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A hero is one who wants to be himself.


JOSÉ ORTEGA Y GASSET
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CHINA, 1356


In the twenty-third year of the reign of Toghon-Temur, the fifteenth Great Khan of the Mongol Empire of the Great Yuan, the Mongols suffered such defeats against the empire’s internal enemies that control of the southern part of the empire was lost.


Merely one year past, the southern rebel movement known as the Red Turbans had been on the verge of extinction by the Yuan’s redoubtable defenders: the Mongol lord Esen-Temur, of Henan, and his eunuch general Ouyang. However, under the new leadership of a young former monk, Zhu Chongba, the Red Turbans not only survived, but caused such losses to their opponents that the Yuan was forced to withdraw.


While Esen-Temur and General Ouyang regrouped, and sought the support of the powerful, Yuan-loyalist Zhang family—salt merchants who controlled the eastern seaboard—Zhu Chongba climbed the ranks of the Red Turbans. There he found allies—his sworn brother, Xu Da, and his wife, Ma Xiuying—as well as enemies, including amongst the movement’s leaders. Bolstered by their success against the Yuan, and despite internal divisions, the renewed Red Turbans seized city after city in the south, culminating in their capture of former imperial capital Bianliang on the border of north and south.


Esen-Temur and General Ouyang, working in concert with the Zhang family, aimed to retake Bianliang for the Yuan. However, unbeknownst to Esen-Temur, his trusted lifelong companion General Ouyang had struck a secret deal with the Zhang family. With the assistance of General Zhang and Esen-Temur’s own brother, Lord Wang Baoxiang, the traitor eunuch slew Esen-Temur at Bianliang and seized his army with the stated aim of marching to the capital to enact revenge upon his father’s killer: the Great Khan.


General Ouyang’s betrayal of the Yuan provided Zhu Chongba with the opportunity to betray in turn. He ruthlessly deposed the Prime Minister and Prince of Radiance of the Red Turbans, and gained control of the movement.


Zhu Chongba made his new capital in Yingtian, on the Yangzi River. He took a name of imperial ambition, Zhu Yuanzhang; styled himself the Radiant King; and proclaimed his possession of the Mandate of Heaven.


The Zhang family renounced their loyalty to the Great Yuan and claimed the resource-rich eastern seaboard as their independent kingdom, with walled Pingjiang as their capital.


The last surviving former Red Turban leader, the urbane but brutal Chen Youliang, fled the slaughter of Bianliang and established himself at Wuchang, upriver from Zhu Yuanzhang.


Unnoticed by many, Lord Wang Baoxiang of Henan took his dead brother’s title, the Prince of Henan, and laid claim to the single largest estate in the Great Yuan.


Such was the state of the world in the eighty-fifth year of the rule of the khans descended from Khubilai Khan, the first Great Khan and founding emperor of the eternal Mongol Empire of the Great Yuan.
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BORDER OF THE KINGDOMS OF ZHU YUANZHANG AND THE ZHANG FAMILY EIGHTH MONTH, 1356


“Surely it requires no extended consideration,” the woman’s voice said from behind the stirring gauze curtain of the carriage. “Why not give me your answer now, Zhu Yuanzhang, and save us both the time?”


Even here, far from the sea, the plain beneath the carriage’s hilltop vantage point blazed white with salt as though the wealth of the woman’s kingdom overflowed without restraint. The hot tiger tail of the southern summer had vanished the shallow lake that usually lay here on the border between the two territories. Above their armies, quickening flags dashed colored reflections onto the expanse. Yellow, for the rebel army of the Radiant King. Green for the Zhang merchant family, the former loyalists of the Empire of the Great Yuan, who had finally broken with their Mongol rulers that spring and proclaimed their rule over the salt and shipping lanes of the eastern seaboard.


Zhu Yuanzhang, her golden king’s armor and gilded wooden hand matching the color of the grass under her horse’s hooves, saw the generals of the opposing armies walking towards each other with deliberate courtesy. Their small noonday shadows sliced over the shattering crust beneath their boots.


To the casual eye there was little between the two generals to set them apart. Two winged helmets in the Nanren style, two sets of lamellar armor with the dark leather taking in the sun and the metal lion’s-head bosses on their shoulders sending it flashing back like mirror signals. But to Zhu, whose general was her brother in all but blood, their distant shapes were as easily distinguished as two faces. That was Xu Da’s unmonkishly tall frame, his joyful stride that of a young man eager to taste the world. The other, General Zhang, of lesser height and build, but carrying himself with the reserved confidence of a man with the life experience of Zhu and her general put together. Zhu knew just how quickly General Zhang had moved after his family’s separation from the Yuan. In the space of a few months he had taken all the remaining cities along the southern reaches of the Grand Canal and moved the Zhang family’s capital to walled Pingjiang on the eastern shore of Lake Tai. Now all that separated the Zhangs in the east from Zhu’s own kingdom in the west was a stretch of flatlands in the curve of the mighty Yangzi River as it wound its way to the sea.


“Surrender to me,” said the woman behind the curtain. Her voice had a throaty quality, low and flirtatious. It was a voice for a closed room, velveted with suggestion: that though they were strangers who had only just met, perhaps they were moments from becoming as known to each other as two bodies could be. It was one of those tactics that worked only as long as the calculation underneath it remained unseen. Zhu, who not only saw it but also considered herself generally immune to the urges of physical desire, was interested to feel a mild tug in response. As someone lacking in femininity herself, it had never occurred to her that it could be weaponized. The novelty of having it wielded against herself amused and impressed her in almost equal measure.


On the plain the two generals inclined their heads in respect; conveyed and received the formal message of surrender; and withdrew. Their tracks lay bruised blue behind them.


Zhu finally turned to her interlocutor. “Greetings to the esteemed Madam Zhang.”


“I see you refuse my title,” the woman said archly.


“Why shouldn’t I, when you refuse mine?” Zhu returned. The snap of words sent a current of vitality through her. It was the delight of power mixed with play, as thrilling to her as the tang of brine in her nose and the hot wild wind that snapped her banners and sent the grass rushing and leaping down the hillsides. In a tone of matching archness, she added, “Perhaps my surrender is better given to he who holds the true title. Your husband, the king. I would rather be received face-to-face by my equal than by his honorable wife speaking from behind a curtain of propriety.”


The woman gave a manicured laugh. “Don’t worry. Your surrender will be given correctly. My husband’s reputation may precede him, but a weak man, well managed, is a woman’s greatest strength.” A shadow rippled against the gauze, as if the woman had leaned close. Her lowered voice issued an invitation for Zhu to lean down from her horse, to let her ear drift so close to those murmuring lips that she might have felt each syllable on her skin had it not been for the thin barrier between them. “I don’t think you’re a weak man, Zhu Yuanzhang. But your position is weak. What hope can you have against my larger army; against my general who was even hailed as an equal by the Yuan’s feared General Ouyang?


“Give me your surrender. Bring your forces under my command. Instead of waiting for the Yuan to send their Grand Councilor and that central army of theirs to put us down, we’ll march on Dadu together. We’ll take their capital, and the throne. And when my husband is emperor, he’ll grant you the title of your choosing. Duke, prince? It will be yours.”


Zhu said dryly, “When the histories are written, such a title will surely commend me to their authors as a great man.”


The men she and Madam Zhang had each brought here were only for show. This was a meeting, not a battle. But Zhu was under no illusions about her situation. Her army, an infantry-dominated force built from the former Red Turban rebellion and additional peasant recruits, was barely half the size of the Zhangs’ well-equipped professional army. And with the exception of her capital, Yingtian, none of the dozen cities she held in the south could match even the poorest of the Zhang family’s canal-linked economic centers. It was clear what the outcome of a battle would be. Had their positions been reversed, Zhu would have counted herself the victor and demanded surrender, just as her opponent was doing now.


Madam Zhang murmured, “Is that what you want? To be great?” Her tone was as smooth as the trailing caress of fingertips along skin. “Then accept me, and let me make it happen.”


Greatness. Zhu had wanted it her entire life. With a certainty as crisp as shadow cast across salt, she knew it would always be everything she wanted. She straightened in the saddle and gazed eastwards over the sweep of the Zhang family’s realm. The wind rushing against her from that distant tawny horizon seemed to bring it close; it turned that abstract line into something palpable, something fiercely visceral. Reachable. The thought filled Zhu with sharp joy. Stationary and yet soaring on her hilltop, she had the curious sensation of seeing her entire path to her future stretching before her. From her eagle’s vantage she could see no true obstacles on that path—only small bumps that would barely check her as she ran headlong towards her goal.


With a surge of delight, she said to the faceless woman behind the curtain, “I don’t want to be great.”


She savored the pause as Madam Zhang’s mind churned, wondering what she had misunderstood about Zhu’s character—where she had gone wrong with her seduction.


The stump of Zhu’s arm ached inside the too-tight cuff of her wooden hand. But that discomfort, and the daily repercussions of being a one-handed man in a two-handed world, was merely the cost of her desire, and Zhu was strong enough to bear it. She was strong enough to bear anything, or to do anything, for the sake of what she wanted.


“Then—” Madam Zhang began.


“I don’t want to be great,” Zhu repeated. Her desire was the radiance of the sun, an immensity that filled every part of her without exception. Who else understood what it was to feel something of this magnitude; to want something with the entirety of their self, as she did? “I want to be the greatest.”


Sparkling crystalline eddies scrubbed across the bare surface of the plain. Life-sustaining salt that, in such concentration, became life-denying.


“I see,” Madam Zhang said after a moment. Her flirtatiousness had taken on a sheen of disdain, and Zhu had the mental image of the door to a private room slamming in her face. “I forgot how young you are. Young people are always too ambitious. They haven’t yet learned the limits of what’s possible.”


Lacquered fingernails tapped the inner frame of the carriage, signaling the driver. As the carriage moved off, Madam Zhang said, “We’ll meet again. But before we do, let this elder tell you something. Cast your eye upon my general down below. What respect does he lack from the world around him, for his manner, his appearance, his accomplishments? The natural place of a man like that is above others. You would do well to consider your natural place, Zhu Yuanzhang. If the world can barely stand to let its eye fall upon a man as lacking as you, do you think it would accept you on the throne? Only a fool would risk everything for the impossible.”


Zhu watched the carriage wheel away down the hill. If Madam Zhang had known the true extent of Zhu’s physical lacks—which, as far as matters of masculine anatomy went, included more than broad shoulders or a right hand—no doubt she’d have considered even Zhu’s present accomplishments to have been impossible. But if you were determined to want the impossible, there was a better way to get it. Zhu thought with amused defiance: Change the world, and make it possible.
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YINGTIAN


A king and queen strolling through their palace grounds proceeded without impediment, since everyone in their way stepped aside and bowed, but the sheer profusion of construction workers in every direction made Zhu think of herself as a boat cutting through a weed-clogged pond. As they passed yet another building shrouded in bamboo scaffolding, she said admiringly, “I wasn’t even away that long. You’ve been busy.”


Her wife, Ma Xiuying, delivered a look of deep indignation. “Of course I’ve been busy. When you said you wanted a new palace to reflect your status, did you think it would build itself?”


It wasn’t even just the palace that was under construction. When Zhu had returned to the city, she’d seen the rising foundations of Yingtian’s new walls, and ridden down sunbaked avenues lined with seedling trees that wouldn’t give shade for decades yet. The sunshine sawdust smell and the breeze flowing unchecked through the construction sites; the uncluttered sky that seemed bigger and bluer than anywhere else Zhu had lived: the possibility contained in all that newness thrilled her to her bones.


