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To those searching for their way,
and to those guiding them

To Tricia
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CHAPTER ONE


THE MAIL

The caravan of covered wagons snaked along the craggy face of a mountain range known as the Five Ugly Brothers. They were three quarters of the way up the fourth Ugly Brother, and running late. Jai Janus had hoped they would reach the mail post before nightfall, but he wasn’t sure if the oxen had enough pull in them to clear the final stretch. To be honest, he wasn’t having an easy time keeping his own eyelids open either. Fortunately, his side-seat driver was excellent at keeping him awake.

Besides being able to navigate routes and flash signal codes, Aimei was incredibly adept at talking for hours on end, pausing only occasionally to breathe. She had been prating on about her latest drama since dawn, when they had set off from the peak of the second Ugly Brother. “He’s out every night with his gross, mangy friends, skulking on the streets, and then creeps home in the morning, stinking of sweat and piss. All my bed sheets are ruined!”

Janus bit his lip and swallowed another sigh. “Why don’t you just—”

Aimei finished taking a breath. “The worst part is he always brings home a midnight snack and insists on eating it right on the bed. There’s gross leftovers scattered all over the sheets every morning. And my mattress is woven from loose straw, so you know I can’t just wipe it off. To clean up all the bits of food—can’t have crumbs, mind you. It’ll attract sludge beetles—I have to comb through the straw and individually pick every piece out.” She gesticulated with conviction. “Don’t get me started on his breath. It’s like death. Like if I just mouth-kissed a ten-day-old corpse.”

“You did what?”

Aimei’s eyes brimmed. “He used to be so affectionate, so much fun. Now he ignores me and pretends I don’t exist unless he needs something, like I’m just a servant or cook or some occasional plaything when he’s bored. It’s really unfair. I’m always so nice to him.”

“Just lock the door at night. Teach him a lesson. Don’t let him push—Hold.” Janus scanned the horizon. Night had swept in quicker than expected with both the Queen and Prince hidden behind a thick blanket of dark rolling rain clouds. It might get wet soon. He yanked on the reins to urge the oxen forward. “We’re losing visibility, even with the forward lantern’s spotlights. The road will soon tilt to the right up ahead. Signal a warning to the rest of the team.”

Aimei lived to chatter, but that didn’t take away from her being an otherwise skilled and well-trained side-seat. She grabbed hold of a lantern swaying off the side of the wagon, sliding the cover in and out to flash a long blink, a pause, and then two more. A row of single flashes, one for each wagon behind them, confirmed receipt of Janus’s order.

“Prep the spotlights,” he added.

Aimei slipped off her perch to light the two lanterns hanging off each side of the wagon. Two strong beams of yellow light shone straight into the night haze and the darkened tree lines. Two more on the other side lit up shortly after. She returned to her perch a moment later to yank at a long lever near her feet, releasing two poles out along the sides of the wagon, each with a lantern at its end. The other wagons soon followed suit, extending their own antennae two at a time until the caravan looked like a giant centipede skittering up the side of the dark mountain on glowing feet.

Once all of the antennae had fanned opened, Aimei picked up where she had left off. “How could you say such a thing? I can’t just lock Mop out of the house. He won’t last one night by himself.”

“Maybe you should just get a new cat then,” Janus muttered. Before she could sputter her outrage, he pointed forward. “Check the road up ahead.”

Aimei obeyed, grabbing the handle of a large forward-facing spotlight and directing it just ahead of the team of oxen. She swept it back and forth along the ground, each time aiming just a little bit farther out. It wasn’t long before she found something: a pair of knee-high brown boots. The spotlight continued to climb upward, revealing a colorful, garish, and slightly oversize merchant’s travel cloak and settling on the pale face of a young man below a fountain of black hair.

The man waggled his fingers in a wave. “Ho, honorable friend. It is such a great fortune to see your arrival.” There was an insecure smugness to his smirk, unearned bravado.

Janus gnashed his teeth. “I actually thought we were going to finish this leg without incident.”

Aimei leaned close. “Maybe we should just run him over.”

He shook his head. “Nah, that’s rude. It would violate the commerce codes anyway. I’m not paying a fine on his account.”

“My horse, my poor horse has fallen lame. I am left stranded.” The stranger in the spotlight launched into a well-rehearsed monologue, raising one arm toward the sky and cupping his heart with the other. “Could I beseech you, noble sir, for some assistance?” The young man couldn’t have been more than twenty. His skin was too milky for a peasant, and his words too flowery, reflecting an education. He also couldn’t act his way out of a burlap sack.

Janus snapped his fingers twice and waved him off. “First of all, that’s a terrible delivery. You weren’t even looking at me. Why are you talking to the sky? Who are you serenading, the Queen? My face is down here. Look at the person you’re talking to, me, the person you’re trying to rob. Second of all, your tone is all over the place. I can’t tell if you’re trying to swindle me or bed me. Pick a motive and stick to the lane, son, because it’s late, and my back is quivering from having to hunch forward all day. We have a full wagon of ducal post to sort tomorrow, and my eyes are burning from a long day on the haul.” He gestured for the stranger to hurry up. “So skip to the epilogue, yeah?”

The stranger did not seem to mind the interruption. “Very well.” He raised his arms dramatically and clapped three times. Several figures emerged from the shadows. He continued orating. “You have the privilege of being robbed by the Righteous Raiders, the crew of a hundred scores.”

“Really?” Aimei’s eyes widened. She had been taken in by the bandit’s presentation. She was usually easily impressed.

“Righteous Raiders, eh? Stupid name.” Janus got a better look at the stranger. “You look a little too much of a small dumpling to have earned a hundred scores.”

“It’s more of a goal,” the young man admitted.

Aimei’s eyes narrowed, and she folded her arms. “How many robberies have you actually pulled off?”

Janus elbowed her in the shoulder lightly.

His side-seat elbowed him back. “What? I want to know.”

“Five, but three were in the past few weeks.”

Janus didn’t bother stifling his laugh. “Five? No wonder your scabbard’s tied on wrong. You bunch of muddied pig feet flee your lord and suddenly think you’re all real bandits now, yeah? That’s a nice blade. Where did you steal it?”

The stranger stayed in character. “Earned in a duel with a master war artist off the Tyk Coast.”

“It’s pronounced Tyk Coast, third accent,” Janus retorted. “Get it right.”

“Are you in charge?” asked the orator.

“I’m the headguard. Are you the leader of this band of dirt-wallowing peasants?” he shot back.

“I am the legendary Tuhan the Woo.”

“Never heard of you.” Janus actually had, but he wasn’t going to give the boy any cred. He rose to his feet and crossed his arms. His back really was aching. He couldn’t wait until he could hand the reins over to Aimei. She just needed a little more seasoning. “Wait, you’re that runaway monk. Brother Big Brother.”

“He doesn’t look that big to me,” scoffed Aimei. “Why do they call you that?”

Tuhan shrugged. “I go by many titles, but that’s a new one.” He turned to those standing nearby. “Boys, anyone ever hear me referred to as that?”

A smattering chorus of “No, Big Brother, never, Big Brother” followed. More bodies emerged from the tree line. The lead wagon was now completely surrounded.

“Let’s get this over with.” Janus nudged Aimei, but the girl was already prepared, one hand resting on the shaft of a holstered short spear. Janus grabbed a mallet the size of his palm and banged the small gong hanging off the side of his perch. The ringing passed from wagon to wagon all the way down the line. Then he jumped off the wagon and drew the mallet’s much larger sibling, which rivaled Janus’s height. The rest of the caravan guards emerged from their wagons and began making their way to the front. The last few coming up from the far back were still strapping on their armor.

The two sides sized each other up. Janus didn’t get an accurate count of how many, but he knew at a glance the numbers were skewed enough that it didn’t matter.

Tuhan looked smug. “Twelve guards against forty Righteous.”

“Closer to thirty,” replied Janus.

“I have more in the woods as backup.”

“Sure you do.”

The monk flashed a bright smile as if he were giving a sermon on Tenth Day Prayer. “A word of advice, my good senior sir, you should just take the loss. It’s better for everyone.”

Janus considered the odds for a moment. Then he considered all the other financial implications involved. He shook his head. “Nah, we’ll fight it out.”

The leader of the Righteous Raiders momentarily broke character. “Are you sure, headguard?”

“Let’s see what you have, double brother runaway monk.”

The guards and bandits lined up politely. One never knew when the person across from them may end up on the same side one day. After a few last-minute armor adjustments and drawing of weapons, Janus raised an arm and stomped his feet three times. Tuhan mirrored the movements.

The two sides came together in a messy, dull crash. It had been a long day, and everyone was tired. A lazy ax met a half-hearted swung sword. A mace dinged against a shield when it really should have been a louder dong. Even the grunts and yells sounded forced. It was also quickly obvious that these mud-slipping, doe-faced peasants were just that, not experienced soldiers or bandits. You could put these peasants in the finest armor wielding the sharpest swords and riding the fiercest steeds. It didn’t matter. Regardless of how you dress them, a peasant will always be a peasant. Arrow fodder was all they were good for.

No one was fighting particularly hard, except for perhaps Aimei, who was obviously working for a fight bonus. She always did. Apparently, feeding that cat was expensive. Janus’s side-seat fought in the thick of the battle, clashing with several bandits at once and finding the mark in several, which was good enough to earn the first blood payout.

Janus wished the girl didn’t always give her full effort. It was exhausting just to be close to her sometimes, but as the only woman in his crew, she worked twice as hard as everyone on everything, and as his apprentice, she was twice as hard on everyone else as well. He had been meaning to have a talk with her about that. There were many times when a crew should give it their all. Right now wasn’t one of them.

In any case, Janus had no intention of letting this play out any more than necessary. After a brief series of hits and blows, his people holding their own but slowly getting overwhelmed by sheer numbers, he decided to call it.

Janus raised his mallet over his head, slightly disappointed he hadn’t even gotten to use it. “All right, that’s enough. The caravan is yours, Brother Big Brother.”

Tuhan, who also hadn’t drawn his saber yet, was standing on the opposite side of the small field, and frowned. “Are you sure? The stoppage feels early.”

Janus shrugged. “Long enough for my crew to earn fight pay. Not worth it to go for the win bonus.” He had to pull Aimei back from still trying to paw at her opponent, and then hauled Enja and Pio off the ground. Pio may actually have broken a leg, which looked like the worst of the injuries. “Surrender formation, boys. Back to the wagon and let the good raiders finish their work.” Once his people had retreated, Janus turned over a sand clock to start the count and turned back to Tuhan. “As agreed by the commerce code, you’re allocated fifteen minutes. Try to keep it neat, will you?”

Tuhan the Woo was too preoccupied to listen, however. He had picked up Aimei’s dropped short sword and was busy asking her to tea, which she was clearly enjoying. Janus reluctantly admitted the banditlord came across like a rogue straight out of a Burning Hearts romance. The man was a jackass, but at least a dashing one.

Janus hauled her back to the surrender formation before the two could set a date. “Act professional, will you?”

The Righteous Raiders began to pick through the caravan like ants on a rotting melon. What they lacked in skill and organization, they made up for in numbers. Janus was surprised to count that there really were forty or so of them. With so many mouths to feed, it was no wonder they had to hit so many caravans.

The bandits were midway through ransacking the third wagon when the door to the riding carriage in the rear banged open. A stout, fleshy man with neatly combed hair stumbled out still wearing a sleep sack. He looked aghast at the bandits crawling all over the wagons and stormed up to the front of the caravan.

He shook a fist at Janus. “What’s going on? What is the meaning of this? Why aren’t you stopping these brigands from absconding with the merchandise? They’re robbing me!”

“We tried, Boss Izun. Battle’s over. You lost.” Janus shook his head. “I did tell you twelve was too few for a caravan this size, but you didn’t want to bring on my second unit. You wanted to save the liang.”

“Battle’s already over?” Izun looked the guards over. “There’s barely a mark on any of you!”

Everyone looked offended. “Of course not,” huffed Enja, who was one of the ones wearing only half of his armor. “We’re professionals. We don’t chop people up every fight. Who can do business like that?”

Janus hurried to calm Izun’s nerves. “Worry not, Boss. Everyone’s operating under the lunar court commerce rules. These fine gentlemen won’t take more than a quarter, and it’ll be merchandise only. No personal belongings or extracurricular killings. On their good word.”

