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To my grandfather, who laughed and cried to the stories of 三国演义. I wish I could tell ­you—­I love them too.


致我的外公: 我多想告诉您，曾经让您热泪盈眶的《三国演义》里的每个故事，如今也一样触动着我。




问古来将相可还存？也只是虚名儿与后人钦敬。


All those whom history called great left only empty names for us to venerate.


—­CAO XUEQIN, DREAM OF THE RED CHAMBER
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PART I




ONE
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An empire is like a cherry tree; if it is blooming, its petals must one day fall. If it is barren, its petals must one day bloom. Thus it has always been.


—­BOOK OF ODES, 856


WAR IS ­COMING . . .”


The rumors took wing and flew through the capital, leaving behind a trail of astonishment, fear, and, in some cases, a stirring hunger for glory. Only in my father’s house were they met with apathy.


“I will not go,” my father said, his face obscured by a cloud of smoke. The unaired room smelled of sweat and opium, but Father refused to let us open so much as a window. He claimed the sunlight would hurt his eyes. But I think he simply did not want to see the state of what he’d become.


His wife stood beside me, trembling. Xiuying was my stepmother, though we were only seven years apart. The servants had expected me to hate her upon her arrival, but against Father’s increasing rage and lunacy, we bonded over a common enemy. As the years passed, we became more than allies; we became laotong. Old sames.


Now, Xiuying clenched her hands into fists, trying to conceal her emotions. “The draft is the heavens’ mandate. To lie to the Imperial Commander is punishable by ­death—­”


“For skies’ sake, just tell them I’m unwell! Make something up. You’re awfully creative when it comes to finding ways to spend money. Use some of that creativity to lie.”


The injustice of this remark stole my breath away. How dare he accuse her of losing all our money? “It’s your gambling habit that’s brought ­us—­”


Xiuying covered my mouth with her hands. “No, Meilin,” she whispered.


Father blew out a delicate ring of smoke from his pipe; he hadn’t even heard me. Lost in his thoughts, he murmured, “I won’t go to war. I refuse. It doesn’t befit me, a man of my stature.” His hand trembled as he emptied his pipe against the old ashtray. The porcelain had once belonged to my mother’s dowry. It was now chipped and stained, ruined like everything else in this household.


“Why don’t you send the old footman in my place?” said Father, chuckling at his own idea. He set his pipe down at last, the full weight of his attention falling upon us. “He can pass for me.”


“Father,” I said loudly, unable to curb my tongue. “Zhou is not long for this world.”


“Did I ask you to speak?” he snapped, his eyes lighting on me. Xiuying shot me a frightened glance, but I shook my head at her while Father laughed.


“Even better,” he decided. “Two birds with one stone, as the scholars say. Better he die out there than waste our household resources any longer. These days even the dogs contribute more than ­he—­”


“Uncle Zhou has done more for this household than you ever have.”


The words were out of my mouth before I could think twice. Xiuying gasped; Father narrowed his eyes, then lurched to his feet, grabbing hold of the table to steady himself. He was advanced in years, but he was still a large man, several heads taller than me. They used to say he could command a room with his presence, before the opium commanded him.


He lumbered toward me now, his long hair loose on his shoulders, his gait sloping and precarious. With a snarl, he grabbed me by my chin, forcing me to meet his watery glare.


Our faces were inches from each other. I hadn’t been this close to him in years.


Xiuying once confessed she’d thought him a handsome man when they first met, with his dark, luminous eyes, his straight nose and high cheekbones. “You’re blessed with beauty, like him,” she’d said, trying to compliment me. I hadn’t told her it felt like the worst kind of insult.


“That Zhou raised you to insolence,” Father muttered. “After your mother died, I shouldn’t have let him interfere.” He turned my face from side to side, like a butcher inspecting a pig for slaughter. When I tried to pull away, his grip only tightened.


“How old is she?” he asked, glancing at Xiuying. His voice took on a mocking lilt. “How old is my dear, lovely daughter?”


Xiuying’s voice quavered as she answered. “Only just past eighteen,” she said. “I still have much to teach her in the ways of women’s—­”


“Silence.” Father released me, his eyes roving down my body now. “Eighteen is far too old to be uncommitted. Have Zhou call for the matchmaker tomorrow. I expect a dowry by new moon.”


The new moon was in a fortnight. “No,” I bit out. “I refuse to marry.”


I didn’t see his hand until it smashed into my cheek, the force of the slap snapping my head to one side. I blinked, forcing back tears.


“You will do as you’re told, Hai Meilin,” he said, a lethal undertone to his voice. “And if you fail to fetch a handsome dowry as a first wife, I will sell you as a concubine.”


“My lord, ­please . . .” I hated the pleading look in Xiuying’s eyes.


“You will not intervene!” He raised his hand to strike her, but I grabbed her first, pulling her behind me. Xiuying was shaking so hard I could feel her tremors in my bones.


