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​Butterfly Wings and Crimson Dust

The scent of sandalwood incense was exceptionally stifling that morning. Sayuri knelt on the cool jade floor of the Autumn Leaf Pavilion, staring at the perfectly even wood grain just before her knees. Her back was straight as an arrow, and her hands rested flat on her thighs. From the outside, she looked like the epitome of imperial perfection, an ivory statue dressed in dark silk interwoven with silver. Inside, however, her stomach was tied in a tight, painful knot. Beside her, exactly an elbow's length away, knelt Chou. Her younger sister smelled of sweet peach blossom oil, and with her every slightest movement, the golden butterfly hairpins woven into her complex hairstyle chimed softly. Chou fidgeted slightly, unable to maintain the absolute stillness required in their father's presence. Emperor Ryuujin sat on a dais, looking down at his daughters from behind a veil of rigorous solemnity. His face resembled a shadow theater mask, betraying absolutely no emotion.

"Our borders are bleeding," the Emperor began, his voice cold and sharp as katana steel cutting through the silence of the pavilion. "The Crimson Wind Horde is gathering at the foot of the Whispering Mountains. If they cross the pass, the Tenraku Empire will drown in blood. Meanwhile, in the south, the Golden Kingdom demands closer trade ties."

Sayuri closed her eyes for a fraction of a second. Politics. At this court, it was always only about politics, and they, the imperial daughters, were its most valuable currency. The gold used to buy time.

"To secure our borders and the survival of our people, I have forged two pacts," Ryuujin continued. He waved his hand, and the long jade guards on his fingernails flashed in the morning light.

Two court eunuchs stepped silently forward. Each carried a large scroll tied with a silk ribbon. They approached the carved stands and almost soundlessly unrolled both portraits before the kneeling princesses. Chou let out a soft, muffled gasp that sounded almost like a scream. Sayuri did not blame her at all. The portrait on the left depicted a young man with features so noble they seemed carved by the gods. He had gentle dark eyes, a faint smile playing on his lips, and hair tied in an elegant bun secured with a sapphire pin. His gold and blue robes screamed of the wealth and refinement of the Golden Kingdom. This was Prince Kaito. A safe, sunlit future. The epitome of every noblewoman's dreams at court. But Sayuri's gaze fled to the second scroll after merely a fraction of a second. Her heart beat faster, pounding against her ribs like a startled bird. The imperial painter had spared no black, ochre, and brutal blood red. A monster stared back at her from the canvas.

Khaqan Tarok, chieftain of the Horde.

The man in the portrait was massive, almost inhuman in his proportions. His skin had an unsettling olive-green tint, and his face was crisscrossed with thick, jagged scars that the artist had not even attempted to hide. Teeth resembling predator fangs protruded from his lower jaw, and the gaze of a wild beast burned in his deep eye sockets. He was dressed in raw leathers and heavy furs, while a painted blood-red wind swirled behind his back, carrying the promise of destruction.

"The choice is yours," the Emperor said quietly, though his tone held no hint of a proposal. It was a sentence. "One of you will sit beside Prince Kaito, cementing the alliance in the south. The other..." Ryuujin's gaze lingered on the monstrous portrait of Tarok before shifting heavily to Sayuri. "The other will tame the beast of the north, becoming the guarantor of peace for Tenraku."

Sayuri felt her father's eyes on her. Cold. Calculating. He shifted them momentarily to Chou, and for that one tiny fraction of a second, Sayuri caught something soft in his gaze. Concern. Fear for his younger daughter. She understood everything in a strike of painful clarity. There was no choice. The Emperor would never allow his beloved, fragile Butterfly to fly straight into the arms of a monster. The charade with the portraits was merely a cruel court formality. Her father expected his older, always obedient, and less favored daughter to fall on her sword voluntarily, absolving him of the guilt of her death. Beside her, Chou stared at the portrait of Prince Kaito with unconcealed lust and fascination, completely ignoring the dark specter hanging on the right. She looked at the monstrous Khaqan only a moment later, and a quiet snort of pure disgust escaped her lips. She moved marginally closer to their father, as if the mere sight of paint on canvas could wound her or soil her silks. That tiny gesture encapsulated all her spoiled weakness. Sayuri took a deep, slow breath, filling her lungs with the stifling scent of sandalwood. Her fate had just been sealed. The silence in the Autumn Leaf Pavilion rang in her ears. She felt her father's expectant gaze upon her. She knew that if she hesitated even a second longer, if she tried to shift this burden onto her sister, she would ruin everything. She would condemn Chou to a slow death from terror, and she would draw the eternal wrath of the Emperor upon herself. She clenched her hands on the silk of her dress until her knuckles turned white with the effort, forcing herself to suppress her trembling. Then, slowly and with perfect, cold grace, she leaned forward, touching her forehead to the cold jade floor in a gesture of absolute obedience.

