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To those who seek solace between ink and paper
and live a thousand lives as heroes and villains
and everything in between.

I write to help you escape, always.
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I was born in the midnight crevice between two lunar years.


When fireworks shattered the star-woven sky, it drowned out my first cries. Sadly, not enough to disturb the divine fate uttered a thousand miles away behind palace walls.


A fallen goddess who bears the phoenix’s mark is destined to rule a united An’Lu.


A curse disguised as a prophecy that ignited a want so violent inside our great emperor, it engulfed the land by sunrise.


He ordered the girl to be found and brought to him, and three days later, they found me under the roof of a seventh-ranked minister in a forgotten corner of the empire with the phoenix’s mark bloodred between my brows.


“If anyone is to be the empress of a united continent, she can only be the Empress of Rong and rule from the arm of my son,” the emperor announced to his court days later. His eyes were stained with tears as he cradled an infant close to his chest.


A baby boy born between the same lunar years as I was. The only surviving child of his beloved empress, who took her last breath when her son drew his first.


Rumors had it those gilded halls echoed with my scream when the emperor tied a blessed red string of fate between my and Prince Siwang’s stubby infant fingers.


“With her prophecy at Siwang’s side,” the emperor exulted, “my son will achieve what the ancestors before us could not: unite the continent and finally bring peace to these lands!”


The court roared in cheers and applause; no one dared to object to the emperor’s fantasies of victory and glory.


Except me, whose cries refused to quiet.





PART ONE



The Empress
Promised by the Stars
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I spent my life trapped behind crimson walls, inside this palace where I could dance along golden hallways and grand pavilions and do everything I wanted—except leave.


You are the future empress. You need to be protected, my father reminded me on the last day of each moon.


Since I wasn’t allowed to leave the palace without written permission from the emperor, this was the only day of each month when my parents were allowed to spend rare hours with me.


We often wandered the peony gardens, took leisurely strolls along the koi ponds, and exchanged pleasantries at my pavilion on the rainy days when we could not find other distractions to fill our silence. I had so much to say. I yearned to hug them and laugh with them like a normal daughter, but not under the surveilling eyes of the palace ladies who were here to monitor my every move, not just wait at my beck and calls.


Their eyes were always watching, ears always listening.


When my parents asked me about my days, I forced smiles and pretended I was happy. I in turn asked about their days as if I didn’t have their lives told to me like soft-spun folklore by the servant girls whose favorite pastime was gossiping about the capital’s families. Brief rays of sunshine against the vast gray of the palace life.


From my gilded cage, I listened with envy about how my sister was growing up and how my parents were aging. I listened with envy about my parents’ nosy neighbors, the noble ladies with whom Mother played tiles, the ministers who disputed with Father, and the men who were asking for my older sister’s hand.


For I didn’t want to hear about that life. I wanted to live it.


But I was the future Empress of Rong before I was my parents’ daughter.


Their words were always few and shallow and their smiles were tense, ever so polite. My parents bowed when they greeted me, and bowed when they said their farewells.


My parents didn’t know how to talk to the future empress, who was torn from their arms before I was old enough to be off my mother’s milk.


I did not know what to say, either. Especially to my father.


Seventeen years, and I could not remember a single moment spent with them when I had not felt like a stranger on the outside, looking in.


A child stolen, raised by servants who knew only to kneel and beg for forgiveness when I cried for my mother, father, and sister.


A girl whose only purpose was to marry a boy because the stargazer claimed I was destined to rule over a united Warring States. But if I was chosen by the gods and destined to rule, then why did visions of bloodshed and calamity haunt me every time I closed my eyes?
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Premonition tingled at the edge of my senses.


A quick vision, a pulling instinct.


I foresaw the moment before I experienced it.


Magic.


I would have reached for my bow, if not for Father’s warning.


The first kill is not yours to claim.
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Nobody cheered when Prince Yexue’s arrow claimed the first kill of the season.


The forest held its breath, waiting to see how Siwang would react.


Though Lan Yexue, too, was a prince, he was not a prince of Rong.


To put it kindly, Yexue was a ward sent here by his uncle, to be educated by our great empire.


To put it bluntly, he was a prisoner sent from one of our many tribute states, to be kept on a leash in case his uncle, the current Regent of Lan, dared to rebel.


A prince in name only, unworthy of claiming the first kill.


After two years in the Rong court, surviving under enemy roofs, Prince Yexue should have understood 人在屋檐下不得不低头. When living under the mercy of another, one must bow one’s head.


“Is no one going to congratulate me?” Prince Yexue jumped from his horse to examine the prize, not an ounce of fear weighing down his tone.


How princely of him: ignoring what was expected of him to do what he wanted.


Jealousy rattled.


Prince Yexue of Lan was a boy of sculpted angles and porcelain skin. Thick brows, sharp jaw, and the kind of doe-brown eyes that made even the most proper of daughters lose their wits. To make it worse, he was also tall, towering over almost everyone with the exception of Siwang.


