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CASTES


At night, the heavenly rulers dreamed of colors, and into the day those colors bled onto the earth, raining down onto the paper people and blessing them with the gifts of the gods. But in their fear, some of the paper people hid from the rain and so were left untouched. And some basked in the storm, and so were blessed above all others with the strength and wisdom of the heavens.


—The Ikharan Mae Scripts


Paper caste—Fully human, unadorned with any animal-demon features, and incapable of demon abilities such as flight.


Steel caste—Humans endowed with partial animal-demon qualities, both in physicality and abilities.


Moon caste—Fully demon, with whole animal-demon features such as horns, wings, or fur on a humanoid form, and complete demon capabilities.


—the Demon King’s postwar Treaty on the Castes














DEEP IN THE DARK HEART OF the royal palace, the King was hiding.


He’d been there for weeks, eschewing all visitors save for the shamans who worked on his injuries and his two closest confidants to nurse wounds both of the body and of the ego. He would never have admitted this was what he was doing, of course. And if anyone were to dare even suggest he was struggling, he’d swiftly have them executed. None of it was painful. None of it was too much for the great Demon King of Ikhara to handle.


Yet like most lies people tell themselves, it came apart in the shadow and quiet of the night. The King, however much he expressed otherwise, was shaken. His wounds had penetrated deeper than flesh and bone. They had burrowed, insidiously, down each vein and cell and pore, until he could feel the fear echoing alongside every beat of his heart. And this fear took a shape. A name.


Lei-zhi.


He refused to speak it out loud, but his body betrayed him. It whispered her name to him in the rhythm of his pulse. Showed him her face when he was asleep: blood-splattered porcelain skin; furled lips; wild eyes, those bright golden eyes honed with so much rage it pierced right to his soul, right down to places within him he thought he’d long since stamped out of life.


When it got too much—when her name and face would mock him so that he felt he couldn’t breathe and the walls of his rooms were closing in—the King called for a girl.


None of those girls, of course. Those girls he had yet to properly deal with.


Though he would.


But another girl. A pretty Steel caste lynx-form from the Night Houses with softly furred hips perhaps, or a young Paper slave fresh from a raid. He didn’t care. They would bring him a girl, and he would ruin her, just to prove he could. To feel once again that he was all-powerful. One human girl would not get the better of him—even if the constant sting and ache of his scars reminded him how close she had come.


Each day, royal shamans came to heal the injuries to the King’s throat and face. Naja had done well. The shamans had arrived just in time after the girl’s attack to save much of his vocal cords, though it hurt to speak and his voice was hoarser than before: rough, a guttural grunt. His right eye however was beyond repair. The socket had been a mess of severed nerves and pulpy flesh, too damaged even to fit a glass eye. In the weeks since the attack, it had grown a little less horrifying under the magic of the shamans. While it would be many months more until the rest of his face was back to normal, even shamans couldn’t bring back life from the dead, and his missing right eye would forever be a reminder of that night.


The King recalled one of his generals, also a bull-form, who’d once come to him about using the royal shamans to remove an ugly slash across half his face. “Battle scars are a badge of honor, General Yu,” he’d told the soldier. “They are marks of power. To rid oneself of them would be to show weakness. Wear your scars with pride.”


Wear your scars with pride.


What godsdamned crap. He always knew it, of course, but some part of him had believed in the sentiment once.


Not anymore. The King knew now exactly what scars were: reminders of your own failings. And so were those who dealt them.


The girl was still out there. But the King had faith. Naja had not failed him yet. She would find her, just as she promised she would, along with the traitor Ketai Hanno’s daughter, and she would bring both of them back to the palace for him.


Because this was something else the King had learned about scars—they were a brilliant furnace of hate. And if rage like this could give a weak human girl the power to attack him… well. They would see what it could do to a Demon King with a ferocious hunger for revenge.
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ONE


FROM THE NIGHT WE ESCAPE THE palace, what was at first a light scattering of flakes grows into a snowstorm.


It takes less than twenty-four hours for the first layer to settle. Just over a day until it builds into a thick blanket of glittering white. One more day and the snow has covered everything, a carpet of muffling powder that stings your eyes in the daylight and casts strange shapes at night from the shadows. After two weeks, it’s as though we’ve lived in this frosted world forever.


I trudge through the deep drifts beyond the temple, my boots breaking the snowpack with heavy crunches. The cold has numbed my entire body. I flex my stiff fingertips in my gloves. Melting shucks of ice keep sluicing over the tops of my borrowed leather boots no matter how tightly I lace them. But at least my hands and feet have some sort of protection from the weather. My face battles directly with the elements—and this is a war it is losing.


Wind stings my exposed cheeks as I peer through the dancing flakes, trying to see where the leopard demons have gone. We’ve been trekking through the mountains for almost an hour now. The steep forested hills are packed with snow, each leaf-stripped tree encased in ice. The afternoon is eerily silent: just rustling snow crystals and boot-crunch and my own heavy breathing.


“How you doing back there, Little Princess?”


I sigh. Not quite so silent.


“My name,” I shout back, “as I’ve told you a million times, Bo, is Lei.”


No sooner are the words out of my mouth than they are whipped away by the wind. Ice flakes dance around my nose, land cold, wet kisses on my raw cheeks.


“Princess?”


Bo’s voice sounds again, this time clearer. The siblings must be just a few yards ahead.


My breath billows around me as I hurry to catch up. Their tall forms materialize through the snow-blurred wind, as long-limbed and willowy as the trunks of the trees around them, and almost human in appearance. As I get closer, their demon details reveal themselves: snubbed leopard ears, athletic haunches, long tails flicking from side to side, sheathed in the same beige-black spotted fur that covers the rest of their bodies. Green eyes glint from dark-rimmed lids. Their round faces are so similar it’s hard to tell them apart at a glance.


One of the two sets of eyes is soft and kind. Nitta.


The other pair—her brother Bo’s—dances with amusement.


Nitta rushes to me with a relieved cry, brushing the wet straggles of hair back from my brow. “Thank Samsi! We were scared for a moment we’d lost you. Sorry, Lei, we’re moving too fast. We were trying to go slowly, but—”


“Any slower, and we’d be traveling back in time,” Bo quips. “You Papers,” he adds with an impatient cluck, scratching the underside of his chin as he regards me down the length of his flat, feline nose.


Nitta shoots him a frown. “Bo.”


“What? Anybody born without built-in weather protection is missing out, I say.”


“Maybe we should turn back.” Snowflakes dust Nitta’s spotted fur, and she brushes a hand over her brow absentmindedly, looking worried. “We haven’t found anything yet, and Lei looks frozen half to death. Merrin was right. This was a bad idea.”


Bo rests a hand on his bony hip. “You’re going to trust Feathers now? Come on, Sis, what does that bird-brain know?”


“You’ll defy Merrin’s orders just to annoy him,” Nitta retorts.


“Why else do you think I agreed to let Lei come along on our little hunting trip?” The leopard-boy grins. “No offense, little one,” he tells me, “but it wasn’t exactly for your expert tracking skills.”


“A lot of good your tracking skills are doing us,” I point out. “Found anything yet, hmm?”


While Bo cocks his head in amusement, I straighten, squaring my shoulders. I’m still barely half the height of the leopard siblings, but it makes me feel stronger all the same. “I asked you to let me come today because I’m sick of hiding away in that temple. It’s been more than two weeks now. If I have to spend another day listening to Hiro’s endless chanting and the rest of you sparring or talking war tactics while refusing to let me do anything, my brain will burst.” I reshuffle my scarf, bunch my gloved hands into fists. “Now, can we please go catch something good to eat? I’m sick of roasted taro for every meal.”