Ma added, “Whereas it sounds like you rode all the way to the border just to posture.” The enormous volume of her embroidered silk dress barely slowed her stride. Since she was of Semu nomad stock and her feet were as big as a peasant’s, she moved several times faster than the aristocratic Nanren women who could be seen tottering about Yingtian under parasols.


Zhu hustled to keep up. “Better to posture than to take them on. Which is something Madam Zhang knew as well as I did. She wanted me to surrender.”


“Which would make sense for both of you. So of course you refused.”


But as long as there existed something greater in the world than what Zhu had, she knew she would desire it. She could have as readily given up that desire as she could have stopped breathing. “It makes sense according to that particular situation. So what I need to do is change the situation.”


“Oh, is that all. Perhaps you can double your army just by wishing it.”


Zhu twinkled at her. “Maybe I can! But I’m going to need your help.”


Ma stopped and shot her a look. “My help.”


“Why does that seem so surprising? You’re a very capable woman.” Zhu indicated the hammering, shouting chaos on all sides. She switched to one of the languages she’d learned in the monastery (but never practiced) and said very badly, “You can speak Uyghur, can’t you?”


Ma went blank in surprise. Then she laughed and replied in the same language, “Better than you, apparently.”


Uyghur wasn’t a world away from Mongolian, which put Zhu in mind of the eunuch general Ouyang and his flat, alien accent when he spoke Han’er. She had always found that accent rather ugly. But she could have listened to Ma’s Uyghur all day: there was something purely delightful about finding a new facet of someone she already knew so well.


“It’s been so many years. I thought I might have forgotten.” Ma switched back to Han’er. She had a nostalgic look. “When I was growing up in Dadu, when my father was a general of the Yuan’s central army, we spoke our own Kipchak language at home. But we’d use Mongolian with the Mongols, and Uyghur with other Semu people. Once you know one of those three, the others come easily. But Han’er is completely different. I barely knew a word when my father brought us to Anfeng and gave me to the Guos.”


Her father, who had betrayed the Yuan and joined the Red Turban rebellion in Anfeng, only to be betrayed in turn by his rebel compatriots and left to die on General Ouyang’s sword. Zhu felt a pang at the thought of the life Ma had lived before they met. Everything she had suffered. She found she couldn’t muster up much regret for the deaths of Ma’s father, or the two Guos: Old Guo and his son Little Guo, Ma’s unfortunate fiancé. “None of them saw your talents.”


She realized she’d been too callous when a flash of pain crossed Ma’s face. She knew Ma still grieved them. Not for who they’d been to her, or how they had treated her, but simply as human beings. Even after a full year of marriage, Zhu still found Ma’s compassion mysterious. When they were together she sometimes thought she might understand—might even feel it, as if it were being transmitted by the vibration of Ma’s tender heart against her own—but as soon as they were apart, it faded like a dream.


She changed the subject. She’d spent the greater part of her life trying to escape her past, and unpleasantly sticky feelings such as grief and nostalgia still filled her with the vague urge to run. “Can you find me a dozen or so other Semu people who speak Uyghur?” she said. “Women too, if you can find them. And while you’re at it: a couple of camels.”


To her satisfaction, the request jolted Ma out of her grief. She gave Zhu an incredulous glare.


“Who doesn’t need the occasional camel? I’m sure you have some sort of ancestral facility with them,” Zhu said cheerfully. “I’ll also need as many rolls of silk as you can get.”


“Maybe you have an ancestral facility with the turtle who laid you as an egg!” Ma exclaimed. “Fine: Semu people, camels, silk. The sun and moon and all the magpies flying over the River of Heaven. When are you leaving?”


“As soon as possible. It’s a long march. I’ll need to ask Xu Da to start mobilizing the forces immediately. But you’ve got one thing wrong.” A group of palace maids fluttered past, saw the Radiant King and his consort approaching, and flung themselves into reverences. Zhu flicked her fingers benevolently to bid them rise. “It’s: Are we leaving soon.”


Ma frowned in confusion.


“Am I as much a fool as the Guos, to overlook the talented woman in my own house?” Zhu felt a frisson of excitement at her own audacity. “We’ll do it together.”


The image of a beautiful, jade-cold face rose in her mind, and set all her senses tingling in that eerie recognition of someone else who was neither one thing nor the other. Her stump sang in remembered pain.


“Zhu Yuanzhang,” Ma said, low, mindful of passersby who might hear her addressing the Radiant King so informally. “What are you planning?”


Zhu smiled at her. “I need an army on top of the one I already have. So we’re going to Bianliang to get one.”


After a long pause, Ma said, “The eunuch general—”


“Don’t worry—”


“Don’t worry!”


“—I’m not going to walk into the tiger’s cave. Believe it or not, I’ve learned some lessons from the past.” Zhu laughed. “This is a battle-free mission. But we have to move fast. Imagine you’re him: you’ve just spent a lifetime biding your time and pretending loyalty to the ones who murdered your family. But now they’re dead, and you’re finally in a position to get your revenge on the person who’s responsible for everything you suffered: the Great Khan. You’d be desperate to get moving, wouldn’t you?


“The only reason General Ouyang hasn’t left Bianliang already is because the Great Khan summers in Shangdu and doesn’t return to Dadu until mid-autumn. But the very instant he hears the Great Khan is back, he’ll be on the march. So we have to get to Bianliang before that happens.”


Ma said with deep suspicion, “No fighting. Are you going to make him an offer like Madam Zhang made to you?”


“Not exactly. But it’ll be fun, I promise.”


Before Ma could reply, there was a roar and a dust cloud rose into the sky where an old building had been an instant ago.


“Buddha preserve us, it looks worse than before,” Ma cried, as bricks rained down on a plaza that had already sprouted the skeletons of several new constructions. “Are you sure we couldn’t have just kept everything?”


The air was full of brick dust and yellow dust and the familiar dark pickle smell of fire-powder. For an instant Zhu saw a vision of future Yingtian through that dusty curtain: a gleaming metropolis of such brash, tasteless, shocking newness that it stood as radical dismissal of everything that had come before.


Her stamp upon the world, made new.


She felt wild with speed: as if she was running as fast as she could towards that tawny horizon. “Have faith, Yingzi. It’s going to be magnificent.”
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BIANLIANG


Esen had been buried on the long foreshore of the Yellow River. The wild grasses, scattered with the last of the summer flowers, had reclaimed what centuries ago had been farmed landscape. It was as close as Ouyang had been able to find to Esen’s ancestral steppe with its endless grass sea. A jagged blue range rose in the distance: not mountains, but the broken shell of Bianliang’s long-ruined outer wall. As Ouyang knelt on the marshy ground beside the freshly swept tomb, he felt himself slowly sinking. Eventually, everything around him would disappear the same way: Bianliang’s walls, Esen’s tomb, this entire wild landscape. And he—he would be gone sooner than all of it.


His pain rose. Since Esen’s death there was never a moment without pain. Under every breath he felt an unbearable throb of grief rending the qi that knitted his spirit to his flesh and bones and organs, so it felt like the very fabric of himself was being wrenched apart. But the worst pain came upon him in waves, like this. To be caught was to be swept into a raging firestorm—to be trapped in an agony so intense it shelled away the outside world and left him as nothing but a burning mind curling upon itself in an endless, futile attempt to escape.


He knelt there, shuddering, burning. For a moment all he could think about was how much he wanted the yellow waters to rise around him, to quench his pain and bear his body away to the sea. But it was impossible. Even obliterated by pain, he knew there was only one way out. He would endure, though he didn’t know how he could, simply because he had to. When summer was over and the Great Khan returned to the capital from the Summer Palace, Ouyang would march to Dadu and have his revenge upon the one who had written his and Esen’s fates into the pattern of the world and stolen from them their choices in how they lived and died. And with the murder of the Great Khan, that one final act of Ouyang’s life, every awful thing he had done—everything he had suffered—would be made worth it.


He stood. As his shadow fell across the grass, a shiver passed through it and sent the nesting larks flitting away. Farther away, cattails swayed in a half-glimpsed glimmer of bright water. The sun was hot enough to bring out their oniony smell, but he could feel the season turning. Summer was nearly over. It was almost time.


The sun had angled by the time he came within sight of Bianliang’s intact inner wall. He realized, distantly and without concern, that he’d been away for most of the day.


“General Ouyang!”


A rider who had been waiting for him swung in beside Ouyang’s black mare as he rode through the portal. Ouyang glanced over, irritated by the intrusion. Of the six original Nanren commanders who had been his co-conspirators in his treachery against the Mongols, only three remained, with Commander Geng being the least memorable of the three. Even his face, as square as the character for “nation,” seemed less a stamp of individual character than the pronouncement of the commanders’ cause: to return the Great Yuan to native rule. Like the other commanders, Geng had changed his hair from Mongol braids to a proud Nanren-style topknot. Ouyang wondered if they looked askance at his refusal to undo his own braids. Not that he cared if they did. Unlike for them, his Nanren identity was beyond recovery. It felt like something that had been cut out of him, along with everything else that made a man.


Geng’s pleading expression increased Ouyang’s irritation. “General, the matter of Commander Lin—” To match their newly Nanren-led army, he spoke Han’er rather than Mongolian. “With respect, I strongly urge you to meet with him to resolve the situation.”


The urgency was baffling. Ouyang wasn’t even sure which of his commanders Lin was, let alone why he should merit personal attention. “Why are you bothering me with this? Let Senior Commander Shao handle it.”


Ouyang recalled the fate of two of those six co-conspirators. He had no love for Shao, but he could appreciate how his second-in-command’s methods of dealing with problem people tended to remove the problem permanently.


He barely heard Geng’s protests as they reached their headquarters in the former Yuan governor’s residence, and dismounted. As Ouyang strode through the splintering wooden gateway, a stray dog raised its head and growled softly.


He knew what the dog was responding to, just as he knew why birds fled his shadow and flames dipped as he passed.


His ghosts.


He couldn’t see them, like those with the Mandate of Heaven seemingly could, but they were there. They were always there. Ever since Esen’s death, they filled his dreams: those dead members of the Ouyang clan in tattered white rags, staring at him with their empty black eyes, waiting for him to release them.


In a blaze of agony he thought: Soon.
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The goatskin leather parted easily under Ouyang’s knife as he cut a strap to size to replace the worn cheekpiece of a bridle. A small table, placed next to him on the bed, held a beeswax candle and his tools. Fixing tack was a groom’s job, but as their departure approached he found himself seizing upon menial tasks in the hope it would make the time pass faster.


He held his knife into the candle flame. It was easiest to make runnels for the strap’s stitching by scoring the leather with the back edge of a heated blade. He was staring into the sinking flame when, in some sudden horrible alchemy, the smells of candle and heated metal and leather combined into memory—not even a specific memory, he thought in anguish, but the feeling of Esen. And the instant he felt, the pain came.


It was unfathomable. A desperate instinct came upon him, nothing more than a reflex provoked by his mindless howl for the pain to stop, and before he knew what he was doing he had wrestled up his narrow left sleeve and laid the flat of the heated blade against his own skin.


That hurt. He stared down at it in dumb agony. It hurt so much it burned the grief out of his head until the only thing inside him was a clear-edged white scream.


Even before Ouyang had been a soldier, accustomed to every kind of bodily grievance, a heated knife had turned him into what he was. He knew this pain. He knew that—unlike the other pain—it was a pain he could survive. He snatched the blade off his wrist with a gasp. Underneath, parallel to the bracelet made of Esen’s jade and gold hair beads, his skin bore a furious stripe. Inside his head the white scream went on and on. He let himself disappear into it. Instead of a burning mind he was a burning body, and inside that body he was wiped clean of everything he was and everything he felt.


