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MARZAL


There are two things my father loves in this world.


I am not one of them.


My mother warned me – long before I was old enough to truly understand – that he cares only for power and prophecy. And she should know. The second of the Emperor’s many wives, she did what the first could not and bore him a son, but the boy was sickly and didn’t live beyond his first week. Then she had me – and that was worse than a dead son. A daughter is no use at all.


The Emperor does not forgive failure and so, when I was only weeks old, I was sent with a wet nurse to be raised in a convent far away, where I’ve lived ever since.


Until now.


I always knew that once I turned eighteen, I would be summoned back to the palace, to take my place among the women of the inner court and await whatever marriage my father deemed appropriate.


I have waited my whole life for this.


The carriage bumps along the track, and Ama, my governess, knocks into me. Holding back a glare, I think instead of my mother, pulling her face into my mind. I couldn’t bring myself to say goodbye to her, it hurts too much. Besides, she knows what lies ahead and has done all she can to prepare me.


As we get closer to our destination, Ama starts fussing with my clothing, but I push her away, eager to catch my first glimpse of the Imperial Palace where my father, the Emperor, commands his reign of terror.


‘Child, sit still,’ Ama says. ‘You must look perfect for your arrival.’


‘I do look perfect.’ This is not a boast, simply the truth. I am beautiful. I was raised to be modest and without vanity, but I also have eyes to see my own beauty, and ears to hear others whisper of it. Despite their best efforts, the nuns couldn’t hide everything from me.


My governess knows when she’s fighting a lost cause and sits back with a pointed sigh.


Free of her interference, I look out of the window. The journey has taken us over a week, and Ama has been fretful the whole way, worried that the repercussions of war would reach us on the road. Though the battles are being fought on the enemy’s territory, our own country has nonetheless been left in tatters. With many men and boys away fighting, settlements have been left unprotected and thieves take what pleases them. People are afraid, you can smell it in the air along with raw sewage and decomposing flesh. And fear never leads to anything good.


Even in the convent, we weren’t entirely safe. With no regard for the sanctity of the building, men came to take what they wanted from the kitchens, leaving us close to starvation last winter.


From the looks of the country as we’ve passed through, many others are close to starvation now. I’ve seen shrunken bodies begging at the side of the road, women clutching dead babies in their arms, mules that have been left to rot where they fell, with virtually no meat for the scavengers to steal: their protruding bones, the viscera crawling with maggots, mesmerised me.


Ama is looking out too and clicks her tongue in disapproval. ‘War is an expensive business,’ she says, as if lives are a currency. ‘And yet I wager we’ll find those at the palace have full bellies.’


I say nothing, but look away, an unexpected flutter of nerves in my stomach. My whole life is about to change. In the convent, I was the most important person – no matter what Mother Superior protested. But in the palace, I will be just one of many women who belong to the Emperor, and finding my place will undoubtedly be a challenge.


My father has eight wives, one mistress and ten daughters. Three of his empresses did provide him with sons, but none have survived past infancy. I’m sure he’s also had many other lovers and fathered dozens of other children, but only the official ones matter. Seven of his daughters are away from the palace, being raised elsewhere just as I was, but my eldest half-sister lives back at court now, having returned when she came of age. One of my younger half-sisters will be there too – she is the only one of us girls to have lived her whole life in the palace as she was not deemed important enough to be raised in the conventional way, being merely the daughter of his mistress rather than a wife.


Wives, mistresses, daughters.


I doubt any of them will welcome me with open arms.


‘There, child,’ Ama says, poking me in the ribs. ‘There it is.’


Her voice has gone up in pitch – she’s excited to be returning to her former home. Ama craves luxury and frequently bemoaned the lack of it at the convent, blaming me for costing her the comforts she was accustomed to. She has willed me to age as strongly as I have fought it.


I peer out once more and, despite myself, I gasp. The palace is vast. It looks as though it’s been dipped in gold, and glimmers back up at the sun like a pale reflection.


The Emperor clearly has never been taught the merits of frugality by a convent full of nuns.


‘Now, remember to address the wives as “Aunty”, to show respect. And you’ll need to bow to them all too, of course. And your sister. And the Imperial Empress is to be addressed as “Highness”.’


Ama rattles on, repeating etiquette I’ve had rammed into me since I could walk, and her incessant waffling is irritating beyond belief. The temptation to take a needle and sew her thin lips shut is strong. But a good friend taught me long ago that silence can often be the best weapon. So much can hide in the unspoken, while a loose tongue is a liability. And so I say nothing and let the old woman keep on prattling.


‘We’ll be safer in there, that’s for sure,’ Ama is saying, with a look of approval at the palace.


I don’t agree with her. Being inside those walls will bring its own dangers. Just new ones.


The palace stands behind a vast stone wall, the elaborate gates of which are now opening. As our carriage passes through, it’s as if I’ve suddenly fallen asleep and entered a dreamworld. The darkness of the grim reality outside the gates is obliterated by the overwhelming gleam of gold inside, the orderly streets free of filth and waste. Even the air here smells clean of fear.


Gone are the bumpy dirt tracks; now we travel across stone-paved roads flanked by pencil-thin conifers. Instead of small huts made from wattle and daub, with timber frames supporting roofs made from mud and straw, the towering villas here are all stone and tiles. Instead of shit and death, I can smell fresh bread and flowers. The marketplace dazzles with colourful fruits, sumptuous pastries, exquisite fabrics, glittering jewels. Outside a brothel, three overweight old men are groping a pair of beautiful, young, half-naked girls. As we pass, the Madam appears to usher them back inside.


This is not a world for commoners. Only the rich and powerful are considered worthy to dwell behind the palace walls, and share the luxury and bounty within.


Ama lets out a girlish giggle. ‘Oh, it’s even more wonderful than I remember.’