“A quarter? On a bandit’s good word?” The caravan boss paled. “What am I paying you miserable dogs for?” He turned abruptly and took two steps toward the leader of the Righteous Raiders. “And you, I don’t know who you think you—”

“I’m surrounded by amateurs these days,” Janus complained. Before his employer made it a third of the way, Janus hooked the shaft of his mallet around his weedy neck in a choke hold and dragged him back to the rest of the guards. “Don’t mind him, banditlord. He’s new, just like you, and needs to learn the rules.”

“Traitor, traitor!” Izun screeched, pawing ineffectually at Janus’s face. “You’re all in on this vile scam, you backstabbing goats.”

Janus jerked the mallet sharply sideways and thunked the boss across the head, just hard enough to shut him up. “Stop squirming or I’ll throw you into a trunk until this is over. I just saved your life.” He handed the quivering Izun over to Aimei once the man settled down. “Stay on him. No one gets paid if he dies.”

The merchant struggled weakly in her grasp. “You . . . traitors . . .”

Janus held up his hands apologetically. “Sorry about that disturbance, banditlord. Fresh fish from Lawkan. Hasn’t learned the local commerce rules yet.” His voice trailed off. He looked up. “Do you hear that?”

The Righteous Raiders boss frowned. “Hear what?”

Then they all did, a faint wailing over the high-pitched whistle of the stiff breeze.

Tuhan glanced back at his crew and at the rest of the raiders. No, the sound was bouncing across the mountain range, but it was coming from farther away. Janus looked up the road and squinted, noticing for the first time a lone figure running toward them from up the road, wildly flapping arms.

Tuhan by now had noticed as well. He cupped his palms around his eyes. “Who interrupts a robbery?”

“One of yours?” asked Janus.

“Don’t think so. We’ve been lying in wait all day. Maybe someone from the delivery post?”

The yelling became more coherent as the intruder neared. “Wait, don’t leave yet.”

The two men exchanged glances.

“Who is leaving?” asked Tuhan.

“Certainly not us.” Janus checked the sand clock. “Not for another seven minutes.”

“Thanks for the reminder.” Tuhan raised his voice. “Wrap it up, my righteous brothers!”

The stranger reached the edge of the crowd near the first wagon. He slowed to a labored jog and then hung his head low, his chest heaving as he rested his hands on his knees. “Thanks . . . thanks for waiting. I got to the drop post late, thought I’d missed the wagon. Then I saw your lanterns in the distance and tried to catch up. I have a package to pick up . . .”

The newcomer was young, with long hair pulled back at the nape of his neck. His face was youthful, with a sparse patch of hair on his chin. The rest of his face needed tweezers more than a blade. His skin was tanned, wind-whipped and beaten by the King. His plain, coarse tunic and dirty trousers were of livestock quality, soaked with sweat and caked to his body, revealing a surprisingly lean and muscular figure. He was also completely oblivious to the situation. Janus recognized him after a few moments. It was one of the local boys who had moved into the region the past few cycles. It took him a bit longer to put a name to that face.

Janus raised a hand. “Hello, Hiro. You should probably go back to the delivery post. We’ll be along shortly.”

Hiro waved back and then appeared to realize that he was surrounded by armed men with their weapons drawn. “Is this a bad time?”

“Who is this guppy?” asked Tuhan.

“Just a local kid,” he told Tuhan. “Don’t mind him.”

“Are your wagons stuck here? I can help push.” Hiro offered a weak smile. “Hey!”

One of the bandits had grabbed him by the collar and was shoving him off to the side.

“Just hang still, Hiro,” shouted Janus. “We’ll get to you after this business is done.”

A commotion at the back of the caravan drew Janus’s attention. One of his guards was quarreling with four bandits. “Headguard,” called his man, “they’re trying to break into the mail wagon.”

The merchant Izun’s eyes bulged, and he temporarily escaped Aimei’s grasp. “That’s an official postal wagon, you ball-licking dog. It’s ducal insured and off-limits, you mud-faced, stone-brained ass-bottom!”

This time, the flat of Janus’s mallet knocked him out cold. That didn’t mean the trader was wrong, though. Janus snapped at the banditlord. “What are you little minnows doing? Can’t you see the imperial purple seal with the bright gold Zhingzhi? You can’t be that fresh of a fish to hit up a ducal-backed wagon.”

Tuhan did not appear to worry. “The dukes are too embroiled in their civil war, burning their own lands, to worry about a little disruption in the post. They won’t care.”

Janus knew for a fact they would, on pure principle if nothing else. The dukes of the Enlightened States never let anything slide. Attacking anything ducal-marked was an attack on their power. Still, if these dumb carcasses wanted to wrap their mouths around this hook, he would let them. He signaled to his man to step aside and let the righteous fools gleefully tear into the ducal wagon. He shook his head in disbelief and disgust as people’s mail packages, crates, and personal belongings were haphazardly tossed onto the muddy road.

“Hey,” Hiro protested, squirming in a bandit’s grasp as one of the raiders pulled out a package neatly wrapped in bright-orange rice paper and sniffed it curiously. “That’s my aunt’s delivery. She really needs it.”

The bandit holding him pressed a blade to his throat. “Your auntie needs that package like you need a hole in your neck, swine.”

“I’m not the one who smells like I bathe in a trough,” Hiro shot back, earning him a punch in the gut. Interestingly, it didn’t fold him over. Either the boy was made of tougher stuff, or the bandit didn’t know how to punch. The boy’s protest, however, caught Tuhan’s attention.

The runaway monk walked over to the discarded crate with the expensive orange wrapping paper. He nudged it lightly with his boot. “What do you have in here that’s so important, son?”

Hiro must have realized his mistake too late. “Nothing.”

“Right.” Tuhan flourished his expensive-looking saber, used it like the ignorant peasant that he was to crack open the crate. The saber was obviously a nobleman’s toy, probably not suited for battle, and definitely not suitable for packages.

A pained cry drew Janus’s attention back to Hiro, who had somehow acquired a knife from one of the bandits. The young man, with an arm around the bandit’s neck, dragged him toward the crate while leveling the knife at any nearby bandits. “I don’t want any trouble. I just want to get my package and go. My aunt’s been expecting it. If I don’t get it to her, there will be trouble. And I’m honestly not in the mood for that tonight, or any night, really, so let me just get my stuff, and you all can keep”—he motioned at everyone—“doing whatever it is you guys are doing.”

Tuhan pointed his blade at him. “Get this dog!”

Janus tried to defuse the situation. A commoner getting gutted during a robbery was bad business for both sides. “Come on, this is embarrassing. Let’s not kill each other over the mail.”

It was too late, however.

The rest of the raiders converged on him. The nearest bandit, a large, brawny man wearing a wok as a breastplate, tried to knock the boy over with a metal-gloved fist. Hiro turned aside sharply and sent the raider flying onto his belly. The boy twisted and turned through the onslaught, impressively avoiding fists, thrusts, and tackles coming at him from every direction while mucking around in ankle-deep mud. He ducked the swing of a mace that would have exploded his head like a melon. He dodged the slash of a rusty ax that would have taken his arm off. Within a matter of seconds, four of the bandits were groaning on the ground. Two others were unconscious.

Janus’s jaw dropped. All this time, he had thought the boy weak and hollow-headed, always averting his gaze from meeting theirs. No one would have suspected he had this war artistry in him.

Then Tuhan the Woo found himself alone with the young man. The bandit’s face was sheet-white and his eyes wide like moons, but still he continued the bravado. “You’re begging for a messy death, guppy!”

Hiro pointed unhelpfully at Tuhan’s tight two-handed grip on his saber. “You’re holding it wrong.”

“Shut your dirty mouth!” Tuhan lunged forward.

The weapon seemed to pass through Hiro’s body with no effect. The boy had trapped the blade in his armpit. He spun around, whipping the saber out of Tuhan’s grip. This was skill, but nothing special. Janus himself had had to use that technique back when he had been employed at a gambling hall. That meant the boy had high-level training, though. Janus wondered from whom; he couldn’t quite make out the fighting style. It certainly wasn’t from any of the mainstream schools.

Hiro released the blade from his arm and caught it with his other hand, all in one fluid flourish, bringing the edge of the saber to rest on Tuhan’s shoulder, with just enough pressure to drive him down to his knees. The runaway monk froze, terrified. A few moments later, Hiro tossed the blade aside. “I don’t want any more trouble. I just want my package.”

“Fine,” cried Tuhan the Woo. “Take it. Get out of here.”

The rest of the raiders had learned their lesson and backed away. Hiro carefully put the lid of the crate back on, then hefted it onto his back. He rummaged through the container of letters, pulling out several, then looked over at Janus. “Are you going to be all right, Headguard Janus?”

It took him a moment to process that. He nodded. “Sure, Hiro. Don’t worry about us. We’re all covered under the commerce codes here. Assuming these fools don’t break those too.” Breaking ducal laws was stupid enough, but no one messed around with lunar court decrees.

Hiro nodded and then retreated into the now-black woods, heading the direction of the fifth Ugly Brother. A quiet settled over the area. Janus looked over at Aimei, nodding. “I did not expect that.”

“Does that mean we get a victory bonus, boss?”

“It doesn’t work that way, girl. You can’t surrender and then try to win.”

She frowned. “Why not?”

“Because then no one will ever let anyone surrender ever again, and that creates problems for everyone.”

“I see.” Aimei didn’t look as if she did see the point.

Tuhan scrambled to his feet and grabbed onto Janus, yelling, “What was that about? You said he was harmless!”

“I mean, he looked harmless.” Janus barely noticed Tuhan’s limp grip shaking his tunic.

Eventually, Tuhan realized he wasn’t paying any attention. His outrage sputtered, and the runaway monk named Tuhan the Woo, or Brother Big Brother, quieted as his gaze followed Janus’s into the mountainous forest where the boy had disappeared. The banditlord furrowed his brow. “What was that boy’s name again?”



CHAPTER TWO


A LONG DAY

Wen Jian, Prophesied Hero of the Tiandi, the Champion of the Five Under Heaven, the Savior of the Zhuun, and also probably the most wanted man in all the Enlightened States, felt like the hopping dead by the time he dragged his feet up the long, winding stairs that coiled around the pillar up to the plateau he called home. Even before he arrived, he was already exhausted, hungry, wet, and completely miserable. Home was a small cluster of stone-and-clay hovels framed by a crumbling wall that rested upon the giant stone pillar that made up part of the Piranha Peaks nestled deep within the Cloud Pillars on the other side of the valley opposite the Ugly Brothers.

Zofi was waiting when he finally made it to the top of the stairs. She enjoyed reading by moonlight on the balcony jutting over the cliff’s edge and had probably seen his lantern on the way up. The young woman, a former mapmaker’s daughter Taishi had picked up during her travels through the city of Sanba on her way to the original Temple of the Tiandi, had accompanied Taishi to the Cloud Pillars, and ended up staying to offer the “softer” and quite possibly more important portion of Jian’s education. She tutored him in language, geography, politics, and mathematics. Jian was by all accounts a mediocre student on his best days, and an embarrassing fool on most others.

Her eyes widened when he walked into the glow of her lantern. “What happened to you? Did you get into a tussle with a hippopotamus?” She had recently discovered these creatures’ existence, and they were now her favorite thing in the world.

Jian slumped his shoulders. “It’s been a long day.”

Half of his body was caked with mud, and a great welt, shaped like a purple flower and the size of a dragon fruit, had blossomed on his cheek. The rest of his body was marked with scratches and cuts, several visible through his shredded robe. He also may or may not have broken a toe.

Zofi held out a hand. “Hand over the fish you bartered for with Kasa. Get cleaned up first before you set foot in the main house.”

“About that.” Jian’s shoulders clenched. “I lost it.”

“Lost what, the fish?” Her eyes grew intense. More intense than usual. “I had to trade two jars of truffles that I dug up with my two bare hands for that fish!”

“Technically, we dug those up together.” Jian regretted the words the moment they left his lips.

Zofi shook both hands at him. “How did this happen?”

He shrank under her gaze. “I slipped off a current while riding toward Bahngtown and dropped the sack of fish into the river.”

“Couldn’t you just have swooped down and picked it back up again?”

“I sort of fell in with it.” His face turned red. “A passing flock of geese startled me. They came out of nowhere!”

Zofi buried her face in her hands. “A goose scared you? That’s why you dropped a week’s worth of meat?”

“It gets worse,” he muttered.

“Oh, glorious. I guess we’re eating rice and spiced vegetables for the next month.” She fixed him with a stern look. “You did get the spices, right?”

“Like I said, worse.” He offered her a weak, guilty smile. “The Yukian’s currents were rough today. I almost drowned. I really should learn how to swim one of these days.” He paused. “Anyway, by the time I made it back to shore, I was too far downstream from Bahngtown to make it back. I had to head to the delivery post instead.”