He didn’t know how long he floated. It seemed a long time.


“General.”


Ouyang jerked around. Shao was in the doorway. How long had he been there? The bridle lay forgotten in Ouyang’s lap. He yanked his sleeve down over burn and bracelet, feeling an obscure shame. The burn was still singing.


Shao came in. Apparently he considered that however many times he’d said “General” to Ouyang’s back, that constituted invitation enough. Geng and Commander Chu, the other original co-conspirator, followed. Ouyang stood up. Without his armor, raw with pain, it felt less like a meeting than a confrontation. He was suddenly conscious of the knife in his hand.


“General Ouyang,” Shao said without saluting. His eyes drifted to the knife. His mouth, a mirthless lopsided line of ironic acknowledgment, put Ouyang in mind of a sword slash. But Shao always looked like that. It didn’t mean he had seen what Ouyang had been doing. “Didn’t you receive my message?”


With a start, Ouyang recalled brushing aside a young soldier some time earlier. When had that been? Morning, perhaps. It was already afternoon. “You’re here now,” he said shortly. “What is it?”


“Commander Lin and his engineering company didn’t report from their barracks this morning.” Shao’s mouth always hung open very slightly when he stopped speaking, like a fish about to bite.


Was it Geng who had said something the other day about Commander Lin? Perhaps it had been Chu. “So?”


“So, Commander Lin, who asked to meet you three days ago to discuss his dissatisfactions, but failed to receive a hearing, has now deserted.”


Ouyang met Shao’s gaze with dislike. He had zero interest in personnel issues, and felt sticky and furious with the desire to be left alone. “Aren’t there still three more companies of engineers? I don’t see the problem.”


Geng and Chu shifted uneasily, but it took more than a sharp tone to quell Shao. “Waiting is hard on the best of armies. Your army is an army of conscripts who were just involved in murdering their commanders in cold blood. They’ve lost all prospect of being paid. And now they’ve all seen a hundred men leave. Trust me, loyalty isn’t going to keep the rest of them here.” The flatness of his reply masked whatever contempt he felt about the obvious: that a eunuch like Ouyang was barely capable of winning the respect of whole men, let alone so much as loyalty. “If you want them to stay, you have to make it worth their while.”


“The cause of Nanren freedom from the Mongols should be enough,” Ouyang said tightly.


Shao’s mouth slanted further downwards. He wasn’t one for causes.


“Dedicated as they are, don’t forget they’re just ordinary men with families to support,” Chu put in. Ouyang found Chu unspeakably annoying. Something about his soft round marmot face, his excessive gentleness, the way he walked too lightly on his toes—it all filled Ouyang with the urge for violence.


“Remember the floods last year?” Geng added. “Nearly every farmer in Henan lost a year’s income. It wasn’t so bad for those of us on the Prince of Henan’s estate, since Lord Wang forgave our debts. But elsewhere people suffered. If you can pay those men something to send back to their families, gold or silk or salt, they’ll stay.”


Ouyang had a distant memory of Wang Baoxiang borrowing his soldiers to dig ditches. He supposed Lord Wang was the Prince of Henan now. With Esen and Ouyang out of his life, no doubt he was counting his gold and nurturing his peasants into ever-greater productivity. The idea that Lord Wang might be happy because of everything that had happened made him taste bile. “It’s a moot point. We don’t have gold. Or silk, or salt.”


“We can get it,” Shao said brusquely. “Several of Zhu Yuanzhang’s cities are within reach. When he moved his capital from Anfeng to Yingtian, he left himself weak on the periphery. We can take those cities easily enough, and get what we need.”


“And delay our march to Dadu? No.” The thought of waiting—waiting longer—choked Ouyang with fury. “Enough! Put together a small force of light cavalry. Hunt down those deserters, and flay every last one of them, and hang their skinned corpses from the walls. Do the men need an incentive not to desert? Perhaps that will be sweet enough for them.”


He turned his back on them and sat down. The candle flame flickered, low on its wick, as he placed his knife into the flame. When it had heated and he took up the leather strap again, they had gone.
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“Why are there broken roof tiles everywhere?” Ouyang snarled as he came into the hall that served as their command center. For some reason the compound’s front courtyards were strewn with what looked like the aftermath of an earthquake.


Shao, Geng, and Chu looked up from a huddled discussion. Shao said with false pleasantness, “To answer the General’s question: the men have been expressing their gratitude for the new decorations you’ve had strung up around town. I suppose tiles are easier to throw than rocks.”


The hot wind brought a wavering sour odor into the building, carrion and sewage and smoke, but Ouyang had a strong stomach. He stared hard at Shao. “And yet: there haven’t been any more desertions. So they got the message.”


Shao said sardonically, “Indeed.” He flipped a message tube to Ouyang. “This just came in from the northern observers. You’ll be pleased.”


Ouyang’s heart leapt so strongly that he nearly dropped the tube as he pulled out the letter. He could barely focus long enough to let the Mongolian script tell him what he knew it would. “The Great Khan has returned from the Summer Palace. He’s back in Dadu.” The intensity of his feelings pushed his voice into that loathed high register, but he found he no longer cared. Somehow he had become that soiled madman roaming the streets heedless of everyone’s disgust. “This is it. We can finally leave this shithole of a city. Senior Commander Shao! Make the arrangements for departure.”


He left them to it, feeling a strange lightness. Being in motion didn’t lessen the effort needed to endure the pain, but now he could finally believe that the effort was finite. He only needed to hold on for a short while longer. And then he would have his relief.


He didn’t realize Shao had followed until he heard from behind, “General.”


He was in a long empty stretch of corridor. He turned in surprise and saw Shao regarding him with hate. Ouyang was taken aback. He’d always disliked Shao, to the point where all their interactions seemed in bad faith, but Shao had always pretended to accept Ouyang as his superior. The bald return of dislike was new and disturbing.


Shao said coldly, “Listen to me. I know you don’t give a fuck about surviving Dadu, but you need to make it less obvious. How do you think the men are going to react if they realize you’re on a suicide mission? If morale gets any worse, we’re not even going to make it to Dadu, let alone get near the Great Khan. You want to see how bad it is? Walk out the front gate of this compound right now and see how they respond. I tell you what: they’re not going to cheer.”


“I don’t need them to cheer for me,” Ouyang said with instant fury. “I need them to obey me. I’ve made them obey before. I’ll make them do it again.” But instead of looking away in deference, this time Shao stared back. The defiance filled Ouyang with the sudden desire to hurt. He had the urge to force Shao’s obedience the way he wrung it from his conscripts with the whip. “Shao Ge, sometimes I wonder. You don’t have the Mandate yet, do you? It seems to be taking its time coming. Do you think I should take it as a sign I need someone else as my partner for this endeavor?”


He and Shao had never spoken explicitly about what Shao would get out of their partnership. But, Ouyang thought disgustedly, it was hardly a secret.


Shao’s lips whitened. “You can’t bluff me. I know how much you need to get to Dadu. Don’t think you can do it without me and this army.”


He glared down his nose at Ouyang. Without the leveling influence of being on horseback, their height difference was marked. Shao’s icy expression reminded Ouyang of that rainy day over a game of weiqi, the last time he’d seen his commanders Yan and Bai alive. When they’d had doubts about the plan, Ouyang would have simply let them go, but Shao had had his own ideas. Even then he hadn’t been Ouyang’s man, but purely his own.


The only thing that superseded their animosity was what they both knew: that they needed each other.


“Right now, I’m in charge,” Ouyang said. “Obey me and we won’t have a problem. Get this army ready to leave, even if it means you need to beat one half of them to death in front of the other half.” He didn’t bother to stop the contempt from leaking into his voice. “And when we get to Dadu, I’ll make sure you get your throne.”
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KHANBALIQ (DADU)


“So you’re the new Prince of Henan. We have to say, your brother suited us better.”


Wang Baoxiang rose, delicately, from his prostration, and saw familiar disgust animate the Great Khan’s torpid features. It felt like an accomplishment. Everything about the Great Khan resisted the idea of disturbance, as though he were a squatting boulder that worked itself further into the hillside with every passing year. The Son of Heaven’s heavy cheeks drew the eye down to long-lobed ears, which dragged the eye lower again to the drooping arcs of his braids. Behind his head, golden dragons yawned and writhed across the engraved woodwork of the throne.


The court had returned to Khanbaliq to find the capital in the grip of an unseasonably hot autumn. Even the soaring rafters of the Hall of Great Brilliance couldn’t make the situation bearable. There was acrid desert on Baoxiang’s tongue. The taste of the north. Out of perversity he had worn his favorite gown for his first audience before the court, a flamboyant lettuce-green provocation his father had hated beyond belief. Now its winter-weight embrace made his head spin. But fainting in front of the Great Khan would do little to advance his purpose. He slipped his fan from his sleeve and fanned himself instead. The Great Khan’s silver-paneled walls fluttered back at him. The dimpled metal made too many reflections, as if it were showing pale figures lingering in the shadowed corners of the hall.


The Great Khan’s eyes tracked Baoxiang’s limp-wristed fanning. His expression soured further. It was the expression Baoxiang had seen on other people’s faces his whole life, as if his very person offended dignity. As if the mere fact of his obstinate, unrepentant effeminacy made their own honor impossible.


His anger surged. Lately, since—events—he had the idea of his anger as a permanent dark sea inside him, sloshing and unstable. All it took was a single disturbance for that potential to gather into a tsunami of rage and hate. It was hard to imagine how he hadn’t always been like this. He loved how completely the black feeling grabbed him. How obliterating and consuming it felt, and how it would never not feel that way because, unlike other emotions, it was infinite and inexhaustible. He imagined himself soaking up the Great Khan’s scorn with his teeth bared in invitation. Go ahead. Revile me.


The Great Khan wasn’t the only one scorning him. Three other unfriendly faces looked down at him from chairs a step down from the Dragon Throne. He recognized the Grand Councilor, commander of the Great Yuan’s central army; and the Great Khan’s favorite consort, Lady Ki. He was barely worth their notice. But the third person! He had her attention. Her hate struck Baoxiang open-handed. The Empress wore the towering red column hat of female Mongol nobility, and from inside its shadow her doll face promised vengeance. There was nothing poetic about that vengeance. It was the kind of ugly hatred that demanded its subject ripped limb from limb, his guts on the floor.


He knew he deserved it, but he barely remembered the cause. Oh, he knew what he’d done: destroyed the Empress’s younger brother Altan, and left her entire family with the stigma of treason. But all he had was a distant impression of having enjoyed himself. It was what had come afterwards that was seared into his memory. Being disowned. Framed for his father’s murder. Thrown, unknowing and unwilling—initially, at least—onto the path that led to his brother’s death.


His brother. That was more than a disturbance. The explosion of black anger swallowed him whole. Esen, the perfect warrior prince. The epitome of Mongol culture in mind and body and spirit, who until the moment of his death had never experienced a moment of scorn or rejection or anything other than the world’s love. Who had loved the world in return, even his own killer, except for the person whose wickedness he believed without doubt.


Baoxiang might not have been guilty of patricide. But by the time he’d reached the end of that path, he’d been as wicked and dishonorable as Esen had always thought him. He’d proved himself entirely worthy of hate.


He gestured, and his servant came forwards with the golden eagle on his fist. He felt drunk with anger. He was almost sure it didn’t show. “Great Khan, this unworthy servant would be honored for you to accept this most lacking gift! Worthless though it must appear to you, it was my brother Esen-Temur’s most treasured possession. My brother loved our Great Yuan beyond measure, and gave his life in service of it, so I dare hope the memory of his loyalty may please His Majesty.”


