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			Prologue

			Dust

			Adé lit the altar candles from right to left, like reading words on a page. The Mak family’s shrine was modest: a red-lacquered cabinet as high as her knee, its doors propped open to reveal a wood statuette of the Mercy Goddess, her painted face smiling sweetly down at the incense and flowers Ori and Nobi had left at her feet. Normally her twin brothers would offer a bit of food as well – a bowl of rice, a peach, a pair of tangerines. But not with the shortages of late.

			Adé shook out her pinewood match and bowed thrice. Beside the incense sat her late father’s silver compass. She kissed the tips of her fingers and touched them reverently to its cold face. This part was her own private ritual, something she’d invented just for him.

			Grant my mother peace, and my brothers joy, she prayed, her usual recitation. And keep them safe from harm, she added. Unrest had fallen upon the Outer Ring of Yulan City in the wake of the food shortages. Heated protests at the gates of the Inner Ring – and thieves borne of desperation padding across the rooftops. At night, her mother had taken to barricading their door and windows.

			During the day, the whispers were all over the streets: granaries in the borderlands picked clean, fields that should have been forests of millet and sorghum this time of year blanched dry as old bone. Starving farmers selling their babies and eating the corpses of their neighbours. Oddly, despite these gruesome rumours, Adé had yet to hear anyone utter the word itself: Famine. As though to say the thing would draw it to the city.

			One trouble at a time. There were other matters close at hand. She hesitated at the altar. She rarely asked anything for herself, but tonight … And please, don’t let me make a complete fool of myself at dinner, she prayed quickly.

			‘Adé, is that you? Shouldn’t you be leaving soon?’ Her mother emerged from the bedroom. She was smiling, until she saw Adé crouched on the floor before the altar. Lin’s eyes darted to the compass and the candles. She didn’t frown, exactly, but the muscles in her face twitched, working against the impulse.

			Adé stood quickly. Their mother had stopped tending to the shrine after their father died, and while she’d never told the children to follow suit, Adé had taken to performing the daily ritual only when she wasn’t looking, as though it were something shameful, or maybe just hurtful. Something Lin couldn’t be allowed to see.

			‘You’ve already dressed,’ her mama said. ‘Well, I can plait your hair at least.’ But all the merriment had slipped away. The hand she held out was limp, as though sagging with the spectre of grief.

			Adé could have kicked herself. Nothing to do about it now; she followed her mother into their shared bedroom and positioned herself before the dented brass mirror – one of the few remnants of her mother’s childhood home, her old life.

			‘The Ellandaise style suits you,’ her mama said, looking her reflection up and down. Adé’s dress had been a gift from Carmine, imported from his homeland. It was structured and stiff in the bodice, with a dense trail of golden buttons flowing from the low-cut neckline skimming her collarbones, down to a severely flared peplum. Below, the dress gave way to an absurd confection of tulle that served as a skirt. The colour was nice, though: a rich, deep burgundy that gave her skin a plummy glow.

			‘It’s a pity the Ellandaise couldn’t make your wedding dress this colour,’ her mother commented, as though reading Adé’s mind. ‘White wedding gowns! The colour of ash and death. Barbaric. But I suppose we can’t help that.’

			Adé hid a smile. Nothing lifted her mother’s spirits quite like cheerfully insulting others.

			Lin loosed the silk scarf wrapped protectively around the tight, springy coils Adé had inherited from her father. Adé stared at their metallic, warped reflections as her mother set to work plaiting with strong, wiry hands. Adé’s own hands fluttered open and closed as she gazed at the well-heeled stranger staring back at her. She reached for the pendant hanging around her neck: a dove carved from pure silver, the contours of each tiny feather painstakingly engraved. Its little jewelled eyes, lustrous blue-green, flashed as they caught the light.

			Fluorite, Carmine had called the gems when he’d given Adé the necklace a week prior. How much rice could such a trinket fetch at market? How many tangerines or turnips was this hunk of silver worth? She swallowed the thought; her mother would never tolerate it. The shame. It seemed Carmine had a new gift for Adé every time she turned around, but they were never things a person could eat or use, only look at.

			She tugged the dove charm absently back and forth along the chain. Back and forth, caught on its terse, tight, little track.

			Her mother smacked her hand. ‘Ouch!’ Adé yelped.

			‘You’re going to break it.’ 

			Adé dropped the charm. It fell back inside her bodice, where it hung, cold and heavy against her chest.

			‘Make sure you eat a lot tonight,’ her mother said. ‘It will be the last full meal you’ll see for heaven knows how long.’

			Adé had to bite her lip to stop herself from asking again if her mother and the boys might join her at the Anglimns’. It would ensure they too ate something substantial this week. But she knew her mother would never accept it.

			Lin had been born wealthy – the daughter of landed gentry, raised in a sky manse that been in the family for generations. But she’d lost it all – for love, Adé always reminded her, what better reason was there? – and being around Carmine’s family would remind her of what had been, and by contrast, what she was now. Another harried mother in Scrap-Patch Row with coarse hands and broken teeth, eking out a meagre living cooking for labourers and darning aprons and socks for their neighbours.

			There was nothing shameful in it. Never anything shameful in the ferocity of her survival, the brutality of life writ on her body, in the tired way she held herself. Not in Adé’s eyes. But Lin had been raised on different values from her daughter.

			‘You’re beautiful,’ her mother said, binding her plait and letting it fall against the back of Adé’s neck. Then she rested her chin on Adé’s shoulder, kissed her cheek and smiled at the both of them in the mirror.

			‘It’s a pity you didn’t get your father’s height. But the dress makes you look taller, at least.’

			Adé’s eyes cut to her mother’s reflected face, but there was nothing haunting the comment; Lin was only saying what she’d said. Adé let herself breathe. It felt wrong to find relief in her mother forgetting the pain of losing Adé’s father, even if it was only for a moment. But that was life in Scrap-Patch Row; sometimes things were so dire you had to celebrate the less-bad option because there were no good ones.

			‘We should hire you a rickshaw to take you to Carmine’s,’ Lin said. ‘I don’t want to risk your getting caught up in the riots. Especially going into the foreign sector and dressed like that.’

			They’d think I might be worth robbing, Adé thought ruefully.

			‘It doesn’t feel right,’ she said. ‘To go to a fancy dinner when we – our neighbours – don’t even have a speck of barley to their name.’

			Lin sighed and tucked a stray curl back into the upsweep of Adé’s braids.

			‘The shortages won’t last forever. Empress Min’s reign is young. Transitions of power beget precarity, even in the best of circumstances. Everything will sort itself out eventually.’

			Adé watched her brow furrow in the mirror. ‘Was it like this when Emperor Daagmun was enthroned?’

			‘Not quite like this,’ her mother conceded. ‘There was no drought. But there were similarities. Everyone questioned whether Daagmun would be strong enough to lead. He was the unfavoured youngest brother, and only ended up on his throne because Prince Hwangmun was killed in that terrible accident.’

			A rockslide while riding in the borderlands. Adé knew that much.

			‘You know, I met Hwangmun, once. My father took me to court with him. I must have been Ori and Nobi’s age. Gods, was the prince handsome. Like something from a fable. And such broad shoulders.’

			Adé groaned. ‘Mama!’

			Lin gave a rare laugh. Then she went solemn again. ‘Don’t worry yourself about the current climate. Emperors – and Empresses – play their games, time moves forward, and the rest of us find a way to move along with it.’

			Except for those that don’t. The people as a whole might carry forth – but what of the bodies left in their wake?

			‘You carry such heavy burdens on your little shoulders,’ her mother murmured, as though hearing her thoughts. ‘Try to enjoy yourself tonight. A bit of indulgence would do you good.’

			

			The silver chopsticks in Adé’s hand beat a nervous staccato against her porcelain plate. Such a delicate, pretty sound. It matched the delicate and pretty everything-else of Carmine’s parents’ grand dining room: the brocade tablecloth with its bracken of prickly gold stitching, the stiff-backed wooden chairs and their tufted ivory cushions. The silk rug, and in the corner of the room, a gilded hutch larger than many of the shanties in Scrap-Patch Row. All of it capped with the coloured glass-plated dome that formed the ceiling above.