"I choose the north, Father," she said smoothly, taking care that her voice did not tremble even as she died entirely inside. "It will be my honor to tame the beast and ensure peace for the Empire from the Whispering Mountains."

As she straightened up, she noticed Emperor Ryuujin's shoulders drop minimally. Relief. She had saved his beloved daughter, lifting the burden of passing judgment from his shoulders.

"Your sacrifice will be recorded in the annals of Tenraku, Sayuri," the Emperor replied in a ceremonial tone, although his eyes held not a shred of paternal warmth, only cold approval for a well-played game of chess.

Chou let out a squeak in which euphoric relief mixed with disbelief.

"So... Kaito?" she choked out, completely forgetting all etiquette. "I will marry the prince of the Golden Kingdom?"

The Emperor nodded, and at a silent command, the eunuchs hastily rolled up the portraits. Sayuri stared at the scarred orc face disappearing beneath the silk ribbon. With every turn of the scroll, she felt the noose around her own neck pull tighter.

The night brought a chill, but Sayuri's chambers felt unnaturally stuffy. The air, steeped in the scent of old wood and cherry wax, weighed heavily in her lungs. She sat on the edge of her unrolled futon, surrounded by the meticulously arranged luxury that would cease to be her home by tomorrow. In hands she could no longer stop from trembling, she held the heavy, rustling scroll sent to her by the eunuchs right after the audience. She unrolled it again, illuminating the canvas with the pale, flickering glow of a single paper lantern. Khaqan Tarok. Her future husband. A husband who, according to the terrifying whispers of her nanny, was to become her absolute master and ruthless ruler. Sayuri traced her trembling fingertips over the thick ridges of paint where the imperial artist had outlined the massive tusks jutting from the chieftain's lower lip. His eyes in the portrait were black holes radiating pure, unbridled savagery. He looked like an incarnate demon from the folk tales used to frighten disobedient children in the palace corridors.

And she was expected to share his bed. To surrender her body to him.

She shuddered violently, feeling physically sick from the paralyzing fear she could not possibly reveal during the day for any price. In the darkness of her own chamber, she could finally allow herself to be terrified.

Suddenly, the paper shoji sliding doors flew open with a violent, aggressive crack as they hit the wooden frame. Sayuri did not even flinch. She fluidly rolled up the portrait, hiding the beast from the intruder's sight, and donned her practiced imperial mask of indifference. Chou stormed into the room like a hurricane. She was wearing an unfastened night silk, and her hair was still adorned with those same irritating golden butterflies. Yet there was no trace of gratitude for what Sayuri had done that morning, nor a shadow of sisterly sympathy. Her beautiful, perfectly powdered face was twisted in an ugly, childish grimace of anger.

"You did this on purpose!" Chou hissed, stopping in the middle of the room with her hands clenched tightly into small fists.

Sayuri looked at her coldly, placing the scroll on the bedding with impeccable grace. "What are you talking about, Chou? About saving your life?"

"Do not play the saint with me!" Chou stomped her foot, making her hairpins chime quietly and almost mockingly. "You always have to be the perfect one! The one who sacrifices herself so nobly for the greater good! I saw how Father looked at you. You made yourself a tragic heroine. The court will only whisper about Sayuri's great courage now, while my wedding to Prince Kaito is pushed to the background! You stole my moment!"

