
  
   [image: The Dragon Wakes With Thunder by K. X. Song. The illustrated cover shows a sword-wielding woman challenging a green-gold serpentine dragon. Lightning flashes and sea waves swirl around them.]
  

 
About the Author

K.X. Song is a diaspora writer with roots in Hong Kong and Shanghai. Raised between cultures and languages, she enjoys telling stories that explore the shifting nature of memory, translation and history. Her young adult novel, An Echo in the City, was named a Best Book of 2023 by the Financial Times and Kirkus Reviews.


Books by K. X. Song

THE DRAGON SPIRIT DUOLOGY
The Night Ends with Fire
The Dragon Wakes with Thunder

An Echo in the City



The Dragon Wakes With Thunder

K. X. Song

[image: The Hodderscape logo.]

www.hodderscape.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Hodderscape

An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

An Hachette UK company

Copyright ©  K. X. Song  2025

The right of K. X. Song to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Cover illustration © Mathias Ball 2024

Cover design by Daisy Woods © Hodder & Stoughton 2024

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Hardback ISBN 978 1 399 72530 9

Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 399 72531 6

ebook ISBN 978 1 399 72532 3

Hodder & Stoughton Limited

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodderscape.co.uk


To my brother, for asking what happens next


大江东去，浪淘尽, 千古风流人物.

—­苏轼,《念奴娇·赤壁怀古》

*

The great river flows east, sweeping away heroes of ages past.

—­Su Shi, Reminiscing at the Red Cliff
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Part I







One

You may burn bamboo, but it will still stand straight. You may shatter jade, but its color will not fade.

—Book of Odes, 856

Time bore the quality of a tangled spool of thread. I could not unravel the knots, could not sense where things ended, could not recall where things began.

I started, like always, from what I knew: I was in the palace dungeons, in the capital city of Anlai, my home. My home when I had no ability to choose where I called home.

I had been here for some time now. I had not tried to count the days, which had bled into weeks or months or years. By the chill in the air, and the fur lining of my jail warden’s coat, winter was fast approaching.

Snow would be settling on the branches of Xiuying’s beloved plum trees, which she pruned every spring. The snow would spread across the garden like colorless jewels, catching the winter sunlight and refracting it in every direction. Rouha would be chiseling out exuberant ice sculptures, and Plum would be trying to eat snow. Uncle Zhou would be simmering his favorite winter melon soup, which tasted heavenly on a cold snowy morning.



The taste of life had been sweet, hadn’t it? But it tasted sweetest when it was taken from you.

I remembered the thrill of unfathomable power surging through my veins, that eddy of sheer delight as roiling waves rose to meet my call. Racing through a darkening forest, fighting side by side with my comrades in arms. Knowing my platoon had my back. Knowing I had friends to call my own.

Friends, they said, before betraying me. But we didn’t think about that anymore.

I remembered climbing onto a terrace railing and looking out over the dark expanse of water, the waiting ocean like a well of black, black ink. The recklessness that felt like a drug, better than a drug, the thrill of knowing the waves would catch me. Will you obey me? I’d asked the sea. Will you obey me as you obey the dragon?

And yet, down here in the dungeons, my memories felt as distant as dreams.

The outer door to my prison cell clanged open. I heard the thud of footsteps, even and heavy. Three sets of them.

“Good evening, sweetheart. Let’s continue where we left off last time, shall we?”

My heart began to stutter. A practiced response, a trained step in the choreography. Already I could feel the nerves in my hand tingling, anticipating the pain to come. Perhaps the anticipation was worse than the pain itself, for these days, pain lingered beneath every waking moment. There was the pain of separation: of no longer hearing the dragon’s voice. The pain of dependency; I needed lixia in my bloodstream like a person needed water. Then there were the more insidious hurts, carved into me like scars: the marks of betrayal, of loneliness. Of knowing there could be no happiness for someone like me.

A perversion. A threat to the state. A girl who desired more.



“Get up.”

I did not move. They unlocked the door to my cell and lifted me. Still I did not resist. I felt them clasp chains around my legs, securing me to the interrogation chair.

“Your greed is unending,” the dragon had once told me. “An ocean’s hunger.”

They fit wooden sticks around my fingers, opting for my left hand this time. Slowly, the guards pulled the ropes connecting the sticks, not enough to inflict pain, only discomfort. Ironically, the zanzhi, finger crushing, was a torture method reserved for women, as it was considered more humane than jiagun, leg twisting. But I had endured both.

“Where are the remaining black magic practitioners hiding?” asked Warden Hu.

I tried to speak but no sound emerged. It must have been days since I’d last spoken aloud.

“Give her water.”

One of the guards forced a canteen of water down my throat, and I sputtered, coughing.

“Where are the black magic practitioners hiding?” he asked again.

I cleared my throat. “There are no others.”

“You lie.” He nodded once. My throat tightened with the ropes.

I gasped as the pain came, sharp and staggering. Although the pain was concentrated along the base of my fingers, my entire arm reverberated with feeling. Despite the chill in the air, I was soon sweating.

They released the ropes. I sagged against the chair, my hand throbbing with pain. I stared at the useless appendage as if it belonged to a stranger. My right hand was too sore to use, and now my left would soon follow. How did they expect me to eat and drink? How did they expect me to live?



Or had this been their intention all along? To bide their time until Sky forgot me, until my family forgot me, until I faded into oblivion, an unnamed scratch in the annals of history?

“The might of the sea,” Qinglong had said, “is yours.”

“Where are the remaining black magic practitioners hiding?” Warden Hu asked a third time, his voice as calm as a still lake.

“I know of no others,” I said hoarsely. “But perhaps . . . there could be minor spirit summoners in the south? They are more open to lixia practitioning in Ximing . . .”

“Ximing?” He leaned in. “Is that where—”

“Let me through!”

Warden Hu startled at the sounds of a scuffle. A figure clad in white shoved past the stationed guards, striding toward me like a mirage. His complexion was so fair and his robes so clean, he looked like he belonged in a heavenly realm, one set apart from the filth of this place.

“Warden Hu?” Sky’s surprise was evident. “What are you . . . ?”

His eyes flicked to me—and I caught the horror in them. Without meaning to, I shrank from his gaze, as if I had anywhere to hide here. It stung for him to look at me like that, to see me with pity, and beneath it, revulsion.

Sky whirled on the warden. “What are you doing to her?”

Warden Hu straightened his shoulders. “Your Highness—”

“My father strictly forbade torture of any kind!”

“The Imperial Commander authorized me to conduct this interrogation,” Warden Hu said, careful to keep his tone neutral.

Sky glared at him. “Then why sneak around like this—in the middle of the night, as if . . .” His face changed as the answer came to him. “To keep me from finding out,” he finished flatly.

Sky was always like this, as expressive as an open flame. It endeared him to me, but also, it made me resentful. Because no woman could live like that. No, what we were trained to do was conceal, conceal, conceal. Every emotion flung far beneath a smiling mask of good humor and grace.

“Your father believes you have more pressing matters to attend to, Your Highness. You need not concern yourself with the welfare of a state traitor.”

Sky ignored him, seizing the bars of my cell. “Meilin,” he said urgently, and up close he was so lovely and clean and pure it was difficult to look at him. He radiated health and vigor, like nothing else in these dungeons. “I’m going to get you out of here. I promise,” he said. “Just—hold on a bit longer. I’m sorry.”

I did not feel any particular emotion, and yet my eyes filled with tears. I did not know why I was crying.

“Meilin,” Sky said again, but his face had become an indistinct blur in my vision.

“Conserve your qi,” the dragon had warned me. “You must learn to harness your power.”