“My orders are final,” he said. “Meilin has lived under my roof for eighteen years, using my name, partaking at my table. It is time to pay back her debts.” His hand twitched, seeking his pipe. “Now get out of my sight.”


Xiuying opened the door to flee before he could change his mind.


“And don’t let any of the warlord’s messengers into this house!”


The door slammed shut behind us. We didn’t dare stop until we were down the hall, ensconced in the women’s chambers at the other end of the courtyard. Only then did I allow myself to come apart.


“Mei Mei,” Xiuying whispered. She tucked my face into her chest and rocked me back and forth as we both ­wept—­quietly, for even in our own chambers the walls had ears.


“It won’t be so bad,” she murmured. “The matchmaker will find you a kind and decent man. He will treasure and protect you.”


“I wager that’s what the matchmaker said about Father too, when she paired you with him. They lie, all of them!” My voice was scraped raw. “I hate him.”


Xiuying shushed me. “Don’t blame your father. He’s under much stress,” she said. “The debt collectors come every day now.”


I raised my head. “I thought you dismissed most of the servants.”


She sighed. “Still, the way things are, the household cannot go on for much longer. Perhaps it is a good thing war is on our doorsteps.” She paused, biting her lip. “Skies forgive me for saying such a thing.”


I tried to wipe away my tears, the realization dawning on me. “You need my dowry, don’t you?”


Xiuying opened her mouth, then closed it. “Well,” she said, “with war approaching, I believe the debt collectors will be otherwise occupied.”


“Jie!”


My little sister ran into the chamber, clutching her beloved rag doll. She was only five years old, but already she had an intuitive sense for knowing when conflict was brewing. Living in this volatile household necessitated it.


“Rouha,” I said, drying my eyes and standing. Xiuying patted her on the head and smoothed her braids.


“I told Plum to hide in the nursery,” Rouha said. “I can tell Father’s in a foul mood.”


“Clever child,” said Xiuying. “Play with your brother and stay out of the way tomorrow, all right? Jie Jie and I will be occupied.”


“What are you doing?” She clung to my legs, peering at me with dread and apprehension. So she had overheard.


“The matchmaker will be paying us a visit,” I said, opting for honesty. “I’m going to bring home a big dowry for all of you. Then you’ll have new silks for dresses!”


“I don’t want silks,” Rouha said. “I hate dresses!”


Xiuying forced a laugh. “You fear dresses like the phoenix fears iron.”


“And I hate the matchmaker!” Rouha’s cheeks were flushed ­crimson—­the telltale sign of an emerging tantrum.


“Shhh.” Xiuying pinched her cheeks. “They’re nice people. They read the stars and bring good fortune to families across Anlai.”


“Good fortune,” I scoffed, though I tried not to sound overly critical in front of Rouha. She too would one day speak with the matchmaker, and the same fate would fall upon her. The thought sent despair coiling in my gut. No wonder Anlai mothers tried so hard not to love their daughters. It was like exiling a piece of your own heart.


“I’m thankful to my matchmaker,” Xiuying said softly, meeting my eyes over Rouha’s small head, “for she brought me to you, sister.”




TWO
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Men build cities; women tear them down.


—­ANALECTS OF ZHU YUAN, 889


XIUYING FRETTED OVER ME THE NEXT DAY, DRESSING ME IN ONE of her remaining dowry pieces that she hadn’t yet sold off. It was a pale blue silk embroidered with fluttering willow trees, once beautiful but now fallen to decay. The sleeves were worn and threadbare, and the hem unraveling. Still, it was the finest piece we owned, and Xiuying was determined to leave a good impression on the matchmaker.


I was only determined to survive the day.


At noon, I climbed the rooftops to watch for the matchmaker’s palanquin. Outside the walls of our complex, the streets were in an uproar over news of the impending war. Travelers poured in from outside the city gates: merchants hawking their wares, young men reporting for duty, courtesans hoping to turn a profit before all of the soldiers left for the battlefield. The crowds were rife with anticipation and excitement, the feeling of opportunity in the air. Only our household remained ­unaffected—­the atmosphere inside our walls as still and somber as a tomb. I was signing away my future, wasn’t I? Not that I had ever had much of one to begin with.


The familiar panic settled in my bones. I forced my eyes closed and released the muscles along my jaw and neck, down my spine. Uncle Zhou’s instructions echoed in my head as I breathed in and out, channeling my qi, my life force. Wood, fire, earth, metal, water, I recited, balancing each element within my own blood and breath. It was Uncle Zhou who’d taught me qi gong and kung fu from a young age, until my ability surpassed his, surpassed that of even our local grandmaster, who knew how to keep a secret. My natural gift did not stem from my physical strength, which remained middling at best, but my mental fortitude, which martial arts had only further honed, a whetstone to steel. Without the release of qi gong, I was not certain I could’ve endured my mother’s passing.


