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			1

			The Burning House

			

			Thuan’s day had been utterly routine: petitions from House Hawthorn members; unpleasant political maneuvering; a brief, barbed lunch with his husband and co-head of House Asmodeus, in which they compared notes about an upcoming dinner with envoys of other Houses. Nothing surprising or insurmountable.

			He was out in the gardens, halfway between his office’s open French windows and the river. The lawn, pockmarked with debris and ash, sloped down to what had been the quays by the river Seine and which was now a roiling mass of gray, iridescent water. He’d made the mistake of sitting on the grass, which meant the trousers of his swallowtail suit were completely damp, and with rather interesting oily stains.

			His other mistake, of course, had been to use his one hour of leisure in the day to be nice to overwhelmed parents.

			“Unka Thuan, Unka Thuan! She’s stolen my doll!”

			Ai Nhi had drawn herself up to the full and rather limited height of a five-year-old and pointed an accusatory finger at Thuan’s niece Camille. Her shape wavered between human and dragon, with the shadow of antlers above her pigtails, outlined in the bluish light of khi water.

			“Give it back, or I’ll tell Auntie Ly!”

			Camille’s only answer was laughter, waving the doll around in one hand and the moldy blanket she dragged everywhere in the other.

			“Now now …”

			Thuan stopped. He stared at the Seine, at the vast expanse of water beneath which hid the troubled dragon kingdom where he’d been born. Something was wrong, but he couldn’t put his finger on what. He grabbed the doll from Camille.

			“No stealing,” he said, firmly.

			Camille wailed. He ignored her, and put the doll back in Ai Nhi’s hands.

			The khi currents of water, faint lines of blue light, seemed undisturbed. They curled, lazily, along the wide paths of pockmarked gravel, around the wide trees whose trunks were flecked with fungus, and stopped at the water’s edge. Nothing wrong. Still nothing he could put his finger on. And yet …

			“Unka Thuan!”

			He forced a smile he didn’t feel. “Yes?”

			Ai Nhi’s aunt, Vinh Ly, was in Thuan’s retinue, part of the dragon court who had come with him to Hawthorn. Both of Ai Nhi’s parents had died when she was still a baby, and Vinh Ly, often overwhelmed, let Thuan take care of Ai Nhi on her behalf.

			Ai Nhi and Camille were both looking at him. In that uncanny way children had, they stood side by side as if nothing had ever been wrong between them.

			“What are you looking at?”

			Thuan shrugged. “The water. The city.”

			“The other Houses?” Ai Nhi asked. “Auntie Ly said they were … ag-gres-sive.”

			The way she detached the syllables, she clearly didn’t know what the word meant.

			Thuan sighed. “She means they want to attack us.” Before Ai Nhi could look worried, he said, “You don’t have to worry about it. Asmodeus and I have the situation well in hand.”

			Or rather, House Hawthorn was keeping its head down, and hoping the other Houses in Paris would believe them too uninteresting and too uninvolved to bother attacking. A tricky balance to strike: too weak, and other Houses would swoop in like vultures; too strong, and they would ally to take Hawthorn down. And, of course, Hawthorn itself wasn’t currently in the best of states. Thuan had only recently started to rule alongside Asmodeus, and the House was still adjusting to the merging of Thuan’s dragon magic with the Fallen magic of Asmodeus, which it had always relied upon for its own defense. Dependents were busy rebuilding wards, and the Fallen in the House—the former angels, living sources of magic—were working overtime to repair buildings and cast protective spells. Hawthorn was in no shape to get involved in anything.

			Again, that tingling in the air—something wasn’t as it should have been, but before Thuan could start weaving khi currents, someone spoke.

			“My lord. I hadn’t expected to find you here.”

			It was phrased like a reproach. Thuan turned, his heart sinking.

			“Iaris.”

			Iaris smiled. Her face was smooth, ageless—nothing close to her real and considerable age, but then Iaris was one of Asmodeus’s favorites, and her closeness to Fallen magic had stretched and slowed down the passing of time for her body. She’d been with Asmodeus from the beginning, in the Court of Birth, before the coup that had made him the head of the House, and was now the chief doctor in Hawthorn’s hospital. She was virtually untouchable, at least by Thuan, and they both knew it.

			“What do you want?” Thuan asked.

			“A word,” Iaris said. She didn’t sit down on the lawn, forcing Thuan to get up, dirty trousers and all—obviously. “This is unseemly.”

			Thuan raised an eyebrow. “Unseemly?”

			Iaris’s face did not move. “You know exactly what I mean.”

			Thuan snatched Camille up before she could go wandering off near the water, and bobbed her up and down, carrying her on one hip. Ancestors, she was heavy. Ai Nhi had turned into a dragon: a serpentine shape with the antlers of a deer that curled up around Thuan’s legs, making a deep rumbling noise of contentment. The cold touch of her scales through the fabric of his trousers was comforting.

			“You’re his consort,” Iaris said, dryly. “Head of the House.”

			She made it all sound like an insult. She thought Asmodeus had embarrassed himself when he’d married Thuan, and even more when Thuan had started to rule in his own name. Never mind, of course, that Thuan had to seize power from Asmodeus to do it, at a moment when Asmodeus had been on the brink of death. In Iaris’s mind, the perfect House would still be under the sole control of her own master.

			“That’s an accurate description of my position,” Thuan said, deadpan.

			Iaris ignored him. “You’re not a childminder. The Court of Birth—”

			“Isn’t these children’s family.”

			Iaris opened her mouth. She was going to ask if Thuan was family, but realized that this would cast aspersions on Asmodeus—who might have been a disaster at childcare but definitely considered Camille his niece.

			“Lord Asmodeus—”

			“I don’t know where he is,” Thuan said. “We’re not each other’s minders, either. The last time I saw him was at lunch.”

			Iaris exhaled. “You don’t understand.”

			He did. The House was changing, and Iaris didn’t like it—she clung to what she’d always known like a lifeline. She wanted a head of House who was dark and frightful, a monster to defend them against the other monsters of Paris: all the things that Asmodeus effortlessly was, but that Thuan would never agree to become.

			But understanding didn’t mean he had to indulge her.

			“Down down, Unka,” Camille said.

			Thuan reluctantly let go of her, but kept a wary eye on what she was doing. She was crouching on the grass, watching a bit of dark earth with fascination.

			He said, to Iaris, “Was that all?”

			Her lips thinned. She started to move back towards the House, but turned, slightly, towards him.

			“You’ll never be accepted if you don’t make an effort to fit in.”

			Ah, the old classics. Thuan exhaled. He let his dragon shape half-shimmer into existence around him: the antlers, the scales on the back of his hands, his fingers thinning and sharpening into claws.

			“I take care of this House,” he said. “That’s all that really matters. You want me to make myself smaller in the vain hope that the dependents will forget who I really am. We both know that’s not going to happen.”

			“Certainly not in these circumstances,” Iaris said, coldly.

			She glanced at the children, and then at the other side of the riverbank, where empty factory buildings stood against the sideline. House Harrier. One of the Houses sharing a border with Hawthorn: the Grenelle bridge, where House dependents stared at each other across the checkpoints.

			“Our neighbors have seen us in disarray, my lord. The faster they realize that we’re united, the fewer attacks they’ll try.”

			“Harrier isn’t attacking us,” Thuan said, mildly.

			Harrier was classist, separating human and Fallen and insisting on the innate superiority of Fallen. Lord Guy and his wife Andrea had cut Thuan dead at every event they’d attended. If nothing else, it had been entertaining to watch Asmodeus getting increasingly cutting and sarcastic in return.

			Iaris’s face didn’t move. Camille was wandering off again: Thuan raised a barrier of khi water across her path and she bumped into it, poked at the blue light with pudgy fingers, curiously.

			“Harrier is too busy at the moment,” Iaris said. “But make no mistake—when they see an opportunity they’ll take it. And they’re not the only ones. House Mansart and Fontenoy are emboldened by Harrier’s own internal troubles.” She ticked them off on her fingers, items on a list of issues Thuan had no doubt she carefully maintained. “House Lazarus won’t act directly but they’ll push other Houses to do so. House Shellac have always felt they ought to be larger and more important.”

			She listed half a dozen other Houses Thuan could barely keep track of. Which was the point, of course: to show him his own ignorance and obliviousness.

			Ancestors, he was getting so tired of this. Life was harsh and short in a city still in ruins after the Great Houses War sixty years ago, and even within the relative safety of a House, all they could seem to think of was how to hurt each other, like crabs in a bucket.

			“Was that all?” he asked, again. He made his voice much colder.

			Iaris grimaced, but said nothing else. She headed back into the House with ill grace, leaving Thuan to disentangle Ai Nhi from his legs.

			The little dragon girl stared, thoughtfully, at the retreating figure of Iaris.

			“She’s not nice,” she said, with a gravity that seemed completely out of proportion.

			Thuan couldn’t help laughing.

			“No,” he said. “But you still have to be nice to her.”

			“Unka!” Ai Nhi said, scandalized.

			“Do we need to have the talk about politeness again?”

