiously fluttering hand, closing Kaori’s fingers tightly inside his palm. His eyes were intent as he leaned forward to hold Kaori’s gaze. “Look. I might not have known you all that long, but I’ve learned this much about you. You are the oddest damned High Lord I’ve ever seen. You don’t throw your weight around, you treat people like they’re human beings instead of game pieces, you don’t care a whit about status, and you actually want to fix this country and the people who live in it. You’d shoot yourself in the foot with a crossbow before you’d ever use your power to abuse anyone.”

Kaori couldn’t help but smile slightly at the vehemence of the declaration. “Thanks, Yura.”

Yura released his hand abruptly and leaned back again. “I’m just saying, is all.” He paused. “Of course all of this does bring up a rather uncomfortable question.”

Kaori nodded. “I know. The succession.” As High Lord, he would be expected to marry and produce a child to take over the throne after him.

The dull dejection in his voice made Yura frown. “So you’ve never…I mean, at all?”

Grimacing, Kaori reminded himself that he had been the one to initiate this conversation. “No,” he said shortly.

“Oh.” For a moment, the other man looked at a loss for words. “Well, maybe you haven’t found the right woman yet. It is possible to…to enjoy both, you know.”

“Right.” He rubbed at his eyes tiredly. “You don’t think I have a chance with Hunter, do you?”

There was another of those evaluating pauses. “I think you’re still figuring everything out for yourself right now,” Yura said, choosing his words carefully, “and that it’s too early for you to make any decisions one way or the other.”

“You’re right. Of course you’re right.” He pushed away from the table with a sigh. “I think I’m getting tired of this place, to be honest.”

“Sure thing, kid.” He stood up smoothly and reached into his pocket, throwing a handful of coins down on the table to cover their meal. “Let’s get you out of here.”
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Kaori was lost in thought as they made their way out of the room. He was so preoccupied he almost didn’t notice the man standing by the doorway until he’d plowed right into him.

“I’m sorry!” Kaori said helplessly, backing away. He couldn’t do anything right tonight, it seemed. He drew up short when the man’s fingers closed around his arms, dragging him forward.

“Eh?” The man leaned in close to peer into Kaori’s face. His breath stank of booze and other, less savory aromas. He probably hadn’t bathed in weeks. “You’re a pretty one, ain’t ya?”

Kaori squirmed to get away, turning his head to the side in revulsion. “What? I don’t—”

“How much?” The man peered blearily into Kaori’s eyes. When Kaori failed to respond, his face screwed up in a grimace. “Come on, don’t be that way. You can show a hardworking gentleman a good time. How much you gonna charge?” He gave Kaori’s shoulders a small shake.

A hand closed over Kaori’s shoulder, pulling him backwards firmly. “Excuse me,” Yura said, stepping smoothly in between them. “There seems to have been some kind of mistake.”

The drunk reeled slightly and frowned up into Yura’s face. “Who’re you?” he asked, sounding cross. His words slurred noticeably. “The daddy?”

Kaori stared. “Yura. Let’s go.”

Yura’s eyes took on a dangerous glint, but all he said was, “Come on, pops, clear the door. We were just leaving.”

Kaori shuddered when the drunk reached for his face, but the filth-encrusted fingers never connected with him. It stopped about halfway between them, caught in the uncompromising grip of a strong, firm hand.

“I think,” Hunter said quietly, “you had better go.”

Kaori’s heart was knocking against the inside of his ribs. He started when Yura pushed open the door beside them and ushered him quickly outside.

Out on the street, Kaori took in a deep gulp of air and turned his face up toward the sky. Yura shuffled forward to stand behind him. “You all right, kid?” he asked.

Kaori turned around to stare at him. “That man thought I was a prostitute!” he said hotly.

Something in his incredulous tone made Yura’s mouth twitch upward. “He was drunk. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

“Yes, but—” He broke off when the door of the inn opened again, and Hunter came out to join them.

“The matter has been dealt with,” Hunter said, frowning in Yura’s direction.

“Does the guy still have both his arms?” Yura asked, deadpan.

Hunter’s eyes narrowed. Wordlessly, he turned his back on him. “Are you hurt, Kaori?”

“No, I’m fine.” Kaori still couldn’t believe that had happened to him. No one had ever spoken to him that way before, or grabbed at him in such a vulgar manner. He wasn’t sure whether to feel amused or offended; now that the initial shock was fading, amusement seemed to be winning out.

“See?” Yura said. “The kid’s fine. No harm done.”

“No harm?” Hunter stared at him in disbelief, as if he had never heard of such a thing. “This is exactly why I didn’t want to bring him here tonight, so he could be left alone while some grubby drunk pawed at him and put his filthy hands—”

“Hey.” Yura looked annoyed now. “I didn’t leave him alone. That guy was pawing him for all of two seconds before I got there, all right?”

“He never should have been in that situation to begin with.”

“He is fine, Hunter.”

“There could have been a knife.”

“The guy didn’t want to skin him. He wanted Kaori to—”

Hunter hastily cut him off, frowning severely. “I need to know I can count on you, Yura.”

Now Yura was beginning to look distressed. “You can count on me. Damn, Hunter. What’s wrong with you? It’s like you’re jumping at shadows all of a sudden.”

Hunter stared at him for a moment longer, then turned to gaze out at the street. “There was some activity out here while the two of you were inside.”

Kaori touched him lightly on the arm. “What do you mean?” he asked sharply.

Hunter glanced down at the fingers on his sleeve, his mouth tightening. “There was a child,” he said, “running down the street. A group of men were chasing her. She ducked into the alley to evade them and climbed into the drainage channel. When they followed and asked me if I’d seen her, I told them no.”

Kaori’s eyes widened. “Is she still here? Did she tell you what they wanted from her?”

“I couldn’t convince her to come out of the drain, even after they’d gone.”

Kaori looked around until he saw the entrance to the drainage tunnel, tucked away at the end of the alley. At a nod from Hunter, he moved cautiously toward it.

“Hello?” he said, crouching down on one knee in front of the tunnel. “Are you in there?”

Deep in the shadows of the culvert, a pair of wide eyes blinked back at him.

“Hi,” he said again, smiling slightly. He tipped his head at an angle so he could get a better view inside. He might be able to fit in there if he really tried, he reflected, but it certainly wouldn’t fit Hunter or Yura. “Those guys who were chasing you are gone, you know.”

The owner of the eyes continued to gaze back at him, saying nothing.

“Any idea who the men were?” Yura’s voice spoke softly behind him.

“They didn’t stop to identify themselves,” Hunter said, just as quietly. After a moment’s pause, he said, “One of them had a golden broach on his coat.”

“Huh. Not your run-of-the-mill peasants, then.”

“No. But they weren’t nobility, either. Their accents, the way they talked…I’d bet my sword none of them has ever been to a university.”

Kaori tuned them out, focusing on the still figure he could just barely glimpse inside the hole. “It’s safe out here,” he said, pitching his voice soothingly. “These two might look scary, but they’re really nice.”

“Yeah, we’re teddy bears,” Yura said. There was a note of irony to the words.

“See?” Kaori said, bracing one hand on the top of the culvert. “No one’s going to hurt you. It’s got to be cold in there, and wet. Won’t you come out?”

For a moment, he thought the child was going to resist him completely, but then the eyes blinked once more and slowly began to move toward him.

“That’s it,” Kaori encouraged, his chest tightening. He held out one hand, feeling a rush of relief when cold fingers closed around it, holding onto him firmly. “Yura?”

“I’m on it,” Yura said, and disappeared back into the inn.

Kaori helped support the child as she crawled out of the channel to huddle shivering in his arms. It was only then he realized that instead of the girl he’d expected, the child was a rather battered-looking young boy.

“Shh, it’s okay. I’ve got you.” Kaori sat back against the wall of the alley, cuddling his bony-kneed armful close against his chest. The boy was covered in a long, tattered dressing gown, which probably accounted for Hunter’s mistake in assuming he was a girl. His hair was pale blond and curled beguilingly around his face, which sported a number of deep bruises as well as a cut on his upper lip. “Someone hit you,” Kaori said, touching the child’s chin lightly. A curl of anger licked at the inside of his chest at the thought of it.

“It isn’t just his face,” Hunter said quietly, crouching down beside him. The boy’s eyes tracked the movement warily, the muscles in his small body tensing.

Kaori followed Hunter’s gaze and saw dark bruises spotting the skin of the child’s wrist and forearm, startlingly visible against the pale skin where the sleeve of his dressing gown was riding up. The darkest of them looked disturbingly like finger marks.

“What on earth?” Kaori breathed. The anger he’d initially felt coiled deeper, although he kept it firmly leashed for the child’s benefit.

Yura emerged from the inn then, bearing a mug of hotly steaming cider and a plate piled high with food. He dropped down to one knee and handed the mug to Kaori. “Any news?” he asked curiously.

Kaori shook his head. Taking hold of the mug, he held it out to the boy with a coaxing smile. “Here, drink some of this. You look half-chilled.”

The boy stared at him wordlessly, then tentatively reached out to take hold of the mug. Kaori carefully closed his trembling fingers around it until he was holding it on his own.

“That’s it.” He waited until the boy had taken a sip of the cider before he said, “I’m Kaori. What’s your name?”

The boy sipped in silence for several seconds, his eyes moving restlessly from Hunter to Yura and then back again. “Rin,” he said at last, very quietly, and lowered his gaze.

“Rin,” Kaori said with satisfaction. At least they were making progress. “That’s a really nice name.” He paused. “Where do you live, Rin?”

Closing his eyes, the boy curled in tighter against his chest and said nothing.

Yura sighed. “We really should get him out of this alley.”

“Yeah.” With Hunter’s help, Kaori rose to his feet with Rin still held protectively in his arms. “We don’t want those men to come back and find him here, whoever they are.”

They made their way back to the inn without speaking. Yura peeled a thick slice of meat off the plate he held and handed it to the boy, who—after an initial hesitation—accepted the offering and began to chew on it absently, his head resting on Kaori’s shoulder.

“Go wake the innkeeper,” Kaori said once they were safely inside. “See if he has a Healer on staff. If not, we need to find out where the nearest one is located.”

“Got it,” Yura said, and vanished down one of the hallways.

Hunter opened the door to the suite that had been set aside for Kaori’s use and went to light the lamp hanging in the corner. “Lay him down on the bed, if he’ll let you,” he suggested.

As it turned out, Rin refused to let go of him no matter how soothingly Kaori crooned to him or stroked at his brow. Finally, Kaori subsided and sat on the edge of the bed himself, cradling the boy carefully on top of his lap.

“Here.” Hunter reached for the plate of food Yura had left behind and set it down on the mattress next to Kaori’s thigh. When Kaori took another slice of meat and held it out, the boy snatched it from his fingers and began to eat it eagerly.

“It’s been a while since he’s eaten,” Kaori said worriedly. He rocked slowly, holding one hand tight against the boy’s brow. Beside him, Hunter was a steadying presence against his side.

A tall, scarecrow-like man in a long robe appeared in the doorway not five minutes later, blinking myopically behind the thick glasses that perched on the end of his long nose. His hair was light grey and tufted ludicrously at the sides of his nearly bald head. Kaori guessed that this was the Healer Yura had gone to fetch for them.

“High Lord?” the man said, his feet shuffling nervously as he walked into the room. “My name is Sadato Migi. I understand there’s been some kind of altercation? Have you been injured?”

“No, I’m fine,” Kaori said. “It’s this boy. He’s been hurt.”

There was a significant pause. “A child, High Lord?”

“The High Lord went to some measure of trouble to rescue this boy,” Yura said smoothly, looming in the doorway behind him. “I think you’d do well to see what you can do to make the kid more comfortable, at the very least.”

“O-of course.” Swallowing anxiously, Migi shuffled further into the room. With a frown, he dropped down to his knees on the floor beside the bed and reached for Rin’s hand. Rin stiffened and jerked the limb away from him, curling in tighter against Kaori’s chest.

“He’s scared,” Kaori explained. “I think some men were trying to hurt him.” He took hold of Rin’s hand carefully and rubbed his thumb across its palm soothingly for a few moments. This time when Migi reached for him, Rin allowed the Healer to touch him.

“He’s been beaten,” Migi said brusquely, pushing up the sleeve over Rin’s arm to examine the skin there. “Rather severely, it would seem.”

Kaori frowned. “Is he going to be all right?”

Closing his eyes, Migi’s lips moved as he called on the life magic that was the trademark of his calling. His spindly fingers pressed lightly against the center of Rin’s chest.

“I’m not sensing any broken bones,” he said, raising his head. “He’s agitated, which is making it difficult to give an accurate diagnosis, but I’d guess he’ll be as good as new after some rest and some time to heal.” Clearly, he didn’t think that had been worth dragging him out of bed in the middle of the night.

Despite the brusque tone, Kaori felt grateful. “Thank you, Magister. That’s all we needed from you.”

Migi stood up and pulled his robe tighter around him, eyeing Kaori uncertainly. “It was my pleasure, of course, High Lord.” His tone was curt. “You’re sure you’re not—”

“I’m fine,” Kaori said firmly. Now that they had determined that Rin wasn’t seriously injured, he just wanted the man to leave. “Thank you. We’ll make sure to leave a good word with your master in the morning.”

“You are most kind, High Lord.” Migi bowed stiffly and turned to leave the room. At the doorway Yura gave him a handful of coins in exchange for his trouble, after which he seemed considerably more kindly disposed toward them. “If you need anything further, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“What a piece of work,” Kaori said irritably once the man had gone. “Maybe we should have paid him before he got here.”

“You can’t blame him too much,” Hunter said. He was still crouched on the floor at Kaori’s side, one hand resting next to him on the bed. “Children in peasant families aren’t often as revered as they are in the upper classes. Beating them in punishment is not uncommon.”

Kaori, who had never had so much as a hand raised against him, blanched at that assertion. “Be that as it may, this isn’t just a single beating.” He ran his fingers over Rin’s exposed wrist, tracing the edge of one of the bruises there lightly. “Someone set out to injure this child.”

“No argument there, kid.” Yura sat down on the mattress beside him, reaching out to touch Rin’s arm. He froze when Rin flinched and pulled away from him, burying his face against the side of Kaori’s neck. “This was brutality, pure and simple.” His voice was uncommonly subdued.

“What do you think those men wanted with him?” Frustration made Kaori’s voice tight. When Rin reacted by twitching nervously inside his arms, he calmed himself with an effort and whispered softly in the boy’s ear to soothe him.

“He was restrained somewhere,” Hunter said, indicating the darkly bruised skin of the boy’s wrists. “That much is obvious.”

Something in his voice made Kaori raise his head and look at him. “Hunter?” he asked. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” Hunter said, but he wasn’t meeting Kaori’s eyes.

Kaori glanced at Yura, only to find the other man looking at Hunter with a strained expression. “Yura?” he said, feeling helpless. “What’s going on?”

Yura’s breath huffed out in a short sigh.

“You might not be aware of this,” he said, “but there are a number of criminal elements currently at work in Kazure. One of them is an organized slavers ring that specializes in the abduction and exploitation of young children.”

Kaori’s arms tightened around Rin’s shoulders. “And you think that’s what happened to him? You think he was kidnapped and taken away from his home by these slavers?”

“It’s possible.” Yura’s gaze moved to Hunter, darkening into a shadowed expression that Kaori didn’t know what to make of.

“I’m guessing he somehow escaped,” Hunter said, “or was set free, and managed to run away from his masters.”

“You mean they were the ones chasing him tonight.”

Hunter nodded. “Most likely. Believe me, if I’d suspected that was who they were at the time, they wouldn’t have made it out of that alley.”

Kaori shivered without quite knowing why. There was still an oddly strained note in Hunter’s voice that he didn’t like the sound of. “If that’s true, then Rin might not even be from Raven’s Fall.”

“Probably not.” Yura leaned in close to Kaori’s side to peer down at Rin, although he didn’t attempt to touch the boy again. Finally full and exhausted after the night’s exertions, Rin was dozing fitfully against Kaori’s shoulder, his eyes fluttering open and then closed again slowly as he reluctantly gave in to the pull of sleep.

Kaori’s mind was still reeling with this new information. “But the slavers are still here.”

Hunter stirred next to them, his head rising. “What are you thinking?”

Wasn’t it obvious? “I’m thinking that if all of this is true, Rin probably isn’t the only child the slavers imprisoned. There might be more of them out there, just as lost and alone as he is.”

Yura nodded. “That makes sense, actually. You think they’re holding the kids here in Raven’s Fall.”

“Rin had to have run away from somewhere.”

That dangerous glint Kaori had seen on one or two occasions flickered to life in Yura’s eyes. “What do you say, Hunter? You think we have the time for some slaver-hunting before we head out to visit Lord Razgul?”

“Absolutely.” Hunter stood up smoothly, his jaw set in a hard line. “Kaori, I’m going to have Nori and Braden set up a watch outside your door tonight while we’re gone.”

“What are you going to do?” Kaori’s eyes were wide.

“Oh, just take a look around the town, ask a few questions,” Yura said, patting Kaori’s knee as he rose to his feet. “Don’t worry. Hunting slavers is something we’ve done before. It’s just a matter of figuring out what hole they’re currently hiding in so we can flush them out. Like cockroaches,” he added helpfully.

Kaori frowned. “Would it help if I talked to the town’s governor? Let him know you’re here in an official capacity?”

“Probably not.” Yura glanced at Hunter, who was already moving toward the door. “As soon as the slavers realize we’re here, they’ll close up shop and move on to the next town. It’s best if we stay out of sight for now.”

“Okay, then.” Kaori paused. “Be careful, all right?”

“Count on it,” Yura said with a grin, and followed Hunter out the door.
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When Haku found out that Rin had joined them the following morning, he wasn’t at all happy.
“What are you doing, Kaori?” he said, peering down at the boy where he sat pressed against Kaori’s side. Rin nibbled diligently at a small bowl of cereal while resolutely avoiding the gazes of everyone around him.

“Good morning, Haku,” Kaori replied with a smile, brushing the hair away from Rin’s eyes with the fingers of one hand.

Haku sighed a sigh of the extremely longsuffering. Stiffly, he sat down across from the two of them at the table. “This is an incredibly bad idea.”

“You keep saying that,” Kaori observed mildly. After several hours’ fitful sleep, Rin appeared to be less tense than he’d been the night before. He still wasn’t speaking, however, which worried Kaori somewhat.

“That doesn’t make it any less true.” He peered at Rin candidly. “What are you planning to do with this child when it’s time for us to go?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t really thought that far ahead yet. I couldn’t just leave him out there, though.” To be honest, he felt kind of wounded that Haku thought he might have been able to do so.

“No, of course you couldn’t.” That grudging acquiescence didn’t make Haku look any less unhappy. “But there are people in this town who can look after him. Orphanages….”

“And if those men happen to come back for him?” Kaori demanded, giving him a hard look. “What then?”

Haku’s lips pressed together briefly. “Okay, I suppose I can see your logic.” He glanced to the side where Nori and Braden stood a careful watch at the room’s two doorways. “Just promise me you won’t get too attached to him.”

“He isn’t a puppy,” Kaori protested. “I know we have to return him to his family, okay? We just have to find them first.”

“How exactly do you propose to do that?”

“I’m not sure.” He looked down at Rin’s face, frowning anew when he took in the extent of the boy’s bruises. “If we can get him to trust us, talk to us, he might be able to tell us how to find them.”

Haku considered that. “I suppose you know what you’re doing after all.”

Kaori grinned. “You always sound so surprised when you say that.”

Haku sniffed in amusement. “I’d better go tell Captain Genshi we aren’t going to be leaving Raven’s Fall on schedule this morning.”

“Thanks, Haku.” His grin softened slightly, then disappeared altogether. “Let me know the instant you hear anything from Hunter or Yura, okay?”

“Of course.” He paused, reaching out to touch Kaori’s shoulder briefly. “It’s going to be okay. So don’t let this get you down, all right?”

“Right.” Kaori watched him go, smiling to show that he wasn’t overly distressed by the day’s events, so his friend didn’t need to worry about him.

A  moment after Haku left, the smile faded.

Hunter and Yura did not return for most of the day. It was late afternoon by the time they wandered in through the doorway of the inn, looking tired and bedraggled.

“Did you find out anything?” Kaori asked, running up to meet them.

Hunter shook his head. “Not yet.” He sounded drained.

Yura reached up to scrub the hair at the top of Kaori’s head with one hand. “Don’t worry, though. We’ll get ’em. This kind of intel gathering takes some time.” He looked around curiously. “Where’s Rin?”

“Some of the women from the caravan are with him, and Braden’s watching over them.” Kaori tried not to feel crushed by the news that the slavers were still out there. “We can’t just leave knowing there might be more kids like him being held in the village somewhere.”

“We won’t,” Hunter promised him.

“So what’s the plan?”

Hunter sighed. “Yura and I are going to get some sleep, and then we’re going to hit the streets again. Visit some more pubs, listen for rumors, the usual deal. If the slavers are here in town with a group of kids, then they’re here for a purpose. Arrangements with another cell, a meet with some buyers…something.” His eyes narrowed. “If that’s the case, then someone has to know about it. It’s just a matter of finding the right person to ask.”

Kaori pressed his lips together, feeling ill. “Buyers?” he echoed incredulously. “What the hell do they want these kids for, Hunter? What the hell do they do with them?”

Hunter looked away, his expression closing off. Before he could speak, Yura placed a hand on the back of his shoulder and pushed him lightly in the direction of the stairs.

“You,” Yura said, “go lie down before you fall down. Take a bath, get some food in you. We have a long night ahead of us tonight.”

Kaori felt a lance of guilt for having stopped him. “That’s right! Hunter, go get some rest. You’re not going to be any good to me or Rin if you’re falling asleep on your feet.”

Hunter hesitated a moment longer, then nodded. He still looked uncomfortably distant as he turned to walk away.

“Is he going to be okay?” Kaori asked, trailing a gaze after him.

“Oh, he’ll be fine.” Yura’s tone was light. “He gets like this when he’s working sometimes.”

“I’ve never seen him like this before.”

“I guess he’s just worried about the kids. Like all of us.”

Kaori glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. “You know something, don’t you?” When Yura didn’t say anything to confirm or deny the statement, he turned to face him more fully. “Tell me.”

“I’m not sure what you—”

“Yura.” Kaori glared at him narrowly. Giving voice to a suspicion that had been steadily growing in his mind ever since the previous night, he said, “All of this business with the slavers…it has something to do with whatever Hunter doesn’t want me to know about his past, doesn’t it?”

Yura held his gaze for a long minute. “If you ask me,” he reminded him, “I have to answer. You realize that, don’t you?”

Kaori swallowed hard past the sudden tightness in his throat. “No,” he said. “I didn’t mean—” He wrapped his arms around his chest, feeling wretched. “You don’t have to betray his trust in you. Damn it, Yura…if I ever give you an order that doesn’t seem fair, or that goes against something you believe in, you don’t have to follow it, okay?”

“Okay, I got it.” He patted Kaori awkwardly on the arm. “Just try not to worry about things so much, okay? It’s true he has a bit of a personal vendetta when it comes to hunting slavers. We all have demons like that that we carry around in our heads, of one kind or another. And we all react to them differently. Just give him some space for now, and let him do this for you.”

“He will get some sleep this afternoon, won’t he?”

“Sure, he will. Even if I have to hit him over the head with a shovel.” Yura winked at him. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure he keeps his hide intact.”

Kaori felt reassured by the promise. “You get some sleep, too,” he said, wishing he’d said it earlier.

“Now that is an order I certainly won’t mind following.” He stretched his arms out over his head, yawning hugely. “Good night, kid.”

Kaori smiled. “Good night, Yura.”

Once Yura had gone, Kaori went out in search of Haku. He found him in the inn’s courtyard, talking to one of the stablehands about the maintenance of the horses.

“Kaori,” he greeted, finishing his conversation with the stablehand curtly and turning to face him. “I heard that Hunter and Yura are back.”

“Yes.” Kaori leaned against the tall hitching post beside them, curling his arms together over his chest. “They haven’t found anything yet.”

“That’s not too surprising. Some of these cells run through the towns like a cancer. It’s going to take some effort to bring them to light.”

His matter-of-fact tone made Kaori frown. “Did you know about these slave rings before now? Did you know they were out there kidnapping children?”

“Of course I did. It’s the job of the Royal Guard to know what criminal enterprises are at work inside the country’s borders.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” It was impossible not to feel wounded by that, just a little bit.

Haku considered him for a moment. “You’ve been away at university for nearly four years,” he said. “Before your father’s death, you had no need to be informed about these kinds of things. And ever since you took over the throne, there’s been no time to tell you.”

“We have been rather busy,” Kaori allowed. It still rankled, though. He was quiet for a while, thinking. “Haku…why do they capture the children?”

Haku turned away from him to look out across the courtyard, his brow furrowing. “The motivation is money, of course, like in all criminal enterprise. That shouldn’t be too surprising.”

“But who do they sell them to? What do they do with them?”

Again, Haku looked uncomfortable at the question. When he turned back to look at Kaori, his gaze was cautioning. “This is going to be difficult for you to hear.”

Kaori’s hands tightened around his elbows until his fingers ached. “Tell me,” he said quietly.

Haku hesitated a moment longer, then nodded. “It’s all about profit, and whatever each child is best suited for. There’s a market for adult slaves as well, but it isn’t anywhere near as exclusive, or as lucrative.” The line between his brows deepened. “Some of the children are groomed to take their place in the sex industry. Others are fodder for the underground bloodsport games. The luckiest ones, probably, are sold as drudges, house slaves. There’s a definite appeal for some people in a servant they don’t have to pay regular wages to.”

Kaori was beginning to feel nauseous. “That’s—” He could barely get the word out past the tightness in his throat. “That’s monstrous.”

“Yes. It is.” The look Haku gave him was sympathetic. “It’s a practice your father had been trying to wipe out throughout his entire reign. It’s difficult, because whenever the Guard gets too close to beating them, the slavers just slip over the border into Shindor, or one of the other surrounding countries.”

“Like chasing cockroaches,” Kaori said, remembering how Yura had described it to him.

“Exactly.”

The sun felt too bright suddenly; it made Kaori’s eyes burn. Still fighting back nausea, he glanced away toward the comforting shade of the stable. “Then that means…Rin was….”

“They probably hadn’t sold him yet,” Haku said, frowning. “Not if there was a whole group of them out looking for him last night. Chances are, they’re here in town to meet up with some buyers, or to drum up business, but it hasn’t happened yet. Hunter and Yura should be able to find them before anything bad happens to the rest of the children.”

Kaori realized his friend was trying to cheer him up, but it couldn’t cut through the pall of despair that had fallen over him. “Do you think….” He let out his breath in a harsh sigh. “Do you think Rin’s family is even still alive? If these slavers are as immoral as you say, they wouldn’t have been likely to leave any witnesses behind when they took him, would they?”

Haku stared at him for a long minute, his mouth pressed into a hard line. “Kaori,” he said at last. “You’re too soft. You’re not going to make it if you let your heart break over every lost soul you find.” Despite the callous words, he sounded honestly concerned about him.

That was most probably true, but it didn’t change anything of what Kaori felt. He thought about Rin, torn away from his family, frightened and alone. Then he thought about Hunter, and wondered what connection he had to the slavers and their grotesque criminal practices. Had Hunter known someone who had been abducted and sold into one of the slave rings? A family member, maybe, or a close friend?

He was going to drive himself crazy thinking about it. He rubbed at his eyes tiredly, feeling lost. He hadn’t slept for more than a few scattered minutes here and there throughout the night, choosing instead to watch over Rin.

“Are you going to be okay?” Haku asked.

Kaori thought about the question. He had always thought of Kazure as a benevolent country, as beautiful as a jewel with its tall mountains and green valleys, and the wonderful culture and diversity of its people. The sudden knowledge that there was a network of corruption running underneath the surface of it was a stunning blow to him, although he wasn’t sure why that should be. Every country—like every person—had its secrets, its seamy underbelly that it didn’t particularly want the general public to know about.

“I’ll be fine.” He pushed himself away from the post abruptly. “I’m going to go check on Rin.”

He could feel Haku’s eyes on him as he walked away, but he didn’t stop to reassure him. Anger twined through his thoughts like threads of poisonous vapor rising through a fog, making his hands shake. All of this had been going on for years, and he hadn’t been aware of it. That knowledge made him feel helpless, cold. What else was going on in this country that he didn’t know about? What could he possibly expect himself to do about it?

The madness had to come to an end. Somehow.

 

 

When Hunter and Yura emerged from the inn to go out into the village again that evening, Kaori was waiting for them. He sat cross-legged on the low wall at the front of the building’s porch, watching the surprise register on their faces before they moved forward to meet him.

“Hey,” Yura greeted. He looked refreshed after the few hours’ sleep he’d managed to get that afternoon. “How’s it going, kid?”

Kaori frowned at him. “I’m going with the two of you tonight.”

He could tell they were both taken aback by the suggestion. They shared a long look together before Hunter said, “Kaori, I really don’t think—”

“You two are my bodyguards,” Kaori said firmly.

“Of course. But that doesn’t mean—”

“And I’m the spoiled, bratty relation of some lord or other. We’ve heard rumors that there are slavers in Raven’s Fall who have children to sell, and I’m looking to purchase a new drudge for my house that I don’t have to bother paying a salary to.”
 
They both stared at him in astonishment for a long moment. Then Yura said, “You want to go undercover?”

“Can you think of any reason it wouldn’t work?” He glared at them challengingly. “If these people are as obsessed with money as Haku claims, then they aren’t going to turn down the opportunity to make another sale. Are they?”

“Probably not,” Yura said cautiously. “But it’ll be dangerous. Once we identify where they’re keeping the children, we have to get the kids away from them somehow. I can guarantee they’re not going to sit idly by while we do it.”

“I don’t care.” He pressed his lips together stubbornly. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“Kaori.” Hunter leaned one hip against the wall beside him, resting a hand on Kaori’s arm. Kaori shivered at the brief caress. “I understand why you want to help with this. But it isn’t a good idea.”

“Neither is letting these bastards run loose throughout the country. I want them taken down, Hunter.”

“They will be.”

“Good.” He hopped off the wall with a sudden decisive motion. “Then we’re wasting time here, don’t you think? Yura said we have a lot of ground to cover tonight.”

For a moment, he thought they were going to defy him and continue to argue the point. Then Hunter lowered his arm with a short sigh. “All right,” he said.

Yura stared at him in surprise. “Hunter….” he protested.

Hunter silenced him with a sharp glance. “I’ll keep him safe.”

“Yeah, but—” Yura scrubbed a hand over his head in frustration. “Fine,” he said, scowling. “But I’m not happy about this.”

“Noted,” Kaori said with a small twitch of his lips.

Yura’s expression softened. “You really don’t have anything to worry about. We’re going to take care of these guys for you.”

“I’m not doubting you. It’s just….” He wondered how on earth he was going to explain. “I can’t just sit by and wait for things to happen around me. That feels like I wouldn’t be taking responsibility for any of it.”

“But you’re not responsible for it. This problem has been going on in Kazure for longer than you’ve been alive.”

“That’s all the more reason to help end it if I can.” He shook his head in frustration. “I’m not thinking that stopping the slavers here in Raven’s Fall is going to magically put an end to the whole problem. But if I can help the kids in this town, if I can do something to make their lives better than they would have been otherwise, then maybe I won’t feel so….” He trailed off, unsure just what he was trying to say.

Yura seemed to understand him regardless. “Yeah, I guess I can see that.” He shared a rueful glance with Hunter. “We should be going, then, if we’re going to do this. I believe we had some leads to follow up on in the south district tonight, am I right?”

“Yes.” Hunter glanced at Kaori, his gaze dark and full of concern. “Kaori, you have to do everything we tell you to tonight, without question. Do you think you can do that?”

Kaori felt a pang of affection for him, almost crippling in its intensity. “Yeah,” he said, pounding the other man once on the chest with his fist to mask the sudden emotion that washed over him. “I get it. You’re the boss of me.”

Yura ushered Kaori ahead of them in the direction of the road. “After all,” he said with a rueful grin, “what could possibly go wrong?”
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Hunter had always known that Kaori was strong, that he had the potential to be an exceptional leader for Kazure, that he would one day surpass Akashi’s legacy and have a greater impact on the lives of his people than his father had ever hoped to achieve. He wasn’t there yet by a long shot, but the seeds of the leader he would someday be were easily visible in him, filling Hunter with a distinct sense of pride that he was being granted the opportunity to witness this transformation in him.
At the same time, he felt frustrated by the man’s unexpected willfulness. It was difficult enough safeguarding his country’s ruler without said ruler repeatedly insisting on being brought into the middle of situations that could potentially end his life. Hunter’s initial instinct had been to deny him, to insist that he remain behind regardless of his quite understandable urge to visit retribution on the criminals they were hunting, but in the end he hadn’t been able to do it. Restraining Kaori at this juncture would have done him harm in a way that Hunter couldn’t quite define, but had been intuitively aware of nonetheless. The need to help had shone out of him like a beacon, as pure and clear and dazzling as any light that Hunter had ever seen.

As if Hunter could ever deny Kaori anything he truly desired.

As always, Hunter had to hold himself back from expecting too much from their relationship. He had known from a young age that his affection for his charge had the potential to transform into something less appropriate and far more selfish, if he gave the emotion half a chance to grow. He had always been weak where Kaori was concerned, ever since the night when he had first laid eyes on him.

Staring at the reflection of his face in the darkened window of a shopfront as they passed it by, Hunter searched in vain for some sign of the child he had once been. He hadn’t been that person for a very long time, due in some part to Akashi, but mostly to Kaori—even if Kaori didn’t know it. Hunter felt a surge of guilt at his reluctance to share the details of his past with him, even though the other man was so obviously curious. But the thought of Kaori knowing what he had been—what horrible depths he’d had to climb out of—filled Hunter with a biting shame.

He didn’t think he could survive it, if Kaori were ashamed of him.

This whole situation with the slavers was precarious. He hadn’t been able to suppress his revulsion for them despite his best efforts, and he knew that Kaori was suspicious of him now because of it. The knowledge of that ate at him, but despite Yura’s increasingly frustrated insistence that he should just tell Kaori the truth already, he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

He didn’t know how old he had been when the attack on his village came. He had no memory of his parents, in any case, aside from scattered images and vague feelings of comfort, of home. The fires, he did remember. The fires, the violence, and the blood.

Above all else, he remembered the blood.

Whatever else the slavers had been after, they had taken a number of the village’s children with them when they left. If any of the adults had likewise been taken, Hunter had never seen them. The bandits traveled for miles throughout the night, laughing and calling raucously to one another as they carried Hunter away from what had once been his home. Thrown into a stinking pit, wounded and lost, he had cried until he didn’t have any tears left in him. And thus had begun his new life.

Beatings from his new masters were plentiful. They became the center of that young Hunter’s world. Pain, and hunger, and the filth he lived in were all that he knew. He learned quickly to flinch away from any hint of human contact, staying small and quiet to avoid the notice of the evil men who watched over him.

Many of the children were taken away out of their cells on occasion, then returned quieter afterward, as if some vital piece of their souls had been removed. Hunter never learned just what happened to them, because he didn’t give the men who came for him any chance to touch him. He hissed at them, and bit at them, and fought them like a wild creature every time they tried to lay their hands on him. The beatings he received were crueler and more plentiful because of it, but he didn’t care.

Finally, they seemed to decide that he would suit some better purpose than what they had initially planned for him. He could still remember with perfect clarity the day they came for him, dragging him out of his cell and forcing him into the back of the wagon they were going to use to transport him to his new destination. They shoved a coarse sack over his head to blind him, and to protect themselves from his teeth. He remembered the grating sound of their laughter as they restrained him, holding him immobile during the long ride despite his frantic struggling.

They arrived at a new location, a round, open place that was surrounded by tall stands like bleachers at a stadium. The stands were filled with vulgar, shouting men, frighteningly loud, who stamped their feet and called out hoarsely in voices that made Hunter flinch away from them in terror and in shame. The whole scene swam dizzyingly in front of his eyes when the sack was ripped off of his head and he was shoved forward into the arena, stumbling and lost and alone.

He was told in no uncertain terms just what it was he was expected to do. There was another child in the ring with him, looking just as dirty, furious, and bedraggled as Hunter felt. Hunter was supposed to fight him, hurt him, kill him if he could. If he did as his masters wanted, if he fought hard and well and earned the praise of the assembled watchers, then he would be given food to eat. If he refused, they promised him he would be hurt severely.

Hunter had resisted at first. All of them did, when they were new to the arena. But hunger was a powerful motivator. The thought of going to sleep at night without a beating or other abuse preyed on his young mind.

In the end, he supposed he hadn’t resisted very hard.

Underground bloodsport competitions were a popular enough pastime in many countries. Like dog or cock fights, the spectators would place bets on the outcome of the contest, and win or lose fortunes based on the performance of the fighters. For some men, however, they required an even more exotic element to slake their lust for violence, and that was where the slavers who provided young children as prey came into such high demand.

Hunter soon became a favorite of his new masters. Fueled by hatred, by an all-consuming rage that he was unable to express in any other way, he became a vicious and uncompromising warrior. It wasn’t long before he was promoted from fighting other children to doing battle against adults as well. After a while, he was given a sword to fight with, and knives, and he became quite proficient in their use. He received no formal training, but he had no need of any. Experience was his teacher; there were no rules in the arena, no referees. It was kill or be killed, every single time.

Hunter survived.

He didn’t know how old he was exactly when the slavers who held him captive were raided by a contingent from Tenkai’s Royal Guard. They were currently encamped somewhere in the wilderness of upper Uruma, close enough to the border to attract a wide variety of clandestine customers to the nightly contests, but far enough inland to be relatively safe from Lord Toma’s border patrols. Hunter didn’t know how the soldiers had located the slavers or what led to the Royal Guard getting involved in their capture. What he did realize at that time was that his life was once again about to go through a cataclysmic transformation.

The assault on the camp was incredibly violent. The soldiers cut through the slavers’ defenses with frightening inexorability, arresting those who allowed themselves to be taken alive and slaughtering the rest. They flung open the doors of the cages where the captured children and other slaves were kept during the day, offering them the freedom that had been denied to them for so many squalid years.

Hunter had been more feral than not at that point—that was the only excuse he had for what happened next. Responding instinctively to the violence of the assault on the camp, terrified of the tall men with their shining armor and loud voices, he had reacted in precisely the way that he had been trained to do.

He attacked them the instant they approached him. Most of that encounter mercifully faded from his memory in later years, but he did remember finding a sword discarded somewhere in the straw outside his cage and curling his hand around its hilt. The cracked leather had felt warm underneath his palm, comfortingly familiar.

By the time the soldiers managed to subdue him, he had killed three of their number and wounded five. There were times in later years when he would try to remember their faces, but he was never able to do so. He wasn’t entirely certain he’d seen their faces even then; they hadn’t been people to him, merely threats, and in his mind he had seen nothing more than bitterness and fear.

Akashi Sansa, the High Lord of Kazure, approached Hunter once he had been incapacitated and successfully restrained in irons. Hunter hadn’t known who he was at the time, seeing only a tall, intimidating man with thick, dark hair and strong features, wearing armor that gleamed like gold in the light of the fading day. Hunter cursed at him, and spat at him, and threatened to murder all of them if they gave him the chance. Akashi merely looked at him for what seemed a very long time, silently weighing, before he turned and walked away.

Hunter was transported with the soldiers to the palace of Heaven’s Gate in Tenkai. Once there, he was imprisoned again in a cell, this time at the base of a squat tower at one side of the large grounds. Only it was an imprisonment quite unlike anything he had known thus far: there was a bed in the room, and a small desk, and books with pictures in them, and a cistern he could drink water from whenever he felt the need. He was given clean clothing to wear and food to eat, and he wasn’t asked to do anything in exchange for any of it. Not once did anyone try to beat him.

It took a long time, but slowly, the humane treatment of his new captors began to chip away at the near-bestial disposition that had been beaten into him by the slavers, and he began to regain some spark of the boy he had once been. He began to accept the possibility that perhaps his life had taken a turn for the better, instead of the worse as he had initially feared. In truth, Hunter supposed he just grew tired of fighting. His jailors treated him courteously, with respect and even a fair amount of deference, in a reserved way, and in time he came to appreciate the taste of unaccustomed luxuries that they were offering him. The feral edge began to wear off of him, and he became—if not civilized—at least capable of mimicking it for the benefit of his hosts.

That was the point at which Akashi Sansa came to visit him once again. Hunter watched the High Lord step into his room with wary eyes, having a better understanding now of who this man was and precisely what crime Hunter had been guilty of when the soldiers arrested him and brought him here. Murdering even one member of the Royal Guard had to have consequences attached to it that he couldn’t even imagine—and he had murdered three.

Akashi pulled out the chair at the small desk and sat down on it, fixing Hunter with a level gaze. “Sit down, son,” he said in a voice that wasn’t cruel, but that wasn’t particularly kind, either.

Feeling queasy, Hunter moved to sit down on the corner of his bed. He didn’t move his eyes away from the other man’s proud and lightly bearded face.

“What is your name?” Akashi asked him.

Hunter frowned. “The men at the camp called me ‘Hunter’. I don’t…I don’t remember having a name before that.”

Akashi considered that in silence for a moment. “My men cautioned me against coming to speak with you. They told me you’re dangerous.”

The words sent a lance of shame piercing through Hunter’s chest. “Maybe they’re right,” he whispered.

The weight of Akashi’s gaze on him was heavy, weighing. “I think your actions at the camp were an act of self-defense, no matter what they tell me. I don’t think you really meant to hurt anybody.”

“No,” Hunter said quickly. “I never would have—”

Akashi held up a hand, and Hunter immediately fell silent. “Of course actions have consequences, no matter what the circumstances are surrounding them. And payment must be made.”

Hunter’s heart was racing. He had never felt as frightened as this, not even in the depths of the slavers’ arena.

Akashi regarded him wordlessly for a moment longer. Finally he nodded and stood up from the chair. “Come with me, Hunter. There’s something I want to show you.”

Without speaking, Hunter got up to follow him. They passed through the hallways of the tower and up a winding stair to the turret-style roof above them. Overhead, the evening sky was clear and deep, speckled by a multitude of stars.

“You killed three of my men,” Akashi said, stepping up to the crenellated wall of the parapet to look out over the palace grounds. The line of his back was straight, but relaxed; he had no obvious fear of being here alone with Hunter, despite the crimes Hunter had committed. “And wounded even more. One of them will likely never use a sword again.”

Hunter swallowed hard where he hovered against the cut-stone wall, feeling ill. “I’m very sorry, sir.” During the time he had spent in this tower, he had come to realize just what it was he had done, and what it was he had become. It was time enough for him to learn the bitter taste of regret.

Akashi didn’t respond immediately. “How old are you?” he asked without turning around.

“I…I’m not sure. The Healer you sent in to check on me, she said twelve. Maybe thirteen.”

Akashi’s mouth tightened. “And you took down three soldiers of the Royal Guard.” His tone was wondering.

Shame made Hunter feel like he was being flayed alive. He wondered if Akashi intended to fling him from the tower roof in punishment for his crimes. He wondered if he should be considering flinging himself down there, and save the other man the effort.

After what seemed a long while, Akashi said, “Come here, Hunter.”

Hunter obeyed him, stepping up to the edge of the roof. Looking down over the broad courtyard below them, he was struck once again by the quiet beauty of this place, by its sense of peace and watchful tranquility. It was so different from all of the places he had known these past years.

His eye was caught by a movement at the edge of the courtyard’s fountain. Sitting in the dirt by the side of a stone bench there was a small child, maybe six years old, playing with what looked like a handful of toy soldiers. The child was small and dark, uncommonly handsome, almost ethereal-looking in the fading light. There was a studied concentration in the angle of his head, a subtle air of mystery, of innocence, that stilled Hunter’s breath inside his chest. Once he’d seen the boy, he found that he couldn’t look away.

“This is my son,” Akashi said to him. “Kaori Sansa. He is the heir to our people’s kingdom and our future.”

Hunter’s heart ached, as if it might literally break in two. The memory of the things he had done, the life he’d lived—however unwillingly—preyed on him, making him feel unclean. He felt unworthy to even look on this child, this young boy who personified everything he had once been, the peace and the simplicity and the purity that he had lost.

When the boy glanced up at one point and noticed Hunter watching him from atop the low tower, he smiled.

“I want you to be his protector,” Akashi continued, watching Hunter’s face closely. “For a child your age to have defeated a trained squadron of the Royal Guard…those kinds of skills should not be wasted. You will use those skills for me, in my service. Do you understand?”

Even as young as he was, Hunter understood full well what was being offered. Agree to serve Akashi, to be his son’s guardian, and there would be no retaliation for the murders Hunter had committed. The penalty for such a crime was imprisonment and most probably death—and likely a hard death at that. Even if he merely spent the rest of his life behind bars, he knew it would not pass in so pleasurable a fashion as he had spent these past weeks hidden away in his lonely cell at the base of this tower.

Grim or not, the irony of Hunter’s situation was not lost on him. Trading a lifetime of servitude in exchange for his freedom; there were those who would doubtlessly say he was getting the poorer end of that deal.

And yet….

He continued to gaze down at the child in the courtyard while Akashi patiently awaited his answer.

That luminous smile the boy had given him was seared into young Hunter’s heart, burning away the chains that long years of violence and slavery had left on him. In a way, he supposed that his decision to serve the Sansas instead of accepting the punishment he deserved was entirely a selfish one. The memory of that smile was a secret he would keep locked away inside his heart during all the times when he felt lost and alone, wounded and broken, struggling with everything he was just to learn how to be human again. It was a steady light shining in the darkness, leading him forward when he would have faltered.

Hunter fully believed he had fallen in love with Kaori at that moment. He admitted as much to Yura at one point, which was why Yura had questioned his ability to support their High Lord when it came time for him to fall in love with someone else. That was a needless worry, in Hunter’s opinion. He more than anyone knew that his love for Kaori was strong, flawed perhaps but still pure, and not at all selfish. It certainly wasn’t Kaori’s fault that Hunter felt so pathetically grateful for every small scrap of affection he was given by him.

Of course he ended up agreeing to Akashi’s offer, in the end. There truly was no other option, although not for the reasons Akashi assumed. Standing there on that rooftop, Hunter made the decision that he was going to become worthy of Kaori Sansa, was going to serve him, protect him, and maybe in the process find a measure of absolution for all of the many crimes he had committed. If he could somehow win the trust and the acceptance of this innocent child, then anything—absolutely anything—was possible.

He was admitted as a novice into the ranks of the Assassins Guild and shipped off to Kazure’s Martial Academy that very night. In his classes, he quickly won the respect and admiration of his peers because no one there—not even the instructors—could ever get the better of him in a fight. Which wasn’t all that surprising, really: above all else, Hunter knew how to survive.

Newly graduated from the academy and an official ranking member of the Assassins Guild, Hunter was transported back to Heaven’s Gate to meet Kaori for the first time. He shook the boy’s hand solemnly, drinking in every detail of the bright, curious face turned up toward his own. Very correctly, remembering his manners, the boy told Hunter that his name was Kaori.

“My name is Hunter,” Hunter replied.

“Hunter?” Kaori frowned at him. “That’s a strange name.”

“Yes, it is.” He wondered if he would ever find out what his real name had been, back before the slavers had taken him. “But it’s the only one I have.”

Kaori considered that answer seriously for a moment, then shrugged. “Do you want to come play with me?”

Charmed by the boy’s earnestness, Hunter nodded. “Yes. I’d like that very much.” Tugging on his hand to draw him forward, Kaori looked back over his shoulder at him and…smiled.

And all was right with Hunter’s world.
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Kaori could tell that Hunter was preoccupied as they made their way further into the village, but chose not to remark on it. For whatever reason, this business with Rin and the slavers was dredging up all kinds of monsters from the other man’s past, that much was obvious. Despite Yura’s assurances, Kaori still wasn’t certain that Hunter trusted him. What could possibly be so bad that he’d be afraid Kaori would turn from him? Before this situation was resolved, Kaori was determined to convince him that he was worthy of his trust, if nothing else.
They decided to make themselves visible at the start of the night, stopping off at various pubs and taverns along the inner streets and being sure to flash their money around. Kaori was pleased that his idea of pretending to be a spoiled nobleman’s son had been accepted so completely. Hunter and Yura played their own parts to the hilt, looming more obviously than they ever had when they’d been acting as his true bodyguards, treating him with an aloof deference that made him feel a bit self-conscious before he reminded himself they were all acting out a role together. It was a subtle touch that made him think their ruse would be even more believable; spoiled rich kids probably required that their servants act with that kind of instinctively respectful reserve around them, until it became second nature.

Kaori chatted briefly with the barkeeps and other patrons, dropping hints that he had heard of “exotic trade” that was available in Raven’s Fall, and that he might be interested in purchasing a piece of it. No one seemed to know what he was referring to, but he didn’t let that discourage him. The slavers and their agents were not going to be so bold as to conduct their business in a public bar, but word would spread. As Hunter had said yesterday, it was only a matter of finding the right person to talk to.

They had visited about five or six seedy dive bars and were on their way with dwindling enthusiasm to visit another when Hunter put up a hand to signal them to stop. Feeling suddenly tense without knowing why, Kaori looked up and saw a cloaked and hooded figure standing in the shadow of an alley beside them, head turned toward them in silent appraisal.

“Hello,” Kaori said warily, figuring he should probably be the first to speak. His voice echoed eerily in the empty street around them.

The figure continued to observe him in silence for a moment, then reached up to pull the cowl back from its face. It was a man, Kaori saw, thick-jawed with a rather impressive scar twisting the right side of his mouth in a perpetual scowl.

“You and your friends have been drawing a great deal of attention to yourselves,” he said.

Kaori forced himself to shrug with a nonchalance he didn’t in any way feel. “What business is that of yours?”

The man paused, considering him. “I don’t recall seeing you in Raven’s Fall before.”

“We only just arrived this past day, so that isn’t too surprising.”

“And what business is it that brings you to our fair city?” The words were softly ironic.

“I’ve heard rumors,” Kaori said, choosing his words carefully, “that there is at present a unique trade being offered here. I wanted to come see for myself if it might be something I’m interested in involving myself in.”

“Listening to rumors can be a dangerous pastime, young master.”

He could sense Hunter and Yura’s watchfulness on either side of him. He forced himself to stay relaxed, casual, despite the anxiety that twisted through him. “Be that as it may, here I am.” He held the man’s gaze evenly, hoping he couldn’t sense the rapid thundering of his heart. “I have sufficient resources to pay, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

“So it would seem.” His gaze raked over Kaori’s body, taking in the richly woven clothing he had chosen to outfit himself with that evening. Kaori felt rather that the man’s eyes were scouring the skin from his flesh, searching out the truth of what lay beneath it. After an extended perusal, the man said, “What’s your name?”

“Hajime Kita,” Kaori said, providing the name he’d elected to use for the course of this endeavor.

“And your companions?”

“Does it matter?” Kaori forced a note of scorn into his voice. “They’re here to ensure that I remain safe in the unlikely event that the rumors I’ve heard turn out to be as dangerous as you implied.” It would be for the best, he knew, if Hunter and Yura were disregarded as mere servants, instead of drawing direct attention of their own.

The man gave a short, barking laugh. “Well enough, Master Kita. You can call me Kenta.”

Kaori slowly let out the breath he’d been holding. “Does this mean we’re doing business together, then?”

