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Shiro had to hurry to keep up with Master Chin’s long strides. Shiro was definitely in trouble. He followed Master Chin through the broad corridors of the palace, walking past a mural depicting the final victory of the first emperor which had led to the founding of the Empire. The masked image of the emperor stared down at him in judgment. Shiro averted his gaze.

The master had only told him to follow. Someone must have found out about the mistake. Maybe he could explain. He had been so sure that his calculations had been correct. And normally Taizo double-checked them. But Taizo had been ill that day. And then there had been the emergency, so he had had to rush it through. But it had been an honest mistake. 

They took a left turn. Shiro wasn’t sure anymore where they were. He’d been too focused on Master Chin’s shoes to keep up. There were more guards around this section of the palace. Where was he being taken? He had assumed that he would be taken to the head of the trade department. But they would have already reached there. It could only mean he was being taken to someone higher up.

They took another turn and walked through a door. Shiro found himself outside. He raised his arm in front of his face against the glare of the morning sun and saw that he was standing in the central square of the Forbidden City. Master Chin was already partway across the square and making straight for the Imperial Quarter. Shiro had to run to catch up, his robe billowing around him. 

There could be only one reason he was being taken to the Imperial Quarter – to be questioned by one of the Ministers of State who had their offices close to the emperor. They wouldn’t worry themselves about someone like him, would they? He was only a clerk in the trade department, working on distributing rice through the empire. The mistake must have been even worse than he’d thought, for it to come to one of the Minister’s attention. Maybe he wouldn’t just be expelled. Would they flog him for this mistake? How would he face his family after such a disgrace? 

They walked up the stairs to the main entrance. Two guards holding tall halberds stood on either side of the bronze doors, their black uniforms in sharp contrast with the red and green of the woodwork behind them. They were admitted without so much as a glance. 

The atrium of the Imperial Quarter spread out in front of them. Shiro took a moment to admire the view, despite his worries. He had been here only once before, on the day he had been admitted into the Imperial administration four years ago. The atrium was easily sixty feet across. The red pillars supporting the roof were so broad that they must have been cut from hundred-year-old oak trees. Bronze reliefs decorated the walls, and several statues lined the atrium. Straight ahead were the double doors that ran from floor to ceiling, through which one would enter the throne room. He had only heard stories about how lavishly that room was decorated. 

He followed Master Chin to the right - to Grandmaster Dalip’s office. If he was being taken there, then even a flogging would be merciful. 

Master Chin gave a polite knock on the door. “Enter,” a warm voice from inside the room said.

Master Chin opened the door and stepped back. He waved Shiro through and Shiro walked in. The door closed behind him with an ominous thud.

Ahead, Grandmaster Dalip, dressed in a red silk gown decorated with a golden crane bird, sat behind an ornate ebony desk bent over a stack of papers. The light shining through the windows in the opposite wall reflected in the polished surface of the desk. Grandmaster Dalip ignored Shiro. The streaks of grey in his hair and moustache, which framed a long face, gave the man a regal look.

Shiro had only once been this close to the grandmaster before. Half a year ago, the grandmaster had visited the trade department and had stopped by Shiro’s desk and complimented Shiro on a report he’d done on the expected rice harvest and the best ways to distribute it through the different provinces. Shiro had bragged about it to his friend Taizo for a week. 

The silence lengthened. Beads of sweat rolled from Shiro’s brow. His stomach cramped as he tried not to fidget with his hands and he said a quick prayer that he would not throw up in front of Grandmaster Dalip.

The room could have held twenty people, but at the moment Shiro and Grandmaster Dalip were alone. A jade sword, four feet long, hung on the wall behind the grandmaster. A large bookcase covered one complete wall. A painting showing angels coming to the aid of the first emperor hung on the opposite wall. 

Finally, Grandmaster Dalip looked up. “We have a problem.” He had a melodious voice. “You must understand that this is coming from the emperor himself.” 

