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CHAPTER 1


My scream echoes off the moldy walls of the dungeon.


The interrogator leans in, his breath foul. “I ask you one last time. Do you confess to the treason committed against the crown?”


I barely lift my head from the cold, damp stone floor. A bolt of pain shoots through me, and the room spins. Still, I lock my gaze on the interrogator, willing myself not to waver. My throat feels lacerated with sand, but I manage to rasp one last “No.”


I spit at him. My spittle of blood smears across his thin lips.


He backhands me so hard my head snaps to the side and my ears ring. He wipes the blood away with a sleeve, then snarls. “You’ll get what you deserve, filthy traitor.”


He turns and gestures to the jailers standing watch. The two burly men stride over and yank me to my bare feet. My broken ribs give a vicious jab, and I nearly faint.


They drag me out of the interrogation chamber, their mocking laugh pealing distortedly. The instant we are through the door, a blast of frosty air slams into me. The wind slices at my bare flesh like an icy scythe—the ferocious whippings have plastered the shredded remains of what once passed for clothes onto my broken skin. I shiver uncontrollably.


It’s snowing, and a carriage with a single driver awaits in the courtyard. Through the swirling white mass, I glimpse the tall, imposing prison walls looming in the distance.


As soon as the jailers dump me onto the hard floor of the carriage, it starts moving. I curl into myself. Where is the driver taking me? The execution block?


The image of Royal Lady Bai’s lifeless body hanging from a rafter in her cell pops into my head. “We’re all going to die,” she said just yesterday. “The Royal Ladies, the princes, and you. Ren has accused us all of treason.” She stared at me with feverish eyes, all her dignity gone. “His edict declared that we conspired together.”


No! She was wrong. Ren couldn’t possibly believe I had anything to do with the attempt on his life. He always said he trusted me above everyone else.


But why did he allow the guards to arrest me without even giving me a chance to defend myself? It’s been three days. Why hasn’t he come to see me? Does he know what I’ve been through?


The anger that has been brewing inside me swells into a storm. Why haven’t you rescued me, Ren? How could you let them treat me like this after your vows of love? Could the fears that have plagued me for these last few months be true? That you’ve been using my mind and money to help you attain the crown?


I suck in a sharp, stinging breath as my chest seems to split open. No, it’s too dangerous a thought, too horrible. I mustn’t lose hope. That’s all I have now.


The carriage jerks to a halt. A quick exchange of words outside, then we are moving again. When the carriage stops once more, I hear a thud, followed by footfalls. Moments later, the driver appears and pulls me out. An agonized groan escapes my parched lips.


The ruffian drops me in the snow, turns, and walks away.


“Wait.” I shudder. “Why did you … bring me here?”


But he only hurries away faster. Without a word or a backward glance, he jumps onto the front seat and drives off.


Am I to freeze to death? I swallow a rising flood of panic and look around. Colossal buildings of wooden pillars, red crossbeams, and yellow-glazed roof tiles are connected by twisting cobblestone paths, with evergreens and courtyards interspersed between.


I’ve been brought to the royal palace.


I crawl to the lowest step of a flight of tall, wide stairs. At the top stands the Grand Throne Room, where Ren holds court daily.


I hear crunching on snow. I turn to see two palace guards approach me. Like the jailers, they hoist me between themselves and haul me up the stairs. Even the relentless cold isn’t enough to numb my agony as my lesions scrape against the icy stone.


The men abandon me at the top, then disappear the way they came.


I jolt at the sight of someone standing before the Grand Throne Room with its shining marble walls. His back to me, he wears a robe heavily stitched with five-clawed golden dragons—the sacred creature only a monarch can wear.


Ren. The love of my life. The man I helped become King of Dazhou. He’s finally here.


Ren extends his arms fully and tilts his head back, as if flying high above and savoring the feeling that the entire kingdom lies beneath his feet. He maintains that posture for a few moments before turning around and walking toward me.


He’s as handsome as ever, with golden-brown eyes, lush ebony hair, and the sort of profile loved by sculptors and painters. But gone is the warm, gentle smile he has always shone on me, and in its place is a ruthless mask.


My heart, which has been lifted by a sudden flutter of hope, sinks, wings broken.


I stretch my mangled hand, to touch this man who once promised to collect the stars for me. “Water … please.”


He eases away. “The assassin confessed that you and my brothers commissioned his service.” Each word is as sharp as a knife. I can’t believe they come from Ren, but they do.


“I didn’t. I blocked his sword … with my body … when he ran at you. You saw it.” Every muscle spasms as I struggle to point to the wound where the assassin’s blade pierced my shoulder. But none of the pain compares to what I feel inside.


“And we were to marry,” I plead. “Why would I have you murdered?”


“Did you honestly think I’d marry a merchant’s daughter? Once all the traitors are put down, I’ll wed Aylin and crown her as my Queen. She’s a regal noblewoman fit for the position. In fact, she’s the one I’ve always wanted.”


It’s as though Ren had reached into my chest and wrenched out my beating heart. I suck in a breath to hold back tears. “You used me, you bastard.” Such simple words, but they take all my strength to utter. “Did you ever love me?”


“For two years, I had to stare at your plain, mooning face while saying pathetic words of love, putting on a show of passion. It sickened me.”


Inside, my world crumbles to dust. I suspected that Ren harbored more than friendly feelings for Aylin, but I always attributed this to my insecurity and petty jealousy for my beautiful highborn cousin.


“Aylin loves me,” I say with vehemence. “She wouldn’t do this to me.” My cousin tended me as I lay in my sickbed after the assassin’s attack. She didn’t defend my innocence when the palace guards came to arrest me, but she must have been too frightened.


Ren scoffs. “Her wedding gown is being made as we speak.”