“Perhaps.” He paused again, as if still unsure whether he wanted to continue. Finally, he gave in and said, “If you’ll come with me, there are some people you probably want to be talking to.”

Kaori resisted the urge to glance at Hunter for encouragement. “Lead the way, then.”

The man bowed with a distinctly mocking air and turned to walk away from them down the street. Kaori trailed after him, feeling a surge of excitement swell in him; they finally seemed to be making some progress. The night had been a huge disappointment so far, but it looked as if their luck might finally be changing.

The house Kenta led them to wasn’t markedly different from the dozens of others that stood around it. This deep into the inner parts of the village, the dwellings were in noticeable disrepair, butting up one against the other with just the barest of alleys stretching in between them. This one was two stories high, fronted by rickety dark siding and a wide veranda. The windows were all concealed by heavy, patterned curtains on the inside.

Kenta walked boldly up to the front door and rapped on the weathered wood sharply. After a few minutes, the door was answered by a burly-looking man who admitted them inside after Kenta murmured something to him in a low voice, indicating Kaori with a small gesture of his hand.

The interior of the house was just as squalid as its exterior. It was barely furnished, with a threadbare carpet and an impersonal décor that made it look as if it were acting as only a temporary way station for its inhabitants, rather than being any sort of home. Kaori looked around curiously as he was led further inside, with Hunter and Yura trailing closely behind him.

“Wait here,” Kenta said, and left them in one of the interior rooms with the guard from the door. Kaori presumed he was going to let his employer know they were there.

It felt like only a handful of seconds before Kenta returned, this time in the company of a different man. “Hajime Kita?” the man said, sweeping into the room with a broad smile. He didn’t offer to shake hands, which Kaori assumed was more an ingrained caution against drawing within range to get a potential knife in the ribs rather than any intention of rudeness on his part. He looked like a man who lived his life perpetually on edge, but who had the oily people skills of a professional salesman. He had thick brown hair pulled back in a tight tail at the base of his skull. The cloak he wore was voluminous, dyed a deep emerald green. The pin that held his hair restrained looked like it was made of real ivory.

“Yes,” Kaori confirmed, giving him a wary look.

“Good, good.” Kaori wondered if the man ever stopped smiling. “My name is Isamu Chiba. Kenta tells me you’re interested in making a purchase?”

“Perhaps.” He thought it would be best not to appear too eager. “That depends on what exactly it is you sell here.”

“Ah! A cautious man. I do like that. I can respect it, yes.” He nodded quickly, not looking away from Kaori’s eyes. “I trust you can respect our own caution as well. Kenta says you have money?”

Kaori’s palms were sweating. Despite the smile, there was something hidden in the dark glitter of the other man’s eyes that he didn’t particularly like. “Of course,” he said, trying to sound disdainful instead of terrified. He glanced at the burly guard standing at Chiba’s side and added, “Although I would have to make arrangements to deliver you the full purchase price, of course. I’m not in the habit of roaming the streets with that amount of cash on me.” He smiled slightly. “Seems that might encourage all manner of unsavory sorts to plan a robbery, instead of honoring a legitimate business deal between equals.”

“Such a suspicious one you are!” Chiba made a show of being affronted, but Kaori got the impression he was secretly disappointed. “Very well. It seems the only way to put your mind at rest is to come to some manner of arrangement.” He glanced at Kenta, who nodded and disappeared inside one of the inner rooms, presumably to let the others in the house know they were coming. “If you’ll come with me, Master Kita, we’ll see if we can’t find something to whet the interest of such an illustrious businessman as yourself.”

Kaori pretended he didn’t hear the gentle mockery in the words. “Thank you,” he said, nodding solemnly.

When he moved to follow Chiba toward the stairs, the other man stopped him with an upraised hand. “Of course you’ll forgive us for having our own caution, as well,” he said with a small curl of his lip. “I’ll have to ask that your retainers remain here to wait for you.”

Panic slammed into Kaori’s chest, making him feel lightheaded. He refused to turn around to see what Hunter’s face looked like. “Is that really necessary?” he asked, his voice stiff.

“I’m afraid it is. I’m about to bring you into the room where we store our wares. You can understand why we wouldn’t want to allow armed men into our secret places.”

“Well, if it’s just a matter of being armed, perhaps they can leave their weapons here?”

“I’m sorry, but—”

“Just one of them, then.” He spoke hastily, feeling their entire plan unraveling around him. He knew there was no possible way Hunter would allow him to go off with these men alone, even if Kaori did decide he was willing to take the risk. “No weapons.” Firming his voice, he said, “I’m afraid that’s non-negotiable. There are other deals in other towns where I can make such a purchase, if you insist on being unreasonable about this.”

Chiba stared at him for a long minute, visibly considering his options. Finally, he gave a terse nod. “Very well, Master Kita.” Kaori noted that he was no longer smiling. “You may bring one of your servants with you, if he leaves his weapons behind.”

Instantly, Hunter unbuckled the harness that held his sword and dropped it onto the floor. He pulled the long knife out of the sheath at his thigh and let it fall beside the sword’s scabbard. Kaori had expected him to look vulnerable without them, but he looked just as poised and confident as he always did. It made Kaori think that the loss of the weapons didn’t make any appreciable difference to him.

Chiba’s eyes raked over both of them, making Kaori’s skin crawl. “This way, then, if you please.”

They moved further into the house, leaving Yura behind in the front room with the oversized guard. After passing down a short hallway, Chiba moved through a small door leading to stairs that descended into the house’s basement.

Kaori held Hunter’s gaze briefly before following him. His heart pounded fitfully inside his chest, making him feel distressingly certain that he wasn’t cut out for these kinds of clandestine adventures. He thought longingly of his room back at Heaven’s Gate, with its soft bed and its comfortable fireplace, and its shelves full of books that he had collected one by one over the years. Haku had suggested he was foolish for being out here on the road instead of enjoying the luxury of his new position, but this was where Kaori’s path had led him. He had gone on at length about how he didn’t want to be treated any differently, but the truth was that he wasn’t just Kaori Sansa any longer; he was the High Lord of Kazure, with all of the responsibilities and duties that entailed. And if that duty meant he had to personally ferret out the corruption that seethed underneath the veneer of innocence that had once characterized his country for him, then so be it.

Even if it did make him feel half-sick with terror and self-doubt.

There were more guards at the bottom of the stairs. Kaori watched them warily as he passed them by, seeing their eyes track after him as well. He was intensely glad that Chiba had consented to have Hunter come with them. These looked like the sort of people who were well-accustomed to making inconvenient people disappear, without anyone ever being the wiser.

Toward the back of the house, there was a large room that appeared to be acting as a temporary barracks. The floor was covered with scattered blankets and loose pillows, but other than that there was nothing noticeable in the way of furnishings.

The room was filled with children. Most of them were sleeping, in groups or singly, with blankets held tight against their chests. The faces he saw were grubby, tear-streaked, with a hollow expression in the eyes of those who were awake and watching him. The room was dim, making it difficult for Kaori to see them all clearly, but he counted at least a dozen of them.

“Good gods,” he breathed before he could stop himself. He hoped it was soft enough that Chiba hadn’t heard him.

“As you can see,” Chiba said, stepping into the room to light a lamp that hung on a thin chain beside the door, “we have quite a selection for you to choose from.”

As the flame of the lamp sputtered to life, it cast the room in a brooding orange glow that made the children look even more wraith-like, as if they might flicker and fade away before his eyes like mist dissolving in the sun. His chest hurt to look at them, making it difficult to breathe.

“I want to talk to them,” he found himself saying.

“Of course.” Chiba bowed slightly. “Your retainer must remain out here in the hallway, but you are welcome to step inside to make your choice.”

Unable to bring himself to look at the man, Kaori moved forward into the room. One of the children nearest him was clutching a rather battered-looking stuffed bear that had lost most of its stuffing. The girl dropped it in her haste to skitter away from him when he turned to look at her.

“Hey,” he said gently. Crouching down, he picked up the bear and held it out encouragingly. “I think you lost something.”

The girl stared at him, her wide eyes tracking his every movement. When several seconds passed and he made no move to approach her, she cautiously leaned forward and took the animal from him. The instant her hand closed around it, she darted backwards again, chewing anxiously on its ear.

Kaori had never thought it was possible for his heart to physically ache before. He looked around the room, wondering how the hell they were going to get the children out of here. If he left to get reinforcements from Captain Genshi’s troops at the inn, it was possible Chiba could have them all packed up and moved to a new location before Kaori could return to rescue them. The lack of furnishings in the house told him these people were all quite used to packing light and moving on at less than a moment’s notice.

His eyes fell on a boy sitting stiffly against the wall at the back of the room. This one looked older than most of the other kids, maybe twelve years old, with dark hair cut short at either side of his chin and a thin face hardened in what looked like a perpetual scowl. His eyes were hard and dark, boring into Kaori with a challenging shine.

“Hello,” Kaori said carefully, not wanting to startle him.

The boy’s eyes narrowed in response.

Kaori’s thoughts raced. “This girl looks scared,” he said at last, indicating the child with the stuffed bear. “If I go to her, I think it’ll just frighten her more. But if you go to her, it might make her feel better. Don’t you think?”

The boy regarded him suspiciously for a long minute, then turned to look at the girl. After a few more moments, he slid forward across the floor to sit beside her, pulling her back into his arms. She curled against his chest with a small whimper, still sucking on the bear’s ear.

“That’s better.” Kaori smiled. He sat back slowly and crossed his legs in front of himself, trying to appear as nonthreatening as possible. “What’s your name?”

For a moment, he didn’t think the boy was going to answer. Then he cast a sullen glare at where Chiba stood in the doorway and said, “Malo.” The word was grudging.

Kaori wondered what punishments he expected to receive if he didn’t answer a question from a potential buyer. The thought lit a spark to the anger he’d felt back at the inn, considering what abuse Rin might have been forced to live through.

He drew in a breath and then let it out slowly. “It looks like she trusts you. How long have the two of you been here together?”

“What do you care?” The boy’s mouth set into a stubborn line. Again, his eyes glittered darkly, alight with rage and a kind of distant, helpless pain.

“I apologize for that one’s foul mouth,” Chiba said, frowning severely in Malo’s direction. “I assure you he’ll be sufficiently punished later.”

Kaori’s shoulders stiffened. “That won’t be necessary.”

Chiba didn’t seem to hear him. “The girl would be an excellent choice for you. She’s healthy, and young enough to be tractable. You should be able to train her without too much difficulty…for whatever purpose you choose.”

The oily insinuation in the words made Kaori’s face heat. For a moment, he was too incensed to speak. Anger and revulsion twisted in his belly like a nest of poisonous worms.

“Hunter,” he said, looking back over his shoulder with a hard-edged frown. “We’re getting out of here. Now.”

Standing at Chiba’s side in the doorway, Hunter nodded gravely.

“Finally,” he said, his eyes glinting.
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Hunter was always instinctually aware of the precise location of everyone in his immediate vicinity, as a matter of habit. He knew, for example, that aside from Kaori and the kids in the room, there was Isamu Chiba in the doorway beside him, then three guards standing an uneasy watch at the end of the hall about twenty feet away. At the top of the stairs, there were two more guards as well as Kenta, along with the one at the front of the house in the room with Yura.
Not good odds, by anyone’s definition. But Hunter was used to poor odds. He’d grown up with them, there in the bloodsport arenas where his violent youth had been fostered. In a way, despite all of his efforts, he had never truly left that scarred and brutal childhood behind. He still firmly believed that the only insurmountable odd he could ever face was death. So long as he still had breath in his body, he fully intended to go down fighting, and to take as many of his enemies down with him as he could when he did.

Freed into action now by Kaori’s command, he spun toward Chiba and struck the man hard in the side of the neck with the edge of his wrist, curling his fingers in toward his fist. Chiba crumpled to the floor like wet paper, clutching at his damaged throat with a strangled cry.

Before the slaver finished hitting the ground, Hunter was already turning away from him. He was at the end of the hall among the guards before they were even aware that he’d moved; he had learned early on that acting fast, without giving his opponents time to take a measure of him, was the most reliable way to ensure that he survived an encounter.

Swords had been a luxury, back in the pits. He struck out viciously with his bare hands, taking one of the guards down before they realized what was happening. By then, he’d taken up the fallen man’s weapon and it was all over for the rest of them.
 
Breathing slow and even, he peered up the stairs, staying watchful for more signs of movement. “Kaori?” he called into the hallway behind him. “You okay?”

“Yeah, we’re good.” In the back room, there was a shuffling sound as Kaori tried to get the children organized. His murmuring voice, soft and encouraging, settled Hunter’s nerves as well.

Even if the basement appeared to be secure, Hunter wasn’t about to leave Kaori here alone while he went to deal with the guards upstairs. It was possible there was a back exit out of the basement they could use, but if so, there were bound to be guards there as well, not to mention potentially hazardous obstacles and unknown terrain. No, it was a far better bet to go back the way they’d come, through rooms they had already traversed and knew the layout of.

Of course that option brought up a whole new nest of difficulties. Stairs were always a problem area. Enemies could come at you from either in front or behind, and there was no room to maneuver and dodge a blow if it became necessary to do so. He had the advantage of knowing there were guards up there already, but even so, it was going to be interesting.

Standing around worrying about things had never been his preferred course of action. “Yura!” he called, pitching his voice to carry up the stairs. Reacting instantly to his shout, booted footsteps immediately began to pound down toward him.

It wasn’t Yura. Pressing forward toward the base of the steps, Hunter took down the slaver who was running toward him with barely a thought, listening for the sound of movement in the rooms upstairs. There was a barely perceptible sound of a scuffle, swiftly ended.

Yura’s head appeared at the top of the stairway. “I take it we’re leaving now?” he said with his usual insouciant grin.

Hunter nodded. “Kaori’s getting the children ready to go. How’s our path to the door?”

“Clear, so far as I can tell.”

“Make sure of it,” he ordered. Without another word, he went back to check on the children.

Kaori had removed his overcoat and draped it over the shoulders of the young girl he had been speaking to earlier. She was standing beside him, pressed close against his legs, with the stuffed animal still clutched tightly in her hands. The other children were all awake now and wrapping themselves in blankets under Kaori’s patient direction, to protect themselves against the chill of the night outside.

The only exception was the dark-haired boy named Malo. He was sitting in a corner of the room with his thin knees pulled up to his chest, staring at them all with mistrustful eyes. Hunter recognized his expression immediately—it was the closed-off obstinacy of one who had given up on hope, who saw each offer of kindness as a potential slap in the face. Someone had taught this boy that compassion was a myth, and that the only constant he could reliably count on in life was pain.

This one, Hunter knew beyond a shadow of a doubt, would have been consigned to the bloodsport arenas sooner or later. The thought made his chest tighten with empathy even as he worried about what impact it might have on their current situation.

Kaori glanced back at him, frowning helplessly. “I can’t get him to move,” he said. “I don’t think he’s going to come with us.”

Feeling achingly aware of the seconds that were slipping past them, Hunter moved into the room. “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” he said, holding the boy’s eyes with his own. “No one’s going to force you.”

Malo stared back at him defiantly, his jaw tight. His hands were white-knuckled where they clutched the fronts of his knees.

“But we’d like you to come with us.” Thinking back to the tactic Kaori had used earlier to get through to the boy, he added, “I’m sure the others want you to come, too. You’re the oldest here; they look up to you, don’t they? You’ve been taking care of them, as much as you were allowed.”

He could see the uncertainty rise in the boy’s eyes, the bitter awareness that he was about to lose the one possession that held any meaning for him—his independence. If he chose to go with these strangers, he was going to have to depend on them, trust them. Even if he burned with the certainty that that trust would one day be betrayed.

“They need you, Malo,” Hunter said, tuning out the low shuffling of the other children around them. He didn’t look away from the boy’s eyes. “Are you going to let them down? Or are you going to prove that you’re worthy of them?”

The uncertainty deepened into anguish, and finally to despair. Finally, Malo dipped his chin and slid to his feet jerkily, avoiding Hunter’s eyes.

“Come on,” he said gruffly, taking the hand of one of the smaller children. “Let’s get you out of here.”

When Hunter turned, he found Kaori staring at him with wide eyes. “Thank you,” Kaori said. “I was afraid we were going to have to leave him behind. It’s like you knew just what to say to get him to trust us.”

“He’s been broken,” Hunter said shortly, looking away. “He needs to focus on someone outside of himself, on being a part of something bigger than he is, if he wants to get through this.” It was himself he thought of when he said it.

Kaori’s gaze was thoughtful. “I see.”

Outside of the room, Yura had removed the bodies of the felled guards at the base of the stairs so the children wouldn’t have to walk past them. Hunter grunted his approval as he helped Kaori usher the children out into the hall.

It was a large group, and not a particularly quiet one, that made its way up the stairs. Hunter listened tensely for any sign that there were other threats lying in wait for them and relaxed slightly when they passed into the foyer, where Yura was guarding the exit for them.

“If there are guards on the street,” Yura said, “we won’t know about it until we get out there.”

Hunter nodded. “Kaori, once we go through this door, you need to keep the children moving. Don’t stop for anything. Understand?” He dropped the sword he’d confiscated from the guard downstairs and picked up his own weapons again from where they lay on the foyer floor.

“Yes.” Kaori’s face was pale, but determined. He wasn’t accustomed to these kinds of tactical escapades at all. Again, Hunter felt a flash of pride for him, for his strength in being here and putting himself through all of this when clearly it frightened him to do so.

“Okay, then.” He nodded at Yura, who pulled the door open and slipped out ahead of them to stand on the porch outside.

“All good so far,” his low voice floated back in toward them.

“Let’s move,” Hunter said, and pushed the door further open.

The children clustered together as they moved outside, holding each other’s hands and leaning on one another for support as they walked. More than one of them were crying. Several clung to Kaori’s legs as he moved among them, encouraging them to keep going forward. Hunter worried that might hamper his movement if the situation were to turn bad on them, but there really wasn’t much to be done about it at this point. He knew Kaori would never agree to leave the children behind.

“This way,” Yura said, reaching up to help one of the smaller kids hop down from the porch stairs. There was something touching about watching his battle-scarred hands gently tuck the blanket the little girl wore back around her shoulders. “Get into the middle of the street and start walking as fast as you can. You remember the way back to the inn?”

Kaori nodded and hustled the children down to the street, casting anxious glances at the shadows in the alleys around them. This section of the city was not very well lighted, which created all manner of hidden places where a potential enemy could be lurking.

Hunter was well aware of the danger. His eyes swept the darkness around them sharply, his sword out and ready in his hand.

They were just starting to move away from the house as a group when the first shout of alarm was raised. Tensing, he spun toward the cry and shouted for Kaori to keep moving.

There were three guards coming toward them from the mouth of the alley, moving at a flat run. Hunter’s gaze raked over them, taking in their size, their balance, and their armament in a single glance. Two of them held the usual longswords that were popular in Kazure, but one held a wickedly curved scimitar—Shindori, maybe? His mind wheeled through the possibilities even as he surged forward to confront them, his sword meeting theirs in an echoing ring of steel.

Yura was fighting at the other side of the street. Behind him, Hunter was aware of Kaori busily hustling the children forward. They were trying to be brave—only a few were still crying—and a few actually looked excited by the adventure they were having. Kaori stopped to pick up one of the smaller kids in the crook of one arm and reached down to grab the hand of another, urgently imploring them to keep moving. Malo appeared to be helping, moving at the fringes of the group and calling the others sharply to heel when they faltered.

Once the guards were dispatched, Hunter hurried back to join the rest of them. Sheathing his sword, he scooped up two of the smaller children in his arms and clutched them tightly against his chest as he urged the rest of them forward. The children’s rapid breaths plumed in the night air, warm against his cheek. It made them seem endearingly fragile. Trying not to jostle them, he continued to keep a sharp eye on the alleys around them, watching out for further opposition to their departure.

Yura covered their backs efficiently, and before long they made it back to the inn where the rest of their company was gathered. Hunter didn’t relax until the last of the children went inside.

“I’ll wake up Genshi,” Yura offered, and disappeared into the back hall.

Kaori let out his breath in a heavy sigh, looking at the dozen or so children wandering aimlessly through the inn’s kitchen. “Haku is going to kill me when he sees this.”

The subdued dread in his voice made Hunter smile. “I’m sure he’ll understand.”

Watching Kaori watching the children, Hunter’s chest ached with unaccustomed tenderness. Kaori was the only one who could spark those particular feelings in him. There had been a time when he’d believed he had lost the ability to feel any of the softer emotions—or at least had forgotten how to—and resigned himself to a featureless emotional landscape without highs or brightness of any kind. For the greater part of his life, any semblance of pleasure he’d known had been directly related to how well and how fast he could kill. It was all he had known, and all he was.

It was Kaori who made him believe he could be something more. When he looked at Kaori’s face—saw the kindness there, the acceptance, the compassion—he found himself wanting to be the person Kaori saw when he looked at him. Ever since the first time he’d seen Kaori smile, back there on the tower at Heaven’s Gate when Akashi offered him the post of bodyguard to the High Lord’s only heir, that desire had meant everything to him.

That was why he didn’t want Kaori to know what he’d been. What he’d done. He had been a killer—not a soldier lawfully defending his kingdom or his ideals, but a brutal murderer, little more than a feral animal killing fellow slaves for the profit and sick enjoyment of his masters. He was intensely ashamed of the person he had been, and the life he’d lived, even though logic suggested he hadn’t had any choice about it at the time. Yura was quick to insist that he hadn’t. He said Hunter was being foolish for feeling guilty about it, and that he needed to tell Kaori the truth. Hunter wanted to believe him.

But he was scared. His greatest fear was that Kaori might someday look on him with revulsion, with fear. If he ever found out what Hunter was—or at least what he had been, once upon a time—everything would change. The innocent acceptance that Hunter had come to rely on, to cherish, would be taken from him. Maybe he was pathetic for clinging to the hope of it for as long as he was, but until the day it was gone for good, it would be precious to him.

“Hey, Hunter.” Kaori stepped toward him and laid his hand lightly on Hunter’s arm, looking worried. “You don’t look so good. Are you okay?”

The fact that Kaori felt comfortable enough around him to indulge in such innocent physical contact was another thing that Hunter cherished. He tried not to lean too obviously forward into the touch, drinking up the warmth of it.

“I’m fine,” he said, looking out across the room. Kaori had managed to rouse some of the staff, and they were busy looking after the children, pulling out fresh blankets to cover them with and putting together a quick meal. Hunter guessed that Magister Migi was going to be inconvenienced again soon to come and take a look at them.

Even without looking, he could sense the steady weight of contemplation in Kaori’s gaze. He wished suddenly that Kaori would order him to tell the secrets he had been keeping, because that would take the responsibility for guarding them away from him. But at the same time he knew that Kaori would never do that, because he respected Hunter too much to ever disregard his privacy that way. That quiet respect was also a part of who and what Kaori Sansa was.

Hunter started to speak, then stopped when the words lodged inside his throat. Kaori’s hand was still touching his arm, warm through the cloth of his tunic and the light layer of leather armor he wore underneath.

“You were amazing out there tonight, you know,” Kaori said. “Whatever lives those kids are going to have now, they owe them entirely to you and Yura.”

The gentle kindness underlying the words almost broke Hunter. He froze, his heartbeat racing, and considered the fact that Kaori was somehow able to provoke the instinctive panic reaction in him that being in a life-or-death struggle in the middle of a battlefield completely failed to do. Maybe that was because Kaori meant more to him than his own life, and always had.

As tempting as it was to bask in the light of this man’s approval like a cat curled up purring in the sun, Hunter couldn’t accept full credit for their success tonight. “It wasn’t just us,” he insisted. “We wouldn’t have even been here in Raven’s Fall if it wasn’t for you. You’re the one who convinced us to stay here, who decided to put our entire journey on hold to go after the slavers.”

The smile Kaori gave him was shyly pleased. “Well, I couldn’t just leave knowing those kids might be trapped out there.”

“Of course you couldn’t.” Because that, too, was part of who and what Kaori Sansa was.

The fingers on Hunter’s arm tightened briefly. “It isn’t over, though, is it?” he asked after a moment.

Hunter wanted to reassure him, but he couldn’t tell him anything other than the truth. “No, it isn’t.”

Kaori turned to look at the kids they’d rescued, his eyes taking on a strained expression. “Just how big is this slavers’ ring?”

“Big,” Hunter said, wishing he had better news to impart. “Your father had the Guard investigating their activity in various cities, and occasionally he would send the Guild out as well when they weren’t tied up with other matters. To be honest, he never devoted a great deal of resources to attacking the problem. They would get lucky at times, ferreting out various pits and dens where the slavers were set up to do business, but for the most part they would slip away before the soldiers ever got close enough to confront them.”

“Why is that?” Kaori asked. “No one even realized you and Yura were here yesterday, and you spent most of the day investigating. In time, you probably would have found the slavers even if I hadn’t decided to join in.”

“Maybe not before they moved the children someplace else,” Hunter said, not wanting to downplay Kaori’s own contribution.

Kaori smiled faintly. “Noted. But the point is, I can’t imagine the rest of the soldiers would be any less determined or discreet than you two were. How did the slavers manage to get around them so many times?”

It was a good question. “It almost sounds like they had some kind of inside information on the Guard’s activities, doesn’t it?”

Kaori’s eyebrows shot upward. “Is that possible?”

The innocence of the question made Hunter smile. “It’s been my experience that pretty much anything is possible.” He had never been directly involved in the missions to hunt down the slavers outside of his time in the Academy, having been assigned full-time to the job of safeguarding Akashi’s son, so he didn’t know a lot about the methods they’d used in their investigations. It sounded like it might be something worth looking into once they returned to Tenkai.

Worry gave Kaori’s face a haunted cast. “I’m not my father, Hunter. This has to be a priority until it gets fixed.”

Hunter nodded. “Then it will be.”

He wasn’t sure it was the right thing to say until Kaori smiled, the tension draining out of his body as if it had been siphoned away. “Good.” Kaori glanced at the children in the kitchen. “What do you say we go get something to eat with the kids? I’m starving.”

The subtle longing in his voice made Hunter chuckle. “Of course.”

No matter what happened, Kaori’s safety and continued happiness was paramount. Hunter would do whatever it took to watch over him.

Still pondering the ramifications of what they’d discovered that night, he followed Kaori into the kitchen.
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Taking care of the children was Kaori’s primary concern.

They were young, it was true, but they were also resilient. He’d been concerned that their experience with the slavers would have scarred them irreversibly, but for the most part they seemed to be adjusting to their rescue better than he had dared to expect.

The owner of the inn was more than happy to set aside a handful of rooms for their use once it was made known to him that the High Lord wanted them to be there. With bellies full of warm and satisfying food, comfortable under the supervision of the caregivers Kaori had assigned to them out of the servants who had accompanied them from Tenkai, they turned in to bed with a minimum of fuss. Even the shy little girl with the floppy-eared bear gave Kaori a smile as she was carried into her room for the night, her head tucked sleepily against the shoulder of the smiling seamstress who was looking after her.

The notable exceptions to that were Rin and Malo. Rin remained stubbornly unresponsive to the caregivers, hiding his face whenever they came near him and steadfastly refusing to answer their patient questions. Kaori he would still respond to tentatively, after a fashion, but none of the other adults could coerce so much as a smile out of him.

Malo was a different matter entirely. He responded with hostility when the caregivers tried to befriend him, not violently but sullenly, as if he resented the fact that they would even try to reach out to him. Kaori could sense that he wasn’t truly aggressive, despite his demeanor—he was merely mistrustful of them, afraid of getting his fragile feelings hurt should they eventually turn on him. Trust, Kaori knew, would be a long time in coming with this one.

The fact that he had consented to stay with them, however, instead of running away the moment he was freed from the slavers was something Kaori was willing to take heart in. Every moment that passed with the boy tentatively trusting them felt like an important victory.

After checking to make sure that the rest of the children were comfortably tucked away in their beds, Kaori went back into the kitchen. The scullery staff had left for the night, but Malo was still there, standing by the counter listlessly eating a heel of dry bread that he must have scrounged from somewhere. He hadn’t eaten with the other children, preferring instead to watch and see what happened around him, taking in information with a desperation that suggested it was a weapon he might be able to use to defend himself with. Maybe it was, for all Kaori knew. He had certainly never been in this boy’s shoes, and had no idea what it took to survive in his place.

The moment Kaori stepped into the room with Hunter trailing dutifully behind him, Malo froze, his eyes flashing immediately to focus on the two of them. A savage frown tugged at the corners of his mouth. Kaori considered for a moment, then moved to fill two bowls from the large pot of soup sitting over the fire. He set them down at one end of the table in invitation and sat in the seat across from them. Malo stared at him for a long while, suspicion churning in the depths of his dark eyes, before he moved forward cautiously to sit down. His own pale shadow moved slowly to follow him.

Another thing Kaori had noticed was that Rin didn’t seem to be quite as withdrawn when he was around Malo. He had been standing at Malo’s side when Kaori walked into the room, one hand clenched tight in the hem of the older boy’s tunic while he chewed on a piece of bread that—presumably—Malo had given him. Now he followed Malo across to the table and climbed up onto the bench seat beside him, leaning in close against the other boy’s side as if he drew strength from the quiet contact. Malo made no acknowledgement of his presence, but neither did he reject it.

The two of them looked…comfortable together. Kaori was reminded of something Hunter had said to him the previous evening: He needs to focus on someone outside of himself. Watching them, Kaori had a suspicion about just how Rin might have managed to get away from the slavers the previous night.

“So,” Kaori said as Malo picked up a wooden spoon and bent to take a cautious sip from the soup. After the first tentative taste, he began to eat with more enthusiasm. At his side, Rin regarded Kaori for a long, unblinking moment before following the older boy’s lead and eating tentatively from his own bowl. “How exactly did Rin escape last night?”

Malo’s eyes flicked up to look at him, hard and sharp as broken glass. His gaze moved to Hunter, who stood quietly at Kaori’s side, then back down again to stare into his bowl.

“It wasn’t any big deal,” he said.

Kaori nodded, feeling his suspicions confirmed. “You’re the one who freed him, aren’t you?” After a moment, he asked, “How did it happen?”

Malo’s eyes dropped to the table again, refusing to meet Kaori’s gaze. “They’d brought a few of us up to the kitchen to help clean up after they ate dinner last night.” The matter-of-fact tone of his voice as he talked about their forced servitude was chilling. “It was the usual thing, so I don’t think they were paying that much attention to us. We were in the back of the house washing dishes when some rich-looking guy showed up. They brought Rin upstairs to meet with him, and I knew the guy was going to buy him.” His mouth pressed together into a hard line that made him look immeasurably older than he really was. “They sold kids in that place, you know.”

“Yes,” Kaori said quietly. “I know.” Rin had come that close to being sold to a potential buyer. The thought of it made him feel ill.

“Well, Rin just looked so scared. Like he didn’t want to go. The guy grabbed him, and hit him, and I just…lost it.” His fist tightened around the napkin in front of him, crumpling it savagely. “I dropped the pot I was holding, and I ran at him. I don’t really remember what happened, except that they had to pull me off of the guy.”

“That was very brave of you,” Hunter commented from where he stood next to Kaori’s shoulder.

“Yes,” Kaori agreed. Judging by the deeply etched bruises on the boy’s face, and the way he favored the arm on his left side, the slavers hadn’t been at all happy about his decision to intervene.

Malo shrugged, the sharp jut of his shoulders moving gingerly underneath his shirt. He looked like skin and bones to Kaori, a matchstick doll held together by little more than anger and pride and the strength of his will. “I wanted to see how that guy would like it, since he seemed to like hitting kids so much.” His dark eyes blazed with remembered fury and pain. “I told Rin to run, and he did.”

“You saved him, you know.” Kaori tried to meet Malo’s eyes. “You saved all of those kids. If we hadn’t found Rin, if we hadn’t suspected there was a slavers’ ring at work here in Raven’s Fall, we never would have been able to help any of them.”

This time, Malo looked up at him. The expression on his face was lost. “I thought they’d killed him. That’s what they told me.”

Kaori felt another surge of anger toward the slavers, so thick it choked him. Hunter’s hand fell onto his shoulder and squeezed gently, calming him. “Well, they certainly weren’t going to tell you he managed to get away, now were they?” he said. “That would only encourage you to do the same thing again sometime.”

“I guess so.” He glanced down at Rin’s bent head where it rested against the side of his arm. His face didn’t soften, exactly, but it seemed noticeably less severe when he looked at the other boy. “I really thought I’d killed him, though.”

It was going to take time, Kaori knew, for these kids to recover from what had been done to them. Of all of them, he judged that Malo had the best chance of making it. He was tough, and he had the heart of a fighter.

Even so, Kaori wanted to help if he could. “I want to ask a favor of you,” he said. “We’ll be leaving to continue our journey in the morning. I’m planning to send some soldiers to take the kids back to Tenkai where they can be looked after, until we can identify their families and return them to their homes.” He paused. “I’d really like you to go with them.”

The look Malo cast at him was hard-edged and suspicious. “Why?” The word was sharp.

“Because these kids need someone familiar to help take care of them. They look up to you, Malo; they trust you. And this way you’d be able to see for yourself that they’re going to be treated well when they get there.”

Malo glanced down at Rin again, his mouth tightening. “I’ll have to think about it.”

“No one’s going to force you,” Kaori assured him. “I just thought it might be nice if you were there for them during the transition.”

Sensing that Malo had had all the interaction he could comfortably take at the moment, Kaori withdrew. He left both boys in the care of the servants he’d assigned to look after them and went outside with Hunter.

“Genshi’s still out with the Guard soldiers combing the neighborhoods for more info on the slavers, isn’t he?” he asked.

“I believe so.” Hunter’s gaze swept over the shadows of the courtyard, sharply watchful. He still seemed on edge to Kaori, even though he looked as calm and collected as ever.

“Good.” Kaori didn’t have high hopes that they’d be able to find anything useful—the slavers who had evaded Hunter and Yura had to be long gone by now—but he believed they had to make the effort regardless. “If they finish up tonight and have time to get some rest, we can probably still leave on schedule tomorrow—just one day later than planned.”

Hunter glanced at him. “You’re still planning to visit Lord Razgul, then?”

“Yes.” That was very firm. “It’s even more important now that I speak to him. I want to find out if he knows he has slavers in his lands.”

“He knows,” Hunter said firmly. “Whether he’s bothering to do anything about it or not is another matter.”

“How can he not want to stop them?” Kaori was aghast at the suggestion.

“I doubt it’s something that would seem to impact on him directly. From what I understand, he’s always considered it Tenkai’s problem to deal with.”

“It’s Kazure’s problem,” Kaori said hotly. “All of us have to work together if we’re going to bring an end to this.”

“I’m not arguing with you. I’m just warning you about what Razgul’s opinion on the matter is likely to be.”

Kaori forced himself to breathe calmly. “Okay, I get it. I suppose we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“Yes.” The fact that Hunter sounded completely confident of Kaori’s ability to handle it lifted a weight from his shoulders. The problems in front of them didn’t seem quite so insurmountable with this man by his side.

They finished up their business in Raven’s Fall in a surprisingly short amount of time. Genshi arranged for the purchase of a comfortable wagon to transport the children back to Tenkai, along with an accompanying team of horses. Kaori opted to send one of the regiments of the Palace Guard who had accompanied him back with them, along with Braden. Not that he was expecting any specific troubles to befall them, but his experiences since his father’s death had taught him that things didn’t always turn out the way he anticipated.

“They’re going to be fine,” Yura assured him, standing at Kaori’s shoulder while they watched the wagon pull away the following morning. “That one kid—Malo? He’ll take good care of them.”

Kaori smiled gratefully. If nothing else, he was relieved that Malo had chosen to go to Tenkai with the rest of the children.

“I wish you hadn’t given up quite so many of our soldiers, though,” Haku said. “Or made Braden go with them.” He had the Guard’s usual prejudice against members of the Assassins Guild, although he had admitted to Kaori once that they were good to have around in a pinch.

“It can’t be helped,” Kaori said decisively, and turned toward his own carriage. “We should get on the road ourselves. Hunter says we have most of a day’s travel left before we reach Razgul’s Eyrie.”

The morning was overcast as their company moved out of Raven’s Fall and down the road that led into the surrounding valley. A pervasive fog clung to the bases of the trees they passed by, eerily ghostlike until the sun rose high enough to burn the greater part of it away. Outside the window of Kaori’s carriage, the entire valley looked wild and verdant, choked with shadows under the spreading boughs of the trees.

Toward the far end of the valley, the trees grew thicker, looming to greater heights where they clung to the side of the pass that led up toward the Eyrie. They were primarily sharp-needled conifers in this area, with eagerly reaching branches and moss-covered trunks. The trees were beautiful in their way, but there was something ominous about them as well that Kaori couldn’t quite describe. He couldn’t help feeling anxious as the caravan made its way upward into their shadows.

The Eyrie was an impressively scaled castle situated at the very top of the pass, made of a pale, sand-colored stone that soaked up the afternoon light with a brooding sheen as the sun sank lower in the sky. It was surrounded by a tall wall that was fortified by guard towers at various intervals, providing an even more impressively fortified perimeter than the palace at Tenkai boasted.

No trees were allowed to grow within a considerable distance of the wall or its gate. Kaori felt uncomfortably exposed as the caravan made its way over that no man’s land, and wondered if there were arrows set to notch tracking them at that very moment. It was a bit of a paranoid supposition—he didn’t believe Razgul’s soldiers would actually fire on them—but it persisted regardless.

The carriage rolled to a stop in front of the wide gate. A guard rode forward to meet them, looking officious in a suit of polished plate armor with a long scarlet plume on its helm. Captain Genshi announced them and stated clearly that the High Lord of Kazure requested an audience with Lord Razgul. After a moment’s hesitation, the guard bowed and gestured for them to head inside.

The gate gave a ponderous groan and slid upward. The carriage rocked once and then moved forward again, accompanied by its complement of soldiers and servantry. Kaori looked around with interest as they passed through the castle’s front courtyard. Unlike Lord Ishige’s estate, which had been all but barren, there were signs of life here everywhere he looked. There were lush lawns, tall trees with colorful blossoms, an enchanting garden trellis with what looked like night-blooming flowers hanging from it in attractively tangled profusion. There were soldiers moving on various errands here and there, and a group of women chatting amiably by the large well. Everyone they passed stopped what they were doing and looked up to gaze after the caravan curiously as it moved past.

“Something tells me Lord Razgul doesn’t get a lot of visitors,” Kaori commented. Across from him in the carriage, Hunter nodded.

“So it would seem.” His dark eyes moved curiously over the grounds outside the window as they moved onward.

The carriage pulled to a stop in front of the large stone fountain at the center of the courtyard. Feeling grateful that the day’s travel was finally at an end, Kaori threw open the carriage door and clambered outside. Hunter followed close behind him, reaching his side just as a tall, broad-shouldered soldier came down the wide front steps of the castle to meet them. His armor was markedly more elaborate than that of the sentry manning the gate.

“High Lord,” the man said, bowing so low that the plume on his helmet nearly brushed the ground. “Welcome to Arashima. I am Captain Oro, the head of Lord Razgul’s personal guard. On behalf of all of Arashima, I welcome you to our home.”

Apparently a runner had been sent ahead to announce their arrival. Kaori nodded an acknowledgement of the greeting, even if its effusiveness caught him a bit off guard.

“Thank you,” he said, recovering quickly. He wasn’t sure why, but he’d half-expected Razgul to rebuff their presence as thoroughly as Ishige had. “I hope we haven’t inconvenienced anyone, arriving unannounced like this.”

“Not at all, High Lord,” Oro assured him, gesturing for Kaori to precede him up the stairs. He didn’t spare Hunter so much as a glance. “Please, come inside and make yourselves comfortable. Lord Razgul is arranging for rooms to be made available to you in the guest tower as we speak. Your staff will of course be given the finest accommodations we have, and your horses will be treated as the lord’s own for as long as they’re with us.”

“You go on ahead,” Haku told him. “Captain Genshi and I will make sure everyone gets settled properly.”

Kaori nodded in thanks. “That’s very kind of Lord Razgul,” he said. Feeling uncomfortable without knowing why, he followed Oro up the steps to the castle. “If possible, I would very much like to speak to him at his earliest convenience.”

“Of course.” Oro’s head bobbed again. “Perhaps you’d like to come inside and get freshened up a bit, then meet with him over an early dinner?”

“That would be fine,” Kaori said, frowning. This was all turning out to be a lot more cordial than he had anticipated.

The room Oro led him to was in the aforementioned tower, at the top of a long and winding stair. It was richly furnished with a square bed covered by a draping canopy, with paintings of various woodland scenes adorning the walls. The suite had an adjoining bathing chamber with a large, circular tub built into a depression in the floor, lined with veined marble that looked uncomfortably chill to the touch. Tall double doors opened out from the bath onto a balcony that looked down over the near-vertical cliffs at the back of the estate.

“Will this meet your needs, High Lord?” Oro asked.

“Um, yes.” Kaori felt a bit dizzy from the height and moved away from the balcony doors hastily. They would be remaining firmly closed, if he intended to sleep here. “It’s beautiful.”

Oro bowed again. “When you’re ready for your bath this evening, just pull the bell cord in the corner and servants will arrive to fill it for you.”

Kaori was beginning to wonder if part of the reason he felt so uncomfortable was that Oro seemed a bit too ingratiating. “That’s perfect, thank you. What time will dinner be held?”

“Whenever you’d like, High Lord, of course. If you’d like time to get settled and see to your men first, shall we say…in an hour?”

“That sounds great. I’m looking forward to meeting Lord Razgul.”

“I assure you he feels the same, High Lord.” Bowing once again, Oro excused himself from the room.

“Wow,” Kaori said once he was gone.

“Indeed.” Hunter stepped up to one of the broad windows to peer outside. He was frowning.

Kaori went to sit on a corner of the tall bed, bouncing lightly. “Is it just me, or does that guy seem just a little too eager to please?”

“It isn’t just you.”

“You mean he’s trying to lull us into a false sense of complacency.” Kaori thought about that. “From everything I’ve heard, I don’t think Razgul can be anywhere near as happy to see us as Oro claims.”

“I would tend to agree with you.” He turned away from the window, the fading light slanting across his face with a rakish glow. “But for now, we have to focus on what’s in front of us.”

“Right.” He bounced to his feet decisively. “What do you say we have a look around before dinner?”

Hunter didn’t look surprised at the suggestion; Kaori wondered just when he’d become so predictable to this man. “That sounds like a good idea.” He smiled just a bit as he gestured for Kaori to precede him out the door.

They moved out into the castle together, and that was when something happened that Kaori hadn’t in the least bit expected.
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There was a fair amount of foot traffic moving through Razgul’s castle, which made the place a good deal livelier than Ishige’s Stone Fortress had been. Kaori politely acknowledged the people he passed by, enjoying the sense of quiet industriousness that suffused the place. It had a similar rhythm to Heaven’s Gate, with people busily going about their lives, which appealed to him.
They were just passing through the large central hall with its tall pillars when a furtive movement at the far end of the hall caught his eye. The sight of it made him stop dead in his tracks, so that Hunter nearly collided with him.

“Kaori?” Hunter said, a note of concern coloring his voice.

“Did you see that?” The man he’d seen—the man he thought he’d seen—was gone now, vanished into the shadows that cloaked the hall’s far end. It was pointless to draw Hunter’s attention to the area because he couldn’t even be certain which of the many doorways there the man had disappeared through, but he did it anyway. “Over there, by that archway.”

“No, I was looking in another direction. Who was it?”

“I’d swear it was Kenta.”

Unbidden, he recalled how Kenta had approached them on the street of Raven’s Fall, making a quick evaluation of their purpose before leading them to the slavers’ hideout in anticipation of a new sale. The man’s thick-featured face stood out in Kaori’s memory, with the keloid scar twisting at the side of his jaw. The hard eyes, gleaming at them from underneath the shadow of his cowl.

“Are you certain?” Hunter asked.

Was he? “No,” he decided after a moment’s contemplation. It had only been a glimpse, after all. “Not entirely. But it sure looked like him.”

Hunter considered that. “We need to talk to Yura,” he said.

They found Yura outside assisting with the unloading of the wagon. He immediately stopped what he was doing and went to join them when he saw them approaching.

“We made it, finally,” he said, brushing his loose fringe of hair away from his eyes. “The fabled Eyrie. I can’t wait to get a look at that cliff out in back.”

Kaori couldn’t suppress a grin at his enthusiasm. “I have a view of it from the room they gave me. It’s pretty impressive.” And terrifying, but he wasn’t about to admit that part.

Yura’s eyes brightened. “So we have better accommodations than what Ishige bothered to spare us, I’m guessing.”

“And then some,” Kaori said. “I think he gave us the nicest rooms in the place.”

“Really?” Yura looked intrigued, as if he honestly hadn’t expected that answer.

Before Kaori could question him on his reaction, Hunter said, “Back at Raven’s Fall, when we were rescuing the children, did Kenta happen to be one of the slavers you dealt with on our way out of the house?”

“The guy with the scar?” Yura frowned. “No, I thought he was one of the guys you took care of.” His gaze flickered toward Kaori. “Why?”

Kaori took a deep breath. “I thought I saw him inside just a moment ago.”

“Inside the Eyrie?” As if Kaori could possibly have meant something else. “Are you sure?”

“No, I’m not.” It was possible it had only been his imagination, or a servant with a chance resemblance to the slaver. It had been dark, and Kaori had only seen him for a moment. Nevertheless, the cold feeling in the pit of his belly refused to dissipate.

“But it’s obviously bothering you enough to ask me about it.”

Kaori sighed. “I was hoping you’d say he had died in Raven’s Fall, or been arrested, so I could disregard what I thought I saw.”

“The fact that he’s still unaccounted for means it isn’t impossible that you might have seen him.”

“But here? Why? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Most things in life don’t make sense,” Yura said prosaically, “until they do.”

Hunter gave him a wry look. “That’s your idea of advice for the High Lord?”

Kaori chuckled. “No, I get it. It’s pointless to theorize without more information. So we’ll keep our eyes open.”

“And our ears,” Yura agreed, nodding.

The fact that none of them seemed willing to simply dismiss his fears made Kaori feel ill at ease. Neither of these two men was the type to blindly encourage him if they thought he was headed down a wrong track. That meant that, however unlikely it might be, they believed he really might have seen what he thought he had.

What exactly is going on here? he wondered, turning to look back at the castle. In the fading light, there was an uncomfortably predatory look about it, as if it were a carrion bird gazing down at them from the glittering eyes of its upper windows.

“Dinner’s in less than an hour,” he said finally. “Let’s go get washed up.”

 

 

In addition to Hunter and Yura, he asked Haku to join them at the head table as well. Not only did he want to have the comfort of his friends’ presence in the coming confrontation, but he honestly respected their wisdom as well.

“I was never directly in line for the rule of Arashima,” Haku said when Kaori asked him about it. Despite Kaori’s fears, he showed no sign of resentment or discomfort at returning home again after all these years.

“Is it hard for you, coming back here?” He still felt uneasy at the thought of how his father had more or less blackmailed Haku’s family into fostering him at Heaven’s Gate when they’d been children.

The look Haku gave him was annoyed. “Why would it be? I wasn’t lacking for anything at the palace. In fact, I probably had a better time of it than I would have at home, being the youngest of four brothers.”

It didn’t seem like it could be as easy as that to Kaori. He more than anyone knew what it was like to grow up without a family; his mother had died when he was very young, and his father had always been caught up in the business of running the kingdom, too busy to spend any significant amount of time with his son. It had been a solitary, somewhat lonesome existence, even with the companion his father had gifted him with. Could it have been any less so for Haku?

Anything else he might have said was cut off when they reached the dining room, a wide, high-ceilinged chamber with stained glass windows that looked out over the high cliffs behind the estate. The long table in the center of the room was made of fancily carved hardwood polished to a deep cherry shine, each of its high-backed chairs engraved with a single hummingbird arrested in flight.

“Your home is beautiful, Lord Razgul,” Kaori said as he took his seat.

Lord Razgul was seated at the head of the table, directly opposite Kaori. He was a strong, robust-looking man with thick dark hair, handsome in an intimidating sort of way, with the faintest of scars visible at one side of his jaw. He was dressed in heavy, luxurious robes of purple and crimson, with the sharp light of jeweled rings winking on his fingers.

“You are very kind to say so, High Lord.” He inclined his head, offering a smile in Kaori’s direction. “Did you find your journey arduous, coming here?”

Kaori didn’t think it could be his imagination that the smile didn’t reach the man’s eyes. “Some parts were more arduous than others,” he admitted. He wasn’t about to mention the sanchuu; such a topic was not conductive to good digestion.

Razgul’s staff had gone all out for dinner. The main courses included fragrant roast, freshwater fish, thick slabs of ham dipped in steaming juices, and venison. There was bread in all manner of varieties, stewed vegetables in cinnamon sauce, broth with bacon, cream covered in fennel seeds, and gilt sugar-plums. For drink there was spiced wine as well as a headier mead for those who wished it.

Razgul’s immediate family was seated at the head table with them—his wife, his three sons and two daughters—along with his advisors and the higher members of his staff. His eldest child, a quiet young man with solemn eyes, was present with his wife and young child as well.

All in all, it was a festive group who gathered for dinner that evening. The children in particular seemed to be excited by Kaori’s presence, and had to be constantly reprimanded for staring or ignoring their meal in favor of getting a better glimpse of him.

Such celebrity status made Kaori uneasy, although he bore up underneath it stoically. He kept his attention fixed firmly on Razgul while he ate, and tried not to envy Genshi and the other Guard soldiers too much for being able to eat in a far less spectacle-laden fashion at the other end of the room.

To Razgul’s right sat a tall, distinguished-looking man dressed in robes dyed in layers of deep brown and burnt ocher, with a close-cropped beard that gave his stern face a severe appearance. He was introduced to them as Magister Arumu. When Kaori asked, Razgul told him that Arumu was a fire mage.

“Really?” Kaori said, surprised. “You find enough need for fire magic out here that you employ one of its Magisters full-time on your staff?”

The smile Razgul gave him then was vaguely patronizing. “You will find, High Lord, that there isn’t a great deal we don’t have need of, out here on the border. Life is often fraught with difficulty, and turns savage on us in the most unexpected ways.”

“You mean the conflict with Shindor,” Kaori guessed. Arashima shared a border with Shindor on the east, and served as a buffer between those violent desert peoples and the rest of Kazure. “You use his skills in battle, then?”

“Fire can be a most singular weapon, High Lord. So insidious, with an insatiable hunger, it can cleave through blood and bone as well as it can through wood and stone. It can render the most impervious army to dust and ashes, no matter how strong their defense.”

Kaori wasn’t quite sure how he felt about that.

Seated at Razgul’s opposite side was a small, quiet man dressed unremarkably in a worn tunic and breeches, whom Razgul had introduced merely as the Mouse. At first, Kaori assumed he was an advisor of some kind, but on further reflection he decided that that couldn’t be entirely accurate. There was something in the Mouse’s quiet demeanor, his controlled movements, the brief and yet searingly direct flashes of his gaze as it swept over the room, that reminded Kaori of Hunter. He wondered if this man might possibly be Razgul’s personal bodyguard.

Briefly, Kaori outlined what had befallen them in Raven’s Fall. He watched closely for a reaction when he mentioned the slavers, wanting to judge Razgul’s position regarding them, but could identify nothing other than light annoyance in the other man’s eyes when he heard the tale.

