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Prologue · Between Heaven, Sun, and Moon
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The brush stopped above the paper.

In Luoyang, dawn had not yet lifted the frost from the stone steps. Inside the government office, the smell of charcoal burned through the night mingled with freshly ground ink. The copyist pressed one corner of the sheet with his left hand and raised his brush slightly with the other. A single black drop gathered at the tip. If he left it, it would fall; if he hurried, the stroke would fail.

Among the familiar characters in the edict he was to copy stood one he did not know.

曌.

Sun and moon stood side by side above what seemed an open sky. Taken stroke by stroke, each shape was known; faced as one character, his hand lost its way. He looked from the draft to his own sheet, measuring the horizontal line, the turn of the hook, the space between dots. His office was not to ask what it meant, but to reproduce it without error.

He set aside the wet ink and drew a fresh sheet toward him. The three lines he had copied would have to be abandoned. It was safer to begin again. A mistake in an edict bearing an unfamiliar name was not a small fault, but damage to an imperial command.

The older copyist beside him rehearsed the order of the strokes behind closed lips. Across the room, another official checked the text for the woodblock carvers. One followed the draft with a finger; another moved a brush through the air above the paper. Several hands had slowed before the same character.

“Start at the top.”

The supervisor was not explaining. He was giving an order: write the sun and moon first, then close the sky beneath them. The copyist bent his head. His brush touched the paper and the first stroke opened thinly; the next was thicker. He tried not to hold his breath as he finished the character. The ink did not bleed. Yet when he lifted his hand, one lower stroke ran longer than it did in the draft.

For a time, the supervisor compared the two pages. He said neither that it was acceptable nor that it must be changed. Footsteps approached outside the room. At last, he moved his chin once.

“Again.”

The copyist took out another sheet.

Beyond the palace gate, larger characters were finding their places. Banners for the ceremony were unfolded, their silk edges turning in the drying wind. Officials measured the intervals in the ranks and inspected robes and tablets. One misplaced step could disorder the line behind it. Name tablets lay on the ground, and people moved their bodies according to them.

Below the stairs, musicians checked their instruments. When the man testing a drumhead shook his head, its cords were pulled tight again. The keeper of the bell held his mallet but did not strike. Sound was permitted only at its appointed moment.

As morning brightened in Luoyang, movement inside and outside the gate grew more restrained. Armed guards stood still beside the doors; the master of ceremonies opened his scroll and checked the sequence again. Some swept the road by which the emperor would pass; others rehearsed the words by which the person to become emperor would be called. They were preparing not merely to raise one person, but to withdraw the name Tang and establish a new dynasty called Zhou.

Change the words, and documents changed; change documents, and seals, calendars, and official headings changed with them. But the first thing that had to change was people's mouths. The woman called Empress Dowager yesterday had to be called Emperor today.

Empress Dowager was the highest name a woman could hold: mother of an emperor, able to issue commands in his stead. Yet the title rested upon her son's throne. The edict about to be read reversed that relation. It named not authority borrowed from a son, but a sovereign who would own a dynasty herself.

The official responsible for ritual read the final passage of the edict under his breath and stopped at the word “emperor.” His throat had not failed. He simply read the same passage again. The second time he did not stop. The official beside him watched his mouth as though searching for a faulty character, but said nothing.

For years, the court had moved at the command of one woman. Documents bearing her will already traveled to distant provinces; promotions and dismissals divided before her. Yet giving orders and being called emperor were not the same thing. When familiar power put on an unfamiliar title, people had to see again the body they thought they knew.

At last the bell sounded.

Its first note passed beneath roofs and along stone walls. The ranks moved. Silk sleeves rose together, tablets lifted from the floor to one height. When the front line knelt, those behind lowered themselves in turn. The wave of bodies reached the foot of the stairs without a sound. Only the banners moved above them.

The official with the edict raised it in both hands to eye level. The opened paper shone white in the morning. He read the new dynastic name: Zhou. One short sound crossed the wide court. Then he read the new emperor's name and title.

Wu Zhao.

And emperor.