Nitta hesitates, but Bo tosses up his hands. “You know what? Princess is right. If I have to eat one more piece of taro I’m going to become a taro.” With a dramatic huff, he throws himself onto his back. Snowflakes rain down around him. “Look,” he croaks in mock-horror, blinking up at us from a distinctly Bo-shaped hole in the snow. “It’s already starting. I am one with the taro. And it feels… taro-ble.” He flounces back up, coat covered in ice, and beams his wide, snaggle-toothed smile. “Get it? Taro-ble?”


“Oh, Little Bro,” Nitta sighs. “Your jokes are just so taro-iffic.”


All three of us laugh at this, the sound breaking the eerie quiet of the snow-draped forest, until a loud crack to our left cuts us off. We whip around, my heart lurching into my throat, only to see a pack of snow that had been balanced on a banyan’s branches crash to the floor with a heavy flumpf.


Nitta and Bo straighten from the defensive stances they’d instinctively adopted.


Bo snorts, releasing hold of the knife at his belt. “Scared of snow, Big Sis? Afraid it’ll turn your pretty hair wet and scraggly?”


Nitta’s eyes slice his way. “Don’t think I didn’t see your reaction.” But there’s a touch of something cautious as she turns around, lifting her nose to test the air. Her ears twitch, listening. Then she starts forward. “Come on,” she says. “Something’s definitely out there. And, Lei, stay close this time.”


We continue into the swirling white. It’s all I can do to keep up with the siblings, their lithe Moon caste bodies slinking easily between columns of ice-wreathed trees. While Nitta and Bo carve the layers of snow cleanly with each neat lift of their lean leopard haunches, I slog clumsily through the thick drifts. The snowpack is as deep as my knees. Hidden tree roots tangle with my boots. Every drag of frigid air cuts my throat, but despite the chill, sweat beads inside my coat and under the fur scarf wrapped around my neck.


The demons don’t let up their pace. We stop only to take swigs of the water flask at Nitta’s waist or to check for signs of the animal she and Bo are tracking, the siblings dipping their heads together to discuss its markings in low voices.


After one hour of focused trekking, Bo breaks the silence. “We’re closing in,” he announces, half-hidden by the sheets of driving white where he’s walking a couple of feet ahead.


Nitta cants her nose higher. “You’re right. I’ve got something, too. Sharp, musky… what do you think it could be?”


“Your delightful natural scent?” her brother suggests.


Nitta rolls her eyes. “See these?” she asks, pointing to a nearby tree.


Bo and I move closer. Two deep grooves are etched into its bark, just below my head height. They look freshly made: only a light dusting of snow covers them.


Bo traces the marks. “Could be a large mountain goat.”


“Wait,” I say, backing up to take in the tree’s low, twisting branches. “This is a mango tree. A mango tree,” I repeat, awed. “Does it usually snow here? We can’t be that high up in the mountains if there are banyans and fruit trees.”


Neither of them shares my surprise.


“The Sickness has caused all sorts of weird climate changes,” Nitta says with a shrug, then turns back to her brother, forehead wrinkled. “That would be one big goat. I’m thinking more along the lines of yak.”


“Ugh, I hope not. Yak meat is gross.”


“Do you want taro for dinner again?”


“Better than yak butt.”


Nitta peers ahead into the glittering drifts, her rounded ears twitching. Like her brother’s, her ears are peppered with studs and hoops in a variety of tarnished silvers and golds, and dim wintry light winks off them as she looks left and right. “This way,” she says, already moving.


Bo winks at me. “Ready to play your part in the hunt, Princess?”


“What part is that?”


“Bait,” he replies with a grin.


I glower as he stalks off. It takes a few moments for a retort to come to me. I stomp through the snow, ready to deliver it—when a movement to my left snags my attention.


I freeze. My heart beats loud in the hush of the ice-limned forest.


The still, empty forest.


Under my scarf, gooseflesh plucks at my skin. “Are you—are you sure there’s only one animal around?” I call ahead.


Nitta and Bo both spin around, silencing me with identical green-eyed glares.


“We need to be quiet—” Nitta starts.


There’s the sound of snow crunching. She whips back around, lowering into a defensive stance. Bo points into the swirls. Smoothly, he loosens his knife while Nitta swings her bow from her shoulder. She holds it out in front of her with her left hand, her right plucking an arrow from the quiver strapped to her back. In one swift movement, she fits the feather-tailed arrow in place and draws her right arm back to extend the bowstring, resting the tip of the arrow on her left knuckles. Lean muscles flex under her cotton shirt as she aims into the iced air, but Nitta doesn’t loose her arrow.


Not yet.


Ears pricked, face focused, she slinks on between the trees. Bo crouches slightly as he moves after her, fingers clamped around his throwing knife.


I fumble at my waist for my own knife with clumsy glove-clad hands. It’s a short, plain blade—one of the others’ spares. Gripping it tightly, I follow the siblings, doing my best to keep to the path they create with their precise steps. My skin prickles with unease. A few times I think I catch movement—not ahead where Nitta and Bo are advancing up the wintry slope, but at the corners of my vision. The shadowy shape of something large and… not human. But when I look, there’s nothing there. Only thick swirls of glittering flakes. Wind-chill and billowing breaths and deep, blizzard-muffled silence.


Nitta and Bo move faster now. Though I do my best to follow them, the gap between us begins to widen. Ahead, Nitta turns abruptly, leading us up a steep incline, the glimmer of a frozen waterfall to our right. My breath comes out in thick clouds as I try to keep up—and then my toes catch on a rocky outcrop beneath the drifts.


With a yelp, I fall face-first into the snow. Clumps of ice latch to my skin, melt trickles down the sides of my scarf. Grimacing, I push myself to my knees, shaking the snow from my face and hair, when I sense movement behind me.


A voice—light as a feather, yet deep, deep as gods’ bones and earthshakes—uncurls on the wind.


I’ve found you.


Something cold trickles down my spine that has nothing to do with the snow. In an instant, his face comes to my mind.


Grooved horns, etched with gold, tips as sharp as knife-points.


A slim, handsome face, bovine features melded immaculately with human form.


A smug, satisfied smile.


And those eyes—irises such a clean, clear arctic blue I can recall the feel of them piercing me even now. More than two weeks on from that night, the very moment I drove a blade deep into his throat and cut the life free from him.


The King.


I’ve found you.


Crouched in the snow, I swirl around with my knife brandished in trembling fingers, heart thumping against my ribcage. But the forest is empty. The trees stand tall, silent sentinels armored in frost.


Blood rushes in my ears. I look once more in all directions, shivers still rippling up my arms and the back of my neck. The voice had seemed so real. So close.


When I get to my feet to carry on after Nitta and Bo, there’s no sign of them. I’m alone.


Then my breath hitches.


Because maybe I’m not. Though I couldn’t have heard the King’s words, the feeling that someone’s watching us could be because we are being followed. Not by the ghost of the dead King, but by one of his soldiers or elite guards.


That’s why Wren and the others haven’t let me out of the temple all this time. We know it’s only a matter of time until they find us, if they haven’t done so already. It’s been more than two weeks since the attack on the palace the night of the Moon Ball. Plenty of time for them to have tracked us down, even to our remote location here in the northern mountains. Plenty of time to wait outside the temple, where we’ve hidden ourselves with protective magic. To wait until we leave for our next location, or until I get stupid and reckless enough to disobey my orders to stay hidden.


Exactly as I’ve done today.


