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Book One

The Hand of the Sun King


For Hannah.
I told you I wanted to be a writer.
You married me anyway.
I can’t think of any greater gesture of affection.


Part One

Student


Chapter One

Naming

Grandmother woke me in the dead of night and told me to keep silent. She led me through the forest by half-forgotten paths. Paths the Sienese soldiers would not know. Sticks snapped beneath my sandaled feet, and the wet roughness of the undergrowth brushed my calves. The cries of owls and foxes wafted through the cool, dark air. The stark light of the moon and stars cut through a cloudless sky and made the night feel all the colder. Sleepy confusion gave way to fear.

Did my mother know that grandmother had taken me? And where? I wanted to ask these things, yet I dared not. An air of mystery clung to my grandmother—this old woman who lived beneath our roof yet felt like a creature from out of shadowed myth.

Several nights before I had lain awake, swaddled in silk and cotton, listening to my grandmother argue with my mother on the other side of an oiled paper wall. My father had left on business that morning, and my grandmother’s presence grew to fill the space he vacated. She spoke more openly against the Sienese, and in turn my mother, married to a Sienese man, argued against her generalizations and blanket hatred.

It did not occur to me then to wonder why my grandmother chose to live with us, beneath a Sienese roof, with a daughter she despised and a son-in-law she hated. But I was only a small boy. I knew little of Sien, and nothing of my grandmother’s people, nor their gods, and never imagined that I would become a weapon in the long and bitter war between them.

“You and your brother were named at six years old—your son is eight, and nameless,” my grandmother said, her voice muted by the paper wall. 

“It was not a crime when we were named,” my mother said. “There was no danger to it then.”

Their conversation made little sense to me. I had a name, given to me by my father in accordance with the naming traditions of his clan. Wen Alder, a proper continuity from his own name, Wen Rosewood. Why did I need another?

“If not now, then never,” my grandmother said. “And then the only path left to him will be service to the conquerors. Would you rather he become some imperial bureaucrat, his mind turned to calculating the interest owed by starving villagers on taxes they will never be able to pay? That is the path your husband has set him on.”

There was a sob in my mother’s voice. “You will not have my son for your war.”

“Is it better to make him an enemy of the gods? An enemy of his own family?”

Crickets filled the silence between them. I was fully awake now, excited by whispered talk of gods and war. The only god I knew was the Sienese Emperor, whose rituals I had begun to study with my tutor the previous year. I had seen demonstrations of his power at the New Year festivals, when Sienese sorcerers—the Hands of the Emperor—hurled spheres of iridescent flame to dance among the stars. I worshipped the Emperor and venerated the sages alongside my father, as he had done with his father, and so on unto the origin of our clan in the misty depths of history. Of what gods did my grandmother speak?

“I will not make him fight,” my grandmother said. “But would you deny your son half of his heritage?”

I did not hear my mother’s answer. As I followed my grandmother into the forest, stumbling half-awake along an overgrown path, I realized what it must have been.

The interlocking brackets of a roof and ceiling appeared through the thicket before us. The path led to a wicker gate—frayed and brittle after years of neglect—which was guarded by three stone wolves. One stood in the center of the path. The others sat on their haunches to either side of the gate.

“The Temple of the Flame,” my grandmother said, then gestured to the twin seated wolves. “Okara, and his sister Tollu. Their mother, Ateri the She-Wolf, the mate of fire. Learn their names, boy.”

I had always been boy to her. Never did she call me by my Sienese name. 

She led me past the wolves. I flinched away from them, even as I committed them to memory as she had instructed. Ateri stood with her head lowered to lunge. Tollu was calm-faced and proud, with piercing eyes over a shortened snout. Okara was the most frightening of the three. A distinctive pattern of scars had been etched across his face, marring his right eye, and his teeth were bared in a vicious snarl. Later my grandmother would tell me the tales of these strange gods—of Ateri’s wisdom, Tollu’s nobility, and Okara’s guile and ferocity. That night she led me firmly but gently by the arm past the wolf gods, through the gate, and to the temple.

Moonlight dimmed the red and yellow paint of the Temple of the Flame. Paper screens had been nailed over the windows long ago. Most were riddled with holes, and one had been torn away by a falling stalk of bamboo. A colony of foxbats clung to the brackets of the ceiling and watched us with bright, glinting eyes. The stink of their guano filled the place.

Grandmother led me up the steps to the altar at the temple’s heart. She unbound her hair and let its thick curls flow freely over her shoulders, a reddish brown tinted gray at the temples. Like all Sienese children the sides of my head were shaved. With a frown she untied my topknot. My hair, so much like hers though combed straight at my father’s insistence, fell to either side and tickled the tops of my ears.

She wiped decades of dust from the altar with a swipe of her hand but did nothing else to clean the temple. This stood in stark contrast to the ritual cleanliness of the Sienese, which I had observed at my father’s side. Our worship had revolved around incense sticks, finely carved and painted idols, and temples kept fastidiously swept, polished, and painted by obsequious monks. Worship could not commence, in the Sienese mind, unless the sages had been properly honored and welcomed into the sacred space.

My grandmother’s religion centered not around the rite and ritual I knew, but around fire and blood. She bade me sit upon the stone surface of the altar, then produced a knife of black glass from her satchel. Sensing my fear of it, she drew her mouth into a line and set the knife beside me on the altar.

The illicitness of our actions, the stillness and silence of the night, and the strangeness of the other artifacts she removed from her satchel—a clay bowl, a writing brush, a sheet of rice paper, a stoppered gourd, and a scroll of wooden slats tied with leather cord—unsettled me. Again, I wondered why she had brought me here, and I yearned for my blankets, for this strange outing to have been only a dream.

She walked to the back of the altar and opened a small brass door. It was the only metal I had seen in the temple. She stared into the darkness beyond that door, her eyes distant, the crow's feet growing at their corners tight as her gaze narrowed on some distant memory.

“Once,” she said softly, “a witch would tend this hearth day and night. Once, the First Flame still burned here, a kindling from the same fire that set man apart from beasts. Now there is only old coal and ash.”

She stacked wood within the hearth, then reached into the darkness. I leaned over the edge of the altar, trying to watch her hand as it disappeared within. 

She snapped her fingers, and whatever path of my life might have followed before that moment, it changed. For the first time, I felt the intoxicating thrill of magic. It seized my chest with a feverish heat, raced up my ribs, over my shoulders, and down the length of my spine. The grain of wood and stone leapt out to me like the writing of an ancient god.

That heady sensation made me recall the memory of one of my first lessons with my tutor, Koro Ha, a year before. We had been studying my pedigree, the list of my father’s ancestors dating back to the beginning of our family. One of many texts I would memorize for the imperial examinations. 

Though my father was a merchant of middling station, our family tree had at its root men of influence and power. Greatest among them was Wen Broad-Oak. He had been Hand of the Emperor, a sorcerer and general who helped to conquer the horse lords of the Girzan steppe. It seemed impossible that I, a merchant’s son, could trace my line from such dizzying heights of power.

“Could I be Hand of the Emperor?” I had asked Koro Ha.

“Perhaps, if you work hard,” he had answered, bemused by my childish ambition. “It is an uncertain path from here to there.”

“Could you have been?”

That made him laugh. “No, I don’t think so. And I would not have wanted that honor, were it offered.”

I found that confusing. Always my father spoke of our ancestors as examples to which we should aspire. His mission in life was to restore our family to the heights from which we had fallen. A task which required wealth—which he spent his days pursuing—and prestige—which I would earn through education and imperial service.

“Why wouldn’t you want to be Hand of the Emperor?” I asked Koro Ha. “What honor could be greater?”

“Power always comes with a price,” Koro Ha said. “I have heard—though I do not know it for true—that in exchange for the gift of sorcery the Emperor sees through the eyes of his Hands. Some even say that he hears the echo of their every thought. In any case, I prefer to choose my own path through the world. Power is a burden I do not wish to carry.”

“That’s just an excuse,” I said. “If you could have had it, you wouldn’t have let power slip through your hands. You failed, so you pretend you didn’t want it in the first place. I’m not going to fail. I’ll restore the Wen family and become the greatest sorcerer the Empire has ever known.”

“Oh?” Koro Ha had said, unperturbed by the accusations of his seven-year-old student. “Even greater than the Emperor himself?”

That had given me pause.

“The second greatest sorcerer,” I had said.

Koro Ha had chuckled and said. “Well then, we’d best return our attention to your studies.”

The crackle of fire catching in dry wood rose from the hearth, and the stone altar beneath me began to warm, drawing me back to the present moment. My pedigree had focused only on my father’s line, but now I saw that there was power in my mother’s as well. My grandmother was not Hand of the Emperor, but she had wielded magic. A good Sienese child would have fled from such heresy and betrayed her to his father.

Ambition had already taken root in me, seeded by my father. But his desire to restore our family had never struck me to the heart. His plans for me were a burden that had weighed on me since I grew old enough to feel the pressure of his expectations. I did my best to carry them, but only to do my duty as his son.

What I had felt at the snap of her fingers, though…here was something that gripped at the core of me and stoked my heart to fire. I wanted it as surely as I wanted my next breath. When my grandmother had conjured that tongue of flame I had felt, for an instant, a pattern uniting and constraining all things, and her spell rippling through it like freedom itself. Nothing I had yet encountered in my young life—and nothing I would encounter, even in the most profound volumes of the Sienese canon—held such a weight of truth and power. What could be worth pursuing if not this?

Grandmother unstopped the gourd and poured clear, heady-smelling alcohol into the bowl, then unrolled the scroll of wooden slats. Her mouth formed unfamiliar syllables as she studied the scroll. Its slats were carved with strange symbols, smaller and less intricate than the Sienese logograms I studied with Koro Ha. The last three slats were unmarked.

“Give me your hand,” grandmother said. “The one you write with.”

A pattern of scars that traced the seams of her right palm shone faintly, like the glimmer of moonlight on placid water. I had never noticed the scars before. Without thinking I clasped my hands together in my lap.

“Calm, boy,” she said. “I’ll do nothing to you that wasn’t done to me in my day, and your mother in hers.”

Fear of the knife made me reluctant, but she was offering a peek beneath the veil of mystery she had worn all my life. More, she had given me a taste of magic. Already I thirsted for more, like it was a vital nectar—a thirst that would carry me, in time, to the heights of prestige and the depths of ruin.

I offered my hand. She slashed me once. I yelped, but she held my wrist firm. Blood dripped from my palm into the bowl of alcohol. At last she released me. I pulled away and studied the wound. It was shallow and followed the central crease of my palm. Any scar would not be noticeable, unless one knew to look for it.

“Look here, boy,” grandmother said. “I know it hurts. But you must watch. Your mother won’t teach you. Someday you’ll have children. I can’t make you name them properly, and I’ll likely be dead by then. But let Okara eat my liver if I don’t do everything I can to keep our ways alive. Watch. And remember.”

I peeled my eyes away from my wound. She nodded solemnly and waited for me to return the nod before continuing. She cut her thumb with the tip of the knife, then stirred our blood and the alcohol together with the writing brush. When it was fully mixed she made a single stroke on one of the unmarked slats. Blood and alcohol seeped into the grain of the wood. She pressed the rice paper to the slat, then peeled it away and flattened it on the altar. I leaned in close, trying to understand what she was looking for.

“There.” She jabbed a finger at one angular smear, then another. “Your name.”

With the bloody tip of the knife she carved two symbols into the slat. They resembled the stains on the paper, but only abstractly. She said something in a flat, toneless language, then told  me to repeat it. Though I did not understand the sounds I made, they resonated with me, like the power I had felt when she conjured flame.

“That’s your true name, boy. Foolish Cur. The gods have a sense of humor, I suppose.” She pointed to the other slats. “Here is my name. Broken Limb—a prophecy, I think. And your mother’s, though she lost the right to it when she married that man.” The symbols on that slat had been scratched away. “And your uncle, Harrow Fox.”

My gaze lingered on that third name, which cast me back to a hazy memory out of my early childhood. Once, when my father had been away on business, a strange, disheveled man had arrived at our home. Often my mother would send such beggars away with a kind word, a few coins, and a cup of rice. At the sight of this man standing in the gateway of our estate, she had been gripped by an anger that rooted her to the ground.

“You dare come to my home?” she had said, while I watched from the doorway of the reception hall. “What, have you tired of sleeping in caves and bushes, hunted like the fox you are?”

The man had smiled, showing a broken tooth. “I thought filial piety was the highest Sienese value. You’ve no love for your brother?”

“There is nothing for you here,” my mother said. “Go, before I send a runner to the garrison.”

He had put up his hands, then retrieved a slip of paper from his sleeve. “Give this to mother for me.”

“I do no favors for you,” my mother said.

“At least tell her to lie low,” he said. “And that we are regrouping in the north, at Grayfrost, should she wish to join us.”

“I’ll do no such thing.”

“Then you only put yourself in danger,” he had said, anger flaring. His gaze moved past her to fall on me. “Yourself, and your son. They will come looking for me, and though you may wish to forget that I am your brother, the Sienese never will.”

The man had left, then, and mother had gathered me into her arms and whispered reassurances, though she was the one afraid, not I.

Three days later, a Sienese patrol had come to our estate, and searched it. My mother’s fingernails dug into my shoulders while the soldiers threw open chests and scattered her belongings throughout her apartments.

“Have you had any contact with the rebel Harrow Fox?” their captain had said. No, my mother answered. Did she know the whereabouts of the fugitive witch Broken Limb? No, she answered again—and truthfully, for the day the disheveled man had visited our home my grandmother had vanished, and would not reappear until a week later, long after the soldiers had left my mother with stern instructions to inform them if she learned anything of her family’s movements.

Young as I was, I did not understand why my uncle and grandmother were hunted, nor why my mother allowed my grandmother to live with us and yet refused to help her brother. I only knew that when my father returned and heard from his steward of all that had transpired in his absence, his voice had echoed through the estate with threats to throw my grandmother out of the house.

“She is growing old,” my mother pleaded, while I hid in the corner of the room, fighting tears, knowing they would only stoke my father’s anger. “It is my duty to care for her. She is no threat to anyone. They hunt her for crimes committed long ago.”

He had relented, with a promise that if soldiers ever searched his house again my grandmother would find the well of his mercy dry. In the four years since, they never had, and in fact it seemed at times that my father had forgotten that a fugitive lived beneath his roof—or, at least, pretended to have forgotten.

Grandmother was quiet for a moment, studying the names of her son and daughter, before she rolled up the scroll of wooden slats and said, “There is one more thing to be done.”

She floated the blood-stained rice paper on the surface of the alcohol, then lit it with a taper from the flames in the altar and waited for the ashes to settle in the bottom of the bowl. Grandmother drank deeply of the mixture—blood and ash and spirits—then offered it to me. After I drank she led me in the prayer-chant of naming. The words were meaningless to me, spoken in her language, which I had not yet begun to learn.

It did not occur to me that our feeble names, carved in wood and sealed in blood, would one day ring out in the vast, columned halls of the Empire.


Chapter Two

An Education

Over the next four years my grandmother taught me the culture of her people—our people, now, for I had been fire-named. She taught me Nayeni, the language native to our country, and bade me always speak it when we were alone. Under cover of darkness we practiced the Iron Dance, wielding dowels in place of swords. She taught me to name the stars and to read the trickle of water through the forest after rain. By night I reveled in her secret teachings. In contrast, my ongoing Sienese education was a laborious slog.

Koro Ha, my tutor, hailed from Toa Alon, a distant and destitute province of the Empire’s southern edge. My father, impressed by Koro Ha’s high ranking and his letters of recommendation, had brought him to our estate to prepare me for the imperial examinations, which would be held in Nayen for the first time in my seventeenth year. A task he had taken to with relish and efficiency.

After two years of his instruction I could read the ten-thousand Sienese logograms and write half of them from memory. After three I could recite the aphorisms of the sage Traveler-on-the-Narrow-Way when prompted only by page and line. After four I had written commentaries on the classics of poetry—and then rewritten them dozens of times until they met Koro Ha’s strict standard.

“He is a studious child,” Koro Ha told my father when I was twelve years old. “Though often sleepy.”

We had gathered in a pavilion overlooking the modest gardens of our estate. My father was home for a brief stay between mercantile adventures and had taken the opportunity to check my progress. Koro Ha and my father sat at a low table. I knelt nearby. My knees hurt, but I could not complain in front of my father. I craved his approval, for if I did well in his eyes he would be kind to me and have fewer harsh words for my mother during his brief stay in our house.

Father stroked the wispy braids of his beard and studied me. I resisted the urge to glance to Koro Ha for reassurance. The smell of tobacco from my father’s pipe mingled with the delicate scent of chrysanthemum tea. Koro Ha filled my father’s cup, and then his own from the earthenware teapot, then set the pot aside for a servant to refill with steaming water. A third cup rested empty on the tray.

“What are the three pillars of society?” father said.

“The relations of father to son, husband to wife, and elder brother to younger brother,” I said. It was a foundational aphorism, the beginning of any examination.

“What is the Emperor to his people?”

“The Emperor is father to all.”

“If the people starve, what is the Emperor’s duty?”

“To feed them.”

“If the Emperor is threatened, what is the duty of the people?”

“To defend him.”

“If the people are endangered, what is the duty of the Emperor?”

“To protect them.”

“If the people endanger themselves, what is the duty of the Emperor?”

“To show them the right path.”

My father nodded, then filled my teacup. I sipped and met his approving gaze.

“He knows the principles well,” my father said.

“If I may, Master Wen,” said Koro Ha, bowing slightly. He turned toward me and adopted the aloof attitude of a Sienese tutor towards his student, a reflection of the foundational elder brother to younger brother relationship.

 “Continuing from your father’s query, let me pose a dilemma,” he said. “What is the relationship of the Emperor to his ministers?”

“The Emperor must command his ministers as a husband, and his ministers must advise the Emperor as wives,” I said.

“When a minister is concerned with the Emperor’s conduct, what is his duty?”

“As a wife may gently reproach her husband and propose a new course, in this way a minister may advise the Emperor.”

“What if the Emperor rejects that advice?”

“A minister must submit to the will of the Emperor.”

“But what if the Emperor is wrong?”

A lump filled my throat. I stared at Koro Ha, forgetting for a moment the rules of propriety. We had skirted around such questions in our lessons. Koro Ha had presented me with thought experiments wherein I assumed the role of a wife married to a drunken fool, or a younger brother bound in loyalty to a tyrannical elder sibling, or a minister given some odious task by the Emperor. These thought-experiments were the most fascinating of Koro Ha’s lessons, but I did not think my father would approve of them.

“Wen Alder?” Koro Ha prompted. “If you require a concrete example, let us say that the Emperor has levied too harsh a tax against one of his provinces. What if he has failed in his duty as father to his people in that province, and they starve because of it? What if, when informed of this error, the Emperor refuses to lighten the tax? What then should the minister do?”

His question sent a jolt of surprise through me. Koro Ha, worldly man that he was, certainly knew of the hunger and poverty that gripped the north of Nayen, where my uncle's rebellion still fought, and to which my grandmother often alluded in her rants against the Empire. Had he noticed some sign of my nocturnal lessons? Bags under my eyes and bruises on my arms? A glimpse of my grandmother and I slipping from the garden by moonlight? Some subversive undercurrent in my thinking, detected in the nuances of my essays and our conversations?

“The right and wrong of the Emperor’s actions are known only to the eternal divines,” I said, meeting his eye. “Only they, in their fatherly relationship to the Emperor, have the right to rebuke him. It would not be the role of the minister to do so, as it is not the role of a wife to rebel against her husband.”

Koro Ha lifted his chin and gave me a satisfied smile. He turned to my father and resumed his subordinate role. “The boy’s understanding is immaculate for his age.”

“Yes,” my father said. He patted the chair to his right. I sat and sipped tea with them, all the while struggling not to glare at Koro Ha. My father asked questions about other things; my mother, my reading in the classics and history, which Koro Ha said I had a mind for. In this way he fulfilled his duty to monitor and lead our household, despite his long and frequent absences.

He had shown me a wealth of fondness, when I was younger. I had hazy, early-childhood memories, half-formed and almost mythical, of afternoons beneath the warmth of the summer sun when I rode on his shoulders through the garden of our estate. Memories of his whiskers tickling my cheek while he dandled me on his knee and told silly stories full of nonsense rhymes. But as his businesses had expanded those memories grew further apart, and with Koro Ha’s arrival my father’s affection had become a thing to be earned.

When we had finished the pot of tea he dismissed us. Koro Ha and I bowed and backed out of his study. On the garden path, out of my father’s sight, I fixed Koro Ha with a chilling stare.

“Oh, do not sulk, Wen Alder,” he said. “Your father was pleased with your answer, was he not?”

“I don’t think he was pleased with your question,” I said. “I certainly wasn’t.”

“Is it the role of the student to be displeased with his teacher?”

“What if I had said the minister should rebel against the emperor? Do you think you would still have a place here?”

“I would, most likely,” he said. “I came very highly recommended. If you had answered poorly, your father would have been displeased, and I would have seen to it that you did not answer poorly again.”

I crossed my arms and let myself fall behind him. He folded his hands within the sleeves of his robe. Summer sunlight filtered through ginseng leaves to dapple the path with shadow. Birds chirruped in the trees. The stream that ran through our garden bubbled. The slap of a carp leaping for a water-walker struck a percussive note.

“Were you trying to embarrass me?” I said.

Koro Ha shook his head. “You will be asked similar questions all your life, Wen Alder, no matter how many times you prove yourself. Questions that test not only your learning, but your loyalty. You will have the right education and the right name, and these things will help, but you have the wrong skin, the wrong hair, the wrong maternal line. I mean to help you to succeed despite these impediments. Sometimes, the cost of success will be humiliation, or a betrayal of your own heart. Your father understands this—”

I stormed past him, found my room, and locked myself inside for the rest of the afternoon. Grandmother had taught me to be proud of all the things Koro Ha presented as obstacles and flaws. More, I was certain that beneath them all I would find the secrets of magic, which ran in both my father and my mother’s line. It was my inheritance. The tool I would use to secure my place of prominence and restore the prestige of my family. And beyond that, I remembered the stunning, thunder-clap comprehension of the pattern of the world I had felt when my grandmother snapped her fingers and conjured flame. I still yearned for that feeling four years later, like a beggar yearns to fill his aching belly, haunted always by the memory of his last meal.

* * *

That night, grandmother summoned me with a rhythmic tap at my window. I rose and dressed in trousers and a shirt of home-spun cotton—simple clothes that let in the cool summer breeze. I crept through the hallways and met her in the garden. We returned, as we always did, to the Temple of the Flame.

That night we continued with the tales of Nayen’s first heroes, who ruled their petty kingdoms before the time of the Sun Kings. She traced the runes and had me read along. Tales of Brittle Owl, who could not hunt or fight, but who tricked a dragon into sharing the secret of written language. Of Tawny Dog, who befriended a fox demon and learned to veer into the shape of a beast. Of Iron Claw, who met the wolf gods in his dreams and, with their guidance, forged the disparate cities of Nayen into a kingdom that spanned the breadth of our island.

