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To childhood dreams,
may they all come true







DRAMATIS
PERSONAE


THE TIANDI

AYQUE High lord of the Shulan Court. Leader of the stupid faction.

BHASANI, NARWANI Master of the Drowned Fist.

DONGSHI Duke of Lawkan. Former whisperlord of the empire. Leader of the Ten Hounds.

FAUSAN, NOON also God of Gamblers. Master of the Whipfinger Style Song Family Ho Lineage.

GORAMH Legendary Tiandi monk. His wisdom is renowned throughout the world. Likely starved to death on a mountain.

GUANSHI, SASHA also Beautiful Boy. Daughter of Guanshi Kanyu. Boss of the Worst Today Boys.

GUIMAN Hansoo monk. One ring. Pahm’s little brother.

HACHI Heir to the Whipfinger Style Song Family Ho Lineage. Close friend to Jian.

HAIKSONG Gardener at Skyfall Temple.

HUA, SHAO Latest protagonist in the popular long-running Burning Hearts romance series written by a Xhu Weh Sahri. Not a real person.

HUAKT Captain in the Shulan Displayguards.

HUJO, AKAI also Longsleeves. High lord and a general of the Caobiu Cinderblossoms.

HUYYI Prisoner at the Happy Glow Retirement Home. Lover to Cyyk.

JIAN, WEN also Lu Hiro. Champion of the Five Under Heaven. The Prophesied Hero of the Tiandi. Heir to the Windwhispering School of the Zhang Lineage. #1 Most Wanted Fugitive in the Enlightened States.

KAIYU, HWANG Heir of the Houtou style Third Lin Lineage. Close friend to Jian.

KASA, HWANG also the Sky Monkey. Master of the Houtou style Third Lin Lineage. Father to Kaiyu. Killed while saving Wen Jian from the Lotus Lotus monks.

KORANAJAH Battleabbess of the Black Orchid sect in Vauzan. Friend to Taishi.

KUOLONG Master war artist of the Tea Bears of Xing. Slain by the Eternal Khan of Katuia during the siege of Xusan.

LIUMAN Hansoo monk. Twelve rings. Pahm’s former master. Killed by Qisami.

MEEHAE Apprentice acupuncturist. Close friend to Jian in Sanba.

MORI, LEE Templeabbot of the Temple of the Tiandi in Vauzan. Former lover to Taishi.

MUNNAM, LING Former Master windwhisper. Father to Ling Taishi. Deceased.

NEEHONG Resident of Vauzan. Mother to Neeshan.

NEESHAN Former box girl in Vauzan. Lover to Hachi.

OBAN, ORI High lord of the Shulan Court. Close friend to former Duke Saan and interim leader of Shulan Duchy. Leader of the idiotic faction.

OBEEN, ORI Lord of the Shulan Court. Brother and personal mind trust to Highlord Oban.

PAHM Hansoo war monk. Ten rings. Close friend to Xinde and Jian.

PEI Child Oracle of the Tiandi. Friend to Taishi.

PENGZO Initiate at the Skyfall Temple.

QINHHWANAN Former battleabbess of the Black Orchids, friend of Taishi, slain by a Katuia champion.

SAAN also the Painted Tiger. Duke of Shulan. Former Emperor Xuanshing’s second son. Former student to Taishi. Killed by Sunri.

SAKU SAKU High lady of the Shulan Court. Leader of the capitulation caucus.

SANSO, LING Son of Ling Taishi. Deceased.

SOHI, SOA Former Eternal Bright Light master. Younger brother to Sohn.

SOHN, SOA Master of the Eternal Bright Light Fist Pan Family Pan Lineage. Lost heir to the family’s schools. Formerly nicknamed Pan’s Pillaging Playboy. Wanted Fugitive.

SOHNSHO, SOA Eternal Bright Light master. Head of the Pan family Pan Lineage. Nephew to Sohn.

SONAYA, RAS Daughter of the Drowned Fist. Bhasani’s heir. Love interest to Jian.

SUNRI also the Desert Lioness. Duchess of Caobiu. Former concubine to Emperor Xuanshing.

TAISHI, LING also Nai Roha. Grandmaster of the Windwhispering School of the Zhang Lineage; Windwhispering School of the Zhang Lineage of the Ling Family Branch. Distant #2 Most Wanted Fugitive in the Enlightened States.

WAYLIN Duke of Xing. Cousin to the Emperor Xuanshing.

XINDE Magistrate in Vauzan. Former captain of the Caobiu Stone Watchers long eyes unit. Former First Senior of the Longxian War Art Academy. Close friend to Jian from back in Jiayi.

XUAMIO Worst Boy Thug of the Worst Today Boys.

YANSO Duke of Gyian. Former purselord to Emperor Xuanshing. Killed by Sunri.

YINSHI, HUI Former songmistress of the Xing Court. Mother to Ling Taishi. Deceased.

ZOFI, WU Taishi’s close confidante and assistant. Adopted daughter to Ling Taishi. Best friend and tutor to Jian.





THE SHADOW

AKIANA, AKI Lady of Aki household. Twin to Akiya. Youngest daughter of Lord Aki Niam. Under the care of Qisami as Child Companion Kiki. Deceased.

AKIYA, AKI Lady of Aki household. Twin to Akiana. Youngest daughter of Lord Aki Niam. Under the care of Qisami as Child Companion Kiki. Deceased.

BADGASGIRL Member of Cyyk’s Grunt Gang. Prisoner of the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

BIG LETTUCE Member of Cyyk’s Grunt Gang. Prisoner of the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

BINGWING Shadowkill in Koteuni’s copper-tier cell.

BURANDIN Shadowkill in Qisami’s cell. Husband to Koteuni.

CHALKFACE Member of Cyyk’s Grunt Gang. Prisoner of the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

CHIAFANA also Firstwife. The Minister of Critical Purpose. Adviser to Duchess Sunri of Caobiu.

CYYK, QUAN also Cyknan. Lord in the Quan family of Caobiu. Son of Highlord General Quan Sah. Former student of the Longxian School. Grunt in Qisami’s cell. Prisoner at the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

FUNGUSFEET Member of Cyyk’s Grunt Gang. Prisoner of the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

HAAREN Shadowkill in Qisami’s cell. Opera. Killed by Taishi.

HAIR BEAR Boss of Barrack Twelve, also known as the Goons, of the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

ISSA, TAWARA Mother of the River, former Lawkan lord. Prisoner at the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

ITO, TAWARA One of the leaders of the Lawkan faction at the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

JAHKO Shadowkill in Koteuni’s copper-tier cell.

KOTEUNI Leader of a copper-tier shadowkill cell. Former second-in-command in Maza Qisami’s cell. Wife to Burandin. No longer friends with Qisami.

QISAMI, MAZA also Kiki. Former copper-tier shadowkill from the Bo Po Mo Fo training pool. Former diamond-tier operative under demotion and garnishment from the Consortium. Resident at the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

SNOUTNOSE Member of Cyyk’s Grunt Gang. Prisoner of the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

SOY, MUBAAN Former minor Gyian taxlord. Prisoner at the Happy Glow Retirement Home. Castrated by Qisami.

SUNXIA Warden of Happy Glow Retirement Home. Possibly cousin to Sunri.

SURRATOO Sister of the Black Orchids. Nanny to Pei, Oracle of the Tiandi. Excommunicated.

SVENT Barrack Three boss of the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

THREE CHINS Elevator king of the Hope You Get Rich Mine at the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

TSANG Former grunt of Maza Qisami’s cell. Now promoted to the Consortium training pool.

USHMU Shulan lord defending Vauzan’s Prime Ward.

ZIYAK, MAZA Emeritus Senior Mnemonic of the Gyian Court. Father to Maza Qisami.

ZWEI also Zweilang. Shadowkill in Koteuni’s cell. Opera. A Yiyang.




THE KATUIA

ALYNA Viperstrike of the Nezra clan. Former mentor to Salminde. Deceased.

BHUSUI Will of the Khan to Visan.

DAEWON Master tinker. Council member of the Nezra clan. Husband to Malinde. Father to young Hampa.

DAI Ninth Yazgur of Sunjawa Outpost.

FAALSA Viperstrike and a clan chief of the Nezra clan. Father to Salminde. Deceased.

HAMPA Viperstrike. Neophyte to Salminde. Killed by Raydan.

HANUS Yar of the Honest Run. Member of the Great Deals Galore Guild.

HOQUO Nezra warrior. Slain during the Nezra attack on the Honest Run trade barge.

HORSAW Will of the Khan to Visan.

HUONG First Yazgur of Sunjawa Outpost.

HWASHI Will of the Khan to Visan.

JAWAPA Hrusha cobbler of the Sun Under Lagoon. His crap is garbage.

JHAMSA Elder Spirit Shaman of Katuia. Council member of Chaqra, the Black City. Former heart-father to Sali.

JIAMIN also the Eternal Khan of Katuia. The Lord of the Grass Sea. Childhood friend of Sali. Deceased.

JOUM Will of the Khan to Visan.

LEHUANGXI THIRAPUT CUNGLE Captain of the Hana Iceberg. Friend to Sali.

MALI also Malinde the Master Tinker. Sectchief to Nezra tinker sect. Council member of the Nezra clan. Sister to Salminde. Wife to Daewon. Mother to young Hampa.

MARHI also Hoisannisi Jayngnaga Marhi. Neophyte viperstrike to Salminde. Former rumblerlead of Hightop cluster. Friend to Hampa.

MILEENE Viperstrike of the Nezra clan. Mother to Salminde. Deceased.

NANKA Crew member of the Not Loud Not Fat. Former howler monkey of Nezra clan.

RAYDAN also Raydan the Stormchaser. The Stormchaser. Former raidbrother to Sali. Killed by Sali.

SALI also Salminde the Viperstrike. The Viperstrike. Former Will of the Khan. Council member of the Nezra clan. Leader of the Exiles Rebellion against Katuia.

SHOBANSA Nezra Supplychief. Trader and wealthiest person in Nezra.

SURIPTIKA also Conchitsha Abu Suriptika. Happan ritualist. Cobbler in Hrusha. Healer to Sali. Keeper of the Xoangiagu.

SURUMPTIPA Clan chief of Liqusa.

THUAIA Will of the Khan to Visan.

VISAN also the new Eternal Khan of Katuia. The Lord of the Grass Sea.

WANI Viperstrike of Nezra clan. Neophyte to Salminde. Former howler monkey.

WEIGO Nezra tinker under Daewon.

YURAKI also Rich Man Yuraki. Elder of Hig.









For a summary of the events of the War Arts Saga so far,
please turn to “The Story So Far” in the appendix.
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CHAPTER ONE



AT THE GATES

The Siege of Vauzan began during a sunny Tenth Day Prayer. Ling Taishi was gnawing on a thousand-layer flaky bun at the Tall Wall Dim Sum restaurant set up at the parapet of the Dauntless Wall, which ran along the eastern perimeter of Vauzan city, the ducal capital of Shulan Duchy. The wall didn’t serve as much of a deterrent. It was wider and squatter than it was tall, and no opposing army had ever been intimidated by a fat wall. The court often rented the grounds of the outer battlement to various businesses and special events. Wedding processions circling the city were especially popular.

Today was Breakfast Club, which happened at every Tenth Day Prayer. Taishi would never admit it, but she savored these meals with the other women of the club. These events were some of her most enjoyable moments in a world increasingly devoid of such small pleasures. The Vauzan Temple of the Tiandi during Tenth Day Prayer was insufferable, so this gave her an excuse to leave the temple grounds and stay as far away from the ghastly, pious rabble yearning to tithe their way into heaven. With the troubles brewing across the Enlightened States, the business of religion was doing well.

She continued to nibble the edges of her bun. Like the wall, her breakfast was also falsely advertised. The so-called thousand-layer flaky bun had many layers, yes, but not close to a thousand. Probably not even twenty. Even worse, it was dry and bland. Every bite sucked the moisture out of her mouth. It was a good thing that Taishi was prepared. She reached for one of the six cups arrayed before her. The one on the left was hot soy milk for dipping. Next to it was the black poison tea—not actually poisonous. Beside that was the plum wine, the ginseng drink, and then the monk fruit drink. The last cup was water, for washing of course.

Taishi drained the hot soy milk in one burning gulp, and then scooped up another bun. It wasn’t that the Tall Wall’s pastries were that good; it was that there was competition here, and Zofi ate enough for three.

Sitting across from Taishi, smirking, was Narwani Bhasani, Master of the Drowned Fist, who said, “Ling Taishi, grandmaster war artist, legend of the lunar court, the most-wanted fugitive—sometimes second—in the Enlightened States, is a messy eater. We can’t take you anywhere respectable, master.”

Flakes dribbled onto Taishi’s lap as she sucked her fingers. “I might not be alive next time we get a table here. I’ll eat how I like.”

It was true; reservations at the Tall Wall Dim Sum, a pop-up open only during Tenth Day Prayers, were difficult to land. That was the thing about time. When she first entered the lunar court, reputation was everything, especially for young women starting out in a man’s world. Now that these masters were older legends, they were practically invisible, which suited Taishi fine. Once you’re close to death, you tend to stop worrying about what other people think of you.

Taishi popped the last bit of bun into her mouth and flagged down one of the servers moving between the tables. “Hey, pretty miss, another round of soy milk, please.”

The girl with the bright green apron rolled her pushcart next to the table and swapped out the empty pitcher with a piping hot one. She also brought out three stacks of wicker baskets and placed them on the table before scribbling markings on a small wooden tablet next to Bhasani.

She bowed to Taishi. “Will that be all, holy dowager?”

“That’s it, pretty miss.” Taishi objected to the title, but not everyone gets the chance to choose their own identity. She did her best to play the part. She now lived in Vauzan under the alias Dowager Nun Nai Roha.