The Empress said with sudden venom, “A dead man’s castoffs for the Great Khan?” The tip of her column hat attacked like an enraged ostrich. Despite her rank, she was an ordinary-looking young Mongol woman: round-faced and pink-cheeked, lipstick painted fashionably inside her lip-line so her mouth looked even more pinched than it was. Everyone knew she had been made Empress because of her father the Military Governor of Shanxi’s contributions to the capital’s shrinking coffers—just as they all knew how the Great Khan showed her no favor, and kept on preferring Lady Ki. “The Prince of Henan’s estate was once rich enough to fund armies. And now you can’t even afford a proper gift for our Great Khan?” Her viper eyes dissected Baoxiang’s shabby manservant. “Don’t tell me you managed to lose your family’s wealth along with its honor.”


There was a subtle change in the room: someone’s attention summoned by their enemy’s mistake. A moment later Lady Ki leaned forwards and smiled warmly at Baoxiang. It was an astonishing transformation—haughty distaste into pure graciousness—and Baoxiang was under no illusions that it had anything to do with him. “The Prince of Henan has made a most noble gift,” the Great Khan’s favorite said. Her Goryeo-accented Mongolian was charming. As the mother of an adult prince she was well past youth, but her refinement gave Baoxiang the idea that if he looked away she might slip into her unobserved true shape: a luminescent stone; a white crane. Under her smile, the dagger of her attention rested on the Empress. “Any crass person with the means can procure a costly item. But this is a gift without measure: a gift from the heart.”


A young man’s voice said from the door, “Esen-Temur’s loyalty might have been without measure, but can you say the same for his good sense?” A broad-shouldered noble in a rumpled satin riding skirt sauntered in, giving Baoxiang a repulsed glance in passing. “Only an idiot would have trusted that Manji bitch of a eunuch with command of his army. He deserved what he got.” He reached the throne and made a cursory obeisance. “Greetings to the Great Khan. Greetings to the Grand Councilor. Greetings to the Empress and the Lady Ki.”


The Great Khan viewed the young noble with dislike. The Empress, forgetting Baoxiang, said poisonously, “What important business does the Third Prince have, I wonder, that he dares leave the Great Khan waiting upon his pleasure?”


The Third Prince, the Great Khan’s sole remaining son and presumptive heir, rose without apology and flicked his braids out of his neatly bearded face. The pronounced bow shape of his lips reminded Baoxiang of the strange cruel faces of Buddha statues from the southern vassal state of Cham. He was noticeably taller than when Baoxiang had last seen him, a year and a half ago at the Great Khan’s disastrous Spring Hunt. A man now, rather than a boy. But, like a boy, still waiting on the cusp: for his Mandate of Heaven; for the title of Crown Prince. The appearance of the Third Prince’s Mandate was so notably late that even provincial nobles whispered about how it must mean a Heaven-favored prince was yet to be born. The Empress was young, after all.


Lady Ki barely glanced at her son. Her eyes caressed the Great Khan as she murmured, “I heard the Third Prince spent the morning out hunting. I’m sure the delay was only a result of his efforts to emulate the Great Khan’s own successes in that pursuit. Unfortunately the Great Khan has set such a high standard that it makes it hard for others.”


“Is that so,” the Great Khan said, softening. “It was hardly our intention to make a young man’s life difficult. Better we should encourage his efforts.” He said in a louder voice, “We bestow Esen-Temur’s eagle upon Lady Ki’s son, the Third Prince!”


Lady Ki made an elegant seated genuflection as the Third Prince smirked and came over to stroke the hooded eagle on the servant’s fist. But he wasn’t looking at the eagle. He was looking at Baoxiang. There was a posturing aggression to him that made Baoxiang think of a young buck showing off his first set of antlers. The familiar prickle of danger filled him with anticipation.


“Greetings to the Third Prince,” he said, bowing.


“Prince of Henan.” The Third Prince’s examination dragged over Baoxiang, lingering with naked contempt on all that offended: Baoxiang’s hair in its Nanren-style topknot; his long un-Mongol nose and smooth-shaven thin cheeks; his elegant gown and soft scholar’s hands. Baoxiang remembered that look finding him during the Great Khan’s Spring Hunt. It was almost the same look that other young men gave Baoxiang before they hurt him. But not quite. The Third Prince’s boyishly long-lashed eyes returned to Baoxiang’s face, bright with disgust. “I remember you.”


I’m sure you do. Baoxiang’s blackness stirred in satisfaction. I remember you, too.


The Third Prince’s stroking hand paused on the bird’s back. His knuckles had the ungainliness of someone who hadn’t yet reached his finished shape. “You really aren’t like your brother. But I’m sure you can’t be as completely useless as they say. I can trouble you for a favor, can’t I?” His cruel young mouth smiled with the anticipation of violence. “Hold the eagle for me while I put on the glove.”


All at once Baoxiang was back in his father’s mews, twelve-year-old Esen placing the goshawk on Baoxiang’s small gloved fist. His nose was crammed with straw dust and the musty smell of dried regurgitated fur. He’d tried to control his fear, but the jerkiness of the bird’s movements scared him on some primal level. The more afraid he became, the more the bird danced on his fist in stilted rage. And then it fell backwards off his fist and hung upside down in the tangle of its jesses, screaming in furious terror. He could only stand there trembling as Esen, terse with frustration, soothed and untangled the bird. It had been his own foolishness that had shamed him the most. That he had dared hope for comfort too, as if his terror might matter as much to Esen as a bird’s.


“Hold out your arm,” the Third Prince said softly. Baoxiang, his eyes lowered in deference, felt a stab of contempt. It was a child’s play of cruelty, with a child’s lack of knowledge about how transparent he was—and how vulnerable it made him, to be seen. Baoxiang’s satisfaction sharpened, gained its own cruelty. I see you.


He held out his left arm. He had no protection but his silk sleeve. But there was no point protesting. None of them would intervene. He knew they all wanted this as much as the Third Prince: to see him punished for simply being.


The bird, thrust onto its strange new perch, grabbed him in alarm. Its talons were as thick as his fingers. Each point pricked through his sleeve. Not hurting him. Not yet. But he knew what kind of damage an eagle could do with those feet. Despite his best efforts, he felt the first stirrings of fear.


The Third Prince took the glove from Baoxiang’s servant and slowly drew it on. He watched Baoxiang openly, intensely, as if the more disgusted he was, the more he was drawn by the spectacle of him. Baoxiang tried to ignore the shift of the eagle’s talons and the sight of its open panting beak. He could feel a cold sweat forming. The Third Prince only wanted to scare him, not maim him—but knowing that didn’t stop him from being frightened. He was weak and afraid, and ashamed of his weakness and fear. He was everything they thought of him. But underneath the fear was that great sloshing ocean of black anger, rising.


The Third Prince, glove on, let him tremble a moment longer before deftly unhooking the bird from Baoxiang’s sleeve. His eyes sparkled unkindly. “Many thanks. This gift well pleases me. Oh, but”—he looked at the rents in Baoxiang’s sleeve in mock surprise—“your beautiful gown is ruined. What a shame. Perhaps when you replace it, you should choose a color that suits you better.” He said, drawing it out with relish, “Peach.”


Bitten-peach faggot. It hung in the air as he withdrew, smiling, Esen’s eagle on his fist.


Eight pinpricks burned on Baoxiang’s left arm. He tucked his hands into his sleeves, feeling his heart slow. As his bright fear drained away, its absence made what lay beneath seem even darker and denser than before.


“Prince of Henan.” The Grand Councilor’s maroon over-robe, the same worn by the Great Yuan’s officials of every rank, was offset by his tone of easy authority. Everyone knew the Grand Councilor was the power behind the throne. “Your gift is well received. What brings you to court?”


It was a welcome return to the ground of Baoxiang’s choosing. He bowed over his folded hands and gave a modest cough. “This servant boldly hopes to serve in Khanbaliq in whatever capacity will advance the interests of our glorious empire. Although my skills are unworthy of praise, I have some experience in administration. Before my brother’s death, I was the provincial administrator for Henan.”


It was a position worth the boast: the highest in the Great Yuan’s most important province, albeit an odd occupation for the son of a Prince of the Blood. But then, Baoxiang reflected bitterly, as a half-caste adopted son he’d had precious little of the blood to begin with.


“If the Prince of Henan’s estate is in as dire financial straits as his servant’s attire suggests, we can hardly regard his skills as exceptional,” the Empress sniped. “Perhaps his ignorance extends to the fact that official posts are filled at the start of the year. Or does he think that in the absence of a vacancy, we might create a position just for him?” Her carmine sneer left no doubt about the likelihood.


After a moment’s consideration the Grand Councilor said, “But isn’t there a recent vacancy in the Ministry of Revenue? The vice-minister position.”


Baoxiang smiled internally, without humor.


“The Grand Councilor jests.” The Empress’s eyes disemboweled Baoxiang. “That one brings shame upon the court just by standing in front of us! How could we possibly permit someone like that as vice-minister?”


Lady Ki turned gracefully towards the Great Khan. The golden phoenix pin in her coiffure, the sign of the Great Khan’s favor, caught the light. “Your Majesty, the Prince of Henan is excellently qualified. Indeed, had he come seeking appointment at the usual time of year, he would have been eligible for even higher rank. He is a Prince of the Blood, after all.” Her blatant exercise of influence over the Great Khan was shocking. When the Great Yuan had lost access to the Zhang family’s salt, it had strengthened Lady Ki: her home state of Goryeo was now the main source of that precious resource. Lady Ki’s smile found the Empress. “Surely we should not turn away those who seek to advance the glory of our Great Yuan.”


The Grand Councilor glanced at the Great Khan, who flicked a hand in assent. “Prince of Henan,” the Grand Councilor said. “Your family’s unswerving loyalty and commitment to the defense of our Great Yuan has earned my respect and gratitude. Though my feelings were surely but a shadow of your own, I was deeply saddened by Esen-Temur’s death. As you are unable to follow in his footsteps, you may take up the office of vice-minister, and bring honor to his memory by serving the Great Yuan in accordance with your capabilities.”


Baoxiang’s abrupt fury overwhelmed any joy of success. The Grand Councilor dared think he understood how Baoxiang felt about Esen’s death.


Shaking with anger, he sank into a prostration of gratitude. The edges of his vision pulsed with the pale flickering that could have been the play of light against the beaten-silver walls. “A thousand thanks to the Grand Councilor and the Great Khan!”


He wished, viciously, that he could show them his rage: the dark, boiling power of it as it surged against the cast-iron inner boundary of himself.


If you saw what I actually felt and wanted, it would wither your pity in an instant.
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“Esteemed Prince.” Seyhan, Baoxiang’s secretary, greeted him as he stepped over the raised threshold of the Hall of Great Brilliance into the shaded colonnade. Even out of the direct sun, the heat obliterated. Baoxiang’s lettuce gown was cooking him alive. The hall, which formed the front part of the Great Khan’s residence, overlooked an array of dazzling white marble plazas, crisscrossed by staircases heading in every direction. The brightness made his head ache. As he winced, Seyhan slanted his ice-pale eyes at Baoxiang and added slyly in Persian, “Or should I say: Vice-Minister?”


“With thanks to you,” Baoxiang said, in that same language. “Was it trouble?”


“A vice-minister? Hardly.”


The thought of his deceased predecessor didn’t trouble him. It was abstract as a line in an account book: a life, reduced to the modest number of gold taels it had taken to dispose of him.