The Azure Dragon had lied about many things, but he had not lied about this. No matter—I had not listened. At first, I’d fled from my power, and when I’d finally embraced it, I’d broken every rule, believing myself the exception. I’d overused my lixia, draining my qi—all to keep going, to keep fighting. For what? To save my family, my kingdom? Yes, I had saved them. Yet still I felt empty. Because all along, what I’d really wanted was to prove myself.

I’d wanted to show everyone that I belonged. No—more than belonged. I’d wanted to become the hero of legend, to have my name whispered through the streets, my deeds etched in the stones of history.

Instead, Warden Hu had informed me I had become a stain in the war annals, a cautionary tale passed from parent to child. Like my mother before me, my legacy would be one of madness and decay—a rot spreading in dark places, remembered not for what it built but for what it destroyed.

That young girl from a year ago, the one who’d dreamed of adventure, of seeing the world beyond the women’s quarters. She had sought wonder, wildness. She had believed in the world’s capacity for beauty.

Only a year had passed, and yet I could no longer recall what that felt like. To believe in the goodness of people. To seek justice but live with compassion. To hope for better days.

There was no hope for someone like me.

*

Some time later, I woke to a dark silhouette against my cell, slashing the light of the flickering lantern. His long shadow stretched across the length of the corridor like a grasping hand.

“Did I wake you?” the Ximing prince asked. Against the icy air of my cell, his low baritone felt like the crackle of a warm fire.

I pushed myself upright, wincing as I put weight on my throbbing hands. “I no longer sleep these days.”

“That doesn’t sound healthy,” he said, his tone light and teasing.

I was in no mood for his banter. “What do you want, Lei?”

He peered down at me through the bars, his eyes narrowing. “I heard you’ve been refusing food.”

I looked away. “I’m not hungry.”

It was a lie. I was hungry all the time. Hungry for lixia, for the intoxicating surge of spirit power in my veins. I needed it, craved it, ached for it all the time. I could feel the nearness of my jade, its energy thrumming just out of reach. The lack left me breathless and off-balance, as if I were missing a vital sense. 



“Funny,” said Lei, his expression unreadable. “You used to strike me as a survivor.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped, losing my temper. How dare he judge me from his seat of privilege? “Go gloat somewhere else, will you?”

He crouched in front of me, so that we were eye level through the bars. “From one prisoner to the next—” He tilted his head, his amber eyes seeming to absorb the flickering firelight. “If you lose your will to live, it’s simple. You die.”

With that, he rose to his feet. “Do you want to die? If you die, they win. Remember that.”

*

I started eating again. The food upset my stomach, forced me to use my broken hands, and heightened my lixia cravings, but at least I started to feel strong enough to stand again. To take a few steps around my cell. To think beyond the span of a day. Two days, a week—that was the limit of what I could take.

The warden’s questions kept coming, though they were no longer accompanied by torture. Vaguely, I wondered what Sky had done to achieve such a feat—what he might have bargained with. For there was always a price. I hadn’t known that the first time.

“Though you were initially accused of black magic practitioning,” said Warden Hu, watching me, “it seems now your accusers have retracted their allegations. Any guesses as to why?”

I shook my head.

“Let’s say you did know a thing or two about black magic,” he said. “How might one access such a power?”

I told him nothing more than what was common knowledge.

“But why can only some access such a power?”

I said I didn’t understand.



“Why are some stricken with seizure and lunacy when confronted with spirit power, while others retain clarity of mind?”

For the first time in a while, I recalled that strange, rippling haze outside the inn in New Quan. The bandits who had wandered near were drawn by the lure of spirit power, moving toward the portal as if in a trance.

“It is a tear in the veil,” the dragon had told me. “So that any human, not just those with seals, can enter our realm. But only those with strong enough spirit affinity can survive such a place. The rest . . .”

The rest lost their minds.

“Are more gates appearing?” I asked, raising my head.

“Gates?”

“Portals into the spirit realm,” I clarified.

“What are they caused by?” asked the warden, more urgently now. “Why are they forming?”

“I-I don’t know,” I said, taken aback. “But I wonder if it has something to do with overuse of lixia,” I added quietly, thinking of a similar rippling haze I’d once found in my mother’s chambers, which were now sealed and boarded up.

If there were more gates appearing, that meant there were more spirit summoners at work. But who? Chancellor Sima was dead. I was locked away in an iron dungeon. Could there be someone else? Someone who’d been biding their time?

Lately, I’d begun to feel a prickling to my senses, though I’d chalked it up to lixia withdrawal. An uncanny sense, as if the spirit realm were somehow nearing. As if the worlds had begun to merge.

Before I could respond, the passageway door burst open. Sky raced toward us, his face alight with undisguised joy. “Father’s agreed!” he exclaimed, skidding to a stop in front of my cell. “Meilin can go free.”



I blinked at him, unable to process his words.

“Did you hear me?” he asked. “You can come out with me, now. Your maids are waiting for you—they’ll help you wash and prepare for court. I asked Mother to set aside a few dresses for now, but once we get your measurements I’ll send for . . .” He trailed off as he took in my expression. “Meilin . . . why are you shaking?”

I could not answer. Cold fear coiled around my neck like an insistent noose.

Sky tried to enter my cell but found it locked. He impatiently motioned for the key before barreling inside. But I shrank from the proximity of him.

“Meilin, what’s wrong?” asked Sky, kneeling before me, and his voice was so tender it made my eyes sting. I tried to push him away, but my broken hands were useless, unable to do what I wanted from them.

He caught my left hand and I gasped in pain. Immediately he let go, as if my touch burned him. “Meilin. Speak to me, please.” His eyes were wide and filled with feeling. It broke something within me, to see myself through his eyes. A pitiful creature, better left alone in the dark. “Don’t you want to be free?”

I was sobbing so hard now that I could not form words. He gave me his handkerchief, but my fingers would not close around it, and the fine cloth fell uselessly to the floor.

“Meilin, I made a promise to you. I want to marry you. Did you think I would go back on my word?”

He tried to draw me into his arms, but I flinched away again. Hurt flashed across his face as he backed away, raking his fingers through his hair. “Please. Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I-I can’t. I can’t go to court,” I said, and I meant it. I couldn’t imagine myself in fine dresses, eyes painted like a doll’s, and—like a doll—face vacant but smiling, sitting silently by Sky’s side as I’d seen the warlord’s consorts do. “I want to . . . to leave this place—”

“I’ll take you out of the dungeons,” Sky said, but I shook my head.

“No,” I rasped. “I want to leave the . . . palace. The city.” The world.

His face fell. “My father’s terms were for you to remain within the Forbidden City,” he admitted, “and to return to the ways of womanhood.”

The noose drew tight around my neck. So it was the old offer, made again. I would have to relinquish my sword, my freedom, my knowledge of the world beyond. I could be Sky’s pretty ornament, or nothing at all.

Yet memories of the outside world, however undesirable, still called to me. I missed the morning sunlight and the reflection of the moon upon water. I missed my family and the ability to run with the wind at my back. When the Imperial Commander had first offered me this choice, I hadn’t understood the stakes. I understood them now.

But there was a third factor I hadn’t weighed. Here in the dungeons, I was suffocated by iron. There was no possibility of the dragon’s presence, his influence, his sly whispering voice in my head. The last time I’d seen him, he’d tried to kill me. Just like he’d killed my mother.

Perhaps once I was freed, he’d finish the job.

“Meilin? Do you want me to call your maidservants here?”

I shook my head. “Can you . . . can you give me some time?”

I could feel his sadness like a millstone, dragging me beneath its weight.

“I’m sorry, Sky,” I said, and the sound of his name hurt us both. “Please go.” When he didn’t move, I turned my back on him. Eventually, I felt the strength of his presence recede.