The legendary grandmaster war artist and criminal Ling Taishi was, by all official accounts, deceased, although she still had the second-largest bounty in all the Enlightened States on her head. According to the carefully crafted and then leaked story that she and Templeabbot Lee Mori had concocted, Taishi had been killed two years ago by her disciple, Wen Jian, the Prophesied Hero—or Villain, depending on which clergy you asked—of the Tiandi, the Champion of the Five Under Heaven, and still the most wanted man in the Enlightened States. It annoyed Taishi that her bounty never surpassed his, and never would now that she was dead.

The rumors surrounding them were equally fantastic and unbelievable. The facts were decidedly murkier and needed to be kept under wraps for a while longer. Taishi was not yet ready to reveal Jian to the world, and honestly, he wasn’t ready.

Ras Sonaya and Wu Zofi joined the two masters at the table a little while later. The drowned fist heir was Jian’s tutor, and Taishi’s assistant and ward rounded out the last two members of the Breakfast Club. As usual, the girls were late. Both were dragging a little, their heads bowed and shoulders slumped as they fell into their seats. It must have been another late night for the young people.

Taishi used her chopsticks to pick up a couple pieces of garlic green beans. “Have a seat. There’s more soy milk coming.”

“You’re late, daughter,” Bhasani scolded. She was always a stickler about her heir’s timeliness even though she was the one who was often criminally tardy.

“Apologies, Mother.” Sonaya looked hungover. She double-fisted a cup of water and a cup of tea and took turns sipping from each. The drowned fist didn’t have a strong tolerance, and any drinking the previous night now showed on her usually unblemished face. After Sonaya finished her second cup, she helped herself to the blood orange wine, gulping that until she was out of breath. She set it down and burped, earning a disapproving glare from Bhasani. Sonaya had been spending her free time with Jian, and the two had rubbed off on each other in the worst and best ways.

Bhasani’s puckered lips reflected her views on the two young women’s late-night escapades, but Taishi didn’t mind. They were young, assertive women in one of the grandest cities in the world. Taishi had once been just like them, except with more bar brawls. Bhasani had been too, if the haughty drowned fist master bothered to remember.

Zofi, on the other hand, had an iron stomach and could match the God of Gamblers gourd for gourd. She could probably go for another binge after breakfast if she chose. The former mapmaker’s daughter immediately reached for the wooden menu tablet and took inventory of the spread on the table, as she was wont to do, as if she were running her father’s map shop. She began to mark up the orders as if she were grading one of Jian’s tests, adding two extra plates of garlic spinach and removing one of the small dragon buns.

“You always get too many,” she chided Taishi.

After she was satisfied with the business of ordering breakfast, Zofi began to dig into her plate as if this were her last meal. The girl ate like a large Lawkan ring-push wrestler, swallowing a potsticker with one bite. “This could use a little salt and sesame oil.” She was a food snob too, with an opinion on everything. She crunched a thousand-layer flaky bun. “Gah, so dry.” Zofi slurped her soy milk and made a face. “This could use some sugar.”

The drowned fist daughter had drained her cups and was flagging down the server for a refill. “Excuse me, pretty miss. Girl, hey, excuse me . . . hey!”

The server walked past their table. It was a particularly peculiar trait among the Shulan. If an elderly person was around, they ignored the younger people as if they were toddlers. It was their way of showing deference, but as with everything else, they took it to an extreme. Taishi enjoyed sipping her steaming soy milk as Sonaya tried to flag someone down. The young woman was so used to attention that she got easily riled when it was withheld. Jian might love her, even if he didn’t realize it yet, but she was a handful.

“Little stinkfish!” Sonaya hissed the fifth time the server walked past her. Her eyes narrowed, boring into the back of the server girl’s head. Her lips parted . . . and then closed when Bhasani smacked her across the shoulder.

“Don’t abuse your powers, daughter.”

“But, Mother . . .” She started to sulk, but a sharp look silenced her.

Taishi wished Jian could be so dutiful. She raised a limp hand, and the server immediately rushed over. “Yes, dowager, how may I serve you?”

Taishi smirked. “Refresh our cups, pretty miss, and we’ve added to the order.”

“Very good, dowager.”

Another server arrived a few minutes later with his pushcart carrying an extravagantly glazed green soup bowl shaped like a turtle. He removed the lid with a flourish, revealing bubbling red liquid inside.

“Dragon egg soup.” Zofi rounded on Taishi. “Did you order this? We’re on a budget!”

Taishi frowned. “This must be a mistake, handsome boy. We didn’t order this. You have the wrong table.”

The server bowed, his voice cracking. “Pardon, holy dowager. Courtesy of the gentlemen at table three.” He pointed to a large eight-top with a rotating center. Four men sat around it, throwing attention their way. It was likely at Sonaya, who had become a striking young woman. Too much so, in fact, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing when you’re a fugitive.

Zofi sneaked a peek. “Fancy any of them?”

The drowned fist daughter sniffed. “I cannot be bought with soup.”

“Pardon, mistress, but the gift is for the dowager nun.” The server’s cheeks turned a darker shade of red. “The generous gentleman requests the pleasure of your presence.”

Taishi shrouded her face. Either someone recognized her or someone had a fetish for old, dying women. Both were nonstarters. She looked over, not bothering to be subtle. All four were impeccably dressed, with pale painted faces and perfectly manicured eyebrows. All were staring directly at her. She snorted. They were either court officials or gangsters. Neither would do. “Tell my gracious patrons that I thank them for the fine offer, but if they look my way again, they’ll be reincarnated as toads.”

The server was taken aback. “But you accepted his gift. It’s only courteous you accept—”

Taishi cut him off. “It’s not a gift if I have to pay for it. Take it back if you like.”

Not everyone agreed. Bhasani wrapped her arms around it and hissed. “Dragon eggs are worth their weight in gold. It’s disgusting, but I doubt I’ll get the chance to taste it again.”

The server acted as if he were going to try to take the bowl from her anyway, but then changed his mind. He bowed. “As you wish, mistresses.” He retreated back to the young men.

The four ladies settled back into their seats and helped themselves to their newfound bounty. The men, obviously courtiers, had looked puzzled and then furious when the server had relayed the message, but what were they going to do about it? The Breakfast Club had already slurped the expensive soup. They were not under any obligation to cater to these dumb hatchlings’ whims simply because they were gifted an expensive appetizer. The dragon egg soup was delicious, although Taishi doubted it was liquid-gold good.

The four women forgot about those silly boys and resumed their meal. They had nearly checked off every dish on the menu tablet when several patrons rushed to the wall, looking to the east. A crowd began to gather at the edge of the outer wall. Some put their hands to their mouths. A few cried out and fled, leaving their tables with breakfast half uneaten.

Zofi looked over first. “Is a thunderstorm approaching?”

Sonaya followed her gaze and squinted. “It’s too low for clouds. Perhaps an incoming fog?”

Taishi had been busy making out with the sweet potato bread but finally looked over. It was a strange sight at first, a thin plume of smoke rising up toward the heavens. Then the dark, cloudy pillar expanded, spreading out on both sides until it became a vast wall of smoke rising on the horizon where the land met sky. She had witnessed it before, and terrible things always followed shortly after. There went her pleasant morning. “We better finish our breakfast.” She turned her attention back to making love with the sweet potato bread. This could be the last piece she would ever eat.

Bhasani had recognized it too. She was the first to stand. “Smoke.”

“What was that?” asked Sonaya.

“It’s a Smoke Curtain. Caobiu armies use them as a fog of war. It’s their calling card to incite panic.”

“‘The Smoke Curtain parts ways to invite death in,’” recited Taishi. “It’s always been a clunky battle cry.”

A few moments later, several lines of soldiers flooded onto the battlement. Fresh tension began to sour her breakfast. The table next to them abruptly got up and left. They were followed by several more, including the four men who’d tried to lure Taishi away with soup. The flow of traffic fleeing the walls became a rush. Others went histrionic, falling to their knees and praying, ruining the mood. It wasn’t long before the four women were the only ones left at the tables.

Zofi, as always, was the first to become alarmed. “Shouldn’t we get going somewhere as well?”

Taishi continued to chew her food. “After breakfast. Do you know how hard it is to get these reservations?”

“There’s an army approaching!”

Taishi glanced at the growing Smoke Curtain and shrugged. It was still half a day away. By the size of it, the army was big, probably filled with siege towers and massive war wagons and legions upon legions of soldiers. Sunri never warred small.

She reached over for her cup of plum wine and found it empty, as were all her other cups. She raised her arm and looked around. “Pretty miss? Handsome boy?” All the servers had fled. She scowled. “Fine. Let’s go.”

She stood and made her way toward the stairs. The crowds of worried people parted before her as she led the other three women down the stairs toward the city level. It was one of the perks of being a dowager nun. Zofi hurried up next to her. “What should we do, Taishi? Should we leave the city? We should get out of here, right?”

Taishi didn’t love the idea of dying on the run, but it appeared they had no choice. “The sooner the better, child.”

A groan came from both of the drowned fists. Bhasani made a disgusted face as if she had just passed gas. “Or . . .” The drowned fist master held up a fingernail-painted, manicured hand. “We could lay low and mind our own business until things blow over. We’re set up well within the city. We have shelter, food, and most importantly, anonymity. We go on the run, we risk being exposed or encountering bounty hunters or—”

“Drifting helplessly right into a naval battle,” said Sonaya.

“Being taken prisoner by an enemy army and stuffed into a corpse wagon,” added Zofi unhelpfully. “That was fun.”

“Even if Caobiu takes the city, they would certainly leave the Tiandi temple alone. Why rile the local populace?” Bhasani raised her cup and sipped. “Besides, you said the other day that Jian wasn’t ready to reveal himself to the world yet.”

Both Zofi and Sonaya bobbed their heads. No one relished being on the run again, either as fugitives or refugees. Taishi didn’t blame them. She did not care to be out in the open either, especially in her condition, partially sickness but also just old age, which weakened her with each passing day.

She stayed firm, however. “I’d rather risk the dangers outside these walls than the ones inside once the Caobiu are here. Sunri is a monster. She’ll find Jian eventually and turn him into a puppet, assuming he lives that long.”

“Fair,” Bhasani conceded. She sounded almost grudgingly admiring of the duchess.

All of them did. Taishi didn’t blame them for that either. She must be getting soft with her old age, but the truth was the truth. As terrible as she was, Sunri certainly deserved to be empress. A woman needed to be ruthless to triumph in a world ruled by men. Duchess Sunri was, at the same time, the best and worst role model for little murderous girls everywhere.

They reached the bottom of the stairs and started into the city proper. The main square near the Gate of Meaning was a panicked mob of citizens trying to flee deeper into the city while soldiers pushed upstream to get to the city’s defenses.

Taishi turned to Zofi. “Start gathering necessary supplies. We’ll head west, circle south around the Cloud Pillars, and then head south along the Tyk Coast. We’ll need garb that can withstand rain. Maybe an amphibious wagon if you can obtain one.”

“And then what?” asked the mapmaker’s daughter.

Taishi shrugged. “We’ll decide once we get there.”

“I’ll head to the market to pick up travel supplies.”

“Good girl.” Taishi turned to the others.

Sonaya wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like touching food unless it’s being served to me. I’ll be in the fashion ward. I need a new travel wardrobe.”

“And I,” added Bhasani, “am not missing my spa appointment. I won’t let Sunri have that power over me. If Sunri is going to run me out of Vauzan, I intend to have a memory of a grand spa day to relive for the rest of my life.”

Everyone remembered their fond memories, but the drowned fists had the ability to relive them fully with their jing. Taishi was jealous of that power, although she would probably abuse it to relive her most tragic moments in life.

The Breakfast Club broke up, each woman going her separate way, leaving Taishi standing alone at the base of the Gate of Stillness leading outside the city. Something about this moment gave her pause as she watched her friends disappear into the crowded streets. Sadness swept over her, and she wondered if today’s Breakfast Club would be the last good morning she would have for the rest of her life.











CHAPTER TWO



THE PENAL LIFE

The gong rang once, reverberating across the prison barrack.

Maza Qisami woke up to the sound of rain drumming against the roof and walls of the large but cramped room. Her eyes opened to the misshapen beams of rotting wood and dirty ice haphazardly cobbled together like a building about to collapse into itself. She wiggled her toes and fingers, making sure they still worked, and then continued the motion up her limbs to her neck. Satisfied she was still in one piece, she yawned and let a long breath escape. She sat up, the crown of her head narrowly missing the curved ceiling that met at a point in the center of the large sloping roof, and looked around the long rectangular room of her barrack. She was still here, still breathing, still in one piece.

Everything was fine.

The second gong rang. Qisami reached under her sand-filled pillow and retrieved her clothing—five cut-up burlap sacks and four more she wore as cloaks—to add to the five she slept in. Lastly, she donned the last bit of her uniform: a rotting wooden plaque secured by a string of hemp hanging around her neck. Burned onto the discolored wood were large ashen characters: 1439 ROOM 3. Scribbled below were roughly carved Zhingzhi letters: NO UTENSILS. NO TOOLS. NO ROPE.

Qisami swung her leg over the side of her bed and began her descent down the five levels of bunk beds toward the ground floor.

The loud snorer directly below was still asleep, his ragged breathing sucking air through his nostrils like a clogged sewer line. The woman in the bunk below him rolled away from Qisami as she passed on her way down. The man on the second level had just awoken and was massaging his right arm. The poor sap had the ill luck of it getting frostbite and turning blue the other day. He might not realize it yet, but that hand was as good as gone. He stopped getting dressed and stared at her as she continued down to the ground level.

