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They called me the Bitch Queen, the she-wolf, because I murdered a man and exiled my king the night before they crowned me.

Hurricanes destroy the villages and they call it senseless; the winter winds come and they call it cold. What else did they expect from my people, the Oren-yaro, the ambitious savages who created a war that nearly ripped Jin-Sayeng apart? I almost think that if my reign had started without bloodshed and terror, they would have been disappointed.

I did not regret killing the man. He had it coming, and my father had taught me to take action before you second-guess yourself. My father was a wise man, and if the warlords could’ve stopped arguing long enough to put their misgivings behind them, he would have made them a great king. Instead, they entrusted the land to me and my husband: children of that same war they would rather forget. The gods love their ironies.
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To Dad,
with all the love
and most sincerest apologies
of a daughter who could have been anything
but chose to follow her heart.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE LEGACY OF WARLORD TAL
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They called me the Bitch Queen, the she-wolf, because I murdered a man and exiled my king the night before they crowned me.

Hurricanes destroy the villages and they call it senseless; the winter winds come and they call it cold. What else did they expect from my people, the Oren-yaro, the ambitious savages who created a war that nearly ripped Jin-Sayeng apart? I almost think that if my reign had started without bloodshed and terror, they would have been disappointed.

I did not regret killing the man. He had it coming, and my father had taught me to take action before you second-guess yourself. My father was a wise man, and if the warlords could’ve stopped arguing long enough to put their misgivings behind them, he would have made them a great king. Instead, they entrusted the land to me and my husband: children of that same war they would rather forget. The gods love their ironies.

I do regret looking at the bastard while he died. I regret watching his eyes roll backwards and the blood spread like a cobweb underneath his wilted form, leaking into the cracked cobblestone my father paid a remarkable amount of money to install. I regret not having a sharper sword, and losing my nerve so that I didn’t strike him again and he had to die slowly. Bleeding over the jasmine bushes—that whole batch of flowers would remain pink until the end of the season—he had stared up at the trail of stars in the night sky and called for his mother. Even though he was a traitor, he didn’t deserve the pain.

More than anything, I regret not stopping my husband. I should have run after him, grovelled at his feet, asked him to stay. But in nursing my own pride, I didn’t give his a chance. I watched his tall, straight back grow smaller in the distance, his father’s helmet nestled under his arm, his unbound hair blowing in the wind, and I did nothing. A wolf of Oren-yaro suffers in silence. A wolf of Oren-yaro does not beg.

Almost at once, the rumours spread like wildfire. They started in the great hall in the castle at Oka Shto when I arrived for my coronation, dressed in my mother’s best silk dress—all white, like a virgin on her wedding day—bedecked with pearls and gold-weave, with no husband at my side. My son, also in white, stood on the other side of the dais with his nursemaid. Between us were the two priests tasked with the ceremony—a priest of the god Akaterru, patron deity of Oren-yaro, and a priest of Kibouri, that foreign religion my husband’s clan favoured, with their Nameless Maker and enough texts to make anyone ill. They could pass for brothers, with their long faces, carp-like whiskers, and leathery skin the colour of honey.

My husband’s absence was making everyone uncomfortable. I, on the other hand, drifted between boredom and restlessness. I glanced at my son. He had stopped crying, but the red around his eyes had yet to disappear. It was my fault—on the way to the great hall, he asked for his father as any two-year-old would, and I snapped in return. “He’s gone,” I told him in that narrow corridor, where only the nursemaid could hear. “He doesn’t want us anymore.” The boy didn’t understand my words, but the sharp tone was enough to send tears rolling down his cheeks, a faint reflection of how I had spent the night before.

Now, Thanh rubbed his eyes, and I realized I didn’t want to wait a moment longer. I turned to the priests and opened my mouth. Before I could utter a single word, the doors opened.

“Crown her,” my adviser said, breaking into the hall. His face had the paleness of a man who had looked into a mirror that morning and seen his own death. His sandals clicked on the polished earth floor. “Prince Rayyel Ikessar left last night.”

You could hear the weight of the words echo against the walls. In the silence that followed, I thought I could make out the rising heartbeats of every man and woman in that room. Not a day goes by that I am not reminded of what was lost to my father’s war; even bated breaths could signal the start to that old argument, that old fear that I, too, may one day plunge the land into blood and fire once more.

Eventually, the Kibouri priest cleared his throat. “We must delay until the prince can be found.”

“This day was approved by our order, set in stone years ago,” the Akaterru priest replied. “It is a bad omen to change it.”

“Every day is like any other,” the Kibouri priest intoned. “You and your superstitions . . .”

My adviser stepped up the dais to face them. Both priests towered over him. His mouth, which was surrounded by a beard that looked like a burnt rodent, was set in a thin line. “Warlord Lushai sent a message this morning, congratulating Jin-Sayeng’s lack of a leader. He will march against us by tonight for breaking the treaty if we do not crown her.”

I didn’t bother to pretend to be surprised. “Rayyel is hiding there, I assume,” I said. It was such a bald-faced move: put me in a situation where I could not do anything but create trouble. Throw the wolf into a sea of sick deer—whatever will she do? Warlord Lushai once considered himself my father’s friend, but daring me to make trouble in front of the other warlords was one step too far.

My adviser turned to me and bobbed his head up and down, like a rooster in the grass.

I gritted my teeth. “Get that crown.” I didn’t want to give them a reason to think I wasn’t fulfilling my end of the bargain.

The Kibouri priest was closer to it. He didn’t move.

“My lords,” I said, looking at the warlords, the select few who were not too ill or infirm or couldn’t find the right sort of excuse to avoid the coronation. “You agreed to this alliance. You all signed it with your own blood. Do you remember? Years ago, you all cut your arms, bled into a cup, and drank from it to mark the joining of Jin-Sayeng as one. Not even Lord Rayyel and I have the power to stop this.”

There was a murmur of assent. A whisper, not an outcry, but I went with it. I turned to the priests. The Akaterru priest had already dropped his head, eyes downcast. The other eventually forced his knees into a bow.

They took the smaller crown. It was made of beaten gold, both yellow and white, set on a red silken headpiece. My father had it made not long after I was born, commissioned from a famous artisan from some distant town. I stared at it while the priests began their rituals, one after the other. I could have done without the Kibouri, but I didn’t want to risk offending the Ikessar supporters in the crowd.