“Rice and unseasoned vegetables. That’s great.” Zofi scoffed. “Did you get the mail at least? Taishi is going to have one of these depictions of you on the wall come true if you didn’t get her shipment.”

He held up a small bundle of letters and turned around so she could see the crate strapped to his back. “More or less.”

“At least you didn’t screw that up.” She squinted. “What happened to the container?”

Jian wasn’t in the mood. “Can we go inside first? I’m cold and tired, and I haven’t eaten since that terrible breakfast you made.”

“This morning was not my finest work,” she conceded. “Come on, I left you a plate of scallion pancakes.”

They passed through the courtyard gates and made their way to the kitchen, which was a small building adjacent to the main house. This property had once belonged to the Temple of the Diyu Red Lanterns, a fringe Tiandi sect convinced that their high priest was destined to consume the Prophesied Hero of the Tiandi’s flesh and assume his place within the prophecy. The members of the Diyu Red Lanterns had interpreted their doctrine very literally and enthusiastically, which had become a serious problem for the neighboring settlements.

Taishi had been hired to investigate these disappearances several decades ago and ended up dismantling the cult entirely. She had liked the view from the plateau so much, however, that she had moved in soon afterward and turned it into a second home. Many of the cult beliefs were painted and carved in excruciating detail on the temple walls and remained to this day. It was a daily reminder to Jian that an entire sect of the Tiandi religion wanted to eat him, usually in soup or over a barbecue spit. So that was fun and not creepy at all. Fortunately, he had gotten used to it by now.

They passed under an awning with a depiction of the high priest drinking a bowl of noodles with Jian’s hand sticking out, and proceeded into the kitchen. Hanging from hooks off several low rafters right above the table was a colorful assortment of dented pots and woks. On the near side was a row of water barrels. All were empty. Next to the other door leading back to the courtyard was a square dining table, currently occupied by only one empty plate. A trail of flaky crumbs ran from the table down the hallway toward Taishi’s private quarters.

“I was expecting you back this afternoon,” said a hoarse, raspy voice as soon as the pair walked in.

Taishi was sitting at the table next to the hearth in the middle of the room. She sniffed the air. “You fell into the swamp again?”

“The river, actually.” He slung the crate off his back. No sooner had he placed it on the counter than Taishi flicked her wrist toward herself, and the crate flew effortlessly across the room and landed on the table in front of her. His master looked indignant. “What happened to the package? The paper is ripped, and it’s caked with filth.”

“I had some problems during the pickup,” he said.

“What sort of problems?”

Jian tried to look nonchalant. “I took care of it.”

Taishi looked ready to pry further, but Zofi jumped in to save him. “You have letters too, Taishi.” She held up one of the letters and sliced it open. “Master Fausan sent a reminder that it’s your turn to host in ten days’ time. He also reminds you that you’ve backed out the last three times you were supposed to host.”

Taishi considered. “Fine, I’ll host. Better check our wine stores. What else?”

Zofi held up a dark red envelope with a wax seal. “It’s Master Hoon. He’s politely but insistently asking for a reply to any of his last three letters.”

“No. No, I don’t want a seat on his master war artists community council. No, I don’t want to have tea with him, and no, I definitely don’t want to join his stupid cricket fighting league.”

“This is a new request. He requests the pleasure of your company to fly kites—”

“I’m just going to have to kill the man next time I see him. It’s the only way to stop him from pestering me.”

Jian stared at the empty plate on the table. “What happened to the scallion pancakes?”

“Oh, were they for you? I got hungry,” said Taishi.

Jian’s stomach grumbled. He had been looking forward to those pancakes.

Zofi glanced at the box curiously. “What’s in the package?”

“Oh, yes.” Taishi returned to the table. She tore the lid off with a hard yank, then slowly, gleefully, pulled out a plain but finely crafted chest. She placed it on the table, unlatched the lock, and then swung open the lid. Inside was a stack of round, pink objects.

Taishi plucked one from the pile and sank her teeth into it with a satisfying crunch. She closed her eyes. “Straight from the peachlord’s estates. Amazing.” She took another bite and turned to leave the room. “I’m using all the hot water.”

Jian called after her, his voice noticeably softer. “Taishi, how is Uncle Faaru doing?”

She hesitated at the doorway. “His family is well.” And then she disappeared into her chambers.

Jian wasn’t sure what that meant. He didn’t remember much about the day he last saw the palacelord, the man who had treated Jian like a son at the Celestial Palace. Jian hoped he was all right. Then his stomach grumbled, reminding him once again that food had not passed through his mouth since dawn. His body instinctively reached for the nearest edible item, which was one of the peaches in the chest.

Zofi slapped his hand away. “Not if you know what’s good for you. I’ll boil some eggs.”

That would have to do. “I’ll start the fire.”

“Oh no you don’t.” She hooked his elbow and changed his direction. “You smell like you just came out from between an ox’s cheeks. You’re not allowed in the main house until you’ve bathed.”

“Is there any water left?” While a bath sounded tempting, he didn’t want one badly enough to make the trek to the water hole at the far end of the pillar.

Zofi pointed to a bucket she had left for him near the door. He hefted it in both hands and staggered to the far corner of the property to a small structure that consisted of four corner posts and a circular roof. The Pagoda of Death was so named because this was where the Diyu Red Lanterns had performed their ritual killings. The altar under the pagoda was a water-tight stone depression dug several feet into the dirt. Jian didn’t even want to guess what it had been for. It was now primarily used as a holding pen to bathe their animals. The roof was a small dome with depictions running all along the inner band of Jian getting chopped into pieces and served on several platters.

It did not take long for Jian to bathe. Freezing water made for a quick bath. He emerged from his bath, more or less clean, and found Zofi at the fire pit behind the kitchen, stirring a pot of boiled eggs over a small fire. She picked one out with a pair of cooking chopsticks and offered it to him. Jian, famished, cracked and stripped the shell expertly with the tips of his fingers and wolfed it down whole even as he panted from the heat.

“More?” she asked.

He nodded, juggling another between his fingers like hot charcoal. A dozen eggs vanished just as quickly as they came out of the pot. He sprawled into a couch of hay and loosed a long breath, the work from the long day finally draining out of him. Zofi tossed a few more tied batches of dried grass into the fire, sending a fresh snow of embers floating up into the sky. She used the long chopsticks to fish out a few more of the boiling eggs and placed them in a waiting bowl. Zofi let him have four; he gave her the two largest eggs.

She offered him half of her blanket, which he accepted. They huddled closer together, shivering at the midnight breeze running its fingers through their hair as they stared up at the star-freckled sky. It was as if the curtain had been pulled aside to reveal the celestial world in its pure splendor. The thunderclouds, after rinsing the Cloud Pillars for weeks, had finally passed. The land would be green and lively for the next few days where dozens of pillars would release waterfalls to dry themselves out. The blooms would take advantage, and with it the prey, the predators, and then the hunters.

Zofi pointed toward the night sky. “You see that sharp orange glimmer there? It’s the Monsoon Star. Never trust it.”

“What is so untrustworthy about a star?”

“It dances ever so slightly every cycle, moving just enough that someone relying on it for guidance ends up somewhere else. It also changes its color as if seeing if each shade is to its liking, and then sometimes it just disappears.”

“Sounds very unreliable.” He yawned.

“Hey.” She nudged him, their shoulders touching. “Are you going to tell me how you got beat up like that? Did you try to hug a wild cat again?” She smirked when he hesitated. “Why so mysterious, Savior of the Zhuun? It must be really embarrassing.”

“Now you’re just blowing things out of proportion,” he muttered.

“Come on. I’m stuck on this rock all day.” She elbowed him in the ribs. “Let me live vicariously through your blunders. I could use a good story.”

“Fine.” He peered toward the house looking for signs of movement. When he was sure Taishi wasn’t going to just appear behind him out of nowhere, he confessed. “I walked in on the caravan getting robbed.”

“Is that how you got your injuries? You fought them?”

He nodded.

“Why would you do a fool thing like that?” She looked bewildered. “Let them play it out under commerce rules.”

“I couldn’t.” He lowered his voice. “They were breaking into the mail wagon.”

“They attacked a ducal-insured wagon? That’s idiocy.” Zofi slapped the top of her head with both hands and closed her eyes. “Oh, no no no, Jian, you’re literally one of the most wanted fugitives in the Enlightened States. The bounty on your head is so large I almost want to turn you in. And you decide to intervene in an event that will most definitely warrant a magistrate’s investigation? Was that smart, or not smart?”

“They were going to steal Taishi’s peaches!”

“Who cares about stupid fruit!” She jabbed his forehead with her finger. “You could have blown your cover. Someone could have recognized you.” She took in a deep breath. “Maybe I’m getting ahead of myself. Maybe it’s not so bad. How badly did you win?”

“I knocked down a couple of people.”

His master’s eyes narrowed. “How many is a couple? One, two?”

“Maybe more, eight or ten?” He felt the need to explain further. “These guys were so incompetent they were practically impaling themselves at my feet. Anyone remotely competent could have beaten them. You know, the Cloud Pillars could really use a better class of banditry.”

“Jian, ten?” Zofi’s disbelief made her hoarse. “Are you trying to get caught?”

“They were armed and trying to kill me. What did you expect me to do?” he explained defensively. “Let them crack me over the head?”

“Yes, Jian. Yes, you should have let them club you over the head. For being so stupid!” She was nearly shouting. “Or better yet, don’t get into a brawl with bandits while they’re in the middle of robbing someone else.”

“I’m sure neither the bandits nor the guards will remember.” He paused. “Oh, the headguard knows me.”

Zofi slapped her head. “Of course they’ll remember the person who beat them to a pulp. Not only that, but they’ll also remember a man who bears a striking resemblance to the missing Prophesied Hero of the Tiandi, who looks about the same age as that missing hero, and who tonight took out ten men in an ambush. That’s what they’re going to remember, and they’re going to gossip. What possessed you to take this risk? What were you thinking?”

Jian stared into the fire. His voice was small. “I didn’t want to come home empty-handed. Everything was such a mess today. I just wanted one thing to go right.” A long silence passed between them, interrupted only by the crackling flames and the occasional chitter and hoots of nature around them.

“I understand that.” Zofi loosed a resigned sigh and patted him on the shoulder. “It was still egg-headed, though. Taishi is not going to be happy. She’s going to flay you into next week.”

He looked momentarily panicked. “Don’t tell her, please! She doesn’t need to know.”

“Jian, this is serious. You could have magistrates here within days. We need to be ready.”

He pleaded. “What’s the big deal? It’s just a stupid postal caravan! What’s a missing shipment or two? Mail gets lost all the time.”

“Don’t talk like that in front of the old lady. She’ll grouse and blame me for neglecting your civics. By the way, make her dress more warmly. Her cough came back.”

“What’s a civics?” He tried switching tactics. “I don’t care. Look, if she finds out, she’ll forbid me from leaving the pillar for at least until the next cycle. If I’m grounded, that means you’ll have to do all the supply runs and carry everything yourself.”

Zofi made a gesture as if strangling air. “Why do you think I’m so pissed!”



CHAPTER THREE


THE MASTER

Ling Taishi awoke to two roosters competing for one job. She reluctantly opened her eyes and stared at the soot-marked ceiling of her bedroom. The small hearth in the corner had gone cold during the night, but a light haze still hung in the air. That meant the chimney was clogged again. That boy was falling behind on his chores, which wasn’t surprising. Taishi had stepped up his lessons from two to three—sometimes four—times a day, which was grueling by any measure.

More crowing pierced the morning quiet. The older rooster, his voice scratchy and low, stuttered as if he had run out of breath or had choked on a kernel of corn. The younger one, on the other hand, was loud, shrill to the point of cutting. The eager cockerel had a set of lungs that could go on all day.

The wily old rooster had done an admirable job keeping his coop safe from weasels, badgers, and chi dragons over the years. While Taishi always valued experience, she was also distinctly aware of the dangers of someone operating well past their prime. Maybe it was time to retire the battle-worn bird and pass the reins. Then again, young meat was much more tender, especially when drizzled with sesame oil.

Taishi rose from her marble slab bed, feeling the chill in her joints. She waved off the lingering smoke trails and wrapped her favorite llama-fur robe over her shoulders. She padded out of her chambers in her matching fuzzy llama mittens and slippers, and continued through the covered archway connecting the main house to the kitchen, where she was warmly greeted by the pleasant aroma of deep-fried dough and hot soy milk.

