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CHAPTER 1



Kneeling before the coffin, my cousin Aylin throws her head back and emits a howling wail. As Jieh and I enter the Mourning Hall, she buries her face in both hands, her shoulders shaking from sobbing.


I bet she’s laughing inside.


Hand in hand, Jieh and I pass dozens of servants in gray tunics flanking the ivory carpet that runs down the center of the room. All dressed in white per custom, the officials and their sons pause their whispering and bow to us. Like Jieh, I wear warm but dull-colored clothes under a white robe. Only a pearl flower adorns my braided hair.


Prince Wen’s name is inked across a large white cloth draped against a far wall. Beneath it across a long table, several burners containing incense sticks have been arranged equidistant from one another. Xunloons—copper coal stoves equipped with bronze mesh covers—stand in rows, giving off warmth.


Once we reach the long table, a servant steps forward and presents us each with two incense sticks, wisps of smoke rising from their smoldering tips. We hold the ritual offering in front of us with both hands and bow three times, to say goodbye and offer Prince Wen our final respects. Meanwhile, I watch Aylin out of the corner of my eye. She keeps her head down. Tradition dictates that she must kneel beside her betrothed’s body since first light to guard his spirit, until the coffin is carried away for burial later in the day.


Jieh and I stand our incense sticks upright in the soil at the base of the burners. As I turn to leave, Aylin looks up suddenly. For a fleeting moment, our gazes lock. Despite her cheeks chafed by the cold, her eyes are so bright with delight my gut gives a sickening lurch.


Jieh and I nod at each other, before he proceeds to the spacious area behind the servants. The officials who have gathered swarm over him, expressing their sympathies for Wen’s passing. Jieh addresses each by name.


I’m supposed to join the other women in the inner suite, but I take my time ambling through the crowd, listening in on small talk and gossip. My enhanced hearing certainly helps with my spying.


I feel a tight squeeze in my chest. Recently, I’ve found that my vision and hearing have improved greatly, like I can spot a moth under the moonlight and pick out the sound of its flapping wings if I’m close enough. Does it have anything to do with the fact that I’m able to detect the use of certain magic?


I’ll have to ask Hanxin if Sense sorcery also heightens vision and hearing.


Hell. It had better not be magic I’m attaining, as High Priestess Sudaji hoped.


I weave through the throng, picking up bits of conversations. So far, I haven’t heard anything worthwhile.


My uncle is chatting with two minor officials. One of them wears a fawning smile that pools into every crease of his round pudgy face. “I hear Prince Kai is hunting down the traitor’s accomplice outside the capital,” he whispers.


My ears perk up while I look away, so they don’t notice me eavesdropping.


“It’s comforting to know His Highness has been entrusted with such an important task,” the official says dramatically. “Oh, Heaven’s blessing.”


Another man gushes, “I’m sure Prince Kai will capture all of them. His Majesty will be so proud of his heroic son.”


A coil tightens inside me.


While Kai was assigned the significant task of hunting down the accomplice of Ren the traitor—though only the first-ranking officials have been told about the Night Dragon—Jieh has been given the mundane charge of planning and overseeing Wen’s funeral, including receiving words of commiseration on behalf of the King today. This sharp contrast is causing a lot of speculation among the nobles in the capital. The most alarming question laid bare by the gossip is, Has Jieh lost the King’s trust?


Apparently, some minor officials believe so, enough that they are using this rare opportunity to flatter my uncle, a crucial member in Kai’s circle.


How many other officials are secretly gambling their support on Kai’s pursuit of the throne?


“After being wrongfully jailed for months, Prince Kai didn’t say a word of complaint, but instead carried out his duty to the kingdom and its people steadfastly,” the first man babbles.


Not months, but weeks, you fool. But what does it matter? The praise for Kai’s perseverance is spreading throughout the capital, orchestrated by none other than my uncle.


“What a strong soul he has,” the second man says. “It must be blessed by Heaven.”


“Hear, hear,” Uncle Yi replies.


I can’t stand listening to those clowns anymore. I look back at the white cloth inked with Wen’s name. If Minister Sun was in any way responsible for the death of Jieh’s brother, I will expose his crime.


I glance around until I find Grand Scholar Yu. He’s conversing with Prime Minister Ang. I’ve approached Yu discreetly, dropping hints that foul play may be involved in his nephew’s suicide, in the hope of obtaining his help. Yet he’s acted cold and indifferent.


That’s quite in line with his character, though, according to my future mother-in-law, Royal Lady Hwa. “He used to be more outspoken as a young man,” she said. “After the King banned the knowledge of magic, the former Grand Scholar Yang grumbled in private that the scholars should be exempt from the banning as it violated everything they stood for as academics. When His Majesty heard of it, he had Yang executed and his family exiled to a mining town. Yu, Yang’s favorite student, who stayed silent throughout the event, was promoted as the next grand scholar. Since then, he’s never said one word more than necessary so no one can hold anything over him. He must have learned his lesson from Yang.”


Grand Scholar Yu won’t be of help to us. He’s been around court politics for a decade and never taken a side, not even his nephew’s. He won’t take a side now.


I spot Master Chung standing apart from the crowd, accompanied by an anxious-looking young man. The musician and his son are never good at mingling with politicians.


“Your Grace,” Master Chung exclaims as soon as I reach them. He starts to bow, but immediately puts two hands out to stop me from curtsying. “I’m not worthy, Princessa.”


“My teacher for one day is my teacher for a lifetime,” I quote the saying. “No matter what titles I have, I’ll forever be your student, Master Chung.”


“You honor me, Princessa.” He gestures at the young man next to him. “I’m sure you haven’t met my son, Chung Leung. He’s studying at the Royal Xueyuan Academy, under the tutelage of Grand Scholar Yu himself.” The old man’s face radiates with pride.