Her wedding gown. I close my eyes, imagining bright-red fabric the color of my blood.


“You forced her into an agreement of marriage,” I spit out.


“Believe it all you want, but you won’t live to see the wedding. After all, you are a traitor to the throne.”


I feel as if the ground were splitting and shifting beneath me. He wants me dead. Why? Although he doesn’t love me, he could just make me one of the many Royal Ladies in his harem, then put me aside, leaving me to wither away in humiliation and isolation.


A hot rush of rage rises, blazing through my anguish. “You staged your own assassination, then framed me and your brothers. All I’ve ever done is love and help you. Why do you hate me so much?”


“They say without your riches and strategies, I’d never have become King,” Ren hisses with quietly controlled anger. “They shall be punished for their insolence. My brothers thought they were better, smarter. But I stand here while they await death.”


Royal Lady Bai’s last words echo in my head. We have all been fooled by that charlatan. Even his late father. He maintained his merciful reputation so well that everyone believed he was harmless, but look where it landed us.


A masterful charlatan Ren is. No wonder there are no guards posted here—so he can taunt me without witnesses.


I bite on my lip until I taste blood. How I wish I hadn’t been so desperate for love, for a family after Mother’s passing, that I held on to him despite my suspicions about his true feelings for me.


In despair, my hand reaches for the stone pendant hanging around my neck. Father’s family heirloom I’ve worn since childhood, given to me for his belief in my worth. It’s of no value to anyone but me, so the jailers didn’t rob me of it.


I’ve never prayed before. But as I clutch the pendant to draw strength from it, I send a fervent prayer to all the gods, to any divine power out there, that I be given a chance to do it all over again, to right all the wrongs inflicted by Ren.


“You’re a monster,” I growl, my voice seething with every drop of hatred that boils within. When he merely shrugs, my hatred flares white-hot, prompting me to goad him, “Royal Lady Bai told me Prince Jieh escaped.”


Ren’s smugness is gone in an instant. He grabs my chin and squeezes so hard I groan. His features contort. “I’ll capture Jieh and crush him like I’m crushing you. I am the true King. He is dirt and no more.”


For a moment it seems Ren is about to strangle me, but he smiles, releasing me. “You know I hate that scum more than anything. You said that on purpose, didn’t you?” His smile grows more sinister. “As payback, allow me to divulge a little secret, wench. Your mother’s drowning was not an accident, as your uncle made you believe. He had your cousin Bo kill her after she refused to hand over your father’s business.”


What’s he saying? I shake all over. “No. No. You’re lying.” I’ve never liked Uncle Yi’s insidious character, but he’s not capable of murdering family. When Ren laughs in disdain, I realize he’s finally telling the truth.


A wail rips from my throat. I don’t know where I find the energy, but I leap up and throw myself at Ren. He jumps back, but not quickly enough. My fingernails dig bloody grooves into his cheeks. Too bad I don’t gouge out his eyes.


He roars and slams a fist into my chest. I fly backward, my ribs cracking. No, no, by my ancestors. I cannot die yet. Please!


I tumble to the bottom of the stairs, landing near the feet of someone standing there. As I’m lying on my back, I see my cousin, the gorgeous Aylin, in an equally stunning white fox fur coat—ah, I know that coat. She looks at me as if I’m some diseased vermin.


With a final burst of will, I cry out, “Heaven above! Grant me another chance and I’ll do anything to make it right.”


Colorful light shoots up all around me, glowing as brightly as the sun. A wave of power washes over me and ripples out, far, far away.


So grand, so mighty, so—


A complete, endless darkness pulls me under.



















CHAPTER 2


I bolt upright, screaming.


What happened? Where am I?


My scream cuts short.


For a moment, I linger in a void, mind and body.


Is this death?


Everything in me snaps into focus.


What does death look like?


My ragged breaths rasp in my ears as I scan my surroundings.


I’m sitting in a canopy bed covered in smooth, clean sheets and embroidered feather quilts. There’s a large dresser, a wardrobe, a vanity desk, and an adjoining room for bathing. Coal smolders in a brazier a few feet from the end of the bed. Calligraphy scrolls and ink paintings of mountains, forests, and flowers hang on paneled walls that gleam with the dark mystery of well-polished mahogany. A gold-spined book, still open, lies on a nightstand.


A tremor wracks me from head to toe as my mind finally catches up with my eyes. This is the bedroom I lived in for two years before my death.


How did I end up here in the afterlife?


I look myself over and stretch my limbs. All my wounds and injuries are gone. Is this what happens to a spirit after it passes over? I press a palm to my breast and feel the rhythmic beating beneath my fingers. Does a specter even have a heart?


The title of the open book is scrawled in black ink: History of the Continent. It’s one of my favorite topics, and—


The wooden door swings open. A girl dashes in, shouting, “Are you all right, Miss?”


“Mai?” I gasp as I recognize the girl with a round face and doe eyes.


Mai had been my handmaiden until Aylin caught her stealing—an offense often punished by having the thief’s hand chopped off.


Guilt slashes through me. I trusted Aylin’s word instead of my maid’s plea of innocence. Despite my shame, I begged Aylin not to have Mai maimed. The last time I saw her, my uncle’s steward was selling her to a servant trader.


Have Mai and I been reunited in this afterlife?


I open my mouth to apologize to her, but then she moves farther into the room with a lively bounce in her step. “Did you have a nightmare, Miss?” She turns and bows. “Mistress,” she says, yielding her way.


A familiar figure hurries into view. All the air rushes out of me, and I clutch at my chest. Heaven above, what would I not have given to see her again?


For one infinite, glorious moment, I gape at Mother, blood thundering in my ears.