They say a girl with an ­ill-­fated mother is doomed to follow in her footsteps. For Rouha’s sake, I hoped the superstitions carried no truth. My mother passed away when I was twelve, and Rouha too young to remember her. Uncle Zhou claimed it was due to her weak heart, but we all heard the other servants whisper about her madness.


A gaudy, lurid palanquin turned the corner, lurching from side to side until it stopped in front of our gate. The woman who emerged wore more expensive robes than I did. Her hair was seeded with gray, but she still bore the vigor of a woman in her prime. She brushed aside help from her palanquin bearers and hobbled through the gates on her own. Then I remembered myself. I was no longer a bystander to the outside world. She was coming for me.


I scrambled back inside my window and rushed down the stairs, nearly barreling into Xiuying.


“There you are! Uncle Zhou said the matchmaker’s arrived.”


Xiuying dragged me to the sitting room, which had been aired out in anticipation of the matchmaker’s visit. Still, I could detect the rancid odor of opium in the air, impossible to entirely extricate. Father had left his mark everywhere.


“Thank you for coming all this way, Madame Shu,” said Xiu­ying, before pouring oolong tea for the matchmaker.


Madame Shu’s eyes were shrewd, calculating. “It’s a busy season for weddings, and I won’t waste time on small talk. Let’s get to business,” she said, in a brusque tone I hadn’t heard many women use before. “The state of your home astounds even me. And I hear all the rumors. Lord Hai has a fondness for gambling, doesn’t he?”


Xiuying gaped at her blunt words. Clearly, Madame Shu did not care to hold her tongue.


“Please, sit,” I said, motioning toward the only sofa in the room. We’d sold most of our furniture to the debt collectors long ago. Through her eyes, I saw the barrenness of our home anew.


It wasn’t always like this, I wanted to say. Father was from nobility, the eldest son of the Hai clan, and yet, in the wake of my mother’s passing, his penchant for gambling and opium had sunk him far. And because he was the patriarch of our family, where he went, we all followed.


The matchmaker sat, then pointed at the folding fan hung across the wall. “Is that a likeness of your mother?”


I nodded. The fan was illustrated with an ink portrait done by a former friend of my mother’s, too worn to amount to any money. We knew, because we’d tried to sell even that.


“Beautiful figure, that one,” said the matchmaker, reminiscing. “Pity what happened to her.” She leaned toward me. “I heard she claimed to be communing with spirits by the end of her days. Is that true?”


Xiuying interceded. “Of course not,” she snapped. “No one in this household would ever invite such trouble.”


“That’s the sort of evil that lingers,” said the matchmaker, raising a suggestive brow at the state of our house. “And your husband seems never to have recovered after her passing.”


Xiuying’s cheeks turned the color of a New Year lantern.


“My mother was very sick by the end,” I said quietly, “but we’ve always obeyed the Imperial Commander in this household.”


The matchmaker nodded. “Very good,” she said. “Come here.”


I first glanced at Xiuying, then inched closer. With little ceremony, the matchmaker took my face in her hands, pinching and prodding every part of my body from my earlobes to my breasts to the loose skin on my elbows. She tsked at my lack of curves but continued her thorough examination down to the arches of my feet. Finally, she perched on the sofa and pursed her lips. Her expression did not bode well.


“I have a man in mind.” She sighed, flipping through her ledgers. “He’s the best I can do for you.”


Against all reason, I had hoped and prayed she would have no one for me. That all eligible men had gone off to duty or had no dowry prepared. All I’d wanted was one more year. To live.


“He’s a ­merchant—­”


Xiuying’s inhalation was audible. The Hai clan might have fallen far from grace, but we were still nobility. To marry a common merchant was the ultimate act of diulian. Our whole family would lose face.


“. . . which should be the least of your worries,” Madame Shu continued. “What’s important is that he’ll pay a generous dowry for you.”


“Of course,” Xiuying said, recovering herself. “As the stars decree.”


“Master Zhu is on the older side, but luckily for you, that means he’ll have a dwindling appetite. Or so a woman can hope.”


I shuddered. My vision darkened at the edges, warping the room around me.


“Will Meilin become First Wife?” Xiuying asked, her face pale with worry.


Madame Shu shook her head. “But she’ll have the chance to become the mother of his firstborn. The other wives were unable to bear a son.”


My voice came out hoarse. “What happened to the other wives?”


“Consumption,” she answered curtly, avoiding my eyes.


“All of them?”


My skepticism was evident. Reluctantly, the matchmaker lifted her gaze from her ledgers to consider me. “You’re a sharp one, aren’t you?” she said. “Remember, beauty is the wisdom of women. You have a pretty face. Be grateful to the gods. Your mouth will be prettier if you keep it shut.” Madame Shu paused, noticing her slip. “The Imperial Commander, I mean. Let his favor shine upon us.”


“Surely, with her looks,” Xiuying interjected, “she could secure at least ­a—­”


Madame Shu slammed her hand down on the table. “Do you know how fortunate you are for me to even be willing to do business with your family? Your husband’s name is a smear across all of Anlai. We’ve all heard the loan sharks are after him.”