Shiro fell to his knees. “I’m sorry, Grandmaster,” He blurted out. “Taizo was ill that day. And then we had to rush it through.” 

Grandmaster Dalip gave him a look of surprise. “What are you talking about?” 

“My mistakes in the calculations for the grain shipments to Dashi province. They were an honest mistake. I didn’t mean to send too much.” 

“Get up. I have bigger things to worry about than some calculation mistake from a clerk. In fact, I have the perfect way for you to make amends.” Grandmaster Dalip beckoned him closer. 

Shiro was at a loss for words. He wouldn’t be flogged, and he wouldn’t be expelled. But then why was he here? He got up and walked over to the desk. 

“As I was about to say,” Grandmaster Dalip continued, “the peace talks with the delegation from the Khaganate are scheduled for tonight. It is imperative that they succeed so we can end the unrest on our western border. We are close to signing a treaty.” Grandmaster Dalip placed his hand on the documents he had been working on when Shiro had entered. “The final round of the negotiations have to be overseen by the emperor himself. The Khaganate expects him there as a sign that they are being taken seriously. Any lapse in the proper forms will be taken as an insult.” 

Shiro found himself nodding. The war with the Khaganate had been taking its toll on the western provinces. The shipment of supplies that contained his error had been sent to support the war effort in the Dashi province. 

“However”-Grandmaster Dalip raised his hand-“we have a problem. Just this night, the emperor has fallen ill. He is unable to leave his bed chamber, let alone preside over negotiations with a foreign nation.”

Shiro raised a hand to his mouth. “Will the emperor be all right?” 

“Yes, yes. His Holiness will recover just fine. That’s not why you are here. We require your service.”

“Of course, Grandmaster. I will do anything.” He would do whatever it took to aid his emperor and serve the empire. It was why he had chosen to enter into the imperial bureaucracy. 

“I expected nothing less. We have been following you for a while now, and you are an exceptional asset to the imperial bureaucracy. Which is why we now need your assistance.” Grandmaster Dalip paused for a breath. “You need to stand in for the emperor tonight during the negotiations.”

Shiro collapsed into one of the chairs by the desk. His mind whirled at the words. “What? I don’t understand.”

“You will preside over tonight's proceedings instead of the emperor.”

“But how?” 

“You are of the same build and height as the emperor. When you wear the imperial mask and robes, no one will question whether you are the emperor or not.” 

Shiro pictured himself negotiating with the Khaganate delegation and offending them by messing up a complex ritual. He would be responsible for plunging the empire back into the war. “I don’t know how to preside over peace negotiations. I’m a simple clerk from the military supply division. I wouldn’t know what to say.”

“The emperor does not speak in public. Least of all to barbarians. You will sit and bless the negotiations with the presence of the emperor. We will teach you what you need to know.”

“Is there no other way?” Shiro asked.

“No.” Grandmaster Dalip got up and walked over to Shiro. “The barbarians need to see the emperor at the negotiations, otherwise they will take offence and break off the negotiations. So, we will give them the emperor they expect.” Grandmaster Dalip placed a hand on Shiro’s shoulder. “The empire needs you, Shiro.”

"I will help in any way I can.” 

“Good. As a sign of the emperor’s gratitude, he is promoting you to the internal affairs department. Your belongings will be moved tomorrow. For the rest of the day an aide will teach you what you need to know for the negotiations tonight. He’s waiting outside.” Grandmaster Dalip went back to sit behind the desk. He picked up a couple of the papers he had laid down when Shiro entered. 

For a moment Shiro was unsure what to do. Grandmaster Dalip ignored him. He quietly got up and headed for the door.

“Shiro,” Grandmaster Dalip’s voice came from behind him as he reached the door. “Before you leave, let me stress that this is a very sensitive topic. The emperor would be very disappointed if anyone heard any rumors about his illness or your help. He would ensure that the source of the rumors or people close to the source would not be around to confirm them. I’m sure you understand.” 