All that beauty, and the kind of arrogant, rebellious streak that only princes were allowed to have—no wonder he’d caused a frenzy when he arrived at the capital two years ago. Every maiden had swooned at the sight of him—and so had a handful of the imperial concubines and the city’s noble sons. Rumor had it that half the court had tried to marry their besotted daughters off to him, despite his crumbling kingdom and uncertain fate.


Visitors from across the continent came to Yong’An, and the city had met plenty of beautiful faces before, though never one quite as haunting. Lan Yexue’s heavenly face was almost enough to make the court overlook his odd name and forget those swirling rumors of dark magic that his family practiced, and how his ancestors were the once-cruel southern rulers who had almost driven Siwang’s ancestors to extinction hundreds of years ago.


Empires rise and empires fall. Now Yexue’s country was our tribute state, and their beautiful prince was our ward.


“You have a sharp eye.” Tension eased slightly when Siwang finally cracked a smile.


“I’ve had practice,” Prince Yexue replied, his voice cold as the frozen terrain surrounding. “Not everyone can be the pampered heir to the most powerful empire in the land with nothing to fear and nothing to want.”


Caikun, the son of a first-ranked general and Siwang’s personal guard, grimaced. His hand rested on his sword, his eyes on Siwang, waiting for a signal to strike.


Other lips twisted into half smiles, including mine. It wasn’t every day that someone had the courage to make fun of our beloved crown prince, however foolish it was.


This hunting party of fur coats and leather riding boots and bows decorated with gold and silver and bedazzling jewels comprised some of our empire’s most powerful heirs. The children of generals, first-ranked ministers, and the wealthy merchants whose coffers filled the imperial treasury and funded our never-ending campaigns to claim more land, more power.


All in the name of my prophecy.


The one thing these heirs had in common, besides status and wealth and gleaming gold spoons hanging from their mouths?


Their compulsion to worship the ground Siwang walked on as if their lives depended on it.


Because in a way, they did.


君要臣死臣不得不死. If the emperor wanted a subject dead, the subject must die.


Regardless of status, name, or who their fathers were, all their lives were delicate porcelain to Siwang, suspended on silk cords. If Siwang wished, he could make any or all of us fall to a death of ten thousand shattered pieces. Including me—even if he would never admit it, even if the entire court thought otherwise.


I was the empress-to-be, but an empress still had to bend to the will of a man.


“The imperial hunt doesn’t officially start until tomorrow,” I interjected before this could escalate. “This is an outing of leisure, and a chance for us to scout out the terrain before we hunt the bigger prizes tomorrow.”


Though Siwang’s jaw ticked with slight annoyance, the smile that followed was easy, charming, as princes were taught to be. “May the best man kill the first Beiying tiger tomorrow and bask in true glory.”


Yexue’s lips twitched, though it looked more like a sneer than a smirk. “May the best man,” he echoed.


My gaze shifted to the fallen stag, a small thing not yet old enough to grow a full set of antlers or shed all its baby fur. The shot had gone straight through its eye to preserve the beautiful pelt. Crimson blood bloomed against the white snow, like winter roses. Like forlorn warnings.


Despite having sensed the stag before both princes, I hadn’t reached for my arrows. Because Father would have scolded me if I had.


Girls were not here to win prizes. Our job was to exist in docile and delicate beauty, while princes like Siwang basked in glory and admiration. Or so everyone had told me.


These visions need to stay secret, I reminded myself for the ten thousandth time.


Magic had not existed on our continent for hundreds of years. If the emperor ever found out that I possessed visions of the future, he would deem it a sign that the prophecy was true and that these visions were bestowed upon me so that I could help Siwang in his wars.


For in his eyes, I existed only to serve the ambitions of his son.


If I was really a fallen goddess, destined to bestow my husband with glory, why did I dream only of bloodshed and a capital in flames, never glory?


I cast a long look at the snowy mountains. Somewhere deep within this terrain hid Beiying tigers with their coveted snow-white fur and midnight-blue stripes that glistened in the light. They were twice as big as regular tigers and three times as strong. Legend had it that they were beasts created by the gods themselves during one of the heavenly wars and left forgotten in the mortal realm.


They were the most dangerous animals to roam these lands—other than humans.


If I could track one down, soak my hands with its blood, and offer its pelt to the emperor, I might be able to reclaim my destiny once and for all.


Or die trying.


“Let’s go!” Siwang called as he kicked his horse, Beifeng, into motion. “The day is still young, and I refuse to believe this is the only stag in this entire forest.”


I was about to follow when I felt something burning at the edge of my senses. Not a vision. I looked up and caught Lan Yexue staring at me.


I did not flinch from his gaze, nor did I look away like some chaste maiden who had never felt the fever of a man’s attention. Too many men looked at me, with and without the phoenix’s mark. Especially after my monthly bleedings came, after my chest began to swell and my hips filled out.


I knew lust. Saw it in the faces of both men and boys. How their eyes lingered a little too long when Siwang wasn’t around. How they licked their lips and hovered close like I was an object their hands itched to touch, or to take. Men like those made me want to cover every inch of my body and never step outside.


But if I did that, if I looked away and hid every time I caught someone staring, I would have to spend a lifetime hidden from sight, with only the the silk screens and lacquered walls of my pavilion for company.