She stops next to me and caresses my cheeks with both hands, her brows furrowed. “I heard you scream. Are you all right, Shin’ar?”


At the name of endearment only used by my parents, a loud weeping sound escapes my lips. I throw my arms around Mother’s waist, my tears flowing.


“Shin’ar, what happened? You are scaring me.”


“I miss you, Ma,” I say, my voice muffled by heaving sobs.


She smooths a hand down my back. “Silly girl. You just saw me last night.”


But that’s not true. I lost her half a year ago. I’ve never forgotten how I fell to my knees next to her bloated body, just fished out of the dark waters of a pond. She was so still, so cold as I held her swollen face. I wept and wept, until I passed out from grief and exhaustion.


Mother feels solid and warm now. Her touch is gentle and caring. Still hugging her—I don’t want to ever let go—I lift my head. She looks radiant, beautiful, and hale.


We must have been sent to Paradise in the afterlife. But why are Mother and Mai acting like they still live in the past? I glance at the book again. I spent every night reading it over the first few months after Mother and I moved into Uncle Yi’s home. How did it follow me into death?


Glancing at the mirror on the vanity desk, I catch a glimpse of myself. My ordinary face shows baby fat, the way I looked when I was a little younger.


The moments right before my death flash through my mind.


I prayed, begging for another life, a chance to do it all over again. In response, there was a burst of dazzling light; its power radiated throughout.


My pulse quickens as a strange, impossible idea occurs to me. “What day and year is it, Ma?”


She frowns, but replies, “It’s Year 105, Month of Er, Day twenty-one, of the Jin dynasty.” She looks me over again.


Year 105. My heart is pounding so fast I feel giddy. Did the gods really answer my prayers and turn my life back two years? Month of Er, Day twenty-one. Exactly two weeks after we arrived at Jingshi, the capital. Only a month ago, Mother and I celebrated my sixteenth birthday, the day marking my rite of passage into adulthood.


“How are you feeling, Shin’ar?” Mother touches my forehead. “Should I summon a doctor?”


“No, I’m fine.” Given how perceptive Mother is, though, she won’t drop it if I don’t give her a reasonable explanation for my strange behaviors earlier. “I dreamed of Baba. We were together as a family. It was so real I wished it were a different day and he were still with us. That’s foolish … but I miss him, Ma.” As soon as I say the words, I hear how true they ring. If only time had gone further back to when both my parents were alive.


Mother sighs. “I miss him, too.”


We stay in each other’s arms, sharing a quiet moment of mourning and tenderness.


I don’t want to sadden Mother, so I release our embrace and smile at her. “We still have each other, Ma. I love you. I’ll make you very, very happy.”


“I love you, too, Shin’ar. And you’ve already made me very, very happy.” She pokes gently at my chest, a familiar, comforting gesture that holds special significance for me: Mingshin, my name, means a bright heart.


Tears prick my eyes. Quickly I turn away. Only then do I notice the young woman standing next to Mai. It’s Ning, Mother’s loyal handmaiden, who “accidently” drowned along with her. After Ren’s confession, I’m sure he and my cousin Bo murdered Ning as well.


But I won’t lose any of you again. Definitely not to those monsters. A surge of torrid hatred sears through me to seethe in my core. I lower my head so no one sees my burning face or the veins pulsing in my neck.


Ren, Uncle Yi, Aylin, Bo. I’ll bring the storm of vengeance upon you all. Feel its force as it sweeps down and destroys anyone who obstructs its path.


“Time to get up, my girl,” Mother says. “I’ll see you in a little while.” She pats my cheek and departs.


Mai leaves to fill the washbasin. Standing before a full-length mirror, I strip off my sleeping gown. As I straighten, I startle at the reflection of my sixteen-year-old self.


Did the gods grant me a second chance at life? Now that I’ve had time to consider what I’m experiencing, doubts grow.


Legend has it that the gods left this human world ages ago and no longer concern themselves with human affairs—the main reason I’d never prayed to them for help before the twilight of my last moments. Why would they intervene on behalf of me, a girl without social standing and of no importance to anyone but my family?


My breath hitches as a notion strikes. If this miracle is not the product of gods, could it be magic?


I shake my head at the foolishness of my imagination. Only the people in Nan’Yü are capable of magic. Besides, I cannot fathom any kind of magic mighty enough to turn back time.


And that curtain of light humming with power in my last memory … did I actually see it, or was it a vision as I hovered on the verge of death? But its power felt so real, almost tangible.


I sigh. I must solve this mystery, but answers won’t come easy.


I lift my five-colored pendant up to my eyes. In moments of despair, Father’s gift gave me strength. It’s a plain thing, but I cherish it more than all the gemstones in the world.


Father entrusted his family heirloom to me when I was only three years old. “You’re worth this treasure, Shin’ar,” he said. “Guard it well. One day, I’ll tell you its history.”


I stood taller and raised my chin, grinning up at him. Since then, I’ve never taken the pendant off except when I bathe.


But Father didn’t get the chance to share its history with me before we lost him to illness.


I strangle a sob. I miss you, Baba. Rest in peace; I promise you I’ll protect Ma with all I have.


When Mai returns, I wash my face and hands in the basin, then dry them with a fresh towel. She helps me into an emerald wool gown patterned with silver embroidery, and wraps a silk band around my waist. The early spring morning is still chilly, so she drapes a lilac velvet robe across my small frame.


At my request, Mai makes several thin braids and weaves them into a simple bun. I pick out a gold hairpin dangling with a few pearl beads for her to thread into my hair.


As I walk down the hall to the living room with Mai in tow, Ning approaches me with a smile. “Miss Aylin is here—”


Boom. A roar explodes in my head. Blood rushes to my face, and everything around me swirls in a swarm of reddish shapes. All I can see is Aylin standing over my broken body, her expression filled with loathing.