I turn to Leung. “I’ve heard of you, Mister Chung. You are Grand Scholar Yu’s best student.” But I also know him as one of the few people Ren couldn’t buy off in my former life.


How frustrated Ren was. Under his influence, I used to think anyone can be bought, with the right price. Now I know better: Friendship and loyalty must be earned; anything that can be bought isn’t worth it and won’t last.


In his early twenties, Leung has the typical appearance of a young scholar: pale skin from constantly studying indoors, curious and eager eyes, a furrowed brow undoubtedly from years of dedicated concentration.


Leung’s face brightens. “I’m deeply honored, Princessa, that you know me.” He rubs his hands together, a nervous chuckle in his throat. “I’ve been eager to meet you, Princessa. I can’t believe I finally have the opportunity. My father speaks highly of you, and I’ve admired you since you defeated the traitor to the throne.”


My cheeks heat up. “Oh, thank you. It was a terrible fight that day and many people were injured, including my cousin Bo.” Uncle Yi invited a few doctors to his house to treat Bo, but I’ve heard there’s no improvement.


“My son is helping tend to Mister Sun Bo,” Master Chung says.


Leung nods. “I volunteered to look at Mister Sun’s condition, to see if there’s any way I can help. I specialize in medicine and herbs, but I’m not a doctor.”


“You’re being modest,” I say. “Grand Scholar Yu is proud of you because of your knowledge and interest in a vast range of subjects.”


Leung blushes. “I don’t deserve such high praise.”


Master Chung’s smile, though, would have been much wider if we were not at a funeral.


“How is my cousin’s head injury, Mister Chung?” I ask, watching Leung’s expression closely. “I hope he’s recovered, considering he received one punch from the traitor.”


Leung’s face flickers through several expressions before he glances away. “I don’t really know why Mister Sun hasn’t recovered,” he murmurs.


I sigh. “Prince Wen’s passing is very unfortunate. I heard you were close?”


Leung nods once. His jaw flexes and he lowers his voice further. “When I used to visit Prince Wen, sometimes Miss Sun was present, too. I thought he’d be happy to have the woman he loved there with him. But he appeared agitated, gloomy, even forlorn, and the feelings he displayed worsened over time.”


“Worsened to the point that he killed himself.” It’s believed that after ordering his servants away, Wen grabbed a rail of the bridge and threw himself over the side into the pond below.


Did he finally realize what a vile woman Aylin is?


Master Chung frowns at his son. “Don’t spread speculation about the prince. It’s not your place.”


Leung bows. “Sorry, Baba.” When he straightens, he darts me an uneasy but intense stare.


My heart skips an awful beat. Leung knows something about Wen’s unusual death.


I take a deep breath. “It’s nice to see you again, Master Chung. And a pleasure to meet you, Mister Chung.”


“It’s nice to see you, too, Princessa,” Master Chung says.


“The pleasure is mine, Your Grace,” Leung says. “May your days ahead be filled with the Saints’ wisdom.”


“Same here.”


When I reach the inner suite, I lift the thin curtain that separates it from the main chamber, and step in.


Royal Lady Yu is leaning against a doorframe. She’s all frail bones jutting out beneath sallow skin; shadows cling under her eyes. Likely she hasn’t eaten or slept much since Wen’s death.


Her grief-ridden eyes glare at my cousin through the curtain. Princess Yunle, my best friend, sets a hand on her shoulder and whispers words of condolence, but I doubt Yu hears any comfort. Her attention is focused on the black sandalwood coffin that holds her son’s body. Despite my dislike of her as a person, I feel a twinge of sorrow for her loss.


I move farther into the room.


The Royal Ladies are the only ones who have the privilege to lounge upon chaises, while the noblewomen stand around them. Royal Lady Hwa’s face is tilted up and she looks over the assembly with the imperious indifference of the sun. Royal Lady Bai, Kai’s mother, greets everyone with a nod, her expression neutrally kind and her voice gentle, but from time to time, I catch the gleam of a blade flashing past her eyes.


If Hwa is a keen-edged sword out of its scabbard, its lethal brilliance for everyone to see, then Bai is a serrated dagger wrapped in silk but still sharp enough to draw blood.


My mind flashes back to the memory of her body hanging from the rafter of the prison cell next to mine. Her panic and despair just minutes before, so unlike her presence now, the embodiment of calm and pride.


I recall myself being jailed, waiting for my fate to be decided by the man who betrayed my love. I’m no longer that scared, desperate girl; I’ve become a fighter determined to control my own fate.


Both Hwa and Bai are surrounded by their own clique of sycophants, so I don’t approach my future mother-in-law. I turn away just as Yunle joins me.


“I haven’t seen you in a while,” I say. “How have Royal Council meetings been?” After years of listening at the meetings, the princess has finally been allowed to speak up, to express her opinions.


Yunle shrugs. “So far so good. I’ve been making many proposals.”


“I bet they’re impressed.”


She points at the main chamber with her chin. “You’ll need to ask those old men if they are.”


She sounds a little too flippant for her usual demeanor. Is she not telling me something? Or maybe she’s still grieving Wen’s untimely demise.


I have a sudden, overwhelming sensation of a gaze drilling into my back. I turn to find Bai observing me; no, more like studying me.


She waves. “Princessa Lu. Please come here.”


Yunle shoots me a look of mixed alarm and curiosity. I notice my future mother-in-law has gotten out of her chaise and come to stand near Royal Lady Yu. Her head whirls in my direction, her face darkening, as I walk toward Bai.


After I curtsy, Bai holds my hand. “I’ve never thanked you officially for how you helped Kai fight the traitor. You were very brave.”


