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PROLOGUE


It was well before dawn when the Ana and Aba stirred the priestess from her bed. Had she been anyone else she might have been deep in slumber. As it was, she did not sleep much, and though she’d been still and supine, her eyes had been open. Gods did not bother with words, but they had their own language. When she felt Them surge like lifeblood through the stone walls and floors of the temple, she knew, and she rose.


The priestess was unsurprised to find her brothers waiting for her in the sanctum. The city’s borders fell under Jin’s purview as the Steel Star; he would have felt the disturbance at the gate in his blood, like the first distant rumble of thunder before a summer storm. As for Shen, little that happened in Yunis ever escaped his attention.


The men sat on their crystalline thrones before the fire. Shen was already staring into it, his face stern and tense. Jin stifled a yawn; soft and rumpled with sleep, he looked half a boy. He’d been young, no more than twenty, when the city fell and they’d been forced to flee into the Inbetween. Time flowed strange and uneven here. It had been seventeen years since, but he hadn’t aged a day. None of them had.


“It’s the lake gate again,” Jin said, as though she didn’t already know. “What do you suppose it is this time? Another deer? Maybe a mouse?” His tone was wry, but there was an eagerness beneath it he couldn’t quite hide. It was his duty to oversee their army, but here that left him with little to do. A threat at the gates would give him purpose, at least.


“We should go in person,” Jin continued. “Why waste Vrea’s energy with a spirit projection? Let’s just saddle up some elk—”


“It’s nighttime,” Shen said shortly.


“—and grab some lanterns,” Jin added, undeterred.


“Last time I let you patrol the border in person, you went Below and were seen!” Shen snapped.


Jin’s smile faltered. “That was an accident, I told you.”


“Seventeen years we’ve kept ourselves hidden, and you spoil it all on a lark.” Shen was always grumpiest at night; Vrea would never say it to his face but she found it endearing. A rare lingering human quality in their stoic elder brother. “You’d better hope this disturbance tonight doesn’t have anything to do with your little ‘accident.’”


“I don’t hope for anything anymore,” Jin shot back.


Maybe because he’d been so young when they left, it sometimes seemed Jin was still one foot in that place. Or perhaps it wasn’t a foot Vrea was thinking of—something more vital, a mind, a heart.




“Let’s go, then,” Shen said as Vrea took her seat. “Whatever is at the gate, I’d like to deal with it before morning.”


“Yes, let’s not keep those deer waiting,” Jin quipped, but his good humor was worn thin. He sat forward, brow creasing in concentration. A sweet, hapless simulacrum of his older brother.


Vrea held out her hands. The men took them. Shen’s grasp was perfunctory, Jin’s warm and affectionate, like that of a trusting child.


The priestess closed her eyes to the violet-black flames. Then she willed the three of them out and away.


They lifted from their bodies, light as a cool summer wind in the Below. When she opened her eyes again they stood, the three of them, at the edge of the lake. It was lit silver-pale by a young moon and permanently fringed with dense gray fog—a by-product of the high concentration of feral magic around the gate.


Tonight though, the fog was thicker than usual, swirling on the wind like it were agitated. Whatever was at the gate, it may not just be deer, after all. Something was off. The spirits were riled.


“Is everyone accounted for?” she asked. Her brothers stood on either side, translucent but stable. They clung to her hands carefully—releasing their grip would break the projection, pulling them back into the sanctum where their bodies rested in wait.


“Come on,” Shen said. “We’re not far.”


They drifted through the fog. They could scarcely see arm’s distance before them, and so hugged the edge of the lake to keep their bearings. An unnecessary precaution; as they neared, Vrea could feel the gate thrumming, calling her forth.


Still, it would have been easy enough for the naked eye to miss. The fog thinned out and there it was: just an odd blur, like haze off rocks on a hot day. An aberration in the air, shiny as new scar tissue, in the shape of a door. There were no obvious landmarks, no signifiers, no adornments. That would have gone against their purposes.


Vrea turned toward the gate and whispered under her breath, stripping away the protective spells—just enough to peer through from their side. As she tugged free another layer, she felt Jin shift at her side, itching to reach for his sword. She needn’t remind him of the obvious: they weren’t there, not truly. Whatever waited for them at the gate couldn’t hurt them, would not even be able to see them. But she could understand wanting the familiar security of holding a weapon.


A final word off her tongue and another layer of magic dispersed.


The gate opened out onto the opposite side of the lake in the Below. Through the haze of the remaining protective spells, the Triarch could see a shore no different from the one upon which they stood: water-slicked rocks, cold gray water, swathed in the pale eerie fog of feral magic.


The only difference was the young man.


He stood opposite them, dead center in the gate, like a false reflection in a mirror. He was tall and handsome, well dressed for the elements. His hand was outstretched toward them, and in it he held a gun.


Vrea had a moment to marvel. She’d seen guns once before, in a vision given to her by the Ana and Aba. It had been imperial soldiers then, clunky with unfamiliarity and hands more accustomed to crossbows. They were a new thing, even in the Below.


This gun was smaller than those, more elegant, its dark wood handle inlaid with shiny bits of mother-of-pearl, and its user held it with cool certainty. He did something with a finger and a bit of metal clicked. Vrea followed the sound with her gaze—


An explosion. Small but garish. She smelled burned steel and sulfur and sparkstone. That was to be expected.


What was not was where the bullet went.


The seal of the gate should have kept all matter that belonged to the Below in the Below. The bullet from the gun should have shot out over the open water of their lake before slicing into its cold, swallowing depths.


Instead, the bullet flew, fleet and dispassionate through the gate, into the Inbetween, and past Jin’s ear.


Vrea’s body was miles away, safe in the sanctum. Even so, she felt her heart stop.


Shen and Jin reached instinctively for their swords. “Wait! Don’t . . . !” she began, but it was too late. They released her hands.


They were gone before the warning even left her mouth, yanked back to the sanctum. She felt the tug herself, but managed to hold on. Her grasp was weak, though, without the amplifying support of her brothers; she would be drawn back soon enough.


Hang on, she told herself. Just a while longer. You have to figure out what just happened—




“It worked!” screamed the young man in the Below. He was still holding the gun. “Did you see?”


For a moment she thought he was mad, that he was speaking to himself. But then another man emerged out of the fog behind him. He was much older, slight. His head was shorn, just like hers. A monk, then, though the dun brown of his robes did not resemble any order with which she was familiar.


“I told you this was the gate,” the possible monk said mildly.


“Never mind that,” the young man said, grinning. He had a beautiful smile, with straight, oddly even teeth. They looked like porcelain. “I can’t believe the bullet is passing through.”


“Using that northern sparkstone from the mountains makes all the difference,” the older man told him. “It’s just as I theorized. There’s magic left in these mountains, even down here. Loose, in the water, in the rocks. It seeks its source. And where it goes, we will follow.”


The young man lifted the gun and shot again. The bullet flew past Vrea. She heard it skitter against the rocks behind her.


“And where do you suppose it’s going?” the young man asked. He stepped closer to the gate, as though hoping to catch a glimpse. “What do you suppose is over there, on the other side?” he asked.


“Power,” said the monk, stepping in close behind him. “True power.”


“Next time, we need to try the cannon.”


“We need more than a cannon. We need an army.”


“In that case,” the young man raised the gun again and aimed, “it is time I write to my aunt.”