I didn’t know myself anymore. The girl he’d loved . . . I didn’t know if she still existed. So many conflicting desires battled within me at once, until I couldn’t make sense of any of them. I wanted to be free—of my loneliness, of my captivity, of my weakness. I wanted to be confined—I couldn’t be trusted with power, with responsibility, with choice. And all those people above, judging me, mocking me, wanting something from me . . . the thought made me want to hide forever.

Who was I anymore? And if I couldn’t trust myself, who could I possibly trust?







Two

After physicians deemed Emperor Zhuan’s illness incurable, he vanished for forty-nine days. Upon his return, fully restored to health, he gave no clear explanation, hinting only at Zhuque’s eternal spring. Word of his recovery spread far and wide, prompting many terminally ill patients to seek the spring, believing it could heal both body and spirit.

—A Comprehensive Overview of Lixia-Induced Disorders, 910

The very next day, I had visitors. Visitors I hadn’t seen since the start of the war.

“Jie!” Rouha broke free from Xiuying’s viselike grip first. She ran toward me on her sturdy, small legs, legs that were not so small anymore. How had she managed to grow so much in the span of a year? I struggled to sit up on my pallet, not wanting to appear weak and sickly in front of my family.

Rouha reached my cell and stuck her little arms through the bars. Unable to deny her, I held my hand out and let her grasp my cold fingers with her warm ones. The weight of her small palm in mine, the softness of her skin, the simple, trusting gaze she beheld me with, as if there were nothing I could ever do to harm her . . . it was too much. As I tried to release her hand, she clung to me. When I forcibly pulled away, she began to cry.

Plum, who had waddled forward on his own, took this cue to also burst into tears. Xiuying scooped him up, darting an anxious glance at the soldiers standing guard down the hallway. “They missed you,” Xiuying explained. As our gazes met, I saw that her eyes were full of tacit meaning. “As did I.”

Even Uncle Zhou had come. “Despite your father’s fall from favor, your prince asked for an exception to allow us to enter the Forbidden City,” he explained, and I was reminded of Sky’s shrewd decisiveness as commander general. He knew what he wanted, and more importantly, he knew how to get what he wanted.

Uncle Zhou continued: “He said you were reluctant to leave your confinement.”

I stiffened at his choice of words. For they reminded me of my mother.

My mother, who had refused to leave her rooms. Who had shut herself away in her final days, unwilling to see or hear from anyone. That was how one gave up on life, wasn’t it?

“If you lose your will to live, it’s simple. You die,” Lei had told me. “Do you want to die? If you die, they win. Remember that.”

I did not want to die. Rather, I wanted life as the migrating birds did, flying thousands of li to stay warm and outlast the winter. I wanted life as did the wolves, who, when crippled by hunters, still came limping back for leftovers, determined to eat their fill. The naïve parts of me that had survived the war wondered if life in the imperial palace would not be lovely and delightful, like a storybook character’s happy ending. Yet the lie was as flimsy as rice paper. I could not even convince myself.

Life came with responsibility. Given freedom, I was afraid of what I might do. Could I still be trusted, I, a corrupted state traitor, who desired lixia more than air itself?

“I know the Imperial Commander’s pardon pertains only to your freedom in the Forbidden City,” said Uncle Zhou, “but I wonder if, with time and good behavior, he might lessen his restraints. Perhaps come spring, you could be permitted to visit Willow District. You’ll find our home much changed since you last saw it.”

“Why?” I asked hoarsely.

“His Highness wanted to make sure we were well equipped for winter. Our household lacks for nothing now.”

My mouth twisted. Father would have no trouble filling his pipe, then.

“How is Father?” I asked.

Uncle Zhou and Xiuying exchanged a glance. “As well as one can expect.”

“I’m sure he was thrilled to hear news of my treachery.”

Xiuying shook her head. “Meilin,” she said. “Be free. Remember what you once wanted.”

Xiuying spoke softly, choosing her words with care. I scrutinized her face, but as always, she wore her mask of polite civility. We both knew the warlord’s soldiers were listening.

I got to my feet gingerly, gripping the bars of my cell for balance. “Sister,” I said quietly. “I’m afraid. I’m afraid I no longer know how to live. I’m afraid I can no longer tell right from wrong. I’m afraid of who I am now, and, given freedom, of who I will be up there.”

As ghastly as they were, the dungeons were also safe, and predictable, and unvarying. My days here were routine, without stimulation. All I had were my memories, but even those were safe, for the past could not change. I could not alter my prospects from here.

But out there, the future was permeable. I could change my fate—for better or for ruin. The warlord had condemned me as a traitor—to the kingdom and to our social order. But perhaps my legacy could still be rewritten.

“Mei Mei, your fears are only natural,” said Xiuying. “Be glad you have them, for they will keep you safe. Fear your own power and you will not become a slave to it.” She leaned in, so that we were only a hair’s breadth apart. “And I trust you. I trust even your basest of instincts. Remember that no matter how far you have fallen, you can be no lower than those above us both, those who occupy the throne today.”

My mouth fell open. Xiuying caught my eye before busying herself breaking apart Rouha and Plum’s squabble, once again playing the role of good and faithful mother. But this was the most subversive, insurrectionary comment I had ever heard from her.

Xiuying—optimistic, ever cheerful, the very paragon of a dutiful Anlai woman—had no faith in those who held power today.

How many others were like her, I wondered—disillusioned by the status quo, waiting for a spark of change?

It was then that I felt it—what I hadn’t felt for a very long time. The first stirrings of desire.



*



They had to leave soon after. Rouha and Plum could not stand the dankness of the air and the wafting scent of rotting flesh. Only Uncle Zhou managed to linger, glancing furtively over his shoulder as Plum started a screaming tantrum in front of the guards. Under the cover of Plum’s echoing wails, Uncle Zhou said to me, “I meant to give this to you before you left for your husband’s household. Of course, you didn’t bother saying goodbye.”

“I’m sorry—”

He waved my apology away. Opening his cloak, he passed me a worn leather-bound book, its binding warped and the ink on the cover no longer visible.

“Your mother’s diary, Meilin. I found it on her body the night she drowned. Many of the pages are ruined, but miraculously, some survived. I tried to decipher her words but . . . I think you may understand more than I do now.”

With one last look, he hurried down the hall, joining Xiuying in soothing the children.

I waited until the guards had returned to their usual posts before poring over the unexpected gift. It amazed me to think my mother had once touched this artifact, had once written and caressed these pages. I did not remember her keeping a diary, but then again, there were many things that I did not recall.

The pages were deformed from extensive water damage. Most of the ink had run, but as I flipped through the wrinkled pages, I found a few passages where the characters were still faintly legible.

I plan to use him— my mother had written, in her sprawling, confident handwriting.

How thrilling, to finally be able to—

And she laughed and kissed me—

But surely, the tide will—

I kept leafing through the pages, until I was more than halfway through the book. Here a greater extent of the writing had been preserved, the ink less blurred. On one such page, a whole paragraph was readable: He is using me. Just as I am using him. But he is winning. His will overrides my own these days, in moments that I cannot recall. Is he stealing my memories? I worry my body is no longer my own—

Gradually, I saw, her handwriting had become like bird scratches, sparse and thin.



His goal is far more ambitious than anyone could have known. It is long-drawn-out, and yet, what is time to an immortal? He has been biding his time for centuries.

I must stop him, before it is too late.

From her final entry:

I can feel myself fading, losing bits and pieces of myself day by day. Is it too late for me? And yet I cling to hope, that obstinate creature. I must hold out until the end of winter, when I can make my last journey to the Red Mountains—and save myself—

I slammed the book shut, my heart hammering in my chest. I could not keep reading. It was too painful, like trying to excavate shrapnel buried deep in the flesh.