They crowned me with reluctance. No spirits came to crest a halo around my brow or send a shaft of light to bless the occasion. In fact, it was cloudy, and a rumble of thunder marked the beginning of a storm. I wondered when they would discover the body, or if they already had and were just too afraid to tell me.

Even after I became queen, the rumours continued. I was powerless to stop them. I should have been more, they said. More feminine. Subtle, the sort of woman who could hide my jibes behind a well-timed titter. I could have taken the womanly arts, learned to write poetry or brew a decent cup of tea or embroider something that didn’t have my blood on it, and found ways to better please my man. Instead, Rayyel Ikessar would rather throw away the title of Dragonlord, king of Jin-Sayeng, than stay married to me.

It changes a woman, hearing such things. Hardens your heart. Twists your mind along dark paths you have no business being on. And perhaps it wouldn’t have mattered if I hadn’t loved Rai, but I did. More than I understood myself. More than I cared to explain.
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I don’t like to talk about the years that followed. Even now, pen in hand while I splash ink over my dress, I find it difficult to recall anything past the cloud of anger. All I know is that five years passed, quicker than the blink of an eye. I was told the anger could do that. That it could rob whatever sweetness there was in the passage of time, add a bitter tinge to the little joys in the life of an unwanted queen. “Will my father come?” my son would ask on his nameday without fail. Each year he would grow taller, stronger, more sure of himself, and each year the question would lose a touch of innocence, be more demanding. “Will my father come?” Soft eyes growing harder, because we both knew that wasn’t what he was really asking anymore. When will he be home? Why did you send him away? Why didn’t you stop him?

And each year, I would struggle to find an answer that wouldn’t make the courtiers turn their heads in shame. They knew I couldn’t have thrown him out—I didn’t have the power to lord over the heir of the most influential clan in Jin-Sayeng. Yet I could not allude that he abandoned his duties. I could say it easily enough to the Oren-yaro, but not in court—not in front of his family’s supporters. As if the weight of the crown wasn’t heavy enough, as if I wasn’t spending every waking hour fending the warlords off each other, off of me. After centuries of Ikessar Dragonlords, I was the first queen of Jin-Sayeng, and all the difficulties didn’t bode well for my rule.

In late summer of the fifth year, I returned after an afternoon riding my horse through the rice fields, where I had been surveying the damage caused by last year’s storms. There was very little a monarch could do about such things, but it gave people strength to see me, or so I liked to think.

Arro stood by the gates, waiting. I slowed my horse to a walk. It was always amazing how I could predict the future simply by my adviser’s expression. If it was going to be a good week, he often greeted me with a smile, his eyes disappearing into the folds of his face. That meant most provinces had paid their taxes, there were no land disputes (or at least none that people had lost their heads for), and every single warlord was accounted for.

He didn’t smile now. His lips were flat—not quite a frown, as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to expend his energy all that way yet. I dismounted from the horse, allowing a servant to take her back to the base of the mountain to the stables. Arro wiped his hands on his beard and held out a letter, which had been opened. No doubt it was checked thoroughly by the staff, in case someone tried to poison me by sprinkling dust on the inside of the scroll that I might later inhale. The Ikessars loved to use such tactics—I had even lost a great-uncle to it during the war.

“What’s this?” I asked, just as my dog Blackie appeared between the trees. I whistled, and he bounded to me, ears flopping while his tail wagged so fast it felt at risk of falling off. I patted my tunic before taking the letter.

I read it once, and then a second time. I could feel my heart pounding, my mouth growing dry. I wanted to ask if this was a dream. It must be. I had so many others like it before. The details were always different: Sometimes it would come from a messenger, his horse slick with sweat. Sometimes it would be a falcon with a note attached to its leg. Sometimes a hooded Ikessar would come bearing gifts before revealing himself to be my husband, years changed and begging for my forgiveness. In each dream, I had fallen to my knees and wept with joy. It felt odd that I now couldn’t muster any emotion beyond cool detachment.

I looked back at Arro and found my voice. “What do you think?”

“The man who abandoned his position, who abandoned you, has no right to demand a meeting on his terms, let alone in a place as far as Zirinar-Orxiaro. I smell a trap.”

“He insists that it is a safe place for us to meet. Anzhao City would be on neutral grounds, away from the warlords’ meddling.”

“Easy for an Ikessar to say,” Arro grumbled. Blackie came up to rub along his leg, and he pushed the dog away in disgust. He tugged his rice hat back into place. “Take my advice, my queen. Ignore it. The man disappears for the better part of five years and then thinks that you will come running to him after a mere letter? Such arrogance.”

I was silent for a moment. “The warlords . . .” I started. “A good number of them supported the Ikessars.”

Arro snorted. “They did. And so? They are content with whispers in the dark. None have dared challenge your position.”

“Not yet,” I said. “Whispers in the dark are still dangerous. Did we not learn that in the days of the Ikessars’ rule? They can roust the people, put ideas where they don’t belong. All it takes is one warlord to decide he’s had enough and get two more to agree with him. The rest will follow, and I will be yet another failed Dragonlord in this damned land’s history.”

“It’s like trying to take control of a pack of dogs. Just bark louder than the rest.”

“And you know a thing or two about dogs, do you, Arro?” I asked, watching him try to avoid Blackie’s pestering tongue with a measure of amusement. Finally, I took pity on him and whistled. The dog returned to me. “The other warlords do not challenge me because Rai left of his own accord. They can say whatever they want . . . They have no proof I put a sword to his back and bullied him out of my lands. But it doesn’t mean it will end there. Lately, they have turned to openly blaming me for his actions, and if word gets out that Rai wrote to me and I refused to answer, they will think I meant to hold on to the crown by myself. The idea of a wolf of Oren-yaro on the throne still frightens them.”

Arro looked like he wanted to argue, but one of the things I appreciated about him was that he saw sense even when he didn’t agree with it. He tucked his hands into his sleeves. “I will convene with the others,” he said. “We will have to investigate this letter before we can make a decision.”

“Of course,” I said. “But this is the first time in years that Lord Rayyel has agreed to talk to us. Regardless of our personal opinions, he remains of importance to the royal clans. Don’t do anything drastic—I will not have him frightened into silence.”

He nodded, wiping his hands on his beard yet again. It was an affectation of his, a Zarojo mannerism. Arro had grown up in the empire, brought over to serve my father a long time ago—I would’ve thought he’d have jumped at the chance to visit his home after so many years.

I went up the flagstone steps leading to the garden, Blackie running in circles around me. I was doing a remarkable job at keeping calm. Only when I reached the fountain did my knees buckle. I sat on the edge, listening to the water bubble and the frogs croak.