“Good riddance, I say,” Razgul said, waving one hand in the air dismissively. “Your soldiers have my thanks for chasing the vermin out of my village.”

Kaori frowned. “It’s my belief that these slavers were just a cog in the wheel of an entirely larger machine. If there was one group of them at work here in your lands, there are bound to be others.”

“I highly doubt that could be true, High Lord. I think you’re attributing them more loyalty—and more cleverness—than they possess.” Razgul sounded amused at his naivety.

“Besides,” Arumu spoke up, “we have larger issues to deal with.”

Razgul gave him a censuring glance. “We shouldn’t burden the High Lord with such weighty talk at the dinner table.”

“What do you mean?” Kaori asked. “What kind of problems have you been facing here?”

Razgul sighed. “It’s a matter of little importance, High Lord. Ever since your father’s demise, the Shindori lords have become uncommonly bold. They are testing the borders of our country on a fairly regular basis now.”

Kaori failed to see how that counted as a matter of little importance. He shared an alarmed glance with Hunter. “How far have they gone?”

“A few light skirmishes, here and there. A certain amount of caution has always been prudent here along the border, but now we are being forced to double the strength of our patrols. I’ve lost two soldiers this week alone, but I assure you the Shindori have lost many more.”

“That’s hardly what I would call a small problem!”

“Not to worry, High Lord. If our situation ever becomes too dire, there is always Shinja to save us. Isn’t that right?” He gave a small flicker of a smile, meeting Kaori’s eyes.

Shinja. Kaori began to sweat. With everything that had been going on since he’d assumed the throne, he hadn’t had time to do any research into how one would go about summoning the great serpent. Admitting as much, however, was something he sensed would urgently compromise his power in this place, like showing his belly to a roomful of circling wolves.

“Yes,” he said, holding Razgul’s gaze as levelly as he could. “But hopefully that won’t become necessary.”

Razgul regarded him for a moment longer, as if weighing the truth of him, before turning back to his meal with a small snort. “The plums cool quickly, and are not nearly so tasty when they do. I suggest you eat up, High Lord.”

After dinner, Kaori pleaded weariness from his journey and retired to his room in the guest tower to prepare for bed. “I think you were wise,” Hunter said once the door had closed behind them, “not to tell him you haven’t yet summoned Shinja.”

“Yes,” Yura agreed, perching on the edge of a large steamer trunk against the wall. “There’s something about that man that sets my teeth on edge.”

Kaori glanced at Haku, who had stepped up to one of the tall windows to peer outside. “What about you, Haku? What are your impressions of him?”

Haku considered the question for a moment. “I don’t trust him,” he said at last.

Neither did Kaori. “Hunter was right. He doesn’t care one whit about any kidnapped kids.”

“It’s more than that, though.” Haku turned away from the window to look at Kaori, his gaze dark. “He tried to pretend this business with Shindor doesn’t bother him, but it does.”

“You think things are worse than he let on?”

“Maybe. Whatever the reason is, he is not happy that you came here. He’s anxious about something.” He looked worried. “You need to be careful, Kaori.”

Kaori thought about the glimpse he’d seen—that he thought he’d seen—of Kenta. “You don’t think he has any connection to the slavers?”

Haku shook his head, looking uncomfortable. “I don’t see how he could. What possible benefit could getting involved in the slave trade be to him?”

Kaori realized suddenly that he was interrogating his friend about the possible criminal activities of a family member. “Haku, I’m sorry. It wasn’t fair of me to ask you that.”

“No, Kaori. You have to keep asking me whatever you need to.” He was frowning, a thin line etched deep between his brows. “You know my loyalty is to you, and always has been.”

“Yes,” Kaori said, because he did. “But that doesn’t mean it’s easy talking about this kind of stuff.”

Haku blew out an annoyed breath. “You know, I’m done talking about this. If that’s all you need from me, I’m going to go to bed.”

“Of course.” Kaori faltered a bit, feeling unsettled by the abrupt dismissal. “Thanks for your help today, Haku.” He watched while his friend nodded stiffly and left the room, closing the door again behind himself.

“That man,” Yura said contemplatively, his gaze lingering over the closed door, “is more like his uncle than he lets on.”

Kaori turned toward him in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“Both of them are bothered by something,” Yura clarified. “And both of them clearly don’t want you to know what it is. I’m guessing Haku’s motives are a lot purer than Razgul’s, though. He probably just doesn’t want to worry you.”

Kaori sighed in frustration. “I knew it bothered him to be here.”

“Maybe,” Hunter granted. “But maybe not. I’m sure he’ll open up to you in time.”

“What about you two?” Kaori asked. “Did you get the impression Razgul was lying to us about anything other than how badly we’ve been losing to Shindor?”

Yura stayed silent, casting an inscrutable glance in Hunter’s direction. An unspoken moment of communication passed between the two of them, and Hunter sighed.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I would feel better if either Yura or I remained with you at all times for as long as we’re here.”

Feeling unsafe inside a lord’s castle in his own country was not a situation Kaori was familiar with. It wasn’t one he particularly cared for.

“Okay,” he said, suppressing a shiver. “Whatever you think is best.”

He wondered what they’d stumbled onto by coming here, and just where it was all going to lead.
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The bed Razgul had provided for him was luxurious by any definition, but Kaori slept uneasily in it regardless. He woke in the morning feeling as refreshed as could be expected and, after taking a few minutes to wash his face, ventured out into the halls of the Eyrie.
Yura was waiting outside the door of his room when he emerged from it. Kaori supposed that meant the other man had pulled the morning shift for being his babysitter, probably while Hunter caught some much-needed rest of his own.

“Good morning,” Yura said brightly, falling into step beside him as he started down the hall.

“’Morning,” Kaori said, giving him a tired smile. “Anything interesting happen last night while I was sleeping?”

“I can honestly report that the night went by without incident.”

The subtle disappointment in the words made Kaori smile. “Well, maybe today will be a bit more interesting.”

“One can only hope.”

Kaori snorted softly and pushed open the door to the kitchen. The servants he found there just about fell over themselves in their efforts to serve him breakfast, which embarrassed him to the point where he ended up taking his meal with him out into the front courtyard to eat it in peace.

“I think,” he said, giving Yura a wry glance, “I might send you in to get breakfast for me from now on if we’re going to end up staying here for any length of time. I think I frightened that poor scullery maid half to death. Am I really that scary?”

“The price of fame.” Yura grinned at him, taking an enthusiastic bite from the hunk of dark rye bread he’d appropriated for his own breakfast.

The overcast from the previous few days had almost entirely dissipated overnight, leaving the sky blue and clear with just a few thin, scudding clouds hugging the tops of the trees at the horizon. The air had a freshly-scrubbed feel to it that made Kaori long to go out for a ride in it—no carriages, no retinue, just him and a reliable horse and the long, golden, peaceful hours of the morning.

Such luxuries were not yet to be had, however. He was just finishing his breakfast when Nori joined them, appearing at Kaori’s side with such suddenness that it made Kaori start. He had moved so swiftly and silently that Kaori never saw him approach.

“You know,” Kaori said wistfully, “one of these days you guys are going to have to teach me how to do that.”

Nori’s scarred face twisted in a grin. “Good morning, High Lord.”

The previous evening, Kaori had tasked Nori with the duty of observing the soldiers and servantry of the Eyrie, to get a feel for the climate of Razgul’s manor. He’d thought it best to prepare for the possibility that Razgul wasn’t planning to be entirely honest with them. After the way their dinner the previous night had turned out, he was doubly glad he’d chosen to take that precaution.

“Good morning,” Kaori said. He braced his hands on the wooden fence behind him and hopped back to sit on its upper rung, tucking his feet back against the post. “Did you learn anything interesting last night?”

“Interesting, most certainly,” Nori said, leaning back against the fence post beside him. He took the spare apple Yura handed him with a nod of thanks and bit into it hungrily. “But whether it will prove useful or not, only time will tell.”

Briefly, he outlined his findings of the previous night. The Eyrie boasted a full complement of servantry, from the usual cooks and maids to fancy leatherworkers and metalworkers and complex artisans. Apparently Razgul had a taste for expensive finery and always had to be outfitted in the latest colors and fashions. His castle likewise had to be decorated with the most stylish décor, and the finest luxuries. It was a matter of some disgruntlement among certain segments of the staff, particularly those who were responsible for keeping up with his rapidly shifting whims.

The fact that some of the staff resented their lord’s demanding nature in no way lessened their willingness to serve him. In fact, most of the staff seemed to have a near godlike fear of the man; apparently he had a reputation for being a stern taskmaster, and was known to have his servants severely beaten on occasion when they failed to please him.

Kaori frowned when he heard that. He was liking Razgul less and less the more he learned about him. “What about Kenta?” he asked.

Nori hesitated. “I didn’t think it would be a good idea to ask about him directly. If I had, the entire castle would know we’re aware he’s here, and I thought it would be best to keep them all in blissful ignorance for a little while longer.”

That made Kaori’s frown fade into a smile. “Understood. You made a good choice.”

Nori looked pleased. “I did, however, notice that there’s a section in the upper part of the west wing that I couldn’t gain access to. There are guards posted out front—not so’s that you’d notice if you weren’t looking for them, but believe me, they’re there.”

Kaori’s eyes widened. “I believe you. What do you think is up there?”

“I was told that the Lady Razgul and her children were resting there, and it would be impolite of me to disturb them. But at the time—as it turned out—both her and the kids happened to be at dinner.”

Yura’s eyebrows quirked upward. “Sounds like they don’t want us snooping around that wing of the castle.”

“Figured that out, did you?” Nori flashed a hard grin at him. “So of course I had to sneak in and find out what they were hiding.”

“I hope you were discreet,” Kaori said worriedly. “The last thing we need is to have Razgul think we’re suspicious of anything.”

“Discreet?” Nori spluttered. The look he turned on Kaori was full of wounded pride. “You’re lecturing me on discretion, boy? I was running covert missions for your father when you were still crawling around the palace floor in diapers. There’s no need to be—”

“No, no, I’m sorry,” Kaori hastened to assure him. “I didn’t mean to imply that you weren’t.”

“Discreet,” Nori said again, with a low huff of annoyance. “No one saw me. No one heard me. That discreet enough for you?”

“Yes, that’s perfectly fine.” Out of the corner of his eye, Kaori saw that Yura was chuckling. Apparently this was a common reaction of Nori’s to having his abilities questioned. “What did you find?”

“I couldn’t get all the way inside while still being ‘discreet’, unfortunately.” He still looked irritated. “There are guards in the hallway there toward the end of the wing, which I assume means their occupant has been confined to those rooms for the time being.”

“Guards?” Kaori echoed, feeling confused. “So Kenta’s a prisoner?”

“Pretty luxurious rooms for a prisoner,” Nori said with a shrug.

“More likely,” Yura said, “he’s being kept there so we won’t accidentally stumble across him. I’d guess we’re not supposed to know that he’s here.”

“But what kind of sense does any of that make?” Kaori was frustrated. “What kind of connection does he have to the Eyrie?”

Neither man had an answer for him.

Kaori blew out an annoyed breath. “All right, we keep digging. The first thing we need to do is verify whether Kenta is really staying in that wing. Nori, I want you to keep an eye on it, see what else you can learn.”

“Of course,” Nori said, nodding. “Although before I do, there is one last tidbit of information I was able to glean last night. Apparently, attacks by the Shindori have been a lot more common than Razgul implied, particularly this past week. There have been soldiers seen all throughout this region, testing defenses.”

That thought was chilling. “Can Razgul’s soldiers hold them off?”

“I would guess so. They’ve been doing it for years.”

Yes, but that had been while Kaori’s father still held the throne. The Shindori would have been understandably cautious knowing that the fabled serpent Shinja could be called up against them at any time. Kaori had a feeling that it wasn’t so much the defenses of Arashima the soldiers were testing this time around, but his own.

Yura was studying his face closely. “Don’t be too concerned about it, kid. Razgul’s men have been fighting these battles for a long time. They’re good at it.”

That was true. Kaori had to have faith in the people under his command if he was going to be any kind of an effective leader.

“All right,” he said, hopping down off the fence again. “We keep at it. I don’t think Razgul’s going to be straight with us, no matter what we ask him. So we have to figure out what Arashima is dealing with on our own.”

“Yes,” Nori agreed. “Today I’ll find out who’s staying in the west wing.”

“And once Hunter wakes up,” Yura said, “I’ll start looking into mapping out the movements the Shindori have been making throughout this region.”

It was, Kaori reflected, the best plan they would be able to make under the circumstances. He wondered how long they were going to have the luxury of being able to move around unhindered through the castle grounds; he had a sneaking suspicion that events were going to be spiraling out of control around them, and that their freedom to move as they pleased was going to be cut off sooner rather than later.

“Sounds good,” he said, trying not to sound as worried as he was. “Let’s get moving.”

 

 

Dinner that night was another interminable affair with exquisitely prepared foods and vapid conversation. Once again, Razgul showed a talent for talking at great length about a large variety of topics without relaying any useful information at all. The diners from the previous evening were present at this meal as well, including the fire mage and the quiet yet sharp-eyed Mouse.

Trusting the Guild members to do their jobs left Kaori without a whole lot to do other than let himself be entertained by Razgul and his retinue. He began to long for the predictable monotony of life at the palace rather than suffer through yet another droning diatribe about how perfect Arashima’s defenses were and how much the realm was contributing to Kazure’s economy.

“How are you enjoying our modest lands so far, High Lord?” Razgul asked as the dessert course was being served.

“It’s a beautiful part of the country,” Kaori said, and meant it. Seldom had he seen such attractive scenery, with its thickly wooded mountains and shadowed vales.

“I’m delighted that you think so,” Razgul said with a broad smile. “Perhaps tomorrow you’ll do me the honor of joining me for a ride through the countryside, just you and I.”

For some reason, the offer made Kaori uneasy. “I would love to see more of your lands,” he said cautiously. “But it would be cruel of me to keep my friends cooped up here at the castle while I’m out enjoying myself, don’t you think?”

“Ah, yes, I’ve heard that about you.” He shared a brief glance with the Mouse at his elbow. Kaori wondered what the unspoken communication between them signified. “Already, you are earning a reputation for being soft-hearted, High Lord. It’s perfectly understandable that you would hesitate a bit while going through the rigors of assuming your new role, but have a care that your caution does not give way to weakness.”

Friendly advice, Kaori wondered? Or a warning? It was possible that being in this place was making him a trifle paranoid.

“Thank you,” he said. “I’ll keep that in mind.” His palms were beginning to sweat where they pressed against the tablecloth. “Actually, I was thinking it might be a good idea to visit with Haku’s family while we’re here.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Haku said sharply, frowning beside him.

Before Kaori could puzzle over what that reaction meant, Razgul said, “But of course! My dear nephew, who left us to partake of the joys and luxuries of palace life, has returned home again, for however short a time he’ll be among us. We should make this a grand occasion—a celebration, if you will.” There was an edge to the effusive words that sounded somehow mocking. Puzzled, Kaori turned to glance at Haku.

Haku stood up from the table abruptly. “I’m tired,” he said, turning toward Kaori. “With your permission, High Lord, I’d like to retire for the evening.”

“Of course,” Kaori said automatically. Almost before the words left his mouth, Haku was gone from the room.

“You accept a great deal of insolence from that one,” Razgul said, his eyes lingering on the doorway where Haku disappeared.

Kaori frowned at him. “Haku is my friend,” he said firmly. “Not my pet.” He ignored the cautioning glance Hunter gave him.

“He is your servant,” Razgul said with a shrug. “And he should be treated as such.”

“He’s your nephew. I’d think you’d be arguing that he should be treated even more kindly.”

“Even family has to be trained in the proper way to behave.” At the far end of the table, Razgul’s wife kept her gaze lowered, but the skin in front of her ears colored slightly at the comment. “I dare say, it’s especially important to train one’s family. They represent you when you’re not there, and people will be forming opinions of you based on their conduct.”

“That sounds like a very cold definition of ‘family’.”

“Life is oftentimes cold, High Lord. It’s like the difference between the reality of ruling, and the fantasy of it. No matter how often or how hard you’ve longed for your father’s throne, when the time comes you still might find yourself unequal to the task of keeping it.” He smiled thinly. “Of course I’m referring to my own position as liege lord of Arashima.”

“Of course,” Kaori murmured, poking at the pie in front of him with his fork. All of a sudden, he didn’t have much of an appetite.

Razgul’s expression had a self-satisfied cast to it as he turned back to his own dessert. “Eat up, High Lord. The best is yet to come.”

 

 

Later, in the privacy of his bedroom, Kaori stalked agitatedly in front of the tall windows, casting dark glances at the night-shadowed cliffs outside.

“Did you hear that?” he said, barely able to contain the tension that sang through him. “He was threatening me.”

“You picked up on that as well?” Hunter said calmly.

“The nerve! He thinks I’m ‘soft’, that I’m just a kid. He doesn’t think I have what it takes to be the ruler of Kazure.”

“You’ll just have to change his mind, then, the same way you did with Ishige.”

“No, this is different, Hunter. Don’t you feel it?” He stopped pacing and turned to frown at him. “You don’t think maybe he has his eye on Kazure’s throne?”

Both of Hunter’s brows arched upward. “You really think he’s that ambitious?”

“Not while my father was alive, surely. But now? With a soft-hearted kid on the throne?”

“Kaori, you’re not—”

“I know I’m not. But I’m trying to see things from his perspective.” He chewed on his lower lip worriedly. “And what’s with this ride he wants to go on tomorrow, just the two of us?”

“I highly recommend that you refuse the offer.” Hunter’s voice was uncommonly vehement when he said it. “You need to have at least one Guild member with you at all times while you’re here.”

“Yeah, I know.” He moved forward to sit down heavily on the corner of his bed, feeling suddenly exhausted. “Damn it, Hunter, why can’t any of this be easy? I think I preferred fighting sanchuu to all of this political maneuvering.”

Hunter’s face softened. “You’re tired. What you need is a warm bath and a good night’s sleep. Let me summon the servants to prepare it for you.” Before Kaori could reply, he moved to pull the long bell rope in the corner of the room.

Kaori leaned back with his legs dangling off the end of the bed and laid a forearm over his eyes, sighing. It did feel good to be taken care of, he had to admit. He didn’t look up when the tentative knock sounded on the door, and Hunter’s low voice directed the servants to fill the High Lord’s bath.

Finally, Hunter’s fingers brushed lightly across his arm. “It’s ready for you, Kaori.”

The soft warmth in the words made Kaori smile. “Do I really look that bad?” he asked, pushing himself up to a sitting position.

The corner of Hunter’s mouth quirked. “You look exhausted. You’ve been on the road for more than half a month now, you’ve fought with slavers and killer insects, and you’ve been walking a political tightrope ever since you got here. It’s okay to take an evening off. I think you’ve earned it.”

For a moment, Kaori felt so consumed by gratitude and warmth toward this man that he couldn’t speak. Without warning, he flashed back to the conversation he’d had with Yura the other day. He was always intensely aware of how Hunter moved, the way he smelled, the way he touched him. It wasn’t until recently that he’d begun to suspect what that might mean about himself.

He shivered when Hunter’s fingers brushed across his brow, sliding his hair back from his eyes. All of a sudden, he wanted Hunter to touch him again. He wanted Hunter to hold him, wanted to feel all of that lean, warm strength pressed up against him.

“Kaori?” Hunter said, pulling his hand away. “You look flushed.”

“No, I’m fine. Just tired, like you said.” He stood up abruptly and moved toward the adjoining bath. “I’m going to go wash up now.”

“Okay,” Hunter said after a moment’s pause. “I’ll be right outside your door tonight if you need anything.” Giving Kaori a last inquisitive glance, he left the room. The door closed with a soft click behind him.

Damn. Damn, damn, damn. This was getting out of hand. Kaori stripped off his tunic and scrubbed at his eyes, trying to banish the heat he could feel licking just underneath the surface of his skin. He could still feel the imprint of Hunter’s fingers on his brow, as if they had branded him.

In his memory, he heard his voice telling Yura that he would never be able to take advantage of a man who had sworn an oath to obey him. He had no idea what Hunter’s preferences were—Kaori had never seen him with a man or a woman in a relationship of a romantic nature, and had difficulty picturing him with either. In fact, ‘Hunter’ and ‘romance’ didn’t really fit together in Kaori’s mind, which made him wonder if he was really feeling what he thought he was for the other man at all. Hunter was just Hunter, who was always there for him. Who protected him and encouraged him and laughed at him when he needed laughing at, and who prodded him and challenged him and hurt when he hurt and arranged baths for him when he was tired and sulky in the middle of potentially hostile Eyries. What Kaori felt toward Hunter was far more visceral than merely a romantic attraction. He just…wanted him.

Kaori was beginning to suspect that he was in very deep trouble.

It would be different if it was only a matter of sex. He wasn’t lying to himself; what he felt when he was around Hunter these days was sexual attraction, of an increasingly intense and distracting nature. It would be easy to ignore the feelings if that was all they were, because using anyone that way solely for physical release wasn’t something he believed he could do, even if it wasn’t someone who was directly beholden to him.

When he thought of Hunter, he did think of the way Hunter touched him—if he was being honest with himself—but he also thought of the way Hunter smiled, on those rare occasions when he did so. He thought about the way Hunter moved, as lithe and sinuous as a cat, and the way he killed when he was required to do so. He thought about the look Hunter got on his face whenever the subject of his past came up; there was a hidden pain there, and Kaori thought about that as well, and how much he wanted to ease it. Hunter was a study in contradictions—both calm and passionate, sturdy and graceful, kind and stern, compassionate and deadly. Kaori felt endlessly intrigued by him, and he wanted to get closer to him in any way that he could.

“Could you be any more pathetic?” he groused to his reflection in the long mirror over the tub.

Because Yura had been correct in reminding him that he would be expected to marry one day. To marry, and have a child who would eventually take his place as the ruler of Kazure. Falling in love with a man—if that was indeed what he was doing—didn’t factor into that future at all.

“If I even live that long,” he sighed, thinking of the slavers, the brewing war with Shindor, and his unpredictable relationship with Lord Razgul.

Of course, standing naked in the bath talking aloud to oneself was supposed to be a sign of insipient madness. Determining not to think of anything else at all, he lowered himself into the hot water of the bath and let the steam coax the anxiety away from him.

Like Hunter said, there would be time enough to deal with all of it tomorrow.
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Kaori tracked down Haku first thing in the morning and cornered him to ask him about his parents.
“I’m busy,” he said brusquely when Kaori brought up the subject. The same wall that Kaori had seen the previous night fell down across his eyes, shielding the emotions there from him.

They were at the stables now, checking on the horses the caravan had brought with them. Kaori bit back a frustrated sigh and said, “You’re lying. Razgul has trained hands who are assigned to look after the horses. They’re being exercised daily and everything; I asked.”

“Forgive me if I’m a bit hesitant to trust them.” Haku slid a palm over one of the geldings’ velvety noses, frowning. The animal snorted softly but looked pleased at the attention.

Kaori considered that. “You think Razgul is untrustworthy?”

Haku gave him an annoyed glance. “I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t not say it, either.”

“Look, Kaori. What do you want from me?”

“I want you to talk to me. You’ve never said a single thing to me about your parents in all the time that I’ve known you.”

“There’s nothing to tell. I was six when I left to go live at Heaven’s Gate, if you recall.”

Something in the way he said that made Kaori pause. “Do you resent them for giving you up?” he asked.

“What? No.” He sighed, turning to face him directly for the first time since the conversation had started. “Things are more complicated than that, Kaori. But don’t ever think I resented a moment of living at Tenkai with you, or of being your friend. All right?”

“All right,” Kaori said reluctantly. He wished he knew what Haku was thinking, but he didn’t seem to have much of a clue about that these days. “I’m sorry I brought up the idea of visiting them without asking you first.”

“Don’t worry about it.” He turned back toward the horses, bringing an end to that part of the conversation. After a brief pause, he said, “If you do go for a ride with Lord Razgul later today, I’d like to go with you.”

The offer surprised Kaori. “I got the impression you don’t really like spending time with him.”

“I don’t.” The words were short. “But he has some bigger scheme in mind here, Kaori. He’s not the fawning sycophant he’s pretending to be.”

“Yeah, I got that impression, too.” He sighed. “All right. If we go out this afternoon, I’ll make sure you’re there.”

Haku turned to look at him then, giving him a tentative smile. “Thanks.”

Leaving him to finish his chores in the stable, Kaori walked slowly down the path toward the gardens and said, “He still doesn’t know quite how to act around me, does he?”

Yura considered the question where he strolled at Kaori’s side. “You can’t really blame him, can you?”

“Yes,” Kaori said earnestly. “Yes, I can. He’s in there pretending to work to avoid having to talk to me about his family. I thought we meant more to each other than that.”

“Maybe that has less to do with you than it does with him.”

Maybe Kaori was imagining the slight note of censure to the words. Then again, maybe not. “You think I’m letting my ego run away with me?”

“I’m saying that people aren’t always entirely open with the people they’re close to. In fact, sometimes the closer you are to someone, the harder it is to come clean with them.” He gave Kaori a sideways glance. “How about you? Had any heart to heart talks with Hunter lately?”

Kaori made a face. “Point taken.”

Yura’s face softened into a smile. “You know, when we were at the academy one of my instructors said something to me that I’ll never forget. He said that people are a lot like houses. We’re all of us filled with these dusty old rooms, so many of them that you could never count them all. Some have big, tall windows, and you can see right on inside them the moment you meet a person. But other rooms are deeper in, and you can only get to them by opening door after door after door. Sometimes you can know a person forever and realize you’ve only explored the barest surface of the rooms they have inside of them.

“He said we’re all like that on an individual level, too. We look at ourselves and we see some of our rooms, the ones we have polished up all nice for visitors with the fluffed pillows and the fancy china laid out. Sometimes we convince ourselves that’s all we are, and we forget there are floors and floors of other rooms in there just waiting to be explored. Sometimes we’re afraid to open too many of our doors, for fear of what we’ll find on the other side of them. Because of that, most people never really get to know themselves at all…much less anyone else.”

Kaori thought about that for a long moment. How many rooms had he bothered to explore inside himself over the years? He’d thought he knew who he was—Kaori Sansa, son of Akashi, High Lord of Kazure, a student and a scholar, inexperienced in virtually everything, conflicted, uncertain of his ability to lead, possibly gay, possibly in love with one of his closest friends, currently estranged from another of them, and wrestling constantly with the feeling that he’d gotten in way over his head.

That was it. That was all Kaori Sansa was. But even as he thought the words, he knew that Yura was right; there were rooms inside of him that were deeper still, rooms whose contents he’d never imagined existed. He wasn’t going to be the leader that Kazure needed until he found the courage to open those doors and look inside of them.

Maybe the knowledge of how to summon Shinja was locked away in one of those rooms. Behind one of those many doors.

Before either of them could say another word, Kaori’s attention was caught by Nori, who had detached himself from the shadows at the end of the path ahead of them and was waving to get their attention. Yura saw him at the exact same moment.

“He’s found Kenta,” Kaori guessed, and jogged forward to meet him.

The three of them stood together in the shelter of the greenhouses, which was secluded enough for private conversation but open enough to discourage anyone from eavesdropping. “I saw him,” Nori announced without preamble. “Your slaver friend. He’s definitely the one staying in the west wing, and believe me he’s no prisoner. More like a kind of house arrest. I’d guess Razgul’s priority is keeping him out of sight until we leave the Eyrie.”

“They must have been hustling him off to his new quarters when you caught a glimpse of him that first night,” Yura said.

Kaori felt vindicated that his initial impression had been correct, but at the same time he felt terribly confused. “I still don’t get it, though. Why would Razgul be protecting him?”

“I’ve been thinking about that.” Yura looked thoughtful. “The only thing I can come up with is that the slavers have the ability to pass freely back and forth over Kazure’s border. Maybe he’s been using them to collect information on the Shindori.”
 
“You mean they’re his spies?” Kaori tried to wrap his head around the idea. “No wonder he’s not interested in bringing any of them to justice. I thought he was just too lazy to be bothered, but this is worse. He’d actually be weakened if we put an end to the ring.” He was getting angrier by the minute thinking about it. “How long do you think this has been going on?”

“I can’t imagine,” Nori said, “that it would be something new.”

Years, then. Years of working hand in hand with those vipers in the name of Kazure’s security. “You can’t tell me information is all he’s getting out of it. You told me he has expensive tastes, that he always insists on following the latest trends. That takes money. A lot of it, I would imagine.”

Yura nodded. “I’d guess he has a lucrative business arrangement with them,” he agreed. “One that everyone benefits from—he gets intel on Shindor’s movements, the slavers get to operate inside his lands without fear of military reprisal, and all of them profit handsomely from it.”

“Everyone except the children,” Kaori said, his voice tight.

Something on his face must have alarmed Yura, because he quickly said, “Kid, it’s not a good idea to march in there and accuse him outright.”

Kaori was tempted to do exactly that, but he knew Yura was right. “All right,” he said, breathing out heavily to calm himself. “What do you suggest?”

“I think,” Nori said, “that you would benefit from a one-on-one conversation with Master Kenta.”

Kaori stared at him, his outrage falling away from him in tatters at the calmly voiced suggestion. “You can do that? You can get him out of there even though he’s being guarded?”

Nori’s eyebrows shot upward. “Can I?” he echoed incredulously. “Can I? Boy, I was doing missions like these—”

“Back before I was born. Yes, I know.” He really should know better than to question Nori’s abilities by now. “When can you do it?”

Nori thought for a moment. “Tonight would be best,” he said. “Middle of the night, perhaps, after most everyone’s gone to bed. I can meet you right here after midnight. Between the lot of us, we’ll get the little bugger to talk.”

Judging by the gleam in his eyes, he was looking forward to the opportunity. Kaori shivered. “Okay,” he said. “That’s the plan, then.”

He wondered what Kenta was going to tell them, and if it would leave him feeling more or less illuminated than he did right now.

 

 

Razgul insisted on having their ride together that afternoon, as promised. Despite the suggestion that doing so would make him appear weak, Kaori didn’t back down from his decision to let Haku, Hunter, and Yura join them.

“As if the High Lord of Kazure has need of bodyguards,” Razgul said with a laugh as he led the way down a well-used trail toward the rushing of a distant waterfall. His mount was a large bay stallion with a cream-colored mane and tail, bedecked with rainbow-hued adornments and elaborate braidings. “With the Sacred Beast to defend you, no one would dare make a move against you.”

“I told you before,” Kaori said. “They’re just my friends. I enjoy riding with them.”

“Friends, yes.” Razgul nodded sagely. “I would think you could acquire friends from a higher class than the Assassins Guild. They’re a thuggish lot, don’t you think? Mannerless brutes given to bouts of callousness and brutality.”

Kaori smiled slightly. “It must rankle, knowing they don’t fall under the direct command of the council.” A sharp glance from Hunter warned him to hold his tongue, no matter how unhappy with Razgul he was feeling. Wincing inwardly, he subsided.

Razgul gave him a weighing look. “It’s true, the Guild operates outside the command structure that the rest of us in this country follow. That makes them dangerous, in my opinion. Do you really think that you’ll be able to control them?”

“I’ll do my best,” Kaori said, unable to keep a touch of wryness from the words. Another cautioning glance from Hunter made him fall silent.

“Hmmm.” Razgul turned away from him to gaze out at the trees. “Perhaps your attitude isn’t too surprising. Your father didn’t devote much effort to raising you with the proper graces, and then you went away to Gyre, of all places, to attend school. Gods only know what you were taught in that place.”

Kaori thought about Ben and frowned, feeling a nearly forgotten twinge of homesickness. How simple his life had been there—was it really just a few short weeks ago?

“Of course it’s not too late to turn things around,” Razgul said, as if he’d come to a decision. “Perhaps it’s time for us to repay the kindness your father did by fostering Haku at Heaven’s Gate. All of the luxuries, the education, the professional opportunities he was given. Haku, I hear you hold a high-ranking position in the Royal Guard now. Is that true?”

The implication, Kaori thought with a stirring of irritation, was that Haku had achieved that rank based solely on his status as the High Lord’s childhood companion. He knew for a fact that that wasn’t true; Haku had dreamed of joining the Guard all throughout their childhood and had worked very hard to get there.

Haku didn’t look in Razgul’s direction. “That’s true, Uncle,” was all he said. His voice was stiff.

“See?” Razgul said, as if that clinched his argument. “You have to allow me to repay your father’s kindness. You should stay here in Arashima for a while, High Lord. I’ll be happy to put you up at the Eyrie for as long as you like. I’ll show you around these delightful lands, and you’ll see how we do business out here in the savage frontier. A few months here with us will knock that highborn naivety right out of you.” He laughed heartily.

Kaori ground his teeth together to bite back the first reflexive comment that sprang to mind. “Thank you for the offer,” he said instead. “I’ll certainly consider it.”

He got the impression that Razgul was trying to goad him into making some kind of a reaction, but the purpose behind it was currently eluding him. The lord had mentioned Shinja on more than one occasion; maybe he was hoping to provoke him into summoning the serpent, just to save face and show how powerful he was?

He thought Razgul probably suspected that he didn’t know how to summon the Sacred Beast, which was disturbing because it was absolutely true. In a pinch, Kaori was just as defenseless as any Kazurian citizen, and probably more defenseless than most.

Haku flicked a hard look at Razgul. “Perhaps removing Kaori from the palace right now isn’t the best idea.”

“Nonsense, boy,” Razgul said, dismissing him with a glance. “Getting out and seeing the country…he’s got the right idea of it. That’s the only way he’ll get to feel the heartbeat of the people. What they want, and what they need.”

Hearing Razgul support his decision to go out and meet the border lords was disconcerting. “It seemed like the only thing I could do at the time,” Kaori said. “But I really don’t plan to be months away from Tenkai.”

“Well, whenever you want, then. The invitation is open.” He didn’t seem to care very much whether Kaori chose to accept the invitation or not. “You are taking my nephew back with you, though, aren’t you?”

“Of course.” Kaori was surprised at the question. “If he wants to. Tenkai is his home.”

“Good, good.” Razgul looked relieved. He glanced sharply at Haku, but Haku was steadfastly refusing to meet his eyes. “Just so long as he doesn’t forget his duty.”

“Haku has never once shirked his duty for as long as I’ve known him,” Kaori said, frowning on his friend’s behalf.

“That’s good, then,” Razgul said, relaxing with a small smile. “Then there’s nothing to worry about at all.”

 

 

That night, Kaori lay awake in bed puzzling over their conversation. There had been layers to it that he wasn’t entirely sure he understood. Why had Haku insisted on coming along during the ride? It was almost as if he’d been afraid of what Razgul might say to Kaori, if they were alone together. If so, it was a meaningless worry in Kaori’s opinion. As much as Razgul talked, he never seemed to say very much at all.

A small creaking sound from the adjoining bath made him wonder if he’d closed the balcony door in there before he’d gone to bed. The view from that window still made him uncomfortable, as high up on the cliff as it was. But he was too tired to deal with it. He wanted to get at least a little sleep before he had to meet Nori by the greenhouses.

Closing his eyes, he let his body sink into the comforting softness of the bed and tried not to think about Hunter standing guard right outside his door. He had been tempted to ask Hunter to sit watch inside his room tonight, just so he’d be closer to him, but figured that probably counted as taking inappropriate advantage of their circumstances.

He just liked looking at the man sometimes, though, because looking at Hunter made everything feel better. He wasn’t so naive that he didn’t realize touching felt even better than looking did, and he didn’t need to be a genius to figure out where that line of thinking would lead him.

“Stop it, Kaori,” he mumbled, irritated with himself.

A soft sound from directly beside the bed made him open his eyes just as a callused hand pressed down over his mouth, shocking him into wakefulness. There was a face bent over his in the darkness, close enough that he could feel its breath on his cheek.

It wasn’t Hunter.
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Kaori reacted instinctively. Grabbing hold of the wrist in both hands and tugging downward, he bit fiercely into the fleshy part at the side of the man’s palm. The man above him hissed angrily and jerked the hand away from him, clipping him hard across the side of the jaw. Kaori saw the glimmer of a blade in the milky moonlight that filtered in through the window.
Kaori was yelling by then, skittering backwards in a panic toward the other side of the bed. There was a resounding bang! as the door to his room slammed open, and a dark shape flashed past the end of the bed.

Someone was shouting, there was a scuffle going on in front of the windows, and he couldn’t seem to extricate himself from the tangled sheets that were holding him prisoner in the bed. He was just about ready to sob from frustration when cool hands closed around his arms, pulling the sheets away from him.

He recoiled reflexively before he saw that it was Yura. The other man looked uncommonly grim as he helped Kaori out of the bed and pulled him back toward the door. There was a long-bladed knife held ready in his opposite hand.

“Are you all right?” he asked, pushing Kaori back into the corner and standing in front of him to shield him.

The sounds of fighting by the windows had fallen silent. Kaori looked up to see Hunter pushing a man in a light brown cloak down face-first onto the bed, hands held up high behind his back to restrain him.

“I’m fine,” Kaori said. His heart was still pounding.

Yura’s fingers brushed the side of his face, startling him. “There’s blood on your mouth.”

Kaori wiped at his lips with the back of his hand. “It’s his,” he said, and Yura relaxed visibly. Kaori’s hands were shaking. “Will someone tell me what the hell just happened?”

Hunter’s face was set in a stony frown, his eyes harder and darker than Kaori had ever seen them. They never left the prisoner he’d just subdued. Still holding onto the man’s wrists to restrain them, he reached up to grab the man’s hair in his other hand and jerked his head up roughly so they could see his face.

It was the Mouse. Kaori stared, feeling the world shift dizzyingly around him as he took in the man’s angrily pressed lips, his bland, unremarkable features. “Did Razgul send you to kill me?” he asked incredulously.

“I really suggest you answer him,” Hunter said quietly, once it became clear that the Mouse wasn’t going to reply.

Giving the man a mistrustful glance, Yura went to glance into the adjoining bath. “Looks like he came in through the balcony,” he said. He sounded vaguely impressed. “What the hell did you do, rappel down from the floor above?”

The Mouse closed his eyes and continued to say absolutely nothing.

Kaori had a feeling they could interrogate the man till doomsday and they would get nowhere with their questioning. It was clear to him that the Mouse wasn’t just an advisor, and was also something more than a simple bodyguard.

“He wasn’t ever a member of the Assassins Guild, was he?” he asked.

“I’ve never seen him before,” Yura said with a shrug, coming back to stand beside him. “Not that that means much. He could have gone through some of the same training we did, and never officially joined the Guild.”

“Maybe Razgul scooped him up before he ever made it out of the academy.”

“Razgul probably pays better than the military does, that’s for damn sure.”

Kaori saw the amused smirk on the other man’s face and relaxed slightly; if Yura was feeling calm enough to smile again, that meant the threat had ended. It occurred to him that he had no idea how much money Guild members made. He decided that as soon as he got back to Tenkai, he was going to find out—and increase it.

“So,” he said, wrapping his arms around himself and shivering lightly. He still felt pretty much poleaxed by the whole thing. “What do we do with this guy?”

“That’s your decision to make, Kaori,” Hunter said. Kaori noticed he still had a blade held bared in the hand he was holding the Mouse’s hair with.

Kaori frowned. If he told Hunter to kill him, he had no doubt that Hunter would do so without hesitation. The thought made him feel anxious for reasons he couldn’t describe.

“We need to calm down and think about this,” he said, leaning back against the wall. His legs felt weak suddenly. “We’re assuming that Razgul sent him.”

“I’d say that’s a pretty fair bet,” Yura said.

“I agree. But what we don’t know is why.” Had all of Razgul’s attentions the other day, the offer to come stay here at the Eyrie, been nothing more than a ruse to lull him into a false sense of security? What had Razgul been hoping to accomplish? “If he’d succeeded, what would have happened?”

“Kazure would be without a High Lord,” Hunter said flatly. There was a dangerous undertone to the words that made the hairs along the back of Kaori’s neck stand up on end. He was still staring down at the Mouse with an expression that chilled Kaori.

“Right,” Kaori said, forcing a note of false enthusiasm into his voice. Anything to break through that viper-like stare in Hunter’s eyes. “And what would happen then?”

Yura thought about it. “You don’t have an heir, so I guess the throne would be up for grabs to whoever could claim it. Either that, or the council would convene to select a new High Lord.”

Kaori felt cold. “We were right earlier, weren’t we? He wants the throne for himself.”

“So it would seem.” Yura looked worried.

That still begged the question of what to do with their captured assassin. “As far as Razgul knows,” he said, thinking it through, “I’m dead right now.”

That drew Hunter’s attention away from the Mouse long enough to glance at him. “You want to lay a trap for him in some way.”

“I want to avoid him. That man’s dangerous.” Remembered fear made his heartbeat stutter. It would be a while before he’d be able to close his eyes without seeing a blade moving in towards his face through the dark. “And if this guy won’t say who sent him, we don’t have anything to confront Razgul with. As far as we know, the Mouse was working alone.”

“I think that’s highly unlikely,” Yura said with a frown.

“So do I. But what we know and what we can prove are two different things entirely.”

“If he isn’t going to help us,” Hunter said, “then we really have no further use for this one, do we?”

Kaori was taken aback at the callousness of the statement, then noticed the way Hunter was looking down at their captive again, watching for his reaction. He realized that Hunter was trying to goad some kind of response out of him.

But the Mouse was exceptionally well-trained; either that, or he was more afraid of Razgul than he was of them. His eyes slid closed, and he refused to acknowledge any of them.

Kaori sighed. “We need to take him back to Tenkai for trial. Let Razgul make whatever protestations of innocence he wants; it doesn’t matter. We know there’s something extremely wrong going on here now. Once we’re back at the palace we can start an official investigation, find out more about what he’s up to out here.”

“As you wish,” Hunter said, and jerked the Mouse abruptly up off the bed. The knife in his hand pressed hard against the smaller man’s side. “I trust,” he said, speaking directly into the Mouse’s ear, “that you’re aware of the life debt you owe the High Lord after tonight. It’s entirely his doing that you’re still drawing breath right now.”

The Mouse met Kaori’s eyes across the room, and his face twisted in a spasm of bitter anger. Kaori got the impression that he’d fully expected to die after Hunter had succeeded in disarming him.

“Bind his hands,” Kaori said, feeling a sudden surge of anxiety. “And keep a close watch on him. I don’t trust him.”

“Don’t worry,” Yura assured him. He reached into one of the pouches at his waist and pulled out a loose roll of thin leather cord, which he tossed to Hunter. Hunter caught it in the air one-handed and used it to tie the Mouse’s wrists together at the small of his back, not gently. “He’s not going anywhere until we get him locked in a cell in Tenkai.”

Looking at the hatred that simmered in their captive’s eyes, Kaori sincerely hoped that would be true.

 

 

Hunter had never really wanted to kill anyone before.

Sure, he’d killed plenty of people in his lifetime. He knew what it was to be in a homicidal frenzy, in fear for his life, desperately trying to take his opponent down so that he could live for another day. But none of that had ever been his choice. All of the opponents he’d slain in the slavers’ ring as a child had been killed as an act of self-defense and nothing more, no matter how skilled he became at it.

This was a different matter entirely. In his mind’s eye, he could still see the shadowy form crouched over Kaori in the bed, blade in hand. Kaori’s panicked face, the hoarse sound of his shouting, the knowledge that if Hunter moved just a fraction of a second too slow, his charge and his friend were going to be lost to him forever.

He didn’t think he could have survived that.

His body would have gone on living, to be sure, but he wouldn’t be the same person he was right now. Part of him—the better part—would have died in that room with Kaori, and he would have reverted in some way to the frightened, desperate, pitiable, dangerous, feral creature he had once been.

Too close.

He couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought to secure the balcony door. That was going to be fuel for self-castigating thoughts for a good long while. He had assumed that, because the balcony looked down over the sheer cliffs with their dizzying height, that no one would be able to enter from that point. Despite all his experience, despite all his training, it seemed that even Guild members were capable of making a mistake. That thought chilled him more than anything else, because they were all that was standing between Kaori and his enemies in these tumultuous times.

He wanted to know who the Mouse was. Where he’d gotten his training. Who he’d worked for before he came to Lord Razgul’s court. Hunter’s instinct said mercenary, but there was no way to know for sure. He looked so innocuous, with an appearance that could blend easily into any crowd—average height, average weight, brown hair, colorless eyes, nothing about him that caught the eye at all. That would be a definite advantage in assassins’ work. Hunter guessed that he was also skilled at resisting interrogation. They’d have to find out once they got him back to Tenkai.

He couldn’t stop sneaking glances at Kaori as they made their way outside, just to prove to himself that the other man was okay. His chest felt tight with the realization of how close they’d come to losing him. But Kaori had bounced back remarkably well from having his life threatened; he’d fallen back into his leadership role with an ease that Hunter felt thoroughly impressed by, dressing quickly in dark, comfortable clothing before hustling them all downstairs.

The corridors of the Eyrie were deserted. There hadn’t been much activity in it the previous night, either, but this silence seemed somehow unnatural. Hunter wondered if Razgul had ordered his servants to stay out of the guest tower while the assassination of the High Lord was underway. It was unlikely he had explained to them the reasons for the command to vacate the tower, but they would have obeyed him regardless, without question. He had that kind of a hold over his people.

In any case, the tower’s emptiness made it that much easier to remove the Mouse from it unseen. Hunter kept a firm hold on the Mouse’s elbow as they descended the stairs, not debilitatingly tight but with the unmistakable implication that the grip could tighten to pain if he wanted it to. He’d taken the additional precaution of gagging the assassin’s mouth to keep him from calling out for help. The man’s eyes moved constantly, passing from Kaori to the walls around them and then back again. Hunter wondered what he was thinking.

Hunter felt better once they were outside. The courtyard was deserted as far as he could tell, illuminated by scattered lamps and magelights but filled for the most part with pools of shadows that roosted like dark birds under the eaves and covered entrances of the buildings. The sky overhead was mostly clear, but ragged patches of cloud curled in toward the nearly full moon like a garrote, threatening to cut off its silvery light.

He would have preferred total darkness for what they had to do. Even so, the moon’s radiance made it easier to pick their way along the side of the tower toward the distant greenhouses, where they were going to have to go to ground and wait for Nori.

They were about halfway to their goal when he sensed a figure lying in wait against the side of the building ahead of them, only partially visible in the gloom at the base of the tower. Yura tensed ahead of him, grabbing Kaori’s arm and pushing him firmly toward the relative safety of the tower wall.

The figure detached itself from the shadows and moved toward them. After a moment, it became clear that it was Haku.

Even recognizing him, Hunter didn’t relax entirely. He’d known Haku since he first came to live at Heaven’s Gate, and knew he had been a good friend to Kaori. Nevertheless, there had been something off about him ever since they’d come to Arashima. He obviously hated Razgul, and made no effort to conceal it, but at the same time there was a kind of unspoken communication going on between the two of them that Hunter didn’t know quite what to make of. What kind of relationship did Razgul have with his nephew? Had they kept in touch at all during the long years when Haku was away? If so, what had been the purpose of their communications?

Such thoughts rattled around inside his head like pebbles inside an old gourd, making an annoying noise but not accomplishing very much otherwise. He knew he was probably being overly suspicious—that came with the job description—but at the same time, he couldn’t bring himself to dismiss the thoughts entirely. Before tonight, they hadn’t seemed important enough to warrant more than a vague curiosity, but now that Kaori’s life had been threatened Hunter found himself wanting all of his questions answered, no matter how insignificant they seemed.

“What’s going on?” Haku asked, his dark eyes flickering over the Mouse’s face with a small frown.

“You’re up late,” Yura said casually. There was a tautness to his voice that made Hunter glance at him, thinking, He’s sensed it, too.

Haku’s frown deepened. “I was taking a walk around the grounds. It seemed like a good idea to have someone keeping a watch on things overnight. I haven’t felt safe here since we arrived.”

“You have good instincts,” Yura said, still with that note of forced casualness. “Your uncle’s pet here just tried to assassinate the High Lord.”

That made Haku’s eyes widen with astonishment. His gaze snapped to the Mouse, then to Kaori. “Kaori?” he said, sounding breathless. “Is that true?”

“It’s true,” Kaori said. “We’re planning to take him back to Tenkai for a trial.”

“Gods.” Haku looked shaken. “Are you all right?” He paused as a new thought occurred to him. “Did Razgul—”

“I don’t know.” Clearly, that lack of knowledge bothered him. “But I’m fine. Hunter and Yura were there.”

Haku was clearly distraught over the thought that something might have happened to Kaori. No matter what strangeness existed between him and Razgul, his friendship with Kaori still seemed to be the overriding priority for him. The knowledge of that made Hunter relax slightly.

“We’re on our way to see Nori,” Kaori continued. “He’s found Kenta, and he’s going to bring him to meet with us.”

Haku’s dark gaze shifted to Yura, then to Hunter. “You’ve been busy since we got here.”

“Tell me about it.” Kaori hugged himself tightly. “I can’t wait to get away from this place, to be honest.”

“Where are you meeting him?” Haku asked.

“The greenhouses,” Yura said. “I don’t suppose you’d care to join us?”

Having Haku join them was the only option now that he knew about their plans, but Hunter appreciated Yura’s tact in phrasing the invitation as a request.

“Yes,” Haku said, nodding. “Of course I do.” He looked at Kaori again, his eyes narrowing. “You’re sure you’re all right?”

Kaori smiled. The expression softened the lines of his face, making him look even more poignantly beautiful to Hunter than he did on most other occasions. “I’m fine, Haku. I’ll be even better once we figure out what’s going on in this place.”

They traversed the rest of the distance to the greenhouses without incident. It was still too early to meet Nori, but the tall buildings gave them enough cover that Hunter felt they would be reasonably safe until he got there.

Yura hunkered down in the shadow of one of the buildings and dropped his long knife on the grass in front of him where it would be easily accessible, should there be a need. Kaori sat down cross-legged beside him, looking worried. Haku paced agitatedly in front of them, his gaze moving occasionally to look at the distant tower where his uncle was presumably sleeping.

“So,” Yura said. “Have you kept in touch with your uncle at all over the years?”

Haku glanced at him. “A bit,” he said with a shrug. “I didn’t know anything about what he planned to do to Kaori, if that’s what you’re insinuating.”

“Of course you didn’t!” Kaori sounded shocked at the very idea of it.

Yura grinned, as if he were completely unaware of the tension his question had caused. “What do you think his reaction’s going to be when he finds out we caught his pet rat?”

Haku sniffed in amusement and turned back to look at the castle. “He’ll be furious,” he said bluntly. “But he won’t show it. He’ll feign ignorance, of course. He’ll probably hand him over to Kaori to do whatever he wants with, just to wash his hands of the matter.”

Hunter glanced at the Mouse to see what his reaction was to that assessment, but the man was staring expressionlessly down at his shoes, refusing to acknowledge any of them.

Something about this entire situation felt wrong to Hunter, and not just because of the recent assault on Kaori. The game was changing. There was more going on here than just a clumsy attempt to cover up Razgul’s involvement with the slavers, or even a desperate bid for Kazure’s throne. Hunter was sure of it. It didn’t make sense to attempt to assassinate Kaori here at the Eyrie, on Razgul’s home turf, where suspicion for the crime would by default fall on him. Hunter felt like he was missing something important, something vital, and it scared him.

He thought about what he’d seen when he charged in through Kaori’s door earlier. Kaori, tense and frightened in the bed. The shadowy form bent over him, only partially visible in the darkness. The blade, long and sharp, poised over Kaori’s face.