‘Wonderful’ isn’t the word that comes to my mind. More like ‘obscene’. But I tuck the thought away with many others. I need them to like me here. It’s important they like me.


The carriage winds through the outer streets until we reach the heart of the Imperial city: the palace. We pass through the immaculate grounds, where an army of gardeners are trimming box hedges to within an inch of their lives and several more men are lying on the grass, skimming razor blades across the surface to achieve perfection. At last, the carriage comes to a halt in the gravelled space before the golden palace, and I take a deep breath as I wait for the door to be opened. Ama gives me a nervous smile, and her anxiety frees me of my own. I will be stronger than her. Stronger than all of them.


So when the door swings wide, I shun the hand offered to escort me out and step down by myself. Waiting outside the palace doors is a tall man of imposing stature. His sunken cheeks frame a large, hooked nose which looks to be permanently tickled by the bushy moustache beneath it. Both the moustache and his dark hair are peppered with silver. All his finery tells me who he is. This is Imperial Advisor Rom, the most important man in the country – after my father, of course. I had not expected to be greeted by someone of his importance, but show no sign of my surprise, instead striding elegantly but purposefully towards him, leaving Ama struggling to keep up behind me.


I curtsey low before Rom. ‘All hail the Emperor,’ I say, the customary greeting.


‘All hail the Emperor,’ he says, with a nod of his head. ‘Princess Marzal, welcome home. Your journey here was a comfortable one, I trust?’


‘Yes, perfectly, thank you.’


His lip flickers at the side in a way I can only assume is his attempt at a smile. It isn’t successful. ‘Allow me to escort you to your chambers.’


I follow him, fighting to keep my eyes fixed straight ahead, despite how desperately I want to look around. Who knows who may be watching me? First impressions are everything, and mine needs to show that I am unfazed by my new surroundings, though my body aches from days in a carriage and the grandeur of my new home seeks to swallow me whole and spit out my bones.


The palace is massive, the corridors ornate with high ceilings, yet somehow it feels airless inside – stale and stifling and hot – so that beads of sweat begin to trail down my back and between my breasts. Rom leads me towards the west wing; from my studies I know this is where the women live together, separate from the men. I’m used to living solely among women, but I suspect the hierarchy here will be quite different from the convent.


We meet no one on the way. I do not think it’s coincidence. When new girls arrived at the convent, Mother Superior always made sure they only met who she wanted them to, and when. She called it managing the situation. It seemed more like manipulating the situation to me, and I’m certain that’s what’s happening now. I glance up at Rom and ponder again why he has been the one to greet me.


My mother told me many stories about the palace and its inhabitants when I was little, and she spoke of Rom. He was someone she trusted when she lived here. As I stare at his back, I wonder whether he remembers her. Just thinking about my mother sends a sharp pain through my chest. I miss her terribly. How I wish she were with me.


Eventually we reach a doorway, and Rom opens it, standing aside so I can pass through.


‘Your chambers,’ he says.


The space is everything my room at the convent was not. For one thing, it’s huge – chiffon hangings dividing the large space into multiple rooms, sprawling from living quarters at the front to a bed chamber at the back. But it’s the sheer opulence that I find staggering. Scatters of velvet floor cushions, silk draped from the ceiling – every inch designed for luxury and comfort. I’m used to a cold cell and a hard bed.


‘Your father commands you to attend him on the hour,’ Rom says, as Ama pushes past both him and me, and gasps at the sight before her. ‘Be ready.’


‘I will, thank you,’ I say with a respectful nod.


He holds my gaze longer than necessary, as if he’s trying to decide something, but in the end he merely nods back and then he’s gone.


The moment we’re alone, Ama drops the bags she’s carrying. ‘So!’ she huffs. ‘They put you in your mother’s old quarters after all.’


I’m too tired for one of Ama’s rants, and besides, we’ve discussed this already. Several times. ‘We thought that would be the case,’ I say, my voice emotionless.


‘Yes, but still,’ she says. ‘How thoughtless of them to remind you of her absence here.’


It isn’t thoughtlessness. It’s spite, of that I’m sure. But if their intention was to hurt me, they’ve failed. I’d hoped they’d put me here. I am glad to share the space my mother has told me so much about, feel comforted to sleep where once she did. Later, I’ll write to tell her all about it.


But for now, I must prepare myself to meet my father.


Spread out on the bed is a clean outfit, a dress made of expensive silks, dyed in deep pinks and blues. It’s a far cry from the scratchy brown wool I’ve worn my whole life, and I can’t wait to peel the tunic off, flaying my old life from my body like a snake shedding its skin. The girl in the convent no longer exists. Every part of me tingles with excitement and fear, a delicious blend that makes my heart beat faster.


Ama has never been happier to assist, taking great satisfaction in changing me from meek to magnificent. My golden hair shines beneath the sheer veil that’s attached to my hairpiece, my ivory skin is radiant and flawless. When Ama finally holds up the looking glass after endless tweaking, I’m not surprised at my reflection, but I am pleased. I look every inch an Imperial Princess.


My transformation complete, there’s nothing to do now but wait until I’m summoned. Ama leaves me to find her own quarters and, for the first time in over a week, I’m alone.


I can finally breathe.


‘I made it, Mother,’ I whisper, as if she can hear me over such a distance. ‘I’m back.’


Glancing around the room, I try to imagine her here. My gaze falls on the small altar, a shrine to my father. At the convent, we offered prayers for the Emperor alongside the Gods, something that I know bothered the Mother Superior, but my father declared himself a demi-God not long after his first conquest as ruler, and demands to be worshipped as such. Here, my father has apparently forgotten the other Gods altogether; this altar is designed for him alone.


