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      Mulan is one of the greatest stories that has been told since long before Disney wrote catchy tunes. It stems from a culture that is rich and beautiful in its history, a culture many know little about. I’ve never had as much fun researching for a book as I did this one, and I’m still not perfect in my knowledge. I doubt I ever will be.

      This is one of the many reasons Dragon Rising is set in the fictional world of Piao rather than a reimagined China. The culture woven through this book is largely Chinese as are the names and some of the terms, but other parts have been altered in order to fit the story.

      If you have experience with the Chinese language, you will notice the naming structures in this book have been changed and a few of the consonants existing in certain words I have written are not part of the language.

      Please forgive the adaptations as multiple cultures and mindsets meld to create a Piao that I hope is half as rich in culture as China.

      Also, please forgive the addition of live dragons. Those did not exist in ancient China.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Hua

        

      

    

    
      Hua Minglan didn’t fear death.

      At least not hers.

      What scared her was watching the people she loved suffer for nothing more than the history in their blood. Because as descendants of the last Dragon Lords of Piao, the Minglans had dragon blood.

      The capital city wasn’t a welcome place for anyone suspected of harboring the ancient power inside them. No dragon had been seen in Piao in a hundred years, yet the legends called their blood royal. It was said those with dragon blood were fit to sit on the emperor’s gilded throne.

      It was also a death sentence. The Wei dynasty had ruled Piao for many generations, and it was the emperor’s duty to hunt down any threat to his power.

      Which brought them to the festival of the dragon, a celebration that hadn’t existed in more than five years—not since the last round of executions took place under the stars with paper dragons dancing through the square.

      Her father tightened his grip on her arm as they entered the city on foot and dropped his voice. “You must be prepared, Hua. It is never a good thing for anyone to be called to the dragon festival.” After receiving a summons from the emperor, her father packed Hua and her mother up and the three of them made the five-day journey from Zhouchang to Dasha, leaving her little brother and grandmother behind.

      Running a hand down her side, Hua felt for the dagger her father insisted she hide beneath the folds of her silk robe. The feel of the curved hilt gave her some sense of calm, of peace.

      Hua Minglan wasn’t like normal girls. Most girls her age spent their time painting their faces and dreaming of the husbands their fathers would choose for them.

      Hua preferred traipsing through the woods with a bow on her back. She’d trained in weapons since she was young because her father wanted her to be able to protect herself no matter who came for her.

      Unlike her older sister, Luna, who’d refused to be anything other than the perfect Piao woman. When the new emperor chose her for one of his consorts, she’d basked in the honor. Their mother gushed about the opportunity.

      Only Hua and her father knew what it could mean.

      Only they wondered if the emperor somehow knew of the history of their family. That they’d changed their family name to separate themselves from any knowledge of dragon blood after her grandfather was executed long before she was born.

      “Hua.” Gen Minglan wasn’t a man to be ignored. He’d been a general during the civil war, fighting for the same man who killed his father. “I want you to find your sister.”

      “You mean…” She looked up at him. “I can go off by myself?”

      “You can take care of yourself.”

      “No,” her mother cut in. “It isn’t proper for a young lady to be unaccompanied.”

      “Fa.” Her father sighed. “Hua is capable. She can bring Luna into the open where we may be allowed to speak with her. We may not be able to get close to Luna otherwise, especially if suspicion has fallen onto us. I just need to know.” Thickness coated his words. “We’ve had no word of Luna since she was taken from us. This is our first chance. I just want Hua to find out if our daughter is okay.”

      Her mother’s shoulders dropped, and Hua knew she’d argue no more. Her father pressed a dagger into her palm, smaller than the one she had on her, but no less deadly. “Be safe, Hua. We will meet you near the market side of the square.” He kissed her forehead.

      Hua walked across the dark square in front of the royal palace, lit only by a large fire in the center of the square, and the lanterns strung between the two-story buildings.

      When Luna was chosen as consort, the emperor claimed it was in recognition of Gen Minglan’s military service. He’d risen from nothing to lead the emperor’s men.

      Hua knew so little of the new emperor. He was the younger son of one of the old emperor’s lesser consorts—not the empress. Did he mistreat her sister? Did he accuse her of having the dragon blood?

      Very few people in Piao even knew what it meant to have the blood anymore. No dragon had risen in so long, the people forgot. They saw it as a curse worthy of execution more than a blessing. Hua couldn’t say she disagreed with them about the curse part.

      Glancing back at her parents, she saw her father speaking to a younger man, a strained smile on his face. She wondered if his limp bothered him or if it was the company of the man he spoke to.

      Now that Luna was a part of the emperor’s court, the family’s status improved, making Hua a desirable match. She knew she couldn’t avoid it forever. Her father wanted to keep her close, to protect her, but he wouldn’t be around forever.

      She folded her arms across the long silk emerald robe she wore. Gold threading showed her rise in desirability, but it also made her uncomfortable.

      Her long, shimmering black hair hung loose, announcing her marriage eligibility to each person she passed. That by tying themselves to her, they too could enjoy status.

      Hua sighed, feeling too many eyes on her. Before her father left for war six years ago, they’d been simple farmers living in Zhouchang, a province east of the Liudong River.

      He’d returned a bit broken but honored as well. Then he’d gone back to his simple ways and allowed Luna to leave them.

      Hua didn’t want to hate the emperor for taking her sister, for being a constant threat to their family. She didn’t want to feel anything about it at all. But she missed her best friend.

      A throat cleared, and Hua jerked her head up, realizing she hadn’t taken notice of where she was walking and almost collided with the man himself.

      Emperor Bo Xu Wei stood with a bemused expression on his handsome face and a retinue of guards and servants following behind him.

      Hua’s cheeks flamed. She hid the dagger behind her back. Showing it in the emperor’s presence would mean instant death. Her eyes flicked to the daos carried by the guards. “Uh, your Imperial Majesty.” She curtsied the way her father taught her before lifting her eyes to his.

      Emperor Bo Xu was a young man a little older than Hua’s eighteen years. He’d been the supreme ruler of Piao for only two years.

      Intense mahogany eyes stared back at her. “Are you okay?” He tilted his head to the side.

      The noises from the crowd pushed in at Hua, suffocating her, drowning her. It was too much. The shy girl from the small village wasn’t meant to be around people. She missed her dog, Chichi, and the quiet lands stretching in the distance behind her home.

      “I’m…” She couldn’t breathe. Embarrassment fought with panic as she tried to claw her way to the surface of her emotions. How could she break down in front of the emperor? His people stared at her as if she were nothing more than a serf with no business talking to such a great man.

      And that was exactly how she felt.

      Heat burned up her skin, cooling instantly as a hand gripped her elbow. Hua turned her head to find Luna standing at her side. She didn’t know when her sister arrived, but she didn’t care.

      “Luna,” she choked out.

      “Breathe, Hua. Just breathe.” She turned to the emperor and dropped into a much more graceful curtsy than Hua’s. “I am deeply sorry, your Imperial Majesty. My sister has a mental deficiency.”

      Hua choked on a protest, wanting to refute her sister’s false words, but Luna elbowed her.

      Sympathy entered the emperor’s gaze. “I am sorry to hear that, Luna. Please send my best wishes to your family.” He turned without another word and led his long train of followers to accost some other unsuspecting citizens.

      Hua’s breathing calmed, and she took the chance to notice the people hanging back, watching them. As consort, Luna was afforded a host of servants—women and eunuchs only. Luna seemed to forget they were there as she gripped Hua’s arm tighter and dragged her away.

      “Ow,” Hua hissed. “I don’t have a mental deficiency.”

      Luna pulled her between two buildings where the shadows hid them. “If you embarrass me in front of the emperor again, you’ll have physical deficiencies.”

      “That’s not the way a lady of the court should speak.” Hua rubbed her arm.

      Both girls stood silent for only a moment longer before Luna threw her arms around Hua. “I’ve been searching for you since the festival began.”

      Hua sank into her sister’s embrace. She hadn’t seen her in more than a year. “I missed you.”

      Luna pulled back, sparing a quick glance for her servants who stood nearby and dropped her voice so they couldn’t hear. “You shouldn’t have wandered away from Father. It isn’t safe for you here in Dasha.”

      “We were summoned,” she hissed. “The emperor probably has people seeking Father to arrest him now.”

      A laugh burst free of Luna, and she covered her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think. I never considered what the summons would mean to Father. The emperor didn’t request your presence. I did.”

      “But he signed it.”