An alarm screeches to life in my head, at the same moment more movement—real, this time, paired with panting breaths and the crunch of breaking snow—comes from ahead, higher up the slope.


“Lei!” Nitta’s yell cuts through the blizzard, pitched in panic. “Run!”


Just as a hulking shape leaps across my path and loosens a bone-shattering roar.
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TWO


TIME SEEMS TO STRETCH AS THE beast reveals itself in two long, loping bounds, springing from the columns of trees and emerging through the driving sheets of ice as if in slow motion, its large front paws—and claws—outstretched.


Black markings on sandy-white fur dusted with snow.


Heavy haunches.


Powerful, muscled shoulders.


A snarling face, lips drawn back to flash curving incisors.


And eyes: crystal blue, bright as the King’s.


The animal lands a few paces in front of me, rearing down, a tail as robust as an arm flicking from side to side. Its feline ears press back. Teeth bared, it lets out a snarl that rips all the way to my core. And for a moment, I’m trapped in place, weighed down not by fear but by memories. Memories of the demon who had eyes just like this. Who snarled, too, before using his teeth and power not to tear apart my skin—but my clothes.


My soul.


I’ve found you.


In a way, the King has found me—because he’s never left me. Not even death could take away the scars he left upon me, imprinted deep, the way history carves its marks into the very bedrock of a kingdom, forever to shape and influence its future.


Then the animal hisses, its eyes swiveling as it surveys the three of us with feral curiosity. And I realize three things all at once.


This isn’t the King; this isn’t even a demon. It is an animal.


The snow leopard’s wet, pink-black nose twitches. Ice-cold eyes home in on me. My heart clenches; the familiar color draws me in. Without thinking, I raise my knife and crash forward with a yell—at the same instant the leopard pounces.


An arrow whirs past, burying itself into the snowpack between us. The creature growls, swerving at the last minute, and into the space that opens up, Nitta leaps.


She tosses aside the arrow she was wielding and knocks her bow from her shoulder to brandish it lengthwise like a staff. Less than a second later, the leopard barrels into her. She thrusts the bow into its spit-flecked muzzle. The creature’s jaws clamp around it. There’s the crack of wood, but the weapon holds. The leopard shakes its head, throat rumbling. Nitta doesn’t let go, and though her hands are too close for comfort to the animal’s massive pointed teeth, she holds firm. She’s only a few years older than me, but she seems suddenly decades more mature now, taller and stronger and rippling with a warrior’s confidence.


I lurch forward, dagger lifting once more, when Bo barrels into me.


We crash into the snow. “Are you crazy?” I cry. I kick at him, but he doesn’t let go, wrestling to keep me down as icy powder flies everywhere.


Less than five feet away, the leopard growls. Deeper, louder. It pushes forward with its strong legs.


Her muscles rippling, Nitta digs her heels in, chin jutted—and growls right back.


The animal blinks. Pauses. Its ears swivel to the front, its snarling mouth softening.


Nitta growls again. No words, just a guttural sound from the pit of her belly that ripples up her chest and out of her throat with the same feral quality. It’s only an echo of the wild animal’s own snarl. Even so, the creature seems to recognize it.


It lowers the paw that was hovering mid-step. Their noses inches from each other, the two leopards face off in silence. Bo and I are still half-hidden in the snow where he tackled me, but from my low vantage point I have a full view of the snow leopard. Towering over us, it is majestic and fierce, beautiful and terrifying, its round, wide-snouted face and turquoise eyes shimmering with intelligence. Snowflakes nestle in the thick tufts of its fur coat. It pants, jaw still clamped around Nitta’s bow, heat billowing from its whiskered maw.


The creature doesn’t take its eyes off the demon girl. Could it be that it’s noticing the same resemblances between them that I am? How even though Nitta is standing on her hind legs, there is a feral power to her stance that mimics the leopard’s own? How though her limbs are willowy and long with their human influence—Moon castes are the perfect midpoint between human and animal—they share the shape of the leopard’s haunches? How her features carry the same feline cast as that of the animal whose eyes she is staring into?


Despite their differences, it seems as though the leopard recognizes all this—that Nitta is somehow kin. Because after a few more tense seconds, it opens its jaw and releases her bow. With a lick of its muzzle, the creature backs away slowly, its keen blue gaze still focused on her. Then, kicking up a flurry of snow, it turns and bounds back up the mountainside, disappearing as quickly as it arrived.


Nitta drops her bow. “Are you two all right?” she asks, rushing to help Bo off me. She’s breathless, a tremble running through her as she lifts me to my feet. She brushes clumps of ice from my coat. “Lei, are you hurt?”


“I’m—I’m fine,” I pant, doubling over to gulp lungfuls of cold air.


With a distracted nod, Nitta turns to Bo. “Did you see…?”


“I know—”


“The way it looked at us—”


“I know—”


“Do you think it knew—”


“I mean why else would it have—”


“Those eyes!”


“Incredible!”


“Why did you do that?” My shrill shout cuts through their excited voices. I brace my palms against my knees, glaring up at the two of them accusingly, still catching my breath. “You had a clean shot, Nitta. I had a clean shot. It was so close. It could have killed us!”


The siblings stare back, their pale green eyes wide.


“Princess—” Bo starts.


“Lei!” I growl through gritted teeth.


“Lei.” Bending down to hold my shoulders, he brings his round face close to mine, snowflakes nestled in his spotted fur and clinging to the hoops looping his ears. “Do you know who that was?”


“Who… you mean the snow leopard?”


Bo and Nitta swap an exasperated look, though their excitement is still alive, lighting their faces with a feverish glow.


“I forgot you humans don’t have spirit animals,” Bo says. “If you were a demon, no matter what caste or form, you’d understand how amazing that meeting just then was. For some of us, it’s incredibly rare to come across our spirit animals. You have demons who see their animal kin all the time—”


“Dog-forms, bull-forms, bird-forms,” Nitta lists.


“But for those of us with rarer ling-ye,” Bo continues, “we can go our entire lives hoping for such a meeting, and never having such luck.”


“That’s what we call them,” Nitta explains. “Ling-ye. Wild souls. And for any demon, the thought of killing your own…”


They both shudder.


“But you eat meat,” I say. “From each other’s ling-ye.”


“And thank Samsi,” Bo replies. “Can you imagine a life without roasted lamb? Or ox cheeks in tamarind sauce? Or—”


“Kind of getting off topic here, Little Bro,” Nitta murmurs.


He blinks. “Oh. Right. The point is no demon would ever eat the meat of their own form. To us Moons especially, ling-ye are as revered as gods. That’s why we couldn’t let you harm the snow leopard.” He pats me on the head. “Sorry about tackling you like that. Instincts, and all that.” Then, loosening a long exhale, he turns to his sister. Their eyes are lit with the same luminous intensity. Without a word, they clasp hands and dip their foreheads together, eyes fluttering shut.


Something jealous darts through me as I watch their silent embrace. All of a sudden, I want to be back at the temple.


Back with her.


Wren had been asleep when I stole out of the temple this afternoon, twisted in the furs we’d been wrapped in during our post-lunch—and post-love—nap, her dark hair fanned across her cheek. She’d looked too peaceful to disturb, and I’d slipped out from the blankets, careful not to wake her. Now, I’m craving the sight of her beautiful face. I want to hold her close to me, see her sweet, dimple-cheeked smile.


I shift guiltily. She won’t be smiling when she finds out I snuck out to hunt with Nitta and Bo.


As if reading my mind, the siblings release each other. Their faces are still radiant with a secret spark, though they seem calmer now.


“We should head back,” Bo says. “The others will be getting worried.”


