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The Hymn of Ketuan

Belovéd daughter, radiant one,
Lady wrought from stony ground,
Her bones alight with elements,
With elegance and power crowned. 
Arizan’s resplendent queen,
Ketuan of twilight, dawn,
She breathed and loosed her breath again,
To bless the world she breathed upon.

Her swelling womb held hidden life,
Then lights within, the elements,
Poured forth in water and in flame,
Their birth a solemn sacrament.
She made the sun and stars and moon,
A boon for those six born to her,
And as a mountain tall she rose,
To shield the children drawn to her.


Verses I & II — The Hymn of Ketuan
Third Age, circa 1,000 B.U., 
From the Archives of the Loremasters
— Author unknown







  
  Chapter one
TAILU SPRING FESTIVAL
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Tori fought the feeling of being on a leash. She raised a hand halfway to the feathers fastened around her neck, hesitated, then let it fall. 
“Is it itching, Princess?” Lady Elnora said, watching her.
“Like all insanity, but no point fiddling with it.”
Her gentlewoman adjusted the feathered ruff anyway, providing no relief whatsoever. It didn’t matter. Collared or not, today she would prove she was not her mother’s lapdog.
She struggled to see above the red filigree rail of the Imperial Observation Pavilion—where the royal family sat, far above the masses—the weight of her ceremonial robes resisting her every effort. Imperial decorum, it seemed, had not been designed with mobility in mind. It was times like these that she regretted her small stature; her mother, no doubt, could see perfectly.
Once she finally shifted forward, however, her three-story vantage point allowed her a perfect view of the float parade winding through the city of Silver Fox Springs in a ribbon of color and sound.
“I still don’t see them,” Tori said, craning her neck forward.
Elnora’s smooth brown finger pointed the way. Blending seamlessly with the sculptures of giant mythical creatures adorning the streets, Tori’s pantomimists balanced on their stilts, waist pouches packed so tight with skades that the little stones stretched the seams. Pantomimists had never been seen before at the Tailu Spring Festival—and would remain hidden, until her plan required it.
Elnora’s brow creased beneath her dark curls, but Tori cut her off before she could object.
“It’s the right thing to do. I’m doing it.”
The crease between Elnora’s brows deepened, a sign of that well-meaning, overdeveloped sense of caution Tori so often found herself trying to assuage.
“Every festival day, there are children eating scraps off the streets,” Tori said. “Here, in Min!”
“She said you couldn’t.” Elnora’s gaze darted briefly to the empress, seated ten paces away. “I just don’t want you scuttling your own ship.”
Elnora was right, of course.
But Tori lifted her chin, projecting a confidence she didn’t feel. “It has to be today. The time has come for my mother to admit she doesn’t control me.”
She tilted her head to one side, then the other, stretching out tight muscles. It had been a trying morning—her lead pantomimist had taken ill at the last moment, forcing her to replace him with someone less capable.
The sight of the new man among her other pantomimists made her tap her heel to try and release her tension. As she studied his smiling, painted mask, a cool gust of wind swept through the pavilion, blowing a straight black lock of hair into Tori’s face.
She pushed it aside just as a colorful cloth float, two stories high, rolled into the main square. Tori shielded her eyes from a glare—the float had been waxed so well, it reflected sunlight like fine porcelain.
The painted image of “Infinite Sword,” one of the seven historical warriors, stared at her with a fearsome expression. In one hand, he held the head of a humanoid creature with red eyes and jagged teeth—a vanquished Antiquital. In his other, three swords.
The Tao Ti artists, musicians, and hulking floatsmen that pushed the float all bowed to her as Min Daughter, heir to the throne. They repeated the gesture to the chief equitess, Tori’s great-grandmother and the chief judge of the land, bowing lower still.
But when they turned to Tori’s mother, the Empress Zinchen, this time they lowered their bodies to the ground, foreheads pressed against the white stone.
“Min is the empress, the empress is Min!” they proclaimed with one voice.
Then, after a dip of the empress’s chin, the float veered on its massive wheels and rolled down Main Street.
The lithe, white-robed men accompanying the float resumed their performance of the ancient martial form of Tao Ti in flowing unison, spinning in the air to land light as cats, then twirling their swords with perfect, coordinated timing. A chorus of feminine squeals rose from the crowd.
In about the time it would take a candle to burn, the float parade would be finished and the execution would begin. After that, it would be time for Tori’s surprise.
She set her jaw, forcing down the doubt before it could show. For the better part of the morning, she had been sending messages to the new man, struggling to make him understand what she expected of him. As her servant boy handed him yet another message, he swayed precariously on his stilts trying to read it, nearly tipping into the crispy hop stand beside him.
Determined not to let him rattle her, Tori pulled her gaze away, focusing instead on a small girl in rags standing barefoot a little ways from the crowd. She was obviously an Ant—the half-race of part-human, part-Antiquital—as could be seen from the soft whiskers fanning outward around her black triangular nose.
Warmth lit Tori’s chest. For once, every child here, no matter how poor, would be able to buy at least one generous portion of festival food. It was going to be a great day for everyone.
She looked around at the food sellers, wondering what the children would buy. The aroma of elloku filled the air—her personal favorite, fried dough balls with tiny pieces of crab—their fragrance mingling deliciously with the spicy, earthy scent of crispy hops.
A cluster of people waited eagerly at the crispy hop stand, watching an elderly man lower a metal basket filled with grasshoppers into a huge vat of boiling oil. Customers held their pink or blue skades high, each person willing him to serve them first.
When he lifted the basket out, the grasshoppers had been transformed into a mouthwatering treat, which the seller scooped into rice-paper cones in exchange for a skade or two, depending on the cone size. She imagined a swarm of children there instead.
“…as the Great Tailu descended upon Yanai Sumi,” the orator’s voice boomed, announcing the arrival of the tailu-bird float, “blessing her as the first empress of the Min Territories.” As the official narrator of all festivities, the man had a voice that carried, but Tori had tuned him out.
The orator’s tower stood diagonally across the square from the Imperial Observation Pavilion, mimicking its color and design, with crescent-moon eaves, gilded scrollwork, and shiny red paint. However, whereas the pavilion was large, the tower was merely tall, just wide enough for the orator and two of Her Majesty’s archers, who scanned the crowds constantly.
“And so, the House of Min, through the power and might bestowed by the Great Tailu, liberated”—he emphasized this last word dramatically—“the people from the evil Antiquital Emperor Zanith and the maleficent wielders who placed him in power. Thus, the Peasant Revolt ended, bringing peace and prosperity to all!”
The crowd cheered. Whistles shrilled. Horns blew.
Maleficent wielders.
The words hit Tori like a slap. She kept her face smooth, unblinking, and reached absently for a broken clamshell in her pouch, running a finger over its time-worn edge. That word had nothing to do with her—she was cured. Now, she just needed to forget.
Clouds gathered in the distance, dark against the bright spring sky, and the scent of rain hovered in the air.