			He stopped, then. The odd tension in the air was not only still there, but now unbearably strong. He hadn’t noticed because he was too busy trying to assert himself and face Iaris down, but …

			The entire world seemed to be drawing a breath. The khi water around Ai Nhi and Camille stiffened, and flowed away—and so did every other khi element in the air.

			“Unka?”

			Thuan turned towards the river. He had no choice, because the flow of khi elements was drawing him as a fisherman’s hook, a ceaseless tug in the hollow of his chest—not straight ahead, towards the muddy mire of the flooded gardens, or the dragon kingdom that had once been his home, but towards the left, past the ruined Eiffel Tower. A plume of flame and smoke rose over the horizon: the flames pink and yellow, darkening into billowing clouds. A dull sound like a gunshot, and then another one—each burst changing the sky, briefly, to a bright green that slowly washed into trembling, dusty light.

			Fire. Smoke.

			From the heart of House Harrier. Neither wood nor stone burned that way. And the explosions—too far away for now to send shock waves they’d feel, but they would only be the start.

			He’d not fought in the Great Houses War. Sixty years ago he’d been young and sheltered, a minor and spoiled prince of the Dragon Kingdom more interested in sleeping with a succession of lovers than in the dreadfully boring business of the court—but he’d heard the stories of the fall of House Hell’s Toll, and how the armory’s fire had painted the sky green and pink. He was seeing no ordinary fire; and he had perhaps three minutes before the largest and final explosion.

			“Unka?”

			The windows were too close. The House was too close—everything would become cutting shards and wounding debris when the shock wave hit.

			He shifted into his dragon shape, as easily as slipping on the tailored clothes Asmodeus kept pressing on him. He scooped up both children, ignoring their protestations—the wriggling, screaming Camille, Ai Nhi saying she was all grown-up and too old to be carried, trying to grab her doll from Camille on Thuan’s other side—and started flying towards his office. The pressure in the air was becoming unbearable; that dreadful, unnerving calm before the storm, slowly spinning itself together. The plume of smoke from the burning House Harrier now cast a long shadow across the lawn, the trembling, billowing finger of some malevolent deity lightly resting on a wound. There was no khi water left in the air at all—Thuan felt he was swimming upriver through tar, caught in sticky air that only slowed him down. The river wavered in front of him, patches of oily sheen distorting into vague, unrecognizable shapes. An illusory safety: the dragon kingdom would not help him, would not shelter him, would not save him.

			He was perhaps halfway to the closest building when the explosion hit. A booming sound was the only harbinger of what had happened—followed, a fraction of a second later, by a wind that tore the grass from the lawn, as sharp as knives against the skin of his hands. He threw himself to the ground, raising desperate wards to protect the children, just as everything was torn apart in a maelstrom of sounds and flying debris which hit, again and again, the wards he’d raised. Thuan curled over the children, feeling the dull bounce of the broken objects which got through against the scales of his dragon shape, just as the House’s sense of danger rose to a screaming crescendo in his mind. He had to do something to protect his people, he had to do it now …

			Silence spread over the House. Thuan pulled himself up, cautiously. The large oak tree by the side of the lawn had lost a few branches, but seemed otherwise unharmed. The French windows of his office—which he’d left open—had been torn off their hinges. Every pane of glass on the entire wing had shattered inwards. There was a distant smell of fire—something burning in the kitchens? The air was the purplish hue of recent bruises, and everything smelled too sharp, too crisp. The khi currents that normally saturated the House were all but gone.

			He caught movement on his right, out of the corner of his eye, on the edges of the riverbank that were perpetually shrouded in mist: small, agile shapes coming to crowd on the lawn, invisible to anyone else but him. The children. Not the ones he was currently minding, but the others, the House in physical shape: skeletal branches of hawthorn shaped into the vague shape of children. His flesh crawled—every time he’d seen the children he or his friends had been in grave danger—but they seemed not to pay him any attention. Their faces were turned, unerringly, to the plume of smoke rising beyond the river.

			Harrier. House Harrier. Their closest neighbor, aflame and reeling from the explosion; and they would have it even worse than Hawthorn, since they had been at the center of the blast.

			What would happen now?

			“Unka?”

			Ai Nhi stared, open-mouthed, at the devastation. Even Camille, for once, seemed to be at a loss.

			“It’ll be fine,” he said, with a confidence he didn’t feel. He threw another glance at the children of thorns, but they still hadn’t moved. That was not good, but he had so many other things to worry about first. “Come on, let’s see what’s happened.”

			He flew rather than walked over the lawn, and dived head first into his office. Or rather, what was left of it. His bookshelves had toppled—torn fragments of books lay everywhere—and the papers he’d left on his desk were probably hopelessly mangled by now. The desk itself was more or less where he’d left it, though its leather was scored in multiple places by gashes. Broken glass and splinters of wood and metal covered every surface. If anyone had been by a window when it had shattered …

			Asmodeus. Thuan reached out in his mind, where the dependents of the House were arrayed like candle flames—so many of them guttering, on the verge of failing—and a familiar, sarcastic presence, though diminished and far away.

			Still alive. Asmodeus was still alive; but of course the House couldn’t tell Thuan anything useful, beyond indications of immediate danger—and there were so many ways to die that weren’t immediate or merciful.

			He—

			“Down! Down!” Camille said. Thuan tightened his grip on her.

			“There’s glass, little fish,” he said, firmly.

			And, ignoring her disappointed wails, he flew further into the wing, trying not to dwell on the fear that tightened his insides like a fist of ice.

			Inside the House, it was chaos. Stunned dependents wandered, calling for their loved ones; distant clatters of debris as people freed themselves. The smoke he’d smelled earlier was coming from the kitchen, where Koia and a few others were frantically emptying magical artifacts of their stored power to attempt to snuff out the flames that had spilled out from the ovens and hearths. Koia nodded at Thuan as he stood at the door: she had it under control, or hoped to.

			“Have you seen Lord Asmodeus?” Thuan asked, as he’d asked every other dependent on his way there.

			Koia gave a tight-lipped shake of her head. “Sorry, my lord. He doesn’t come into the kitchens that often.”

			Almost never, unless it was to frighten the kitchen hands. Thuan sighed, and pressed down his nascent worries. There was a lot of business to take care of. Other people whose safety he had to ensure. And Asmodeus would be fine. He was too smart and too resourceful to be otherwise. Thuan tamped down the little voice that kept insisting that smartness and resourcefulness meant little in such situations.

			“Find me someone you can spare,” he said. “There was a fire across the Seine, and I want to know where it’s coming from.”

			“My lord …”

			Koia gave him an appraising look; but Thuan was in full dragon form, and disinclined to argue with people who still thought Asmodeus was the center of the universe insofar as the House was concerned.

			He pressed himself closer to her, so she could see the full width of his maw, and the glistening fangs of a predator in a mouth large enough to gobble up half of her in one go.

			“Now, Koia.”

			“Of course, my lord.”

			“Thuan!”

			It was Berith, Asmodeus’s Fall-sister. She strode through the din as though nothing was wrong: silver-haired and tall, infused with the glow of Fallen magic—though it was flickering and weak—and her eyes circled with deep gray. Berith had taken grave wounds during the Great Houses War sixty years ago, and not even the protection of the House could heal her.

			“Mamma!” Camille wriggled out of Thuan’s grasp and ran, screaming, towards Berith, hugging the Fallen’s legs with a wide smile on her face. “Mamma mamma mamma.”

			Berith gave Thuan an apologetic smile.

			“Come on, child,” she said to Ai Nhi in perfect Viet. Ai Nhi shook her head, and continued to cling to Thuan.

			“Don’t worry,” Thuan said.

			He shook himself and resumed his human form, which made it easier to fit into the space below the ceiling. Ai Nhi remained on him—no longer riding on his back, but now balanced on his shoulders. He was obscurely glad someone was there to take care of Camille. Ai Nhi was five, old enough to have a modicum of self-preservation, but Camille just barreled through life as though fires and large bodies of water would somehow make way for her imperious will.

			“Françoise …?”

			“She’s fine.” Berith’s face was closed. “She was with the seamstresses, embroidering some tablecloths.”

			Some undercurrents there: Françoise was Berith’s partner, and thus related to the head of the House whether she liked it or not—and both Berith and Asmodeus thought it unseemly for her to concern herself with base servants’ work.

			A worry for another time.

			“Auntie Berith, Auntie Berith, there was a big boom!” Ai Nhi said.

			Berith smiled, brightly and with a tension even the little dragon had to see.

			“I’m sure there was. It happens sometimes in old Houses, child.”

			“Mmm.” Ai Nhi didn’t sound convinced.

			In the silence that followed, Thuan said, “No one has seen Asmodeus.”

			Berith lifted Camille to her face, up and up until the toddler squealed with laughter—with no hint of the strain it must have been to her dying magic. Then she lowered her, and balanced the small body on her hips.

			“I haven’t, either,” she said. “You should go and see Iaris.”