There’s a portrait of him set behind the candles. It’s the same one you’ll find in every household throughout Vallure, though slightly bigger than the one we had at the convent. The only image I have ever seen of my father. In it, he’s young, strong and handsome. Frozen in time. Unless he really is a God and has remained immortal while the rest of us have aged. I guess I’ll find out for myself soon enough.


Since I can remember, I’ve hated my father: for the way he treated my mother; for sending me away; for everything. When we lit candles at his altar, it wasn’t prayers I offered, but curses. That he would choke on his food, that his bones would splinter beneath his skin, that his prick would shrivel to nothing. Yet his reign only went from strength to strength. Though he remains without a male heir, so perhaps my efforts haven’t been entirely in vain.


Soon, I will stand before him for the first time and must disguise every trace of my dislike. My life will depend on it. Thank goodness not even his soothsayers can see the truth concealed in my thoughts, or I’d be hanged for treason.


I think of my beloved friend at the convent, Sister Kala. She taught me how to make the face do one thing while the mind does another. Without her, I wouldn’t be prepared to enter this den of vipers, and I whisper a blessing over her name.


Ama returns, changed into clean clothes, her eyes bright with happiness. She prattles on about her room, my room, the fruit laid out for us, while my eye strays to the vast tapestry hanging from the wall. It’s old, the thread faded from the light, and I remember my mother telling me about it.


‘Child, are you listening?’


My gaze reluctantly leaves the tapestry and turns to Ama instead.


‘Of course,’ I lie.


She narrows her eyes. ‘Pay attention,’ she says. ‘This is serious. When you’re presented to your father … well, we don’t know … he could …’


Despite myself, I take Ama’s hand. ‘I shall be on best behaviour, I promise,’ I say, with a reassuring smile.


She gives me a withering look. ‘You haven’t been on best behaviour since you entered this world. You know you have to grow up now, or he’ll send you away again.’


‘I know.’


He’ll send me away eventually, no matter what I do, once a husband is chosen. But until then, I want to make every minute of being in the palace count. ‘You have my word, Ama. You won’t recognise me.’


There’s a brisk knock at the door. ‘This is it,’ Ama says, squeezing my hand before hurrying to open it.


Taking a deep breath, I welcome Rom back with a smile.


His eyes widen a little as he drinks in my appearance, which clearly pleases him. His gaze lingers a little too long on the swell of my breasts, and may the Gods forgive the pride that bursts inside me. I wonder whether any of my sisters are quite as beautiful as I am, and find it hard to believe. There are few women as stunning as my mother, and I’ve inherited all her best attributes.


Rom clears his throat. ‘Your father is waiting.’ But as Ama begins towards the door, he holds up a hand to halt her. ‘Not you. Just the princess.’


We weren’t expecting that, and Ama’s face creases with worry. I offer her a reassuring smile in return. I can do this alone.


Following Rom through the palace, I memorise every turn we take, creating a mental map should I ever require it. A knot is forming in my chest, pulling tighter with every step that takes me closer to my father.


Despite my loathing of him, I still want to impress him. Pathetic really, but there it is. I want his approval. And as he values beauty over almost everything else, I’m hoping to be enough.


We reach an imposing doorway, tall and ornate with engravings, and Rom pauses. ‘Ready?’


I nod, too nervous to speak, and Rom pushes the door open.


The hall dwarfs anything I’ve ever seen. The ceiling soars above us and, like the walls, it’s covered in exquisite murals, which from a quick glance look to depict my father and the stars he worships. The air is dense with perfumed smoke, the burning incense so overwhelming it stings my eyes.


There are so many guards, it’s as though half an army flank my walkway and the throne where the Emperor sits. The women of the palace stand to the left of my father. The sheer material of their veils cannot conceal their curiosity and judgement. I have no veil to hide behind; my face is exposed for all to see.


I fix my eyes on the Emperor to steady myself as I start the long walk towards him.


Only the fact that he sits on the throne identifies him to me, for he is nothing like the image we’re commanded to worship.


He looks even older than his years, and a lifetime of indulgence has left him fat and sallow. He is buried in furs and weighted in jewels and gold, and I wonder how long it would take him to get to his feet, let alone move around the room. Legend declares him a warrior, an immortal; I see a decaying old man.


I hadn’t thought it possible to be any more disappointed in the man who sired me, but I was wrong. The legend is a lie. And his deception disgusts me.


But when I reach him, I bow deeply.


‘All hail the Emperor.’


Keeping my head low, I wait for his response. None comes.


Confused, I raise my eyes, just enough to see that my father is eating honeyed fruit. Noisily.


Uncertainty crippling me, I remain bent, knowing to stand without permission would be considered an insult to the Emperor. But still, no words are offered.


There’s a smattering of laughter, and only then do I realise what’s happening. I’m being ignored. Deliberately humiliated. My cheeks burn scarlet with rage.


But I do not move, though my thighs and back begin to ache from the effort of remaining in such a position, though I struggle to breathe through the sweet, sickly smoke, which I now suspect is used to disguise the reek of my father himself. I will not allow him to succeed in this attempt to embarrass me.


I risk a glance at the Emperor, but he’s not even looking in my direction. He’s beckoning Rom to join him.


And he starts talking about the weather.


While I wait like a fool, the Emperor embarks on every kind of petty conversation, ranging from how wet the season is, to hunting, to training the guards. All of it clearly designed to make me feel small, to remind me how insignificant I am.


I’m painfully aware of the women watching me. I shall be forced to meet them later, and they won’t let me forget this. It takes all my effort to hold my position and my expression just right – not too haughty and defiant, not hurt and wounded. Just accepting of my situation. Humbled.


When my whole body is screaming for release, my father finally grunts the command, ‘Up.’


I stand, willing my limbs not to shake.


‘What is this?’ He speaks as if I were nothing more than a stray dog, wandered in off the streets.