Did it make sense that Kaori would even have awoken, if the Mouse was a professional assassin? Slipping into his room small and quiet through the dark, weapon in hand, how was it possible that Kaori had even sensed his presence before he felt the bite of the blade? If murder had been on the Mouse’s mind, he would have struck swiftly, struck silently, and been gone before Hunter even realized what had happened.

What had been the Mouse’s intention, there inside that room?

The thought that he could have lost Kaori so easily made Hunter feel ill. Kaori was everything to him, not just as a liege or an employer, but as a friend. And also as….

But that didn’t really bear thinking about, did it? He had known ever since he first laid eyes on Kaori that he loved him, and over the years that simple, childlike admiration had deepened into something even more real and enduring. He would die for Kaori, gladly, even if Kaori were nothing more than a humble peasant living out his life in the fields. That was simply because Kaori was Kaori—so kind and thoughtful, so strong and pure, doubting himself but striving forward anyway, doing the best he could with what he had. Kaori, who was and always had been the center of Hunter’s world.

There was a threat to him now that Hunter didn’t understand, and he was determined to find out what it was. Yura’s eyes glinted softly in the darkness, meeting his briefly. Hunter guessed that he wasn’t alone in his wonderings, which comforted him. Between the two of them, they would figure out what the threat to Kaori was and eliminate it.

They had to.

Tightening his grip on the Mouse’s bound arm, Hunter settled back to wait.

 

[image: Chapter 27]

 
It was eerie out by the greenhouses at night.
A scrap of cloud had drifted across the moon, muting the small amount of silvery radiance it had to offer. The greenhouses looked cold and imposing in the darkness, hulking behemoths with sharp edges that gleamed like ice where the moonlight hit them—or like the bared edges of a blade.

Kaori was cold, although he did his best to hide it. He wished he had thought to bring his coat, but he’d had other things on his mind when he left his room earlier. He was glad Haku was with him now, at any rate. He couldn’t believe that any problem would be insurmountable if he had his friends with him.

They had to wait for less time than he expected before Nori arrived with a hooded, miserable-looking shape firmly in tow. He paused when he got to the edge of the depression where they’d set up to wait for him and blinked down at them, looking bemused.

“Looks like I’m not the only one who’s been busy tonight,” he said with a note of gruff humor in his voice. His hard eyes focused on the captured Mouse briefly before flicking toward Haku.

Kaori’s gaze moved toward the hooded shape he held beside him. “Is that him?”

“Relax, boy.” He gave the figure a rough shove on the back of one shoulder, causing it to stumble toward them. Kaori noticed that the man’s hands were bound tightly in front of him.

When the figure raised his head, Kaori could see that it was Kenta. The square face, the cold eyes, and the scarred mouth were readily identifiable to him. Kaori drew in his breath in a sharp hiss, even though he’d been expecting to see the man.

“Well, well, well,” Yura drawled, leaning his weight back on one arm. The hard steel of his blade gleamed on the ground in front of him. “Bet you weren’t expecting to see us again, were you?”

Kenta’s eyes flickered between them like the frightened gaze of a cornered rabbit. “I…I don’t understand,” he said. His throat was so dry it rasped when he spoke the words.

“No?” Yura said, his mouth curling upward. “Maybe we should explain it to you, then. This gentleman here that you tried to sell that little girl to is the High Lord of Kazure.”

Kenta’s face blanched. “H-High Lord?” he rasped, turning to stare at Kaori. The absolute terror in his gaze made Kaori feel a bit ill. “I…I didn’t know! I swear it.”

“Whether you knew who he was or not is beside the point,” Yura said. He seemed to be enjoying himself. “The penalty for raising a sword against the High Lord is death. You know that, don’t you?”

“No! I didn’t know.” He was babbling now, his bound hands reaching out toward Kaori beseechingly. Nori clapped a hand over his shoulder, holding him firmly in place. “You can’t blame me for this. I wasn’t one of the ones who tried to hurt you. High Lord, please….”

Kaori felt distinctly uncomfortable being the focus of so much anguish, but he stayed silent, letting Yura continue with this line of questioning for just a little while longer.

“I don’t know,” Yura said. He picked up his knife and used it to clean underneath the fingernails of one hand with a bored expression. “If you have information that would be useful for us, the High Lord might be willing to spare you.”

Fortunately, Kenta didn’t have any of the Mouse’s immunity to interrogation. Without any further urging, he began talking at length about the cell he worked for, their operations inside Kazure’s borders, and where they’d gotten the children Kaori had stumbled across in Raven’s Fall. The kids had been taken from villages all up and down the Yamayake River, oftentimes with extreme violence left in their wake.

When Kaori asked about his relationship with Razgul, Kenta confirmed that the lord of Arashima used the slavers to obtain information about the Shindori. In return, he allowed them to move freely through his lands, and all of them—as Yura had predicted—profited handsomely from the sales of the slaves they procured. It had been a complete surprise when Kaori and his friends had shown up and rousted the lair where they were keeping the kids. After he discovered the children were missing, Kenta had assumed that they were competitors looking to set up a shop of their own.

Kaori was incensed at the suggestion that they might have been slavers themselves, but before he could speak, Yura said, “I don’t believe you’re telling us anything we don’t already know.” He didn’t look up from his knife when he said it, but he somehow gave the impression of looking at Kenta very closely, and not being too impressed by what he saw.

Kenta swallowed visibly. “If I tell you anything else, Lord Razgul is going to kill me.”

“That is a shame,” Yura said with a disinterested shrug. Looking over his shoulder at Kaori, he winked at an angle that Kenta wouldn’t be able to see. “But a man who insists on getting himself caught between two masters gets what he has coming to him, in my opinion.”

“No, I really can’t say anything more.” He whimpered audibly when Nori pulled a long knife out of its sheath, tightening his hand over the cowering man’s shoulder. “No!” he cried, beyond panic now. “You can’t…I don’t…you.” He turned toward Kaori with wild eyes. “Did you ever think to ask just how your father died?”

Every one of them in the clearing fell silent.

“It was an illness,” Kaori said into the stillness, staring at the other man suspiciously. His chest felt painfully tight. “What do you know about it?”

“Nothing,” Kenta said, clenching his hands together in front of himself. “Just rumors. Stories.”

“What kinds of stories?” Hunter asked sharply.

The anxiety on Kenta’s face was palpable. “Just that Akashi was getting too close. That he was too strong. That he needed to be taken down.”

“You’re lying,” Haku said. The coldness in his voice cut like a blade of ice into Kaori’s chest. “It was just a common sickness. I was there.”

“It looked like a common sickness, to be sure,” Kenta said, nodding jerkily. “Of course it did. Of course it would. How else to divert suspicion?”

“From who?” Kaori demanded. “From what?”

“I don’t know!” The words sounded like a wail. “I wasn’t a part of it, I swear. It was all much higher than me, and they were only stories.”

“What else did the stories say?” Yura asked. He didn’t look bored at all any longer.

“Only that with Akashi’s son on the throne, everything would be easier. Because he isn’t as strong as his father was, and would be more malleable. Easier to control.”

“They obviously don’t know Kaori very well,” Haku said grimly.

The show of loyalty was touching, but Kaori knew in his heart that the anonymous ‘they’ were right. He wasn’t as strong as his father. Wasn’t as smart, or as bold, or as great a leader. No matter how much he might wish it, he would never be as great a leader as Akashi.

He could feel Hunter’s eyes boring into him, and deliberately didn’t turn to meet the other man’s gaze. Hunter always seemed able to sense when his confidence in himself was flagging. “You’re saying it’s all a conspiracy, then,” he said, injecting a note of disbelief into his voice. His heart was pounding. “My father’s death. My father was murdered.”

“I don’t know! It’s just a story. Just talk.”

“Where did you hear the story?”

Kenta shook his head rapidly, pressing his lips together. “Just rumors,” he repeated. “Around, I don’t know where.”

Nori’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t think we’re going to get anything else useful out of him.”

Haku turned to stare at Kaori. He looked upset. “You’re not taking anything this madman says seriously, are you?”

Kaori felt pale, washed thin. His hands were shaking. “He said someone murdered my father, Haku.”

“That’s insane! I was there, Kaori. He got sick.”

“The illness progressed awfully quick.”

“That happens sometimes. It isn’t proof of a countrywide conspiracy.”

“It isn’t proof that one doesn’t exist, either,” he shot back. He thought for a moment. “Who looked after him while he was sick?”

“Magister Sakura, of course, and Hana.” Magister Sakura was the life mage currently employed at Heaven’s Gate; she had been there ever since Kaori was a small boy. Hana was her apprentice.

“Could it have been poison?” Kaori asked, giving voice to the dark thought that was swimming through his head.

“How?” Haku demanded. “When? You think someone managed to sneak onto the palace grounds without any of us noticing, slipped something into his food, and then vanished into thin air?”

Kaori closed his eyes. “What if it was someone already inside the palace?”

“Are you listening to yourself? So now the conspiracy is at home, too? Who do you think it was, then? The cook? The maid? Me?”

“Of course not!” Kaori’s eyes flew open. “But I think we have to consider the possibility that it happened the way he said.”

“No, Kaori. This man is just grasping at straws because he thinks Nori is about to kill him. He’d say anything to save his skin.”

That much was probably true. Confused and miserable, Kaori turned to meet the eyes of the others around him.

“What do you want to do, kid?” Yura asked.

Kaori set his jaw determinedly. “We’re leaving the Eyrie,” he said. “Tonight. Yura, go wake up Genshi and get the soldiers and servants up. Haku, start preparing the horses for travel. We’re heading back to Heaven’s Gate.”

“Back to the scene of the crime,” Yura said approvingly. He was already moving, pushing himself up smoothly and heading in the direction of the castle.

“There was no crime,” Haku insisted, giving Kaori a dark look.

“Maybe not,” Kaori said. “But I have to know for sure. At the very least, I need to talk to Magister Sakura and find out what she has to say about it.”

Haku’s expression softened. “Okay, I get it. But don’t get too carried away, all right? Sometimes bad things just happen, and there isn’t a reason for them. Turning your father’s death into a big spectacle is only going to hurt you in the long run.”

That made Kaori smile. While Haku could certainly be abrasive at times, he always had Kaori’s back.

“Thanks,” he said. “I’ll keep that in mind.” Looking upward, he saw that the clouds were thickening.

A storm was coming.

 

 

At first, Kaori was afraid the guards at the gate weren’t going to let them through. However, Genshi spoke to them in his firm, assertive tones, refused to answer any of their increasingly bewildered questions, and eventually they opened the gates to let the caravan past.

Kaori didn’t feel any safer when they were out on the road. He had to resist the urge to lean out through the carriage’s window and urge the driver to hurry.

“It’s going to be okay,” Hunter said from where he was seated across from him.

Kaori felt strung taut, like someone had been using his nerves as guitar strings. “Do you really think someone killed my father?” he asked miserably.

“Haku doesn’t seem to think so,” Hunter said.

“Haku is being emotional,” Kaori said with a humorless smile. “He doesn’t want to think that he might have failed Akashi in some way.”

Hunter’s brow arched upward. “That’s very perceptive of you.”

“I’ve been known to have an intelligent thought or two, from time to time.” This time, his smile was more heartfelt.

Hunter returned the smile. “The truth is, I don’t know what happened to Akashi. I was in Gyre with you at the time, remember?”

Yes, of course. Even so, Kaori couldn’t help feeling the other man must have some kind of knowledge that he didn’t. “But is it possible, do you think?”

“In my experience, anything is possible.”

That didn’t make Kaori feel any better. He thought about the possibility of a spy at Heaven’s Gate, filled with murderous intent. The thought seemed ludicrous, but at the same time it filled his heart with a cold and lingering fear.

“I’ll feel better when we get back home,” he said, turning to stare outside the window.

Across from him, Hunter sighed. “Me, too.”

They stopped later that morning at a small village called Kado Crossing, after traveling westward for most of the night. Kaori still felt an anxious drive to keep moving, but he recognized the need to stop and rest.

“Food,” Yura said, helping him down from the carriage, “and drink. Maybe even a chance to stretch your legs. You’ll feel like a new man after a few minutes’ walk around the trees here.”

Kaori had to admit that he had a point. Being cooped up inside the carriage for so many hours had been wearing; he couldn’t imagine how the riders on horseback must be feeling.

Both Kenta and the Mouse were under heavy guard by several of Captain Genshi’s men. The sight of them still made Kaori nervous as he walked with Yura toward the tree line behind the tavern where they’d stopped to provision themselves. Hunter offered to go inside and get some food and drink for the three of them.

“It’s really beautiful out here,” Yura said, looking up at the sky. Overhead, the clouds roiled like creamed foam, touched with streamers of golden orange and crimson where the sun was rising.

Kaori knew he was trying to distract him from the worries that churned inside his mind, and felt grateful for it. “You never did tell me what you think I should do about Hunter,” he said, kicking at a loose stone on the path in front of him. “I mean, other than waiting to see how I feel.”

Yura’s eyes were disturbingly perceptive when they looked at him. “Feelings not going away, are they?”

“No,” Kaori admitted with a duck of his head. “In fact, I think they’ve been getting stronger. They’re…distracting.”

Yura laughed aloud at that. “Sometimes I forget how young you are.”

Kaori shot him an annoyed glance. “I’m not that young.”

“Inexperienced,” Yura amended, still chuckling. “It’s not an insult, kid. You told me to never lie to you, and I’m not going to start now.”

That made Kaori’s scowl soften into a rueful smile. “Okay, so I’m inexperienced. That still doesn’t tell me what I should do.”

“Of course it doesn’t. That’s the definition of ‘inexperienced’. You have no prior experience to draw on.”

“But you do, right?”

“I’ve been around,” he said vaguely, smirking. “But I still can’t help you with this.”

“What? Why not?”

“Because your situation is unique, kid. And even if it wasn’t, I wouldn’t offer you advice in these kinds of things. It has to be your choice, made with nothing more than what’s inside of you.”

Kaori gave a frustrated grumble and glared down at the ground. “That’s a lot of help,” he groused. “What if I make the wrong decision?”

“Second-guessing yourself isn’t going to do you any good.” Yura shook his head with a small cluck of his tongue. “You have to have confidence that whatever you choose, it’ll be the right thing for you.” The look he gave Kaori was serious now. “The rest of us do.”

Kaori felt incredibly touched by that. “Thanks, Yura. I mean…thanks. You can’t know how hard it’s been—”

Yura silenced him with a light touch to his arm. He was gazing out into the trees now, his expression tightening.

“Kaori,” he said, without looking away from the trees. “Let’s head back to the others now, okay?”

A chill traced its way down the back of Kaori’s neck. “Why? What’s wrong?”

Instead of answering, Yura shoved him back off of the path with an unexpected surge of violence and ducked beside him just as a sharp twang hissed through the air around them. An arrow lodged itself in a tree directly behind where the two of them had been standing just a moment earlier, buried to a full third of its length in the thick trunk.

“Yura!” Kaori gasped, clutching hard to the other man’s arms in his panic.

They were under attack.
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Kaori grunted when Yura grabbed his arm and dragged him toward the trees, away from the openness of the path. After a moment Kaori scrambled and got his feet under him, and managed to run breathlessly at his side. Yura’s hand pressed hard between his shoulder blades, urging him to stay low as they fled through the reaching shadows of the branches.
“Who is it?” Kaori asked, fear making his heart pound as Yura led them further into the woods.

“I have a few ideas,” Yura said grimly. He sounded distracted. His sharp gaze moved back and forth over the foliage around them, looking for signs of their pursuers.

Kaori was pretty sure they were moving away from the tavern. That had to mean their assailants were behind them, cutting them off from the rest of their group. That indicated planning and foresight on their part, and a desire to target Kaori and Yura specifically.

The trees opened up unexpectedly and fell away at the brim of a tall cliff, rocky shale stretching downward in a series of sliding steps in front of them. Yura’s fingers tightened around Kaori’s arm, bringing them both up short. “Damn,” he hissed viciously, turning around to face the shadows behind them. His sword was already out and ready in his hand.

Kaori’s heart was thundering now. He didn’t object when Yura pushed him down hard to crouch behind a tall outcropping at the edge of the gorge, where he’d be out of the range of any archers.

He hugged the side of the outcropping, tall grass crushing to juices under his white-knuckled hands, and watched helplessly as Yura darted forward to meet the shadows he could see moving at the edge of the forest. There were so many of them. Already, the air was filled with the echoing clang of steel on steel.

The fact that he could hear the fighting meant Yura was holding his own; Kaori clung to that fact as he pressed himself down harder against the grass. He was shaking; the attack had been so sudden, so unexpected. The only possibility that sprang to mind was that Razgul, panicked by the thought that they had both Kenta and the inscrutable Mouse in their custody, had sent a detachment of soldiers after them to run them down. But that was crazy. What could possibly make Razgul so desperate that he’d be willing to take such a risk?

A ragged shout rang from out of the woods, quickly silenced. Not Yura’s. Sweating, Kaori risked raising his head just enough to see what was going on. There were more bodies in the woods now, a chaotic clash of men fighting sword to sword. Captain Genshi’s soldiers must have arrived. He caught a glimpse of Haku’s dark head somewhere in the chaos, but it was quickly lost from sight again.

He just about jumped out of his skin when a figure dropped to its knee beside him, clutching at his arm. Heart in his throat, he looked up and saw that it was Yura.

“Time to go, kid,” he said. There was blood on his sword.

Hunter was with him now, guarding their backs. Feeling bolstered by his friend’s presence, Kaori scrambled to his feet and followed Yura quickly along the cliff’s edge. He realized Yura was looking for a gentler slope down and guessed that their retreat through the woods had been effectively cut off.

Kaori stayed low and moved as fast as he could, cursing when he tripped once and fell flat on his hands. Wiping his skinned palms across the front of his clothes, he scrambled to his feet again with Yura’s help and ran. Their entire flight had the heady feeling of a nightmare, his panic underscored by the strident sound of men fighting and dying behind him.

The surreal feeling deepened when the ground in front of them abruptly exploded, flames blazing to life as if they had been born out of the air around them. Heat clawed at Kaori’s face, searing his breath away. Yura’s strong hand closed tight around his arm and pulled, dragging him away from the path of the fire.

Kaori tried to draw a breath and coughed, choking on the suddenly dense cloud of oily smoke that rose ahead of the flames. His face felt tender, as if he had been out in the sun for too long. His eyes watered in pain.

“Get back!” Hunter shouted, forcing the words out through his own hacking coughs. Kaori saw a shape ahead of them through the flames, barely visible through the black-tinged smoke. The sight of it terrified him for reasons he couldn’t explain, as if it were a demon that had crawled forth from the nether to stalk him.

The figure raised both of its arms toward the sky, and the ribbon of fire seemed to bend and twist its way around the edge of the cliff, reaching for them. Kaori cried out and stumbled backwards, his throat raw. He couldn’t shake the crazy idea that the fire was alive in some way, that it hungered for flesh to burn and had homed in on their scent like a beast of prey.

Yura and Hunter shielded him to either side as they turned around and ran. It occurred to Kaori somewhere in the midst of his wracking coughs that the flames were herding them back in the direction of the soldiers. Panic slammed through him as he fought for breath. The heat was so intense that it seemed to be razing the entire world.

He caught a glimpse of Yura’s face, sweat-streaked and hardened by determination. The other man’s eyes blazed in the paleness of his face, sweeping over the ground around them in a desperate attempt to find a path that would save them.

When Kaori stumbled, Yura reached out to steady his arm. “This is no good,” he rasped, for once without a snappy comeback to diffuse the situation. Kaori tried to reply but couldn’t draw in enough breath to speak.

Hunter’s hand closed around Kaori’s opposite arm and yanked him backwards forcefully, at the same time moving to stand half in front of him in a shielding motion. Looking back the way they’d come, Kaori saw the figure emerging through the twisting smoke again, this time discernible as the shadowy outline of a man in long robes.

The man raised a hand to point at them, and time seemed to slow to a crawl. Kaori stared, too frozen by terror to move, knowing in his heart that whatever was coming next would make their previous flight from the flames seem pleasant by comparison. He was aware of Hunter standing beside him, of Yura crouched defensively at his right side, of the bestial roar of the flames and the screams of the dying soldiers in the forest behind him. There didn’t seem to be enough air in all the world for him to breathe.

Then Yura moved, shoving him backwards into Hunter’s arms and rising up to his full height in front of him. Kaori cried out when another blast of fire exploded around them, so bright it eclipsed the sky. He squeezed his eyes shut and surged forward belatedly to push Yura out of the way, but there were arms around his waist now, pulling him backwards even as he tried to claw his way ahead.

“No!” he screamed. His throat was a raw wound that nearly swallowed the word. “Damn it, let go of me!”

“Kaori.” Hunter’s voice was a pained rasp in his ear. “Kaori. Let it go. He’s already gone.”

A burst of rage and grief rose up in Kaori’s chest, along with a hatred so thick and dark it nearly choked him. He fought violently against the arms that held him, but they continued to drag him away from the fire, ignoring his increasingly frantic demands to be set free. It didn’t matter to him at that moment if he died, or if all of them did. He didn’t care. He just didn’t care.

The swollen clouds overhead at last opened up and let fall a gentle rain, as if the sky itself were weeping.

 

 

Finally, the madness left him. He went limp and lay where he fell, collapsed against the trunk of one of the trees. The ground was covered in a blanket of soft needles, and the scent of pine drifted subtly through the stench of smoke and charred vegetation around him.

He couldn’t open his eyes, even if he’d wanted to. They still stung abysmally, and the exposed skin of his face felt as if it had been seared in an oven. He couldn’t draw in a full breath without coughing so hard it hurt his ribs.

A cool hand pressed against his brow, soothing him. “Just keep coughing,” Hunter said softly. The words were rough-edged, as if he found it difficult to speak. “Get the smoke out of your lungs.”

Pain gripped Kaori’s chest that had nothing to do with the fire. When he touched his face, it felt greasy. His hand did, too. Peeling open one eye, he glanced down and saw that his palm was covered in soot.

At first he couldn’t force his voice to work. Then he rasped, “The fire—”

Hunter’s fingers squeezed around his shoulder. “It’s all over the top of the gorge. The smoke is thick enough now that we were able to get away into the forest without being seen. I don’t believe anyone knows we’re here.”

Kaori didn’t say anything for a long minute. He was finding it easier to breathe now as his panic left him; the slow stroking of Hunter’s hand over his back was helping with that considerably.

His entire body felt numb. “Hunter,” he said, so quietly the word was almost inaudible. “Yura….” He couldn’t finish the thought.

Hunter didn’t reply immediately. He continued to rub Kaori’s back in slow, calming circles.

“Yes,” he said at last, answering the question Kaori hadn’t been able to bring himself to ask. “He’s dead.”

“But we don’t know. We didn’t see—”

“Kaori.” When Kaori looked up at him, he just about broke at the look in his eyes. “I saw. He’s gone. I’m sorry.”

Hunter’s eyes were red-rimmed and wet with tears. From the smoke and the heat of the fire, maybe. Maybe from something else.

Kaori reached for his hand and squeezed it tightly. “He was your friend.”

Other than the tears, Hunter’s face was expressionless. “He was your friend, too.”

Yes, he was. But Kaori had known him for a shorter time than Hunter had, and had shared far less of his life with him. In the metaphorical mansion that was Yura, Kaori had only seen into the barest fraction of the rooms that were inside of him. He wished suddenly that he could have gotten to know the other man better.

Even as the smoke in his lungs cleared, the hard weight in his chest refused to dissipate. “It was Razgul, wasn’t it?” he said, rubbing at his eyes again. “That was his pet fire mage out there chasing us.”

“Yes.” This time, there was a note in Hunter’s voice that made the hairs on Kaori’s nape rise. Something dark and hidden inside of him thrilled at the sound of it.

“This is the second time he tried to kill me, then.” He wondered when he was going to start feeling some kind of real emotion over any of this. He felt shaken, numbed by the terror of the attack and by the loss he couldn’t yet bring himself to acknowledge.

Hunter paused. “I thought maybe he’d had some other purpose in mind when he sent the Mouse to your room the other day. I guess I was wrong.”

Kaori thought about that. “Maybe not,” he said after a moment. “Those flames weren’t being sent to kill us, at least not at first. I think maybe he was trying to force us back toward the soldiers, where we could be captured. Of course it wouldn’t have been an issue if I’d…if I’d been able to raise Shinja against the fire.” The sudden realization that all of this could have been avoided if he’d been strong enough—knowledgeable enough, clever enough, good enough—to summon the serpent left him gasping in a sudden paroxysm of guilt.

Hunter’s hand shot out to clench painfully tight around his wrist, startling him. “This is not your fault,” he said harshly. His eyes shone brightly as they stared into Kaori’s face. “None of it is.”

Lowering his gaze, Kaori didn’t reply.

 

 

It didn’t take long for the enemy soldiers in the woods to be routed. The bodies the survivors left behind were dressed in Shindori uniforms, although Kaori had a strong suspicion that they were not, in fact, from Shindor.

After the battle was ended, Genshi’s soldiers worked together with the staff from the tavern to put out the fires. Of the fire mage who had started them, there was no sign. Kaori figured he would have hightailed it out of there once his primary prey had dropped out of sight, and it became apparent that the soldiers he’d traveled there with were being defeated.

When they returned to the front of the tavern, they discovered that Kenta had been murdered, his throat cut. They found his body lying in the dust of the road at the side of Kaori’s carriage. The Mouse had disappeared at some point during the confusion of the raid and could not be found no matter how exhaustively they searched for him. Kaori rather suspected that the last face Kenta had seen in this world had been his.

They found Yura’s body at the base of the gorge. The blast from the fire mage’s attack had blown him backwards off the ledge, and he’d landed on the bank of the river more than fifty feet below. He was lying face-up when they found him, his eyes open, his sword still gripped tightly in his hand. Even in death, he hadn’t given up his charge to protect Kaori.

At least he appeared to have died quickly; the fall had spared him the agony of dying in the fire. That was a small consolation, and a grim one, but Kaori clung to it with the desperation of a drowning man.

Kaori stood motionless watching while the soldiers conveyed the corpse into the back of a small wagon, which had been emptied of supplies for this purpose. Yura would go back to Tenkai with them, where he would be buried with full honors and recognition of his service as a dedicated defender of Kazure. The soldiers were solemn as they conveyed the casket that held him, all barriers between the Guild and the Guard eroded away in the light of this current tragedy.

Seeing Yura’s body as the soldiers had retrieved it washed away the last of Kaori’s illusions that his friend might have survived. He stood staring at the wagon long after the body disappeared inside of it, not feeling the light rain that pattered down across his face. His throat felt tight, and his chest felt hot, as if some of the flames that had driven Yura to his death still burned there.

“Kaori.” Beside him, Haku’s face was strained underneath the blanketing shadow of his hood. “I’m so sorry this happened. I know he was your friend.”

Kaori nodded, tight-lipped. He thought maybe if he spoke, the hissing ball inside his chest might just explode out of him and incinerate them all.

Hunter stood at his shoulder, ramrod-straight, one finger tapping with unusual restiveness against the hilt of his sword. Kaori guessed he wanted to be out there hunting down Yura’s killer, but duty kept him planted firmly at Kaori’s side. It would be pointless to order him to go, even if Kaori had wanted to. He would never leave Kaori’s side, even now.

Especially now.

Kaori envied him that sense of duty. He wished he had something to distract him from the pain he felt, the guilt. The knowledge of his own culpability spun in a dizzying cadence through his mind: Yura had died protecting him. Yura had died because Kaori was too damned weak to protect himself.

“There’s no proof he did it,” Haku said. His voice was rough. “Even now.” Kaori knew he was talking about his uncle. “All the evidence points to the Shindori. But we know better, don’t we?”

Kaori nodded slowly, saying nothing.

Haku’s eyes were smoldering like dark coals when they turned to look at him. “If you want,” he said, “I’ll take a contingent of soldiers and head back there, right now. We’ll get the truth out of him.”

The low anger in his voice touched something deep inside of Kaori, making his nerves sing. Haku hadn’t been close to Yura, hadn’t really known him at all other than as one of Kaori’s bodyguards. But the fact that Kaori had felt close to him, had confided in him, and was mourning him was enough to make Haku feel personally enraged over his death.

“No,” was all Kaori said. Throwing soldiers to break against the Eyrie was a fool’s game. Razgul would be expecting them, and his castle was as well-defended a fortress as Kaori had ever seen. Any offensive they made at this point would only succeed in adding more bodies to the pyre of Arashima’s treachery.

He could feel Hunter’s gaze on him, as hard and sharp as a dagger. “What do you want to do, Kaori?”

It was the old question, asked of him on a hundred other occasions. On a hundred other occasions, it had made Kaori stop and take stock of his situation, and figure out in which direction he wanted to lead. A large part of his confidence as a leader came in no small part due to Hunter’s willingness to follow him, even as a child.

This was the first time he could remember that he didn’t have an answer to the question. He didn’t know what he should do. He didn’t know what he should feel. He felt numb inside, frozen, and that seemed wrong because Yura deserved more than that. Yura deserved grief at the very least. He deserved rage.

He deserved vengeance.

“What I want,” he said, still without looking away from the wagon, “is to go back to Tenkai and bury our friend.” His eyes burned with moisture; he told himself it was just from the rain.

Lord Razgul of Arashima would get what was coming to him.

Kaori would make sure of it.
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Kaori sat at a table in the library at Heaven’s Gate, turning another page in the large tome in front of him. Behind him, twilight darkened the tall windows, casting the corners of the room in blankets of concealing shadow. He barely noticed the time; the small lamp at his elbow kept the ensuing darkness at bay, and there were magelights set up at even intervals in hanging braziers around the room. His father might not have put any faith in Magisters or their ilk, but Kaori saw no problem with fully utilizing the skills of the single life mage who resided at Heaven’s Gate with him. That was one of the first changes he had made when he returned from the ill-fated journey to Arashima.
His eyes ached with dryness; he had been reading for hours now. With a low sound of frustration, he turned yet another page. He had spent nearly two weeks poring through every volume the Sansas’ extensive library boasted, looking for some clue as to how his father had managed to summon the sacred beast known as Shinja. What he found was a lot of folklore, a lot of mysticism, the occasional eyewitness account, but mostly the uninformed musings of authors with far too much time on their hands and not enough firsthand information to write about.

It seemed ludicrous to him that there wasn’t some clue, somewhere, that he could find. He felt angry at his father suddenly, angry at him for dying before he could pass on this vital piece of information.

Magister Sakura had confirmed that Akashi had died of nothing more sinister than a particularly virulent illness. However, she did admit—rather reluctantly, Kaori thought—that there were several poisons that could mimic the symptoms of well-known illnesses to the extent that even a fully trained life mage might not be able to tell the difference. Her apprentice, Hana, offered to do some research into exactly what poisons might have been used, but Kaori hadn’t heard anything from her yet about what she might have found.

What it all amounted to was that he still didn’t know how his father had died, and he probably never would. It might have been murder. It might have been the heavy hand of fate. Either way, it left Kaori in the exact same position regardless.

He sensed more than heard the solemn figure come into the room. He deliberately didn’t look up as soft footsteps padded toward him, knowing immediately that it wasn’t Hunter. In all the time Kaori had known him, Hunter made no noise when he walked.

“High Lord?” The voice was Ishaya’s. The older man’s face was drawn as he gazed down at Kaori where he sat hunched over the pile of books in front of him. “I’m terribly sorry to disturb you. But you missed lunch today, and it is well past the dinner hour. I thought perhaps you might like something to eat.”

“Not now, Ishaya,” Kaori said without looking up. “Maybe later.”

Ishaya didn’t say anything for a while after that. Neither did he go away, despite Kaori’s rather pointed silence.

“High Lord,” he said again. “This isn’t healthy. Allow me to share some of the workload here while you get some rest. I assure you, I am well practiced at—”

“No, thank you.” Kaori raised his gaze with a sigh. “I don’t even know what I’m looking for, exactly. I can’t expect you to have any better idea than I do.”

Ishaya pulled back the chair across from him and sat down, folding his arms together on top of the table. “Perhaps if you talk it through, then. What have you found so far?”

“Nothing.” Kaori leaned back, slamming the book’s cover closed with a vehemence that surprised him. He must be more frustrated than he’d realized. “Hardly anyone’s even seen the snake. Those who have all agree that it’s uncommonly large, the size of several houses, and that when it appears, it always emerges from the ground. The general consensus is that it’s subterranean.”

“It lives underground.”

“That would make sense, I guess. If it lived above land, someone would be sure to see it between times when it was being summoned.”

“Such a large creature would be bound to generate some attention.”

“Exactly. So where the hell does it go when it isn’t needed?” The question was rhetorical, but part of him was hoping Ishaya might have an answer regardless.

“Down, I would guess,” Ishaya said, thinking it through. “Deep into the earth where it makes its nest.”

“But if that’s so, how does it know when it’s being summoned?”

“Magic, perhaps?”

Kaori shook his head. “My father hated magic. He thought soldiers only needed swords in order to prevail.” He ran a hand back through his hair, realizing suddenly how very tired he was. “Swords and a really big snake with a bad attitude, apparently.”

Ishaya looked at him for a long moment. “You’ll find the answer to the riddle, High Lord. I have absolute faith in you.”

Kaori couldn’t tell if he was comforted or annoyed by the proclamation. Finally, he decided to ignore it. “I’m tired,” he said, pushing back from the table. “I’m going to head upstairs and go to bed.”

A flicker of relief crossed Ishaya’s worn face. “I think that’s for the best, High Lord.”

He wondered if he really looked that bad. Ishaya looked sincerely worried about him. “Please don’t put any of these books away. I’ll want to get started on them again in the morning.”

Ishaya’s mouth pressed together in a tight frown of disapproval, but all he said was, “As you wish, High Lord.”

Kaori left the library and headed toward the stairs. He knew Ishaya meant well, but there was something overbearing about the older man’s presence that he couldn’t deal with at the moment. He leaned against the stone wall at the side of the stairwell and closed his eyes briefly, pressing the heel of his hand against his forehead. A headache was starting to split his skull right above his eyes, faint yet but with the unmistakable implication that it would get worse later.

Maybe he really should stop by the kitchen and eat something. Even the thought of food made his stomach roil, however. He had a sense of time rushing through his fingers, like there was a great catastrophe bearing down on all of them that he had to prepare for, or perish. Most of that urgency was probably in his imagination, he realized, but the intensity of it was such that he couldn’t ignore it.

Arashima had closed its borders after their caravan fled from the massacre at Kado Crossing. The official story was that Shindori troops were loose in the land and that civilian travel was too hazardous to attempt. Kaori hadn’t bothered contesting the fabrication; without evidence of Razgul’s treachery, any accusations he brought before the council would appear vindictive, if not downright paranoid. He retained enough presence of mind to know how fragile a thread the lords’ loyalty to him was. If he started raving about conspiracies and verbally attacking one of their number, their response was not likely to be very much in his favor. Either that, or they would use it as an excuse to march on Arashima and start one of the civil wars that hadn’t been seen in Kazure in more than a generation. Kaori refused to have that much blood on his hands, despite his anger.

Haku was in full support of the idea to mount a force of combined Guard and Guild, and march on the Eyrie. Kaori didn’t like that idea any better than that of going to the council, however. If verbally attacking Razgul without proof would cause friction with the other lords, then physically attacking his castle wasn’t likely to have a positive effect, either. The other border lords, he was sure, would be quick to take Razgul’s side, while the others would side with Tenkai in the hopes of securing a greater slice of the country’s wealth as payment for their loyalty. In any case, the result would be the exact same civil war that Kaori was trying so hard to avoid.

Their best bet would be to find some manner of evidence that Razgul had betrayed Kazure, so he could legally be removed from his office and the rule of Arashima passed on to someone else. To that end, Hunter had been busy these past weeks organizing the Guild, using his status as a commander in their ranks to send out spies to make their way in covertly past Arashima’s border patrol and scout around to see what they could find. So far, not one of the spies had returned, although they were sending regular communications back to Heaven’s Gate. The evidence they were looking for remained elusive.

The thought of them out there, putting themselves in harm’s way, made Kaori feel distinctly anxious. He was self-aware enough to recognize that he might have been adversely affected by Yura’s death in more ways than he initially suspected. The idea of anyone putting themselves in danger for him again was absolutely intolerable, to the point where the thought of it brought a rush of panic to his throat, making it difficult to breathe.

He comforted himself with the knowledge that they were doing their duty to Kazure, protecting the country and its inhabitants as all soldiers of Tenkai were sworn to do. It wasn’t Kaori they were out there defending. Even if Kaori had had the strength of an army inside of him, even if he’d had ten Shinjas waiting on his command, it wouldn’t make a difference in this kind of covert situation. Stealth and patience, not might, was going to win this battle for them.

Feeling a bit more composed, he pushed away from the wall and continued up the stairs. He would feel better after a night’s sleep, he was sure of it. Then, once his head was cleared of the fog that currently resided in it, he could resume his research once again. He would even force himself to eat breakfast, just to keep Ishaya from nagging him.

He wondered how long he would be able to keep going on like this. Already, he felt worn thin, like the substance of him was beginning to wear away. There were entire days when he forgot to eat, forgot to sleep. Hunter was the only one who could successfully cajole him into eating when he didn’t want to, into taking a break when he’d been studying for hours on end, and that was only because he couldn’t stand the sad look Hunter got on his face sometimes when he looked at him.

But he couldn’t stop now. Somewhere, there had to be a reference to how the High Lord of Kazure communicated with the sacred serpent. He still couldn’t believe his father had never so much as given him a clue. Certainly he hadn’t expected to die when he had, but he must have known that such important information could not be left to chance, and had to be passed on.

Unless he thought it was self-apparent. Kaori’s mind kept coming back to that possibility like a snake turning on its own tail. If Akashi had believed it was obvious how the serpent was to be summoned, or something that Kaori couldn’t help but figure out on his own, then maybe he wouldn’t have felt such a pressing need to share it with him. That thought was maddening, because it meant the answer was right there and he couldn’t see it.

Safely inside his room, he briefly considered taking a bath to ease some of the ache from his bones. But truthfully, he was just too tired. He peeled out of his tunic and laid back on his bed, brushing his fingers lightly over the smooth sphere of the magelight on his bedside table to illuminate it. Already, he felt the weight of exhaustion pulling at him. He would sleep for a couple of hours, a few hours maybe, and then he’d go back to work in the library. That was the only thing he could think of to do.

The answer had to be out there somewhere.

It had to be.

 

 

Hunter glanced up at Kaori’s window when he saw the soft flicker of light appear there and relaxed slightly, knowing that Kaori had at last given in and gone upstairs to bed. Probably Ishaya had been the one to pry him away from his books; it had been Hunter’s carefully offered observation that the High Lord had been skipping meals lately which prompted the aged steward to go check on him.

Something vital had changed inside Kaori ever since Yura’s death. It was frustrating to Hunter on a number of levels, not least of which because Kaori refused to talk to him about it. Kaori’s new moodiness had to be more than grief over the loss of a good friend; instead, there seemed to be an edge of desperation to it that lit him like a fire from within.

Hunter guessed that at the heart of everything, Kaori still blamed himself for Yura’s sacrifice. Hunter himself had no illusions that such was the case. Yura had been a soldier of Kazure, a member of the Assassins Guild, and personally devoted to Kaori besides. Like Hunter, he would have gladly traded his life for Kaori’s at any time. Both of them had shared the firm belief that Kaori was the best hope for Kazure’s future.

Despite Yura’s willingness to give his life for Kaori, the loss of him was still painful for Hunter. He and Yura had been friends since Hunter’s first day at the academy. He smiled slightly as he remembered walking up the academy steps, still withdrawn and sullen after his experiences in the slavers’ ring, with his one small bag of possessions thrown over his shoulder. Yura had been standing at the top of the steps, older than Hunter was but a new recruit himself. He’d looked down at Hunter, evaluated him in one sweeping gaze, and come to the decision that a scrawny kid with the whipped air of a beaten dog had no business being in the Assassins Guild. He’d said so in no uncertain terms, and barred the entrance to the academy with his body so Hunter couldn’t pass.

Hunter had kicked his ass quite handily, that first day.

After that, he and Yura had become fast friends. Yura respected strength, but more than that he respected ingenuity and fortitude. The fact that Hunter never lost a single fight he was in intrigued him. Over time Hunter had given in to his insistent cajoling and told him about his past, describing the years he’d spent as a slave in the bloodsport arenas.

Yura had never once pitied him for it, or blamed him for it. That was the linchpin in their friendship right there, and Hunter knew at that point that he would do anything for the man short of betraying his oath to Kaori. And that was another facet of their friendship: he hadn’t even had to tell Yura that he was secretly in love with their future High Lord. Yura had figured that part out all on his own.

Tearing his gaze away from the window, Hunter resumed his inspection of the grounds. When they’d first returned from Arashima, he had insisted on following Kaori around throughout every moment of the day to protect him. Knowing that there might be a spy on the grounds who had successfully murdered Akashi had made him obsessed with Kaori’s safety, certain that there were dangers lurking in every shadowed corner of the palace. He’d begun to try even Kaori’s patience before he came to the conclusion that if there was a spy, the answer to the traitor’s identity would not be found in Tenkai, but in Arashima.

That was when he turned his attention to sending out Guild members to investigate Razgul’s lands, covertly yet aggressively collecting what information they could. That seemed the best use of their time and their resources; after all, if someone at the palace did want to harm Kaori, he would likely use a weapon that mere swords and strength of arms could not defend against. If Akashi really had been murdered, it hadn’t been a sword or an enemy army that had done it.

Poison was a coward’s weapon, in Hunter’s opinion. He wondered if someone really had killed Akashi, or if Kenta had only been trying to save his worthless neck by telling them that. Maybe they were all just jumping at shadows, and were going to end up the weaker for it. Even so, he refused to lessen his vigilance. Kaori had to be protected at all costs. Hunter couldn’t help feeling that Kazure was in a moment of crisis, and that the leadership it was given now would either fortify or collapse the country during the coming chaos. For that reason alone, Kaori had to remain on the throne. His intelligence, his compassion, his foresight, his vision for Kazure’s future…all of that would be needed if Kazure were to continue.

He stole another glance at Kaori’s window, seeing the silvery glow of magelight still glimmering through the sheers there. Kaori would sleep with the light on, Hunter knew, for however long his respite lasted. He didn’t like sleeping in the dark any longer, as if he—like Hunter—felt the pressing weight of the future bearing down on them, and was afraid to face it in a vulnerable state.

Frowning, Hunter turned his attention back to his nightly rounds. If he couldn’t find the potential spy that might or might not exist, if he couldn’t decipher the bizarre actions of Lord Razgul, if he couldn’t ease the pain that Kaori was obviously suffering under…he could at least ensure that their home was secure, and that no prowlers were about to threaten the High Lord’s fragile sleep. It made him feel like he was doing something, at least.

The answers they needed had to be out there somewhere.

They had to be.
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Kaori woke uneasily in the small hours before dawn and looked around his room, which was still coated in the pale, filmy radiance of the magelight. For the first time, it occurred to him that maybe the reason his father had disavowed the things wasn’t because he hated magic, but because their light looked so unnatural. The glow of a candle would be so much softer, more inviting, caressing the walls with golden warmth instead of turning them into sharp-edged sheets of silver ice.
Or maybe it was Kaori’s own detached perceptions that were doing that. Shivering, he reached for a tunic and slid it on over his head. He didn’t bother combing his hair.

Remembering his promise to himself, he went down to the kitchen and helped himself to a mug of hot coffee and some leftover soup from what must have been the previous evening’s dinner. He felt worlds better once he’d eaten—sharper, clearer, more ready to face the day. Maybe Ishaya had known what he was talking about after all.

He felt depressed at the thought of returning to the library, but he didn’t know what else to do. His training at the university in Napoli City had taught him that books held the answer to all of life’s mysteries. History. Poetry. Literature. Songs. No matter the source, the written word held the sum total of human existence, chronicling their existence as a species and pointing the way into their future.

Akashi had thought him weak for his love of books. As a child Kaori had detested the things, but the love of them had grown in him as he neared adulthood until it defined an integral part of who he was. Reading a book was like seeing the world through another person’s eyes—to use Yura’s metaphor, it was gaining access to the many rooms of their inner mansions, one locked door at a time. That was an essential skill, he firmly believed, for a ruler to have.

It hurt that those books were failing him now. What he wanted—what he needed—most to know was eluding him within their pages. Shinja. The Sacred Beast. The Dancing Dragon. The World Eater. So many names, and not one of them recorded in a way that meant anything to him.

He refilled his coffee and carried the mug with him on his way back to the library. The books on the table were exactly as he had left them, except for a thin crimson ribbon that had been placed along the seam of the open pages to hold his place. Ishaya’s doing, no doubt.

Kaori felt a rush of gratitude toward the man suddenly. It was true that Kaori’s mood had been bleak since they’d returned from Arashima, and that he had been difficult to deal with. But Ishaya had never once turned away from him. Never once stopped offering his sincere and quiet support.

The fact that he had friends looking out for him was something Kaori had tended to lose sight of in recent weeks. He felt so alone, crippled under the weight of the responsibilities that had been placed on him. His country, torn by treachery. Poised on the brink of a civil war, which it hadn’t seen since before his father had taken the throne. The threat of it yawned in front of him, and he felt powerless to do anything to stop it.

That, he knew with a sudden spark of clarity, was the fuel behind his recent obsession for finding out how to summon the sacred serpent. He felt powerless. Helpless. Defenseless. The cold truth was that as long as he remained unable to protect himself, there was a possibility his friends would have to sacrifice themselves for him again.

That could not be allowed to happen.

Would not be allowed to happen.

A wave of dizziness left him feeling lightheaded. With a shaking hand, he slammed his coffee mug down on the table and turned to leave the room, hustling out into the predawn stillness of the palace corridors. He knew what he wanted to do suddenly. What he had to do.

He found Ishaya in the large study the steward tended to frequent while he was consumed with the minutia of the kingdom’s business. Apparently he had found it difficult to sleep last night as well.

“High Lord,” Ishaya greeted, sliding his wire-framed glasses off of his nose as he looked up at him. He was seated at the large walnut desk with an ocean of scrolls and ledgers spread out in front of him. “It’s good to see you this morning.” He gestured at one of the scrolls he’d been perusing. “I’ve just been going through the documents that detail Arashima’s purchases and withdrawals from the royal treasury for the past few years, hoping it would shed some light on their activities.”

They were all of them trying to help him in his determination to save the kingdom, each in their own way. The thought made Kaori feel warm inside.

“Ishaya,” he said, resting one hip against the corner of the desk. He was too restless to sit down at the moment. “You used to train recruits at the Martial Academy before you came here, didn’t you?”

“Why, yes, High Lord.” If he was surprised at the question, he didn’t show it. “For nearly fifteen years.”

Kaori drew in a slow breath before continuing. “Would you train me?”

Ishaya blinked at him. “I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t—”

“How to use a sword,” Kaori clarified. “How to fight and defend myself.”

He had never seen Ishaya look honestly shocked before. “But you’ve had training in sword-fighting, sir.”

Kaori waved a hand in the air dismissively. “That was when I was a kid, against ‘trainers’ who would rather have cut off their own arms than honestly strike at me. I want you to give me real training. The same kind you’d give the soldiers of the Royal Guard.”

Ishaya paused to fold his glasses and carefully laid them down on the desk in front of him. “That training is dangerous,” he said slowly. “It can scar the mind as well as the body. I don’t really think it’s appropriate for—”

“Damn it, Ishaya!” Kaori’s temper was always close to the surface these days. He felt a stirring of guilt for lashing out with it at the other man now, but it wasn’t enough to make him apologize for it. “I need to learn how to do this.”

Ishaya regarded him solemnly for a long moment. “You’re safe here,” he said at last. “No matter what happened to you in Arashima, Lord Razgul and his supporters cannot reach you here. You’re surrounded by guardians, friends, who will do whatever it takes to defend you.”

The feeling of lightheadedness from earlier washed over Kaori again, driving him to his feet. His hands were shaking. “That’s exactly the problem,” he said bitterly.

“High Lord….” Ishaya’s eyes widened. Obviously he, too, was remembering Yura.

“Ishaya,” Kaori said, pleading now. “I can’t keep hiding behind all of you. I’ll never be the leader Kazure needs if I keep doing that. If I can get strong enough, if I can defend myself properly, then maybe I’ll have a chance at facing whatever’s coming.”

Ishaya’s expression was pained. “The training would be hard, High Lord.”

“I know. You had a reputation for being a terror to your students, back in the day. I hear the stories even now.”

“Punishing yourself isn’t going to bring him back.”

That made Kaori’s mouth press together angrily. It was a moment before he could find the breath to speak. “I don’t want to punish myself,” he said, keeping his voice calm with an effort. “I just…. Damn it, Ishaya, no one can ever feel the need to sacrifice themselves for me again. If I’m trained to survive on my own, then they won’t have to. Don’t you see?”

For a long while, Ishaya just looked at him. Kaori fought the urge to turn away from the directness of his gaze, feeling as if the other man’s eyes were somehow boring into him, reading the truth of him in his soul.

“All right, High Lord,” Ishaya said at last. His voice was heavy. “If you truly desire it, I will give you the training you need.”

Kaori’s chest tightened. “Thank you, Ishaya.”

Ishaya’s face remained unsmiling as he rose to his feet. “We’ll begin after dawn this morning. Have you eaten breakfast yet?”

“Yes, I grabbed some soup in the kitchen.”

“Good. You will not miss any further meals while you’re in training with me. Is that understood?”

“Ishaya—” Annoyance speared through Kaori at what he saw as yet another attempt to mother him.

“This is a part of the training as well, High Lord. Your body needs nourishment if it is to excel at the challenges that are facing it.”

Kaori felt a chill of mingled anticipation and dread. “Yes, all right. I understand.”

“Then we’ll meet in the old ballroom after the sun has risen. There are a few things I’ll need to prepare.”

“Sure. I’ll be there.” He paused. “Ishaya, don’t tell anyone what we’re doing, okay? I want this to stay between us for the time being.”

Ishaya sighed, but nodded. “As you wish, High Lord.”

Kaori turned and left the room without another word. Inside, his soul sang with sudden purpose. This was much better than getting lost in dusty tomes that weren’t telling him anything. This was action. This was forward movement.

If he became strong enough to defend himself, then no one would have to die defending him again.

 

 

The ballroom had been a site of numerous entertainments in Kaori’s grandfather’s time, less frequently in his father’s, and not at all since his mother had died. It had not been used for anything other than storage in recent memory. It was still a large room, though, and grand, with tall, narrow windows that looked out over the gardens at the rear of the estate. Its floor was dark hardwood polished to a ruddy shine, although it was scratched and dusty now from benign neglect. The servants still came in to tend to it regularly, although not quite as regularly as they once had.

The first faint streamers of dawn were falling in through the windows when Kaori pushed open the large door and stepped inside. Ishaya was already there waiting for him.

The older man had changed out of his office robes and into a loose outfit of trousers and a long tunic. His grey hair was pulled back in a short tail at the nape of his neck.

“Good morning, High Lord,” he said with a short bow.

“Good morning,” Kaori said. He closed the door behind himself firmly and moved further into the room.

Ishaya was holding a long staff in his hand, one end balanced in front of his feet on the floor. There were a number of smaller staves on the floor in front of him. “Are you ready to begin?” he asked.

Kaori frowned at the sticks on the floor. “I thought I was going to learn sword-fighting.”