			The Anglimns lived with the rest of the Ellandaise in the foreign sector of Yulan City. Located south of the Milk River, close to the harbour, it comprised a cluster of homes that had been inhabited by wealthy Hana a half-century prior, before shifting fortunes had changed the neighbourhood. While the area had fallen into disrepair during the intervening years, the properties maintained the haughty, elegant bones of their beginnings: sprawling estates of many buildings connected by wooden bridges arching over ornamental gardens.

			The foreign sector was heavily defended by their own guards, as well as a combination of imperial soldiers and local mercenaries hired by the Eastern Flame Import Company. And if that weren’t enough, each property on the street was shrouded behind high, gabled stone walls with elaborately painted – and securely locked – doors.

			The Anglimns’ home was easily among the largest. It was hard to take it all in without gawking. One didn’t live in such splendour if they didn’t wish for others to look, but Adé didn’t wish to seem covetous in front of her soon-to-be in-laws.

			In-laws. The thought made her tap her chopsticks harder, their rhythm quickening as though mimicking her pulse.

			It occurred to her that chipping a dish might also leave an unfavourable impression, and she stilled her hand. Grace renewed, she lifted a tiny bite of what Carmine had told her was venison to her lips.

			‘We pleased, so much, you are here,’ Carmine’s mother said to her in halting Yueh. The woman’s name in her native Ellandaise tongue was something unpronounceable, but it translated in Yueh to Fuchsia, and that’s what she had insisted Adé call her. It felt wrong, calling a parent by their given name, so Adé did her best to avoid calling her anything at all.

			‘Mother, you can speak in Saxil,’ Carmine reminded her. ‘Adé is nearly fluent, now. She has a talent for language.’

			Adé flushed. ‘Fluent’ was an exaggeration, but not by much. She had been a quick study.

			Missara Anglimn pouted, perhaps at the implication that she herself had not been such a quick study in Yueh. A small gesture, but one that reminded Adé that she was an interloper, not just in this family, but in this house. In this part of the city. No matter how proper her Saxil was.

			The increased presence of household guards didn’t help. Two at every entrance to the dining room, and more circumambulating the perimeter of the outside gate like nervous, oversized monks. They were all Ellandaise, garbed in stiff, high-collared wool uniforms, their eyes shadowed by helmets trimmed in fur.

			The riots.

			Violence hadn’t yet reached the foreign sector, and given the wealth and steel protecting it, Adé had trouble believing it ever would. Elsewhere fear was an inevitability; here it felt like playacting. But the way Missar Anglimn kept making searching eye contact with the men, or ducking away to furtively speak with them, set her on edge.

			There was a good deal of anti-foreigner sentiment among the rioters. The drought, the hunger, the unstable throne, and the Ellandaise with their money and their grasping – each had been a separate bit of kindling, but once set alight, they were indistinguishable in the flames.

			‘Adé?’

			She blinked and looked around. They were all staring at her. She felt her cheeks burn, as though they could see the memories she was conjuring reflected in her eyes.

			‘I-I’m so sorry. I was just feeling a bit faint.’

			‘Oh, I hope it’s not our food,’ Missar Anglimn – Parthan – said. ‘I know our cuisine must seem strange to you.’

			‘No! Of course not! The food is delightful. I especially like the …’ Adé gazed down at her plate. Everything was mashed. Even the meat. ‘Thank you for having me. It is a … a joy to be here.’

			‘The joy is all ours,’ said Missar Anglimn. He folded his napkin and placed it on the table. ‘Is everyone ready for the next course?’ Without waiting for a response, he raised a little silver bell next to his plate and rang it. The double doors at the eastern end of the hall opened, and two Hana serving men entered to clear their dishes, then left as quickly as they had come. Immediately, the western doors opened and two different Hana men wheeled in a new cart of food on covered silver plates. Adé felt a pang of guilt when one of the men took her setting; I’m no better than you, she wanted to tell him. I’m no different.

			‘Adé, my dear, has Carmine discussed baptising you into the church?’ Carmine’s mother said as the men set a new array of porcelain plates in front of them. ‘We must see you converted before the wedding, and the date swiftly approaches!’

			‘Mother,’ Carmine chided, as though this were something they had talked about before.

			Adé looked between them uncertainly. ‘Conversion?’ Carmine and his parents weekly attended their church, a rather pointy-looking building larger even than their home, but she hadn’t considered that they would expect her to do the same. Though perhaps she should have. Their priests were a fanatical breed, ranting in the streets about idolatry and demanding passersby surrender to the will of their jealous god, until imperial troops or annoyed merchants chased them back into the foreign sector.

			‘The idea of baptism must be confusing to our Adé,’ Missar Anglimn interjected with an air of mild academic interest. ‘The Hanaman are not monotheists. Nor many of the Westermen. A very novel combination of blood, the Westermen and the Hanaman.’

			Adé reached for her wine glass as Missara Anglimn eagerly nodded in agreement with her husband. ‘I hardly think anyone back in Elland would believe such a … a mixture!’

			The wine caught in Adé’s throat. Mercifully, a rap came at the dining room door just as she began sputtering. An Ellandaise guard detached himself from the wall and answered it. Another guard entered, strode over to Missar Anglimn, and leaned down to whisper in his ear.

			Adé couldn’t hear the words, but Missar Anglimn’s brow furrowed, and a moment later he stood.

			‘I must beg your forgiveness,’ he said, wiping immaculate hands on his cloth napkin. ‘Something unexpected has arisen and I must attend to it at once. Please, continue supper without me.’

			‘Business, Parthan?’ scolded Missara Anglimn. ‘At this hour?’

			Her husband gave a tremulous, distracted smile. ‘The flow of capital never rests. Neither can I.’

			

			‘I’m sorry we don’t have anywhere to go,’ Carmine said as they strode through the gardens after dinner, cutting through the wide, neatly clipped lawn. It seemed absurd to Adé, to have such an enormous garden and grow nothing in it but grass. If she had a yard, she would fill it with fruit trees and flowers. A bed of greens could be planted there, in the shade of the outer wall, and the heat-loving hot peppers Ori liked so much would thrive right in the centre. She’d spent most of her life in the city, but she knew a little about gardening from assisting Omair … 

			Omair.

			She’d been back just once to Omair’s house since the incident three moons ago. The front door had been swinging open on the wind, all his tiny apothecarist’s drawers yanked open, bereft of their contents. Nearby villagers had ransacked the abandoned property, most like. It had been eerie, a violation of her second home. But worst of all had been the blackish stains: one on the wall at the height of a man’s head dragged down to a much wider patch on the floor. She’d told herself the first had been too high to be Omair or Nok. Still, more than one man might die in a room at a time, and there were ways of killing that did not involve shedding a single drop of blood—

			Carmine squeezed her hand. ‘Did you have a nice time tonight?’

			‘Of course.’ She groaned and rubbed her belly with her free hand. ‘So much food, though. Do you Ellandaise always have three courses for dinner?’

			‘Only when we have important visitors.’

			‘I’m important?’ she teased.

			‘Very.’

			Not important enough for your father to stay for the duration of the meal.

			‘Your family’s house is as big as a sky manse,’ she said instead. ‘Well, I’m guessing it is, at least. I’ve never actually been inside a sky manse.’ Her mother’s family had owned one of the historic homes, embedded in the massive inner wall that circled the Immaculate City where the emperor resided, but that had been before her mother’s disownment, and the subsequent collapse of the family’s fortunes.

			‘If I could, I’d buy it back for you.’

			For a moment Adé did not understand. ‘Buy it back … you mean, my family’s sky manse?’ She couldn’t help it; she laughed. ‘You can’t buy a sky manse. Those plots were gifts directly from the first Hana emperor to his most trusted friends. They’ve been passed down by families for centuries. Even when one falls vacant due to the absence of an heir, the current emperor decrees a new holder. No amount of money could—’

			‘I know, I know,’ he interrupted. ‘We learned all about it in school: the properties are symbols of the emperor’s friends’ commitment to protecting the capital and the integrity of the kingdom, each plot is like a brick in a wall, or a link in a chain, each deriving its strength from unity … and so on.’

			Something about the way he recited it annoyed her. But he was being kind, so she allowed him to reclaim her arm in his own.