      “As a favor to me. I’m a consort, Hua. I’m supposed to cut ties to my family. He saw how much I missed you and offered to help.”

      “Wha-why would he do that?”

      She leveled Hua with a stare. “He isn’t his father. There hasn’t been a single execution of the blooded since he came to power.”

      “It’s only a matter of time. I know our histories, Luna. The emperors always seek out those they see as threats to their power.”

      “Yes, but just because someone has dragon blood does not mean they are a threat. The dragons abandoned Piao long ago.”

      She was right, of course. Having the blood meant one was susceptible to a dragon living inside them. It didn’t mean the dragon was already there.

      She blew out a breath and collapsed back against the wall. “Father says I need to marry. For protection.”

      Luna’s lips drew down. “Hua.” Her sigh sounded so much like their mother’s it had Hua drawing back. “It’s time. You know that.”

      Most of the girls Hua knew in the village at home chattered with non-stop excitement about moving away from their homes to create families of their own.

      But Hua wasn’t like them. She didn’t want to leave her parents or her younger brother. She wanted Luna to return, but nothing remained the same no matter how hard she held on.

      “Come on.” Luna took her hand. “Would you like to meet some of the princes and princesses?”

      Hua wanted to say no. The royal family held no interest for her, especially knowing they’d want her dead if they knew the truth.

      The emperor’s father once had twelve consorts. Ten of them bore children, some more than one. Bo Xu Wei was not the eldest or even the son of the empress, but he was the one his father chose to succeed him.

      Unlike his father, Bo Xu Wei only selected four consorts and had yet to hold a ceremony to choose the empress.

      Luna introduced Hua to so many people she would never remember all their names. Their eyes did not alight in interest as the emperor’s had. When they looked at her, she wondered if they compared her to her elegant sister beside her. Luna’s hair, even longer than Hua’s, was parted in the middle and wrapped in a knot at the nape of her neck.

      Her deep purple robe spoke of wealth and status with its long, square sleeves, and elaborate belt. She spoke with confidence and moved with grace.

      Hua never realized just how much her sister would fit the role she was chosen for. She found herself tuning out the conversations and listening to the soft music nearby instead. Two flutists played a sweet melody, punctuated by the light ringing of the bells hanging from their instruments. The steady beat of the hide-covered drums echoed the rhythm of Hua’s heartbeat.

      The warm air of an autumn night had sweat dotting across her brow. She should have been worried about the state of the crushed pearl powder her mother applied to her face, but that would have required energy.

      “Hua.” Her mother’s bark snapped her out of the daze.

      She turned to find her parents crossing the square toward them. Fa Minglan was a small woman engulfed by her yellow robe. She wore her hair like Luna’s, but a less kind expression flashed across her face.

      “You found your sister.” Her mother crossed her arms.

      Finishing her conversation and wishing the people well, Luna turned to her parents with a smile. “Mama.” She rushed into their mother’s arms before hugging their father as well.

      “Why didn’t you bring Ru?” Luna asked, her lips forming a pout. “I’d have liked to see my brother.”

      Their father smiled indulgently. “It was a five-day journey for us to reach Dasha. Ru is only four years old. We had to leave him with my mother.”

      Luna’s shoulders slumped.

      Their mother eyed her servants lingering next to them. “I am glad you’re happy, Luna.” She didn’t bother to actually ask if Luna was happy. She only assumed.

      “Are you safe?” their father asked.

      From the smile spreading across Luna’s face, Hua knew the answer to that. “This is… more than I could have imagined.” She reached for Hua’s hand and squeezed.

      A uniformed man approached, and all Hua could do was stare. Clear eyes found her, and a smile lit up the stranger’s beautiful face. He ran a hand down the front of his pressed military uniform, pushing any lingering wrinkles from the fabric, before turning to her father and bowing. “Gen Minglan.”

      Hua’s father stared for a moment before recognition lit in his eyes. “Luca Kai. I haven’t seen you since you were a teenager.”

      He laughed. “I’ve done some growing up since then.”

      “Your father told me you earned yourself a military rank.”

      “I imagine he told you a lot about me.” He turned his smile on Hua’s mother. “Taitai Minglan. It is a pleasure.”

      “General.” She smiled.

      Luna and Hua exchanged a suspicious look. Calling their mother taitai was a sign of respect, but also a way to earn her favor, and it wasn’t often their mother softened her countenance.

      Hua’s father put a hand on her back and pulled her forward. “Hua, this is General Luca Kai. His father and I are old friends.”

      Luca bowed. “You are as beautiful as I’ve been led to believe, Hua Minglan.”

      She couldn’t stop the scowl from forming on her face. “Why would you need to be told of my looks?”

      Her mother clucked her tongue in disapproval, but Luca’s grin widened. “I look forward to knowing you.”

      “Too bad you won’t get the chance.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Hua,” her father snapped, leaning close. “Luca’s father and I have spoken of arrangements.”

      “Arrangements?” She didn’t like the sound of that.

      “He is a suitable suitor who can provide certain… protections.”

      Hua froze. Suitor? Her gaze slid over the man before her. Tall. Lean muscles. Smug grin.

      “He has a good position in the emperor’s army, and I trust his family.”

      Luca nodded. “Second in command to General Li himself.”

      General Li? Hua knew the stories of the young general who’d already made a name for himself. They spoke of him in the villages in hushed tones. He was said to have an unrivaled ruthlessness.

      But she refused to fear this man her father wanted to tie her to. Lifting her chin, she met his eyes. “No matter what my parents decide, I will marry you if I deem you are worthy.”

      Her mother gasped, but to her relief, Luca laughed. “As you wish. In the coming weeks, I will leave with General Li on a march to the border. May I write to you while I’m away?”

      “You may.”

      He shook her father’s hand once more and bowed to her before sauntering away. Hua watched him for a moment before turning hard eyes on her parents. They met her gaze. It was well within their rights to ambush her this way and negotiate her future with anyone they pleased.

      That didn’t mean she’d make it easy on them.

      Luna, ever the peacemaker, stepped in. “Can Hua spend the rest of the festival with me? I promise she’ll be safe.” She gestured to two of her eunuchs and the daos that hung at their waists.

      Fa opened her mouth to say something, but Gen cut her off. “Yes. We have some business to attend to in the meantime.”

      Their father couldn’t go anywhere without trying to make deals for the yields of their crops, even when a threat hung over his head. Everyone within a week’s journey of Dasha was at the festival. It was the best place for negotiations and provided Hua the escape she needed.

      Luna pulled Hua away from their parents and giggled like a girl much younger than her twenty years. “Come with me.”

      She led her weaving through the crowd toward a row of columns near the enormous palace steps. The palace sat on a raised platform faced with dark stone. Almost black wooden walls rose toward a sloped tile roof. Balconies spanned the upper floors. Hua had never seen an emperor’s speech before, but she could imagine the young emperor standing high above the crowd, his enchanting eyes peering over them.

      Luna directed Hua through an open plaza to the side of the steps where two stone pillars sat, dragons snaking up their sides as if they could protect the city.

      Luna’s servants gave them a bit of space but stayed within eyesight. Luna sat with her back against the pillar and her body shielded from view. Hua followed suit. Someone would have to know they were there in order to find them.

      “I can’t believe they let me walk into that.” Hua groaned.

      “Walk into what?” Luna lifted her face, settling her eyes on the stars above as her voice took on a wistful tone. “That man was perfect.”

      “For you, maybe.”

      “Hua, when will you start to take your future seriously? You cannot live with Mother and Father your entire life. When next spring comes, you’ll be of age to leave home. And did you even see that Luca man? If I wasn’t pledged to the emperor, I’d be insanely jealous. And a soldier! Is there anything more attractive?”

      Hua covered her face with her hands so her sister couldn’t see her burning cheeks. “He was okay.” In truth, men were a mystery to her. Even before becoming a consort, her sister knew how to speak to them, how to make them fall in love with her, a skill Hua could never hope to master.

      “If father trusts him, then so do I. Our lives will never be peaceful, Hua. Not with the threat of discovery hanging over us.”

      “Can we talk about something else?” She lowered her hands. “Please?”

      Luna smiled, her white teeth flashing in the night. “I love festivals.”

      Hua snorted. For reasons of safety, she’d never been to a festival or even visited the capital before. And now that she had, all she wanted was to go home to her wide-open fields. She smoothed her robe around her legs, concealing the pants underneath.