Dancers in glittering bird costumes gyrated and shimmied around the tailu-bird float to the sound of flutes, hand cymbals, and drums. The float stopped before the Imperial Observation Pavilion, its golden beak and talons gleaming. The outstretched wings were painted in sparkling red, white, and black, as well as blue, burned earth, and green—the same colors as Tori’s ruff, the tailu-bird being the symbol of the House of Min.
On the other side of Tori’s mother, her great-grandmother—a gifted conversationalist—chatted with her entourage, no doubt giving a discourse on history, while murmurs of delight wafted up from behind Tori and Elnora, where Tori’s other two gentlewomen sat.
“Oh, Princess!” Lady Anlin looked on, eyes bright. “The wings really do look like jewels.”
“Exquisite,” Tori said.
And it was. Still, it was hard to feel excited about something that, like everything here, was simply a carefully orchestrated tribute to her mother’s greatness.
Except the pantomimists, she thought, and repressed a smile.
Throwing money to the children would not cause her mother to lose face—Tori couldn’t afford that risk—but her message would be clear: a ruler’s greatness is not measured in tributes to herself, but in how well she cares for the most vulnerable.
Her shoulders tensed again. What would her mother’s response be to the veiled criticism? Tori barely saw the tailu-bird float’s performers as they made their bows.
Three more floats to go.
The orator’s theatrical voice announced the next two floats, which came from the longevitists. The first belonged to the Silver Cloud Mountain Sect. A group of disciples in blue-and-white robes walked serenely before a giant silver cloud. Dull, at best.
Her feathered ruff felt scratchier when there was nothing to distract her, and she hooked a finger into it briefly, creating a momentary relief. The new lead pantomimist jerked up his head, straightening to full height on his stilts and reaching for his waist pouch—he had mistaken her idle gesture for the signal. Her stomach knotted.
She gave a firm shake of her head, and cut her hand through the air—not yet. Her fingers were steadier than she felt. He finally settled down, somehow managing to look confused despite his mask.
Simpleton. The signal was that she would touch both earrings at the same time. Clearly she would have to be more careful—timing was everything.
She needed something to keep her mind off the possibility of failure. Past the tiresome silver cloud, the penultimate float should be arriving on Yanai Avenue soon, before making its turn onto Main Street. It was the only float she had been looking forward to seeing, the last of the longevitist floats. If her sources had been correct, a senior sect member would be riding on it—a man rumored to be over 130 years old.
As she waited for the float to roll down Yanai Avenue, her gaze landed on the people lining the street: children perched in trees, chewing candied hawthorn, and people ringing little bells. Others waved flags painted with colorful designs that evoked the logograms for the numbers twenty-four and four: the twenty-fourth day of the fourth moon, the day of the annual Tailu Spring Festival.
Something at the entrance to the avenue caught her eye: beyond the crowds, a man sat on horseback, partly hidden by the trees. His straight black hair was pulled into the ponytail typical of the Varanaken tribes, and the sword on his back, along with his braided leather chest guard, marked him as one of the Varanaken warriors.
What in the name of the Six was he doing there? And was that a sack tethered to the saddle, dragging on the ground? She squinted, trying to get a better look.
But the dancers and musicians turned the corner, startling his horse, and the Varanaken steadied his mount, pulling back behind the trees.
He had given her an unsettled feeling, but she looked away, scanning the crowds once more, only to find her lead pantomimist wavering on his stilts. He swayed back and forth for several endless breaths, trying time and again to right himself, then finally slipped, falling headlong into the street.
Tori’s stomach pitched. Onlookers pointed and gathered around him, forming a semicircle. She darted her eyes to her mother. If the empress sent someone to investigate, Tori’s plan would be foiled.
The empress narrowed her eyes, apparently noticing the commotion.
Tori scanned the pavilion, searching for a solution, nervous sweat trickling down her back despite the servants’ constant fanning. Her servant boy was ascending the stairs, holding a tray with golden bowls on it—ordering festival food had been her way of sending him with messages into the crowd.
When he came to her, she grabbed a bowl, then motioned to one of the fanning maids. “Quick. Give this to the empress before it gets cold.”
The girl took the bowl of crispy hops, visibly confused.
Straining to see through the corner of her eye, Tori watched as the maid held out the bowl to the empress. She responded with an incredulous look, then flicked her fingers, sending the maid away.
When the empress turned her face back to the crowd, however, the pantomimist had already gone.
Tori blew out a long breath and dabbed her brow. Then she lifted her fan to her mouth as though eating, and spoke to her servant boy. “Get him out. I’m ordering the number two pantomimist to take the lead. Go.”
He dipped his head, then ran.
Her muscles were painfully tight. Her entire plan now rested in the hands of the number two pantomimist, and she couldn’t fathom whether he was up to the task.
Seeking a distraction, she focused again on Yanai Avenue, where the float from the Bridge of Heaven Sect was finally rolling into view. On a chair between two golden bridges at least sixteen handspans high sat a man with flowing hair and a long beard, both snowy white.
Tori had always been impressed with the vigor of her mother’s longevitist adviser and Speaker, yet that woman was forty-five—only a third of this sect member’s age; Tori had never seen a sect elder before.
The float entered the square, revealing the old man’s bright eyes and upright posture, evidence of the vitality dawn-essence cycling was said to produce. Dawn-essence was the energy that ran through everything, created at the dawn of the world by the first woman’s breath.
When the float stopped, the disciples and floatsmen bowed to Tori, then to the chief equitess, the elder doing likewise from atop his bridge. But when the time came to pay respects to Tori’s mother, the elder descended the float in two quick hops, then lowered himself easily to the ground.
Tori’s eyebrows lifted; she had been prepared for vitality, but this was something far beyond. The empress dipped her chin.
Two hops had him back on top of the float again, and Tori tracked him with her eyes all the way down Main Street.
One more float to go.
She tapped her heel again as the little Ant girl came to mind. Her mother had denied Tori’s request to quietly gift money to the children—what would she think of this display? What if she was so furious she banned Tori from accessing the imperial treasury? Tori’s secret rice donations to the Ant slums would be cut off.
Or what if her pantomimists hit the children in the head with the skades, leaving them unconscious? Tori stilled—she hadn’t thought of that. The stones were small, but then, so were children.
She wiped sweat from her palms and took a long, slow breath, eyes wandering to the execution area on her right, where the main square abutted the forest; the Imperial Observation Pavilion had been carefully designed to allow its occupants a perfect view of it.
Two executioners sat on logs, waiting for their moment to shine. Both were Ants, naturally. One had round eyes with inner eyelids that blinked vertically like a bird’s, pale yellow with no whites, betraying the heritage of his Air Antiquital ancestors. His gaze followed some passing musicians as he nodded in time with their music, foot tapping to the beat of the drums. The other Ant was shirtless, and he leaned back on the upward-sloping forest floor, staring at the sky. He showed signs of Water Antiquital blood, with iridescent red scales running up the sides of both arms from wrist to shoulder, but otherwise he looked like any normal man.