Having men stare at me wasn’t a surprising occurrence. What surprised me was that Prince Yexue did not look away when I caught him. And what sparked behind those eyes was something other than lust, something sharper.


Curiosity?


I kicked my horse into a trot before Siwang caught this temporary moment.
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My earliest memories were of the questions I’d asked my father.


What use is power, without freedom? What good is the life of an empress if she is a prisoner chained by rules and tradition and others’ opinions?


Questions my father didn’t know how to answer.


Questions he said were dangerous beyond my years and told me never to repeat, not to Siwang and certainly not to anyone who might relay them to the emperor.


Fate chose you as the future empress of the Warring States, he’d whispered. Your destiny was appointed by the gods themselves. Mortals cannot defy the will of the gods, Fei. If you try to outrun the path the gods have blessed you with, you will risk their love turning into wrath.


If this was my life, my body, shouldn’t I get a say in what happened to it, and how I wanted to live?


Why should gods and emperors be the ones to decide my fate?


Why should my voice sound the quietest in this crowded room of men, set on dictating every aspect of my existence?


Who gave them the right?


My hundreds of questions boiled and fumed like tiny sparks hungry to be set ablaze.
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“Are you not going to praise me?” Siwang whispered when he came by my stall after we arrived back at the stables.


“For what? For tolerating someone else killing the first stag of the season?” I replied, making sure to be quiet so the other riders couldn’t hear us. “It’s not easy, being raised so far from his family and home.”


Siwang’s eyes softened. He knew my scars better than anyone.


His hand brushed my back, pulled me to him for a small hug. “When we are married, I will ask my father to let your family visit my palace anytime they want.”


His palace.


Siwang’s eyes gleamed as he said this, as if expecting my gratitude. He meant well, but he was still a prince.


I forced a smile, didn’t tell him that I shouldn’t have to ask for his permission in order to see my family. This was the way of men. As daughters, we were the property of our fathers. As wives, we were the property of our husbands. And one day, if we ever outlived our husbands, we would become the property of our sons.


Whether empress or peasant, we women were never our own.


“Look at the lovebirds,” a young man with short-cropped hair and a scar across his right cheek said, laughing. An heir from one of our tribute states, someone insignificant because I didn’t know his name. “How much longer are you making him wait, empress of all empresses? Weren’t the two of you supposed to get married last year?”


Siwang positioned his body in front of me and gave what must have been a scowl, because the young man quickly bowed his head and murmured, “Apologies, Your Highness.”


A motion of Siwang’s head. The onlookers around the stable quickly disappeared.


He turned toward me. “Don’t listen to them.”


Another forced smile from me. “He’s not the only one asking when we will get married. We are not children anymore, and will turn eighteen when the year ends.”


The emperor would set a date for our wedding sooner or later. He was simply waiting for an auspicious occasion. If Siwang impressed the court by killing a Beiying tiger two years in a row, it would be the perfect opportunity to officially offer me to him like a prize.


“We will get married when you want us to get married.”


“Not when your father wants us to be married?”


“I will handle him.” Siwang’s hand brushed my cheek, as if to reassure me.


Siwang had kept his promise and delayed our wedding year by year, waiting until I was ready. His father, however, was not so patient. The emperor wanted his son to claim the continent, and he wanted the prophecy to be sealed. Every day that I was not wed, our power-hungry neighbors eyed me and my prophecy as something that could be stolen.


A cold draft swept in through the stable doors, bringing with it a gusting of snow. “I have to go,” I said. “I need to get changed before the feast tonight.”


“I will walk you back to your tent.”


“No. It’s fine. I think I need some quiet after the chaos of today.”


If Siwang was hurt by this, he didn’t let it show. He nodded and stepped aside so I could leave the stall.


On the long walk through camp, back to my tent, I passed men. Unfamiliar faces, dressed in lavish furs, likely nobles from one of Rong’s tribute states.


Their eyes went wide when they saw me, or perhaps when they saw the phoenix’s mark between my brows. A swirl of stark red, supposedly in the shape of a phoenix in flight, though I always thought it resembled more a sideways eye.


“The fallen goddess, promised to be the empress of all empresses … ,” one whispered behind his hand, though not quietly enough.


“Or a country bumpkin, brought to the court as a child bride,” another said, giggling.


“Amazing how one mark can change someone’s life. 想不到一只山鸡都能飞上枝头变凤凰.” I can’t believe even a mountain chicken can fly to a high branch and become a phoenix.


I picked up my pace. I had heard insults like these my whole life. I didn’t need to hear what would follow those words.


How do we know she’s not some peasant with a strange birthmark?


Why would a goddess reincarnate as a peasant girl from the middle of nowhere?


I almost wished I had taken Siwang’s offer to walk me back. At least when he was with me, nobody dared to look at me like this, or to be so careless with their whispers.


When Siwang was around, the girls hid their faces behind fans or handkerchiefs, always too busy looking modestly at the ground to notice me. And the men bowed their heads, as quiet as the girls.