      Luna’s lips tipped up into a smile. “Rest easy, Hua. You’re not in danger here. I know father has trained you your entire life to look over your shoulder for enemies, but maybe it’s time you tried to be normal.” She laughed. “Then you can be happy too.”

      Sometimes her sister was ridiculous. What was normal? Falling all over yourself to look perfect and act like everyone else?

      “I think I’m in love with the emperor.” Luna’s voice was so soft Hua, thought she’d misheard her.

      “You’re not,” Hua scoffed.

      “What would you know?” she snapped. “I’m his favored consort.”

      “Luna, don’t be ridiculous. The emperor will choose an empress soon, and it’ll be someone with a much higher status than the daughter of the Minglans of Zhouchang, a family with little history because we didn’t exist before father created the name.” Luna was the only consort whose father held no title. Sure, there would be a ceremony and a competition to choose the empress, but the daughter of an army general turned farmer would never be allowed to win.

      Luna huffed. “It isn’t up to the emperor to choose. I will carve my golden statue and prove that I have heaven’s mandate to be the empress just as Bo Xu has it to be the emperor. He wasn’t the oldest nor the strongest of the old emperor’s children, yet his father recognized heaven choosing him.”

      Hua hadn’t seen her sister in so long and didn’t want to make her mad on their one night together. She wasn’t a fighter and wouldn’t win an argument with Luna. “I hope you’re right.”

      Luna leaned her head on Hua’s shoulder. “Can I tell you a secret?”

      Hua nodded. “You’ve always been able to.”

      “I’m pregnant.” Her smile widened. “I will have the first of the emperor’s children.”

      A child of the emperor with dragon blood? Hua wanted to be happy for her sister. She didn’t want to be the girl who questioned everything. But what kind of life would Luna have when she had to keep such a secret from the people she supposedly loved? If she told the emperor of their child’s blood, he’d know about the rest of the Minglans and have no choice but to hunt them down just like the emperors before him. Dragon blood was a direct threat to their power. It was said to be royal, giving a person the right to rule.

      Hua wanted better for the sister she loved more than life itself.

      But honesty wasn’t what her sister needed in that moment. Hua brushed a hand over Luna’s soft hair. “I love you, Jiejie.” She smiled at the old term for older sister.

      Her joyful laugh filled the night around them. “And I love you, Meimei.” Little sister. They’d been calling each other by those terms since they knew how to talk, and there was a comfort in the familiarity.

      They sat in silence for a long while, just enjoying being around each other again. They were young, and that night felt like the beginning of their lives. Luna would be a mother to a prince, and who knew where Hua was headed? Into a marriage with the handsome general?

      The sisters weren’t ready to be separated yet.

      It wasn’t until shouting from the square reached their sanctuary that Luna sat up. Her servants ran toward them. The two men had their daos drawn.

      “Madam,” one of the women yelled. “There has been an attack.”

      “An attack?” Luna shot to her feet.

      “It’s the Kou.”

      The name sent a chill through Hua. Nomads to the north of Piao, the Kou had been terrorizing the border for a decade, forcing a mass migration of people to the central cities.

      And now they’d come to Dasha. Luna and Hua huddled together as they rounded the pillars, searching for any sign of the attack. Shadows ran the lengths of the buildings towering over the square where only moments before, the people of Piao had been celebrating.

      Now, the citizens scrambled for cover as arrows rained down from above.

      “We need to make it up the palace steps,” one of the eunuchs said. “We have no choice but to run.”

      “But Hua…” Luna’s panicked eyes met hers. Those not of the court could not enter the palace.

      “She will have to find her own way to safety.” The man kept his eyes trained on the archers. “Consort Luna is my only concern.”

      Luna shook her head violently, and Hua gripped her hands. “I can’t leave you.”

      “Yes, you can.” Hua tried to infuse acceptance into her gaze. All she wanted was her sister to be safe. The only place for that was the palace. A tear leaked from Hua’s eyes. “I need to find Mama and Ba. I also need you to be safe. Promise me as soon as you start running, you won’t look back.”

      When Luna didn’t say anything, Hua gripped her tighter. “Promise me!”

      Tears streamed down Luna’s face. “Yes.” She squeezed her eyes tight. “I promise.”

      Hua released her. “Go.” She looked to the eunuchs and serving girls. “Get her to that palace.”

      Footsteps sounded against the stone as the crowd continued to run, ducking into buildings that would be no use as the Kou came down from their perches on high to slaughter them all. Hua’s hands shook as she watched Luna’s people form up around her. With one final glance, Luna started to run.

      She took the steps two at a time, holding the ends of her robe up to prevent herself from tripping. Her ebony hair broke free of her knot and flew about her face.

      Hua couldn’t move from her place until Luna was safe inside the palace. She watched her grow smaller and smaller as she neared the palace entryway.

      It happened in slow motion. A crossbow bolt sailed through the air, ripping through Hua’s life, as it reached its intended target.

      Luna’s body jerked back, frozen in time for only a moment, before slamming into the stone, her chin bouncing off a step.

      Her servants scrambled to check on her, to see if she still lived.

      But Hua knew the moment her sister’s heart stopped beating because it matched the stillness within her own chest.

      An arrow flew through the air near Hua as she sprinted up the steps. Luna’s servants left her, running for their own lives.

      Hua couldn’t blame them for their self-preservation, but she also couldn’t leave her sister. Luna was her everything, her best friend. She collapsed to the ground next to her body, knowing when she felt for a pulse, there would be no beat against her finger.

      Tears didn’t come because it wasn’t real. It couldn’t be.

      Luna was larger than life. She was the joy of an everyday existence, happy and free. She loved and didn’t hold back. Not like Hua.

      Luna deserved to live.

      Hua couldn’t focus on anything other than the chasm opening inside her as she cradled her sister’s head in her lap. People ran by, taking no notice of the girl frozen in grief or the blood dripping down the steps.

      A roar sounded in the distant spaces of her mind as warriors clad in lacquered leather armor cut through the crowd.

      The emperor’s forces ran out to meet them, daos crashing against halberds. Steel glinted in the silver moonlight, reflecting it back into the sky as if this kind of world deserved no light. A world without Luna. A world where even the center of Piao was vulnerable to a brutal attack.

      “No.”

      Hua recognized the voice of the emperor as his guards tried to force him up the steps.

      “We need to get you to safety,” one of them yelled back over the din of battle.

      Hua lifted her face, wanting to see the man her sister claimed to love. Did he even love her? He’d had a claim on her in life, but in death, she didn’t deserve anyone who wouldn’t trade places with her.

      He froze, catching sight of her, his eyes drifting to Luna. A cry broke free of his lips, and the young man, the most powerful in Piao, did what Hua could not. He wept.

      “My Luna,” he cried.

      Did he know she’d carried his child? Had she told him?

      Hua used her body to shield Luna from the man who’d done this to her. He’d brought her here. He’d chosen her. She should have married a simple man and been safe in the village not far from her family. Instead, she’d abandoned them for the prestige promised to her.

      Was death prestige enough, she wondered. Did it mean Luna earned her place?

      Hua narrowed her eyes as the emperor continued his tortured wailing. His guards forced him up the steps and managed to get to the palace safely.

      A woman’s cry broke Hua out of her daze. “Mama.” She knew it wasn’t her mother, but somewhere out there, her parents ran from the same danger. “Ba.” She jumped to her feet just as a body collided with hers, sending her rolling down the final steps.

      A volley of arrows sailed toward the spot she’d been only moments before. The man, her savior, landed next to her with a thud.

      She wanted to thank him, but the words sat cold in her throat.

      As arrows fell down around her, one flew right for her chest. It struck her right above her heart but did not pierce her skin. She cried out, expecting to feel it tear through her flesh. Instead, it clattered to the ground. Her entire body froze as she stared down at the tiny hole in her robe, a hole made by an arrowhead.

      It wasn’t possible.

      The man who’d tackled her glanced back at her. Did he see that, or was she hallucinating in her grief? He pushed his muscled frame up to his feet. “Come.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her behind the pillars. It was the same place she’d watched her sister fall.

      Tears hung in her lashes, not daring to fall. How was any of this possible? She shouldn’t be standing there. The arrow should have sent her into the next life to join Luna.

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” the man asked, his voice unkind as he peered around the pillars. His dao hung in a scabbard at his waist. The single-edged sword was a warrior’s weapon.

      But he wore no uniform. Instead, his robe hung to his knees with trousers appearing underneath.

      What would he say if he’d seen that arrow?