‘The Imperial Princess Marzal, your Highness,’ Rom says. ‘Now of age and returned to us.’


For the briefest of moments, our eyes meet. Mine and my father’s. His are cold and cruel, devoid of any feeling. I mean less than nothing to him, and my own hatred swells deep inside me. I always knew this to be true, but somehow to see it hurts more than I expected.


He looks away, bored. ‘Indeed,’ he says, and this time dismisses me with a wave. He’s done playing with me.


I bow deeply once again. As I promised Ama, I’m on my best behaviour, appearing outwardly calm, while the fire blazes internally, so hot that my insides blister.


Rom steps down to accompany me, and just like that it’s over. I’ve officially arrived at the palace.


We walk in silence back to my chambers, but before he opens my door, Rom hesitates.


‘Has anyone ever told you … you look so like your mother.’


I smile at him. ‘I shall take that as a compliment.’


‘It was meant as one.’ His voice rasps low as his eyes roam my body once more.


I study him carefully. This is unexpected. Could he be a possible ally? Or does beauty just temporarily blind a man?


‘Will I see you again soon?’


He makes another attempt at a smile, no more successful than when I’d first arrived. ‘Undoubtedly. Tomorrow, I shall introduce you to the women of the inner court, but for now, I shall leave you in peace. You must wish to rest after your long journey.’


‘Thank you.’ I give him my most appreciative smile, and then disappear behind the door.


I have no time to collect my thoughts before Ama unleashes a barrage of questions. It’s easiest just to let her speak, and I set about unpinning my hairpiece.


When she finally draws breath, I say, ‘It was fine. Quick, but fine.’


‘And the women? Did you see them?’


‘Only through their veils.’


‘And?’


I lie back on the bed, wondering at how soft it is. ‘And what, Ama? There’s nothing to tell, really.’


I don’t want her to know how little the Emperor cared for me, or how amusing the spectators found it. It’ll only upset her and she’s so happy to be here.


‘You need to rest,’ she says, hearing my unspoken weariness. ‘Shall I undress you?’


‘I’m sure I’ll manage.’ I just want her to go. ‘Come and see me in the morning though. I must look my best.’


Ama nods approvingly. ‘Quite right, and sleep is essential. Sensible girl. Now remember, I’m just next door if you need me.’


‘Sleep well,’ I say to her. Though she may be deeply irritating, I’m glad to have someone here who’s on my side.


But more than anything, I just want to be on my own.


When she’s gone, I slip into my nightdress and offer my prayers to the Gods, requesting their help and guidance. I wait for the moon to rise and until I can hear Ama snoring through the wall.


And then I go to the tapestry.


It’s thick and heavy, and when I finally manage to lift it, I am showered in dust. Behind it, low down on the wall, is a grate.


My mother discovered it when this was her room and told me about it. It’s the entrance to a narrow tunnel, part of a labyrinth that runs hidden behind walls, a way for air to circulate around the building. For years, she explored the concealed passageways, desperate to find a way to escape.


I have my own plans for them.


It takes some effort to prise the metal away, but two chipped nails and a sliced finger later, I’m able to lift it off and consider the size of the tunnel beyond. I’ve never been more grateful for my slight figure – shrunken further by countless nights of going to bed hungry – because without it, I couldn’t possibly fit. But my nightdress is too thin, too delicate for what I have in mind.


Hurrying back to my bed, I search underneath for where I’d stowed my convent dress. No doubt Ama would like to burn the itchy garment, but it serves my current purpose perfectly.


Once changed, I return to the tunnel armed with a candle stub and I wriggle into the tight space on my front, warily pulling myself along on my elbows.


As best I can with little to no room, I hold the flame up and run it over the walls, searching for what I know is there. Eventually, I find it. A map. Scratched into the clay with a hairpin long ago, by my mother. A guide to the maze before me. Just as she said it would be.


For a few minutes, I study her chart, looking for the route I want to take. I’m fortunate to have an almost perfect memory for detail. It doesn’t take me long to choose the way I want to go, and once I do, I blow the candle out and leave it behind, needing both hands free to pull myself along.


It’s cold in the tunnel, and thick cobwebs cling to my face as I break through them. I can’t even see my hands in front of me, and I suspect it’s just as well I don’t know what else might be crawling alongside me.


I can’t move fast, and my body aches after only minutes, but I persist, navigating my way through the turns and twists, wondering how long it must have taken my mother to explore this place. How many wrong turns did she take before she figured out where each way led? Did she feel as scared as I do, trapped in this dank, airless space that feels like a burial pit? Or did her desperation drive her as fiercely as my determination does now? The thought of her being here before me pushes me through the darkness, but even so, I’m considering slithering back the way I’ve come when I hear voices echoing in the air.


Men’s voices.


Smiling to myself, I carry on, the voices growing louder. Then, around a turn, I finally see what I’ve been looking for. Another grate. Light from a room beyond is casting a patterned shadow through it into my tunnel, and I shuffle along as far as I dare go without revealing myself, and drink in the image before me.


The room I’m looking up into is more opulent than anything I’ve ever seen. It is filled with men – important men.


And sitting on a gilded throne in the centre of them all is my father.









MARZAL


If I’m discovered here, my life is over. But I knew the risks and came anyway, because in this room of men is an opportunity to learn all the things denied to me because of my gender. From this tunnel, I can discover secrets and truths, information that will give me power. The knowledge stolen from these walls may help me survive.


So I stay where I am, barely breathing, keeping my face in the shadows so no one can see me. The position of the grate, low down at the side of the room, a little behind the throne, affords me a surprisingly good view, even if I do have to contort my neck and strain my gaze.


They’re discussing military strategy. My father is poring over papers, while fluttering around him, like decorated birds, are his advisors and soothsayers. They twitter and flap, all wanting their voices heard by their ruler, all competing with each other to stand out. I see Rom among them, but he’s lingering back from the flock, distinguishing himself by separation.