The empress’s soldiers guarded the prisoner’s cage. Backs straight, swords at their sides, they were the model of discipline. They must have been baking in their steel helmets on a sunny day like this.
The prisoner’s cage sat out of the way, but still had a full view of the street. Part of his punishment, after all, was to watch the festivities taking place, knowing that his death would add to the entertainment. A man-sized saw had been set up for the occasion.
Tori grimaced inwardly at the thought of the blood and innards that would soon soil the square, but she stopped herself. The harshest punishments were necessary when dealing with the harshest crimes—this murderer had taken several lives in a dispute over a well. And the executioners wouldn’t drag it out—people were looking forward to the firework display at the end; her mother had promised something more extravagant than they had ever seen.
The last of the floats made its lumbering way up Yanai Avenue, where two mermaids with seaweed hair and milk-white eyes lounged on their sides, back-to-back, hands stretched outward to the crowd. The execution would take place shortly.
Tori found the number two pantomimist, who now wore the mask that designated him as leader, and she made a hand signal, letting him know to get ready. He looked confused.
She exhaled sharply through her nose. Now, of all times, was not the moment for confusion.
Just then, the same Varanaken she had seen at the entrance to the avenue trotted on horseback past the mermaid float. A man in rags stumbled behind him, his bound hands tied by a rope to the back of the horse’s saddle. They made their way toward the square.
As they neared, the man’s feet came into view: dried blood caked his soles, a testament to the distance he must have suffered over rough terrain. The mermaid float stalled halfway up the avenue, and people in the surrounding crowd looked at each other in confusion.
The Varanaken approached the pavilion, proud and erect on his horse. He dismounted smoothly, almost arrogantly, then pushed the bound man to his knees before bowing low himself.
Tori glanced at her mother. The empress tapped a fingertip against her armrest, then stopped—she was puzzled.
With a flick of the wrist, her mother’s fan glided open to cover her mouth, imperial lips too exalted to be seen moving before common eyes. The Imperial Speaker—the empress’s voice to the commoners—leaned forward, inclining her ear close to her sovereign’s face. The Speaker bowed her head in acknowledgment, then stood and looked out onto the square.
“Her Majesty bids you make your business known,” she said, her voice sonorous as a bell.
The Varanaken bowed again, then responded in a deep, haughty voice, “While patrolling the lands in Her Majesty’s name, I discovered an evildoer of the vilest sort. I humbly request Her Majesty to permit these charges to be read and justice administered.” He stood with his legs apart, chin up, eyes fixed on the Speaker as he handed a scroll to a page boy, who ran with it to the orator’s tower.
Tori studied the criminal’s face, then his rough-spun peasant’s tunic and trousers. He wasn’t old, but sun and fatigue marked him.
Yet something wasn’t right. Tori tilted her head. The man seemed almost…relieved.
She took in the criminal’s downcast eyes, his bound hands, the Varanaken’s words replaying in her mind: an evildoer of the vilest sort.
As she looked at the man’s wrists again, a sinking feeling settled into her chest—she knew what he was accused of. His wrists were double bound with atha rope, something only done to wielders.
Tori started, pressing a hand to her stomach. No vibrations. He wasn’t a wielder; she would have felt the vibrations otherwise. Cold dread ran through her as the implications of this settled in, and her gaze snapped to the saw.
The orator was already reading the charges: “…that one Lee Ren Shiven, of Redfin village, in Her Imperial Majesty’s province of Waterwheel, did use the forbidden and degenerate art of wielding to call forth fire from heaven, and further did use such forbidden and degenerate art to knowingly and maliciously burn, destroy, or otherwise desecrate the barley fields of Her Majesty, the serene and majestic Empress Zinchen, and, in accordance with the laws of the Min Territories established by Her Majesty’s decree”—his voice picked up intensity here—“it is hereby requested that Her Majesty administer the full penalty of the law—death by saw!”
Tori cursed behind her fan. The Varanaken was using the public occasion to gain prestige by bringing a supposedly dangerous criminal to justice.
She swiveled toward her mother, swallowing against the tightness in her throat. She couldn’t tell anyone how she knew the man was innocent—not without endangering herself. But as the executioners sharpened the massive blade, guilt shot through her, and before she could stop herself, she was speaking.
“Your Majesty,” she called in a loud whisper.
Her mother pretended not to hear.
Tori spoke louder, though still too low for anyone outside their respective entourages to notice. “Your Majesty, I cannot allow this to be done. I must insist the man be imprisoned and questioned, as usual.”
The empress’s eyes tightened above her fan. “The Varanaken have the right. Settle down.”
Two hundred years ago, the Varanaken had vowed to eradicate wielders—then seen as the greatest threat to the throne and society. Since that time, the old law had allowed them to appear before the empress at any time to demand judgment on an accused wielder, though it was usually done in private.
Tori looked beyond her mother to the chief equitess, searching her lined face. Surely the chief judge of the Min Territories would stand against such a grave injustice. “Please, Grandmother.”
Her great-grandmother nodded slowly. “Equity demands he offer a defense, Your Majesty.”
The empress swept her gaze over the crowd, and in the space of a breath, she had read their mood. She returned her eyes to Tori and responded with a shake of the head.
The chief equitess would not oppose her, for although she was sworn to administer the law equitably, the empress was the law. Tori was alone.
“With respect, Your Majesty,” Tori said, “the right to offer a defense is a bare minimum for anyone.”
“Wielders are no one—and they are certainly not just anyone.” Her mother calmly returned her gaze to the crowd. The conversation was over.
Tori’s mind raced. The empress might not be willing to speak out, but why shouldn’t the Min Daughter? Her mother would be livid, but it would work.
Elnora seemed to sense Tori’s thoughts. She gripped the corner of Tori’s sleeve, whispering behind her fan in a voice so soft only Tori’s ears would hear. “Please, Princess. There’s nothing you can do.”
The empress must have sensed it, too, because she lifted a finger, and instantly, her mother’s gentlewomen shielded her mother from public view.
The empress lowered her fan. “Whatever you are considering, you will restrain yourself.” Her tone held all the authority of her position.
Tori fought for the courage to defy her openly. The empress had the power to restrict Tori’s movement, her funding, her very lifeblood it seemed.
Squaring her shoulders, she stood, her legs as unstable as pillars of water.
Murmurs blew through the crowd, and the people gazed up at her, their faces a mix of expectation and curiosity.
Tori’s hands were cold and clammy; addressing the crowd directly was unheard of for a member of the imperial family. She straightened to full height, such as it was, dwarfed by her mother’s majesty, but she kept her gaze straight ahead.
“This is a day of celebration!” Tori said, thankful her voice didn’t crack. She didn’t have the Imperial Speaker’s training, and strained for volume. “In celebration of the Imperial House of Min’s valiance in liberating the land of Shudon from the Antiquital Emperor Zanith, the Imperial House will show mercy!”
A child in the crowd cheered and rang a bell. His mother swatted his head, and he stopped.