“In my class,” Ishaya said, “you must graduate to training with actual steel.” He reached down to pick up one of the staves and tossed it to Kaori, who caught it awkwardly.

On closer examination, the stick was about the length and weight of a long sword. Kaori believed he understood where this initial phase of his training was heading. “We’re going to train with these as if they were swords, aren’t we?”

“We are not,” Ishaya said, surprising him. “At this point, you are only showing me what you know so that I can devise a training regimen for you.”

That felt a little uncomfortable, like Kaori was being asked to prove himself. But all he said was, “All right, then. When do we start?”

Ishaya’s mouth curled in a small smile. “We have already begun, High Lord.”

Kaori stared at him. Ishaya was watching him intently, his grey eyes as sharp as a hawk’s in his strangely ageless face.

Ishaya lunged at him unexpectedly, and Kaori raised his stick reflexively into a guard position. Apparently those exhaustive lessons from his childhood had left some kind of impression after all. The two staves met in a light crack of wood against wood that echoed thinly in the air around them.

Kaori had shuffled back a step without realizing it. He waited tensely, waiting for some kind of signal as to how Ishaya was going to move next, when Ishaya suddenly spun into motion, sweeping the end of his staff around and downward until it caught on the edge of Kaori’s and knocked it out of his hands.

Kaori jerked his hand back, his palm stinging from the impact. Biting back a curse, he stumbled backwards.

Ishaya straightened and rested the end of his staff on the floor once again. “We have a long way to go, High Lord.”

Kaori’s face heated. “That’s why I’m here,” he said, keeping his voice even with an effort.

Ishaya nodded. “Very well. I think I’ve learned what I need to know this morning.”

That was completely unacceptable, in Kaori’s opinion. “We can’t be finished already.”

“We are far from finished.” Ishaya’s eyes narrowed at him. “I am going to give you a series of exercises. If you are determined to go through with this, you will perform them faithfully every day. Your body is not up to the task of serious training in its current state.”

Kaori’s body was trim, but it was the body of a scholar, not a warrior. “I need to get stronger, you mean.”

“In part. These exercises will target your physical strength and your endurance in equal measure. They will not be enjoyable. Are you prepared to dedicate yourself to this path?”

If it was Ishaya’s intention to discourage him, it wasn’t working. “Yes,” he said, meeting the other man’s gaze squarely.

Ishaya’s mouth tightened. “Very well.”

As it so often did these days, Kaori’s thoughts turned to Yura. He remembered the horror of standing on the cliffside with him, surrounded by flames, unable to see past the roiling smoke or even to pull in a full breath. He had been terrified for his life, lost and trembling, without any idea of what to do or where to turn. That was the reason Yura had died for him. No matter what Hunter or any of the rest of them said, he knew that had been and always would be in some way his fault.

Never again.

 

 

Hunter was waiting for him outside in the courtyard. “Rough morning?” he asked, falling into step at Kaori’s side as he made his way down the front stairs.

“You could say that.” In truth, Kaori felt more positive than he could remember being in a good long while. “I was just about to go for a run. You want to come with me?”

Hunter’s eyebrows rose. “That sounds like it would be fun.”

Kaori was reluctant to share his current intentions to pursue Guard training with the other man. He knew without even having to think about it that Hunter would not approve, and that he would try to talk Kaori out of it. Kaori was stretched too thin at the moment to deal with that. The last thing he wanted was to give the two of them a reason to argue.

But this was nice. A gentle jog down to the river and back, just to start building up his strength. It was a beautiful morning, spring sliding full-bore into summer, the woods alive with blossoms and the sounds of chittering birds. Despite Ishaya’s dire warnings, Kaori suspected he was going to enjoy the greater part of his training.

He needed to start spending more time with Hunter, regardless. There was something about being around this man that kept him calm, kept him centered. It helped remind him who he was. Not the High Lord of Kazure, not Akashi’s son and heir, not the one-day master of Shinja with all of the power that conferred with it—but Kaori. Just a man, young and inexperienced, but getting older every day. Exploring the rooms of his inner mansion one closed door at a time.

“Come on,” Hunter urged, setting an easy pace along the edge of the drive. Kaori matched his stride and glanced up at the sky, looking for some imperfection in all of that formless blue. There was none.

“Race you,” Kaori said, dragging his attention back down to earth. This was real, the world around him, and he had to find some way to deal with it. With Hunter at his side, he thought that eventually he probably would.

Digging in his heels, he ran.

 

 

Lying in bed that night, Kaori stared up at the canopy that stretched above his pillow and thought about the future of Kazure.

His country, which he had always loved and admired, had definite cracks in its foundation. Its façade might appear sweet and charming, but behind that there was corruption spreading through its chambers like a poison. The slavers. Razgul’s treacherous ambition. The council’s indifference to anything going on outside of their own lands and holdings. He wasn’t sure, at times, how he was ever going to manage to heal any of it.

“Shinja,” he sighed into the stillness, closing his eyes. On his bedside table, the single magelight glowed with a fitful shine. “Where the hell are you?”

Physically exhausted after the day’s exertions, he drifted. Tonight he might actually be able to get the first uninterrupted night’s sleep he’d had in a good long while.

He thought he must be dreaming, but he had no awareness of having fallen asleep. He was somewhere dark, clinging, with packed earth pressing against his sides at every quarter. He was sitting motionless, waiting, there in the cool, fragrant darkness beneath the land.

He began to move. The feel of the soil sliding past his sides was so indelibly real it startled him, the scent of moist earth pungent in his nostrils. There was rain on the surface tonight, somewhere far above this subterranean world. None of that mattered down here. Morning, evening, rain, sunshine, full moonlight or blackest night…it was all the same. All that mattered was the land, which was blood and heart and breath and soul. Kazure.

A dream, it had to be.

A memory?

Clinging to the hope that drew him, he moved forward through the earthy dark.
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Kaori threw his staff down with such vehemence that it clattered against the ballroom floor. “Damn it, Ishaya,” he said.
Ishaya frowned at him. “You need to work on your drills more, High Lord. Your guard is—”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” In frustration, Kaori stalked up to one of the windows and peered outside. The view failed to calm him. “You aren’t really striking at me at all.”

“I assure you, I—”

“You’ve gotten very good at pretending to hit me, I’ll give you that.” After nearly two full weeks of training, for multiple hours every day, his body was nearing its breaking point. The hardest part was the exercises Ishaya had given him; benign and seemingly innocuous on their own, their cumulative effect had brought him near to tears on more than one occasion. Even his morning run with Hunter had become a brutal trial to be endured. Kaori believed it was Ishaya’s intention to drive him to quit, but he wasn’t going to break that easily.

“Forgive me, High Lord, but I don’t understand what you—”

“That last attack you made against me. My guard was weak, and you know it. My arm’s aching from all that climbing you keep making me do, and I couldn’t get my staff up in time. Your blow should have cleaved right through and hit me. But you pulled away at the last second. Why?”

Ishaya looked taken aback. “You only need to work on your guard a little for it to improve.”

Belatedly, it occurred to Kaori that Ishaya had never once seriously struck out at him. He’d thought initially that it was just because they were starting slow and the drills were relatively easy ones, but on further reflection he realized that there were multiple occasions when his guard had been faulty, and Ishaya had pulled the blow.

“I don’t want to be coddled,” he said stiffly. “If you were this easy on the new recruits that were sent to you, we’d have an army of weaklings who couldn’t defend their own noses, much less the rest of the kingdom.” He paused. “Is it because you think I’m weak?”

“What? No!” Ishaya looked mortified at the very idea. “High Lord, you are one of the strongest people I have ever met. You carry such an enormous weight on your shoulders, and you never once complain about the load. Our entire country is looking up to you, to your leadership, and you’ve never once let us down.”

Kaori rubbed at his eyes with one hand. Buried in that little speech was the truth he’d been avoiding up to this point. “It’s because I’m the High Lord, isn’t it?”

Ishaya’s answering silence spoke volumes.

“You just can’t bring yourself to strike at the High Lord of Kazure.” It wasn’t that surprising, actually. Most of Kazure probably had an involuntary proscription against striking him, hurting him, possibly doing him injury or other harm. It wasn’t really Ishaya’s fault at all. He sighed. “You know, this was a stupid idea from the start. I’m sorry I asked it of you.”

“High Lord….” Ishaya’s eyes were very round.

“It’s all right. I don’t blame you for it.” He rubbed at his sore shoulder absently, wincing. “I think what I need to do is go down into the city. If I use another name, no one there should recognize me. I’ll find someone there to train me, someone who doesn’t realize I’m the High Lord. That’s the only way I’ll—”

“High Lord, wait.”

The sharpness in Ishaya’s voice made Kaori raise his head. He stared at the other man in astonishment.

Ishaya’s face was pale. “If you really want this training from me, I’ll do it for you.”

Kaori frowned. “Can you?”

“I have to.” He didn’t look happy about it at all. “You cannot be allowed to venture into the city without an adequate guard, without even your name to protect you. Not to seek out training of this nature.” He seemed honestly frightened at the idea of it. “The desperation you’re feeling shines out of you like the purest of lights, and that vulnerability will call to some men like blood in the water.”

Kaori didn’t understand. “You’ll continue to work with me, then?” he said, latching onto the most important part of that statement. “Real training this time, and not the pretend kind?”

“If you wish it, High Lord, I would do anything for you.”

The bald honesty of the statement made Kaori shiver. “That’s something we need to do away with right there, isn’t it?” he said with a frown.

Ishaya looked nonplussed. “High Lord?”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. I’m not your ‘High Lord’ here. I’m just a new recruit. I know it will make you feel like you’re being a bad steward, but I really think it will make it easier for you if you stop calling me that. At least while we’re inside this room.”

“I see.” The words were uncertain. “What would you like me to call you, then?”

“Let’s start with Kaori. Do you think you can do that?”

“Of course, High— Kaori.”

Kaori smirked and bent down to pick up his staff. “Let’s try this again, shall we? And no pulling your punches this time.”

Ishaya’s stance shifted slightly. “As you wish…Kaori.”

Setting his own stance, Kaori leaned forward slightly to meet his charge.

 

 

Hunter had an instinct for detecting when things were not as they should be. That instinct had been meticulously honed throughout the time he’d spent in the bloodsport arena, his training at the academy, and his years as Kaori’s bodyguard. It was screaming stridently at him now as he made his way through the palace halls, his booted feet padding silently over the worn and polished stone.

He found Ishaya in his study, bent over his ledgers. With Kaori untrained in most of the day-to-day business of running the kingdom, the steward still found himself shouldering a great deal of the country’s administrative load.

Hunter stood in the doorway watching him for several seconds before Ishaya became aware of his presence. Ishaya raised his head with a small gasp of shock when he noticed him and then relaxed again, shaking his head.

“You do enjoy playing your Guild-learned games, don’t you?” he said with a rueful twist of his mouth, turning back to his work.

Hunter wasn’t sure what he meant. Nothing he ever did was a game to him. “I’m here to talk to you about Kaori,” he said, moving further into the room.

“Ah.” Ishaya did not look up from his writing.

Hunter frowned. “He’s been exhausted recently. I thought you might know something about it.”

“Me?”

“Yes.”

The corner of Ishaya’s mouth curled upward. “Perhaps the High Lord is simply tired. He’s had a great deal on his mind recently.”

That was true. It didn’t explain why Ishaya was refusing to meet his eyes. “This morning during our run, I noticed a small cut at the side of his mouth. Also, he was favoring his right arm as if it pained him.”

Ishaya’s fingers tightened around the pen in his hand. “Is that so?”

“It is.” He waited, but there was no further discourse forthcoming. “Ishaya, someone hurt him.”

There was silence for half a beat, so subtle that Hunter wouldn’t have even noticed if he hadn’t been looking out for it.

“Have you asked him about it?” Ishaya asked.

“Of course. He laughed off my concerns, saying he had merely been clumsy.”

“Well. There you go, then.”

Hunter narrowed his eyes. “He was lying.”

“As the High Lord, that is his prerogative—”

“He’s never lied to me before.”

“Hunter.” Ishaya set his pen down, looking annoyed. “Why are you coming to me about this? It seems you should be talking to Kaori about it, if anyone.”

Hunter swallowed his surprise. He’d never heard Ishaya call him ‘Kaori’ before. Prior to his ascension to the throne, it had always been ‘Master Kaori’, and since then it was nothing but ‘High Lord’.

“I notice things,” he said, watching the other man’s face closely. Ishaya’s face was bone-white, the skin around his mouth and eyes pinched, as if he was fully aware of his slip of the tongue and was fervently wishing he could recall it. The anxious expression made Hunter feel uneasy. “That’s my job.”

“And an admirable job you do at it, Master Hunter.”

Hunter wanted to shake him. “Who hurt him?”

“I believe he told you it was simple clumsiness.”

“Kaori has never been clumsy a day in his life.”

“No, even as a child he had remarkable grace.”

Hunter stared at him, wondering what the other man was trying to tell him. “He’s sworn you to secrecy about whatever it is, hasn’t he?”

“If he had, it would be pointless to ask me any further questions about the matter, wouldn’t it?”

Yes, it would. Ishaya took his duty to Kaori as seriously as Hunter did. If Kaori had ordered him not to say anything, he would go to his grave without speaking a word.

But by not denying it, he’d pretty much answered Hunter’s question as clearly as if he had admitted to having full knowledge of the cause of Kaori’s recent injuries.

“Well,” Hunter said, leaning back from the desk. “I guess I won’t bother you any longer, then.”

“That would probably be for the best.”

Frustrated, Hunter turned and left the room. He couldn’t imagine any situation in which Ishaya would stand idly by and let anyone hurt Kaori. Ishaya might be retired from his post at the academy, but he was still a considerably skilled fighter. There were few among Tenkai’s soldiers even now, Hunter judged, who would be able to stand against him, and in addition to that he was passionately devoted to Kaori. If there were any danger to Kaori he would leap to the High Lord’s defense in a heartbeat, like a grizzled old mother bear defending its young.

Unless….

And just like that, Hunter got it. All of the early morning runs, the sore muscles, the sudden and inexplicable injuries. New recruits at the academy had displayed that exact same crablike gait as they adjusted to the rigors of their training regimen, before their trainers succeeded in beating the greenness out of them.

Ishaya was giving Kaori academy training.

It seemed remarkably plausible the more he thought about it. The only question was how Kaori had coerced Ishaya into going along with it. Hunter’s first impulse was to hunt Kaori down and confront him, but he knew Kaori would only lie to him again if he did. For whatever reason, this was something Kaori didn’t want him to know about. Hunter couldn’t imagine why. Surely he was as qualified to train with Kaori as Ishaya was. He tried not to feel hurt about that.

Instead, he faded back into the shadows at the base of the stairs and waited, making sure he stayed out of sight behind one of the tall, decorative vases there. He was good at waiting; once, he had stood motionless in the rain for more than four hours while he was in training at the academy, waiting for his prey to emerge from an inn. Being enslaved as a child had taught him patience. Nothing ever came when he wanted it; he had to wait, and hope, and wait some more, until it eventually came to him.

He was good at hoping, too.

The morning sounds of the palace were unnaturally loud where he waited in that confined space—the soft shush of footsteps on the stairs, a sharp clatter from the direction of the kitchen, the laughter of two maids meeting at the end of the hall in the midst of their duties. Servants at Heaven’s Gate always seemed happy to him, unlike the servants he’d seen at Razgul’s Eyrie. But Kaori always had a kind word for them, or a smile, and he was never too busy to talk when one of them approached him for a quick word. That kind of atmosphere fostered happiness, nurtured it, and made them more productive and loyal employees. There wasn’t a servant in the place, Hunter thought, who wouldn’t die for Kaori if it came to it.

He didn’t have long to wait before Ishaya emerged from the study. Hunter watched him approach, all but melding with the shadow of the vase until he became a part of it. Ishaya’s eyes did not move toward him, or indicate that he recognized his presence in any way.

Hunter waited for a handful of breaths before sliding away from the vase and padding after him. Guild-learned ‘games’, as Ishaya called them, had always come easily to him. He knew how to stay small and silent from his time in the slavers’ ring, knew how to avoid being seen and to take what he needed without drawing notice. It was second nature to him, like breathing. Like killing. Like doing what he had to in order to survive.

He was more than that here, with Kaori. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t draw on his former life’s skills when he had a need for them. His classmates at the academy had hated him at first, for how naturally all of their training came to him. He’d never bothered to explain that he’d been training in some way ever since he was a small boy, but their resentment had eventually faded into grudging respect regardless of his reticence. The Guild recognized strength, it recognized skill, and no matter how his had been won, it made him a leader among them.

Ishaya stopped off in his chambers briefly, then came out a short time later dressed in comfortable training clothes. Setting his mouth grimly, Hunter waited in the shadow of the stairwell and then followed him at a comfortable distance once again.
 
He realized where they were headed before they actually got there. The old ballroom would make a perfect training arena, of course. Secluded from prying eyes, isolated enough to mask the inevitable sounds they would make, it offered privacy, maneuverability, and security for their clandestine task. Hunter didn’t believe many of the servants would react well to seeing their High Lord physically taking a beating in a mock battle, however much he might try to explain to them that he actually wanted to be there.

Ishaya pulled open the door and stepped into the ballroom, closing it securely behind him once he was inside. Swiftly, Hunter turned and dashed back down the hall in the direction he’d come. There was another door, he knew, on the other side of the room.

It was locked when he got there, but a quick application of the tools he habitually carried at his belt drew the teeth from that obstacle. He eased the door open slowly and slipped inside, closing it quietly again after he entered.

There were tall pieces of furniture grouped at this end of the room, covered in thick, trailing lengths of dropcloth. Apparently the house staff had taken to storing large items here since the room was no longer being used for its intended purpose. Their cover was useful as he crept forward to peer into the ballroom’s open interior.

Kaori was here already, stripped to the waist and bouncing lightly on the balls of his feet, the naked blade of a sword in his hand. Hunter couldn’t stop himself from staring. In profile against the tall windows, exposed and vulnerable, fierce and determined, Kaori looked unbelievably beautiful. He had always drawn the eye, even as a child, and he’d grown into his beauty considerably as an adult. But this…this young sovereign, this hero warrior, took Hunter’s breath away. He was reminded of the moment when he’d first laid eyes on Kaori, back on the roof of the tower where Akashi had held Hunter prisoner. He’d known at that moment that he loved Kaori, and that he would do anything for him. Was it possible to fall in love with the same person a second time? Was he ever going to stop falling in love with Kaori?

Ishaya was standing across from him, equally armed. As Hunter watched, he spoke softly, offering minute changes to Kaori’s stance, and then lunged forward unexpectedly.

There was a strident ring of steel on steel. Kaori made a perfect guard and then spun forward in his own attack, teeth pressing into his lower lip with the intensity of his concentration. Age had not dulled Ishaya’s reflexes any; he dodged and stepped inside Kaori’s reach, startling him with another strike.

Instantly, Hunter saw that Kaori was off-balance when he deflected the blow. His heart rose in his throat when he saw Ishaya take advantage of the minor stumble by pressing inward and sweeping Kaori’s blade aside, then hitting him squarely in the side of the face with his fist.

Hunter hissed through his teeth when Kaori staggered backward, his concentration broken. Ishaya didn’t relent, pounding hard twice in quick succession against Kaori’s frantically raised guard until he succeeded in disarming him.

The two men stood staring at one another for a long moment, breathing heavily, before Ishaya reached down to pick up Kaori’s fallen sword.

“You’re improving,” he said, handing the sword to him hilt-first. “Do not forget that your opponent may have other weapons than just the sword he is attacking you with. A fist, for instance.”

Kaori nodded, looking tired. He accepted his sword back with good graces, however, and licked at the new split on his lip. “Shall we try that one again?”

Hunter felt near to bursting with pride for him. Kaori had never been spoiled, but this calm acceptance of punishment seemed remarkable even for him. Kaori had matured considerably in recent months.

He had seen enough, however. Hunter stepped forward quietly out of the shadows, giving up their concealment. The eyes of both men flickered toward him, widening in surprise.

Kaori’s face turned white with dismay when he saw him. “Hunter,” he breathed.

His reaction sparked a resurgence of the hurt Hunter had felt earlier that Kaori hadn’t come to him for this kind of training. “Kaori,” he said, keeping his voice calm with an effort, “what are you doing here?”

Instead of answering, Kaori glanced at Ishaya with a wounded look.

“He didn’t tell me anything,” Hunter said. “He kept your secret perfectly. It wasn’t his fault that I followed him.”

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Kaori said, frowning at him.

“Why not? So you could continue to lie to me about it?”

Kaori had the grace to look ashamed. “I hated doing that.”

For some reason, that simple statement made some of the tension in Hunter’s chest loosen. “Why did you?” he asked. He sincerely wanted to know.

Kaori sighed. “Do you even have to ask? You never would have approved of me doing any of this. But I knew I had to. I didn’t want to fight with you about it.”

Would he have objected, if he’d known? Remembering his instinctive response to Ishaya’s attack against Kaori just a few minutes ago, he forced himself to admit that Kaori’s worries might not have been completely unwarranted. Even so, there was one thing he was sure of: “What you do is your decision to make, Kaori.”

“That isn’t what I mean.” He looked defeated. “I know you wouldn’t try to stop me. But I couldn’t bear it if you were…if you were disappointed in me.”

Hunter’s chest constricted. “Kaori,” he said, stepping forward and reaching out to touch the side of the younger man’s face. His hand moved before he could check the motion, and then it stayed there completely apart from any input from his brain. “I could never be disappointed in you.”

Kaori stared up at him; Hunter still had a couple of inches on him these days, easy. “You mean you aren’t going to ask me to stop?”

After seeing what he’d just seen, Hunter could do no such thing. Kaori’s form was far from perfect, but the progress he’d made in such a short amount of time was staggering. He must have been working himself exceptionally hard to get as far as he had.

“No,” he said, wiping at the blood that beaded on Kaori’s upper lip. “I’m not. But I will be extremely hurt if you don’t let me train with you on occasion.”

This time, Kaori’s eyes widened in astonishment. “Yes, of course! I’d like that very much.”

“Good.” With an effort, Hunter forced his hand back down to his side. He glanced sideways at Ishaya. “I’m a little surprised you agreed to this, I have to admit.”

Ishaya’s expression was somber. “He didn’t give me much choice. He said if I didn’t train him, he would go down into the city under disguise of some kind and find men there who would be willing to do it, who wouldn’t be impressed by his status of High Lord as I was.”

Hunter’s eyes widened, his breath catching. He saw in Ishaya’s gaze an echo of the reflexive horror he felt at the thought of that. Kaori was intelligent and undeniably brave, but he was also naive. Alone on the streets of the city, trawling through its more common layers, he would be an easy target for robbery or worse. Even a well-meaning swordmaster with sufficient skill to share might be tempted to ask for payment above and beyond that of simple silver coins. Hunter knew he couldn’t be the only one to have noticed that Kaori had grown into a very attractive and desirable young man…and Kaori, so fragile after their experiences in Arashima, might have been willing to submit to anything—to trade anything—to get the training he felt he needed.

“Thank you, Ishaya,” Hunter said once he found his voice again. His nightmares would be of an entirely different kind tonight. Glancing at Kaori, he said, “I believe I’m standing between you and your teacher. I don’t want to interrupt you any longer.”

Still looking disbelieving, Kaori nodded and moved to stand across from Ishaya. Ishaya held Hunter’s gaze for a lingering moment before moving into his own position.

Hunter eased back to stand against the wall, where he would have a clear view of the sparring match. Kaori’s stance looked strong to him, his face determined.

When Ishaya attacked this time, Kaori didn’t even have to guard. He dodged, sidestepping smoothly out of the way before darting in with a downward-slicing blow of his own. Ishaya blocked it with a ringing echo of steel. Both men immediately disengaged, looking for another opportunity to strike.

Hunter’s hopes were with Kaori.
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“Kaori! Kaori!”
Kaori looked up from polishing his sword and smiled when he saw the small, dark-haired shape running toward him. This was the young girl that Kenta’s boss had tried to sell him as a slave, an age ago it seemed. Her name, he had learned, was Aiki.

He set the sword down on the grass at his feet just as she launched herself onto his lap, her chubby arms sliding tight around his neck. Chuckling, he hugged her close and enjoyed the brief distraction from the worries that churned inside his head. Her fist was still closed tight around the battered plush bear that had been her companion in the slavers’ hideout. As far as he could tell, it never left her side.

“High Lord!” Tsumini said, running toward him. This was the caretaker in charge of the crèche where the kids were staying. She was a small woman, so bony and slight of frame that she looked like she might be a child herself, although she was well into her fifties. “I’m so sorry. This one got away from the rest of the group.”

“It’s no trouble,” Kaori assured her. He smiled and tickled Aiki on the tip of her nose, which made the girl laugh and duck her head against his chest delightedly.

To be honest, he liked spending time with the children. The ones whose families they had located had already returned to their homes, but others were proving harder to place. Some of them had lost their families in raids by the slavers, and had no homes to return to. Kaori had dedicated the guest house at the west end of the garden for their exclusive use, along with the caregivers who had volunteered to look after them.

“Don’t worry about her,” a sullen voice said from somewhere behind Tsumini’s skirts. “She’s just being Ai. If she sees something, she has to hug it.”

Leaning to one side, Kaori peered around Tsumini’s legs and saw a pair of narrow dark eyes staring back at him, with a hint of challenge swirling in their depths. “Hello, Malo,” he said.

Malo scowled at him. He would never have the open and embracing personality that Aiki did, but his demeanor had improved considerably since they had liberated him from the slavers in Raven’s Fall. Kaori had even caught him smiling on more than one occasion, usually when he was gazing out over the gardens and thought no one was looking. He liked to show a tough exterior, but on the inside Kaori knew he was lonely. He craved the attention of both the caregivers and the other kids, even if he refused to admit it.

The other children inadvertently helped by looking up to him, and by following where he led. As the oldest among the Raven’s Fall refugees, he had become their unofficial leader. Even now there were those among them who refused to go to sleep unless he tucked them in, or to finish a meal unless he was the one doing the cajoling to get them to eat their vegetables. Such useful work made Malo feel—like Hunter had predicted—as if he were a part of something larger than himself, and he had risen to the challenge with all of the enthusiasm Kaori could ever have wished for him.

One of his biggest successes was Rin. The little blond boy was seldom seen far from the older boy’s side, and was often found directly beside him with his hand tucked firmly inside of Malo’s larger one. He still didn’t speak much—too traumatized, perhaps, by both the slavers’ treatment of him and whatever tragedy had befallen his family—but he did talk to them occasionally. To Kaori he would offer a smile and a few soft words, which Kaori always considered an enormous gift. To Hunter he would on occasion make eye contact and whisper to him if he thought there was no one else around to hear. To Tsumini he remained silent, but he responded to her commands and allowed her to hold him, offering him the physical comforting that all children craved.

To Malo, however, he was a virtual chatterbox. Kaori was never quite certain what it was they talked about because Rin tended to fall silent whenever anyone else drew near, but sometimes he caught sight of them in the distance, conversing back and forth to one another as if it were the most natural thing in the world. The sight of it always made Kaori smile, and made him feel as if at least one small thing had gone right in Kazure, even in the midst of his bleakest moods.

Rin was with Malo now, holding tight to the older boy’s hand as usual. He seldom smiled, but there was a peacefulness in his face these days that Kaori treasured. Kaori smiled at him before giving Aiki one last tickle and setting her down on the ground.

“You taking good care of these rascals?” he asked Malo.

“Of course.” Malo stopped in front of him, giving Aiki’s shoulder a light nudge to send her running back to Tsumini. “It’s really not as hard a job as you made it out to be.”

Kaori chuckled. “I’m not sure there are many people who would agree with you on that.”

To his surprise, Rin reached up to press one hand against the side of his face. Kaori looked down to see the boy’s wide blue eyes staring with uncommon forthrightness into his own.

“Don’t be sad,” Rin said. His voice was soft as usual, and very clear.

Kaori blinked at him. “It’s hard not to be sad sometimes,” was all he could think of to say.

Rin nodded as if this were profoundest wisdom. “But you have your friends with you.”

Kaori knew Rin spoke from experience on this one. Doubtlessly, he still felt sad at times—mourning his family, his home, all of the many terrors he had had to live through. Also, he doubtlessly found enormous comfort in the knowledge that he had friends around him: Malo, Kaori, the other children in the crèche.

The fact that this wounded boy would reach out to him, would perceive the sorrow hidden underneath his smiles, touched Kaori deeply. He laid his hand over Rin’s, pressing the small palm against his cheek. “You’re a very special boy,” he said, meaning it.

Rin smiled at him, just slightly. Then Tsumini called to him, and it was time for them to go.

Kaori watched them leave, dwindling as they ran across the grass to rejoin the other kids. It felt good having children at Heaven’s Gate, he decided. The place was livelier, brighter, than it had been before they’d come. It didn’t matter that every one of them was lowborn, that their families hadn’t been heir to anything other than smitheries and turnip farms. What mattered was that they were young, and enthusiastic, and clever, and determined to overcome the tragedies that had befallen them.

Sorrows were always easier to shoulder when you had your friends with you.

Something about that thought struck a chord in him, making him pause. All along, he had been attempting to tackle Kazure’s problems on his own. The brewing war with Shindor. The slavers. Razgul. He’d been beating his head against the walls around him trying to figure out how he was going to take hold of all those many disparate threads and weave them together into something that would end up holding his country together, even when certain facets of that county were doing their best to tear it apart.
 
His musings were cut short when he saw Hunter step out onto the stoop of the palace in the distance, waving at him urgently to get his attention. Instantly, Kaori was on his feet. He picked up his sword and slid it into its sheath at his belt, wondering a bit at the ease of the motion. He’d never worn a sword before in his life, and already, he felt naked without one.

He hustled to the palace, where Hunter was holding open the door waiting for him. “What is it?” Kaori asked as he followed him inside.

“Nori’s back,” Hunter said, leading him in the direction of Ishaya’s study.

Kaori’s breath caught. Nori was one of the spies Hunter had sent to investigate Razgul’s affairs in Arashima.

Ishaya was seated at his desk when they arrived, his hands locked together on the surface in front of him. Nori lounged comfortably in the plush chair across from him, his long legs stretched out in front of the desk. Both of them looked up when Kaori stepped into the room.

“High Lord,” Ishaya said. He looked relieved. “I’m so glad you’re here. Master Nori has refused to tell me anything of substance until you arrived.”

“No sense in telling it all twice,” Nori said with a shrug. His eyes swept over Kaori’s form briefly, lingering on the sword at his side. “You’re looking sharp, kid.”

Ishaya frowned in disapproval at the casual address. “Please, both of you have a seat. I’m told that Master Nori has important news to impart to us.”

Kaori quickly pulled up a chair and sat down, while Hunter did likewise. As he did so, he gave Nori an evaluating glance of his own. The other man seemed to have his usual gruff good cheer, but he looked trail-worn, teetering on the brink of exhaustion. The scars on his face stood out in livid detail, bright against the sun-browned duskiness of his skin. There was a new wound on the fleshy part of his right arm, directly beneath the shoulder. It looked as if it had been hastily dressed, perhaps in the middle of a desperate flight.

“What happened to your arm?” Kaori asked, frowning.

“What, this old thing? It’s nothing.” Nori managed to shrug. “Just a little trouble getting back over the border. One of their archers got off a lucky shot.”

“Do you need to see Magister Sakura?”

Nori waved his uninjured arm in the air dismissively. “Later,” he said firmly. “Ishaya’s right; I’ve got things to tell you.”

The gravity of the words made Kaori sit up straighter in his chair. “All right, then. Tell me.”

Nori’s eyes were bright as they held his gaze. “One of the first things I did when I got back over there was check out the Eyrie.”

Kaori’s eyes widened. “You went back there?”

“Of course I did.” Nori glared at him. “I think you’d know by now there isn’t anything I can’t do. I don’t know why you keep doubting me.”

Kaori calmed himself with an effort. “Yes, I’m sorry.” He shared a glance with Hunter, scowling. “Please continue.”

Nori settled back in his chair, mollified. “Well, the first thing I found out was that Razgul’s pet fire mage was in the doghouse. As it were. He was being punished for some reason, and had been confined to his quarters.”

That made Kaori frown. “He did something that made Razgul angry at him.”

“Yeah. Near as I can figure, that ‘something’ was when he nearly killed you at the cliffside. I guess he was supposed to scare you a little bit, maybe drive you back toward the soldiers, but not permanently roast you. Razgul was furious when he found out about how out of hand it all got.”

“He didn’t want Kaori to die,” Hunter said. Kaori glanced at him, knowing they were both thinking about Yura.

“Doesn’t look like it. Which doesn’t make any sense, right? I mean, he sent his Mouse to try to kill the kid in his sleep.”

“I’m not so sure he did.” Hunter’s tone was pensive. “I still don’t know what he wanted, but I don’t think he was trying to kill him.”

Kaori nodded, recognizing the truth of that. “If he’d wanted to kill me, I never would have woken up that night. Right?”

Hunter’s hand reached for his and squeezed it tightly.

Nori shook his head. “Whatever it was he wanted, he hasn’t gotten it yet. And he hasn’t had much time to think about it. The Shindori have really been pushing at his eastern flank. I’ve heard rumors that there’s a full-scale invasion planned.”

That news made Kaori feel chilled down to his toes. “You’re talking about war.”

“I’m talking about war like this country hasn’t seen in generations. There are troops lined up along both sides of the border, just waiting for the axe to fall. The villages closest to the border have already been evacuated. This whole thing is like a boulder perched at the edge of a cliff; once it starts rolling, there isn’t anything that’s going to stop it.”

Kaori clenched his fist on top of his thigh in frustration. “Why does Razgul have to be so damned stubborn? He should have asked for help from the capital long before now.”

“It might be too late for that,” Nori said grimly. “Stonehaven has already fallen.”

Kaori sucked in his breath in a slow hiss. He didn’t have to be told what the implication of that was: Stonehaven was the capital of Arisaig, the country to the northeast of Kazure. If their government had fallen, then that meant the Shindori could move freely throughout those lands, coming at Kazure from both the east and the north.

His throat felt tight. “Somebody needs to contact Lord Toma, let him know that the Shindori are going to be knocking on his door soon.”

“I sent a courier out as soon as I heard,” Nori assured him.

Kaori nodded tersely. “Good.” He felt ill. The war he had been dreading was upon them, and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it.

Unless….

He drew in a breath and let it out slowly, focusing his thoughts. “What we need to do,” he said, “is call a meeting of the lords’ council.”

Ishaya looked approving. “That’s an excellent idea, High Lord. Getting them all together in one room, reminding them that we all stand or fall together as a country. It will inspire them.”

“Yes.” The council generally met together twice a year to share news and discuss common issues that faced them as lords of Kazure, but emergency meetings had been called in the past during times of extreme crisis—including war. He turned to Nori. “Is there anything else we need to know?”

“Nothing of import,” Nori said. “Unless you want to know which noble family’s daughter Razgul is currently having an affair with?”

Kaori grimaced. “No, thank you. You can go visit Sakura now.” Seeing the stubbornness flicker to life in the other man’s eyes again, he added, “That’s an order, Nori.”

Nori chuckled, shaking his head ruefully. “All right, all right. I’ll go see Her Mageliness.” He pushed himself up from the chair and moved toward the door. Despite his attempt at casualness, Kaori could see that he was actually walking quite stiffly. The arm had to be bothering him a lot more than he was letting on.

“Well,” Ishaya said once Nori had gone, slumping back in his chair. “That’s fairly unequivocal, isn’t it? Shindor is going to be attacking us any day now.”

Hunter’s eyes hadn’t left Kaori’s face. “There’s more you want to tell us, isn’t there?” he said.

Kaori couldn’t help but smile at that, despite the direness of their circumstances. Sometimes he thought Hunter knew him better than he knew himself.

He nodded solemnly. “We need to get in contact with Ben in Gyre.”

For a moment, Hunter didn’t look as if he understood. Then his eyebrows shot upward. “Yes,” he said, leaning forward in his chair with an air of excitement. “Of course.”

“Why would we want to contact Gyre?” Ishaya asked, his brow furrowing.

“Because,” Kaori said, “my friend Ben is a relation of the country’s monarch. I know there are official channels we could go through, but that would take time we don’t have. He’ll help us skip through all the red tape when we formally request Gyre’s help.”

Ishaya looked shocked. “Running to another country to ask for help like beggars?” he said in a dismayed tone.

“No, not like beggars,” Kaori insisted. “Like friends. Shouldering your sorrows is easier when you have friends around to help.” He said the words like they were indisputable proverb. Someday he would have to thank Rin for opening his eyes to that particular truth.

Ishaya still looked skeptical. “With all due respect, High Lord…such a thing has never been done. Kazure has always dealt with its own problems in the past.”

“Maybe that’s the problem. We’ve been so isolated as a nation, we have to turn in on ourselves to find new enemies to fight with.”

“But—”

“Other than pride, is there a reason you would advise me not to contact them?”

Ishaya remained silent for quite a while. “I suppose not,” he said at last. “You’re right, of course. Just because a thing has never been done is no reason not to try it.”

Kaori nodded. “Exactly. Shindor’s been bullying everyone in this region for generations. Some of them fall, then they regroup and push back, at least for a while. It’s a never-ending cycle. Everyone lives in fear of them. But if we can convince Gyre to side with us, then maybe Nefar will join in, too. After that, who knows what could happen?”

“Shindor would find it less palatable to assert their warmongering against a partnership of allied nations.” Ishaya’s eyes shone with admiration. “High Lord, I applaud your initiative. Your father would never have even considered such a plan.”

Kaori had compared himself in his mind to his father on multiple occasions. Not once had he ever come out superior in that comparison.

“It hasn’t worked yet,” he said, disconcerted. He glanced at Hunter. “I should go compose that letter now.”

Hunter got up to join him when he left the room. “It’s a good plan,” he said as they walked down the hall together.

Kaori was still a bit off-put by Ishaya’s comment about his father. “If Kenta was right,” he said, “Razgul had my father killed because he believed Akashi was the stronger leader.”

“Then Razgul was an idiot,” Hunter said bluntly. “Your father was a great warrior, it’s true. But he was hidebound. He couldn’t see past his own strength. That’s why he didn’t have any patience for Magisters, or for anything he couldn’t control directly.”

“He hired Sakura,” Kaori pointed out.

“Only because having a life mage around is necessary when one has a garrison of working soldiers on the property. She treated everything from broken bones to sword wounds to attacks of the autumn sniffles.” He smiled slightly, then sobered when he looked at Kaori again. “I’ve always believed you were going to outshine him someday. You can’t help but do so, being the person you are.”

Looking at the emotion shining in Hunter’s eyes, Kaori was struck with a sudden thought that pierced through everything he thought he’d known and rocked him to the core: It wasn’t just him. All this time, he’d thought the feelings he had for Hunter were one-sided, that anything he could possibly do to act on them would be abuse of his authority in the worst possible way. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to know differently. Because if Hunter did feel the same way about him, then that would mean he’d have to make some very difficult decisions.

You have to have confidence that whatever you choose, it’ll be the right thing for you, Yura had said. 

The High Lord of Kazure could not commit himself to another man. That just wasn’t possible.

The rest of us do.

Still brooding over what he wanted to do, Kaori went to compose his letter.
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That night Kaori lay awake in bed, thinking about many different things. The stark glow of the magelight at his bedside cast sharp-edged shadows over the walls of the room, illuminating the stone horses that raced endlessly around the edges of the empty fireplace.

Finally, he threw off his sheet and stood up, stuffing his feet into his shoes. He was still dressed in his nightclothes, but he wrapped a short cloak around him to ward off the nighttime chill.

He didn’t see anyone else as he made his way through the halls of the castle. At this hour, most other residents of Heaven’s Gate would be comfortably abed.

One resident, he knew, would be patrolling the grounds outside.

He stepped out onto the front veranda and leaned a hip against the stairway railing, holding his cloak closed tight across his chest. He shivered lightly, but waited patiently, looking out across the grounds.

It didn’t take long for Hunter’s wanderings to come around to this side of the palace again. Kaori didn’t see him until he was just a few lengths away, stepping out of the shadow of the porch’s railing.

“That’s still something you need to teach me how to do someday,” he said with a wry smile.

Hunter stepped up to join him at the railing. “Couldn’t sleep?” he guessed.

“Not really.” Hunter’s shoulder brushed against his own in the kind of casual contact that neither one of them ever commented on, making him shiver. After a few moments, he asked, “What happened to you when you were a kid that you don’t want to tell me?”

He had never asked the question so directly before. The sound of the words hung in the air between them, as sharp as shattered glass in the stillness.

Hunter let out his breath in a long sigh. “Yura said I was an idiot for keeping it from you for so long.”

“He was a wise man.” He paused. “You do realize it’s a question, not an order.”

“Yes.” He didn’t say anything for a long while. Then, “I’ve been afraid to tell you.”

“I know.” Somehow, it was easier having this conversation here in the dark with him, with only the night and the empty grounds and the stars around them to hear. “I’ve told you you don’t need to be.”

“I know.” Hunter’s hands closed over the top of the railing. Without looking at Kaori, he said, “When I was a child, my home was attacked and my family murdered. I was captured and imprisoned by slavers.”

Kaori could feel the tension in the shoulder that was still pressed against his own. “I thought maybe that was what happened,” he said softly.

Hunter nodded, staring down at his hands. “What you don’t know is that they…they made me fight for them. In the underground bloodsport rings.”

The confession was made with a weight of penitence to it, as if he hadn’t been a child forced into captivity and slavery against his will. As if he had been a willing participant in the horrors he’d been forced to endure.

Kaori closed his eyes. “How long?” he whispered.

“I don’t know.” Hunter’s voice was barely audible. “Years. I was…I got very good at doing what they wanted me to do.”

“You mean fighting.”

“I mean killing.” The hands on the banister were white-knuckled now. “I killed, Kaori. I don’t know how many. Sometimes with my bare hands, sometimes with the weapons they gave me. I was a murderer before I ever became a man.”

He hadn’t been much older than Malo when he first came to live at Heaven’s Gate. By then, he had already lived through more violence than most men saw in their entire lives.

If Hunter had been expecting Kaori to be repulsed by that admission, he had to be sorely disappointed. “What would have happened if you’d refused them?” Kaori asked. His heart ached for his friend, both for the lost and abandoned child he’d been, and for the man he was now.

“What?” The question seemed to surprise him. “I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do. If you hadn’t fought in the arenas, you would have been killed.”

“Maybe. Probably. It doesn’t matter.”

“Of course it matters.” Kaori turned to look at him, incredulous. “You didn’t decide to hurt anyone out of a sense of cruelty or sadistic rage. You were a kid. You were being threatened, and you didn’t want to die. You fought back to defend yourself.”

“I killed them, Kaori.”

“If someone attacked me, I’d kill them, too, if I could.”

Hunter’s expression looked lost. His eyes were darker than Kaori could ever remember seeing them.

“What I don’t understand,” Kaori said, “is how you managed to survive it. Not escape from it—I’m guessing my father had something to do with that, and that’s why you came to work here. But how did you stay sane through all of it? You’re a good person, Hunter. You’re part of the reason I am who I am today. I can’t imagine how strong you must be to have turned your back on that life and become the person I see in front of me right now.”

“The person I am today is entirely your doing.” Hunter’s voice was rough-edged, his eyes bright. “When I saw you…when Akashi offered me the chance to protect you…I knew this was a purpose I could devote myself to. All of the things I’d done, everything I’d suffered through, would have a purpose if I could bend them to serving you. I felt—” He bit the word off, looking uncomfortable. “It gave me a reason to go on, despite everything.”

Kaori was shaken by the fervor in his eyes. If he had had any doubts before that his feelings were reciprocated, they were blown away now in the face of such abject emotion.

“You didn’t have to tell me this,” he said quietly.

“I know.” Hunter nodded. “But it was time for you to know. I can’t…I’ve felt like I was lying to you by keeping it from you. Like I was pretending to be someone I’m not.”

“You thought I would reject you if I knew the truth.”

“You’re perfectly within your rights to do so.” He seemed to be bracing himself, even now, for a severe blow. If Kaori were to take out his sword and strike at him with it, he wasn’t sure that Hunter would even raise a hand to defend himself.

Kaori shook his head. “It ends now, all right?”

Hunter’s face flinched, just slightly. “What does?”

“This. All of it. The guilt. The self-castigation. The anxiety. It has no place here any longer, okay?”

“I don’t—”

Kaori frowned at him. “If you’re measuring yourself by what I think of you, then you can’t feel that way any longer. Because I…I care about you. I need you. You’ve been my friend through…gods, through everything. I don’t think I could live without you. If I’ve been your purpose, then you’re mine, too. Is that clear enough for you?”

This was the most articulate he’d been about his feelings, even to himself. He shivered when he realized that there was no turning back from this now. It was out there now in the open, right in front of them. He was surprised to discover he felt more excited than scared by that realization.

Hunter’s eyes were very round. “Kaori.”

Sudden fear made Kaori’s heart race. If he continued saying what he wanted to say, then everything would change. He felt suddenly that he hadn’t thought things through, that he was about to destroy a lifetime of friendship for his own selfish reasons, and there would be no way for him to get it back again. Maybe this was similar to the fear Hunter had felt at the thought of sharing the truth about his past with him, all these years.

“I-I’m sorry.” Kaori took a step backwards. “I’d better go back to bed.”

He turned and headed back inside. He wasn’t sure if he felt relieved or heartbroken when Hunter let him go.

The hallways remained quiet as he made his way back upstairs. His chest felt tight when he stepped inside his room, leaning his back against the closed door behind him. He didn’t bother turning on the magelight.

The entire conversation with Hunter replayed itself inside his head. He felt mortified over his own behavior. After years of swearing never to press Hunter about his past, he’d come right out and asked him. And Hunter had told him. The image of a young Hunter being forced to fight to defend himself in a bloodsport arena clawed at Kaori’s insides, making him feel weak. He wanted to put his arms around Hunter, wanted to hold him tight and make sure he knew that Kaori didn’t hate him for that. Didn’t hate him, didn’t blame him, didn’t judge him or think less of him in any way.

He couldn’t lie to himself any longer. He was head over heels in love with the man.

A sharp knock on the door startled him.

For a moment, he couldn’t bring himself to move. Then he slowly turned around and pulled open the door just enough to look outside into the hall.

Hunter’s dark eyes gazed back at him. “Hi,” he said.

Kaori sighed and pulled the door open further. “Hi,” he said reluctantly. His face felt uncomfortably warm. He tried to find the words to tell Hunter it was dangerous for him to be here, that Kaori didn’t think he could control himself tonight, but they wouldn’t come.

“You know,” Hunter said, still in that same calm, quiet voice, “Yura told me that you were going to come to me one day.”

The words sent a tremor of grief trembling through the other confused emotions that roiled in Kaori’s mind. “He did?”

“Yes, he did. He told me you were going to come to me, and you were going to confess your feelings for me.” He paused. “I thought he was out of his mind.”

That made Kaori smile, just a little. “He was a bit meddlesome sometimes, wasn’t he?”

Hunter nodded. “He also told me that when you did, I had better treat you with the utmost respect and courtesy. If I didn’t, he was going to kick my ass.”

The thought of Yura threatening Hunter, of all people, on his behalf was rather touching. “You’ve never treated me with anything but courtesy and respect.”

“That’s what I told him. He told me this was different, that when the time came you’d be vulnerable in a way you’d never been before. I didn’t know what he meant at the time.” His eyes never left Kaori’s face. “I think I do now.”

Kaori shivered. He was glad he was still wearing the cloak. “I don’t think you should be here right now.”

Hunter stood looking at him for a long moment, digesting that. “If you want me to go,” he said, “I mean really want it, and not just think you should want it, then I’ll go.”

Kaori remained silent. His heart was pounding so hard inside his chest he thought it might break free at any moment.

Hunter nodded slowly. “May I come in?”

It took a while for Kaori to work up the breath to answer. When he did, his voice sounded off to his ears, distant, like it came from someone else. “Yes.”

He pulled the door open all the way and stepped backwards, allowing Hunter to step inside. He closed the door behind him and latched it firmly.

Hunter was standing extremely close. “I thought I fell in love with you the first moment I saw you,” he said. “You were six at the time. I was twelve.”

Kaori’s mouth curled upward despite himself. “Seriously?”

“Yes.” Hunter’s gaze was solemn. “But it wasn’t true. I’d fallen in love with the idea of you, at that moment. You were someone I could look up to, someone I could focus my energies on, someone who could give me the purpose I needed to drag myself out of my past and concentrate on bettering myself, on moving forward into the future.”

Kaori swallowed thickly. “So you weren’t in love with me.”

He seemed to think about it. “In a childish way, perhaps. But the real thing, that came later. After I got to know you.”

Kaori’s chest was so tight he could barely breathe.

“I’m sorry if this is disturbing you. I know you’re probably afraid of getting too close because you’re afraid of abusing your authority. I realized tonight that you’re never going to approach me openly like that, for that exact reason. So I had to be the one to make the first move. And tonight, I knew it was the right time. When I told you all of those things about me, and you didn’t look at me like…like you hated me—”

“I could never hate you,” Kaori said explosively.

Hunter smiled slightly. “I believe you. And knowing that just makes me feel….” He shook his head, looking rueful. “It’s making me feel a bit reckless. So feel free to tell me to leave you the hell alone tonight, if you need to.”

Kaori’s breath caught in his throat at that suggestion. “No,” he said, reaching for Hunter’s arm. “Don’t go.”

Hunter stared down at the fingers on his sleeve as if they were the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen. “I used to dream about this moment, you know. It’s big, isn’t it?”

Kaori swallowed again, nodding slightly. “Yes. It is.”

“I’m not…I’m not the type of person who does this kind of thing casually.”

“No. Me, neither. I’ve never…I’ve never felt this way about anyone before.”

When Hunter looked up at him again, his gaze was very serious. “I will, you know. Treat you with respect and courtesy.”

Kaori thought he was literally going to break inside any second now. “I know you will.”

He wasn’t precisely sure how it happened, or who initiated it, but his hand slid up to touch the side of Hunter’s neck, Hunter’s hand tightened over his waist to pull him closer, and then they were both leaning in to touch their mouths together in a kiss. The feel of Hunter’s tongue against his was unexpectedly shocking, making Kaori shiver straight down to his toes.

“Okay?” Hunter whispered against his lips. He was trembling, too.

Kaori nodded, unable to find the breath to speak. He moistened his lips, tasting the memory of Hunter’s mouth there. Hunter’s face was slightly stubbled, and the rasp of it against Kaori’s skin was almost painful, but there was nothing about it that he would consider unpleasant. Closing his eyes, he leaned in to rub his cheek against Hunter’s chin, wanting to feel more of it. Hunter’s breath stuttered across his face as he leaned in to brush his lips across Kaori’s cheek, his jaw.

“I never thought you’d let me touch you like this,” Hunter whispered.

Kaori shivered even deeper this time. “I never thought you’d want to.”

Hunter kissed him again, and it was even better this time, still new but less awkward, less uncertain. Kaori closed his eyes and soaked up the warmth of the embrace as Hunter’s hands traced over his back, his hip, holding him close while their mouths moved together. The kiss deepened until he felt dizzy from it, caught up in the heady sensation of tongue moving against tongue and body pressed tight against body. Heat coiled tight in the pit of his belly, making him feel lightheaded.