How dare she appear again in my life after her ultimate betrayal? How dare she?


“Miss!”


I’m startled out of my trance by urgent whispering. I turn, my vision still misted over with scarlet. But through it I detect Ning’s worried face.


With a jolt, I catch myself. How many times did she call me before I heard her?


“Are you all right, Miss?” she asks with concern. Beside her, Mai is as taut as a bowstring.


The red mist dissipates. I nod weakly and lean on a wall, closing my eyes for a second. This is my new life. My death is still in the future, and Aylin’s deceitfulness hasn’t been revealed to me yet. How could she have fooled me so completely? For two years, she assured me I was loved like a sister. For two years, she acted like a trusted family member.


I want to storm into the room and tear the fake mask off Aylin’s face. I want to shout about her betrayal for the whole world to hear. I want to strike her for harming Mai.


But my enemies must believe I still regard them as friends.


I inhale a long breath and stuff my rage and hatred back into the darkest part of my soul. Then, I paste a big smile on my face.


Two can play this game.



















CHAPTER 3


As I enter the living room, Aylin stops her conversation with Mother and rises from the long couch.


Oh, my beautiful and sweet cousin, how she dazzles like a diamond, with her flawless skin, lustrous black hair, and a smile that steals all the sparkle from the gemstones she wears. Her face is a perfect oval, and her almond-shaped eyes are large and sensual. Cherry lips bloom beneath a delicate stem of a nose. A thin strip of silk sash is wrapped around her tiny waist, and a fitted pink gown accentuates her slender frame and soft curves.


How I was instantly charmed the first time I met her. A part of me envied her beauty, but a bigger part of me was joyful that such a lovely girl was my cousin and would become my friend.


Indeed, she not only became my best friend, but like a sister, who shared my happiness and sadness, whispered countless secrets with me beneath the same bedcover, and encouraged my wild nature.


Only to stab me in the back.


My chest tightens to the point of pain.


Aylin reaches me and pulls me into her arms. “Good morning,” she says with her singsong voice.


I almost cringe, but instead I return her hug with equal enthusiasm. “Good morning.”


Aylin loops her arm around mine and leads me back to the couch. She looks at Mother, whom she calls “Auntie,” then at me. “Mingshin. Father sent me to deliver great news.”


I perk up like Mother, although I already know what’s coming.


“Oh Auntie, the Ministry of Justice dismissed your husband’s half brothers’ claims regarding the true ownership of his properties and business,” Aylin says. “You need not worry anymore.”


Mother brightens. “It wouldn’t have happened without your father’s help, Aylin.”


My cousin beams. “The minister of justice is good friends with Baba. You understand he couldn’t get directly involved. As the minister of personnel, he mustn’t let his name be tarnished by acting on behalf of family, or his position would be compromised. But you are family, and he had to do everything he could to help.” Aylin clasps her hands together. “I’m so happy that we succeeded in ridding you of these false claims of ownership.”


I’ll be damned if I let Uncle Yi take all the credit.


“The ministry should’ve dismissed their false claims from the very beginning,” I say. “They declared that Baba’s businesses belonged to the Lu family because he wouldn’t have grown his wealth without their loan and support. That was a lie.” Aylin wrings her hands and opens her mouth, but I don’t give her the chance to interpose. “Baba started from scratch and never received any kind of help from his extended family. They only took an interest in him after he became successful. Now that he’s gone, they want to steal his wealth.”


Aylin blinks at me, apparently at a loss for words.


Am I acting too differently, showing too many teeth?


“It is not that simple,” Mother says. “Everything you said is true, Shin’ar. But the Ministry of Justice could have conveniently chosen to overlook those facts.” Aylin nods along eagerly. “In that case, your paternal uncles, as the male relatives, would’ve had stronger claims than we did despite your Baba’s will, which passed everything to us.”


Mother is right, but I can’t help the bitter taste in my mouth.


The reason Mother and I moved to Uncle’s Yi residence in Jingshi, the capital, was to defend our right of inheritance. Father accumulated vast wealth from his business endeavors. He was easily one of the richest men in the kingdom. Nonetheless, as a merchant, he was merely a step above peasants in social standing. So are his wife and daughter. It rankles me to admit that Uncle Yi’s status has indeed helped us win the case against Father’s extended family.


Like Mother, I used to be grateful to him. Although he was a bit too cunning in politics for my liking, I believed he helped us secure our wealth out of pride and the necessity to defend a family member. I know now his only motivation was to swindle our money away from us.


I return my attention to the ongoing conversation to hear Aylin say, “Oh, please stay as long as you like. We love having you both here with us.”


“We shouldn’t continue to bother you—” I begin.


“It’s not a bother at all,” Aylin says. “We enjoy your stay. Auntie, although we just recently met, I feel I’ve known you for a long time. Baba told us a lot about you. How much I looked like you. How much I reminded him of you as a child. He said you were feisty.” Aylin giggles, then sighs. “He said he wished to know you more as his grown-up sister. Thank Heaven that our families are finally one and whole.”


Mother tears up. I know in that instant we are not going to move back home. Mother was disowned by her parents after she eloped with my father, so she hasn’t seen her family in nearly twenty years. To her, this newfound warmth is a great opportunity to rebuild her relationship with Uncle Yi, her brother and the only surviving link to her past.


Except that he has no interest in rebuilding their relationship. If his son, Bo, was involved in Mother’s murder, the young man must have gotten the instruction from his father.


My anger reignites.


Aylin touches my hand. I snap my head at her, glaring.


She jumps a little. “Are you all right, Mingshin? Did I startle you?”