For a moment after the words fell, there was a gap. Cold air passed over the bowed backs of officials while the drummer waited for the next beat. No one could lift his head to see another face. Procedure filled the gap: bowing, rising, bowing again. Mouths repeated the new title until many high and low voices became one sound.

“Your Imperial Majesty.”

Words shaped for a male emperor were directed toward a woman's body. The words had not changed; the person they named had. The court did not visibly shake. Pillars stood and the colors of robes kept their assigned places. Yet an old knot binding title to body had come undone. To tie a new one, edicts and seals, ceremony and thousands of bows had been summoned.

It cannot be said that everyone accepted the name willingly. What the court required that day was not the shape of a heart, but the obedience of a body. Knees bent, the edict was read, and Tang became Zhou. Whatever hesitation existed could not last longer than the drums.

Inside the palace, Wu Zhao waited for the ceremony to begin.

The ceremonial robes pressed upon her in many layers. Attendants held the trailing cloth so it would not crease, adjusting one ornament before withdrawing. Each time a door opened, sound from outside surged in and subsided: bells, the dull pulse of synchronized steps, commands too distant to make out.

One copy of the edict lay before her, written and rewritten by the clerks. The new dynasty and new emperor stood straight upon the page. The ink had dried, and the strokes of the unfamiliar character had not broken.

曌.

Wu Zhao looked down at it. The newly made character was now her name. Sun, moon, and sky stood beside the place of emperor. Whoever first devised it, the choice to make it her own name and have it written across the realm belonged to her. Officials would no longer avoid it at the head of reports; local scribes would copy it again and again from models sent out of Luoyang.

An attendant stepped forward to announce that the moment had come. Wu Zhao did not rise at once. She extended a hand and pressed the edge of the paper. Under her finger the thin sheet bent, then flattened.

She looked at the name for a long time but left no words beside it. Then she lifted her hand and stood. Attendants raised the hems of her robe. When the closed doors opened, light entered in a long band and traveled across the edict. The ink of 曌 darkened at the center of the bright paper.

To arrive at that name, one person had passed through many others: another's daughter, palace woman, nun, consort, empress, empress dowager. With each title, the room in which she lived, the clothes she wore, and the people beside her had changed. Some names came from family, some from an emperor, some were taken away and restored. Only at the end did she make the realm write a single character she had chosen.

Turn time backward from the strokes of that character, and neither sun nor moon nor emperor remains.

Neither the sixty-six years before it, nor the shaven head at Ganye Temple, nor the red gates of court had yet come. In 624, a newborn lay wrapped in cloth in a household. She had neither the character the realm would one day memorize nor the title emperor.

There was only the brief interval before a family chose a name for her, and a place in which that name would be set.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part I · The Palace Woman Without a Name
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Chapter 1 · A Child Learns Her Name
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In 624, a daughter was born to the Wu family. Its registered home was Wenshui in Bingzhou, though some accounts place the child's first cry in Lizhou. Because the household moved often with her father's offices, later readers sought one woman's birthplace on different maps. But the tale that she was born in a poor thatched house is far from the evidence. Her father, Wu Shihuo, had gained office by helping the founding of the Tang dynasty; her mother, Lady Yang, came from the Hongnong Yang family, which had produced high officials under the Sui.

On one side stood a father's name raised with the new dynasty; on the other, a mother's surname carrying an old aristocratic line. At the child's birth, two forms of pride already lived beneath one roof.

Whenever an official residence was moved, clothes and dishes were not packed first. Documents came out from wooden chests: appointments, household registers, ledgers of land and grain, letters for distant kin. Brush and inkstone were left until the final day, because names still had to be written even as the household departed.

The young Wu girl often sat near the low table where documents were opened. In a list read by a clerk, her father's name carried an office before it; after it came his achievements and the district entrusted to him. Her mother's name appeared less in public papers, but in discussions of marriage and kinship the four words Hongnong Yang came first.

“What is this line?”

When the child raised a finger, the clerk quickly drew the ledger back; the ink there had not dried.

“It records the number of households.”

“Are there people here too?”

The clerk looked to Wu Shihuo instead of answering, seeking permission in his master's face. Wu Shihuo did not close the book.