Compared to Koro Ha’s lessons, my grandmother’s were captivating. Sienese literature, in my experience, was thick with moralism and analogy. Nayeni tales were full of adventure, passion, and—most importantly—magic. One could often derive the ending of a Sienese narrative from a proper understanding of propriety and doctrine. The stories my grandmother told were suspenseful, twisting and turning in unexpected ways, full of grit and vigor. Yet they nonetheless felt hollow. A waste of time that only whetted my appetite for magic.

When the tale of Iron Claw was done, grandmother stowed the books in their chest beside the altar and led me in practicing the Iron Dance. We still used dowels instead of blunted iron. An accidental bruise to the face or the hand could be explained more easily than a broken arm. The air thrummed with the clash and crack of our blows. I was becoming a young man, full of the energy and wildness of youth, and I reveled in the physical release, letting my mind focus only on the next sweep of her weapon while my arms and legs responded as though on their own. 

We came away drenched in sweat. I nursed my usual smattering of bruises. My grandmother nursed one of her own where I had clipped her elbow. She told me to sit on the edge of the altar and passed me a gourd of water.

“You are getting better,” she said.

I grinned and puffed out my chest—open pride was another thing constrained by the structures of Sienese propriety.

“Someday soon I’ll be better than you.”

“Oh really?” she said.

“Really!” I wiped my mouth and handed the gourd back to her. The web of pale scars across her hand stood out in the nighttime dark. “Then you’ll have to teach me magic, whether you want to or not.”

I expected a chiding rebuke. Almost every night I begged her to teach me the most secret of her arts, pointing to some minor accomplishment as proof that I had earned the right. Always she rebuffed me. That night, she sipped from the gourd and studied me, as though taking my request seriously for the first time.

“You are not ready to learn,” she said and set the gourd between us. Then, just as I was settling into familiar disappointment, she stood. “But perhaps you are ready to witness.”

An excited flush bloomed in my chest and spread to the tips of my fingers and toes. I fought the urge to leap ahead of her as she led me out to the overgrown courtyard behind the Temple of the Flame. Ivy crawled over every surface and choked the fountain at the center of the yard, which had once fed a now-dry streambed. A lonely pavilion stood beside the fountain. Grandmother knelt in its shadow and bade me kneel across from her.

The crescent moon was dim that night. My grandmother was only a vague silhouette beyond the dry streambed.

“Watch closely, Foolish Cur,” she said. “I’ll not show you again until you are ready to learn for yourself. With a head as thick and wool-stuffed as yours, the gods alone can say when that will be.”

A plan true to my name was forming in that thick, wool-stuffed head of mine. I remembered the rush of power I had felt when she kindled the hearth and named me. The burst of warmth through my body, the sharp reality of the world, the elation of freedom. Though she had hidden her hand from me then, and hid herself in shadow now, I thought that I could learn her magic by feel alone.

The scent of burnt cinnamon filled the air. My senses sharpened, making every paving stone, every line in the grain of every piece of wood, and every snarl in the ivy seem infinite in its complexity and importance. I shut my eyes and focused on the oiled-iron feel of the sorcery she worked and the changes it carved into the fabric of the world.

Power suffused her bones. It filled, bent, and changed her flesh. As the wake of her spell washed over me, my skin crawled and muscles clenched in rhythm with her transformation. When it ended I felt a sudden chill, like being doused in cold water, and heard the flutter of wings.

I opened my eyes. An eagle-hawk perched on the rotted brackets of the lonely pavilion. I recognized my grandmother, for I could trace the continuity of her power, but an unknowing eye would have seen only the bird.

I gazed up at her, awe filling me like an inheld breath. I half believed that she might be reading my mind or may have felt my touch as I traced the pattern of her magic, for I did not know the limits of her powers. She watched me silently, then dropped to the earth and vanished into shadow.

The unfurling of her magic was faster and easier than veering had been. Things, after all, want to be what they are, and people want that most of all. The burning smell and unsettling gravity of power clung to her like tobacco smoke.

“You’ve seen enough for today, boy,” she said. “You’re a mean whelp to ask so much of an old woman. My knees hurt. Carry me back to the house.”

* * *

Some days later, in the pavilion by the pond where we so often engaged in our lessons, Koro Ha and I revisited the Classic of Upright Belief, the foundational text of Sienese religion. Unlike my grandmother’s stories, which shrouded their moralism in myth, Sien conveyed its spirituality as it conveyed all things—through aphorism and directive. The nearest thing to a god was the Emperor, whose name never changed, who built the Empire from the fractious Sienese kingdoms with the aid of the primordial divines. Before Sien, there was only chaos, from which civilization had to be forged by the sages, the first Voices of the Emperor.

When I was very young, I reconciled these two mythologies—my grandmother’s and Sien’s—by conflating her wolf gods and the primordial divines. They had been the Emperor’s predecessors, only neglected because he had taken their place as a son must one day take the place of his father.

As I grew older, I had come to understand more clearly that my grandmother’s religion was not an eccentricity, but a crime in the eyes of Sien. That her temple only survived because the Sienese had yet to find and destroy it. That her gods were not the divines who once aided the Emperor, but his enemies.

Where you find folk belief, the sage Yu Carries-Fire wrote in the Classic of Upright Belief, know that it is crafted from naught but trembling awe of the celestial bodies, in ignorance of the forces of nature, and in terror of the beasts of the field. Subsume whatever can be salvaged into upright belief; eradicate whatever breeds deviance. In this way, the ignorant can be brought to knowledge, and the deviant into alignment with the will of the Emperor.

I set the book down. A question percolated within me, desperate to be asked. But how would Koro Ha react? At twelve years old, I already thought myself clever, and sought a way to craft the question to hide the source of my curiosity.

“I don’t wish to accuse the great sage of inconsistency,” I said. “But if folk religion is nothing but ignorant myth, how can any of it be salvaged?”

Koro Ha’s eyes brightened, like coals stoked to flame.

“An interesting question,” Koro Ha said. “Would you be satisfied if I answered that Yu Carries-Fire is concerned primarily with establishing social control of the uneducated masses, and less with establishing pure spiritual practice?”

No, I would not be satisfied, as he had slipped around the hidden edge of my question. “Yet he titled his treatise—”

“I know the title of the treatise, Alder,” Koro Ha said. “Even the classics can be of double purpose. Religion is politics is literature is philosophy and so on. The ability to perceive and elucidate the intertwining of the classics will be key to your success in the imperial examinations.” He tapped the next page of the book. “Go on, now. Unless you think yourself prepared to put the text aside and write an essay unpacking its complexities.”

“I’m asking questions because I don’t understand,” I said.

“Alright then,” Koro Ha said. “Was there something more you wished to ask?”

I took a slow breath, as my grandmother taught me to before we began the Iron Dance. I studied Koro Ha, and reminded myself of a fact that I so often forgot. He was not truly Sienese, either. Despite his education and his mastery of imperial doctrine, his dark skin and tightly curled hair evidenced a childhood not unlike my own.

“My grandmother has been telling me stories,” I said.

“Ah,” Koro Ha said, and set down his teacup. He folded his hands and leaned back, as though bracing himself for a blow. “I wondered if—and when—we might have a conversation like this. What kinds of stories?”

I shrugged, trying to seem relaxed and at worst ashamed, hoping he could not see the anxiety roiling inside me. Some of her stories would certainly merit eradication, if Yu Carries-Fire had his way.

“Heroes and things,” I said. “Adventure stories, mostly. But there are gods in them. Wolves that talk. Things like that.”

“And you enjoy these stories?”

“They are…” I chose the next word carefully. Fascinating showed too much investment. Amusing too little to warrant wasting time with this question. “…strange, but intriguing.”

“And you are wondering if they ought to be subsumed, or eradicated?”

“They convey moral messages that are not always out of step with imperial doctrine,” I said, too quickly, too defensively. “I am wondering if there might be any truth in them.”

Truth such as I had felt with my flesh and bones in the wake of my grandmother’s power.

“You are wondering about magic,” Koro Ha said.

Ice ran down my spine, and Koro Ha’s warm expression did little to thaw it.

“I remember such stories, Alder,” he said. “We had their like in Toa Alon, even though the Empire ruled there with a harsher fist than here. There are others, too. Folk tales from the Girzan Steppe, even from the Sienese heartland. Stories, it seems, always survive. You might even find books of them in the larger cities of the Empire. Not particularly respectable reading, but not criminal either.”

“They’re harmless, then?” I said.

“I wouldn’t say harmless. As we’ve established, literature is politics and so on. But most who read them are not looking for those deeper layers.”

I took another deep breath, astonished that we were even having this conversation, and hoping he was not weaving an elaborate trap.

“And magic?”

“Most people are not looking for magic either,” Koro Ha said. “Some of the powers described in such legends may well exist—or may well have existed, once. But who can say what is fact and what is mere myth? At any rate, none in the Empire save the Hands and Voices are granted such gifts.” He smiled wide. “As I recall, you aspired to be the second greatest sorcerer in the Empire, once. I thought that a childish fancy.”

I rankled at what I took for mockery. “Are you saying I’m not capable?”

“Oh no, Alder, you are quite capable. But you have a long, long road ahead of you, if magic is your goal.” He leaned forward and tapped the next page. “A road you’ll never traverse if you cannot focus on your studies.”

* * *

That night, and many nights after, I lay awake recalling and contemplating the memory of my grandmother’s power. Magic could reshape the world. Its power was undeniable. It needed no argument to bolster it, nor any faith to make it true. Regardless of whether I accepted Sienese doctrine or Nayeni myth, my grandmother would still be able to conjure flame and change her shape.

It was the only thing in the world that I yearned to understand for its own sake, not because an authority had decided that I must learn it. Once I had mastered it, it would be mine, to do with as I would. Neither bound to my father's dreams of a restored Wen family, nor my grandmother's for a Nayen free of the Empire. 

The two competing branches of my family—to which, I felt, I owed an equal duty—could not be reconciled. To serve one would be to betray the other. But magic offered a way for me to escape that stifling contradiction, to carve out my own path through the world. I had endured my hunger for it these four years. How much longer would it be before the Emperor chose me as a Hand or my grandmother deemed me ready to learn? 

Too long, I decided.

The thinning strand of my patience lasted only until the next night without a summons from my grandmother. When the moon was high, and still I heard no tap at the window, I slipped out of the house and into the warm, summer night. 

Never had I come to the Temple of the Flame alone. The bare teeth of its guardian wolf gods menaced me. I avoided their gaze and stifled the thought that they might tell my grandmother that I had come without her.

They were only stone, of course. But when a woman could become a hawk, was anything only itself?

I knelt where she had knelt in the courtyard, beside the pavilion and the dry streambed. I shut my eyes, steadied my breathing, and opened myself to the world. Crickets chirruped, and bullfrogs croaked in the courtyard around me. A breeze rustled through the bamboo grove nearby. The earth beneath my knees and feet was cool and wet. I breathed deeply, and felt the faintest echo of the strange, oiled-iron sensation of my grandmother’s magic.

It was in the world around me, a constant ebb and flow of energy. One thing changing into another. One moment giving rise to the next. Shifting possibilities, resolving from moment to moment according to the pattern of the world. My body shivered in rhythm to that flow.

A thrill coursed through me, and suddenly I felt that I stood above and apart from the pattern of the world, and everything in it, even my own body. All was mine to shape to my will, as though the world was a sheet of rice paper and all its objects and events but a story being written. And I, hovering above, held the brush.

Without knowing what I did I reached out—a grasping from somewhere deep at the core of me—and wrote my will into the world, mimicking the marks I had seen my grandmother make when she became an eagle-hawk.

If my grandmother’s magic was fine calligraphy, mine had all the sophistication of a child splashing in the mud.

Every muscle in my body seized. My mind collapsed into dread and panic, a marrow-deep certainty that I would die, as though I had flung myself over the edge of an abyss. I remember only a torrent of pain that dragged me, screaming, back into the twisted body crafted by my ill-formed spell. Limbs that did not know whether to be wing or hand, foot or talon. Hollow bones cracked and twisted by powerful muscles in need of a stronger skeleton. Glimpses of the overgrown path as I dragged myself toward home.

How far I crawled on those broken limbs I cannot say.

I came to my senses in my grandmother’s arms, in my own room and my own body. Her face loomed above me, wan and drawn. She hugged me to her breast and, rocking back and forth, whispered gratitude to the gods. It was the most affection I had ever known from her.

“You stupid, stupid boy!” she hissed at me. “I should never have shown you. But how did you—? It shouldn’t have been possible! Not yet, not without witch-marks.”

I tried to apologize, but my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. She released me and pressed a lukewarm cup of red tea into my hands. It was medicinal and bitter, and I nearly coughed it up. She made me finish the tea, which settled my roiling stomach and soothed the stiff pains that suffused my muscle and bone.

“You’ll be deathly ill for a few days,” she said, pouring another cup. “And deathly hungry, but your stomach won’t take anything but tea and bland broth, so you’ll have to suffer through it.”

“I’m sorry,” I blubbered, finding my voice. “I just thought—”

“You didn’t think,” grandmother snapped. “Your ambition and cleverness got the better of your thinking. Don’t let it happen again.”

Despite her cold words, she sat with me while I wept and shuddered at the memories of the twisted creature I had been.

“I should have been more careful,” she said. “I shouldn’t have shown you. Gods! Not even your uncle was so sensitive to magic.” She looked to the window, where the moonlight had vanished into the full dark before dawn. “I should go. Your mother and that tutor will be troubled enough by your sudden illness without wondering why I came to visit you in the dead of night.”

I clutched at her arm. She stared down at me, her face hardening. Despite the agonies of that night, what most tortured me was the fear that my foolishness had cost me what I wanted most—her secret knowledge, and her forbidden power. I was more desperate than ever to learn.

Prior to that moment, my life had been hemmed in and driven forward by my father and my grandmother and their divergent designs. But for an instant, I had felt the pattern of all things, and my will had hovered above it, unbounded, able to shape the world at a whim. This first attempt had led to horror. But with training, and with time, I was certain to master that power, and understand the profound, heart-stirring truth at the core of it. My young mind had yet to meet a challenge it could not overcome.

“You’ll still teach me?” I said, unable to hide the desperation in my voice.

She pried herself free of my hand. “I’ve hardly a choice now, have I?”


Chapter Three

Scars

All that first day of my illness, while I drifted in and out of sleep, my mother lingered at my bedside, testing my fever with the back of her hand. It was more physical contact than we had shared since my early childhood, before I left her apartments for my own rooms in the eastern wing of the house.

Mothers and sons, in the Sienese view, ought to be distant. Coddling left a young man ill prepared to manage his own household as a father—the Emperor of his little realm. Propriety would have had my mother send page girls to deliver trays of tea and ginger candy and return with reports on my recovery. But my mother—as became clear to me in those days—was not Sienese.

She spent all that first day, and most of the next, sitting beside me, and conspired with my grandmother to displace the Sienese cook who managed our kitchen. Instead of the rich fare I had been raised on, my grandmother prepared the same foods she had served my mother and uncle when they took ill as children. A bland, slightly salty broth made with seaweed and dried fish. A light tea of wildflowers she gathered herself from the forest around our estate. A few bites of glutinous rice and dried dates wrapped in bamboo leaves and steamed. Nayeni foods which I had never eaten before, but which my mother and grandmother trusted to make me well.

Koro Ha’s display of concern was less for my health, and more for the damage a long illness might do to my education.

Grandmother managed to fend him off for the first day of my convalescence. On the second, he argued his way past her defenses and established a beachhead at my writing desk in the corner of the room. From there he launched salvos from the books of Sienese odes and poems, the classics of religion, and the various treatises on government and philosophy, forcing my mother to retreat. Being in a room alone—but for a sickly child—with a man other than her husband was a step beyond my mother’s bravery. One could only stretch propriety so far.

By the third day Koro Ha had conquered me. I spent the rest of my convalescence studying, though Koro Ha’s lessons were often interrupted by fainting spells that left me disoriented, as though my body had grown quite suddenly and no longer properly fit my soul.

After six days the Nayeni diet had cooled the fire in my bones, but I was still unable to stand. I had a fainting spell on the seventh day, and that night I heard my mother and my grandmother arguing, as they had so often when I was very young.

“What happened to him?” my mother said, her voice sharp with concern.

“It takes time to drive a foul wind from the body,” my grandmother said. “He’s eating more, and the fever is broken—”

“He’s dizzy and weak.” I imagined a glare between them, before my mother went on. “Whatever this is, it’s beyond us—”

“It isn’t, just be patient—”

“Will you tell me, then?” my mother snapped, loud enough for all the estate to hear. Then, quieter, but still full of anger. “I let you mark him. I agreed that he should learn our stories. I said nothing about teaching him your witchcraft.”

“Your witchcraft, too, if you would have it.”

“What. Happened. To. Him.”

I had never heard such ferocity in my mother’s voice. Not even when my uncle had visited, unwanted and unannounced, eight years before. Neither had my grandmother, it seemed, for there was a long pause before she finally relented.

“He dabbled in magic he shouldn’t have been able touch, let alone wield,” my grandmother said. “Not even Harrow Fox—”

“Don’t speak of my brother.” I heard a sharp intake of breath, then a long, slow exhalation, like the beginning of the Iron Dance. When my mother spoke again, she was calm, poised, her voice a steady blade. “He needs a doctor. I will send for one. And—shut your mouth—if you don’t like it, you are free to leave my house.”

* * *

“Tell him nothing,” my grandmother instructed, the morning of the eighth day of my illness. “Not of what we do in the temple, and especially not what caused this sickness. If you must tell him something, speak vaguely of a chill wind and the sniffles. Something a grandmother would treat with soup and tea.”

When I finished the tea she had brought, she collected the empty cups and bustled out of my room, muttering about wool-headed Sienese doctors and their random treatments, divined by nothing more than trial and error.

I had been examined by Sienese doctors before. They passed often through the nearby town of Ashen Clearing in their endless wanderings throughout the Empire. At six years old I contracted a pox that had afflicted the children there. A doctor had come to town, but my father tripled the doctor’s usual fee to keep him on retainer in the guest room until I recovered, and Ashen Clearing lost half a dozen children in his absence.

I do not remember that doctor clearly. Doctor Sho, with his knowing eyes and gnarled hands, made a much more profound impression—both when he came to treat my botched veering, and later, when my thirst for secret knowledge brought me back into his company.

Doctor Sho’s bare feet were calloused and cracked. A wild crop of hair hung gathered at the nape of his neck, and wisps of beard floated around a thin-lipped mouth. His eyes were bright and expressive, lacking the demureness expected in Sienese men. The keen knowing in them terrified me.

If Doctor Sho deduced the cause of my illness, my grandmother’s secrets would be revealed, my father and mother would be accused of harboring a witch, and the Sienese would put us all to death.

He felt my pulse. I took deep breaths, hoping he would not notice, desperate to slow my racing heart. He pushed deeper, then paused, then pushed deeper, and paused again. He murmured, jotted something on a scrap of paper, then opened the chest of drawers he had brought with him. The drawers were no bigger than the palm of my hand. Each had been etched with the logograms for various herbs and minerals, and carvings of vines and forest creatures decorated its sides. Doctor Sho’s fingers fluttered from drawer to drawer as he filled a series of paper sacks with pinches of various ingredients.

He placed the two largest sacks on my writing desk. “These are herbal soups,” he said. “Mix them with broth. Eat one tomorrow and one three days after. During those three days drink this tea in the morning and this tea at night.” He held up two smaller sacks. “On the second day, if you cannot get out of bed you will need acupuncture and massage. Afterward, if your stool smells like rot send for me immediately. If you can get out of bed, go for a walk in the garden. On the fourth day, eat nothing in the morning, then meat and bread in the evening. After that you should recover.”

All the while he had been scribbling these instructions on the sheet of paper, which he now handed to me. “I will explain this to your mother as well. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll return in six days for the other half of my payment.”

All that from feeling my pulse? The speed and certainty of his deductions were as astonishing as magic. I tried to think of something to say while he shut and locked his chest of drawers. Fearing that he must have known how I had come to my illness—and that my silence might confirm some suspicion—I summoned the courage to thank him, but bit back the urge to ask what he had diagnosed.

“Keep your thanks,” he said. “I’m being paid.”

He hoisted his chest onto his back, fastened the web of straps that held it in place, and donned his wide conical hat. At the threshold he looked over his shoulder and fixed me with a blood-chilling stare.

“You’ll have worse than me to face if you dabble with such dangerous things again,” he said.

I followed his instructions dutifully, unwilling to risk the ire of a man who had seen through me with so little effort. Some of his medicines were cloying, others sour, and the herbal soups were salty as the sea. On the second day when I rose from my bed, my grandmother muttered a begrudging respect for the old doctor. Koro Ha led me on my slow walk around the garden. At the moon bridge my mother met us and, overcome with happiness to see me healthy again, she gathered me into an embrace which violated every rule of propriety between mother and son.

Doctor Sho returned on the sixth day, examined me impassively, nodded once, collected a string of silver coins as a gratuity from my mother, and left without a word.

* * *

As soon as I could walk again, Koro Ha resumed our lessons in earnest. Though the imperial examinations would not be held for four more years, he seemed to believe that any day not spent studying would be a millstone around my neck. We spent our mornings reviewing the classics and dialectics and our afternoons practicing calligraphy, composing essays, and writing poetry.

I lay awake most nights listening for the tap at my window. It never came. Instead, I overheard many hushed arguments between my mother and my grandmother, their voices never as loud as they had been the night before Doctor Sho’s arrival, so that I caught only a few words muted by the wood and paper walls. In my imagination, they must have been continuing the fight over my grandmother’s lessons. She had promised to teach me magic, but my mother had been terrified by my illness and—I assumed—must have forbidden her.

This imagined conflict made me despise my mother. I still loved her in that vague but potent way learned in infancy, but the sight of her had begun to annoy me. She congratulated me at my successes with Koro Ha. Praise that stung like nettles.

My feelings of alienation built and built, until they overflowed my waking mind and submerged my subconscious in a horrible dream that returned me to that night in the forest, when I had dragged my contorted body on twisted limbs, gasping for air with each attempt to scream, harried from every shadow by the stone eyes of the wolf gods.

I woke with a start, threw off my sweat-soaked blanket, and felt along the lines of my limbs to be sure they were human. When the hammering of my heart finally quieted, I heard a familiar tapping at my window.

“Foolish Cur!” my grandmother whispered from the other side of the oiled paper screen. “Meet me in the garden. We have much to discuss, and only one night left to us.”

* * *

For the last time we followed the pathway through the forest to the Temple of the Flame. Grandmother paused beside the statue of Okara. I waited anxiously, desperate to know why this would be our last night together, and what she would teach me for my final lesson. 

A sense of the interconnectedness of all things lingered within me. I had not reached for magic since the night I made myself an abomination, but my longing for mastery had only deepened. I realized that a single night would never be enough for her to teach me all I needed to learn. A thought that darkened my mood like a black cloud.