In life, not everyone was created equal. I had known this for as long as I could remember. People were treated differently because of which region of the empire they hailed from, and which family they descended from. It wasn’t until much later, in the imperial classrooms with Siwang and the other noble children, that I learned even children of the same father were not created equal.


Lijian was one of those sons: born of the mistress instead of the official wife, forever treated as an afterthought in his family and by our teachers, despite being the smartest person in every room. For this, people treated him like an outsider.


I guess that gave us something in common.


I liked talking to him. He was nice, funny, and he was patient enough to explain the poetry I didn’t understand in the classroom.


But when Siwang caught Lijian and me sitting beside each other in the corner of the library three years ago, giggling about something I can no longer remember, sharing the red bean cakes he had the imperial chefs make for me each morning, it was the first time I realized Siwang had a dark side.


I had never seen him lose his temper like that.


Nobody from the capital had seen Lijian since. And perhaps nobody would again.


This wasn’t the first time that Siwang had punished someone for getting too close to me. However, it was the first time he had banished someone from the capital.


Siwang was like the sun scholars said the continent revolved around. His kindness was light. When he shone upon you, everything was warm and dripping in gold. The moment that kindness turned away, the absence of him was a bitter darkness unlike anything else.


The court fought for his light. Father said I should curry his favor, too. For the more Siwang cared for me, the easier my life would be… . The easier everyone’s life would be


But what if I didn’t want his light? What if I wanted to be my own light?


When I pushed open the heavy sheepskin of my tent and saw my sister pacing inside with fevered strides, I nearly turned around and offered my body back to the winter wilderness like a sacrifice.


However, Fangyun caught me before I could spin on my heels.


“Fei.” My name rang out in the cold air like a plea.


I turned, saw Fangyun’s fingers clasped in knots. Fear gleamed in her eyes like freshly shed tears.


I let the sheepskin fall behind me, holding in a nervous exhale. I wished I had hidden my hunting manuals better when she visited me. “I have made up my mind; nothing you can say will change it.”


“Not everything needs to be a fight,” my sister hissed under her breath. I flinched, like I’d been struck. “You have a good life, Fei. You are betrothed to a good prince, who loves you. Sometimes—”


“You are supposed to be on my side, Fangyun.”


While a chasm divided me from my parents, Fangyun was different. She was my sister, was granted special privileges to enter the palace and study alongside me and the noble kids. Though our time together was always too short, it was still more hours than I got with our parents. Even if we spent most of it sitting in silence, listening to the scholars lecture us about the poems of dead men.


“What’s so bad about marrying Siwang?” Fangyun asked. When I didn’t respond, she sighed and reached out so that her warm hands cradled my cold ones, bringing them close to her lips so she could blow warm air on them. “I told you to wear gloves when you go hunting. Your hands are freezing!”


Last night’s nightmare flashed behind my eyes.


Fire.


Screams.


Yong’An in flames.


My sister, running, running, running. Her robes were torn and she was crying and—


I blinked it away.


“Fei, are you all right?”


You don’t know the things I’ve seen, sister, I desperately wanted to tell her. You don’t know what I know. “Just a little cold from the hunt.”


My sister’s demeanor immediately softened. “The Beiying tigers are predators. Great hunters have died for their pelts. What makes you think the pampered prince’s bride who is raised in the palace by servants and protected by guards can accomplish the impossible? Even if you succeed, can you be sure the emperor will grant your wish?”


“君子一言驷马难追,” I replied. What is said cannot be unsaid, the words of an honorable man cannot be chased down by the fastest of horses. “If an emperor goes back on one promise, then all his promises will become worthless.”


“But your prophecy is not a fast horse. It is the promise of uniting the continent for his son.”


My lips thinned. She was right; I didn’t know if the emperor would honor his promise. However, I could not sit idle and wait for death and destruction to sweep Yong’An. A prophecy was just words, strung together. If my fate was written in the stars, then I would fly up to heaven and rewrite it.


When Siwang had taught me combat, I could predict his every move through my visions, and if I moved accordingly, I could change the outcome, every time. A swipe of his feet that would knock me off balance in my visions would be met with nothing, because I knew to move out of the way. What if the stargazer’s visions worked the same?


I could not turn back time and keep the prophecy from being spoken. However, I did have command over the present that controlled what would happen tomorrow. Time was a river that flowed endless. And with persistence, water could break stones. If I tried hard enough, I could change the future and save my city from ruin.


“The imperial hunt is too sacred, and the tradition of granting whoever catches the first Beiying tiger of the hunt a wish of their choice has been around for hundreds of years. The emperor can go back on his words; he cannot go back on tradition.”


The imperial hunt was held in the days leading up to the winter solstice, to honor Rong’s northern roots. It was a way to pay respect to the ancestors who had survived through hunting and gathering for hundreds of years when Rong was still a small tribute state to the larger, wealthier empires of the south.


As our society develops, and our empire prospers, we must not forget where we came from. The austere times when the only way to fill our bellies was by the mercy of the land or by killing with our bare hands … were words the emperor uttered at each hunt. So that both the Rong dynasty and its people would never forget how lucky we were, to live in a time of plenty, when agriculture and farming filled our bowls with rice and vegetables and all the meat we could pray for.