“I told you to declare war on the bastards five years ago,” a voice called from the gate. I looked up to see my father’s general striding past the rose bushes. He must’ve been there when they first opened the letter. Although I knew it was a precaution, it irritated me that I was always the last to know, that other people were always making decisions for me. Taking a deep breath, I got up to face him.
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Unlike Arro, Lord General Ozo never tried to hide his displeasure, especially his displeasure at my ruling.

He threw a staff in my direction, giving me only a split second to catch it before he charged with bamboo sticks, one in each hand. I stepped back and met his attack. Ozo was a big man, covered in hard muscle that had yet to go to fat, despite his age. Bamboo against bamboo clattered together. I staggered back.

“War,” I repeated. “I told you before, Lord General Ozo. We don’t have the resources.”

He slapped the back of his head with his hand, his arm tattoos a deep black against his sunburnt skin. “I’m the one with the soldiers. I’m the one who can tell you we can crush the bastards if you just gave the order.”

“And I’m your queen,” I said as I tried to jam the end of my staff into his head. Just once, it would be satisfying to see his nose break.

He sidestepped, twirling the sticks in his hands. “Some queen. Your footwork alone . . .”

I bristled as I fixed my feet. “Is that insubordination?”

“That’s honesty,” he snarled as he charged me a second time. I spun on my heel, my staff slamming into his gut. But he only laughed it off. “This land is teetering on the brink of destruction because you can’t make up your mind about what to do with that husband of yours.” He continued to attack. “The other warlords laugh at you behind their cups. The peasants think you weak. You want to see the bastard? Order me to set fire to his holdings, and he’ll come riding back to save his clan. I’ll cut off his head, then.”

“He’s still your Dragonlord,” I gasped, barely keeping up with his assault. I didn’t know where the man still found the energy. He was old, too old to be sparring in broad daylight.

Sweat poured down his face as he finally grabbed my staff, dragging me up to him. “Uncrowned, like his uncle before him,” he said. “I won’t submit to it. He’s no king of mine. And you won’t be queen for much longer if you don’t make a decision. You forget that you’re Dragonlord, too.” He spat on the bushes, a healthy globule that trickled down the leaves. My poor gardener was going to be livid. Then he pushed me away.

“Must this end in war?” I asked, relaxing my stance. “If I can find a peaceful resolution . . .”

“A peaceful resolution?” he asked incredulously. “You? You’re Warlord Yeshin’s. Yeshin the Butcher’s daughter. The land will never allow you peace if you don’t crush them under an iron fist first. You want our people to listen to you instead of their warlords, their clans, their families? Put them on a tight leash. Strangle their necks if you have to.”

“Says Yeshin’s general.”

Ozo sniffed, flicking his sticks from side to side. “Or you can walk willingly into this trap for the sake of seeing your sorry sack of a husband and bring shame to the Oren-yaro. After everything your father has sacrificed, you would do this to him. And for what? The man has been nothing but trouble to Jin-Sayeng!” He lunged. The right stick smacked against my face before I could lift the staff to protect myself.

My skin prickled as I twirled the staff, jabbing him on the side. “You would say that, Lord Ozo,” I hissed as I pulled back to jab him again. “You hate his clan.”

“Hundreds of years under his clan’s rule has brought us nothing but sorrow.” He rewarded my efforts with another blow to my head. I reared back, shaking, and he gave a small grin. “You’re the one with every reason to hate them. Their incompetence killed your brothers.”

“Brothers I’ve never met,” I grumbled, wiping my jaw.

“They were good men, and the Ikessars took them from us. Before your father’s war, we had a Dragonlord who chose to wander the world instead of rule. And his father before him . . .” He spat again. “Shoddy rule after shoddy rule, and now this. Now you have the chance to prove to Jin-Sayeng we don’t need the bastards at all.”

My fingers tightened around the staff. “We don’t, Ozo. But this alliance was my father’s decision.”

“A sorry excuse for an alliance. I’ve never seen an alliance where the other party slinks away and refuses to do their part for half a decade. And if you do decide to go to the empire, what then? Do you know how corrupt their cities are? Their officials won’t help you. As far as they’re concerned, Jin-Sayeng is a land of penniless peasants, and they wouldn’t be wrong. And all you’ve got is that cracked halfblood adviser of yours, and Captain Nor. Nor’s Oren-yaro, at least—I don’t doubt her capabilities, but she’s not Agos.”

“Don’t start this, General. Not again.”

He lowered his sticks. “He was the best guard captain my army had produced, and you threw it all away for nothing. Don’t come running to me for help if you get in trouble.” He started to walk away.

“Not another step, General,” I said in a low voice.

“You’ve got a sword. Put me in my place if you want to stop me,” he snarled.

I dropped the staff and drew my sword.

He turned his head to the side and laughed. “Now what? Cut me down.”

“Don’t test me.”

“But I am,” he said, laughing. “I am, and you’re failing. You hesitate. You always do, pup, and I’m sure when the time comes, you’ll hesitate with him, too. Your lenience will be the death of us all.” With a wave of his hand, he walked off. If he was anyone else, I could’ve had him executed on the spot, but . . . he was still a lord. An elder. In many ways, his authority eclipsed mine.

My fingers trembled as I watched him disappear around the bend, the same way my husband had done all those years ago. War. The word twisted inside my gut. General Ozo had wanted it declared the eve of the coronation. War would bolster Oren-yaro rule . . . if we won it. We had the largest army in the land, but that meant nothing if the others united against us.

“Mother.”

A second voice, one that most days would have calmed me. Today, it filled me with dread. I sheathed my sword, wiped my face, and turned to my son.

“I heard what the general said,” Thanh breathed. He hesitated. “Is it true?”

“You really shouldn’t be eavesdropping on grown-ups.”

He cocked his head to the side, the way he always did when I called him out for things and he understood he’d done wrong, he’d just rather not dwell on it. I believe my father would’ve called it something like discourtesy. Defiance. I merely found it amusing. “But are you really going to see Father? You’re going to bring him back?”

Up until that moment, I hadn’t been sure what I was going to do. A part of me was inclined to set the letter aside. I had done it before. After Rayyel left, it took a whole month for his first letter to arrive. It was an angry letter, full of his misgivings about our relationship. I left it inside my desk, refusing to read the rest of it. I had hoped he would send another soon, that time would ease the anger, would allow us to speak without throwing barbed words at each other.

That soon became five years. The letter in my hands was his second.