Sayuri blinked. For a long, infinitely quiet moment, she simply stared at her sister. Something broke inside her chest. The thin, fragile thread of illusion about sisterly love, which she had fed on her entire life hoping Chou understood her at least a little, snapped. Her own sister truly believed that voluntarily condemning herself to a life among barbarians and marrying a monster was a cheap court trick. A mere ploy to gain popularity. She slowly stood up from the futon. Her movements were fluid, but they concealed a dark, new severity that made Chou instinctively step back as she felt the sudden shift in the room's atmosphere.

"Your moment?" Sayuri's voice was dangerously low, vibrating just above the floor like a blade being drawn from its scabbard. She approached her younger sister, looking down at her shoulders trembling with anger. "Do you think I chose the Butcher of the North to ruin your fun, Chou?"

Chou pursed her lips, lifting her chin rebelliously. "You were always jealous that Father prefers me."

Sayuri laughed. It was a short, hollow sound devoid of any joy, sounding like cracking ice. She reached onto the bed, grabbed the heavy scroll, and thrust it directly into Chou's hands with surprising force. The disoriented girl caught the parchment reflexively. The ribbon gave way, and the terrifying, scarred, green-skinned face of the Orc emerged from the unrolling canvas. Chou turned as white as a sheet. With a squeak of pure, instinctive revulsion, she dropped the portrait as if it burned her hands. The scroll hit the floor with a dull rustle.

"Father loves you so much that he could never send you there," Sayuri said with icy calm, not even glancing at the dropped portrait as she towered over her sister. "And if he did, if he forced you to cross the Whispering Mountains, you would die of fright before your wedding night. You would break in half. A butterfly would not survive a single day in the Crimson Wind, Chou. So take your handsome Prince of the South. Dress in the most expensive silk, drink from crystal goblets, and enjoy your perfect, safe life. Because I have just paid for it with my own body."

Chou stared at her with wide eyes. For a second, something resembling genuine terror and a sudden, belated understanding of what Sayuri had just doomed herself to flashed across her beautiful face. But her palace training quickly triumphed over her empathy. Chou masked that glimmer with defensive, indignant pride. She turned on her heel with a rustle of silk.

"You are just bitter," she tossed over her shoulder, ignoring the truth that had just slapped her in the face.

She walked out, sliding the shoji doors shut behind her with the same force she had used to open them. Sayuri was left alone in the half-light. Her legs finally gave out. She slumped heavily to her knees beside Tarok's unrolled portrait on the floor. The imperial mask she had worn all day finally shattered. Two quiet, hot tears of fear and overwhelming loneliness rolled from her eyes, falling straight onto the painted, scarred face of the Orc chieftain.

The morning of her departure held the color of dead ash. The sky over the capital was overcast with heavy, leaden clouds, as if the Tenraku Empire itself were silently mourning her departure, although the White Lily Palace remained terrifyingly indifferent. A cold, organized chaos reigned in Sayuri's chambers. Maids carried out the last of the chests, scurrying along the walls and frantically avoiding her gaze, as if the princess of Tenraku had already become a ghost. Only the old Nanny, a woman with a face etched by deep wrinkles and hands hardened by years of merciless court service, bustled about Sayuri's personal trunk with stern, almost cruel determination. Sayuri stood in the middle of the room, letting herself be dressed in travel garments. Instead of the light, pastel silks she wore daily and loved so much, she was layered in thick, stiff wool in shades of muted crimson and mourning gray. She looked alien in them. She looked as though she were being clad in armor for a war she had no chance of winning.

"Listen to me carefully, my lady," the Nanny began. With a loud, dry snap, she closed the lid of a small, carved cherry wood casket, shoving her shameful secret to the very bottom of the trunk. Right next to it rested the tightly rolled portrait of Khaqan Tarok.

"I am listening," Sayuri replied quietly, staring at her pale hands.

The Nanny stepped closer, gripping the princess by the shoulders with unexpected, bony strength. Tears glistened in her faded eyes, but her voice remained as hard as stone. "Orcs are not humans from our world. They are savage nomads born of wind, frost, and blood. You will not be a partner to him, Sayuri. You will be a prize. You will be his property."

That word, property, hung in the stuffy air of the chamber, as heavy and final as a death sentence.