Her favorite teapot with matching cup sat on the small, round table just outside the door. On an oval plate were one sweet white bun and one peach. Several wax-stamped scrolls were neatly fanned out in front of her breakfast. Half were likely fan or hate mail; who could tell the difference anymore? The others were probably bills. One had to honor one’s debts, even when in hiding, sometimes especially so.

Taishi was about to cut open the first letter when she noticed a body slumped by the fire pit outside the kitchen. More curious than alarmed, she stepped out to check. The cool mountain winds raised the hairs on the brown-and-white llama fur, swaying it north. She peeled off a mitten and hovered her hand over the hanging pot, feeling no heat. Inside were two boiled eggs sitting in a puddle of milky white soup. The ash in the hearth still emanated heat.

She walked up to the slumbering Jian, who was wrapped up in a horse blanket like a spring roll and snoring long, labored breaths. His legs sprawled out from under the blanket, one elevated over a hay bale, the other sticking straight out, a potential tripping hazard right next to the fire. His neck was bent forward in an unnatural way to make a pillow of the wall of the hay bale. He was going to feel that when he woke up.

Taishi didn’t blame the two children for staying up late. She didn’t mind that they made mistakes. Better to do it here under her guardianship than out there in the world, where a poorly considered mistake could mean death. Young people were social creatures; Jian and Zofi were orphaned puppies who had somehow found themselves under her guardianship. More important, they had found each other and formed a close bond that could only come from shared trauma and circumstance, especially here in this lonely corner of the world. They now leaned on each other for support, especially since there was no one else around . . .

Zofi appeared from around the sunflower garden carrying a basket of daikon radishes. She hefted it onto the wooden table next to the hearth. “I let him sleep in,” the mapmaker’s daughter said. “He needs it.”

“Prophecies don’t take days off.” Taishi was about to flick his nose with a pop of air when she reconsidered. She noted his many blemishes and bruises. He did look more haggard than usual.

“You’ve been running him ragged lately,” said the mapmaker’s daughter. “How has his training been coming along?”

Taishi’s gaze lingered on her sleeping disciple. “Physically, he can pass the test tomorrow if I allow it. The Test of the Lineage is about raw power and talent, both of which he has in abundance.” She tapped her head. “It’s here that he needs seasoning, but it’s impossible to expose that experience to him without increasing the risk of someone identifying him.”

Taishi decided to allow her ward to sleep a little longer. As the scripture of the wise Goramh taught: one rested day was worth three weary ones. Jian had come a long way in the three years he had lived here under her tutelage. He might one day be worthy to succeed her as the master of the windwhispering Zhang lineage, but that wouldn’t be enough. The succession of her family line had never been her goal. Jian was meant for greater things. His destiny was to slay the Eternal Khan of the Katuia, and there was no telling when the prophecy would call. It could be tomorrow, a decade from today, or possibly never if the Khan was actually dead. All Taishi knew was that she had to prepare the boy to the best of her ability, and time was running short. The candle was burning on both ends.

Taishi joined Zofi at the long wooden table, where the daikons were now arrayed in neat, straight rows. Zofi was peeling the radishes with a paring knife, stripping each bare with seven or eight inefficient slow strokes, then soaking them in a water basin.

It looked easy enough. Taishi took position opposite the girl and hiked up her llama-fur sleeve on her good arm. Zofi snorted but slid a spare knife across the table to her. Taishi picked it up and twirled the blade between her fingers. The weight was off, the handle loose, and the blade was as dull as a duke’s dinner party, but it was rare for a war artist to wield the perfect weapon for a fight.

“I’m sick of radish soup.” She raised her blade in salute, and then she attacked, lobbing the daikon into the air and making four perfect slashes, two vertical and two horizontal. Then she caught it in her good hand and spun it ninety degrees before bouncing it back up and repeating the exercise again with two vertical slices. Taishi then slapped the radish cube in midair with the blade, bouncing it into the water basin.

Zofi did not look impressed, but she did begin to peel them a little faster. By the time the girl had peeled three more radishes, Taishi had finished five. It wasn’t a fair competition, even with Taishi one-handed, but it was amusing how much the girl hated losing.

“One expert hand was far superior to two untrained ones.” There was a Goramh quote for everything, even if much of his wisdom was just variations of the same thing.

The girl’s jing, her life force and the energy swirling from her soul, was her intelligence. She was a clever and ambitious young woman with a sharp and expansive mind. She was also brash with little appetite for imperfections. Taishi appreciated that most about her. Zofi, however, was also as agile as a duck on land. She fell into the pond at least three times a year. She once broke her nose missing the doorway and running into the wall. Earlier this year, she had given herself a concussion running into the only tree on the entire plateau.

Finally, the two had whittled through half of the basket, with Taishi paring double what Zofi was managing, not that anyone was keeping track. Zofi suddenly flinched, and the knife flew from her grasp. A burst of crimson appeared at the tip of her finger and ran down her palm. She cursed and squeezed it with a rag.

Taishi caught the knife in midair and gently placed it on the table. “Your fingers always follow your eyes. Remember that, girl.”

“Yours don’t.”

“You’re not me.”

Zofi wiped her bloody finger with the rag. “Something on your mind, Taishi?”

“Why can’t I just be here to help?”

The mapmaker’s daughter put on the air she reserved for mocking and imitating Taishi. “Grandmaster Ling Taishi does not lower herself to help in the kitchen. She’s far too important to dawdle with the help.” The girl raised her bloodied finger dramatically. “Except when Grandmaster Ling Taishi either wants something or is hungry for my twice-cooked crispy barbecue pork with a honey glaze. Then she is all of a sudden immensely helpful.”

Smart girl with a smart mouth, although her self-assessment of her culinary skills was overly generous. In so many ways, Zofi reminded Taishi of another mouthy girl trying to find her way in the world, except the young Taishi was twice as confident but only half as clever.

“What happened to him last night?” she asked.

Zofi’s gaze darted over to the still snoring Jian. “He asked to keep it a secret.”

Taishi shrugged. “Sure, it’s a secret. Go on.”

The mapmaker’s daughter loosed a breath. “Jian stumbled upon an ambush on the caravan last night. He broke it up when the bandits began robbing the mail wagon.”

Taishi’s fist clenched. “What!”

“Go light on him. He’s had a few difficult days.”

“Who cares about Jian getting into a fistfight with a bunch of low-grade ruffians? That’s what boys do,” Taishi raged, feeling insulted. “What type of unpatriotic, low-life pigeon-brain robs the postal caravan?”

“These are desperate times. There’s famine in the south and pestilence in the north,” said Zofi. “Wars everywhere in every duchy. Fields are burning. Respect for tradition and unity is the first thing to fall by the wayside. Peasant bandit groups are popping up like dandelions on the border. There’s been word that some Katuia clans have reneged on the armistice, breaking the indentured servitude contract, and are rearming their people.”

“And the dukes are too busy fighting one another to do anything about it,” Taishi muttered. “It’s about time the warmongering western duchies feel war on their lands, Shulan especially. The greater the devotion, the greater the warmongering. Most of them live too far from the Great Sea’s edge. They heard about war only from afar. Feels different when it’s in the ruined fields of your potato crop.”

“We might get lucky,” said Zofi. “Maybe Saan will be too busy fighting the war to investigate the attack. Maybe they never come.”

“Oh, they’ll come, without a doubt.” Taishi shook her head. “An attack on the ducal-marked is an attack on the dukes themselves. Disrupting the mail is a direct attack on the Zhuun people. Saan has to respond. If he lets even one offense slide, then others will follow. A duke is not a duke if his word is not law. Besides, their egos would never allow it.”

“You’re not mad at Jian?” Zofi pointed at their topic of conversation. “I thought it was pretty stupid.”

“Oh, idiotic, completely,” said Taishi, throwing her arm up in resignation. “Stupid and naive. Don’t misunderstand. I appreciate his dedication to my peaches, but it’s a dog-piss piece of fruit. I’m not that unhinged.” She had to take a moment to consider that. “Am I? As for getting into a fight, well, that’s what boys with too much war arts training and too much boredom do. They find trouble, even inadvertently. I’m not angry. I’m just going to pretend I am until he finally fixes that blasted roof.”

“Last week’s rain soaked three of my books,” Zofi agreed. She stared poignantly at Taishi. “This conversation stays here?”

“Of course.” One of the first things Taishi did after they moved to the temple was make Zofi a spy. She was just looking out for Jian’s best interest. Taishi could not afford to make a mistake with him. As the Prophesied Hero of the Tiandi, his life was of paramount importance to the Zhuun. His death, however, would be just as important to others. Taishi had to be prepared for any potentially dangerous situation. Moreover, Zofi was living in her house.

That didn’t stop the girl from driving a hard bargain, negotiating a weekly stipend, final say on the menu, and a vow upon Taishi’s honor to one day avenge her father and murder those underworld thugs in Sanba. The young woman could be surprisingly bloodthirsty at times. She also wanted the largest spare bedroom. Taishi didn’t have the heart to tell the girl that the bedroom had once served as the temple morgue, so she didn’t. Zofi was irrationally fearful of corpses, ghosts especially.

“It’s only a matter of time before the magistrates arrive,” said Taishi. “Jian stays on the pillar until then.”

“You can’t do that,” Zofi protested. “It could be months.”

“I just did.”

Zofi crossed her arms. “You’ll cut the web if you do that.”

Taishi snorted. The girl had been reading too many romantic fables at the teahouse. Her threat, on the other hand, was very real. The last condition Zofi had arranged for her services was that she would cease spying for Taishi the moment she thought Taishi’s actions would betray Jian’s trust. It was at her discretion. Those were her terms. The girl wasn’t wrong about the dukes either. They did have their hands full wrapping them around one another’s necks. It could be months before they sent an investigation. Jian couldn’t do half of his chores if he couldn’t leave the pillar.

“Fine,” Taishi said. “We’ll go about like everything is normal, but you do every delivery post pickup from now on. Jian also does not head into the outpost unaccompanied. I want you with him every trip. Understand?”

Zofi crossed her arms. “He’s the one who messed up. Why am I being the one punished?”

“That, unfortunately,” said Taishi, “is what happens far too frequently in life, and I’m sorry for it. You deserve better, but here we are.” Taishi wiped both sides of the paring blade on a rag before putting the knife down. “If there’s nothing else.”

“There is one more thing.” Zofi considered her words carefully. “I need help with Jian’s education. He’s falling behind.”

“Like what, more paper and ink, books? I’m not spilling coins out of my robes here. Carve it out of bark if you must.”

“That’s not it.” Zofi tossed a daikon into the basin, splashing water over the sides. Taishi noted it was also only half-peeled. The mapmaker’s daughter admitted, “I’m not qualified. I can teach Jian to read and write, but I can’t explain the context behind Goramh’s Ten Tenets of War. I can teach him to do math past his fingers and toes, but Gyian rice tariffs still look like imagined nonsense.” She became more animated. “I only attended two years of university. You’re asking me to teach him things I still have to learn myself.” She gesticulated to her surroundings. “Especially in this backwater nowhere. The teahouse is the only place to check out books, and most of their selection is tawdry.”

“What’s wrong with that?” said Taishi.

“Nothing. I love Burning Hearts romance too,” admitted Zofi, “but I need help. I can’t take him any further.”

“You’re doing a fine job so far.” That was supposed to be reassuring. The girl had actually surpassed expectations. “I couldn’t ask for—or afford—a better tutor.”

“It’s not good enough.” Zofi, as always, was being too hard on herself. “He’s not understanding everything, and I’m not qualified to teach him. Jian may know basic geography, but nobody knows why Lawkan houses never face north, why the people in the Shulan and Lawkan duchies don’t like the number three, and why the Xing kneel only on one knee while in court. I taught him as much as I know about history, but there are so many things I can’t explain. Why do two armies throw a party the night before a battle? Why does everyone hate Caobiu? And what is the three-hundred-year cold war with the White Ghosts? What even is a cold war? Why are they even fighting?”

“It was over a misunderstanding,” explained Taishi. “When the Zhuun first encountered their people, the White Ghosts envoy did not take his shoes off when he entered the palace.”

Zofi recoiled. “They walk around indoors with their shoes on? That’s gross and barbaric!”

She agreed. “It appears the White Ghosts believe that undressing in public is unseemly, which includes shoes. When their envoy still refused to take off his shoes when he entered court, the emperor had him beheaded. Things went downhill from there.”

“Serves them right.” Zofi looked properly offended for a Zhuun. “What about the Shulan and number three?”

Taishi shrugged. “The Shulan always pray in pairs. To be the third is considered ill fortune.”

“And the one-knee thing with the Xing?”