“If I do go to Anzhao,” I said, “I can bring you back a book, or a falcon. I’ve heard they breed such beautiful falcons in Anzhao City. A white one, perhaps. And they have these little dogs . . .”

“I want my father,” Thanh said, his voice growing stern.

I stared at my son, at the way he held himself, firm jaw, straight back, more pride and dignity than most adults I’ve known. My beautiful boy, seven years old, aged by his father’s absence in a way I couldn’t have anticipated. I had watched him turn from that chubby-cheeked toddler calling impatiently for his papa to this calm, quiet child who could no longer recall his father’s face. Do you know what it feels like to see your son looking back at you, waiting for an answer that would soothe away those hurts, all those years of crying for his father in the night? To know that your words could crush his hopes and dreams in an instant? The boy could break me.

I held my breath and spoke before I could even really think it through. “So I will,” I said. “I’ll bring your father back, even if it’s against his will. I promise. We’ll be a family again.”

If they were lies, they were such beautiful lies. The rush of relief in his eyes sealed the deal.
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I’ve never known a life outside politics.

I have been told that monarchs can have hobbies. The last true Dragon-lord, Reshiro, kept butterflies. But then again, he was an Ikessar, and only Ikessars would find interest in that sort of thing.

My words to my son ringing in my ears, I returned to my chambers to try to find that first letter. It was gone. The drawers contained other things—a rattle from when my son was an infant, various brushes and empty ink jars. Old books. A wrinkled piece of brown paper I had folded several times over for my son—it had been a boat, and then a hat, and then a frog that could jump if you pressed its back. No letter. It was odd; I was sure I had left it there.

I returned to the new letter and read it a third time. My husband’s words were flat and empty, precise, as if he were asking to meet with any other official. He addressed it to my full name and ended with his, with no hint of emotion anywhere. As if I was nothing. Not his wife, not the mother of his son. Not a woman he loved.

You would think that last part wouldn’t sting anymore. I had considered the possibility enough times in the past—years of silence could do that. He didn’t love me anymore. He never loved me at all. But I knew thinking like this was wasted energy. I could unearth all my memories of him and turn them over in my head until I came close to madness, and I would still come to a different conclusion every time. That look in his eyes as he helped me down the steps when I was heavily pregnant with our son—was it devotion, or was it abhorrence over my weakness? Whenever he held my hand, was it because he wanted to, or because I wanted him to?

That old irritation returned. Assurance was not something I had ever received in my marriage, and it would be foolish to expect it now. I could just as easily shove the letter into my desk again and forget about it for another five years. Life was complicated enough as it was. Rayyel left us. Twist the words however you want; he was the one who walked away.

I sat on the edge of the bed and looked through the window. Out in the courtyard, I spotted members of the Queen’s Guard busy with their daily exercise, the light drizzle cloaking their sinewy forms. Their faces were blank, determined. I doubted that expression would go away even if you threw them naked into freezing snow.

Unfaltering, dutiful, and loyal to a fault—these tenets are why the rest of Jin-Sayeng have labelled our people wolves of Oren-yaro, a term that started as an insult. These wolves, they like to say, these bloodthirsty beasts, these savages who would stop at nothing. But far from taking offense, we decided to adopt the title, bestowing the name wolf of Orenyaro on all who fall under the shadow of our province. As a people, we embrace these tenets, regardless of clan, regardless of caste, setting us apart from the rest of Jin-Sayeng. It has created a unity never before seen in these lands. We know it. The others know it. It is why the Oren-yaro are as feared as they are revered; the strength of our resolution has toppled realms.

Let me tell you a story. A long time ago, five hundred and twenty-six wolves of Oren-yaro died protecting Shirrokaru, the Jin-Sayeng capital and Ikessar stronghold, from warlords who rebelled. The rebels numbered over three thousand. By the end of the assault, all our soldiers lay dead except for one: Warlord Tal aren dar Orenar. He stood in the middle of that battlefield, covered in the blood of friend, family, and foe, and held his position for over two days in case the enemy dared to return. When the Ikessar lord came to view the slaughter, Warlord Tal was still able to throw his sword aside and bend his knee before he died.

I had no intention of bending my knee, not to the man who had broken his vows. But I thought of Warlord Tal, for whom I was named, as I watched my soldiers out in the courtyard. I watched them go through the motions, their voices drowned by the torrent of rainfall, and thought that if Warlord Tal could do it—if he could fight a battle in the face of defeat and then stand strong between those corpses for the sake of never giving up his post—then I could do my part. I could learn to swallow the silence and face my husband again.


CHAPTER TWO

THE BEGGAR QUEEN
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We made preparations to depart from Oren-yaro two days later. It was the dead of the night, and Thanh was asleep in bed. He had tried to stay up late to say his goodbyes, but the excitement had proved too much and his little body was worn out. I kissed his forehead, smoothing out his hair. He really needed to get it cut, and I made a note to remind his caretakers to do so—a request that would probably be ignored. Representatives from my husband’s clan kept close watch on my son at all times, and they didn’t like me. They would probably like me less once they realized exactly where I was headed; I had told them I was making an extensive survey of the rice fields and wouldn’t be back for days.

I tucked the blankets tight around him. He whimpered before turning onto his side, his fist on his mouth. He used to suck his thumb, and all that was left was the shadow of that small habit. As I turned around, I saw Arro looking at us from the doorway.

“You have grown up so much,” he said, a little wistfully.

“And by that I’m sure you mean I’m no longer getting in your hair.”

He rubbed his balding head with a rueful expression before clearing his throat. “You should know that the empire is . . . not Jin-Sayeng. My queen, you need to remember to keep your wits about you.”

“I always do.”

“Not as you always do. You will need more propriety.”

I sniffed. “Since when did you become an Ikessar?”

“For instance,” he continued, ignoring my jibe, “they openly practice the forbidden arts there. Do not ask questions that can be misinterpreted down the road. If you show the slightest bit of interest in mages or magic or the agan . . .”

“You’re the one saying these things, not I.”

“It doesn’t matter what I say. I’m not the queen—you are. Remember they will find whatever fault they want to find, and use it to bring you down.”

“I know,” I murmured. “I’ve always known that.”

He cleared his throat. “We are ready when you are, Beloved Queen.”