"Remember everything I have taught you," the Nanny continued, shaking her slightly to drill these rules into her mind. "When you ride into their camp, lower your eyes. Do not look the chieftain in the eyes, as that is a signal to attack or a sign of pure arrogance to a beast. When you enter his tent, fall to your knees and pay him homage. Do not speak unless explicitly asked to do so. Be quiet, absolutely submissive, and invisible."

"I will remember," Sayuri whispered. Her throat was restricted so tightly she could barely force out the trembling sound. The practiced, courtly rules of survival were becoming her only lifeline.

"If he causes you pain, grit your teeth," the Nanny added ruthlessly. "You are a daughter of Tenraku. Your suffering is the price for our peace. You must not bring shame upon your father under any circumstances."

Immediately after, the hollow, vibrating sound of a bronze gong echoed from the main square.

A thick, milky fog shrouded the courtyard of the White Lily Palace, amplifying the sense of unreality. The caravan was ready. It was alarmingly more modest than befitted an imperial daughter, yet sufficient to deliver her to the edge of the worlds. Emperor Ryuujin stood at the top of the marble stairs, surrounded by brass-clad guardsmen. When Sayuri approached the foot of the stairs to offer him her final, deep bow, he did not come down to her. He merely inclined his head formally, with the cold distance of a monarch dismissing an inconvenient envoy.

"May the gods of our ancestors watch over your journey," he said, his voice echoing emptily against the wet stone walls.

Sayuri rose from her knees. Her gaze reflexively drifted higher, toward the carved wooden balconies of the East Wing. Among the pillars, she spotted a petite figure dressed in pastel silks. Chou. Her younger sister had not come down to say goodbye. She stood in hiding, covering half her face with a wide fan painted with golden birds. Her large, dark eyes were impenetrable, filled with a complex mix of guilt and cowardice. For a fraction of a second, their eyes met. Desperate, Sayuri waited for any tiny gesture, a raised hand, a sorrowful nod, anything that would let her believe this sacrifice had meaning. But Chou merely looked away and retreated into the shadows of the corridor, leaving behind only a choking emptiness. Sayuri turned her back on the palace, not shedding a single tear. She climbed into a carriage made of dark, unvarnished wood. As the heavy doors slammed shut behind her with a dull thud, cutting her off forever from the sight of her only home, she folded her freezing hands in her lap. She straightened her back and, rocked by the first jolt of the wheels, prepared herself to meet the beast.

The journey was in its eighth day, and every passing mile taking Sayuri away from the capital seemed to drain the colors and life from her surroundings. The golden roofs of the White Lily Palace, the meticulously raked zen gardens, and the silk folding screens faded into oblivion. The interior of the carriage, though lined with the most expensive velvet in shades of deep blue and abundantly supplied with silk pillows, was becoming more of a suffocating cage for the princess with each passing day. Sayuri sat perfectly straight, her hands clasped in her lap. Her muscles were tense to the limit, as if the slightest relaxation could burst the dam holding back her panic. The scent of her own citrus perfume mixed with the smoke of incense that her Nanny had insisted on lighting in a small bronze bowl before their departure.

To ward off the evil spirits of the north, she had said. Now, that scent made Sayuri nauseous.

She pushed aside the heavy brocade window curtain. The cold air from outside immediately assaulted her face. When they left the central provinces of Tenraku, she had passed rice paddies cut by a precise network of canals, and laughing peasants in straw hats bowing to the carriage bearing the Emperor's crest. Now, at the foot of the Whispering Mountains, the landscape was like a nightmare that the capital's poets preferred not to mention in their haiku. The earth here was gray, cracked, and sick. They were just passing another settlement. Sayuri narrowed her eyes, trying to spot signs of life, but found only ruins. Half the huts were burned to their foundations. Charred black rafters jutted toward the leaden sky like the broken ribs of a giant beast. Instead of children playing in the road, makeshift shallow graves marked with crooked wooden sticks lined the muddy path. A tattered, faded ribbon fluttered on one of them, perhaps once a piece of a child's clothing. Sayuri swallowed hard, feeling a lump in her throat.

These are the wild invaders with whom you are to build a life, she thought, and her fingers reflexively tightened on the dark gray wool of her travel dress. This is their handiwork.