He shot. This time as the bullet flew by her, Vrea felt it. There was something familiar in its core—some entrenched thread of feral magic. She reached out her energy and felt it tug at her currents, at the fibers of the spells wound about the gate.


She looked up at the two men gazing through at her, oblivious to her presence.


Only not.


The older one, the monk, looked at her, and for a moment, as she shook loose the reverberations of the strange bullet, he saw her. There was comprehension on his face, and wonder, edged with hunger, avarice, jealousy. Want. Almost lustful. He saw her, and he knew what she was.


She was reciting the spells of protection before it even occurred to her to act, swaddling the gate back up under spools of gathered magic. She tore it from the air, from the stones beneath her feet so quickly it sparked and smoked as she bound it. The faces of the two men warped and paled, then disappeared behind the shroud she wove.


It took the last of her energy. She heaved out a final spell and collapsed onto the ground, felt the vague cold of the lake-smoothed stones beneath her.


“Vrea!”


She opened her eyes. Shen was gazing down at her. For a moment he looked so aged, she thought he had adopted Jin’s slippery failing, his inability to stay in the moment, in his true body. But, no. It was merely concern that made his face so weary and drawn.


“Are you all right?” Jin was on the floor beside her.


“What happened?” Shen demanded, seizing her hands in his. “Who was the man with the gun?”




She stood on shaking legs. Her body felt sullen and heavy and foreign, the way it always did after a sending. Warmth fell across her face and she looked up at the small windows at the top of the temple walls. Each had become a muted square of cool gray light. The sun was starting to rise. Morning in the Inbetween.


“What was it?” Shen pressed. “What did you see?”


“Something new,” she rasped. “And it saw me.”
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CHAPTER 1


The Girl King


The sword cut through the air a finger’s width from Lu’s face. She suppressed the instinct to flinch. The thrust was meant to throw her off balance so her opponent could knock her to the ground. Once that happened, she would be done for.


She wasn’t so easy. Sorry to disappoint, Shin Yuri.


Lu leaped back lightly, swinging her own blade in a hard, upward parry just as the sword master sent his crashing down upon her. She was ready for it. Their weapons met with a flat thwack. Wood on wood.


“Good!” her shin barked, dancing back from the blow. “Now, fix your stance!”


Lu darted a look down at her feet. Shin Yuri took advantage of her distraction. She barely had time to raise her sword before he fell upon her.


“Don’t use your eyes to fix your feet!” he scolded between thrusts. “The body knows the body. Eyes are for the opponent!”




Idiot! A beginner’s mistake. Hardly befitting a princess who had picked up a practice blade at the age of seven and spent the past nine years training daily. A princess who in a few short hours would be named her father’s successor . . .


Yuri came at her hard, raining fresh blows on her. She shuffled back, taking him with her. His movements were violent, almost wild, but she wasn’t fooled. His control was iron-clad. Still, a man his age could not keep up this pace for long.


“Keep me moving!” Shin Yuri snapped. “Let me use up my energy.”


I know that!


The shadow of Kangmun Hall’s massive red walls fell over them as they danced along the perimeter of the Ring. The hall was named for the first ethnic Hu emperor—her own great-grandsire—who had led his army of nomad warriors south to conquer the failing last Hana dynasty. They had had the Gift of the tiger back then, allowing them to rend their enemies with tooth and claw. But that was long ago.


Yuri pushed her back another step. Lu imagined herself in the bronze-laced red wooden armor and orange tiger pelt of the old Hu kings, like those she had seen hung in reverent display in the Hall of the Ancestors.


She leaped forward and swung hard. The blood pounding in her ears became the thundering hooves of a thousand Hu warriors astride massive black war elk. The warriors screamed for victory—for her— their magnificent mounts foaming at the mouth in their toil.


“Reckless!” she heard Shin Yuri shout. “Control your strokes! Fewer swings, more knowing.”




His words meant nothing to her. She was what thousands of years of warriors had wrought. She had the blood of the tiger in her veins. Who was he to tell her how to swing a sword?


She drove him back another step. As Shin Yuri raised his blade, she spun away from him, then reversed the motion, circling back toward him, raising her sword high above her head. She brought it down, hard, just as he completed his own stroke. The force of her unexpected blow knocked the sword clean from his hands.


Shin Yuri dove after the blade, but Lu kicked it out of reach. He hit the sandy ground, rolling away from her. He bounded back to his feet, poised to dash, only to find her wooden blade at his throat.


Lu kept the sword steady in one hand and used the other to pull off her leather practice helmet, the heavy black rope of her plait tumbling down her back.


“I believe there is a saying for this situation, is there not?” She grinned, wiping away the sweat brimming on her upper lip with her sleeve. “Something about the student becoming the shin?”


Pride and annoyance tugged at the old man’s features, but before he could speak, applause broke out, sharp and unexpected as the ringing of a glass wind-chime.


Lu turned and saw three girls gathered just outside the chalked perimeter of the sparring ring. Against the sandy practice yard, the trio’s pastel-hued robes gave them the misplaced look of flowers scattered in the dirt: Lu’s younger sister, Princess Minyi, and two of her nunas, Butterfly and Snowdrop. Seeing the surprise on her face, they burst into pleased giggles.




Minyi’s sallow face was sun warmed and flushed. She was dressed as their empress mother preferred her to be, in the old Hana way, her layered robes of pale pink cinched high at the waist. The empress had never tried to dress Lu this way, even when she was a young child. But then, between the two of them Min had always been the more malleable.


Butterfly and Snowdrop wore the yellow batik robes customary of palace nunas, topped with a hooded cape—a symbol of modesty. But Butterfly and Snowdrop had uncovered their heads to enjoy the late summer sun.


“Ay!” Lu hollered, striding over to them. “What are you doing here?”


“We overheard you sparring,” Min said. Her voice was ever tentative, like the tip of a toe testing hot bathwater. “It sounded so exciting that they—we—wanted to watch. Just for a moment.”


Lu blinked in pleasant surprise. It had been some time since Min had watched her spar—years, truly. She’d assumed Min wasn’t interested. Her sister had always been a sensitive creature, flinching at even the clashing of practice swords.


“Don’t be cross, Princess,” Butterfly interjected, pulling Lu’s gaze away. “We just wanted to see if the rumors were true, that you’re as deft as a man with a blade.” Snowdrop let loose a fresh peal of laughter.


“What’s so amusing? You don’t think I’m as good as a man?” Lu demanded good-naturedly.


“Oh no, it’s not that!” Butterfly smirked. “Snowdrop was just commenting that in your practice robes and helmet, Her Highness cuts as handsome a figure as any crown prince could hope to—”




“You truly are the Girl King, just as they say!” Snowdrop interrupted, dissolving into fresh laughter.


Lu caught herself before she reacted, but from the corner of her eye she saw Minyi stiffen.


“Girl King” was the derisive nickname Lu had earned among both court officials and commoners contemptuous of her ambitions—as Snowdrop well would have known, had she the sense of a child half her age. She understood the language of awkward silences at least; she went quiet, sensing her error.


“The Girl King?” Lu said with a deliberate smile. The tension eased just slightly from Min’s shoulders. “Perhaps I will be! We’ll see soon enough.”


Very soon. By the end of the day, she would have her new title, and finally put to bed all the rumors: that she was too weak to rule, that the Hu dynasty was on its last legs, that her father was planning to marry her off to her stupid, drug-addled Hana cousin, Lord Set of Bei Province.