I lift a brow. Helped? Is she saying that Kai was the hero taking down Ren?


The women are watching me with bated breath. There is a hint of challenge in Bai’s eyes, as if daring me to defy her words.


She doesn’t know me at all, does she?


“You have no need to thank me, Your Majestic Ladyship,” I say. “I was honored to help defend the kingdom, but Jieh was especially brave for both fighting the traitor and protecting Prince Kai, his brother, from harm.”


Some women blanch and some others simper. Bai’s smile freezes on her face.


A keening wail bursts out from the main chamber, drawing everyone’s attention.


Not surprisingly, it’s Aylin again.


I catch a sight of Uncle Yi’s flitting frown. He apparently forgot to tell her not to overact.


Leung grimaces at Aylin the way one would at a pile of dung. Jieh glowers at my cousin, his lips a tight line. Aylin is almost making a mockery of his brother’s tragedy with her fake grief.


Please, Jieh, it’s not the time to lash out.


Royal Lady Yu sweeps the curtain aside and bolts into the main chamber. When she reaches Aylin, she smacks her so hard that my cousin flops to the side.


“You broom star! Stop your phony performance!” Royal Lady Yu shouts while raining fists on Aylin. “My son wouldn’t have died if he wasn’t engaged to you! You shameless broom star!”


Aylin screams as she tries to block the blows with her arms.


“Pull them apart!” Jieh commands, jolting everyone out of their shock.


Yunle dashes to the raging Royal Lady and I follow. Each grabbing a flailing arm of Yu’s, we drag her back. Uncle Yi hurries to Aylin and bends down to examine her face—he can’t have his valued goods damaged, can he?


Royal Lady Yu struggles against our hold.


“Please calm down, my lady,” Yunle whispers. “Some are eager to see you make a scene.”


Grand Scholar Yu has come near. “Get ahold of yourself, sister,” he snaps. “Haven’t you disgraced yourself enough?”


The fight drains out of Royal Lady Yu. She slumps against us and weeps, large tears rolling down her cheeks. Her brother appears mostly annoyed, but I glimpse a fleeting moment of tenderness and sympathy.


When Uncle Yi straightens, he turns to Jieh and gives a formal greeting of deference, with one fist wrapped around the other before his chest. “Your Highness, I ask you to please uphold the justice for my daughter.” His voice rings out deep and strong. “In addition to the physical harm, Her Majestic Royal Ladyship has maliciously tainted my daughter’s honor and good name.”


Yunle and I exchange a glance. Royal Lady Yu has accused Aylin of being a jinx by calling her a broom star, as people believe shooting stars bring bad luck and they look like a broom with trailing bristles.


As if getting the hint from her father, Aylin sobs harder. I must admit, she has mastered the art of crying beautifully, like a blooming flower dripping with dew. A handful of young men are sneaking lustful glances at her.


Jieh’s face hardens into granite. “I shall bring the matter to the King immediately, Minister Sun.”
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“What a good show we had today,” Royal Lady Hwa says while seated on a large couch covered in silk and layers of mink fur, with an arm propped on a tea table attached to the top of the couch.


The three of us are alone in the resting chamber of Hwa’s residence, attended by her lead maid only.


King Reifeng and Jieh were going to lead the procession of the funeral earlier today to the royal family’s burial site, with lords riding along and the soldiers and guards on foot. But the plan has been delayed after Royal Lady Yu’s outburst.


Hwa’s lead maid serves us all steaming longjing tea. I accept the cup on a tray and sit in a cushioned chair across from Hwa. Jieh sets his tea on the jade table between us.


“I told Yu that there wasn’t a single tear on that little bitch’s face,” Hwa says with a sneer. “Yu just beat the nine souls out of that vixen.”


I snap my head up from the tea. Hwa must have done it when she was standing near Royal Lady Yu.


Jieh leaps up from his chair. “Why did you provoke Yu like that?”


“I did not provoke her,” Hwa says, aloof as a block of ice. “Yu was already mad at that little bitch and blamed her for Wen’s death. I merely echoed her thoughts by pointing out the obvious.”


“That was enough to push Yu over the edge and you knew it,” Jieh counters.


“I did it for you, Jieh, so be grateful! The rumor about that little bitch being a broom star will surely spread. If Kai intends to marry her, he has to think twice now.” Hwa inclines against a pillow and reveals her knife’s-edge smile. “Besides, wasn’t it wonderful to see how Minister Sun offended Grand Scholar Yu by demanding punishment on his sister? That man doesn’t care about his sister, but he surely cares about the impact this will have on his family, his own reputation.”


“But Mother…” Jieh struggles for a moment. “How could you use a mother’s grief over the loss of her son for your gain?”


Exactly my thought. Now and then, I wonder how a cruel woman like Hwa raised an honorable son like Jieh. Sometimes the apple does roll far from the tree.


“I did not,” Hwa barks. “Yu did everything of her own volition. If she cannot control her behavior, she deserves the consequences.”


From what I know, King Reifeng has reprimanded Royal Lady Yu severely, calling her a disgrace and shame, and grounded her.


“Has it ever occurred to you that the incident may make Jieh look incompetent in his father’s eyes, that he can’t even run a funeral smoothly without missteps happening?” I ask Hwa.


My words sound callous, but I’ve long since known that to make people like Hwa admit their mistakes, you’d have to think from their perspective, to make them see how it hurts their own interests.


Hwa doesn’t reply, but the whitening of her knuckles on the teacup tells me that I’ve driven my point home.


Staring over our heads, she scowls. “Who’s that?”


Jieh and I both turn to look out the window behind us. A maidservant is standing in the courtyard, waving at us to catch our attention. She keeps stamping her feet in the winter chill. I suspect she didn’t come nearer because of Fei standing guard at our door.