“The current duke’s father took an arrow to the knee in his youth. He was unable to properly kneel ever since, and then it became a thing at court.”

“Maybe you should teach his classes then.”

Taishi harumphed. “I’m too busy trying to make sure he doesn’t crash into a tree to teach him about silly customs. I’ll see what I can do to get you some help, but don’t expect too much. Like you said, we live in a backwater nowhere, and we’re fugitives. It’s not like I can just put out a call for a tutor.” She glanced down at the water flowing over the edge of the full basin. “That’s a lot of radishes.”

Zofi sighed. “Jian gave the fish back to the Yukian yesterday when he fell off an air current and into the river, so it’s radish every day every which way for the next ten days.” She began sweeping the peeled skin off the table into a waiting basket on the ground. Those bits would get mashed up for the pigs’ slop.

Taishi picked up a misshapen radish still dressed in half its skin. “You got sloppy on the last few. Long, even strokes. More wrists, less forearm.”

Zofi bristled. “Okay, ma’am. Whatever.”

The girl’s flippant remark, complete with a sigh and eye roll, touched a nerve. No, a memory. Annoyance turned to an amused chuckle. Taishi had never wanted a daughter, after having been one. Her relationship with her mother had always been complicated. Hui Yinshi was once a songmistress in the Xing court, a prestigious posting at any level of the choir. She had ambitions one day to start her own opera house. That was until the day a young, brash, and dashing Ling Munnam had walked into court to collect the notorious Slitherhead bounty. It had been love at first sight, a whirlwind romance and marriage, and then it had become all about him.

Taishi had witnessed from an early age her mother shriveling with every passing day, hidden in the shadow of her overbearing husband, and Taishi hated her for it. It wasn’t until years later as she tried to make a name for herself that Taishi realized how much she had misjudged Yinshi. By then, it was too late. Her mother had passed away during one of Taishi’s campaigns in the White Ghost lands. It would be another three years before she returned to visit Hui Yinshi’s grave site.

“. . . war is completely wrecking commerce,” Zofi was saying. “We’re low on just about everything, especially cooking oils and salt. Our garden is going to spoil if I can’t pickle most of it. All these problems to soothe the ego of five bulls rampaging the countryside.”

Taishi’s mind returned to the present. “Four.”

Zofi picked up the water basin and hugged it close to her chest. “Four what?”

“Four bulls,” she repeated. “The dukes only have four cocks between them, so four bulls. Sunri stands on her own. Listen closely, girl. Men tend to erase women from history. We do not do that for them.” She had snapped back harsher than she intended, but a mental visit to her family tended to have that effect on her.

“I just lumped all of those worthless dukes together. Who cares?” The mapmaker’s daughter looked taken aback by Taishi’s stern retort. “I thought you hate Sunri. You called her a callous, bloodthirsty, murderous bitch just the other day.”

Taishi picked up a paring knife, flipped it around her fingers expertly until it slipped into her grasp, and then she slammed it down, embedding the entire length of the blade into the wood. “Duchess Sunri of Caobiu, the Desert Lioness, is a genocidal, psychotic cunt. She’s as rotten an evil egg as they come, but she is also one of the five dukes of the Enlightened States and the only woman to have ever earned this title, and she did so as a lowly concubine crushing every weak man that stood in her way. I will happily spit on her grave after she is rot and fungus, but until then she more than deserves her place alongside those entitled men. Do you understand?”

Zofi failed to mask her youthful annoyance. “Fine. Four bulls and a cow rampaging through the countryside with their silly civil war. Happy now?”

“Yes, quite.” Taishi turned her attention back to her sleeping heir, who had already wasted half of the morning. “Speaking of entitled bulls, wake up the savior of the Zhuun. It’s nearly noon, and I’ve just tacked on three more chores to his list.”

Zofi plucked a daikon from the basin and lobbed it at Jian in a way that revealed that no one had ever taught her how to throw anything. The radish flew well over Jian’s head, as did the next three.

“Stop muscling it with your arms.” Taishi stepped next to the girl and picked out her own radish. “The secret to a good throw is to remain relaxed and supple. Brute strength is not the key. Next time Fausan comes to game night, watch his arm when he throws dice. The God of Gamblers is a one-trick dog, but it’s an awfully good trick.” Just as she was about to make the throw, Taishi’s shoulder spasmed, and the radish flew straight into the dirt.

“Just like that?” Zofi covered her smirk with her hand. Her amusement quickly washed away to worry. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Taishi gritted her teeth and stuffed her hand into her robes. The tremors were still crawling up her arm. She stomped over to the sleeping Jian and nudged him with a fuzzy slipper. “Wake up, lazy boy.”

“What? What happened?” Jian startled and then groaned, rocking side to side like a turtle on its shell. At least he woke easily. “What time is it?”

“The day’s already half over,” she replied. “Help Zofi with the slop for the pigs, and then meet me at the edge of the Headless Forest. I heard you fell into the river and lost our fish. We’re going to do nothing but work on riding until you no longer land like a pregnant hen.”

Jian blanched. “The Headless Forest? You ordered me to never ride the currents there. The crosswinds will cleave my head off.”

“I have faith in you,” said Taishi.

“I don’t,” he muttered.

Zofi looked equally concerned. “Maybe we should talk this out, because I don’t either.”



CHAPTER FOUR


BAD REVIEWS

Maza Qisami fiddled with the wooden reed sticking out of her cup of rice wine, swirling the piss-colored liquid until it formed a funnel. Bored to near death, she rested her head on her other hand as she tugged on an ear. It was past time for a bath, but tub fees in Wugoh were tripled due to war and drought. That explained why everyone in the desert settlement stunk.

She glanced across the street into a dress shop and caught sight of her mark, a tall, twiggy woman with dragon eyelashes and paper-thin skin pulled tightly against her husk-like face. Her mark had wandered inside two hours ago and had still not emerged. How long could it possibly take to buy a stupid dress? She wore an outrageous bright orange robe and a gem-encrusted hair piece that wrapped around her nest of hair like a coiled snake. She looked like the stereotypical wicked firstwife pulled directly out of a bad countryside opera production. Qisami was admittedly very taken by the headdress and planned to swipe it as a bonus to her contract.

Qisami leaned back and slurped her drink, her left foot nudging the wicker basket containing the pig head soaking in a bed of salt. Her instructions were specific: gut the mark from neck to groin, put on the piggy as a helm, and splay the body on the lord’s bed in all her naked glory. It was a tale as old as time. Boy meets girl. Boy marries girl. Boy is a pig and marries another. The two girls try to kill each other.

Qisami blew a raspberry and picked at her bowl of sweet gelatin. If someone had accused her two years ago of taking street-level jobs worthy of only grunts and footpads, she would have taken these chopsticks and rammed them through both eye sockets. Being hired by the secondwife to kill the first was so, so beneath a shadowkill, yet here she was, earning silvers to settle a domestic squabble.

A shrill whistle escaped from behind her pursed lips. Life had taken a hard downturn over the last few years, specifically since she had last been in Jiayi and had failed to capture the Prophesied Hero of the Tiandi. He had slipped through her fingers, and with him the juicy contract she had been promised. Not only did she not earn her fat retirement payday, but the Central Orb had also filed a complaint with the Consortium for negligence, demanding reparations for her broken contract. The silkspinners and dukes were probably the only groups the Consortium trod carefully around, so of course they threw her to the jackals.

To rub salt into the wound, they penalized and fined her for taking on an unsanctioned contract. That was ridiculous, because every shadowkill took off-book work all the time. Unfortunately, so-what-everyone-else-does-it was not a good defense. Now she was banned from taking top-tier contracts for the next five years while at the same time half of her earnings were garnished as restitution to the silkspinners.

That left Qisami and her cell—she glanced into the shop and caught sight of that wonderful headdress—having to take on marital counseling jobs, or worse. Their previous job before this had been to hunt down a man having sexual relations with a farmer’s sheep. The one before that from a spoiled nobleman to stage a robbery so he could fight them off, all in order to impress a young lady.

Qisami was still stewing over the bowl of gelatin when Firstwife finally emerged from the shop. She sneered. Three hours, and the old rag hadn’t even bought anything. She swallowed the last few gulps of gelatin and snuck out behind the woman.

Qisami slid her right hand up her other sleeve and cut her nail into her forearm. Mark is moving.

Finally, came the first reply right away. I overheard the accountant talking to the tax collector. He says rice prices are at an all-time high. Want to get into the rice business?

The only thing Qisami wanted was for Koteuni to report in. Her second-in-command had become such a bored grandmam lately. Qisami never realized how much the former court brat cared about their finances until they had none. She was starting to actually believe that Koteuni was doing shadowkill work for the money, not fun.

Mark not moved since he arrived. Burandin was keeping an eye on the lord and husband. Both were currently lounging on opposite ends of a salon.

I hope you’re having a good time. Koteuni had a knack for displaying sarcasm through blood scrawl.

Thanks. Burandin could barely read, let alone notice the inflection accents in her words. The two had been quarreling more lately. They had all been on edge.

A wall of incoherent slashes next came across her forearm. That was probably Cyyk, their grunt, who still needed a lot of practice blood scrawling. She didn’t even bother to try to decipher his scratching. The idiot could still barely cut three words after all this time in training. She should do him a favor and slash his throat. Save him the embarrassment of washing out of the Consortium training pools.

Cut it out, Broodbaby. General Quan Sah, a high-ranking Caobiu lord and general of the world’s largest army, had indentured his fifth son, Cyyk, to fulfill his brood atonement as a security payment to stay all assassinations for a ten-year span. There were dozens of ways a nobleman could ward off assassination. The brood atonement was the easiest and most effective. Indenturing one’s child guaranteed a mark shield that was insurance not only from the Consortium, but from all other organizations of assassins as well. Anyone who crossed a mark shield risked the Consortium’s wrath, which usually meant death.

Qisami was always quick to remind Cyyk that his rich and powerful father chose to sell his youngest son into indentured servitude rather than put in the effort to buy off individual contracts or just boost his personal security. It amused her to see anguish paint his face. It was also a necessary lesson. It would soon be time for Cyyk to apply to a training pool. It was her duty to prepare her grunt for the hard road ahead. His success and failure would reflect directly on her cell. She would never live it down if he didn’t get accepted by at least one pool.

Qisami turned her attention to the one who didn’t answer the roll call. They sometimes got too deep into character and forget to pay attention to the blood scrawls. Zwei, converge on Happy Fortune Street.

She trailed after Firstwife for a few blocks, keeping her distance and staying on the opposite side of the street. The woman was heading west, toward this tiny backwater settlement’s noble district, which was nothing more than a cul-de-sac at the end of Golden Echo Street. Qisami matched her mark’s pace, slowing to a crawl when the woman paused to admire a warbling songbird on the shoulder of an old man strumming a lute. She found herself humming along until an ox-pulled wagon obstructed her line of sight. By the time it cleared, there was no sign of Firstwife.

Qisami sped up, hiking her pants up as she crossed the muddy street, weaving between the oncoming bodies. She craned her head side to side, trying to catch a glimpse of a glittering snake headdress. Qisami had been blessed with many incredible talents, but height was unfortunately not one of them. It wasn’t long before she found herself completely turned around. This was embarrassing. How had Firstwife slipped away so quickly?

Qisami was about to break into a sprint when a gentle arm wrapped around her shoulder. A hot perfumed breath tickled her ear. “Mark just turned the corner, boss. Heading straight toward the estate.”

Zweilang was the newest member of the cell, having only joined last year to replace Haaren, who had retired via the tip of Ling Taishi’s sword. They were tall, with narrow shoulders and long limbs, and a striking but unusual face, with a strong, delicate bone structure, high cheeks, and long silvery hair hanging over both shoulders. They were a yiyang, someone gendered both ways. That trait allowed Zwei to excel in roles with either gender, giving them great versatility.

It had taken two years to find Haaren’s replacement. With the tier blacklist and garnishment in place, few reputable free agents even considered joining her cell. Qisami had been suspicious when Zweilang had agreed, especially since they had graduated high in their litter. It didn’t take long before Qisami found out why.

Zwei touched Qisami’s shoulder again. “Firstwife turned again onto Happy Fortune Street. Is it me or does every town have a Happy Fortune Street?”

“It’s not you. There’s a Happy Fortune and Great Wealth street in every settlement.” Qisami scrawled on her arm. Burandin, close back to first position. Koteuni, kill the ears.

They strolled casually down Happy Fortune Street, acting like two old friends deep in thought. A pair of guards passed by, barely giving them a second glance. It was best they didn’t draw any attention. Qisami would have a difficult time explaining what she was doing with a decapitated pig with the name of a local lord’s firstwife cut into its forehead.