I grin, hoping she didn’t catch the brief hatred that must have flared in my expression.


Aylin relaxes. “I enjoy our time together, Mingshin. I’m sure we’ll become like true sisters.”


As an only child, I’ve always wanted a sibling more than anything else. Is she preying on my deepest longings? But she sounds sincere and appears genuine, so much that I almost wonder if I imagined her being there in my dying moment. No, she was standing over me, and I perceived her contempt clearly.


Maybe she truly means her words in this moment. When did she start to betray me in my previous life? Or is she extremely good at disguising her dark soul?


My uncle thinks he can control us if we stay. Although I want to get us as far away from him as possible, we mustn’t leave yet. If he feels we are distancing ourselves from him, he’ll manipulate my father’s extended family into reinstating their claims; without his support, we may not get a fair trial from the Ministry of Justice.


I must secure our right of inheritance through other means, with my own effort. I’ll leave no part of my fate in another’s hands.


“You’re right,” I say as cheerfully as I can muster. “We’ll indeed become like sisters.”


“I’m glad to hear that, Mingshin. Father will return from work early today, Auntie, and we’ll celebrate. I’ll see you both later.”


Together, the three of us walk out of the living room. At the courtyard, Mother and I stop to see Aylin off. She joins her handmaiden, then turns and waves goodbye.


For a moment, it does strike me how much she and Mother look alike. The same almond eyes, oval-shaped face, and defined bone structure. Mother is no less beautiful than Aylin. While my cousin radiates with the vitality of youth, Mother manifests the mature refinement of a woman in the prime of life.


More importantly, Mother is beautiful inside and out. Aylin is like the flower of oleander—pleasing to the eye, but lethally poisonous.


Mother waves back to Aylin. I can’t bring myself to do the same. My cousin will return to the manor of the residence, which isn’t far from the guest building we stay in. I prefer our location, nestled in a quiet corner of their estate. Surrounded by silver fir plants and chrysanthemum flowers, the dwelling consists of a living room, a dining room, and two bedrooms.


As peaceful as our residence is, we aren’t safe.


I turn to Mai. “Where are the Han twins?”


“They were told to stay in the servants’ quarters unless summoned,” Mai replies.


A smart strategy of my uncle’s, to separate us from our guards.


“Please fetch them here for me,” I say.


“Yes, Miss.” Mai is on her way.


“Why do you need to see them now?” Mother asks.


“Since we are going to stay in Jingshi for an indefinite time, it’s best to establish some new rules.”


Mother nods and returns to our quarters, but I linger in the courtyard.


I know little about the Han twins’ past—only that they became bodyguards to our family after Father saved them from the gallows. Ren’s guards later replaced the pair in their duty—I was grateful for how considerate Ren was. Shortly before Mother “drowned,” the Hans were discovered to be half Nan’Yüans and accused of dabbling in magic, forcing them to flee.


Half Nan’Yüan they may be, but I’m certain the magic part was a lie made up to get rid of them.


The Hans arrive, the brother leading and the sister chatting with Mai.


In his early twenties, Hui seems robust enough to walk through walls of stone. Fei is smaller, her body lined with trim muscles. But their physical appearance is only part of what makes them great bodyguards. Hui has this air about him, a stillness overlaying something dangerous; Fei always gives off the impression of granite, hard and tenacious—another reason I didn’t feel close to them while surrounded by Ren’s gentle demeanor and Aylin’s cordial ambience.


The Hans would have made great allies if I’d learned to work with them. I won’t repeat the mistake of estranging myself from those I should hold near and dear.


“Please come with me,” I say.


Once inside, I ask Ning to close the door. While Mother and I are seated, the other four people form a half circle around us.


I smile at them. “Mai, Ning, you’ve been with my family for many years and have served faithfully. Hui, Fei, you’ve been with us for a shorter period, but are no less devoted. My mother and I consider you all family. You’re the only people we trust.”


Mother nods along with me.


“We are blessed to serve you, Mistress and Miss,” Ning and Mai say, one after another.


“It’s an honor to guard Master Lu’s wife and daughter,” Fei says, and Hui nods in agreement.


Master Lu is why the twins serve us. I’ll earn their trust on my own.


“Thank you.” I look hard at each one of them. “We’re going to stay in my uncle’s home for a while. We shall be very careful. I must warn you, no one in the capital is what they seem. No one.”


In the tense silence that ensues, the twins trade an uneasy look. The maids keep their heads bowed and their hands clasped in their laps. Ning is older and more prudent. Mai has a good heart, but is prone to gossip.


“Mai, you must guard your tongue while listening sharp,” I order. “You will not be gossiping about me, about Mother, or about anyone else in the family, under any circumstances.” My voice is firm, sturdy, ringing with command.


Mai blanches slightly. “Aye, Miss.”


“But if you hear any useful gossip about my uncle and cousins, you’ll pass it on to me immediately. Do you understand?”


Mai’s eyes open wide in bewilderment, but she nods. I know how much she admires Aylin. Mother frowns, and my gut tightens, but she says nothing. Despite her doubt, she won’t show her disagreement with me in front of our servants.


“A wise move, Miss,” Hui says.


“Nobles always make me uncomfortable,” Fei adds.


A weight lifts from my shoulders. At least, it seems I’ve gained some approval.


“Hui, Fei, I’d like you to sleep here from now on,” I say. “We, as a family, should stay close.”


The twins agree to my plan. For now, it doesn’t matter whether it’s because the servants’ sleeping quarters are cramped and cold or they think they should stay near us. We decide that Hui will sleep on a cot in the living room while Fei will share the maids’ bunk room with Mai.


I’m glad that Mother doesn’t feel it necessary to discuss the new arrangement with my uncle. “They are my charges, not his,” she states.