“When a name is written, taxes and labor follow it. Leave it out and it is as if the person does not exist; write it wrongly and he may bear another person's share.”

The child withdrew her hand. The even rows of writing now looked to her like human backs. Some were long and some short. Men had name, age, and duty attached; women often appeared through the names of husbands or fathers. The way a person was written set that person's place.

When the moving column set out, the document chest was loaded deep in the cart. Screens and clothing boxes, pots and bedding followed. Wu rode with her mother in a covered carriage. The wooden sides sounded each time wheels struck stone. At every town gate, her father's office opened the way: post-station men bent at the waist and clerks repeated the new superior's surname so as not to get it wrong.

Yet within the inner household, the order of names changed. Sons of her father's first wife were spoken of as those who would follow him. Lady Yang's daughters stood beside their mother. Though they bore the same Wu surname, places separated when sacrifice, inheritance, and marriage were discussed.

The exact childhood name by which Wu was called at home is not securely preserved. Surname and relation distinguished her sufficiently: the daughter of Lord Wu, Lady Yang's daughter, sister, young mistress. According to the caller, the same child's place changed.

Lady Yang taught her daughter to read. She did not wholly accept the saying that a woman of an old family had no need of letters. Letters from kin, texts used in ancestral rites, brief historical examples, and lines of poetry lay before the child. At first Wu ground ink too thick and let strokes bleed; then she held the brush too upright and scraped the paper. Lady Yang did not seize the brush from her, but had her write the same character again in a quieter hand.

The girl learned that writing did not belong only to people who passed examinations or held office. It preserved a family's obligations, carried news between households, and marked promises that could be remembered after witnesses had gone. A written name could open a door, fix a debt, or make a person answerable. Before she could direct anyone, Wu learned that a line of ink could move people who never saw the hand that made it.

Her father did not make her a boy in a daughter's clothes. He did not set her at the head of retainers or teach her that birth ignored the rules of household and state. But he allowed books to remain in her reach and did not treat questions about names, offices, and accounts as shameful. Within the limits given to a daughter, those limits became visible enough to be studied.

The household's prosperity did not erase its anxieties. A family raised by a new dynasty depended on the dynasty's continued favor, while an old aristocratic maternal line could offer distinction without preventing loss. An appointment could change; a patron could fall; a son could inherit what a daughter could not. In rooms where documents were packed and unpacked, the child learned that position was kept by relations as well as wealth.

At evening, Lady Yang sometimes had the girl read aloud while lamps were lit. The words were small, but the room beyond them was not. Servants waited for orders, older brothers talked of offices and marriages, and a messenger might arrive with a letter that changed the next destination. Wu could not choose those movements, yet she could watch how each began with a name, a seal, or a written command.

No record permits the claim that she saw herself then as a future ruler. What can be seen is a household in motion, with a daughter receiving an education uncommon enough to matter and limited enough to show its bounds. She was learning not how to escape her place, but how a place was made, named, and altered.

When the cart moved on again, document chests went first and the child rode behind them. At a gate, strangers rehearsed her father's name; inside a new residence, people asked who stood where in the family. Wu listened, watched the brush move, and learned that no name was merely a sound. It was a place among others, a claim on duty, and a line that could be moved.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 · At Fourteen, Through the Palace Gate
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On the morning of departure, Wu Zhao wore the clothes her mother, Lady Yang, had chosen. The new silk made itself heard before it followed the shape of her body. Her sleeves whispered when she lifted an arm, and the sash sat a little tighter than those she wore at home. Lady Yang smoothed a collar already tended three times and caught a loose strand beside her daughter's ear in the teeth of her comb. In the courtyard, those who would accompany the girl to the palace stood apart from those who would return.

Wu Zhao checked the knot of her bundle. The books and small inkstone chosen the day before lay inside; Lady Yang had packed the ornaments and spare clothing. There was no reason to prepare a large chest. Whatever could be brought would be sorted again inside the palace. This was not a household moving. It was a household giving one person up.

“Answer only what you are asked,” one kinsman told her. He meant to expand on the ears and eyes of the palace, but Lady Yang cut him off while retieing her daughter's sash.