“How brazen!” Hwa hisses. “Who let her in against my order?”


“I recognize her; she serves His Majesty in the inner court,” Hwa’s lead maid says. “The others must have let her in because she carried an order from the King.”


Hwa gestures at her to go and speak to the girl.


When the lead maid returns, her face is a flash of pale skin. “Your Majestic Ladyship. Your Highness. Your Grace Princessa.” She pauses to take a shuddering breath. “Royal Lady Yu just hanged herself.”


Jieh and I look at each other in horror.


Hwa’s lips curl in a cold smirk. “I suppose I shall have to pay Yu a long overdue visit and cry my heart out.”















CHAPTER 2



Royal Lady Bai’s lifeless body sways from a rafter in the prison cell next to mine. As I watch from the gap between two wooden bars, my being filled with despair, her face morphs into Royal Lady Yu’s. Her eyes snap open.


I reel back and almost fall.


She stares at me and keeps prattling, “My son was murdered.”


Something pitch-black oozes out of the ground beneath her. A huge, formless shadow sprouting countless long tendrils. A sharp spike of dread shoots down my spine. Paralyzing me.


The shadow keeps growing until it wraps Royal Lady Yu in its writhing form.


I open my mouth to shout at her to get away, but all that comes out is a gurgle.


In a blink, the ends of the tendrils twist into fangs and claws the size of my forearm. Royal Lady Yu’s face changes again, into High Priestess Sudaji’s. I shriek.


Sudaji extends an arm toward me, struggling to break free. I burst forward, to reach her, to help her. Yet I find myself unable to move, as though the air around me has frozen solid.


She strives harder, her mouth stretched wide in a silent scream, but the claws hold her trapped. Roils of deep purple smoke, instead of blood, bleed out wherever the fangs bite into her. The tendrils crawl all over her, dragging her away.


I fight with every drop of effort, but I can’t budge.


On my breast, the Divine Stone blinks in quick bursts of light, as if signaling urgency.


Then I feel it.


A power of swirling darkness. Watching me with hunger and malice.


I swivel my head to the left then right, my heart clenched tight as a fist.


Out of the depthless darkness, the shadow reemerges. Its tendrils wriggle, converge, and re-form until it takes on the shape of a man. He looks in his mid-thirties, with long flowing hair. The lines of his face are strong and smooth, as if chiseled out of marble; his eyes gleam like black pearls.


He’s handsome, but a sick, salty taste crawls up my throat.


Xiangyu, the Night Dragon.


He puts out a hand, which belches purple smoke. “Surrender the Divine Stone.”


I spin around and sprint away. He gives chase. After a while, I don’t hear a sound. I risk a glance behind.


Xiangyu is gliding after me, enveloped in a dark cloud that writhes like a giant octopus. His eyes burn red like a pool of magma.


I scream.


“Miss! Miss!”


Someone is shaking me. I gasp, lurching forward out of sleep to see a pair of concerned eyes fastened on me.


“Did you have a nightmare?” Fei asks, one hand holding my shoulder and the other gripping a firework signal stick.


I sit up, nodding breathlessly. Fei lets go.


I touch my pendant hidden beneath my sleeping gown. My insides contract sharply as the Divine Stone flares in a blast of heat. Hastily I look down. Thank Heaven it isn’t glowing.


I startle at the sound of a knock on the door.


“Is everything all right?” a man’s urgent voice asks.


“Yes,” Fei bellows. “We’re fine.”


The man grumbles an acknowledgment and I hear scuffling of boots on the floor, then it’s quiet again.


Fei turns to me, and I force myself to relax. “I dreamed that the Night Dragon was chasing me; he looked monstrous…” My voice trails off as my eyes settle on the rolled-up cloth lying at the bedside table. I pick it up and spread it out in front of me.


One of Hanxin’s delegation painted Xiangyu so my guards and I can recognize him. He looks the same as the vision that appeared in my dream. According to Hanxin, he’s intelligent and charismatic, and Chancellor Lew’Bung and half of the Elders Council were charmed by him immediately. But the first time they met, Hanxin knew something was off about him. Turned out I was right, Hanxin said. He’s been practicing dark magic for at least a decade.


“Perhaps you should put away the drawing,” Fei says. “Constantly focusing on the Night Dragon may be the cause of your nightmare. Elder Hanxin was sure he had fled from Jingshi. He scoured the entire city, remember?”


Hanxin did, many times, before he left with Prince Kai to hunt for the Night Dragon outside the capital. “You’re right, Fei.” But I suspect the fear of losing the Divine Stone to Xiangyu is the main reason why he’s never far from my mind.


When I was granted my second life, I hadn’t known it happened because Sudaji channeled godly power through the Divine Stone to turn back time for two years. More incredibly, I’ve since learned that I was born with my pendant, and it’s my sacred duty to keep the Divine Stone from falling into the hands of the wrong people, especially Xiangyu, the evil mage who calls himself the Night Dragon.


How I will accomplish that without any magic of my own, I don’t really know. The thought has always filled me with anxiety.


But Sudaji believes in me. You were weak in your prior life, she declared, but you’ve become stronger willed, more persistent and determined, the kind of guardian for the Stone.


I set the painting down. “Sorry to wake you up in the middle of the night,” I tell Fei.


For her own safety, Mai now spends the nights in the maids’ bunkroom, while Fei sleeps in my room on a small bed to guard me.


Fei puts an arm around my shoulders. “No need to apologize, Miss. You’ve gone through a lot lately. I was shaken by Royal Lady Yu’s suicide myself. Besides, I’d be nervous too if my life was threatened by the most powerful mage on the continent. But we’re here for you.” She glances at the door, where four men are standing watch outside my bedroom.