Tori’s gaze flicked briefly to the side, where her mother sat perfectly composed. Only Tori noticed her clenched jaw, her flashing eyes.
But the people seemed awed by her voice—it was going well. She would find a way to release the man quietly.
“As guardian of equity, I undertake to ensure this man will be imprisoned and thoroughly interrogated until such—”
Vibrations in her belly caught her off guard.
“Until…such time as…” The vibrations intensified, like a thousand loose pearls ricocheting off her stomach floor. Her mind went blank. She groped for her words, but all she could think of were the pearls. Total confusion engulfed her. Her eyes shifted to her mother, who was studying her now with a curious expression.
Tori tried again, mouth dry, unable to understand why this was happening. Then the bound man looked toward Yanai Avenue, moving his lips and shaking his head, as though trying to convince someone not to do something.
“Until such time as justice is—”
A hysterical female voice broke in. “He ain’t no wielder!”
A young woman ran up the avenue and into the square, her tunic and hair soaked with sweat and dirt, like she had run all day along dusty roads.
She hunched over, gasping for breath. “We was clearin’ the dry fields, is all. I swear it. And it weren’t him! It were me!”
One of the guards shoved the woman back, while the Varanaken swept out his foot, tripping the bound man to the ground. She rounded on them, scowling, but the bound man stumbled back to his feet, shaking his head frantically at her.
The pearls inside Tori’s stomach exploded. “Oh no.”
A fireball leaped from the woman’s hands onto the guard and two others behind him. They hollered and clawed at their helmets as smoke poured out.
Arrows flew at her, then disintegrated into ash, the arrowheads tinkling on the ground. People screamed and ran.
The Varanaken hopped onto his horse and reached back for his sword, then dropped it with a curse, shaking a burned, red hand.
The woman hurled another fireball, and the horse reared, hooves thrashing in the air, throwing off the Varanaken. He rolled and sprang to his feet, sword raised.
Heaving from exhaustion, she spun, facing the pavilion, contempt twisting her face as she raised a trembling hand. The empress slipped a red stone from her sleeve and turned it toward the woman, the motion hidden from all but Tori. A pathetic yellow flame sputtered to life in the woman’s hand, then fizzled, vanishing. She raised the other.
But an arrow sang through the air, lodging in her eye. For a heartbeat, her body stood frozen, then she buckled at the knees and toppled over, the contempt on her face now permanent.
In the space of two long breaths, it was over.
The bound man let out a heartrending wail, then slumped to his knees, head to chest, weeping.
In the hush that followed, the pearls in Tori’s stomach went quiet, and she stared dumbly, lips parted.
The guards who had formed a wall around the empress now moved aside, and she quickly slid the mysterious red stone back into her sleeve. She gave a hand signal, and the captain shouted orders to his men. The injured soldiers were carried away on stretchers, others calmed the crowd, while still others moved the murderer’s cage into the forest for him to be executed another day.
The orator’s wig sat tilted to one side of his bald head, but he bellowed, “Never fear, Her Majesty has restored order!”
The wide-eyed crowd settled, so great was their confidence in their sovereign’s protection, though many still cast glances at the weeping man’s double-bound wrists.
A few of them looked up at Tori, then a few more. Soon, every eye was on her. She only then realized she was still standing—they were expecting her to speak.
She forced herself to think. Saving the man now was out of the question—he might as well have attacked the empress himself.
Her eyes stung. A quick death was the best she could do.
Feigning confident serenity, she lifted her chin. “As I was saying, the House of Min will show mercy today! This is a day for celebration, not needless blood. Just as Infinite Sword beheaded the Antiquitals, the criminal shall be beheaded!”
The air grew thick with tension as people exchanged unsure glances, or furrowed their brows, clearly unhappy. This was turning against her.
“And skades for all the children!” she blurted out, pawing on both earrings.
For a few beats, the number two pantomimist just stared. Finally, he jerked up and signaled to the others.
The sound of a fiddle awakened the last of them, the fiddler weaving his way through the crowd as planned, hopping and dancing to the tune of “The Merry, Merry Berry Girl.”
Pantomimists threw skades to the children, the little stones catching the sunlight like pink and blue raindrops. Other fiddlers echoed the tune on Yanai Avenue and Main Street, and soon skade-throwing pantomimists were everywhere.
Laughter and shrieks of joy came from children scrambling to catch their skades in the air, or snatch them off the ground, while the adults looked on with expressions of guarded amusement.
Her mother’s gaze swept the crowd again, then it landed on Tori, where it lingered icily for half a breath before she lifted her fan to her mouth.
A moment later, the Imperial Speaker announced, “But first, death by arrow!”
The last vestiges of doubt left the people’s faces, and they cheered, setting off horns, bells and the wild beat of a drum.
A woman in the crowd shouted, “All hail Her Imperial Majesty, the great and merciful Empress Zinchen! And blessings on the Min Daughter, the princess with the common touch!” Others joined in.
The prisoner was shoved forward. He grunted as an arrow caught him in the arm, then he doubled over as successive arrows caught him in the chest and back, each one raising exuberant shouts from the crowd. An arrow in the temple drove him to the ground.
Tori’s stomach twisted violently at the sight, all her efforts crumbling like sun-dried clay, but she kept her face a smooth, unblinking mask.
Finally, the Ant with the scales on his arms raised a curved blade and swept off the prisoner’s head, lifting it in the air to a crescendo of cheers. When the other executioner had taken off the woman’s head, Tori raised her hand to quiet the crowd.
“Now let the festivities continue! The blessing of the Six and of the Great Tailu be always on the people of Min!”
Everyone clapped, some honoring the empress by touching their foreheads to the ground. Musicians and dancers again filled the streets.
Tori sat, her feathered ruff choking her.
The heads of the accused wielders, arrows still protruding from them, were mounted onto the hands of the milk-eyed mermaids that lounged on the final float.
As the float passed onto Main Street, one gruff voice yelled, “Scatter their ashes to the nine winds!”
Others echoed the sentiment. “May the filthy wielders never find rest!” Some spat and raised their fists.
Tori waited until protocol no longer required her presence, then she rose and bowed deeply to her mother. The empress stiffened, her mouth a flat line. After a long moment, she gave a tight nod.
At that, Tori and her ladies descended the back steps of the pavilion into the forest.
Fireworks erupted across the darkening sky, great birds made of red, copper, and indigo light. Their wings unfurled to the sound of thunderous cheers—all, of course, in praise of the empress.
As this was happening, she heard her mother speak.
“Hear my decree,” she said in quiet tones. She would be addressing the Imperial Speaker.
“I, Zinchen, in light of the grievous assault upon my August Person, do hereby decree: henceforth, anyone found to be a wielder shall be seized and shown no mercy. The right to a trial is hereby revoked. They shall be brought before me and put to death by saw without delay.”
Tori stiffened, turning the words over in her mind. Then, with a queasy feeling, she mounted the waiting carriage.