			Thuan sighed. He’d delayed going to the hospital because he didn’t want to know how bad it was. But he was head of the House—one of two people everyone depended on for protection—and he couldn’t afford some illusions.

			“I will. Do you have any idea what’s going on?”

			Aside from the obvious fact of an explosion. These had been commonplace during the war, but that was over: though buried spells went off from time to time, nothing should have had that large an impact.

			Berith shook her head.

			“Doesn’t matter,” Thuan said.

			They were going to find out eventually; and he had an inkling they wouldn’t like it, not one bit.

			They were halfway to the hospital wing when the messenger caught up with them. It was one of Iaris’s underlings, out of breath.

			“My lord …”

			“Steady,” Thuan said.

			“You have to come now.” The messenger paused. “The cells … Lord Asmodeus …”

			Thuan’s blood went cold.

			“Take her,” he said to Berith, lowering Ai Nhi down.

			“Unka!”

			But Thuan was already up and running—rising, shedding his human form and flying above his startled dependents. He flowed through the labyrinth of the West Wing, corridors of cracked wainscoting streaming past, adroitly ducking so that his antlers didn’t get tangled in broken chandeliers, deftly avoiding the crossroads leading to the rooms of the various leaders of Hawthorn’s Courts, into another, even narrower complex of guardrooms and servants’ quarters, where his body twisted to weave around the crowd of people rushing towards the exit.

			When he reached the entrance to the cells, he found a pile of rubble blocking the staircase; and Madeleine, the House’s alchemist, drawing a circle on the floor, pausing from time to time to shake an errant strand of graying hair from her eyes. Thuan landed among startled dependents, and—with difficulty—kept his mouth shut while Madeleine finished drawing her spell.

			Fallen magic still wasn’t his specialty: all he could judge was the size and complexity of the spell. As he watched, Madeleine emptied another artifact of its stored magic, and it joined the piles of discarded ones on the floor. They didn’t have that many left, and they’d gone through a great number of them already—Thuan bit back the thought, which was useless. They needed to get to Asmodeus. The cells. Obviously. Asmodeus had never been part of the Court of Persuasion, but he still haunted the cells as if they were his second home—satisfying his cravings for others’ pain by interrogating the dissidents imprisoned within the House.

			“It’s just rubble,” one of the dependents said to Thuan—Mia, a no-nonsense Fallen with long flowing hair and a swallowtail jacket speckled with shining silver threads. “The cells should be intact, my lord.”

			Should be. Might be. Thuan knew better than to put faith in such statements.

			Ancestors, keep him safe.

			A scratching sound.

			Thuan’s head snapped up; so did Madeleine’s. The pile of debris that blocked the entrance to the cells was moving—shifting upwards, as if something buried within was ponderously lifting itself free. It stopped for a moment, fell back down, and then slowly pushed itself up again. Thuan’s throat felt constricted. He hadn’t even been aware he was holding his breath.

			The pile of rubble spun—became, for a brief moment, a pillar of metal and wooden shards—and then burst apart, showering everyone with debris. Mia and Madeleine threw themselves to the floor. Thuan shielded his eyes. The debris fell well away from him, as if an invisible hand was holding it off.

			When the cloud of dust dispersed, Asmodeus stood on what had been the first steps of the stairs. He wore his usual gray-and-silver swallowtail jacket, except that it was covered with dust. He had a body slung across his shoulder: someone with long hair Thuan couldn’t recognize, whose head and back hung limply on Asmodeus’s broad chest. Blood stained his white gloves, and he had multiple wounds on both cheeks. He stood, unblinking, unmoving, watching them all through horn-rimmed glasses, gray-green eyes the color of a stormy sea.

			Thuan took one, two steps forwards. “Asmodeus …”

			He didn’t move. He just stood, staring at Thuan. The smell of bergamot and citrus hung in the air: a threat, a promise. At length he shook himself; moved away from the staircase in long, graceful steps, his face still frozen in that odd expression.

			“Here,” he said, laying the body down on the edge of Madeleine’s circle: an Annamite woman whose bare arms had been sliced open, blood staining her tunic until it had turned the color of rust. “Get her to hospital.”

			“Asmodeus!”

			But Asmodeus was already swaying. Thuan flowed upwards, catching him on the back of his dragon shape before he could hit the floor.

			“Stubborn fool,” he said, not bothering to hide his worry, his anger—not to mention utter exhaustion from switching shapes three times in the same day. “Let’s get you to hospital first.”

			In Emmanuelle’s dreams, the world was fire. Angels rose on wings of flame towards a distant, unattainable City: a concoction of mother-of-pearl buildings, enameled domes and white, eye-searing streets in which featureless shapes flowed past each other. At the top of the highest tower was the light of a burning sun—it couldn’t be watched, couldn’t be held within her field of vision without hurting her eyes or burning her face. She reached out towards it—towards Him—and everything fell apart, the flames becoming the jagged shards of a vast, unknowable puzzle raining down on her.

			She woke up, and everything hurt. She lay on her back for a while, staring at a sky that wasn’t gray—that wasn’t even the cornflower blue of Lucifer Morningstar’s eyes, or of the heavens as they had been, before the war, before the pall of pollution. It was an odd shade of purple, shading into indigo. As she watched, sounds intruded: distant clatters, and a rumble, like stones collapsing atop each other. It was hot—too hot.

			She needed to get up.

			She was lying on gravel in the ruins of a garden: the center of a classic little square with wrought-iron railings and impeccable rows of trees that still peppered the south of Paris. Except that the railings that separated the garden from the surrounding streets were bent, and the trees charred, leafless stumps, and she lay in the middle of a flat nothingness of churned earth and fragments of stone. The doors and windows of all the buildings around the square had caved in. It was not the usual gentle decay she was used to seeing in post-war Paris, more like the result of an explosion.

			What had happened?

			Emmanuelle managed to pull herself upright on trembling legs. Just as she did, a wave of nausea racked her from head to toe, and she was on her knees again, vomiting on to the cobblestones, and heaving again and again and bringing up nothing but nauseating bile, her entire being wrung as if by a careless giant.

			Where was she?

			She didn’t remember coming here, or …

			Harrier.

			House Harrier. She was in House Harrier, as an official envoy of House Silverspires. She … Presentation. She and Morningstar had been attending the First Presentation of the child-magicians—the first one Guy had hosted since his accession as head of the House. A historic occurrence, Emmanuelle’s partner Selene had said, in a tone that suggested she didn’t trust Guy one bit. Then again, with Silverspires diminished and struggling to survive, they couldn’t really afford to get into an internecine fight with Harrier. Selene was head of the House, and Emmanuelle was all too aware of the political currents.

			She …

			Emmanuelle pulled herself upright—she was shaking, shivering, and …

			Something was wrong. She raised a hand to her forehead—an absurd idea, she couldn’t take her own temperature. Her hand spasmed—she tried to hold it still, but it seized up on its own.

			Morningstar.

			Where was he? They were supposed to look out for each other. He’d promised her …

			From far away, other familiar sounds: people fighting—and getting closer and closer to her.

			Away. She needed to get away. Working everything else out could happen later.

			She stumbled away, and all but tripped over a corpse. Someone she didn’t know, in House Harrier’s blue and black uniform, eyes staring upwards at that odd, bruised-purple sky. They looked odd, but she couldn’t place how or why. Didn’t matter. She couldn’t afford to tarry.

			The earth under her shook: she almost fell, caught herself in time. Everything seemed like it was happening in slow motion. She walked towards the ruined railings, towards the nearest street, or what remained of it.

			The sound of fighting was getting closer—a growing thunder, the sound of metal on metal, the sharp crack of rifles, screams, words all jumbling together into meaninglessness.

			Why? What had happened? They … weren’t at war anymore. Peace had been gained at such a cost; and they’d enjoyed it for decades. It made no sense.

			Onwards. She had to hide.

			She reached the street, and looked left and right. The buildings gaped at her like the maws of Hell, all similarly empty husks filled with ruined darkness. No shelter. And further on were only more buildings with burned, shattered facades, and further still the unbroken dome of the Great Interior, the secluded area where Guy kept the most powerful of his trained magicians—a panicked thought in her mind, a memory of beating wings in a darkened corridor. No shelter there, either, she knew it with absolute certainty. The battle was getting closer. She couldn’t hide. She had to run.

			She did, past the ghosts of buildings in the devastated streets. Her hands seized—and her legs, too, at odd moments, sending her sprawling to the ground. She’d pick herself up, breathing heavily and fighting the blurring vision that threatened to take over her entire world. The sounds came closer and closer, resolved into voices—into grunts and threats and prayers as people hacked and shot at each other.

			“You’ll pay for this!”

			“You can’t win!”

			She couldn’t run anymore. There was nowhere to hide, but she had to.

			She was in another ruined garden, her feet on cold churned earth. Ahead of her was a building: something in a pseudo-Greek or Roman style, except that it had one good wall and three ruined ones, and half a floor, and the railings of its little garden had bent inwards, the tree by its front porch burned and shriveled. Emmanuelle reached what was left of the door, peered inside. Bodies, with blood streaming out of their eyes, limbs hanging at loose angles.