My mother had died trying to thwart Qinglong’s plans, whatever they were. Stealing Zhuque’s seal? But he had not succeeded. No, his goals had always been far more ambitious than my own. He had likely wanted Zhuque’s seal for a larger purpose.

Thoughts of the dragon inevitably led to my jade. Its absence gnawed at me, leaving me weak and depleted. Perhaps the only thing sustaining me now was the overpowering presence of iron in these dungeons. Once I left, how could I possibly function without my seal? My hands twitched compulsively, until I finally drifted into sleep. In my dreams, my jade found me. In my dreams, I was made whole.



*


The clang of the outer door woke me. I heard the furtive rush of whispers, before a familiar shadow cut across the guttered prison walls. I recognized him by the slope of his gait, like a jungle cat’s. Cao Ming Lei.

Now that I thought about it, I had no idea how he’d managed his visits to me thus far. As a prisoner of war, his movements were surely restricted. But if anyone could bend the rules, it was the prince of Ximing.

What else could he manage, I wondered. What other rules could he circumvent?

“So you’ve been offered a way out,” said Lei, hands clasped behind his back as he studied me. “Will you accept?”

“How have you managed to visit me?” I asked, disregarding his question. “Surely the Imperial Commander would not allow it.”

Lei smirked. “Using your little brain again. I’m glad to see it.”

I scowled at his condescension. “Bribery?” I guessed. “But where have you the means?”

“There are things people want more than gold,” he replied. The knowing glint in his eyes told me he had the means to help me. Few were as charming or as cunning as he was. And what I needed was something no one else would dare attempt.

I still despised him for what he’d done to me in the Three Kingdoms War, the way he’d exploited and manipulated me as his prisoner. We were by no means friends but . . . I had few allies in this place. And after what we’d endured together to survive on Mount Fuxi, we were no longer exactly enemies either.

“Lei,” I started, struggling to keep the desperation from my voice. “Can you help me? I-I need my spirit seal.”

He opened his mouth to speak but I cut him off. “I can’t live without it,” I said in a rush. “I-I’m off-balance all the time. It’s hard to sleep, hard to think, hard to even breathe. If I’m to return to the palace, if I’m to stand a chance at court, I need it. Lei,” I said again. “I-I think my life force is tied to it now.”



“So you will accept, then,” he asked, his face as inscrutable as ever, “the Imperial Commander’s offer?”

I thought of my mother’s diary, which was hidden within the folds of my tunic. And yet I cling to hope, that obstinate creature. I must hold out until the end of winter, when I can make my last journey to the Red Mountains—and save myself—

In the end, it had been too late for her, and she had not lasted to catch the blossoms of spring. But she had wanted to save herself; she had not given up on this world as I had so often imagined. What had Qinglong done to her? And what was he planning now? I was no match for the dragon in my current state, but I could not surrender myself as I’d once believed my mother to have done. I would fight—until my bones were dust, I would fight.

“It’s a surprising offer,” I told Lei. “I don’t know why the Imperial Commander would agree to it, but . . .”

“Not for your sake, certainly,” said Lei. “Despite the official reports, legend of the woman warrior has spread far, and the people are restless. In the aftermath of war, famine has devastated the land. Do you know—news of your imprisonment has been met with anger, and in some cases rebellion? The warlord’s position is precarious, and now he needs his prisoner on a pretty pedestal, to comply with and promote his agenda. And will you obey?”

A yawning restlessness was building inside me, one I hadn’t felt since I’d fled my father’s house, all those months ago.

“You know how obedient I am,” was all I said.

Lei’s smile was like a knife in the dark.







Three

The bond between spirit and summoner is a tenuous one. The spirit draws upon the summoner’s qi, while the summoner, in turn, derives lixia from his spirit. When this exchange is in equilibrium, a fragile harmony may be achieved. However, when the will of one overtakes and subsumes the other, the balance is disrupted, and it is in such moments that spirits often seize full control.

—­Lost Journals of an ­8th-­Century Lixia Scholar, 
date unknown

Freedom. I took my first tentative step out of the dungeons and felt all blood rush to my face. Sunlight streamed in through the windows above, painfully brilliant and warm. I could hear trees rustling in the wind, and the distant sound of laughter. Footsteps, everywhere, echoing. The clink of porcelain, the chime of bells, the scent of linen and lavender, of cleanness, of ­wholeness—­of everything I was not.

My head felt as if it were cleaving in two. I staggered to a halt and my many guards went still, tensing as if I might suddenly breathe fire or grow a tail. I wanted to laugh at their fear, but instead my knees buckled and I collapsed beneath my own weight, covering my ears as the stimulation became too much. There was too much to see, to smell, to hear. No longer surrounded by iron, I could sense lixia everywhere, but I no longer possessed an outlet to channel it. I needed my seal to ground me, to keep the pain at bay.



Someone knelt by my side. “Meilin?” It was Sky. “What’s wrong?”

“My jade,” I rasped. “I need my jade. Please, Sky.”

“I-­I can’t,” he said. “My father ­ordered—­”

“Her heart,” said another voice, as cold fingers checked my pulse, “it’s failing.”

“Perhaps . . . should she wear iron?” Sky’s voice was unsure.

I heard Winter reply, but I could no longer make sense of sound. The pounding in my head built to a crescendo. I gasped as the pain reached greater heights, until it was too much to bear. I fainted.

*

“She’s reached an inflection point in her addiction.” I woke groggily, struggling to rise from my stupor. “She likely can no longer function without a seal, which channels her black magic.”

“What do you mean, ‘function’?” demanded Sky.

The other man cleared his throat. “With physical dependence, the body adapts to the presence of a drug, until withdrawal becomes lethal. Simply put, without a seal, she will die.”

The silence that followed felt like a living creature, impulsive and impossible to predict. At last, Sky said, “Ge, do you think we could tell ­Father—­”

“You are not a fool, Di Di.” His high, lilting voice was like the sound of wind chimes. Liu Winter, the sixth prince of Anlai. “Do not act like one.”

“She’d wear iron at all times.” I could hear the pleading note in Sky’s voice. “The iron would counteract all spirit power. She wouldn’t be a ­threat—­”

“Telling him the truth will only sentence her to death.” Winter sighed. “You know how he is. There is no reason to his fear.” His voice changed directions. “You may go. Do you remember the terms of our agreement?”



“Of course, Your Highness,” said the other man. “Your secret is safe with me.”

They said their goodbyes, which were followed by the sound of a sliding door. “Brother,” Sky whispered, his voice wretched. “Help me.”

“I did warn ­you—­”

“I know!” Sky growled, his sorrow morphing into anger. He was like that: never one to brood over sadness.

“Have you spoken with the Ximing prince?” Winter’s voice came out thoughtful. “He may prove useful. Particularly when it comes to her.”

Sky’s reply was blunt. “I want nothing to do with him.”

“Father cannot be reasoned with, not in his current state. But his condition does provide some benefits, does it not? He has become quite negligent, particularly with the state’s ­treasures . . .”

I was in the depths of the sea, and there was no light to guide me out. I searched and searched, but I could not find the surface of the water. Each time, I drowned.

*

“It was no trouble.” Cao Ming Lei? His voice was so low it was hard to make out. “But keep this between us, will you?”

“Of course,” replied Winter. “I doubt my father will find out anytime soon, given his current preoccupations and the caliber of the forgery. ­Still . . . I hope you did not leave a trail.”

Lei said something else, but the waves were calling me.