I gave my son one last kiss before I strode out to follow Arro. In addition to him, twenty guards, my captain of the guard, and a single handmaiden made up my retinue. We looked less like a royal delegation and more like an angry mob, but we needed to be able to blend in. The last thing we wanted was news of this journey reaching the wrong ears. Despite my trepidation, a part of me felt as if I was finally doing something to bring my war-torn land closer to peace. I told myself this was the important thing; my father used to say that a Dragonlord who wore his heart on his sleeve did not stay Dragonlord for very long.

And so I left Oka Shto, the mountain castle my father built not long before I was born. It was the only home I had ever known. My family had an ancestral keep down in Old Oren-yaro back when my brothers were alive, but I had never been there; it was beyond repair and contained too many painful memories for my father. We rode past the rice paddies, the terraced hills forming into flatlands behind us, and then later, tall mountains rising from every side. Several days later, we reached the port city of Sutan in the east, where I boarded a ship heading to Anzhao straight across.

The journey itself was uneventful other than a few bumps and bruises from the bad weather, several days of bland food alleviated with a stop at one of the islands, and an afternoon watching dolphins follow us from a distance. A good omen, Arro said on that last part; a bad one, countered Nor, my captain of the guard. I wondered if it was both.

Our arrival was a different story altogether.

A curtain of rain hung over the horizon just as the Singing Sainsa floated into the docks. One by one, we filed down the gangway and mingled with the rest of the crowd: passengers from other ships, fishermen, merchants, and sailors come home after months at sea. The crew remained on the ship, where they were to wait for us until after the meeting. We weren’t expecting to stay for very long—a day or two, at most. Just long enough to see my husband. Long enough to convince him to come back home.

My heart tightened as we viewed the city. The streets were wide and packed with people. It reminded me of the old eastern cities in my own land, but with a scale that took my breath away. Out of all the places in the world, I wondered why Rayyel would choose this one. He hated crowds, hated people. The man’s idea of happiness was a hermit cave in the middle of nowhere.

Arro came by with a cloak to wrap around my shoulders. I glanced at him, struggling with the desire to tell him what I felt. Admitting weakness in front of my soldiers was the last thing I wanted. They were Oren-yaro, and loyal to me, but people were always watching, always talking. There was nothing I did that wasn’t torn apart and re-examined, hidden meanings wedged between my words, the shadows growing taller than the truth. I followed my retinue up the street to an inn. Red paper lanterns hung outside the windows. I narrowed my eyes, trying to read the lettering on them.

Arro left us to talk to the manager. I turned to Nor.

“Not much to look at in the rain, this Anzhao,” I said, trying to break the silence.

“Rain would do that, Beloved Queen,” she replied flatly, eyes skipping past me.

Straight as an arrow, was Nor, and dedicated to her duty like no other. She was an obvious choice when they were picking the staff to accompany me to the empire. She was also my cousin, an aron dar Orenar. After five years, you would think we would be on more familiar terms.

Nothing could be further from the truth. Five years my guard, and then years serving the province before that, and there was still this layer of ice, this impenetrable wall between us. Nor arrived in Oren-yaro not long before my father’s death, where she studied directly under Warlord Yeshin’s own captain of the guard. Nor, I soon came to understand, was something of a prodigy. Only later did I learn that she was also a royal, which explained the speed with which she climbed through the ranks. At only eighteen, she was leading her own unit, overseeing the city’s security among the gnarly old men that were the remnants of my father’s choices.

Choosing to join the guards instead of taking a clan-honoured title or finding a position in the army was seen by many as an unconventional choice. The gossip was ruthless: Nor had married another guard, so of course she joined only to be with him. He was not a royal, so her family wouldn’t have approved otherwise. I couldn’t count the number of times I’ve longed to find the source of such gossip and then throttle the life out of it, even with my reputation as tarnished as it is.

Arro returned to us. I looked at his face and sensed the bad news before he even opened his mouth.

“They denied us lodging.”

“Explain,” I said.

“They were full. Said they had rooms left, but they were saving those for Zarojo officials. They asked us to go to Dar Aso instead.” He wiped sweat from his brow.

I cleared my throat. “So why don’t we? My feet are wet and I want a warm bed, Magister.”

“Beloved Queen, Dar Aso is the immigrants’ corner. It’s right beside the district of Shang Azi . . . the slums. It’s a small, destitute area.”

“They don’t want to shelter Jinseins,” Nor broke in. She closed her mouth as quickly as she’d spoken.

Arro didn’t reply, but I could tell he agreed.

“Did you tell them who we were?” I asked. “Did you tell them to show some respect?”

“Remember, my queen—we are in their land. You cannot just insult the Zarojo into compliance. Besides, they won’t believe us. People will say anything to get by, especially around here.”

“The nerve,” I said in a low voice. “Let me talk to them. Captain Nor—”

“It’s probably best if we just try the next inn,” Arro said, sneezing into his sleeve. “You don’t want to cause trouble. We don’t have enough guards.”

“Trouble? They’re the ones causing trouble!”

“This isn’t the time, Beloved Queen,” he said. “Our situation is precarious enough as it is. Let’s approach this amicably. We can’t afford a scene.”

Amicably. I was so cold from the rain that I wanted to order him to amicably go back there and tell them to shove a stick up their behinds.

Arro led us to the next inn before I could make up my mind. Again, he went ahead. At the gates, I caught sight of the manager yelling at him—of Arro bowing, trying to appease her, offering his apologies. Watching my royal adviser grovel to a peasant made my stomach turn. He returned to us, his face unbelievably calm despite the torrent of verbal abuse he’d just received.

“Let me guess,” I said. “They’re also full.”

“This is normal here,” he replied. “My apologies, my queen. The Jinsein accent is still so strong in my speech. My mother’s doing, and all these years in Jin-Sayeng has worsened the affliction.”

“Why apologize to me? My accent is worse than yours. They should be the ones apologizing!”

He gave a thin smile. “And this is exactly why I’m not allowing you to talk. We have to remain respectful, regardless of how we feel. The Zarojo will respond poorly to your hot-blooded Oren-yaro ways. There’s another inn.” He bowed and left us again. I could tell, even before he could reach the door, that the response would be the same. The innkeeper had already barred the gate, yelling at him to go away, they had no room, none at all. What he really meant was for people like you.

We wandered around the city for the next hour or so. The movement, at least, made the cold bearable. But I was exhausted. Angry. And I couldn’t think of anyone to blame but Rayyel. Was this what he wanted? To see a queen become a beggar? Maybe he was in one of those houses at this very instant, watching me through the curtains with a flicker of amusement on his usually expressionless face. The image was beyond irritating.