			Beggars couldn’t be choosers.

			She sat against the one wall that still held—praying that it would hold, that the world would stop shaking. And, belatedly, she saw what was wrong: the light. Shadows had played across the corpses on the elaborate tiling of the floor, as she’d looked in. A soft, sloshing light had danced over the ruined walls, moving as she’d moved her head.

			It was her.

			She was emitting the light. She raised a hand, stared at it. Her arms and legs were covered in wounds: the debris must have shredded her when the explosion had happened, but that was normal. What wasn’t normal was that her dark skin was translucent, its color still true, but she could see muscles shifting, contracting uncontrollably, sending her arm down again in a spasm. She wasn’t simply burning with fever; she was burning, full stop, her body eating itself like a candle.

			Ablaze, in the middle of what looked like a pitched fight, in a House that was her enemy and with no idea of what had happened.

			She needed to hide her radiance: her clothes were keeping most of it contained, but her face, her hands and every patch of exposed skin shone like a torch set ablaze. The walls weren’t going to keep that contained, so she needed to cover those parts as well. If there’d been a tarpaulin or a sheet she could crawl under—no, nothing like that left in the rubble.

			But she had cloth on her.

			Emmanuelle looked down. She was wearing an elaborate silk dress embroidered with flowers and trees, and a discreet patch with House Silverspires’ insignia, Morningstar’s sword against the towers of Notre-Dame. Ceremonial clothes. Petticoats. Layers and layers of thick cloth she could unwrap to hide under.

			It took her three tries to undress. Her fingers had become fat, listless sticks, and the spasms that racked her didn’t help.

			Screams, much closer this time. The battle was so close—on the other side of the wall—and she couldn’t afford to look if she wanted to remain unseen.

			She tore her petticoats, and wrapped her hands, face and chest in them. They were a thick opaque cotton—hopefully enough to mask the light she was shedding. Then she leaned back against the wall, the words of a prayer running over and over in her head.

			Our Father, who art in Heaven, Hallowed be Thy Name, Thy Kingdom come …

			Selene would say He wasn’t there—that He’d never been there, that this was where they were all damned. Father Javier would smile, a little sadly, trying to hide that he’d lost his faith a long time ago. Emmanuelle knew it was all untrue; that God was everywhere and in everything, and—in spite of everything, in spite of her Fall—was still listening to His wayward children.

			Our Father …

			Metal on metal and a confusion of footsteps—a din that hurt her ears, too close to be processed. They had to be just outside the walls. She had to be silent. She had to be unseen.

			Our Father …

			Silence, outside. A dying man, begging for mercy, and a gurgling, choking sound that was all too obvious. Emmanuelle’s hands tightened on her torn petticoats. Her leg spasmed across the tiled floor, sending a small pile of broken wood from the shutters clattering to the ground.

			No no no.

			“Should we look for survivors?” A sharp, no-nonsense female voice.

			Another silence. Emmanuelle held her breath, willing her limbs still.

			“There are none.”

			“They’re just buried under debris.”

			“Not if they were inside. They’ll have died. Shock wave shaking their brains inside the head cavity. Or flung against walls. Take your pick.”

			“I thought I heard a noise.”

			Please please please.

			Emmanuelle gave up on subtlety, and threw herself to the ground, drawing her petticoats over her like a shroud.

			Footsteps: a vague shadow, blurred through the cotton cloth.

			Please please let them pass me by. Let them turn away.

			“You’re right. It’s just corpses.” A sigh of disgust. “Let’s go before they come back.”

			Silence, again. Emmanuelle didn’t dare move, not until she was sure they’d well and truly gone. It was almost restful, lying on the cool floor.

			Her mind wandered, the prayer no longer first and foremost in her thoughts. How had she come there? Morningstar. She’d come with Morningstar, at Selene’s behest. They’d gone to their rooms, and then—

			And then there was nothing. Time skipped and blurred. Morningstar at her door, cocking his head the way he did when he was about to ask an embarrassing question. He had a burning sword in his hands, and Darrias, House Hawthorn’s envoy, was behind him.

			“Emmanuelle, what’s wrong?”

			There was a sound in the background, a hiss that gradually grew, as if hundreds of strips of cloth were fluttering in the wind at the same time—except it made Emmanuelle’s heart freeze, and fear tighten around her guts. She had to run, she needed to run now.

			No.

			None of that was possible. It wasn’t real. The sword—the two-handed monstrosity that had been Morningstar’s weapon of predilection—had been lost for twenty years. And the face of Darrias, standing behind Morningstar, kept changing, becoming that of a Harrier menial, that of a Hawthorn dragon, that of the Houseless boy with the broken arm Emmanuelle had helped home a week ago, when she’d met him on her usual runs through the city.

			Her mind kept shying away from the immediate past—scrabbling, trying to fill the gap with random, incoherent images. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath. It didn’t really make anything better. The images went away, but the sound didn’t—merging with that of her madly beating heart, that she couldn’t calm no matter how she tried.

			Calm down. Calm down.

			She could do this.

			At length she pulled herself up once again. The sound of battle was distant again, and the rumbles of collapsing buildings had stopped. Safety. She had to get to safety—wherever that was. Out of the House, if she could; though she couldn’t see the great wrought-iron gates she’d entered through, and if it had reached the stage of pitched battles in the House the gates would be one of the worst places to be.

			She clung, for a moment, to the threshold of the ruined building, staring at the shape of devastation all around her. The landscape bent and blurred—nightmarish shapes, created by the light that was burning her up.

			What had happened, and how was she going to deal with any of the fallout?

		

	
		
			

			

			

			2

			Sweeping the Tombs

			

			

			Philippe was at Grandmother Olympe’s, with the other aunts and the children. It was almost the Mid-Autumn festival, and he’d been roped into helping Colette build a lantern. Aunt Ha’s daughter was three, and didn’t have the fine motor control necessary to put it together without crushing the delicate wooden ribs. He’d cheated, and used a hint of khi fire and khi water to create an am duong pattern in the air. Each teardrop half of the circular sign hung wreathed in colored light, and it was slowly rotating, much to Colette’s entrancement.

			He’d wanted to use the khi elements to put the lantern together, too, but Grandmother Olympe had put her foot down, darkly muttering something about proper striving. Slowly, carefully, he threaded the silk paper over the last of the ribs. He’d chosen the classic five-star shape, but hadn’t realized how complicated it was. But he wasn’t about to lose face in front of Grandmother Olympe—who’d make some low-voiced and pointed comments about Immortals not knowing everything, hoping to draw him into an argument about their respective ages. She’d never quite forgiven him for continuing to call her “Grandmother” when he was, in fact, much older than her; over a thousand years old and ageless, by virtue of the ascension that had brought him into the court of the Jade Emperor. She’d chosen to ignore that he’d later been thrown out of it—though at least she wasn’t worshipping him. He had a temple in those days, a small room in a basement with an altar and people leaving offerings. “Awkward” didn’t even begin to cover how he felt about it.

			His fingers slipped, sending a small wooden dowel clattering to the floor, and he picked it up with hands that seemed to be on fire. Demons take him, it was a children’s lantern—it shouldn’t be that complicated …

			A distant noise like thunder. Philippe looked up, startled, a split second before the floor shook and cracks spread through the walls of the apartment.

			“Colette …”

			Aunt Ha was already there, picking up her daughter before Philippe could even think of moving. She gave him a dark look, as if he was somehow responsible for whatever was happening, but Aunt Thuy was already bending at the window, followed by most of the others.

			“There’s smoke in the sky,” Aunt Thuy said.

			A faint, sickly smell in the air—a familiar one, wasn’t it? Not fire, which happened now and again in devastated Paris; not the smoke of the pyres on which House Hawthorn burned the Houseless they slayed, calling it justice. But something older and much more dangerous … Abruptly, he was back sixty years ago, his hands splintered with the wood of his spear, pushing forward as the company he was part of entered the kitchens of House Draken, moments before it fell and the shock of its extinction sent them all reeling …

			“Philippe? Philippe!”

			Grandmother Olympe was shaking him, her hands smearing grit-speckled mooncake dough on his face, a cold and startling touch, like that of a drowning man.

			“I’m fine,” he said, but he couldn’t quite keep his voice from shaking. “What’s happening?”

			“I don’t know.” Olympe’s dark, wrinkled face was emotionless.

			Philippe walked to the window—it was open in the warm weather, which meant he could see through it instead of squinting through cracked, opaque glass patched in multiple places. A plume of smoke rose from beyond the roofs of la Goutte d’Or neighborhood, its billowing darkness shot through with colored lights as if from fractured jewels. The air was saturated with that sweet, sickly smell—that of battle spells he hadn’t witnessed cast in more than sixty years, since the war had ended.

			“Look look, Lippe, lightie lightie,” Colette said, trying to bend over the windowsill to catch the smoke, but Aunt Ha held her fast.

			“Something is burning,” Aunt Ha said. “Something big.”

			“House fights,” Philippe said, with a lightness he didn’t feel. “None of our business.”