*

And then, a light. Piercing the darkness, the depths of the sea. Emboldened, I swam toward it, up and up and up. The azure light grew stronger, and with it, a growing awareness of my own body. I sensed the fragrance of lavender in the air, the hushed voices whispering about me, and the familiar weight of a warm, pulsating stone. And ­then—­I broke free.

*

I woke with a gasp, trying to shoot upright in bed only to find my arms tied down. I opened my mouth but my throat was too parched to make a sound.

“You’re awake.” Sky sat by my bed, face haggard and worn. To himself: “It actually worked.”

I struggled against my bonds, and he seemed to remember himself, untying the ropes that bound me to the bed. “I’m sorry. You weren’t . . . yourself. I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

He brought a cup of water to my lips, and I drank greedily, as if I hadn’t had water in days. I sat up, feeling as if I could breathe again. It was as if a ­long-­borne weight had suddenly been lifted off my chest, and now I was free.

But of course, I thought, looking down. A necklace was tucked beneath my tunic. Though it was cleverly ornamented to appear like a graduated string of imperial jade beads, I could tell one piece of jade was not like the others. It was my seal.

I exhaled in sweet, utter relief.

“Don’t tell anyone,” said Sky. “You’re technically not supposed to have it. But we figured no one will notice, given the current state of things.”

“What state of things?” I asked, feeling like myself again for the first time in weeks, if not months. “What’s going on?”

“Father . . . he’s—­”

“Di Di, I knew I’d find you here.” Winter popped his head through the door, sounding, for once, less than calm. “Let’s go. Sorry, Meilin, we’re horrendously late.”



“I’ll explain later,” said Sky, squeezing my hand before racing after his brother.

In the ensuing silence, I marveled at how much better my body already felt. While unfamiliar bruises covered my body and a shallow burn mark marred the back of my hand, I felt more whole than I had in months. I got to my feet gingerly, and found, to my delight, I could now stand without losing my balance. My vertigo, which had followed me everywhere like a faithful shadow, was no more.

“My lady, would you like to bathe?”

I was startled to find a ­moonfaced girl standing in the doorway, dressed in a ­blossom-­pink gown with flowers pinned up in her long shining hair.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“I’m your maidservant, Lotus. And that’s Lily.”

Lily bowed. She had a face as angular as Lotus’s was plump. She was tall while Lotus was short, somber faced while Lotus smiled continually. And yet, by their easy manner with each other, I guessed they were close friends.

“We’re honored to serve an esteemed guest of the prince’s,” said Lily.

“I’m not ­a . . .” I trailed off, blushing. “I’d love a bath.”

The bath they drew up was warm and scented with rose petals. My rooms were airy and spacious, with floor-­to-­ceiling windows that overlooked the Resting Cloud Pavilion and the ­nine-­turn bridge. I dozed while they combed and pinned my hair, then applied cosmetics to my face. By the time they were done with me, I was unrecognizable even to myself. My hair had grown long and unruly in the dungeons, but now it had been combed and pinned up in the shape of a flying crane, adorned with pearl and jade hairpins that chimed every time I moved my head. They’d dressed me in fluttering silk robes that billowed out behind me as I walked, their sleeves so long they swept the floor, concealing the two slim iron bands encircling my wrists. The dress was a light green to match the jade in my hair, with intricately fine hyacinth embroidered in silver thread on the bodice.

“I can’t wait for the prince to see you like this,” said Lotus conspiratorially. “Perhaps he’ll propose on the spot.”

My face turned red, which made her giggle. “Do you know where the princes are?” I asked, thinking of how Sky had rushed out with Winter.

“The Imperial Commander sent out an urgent summons for his children,” said Lotus. “Some suspect it is to discuss the matter of succession.”

My eyes widened. The last I’d seen him, Liu Zhuo had appeared in robust health. I was astonished that someone as ­power ­hungry as he would be willing to even consider the question.

“Is the Imperial Commander’s health in doubt?” I asked.

Lotus lowered her voice. “Some say he is not long for this world. He has not been ­of . . . sound mind, as of late.”

Did this have anything to do with Warden Hu’s line of questioning? Were Warlord Liu’s fears of the spirit realm somehow catching up to ­him—­were they coming true? I recalled the Ruan seer who, at the start of the war, had given the Imperial Commander a prophecy: “The seer told my father a spirit would spell his demise,” Sky had said, “and the demise of Anlai itself.”

Was he falling mad from paranoia? Or, worse, had he somehow found a spirit of his own? I wished there were a way to request an audience with him, to ascertain his state for myself. Yet to demand to see the Imperial Commander was to risk death. No, I would have to bide my time.



Warden Hu had been particularly curious about the spirit realm gates, I recalled. He had tried to learn how to stop their numbers from increasing. And why were they appearing? Certainly, without Chancellor Sima and me, there were no more spirit summoners in our world.

Unless there were others I did not know about.

“Princess Ruihua has requested your presence. Would you like me to accompany you to her quarters?” asked Lotus.

I squinted at her, bewildered.

“The wife of the third prince,” Lily clarified. She appeared less talkative than Lotus, but more observant. “The third prince has the ear of the General ­Counsel—­she could be a helpful ally.”

This sounded like the last thing I wished to do. But, breathing out a sigh, I said, “Please show me the way.”

Princess Ruihua’s quarters lay at the far end of the Resting Cloud Pavilion, beyond the ­nine-­turn bridge that my rooms overlooked. In the ­jade-­green waters below, brightly colored koi darted beneath lily pads. The air was filled with the sweet fragrance of mung bean soup, mingling with the crisp scent of fading autumn.

“Oh no,” muttered Lotus, as another party approached ours up ahead. They paused for us at the end of the ­nine-­turn bridge, which was too narrow to allow more than one group to pass at a time.

The lady at the end of the bridge was accompanied by an entourage of half a dozen. Though my own head ached with the weight of my accessories, this lady wore twice the amount of jewelry I did and held her head as regally as a heron surveying her land. Her hair was twisted and looped in the style of twin butterflies, and her headpiece was made of lapis lazuli, which accentuated her large glittering eyes.



“That is Princess Li Yi Fan, the wife of the crown prince,” Lotus whispered to me. “Her courtesy name is Yifeng.”

Princess Yifeng nodded at me, so I inclined my head in return. At this, her eyes narrowed like an attack dog’s and I knew I had somehow done wrong. Xiuying had tried to teach me proper palace etiquette, but her knowledge only went so far.

Princess Yifeng’s voice was as sweet as honey. “And this must ­be . . .”

“Hai Meilin, Your Highness.”

“Hai Meilin.” She repeated my name as if wringing out a wet rag, leaving no syllable unspent. “Newly freed from the dungeons, I see. And where are you off to in such a hurry?”

“Princess Ruihua has requested my presence, Your Highness.”

“Ruihua must suspect wedding vows to be imminent. How thrilled you must be.”

I did not know what to say, so I said nothing.

“Well, I would certainly like to be the first to congratulate you,” said Princess Yifeng. “Let me offer you an early wedding gift, so that I may share in your happiness.”

“Oh,” I said, startled. “That’s quite all right.”

“I insist.”

“There’s really no ­need . . .” I began, but my words were ignored. Princess Yifeng jerked her head at her lady-in-waiting, who passed forward a giant basket of white leilu plums, which were only in season at the tail end of autumn. The fruit was rare and unconventional as a wedding gift, as they were pure white in color, but I was not one to uphold custom.

“Please accept this humble token of my congratulations,” said Princess Yifeng.

The hesitation on my face must have shown, for her expression turned insidious. “It is an insult to refuse a gift, Lady Hai,” she reminded me. “I hope you are not attempting to demonstrate your true feelings ­toward—­”

“No!” I grasped the basket, which was so heavy it made me lurch forward clumsily. “Thank you for the gift, Your Highness.”