“Yes,” agreed Min. Her voice was rushed in eagerness, grateful to move past the discomfort Snowdrop had initiated. “We should probably head over to court soon.”


“Court?” Lu repeated. She cursed, looking toward the sun. “Is it that late already? Why didn’t you say so sooner?”


Min flushed as she always did when sensing the slightest displeasure directed her way. “Well, it’s not so late yet—” she amended quickly.


“Snowdrop, take Princess Minyi to her apartments and get her dressed for court,” Lu interrupted, her thoughts racing. It wouldn’t do to be late today of all days. “Butterfly, run ahead to my apartments and tell my nunas to prepare a hot bath and lay out my clothes. The formal teal robes, and the plum underskirt with gold trim. Make sure to speak to Hyacinth directly. She knows the clothes and how best to prepare my bath.”


“Yes, Princess.”


Lu turned toward her sister. “I’ll see you at court.”


“Should we meet beforehand so we can walk to Kangmun Hall together . . . ?” Minyi ventured hopefully. Lu tamped down a sigh; Min hated making an entrance on her own. Most days Lu didn’t mind playing the chaperone . . .


“Not today,” she said brusquely. “I can’t afford to be late.”


“I won’t be . . .”


“Best hurry now!” Lu flashed her an encouraging smile before turning away.


She hurried back to Shin Yuri, who had removed his sword belt and was now worrying the shoulder buckles on his sparring jerkin.


“I apologize for the interruption, Shin Yuri.”


“Interruption?” he said blandly. “What interruption?”


A smile quirked at the corners of Lu’s mouth.


Shin Yuri spat in the dirt, then turned to fix her with a tight frown. “Time for court, is it?” He didn’t wait for her answer. “Well, before you go, allow me to do my duties as a shin and give you some notes on your performance today.”


Lu sighed, hands on her hips, but Yuri was immune to her impatience by now. “I’m an old man, Princess. Half a century on this earth wears on the body,” he told her, extracting a handkerchief from his tunic. He wiped his face, soiling the fine silk. “You did well today, used your speed to your advantage. But you would not have succeeded against a man—an opponent—the same age as you.”


Lu bristled. Her arms rose to fold over her chest—a defensive gesture. She willed them back down. “You can’t know that.”


“You have talent and strength on your side. Good instincts. But that will take you only so far. If you’re going to survive in a battle, you need to develop your mind as well as your body. Efficiency of movement comes from experience, keen observation, and observation can only be done with—”


“Patience!” she snapped. “Yes, I know. You’ve told me a thousand times before.”


“And I’ll tell you a thousand times more if I think it will help you survive.” His eyes locked with hers, and Lu was struck with the uneasy sense that he was speaking of more than just sparring.


He is just being condescending, she told herself fiercely. Her father was about to name her his successor; what did she have to fear? One day she would be Yuri’s empress, and yet he persisted in trying to put her in her place like she was a child. Why were old men so tiresome?


As though hearing her thoughts, he said, “If you do not trust my words as your elder, then trust my experience as a warrior.”


A warrior who abruptly resigned from his post in the North for the comforts of the capital, a nasty voice in her head hissed. This was the undercurrent of gossip that had been following Yuri around since he had returned to court some five years ago. An odd tension—to be labeled both the best and a coward.




“I trust you,” she told him, scuffing the sand with the toe of her boot.


Yuri resumed the task of loosening his jerkin. “I should hope so,” he said. “If you don’t, I’d have no business being your shin.”


He dismissed her with a wave. “Best get prepared for court. You have a long day ahead of you.”


“Yes,” she said firmly. “I do.”
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The drums heralding the start of court beat solemn and orotund, steady as blood. The theater of power. Standing with her sister and their nunas like actors waiting backstage, Lu peered through the seam of Kangmun Hall’s closed front doors, out into the Heart. The massive yellow stone courtyard was made small by the scores of court officials, magistrates, prefecture governors, and Inner Ring gentry pouring in.


There would be more people outside the closed gates—unlucky lower gentry whose family rank did not warrant a seat within the Heart, and supercilious First Ring gossipmongers who bandied fresh information as currency. There might even be a few Second Ringers lucky enough to sneak through the Ring walls under some pretense or another. All of them waiting to hear secondhand tellings of the emperor’s pronouncements.


Word of my succession will spread fast. Lu’s chest tightened in anticipation. At long last, it was happening.


“Really? You can’t even wait for them to open the doors?” The voice was low in her ear. Lu jumped, whirling to find her eldest nuna Hyacinth doubled over in silent laughter.




“Cut it out,” she hissed. But she was unable to suppress a smile. “I’m just gauging the crowd,” she said with exaggerated primness. “Reconnaissance.”


Hyacinth snorted. “You look like a child sneaking into her birthday gifts.”


“I think you mean I look like a future emperor.”


“Certainly. A future emperor sneaking into her birthday gi—” She broke off into a strangled giggle as Lu poked her in the ribs.


“Oh!” Min exclaimed. “I’d forgotten. The pink men are visiting today.”


Her sister was peeking through the gap in the doors. Lu leaned back in over her shoulder and glimpsed three foreign men in the crowd, their pale pinkish flesh and bulbous facial features marking them as the delegation from Elland.


Lu pulled her sister back from the doors. “Call them Ellandaise. Not ‘pink men.’”


Min flushed at the admonishment. “Of course. The nunas call them that sometimes . . . It’s just a bad habit. Forgive me.”


“Commoners use that term. It does not do for a princess,” Lu told her. Then she frowned. “It doesn’t become a nuna, either. Well-bred girls from Inner Ring gentry with sky manses ought to know better. I’ll see that Amma Ruxin has a talk with them.” The stern old amma in charge of training Min’s handmaidens would not stand for such behavior.


“I understand, sister. I’m sorry—”


“So,” Hyacinth’s effervescent whisper came in her other ear. “What will be Emperor Lu’s first decree?”


“Stemming the northern expansion,” Lu said, turning away from Min. “We’re bleeding resources needed for the city’s poor into the colonies.”


“It’ll be difficult to walk back those mines. The wealth from the sparkstone they’re dredging up—it’s enticing. And popular.”


“What is popular is not always what is right,” Lu countered. “We’ve encroached onto northern land for too long.”


Hyacinth tilted her head, considering. “It’s not like there are any slipskin clans left to give it back to.”


“Right,” Lu snapped. “Because the few Gifted we didn’t kill are languishing in the labor camps.”


“It’s time! Everyone into their places!” Amma Ruxin snapped, giving both Lu and Hyacinth a reproachful look as the doors began to open. Hyacinth rolled her eyes at the woman’s turned back. Then she winked at Lu and stepped into place with the other nunas.


“Good luck,” she mouthed.


Lu took a deep breath and stepped outside, in front of the assembled court. Min trailed so closely it looked like she was trying to hide beneath her skirts. Even a regular court session left her little sister anxious; a crowd this size might kill her. Hopefully Butterfly would catch her if she fainted.


Their parents were already seated on the stone portico, side by side, though somehow they made the arm’s-length distance between them look much wider. Theirs had been a marriage of politics, arranged to strengthen ties between the ethnic Hana aristocracy and the ethnic Hu royals, and they had never found reason to make it anything more.


“Come on, then,” Lu directed Min. “Let’s play our parts.” She said it with the edge of a shared joke—one only they in the whole world could share.