They reached the nobleman’s estate after a short walk. Calling Wugoh a town was being a bit generous, just like calling this small compound an estate. It was more a string of squat buildings enclosed by a leaning clay wall that looked like it was slowly melting.

Qisami eyed a dirty young man with a pudgy nose and permed curly hair sitting lazily against a lamppost. He looked convincingly asleep, or drunk. “You’re supposed to watch the gate.”

Cyyk pried one eye open and looked over at the bright orange gate across the street. “What do you think I’m doing?”

“In disguise, as in without bringing attention to yourself.”

The grunt whined. “I am in my disguise as a beggar. I certainly dress like one. Certainly smell like one too.”

Zwei agreed. “You do stink.”

Qisami pointed at his taut, bare shoulders and arms. “What sort of beggar packs this much muscle?”

“You do look like a street thug scoping out a hit,” agreed Zwei. “The estate probably doubled their security because of you.”

Someone whistled behind them. All three turned to look. The garish orange door was slightly ajar, and Koteuni’s head was sticking out. They hurried across the street.

“Two guards. I took care of them,” she said.

“Are they alive?” Secondwife had offered a small bonus if they didn’t kill any of the staff.

“I think so. One might bleed out.” Koteuni shrugged. The no-collateral-death clause of their contract was a large enough bonus to consider, but not large enough to go out of their way to get inconvenienced. “Firstwife returned a few minutes earlier and went straight through the main building to the back. She has a workshop. Fancies herself a calligrapher.”

“How many other guards?” asked Qisami.

“Three others. Two patrolling, one with the lady.”

Qisami frowned. “Five for the entire estate? He’s a lord.”

“Technically yes,” conceded Koteuni. “But he’s only a fablelord in this backwater court. No matter how good his court status, he’s just still a writer scribbling children’s stories. He’s barely compensated better than the court clowns.”

“Still rich enough to have two wives and an estate,” said Zweilang. “I read some of his work. He isn’t that good.” Zwei sniffed. “This estate probably came with Firstwife’s dowry.”

“And now she’s going to get murdered for it.” Koteuni threw a look at Burandin. “Men are terrible.”

The four followed the perimeter path that ran along the side wall, their soft padded shoes making no noise along the wooden beams, save for an occasional creak under Cyyk’s weight. Qisami felt a tickle in her ear. The place was too quiet, bereft of other souls. Even a modest estate should have at least a servant, a cook, and a maid. Maybe a stable boy and gardener.

Koteuni must have sensed it too. “I’ve only seen a few souls wandering the grounds. Could be on account of the rain, or maybe he really doesn’t have two gold liangs to rub together.”

Zwei mused. “How does a man have two wives but no servants?”

“Maybe he married her to avoid having to pay her to clean,” said Cyyk.

The cell entered the main building and found something better than coins. A small library just past the main foyer had a sprawling wall of floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with books of all sizes. Placed on a pedestal in the center of the room was an open copy of Goramh’s Unabridged Classics. Zwei, who was a voracious reader, squealed and began to browse the contents. They took a large book off a shelf and buried it in their satchel. “The Interpretations of Tiandi Mosaics, Cooking Rice Spiritually Three Ways, oooh, Goramh’s Poetry to Recite While under Duress!” They pocketed that one too.

Qisami grabbed Zwei by the belt and dragged them out of the room. If left to their own, they would stay in here for the next cycle. She looked over to see Koteuni swiping a complete set of opera romances. “We’re shadowkills, not shadowsteals! We don’t rob marks.” She remembered Firstwife’s headdress. “Unless they’re dead.”

Koteuni was defiant. “I don’t care. Selling these books would cover bathtub fees for an entire cycle. I can’t live smelling like camel turd anymore. I’m so pissed and desperate for coin these days I would go beg my father if I hadn’t killed him already.”

That was desperate. Qisami honestly didn’t mind a little theft on the job—everyone did it—but she usually stole something because she wanted it, not because she wanted to sell it. That just felt wrong. Still, Koteuni did have a point. “I’m going to look this way. You do what you—”

A silhouette passed a window just outside. Qisami raked her middle nail along her forearm, and the rest of the cell immediately retreated into cover, hiding behind furniture or blending into the shadows.

Qisami was back to business. I need ten minutes with the firstwife to gut her properly and put on that pig head. Koteuni, clear the outside. Burandin, keep the escape route open. Cyyk, watch the front door.

“But—” he protested.

“One more word and I’ll break your pretty nose again, Broodbaby.” She turned to Zwei. “You’re with me on Firstwife.”

Zwei protested as well. “Can I help Koteuni instead?”

Qisami glared. “I’m not asking for your opinion on job assignments. I need you to hold Firstwife down while I disembowel. The client’s instructions were very specific.”

Zwei sulked. “Fine.”

Koteuni stepped into a shadow while Cyyk hoofed it back to the front door. Qisami drew a black dagger and continued down the corridor toward Firstwife’s suite, the tip of the blade slicing and parting the paper walls. Zwei drew their emei claws, three long prongs protruding from their gloves, and did the same with the opposite wall.

They reached the door to the firstwife’s antechambers, a small room with cushioned benches on both sides. On the other side was a tall mahogany door with a carving of a spectacles-wearing dragon reading a book while curled around a pond. Qisami tapped it lightly with her pinky nail: solid core, heavy, dense. It would muffle the woman’s screams well.

The door squealed as it swung open. The dimly lit room on the other side was dark around the edges. A lone lamp at the far end of the room offered light over a face-painting table. Firstwife sat on a cushioned seat, with her back to the door, fussing with her hair in front of the mirror, pulling out hairpins and letting her hair fall over her shoulders. The snake headdress was placed on a small pedestal nearby, just begging to get stolen.

The two shadowkills split, moving like their namesakes and blending into the darkness. Firstwife placed the brush down and began to tweeze her eyebrows.

Zwei had made it to the far corner and was approaching the opposite side of the ornate wedding bed next to the vanity table. They paused and looked over at Qisami. Kiki, Firstwife is overacting.

Zwei would know a thing or two about overacting, but their point was made. That was when she felt it: a blind claustrophobia. Qisami eyed the shadows nearby. Something was filling up space in the shadows. She drew a second black dagger and waited, sensing the darkness shift around her.

Zwei yelled and fell from behind the wedding bed. Their arms swiped in several directions as two hooded figures emerged from the darkness to surround Zwei. All of their swings missed by a good arm’s length, at least. Zwei was a polished and talented shadowkill, a versatile operative, and an expert on poison, but they were the worst war artist Qisami had ever seen. Zwei flailed around like an injured fowl.

Qisami left the clumsy duckling to fend for themself as she noticed the four silhouettes converging on her, each wearing matte black leather armor with short cloaks flapping off their shoulders. Qisami’s nerves turned cold: Mute Men. What could they possibly be doing here? It was unlikely that some backwater fablelord in this ass-crack peasant settlement could afford the service of the Quiet Death, on a writer’s income no less.

Several pairs of black-gloved hands reached for her. Qisami slashed and spun away, using the depth of darkness to guide her. More hands pawed at her. They were trying to take her alive. Qisami took advantage of that, pressing forward and slicing open a forearm. She danced away and then stepped into a shadow, reappearing at the edge of the light beaming down on the face-painting table.

Several more Mute Men appeared, surrounding her. Qisami couldn’t believe it. “Six Mute Men? He must be the best damn fablelord this side of the Grass Sea.”

There was no winning this. A shadowkill was rarely a match for a Mute Man in open combat. Fighting a cluster of them was just stupid. Considering they were obviously trying to take her alive, Qisami’s decision was easy.

“All right, cheaters. You got me.” Her knives disappeared, and she extended her hands over her head. “Zwei, stand down. No need to die ugly.”

That, however, appeared to be unnecessary. Qisami looked over to see Zwei already on their belly trussed up like a chicken about to get bled. They squirmed and thrashed ineffectively, snarling and biting at the feet of the Mute Man standing next to them.

It was getting a little embarrassing. “Surrender like a pro,” Qisami hissed. She shrugged at the Mute Man cranking her arm behind her back. “Excuse my friend there. Their first time getting captured.”

A loud clap reverberated through the room. “That will be enough. They are our guests, after all.”

Being considered a guest was welcome news. It was clear by now this was a trap, but why? More importantly, who? Which powerful nobleman could Qisami possibly have pissed off enough to send an entire crew of Mute Men? It was flattering, but complete overkill.

Firstwife stood from her seat and turned to face them. Gone was her affectless gaze, her tight skin cracking with the slight upturned ends of her lips. She glided closer with the assuredness of someone familiar with command. Her movements were slow, but measured.

The woman knelt next to Qisami and raised her chin with a long, bony finger. “Maza Qisami, my mistress requires your audience.”

The number of women who wanted Qisami’s head was, unfortunately, likely higher than the number of men. “My cell is in high demand.” That was a lie. “Perhaps she can schedule something next cycle, unless whoever needs killing needs to be killed quickly.”

“My mistress waits for no one under the Tiandi.”

Before Qisami could utter a retort, a hand holding a handkerchief smothered her. She caught the strong whiff of slumberweed. Her nostrils briefly burned with mint, and the world suddenly felt very heavy.



CHAPTER FIVE


HOUTOU

For as long as Jian had known his master, Taishi had been a woman of her word, to a fault. When she had informed him that they were going to focus only on windslipping until he no longer looked like a clipped chicken, she meant exactly that. Two weeks later, Jian was still struggling at it, crashing into trees, walls, and earth, eating more dirt than he cared to think about, and nearly splattering his brains on several occasions. He was improving, though, sort of, slowly.

“Once you get the feel for it,” she explained, “it will become second nature, assuming you survive that long.”

That provided little comfort. Jian was currently perched on top of a cluster of bamboo trees with their tops sheared off. Bamboo leaves were the main source of nutrients for many species of animals in the Cloud Pillars, including several giant leathery-winged birds. Jian glanced at one such bird gliding on the breeze overhead. Its beak was as long as Jian was tall.

Taishi’s hoarse voice barked from below. “I don’t have all day here. I could be painting a self-portrait or sewing a beautiful wedding dress instead of standing in the rain waiting for you to grow a pair of eggs.”

“You don’t know how to sew,” he grumbled. The wind was strong today, but chaotic, some currents weaving through the bamboo stems while others meandered in random directions. A few had even gotten themselves tied up in swirling vortexes that kicked up funnels of leaves and branches.

Most of the currents were too thin, weak, or slow to hold his weight. The strong ones along the wider corridors, however, were blowing by too quickly for his comfort. That meant the only way Jian could windslip to the ground was to pick his way down carefully, like putting together a puzzle, and then navigate down like running an obstacle course.

After he had plotted his route, Jian swallowed the bile collecting in his mouth, exhaled, and then stepped out onto open air. The attempt started out . . . fine. He balanced atop a fat current angling downward in a spiral that was moving a little faster than he was comfortable with as it curved around an open space. He stepped off right before the current broke apart against a tightly knit cluster of bamboo trees, his feet pedaling in small steps on several smaller currents. He minced his way across a dozen more closer to the ground, becoming more sure of himself with every step.

He had nearly made it halfway down when his confidence outgrew his caution, and he misstepped and slipped off the side. Control, once lost, was difficult to regain. Jian yelped and pawed the air as he plummeted headfirst, the ground racing toward him. He was a breath from crashing when a strong force yanked him sideways, sending him tumbling along the earth and brush until he finally skidded to a stop. He groaned and blinked, looking up at the towering green stems buffered by the clear blue sky.

Taishi appeared over him. “Another ugly landing.” She nudged his feet with hers. “You rushed again. The moment you get cocky, you get careless.”

He sat up and wiped his mouth of grime and mud, then raised his arms to take in a full breath. He touched the part of his shoulder where he had torn off the top layer of his skin. Nothing felt broken—thanks to Taishi saving him at the last second, again—but this crash was going to linger for a few days. “I can’t seem to recover from a fall no matter how much I stay calm.”

“Because you didn’t stay calm, and it took you too long to regain control.” Taishi hauled him to his feet and brushed the rotting leaves off his back. “Here’s a trick. When you’re falling out of control, latch on to two opposite currents and pull to cross them.” Taishi’s voice took on a different tone when she was actually teaching and not just being derisive. Jian listened attentively as she demonstrated, weaving the air around her as if she were an artist painting.

He nodded after she finished. “I understand.”

“Prove it. Do it again, and this time drop directly from the trunk. Take what’s given to you. Stop hesitating like a frightened field mouse. We’ll do this with the Celestial Family watching if we have to.”