			It took her some time to work up the courage to say it, but finally she could stand it no longer. ‘Are you going to tell me, or do I have to ask?’

			He looked genuinely baffled. ‘Ask …? Ask what?’

			‘Carmine.’ She put a hand to his chest, stopping him short. ‘I’m the daughter of a dead foreigner. I come from Scrap-Patch Row. What could your family possibly gain from our union?’

			‘We’re foreign, too,’ he pointed out evasively.

			‘Yes, but you have a home you can go back to. A home where you would be just as rich as you are here. Richer, even, if half of what you tell me about Brekton is true.’

			He cast his eyes around the empty garden before turning back to her, pale eyes full of something like guilt. ‘You know I love you, right? Truly, I do. You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever known … ever seen.’

			‘If you love me that much then be honest.’

			‘My father thinks it will suit the company’s interests here if I marry a Hana,’ Carmine conceded. ‘He says the empire’s rulers are so insular that the only way to gain true access to power here is to … you know, become part of the family, so to speak.’

			A giggle escaped her. She couldn’t help it. ‘Are you serious? What connections does your father think I have?’

			‘It’s less about connections at this point than appearances. He tried to arrange marriages for me before,’ Carmine admitted slowly. ‘Long, long before I met you. When we first arrived here from Elland.’

			‘First Ring girls?’ she guessed.

			He gave her a rueful look. ‘Think higher.’

			‘A minister’s daughter?’

			‘Higher still.’

			She covered her mouth. ‘No!’ She looked furtively up and down the street before whispering, ‘He thought the emperor would let you marry one of his daughters?’

			‘Not just one of the daughters.’ Carmine grinned. ‘The daughter. The elder one. His best beloved.’

			Adé giggled. She couldn’t help it. The thought of a princess wedding a merchant’s son … 

			‘Well,’ Carmine continued, ‘his best beloved, before she killed him.’

			The laughter caught in Adé’s throat as she remembered a carnelian stone the size of a pigeon’s egg, embedded in the pommel of a sword that was resting incongruous on Omair’s cluttered kitchen table. Remembered turning to see the barbed end of a crossbow bolt aimed at her head. A tall girl dressed neck to toes in custom finery, glaring as Nok pushed her toward the door …

			‘My father didn’t understand,’ Carmine said. ‘Here, everyone likes money, but not the dirty business of earning it. In Elland, there’s no stigma against traders or merchants. In fact, wealth and honour often go hand-in-hand. We have a saying, “you cannot have a Capital without capital”. Anyway, he assumed Emperor Daagmun would welcome the match if it meant an influx of Ellandaise silver, given all his debts.’

			Adé forced out another laugh that sounded more like a cough. ‘Well, obviously that plan fell through.’

			He shuddered. ‘Thank the gods someone explained why that would be a mistake before he could offer. Otherwise, I’m sure our family would be short a head or two.’

			Carmine pulled his pipe out of his jacket, dusted tobacco into the bowl, and lit it. As they passed a pair of guards stationed along the wall, he spoke to them in the flat tones of Saxil around the stem of his pipe. ‘Evening, men. Looks like everything is peaceful?’

			‘Let us hope it stays that way,’ one of them said, glowering out into the darkness. The long rifle slung over his shoulder made Adé shiver. Suddenly, she was very glad the violence would not reach this part of the city – not out of fear for the Ellandaise, but for the rioters.

			‘Are you cold?’ Carmine asked.

			She pulled away so he couldn’t feel her shiver again. ‘No – I just had too much wine. I need to relieve myself.’

			‘I’ll help you find the lavatory.’

			‘I’m sure it’s in the same place it was last time,’ she assured him. ‘You stay out here with your pipe. I know your mother doesn’t like seeing you smoke.’

			

			The lavatory was not in the same place it had been last time. Or, Adé had to admit, perhaps she was simply lost. She found herself in a long hallway that was lined with heavy wooden doors on one side, glass-paned windows on the other, and empty save a Hana carpet and several quite detailed sculptures of women in scandalous states of undress. Those were definitely not Hana.

			‘But they had her buried!’

			Adé jumped. Missar Anglimn’s voice emanated from behind the nearest door.

			‘Did anyone see the body?’ The voice belonged to a man and had a deeper, baritone quality. Blustery in contrast to Anglimn’s reedy, academic tenor. Both men spoke in Saxil.

			Praying they hadn’t heard her, Adé made to leave, stepping as lightly as she could—

			‘She didn’t lie in state, didn’t have a funeral. Isn’t that odd?’ the blustery man continued.

			‘Not for a disgraced princess who killed her father, it isn’t.’ Missar Anglimn sounded unimpressed.

			Princess? Adé paused. Once more, she saw a crossbow aimed at her face, glinting copper eyes. Nok, leaping between them—

			‘This isn’t just one sighting from some drunken cadet,’ said the other man. ‘There have been multiple reports of a band of armed Yunians and slipskins, led by a girl with a sword bearing the imperial insignia. They ran into an imperial scouting party last week – killed all but one of their men. And, listen to this: they were headed south.’

			‘Hmm,’ mused Anglimn. ‘You said this information comes from the captain of the city guard?’

			‘It does. He says there’ll be a curfew tonight, by the way. More riots expected.’

			Adé leaned in. This was the first she’d heard of a curfew.

			‘This food shortage is becoming a true a hardship.’ Anglimn sighed and wood creaked, as though he were leaning back in a chair. ‘The crown declined my request to send more soldiers, so I had to hire mercenaries out of my own pocket – the passage here is not cheap when you have to pay it for thirty men. And that’s on top of their fee. But what was I to do? Fuchsia can hardly sleep for worry. I had to get the best men available.’

			‘So sorry to hear,’ the other man said, not sounding sorry at all. ‘Anglimn, are you hearing what I’m saying? If the elder princess is alive, the throne is still in dispute. Empress Min’s rule is even more precarious than we thought.’

			‘It’s certainly not ideal. But I’ve been assured by Minister Cui that they have the leaders of the army and navy in their pockets. I don’t foresee Princess Lu mounting a coup without either of those.’

			‘Still. Lu has the better claim, whether or not she murdered her father. And she has more charisma than the sister. Better-looking, too.’

			‘And harder to control.’ Anglimn sounded irritated.

			‘What about the rumours of the younger one’s … dabbling in sorcery?’

			‘Contained. Cui assures me that wormy little priest with the shaved pate has her on a steady regimen of soporifics. We are well-situated. Cui even thinks we will be able to work out a trade deal for poppy tar within the year—’

			‘If her reign lasts that long.’

			‘It will last long enough for us to gain a foothold. And who knows? If we do it well, we may even be allowed to help select the next monarch.’

			‘You need to think bigger.’ The man’s voice came from closer to the door and Adé stumbled back, startled. But then she heard the click of his boots – he was pacing. ‘There’s a chance for real power here. We need to make use of this instability.’

			‘Instability,’ sniffed Anglimn, ‘is bad for business.’

			‘Instability is business.’ The man’s tone was annoyed. ‘Use your imagination! Even you must have had one at some point, to have built a company like yours.’

			‘I have a family to think of, now. I’m comfortable where I am.’

			‘A comfortable man is as good as dead,’ drawled the other. He had an air of lazy superiority that suggested he was not subordinate to many, and certainly not to Anglimn. ‘Think on it. If we reach out to Princess Lu—’

			‘You don’t know where she is!’

			‘It won’t be hard to find her once she returns to the city. Something tells me she won’t stay away long.’

			‘Need I remind you, we have an audience with the Empress – Empress Min – tomorrow? Whatever creative notions you have, I would strongly suggest laying them to rest. We’ve worked hard to get this alliance. The Ambassadeur has his orders from King Ryvan—’

			The other man made a dismissive sound. ‘The Ambassadeur … now there is a man without imagination.’

			‘Lamont,’ Anglimn chided. ‘What more could you want? Empress Min will do as she’s told, and we will have her ear whenever we like.’

			Lamont, Adé thought, turning the name over in her mind. She had heard Carmine mention the man before, though she could not recall the context.

			‘What good is an ear if someone else has the rest of her?’ There was a long pause, and Adé leaned in, wondering if something was amiss. When he next spoke, his voice was pitched low and quiet, an excited orange ember of a thing. ‘Think if we were the ones holding the puppet strings. No intermediary necessary. You’ve seen the wealth of this land. We could be as kings, Parthan.’