Our last stop was the governor’s house, which a bystander—momentarily taking pity on us—pointed out. We were so sure an official of the city would recognize my position for fear of causing offense. The servants made us wait at the courtyard for a good hour before telling us that the governor had taken ill that night and couldn’t possibly entertain us. We could, if we wanted to, go to the government building in the morning, where he would see us—if he had the time. It took a lot of patience for me to refrain from commenting.

As we left the grounds, I saw a man approach us from the street. “The queen of Jin-Sayeng?” he asked, bowing. “I was sent by Deputy Ino Qun to offer you lodging for your stay here.”

“Who?” I asked.

“A deputy from this district,” Arro broke in. “I’ve only seen his name in passing. How did you find us?”

“He only asks that I escort you back to his home before the queen collapses from hunger,” the servant said. He wouldn’t meet our eyes.

I glanced at Arro, who frowned. “I don’t know if it’s safe,” he said.

“Do we have a choice?”

“We can return to the ship.”

“I have to meet my husband tomorrow, Arro. I can’t do it looking like a drowned rat. What would our enemies say?”

He considered my words for a moment before giving a resigned nod.

“Bring us to your master,” I told the man.
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We didn’t get to meet the deputy that night. Servants fetched us, took our wet clothes and offered dry ones, and I was given a room, where I slept like the dead. The next morning, I opened my eyes and lay back against the silk pillows, listening to the whistling call of a bird not from Jin-Sayeng. A moment passed. I rolled across the bed so I could tug at the curtains. Before I could even reach the cord, my handmaiden rushed forward to do it for me. Light flooded the room. I had been queen for five years and a princess for twenty-one before that. Although I knew that the mere action of glancing at a window would produce a scattering of robes as servants rushed to be the first to do my bidding, I still attempted to wrest control of my life wherever I could. Only recently was I able to convince my council to let me eat without someone sniffing my food first.

My father had detested that sort of attention. Warlord Yeshin had grown up with less extravagance, a claim few warlords these days can make. Born the youngest son, he learned to master the sword and the horse before he was given his first guard: a half-blind, toothless soldier who had been rejected from another warlord’s household for his over-fondness for coconut wine. Even after Yeshin outlived his brothers and became Warlord of Oren-yaro, he still despised the luxuries.

He didn’t try to raise me that way, of course. I was his only living child, and circumstances did not allow him to let his rivals poison his children until only the best remained. So I had no fewer than five servants scrambling over me since the day I was born, making sure that nothing—not even a fly—could touch me. Perhaps he might have been more lenient if my mother had been alive, but she died in childbirth—that same, tired story of the ages. She had been only fifteen.

One good thing at least about being far away from Jin-Sayeng with only the one servant. While she was struggling with the curtains, I got up. Her face paled. I ignored her and began to get dressed.

“My queen!” the servant gasped in horror, contorting herself so she could reach me before I finished tying my belt.

I glanced at the frightened girl. One of my councillors had picked her up from a town on the island of Akki a few years ago. Traditionally, handmaids were other royals, younger daughters or cousins of the aron dar, offshoots of the main clans. But Yeshin preferred to hire commoners even for important positions. Loyalty to clan preceded loyalty to your liege, and even friendship wasn’t a guarantee. The servants in our household were a clear sign of my father’s cynicism about our people.

“How do you like the Zarojo Empire so far?” I asked.

She stopped, fingers hovering over my belt. I could see her ears turning red.

“My queen . . .” she stammered.

“Are those the only two words you know?”

Her mouth opened and closed. I think she could see her life flash before her eyes.

A burst of irritation ran through me. I tugged the belt away to finish tying it myself. I glanced at my boots, and she tore herself across the room to fetch them.

I wondered if knowing her name would change anything. Would she answer if I asked her then? It was an easy enough question, one she needn’t have to think about. But I watched her slide the boots onto my feet and couldn’t entertain the thought any more than that. Perhaps I could bring it up with Magister Arro if he was in the mood for my questions.

I didn’t try to talk to her again, and we walked out of the room into silence. I think she had the same idea, because she kept a respectable distance behind me, her eyes on the floor. I turned my attention to finding food. I wasn’t clear on what customs were observed out here, and no one had bothered to leave me instructions. By the entrance to the guest quarters, I was able to corner one of my host’s servants and somehow—in my best Zirano, the language in that region—ask her if breakfast was going to be served or if they expected me to find it myself.

She told me, with a quick bow, that it had already been served; they did not wake me, assuming I was tired from the long journey. If I would present myself to the dining hall, the kitchen staff would see to my sustenance.

I noticed that she was not as frightened of me as my own handmaid was. A little intimidated, perhaps—understandable, given the authority I represented and what our arrival might mean—but not overly so. I noted that in Ziri-nar-Orxiaro, even the servants shaved their eyebrows thin and wore the pigment that allowed their lips to look so red and supple. In Jin-Sayeng the servants needed to keep their faces plain, to mark the difference between royal and commoner. It was something I had never thought about before.

In an attempt to kill my growing discomfort over this observation, I turned to my servant. But she continued to keep her eyes averted, her fingers laced nervously in front of her. I knew her from the castle, though it was the first time she had served me directly, and I couldn’t understand her discomfort. Servants knew I didn’t whip people for no reason. I wondered if she was reacting to the new environment as I was. After the long journey in cramped quarters, and now in a household of strangers, the barriers between us seemed to have been ripped apart.

Captain Nor found us on the way to the dining hall. “My apologies, my queen,” she said, drawing her thick brows together. “I was called outside to deal with a small issue, but I left a guard in my place. He shouldn’t have let you—”

“I didn’t see him,” I said.

She glowered. “That’s unacceptable! I will have the man sent for and punished.”

“I think we could let it go this time. No one tried to assassinate me, Nor.”

“Without discipline, our morals falter.” Nor’s expression was hard, the sort of hardness that my father approved of. The guard might be wise to never show his face again.

“Will you accompany me to breakfast?” I asked.

She paused for a moment before giving assent.

We reached the dining hall. Our host must’ve been informed of my arrival—a fresh plate had already been set out. Arro was tearing into a steamed rice bun while wiping his fingers on the table. He noticed me and bowed.

I settled into the most comfortable and expensive-looking stool I had ever seen in my life and allowed a servant to place my meal in front of me: steamed rice buns, some sort of tofu pudding garnished with mint leaves, and rice balls wrapped in bamboo leaves. I was about to touch the rice balls when Nor cleared her throat. I sighed, pulling back to let my handmaid sample a bit of everything first. I had forgotten that they had waived my rights to an uninterrupted meal throughout this entire visit. It was like being a child again.