  
  Chapter two
KAZANI
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Tori spent the ride home in a daze. She didn’t notice the passing forest, or even the noise of her ladies’ nervous chatter. The only thing she was really aware of was the rain, which streamed down the clear mica pane of her carriage window, blurring the scenery into a haze of greenish-gray. 
The carriage veered right, beginning the slow ascent to the palace at the top of the hill.
“Stop!” Tori rapped twice on the wall.
They slowed to a halt, and an instant later, her driver poked his head through the door beside his seat. Two Varanaken pulled their horses next to her window—her bodyguards, Dan and Bokoon. She avoided their gazes.
“Turn around and take me to Kazani,” Tori told the driver. She couldn’t bear to see her mother—not tonight—and longed for her quiet country home. She felt like an animal licking its wounds, vulnerable and smarting, searching for a place to hide.
Elnora looked at her. “You’ll miss the Tailu Feast, Princess. The empress won’t be happy.”
True. But by the time she noticed Tori was missing, it would be too late to summon her back for the feast.
Tori stared resolutely ahead and said no more, a signal her driver understood.
He bowed. “Very good, Princess.”
Though they were soon traveling away from the palace, unease tugged on her mind. Dan and Bokoon wouldn’t report to her mother, would they? She resisted the urge to check if they still followed. No—they were loyal. To her.
Just like their fathers had been.
She closed her eyes, shutting out the thought.
It wasn’t until they had traveled a distance of thirty-five fen—about the time of a stone’s warming in the sun—that Tori finally relaxed: the front gate of Kazani had come into view. She leaned back and blew out a long, tired breath.
The gatekeeper’s son rang the bell wildly, announcing her presence, and the massive outer gate labored open. Just inside it, her two Kazani house guards stood in the rain, dripping wet.
The carriage stopped beside the garden stream, which burbled loudly now from the rain, cheerful and melodious. Thankfully, she would be able to stay for some days. Though she was required as Min Daughter to accompany her mother to court once per week, Tori’s next court session was still several days away.
She and her ladies exited the carriage, then crossed over the stream on a small, arched bridge. Dan rode through the water, passing them, his horse trotting toward the fishing pavilion by the lake. The unease she had buried pushed through again—where was Bokoon?
She tried to suppress the thought. Nothing would disturb her peace of mind while she was at Kazani.
Her house peeked at her through the trees. All pale wood and gently sloping crescent-moon roofs, it stood raised on stilts, as though eagerly pushing up on its toes to see her, while the hallways connecting the main house to its wings spread out on either side like open arms. The residence had been given to her eight years before, when she was twelve, to celebrate her successful completion of the equitess examinations.
She tilted her face to the sky, letting the rain wash her mind.
Kazani had been meant for a small household: it had been expected that she would have at least two lawful intimates by her present age. As Min Daughter, her duty was to make political alliances—something every noblewoman with a son seemed to know. But she had managed to resist her mother’s efforts in that regard, leaving Kazani as her sanctuary of defiance.
“I’m never trusting the weather almanac again,” Elnora said, covering her head with her arms to protect her curly hair, water streaming off her smooth brown skin.
Anlin chuckled. “Lady Elnora, I promise the sky won’t fall on your head before the maids get here.”
Up ahead, maids poured out of the east wing and down the hallway’s veranda, then exited into the garden with waxed cloth umbrellas, their gauzy, light green robes grazing the ground, becoming muddy at the hem.
While the maids held the umbrellas above Tori and her ladies—Elnora, Yumay, and Anlin—they made their way through the carefully planted trees and shrubs that so beautifully mimicked the arbitrariness of nature. When she was younger, this garden had given Tori the feeling of adventuring in the wild. Now, it only evoked bittersweet memories of happier times.
She crouched over a small collection of herbs, its strict organization out of place in its surroundings, and brushed her fingertips over the circle of mismatched stones enclosing it. Wan, her late mentor, had planted them years before, in order to teach her botany—for a short while. She stood, chest aching, and breathed in the comforting smell of wet earth.
Her eunuchs greeted her at the tops steps of the house, exchanging her wet shoes for dry silk slippers, and in half the time it would take a candle to burn, Tori had shed her heavy costume in favor of her usual soft, silk robes.
She and her ladies sat outside on the veranda, around a table laden with a teapot, a wine jug, and gold-rimmed dishes. Elnora, who wasn’t hungry, sat apart, taking up her crochet two paces away from the stream of rainwater trickling off the eaves.
As Tori surveyed the food, the face of the innocent man as he wept on his knees flashed in her mind, and her stomach turned. But her ladies would never eat if she didn’t, so she picked up her chopsticks and lifted a small vinegared fish to her mouth to signal the beginning of the meal.
Yumay watched Elnora between mouthfuls, a twinkle in her brown eyes. Lighthearted Kazani was having its effect—on everyone but Tori. The glow of the birth charm around Yumay’s neck cast a conspiratorial light under her face as she leaned toward Anlin.
“It appears our Lady Elnora isn’t eating. Could it be lovesickness, I wonder?” Yumay’s teasing tone made it clear that she knew the answer—she always did. As the closest thing Tori had to a spy, Yumay’s network of informants was nothing short of impressive.
“Do tell,” Anlin said eagerly.
Hiding a half-smile, Elnora clicked her tongue, then pointedly eyed her tangle of crochet and moved the hooks more quickly. Though Elnora held the senior position in Tori’s service, none of her ladies stood on protocol between themselves and took turns teasing each other, depending on the day.
“Well, rumor has it that a young soldier has his eye on her,” Yumay said.
“Wait—is it the one with the mustache?” Anlin asked.
Yumay raised a meaningful brow. “Apparently her young admirer found out she likes crispy hops, and he made it his mission to keep her happy. He bribed the servants to pour cone after cone into the golden bowls for her, till there were no bowls left.”
“Ooh, I do like a resourceful man,” Anlin said. She grinned, flashing the charming, tiny space between her front teeth.
Tori tried to smile, but couldn’t clear away the face of the weeping man.
Elnora put down her crochet. “First of all, there were only two cones. Small ones. Second, I have no interest in him, and I told him so,” she said, in her musical Tenisha-ko accent.
“Come now, Lady Elnora. You can hardly expect us to believe that.” Anlin’s small black eyes glittered mischievously. “I happened to notice the young man in question, and I have to say, you’re completely justified in encouraging his attentions—I would.”
“But I didn’t encourage him.” Elnora tried unsuccessfully to tuck her dark curls behind an ear—her hair had doubled in volume because of the rain.
Anlin raised an eyebrow. “You ate his crispy hops.” She drew out the words, somehow managing to make them sound illicit. “Believe me, that’s all the encouragement most men need.”
She smiled a wicked smile, drawing a blush from Elnora. Yumay laughed.
Her ladies’ bright chatter finally broke through Tori’s gloom, and she chuckled. “Leave her alone.”
Feeling her appetite return, Tori looked down at her plate—but the headless fish turned her stomach again.