“A ministerial position would have been easy enough, and more suited to a Prince of the Blood,” Seyhan said with grievance. He was a Semu man from Khwarezm in the far west, and his dark beard did much to hide a face composed of an ugly assortment of angles. His hawk nose floated free above any such disguise. As Baoxiang’s long-standing right-hand man, he took slights against his master personally. “A vice-minister is a nobody.”


They strolled the colonnade at half speed. The heat exacerbated Baoxiang’s exhaustion to the point of nausea. Under the sun’s searing eye the Palace City’s tiled roofs sparkled in a jumble of coral red and jasper green and lapis blue. A high rim of whitewashed wall lay behind the roofs. Khanbaliq, the capital built by Khubilai Khan as a monument to his triumph, was a city of cities. On first approach, the traveler encountered Khanbaliq’s sprawling suburbs of mansions and inns and pleasure houses. Next came the massive city wall with its eleven battle-mented gates, containing the outer city. At the heart of the outer city was the Imperial City, the imperial family’s manicured playground of parks and lakes. And nested within that city, like the kernel in an apricot pit, lay the white-walled Palace City, where the Great Khan’s residence rose glittering out of a marble sea. As Baoxiang walked in the shadow of the palace, the largest building in all the lands between the four oceans, he thought the proper response would be awe. Instead, he found its newness disgusting. The Great Yuan’s azure flags stirred atop the distant whitewashed wall. They were no more noticeable against the hazy sky than a heat shimmer.


As Baoxiang and Seyhan descended to the plaza, they were passed by a knot of maids walking ahead of a roofed sedan chair borne by harem eunuchs. The sedan chair drew level with them and slowed. The Empress glared down at him. Illuminated by the reflection from the plaza beneath, her face was as white as a grudge-holding ghost. “Let me offer you some advice, Prince of Henan. The palace is a very different place to your miserable little province. Go home before you regret it.”


The eunuchs bore her away. Palace eunuchs were slaves from vassal states like Goryeo, not Nanren, but with a pang of hate Baoxiang thought of General Ouyang. That wretched cur of a eunuch, the ungrateful recipient of more love and nurturance than Baoxiang had ever had, who’d felt nothing but self-pity as he ruined Baoxiang’s life.


“The Empress is a bad enemy to have.” The angles of Seyhan’s face doubled with concern. “She may not be the favorite, but she has power.”


Baoxiang laughed darkly. “How long do I have to find a protector before she sends people after me, do you think? Weeks, or days?”


“Esteemed Prince,” Seyhan said, pale and grim. “Why are we here?”


“You don’t think I’ve come to save the Great Yuan from itself?”


The look Seyhan gave him conveyed what he thought about that. “I’m sure the Prince of Henan is more than capable.”


Baoxiang said sardonically, “It does seem like they think they can just walk up to Madam Zhang and ask her for her kingdom back.”


Of course the Grand Councilor had been saddened by Esen’s death. Without Esen and his traitorous lapdog Ouyang—without Henan’s army to hold the rebellious south in check—the only thing standing between the Great Yuan and collapse was the Grand Councilor’s central army: a force that hadn’t deployed south in more than a decade. Perhaps the Grand Councilor sensed what peril the empire was in. But as Baoxiang recalled the Great Khan’s inertia and his sparring consorts, he thought the Grand Councilor might be the only one.


“A vice-minister is a nobody,” he agreed. “But the most dangerous person in a game is the one nobody knows is playing.”


After a pause Seyhan said, very carefully, “And what game are you playing, esteemed Prince?”


Baoxiang saw a flash of those contemptuous faces above him, never questioning their assumption that their scorn would be enough to make him wither and disappear. If only they knew how every drop of their antipathy fed the black ocean inside him and made it deeper. He burst out in hatred, “They all look at me and see the worst thing they can possibly imagine. An embarrassment. A mockery of everything Mongols value. But they have no idea how much worse I’m going to be.”


He realized his heart was pounding. He had meant to nick the surface but had cut too deep; he had laid open his ugliness for anyone to see. Seyhan’s expression acquired another layer of guardedness. Inside he would be recoiling. Baoxiang couldn’t blame him. Who would be willing to touch someone else’s raw pain, and risk contamination?


He turned on his heel, furious with shame, and headed in the direction of the closest gate out of the Palace City. “Let’s find this job I paid so much for.”
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The Ministry of Revenue, like the other ministries and secretariats, was in Khanbaliq proper. It was on the Thousand-Foot Corridor, the broad avenue that joined the Imperial City’s main entrance—the massive Chongtian Gate, on its south side—to the middle gate in Khanbaliq’s southern wall. To Baoxiang, whose exhaustion painted the world with a deadened irritation, the ministry building with its blue eaves and gilded roof spines had the same crass, new-built feeling as everything else in Khanbaliq. The phoenix trees standing like orange flames on each side of the avenue were the only part of the capital that seemed older than the Mongols.


“Those trees don’t stay pretty for long.” Baoxiang jumped. A square old Mongol in an official’s maroon over-robe, his gray braids protruding from beneath a lacquered-muslin hat with long outstretched flanges to either side, had snuck up on him in cloth-soled boots. He said in Khanbaliq-accented Mongolian, “In another week, this street will be leaves up to your knees.”


Baoxiang took a guess and bowed quickly. “Greetings to the honorable Minister.”


“Prince of Henan.” The Minister of Revenue took in Baoxiang’s Nanren-style topknot caged in a cloud of silver filigree and secured with pearl-ended hairpins; his sallow complexion of the terminally sleepless; and the lettuce gown and its matching shoes. Under his wispy gray beard, the Minister’s expression of benign delight didn’t change. It seemed a permanent condition, like Ouyang’s resting frown. “Our new vice-minister! What a surprise you are. Well, come in. Have you eaten? This heat is too much for this time of year, don’t you think? I haven’t lived through an autumn like this since I was your age. Let’s sit, and I’ll get a girl to bring us that drink they like in the south, the one with the red dates and honey. So refreshing! Nanren do know how to handle the heat . . .”


The Minister limped inside, chattering. His chatter gave Baoxiang the impression that capital officials spent their days drinking tea and gossiping, so he was surprised to see that the inside of the building was a busy working office. They passed a library; rooms for account-book storage and rooms for complaints; a room of servants grinding ink, and another of bureaucrats—all Semu men, since Nanren were forbidden from the civil service—who flicked their abacus beads with such vigor that the window-paper buzzed. It was the same as his office back home in Anyang. He felt a painful slice of nostalgia. But the blackness was already inside him, and he had known there was never any going back.


The Minister ushered him along a shaded external walkway and up a few steps into a building with a latticed frontage. Inside was a cavernous private office with a paper-strewn desk and a threatening number of unstable bookcases.


The Minister himself didn’t sit. “Rest a moment! This old man had too many cups of tea, and his bladder is weak.” His eyes twinkled as he limped back out. “Experience tells me to address it now, so we can sit at our leisure afterwards.”


Baoxiang glanced around. A cross-breeze through the doors on either side of the room reduced the heat, but added powerful smells of dry animal dung and grilling bread. After the tranquil environs of the Prince of Henan’s rural estate, the city was an assault.


An account book lay on top of the flotsam on the desk, as if it had been shuffled around with everything else and only coincidentally ended up facing him. He flicked through and felt a dull twitch of surprise to see the pages of neat calculations providing the example to be followed, and the blank pages waiting for his answer. He thought of the Minister’s disarming chatter, and wondered how many officials had sat in his place without even touching the book.


“You found it! Don’t worry too much. Nobody ever passes that test; he designs it that way.” A maid had appeared at his elbow with a sweating ewer and matching cups, and a spoke-wheel platter with candied vegetables in each compartment. She gave him a merry glance with her dimples flashing as if in anticipation of his panic, placed the tray on a cluttered side table, and left. Baoxiang regarded the test and felt his lip curl without answering merriment.


The Minister came back swiftly—too swiftly to have made it a fair test. As he limped over to his chair, his eyes darted to Baoxiang’s answers gleaming blackly in wet ink. Baoxiang saw the moment his disgust—because, even though he had hidden it better than most, he had felt disgust—became respect.


It was the respect that felt like the punch. Baoxiang had wanted his whole life to be respected rather than scorned for his talents. Now this was how easily it came? Yet it was too late.


He said tartly, “Did you think I expected a position with none of the responsibilities?”


The Minister regarded him. “Nobody expects a noble to need a salary, let alone work for one. Especially not the Prince of Henan, whose estate was rich enough to power the Great Yuan’s defense against the southern rebels for decades. I assumed you were an incompetent who had let all that wealth run dry. But you do have skills after all. So why leave Henan, Wang Baoxiang?”


The blackness within Baoxiang heaved without breaking, like water right before the boil. “Perhaps I just didn’t want to stay.”


The Minister’s face softened. “Ah. Your father and brother. That was a pity.”


Baoxiang was revolted. He didn’t want gentleness. He didn’t want pity. He let his revulsion harden into contempt. A sympathetic fool of a minister was exactly what he needed. Someone who was willing to put aside his disgust for the sake of Baoxiang’s talent, and find him useful. “Yes,” he said. “A great pity.”


The ewer sat in a puddle of condensation. It wet his hands when he poured two cups. He had the idea it was supposed to have been a sweet drink, but it tasted like nothing. He choked it down.


The Minister hoisted himself to his feet. “Well, how lucky to have you take that vacancy! I’ve had my fill of decorative nobles. I’ll have to thank the Grand Councilor for sending me someone who knows what he’s doing. What with everything that’s been happening to our Great Yuan, I need the help.”


“That’s what I’m here for,” Baoxiang said politely. But for a moment the corners of the room wavered, and whiteness flickered in the corners of his eyes.


Seyhan was waiting for him with their horses when he finally emerged. The sun, hovering just above Khanbaliq’s western battlements, slanted through the flaming tips of the phoenix trees and drenched the streets in gold.


When Baoxiang turned his horse down the Thousand-Foot Corridor towards the Imperial City, Seyhan said with surprise, “You don’t want to go to the house?”


What Baoxiang felt was too dark for anticipation. “I have someone else to see.”


“A member of the imperial family?” Seyhan’s eyebrows rose. “Are they expecting you?”


“Not,” Baoxiang said, “exactly.”
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The residence stood in a forested hunting reserve on the far west side of the Imperial City, its shadowed profile punctuated by a golden mulberry rising from an internal courtyard. The residence’s head servant stood between the wooden pillars of the front gate to receive them. As the servant opened his mouth Baoxiang said coolly, “If he’s not home yet, show me in.”


“Whose residence is this?” Seyhan asked, frowning.


The servant said, “The Palace of Abundant Blessings is the residence of His Highness the Third Prince.”


To the east was the darkening lake he and Seyhan had crossed on a marble causeway. A pagoda-crowned hill rose from a rocky island in its center. Within its walls the Imperial City had lakes and forests and hunting grounds to rival the wilderness, but none of it seemed quite real. In fact, it wasn’t. Baoxiang knew that everything his eyes touched had been shipped in and molded to the imperial family’s pleasure, from the earth for the hill to the fish in the lake. The air vibrated with the scream of cicadas.


Baoxiang thought of the Great Khan’s expression when he’d looked at his son. It had been the most familiar thing in the world. A father’s hatred of his own son: not for what he did, but for what he was. His anticipation gained a sadistic edge that seemed to face towards himself as much as the Third Prince. He thought: I see you.


He said to Seyhan, whose face suggested he had reached an unwelcome conclusion, “Wait here.”