During the Century of Great Winter, the Rong dynasty’s ancestral lands froze over and they were surrounded on all sides. Its people had to bow to the neighboring nations and assimilate to their ways to survive; they’d lost so much in that time.


Their culture.


Their names.


Their language.


So what little they had left of their ancestors, they clung to with both hands.


The hunt wasn’t just a way to honor their ancestors’ struggles, though. It was an important military exercise for the empire’s top soldiers. This was a place for men to show off their martial skills, for warriors to 出人头地. To stand out among their peers and rise above their stations overnight.


If you could impress the emperor on the hunting ground, it didn’t matter which family you descended from, which region you hailed from, whether you were of noble blood or a serf.


The emperor valued true talent above inconsequential things such as name and status and family. If one could prove their worth to the emperor, they’d be rewarded. And nothing impressed the emperor more than the king of these snowy mountains. The legendary Beiying tiger: the most coveted prize of every hunt. Many had died for its pelt, and as long as the world had desperate souls who wished for more, many would continue to die.


Last winter was the first time in almost three years that someone had killed a Beiying tiger at the hunt.


The hero who’d slain it? None other than the empire’s favorite prince.


And Siwang, that fool, had wasted the wish on flattery. I wish for the continued expansion and prosperity of Rong. So that one day our continent might finally know peace, as our ancestors had always dreamt.


Words that had moved the emperor to tears.


Save the wish for something else, my son, the emperor replied. Something more selfish, something you want not for our mighty empire, but for yourself. It doesn’t matter what it is. Anything under heaven, I will give to you. Even if you ask for the blood of the gods, I will give it to you.


I grimaced at the memory.


“Is it really worth it, Fei?” my sister continued to ask. “Do you know how rare it is for a man to adore his betrothed the way Siwang adores you?”


“To be loved and doted on by one’s husband should be a basic necessity, not something to be admired,” I shot back, then realized how condescending I sounded.


Most girls did not have the luxury of choice. All they had were their fathers’ wishes, and the coins their husbands paid for them.


“So many girls would cut off their right hand to be Siwang’s bride. And you’re going to let it all go to waste, for what?”


So that everyone might live a long and happy life, I wanted to tell her Fangyun had not witnessed the horrors of my nightmares, had not watched everyone she had ever met die a hundred times, over and over again each time she closed her eyes.


I couldn’t tell her the visions, so I gave her a half-truth. “I want a life beyond the palace walls, and to do more with my life than be a wife and a mother. If I must die for that kind of life, then I will.”


“You’re going to break Siwang’s heart. When tributes arrive from our conquered regions, he always sends the best silks and the most lavish jewels to you. Do you remember how last year, he ordered ten men to take the fastest horses to ride from southern Lan back to Yong’An in just five days, so he could bestow you the freshest lychees for your birthday?”


“Those gifts mean nothing to him. He’s the Crown Prince of Rong: he can have all the silk and fancy rocks his heart desires. Just because he gives me pretty things, it doesn’t mean he loves me.”


“Fei’er, you—”


“Siwang assumes I like silk and jewels.” I cut her off before she could finish, because I knew what she was going to say. It was the same thing Mother and Father had said when I begged them to end the betrothal and let me come home. Fei’er, you are so ungrateful. “Did you know three stallions died for his little escapade, and for what? A few dozen pieces of fruit that tasted only a little sweeter?”


Fangyun went quiet, and I sighed. It’s not ladylike to lose one’s temper.


“The inner palace is not the paradise everyone believes it to be. You have not been smothered by its rules or heard the cries that ring through the night. Even the concubines of noble birth cannot escape an emperor’s wrath. What makes you think a girl like me can survive?”


Lips parted, my sister looked like she wanted to push for more, then held herself back. If I wanted to tell her, she would not have to ask or pry these morsels of truth from me.


Siwang might be sweet to me now, but I had seen beautiful maidens come and go in his father’s harem, watched them wander the gardens like ghosts, covered in pale balm and cosmetics to hide their bruises; always so beautifully made up and quiet … and scared.


Love and hate were two sides of the same coin. For men like Siwang, the only thing more dangerous than his hate was his love. To unsuspecting eyes, Siwang was a dream too beautiful and perfect to be true. Pristine in his silk robes the color of midnight, easily swallowing the crimson of all the blood that stained his hands.


“What if the thing Siwang loves isn’t me, but the prophecy?” My loudest fear, uttered in the quietest whisper.


Anger drained from my sister’s eyes as they misted with something akin to pity. “Marrying Siwang would bring honor to our house.” She echoed the words Father had repeated a thousand times before, like a shackle wrapped tight around my ankles, weighing on me heavily each time I thought of running. “You have the dream of ten thousand maidens in the palm of your hand. As the Empress of Rong, you’ll have ev—”


“Everything except the ability to leave.” Something bubbled at the hollow of my throat, and I swallowed it. I would not cry. Not in front of Fangyun. “What use is all the wealth and luxury if my world is confined to a prison they decorate as a palace? If I have nothing to do but sit and read and embroider while I wait for Siwang to visit me? Which might happen once a week in the beginning, then maybe once a month, then once a year when he’s filled his harem with beauties from every corner of the continent. Girls he chose for himself or who were pushed upon him by the ministers and tribute states who wish to see one of their own on the throne of Rong one day.”