Her sister blinked, a surprised smile quivering across her mouth, chasing away the rictus of fear for a moment.


The sisters filed over and fell to their knees before their father, Emperor Daagmun, ruler of the sixteen provinces of the Empire of the First Flame. “Your child and subject bows before the Lord of Ten Thousand Years,” they recited in unison.


“Rise, my daughters.”


Lu stood easily; Min’s heavy layered robes made the task more difficult. Butterfly and Snowdrop hurried over, heads still bowed in respect, to assist the younger princess.


Their father caught Lu’s eye and smiled. He looked well today, resplendent in formal robes of saffron and gold—all signs of illness tucked away beneath silk and royal pomp. He looked every bit the strong and formidable Hu ruler he needed to be.


Lu stepped forward and dropped a warm kiss on his hand. It trembled in hers and she swallowed a pang of sadness. He could not hide his disease forever. From this close she could see the tired lines of a much older man around his eyes.


By contrast, Empress Rinyi looked ten years younger than her thirty-some years. Lu had always felt there was something almost urgent in the care she took with her appearance—all those oils and salves and meticulously applied powders. As though she were preserving her beauty for some later occasion. Lu nodded curtly in her direction, and their mother responded in kind, her fixed smile barely hiding a poisoned well of disdain and impatience beneath.




As Lu and Min took their seats the drums stilled, leaving in their wake only the sharp crackle of the First Flame, burning bright and eternal at the center of the Heart. According to Hana legend, the flame had been ignited by a drop of the sun thousands of years ago—a gift from the gods to their then-fledgling kingdom—and kept alive ever since.


Her father spoke: “Ours is the greatest kingdom this world has ever known,” he began. For a moment, his voice cracked, and she flicked a sidelong glance toward him. Was he having one of his spells now? But, no. He remained steady and upright in his throne. She relaxed as he continued.


“Our kingdom comprises an empire the likes of which our ancestors could not have imagined. Beyond what even my bold, visionary great-grandsire Kangmun, the first Hu emperor, foretold. Each day our borders grow wider. Our colonies are hungry, thriving, like the topmost branches of a great tree, stretching ever closer to the sun. At the same time, our towns and cities grow more prosperous and efficient—the strong roots of the empire.”


Her father went on to describe news from the northern front. The mines were dredging up enormous wealth from the earth—sparkstone enough to soon see the entire imperial army fitted with firearms. Settlements were sprawling, and soon they would make proper colonies, worthy of women and children, shops and cities.


There had been another—highly improbable—sighting by scouts in the Ruvai Mountains of a battalion of men clad in the white and gray uniforms of Yunis soldiers.


Her father did not mention the bandit raid on prison camp eight two weeks ago that had sprung over fifty laborers and left her cousin Lord Set, General of the North, looking the fool. Everyone knew of it, though.


Lu hid a satisfied smile and parsed the crowd. The left side of the Heart was filled with officials, while on the right were the First Ring gentry. Each was ordered such that the most important among them were seated in front, closest to the emperor.


A few rows deep, she spotted Hyacinth’s parents, the Cuis, and her nuna’s three younger sisters. With them sat a boy of thirteen or fourteen she nearly didn’t recognize—until she noted the small birthmark on his chin. Wonin, Hyacinth’s younger brother. He must nearly be of age to begin his studies at the Imperial Academy. It had been some time since Lu had last seen him, and in the intervening moons he had grown into a tall, elegant-looking youth.


Another boy a few rows behind—older than Wonin, though considerably less well mannered—met Lu’s gaze as it moved over him. He gawped at her as if she were some kind of court dancer, eyes traveling down the length of her body. She felt her face go cold, and he blushed, dropping his stare into his lap.


Soured, Lu closed her mind to the crowd. She had chosen today’s robes not just for how their cut elongated her elegant figure, but because the teal gave her a cool, imperious air. Memorable, yet dignified. Smart. But in the end, would any man see that, or was she only a pretty thing for them to gaze upon? It irritated her that she couldn’t say.


Beauty was a weapon—one that required honing and care, like a sword. But also like a sword it could cut both ways.




We will see who cuts whom once this is over.


A flutter of movement caught the corner of her eye; Min bent in her chair to scratch at her calf through the layers of her skirts. The beads dangling from her hairpins rattled from side to side with the movement. Lu bit her tongue; better not to draw further attention now. She vowed to speak to Min about it later and turned her attention back to her father’s words.


“. . . Even at the best of times, an empire must not leave anything to chance. A strong emperor does not just rule for the present—he plans for the future.”


His words sent a trill of excitement traipsing down the notches of Lu’s spine, like a series of bells, each amplifying the last until her body rang with it.


The future.


It was finally happening. She kept her face trained in a mask of assured solemnity.


“And so, today,” her father continued. “I will announce my successor.”


He was looking at her. Lu gazed back with the slightest of smiles.


And then it happened. He looked away, as though ashamed of himself.


An unfamiliar sensation seized up her insides, then released, like the black and spotted fronds of a dying fern unfurling in her gut.


Dread.


All pretense of poise and gravity evaporated. Lu was shaking her head in a mute “no” before her father even said the words.




“I hereby betroth my eldest daughter, Princess Lu, to Lord Set of Family Li, General of the Fifth Regiment in Bei Province. He will be your next emperor.”


Stillness fell, tentatively placid as a newly frozen lake. The only sound was the murmur of the First Flame.


What happened next, Lu supposed, depended on one’s belief in ghostly interventions. Either the hungry fires consumed a bit of still-damp kindling, or some greater cosmic force was stirred by her father’s speech. In either case, the First Flame reared up high, then let off an excited pop that resounded through the walled Heart. A shower of sparks rained down in its wake, forcing those seated closest to it to lunge back in alarm.


The crowd took it as a sign. Their roar was deafening. For a disorienting moment, Lu thought they were angry. But then, no; she could make out the words. Long Live the Emperor! they shouted. Long live the Empire of the First Flame!


It was like hearing the ocean at a distance. Blood thrummed so hard in her ears it was as though the drums that had signaled her entry to Heart had taken up again.


Not Set, was all she could think. Anyone but Set.


The dread in her blossomed into outrage, its vines scrabbling at her guts and climbing into her throat, as though trying to escape through her mouth. Some part of her registered that if she allowed it out, it would come as tears.


So she choked on it, bit and swallowed it back down. Crushed the life from it until it was nothing more than a blackened pit.


How could he do this to me?


Lu looked to the emperor with beseeching eyes, but her father was still gazing out at the cheering crowd. And then Lu noticed her mother and sister looking at her from their seats. Minyi was bent at the waist, hunched over; she had been scratching at her calf again when their father’s pronouncement came and was too stunned to right herself. Their mother was as still as ever, her face unreadable.


You, Lu thought. Their mother had to be behind this, just as she had been when Set and Lu were children. Even after all these years, she had never given up on her heinous nephew.


The empress ever possessed a studied air of stern, benign dignity. At least in public. The only time Lu ever saw her speak sharply was in the closed company of her amma and her daughters—the usual targets of her ire. Some, like Lu, more often than others. Even in relative privacy though, Lu rarely saw her look excited or pleased.


But now, as the emperor called the meeting to a close, her gaze still locked with Lu’s, the empress smiled. With teeth.
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CHAPTER 2


The Apothecarist’s Apprentice


A fat green fly lit upon Bo’s haunch, pierced the mule’s flesh, and began to suck. Nok smacked it dead.