“If you do not know, you may say that you do not know.”

The two instructions seemed alike but were not. One told her to keep silent; the other told her not to take on answers that were not hers to give. Wu Zhao promised neither. She bowed to her mother, then rose.

Lady Yang did not embrace her. To grip a departing child's shoulders would make the moment of letting go too clear. Instead she picked a fine loose thread from the end of Wu Zhao's sleeve and closed her palm around it so that the red thread caught beneath her nail would not blow away.

The procession was not splendid. The emperor did not send a carriage to every household called upon to provide a woman for the palace. A man bearing documents went ahead; baggage and attendants followed the cart in which Wu Zhao rode. People beside the road did not know who sat behind its curtain. Officials on their way to offices, freight carts, and worshippers bound for temples mixed on Chang'an's broad streets. What was a great event for Wu Zhao's household was only another set of wheel tracks on the capital's road.

The stone road appeared in broken pieces beneath the curtain around her feet. At each turn, another marker by which she might have found her way home vanished. She did not lift the curtain. Her hands lay on her knees as her thumb pressed and released the knuckle of her forefinger. She was called fourteen under the reckoning that counted a child as one at birth, but no adult familiar with the palace traveled at her side.

Near the palace, the road's sound changed. Merchants' cries receded, hoofbeats and shouted commands became clear. The cart halted outside the first gate. The man carrying the papers stepped forward, and the only instruction reaching inside was to wait. As the waiting lengthened, the scent of her sachet and the starch of new clothes gathered in the narrow space.

When the gate opened and its bar moved, she was made to step down. Her name and family were checked first. The office of her dead father, Wu Shihuo, and her mother Lady Yang's surname were spoken again from the document. At home, such names summoned argument and memory; here they were entries establishing why one person had been called. The official looked longer at the writing he held than at Wu Zhao's answers.

Her family could go no farther. It cannot be fixed whether Lady Yang herself came to the gate, but whoever came, farewell had to end at the threshold. Guards stood between the woman entering and those returning outside. Wu Zhao turned her head. The faces of her household beside the cart seemed smaller than they had that morning.

“Go in.”

The prompt was neither rude nor kind. To the gatekeeper, one girl's farewell did not justify delaying procedure. Wu Zhao drew her bundle close to her breast and crossed the threshold. When she looked back once more, the gates were already moving. What final expression she gave Lady Yang, or whether those outside saw it, was divided by their closing.

The first gate did not lead directly to the emperor's rooms. Inside stood another wall and another gate. The guide did not slow. Wu Zhao watched the paving stones and the heels of the person ahead. High roofs seemed to draw near, then vanished behind the next wall; one court gave way to another like it. The palace was not one house, but many insides and outsides laid over one another.

In the women's quarter, the things she had brought were opened. Her clothing was counted, ornaments described. When a hand stopped at the cover of a book and turned its pages, Wu Zhao's eyes remained on that hand. Only after forbidden writing or a hidden letter had been ruled out did the book return to her bundle. A finger passed over the small inkstone to make sure its edge was not sharp.

What she wore had to be checked too: hairpins, the knot of her sash, the inside of her sleeves. Clothes assembled at home for propriety became, inside the gate, evidence that nothing had been concealed. When told to raise her arms, she raised them; when told to turn, she turned. Blushing or protesting would not shorten the process.

When the inspection ended, the woman responsible took up a brush. In the document, surname and rank came before the name by which home had called her: Wu, Cairen. Cairen was a ranked place in the emperor's consort system, not the nameless service of an ordinary palace maid. Yet it promised neither influence at the emperor's side nor his attention. Other women might bear the same rank and never receive a glance.

“You are Cairen now,” a young palace woman beside her said. It was difficult to tell whether the voice offered congratulations or instruction.

Wu Zhao looked at the document. “Then is a name unnecessary?”

The girl glanced up, then toward the point of the official's brush. “If there is reason to call you, they will.” The answer carried a warning not to ask further. In the palace, a title that raised a person could also stand in for her. The word that made only Wu Zhao turn among her sisters when her mother spoke had been pushed behind a small box in a register.