“But, this man, will ­he . . .” Xiuying trailed off, unable to continue. But I could hear the fear in her ­voice—­fear that I might go the way of his former wives.


“You know how it is,” the matchmaker said, her expression indefinable. “We women must make sacrifices for our families.”


I understood Madame Shu’s words all too well. There was no hope for our household. Father’s addictions had only grown worse with age. And Rouha and Plum were still so young. I wanted them to live; I needed them to.


“Thank you, Madame Shu, for this honor,” I said, bowing low to hide the tears in my eyes. By the time I rose, I’d regained my composure. “I look forward to meeting my betrothed.”


“Very good,” Madame Shu said, handing me my marriage contract. “Give this to your father. I’ll see you in a week.”


I smiled at the papers, the way one smiles at the gallows.




THREE
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Emperor Wu, who is perhaps most renowned for establishing the imperial examination system, ushered in a new age of opportunity for the peasant class. Beginning in 825, anyone who passed into the highest rank could become a jinshi scholar, though it is worth noting that while all nobles were eligible for the test, the only peasants eligible were those with registration status within the capital city of Chuang Ning. Scholars thus attribute this legislation change as the catalyst for the ­ninth-­century influx of migrant workers, as well as the creation of the Chuang Ning Slum Yards.


—­REMEMBERING THE WU DYNASTY, 913


I WAS TOO ANXIOUS TO SIT STILL AFTER THE MATCHMAKER LEFT. I knew there was much preparation to be done prior to the wedding, but I needed to ascertain one thing first.


I needed to know if my future husband was a murderer. Xiu­ying would never agree to let me see him. It was bad luck, not to mention dangerous. But the feeling of a noose around my throat was tightening, and I felt I had to get out of the house. So I waited until Rouha distracted Xiuying with another tantrum, then escaped through my bedroom window.


I knew the approximate location of Master Zhu’s house from skimming the matchmaker’s ledgers, but to reach Wenxi District without trouble, I could not simply waltz down the street. Women were urged against traveling alone, and noblewomen were forbidden from it. But with my kung fu ability, I had other choices afforded to me. Jumping from rooftop to rooftop, I kept out of sight, crouching low whenever a passing pedestrian thought to glance toward the sky. The day was lovely: pigeons roosting on ­low-­hanging eaves, festive red lanterns swaying above the streets. The New Year Festival had passed a few weeks earlier, and Xiuying had diverted Father long enough to let me take Rouha and Plum out to see the dragon dances. Plum had even tried to jump into the ring and play with them.


Outside Master Zhu’s gates, I took shelter in the rooftop garden above a blacksmith’s workshop. The streets in Wenxi District were cramped and narrow, with establishments squeezed together to utilize every inch of available space. Across the street, soldiers in uniform poured out of a gambling salon, drunken and laughing as if they hadn’t a care in the world.


Master Zhu had high, painted residential gates to mark his wealth and status. Still, from this vantage point, I had a clear view of his courtyard below. Servants bustled through the ­open-­air gallery, but I saw no sign of my betrothed. Hours passed and still he did not appear. Xiuying would be getting worried, I knew. She would assume I was practicing kung fu as I often did in the woods behind our residence, and send Uncle Zhou to look for me. But he would not find me there.


It was time to admit defeat and head home. I straightened from my crouch and stretched. That was when I heard the scream.


A serving girl was thrown out into the courtyard, her porcelain dish shattering against the stones. Seconds later, a ­barrel-­chested man with long graying hair strode out of the hallway, straight toward the serving girl. At first, I thought he was offering her a hand, but then as she shot to her feet I understood she was trying to escape him. She was too slow. He grabbed her by the throat and shoved her against the wall. Then he struck her.


Involuntarily, my hand leapt to my own cheek. I could still feel the bruise where Father had struck me the day before. Even under multiple layers of ground pearl powder, the ­purple-­green mark remained visible against my skin.


Master ­Zhu—­and it must be Master Zhu, for only the patriarch of this house would dare cause such a public ­commotion—­said something to the serving girl. She shuddered, and I wondered at his words. Then he released her, shook his head with disdain, and walked away, lifting the hem of his robe over the shattered remains of porcelain.


The girl was left alone in the courtyard, gulping down mouthfuls of air as she sobbed. Was that what I looked like, I wondered, when I thought I was all alone? How pitiful.


That was going to be me. I would flee Father only to fall under another master. And even if I were to bear him a healthy son and earn my status in this household, even if Master Zhu were to pass away, that son would one day grow up to become a man, and then he too would command me. He would dictate what I ate and where I slept, my comings and goings, my every word, perhaps even my thoughts. And I would be under the whim of men for the rest of my days.


No wonder my mother had chosen to give up on this world.


I sank to my knees, trying to swallow away the choked feeling in my throat. It would be easy, I thought. I could jump off this roof right now. I could take a running start, pretend I was about to fly. Perhaps that was what my mother had told herself, in her final moments before she’d drowned. Perhaps she had convinced herself she could breathe underwater. Perhaps she had wanted to see how far she could swim. Or perhaps she had simply yearned to be free.