As though reading her mind, an elderly servant approached and bowed. Being too low in rank to address Tori directly, she looked instead at the gentlewomen. “Something for the princess,” she said, holding out a cloth-wrapped bundle to Yumay, who passed it to Tori.
The smell of fried dough and crab wafted from two small elloku, triggering a memory: this servant had bought elloku once to cheer up Tori when she was a child. Tori had wanted to play on the floor by her mother’s feet at the Tailu Spring Festival, and her mother had scolded her for it. By consoling the princess with snacks without permission, the servant had shown unseemly familiarity toward Tori—and the empress had demoted her.
The woman’s gesture—both then and now—touched her profoundly.
“Thank you,” Tori said, picking up an elloku and taking a bite, feeling renewed promise for a time of refreshment at Kazani.
The woman grinned and backed away.
Anlin pointed to the sliding screen behind them, where Tori’s letter table sat. “It looks like more came.”
Through the latticework of the screen, a basket peeked out, filled with paper cut into strips—excerpts from love poems sent by Tori’s suitors. She and her ladies made a game of scrambling the ridiculous phrases to make truly laughable poetry.
Tori smirked. “We’ll have a poetry competition later. First, let’s take a stroll by the stream. Now that the rain has stopped, the sounding stones will sing beautifully.”
Before they could rise from the table, however, a small side gate opened forty paces away.
“Her Imperial Majesty’s messenger has arrived!” the gate guard announced.
Tori’s stomach dropped.
A messenger in black-and-gold palace livery ran forward and, spotting Tori, bowed.
“A message for Her Imperial Highness,” he said to Elnora, proffering a carved scroll case.
Elnora dismissed the man and handed Tori the scroll.
The red wax seal had been stamped hastily, something her mother did when angry. She broke it.
Tori,
As you appear incapable of sound judgment, you will be banned from Kazani until further notice. You will return to the palace at once and remain confined to your rooms unless granted my permission to do otherwise.
Furthermore, you will take your place in court tomorrow—and every day thereafter. This is not a request.
For several beats she could only stare at Wan’s mismatched stones.
Was she so powerless over her own life? Powerless to help those who needed her? Powerless even to take the time she needed to reflect?
After reading the summons again, she crumpled it and threw it into the grass. Then she inhaled slowly through her nose, trying to maintain her composure, which felt as fragile as the crumpled paper.
“Give me a few moments alone,” she said, and went inside the house, sending the maids and eunuchs out.
She retreated to her bedroom, flung aside the curtains of her bed, and sat, angry heat prickling her neck. She would not give her mother the power to disturb her peace.
Trying to push the summons from her mind, she focused instead on the black velvet pouch filled with spirit stones for the game of Umbrage, Wan’s first gift to her. But the wielder’s face appeared, eclipsing the stones—one moment, alive with fear, anger, confusion; the next moment, snuffed out like a lamp. A weight pressed on Tori’s chest.
Her eyes drifted unwillingly to the corner of the room where Wan’s cane rested against the wall, silver handle gleaming, the jeweled eyes of its eagle’s head staring back at her reproachfully.
More images flashed in her mind: the bound man weeping. The wielder’s severed head. Suddenly, it wasn’t a stranger’s head she saw anymore, but her own. Tori’s stomach heaved.
A wind blew through the house, snuffing out the lanterns—even though all the doors and windows were shut. Tori’s pulse thumped, and she gripped the silk sheets into fists.
More images flashed. Fireballs. Soldiers clawing at smoking helmets.
A dark forest. Lightning. Wan’s black hair, streaked with white. She blinked away stinging tears.
Her breath came short, her rib cage tightened, and she clenched the sheets till her fingernails bit into her palms, overwhelmed by pain and rage and helplessness.
For a long while, she sat, breathing hard, her mind turning the contents of her mother’s scroll over and over. She would have to go back; there was no other choice.
But she wasn’t going to go back and do nothing.
She returned to the veranda where her household was waiting. Her ladies looked at her anxiously.
“Get everything ready,” Tori said, not meeting their eyes. “We return to the palace tonight.”
When everyone else had left, she took Yumay aside and spoke in low tones. “My mother likes to make a show of following protocol—she won’t let the Varanaken execute wielders in the streets. Even though there are no more trials, she’ll still lock them up in that maze of dungeon cells till they can be publicly put to death. I need your people to find where they are.”
Yumay nodded. “What are you planning?”
Tori studied the mismatched stones of Wan’s herb garden, hoping for an answer. None came.
One thing however, was perfectly clear.
She set her jaw and met Yumay’s eye. “I’m going to see to it that equity is done.”






  
  Chapter three
GREAT DEEDS OF OLD
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Black and red robes poured through the doors at the opposite end of the Royal Court Hall as Zinchen cast an eye on the missives spread across her desk. She was careful not to linger on the longest one—very little escaped her daughter’s notice. 
Tori was still sour over the events at the Tailu Festival two days before, as though her poor behavior had been Zinchen’s fault. Slumped defiantly in the small throne to Zinchen’s right—no doubt a silent protest against her house arrest—Tori feigned indifference to the court proceedings. Zinchen knew better, and she couldn’t afford to have the girl oppose her today.
As the black-robed ministers and red-robed scholars lined up according to rank, Zinchen’s eyes drifted to the paintings on the cream-colored wall panels, inspiring scenes set against a backdrop of cloud-covered mountains, surrounded with shiny black frames.
The women prostrated themselves on the ground before the dais—a single green robe bowing among them—and raised their voices: “We, the officials of Min, greet the serene and majestic Empress Zinchen, the all-powerful and all-wise. May you live forever and ever!”
Zinchen studied the woman in green. She was the governor of Kiir Province, from whom the long missive had come.
“Rise.”
The officials split into ranks, scholars on the right, ministers on the left.
“Who will present their report first?”
The governor of Kiir stepped forward.
Excellent. The woman’s vague missive had reported that people resembling the legendary Arun clan had appeared in Kiir Province. The knowledge the Arun were said to possess was the very thing Zinchen needed to make her dream a reality—their skills could make her invincible. If these really were the Arun, she needed to find a way to bind them to her service today.
Yet it was crucial that the suggestion come from the court officials. If the Minister of the Left realized what Zinchen wanted, she would manipulate everything to serve her own interests. Zinchen would have to play this carefully.
She picked up the missive from the polished darkwood table and nodded to the governor. “Speak.”
“Your Majesty, I am appearing on behalf of Countess Amarin to request grain relief for the province of Kiir. The countess regrets that she could not come personally, but has, as you know, just given birth to her fifth child.”
“Why would the grain capital of Min need grain relief?” Zinchen asked, for the benefit of the listeners. Even though she always read the missives, petitioners were nonetheless expected to elaborate.
“Flooding, Your Majesty. And what little grain we did manage to produce this year was stolen.”
Zinchen waited for her to mention the Arun, but the woman merely stood wringing her hands.
“Stolen by whom?”
The governor dabbed her brow. “Well, the thieves appear to be”—she cleared her throat—“the Arun clan.”
One of the scholars spoke up. “The legendary smiths?”
