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“It’ll be okay, Ali, I promise. It’ll be okay.”

Old Bet stroked Alidinia’s shoulder and smiled down at him, a wonkiness to that grin. But she couldn’t hide the truth from him, not really. He may only be twelve, but Old Bet’s eyes said it all. This wouldn’t be okay, and there was a very good reason for that. His ma was dead.

Ali sniffed back a tear and swallowed down the lump in his throat. Weakness would do him no favours here.

A house lay in front of him, right across the street. His house. A crowd of people were there, peering in with a curiosity that was more human than life itself. His ma had always said that of people – that they were nosy – and this confirmed her wisdom. Some of those in the crowd peered his way, but Old Bet drew him closer and pulled the hood of his cloak further over his face. She was hiding him, and for good reason, too: last night, he had almost been speared on the end of a weapon. It would be a shame if his luck was ruined on account of him being careless. He hunkered down, wrapping his arms around himself.

“Why have they come, Aunt Bet? Why?”

She squeezed him tighter, and leaned right down to him, mouth at his ear.

“Because they are the Empire, my dear Alidinia, and they do as they wish.” There was a gulp, and Old Bet whimpered. “They do as they wish, and they dislike their subjects having a voice.”

And wasn’t that just the truth of the matter? His ma had had a voice, and it had been a respected one at that. She had been the voice of the north, speaking up against the pain of imperial servitude that their country had suffered under for countless generations. That was what had got her killed – her voice – and it had almost gotten Ali killed, too. It was a wonder that the swords hadn’t punctured him where he lay.

The crowd parted and a man in the red livery of the empire – a red-cloak – stepped out of the front door. The red-cloak was carrying something behind him, and it quickly became apparent what it was. It was a stretcher, white sheet hanging over the sides, and a second red-cloak followed, carrying the back of the thing. A third red-cloak stepped out, too, this one all polished with gold trim and a red emblem at his breast. The third one also had a grim look on his face, like something wasn’t right, and the man punched a northman on his way through the crowd, just for good measure.

“Get back into your filthy holes, you fire-skinned freaks!”

The crowd dispersed in the face of the third red-cloak’s rage. Such hatred and vitriol. Ali peered up at Old Bet.

“Why do they hate us so much?”

She stroked his cheek. “Because we are greater than they will ever be.”

“But they own us. They rule us. How can we be greater than them?” He stomped a foot, but it seemed so small. “And how can they fear us so much that they leave children without their ma?”

“Because...” Old Bet tipped her head. “It is hard to explain to one so young.”

“Try.”

But she did not try. She only chewed in that annoying way that old people did. What was she even chewing? He turned back to the stretcher and his ma lying beneath the white sheet. The two red-cloaks carried the body along the main road and to the central square at the foot of the Slags – great chimney-furnaces that were the industry of the town. The crowd followed at a distance, and he and Old Bet followed, becoming a part of that crowd. Eyes flicked to him fleetingly, but none dared say a thing.

They arrived at the heart of the town, and a great throng of people had gathered. The group of onlookers were the northern local population, with fiery skin and icy blue eyes – a mirror of the cold, volcanic wastes of the north. The empire affectionately called the region the Wastes on account of it being so inhospitable, but to the locals it was just the North. And despite its unappealing name, the emperors were obsessed with controlling the region. Their fists came down hard where rebellion in the Wastes was concerned, and last night, the fist had come down very hard.

But that was not the end of it. No. The Mikaetan Empire had brought more punishment still.

At the heart of the throng of north-folk was the very core of the imperial force that had crushed his people so effectively the previous night. The red-cloaks. They stood there in their crimson finest, shiny north-made steel in hands. They guarded a great pile of logs surrounding a central post, and upon that jumble of dry wood, bodies were being deposited. Northern bodies. The stretcher with Ali’s ma upon it reached the log-pile, and her body was unceremoniously dumped. An even more senior-looking red-cloak spoke to the grumpy officer, who shook his head. At that, Senior cracked a fist around Grumpy, which seemed fair. Served Grumpy right for punching random northmen.

“What is that?” Ali pointed off at the great haul of wood and the bodies laid on top. He had an inkling what the answer would be and swallowed down a lump.

Old Bet sniffed. “It is a funeral pyre.”

“And what’s that?”

“They are going to burn the bodies, dear.”

And there it was. The final punishment and the ultimate slight. In the north, a body wasn’t burned on dry southern wood. In the north, a northman was returned to the land from which they were made, buried on the lava flats where eventually they would be consumed and remade. This burning of bodies was a filthy southern tradition, exposing the remains to the wind and an unknown final resting place. This was not a good death for a northman, and he sniffed.