“I trust you slept well, Beloved Queen,” Arro said.

“Well enough,” I replied. “Someone was playing the harp long into the night—”

“I will inform the host that such activities must cease immediately.”

“I was only about to say that I enjoyed it. It gave me pleasant dreams.” I glanced to the side. As my handmaid was still alive, and not crumpled on the floor with foam on her lips, Nor gave a nod, allowing me to finally eat my own food. I’d had only a small meat pie from the market the night before, and I all but wolfed down the rice balls. The pork stuffing had salted egg and bits of mushroom, all melded together in a sweet and savoury sauce that tasted faintly of black pepper and oysters. I don’t care what the Jin-Sayeng consensus is about Zarojo food—the elders have preached against its richness and penchant for over-spicing—I’ve always found it delicious.

I washed the food down with cold melon tea before I turned back to Arro. He chewed nervously on his ratty moustache. “You might as well tell me now, Magister,” I said. “I’m bound to find out soon enough.”

His eyes darted towards me. “I learned why we were turned away from the governor’s house last night. Governor Gon Zheshan was informed of our arrival well in advance. But he will not entertain us. Prince Rayyel is lodging with him.”

“Dragonlord Rayyel, according to him,” a voice called out from the other end of the hall. “We’ve spoken about this, Magister Arro.” A thin, pock-faced man, dressed in ornate silk robes, approached us. An official’s hat perched on his head.

“Deputy Qun,” I guessed, inclining my head towards him. It was the best way I could hide my irritation at his refusal to meet us the night before. “I’d rather not insult your hospitality, but that is incorrect. Lord Rayyel was never crowned.”

“A technicality that Governor Zheshan has no problems overlooking,” Deputy Qun said, taking a seat across from us. He bowed. “Diplomatic reasons, Queen Talyien, and nothing but. I won’t bore you with the details.” He flashed me a smile.

I stared at him for a heartbeat, Arro’s warning returning to me. No—this was not Jin-Sayeng. There was more behind his words. Perhaps they didn’t want me near Rayyel until the official meeting—but if so, why?

I took a sip of melon tea to quell my nerves. “Please accept my gratitude, then, that the Jinsein people can call the people of Anzhao City friend.” Propriety, Arro had said. I glanced at my adviser momentarily, wondering if he approved. But he was too busy observing Qun.

“I would not go that far,” Qun said, nodding towards me. “But your candour is appreciated.” A smile worked its way up to the corners of his lips. “As is my head.”

So, I thought. My reputation precedes me. Outwardly, I only smiled some more. “If you continue to serve these rice balls for breakfast, you may keep it.” Let him think we had an understanding. My father had taught me, early on, to detect ambition, and it was clear from the gleam in the man’s eyes that he offered his hospitality only because he saw it as a chance to undermine Governor Zheshan’s authority.

Or so I imagined; I had been queen for only five years, and the feeling of being thrown into an ocean I couldn’t swim in prevailed. Before I could get the chance to be smug about this, Arro bent forward, his skin folds jiggling. “Don’t try to fool us with your prattle, deputy,” he said. “You could at least honour our request to gain a private audience with the governor. That you would imply that the queen of Jin-Sayeng must beg to be allowed to speak to a mere governor . . .”

“I am only doing my job, Magister Arro.” Deputy Qun gestured at the food before us. “If the hospitality is not to your liking, I can recommend several excellent inns in the area. Until then, my abode is yours.” He bowed before shuffling out of the hall.

“This is intolerable,” Arro said through gritted teeth. “The insolence they offer Jin-Sayeng . . .”

“What would you have me do, Magister?” I replied, keeping my voice low. “Declare war on them? Bite them?”

Arro snorted. “Would that you could.”

“I cannot even get my lords to agree to a single law without at least a year of deliberation and arguments.” I plucked a mint leaf before pushing the pudding away. “I knew Rai must be out of his mind to suggest this meeting here, out of all places. The Kag would’ve made more sense—at least we wouldn’t have to brave the sea to get there.”

“And the Ikessars have more weight in the Kag,” Arro ventured. “More connections. More . . . spies.” He cleared his throat. “Unless he doesn’t want his mother to know.”

“So he’s dragging the Zarojo into our business while he plays the wayward son. Whatever he wants to discuss will have this Governor Zheshan’s scent all over.”

“The Ikessars have always been sneaky. Even if he’s doing this without his clan’s approval, he’ll always be one of them.” He paused. “I think I know why Governor Zheshan is sheltering him. Prince Rayyel’s clan’s city has a pact with Anzhao.”

“Why haven’t you told me?”

“I didn’t think they would actually uphold it,” Arro grumbled. He cleared his throat. “It’s ancient. We don’t have the sort of relations with the empire we used to.”

I mulled over the information while I sipped more tea. “Oren-yaro has a similar pact,” I suddenly recalled. “It’s near here. Zar . . . Zoran City?”

“Zorheng,” Arro corrected before glancing behind him. Qun’s servants stood right by the door. His face tightened. “We will not ask for help there,” he said, speaking in the local Oren-yaro tongue, not the Jinan lingua franca. “You are queen of Jin-Sayeng. Never forget, Beloved Queen—”

“That I am my father’s daughter and need not beg from anyone?”

That must not have been what he meant, but he lowered his eyes without arguing.
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The rain didn’t last long. Shortly before noon, the clouds receded behind the gabled rooftops, and the sun shone over the baked clay tiles. Something about the deep colour of the sunlight made me push open the latticed windows, allowing me to take a lungful of the rich, earthy scent of after-rain air. I relished in the warmth and forgot my troubles for a while.

I heard three knocks on the door before it opened.

My handmaiden arrived, bearing the silk dress we had brought from Oren-yaro. I had declined to bring jewels—the last thing I wanted was to lose them and bankrupt the Dragonthrone even more. She left these on the bed before accompanying me to the bathhouse. Arro may have liked to throw the word insolence around, but I think Deputy Qun had our best interests at heart. The bathhouse was empty on purpose. I removed my robes and stepped into the water, which rushed in from lionbeast-shaped golden spouts and was kept hot by steam funnelled from a separate building. I could see no way to control the flow, although the water remained at the same level and was just the right temperature. I lowered myself up to my ears and felt my body regain its composure.