The garments assigned to her were more restrained than those she had worn from home. Belt, outer robe, and hair ornaments were set out in turn. The measures did not quite fit: sleeves covered the backs of her hands, and tightening the belt made folds across her back. The woman in charge smoothed the folds and told her to wear them so for now. It was faster to make a body accept an assigned form than to fit a garment to one body.

Wu Zhao folded the red clothes she had brought from home. Her fingertips caught at seams Lady Yang had sewn again. The clothes would be stored with her possessions. When she put on the new outer robe, the line of her shoulders in the mirror became unfamiliar. In place of color and stitching that identified her as a family's daughter, a form suited to her rank enclosed her body.

Women she met on the way to her room did not stop openly to stare, but their eyes moved quickly. From hair ornaments they read rank; from cloth they guessed whether it had been issued or brought from a private house. By the number of people following, they measured treatment; by speech, they guessed capital or provincial origins. Before questions were asked, many labels could already be fixed to one another.

Two women were in the room before her, one older, the other about her age. The older pointed to a place and asked, “What family?” When Wu Zhao gave her father's name and office, the woman's eyes narrowed just slightly, calculating both a founding official's household and the fact that the official was dead.

“And your mother?”

“Lady Yang.”

The younger girl looked over Wu Zhao's shoes and hands. In a few answers, pedigree, wealth, and the presence or absence of supporters beyond the palace were placed on a scale. Wu Zhao listened to the ends of their sentences and studied their places in the room: who asked first, who did not answer, which chest occupied the better wall.

“They say His Majesty called for you himself,” the younger woman said softly.

“I came when I was summoned,” Wu Zhao answered. She added neither “himself” nor “favor.” The older woman's mouth moved in something that might have been a smile, though kindness and caution could not be separated.

“Everyone here came because she was summoned.”

With that, anything special was cut away. Outside, a summons from the Son of Heaven had stirred a whole household; inside, it was merely admission. Each woman in the room had left a home where the word “good fortune” had been spoken. Gathered together, those fortunes narrowed one another's space.

What duties Wu Zhao performed each day as a Cairen are not clearly preserved. To fill the gap by placing her at the bedchamber, or making her assist the emperor with texts and documents, would dress the young palace woman in power she gained only later. That day she received not a grand charge, but assigned clothing, an unfamiliar bed, and rules requiring her to move when called.

In the afternoon, she learned the sequences and prohibitions of the palace: which gates could not be crossed without permission, before whom the road must be yielded, where to wait when summoned. Titles had to be memorized before faces. Before someone she did not recognize, the color of a robe was enough to require her to lower herself; rank came before personal favor.

Wu Zhao spared questions as she listened. Instead, she remembered the points at which the guide repeated the same words and the gates indicated only with a raised finger. In the palace, what mattered was not only the rules spoken aloud. Rules thought too obvious to explain revealed a mistake more quickly.

At dusk the women newly arrived stood in a line in one courtyard. They were told not to raise their heads because a procession would pass at a distance. First came the guards' steps, then ceremonial attendants and servants crossing their view. Robe hems and ornaments at waists swayed at fixed intervals. The women lowered even the sound of their breathing.

Emperor Taizong was among them. He was the emperor in whom law, war, and the advancement and fall of officials met, but the first thing Wu Zhao came near was not his decision but the distance of his procession. Before she bowed fully, she saw only a profile moving amid others and the color of the dragon robe. He did not stop before the new Cairen or ask her name.

After the procession passed, no one straightened first. Only when the leading palace woman raised her head did the whole line move. Someone beside Wu Zhao let out a small breath. Wu Zhao watched a leaf near her toes, pushed there by the guards' steps, turn half a circle and stop.

Back in the room, the women began talking again: who had received the emperor's glance, where he had looked. One said his step had slowed; another said an attendant ahead had caused it. Before any glance was confirmed, it had acquired a value.

“I think he saw you,” the younger woman told Wu Zhao, more gently than when she had asked about her family.