And then he spotted the smaller bodies – youngsters in the litter of the dead. Children his age and less. The whispering of blades in and out of the blankets from the night before came back to him vividly, but fortunately for him, not one blow had struck. These others had not been so fortunate.

“Why were they trying to kill me, too? It’s not like I have a voice.”

Old Bet squeezed him tighter again. “That, too, is hard to explain.”

“So, you’re not going to try?”

She simply shook her head. “Not now, no. When this thing is done, we will find your sister, and then we can decide what must be said and what must not be said. Until then...” There was a glistening in Aunt Bet’s eye, and she did the chewing thing. He would be getting nothing out of her now.

“And what if I say I don’t want to go to my sister?”

“Why would you say that?”

He stomped his foot. “Because she hates me. She’s always resented me.”

“No, she doesn’t.”

“Of course she does. She calls me ‘bastard’ and ‘freak’. Every chance she gets she puts me down. I don’t want to live with her.”

Old Bet shuffled closer. “Then maybe this is the time to heal those differences.” The old woman licked her lined lips. “After all, it’s not like there are many other options.”

“I could live with you.”

The old woman shook her head. “I fear I wouldn’t know what to do with you.”

“You are a nanny! You look after me better than my ma did.”

Old Bet stroked his cheek, tipping her head again. “It is too hard to explain, dear.”

“Oh, please stop with the–”

There was a boom, the sound of monstrous drums, and the crowd hushed to a deathly silence. At the centre of the square, a polished imperial commander stood straight, snapping to attention. All the other red-cloaks followed his lead.

“Servants of the empire, be still. Your emperor wishes a word.”

And there, from the shadows of the square, emerged a man of unrivalled power. Not only had the red-cloaks come to crush them, but the emperor had come, too. This really was an honour, and also a curse. The fist was still pummelling, and it was not done yet.
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The crowd hushed once more, but this was a different kind of silence. This wasn’t only fear but wonder, too. The emperor did that to a crowd.

The Guardian of All strolled from one side of the square to the other, around the funeral pyre, commanding the place. His red-cloaks stood at immaculate attention. It was an incredible sight, the subservience that this man instilled. Even Master Skvaerd couldn’t quieten a class of children as well as this. This was real authority, and it had brought the town to a standstill.

“People of the Wastes! This didn’t have to be.”

Damn it, but that was a booming voice. It travelled like the rumble of volcanoes, and Ali shivered involuntarily beneath his cloak. The emperor stared over the crowd with dark southern eyes, and the man’s skin had a dark toasted look to it, too. It was strange, and foreign, so he tugged on Old Bet’s sleeve.

“Why is the emperor that funny colour?”

She leaned in, her facial hair tickling his ear. “He is of the south, dear, and in the south, they allow Mother to toast them that colour.”

“But... what does Father think of this? Isn’t he upset?”

Old Bet offered a crooked smile. “They believe the Old Man no longer sees. They are fools.”

He chuckled at that. “Father will punish them one day, won’t he?”

“Aye.” Old Bet chewed in that old-person way once more. “That he will.”

“And will Father punish them for this?” He spread an arm towards the funeral pyre, but that did not get a response. Old Bet only carried on chewing.

The emperor stamped a foot, and it rang out like a tolling bell. A shudder rippled through the crowd, and those dark eyes roved over the northern townsfolk.

“This didn’t have to be.” The Guardian of All shook his head, like it was their fault. Master Skvaerd did that very same thing when someone wasn’t listening, but in a classroom, the worst of the punishment was a rap on the knuckles. Here, the emperor had devastated a town and left a pile of bodies at the heart of the community. A torch burned bright and threatening in the hand of a red-cloak at the back of the pyre, the flames licking at the wood. Hungry. In but a few terrible moments, those flames would devour the pyre and condemn a hundred northerners to be scattered across the continent as ash. This was a mighty slight indeed.

“We know that there are still ringleaders amongst your number. We know.” Those eyes roved the crowd. “We know that there are those of you who elicit fantasies of northern independence, and for those few of you, you can blame yourselves. The empire has stood firm for six hundred years, has protected all of its thousands of citizens from the threat of the Centro Republic and more besides. And what is the reward for such a fatherly act?”

The dark man thumped a fist into his other hand, and it seemed like it must shatter. But it didn’t. Ali had no doubt that a head would have caved at that blow, but not the dark hand of this dark emperor. This man was made of granite, so they said.

“And so. Here we are.” The emperor spread his arms, bringing all the people of the town under his spell. He stared and he scowled and he
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