“This is the life girls have endured for centuries, sister, we—”


“What if I don’t want to endure? The world is so much bigger than the palace or that gossipy, backstabbing city we call the capital, or even Rong! Have you ever thought about all the things out there that we haven’t seen or heard or tasted or felt? The kinds of delights scholars write poems about? All the beauty that inspires artists to pick up their brushes and create masterpieces between strokes? The kinds of delights that add color and flavor to your life, the kind of wonder that makes each day worth living … The kinds of things we’ll never get to experience because men expect us to never leave our homes, so that we can be pretty and filial and chaste and all the ideals that keep us prisoners in our own bodies?”


My sister’s eyes softened further. She came closer and put an arm around me.


We sat at the edge of my bed in silence. It didn’t matter how many times Father had Fangyun recite his careful lectures; my sister understood why I had to do this.


She had no quarrel with my plan, or what I wanted. It was just …


“It’s too dangerous, Fei’er.”


It always came back to this. “I can do this.”


“You could die.”


“If I die, at least there would be no more wars fought in the name of my prophecy. Our neighbors would cease to attack our borders to claim me as their own symbol of power. Perhaps that would be a better future for all of us. Perhaps with my death, the continent—”


Fangyun pressed her finger to my lips, to keep me from uttering more of the unspeakable. “You will not die, my sister.” She pulled something from her sleeve. “Take this with you. Give me some peace of mind, at least.”


She handed me a jeweled dagger with a handle made of ivory and a sheath carved from gold. Extravagant swirls of feathers and flowers, gathering around a phoenix in flight. “This was your birthday gift, but since you insist on bargaining with Death, I shall give it to you now. I hope it can protect you when I cannot.”


A riptide pushed at my eyes, relief prickling like needles. “Yun’er …”


“They will notice if you are not at the feast tonight.”


“I will leave after I have shown my face.”


“That’s good.” Fangyun turned away, blinking back her own tears. “Try not to die.”


I laughed, and my eyes wandered to the silver-tipped battle bow, one of a pair that Siwang had made for us during the last hunt.


One for him, and one for me.


“I’ll do my best.”
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“A toast, to victory!” A voice broke the buzzing chatter and crackling flames. Cheers followed. Sweet winter wine spilled from raised cups, trickling down the delicate hands of Rong’s most revered heirs, all hubris and greed, coated over bitter resentment and centuries of blood debts between dynasties. Each boy was posturing, angling to be the most important person in the room after Siwang. And while the girls flashed hints of demure smiles behind their sleeves, I knew they were as ambitious as the boys.


The feasts held before the hunt were always small and intimate—as intimate as any feasts with a hundred guests and twice as many servants could get, at least.


This year was busier than most. The emperor had invited guests from every tribute state to witness our empire’s military talents. To remind them that if any of them dared to rebel, this was what they would go up against.


And while the emperor held court with the adults to discuss more delicate politics, it was Siwang’s responsibility to entertain their children.


I had overheard the emperor tell Siwang: They are the future of your empire, son. Get to know them, build relationships, most of all, seek out their weaknesses and let them know you are the alpha. You are power. You are the heir of the greatest empire this continent will ever see. Be human, be charming, but don’t let any of them forget who you are.


Fifty-something young adults, from teens to early twenties, sat organized in two rows of low tables positioned along the fire pits, where the empire’s finest cooks sweated over sizzling meats and seasoned stews. Delicacies brought from every corner of the empire, expertly crafted concoctions of flavors served on golden plates.


How far the Rong dynasty had come since impoverished winters and being bullied by the southern warlords.


Without the supervision of parents, the air was light, the conversation abundant, and the laughter louder. However, this was not an innocent gathering. This was a game of power.


Siwang sat at the head of the formation, atop a dais that elevated him above the rest of us.


The girls threw longing looks, and so did the men. His favor was what they all sought. A prize more precious than even the Beiying tiger. And the closer someone sat to Siwang, the higher they were in this hierarchy.


“How do you like the food, Fei?” Siwang asked. While the room watched him, his eyes were on me, seated at the table to his immediate left.


I stopped pushing the thin cuts of cabbage and mutton around the plate and forced a sweet smile for him. My stomach was nauseated with nerves, and the only things that looked appetizing were the lamb skewers being smoked over the fires, sprinkled with cumin and chili flakes and drizzled with oil so that every bite would be juicy and flavorful. My favorite, which just happened to be one of the many things deemed too unladylike for noble girls to eat in public. And the meat didn’t taste the same once they were torn from their skewers and served in bowls. The satisfaction was in ripping it from the skewer with my teeth.