It was selfish, undeniably. But generosity did not belong to slaves.


I rose to my feet. The gentle spring wind caressed my robes, toying with my billowing sleeves, my long hair. I could feel a wealth of qi flowing through me, my vital energy unencumbered and raw. I could do it; I could take flight. I could be free too.


But then I remembered Xiuying. And then Rouha and Plum. And I thought, not them too. They who were too young to remember Ma’s passing. It would destroy them, as it had destroyed me.


I exhaled, deciding to head back. Xiuying was right; sometimes it was simply better not to know the truth of things.


And then I heard the second scream of the night.


This one was much louder, followed by many others. People shouted warnings; the crowd thinned like bats fleeing light. From my high vantage point, I spotted the source of the commotion. At the crest of the hill, an unhitched wagon was tumbling down the street, gaining momentum with every passing second. Shopkeepers flung their wares out of the way. Orphan children dove off the road; pigeons squawked and took flight. But at the far end of the street, I saw an old man who had tripped on the cobblestones. His cane had rolled down the slope, out of reach.


“Someone help!” screamed a ­gray-­haired woman. She looked to be his age, more able than he, but too slow to assist him.


Burning qi coursed through my veins. I skidded toward the edge of the roof and dropped, not quite knowing what I would do. Just then, a young man in soldier’s garb ran out onto the street to help the old man. How would he make it in time? I wondered. Baichi fool!


Heart hammering in indecision, I spotted the tall iron pole resting against the blacksmith’s anvil. I knocked it from its post, then grabbed it before it struck the ground. I swore; the pole was much heavier than it looked. Focusing my qi, I gritted my teeth and lifted it in the air. I could not miss. The wagon was barreling down the ­street—­it would thunder past me in a second. I could not strike too early, nor too late.


My eyes narrowed, my vision tunneling as I rammed the iron pole into the wagon’s back wheel, aiming for the gap between the spokes. My aim was true. The pole slid through the spokes. Then the momentum jolted me forward, despite my firm stance. I flew into the street, smacking my head against the stone.


But unmistakably, the wagon had stopped. I raised my head, dazed, and saw the wagon lying on its side before me, as if it had only fallen asleep. Behind it, a few feet away, the young soldier stood in the middle of the road, his eyes wide. His gaze met mine; his astonishment only grew.


“You should be ashamed of yourself!” someone exclaimed. I turned around.


A bearded man was running down the hill, wailing. Bystanders shouted at him for leaving his wagon unattended. Some even picked up the squashed fruit from the road and lobbed it at his back. The wagon driver swore back at ­them—­until he spotted the pale young soldier, who was now helping the old grandpa cross the street. His expression contorted and he fell on his knees before the young man, imploring him for leniency.


“Honorable Master Liu! May the spirits shine ­favor—­”


“Remember the decree!” someone from the street hissed. The driver clapped his hands over his mouth as he kowtowed before the young master. The Imperial Commander’s decree had only been passed a month ago, and most were still adjusting to the new norms. Under the mandate, all spirit worship was considered seditious. Even giving ritual offerings to your ancestors, much less invoking the old spirits and calling upon black magic, was considered illegal. The Anlai warlord had declared that as the Imperial Commander, he possessed the heavens’ mandate, and therefore, the only religion allowed was worship of him.


“Please show mercy toward this poor beggar,” the wagon driver continued, panicking now.


Master Liu held up a hand to silence him. I saw now that his clothing was finer than mine, finer even than what Father once wore. His long hair was pinned up with a ji headpiece made of ivory and pearl, and his left hand was adorned with a sparkling emerald ring. That ring probably could’ve fed my entire household for a year.


Whom had I just saved? And why were the commoners calling him Master Liu? With jewels like that, he must be at least a lord.


“I will report this incident to the magistrate,” Master Liu was saying. “He will ensure justice is dealt.”


The wagon driver began to wail in earnest, tearfully explaining that his only son was going off to war. Master Liu replied that for his own sake, he hoped the son was more mindful than the father. As the imperial guards arrived on the scene, I took my cue to leave.




FOUR
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And in the void left in the wake of the Great Collapse, the Virtuous General Li Zhuo had no choice but to assume power, for he could not allow the duplicitous Ximing to rule.


—­REMEMBERING THE WU DYNASTY, 913


I SLIPPED BETWEEN THE BLACKSMITH’S SHOP AND THE ­NEXT-­DOOR gambling salon, hoping to find roof access at the end of the ­alleyway. I could smell the opium emanating from the gambling salon, thick and syrupy in the air. They would gamble away their coin, and then their lives, I thought, my lip curling. And the women would be left to pick up the pieces.


Without warning, the back door crashed open as two men fell out into the alleyway. I froze, standing not two paces from them. One man slumped to his knees and retched on the cobblestones, as the other watched with ennui and continued smoking his pipe. Then he spotted me.