Shiro gulped. “Yes, Grandmaster.”

Grandmaster Dalip bent over his papers again. His posture made it clear the meeting was over. Shiro turned around and, with a feeling of trepidation, left as quietly as he could.
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Shiro stood at the ready in front of the doors. He was sweating. The silken imperial robes felt unnatural against his skin. The gilded imperial mask, which made his shoulders and neck ache, made it difficult to breathe. How did the emperor wear this day in and day out? He wanted to hop from one foot to the next and scratch an itch on his left cheek. With difficulty, he kept his hands along his body as he had been instructed. The emperor does not fidget. 

He focused on the little piece of woodworking of the door he could see through the narrow eye slits in the mask. The dark ebony was carved in swirls that together formed a demon in the center of the two doors. A golden sun shone behind it.

Finally, two servants pushed open the double doors. A herald announced him. “All hail Emperor Shozun Maharant the Third! Bow down and tremble for the conqueror of nations, the vanquisher of demons, and the bringer of dawn.”

The throne room was laid out in a T shape, with the throne standing at the top of the T. The guests were divided into two groups, one on either side of the T. Furthest away from Shiro, on his left, was the delegation from the Khaganate. Closest to him, on his right, were the five ministers of state, with Grandmaster Dalip at their head.

Shiro walked into the room with slow strides after the herald had finished his proclamation. Everyone in the room lay on hands and knees, face pressed against the floor. The Jade Throne loomed at the front of the room. Shiro reached the raised dais. With exaggerated care he walked up the two steps and placed his hand on the armrest. A shiver ran up his arm when he touched the sacred throne. Finally, he turned and sat.

“You are in the presence of a God,” the herald declared. “Rise now. Be honest and just, for you will be judged.”

The crowd rose. 

“I am Porga of Djura, emissary of the Khaganate,” a man at the front of the Khaganite delegation said. “I speak for our exalted leader,” He wore an exotic costume. A large turban in bright red and orange adorned his head. A moustache and pointed beard that ran to his navel framed a delicate mouth. A bright yellow-and-brown puffy shirt matched the turban. He gave a short bow from the middle. “I am honored by your reception and your presence. May our negotiations be fruitful.”

Shiro gave a salute with his hand against his chest in welcome as he had been instructed. It was all the welcome he would give to the foreign barbarians. Speaking at these public meetings was beneath the emperor. 

Grandmaster Dalip took up the sign. “Our emperor declares you our friend and guest, Porga. May our negotiations be fruitful indeed.” 

This was the sign for the Ministers and the members of the Khaganite delegation to mingle. It all looked very chaotic to Shiro. Delegates would meet in small groups of two or three people. They would talk for some time, walking around the room, and then drift apart again to form other groups. Most of the discussions took place too far away to overhear what was being said. But he caught drifts of conversations that were held close by.

“We want trade rights to be part of the treaty,” a member of the Khaganate said.

“We can work with that,” Master Jin answered. “We will lower the import taxes on grain and increase the export of our plum wine.”

“We want to trade in iron and jade as well.”

“That will be more difficult to arrange,” Master Jin said. “Let me see what I can do.” With that, the two of them drifted apart to record and discuss the different demands. 

Shiro’s mind started drifting. In his mind he saw a city besieged. An army of demons was camping outside the walls. Flames raged unchecked in several buildings, and dark smoke was heavy on the air. A tall white figure stood glimmering on the battlements and looked out over the battlefield outside the city. Around the man the defenders of the city rallied. They sallied forth from the gates of the city into the enormous mass of demons swirling outside. 

A voice spoke inside Shiro’s mind. So it has been before, and so it will be again. The voice sounded hollow, echoing through Shiro’s head. Goose-bumps stood up on his arms. 

“That is unacceptable.” Grandmaster Dalip’s voice dragged Shiro back to the present. Grandmaster Dalip was standing close by facing the emissary Porga. “We will not cede any lands as tribute in a peace treaty.”