“Congratulations to our empire!” someone cheered from farther down the tables in a naked attempt to get Siwang’s attention. “Fulin is the last major stronghold of the northwest. All that’s left between us and the barren ice lands are a few puny dynasties whose armies are no more than glorified farmers. Soon Rong will rule over the great north without contest! And Your Highness will be one step closer to fulfilling the prophecy as the emperor of all emperors!”


“The emperor of all emperors!” another voice cheered in response.


“The emperor of all emperors!”


“The emperor of all emperors!”


“The emperor of all emperors!”


That is not the prophecy, I wanted to remind them.


“To the greatest army in all of An’Lu!” Someone else raised his cup of wine, and more hollers followed.


I quietly raised my cup. It would be bad manners not to go along with a toast, though familiar irritations pricked under my skin.


What was there to be congratulated about? Another city besieged and burned, with its survivors shouldering hefty tax increases to fund the emperor’s next conquest? Had any of these men been to the front lines, witnessed the cruelty of war with their own eyes, seen how corpses littered those streets?


These nightmares haunted me. Emaciated bodies curled small against rubble where their homes had once stood. I could still smell the burning of flesh as our soldiers launched fireballs over the city walls to destroy what remained of their homes and drive the already hungry and desperate into surrendering.


Did these pampered heirs know that for every inch of conquered land, countless orphans and widows paid the price? Wailing parents were forced to bury their children. 白发送黑发. The white-haired burying the dark-haired. The worst kind of punishment.


And the bigger our army grew, the more it would take to feed and pay them.


Did they know where that money came from?


Taxes. More and more taxes. Often on the already impoverished citizens of conquered cities.


Most of them might not know these things, but I did. For the stars and Fate forced me to watch it all, every night.


Behind Siwang, Rong’s banner waved high against the northern wind. Originally, the banner had a gold dragon sewn over a swatch of red fabric. After the prophecy, the emperor added a bloodred phoenix to the banner that was visible only when it caught the light. To remind everyone that under the Mandate of Heaven, their prince was destined to become the emperor of all emperors, because he was betrothed to the girl who bore the phoenix’s mark.


Rong waved this banner and waged wars in my name. But when was the last time my voice was heard in all of this? When was the last time someone asked me what I wanted?


“How lucky they are to have us as their new guardians,” the conversation continued.


“The people of Fulin should be grateful that they are taken under our wing, and not one of the southern dynasties who treated us northerners with prejudice and hate… .”


“My father said the southern dynasties used to treat us worse than they treat their dogs, before Rong rose up and liberated us… .”


“Speaking of southern bastards, where is the Lan prince?” a voice asked.


“He is not feeling well.” The answer came not from Siwang but from the man who sat across the fire pits from me.


Wu Caikun sat at Siwang’s right hand, just as his father currently sat at the emperor’s right hand at the other feast. Caikun was perhaps Siwang’s closest confidant and one of the only men in court who did everything to avoid me. For I had tried to kiss him a few years ago because I wanted to give away my first kiss before Siwang claimed it, and he had been absolutely terrified of me ever since. A part of me had briefly relished the idea of being feared, that smugness extinguished when I realized Caikun was scared only of Siwang finding out.


“Prince Siwang, did you uninvite him to the feast because he took your stag?” a man slurred.


“Not for a stag,” someone corrected. “Perhaps Lan Yexue simply looked at Lady Fei for too long?”


The crowd laughed, and I grimaced.


“Lan Yexue did make Lady Fei smile today. And the last time another man made her smile, Siwang had to banish him and his whole family to some nowhere village in the far north.”


I set my chopsticks down. The candles had burned halfway down and I had endured enough.


“Fei?”


I paused at Siwang’s voice.


He handed a bowl to the eunuch closest to him and whispered something that no one else could hear. The eunuch delivered the bowl to my table.


Cubes of lamb meat, torn from their skewers.


Siwang smiled at me, those hopeful eyes so gentle and soft. My chest ached. Fangyun was right: I would break his heart. If not tonight, then one day. For as long as bloodsheds haunted my dreams and my heart longed for freedom, I was doomed to leave him.


By choice or by the force of another man.


The fire in my belly quieted.


“Speaking of our princess, I hear Lady Lifeng killed those rabbits herself?” Another voice drifted from somewhere across the smoky fire pits. I had half a mind to tell them to go easy on the wine and sober up before someone said something they might regret. “I never realized our future empress had such heroic qualities.”


“The women of my ancestors were just as good hunters as the men,” Siwang interjected before I could. “They were the ones who fed the tribes when the men were busy fighting wars. And who are you to criticize my betrothed this way?”


“Everyone says Lady Lifeng’s beauty is something to marvel at. It seems they neglected to mention that her archery skills are just as extraordinary,” someone quickly added. The son of a conquered warlord. He didn’t look at me when he spoke; his beaming smile and well-crafted compliment were not meant for me. They were for Siwang.


打狗还要看主人. Even when striking a dog, you ought to consider who its master is.


I forced another smile. This one tasted the bitterest of them all.


“It is truly the luck of a lifetime to be able to gaze upon Miss Lifeng, with all her talents and beauty, Your Highness,” someone else added.


I wanted to laugh. What use was beauty? What use was any of this?