Zofi emerged from the brush at the edge of the clearing a moment later, just as Jian was about to climb back up to the top of the bamboo tree. She wore her travel sack and was carrying a basket. “Is this a good time? I brought lunch.”

Lunch was, unfortunately, again, radishes every which way. Today’s meal was cold daikon soup and a side of pickled radishes with sweetened daikon chips for dessert. Jian was impressed with the many ways Zofi could dress up one vegetable.

“I need a few things from town as well,” said Taishi as she raised her bowl and slurped her soup. She dictated to the mapmaker’s daughter a long list of items.

Zofi’s eyes narrowed as she scribbled them down. “My shopping list is already too long. We’re low on everything. Spare me Jian for a day or two?”

Taishi’s eyes narrowed. “He needs to train. His windslipping still borders on suicidal, and his Grand Supreme Punch technique is pitiful. He’s sloppy like a five-gourd drunk whenever he practices it.”

“It’s a stupid skill! There’s nothing grand or supreme about it. It’s not even really a punch, more like an awkward palm slap on the chest,” he complained. “Not to mention it’s practically impossible to land. The setup requires a stationary target, and the windup requires focusing all of my jing into one punch, which takes an hour of meditation.”

“That’s because you suck at it.”

Zofi crossed her arms. “Taishi, if you want everything here, I’m going to need help.”

“Fine, but be back in two days. The boy needs to train. Don’t let Jian pick the melons. He wouldn’t know ripe if it split over his head.” She gave Jian a side-eye. “You get a small reprieve, but we’ll start again the morning after you return.”

“Yes, master. Thank you, master.” Jian could barely contain his glee. Anything to escape this torture.”

“Bye, mistress.” Zofi waved, pulling Jian along. They weren’t far from the clearing when Zofi broke into a run.

He limped behind her a few steps, working out the kinks from his hard fall. “Hang on. Slow down. I just fell off a tree.”

“Yes. I saw. It was spectacular.” She smirked. “Why do you keep landing on your face? Is it a new technique?”

“Very funny.” He grunted. “Thanks for making up an excuse to get me out of training.”

“Who said it was an excuse? I was hoping you would volunteer to go by yourself. How’s the flying coming along?”

Terrible. Painful. Impossible. “It’s fine.”

“That bad, huh?” Zofi didn’t look worried. “You’ll get it, eventually. You better, Great Savior of the Zhuun, or we’re all in deep dung.”

He grumbled. “We better learn to speak Katuia then.”

She clutched his shoulder. “Hey, don’t worry about it. You’ll be fine. You’ll either fulfill the prophecy and slay the Eternal Khan of Katuia, or he’ll rip you limb from limb.”

Jian scowled, kicked a stone, and watched it bounce and tumble down the path. “Do you think Kaiyu will come with us?”

Hwang Kaiyu was Hwang Kasa’s son and disciple, and the closest thing to a friend Jian and Zofi had in the Cloud Pillars. He was a few years younger, brash and innocent, with the disposition of a happy puppy.

Contrary to their supposed isolation, the Cloud Pillars was home to a teeming community of war artists. Most kept to themselves. Some were older masters who had retreated from the world to live out their last days. Others, like Kasa, had returned here to raise and train their heirs. More than a few were hiding from the law or the wrath of some noble, or in Jian’s case both.

The two continued picking their way down the rough, winding trail. With so much rain, thick forests of bamboo trees grew quickly and often rearranged the ways they traveled. They reached a narrow rope bridge connecting two mountains several hundred feet above the ground. The long way down through the valley would take an extra hour to traverse.

“I hate this part the most,” she muttered, staring at the two fraying ropes serving as railings.

“I can carry you on a current if you’d like,” he offered.

She blew a raspberry. “No thank you. I just saw you land on your face.”

Jian and Zofi crossed the rickety bridge one plank at a time, feeling each one skate beneath their feet. They crossed without incident, as they had a hundred times before, and continued along the path as it wound down the side of the mountain until it ended at the base of a tall, plump waterfall.

Kaiyu was fishing in the waterfall’s basin when they arrived, wearing nothing but a pair of trousers rolled up to his knees. The boy was small for his age, his body not yet filled out. His head was shaved at the crown, but the hair along the sides hung down over his face like a curtain. He wielded a fishing spear in one hand and a knife in the other. The spear hovered overhead for several seconds before darting into the water. It came up empty. Kaiyu waded a few steps deeper into the murky green pool, then reset again.

Without taking his eyes off the water, he whistled. “Hi, Zofi, Jian. Need something?”

Taishi never bothered to hide Jian’s identity from the other master war artists. There was no use, she had said. Both of them were too notorious under the lunar court. She trusted that the small brotherhood of master war artists, as a courtesy, would not give her up. So far that theory had held true. It also didn’t hurt that every master knew that Taishi would murder their entire lineage if they betrayed her.

Zofi waved back. “Just the wagon, Kaiyu.”

“Bahngtown or the lion farm?”

“Supplies,” said Zofi.

“Ah, too bad. Go on ahead to the houseboat. Ba’s mending nets.”

“What’s too bad?” asked Jian. But Kaiyu was already focused back on the water near his feet, the spear still held high and ready.

“Come on.” Zofi dragged him by the collar and waved back at Kaiyu. “We’ll see you at the boat, yeah?”

Kaiyu’s arm snapped downward, and this time the spear tip came out with a large blue-and-yellow toad, its legs kicking weakly into the air. Kaiyu wasted no time putting the creature out of its misery and dropping its body into a satchel hanging at his waist, then he reset again.

Jian and Zofi continued down a short way along a babbling stream that eventually drained into the Yukian River. They passed several fenced pens with assorted livestock, and a pair of oxen grazing ankle-deep in water. To the left, a little farther from shore, was parked a long covered wagon.

The two approached a wiry man manually patching a broken fishing net hanging from a stand. The top of his bald head reflected sunlight like a mirror while long white hair hung from the sides down to his shoulders. He wore a loose oversize shirt, which hung off his scrawny shoulders like a dress. One could have easily mistaken the man for a homeless vagrant.

Jian and Zofi touched their closed right fists to their open left palms and bowed. Hwang Kasa, known throughout the Enlightened States as the Sky Monkey, had been a moderately renowned war artist for the better part of the last century. He was the head of the Houtou style Third Lin lineage and had earned a sterling reputation throughout his career. His list of slain named enemies was impressive, and his eccentricities had earned him a niche but fervent fan base under the lunar court. For whatever reason, Kasa still could never break into the highest echelon of war arts masters, though he was certainly worthy.

Though Taishi and Kasa tended to campaign on the same side, there were times when they found themselves on opposing fields. As one would expect from professionals, there were rarely ever hard feelings. This was fortunate, because Kasa had moved into Taishi’s neighborhood over on the next mountain two years ago when he decided to retire from the world and settle down to raise his son in peace. The masters enjoyed a healthy and respectful relationship. As a bonus, Kasa had a nice wagon, which he generously lent anytime they needed it.

Master Kasa looked as if he were strumming a harp as his fingers passed over the fishing net, untangling knots and tying loose strings together. The Houtou style emphasized trickery, agility, and evasion, traits both the master and his son exhibited with ample abundance. Jian had sparred with Kaiyu many times, both serving as their respective master’s proxy.

The two boys were evenly matched in open hands. What advantage Jian had in height and reach, Kaiyu made up for in quickness. They paired similarly well with weapons, with the exception of Kaiyu’s bound staff, to which Jian had no answer, much to Taishi’s chagrin. It was beneath both masters to duel for honor and prestige at this late point in their careers, but it didn’t mean they couldn’t duel vicariously through their heirs.

“How is my good friend Ling Taishi?” Kasa asked, his eyes fluttering alongside the blur of his fingers.

“My master is well and sends her regards, Master Hwang,” Jian replied, bowing stiffly and formally. Kasa couldn’t care less if Jian squatted in front of him and relieved himself, but Zofi insisted he practice presenting protocol whenever possible.

The two waited a few seconds longer as Kasa completed the section and tied off the net. He patted the white resin off his dusty robes and turned to face them. He eyed Zofi up and down. “You need to eat.”

“You need to mind your own business,” she shot back. “I’m the perfect size.”

“I have smoked salmon hanging off the rack, fresh raw salmon, and fried salmon with chives.”

Zofi held up her satchel at her waist. “I have daikon radishes, pickled daikon radishes, and daikon radish chips.”

Kasa grunted. “Always radishes. Taishi needs to diversify.”

“Master Taishi has not stepped foot into the garden since when we moved in. I grow daikons because they’re hardy, versatile, and tasty.” Jian didn’t want to break it to her that all her radish dishes tasted exactly the same, and none of them were tasty.

The master grinned. “Any time Taishi no longer needs your services, I’ll steal you away on the spot.”

“You can’t afford to employ me, master.”

He scratched his bristled cheeks. “I was thinking more of you and Kaiyu matching well together.”

That was when Zofi broke character and guffawed. She covered her mouth with a hand, and her body convulsed as she tried to swallow her laughter. One or two outbursts escaped her lips before she regained her serenity. She bowed. “You are too generous to consider me, master.”

“You wouldn’t consider it, would you?” he probed.

“Not a chance in the twelfth depth of hell.”

“There’re only ten,” Jian added unhelpfully.

“I stand by what I said.” She turned to Kasa. “I am honored, though, master.”

Kasa was unfazed. He stepped onto the ramp and waved at them to follow him onto the boat. “Bah, you’re both young. You’ll have time to reconsider. Come, stay for dinner. You can leave in the morning.”

The houseboat was an old pleasure barge converted into a homestead. Kasa had figured it was easier to pull a boat upriver than it was to build a house from scratch. The main living quarters were a canopied tent lashed together with bamboo and canvas, forming a curved arch covering the middle of the boat. Underneath the tarp were a large table and six chairs, two beds, and a strange array of structures of hanging bars, handles, and wobbly platforms.

Kasa opened the door to the smokehouse. “Come, you’re welcome to dinner.”

What the scrawny old goat actually meant was he was welcoming them to cook him dinner, but Jian and Zofi were happy to oblige. Their meals were often at the mercy of what was available, so having as much fish as they could eat was always a treat. Kaiyu returned from the lake just as Zofi brought out salmon and radishes three ways. Zofi pursed her lips for a few moments before the giggles burst through into fresh laughter, to the boy’s confusion.

Afterward, they joined Kasa in meditative stretching as they contorted their bodies into awkward poses while listening to his calming instructions. They had varying success. Zofi promptly sprained her ankle, and everyone retired shortly after, with Kasa disappearing below deck while Kaiyu climbed into a hammock hanging between the two masts.

Jian found a lumpy, torn daybed on the upper deck and declared it their camp for the night. He and Zofi spent the rest of the night drinking radish juice and staring at the Queen, the Prince, and the rest of the stars that made up the Celestial Court.

He nudged her with an elbow. “Let me ask you something. I think it’s time for me to ask Taishi to get my own guardian lion. What do you think of that?”

Zofi elbowed him back. “I think you’re a dumb egg. Don’t even think about asking.”

“Why not?”

“Because guardian lions eat four chickens a day, have rancid breath, and their fur smells like wet dog.”

“But Kaiyu says he might get one soon!”

She turned her back to him. “Go to sleep.”

Jian lay wide awake well after she began snoring. Zofi did not say no, and his birthday was approaching. Taishi had even mentioned in passing once or twice about beginning his training for the final test. That had to mean he was almost ready. Jian relished that thought and took it with him into his dreams where he imagined himself becoming the new grandmaster of the Windwhispering School of the Zhang lineage family style, all while riding a giant red guardian lion that smelled like wet fur.



CHAPTER SIX


DESERT LIONESS

Qisami raised one eyelid but couldn’t quite muster the energy to open the other one. Her head was heavy as a brick and felt like it had been stuffed with gravel. Her skin itched as if she had been wrapped in a blanket of low-quality wool. Her head lolled to one side, and she found her face half buried in a smelly bed of dirty straw. A beam of sunlight drew her attention to an all-too-familiar view of a small window on the other side of several thin metal bars.

Great. She was in jail. Again. It wasn’t a big deal. This wasn’t the first—or even the tenth—time she had woken up in one. Qisami didn’t mind being imprisoned that much either, because there were few cells that could hold a shadowkill.

It took her several attempts to sit up. She couldn’t feel her arms and legs past the joints, and nothing seemed to be working. Her eyesight was still fuzzy, and all she could hear was a muffled hissing sound, as if someone were whispering words she could not make out. At least her neck still worked, sort of. Qisami rolled her head back to the center and stared curiously at the ceiling. Why would there be bars overhead as well? In fact, was there another jail cell above her? Then the entire room shook, jostled, more like it.