“I hope the fruit will be found satisfactory.”

“I will enjoy it most gratefully,” I said as Lotus took the basket from me.

“Just you? And will you not share your windfall with Princess Ruihua? She has always mentioned her fondness for leilu plums, especially at this time of the year.”

“I—­yes, of course,” I said, flustered. “I will offer her some when I visit.”

“Very good,” said Princess Yifeng. “I’m so glad to welcome you into the inner palace.”

Shaken, I bowed once more as Princess Yifeng stepped onto the ­nine-­turn bridge, heading in the opposite direction.

Arriving at Princess Ruihua’s quarters, I stepped over the high threshold and bowed deeply, determined not to commit another social gaffe.

Princess Ruihua rose to meet me, lifting her skirts so that they did not trail on the floor. She was dressed in crimson red robes, which seemed to catch and hold the lantern light. Beneath her stunning attire and ornate jewelry, she was not particularly beautiful, though upon further reflection, I found this did not matter. With her tasteful cosmetics and brilliant attire, she gave the appearance of beauty.

“Lady Hai, it is an honor to finally meet,” she said, before looking past me to Lotus. Her face changed. “And what is this you have brought for me?”

“Leilu plums, Your Highness, as I heard your ­taste—­”



She closed the distance between us in two quick strides and slapped me hard across the face, so hard I tasted blood. I swallowed thickly, trying not to cough, as I heard titters behind me. “How dare you bring white mourning fruit into a home soon to welcome new life?”







Four

Thus, white became the color of death, for so lovely and pure was the maiden of white that she could not endure the mortal world.

—­Winter and Spring Annals, 417

To my horror, I looked down at her robes and saw, beneath the voluminous silks, a slight bulge to her stomach. My own dropped.

“I beg forgiveness, Your Highness, I did not ­realize—­”

“Stupid girl,” she snapped. “Take those away.” She pressed a protective hand over her stomach, as if shielding her unborn child from the sight. Lotus fled with the offending fruit.

“I see now you know little of the ways of court,” Princess Ruihua said, still breathing hard. “Follow me.”

I bowed again and followed as she led me into an adjoining parlor, where a table was prepared with dinner. A pretty girl with skin like glass waited by the window.

“This is Lady Caihong,” Princess Ruihua said. “Consort to the Imperial Commander.”

I raised a brow. The girl looked to be in her ­mid-­twenties, nearly half the age of Sky’s father.

“It’s so nice to finally meet you,” said Lady Caihong. “I’m so happy for you and Prince Sky. I still remember him as a little ­boy—­he used to cry after losing at go.”

“Caihong grew up in the palace,” Ruihua explained. “She often played with the princes when she was little.”

Even stranger, then, that she’d ended up with their father. But I only nodded.

“How is your son?” Caihong asked, when we were seated.

“Energetic as always,” replied the princess. “I thought the second time would be easier. You know how Peony is, as calm as they come. But Baoxia is trying to run before he can walk!”

“Boys are different,” said Caihong, smiling. “How fortunate you are, to have a third child already on the way. Princess Yifeng was singing your praises earlier. She prays some of your good luck will rub off on her.”

Ruihua’s smile was wry. “Princess Yifeng makes her own luck. I have no doubt good fortune will soon follow her.” Her eyes dipped briefly to Caihong’s figure, which was as slim and flat as a folded fan. “Perhaps good fortune will soon follow you too.”

Caihong colored and looked away. “I have long since given up hope of bearing my own child. But the Imperial Commander is good to me, despite my deficiencies.”

Ruihua frowned. “But perhaps it is not your fault,” she posed. “Have you ever ­considered . . .”

“No,” Caihong said firmly, her tone final. “The fault is all mine.”

To avoid awkwardness, Princess Ruihua gestured for us to eat. Tentatively, I selected a piece of roasted duck, coating its crispy skin in sweet plum sauce. Adding green onions and sliced cucumbers, I wrapped the bite in a thin pancake, then stuffed it into my mouth. The flavor was ­exquisite—­perfectly balanced between savory and sweet.



“What an appetite!” Ruihua commented. “And yet such a lovely figure. How fortunate you are.”

I could not tell if this was a compliment or an insult. Bowing my head, I murmured my thanks.

Both ladies waited a beat, as if expecting something from me. I did not know what they could possibly expect, until they resumed conversation and moved on to other ­matters—­only then did I understand that I might’ve complimented Ruihua in return.

My cheeks flushed even warmer. What am I doing here?

“And how is His Highness?” asked Caihong.

Princess Ruihua sighed. “Busy, as always. He’s been traveling along the western coast for over a fortnight, but is expected home tomorrow.”

So she did not know about the imperial summons, I thought. Her husband must already be home, if the Imperial Commander had called for all his sons.

“Peony asks for him every day now. He spoils her rotten, of course.”

Caihong smiled at this. “He does dote on his daughter, no?”

“If only he’d give me half the attention!” Ruihua laughed, to show she was joking, but I caught the note of bitterness in her voice. “The number of women he ­keeps . . .” Caihong made a hemming noise of sympathy as she continued, “But he loves the children, and for that I can’t complain. Just wait”—­she turned to ­me—­“the seventh prince may be besotted with you now, but as soon as your body changes with ­childbearing—­”

A knock on the door interrupted the princess. “Your Highness,” a harried manservant began, “the third prince has ­just—­”

“Yuchen!” Ruihua cried out, rising as a tall man climbed across the threshold. I followed their lead, bowing, then watched with surprise as Prince Yuchen took hold of his wife in front of us and kissed her on the lips.

“My dear,” he said. “You look rather unwell. Have the children been tormenting you?”

“They said you wouldn’t be back until tomorrow!” she said, breathless from the kiss. “How good it is to see you.”

“I came to find you as soon as I was dismissed. Please forgive the intrusion,” he said to Caihong, bowing. He appeared oblivious to my presence, and I did not know how to introduce myself.

His eyes drifted to the table, and Ruihua laughed. “Please, sit,” she said. “You must be famished.”

Prince Yuchen gulped down a bowl of bone broth in response.

“Real food,” he groaned, biting into a crispy bamboo shoot. “I’ve been subsisting on dried pork floss for weeks.”

Ruihua clucked with concern. “Was the weather rough along the western coast?”

As he sat back, my eyes dropped to his shoes, momentarily exposed beneath the hem of his traveling robes. He certainly had come straight from the saddle, for his shoes were caked with grime. Curiously, the dirt was tinged indigo, reminding me of the lakeside town of Saiya, which we had passed on our journey back from Mount Fuxi after the war. Saiya was a day’s ride away, yet entirely off course from the western coast.

“The weather was fine,” he said, “but the journey fruitless. No leads, still. Black magic is all over the countryside, yet nobody seems to know where the cursed practitioners have gone. Father is bent on eradicating them. He wants a party to set out as soon as tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Ruihua screeched. “How ­inhumane—­you only just got back!”

He said something to comfort her, which I did not hear. Black magic is all over the countryside. How was that possible? I had watched Chancellor Sima take his own life. I had watched him wither into ashes. He had been the last spirit summoner, apart from me.

But I recalled the poem my mother had taught me, long ago.

One buried.

One drowned.

One stolen.

But none so pitiful—

as one forgotten.

Four jade seals. Four directions, four seasons, and four Cardinal Spirits. I carried the seal of Qinglong, the Azure Dragon. Zhuque, the Vermillion Bird, had lost hers for now and was biding her time in the spirit realm. But what of Baihu, the Ivory Tiger? What of Xuan­wu, the Onyx Tortoise? And what of ­Qinglong—­who surely was not resting, just because I was?

His goal is far more ambitious than anyone could have known. It is ­long-­drawn-­out, and yet, what is time to an immortal?