The servants lit the lamps around him as he waited in the reception chamber. It was a long wait. It was dark by the time there was a murmur outside, and the Third Prince came in.


For a terrible moment, Baoxiang saw Esen. Not Esen as he’d been when he died, but Esen before he started going on campaign: a young man with the gangliness of adolescence still in him, his swagger designed to grant the onlooker the gift of looking.


He wrenched himself up and bowed. “Greetings to the Third Prince.”


Rather than return the courtesy, the Third Prince flung himself into a chair. His moue of disgust failed to conceal an interest that pressed on Baoxiang so intensely that he felt an internal pulse in response, like the throb of a heartbeat in a bruise.


“Haven’t we already greeted each other sufficiently today, Prince of Henan? Or perhaps you’ve come to complain about the manner of my first greeting.” The lingering smile on his bow-shaped lips suggested he was savoring his role in Baoxiang’s humiliation. “Aren’t you grateful it was your gown and not your arm?”


Here in the cruel palace, what a gift it was to find someone so transparent. Baoxiang said, soft as a touch, “Did you like seeing me afraid?”


The Third Prince’s face flickered. It was so fleeting that Baoxiang didn’t think the Third Prince was even aware his body had acknowledged the truth. “Like? It disgusts me to see a man act as you do. But at least I’m willing to give you what you deserve.”


“And I deserve it, for nothing more than being afraid?” It came out more bitter than he’d intended. The Third Prince scorned him for his fear because it lived on the surface. But the Third Prince, deep in his glass heart where he thought nobody could see, was so much more afraid than Baoxiang had ever been.


“Don’t play dumb.” The Third Prince’s breathing had quickened. He couldn’t wait for the pleasure of bringing blood to the surface, even with words. “Everyone knows about Chaghan-Temur’s other son. The son who spreads for men. Poor Chaghan! We couldn’t understand how he could tolerate the stain of you upon his house. We thought less of him for it.”


His gaze pressed into Baoxiang, seeking the flinch. It was all so pitiable. The Third Prince assumed his words would wound, because all he could imagine was how much it would hurt to hear the same said of himself.


How they’d all hated Baoxiang for his debased desires—for what they thought he did with men—when he’d never had any such desires at all.


He said, “I see my reputation has preceded me.”


“You’ll just stand there and take that insult?” The Third Prince’s forehead gathered incredulously.


“Did you expect me to fight you? If you think I’ve ever cared for my family’s honor, or even my own, you don’t know the full extent of my reputation.” The thrill was entirely vicious. It was so easy to be what they wanted him to be. “Why should I deny it? It’s true.”


The Third Prince’s tan wasn’t as deep as Esen’s had been. His flush showed readily under his close-trimmed beard. Baoxiang took a step towards him. “I’m what everyone thinks I am. And you knew it in Hichetu at the Spring Hunt, didn’t you? The first time you saw me. Even before you heard what they said about me.”


The Third Prince said savagely, “You only have to look at you to know the kinds of things you’ve done. That you enjoy them.”


“Yes. I really am that debased.” It seemed like a thousand voices from Baoxiang’s past were speaking through him. He let their memory stoke his fury. “Think of all the shameful, dishonorable acts any normal man would recoil from, and imagine how much pleasure I must take from them.” The Third Prince’s eyes were fixed on him. Was his heart racing? Baoxiang’s own heart was as steady as it had ever been. His anticipation had none of the excitement that might have made it beat faster. There was only the black density of anger. He said silkily, “Think about what I must want, in coming here.”


With a swift step he closed the distance between them and laid his hand in the Third Prince’s lap.


The Third Prince stared at him, eyes wide with shock, as his body betrayed itself under Baoxiang’s limp touch. Baoxiang felt a rush of sadistic victory. Shame, dealt back upon the shamer. It lasted an instant. Then the Third Prince surged out of his chair and punched him in the face.


Somehow, he kept his balance. His ears blared. His cheek was on fire. It was the most familiar thing in the world: yet another warrior lording his physical supremacy over him as he reeled in pain. Hadn’t they all taken their turn? His father first, and every warrior since—all of them, except Esen. And there was an irony. Esen had trained his whole life to wound, but he’d never had to hit Baoxiang to hurt him.


Did I give as good as I got in the end, brother, when I hurt you?


“Do you want to die?” the Third Prince spat. His flush had turned into blotchy anger. But that anger was as transparent as the rest of him: it was the violent reflex of someone who needed to convince himself that what had happened was nothing more than Baoxiang’s perversity; that he himself felt nothing, wanted nothing. As long as it was Baoxiang’s desire, Baoxiang’s shame, then it didn’t have to be real.


Not that it would change anything. Whether or not the Third Prince acknowledged his inclinations, his father already looked at him and saw something he hated.


Baoxiang sank to his knees. The Third Prince didn’t move.


Baoxiang’s favorite courtesan in Anyang had been very good at poetry, and made him laugh, but her true talent had lain elsewhere. He remembered the cool brush of her sleeves on his skin as he ached, waiting. Her butterfly touch and lowered head. It seemed impossibly long ago: a fragment from that halcyon life, before the rupture.


But it hadn’t been a halcyon life, even then. He held his wistfulness for a moment, then released it into the darkness.


Underneath the pleated skirts of the Third Prince’s riding costume, a simple tie held his linen undergarment closed. Beneath it, the evidence of desire. The strangeness of the situation gave Baoxiang a detached feeling. He had the sense of seeing himself from the outside, watching as his kneeling self gradually became indistinguishable from what everyone already believed about him.


The Third Prince sneered, “Look at you, begging to be debased. You really are the worst. If I met you and a dog together on the street, I should kick you first.”


Baoxiang looked up at his cruel young visage, framed by the forwards-falling loops of his warrior’s braids, and could barely contain his contempt. Warriors were so proud of their tolerance for physical pain, but they couldn’t bear an instant of the same shame they inflicted on him whenever they could. So who does that make the stronger?


The tie undid without resistance. “That’s right,” he said. “I am the worst.”
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Outside, Seyhan offered him a handkerchief. Baoxiang pressed it against the split under his eye as they rode. It throbbed in time with his bruised lips. It wasn’t until they reached the western gate of the Imperial City that Seyhan said, in an admirably neutral tone, “So my enemy’s enemy’s son is my friend. Will he protect you, for that?”


“For one time playing the flute? No.” The task itself hadn’t excited him, but the pain in his lips and jaw was as satisfying as any accomplishment. “He will, though. He’s young, and I’m giving him something he never knew he could have. He just needs to get used to it.”


“How long will that take?” Seyhan looked like he was trying to calculate the exact gradient of the Empress’s murderous intentions, and Baoxiang’s chances of surviving without a powerful protector for one week, or two, or four.


Baoxiang laughed shortly. “I have absolutely no idea.”


They flashed their wooden official passes at the gate guards and crossed the moat into Khanbaliq proper. Despite the immensity of the city, its avenues were so straight and broad that, except where the Imperial City interrupted, anyone standing at one wall could see clear to the opposite wall. The nighttime streets bustled with wheeled, mounted, and pedestrian traffic. As busy as it was, the city must have been twice, three times more crowded before it was throttled by Madam Zhang’s closure of the Grand Canal. It was hard to imagine.


Baoxiang’s new residence was a modest single-courtyard dwelling in the bureaucrats’ ward near the outer western wall. The residence’s charmless brick enclosure kept the clamor of the food vendors on busy Pingzhe Gate Street at bay. Persimmon trees in the bare courtyard bore a few green-shouldered fruit. Inside, the situation was even more dire. Apart from a few personal necessities, the only items Baoxiang had brought with him were the locked chests cluttering the main room.


Seyhan viewed the chests with dissatisfaction. “You have a room full of gold taels, and yet you’re making us live in a house that’s uglier than a leper’s armpit.”


Baoxiang understood the feeling. His residence in Anyang had been a perfect monument to his taste, filled with exquisite furniture, ceramics, paintings. He’d left it all behind. “Feel free to spend your own salary if you’d like it furnished in the style to which you’re accustomed.”


Seyhan gave him a sour look and went off. Baoxiang’s encounter with the Third Prince had antagonized him into temporary alertness, but now as he stood amongst the distilled riches of his estate, his exhaustion swept back with a vengeance. He knew that even if he lay on whatever dismal northern-style bed the residence provided, and managed to slip into sleep, it would be wrenched from him moments later. He wanted just one night’s sleep more than he’d ever wanted anything. His endless restless nights wrung him dry, and made his entire existence a torment.


The room was cooling around him. A familiar chill breath swept in from the walls and lifted the hairs at the back of his neck, and all at once he knew Esen was there.


He spun around. The sudden thump of his heart made him nauseous. Esen’s presence was always unmistakable, as real and powerful as it had ever been in life, and everything in Baoxiang shook in recognition.


A scattering of ghosts hung behind him, their forms outlined in glowing coronas of dust. Their eyes stared unseeing through the tangled sheets of their unbound hair; their white rags hung as unmoving as statues’ clothes. He didn’t care about them. He scanned their dead faces in a fruitless fury, looking for the one he knew—the one who hid from him.


It was as enraging as having his sleep wrenched from him over and over, until he could cry with it. “I know you’re there!” he shouted. His voice bounced back to him, thin with strain. This was what Esen did now, to torture him. How many hundred times had Baoxiang felt his flesh contract around his bones in recognition—how many times had he whipped around, heart clenched like an octopus trap with dread and expectation—knowing Esen was behind him? But each time he turned, the ghost refused him: lingering, taunting, where he couldn’t see.


The ghost burst his control. His anger exploded until he felt like nothing more than a skin straining around a black core. That blackness was the new heart of him, reveling in his shame and disgrace. It rose up his throat, and snarled through his throbbing mouth to the ghost. “Did you think I was finished? Did you think the hurt I did you was repayment enough? You never did have any imagination, brother! You have no idea how much more I’m going to hurt you.”


The hand he held out, shaking slightly with the force of his rage, was thin and pale. A scholar’s hand that nobody had ever feared. “Think of everything I am, everything you hate and condemn. Think of how the dishonorable, shameful fact of me sullies everything I touch. And then watch as I become that person everyone worships as the very embodiment of your precious Mongol empire. Watch me become the Great Khan, and bring ruin upon everyone and every value and every belief you lived and died for. Watch me destroy the world.”


When he opened his hand, the Mandate of Heaven rushed out of him with a hissing sensation of pure, vicious pleasure. The black flame on his palm wasn’t light, but darkness, and it poured out of him until the room was drowned.
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BIANLIANG


“The siege units were almost ready, but then they found a number of the equipment carts were mistakenly stored out in the open and need maintenance. So it will be another three or four days,” Chu finished, hands clasped behind his back and a nervous look in his eye. “They respectfully ask the General to understand their situation.”


“Understand a mistake?” Ouyang paced the splintered floorboards of their command center, the commanders’ eyes tracking him warily. He had the vague idea it would be more normal to sit down. Years ago, on a visit to Military Governor Bolud in Shanxi, he’d seen a caged tiger. The animal had paced a furrow in its enclosure on paws that had been bitten bloody. He hadn’t thought much of it at the time. But now, he thought bitterly, he understood. Even a beast preferred pain to misery.


An army’s initial departure was always—inevitably—a headache, which Ouyang theoretically knew after fifteen years in the business. But now every normal delay filled him with homicidal rage. “Find the person responsible for that mistake, roll him in a carpet, and make the rest of his unit beat him until he’s dead. Then allow them two days to fix the problem. Or I’ll have the same done to all of them.”