I ask Fei to stay behind after dismissing everyone.


“I have a request, if you don’t mind,” I tell her.


“Anything, Miss.”


“I’d like you to train me in hand-to-hand combat.”


She does a double take, then smiles. “You’re petite, so strength won’t work to your advantage. But I’ve seen you run and play outside. You’re agile and bold.” She ponders for a bit. “I shall teach you how to use speed rather than strength and train you with small weapons instead of a sword.”


I grin, barely able to restrain myself from giving her a big hug. I lead her to the backyard. There’s a small area shaded by large oak trees.


“I don’t want my uncle or cousins to find out, so we’ll need a secret training spot. What do you think of here?”


Fei nods. “This should be suitable for the purpose.”


“When can we start?”


Her smile broadens at my enthusiasm. “First of all, we’ll need to find you a weapon. It should fit you perfectly, like an extension of your arm.”


“We’ll go shopping tomorrow morning. This afternoon, you and Hui please get settled.”


“A good plan.”


I return inside to find Mother wiping a tear away. My stomach lurches. “Did I upset you, Ma, with what I said?” I say as I sit down next to her on the couch.


“No, not at all. You are right. The capital is a dangerous place. I should have thought of taking caution before you did.” A steely thread runs in her voice. “I’m proud of you, Shin’ar. It seems that you’ve grown overnight. The confident way you spoke and handled yourself. The sensible and sound things you said. I saw your father in you.”


“Oh, Ma,” I whisper. I failed you before. “I’ll be worthy of your pride.”


She sets a hand on my shoulder. “You detest the nobles like your Baba did, but not all of them are bad. I was a noble lady once. Give it some time; you’ll come to like your uncle and cousins. Bo is hardworking and respectful, and Aylin has grown into such a pleasant, well-mannered young lady.”


Mother is a shrewd businesswoman, having often worked together with Father. But even she was duped by my uncle and cousins. The memory of her cold, bloated body returns with the force of an icy wave crashing into me, and I have difficulty breathing for a moment.


Looking at Mother’s expectant eyes, I feel a sudden, insane urge to pour it all out: How Uncle Yi’s family betrayed us, how I came back to this new life, intent on revenge.


But no. I give myself a firm mental shake. I’d only sound like a raving lunatic, a horrible child making up outlandish lies to sabotage Mother’s relationship with her brother. I can’t afford to lose her trust. Even if, by the slightest chance, she believes me, would she be able to hold her anger in? Assuming she agrees to play along, she may not act well enough. I can’t risk arousing Uncle Yi’s suspicion. One wrong step, and we would lose not only my father’s business, but our lives.


Mother must see for herself the monsters they are.


“I’ll get to know them very well, Ma,” I promise.



















CHAPTER 4


At four sharp, Aylin comes with her maid to call us to dinner. When she sees the Han twins, she crooks a brow.


“I’d like them to stay here with us,” I say. “I hope Uncle won’t mind.”


Aylin’s expression is as smooth as velvet while she sizes up the twins. “Of course not.” She beams. “Anything you like, Mingshin.”


Aylin and Mother chat as they lead the way. Our maids bring up the rear. My insides clench at the familiar sight of everything we pass. Hedges of evergreen line a cobblestoned lane, while occasional breaks in the foliage reveal glimpses of an artificial rock mountain with a small waterfall. On the opposite side, workers tend a colorful garden flourishing with peony flowers.


The estate has been passed down from generation to generation and has been well maintained, as is customary for the homes of government officials and their families. It undoubtedly holds many childhood memories for Mother. No wonder she can’t bear the thought of leaving yet.


We soon reach the manor, an ornate dark-red-brick edifice with burgundy beams and a magenta-tiled roof. Liveried servants stand to either side of the tall wooden doors. They bow as we enter.


In the vestibule, tiles feature a repeating flower motif that grows along the walls to climb across the ceiling in brilliant pink and yellow blossoms. The vestibule opens into a great hall with a polished wood floor. Torches burn in brackets, and I smell wax and oil. A rich tapestry depicting a flower from each season hangs on one wall. Across from it stand a pair of six-foot porcelain vases hand-painted with scenes of mountains and streams.


Aylin leads us further along until we reach the dining room. At the center lies a large round table where my uncle and Cousin Bo are seated. They rise upon the sight of us.


I’ve prepared myself to keep my emotions in check. Still, a raw anger throbs through me like fire and simmers beneath my skin.


Uncle Yi is a man of medium height, with features similar to my mother and Aylin. He wears a blue full-body wool tunic under a navy knee-length robe. Both are simple in style, but an expensive cut. I’ve never liked his smile; it conjures up the image of a fox smiling at a rabbit. Only now do I understand that, in his greedy eyes, Mother and I are the prey.


Bo, at seventeen, is pale and gangly. He’s dressed similarly to his father, except in forest green. There’s an awkwardness to him that makes him appear vulnerable. How very misleading.


Uncle Yi tells us to take a seat. Mother expresses her gratitude.


“You’re my little sister, Lili,” Uncle Yi says. “Why the formality? I’m glad to be of help, anytime.”


My stomach roils at his false sincerity, but Mother appears touched.


Uncle Yi gestures to the steward, a dry, sniffy little man, who then waves to the other servants. They flow out of the room and soon return with steaming trays of grilled lamb, roasted duck, slabs of venison, sweet potatoes, beans, and a large pot of winter melon soup.


As the steward pours rice wine into silver goblets, the maids fill our bowls and set them in front of us.


Uncle Yi lifts his goblet to offer a toast, and everyone else follows suit.


“Let’s celebrate our success at keeping my brother-in-law’s business in the hands of his one true family. May his legacy be carried forward. I believe in you, Lili.”