Finally, we reached the steps leading up to the temple. My grandmother sat and motioned for me to join her.

 “I must go away,” she said at last. Her eyes took on a faraway look, as though gazing upon her destination. The wrinkles on her face and hands were deeper than I remembered. The glassiness of age had begun creeping in at the corners of her eyes.

“There is still much fighting in the north,” she went on. “Your uncle Harrow Fox is caught up in it and cornered. I will go to him tomorrow.”

I knew my uncle only as a name, a reputation, and a bedraggled silhouette, yet once or twice—when my studies with Koro Ha had hit a snarl and the imperial examinations had seemed to loom over me like some unconquerable monster—I had entertained the fantasy of slipping away from my father’s estate, abandoning my duty to the Wen family, and making my way to join him in the mountains. Now my grandmother spoke of doing just that.

“Do not follow me,” she said, perhaps sensing my desire. “You do not know enough to be of use. Read the books hidden here. Learn our histories. Teach your children. This will be your last lesson, and it is one I cannot leave you without.”

She entered the Temple and returned with the obsidian knife that she had used to name me. She extended her palm. I gave her my hand. Gently she pressed the tip of the knife to my naming scar.

I bit back pain as she carved my hand with three curving lines that followed the creases of my palm. As she did, I felt a thrum of power, like a single heartbeat through the pattern of the world. In its wake the sharpness of my senses dulled. I squeezed my eyes shut and felt for the ebb and flow of energy, the pattern of all things that I had apprehended in the moment before veering. All that remained was a sense of heat and power beneath the wounds my grandmother dealt. I felt the absence of the pattern like an amputated limb. I stared at my grandmother, hurt and betrayed, doing what I could to mask my panic while my mind grasped desperately for a shred of the power I had held. 

“These witch-marks are the sign of our pact with the gods,” she said. “Without them, you should never have been able to work magic. You tried to carve a figurine of jade and chose for your tool a woodcutter’s sledge. If you had tried to conjure flame, you likely would have burned the forest down.”

Her words, though meant to calm me, had the opposite effect. I did not understand what she had done, but knew that the limitless freedom I had felt when first reaching for magic had been suddenly hemmed in, limited by this pact of which she spoke. Perhaps, as she claimed, those limitations would protect me. But she had chosen that protection for me, as everything else in my life had been chosen for me. I wanted to scream, to seize her knife and carve away the marks she had made in the hope that doing so would restore my freedom.

Yet if I were to learn magic—any magic at all—I needed her to teach me. Who else in my life could? And so, as I would so often in the years to come, I swallowed my anger, my frustrations, and my feelings of betrayal. I would glean what useful truths I could from her and use them to find my way back to the deeper power I had tasted and which, with a few strokes of her knife, she had taken away.

She poured clear alcohol over the wound and wrapped it in bandages till my hand was little more than a club of blood-stained cloth. This done, she entered the temple to replace the obsidian knife in its chest beside the altar with the books and scrolls that were the remnant of her culture. When she returned, I saw her hopes for me, and her fears, mingled and inseparable, written in the lines of her face.

“When you were born,” she said, breaking the silence, “I fought the urge to hate you, as I still fight the urge to hate your mother. She was too young when the Sienese came. She forgets what they did to your grandfather. Or she never believed it. Harrow Fox, your uncle…he remembers. When they came, it was with the promise of wealth and culture. Silks, opera, and foreign delicacies. Wondrous weapons—rippled steel that could shatter our swords and grenades that could tear a palisade to tinder. Things they sold cheaply, for the payment they sought was not our silver but our souls.”

I nursed my hand but soon forgot my pain, lost as I was in her words. Even the ache of her betrayal faded as I listened. Never had she spoken so much about herself, and certainly never about my grandfather.

Her fingers—calloused like a farmer’s, or a soldier’s—toyed with the hems of her sleeves as she went on. “Your grandfather was the witch of our village temple, not me. I was the hostess of the common house. The people went to him to pray and came to me to drink and sing and hear the old-stories. I was that, too, a storyteller.”

She shook her head and was silent for a moment, while her gaze returned to the present moment, and to me.

“What matters is this; the Sienese came. A few at first, merchant adventurers—like your father—who traveled to the cities, then the towns, then the villages. They sought out things we took at first for harmless. Our stories. Our histories. Maps of our roads. Your grandfather spent many nights in the common house, answering their endless questions about our gods. He kept our magic secret, wise man that he was. Nayen was at war with itself, in those days. Three rival lords all claimed the throne of the Sun King. Save the threat of conscription and burdensome taxes, we common folk cared little which of them won in the end. Yet the Sienese took an interest.

“Soon, more merchants came to our town, and soldiers with them, to defend their caravans. And we heard rumors that the Sienese no longer visited the north and west of our country, the territories claimed by our lord’s rivals. They offered soldiers and their wondrous weapons and a swift end to the war, and our lord—may he burn forever—accepted. But of course, when his rivals had been put down, the Sienese legions were not finished with their conquest.”

Her shoulders rose and fell with a deep, steadying breath. “Word spread of witches disappearing, of temples ransacked and burned. We made ready to leave but were too late. They came for your grandfather even as we shouldered our packs. We watched, Harrow Fox and I, while their sorcerers bound him in chains of light.” She swallowed, blinked, and took another breath. “Rather than let them capture him, and with him his magic, he did what all the witches of Nayen have done when cornered. He conjured a fire that filled the temple. It burned, with him in it, to the ground. Better to die than let the Empire steal our secrets.” There was a hitch in her voice. She swallowed. “I gave birth to your mother three months later, in the common house of a village, far from our home, where I cut my own witch-marks and tried to raise my children as their father would have wanted. Wise, stupid man that he was.”

She rubbed her face with the heel of her hand and pressed on. 

“They are liars, Foolish Cur. So, to survive, we became liars as well. I made a living mending nets, and Harrow Fox was a fisherman for a time, until the rebellion. Never have I felt such pride and terror as the day he joined them.” She gestured with the knife toward my bandaged hand. “Until, perhaps, the day you worked magic without those marks. If you can, abstain from it. You have already tasted its power, and it is as alluring as strong drink. Worse, you are curious, and sensitive enough to learn on your own. Be careful. With those scars you will not make yourself an abomination again, but there are other powers just as dangerous and unwieldy. Do not seek them. And, at all costs, avoid discovery. If you become known as a witch, the Sienese will torture every secret they can from you before they let you die.”

She looked to the sky, where the stars were dimming and the moon descending. Dawn would break soon and end the last night of our lessons.

“I almost wish that I had not taught you,” she said, and stood. I rose to follow her. She touched my shoulder and looked at the bloody bandages. “Make up a story. Say you were whittling and the knife slipped.”

We walked in somber silence and parted ways in the garden of my father’s estate. She embraced me. My bloodied hand was caught awkwardly between us. I bit my tongue to keep from yelping and did not pull away.

A sudden fear of her leaving gripped me. She had been a pillar of my life, a window into half of my heritage, a teacher vital to my understanding of the world. My only means of learning magic, even if in a lessened form and limited by her fears for me.

“You don't have to go,” I said, my voice tight.

She smiled at me and, with rare tenderness, kissed the top of my head.

 “Keep our ways alive,” she whispered, and then released me. She walked swiftly to her wing of the women’s apartments. I lingered in the garden, until her silhouette disappeared behind the paper walls.

* * *

Instead of taking my grandmother’s suggestion—for I had never whittled in my life—I broke one of the porcelain plates on my breakfast tray and smeared blood from my thumb on the shards. My mother’s stewardess fussed about the broken plate. Koro Ha gave me a cursory scolding to sate her, but his real concern was with the damage to my writing hand.

“You drop a plate, and now you may never write again!” One of his eyebrows twitched in frustration. “What has been the point of all my effort if you cannot sit for the imperial examinations?”

More than wasted effort was at stake for Koro Ha. If I did well in the examinations, he could leverage that success into a position with a family of high station—perhaps even in the house of a Hand or a Voice. Many such families offered pensions and permanent quarters to tutors who guided their sons to success. If I could no longer write, any hope of such promotion and eventual retirement was lost to him.

“We will have to see how it heals,” he said at last. “While we wait, we will dedicate ourselves to discourse and recitation.”

I was halfway through reciting the Classic of Streams and Valleys when an eagle-hawk flew over the garden in a flash of auburn-feathers. I faltered, the poetic words fading from my mind as I watched the bird disappear behind the forest canopy, wondering if it was my grandmother, and if this would be the last time I would see her. Koro Ha made me start again, but my mind kept wandering, and he released me from my lessons long before supper.

My grandmother was gone, and with her a path that my life might have taken. For all her encouragement to learn on my own, I knew that without her to counterbalance them Koro Ha and my father would lead me into their vision of my future. Any alternative I might have imagined would fade with time.

That night I sat on my bed and examined my hand. True to my grandmother’s word, the wounds had already healed. The blood staining the bandages was dry and dark, but the scars beneath them were pale and thin. The scars itched and burned when I flexed my hand, but there were no scabs to crack. Koro Ha would never believe that I had damaged it that morning.

I panicked. My mother and my tutor would be looking for a jagged scar cut by broken porcelain, not these ritualistic markings. I could not break another plate—that would invite too many questions. I kept no knife in my room. There were knives in the kitchens, but for the heir of the house to wander the servants’ wing in the middle of the night would prompt untoward gossip and rumor.

There was only one knife that I could use without drawing attention. I crept out into the garden and from there followed the familiar trails. The last time I had walked them alone had ended in disaster. There was no one to save me from any similar folly now that my grandmother was gone.

The wolf gods watched as I mounted the steps of the Temple. Stone eyes regarded me with neither warmth nor rebuke. If they remembered the last time I had come alone they did not show it.

I brushed my hand along the top of the altar. The fire my grandmother had conjured in its hearth still burned. The knife was where she had left it, lying with the books and scrolls of bamboo slats in the small chest beside the altar. Twice I had seen that obsidian blade used in the working of magic, but in that moment, it was only a knife to me.

The grip of the knife was old leather, worn down to match knuckles more widely spaced than mine. I held it clumsily in my left hand and examined my right, deciding where to cut myself. The upper half of my palm—below the thumb and above the naming scar—was unmarked and seemed a likely place for me to have cut myself in a futile attempt to catch a shattering plate. 

I gritted my teeth and slashed open my palm, deep enough to suit my lie, but not so deep to damage the hand beyond repair. The wound was long and uneven as it snaked from below my thumb to just below my middle finger. I thought it likely to prompt a sympathetic wince from the most hardened and battle-scarred warrior, and it drew even my knowing eye away from the finer scars my grandmother had dealt. I re-wrapped my hand in its old bandage and returned the knife to its place. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I left the temple. When I turned around, I saw only the stone eyes of the wolf gods, measuring me.

The next morning, Koro Ha panicked at the sight of fresh blood. He removed the bandage and rebound it himself in a poultice of herbs and mineral oil. If he noticed the ritual scars my grandmother had dealt he said nothing. When he finished with the bandage he thrust a calligraphy brush into my left hand.

 “I hope you enjoy writing, boy,” he said. “You’ll be doing a great deal of it in the days to come.”


Chapter Four

Examination

Only the silence at night when she ought to have been arguing with my mother told of my grandmother’s disappearance—my father, mother, and Koro Ha never mentioned it. Perhaps they believed that if we did not speak of her, the Sienese might never learn that we had harbored her for so many years.

Over the next three years I taught myself what I could of magic. The witch-marks had made it smaller. No longer did I hover above the world like a brush over blank paper, free to write whatever I willed. Whenever I reached for magic, I felt only the powers to conjure flame and change my shape. Without my grandmother’s guidance I dared go little further than kindling a candle flame.

Is it any surprise that, as the examinations drew closer and closer, I put her lessons from my mind?  The only remaining path toward mastery of magic lay in the unlikely possibility that I might become Hand of the Emperor. 

If she ever learned that my thoughts had so much as drifted in the direction of that possibility, let alone hoped for it—as I did now—her outrage would have burned hot enough to put me in fear for my life. Yet after years stagnated in my pursuit of magic, constrained by the witch marks she had made in my flesh before abandoning me to fight her war, I cared little for what she might think, nor her hopes and intentions for me. When the time came for me to travel to the provincial capital and take the imperial examinations, I had not been to the Temple of the Flame in more than a year.

My father made a point of being home on the day before I was to leave. He did not put me to the question, as he had done so often in my youth. Instead, he led me to the small family shrine in the corner of our garden.

We swept the altars to the sages, polished their golden faces with rose oil, set incense to burn at their feet, and filled their table with fruits and sweet rice. This done, we knelt before the lacquered panel carved with the ancient names of our family’s most notable members. My father invoked their aid and asked them to guide my tongue and my brush during the examination. I made my own venerations and asked Wen Broad-Oak to show me the path to becoming Hand of the Emperor. When we stood, my father squeezed my shoulder. A warm touch, the sort I had not known from him since my earliest memories.

“It is good that you are so ambitious,” he said. “But it will take generations to rebuild our family. Your grandparents—may they rest with our greatest ancestors—began when they sold their pitiful farm to buy my first ship. I have done my part and seen you educated. Now do yours. All you need is a minor station. Enough to hire a truly excellent tutor for your sons. Perhaps one of them, or one of your grandsons, will reach such lofty heights.”

“Of course,” I said. “But to quote the sage Traveler-on-the-Narrow-Way, ‘Is it not better to strive for the mountain top than to settle in the foothills?’”

He grinned—to quote the sages was the sort of educated affection he liked to see in me—and led me to the garden pavilion. That night we drank wine together for the first time. I did not tell him that his goals and mine were no longer the same. I would never be satisfied as one paving stone on the road to our family’s restoration. I would press on till I reached the very top of the mountain, for only there did I have any hope of coming to understand the power I had wielded, and which had almost destroyed me.

In the morning my father returned to his ships, while Koro Ha and I set out for the regional capital. Though my father traveled often in his mercantile endeavors, I had never left the small corner of the world where I was raised. I found the prospect of traveling to the city of Eastern Fortress exciting, but the journey proved far from pleasant.

The Grand Highway that unites Nayen from north to south still bore scars of the Sienese invasion. All during the three days of our journey, our palanquin bearers navigated deep ruts and uneven cobbles. When I tried to read, the text bounced and shifted before my eyes. When Koro Ha practiced the verbal components of the examination my teeth clicked together on each bump in the road. Once I bit my tongue and tasted blood.

Late on the third day, our palanquin slowed to a crawl, and I opened the window, expecting to find that we had arrived at our destination. We had passed through the city gates but had progressed little further into Eastern Fortress. Those carrying us now waded through an endless sea of young faces. Some peered from palanquin windows, others were caked in the dust of the road.

Koro Ha sensed my anxiety. While our palanquin-bearers trudged through Eastern Fortress, he spun tales of the fine meals, opera performances, and tours of the city that would follow my examination. I had never seen opera, nor tasted the foreign delicacies from the distant corners of the Empire—which, he assured me, would be available at the governor’s banquet for successful examinees. His descriptions were a welcome distraction, but the gnawing in the pit of my stomach remained.

My father had arranged for us to stay with a business associate of his. Mister Yat was the owner of a copper mine, and my father’s merchant fleet often carried his goods to the Sienese mainland. He greeted us, had a steward show us to our rooms, then to the household baths. When we were bathed and dressed Mister Yat sat down with us in his modest courtyard to a meal of seared salmon in oyster sauce, braised greens, jasmine rice, and carrots fried in red pepper oil.

 “I remember when Thistle, my second boy, sat the exams,” Mister Yat said, flashing a golden molar around a mouthful of fish. “This was nine years ago. I took him to Center Fortress myself to make sure he wouldn't shirk the bloody thing and waste his allowance on mainland luxuries. Poor boy nearly shat himself from nervousness, but he passed. Now he’s a scribe for some general in Toa Alon. Your father’s the craftiest bastard I ever dealt with. If you’ve got half his brains—even if the other half’s all muddled by Easterling blood—you’ll pass.”

I chafed at the slur, but it would violate propriety to criticize my host. He poured plum wine for us that was sweet, mild, and a welcome distraction from my anxieties. I soon drained my cup. Mister Yat moved to refill it. Koro Ha turned his cup upside-down and eyed mine meaningfully.

“You will need a clear head tomorrow,” he said.

“Let the boy have a little fun,” Mister Yat said. He righted Koro Ha’s cup and filled it. “A relaxed mind is a nimble mind! I’m not sure which sage said that, but I’m sure one of them did.”

Koro Ha pushed the cup away. “My apologies, Mister Yat. Thank you for your hospitality, but young Master Wen—muddled blood or no—will be more than a minor scribe to some far-flung general.”

Koro Ha stood and bowed to our host. At the door to the guest wing he paused and studied me expectantly. The wine was already going to my head, but I knew better than to disobey my tutor when he wore that expression. Mister Yat mumbled about what a pleasure it was to help my father and wished me luck on my examinations, then poured himself another cup.

As we entered the reception hall of the guest wing, Koro Ha paused, and I feared that he meant to put me through my exercises one last time. Instead he picked up the brush case that my mother had given me to commemorate my examination. It was beautiful, layered in black lacquer painted with alder branches. He held it out, and I took it, feeling the same momentous weight I felt when my grandmother named me.

“You will do us proud, Wen Alder,” Koro Ha said. “I hope you sleep well.”

I lay awake recalling and reviewing the hundreds of discourses and aphorisms, fretting over the dozens of possible essay prompts, and wondering if any of the proctors would recognize the scars on my right hand for what they were. The little sleep I managed was fraught with nightmares. Though I longed to forget the night when I had wielded magic without the witch-marks and veered into an abomination, my dreaming mind saw fit to dredge up forgotten moments of the long, tortured crawl along the overgrown path. In the nightmares I felt the stone eyes of the wolf gods, as though they followed me through the woods. Their whispered words drifted from the shadows at the forest edge.

“This one?”

“Unworthy.”

“Failure.”

I was into my fourth cup of deep black tea before Koro Ha woke. His gaze lingered on the bags under my eyes. What worse omen could he wake to see on the day of my examinations? I feared a reprimand—or, worse, some half-hearted reassurance.

Instead, my tutor placed his hand on my shoulder and smiled. “I think we all sleep terribly the night before. But it couldn’t hurt to hope.”

* * *

The examinees gathered shoulder to shoulder on a marble plaza below the Grand Audience Hall of the governor’s palace. Banners fluttered from flag stands and fragrant smoke wafted from bronze incense burners arranged on the dais atop the stairway in front of us. Sweat soaked the silks of our robes and wilted the felt of our peaked caps.

The governor strode out from between the twin pillars that framed the entrance to the audience hall, followed by his attendants. He had dressed for the occasion in the peaked cap and flowing robes of a scholar. Two golden wings had been stitched to his sleeves and to the front of his cap, marking him as one who had earned the highest rank in the imperial examinations. Below the rim of his cap, a symbol had been marked on his forehead with what appeared to be silver ink. I recognized it immediately, even from afar: the imperial tetragram, four logograms arranged in a square that together formed the Emperor’s never-changing name.

The governor mounted the top of the stairwell. As his dark gaze swung over me, I felt it linger for a moment, as though he scrutinized me personally. Did he see in my face some shadow of my notorious uncle? Without thinking, I held my breath, and when his gaze drifted on I heard others around me do the same.

“Young men of Nayen.” His voice echoed from the walls of the courtyard. “Today you face the greatest honor and trial known to man. For the first time, the brightest young minds of your province shall be elevated to the illustrious civil service of our Empire. And of those, one shall be raised to that highest station of all, the Emperor’s Hand.”

He held out his right hand. The same tetragram that he wore on his forehead had been pressed into the skin of his palm. “What is done with this hand is done in the Emperor’s Never-Changing Name. Through a hand bearing this seal the Emperor performs his justice. Governors, generals, and scholars alone may bear it, and it is time for the people of this land, the Emperor’s youngest adopted son, to be raised to such a station. One of you will leave sealed. Know this, and let it inspire you to excellence.”

The tetragram on his palm flashed silver. White fire curled around his fingertips. He closed his fist, and the fire flashed bright as lightning, and then was gone. The young men around me cheered, for we were all accustomed to such displays at New Year festivals, and the sight of sorcery brought on feelings of celebration and excitement. Only I remained silent. I had seen sorcery before, but never been close enough to feel it as I had felt my grandmother’s magic.

When she had conjured flame, my skin flushed as with fever, and when she had veered every muscle in my body ached. The only commonalities to the governor’s sorcery were the phantom scent of burnt cinnamon and the sudden sharpness of my senses. His magic felt more abstract, but weightier, as though walls of stone had fallen from the sky to hem in the pattern of the world.

A scribe called my name, and then again, drawing my thoughts back to the mundane. I and seven other examinees followed him. They chattered among themselves, while I mulled over the sensation of the governor’s sorcery.

“What a sight!” said the young man nearest to me. He grinned, dimpling freckled cheeks. His hair hung in red-brown ringlets that rolled out from beneath his cap. “Soon enough one of us will have that power. What do you make of that, eh?”

Before I could answer we arrived at a wide pavilion that overlooked a lotus pond. Eight writing desks had been arranged in an outward facing ring. The scribe called out names and pointed to desks until we had each been assigned a station. We settled in, arranging our ink stones and paper weights, and waited nervously for the proctors to arrive.

My hands were shaking.  I took a deep breath to steady them and set about arranging my brushes and wetting my inkstone. The rhythmic scrape of grinding ink set my teeth on edge, as did the crinkle of my paper as I smoothed my composition scroll beneath twin weights. I dipped the weasel hair tip of my brush and was relieved to see that my fingers had stopped trembling. Inevitable failure still loomed over my shoulder, tightening my chest and jumbling my thoughts.

We were instructed to begin our examination by composing our pedigrees. For the next several hours I would kneel in that pavilion and write a description of my lineage in demure language, with special attention paid to those like Wen Broad-Oak who had passed the imperial examinations, a style meant to convey humility even as I boasted of my heritage.

My hand betrayed me. A tremble stirred my fingers, ruining the brushwork on a minor article. The awkward squiggle taunted me. It in no way changed the meaning of what I had written, but the proctors would be grading our handwriting as well as our composition.

I glanced around, mortified that I had so immediately stumbled over such an often practiced and simple feat. Surely this failure had already sealed my fate. To go through with the rest of the examination would be a futile exercise. One of these other young men—so much more capable than I, who had destroyed my future with a slip of my nervous fingers—would become Hand of the Emperor, earning the chance at freedom which would always be denied me.

A strangled cry sounded from elsewhere in the pavilion. A proctor, face hard and sharp as an executioner's sword, swung his head toward the offending sound, then crossed the pavilion with all the destructive force of a typhoon.

“What is the meaning of this outburst?” the proctor hissed.

Carefully, I peered over my shoulder. The proctor loomed over an examinee who sat with his head bowed to his chest, his shoulders shaking with strangled weeping.

“Explain yourself!” the proctor said. The gentle swish of calligraphy brushes fell silent as we all attended to the disruption.