Chu winced and exchanged a glance across the planning table with Geng. Shao, sitting off to the side with his arms crossed and underbite ajar, remained expressionless. He wasn’t unhandsome, with his even-toned skin and those round eyes, but Ouyang’s powerful dislike made objectivity impossible. It was like being watched by a carp.


To his annoyance, Shao rose and left the room with him at the end of the briefing. Ouyang would have been perfectly content to not have another conversation with Shao until they reached Dadu, or perhaps even longer.


He stopped and said shortly, “Did you need something, Senior Commander?”


Shao gave him a lengthy glance without responding.


Ouyang whirled the instant he heard the sound behind him, sword drawn, but it was too late. The rope was already around his neck.


The last thing he saw as it drew tight was Shao’s face, naked in contempt.
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As Ouyang woke he was already staggering to his feet with a wounded soldier’s instinct to get up, get away. His body wasn’t ready. A crushing pain inside his head gripped him by the seat of himself, and squeezed. He fell, wavering, to one knee. The animal part of himself cringed from the pain. It knew moving made it worse; it begged him to stay still so that it might stop. But the other part of himself—the part that would do anything not to think or feel—welcomed it. He pressed himself into the white scream, and stood up.


The cell had been unused for so long that it had lost its prison smell. The powdery dirt floor was scuffed where they’d dragged him in. There were plank walls to either side, and an iron-barred door facing onto a corridor with a moist clay wall. He was underground, then. He’d vaguely known the governor’s residence housed the constabulary’s office. He hadn’t bothered paying it a visit. But of course Shao had. Shao always knew where to hide the bodies.


Shao Ge, that traitor. An emotion finally broke through Ouyang’s headache. It was pure fury. Even if Shao disagreed with his methods, it wasn’t as if he was going to fail. How could you fail to achieve your fate? Shao might hate him, but all he had to do was grit his teeth and cooperate. Yet now, for some incomprehensible reason, he was making everything difficult. Ouyang’s rage increased until it was indistinguishable from his pain. He didn’t know how he was going to get out, but when he did: he was going to visit that pain back upon Shao until he screamed.


The wait was interminable. At long last there was a tread in the corridor. Ouyang pulled himself up, a wick inside a flame of agony. At least Shao hadn’t taken his armor. He managed to seethe even more at the idea of anyone stripping him—touching him—while he was unconscious.


The moment Shao appeared he burst out, “I would have given you the throne.”


Shao put the tray on the floor. His mirthless mouth was turned down. “That’s the issue, isn’t it? You believe that. But it’s been bothering me. If the Nanren rebels have the Mandate, what does it mean that it hasn’t come to me, even though I also have an army and the promise of the throne?” He addressed Ouyang’s fury with patronizing calm: the rational man lowering himself to address a hysteric. “You would give me the throne. But now it’s clear to me: you can’t. Look at this army! It’s on the verge of disintegration under your command. You would have shot nine suns from the sky for Esen-Temur, but you’ve never given a fuck about anyone you’ve actually been responsible for. The more I watch you, the more obvious it is. If I want the throne—I’m only going to get it without you.


“So, General. Hand the army over to me, and I’ll let you go.”


Ouyang found his hands around the cell bars. The fact that Shao didn’t flinch filled him with incandescent anger. “Like you let Commanders Yan and Bai go?” His voice was always raspy, the result of lowering his voice to a man’s pitch, but having been strangled had increased the raspiness to grotesque levels. “Fuck you and eighteen generations of your ancestors! You think you can take my revenge from me?”


“I killed Yan and Bai because I had to, not because it pleased me,” Shao said coldly. “Just as I’m not taking your revenge out of spite. And consider: though it won’t be by your hand, the Great Khan will still die. So try to see this for what it is. I’m giving you the choice to let it all go. To leave. Live.”


Shao had always understood enough about Ouyang to hurt, but never enough to know. If he didn’t kill the Great Khan, if he let go of his revenge before it was finished, then everything he had sacrificed for it—everything he had done—


Shao’s face was a study in contempt. “If you won’t hand the army over, then I’ll have to assume command after your unfortunate death. With regret, of course. Which gives you two choices.” He toed the tray through the slot at the bottom of the door. “Here’s the quick way. Try not to choke on your tongue like poor Commander Bai. It’s better if it’s not completely obvious I murdered you. It tends to reduce confidence in one’s leadership.” His eyes slid to Ouyang’s wrist and his mouth sloped with hateful knowingness. “I did think of giving you a knife to cut your wrists with, since you seem to enjoy that so much. But it seemed a poor idea to let you have a blade.”


Ouyang thought he’d never hated anyone so much as he hated Shao then. He scooped up the tray and hurled it at the bars. It was only when the wooden bowls bounced to a stop that he realized Shao had already positioned himself out of range.


“The slow way, then. I don’t mind waiting. I’m sure it’ll be a miserable couple of days. But you’ve spent your whole life enjoying misery, haven’t you?” Shao regarded Ouyang a moment longer. “I’ll say a prayer for you when it’s all over. I can’t imagine many eunuchs have had the privilege of being honored by an emperor.”


He turned to leave. “Have a happier next life, General.”
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“State your business,” one of the gate guards said, in Han’er, as Zhu and Ma approached the city wall at the head of the loaded camel train.


Above, Bianliang’s twin spires of the Astronomical Tower and the Iron Pagoda thrust into the bronze noonday sky. The wall’s pale blocks shimmered behind a layer of exuded warmth. There was no mistaking that Ouyang’s army was still in residence. For ten li in every direction the city was ringed by the herds that accompanied any Mongol army. Horses, sheep, goats, and oxen all grazed the pink- and purple-tipped grass down to a uniform flatness, the golden river sparkling low amongst distant reeds.


Zhu watched, amused, as the gate guard stood a little straighter when Ma unwrapped the desert-nomad scarf from around her face. Ma had a Semu woman’s ordinary broad features, but there was a luminosity in her regard—a nostalgic, knowing sadness in a face that should have been too young for it—that struck people’s hearts, and that they mistook for beauty.


Ma delivered their story in Uyghur, with Zhu translating into Han’er: they were silk merchants from Dadu, and Bianliang was their regular stop on a trade circuit that took them from the north down to the silk-producing regions of the south—Madam Zhang’s Pingjiang, and Zhu Yuanzhang’s Yingtian—and then across the desert to the western khanates.


Presuming they could get into the city, the rest of the plan was so simple that Zhu hadn’t even been lying when she’d said it would be fun. All they had to do before leaving the next day was scatter some of their innocuous-looking silk rolls around the city. Though by appearances they were normal enough, the inner layers of the rolls had been soaked in a liquid explosive mixture invented by Zhu’s engineer, Jiao Yu. When the liquid dried sufficiently, which would happen in another day or so, the fabric would start to smolder of its own accord—then burn.


Walled cities were hard to crack. Zhu didn’t have siege weapons, and she didn’t have six months to starve Ouyang out. But, she thought with satisfaction, if you could make conditions inside the city very miserable, very quickly, you wouldn’t have to wait very long at all.


The gate guard came back from his inspection of their loaded camels. “The General allows legitimate merchants a stay of one night. You’ll be escorted to a designated lodging house, where you must remain for the duration. If you’re not on your way tomorrow before noon, punishments apply.”


As they followed their escort inside, Zhu caught sight of leathery shapes hanging from the walls. Surely they couldn’t all be tardy merchants. But then again, she reflected, wincing at a pinch from her stump, Ouyang had never had much of a sense of humor when it came to punishments.


The bells rang on the camels’ bellies as Zhu’s Semu men led them along Bianliang’s soft dust roads. In the centuries after the fall of the majestic Song Dynasty, all the grandeur of its erstwhile capital had passed into decay. Faded houses stood amongst fields in what must have once been the bustling heart of the city. Honey locust trees wept showers of tiny yellow leaves over the ruins of temples, and the broken-walled courtyards of grand mansions were filled with ramshackle market stalls. And everywhere the eye rested: soldiers.


Ouyang’s army had pressed into every available space inside Bianliang, like mushrooms thrusting up through a fallen tree. It would have reminded Zhu of Anfeng, the former capital of the Red Turbans, if it hadn’t been for the horses. Zhu had faced Ouyang’s cavalry before, but until now she’d never grasped the sheer scale of horseflesh needed to sustain it. For every man she saw, there must have been five horses. Secured by individual tethers to long lines stretched overhead, the sturdy Mongol mounts were solid-colored and spotted and patched like cats. They ate the hay scattered in the dirt in front of them, and raised their tails and let loose heaps of dung behind. Their presence gave the city a concentrated animal funk that made Zhu’s eyes water. Ouyang might have removed the Mongols from his army, but it was still a Mongol army.


“Hold!” A soldier rode up and cut them off, nearly causing Zhu, Ma, and the camel train to pile into their escort from behind. The soldier looked down at Ma and said crisply, “The General gives his greetings to the silk merchants from Dadu. When he learned of your presence in his city, he became curious to make the acquaintance of such esteemed travelers. He would be honored if you would enjoy his hospitality for the duration of your stay in Bianliang.”


Ma, forgetting that she wasn’t supposed to understand Han’er, glanced at Zhu in alarm. Zhu’s mind whirred as she translated. Ouyang had extended them hospitality, out of curiosity? If it had been anyone else, she’d have guessed he wanted information: about Dadu, or conditions on the road north. But she knew Ouyang—or she’d thought she did. She would have bet on him being too wrapped up in his own concerns to notice their arrival in Bianliang, let alone wanting to speak with them.


It was strange. More than that, it was a problem. Being under Ouyang’s nose for the evening would make it that much riskier to get out into the city to distribute the silk rolls. And while Ouyang didn’t know Ma, and he probably wouldn’t recognize any of Zhu’s Semu men, there was one face from their party that he was never going to forget.


Zhu caught Ma’s eye and silently indicated the lead camel’s load. Ma’s voice betrayed only the barest hint of her nerves as she said, “How can the General lower himself to be in the company of these unworthy merchants? Please, take this humble gift as a token of our esteem instead.”


After a brief one-handed fumble with the saddlebag buckles, Zhu brought out one of the lengths of richly embroidered silk they used for everyday barter. She knew it was a long shot. Taking bribes carried the death penalty in a well-disciplined army. Zhu thought of how Ouyang’s men had flung themselves again and again into her ambushes in the valley in Jining. Even if it was out of fear rather than love, they obeyed him. And indeed, as Ma presented the gift the soldier’s eyes lingered on it covetously, but all he said was, “The General will be pleased to accept your generous gift in person.”


It would be too suspicious to continue to refuse. Zhu could tell Ma was distressed by this deviation from the plan. But though Zhu herself knew how dangerous Ouyang could be—her missing hand and scars from being skewered on his sword were proof enough of that—the knowledge of seeing him again, sooner than she’d been anticipating, filled her with a thrum that was indistinguishable from excitement. She hadn’t expected this turn of events, but it would be fine. As long as she managed to avoid Ouyang seeing her—which would add an unwanted layer of difficulty to the situation—they would be able to get through the meeting, and then Zhu could start solving the problem of getting the silk rolls where they needed to be.


She had no idea what the solution might be, but she knew there would be a solution. There always was.


Without waiting for Ma to speak, she said smoothly, “These unworthy merchants accept the honorable General’s invitation with gratitude. Please, lead the way.”
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By the time they reached their destination Zhu had managed to switch places with the man at the end of the camel train. Hopefully, given the scarves over their faces, their escort wouldn’t notice that Ma’s original translator had been demoted.