The governor nodded, provoking a round of whispers.
“Ridiculous,” another scholar said. “The Arun died off centuries ago.”
“Not having been seen for hundreds of years is very different from not existing,” the first scholar responded.
They began to debate painfully whether an entire clan could really hide itself, and in support of their arguments they would have gone on to cite every historical text known to humanity if Zinchen had not interrupted them.
“What makes you think it might be them?” she asked the governor.
“They fit all the descriptions, Your Majesty. Some wear the crest of a lioness on their tunics. They have wild hair and shaggy, goatskin clothes; the sight strikes fear into the hearts of the citizens of Kiir.” She shuddered. “Countess Amarin’s soldiers were stretched thin trying to keep the province clear of them.”
“Your report mentioned proof,” Zinchen said. “Did you bring it?”
The woman dabbed a sleeve to her glistening brow. “Yes, Majesty, though I hesitate to call it proof, exactly.” She motioned to the wings of the hall, and a eunuch appeared, carrying a long, cloth-wrapped bundle. He unwrapped it to reveal a bow and arrow.
Zinchen’s heart shrank. With all the tales she had read of the Arun’s crafting skills, she had been imagining a fine weapon made of noble wood—red, maybe—and adorned with silver embellishments. In her mind, it had also glowed with an otherworldly light.
This, however, just looked like any ordinary bow, one that had seen better days. The arrow was worse, with dingy black feathers, some missing.
The governor extended the items toward the dais, palms up. “These were found in Kiir three moons ago. They have markings on them that match the descriptions of etched metal in the histories. Only we don’t know what the etchings mean, so we can’t rightly test them.”
The items were placed on Zinchen’s desk. They were even less impressive up close. But carved into the arrowhead were strange signs. The same ones appeared again on the metal tips fixed to the ends of the bow. One sign consisted of three parallel, upward-slanting strokes, each tapering sharply at one end, with the bottom stroke bound by a horizontal bar. The other was a coiled line enclosed by four evenly spaced ticks, positioned at the cardinal points.
Warmth spread in Zinchen’s chest. Though she had never learned to read them, she recognized their form—ancient logograms.
If these could be seen in action, she had no doubt the court would recommend bringing the Arun into her service. She thought of summoning the palace huntsman to test them, but she first had to know what they were testing for. Though the markings seemed almost pictorial in comparison to modern logograms, the pictures were an enigma.
She folded her hands and adjusted her expression to one of bored disinterest. “Can anyone identify these etchings?”
The bow and arrow was passed around the court. Her real hope, however, rested with Tori. With the girl’s knowledge of Min’s people, she was bound to know something.
The ministers and scholars examined the items, shaking their heads. Last of all, the eunuch brought them back to the dais for Tori. But Tori merely studied them silently and returned them to the eunuch without comment.
So stubborn.
Zinchen had tried to be tolerant. Tori was young, after all. But her sullenness was becoming most inconvenient.
A heavily pregnant minister stepped forward. “Your Majesty, so far we have no proof of anything except that these people are thieves. If such acts are tolerated, criminals all over Min will become bold.”
Tori straightened in her seat.
The Minister of the Left, Zinchen’s so-called left hand, stepped forward as well. Zinchen’s muscles tensed.
“Quite right,” the Minister of the Left said. “Your Majesty should send soldiers to round up these bandits and execute them publicly. This will discourage lawlessness.”
Zinchen studied the woman’s gaunt, pale face and marveled at how much she and her son, Lord Varu, resembled each other. Yet whereas he was striking, this woman was plain.
Six years ago, Zinchen took Varu as her lawful intimate. While the majority of her seventy-seven intimates had been chosen for the political strength they brought, Varu she had taken simply to keep his dangerous mother close. Keep your enemy within reach, the ancient sages had said.
The Minister of the Right stepped forward, and at the sight of her “right hand,” Zinchen felt a glimmer of hope.
The woman’s round face creased into a frown. “The guilty will never escape in the end. Such a demonstration of force will solve nothing. Your Majesty should instead focus resources on providing relief to the people of Kiir.”
“Sending grain to Kiir won’t stop these criminals from devouring other provinces,” the Minister of the Left said. “The only thing that stops people like this is their heads on pikes.”
Murmurs of agreement rippled through the court.
Anxiety gnawed at Zinchen. She pressed the edge of the missive between two fingertips to keep herself from fidgeting and glanced at Tori, who sat rigid, gripping the arms of her throne. If this scene had happened before her house arrest, Tori would have already jumped up to defend the underdogs.
Then the idea came. Of course.
Tori was the one person in the room with the influence to sway the officials, without risk that they would feel cowed into agreement. Her voice was just what Zinchen needed.
Zinchen’s jaw tensed. If she miscalculated her next move, all would be lost.
As she mentally tried out various phrases, her eyes roamed over the cream-colored wall panels again. Most of the scenes painted on them depicted ancient queens holding court. One, however, showed Ishairo the Sunderer as he split the land of Shudon with his sword, banishing the lizard Antiquitals that had plagued the world in those days.
A yearning arose within her. Such were the great deeds of old.
She smoothed her robes. “Those who break my laws must be made to pay for their crimes,” she said, then tapped a finger to her lips, as though pondering her course of action. “A hundred soldiers should be sufficient to root out these criminals and bring them to justice.”
A satisfied expression played on the Minister of the Left’s pinched face. Other ministers praised the empress’s wisdom.
Zinchen’s stomach churned. Come on, child.
Then, like a warhorse breaking through a stall, Tori bolted down the dais stairs to stand with the ministers. Zinchen let out a silent breath and thanked the Six.
Tori addressed the governor. “You mentioned the bow and arrow were found three moons ago. Was this the last time you saw these people?”
“Just so, Princess,” the governor said, dipping her head.
“And am I correct in saying these people have otherwise committed no violence?”
The woman looked surprised. “Well, yes, Princess. That is to say, no—they didn’t, unless you count the sheep. Some of my own were torn open at the stomach and eaten.” She mopped her brow.
Tori faced Zinchen. “Your Majesty, the histories tell us that the Arun clan were not bandits in the usual sense—they only stole to feed themselves and took no human lives. This has not changed, as you have just heard. Putting their heads on pikes is beyond unnecessary. It’s wasteful.”
The Minister of the Left stiffened. “What knowledge could a young girl have of such matters?”
“Same as you, Minister,” Tori said. “I know these reports are three moons old. The Arun are long gone from Kiir. Would you waste Her Majesty’s resources hunting down a handful of nonviolent nomads? Furthermore, as you should know”—she flashed the minister a wry look—“the Arun bloodline is the only one in all of history that can nurture etching essence. It would be foolish to execute people who have the ability to create things that haven’t been seen in generations.”
The Minister of the Left responded with a quiet tsk. “Murder isn’t the only form of violence. The people of Kiir wouldn’t be terrified of nonviolent nomads. Furthermore, there’s no real proof that these are the Arun.”
Tori looked around. “May I see the weapon again?”