“And who knows,” Nitta adds, bending to pick up her bow. “We might still run into a yak on the way.”


Bo beams. “Awesome! Lei’s first time eating yak butt.”


“Lucky me,” I mutter with a grimace.


Wren is waiting on the steps under the eaves when we arrive back at the temple an hour later. Though my heart can’t help but lift at the sight of her, the way she’s glowering at us as we emerge through the trees into the clearing, the snowstorm still swirling all around, makes my steps falter.


Bo lets out a low whistle. “Check out that glare. It’s enough to shrivel any demon’s privates.”


“Luckily Lei isn’t a demon, then.” Nitta nudges my shoulder. “Don’t worry,” she says kindly. “She’ll just be glad you’re safe.”


“And we brought food.” Bo waggles the bodies of the two mountain goats we caught on our way back. “No one can be too mad with you if you bring them food.” He puffs out his chest, looking self-satisfied. “Just a little something I’ve learned from my many romances.”


Nitta arches a brow. “Oh? Which ones are those? I must have missed them somehow in all the years I’ve known you.”


The siblings continue to bicker as we approach the temple. Its stone walls are dark against the snow-cloaked trees. Muffled light glitters off the frozen surface of the lake sweeping to its right. A steep cliff face rears behind the temple, and it’s from this rock that half of the building itself is carved, giving the impression of a great stone monster with jaws splayed wide, ready to swallow us whole.


Wren stands at the top of the steps in the temple’s open entranceway. She’s wrapped in a heavy wool overcoat, her dark hair tumbling over the deep purple fabric. Her arched lips are pink from the cold. An iciness emanates from her that has nothing to do with the snowstorm.


“Good luck,” Bo whispers, only half hiding the gleeful tone in his voice.


The siblings hang back at the bottom of the steps. Wren watches as I make my way up to her, my calves aching after hours of trekking through the mountains. She stands so stiffly it’s as though she were hewn from the same dark stone of the temple, her arms crossed, chin tilted slightly up, the dance of her wind-teased hair around her high cheekbones the only movement. She’s so beautiful, even in her anger, and I resist the urge to throw my arms around her and bury her in kisses. That will come later.


Instead, I pull down the ice-crusted scarf where it was covering my mouth and give her a bright smile. “Good afternoon, my love!” I sing. “Did you have a good nap?”


Bo’s mock-whisper—“Bold opening”—carries from the bottom of the stairs, along with Nitta’s snicker.


Wren’s eyes flick behind me, silencing them in a flash. “Don’t joke about this.” Her husky voice is clipped, her eyes narrowed and dangerous as she rounds on me. “Can you imagine my panic when I woke up to find you gone? How scared I was?”


My expression sobers. “Wren—”


“This was the only thing Merrin and I asked of you. Lei, you know why you can’t go wandering off into the forest. Let alone the fact you’re still recovering from what happened at the Moon Ball. What if you’d run into royal soldiers? Or anti-Paper groups who’d murder you just for fun? It’s not safe out there—”


“When is it ever?” I cut in, my lips pursing. “When has Ikhara ever been safe for girls like us?”


Something melts in her features.


“I couldn’t stand to be useless anymore,” I mumble, dropping my gaze to the floor. I scuff the tips of my boots against the wet slabs. “We’ve been waiting for your father for more than two weeks now. The rest of you have had stuff to do, while I’ve just sat around doing nothing.”


Wren takes my gloved fingers with her bare hands. “Lei, you are far from useless.”


“So let me help! We’re not in the palace anymore, Wren. You don’t have to keep protecting me. I know what I’ve gotten myself into. I want to help.”


Her liquid brown eyes soften. “If you were hurt…”


I step in close, turning my cheek against her chest. “You can’t keep me safe from the rest of the world forever,” I whisper.


Her breath warms the top of my head. “Watch me try.” Then she circles her arms around my back, squeezing me close.


I smile into the fabric of her coat. Behind us, Nitta and Bo burst into applause.


“Awww!” Nitta croons. “You two are the cutest!”


“Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” Bo whoops.


Wren laughs, a sound that brings warmth to my cheeks despite the still-bitter air. I lean back, lifting my mouth to hers. But just as our lips meet, footsteps sound from within the temple.


Wren pushes away from me in an instant, her face tightening into the closed mask she usually reserves for others.


“What’s wrong?” I ask.


Before she can answer, the steps ring louder. They are smart and assured, neither the click of Merrin’s talons nor the light, almost silent movements of Hiro, the shaman boy who makes up the last member of our group. Moments later, a tall Paper caste man strides out from the temple’s entranceway.


His smile is the first thing I notice—wide and dazzling, lighting up the rest of his handsome face. A midnight-blue traveling coat sweeps across the wet stones behind him, and underneath it he is broad-shouldered and lean. Wavy hair threaded with gray falls in a shock over his forehead; more white peppers the stubble across his jaw. Like his smile, his eyes are bright and shining. Deep-set and tapered, they are black as coal, gleaming with the same keen intensity I saw in Nitta and Bo earlier after our encounter with the snow leopard.


I know who he is in an instant. Ketai Hanno, leader of the most powerful Paper clan in Ikhara. And, as of recently, the King’s number one enemy.


Well, perhaps number two now… behind me.


Wren bows her head respectfully. “Father.”


But he moves past her, spreading his arms wide as he comes instead to me. His sparkling grin seems to stretch across half his face. “Finally,” he says. Taking my hands in his, he bends at his hips in a half-bow and brings my knuckles to his forehead. Then he straightens, grasping my shoulders with a clap. “I’ve been waiting so long to meet you, Moonchosen.”


My forehead furrows. “M-moonchosen?”


“Haven’t you heard? That’s what they’re calling you. You’re celebrated among us Papers, Lei-zhi. Even some of our demon clan allies are using it. We owe so much to your bravery.”


Lei-zhi.


It hits me like a slap to the face. The last time I heard my old title was from the King’s lips as he pressed me to the ground in the gardens of the Floating Hall, seconds before Zelle came to save me, embedding her knife in his eye.


The last time I heard it, I thought I was about to die.


“We don’t use that title anymore, Father,” Wren says sharply.


Ketai’s eyes glitter. “Of course not. Forgive me, Lei. I’m so accustomed to courtly pomp and ritual. I forget that much of the time, titles can be as cutting as weapons—and employed as such.”


There’s a cough behind us.


His eyes slide over my head. “Nitta, Bo. Good to see the two of you again.”


“Missed you, too, Lord K,” Bo says with a grin. Then he lifts his arms, showing off our catch with a flourish. “Impeccable timing as always. How do you fancy goat butt for dinner?”
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THREE


KETAI HANNO’S DARK EYES GLIMMER AS we walk down the temple’s tall corridors, our footsteps echoing off the stone. His arm is clamped around my shoulders. His smile doesn’t falter as he looks down the length of his slim nose at me, observing me with the keen, almost knowing look of someone who can see right through your skin and flesh to the murky core of you where your darkest secrets and desires hide. “My second-in-command and I just arrived,” he tells me. “It’s ferocious out there, is it not? The snow came earlier this year. We’re lucky we made it before nightfall. You’ve been out there for hours, you must be freezing. Let’s get you warmed up and fed. I brought plenty of treats from my palace. Are you a fan of salted fish, Lei? In Ang-Khen, we serve it with fresh dipping honey. Dear gods, it’s so delicious it’ll bring tears to your eyes.”