The last person in her stack at the bottom bunk, a middle-aged man who had arrived during the last supply shipment, lay on his side in a fetal position with his arms wrapped around his already rigid body. His eyes stared at Qisami as her foot touched the floor.

She stared back. Someone must have stolen his burlap sack last night. It was a common occurrence for fresh fish, as newcomers were called. Those residing on the bottom bunks had to learn to guard their sacks, lest they suffer this same fate. A few unfortunate predators had tried to steal Qisami’s sack during her first few days here, when she had been assigned a bottom bunk. She still wore their four sacks five years later. Layering was important for survival in this frigid land of eternal cold. No one bothered her anymore.

Poor guy. That left only one thing to do.

Qisami patted the body and rummaged through his pockets, coming away with a small vial of burnroot and a short string of liang tucked in his underpants. She also found a small pouch with a small painted wooden regiment insignia. The corpse had been an artillery officer in the Caobiu army. He must have done something terrible to get sent up here. He probably accidentally fired upon his own troops, deserted, or had been caught raping. Sunri did not tolerate incompetence or poor behavior, especially the latter. Either way, he was dead and Qisami was nine coppers wealthier. Coins were of particular value around these parts. They carried a better exchange rate than the other currencies, they didn’t deteriorate like paper bills or wooden chips, and in a pinch you could toss your coins in a sock and use it like a flail in a fight.

The water basin line was fifteen deep by the time she reached the end of the barrack. The piss line was even longer considering there were only three squats for over fifty souls, which was the typical barrack size. Fortunately, Qisami was known, so the crowds parted before her as she walked past them. No one objected when she cut in line. Seniority, or rather notoriety, had its privileges at the Happy Glow Retirement Home.

“Chopstick,” came the smattering of greetings and nods. Most were begrudging. That was the nickname she had earned shortly after she arrived. Just one stick.

No one used her real name. None here knew it, save for one person and he didn’t count. Most were terrified of her, for good reason, and looked away when she passed. Qisami had made her reputation shortly after she had arrived, and she had enjoyed this authority over the years. Now it was tiresome. At least it allowed her to cut in line for the piss hole, so that was something.

The gong banged louder and a bit more urgently a third time.

Qisami emptied her bowels and finished cleaning up before joining the rest of the crowd as they filed out. Barrack Three lined up ten rows, five people deep in front of their building in the main yard, which was a large, circular open space surrounded by the barracks, which were divided into four unequal quadrants with the Caobiu corner by far the largest.

It was a warmer day than usual in the Grass Tundra, meaning it wasn’t snowing and they could actually see the dull King floating across the clear blue sky. Late spring in the first cycle of the year was as good as it got around here: the wind didn’t bite so hard, the snow was softer and crunchier, and the ice blocks that formed most of the buildings at the colony were wet and weepy.

A rotund, well-fed man, equally wide as he was tall, walked out from the large building alone in the center of the circle, and approached their group. “Good morning, friends!”

“Good morning, Lord Svent,” the chorus replied.

Svent was the boss of Barrack Three and technically an inmate. The difference was that he hailed from a wealthy merchant family in Danziyi, which made him management. He was a jovial man, and he forced that same cheerfulness on his customers, as he liked to call them. And like most of the affluent here, Svent made sure to remind the rest of Barrack Three that while they were all technically inmates, he was a higher class of prisoner than the rest. The nobles were still nobles, the wealthy still had status, and the commoners were there to get stepped on. Everyone lived their sentences here that reflected their social status back at home. Management consisted of the nobility, and the wealthy worked as administrators or guards, leaving the remaining inmates—the commoners—serving as laborers or miners.

The Happy Glow Retirement Home was an infamous place and widely considered the worst prison to get sent to. It was located in the ass end of the world, deep in the Grass Tundra past the borders of the Enlightened States. The prisoners were divided by where they came from, with everyone sorted into a corner based on their home duchy. In a way, the Happy Glow Retirement Home was somewhat of a microcosm of the Enlightened States. This was also the hole where Sunri tossed her political enemies.

“Listen up, customers. Who wants a full belly today?” Svent was a miserable man, thinking himself more silver-tongued than he actually was. The man aspired to climb the corporate prison ladder. He was easy to annoy, quick to temper, and had an appetite for flesh. He had tried to come on to Qisami when she had first transferred to Three from the Goons, and had been lucky to walk away with only a few broken fingers. They had a solid understanding ever since. It still made him a piggy that she wouldn’t mind making squeal, but as long as the trades he made with the women in Three were voluntary, it was none of her business.

“We do,” came a smattering of replies.

Svent scrunched his face. His voice was louder the second time. “It seems like everyone wants to starve today. Do you all want to freeze to death too?” Escalating his threats was always an effective way to build enthusiasm and team spirit.

“No, Lord Svent!” The chorus made more effort this time.

He nodded. “Good. You’re all on ore-panning duty this week at Warehouse Two. Lucky you, always the plum assignments. You can thank your boss for that.” When no one answered, rage flashed across his face. His fists clenched. “Now is a good time to thank your generous lord, you snow ticks.”

“Thank you, Boss Svent,” the chorus grumbled.

The smile returned as if it had never left. “Splendid! Get me three full quotas today and the furnace gets to eat tonight. You all want to keep your fingers and toes from falling off, am I right?”

“Yes, Lord Svent,” they chorused.

Qisami even joined in this time. It actually was a good deal, but she berated herself for sinking that low. She was a woman who, just a few short years ago, was living on top of the world: wealthy, powerful, and could do whatever she wanted to whomever she wanted. She didn’t even answer to dukes. Now she was giddy over a bowl of watered-down mushy rice.

Sure, everything was fine.

“Hit four and there may be an extra bowl of congee for you. Maybe even chicken,” Svent continued. “How do you like that? Everyone thank Boss Svent now, yeah?”

“Thanks, Boss Svent.”

The inmates dispersed, moving quicker than usual. Bonus food was a treat. Everyone was usually a step ahead of starvation. Barrack Three was known as the good fortune house. They always seemed to get assigned better jobs and higher bonuses. There was a logical reason for that, and it wasn’t due to the strength of Svent’s charm and influence.

Svent threw his arm across Qisami’s chest as she passed, touching her chest and opposite shoulder. “Not you, Chopstick. Warden wants to see you.”

She looked at his arm barring her way. In another lifetime, it would have been separated from his shoulder. “You got it, boss.”

Qisami broke away from the rest of the pack and backtracked, moving against traffic. By now, just as the predawn rays of the King appeared in the distance, a weak piss-colored glow blanketed by gray clouds and white flurries was beginning to crawl across the darkened landscape. It never really got dark in the Grass Tundra, just like it never really got any brighter. There was always a constant blanket of stark grayness as far as the eyes could see.

The Happy Glow Retirement Home was an open-air prison. It had no walls or fortifications. Archers were not manning guard towers. Management did not send hunting parties to chase escaping inmates. That was the first thing every inmate was told the first day they arrived. “If you want to go, then go.” They’d usually just wish you luck and wave as you walked the Grass Tundra to your likely demise. There was no escape or shelter for over a hundred miles. No civilization, no refuge, no hope. All there was in the Grass Tundra was frigid death or slow starvation.

Qisami continued toward the heart of the colony, passing by Barrack Two and Barrack Five, and then past the kitchen and holding area storing ore, awaiting the shipment of inbound supplies and outbound ore scheduled at the beginning of first cycle spring and near the end of the second cycle fall. Having fallen behind due to a particularly harsh third cycle winter near the end of last year, management was trying to catch up with their quota, which explained why they were offering extra bowls of congee for extra work.

The management office was a large two-story manor at the center of the main field. It was one of the few buildings built from stone and wood. Most others were constructed from packed snow and ice. The lone guard leaning against the wall next to the door let her pass with a lazy wave of his hand and continued his staring contest with the floor. The Happy Glow was manned by a small militia that had just enough bodies to put down a riot, guard the mine, and chase off the occasional polar bear or woolly rhinoceros or mammoth. They consisted mostly of low-standing nobles from court or wealthier business types, who were able to bribe their way into management during their sentencing.

She crossed the main hall with several dozen wristwaggers working at tables huddled around small fireplaces. Most had been sentenced for fraud, bribery, or tax evasion, or they were considered threats to the duchess’s regime. Sunri had a way of maximizing the usefulness of her assets.

Qisami passed by one young noble sitting at a table playing a game of Siege with another. “Hey, One-Ball.”

As always, Mubaan Soy flinched when she neared. Soy was an unpleasant minor Gyian taxlord who had tried to impose himself upon the house staff back in Allanto. Qisami had ended that hobby by separating one of his testicles from its sack with a knife after he had made an attempt on her. After Sunri seized Allanto, she sent a quarter of the Gyian Court to the Happy Glow. While most inmates were here for legitimate reasons, some were here because Sunri simply didn’t like them. The entire Mubaan family was here due to the latter, and Soy was the last of them.

The duchess had no tolerance for men behaving poorly. That didn’t mean Qisami wouldn’t gut her at the first opportunity. That bitch was at the top of Qisami’s list of death marks. By now it was a lengthy list, although Qisami had to admit she had become lax in remembering all the names these days. Reciting them didn’t make her feel alive the way it used to.

She reached the warden’s chamber on the second floor, where two young Caobiu nobles posing as guards flanked a pitifully narrow wooden door. Why these limpweeds needed to guard anything was beyond her. The two nobles looked almost too young to have committed any offense that would deserve being sent up here. They were more likely the victims of being born into a noble family who had crossed the duchess. Maybe the lord of the family hadn’t bowed low enough to Sunri or maybe had looked at her the wrong way.

“He’s expecting you, Chopstick,” the one on the right said as the other opened the door. Qisami appreciated that her reputation preceded her.

The door behind her closed firmly as she entered the warden’s sanctum. Unlike the rest of the penal colony, the warden’s private quarters were richly decorated with many of the trappings worthy of court. The floors were lined with dark mahogany wood. Thick tapestries covered three walls from floor to ceiling, while a bank of windows—with actual glass—lined the fourth. Two golden chandeliers hung from the ceiling. The people of Caobiu had a thing for chandeliers. Every room had one, if possible, even bathrooms. It must have cost a fortune for the duchy to transport so much material so far north.

The large man sitting behind a desk facing the door at the other end of the room didn’t look up when she walked in. He flicked his hand, dismissively. “Sit.”

Qisami remained at the doorway for a beat, then moved toward a sofa off to the side.

“Not the cushioned seats. The bench next to the door.” He still hadn’t looked up from his work.

A growl sprang from her throat, but she buried it and did as ordered. There was a time when she would have stabbed a man for that insult, but that was Maza Qisami, not 1439. Not Chopstick. As the minutes ticked by, her annoyance increased. Some old habits are never broken.

One could always tell when someone was born with a stick up their ass by the way they played the waiting game. It was a power play often used in court by someone of higher standing to remind someone lower exactly how much lesser they were in the hierarchy. The greater the difference, the longer the wait. That stupid Duchess Sunri once made her wait several days after summoning her before they finally had an audience.

Qisami passed the minutes by staring at her surroundings. This was the only place in the entire accursed colony that didn’t feel like a prison. For one thing, it was warm here. The one constant at the Happy Glow was that the chill was always nipping at you, no matter where you were or what you were doing. For another, this room didn’t smell like piss or death or both. Not to mention the seats were dry and soft, even this wooden one. Sitting usually involved hard uneven stone, wet ice, muddy earth, or rotting wood full of splinters.

Qisami closed her eyes, and for a few moments she let her mind roam free. She was on a beach enjoying the sun. She was in a salon getting drunk with someone soft sitting on her lap. She was—

Qisami’s daydream was interrupted when the warden coughed and snorted in the loudest and most obnoxious way. He sounded like a boar feeding. She grimaced and focused on the man before her.

Warden Sunxia was a distinct man, large and tall with the bearing of a war artist, if not for his sedentary lifestyle adding weight to his frame. With a face half-burnt on the left side and a deep scar running down his right, he was ugly. Actually, no, he wasn’t. She could tell the man had once been handsome, with long black hair, his one good eye striking and large, and a chin worthy of a duke. Those days were long gone, but she still found him attractive even with his scars, or perhaps because of them.

What was more interesting about the warden, however, wasn’t just his once-obvious good looks, but who he looked like. All someone had to do was hold a silver liang next to his face to see the striking resemblance to a certain Duchess of Caobiu, not to mention that the two shared the same surname. The gossip at the Happy Glow was that Sunri and Sunxia were cousins, and that Sunri had brought him to the imperial court after she was raised to fourth wife of Emperor Xuanshing, may his greatness ever last. Supposedly, Sunxia had attempted a coup in the Caobiu Duchy shortly after the empire broke apart, and he had come out on the losing end.

Another rumor that persisted was that Sunxia was simply too handsome for the duchess to keep around court, which earned him not only his burnt and cut-up face but banishment to this penal colony. But since he still was a noble, and more importantly, a Sun, his sentence was to rule the Happy Glow Retirement Home. Nobles were weird like that.

The water clock on the wall had just emptied a full hour when an attendant came in with a breakfast tray, which made the wait even more unbearable. At least it stirred Sunxia from his work. He finished his wristwagging and stood, his wide frame causing his chair to scrape against the floor. His time spent standing was brief, and then he was sitting at the dining table breaking a large piece of bread and stuffing it into his mouth as if he were smoking a pipe.

He beckoned to her. “Chopsticks, I have a dirty job, and I’d rather not sully management. I need my most rabid dog.”

“It’s one stick,” she grumbled. Qisami approached the edge of the table. The spread was decent. The heady scent of sugary pastries, savory sausages, and steaming soy milk wafted into Qisami’s nostrils. There were taro cubes, scallion and flat noodles, deep-fried dough and hot soy milk, scallion crepes and sweet buns. There were even moon cakes. Where was the warden hiding all this stuff? Finding it would be her next hobby. It wasn’t like she had much else to do. Her stomach growled, not only from hunger but from the sharp though fading memory of what decent food tasted like. She couldn’t remember the last time she had a meal other than watered-down congee. “What’s the ask, Warden?”