When he opened his eyes again, Hunter’s gaze on him was serious, sure. The honest want in his eyes made Kaori feel warm straight down to his toes. How long had Kaori been longing for this? Been dreaming of it? His nerves evaporated as he reached out to touch Hunter’s arm, his chest, knowing only that he wanted more of it, now that it was being offered to him.

Groaning softly against the side of Kaori’s neck, Hunter curled forward against him. His hands tugged at the back of Kaori’s cloak. “Can you…?”

“Yeah.” Kaori was panting now. He shrugged out of his cloak and let it fall to the floor, where it settled in a loose pile at their feet.

Hunter was wearing far too many clothes, in Kaori’s opinion. Now that they were here, now that this was really happening between them, he felt consumed by an impatience that was threatening to devour him whole. His skin felt hot, tight, as if he had a fever. But if he did, it was a benign fever, one that filled him with a shock of pleasure wherever Hunter’s body was touching him.

His hands found the belt at the front of Hunter’s waist and tugged at it with shaking fingers. Hunter huffed once and reached down to unclasp it. A brief tug of straps, a fumbled buckle, and his entire weapons harness fell to the floor at their feet.

Kaori didn’t think he had ever seen Hunter without his weapons, except for that one night in the slavers’ house. The memory filled him with an ache of tenderness, and he leaned in to press the lightest of kisses against Hunter’s exposed collarbone, breathing out softly over the skin there.

“Kaori,” Hunter whispered.

Kaori didn’t say anything, instead choosing to drop to his knees and reach for the strap that held the long knife belted across Hunter’s right thigh. Hunter’s hand settled on the top of his head and caressed him lightly, shaking.

He managed to get the strap undone without too much effort and dropped the sheathed knife gently to the floor with the other blades. He realized what incredible trust it took for Hunter to allow him to be this close, to actually handle the weapons that defended them. Cupping the back of Hunter’s calf in one hand, he leaned forward to brush a kiss across the inside of his knee.

Hunter sucked in a breath and then let it out in an explosive gust. He reached for Kaori’s shoulders and tugged him to his feet.

The moment Kaori was standing again, Hunter cupped his face in both hands and kissed him deeply. There was nothing brutal about it, but neither was it entirely gentle. It was a kiss that felt full of desire, full of need, and the lingering ache of years of anticipation. Kaori opened himself to it, accepting everything it asked from him and everything it offered. When the kiss ended, Hunter’s tongue tickled the roof of his mouth as it withdrew.

“Bed?” Kaori suggested, breathing heavily.

The sound Hunter made at that was completely nonverbal, but Kaori sensed its intention was entirely approving. They moved together toward Kaori’s bed, never once moving their hands away from one another. Kaori pulled at Hunter’s tunic until he managed to get his fingers underneath it, sliding his fingers across the small of Hunter’s back, and damn. It felt even better to touch than it did to be touched.

“Kaori,” Hunter said again. He pressed his teeth lightly against the side of Kaori’s neck, breathing out hard against his skin. His breaths were coming short and fast, his entire focus narrowed on Kaori as if he were an opponent in battle, or prey.
 
Kaori shivered, but not from fear. He really liked being the focus of that kind of intensity.

He finally succeeded in removing Hunter’s tunic, peeling the worn garment off over the other man’s head and tossing it aside onto the floor. Hunter’s chest was leanly muscled, with a faint, tantalizing trail of hair leading down toward the waistline of his trousers. Crisscrossing it was a patchwork of faded scars that almost disappeared into the bronzed skin, arcing over his shoulder, his arm, the smooth expanse of his bared back.

The sight of them made something inside Kaori go very quiet. “Does it hurt?” Kaori whispered, reaching out to touch him. His hand stopped before it connected, hesitating, then lowered to lightly trace the edge of one of the marks he saw.

“No,” Hunter said, just as softly. His eyes fell closed as Kaori’s fingers continued to move across his chest, a tremulous sigh falling past his lips. “No, Kaori. They don’t hurt any longer.”

There were a large number of scars. Kaori couldn’t believe he had never noticed them before. Had he really never seen Hunter with his skin bared in all the years they had known each other? Kaori got the impression Hunter might have deliberately kept them hidden, as if he were ashamed of them. Perhaps he was. They were symbols of his past, after all; not one of them appeared to be recently won, with most of them faded to pale shadows on his skin. A jagged scrapbook that told the tale of his violent history, for those who had the eyes to read it.

Tilting his head forward, Kaori touched one of the scars on Hunter’s shoulder with his tongue, dampening it just slightly. In front of him, Hunter’s entire body quivered.

“I was afraid of what you might think of me, if you ever saw,” Hunter admitted to him, bending his head in toward Kaori’s ear. His voice was hoarse.

“I think they make you beautiful,” Kaori said, still with his head bowed. Hunter had always looked so strong to him for all these years, invincible, but he was vulnerable in ways that Kaori was only beginning to discover. That made him even more beautiful to Kaori, more human, more real. His fingers traced a slow line over Hunter’s arm, his back. “You’re always so strong. So brave. You have no idea how much I’ve always looked up to you. How much I admire you for who you are, and for what you do. I admire you even more now, knowing what I do about you.” When he lifted his head again, he found Hunter looking at him with something fierce and burning shining in his eyes.

“You’re the strong one,” Hunter said. “The brave one.” His hands closed around Kaori’s waist, warm through the fabric of his nightclothes. He took a slow step forward, then another, nuzzling soft kisses against the side of Kaori’s throat until the back of Kaori’s legs bumped up against the edge of his bed. “The beautiful one,” he whispered, and leaned in to kiss him full on the mouth.

Kaori’s body ached in a way he had never felt before. A heavy, warm feeling filled his limbs, pooling in his groin, making his skin itch for Hunter’s touch, Hunter’s heat. He gave a breathy moan when Hunter kissed the side of his neck, one hand sliding down to dip underneath the edge of the under-tunic he wore and spread across the bare skin of his lower back. He pulled Kaori’s body toward him so that Kaori could feel how aroused he was—how aroused they both were.

Abruptly, Kaori reached down to pull the tunic off over his head and dropped it onto the floor beside them. This time their kiss was made of pure, breathless need…and it was so much better now, kissing Hunter skin to skin, chests pressed together without any kind of barrier between them. Hunter’s fingers curled tightly around his waist on either side, holding him close as the kiss deepened.

Kaori clutched at Hunter’s arms, making a soft sound of urgency when Hunter removed the rest of his own clothes and then urged him to lie back onto the bed. At first it was awkward—he wasn’t sure quite where to put his hands, and he felt self-conscious—but then Hunter touched him and the warm feeling in his veins abruptly ignited into fire as their bodies twined together on top of the sheets. Hunter kissed the side of his jaw and curled his fingers over Kaori’s hip, and Kaori instinctively wrapped a leg around him to pull him closer.

Excitement sizzled up Kaori’s spine, impacting with the base of his skull; he could feel Hunter’s arousal where Hunter’s groin was pressed against him, twin to his own, and the exhilaration of that—the sheer, heart-pounding perfection of that—was almost enough to send him over the edge.

Hunter dragged his hands up Kaori’s sides, drawing shivers to the surface of his skin as he thoroughly kissed him. Hunter approached sex the same way he approached battle, the way he approached duty, with an intensity of focus that consumed everything he was. Kaori responded to the caresses with equal enthusiasm, twining his fingers deep in Hunter’s hair, holding him close, wrapping his legs around him as their bodies moved together. He wasn’t sure he remembered how to breathe, and was quite certain he didn’t care.

When Hunter’s hand found the column of flesh between his legs, Kaori hissed low through his teeth and curled forward against him, clutching at Hunter’s arms. “Shh,” Hunter whispered against his lips, brushing a kiss there soothingly. His fingers curled around Kaori’s flesh, stroking him firmly. “This is what you want, yes? Tell me this is what you want.”

The subtle longing in his voice made Kaori’s hands shake. He wrapped his arms around Hunter’s shoulders and pressed his face against his throat. “Touch me,” he said, and thrust his hips forward beseechingly.

Hunter replied by biting his neck again, not hard, but with enough sharpness of tooth to drag a groan from deep inside Kaori’s chest. His hand was moving now, and Kaori’s hips were moving, too, and the sensations that uncurled inside Kaori’s belly defied any attempt to describe them.

He couldn’t keep himself from sliding a hand down Hunter’s side, feeling the smooth rasp of old scars against his palm, and reaching for Hunter’s own aroused flesh. The feel of it under his fingers was strange to him, unfamiliar. He knew the feel of his own arousal—he was a healthy young man, after all—but this was different. Better. Exciting.

This was Hunter.

Hunter made a small, high-pitched whine at that and tightened his grip on Kaori’s erection. Kaori gasped and surged against him, and Hunter’s leanly muscular body met him thrust for thrust.

Kaori thought he might have gone a bit mad in those final moments. The sheer, overwhelming pleasure of being in bed with the man he loved—of finally being touched by him, loved by him—washed over him and eclipsed everything else. The knowledge that this was Hunter sharing this moment with him overwhelmed even the physical pleasure of the instant when his body finally spasmed and found its climax, coaxed carefully and lovingly out of him by the fingers that held him.

They kissed, long and slow and deep, and Kaori thought he must be drunk, or dreaming. The physical reality stubbornly remained, however, as he continued to stroke Hunter’s cock, enjoying the desperate sounds that fell past the other man’s lips as he drew nearer to his own climax.

Kaori’s name burst from Hunter’s lips at the final moment, an instant before his body stiffened and then spilled over Kaori’s hand. Kaori clung to him, murmuring soft words in his ear as he soothed him through the shock of it. Hunter’s face pressed hard against the side of Kaori’s neck, lips moving softly against his skin as if he were murmuring soft reassurances of his own, or asking for them.

“I love you,” Kaori found himself whispering, without even being aware of it. “Gods above, Hunter, I love you.”

Hunter kissed his neck and hugged him tightly, and lay beside him there in the silent dark.
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When he woke up in the morning, Kaori was half-surprised to find Hunter still in the bed beside him. Part of him had been expecting to find that it had all been a dream after all.
“Good morning,” Hunter said to him, smiling. His head was propped on one of his hands so that he could look down into Kaori’s face.

Kaori smiled up at him. “Good morning.”

The sunlight that fell in through his windows told him it was well into the morning. It occurred to him that this was the first time since Yura’s death that he had slept through the night without benefit of the magelight.

He thought maybe he should feel awkward in this moment, but instead, all he felt was calm and enormously peaceful. Maybe Hunter’s demeanor was rubbing off on him. Reaching up one hand, he cupped the back of the other man’s neck and pulled him downward gently.

Hunter gave in to the subtle request without protest and kissed him quite thoroughly, so that Kaori was feeling a bit breathless when he was done.

“Good,” Hunter said, completely inexplicably in Kaori’s opinion. Then he clarified by saying, “I thought maybe you might regret things once you had a chance to stop and think about them.”

“I don’t regret a thing,” Kaori told him. In the morning light, Hunter looked rumpled and sleepy, a world away from the cool and detached bodyguard Kaori had become accustomed to seeing over the years. He decided he rather liked this look on him. It made him seem vulnerable, in some small way, and more real—if that made any sense at all.

His fingertips moved lightly over Hunter’s arm, tracing the edge of yet another scar there. Remnants of his time in the bloodsport arena, Kaori guessed. It had likely been a very long time since anyone could get close enough to mark him in that way.

Now that he had time to think about it, though, he realized that confessing his feelings to Hunter and having them returned hadn’t changed much at all about their circumstances. Kaori was still the High Lord of Kazure, and would be expected to produce an heir to the throne someday. The more he thought about that, the quicker his current mood darkened. He began to wonder if he hadn’t done Hunter a grave disservice by giving in to their passion last night.

Hunter’s finger brushed across his lips. “I don’t regret anything, either,” he said firmly. “And I’m not asking for anything more than you can give. I’ll take whatever part of you I can get. All right?”

Meaning he would be content simply being allowed to love Kaori, even if it turned out that Kaori had to marry and father the inevitable heirs at some point in the future. That thought filled Kaori with a dark flicker of sorrow, and an even darker flicker of rage. Hunter deserved far more than being the High Lord’s lover on the side. He didn’t know how he was going to fix this, and the knowledge of that was eating him up inside.

“It’s getting late,” Hunter said, rolling into a sitting position. His lean muscles flexed as he moved, making Kaori wish they had more time to explore this newly discovered closeness between them. “I think Ishaya’s probably already waiting for you in the ballroom.”

Kaori groaned. “I can be late to practice for one morning.”

Hunter grinned. “Not on Ishaya’s watch, you can’t. I can tell you stories about what he used to do to recruits who tried to skip out on training back at the academy.”

The image of that made Kaori shudder. “I’ll pass, thank you.” As tempting as it was to simply lounge around in bed with Hunter and try to forget about all of the problems they had to deal with, Kaori knew that would only delay the inevitable.

Giving Hunter’s arm a last lingering caress, he pushed himself out of the bed and moved toward his adjoining bath, where a cistern waited with a soft cloth that he could use to wipe himself down before dressing. The feel of Hunter’s eyes on him—cool and appreciative—made him seriously consider taking whatever punishment Ishaya would choose to give him so he could climb back into the bed and continue where they’d left off. Only the knowledge that Hunter’s innate sense of responsibility toward him wouldn’t allow it kept him moving forward.

No, he definitely had no regrets about his altered relationship with Hunter. In a world of bad news and pending doom, it was indisputably one of the only things that had gone right.

 

 

Not two months after he had returned to Heaven’s Gate, Kaori was ready to go out on the road again. He had received a reply back from Ben, who said that his Great-Uncle was willing to meet with him.  The proposed meeting place was in the region of Repar, which was just past the border of Mengu in Gyre.

Kaori packed light, feeling possessed once again by a sense of extreme urgency. He hoped that the brewing war with Shindor would remain in its current state of breathless anticipation for just a little while longer. He had heard nothing about the Shindori from Lord Toma in Uruma, but he had to have faith that Toma was doing his part to help secure the northern border.

The meeting of the lords’ council was scheduled to be held in Tenkai in exactly two weeks’ time. Runners had been sent to carry the official summons, signed with the High Lord’s seal. Refusing such an order was not an option, by longstanding law and custom. Kaori wondered if Razgul would plan to make a personal appearance, and if so, what kinds of interesting developments that would bring about.

Hunter was waiting for him by the carriage. Kaori had opted to travel with a smaller entourage this time, consisting of himself, Hunter, Haku, and six other members of the Royal Guard. He figured any problems that arose that the group of them couldn’t deal with wouldn’t be solved by a company four times that size. The monarch of Gyre wasn’t going to be impressed by might, but by sincerity and candor.

Kaori hoped so, at any rate.

Ishaya saw them off as the carriage pulled out through the palace’s front gates. Kaori waved at him, seeing not just his steward but a trusted mentor and friend. He knew how hard it had been for Ishaya to train him the way he had needed to be trained these past weeks, but Ishaya had found it in himself to do it regardless. That was something Kaori would forever be grateful for. Even now, he carried his sword at his side and felt fully capable of using it should the need arise, even if he had been as yet untested in an actual battle.

Hunter had proven to be an exceptionally challenging sparring partner. He didn’t push Kaori past his limits, but neither did he cut him any slack, employing many unexpected and oftentimes devious tricks to try to get around his guard. Kaori had found himself cursing on more than one occasion, choking from a blow to the collarbone or coughing on a mouthful of sand. Now that he had accepted Kaori’s need to be trained, Hunter had made it his goal to ensure that he was ready for anything.

He had also taken to spending his nights with Kaori, sleeping in Kaori’s bed. Kaori asked him once, teasingly, if he had abandoned his post at patrolling the palace grounds. Hunter replied with one of his rare smirks that being closer to Kaori made it easier to bodyguard him; Kaori had sensed an exceptionally bad pun in the brewing, and had quickly distracted him before it could come out.

Kaori welcomed Hunter eagerly into his bed each and every time he came to him, even though he had a pervasive suspicion that he was actually taking advantage of Hunter, because their relationship could never truly be openly acknowledged. Hunter didn’t seem to care, or if he did, he kept that feeling locked away behind his usual façade of effortless grace and careful courtesy. 

After their first time together, which had been sweet and new and kind of awkward, it became easier to give in to the intimacy between them. To Kaori, it was like drinking water in the midst of the bleakest desert. He had wanted Hunter for so very long—not just to be touched by him, but to be acknowledged by him, to be close to him, to be really seen by him—that he still had difficulty believing it was real. He believed Hunter had a similar feeling. The two of them lay awake throughout many of the nights they spent together, talking about whatever crossed their minds. Kaori talked about his fears that someone close to him might be forced to sacrifice themselves for him again, and that he might never learn how to summon the sacred guardian Shinja. Hunter talked about his past, and how difficult it had been for him to adjust to life outside of the bloodsport arenas, at least at first—and how the memory of Kaori’s face had sustained him, giving him the strength he needed to push onward.

One thing neither one of them talked about was the future of their relationship. There just didn’t seem to be a point to it. At this moment, in this odd stasis, they could be happy without wondering where it was all going to lead them.

With an effort, Kaori turned his attention back to the business at hand. The road to the train station at the outskirts of Tenkai was a relatively short one. He peered out the carriage’s window at the city streets as they passed them by, seeing again the surge of excitement and anticipation that the highly recognizable carriage’s passing caused in the townsfolk. The sight of them made Kaori renew his determination not to fail a single one of them. He was going to find a way to stave off war with Shindor, and he was going to resolve this issue with Razgul. One man’s ambition could not be allowed to impact negatively on the country as a whole. That wasn’t something that Kaori was willing to tolerate. He was going to find a way to handle Razgul.

Somehow.

They loaded their belongings onto the train and found their seats, and before long they were off. Sitting across from Hunter, Kaori was reminded of the trip they’d made together from Napoli City after his father’s death, not three months ago. For a moment, he felt a sensation of disconnectedness, as if the previous months and all of the adventures within them had never happened. But he felt closer to Hunter now than he ever had before, and Haku was at his side this time, and he was carrying a sword that he felt reasonably confident of being able to use, and he was heading out not to school but to meet with the leader of a neighboring nation in the hopes of forging an alliance that would help him stand against Shindor.

The capital of Gyre was a city named Amatrice. It was about a half-day’s journey further than Napoli City, on the edge of an enormous lake called the Navi. The land in that part of the country was fairly flat and grass-covered, with occasional copses of trees that broke up the monotony of the gently rolling hills.

It was late morning when their train arrived at the Amatrice station. A fine fog clung to the sides of the buildings as Kaori and his companions disembarked, giving the cobbled stone streets a sense of mystery and vagueness that made it difficult to guess at their true scope. Kaori had an impression of wide streets and tall buildings, and deep courtyards decorated with heavy flags.

Kaori’s inspection of the place was cut short when he noticed the group that waited for them at the end of the platform. There were a number of soldiers standing smartly at attention, carrying the banners of their respective lords and lands. An honor guard to welcome them, most likely. At their fore stood a single figure dressed in grey wool slacks and a long coat, tall and gangly, with soft blond hair that curled gently against the sides of his face.

“Ben!” Kaori said, his heart leaping. An instant smile broke over his face. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

Ben grinned and stepped forward to meet him, and the two of them hugged one another fiercely. “Like I’d miss any of this,” he said, giving Kaori’s back a sharp thump with his fist. “Your letter sounded positively dire. What the hell have you been up to since you ducked out of school?”

Kaori laughed ruefully. “That,” he said, “is a very long story.” He turned around and gestured toward his friends, introducing each of them in turn. “This is Ben Quentin,” he said for the benefit of those who hadn’t yet met him. “He was my roommate at the university in Napoli City.”

Haku bowed formally. Apparently a personal friend of the High Lord of Kazure warranted more than his usual level of respect. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Master Quentin.”

“It’s ‘Ben’, please. Any friend of Kaori’s is a friend of mine, all right?” Ben looped an arm around Kaori’s shoulders, wheeling him toward the end of the platform. “We have carriages to take us up to the old man’s palace. You’ll ride with me, won’t you, Kaori?”

“Of course.” Kaori shot an amused glance at Hunter. Ben’s effusive personality hadn’t dampened in the least since he’d been gone.

Both Hunter and Haku ended up riding with them in the lead carriage, and the others split up into the remaining ones that followed. The sun continued to rise as they made their way up the street, dissipating the fog and revealing more of Amatrice’s enchanting architecture. The Gyrians tended to prefer pale grey stone as a construction material, with buildings that had multiple stories and heavy balconies that overhung the lower windows. It should have been a brooding look, but there was something fanciful about it, with elegantly mullioned windows and carved buttresses.

“So tell me,” Kaori said, “how did the internship interview go? Did the dean recommend you to Magister Deucalion?”

Ben gave him a slow grin. “As it turns out, he did.”

Kaori just about jumped to his feet in excitement. “You did it, didn’t you? He accepted you as his apprentice?”

Ben’s continued grin made an answer superfluous. “You are looking at the newest apprentice of Magister Deucalion Aubertin, who just happens to be the most gifted nature mage Gyre has ever seen. I start working with him later this summer.”

“That’s fantastic, Ben.” Kaori couldn’t have been more proud if it had been his own accomplishment. He more than anyone knew how hard Ben had worked these past few years. His passion was life magic and earth magic combined, so this was a perfect fit for him. Their dorm room had constantly been filled with all manner of plants that he was nurturing to grow under various soil and moisture conditions. Most of it was over Kaori’s head, who spent the majority of his time studying history, politics, and economic treatises.

“Yes, Ben,” Hunter said, smiling. “Congratulations. I know you worked hard for this.”

Ben shrugged, although Kaori could tell he was sincerely pleased over their admiration. “I have to get through the apprenticeship first. Then it’ll really be worth something.”

“Any idea what you’re planning to do afterward?” Kaori asked.

“I don’t know.” He looked thoughtful. “I know I like the idea of travelling. I want to find a job somewhere I can really be useful, you know?”

That was typical Ben. An education wasn’t worth anything if you weren’t using it to help someone.

“What about you, Kaori?” Ben asked. “Are you ever planning to come back to Napoli to finish up your program?”

Kaori shook his head. “I really don’t know if that will be possible. We’ll have to wait and see what happens.”

“It would be a good idea, you know,” Hunter said unexpectedly. “If it’s something that’s important to you. The kind of studies you were taking can only help Kazure in the future.”

Kaori smiled at him, feeling a surge of warmth for him. “We’ll see.”

The rest of the ride passed in casual conversation. Ben managed to draw even Haku out of his usual reserve, and soon Haku was talking at length about his assignment to the Royal Guard and the duties he had there. Kaori watched the two of them converse and felt an uncommon sense of peace steal over him. Seeing two of his best friends get on so well made something inside of him curl up warm and happy like a housecat in front of a fire.

They reached the palace by mid-morning and pulled in through the high, elegantly wrought gates. Kaori looked around with interest as he stepped out of the carriage, seeing a tall, handsome building with winged boars carved into the lintels at either side of the wide front doors.

“Welcome to Vendome,” Ben said with a dramatic sweep of his arm that indicated the palace and grounds in front of them, “home of King Montsec Albon, the illustrious monarch of Gyre.”

“‘The illustrious monarch’?” Kaori echoed, giving him a sideways glance.

Ben shrugged. “Sounds more impressive than ‘the father of my dad’s second cousin’, doesn’t it?”

Kaori snorted softly. “Lead the way, then, ‘illustrious grand-nephew’.”

Ben swatted him neatly across the back of the head. “Brat.”

“Fool.”

“Dunce.”

“Bootlicker.”

Haku’s eyes flicked back and forth between them with a frown that Kaori couldn’t quite decipher. He wondered if Haku might be mourning the easy relationship the two of them had once had before Kaori went away to university and became the High Lord.
 
Before he could remark on it, they were being ushered inside. Feeling a flutter of nervousness, he turned his thoughts to the vitally important mission in front of him.

The herald in their honor guard walked ahead of them to announce them. “My liege,” he said in a reverberant tone, “the emissaries from Kazure have arrived.”

King Albon was waiting for them in the castle’s inner audience chamber. He was a very distinguished-looking man with broad, expressive features and a pale beard cropped close against his chin. He appeared to be about ten years older than Kaori’s father had been. His long, gilded sash of office hung nearly to his knees.

“High Lord,” he said, giving a polite bow of greeting. “Welcome to Amatrice. I was greatly honored when I heard that you intended to visit.”

“Your Majesty,” Kaori returned, bowing just as deeply. “Thank you very much for your hospitality in receiving us. You have such a beautiful country. I’ve really enjoyed the time I spent with Ben at the school in Napoli City.”

Albon smiled slightly and gestured toward the tall double doors leading out into the rear garden. “Would you walk with me, High Lord?”

Kaori nodded. “Of course, sir.” He gave Ben a brief glance before moving to follow him. Ben made shooing motions with his hands.

Without a word, Hunter fell into step beside him, taking up his customary position just behind and to the right of Kaori’s shoulder. Albon didn’t pay him any particular mind; his own soldiers took up stations outside the doors and moved out into the garden around them, discreetly watching their progress across the grounds.

“Ben has told me a lot about you,” Albon said. He walked slowly, pausing to admire the blossoms that hung from one of the heavily drooping pepper trees that lined the path.

“He’s told me a lot about you as well, sir.” Actually, most of what Kaori had learned about this man came from the history and political classes he’d taken. Albon had a reputation for being fair and strong-spoken, with a stubbornness that his subjects tended to either admire or resent in him.

“Is that so? I wonder if I should be worried about the opinion you hold of me, then.”

Kaori’s mouth curled upward in a grin. “You needn’t have any worries on that account. Ben looks up to you quite sincerely.”

Albon looked pleased at the comment. “He’s a good boy. We’re all incredibly proud of him.”

“I couldn’t have asked for a better roommate at Napoli City. He’s been a good friend to me.”

Albon seemed to digest that for a moment. “I’m very sorry to hear about your father,” he said at last. “He was a good man.”

“Yes, sir, he was.” Kaori swallowed thickly. “Thank you.”

“I met him only once, back when we were first considering extending our rail system into Kazure. Its existence has certainly encouraged trade between our peoples.”

“Yes. Our lands of Mengu and Uruma have benefited the most from it, but all of Kazure has been enriched. Not just because of the additional income from trade, but because it encourages open communication and travel between our nations.”

“That’s very well-said, High Lord.”

Kaori had the impression that Albon knew full well what he had come here to ask, and was only biding his time waiting for Kaori to get around to saying it aloud. He sighed inwardly. “You might have heard that we’re not on such good terms with all of our neighbors, however.”

“I might have heard a rumor to that effect, yes.”

Kaori considered his next words carefully. “I’ve heard that Shindor has taken control of the capital of Arisaig. Have you been feeling any pressure from their presence at your eastern border?”

Albon was silent for a long moment. He appeared to be a man who weighed his words carefully before speaking them as a matter of habit. “We might have had some conflict recently in that area,” he finally said. He stopped and turned to face Kaori squarely. “Your own borders are under quite a bit of distress as well, or so I’ve heard.”

“Yes.” Kaori saw no reason to lie about it. “That’s why I’m here. I have a proposition to offer you.”

Albon looked intrigued. Turning away, he began walking a slow path forward through the garden again. “You know,” he said, “I invited your father to Amatrice on several occasions. He never once took me up on the offer.”

“I think my father was a bit…preoccupied…as a ruler.” That was the most polite term Kaori could come up with to describe that facet of his father’s personality. From what he understood, his father had been a bit of a bigot, believing that anyone not of Kazurian blood was somehow beneath him. “But I’m here now, and I’m sincerely hoping to encourage the friendship between our nations.”

“Friendship,” Albon echoed, as if tasting the word on his tongue.

“Yes. Friends who stand together in times of need can only be the stronger for it. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Albon didn’t answer. “Gyre has always treasured its neutrality,” he said instead. “We have historically tried to avoid entering into any kind of armed conflict with the surrounding lands.”

“But conflict is at your door whether you want it or not,” Kaori pointed out. “You’re not out looking for it, but you do have to find a way to deal with it. All I’m suggesting is that you allow us to stand beside you. If our two nations present a united front—an alliance of equals—then we’ll have that much more leverage to keep the Shindori out of our lands.”

“You speak with such fervor. I can almost bring myself to believe that you truly mean what you say.”

Kaori frowned at him. “I don’t have any kind of hidden agenda here, sir. I only want what’s best for my people. And yours. The Shindori want to conquer us all and turn our regions into an empire that will eventually grow so large and fat it will inevitably collapse under its own weight. I’ve read the history books; I know their kind. Maybe they feel they have good reason to do what they do: expand and conquer, and survive at all costs. Maybe they honestly believe they’ll perish as a nation if they don’t continue to extend their dominion. Maybe it’s simple greed, I don’t know. What I do know is that they respect strength and nothing else, and Kazure isn’t strong enough to face them as an equal. But if we join together, if we combine the unique strengths of our peoples, then maybe someday we can face them on equal ground, and talk to their leaders the same way I’m talking to you right now. Maybe we’ll be able to forge some kind of peace with them.” He shrugged self-consciously. “Or at least a cessation of hostilities.”

Albon stared at him. Kaori could feel Hunter’s eyes on him as well, calm and admiring.

“You offer a convincing argument, High Lord,” Albon said. He looked troubled. “If our eventual goal is peace, then…perhaps. Perhaps your plan has some merit to it.”

Kaori chose to take that as a very good sign.
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In the end, Albon agreed to a trial run of Kaori’s proposed alliance. If it worked out for them, he said, then maybe they could discuss something more permanent somewhere down the line.
On the whole, Kaori felt pleased with how the meeting had turned out even though the offer of Gyre’s help had been rather tentative. He thought maybe this could be the beginning of something that would change the way Kazure approached their dealings with the surrounding nations.

“You did exceptionally well,” Hunter told him as the two of them walked back inside. Albon had excused himself to have a meeting with his advisory staff in private.

Kaori smiled at him. “Do you really think so? I was absolutely terrified the whole time.”

“It didn’t show. You appeared entirely confident and sincere. It was the sincerity that won him over, I think. There’s just something about you that makes people want to believe what you say.”

The praise made Kaori feel warm inside. He knew Hunter wasn’t the type to throw empty compliments around, even to him. Maybe especially to him. “You think it has a chance of working, then?”

“I think Kazure’s entire future has just been changed, for the better. I’ve told you I thought you were going to end up being a greater leader than your father could ever hope of being.”

Kaori wanted to kiss him. Just push him back against the wall right there and kiss him senseless. And then preferably drag him off somewhere private where they could continue exploring the developing intimacy between them.

He controlled himself with an effort. “It isn’t going to be easy. We still have the council to deal with.”

“You’ll deal with them.”

“I wish I were as confident as you are.”

“I’ve learned to be confident of you.” He touched Kaori’s arm lightly, then dropped his hand back to his side as if he, too, were feeling the urge to celebrate in private. “You’re going to do amazing things. You can’t help it, being who you are.”

Not for the first time, Kaori wondered what Hunter saw in him that he himself was missing. But he trusted and valued the other man’s judgment, so he had to believe that he was doing something right.

They joined up with the others again and passed on the good news. Ben in particular seemed delighted over Kaori’s success because it meant they would be able to see each other more often. They talked at length about Kaori’s vision for Kazure over dinner that evening, a topic about which Hunter and even Haku had numerous comments to make. Haku wasn’t certain that an alliance was the best idea for Kazure, but he was willing to be convinced.

They were planning to stay for the night as Albon’s guests, but then they would be leaving first thing in the morning. Ben was unhappy that they weren’t planning to stay longer.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Kaori said. Dinner was over, the dishes were cleared, and they were sitting together in a large study, comfortably sipping spiced wine in front of the fire.

“About what?” Ben asked.

Kaori hesitated. “You said you want to travel. And find a job where you can help people.”

“That’s true.” He was looking at Kaori seriously now, his brow creasing.

Kaori took a deep breath. “Heaven’s Gate,” he said, “the palace where I live, is currently without any Magisters other than the life mage who tends to patch up the soldiers when they get injured. If this alliance between our countries goes forward, I was thinking maybe you’d be interested in taking on a job there.”

“A Gyrian nature mage in the court of Heaven’s Gate?” Haku said dubiously.

“Why not?” Kaori challenged. “He’s certainly qualified. I’ve seen the kind of work you do, Ben, and it’s damned impressive. After your apprenticeship with Magister Deucalion, you’re going to be a force to be reckoned with. There will be potential employers sweeping in from every side to try to scoop you up and convince you to come work for them. I’m just jumping in early with my offer.”

“What kind of work would that entail?” Ben asked. Kaori was encouraged by the fact that he seemed interested.

“For one thing,” he said, “maybe you could do something about the peonies in the front garden and bring an end to the feud currently going on between my gardener and my head maid.” He grinned. “But other than that, I’d probably send you out on various missions to different parts of the country. Ishiyama, to the south of Tenkai, is a particularly arid region where not much can be coaxed to grow, at least not easily. They have a weather mage employed there who helps with the rains on occasion—her name is Tenma, I think you’d like her—but I think they need more directed assistance than that.”

“The soil might not be rich enough there,” Ben said musingly. “Or else it’s too rocky. Too dry. I’ve dealt with conditions like those in some of my classes.”

“Exactly. I think you’d be perfect for the job.” He shrugged. “I don’t expect an answer right now, of course. It’s just something to think about.”

“All right. I’ll think about it.” The smile he gave Kaori then was almost shy. “Thanks, Kaori.”

Kaori smiled back at him. “Don’t mention it.”

 

 

The following morning, Kaori packed up his travel bag and hefted it downstairs to the courtyard, despite Haku’s insistence on carrying it for him. Ben was waiting for them in the foyer, which was nothing short of astonishing in Kaori’s opinion. At the university, Ben oftentimes had had to be pried out of bed under extreme protest to get him moving in time for his morning classes.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said by way of greeting once Kaori approached. “What if I go back to Kazure with you? Just for a little while, to sort of feel things out.”

Kaori was surprised. “What about your classes?”

“You really are out of it, aren’t you?” He punched Kaori lightly on the arm. “Exams are over. I’m a free man now until my apprenticeship with Deucalion starts next month.”

Kaori was a bit shocked to learn that his final year of university had come to an end, just that quickly. “I don’t see why not. As long as no one here has any problem with it.”

“I already talked it over with my uncle. He thinks it’s a great idea. He said something about it keeping me out of trouble until I start apprenticing in the summer.” He shrugged. “I have no idea what he meant by that.”

Kaori grinned. “Well, if he doesn’t have any objections then I don’t, either. Welcome aboard.” He was happy that he wasn’t going to have to say good-bye to Ben again so soon after all.

The train ride back to Kazure was long and tedious, but it was enlivened by the presence of his three companions. Kaori suspected they were trying to take his mind off of the coming council meeting. He appreciated their efforts, but he couldn’t stop worrying about what his immediate future was going to bring.

He wished he knew what Razgul was planning.

He didn’t expect that anything violent would occur during the coming assembly. No matter what Razgul’s political leanings were, he had to stay in the good graces of the other lords if he wanted to maintain his holdings. Rather, he might try to weaken Kaori’s political standing in some way. If he could encourage the other lords to doubt him in some fashion, then Kaori’s hold over the entire country would be weakened.

The war with Shindor wasn’t helping matters any, because it would have everyone’s nerves on edge. Shindor hadn’t been bold enough to test Kazure’s borders in more than a generation, which had been due in large part to Akashi’s brutal deployment of the Sacred Serpent whenever an uprising was threatened. Likewise, none of the lords had ever dared to contest his rule.

Unless Kenta had been telling the truth, of course. Once again, Kaori worried at the possibility that there was a spy at Heaven’s Gate, one who had acted under Razgul’s orders to poison the previous High Lord.

He wasn’t any closer to a resolution when their train arrived at Tenkai. They unloaded their supplies and made their way back to the palace, not quite a full week after they had left. Ishaya was delighted to see them, and informed him that the first delegation from the council—Lord Nakume of Homatsu—was expected to arrive within the day.

There was a great deal to do in preparation for the lords’ arrival. Ishaya had already made certain that there were rooms prepared, not only for the lords but for their retinues, but Kaori felt the need to double check everything regardless. The barracks were going to be filled near to bursting for a while with all of the soldiers who would be bunking down in there. Traditionally, lords didn’t bring with them anything more than an honor guard when they showed up for a council meeting, although Kaori wasn’t willing to bet that would ensure things would go at all smoothly. Food had to be prepared and stocked, whole rooms of it, and the scullery staff was hard at work salting and portioning various cuts of meat in advance of the feasts to come.

Nakume was the first to arrive, followed quickly by Faron and Hirose. Ishige arrived next, then Juril of the Valley of Mengu and finally Kei of Wakiji Bridge. Toma arrived two full days after that, bearing grim news of intense fighting along the northern border of his lands. The Shindori were attacking Kazure in earnest now.

That ill news cast a pall over all of them. No one, no matter how bitterly they complained about the difficulties of the journey to get there, contested Kaori’s right to call the meeting. They all knew that Kazure was in dire straits, and that hard decisions were going to have to be made concerning their country’s defenses.

Kaori was beginning to worry that Razgul was planning to ignore the summons after all, but then the delegation from Arashima showed up at the gates, less than one day before the meeting was scheduled to begin. He watched in silence as the horses bearing Arashima’s banners made their way onto the grounds, moving in slow procession. At their head, he recognized Razgul’s proudly lifted head. Of Arumu the fire mage, there was no sign.

“I can’t believe he came,” Haku said.

“He had to.” Kaori shrugged. “If he hadn’t, it would have been as good as admitting his guilt if I chose to raise any suspicions of him at the council meeting.”

Haku didn’t look happy. “Even so, I don’t trust him. Be careful, Kaori.”

Kaori felt a chill at the words. “I will,” he promised.

He didn’t go down to meet Razgul personally. Ishaya took over that duty for him, welcoming the Arashima delegation formally and making arrangements for their horses and supplies to be tended to. Kaori watched the proceedings closely, peering down from an upper window that looked out over the courtyard, and had to suppress an urge to violence that was completely alien to him. He thought about Razgul calmly ordering his father’s death…thought about Yura’s brave sacrifice to defend him against Razgul’s men…and wondered if he would be able to conduct himself at the next morning’s meeting as calmly and deliberately as he knew he needed to.

“Maintain,” Hunter murmured to him where he stood at Kaori’s shoulder.

Kaori glanced at him and smiled ruefully. “I’ll do my best.”

Dinner that evening was a tense and strained affair, at least for Kaori. The formal dining hall at Heaven’s Gate could easily seat hundreds of diners, but it seemed overcrowded regardless as they all joined together to eat. The palace’s kitchen staff had outdone themselves, preparing a feast of such staggering proportions that Kaori couldn’t help feeling a mean-spirited twist of triumph that they had managed to outdo Razgul’s own staff back at the Eyrie. There was stuffed chicken and roast veal smothered in pomegranate seeds, roe-deer, a whole pig, and sturgeon cooked in parsley and vinegar, and covered with powdered ginger. The jellies had been dyed in the colors of the respective lords’ crests, which brought forth a great deal of appreciative murmurings. There were plums stewed in rose-water, strawberries, greens, with multiple courses of soups and salads. Dessert consisted of rich pies and fruits and sugar-dusted pastries, as well as thick cream mixed with fresh blackberries and strawberries.

Despite the undeniably enticing aromas of the food, Kaori couldn’t bring himself to eat much of anything. He had opted to have Hunter and Haku join him in sitting at the high table, despite the curious looks he got for giving those seats of honor to common soldiers. Ben joined him as well, and it was his company that made the meal seem not quite so wearisome to Kaori. The eight lords who sat with them—along with their primary advisors—seemed more concerned with talking to him about the upcoming alliance with Gyre than they did with pressing Kaori about his own involvement in it.

Razgul, for his part, remained silent at the far end of the table and engaged Kaori in conversation not at all. Kaori snuck glances at him repeatedly throughout the meal, but never once caught the man looking at him. He felt intently watched, however, whenever he turned his head away.

Finally, the interminable meal ended. Razgul excused himself immediately, claiming a need to rest before their meeting in the morning.

Haku turned toward Kaori the moment Razgul and his retinue made their departure. “If you don’t mind,” Haku told him, leaning in close so they wouldn’t be overheard, “I’m going to follow him to see what he’s up to. I think someone should keep an eye on him while he’s here.”

Kaori nodded. “Okay, good idea.” He frowned in Hunter’s direction. “Is there any sign that he brought the fire mage with him?”

“None,” Hunter replied. “I spoke to Ishaya earlier, who told me he showed up with the barest of honor guards. Either he’s trying to pretend that he doesn’t have anything to fear from you, or else he’s trying to put on an air of innocence and is pretending he has nothing to hide.”

“It’s a bit late for that,” Kaori said darkly. He sighed. “We’ll see what happens at the meeting tomorrow.”

Haku wished him good night and got up from the table, discreetly slipping out of the room without giving either of them another glance. Ben gave Kaori a worried look as Haku disappeared into the corridor.

“To be honest,” he said, “I had no idea you had all of this stuff to deal with. And I thought my life was hard studying for exams this past month.”

Kaori chuckled. “It’s certainly been interesting since I came back home.” He rubbed at the back of his head with one hand tiredly. “I’m really not sure what’s going to happen tomorrow, and it’s bothering me. I was really half-expecting Razgul not to show up at all. Maybe Haku’s paranoia is contagious, but I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

“You didn’t believe he would dare attack you directly with all of the other lords present,” Hunter reminded him.

“Yeah, I know.” It wouldn’t make any sense for Razgul to come after him here at the palace. “I just wish I knew what he was planning. What the hell does he want?”

Neither Hunter nor Ben had any answers for him.

“So, High Lord.” That was Lord Nakume speaking, seated at the other side of the table from him. “I hear you’ve been making quite the travels through our country these past months since you began your reign. I must admit to being somewhat disappointed you haven’t yet made your way to Homatsu.” His smile was genial enough when he said it, but Kaori sensed true honesty behind the words.

Kaori considered his reply carefully, sensing the attention of the other lords on him even if they weren’t overtly showing it. “I did intend to make a journey to visit with each of you to extend my greetings in person,” he said, “and to see firsthand what the needs of your individual prefectures are, but unfortunately my travels were cut short.”

“Yes,” Faron commented from further down the table, “I heard about the death of your bodyguard. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

Kaori swallowed thickly, feeling a stirring of the old grief again. “Thank you, Lord Faron.”

From Kaori’s other side, Lord Juril raised his head. “Sad as that may be, this is yet another example of how bold the Shindori have grown, making raids across our borders. We should be riding against them immediately to put them in their place.”

There was a low murmur of agreement along the length of the table at that. Kaori shared an alarmed glance with Ishaya; the last thing he needed was for the lords to take the conflict with Shindor into their own hands and start their own individual retaliatory actions. That was a sure way to have the country cut out from under them, one small slice at a time.

“I’m not entirely convinced it was Shindor who murdered my friend,” he said.

Nakume’s brows lifted. “Just who is it you believe murdered him, then?”

This was dangerous ground to traverse indeed. Without evidence, anything he said against Razgul would come across as baseless accusations. Kaori leaned back in his chair, thinking furiously.

Instead of answering, he said, “I think I’m going to ask you what I would have asked had I been able to make the journey to visit with you as I originally planned. I want to know what the needs of your individual prefectures are and what I can do to ease them.” He hesitated. “And then I want to ask for your support during the coming war.”

“You know you already have my support, High Lord,” Faron said, making a point of being the first to speak. Perhaps he believed it would bring him additional favor, offering the allegiance of his people first. “The Duin is and always has been a loyal defender of the crown of Kazure.”

After a moment’s contemplation, Nakume set his drink down and said, “You can depend on Homatsu as well, High Lord. We have little need of anything that has not already been provided. I trust that you will continue to look after our solvency as your father did before you.”

“Of course,” Kaori murmured, “thank you,” but Lord Hirose was already speaking.

“The Manyurin is yours as well, High Lord. We have horses, iron mines, and you’ll have need of both if you’re planning to fight this war.” He flicked a hard glance at Kei, who sat beside him. “Of course such a gift would be worth even more if they were offered alongside the craftmasters and forgemasters of Wakiji Bridge.”

Kei’s thin face creased in a smile. “So they would.” He turned to glance at Kaori, giving him a heavy, weighing look. “Of course you have the support of my lands as well, High Lord. We are, as always, yours to command.”

Kaori felt dizzy. That was four lords down. Of course they were the ones that he had once referred to as the “soft and spoiled” four who lived at the center of the country, who had more or less all of their material needs provided for. That still left the border lords for him to win over to his cause.

Juril’s face was closed off, his mouth pinched down in a hard-edged frown. His eyes glittered like small black stones when Kaori turned to look at him. There was nothing in his expression to indicate what he was thinking at all. Heart sinking, Kaori turned to look at Toma.

Toma’s eyes were very hard. “You do realize,” he said gruffly, “that all of these problems with Shindor began once you took over the throne.”

There was a low murmur around the table at that. Ishaya was so incensed it drove him to his feet, his hands fisting angrily at his sides. “You don’t have any idea how much the High Lord has done for—” 

Kaori held up a hand to quiet him, and he fell silent, subsiding reluctantly and retaking his seat. His chest painfully tight, Kaori moistened his lips while he thought about how he wanted to respond.

“You’re right,” he said at last. Further down the table, Ishaya made a small sound of dismay. “All of this did start when I took the throne. Shindor knew they could never conquer this country with Akashi ruling it, because we were united then. The moment I became High Lord, everything changed. We weren’t a cohesive nation any longer. They knew they could pick away at Arashima, against Uruma, and get away with it, because whatever it was that held us together as a country was weakened during the transfer of power. It always is, while a new High Lord is learning how to do his job.”

He could tell he had their full attention now. “That’s why I called for all of you to come here. Because it doesn’t have to be that way any longer. We don’t have to stay divided. If we stand together, if we can trust each other and support each other, then there’s no possible way Shindor or anyone else can beat us. We can win so long as we don’t let them drive a wedge between us.”

“You really believe that, don’t you?” Faron said. The words were dry.

“Yes,” Kaori said. “I do.” Looking at the faces around him, he could tell some of them were beginning to believe it, too. “So what do you say? Are we going to stand together as Kazurian citizens? Or are we going to let the Shindori walk all over us and have the last laugh?”

There was silence for a long, heart-pounding moment. Then Ishige leaned forward. “I already pledged you my support,” he said reluctantly, drawing startled glances from several of the faces around him. His narrow, dark eyes were fixed on Kaori’s face. “You are brave, High Lord. Reckless and impulsive, but indisputably courageous. I think those are qualities our country needs during these tumultuous times.”

“You would trust this child to lead us?” Toma said, not bothering to hide the incredulity in his voice. “This whelp, who has never seen a day of hardship in his life?”

The corner of Ishige’s mouth turned upward. “It’s true,” he said. “He is young, and naive, and spoiled beyond imagining.” Kaori narrowed his eyes, and the elder man’s snide look deepened. “But I’ve seen the lengths this High Lord will go to in order to protect the people under his care. He will stand by the oath he has taken.” He adjusted his robe around himself and settled back in his chair, taking a sip of his drink as if it were a matter of no consequence to him. “I would think that we could do the same.”
 
Kaori’s heart was racing now. Having Ishige’s support was a tremendous advantage in his current circumstances; he flashed back to the horror of crawling through the sanchuu’s lair, hearing the insects’ chitinous rustling, the endless waves of them, the panic, and realized for the first time what the true repercussions of his decision to go into that nest had been. It hadn’t saved just a village or even a prefecture…perhaps it would end up saving an entire country as well.

Toma’s expression was thoughtful. “It takes quite a lot to win over the Lord of the Stone Mountain.” He gave Kaori a hard, weighing look.

“I swore an oath to defend Kazure,” Kaori said, his throat dry. “And I will do it. But I can’t do it alone. That’s why I’m asking you for your support.”

Juril’s mouth twisted. “You would ask us to throw our soldiers, our young men and kinsmen, on the pyre of your ambition.”

Kaori drew in a slow breath. “I would ask you to sacrifice nothing that I have not already lost myself.”

There was a resounding silence in the room at that. At Kaori’s side, Hunter leaned in close to brush against his arm.

“Spoken like a true leader,” Toma said after a moment’s consideration. There was an expression on his face that Kaori couldn’t quite read. It might have been grudging respect. With a hard flicker of a glance in Ishige’s direction, he stated, “Since Ishiyama has already given you their oath, then Uruma will do the same. You are right about one thing, High Lord: we are stronger standing together than we are separately. And these times require us to be as strong as we possibly can.”

All eyes at the table moved to Juril. He looked angry for a passing moment, then made a sharp, dismissive motion in the air with his hand.

“Yes, fine,” he said, giving Kaori a hard glare. “You have the support of the western valley as well. Although I do expect you will address our needs once the time becomes appropriate.”

“I will,” Kaori said, meaning it. “Thank you, Lord Juril.”

“Excellent!” Faron said, raising his glass in a toast. “The free peoples of Kazure, united again at last. I do believe this deserves a celebration of some kind.”

“Not all of them,” Hirose pointed out. “Lord Razgul has been conspicuously absent from these discussions.”

“Yes.” Toma turned to look at Kaori again, a line of suspicion tightening his brow. “Tell me, High Lord. When you made your journey to Arashima to ask for Razgul’s allegiance, what was his response?”

Ishaya leaned forward, giving Kaori a sharp-eyed look that clearly counseled caution in how he should proceed. Kaori didn’t have to be told that making accusations against Razgul was not going to end in his favor this evening, whether they believed what he told them or not. What he was striving for was unity among the regions of Kazure, and news of Razgul’s betrayal would divide them right when they needed most to be focusing their energies on the Shindori.

“I believe,” he said with a small, bitter smile, “that Lord Razgul is still trying to determine where his loyalties lie.”
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“You were brilliant,” Ben told him later, after they had retired out into the corridor. “I mean, I’ve seen you charm the pants off our instructors in classes, but this? This was unlike anything I’ve ever seen. You were incredible in there.”
Kaori ducked his head, embarrassed by the admiration he saw shining in his friend’s eyes. “It wasn’t anything, really,” he insisted. To be honest, he was still shaking in reaction from it. “I still can’t believe they all agreed like that.”

“Of course they know working together is the only option available to us,” Hunter said, walking slowly at Kaori’s side. “They just had to be reminded of that. Pressing them on the issue was the perfect thing to do; it forced them to remember that we must stand as a united nation to face this current threat. The meeting tomorrow will be about how best to face that threat now, instead of bringing up individual grievances.”

Kaori could tell from his voice that Hunter was proud of him. That simple knowledge suffused him with a warmth that all of Ben’s admiration and complimentary speeches had so far failed to do.

He couldn’t hold back a yawn. “Sorry,” he said, grimacing. “This has been one of the longest days I’ve had to live through in a very long while.”

“You should get some rest.” Hunter’s expression was soft-eyed. “Tomorrow’s likely to be even longer.”

“Yeah.” He said good night, touched Ben lightly on the arm in farewell, and, with a last lingering glance at Hunter, started up the stairs toward his room.

Once he got there, he rubbed at the back of his neck tiredly and shrugged out of the stiffness of his formal outer robe, feeling glad to be rid of the weight of it. As much as he had grown used to the ceremonial requirements of his station, he didn’t think he’d ever get to the point where he actually enjoyed them.

He was removing his shoes when there was a light knock on the door behind him.

Smiling to himself, he went to open it. Hunter stood outlined in the doorway there, with one shoulder leaning nonchalantly against the frame. “Would you like some company tonight?” he asked. He always asked, never pressured.