He talks easily, smiling all the while. I nod noncommittally, aware of the murmur of Wren and the siblings behind us—Wren, who pushed me away the instant she realized her father was coming. I’d thought maybe she’d told him about us when she was back with her family before the Moon Ball. Evidently not. Moreover, she doesn’t seem keen to tell him.


My stomach squirms. I hope it’s only meeting-the-parents nerves, and not anything more… complicated.


“Tell me, Lei,” Ketai Hanno asks, switching subjects with ease, “how are your wounds from the night of the Moon Ball faring? Hiro is excellent with healing daos, isn’t he? I trust you’re making a speedy recovery.”


“I’m doing well, Lord Hanno.” Then I press eagerly, “Please, do you have news of my father and Tien? Wren promised me your clan would be looking after them, but—”


“Don’t worry, Lei.” He squeezes my shoulders, his smile warm. “They are both well and safe. We are looking after them in my palace in Ang-Khen.”


It’s news I’ve been waiting to hear for a long time. I sag, tears rushing to my eyes. “Thank you,” I gasp. “Thank you.”


Ketai tosses his head to dislodge the long sweeps of hair grazing his eyes. He lifts a hand to my cheek. “You know, I can see your father in you. You have his quiet strength. The same guarded look in your eyes. And that charming lynx-aunt of yours! She’s a feisty one, isn’t she? Already has half my kitchen staff cowering. She was rather unimpressed by our food, so I let her take on some work there.”


I let out a happy sob. “Sounds like Tien.”


“Both of them are being protected at all hours by some of my finest guards,” the Clan Lord continues. “And while I hope to reunite the three of you soon, I’m afraid it could be a while. There is much work we have to do first. Important work. I hope to have your support.”


Before I can ask more, we turn the corner into the large hall we’ve used as our living quarters since arriving. Late-afternoon light gleams in from the far side of the room, which opens to look out over the frozen lake. The fire we were eating lunch around earlier is still going, and by its flames sit Merrin and Hiro, along with another tall Paper man I’ve never seen.


Ketai leads me forward as the man gets to his feet. “Lei, meet Master Caen. Or Shifu Caen, if you will. I take it Wren told you about him?”


The man’s slate-gray wool cloak is as plain and threadbare as Ketai’s is fine. A few years younger than Ketai Hanno, he’s built like an ox, the lines of his body and face strong and rugged like weathered stone. Muscles bulge beneath his robes. His long hair is tied back into a ponytail. A plaited beard streaked with white winds down to his chest.


I bow. “Shifu Caen.”


He sweeps his cloak over his shoulder and returns my bow. “It’s an honor to meet you, Lei.” His voice rings out smooth and deep and clear, like water beneath the frozen surface of a lake. “What you did at the Moon Ball was truly impressive. You really have had no formal martial arts training?”


“I… had a lot of help.” A jab twists my gut as Zelle’s beautiful face comes to mind; the whip-crack sound of her neck snapping. Swallowing, I add, “And I had a few last-minute lessons.”


Shifu Caen glances to where Wren is standing off to the side, his gaze affectionate. “Your teacher must have been very good.”


“Oh, very.”


He smiles. “Then her teacher must be excellent.”


Ketai claps me on the back. “Take a seat by the fire, Lei. Merrin—put another pot of tea on to boil. It’s time to get to business.”


There’s noise and activity as everyone settles around the fire. Hiro sits cross-legged next to Shifu Caen, the two of them seemingly comfortable with each other’s presence. Wren told me Hiro was rescued a few years ago by Ketai Hanno from a raid on his clan, and has worked for the Hannos since. Other than that, I still don’t know much about the young shaman boy. Most of the time he keeps to himself, his gray eyes almost always trained on the floor, and throughout the sessions he worked on my injuries the only words he said were the ones required to weave magic. I’m more acquainted with the shining top of his bald head than his face.


Settling beside them, I shuck off my coat and bundle my wet hair up in a tie I made from a scrap of the gold slip I was wearing the night we escaped the palace. Wren brings me a blanket. She smiles, draping it over my shoulders—then suddenly stiffens. When she sits down next to me, she leaves a markedly wider space between us than usual. She shoots her father a quick look, but he’s already deep in conversation with Nitta.


Across the fire, Bo rolls up the hem of his trousers and leans back on his elbows, lifting a bare pawed foot up to the flames. “Ahh,” he sighs. “That feels good.”


Merrin’s feathers ruffle irritably. “Yes, though it doesn’t smell so good.”


The owl-form demon is almost twice Bo’s size. Though we’ve shared close quarters since he helped Wren and me escape the palace the eve of the New Year, I haven’t gotten used to his appearance quite yet. Out of all demons, bird-forms are the strangest, with their long, humanoid arms wrapped in feathers, taloned fingers and feet, and sharp, beaked jaws. Though not quite as intimidating as the eagle-form of my palace guardian Madam Himura, Merrin is the biggest bird demon I’ve ever seen, tall and roped in lean muscle. A pale blue hanfu that he keeps meticulously wrinkle-free offsets the gray-white of his feathers, the exact color of a cloudy winter sky.


Bo wiggles his furred toes. “You know you love it, Feathers. Tell you what would feel even better—why not give my paws a little massage, eh? I was out in the snow for hours catching you dinner. It’s the least you could do.”


“I think you’ll find this is the least I can do, darling,” Merrin retorts, and with a huff, turns away to pour the tea.


Masking a snort, I hold my fingers out to the flames, glad for the first bit of heat after hours fighting the blizzard. More warmth shimmers down my veins at the thought of what Ketai told me earlier: Baba and Tien are safe.


As if reading my mind, Wren leans in. “Did my father tell you…?”


I nod, unable to hold down a grin. “Tien’s apparently already got the whole kitchen whipped. They’ll be sorry they ever rescued her.”


“No, they won’t. Everyone is so grateful to you, Lei. They’ll be treating anyone associated with the Moonchosen like royalty.”


There’s a beat. My lips twist. “So, stabbed to death by their concubine?”


Her face falls. “I didn’t mean—”


“I know. I’m sorry.” I puff out a breath. “Anyway, I’m pretty sure neither Tien nor Baba have concubines. That’s probably something I’d have noticed growing up, right?”


Wren gives me a small smile. But her eyes are still worried, and I avoid her questioning gaze as Merrin passes around steaming mugs of honeyed tea.


With a clap of his hands, Ketai gets to his feet and the group’s chatter immediately drops. The Clan Lord cuts a commanding figure with his elegant clothes and straight-backed posture. “Let me start by saying what a delight it is to finally all be together like this. After all these months of planning”—he glances at Wren and Caen—“years, even, for some of us, it gives me great pleasure to finally speak to you as a group. It truly is an honor to be in the presence of each one of you.” He runs a hand through his flop of raven hair. His voice carries loud and clear through the cavernous room, seeming even to still the snowstorm outside, where it rages beyond the temple eaves, blustering ice-flecked gusts of wind to our backs.


“No doubt you have many questions—” Ketai continues.


“Oh, just a few,” Nitta murmurs.


“And you can bring them to me afterward. For now, here are the essentials.” He pauses, and his glittering eyes land on me. “The King is dead.”


Bo leaps up with a gasp. “Wait, what?!”


Nitta and Merrin snort. Despite myself, the corners of my mouth tuck up. Ketai shoots Bo a withering look that makes him sink back down.


“The royal court is in turmoil,” Ketai goes on. “According to our spies in the Hidden Palace, they have yet to decide what to do. With no heir to claim the throne, they have been left without a ruler. Such a situation is unprecedented. Some advisers are supporting the idea of taking a young bull demon from some remote Moon family to pass as the King’s offspring…”


Nitta lets out a shocked hiss at this. I sense Wren stiffen.