A rote prayer for the loss of life rose to his lips, but he did not say the words. His mother had taught them to him when he was small—picking grubs off fruit, pinching fleas from his neck. Or had it been his aunt? It didn’t matter. They were all gone now—his Kith and all the others—and Nok didn’t pray anymore.


Bo continued eating, oblivious to both fly and boy. He was a dull, indifferent creature, but Nok didn’t mind. Some livestock grew skittish around him, as though they could smell the residue of something predatory—something canine—on him. Something he’d rather not think about.


He rubbed his hands together, brushing off blood and bits of fly. The ropey scars crisscrossing his palms caught and chafed on one another. They used to hurt when he was tired, or sometimes when his dreams were especially bad, but that had been years ago. Now they felt nothing.


He stooped to pat his boot and confirm the knife he kept there was in place. The blade was made for cutting herbs from the garden, but it would go through a man’s eye, if it came to that. Not that he had any reason to expect trouble—but experience taught him trouble didn’t come only when expected.


He was triple-checking the saddlebags to make sure he had everything he needed for Market Day when Omair emerged from inside the house.


The house was carved from one of the many thick-bodied silver trees that dotted Ansana’s sloping hills. The farmers along the northern periphery of Yulan City had built their homes like this for centuries, developing a method of hollowing out the tree so it still lived and grew around them.


“Oh, good, you haven’t left yet.” Omair sauntered forward, slowed by his perpetually swollen knees.


“Stay there, I’ll come to you,” Nok said, already hurrying forward.


“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re treating me like I’m old,” Omair groused, but he stopped.


Nokhai did not know Omair’s exact age. At times, the apothecarist seemed almost gleefully ancient. Then, at turns, the decades seemed to slough off his stooped shoulders until he looked no older than forty, maybe fifty.


He was a short, stout man with a bald head he oiled until it gleamed. Barely visible beneath the hoary bracken of his beard, his brown face teemed with pockmarks and limpid trails of scar tissue. But his eyes were an odd, misplaced gift: a warm, lively red-brown shot through with veins of yellow, like rivulets of gold running through good earth.


He held out a poultice. “Do me a favor and give this to Adé. It’s for her mother.”


Nok frowned, not taking it. “Adé? I was just going to run the errands and come straight home.”


“If you’re going all that way you may as well see her,” Omair tutted. “I worry about you, living out here with no friends. It’s not healthy for a sixteen-year-old boy to be so lonely.”


“I’m not lonely,” Nok said immediately.


Most of Ansana’s denizens were closer to Omair’s age than his own sixteen years. Their closest neighbors, the Wangs, had two boys Nok’s age; they ignored Nok on good days, and pitched rocks at him on worse ones. But Nok had never felt a lack for it. Solitude was safety. Trouble only happened when other people were around to start it.


It had been nearly seventeen years since Omair moved to Ansana and rehabilitated an abandoned house, filling the desperately empty niche of a village healer. But in towns like this, families went so far back it was as though they had emerged there, right out of the damp earth at the dawn of time.


“The old man’s hiding something,” they would mutter. “Did you see how fast Peng’s ax cut healed up? Unnatural. And he says that boy’s an apprentice, but where did he find him? Just appeared one day, in the dark of night. Who—what is he really?”


And if any of them learned the answer to that . . . but, no, it was better not to even think of it.




Omair pressed the poultice into Nok’s hands. “Indulge an old man and be young, would you? Tell Adé to make you laugh. Talk to other people who aren’t me for a change.”
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The crush of Yulan City felt denser than ever. Locals shouldered past farmers from the empire’s rural outskirts, who cried out their offerings of fresh produce. Livestock lowed and brayed. Foreigners from every distant port—dazed travelers and seasoned traders alike—edged their way to and from the docks. Wooden carts wheeled in a dizzy, creaking maelstrom, piled high with squash and turnips and crisp greens, clanging racks of metal pots and pans, piles of combs carved of bone, and blanched wicker baskets. All of it pervaded with the aroma of a hundred different spices, and the damp, brackish breath of the Milk River.


Nok cut through the Scrap-Patch Row section of the Ring, so called for the way its denizens cobbled together their homes from spare bits of brick, metal, and cloth—whatever they could find. Perhaps once upon a time, it had even been a row as its name suggested. Now it engulfed nearly a quarter of the Ring, its untidy borders spilling ever outward. The city’s population of poor folk was ever growing, and they had to live somewhere.


The crowds thinned as he entered the Silk Passage. The cacophonous shouts of merchants and grunting of livestock were replaced by gentle voices and the quiet murmur of a fountain located in the center of a wide, well-swept plaza. The pungent scent of spices gave way to refined orange blossom oil. Nok found his feet were no longer catching in wagon ruts, or open puddles of filth.


A man panting under the weight of a painted rickshaw passed him. The rickshaw bore two foreign women holding parasols to shade their pinkish faces from the sun. They stared curiously at Nok, their pale eyes moving from his long, uncombed hair down to his muddy boots. When he met their gaze, they quickly turned away.


Pink men everywhere these days. There were those who resented their foreign presence, their fancy sector of town, and the wealth with which they’d purchased that land. Nok had no feelings about them either way; they weren’t the ones he had to worry about.


Nok came to a stop in front of a two-story dress and cloth shop. A weathered wooden sign bearing a carving of a peony hung over the door. He peered into the window, past the displayed bolts of silk and damask, a jade-green robe draped elegantly over a headless mannequin.


There were two shopgirls amid the throng of patrons, dressed in identical uniforms. The smaller of the two—the one he sought—had a pretty, heart-shaped face, warm dark brown skin, and a cloud of black curls bound tightly at the base of her neck in a chignon.


As he watched, she showed a bolt of blue ribbon to a well-heeled older woman. The shopgirl pulled out a length for the woman’s inspection, smiling pleasantly, though the expression did not reach her eyes. The customer tested the ribbon between two suspicious fingers and, apparently displeased with what she felt, shook her head and departed.




Nok passed the woman on his way in. She stiffened visibly at the sight of him. Little brass bells tinkled over his head as the door closed behind him.


“Can I help you, sir?”


The shopgirl he had been watching through the window approached. She gazed down her nose at him the best she could—no easy feat, given she was a good head shorter.


“Yes, in fact,” he said, playing along. “I’ve heard your shop boasts the finest blue ribbon in the entire Ring—”


Adé burst out laughing and threw her arms around his neck. He tensed up at the touch; she was always doing things like that. He brusquely moved her to arm’s length.


“How long have you been spying on me?” she demanded.


“Just long enough to see you botch your sale—”


She swatted at him. “Oh, that lady’s horrid! Always coming in here on Market Day and asking us to pull down this bolt and that silk and hardly ever buying anything. She’s a nightmare. Acts like she’s got a sky manse when she’s some Ring-born butcher’s wife. We all want to tell her off, but of course if we did that the Ox would have our heads—”


“The Ox?”


“Oh.” Adé waved a hand as though she were chasing off a fly. “That’s what we call the shop owner when he’s not around. And he’s usually not around . . .” She glanced about quickly before leaning in to whisper, “Word is, he’s got a mistress half his age holed up in an apartment down the street.”


Nok smiled and shook his head. “Listen to you. Talking like a real shopgirl.”


“I am a real shopgirl!”