Sunxia took his time picking assorted foods onto his plate and savoring every bite. Again, this stupid waiting game. It was another five minutes before he addressed her. “The wagons on the west end of mine five are coming back with weak loads. Same weight but with disproportionately poor ratios of valuable ore to dirt and stone.”

Qisami was only half listening as she watched the warden’s scanning eyes. This was a good time to practice a little shoplifting. As soon as he was distracted, her fingers got busy on the table. She gesticulated with one hand to distract from the other. “Those ungrateful dogs, the nerve! Could it be because those particular shafts have dried up?”

“Doubtful.” The warden shook his head. “Sent the foreman last night. Claimed he was tripping over sparkstone, coal, and silver. I had them go over reports from several weeks back. Same issue with sub-mine sixteen, nineteen, and twenty-three, all assigned to the same Lawkan crew from Barrack Twenty-Four. Some white rice are shaving off the top and the pruneskins are the only ones with the expertise to pull it off. Find those responsible and teach them a lesson. No one dares steal from the Caobiu, not even in prison. Especially in prison.”

“Do you know how they’re doing it, boss?”

“Who knows how those pruneskins are pulling it off? It’s in their blood.”

Lawkan Duchy was known for two things: its extensive waterways and its beaches. Those people loved to bake in the sun, thus the pruneskin slur. And because of their naval and merchant expertise, the Lawkan also happened to home-grow the best smugglers in the Enlightened States.

Qisami kept him talking for a little while longer, peppering him with pointless questions. This five-minute conversation had proved fruitful. Cookies, pastries, and other sweets were high-value black market items. Finally, after her pockets were full, she worked toward an exit plan.

“Take care of them like this?” She ran a finger across her neck. “Or take care of them like this?” She made a bonking motion with her fist.

Sunxia shook his head. “There were fourteen accidents last month. The blasted shipments are falling behind schedule.”

“Kneecaps it is.” Qisami brushed her hands free of crumbs and rose from the table.

“Concussions,” the warden corrected. “Unfortunately, only eight of those fourteen died, so now we have six useless mouths to feed until they recover. No need to waste a good bed. As always, keep management above the fray.”

“Any extra scratch for me?” Qisami decided to push her luck. “How about a room here, in this nice warm building?”

The warden snorted. “You do as you’re told, dog, or you go back to the Goons in the deep mines. No more luxury with Barrack Three, yeah?” The warden’s eyes lowered to Qisami’s legs. “You’ll get a new pair of shoes, and I won’t chop off your hands for those pastries you just pocketed.” The warden was more observant than he let on.

A pair of new shoes and getting to keep her hands? Good enough deal. “Fine, but I’ll need some muscle and a couple extra pairs of shoes.”

Sunxia considered her request. He pulled out his wooden circular marker the size of her hand and slid it across the table. “Here’s a marker. You get six pairs of shoes, that’s it. Be done by tomorrow. I won’t tolerate more theft on my watch. Now go. Your stink is ruining my appetite.”

“Sure, Warden.” Qisami stuffed one of the cookies into her mouth. There was no use hiding them if she had already been caught.

“Actually,” the warden called as she was about to leave the room, “I changed my mind. Kill a ringleader. I don’t care who. Set an example for the rest of the thieves.”

Qisami closed the door after she left the warden’s sanctum, and broke into a satisfied grin. Her pockets were bulging with sweets, and she was about to get a much-needed new pair of shoes. Overall, it had been a productive morning.

Getting excited over cookies and shoes was just another reminder of how far Qisami had fallen. But sure, everything was fine.











CHAPTER THREE



VAUZAN

Taishi’s mind raced as she hurried back toward her cottage hidden in the back of the bamboo forest on the Vauzan Temple of the Tiandi grounds. There wasn’t much to pack. Most of her worldly possessions were entombed in her family plot back on the burial mountain. She had given Jian instructions on how to retrieve them after she was gone. Everything else she could carry in her satchel.

The only things she needed to retrieve were her favorite llama sleeping robes, a few Burning Hearts romance books, and the sketch of her mother. Even her straight sword, the Swallow Dances, had been passed down to Jian. The thought of no longer being her beloved blade’s owner still brought a lump to her throat.

The curving path Taishi followed broke off from the main road and ran in a descending spiral down a wooden walkway circling a tall waterfall and then broke off through a dank tunnel and into the Jewel in the Eye of the Lotus residential ward that led toward Peony Peak, where the Vauzan Temple of the Tiandi resided. A constant breeze sprayed mist over her from the water flowing over the crest of the waterfall directly overhead and plunging to the pool several stories below.

Vauzan might be beautiful, but it was dank and wet, and lacked railings. It was a wonder more older citizens didn’t break their necks walking about. The importance of safety mechanisms had never occurred to Taishi until she no longer was able to soar atop the wind currents.

That was the hardest part. Taishi deeply missed flying. It had been over a year since she last tried. Maybe she could do it, but age made one cautious, especially now that her once-stone-grounded sense of balance had abandoned her. She had already promised herself that, Tiandi willing, she would fly one last time.

Unfortunately, traversing these hills and valleys felt like hiking uphill both ways. Her knees ached, as did her back and feet and neck and everything else. People with a lifetime of battle trauma weren’t meant to live this long. She was tired of being old. People often waxed poetic about how wisdom came with age, but no one talked about the hardship of simply taking a breath. The tremors were frequent and so bad that she often couldn’t hide them beneath her many layers of clothing. Another thing no one bothered to mention was how her body was literally shriveling up. The other ladies might have valid reasons for not wanting to go on the road again, but this journey would likely kill her, if Sunri didn’t find her first.

A gaggle of young Tiandi monks—initiates by their plain robes—stopped in, lined up, and bowed as she passed. She nodded back, if only to maintain the pretense. The young ones were always the most fervent. Her robes were those of a hanma, an old, retired dowager battlenun particularly revered among the devout. More importantly, local businesses always offered her discounts. It also gave her an excuse to wear a weapon, which, in her case, was a hollow sword that she primarily used as a walking cane as she stepped out from the tunnel along the slippery path.

Taishi had nearly made it to the Big Faith Ward, where the temple was located, when the street suddenly emptied of traffic, leaving her standing alone. Strange. She stopped at the middle of the walkway when two figures stepped in front of her. She felt the presence of someone approaching from behind as well. Taishi’s body immediately sank down as her feet instinctively took a wider stance. She subconsciously checked the direction of the breeze. There was heavy moisture in the air, which made for slow air currents. Not that it mattered, but old habits die hard.

One man bowed, fist to open palm, formal but shallow. His irritation showed. “It did not have to be this difficult, master. You should have accepted the soup.”

“It’s still easy, young lord,” she replied. “You don’t want difficult, trust me.”

“By the decree of the Regent Council of Shulan, you have been ordered to present yourself to the ducal court.”

Taishi considered her options. To disobey the summons was grounds for high treason. But what the hell. The Shulan Court had bigger things to worry about right now. Taishi put a hand on the hilt of her blade. She held her hollow sword at chest level and let the hilt slip to reveal the exposed blade. Hollow swords were as described: sword-shaped blades that were hollow inside, allowing the weapon to be a quarter of the weight with none of the effectiveness. They were for show, props to intimidate rabble and cutpurses. Unfortunately for Taishi, all court officials were war artists to some degree. A year ago, she would have cracked these four eggs and not even gotten warmed up.

Time changed things. Taishi was a shell of her former self. Her mind was still sharp, but her jing had long wasted alongside her body. So now she had to defend herself in other ways.

She stared the four men down. Her glare was still fierce. Three of the young men, with straight swords drawn, hesitated. The last wilted like a flower under the harsh afternoon rays of the third cycle King.

She spoke in a soft, deadpan voice. “Do you know who I am?”

They nodded.

“Yet you dare draw your blades?” The fact these pups knew who she was and still thought they could capture her was insult to injury enough. Her lips curled into a snarl of disbelief. “Very well, then. The best way to deal with nobles is to gut them.” She sighed. “Let’s get this over with. Who wants to die first?”

The front two exchanged glances, each hoping the other would volunteer. When neither did, the one to her right took it upon himself. Taishi’s senses were still sharp even if her reflexes had decayed. No sooner had the man taken a step forward than her arm flashed out, leveling her hollow sword at his eyes. “I guess you do. Step up, boy.”

The young man—more a boy—dutifully complied. His straight sword quivered in his hand at a shallow angle, as he raised his guard with his weight on his back foot. A variation of the Far Fist swordplay style. Pretty, but useless. He stamped his feet twice.

Taishi slapped his blade aside. “We’re not sparring, son.”

“But . . .” Blood drained from the young man’s face.

The other three were more than happy to let the young man take the first stab—or get stabbed first. Taishi waited as he lunged. Far Fist, as always, was beautiful and theatrical, full of excessive movements that were mostly pointless. The boy looked like a terrified fawn as he inched closer. The moment the tip of his blade was within reach, Taishi slapped it aside so quickly he almost dropped his sword.

“I don’t have all day. If you’re going to attack, then attack.”

The foolish boy gritted his teeth and charged. At least he was good at following instructions. She moved with an exaggerated flair, stepping aside and rapping the boy on the ear with the flat of her blade as if she were disciplining an unruly child. “You’re off-balance. Keep your head straight. Your elbows look like chicken wings.”

The young man whirled at her, slicing air. The panic in his movements was obvious.

Taishi continued offering her critique. She turned with him, skimming the edge of her blade against his elbow as they danced. “There goes your arm. Now you’re just like me.” She jabbed his toe with the point of her hollow sword. “You’re missing one foot now too.” Then she reached out and tripped him, sending him sprawling to the dirt.

Taishi planted the tip of the sword on the small of his back. “Stay down. The lesson’s over.” She turned to the others. “Who is ready for the real thing?”

The seconds ticked by. The remaining three averted their eyes. Taishi made the decision for them and walked away. If the group had worked together to take her down, she had no doubt about the outcome. Shulan nobles, no matter how haughty and arrogant, were usually suckers for fair fights.

Taishi turned her back to them and then, chin raised, walked past the two in front. “Tell the lord who sent you to bring an army if you hope to capture me.”

As soon as her back was turned, she sucked in a deep breath. Even that bit of exertion had exhausted her. Taishi was nearing the end of the block when an armored ducal carriage rolled to a stop in the intersection, cutting her off. Flanking the transport were two full squads of Shulan elite displayguards.

The door swung open, and a beautiful bald woman in silver glittering robes stepped out. She looked furious as she snapped at Taishi, her voice light and beautiful, clear and pure as arctic water. Her words, on the other hand, were not. “Get in the blasted carriage, Taishi, or I’ll have you cut into a thousand pieces and fed to the warhorses.”

How lazy did a lord have to be to use a mindseer to arrest or kidnap her? A quick inventory of the twenty armored guards informed her there was no talking her way out of this. She sighed and held up her good arm. “Fine, you caught me. Take me away.”











CHAPTER FOUR



THE REFRESHED START

Wen Jian, Prophesied Hero of the Tiandi, Champion of the Five Under Heaven, Savior of the Zhuun, accused Villain of the Tiandi, and the undisputed number-one fugitive in all of the Enlightened States—at least on most reputable bounty lists—gnawed at his lips. He studied his big toes poking out from the ends of his sandals as the attractive box girl working at the counter said something nice to him while serving red and green shaved ice in a small wooden cup.

“Third time this week. You must be my biggest fan.” She winked, with a bright smile and twinkling eyes.

Technically Hachi, fidgeting next to him, was her biggest fan, which was why the two had frequented her establishment so many times over the past week. Jian just loved the watermelon flavor. His best friend had been sweet on the girl for weeks, but the usually smooth-talking, wit-quipping whipfinger became tongue-tied every time they visited the girl’s box.

The city of Vauzan was littered with hundreds of these popular box shops, which consisted of little more than a white-painted wooden shack with a large front window and a counter to display attractive female attendants. These shops usually sold small items like desserts, sweets, tobacco, psychedelics, and hand foods. They were popular places for young people to hang out, snack, and ogle a pretty person. Times were difficult, but like Master Sohn often said, the business of ogling was recession-proof. Tiandi monks were often the most popular customers. The locked box shops were for the women’s protection.

Hachi had come across this particular box—more specifically, this girl—a few weeks back and had been smitten since, dragging Jian along at every opportunity. The box girl, as they were commonly called, was very pretty, with large luminous eyes and wavy black hair that fell past her shoulders. She also had a smart mouth, often bantering with her customers and able to keep up with a variety of topics. It wasn’t lost upon Jian that whenever she wasn’t working, she had her face buried in reading the revered monk Goramh’s Bylaws of a Civilized World, which meant she must attend one of the city’s scholar universities. Unfortunately for his best friend, the box girl was currently paying more attention to Jian than to Hachi. For some reason, the box girl had expressed no interest in the whipfinger, which befuddled both men. Hachi was taller. Hachi was more handsome. Hachi was wittier. At least, usually.

“I lock the box at dusk,” the girl was saying. “My mam’s place is at the edge of the Kaleidoscope Gate. Care to walk me home?”

Hachi shrank like a wilting lily. Jian’s discomfort grew. After being in hiding over much of the past five years, excessive attention made him uneasy. Besides, Sonaya would drown him in a shallow pond if he ever walked a box girl home. Taishi would probably hang him by his toes.

Jian side-eyed his friend. Well, if Hachi wasn’t going to do it, Jian would make his friend’s intentions clear. Most of the time, being straightforward was honest, and honesty was good. He had learned that from Taishi, Sonaya, and Zofi, usually when he had to apologize. “My good and noble friend is very free. He’s also very nice.” He kicked Hachi’s ankle. “And usually not so shy.”