The carriage suddenly slowed down until its axles ground terribly, and the horses snorted in agitation. A column of soldiers slowly emerged from the opposite direction. They were imperial soldiers, a border guard detachment returning from a patrol. Sayuri observed them intently, ignoring the shouts of her escort commander who was ordering the men to clear the way for the Emperor's daughter. In the capital, she used to see her father's guard, men who were tall, proud, and clad in shining, intricately decorated plate armor, carrying swords with silk-wrapped hilts. The men passing her now bore no resemblance to them. Their armor was dented and covered in a thick layer of rust and dried mud. Many lacked helmets. They shuffled along, leaning on broken spears as if they were walking sticks. Through the carriage window, Sayuri caught sight of a young boy's face, no older than Chou. His arm was bound tightly in a makeshift sling of dirty linen, through which a fresh red stain was seeping. His eyes met Sayuri's. They held neither respect for a noblewoman nor hatred. There was only a terrifying, dead emptiness in them. He had been broken by something his young mind could not comprehend. Suddenly, one of the older soldiers, a veteran with a scar across half his face, stopped by the carriage wheel. He looked at the golden imperial crest carved into the door and spat into the mud in disgust, missing the lacquered wood by a hair's breadth.

"Go back to your palaces!" he wheezed hoarsely, choking on a cough. "There is nothing left to steal here!"

Sayuri's escort commander immediately drew his sword with a sharp hiss of steel.

"Silence, you dog, and fall to your knees! The First Daughter of Tenraku rides in this carriage!"

The soldier laughed. It was a dry, ghostly sound, resembling the snapping of dry twigs.

"First Daughter?" he mocked, making no effort to kneel. "Even the gods have abandoned us here. Tell her to turn back. The Orcs of the Horde will eat her flesh for breakfast and pick their teeth with her bones."

"Enough!" Sayuri's voice cut through the cold air like a whip. She leaned out the window, fixing the veteran with a hard, unyielding stare honed by years spent at her father's ruthless court. "Put your sword away, commander. Save your blade for the real enemy instead of threatening the men who spill their blood for us."

Both the escort commander and the veteran froze in shock. At court, a princess would have had a rebel flogged just for his tone of voice. Sayuri, however, was no longer looking down at them. She held eye contact with the old soldier for a moment, letting him see the understanding in her eyes, and then slowly drew the curtain shut, cutting herself off from the outside world. She leaned her back against the soft seat and closed her eyes. Her heart was pounding wildly, but a sudden, crystalline clarity reigned in her head. In the chambers of the White Lily Palace, her father called the slaughter on the border political friction. The paper reports he read so solemnly surrounded by eunuchs did not smell of burned flesh and did not scream in agony. Chou, in her world of perfumes and poetry, cried over losing a chance to shine, throwing a pity party for herself.

If Chou had been forced to come here, Sayuri thought, feeling the very last remnants of her guilt toward her sister evaporate, she would have died of fright before the carriage even reached the mountains. She would have shattered at the sight of these ruins.

Somewhere in her luggage lay Tarok's parchment-wrapped portrait. The monster. The murderer of those people outside. Her own fear of the wedding night, of the pain, the humiliation, and a life with a beast still tore at her insides. But now, for the first time since the day of the choice, it took on the right proportions. If surrendering her body, freedom, and pride to the orc chieftain from the portrait was what it took to stop this madness; if her humiliation in the enemy's tent would ensure that boys like the one with the bleeding arm returned home... Sayuri took a deep breath. Her fear, though still present, had just been forged into ironclad, dark determination. Someone had to pay the price. And it was good that it was her.

"We ride on," she said loudly, so the driver would hear her through the carriage's thin wall. "Do not stop until we reach the border."

On the ninth day, the world Sayuri knew finally ceased to exist. Even the charred ruins of human settlements vanished. The road at the foot of the Whispering Mountains narrowed, turning into a steep, rocky path leading toward the Last Pass. With every turn of the carriage wheels, the temperature dropped, and the air grew thinner and sharper. Suddenly, the heavy vehicle came to a halt with a violent jerk. An axle ground terribly, and the draft horses neighed in panic, bucking and tangling themselves in their harnesses. Raised, hysterical voices of the imperial guards and the ringing of steel drawn from scabbards drifted in from outside. Sayuri froze. Her fingers reflexively went to her heart, which was beating against her ribs with the force of a caged bird. She took a deep, trembling breath.