She did look the part, dressed in the Blue Peony’s uniform: muted blue robes cut in the old Hana style to invoke a sense of nostalgic luxury. Silken slippers hugged her small feet, and from her ears hung dainty white pearls.


He poked at one, sending it jiggling. “These are new.”


She yanked it off her lobe and held it up for his inspection. “Fake. See the clip? All of it’s fake. But it looks very convincing, right?” She twirled. “Can barely tell it’s not the real thing.”


“I wouldn’t know.”


Adé laughed. “Good point. Me neither, I guess.” She was always so cheerful; not an easy trait to retain after a childhood like hers. Nok still found it mystifying after all this time.


It was Adé who had helped Omair nurse Nok back from the dead, back when Omair had first taken him in. She’d been the old man’s first apprentice. Once Nok had recovered, the two of them spent their days side by side, mashing herbs and beeswax into salves, until two years ago, when Adé’s mother Lin Mak decided to move the family back to Yulan City.


“Where’s Bo?” Adé pushed past him to peer out the window expectantly. She turned, horror dawning on her face. “Oh, heavens. He hasn’t died, has he?”


Nok had to laugh. “No, he’s still kicking. Literally. I stabled him at the Northern Gatehead this morning.”


“So,” Adé leaned in conspiratorially. “You must have heard the news.”


He shook his head. “What news?” Outside of making Omair’s purchases, he hadn’t spoken to anyone.


“The emperor announced his successor today.”


“Oh, that.” He’d heard murmurs about the so-called Girl King in the market, but he’d shut them out. Just the mention of the princess made him feel eleven years old again, even after all this time.


She’d been an aberration back then, drenched in scarlet, every hair in place, apparently oblivious to the desert heat. Even stripped of the jewels, the silks, she would have been unmistakable as royalty. That tall oaf Chundo had sneered she had a face like a sand fox; Nok had secretly thought if that were true, it wasn’t such a bad thing.


Some traitorous part of him wondered what she might look like now.


Tall, probably, he thought, firmly putting an end to it.


“Makes no difference really who the emperor is,” he heard himself say. “It’s not like she’s going to help people like us.”


Adé’s eyes widened in surprise. “Goodness, you haven’t heard, have you?” She shook her head before he could respond. “The emperor didn’t pick Princess Lu—he named her cousin. Lord Set.”


The very name tore Nok from the present, and suddenly he was there again.


I’ll kill you!


The girl’s screams rent the still desert air. Her fists were flying, lashing the body beneath her again and again.


Mercy, mercy—


Back in the marketplace, Nok’s scars began to throb.


“You know,” Adé prodded, mistaking his silence for confusion. “Set, the Hana scion? The empress’s nephew? Decorated general of the northern territories?”


“No—I,” Nok said. His voice sounded weak. His father would hate that. He cleared his throat. His father was dead. “No, I know. Just—surprised is all.”


And how must the princess feel?


I’ll kill you!


And she nearly had. For all the good it had done her, in the end.


“I think we were all surprised, but then, we’ve never had a woman emperor before, have we?” Adé sighed. “And now I suppose we never will. Not in our lifetimes.”


She shrugged. “So, how long until you head back to Ansana? It’s hot today. Let’s go get some iced fruit—my treat!”


Nok looked around the crowded shop, regaining his bearings. “Are you not working? It looks like you’re working.”


She winked. “No worries. Mei will cover for me.”


“Oh?” he said. “Does she know that?”


But Adé’s mind was made up. “Mei, cover for me, would you?” she called out to the other shopgirl.


Mei’s face soured. “I covered for you two weeks ago.”


“I had to walk my brothers to school.”


“That wasn’t my problem.”


“I’ll take all of your Market Day hours next moon!” Adé pushed Nokhai toward the front door. “Come on. Go, go! Before she decides to rat on me. She hates me,” she whispered confidentially.


“I can’t imagine why,” Nok said.


“Oh, who knows?” Adé sighed, letting the door slam closed behind them. “Some people are just awful.”
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The crowd along Kangmun Boulevard had grown since Nok had run his errands; it moved like thick mud. Someone swore loudly at him to get out of the way. Nok jumped aside. An elderly woman hobbled by, pulling a wagon laden with knives that gleamed fiercely in the afternoon sun.


“Come on!” Adé seized his hand and lunged down the street. The noise and smells of Market Day always seemed to invigorate her as much as they exhausted Nok. “Come on,” she repeated, tugging at his wrist like she meant to wrench it off.


“Cut it out,” he complained, trying without success to shake his hand from her grasp. It wouldn’t do to have someone see them hand in hand. People might talk. People always talked, even where there was nothing to say.


Adé wedged her way between the swollen belly of a free-roaming donkey and a cart of dusty yams. Nok had no choice but to follow.


“I’m not as tiny as you are!” he protested, jabbing the donkey with his elbow to avoid being crushed to death.


“Tiny!” she yelped. If she had more to say about it, though, he didn’t hear. Her voice was drowned out by the mumbling drone of the crowd.


Nok caught up with her as she extricated a slippered foot from a dark, suspicious-looking puddle. “I should’ve changed out of my work clothes,” she said forlornly. “If I get anything on this stupid dress the Ox will kill me. And if that happens, my mother really will kill me.”


She sighed, shaking her foot. Foul-smelling muck splattered everywhere, leaving a sad gray stain on her shoe. “I’m supposed to see Carmine this evening, and Mama gets so worked up if I don’t look perfect for him.”


Carmine. So, Adé’s Ellandaise suitor was still around, then. A sturdy, well-fed young man with pink skin, pale dun-colored hair, and an easy smile. Nice enough. His father was a merchant. Rich and well connected.


“How’s Carmine doing?” Nok asked lightly.


“Good,” Adé said, hesitant. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that. I—”


But Nok’s attention was drawn away. A troop of soldiers had materialized up ahead, by the gate embedded in the wall of the Ring.


“Hey,” Adé said, sticking Nok in the side with a sharp finger.


“Ow!” he snapped. “What is it?”


“About . . . you know, Carmine and all . . . ?”


“Clear the street! The gate is opening! Make way!” the urgent call came from somewhere ahead of them. Nok craned his head instinctively, searching for its source. The crowd was stirring, agitated—a beehive poked with a stick.


“Clear the street!” the call came again. “Make way for the Ellandaise emissaries!”


Nok couldn’t see how it was possible, but the crowds seemed to intensify, as though a few hundred extra bodies had formed up out of the packed-earth streets.


“We should get off Kangmun Boulevard.” Adé tugged anxiously at Nok’s sleeve. “Is there an open turnoff anywhere? I can’t see a damned thing—”




“Clear the street!” The call came again, now urgent, and close.


Nok spotted an opening beside a cart of persimmons. “There! We can—” Nok turned, but Adé had disappeared.


“Clear the street!” The crier was so close now it felt as if he were shouting straight in Nok’s ears.


“Adé?” he called.


The faint cry of her voice came from somewhere far off to his left. He looked frantically in the direction of the call, but a heavyset man slid behind him blocking his view.


“Nok!”


He whirled again, but didn’t see her.


“Adé!” Nok scanned the slowly thinning crowd for her face, but she had disappeared. Cursing, he ducked into the nearest alley. It was blissfully empty.


The crowd was beginning to stream southward, toward the harbor. If he ran, he might be able to outpace them using the city’s alleyways, then scan the passing crowd for Adé. If she hadn’t been crushed.


