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Chapter One, Temple of Crowns




Twin suns crowned the sky and set the Star Temple ablaze.

From the desert plain it rose like a mountain cut with a jeweler’s patience, every tier polished to drink light and pour it down the steps in rivers of gold. Spires pierced the heat at the summit where banners trailed like tongues of fire, and at the base the pilgrim road swelled with nobles from a dozen worlds. They came in silk and lacquered armor, in veils of misted glass and robes stiff with powdered jewels. They came to bow and to be seen bowing, because the Queens who ruled from this temple were beautiful and cruel, and their beauty had become a law.

The procession climbed.

Drums beat. Conch shells sang. An incense of crushed star flowers drifted through the air and settled on the tongue with a taste like sweet lime. At the head of the stair the doors opened in a measured hush, heavy slabs of moon-white stone pulled by unseen hands. The inner court glowed cool and green, as if a secret rain had just fallen there. The crowd entered that hush the way one steps into a chapel at noon. Even the proud felt the touch of reverence then, though they would deny it later over wine.

The three thrones waited beneath a canopy of living light.

They were carved from a single block of translucent stone that rose like a tidal wave and froze. The center throne stood highest, its back flared like a lily opened to night. To the left a curving chair held patterns of rain and harvest. To the right a leaner seat shimmered with the heat line of distant dunes. Above them a chandelier of star glass gathered sun fire and dripped it in slow bells across the hall.

The Hall of Crowns filled with the murmurs of a hundred emissaries. At the edges stood the Temple Guard in robes the color of copper and blood, hair bound in coils, eyes like river stones. At the foot of the dais the High Speaker lifted a staff wound with light and struck the floor. The sound moved through the court as thunder through thin air.

He cried three names.

Queen Marva entered first, eldest of the line. Her beauty was carved from iron and dawn. The crown upon her locs resembled the prow of an ancient ship and caught the suns in a blaze of gold. She wore a breastplate worked with the constellations she had conquered and a cloak the red of fresh hibiscus. When she walked the floor trembled as if in memory of armies.

Queen Imani came second. Where Marva was flint, she was river. Her voice had soothed city fires. Her smiles opened locked doors. She wore a long coat of mirrored scales that caught every eye and returned it brighter. Jewels hung at her throat like drops of rain about to fall. Her crown rose like a calabash flower and seemed to pulse faintly with an inner dawn.

Queen Nyah followed last. Youngest. Quickest. Her hair was coiled high and braided with fine threads of copper. She wore no armor, only a gown the blue of twilight over water, belted with leather dark as palm bark. Her crown was the smallest, a crescent of sea-bright metal. She walked as if the ground loved her feet. The court leaned forward without knowing it.

The three climbed the dais and turned to face the worlds. Their presence braided in the air and pulled the room tight. Pride, persuasion, promise. Fire, river, night.

The High Speaker intoned. "Before the Crowns of the Temple stand the gathered houses of the rim and the belt, the great ships and the small. Bring forward your oaths that the suns may witness."

They came in order of conquest. The iron-clad princes of Vassor bent the knee and offered a blade hammered flat into a collar of obedience. The cloud queens of Seraphiel poured a flask of silver rain upon the steps and pledged their weather to the Temple’s feasts. A caravan master from the far dust arrived with a tray of obsidian coins that gleamed like fresh oil, each stamped with the three crowns. He bowed so low his forehead kissed the floor.

All the while the music rolled like surf against reef. All the while the three sisters watched.

Marva watched as a commander studies the tension in a line of men. Imani watched as a singer listens for the missing voice. Nyah watched as a lover maps a room for the path of escape.

At the foot of the stair the subjugated nobles formed a crescent of color and perfume. On their faces lived awe and calculation in equal measure. They knew the Temple could take and give with casual hands. They also knew that empires balance on whispers the way crystal balances on a singer’s breath. Already those whispers crossed the hall in soft threads.

The ritual turned toward the last offering.

An envoy came forward with four guards and a banner folded to keep the dust from its silk. He wore a simple coat of dark cloth and a sash of pale flax, and the skin at his throat was the brown of new cedar. He moved with the focus of a man who had rehearsed his steps on a long road. When he reached the foot of the dais he bowed, but he did not lower his gaze.

Imani’s eyes warmed. Marva’s sharpened. Nyah’s mouth curved as if at a private joke.
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