This is it, she thought. The end of the road.

Instead of waiting for the escort commander to graciously open the door and offer his arm, as etiquette demanded in Tenraku, Sayuri smoothed out the folds of her stiff, dark gray dress, lifted her chin, and pushed open the heavy, dragon-carved carriage doors herself. The moment her foot touched the hard, cracked earth, the wind slammed into her. It resembled nothing she had ever felt before. It was hot, thick, and predatory. It tore at her clothing, trying to knock her off her feet. It filled the air with fine, rust-colored dust that immediately settled on her eyelashes and lips, leaving a distinct, metallic aftertaste reminiscent of dried blood on her tongue. This was it. The Crimson Wind. The breath of the Horde. Sayuri narrowed her eyes, shielding them from the dust, and looked ahead. She understood why her escort had panicked. A few dozen paces away, on the wide plateau beyond the pass shrouded in a rusty mist, the welcoming vanguard awaited them. There were not many of them, barely twenty riders. But the sight of them chilled the blood more effectively than the harshest winter. They were absolutely, terrifyingly motionless. They sat on the backs of massive, shaggy mounts that bore no resemblance to the elegant, slender horses from the imperial stables. These beasts possessed thick necks, massive paws with claws, and looked like a crossbreed between a bear and a giant wolf from the darkest legends. Foam dripped from their snouts, and their eyes closely tracked every movement of the imperial soldiers. The orcs themselves towered over their surroundings. Clad in raw, multi-layered leathers, iron-studded spikes, and heavy furs, they looked like animated fragments of these brutal mountains. Their faces were half-hidden behind primitive masks carved from bone and dark metal, giving them an even more inhuman appearance. In their hands, they held long, heavy spears tipped with jagged blades. They did not shout. They did not flex their muscles. They simply waited, and their silence was louder than any battle cry. The commander of the imperial escort approached Sayuri. He was as pale as parchment, and his hand on the hilt of his sword shook so violently that his armor clinked softly.

"Your Highness," he choked out, never taking his eyes off the riders. "We will go no further. This is the border. Crossing it with an armed detachment will be considered an act of war. We... we must turn back. We will leave the carriage, and you will walk with one maid..."

"The carriage returns with you to the capital," Sayuri's voice cut through the howling wind. It was clear, cold, and absolutely calm, even though a storm of fear raged inside her.

The commander blinked, shifting a shocked gaze to her. "I beg your pardon? But my lady, your garments, your comfort..."

"You will throw my personal trunk onto the ground," she ordered sternly, pointing to the wooden, iron-bound chest secured to the back of the vehicle. The very same one where her Nanny had hidden the jade cylinder and the chieftain's portrait. "The servants return to the White Lily Palace. I am taking nothing that belongs to the Emperor with me to the Horde, except for my own life."

The commander hesitated, but seeing the unyielding resolve in the princess's dark eyes, he turned and barked an order at the trembling soldiers. Two of them hastily untied the trunk, dropping it with a hollow thud onto the line separating the gray earth from the crimson dust. Then they recoiled violently, as if the ground burned their feet. Sayuri waited no longer. She turned her back on her pitiful, terrified homeland escort. She looked at the trunk, then shifted her gaze to the silent wall of giant riders. She took the first step. Then a second. Her petite silhouette, clad in dark wool, stood out starkly against the barren, monumental expanse. With each step, the wind tore at her hair, freeing it from its perfect updos, and the rusty dust covered her face and shoulders. It was no longer the scent of sandalwood and jasmine tea. It was the scent of savagery, survival, and freedom mixed with brutality. When she stopped right next to her trunk, less than ten paces from the first of the beast mounts, the massive orc at the front, clearly the vanguard's commander, moved for the first time. Slowly, with lumbering grace, he lowered his standard bearing the blood-red symbol of the wind and dipped his heavy spear at an angle in a silent, respectful greeting. No mockery. No raucous laughter at her small stature. Just a hard acknowledgment of the fact that she had the courage to approach them alone. Princess Sayuri of Tenraku died the moment her carriage rumbled away. From the crimson dust, the Khaqan's wife was born.
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