‘Have we got that pissing leverage yet?’ my father growls, and he’s apparently unimpressed with what’s on the papers because he pushes them away, scattering them over the floor.


‘I’m waiting for confirmation,’ Rom says. ‘But our contact assured me it would be done, and he’s a man of his word.’


‘You’d better be right,’ the Emperor says. Watching the men, I realise how afraid they all are of him. He may be past his physical prime, but something about him still claims power over them and that intrigues me.


Since I was a child, I’ve been fascinated by the dynamic of power. I would watch the nuns for hours, observing how some commanded total respect and obedience, while others garnered natural affection. I learned early on that love was more effective than fear if you wanted true loyalty, something my father clearly hasn’t grasped. People will go beyond all reason for love.


‘I want to have control of Eron before the year is out,’ the Emperor says. ‘This war is costing a blood-blazing fortune.’


Typical of him to measure the cost in money. The lives of his subjects mean nothing.


‘Wheels are in motion to achieve all we want,’ Rom reassures him. ‘You must be patient.’


In a fit of rage, the Emperor flings his goblet of wine across the room. ‘I’ve been patient long enough. I am the godsdamn Emperor. I win wars. Naperone will fall to me, and soon. Do you understand?’


Rom nods, but I can see his jaw clench, his teeth grinding.


One of the soothsayers leaps on Rom’s silence. ‘Majesty, you will indeed have victory, for the stars have spoken of it. In fact, I read them myself only this morning. There can be no mistaking their message.’


It was common knowledge at the convent that the Emperor relies as much on his soothsayers as he does his Generals. Their readings are an obsession for him. I can see from his face that Rom thinks little of the soothsayers and their prophecies. He’s not alone. I used to wish the stars would side with me. That they would whisper to my father and remind him of my existence. But the stars forgot about me, just as he did.


The Emperor on the other hand seizes on the soothsayer’s words. ‘You see, Rom? You can’t argue with destiny. Now, get me my godsdamn victory.’


‘As you command,’ Rom says with a bow. I don’t miss the scowl he gives the soothsayer, nor the smug grin he receives in return.


This room, this inner sanctum, is nothing more than a vicious rats’ nest.


Rom attempts to change the subject. ‘Majesty, if I may … we need to discuss the issue of marriage.’


The Emperor laughs. It’s an empty, hollow sound. ‘Finally realised your bed is too cold, have you? Need more than the occasional whore to wet your dick?’


The other men join in, laughing at Rom’s expense. He looks unfazed by the taunt, but I can see the tips of his ears are burning red. I recognise the effort to disguise rage; I’ve been doing it my whole life.


‘I was actually referring to the Princess Marzal,’ he says coolly.


I jolt at the unexpected mention of my name and hit my head on the roof of the tunnel, only just managing to stifle a gasp.


‘What about her?’ the Emperor asks, utterly bored.


‘Now she has returned, should a suitable match not be considered?’


Long fingers of panic tear at my chest. I didn’t think they’d plan my marriage so quickly, thought I would have months before I was packed up and sent away again. I need more time.


My father yawns. ‘Does the scorpion care what happens to the ant? Don’t bother me with such trivialities, Rom. You decide. Just ensure he has deep pockets.’


If I’d been in any doubt before, I’m not now. I am here purely because tradition dictates it, not because I am wanted. Who knows what kind of husband I might end up with? I think of the men I saw at the brothel, all rich enough to satisfy my father and all repellent enough to disgust me. My skin crawls at the mere prospect of lecherous hands pawing possessively at me, of a limp, ancient cock attempting to invade my body.


Rom opens his mouth to respond, but before he can speak the door swings wide and a man dressed in long, trailing robes hurries in, his arms full of scrolls. My father meets his gaze and, with one look, the atmosphere changes. Whatever the newcomer has to say, it’s not good.


‘Leave us,’ my father says to his advisors. When they hesitate, he shouts, ‘I said leave, you festering heap of shit-swillers!’


They scurry out, all apart from Rom, who stays by my father’s side.


Once the others are gone, my father leans forward to the newcomer. ‘The stars have spoken again?’


The robed man must be the chief soothsayer, the most trusted of them all.


‘A new prophecy, Majesty.’ He casts Rom an anxious look.


‘A new one?’ My father sounds annoyed. ‘The stars have assured me of victory. Gofford just confirmed it. What’s changed?’


The chief soothsayer shifts uncomfortably. ‘Well, there are, as you know, many ways to interpret the stars, Majesty. Their meaning can be difficult to decipher—’


‘Tell me.’ My father’s tone is threatening, and I pity this man for having to be the bearer of bad news.


The soothsayer glances once more at Rom but, receiving no help, he unrolls the scroll, clears his throat and begins to recite.




‘The child born on a winter’s night,


when moon is full and land is bright,


will set the earth and sky alight,


when all your enemies unite.


And he who mighty fires would burn,


must clear the embers in their turn.


Then in the ash his fate will learn,


a blade of blood and death discern.’





The room falls quiet, and my own blood runs cold. Despite my scepticism, the prophecy carries an undeniable sense of fate.


‘Does that mean what I think it does?’ My father sounds agitated, and more than a little afraid.


The soothsayer says nothing, just hangs his head.


‘Rom, bring that prick weasel Gofford back.’ My father’s voice has dropped to a dangerous snarl.


Rom bows his head in acknowledgement and hurries out of the room. He returns moments later with the soothsayer who minutes ago had assured my father of his victory.


Gofford looks less certain of himself now. ‘Majesty?’


My father’s tone is sweetly sinister. ‘Gofford, you were just telling me of the reading you did, the one in which I win the war, is that right?’