Folding the long sleeve of her outer robe, Wu Zhao answered, “I could not see where he was looking.” It could sound modest, or like an answer avoiding danger. The woman did not press. No sign promised Wu Zhao a special future. Even having seen the emperor once was, in that room, material for dispute over interpretation rather than intimacy.

At the appointed hour, evening food arrived. Instead of waiting for her mother as she had at home, Wu Zhao received a bowl like the other women. A gesture assigned places; one person lifted her chopsticks first. Keeping the order mattered before the taste of food. Questions were brief and answers briefer. Though she had named family and household many times that day, no one asked which passage from her books she loved.

As darkness fell, the palace gates began to close. A heavy sound came once from the farthest gate. Soon after, a closer bar slid, then another pair of doors met. The sounds crossed walls and courtyards, changing in size. Wu Zhao counted the interval between the first and the second.

The room's lamp burned lower. One woman turned toward the wall; another lay awake beneath her coverlet. Wu Zhao did not close her eyes. By day, each opened gate had carried her farther inward. At night, those same gates became a road leading away from her.

No one came to say whether she had done well. No messenger returned from home. Outside, her household would have received word that she had entered; inside, she had become one Cairen among many. Between the two lay gates closing one after another, and a girl learning that a new title could make her more visible in a register while making her harder to find.
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Chapter 3 · The Reins of Lion Steed
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When Emperor Wu Zhao raised a hand and closed the document, brushes stopped one by one in the hall. The officials had been debating whom to employ and dismiss: one man was capable but hard to manage; another obeyed orders but was too slow for great tasks. With each name, strengths and faults had been placed on opposite pans of a scale. The last minister had urged, gently, that one who had served long not be broken carelessly. The word loyalty hung at the end of his sentence, along with the anxieties of men who wished to keep their places.

Wu Zhao did not lift the hand resting on the document. Veins and knuckles showed beyond her silk sleeve. Since her days as a young palace woman, too many names had passed beneath that hand: people called for talent, dismissed for obstinacy, necessary once and then left waiting outside a door. She summoned none of them again. She looked at the ministers.

“Do you know Lion Steed?”

The officials did not turn to one another. It was the silence that came when no one knew whether it was wiser to show knowledge first or wait for the emperor's next words. Lion Steed was a fine horse cherished by Emperor Taizong. Large, well-fleshed, and fierce, it was said rarely to move as the holder of its reins intended. Taizong's stables held many warhorses and animals from distant lands, but few were remembered so long merely for being difficult to control.

Wu Zhao did not hurry the silence. At last one official bowed and said that he had heard the horse's name. Her gaze returned to the closed document.

“It was when I served Taizong.”

With that sentence, the distance in the hall changed. Between the emperor now seated on the throne and the young Cairen lay decades, promotions and deposals, deaths, even a changed dynastic name. Yet Wu Zhao did not cross those years in her memory. What she recalled was not a vast palace or brilliant ceremony, but a horse refusing human hands and a young woman who had not yet held a place from which to command.

Wu had not long held the rank of Cairen among Taizong's consorts. Her bundle lay in one corner of a room; the speech of her home had become the brief answers of the palace only after being swallowed many times. In the story Wu Zhao later told, the young Cairen stood beside the unbroken Lion Steed.

The horse held its neck high. Sweat ran beneath its sunlit mane, and each flare of its nostrils pushed warm breath into the dust. When a groom pulled one rein, it chewed its bit and turned its head away. A hoof scraped the ground; at the sound of iron on stone, nearby palace women stepped back. The animal neither ran forward nor stood quietly. Before it decided how to use its strength, it exhausted the arms of men.

A groom gave a short command and tightened the reins again. Lion Steed's forelegs rose and fell; dirt scattered. When its thick neck twisted, a strong man's shoulder was dragged with it. Another groom seized the side rein, but the horse wrenched itself between them. Someone swallowed a laugh; someone else watched Taizong's face. In the stable, as elsewhere, people read the expression of the powerful before they read the animal.

Wu watched between the shoulders of the palace women who had stepped back. The horse's eyes rolled white; its ears flattened, then pointed forward. Each pull on the bit tightened the muscles beneath its jaw. Force made it lift its neck; gentleness made it turn away. Before its great body, she noticed the hands pulling and losing the reins on either side. Lion Steed used the gap between them.