			He looked at the khi currents in the small, crowded kitchen space. They were bent out of shape, slowly draining towards the source of the smoke. Not just any House fight, but a spectacular one. What was in that direction? Hell’s Toll, Solférino, Harrier? Not that it mattered.

			Grandmother Olympe was silent for a while; he could see her weighing possible consequences for the little Annamite community she was all but queen of.

			“You can’t fight them,” Philippe said.

			Ancestors knew he wanted to; but it was a doomed, impossible struggle.

			“No,” Grandmother Olympe said, at length. “You’re right. It’s none of our business. And it’s not like knowing would change anything for us.” She brought both hands together. “Come on, everyone. We have lanterns and mooncakes to finish for tomorrow.”

			The aunts came back from the window, and Philippe went back to his discarded lantern. But he could still feel the tension and worry in the air—the way the conversations were now terse and taut, that Aunt Ha kept glancing at Colette, wondering how much of that she’d understood. And, when he walked out of the apartment after his lantern was finished, the smoke was still rising above the buildings, now purple rather than black, the sky around it puckered and bruised, and the khi currents all bent out of shape, slowly gathering in a huge maelstrom that spun in the sky like a huge, ponderous serpent.

			Sixty years. It had been sixty years since the Great Houses War. He hadn’t been there at the start, obviously—only brought in, like the aunts’ ancestors, when it had been going badly, when they had needed to drain their colonies of blood and silver in order to survive. But—he glanced, again, at the plume of smoke, stubbornly refusing to go away—he imagined it would have started much like this, once upon a time.

			Philippe’s apartment was in a communal building: one of the last ones to be built before the war, its entire ground floor added after the Boulevard Barbès had been leveled downwards, the former hilly street replaced by a straight avenue, the kind that had once been marked by a row of chestnut trees on either side, a testament to Paris’s wealth and power. Now all that was left were the circles where the trees had once been—the ground blackened and filled with so much chemical residue that nothing would grow there. Philippe’s room-mate Isabelle would attempt, stubbornly, to get tomato plants to flower, but they would shrivel, barely past sapling stage. He doubted they’d be edible—poisoned, like the ground. Like the city.

			No patients waited for him on the rickety stairs. In the small apartment, Isabelle was waiting for him, carefully drawing on a scrap of paper with charcoal. Behind her, the one wall giving out on the boulevard was broken, the hole taped over with oiled paper by the dockers and bakers in the Annamite community when they’d moved into their new flat. Few homes in the Houseless areas of Paris were whole—that this one had four walls and three of them were intact made it of great value.

			“Philippe!”

			He glanced at her drawings. “You’ve been practicing again.”

			“I’m getting better.” She gestured towards the stove behind her. “I made buns. They’re almost pretty.”

			She smiled, then, and it illuminated her entire face. Once—in another lifetime, when she’d been a member of House Silverspires, before she died because of him, before he found the spell that brought her back to life, not as the Fallen she’d been, but as a mortal—they’d learned to bake together. He’d shown her how to handle dough, holding it to the light until it was almost translucent, shown her how to fold it into banetons, waiting for it to rise until the cream-white, perfect dough looked as though it was about to burst. These days the dough was gray, flecked with dirt and grit and Ancestors knew what else; she made buns rather than bread, and they danced around the subject of Silverspires as one would dance around barbed bonfires of thorns.

			“I’m sure they’re perfect.”

			He glanced at her drawings. The same abstract shapes—sweeping, phantasmagorical clouds that seemed to stretch and waver as he stared at them. Other Annamites bought them as charms. Philippe was secretly glad to have them out of the flat; he was a former Immortal, and not particularly superstitious anymore, but these gave him the creeps. The one he was staring at was shaped like a bird, but as he watched it seemed to stretch and change, until it seemed a blackened plume of smoke.

			“You should probably stay inside for a while,” he said.

			Isabelle’s thin, black eyebrows arched. “Why?”

			He was about to say, “It’s dangerous”, when he noticed the petals on the table. They were small, perfectly heart-shaped, scattered around her drawings like decorations, their color all but drained away to the grayish-white of dirty snow, their ribs traced delicately in bluish mold.

			Hoang mai. Mai vang. The flower of New Year’s Eve in Cochin China. It only grew in the South of Indochina, and there was no way anyone here could have got hold of one.

			“Isabelle, where did these come from?”

			“These?” Isabelle stared at the petals. “I hadn’t even noticed they were here …”

			A cold wind rose through the window, seeping in through the edges of the oiled paper, picking up the petals until they seemed to dance in the breaths of air. They swirled past Isabelle and Philippe, spun, for a split second, around the battered bamboo steamers on the stove, and then came back towards the floor, between the cracked slats of the parquet. They didn’t rest on it; they still whirled in the air, turning and twisting and rising, more and more of them, with a faint, almost transparent sheet of air wrapping itself around them, like a net curtain caught in a storm. It was almost the shape of a person now—a faint, threatening suggestion of arms and legs in a figure that only barely resembled one, a flower petal face with only depressions for the eyes, and arms that whipped and stretched in the rising wind.

			“Philippe …” Isabelle said.

			Her hands clenched, her brow furrowed—as if she could still access the magic that had been her birthright as a Fallen.

			He laid a hand on her wrist to steady her.

			“Don’t,” he said.

			The air was saturated with the smell of hoang mai, a soft, fruity breeze that would have been a reminder of New Year’s Eve in his home—except that he could taste the rot underneath, the earthy, moldy smell that clung to everything in Paris. A reminder that he was there, that the city was dying, and that he was part of it, trapped in it because no boats would take a Houseless back to the country of his birth.

			The face sharpened; the petals faded; and a woman stood before them.

			She had dark skin, with a tinge of mingled yellow and blue, and the contours of heart-shaped petals were still visible on her cheeks. Her hair was piled in two elaborate braids that formed large arches above her head. Her sleeves billowed in the wind, but so did her arms and hands, as if she couldn’t quite tell where the wind ended and where she started.

			“Pham Van Minh Kiet,” she said in a voice that was the whisper of flowers shaken by the storm, the sound of petals falling over the wet earth. And then another, older name: the one he had taken as an Immortal, in the Court of the Jade Emperor.

			His body was bowing—betraying him, finding again the old obeisances of the Court. He stopped it with an effort; bowed simply, without abasing the upper part of his body to the floor.

			“Lady,” he said.

			Isabelle was watching her warily. He’d withdrawn his hand from her wrist, but he could still feel her—could still feel her frustration, her need for immediate information.

			“You’re a hard man to find,” the woman said, gracefully. She moved. Her sleeves moved with her, disintegrating into petals as she did so. “My name is Hoa Phong. I am the Censor Who Reveals the Purity of Heaven.” She held out a scroll.

			It was thin, translucent paper backed on yellow silk with the entwined shapes of dragons—faint, faded tracings and frayed threads, something carefully and lovingly preserved. The message was in sharp and neat characters—Southern characters, not the Classical Chinese the court had once used. The text itself was short and terse, dwarfed by the familiar vermilion of the imperial seal at the bottom. When he rubbed his hand over it, a tingle of magic crept up his arm—a tight knot of all khi elements in perfect balance, a pointed and wounding reminder of what it had felt like to belong. And at the bottom …

			“I thought it lost,” Philippe said, before he could think.

			The imperial seal, the one once given by the Chinese to the Jade Emperor in Annam, had been destroyed by the Fallen at the outset of French colonization.

			“Some things endure.” Hoa Phong’s smile was dazzling.

			The text said:

			

			It is a time when the mulberry fields become open sea, and the sea mulberry fields. Foreigners hold our treasures and our subjects’ submission. For this reason we have sent Hoa Phong, the Censor Who Reveals the Purity of Heaven, bearing the word, so that we may be saved, and we order anyone who reads this to render her whatever help may be necessary in the accomplishment of her tasks.

			

			Be saved. Philippe breathed in a distant smell of sandalwood and lemongrass, remembered a palace of wide, impossible rooms, of lacquered chairs and silver chopsticks.

			“You’re from the court.”

			There was no need to specify which one.

			A smile, that would have been dazzling if he hadn’t seen the flower stamen in her mouth.

			“With a need.”

			He didn’t remember her. He didn’t remember most of them—when he’d been thrown out of the court, lifetimes ago, the various immortals in the various ministries had cut all ties with him. It was the way it had always been. The court didn’t waste time mourning, or render pity to those out of favor.

			“For a disgraced ex-Immortal?”

			“You’re still Immortal,” Hoa Phong said. “You don’t age, you don’t get sick. Whereas people like her—”

			“I’m here,” Isabelle said, loudly, though her Viet was nowhere near fluent enough to follow a conversation this complex, spoken in the archaic language of the court.

			And, once, she had not aged either. But no, he wasn’t ready to consider the implications of that here. Hoa Phong was his immediate concern.

			“I don’t understand what you want.”

			Hoa Phong’s face didn’t move.

			“Help.”

			Philippe gestured to the oiled paper at the window, the battered table, the chairs with the broken backs—the room that was too clean, too sharply tidied up, to hide what they didn’t have.