“Pretty lady,” he said, approaching. “What is your price for the night?”


“I am no courtesan,” I replied, affecting disdain. I turned to flee back to the main road, but he seized me by the shoulder, then wrapped his other arm around me. I went ­stock-­still.


“Would you begrudge a soldier his last night of freedom?” he asked me, his voice overloud and slurred. “We’re forced to report for duty tomorrow. Don’t you feel sorry for us?”


“It’s the heavens’ mandate,” I choked out, trying to force myself into some semblance of calm.


“Then this is your duty to Anlai, my lady.”


The other one stood now, wiping puke from his chin. “Dark-­skinned,” he commented, as if I couldn’t hear him, “but pretty.”


The one holding me pulled me closer against his chest. Then he whispered in my ear, “We’ll be generous tonight.”


I wanted to vomit.


“Get your hands off her,” someone said at the end of the alley.


They turned to look at the newcomer. In their moment of distraction, I rammed my elbow into the man’s stomach and felt his knees buckle behind me. Then I kicked him in the shins so that he released me, losing his balance and toppling onto the ground. I whirled around and took several steps back before he glared at me and leapt to his feet.


“I’ll make you pay for that,” he snarled, charging forward.


I anchored my qi, ducked, then used his own momentum to flip him over my head. I heard his body hit the ground with a resounding thwack, followed by a low moan.


The nauseated boy didn’t put up much of a fight. He staggered away, gaping at me as if I had the face of the White Bone Spirit.


“Are you all right?” Someone cupped my elbow and I flinched, whirling around. It was Master Liu; he’d followed me into the alley. I nodded wordlessly, avoiding his probing gaze. I wondered if I was supposed to bow or get on my knees before him. Most nobles memorized the rank and status of each house so that they would know the proper decorum in every situation. But Father had not brought us to the palace in years. He had not been invited to the palace in years.


“Give me your names,” Master Liu told the two soldiers. “If you do not report for duty tomorrow, I will remember.”


As he spoke with them, I wondered if I could try running again. My robes were soiled and my carefully pinned hair loose on my shoulders. Xiuying would be so angry when I returned.


Something warm trickled down my brow. I touched my forehead. Blood. I hadn’t even felt the injury with the excess qi coursing through my veins.


“Lady, I was looking for you.”


I raised my head. The two soldiers had left. Master Liu stood before me, his brows drawn inward in consternation. Up close, I could tell he was only a few years my senior, perhaps nineteen or twenty. His complexion was pale, much paler than I was even with makeup, and his hair glossy and dark. He had a generous mouth and a strong, chiseled jawline, and tapered eyes like almonds. He was very handsome. He was also the warlord’s seventh and youngest son, Liu Sky.


Now I fell to my knees in earnest. How could I not have recognized ­him—­when I had seen him at the palace before? And what was he doing on the streets of Wenxi District, on the eve of war? Shouldn’t he be in the imperial palace with his father, who had just declared himself ruler not only of Anlai, our kingdom, but also of all of Tianjia?


“Apologies . . . Prince Liu. I mean, Your Highness. I did not recognize you in the ­commotion—­”


“Rise,” he said, offering me a hand. There was a hint of a smile on his lips. “You’ll ruin my disguise.”


“You go ­by . . . Master Liu here?”


“To survey the city,” he explained. “And learn the discrepancies between the official reports and the lived experiences of my people.”


I nodded, not understanding but unwilling to pry. A woman’s role was to be incurious. I recalled the old saying Father liked to use: When a woman asks, smile but do not answer.


“You’re bleeding.” He raised his hand at me and I flinched without thinking. Then his gaze darkened. “I won’t hurt you,” he said, in a different voice.


I nodded but did not lift my eyes from the ground. From his pocket, he withdrew a silk handkerchief and pressed it to my forehead. His touch was surprisingly gentle. This close, he smelled like sandalwood. Sandalwood and roses. I probably smelled like opium.


“What is your name?”


I looked up at him, frightened. “Why? Will you report me too?”


He laughed. His eyes crinkled into crescent moons, lending him a boylike appearance. “You saved my life, and several others. May I not know the name of the one to whom I owe a life debt?”


“You owe me nothing,” I murmured.


“How can I repay you?” he insisted.


I opened my mouth, then closed it. There were many things I wanted. I wanted Xiuying to not be angry with me when I returned. I wanted Father to stop smoking opium and wake up. I wanted Plum to be able to attend school. I wanted Master Zhu to change his mind. I wanted not to marry. I wanted not to be a woman.


And Prince Liu could do nothing about that.


I bowed again, unwilling to look up into his bright, luminous eyes. “I am grateful to you for saving me from those soldiers.”


“It seems like you had the situation handled yourself.” An ­undercurrent of laughter ran through his voice. Was he mocking me? “If only my men riding out to war tomorrow could be half as fast and clever as you.”