How foolish I was to believe this could end so easily.

My vision was tunneling, like it always did before a panic attack. I clawed helplessly at the iron bands on my wrists, knowing full well they could not come off. Cold sweat coated my skin as my need for lixia surged within me. The craving was ­ever ­present, yet especially unbearable when acknowledged.

“Meilin!” exclaimed Ruihua, rousing me from my thoughts. “What are you doing in the corner? Please sit.”

“Who is this?” Prince Yuchen asked, studying me as I took the open seat beside him. His face, rather flat and round, reminded me of a polished copper coin. Like his wife, he was gilded from head to toe, with long flowing robes embroidered with gold. Most strikingly, he wore a diadem of perfectly symmetrical ruby beads across his forehead, the color so brilliant they reminded me of living flames. “I haven’t seen you before.”

“This is Lady Hai Meilin,” said Princess Ruihua. “A special friend of the seventh prince.”

“Ah,” said Yuchen, a wicked grin spreading across his face. “The notorious woman warrior. You’re certainly prettier than the rumors suggest.”

Behind him, Ruihua fought to keep her expression neutral.

“I didn’t know you wore dresses,” he continued, his eyes roving down my body. “For the songs always mention a pair of shapely legs.”

Ruihua coughed, while Caihong wore her disapproval openly.

“I thought you knew better than to trust the drunken bards,” chided Caihong. “Don’t they claim the Imperial Commander to be taller and stronger than a stallion?”

“And that you have the wit of a tiger?” said Ruihua, recovering.

“All true,” said the prince, chuckling. He savored a long sip of wine before his lascivious eyes slid back to me. Though he gave the appearance of propriety, something in his look made my skin crawl. “What a quiet one you are,” he remarked. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

Three apprehensive gazes shifted in my direction. I felt the weight of their attention, their judgment, the way they assessed my every word and found me wanting.

What would Xiuying do? Perhaps she would make a joke, or flatter them, or simply smile. But I could not muster any clever words, and my face had forgotten how to contort itself into anything more than a grimace.

So I only shook my head.

I was used to being a disappointment. But it did not make the sting any less sharp.



Caihong covered up the moment graciously, insisting that Prince Yuchen take more soup. As more courses were served, I tried to eat, but my stomach churned at the reminder of my own incompetence. How could Sky possibly tie himself to me, when I was this inept and unworthy of his world?

I swallowed, wondering if I was going to be sick. I glanced at Lotus, signaling my intent to leave.

“Your Highness,” I started, but my hoarse voice barely rose above the hum of conversation.

“Your Highness,” I tried again, and this time my voice rang out too sharply. I did my best to carry on. “Thank you for the kind invitation, but I’m not feeling well and think it best if I retire ­early . . .”

Slowly, Prince Yuchen slid his chair back to survey me, so that he gave me no personal space. I ignored him, looking to the princess.

“Of course,” she said. “I do hope you’ll recover soon. I’d heard of ­your . . . ­condition . . . but of course, please, don’t let us keep you.”

I nodded, eager to leave. As I rose, I heard Caihong’s gasp of warning, but it came a moment too late. There was a great ripping sound as the delicate fabric of my dress came apart. I tried to step back only to realize my skirt was captured by the leg of Prince Yuchen’s chair.

He’d deliberately moved his chair to accomplish such a feat.

The long tear in my skirt now revealed my bare legs, up to my thighs. Prince Yuchen snorted with laughter as I yanked the hem of my dress from under his chair. I tugged hard enough that he nearly fell, which sobered him.

Clutching my skirt to minimize the tear, I gave them a short bow before rushing out of the room. Tears stung my ­eyes—­tears of rage. Did he not know that I had saved his life, and the lives of all the royals safely ensconced in the Forbidden City? Did he not know that without me, Anlai never would have won the Three Kingdoms War?

But no one knew. The Imperial Commander had branded me a traitor and an anarchist. And now I was simply expected to accept his pardon as though he were a magnanimous and benevolent ruler.

My legacy had been stolen from me, just as it had been from my mother. The thought of being remembered, at best, as a victim of the war, when I should have been celebrated as a ­hero—­it was a knife to the gut. Xiuying would have said it was enough that I knew what I had done. But I was not selfless like her, and I wanted everyone to know it. To know me and to fear me.

“It was a cruel thing he did,” Lotus said, as soon as we were back in the safety of my quarters. “I’ve always hated him most out of all the princes. He treats the servants terribly. How Princess Ruihua stands him, I have not a clue.”

“She doesn’t have a choice, does she?” I snapped, shoving the ruined clothes off my body. “He doesn’t care for her wishes, or the wishes of any women in his life.”

I had always known men like him, men who would never respect me until I showed them why they had to. How dearly I wished for my powers then, the ability to make his eyes widen and his lips stutter with fright. If only I could threaten him as I’d once threatened Red, a soldier in my platoon, who had learned not to disrespect me after I had taught him a lesson.

I missed my black magic, my lixia. And yet it did not come without strings attached.

“You’re even worse than your mother,” Qinglong had said, the night of the ambush on Mount Fuxi. “I should let you die a worse death than her.”

Seconds later, he’d tried to drown me. He might have succeeded, if the prince of Ximing had not fastened iron around my wrist, dragging me back into the human realm.

I shivered at the memory. I had destroyed the phoenix’s seal instead of handing it over to Qinglong as he’d told me to, and now he was furious with me. What were his ulterior motives? I did not know. He had always hidden far more from me than I had succeeded in hiding from him. All along, he’d been using me.

Just as he’d used my mother. And when she’d stopped obeying him, he’d discarded her.

Uncle Zhou had given me her diary, I realized with a jolt. Where had it gone? Had Sky taken it after my seizure? Or worse, had the Imperial Commander found it?

“Lotus,” I said. “Have you seen a diary around here? It was in my old robes.”

Lotus frowned. “I’m sorry, my lady,” she said. “When you were brought to your new rooms, you came with no possessions of your own.”

I swallowed hard. So I was a prisoner, yet again.







Five

The question of whether spirits are inherently good or evil has long been a subject of scholarly debate. While some spirits have performed acts of kindness and others have committed malevolent deeds, their overall impact on humanity defies simple categorization. What is widely agreed upon, however, is that spirits are agents of chaos, and like all things, must return to equilibrium. For even balance cannot exist without chaos.

—A History of Lixia, 762

Don’t you miss it? Don’t you miss the rush of power?”

My body thrummed with pulsating energy as I harnessed my lixia once more. There was no discomfort, like trying on old clothes that no longer fit. Rather, the weight of my spirit power felt like the heft of my sword—and my hands molded around it like the embrace of a long-lost friend. I directed my lixia toward the soft earth—then drew qi from the land itself.

The trees groaned, the grass withered, and slowly, the endless greenery faded as I drew all water from the earth, leaving behind nothing but a barren layer of dust, and within it, a small, rippling darkness.

With reckless abandon, I lifted my face to the stars and called upon the rain. As water plastered my hair and shoulders, I began to laugh, letting tears spring to my eyes. There was nothing like this feeling—this heady exhilaration, this soaring rush that threatened to implode my chest. Was this what my father had once felt—when he’d taken that first hit of opium? Like the world itself was reborn, and it was a radiant place, full of promise and thrill?



The dream dissolved like a shallow puddle, leaving no trace behind in the heat of day. I woke wondering why I felt so sore, despite walking no more than a few steps the day before.

When I stretched my arms, I noticed a series of brand-new scratches along my forearms. I stiffened with fear, wondering what this meant. A spirit summoner did not need a gate to enter the spirit realm. Instead, they could gain entry from anywhere in the human realm—by buying passage with their own blood.