Ketai opens his hands. “Thankfully, however, most of the court are in opposition to this. A rift has formed between those who believe they should announce the King’s death—again, an unprecedented event, given the original Bull King’s decree that the births and deaths of all subsequent Demon Kings remain hidden—and those who believe the situation should be resolved in secrecy, privy only to those within the court. The latter faction is claiming that to reveal the King’s death at such a time of weakness, what with the Sickness still worsening and the increase in rebel activity, would be tantamount to inviting war to the palace. As we ourselves know only too well, there are many clans in Ikhara who would be willing to seize such an opportunity to make a claim for the throne.”


He pauses, his piercing stare tracking slowly over the group. “This is a problem for us. Our original plan was for Wren to quietly assassinate the King, therefore keeping our involvement a secret and allowing us to have Kenzo lead our revolution from within. But after the events of the Moon Ball, the court knows we have been plotting against the King. Our allies and I have been exiled from the Hidden Palace, with bounties placed on our heads for treason—with any who support us to be condemned to the same sentence.”


A hush has settled over the room. The only sounds are fire-crackle and the low song of the wind.


“The fate of the palace hangs in a vulnerable position,” Ketai summarizes, “either to be open to attack once the rest of Ikhara becomes aware of the King’s death or for the royal line to be continued under false pretenses, damaging all that we have worked for.”


“Has an interim leader been appointed?” Merrin asks, worry in his croaky voice. Wind flutters the tips of his feathers as he watches the Clan Lord intently, his taloned hands folded neatly in his lap.


There is a grim set to Ketai’s mouth. “It appears the King left instructions for who would rule in his absence. He chose General Naja. The fox demon is one of his personal guards and closest confidants.”


At the mention of Naja’s name, my heart gives a dull kick. I swap a dark look with Wren. I know she’s remembering the same scene I am: the white fox, her pointed vulpine jaw pink with spit and blood, relentless in her fury, setting first upon Zelle, then me, then Wren, then—


“What about Kenzo?” I blurt out. “Do we know whether he’s…”


“Alive?” Ketai responds calmly. “He was seriously injured after the Moon Ball. But yes, our Wolf lives. My spies tell me he is being kept imprisoned at Lunar Lake, where the court sends all of its political prisoners.”


I loose a long exhale, slumping back with relief.


“I told you she couldn’t beat him,” Wren whispers. She brushes my arm with her fingers, just for a moment, and I respond with a wobbly smile, tears stinging my eyes.


“I met her once.”


All of us are visibly startled at the sound of Hiro’s soft voice. He’s looking away, staring out over the lake. Firelight glides across the smooth curve of his scalp.


“When the King’s army came for my shaman clan,” he continues, muted, “she was leading the raid. She took joy in killing those who resisted.”


Ketai’s face is somber. “General Naja being in command is certainly unfortunate for us. She is one of the most aggressively anti-Paper demons in the court and is fully committed to continuing the Demon King’s legacy of oppression. We can be sure that under her guidance, the court will not make decisions that are favorable for us. Especially now.” His lips pinch, and he pauses a moment before continuing, a flinty edge to his voice now, “My final piece of news is a personal one. As you all know, the day before the New Year, my wife—Wren’s adoptive mother—was murdered.”


My eyes cut sideways to Wren. She’s watching her father, her mouth a tight line, her stare hard and unblinking. I shift a fraction closer, pressing the side of my thigh to hers. Her mother’s death is a topic Wren has refused to talk about with me. Just like me with so much of what happened at the palace, she’s been holding it somewhere inside her, too deep for me to reach.


Sadness flickers in my chest. Before, we could talk about everything. Before, it seemed as though the only thing between our happiness was the King and the palace itself.


That once we left, we would be free.


“I wasn’t in our bedroom that night,” Ketai continues into the quiet. “Perhaps if I had been, things would have been different. Instead, I fell asleep in the early hours of the morning in one of my council rooms, having spent the whole night going over our plans for the next day one final time.” He glances at Shifu Caen. “You remember how it was, my friend. Though we knew myriad things could go wrong, somehow we were so certain it would work. That all of our plans and dedication these past years—past decades—were about to pay off. I slept soundly that morning for the first time in weeks, drunk on confidence and anticipation. We were so certain,” he repeats hollowly.


His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. “I was woken by my guards a few minutes past seven. My wife’s maids had gone to fetch her for her morning bath. They found her lying in bed, seemingly unharmed, apart from the fact that her blood was cold and her heart lifeless in her ribs. The only sign that she had been attacked was a black mark on her chest. The Demon King’s insignia.”


Wren’s eyes drop to her lap.


Bo sucks in a breath, sharing a dark look with his sister.


“Ketai,” Merrin says slowly, “you didn’t tell us this.”


“I needed to be sure of it first. I had my most-trusted medical and spiritual advisers analyze Bhali’s body. The process took longer than I thought, as we had to be discreet. And the magic that was used was so refined and powerful it was unlike anything any of us had come across. That’s why I was late coming here. My apologies for not sending word. I couldn’t risk it.”


“So it was the King,” I mutter. My voice catches.


“It would seem so. But we cannot be certain. The attack could also have been issued by someone trying to make us believe it was him. Someone who knew of our plans and wanted Wren out of the palace.”


The group’s attention is rapt, all of us considering the impact of his words.


“Possibly they wanted to stop the assassination from happening,” Ketai suggests. “Maybe they hoped the mark would scare us into rethinking our plans against the King. Or it could be possible they wanted to force us to declare war against him. They wanted to bring the fight into the light. If this is indeed the case, then that means someone besides the court is plotting against us.”


The others shift uneasily.


“How fantastic,” Merrin murmurs. “More enemies. Just the thing we need.”


I angle my face away, taking a deep draw of the fresh, wintry air blowing in from outside. The ice-locked lake glitters under the winter sun. Meltwater drips steadily from the eaves of the temple, a ticking sound that matches the quick patter of my heart. Because there’s something else I haven’t told anyone about that last night in the palace. Another memory I’ve been suppressing, forged in blood and agony and desperate breath.


“You can kill me,” I hiss, forcing each word past his tightening grip, “but it won’t stop them. They are coming for you.”


It’s fleeting, but I see it spark across his eyes then—fear. And I comprehend now that it’s not a new emotion to him. It’s just been in hiding. All it needed was something to call it forth, to trip his mind into panic.


He stills. “You know.” A pause, then his voice rises. “Who? Tell me! Tell me who dares plot against me!”


Blood trickles down my forehead. I blink it away. “Go ahead. Kill me. I’ll never tell you.”


He didn’t know. Unless he was acting, the King didn’t know the Hannos were about to betray him—which means it’s highly unlikely he ordered the murder of Ketai’s wife.


Ketai is right. Someone out there other than the King is plotting against us.


Turning back to the group, I prepare to tell the Clan Lord exactly this. But the second our eyes meet, the words disappear, burying themselves deep in my chest where I can’t call them forth.


Ketai watches me for another long moment, something unreadable moving behind his coal-black irises. Then he breaks contact, turning slowly to look at each of us in turn. “This is where we currently stand. There is a bounty on my head. The King’s court, though broken, still clings on. From the news my spies have been bringing me of the palace, we have about two months, three at most, until the fractures are resolved. But whatever the court decides, we can be sure it will not be in our favor.” He spreads his arms wide, fingers clamping into fists. “So we must act before then. We must strike while they are uncoordinated. Since we cannot avoid a war, we are going to bring one to them. And this group here, each of you, are key to making certain it is a war we will win.”