The man nods, eager to please. ‘I was indeed, Majesty.’


‘And you also said there could be no doubt of the stars’ meaning, did you not?’


Now Gofford falters. He steals a glance at his superior, but the chief soothsayer refuses to meet his gaze.


‘That’s correct, Majesty,’ Gofford says slowly before adding, ‘Of course … one can never be entirely certain, but in my opinion the stars were hard to misread this morning.’


‘Do you think I want your interpretations?’ The Emperor seems to have grown in stature, his presence somehow filling the entire room. I shrink back a little despite myself. ‘Do you suppose I give the smallest turd what you think?’


‘No, of course not,’ Gofford stammers. ‘I aimed only to give you the certainty that you require.’


My father puts a hand on Gofford’s shoulder, but not to comfort him. ‘Then explain to me,’ he says, as his voice crescendoes to a roar, ‘how you foresee victory when Loris prophesises my blood-blazing death.’


And without awaiting an answer, my father reaches under his layers of clothing for a concealed dagger and plunges it into Gofford’s guts. My father pulls the man towards him, forcing the blade in further.


‘I don’t like liars,’ he says, before twisting the dagger free and letting the man drop to the floor. He returns to his throne, pausing briefly to wipe the blade clean on Rom’s sleeve.


Loris swallows hard, but Rom remains emotionless. For my part, I’m struggling to remember how to breathe.


‘Loris, you will confirm the prophecy and then decipher its meaning. If I’m to stop it, I need to understand it.’


The chief soothsayer bows obediently. ‘Immediately, Majesty.’


‘Rom, clear up this mess.’ My father gestures to Gofford’s body and the blood pooling around it.


It’s time for me to leave.


Slowly, I back up, trying to remain calm by focusing on finding my way safely to my room, and only once I’m there, sliding out from the tunnel like an infant from a womb, do I begin to shake.


I replace the grate, and stash my tunic safely under my bed once more.


Finally, I climb under the sheets, and stare at the ceiling. I was hoping for a sliver of information, something I could use to my advantage. Instead, I saw a man murdered in cold blood.


But when I close my eyes, it’s not the sound of the apprentice choking on his last breath I hear. It’s the fear behind the bluster in my father’s voice. And in spite of what I’ve just seen, I smile to myself. I got far more than I hoped for. I heard a prophecy. And not just any prophecy.


One that told of my father’s death.









MARZAL


I’m slow to wake the next morning, even as Ama shakes my shoulders to rouse me.


‘Heavens, child,’ she chides, when my eyes finally open. ‘You act as if you didn’t sleep a wink last night.’


I suppress my smile as I think of my adventures in the tunnel. ‘It is the comfortable bed,’ I say, yawning. ‘It’s seduced me.’


Ama places her hands on her hips and I sit up, shaking sleep from my head. ‘Well, I can understand that. Our old beds were hard as nails. But you have a busy day ahead of you. Come now.’


She passes me a cup of tea and I take a sip.


‘Oh, what is that?’ It tastes very much how I’d expect donkey piss to taste.


‘The Imperial blend,’ Ama says, though her expression leaves me in little doubt that she too finds it revolting.


‘I think we can live without that, don’t you?’ And I put the cup aside.


The first opportunity I have, I will find the palace gardens and see what herbs they grow. I’ve always enjoyed making my own teas, and spent many an hour happily with the Sisters as they talked me through the various properties of plants and their many great benefits. The perfect brew can fix any problem.


Ama takes hold of my nightdress and, obediently, I raise my arms so she can remove it. While she dresses me like I’m her doll, I think about what awaits me today. I am to be presented to the women of the inner court and, as is the case any time an outsider is introduced to the pack, I’m expecting blood to be shed. It’s just a question of whose.


‘Whatever happened here?’


Ama’s holding up my hand with the chipped nails, the finger I sliced trying to open the grate last night still red.


‘It’s nothing,’ I say. ‘I must have caught it on the carriage, that’s all.’


She doesn’t believe me, I can tell, but I don’t really need her to. I just need her not to ask more questions, which she doesn’t.


‘Of all the days,’ she mutters under her breath.


‘My sleeves will cover it,’ I say, which is true. And I’m confident the women won’t be looking at my hands.


Eventually, I’m dressed, decorated and veiled, all in red and gold today. The exquisite fabrics are as much an armour to me as any soldier’s. I too am preparing for battle.


As we wait for my escort to arrive, Ama fusses nervously.


‘Be guarded today,’ she warns unnecessarily. ‘But be friendly. They’re your family, after all.’


Family is the last word I would use to describe these women. As Ama continues prattling, I focus. The Emperor’s treatment of me yesterday will not have been forgotten by the women, and I must be prepared for the attack that will surely come my way.


‘Pass me my embroidery, would you?’


Ama gives me a questioning look but does as I ask. I slip it into my pocket and smooth my dress down.


When the guard arrives, I’m ready. Ready for the way his eyes drink me in. Ready for the silent walk through a maze of empty corridors. Ready for my judgement. And when the guard pushes the door open to reveal a room full of women, I am ready for every head to turn towards me.


But no one so much as lifts an eye in my direction. The silence is deafening. Clearly, they’ve decided to follow the Emperor’s example and act like I’m invisible.


I can play their game.


Thanking the guard, I walk to an empty chair across the room, positioned so that I’m forced to walk past them all and endure their coldness.


Once seated, I take the embroidery from my pocket and begin stitching, with the same ease as if I were in my own chambers. I had a reason for bringing it. The Mother Superior hated idle hands, but I found the only way to survive the long hours of enforced silence at the convent was to have something for my mind to do, along with my hands. I became a master at surveying a room while appearing not to. The embroidery is today’s weapon of choice, a shield to hide behind as I size up my enemy.