			‘I already have a king. And so do you, or have you forgotten?’ Anglimn said primly.

			‘I’m not suggesting we break away from Elland – far from it. But imagine doing here what we’ve done in the South. That Governor-General of Banga, what’s his name—’

			‘Visconte Elgyn,’ Anglimn supplied.

			‘Right, Elgyn. He has all but free rein. If we were to take this place for Ryvan, he would happily allow us control, so long as we sent a steady stream of silver across the sea.’

			‘There’s still the small matter of the imperial army and navy,’ Anglimn reminded him.

			‘Their navy is weaker than ours,’ Lamont dismissed. ‘And as for the army, they’re armed with what? Crossbows? A few rifles here and there? We have the superior weaponry. And need I remind you, we have …’ Lamont said a word Adé did not understand.

			‘The—?’ Anglimn repeated sharply. Fearfully. ‘That was … Let it go, Lamont. If the stockpile Set spoke of ever existed, it is long gone, or—’

			‘We know it existed. I still have the samples the boy gave us, before we offended him – what a prissy idiot he was … Heaven above, Anglimn, you look as though you’ve seen a ghost. You don’t really believe that nonsense he fed us about magic and other worlds, do you?’

			‘Of course not,’ snapped Anglimn. ‘A thing doesn’t have to be … “magic” to be dangerous. And I thought you sent those samples to King Ryvan for examination?’

			‘Of course I did. I misspoke about the samples.’

			‘I should hope you did, Lamont.’

			‘I did,’ came the blithe reply. ‘You saw me, didn’t you?’

			There came the wooden creak of a body rising from a chair. ‘I haven’t given up hope on you yet, Anglimn. You’re smart. You’ll think on what I said. We have options. This is a wild frontier – we need only decide on a vision for it. Ryvan knows only what we tell him and will make his commands accordingly.’

			‘I will see you early tomorrow at court,’ Anglimn said. ‘And I suggest you let no one else know the thoughts you shared with me here tonight.’

			The words broke Adé out of her reverie – as did their footsteps. They were coming her way.

			Gods. Her eyes cut down the hallway, unforgivingly devoid of places to hide. At the last moment, she flung herself flat against the wall in the shadow of one of the scantily-clad statues. The door to the study swung open, and mercifully, the two men emerged and walked in the opposite direction. She kept her quivering breaths shallow until their footsteps died away.

			Quickly, as silently as she could, she hurried down the other end of the hallway. Perhaps, if she took a left or right, there would be a door around the corner leading—

			She screamed as she slammed into someone, then covered her mouth with both hands.

			‘Adé?’

			‘Carmine!’ she squeaked, all but dissolving into his arms. ‘I couldn’t find the lavatory,’ she blurted.

			He looked incredulous, then laughed. She felt like crying, though she couldn’t quite say why. 

			‘Come on,’ Carmine told her, ‘I’ll take you there. What were you doing this whole time?’

			She shivered. ‘Just … lost.’ And then, remembering: ‘Carmine,’ she asked slowly, trying to recall the texture, the contours of the unknown word Lamont had spoken earlier, the one that seemed to frighten Anglimn. ‘What does this Saxil word mean?’ She repeated it as best she could recall.

			He frowned and shook his head. ‘Where did you hear that? That’s not a phrase I know.’

			‘Oh,’ she said vaguely. ‘I think I heard one of the staff say it earlier. Perhaps I misunderstood.’

			He considered. ‘Well, I don’t know what it means, exactly. But I could give you a direct translation of the words.’

			‘Yes, please,’ she said, perhaps a bit too eagerly.

			‘The first word is “speck”, or “dust”. Something tiny that accumulates into something bigger. Like a swarm, or a flurry.’

			‘“Dust,”’ Adé mused. That didn’t sound so bad.

			Carmine continued, ‘And the second is … well, it’s like “fire”, only perhaps … stronger. More specific. Poetic, even. I suppose the best interpretation—’

			‘Inferno,’ Adé finished, almost to herself.

			‘Yes, that’s good. Inferno,’ he agreed. ‘Or even, annihilation.’

			‘A dust,’ she said slowly, ‘that accumulates into an annihilation.’

			Perhaps he saw the worry creasing her brow. ‘Like I said, though, it doesn’t mean anything.’

			But Adé remembered the fear in his father’s voice, and the avarice in Lamont’s. And she knew it did.
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			1

			A New Throne

			Outside Min’s window, rainclouds gathered over the empty courtyard. Last time she’d been here, she’d blown out the glass, showing her mother the terrible power she possessed and scaring her nunas, gathered below. Last time, she’d shown them all who she truly was: a creature wrought from a curse placed upon her in utero by a long-dead shamaness named Tsai.

			Tsai was Lu’s birth mother. Her true mother. Min’s curse had been the shamaness’s vengeance on the empress who had condemned her to death, and the emperor – Lu and Min’s father – who had been too weak to stop it. Min herself was merely collateral damage.

			But she’d become so much more since.

			As for her own mother? Rinyi was locked away in her own apartments. She wrote Min letters most days, perhaps begging for clemency from her empress, or demanding remorse from her daughter. Min did not know; she had not read a single one.

			Thunder purred slowly to life outside. She could feel the gathering power of the storm like heat under her skin. Fire in her bones.

			Her magic felt different here. Up north, amid the barren mountains of Yunis, it had been cold and strong and certain – like a fierce wind, or the slap of choppy ocean waves. The change had begun with their journey back toward the capital, as the landscape shifted around them, from scrub trees and red dirt to pine copses to rice paddies. She felt it, like an urgent whisper just out of earshot. Then her carriage had passed through the outer walls of Yulan City into the Second Ring, and she’d been struck as though by a boulder to the skull.

			It was the people. A hundred thousand minds seething with desire, their voices compounding and contradictory. Each one like a desperate hand raking its way down her body, clamouring for a fistful of her flesh. A city’s worth of hunger, of want, channelled through her.

			‘You’ll starve like this.’

			She started. Behind her, Brother stood over a table spread with dishes. They’d been steaming when the servants had brought them in, but that had been hours ago.

			Brother had been her cousin Set’s man – part monk, part physician, part retainer, and the heavens knew what else before that. But Set was dead and Min was the one with power, and so, she supposed, Brother belonged to her now.

			‘The rain’s rolling in,’ he told her. As if she couldn’t feel the power of the storm quivering through her. ‘With any luck it’ll be heavy enough to disperse the rioters.’

			Min frowned. More riots. That made three days running. At first, the rioting had only been at night, but now they clogged the streets of the Outer Ring at all hours, set off like a cloud of flies smelling carrion. Didn’t those people have trades to practice, children to raise?

			‘What do they want now?’ There was a grain shortage, the result of last year’s drought, and something to do with locusts the year before. But this monsoon season was already looking heavier than average. Surely that would set things right.

			‘They’re gathered at the gateheads of the Second Ring. The city guard has them corralled, though. Court will carry on as planned. Nothing to worry about.’ He lifted the lid from a silver tureen. ‘Stewed duck. You haven’t touched any of it.’ He used the serving spoon to break up the oily skin congealing over its surface.

			This had been the tedious pattern of Min’s days since returning to the capital: Brother bringing her cups of hot broth, insisting she be dressed in linen one day, then silk the next, depending on the temperament of the sky. She suspected if propriety had allowed it, he would have taken to dressing her himself and sleeping in her room like a watchful handmaiden.

			Not that hers slept here any longer.

			They still fulfilled their duties: dressing her, plaiting her hair. But all with a rabbity anxiety and a silence that indicated they’d rather be anywhere else. That was fine by Min; it was best they kept their distance. Servants gossiped – none more so than nunas.

			Ammas, she corrected herself. She was an empress now, and with her ascent they had also risen. Like parasites. Her sister Lu had treated her nunas like friends, but then, Lu had been born with charm enough to win the love of even her servants. Enough to buoy her through court and into their father’s distracted, elusive heart, and to deflect their mother’s barbed chiding. More than enough.

			Until it wasn’t.

			Lu is dead, Min told herself.