No. Adé would be fine, he told himself. She’d grown up on these streets, knew her way around far better than he did. He would find her again—so long as he didn’t lose himself in the alleyways, which wound tight and numerous as capillaries around the artery of Kangmun Boulevard.


He headed in what he hoped was a vaguely southward direction.


“Mercy, young man . . . mercy.” A beggar woman rattled a bowl of coins at him as he wended his way through a particularly narrow alley. Just a pair of skinny, leathered hands and ankles poking out of a pile of filthy rags; an unremarkable sight. Nok nearly ran on, until he glimpsed the face beneath her ragged cowl.


Dozens of dull blue dots formed trails of ink just beneath the skin of her cheekbones and down her chin—the unmistakable facial tattoos of a northern mountain temple shamaness.


He did not recognize her particular designs, but then, the mountains had once been full of unaffiliated lesser temples—usually practicing some unsanctioned amalgamation of Hana Mul rites, Yunian traditions, and local customs.


“Mercy,” the shamaness repeated. She shook her bowl at him again hopefully; the coins inside clinking coldly against one another.


In spite of himself, Nok felt a stab of pity. How a mountain shamaness had come to the crooked alleys of Scrap-Patch Row, he could not fathom, but then, how he had gotten there defied belief as well.


He reached into his tunic and pulled two coins from the pouch strapped to his chest.


“Here,” he said roughly, dropping the coins in the shamaness’s bowl. She peered up at him gratefully. She was younger than he would’ve guessed, no more than forty. When their eyes met, her ingratiating smile vanished, and she drew back with a hiss of surprise. Before he could react, she reached out and snatched his wrist up in a surprisingly strong, gnarled hand.


“Slipskin?” she whispered.


Nok’s heart dropped to the pit of his stomach. He’d been found.
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CHAPTER 3


Duty


Lu scarcely registered her father dismissing the court. She only knew that she had found herself in Kangmun Hall, the doors closed at her back, and her family and their respective attendants gone. The emperor hadn’t so much as looked at her—just allowed himself to be swept away in a deluge of eunuchs and chattering inner court officials. Lu had watched him go, feeling as though she were looking at a stranger.


Someone cleared their throat. Lu looked up. Her dozen nunas stared at her with anxiety and embarrassment in their eyes. Hyacinth came to her side and gave her hand a squeeze, but Lu shook herself free. If she gave in to that bit of sympathy, that suggestion of softness, she would unravel completely.


“What are we waiting for?” she said, forcing a smile like baring her teeth. She turned in the direction of the Hall of the Ancestors. “I still have my Analecta lessons, don’t I? Let’s not keep Shin Mung waiting.”
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In front of the double doors of the hall, twelve women draped in burnt-orange robes waited in two orderly lines. Ammas.


Lu stopped short. She knew who she would find inside, and it was not Shin Mung.


She could leave. Lead her nunas back to her own apartments, where—where what, exactly? She would bar the doors and crawl into bed? Weep and moan and tear out her hair, turn away food until the unlikely day her father changed his mind? Unthinkable. Some other girl in her position—Minyi, perhaps—might lower herself to that. But not Lu. She did not run, and she did not cry. If conflict came at Lu, she would rush to meet it.


She squared her shoulders and walked into the hall, nodding at the ammas in respect as she passed. Her nunas followed closely behind.


The empress was waiting for her at the far end of the hall’s long, incense-clouded colonnade, gazing up at the ancestral portrait of Emperor Kangmun. Her head was cocked thoughtfully, as though she had never seen it before. She still wore the full ceremonial regalia from court, drenched in layers of floor-length muted-vermilion silk. The trim was embroidered with flowered vines that clambered up her bodice and high-necked collar. They looked like they were reaching up to choke her.


Lu cleared her throat. The sound echoed down the hall. Her mother did not tear her gaze away from the portrait. “Is that how you greet your empress? I know you were raised better than that. I saw to it.”


“Where’s Shin Mung?” Lu demanded.


Her mother finally turned, with a rattle of swaying jewelry and a disdainful purse of her painted lips. “Elsewhere. He had important matters to attend to,” she said. The implication was clear enough: Your lessons aren’t important. Especially now.


Lu smelled the bait, bloody and rancid and old. She wouldn’t bite.


“Were these theatrics really necessary?” she asked instead. “Tricking me into seeing you?”


“It hardly seemed worth the effort, true. But I sent for you several times this past week, only to be told you were nowhere to be found. You’re a difficult person to track down.”


“Well, you found me. What do you want?”


Her mother raised one perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “To begin with, I want you to address me with respect.”


“I’m sorry,” Lu said. “What do you want, Your Highness?”


Cold fury flashed in her mother’s eyes, but only for half a breath. When she turned her gaze toward Lu’s nunas, it was placid and cordial. “Girls, go wait outside with the ammas. We won’t be long.”


Halting movement rippled through the handmaidens, as though the empress’s words were a physical force prodding them to action. They glanced nervously at one another, then looked to Hyacinth. Hyacinth was looking at Lu, still and implacable as the figures of the ancestral portraits surrounding them. She’d been the only one not to respond to the empress’s command. Lu loved her for it.




“Stay,” Lu told them. It was stupid—a childish act of rebellion. But while she may have lost her father’s love and the throne in one fell hour, Lu was still a princess. And a princess alone directed her own nunas.


She opened her mouth to say as much, but her mother spoke first, in clipped, irritated tones. “After the day you’ve had, do you really want to give them more fodder for gossip?”


Lu’s jaw clenched. “They would never gossip about my affairs. I trust my nunas.”


“That’s touching, but I would rather not suffer for your lack of judgment,” her mother replied. “And I do not have the day to sit about entertaining your misplaced loyalty.”


“So go, then,” Lu snapped. “I wasn’t the one who ambushed you.”


“Don’t be dramatic. I mean to speak with you now, woman to woman. Though I wonder if it will come to anything. Time and again, you insist on playing the child.”


Lu crossed, then uncrossed her arms. No one could agitate her like their mother. She wasn’t certain if the reverse was true—her mother was easily agitated by so many things—but it often felt that way. At any rate, it was only a matter of time before one of them said something truly ugly. Perhaps it was better her nunas weren’t around to witness that.


Lu glanced at Hyacinth and jerked her head toward the door. Her friend nodded once and directed the others back outside.


Once they were gone, her mother slipped a pale, elegant hand from one sleeve and beckoned Lu closer. “Come here. I won’t have this conversation yelling across the hall at you.”




Lu huffed, reluctantly closing the distance between them. Her mother’s citrus perfume and musky powders cut through the hall’s permanent fog of incense, and the combination turned her stomach.


“What do you want to speak of?” she asked.


“As your mother, it’s my duty to guide you through the journey you’re about to take.” The trill of triumph in the empress’s voice was unmistakable. It was as though she herself had been named heir to the empire.


For her mother, this was likely as close to power as she could ever hope to get: Set, her blood, her beloved nephew, her proxy on the throne. Pathetic, Lu thought. Until she remembered that the same was now true for her.


The empress continued: “The Betrothal Ceremony, your wedding, and all the duties you will have as the wife of the emperor, the mother of his children—the court will expect you to execute all of them seamlessly, as though it were in your very nature. But in truth, there is nothing natural about it; only hard work, planning, and practice will allow you to succeed.”


Lu did her best to ignore the idea of bearing Set’s children. “Is that all?” she sniffed. “Since it seems my lesson with Shin Mung has been canceled, there are other matters I’d like to attend to.”


Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “If you’re thinking of running to your father to wheedle an appeal to his decision, I wouldn’t bother. He indulged you—indulges you—far too much. It’s made you ignorant to the ways of the world. Do you think his choice of an heir was all his own to make? Do you truly believe all it takes to rule an empire as vast as ours is one man with a blessing handed down from the heavens? Not even you could be so simpleminded, surely.”


Her mother had never been kind to her, but she had never before been quite so openly cruel. Or so open at all. While she henpecked Min in a way that could almost be described as doting, her disapproval of Lu was largely one of silence, discernible through absence rather than action: the lack of touch, the emptiness in her gaze, the indifference to her joys and triumphs. Min was their mother’s project, while Lu was their father’s. No one ever said as much, but it had been the unspoken rule of their family.


“What do you know of me?” Lu demanded, the words lashing out of her. “You know nothing of what I am capable. How could you? You’ve never paid me any mind.”


“I know more than you think,” the empress said. Her eyes drifted toward the door, where a moment ago Lu’s nunas had exited. “I have eyes and ears everywhere, child. They tell me everything. And I know far more than you.”


A sour jolt of betrayal lanced through Lu’s gut. It was known the empress had spies embedded in each department of the court staff, but it had never occurred to Lu that any of her own handmaidens might be among them.


Stupid, she told herself quickly. She’s lying. Lu had no reason to suspect disloyalty among her nunas—and yet, like a poison, the idea spread hot through her veins. Uncertainty, once felt, could not be unfelt. Her mother was trying to throw her off balance. Lu saw it, but that didn’t make the doubt any less acute.


Her mother sighed. “I suppose there’s no harm in telling you now that your father did speak for you, against his advisers. But,” her mother shrugged, “he is easily swayed, easily shamed. He has no resolve. But he did have faith in you, even if it was misplaced.” And then, with just a trace of bitterness: “He loves you.”


“Love?” Lu spat. “He humiliated me. In front of the entire court! The entire city!”


“Yes, well, that is one thing at which he excels: humiliating others. You’ve learned that lesson today, and now it is time for you to learn another. This is the end of your childish aspirations. It is time to put away fantasy and focus on the life you have.”


Lu barked out a laugh. “You’re enjoying this. You love tearing me down, you always have. You never wanted me to succeed.”


The empress sighed again. “Don’t flatter yourself, child. This has nothing to do with you. I’m merely satisfied to see the empire set down the right path. That is what matters. Not your vanity, nor your hopes, nor your happiness.”


“So, I should settle to be miserable and powerless, like you?”


For a moment, Lu thought the empress was going to hit her. Absurdly, she felt a sudden prickle of fear. They had come a breath away from blows before, but their mother always stayed her hand, as though she knew Lu wouldn’t hesitate to strike back. Or, more likely, her father’s favor had protected Lu like a shield. The fury with which her mother beheld her now, though, looked set to tear through it.


Instead, her mother stiffened, then folded her arms carefully across her chest. “Listen to me, girl: you will never rule. Men may derive some amusement from a spirited girl, but they will not tolerate a willful woman, let alone deign to be ruled by one. You were never destined for anything greater than what you have—far less, truly. You can bend to that reality, or you can be broken by it. I won’t waste my time with you further. Come see me when you’re ready to learn your place.”


She strode across the hall, the clack of her high pot-bottomed shoes methodical against the floor. At the doorway she paused to call back:


“Do you know, when you were born, I came here and lit a candle before each ancestral portrait, from your late uncles to Kangmun. To thank them you were a girl.”


Lu stared at her, met those glacial gray eyes in confusion. Her mother regarded her unblinking. “Had you been born a boy, you would have been so much harder to crush.”


The doors swung shut hard behind her. At their close, Lu sank to her knees, suddenly exhausted. As though her mother had wound all the energy in Lu’s body around her wrist like a ribbon, dragging it behind her as she left.


She cast her eyes upward, to Emperor Kangmun’s portrait. Her great-grandfather’s painted face gazed back down, ferocious and square jawed and unyielding, wreathed by a backdrop of stars and fire, a tiger pelt hanging from his shoulders.


“Help me,” she whispered. No answer came but for the frantic thumping of her own heart.


Kangmun’s effects were displayed beneath the portrait in a glass case: a slender sword in a beautiful scabbard of onyx, gold, and emerald, and close beside it, like two lovers lying side by side, a rather more crudely hewn blade of iron—his first sword, from his days as a slipskin king. A marriage of his two identities. Beside the two weapons were arrayed a handful of rings and seals, a scrap of paper that bore his calligraphy, and a lock of hair bound with gold thread.


Next to the case, on a dress form, hung a set of his emperor’s robes, the dye of Hu imperial scarlet still clinging to their age-embrittled silk. Lu fixed her gaze upon them; judging from their cut, Kangmun had been a large man. Broader and taller than her father, even.


Infuriatingly, Lu felt her eyes well up at the sight of those robes. At the legacy and the honor they bespoke. She blinked the tears back fiercely. She had been so close. What had turned the tide against her?


She could not say how long she stayed there on her knees. Her mother was right. There was no taking back her father’s decision, not when he had announced it before the whole empire. This was her life now. She would walk through the same unhappy motions of marriage, of childbirth, of managing palace staff and the small manipulations of gossip and whispers, like a hundred generations of women before her, starting with the Betrothal Ceremony, where again she would be paraded and humiliated in front of the entire court, and—


The Betrothal Ceremony.


Lu looked up sharply, eyes falling upon the broad, ghostly form of Emperor Kangmun’s robes and tiger pelt. And an idea took root. A stupid, rash, childish idea. One that might just work.


Her mother’s voice echoed in her mind: You can bend to that reality, or you can be broken by it.


Let them try to break her, then.
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CHAPTER 4


Slipskin


“Slipskin.”


Nok’s throat was closing up.


The shamaness studied him with bright, eager eyes. “Yes,” she murmured. “Yes. And Ashina at that. The blue wolves. A strong people. But what you have . . . I never felt that in any of you before . . .”


His free hand dropped the morning’s purchases and shot to his chest, as though to push away the massive weight crushing him—but of course, his hand grasped at nothing but his tunic.


I’ll kill you!


The girl’s voice cried out again. It was only in his head, he knew, and yet he could hear it, surer than the blood thundering in his ears.


The beggar woman’s hand tightened around his wrist, her nails digging painful little crescents into the flesh, bringing him back to the present.




His breath came back to him with a gasp. “Let go!”


She released him. He stumbled back, and for a taut moment the intimacy of his secret reared between them, terrible and unexpected, like a trod-upon snake. Nok stooped and retrieved his bag, never taking his eyes off her.


He ran.


“Your secret is safe with me, little pup!” The woman’s voice rattled after him. Her laugh was rough and sad. As he turned the corner, he heard her add: “We’re both a long way from home, aren’t we?”


Nok couldn’t say for how long he ran, but he finally stopped in a narrow alley with his heart pounding like it was set to kill him. The alley let out down into the harbor; he could see the Milk River, hear dock workers shouting at one another, tossing crates of cargo.


I’ll kill you!


He whipped a glance over his shoulder. The alley was empty—of course it was. He mashed a hand against his eyes. What was he expecting? The shamaness? Soldiers wielding steel? The whole imperial army at his heels?
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