Since we learned of the Night Dragon, Jieh has dispatched another quartet of his personal guards to my home; they are taking turns to rest now. If not for the need to preserve my maiden reputation, my prince fiancé would’ve moved in himself, even though his father King would frown upon it.


I feel a sudden blow to my belly. On the dresser across from the bed, the kui antler emits a screeching noise.


Fei leaps up like a cheetah. My blood runs cold.


“The Ward!” we draw the conclusion at the same time. Longzo, Hanxin’s bodyguard and a skilled Portal sorcerer, wove an invisible Ward around my home to protect me; it’s been breached.


Fei dashes to the door and opens it, revealing the four guards already alert with swords at the ready. I scramble out of my bed as she orders them to go outside and investigate.


The Ward is meant to prevent any sorcerer or mage from using a portal to enter my home. Even if it wasn’t powerful enough to block Xiangyu, it would at least send us a warning through the enchanted kui antler.


This is the first time the antler reacted to a possible intrusion.


That blow to my belly I felt… It’s just like every time I sensed the use of Portal magic. Has a sorcerer broken in?


After telling me to stay back, Fei peers out the window, eyes searching like a beacon. My heart jumps to my mouth when fire bursts out of the darkness, but it’s only the guards’ torches. The entire household stays quiet. The men have been trained not to alarm Mother by waking her.


I stiffen when I feel… something. A presence that smells putrid and tastes rotten, much like when Xiangyu emerged in the spiritual realm.


The air freezes in my lungs. Is the Night Dragon here? If so, I must warn everyone!


I catch a shimmer out of the corner of my eye. Against Fei’s caution, I hurry to the window and look toward it.


A vast image of Sudaji’s face, worried and terrified looking, is cast in a small corner of the sky like a mirage.


I blink, sure it’s a trick of the light. But the spectacle remains.


“What’s that?” Fei gasps, pointing right at the image before it fades away.


I stumble back from the window. What’s happening? The foul presence has vanished as well. Has Xiangyu come and gone? But what for?


When the guards return, they report they found no one, but carry a dead owl with them.


“There was something bizarre about the owl,” one of the men says, and shudders. “When we saw it perched in a tree, it was staring in the direction of your room. Then it looked at us, and it was like… like a human was looking at us.”


They all nod, faces drawn tight.


“It was scary,” another says, his voice cracking. “And the owl suddenly tumbled off a branch and fell to the ground, dead.”


Fei and I exchange a glance of alarm.


“Keep this to yourselves only,” Fei says. “Maintain your watch. The night is still young.”


The men return to their posts. But I can’t relax enough to find sleep.


Just after I dreamed of Sudaji being trapped in a monstrous shadow, her mirage appeared in the sky. Is something terrible happening to her? I know I haven’t imagined that blast of heat from my pendant. Could it be that she was sending for my help through our spiritual connection?


More than anything, I wish to know if she’s safe, but I dare not enter the spiritual realm to find out. What if the Night Dragon slipped back into the capital despite all of Hanxin’s cautionary measures? One more trip into the spiritual realm, I might as well lead Xiangyu right to the Divine Stone.


But why didn’t he attack us if it was indeed his evil presence that I felt back then? If it wasn’t him… A prickle travels up my spine and over my scalp at the thought of the owl’s strange behavior and even stranger death. Could those be connected to the rotten aura I sensed?


More than ever, I wish I knew more about magic.
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“Prince Jieh is here,” Fei informs me as soon as I rise in the morning. “He’s outside speaking with the guards from last night’s shift.”


When Jieh enters, his jaw is clenched, the corded muscles of his neck rippling.


The guards apparently have told him what happened last night.


When he reaches me, he pulls me into his arms and holds me tight. “You have me worried, Shin.”


I gently pull away from him. “I’m fine. See?” I spin around.


He chuckles. “Do you know the person whose face you saw in the mirage?”


“No.” A pang of guilt pricks at me. I hate to lie to Jieh, but how do I explain about Sudaji without revealing my rebirth and the Divine Stone?


Jieh runs a hand through his hair. “I never thought I’d say this, but I wish Hanxin were here to explain more about magic.”


“Me too,” Fei says.


Steel glitters in Jieh’s eyes and fills his voice. “Whoever tried to breach the Ward last night, we have to assume they are a sorcerer and an enemy, so we must intensify our guard.”


“We kept the owl’s body, since we couldn’t figure out why it suddenly fell from the tree dead,” Fei says. “There was no sign of a wound; it doesn’t appear that its neck was broken by the fall, either.”


“Good thinking, Fei,” Jieh says. “I’ll take it to the Royal Xueyuan Academy right now and have a bird expert examine it to see if anyone can find the cause of death.”


I nod. “I’ll go to the academy after you. I need to find and speak to Mister Chung Leung. He knows something about Wen’s death, I think. He wanted to share it with me but couldn’t at the funeral.”


“I don’t like the idea of you leaving the house and seeking him out alone,” Jieh says. “The sorcerer from last night is still out there; they might attack you. We should go meet Chung Leung together, or we can invite him here.”


“Both options will attract too much attention. I don’t think the sorcerer will attack me out in the open; it would expose their presence in Dazhou, which is something they’d try their best to avoid.” I smile and grab Jieh’s hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll bring Fei and plenty of guards with me.”


Jieh sighs. “I won’t be able to stop you, will I? All right, please promise you’ll be careful.”


I squeeze his hand. “I promise.”















CHAPTER 3



I find Leung in the library at the Royal Xueyuan Academy, where Grand Scholar Yu serves as the principal.