“I...I....” the pitiful examinee sobbed. Then, without another word, he sprang to his feet and darted from the pavilion, his brushes, ink, and future abandoned.

The proctor swung his severe gaze around the room. “Surely the rest of you have the mental fortitude to return to your task. Or must I make note that so many eyes drifted away from their own work, perhaps seeking inspiration in the writing of a neighboring examinee?”

I did as instructed, somewhat heartened by the fact that, at the very least, I had not bolted in my panic. I looked to the blank space beside that offending article. The only way through was forward. 

I shut my eyes and focused first on my fingertips. Then on the tendons and bones of my hands, then the veins of my wrists. Moving up the arms to the elbows, then the shoulders, then the ribs. Finally, the heart. I listened to its beat, felt it slow. A centering exercise performed before the gods of Nayen at the beginning of the Iron Dance.

I thought only of the next word, the next sentence, the next page, and soon I was swept up in the act of writing.

After a brief description of my father’s mercantile interests I cleaned my brush and returned it to its case, a signal for one of the proctors to collect my scroll. A calm settled over me as the swishing sounds of brushwork quieted and the other students finished their pedigrees. High overhead, somewhere above the garden, an eagle-hawk cried.

* * *

For the rest of that week I felt certain that I would fail, and I gradually abandoned the hope that I might be elevated to Hand of the Emperor and offered, for the first time, a chance to learn magic without secrecy and fear.

On the first and second days I composed essays and commentaries with haste, always finishing before the other examinees near me, and always convinced that this was because I had neglected some key component of the prompt which had been obvious to everyone else. On the third and fourth days, during the verbal examinations, I paralyzed myself with second guessing. More than once I managed to spit out an answer only after the proctors had thrice repeated themselves.

On the fifth and final day of the examination, we were taken one at a time to a small pavilion isolated from the rest of the garden by an arc of basalt columns to the north and a grove of bamboo to the south. Two proctors were waiting for me when I arrived. One of the two—a round-faced eunuch with the pinkish complexion of the southern Sienese—had officiated one of my verbal examinations. Beside him sat a man I did not recognize. The gold feathers embroidered on the hems of his sleeves marked him as having earned the first-placement in his own examinations. He smiled at me through his wispy beard and gestured for me to sit. When he did, I saw the glimmer of a tetragram branded on his palm.

My right hand curled into a fist in the depth of my sleeve. It took every scrap of my self-control to lower myself into the offered seat instead of bolting from the garden to try my luck in the mountains. Surely this Hand of the Emperor could have no reason to pay special attention to me unless he knew about my uncle, or my grandmother, or the marks carved into my flesh.

 “Hello, Wen Alder,” the familiar proctor said. “Allow me to introduce Dow Usher, a Hand of the Emperor recently dispatched to this province. He has asked to observe your final oral examination.”

I bowed deeply, nearly touching my forehead to the table.

“It is an honor, Hand Usher. May you know one thousand peaceful years, and the Emperor ten thousand more.”

The sorcerer dipped his head in acknowledgement, then leaned back in his chair and folded his hands in his lap. Though he leaned in his seat like a daydreaming student, his eyes were bright, alert, and unblinking.

“You will do well, I’m sure,” he told me, off-hand, as though we were already close friends. He turned to the proctor. “Begin, if you would.”

The proctor retrieved a scroll from his sleeve and began to unroll it. “Young Master Wen,” he said. “This portion of your examination concerns your command of literary analysis and imperial ideology. I will read a narrative, and you will be asked to evaluate it. First in its thematic meaning and literary merit, second in its value as literature to be disseminated throughout the Empire.”

The proctor began to read, but all my attention was fixated on the Hand. I knew the rubric that the proctor would use, but by what metrics would Hand Usher evaluate me? I was convinced that he suspected me of something—practicing forbidden magic, or perhaps sympathy with my unsavory relations—and that my answer would either confirm or refute his suspicions.

 The proctor’s story was a common didactic tale. A merchant, his wife, business interests far from home, long periods of separation, followed by affairs, scandal, and so on. The analogies were not difficult to unravel if one understood imperial doctrine.

“Oof,” Hand Usher interjected, just as I had begun to form an answer. “Does anyone really care about the infidelity of merchant’s wives?” He leaned toward me with a glint in his eye and the ghost of a smile. “I’ve got a much better story in mind. One I’m sure you’ve never heard before. Master proctor, if you will indulge me?”

“Of course, Hand Usher,” the proctor stammered. “If I have offended you—”

“No offense at all,” Hand Usher assured him. “Only if I’m going to sit through this, I might as well enjoy myself. Are you ready, young Master Wen?”

My mind reeled as I tried to anticipate what sort of story Hand Usher had in mind. I took a deep breath to compose myself.

“I am ready,” I said.

“Excellent!” Hand Usher said. He clapped his hands together and began his tale.

* * *

This is the tale Hand Usher told.

 Long ago, in a far-flung corner of the empire, there was born a pollical cat. This cat possessed a flexible dewclaw, which he could use like a thumb. He was the favored pet of the provincial magistrate and worked for his meals as a mouser.

But the cat was canny, as many beasts were in those days, and unsatisfied by his menial task. For stimulation, he would listen to the lessons that the magistrate’s son took from his tutor. The boy was indolent, and the cat often arrived at correct answers first.

“How unjust that this boy will be an imperial official, while I must waste my mind hunting mice,” the cat thought one day. “If I were educated and sat for the examinations, I am certain that I would excel.”

With his flexible dewclaw the cat could grasp a stick as the boy grasped his brush, and by following along with the tutor’s lessons he soon learned to write. One day, the boy noticed the cat scrawling in the dirt, and rose from his desk to watch.

“Focus, boy!” the tutor cried.

“But look, the cat’s copied along,” the boy said. 

The tutor scowled down at the cat, who swished his tail in defiance.

 “It’s only making scratches in the dirt,” the tutor said. “It doesn’t know what it writes.”

“But its handwriting is better than mine,” the boy said.

The tutor chased the cat away, then rubbed out the cat’s writing with a sweep of his foot.

 “A cat can never sit for the imperial examinations, but you will,” he said to the boy. “By the sages, I’ll see to it that you pass.”

The cat slunk away to a stand of bushes at the edge of the garden, where it crouched and glowered at the hateful tutor.

“What an injustice!” it yowled at the sky.

“What’s all this yowling?” said a silky voice. In a flash of orange fur, a vixen leapt atop the garden wall. She showed her teeth and said; “You are disturbing my afternoon nap.”

The cat, too incensed to be afraid, told the vixen what had happened.

“If I could sit for the exams, I would prove them all wrong,” the cat said. “They would have to accept that cats, too, can serve the Empire.”

“Ah,” said the vixen. “But you could, with my help.”

The cat was wary and hunched up its back. Vixens were selfish beasts, but with a magical gift; the skill to change one thing into something it’s not.

 “You have no reason to help me,” said the cat. “What do you want?”

“A simple thing,” she said. “When you have risen in the Empire, you will arrange for me a marriage with a son of nobility. In exchange, I will alter your shape. But be warned! My spell will fail if you speak your true nature.”

The cat considered this. He planned to reveal himself as a cat, in the end, to prove that it was silly to educate only young men. But he could delay for a time, he reasoned, until he had fulfilled the vixen’s demand.

“Very well,” he said. “Make me a man!”

At once, a cinnamon-scented wind sent the cat tumbling over the ground. When he found his feet again, he stood not on the four paws of a cat, but on the sandaled feet of a young nobleman. The vixen, too, had transformed, exchanging her orange fur for a bright robe of silk and her snout for a round, comely face.

With her depthless wiles, the vixen convinced the magistrate that she was the third wife of a distant, forgotten cousin, recently widowed and with nowhere to turn. She had brought her son—the cat—to seek refuge with their generous relative. By the end of a week she had a place as the magistrate’s concubine, and the cat became the companion and classmate of the magistrate’s son.

The cat found companionship loathsome, but a burden worth bearing for the sake of his goal. He threw himself into his books and his ink. Soon he surpassed his classmate, and earned a wealth of praise, while the magistrate’s son earned nothing but shame.

“I have only been teaching your cousin a month,” the tutor would say. “Yet look how he surpasses you!”

When the date of the next imperial examination was declared, the tutor registered the cat, but not the son, who needed another three years to prepare. The cat felt a glib satisfaction at this. How embarrassed the tutor would be when he learned that his star pupil was, in truth, the cat whose calligraphy he had once dismissed! The cat felt the urge to reveal his true nature, but he remembered the vixen’s warning and kept his mouth shut.

 Finally, the first day of the examinations drew near. The cat and the household tutor traveled to the regional capital, where for five grueling days the cat struggled alongside other hopeful young minds. In the end he not only passed, he placed first among his peers.

Jubilant and vindicated, the cat waited in the governor’s garden to accept his commission. Now all he had to do was rise high enough to secure a noble marriage for the vixen. It would be foolish, after all, to reveal his true nature before making good on his end of their deal.

But the sight of the tetragram upon the governor’s brow stirred the cat’s ambition. For the governor was a Voice, and everything the governor saw and heard the Emperor would see and hear as well. Surely, the benevolent Emperor would recognize the cat’s ability, even if he revealed himself. It would satisfy him so much more to rise through the imperial ranks as what he truly was, not wearing the disguise the vixen had crafted.

The cat stood to accept his commission. He bowed thrice before the regional governor, as though he stood before the Emperor himself.

“There is no need for such humility,” the Voice said. “You have proven well your worth.”

The cat’s heart thundered. Why waste time when his goal was at hand?

“If that is true, then it should not matter whether I am a man, as I seem to be, or a cat, as I truly am,” he said.

With a burst of cinnamon scent, the vixen’s spell evaporated. The cat’s robes pooled around his paws.

“By the sages, it’s a demon!” one of the proctors cried.

The stink of fear filled the garden. The cat flattened its ears.

“No,” he said. “I can explain!”

But the Voice of the Emperor heard only a cat’s frantic yowl. With a wave of his hand he bound the cat in sorcerous light.

The governor’s guards locked the cat in a cage in the far corner of the garden. As the door slammed and the lock clicked shut, the cat fell into a deep despair. His hours of study, his deal with the vixen, all had been for nothing.

“How will I get my noble husband now, cat?” the vixen said.

Her amber eyes glowed atop the garden wall.

“Please, set me free,” the cat said, springing to his feet. “We can try again! I will surely pass the exams a second time.”

“I think not,” the vixen said. “It will never be enough to make you a man, for you want to be a cat doing man-things, which the world will not abide.”

The vixen departed in an orange blur. The cat was killed at dawn. Its heart and its pollical dew-claw would be studied by scholars of demonology. The Voice of the Emperor himself went to seize the magistrate’s concubine, the supposed mother of the demon-cat. But the vixen, with her wiles, was never found.

* * *

Hand Usher folded his hands and leaned back in his chair. A beguiling smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “What do you think of my tale, young Master Wen?”

The proctor watched us with a baffled expression. The story Hand Usher had told was highly unusual. It had more in common with folktales and other firelight stories than high Sienese literature.

I felt that I stood on the edge of a precipice. The results of my examination hinged upon my next words, I was sure. Whatever my standing had been, Hand Usher had diverted me from the ordinary course of evaluation, offering instead this single hurdle to be overcome. Why, then, make this tale that hurdle?

The story made little sense as an allegory for Sienese doctrine, but it reminded me of the strange thought experiments Koro Ha had often presented to me, and his warning that my loyalty would always be tested simply because of my Nayeni heritage. Tests that would have to be passed, without room for any doubt, if I were to be made Hand of the Emperor. After all, the Empire would never arm a potential enemy with so powerful a weapon as magic.

This was such a test, I realized. And with that realization, the purpose of the story became clear.

“It should be spread to every corner of the Empire,” I said. “This is a story meant for children, to teach them a harsh truth of the world in plain terms. It has little poetic merit, but its themes are invaluable and easily grasped by those in danger of indulging conflicted loyalties. No provincial student should take the examinations without hearing it.”

The proctor snorted, slapped a hand over his mouth, and flushed in embarrassment.

Hand Usher’s smile widened, only by the breadth of a hair, but enough.

“Proctor Lin, please record that young Master Wen has an impeccable grasp of imperial doctrine,” he said. “Also note that he is a literary pragmatist with a keen sense of the tensions at play in the far-flung provinces of the Empire. Affix my highest recommendation, as well as your own.”

The proctor furrowed his brow and opened mouth in confusion but made the notes as he had been told. The Hand of the Emperor stood, folded his hands in his sleeves, and bowed.

“I have high hopes for your future,” Hand Usher said.

Some moments fix themselves in memory, recalling themselves again and again throughout our lives. A breath of lavender perfume will always conjure my first deep romantic feeling, and the clap of thunder and burned-stone scent of chemical grenades my first true hardship. The night my grandmother named me, the night I first attempted to veer, and the night she carved me with power were such moments. Hand Usher’s smile, and his silhouette as he walked away, became another.


Chapter Five

A Hanging Lantern

An invitation to attend a banquet at the governor’s palace arrived at Mister Yat’s before me. Nothing had been announced officially, yet, and Koro Ha explained that the final rankings were still being tabulated.

“But outstanding students make themselves known,” he said, while he read and re-read my invitation with a glint of pride in his eye.

After Hand Usher’s unusual test, I had expected to earn a high ranking. Still, it was a relief to see my name on an envelope bearing the governor’s seal.

At dusk, a palanquin met Koro Ha and I at the gate to Mister Yat’s modest courtyard. We had dressed in fine, colorful clothes, sharp-cut and decorated with intricate embroidery. Koro Ha insisted that I wear my hair over my shoulders, as Hand Usher had done, reflecting the current fashion in the Sienese heartland. On our way to the governor’s mansion he brushed it aggressively to make it as straight as possible, but left his own dark curls pinned beneath his scholar’s cap.

The atmosphere in the mansion of the past five days had been solemn and subdued; now it was boisterous and overflowing with color. Strings of paper lanterns hung between the gatehouse and reception hall, painting the marble tiles of the square in red and golden light. Bronze incense burners had been rolled out and placed along the edges of the garden. Their heady scent mixed with the smells of plum wine and savory delicacies.

A steward showed Koro Ha and I to our separate seats. I was seated toward the head of the long table with the other successful candidates, while Koro Ha sat at the foot with the other tutors and the proctors. Small dishes of peanuts drizzled with vinegar and cabbage pickled with fiery peppers had already been laid, and liquor and wine flowed freely.

“Hello again!” said the boy sitting to my right. He flashed a broad grin. Freckles dotted his ruddy cheeks, and his hair fell in auburn ringlets.

“Hello?” I said, not recognizing him.

“We sat next to each other during the opening ceremony,” he said. “What good fortune that we both passed! I am Lu Clear-River.”

“Wen Alder,” I said, bowing slightly. I noticed immediately that his clothes were of courser cloth than mine, and out of date with current trends. This, coupled with his complexion—more like my grandmother’s than my own—made me wonder how he had come to sit for the examinations at all. I asked after his father’s profession.

“Oh, he is only a farmer,” Clear-River said. “When I was a boy our village took a collection from every household to educate the brightest child.” He gestured to himself and grinned. “Their money was not wasted, eh?”

“Lucky you,” I said. “Imagine if you had failed.”

“Ha! If I wasn’t sitting here, I would probably have thrown myself from a cliff by now.”

We laughed, and the tension that had been coiled within me for years finally unraveled. This was real. I had sat for the examinations, and I had passed. A month from now, I might be learning magic as apprentice to a Hand of the Emperor.

“To not killing ourselves!” I said brightly and raised a cup of plum wine.

A cheer went up among the other successful candidates—fifteen altogether—and we drank.

Course after course was brought and laid upon the table, delicacies from all throughout the Empire. Fare richer and more delicious than anything my father’s kitchens had prepared, exotic and exciting to my limited but curious palate. Braised eels in a thick sauce of sugar, soy, and salt. Tubers thinly sliced and fried in chili oil. Roasted goat dripping with juices, fish served raw on a bed of pearl rice, pear wine so sweet it made honey seem sour, and other liquors made from apples, plums, malted barley, sorghum, and even mare’s milk.

Wondrous entertainments accompanied our meal. First an opera singer whose lilting voice drifted between the rafters, quieting our conversation as we sat and listened in rapt awe. Then dancers who trailed ribbons from their fingers and spun to the beat of hide drums and the twang of a zither. When they left the stage, they were replaced by a tall man dressed in a long cape of black felt on the outside and white silk on the inside. He wore a golden crown of many tines that spread outward from his forehead like antlers. A red and yellow mask covered his face. He bowed deeply, letting his cape pool on the floor, black and white folding over each other in a rippling, purposeful pattern.

“A Face-Changer!” Clear-River whispered. “My tutor told me about them! They only perform at the will of the Emperor. He saw them after passing his examination in Center Fortress.”

The band began to play high, slow notes on their reed flutes and spike-fiddles. The Face-Changer took ponderous steps toward the front of the stage. With each step he flourished his cloak and tilted his head. The gilding on his crown and mask flashed in the light of the stage-lamps.

With a snap of silk, the Face-Changer passed one hand over his mask, which vanished and was replaced by one of blue and silver, painted with the snarl of a fox-bat. The audience gasped. It had been only a flash of color, the wave of a hand and the flutter of silk.

Addled by wine, I wondered if the Face-Changer wielded magic of some kind. But I felt neither a feverish flush nor sympathetic cramps, nor the heavy hammering stone sensation of the governor’s sorcery. Only a trick, then, though one so fast and well-disguised that I could not begin to imagine what it might be.

The music increased in volume and speed, and the Face-Changer’s steps became quicker and more intricate. By the end the masks changed so quickly that I only registered one in three, the rest becoming a blur of shape and color. Finally, the last mask vanished, leaving him bare-faced before us. He bowed deeply, then left the stage accompanied by applause that shook the audience hall long after he had gone.

The Face-Changer was our final entertainment for the night, and when he had gone a cadre of Nayen’s scholarly elite joined us in the dining area. They processed around the table, welcoming us in turn into their community. First came the scribes, many of them little older than us, followed by the minor members of the bureaucracy, then the magistrates of rural townships, then the magistrates of Setting Sun Fortress and Seawall Fortress—the other two major cities of Nayen.

Finally, we were joined by the four magistrates who presided over Eastern Fortress itself. Each held jurisdiction over a quarter of the city, and each wore the imperial tetragram on his right hand. I breathed deeply to clear my head and focused on making a good impression. If I had not placed first in the examinations, employment in one of their offices was the next best thing I could hope for. If I proved myself, such an employer might take me on as an apprentice in sorcery someday.

Hand Jadestone, one of these luminaries, leaned close when he introduced himself. “I have heard a rumor of you,” he said. “The servants whisper that Hand Usher administered part of your examination, yes?”

“It was nothing,” I dissembled, as Koro Ha had taught me to around my betters. “Perhaps he was bored and sought entertainment in my poor performance.”

“What a wit!” Hand Jadestone said. “Who is your tutor, boy?”

I nodded toward Koro Ha. Hand Jadestone smiled conspiratorially, said that his nephew needed a tutor, and shuffled off toward Koro Ha. The other tutors watched with bulging eyes. Koro Ha nearly fainted at the Hand’s approach.

Clear-River clapped me on the back. “Don’t forget us when you stand beside the Thousand-Armed Throne!”

I laughed modestly, even as I began to imagine that—if I followed the golden path laid before me—those words might indeed prove a prophecy.

The governor at last arrived, with Hand Usher close behind him. They bowed low to us, as though we were already esteemed servants of the Emperor.

“At this time, I can announce that you fifteen have been judged adequate for civil service,” Voice Golden-Finch said. “We must thank your tutors for the countless hours they have spent polishing your minds into bright jewels of civilization.”

He bowed again, this time to the foot of the table. We followed his example. Koro Ha, beaming with pride, caught my eye.

“Some of you,” the governor went on, “have lived until now as the poor sons of peasant farmers in this developing province. Know that no matter where you came from, the road to Northern Capital and the foot of the Thousand-Armed Throne lies open to you if you work diligently and do not stray.”

We applauded the governor. He took a step back to make way for Hand Usher.

“They say that the patron beast of Nayen is the wolf,” Hand Usher said. “Many kingdoms once warred in this land, like rival packs in a dark forest. Competition, as the philosopher Western-Hardship of the aesthetic school wrote, breeds greatness in lesser men. Perhaps the warlike nature of your ancestors, distilled by centuries of strife, will produce great successes in the Emperor’s service. Perhaps. But remember, young scholars of Nayen—you are not wolves any longer. You are hounds, brought to heel and trained by the Empire in the one virtue that makes a hound an asset while a wolf is but a danger. Loyalty.”

He paused. His eyes lingered on me, open and shrewd.

“Now,” he went on, his gaze finally breaking from mine. “Let us remember the words of the sage and poet Sighing-Willow:


“The victory road is paved in tears,

“The golden bridge is unforgiving,

“Your blood marks the path to journey’s end,

My friend, raise a cup of wine and rest!”



We cheered, and drank, and gorged ourselves. When the servants had cleared our dishes away Voice Golden-Finch and Hand Usher bid us good night. They were followed shortly by the four magistrates of Eastern Fortress, and soon the party had diminished to only we fifteen candidates and our tutors. Koro Ha approached me and touched me lightly on the shoulder.

“We should retire for the night, young Master Wen,” he said. “You must present yourself with decorum when you receive your commission—”

“I’m not tired,” I said.

“You are,” Koro Ha assured me. “But the wine—”

His voice became a droning hum that dissolved into the buzz of conversation and music around me. I frowned down at the wine cup in my hand. I stood upon a golden path. I was close—so intoxicatingly close—to a future as Hand of the Emperor, schooled in magic, with the power to reshape the world to my will.

I at least had the good sense to stand and lead Koro Ha to the corner of the room before speaking again.

“We are at least of the same rank, now,” I said. “I am not a child to be told when he should sleep and eat and drink.”

“That is true,” Koro Ha said, straining to speak calmly. “But I think now is a time for temperance.”

I was not too drunk to feel shame, but what shame I felt quickly blazed to anger. The room spun around Koro Ha, as though he were the fulcrum of a great wheel.

“I don’t agree,” I said. “Tomorrow, I might become Hand of the Emperor. Why should I care a whit for the wisdom of a mere tutor?”

A few of the other candidates nearby quieted their voices and watched our confrontation. I slumped back to my seat at the table and uncorked another bottle of pear wine. Koro Ha watched me for a moment, then left without another word.

* * *

“Alder, you must come with us!”

Clear-River’s grin widened. He slapped me on the back. I tottered a few paces and waved an arm to keep my balance.

The main gate seemed to lurch back and forth above my head. Though the feast was over, Hu Yellow-Stone—a rotund and bombastic youth who had led a chorus of bawdy folk ballads—had invited Clear-River and I to continue our revels out in the city.

“I should go back to Mister Yat’s,” I stammered.

Yellow-Stone rolled his eyes. Clear-River clasped me by the shoulders and shook his head.