			It was what everyone said, and crucially, what had left her own path to the throne open. And they’d interred Lu – or at least something, someone – in a pared-down casket in an ignominious tomb reserved for lower-ranking family. But Min’s heart, or whatever calcified, furious thing remained in its place, knew it all for a lie.

			Perhaps it was denial. A failure of the imagination to believe in a world where someone like her sister, as vain and deathless as the sun, could die.

			But the impossible could happen. Did happen. What was Min herself if not sea change wrapped in the body of a girl? A child prone to tears, now with the power of a shamaness, a phantom, coursing through her like blood. The unfavoured, second-born daughter, now about to ascend the throne as the first true empress of the Empire of the First Flame.

			‘Take this. It will calm your nerves for court.’

			Brother proffered a glass vial of milky pink liquid. She recognised it: a dilution of the stuff he’d given her the evening of her return to the city. It had given her rest – oblivion – but also a chalky, bitter taste in her mouth all the next day. And it made the world dull and remote and big. Scary, in the way it had been before she had become what she was now.

			‘You’ll need it. To control your … emotions,’ he pressed.

			He’d been told to keep her in line today – she could sense it. And judging from his nervous energy, by someone important. Perhaps a member of her Grand Secretariat, even. She scared those men, but clearly not enough.

			‘I’m in control,’ she told him. ‘I haven’t had an accident since what I did to Yunis.’

			Brother said nothing, perhaps thinking that it wouldn’t be wise to point out the absurdity of calling pulling a city out of its immaterial world into this one an ‘accident’.

			‘I need to keep a clear mind to review the notes from my advisers,’ she told him, immediately wishing she hadn’t sounded so defensive. She wasn’t lying; her Grand Secretariat had given her a litany of information on the grain shortages, and the customs of the Ellandaise. They would be expanding trade with the foreigners, and she would announce it today in court, to hopefully set a friendly precedent for the public.

			There was a knock at the door. Min suppressed the instinct to open it herself.

			‘That will be my ammas come to dress me. Let them in, then go,’ she ordered. ‘I’ll see you at the ceremony.’

			Brother frowned, still holding out the vial. She sighed and took it from him. Relief painted his face.

			She dropped the vial to the floor and stomped it. Her feet were bare. She felt the sting of breaking glass, the cold of the liquid, the heat of her own blood.

			Brother stared at her, mouth open.

			‘Get the door,’ she told him.

			In delicious silence, he did.

			Behind the gliding pocket door, her handmaidens stood in two neat lines. Their hoods were raised and, as they curtsied, they had the appearance of flowers bent under a heavy rain.

			‘You’re late,’ Min said. They trembled, these girls who had once pitied her. Min found she preferred their fear, which had a shimmery, metallic edge. It tickled her tongue, like underripe persimmons.

			

			Every eye fell on Min when she was announced.

			Officials and onlookers packed the throne room so densely that the dark wood floors and silk carpeting beneath their feet were all but invisible. Overhead, the high walls and ceilings of Kangmun Hall teemed with delirious kaleidoscopic designs, the colours gleaming warm and sensuous in the flickering lamplight.

			Brother, Butterfly, and a handful of new ammas whose names she had not learned, stood at her back. As she stood, the newly appointed captain of her guard fell into place behind them. An older man with a brow that was permanently creased, a hand that always seemed to be ready to reach for his sword. Yuri. She frowned slightly at him. He’d been her sister’s beloved tutor once, until he’d forsaken Lu in exchange for a rise in rank. He’d been nothing but deferential on the few occasions Min had seen him since, but she sensed calculation and brooding beneath his stoic exterior. Could she really trust with her life a man who had already betrayed one princess?

			Something to ponder later. Min lifted her chin and moved forward through the fray toward her throne atop its dais. Her audience watched, silent and rapt. They all wanted to be the first to see what she would do. They all wanted to eat her alive.

			Let them try.

			Thunder rumbled outside, distant and sluggish. Out the windows, towering clouds unfurled plush across the sky. The last storm had caused terrible flooding in the west, the Grand Secretariat had told her. Aid would need to be sent; taels and taels of it. She thought briefly of the rioters outside the gates of the Immaculate City, how drenched they must be. She felt a clench of pity in her chest and shook it off.

			Rain will wash the filth away.

			‘When dams break, the old die and the young become bandits,’ someone murmured. Min glanced back; Yuri. He nodded toward her but said nothing further. She frowned. Old men and their adages.

			She ascended the dais, trailed by her retinue and the crisp scent of citrus blossom oil. The crowd breathed her in, exhaled admiration.

			She had spent a lot of time looking in the mirror lately, learning to make herself pretty. Part of it was Butterfly’s doing. Make-up could create its own light and shadow – its own reality. Under Butterfly’s skilled hands, high cheekbones erupted under luminous moonlit skin and her mouth bloomed full and bitten-red.

			The bigger secret was subtler, Min’s discovery alone. Her face might be unremarkable, but she didn’t have to wilt under it like a weight. This, she realised, had been the source of her sister’s radiance all along: pride. Min was the one with the curse, but Lu had practiced her own sort of magic all along. Useful, but unsophisticated. Not difficult to learn.

			Min ascended the dais, toward the throne. It was an intricate, heavy thing. Curved, muscular arms rose up to embrace its occupant, and ended in a pair of bristling paws, the claws clenched menacing around nothing. The back was a gold-inlaid tiger’s face, teeth bared and eyes wild. Finials carved into conical flames as long as a man’s arm jabbed up toward the ceiling. Together these symbols represented the original beast god of the Hu – the only remnant of their Gift, lost three generations ago when they came south – and the sacred flames of the Hana.

			The Seat Of The Blazing Tiger. Min had never given it much thought before. As a child, she had known it only as intended for her sister, her cousin – always someone else.

			But now …

			She sat. The wood of the throne was cold against the backs of her thighs, even through the layers of her robes.

			‘Let us begin.’

			Her voice held a sharper edge than she’d intended, but it pleased her to see a few of the magistrates in the front flinch. Clearly, they’d heard rumours of the power she now wielded. 

			‘The delegation from Elland,’ announced the herald, and three foreigners spread in line before the dais, like gifts at her feet.

			Min beckoned them forward, just as she had rehearsed with her advisers.

			They came, bowing in their own strange style, stiff and from the waist. The first man resembled an anaemic reed, while the second, a much larger, older specimen, wore a bulky jacket spangled with metal buttons. The third had hair the brown of a mountain rabbit, and he was smiling at her.

			It was the sort of smile Min recognised by now. Meant to make her flush and squirm, to cajole her into smiling back.

			She did not smile back.

			Min had met this Ellandaise delegation once before, when they’d sought an audience with her father. She’d barely noticed them. There had been so much else to worry about – her itchy undergarments, the hem of her robes falling under the heel of her pot-bottom shoes. She’d been such an idiotic thing.

			That had been only moons ago; it felt like years. Her nunas had giggled over the foreigners’ odd language, their hairiness, calling them ‘pink men.’ When Min repeated the phrase later, Lu had scolded her.

			But now Lu was gone, and their emperor father, too. Min had watched him die – hadn’t she? – and later, she had seen his body ferried off toward its eternal resting place in the Eastern Palace. Her duties to him in death were complete; she did not have to think about him. No more than he had thought about her in life.

			Now Min stood alone, before the court – her court.

			‘We are most honoured to be in the presence of the young empress.’ It was the anaemic foreigner. He dropped to the ground in a perfect imitation of the traditional Hu bow. Min was startled to find he had little of the Ellandaise accent, and his manners were so meticulously correct that it was nearly comical.

			‘Rise,’ she said. He did. He had the round, sky-colored eyes not uncommon among the Ellandaise. The shock of hair that fell across his forehead was a limp white-yellow, the colour of weak tea. He’d removed his broad-brimmed sun hat when he entered the room, and now clutched it to his chest.

			‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ he said. ‘I am Parthan Anglimn, founder and owner of the Eastern Flame Import Company.’

			Brother leaned in from his place beside the throne, like a wraith loosing itself from the shadows. ‘The largest trading company in the known world,’ he explained in an undertone, but Min waved him away. Did he still think her stupid, after all this time? Hadn’t she read her briefing notes from her Grand Secretariat twice last night, and again this morning, in front of him? And even an idiot like her handmaiden Snowdrop knew what the Eastern Flame Import Company was.