Fei left her sword and daggers with the doorkeeper, since weapons aren’t allowed inside this haven for study and research. She wasn’t happy about it, but I doubt the Night Dragon would anticipate me coming here and lie in wait, even if he somehow escaped Hanxin’s detection and returned to the capital.


The academy is a maze of stately edifices supported by giant pillars, golden-roofed pavilions, winding limestone paths, and brilliantly designed gardens. The air smells of pinewood leaves and plum flowers.


The three-storied library is breathtaking, a sprawling wood structure with gleaming amber walls. Pillars and arches soar hundreds of feet in the air, supporting marvelously decorated entablatures and pediments. Delicate columns hold up a carved stone awning, shading a large pavilion fronting the entrance. A large plaque hung above the doors is embossed with the words Xue Wu Ya. Boundless learning.


Inside, great oak worktables are positioned along the length of the room, several occupied by men reading quietly. Ink and colorful paintings line the spaces between the bookcases and windows. Sunlight filters through the silk screens, illuminating hexagon-shaped alcoves, wherein thousands of scrolls are preserved inside bamboo sheaths. Huge maple wood shelves tower over us, laden with every book I can imagine—from ancient legends to children’s bedtime stories, from medicine to astronomy.


The library has stood for centuries, sacred to knowledge seekers of all kinds. The air feels heavy, with a kind of silence that inspires awe.


Leung has his face buried in a thick volume when I stop next to his desk. He startles and lifts his head.


“Princessa!” he whispers, and leaps up, bowing hurriedly. “Are you here to borrow a book?”


“No.” I keep my voice low. “I’d like to ask you a few questions about herb baizhi, Mister Chung. One of my maids has occasional headaches and the normal relief recipes containing chuanxiong haven’t worked for her. I’ve heard that baizhi might help. As an expert on herbs, you would be the best person to ask.”


“I’m glad to be of help.” Leung glances around. “The library isn’t the best place to talk. Let’s step outside.”


We wait for Leung to put his book back in its place, then leave together. Once we are outside, he says, “You’re right, Princessa. Baizhi can help with headaches, but you must get the herb from the right origin.”


“Actually, is there somewhere more private we can talk?” I add in a whisper, “about Prince Wen?”


A wave of realization hits his expression. “Please allow me to take you to the herb sorting house.” As I follow him, he says, “Because of the smell, most people will only go to this place when new herbs arrive once a week and need to be sorted. At this hour, nobody will be there.”


Indeed, the medicinal smell in the large chamber is overwhelming. The herbs are divided in different piles on stone tables and wood shelves.


Fei keeps wrinkling her nose, and I try my best not to let the smell bother me, but Leung doesn’t seem the least bit perturbed. He closes the door behind us, then hurries to join us. “There’s much I want to tell you, Princessa. I’m glad you came to seek me out, because I would never have been bold enough to intrude upon your time.”


Out of my peripheral vision, I see Fei rolling her eyes. What a bookworm, she’s probably thinking.


“You’re welcome to visit my home anytime you need to, Mister Chung,” I say.


His eyes brighten like someone lit a match behind them. “Oh, thank you, Princessa. I’m honored.” His face turns somber. “Regarding Prince Wen… Can I speak to you alone about something that’s been bothering me?”


“I trust Fei with my own life. If you trust me, you can trust her.”


“Of course.” Leung takes a breath like he’s refueling his soul. “Do you remember what I said about Prince Wen appearing miserable before his death? After my visits with him, I’d often go home feeling dejected, too. But suddenly, my head would clear and my mood would lighten. And those odd downcast feelings only happened when Miss Sun was also present at my visits.”


My pulse rachets upward, pounding in my ears. What he’s telling me… wait… Yunle has described similar feelings during such meetings.


“Do you think Aylin might’ve done something to cause Prince Wen’s dour mood?” I ask.


“I suspected so. Since she visited him far more often than I, the doleful feelings might have accumulated over a long period of time, enough to make him…” Leung stops, as if afraid to go on.


What could Aylin possibly have done to make Wen want to kill himself? She doesn’t possess magic; the Night Dragon wasn’t around to lend her any. If he did, I would have sensed the dark aura around her like I did with Ren’s borrowed magic.


“Is there a type of poison that can cause a person to feel dejected?” I ask. Uncle Yi isn’t a novice with such evil means. He used a lethal poison to kill the assassin he sent after me. The substance was so rare that even the royal doctor at the Elite Hunt couldn’t identify it although he’d seen it used before.


“Not that I know of, but it doesn’t mean such things don’t exist, just that we’ve never heard of it.”


I try to recall everything Doctor Tsai said at the Elite Hunt. His expression resurfaces in my mind with crystalline focus.


My breath steals away. It wasn’t shame, but fear, that was written on his face when he talked about the poison. He knew what it was, and therefore, where it came from.


If I can find the source of Uncle Yi’s poison…


Leung’s forehead pinches. “Let’s assume Miss Sun poisoned Prince Wen. How did she do it? I drank tea at Prince Wen’s place, but nothing else, so the poison must have been in the tea. But I’d never wanted to kill myself.”


“Maybe you didn’t ingest enough of the poison?” I muse.


Leung slams a fist into his palm. “Right, Princessa! Miss Sun saw Prince Wen almost every day and probably fed him a dose each time. From my study on medicine and herbs, a lot of things have accumulative effects.”


I nod my agreement. “I’ve also heard that, due to his capricious mood, Wen changed his poison tasters often. That could be why none of them consumed a lethal amount, either.”


Leung starts pacing. “But how did Miss Sun poison my tea without it passing her hand? Why would she raise suspicion by bothering with poisoning me at all?”


“Maybe she smeared a little on each teacup beforehand because there was no way to know which one Prince Wen would drink from,” Fei interjects.