The box girl offered Hachi an obligatory glance and then promptly went back to ignoring him. “Yes, he’s pretty, but I want you to walk me home.”

“Why me?” he blurted.

She planted her hands on her hips. “Because this gold-tongued rooster walked my friend in Box Fourteen home three weeks ago, my classmate in Twenty-Seven the week before that, and my cousin in Nineteen last month, and who knows how many others. Box girls gossip.” She wrinkled her nose. “You, on the other hand, have never asked anyone I know.”

Poor Hachi’s ears were strawberry red as he slinked out of view of the window. Jian had never seen his friend so deflated or so speechless. He looked as if he were about to turn into a puddle on the ground. Hachi was usually gregarious like his master, Fausan, who was renowned throughout the lunar court as the God of Gamblers. And while it was true that Hachi was often outgoing and a known carouser, Jian had never witnessed his friend go any further. What Jian did know, however, was that Hachi had been mind-melted about this girl in Box Three since the first time he laid eyes on her and bought a candied fruit skewer.

Jian decided to do something about that. Hachi was about to flee when Jian hauled his friend back to the window before the next customer could step up. “Hey, his name is Hachi and he’s a war artist. He’s also smart, clever, ambitious, and a stupidly loyal friend. Give him a chance.”

The box girl eyed Hachi and squinted as if appraising a rack of lamb. “A war artist? Is he any good?”

“Heir to the famed Whipfinger family style.”

That drew a blank look. “But you vouch for him?”

He nodded. “On my name, Lu Hiro.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Is he walking any other girls home?”

“No one, I swear on my honor!” Hachi blurted. He would have dropped to a knee if Jian hadn’t held him up.

“And mine,” added Jian.

The box girl made a show of considering the offer. “There are a couple hooligans who give me trouble every so often on my way home.”

“I’ll walk you home every day to make sure they trouble you no more, great lady.” Hachi almost fell to his knees a second time. It was a good thing Jian’s grip was tight.

The box girl noticed his attempt the second time and smirked. “The name’s Neeshan. I close when the King is half to bed. Don’t be late, whip boy.”

The moment they turned the corner and were out of sight of the box, Hachi threw his arms around Jian and shook him like a tree full of ripe apples. “Thank you, little brother.”

“Great lady? She’s not your aunt, you dud.” Jian elbowed his friend in the ribs. “You better treat her well. I don’t want to get blacklisted from all the box shops. Come on, we’re late for the training yard.”

The pair hurried down the street away from Box Three, merged with the main road heading west toward the seedier side of the city, and made their way against traffic along Vauzan’s notoriously windy roads.

The capital of Shulan was breathtaking, a true work of art. It was a marriage between architecture and nature, with flowing, curved buildings that began where the hills ended. Streets ran alongside riverbanks, and towers and cliffs leaned against each other for support.

Unlike the other major ducal capitals: Allanto was a meticulous grid that was a playpen for the wealthy, Manjing was one big beach resort, Danziyi an army camp, and Xusan a big round cylinder. Vauzan, renowned as the City of Flowers, was a place of harmony, where the people coexisted with nature and the land, rather than bending it to their will. The entire city was a kaleidoscope of gardens and groves with fields of flowers in every color dotting the landscape.

Vauzan was littered by dozens of steep hills and sharp valleys. Giant columns, not unlike those back in the Cloud Pillars to the west, dotted the city like pins on a map. Between the hills and the basins, the city was divided into neighborhoods known as wards, with every one possessing its own distinct flavor and customs. Some wards rested atop pillars, while others ran along the deep cuts at the basins of narrow ravines. A few wards expanded over lakes with buildings sitting on stilts, while others hung along the sides of pillars hugging the sheer walls. Still others were hidden behind giant waterfalls with curtains of water spouting perpetual clouds of mist.

Jian loved Vauzan, although he had to admit this constant walking uphill and down tired him out. At least it made his legs strong. The two continued through these elevation changes until they reached the tallest structure in the city, the Three Hands to Heaven Tower. That was where they found Hwang Kaiyu, heir of the Houtou style Third Lin Lineage, attempting to climb the side of the tower, having reached some four stories off the ground. A small crowd had gathered at the base of the building, observing the spectacle.

The two friends joined the crowd and waved. Jian cupped his mouth. “Hey, Kaiyu, how goes it?”

Kaiyu glanced down from where he was standing on a small ledge with his back flattened against the wall. “Oh hey, Jian!”

“Everything all right?”

“Everything’s great.” He looked up and then down. “Actually, I’ve been stuck here for twenty minutes. Is it time to go?”

“We’re already late,” Hachi yelled back. “It’s competition night!”

Coming down was far quicker for Kaiyu than it was for him to climb up. The Houtou style was famed for its agility. Kasa, the former master, had been called the Sky Monkey within the lunar court, and it was well earned. His adopted son was just as talented as any within their lineage. Kaiyu dropped a story before catching a ledge with his fingers, and then swung like a pendulum a few times before landing on a nearby windowsill. He paused before traversing the curved wall seemingly at a full sprint until he leaped into the air, twisted into a somersault, and landed gracefully in a roll before bounding onto his feet.

“Show-off.” Jian grinned, throwing his arm around his friend. “How goes the practice?”

“I can’t puzzle out the fourth-to-fifth-floor transition through the inverted slant.” The happy-go-lucky young man’s face turned toward downtrodden. Kaiyu often wore his emotions like face paint. “It’s also getting scary that high. I’m never going to pass the test at this rate.”

The final test for the Houtou style Third Lin Lineage required the ascending new master to climb atop the Allanto Temple of the Tiandi and ring the Gong as Large as the World three times. It was a simple task, more a formality and celebration than a real test of ability. A former master three centuries ago had pranked his daughter with the goal to surprise her with her friends once she reached the top, and that was how the tradition was born.

Since then, that celebration became the Houtou way.

That was until the temple burned down during the fall of Allanto. Sunri had also ordered the Gong as Large as the World melted down to repurpose for cavalry armor, which meant the traditional Houtou test was no longer possible. A new test had to be administered, and unfortunately for the Houtou, Master Kasa had left the decision of what that test would look like to Taishi when he passed. So, Taishi being Taishi, she chose the most difficult and treacherous test she could devise by decreeing that all Houtou masters must scale the Three Hands to Heaven Tower free solo. Young Kaiyu had embraced the challenge and for months trained diligently. Leave it to Jian’s master to ruin a good party.

“You’ll get it,” he replied, wrapping his arms around his little brother.

Hachi appeared on the other side of Kaiyu and did the same. “Come on, you can take out your frustrations on Jian tonight.”

Kaiyu brightened. “I thought I was finally getting some competition.”

Jian’s embrace turned into a playful headlock.

The three arrived at the Three Punch of Fury fighting field a short jaunt later. It was one of the larger and more popular fields in the city, known to attract many promising war artists to train and match skills. Vauzan was the birthplace of war arts, and it was a distinction the people of Shulan Duchy wore proudly. Each duchy had evolved its war arts differently. Caobiu had mastered the military war arts style. Xing had the styles best suited for killers, spies, and assassins. Gyian styles had a flare for theatrics and beauty, while most Lawkan styles emphasized fighting in coordinated teams. But it was Shulan that had elevated the war arts to their purest form. For many in Vauzan, practicing the war arts was a way of life.

The Shulan were the first to create the idea of the lineage. The war arts styles in Vauzan were organized by a master choosing every one of his disciples to train in his lineage. It was considered a great honor to be invited to a war arts family. Coin never changed hands. It was taboo for someone to buy their way into a family.

These training yards were where hundreds of war artists from all families and skills and ages mingled. Groups would arrive at dawn to lay claim to the best arena circle, and for the rest of the day hold court, inviting other families to practice, spar, and train together. Children as young as four attended group classes held here. Students from brotherly schools would spar for exposure and reputation. Sometimes an entire family would challenge another for the rights of a particular arena space. It was usually, but not always, done in good nature.

A gaggle of children rushed Jian, saying,

“Hi, Hiro.”

“Late start, eh, Hiro?”

“You owe me a rematch, Hiro.”

“Hi, big brother!”

They grabbed him and patted his arms and pants. They were definitely trying to pick his pocket. There was an entire war arts family trained to do just that.

Jian offered a friendly smile as he scanned the field for an open arena. He and his friends were familiar faces at the Three Punch of Fury. The people here were those he sparred with regularly, caroused with at the bars and salons, and bonded with over idle talk, spectating matches, or just eating sweet sausages. The Three Punch was like a second home to Jian and his friends.

The three continued up and down the grid of arenas arrayed on the field. Most of the eighty spaces were occupied. Jian and Hachi’s little detour to Box Three this morning had cost them prime real estate. They combed the field once and were on their second pass when Jian noticed that the Hoshingyi family had finished for the day and were vacating their arena.

“Over there, before it’s too late!” Jian broke into a jog, ramping up into a full sprint. Even though he had a head start, Kaiyu kept up with him easily and soon pulled ahead. Hachi, like his master, wasn’t a fan of running, and kept his pace.

Kaiyu had just reached the circular arena when he collided with another who was likely coveting the same space. Both crashed to the floor, although it was Kaiyu who took the brunt of it, being the smaller of the two. The agile Houtou heir managed to stay on his feet, however, as he checked on the other person. “Are you all right? I didn’t—”

The other man swatted Kaiyu’s helping hand away. “Mangy pup. Watch where you’re going. I should beat some respect into you.”

“Hey, who do you think you are, talking to my little brother like that?” Jian saw red, especially when it came to Kaiyu. He stepped in between Kaiyu and the larger man. “You owe my friend an apology.”

The thug spat, facing him. He was a full head taller. He brought a reed whistle to his lips.

That was when Hachi caught up to them. He stepped next to Jian and swiped the whistle out of the large guy’s mouth. “Let’s not get too hasty.”

Hachi grabbed Kaiyu by the collar and shoved him back. He turned back to the black-and-gray-robed man. “No disrespect. You can have the spot. We’ll get another.”

“What are you doing?” Jian glared. “He—”

“He’s a Today Boy,” Hachi muttered. “A stupid arena circle is not worth it.”

That only made Jian hotter. The Worst Today Boys was an underground organization known for their pretty-boy thugs who committed violent acts. The information washed over Jian, and he allowed Hachi to push him back.

That was until a new voice carried across the field. “Well, if it isn’t Hachi the whipfinger, running away again.”

Hachi stopped, his hands clenched into fists. He turned toward the new voice. “What did you say, Xuamio?”

More gray-and-black-robed Worst Today Boys arrived. The lead thug was a brawny man wearing a thick sleeveless vest showing off his muscular shoulders and protruding chest. He stepped up to Hachi until their noses nearly touched. “I called you a coward, Hachi. What are you going to do about it? Nothing. You and your pip friends are going to walk away like a cur with your tail between your legs. Because otherwise . . .” He shrugged as his boys—and three girls—surrounded them.

Anger flashed on Hachi’s face. He glared at Xuamio, looked at Jian as if remembering something, and then back at the underworld thug. He sniffed. “You’re right. We’re going to turn and walk away.”

“You do that, you addled egg,” Xuamio gloated.

That should have been the end of it, but Hachi hated being called an egg. He sniffed, saying, “You’ve been making a stink ever since I bested you in that duel.”

“You didn’t best me!” Xuamio matched his intensity. “I bested myself!”

“You bested yourself six matches in a row?”

“It was an off day!” Xuamio roared. “I’m going to beat you with my slippers!”

A crowd had gathered to watch. Jian was suddenly aware that they were outnumbered five to one, and he was still forbidden to show his true skill. They might still lose even if he did go full effort. Worst Today war artists were not pushovers. Hachi and Xuamio were still jawing at each other like two male peacocks flashing their feathers. It was probably too late, regardless. A fight was inevitable. Jian readied himself.

“What is the meaning of this?”

Everyone, including the adjacent arena practitioners, stopped. The crowds dispersed. There was no crime for gawking, but no one liked being a witness. Snitching was often worse than the crime.

Xinde, wearing a blue robe and a cone-shaped hat, stepped through the two parties. His club on his right hip remained holstered, and the latch for his three-sectional staff strapped to his back was unfastened. The crowds parted before him as he entered the arena. The former Longxian senior looked calm, collected, and cool.

He tipped his cap. “Hello, Hiro.”

“Magistrate,” said Jian. “Nice to see you’ve finally shown up.” He added, “Sir.”

“I had to break up a cat fight.”

“Back at the Central Girls’ Big Head School?”

“No, two large gangs of stray cats got into a turf war at the intersection of the North Polar Gates. Captain called in reinforcements.” He stepped between Hachi and Xuamio. “This is the second time this week I’m breaking you two apart. I’m not doing a third.” He crossed his arms. “Here’s the deal. You either bury this rivalry between you two or you fight to the death right now. Take your pick.”

Both war artists looked taken aback.

“What?” sputtered Xuamio. “You’re insane. I’m not fighting to the death. At least, not for free.”

Hachi spoke in a muffled voice. “I don’t want to fight to the death. I have to walk this box girl home tonight.”

“There you go,” said Xinde. “Neither of you actually want to fight, so bow and walk away. Stop wasting everyone’s time, or I’m going to haul you both into a cell and see which one comes out alive tomorrow—”

A woman’s loud cry cut across the field. Jian craned his head and looked toward the east. His mouth dropped as a large flaming ball of fire crashed into a building several blocks away. The resulting explosion sent a column of smoke into the air. It was soon followed by three more flaming balls and then five more. Soon the morning’s clear blue sky had become a fleeting memory as Vauzan began to burn.