“Alder, Alder, Alder,” Clear-River said. “We will only be this young and handsome once.”

“My cousin says the singing girls in Eastern Fortress are the most beautiful in all Nayen,” Yellow-Stone said, and patted the purse at his belt. We had all been given thirty copper cash—a month of wages for a common laborer—at the end of the banquet. I had bundled mine into my left sleeve where I could hold onto it and keep it from jangling. Even drunk, I had that much sense.

They offered a temptation that my young, wine-addled mind struggled to resist. The opera singer at the banquet had stirred me with her beauty and her voice, and now Clear-River and Yellow-Stone filled my head with visions of the inner chamber, of lifted veils and robes pooling on the floor. My good sense at last collapsed beneath the weight of adolescent urges.

One of the gate guards—a noble soul, if I have ever known one—tried to convince us to wait for our palanquins. Yellow-Stone laughed and made a rude gesture, then draped one arm over Clear-River’s shoulders and the other over mine and led us out into the street.

Oil lamps threw flickering light across the cobblestones. Young men wandered in packs, meandering from drinking house to drinking house. I recognized many from the opening ceremony the day before. They joked and shouted and boasted as they indulged for a single night, nursing the wounds left by shattered dreams. It was an atmosphere both manic and dour, incensed by alcohol fumes and oily smoke.

“This way,” Yellow-Stone said, pulling Clear-River and I along. “The Butterfly House has the prettiest girls in all of Nayen!”

He led us around a bend in the road, then down a side-street. The lamps here were spaced further apart and burned dimly.

“Aren’t there any good places closer to the governor’s mansion?” Clear-River said.

“The Butterfly House is well hidden,” Yellow-Stone insisted. “It adds to the allure! Just a bit further!” He peered into an alleyway. There were no lamps, only deep shadows and piled refuse. “Or…maybe we should have gone left back there?”

“Let’s go back,” Clear-River said. He tried to pull Yellow-Stone away from the alleyway. Instead, Yellow-Stone slumped forward, like a man dead on his feet. Clear-River grunted as Yellow-Stone’s weight settled on our shoulders.

“All that wine in his belly finally rushed to his head,” Clear-River muttered. “Shit! I wasn’t paying attention. Where in the bloody city are we?”

I looked for any street sign or landmark that might help to orient me. Instead, I saw three figures crossing the street toward us. One of them passed through the halo of a lonely lamp. Something glinted in his hand.

I tried to shout, but panic had closed my throat. I pawed at Clear-River until he turned around. The figure with the knife approached us, while his companions circled to our right and left, pinning us in the mouth of the alley.

“We couldn’t help but hear that cash on your belt,” said the man with the knife, menacing Clear-River. “Hand it over, and those fine silk robes, and maybe we’ll be generous with your lives.”

The thought of facing Koro Ha after I returned naked and penniless, after all my bluster at the banquet, fanned my fear into outrage. The fingers of my left hand tightened around the mouth of my purse, compressing the copper cash inside into a heavy mass.

“Quickly now! Strip and drop your money!”

I dropped Yellow-Stone and darted forward. Three steps of the Iron Dance closed the distance between me and the man with the knife. His blade flashed out; my purse split his cheek like a cudgel. He collapsed, his nose spurting blood, as cash fountained from my torn purse.

A hand caught my right arm and wrenched it upward. I howled and pulled against my assailant, to no avail. Desperate, drunk, and hardly thinking, I reached for the only weapon I had.

A feverish heat coursed through me, burning away my drunkenness with the clarity born of magic. I conjured flame—a burst of heat and light and the stink of seared flesh filled the air. The robber shrieked and let me go. I spun toward them in time to see two figures sprinting away, one trailing tongues of fire.

Clear-River stared at me, astonished. Or horrified.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said, my voice quavering. Clear-River nodded, but his eyes lingered, full of questions. I avoided his gaze, unable to answer them.

We hauled Yellow-Stone to his feet. Somehow, he had slept through the entire robbery. A few sharp slaps to the side of his face woke him quickly enough.

“Bffwa!” he sputtered. “Ah! Where am I? Oh, yes. The singing girls! Not much further—”

“Hang you and your singing girls,” Clear-River snapped. “We’re dragging you home, you drunk.”

With Yellow-Stone's arms draped over our shoulders, we set off as quickly as we could. Every step left my stomach churning. From drink, lingering terror, and the knowledge that with a word to Hand Usher—or any one of our proctors; or anyone, really—Clear-River could divert the bright path laid before me into a prison cell, if not into the blade of an executioner's sword.

* * *

Yellow-Stone was not lucid enough to give us directions to wherever he was staying. We deposited him in the cramped room that Clear-River and his tutor shared. Clear-River offered to walk me back to Mister Yat’s, and I accepted. As we left the inn, I grabbed his hand and pulled him close.

“I saved your life tonight,” I said firmly. “If I hadn't been there, you and Yellow-Stone would be bleeding out in the street, or kidnapped for ransom your village could never pay. After I hit the first man the other two ran. Nothing else happened. Do you understand?”

He shook his head, feigning confusion. “Alder, you’re forgetting. One of them knocked over a hanging lantern in his panic.”

I stared at him, as though a careful examination of his face might tell me whether he truly meant to keep my secret.

“That’s how his clothes caught fire,” Clear-River went on. “Don’t you remember?”

I let go of him. “Of course.” I managed a weak grin. “Clumsy fool.”

“Lucky for Yellow-Stone and me, you were there,” Clear-River said, and my chest tightened. “How clever, to use your purse as a cudgel! They were true cowards if a half-drunk boy swinging a bag of coins was enough to scare them off.”

“Yes, cowards indeed,” I said. “Well, my tutor will be up fretting. I can find my own way home. Farewell, Clear-River. I hope your name is high on the list tomorrow.”

He dipped his head in a half-bow. “I am sure that yours will be, Alder.”

At the end of the street I glanced back. Clear-River stood in the doorway, watching me, and I felt my secret like a taut string between us.

Koro Ha had been right, of course. What a foolish thing I had done, getting drunk and venturing out into an unfamiliar city in the dead of night. He would be waiting up for me, and when he saw my dirty clothes and my missing purse he would know exactly what had happened. I expected a lecture that would last till dawn.

One of Mister Yat’s stewards met me at the gatehouse. He ushered me inside with an expression of pure relief.

“I feared something terrible had happened to you, Master Wen!” he said. “I was just about to wake your tutor.”

“Koro Ha is asleep?” I said.

“He said he was tired after a long week,” the steward said. “He asked to be roused two hours after dawn and suggested the same for you.” He glanced at the window, where the faint light of sunrise already filtered through the screen.

“That will be fine,” I said.

I did not sleep, but lay awake, listening to the house, letting my mind drift in the stillness and the quiet. Koro Ha had gone to sleep. Was that a show of trust, despite his insistence that I leave the banquet with him? Or had his interest in my safety waned, now that my education was at an end and, by extension, our relationship as teacher and student?

The steward returned to rouse me. I went to breakfast, where Koro Ha raised an eyebrow as I took my seat. Servants brought trays of steamed pork buns and fresh cut fruit. My head ached, and my stomach roiled. I asked for congee and soy milk.

“How was your night?” Koro Ha asked.

I took a bite of congee. It was bland, but inoffensive, and settled my stomach. Words bubbled up, tried to organize themselves and spill from my mouth, to tell him all that had transpired the night before. If there was a sympathetic ear in the world, it would be his. Or, at least, his ear would have been sympathetic, if I had not so coldly dismissed his advice, and in my drunkenness jeopardized all we had worked together to achieve.

“Koro Ha...” I said, and looked up from my congee.

He peered at me over the rim of his teacup. “Yes?”

I could apologize, but would that be enough to mend the rift between us? I feared the inevitable reprimand, the further deepening of that rift if he reacted with a harsh word and I lashed out in turn. Whatever I had meant to say, it splashed and faded against my teeth.

“I never want to drink that much again,” I muttered instead.

Koro Ha sipped his tea. “I suppose some lessons cannot be learned from tutors or from books,” he said, and left it at that.


Chapter Six

Results

After a dozen cups of tea as dark and thick as ink, Koro Ha and I dressed in scholar’s robes; black silk of regal cut, deep-necked over a shirt of white linen. Over his robes, Koro Ha wore the stole of his rank. It was stitched with his tetragram; four symbols arranged in a square. The first was a man kneeling over a writing desk and meant “Scholar of the Second Degree.” Many with such a rank were officials in regional government, yet Koro Ha had chosen to become a tutor.

The other three symbols were not true logograms, but arrangements of the phonetic runes used to teach children how to read. Foreign names were often written in such symbols, though most scholars with such names chose to translate them into Sienese when creating their tetragrams. Koro Ha was a rare exception.

I had never asked him about either of these abnormalities. It had always seemed impolite to pry into his past, but now I found myself wishing that I had. Once I received my commission our relationship would change. If I, too, earned the Second Degree, we would be peers—brothers in scholarship. If I exceeded him and earned the First Degree, he would be obligated to answer no matter how impolite my questions.

Considering this, I was struck for the first time with how much my life was about to change. No longer would I be “Young Master Wen,” the son of a middling merchant. I would be a scholar, a successful examinee, someone deserving of dignity and respect. If Hand Usher chose me for his apprentice, I would become one of the most important men in the Empire.

I shook my head to banish that lofty, foolish thought. Much as I longed to become Hand of the Emperor, there must have been another candidate who had done better, who had not mussed an article in the first logogram of his pedigree. Who had not, just the night before, lit a man on fire.

 Stewards met us at the gate and led us to the courtyard. We were seated just as we had been for the opening ceremony. Clear-River had arrived before me. I hesitated as the steward gestured to the open seat beside him.

The line of tension between us had not faded, though I would try to put on a good face.

“Good morning, Clear-River,” I said, taking my seat. “Did you sleep well?”

He looked up with a welcoming smile. “Alder! Good morning! I slept better than Yellow-Stone, at least. The poor fool woke up panicky as a startled fawn, screaming and demanding to know who I was and where I had taken him. When he finally calmed down he sprinted out of the inn and down the street. I hope he found his way home in time to dress for the ceremony.”

“It would serve him right,” I said.

“Oh, don’t be hard-hearted,” Clear-River said. “The foolishness of youth led us all out into the streets, and only the miraculous intervention of the sages brought us home safe.”

He smiled innocently, but his words drifted too close to the truth.

“That man stumbled into a lantern, remember?” I said.

Clear-River flicked the ends of his sleeves and harrumphed. “You’re no fun, you know?”

Before I could retort we were interrupted by a clash of cymbals and the thrum of a zither. The proctors filed out from the reception hall onto the marble dais. Chrysanthemum blossoms drifted down from baskets upended on the balcony above them. Leading the procession were Voice Golden-Finch and Hand Usher. Two tetragrams decorated their stoles. On the left they wore their personal seals—the first symbol showed a hand raised in salute to the logogram for “king,” enclosed within an open mouth in Voice Golden-Finch’s case. On the right, as on their bodies, they wore the Emperor’s never-changing name. Silver light streamed from the tetragram on the governor’s forehead, and I felt the weight of his sorcery. The Emperor himself, seeing through the eyes of his voice, would witness our commissioning.

Clear-River leaned close to me and whispered. “What did you think of the pollical cat, Alder?”

Slowly, I faced him, forcing my expression into befuddlement. 

“You were not the only one to hear that story,” Clear-River went on. “There were three of us, but Hand Usher will only choose one. If it comes to you and me, I think you should thank Hand Usher for the honor, but politely refuse.”

“Oh?” I whispered through my teeth. “How? No one in his right mind would refuse such an offer.”

“They will discover you eventually, you know, even if I say nothing,” he continued, as though I had not spoken. “They say the Emperor knows the thoughts of his Hands. Their thoughts, and all their secrets.”

He fixed me with a long, pointed stare, smiling all the while.

“If they catch you—and they will catch you—it will be bad for the entire province,” he said. “Do you think the Empire will ever hold examinations in Nayen again if the first of our kind to become Hand of the Emperor turns out to be a traitor?”

“I am not a traitor.”

“There were no hanging lanterns on that street. You betrayed the Empire the moment you began to learn witchcraft and chose not to turn in your teacher. On the other hand, perhaps you are betraying that teacher by choosing to serve the Empire. Either way, you are betraying someone.”

My anger flared. He was right, of course. If I accepted an imperial commission, I would be setting myself against my grandmother. She had abandoned me, true enough, but I had not chosen the Sienese path because I doubted her tales of Sienese brutality and oppression, nor because I believed—as imperial doctrine would hold—that Sienese conquest was an enriching and civilizing force in the world. Not even my own tutor believed as much, if Koro Ha's subtle questions that skirted the edges of treason were any evidence. 

Choosing to serve the Sienese would be to discard all that my grandmother had risked her life to teach me, treating it as no more meaningful than dust. Yet service to the Empire was the only path laid before me. Certainly the only path that led toward magic. I steeled myself against the guilt and shame Clear-River meant to stir in my heart and fixed my gaze on the dais before us.

The servants there hung a broad, elaborately embroidered scroll on a golden stand but did not untie the ribbon that held it shut. The governor and Hand Usher stepped to the edge of the dais while the musicians played one final, triumphant note.

“Best and brightest of this, the youngest province of our grand Empire,” Voice Golden-Finch said. “Today we celebrate the successes of a few. We also remind the rest that the Empire is generous with second chances.”

He went on to reassure us that those whose names were not written on the scroll would be welcome to sit for the next examinations in Nayen in three years’ time. Then, in the same droning, laborious tone, he launched into the encouraging tale of a man who failed the examinations three times in a row before finally passing and becoming a scholar of the Eastern Academy Quarter, the greatest body of learning in the Empire.

His words buzzed in my ears, all but meaningless. My fingernails dug into the palms of my hands. I had no leverage over Clear-River. Nothing to use against him if he threatened to expose me.

“I saved your life,” I said, hoping to touch some shred of moral feeling.

“You did,” Clear-River said, his smile growing wider. “I could have exposed you already, but I did not, because you saved my life. I offer you the same. They will execute you when they learn your secret, and they will learn it the moment they mark you with the tetragram and the Emperor peers into the shadowed corners of your mind. If you are offered the apprenticeship, refuse, and I won’t tell them anything.”

The governor swept his arm toward the scroll. “With that, let us unveil the results.”

The scroll unfurled. All but the first fifteen names were written in black ink. Fourteen were written in red. One name was written in gold.

Clear-River’s was the highest of the red names, just below mine.

“They will know,” Clear-River whispered. “And they will kill you.”

The governor read the first of the red names. Yellow-Stone—his hangover apparently forgotten—mounted the dais to receive the silken stole and silver medallion that were the symbols of his commission. I looked over my shoulder and saw Koro Ha beaming at me with pride. If I did what Clear-River wanted, how could I explain my refusal to my tutor, or to my father, or to anyone?

Thirteen years ago, the Empire had searched our house for the notorious bandit Harrow Fox, but perhaps thirteen years had been long enough for that connection to fade beneath notice. But a refusal of apprenticeship with Hand Usher would draw scrutiny toward my family. Even if we faced no punishment, who in the Empire would trade with my father, once it became widely known that he was married to the sister of a rebel leader?

“You are running out of time, Alder,” Clear-River said. The governor had called the seventh name. “Step aside.”

In the darkness of the forest my grandmother had given me a taste of magic, but she had abandoned me. Now the Empire itself had offered to teach me. I wanted that knowledge, more than prestige or power. More than the restoration of my family. Enough to risk the threats of this ambitious, conniving peasant.

“No,” I said.

The governor called the twelfth name. Clear-River took a deep breath and shrugged. “Well then, you prove yourself undeserving. What was the lesson of the pollical cat, if not that we should accept our place and not reach beyond the limit of our grasp? We will see you at the execution grounds before long, I suspect.”

“Witchcraft has not been practiced openly in Nayen since before we were born,” I said. “Does your village harbor a witch? Someone to appease the gods? Oh, you are too well educated to condone such things, but what of your parents? Turning me in will make you suspect as well.”

“Hah!” A tutor seated nearby glared at Clear-River, who bowed his head in apology, then glowered at me. “An empty threat, based on idle speculation. Besides, I need say nothing. The moment they mark your hand, the Emperor will know.”

“That is nothing more than an empty rumor,” I said, projecting all the confidence I could muster. “What would a farmer’s son know about what transpires between the Emperor and his Hands?”

“Even if the rumors are false, your right hand is marked, isn’t it?” Clear-River leaned close and whispered. “They cut you when they gave you witchcraft, didn’t they? Hand Usher has fought witches. He will recognize those scars. You have to refuse, Alder, otherwise you’ll die.”

But there was a flaw in his reasoning. I remembered my grandmother’s tale of my grandfather, of his death by his own conjured flame. If every witch in Nayen would sooner die than be captured, and succeeded in self-destruction when cornered, then the exact pattern of scars that marked a witch would still be secret from the Empire, just as Nayeni magic was secret.

There was a very real chance, however slight, that Hand Usher wouldn’t recognize my scars. That no Hand of the Emperor even could.

“Perhaps,” I said, and matched Cear-River’s stare. “Nevertheless.”

His eyes widened at the coldness of my voice. I pressed on, leaning toward him. “It was a hanging lantern. Nothing more.”

The governor called Clear-River’s name. He blinked as though awoken from a dream, then walked hurriedly to the dais. Did a whispered accusation flit between him and Hand Usher, as he bowed to receive his stole? 

It would be his word against mine. My pedigree was better. I had placed higher. But my scars and my parentage would evidence his accusation. Clear-River returned to his seat, sat stiffly and stared straight ahead.

“Finally, we are pleased to welcome the first Hand of the Emperor to rise from Nayen,” the governor said. “Wen Alder, son of Wen Rosewood, descendent of the great general Wen Broad-Oak, who was himself Hand of the Emperor.”

Every eye in the courtyard sought me out. I walked with all the confidence I could muster. At the top of the dais I bowed thrice: first to the governor, then to Hand Usher, and finally to the crowd below. Koro Ha’s face shone like the sun. Clear-River’s eyes were downcast.

“By your exemplary performance you have risen above your fellows,” the governor said. Light still rippled from his forehead, and I felt the weight of the sorcery that bound his mind to the Emperor’s and gave him the power to speak with all the force of Empire. “Hand Usher has, in his generosity, selected you to be his apprentice. From him you will learn the Canon of Sorcery, and with his guidance you will begin to lend your substantial talents to the administration and defense of the Empire.”

Hand Usher stepped forward. He held a seal cast from gold and decorated with coiled lion-serpents.

“This seal will mark you with power and privilege,” Hand Usher said. He affected ostentatiousness, letting his voice show none of the coy, playful man who had told the tale of the pollical cat. Yet the corner of his mouth quirked upward as he went on. “You will bear the Never-Changing Name of the Emperor, the key to the canon of sorcery. Offer your palm to receive this honor.”

The fingers of my right hand curled shut. I imagined Clear-River watching from below, gloating, expecting my downfall the moment I showed Hand Usher my scars. At the same time, a new worry struck me—the marks my grandmother had carved had changed the feel of magic, constraining it. What might happen if those marks were written over with the imperial tetragram? I knew the danger of blindly meddling with magic. I looked Hand Usher in the eye, made my face as open and honest as I could, and offered my left palm.

Hand Usher’s smile faded.

“What are you doing?” he said under his breath. “It must be your right hand.”

“I can write with my left,” I said.

His lips parted in confusion. He looked to the governor. I pressed on.

“Your Excellences, why are Hands of the Emperor marked on the right palm if not because it is the hand with which they write? They compose edicts and administer justice with the brush, just as they defend the Empire with sorcery. It is the palm that holds the brush which should be marked, to lend the Hand’s actions the authority of the Emperor’s name.”

I hoped that Hand Usher might see resonance between my unconventional thinking and his own.

“And you write with your left?” he said.

“I do,” I said.

Hand Usher faced the proctors, who knelt in neat rows on the edges of the stage. My stomach began to churn.

“Which of you administered the essay portion of Master Wen’s examination?” he said. Three proctors raised their hands. Hand Usher waved toward the youngest of the three. “You, tell me. With which hand did Master Wen hold his brush?”

The young proctor studied me carefully. “Your Excellence, I do not recall any of the candidates using their left hands.”

“It would have stood out if one had, yes?” Hand Usher said. “Not something you would have overlooked?”

“Quite unusual, Your Excellence.”

“Thank you.”

The young proctor bowed. Hand Usher leaned toward me, his eyes bright and inquisitive. I kept my face impassive, still offering my left hand. Murmurs rose from the otherwise placid crowd.

“You,” Hand Usher pointed at the next proctor, an old scholar with a wispy beard and balding head. “Did Master Wen use his right or his left hand?”

The proctor cleared his throat. “I would not tolerate any deviation from ritual and code such as a young man composing with his left hand, for, as the great moral philosopher Hu Finch-in-Rushes wrote—”

“Thank you, proctor,” said Hand Usher.

The old proctor cleared his throat indignantly, then settled back on his haunches. Hand Usher took another step forward. I could smell his breath—tea and spices and meat. My mind was racing, yet empty, like the center of a storm.

“You!” Hand Usher’s voice was rising. He pointed to the third proctor. “Same question.”

The third proctor looked at me severely. “He used his right.”

“Thank you!” Hand Usher bowed quickly to the proctors, then whirled back to face me. “Will you challenge the testimony of these three, who watched your examination like a hawk watches a field mouse?’

Silence held while the crowd swallowed their murmurs to await my answer.

“No, Your Excellence,” I said. “I did not say that I wrote my examination with my left hand, only that I can and do use it, and that it is better suited to the Emperor’s service.”

“The story grows! You can write with both hands, then? A rare talent.”

“Not a talent, but a skill,” I said with a bow. “One taught to me by my tutor, through long hours of practice.”

“Why would your tutor waste time on such a novelty?”

“So that I might serve the Emperor, even if I should lose one of my hands, as I so nearly did as a child.”

Hand Usher’s expression shifted, ever so slightly, from incredulous anger to piqued curiosity. “Explain.”

“When I was a boy, a poorly made plate shattered in my right hand,” I said. “Unwilling to let me lie fallow while it healed, my generous and long-suffering tutor devoted himself to teaching me to use my left. The injury made him realize that in this chaotic world there would be value in the ability to continue one’s work even after losing so dear an appendage as a writing hand. After my injury healed he made me write every exercise twice over. Once with my right hand, and once with my left, until even my own father could not discern which had written.”

New murmurs rose from the crowd. I wondered what Koro Ha was thinking—likely he cursed me for a braggart and a fool.

“It is my duty to give the Emperor the best I have to offer,” I said. “Given the choice between my hale, unmarred left hand or my disfigured right, I offer my left.”

“What a ridiculous story,” Voice Golden-Finch said. He flicked his sleeves in irritation. “The right hand is the natural tool for writing, the left the tool for pillowing the elbow of the writing arm. Every treatise on calligraphy agrees.”

“It may be strange,” Hand Usher said. “But it demonstrates a rare quality.”