			“What makes you think we can?”

			“Not ‘we’. ‘You’.”

			Hoa Phong used the singular, and an honorific he’d seldom heard—only in workers’ prayers, the ones he walked away from knowing he couldn’t satisfy them.

			Foreigners hold our treasures and our subjects’ submission.

			It couldn’t be the subjects—well, at least he hoped it wasn’t, because he could imagine Grandmother Olympe’s face if Hoa Phong walked in and attempted to convince her of the Jade Emperor’s supremacy.

			“Treasure,” he said, flatly, since Hoa Phong didn’t seem about to explain herself. He would guess, the court hadn’t picked her for her diplomatic skills.

			“They took something.”

			“They took many things,” Philippe said.

			Behind him, Isabelle pulled out a chair, and sat in it—frowning and trying to follow the conversation, but smart enough not to intervene. Good, because the currents in this were past her. He didn’t know Hoa Phong or what power she wielded, but the fact she could just fly into their flat and coalesce from flowers suggested the main reason the court had selected her was sheer strength and endurance—and that he might not be able to match either.

			“Why is this one important enough to send someone?”

			Hoa Phong pursed her lips. “I’m not allowed to say.”

			Philippe shrugged. “Perhaps I don’t care, then?”

			“Don’t you?” Hoa Phong asked. “I saw your face, when you touched the seal.”

			“I was expelled from the court.” Philippe’s offense had been minor—a celadon cup, broken at a banquet—but enough of a loss of face for the Jade Emperor to cast him out. To make it clear to his guests that no imperfection would be tolerated. “More than a hundred years ago.”

			He’d wandered the land, then, treading, lightly, on the bones of everyone he’d ever known, finding mausoleums of his own descendants—not even Hoa or Kim Cuc, because his own children had become vague myths in a golden age of inexhaustible rice and rivers bursting with fish. He’d watched the French go from merchants and missionaries and explorers to soldiers and conquerors, and the officials of the mortal court in Huê fight each other for scraps rather than unite against the threat. He’d watched spirits chained; dragons mortally wounded; mountain spirits retreating to their fastnesses. And, finally, the court that had once cast him out had closed itself off, desperate for respite from ceaseless Fallen attacks.

			He ought to have been glad, but all he’d felt—all he still felt—was a bleak despair.

			Hoa Phong watched him, for a while. Then she moved, fluid and inhuman, to stand by his side—the sweet smell of flowers, the trembling reminder of his past—and made a gesture with her hands. The dress shifted, uncovering the lower part of her torso, just above the hips.

			“You’re still a doctor,” she said. “Tell me. Help me.”

			The wounds looked like claw marks, their edges jagged and blackened. Within were specks of mold, with that peculiar blue-gray he’d already seen on the petals. Philippe sucked in a deep breath.

			“How …?”

			“Fallen.” Hoa Phong shrugged. “They’re fast, and they’re everywhere. And if not them—their agents are.”

			Isabelle had risen, come to stand near Hoa Phong. She looked at the wounds, and then back at Hoa Phong.

			“You smell of death,” she said, finally. “Of … wrongness. You shouldn’t have been touched by it.”

			Hoa Phong stared at her for a while, and then at Philippe.

			“Who is she?”

			“A friend,” Philippe said, stubbornly.

			He could tell Hoa Phong wasn’t happy—that she was going to come back to this. But not right now, which was something. He knelt and looked at the wounds. They’d sunk deep into flesh—the only thing preventing the infection from being carried further into the body was Hoa Phong’s immortality—and even then, he could see the meridians, and how they were choked off by the rot.

			“You’re sick.”

			“Wounded,” Hoa Phong said. “It’ll heal.”

			Philippe didn’t agree.

			“It’s a hard land,” Hoa Phong said, finally. She wasn’t looking at him. Her face was petals again, cheeks breaking off in chunks of whitish-yellow, hair streaming away into smoke and wind. “People ignore me, or try to kill me. Or both. I can’t retrieve the object the Court sent me for alone.”

			Philippe took a deep, shaking breath. He’d walked away from the intrigues of the court. He owed them nothing; and they were offering him nothing.

			“It’s important,” Hoa Phong said. Another hesitation. “In Annam …” All of a sudden she wasn’t a powerful flower spirit any longer, but a young, frightened girl with no future ahead of her. “They’re at the gates now. The Fallen. Walking in the gardens, where the grass shrivels where they step, and the longevity tiles split in halves in their wake. They …” She took a deep, deep breath. “They’ve killed the star maidens and driven the Weaver and the Cowherd from their domains, and uprooted the sacred banyan in the moon.”

			It was bad then. No, not bad. Worse than that: it was almost over.

			“This thing you seek—”

			“Yes.”

			“Will it help?”

			She wasn’t looking at him. Because she thought herself his inferior? The possibility hadn’t even occurred to him: it was deeply disturbing.

			“It’s power,” she said, finally. “Raw, naked magic. If it doesn’t help …”

			She didn’t need to say it.

			“Who has it? A House?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Which probably meant it was. Anything that powerful would have been claimed by a House; because that was all they did—suck others dry to maintain themselves. Parasites. But he’d made his peace with that. He wouldn’t play their games. He wouldn’t get involved with them. He would remain within his small community, helping it survive.

			But it was his country, his countrymen, the spirits of his homeland. And if he stood by while they made their last stand, then how could he live with himself?

			“I can’t promise anything,” he said, finally. “But I can try.”

			

			Thuan cleaned up his office, slowly and carefully. Most of the debris had been swept up by dependents. He’d insisted on it, knowing all too well the value of appearing strong at times like this, and to assert his authority as, with Asmodeus in hospital, he was nominally in charge of a House that had never really accepted him.

			He’d returned Ai Nhi to her aunt Vinh Ly. The child had protested, and Vinh Ly had given her a stern talk about the importance of propriety and what an honor she’d been given—all of which had no doubt washed straight over Ai Nhi, who considered Thuan a combination of doting uncle and surrogate father.

			About forty people had been injured when the shock wave hit Hawthorn. No serious wounds. Thuan had ordered every wounded person moved to hospital, though arguably the most injured was Asmodeus, who was still in the doctors’ care, but not in immediate danger. The House in Thuan’s mind was quiescent again, the sense of danger to its dependents having passed.

			Which meant it was time to regroup, and think things through, and plan.

			Thuan penned a small, curt missive to his relatives in the dragon kingdom of the Seine. The kingdom was drained of blood and resources following an unsuccessful rebellion, and had made it abundantly clear they wouldn’t intervene in the affairs of the city. Still, Thuan’s Second Aunt would expect regular updates on his life, and mercilessly remind him how unfilial he was when he forgot them.

			He looked outside, towards the river. The plume of smoke was still rising from Harrier, but the children of thorns were no longer watching it. He thought for a while, then he threw open the broken French windows and walked out, to stand in the middle of the ruined lawn.

			He waited. The air was saturated with khi water again, but beneath it was the faintest tinge of fire and burned wood. There was no summoning the children. They only showed themselves to the heads of the House—and then only when they chose.

			“You were on the riverbank,” Thuan said, slowly. “Watching House Harrier burn.”

			A sigh like the wind in the branches. A sharp noise like dozens of flowers budding at once.

			They came silent and invisible. One moment they weren’t there, and the next they stood in front of him: children that would have seemed human, if they hadn’t been woven of thorns. Three-fingered, skeletal hands, arms of branches and twigs, and bodies that were merely frames on which hung flowers the color of rot. In the hollows of their eye sockets was only darkness—the hungry, watchful kind, the devouring night only held at bay with fire and the ancestors’ blessings.

			“Thuan,” they said. Their mouths opened in unison, but not a muscle of their faces moved. “What do you want?”

			“Answers.”

			Laughter creaking like old wood. Like the buildings of the House. They weren’t human. They’d never been: just a mask the House chose to wear when it judged suitable.

			“You don’t come out for trivialities,” Thuan said, stubbornly. “And I don’t have time to waste.”

			A silence.

			Then, “Things are changing,” one of the children said.

			It stared at Thuan, but didn’t blink.

			“Because of a House on fire?”

			The child turned, briefly, to look at the plume of smoke. Its face was almost thoughtful.

			“There hasn’t been war in such a long time.”

			“We’re not at war!”

			The child shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps not.” It inclined its head, considering Thuan. “Perhaps the House is weak, and has need.”

			Behind the mist, on the riverbank, was a place only the heads of House could reach: a grove of hawthorn trees garlanded with bodies. A place where the heads of the House went, hanging on hawthorn branches, their blood and magic forever feeding the wards that kept the House safe. Some dependents, too, once; but Asmodeus had changed that. The House took in outsiders, and asked sacrifices of its leaders, but not of its own.

			Thuan didn’t flinch. He didn’t fear death. He never had. Much like Asmodeus, the only thing he feared was loss.

			“Take me, then, if you think it necessary.”