My skin prickles. I shrug deeper into the fur blanket around my shoulders, shifting my eyes from Ketai’s intense gaze.


Bo lifts a hand. “Um, a few questions, Lord K.”


“How many times have I told you not to call me that?” Ketai sighs.


“I understand why I’m here, of course,” Bo goes on, “what with my incredible fighting skills and superior intellect.”


Merrin scoffs at this.


“And I suppose Nitta is pretty great, too.”


“Thanks, Little Bro,” his sister says with an eye-roll.


“But what about everyone else? No offense, but this is one odd assortment of demons and humans.”


Ketai’s arms relax. “If we are to amass an army strong enough to definitively take control back of Ikhara, we need to secure alliances in strategic locations with powerful clans—and fast. Before the court can win them over. Caen and I had planned for this in case of our original plan’s failure, which is how we were able to get word to you all so quickly after my wife’s death. You must travel across Ikhara to Shomu, Kitori, and Jana to gain the alliance of the White Wing, the Czo, and, of course, the Amala clans.”


“It would appear that’s why you two are here,” Merrin says, leaning in toward Bo, his orange eyes glinting. “To lead us to the secret camp of your old clan, and not because of your… how did you put it? ‘Incredible fighting skills and superior intellect’?”


He laughs huskily at Bo’s affronted look.


Ketai holds out a hand. “Now, Merrin. I know you birds and felines have a complicated history.”


“Understatement of the century,” Nitta mutters.


“But in order for the mission to go smoothly, this group must act as a united whole. You are to look out for and protect each other, at all times. All of you.” Ketai stares down Bo, Nitta, and Merrin. “Is that understood?”


“Yes, Ketai,” Nitta murmurs, while both Bo and Merrin give curt nods.


“The journey will not be easy,” Ketai continues, “which is why Wren and Hiro are here to provide any magical protection you might need. Caen will act as leader in my absence. Merrin is our navigator and eyes from the sky. Then, of course, we have our good luck charm, though she is far more than that.” Shimmering, his eyes rest on me. “As Moonchosen, Lei, you will hold favor with some of the clans. I have no doubt at least one of the negotiations will come down to your alliance with us.”


I swallow. “No pressure, then.”


“I have no doubt you are more than capable of handling it,” he replies warmly. He claps his hands. “Tomorrow, we will go over the details of the plan so you are ready to set off the morning after. But tonight…” Ketai smiles once more, a beam that cuts through the murky darkness of the temple. “Tonight, we celebrate! Our kingdom is poised on the precipice of change, and we are the ones who will see to it that it is for the better.” He throws his hands up. “To a new era of peace and unity!”


“A new era of peace and unity!”


Though I cheer along with the rest of the group, the words feel clumsy on my lips, and I can’t help but be reminded of another ruler who once spoke some very similar words, not too long before I drove a knife into his throat.
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FOUR


THE ATMOSPHERE OF THE TEMPLE THIS evening is completely transformed. The usual hush has been replaced with rowdy chatter and laughter. Dark stone walls dance with the light of the crackling flames. Human and demon eyes shine with liquor and the promise of glory, of honor, of shared purpose, the group buoyed by Ketai’s infectious confidence, keen to drown out the parts of us still whispering doubts like poison into the corners of our hearts—or at least, in mine.


Wren and Hiro go outside to recast the magical incantations that keep our camp hidden from spies or accidental passers-by, as they have done every morning and night since we arrived, while Nitta and Merrin prepare the two mountain goats we caught earlier, skinning them before roasting them over the fire. The smell of cooking meat fills the lakeside room. Even plain, it would have been enough to satisfy us; the last time we ate meat was more than a week ago. But the goats are stuffed with fresh herbs Ketai produced from his bags like the best kind of magic, and the aromatic flesh is so delicious it brings tears to my eyes.


“What else have you got in that magical sack of yours, Lord K?” Bo asks between bites. He groans with pleasure, sinking his feline teeth back into the piece of leg he’s eating. Juices drip down his furred wrist. “Who knew the Heavenly Kingdom could be accessed through roasted goat thigh?”


Across the fire, Merrin gives him a cool, haughty look. “Ah, naïve young one. You will come to discover there are far more pleasurable ways to access the Heavenly Kingdom.”


Bo’s mouth curves. “Watch it, Feathers. At your age, you should be careful with any… strenuous activity. Might pop a hip.”


Merrin’s face turns thunderous the same instant Nitta guffaws.


I can’t help but laugh, too—until I catch Ketai watching me with a strange, knowing look, unnervingly similar to the ones Wren used to give me back at the palace when she was thinking about me. But while I soon came to know exactly what these thoughts of hers contained, I can’t quite work out what it is her father wants of me. My smile dropping, I toss the bone I’ve been licking clean into the fire and take a sip of one of the bottles of plum wine we’ve been passing around. Another one of Ketai’s treats. The sweet alcohol scours my throat, but I force it down, and as I stare into the dancing flames my vision swims with them. Moving images appear in the flickers. A horned silhouette looming over me. The kind amber eyes of a wolf demon who once carried my broken body in his muscled arms with the carefulness of a newborn. The spray of blood as I wrench the knife from the King’s ruined eye socket.


I turn away from the flames, a quiver rippling down my arms. Almost every night, the same memories haunt me, so real it’s as though I’m living them over and over again.


I’m about to take another swig of wine when Ketai sits next to me. “I brought you something,” he says, drawing two bundles from his pockets as I hurriedly set the bottle down. “Actually, two things. Nothing I could ever give you could reflect the thanks you deserve for what you have done for us, Lei.” He hands them to me. “But please consider them a small token of my gratitude.”


One of the items is heavy, wrapped in a swathe of luxurious velvet fabric. The other is soft and light, bound in lotus leaf. I open the lotus leaf package first. My stomach does a strange loop as I see the four small diamond shapes of emerald-green kuih nestled within.


“Wren told me they’re your favorite,” Ketai says.


I lift the delicate rice cakes to my nose, inhaling their syrupy coconut scent. Tears prick my eyes as I remember the last time a Hanno brought me these as a present; what they meant to me then.


To us.


“I had them imported from Malayi,” Ketai tells me. “My council assures me these are the best in the kingdom.”


“Thank you, Lord Hanno.” I fold them back up. I have never been to my own province’s capital, but I can’t believe anyone anywhere could make these better than Tien does—even in the Heavenly Kingdom. When I was young, I once ate so many of her kuih that I made myself sick.


It was absolutely worth it.


Ketai blinks. For a moment, he seems disappointed. Then his smile reasserts itself. “The other gift comes from my palace. I had it made especially for you. Our Moonchosen.”


I unwrap the cloth to find an expensive-looking dagger as long as my forearm, its end tapered. A dark leather scabbard embossed with delicate winding patterns covers the blade. Because I know it’s what Ketai wants, I grasp the ivory hilt and draw the blade free. The instant I do, a hot rush of magic shoots up my arm, leaving my skin prickling. Copper light bursts across the room as the metal catches the glow of the fire. I turn the dagger, examining it. The blade is bronze, almost the same hue as my eyes, and the magic-imbued metal glows with an unearthly light that reflects my face back at me.


I wince at what I see.


It’s the first time I’ve seen myself since we escaped the palace. That night, preparing for the Ball, my maid, Lill, lifted a mirror to my face to show me the marvel she and the other maids had created: pale skin smooth and glowing; hair twined with beads and delicate flowers; eyes adorned with kohl and shimmer to bring out the gold of my irises.