			‘We are honored to have you join us today, Missar Anglimn. Your company has brought great wealth to both our nations,’ she said aloud.

			This was not, strictly speaking, true, outside the brief few years when the Ellandaise had sold poppy tar to the empire. Otherwise, the foreigners had historically purchased much from them – tea, silks, cotton – while little silver flowed in the opposite direction. What could their tiny, grey-skied island provide that the Hu and the Hana didn’t already have?

			The purpose of their presence today was to find out. These men had come seeking favour from her; her duty was to take what she could and give as little as possible. The details would be worked out later, in private with her and the Grand Secretariat. But for now: this bit of theatre.

			‘Great wealth, yes. We thank the empress—’

			‘And perhaps greater wealth even is possible, in the futures. For both nations,’ interjected a deep voice.

			It was the smiling man. Something like annoyance rippled across Anglimn’s face – and that too of the Ambassadeur. Interesting. That could be of use in negotiations. Divide and conquer: a tactic she knew intimately. Hadn’t her mother used it against her and Lu all their lives?

			Min flicked her grey gaze back toward the foreign man and his familiar smile. He seemed oblivious to the discomfort he’d caused, or perhaps just unabashed. ‘My name is Kommodeur Lamont,’ he told her. ‘I control flotte of ships, dispatched by Ellandaise crown to protect interests of Eastern Flame Import Company.’

			His tongue, clearly accustomed to the thick, bland tones of Saxil, tripped over the words. A vulgar shock after Anglimn’s meticulous display.

			Perhaps mistaking Min’s surprise for admiration, Lamont grinned. ‘I practicing Yueh with Missar Anglimn daily,’ he explained, clapping the smaller man on the back. ‘The sounds are yet foreign to me. It is difficult toils.’

			Weariness flickered across Missar Anglimn’s face, suggesting it had indeed been ‘difficult toils’.

			Lamont was a tall, broad man nearing forty, perhaps a bit younger; it was hard to tell with these foreigners. His face was as sharp as a cleaver. The other men had beards, but Lamont was clean-shaven except for his upper lip, above which grew a thatch of moustache that matched the hair on his head. He was sweating quite profusely.

			We live in the land of the First Flame, Min told herself. A drop of the sun itself burns within our city walls. These men from their cold clime cannot tolerate its power.

			It seemed an auspicious thought.

			‘What brings you before me today?’ she asked.

			Ambassadeur Kartrum stepped forward, blustering in Saxil. The sound was heavy and coarse as unfinished timber. He had none of Anglimn’s precision, nor Lamont’s toothy eagerness, only an air of dull impatience endemic to old men used to getting their way.

			Anglimn translated for him. ‘You may not recall, but we met some moons ago with your late father – the heavens give him rest. At the time, he described his plans for further development of your Northern Territories. He told us that the existing colonies were flourishing, that soon they would become proper mining towns. He was especially excited about the prospect of new sources of iron, which would in turn increase your production – and potential export – of Hana sparkstone.’

			‘That excites all of us, to be sure,’ Min said mildly. The Ellandaise had increased their purchase of sparkstone threefold in the past five years. They had developed their own modified versions back in Elland, as well as the guns to go along with them, though neither could match the strength of those created by the empire.

			‘Have you gentlemen seen a demonstration of the newest sparkstones yet?’ she asked, reciting from memory the script her Grand Secretariat had provided. ‘Recently, there have been exciting advancements from Bei Province – they are developing a new type called “Blue Flame” that they allege has the longest range of any powder to date.’

			Missar Anglimn said, ‘We have heard talk of “Blue Flame”, but we import only the two varieties now – “Hu Steelfire” and the traditional sort, “Pride of Duhu”.’

			She awarded him with a smile. A small one. There was no need to be generous before she knew what they wanted. Or what she could take from them. ‘So named for the late Hana emperor who sponsored its creation.’ She waited for Missar Anglimn to finish translating this to his companions before continuing. ‘We have come a long way since then, both in terms of firearms and their powder. It may soon become more efficient to arm our soldiers with rifles than with crossbows.’

			‘Marvellous,’ said Missar Anglimn, though Min knew the Ellandaise must already have this information. This was part of their script.

			‘You must return to visit us at later date, when “Blue Flame” is perfected,’ she said. ‘We will give you a demonstration and, of course, a sample to show your King Ryvan.’ On top of the potential for trade, the Ellandaise monarch was well known for his personal fondness of new styles of explosives.

			Lamont cleared his throat as Missar Anglimn translated her words. Then he grinned and leaned in conspiratorially. ‘Will you demonstrate yourself? I am curious if you are as deft with a weapon as your sister was.’

			The room went still. Outside, thunder issued a low growl.

			This was not part of the script. Min could tell in the way Missar Anglimn’s neck flushed, in the way the Ambassadeur snapped brusquely at Anglimn, presumably demanding a translation in Saxil. He received it, then reddened and whipped his head toward Lamont.

			Lamont just smiled again.

			Min felt the impulse to smile demurely to hide her embarrassment, to save him from his own, but she choked it down. ‘I think you will find I have many skills, though they do not extend into the realm of the martial arts. Perhaps in that regard I am a touch too traditional.’

			Even with Lamont’s weak grasp of Yueh, he should have heard the verge of warning in her words. But his smile did not diminish. Either he was stupid, or he did not care.

			‘You not look so traditional to me. You are a Girl King, you are not?’

			Once, silence had made Min anxious. Every lapse in conversation was an absence, and her inability to fill it reproof of her character. But she had discovered this to be a weakness in most people. The trick was to wait them out, until they broke first.

			‘Elland, we lately are great success with colonies to your south. As you know, climate there is amenable for many desirable crops… like poppies. Perhaps we discuss possibility of import them, while we on subject of expand trade.’

			The air in the room seemed to take on the weight of cold, deep water. Even Kommodeur Lamont seemed to register the misstep. Min resisted the terrible urge to turn in her seat and seek Brother’s gaze. A cold prickle of sweat dragged its way down the back of her neck. She was alone in this; she had to be. But what to say?

			Poppy cake was highly addictive. Her father had passed his ban on its import because the demand – the wild hunger – for it had grown alarmingly in just a few years’ time. Small amounts were still grown domestically for use as a medical palliative, though, allowing the problem of its abuse to persist at a simmer in the population. Less potent – and therefore less expensive – varieties, including some mixed with tobacco, remained popular in parts of the North, and the grim, salt-lashed fishing villages along the Eastern shore. Min had learned too, that some purer forms were passed around among the wealthy – as tinctures, as paste for smoking, both for leisure, and for pain relief.

			This latter route was how her late cousin, her late husband, Set – and possibly her father himself – had first fallen into its grasp. The Ellandaise would know the significance of what they were asking, and yet, they dared.

			Her lips parted, but her throat clenched, cutting off the words she’d worked so hard to memorise. Not that they mattered anymore. They had destroyed the script.

			Kartrum, sensing the change in atmosphere, barked in Saxil for a translation. As Missar Anglimn provided one, Kartrum’s eyes widened and he whirled on Lamont in fury.

			This was not part of the plan, Min thought with momentary relief. They would take it back. Apologise.

			Missar Anglimn interpreted as Kartrum spoke: ‘The poppy cake would be for medicinal use, of course.’

			No apologies, no retraction. This might not have been the plan, but they were moving ahead with it anyway. This terrible breach of etiquette. This slight to her.

			Anglimn went on, nerves evident beneath his sunny translator’s lilt: ‘The potency would be closely monitored. Our new refineries are quite sophisticated.’

			Unable to catch herself, Min looked wildly toward the advisers lined up in the front row, the cluster of her Grand Secretariat. They looked back, some blankly, some puzzled. Who in their number was involved in this? She could not say. Only that some or all of them must have decided she was an easier mark than her father or her husband … or her sister, and that they would use her to profit.

			It was a familiar taste, this metallic tinge of terror on her tongue. The fear that came from watching the ground crumble out from beneath you, and realising you don’t have wings. Once, it might have reduced her to tears in front of these men, these vultures.

			But she knew what to do now. Turning fear to rage – this was what she was born for. She felt the alchemical boil in her belly.