I shake my head. “Any residue of it remaining on the cup rim would’ve been discovered by now. My uncle wouldn’t have been that careless. But I think you’re on the right track, Fei.” My mind expands on that line of thought. “It seems likely that Aylin wasn’t able to administer her poison without causing harm to the others who were present.”


Leung halts in pacing and swirls toward me. “That’s it!” He remains utterly still, then his eyes glow with the light of new discovery. “What if the poison is not a solid or liquid, but more like a scent, like it’s transferred through air?”


I gasp. “Aylin could carry a scent containing a poison. Once you breathe it in, you have ingested the poison.”


“That reminds me. Miss Sun used to always wear a gourd-shaped charm at Prince Wen’s place. It wasn’t a charm. It must have been a sort of perfume bottle.”


Another thought strikes me. “But wouldn’t Aylin be exposed to the poison as much as Prince Wen? Over time, wouldn’t she also be suicidal?”


Then, we cry in unison, “She has the antidote!”


A fierce, wild thrill shoots through me like a lightning bolt. Leung and I may have solved the mystery surrounding Wen’s death.


“How do I prove it?” I wonder aloud. First, I need to obtain certain information from Doctor Tsai.


“I’ll speak to Sun Bo and Miss Sun, to find—”


“No, Mister Chung. Leave the rest to me.” I level him with a most serious look. “You have no idea how dangerous Minister Sun is. If he realizes what you are doing, he won’t hesitate to dispose of you. Believe me, he’s totally capable of making your death look like an accident.”


Fear rings his eyes. He swallows. “Prince Wen was my friend. If he was murdered, I want to catch his murderer. The only other person who knows of my suspicions is my teacher. He told me to drop it because I was overthinking the situation. But I can’t.” He puffs out his chest. “I’m not afraid. Let me help, Princessa. I have the opportunity to see Sun Bo every day…”


He halts abruptly and draws a sharp breath. “Oh, there’s something else, Princessa. When you said the traitor only punched Sun Bo once, were you hinting that he’d been faking his head injury?”


When I nod, Leung wrings his hands together. “I’ve been suspecting it for a while, but I wasn’t sure. Why does Sun Bo keep pretending?”


“He’s trying to avoid testifying about our fight with the traitor.” If Bo testifies before the King and the Ministry of Justice, there’s always the risk of him being found to have aided Ren by his free will. The public doesn’t know Ren used Blood magic; they’ve been told he summoned Bo to the royal palace and beat him. “It’s possible that Sun Bo wasn’t forced to, but voluntarily helped the traitor.”


Leung makes a terrified sound as if he’s choked on something.


“Do any of the other doctors share your suspicions about Bo?” I ask.


“If any of them do, they aren’t telling me. I went back to Minister Sun’s home and asked Sun Bo more about that day you defeated the traitor, hoping he’d expose his lie of a head injury. He suddenly grabbed my arm and his grip was strong enough to bruise. He appeared both terrified and deranged when he said, ‘I told them the truth, that I saw the bitch resist Ren’s Blood magic. Still, they hurt me with their magic!’ His voice was rising and he looked like a total maniac. I tried to shake his hand off but couldn’t. He yelled and sobbed at the same time, ‘I begged and begged but they hurt me again and again!’ The servants must’ve heard him; they rushed in and helped free me.”


Leung pulled up his sleeve to show a dark blue splotch on his wrist. I mutter a curse under my breath.


“Hell,” Fei exclaims.


Leung lets the sleeve fall back. “Bo continued sobbing uncontrollably. Miss Sun apologized and said his behavior must’ve been the lingering effect caused by the traitor’s beating, but I’ve been tending to him for a while and such a scenario has never happened before. Too shaken by the encounter, I left.”


I feel shaken myself. Bo must have woken at some point to witness my final fight with Ren. If a sorcerer tortured him to confirm that I had resisted Ren’s Blood magic, who could that be?


“For your own safety, Mister Chung, you mustn’t share the incident with anyone—” I halt when I feel a blow to my belly. I stagger a step back.


“Princessa,” Leung shouts in alarm.


“Shh!” Fei hisses, jerking her gaze up to the ceiling. A tile is missing there.


A chill plunges through me. Someone has been eavesdropping on us.


Fei dashes out the door and I hurry after her. She stops some distance away, peering up at the roof. Leung joins me right outside the door.


Fei strides back toward us. “Someone was on the roof. They must be light-footed because I didn’t hear them treading on the tiles, but I heard it when they removed a tile to look inside.”


Leung and I exchange a glance, his face drained of color.


“This is turning too dangerous for you, Mister Chung,” I say. “You need to stay out of this from now on. Please forget we ever had this conversation.”


“But… I want to help!”


“You’ve helped enough. Don’t go back to Minister Sun’s residence, and stop poking around.” I hold his gaze with all my will of iron pressing onto him until he nods. “Please stay safe.”


In the next breath I stride away, followed immediately by Fei.


“Miss, there’s something I didn’t tell you in Mister Chung’s presence,” Fei whispers when we’re about thirty feet away.


I look at her sharply, but I already know what’s coming.


“I believe the person who tried to spy on us used Portal magic. I saw a flash of light when they disappeared, much like when Longzo used his magic. I suspect they also portaled themselves onto the roof, because I would’ve heard them treading on the tiles otherwise. It could be the same Portal sorcerer who tried to break through the Ward the other night.” Fei glances around. “Damn. I don’t have my weapons.”


We hasten until we’re almost running.
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When we meet with the four guards waiting outside the academy, Fei half pushes me into the coach. It starts moving immediately. I pull my dagger out of a boot, although I wonder how much good it does against magic.


It isn’t until we reach home that we relax slightly. All the servants are busy making preparations for the oncoming New Year celebration, so nobody notices our anxiety.