      “I have to find my baba and mama.” She breathed heavily, trying to stop the images of her death flying toward her through the sky.

      The man threw a scowl over his shoulder. “You need to stay here and let Piao’s warriors handle this fight. I should be out there, but my brother would be disappointed if I left some… girl… to fend for herself.”

      Hua didn’t ask who his brother was. She didn’t ask his name. None of that mattered. Nothing mattered. Not anymore.

      The festival of dragons had turned into a bloody affair, and she wasn’t sure Piao would ever be the same.

      She sure wouldn’t.

      Maybe she’d imagined it in her grief over losing Luna. That was the only explanation.

      A Kou warrior dropped to the ground in front of their hiding place, a halberd stuck in the back of his head. One of the emperor’s men pulled the battle ax free without so much as a second glance at the hulking brute he’d felled.

      The Kou were unlike any foe of Piao’s. Brutal and strong, they hacked their way through countries. They’d been trying to take everything Piao had for a decade. They didn’t want to settle among the Piao folk, only conquer them and control the trading routes along the Liudong River to the sea.

      Hua didn’t know when the fear left her. Maybe it was about the time she wished she could join her sister and stay with her forever. Maybe it was when she faced her own end. But the fight didn’t scare her.

      A Kou man caught sight of them and ran their way. Hua’s savior—as she called him—prepared to meet the charge, and Hua took the opportunity to run past them both, dodging out of the way of the attacker’s long spear.

      Neither of them could follow her as they fought each other. Out in the square, chaos reigned supreme. Dead bodies littered the ground, blood coating the stones. Dasha would never be free of these memories. No matter what happened this night, the blood would never wash away.

      She twisted out of the way of another attacker and darted through the crowd of swarming warriors intent on killing each other. The soldier she met briefly with her father—Luca-- ran past her, throwing himself against the enemies, trying to break them. Hua kept running.

      Ordinary citizens had already either found places to hide, or they were dead.

      She refused to believe her parents left her too.

      “Hua,” someone called to her.

      Hua turned on her heel. A man waved her forward. She recognized him as a friend of her father’s but couldn’t recall his name. Sprinting toward him, she didn’t wait until she reached him to speak. “Have you seen them?”

      He didn’t get a chance to answer her because her father appeared at the window, and she ran into the shop, launching herself into his arms. “Ba.”

      He squeezed her as if he’d never thought he’d see her again. “My dear girl.”

      “Where’s Mama?” she asked.

      He pulled her farther into the shop to get out of sight. “She’s here. We’re both okay.”

      None of them were okay. Their central city was attacked. People died. Yes, the emperor’s forces would fight them off. They were the best-trained army in the world, and the Kou didn’t stand a chance.

      But still, it would never be okay again.

      She followed her father down a staircase into the back, where more people than she could count huddled together, flinching at every sound. Her mama jumped up when she saw them, climbing over people to reach her daughter.

      She put a hand on each shoulder, checking her over.

      Hua should have told her she wasn’t injured, that her body was fine. But how could her body be fine when her insides felt hollow? How could it be fine when she’d felt the sharp point of an arrow against her skin?

      “Luna’s dead.” She spoke so quietly at first no one heard her.

      Her Ba’s brow creased.

      Hua cleared her throat, knowing how empty her voice sounded. “Luna… she’s… she died.”

      It took a moment for the realization to sink into her parents. Their eldest daughter would never smile at them again. She’d never dance or laugh until her sides hurt.

      Their faces fell, slowly at first, and then it was as if they collapsed in on themselves. She’d never seen her mother cry before and couldn’t take her eyes from the moisture coating her cheeks. Her father gathered them both to him, only releasing them when a loud bang sounded above.

      For the first time, Hua looked out over the faces in the room. These people were witnesses to the Minglans’ grief, to their heart-wrenching agony.

      Hua broke away from her parents and found a spot in the far corner to curl in on herself and pretend there was something, anything, she could do to fix her family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Jian

        

      

    

    
      Jian Li was many things. Brother to a powerful man. Unmatched warrior. And loyal general.

      General Altan of the Kou was few of those things. Talented with the dao, he had loyalty to no one but himself.

      When Jian saw him enter the bloody square, stepping over bodies of the people who’d be alive if it wasn’t for the Kou, he could see little else. For some unknown reason, he’d been searching for the girl who ran from his protection. A girl he could have sworn took an arrow to the chest. But that wasn’t possible. In the chaos, his eyes played tricks on him.

      The girl cared little for herself as she bent over the fallen woman Jian recognized as one of the emperor’s consorts. Then he saved her, got her to a place she could hide from the foreign attack, and she’d run.

      He shook his head, waiting for his opening. His warriors pushed the invaders back to the perimeter of the square away from the palace. That was the goal. Protect the emperor at all costs, no matter who else they couldn’t save.

      But Jian knew Emperor Bo Xu Wei, and Bo wouldn’t have approved of the strategy that left the citizens of Dasha vulnerable.

      Fire rose toward the sky, angry red flames dancing as they ravaged buildings full of those who’d hidden in them.

      Something had to be done.

      General Altan was a large man with wide, hulking shoulders hunched forward. A prominent brow jutted out above dark eyes. He rubbed his pointed chin as he surveyed the remaining Kou soldiers atop the houses with bows and crossbows aimed down below.

      Jian found a discarded shield on the ground near a fallen warrior. Crossbow bolts could still pierce the metal, but they wouldn’t reach his skin.

      He leapt over a mass of bodies, his feet landing in a puddle of blood that splashed up his robes. He should have known better than to think he could take a night away from his scaled armor.

      Dao raised in one hand, he charged, prepared to meet the full might of Altan as he had many times before.

      He was halfway across the square when he heard it. A horn. The Kou’s signal to retreat. Altan finally saw him, his lips curving up into a wicked grin for just a moment before running forward, ignoring the signal to retreat.

      “Jian Li.” His lip curled. “I was hoping to see you here.”

      The accented words fell on Jian, reminding him of a time when he’d spoke to Batukhan Altan every day. They’d been friends almost… if you discounted the fact that Jian was a spy lying to everyone he knew in Koulland.

      Except for her… Altan’s sister. She’d known exactly who he was and loved him enough to leave with him. At least she had tried.

      There was no time for remembering the past.

      “Are you going to fight me?” Jian gripped his dao, preparing for an attack. In another life, the man before him would have been on his side. They both mourned the same woman. But they blamed each other for her death.

      Altan flicked his eyes to his retreating men. “Not today, Li. This attack was a warning. The Kou grow in strength. Soon, Piao will not be able to stand against us. We are coming for you.” His voice dropped. “And I will make you pay for what you did to her.”

      If his country wasn’t in danger, Jian would let him. Maybe he deserved punishment. She was dead, and here he stood, still unable to save her.

      Was that why he’d saved the girl?

      Altan gave him one final long look before making for the nearest horse and launching himself into the saddle.

      Jian breathed heavily as the Kou slipped back into the darkness from which they’d come, shadows in the night.

      “One day,” he promised General Altan’s retreating form. “One day, you and I will finish this.”

      He surveyed the damage, sadness growing inside him as he watched his warriors go from fighting the Kou to pulling people from burning buildings. They arrived back in the square, coughing and choking on the billowing smoke.

      It would be a long time before they had numbers of the dead, but Jian already knew it would be more than Piao could bear. These scars would never heal.

      The attack lasted only hours, yet it felt like years had passed. Jian’s eyes found the girl he’d saved, the one who shouldn’t still be standing, as she stumbled from a building to his left, clutching two others who looked like her parents.

      Tension released inside him for only a moment before it snapped back into place as he realized the night wasn’t over. He needed to make sure Bo was okay, to see to it that Piao still had their emperor and that he hadn’t lost one of the last people in this life he cared for.

      He ignored the protest from his legs and sprinted toward the steps that would take him to the platform where the palace sat above the square. He’d counted the steps once as a child with Bo and their childhood companion, Luca. Forty-Three. A random number, but one that seemed almost insurmountable to three small boys.

      No guards stood outside the palace, so Jian burst into the entryway, throwing himself into the chaos. Soldiers, servants, consorts, and all those who were part of the court stared at him as he broke through their ranks.

      If Bo’s advisers had their way, Jian wouldn’t be considered a member of the court and therefore not allowed into the palace. But Bo insisted on infuriating them by making his own decisions.

      Jian pushed his way through to a crowd of advisors. “Where’s the emperor?”