“What quality?” demanded the governor. “It demonstrates only deviance!”

“When the family dines together, is it not proper that the son offer the best morsels to his father? Is it not proper to pour out the first pot of tea—bitter as it often is—rather than serving it to guests? Master Wen shows that kind of respect.” The ghost of a smile returned to Hand Usher’s face. “If this story is true.”

“It is, Your Excellence,” I said. “My tutor can corroborate.”

“So can my eyes.” Hand Usher clamped his hand around my right wrist and pulled me off balance. I bit back a yelp. He threw back my sleeve and turned my hand upright. His eyes searched my palm. I was certain that he would declare me a traitor, a witch in hiding. Did I have the fortitude to conjure flame, to destroy myself upon the dais rather than let the Empire steal the secrets my grandfather had died to defend? Hand Usher waved to one of the servants.

“Bring paper, brush, and ink,” he said, “and Master Wen’s compositions.”

He released me. Servants scurried into the reception hall and returned with a writing table. Hand Usher bade me kneel. One of the proctors produced a lacquered case that had been sealed with wax and stamped with my name.

“The first document in this file is your pedigree,” Hand Usher said, brushing his fingers along the top of the case. “You will reproduce it with your left hand. If what you say is true, then I should see no difference between the calligraphy you wrote six days ago and what you write today.”

The servants prepared the table. Ink sticks and a grinding stone, brushes, a pitcher of water—tools I had used all my life. I fought a quiver in my hand as I dripped water on the stone and began grinding ink. My fingers slipped on the brush, as though holding one were not the most familiar thing in the world.

Hand Usher folded his hands into his sleeves, and I began to write. I focused on the page, on each line of each logogram, and my brushwork regained familiar, practiced ease, forming words I had written countless times. The hair of my brush slid along the page, paused, then straightened as I lifted it from the final article.

Hand Usher peered over my shoulder. His breath quickened as he read. He gestured to the servant who carried the sealed case that held my compositions. Wax cracked, hinges swung open, paper rustled, and I heard a single, sharp exhalation.

“My apologies, Master Wen,” he said. “I should never have doubted one who has demonstrated excellence by every measure.” He tossed the first pedigree I had written on the ground, then folded the one I had just composed and placed it within the case. “You are correct to offer your left hand. It is better than your right.”

He knelt on the other side of the writing desk and smiled, but with a furrowed brow, and I recalled the flawed article in my first pedigree. He bowed to me, never taking his eyes from mine.

“You will be a worthy, if curious, apprentice,” he said, retrieving the seal of the Emperor’s name. He took my left hand and turned it palm-up. “Wen Alder, I seal you, and name you Hand of the Emperor.”


Chapter Seven

Recognition

The next day I made ready to return home to thank my parents, celebrate my success, bid them farewell, and collect my belongings before returning to live and study with Hand Usher on the governor’s estate. Before I left, Hand Usher offered me two warnings.

 “Magic leaves a wake through the pattern of the world, like a ship sailing a placid sea,” he said. “You will begin to feel such wakes bubbling beneath the surface of your awareness. Do not reach for them. You are not yet ready. If you tried to wield magic, you would be as dangerous to yourself and others as a toddler with a broadsword.”

I had felt these wakes since I was eight years old, but the tetragram had brought something new. A font of power. It was less a bubble than a geyser, and I began to feel the rush and pulse of it the moment the golden seal struck my flesh.

“Second, I must warn you that, though you have succeeded at the imperial examinations, failure is not beyond you. You have been given power because we believe you are worthy of it. But if you prove yourself unworthy, it will be taken from you. The cost of failure will be your left hand and exile to a far-flung corner of the Empire. You are fortunate that you can write with both hands.”

A chill ran through me at the incongruity between his words and his mild expression. I bowed, thanked him for the warning, and mounted the palanquin that would take me home, for the last time for many years to come.

* * *

Imperial couriers traveled throughout the Empire, bearing word of the results of the first examinations to be held in Nayen. Only days after Koro Ha and I returned home, my father arrived in our wake. His face beamed with pride as he clasped my shoulders and shouted orders at our stewards and servants to begin preparations for a banquet.

“I shouldn’t have doubted you for a moment, Alder,” he said. “As soon as I heard, I sold off what I could of my cargo—at a bare fraction of the price I’d have commanded in Northern Capital, I’ll have you know—and sailed at speed for home.” He marveled at the tetragram written on my left palm in glittering silver. “To think, my son…Hand of the Emperor.”

I wondered whether my father would have rushed home if I had not so vastly exceeded his expectations. He released me, then whirled toward Koro Ha and embraced him, crowing that the ten years he’d spent paying my tutor’s salary had all been worth it.

My mother cried quiet, happy tears. She praised my successes, but her eyes darted away from my tetragram. She had heard the same rumors that Clear-River had used to threaten me and knew as well about my grandmother’s lessons. I wanted to reassure her—I felt no eyes peering through my own, nor any prying presence in my thoughts, only the flow of a new fountain of power—but she had never openly acknowledged my Nayeni heritage, let alone the magic her mother wielded. There were things we both wanted to say, but could not, and after she congratulated me an awkward silence festered between us.

I spent the next several days packing, while my father’s friends and business associates slowly filled our estate near to bursting. Not a single room went empty, and my father boasted that the common house in the nearby village of Ashen Clearing had been all but commandeered by those guests who arrived too late to claim space within our home. The day before I was to return to Eastern Fortress and begin my apprenticeship, our servants—with help from a few young Nayeni girls hired in from the village—laid out long tables in the garden, with seats and place settings for five dozen guests. My father emptied his cellar of its casks and dusty bottles and hired women from the village to weave a wreath of wildflowers, with its centerpiece my name in yellow chrysanthemums as brilliant as gold.

At noon, our guests took their seats, filling our quiet estate with clamor and conversation. My father seated me at a table, alone, atop a dais beside the garden pavilion. He roved through the crowd, leading the guests one at a time to the pavilion, where each one smiled, dipped their heads, and marveled at the silver lines on my palm while my father said, “I would like you to meet my son, Hand Alder!”

The faces and names of these strangers slipped from my mind as soon as my father led them away, toward a table piled high with sugar-dusted cakes shaped like hands and stamped with the imperial tetragram. I searched the crowded tables for Koro Ha—or even Mister Yat, who I knew, at least, though we were not friendly. I saw neither. Abstractly, I recognized the incredible expense my father had gone to in celebrating me as an outpouring of his affection, but I felt alone, and used. Not celebrated but displayed, like a jewel in my father’s treasury.

Perhaps if I perceived my achievement as he did—as valuable in itself, a first step in our family's restoration—I would not have been disgusted by being so displayed. Yet I saw becoming Hand of the Emperor only as a means to the end of magic. One that, as Hand Usher had warned me, shackled me with its own expectations and constraints. Things I could endure a while longer, now that the promise of magic was nearer than it had ever been before. Once I had mastered it, however, I had no intention of dedicating myself to the furthering of my father's ambitions, nor to the advancement of the Empire, nor my grandmother's rebellion. 

While I accepted deferential bows and congratulations and pressed the hands of strangers—putting on a gracious mask over my simmering frustration—I felt a renewal of resolve. As soon as I had mastered magic well enough to do so, I would grasp the freedom it offered and use it to shape a third path.

Dusk had settled over the garden by the time the last introductions were made. Bottles and casks were breached in the light of a hundred hanging lanterns, each decorated with the imperial tetragram in golden ink. My father had quizzed me on the dishes served at the reception for successful examinees so that he could serve the same menu. Of course, our kitchens paled in comparison to Voice Golden-Finch’s, and I flushed with embarrassment as I put aside a plate of undercooked eel. I tried to drown my misery in drink, which only made me more miserable. A cycle which left me thoroughly drunk when my father, all pride and grandiose gesticulations, presented me with a lacquer panel inscribed with our family pedigree, with my name added at the end in bold, eye-catching lines.

I smiled, and bobbed my head, trying to cast my mind back to the first time I had studied those names with Koro Ha. There was Wen Broad-Oak, my exemplar, who first seeded my mind with the notion that I might one day wield magic. That seven-year-old boy would have been thrilled to see his name so proudly displayed alongside those venerable ancestors. And I did feel a twinge of pride, but more I wanted this night to be over so that I might return to Hand Usher and begin my apprenticeship.

There were other small rituals meant to celebrate me, but which only deepened my embarrassment. I was made to stand and recite quotations from the sages from memory. My father brought out transcriptions of my examination essays and bade me read them—which I did, until I glanced up and saw that those of our guests who were not engaged in quiet conversation were staring at me, glassy-eyed, bored and uncomprehending.

These were not the literati I had dined with in Eastern Fortress. These were my father’s friends. Merchants and local landowners—wealthy, but of least importance to the health of the Empire, by Traveler-on-the-Narrow-Way’s reckoning—hailing from this backwoods region of Nayen where my father had put down roots only because he could cheaply build an impressive estate. I looked for my father, and saw him seated with some other merchant, their heads bent close, speaking over me while I read.

My embarrassment curdled to disgust. I stopped reading in the middle of a sentence. My father roused the crowd into half-hearted applause before returning to his conversation. I sat there on the dais and finished my drink, then stood and retreated to my rooms without a word.

On the way, I found Koro Ha at last. He stood on the bank of our garden’s shallow pond, a tobacco pipe in one hand and a wine cup in the other. The cacophony of the party reached us as a muted echo, and the pond was lit only by moonlight. Koro Ha had not seen me, yet. He gazed out over the pond, sipped his wine, breathed slowly through the stem of his pipe and blew a ring of smoke. He had never smoked before. Or had he, and only kept it secret from his student?

At last, he turned, and started at the sight of me.

“Alder!” He coughed and covered his mouth. When he had recovered, he palmed the bowl of his pipe and held it low, perhaps hoping I had not yet seen it. “Your father has gone to all this expense and trouble for you. You should be there.”

“Not for me,” I said. “I’m only his excuse to show off. He’s been making the rounds, tying up business connections while I’ve been reading my examination essays.”

I reached for the pipe. Koro Ha raised his eyebrows. Before, he would never have condoned my indulgence in such a vice. Now, he could hardly refuse me, Hand of the Emperor that I was.

“You find that insulting,” Koro Ha said, matter-of-factly, and handed over the pipe.

“I do,” I said. “But perhaps I shouldn’t. My father isn’t well educated. None of those men are.”

I put the pipe stem to my lips, breathed, and sputtered at the acrid taste and burning pain of the smoke in my lungs. Koro Ha covered his mouth and hid his laughter by clearing his throat. I coughed, spat, and thrust the pipe back into Koro Ha’s hand.

“Educated or no, he is still your father,” Koro Ha said. “You know the first aphorisms. You know what you owe him.”

“My rank has changed things,” I said. “I am Hand of the Emperor. What does that make me, if not his elder brother in the great hierarchy of Empire?”

Koro Ha sighed and offered me the wine cup. I drank. It was mild and mixed with water, and it soothed the burning in my throat.

“You are ambitious, Alder, and have made good on your ambition,” Koro Ha said. “But try to enjoy your successes as they come. The eye trained always on the next bend in the path never sees the beauty of the forest.”

“Which sage was that?”

He smiled. “Koro Ha.”

I laughed and returned his cup. “Sound wisdom, then, from a reliable source.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Koro Ha said. “I am only a tutor, and you are Hand of the Emperor, soon to be schooled in secret knowledge and sorcerous arts.”

“Yet I have you to thank for my successes,” I said. “Without your guidance, I would be little more than the foolish son of a simple merchant.”

“Not at all,” Koro Ha said. “An artisan’s work is only as good as the raw material. As Traveler-on-the-Narrow-Way put it, ‘A great carving is equal only to the quality of the jade.’”

His words filled my chest and sank into my stomach. All my life I had struggled to meet Koro Ha’s standard. He had pushed me to do better, disciplined me for my mistakes, chastised me for my foolishness. Never had he given me such a compliment.

Here, at the end of our time together, as I was about to lose a man to whom I was closer than my own father, I longed to knit our minds and hearts together. I wanted to be sure he would understand all that he had meant to me, my frustrations as well as my gratitude, before I went on to my apprenticeship and he to his next student. Yet I still felt the rift I had hewn between us in my drunken stupidity.

Already I had cut myself off forever from one pillar of my childhood. My grandmother had abandoned me first, but what had Koro Ha done to me, that I should treat him as I had? Whatever harshness he had shown me, it had been motivated by genuine concern, and genuine belief that success in the imperial examinations would be my best chance for a good, prosperous life in the Empire. Yes, he had been paid to educate me. But he might have done so callously, and less carefully. The tale of the Pollical Cat would have been little more than nonsense, after all, if not for his effort to prepare me for the suspicion the tint of my skin and curl of my hair would bring.

These thoughts swirled with the fine wines of my father's celebration, rose to the base of my skull where a strange, painful pressure built and built, seeking some eloquent means of release. A means that proved elusive while we stood in an awkward, straining silence.

Bleed it. I would not let a lack of eloquence rob me of this last chance to apologize. Not when he had treated me with more dignity and kindness than anyone I knew.

“I'm sorry,” I blurted.

He paused, the wine cup at his lips, and furrowed his brow. When he said nothing, I pressed on.

“I treated you badly at the governor's banquet,” I said, letting the words tumble out one after the other, afraid that if I hesitated I might lose my nerve. “You were right. I was drunk, and I did foolish things that nearly cost us both everything. I shouldn't have dismissed your advice, and certainly not just because I placed more highly than you in the examinations.”

Uncomfortable silence settled between us. Koro Ha studied me, his expression slowly softening.

“It's alright, Alder,” he said. “I was young and foolish once, too.”

“It isn't,” I said. “You are my teacher. You saw the best in me.  And in return I treated you like a lowly servant and flouted your advice.”

“You did, and I forgive you,” He smiled and put the stem of his pipe to his mouth. “You will have other teachers, Alder. I know they will see what I have seen. Now, have another drink with me. There's yet more of your father's party to endure.”


Part Two

Apprentice


Chapter Eight

First Lessons

I moved into  the guest house in the eastern region of Voice Golden-Finch’s garden, which had been given to Hand Usher for the duration of his posting in Nayen. Our rooms overlooked an artificial lake where kingfishers nested in a tall porous stone and often dove to pluck minnows from the water. To the south were the bamboo groves and artificial cliffs which had been the backdrop of the imperial examinations. Grassy fields modeled after the Girzan Steppe sprawled to the north, where the governor’s sons Oriole and Pinion took daily riding lessons. The western part of the garden was the smallest; a flat expanse of sand dotted with standing stones, where the Voice went to rake meditative patterns. At the garden’s heart was the expansive house of the governor and his family, closed even to Hand Usher and I without invitation.

Hand Usher wasted no time in beginning my lessons. He bade me study maps till I could trace the borders of every province and identify their value to the Empire. Nayen, a mountainous island shield to protect the Empire’s eastern coast. Toa Alon, with gold-rich jungles that crawled over the marble foothills of the Pillars of the Gods, the mountains that were the southern edge of the world. To the north, vast plains for horse and cattle, stretching on and on into tundra where Girzan tribes still roamed. And in the west, the Batir Waste and the oasis-city of An-Zabat, the bridge between Sien and distant lands, source of foreign luxuries but troubled by the incorrigible windcallers. And the heartland, full of forested hills rich with sulfur and rolling plains of wheat and millet.

When I had mastered the maps, Hand Usher presented me with economic puzzles. As Koro Ha had trained my mind in the structures of classical allusion and sophisticated language, Hand Usher taught me the logic and tactics of trade: how to manipulate lines of credit, to sell surplus that overflowed the storehouses, to balance tax and tariff to encourage desired trade and discourage the superfluous.

“You have a head for this,” Hand Usher said one day, reviewing my work. “I will put in a good word for you with the Bureau of Economy. Perhaps, when you finish your apprenticeship, you might cut your teeth as a Minister of Trade in some far-flung city.”

I failed to mask my disappointment. The ghostly smile he so often wore appeared on his lips. “You don’t like that idea?”

“It isn’t my place to comment,” I said.

Hand Usher dismissed that thought with a wave of his hand. “Alder, you’re Hand of the Emperor. There are less than a thousand people in Sien who outrank you.”

“But you are my superior,” I said. “Whatever you think is best, I will do.”

“Well, I think it best that you tell me how you feel about becoming a Minister of Trade.”

This was new. Neither my father, my grandmother, nor Koro Ha had ever asked me how I felt about their designs for my life. The slight smile on Hand Usher’s lips did not touch his eyes and made his expression quite impossible to read.

“I thought my responsibilities as Hand of the Emperor would be…” I sought the right word. “More unique.”

“Unique in what sense?” Was that a hint of laughter in his voice?

For two months I had struggled to ignore the tetragram on my palm and the depths of new power it had opened to me. I had trusted that Hand Usher would begin to teach me sorcery when the time was right. Now he taunted me with the mundane. Had I been too careful? How was a person supposed to react when given power for the first time?

“We alone among the Emperor’s servants wield sorcery,” I said. “I had thought to use it, not hold some bureaucratic office that any successful candidate could fill.”

“There it is!” Hand Usher said, then stood from the table in our shared common room. “Come, Alder. I want to show you something.”

Baffled, but not about to protest when I seemed, at last, to be making progress toward the knowledge I desired, I followed Hand Usher without a word. He led me along the curving path that ran the edge of the artificial lake. The smells of hay, manure, and horse sweat met us as we rounded the pine-shrouded hill on the northern shore. The governor’s sons were there with their horsemanship instructor, putting a young stallion through its paces.

Hand Usher gestured toward the horse. “I present, for your consideration, the world.”

Oriole, the elder of the two boys, goaded the horse from a trot into a canter, and I looked at Hand Usher skeptically.

“Not literally,” Hand Usher said. “But, like that young stallion, the world is full of energy. It lunges about, this way and that, never standing still. Left to its own devices, it will bolt, all that pent-up energy culminating in naught but chaos and destruction.”

The stallion whickered and reared. Oriole twisted his body and pulled on the reins, bringing the horse back under his power.

“Whoever holds the reins can give that energy focus and direction,” Hand Usher said. “Of course, the world is a many-headed beast with many sets of reins. Military might. Trade and economy. Culture. Social structure. Magic. And there are many pairs of hands reaching for those many reins. So many that the world does not know which way to run, and we are left with just as much chaos as if the beast were to rule itself.

“History is the story of many kings and many gods, all grasping for the reins of the world, pulling it this way and that, and letting the weak be trampled beneath the chaos wrought by their contest. The promise of the Empire is the promise of order. One king. One god. One Emperor. And we, his many Hands, grasping the reins on his behalf.”

“And that is why I must learn economics?” I said.

“Among many other things.” The playfulness returned to Hand Usher’s voice. “For example, horseback riding.”

Without waiting for me to react, he set off across the field, dragging the hem of his robe through muddy grass. I rushed after him, biting back my frustration.

Though Oriole was of an age with me, I had not spent much time with him in my first months as Hand Usher’s apprentice. While I had buried my face in books of geography and economics, Oriole practiced archery, swordsmanship, and wrestling with the men of his father’s household guard—when he was not on horseback. What few books I had seen him reading were biographies of great generals, treatises on leadership and tactics, and, most frequently, romantic accounts of Sien’s mythic age of heroes.

When he saw Hand Usher and I crossing the field, Oriole brought his stallion to a walk beside me.

“Ah, our esteemed guest has stepped out into the sunlight,” he said. “How can we serve you, young Hand of the Emperor?”

There was mockery in his voice, but I was unsure whether to take it as good-natured ribbing or a genuine insult.

“Greetings, Young Master Oriole,” Hand Usher said. “I was wondering if you might help me with something. Hand Alder, you see, has never ridden a horse—something which must be rectified.”

“Father rides when he leads his soldiers,” Oriole said ponderously, “but I thought most Hands were carried to battle in palanquins and fought in silken robes.”

Hand Usher laughed, but I felt a stab of offense.

“We are more than scholars,” I said. “As Hand Usher and I were just discussing.”

“Indeed. We must be whatever the Emperor needs, scholar or soldier,” Hand Usher said sagely. He was still smiling, which only deepened my annoyance.

Oriole studied me up and down. “Well, you’re no horseman. Not yet, anyway. I’ll start you on a pony.”

 With that Hand Usher bid us a good afternoon, and Oriole took my education in horsemanship in hand. He did indeed start me out on a pony—a gray-maned gelding called Wheat. The old horse stood placidly while Oriole showed me how to brush him down, but when the time came to put on the saddle and tack, the beast snorted and wriggled. I jumped at such sudden motion from a creature easily five times my size, and Oriole laughed.

“A bit more intimidating than a stack of books, eh?” he said.

Ignoring Oriole, I hauled myself onto Wheat’s back and gripped the reins. The horse snorted, tossed his head, and started walking of his own accord. My hands curled desperately around the reins and saddle horn and I tried not to think of falling.

“Relax!” Oriole said. “Stiff as you’re sitting it’s no wonder he wants nothing to do with you.”

“How am I supposed to relax when he squirms like this?” 

“Take a deep breath and let him walk,” Oriole said. “Just for a start, until you get used to being up there.”

Feeling utterly helpless, I loosened my grip. Wheat took a few more steps, but soon settled into place. He stood there, blowing through his nostrils and eyeing the grass, pretending as though I weren’t sitting on his back.

“Now try to stay up there without getting all tense,” Oriole said. He took the lead of Wheat’s reins and guided the gelding along at a slow walk. He spoke gently to the horse and reminded me from time to time to straighten my back, loosen my muscles, and stop worrying so much. Less than an hour had passed when my legs and lower back began to ache.

“That’s enough,” I said. “Let me down.”

“Giving up already?” Oriole said.

“Hand Usher was only joking.”

“Was he? I can never tell when that man means what he says.”

“Why would he want me to learn horseback riding?”

“How should I know? You’re his apprentice. Maybe he thinks you’ll be going to war soon.”

“Or it’s a joke.”

Oriole grinned up at me. “If I were you, I wouldn’t take that chance.”

I hated to admit it, but Oriole was right. Whatever Hand Usher’s reasons, this was the task he had given me. If I went against his wishes…I flexed my left hand and tried not to think of his second, foreboding warning on the day he had marked me.

Wheat carried me in circles until the sun began to set. Oriole helped me down and suppressed a laugh when I groaned.

“You laugh at a Hand of the Emperor?” I snapped at him, fighting the need to massage the stiffness from my thighs. “Any failure of mine reflects upon you, you realize. Hand Usher might have some right to waste my time, but you do not."

He narrowed his sharp eyes at me.

“Very well,,” he said. “I’ll take care of Wheat, if you feel brushing down your horse is beneath the dignity of your station.”

I felt the sting in his words, but had no desire to further my humiliation by trading barbs with the spoiled, idiot son of a nobleman. I turned to go.

“And you may want a pillow for your seat at dinner,” he called after me.

I glared at him, swallowed a cutting retort, and hobbled away..