CHAPTER FIVE



CHOPSTICK

Qisami set off to complete her assignment. Her current boots were on their last threads. She departed Sunxia’s office and headed down to the main administration floor. The first thing she needed was a team-up. Qisami the shadowkill could have easily walked into Barrack Twenty-Four and laid waste to the sad lot with little effort. Her arms might have been tired afterward, but she wouldn’t break a sweat. The problem was, she wasn’t Qisami the shadowkill; she was Chopstick the thug, and there was no way a lowly street brawler could take out fifty heads in a barrack by herself. The inmates at the Happy Glow might fear her violence, but none could know her true nature.

The Consortium would never allow one of their former operatives to languish in a penal colony. The moment they learned about her, a shadowkill cell would arrive on the next supply run to tie up her loose end. She needed to recruit some muscle to maintain the illusion of being a common thug if she planned on roughing up an entire barrack, even if they were a bunch of guppies. Besides, she liked to share the wealth. Several of her buddies could use another pair of shoes.

“Hey, you little gelded hunk,” she purred, her voice silky and flirty and loud enough for the entire room to hear. “Where are the Goons today?”

“Why, 1439?” Soy scowled. They were on a formal name basis.

She slapped the warden’s marker on the table. “Tell me or I’ll clip your other ball.”

The former taxlord nearly fell out of his chair to escape her. She had that effect on people. He scurried off and spoke to a few of the other administrators before returning with an answer. “Level forty.”

Ugh. Forty was deep in the pits and never a fun place to go.

Qisami hurried back to the main yard of the colony and hitched a ride heading toward the mines. Her fellow passengers—Shulan inmates from Barrack Nineteen—eyed her warily as she sat in the back as they were transported from the penal colony and down toward the valley. She was used to this sort of attention, as if she were a rabid dog. Because she was. The Happy Glow wasn’t a large colony, and her reputation was well earned. Fighting and killing had been her only useful skill, and it was one she leveraged to make the best of her situation. She was tempted to glare back, but even she had to admit being mean was tiring.

Qisami instead stared toward the horizon as they continued on their way. The Grass Tundra was bland and empty other than occasional smatterings of rock outcrops and small bunches of brush. The wintry landscape was flat all the way to the mountains in the distance where the land met the flat gray sky with the King overhead, dull and weak. They say that if a person stayed alive in the Grass Tundra long enough, their color would eventually fade until they were an equally gray husk by the time they took their last breath.

Qisami’s vision had nearly glazed over when she noticed movement, the silhouette of some creature, with short white hair or fur blowing in the wind, perhaps an arctic bear or wolf, or maybe even a grass tundra bush. Some plants were known to have no roots and could crawl along the soggy, wet earth. Qisami blinked again and whatever she thought she saw was gone, or perhaps it had been a figment of her imagination.

Gravity shifted hard to one side as the tracks made a last sharp turn and then descended into a steep ravine as a massive hole in the earth came into view. The Hope You Get Rich Mine was the largest of its kind in the known world outside of Xing Duchy and was critical to Caobiu’s economy and military. It was the main reason Sunri was able to maintain her large, well-trained professional army. The mine had originally been named the We’re Filthy Rich Mine by the first explorers who discovered it, due to the large ore deposits found on these lands. They said that the giant veins in the earth practically glowed with gems, gold, sparkstones, and other valuable minerals.

They were followed by massive caravans of would-be rich miners who then promptly grew ill and succumbed en masse to the terrible arctic conditions. Eventually the mine was renamed Hope You Get Rich to reflect its true conditions more accurately. It was also the reason the colony that had been built to support it was named the Happy Glow Retirement Home, since it more often than not became the final resting place for those seeking their fortunes in the Grass Tundra.

The Hope You Get Rich Mine was a swirling vortex of earth, ice, and rock nearly a half mile in diameter that burrowed deep into the earth. Its edges were rimmed with an intricate set of iced roads, ramps, and stairs circling around its edges growing smaller the deeper they went into the darkness-shrouded ground. A tall and thin structure sitting directly above the center of the vortex was the main lift building. It was held together by a network of taut chains staked into the sides of the circular pit. A lone elevator, built decades ago, operated along a long, metal shaft and transported the miners down to the lower levels.

Into the Crack of Hell, as they say.

The rail wagon squealed to a stop at the front entrance of the open mine. Qisami and the Barrack Nineteen inmates stepped out and separated. They continued to the left where the ore washing operations were located, while she headed toward the bridge leading to the lift. She reached a platform jutting out over open air and flashed her warden’s marker to the guards at the checkpoint. They didn’t bother acknowledging her as they waved her through. Qisami was a well-known person with access throughout the colony. Even if she weren’t, most knew not to mess with her.

She continued along a narrow wooden bridge hanging directly below one of the massive chains holding the lift in place. The bridge was called the Pray for Luck Bridge, because the violent winds that often rattled the rickety thing would claim at least one or two lives every cycle. Even Qisami muttered prayers every time she crossed. Unfortunately, it was the quickest way down. If someone were to descend along the circumference of the mine, it would take over half a day to reach the fortieth level, and over twice as long to come back up.

Qisami could never traverse the bridge fast enough, and she always breathed a sigh of relief when she made the last step through the front door of the lift building. She flashed her marker at Three-Chins, the ancient elevator king sitting in a metal cage adjacent to the main lift. In the five years since she first arrived, Qisami had never seen the man outside of his little prison. The gossip was that he was around when the lift building was first built and was the only one who knew how everything worked around here. The problem was he knew how to fix everything but was too addled to pass along that knowledge. Frankly, Qisami could think of no worse punishment than growing old here.

“Hi, sweets,” he cackled.

He was sweet on her. At least she thought so. He was also senile.

“Where to?”

“Eight, handsome.” She flashed a smile. The operator king wielded a lot of power here in the mines. The elevator was a bottleneck during rush hours, and he was known to let people he liked cut to the front of the line.

Qisami entered the elevator and slid the gate shut. Dozens of chains outside rattled to life a moment later, clanging and banging against one another as they snaked along the sides of the cage, and she began to descend. The elevator moved at a crawl as the contraption lowered her to her destination.

She checked her robes to make sure none of the bits were hanging outside the bars. There had been more than a few instances when a passenger’s robes got caught in the chains, and they were yanked out, their bodies pulled through the thin gaps between the bars like a strainer just before the rattling and rubbing chains pulverized their bodies. It was uncommon, but always messy, and a good reminder that there were dozens of ways to die down here in the Hope You Get Rich Mine.

Qisami gripped a metal handlebar until her knuckles turned white as the cage continued to descend. She wasn’t afraid of heights—she wasn’t afraid of anything, but there was always something unnerving about being lowered into a black pit. The Crack of Hell was certainly an apt name. Qisami had always wondered what it was like at the very bottom but never had the nerve to actually visit it herself. Call it superstition, but part of her feared that if she ever did go that far down, she would never come back up.

Fortunately, the level forty bank of mines was barely halfway down to hell. The elevator stopped abruptly with a bone-shaking rattle, and she stepped out onto yet another wooden bridge that swayed like a fishing boat getting tossed around during a tsunami. Everything was pitch-black here, an oppressive void that pushed against her. The air was eerie, cold and stale, with no wind and only distant sounds that echoed from deeper into the unknown. Qisami’s skin crawled as she minced along the bridge. Just like she detested being out in the open in broad daylight, she was equally uncomfortable being in total darkness. Shadowkills needed shadows to maneuver and operate, and vast blackness was abjectly terrifying.

This ring this far down in the pit mine was narrower than the levels above. It was so dark down here that Qisami couldn’t see her outstretched hand. After she stepped on solid ground, she sighed with relief, then followed the sound of voices and the chipping of stone. Everything echoed down here, but miners didn’t work in the dark, so it was only a matter of time until she found a spark in the distance to follow to where the Goons were working.

Qisami found whom she was looking for when she came across one of the largest, ugliest men she had ever met. The Goons had a bunch of them, but the one standing before her would for sure win the ugly contest. He was twice her height and a mountain of flesh; half of his body had been scarred and burnt to look like a rocky crag. The other half had so much hair on it she couldn’t see skin. The man’s head was shaped like a watermelon that got dropped and landed on one side, and his legs were so stubby he looked like he was all torso. One of his hands was easily the size of a man’s head and the other was missing with his arm lopped off at the elbow.

Qisami thought him rather cute. She waved. “Hi, Hair Bear.”

Hair Bear wasn’t the monster’s real name. No one knew it; no one asked. Asking for real names at the Happy Glow was frowned upon. Everyone went by nicknames, anyway. That or their numbers. The rumor about Hair Bear was that he was a former Hansoo initiate whose transformative growth cancered and deformed. He somehow survived his ordeal and was thrown out of the Hansoo sect. Hair Bear ended up going full brigand and robbing caravans along the Shulan/Gyian border until he was eventually captured.

Now Hair Bear ran Barrack Twelve, or the Goons, as everyone called them. They were usually the biggest and most violent in the penal colony, the men and women considered too uncivilized to mingle with the rest of the general population. Qisami knew them well; she used to be one before she found a way to curry favor with the warden and got herself moved to the plum and swanky Barrack Three.

Hair Bear, leaning against the cavern wall just below a torch sconce, looked up from something he was holding. His face twisted in what she assumed was a smile. His voice was raspy and low. “Chopstick, what brings you here? Did management finally realize their mistake and throw you back where you belong?”

“I need five muscles for a job.” She decided to keep an extra pair of shoes for herself. “I’ll bring them back tonight, mostly in one piece.” She reached into her pocket. “I brought you cookies.”

“Much obliged, Chopsticks.” Hair Bear knew it was just one stick, but he enjoyed ribbing her about it. The colony’s most handsome man plucked a cookie from her outstretched hands, holding it gingerly between his massive forefinger and thumb. He sniffed it as if scenting the notes of fine wine. Then, satisfied, he dropped the cookie into his open-gaped mouth. His eyes fluttered, and a low, satisfied rumble rose from his massive body. He sighed and grinned, baring a set of broken teeth and fangs. “Assume you want Grunt’s gang. First turn on the left. Grab any of his boys you want, but not the Lettuce boys or Turtle. Those boys are grounded from perks, and Turtle promised to cook noodle soup tonight.”

Qisami flirted with a wink and dropped three more cookies into Hair Bear’s outstretched hands. The monstrous man was a straight-up killer—he once tore a man’s arm off for swiping his soup—but he was the honest type of murderer, which carried weight in the lunar court, and especially in a penal colony. She also thought he was cute in a unique way, sort of like those yipping Zhuun crested dogs the nobility often kept as pets.

The mines down in these depths had not been as fully excavated as the ones above. The tunnels were still somewhat virgin and unruly, so the ground tended to be treacherous, sharp, and craggy, painful to traverse with shoddy thin prison soles. One had to be careful too because any patch of darkness could end up being a bottomless hole or ravine. Whatever light emanated from the line of lanterns hanging from the ceiling was barely bright enough to reach the ground. It was also annoyingly loud. Water dripped constantly. The earth rumbled and hissed intermittently as if after a bad meal. The sounds of picks on stone and men grunting, laughing, and singing echoed along the walls. Every note was off-key, but at least it made them easy to track.

Qisami saw Cyyk squatting over a boulder, playing knife fingers with one of his clowders. The man squatting opposite was staring into Cyyk’s eyes as the tip of a shank bounced between the gapes of his outstretched fingers. This was the exercise she had taught him to work on as training. His skills had not suffered since they were sentenced. Qisami had seen to that. Her former cell’s grunt had faithfully stayed with her throughout her incredible fall from the penthouse floor as a diamond-tier shadowkill down to the basement level, and now even lower to hell. Not that he had a choice. His loyalty to her was due more to bad luck and lack of options than anything else, but it didn’t matter. He was still at her side, and that meant something. He was the only person left who had not betrayed her . . . yet. The least she could do was complete his training. She owed him that much.

Cyyk looked up and waved with his left hand even as the shank in his right continued its dance. “What’s up, Stick?”

“I need five Goons, you included,” she replied.

“Back breaking or back breaking?”

“The fun kind, but no killing.”

“Bah, pillow fighting is such a hassle.”

That much was true. Restraint was an exhausting process.

“What’s in it for us?”

“Shoes.”

“Oh really?” Cyyk perked up and stood, twirled the shaft of the shank between his fingers before disappearing it into his holsters. “All right, Uglies, huddle up. We’ve got a job.”

Qisami stood off to the side as the grunt’s clowder dropped what they were doing and assembled around him. The Goons in Twelve were broken down into rival crews that competed against each other not only for jobs but also for earnings. That’s how Hair Bear liked to manage his house. It worked out most of the time, save for the occasional brawls and stabbings that broke out. Qisami missed her time down here with the Goons. The scum life was hard and dangerous but fair once a person knew where they stood in the hierarchy, which for Qisami was always near the top. The hard physical labor the Goon squad got assigned tended to be the absolute worst, however.

She watched with pride as her former grunt walked down the line. Her little broodbaby was all grown up now and was running his own little cell. Quan Cyyk might never become a true shadowkill with his blood drawn at the training pool, but it certainly wouldn’t be from lack of ability.

Cyyk picked his four. “Fungusfeet, Snoutnose, Big Lettuce, and Badgasgirl—”

“No Lettuce,” she interjected. “He’s off the line.”

“Why, you little twig!” The large, brawny, rotund man with a ghastly skin condition snarled and took three steps toward Qisami, waving a beefy fist.

She wasn’t fazed. “Hair Bear’s orders, Cabbage. Take it up with him.”

Big Lettuce stopped in his tracks and then thought better of it, retreating back to the huddle.

“Chalkface, you’re in. Lettuce, you’re out.” Cyyk pointed to a lanky, pasty-faced man. He turned to Qisami. “Blades or fists?”