      Chen Wang, personal servant to the emperor, had the audacity to look affronted. “He is mourning his city and not to be disturbed by the likes of you.”

      Jian had been practicing his restraint and refused to punch the man as he wanted to. He clenched his fists at his side. “You tell me where Bo is right this instant, or I’ll see to it you’re thrown from the palace.”

      “He would never—”

      “Are you so sure about that?” It was no secret Bo trusted Jian more than the sycophants vying for his attention.

      Chen shrank back. “He’s in the temple.”

      Jian didn’t spare him a final look as he thundered through the maze of halls. The temple was an ornate building behind the main palace. A narrow courtyard connected the two with high walls on either side. Outside the entrance, a massive stone statue of Buddha greeted all visitors and directed them toward the gold-plated double doors, where ancient carvings of dragons adorned the structures.

      Inside spoke of the prosperity of Piao under Bo’s father and now him. Golden statues were spaced throughout the room. Red jade pillars lined the marble walkway, ending at a sheer curtain. No one dared interrupt Bo while he prayed—except for Jian. Beyond the curtain, the emperor of Piao, the newest ruler in the Wei dynasty, kneeled in front of a golden dragon statue and wept.

      Jian approached him and kneeled beside him. Bo didn’t bother drying his eyes as he raised his face to the statue. “Bother, have you come to tell me my city is lost?”

      Jian cleared his throat. “The Kou have retreated. Your army is currently putting out the fires and taking care of your people.”

      Bo’s shoulders shook. “I tried to go back out there. I wanted to help my people, but my guards physically restrained me. They sent me here to the temple and told me I wasn’t to leave.”

      Jian hated when people tried to control Bo and dictate his actions as emperor, but he couldn’t fault it this time. “If General Altan had seen you, you wouldn’t have survived.”

      Bo snapped his gaze to Jian’s. “He was with them?”

      Jian nodded. “I was going to face him before they sounded the retreat.”

      Bo reached for Jian’s hand. “I’m glad you didn’t. He is a dangerous man, Jian.”

      “So am I.”

      Bo didn’t drop his hand. They hadn’t grown up knowing they were brothers, but they’d been friends anyway. Jian was raised as an orphan, told his father was a friend of the emperor’s who’d died in battle. It wasn’t really a lie. Jian’s mother—and Bo’s—had been a consort of the emperor who’d fallen in love with a soldier. She’d gotten pregnant with Jian when Bo was less than a year old. The court knew right away it wasn’t the emperor’s child.

      Jian sometimes tried to picture her scared and alone. The soldier faced execution immediately, but she was forced to wait for her death, knowing it was coming as soon as she gave birth. The story remained a secret until Empress Yanyu revealed it before the emperor’s death, hoping it would mean her son, Dequan, would become emperor once everyone knew how impure Bo’s mother was.

      It hadn’t. The old emperor chose one of his younger sons to succeed him, claiming he had the mandate of heaven.

      “Maybe he was wrong.” Bo’s voice was so quiet Jian had to strain to hear him.

      “Who was wrong?”

      “Ba. Maybe he chose the wrong son. Heaven does not smile upon me. The dragons have abandoned me.” The ancestors of the Wei dynasty were said to live in the world as dragon spirits, bringing protection and luck down upon those they favored.

      Jian sighed, a weariness raced through him that went straight to the bone. “Bo, you need to hear me now. This is not your fault, and Piao will need a strong ruler now more than ever. Who is it that tells me your elder brothers are nothing but brutes?”

      “Maybe Piao needs a brute right now.”

      “No.” Jian pushed to his feet, unable to look at his brother any longer. He’d never known Bo to be weak. Walking toward the statue, he examined the ornate bronze gong beside it. The priests would preach something about this suffering being meant to be. Life is suffering, they’d say. It didn’t end until one reached Nirvana.

      But Jian rejected those teachings. He didn’t want to spend every moment in this life in pain. He wouldn’t accept that nights like these had to happen, that there was a cause. No, the attack was senseless, cruel.

      He turned back to his brother. “Piao doesn’t need a brutish emperor because you have me. I am your strength, your dao.”

      Bo wiped the tears from his face. He’d never let anyone else see the stoic emperor that way. “We must protect my people the way I couldn’t protect Luna. We must be the dragons.”

      Jian’s shoulders deflated. He didn’t need to ask who Luna was. Bo cared for his consorts, though probably not in the way they wanted. Yes, he performed his duties, attempting to produce heirs, but he wasn’t in love with them.

      Jian always felt great sympathy for his brother. He’d never be able to show the kingdom who he was. An emperor was a symbol of power surrounded by his harem. He wasn’t supposed to have thoughts about other men.

      Bo’s voice broke Jian out of his own thoughts. “Luna was truly good.” He smiled sadly. “While most of the court was conniving and scheming, she just lived. Pure sunshine, that was what she was. Meili.” Beautiful. He stood, flattening the creases in his ornate robe and tying the belt tighter.

      Jian put a hand on his shoulder. The court would be aghast to see anyone—even family—treat the emperor so familiarly.

      Bo gave him a grateful smile and straightened his shoulders. “Take me to see the damage.”

      With a short nod, Jian led him from the temple and back into the palace. As soon as they entered the front hall, all noise ceased.

      Jian stopped and turned to his brother, watching the anguish fade from his eyes, masked behind the quiet strength the kingdom knew him for. Bo may have been young when he became emperor, but he would not allow them to respect him less for it.

      His guards approached, and Bo began to speak. “The people outside these walls need our help. I want cookfires started. Bring stores from the army’s supply held in western Dasha.” One of the guards began to object, but one look from Bo shut him up. “And I will go out among my people tonight.”

      That drew more than a few protests. Chen couldn’t hide the scowl on his face. “You will be vulnerable.”

      “Not any more so than I was during the festival. This time I will be even more protected because General Li will walk with me.”

      Chen’s scowl deepened, and he muttered under his breath but didn’t respond.

      Bo walked to where his consorts huddled together. There were only three left with Luna gone. Lihua, the youngest, had a delicate kind of beauty with her porcelain skin and tiny eyes. Alix was the fiercest of the group, but she’d been Luna’s most common companion and tears now streaked her once perfect makeup. Holea, the eldest, stood farthest back from the other two, always alone. Yet, Bo loved them all. They were his family.

      He kissed each of their hands, saying, “I am pleased you are whole.”

      Yanyu Mei approached, and Jian’s defenses went up. Beside her was prince Duyi, the youngest of Bo’s brothers. She’d never recovered from her husband choosing Bo as his successor instead of one of her five sons. She had been the empress after all.

      Bo greeted her courteously as he always did.

      She curtsied, but there was a stiffness about her.

      “Have you come to give me your condolences about my dear Luna?” Bo asked as if it wasn’t a ridiculous question. Yanyu resented each member of Bo’s harem because as soon as they bore children, her sons would fall further from the seat of power she thought was theirs.

      She held out her hand for him to take. When he did, she gave one squeeze and walked away. Duyi stayed behind, shuffling his feet. Jian could tell the teenager was trying not to cry. Bo relaxed and wrapped an arm around Duyi’s shoulders. He loved all his brothers despite their constant conniving for power.

      “I’m glad you’re safe,” Bo whispered.

      “You too.” Duyi sniffled.

      “Do you want to come with me?”

      Duyi lifted his face to Bo as if surprised to be included. He nodded but stopped when his mother yelled for him. His shoulders dropped. “I-I can’t.”

      Bo squeezed him to his side once more before releasing him. “Okay, didi.”

      Duyi smiled at the affectionate way the emperor called him little brother.

      Bo jerked his head toward Jian and marched to the massive doors that would lead them to the aftermath of the battle.

      Guards formed up around the two brothers as they pushed out into the open air. Bo sucked in a breath, but Jian had already seen the damage. Gray smoke swirled through the night air, curling toward the sky.

      Bo’s eyes fixed on where Luna’s body had been, but someone had already removed it. It impressed Jian how quickly the people of Piao could recover from a night such as this. Attacks from the Kou weren’t anything new, but they usually only occurred in the border cities. Dasha sat in the center of the kingdom, far away from Koulland to the north.
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      For most of the night, Bo oversaw the feeding of his people. The flute players from the festival struck up a haunting melody, fitting in the ghostly atmosphere. The guards complained of exhaustion, yet Bo and Jian refused to sleep.

      They sat in front of one of the many fires that burned across the city, silent for a long while.