I wondered if my handmaid noticed. I had tried to keep my fingers out of her sight—the last thing I needed was rumours of my instability, of my exhaustion from wearing the crown. It was not the rule that taxed me, but the uncertainty. My father taught me about diplomacy, just not the sort between husband and wife.

I rubbed my shoulder and tried to focus on the soothing effect of the hot water and the relief of having days’ worth of stench fall off me. The handmaiden poured a small amount of oil and soap onto her palm and began to work up a lather in my hair. I stared at the bubbles. Would Rai notice if I fixed myself up for him? I still wasn’t entirely sure how I wanted to react to everything. Anger would be . . . unbecoming for a queen, but it was the closest emotion I could muster after five years. No matter the circumstances, he owed it to me to look back that day he left. One paltry glance, given momentarily, to tell me he didn’t really want to go, that he wanted me to tell him to stay.

If he had, I might’ve fought harder for him.

In the middle of my musings, I heard the door to the bathhouse open. I looked up, expecting to see Nor. Instead, an older woman in a robe appeared. My first instinct was to order her out, but I immediately stifled it. I was in a strange land, and the woman walked with a proud air that made me understand she was Deputy Qun’s wife. Still, just in case, I dropped my right hand to grasp the hilt of my dagger, which I had kept beside me under the water. If things got hairy, I would at least have a reasonable chance of fighting my way out. Not that my rule had been this interesting, by any means—but if Oren-yaro’s history was anything to go by, it was bound to happen sooner or later.

She walked past my handmaid’s shocked figure and paused at the steps to the pool. “If you don’t mind, Beloved Queen,” she said.

I gestured, pretending that none of this bothered me. “It’s your home.”

She gave a wolfish smile and slid out of her robes to join me in the water. “Your guard didn’t see me come in—we have more secret passages than we care to reveal. I’m not here to assassinate you, if you’re curious. I just couldn’t pass up the opportunity to speak with the queen of Jin-Sayeng. I’m told your Zirano is excellent.”

“It is one of the languages Jin-Sayeng royals are expected to be fluent in,” I said. Despite her words, I kept my hand on my dagger.

“And Kagtar?” she asked.

“We’ve had to since Dragonlord Reshiro Ikessar’s creation of the merchant caste. A nation does not open trade to the Kag people without learning their languages. We can’t expect the same courtesy out of them.” I sniffed. “You’ve come to discuss trade with me?”

“Not particularly,” Qun’s wife replied. “Though it would be quite an accomplishment, wouldn’t it? That Biala Chaen, a mere deputy’s wife, could reopen trade between the Empire of Ziri-nar-Orxiaro and Jin-Sayeng, Land of the Dragons?”

“We don’t have dragons anymore,” I told her.

Biala’s eyes gleamed. “I’ve heard otherwise.”

I smiled. “You’ve misheard.”

“Misheard? That dragons have returned to your western borders and are now—even as I speak—razing the Sougen rice fields, keeping your western lords on guard?”

“As I said, you’ve misheard.”

She looked like she didn’t believe me, but I didn’t care about her opinion. My handmaid finished rinsing my hair. I gestured for my robes. “If we’re done here, Lady Biala, I have an important meeting to attend. I’ll have to apologize for the abruptness of our conversation.”

Biala regarded me with detached coolness. Something about that unnerved me; it probably had something to do with how easily she had bypassed my guard. They had been standing right outside the door. “I’ve heard about that. You’re seeing your husband, Rayyel, for the first time after his disappearance five years ago.”

I clenched my jaw. “This isn’t supposed to be common knowledge.”

“My husband knows, so I think it’s reasonable to assume . . .” Her eyes lit up. “Oh. I see. I see. That is not how you function in Jin-Sayeng?”

“I am a royal. Our duties come before our marriages.”

“Loyalty to clan before anything else. I see now.” She scooped a handful of water with a golden ladle and allowed it to drip over her head. “You probably wouldn’t care to hear this, then.”

“Hear what?”

“Anzhao City is not as indifferent to the plight of your people as the rest of the empire. Here, we listened to news of your wedding to Rayyel Ikessar with much anticipation. A story such as yours . . . why, many a maiden in Anzhao was starry-eyed at the idea of two people who found love despite the circumstances of their arrangement. And it’s not every day that you hear about two Jin-Sayeng clans united in the same way yours were.”

“Our clans were not united,” I said.

“United enough, I would say. You weren’t absorbed into the Ikessars, and your husband wasn’t embraced by your clan. That your people allowed you to keep your title as lady of Oren-yaro while remaining queen of Jin-Sayeng was a bold move, and one we didn’t anticipate after that ridiculous war of that father of yours. Here, a member of the noble class would’ve had his whole family eradicated for such treachery.”

“My father did what he thought was best for Jin-Sayeng. If you are implying he was a traitor . . .”

“That was not my intent. I only meant that were he Zarojo, his actions wouldn’t have been swept under the rug.”

“Then I’m glad he was Jinsein.” I pulled myself out of the bath, making sure to keep the knife hidden between my arm and my body, and stepped towards my handmaiden, who helped me into my robes. I took a towel from the rack and wiped my hands on it.

Biala drifted to the edge, stretching her arms over the stone floor. “You are not quite what I imagined you to be, Queen Talyien,” she said. There was a coy look in her eyes.

I regarded her with what I hoped was a casual expression. “What do you mean by that?”

“Given what I have heard about you, I expected someone who would’ve put me in my place the moment I showed up in the bathhouse unexpected. Unpleasant things—a public execution, punishments involving ants . . .”

The ease with which she said such things didn’t escape me. “Rumours you didn’t believe, else you wouldn’t have risked meeting me alone.”

“I thought, seeing you that night you arrived . . .” She pressed her hands together and regarded me with the look of a cat about to pounce on its prey. “Standing there with your guard drenched in rain . . .”

I stared at her, waiting for what she had to say. But she simply smiled, as if that was enough. Drenched in rain, like some commoner, like an alley mongrel instead of a wolf. I wondered if I was supposed to kill her on the spot if she had said this. “You’ve misheard again,” I said. “All you saw was irritation, masked by the glow of the dreariness you people call pleasant weather.”

She smiled.

We were interrupted by Captain Nor as she strode in, a letter in hand. I could tell by the look on her face from whom it came. I excused myself and walked out of the bathhouse.

“He’s probably changed his mind about meeting,” I said later, in the safety of my chambers. “He probably doesn’t want to see me after all.” I kept my words light, pretending that this wouldn’t hurt if it were true. I used my thumb to scrape off the golden wax seal embossed
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