Zhu remembered, guiltily, that she’d promised to be by Ma’s side the whole time they were in Bianliang. It couldn’t be helped, though, and besides: Ma was perfectly capable of handling a meal with Ouyang by herself. Ma had actually lived in Dadu, so if that turned out to be the topic of Ouyang’s questioning, then all she had to do was answer truthfully. She was a quick enough thinker that Zhu was confident she could brazen through anything else. And Ouyang being Ouyang, Zhu couldn’t imagine him staying in the company of guests for any longer than it took to get the information he was after. It would probably be an awkward meal, but at least it would be short.


Ouyang’s headquarters was in a sprawling compound ringed by tall spears of ornamental pears, their clattering upper leaves brushed red and purple while their lower halves were still in summer green. From its size, Zhu guessed it must have been the Yuan governor’s residence. As they waited, her excitement mingled with a quiver in the seat of her qi. There had always been that strange connection between herself and Ouyang when they came into proximity, as of the natural resonance that occurred between two like substances. Between two people, who were each neither one thing nor the other. She had the feeling of straining for his arrival not just with her eyes and ears, but with that internal aspect that was always casting out into the world with the desire to find something like itself.


An armored figure strode from the gate. And before Zhu even saw the wrongness, she felt it. She had plucked a string and there was no answering vibration of a likeness, only the dead air of an empty room. This person’s height, the breadth of his shoulders, the masculinity of his features visible even from a distance: none of them belonged to Ouyang, whose bearing obscured the degree to which he was short and slight, and whose woman’s face lost its femininity and became uncategorizable the longer it was viewed. This man was a general, but he was a man. And he was a stranger.


All of a sudden everything made sense. Ouyang, who would never have paid attention to a caravan of merchants, hadn’t. But then, if Ouyang had initially commanded this army he’d seized from the Prince of Henan, where was he now, and who was this other Nanren calling himself general?


Though Ma must have been as surprised as Zhu, she made her greetings with admirable composure. “How may we address this honorable general? We had been under the impression that the forces occupying Bianliang were commanded by a eunuch, but clearly we were mistaken.”


The unfamiliar general raised his hand to halt the translation. He replied in Mongolian, “I understand Uyghur, but you’ll have to forgive me for answering in a language I’m more familiar with.” The downwards cant of his mouth gave him a close-guarded look that made Zhu’s neck prickle with distrust. “You weren’t mistaken, but unfortunately General Ouyang is indisposed with an illness. He instructed me, as his second-in-command, to take charge in the interim. My family name is Shao.” He went on, politely, “As you’ll no doubt have heard, General Ouyang will shortly be taking us north to Khanbaliq. I was wondering if our honored guests could share any news regarding the current conditions in that city.”


It was the obvious reason. But as Shao’s eyes alighted on the loaded camels, Zhu caught their predatory gleam, and instantly and unpleasantly grasped his real interest. Any army camped far from home for months on end was under huge financial strain, and Zhu’s party had walked into their midst with several thousand taels’ worth of pure silk. Ouyang wouldn’t have cared. But Shao had never had any intention of honoring them as guests. He was going to rob them.


In a second flash of understanding, Zhu realized: Ouyang wasn’t ill. Shao had deposed him, and he was already dead. The betrayer, betrayed.


She frowned under her scarf, disconcerted. When she’d ridden away from Ouyang that last time in Bianliang, she’d been sure they would meet again. It had felt inevitable: a continuation of how their likeness seemed to always bend the arcs of their lives towards each other. For him to have died without reaching his fate in Dadu seemed wrong, as if the familiar pattern of the world had been twisted into something Zhu no longer recognized.


But there was no time to dwell. Zhu dismissed her uneasy feeling to focus on the matter at hand. As far as this new general Shao was concerned: he would have been welcome to the silk, if Zhu hadn’t been concerned that keeping all the rolls together would only cause a contained blaze, rather than the citywide conflagration she needed.


Her other, significant, concern was what Shao would do with a party of merchants once he’d extracted their goods from them. Ouyang would have let them go. With Shao, she wasn’t so sure.


“Please, come inside and refresh yourselves after your journey,” Shao invited courteously. There was no matching sentiment in his slashed mouth. “My men will unload your merchandise and take your animals to feed and water.”


“The General is too kind,” Ma said. Zhu saw she was taking Shao’s stated interest at face value. She had no idea about the new danger she was in. “Please let my camel boy help your men handle the beasts. Camels are rather different to your horses, and their bites can be unpleasant.” She indicated Zhu at the end of the train. Small, boyish Zhu, whose swathed face hardly drew a glance from Shao as he nodded curt assent.


Zhu watched Ma follow Shao into the compound, her familiar soft beauty made new by the scarf draped around her neck. For a moment Zhu felt a pang at the thought of what Ma might face until Zhu found a way to rescue her. She was well aware that Ma had agreed to participate only because Zhu had promised her it would be risk-free. But there was no point feeling bad about it. Zhu cleared her mind, pleased by how easily she could set aside the distraction. A fizz of eagerness expanded in its place. What mattered now was taking action to get the plan back on track as quickly as possible, and making sure she succeeded at what she had come here to do.
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There was no question that Zhu was as much a prisoner as the others. Under guard, she and the unloaded camels had been brought to a crowded field some distance from the residence. The field was scattered with mounds that cast long shadows against the sunset-tinted earth. Ruins, Zhu realized, when she saw an eroded beam poking through one of the hard shells of dirt. Every part of the field that wasn’t a mound was overrun by tents and sitting, squatting, spitting soldiers. There were so many horses that the overhead tether lines crisscrossed against the sky with reckless abandon.


The camels cleared a space for themselves by simply existing. Then, satisfied, they sat down like an opinionated mountain range and chewed their cud. Zhu leaned against the warm side of the nearest one and contemplated the situation. The sun set and blurred the tents and horses and mounds into a single mass of shadow. Zhu’s guards had gathered around a nearby campfire and were grilling bread and pieces of strong-smelling meat on sticks. Even with the useful darkness, her proximity to them—and the sheer number of other people in the camp—made it impossible for her to slip away unseen.


Something saucered through the air and landed in the dirt by her foot. “Hey, kid. Eat up.” It was one of the grilled breads with a bit of greasy meat inside. Zhu picked it up, inspected it, and ate it, unembarrassed by the guards’ coarse laughter. Food was food. Gristle crunched between her teeth as she thought. She had to get back to Shao’s residence, find and rescue Ma and the others, find the silk, and break all of them out. Time was of the essence. There was no changing the rolls’ schedule for ignition, and once they started burning: that would be that. A familiar thread of excitement tightened in her stomach. She spat out the gristle and rose. If there was no way to slip away unobserved, then she would have to do it observed. And figure out the rest of it while she ran.


When the guards glanced up she made an explanatory half-squatting gesture. Once they’d snorted and turned back to their meal, she wandered behind the camels. A nearby mound was just enough to shelter her from prying eyes from the other side. A few paces away a veritable forest of upright poles anchored the ends of the overhead tether lines. Zhu folded herself low and slid across to the nearest pole. A quick inspection showed a tangle of lines snugged into the notches in the base of the pole and knotted in place. Zhu didn’t have enough fingers for knots. But she had something else.


Her current wooden hand—this one plain instead of gilded—had been made by Jiao. He’d weighted the joints of the fingers with tiny sliding metal rods, and strung each finger through with thin wire that connected to the palm. By rotating her stump slightly in various directions, Zhu could make the fingers move a little. It was uncomfortable to wear, and didn’t look particularly real. But it was a sufficiently hand-like presence to offset the worst of people’s disgust at what they most feared for themselves: the mutilation of the precious body their ancestors had bestowed upon them.


Zhu tugged at the hand until the palm section slipped off the metal tang that connected it to the wrist. The tang wasn’t bladed along its length, or pointed like an awl, but instead resembled a flat-headed chisel. But that flat head had just enough of an edge to be useful. Zhu sawed through the knots and saw the lines overhead slacken in response. Then she jammed the hand back onto its wrist, eased over to the boss camel, took hold of its lead rope, and waited.


“Hasn’t that turtle egg finished taking a shit yet?” A guard, annoyed, came around the camels and startled when he saw Zhu waiting by the head of the lead camel. “Hey! What—”


Zhu kicked the camel into motion, and leaped.


Her foot found the camel’s bent knee just in time, propelling her upwards. If she hadn’t been so focused on wedging herself between the camel’s bare humps, she might have found the guard’s horrified shout funny. She knew how uncanny a camel’s motion looked: that strange, back-to-front heave as it slowly unfolded to its feet, rising up and up and up.


Gathering his wits, the guard lunged for the camel’s bridle. It was what you would do to stop a horse. But a camel wasn’t a horse. Zhu’s camel spat him in the face, shrieked, and lunged at him with bared teeth.


The guard dived out of the way, shouting for help.


The darkness descended into chaos. The other camels unfolded to their feet, startling the nearby horses, who discovered that when they pulled on their tethers they could just keep going, and then all of a sudden the field was a torrent of alarmed, tangled animals moving very fast. Zhu clung to the camel’s hump and firmly didn’t think about falling. Her breath banged out of her with every harsh stride, and she had the sinking feeling of listing to one side. Her heart hammered in her throat.


Soldiers ran alongside the torrent, flailing their arms in a futile attempt to direct the animals without being trampled. A few of the quicker ones had managed to grab mounts, but their horses took one look at the charging camels and decided to keep their distance. Zhu knew her own small clinging shape would be lost in the torrent—for a moment. She hauled on her camel’s lead rope until they were running on the outside edge of the pack, and as they passed a narrow side street, flung herself into the air.


It was a much longer fall than from a horse. She smashed down, flopping and bouncing until she came to a hard stop against the front of someone’s house. On the main street the torrent rushed away with the soldiers in pursuit.


None of them had seen her fall. Zhu’s left ribs pulled, which somehow caused her right arm to twang so severely that she hissed in pain. But pain was only pain. If it was the price she had to pay for what she wanted, then she was glad for it. She turned and hurried, grimacing, through the shadow of the ruined streets towards Shao’s residence.
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Zhu was already on to searching her third building in the compound, and she still didn’t feel any closer to finding her people. It hadn’t been hard to get into the compound, what with the gate guards pulled from their posts by the lurid spectacle of horses and camels racing through the streets. But the residence was even bigger than it looked from the street. Dozens of buildings sat inside a maze of corridors and courtyards. To make matters worse, it was a military base in a state of high pre-departure activity: soldiers and servants rushed around nonstop despite the late hour. Zhu, feeling conspicuous in her gauzy merchant’s outfit, skulked through the shadows. Her insides fizzed in a ferment of pain and excitement. This was the part she loved, fiercely. The leap from which there was no turning back; the buoyant thrill of knowing that all the threads of action would come together—had to come together—into success, even if she didn’t yet know how. It was a prayer, and it was faith, but it was nothing like the self-emptying devotion she had learned as a monk. She blazed with desire. She was full with it, and her faith was in herself.


She was slipping through the dark columned bays along the front of a building when a sharp retort made her jump. She glanced up and saw a point of light blooming above the roofs. Her first thought was that it was a signal flare. But then there was another sound, then another, coming faster and faster until they merged into a deafening ripping noise. Sparkling lights shone on the dark roof tiles with a moonlight luster as men ran shouting with surprise into the courtyards, and the air was thick with a familiar dirty, acrid, pickled tang that made Zhu think, suddenly, of her hands blackened with fire-powder residue—


There was no gap between that thought and finding herself sprawled in the middle of the colonnade, a body length from where she’d been. Her vision blazed white and her ears sang a continuous high note. Dislodged tiles spilled over the lips of the roofs into the courtyards beneath, and from the far corner of the compound a pillar of fire jetted upwards into the night sky.
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