* * *

After two weeks I was fed up. What little progress I was making hardly seemed worth the suffering. I could guide Wheat at a walk but tensed up as soon as the gelding began to trot. I’d fallen at least once a day, and Oriole seemed to find it impossible to help me to my feet without some sarcastic quip.

“Cheer up, Hand Alder,” he said on one such occasion, while I hauled myself back into the saddle. “There is no shame in tumbling from your horse. True, a Girzan five year old could outride you, but you would have them well in hand when the time came for a poetry contest.”

“Better fingers calloused by a writing brush than an ass calloused by the saddle,” I shot back. “They do not consider one's ability to ride a horse during the imperial examinations.”

“And is that the measure of something's worth?” Oriole said, voice suddenly cold. “Whether or not it is part of the exams?”

He spoke as though I had offended him. Which only stoked my anger. He had subjected me—his elder brother by way of my station, in the grand hierarchy of Empire—to near constant mockery. That he should take offense at my treating him in kind, as though he were deserving of more respect and dignity than I, was not only absurd, but the final and most egregious of his offenses.

I endured the rest of the lesson in silence, letting my anger burn down to hard, fierce coals. He said little, only pointing out a few small flaws in my posture, or the position of my feet in the stirrups, or my handling of the reins. Seeming to pick at every small flaw in my riding, as though trying to prove his superiority. When we had finished I dismounted and tossed him the reins.

“Brush down the horse for me,” I said. “I have business with Hand Usher.”

He stared at the reins in his hand. “You'll have to learn how to care for a mount sooner or later.”

“Not today,” I said, and turned to leave, muttering under my breath. “And not from you.”

I sought out Hand Usher and found him sipping sorghum wine and practising calligraphy. Dozens of sheets of rice paper littered his room. He had written the same logogram on each one—an archaic form of the word horse, in a sweeping, loose style.

He looked up when I entered the room and bade me sit across from him. I had to move a stack of pages to find the seat cushion.

“How go your lessons with Oriole?” he said.

Without waiting for me to answer he dipped his brush and pressed it to a fresh sheet, then with a single, smooth motion scrawled the logogram he had been practising. He held the sheet up to the light of his lamp, grimaced, and tossed it aside.

“Oriole and I do not get along,” I said, swallowing the words intolerable and lout. “I think my time learning horsemanship would be more productive with a different instructor.”

“More productive, or more pleasant?” Hand Usher said, while reaching for another sheet of paper.

“If my training were more pleasant,” I said, “I might be able to better focus and learn more quickly, instead of being distracted by constant annoyances.”

“Hmm.” Hand Usher selected a sheet and spread it between two slate paperweights. “Who would you prefer?”

“The governor has a Girzan nomad to train his sons.”

“Ah, yes, Yul Pekora.” The paper crinkled as Hand Usher smoothed it flat. He reached for his brush. “The cavalry commander for the province of Nayen. Doesn’t it seem indulgent to waste the commander’s time?”

I wanted to point to the piled sheets around me to show that Hand Usher seemed to take no issue with wasted time. I kept my hand in my lap. He pressed brush to paper, wrote the logogram, and discarded it as swiftly as the last.

“Nevertheless,” I said. “Oriole and I do not get along.”

“And you fault Oriole with this?” Hand Usher said, smoothing yet another sheet of paper.

“Of course I do!” I snapped. “He shows me nothing but contempt.”

“And what do you show him?”

Hand Usher wrote the logogram, set his brush aside, and held the sheet up to the light. I had no answer for his question. Thinking back, I had been cold and aloof with Oriole. But could anyone fault me? He had begun our interaction with open mockery.

“Do you know why handwriting is considered as part of the imperial examination?” Hand Usher said, still studying his scrawled horse.

“It reflects the character of the writer,” I said.

“It reflects temperament,” Hand Usher corrected me. “To quote the sage Rushes-in-Water, ‘The energy present in the body and the mind in the moment of writing is reflected in the brush stroke.’ By a close examination of a handwriting sample—and a proper understanding of the context in which that writing sample was composed—one can deduce a great deal about the personality and attitudes of an individual. People are far worse at regulating their handwriting than they are their facial expressions, tone of voice, and even body language. Yet masterful calligraphers learn such deft control of the brush that they can convey whatever temperament they wish. For instance, I have been trying to capture your particular stew of anxieties in this logogram for horse.”

He offered the sheet to me. To my eye, the lines were just the same as the others he had drawn. They were loose and quick and did not read to me like anxiety at all. Certainly, I saw nothing in that horse that reflected what I felt inside.

Hand Usher snapped the sheet back. “Pfa! It’s still not right.” He tossed it aside and reached for another. “It must be perfect, you understand.”

“How was it flawed?” I said, bewildered and grasping for whatever lesson Hand Usher was trying to teach.

“Precisely!” Hand Usher dipped his brush. “Like all the others, technically proficient in every way. But what it lacks is a certain unspeakable quality that hangs about you, Alder. The sense that your outward excellence hides some secret flaw. The guardedness which makes you so boring to drink with.” He wrote another logogram, then threw up his hands in frustration. “This horse? I could drink with this horse and enjoy myself thoroughly.”

I was already on edge, and his sudden talk of secrets nearly made me panic. What did Hand Usher suspect my hidden flaw might be?

“If I have disappointed you in some way—”

“You are careful, Alder, and that is commendable,” Hand Usher said. “But you must also be human. Now, if you will excuse me, I need to drink more and think less if I’m ever going to get this calligraphy right.”

I retreated, conscious of my every gesture and expression and how they might be interpreted. In the darkness and privacy of my room I collapsed to the bed. I flexed my right hand, feeling the tug of flesh against old scars.

From our first interaction Hand Usher had been toying with me. The tale of the pollical cat had cut through to the heart of my anxieties, and he had told it after knowing me for a smattering of minutes. I could not help but perceive everything he said or did or asked of me as a series of esoteric tests steeped in obtuse metaphors. But while the pollical cat had been clear to me as water, his insistence on my learning horsemanship from Oriole was opaque as stone.

A careful sifting of his words yielded no insight. Maybe something to do with sorcery? All of this had sprung from my finally asking to learn it. But I knew imperial sorcery only by the wake it left in the world, not nearly well enough to decipher whatever coded message Hand Usher meant for me.

I recalled the night when I had overstepped the bounds of my grandmother’s teaching and been left a twisted wreck of flesh and bone. I was older now. I had some experience with magic. Enough, I hoped, to touch this new power without it overwhelming me.

The tetragram on my left palm was familiar to be by now. Four logograms arranged into a square: axe, scroll, crown, and scale, all bounded by a thick wall—together the Emperor’s never-changing name. They seemed written in silver thread, and magic ever rushed beneath them.  Cautiously, I dipped into that river of magic and hoped for a flash of insight.

It swept through me. Potent but constrained. As though someone had come before me and carved channels in stone through which magic now flowed like mercury. It filled the channels and battered at the floodgates, threatening to overflow.

With a gasp I withdrew. Magic drained out of me and left me with the feeling of a promise unkept. A feeling that slowly faded and left new understanding in its wake.

I reached again for sorcery. It rushed in, threatening again to overflow the channels in stone. Yet it did not. The channels contained it, and as I held that power, I saw that it was no threat to me.

Magic without pact or canon was wild and unwieldy. On that dark night so many years ago, it had overwhelmed me the moment I reached for it. The scars my grandmother had carved into my right hand provided a measure of control, but never enough to make me feel safe reaching for power.

Witchcraft, I now saw, was a loose bargain with an untamed power. Like a wolf that follows at the heels of a hunter, docile so long as it is regularly fed. Sorcery was mastery. Domestication. It bound magic with bit, bridle, and reins.

I let power drain out of me, this time with a feeling of satisfaction. This, then, was the purpose of my learning horsemanship, to understand that—though powerful—sorcery was constrained, and therefore safe. 

Though I felt pleased with myself for solving Hand Usher's puzzle, the answer left me as disappointed as I had felt on the day my grandmother gave me my witch-marks. Imperial sorcery was just as constrained as witchcraft, if not more so. Yet where else in the world could I learn anything of magic? 

Surely the Emperor himself had mastered it in the way I sought, and used that mastery to forge his Empire. There had to be clues in the imperial canon, however deeply buried, that could guide me back to that limitless, freeing, terrifying power I had once wielded. I would learn imperial sorcery, with all its constraints, and apply what I could to witchcraft. And in so doing begin to build my own theory of magic, to make my own path through the world.

But why had Hand Usher wanted me to learn all of this from Oriole? And what had he meant when he said that I needed to learn how to be human?

It occurred to me then that some lessons might be best delivered bluntly, rather than couched in metaphor.


Chapter Nine

Two Cups and a Game of Stones

The central house where the governor and his family lived was an estate-within-the-estate, a four-walled courtyard house in the classical Sienese style. At all hours two of the governor’s household guard flanked the gate that separated this inner courtyard from the rest of the garden. The guards watched my approach with hard eyes made flinty by the flickering lamplight and the steep brims of their helmets.

“I’m to meet with Master Oriole,” I said, and offered one of the two bottles I had brought with me. “When I went to fetch these, I thought of what a shame it is that we young men can spend our evening drinking, when you fine soldiers are left in the dark and cold with such dry throats.”

One of them took the bottle and studied the label. It was a rough but potent sorghum liquor that my father had preferred. The guard grunted, passed the bottle to his companion, and opened the gate.

“Many thanks, Hand Alder,” he said. “Enjoy your evening.”

Everything in the governor’s estate was of finer make than my father’s, of course—the house built from cedarwood, the steps from marble, and the carp in the courtyard pond were as long as I was tall—but it was all arranged along familiar lines. And, sure enough, Oriole’s rooms were in the eastern wing of the house, just as mine had been.

Lamplight flickered beneath Oriole’s door. I hesitated for a few dozen breaths. There would be awkwardness at first, I was sure, but I planned on only a few drinks, then a bit of friendly conversation. Enough to improve our relations and make my lessons in horsemanship bearable. What young man would refuse a few cups of liquor? I knocked and heard the rustle of paper and the squeak of a chair sliding across a tile floor.

“One moment!” Oriole said, then, likely thinking he could not be heard through the door, he muttered; “About time. I asked for tea when the sun was still out!”

He opened the door in rumpled clothes with ink stains on his fingers. 

“Hand Alder!”

He stared at me, his eyebrows twitching with the effort of trying to reconcile my presence at his door with our simmering dislike for one another.

“Oriole,” I said, with a slight bob of the head. I lifted the bottle and shook it. “May I come in?”

“Ah,” he said. He glanced over his shoulder to a writing desk littered with books. “I mean, of course. Just…well, I wasn’t expecting you.”

I stood in the doorway as what little confidence I had felt in this plan gradually drained out of the soles of my feet. This was the sort of thing people did to seem friendly, wasn’t it?

“I didn't mean to impose,” I said.

“Of course you didn't,” he muttered. “Just like you didn't when you moved into my house and conscripted me into teaching you how to ride.”

“That was Hand Usher's imposition, and upon me as well as you,” I bristled. “I can make an appointment and can come back later, if you're too busy at the moment.”

“Who am I to turn away a Hand of the Emperor?” he said.

I stared at him, not certain if he was being serious or throwing my status back in my face. 

I ignored my bruised pride and shook the bottle again.

“Let's at least have a few drinks,” I said. “Perhaps discuss our mutual frustrations with my mentor.”

Whether he meant it as an accusation of arrogance or not, it was true that to decline my invitation without very good reason would mark him a poor host in his father's house, and could even be seen as an insult to the Emperor himself. In the end, that ingrained social pressure—and perhaps the promise of a heady drink at the end of what seemed a long evening—won out over his dislike for me. He reached for the bottle before opening the door wider to let me in. 

“I knew Hands of the Emperor could feel magic being done nearby,” he said. “But I didn’t know you lot could sense students in distress as well.”

I followed him into the room. He pushed the books to one corner of the writing desk and thumped the bottle down in their place.

“I’ve got cups around here somewhere,” he said, rustling through his bookshelf, which held far more knick-knacks than books. A mismatched pair of cups—one white porcelain, the other rough terra-cotta in the Girzan style—emerged from behind a small bronze horse and a lacquer mask depicting the face of Ten Ox, a hero out of ancient legend who was the subject of several famous plays.

“Don’t let me interrupt you,” I said, still taken aback to have found him studying. We were of an age, which meant that he should have taken the imperial examination with me. Yet I had not met him until I moved into the governor’s estate.

He followed my gaze to the writing desk. His expression hardened into a mask over embarrassment. After a moment, it collapsed into a sheepish smile. “I could use the break, to be honest.”

“My way of thanking you for your help,” I said, gesturing to the bottle.

He opened it , filled the cups, and offered me the porcelain one. “Cheers, then.”

I tried not to grimace at the bite of the liquor against the back of my throat. 

Oriole hissed through his teeth. “Oof. You’ve a taste for the rough stuff.”

“Not really,” I admitted. “I thought you might.”

“I’m glad you have such a high opinion of me!” He shook the bottle. “Shame to let it go to waste, though.”

I offered my cup. The second drink didn’t bite as hard as the first. Oriole offered me the chair, sat down on the edge of his bed, and dragged a trunk between us to serve as a table.

“I don’t know how much more of this I can drink for its own sake,” Oriole said. “If we’re going to drain this bottle we’ll need to find a pretense. A drinking game, or something.”

Oh no. My goal was certainly not to drain that bottle. 

“We don’t necessarily need—”

“I’ve got it!” Oriole sprang to his feet and retrieved a wooden box from his bookshelf. Its top surface was decorated with a pattern of tiny, equally spaced dots. The box held two lidded bowls of small stones—one set white, the other black.

“Ever play stones before?” Oriole said.

I had not. The rules of the game were simple, and Oriole quickly explained them to me. The goal of the game was to have more stones on the board than your opponent. Each player placed one stone a turn and could remove opposing stones by surrounding them with their own.

“Let’s play, but add one extra rule,” he said. “For every five stones you capture, you have to take a drink.”

 That sounded like quite a lot of drinking. Oriole leaned over the board and offered me the bowl of white stones.

“Alright,” I said, and promised myself that—no matter how drunk I got—I would not follow Oriole out into the city, no matter what adventure he might promise.

* * *

“Shit!” Oriole said as I closed a trap and captured six of his stones. “Oh, bleed it, at least you have to drink.”

He poured for me, and I drained the cup, swallowed a hiccup, and nodded for him to begin his turn. The game had started out slow, but its inner complexities quickly made themselves known. Oriole had a significant lead—which meant he was also significantly more drunk than I was—but I was laying the groundwork for a comeback.

“Of course, opportunity often distracts from danger.” Oriole said. He held a stone poised above the board and grinned, his eyes sharp and knowing. The stone completed a long, sinewy loop of black that jutted into my territory.

“How did I miss that?” I blurted.

Oriole picked up the seventeen stones he had captured, then reached for the bottle “You may outsmart me in most of the ways that matter, oh Hand of the Emperor, but I’m a sneaky bastard when it comes to stones.”

Already frustrated by the blow he had dealt me in the game, his bitterness rankled me. “There’s no need to be an ass about it, Oriole.”

 “I’m just surprised that I’m beating you.” He drained his cup and refilled it. “We are not all blessed with talent, Alder.”

“What are you talking about?” I was wine-addled and angry, and remembered Clear-River’s jealousy, and his threats. “You didn’t even sit for the examinations!”

“Oh, but I did!” Oriole slammed his hand down on the trunk between us. Stones jumped from the board and clattered onto the floor. “I sat for it, and I failed. But what does it matter, eh? It’s not as though I need an imperial commission. My father offered to finance a business for me, and meanwhile our tutor has shifted his focus to Pinion. It seems the younger brother must defer to the elder brother, unless the elder brother proves himself a dunce.”

I looked to the books on Oriole’s desk, hastily shunted out of the way to make room for liquor and cups.

“You’re planning to retake it,” I said.

“Of course I am!” Oriole said. He stared at the ruin of our game, then leaned down to reach for the fallen stones. “We're not all born geniuses, able to pass the fucking thing on our first try, raised from lowly birth to the heights of prestige and power. Some of us are born with bloody expectations around our necks, and spend our whole lives trying to live up to them.” 

He tossed a handful of stones back onto the board. “Hell. None of this is your fault. We should be friendly—if anything, I should show you deference. But every time I look at you, I see you on the stage with Hand Usher, living what I have always wanted, and will never achieve.”

Oriole wanted to be Hand of the Emperor? Burly, straightforward Oriole, who preferred mythic romances to the literary classics? It was hard for me to imagine what his reason might be, other than the glory of the achievement itself.

But of course, his father was Voice of the Emperor. Realization struck, and I found myself wondering at his pedigree. How would I have reacted if I had failed, and then the personification of my failure was brought to live in my home? I knelt to help him gather the rest of the stones.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

He paused. “What for?”

“I know what it’s like to live under heavy expectations,” I said. “My father was only a merchant, but he spent most of his small fortune to hire my tutor. And there were…other pressures put on me in my childhood. I can imagine it was worse for you.”

Oriole slumped back into his chair and started sorting the stones into their respective bowls. “You can imagine, but I doubt your imagination would do it justice. I’m the first eldest son in ten generations to fail the examinations. All their names in the family record are followed by ‘placed rank blah blah blah on the first attempt.’ Not all became Hands or Voices, but my father did, like my grandfather and great-grandfather before him. And now I’ll be a piddling merchant—a mere mention in my brother’s pedigree—when I should have been a general.”

“No, you won’t,” I said. “You’ll retake it.”

Oriole tossed the last stone into its bowl. “That’s the plan. Every three years until I pass it, or I die. I’m beginning to think death more likely, especially without a tutor.”

“I’ll tutor you,” I said.

The tension between us, which had been lessening as we gathered the stones and spoke of our fathers, began to build again. Oriole scrutinized me, as though searching my face for some trick or a sign of mockery.

“Think of it as a way of balancing things between us,” I said. “You help me with horsemanship, and I’ll help you with the examination. That way we’ll be equal.”

It occurred to me as I said this how little equality I had known. My every relationship was constrained by rank and deference to the husband-wife, father-son, and elder brother-younger brother dichotomies.

Did Oriole, too, long for a refuge from propriety in a freer, more equitable friendship? More importantly—and more worrying—did he see potential for such a friendship with me?

“I don’t want to waste your time,” Oriole said.

“I want to help you,” I said, and though I wanted to bite back the next thought, I took the risk of voicing it. “And it won’t be a waste. I half suspect that this is why Hand Usher wanted you to start teaching me horsemanship.”

“So that you would end up tutoring me?”

“So that we would become friends.”

He seemed puzzled, but his expression slowly warmed. “I never understand what that man is thinking.”

“Me either, most of the time.” I passed him his bowl of stones. “There’s liquor left in that bottle, and I’m finally getting the hang of this game.”


Chapter Ten

The Canon of Sorcery

Weeks later, Hand Usher came to watch my riding lesson, unannounced. The lesson was nearly at an end—I had brought Wheat down to a gentle trot around the field to warm him down—but the old gelding had energy left in him, and I seized the chance to show Hand Usher what I had learned.

I prodded Wheat up to a canter, then pushed myself up off the saddle till I was half-standing in the stirrups. Wheat took the cue to gallop. It felt almost natural, now, to ride the rhythms of his pumping muscles and churning hooves. We circled the field twice before I reined Wheat to a trot, then to a stop beside Hand Usher and Oriole.

“See?” Oroile said. “As I said, it’s like he was born on horseback.”

Hand Usher stroked Wheat’s neck. “Well done, Oriole. And thank you. If it is not too much to ask, would you take Wheat back to the stables for us? I’ve a lesson of my own to teach today.”

Oriole took Wheat's reins and flashed a grin at me. “I'd finally gotten Alder to start brushing and unsaddling him, but I suppose one day without doing his chores can't hurt.”

I rolled my eyes at him but returned the grin, elated that I had finally overcome Hand Usher's test. While Oriole led the horse away, I made a mental note to buy him a bottle of fine rice wine—something we could actually enjoy together without resorting to a drinking game—to thank him for his long suffering help.

It was impossible to mask my excitement. My reading in economics, history, and politics had continued, but Hand Usher had taken a hands-off approach. He assigned books for me to read and occasionally initiated conversation about them, but he never engaged in lengthy dialectic as Koro Ha had done, nor did he task me with written compositions.

Now he would give instruction in person rather than handing me a book. Which meant—I hoped—that he would finally begin to teach me magic.

A path of cobblestones worked in spiraling patterns that evoked the flow of a river through deadly rapids led us around the artificial lake near our guest house. A narrow pier jutted out over the water to a small pavilion nestled behind the great porous stone at the center of the lake, hiding it from the rest of the garden. Brightly feathered songbirds flitted in wicker cages that hung from the eaves.

“You and Oriole are getting along,” he said. “That is good.”

Not a word about my horsemanship, which confirmed what I had suspected about the true cause of the lesson. Were all Hands of the Emperor subjected to such roundabout apprenticeships, I wondered, or only those who studied with Hand Usher?

“I know you have been dabbling with sorcery,” Hand Usher said, studying an eagle-hawk that had built a nest in the crags of the porous stone. “I have felt the wake of your power in the night. You do nothing with it, which is wise, but you cannot resist the urge.”

He had maintained an aloof affection, making himself doubly difficult to read. His words were a test, of that I was sure.

“Is it not wise to examine the horse and tack before mounting?” I said.

Hand Usher turned toward me, wearing his ghost of a smile. “That almost sounds like a quotation from a sage.”

“Would it have been better to shirk from sorcery in fear?” I said.

“Not better,” he said. “Maybe safer, but you have been chosen for power, and must accustom yourself to it.”

He beckoned me to join him at the railing. A breeze off the lake stirred our robes and the wisps of Hand Usher’s beard. I smelled burnt cinnamon. A liquid shiver ran down my spine. He opened his right-hand over the water, his palm toward the sky. A rolling wake, as from a heavy stone dropped into a pond, unfurled from the tetragram branded there. The silvered lines on Hand Usher’s palm flickered like candle flames, and those flames coalesced into a sphere like opalescent glass.

At last I would learn to wield and understand this power that I had longed for since childhood. And not in the moon-shadowed ruin of an abandoned temple from an outlawed witch, but in the governor’s own garden, from a Hand of the Emperor. Excitement swept through me, and the heady sensation of magic. I gripped the railing to keep my feet.

“This is sorcery in its purest form,” Hand Usher said. “Potential itself. The threads from which the ancient gods wove the world. Or so myth and legend tell. Just as they tell of the heroes and tyrants who swore fealty to those gods, who doled out paltry fragments of power in return, and whose wars plunged the world into chaos. Chaos the Empire was forged to prevent.”

He shut his fist. The sphere vanished, and with it the ripples of elation, the keenness of eye and mind.

“Reach for that power,” Hand Usher said. “I know that you know how.”

My right hand curled tighter against the railing. Again, I reminded myself that this was not forbidden. That Hand Usher meant, really and truly, to share with me the secret I had always thirsted for.