			Min sensed the next clap of thunder in her bones before it resounded over them, loud enough that the crowd started, and Missar Anglimn flinched.

			‘Go on, then,’ Min said, softer and closer than even the thunder had been. ‘Speak. Tell me more of your plans.’

			Missar Anglimn’s mouth flapped open, then shut. Min supposed a translator given no words had nothing to say.

			The Kommodeur did, though. ‘Closer distance make much drop in cost of shipping,’ he rushed out. Min saw now he must have committed his earlier speech to memory; speaking spontaneously, his sentences barely held together. ‘Th-things much different now from olden time—’

			Another clap of thunder erupted, near enough now to rattle the Hall’s windows in their frames. Someone shrieked at the sound, and all at once the hall filled with nervous laughter.

			‘Silence!’ Min snarled.

			The air in the Hall seemed to contract at the sudden still that followed. She’d never dreamt so many people could obey her all at once, and so quickly. Min’s whole life she had lamented that she wasn’t born clever and charmed like Lu. But there were many ways to hold the world in your hand, and fear was the easiest of all.

			‘Continue.’

			Kommodeur Lamont went on in frantic, sloppy Yueh: ‘We know of poppy ban. But, we thinks: your sister an unconventional sorts. Perhaps, you as well? We wonder if you change the rules?’

			He smiled at her again, but now it was solicitous.

			Min answered with a smile of her own.

			‘So much talk of my family today,’ she exclaimed, looking deliberately from one pink face to the next. ‘First my late father and husband, and now my sister!’

			‘Yes … Again, we were most aggrieved to hear of the passing of your father.’ Missar Anglimn all but leapt forward, scrambling to salvage the fraying threads of the conversation. ‘And your sister. And, of course, your late husband. He… held such promise.’

			A smile rose on Min’s lips like a shard of ice in water. ‘Yes. My promising late husband. Full of vision. Wise beyond his years.’ This time she felt no pain, no confusion in thinking of him. She paused, tilting her head as though suddenly recalling something. ‘Didn’t he pass a decree to banish you and your kind from our empire?’

			Silence.

			‘And yet,’ she continued, furrowing her brow like a consternated child, ‘here you stand! In my courtroom, in my palace, in the heart of my kingdom, thinking to sell me poison in exchange for good silver. You must have paid handsomely for the opportunity – which of my spineless advisers did you bribe, I wonder?’

			Min leaned forward as they drew back.

			‘What do you imagine I will do to them when I find out?’ she continued. ‘And what do you imagine I will do to you?’

			The points of her fingernail guards – long, tapered golden caps like claws, inlaid with pearl and nephrite – bit into the carved paws of the throne’s armrests, piercing the lacquer. Her great-great grandsire Kangmun had had the throne commissioned when he’d conquered the Hana – a careful symbol of the harmony between the Hu and their new subjects. The same intention with which Min was conceived.

			How absurd. The combination wasn’t harmony – it was coercion. One side triumphant, the other humiliated. That was ever the way of the world: someone won, and someone lost.

			Perhaps in time she would commission a new throne. A new throne for a new winner.

			‘W-we certainly didn’t pay – I don’t know where you received this information, but clearly you’re confused—’ Missar Anglimn stammered.

			Min’s voice blew over his with the force of a hurricane snapping a sapling in two. ‘You presume to tell me what I know?’

			‘No, of course—’

			‘It is time for you to go.’

			She stood and Anglimn stepped back, as though when she moved, the whole world shifted to accommodate her. She must have looked radiant; she felt unreal, just on the edge of drunkenness. Giddy with transcendence.

			A hand grabbed her shoulder from behind. Brother. She did not even bother to shrug him off. It took a moment for the heat rolling from her body to penetrate the stiff layers of her robes, but at last he yelped and released her, shaking his hand as though he’d been burned.

			‘Empress—!’

			Outside, the sky broke open. Rain lashed the windows, ringing sharp and deliberate and crystalline against the glass.

			Inside, fire erupted from Min’s fingertips.

			A throne was only a chair, only wood. And what was wood but kindling?

			Min rose from it as the flame-carved finials spat and roared to life, into the real thing. The hem of her robes caught and flared. She smelled burning hair and the air was electric with shrieks. She stepped to the edge of the dais, a column of heat surging up her spine.

			The Ellandaise were already lurching their way backward, into the stampede of panicked magistrates. A sea of men scrabbling to put distance between themselves and her. She caught the Kommodeur’s wild gaze in her own as he stomped his way over a magistrate in green robes.

			‘You have until nightfall to leave this city – my city,’ she told them, and her voice roared louder than the fire, ricocheting from the painted walls. ‘Get on your boats and sail back to where you came from, and pray my wrath does not burn its way across the oceans after you.’

			She watched as they fled, along with as many officials as could bear themselves through the door. In their wake, they had left a dozen or so trampled bodies. Some moved. Most did not. Someone pushed closed the double doors of the Hall.

			Min turned and saw Brother and a group of eunuchs stomping and beating out the smouldering pyre that had so briefly been her throne.

			A new throne for a new winner, she thought, just before she collapsed.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			2

			Liberation

			‘We have to kill them all.’

			Lu looked up from the manacles she was attempting to break open. Nasan gazed down, arms akimbo and jaw set hard like she was expecting a fight. Wanted one. Nothing new.

			Apparently, even slashing their way into an imperial prison hadn’t been enough for the Ashina girl. Perhaps it had been too easy. Lu could understand that. They’d crept in under the murky heather-grey of the predawn, slit the throats of the sleepy morning watch without a sound. Finding and overpowering the others in their beds had been quick work. Most were young – callow recruits from all over Bei Province, sent to sweep up the dirty, neglected corners of the empire. To press starvation-weakened prisoners into submission and labour. And now, here was Lu, just as ready to press them into service, helping her retake the capital.

			No, she thought. That was just Nasan talking. Not the truth. Lu would give them a choice. Those who followed her would do so of their own volition. She’d freed them – they were prisoners no longer.

			Lu returned her attention to the manacles. They were looped around the skinny ankles of a prisoner. The girl had been rigid with fear when they’d broken her cell doors open. Once she’d seen them binding the guards though, her tongue had loosened. She spoke almost no Yueh – a rare thing within the empire’s borders. But some northern villages still persisted with their own way of life, disinterested in the business of their far-off rulers. Lu had eventually earned her name (Roensuk) and her age (16). She looked no older than twelve.

			Lu filed away at the manacles. They were clenched like talons around Roensuk’s skinny ankles, and rusted shut, their keyholes hidden beneath flaky orange layers. It made her wonder how long they’d been there.

			It would be difficult to ask, Lu told herself. With the language barrier.

			‘Did you hear me?’ Nasan demanded, still standing above her.

			Lu set down her file and picked up a broken chunk of rock. ‘Where’s Jin?’

			‘He’s with the guards. Who, incidentally, I’m trying to talk to you about—’

			Lu brought the rock down hard on the left manacle. It sprang open in a shower of rust. Roensuk flinched.

			‘Are you listening to m—?’

			Lu brought the rock down again, the clash drowning out the rest of Nasan’s words. The remaining manacle fell open with a defeated creak. Roensuk didn’t flinch this time.

			Lu pulled her upright. The girl’s atrophied legs buckled and trembled like a newborn calf’s, but she did not fall. She put a hand up to lean against the bars of her cell, then yanked it back, as though she couldn’t bear the touch of the metal. Had she once clenched her fists around them, searching for a weak spot? How long until she’d given up?

			Lu watched her totter toward a knot of women, newly freed and tending to one another. One of them placed a hand on her narrow back, drawing her into their fold.

			‘I hope you weren’t expecting thanks,’ Nasan said.

			‘I wasn’t.’ Lu bristled, but she couldn’t fault her tone. Not so long ago, Lu had been the assumed heir to the throne of the empire. A reckless would-be warrior without a battlefield. A girl who had never shed blood, nor drawn it. That girl might have wanted gratitude. Love and glory. Now she wanted – what, exactly? She couldn’t say. That was new. Her feelings had always shown themselves brightly, fireworks in a night sky. But then, her world used to be that way, too: one of stark, obvious contrasts.

			‘Princess.’

			She no longer saw that world. It had died, along with—

			‘Princess.’