The first thing of note is that the hall is large – far bigger than needed as the women occupy only a third of the space, near the door. The floor is tiled but layered with many tapestries to soften the ground. Perhaps the women’s feet are deemed so delicate they require the extra comfort. The ceiling is high and, while in the corridors it made little difference to the suffocating airlessness, in this room it serves to expose: the smallest whisper is hard to keep private. At least the incense is more bearable than the cloying sickliness of the Emperor’s. A floral scent that reminds me of summer in the convent, of jasmine in bloom, of rose petals as soft as Kala’s skin.


The women are split into three distinct groups, which tells me everything I need to know about the power dynamics between them.


The smallest pairing is two young women, alienated from the others. I expect that they are wives five and seven, Aelia and Fausta. Apparently, the older wives have little time for them, perhaps deeming them insignificant as neither was Empress for long – both only provided my father with one worthless daughter, and were replaced shortly after.


The next group centres around one woman. I know who she is, can identify her by the dark streak of black through her otherwise pale hair. Roselle, the only mistress ever elevated to the inner court. In her time, she was extremely powerful, and now she sits with a woman I suspect is Cassia, the sixth wife, along with several courtiers, and a girl about my age who I’m certain is Roselle’s daughter. My half-sister, Sennan.


The third group belongs to the woman who ranks the highest in the pecking order. Though it’s been a long time since she was the official Empress, Izra still commands the authority due to the first wife of the Emperor and is, undeniably, Empress in this room. Of all the women, it is her I need to win over. Gaining Izra’s approval means gaining everyone’s approval.


Seated beside Izra are two women I guess are Oona and Vita, the third and fourth wives respectively, as well as a handful of women who are married to the more influential men in my father’s court, and of course, Izra’s daughter, Urso.


The current heir to the throne.


Not that she’ll be given it. Though the law deems succession to apply to either gender, and there have been many great Empresses in the past, my father’s extreme lack of regard for women means he will never allow a daughter to succeed him. He will continue until the day he dies to try and sire a healthy, living son. And failing that, he will marry Urso to someone he views worthy of the throne. Once married, a female has to submit to her husband’s authority, meaning any power the law might give us by birth is stripped away by marriage.


I’m curious why Urso, who has already turned twenty-one, hasn’t been married off. Is she pledged to someone, and if so, how much longer will she be at the palace?


The minutes tick by and still no one so much as glances my way. I can see the effort it’s taking them, the strained expressions and raised veins, but they are determined to succeed in their isolation of me.


I feel for them. They do not realise my determination outstrips all of theirs.


My embroidery is coming along nicely when the door opens once more. This time, every head does turn, and the women rise quickly, if somewhat resentfully, to their feet, curtseying to the woman standing there.


The current Empress. She is beautiful. Her raven hair runs down her back in a long plait beneath her veil, which in turn is held in place by an ornate crown, and her dress is exquisite, a bright-orange fabric which makes her dark-brown skin glow. But her eyes betray her misery. Barely older than me. I feel disgusted on her behalf that she has to lie anywhere near my father.


Izra sweeps forward to address the Empress, presumably seeing it as her role to welcome the young wife into the inner court.


‘Highness,’ Izra says in a tone that sounds far from sincere. ‘What an honour it is to have you join us today. Won’t you have some tea?’


‘Thank you, but no,’ the Empress says.


The refusal leaves Izra furious – she tries to hide it but fails, her nostrils flaring and her lips thinning. But the Empress pays no heed. She searches the room and when she sees me, she walks over. There is a small, collective gasp from the other women. To reject Izra in favour of me is an outrage.


I drop deeply into a curtsey as the Empress approaches.


‘Princess Marzal,’ she says, her voice soft and warm as she extends a delicate hand to help me up. ‘It is an honour to have you home with us once more. I trust you’re settling well?’


I won’t deny it is a surprise to have my father’s current wife greet me in this fashion. Certainly I hadn’t anticipated it, but it is welcome, nevertheless.


‘Thank you, Highness. Yes, everyone’s been most kind to me.’ The lie sits easily on my tongue.


‘Won’t you take a turn with me?’ The Empress gestures to the quiet end of the vast room.


I smile my agreement and she slips her arm through mine. Together we turn our backs on the wide-eyed stares of the other women.


‘I do hope you weren’t offended by your father yesterday,’ the Empress says in barely a whisper. ‘He has been so very distracted by the war, I fear his attention was elsewhere.’


It is both kind and dangerous to make excuses on the Emperor’s behalf, and I regard her with surprise. She may be young, but she has some courage. Or is it foolishness? It is perhaps unwise to risk such talk to a stranger, one who could use it to their advantage. Fortunately for her, such trust in me is not misplaced. I have no intention of betraying her.


‘Of course,’ I say. ‘All hail the Emperor.’


‘All hail the Emperor.’


Neither of us say the words with much conviction.


‘It can be hard,’ the Empress says after a while, ‘to find your place here. Especially …’ She pauses, searching for the right words. ‘Especially without a mother to guide you?’


I say nothing. She’s the first person to mention my mother’s absence, but thankfully she does not expand on the circumstances that have prevented her from being here with me. I do not wish to relive the scandal with a perfect stranger, even one who’s being kind.


When I do not speak, the Empress continues. ‘Should you need a friend, I am always here. I fear Izra may not be quick to extend such an offer.’


I glance back at the first wife, who’s watching us like a hawk.


‘Has she been as welcoming to you as she has to me?’ I ask with a smile.


‘Oh, every bit.’ She chuckles lightly before saying, ‘I wanted you to know you’re not on your own.’


‘Thank you.’ And I rest my hand on her arm to express my sincerity.


She flinches, and our eyes meet for a moment before she lowers hers to the ground. Anger flares up inside me as I imagine the bruises on her skin beneath her clothes. Vessels broken by the rough hand of my father. I wonder what unforgivable act she had supposedly committed to receive them.