She shook her head. “Clubs.”

He broke into a grin. “We’ll be ready in a few. Going to finish our food first.”

Qisami studied Cyyk’s select crew. Back when she was a career woman, she wouldn’t have been caught dead operating with such a rabble, but that wasn’t who she was now. Just a lowly convict—a political prisoner—eking out a living any way she could. These arrow fodders would have to do. “Meet on the west end outside the mess hall. Queen’s high. Masks on.”

“You can count on the clowder, Stick.”

“Whatever.” A sigh escaped her as she turned to leave.

Everything was fine. Just fine.











CHAPTER SIX



THE SHULAN COURT

Taishi sat opposite the mindseer as the armored carriage rumbled along the tiled streets of Vauzan. The window shutters were closed and the doors barred, which would have enveloped them in darkness if not for the lantern hanging from the ceiling. Duke Saan had bragged to Taishi many years ago that these carriages were so well put together that they were airtight and wouldn’t leak even if one fell into the ocean. That sounded fine to Taishi, but she wasn’t sure if she preferred suffocating to drowning. The mindseer sharing the carriage with Taishi was poor company. The woman hadn’t said a word since she came in. Hadn’t even moved. She just sat there frozen, her eyes wide and unblinking, staring off into the distance.

The ride was surprisingly comfortable. Taishi could usually feel every stone and bump on her bony backside whenever she traveled on wagons, but these ducal transports were on another level. There was obviously more care given to ducal backsides than commoner ones. She noticed that many of the noble carriages utilized several layers of green sponges to soften the ride. Some even used wooden springs.

She knew where they were heading. In Vauzan, the higher the destination, the higher the station. Also, a luxurious carriage of the nobility cost more than most peasants’ lands. Few could afford to own one, let alone send it to fetch an old woman. There was also the matter of the displayguards who had helped round her up. Someone in the military camp of the court. And then there was also the mindseer. All this narrowed her audience down to one of three possible lords.

The first faction was led by Highlady Saku Saku, who was in favor of throwing the gates open and surrendering to the Caobiu. The woman practically dropped to her knees with reverence anytime someone uttered Sunri’s name. Her faction was already in favor of shedding their Shulan identity to embrace the Caobiu. Their motivation was not only due to admiration, however. Saku was one of the wealthiest nobles in the Enlightened States, some say second only to Yanso, and held extensive investments all over the Enlightened States. The war disrupted her businesses far more than anyone else’s. Taishi thought Saku was naive to think that the Shulan could save themselves with total capitulation. Sunri, above all others, respected strength. The tyrannical woman did not tolerate fools. Taishi called her group the capitulation caucus.

The second faction was one led by Highlord Ayque. They were an idealistic bunch who wanted to end the conflict with Caobiu through marriage, which was a laughable proposal considering this was how Duke Yanso lost his head in the first place. Lord Ayque was a renowned handsome and charming man and a romantic. He believed that he could woo Sunri into marriage because love would conquer all. It was a naive position. There was no noble in Shulan who could remotely be considered the woman’s equal, let alone her husband. Sunri would probably gut every man in Shulan Duchy rather than marry one of their mediocre lords.

Taishi called Ayque’s group the stupid faction.

The third faction was by far the most honorable and worst of the three powers ruling the Shulan Court. This was controlled by Highlord Oban Ori, the leader of the hardliners who were determined to fight the Caobiu to the death. Oban had been Saan’s childhood friend and was at his side when the duke was assassinated in Allanto. He was the only high lord to fight his way out of the city and escape Gyian after the Caobiu had seized the duchy. His faction would rather see Vauzan in ruins than bend the knee to Sunri. They considered any negotiations with the Caobiu not only dishonorable but a betrayal. Taishi understood their position but considered them the idiotic faction.

The carriage’s movements transitioned from rolling on stone to wood. The noises of gears and chains grinding and rattling followed, and then she could feel the sensation of the carriage being lifted upward. This likely meant they had entered one of the council arenas or possibly the court palace. Taishi hoped it was the latter; the food there was amazing. After a spell, the door swung open, spraying the interior of the carriage with so much sunlight it temporarily blinded her. Taishi’s facade of confidence broke when she stepped out and a large blast of wind nearly knocked her off her feet. She pursed her lips and recovered after a stumble. Her balance was not what it once was. Few people knew that she was alive, but no one could know she had lost her powers. Taishi the legendary war arts grandmaster still had influence. Taishi the old, weak, dying woman did not.

The beginning of a hacking cough itched the back of her throat, but Taishi swallowed it down. She forced her breath to calm and batted the arm of a waiting attendant. She surveyed her surroundings with an imperious expression. They were near the top of a large and opulent tower with tall walls ending in a curved dome. There were four half-moon openings directly in front and back and to the sides, with strong winds gusting through the space. At the far end was a large balcony and wide blue sky beyond. Every bit of the tower was intricately carved with exquisite detail.

Taishi loosed a breath of relief. This extravagance likely meant she was meeting with Highlady Saku Saku. The woman had a reputation for luxury. In a way, Taishi preferred meeting her. It was difficult to talk to the stubborn or the stupid, which was the case with Oban and Ayque. Saku at least would be pragmatic, and that was often what was most important when facing overwhelming odds.

At the end of the day, if the coward’s approach saved lives, then she was all for it. There was little chance the city’s defenders could win this battle. The bulk of the Shulan army had been shattered back at Allanto, and it had been a slow rout since. The only reason Sunri hadn’t marched into the capital last year was because those sand lovers from Xing in the south were gluttons for punishment and kept coming back for more defeats, while at the same time the uppity Katuia were rebelling against the armistice. All this had kept Caobiu stretched thin over the past five years, until now.

The attendant led Taishi down the corridor toward the balcony. Her breath caught as she noticed the intricately carved tiles beneath her feet. Some were translucent, but clear enough to reveal the floor below. Taishi tapped into the nearby currents and found them quick and thin, which was usual for higher elevations.

The escort at the edge of the balcony bowed.

Taishi gawked at the platform. It was a circular, flat disk made entirely from glass, giving the entire balcony an illusion of floating. The Shulan were always artists at heart. Taishi would have preferred if they just added railings. She looked down through the glass floor and realized they were six stories off the ground, on top of a steep and narrow hill. The view from up here was breathtaking, with an expansive view of the city as well as across the valley, blemished only by the red-and-yellow army surrounding the perimeter of the eastern side of the city. A lone figure stood at the far end of the balcony, her robes whipping in the wind. This must be the patron who went through all this trouble to see her.

Taishi stopped a few feet from the edge and bowed. “Highlady—”

“Taishi, it’s good to see you again. Thank you for coming.” A man turned to face her. “My nephew informed me he had trouble bringing you in.”

Taishi recovered quickly. “It was a majestic if not amateur effort, Highlord Oban.”

Oban broke into a chuckle. Even that sounded grim. “I’m not surprised he muffed it up. That spoiled boy is green and naive, but his heart is in the right place. He just needs seasoning, or a proper beating.”

“Then it appears I did you a service,” she replied with a straight face. “You know, Oban the Orderly, you could have just sent me a summons.”

“The entire court would know that we are meeting then. Information flows through the court like a sieve. I wish to speak privately and in confidence as fellow loyal subjects to our beloved friend Duke Saan. Besides, would you have answered?”

“Probably not.”

Oban nodded. “Exactly. It would arouse suspicion if it ever became public that a commoner had rejected a high lord. I would probably have put you to death.”

“You could certainly try.” Why were men so insecure? “He tried to buy me off with soup.”

“Idiot.” Oban shook his head. “How is our young hero coming along, master?”

“He’s none of your business, Oban.”

The high lord didn’t miss a beat. “I am one of five lords in this court who know his identity. It is my liang and my policies that keep you two hidden and safe. It is very much my right as your lord and patron to inquire about the state’s ward.”

“Enough of these pleasantries. Let’s get to business, yeah? What do you want?”

A long sigh escaped Oban’s mouth as he stared at the battle line formed along the outer wall. His voice grew soft. “Can you see the future, Taishi? Can you imagine what those red demons will do to our beloved city? All because we didn’t stop her three years ago.”

Several horns blared from the Caobiu army. Three lines of siege towers, giant war wagons, and catapults were rolling forward. They reached the front and began to spread out, forming an artillery line along the eastern wall. Soon, the first artillery began to dot the city, growing pillars of smoke with each passing volley.

“We didn’t stop her three years ago, because you and Saan were too greedy, attempting those negotiations when it was so obviously a trap,” Taishi replied. “I warned you not to deal with Sunri.”

“Do not throw hindsight at my face, Taishi. That was always beneath you. We saw a chance for peace and seized it.”

“It was a fair point, now get to yours.”

“We’re going to lose the city and probably the duchy,” Oban said. “Maybe tomorrow, maybe in a week, a month. Possibly end of the cycle. It’ll happen eventually.”

“Yes, well, everyone knows that.” Taishi added, “My lord.”

“Unless we rally the city. Instead of just rolling over and exposing my belly like those other cowards in court, let’s inspire the citizens of our great city to rise up in her defense. All we need is a symbol, something to inspire them.” He turned to face her.

Taishi shook her head so hard she cricked her neck. “Not a chance in hell, Oban.”

“Think about it, Taishi,” Oban pressed. “What better opportunity can there be to introduce the resurgent Prophesied Hero of the Tiandi, the Champion of the Five Under Heaven, here in Vauzan, the holy city, during her darkest hour? You can’t write a ballad better than that. Fate waits for no man, Taishi. Let him rise to the occasion. His people need him! He could be a symbol of hope and justice, resilience and strength.”

It was a fairly good script.

“This isn’t a fucking song, Oban,” she snarled. In more peaceful times, that could have landed her in the stockades. “I will not tie Jian to this catastrophe. He wouldn’t matter anyway, not against these vastly superior numbers. Your local populace will get butchered.”

“So, what then? We lay down and die? Dig our own graves? Just let her take everything?” Oban’s voice grew stern, louder, and more outraged. “That woman butchered Saan—your student, my friend, our lord—under a flag of truce. She took the most important thing from us, and now she’s here for the rest. And your boy won’t even reveal himself in his people’s time of need? Maybe he is a coward.”

“Maybe he doesn’t need to get involved in your little suicide pact.” Taishi turned away. “I’m taking him away from this doomed city tonight.”

Oban called after her. “I can order him.”

“You could, but that only does Sunri a favor.”

“I’m only asking out of respect. I can stop you from leaving.”

She shrugged, not looking back. “You don’t have three hundred soldiers to spare to take me down.”

“It’s only a matter of time, Taishi.”

“No,” she muttered under her breath. “Not if I have anything to do with it.”

The Voice of the Court interrupted their spirited discussion, announcing, “High Lord, Dowager Nun, it is my honor to introduce the Oracle of the Tiandi.”

That startled Taishi. What was Pei doing here?

The two turned toward the entrance to see a girl of about twelve stomp onto the balcony, carrying a wet, stinky bright-orange fox under one arm. Taishi could just see the silhouette of two Hansoo standing on the other side of the doorway.

Both she and Oban bowed.

Pei glared at Taishi. “Out. I want privacy with this one.”

Oban didn’t hesitate. “Yes, wise one.”

The young Oracle of the Tiandi began spitting at Taishi before Oban even turned the corner. “What is it with you, Taishi? Every time you have a choice, you make the wrong one. It’s like you’re a bloodhound trained to chase failure.” The little oracle’s mouth was getting fouler by the year. What were those monks teaching her?

Taishi shrugged. “Isn’t free will a bitch?”

“It certainly is. Why can’t you knuckle eggs do the right thing?”

“I agree,” said Taishi. “Pardon, wise one, what exactly is the right thing?”

“That’s what you’re supposed to decide!” the tiny girl roared. “Why are you still here? I told you to leave a year ago!”

Taishi raised a finger. “You told me to stay ahead of the tidal wave.”

“What do you think that is!” Pei pointed out toward the siege. “For some reason, you and that mule-headed disciple of yours unfailingly keep making the wrong decisions—” The oracle threw her head back and then slowly met Taishi’s gaze, her eyes glassy.

Taishi watched, and waited, deeply curious but tinged with dread. It was almost always bad news.

The oracle finally intoned: “When the great lioness approaches, the string boy must go to ground or be torn apart beneath her celestial claw.”

A chill swept through Taishi. That was as definitive a prediction as she had ever heard.

“And he’ll never reach his full potential if he flees,” the oracle continued.

“What?” said Taishi. “What does that mean? So, he’s to stay?”

“He’ll never reach his full potential within the walls of Vauzan.”

What did that mean? If either decision led to a bad outcome, then was there any hope at all?

“Oracle,” said Taishi, pleading. “Tell me, how—”

The fox Pei was carrying under her arm squirmed loose and ran back inside. Pei, like many little girls, promptly forgot about Taishi’s existence, and ran off after her pet. “Floppy!”

Taishi was all alone now. She muttered and committed those words to memory. “When the great lioness approaches, the string boy must go to ground. . . .”

Taishi broke into a sprint, running back down the hallway to the lift where the carriage was parked. She yanked the collar of the nearby attendant. “Get me back to the temple, right now!”











CHAPTER SEVEN



THE TEMPLE OF THE TIANDI

The streets of Vauzan were a mess as the boys hurried back toward the Vauzan Temple of the Tiandi. The city, usually famous for its clean streets and orderly traffic, had devolved into chaos as more fireballs rained down. Panic spread through the populace like smallpox ripped through poverty wards. Horses—some with riders, some without—raced out of control. Wagons piled up at intersections. Gates became jammed up as panicked people rushed home to their loved ones or fled the city. Unlucky buildings occasionally exploded when the large pitches of burning tar, hay, and stone smashed into them, shooting out rings of concussive fire in all directions. A wagon carrying a full six-pack of giant rain collectors sped down the street, passing buildings on fire to others with higher property values farther down the street.