I held my left hand out over the water and touched the power that churned always beneath those shimmering lines. The songs of the birds around us became delicate as crystal; their feathers shone like stars. Before, I had only touched magic in the dark of night, shut within an ancient temple or my private rooms. Even then, to look at the world while wielding magic was to see its every detail, in all beauty and all ugliness, amplified a thousand-fold. Beneath the bright, noon-day sun, all the world became as though refracted through a lens of light itself.

“You must remember to breathe, Alder,” Hand Usher said.

I gasped, filled my neglected lungs, yet my voice was still breathless. “What do I do now?”

“Do you feel the channels?” Hand Usher said.

I nodded. They were all around me, patterns imposed by a force outside myself on the magic I held. The stone channels, by which the Emperor had domesticated this world-shaping power. They bent and turned around each other, and I dwelt at the heart of that maze.

The churn and flow of energy surged around me as I had known it in the Temple of the Flame. But the intractable walls of the canon created a space within those shifting possibilities. A maze to bind my will, and my use of magic.

“Move into the first channel,” Hand Usher said.

Confusion gave way to understanding. The channels fed one into the next, I now perceived, like locks in a canal. As the mind moves from thought to thought, I moved into the first channel. My tetragram began to shine, then to flicker.

“This is the sorcery of transmission, the first power in the canon of sorcery,” Hand Usher said. “With it the Emperor built the rest of the canon, capturing and containing powers granted by the gods to conscript mortal kind into their ceaseless wars. That is the cause of Sien’s slow conquest of the world—to subject these powers to mortal mastery. And, in so doing, to free humankind from the tyranny of the gods.”

Sorcery poured from my tetragram and out into the world, forming an opalescent sphere that hovered in my hand. I felt the weight of it like an inheld breath, like the apprehensive moment before a difficult decision.

“By transmission, all our power is delivered unto us, sent from the Emperor to his Voices, and from them to his Hands,” Hand Usher said.

“How do I use it?” I said.

“Release that sorcery and attend to mine,” Hand Usher said. 

I retreated from the first channel and felt relief as the magic trickled out of me. Sorcery—at least, this first kind of sorcery—was a burden to hold, not the unfettered joy and wonder I had known in the moment before my first, failed veering.

“We cannot wield transmission,” Hand Usher said. “Only the Emperor may control it, for with it any Hand or Voice might shape a competing canon of his own. There must only be one. One canon, one Emperor, for that way lies the end of chaos. But the rest of the canon is ours to command.”

Now that I understood the maze of channels, I was able to follow the motion of Hand Usher’s will when he reached for sorcery. This time he did not linger in the first channel but pressed on into the second. I gasped as sensation washed through me—another breath of cinnamon, the warmth of sun-flushed skin, a chill wind in my lungs.

Lightning flashed from Hand Usher’s tetragram. Steam billowed where it speared into the lake. Hand Usher closed his fist.

“Once, the Girzan horse lords howled prayers to their many-winged storm gods and hurled bolts of holy lightning down upon their enemies,” Hand Usher said. “Magic we now wield as battle-sorcery. The first of the six sorceries, other than transmission, that comprise the canon.”

It was a simple thing to emulate him, to move from the first channel into the second. I splayed my fingers and battle-sorcery poured from me.

There were subtleties of form and timing by which Hand Usher hurled darts of lightning or held a blade of iridescent light. But the limitations of the canon were clear. The spell had already been cast. The Hand only gave it direction.

The excitement that had been bubbling in my veins flattened and left me feeling leaden and hollow. A lump filled my throat, and pressure built behind my eyes, like I was a toddling child with a scraped knee. Hand Usher spoke of rivers, of herds, of ever-present lightning and the whorl of stars, all metaphors. It took all my attention and will to stand quietly and pretend to listen, to keep from lashing out in anger, or collapsing in a weeping, defeated puddle. There was nothing I could learn from him—nothing true. Nothing with the weight and meaning I had felt when I touched magic in its purer form, unconstrained by the canon of sorcery, unbounded even by witchcraft.

I had come so far from that horrible night on the overgrown path. Yet I had made no real progress at all. All he told me in that first lecture, I already knew. Every creature, every stone, every drop of water, is but a painting that captures a single moment in the eternal exchange of energies that is the pattern of the world. It was this pattern that I felt when I knelt in the Temple of the Flame and tried to copy my grandmother’s magic. Magic—in all its forms—breaks that natural pattern and imposes one of its own. 

But we Hands of the Emperor did not reshape the pattern to our own design. We could only choose where and when to impose the Emperor’s will, transmitted through his canon.

I closed my fist, squeezed until I felt my fingernails bite flesh, pressed my frustrations into the meat of my palm. I longed for understanding and mastery of magic—of the pattern itself, and the inscrutable, wonderful, terrifying power I had touched that first, fateful night. Mastery that the canon had been designed to deny me. If I damaged the mark, desecrating the symbol of the Emperor's power, could I free myself from those limitations? Begin to learn, again, the deeper magic that had offered the promise of a third path and a future of my own making?

A droplet of blood trickled from my fist. I relaxed my hand. There could be no retreating to the past, no making other choices that might lead me into the mountains with my grandmother and my uncle. I would grit my teeth, press on, and hope to glean deeper truths through the fog of Hand Usher’s teaching.

* * *

The next day, we returned to the lakeside pavilion. Hand Usher brought along a basket of stones of varying shapes and sizes.

“That,” he said, pointing to the placid surface of the lake. “Is the pattern of the world, flowing according to its own laws and logic, undisturbed.”

He selected a stone and tossed it into the water, then gestured to the ripples that roiled out from where the stone had struck toward the cattails near the shore.

“The stone was a spell,” he said. “See how it disturbs the waters? The ripples are not the stone itself, but only the evidence of its passing. You are a cattail. See how the ripples move them?”

He threw more stones, of different shapes, then into different parts of the lake, and bade me note how some ripples were larger, others smaller, some close together and others far apart, and how the cattails bent and swayed differently depending on the ripples that reached them.

“Each spell leaves a different wake in the world,” he said. “Your tetragram—in addition to granting you the canon—gives you the ability to sense those wakes. When you become a master at reading them, you can know what magic an enemy wields, and how to react accordingly, even before the spell strikes you. By following them to their source, you can find the one who cast the spell.”

“So long as the stone falls near enough,” I said, and threw a small stone to the far side of the lake. Its ripples died well before they reached the cattails.

This, coupled with the sorcery of transmission, must have born the rumor with which Clear-River had threatened me. The Emperor could not see into the minds of his Hands, as he communed with his Voices, but he did convey the canon of sorcery to us. Perhaps he always felt the wake of the canon’s use, no matter how far away. I asked Hand Usher about this. He hefted another stone and held it out to me.

“You are the hand, he is the mind, and the Voices are the muscles and meridians that bind you together,” he said. “If I have decided not to throw this stone, but to give it to you, is it possible for my hand to disobey me?”

I stared at him, wondering if I would ever receive a clear answer to any of my questions.

“If it did, you might want to call a doctor,” I said.

“Ha! But the Empire is nothing if not healthy, and sorcery is its life blood. Now, let us turn to a practical lesson.” He handed me the stone, then set off toward the center of the garden. “Stay here until you feel the wake of my sorcery.”

“And then what?” I said.

He smiled that ghost of a smile. “Come and find me.”

Half an hour later, I felt the chill in my lungs and flush on my skin that told of battle-sorcery. It took me until long after dark to find him—sitting in a servant’s closet with a book and a candle, playing lightning across his fingertips. At first, I had little to go on but the strengthening of the sensation as I drew closer to him, or its weakening if I wandered in the wrong direction. But as we repeated the exercise again and again in the days to come I learned to read the ripples through the pattern of the world like a map.

Some mornings I would wake with a feverish flush and a cold wind in my chest, and he would already be gone, hiding somewhere in the estate, and later the city, holding a spell—more powerful the further he had ventured—and waiting for me to find him.

Once, after six months of such practice, I followed the wake of his spell beyond the city walls. At dusk I found him in an abandoned field, though at first sight I thought him a blazing star fallen from the sky. Arcs of lightning spilled from his chest, his back, his shoulders, burning furrows in the earth and leaving behind steaming streaks of glass. I came as close as I dared. Still, my body pulsed with heat, and my lungs felt like blocks of ice. It was the most brilliant and horrifying display I had witnessed since I watched my grandmother become an eagle-hawk.

He saw me and released the spell. The last bolt of lightning fizzled with a hiss and crack. The sensation of its wake faded and left me feeling both reassured and threatened. The canon of sorcery would not give me the knowledge and mastery to wield magic according to my own will, but I could no longer question the power I would wield as Hand. The same power that would be leveled against me, if the secrets carved into my right palm were discovered.

“Well done,” Hand Usher said, and strode past me, back toward Eastern Fortress. “You’re as sure-nosed as a huntsman’s hound, and ready for your next lesson.”

* * *

The more familiar I became with the canon of sorcery, the more I theorized about witchcraft, and about the deeper power I had felt that first night, before the witch-marks, when magic had seemed to fill the world around me, waiting only for the motion of my will. My growing understanding of the canon's limitations had helped me to see my grandmother in a new light. Her witch-marks had constrained my power, yes, but not nearly so rigidly as the canon. And it seemed that no one in the world—save perhaps the Emperor himself—wielded magic without some mediating limitation, whether an ancient pact or the designs of Empire. 

I had begun to forgive her, for the witch-marks if not for her abandonment, and longed for the opportunity to delve into the magic of her people. To find its boundaries and search them as I had searched the structures of the canon for any remnant scrap of mastery. But I could not risk experimenting. Hand Usher lived in the room next to mine, and at that proximity would feel the wake of a conjured candle-flame.

Autumn was upon us when Hand Usher began to teach me the next sorcery in the canon. Lotus pods stripped of their petals jutted near the shore. Hand Usher held a songbird, its blue feathers bright against the yellow silk that swaddled it. It had been mauled by one of the cats that roamed the governor’s estate. It lay still, dosed with a drop of poppy oil, but breathed in quick, agitated gasps.

“Left alone, the bird will die,” Hand Usher said. “It has lost too much blood, and its body cannot recover quickly enough to survive. With the sorcery of healing, we can speed that process and save its life.”

He spread his hand over the bird and moved into the third channel. Familiar glassy flames burned from his tetragram, but the wake through the world that I felt was gentler than battle-sorcery. A wash of calm. A softening of colors and muting of sound. A feeling like a first sip of tea on a chill winter morning.

The bird’s wound knit itself. Its breathing eased. New feathers sprouted around its scar. Hand Usher placed it in one of the cages hanging from the eaves of the pavilion, where a teacup of sunflower seeds and millet waited. It set upon the food with quick jabs of its beak, as though it had not been on the edge of death just a moment ago.

“This sorcery only supplements the body’s capacity to heal,” Hand Usher said. “If the body is too weak—as in the old or very ill—the healing may strain it unto death. And though the danger of the wound has passed, the bird must eat to replenish its strength or else starve.”

Here, in the sorcery of healing, I saw the hint of an answer to one of my oldest questions—how had my grandmother undone my greatest mistake? I, too, had been left weak and on the edge of death. Only Doctor Sho’s medicines had restored my strength. Seeing the bird hale again, my curiosity overcame my self-control.

“I do not mean to offend, Hand Usher,” I said. “It is only…this sorcery seems miraculous. Battle-sorcery was easier to comprehend. But this…What are the limits? If I were to cut off one of the bird’s legs, could that leg be regrown through sorcery? Or perhaps a new leg grafted in place of the old? Could we deceive the body and graft on a second set of legs, or wings?”

I felt the scrutiny of Hand Usher’s gaze and knew that I had overstepped. 

“Better, and more compassionate, to ask why we Hands do not dedicate ourselves to roaming the countryside mending wounds and reviving the sick,” Hand Usher said. “But the answer is the same; the Emperor has a purpose in mind for us, just as he has a purpose in mind for healing sorcery. Perhaps the barbarian gods and their worshippers could do the things you describe, but the limits of sorcery are bound by the Emperor’s will, and the Emperor does not will such abuses of nature.”

What of my lessons in horsemanship? What of my friendship with Oriole? Was I not meant to learn that there is a place for easing the reins, a need at times to step outside convention?

Perhaps Hand Usher had introduced the idea that boundaries might acceptably be stretched only to observe whether I would break them. Was I even now failing the most important of all his tests? 

 “I seek knowledge only that it might better my service to the Emperor,” I said.

“Your curiosity is an asset to you, Alder, but when an answer is given you must learn to accept it,” Hand Usher said. “Let that be your lesson for today. When you have learned it, we will return to sorcery.”

I felt my frustration with Hand Usher as a tension in my back and shoulders, a tightness in my stomach. I longed for my grandmother, or for Koro Ha—for a teacher who would say what he meant, and who had not begun our relationship with a threat.

As dusk settled over the estate, I sought out Oriole. We often took meals together, eating between rounds of stones or while I quizzed him on the Sienese classics. That night I had no appetite for scholarship or games, but if I went to sulk in my rooms my ill feelings would only fester.

“Ah, Alder!” Oriole said. “Good timing. I just finished this essay and could use some—”

“Tomorrow, I promise,” I said. His room had taken on a permanent reconfiguration to accommodate our friendship. The bed had been moved against one wall to make room for two chairs and a table always ready with the stones board, the bottle I had bought him for his help, and our mismatched pair of cups. I poured myself a drink.

Oriole put away his writing tools and joined me at the table. I handed him the bowl of black stones and made my first move. The click of stone against board set my teeth on edge.

“You look like a hornet flew up your robe,” Oriole said.

“Make your move,” I said, more harshly than I intended.

Oriole put up his hands as though I’d threatened to strike him. “If it’s none of my business, fine, but I’ve never seen you so agitated.”

How could I explain myself to Oriole? He knew something of my contorted home life, bounded by a rigorous education that left no time for games like stones, though I had said nothing of magic or my grandmother’s lessons.

Oriole placed his stone. “What is it, Alder? You're learning sorcery, aren't you? Or has Usher put some absurd new hurdle in your path?”

I placed my next stone, staring at the board. How much could I tell him? I knew his own frustrations with his father, and the examinations, and the structures of Sienese society. Could he hear mine, without seeing through them to those parts of my mind first cultivated by my grandmother? 

“I’ll send for food,” he said, and stood, and I realized that I needed to speak my mind, to be heard and understood honestly by another. To feel a little less alone in a world where the boundaries of my bifurcated upbringing had left me isolated. Who in my life could I trust with such thoughts, if not Oriole?

“I’m beginning to think Hand Usher’s vagaries are not an intentional teaching style,” I said. 

Oriole settled back into his chair, a meal forgotten for the time being.

“Pinion and I had a bet going on when you’d finally get fed up with him,” he said. “I won, of course. Pinion thought you’d snap a month ago.”

“I thought he wanted me to arrive at the correct conclusions on my own, rather than just giving them to me,” I said. “Now I think he’s just parroting the same circuitous nonsense he heard from his own teacher. Worse, it isn’t only an unwillingness to discuss sensitive questions, or ignorance. He seems totally incurious about the answers!”

I described my lesson in the sorcery of healing and Hand Usher’s recalcitrance, though I chose not to mention the memories the lesson had conjured up. Oriole was my friend, but he was still Sienese, and the son of a Voice. He would neither understand nor forgive certain of my secrets.

“Maybe sorcery just can’t do the things you described,” Oriole said. “It might be as simple as that.”

“Why wouldn’t it be able to?” I said. “Nothing I suggested seems to deviate from what he showed me, only apply it in different ways.”

“Maybe it’s possible, but the Emperor doesn’t give you those powers.”

“Well then, why doesn’t he?” I said, disappointed that Oriole didn’t seem to grasp my deeper frustration.

“You may as well ask why imperial doctrine exists,” Oriole said. “Or why the classics are featured on the imperial examinations, but not the mythic romances—much more interesting stories, by the way, and just as meaningful.”

“The examination can’t cover everything,” I said. “Else you’d need an entire lifetime to study for it.”

“Sorcery is the same, isn’t it?” Oriole said. “You have to learn how to use it before you can serve the Emperor as his Hand. Sorcery is just like everything else in Sien—curated. That which is best and most useful to the Empire is elevated over things like adventure stories or grafting extra wings onto birds or whatever.”

I felt the urge to push back on that point, using Oriole himself as an example. He had been left out of that curation when he failed the imperial examinations, after all. Did that mean he was not useful to the Empire? I swallowed those words, however. There was no need to hurt him simply to get my point across.

 “This is bigger than books,” I said instead. “This is about the power to re-shape the world itself. Why would the Empire cut itself off from any benefit or use magic might possibly provide?”

Oriole paused and studied me. He placed a stone and leaned back in his chair.

“Maybe there are parts of the world the Empire doesn’t want re-shaped?” he said. “Or maybe it isn’t your place to re-shape them?”

His words dredged up the story of the pollical cat. Hand Usher’s first and most important lesson—if I wanted to survive in the service of the Empire, I needed to know what I was.

And what was I? The Emperor’s Hand. The agent of his will. Entitled to no knowledge or power beyond what the Emperor deigned to give me.

The next day—after I nursed my hangover with millet gruel, black tea, and fried dough—I returned to Hand Usher in the pavilion behind the porous stone. Mist curled between the songbird cages and caught the sunlight, filling the pavilion with a golden glow. Hand Usher looked up from the book he was reading. I did not take my seat beside him but knelt on the wooden floor.

“Are you ready to learn, Hand Alder?” he said.

 “I have been a fool,” I said. “Are there any in the Empire whose place it is to know the things I have asked?”

The ghost of a smile drifted onto Hand Usher’s face. “The Emperor, of course, and his Voices.”

“Only them?” I said, dejected. I had been the first Hand of the Emperor from Nayen—what were the odds that I would be the first Voice as well?

“There are some in the Imperial Academy,” Hand Usher said, and hope welled within me. “Researchers who serve the Emperor by analyzing new magics recovered from conquered provinces.”

“Then I will do all I can to one day join them,” I said.

“A worthy goal,” Hand Usher said. “And one well suited to your temperament. But first, you must master the six sorceries. Let us return to your lessons.”

As the sun burned away the mist, I practiced the sorcery of healing, restoring a torn ginseng leaf still on the tree, then the broken foot of a captured mouse, then a cut that Hand Usher inflicted on his own finger.

I learned the sorcery of healing more slowly than I had mastered battle-sorcery. It was not as simple as it had first appeared. Some wounds—cuts, bruises, hairline fractures—could be restored with a direct application of sorcery. More complex injuries and ailments required a defter hand and deeper knowledge of medicine and anatomy.

After a third songbird died in my care, Hand Usher bade me focus on mastering the natural sciences before we progressed any further. Months passed, and then a year, while I returned to that easiest and most comfortable task: devouring books. Meanwhile I continued to tutor Oriole, who improved notably from week to week and month to month, until I was certain he would pass the imperial examinations when he next sat for them.

Altogether I spent two years of my life in the garden of Voice Golden-Finch learning from Hand Usher and befriending Oriole. A time I recall with mingled fondness, heartbreak, and frustration. A time that came to an end when the rebellion simmering in the north of Nayen at last boiled over, and the governor sent me to war.


Chapter Eleven

Strategy and Tactics

In the early spring of my nineteenth year, word of an uprising in the north of Nayen reached Eastern Fortress. Nayeni bandits had come down from their mountain holdfasts to attack imperial patrols and raise their flags in the towns and villages that dotted the foothills. Shortly after this news reached us, Voice Golden-Finch sent a letter written in his calligraphy, sealed with his personal tetragram, and delivered by his steward to my rooms. It named me second-in-command of the punitive force that would be sent to drive the emboldened rebels back into hiding—or exterminate them, if possible. Along with the order came a summons to his audience hall that afternoon.

My mind reeled. I was being put in command? And of a force that would be fighting Nayeni, at that. Was this the same group of bandits—I wondered, with a pang of dread—led by my uncle? The rebellion my grandmother had gone to join?

That had been seven years ago. They might not even have been alive.

At any rate, I felt wildly unprepared to lead fighting men. I had read tactics—the Classic of Battle and the Treatise on Logistical Analysis were required for the imperial examination—but I had no military experience. The only martial training I had was the Nayeni Iron Dance—which I had not practiced in years—and my games of stones with Oriole, which at least fostered strategic thinking and taught a facsimile of battle tactics. Of course, he still won four of every five games we played.

No matter. Prepared or not, I had been given orders by a Voice, which bore a weight of compulsion second only to orders from the Emperor himself. I could only trust that Golden-Finch would explain when I answered his summons.

I dressed in my finest clothes and donned my scholar’s cap. My stomach churned all the while I walked across the garden. I felt wildly out of my depth and yet paralyzed by the impossibility of admitting as much—of telling Voice Golden-Finch, and by proxy the Emperor, that I was unfit for the task they had given me. An inner turmoil which so absorbed me that I nearly bowled over Oriole on the path.

“Alder!” he yelped, catching me by the arms and steadying me. There was a cloud over his expression that only deepened as he saw the nervousness in my eyes and the flop-sweat on my brow.

“Again, you get the thing I’ve always wanted,” he said. He all but shoved me away before continuing along the path, his posture written in jagged, furious lines.

“Oriole!” I caught up with him, matched his pace. “You heard, then. You must know I don’t want command. I never wanted it. If we could trade places—you off to war, and me staying here to study for the exams—you know I would in the space of a breath. You’re better suited to it. You’ve read all the romances, the tactics manuals, every treatise on every battle—”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said, glaring down at the cobblestones. “I failed the examinations.”

“But you won’t this time,” I said. “The next examinations are a year away. In fact, it’s good that you won’t be going away to war. You’ll have a whole year to keep preparing. Keep your studies up, and you’ll—”

“I’m not you, Alder,” he said, and stopped, his breathing harsh, his hands balled tight, his sharp eyes full of anger. “And I'm sick of pretending that I could be, if I just tried hard enough.” 

There were more words to be said. Anger to be vented at the ways the world had layered barricades between him and everything he wanted, everything he ought to have inherited. Yet words were never Oriole's gift.

Heart aching for him, I tried to bridge the gap.

“You don't have to be me, Oriole,” I said.

“Yes I do!” he snapped, harsh as he had been before our strange rivalry blossomed into friendship. “To be anything of value, I do. I have to be you, with your books and your ink and your quotations from the sages.”

As he spoke, I felt an echo of my own longing for a third path, carried since childhood. Was that feeling, too, something we could share? It was a risky arena for conversation, fraught with the treasonous aspects of my upbringing. Secrets I still held dear. Yet I could trust Oriole—if no one else—with such feelings, if not the reasons for them. And I found, to my surprise, that easing Oriole's burden would be worth the risk of exposing those parts of myself most hidden and dangerous. 

“No, you don't,” I said. “You have a great deal to offer, even without an imperial commission. Your father imagines you as either a Hand of the Emperor, or a trifling merchant. Either a success in his eyes, or a total failure. But you could be something else, Oriole. Find a third way through the world. Your own way. Something you and your family can be proud of. It will take imagination, certainly, but together we can—”
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