      The guards let a man past their ranks, and he dropped into the seat next to Bo’s with an exaggerated sigh. Luca Kai, Jian’s second in command and best friend was like no other man he’d ever known. Even after the horrors of battle, there was a lightness to him most others envied.

      Bo handed him his own copper mug of tea. “You look exhausted.”

      Luca took it. “Yes, your Imperial Majesty.” Normally, he only used the title in jest, but there was no mocking in his tone this night. “It’s been a long night.”

      Jian gestured to a streak of blood on Luca’s uniform.

      “Not mine.” Luca took a sip of tea. The three men grew up together. Luca’s father was one of the old emperor’s most trusted generals. Luca and Bo were the only people Jian truly trusted in this world.

      Luca drained the mug and set it aside. “One moment, I’m meeting my intended, and the next, I’m fighting for my life. Tonight has been something, all right.”

      Bo choked on his own tongue. “Did you say intended?” He shifted his eyes away, refusing to look at Luca.

      Jian constantly wondered where things stood between the two men. They’d always cared about each other, but the impossibility of their situation had to weigh on them.

      Scrubbing a hand across his face, Luca sighed. “She’s very spirited. Our courtship was going to be delayed because of the border checks, but now I imagine we will be doing much more than examining the battlements in the mountain passes.”

      Bo, dao laid across his lap, leaned forward. “We’re going to have to respond to this.”

      Jian sighed. He’d known Piao couldn’t stand by doing nothing any longer. They’d satisfied themselves with stationing army units in the border villages to protect them against attack, but it had been a long time since they’d led an offensive strike.

      “We will.” Jian set his mug aside, eyeing the guards to make sure they weren’t overheard as he dropped his voice. “That’s what General Altan wanted. He’s been antagonizing us for too long, trying to goad us into a war we aren’t ready for.”

      Bo rubbed his eyes. “When you were in Koulland, the settlements you found spoke more of their goals than any actions here. As time marches on, they’re laying down their nomadic lifestyle.”

      Jian nodded. “And what is the most valuable thing in the Eastern kingdoms?”

      “Trade routes.” Luca cursed. “Ports. Ships. Roads. Access to faraway kingdoms.”

      Bo jumped to his feet and paced away from the fire, his ever-present guards shadowing each movement. He returned seconds later, unable to stand still. “Why now?”

      Jian knew the answer without even thinking about it. “Altan has been given command of their forces.” Batukhan Altan was not a man satisfied with standing still. War was his life, and he was good at it.

      Luca sighed. “So, what we’re saying is this wasn’t an isolated attack? That they haven’t just been crossing into the border villages to pillage? Are we going to war with the Kou?”

      Bo looked to the sky as if the stars could give him any answer he searched for. “I’m saying we don’t have a choice.”

      “You do realize the Kou are born warriors, right?” Luca looked from Jian to Bo. “They train to fight from the time they can first hold a sword. Our army is depleted from years of peace. We have let the numbers dwindle. Do you really want to go against the clans of the Kou with farmers and merchant boys holding daos for the first time in their lives?”

      Bo met Jian’s gaze. “There’s one thing I have that they don’t.”

      “What’s that?” Jian held the look.

      “I have Jian Li. And he will command my armies.”

      Jian shot to his feet. “You can’t be serious, Bo. Your commanders will never accept that decree.”

      “They will obey their emperor. As will you, Commander Li.” His tone softened. “I don’t trust anyone else to protect my people. Be my dragon. Please.”

      It wouldn’t be easy. Be my dragon. He didn’t know where to start with that. What Bo asked of him bordered on the impossible. He’d have to increase the size of their army, training any boy or man in Piao who was willing, and then lead them to their probable deaths.

      Their kingdom would never be the same.

      Be my dragon.

      Jian’s eyes caught on the profile of a familiar girl. The one who’d run into the danger. Yes, for people like her, they’d fight, they’d die.

      “I accept the command.” Jian bowed his head in respect to his brother. Bo’s trust in him would give him the strength he’d need in the coming days.

      Bo rested a hand on the crown of Jian’s head in a familiar blessing and dropped his voice. “You’ll be safe, won’t you?”

      Bo knew nothing of war. Sure, he was trained in tactics and how to plan ahead, but he’d never felt the bite of steel in his flesh or seen the light leave an opponent’s eyes. In a way, the emperor was innocent, pure. There was no blood on his hands. Jian didn’t want to be the one to tell him there was no safety in war. Anything could happen, but it didn’t make the battle any less worthy of a fight.

      Lifting his head, Jian met his eyes. “I will try.”

      It was all he could promise.

      “And you, Luca?” Bo’s sad eyes turned on Luca.

      This was why he was a beloved emperor in Piao. He cared. And he had Jian to prevent his heart from being blackened by the things that would need to be done.

      Luca swallowed, looking from Jian to Bo. “You know me, Bo. I’ll do what is necessary. But I will be at Jian’s side every step of the way. We will look out for each other.”

      “That is all I can ask.” Bo turned away from them and straightened his shoulders, becoming the emperor once more. As his guards led him back toward the palace, Jian couldn’t help but wonder if Bo’s men would truly look after him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Hua

        

      

    

    
      How could Zhouchang look untouched when Dasha had been forever changed? Hua searched the village for familiar faces as the traveling party broke off, going their different ways. The journey from Dasha had been a somber one full of memories of the people who’d never return home.

      Hua followed her parents away from the others they’d joined on the road. The five-day journey wore on them. They had only one horse—her father’s war beast, Heima—and took turns riding her.

      When the small home at the edge of the patchwork fields came into view, rolling hills stretching behind it, Hua’s entire body relaxed. This was where she belonged.

      Where she never wanted to leave.

      The dark walls grew larger as they neared. A wooden swing hung from the large privet tree sitting outside their front door. Hua fixed her gaze on it remembering two little girls who’d spent hours at a time pushing each other, seeing just how high they could fly above the ground.

      Every part of their farm held memories of Luna.

      She averted her eyes, instead focusing on the low stone wall skirting the edges of the yard. Her sister wasn’t coming back. She’d never race across the fields or climb the trees surrounding their property. She wouldn’t sit atop the waist-high wall, her feet dangling off as her body shook with laughter.

      A bark snapped her from her thoughts, and she started running, needing the comfort only her best friend could give her.

      “Chichi!” She reached him and fell to the ground, throwing her arms around his hulking brindle frame. He tackled her to the grass, licking her face. A sob shook through her, and still, she held back the tears. “It’s all wrong, Chichi. It’s all wrong. She should be here. We should never have let her go to Dasha.”

      He pressed his paws to her chest, keeping her from rising as he stared down with understanding brown eyes. She knew it was silly. Her dog didn’t know what she’d said, he didn’t truly see inside her heart, but sometimes she thought he was more than a simple animal.

      Another body collided with Chichi, throwing him to the side as Hua’s little brother jumped on them.

      “Hua! You’re back.”

      She sniffled, pulling the boy flat against her and never wanting to let go. “Ru, I missed you.”

      “You have to tell me everything.” His excited eyes tore through her heart. Ru didn’t know Luna. He’d been too young when she left to remember her. Hua told him stories of their eldest sister, her best friend, but stories weren’t the real thing.

      At least he’d be spared the grief that now lived in their parents’ eyes, the emptiness inside her.

      He rolled off her and sprinted toward their parents cresting the hill. “Mama! Ba!”

      Their father dropped his cane and lowered himself to his knees, holding out his arms. Ru ran into them as another shadow fell over Hua. She lifted her eyes to her grandmother. “Nainai.”

      Her grandmother held a hand down, and Hua gripped it, accepting the help to stand. The gray-haired woman wrapped her arms around Hua. “I’m glad you’re home and safe. I’ve been so worried.”

      “Me too.” She buried her face in her grandmother’s shoulder, inhaling the familiar scent of cherries. She spent a lot of time picking the fruit from the trees at the side of their house, humming while she did.

      Hua’s parents reached them, Ru now in their mother’s arms. Chichi ran excited circles around the family. He never liked when they weren’t whole.

      Would they ever be whole again?

      “Mama.” Hua’s father kissed his mother’s cheek.

      “Come inside,” her grandmother said, gesturing toward the house. “We expected you to stay in Dasha a few more days, but I will fix us a meal.”

      Hua didn’t listen as her parents explained their early return. She didn’t watch as her grandmother received the news that she still couldn’t believe herself. Instead, she entered the house and climbed the wooden staircase to the loft she’d once shared with Luna. As she climbed out the window onto the low roof, the sun sank low on the horizon. Below, Chichi sat outside the front door, barking for entrance. Chatter from the house drifted out to her sanctuary, but she couldn’t be around them.