Kaori pulled the door open wider and stepped back to allow him inside. “Yes,” he said. “Please.” He closed the door once Hunter had stepped inside and then reached for him, closing his arms around Hunter’s shoulders tightly. Hunter’s arms rose reflexively to wrap around him, holding him close.

“Hey,” Hunter whispered against his hair. His lips brushed over Kaori’s ear. “It’s going to be okay.”

Kaori realized that he was trembling. “It’s not okay, Hunter,” he said. He pressed his face against Hunter’s shoulder, soaking up the warmth of him, the strength of him, just wanting to forget for the moment that there was anything other than the two of them, right here. “That man is here in our home. Right now.” He ground his teeth together briefly. “I hate him.”

Hunter’s hand went still on his back for a moment, then rose up to stroke at his hair. “I know.”

They stood there holding one another for a long while, just breathing in the comfort of each other’s presence. Slowly, the tension that had coiled tight inside of Kaori throughout the interminably long dinner began to dissipate. He became hyperaware of the feel of Hunter’s fingers in his hair, rubbing lightly against the base of his skull.

He realized he was humming faintly. “That feels good,” he whispered. His cheek was resting in the crook of Hunter’s shoulder now, nestled against the curve of his jaw.

Hunter breathed out softly over the side of his face. “It’s supposed to,” he said, smiling. He reached his other hand down to tug at the bottom seam of Kaori’s tunic. “What do you say we get you out of the rest of these clothes?”

That was a plan Kaori could fully get behind. He reluctantly moved away from Hunter just enough to allow Hunter to help pull the layered tunics off over his head. Kaori’s hands were already moving at Hunter’s belt, undoing the clasps that held his weapons harness in place. In a single motion, Hunter stripped his own tunic off over his head and left it and the weapons harness lying together on the floor.

“I never get tired of seeing you like this,” Kaori said, reaching out a hand to touch his chest admiringly.

Hunter gave a small huff of laughter and pulled Kaori close to him, closing his hands over Kaori’s hips. “Nor I you, High Lord,” he said with a note of teasing in his voice. In retaliation, Kaori leaned in to bite at his collarbone, drawing a flush of red to the surface of the sun-browned skin there. Hunter drew in his breath sharply, the fingers on Kaori’s waist tightening.

“I feel like we shouldn’t be doing this,” Kaori admitted, rubbing his lips over the bite mark softly. “Like we don’t have the right to be happy with everything that’s going on. Razgul. The council. The war with Shindor….”

“You have a right to be happy,” Hunter said, speaking directly into his ear. His hands slid around the small of Kaori’s back, gripping him tightly. “Especially you. Don’t ever think that you don’t.”

“Hunter.” Kaori’s breathing was deepening already, and they’d barely even touched. That was the effect Hunter had on him. He lifted his chin, and Hunter was there for him, meeting his mouth in a kiss.

They moved to the bed together, shedding their shoes as they went. Kaori reached for the laces of Hunter’s trousers and earned a low grunt as reward; Hunter’s fingers smoothed over his wrists encouragingly as Kaori unlaced him and slid his pants down over his hips.

Once they reached the bed Hunter returned the favor, making his way through the buttons and laces that made up the armor of Kaori’s formal attire. He moved with slow purpose, laying down soft kisses over Kaori’s bare ribs as he went, over Kaori’s chest, the firm slope of his stomach. By the time he succeeded in peeling the breeches off of his legs with their attendant hose, Kaori was quivering underneath him, desperate for more of his touches.

Of course Hunter delivered. Once they were both naked, he returned to Kaori, covering him and enfolding him inside his arms. They kissed one another again, deeply, while their bodies found the by-now-familiar groove where they fit together, just so. It was almost too much for Kaori to bear in his current state of tension—skin against skin, cock against cock, sharing breaths as their hips moved together. He bent his knees to cradle Hunter’s body more firmly against him and bit back a whimper when he felt Hunter’s arousal slide deeper against him, pressing against the humid crevice between his thighs.

“Kaori.” Hunter was panting now, breathing hard and fast as if he had just run a marathon. There was a wild light in his eyes when he looked down into Kaori’s face.

Kaori clutched firmly to the body above him, hugging tight with his knees. He might be an innocent in many ways, but he had absorbed a thing or two other than book learning while he was away at university. He knew, for instance, about some of the ways men could express their feelings for each other physically when they were in love—or in lust, as the case may be. A number of his friends had been rather chatty on the subject, as it turned out.

He reached up a hand to touch the side of Hunter’s face, and Hunter nuzzled into it instantly, brushing a kiss over the heel of his palm. The tenderness of the gesture made Kaori’s chest feel tight.

“I want you to,” Kaori said, bending his head forward so that their foreheads touched. He pressed a soft kiss against the side of Hunter’s nose. “You don’t have to hold yourself back. I’m not going to break, you know.”

A violent shudder passed through Hunter’s body from his shoulders straight down to his toes. During their nights together, they had held one another, they had touched each other, they had pleasured each other in a number of very sweet and delightful ways, but Hunter had never once pushed or hinted for anything more than that. Kaori, however, was tired of taking it slow. He wanted to feel Hunter’s body inside of him—had been dreaming of it, actually, in recent days—and he’d be damned if he let Hunter play the High Lord card against him and continue trying to protect him.

“Kaori.” The sound of his name was little more than a sigh. Hunter pressed his cheek against Kaori’s for a moment and then, after taking a breath, moved in to kiss him.

Hunter’s intensity was always overwhelming, but this…this intensity had intent behind it, and focus, and Kaori thought again of what it must be like to face this man in battle. Hunter’s fingers closed over his wrist, holding his limb down against the bed while he kissed him, almost biting with the strength of his claiming, and Kaori made a soft sound of excitement, his lower back arching, his skin tingling, knowing only that he wanted to experience more of these delightfully visceral sensations Hunter was making him feel.

There was a brief interruption while Hunter paused to reach toward Kaori’s bedside table. Kaori craned his neck to see what he was doing, and…wow. He stared, the skin along his face and neck heating. Hunter was grabbing the jar of massage oil Ishaya had given him to use for treating his sore muscles during training. Naive and inexperienced he might be, but he had a fairly good idea what Hunter intended to use that for.

Hunter was watching his face closely. “Not too late to change your mind,” he said, leaning down to nuzzle a kiss over Kaori’s nose.

Kaori smiled. “No, I haven’t changed my mind.” He smoothed a hand over Hunter’s arm, his back, and then Hunter leaned down to kiss him again, slow and strong and deep.

It was a little embarrassing when Hunter’s fingers reached down to touch him, there between his legs. They were coated in oil, so they felt slippery. Kaori bit into his lower lip and spread his thighs, bending his knees to cradle Hunter against him.

The index finger of Hunter’s other hand smoothed over the skin between his brows. “You’ll let me know if this gets too uncomfortable for you,” he said. The words were very serious.

Kaori couldn’t entirely hide his embarrassment. “Is this really necessary?” he asked, pressing his face against Hunter’s shoulder. “I mean, I thought we would just, well….”

“It is necessary,” Hunter confirmed, brushing a kiss across his temple. His fingers continued to rub in small, slippery circles over the opening to Kaori’s body, warming the skin there. “I will not have you hurt, or injured, no matter how badly I may want—” His voice broke on those words, giving Kaori the realization of the intense effort he was expending to hold himself in check. All of that self-control, Kaori realized, was for him—for his comfort, for his safety. So that Hunter could treat him with courtesy and respect, as he had promised Yura.

“I’m sorry,” Kaori whispered, kissing him on the slope of one smooth, muscled shoulder. Hunter’s body excited him, but not so much as the soul that lived within it. “Do whatever you need to do. I just…want you.”

Hunter made a sound like a groan deep inside his chest. “If you keep saying things like that, I may not be able to.” Grinning slightly, he moved to kiss Kaori again, more gently this time. When he did, one oil-slick finger pressed inward into Kaori’s body.

“Oh,” Kaori breathed.

Hunter continued to kiss him, long and slow, and the shock of the penetration slowly faded into a dull, warm pressure. Kaori’s eyes fell closed. It felt strange, to be honest, and not at all what he had been expecting. He shifted his hips, trying to ease the discomfort of it.

“Don’t stop,” he said, not wanting Hunter to misinterpret his responses and overreact by moving away. Strange it might feel, and embarrassing, and kind of uncomfortable, but it was Hunter, and he wanted….

“Shh,” Hunter whispered against his lips. His forearm flexed between Kaori’s thighs, pressing deeper. Kaori stared up into his eyes, which were half-closed in concentration. Hunter’s wrist turned sharply, rotating the finger inside Kaori’s body, and—

“Oh!” Kaori gasped. His eyes flew open in surprise.

Pleasure sizzled through Kaori’s lower extremities, centering in his groin. His jaw fell open in a soundless cry when Hunter pressed on the same spot inside of him again, rubbing hard against him. Hunter’s eyes were locked on his face now, warm and hungry, with a look that suggested Kaori was more prey than liege to him at that moment.

That was a sentiment of which Kaori heartily approved. He reached up to grab hold of Hunter’s shoulders, and Hunter obliged by leaning down to kiss him, and the fire was there once again between them, all tongue and tooth and heat and need as they panted out their desire together. There were two fingers inside Kaori’s body now, stretching him, and that felt amazing to him, felt wonderful, as Hunter found and stroked that secret spot again and again. Kaori’s arms were shaking. He had heard that this kind of sharing could be beyond pleasurable, but he hadn’t truly believed it until right now.

Finally Hunter’s fingers withdrew, and he wiped them clean on the edge of a nearby sheet, nestling his hips in the crook of Kaori’s groin. Kaori was trembling; he ran his hands over Hunter’s forearms, needing to touch him, unable to stop touching him, until finally Hunter shuddered and came back to him, folding down over him and holding him close.

“I love you,” Hunter whispered, pressing his face close to the side of Kaori’s neck.

Kaori hugged his shoulders tightly. “Love you, Hunter.”

Hunter reached down to steady himself, pushing Kaori’s thighs back just a bit toward his chest. The position was uncomfortable at first, but then Kaori felt the blunt tip of Hunter’s erection pressing against the sensitive heat between his spread thighs, teasing his body’s opening.

“Oh, gods,” he breathed, clutching at Hunter’s hair. “Hunter.”

“Yes,” Hunter hissed, and bit down hard on his neck just as he pushed inside.

Kaori had never imagined it would feel as good as this. To be filled. Held. Loved. His mind filled with a flurry of chaotic images for just an instant and then settled into a steady hum of contentment as Hunter made love to him. Hunter moved slow at first, as if struggling even now to protect him, but then he seemed to involuntarily lose his reserve, burying a soft groan against the side of Kaori’s throat as his thrusts deepened.

“Kaori,” he whispered with a hot exhalation of breath just below Kaori’s ear, making Kaori shiver.

Kaori’s fingers clenched tight in Hunter’s hair, his other hand squeezing tight over Hunter’s back, his ribs. His entire body felt alive, taut with heat and need and hunger, the hot friction of their bodies driving him excruciatingly fast to the edge. The sheer power of Hunter’s lovemaking was overwhelming, filling his body with the irresistible desire to come.

A small whine made its way out of the back of his throat. “Hunter,” he panted, “I can’t…I mean, I—”

“Hush,” Hunter whispered against his ear. “It’s all right.”

That permission was all the go-ahead Kaori’s body needed. One more thrust of Hunter’s cock, and his entire body stiffened, ecstasy surging out of his groin in waves as his release rolled through him. Hunter held him tightly and murmured soothingly to him as he came down from the high of it, his nerves singing with a high, wild joy that was nearly blinding in its intensity.

He held onto Hunter as Hunter continued to thrust, face buried against the side of his neck. Apparently the sight of his climax had been more than Hunter could bear, because he followed just seconds later, groaning low in his chest as he expended his pleasure deep inside Kaori’s body.

Kaori carefully rolled them both onto their sides, holding him close and brushing soft kisses over the sides of his face. Hunter was trembling; the sight of him so vulnerable, so trusting, filled Kaori with an ache of tenderness that burned deep inside his chest. He felt fiercely protective of him suddenly, and wondered if this was anything like the defensive bodyguard instinct that Hunter felt toward him.

Hunter’s eyes opened, and he smiled up at him. He raised a hand to brush the hair away from Kaori’s eyes. “We really should get some sleep now.”

That was true. It was also true that Kaori just liked looking at him when he was like this, relaxed and comfortable and content, with all of his hard edges temporarily worn away. It was a softer version of Hunter, after sex. Maybe someday he’d have the freedom to express these gentler parts of himself outside the privacy of their bed together.

Kaori leaned down to kiss him on the lips, once, and then laid down to curl up beside him. Hunter’s arm fell over his side to pull him close. “Tell me it’s going to be okay,” he said, staring out across the darkened room.

It was a moment before Hunter responded. “It’s going to be okay,” he said, tightening his arm around Kaori’s waist. “So long as we keep fighting for what we know is right, everything is going to be just fine.”

Smiling to himself, Kaori breathed out softly and let sleep take him.

 

 

He was woken by the sound of frantic pounding on the bedroom door.

Hunter was instantly on his feet and across the room, with one hand resting lightly on the door’s handle. The blade of a long knife glinted in his other hand, even though Kaori couldn’t remember seeing him reach for it.

Rubbing the drowsiness from his eyes, Kaori frantically gestured for him to stand down. Even sleep-addled as he was, he didn’t think that assassins bent on murdering him in the night would be making such a racket.

Tugging a knee-length tunic on over his head, he waited for Hunter to fade back behind the door before pulling it open just a crack. “What is it?” he murmured sleepily, peering out into the hall with one eye.

He was surprised and unnerved to see Ben standing there.  “I’m sorry to bother you, Kaori,” he said. “But I really think you should get dressed and come out to see this.”

Kaori nodded stiffly. “All right. Give me a minute.”

He closed the door, giving Hunter an anxious glance. Hunter was already half-dressed himself again and was in the process of buckling on his weapons harness. His expression was grim.

“What do you think it is?” Kaori asked as he rooted around for his clothes.

Hunter shook his head, his mouth pressed together in a thin line. The comfortable, easy-going man Kaori had shared his bed with during the night was gone; this was the bodyguard again and no mistake. “There’s really no telling. But I have ideas about who might be responsible.”

Those words sent an icy chill racing down Kaori’s spine. “Damn it,” he said, wresting his sword belt into place with more force than was absolutely necessary. “I never should have let that man onto the palace grounds.”

Hunter’s hand brushed across his shoulder. “Just go out and see what Ben has to show you. We’ll deal with whatever it is when it comes.”

Kaori looked up at him with a pinched expression, knowing his face had to be abominably pale. Touching his jaw, Hunter leaned down to brush his lips with a kiss.

“Go,” he said again, lightly.

Drawing in a deep breath, Kaori nodded. He turned and opened the door again, and went out to join Ben in the hall. “What is it?” he asked.

“There’s something going on outside in the courtyard,” Ben told him. He looked anxious. “I saw it outside my window. I couldn’t sleep, worrying about everything that’s been going on here lately.” Tugging at Kaori’s sleeve, he drew him forward along the corridor toward a pair of windows that looked down over the palace’s front courtyard.

They were almost there when Hunter joined them, approaching from one of the adjoining corridors as if he hadn’t just spent the past few hours in the High Lord’s bed. Guild-learned skills were good for more than just sneaking up on enemies in the dark, it seemed. “What seems to be the problem?”

Kaori flickered a glance at him. “Ben says he saw something strange outside in the courtyard.”

Frowning, Hunter stepped up to the windows and peered outside. Lamps glowed in the usual places, illuminating the familiar breadth of the estate. It looked as he would have expected it to, without anything noticeably out of the ordinary, except that there was motion where he wasn’t used to seeing any. Squinting, he leaned forward to get a better view.

“Hunter,” he said, “what’s going on out there?”

Hunter stepped up to stand beside him, his shoulder brushing Kaori’s. A moment later, he tensed. His hand fell to the hilt of his sword, caressing it lightly. “There are soldiers fighting by the stables.”

Now that Kaori was looking closer, he could see pockets of men engaged in strenuous swordfights near the stable, by the fountain, and at the head of the path leading toward the rear garden. It was too dark too make out many details, but there was something in the shape of the helms….

“Those are Shindori uniforms,” Ben said incredulously.

Kaori stared at Hunter. “The Shindori are attacking?” he said, his heart pounding. “Here? What the hell kind of sense does that make?”

The look Hunter turned on him was grave. “This wouldn’t be the first time we were assaulted by ‘Shindori soldiers’.”

Ben’s eyes were round. “You don’t think they’re from Shindor?”

Kaori’s chest felt cold. “Razgul.”

Hunter nodded. “Kaori, we need to get you and Ben somewhere where you’ll be safe. Then I need to find out exactly what’s going on.”

With a sense of unreality washing over him, Kaori stared at the chaos unfolding outside the windows. He couldn’t believe this was actually happening.

Heaven’s Gate was under attack.
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“No,” Kaori said. His heart was pounding. “I’m not going to go hide somewhere while the rest of the palace is in danger.”
“Kaori—” Hunter said.

“No,” Kaori insisted, more firmly this time. “We are going to go collect the other lords. They’re just as vulnerable as I am during all of this. We also have to make sure the guest house where the kids are staying is locked down. Then we will all go someplace safe and ride this thing out. Understood?”

Hunter’s eyes flashed unhappily, but all he said was, “You’re right. Whatever Razgul has planned is going to affect them as much as it does us.”

“I don’t understand,” Ben said as he turned to follow Hunter back the way they’d come. He sounded scared. “Why would Lord Razgul want to attack the palace?”

“He’s afraid I’m planning to accuse him of treachery at the council meeting tomorrow,” Kaori guessed, gripping the hilt of his sword where it was sheathed at his side. He was absolutely terrified that he might have to use it, but it looked like Ishaya’s lessons were going to get a workout this evening no matter how he felt about it. “He needs to discredit me, and fast. If Shindori soldiers have managed to make their way into the heart of the capital, then no one in this country is safe. The council is going to have better things to do then than listen to any unsubstantiated ravings I might choose to make against him.”

“I’m afraid we forced his hand by calling the meeting,” Hunter agreed, stopping briefly to glance down both sides of an intersecting corridor before gesturing them forward again.

“But it still doesn’t make any sense,” Kaori pressed. “The man has to be mad to think this will work. What on earth is he thinking?”

Hunter’s mouth was tight. “There’s more to this than just discrediting you. Whatever he has planned, he’s making his move tonight.”

Kaori couldn’t tell if the sounds he kept hearing meant the fighting had made its way into the palace, or if it was just the excited knocking of his heart. Judging by the tension in Hunter’s expression, he expected enemy soldiers to leap out at them at any moment.

“You’re right,” Kaori said. “There’s more to this than we know. Maybe Razgul did decide to attack the palace, but that doesn’t explain how the soldiers managed to get inside the walls without anyone raising an alarm. How did they get here?”

Hunter’s expression was grim. “My guess is that Kenta was correct in his accusations.”

Kaori felt cold. It seemed there was a spy at Heaven’s Gate after all.

The lords were quartered in the guest wing of the palace, a sumptuous collection of suites that exceeded Kaori’s own in sheer overabundance of opulence. A tentative knock on the first door revealed that Lord Toma was already awake, having been alerted by one of his retainers that something was amiss in the palace grounds outside.

“My servant tells me there is some manner of commotion in the courtyard, High Lord,” Toma said, looming over him. He looked very angry. “What is going on?”

The view from this angle was not as clear as it was from the front of the building. Kaori cast a quick glance at Hunter, who immediately began moving down the hall to begin the process of waking the other lords. “Lord Toma,” he said, “I’m afraid there’s a bit of a situation. Let’s get everyone else out here and then we’ll discuss it.”

It took a surprisingly short amount of time for the rest of the lords to get dressed and assemble out in the hallway. They stood together in tight clusters, talking to one another in anxious voices while they waited to be told what was happening. Glancing at the tall windows that overlooked the courtyard, Kaori saw that the fighting soldiers in the distance were now clearly in view. Razgul, he noted with a fair amount of bitterness, was nowhere to be found, and neither were any of his soldiers or advisors.

Frowning, Kaori raised his hands to get the attention of everyone in the hall. Once they noticed him, they all fell silent, turning to face him with wide eyes.

“My lords,” Kaori said as clearly and calmly as he could, “it seems that Heaven’s Gate is under attack by enemy soldiers. We need to get you and your men to a more secure location.”

“Enemy soldiers?” Ishige demanded, pushing his way forward. “High Lord, what is the meaning of this? Where are these soldiers from?”

“Their identity is still being determined,” Kaori said evasively. “To be honest, Lord Ishige, I care less about who they are at this point than how we’re going to respond to them. My concern right now is to get all of you to safety.” As casually as he could, he asked, “Has anyone seen Lord Razgul tonight?”

“No.” That was Toma, his dour face twisted in an even sharper frown than usual. “I haven’t seen him since he left the table after dinner this evening.” His eyes narrowed at Kaori’s face, searching his expression. “What’s going on here, High Lord? I’m beginning to think you called us here to discuss more than just our defenses against Shindor.”

“You know everything that I do,” Kaori said, which was more or less the truth. All he really had were a lot of unsupported suppositions. “Please, Lord Toma, gather your men together and come with us. We’ll make certain you’re kept safe tonight.”

Toma’s expression remained sullenly suspicious. “Those are Shindori uniforms on the soldiers out there. You haven’t been honest with us, High Lord. What else have you been hiding from us?” His voice was heated.

Kaori was struggling to come up with a way to explain when Ishige unexpectedly stepped forward and laid a hand on Toma’s arm to calm him. “Lord Toma,” he said in his rasping voice. His beetle-dark eyes swept over Kaori, weighing him evaluatingly. “I suggest we do as the High Lord recommends.”

Toma stared at him in surprise. “This child? For all we know, he’s a coward trying to cover up his own mistakes in this matter.”

Ishige’s mouth twisted. “In my dealings with him, that is the one thing he has not been.”

Kaori waited silently, his heart pounding. Again, he felt grateful for his decision to stay and help with the sanchuu in Ishiyama. By winning Ishige’s loyalty, he had won a voice on the council that the other border lords might be willing to listen to.

“Yes,” Faron said, casting an uneasy glance in the direction of the window. “In any case, I don’t think we should remain here.”

The urgent questions Kaori was being asked faded into a lot of disconsolate mumbling, and he was relieved to see that they all generally seemed willing to follow his lead. Pulling Hunter aside while the lords and their attendants gathered their belongings, he said, “Where are you planning to take them?”

“Further into the palace,” Hunter said at once. His eyes swept over the tall windows that looked out over the courtyard, looking for clues to the enemy’s movements. “Someplace with no exterior walls, where they can remain for the duration without having to worry about running into any enemy soldiers, Shindori or otherwise. The anteroom to the armory, maybe, if we can make it there.”

If we can make it there. The words gave Kaori a chill. “You think the soldiers are already inside the palace, don’t you?”

Hunter looked solemn. “I think it’s a good idea to plan for every eventuality.”

For some reason, the words resonated with Kaori. “Hunter,” he said, taking a deep breath to steel himself, “you realize someone has to check on the children to make sure they’re okay.”

“We will, just as soon as we get the lords to safety.”

“No.” Kaori glanced at the windows, seeing little more than the reflection of the brightly lit corridor staring back at him at this angle. “Those kids are alone out at the guest house with no one but Tsumini and the other caregivers. We have to get there before Razgul’s soldiers do.”

Hunter’s eyes widened. “Kaori, no.” He seemed to understand intuitively what Kaori was suggesting.

“You have to get the lords to the anteroom,” Kaori said, pretending he didn’t hear the pain in the other man’s voice. If he did, it just might break him. “I can’t defend a group this size if it turns out there’s going to be trouble. What I can do is sneak across the grounds to the guest house without being seen. Razgul’s soldiers will never even know I’m out there.”

“Damn it, Kaori.” Kaori raised his head, staring at him in amazement; Hunter had never raised his voice to him before. Agitatedly, Hunter clutched at his wrist. “You can’t do this. It’s too dangerous.”

“Hunter.” Kaori laid a hand against his arm, feeling the play of lean muscles underneath the sleeve there. He wanted very much to kiss him, but he restrained himself, feeling excruciatingly aware of the eyes that were watching them. “If you’re going to be with me, you’re going to have to accept that I’m not going to stop taking risks just because I’m the High Lord. All of you are out there risking your lives for this country every single day. How can I do any less?”

“This country needs you,” Hunter said desperately.

“It needs all of us.”

Hunter’s eyes darkened. “I need you.”

For a moment, Kaori thought he was going to forget about the other people in the room and just kiss the idiot senseless right where he stood. He composed himself with an effort.

“You know it’s the right thing to do,” he said at last. “It’s the only thing to do.”

“Only because you’re the person you are.” Hunter scowled, but Kaori got the sense he wasn’t objecting as fiercely this time. He was as aware as Kaori was that they were running out of time.

Kaori smiled. “Trust me, okay?”

“Of course I trust you. I….” He glanced at the lords at the other side of the corridor and dropped his gaze, looking frustrated. Kaori heard the words he didn’t say regardless: I love you. I need you. I don’t want to lose you.

“Me, too,” Kaori said, squeezing his arm. “Now go. Take Ben and the others and get them to safety, then come join me at the guest house. All right?”

“Forget it,” Ben said, speaking up unexpectedly. He stood at Kaori’s shoulder, watching the interplay between the two of them with interest. “I’m not going to go hide, either.”

Kaori turned to look at him with a scowl. “Ben—”

“Oh, no. I’m not one of your subjects who has to do everything you say.” He nudged Kaori on the arm with one elbow. “You said there are kids in danger. You might need some help getting to them.”

“You’re not a soldier.”

“Neither are you, despite that thing you have strapped to your waist.” He grinned to take the sting out of the words. Linking his arm through Kaori’s, he turned to Hunter and said, “You go get the lords out of here. I’ll look after Kaori until you join up with us later. Okay?”

Hunter stared at him for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “Okay. I won’t be long.” He avoided Kaori’s gaze as he turned around and started calling out to the lords to come with him, his voice taut.

Kaori wanted to object further, but he was painfully aware of time slipping through their fingers. The thought of the children out alone at the end of the garden with armed soldiers wreaking havoc throughout the grounds made him grab hold of Ben’s arm and propel him toward the other end of the hall. “Come on, if we’re going to do this,” he said gruffly.

More painful than allowing Ben to go with him into potential danger was the separation from Hunter. But Kaori refused to hide behind the privilege of his rank. The people he served were counting on him to make good decisions and to do the right thing by them, and that included taking care of the children who had taken refuge inside the walls of Heaven’s Gate. If he couldn’t save them, then he couldn’t save anyone. It might be an irrational thought, but it stuck stubbornly with him.

“Do we have a plan?” Ben asked him as they made their way down the hall.

“Yeah,” Kaori said, pausing at an intersection to listen anxiously before hustling forward again. “Find the kids, make sure they’re all safe, and then stay with them until Hunter makes it back to us.”

Ben gave him a hard look. “Good thing you’ve got all the details worked out.”

Kaori didn’t reply. He tried to guess how long the attack on Heaven’s Gate had been going on. It felt like years already, but he knew it couldn’t be more than about half an hour. Tsumini would have kept the kids away from the palace, knowing that the council lords were there. Probably they were out in the gardens when the attack started, working off the last of the day’s energy before bedtime.

The thought made him feel ill. He quickened his pace, feeling anew the helpless rage that had consumed him when Yura was killed. No one else—not one single soul—was going to die on his watch. He wouldn’t allow it.

They exited the palace into a side courtyard, staying close against the side of the wall. The shadows were thick in this part of the grounds, giving them a measure of concealment.

“So far so good,” Ben whispered in his ear. His fingers curled around Kaori’s arm nervously. “Which way to the guest house?”

“There,” Kaori whispered back, just as softly. He didn’t hear any fighting in the immediate vicinity, which boded well for their plan to sneak out to the guest house unseen. Even so, he took a moment to pull his sword out of its sheath as quietly as he could. He felt better once he had it in his hand.

Taking a deep breath to steady his nerves, he led the way forward. He stayed in the shadow of the wall for as long as possible before angling into the gardens in back of the palace. The echoing sounds of fighting came to him, distant yet but with the cold menace of a snake’s rattle.

“Nice-looking place,” Ben said, glancing around as they crept forward through the shadows of the trees.

Kaori glanced at him. Only Ben could comment on the attractiveness of a garden as they were sneaking through enemy-occupied territory to rescue abandoned children. “I’m glad you like it.”

“It could use some magelighting, though. Something with color, maybe, to accent the edges of the path.”

“Maybe you can take care of that after you accept the job of Tenkai’s Magister.”

“I’m not a Magister yet.”

“You will be, soon enough.”

Kaori knew they were talking to keep their minds off of the danger they were in. For the most part, it was working. They made their way to the other side of the grounds without incident, until Kaori held up a hand to signal a halt.

“Damn,” he said under his breath, pressing himself back against the trunk of a tall tree and peering forward.

He could see the guest house ahead of them, its front porch lit by a single hanging lamp. There was light in the windows on the lower floor, which was where he guessed the children were hiding out. Dark shapes were moving around the sides of the building, ominous in the darkness. They appeared to be checking for open doors or windows.

“They should have doused the light,” Ben said quietly, pressing close against Kaori’s shoulder to look the house over.

“There probably wasn’t time,” Kaori responded. He counted ten soldiers at least, and that was just on this side of the house. Most of them were visibly armed.

“All right.” Ben sighed. “Want to give me a crack at them?”

Kaori turned to look at him in surprise, his chest tightening. “You’re not a soldier, remember?”

“No, but I am a nature mage. Almost.” Crouching down nearly to his knees, he pressed one palm flat against the grass and lowered his head, whispering something with a rhythmic cadence that Kaori couldn’t make out.

The hairs at the back of Kaori’s neck prickled. He’d been around magic enough to recognize when it was being cast right next to him. Glancing back at the house, he saw that some of the leaves of the bougainvillea vines were beginning to sway, even though there was no breeze.

“Careful,” he whispered, tightening his hand around the hilt of his sword.

Before his eyes, one leafy vine pulled away from the side of the house and wrapped itself around the neck of the soldier beside it, nearly pulling the man off his feet. The man’s sword fell to the ground with a low thump as he thrashed defensively, but he couldn’t get so much as a shout off because of the constriction on his throat.

More vines were moving now, targeting other soldiers along the edges of the house’s wall. Kaori watched as the men struggled in the grip of the thick plants, their arms and legs pressing tight against their sides as the vines coiled around them. One of them managed to let out a single, eerie-sounding wail before he was subdued.

Kaori tensed as the soldiers further away from the building turned around and recognized their companions’ plight. A hoarse shout went up, and they surged forward, hacking at the vines with their swords to free their fellows.

One of them noticed Kaori and Ben crouching in the shadows of the trees and gave a cry of alarm, pointing to draw attention to the two of them. His heart constricting, Kaori pressed Ben’s shoulder down toward the ground to order him to stay put and surged forward with a low curse, lifting his sword in front of him in the practiced guard position that Ishaya had drilled into him.

He’d thought he would be terrified when the time finally came to put Ishaya’s lessons to the test. Curiously, all he felt was a strange calm, and a determination not to let these bastards get the better of him. He flashed back to countless hours of facing off against Ishaya, against Hunter, his body aching from the punishment that was being inflicted on it, and parried the first blow that came at him without even having to think about it. The impact from the blow reverberated up his arm, but he was already moving, spinning into a low sweep that caught the man along the underside of his arm where the armor was weakest.

There were definite benefits to having trained with a commander of the Assassins Guild. Hunter in particular hadn’t cut him any slack, and drilled him mercilessly on targeting, strength, and balance. Ishaya, likewise, had pushed him to his limits over and over again, driving home the importance of staying centered, of being aware of what was going on around him at all times. For hours every day Kaori had practiced, knowing that one day the lives of people he’d sworn to protect would be depending on him.

Another quick forward step, keeping the enemy in front of him on point, sidestepping swiftly to avoid the sword arcing in at him from the left before thrusting hard, feinting once before turning in a low, cutting blow that sent the two men in front of him stumbling backwards. The sheer ferocity of his attack was managing to hold them off at this point, but he wasn’t certain how much longer he would be able to keep it up.

Without warning, a branch from the tree behind him swept downward, missing Kaori’s head by inches. It impacted with the chest of the man directly in front of him, knocking him backwards with a low whuff of expelled air. Kaori took advantage of the distraction and unleashed a flurry of blows that sent the second soldier skittering backwards to stay out of reach of his blade.

“Kaori, come on.” Ben’s hand closed around his arm, tugging him forward. Kaori lowered his sword and followed without hesitation, running as fast as his legs could carry him up onto the house’s low porch. The door was standing open for them with a small figure silhouetted on its threshold, backlit by the light that glowed softly from within.

Kaori all but flew in through the doorway, and it closed with a resounding slam behind his heels. Panting, he turned to see Malo turning the key in the lock again, sealing them all inside.

“Thanks a bunch, kid,” Ben said, breathing heavily.

“It won’t hold them.” Tsumini stepped forward to meet them, her expression grim. She held a single candle on a small bronze holder in her hand. “I have the rest of the children hiding in the basement with the other caregivers. Malo refused to join them,” she said, frowning disapprovingly in his direction.

Malo scowled right back at her. “I’m not going to sit in a hole waiting for them to get here. Besides, I told you you’d need my help.”

She sighed. “The basement door doesn’t have a lock on it, High Lord. We tried to barricade it as best we could from this side, but I’m afraid we’re going to end up having to defend it as much as we can.”

For the first time, Kaori noticed that she had a long kitchen knife tucked under the sleeve of her other hand, her fingers clenched white-knuckled around its handle. His heart ached at the courage it must have taken this gentle-hearted woman to pick up such a weapon with the intention of using it aggressively against human flesh, if need be.

“It’s going to be all right,” he said automatically. For now, the soldiers appeared to be holding back for fear that the plants around the house would lash out at them again. The respite wasn’t going to last for long, however. He didn’t think Ben’s trick with the vines had managed to permanently disable any of them, and Kaori’s own attack had only taken out one, if that.

“No one’s going to hurt these kids,” Ben agreed. He held out one arm and gestured for Malo to move away from the window. “Let’s move further into the house, all right? Where’s the door to the basement?”

“In the kitchen.” Tsumini turned to lead the way.

Outside the windows, darkness pressed up like a living thing against the glass, savage and hungry. Kaori eyed it warily, wondering where the soldiers were and how they were planning to regroup. His heart knocked hard against the inside of his ribs, and his palm was sweating where it gripped the hilt of his sword. Now that the actual fighting was over and it had come down to waiting and preparing, he was feeling terrified again. He wondered if Hunter ever felt this way, or if he was really as cool and unruffled on the inside as he seemed.

Hurry up, Hunter, he thought desperately, as he followed Tsumini further into the house. We need you.
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Hunter led the group of lords and their retainers through the halls of the palace, trying to ignore the icy feeling of dread that crawled through him. He couldn’t believe he’d allowed Kaori to go off into the palace grounds on his own, without a single bodyguard. But there had been no time to contact another member of the Guild, and Kaori was correct that the lords would be a prime target for Razgul’s soldiers. They had to be brought to safety, but likewise the children also had to be protected.
The logic of the decision failed to relieve his guilt any.

He dealt with it by focusing his energies on the mission in front of him. The faster he could get these lords hidden away in a safe place, the faster he would be able to return to Kaori’s side where he belonged. He paused to listen briefly at the end of a corridor that led toward the palace’s main hall and frowned, tightening his grip on his sword. There was definitely fighting going on inside the palace now.

He gestured them forward once again, angling toward the base of the rear tower where the armory was located. The armory itself was underground, and its anteroom was perhaps the most secure chamber in the entire palace. It also had the benefit of having only a single egress, which could be easily defended. Once they were there, no enemy would be getting at them unless the lords let them in.

A soft sound alerted him an instant before the attack came. Hunter was already dropping his weight and sweeping his sword upward when the soldier came into view, swinging downward at him in a vicious two-handed blow that conceivably could have sliced his head clean off. He wasn’t anywhere near the blade by the time the blow fell, however, and his own sword neatly ended the threat, dropping the man into a crumpled heap at his feet.

“Get back!” he said sharply, stepping sideways to place himself in between the lords and the soldiers that were bearing down on them.

It was a relatively small group, maybe three or four men, each of them armed and obviously intending to commit murder. Hunter faded back a step to regain the cover of the corridor, because the close quarters would give him the advantage by protecting his flanks from multiple attacks to the side.

He made short work of the soldiers, despite their enthusiasm. Breathing heavily, he wiped his sword on the edge of one of the men’s cloaks and hustled his rather stunned group of followers forward once again.

“Those really were Shindori uniforms,” Lord Faron said incredulously, gazing over his shoulder at the fallen soldiers as he hurried forward in Hunter’s wake. “Young man, what the hell is going on here?”

Hunter didn’t feel like he had time to explain. “Shindori uniforms are a dime a dozen these days,” he said instead, “especially with all of the border disputes that have been going on.” He was afraid they were going to push him for more information, but he could feel them go silent at that, digesting this new information.

Whether that boded well or ill for Kaori, Hunter didn’t know. Not for the first time, he thought that his boss—his lover, he amended with some small degree of amazement—must have the most difficult job in the world. Dealing with all of the politics of ruling a nation wasn’t something Hunter believed he would be able to do, and yet Kaori did it as a matter of course. It was one of the things Hunter admired the most about him, that he could take on that mantle even though he so obviously felt uncomfortable under the weight of it. It was precisely that discomfort—that humility in the face of the power he’d been born to—that made Kaori such a powerful ruler, and someone that Razgul might honestly feel intimidated by. It made people want to serve him, to follow where he led, because they believed in their souls that he had their best interests at heart. That he would sacrifice for them just as much as he was asking them to sacrifice for Kazure.

That thought made the tension in Hunter’s chest coil that much tighter. He reacted without thinking when the next knot of soldiers came upon them, taking them out with an ingrained efficiency that had his group moving forward again just as quickly. He could hear other groups in the distance, moving closer as the sounds of their own passage through the palace halls spread out around them.

After what seemed an interminable amount of time, they finally reached the anteroom. Hunter pulled open the heavy door and ducked inside, reaching for the lamp he knew was hanging just to the right of the door. He lit it quickly, and its baleful glow flickered to illuminate the smooth walls and floor of the chamber.

“Come inside quickly,” he commanded. The lords followed him one by one, followed by their anxious-looking retainers. He handed the lamp off to Lord Faron and pointed. “There are braziers here along the walls. Ignite them all to give yourselves light and then make yourselves comfortable. Once I leave, lock the door behind me. If it isn’t me or the High Lord coming back to get you, do not open these doors for anyone.”

Faron held Hunter’s gaze levelly, his dark eyes reflecting the lamplight with a disturbing shine. “Where exactly is Razgul?” he asked.

Hunter hesitated. “That’s something you’re going to have to ask the High Lord,” he said.

He could see the questions in Faron’s eyes, but he didn’t have time to deal with them now. Ducking back out into the hallway, he pushed the tall door closed behind him with a resounding thud and then made his way back up the corridor toward the rear exit of the palace.

He was waylaid at the end of the hall by another group of soldiers wearing Shindori uniforms. Frustrated by the delay, he met their attack with more ruthlessness than he had shown in battle in a great many years. It took him a moment to realize that one of the soldiers was fighting beside him instead of against him, and that it was dressed in the uniform of Tenkai’s Palace Guard.

When the enemy soldiers had all been defeated, Hunter turned to see Haku standing beside him, a long blade bared in his hand. His head was bare, his dark hair hanging down around his shoulders.

Hunter faded back a step to face him. “Thank you,” he said.

Haku nodded tiredly, giving a half-hearted salute with the tip of his sword. “Don’t mention it.”

Hunter examined him closely. He looked as if he had been in quite a few scuffles recently. “We missed you after dinner this past evening while Kaori was speaking with the rest of the lords.”

“Yeah, I thought it would be best if someone followed Razgul when he left to find out what he’s been up to.” He bent down to wipe his blade clean on the body of one of the fallen soldiers.

“And did you?” Hunter asked. “Find him, I mean.”

Something in his tone made Haku look up at him. “What do you mean?”

Hunter’s chest felt tight. He knew Kaori was out there waiting for him, but there was something important here that he needed to know first. “You said you followed him. Where did he go?”

“I don’t know.” Slowly, Haku rose to his feet again. His eyes were narrow. “I lost him outside in the courtyard. That’s when I turned around to head back, but everyone had left the dining hall by then.”

It was plausible. And yet…. “How do you think the soldiers got onto the grounds?”

This time, Haku frowned at him. “Obviously, someone let them in.”

Yes. Kenta had hinted that there was a spy inside Heaven’s Gate, someone who was loyal to Razgul and had brought about the previous High Lord’s death. Hunter had begun to doubt the truth of the man’s accusations, but recent events had forced him to reevaluate that opinion.

Haku’s expression was taut. He had not put away his sword. “What are you trying to imply, Hunter?”

“Your relationship with Kaori has been strained ever since Akashi’s death,” Hunter said. He felt cold. “The two of you used to be closer than brothers, but ever since he took the throne you’ve been distant toward him. Guarded.”

“He’s the High Lord now.”

“It never bothered you when he was the High Lord’s heir.” In their younger years, the two of them had laughed about what it would be like once Kaori took the throne. Haku hadn’t seemed intimidated at all by the thought of being a close personal friend of his country’s leader.

“People change.”

“Yes. They sometimes do.”

Haku’s frown deepened. “Hunter—”

“You kept in touch with Razgul all these years,” Hunter said. He felt excruciatingly aware of the sword Haku still held bared in his hand. “You admitted as much to me earlier, in Raven’s Fall. While we were at the Eyrie, Razgul dropped hints that you still might feel loyal to Arashima. That’s why you wanted to go with Kaori when the two of them went out riding together that afternoon. You were afraid of what Razgul might tell him, weren’t you?”

Haku stared at him for a long moment. “Hunter,” he said at last, “I need you to get out of the way. I have to get to Kaori now.”

Hunter raised his sword slowly. “I’m afraid I can’t allow you to do that.”

 

 

There was a crash from somewhere behind them as one of the windows shattered. Kaori flinched and pushed on Malo’s shoulder ahead of him, trying to get him to move faster.

“Is there a back way out of the basement?” he asked breathlessly.

“No,” Tsumini told him. “It’s basically just a storage closet beneath the house. Most of the supplies we use here come from the palace.”

Kaori felt like there was a vise closing tight around his chest. He tried to remember what he’d seen of the kitchen on the few times he’d visited in the past. “There are only two entrances into the kitchen, if I’m remembering correctly. If we can barricade one of them, that will leave just one opening we have to defend. Ben?” He glanced at his friend. “Any chance you can do that trick with the vines again?”

Ben shook his head. “I’d have to be outside. Without being able to see the plants, I’d be working blind. Plus I’d have to draw energy from the natural sphere, and anchor the spell to the roots and soil in a system the vines are connected to.”

Kaori, who had only a dilettante’s knowledge of magical theory, decided to take his word for it. “All right, it’s down to the blades, then.” That thought was not comforting, not least of all because Razgul’s soldiers doubtlessly had a lot more of them than they did. “Tsumini, you and Malo work on blocking that other door as soon as we get there. Okay?”

Tsumini nodded tersely, and Malo said, “Sure, Kaori,” in a voice that only shook a little. The look in his eyes was less frightened than furious. Kaori guessed he was turning his fear into rage, giving himself the strength to keep going. It was undoubtedly a trick he had learned while he was a prisoner of the slavers.

“You’re doing great, Malo.” Kaori squeezed his shoulder lightly. Then they were in the kitchen, and he pushed the boy toward the opposite door. “Go. Hurry, now.”

Malo nodded and darted after Tsumini, stopping to drag a chair from one corner of the room alongside him. Kaori didn’t know what hope they had of blocking the exit before the soldiers arrived, but he had to trust that they knew what they were doing.

“Kaori,” Ben said anxiously, pressing his back against the wall to one side of the door they’d just come through. Kaori could hear heavy footsteps pounding through the hallway behind them.

He threw his shoulder against the door, managing to close it just as a heavy weight impacted with it on the opposite side. There was no lock on it, so he clenched the handle tightly in his fist and set his feet to absorb the weight of the blow.

“This isn’t going to last long,” he gasped, and shuddered when another blow crashed against the door on the other side. The soldiers out there were certainly determined about getting in.

One more blow caused the door’s handle to leap out of his hand, and he stumbled backwards to avoid it, scrabbling hastily for his sword as it swung inward. He lashed out without hesitating, taking in a frenzied glimpse of Shindori orange and beige at the collar of the man in front of him.

He got in two solid blows before the tide of soldiers burst into the room, forcing him back. Hissing in fear and frustration, he continued to attack, determined to cut as many of them down as he could before they overwhelmed him. At his side, Ben lunged forward with the knife he’d taken from Tsumini, his lips pulled back from his teeth in a bestial snarl. As Kaori watched, he reached out to grab the wrist of one of the men in front of him—skin against skin—and murmured something hastily under his breath.

The man screamed and dropped away from them, clutching his arm. Kaori’s heart leapt as he threw himself even more determinedly into the fray, feeling for the first time as if they might actually have a chance of surviving. The room around them had dissolved into complete chaos. Off to one side, Malo launched himself at the unprotected back of one of the soldiers, clawing viciously at the man’s hair and face, while Tsumini darted in with a large butcher’s knife, planting her small body firmly between the soldiers and the basement door with a look on her face that said anyone who tried to get past her was going to lose a limb or worse. Ben was on the floor now, felled by a kick to the knee that had him curled up in agony. Enraged, Kaori lunged forward and drove back the soldier who had kicked him until his friend could regain his feet.

“Enough!” The sharp-edged word cut through the melee, vibrating thunderously through the air of the room. Kaori stumbled backwards and blinked through the sweat in his eyes, trying to understand what had happened. The soldiers that were in front of him had all backed away from him, taking up a position near the open door.

Heart pounding, Kaori watched as Razgul stepped into the room. The sight of him made Kaori’s throat clench, his fingers squeezing tight around the hilt of his sword.

Razgul looked around at the numerous fallen bodies with interest. “High Lord,” he said in a ruminative tone of voice, “you never do cease to surprise me.”

Kaori bared his teeth, feeling a ferocity well up in him that startled him. If Razgul were any closer, he half-believed he would have launched himself at the man and started chewing on his throat.

“I see you’re not even pretending this attack is from Shindor any longer,” he said. The calmness of his voice surprised him.

Razgul gave him a curious look. “It wouldn’t make much sense to put on that show for you, now would it? You’ve known all along that these soldiers weren’t Shindori.”

“Yes,” Kaori said. “I knew.”

Razgul nodded. “You’re far more intelligent than I initially gave you credit for, I’ll grant you that. In fact, you’ve surprised me in a lot of ways.”

“Almost makes you wish you hadn’t had my father killed, doesn’t it?”

The glitter in Razgul’s eyes took on a dangerous shine. “You insist on making things unnecessarily difficult.”

“Why? Because I didn’t roll over and die when you sent your assassin to kill me at the Eyrie?” Beside him, he felt Ben flinch at the bluntness of the words. Kaori hadn’t told him that he’d nearly been killed by this man once already.

“Ah, High Lord.” Razgul sounded amused. “You’re not nearly so clever as you think you are. I never wanted to kill you.”

Hunter had suggested as much, and it still didn’t make any sense to Kaori. “Your pet fire mage could have fooled me, back in Arashima.”

“Yes.” Razgul frowned at the reminder. “He got a little overzealous that day, I’m afraid to say. Believe me, he’s been severely chastised for his impetuousness. It would have been a tragedy indeed if anything were to have happened to you.”

“‘Overzealous’?” Kaori echoed disbelievingly. “A man died that day trying to protect me!”

“And I’m very grateful for it, believe me.” He took a step forward, peering hard into Kaori’s face. “If you had died, everything I’ve been working for would have been ended before it began.”

Kaori fought back the urge to scream at him. “What? What is it you want from me?”

“I need your blood, High Lord.” Razgul’s voice was soft. “Your blood, in an enduring supply. If you were dead, it would be of no use to me at all.”

Ben stirred where he stood at Kaori’s side. “You’re insane,” he said in revulsion.

Razgul smiled thinly. “I assure you, Master Quentin, I am not. Have you ever stopped to think just what it is that makes the High Lord separate from the rest of us lowly mortals? Even you, in your soft country, have to recognize this fact. Why is it that Shindor has never once succeeded in conquering Kazure, throughout the entire history of our land?”

Kaori’s entire body flushed hot, and then cold. He pressed his palm tight against his thigh to keep it from shaking. “You’re talking about Shinja.”

“The World Eater,” Razgul said with a nod. “The Wingèd Serpent. The Black Snake of Heaven. Choose your euphemism; it’s all the same thing.”

Kaori stared at him. “You think you can learn how to summon it.”

“No.” He frowned. “Unfortunately, I don’t believe that is possible. You see, my research has led me to believe that the sacred beast can only be summoned by the one who has the greatest connection to the land of Kazure, which has traditionally been the High Lord. I’m not certain exactly how that ability is passed from generation to generation, but I assume it’s inferred by blood right. Father to son, that’s the way it has always been.”

Not true, Kaori thought giddily. The Sansa family had held the throne for multiple generations, but they hadn’t been the first rulers of Kazure. At one point, the ability to summon Shinja had passed to them. But no one had bothered to record how it had been done.

“However,” Razgul continued, “my research suggests that it might be possible to gain control of the serpent once it has already been summoned. The blood of the High Lord is required for the incantation. You see where your contribution is required now, I trust.”

“You want to harness the snake’s strength as your own.” Kaori felt nauseous at the thought of it. “To what end? So you can take control of the lords’ council and rule Kazure?”

“To begin with.” Razgul smiled, his gaze flicking coldly toward Ben. “There are other countries around us as well that are ripe for the taking. With the Great Serpent as my slave, there is nothing that Kazure cannot achieve. The Shindori will no longer be a threat to us. And the nations like Gyre and Nefar…well, they will learn to bow to Kazure’s wishes, or face the wrath of its guardian.”

Ben’s face was white. “King Albon will never submit to those kinds of threats.”

“Then he will lose his throne.” Razgul shrugged, turning back toward Kaori. “You, however, will be allowed to keep yours, High Lord, provided you cooperate with me. So long as you keep me furnished with a steady supply of your blood, and summon the creature whenever I have need of it, you will remain the High Lord of Kazure.”

In name, perhaps. If Razgul’s plot unfolded the way he envisioned, then Kaori would be nothing more than a puppet king sitting on a cold throne that had no power attached to it. Razgul would be the true ruler of Kazure, leading the country forward wherever his sick ambitions led him.

Kaori shook his head, feeling suddenly tired. “You can’t possibly imagine I would agree to this.”

“Oh, I think you will, High Lord.” Razgul’s voice took on a silken purr. “You see, I know your weakness. Those children in the basement beneath us mean a great deal to you, don’t they?”

Fury brought Kaori’s chin up, his back straightening. “You’re going to threaten children now? Are you that much of a coward?”

“You’re the one endangering them with your stubbornness, I’m afraid. But perhaps you don’t believe I’m capable of committing a murder.” He glanced to the side, and the Mouse stepped forward into the doorway beside him. The assassin’s bland eyes held Kaori’s as Razgul turned back to face him. “Would you like to reconsider your answer?”

Kaori’s heart thumped painfully inside his chest. “I’m not going to turn the country over to you.”