			They’d formed in a loose circle around him. They left no tracks upon the damp grass, and anyone who saw him would assume he was talking to himself. He stared at them, levelly—at hands with long, pointed fingers, at the hawthorn flowers threaded around the hollowness of ribs.

			They were the ones who looked away, eventually.

			“Not yet,” the child said, shaking its head. “One day.”

			Thuan shrugged. He kept his shoulders loose, relaxed.

			“We all die.”

			That was a worry for another time; Ancestors knew he already had enough of them.

			He must have blinked, because they were gone, as if sunk back into the earth, and he was genuinely alone on the lawn. He walked back, chilled, to his office. War. Changes. He’d a lifetime’s worth of changes already, all compressed into a few months—rising from being an obscure and unimportant prince of the dragon kingdom of the Seine to co-head of one of the most powerful Houses in Paris. He’d wanted time to enjoy it; or at least to make the most of it, to reform the House into a place where dragons and mortals, Fallen and natives could live together as equals.

			War.

			They wouldn’t survive another one.

			He was looking for clean paper and reports in the drawers of his battered desk when Iaris walked in.

			“My lord?”

			“Other people knock,” Thuan said, mildly.

			“Do they.” Iaris smiled.

			She had two underlings with her, like an honor guard—one of her nurses, Ahmed, and Mia, the Fallen with a taste for flamboyant clothes whom Thuan had seen at the entrance to the cells. The last person, who entered the room at the back of everyone else, was Phyranthe, the leader of the Court of Persuasion and, as such, Vinh Ly’s hierarchical superior. She wore her fair hair cut short, and was clothed in a long flowing red dress, her usual garb when outside the cells—though the hems of its sleeves smelled faintly of encrusted blood.

			That … was not good news, whatever it was. Phyranthe was like Iaris: old guard. A Fallen who’d met Asmodeus back when he’d been head of the Court of Birth, befriended him in the Court of Persuasion, and had risen to become its leader after Asmodeus became head of the House. A stickler for rules who worshipped the ground Asmodeus trod on, and resented Thuan and the other dragons for disturbing her routine. And particularly Thuan, for convincing Asmodeus that everyone was due a fair trial before being sent to the cells.

			He’d prepared poorly. Thuan should have had dragons with him: his own, loyal followers brought in from the kingdom and dispatched to every court that made up the House. He could have asked Iaris what she and Phyranthe wanted, but that would give them the upper hand, which was little better than waiting for them to speak. Instead, he pulled up the chair behind his desk, and sat down.

			“Tell me what we know,” he said.

			Iaris grimaced. Good, bad. Good because she didn’t know, and wasn’t going to get the upper hand on him. Bad, because it left them in the dark. Ancestors, how much he hated playing those games, but it was the price of power. The price of having a home where he belonged, where he mattered.

			“Lord Asmodeus is sleeping,” she said.

			Something in her voice suggested barely hidden panic, to see her idol weak.

			“He needed the rest.” Thuan was deadpan. “He expanded a lot of magic breaking out of the cells.”

			“No one else had the power to do this,” Iaris said, with absolute certainty.

			Sometimes he wished he shared her faith in her master—instead of seeing Asmodeus as merely … no, human was the wrong word, obviously. As a person with their own failings and strengths.

			Phyranthe stirred from her chair.

			“Speaking about the cells,” she said.

			Her voice was mild, her blue gaze expressionless, but that didn’t mean anything. She’d grown up in the House under Lord Uphir, Asmodeus’s predecessor, where to show the depths of her friendship with Asmodeus would have had her killed. She was used to remaining impassive.

			“Yes?”

			Thuan turned to her and waited. Iaris was smiling. Not good.

			“I understand you made a decision to move prisoners in the cells to hospital.”

			Thuan stared at her. Of all the things he’d thought she might complain about … But of course, he’d forgotten that the House still ran on fear and punishments—no matter how much he might wish otherwise.

			“Hospitals is where you move gravely wounded people,” he said, mildly. “No matter where they are in the House.”

			Phyranthe said, levelly, “They’re traitors and in my care. They get to see a doctor only if I deem it appropriate.”

			Thuan massaged his temples. “You realize,” he said, finally, “that the cells are still half-blocked off by a pile of rubble, and that several of them have collapsed walls. One of your prisoners had shattered ribs.” One of the other ones—the woman with Asmodeus—had lost so much blood it was a miracle she was still upright. “Lord Asmodeus said to get them to hospital.”

			Mia stirred, behind Iaris. “I heard him. He said to get the woman he was holding to hospital. Not any of the other prisoners.”

			“I assumed …” Thuan started, and then stopped.

			He’d wanted to say he’d assumed Asmodeus’s order applied to everyone in the cells, but it was the wrong tack, because he might as well be driving the knife into his own chest.

			Too late: Iaris had heard him. Her smile was malicious.

			“You assumed you knew the way the House worked. An easy mistake to make, when you haven’t been in it long enough.”

			He hadn’t been there twenty years ago, when Asmodeus’s coup had deposed Uphir—when the old, old guard had formed, the ones who now undercut him at every turn. Because he was dragon; because he was other, but mostly because he was too newly come.

			“I’m head of the House,” Thuan said, mildly.

			“Yes.” Phyranthe’s gaze held him—weighing him, seeking the exact place to insert the knife and slowly draw it, watching blood bead and muscles clench in pain. “There is that.” The way she said it, it was nowhere near enough. “I’m sure you’ll figure out how we work, eventually. There’s a place for everything and everyone. The Court of Persuasion is where we make examples of the disloyal.” She snorted. “Shattered ribs is nothing more than they deserve.”

			Thuan watched Iaris. She’d said nothing when he’d triaged the wounded into hospital. She’d known exactly what would happen; probably had sent one of her own subordinates straight to Phyranthe to make sure she found out, and then “helpfully” accompanied her into Thuan’s office.

			Ancestors, he was so tired of this. He was used to court intrigue—but at court he had allies, and here all he had were the other dragons, whose position was as beleaguered as his own.

			He weighed his options. They’d come to him with the complaint rather than to Asmodeus, or to another official of the House. Which meant that, as much as Iaris was enjoying him squirm, she wasn’t sure enough of her hand. He was meant to look for a way to placate her.

			“I’m sure you could get the prisoners out of the hospital, and back where they belong.”

			Iaris was looking at him with that same smug smile. Something obvious he’d missed.

			“I don’t release those under my care, as Lord Asmodeus knows very well,” she said. A slap in the face that wasn’t even subtle. “I heal people. I don’t patch them together so they can be tortured again. The Court of Persuasion has its own doctors.”

			Which he should have known, or remembered. Thuan stifled a curse, and gave up on subtlety. Cards on table.

			“So an impasse,” he said, flatly. “And don’t tell me you’ll tell Lord Asmodeus, because we both know you’re waiting for a failing larger than this.”

			“Oh, but I will tell him.” Iaris smiled. “I don’t need a large failing. A host of little ones will do just as well, don’t you think? A … realization of how utterly unsuited to the House you and yours are. It’s not like he didn’t have his doubts already.”

			“He won’t discard me,” Thuan said, with more confidence than he felt.

			Asmodeus couldn’t cut him out of being head of the House—the spell that Thuan had cast, the one that had wrested supremacy of it from Asmodeus, was one that Asmodeus had no way to undo. But being head of the House was in many ways just a title. Asmodeus could most certainly make sure Thuan didn’t have any voice in the running of the House. Or, worse—set him aside as consort.

			He thought of Asmodeus’s lips on his—of bergamot and citrus, swallowed at the same time as a kiss—of clothes hastily torn off and the bed in Asmodeus’s room creaking under him, the way the mattress enfolded them both. To lose this—to lose any of this … He had his doubts, Iaris had said. Why had he never told or shown Thuan any of this?

			“You’re bluffing,” Thuan said.

			“She’s not, and neither am I,” Phyranthe said, again in that same quiet voice, a statement of fact rather than a boast. She pulled on the sleeves of her dress, smiling with sharp, white teeth. “Lord Asmodeus spends enough time with us that I know exactly how he thinks. Did you think he was happy with the way things were going?”

			Happy? He hadn’t been, not at first. But it was over now, wasn’t it? He’d become used to it.

			Thuan stamped down the wave of sheer panic that shot through him, and said, “You presume a lot about the way he works.”

			“I don’t presume,” Iaris said. “I’ve known him for long enough. And I’ll go to him—if we cannot find … an arrangement.”

			Of course. He was meant to be scared. To beg. To abase himself in front of both of them, so they could smooth things over—in full view of Mia and Ahmed, who’d no doubt carry the word to the House of what he’d done, on how he’d finally bent his neck and behaved. Submissive, the way natives were supposed to be in Iaris’s and Phyranthe’s world. Or worse, they would all keep silent, and Iaris would use what he’d done as a weapon, a handy blackmail tool to make him go her way when she needed it.

			How dare they? Not in this lifetime.

			“An interesting offer,” Thuan said, dryly. “But I think I’ll pass.”

			Iaris stared at him. “You’d rather risk your husband’s displeasure?”

			Thuan snorted. “Try it.”