      She sat with her legs hanging over the edge of the flat roof. Luna yelled at her many times over the years for sitting so near the edge. She’d been afraid of death, of pain.

      Hua was different. She didn’t fear the end. Some called it courage—the way she always skirted danger, balancing on the edge of a knife. Only Hua knew it for what it was. Cowardice.

      No, death didn’t scare her. She gave pain no mind.

      Life itself held the darkness. Sometimes Hua thought her family were the only people she could feel connected to. She’d never wanted to know more about the boys and girls she met in her studies. Her best friend was a dog. It was something Luca Kai would soon learn.

      As darkness let the stars shine through up above, someone climbed out the window behind her, and she didn’t need to turn to see who it was. There was only one other person who didn’t fear the roof.

      “Nainai.” She shook her head. “Should have known it wouldn’t take long for you to find me.” She turned to see her grandmother. Jie Ming Minglan saw more than anyone realized. She took great pleasure in being underestimated due to her advanced age, because she constantly proved everyone wrong.

      Except Hua. She’d always known her grandmother wasn’t the frail woman she appeared to be.

      “Hua.” She slid to the edge and sat just as Hua did. One moment of misplaced balance, and she could tumble off the roof. Part of Hua imagined her doing some elaborate move, rolling as she landed and popping back up as if nothing was wrong.

      The image almost made Hua want to laugh. Almost.

      Her grandmother put a hand on her back, rubbing in circles. “Luna was too good for the world of consorts and palace deceptions.”

      Hua didn’t know what to say to that. She’d always thought the same, but in Piao, it was such an honor to be chosen by the emperor, most people never considered what it took from the women. Yet, Luna seemed happy.

      Hua sniffed. “Nainai, I’m trying really hard not to blame the emperor for Luna’s death.” She clamped her shaking hands arounds the edge of the roof. “I know the attack wasn’t his fault, but none of us would have been there if his eyes hadn’t fallen on our family, if we hadn’t won favor. We’d still be poor farmers under threat because of our blood, but at least we’d be whole.”

      “It does us no good to live in alternate realities, Hua. You can miss Luna—we all will—but don’t for one second claim you aren’t whole because she’s gone. What’s inside you has nothing to do with anyone but yourself. I don’t want to see you lost in grief and anger.”

      “She was my sister.”

      “No one claimed this life was an easy one. Luna was a bright soul, but her loss doesn’t make the sky any darker.”

      Hua’s shoulders shook, and her grandmother wrapped an arm around her. “Cry for her now, Hua. And then be the kind of person she would have wanted you to be. You are the strength in this house, and your family will need you.”

      She didn’t know how her grandmother could say that. Hua had never been her family’s strength. Her father, Luna, and even her mother were stronger than her. She laid back, lifting her eyes to the stars above in the cloudless sky.

      Directly above her, stars connected into an image of a dragon, but the constellation had no name she was aware of. Her father used to show her the stars, but he never once mentioned a dragon protecting them from the sky.

      “What’s it called, Nainai?”

      Her grandmother leaned back next to Hua. “What are you talking of, Hua?”

      She lifted one finger to trace the lines of the great beast. “The dragon.”

      “Dragon?”

      “In the sky. The stars connect each night to form a dragon. It looks down from above as if protecting us from the dangers of the world.” She released a sigh.

      “Hua, I see no dragon.”

      “But it’s right there.” She pointed straight up. “It has been since I was a child.” Hua turned to look at her grandmother. “Can you tell me one of the stories like you used to?”

      “Which stories are these?”

      “Of the dragons. They were Luna’s favorites.”

      Her grandmother smiled. “The Minglans of Zhouchang are an illusion. The family is a combination of two dragon bloodlines hidden from the crown. When I married your grandfather, our shared name was Guimo. My husband was a brilliant man. He didn’t need a dragon inside him because he had his own brand of fire. Yet, it didn’t save him from the emperor’s executions.” She closed her eyes as if trying to remember.

      “The dragons of Piao were said to bring luck, but that wasn’t their true purpose. They were serpentine creatures roaming the skies to protect the kingdom. Only those born of the dragon families could call them back. Some people claimed the dragons were descended from the human families themselves, that the dragon lived inside the chosen until called forth.”

      “I learned that in my studies. The people were dragons.” Hua loved the stories because they could distract her from real life.

      “No, child. The dragons were separate entities. The humans were merely their hosts. Together, they were called the Nagi. A long time ago, one person from every generation was chosen by one of these magnificent creatures. But now, it has been many centuries since anyone has shown the signs. Now, all we have are the stories.”

      “Sometimes stories are just as powerful as the real thing.”

      “No, Hua. Piao is going to travel down a dark road, and stories cannot save us. But then, neither can the dragons if they do not return. Come, we should go inside.”

      “No, wait. Did you know?” she whispered. “That they were planning to send me away?”

      Her grandmother sighed. “This is the way of life. You cannot stay young forever. Your parents do not wish to send you away any more than you wish to leave, but you are of an age where it is time to create a life and a family separate from ours.”

      “Family.” Hua shook her head, tears building in her eyes. “Luna was pregnant. She was going to have her own family.” One that didn’t include Hua. Yet, she’d seen the happiness in her sister. The child brought her joy. But it, along with her, was extinguished with a single Kou crossbow bolt. No dragon could change that now.

      Her grandmother smoothed her hair away from her face. “I fear there will be many more tragedies in the coming months.”

      “They need to pay.” Hua’s jaw hardened as anger seared through her heart. “The Kou took Luna and so many other people. I hope they feel every bit of loss we’ve experienced.”

      “Vengeance is a great destroyer, Hua. It provides none of the solace you seek.”

      Hua didn’t respond to that because in that moment, she wanted no solace. She needed to feel every bit of grief and anger. She wanted a dragon to rain down chaos on her enemies.

      Her mother’s voice called from inside that supper was ready. Hua followed her grandmother back through the window. With one final glance at the dragon constellation above, she joined her family.

      Who would Luna have wanted her to be? A simple girl who married the man her family told her to and lived happily ever after?

      Was it a betrayal of her sister to be anything else?

      I’m in love with the emperor. Luna’s words ran on a loop in her mind. She’d looked so happy with that light in her eyes. What would it be like to feel that joy?

      Turning to look at her father, Hua studied him, wishing he’d find her someone she could love like her sister had, wishing she were capable of believing in the feeling. Even if the anger didn’t threaten to shred her from the inside out, she knew she wasn’t meant for a simple life.

      “Are you okay?” her father handed her a bowl of stew as she sat down.

      She shook her head as the tears she’d refused to cry finally broke through, trailing down her cheeks unchecked. Her entire body quivered as reality crashed in around her.

      It was real. She believed it now. Luna was never coming back. She’d never sit around this table with them again.

      Ru walked around the table and pulled himself into her lap, resting his head on her collarbone as she wound her arms around him. “Please don’t cry, Hua.”

      Resting her cheek against his soft curls, she got control of her breathing. Her family watched as if they too wished they could fall apart.

      But that wasn’t the Minglan way. As children of a revered general, they’d been taught to strengthen themselves against emotion.

      Hua counted backwards in her head as her father once bade her. By the time she reached one, the tears stopped flowing. Ru reached up and wiped away the tears shining on her face. “Why are you so sad?”

      She met his eyes, soaking in the innocence. He didn’t know what this pain was like, not yet. She smiled and brushed his hair back out of his eyes. “I’m just tired, Ru-Ru. It was a long journey.”

      He slid from her lap and sat in the chair next to her. “Okay, but I’m sleeping with you tonight so I can make sure you don’t cry anymore.”

      As if her tears provided some clarity, Hua sat straighter, realizing no one was going to give her the strength her grandmother claimed she had. It had to come from within.

      No one else could repair her heart or allow her to move past this into a future she no longer recognized.

      She was a Minglan, every bit her father’s daughter.

      As she lay in bed that night, Luna’s smiling face floated in the spaces of her mind. They hadn’t expected the Kou to attack the festival, and didn’t know what came next, but Hua wouldn’t let foreign invaders break her family.

      “I’ll protect them, Luna.” Hua whispered the promise as she curled her body around Ru’s sleeping form. “Whatever happens, I’ll keep them safe.”
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      The days grew colder and with each setting of the sun, Hua felt as if she’d slipped further and further away from her sister. Nothing changed in Zhouchang in the months following the attack. News of the Piao troop movements reached the village, spawning rumors of battles in the mountain passes at the northern part of the kingdom.