“That is unfortunate.” Razgul sighed as if Kaori’s lack of cooperation sincerely pained him. “Mouse,” he said in a voice that was devoid of inflection, “please kill the High Lord’s Gyrian friend.”
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The clanging reverberation of sword meeting sword echoed up and down the corridor. Breathing heavily, Hunter swung again to make the other man dodge and then slipped backward a pace, holding his weapon in a ready guard position. He was hesitant to truly harm Haku, but neither was he willing to allow the other man to get past him and potentially try to harm Kaori. It was obvious to him now that Haku’s connection to Razgul was greater than any of them had guessed, although the precise nature of that connection currently eluded him.
His heart ached at the thought that Kaori’s childhood friend might have been plotting against him all this time. That thought was enough to make him want to punish Haku severely, not for his own sake but for the inevitable pain Kaori would feel when he learned of the betrayal. He kept his emotions in check, however, knowing that he needed to have a clear head if he wanted to get to the bottom of this.

“Hunter, damn it!” Haku cursed and swung out with his sword again, trying to slip past him. Hunter deflected the blow effortlessly and held him back.

Haku’s eyes were crazed, shining with a desperation that Hunter didn’t know what to make of. Sweat stood out on his brow underneath the loose hair of his fringe. “Why do you need to see him?” Hunter demanded. “Did your new master order you to go to him?”

Haku gave him a look of brimming anger and frustration. “You don’t understand anything.”

“Enlighten me.”

For a moment, he thought Haku was going to attack him again, perhaps with a ferocity that would force Hunter to do more than parry the blows. He tensed, preparing himself for the charge, but then the fight drained out of Haku’s shoulders, and his sword arm drooped.

“All right,” Haku said bitterly. He swiped a hand across his eyes. “I did spy for Razgul.”

The confession hit Hunter like a blow to the chest. For a moment, he couldn’t speak. “You betrayed Kaori,” he said at last.

“No! I mean….” He shook his head, looking frustrated. “It wasn’t like that. It’s something he asked me to do ever since I was a kid here. It was a game, all right?”

“Akashi’s murder was not a game,” Hunter said darkly.

“I didn’t kill him!” Haku cried. His eyes shone with desperation when he met Hunter’s gaze. “I had no idea Razgul even planned to have him killed. I thought his death was an accident, like everyone else.”

“But you are his spy here in the palace.”

“Not anymore,” Haku told him. “Not for a long time. Yes, I kept tabs on Akashi and passed along information to Arashima whenever I could. But once Kaori took the throne, I told him I couldn’t do it any longer. I couldn’t spy on Kaori.” Those words were spoken like incontrovertible doctrine. “That was why he was so angry with me at the Eyrie. He thought I’d betrayed my people. But Kazure is my people. And Kaori…I couldn’t betray the trust he had in me.”

Hunter thought about it. “That’s why your relationship with him has been strained recently.”

Haku swallowed visibly. “I felt so damned guilty whenever I was near him for having spied on his father, even if I hadn’t been the one to kill him. I knew as soon as Kenta said it back at the Eyrie that it was true. There’s no limit to my uncle’s ambition, Hunter. He wants Kaori, and he wants him alive. I don’t know why. His last order to me was that I remain by his side and make sure he stays protected.”

After a moment’s contemplation, Hunter lowered his sword. “If that’s true, then this entire attack has been to secure Kaori for him.”

“Yes! That’s why we have to get to him. Now. I thought for sure he’d be here with you.”

“He is not.” Hunter’s throat tightened when he realized that Kaori was in even greater danger than he had imagined. If Haku was telling the truth, then the instant any of Razgul’s soldiers saw him, they would inform their lord and put whatever plan Razgul had into motion.

“You have to believe me, Hunter.” Haku’s voice was pleading. “I would never do anything to hurt Kaori. You know me.”

Hunter weighed his recent knowledge of Haku’s duplicity against the relationship he knew Haku and Kaori had shared over the years, and nodded tersely. “Okay,” he said, breathing out explosively. “Let’s go.”

He turned to run down the corridor toward the rear doors of the palace, and Haku followed right behind him.

 

 

“Wait, stop!” Kaori cried out, panic ringing in his voice.

The Mouse stopped several paces from Ben and glanced back at Razgul questioningly, a single long knife held out at his side. Despite the man’s relaxed and seemingly careless demeanor, Kaori had no illusions that he would be able to match his expertise in a battle of blades. Yura and Hunter both had been impressed by his skill during the attack at the Eyrie, which meant he was probably at least the equal of the average Assassins Guild member.

“Second thoughts, High Lord?” Razgul sounded amused.

Kaori was filled with a fury he hadn’t felt since Yura’s death. “Did you really have my father killed?” he asked. He barely recognized the sound of his own voice.

Razgul considered the question. “Kenta had a very big mouth, it seems,” he said at last. “It’s for the best that it was silenced. Yes, I found it necessary to remove Akashi from the throne, because he was too strong for me to challenge openly. But you already knew as much, didn’t you?”

Kaori closed his eyes. “Who was it?”

Razgul’s mouth curled thinly. “The life mage he employed here at the palace was disgruntled after working for so many years with so little recognition of her work. Your father had no particular use for Magisters, and suffered her presence here only under the most extreme protest. He cared nothing about providing for her research, her continuing education. So long as she could patch up the holes in his precious soldiers, that was all he needed from her. It was easy for me to work her around to my way of thinking, and convince her to poison the man she had been tasked with healing.”

“Sakura,” Kaori breathed. So she had been the one who murdered his father. He felt dizzy suddenly, angry and sickened and saddened over this breach of trust.

Razgul stepped forward and studied Kaori’s face intently. “I wasn’t wrong about you,” he said. He cocked his head to one side, peering into Kaori’s face with a disturbingly eager gleam in his eyes. “You’re calling out to the serpent even now, aren’t you?”

Kaori stared at him in confusion. Ben looked disconcerted, peering into his face.

“Your eyes,” Ben said, sounding scared. “For just a moment, they…the pupils looked slitted, like a snake’s eyes. Kaori, what the hell’s happening to you?”

Kaori didn’t know what he was talking about. Briefly, he let his eyelids fall closed and felt the cool press of moist earth around him, sliding past his rough skin as he eased forward into the crushing dark. The scent of that subterranean world was rich around him, as real as if he were breathing the air of it into his lungs.

“She wasn’t the only one who betrayed you.” Razgul’s voice cut through the confusion that coiled through him. “How do you think I learned that she was someone who could be swayed to my cause? Your friend, the child your father bought from me…he’s been feeding me information for years now, telling me whatever I wanted to know about the goings-on here at the palace.”

The words sent a blade of ice stabbing into Kaori’s chest. “Haku,” he whispered.

“Yes.” Razgul seemed delighted over the pain this knowledge caused him. “Ever since he was a boy, he sent me letters detailing Akashi’s movements and habits, his routines and those of the people who were closest to him. Even though he refused to share any information about you directly, it was his treachery that gave me the opening I needed to kill your father.”

Ben’s hand found Kaori’s and squeezed it tightly. Kaori clung to him as if to a lifeline.

“Likewise,” Razgul pressed, cutting into him mercilessly, “it was Magister Sakura who told us about the old aqueduct system running underneath the eastern wall of the palace. It’s been gated shut on the inside for decades, but she was more than willing to go inside and open the way for us. Granted, she was hesitant at first, but a pointed reminder that the penalty for murdering a High Lord is a rather drawn-out death—should anyone come to learn of it—turned her around rather quickly to our way of thinking.”

Kaori drew in a shuddering breath. “You use people,” he said, sickened. “Like Sakura…like Haku. Like you want to use me.”

“What I want,” Razgul said, “is a successful future for all of Kazure. Surely you can understand that.”

Kaori could barely hear past the roaring in his ears. He closed his eyes tightly, desperately thinking. Something had to be done. All of his frantic studying, his researching, his endless questioning over the past months, was coming to a head right here. Right now. It was final exam time, pass or fail.

Shinja, where are you?

Can you hear me? Are you listening at all?

How do I call you?

Why didn’t my father tell me about you?

Sweat stood out on his brow, making him feel lightheaded. They were the same endless questions as before, over and over again. He hadn’t found answers to them then, and he wasn’t finding answers to them now. Anguish twisted through him as he remembered the knife in the Mouse’s hand, and the way the light had glinted in Ben’s terrified eyes.

For the first time, it occurred to him that—in all of his frenzied research—there was one question he had never once thought to ask: What was Shinja? Where had it come from? How had it come to exist? What connection did it have to Kazure, and by extension Kazure’s rulers?

Shinja, please.

I need you. Kazure needs you.

If there’s a spell to summon you, I never learned it. I don’t know the words to use.

I never asked for all of this responsibility.

And then, unexpectedly, a voice whispered in the back of his thoughts: Didn’t you?

Unbidden, the oath of office he’d taken at his coronation rose up in his memory, replaying in an endless repetition of words that had seemed purely ceremonial at the time: I weave my life and my will and my blood with this land and those who share it, and bind myself one to the other in Kazure’s service for all of time. And then Ishaya’s ritual response: Your pledge to Kazure is accepted, and the sacrifice made.

If there was a spell to summon Shinja, he realized with sudden breathlessness, that had been it. The moment he had spoken those words—said them and meant them—the serpent had been his to command. All he had ever needed to do was discover where the serpent was, and call to it.

All this time, he had been looking in the wrong place.

Very slowly, he opened his eyes. He could tell by the stunned expression on Ben’s face that there was something wrong with his eyes again, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. He turned his gaze on Razgul and breathed out slowly, a curious sense of calm stealing over him.

The ground outside of the house was shaking. Suddenly excited, Razgul raced into the hallway and peered out through one of the windows there. “It’s coming!” he cried, his voice shrill with exhilaration. “Mouse, hurry! Get me some of his blood!”

Kaori wasn’t certain whether the Mouse responded or not. In the dusty rooms of his mind, he was underneath the ground again, feeling the rough arc of dark soil slide past his skin. Was this really the answer to the riddle, after everything he’d been through? Instead of searching outward into the lands of Kazure to find the serpent, he’d only ever needed to look inward—because he was carrying the sacred beast inside of him all along.

He was sinking inside of himself now, falling down, down, joining with the land—earth, rain, sun, trees, rocks, grass, flowers, animals, peasants, nobles, soldiers, men and women, young and old, rich and poor, all of it making up the heartbeat of Kazure, making up his heartbeat as he moved through it, breathing it in, tasting the life of it on his tongue. World Eater they called him, but he was also the World Weaver, sliding effortlessly through the warp and weft of the world.

He could smell the guest house and its inhabitants somewhere above him, calling to him with a near-magnetic pull that drew him out of the earth, out of the land, telling him that he was needed. His love for Kazure, for its people, his passion and his drive to protect them, his willingness to sacrifice himself for them and—most importantly—the oath he had taken to that effect, were being called into play by the primeval forces that bound the High Lord to the lifeblood of Kazure.

The question he should have been asking himself all along flickered across his mind: Who was Shinja?

He was.

Filled with the echoing rage and the despair that had driven him here, he burst upward out of the ground, spraying dark clumps of soil in every direction. His vast bulk uncoiled slowly, lifting his head up high, higher, until he could easily gaze over the house’s roof if he chose to. Ignoring the empty rooms on the house’s upper story, he swung his head down toward the ground until he could peer into the windows at the kitchen level with one baleful, slitted yellow eye. Behind him, his large black wings unfurled, nearly eclipsing the sky.

Never had Kaori suspected this. The mysterious connection between the High Lord and Shinja was far simpler—and far more terrifying—than he had ever imagined. In a way, the sacred serpent was Kazure. It was Kazure’s spirit, its will and its blood, consisting of nothing more than the beating hearts of its people, their dreams and their hopes and their fears, bound together by the will of its High Lord. What spells had been wrought to create such a magic at Kazure’s dawning, Kaori couldn’t begin to guess. That had been a savage time, he knew, full of cruel violence and merciless wars. Maybe the initial whisperings of the serpent had always been there, a spirit buried deep within the land, and the very first High Lord had found a way to awaken it, and unite himself with it, and in so doing bind his people irrevocably to the land and their future. They would probably never know for sure.

There were soldiers running around him in a panic now, but Kaori ignored them as well. He only cared about one tiny figure inside the house, standing hidden from him behind a wall of wood and glass. The father-killer. The child-stealer. Kaori’s thoughts were his and yet not his, steeped in memories of blood and violence and war. He felt the cold reptilian weight of centuries weighing on him, the recollection of countless other times he had been called to deal with situations when his land and his people were being threatened. The desire to taste human blood consumed him, the irresistible urge to take up the human called Razgul onto his tongue and crush the puny life from him against the roof of his mouth.

He could feel magic stirring in the night around him, faint as a summer breeze. Curious, he paused to taste the air with his tongue. It was Old Magic, ancient magic, the bone and blood magic that had existed before the foundations of the world had come into being. He sensed with some interest that it was coming from the human known as Razgul.

How this insignificant mortal had come to know of such powers was a mystery that interested the great serpent not at all. He could feel the magic pulling at him, trying to harness him, and hissed low in the back of his throat at the annoyance of it. He sensed that somehow this mortal was attempting to control him, and the sheer unbridled arrogance of that enflamed him.

As if the Black Snake of Heaven could be commanded by so simple a thing as blood magic.

Rearing back its head, the serpent darted forward with lightning swiftness, passing right through the house’s wall without breaking it—because Shinja was as much a spirit as it was a physical being—to gaze directly at the humans inside its walls. It sensed the locus of its light here, so bright it burned, and next to that stood the sense of a stalwart friend, terrified but refusing to give in to its fear. Over here a protector, strong and fierce, and beside it one of the little ones that they were defending, also strong and fierce and with an undeniable light of its own.

And there, cowering at the side of the room, was the source of the darkness that had drawn him here. With a low, reverberating hiss, Shinja moved in to examine the human more closely. The man smelled like treachery to the serpent’s exquisite senses, like decaying vegetation, and the sickness that lurked at the heart of old, rotting wood. Its terror of him tasted delightful where it hung suspended in the air. Some buried memory made him draw the moment out, flickering the tip of his tongue over the mortal’s face to hear its screams and pleas of horror echo on the air, and then he struck.

A single bite, and the man was gone.

Slowly, Shinja withdrew from the house, leaving not a single plank of it scarred by his passing. Somewhere on the grounds around him, more soldiers were gathering. The serpent dismissed them at first, but then one presence among them called out to him. This mortal had a scent that he recognized and was drawn to—friend, family, lover…mate. 

Shifting his great bulk, he lowered his head to peer beneath the level of the trees. The soldiers were fleeing now, throwing down their weapons in terror, but he barely noticed them. He only had eyes for the one who shone, cold and bright, but with a heart of fire that warmed him, soothed him, through all of the many terrors of his soul. And because he was Kaori and yet not Kaori, he wondered at the singular purpose of this one, and why it should stand out for him more brightly than all of the rest. He wanted to bask in the light of it, but already his time here was ending. He could feel the threads that held him in this place dissolving, and he gave in to it readily, letting go of the winged shell he inhabited.

Kaori felt himself unfurl from the beast as its physical form melted away, retreating back into the earth as more shadow than snake. He became aware of his own body again, standing rigidly in the kitchen of the house with his hand still clenched tightly around Ben’s. He blinked slowly, feeling very cold. 

“Kaori,” Ben whispered to him, his voice hoarse. “What the hell just happened?”

Kaori had no answer for him. His throat felt too tight to speak as he looked around, seeing Tsumini still standing a tense guard in front of the basement door, and Malo’s wide eyes staring back at him from across the room, frightened and yet powerfully amazed. The soldiers who had cornered them in the room had fled, including the inscrutable Mouse. Of Razgul himself, there was no sign except for one loose shoe discarded in the kitchen doorway.

“I think,” he said, breathing out heavily, “it might—just possibly—be over.”

On the grounds outside, it began to rain.
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The clean-up didn’t take nearly as long as Hunter anticipated.

The appearance of the Sacred Serpent had shaken Razgul’s soldiers deeply, and most of them surrendered their weapons to the Palace Guard without a fight. Those who were captured fleeing from the guest house were overheard babbling about their encounter with the beast. Apparently it had cornered Razgul and eaten him whole, swallowing him down in a single bite.

Hunter didn’t feel unhappy about that news at all.

He had been shaken deeply by his own sighting of the beast. It had appeared just as he and Haku were making their way into the rear grounds, running for all they were worth to get to Kaori. He’d seen it focus in on the guest house, undeniably solid but at the same time insubstantial as smoke, and push its head inside. He’d seen it emerge again, huge and cold and deadly, its ribbed wings as black as ink and spread open wide enough to cover the sky. He’d seen it look at him—him, and not anyone around him—just briefly before it disappeared. And he’d gotten the feeling that it knew him.

He hadn’t been able to breathe again until he ran into the guest house and determined that Kaori was safe. Even now, he couldn’t take his hands off of him. He hovered beside him while Kaori gave orders to the palace soldiers, ignoring the rain as he organized the mass arrest of Razgul’s men. He also sent searchers out looking for Magister Sakura, who he claimed had secretly been working for Razgul all along.

Hunter didn’t care. His breath still caught whenever he thought of Kaori alone in the clutches of Razgul’s soldiers. He was going to talk to Ben soon, and at great length, to find out precisely what had happened. Just as soon as he could move more than a hand’s breadth from Kaori without feeling like his chest was going to constrict the last of his breath from him.

“Breathe,” Kaori said lightly, tugging playfully at Hunter’s hand. His fingers stayed curled around his palm as their shoulders brushed together. “I’m all right. We all are.”

“Yes.” Hunter had to fight the urge to touch his face, knowing there were other soldiers watching them. Kaori had to be the High Lord now, which meant there was no place for the new relationship between them. But Hunter wanted to touch him, wanted to kiss him, more than he had ever wanted anything. He needed to assure himself that Kaori was okay.

Kaori’s expression softened, and something in his eyes told Hunter that he was feeling the exact same urges. There was an edge of desperation to it, an edge of sorrow, as well as something else that Hunter couldn’t quite name. His fingers tightened around Hunter’s hand, tugging him closer.

“Kaori,” Hunter protested, his eyes widening. Captain Genshi was standing nearby awaiting new orders, along with several other ranking members of the Royal Guard. Even now, the surviving lords and their retinues were emerging from the palace, shaking rain off their coats and loudly demanding answers.

“I don’t care,” Kaori said fiercely, and, reaching up to brush his fingers across the side of Hunter’s face, leaned in to kiss him on the mouth.

Beside them, Ben sniffed disdainfully. “It’s about time,” was all he said.

 

 

“So Razgul thought he’d found a way to control Shinja,” Haku said.

Kaori nodded. He was curled up next to Hunter on the sofa in front of the fireplace, soaking up the warmth both of his lover and the fire. Rain pattered against the window of the study, providing a steady susurration to underscore their conversation.

“He needed to use Kaori’s blood for the spell,” Ben explained. “It was some kind of ancient ritual he discovered while he was researching Kazure’s Sacred Beast. It was supposed to grant him absolute control over the serpent’s actions.”

Glancing down at his inner forearm, Kaori ran his fingers over the thin bandages there. He had no memory of the Mouse cutting him to obtain his blood, but Ben assured him it had happened. Razgul had attempted to use the blood to force Shinja under his control, to his downfall.

“But it didn’t work.” Ishaya sounded intensely pleased about that. “Thank heaven his research turned out to be wrong.”

“It wasn’t wrong,” Kaori said softly. Hunter’s arm was warm around his shoulders. Without looking up, he added, “Whatever texts he read, they were probably correct. But he misinterpreted them.”

They were all silent for a moment, thinking about that. “You mean it might be possible to control the serpent using your blood?” Ben ventured after a moment.

“It’s possible.” Kaori closed his eyes, fighting back a shiver. “Just not in the way he imagined.” It was true that only one with the blood of Kazure’s High Lord could connect with the beast the way he had. But Razgul hadn’t understood the true nature of that connection. It wasn’t Kaori’s blood that made him special; only one who had devoted himself wholly to Kazure and its people would be able to unite with the land’s spirit in such a way that Shinja would appear. Razgul, with his selfish ambitions and egotistical plans to dominate the country, would never have been capable of forming such a connection.

Hunter’s lips brushed across the side of his head. “What happened to you in there?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Ben leaned forward, looking curious. “While all of that was going on, you just sort of…went rigid. It was like you didn’t even know we were there at all.”

Kaori wondered how he could explain…or even if he should. The experience he’d had as Shinja felt intensely personal, and it wasn’t one he was particularly looking forward to repeating. Coexisting with the ancient guardian—himself and yet not himself, the beast and yet not entirely the beast—had been a harrowing experience. Holding the weight of all of those memories, all of those wars over the millennia, all of those lifetimes spent down there in quiet contemplation inside the crushing dark clutches of the earth…it hadn’t felt real. Yet at the same time, it had felt more poignantly real than anything else he had ever experienced.

What disturbed him the most was the way he had found himself anticipating Razgul’s terror right before the end. He had enjoyed picturing the man’s death—how it would feel, how it would taste—had relished it with a bloodthirstiness that sickened him as he relived it now inside his memory. Perhaps it wouldn’t be quite so disturbing if he could convince himself it had been solely due to the serpent’s influence on him. But knowing this was the man whose orders had led to Yura’s death, the man who had ordered his father killed, the man whose actions ensured that the slavers thrived in Kazure because they could travel unmolested through his lands and retreat safely over the border to Shindor whenever the need arose—all of that had been in the forefront of his thoughts at that moment, and he had desperately, passionately wanted to kill.

He wished he knew just where he left off, and the beast began.

But there was no sense in worrying about that now. He was back home, safe with his friends. The children were safe, Magister Sakura was in custody, and the council lords had returned to their respective homes, still arguing with one another vociferously about what was to be done with Arashima. Kaori rather thought it would pass to Razgul’s heir in the usual fashion—that sharp-dressed young man they’d seen at the dinner table with the quiet eyes—although he figured there would be some close scrutiny into the land’s affairs by the other lords for quite some time to come. And that was just as it should be; the lords kept one another in line, the High Lord watched over all of them, and somehow out of all of that a balance was kept.

“I’m not exactly sure what happened,” he said in response to Ben’s question, which was nothing less than the truth. “It was all kind of…muddled.” He turned toward Haku, who was staring out at the rain-streaked window with a pensive expression. “And you haven’t met my eyes once since this whole thing ended.”

Haku stiffened visibly and glanced down at his hands. “Kaori….”

“No, I get it.” Kaori nodded, because he really did. Haku felt guilty because of the spying he’d done for his uncle over the years. As a child it had seemed innocent, a game, but those actions had indirectly led to the death of Kaori’s father. His guilt had been so severe that he’d been willing to fight Hunter rather than have the truth of it come to light. “You’re feeling responsible, probably for a lot more than you need to. But you stood up for me when it counted, and you were willing to sacrifice yourself to protect Kazure.”

“Razgul never would have known that Sakura could be turned if I hadn’t told him about her dissatisfaction here.”

“You’re not the one who poisoned him, Haku.” Kaori’s voice was very firm. If he was sure of nothing else tonight, he was certain that he didn’t hold Haku responsible for his father’s death. “Razgul used you the same way he used Sakura. The same way he used the slavers to spy on the Shindori, and the same way he used the Shindori to cover his own illegal ambitions. Hell, if it’ll make you feel any better you can spend the night in a prison cell if you want. But I really wouldn’t recommend it.”

Haku turned to look at him with a vaguely wondering expression. “You really don’t blame me at all, do you?”

“As far as I’m concerned, you can consider yourself absolved. I know you never would have done anything to hurt him.”

“If that is the High Lord’s decision,” Ishaya said, “then that goes for the rest of us as well.” He had been cold to Haku ever since he’d learned of his betrayal, but his devotion to Kaori was such that he would be willing to forgive, if Kaori did. “You are a member of this household, Master Haku. A member of the High Lord’s family, if you will. You are…precious to him. That makes you important to the rest of us as well.”

It would take time, Kaori knew, for the fractures in his relationship with Haku to heal. But he felt confident now that they would be able to do it. “If this rain lets up, how about the two of us take a ride down to the river in the morning? Just the two of us. I think we have a lot to get caught up on.”

Haku nodded, settling cautiously back against his corner of the couch. He looked pleased. “I’d like that, Kaori. I’d like that a lot.” Looking suddenly self-conscious, he turned to look at Ben. “What about you, Ben? Have you given any more thought to Kaori’s job offer?”

“I’ve been thinking about it.” Ben stretched his arms over his head in a familiar lazy gesture, curling back into his chair. “It’s certainly a lot more interesting here than it is at the university.”

That made Kaori chuckle. “I’m hoping it will be a lot less interesting in the future, at least here at the palace.”

“Be that as it may.” He made a dismissive gesture in the air with one hand. “With Sakura’s arrest, you’re short one Magister here. And considering that after my apprenticeship this summer I will have achieved full Magister status, I’m thinking you might need me around to help keep you out of trouble.”

Kaori grinned at him. “You just want to get into that back garden of ours and start poking around.”

“It is a beautiful garden.” The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Besides, I think that pretty apprentice of Sakura’s is planning to stay on, isn’t she?”

That made Kaori laugh aloud. “From what I hear,” he granted. Hana claimed to have had no knowledge of her mentor’s treachery, and Kaori believed her. Since her apprenticeship with Sakura had nearly been at its end, he had offered her the opportunity to stay on as the palace’s Healer.

“You’re certainly a different kind of leader,” Haku said, frowning at him. “You know your father would have had her exiled from the country, at the very least, just on the off chance that she might have been involved in the plot against him.”

“Kaori isn’t that kind of person,” Ishaya said brusquely, speaking up in Kaori’s defense. “He cares about people. He trusts them.”

“Trusting people is what got Akashi killed,” Haku pointed out.

“No,” Kaori disagreed, effectively stopping the argument. “Razgul’s ambition is what got my father killed. Maybe if he had been more trusting, more nurturing, Razgul never would have had the opportunity.”

He could feel them fall silent, digesting that.

“It’s certainly going to be a different Kazure,” Hunter said with a smile, nuzzling the hair at the side of Kaori’s head. He sounded pleased about it.

“That’s for damn sure,” Ben said with a sigh. “Alliances with Gyre, rooting out the slavers, running daycares at the palace…before you know it, you’ll be hosting weddings in the streets.” He glanced at Kaori. “By the way, I heard from the dean at Napoli City. They’re willing to let you go back and sit your exams if you want to finish out the year and graduate.”

That news made something inside Kaori loosen that he hadn’t even been aware he was anxious about. Part of him had apparently been convinced he would never get the chance to finish his education now that he’d assumed Kazure’s throne. “Thanks, Ben. I mean it.”

Ben shrugged. “And for what it’s worth, I heard from my great-uncle as well. He’s sending out troops to meet with Toma’s men at the northern border. While he’s there, he’s going to try to talk the regent of Arisaig into joining the alliance as well. Between the lot of them, they should be able to convince the Shindori to stop sniffing around our borders.”

Only Ben could deliver such world-changing news as if it were an afterthought. “I’ll have to ride up there to meet with him,” Kaori said, his mind already spinning through the potential benefits and hazards of expanding their alliance. “I need to talk to him, and to the regent, and plan—”

“Later,” Hunter said firmly, tightening his arm around Kaori’s shoulders. “You need to rest first.”

“Yes,” Ishaya agreed, giving him a stern look. “I’d say you’ve earned it.”

“Besides,” Haku said, “you owe me a ride down to the river tomorrow. You promised.”

Kaori looked from one to the other of them, seeing resolve shining back at him from each pair of eyes. They were serious about not letting him jump back into things before he took the time to rest, to heal.

“Not one of you is going to back down from this, are you?” he asked, testing them. “Even though I’m the High Lord?”

“Not a chance,” Ben said. “So get over yourself, already.”

Kaori leaned back again against Hunter’s side with a soft smile, deciding that he’d chosen his family of core advisors rather well.
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Later that night, too restive to sleep, Kaori sat with Hunter on the balcony of his bed chamber looking out over the moonlit gardens behind the estate. By rights he could have moved to the larger rooms his father had inhabited at the other end of the wing, but these rooms were comfortable to him, familiar. He felt safe there.
Hunter’s silence where he sat beside Kaori had a listening quality, as if he knew there were things that Kaori still needed to say. He waited patiently, however, without pressing him about it. Maybe he was afraid to hear the words, considering how little the two of them knew about where their relationship was heading.

“So,” Kaori said, without looking away from the trees, “it’s official. The council lords know we’re an item.”

He knew he’d startled Hunter by kissing him in full view of the lords and the Palace Guard the previous evening. Heaven knew he’d startled himself. No one had commented on it yet, aside from Ben, and Ben’s reaction had been merely annoyance that they hadn’t admitted their feelings for one another sooner. Even Haku had been curiously silent on the matter, although Kaori got the impression he hadn’t been particularly surprised.

“Yes,” Hunter agreed, his voice expressionless.

Kaori flicked a glance at him. “Does that bother you?”

“Bother me?” He looked at Kaori in surprise. “Of course not. You know I’d tell everyone from here to Shindor how I feel about you if I thought I could. I’m just worried about you, and how this might affect your position.”

That was the question, wasn’t it? “To be honest, I don’t think anyone will care that I’m in love with a man. It’s not exactly common, but it happens.”

“Not to the High Lord of Kazure.”

“Why not? I’m only human, too, just like the rest of them.”

Hunter considered him. “There is the matter of the succession.”

Yes. Kaori knew everyone expected him to marry a nice noblewoman and have a child who would one day take over Kazure’s throne. The thought repelled him. He had never been attracted to women in that way, and he didn’t suppose he ever would. Besides, he didn’t think he would ever want to be with anyone other than Hunter.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” he said, turning to look out over the garden again.

He could feel Hunter continuing to look at him, curiosity thickening the air between them. “And?” Hunter prompted when Kaori didn’t say anything further.

Kaori took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. After another moment’s hesitation, he plunged ahead. “You know Tsumini’s been working hard to find homes for the children we rescued from the slavers.”

“Yes. I believe Aiki was just placed with a new family the other day.”

“Exactly. Pretty soon they’re all going to be gone, or at least most of them, into new families of their own.”

“That’s true.”

He couldn’t bring himself to meet Hunter’s gaze. Picking absently at a loose thread on his trousers, he continued, “Well, I’ve been thinking. You know Malo’s probably not going to find a family that’s willing to take him in. He’s too abrasive, and Rin is just too strange. It would be a shame to separate them, even if one of them did get lucky.”

Hunter’s breath caught. “Kaori—”

“It was just a thought,” he said quickly. He was babbling now, he knew he was babbling, and he couldn’t do a thing to stop it. “I mean, if you don’t want…or if you think we shouldn’t….”

“Kaori.” Hunter’s fingers touched the back of his hand, silencing him. “Are you asking me to raise a child with you?”

Kaori lifted his gaze to meet the other man’s eyes, his heart pounding recklessly inside his chest. “Two of them,” he said, “yes. We can adopt them. Since Malo is the oldest, that would make him Kazure’s heir.”

Hunter’s eyes were very round. “Is that even possible? Shinja—”

“It’s possible,” Kaori said, and he knew it was true. “Razgul was correct that only someone of the High Lord’s blood can summon the Sacred Beast. But that blood-right isn’t passed along at birth. It’s conferred when the High Lord commits himself entirely to the country, to its people, and somehow joins himself with the spirit of the land. It’s a…a more visceral kind of a union than I ever imagined.” He had tried to explain to Hunter what it felt like when he’d become the Great Serpent, and he still didn’t have the words. “Malo has the heart of a protector, Hunter. If he’s willing to work for it, he can become an incredible successor. I know it.”

For a long moment, Hunter didn’t say anything. His fingers tightened around Kaori’s hand. “You’re serious about this,” he said at last. His tone was wondering. “You want to…to raise a family. With me.”

“I want to marry you, you idiot.” It occurred to Kaori that he’d probably gone about this rather backwards. “I love you. I need you. I don’t want to live a moment of my life without you. Is that clear enough for you?”

A delighted smile tugged at the corners of Hunter’s mouth, threatening to break the usual solemnity of his expression. “I don’t think there’s ever been a formal marriage in Kazure between two men before.” That didn’t sound like an objection.

“So?” Kaori’s hands were shaking. “I’m the High Lord, aren’t I? I can do whatever the hell I want.”

“Yes.” The smile finally broke free, and he pulled Kaori close to him in a warm hug, pressing his lips against Kaori’s hair. “Yes, Kaori. I would very much love to marry you.”

Kaori hugged him back tightly, letting out the anxious breath he’d been holding. “Can’t resist doing what your High Lord tells you, can you?” he couldn’t stop himself from saying, hating the small tremor of worry that crept into the back of his mind.

“No, you idiot.” Hunter pulled back to look at him, settling both hands on his shoulders. “It’s because I love you. I need you. I don’t want to spend a moment of my life without you. Is that clear enough for you?”

Kaori’s lips curled in a smile as the last of his worries went up in smoke. In the beginning he had been afraid of abusing his authority by expressing his feelings for Hunter, but the truth was he had no authority to abuse—not here, not in this. Hunter was here because he chose to be, because he had chosen Kaori. Because he loved him, and Kaori loved him in return, and that made the two of them equals. Not a servant but a friend, lover, lifemate…just as Shinja had recognized.

Much later, when they moved inside to Kaori’s bed—their bed, Kaori amended silently—their bodies pressed together with sweet inevitability underneath the sheets. The physical contact was exhilarating, taking Kaori’s breath away. But that was okay, he thought fuzzily, because he didn’t believe he needed to breathe so long as he could have Hunter here with him just like this: skin to skin, hands reaching, mouths touching, the familiar, beloved voice murmuring soft words against his ear. Kissing, slow and deep, as if it were as necessary as breathing, as if it were something neither one of them could live without.

A sudden jolt of fear broke through the dreamy lassitude Kaori felt. “Don’t let me,” he gasped, pressing his face against the side of Hunter’s neck. His body shuddered at the hand that traced a light-fingered path down his spine.

“Shh,” Hunter whispered, brushing a kiss across his cheek. His breath ruffled the hair above Kaori’s ear. “Don’t let you do what?”

“Don’t let me become my father,” Kaori said. Over the past several days, part of him had begun wondering if his father had started to absorb parts of the serpent over time, after repeated joinings with it. Its hunger, its ruthlessness, its unquenchable drive to protect Kazure at all costs…already, he could feel changes in himself because of it. It was possible those changes were only a result of his own self maturing, growing, gaining a more intimate knowledge of the rooms he carried within his inner mansion, of doors thrown open violently in the wake of the serpent’s passage. Or maybe it was something more.

“You are not your father,” Hunter said, pushing him gently back against the sheets. Kaori rolled backward obediently, shivering at the feel of light fingers making their way across his chest, his arms. “You could never be your father.”

Kaori let out his breath explosively when a firm mouth pressed against his skin, gifting him with a warm lash of tongue. His hand slid into Hunter’s hair and squeezed the dark strands there tightly between his fingers. “He wasn’t a very nice person,” he whispered, staring up at the ceiling. “The way he blackmailed Haku’s family into letting him live here. The way he threatened you into coming to work for him. Hell, Sakura hated him enough to want to kill him.”

“Your father was a good man.” Hunter’s lips moved softly against Kaori’s ribs when he spoke, imprinting the weight of the words into his skin. “He had his failings, to be sure. But he loved your mother, he loved you, and he loved Kazure. Anything else he did, or didn’t do, just doesn’t matter.”

Kaori closed his eyes. “I love you, Hunter.”

He felt Hunter’s lips curl in a smile against the skin of his stomach. “I know,” he whispered.

Then his mouth moved further down, and he did things that left Kaori incapable of coherent speech for a good long while. Afterwards, when Kaori lay panting and spent against the sheets, Hunter slid up to kiss him deeply on the mouth, his lean, hard body settling down over Kaori’s as if the two of them had been made to fit together in just that way.

Kaori had no more interest in words then. He clung to Hunter’s shoulders above him, his arms, his neck, and kissed him intensely, feeling once again the desire to lose himself inside this man, as if he were falling in love with him anew for the very first time. Maybe that was all love was, he reflected; this endless falling, both of them locked together in a dizzying dance that would never end, only continue to grow sweeter over time.

Hunter was making soft sounds of need against his ear now, and Kaori soothed him, encouraging him with light touches and the sinuous shifting of his body. Both of them were familiar enough now with this particular part of the dance to know what steps needed to come next.

The feel of Hunter’s flesh sliding into his own made Kaori growl low in the back of his throat. The exquisite sensation made his heart pound fitfully inside his chest. He didn’t think it could get any better, but then Hunter’s grip shifted on him and it did as Hunter’s body started to move.

They moved as if they had always shared this bed together, as if they were fated to share it, and as their urgency grew, Kaori felt paradoxically as if he were growing more calm, more clear and certain of the future that awaited them. If Hunter, the small, lost child who had been thrown down to break against the rocks of his fate, could survive and thrive, then absolutely Kaori could, too.

By the time his own pleasure peaked a second time and he felt Hunter’s body pulse in a long, hot thread of passion inside of him, he felt convinced that they could face whatever their fates had to throw at them, so long as they faced it together. Hunter’s body was warm inside his arms, so vibrant, so alive. Kaori felt a sharp surge of excitement for what the future held in store for them.

Yura had compared the human soul to an old, mysterious mansion, filled with endless dark rooms with twisting corridors and locked doors. Most people didn’t bother exploring their mansions past the entry foyer, for fear of what they might find there. Kaori himself had spent years being afraid to look too deeply into his, fearing that he didn’t have what it took to be the leader his people needed.  Even after his father died and he was forced to take up the leadership position he had always subconsciously dreaded facing, there was always that hidden part of himself—those deepest and most mysterious corridors—he had been afraid to explore too thoroughly.

But Kaori knew he wasn’t afraid to look behind those doors any longer. He no longer feared what he might find when they were opened. No matter what dark corners and trap-door surprises awaited him within the depths of his inner mansion, he believed he had finally figured out the secret of what lay within his hidden heart.

Over the past months, Kaori had noted a curious thing. The deeper he looked inside of himself—the more corners he turned and the more doors that he opened—the more he found traces of the ones he had allowed to pass through there: Hunter, Haku, Ben, Yura, Ishaya and Malo and Rin. Nori. Braden. Tenma. Mia. His parents. The list went on and on. His inner rooms were not hollow or frightening at all, but decorated by the things those visitors had left behind.

The echo of their voices.

The dust of their footprints.

His lover’s smile, which could ease the worries out of any day.

A dusty helm with the crest of the Palace Guard, won after years of childhood boasting.

A single battered schoolbook, reminiscent of years of study and friendship at university in a foreign land.

Fierce eyes and grubby palms, and the quieter eyes of a wounded soul.

A notched wooden training staff, well-used.

A broken sword.

An ancient crown.

The jagged shadow of a small, stuffed bear.

The inner rooms of his mansion were filled, not with horrors, but with people. The ones who were important to him, whom he had devoted his life to serving…and if that was true, then maybe he didn’t have to worry so much about turning into his father after all. If those were the rooms that shaped him, that defined the innermost parts of him, then he didn’t believe he had to be afraid to look even deeper, and explore more of who and what Kaori Sansa was.

Maybe, in the end, this was the lesson Yura had been trying to teach him: Live well. Live strong. Make any sacrifice for the ones you love. Keep the promises you make. Accept each day for what it is and nothing more; don’t worry about what happened yesterday, and don’t pin your hopes on tomorrow.

And above all, don’t be afraid to have fun along the way.

The future was still an uncertain place, but Kaori thought he was ready to face it. Right here, right now—perhaps for the very first time—he actually felt like he might be up to the task.
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It was nearing evening when they came across a booth at one side of the concourse, half-covered by a concealing backdrop of thick velvet drapery. Ben was currently distracted by a nearby vendor selling herbs and local healing poultices; Kaori left him to his browsing and wandered curiously toward the booth to see what its wares might be.

Ari stood watch on the street outside while Hunter and Kaori ducked their heads low to enter. The interior of the tent was dim and smoky, and smelled strongly of incense. The floor was covered with a profusion of colorful pillows and blankets, although the decorations did little to lighten the oppressive atmosphere of the room.

Tucked in a back corner of the tent was an old woman, sitting on a wooden chair. She was dressed in a patched robe, with a gnarled walking cane leaning against the wall of the booth beside her. She appeared to be blind in one eye.

“Ah,” she said in a voice that sounded as if it got little use on a day to day basis. The softly grating rasp of it made Kaori wince. “You’ve come to visit with Madam Malka, have you? Come to have your fortunes told?”

Kaori regarded her curiously. The old woman was apparently a Seer. There was some debate in Kazure about whether Seers were true practitioners of the magical arts or merely charlatans; it was true that foretelling was not a facet of the art taught at any of the universities. However, there were those who swore on the graves of their ancestors that they’d had an experience with a Seer who foretold their future accurately, who passed along the words of a departed loved one or helped them find a family heirloom that had been irretrievably lost. Kaori himself had never had any personal experience with them, and thus had never formed much of an opinion about them one way or the other.

He figured it couldn’t hurt to play along in this case, just for fun. He was in high spirits after the afternoon spent at the carnival, and was in a particularly indulgent mood.

“Yes,” he responded. “What fortunes do you have to tell?”

He glanced at Hunter, who obediently took a coin from the purse at his belt and handed it to the old woman. Her long, crooked fingers snatched hold of the coin with surprising deftness, and both coin and hand disappeared beneath the folds of her robe.

“Come,” she said, gesturing with the other bent hand. “Sit. Listen to what Madam Malka has to say to you.”

Kaori arranged himself cross-legged on the blankets in front of her chair, while Hunter knelt gracefully down beside him. He could feel the old woman’s gaze resting heavily on him, evaluating his every move.

“You,” she said to him once he had settled, “have come a long way to visit us, my young lord. A traveler, you are.”

Kaori smiled at her. Most anyone could have figured out he wasn’t a native of this village. “Go on.”

“There are three parts to the reading, young master. Past, present, and future.” Reaching toward a low shelf beside her, she picked up two shallow wooden bowls filled with what looked like bird’s bones. “Here,” she said, handing a bowl to each of them. “let us see what your destinies offer you.”

Kaori glanced at Hunter and shrugged. Giving his bowl a rough shake, he spilled the contents out over the blanket in front of him. After a moment’s hesitation, Hunter followed suit.

“Ah,” the old woman said again, leaning forward in her chair. She reached down to poke a finger at some of the bones in front of Kaori’s knees, being careful not to disturb them. “What I see here is a relatively unremarkable childhood. A father notable mainly for his absences. A mother who loved you. A bit more loneliness than the average child faces. But memories of happiness, for all of that.”

Kaori chewed on his lower lip, feeling reluctantly impressed with the observations. Those kinds of vague proclamations could have applied to almost anyone, he was sure, but the fact that they described him so accurately was rather eerie.

“And you,” she said, turning toward the bones in front of Hunter’s knees. Her face creased suddenly with an expression of sorrow. “I see pain in your childhood, and the memory of loss. Yours was not an easy passage into adulthood.”

“No,” Hunter agreed.

“And your present…it is one of service, and duty, and love. And atonement. Still, you seek to make reparations for the sins you see in your past.”

Kaori gave Hunter a hard look, but Hunter wasn’t looking at him.

“And you, my young lord.” The crone’s voice had a faint edge of amusement to it as she turned back to Kaori. “You see yourself as diligent, but not particularly strong. You carry such a weight of responsibility on your shoulders. The challenge before you is to remember that you do not have to carry those burdens alone. You must learn to rely on those who stand beneath you, even if it means risking the loss of them.”

Kaori’s mouth tightened. “I’m no more important than anyone under my command.”

“Oh, but you are.” Her mouth curled slightly. “I sense the winds of change about you, lordling. You carry a powerful destiny within you, a purity of purpose, that shines from within you like a star. It is most curious.” Her eyes narrowed, sweeping over his face with disturbing intensity. “Have a care that you do not falter under the weight of that destiny.” Then her gaze returned to the bones, and she brushed a fingertip over a particularly ugly, gnarled-looking one. “The consequences of failure in the course you’ve set before yourself are dire. This tells me that once you reach the end of this road, you will give in to your fear and fail the ones you care about most in order to save yourself.”

Hunter shook his head, his mouth pressing together in a hard line. “That’s not possible. He would never do that.”

The crone’s head lifted to fix on him, the milky gaze of her blind eye giving her a disturbingly predatory expression. “And you, famed hunter of the dark though you may be…if you fail to conquer the demons within you, you will end up leaving this one alone in the darkness to die.”

The expression of shock on Hunter’s face pierced Kaori’s chest like a blade.  Shaking, he reached for Hunter’s hand and pulled them both to their feet. “I think we’ve heard enough,” he said, embarrassed by the sharp edge of anger in the words. Why was he taking this so seriously?

The woman leaned back in her chair again, regarding them both with a narrow-eyed expression that looked almost pitying. The shadows at that corner of the room swept forward to enclose her, claiming her as their own.

Her voice followed them as they fled out through the door. “You are doom-driven, High Lord. Make sure you do not fall into the trap your destiny has set for you.”
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Author’s Notes


 

 
Through the Last Door began with an idea to write a story that takes place in a kind of feudal pseudo-Japanese fantasy setting. I’ve been indulging a love of studying the Japanese language for a while now, so it only seemed natural that that would express itself in my more creative side eventually.

Many of the names in this book are completely fictional and could only be written using kana, however many are real life names as well. Kaori, for instance, is most commonly used as a female name in Japan but is seen more rarely for males as well.  Because it is less common as a male name, it felt a bit exotic to me. I’ve always liked it, and it seemed to suit him.

Names in Japanese can be written in numerous ways, with a surprising number of different kanji combinations. Not that it has anything to do with the plot, but the spelling of Kaori’s name in my head as I was writing this story was 歌織, whose kanji translate to “song weaving”.

The name of the country Kaori rules, Kazure (火守れ), has kanji which could be interpreted as “defending the fire”.

Shinja (神蛇) literally means “sacred snake” in Japanese.

The capital city of Tenkai (天界) has kanji that translate to “heaven’s kingdom”. It makes sense, therefore, for the palace Kaori lives in to be (in his opinion) the pompously named Heaven’s Gate.

The mountains surrounding Tenkai, the Kami-Nakaze (神中瀬) range, use the kanji for “god” and “middle of the rapids”. This is a reference once again to the High Lord’s prominent status among the people, as well as to the mountains’ physical location along the banks of the Injiyu River.

Arashima (荒島) means “rough island” or “violent island”. There’s actually a reason the landlocked Arashima has this name that ties into the history of how it was originally founded, but it didn’t come out in the telling of this story. Maybe that detail will be told if I ever write the sequel to this novel that I’ve been considering.

Lord Ishige (石下)‘s name means “under the stone”, and the name of the land he rules, Ishiyama (石山), means “stone mountain”. That is why he is often referred to throughout the text as the Lord of the Stone Mountain.

The kanji for sanchuu (山虫), the giant bugs that Kaori fought in Ishiyama, mean “mountain insects”.

Uruma (閏間) has kanji reminiscent of “to place between” or “to insert between”, which symbolizes the region’s duty of standing between Kazure and any threat from outside lands.

The kanji in Manyurin (馬乳林) mean “mare’s milk” and “forest” respectively, and are suggestive of the region’s extensive history in breeding horses both for war and for more common use within their wooded villages.

Homatsu (圃松) has kanji that refer to “field” or “garden” and also “pine tree”, which symbolize the region’s fertile farming resources as well as its densely forested hills.

The prosperous Wakiji Bridge area has a name (和木時) which refers rather poetically to the time of peace and trees.

The Valley of Mengu (綿具) is named less dramatically for the cotton fields that support the peasant families who live there.

The Duin (づ印) means “the mark of Du”. There is a story behind that which ties in to the region’s original founding, but it’s not particularly relevant to anything at this point other than a historical side note.

The river that makes up Kazure’s western border, the Yamayake (山自棄), has kanji for “mountain” and “despair” and was likely named for the difficulties the initial settlers had attempting to forge a colony in that region (which would eventually become the border prefecture of Mengu). The Yamayake’s main tributary, the Injiyu (韻字湯), loosely translates to “waters of artistic pursuit”. The name also suggests the likelihood that there might be hot springs found along its course.

The body of water Kaori glimpsed outside his bedroom window the first night he returned home from Gyre, Kuroko (黒湖), could also have been called “Black Lake”.

Yes, I am fully aware that there are no L sounds in the Japanese language. However, Razgul’s name stuck in my head and wouldn’t knock free no matter how hard I tried, and in the end I came to the conclusion that this is a fictional universe, and that “pseudo-Japanese” doesn’t necessarily have to mean strictly Japanese. So I decided to keep it. That being the case, that meant that the dour head of Kaori’s housing staff, the daunting woman who left him quaking so in chapter four, could become Drusila (she certainly seemed like one the way I pictured her). Then I added Malo and Lord Juril as well, just to hopefully make it clear that it was a common naming convention in this universe, and not a mistake I’d just accidentally let slip in there.

This might seem like a dark story, with all its history of child slavers and child killers, and the selling of children on the black market for illicit and perverted purposes. But what I was really trying to write here was a story of hope. In my profession I see a lot of darkness, particularly where it concerns children, and I think subconsciously I wanted to create a hero who was willing to stand up for them, who was willing to raise some kind of a banner in their defense and fight back against the powers that were trying to exploit them.

I also wanted to write a story about love, in all of its many forms. There is Kaori’s love for his people, of course, and his love for Hunter, both of which give him the courage to face up to his responsibilities and become the leader that he needs to be. There’s also Hunter’s love for Kaori, which is what helped lift him out of the darkness of his past. Then there is Yura’s love for Kaori, which isn’t a romantic love but isn’t any less powerful because of that, and ends up causing him to sacrifice his life both for Kaori and for Kazure. On the flipside of that is Kaori’s love for Yura—also not romantic but still extremely powerful—which causes him to react so strongly to Yura’s death and come to the realization that he has to stop being selfish by relying on others to sacrifice themselves defending him. There’s the love Ishaya has for Kaori, which is the love of a servant for a beloved master, which gives him the strength he needs to train Kaori when Kaori asks it of him, even though it breaks his heart to do so. The love Haku has for his childhood friend causes him to refuse to spy on him when Razgul demands it of him, which is what sets the whole series of events leading up to Akashi’s murder into motion, and eventually culminates in Kaori taking the throne. And so on.

I wanted to explore the depths in all of these different relationships and how they would impact not only on the characters but on the future of Kazure, all of these many moving pieces charting the future course of a world. I think one of the main themes I was trying to write was that while it might seem like it at times, our futures aren’t really written in grand schemes and elaborate events that are moving around us. They’re written in the relationships we build, and the individual choices we make every single day. That might sound trivial, but it’s meaningful to me. It’s something I have to keep reminding myself when I start feeling like I don’t have enough control over my life.

I’d like to end with the caveat that my usage of Japanese in this afterward is based strictly on a student’s understanding of the language, and not that of a native speaker. So take everything I’ve said here with that knowledge in mind. I do take great pains to verify the accuracy of all of my research, but I am not and have never been perfect, so mistakes are bound to be made. But I am learning! A couple of years ago I didn’t know kanji from Arabic, and these days I can pick up a manga or a young adult novel and actually read them enough to enjoy the stories. These are exciting times!

Thank you very much for reading, and for sharing this journey with me. I really hope you’ve enjoyed this story. If you feel like dropping me an email to let me know what you thought, you can reach me at jajakenfiction@gmail.com. I’d love to hear from you.
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