When it had been brought to her, she studied it, then said, “This is etched metal, both on the bow, and on the arrowhead. The markings here are for speed and homing.”
Whispers erupted among scholars and ministers alike.
“We’ve all heard of etched metal,” Zinchen said, “but how exactly does it work?” An explanation of its advantages was just what she needed.
“With Your Majesty’s leave, I suggest your question be answered with a demonstration,” Tori said.
Zinchen smiled inwardly. Perfect.
Tori scanned the court, as though searching for someone to assist. Her eyes came to rest again on the sneering woman next to her.
“I propose the Minister of the Left be the one to put this to the test.”
The minister looked indignant. “I’m no lowly huntsman. I’ve never touched a bow in my life.”
“Which is why you are the perfect one to demonstrate,” Tori replied, clearly delighting in the woman’s discomfiture.
Zinchen could have laughed. The girl showed a distinct lack of judgment in whom she chose to antagonize, like a child plunging its hand into an adder’s nest. Still, one had to admire her boldness.
“I will allow it,” Zinchen said.
Soon the Minister of the Left stood holding the dingy bow and arrow, visibly seething. For the target, Zinchen chose the standing lanterns flanking the doors at the opposite end of the hall. A single candle was fixed as the mark onto the crescent-moon roof of one.
The minister drew back her bowstring and let the arrow fly. The shot was weak, her aim off by several degrees.
But then, amid gasps from the officials, the arrow shifted midair, picked up speed, and hit its mark with such force and precision that it pinned the candle to the back wall.
Zinchen’s skin buzzed with excitement. Exclamations filled the court.
Tori turned her gaze back to the dais. “To answer your question, Your Majesty, etched metal is sentient metal that has been awoken. This happens when those with etching essence carve it with ancient logograms. The logograms infuse the metal with the qualities described in the etching—in this case, speed and homing.”
The Minister of the Left scowled. “That is even more reason to cleanse the land of these people. They are a danger. Your Majesty should not let thieves who possess such weapons roam free.”
Tori’s voice rose. “They’re a nonviolent people merely trying to survive!” She turned to the other officials. “Justice may demand that thieves be executed, but equity requires that the punishment fit the circumstances. Starving people should not be killed for stealing food.” She looked at Zinchen. “Your Majesty, with the skills they have, the Arun can pay for their crimes by rendering service to the empress.”
Zinchen dropped her gaze to the desk to contain her smile.
“This is good advice,” the Minister of the Right said. “Such talent should not be wasted.”
Other officials praised the suggestion, and before long, the majority was in agreement.
The governor wrung her hands. “But, Your Majesty, I don’t see as we have space for them in Kiir.”
Zinchen nodded thoughtfully, then turned to Tori. “What does the Min Daughter think?”
“Having studied all the Min lands,” Tori said, “I will personally see to it that these people are relocated and settled somewhere far from Kiir. Only let them be given their own livestock and the resources necessary to rebuild their forges.”
Zinchen steepled her fingertips for several breaths, as though considering the matter carefully. But her pulse raced. The sooner the forges of the Arun were relit, the sooner her plans could move forward.
Her eyes again found the scene of Ishairo the Sunderer, and a feeling of weightlessness took her. Her day would come.
“Very well,” Zinchen said. “It will be done as the Min Daughter suggests.”
To show she was giving the matter no more thought, she picked up the remaining missive—it was from the Minister of the Right. Zinchen bade her speak.
“Your Majesty, with all the new executions, the wielders’ blood is pooling in the town square. Wolves have been coming in from the forest to eat the entrails. The people are concerned.”
“Your recommendation?”
“Your Majesty should send additional Ant slaves at night to ensure the area is promptly cleaned. And an archer to deal with the wolves. Then the people will feel safe.”
Zinchen waved a hand. “So be it.”
As she prepared to dismiss the court, she noticed the governor of Kiir staring at the floor. She had forgotten to address the woman’s original request.
“Governor, Countess Amarin’s infant is a girl child, is it not?” Zinchen was feeling lighthearted and generous.
“Just so, Your Majesty. Her first.”
“Then gifts shall be sent to her, such as befits the birth of an heir.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
“And grain relief shall be granted to Kiir. Present your numbers to the court administrator before you leave Silver Fox Springs.”
The woman bowed, thanking her over and over. Then, with the other officials, she backed away from Zinchen for several steps before turning to leave.
Tori left last of all. As Zinchen watched her disappear through the doors, she couldn’t help but feel grateful. Tori’s arrival in her life had secured Zinchen’s throne back then.
She smiled. Soon, the girl would do it again.






  
  Chapter four
THE MOON ROOM
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Tori plodded down the wide steps of Her Majesty’s court building, legs weary. She felt as though she had just run a race far above her skill level. 
The court session had been close. Her mother’s usual heavy-handedness had almost ruined everything.
Almost.
Thank the Six for the Minister of the Right.
Now Tori could notify the Arun that they didn’t need to move again. She could send them more livestock, too. Legally, this time.
According to her sources, they had settled down well in the land she had found for them two moons ago, before her current house arrest predicament.
As though to underscore the precariousness of her situation, Dan and Bokoon waited at the bottom of the stairs. They accompanied her everywhere now, even within the palace compound.
Before she was halfway down the steps, her servant boy appeared and ran up to meet her, offering her a sealed note.
It was from Yumay. Tori opened it.
When the moon peaks, it said.
Her heart thumped: Yumay’s visit to the guardhouse today had succeeded. Though she would see her gentlewoman shortly, Tori had told her to send a note the moment things were confirmed.
She casually slipped the note into her sleeve.
Since the moon would be full tonight, it would peak around midnight. Tori would need to sneak out, unnoticed, before then if she was to make it to the dungeon in time.
She had to get her guards to leave their post on her front porch. The problem was, they knew her only way out was the front gate, and her porch allowed a perfect view of it.
When she reached the bottom of the steps, Tori exited the court gardens, now filled with the chatter of birds settling in to roost, then turned right onto a white gravel path. In the time it would take to drain a cup, they would arrive at her residence. She needed to figure out something fast.
Before long, they approached the Houses of Healing on their left, its red lanterns already lit and swinging in the evening breeze.
Light poured through its open door. Two Varanaken, one tall and one short, stood just inside. They held a stretcher between them, with a third man lying on it. He groaned and clutched at a black, oozing hole in his side.
Midra, the palace healer, worked frantically on a wooden cabinet top, crushing herbs with a mortar and pestle, while her assistant, Sugi, stirred them into a bowl of steaming water.
Bokoon jogged up to the red wooden pillar that supported the roof.
“What happened?” he asked, looking in.
“Venom,” the shorter Varanaken replied.
Bokoon spat on the ground. “Filthy wielders.”
The two exchanged quiet words until the man on the stretcher writhed and cried out.
“He needs more!” the taller Varanaken barked at Sugi.
The woman rushed forward with her steaming bowl. Noticing the open door, she shut it, closing out the night, and Bokoon.
“The
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