Someone beside Taizong asked, in effect, who could control such a horse. The young Cairen stepped forward. A consort was not expected to discuss how a warhorse might be handled, and a newly arrived Cairen who promised skill before the emperor could become a laughingstock in an instant. Still, Wu did not wait for permission to speak.

“I can control it.”

Eyes gathered before anyone considered the horse. She did not say she would mount Lion Steed or ask for its reins. She asked for three things.

“Give me an iron whip, an iron hammer, and a dagger.”

The whip would first make the horse move. If it would not obey after that, she said, she would strike its head with the hammer; if it still would not submit, she would cut its throat with the dagger. The order was clear: make it obey, break it harder, kill it if it could not be used. The young Cairen's answer was less a display of horsemanship than an order for dealing with strength that would not submit.

No one says her voice trembled; neither can it be fixed that it did not. She may have stood with both hands inside her sleeves, a horse pawing before her and the emperor behind. To withdraw would leave her a Cairen who knew her place; to step forward might make her a reckless girl. She chose to place her own words in the emperor's memory. Even without taking the reins, she could give an answer no one had ordered her to give.

The first of the three tools was not the dagger. Had she begun with killing, only fierceness would remain. Her sequence gave obedience two chances, though its final step promised no preservation. Whether the young Cairen understood that distinction then, or the later emperor sharpened its order in recollection, cannot be separated within one sentence.

Lion Steed would have continued striking the ground regardless. Neither whip, hammer, nor dagger was put in Wu's hand. No story follows in which she mounted the horse or wielded the whip. Only a boast never tested by action remained.

The cost of saying such things before the emperor seems not to have arrived at once. In Wu Zhao's recollection, Taizong admired the spirit of it. But that response lasts one sentence. The story does not end with the Cairen promoted or charged with Lion Steed. Once the stable's disturbance settled, the horse would have gone off in other hands and she returned among palace women.

The ministers hearing the tale now did not ask about Taizong's reaction. Wu Zhao had not stopped there. She named the three old objects again: iron whip, iron hammer, dagger. None lay in the hall, yet their names weighed enough. The ministers remembered their own arguments about people—men talented but fierce, men deserving yet slow to obey, men who had served too long to discard easily. The story could continue if any name took Lion Steed's place.

The foremost minister corrected the way he held his hands; his thumb slipped on the tablet and pressed the wood again. Across from him another official bowed lower. If the emperor was displaying youthful spirit, laughter or praise would be safe. If she was stating a measure for using people, adding words was dangerous. If she meant a warning against someone, one had to recognize the name first. To ask which meaning she intended could prove that the asker had failed to understand her.

Wu Zhao gave them time to choose an answer. Smoke climbed thinly from the incense burner below the throne and drifted toward a column. A young historian held his brush upright above the paper, waiting for the emperor's last words. Ink gathered into a small drop; before it fell, he turned his wrist slightly. Nothing else in the hall moved.

At last a minister spoke. “Taizong saw Your Majesty's great purpose early.”

It seemed a short, safe answer: honoring a dead emperor while returning praise to the living one, comparing no specific person to Lion Steed and repeating none of the uses of the three tools. Wu Zhao did not nod. The minister remained bent.

“You say he saw it early?”

Her voice did not rise. The minister paused as though searching for the character that had been misplaced in his own sentence. To say Taizong had recognized the future emperor was convenient to present authority, but it did not accord with the long years in which the young Cairen had received no special elevation.

“I meant only that Your Majesty's purpose was firm from youth.”

The minister revised his sentence by stepping back from it. Wu Zhao did not press him. She slowly shifted the edge of the document beneath her fingers; its silk-covered cover moved the width of one finger.

“Firm purpose is a phrase that can be attached to anyone.”

Instead of closing the Lion Steed story, she recalled the name first discussed. She accepted neither a plea to dismiss him at once nor a plea to shelter him unconditionally. She ordered that the scope of his duties be narrowed and a term set; if he disobeyed again, the matter would be reconsidered. There
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