      The Kou were a fierce enemy, driving the army back into their own kingdom.

      To Hua, it sounded as if Piao would never win.

      She charged across the open field on light feet, tracking the bear her father spoke of at breakfast. He said it killed two cows in the northern fields in the night. His plan was to take a hunting party to find the predator around the noon hour, but Hua couldn’t wait that long. She could practically hear the things he’d say once he found out she planned to find it herself.

      But it wasn’t the first time she’d chased predators away from their farm.

      Carrying a simple wooden bow in one hand, she passed into the trees, stopping to examine the animal tracks on the muddy ground.

      From a young age, her grandmother taught her to shoot a bow—much to the consternation of her mother. While Luna excelled in all manner of schooling, musical instruments, and even intricate sewing, Hua had different skills.

      Shooting with deadly accuracy and tracking a target were two. She’d also learned to fight from her father. If the emperor’s men came for the Minglans, no amount of skill could protect them, but being prepared gave them a bit more peace of mind.

      It also made her an excellent hunter. The women of the village looked down on her for her activities, but she didn’t mind. She’d never needed friends.

      Rustling came from her left, and she stopped, stepping behind a wide tree trunk and peering around the rounded corner. A small brown bear ripped through a bush, shoving the leaves and berries into its mouth.

      Hua breathed evenly, willing silence into her every move. Pulling an arrow from the quiver on her back, she nocked the bow and pulled her arm back, letting the string graze the corner of her mouth. Breath in. Breath out. Release.

      The arrow sailed toward its target, striking him in the torso.

      With a roar, the bear stood tall and charged her hiding place. With fumbling fingers, she yanked another arrow free and barely got it nocked before the bear reached her, lunging with his claws outstretched.

      Heat snaked down her arms, and pain seared through her as if something tried to break out from inside her body.

      Heart beating rapidly, she released the second arrow, striking the bear right next to the first. It stumbled back before collapsing forward, knocking her to the ground.

      Warm blood soaked into her breeches and robe as she squeezed out from under the heavy animal, gasping for breath as she did. The pain subsided, and the heat recoiled as if whatever tried to get out went dormant.

      Finally, the weight left her, and she leaned her head back against the ground. Her father was going to kill her, but she wanted to prove she was worth more than sitting inside accomplishing chores meant for girls.

      Getting her breathing under control, she pushed herself off the ground and slung the bow across her back with the quiver.

      This part of the woods held dense trees that stretched from the edge of her property into the village. She hadn’t realized how far she’d tracked the bear until she saw the road leading down into the village. It would be easier to get home from there than to go back through the woods.

      Glancing down at her blood-soaked clothes, she sighed. Village it was.

      At the far edge of the trees, dirt paths turned to cobblestone streets. Flat-roofed homes with stone walls and square windows lined the way before giving way to larger shops.

      A group of young women in silk robes, their faces painted white, eyed her as they spoke to each other in hushed voices.

      Old men traced her path with their gazes. The farmer girl with blood on her simple clothing. They didn’t know the blood belonged to a bear, and even if they did, would they hate her any less? Did she care?

      A wooden post marked where the road forked with a small crowd gathered around it. Hua pushed her way through the throng of young men to find a parchment nailed to the post.

      
        
        Men Wanted.

        The Kou have come to Piao. Now is your chance to do your part and take up your role in this war.

        Any eligible man who should wish to fight for his country, report to the garrison in Yewo within a fortnight.

      

      

      This was it. A call to join the army.

      A call to get their vengeance on the Kou warriors who attacked Dasha, the men who killed Luna.

      Ignoring the stares, Hua shouldered her way around the post and took off running down the road away from the village, kicking dust up onto the bottom of her robe. Not for the first time, she hated she’d been born a girl. If she wished to fight, why shouldn’t she be able to?

      It didn’t make any sense. She was as brave as any of those insipid boys her age in the village. A high-pitched yip wiped their excited chatter from her mind as Chichi ran up the path with Ru close on his heels.

      “Chichi.” Ru gasped for breath as he tried to chase the dog.

      Hua slowed, waiting for her brother to see her. Chichi stopped in front of her, panting with his tongue hanging out of his mouth. Bending down, Hua scratched his ears. “You shouldn’t run from Ru, buddy.”

      Ru finally caught up to them, his little legs shaking from the effort. “Hua.” His eyes rounded. “You’re here.”

      “What are you doing so far from the house, Ru?”

      His shoulders dropped. “Chichi ran off, and there was no one else to catch him.”

      She put a hand on her brother’s head. He didn’t yet understand their dog could take care of himself. “Where is everyone else?”

      “Out looking for you.”

      She grimaced, knowing she should have seen that coming. Accompanying her brother back to the house, she scanned the horizon for any sign of her parents.

      The door burst open when Hua and Ru arrived home and their mother stood in the doorway with her hands on her hips. She opened her mouth to speak but stopped when she took in the state of Hua’s clothing.

      “Child, are you okay?”

      Hua nodded. “The blood isn’t mine. I killed the bear.”

      Her mother closed her eyes. “I don’t know what I did in a previous life to deserve such a disobedient daughter.” Snapping her eyes open, she fixed Hua with a stare. “Well, come on. You need to clean up.” Her gaze softened when she turned it on Ru. “Run up to the northern pastures to let your father and his men know she’s home.”

      “I’m sorry, Mama,” Hua whispered as she passed her to enter the house. “I only wanted to help.”

      Her mother sighed. “I’ll bring you some wash water from the well.”

      Hua was waiting in the washroom for the water when her grandmother stepped in, worry creasing her forehead. “You gave us all quite the scare, Hua.”

      “I know, Nainai. I’m sorry.”

      She cocked her head. “Are you? Hmm… that doesn’t seem like the girl I know.” She glanced over her shoulder, probably making sure they were still alone. “So, you killed the bear?” Excitement glinted in her bright eyes.

      Hua leaned forward. “I tracked it first. Then shot it twice. The second arrow made it fall onto me.”

      “It was that close?”

      She nodded.

      “I’m proud of you, girl. Your mother is too. She just worries something will happen to you, especially after—”

      “Luna.”

      Her grandmother nodded.

      “I’ll be okay, Nainai. I wish she’d see I can take care of myself.”

      “You never want your mother to stop worrying about you. No matter how strong you are, how capable, those who love you will always fear for you. When your father was away in the war, I prayed every night for his return, terrified we’d never see him again.” She touched Hua’s cheek. “We love you. That will never end in this life or the next. And neither will the worry.” She dropped her hand and winked, leaving seconds before Hua’s mother appeared with the buckets of water.

      Hua watched the woman who raised her and continued to take care of her. Most people thought her hard. Hua sometimes wondered if she knew how to smile anymore. But her grandmother was right. She never stopped being there.

      “Thank you, Mama.” She didn’t smile. The Minglans were past smiling these days. But the warmth in her voice was enough to cause her mother to take a step back.

      “Make sure to clean every bit of blood. I won’t have you smelling as if you’ve been slaughtering animals all day.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      She flicked skeptical eyes to Hua. It wasn’t like Hua to acquiesce so easily. After a tense moment, she left Hua to her bath.

      Once clean, Hua slipped a woolen robe over her head, tying the end of the square sleeves back to keep them out of her way. Sitting in front of the looking glass, she parted her inky hair and twisted the strands into a bun as her sister had worn hers.

      For a moment, she could imagine Luna was sitting there in front of her. They had similar features, but their figures were where those similarities ended. Luna had been thin, and soft from a life of girlish pursuits deemed acceptable for her station.

      Hua had muscles where most women did not. She preferred daily runs to evening sewing and forest archery sessions to learning the flute.

      Luna developed into a beautiful woman, while most only knew Hua was a girl because of the clothes she wore.

      When she climbed down from her loft at suppertime, her father and mother were speaking of messengers and arguing. They stopped talking when they saw Hua.

      “What’s this about messengers?” she asked, stepping around the table and across the small courtyard into the kitchen.

      Her father hesitated for a moment as if trying to decide what to say. Hua couldn’t tell if he looked angry about her earlier excursion or not. “General Kai sent a letter for you.” She got the distinct impression that wasn’t what they’d been discussing, but she let it go, not wanting to do anything to anger her father.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded parchment. Hua took it from him, securing it in her belt. She’d read it later once it didn’t feel like her parents were keeping some big secret from her.
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