“Thank you, brother,” Mother says.


We take a sip of the wine, and dinner begins.


Aylin suddenly perks up like a proud peacock. “Prince Ren stopped by today.”


The name hits me like a blow to the gut, and I nearly drop my chopsticks. Color drains from my face.


Fortunately, no one appears to take notice. Everyone’s attention is focused on Aylin.


“He said he was looking for you, Baba, but surely he knew you were at work.” Aylin looks pleased with herself. She’s still young, only two months older than me. She cannot help showing off the attention she receives from a prince.


Uncle Yi scowls at her.


“I sent him away immediately,” Aylin adds in a whisper.


Now that I’ve regained my composure, my suspicious instinct kicks in. Why does Uncle Yi seem displeased about Ren’s visit? When did he pledge fealty to him in my prior life? I didn’t pay much attention to politics until I fell in love with Ren. What does Uncle Yi think of him right now?


“Did Prince Ren come to seek your support for his mother, Uncle?” I ask. “Surely the opinions of someone as important as you matter much to the King.”


Uncle Yi nods smugly. Good.


“If Prince Ren wants his mother to be the new Queen, does that mean he aspires to become the Crown Prince?” I ask.


Uncle Yi smirks. “All four princes do. And they have all sought out my counsel.”


I’d sooner believe a fish can walk. But I pretend to be impressed. “All of them? But there can only be one Queen.”


“It’s not about the Queen,” he says patiently. The dumber he thinks I am, the better.


Uncle Yi whispers to the steward, who then waves to the servants in a dismissive gesture. After they file out of the room, Uncle Yi turns to me. “A Queen’s oldest son is normally the heir apparent. But our Queen recently passed away and left only a daughter behind. His Majesty has four adult sons from his Royal Ladies. He’s decided to promote one of them to be his Queen, so her son will become the Crown Prince.” Uncle Yi shakes his head. “But it only looks like that on the surface. It’s actually a competition among the princes: Whichever one is deemed by the King to be the Crown Prince, his mother will be made the Queen.”


I nod as if I have just come to understand. “Which prince do you support, Uncle? You know how people are. The lords and ladies will invite us to parties and ask questions. We don’t want to make fools of ourselves. Or align ourselves with the wrong people and cause trouble for you as the minister of a high government office.”


“Prince Jieh is the King’s favorite.” Again, Aylin can’t help showing off her knowledge, which I used to find endearing, as I myself could also be a know-it-all at times. “Surely His Majesty will make Royal Lady Hwa the Queen so he can become the Crown Prince.”


“Keep such foolish woman’s views to yourself,” Uncle Yi snaps at Aylin, who flinches. I’m glad to see Mother grimace at that. “A King doesn’t rule with emotions. His Majesty is wise and farsighted. He wants an heir most worthy to rule.”


“So Prince Ren has as much a chance as the others,” I say, feigning innocence.


“It’s not that simple,” Uncle Yi says. “A long-winded competition like this will require strong support from each of the princes’ maternal family; the more powerful the family, the more resources they have and the greater influence they can provide. Prince Ren’s mother is only a governor’s daughter, while the other three princes’ mothers have far higher births.”


That was why Ren needed my money. Uncle Yi is merely repeating the low opinion of him shared by the other nobles, which Ren will later exploit to make his brothers underestimate him and lower their guard around him.


My uncle has mapped out a Queen’s future for his daughter; of course, he isn’t keen on the idea of Aylin being close to Ren. After I was engaged to Ren, people whispered behind my back that I wasn’t good enough for a prince. Uncle Yi encouraged me, stating his niece was good enough for any prince. Maybe it was mainly his pride talking, but it warmed me to him a bit.


Uncle Yi surveys us all. His expression and voice grow serious, as if he’s making an official announcement. “Despite everything I’ve said, I must make it clear that I remain neutral on this entire subject. I shall devote my full support and loyalty to whomever His Majesty puts his faith in. As the members of my extended family, I request that you all follow my lead.”


What a load of horse dung. He declares impartiality only because it’s too early to predict which prince will emerge as the winner. After Ren took full control of my family business and the King began to think highly of him, Uncle Yi must have sensed the change in the direction the political wind was blowing and chosen his side. I’ll ensure their alliance never comes to fruition.


“I also request you to keep this conversation private,” Uncle Yi adds.


We nod.


Mother turns to Bo. “I hear that you enrolled in a private school to prepare yourself for the national officials’ entry exam.”


“Yes, Auntie,” Bo says, brightening. “I hope to start a career in the government soon, like Baba.”


“Wouldn’t it be nice to know the exam subject beforehand?” I say.


Bo scratches his head slowly. “It would, but even if the supervising officials can be persuaded to take a bribe to give away the subject, the money they ask will be more than we can afford.”


“Fool!” Uncle Yi barks and points a finger at Bo. “Whether you excel or fail, you must do so fairly. If I hear another word about cheating, I’ll take a flogging to you myself.”


Bo folds his hands before his chest and bows. “I am ashamed, Father. Thank you for your tireless teaching.”


Mother pats Bo’s back. Aylin sniffles with tears in her eyes. It’s all I can do to not throw up right at the table.


In my last life, Bo made the top thirty qualifiers at the exam. Considering his lack of talent, I’m certain he and his father bribed the officials with the money they swindled from me.


After we return from dinner, Mother spends the evening drafting a letter to the steward of our home estate to inform him of our extended stay. He’s trustworthy and has been with our family for twenty years. He’ll be able to take care of household details and supervise the servants in our absence.


While Mother engrosses herself at a desk in a corner of the living room, with Ning grinding the inkstone for her, I ask Mai to dig my waychess set out of our luggage.