Shiro looked round. Everyone was focused on Grandmaster Dalip and the head of the Khaganite delegation. No one gave any indication they had heard the voice speaking. Perhaps he had simply dozed off. But the vision had felt different from a dream. Maybe the throne granted the emperor visions of far off places to aid him in his divine work.

“Those are our terms,” Porga said. “We demand the western half of the Kaishing province up to the river Dainur. They will become a protectorate of the Khaganate as insurance for your adherence to the treaty. If there is no breach of contract for the next one hundred years, then the protectorate will be returned to you.”

“They are the children of our heavenly emperor.” Dalip raised his hand high. “We will not allow them to be ruled by barbarians. Not for one hundred years, not for a day.”

“Those are our terms. We need insurance against the breach of contract.” 

“No.”

“Then we are done here.” He turned around, waved to his companions, and walked toward the exit. At the door he turned toward Dalip once more. “We will remain here in the city for the rest of the week should you change your mind.” Porga then walked out of the door without a glance back.

Shiro watched the Khaganite delegation recede. Grandmaster Dalip had been right to refuse Porga’s demand. It was unheard of to let barbarians rule over citizens of the empire, even if it was only for a hundred years. Shiro was confident that Grandmaster Dalip would find a way to appease the Khaganites and negotiate a treaty, without sacrificing any citizens of the empire.
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“You’re really moving then,” Taizo said. 

“Yes,” Shiro answered. They were sitting on a bench outside the living quarters of the trade clerks. The early afternoon sun gave off a pleasant warmth in the early spring. The first blossoms were appearing on the cherry trees lining the walkways. “It’s part of the promotion to the internal affairs department.” Shiro was giving the rehearsed speech about his move. “We need to be close to the ministers in case they have urgent tasks that need to be taken care of. Which is why I’m moving there. They were impressed by the speed of my work.” 

Taizo ran a hand through his sleek black hair. “Congratulations, I think.” Taizo looked much the same as he had when the two of them had arrived in the Forbidden City together. He was half a hand taller than Shiro and sinuous. A thoughtful look on his angular face had replaced his usually boyish grin. 

“Yeah, it’s a big step. Two of the current five ministers of state came from the internal affairs department, as well as a handful of the departmental heads. The whole department is so close to the emperor.” 

“Do you think you’ll ever meet him?” Taizo asked.

“The emperor?”

“Yeah.” 

Shiro rubbed his head and thought back to the meeting last night where he had worn the imperial regalia. “Maybe. They say the department is there to fulfill his personal wishes.” 

“Imagine the day when a simple provincial like you stands in the presence of the Bringer of Dawn. Who’d have guessed you’d get that far?”

“Simple provincial?” Shiro gave Taizo a shove against his shoulder. “You’re even simpler than me. At least my parents are honest merchants. Everyone knows they stand way above simple fishermen.” He gave out a laugh.

“You’re still from the same backwater hole in the province as me, Shiro-don’t you forget it.” Taizo laughed as well.

“You’re right. We’ve both gotten pretty far.” Shiro looked at the sun, guessing the time. “We probably should get moving. I don’t want to be late on my first day.”

They jumped off the bench. Each grabbed a side of Shiro’s trunk, and they set off through the Forbidden City. The dShirog sound of the new clerks learning the basics of imperial legislation by rote drifted through the open windows of the Hall of Grand Secretary. The air felt oppressed in the narrow streets they used to avoid the press of people which usually walked the broader avenues. The trade clerks lived close to the outer walls, near the Gate of the Eastern Lotus, while the living quarters for the internal affairs staff sat over the Gate of Imperial Benevolence, behind the Imperial Quarter. 

The Gate of Imperial Benevolence sat in the old wall of the Forbidden City. Since the building of the gate, the Forbidden City had grown and now the gate only had a ceremonial function
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