I blushed.


“And half as lovely.”


My gaze flickered to his. He was staring at me, his eyes intent. We were still in a dark alleyway, alone and unchaperoned. I glanced at our surroundings and he seemed to remember himself.


“Let me escort you home at least,” he said. “It’s dangerous for a woman to be out alone at night. What were you doing here, anyway?”


Heat rushed to my face. “Are you also going off to war, then?” I said, hoping to divert his attention.


He took the bait. “Yes, but it is no burden for me.” Perhaps we were both thinking of those two soldiers from the gambling salon.


“Why not?” Belatedly, I recalled I was not supposed to ask questions.


But he did not seem to mind. “In some ways, I’ve been preparing for war all my life. I always knew this moment would come.” His expression darkened. “I was four when the Wu Dynasty fell. I still remember the warning gongs when the Chuang Ning walls were first breached.”


The Wu Dynasty was the former empire that had united Tianjia. Now, the Three Kingdoms lived separate, each ruled by a different warlord who had assumed power in the void left by the fallen emperor. I was only an infant at the time of the Great Collapse, too young to remember anything more than stories of that ­time—­stories of terror and unimaginable violence.


“For fifteen years, the Three Kingdoms have never been tied together by more than an uneasy truce.” Prince Liu’s voice turned hostile. “Ximing is a worm among birds, thinking it can grow wings and fly. Despite having no army and no gold in their coffers, they clamor for war. And ­Leyuan . . . Leyuan is run by fools.”


My heart pounded as he spoke. The world of men had always felt like a locked door to me. Father was not interested in politics, and the little he did know, he would never share with his daughter. A happy woman is one who does not involve herself in the affairs of men. I was meant to trust my master in all matters, and not seek to understand the world beyond my immediate household.


But apparently, Prince Liu felt no such qualms. Perhaps they did things differently in the Forbidden City, the imperial palace at the heart of Chuang Ning. Or perhaps as the seventh son of the warlord of Anlai, he could disregard rules that no one else dared break.


Prince Liu stopped in front of a ­snow-­white stallion, so tall my head barely reached the horse’s torso. A light brown streak ran down his forehead, and his huge eyes were dark and intelligent. “Can you ride?” he asked, as he adjusted the bridle.


“Of course,” I said, before hesitating. “I-­I mean, yes.”


“I should have expected no less, from a master of kung fu. Who trained you?”


“Uncle—­I mean, a household servant.” At his look of skepticism, I added, “His brother is a grandmaster of martial arts.”


He seemed to find this more reasonable. “Even my best men would be ­hard-­pressed to match an ability like yours,” he said, as he helped me onto his horse. Moments later, I felt him swing up behind me, startling me stiff. But of course. I couldn’t have expected him to lend me his steed and let me ride off alone. But now he would know where I lived.


“Where to?”


I exhaled, dread closing in. “Willow District. At ­the . . . Hai residence.”


“Hai?” he repeated. I could not see his expression, but I could hear the surprise in his voice. “You belong to the Hai clan?”


I nodded, shifting in my seat. I was unused to his proximity, to his unmistakable maleness. Apart from Uncle Zhou, I had little experience with men. Here was one now, not a hand’s breadth apart from me, his chest strong and warm, his thighs braced around my own, the scent of his skin like heady sandalwood and ­late-­summer air. I could feel his curious gaze on me, but I could not meet it, instead staring down at my own threadbare dress.


“What is your name?”


My throat was tight; I did not know why. “Hai Meilin.”


“Hai Meilin,” he repeated, enunciating the vowels carefully. And now I knew why I wanted to cry. Because in a fortnight, that name would no longer be mine. I would belong to the Zhu clan instead. I would belong to Master Zhu.


His horse was so tall and steady I could barely feel the potholes in the street. “I hope to see you again one day, Lady Hai. Perhaps when this war is over.”


He was so bold with his words, I thought. I could not say yes, for I would be a married woman when he returned. But I could not say no, for that would be an offense against a prince.


So instead, I asked, “When do you think the war will be over, Your Highness?”


“If only I knew,” he said with a laugh. “But I don’t believe it will last long.”


I felt his arms tense around me. “There is much posturing at the start of war,” he continued. “Who has the most men? Whose army is the best equipped? From there, it’s simple calculations. The warlord with the best hand or the greatest bluff can propose a treaty in his favor. And then the others will follow suit, depending on the hand they’ve been dealt. Then we’ll end up back where we started. Another truce. More tiresome dinner parties. The Three Kingdoms unchanged.”


“So you don’t believe in the Imperial Commander’s mission, then?” I asked. “To unify Tianjia, I mean.”


There was a beat of silence, and I wondered if I’d misspoken. But I felt him shrug behind me. “Once Ximing’s warlord declared reunification, the other warlords were forced to follow suit, or risk looking like cowards.”


“Ximing was the one who first declared war?” I asked, astonished.