Yet, as she lays the elaborately carved board on the tea table in front of the couch, a pain lances through my heart at the familiar sight. I can almost see Father seated across from me, playing a game with me, teaching me to always strive for better.


I swallow the tight feeling in my throat. Then, I sit before the table and open the jars that contain black and white stones.


The main object of the game is to form your own territories with your pieces by occupying vacant areas of the board, while capturing enemy pieces by surrounding them. As I play, I imagine it’s Ren’s hand, instead of mine, placing the black pieces on the board. I’m familiar with his strategy—creep upon his opponents from the sides and pounce. But I steadily develop my base from the bottom up.


“Are you playing against yourself, Miss?” Mai pipes up.


“Yes,” I say without stopping. The two sides have become quite tangled by this point.


“That’s unusual.”


“It helps me understand my enemy’s point of view. To win, you must know both yourself and your enemy well.”


“I … see,” Mai says.


Mother pauses in her writing and glances up. “You are sounding more and more like your Baba.”


She smiles at me, then abruptly turns away. The light from the oil lamps casts a golden glow upon her sad face. She’s thinking of Father again.


I miss him, too. He was the smartest, kindest, and most faithful man I’ve ever known. Mother was unable to have more children after me, but Father didn’t take any lesser wives despite being mocked and ridiculed by his peers for his lack of a male heir.


I have Mother’s elegant nose and chin, but otherwise I take after Father in appearance, with deep-set eyes, coarse raven hair, and warm, summer skin. I’m neither homely nor pretty; I occupy an unremarkable spot in between. Father always emphasized it was my compassion and intelligence that made me special.


Because of his faith in me, I hoped to find the kind of love he and Mother had during their life together. I thought my dream came true when I met Ren. He seemed to genuinely appreciate my brain and always listened to my counsel on politics. Instead of mooning over my stunning, highborn cousin like most other men, he told me, “A woman’s virtue is what makes her worthy in the gods’ eyes, and her inner beauty is what warms my heart.”


No wonder I fell for him despite my qualms about his hunger for power. He even promised to never take lesser consorts—Royal Ladies—so long as he had me as his Queen.


How he played with words. So long as he had me. Since I was never to be his Queen, he had no promise to keep.


I try to banish these horrible reminders, but Ren’s vicious betrayal and cruel words slam into me. It feels as though a sword has run me through. Everything in me is torn to pieces, and there will be no mending my soul.


I draw a deep breath and catch my emotions in a firm grip. In this moment, I vow to never fall in love again; I will never give another man so much power over me.


I return to my waychess game. The two sides are about to collide in a brutal battle. The match is not over until one vanquishes the other or one side surrenders.


Except in real life, there’s no surrender. If you lose, you die.



















CHAPTER 5


“Should we disguise as men?” Fei asks at the dining table.


That would be the smart thing to do. But I’m tired of being told there are certain things I can’t do simply because I’m a girl.


“Will they sell to two women?” I ask.


She shrugs. “Money is money.”


That settles it, then. After a quick breakfast of hot soymilk, scrambled eggs, scallion pancakes, and berries, Fei and I head to a weapons store in the city’s commercial district. She swears the store is the best of its kind in the capital.


For a while, we ride on well-paved streets in wealthy residential areas. Large estates sprawl across the horizon. Each has a pair of giant bronzed animal statues flanking the main gate, representing the goodwill wishes of the household—lions for protection, cranes for good luck, and turtles for longevity.


Once we reach the commercial district, the road widens into bustling avenues lined with perfect rows of trees and graceful buildings. Shops stand in close order, roof tiles glistening red and purple, with stalls and pens in the spaces between. Feathers of smoke drift upward from the chimneys of the taverns and inns; music and laughter float out from the common rooms as men jest and drink from mugs.


Officials, merchants, and peasants, in clothes of every shade and material, walk and ride and lead horses, oxen, and sheep. Large audiences cheer for street acrobats and jugglers; peddlers hawk their wares at the top of their lungs. The aroma of roasting garlic, onions, and pepper wafts over from food carts, making my mouth water.


Once, I was awed by the prosperity of the city. Just like I was impressed by the beauty of the nobles around me when I first arrived in Jingshi.


But during the two years of living here in my first life, I learned there’s much more beneath the surface. As I look deeper, like before, I notice the disparity between classes and the clusters of shacks standing in inconspicuous corners; I smell the rot beneath the fine exterior.


The weapons store, a three-storied building, has an entrance supported by two polished black pillars engraved with crossed swords. Inside, the ceiling is more than ten feet high. Knives, daggers, and swords of various lengths and widths are displayed.


All the other customers are men, and they gawk at us. Some shake their heads, while others scowl.


Fei ignores them and walks on. But their open displeasure only makes me more defiant. I lift my chin and glower back. Let them simmer; let them stew.


I notice a young man, flanked by a pair of armed guards, watching us. There’s no disapproval in his eyes, only a curious glint. Despite his thin frame, he carries himself with a brisk and effortless pride typical of someone important.


I frown inside. I can count on one hand the young men of prominent positions I recall from my past life, but I can’t place him, despite his striking sense of familiarity.


My thoughts are interrupted by Fei’s demanding voice. “My lady needs to see the finest, sharpest dagger you have here that fits her grip.”


I approach the counter with swagger.


The man with the tallest hat—distinguishing him as the head clerk—dismisses his younger colleagues. He gives both of us a once-over, and whatever he sees seems to satisfy him. Next, he asks me to show him my weapon-wielding hand.


“I have something that meets your requirements perfectly,” he says. “But it may cost you.”


“I’ll be the judge of that,” I reply.


He disappears into the back of the store and brings out a sheathed dagger, clasping it like treasure.
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