The face that stares back at me now can’t possibly be the same girl. She has flushed, ruddy cheeks. Frayed hair falls in frizzy tangles around her shoulders. Her eyes are sunken and rimmed in shadows, not by makeup but from fatigue, the dark patches under them like two bruises, violet-tinted and deep, the physical imprint of the nightmares that chase her each night.


I slide the dagger back into its sheath, my fingers still tingling from the magic. “Thank you,” I say flatly. “I’m… honored.”


Ketai leans in, running a finger along the scabbard’s delicate patterns. “I consulted with my fortune-tellers to have this created specially for you. It should bring you good luck—not that you need any more.” Gently, he lifts my chin with his thumb and finger. “Incredible,” he breathes. “Moonchosen, indeed.”


I’m used to people reacting this way about my golden eyes. But the way Ketai is staring at me now—his excitement almost feral, something predatory in his expression—sends a shiver down my arms.


I shift out of his grip. “I’m flattered by the title, Lord Hanno. But really, I’m just a normal girl. I did what needed to be done.”


Ketai nods, softening. “You know, Lei, I am not only thankful for all you’ve done to aid our cause. I’m also grateful for all you’ve done to aid my daughter. I know how much your friendship helped her during those months in the palace. Kenzo told me what a support you were to Wren, how close the two of you are. You were there when she needed a friend the most, and I will be eternally grateful to you for that.”


Friend. The word is far too small, too simple to encapsulate what Wren and I share. Of course we’re friends. The closest of them. But we are also so much more. The love and care we have for each other can’t fit into that single word, one syllable, so easily passed around. Wren is family, as important to me as my father and Tien. As important to me as the sun is to the sky, the moon to the stars; Suna, Goddess of Beginnings, to Lo, Goddess of Endings.


She is my air. My shelter.


The birth-blessing pendant resting between my collarbones seems to glow with warmth. I think of the word it holds within: flight.


Wren is my wings.


“We were there for each other when we needed it the most,” I tell Ketai carefully. “And we will continue to be.”


His eyes sparkle. “Indeed.” He motions to the knife. “As you might have sensed, the blade has been layered with daos. The magic reacts to your touch alone, and will ensure each strike lands true and strong. Hiro and Wren have orders to keep the enchantments active.” He reaches into the pocket of his coat, pulling out a bound roll of paper. “A final gift. Perhaps the most precious of all.”


I frown at the scroll. Then my heart leaps, almost jolting me, as comprehension sweeps through me.


I snatch the roll from Ketai with a gasp. He lets out a booming laugh, starting to his feet. “I’ll let you two get reacquainted alone.”


After months of waiting for this moment, I don’t have the patience to take it slowly. I open the letter in such a rush, I almost tear it.


My dear, dear, Lei,


It has taken me more than twenty attempts and two hours to write this letter. You can imagine how frustrated this has made Tien. I’ve had to lock her out of my room to complete my task in peace. I feel sorry for whoever she’s gone off to complain about me to.


I think the true reason this letter has been so hard to write is that I simply don’t know how to put into words all the ways I am proud of you. My brave, brave daughter. The things you have done. The incredible feats you have accomplished.


I will not lie to you. It wasn’t easy listening to the stories from Lord Ketai and others who knew what you endured at the palace. But Tien and I made sure to listen. I asked them to tell us everything so I could know what it is you have suffered and what it is that changed you, that turned you into this strong, selfless girl they call the Moonchosen.


Do you know they call you this? Mama and I always knew you were special. But for us, it was nothing to do with the gods, or luck, or your eyes. It was your soul, my love. I knew from the first moment I held you in my arms. From the first moment your little hand wrapped around the tip of my nose as I held you to my face for a kiss. I could feel your soul then, and it was light, and pure, and burned with such a brightness I have not been able to see clearly since. You blinded me in the best way, my darling—with love. I feel so much hope and pride for you, Lei, I could burst.


Lord Ketai has explained to us what his plans are. What it is you and the others are setting out to do. Again, I can’t say it was easy to hear. But I won’t tell you that you shouldn’t do it. I won’t tell you to protect yourself rather than putting yourself in harm’s way like this, no matter how much I wish I could. I won’t tell you any of this, because I know it is not what you want—and not what you deserve to hear after all you have fought for.


I also know that you would just go ahead and do it anyway. You are as stubborn as your mother, my dear. And, just like her, you are also brave, and strong, and caring, and full of fire. I trust you to know your own heart. If this is what you must do, then do it, and do it well. Do not doubt yourself for one second. You may come from humble beginnings, but you have proven to everyone what a young girl from a tiny village in Xienzo can do. Take that fire of yours and don’t let anyone put it out. Know that I am championing you from here. Tien, too. Anything we can do to support your cause—our cause—we will do it.


Lord Ketai promises me that you will be returning to the palace within two months or so, once your mission is over. I am already counting the days. Until then, burn bright, my brave daughter.


Love, now and always,


Your Baba


Laughter erupts around the fire, but I feel worlds away. I read the letter again, but soon my eyes are too wet, my shaking fingers making the paper tremble, the words a blurred mess, so instead I clutch it to my heart. Tears spill down my cheeks. I breathe slow and deep, feeling strength coursing through me from Baba’s words, an overwhelming rush of hope and sadness, of happiness and love.


“Now and always,” I whisper thickly, the words a promise.


The last time I saw my father was at the Moon Ball. Tien and Baba and I had clung to one another and cried, before the guards pried us apart. The briefest of reunions, after dreaming about that very moment for months.


More roars of laughter jolt me back to reality. I fold the letter up carefully, placing the small square into the breast pocket of my wrap shirt. Then, sniffing, I scrub my eyes, trying to compose myself as Nitta hands me a bottle of plum wine with a kind smile. The liquid burns as it goes down. It merges with the warmth that filled me at Baba’s words, and in the pit of my belly, something hot and fierce stirs.


Burn bright, my brave daughter.


My eyes pass over the group. Bo’s right. We’re a strange mix. But Ketai Hanno seems so confident we’re the right group, and two times now in my life I’ve made families out of people others might never have put together—once with my father and Tien, then at the King’s Hidden Palace with my fellow Paper Girls. I know that sometimes the combination least expected can forge the strongest bonds.


Just then, Wren and Hiro return from outside. Wren comes straight to me, shrugging off her coat and shaking out her long hair, flakes of snow caught in the wet tangles. “Please say there’s food left,” she sighs tiredly, rubbing her hands together in front of the flames. “The whole time we were setting the dao I was worrying the siblings would have eaten everything by now.”


“Bo tried,” I reply. “But Nitta was kind enough to save you and Hiro some. Here.”


I hand her a banana leaf piled with roasted goat flesh, still deliciously fragrant. Wren takes it gratefully. After a glance over to where her father is deep in conversation with Caen, the two of them half-turned from the fire, their heads tilted together, she dips in quick to press a wind-frozen kiss to my lips. “I love you, Lei,” she whispers, her brown eyes sparkling and beautiful, despite the deep circles beneath. “I know my father can be… I know what he can come across like. But he wants to bring down the King’s court just as much as we do. So I trust him when he says this is the plan that will do it.” Checking over her shoulder once more, she grabs my fingers, squeezing hard. “I need to know that you believe so, too.”


My own father’s letter seems to glow with heat where I hid it. And again, in the depths of my gut: heat. Burning embers. Not just from the alcohol, but from the thought of the King. Of what he did to us, and what we did to him—and what we are going to do to the rest of his legacy, to all remnants of his rule.


“I do,” I tell Wren, and I mean it.


Wren and I might not be Paper Girls anymore, but we are still capable of creating fire.


And now we have a whole world to set ablaze.
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