			Lu turned and met Nasan’s impatient gaze – only, for a moment, it was someone else’s eyes she saw. Dark and furtive, yes, but flickering with a hidden undercurrent of gentleness. It was painful, how much Nasan could look like her brother. Then the light would shift, or she would tilt her head – as she did now – and the illusion broke, and she was nothing like him at all.

			Lu shivered, feeling the phantom brush of fingertips against her own. There, and then not. Slipping away, as they did night after night in her dreams.

			‘All right,’ she said, wiping her sweaty palms on her trousers harder than she needed to, as though to scrub away the memory. Nokhai sank back into the shadows of her mind. ‘Take me to the guards.’

			

			The dead were heaped in the corner of the prison’s mess hall. Jin stood over them, a hand resting on the hilt of his sword, as though they might still pose some lingering danger. He had been the Silver Star of Yunis, its protector, the leader of their paltry army. Yunis was no more, but he was still a soldier, alert and ready to serve. Her soldier, now, Lu supposed.

			She forced herself to look at the bodies: a sodden pile of blood-blackened cloth and pallid flesh. It was scarcely past dawn but already hot, and flies gathered in glittering fistfuls. She swallowed bile. Traitors, she reminded herself. These men were Northerners born and bred. They wore imperial uniforms, but they’d served under her cousin Set when he was assigned governance over these territories, and that loyalty ran deep in their bloodline. They never would have come over to her side. They had to die.

			Just one more life. Those were the words that had come to her each time she’d slashed her blade. That was the cost of victory. And each time she found she could pay it.

			Jin strode over. His hand went to her shoulder as he neared. She jerked away.

			‘Not now,’ she said, far harsher than she’d intended. It sounded like not ever. ‘I – I’m sorry,’ she breathed. She had to remember they were betrothed – or, were they? The terms they had agreed upon had changed drastically. He no longer had an army, a kingdom, to offer her.

			She looked up. Jin’s eyes brimmed with hurt she had caused, and she forced herself to witness it. There was a kind of terror there as well – the abject, sterling loneliness of being too far from home. That was also her fault. His proposal had been part of a bargain between the Triarch and herself.

			She’d come to Yunis an exile begging for an army. In exchange, once her throne was won, she would grant them self-determination, a chance to come out of hiding. Marrying Jin would be a gesture of good faith that she would keep her pledge for a free Yunis.

			Just a dream she’d had no business offering. One that had left Jin’s people decimated, Yunis dragged from its otherworldly cloister and ravaged, by her sister, of all people—

			No. She could not allow herself to think of Min. Not now.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Lu told Jin again. ‘I didn’t mean … I can’t—’

			I can’t look weak.

			Jin nodded, and she thought she saw understanding in his eyes before he lowered them.

			‘Come away from here. It does no good to dwell on them,’ he said gently, gesturing at the dead.

			He was right. Besides, she still had to think of the living: survivors of their ambush on the prison. There were dozens of them, their hands and feet bound together, bellies pressed to the floor – and faces as well. The better to avoid looking them in the eye, Lu thought. A few wore sleep clothes, but most were in uniform – a motley sea of dark green and blue. Were it not for their rabbit-quick breathing, they could’ve just been sacks of grain, heaps of cloth.

			Just one more life.

			Nasan’s people stalked between the men, weapons in hand, faces hard and wary. Nasan herself entered the hall, striding toward Jin and Lu. Her people crowded in around immediately. Lu frowned. She did not expect them to love her the way they did Nasan, but if they were going to fight with her – under her – they ought to take notice when she entered a room. In the end, she would be the one with the power.

			‘What’s the plan?’ asked Ony. 

			One of the displaced Gifted Kith who had banded together under Nasan, Ony struck Lu as something between Nasan’s second in command, and her closest confidante. And now, as always, she addressed Nasan.

			Lu replied, pointedly. ‘I will address the freed prisoners and tell them we intend to march on Yulan City. Ask them to join my – our army.’

			Ony flicked her a look, equal parts disdain and trepidation. ‘All right,’ she said, still to Nasan. ‘I don’t know how well that’ll go over. They don’t trust imperials, so they’re wary of the Girl King.’

			The Girl King. How many people had called her that in the same derisive tone? ‘I’ll talk to them—’

			Nasan’s nostrils flared. ‘You need to do more than talk. You need to give them something.’

			‘Such as?’ Lu demanded. But she already knew.

			‘I told you. I’ve been telling you since before we arrived. We had an agreement.’

			‘The agreement was that we wouldn’t let a single guard escape. And we didn’t.’

			Nasan pointed at the bound guards. ‘What’s the difference between escaping, and leaving here alive, exactly?’

			‘I came here to free prisoners, not commit a massacre.’

			‘A massacre?’ Nasan retorted. ‘Look around at this place. Look at what they’ve been doing to these people. It would be justice!’

			‘It would be a bloodbath—’

			‘So, you’re the only one who gets to kill out of vengeance?’

			Lu heard the hideous crunch of cartilage, felt the vibration radiating through the handle of her dagger. So much blood, hot and sticky on her hands. Set’s blood.

			Why did the gods make you like this? Just to torment me?

			No, not for him. But he may not have been wrong to blame the gods. Perhaps a violent heart wasn’t about circumstance. Perhaps it was something innate that made someone a monster.

			‘Other people deserve what you allowed yourself.’

			She looked up sharply at Nasan. Allowed. As though killing her cousin had been an indulgence. The prize in a game.

			But hadn’t that been the way of it with Lu and Set? Since they were children, neither would let the other get the last word, the final punch. No matter how bloodied they became, each would sooner tear themselves apart than surrender. Each would sooner die than lose.

			And then Set had died. Under the bite of her sword and dagger. The game was over.

			‘That wasn’t vengeance,’ Lu said, but the words caught in her throat. ‘That was – it was him, or me.’

			‘And this is them, or us.’

			The released prisoners had begun to close in around them as they spoke. One of them, an older woman with a rough, sullen face, stepped forward. She had the jerking gait of a body broken and broken again, then poorly healed. But Lu could sense the tautly wound malevolence in all that stiff, starved muscle. Jin moved in, his hand reflexively migrating toward his sword belt. Lu gave him a quick shake of her head. No reason to escalate things.

			The woman could have been thirty, or perhaps fifty. Her hair was stark white. It was hard to know what was the natural wear of ageing and what had been accelerated by imprisonment. She looked Lu up and down. ‘You’re her, then? The Girl King?’

			‘I am Emperor Lu, daughter of Daagmun, great-granddaughter of Kangmun, the first of the Hu Emperors,’ she told the woman. ‘How may I be of service to you?’

			‘Service? That’s a good question!’ The woman barked out what might have been a laugh. ‘We hear you’re looking for recruits for your little upstart army,’ she continued, gesturing to the wary-eyed men and women gathered behind her. ‘Do we have a choice in the matter?’

			‘Of course you have a choice,’ Lu said, opening her words to the others, taking care to meet the most receptive eyes she could find. ‘You all have a choice.’

			A murmur rippled through them. It sounded more doubtful than pleased.

			‘What’s your name?’ Lu asked the woman.

			‘Sinda. Or, it was, once. I’ve been in here six years. They locked me up because they said I killed my baby girl. I didn’t – she got the shaking sickness,’ the woman said, loud enough that her coarse rasp echoed through the room. ‘The first few months I was here, I prayed to the gods to stop the beatings, to relieve my hunger. Hunger so bad it burned. Bruises so bad I couldn’t sleep.’

			What was Lu to say to that? To any of it? Words could not fill this woman’s belly, could do nothing for her daughter, long since dead and relinquished to the ground, no matter how she had died.

			Sinda’s voice scraped on: ‘The worse things got, the harder I prayed. But no god ever answered. Because there are no gods.’

			As she spoke, she moved almost imperceptibly forward. Now she was so close Lu could smell her – the musty reek of unwashed hair, sour breath and, faintly, urine. ‘Tell me this,’ she said, her crooked mouth taking on something like a sneer. ‘If I don’t believe in the gods, why should I believe in a king, man or girl? Why should I believe in you?’ She punctuated her final word by stabbing a finger toward Lu, not quite touching her, but coming close enough for it to feel like a threat.
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