I order everyone to refrain from telling my mother about what happened. I don’t want to worry her. She’s still knitting in the sewing room with Ning, guarded by Hui.


An anxious Jieh is awaiting my return in the resting chamber. Seeing that sends a flutter of panic through me. “What’s wrong?” I ask.


“After a long examination on the dead owl, the bird expert said its death was unnatural, like all life was suddenly sucked out of it.”


I scowl. “What does that mean?”


“Like it was perfectly fine and healthy, and in the next second it just lost all its life force. That was freakish to say the least, and we don’t know how it tied into the woman’s image in the sky.”


My stomach dips and twists as I remember the rotten presence I felt. Was that what killed the owl?


I swallow the lump of my nerves, and relate to Jieh what happened at the Royal Xueyuan Academy.


“Was it the Night Dragon?” he asks immediately. Concern shows in the tightness of his breath and the hitch of his words.


“I don’t think so. Xiangyu wouldn’t have retreated as soon as he was discovered. Instead, he would’ve taken advantage of the opportunity to kill me.”


Jieh doesn’t look appeased. “If it was a Portal sorcerer, could it be the same one who tried to break through the Ward the other night?”


“That’s likely. There’s more.” I tell Jieh of Bo’s insane rant.


“A sorcerer tortured Bo for information regarding you, then a Portal sorcerer tried to break through the Ward last night and spy on you at the academy today. Even if it wasn’t the Night Dragon, it’s likely they are his lackeys. What do they want? So far it seems they haven’t attempted to hurt you. But that could change. We must catch them. Soon.”


“I’d very much like that. But we know nothing about them. Not what they look like, nor whether they’re men or women. We don’t even know where to search.”


“Then you shouldn’t leave the house until we catch them.”


“I won’t stay hiding in my home. I can’t live my life in fear, Jieh.” As I wrap my arms around him, I find nothing but rock-hard tension beneath his skin. “I understand you worry for me, but let’s not allow that to rule our lives. I’ve got plenty of people protecting me, and the last time I checked, my mind is still sharp, and so is your sword.”


He cracks a small smile. “I know you’re undaunted by danger. Did you find anything new about Wen’s death?”


I relate to him my conversation with Leung.


“You both suspect that Sun Yi may have poisoned Wen. Chung Leung is Grand Scholar Yu’s best student, his pride. I’ve also heard of his reputation for integrity, although some claim that makes him naïve. Do you think he’s trustworthy?”


“Yes.”


“Then we’ll need to prove Sun Yi’s crime.” Jieh sighs. “With so many strange things happening and our enemies both in the open and in the dark, I’m becoming too worried and restless. So I’ve decided.” He cups my face in his hands. “I’m going to spend most of my time here, including the nights. I’d be able to reach you right away, to protect you if anything happens.”


I open my mouth to protest, to say his father wouldn’t like it, but the intense look in his eyes stops me.


“I know it will tarnish your reputation, but I promise I’ll make it up to you—”


I put a finger on his mouth. “Let the fools worry about trivial things like that.” I smile. “It’s my mother you’ll have to convince to let you live here like a long-term guest.”


“I will.” He lays his forehead against mine. “I know it sounds disrespectful since the whole kingdom must still mourn the passing of Royal Lady Yu and Wen. But this wait for our marriage… it’s a torture for me.”


“It’ll be fine,” I whisper. “I’ll still be here and we’ll have decades to spend together.”


He chuckles. “Once the three-month mourning period is over, I’ll send nine crates of wedding gifts to your family. Then I’ll throw you a wedding so magnificent it will make the gods jealous.”


I laugh and circle my arms around his neck. “I believe you.”















CHAPTER 4



Royal Lady Hwa lies on her canopied bed that’s draped in coral silk. I sit on one of the cushioned chairs, while Fei positions herself in a corner of the bedroom where she can see all comings and goings.


“Summon Doctor Tsai for me,” Hwa orders her lead maid. “Tell him I’m not feeling well.”


The servant woman hastens off. I’ve met her several times, and as far as I know, she’s the only maid trusted by Jieh’s mother. Hwa has assigned everyone else outdoor tasks for today, so no one will bother us. Having witnessed the way the servants behave around her, I doubt anyone dares to disobey her order in any shape or form.


Hwa props herself up on one elbow. “Are you well prepared? My plan must work.”


I didn’t like the idea of having to work with Hwa, but reluctantly agreed to her plan since it’s the easiest way to extract information from Doctor Tsai.


“I’m sure Doctor Tsai knows the poison that killed the assassin at the Elite Hunt,” I say, but sudden uncertainty sends a nervous thrill down my back. “If we find the source of Minister Sun’s rare poisons, we may discover what led to Wen’s suicide.”


Hwa fixes me with a hard stare. “Even if Wen’s death has no connection to Kai, you will find one.”


I gape at her. “Are you telling me to blame Kai even if he wasn’t involved?”


“He tried to claim Jieh’s life more than once. If he becomes King, with that little bitch as his Queen and your treacherous uncle as his advisor, you know what will happen to Jieh, you, me, and even your mother. My son is too proud to use trickery, but that’s foolish.” Despite her words, her expression and tone soften for a moment. Then her eyes stab with a piercing gaze. “But you’re different, Lu Mingshin. You are bold, cunning, and manipulative—don’t try denying it! Even Yunle and that arrogant Nan’Yüan ass took you into their confidence. When it suits your purpose, you deceive and show no mercy to your enemies, as you should. Now, use all your wiles to get Jieh on the throne, and then you shall receive my blessings for your union with my son.”


She turns away, indicating the conversation is over.


The room falls silent, but my mind buzzes with thoughts about how my future husband’s mother sees me.
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