			He made it come out as supreme confidence, rather than show them how rattled he was.

			“An unwise choice.” Phyranthe looked like she’d swallowed something sour, and was searching for someone to vent her temper on. “Very unwise, my lord.”

			Thuan smiled, letting a fraction of his dragon’s maw flicker into existence.

			“I’ll make sure Lord Asmodeus knows about what happened, though in the light of what happened to the House I imagine he’ll have bigger fish to fry.”

			His version against theirs. How would Asmodeus react? Probably smiling, and not doing anything one way or the other.

			Not yet.

			“Was there anything else?” Thuan asked Phyranthe.

			She shook her head. For a moment he thought she was going to say something about how bad his choices were again, and then the moment passed.

			“No, my lord.”

			One point to him, though he felt about as annoyed as Phyranthe—and he knew it’d come back to bite him, one way or another.

			“Then you may leave.”

			He waited until she and Iaris were almost at the door before saying, “Iaris. Stay a moment, will you? I need to discuss House business with you.”

			Iaris turned. For a moment he thought he’d gone too far—that she’d snap.

			“Iaris.” Ahmed’s voice was low and urgent.

			“My lord.”

			Her smile was edged and forced as she came back into the room, and sat again in her chair. Mia and Ahmed visibly hesitated, but Thuan gestured for them to leave as well. He’d had enough of Iaris’s supporters and underlings as it was.

			He made her wait: he’d earned a little pettiness, a little reminder that he was technically her superior. He rearranged the papers on his desk, carefully and completely unnecessarily.

			“I want to talk about the fire,” he said. “The one in House Harrier, which set off all of this.”

			Iaris stared back. “You worry too much, my lord. We can most certainly survive fire. Ice, on the other hand …”

			Good to know that she didn’t let setback keep her down. The allusion was deliberately nasty: it was ice from a rebel dragon that had almost ended the House, weakening Asmodeus so much he’d had no choice but to accept Thuan’s coming, and of course Iaris would throw this into his face.

			“Ice isn’t going to be a problem,” Thuan said, firmly. “Or internal rebellions.”

			He watched Iaris: she flinched, for the barest of moments. Her only daughter had been cast out for disloyalty, and the only reason she wasn’t dead was because Asmodeus valued Iaris too much, and had chosen to exercise mercy.

			“This is another threat.”

			“Do tell me,” Iaris’s smile was edged.

			She’d gotten over her initial panic at seeing Asmodeus weak, but she was still on edge. Not that it stopped her being unpleasant to Thuan.

			“I have it on good authority that House Harrier was blown apart,” Thuan said. There was nothing written on the papers, but there didn’t need to be. The smell of sandalwood wafted up from the incense sticks in his desk drawers; he inhaled, trying to steady himself. “There’s nothing more than a field of ruins where it used to stand. I don’t know who’s survived, or not, and if the House is still in play.”

			“It takes more than that to kill a House,” Iaris said. Her voice was sharp.

			Thuan raised an eyebrow, his best imitation of Asmodeus.

			“We don’t exactly know what happened, do we?”

			Houses had died during the Great Houses War; but they had been overrun by their enemies, their dependents fled or killed, their heart of power annihilated. Even the explosion of House Hell’s Toll’s armory had merely been the prelude to all-out assault.

			But there was no longer a war, and things were supposed to be more civilized. As if anyone believed that: that the new, polite masks were anything more than an illusory facade; that the war hadn’t moved into the salons and reception rooms, its battles fought with loss of face, diplomacy and the careful dance of threats from the more powerful Houses to get their way in all things.

			Unfortunately, insofar as Hawthorn went, they weren’t strong enough to risk threatening anyone.

			“Tell me where we stand,” Thuan said, again.

			“You know all there is to know about Harrier.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “I was under the impression you didn’t think I knew enough about other Houses.”

			Iaris flinched. Only a little, and not for long, but Thuan had good eyes.

			He said, “They’re our southern neighbors. Our unfriendly southern neighbors, because they think we’re too nice to mortals. They invited us to the First Presentation, didn’t they?”

			“Yes.” Iaris closed her eyes. “I can find more information, but …”

			“Give me what you have.”

			“For all their bluster, House Harrier’s power relies on its human magicians,” she said. “And the strength of their head rests on how many they can call loyal. The Presentation was going to be … a show of strength. A private Harrier ceremony made public for the first time—when its child-magicians leave the Warded Chambers in the Great Interior and become adults in the eyes of the House.”

			Thuan could read between the lines.

			“So Guy and Andrea were in trouble, and eager to show they weren’t afraid by having outsiders come deep into the House. Inner power struggles?”

			Iaris hesitated, obviously reluctant to commit herself by speculating.

			“All our informants suggest so, my lord.”

			Thuan thought, for a while. House Hawthorn was still putting itself back together after the cataclysmic events that had brought him to be head of the House, its territory shared between dragon and Fallen magic. And the shock wave of House Harrier’s explosion had made enough wounded.

			“It sounds like someone tried to depose Guy and got a little overenthusiastic,” he said.

			“I couldn’t say, my lord.”

			No, obviously she wouldn’t: it wasn’t her business, but Asmodeus’s and the Court of House.

			“Keep an eye on it, will you? This has no reason to affect us.”

			It was too early to say, but he dearly hoped they’d sit this one out. They needed time: the House wasn’t strong enough, or whole enough, to involve itself in the chaos that would follow as every House in Paris scrabbled to fill the power void.

			They could use the breathing space of not being at the top of everyone’s target list.

			“I presume we sent a delegation to that First Presentation ceremony.” Thuan had no memory of handling this, which probably meant Asmodeus had. “If they’re not back today, then find them.”

			They weren’t dead, because he’d know it, but the sense of the dependents he had in his mind didn’t extend to their precise location, unless they had tracking disks with them.

			Iaris’s face was a careful blank.

			“Find out who went,” Thuan ordered.

			“My lord.”

			Iaris bowed, not deep or long enough.

			Thuan watched her leave. She was … he wouldn’t say cowed, exactly. Merely inconvenienced—and he heard that last word the way Asmodeus would say it, smiling sharply when describing someone’s mortal wound. Thuan had called her and Physanthe’s plot for what it was: a play on weak foundations. But they would try again.

			They’d stymied him before, but coming at him so brazenly meant they were surer of themselves than they’d been. Something had changed, and he was deathly afraid that what had changed was Asmodeus himself.

			He wanted to go out and sit by Asmodeus’s bed until Asmodeus finally woke up—kissing him fiercely and asking him for an honest answer, the kind Asmodeus never gave anyway. But he hadn’t lost all common sense yet. Revealing a weakness of that magnitude to Iaris would have consequences for him long before Asmodeus was in any state to deal with anything.

			Thuan went back to what he’d been doing, and finally managed to retrieve the reports on the House’s budget he’d been forwarded before his office exploded. He didn’t usually involve himself in the affairs of the Court of Hearth. Like Asmodeus, he was a member of the Court of House only, dealing with the diplomatic business of managing the other Houses. But, with the shaken dependents and the influx of wounded in the hospital, there was work to do. Like increasing the food supply—the rotten food grown in what was left of the countryside after the war. How he wished that the dragon kingdom hadn’t closed itself off to all traffic and commerce. Under the Seine there would be jujubes and mangoes and rambutans—not pure or uncontaminated, but tasting sweet and pleasant, and not like the bland cardboard with a faint aftertaste of mold that seemed to overlay everything in Paris. But the dragon kingdom, convulsing and dying from its internal power struggles, had made it very clear they would have nothing more to do with the city, not even in an emergency.

			He was halfway through a particularly difficult calculation involving three different pages of three different reports when someone knocked on the door.

			“Yes?”

			Not Iaris, which was a relief. Unless she’d learned politeness in the past hours, which he doubted.

			It was Sang, one of the dragons who worked in the Court of Strength—the court providing bodyguards, soldiers and security to the House. She was wearing the House’s uniform, her hair impeccably tied into a topknot. She had to be one of the only dragons either oblivious or confident enough to wear a halfway shape, which showed the antlers on either side of her head, a scattering of scales on her face, and a faint sheen of rainwater around her as she walked.

			“Your Majesty,” she said.

			Thuan winced. He’d tried to explain he wasn’t their king, but the traditionalists among them had just ignored him.

			“What’s going on?”

			Sang was one of the dragons he almost never saw in his office. The Court of Strength was not in Iaris’s orbit, but rather attached personally to Asmodeus—and they had effortlessly transferred over that loyalty to Thuan. He got written reports from Sang on other Courts’ politics, some funny tidbits about who was sleeping with whom in the Court itself, and that was about all.

			“It’s … hard to explain.” Sang sounded embarrassed, as if bringing something too small to his attention. Except it was Sang, which meant the “something too small” really was an emergency. “I think you should come. I mean, strictly, it’s not my business, it’s the Court of Persuasion’s …”

			The Court of Persuasion. Phyranthe. Iaris. Thuan was on his feet and at the door in a heartbeat, grabbing Sang as he passed.

			“Let’s go.”
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