‘Neither are you,’ I say, so quietly she only just hears me. ‘Alone, I mean.’


And we share an understanding. The Empress nods in gratitude as our walk nears its end.


‘We will speak again,’ she says.


‘I shall look forward to it, Highness,’ I say, bowing my head.


When she leaves, the atmosphere once again shifts. I return to my chair and resume my embroidery, contemplating what just happened. It’s possible the Empress came to see me purely out of the goodness of her heart. She certainly seemed genuine. But we’re all playing the same game here, one of survival. What then, could be her motive for befriending me? Or is she using me? Maybe my father sent her in as a spy. It’s too soon to tell and so, for now, I shall play along until her reasons become clearer.


If nothing else, my visitor has broken the wall of silence from the other women, who now openly stare at me. I wonder who will be the first to make a move. My money is on Izra – she wouldn’t want someone else to beat her to it. Someone other than the Empress, of course.


It isn’t long before I’m proven right. Izra strolls over with an indifference that would make my father proud. Her fan raised between us, she chooses to look at the empty space of the room rather than at me when she speaks.


‘You are well, Marzal?’ She sounds bored.


‘I am, thank you, Aunty.’ I bow my head like a subservient child.


‘And the Empress? You know her?’ As casual as she is attempting to be, there’s no disguising her suspicion.


‘Not as well as you do, I’m sure.’ My words are intentionally submissive. I do not want Izra to feel threatened by me in any way.


‘Indeed. You will join us?’


‘You are too kind,’ I say, rising to my feet.


Izra makes a dismissive noise and sweeps in front of me to reach her group first.


‘Everyone, this is Marzal. Marzal, everyone.’


I do my best to smile at the others without seeming forward. Like wild animals, they must be allowed to come to me in their own time.


Roselle, the mistress, moves to stand beside Izra, and looks me up and down.


‘You look awfully like your mother,’ she says. Unlike when Rom said it, it is not intended as a compliment, so I say nothing. ‘Don’t you think, Izra?’ Roselle waits for an answer.


‘The resemblance is strong,’ Izra agrees, barely looking at me.


I know exactly what the two of them think of my mother. How they treated her when she was Empress. But to speak my mind would be beyond foolish, and besides, they wish to provoke me. I shan’t give them the satisfaction.


‘I see your own daughters have inherited your beauty also,’ I say, with a respectful nod at Urso.


Izra can’t disguise her pleasure at such flattery. ‘Yes, it’s a shame the Emperor has not found himself a wife so handsome,’ she says.


I’m not sure what I find more astonishing: that Izra can suggest the Empress is not beautiful, or the disdain with which she speaks about her. Her manner seems to have power over the other women, who shrink slightly under the bite of her sharp tongue. But I see something different. In her jealousy, I see weakness. And I tuck that knowledge away.


‘Marzal, fetch us tea, won’t you?’ Roselle commands me with a flick of her hand.


I dip into an obedient curtsey and walk over to the tea table. The request is a reminder that I am at the bottom of the pack, not worthy enough to be served, but useful only to serve.


Lifting the teapot, I swirl the contents around, before starting to pour. The smell rises with the steam, and I am glad to be the one pouring, not drinking. It’s more of the repulsive Imperial blend.


‘She won’t be Empress much longer,’ Roselle is saying as she drapes herself elegantly over a chaise longue.


‘How can she help herself?’ It is Urso who asks.


Izra considers her daughter. ‘Why should I care?’


‘Not the Empress then,’ Urso says, blushing slightly. ‘But how does any wife keep her husband happy?’


In that moment, I’m certain my father has already promised her to someone, but she doesn’t seem at all pleased about it. More like afraid.


Izra seems surprised at the question. ‘Give him a male heir, of course. Nothing else matters.’


Roselle glances over. ‘You’ll need to conceive under a quarter moon.’


As I pass the teacups around, the other women start offering their opinions too, firing advice at poor Urso.


‘You have to be standing up. Lie down and you’ll conceive a girl.’


‘Make sure you’re facing north.’


‘Surround yourself with images of men, and men alone. Your imagination dictates gender, so if you see men, you’ll produce one.’


‘And drink blessed thistle tea just before he comes to your chamber.’


Urso looks mortified and overwhelmed, and far from reassured.


‘And have any of these things helped you all have sons?’ I ask it pleasantly, but Izra clearly hears the sharpness underneath it and casts me a glance.


‘I had a son,’ Oona says, her voice a hollow whisper.


‘And it was a sickly thing that died.’ Roselle’s cruelty silences the room.


Eventually, Izra speaks, addressing Urso once more. ‘You’ll do what you must, to give yourself the best chance.’


‘And as for your own pleasure?’ Roselle flashes a wicked smile. ‘Well, it’s best you take care of yourself.’


The women all laugh, and it eases the tension slightly, but I do not smile. Nor does Urso.


I lean in to pass her a cup and speak, my voice barely audible above the laughter. ‘I think perhaps they’re trying to scare me, for surely I will be found a husband of my own soon.’


Urso appears taken aback that I am talking to her, but once she recovers, she offers me a small smile.


After that, the women settle down, sipping their tea before returning to embroideries, and largely ignoring me again. But it doesn’t matter. I’ve moved from outside the group to sitting with them in a single day. And when it’s time for me to go back to my room, Urso comes over to me, pulling me slightly away from the others.


‘Perhaps one day we could take tea together, if you would like?’


‘It would be my honour,’ I say, with a warm smile.


‘Very well.’ She looks nervous. ‘Good day, sister.’


I hide my pleasure until I’ve returned safely to my room, where Ama pecks me for details of the day.


Truthfully, I couldn’t have hoped for a better start.
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