Jian and his friends descended down a curved road that followed the path of one of the city’s many aqueducts. Vauzan was a beautiful city, full of rolling hills, sudden cliffs, and deep gorges. It was described as the City of the Living Rainbow in poems and songs due to its vibrant colors and organic skyline. Today, the splashes of color were blotted out by gray columns of angry smoke rising to hold up the sky, as dribbles of fires scattered across the city.

The group pressed on, avoiding the clogged and panicked main streets, and proceeded toward side streets and less-used paths, pedway tunnels, and the roundabout that took them to the crest of hills and then down to the low valleys. There were many ways to get everywhere in Vauzan. It was one giant maze. However, these detours also meant more stairs. The ground down here in the low valley was dank and wet, with clouds of spray swirling from the plunge’s constant mist. They reached the mouth of a cave behind a small waterfall curtain and continued deeper through a tunnel to one of the underground buried wards. This one, the Waterknife, was a small neighborhood popular with the young for aggressive underground poetry battles and its vibrant underground fight scene. Most skyside residents avoided these lower wards and often associated them with the criminal element. The only crime most of these buried wards had ever committed was being poor. The young people, including Jian and his friends, frequented this area because the zuijo and food were cheap and the magistrates were scarce.

They took a short jaunt through seedy Waterknife, and then they exited through the other end to the Jewel in the Eye of the Lotus ward. From there, they would need to take the shorter Hard Climb to Heaven path, the long but narrow and winding route flanked by needle-thin buildings on the Peony Peak side and a sheer two-story drop on the city side, to the Vauzan Temple of the Tiandi.

The boys were halfway up the narrow road heading back to the entrance when one of the Caobiu fireballs smashed into a wooden building several loops of road farther up the mountain. A large cloud erupted, blotting out the sky as a row of wooden buildings shook loose from their supports and began to slide down the mountain. Everyone nearby screamed and scattered as the avalanche of bricks, wood, and dirt sped toward them. Everyone except Jian, who could only stand and gape. Someone ran into him, sending him onto his belly, and then it became a trample. Jian covered up and tried to regain his footing, but more panicked people kicked, stepped on, or knocked him over. It became hard to breathe.

A pair of hands grabbed his robes and hauled him to his feet. Kaiyu shoved him forward. “Get going!”

It was too late. An entire section of the mountain was coming down. Hachi and Xinde had already made it to safety ahead. Hachi had climbed a light pole and was frantically urging him on. The crowds were thick, however, and progress was slow. They weren’t going to make it.

Instinct took over. Jian looped his arms around his friend and took to the current, bounding into the air. He struggled with the additional weight but managed, so far. “Be a stick, not sand!” he screamed.

Kaiyu understood, stiffening his body to make it easier for Jian to hold on to him. The two managed to get clear of the path and out into the open air, but then the weight of holding another person became too much. Jian lost his balance and slipped, plummeting like stone to the ground. They crashed onto the roof of a building farther down the mountain. Fortunately, the Houtou were experts at landing, and Kaiyu was able to smoothly roll out of the fall onto his feet. Unfortunately, Jian was not, and he fell flat against the tiles. He grunted as the wind was knocked out of him. The floor rattled while the mountain shook, bringing back his sense of urgency as he scrambled to his feet. He looked up as the avalanche continued to roll toward him.

Kaiyu was already sprinting toward the edge of the long, thin building. He waved at Jian to follow. “Come on, we have to go!”

Jian met Kaiyu a moment later, and the two stepped onto the wooden railing and looked at the shadow of the approaching landslide engulfing the entire block. They still had a ways to go. Jian threw his arms around his friend and was about to jump when he noticed a flash below and heard a cry. It sounded like a baby. He glanced down through the hazy fog of dust and saw movement on the balcony below. A child, perhaps?

“I think we’re close enough. You can make it on your own.”

“What? All the way there?” sputtered Kaiyu. “I can’t fly, wait—”

Jian shoved Kaiyu off the roof and dropped onto the balcony floor below. He landed on a potted plant, which toppled and cracked under his weight, flipping him on his head and temporarily knocking the breath out of him. Pain enveloped him. He groaned as he rolled onto his back. A high-pitched whine reminded him why he had come here. Jian opened his eyes and sat up expecting to find the poor child trapped here. Instead, he came face-to-face with a large fluffy red dog that did not look pleased to see him. It bared its teeth and snarled. He showed his hands to try to calm the creature, and nearly lost a finger as it snapped the air.

Jian’s first instinct was to get away. He had only seconds to escape before the building was smashed into bits and carried away by this landslide. The last thing he needed was to deal with an angry, rabid animal. He was the Prophesied Hero of the Tiandi. His life was too valuable to risk, especially to this dog. He put a foot on the railing to save himself but then stopped. Guilt was a strong itch that he knew would keep bothering him for the rest of his life if he abandoned this dumb animal. A cat maybe, but not a dog.

“You better appreciate this.” He scowled as he scooped the big dog in his arms. It yelped and whined and squirmed in his grasp. Jian stepped off the side of the balcony and was swept away by a current a sharp moment before the entire structure was washed away by a river of debris. The dog was larger and fluffier than he expected, partially obstructing his vision, and heavy too. It was all Jian could do to keep his arms wrapped around the creature as he veered drunkenly toward safety. The annoying mutt howled and kicked, no doubt panicked that there was several hundred feet of air between them and the ground.

“Don’t worry, little guy, I got you.” Jian tried to soothe the floppy-eared pooch.

Then the unthinkable happened. The vicious, ungrateful animal opened its mouth and chomped down on Jian’s forearm, tearing his robes and skin. Jian screamed and let go of the jerk dog, but it hung off his arm with its jaws. That made things even worse. Jian grabbed the animal and managed to stay upright before finally clearing the avalanche’s path and crashing into the street. It was a bad landing, sending both tumbling across the stone tiles before finally sliding to a stop. It was only then that the jerk dog released its grip on Jian and scurried off, whining as if it had all been Jian’s fault. He sat up and clutched his wounded arm. His sleeves were torn and soaked red. The jerk dog had raked a chunk of his flesh. Several large pieces of skin hung loose on his arm, and blood dribbled off his wrists.

Kaiyu ran to his side a second later. “I can’t believe you left me for a dog! I almost died!”

Jian glared at the mutt. “I can’t believe I left you for this ungrateful mutt either.”

“Did this mutt bite you?” Kaiyu noticed the blood. “Good. You deserve it.”

Jian sighed. “I do.”

Kaiyu stared at the shaking dog huddled off to the side. “Aw, it’s scared and homeless now. Are you going to keep it?”

“No! That thing tried to eat me.”

“Can I? I mean, assuming we can’t find the owner.” Kaiyu didn’t wait for a response. He walked up to the jerk dog and lowered to his knee. “Hi boy, are you all right?” Of course the damn dog did not bite him and even allowed the Houtou to scratch his ears.

The two found a ladder that was still intact and were able to climb toward the upper levels. Kaiyu was somehow able to convince the dog to sit on his back.

Xinde was waiting for them when they finally reunited back at the mountain path at the other end of the landslide. He rolled back Jian’s sleeve and studied the wound. “You’re leaking like a sieve. What happened? Looks like you lost a fight with a wild animal.”

Jian winced as he held out his arm. “Is it bad?”

“Might need to cut it off here.” Xinde made a chopping motion just below his elbow. “You’re going to need stitches. Come on.”

Jian glowered at the big red dog as it licked Kaiyu’s face. “Ingrate.”

They reached the Vauzan Temple of the Tiandi twenty minutes later. Fortunately, the main bridge connecting the temple to the adjacent Gold Prayer Mountain was still intact, so everyone above the avalanche wasn’t trapped on Peony Peak.

The entrance to the Vauzan Temple of the Tiandi was wide and open with constant traffic passing through. Six Hansoo and ten monks guarded the front double gates, which was already one more than the usual residency here at the temple. This was significant since all Hansoo who took up residency here became celebrities in the city. Children loved the Hansoo, and the temple profited by selling action dolls of them.

The friends parted ways. Xinde left to report to Brother Solum, as was customary for a magistrate entering the temple. Hachi, after quickly checking in on everyone, had hurried off to Box Three to check on Neeshan. The man was in love all right, or at least smitten. Kaiyu, also smitten, went to track down the owner of the dog. The temple kept a registry of every resident on Peony Peak. That left Jian, still bleeding, to seek treatment for his arm.

He wasn’t surprised by the large crowds huddled around the temple. Tenth Day Prayers was already a busy day for the devout. That was why Taishi recruited the other women for their breakfast meal, and why Jian and his friends always found excuses to be gone for the day. He could only assume that the venue would be even more popular with the city under siege. The main courtyard of the temple was a zoo. The three lines waiting to pray and tithe before the Mosaic of the Tiandi snaked in every direction. The line for the nobility was full as well. One would think everyone had more important things to do right now than tithe and pray to the Tiandi, but perhaps prayer was the most important thing to do for the deeply pious.

The crowded courtyard was eerily quiet. The people looked in disbelief with their heads low and huddled in small groups. There had never been an attack on Vauzan in any of their lifetimes. Jian wasn’t sure why people were surprised. There had been talk about a Caobiu attack for years, since the Gyian fell and the Shulan army was routed. The bulk of the army that had accompanied Saan had returned in tatters, and while the duchy had been able to muster three armies since, Sunri had crushed them all. The only positives from those disastrous battles were that each defeat had weakened the Caobiu enough that it prevented them from rolling deeper into Shulan and completing the siege of Vauzan. That had been the difference before. This time, there was no standing army in Shulan left to soften the Caobiu army’s advance. This invasion was inevitable.

Jian avoided the milling crowds of anxious devout. He was leaking blood from his arm and the last thing he needed was to cause a panic. He hurried through a false wall next to the gift shop. He followed it down a narrow side street that opened into Monastery Village, which was the main residential area for the monks living inside the temple. It wasn’t much of a village, really, just a squat and compact collection of buildings that supported temple operations. This was a modest area where the monks cooked, labored, studied, trained, and relaxed. It was a far cry from the majestic public-facing facade manufactured by the Tiandi temple.

The Vauzan Temple of the Tiandi was self-sustaining with its own gardens, livestock, and forest of fast-growing bamboo trees. If the monks wished to ride out the siege, they could lock the gates and defend Peony Peak almost indefinitely. Siege weapons couldn’t reach this high up the narrow mountain, and there were only two ways up to the front gates—the path Jian came up and the main bridge—both of which the monks could destroy at a moment’s notice.

Jian passed through the tight spaces, passing by light traffic. Busy monks scurried about. He reached the temple hospital situated at the main square a few moments later. The hospital was the largest building in the village. The life of a Tiandi monk was surprisingly injury-prone, either from too much time spent deep in meditation and study or too much physical training.

“To die is the inevitable state. To live is a bonus” was one of Goramh’s popular sayings at the temple.

A young initiate took one look at Jian’s arm when he walked through the door and escorted him into a back room for treatment. Over the next hour, a young nun came by to clean his arm, an acupuncturist numbed it, and a hypnotist put him in a relaxed and meditative state. It was a full-service operation. It also took the rest of the afternoon. The Tiandi monks were never in a hurry and never did anything fast.

Jian was in the process of finally getting stitched up by one of the temple doctors when someone burst into the back room. Zofi looked out of breath and was panting hard. Her face was a mix of concern, outrage, and exhaustion when she confronted him. “Hiro, the bald boys at the gate told me you were hurt. Who did this? I’m going to—” She gawked at his arm. “What happened? Did you fall into the zoo pit again?”

He huffed. “I didn’t fall in that time. I was helping when some of the animals got loose!”

“What happened then?” Zofi leaned over and poked the top of one of the big fat needles stuck just beneath his elbow, sending a jolt through his entire body. “Does that hurt?”

“Now it does, thanks.” Jian gritted his teeth. “A house was collapsing from artillery fire, so I saved a dog. Then it bit me.”

She ticked her finger, looking puzzled. “Why would you risk your life saving a dog while the city is under siege?”

“Because at first I thought it was a kid, and then by the time I realized it was a dog, I was already there, so I saved it, and it bit me.”

“You confused a dog for a child?” Zofi blinked. “That makes no sense. Why did it bite you if you were saving it? Why didn’t you just drop it?”

“I was up in the air riding a current along the side of a mountain and didn’t want to drop it.”

“So what did you do?”

“What was I supposed to do?” Jian shrugged. “I let it bite me until I could land.”

Zofi blinked. “You’re an idiot.”

“Yes, we’ve already established that.”

“Your aunt is going to murder you.”

That was also true. It embarrassed him that this was probably the worst injury he had suffered since he left the Celestial Palace. What did it say about Jian, the supposed Champion of the Five Under Heaven, the Prophesied Hero of the Tiandi, that he was so swaddled that a dog bite was his worst injury? Well, that and the time he almost died due to the death touch a few years back, was kidnapped by one of the lotus factions of the Tiandi religion, and nearly killed by mute men, but those didn’t count. This was his most severe injury.

Jian’s shoulder slumped. “It was a big dog.”

“You’ll live.” She turned to the doctor. “He’ll live, right?”

The woman nodded. “No training or fighting for a few days. Bring him back in a week to take out the stitches.”

“We don’t have time for that.” Zofi’s face twisted as she turned back to Jian. “The Caobiu have reached the walls. The eastern line is under siege!”

She was met with stunned silence.

“Already?” Jian gasped. “It hasn’t even been a day. It takes longer for me to cut up a watermelon.”

She yanked him by the arm. “Come on, we have to go.”

“To do what?”

“I don’t know yet, but we have to do something!”

That was a very Zofi thing to say.
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