Where was she? How many hours had she been out? The diffused light from the frosted windowpane made it difficult to tell. Had she been out a few hours, or was it the next day? The last thing she remembered was Firstwife smothering her with slumberweed, then darkness. Something was different, though. Qisami used to take slumberweed for fun, but she had never awoken to such a headache and body weakness. She couldn’t understand it. What crazed maniac could she have angered so badly that they sent all those Mute Men and then went through the effort of locking her up? Who even kidnaps a shadowkill?

It took a while before any sensation returned, first to her head and body, then to her limbs. Her lips were dried and cracked, and her belly growled badly. Her one opened eye kept wanting to droop shut, but she forced it to stay open, which required much more effort than she thought possible.

Moving sluggishly, Qisami pushed herself up and banged her head on the cell, her red hair pressing against the metal bars. She opened her mouth to groan and tasted blood on her dried, cracked lips. She made it into a sitting position, but toppled over. Only another wall of bars to the side kept her from falling flat. Something sharp jabbed into her side as she tried to roll onto her back again.

Qisami noticed several small needles clustered around her elbows and wrists. She found more on her shoulders and neck. She touched her porcupined face. These needles were everywhere. A realization struck her. If an acupuncturist had put her to sleep, then she could have been out for days, maybe weeks.

She ran her hand over her body, swiping away most of the needles. Feeling returned shortly. It was little wonder; an acupuncture-induced sleep was rarely restful. The stinky, lumpy straw bed under her didn’t help matters either. She had been locked up many times, but this was the first time she had found herself in what appeared to be some sort of dog cage.

Wait an egg-cracking moment . . .

Qisami scanned the rest of the room. The other side was just a wall of cages five wide and four tall, each with a bed of straw and a bowl. A narrow path divided the two walls of cages. One end had a small unlit lantern hanging off a hook, while the other had a tall, narrow wooden door.

“This is actually a dog cage!” Qisami hollered, more insulted than anything else. She kicked the bars on the other end and rattled the side with what appeared to be a door.

The entire room shook again, rattling the metal bits and throwing Qisami against the bars. She snarled and curled her fingers around the gate. Vibrations were crawling up and down the metal bars, and two lanterns at both ends swayed with a steady cadence. Then Qisami heard a grinding noise, like heavy wood against stone. She looked back at the window with the thick frosted glass. She was in a wagon of some sort, and it was moving.

Something moved out of the corner of her eye. She focused on it, studying the faint outline in the darkness. Someone groaned, and then a familiar voice spoke. “Ow, are there ants all over me? Get them off! Get them off!”

“Koteuni,” Qisami whispered, although she didn’t know why she bothered keeping quiet.

“Kiki?” she whispered back. “Is that you? What are we doing here? Where are we?” She sniffed. “Why does it smell like an old pimp’s crotch in here?”

“Jailed, in a dog cage on a kennel wagon.” Qisami sniffed. Her full sense of smell had returned, unfortunately. “Can you believe that?”

“Someone’s definitely getting fined for this.” The outline of Koteuni’s face appeared near the bars. “Seriously, why does it smell like my grandbaba’s pants in here?”

“I didn’t know your grandfather was a pimp.”

“I’ll have you know my grandbaba was a great man and a learned noble in the Lawkan Court. He just happened to always smell like pee.” Dirty straw began to rain out of Koteuni’s cage. “Where are the others?”

Qisami scanned the room, first sighting Zwei curled in a fetal position in the top corner cage. Burandin was in a bottom one just below one of the lanterns. Cyyk was directly opposite her one row down.

“Everyone’s here,” she said, wondering. “Even the stupid baby Broodbaby. They must want the cell intact, but why?”

“Maybe it’s a job.” Koteuni couldn’t hide the tinge of desperation in her voice.

“Charging them triple under the table if so,” muttered Qisami. “Considering they blew up our last job.”

“They were waiting for us. We were ambushed. How?” her second said thoughtfully. “One moment I’m poking holes in those two guards like drunk Ling Taishi during her ill-tempered years, and the next two Mute Men jump me. I’m not going to lie; I was flattered whoever sent them thought fit to send two. Still, I was going to escape and leave you to your fates, but then someone bull’s-eyed my forehead with a needle. Has to be a highly skilled acupuncturist. Next thing I know, I have piss-soaked pieces of straw sticking into my mouth.”

“Wait,” Qisami interjected. “You fantasized about being Ling Taishi? How could you do that?”

“She was always my favorite,” Koteuni admitted. “Ever since I was a little girl. I’ve seen all the street operas about her.”

“She killed Haaren, and she almost killed you!”

“It would have been a pretty neat way to die, Kiki.” Koteuni took a breath. “Speaking of death, how did the Quiet Death capture you?”

“Are you kidding? I’m not stupid. I surrendered.” Qisami snorted. “The entire thing was a setup. No wonder the pay and bonuses felt too sickly sweet to be true. I should have sniffed something was off.” If she hadn’t been so impoverished and desperate for a decent contract, she would have done proper—or even any—due diligence on this job. The pay was too good, though, which in hindsight was probably the point. “Mute Men means it’s nobility, and that many at once means someone high in court.”

“Hopefully not the Gyian court.” Zwei had awoken and joined the conversation. “I have a little matter of a death sentence there.”

“Look at that,” Qisami remarked, impressed. “So young and already a death sentence.”

“Feels like overkill for just five shadowkills,” huffed Koteuni.

“Counting Cyyk is generous,” said Qisami.

The wagon rocked again, more violently this time, and then gravity shifted toward the left wall. They were rounding a bend and descending, possibly down a windy mountain pass? It felt colder outside, or perhaps it was just disgustingly humid in here.

“How long have we been out?” asked Zwei.

Qisami squinted at the opaque glass window. “With needle sleep, it could be a while.”

“So we could be anywhere.”

“Even Gyian,” added Koteuni.

“Drat.”

Burandin had awoken during the conversation, but as usual was more content to listen than participate. His wife did enough talking for both of them. That left Cyyk, who was still snoring in his cage. Qisami grimaced. Koteuni was right; they should have pushed harder for a girl grunt instead of getting assigned this useless Broodbaby. Well, she could worry about addressing that regret later.

Right now she had more pressing matters to figure out, first of which was finding some food. Qisami wrapped her fingers around the metal bars and surveyed the shadows and darkened corners. Most were too shallow and small to shadowstep through, at least for now. The two lanterns hanging at both ends of the room did a decent job warding back the shadows, but they presented an opportunity when they swayed.

Qisami bided her time, watching and counting the beats, as the lanterns jostled back and forth. They were swinging in unison, and the shadows they created lasted moments. She had to be careful not to get lost in the shadowstep, or get cut in two as she stepped out. Qisami had always been fascinated with dying that way. It had been a popular topic of conversation back at the training pool, but it had never actually happened to any shadowkill in living memory. At least it was not something anyone was willing to admit.

Qisami’s moment came on a sharp left turn. Gravity shifted again. The two lanterns leaned sharply to one side, creating a large enough black spot right next to Burandin’s cage. She went for it, pushing herself toward the back of the cage into the shadows. A ripple passed through her, like she was being enveloped by a thousand bubbles that tickled her as they passed.

She emerged an instant later, bounding out of the darkened corner just as it closed. She surveyed herself, patting away the straw clinging to her shoulders. “There is still not a cage that can hold a shadowkill.”

Careless, stupid jailers, practically begging the shadowkills to escape. Anyone with half a chicken brain would know that, contrary to popular mythology, light was a shadowkill’s friend. A smidgen of light was needed to give darkness dimensions, form, and structure. The only way to truly contain one of their kind was to shroud them in complete dark.

Qisami rattled her knuckles along the bars as she walked down the aisle to the door in the back. “All right, pudding peas, time to go.”

Zwei reached her first. They had picked the latch with a wire and unlocked it from the inside. Koteuni shadowstepped next to her a moment later. Burandin just kicked his gate open. Cyyk they had to let out.

Qisami grabbed the door handle and pushed slowly. Sharp beams of white light, temporarily blinding, shot through the crack. The sound of travel grew much louder: the large wheels rolling on the paved road, the oxen mooing, and the sounds of shouting and footsteps. Many of them. Qisami readied for a fight, and then swung the door all the way.

This particular wagon had a peacock’s tail, a small balcony attached to the back that fanned out for several feet. Qisami’s eyes widened. Sitting on the tail was Firstwife, looking like she was expecting company. The woman looked over at Qisami and stood. “About time you woke. Follow me. The rest of you stay.”

Qisami began to plan her escape. She was happy to play along for a while mainly out of curiosity. The King was setting on the horizon, his rays burning rust upon the landscape. Dusk was approaching, and with it a blanket of darkness. A shadowkill was a slippery eel at night, difficult to capture and nearly impossible to contain. All Qisami had to do was bide her time.

The rest of her cell, however, were on their own and would have to find their own way out. She blood scrawled on her forearm. Go back in your cages. I’ll be back, maybe. If you can escape, do. But remember, no one gets paid if I don’t make it out alive.

A cool, crisp blast of wind slammed into Qisami the moment she stepped away from the safety of the wagon doorway. Many war artists, especially the younger fools, tried to act tough and pretend the weather didn’t affect them. Qisami had no such hang-ups. She shivered and jumped up and down. She blew a raspberry and pulled her long sleeves over her hands. She almost asked a nearby guard to give her his cloak.

The change in climate also meant the wagon had been heading in a northerly direction. By the looks of the tall hills around them, Qisami guessed they must be heading northeast, deeper into Caobiu lands. West would have taken them to the humid river lands of Lawkan. East would have been the arid Xing.

Qisami wasn’t thrilled with being back in the duchy. She hadn’t worked here since Jiayi. There was also the matter of the civil war. If she were lucky, they would maybe be taking her to a rural place far from the conflict and fighting.

“I just have to figure out where we are.” She followed Firstwife to the front of this long, slow line of wagons.

The guard escort chuckled. “Look to your right, you caged dog.”

Qisami scowled and shook a finger at him. “I’ll remember that. I’ve memorized your face. One day, poof. Watch the shadows. I’ll be right there, stabbing your eyeball.” She looked to the right anyway, and she felt a sudden intense need to eat a lot of sweets. “Oh, pig feet.”

Sitting on a plateau halfway up a mountain down a long, winding cliffside road was the unmistakable and imposing capital city of Caobiu, Danziyi. Her captors had literally dragged her from the safe anonymity of a backwater settlement to the very beating, slaying heart of the War of the Five Dukes. More fortress than city, Danziyi was the center of Sunri’s extremely centralized seat of power, from which every aspect of her government flowed up and down through her extensive chains of command. There was no delegating. Danziyi also housed the largest standing army in the world, which made it the focal point of every other duke’s war plans. It was well known that whoever controlled Danziyi controlled the Celestial Palace.

Qisami stayed just a few steps behind Firstwife as they continued up the wagon line, her stare glued to the giant, ugly fortress. Sunri’s stupid hideous city on a hill. It was the last place Qisami should be. She glanced to her other side. In the valley below Danziyi were several expansive terraced rice fields with half-submerged green sprouts in neat rows. The water in the fields was higher than normal, courtesy of a healthy Spring this cycle. There were so many places she could shadowstep away to; it was almost too easy.

They skipped the turn that would have led them into the city and continued northward. A spark of hope kindled inside. “We’re not heading into the city?”

“Our business lies elsewhere.”

This was a good sign. A wise shadowkill avoided ducal gold. Although they paid handsomely, it was almost never worth the hassle. The Caobiu court’s bureaucracy was particularly dangerous. They crested the hill, and Qisami’s optimism dissipated. She squeezed her eyes shut, but she had already seen a vast flat plain below, where a sea of red and yellow was arrayed in neat marching squares that crawled as far as the eyes could see. Qisami had not only been brought into the heart of the Zhuun civil war, but it also appeared she was smack-dab in the middle of an invasion, and by the direction everything was moving, of Gyian. They continued down the road, merging with the heavy traffic of wagons punctuated by the rumbling of a thousand boots marching.

The heavy congestion on the road slowed them to a crawl. Firstwife did not slow, however. She grabbed Qisami by the elbow, digging her sharp claws into Qisami’s joint, and dragged her along, breaking away from the wagon. By the strength of her grip, the woman must either have trained in the war arts or have been a schoolteacher. The surrounding soldiers took one look at Firstwife and parted, forming a clear path before them. The woman had to also hold some position of authority.
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