My gaze fell on the beautiful girls attending this feast, all dressed in intricately embroidered coats, draped in fur, and adorned with gold pendants cradling glimmering jewels. Some of them had drawn crimson marks of their own between their brows to imitate mine, and some had gone as far as adding tiny pearl beads to their foreheads to enhance their painted marks.


They coveted what I had, while all I wanted was a way to wipe away this mark like some day-old rouge and erase the prophecy from existence.


These visiting princesses and noble daughters were all here to catch glimpses of the noble sons, each seeking either the richest or the most powerful husband to advance their fathers’ and brothers’ paths in this world. Even those who had no interest in men.


Across the smoky fires, I watched as a man openly caressed the hand of a young servant girl with wide eyes and silky curls, while a woman with pinned-up hair who had to be his wife sat beside him in taut silence.


The servant girl quickly jumped away, and the man whispered something to the eunuch closest to him, then let out a leer so disgusting it made my stomach turn. His wife wordless and stoic through all of this. Forced to bear it all. He was her husband, and women without the protection of a powerful father or husband were treated as good as nothing in society.


No power.


No status.


I clenched my jaw so hard I hoped my beautiful white teeth would crack and shatter, become monstrous and sharp as a tiger’s fangs, and strike fear in the heart of every man who dared to gaze at me with wanton eyes.


I leaned back and waved over the head eunuch. “Don’t let that man anywhere near that servant girl. In fact, don’t let any of these men near any of the girls.”


He stared at me for a moment. “Such matters are not your concern, Lady Lifeng.”


I shot him a sharp look. “If I am to be empress one day, the well-being of every inner court servant is my concern.”


“Fei? Are you all right?” Siwang asked from his dais, brows knotted with worriment.


I forced my last smile of the night. “I’m feeling a little under the weather. Perhaps I caught a cold during the hunt today.”


He quickly rose to his feet, stepped down from his dais, and came toward my table. The buzzing of conversations quieted, just a little. Once at my side, he knelt down on one knee so we were at eye level and placed a hand on my forehead. “You don’t seem to have a fever. I will have the cook bring you some ginger soup and—”


“No!” I spoke too fast, too loudly. The chatter around us quieted further, and I felt the attention of the entire feast scorching me. “I am fine. I just need a long night of sleep. Please don’t send anyone to interrupt me.”


Without waiting for Siwang to reply, I quickly rose to my feet, bowed my head to the rest of the guests, and walked away.
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The stables were dark and cold. I contemplated taking Beifeng, the fastest horse in the empire and Siwang’s favorite. But someone would notice if the crown prince’s prized stallion was missing, just as someone would notice if my horse went missing—though not as quickly as they would notice Siwang’s missing steed. In the end, I climbed onto a thick-coated stallion at the far end of the stables, reserved for the guards and trained to withstand these wintry terrains.


In the distance, the camp was aglow with flickering fires and loud with voices. As the night deepened into drunken flushes, people began to sing and dance, and the music swelled. Which made this the perfect opportunity to sneak away.


I kicked the stallion into motion and adjusted the cloak over my head.


Yes, sneaking out before the hunt officially began counted as cheating, however the emperor never said we had to kill the tiger during the hunt.


To hell with principles; I couldn’t afford to lose.


Over the past few months I’d raided the libraries for every piece of information I could find on these legendary tigers. One thing stood out: they were nocturnal animals that hunted exclusively at night. So my best chance of encountering one was under the grace of moonlight—also the most dangerous time to venture into the mountains.


As a child, I had begged Siwang to let me learn combat and archery with him not because I was interested, but because these were unladylike skills. And the more interest I feigned, the angrier it made the nannies and the high-ranked palace ladies who spent hours and hours teaching me etiquette and archaic rules.


I wanted their rage, and I wanted to fail every test they put me up to. I’d thought if I proved myself an unworthy empress, they would let me go home.


I never got to go home, though I hoped those lessons would pay off tonight.


As my stallion ascended the mountains, I tried to focus and prayed for Fate to grant me a single glimpse of the future, for I could use every advantage I could get. It did not work.


These visions were not mine to control. They were gifts from the gods, and mortals could not force the will of the gods.


While I hated the nightmares, I held each vision close to my chest. For they were the only power I had in this world. And perhaps the only thing that was mine.


As a child, the visions and the dreams were mere flashes of color and sounds, then became more vivid as I grew. Some nights, I still tried to convince myself that perhaps they were just detailed dreams, fueled by my overactive imagination in the boring monotony of the palace.


“Please.” I murmured a prayer to my ancestors as I rode over sleet-covered trails into the snow-crowned forest. “Let my foolish plan work. Let me end the suffering of this continent, and let me be free for the first time in my life.” Then, to the stars and the gods, I wanted to say, You’d better help me survive the night. If I’m dead, there will be no prophecy, no emperor of all emperors! But all that came was “Please … don’t abandon me tonight.”


The mountains were so much louder in the night than during the day. Wild with nocturnal animals braver under the cover of darkness than in the light. I hadn’t brought a torch, because I didn’t want to be seen. The deeper I ventured, the more I regretted this.
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