Had I been drawing my own blood to access the spirit realm? And yet, rubbing the iron bands locked around my wrists, I knew this to be impossible. I could no more access the spirit realm wearing iron than I could fly. No, I must have simply scratched myself in the night.

Whispered voices in the sitting room roused me. Though I could not make out what they were saying, I could recognize that low, steady timbre anywhere—Sky. At once I scrambled out of bed, sliding open the screen divider.

Sky was leaning against the wall, arms folded and eyes flashing. “He must believe she’s temporary. Otherwise he would never dare act so—” He stopped short when he saw me. “Good morning,” he said, before his gaze roved down to my attire, or lack thereof. I wore a thin shift meant for sleep and nothing else. Sky flushed and coughed, turning away to stoke the fire needlessly.

I was puzzled by his sudden propriety, given that he’d seen me in less before.

“What did your father want yesterday?” I asked, once Lily had helped me into a robe.

Sky rubbed a tired hand across his face. “He’s obsessed with black magic, or what he believes is black magic.” He sighed. “He’s trying to obliterate every trace of it from the Three Kingdoms.”

I did not bother hiding my bewilderment. “Then why exactly is he letting me live?”

Sky shot a pointed look toward the door, which was closed. He came to me, then lowered his voice. “It’s not exactly confirmed that you’re a spirit summoner, Meilin. And I would prefer to keep it that way.”

“But Tao and Sparrow—they’ve both seen me—”

“They’ve been silenced.” At my look of astonishment, he clarified: “For a price. Did you think I would kill my own men?”

I shook my head. “But the jade . . .” My hand clenched around my necklace, where I wore my spirit seal.

Sky nodded. “It was replaced with a replica. Don’t ask me how.” He grimaced. “I had to resort to . . . less than ideal means.”

Lei, I realized, the memory surfacing from a foggy place. Lei had done this.

“But who are these other summoners?” I asked. “Where are they hiding? Do you know if their powers are those of the lesser spirits, or another Cardinal—”

“Meilin.” Sky stopped me, his hands coming around my shoulders. “Don’t concern yourself with these matters. Focus on recovering. That’s all I ask of you.” His grip tightened. “You’re so thin. It frightens me.”

“But—”

“You nearly died, do you know that? Winter couldn’t sense your life force anymore. If that Ximing traitor hadn’t stolen your jade back, you wouldn’t be here.”

“I-I know.”

“Winter wants you to be examined by a lixia specialist—”



“No,” I said, my stomach tightening at the thought. “Absolutely not.”

“Meilin, you need—”

“I will not be examined like a pig for slaughter,” I said harshly, the quaver in my voice betraying my fear. Sky must have heard it too, for he dropped the subject.

“You know, I’ve been researching the effects of lixia and how to counteract the withdrawal symptoms,” he said. “With time, I think you can heal . . .”

“What if it’s too late for me already?” I whispered, voicing aloud my worst fears. “During the war, I . . .” I ignored Xiuying’s cautions. I ignored Sky’s. I even ignored Qinglong’s.

I fidgeted with my sleeve, which hid the dark veins along my forearms. They had never returned to their usual color. Now the faint traces of black were permanent.

I had done this to myself.

“Let me show you something,” he said suddenly. “I was going to wait until it’s complete, but . . .” He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I wish I didn’t have to go so soon.”

“You’re leaving again?”

He nodded. “After the parade tomorrow.”

“What parade?”

Sky shooed me away to get dressed, clearly in a hurry. Leading me out of my rooms at a brisk pace, he brought us to a small reading library overlooking the nine-turn bridge.

“Have you been here before?” he asked.

“Yes, of course,” I said. “You know how close my rooms are—”

“I placed you there intentionally,” he said. “Watch closely. I don’t have much time.”

How many demands must weigh on him as a prince. The thought unsettled me, knowing his schedule was packed while I had nothing to do but wander the gardens. In war, I had been of use to him. But now I was nothing more than a burden to be coddled.

Sky checked to make sure no one was coming before running his fingers along the oak paneling, tapping until he came upon a hollow spot. A secret passageway.

With a soft click, the wood paneling came away, revealing a narrow corridor. “Follow me,” he ordered. My heart racing, I followed him down a cramped flight of stairs, into a cave-like space hardly the size of my dressing room. I expected hidden weapons, potions, even a dangerous beast. But not . . . books.

The room was lined with scrolls upon scrolls, some fallen to decay, others newly copied and unmarked by age.

“What is this place?” I asked. “Why all the secrecy?”

“I told you I’ve been gathering intelligence,” he explained. “For the past few months, I’ve been bidding on the black market for any texts on lixia.” His lips curled into an arrogant smile. “Word has spread of a wealthy bidder who will outbid anyone for a worthy text. I have quite a monopoly now.”

I gaped at him, at a complete loss for words. He had done this for me. To help me overcome my weakness, to help me regain my health. He could have kept the knowledge from me, choosing to leave me in the dark like so many others. Instead, he had given me access to every book he could buy.

“Sky . . .” I tried to swallow away the choky feeling in my throat. “I . . . you didn’t have to do this.”

“I wanted to do this,” he said. “To help you heal, to grow, to master your power.”

“You make it sound like I have a future.”

“You do have a future, Meilin. A very long one. With me—if you’ll have me.”

And to my shock, he produced a string of twisted red and gold thread, one tied in a loose knot to form a bracelet. An engagement band, which was worn ahead of a marriage ceremony.

“I love you,” he said simply, his voice low and unwavering. “I love who I am with you. You vex me. You frighten me. You challenge me. And I would have it no other way. With you by my side, I’m confident we can rebuild Anlai for the better. The people believe in you. As do I.”

I turned my agonized gaze on him. I wanted to explain what it felt like to have your insides ripped apart, then knit back together; to crave lixia so desperately you had no appetite, no thirst, no ability to pay close attention to anything beyond that craving, which was always there, biding its time, waiting for a moment of weakness. And he thought I could live?

But he loved me; I saw that now. He loved me, and it was a pure love, like nothing else within me was pure.

Without thinking, I flung my arms around him. He staggered back in surprise, before wrapping his own arms around my waist and lifting me in the air. I laughed and clung to him, feeling lighter than I had in a long time. My robes parted indecently, but instead of scolding me he ran a warm calloused hand up my raised thigh, and I felt tendrils of long-buried desire rise up like smoke within me. “Meilin,” he groaned into my mouth, and I only pressed myself more greedily against him, giving in to the fierce want that I’d nurtured ever since first laying eyes on him in a crowded market street.

His mouth tasted me hungrily, demanding me, claiming me as his. He came up for breath only to kiss my jaw, my throat, pressing his lips against the contours of my body. Carelessly, his hand grasped at my jade necklace, lifting it from my throat.

Immediately I froze, my body tensing with the cascade of emotions that spilled out of me at once—anger, resentment, jealousy, fear. Sky felt me stiffen and pulled away, releasing me.



“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Did I hurt you?”

“No—no,” I said, though my expression must have suggested otherwise. “I don’t know what came over me.”

“I’m sorry,” said Sky, taking my hand in both of his and bringing it to his lips. “I don’t know what came over me. I shouldn’t have. I’m going to get my father’s approval to marry you, Meilin. I will marry you—I swear it.”

He thought I was afraid of becoming a ruined woman. Unconsciously, I clenched my jade in a tight fist, finding immense relief in its constant pulse against my own. For a second there, as Sky had taken my jade in his hand, a strange thought had occurred to me, one so unsettling I’d discarded it right away, like turning your head instinctively from a ghastly sight. And yet, late that night as I was drifting into sleep, it returned to me:

I’d kill him, I’d thought. If he stole my jade, I’d kill him.
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