I felt him nod. “They claimed the terms of the Three Kingdoms Treaty were unfair. But they were responsible for the last war, and they lost. My father had to make an example out of them. They had to be ­punished—­for the sake of justice.” He paused. When he spoke again, his voice was changed, no longer ruminative. “Regardless, I don’t believe there will be another emperor over all of Tianjia again. Look at us. We’re so different now. We could never be unified again.”


“I’ve never met anyone from Ximing or Leyuan,” I said honestly. “Not even the ambassadors.” For they stayed in the Forbidden City.


“You’re not missing out on much, I’ll tell you that,” he said. “Anlai is the most beautiful place in the world.” I could hear the smile in his voice. “With the most beautiful women.”


Was ­he . . . flirting with me? I had no idea how to banter like this, to trade flattering words as light as feather fans and silk sashes. Uncle Zhou had taught me kung fu and Xiuying had taught me herbal remedies, but no one had schooled me in the world of court, of pretty compliments and easy smiles. My mouth dry, I did not respond.


“I’ve made you uncomfortable. I apologize.”


“I-­I’m not used to meeting princes.” I cringed; I sounded like a country bumpkin.


“That’s all right,” he said, pulling the reins as we neared a crowd. “That means I have less competition.”


Back-­to-­back palanquins blocked off the main thoroughfare that led out of Wenxi District. Another reason I preferred the rooftops: no traffic. Prince Liu hissed with annoyance but could do nothing to pass, save reveal his royal identity.


“Please!” a woman cried from beyond the crowd. I saw then why we were stopped: imperial guards had surrounded Magician’s Square, where common street illusionists showed off for tourists, and ­silver-­tongued ­fortune-­tellers told the gullible what they wanted to hear.


“We’ve done nothing wrong!” the woman screamed. “Help ­us—­they’ll feed us to the dogs, or ­worse—­”


She broke off with a gasp. Through a gap in the crowd, I caught sight of the sobbing woman, struggling against a guard as he dragged her into a cart, loaded with other ­pseudo–­spirit mediums in their characteristic bright garb. All of them were blindfolded, gagged, and bound, unable to move, speak, or even see. Motionless, they looked like puppets without their strings, inanimate.


The sight turned me cold.


“By order of the Imperial Commander,” the soldier announced, “we are removing all spirit mediums to protect the state from the evils of black magic.”


“If Auntie Tien has ‘black magic,’ I have a tail,” a commoner within earshot muttered. “Have any of her fortunes ever come true?”


“When she predicts sunshine, I bring an umbrella,” his friend replied.


I glanced back at Prince Liu, who was watching the public display with an inscrutable expression.


“They’re ­not—­they’re not going to execute the spirit ­mediums . . . right?” I whispered.


Prince Liu shook his head, then turned his horse and left, taking the long route around Magician’s Square, through the Slum Yards. Neither of us spoke after that. I was thinking of the woman’s panic as she struggled against her captor. But what frightened me most were the other ­fortune-­tellers and their silent acceptance: sitting bound and blinded, awaiting their fate.


Was that how I was to be carted off to Master Zhu’s?


And why this sudden attention on spirit mediums? Although spirits were often blamed for poor weather or bad luck, most in Anlai did not actually believe in their existence. They were considered children’s bogey tales, ghost stories.


While much of the history of black magic had been erased, somehow, my mother had known what others did not. She had told me that Emperor Wu banned the practice of black magic at the founding of the Wu Dynasty a century ago, because he blamed spirit mediums for the rampant chaos of the Warring States Period, which preceded his reign. During the Warring States Period, my mother said, there were dragons and birds of fire roaming the earth, as plain to the eye as the imperial gates rising above us.


But those stories were mostly lost now. And what my mother told ­me—­I never could quite believe.


Toward the end of her life, my mother had begun to say things. Things that did not follow reason. Things that, if the Imperial Commander had caught wind of them, would have ensured she was not alive, one way or another.


“Why?” I asked the prince, when I could bear the silence no longer. “They have no real power. They’re just trying to make a few coins.”


I felt Prince Liu adjust his hold on the reins. “In truth, I agree with you.”


I waited. When nothing followed: “Then . . . ?”


With some reluctance: “You see, on the eve of war, my father was visited by an old seer from the south. Part of the Ruan minority group.” His voice took on a scornful edge. “The seer told my ­father a spirit would spell his demise, and the demise of Anlai itself.”


I inhaled sharply.


“Father ignored the threat, of course. He had the seer punished, and I thought that was that. But later, he had a certain room in the imperial treasury checked, for the first time in decades. And that was when he discovered”—­Prince Liu hesitated, shifting behind ­me—­“a certain jade seal stolen.”


“A jade seal?” My brows crinkled.


“Never mind,” said Prince Liu, shaking his head as if to clear it. “You’re very easy to talk to, Lady Hai. I forget myself with you.”


“I—­apologize, Your Highness.”


“No,” he said. “It is I who must apologize, for filling your ears with such nonsense.”


“Nothing you say is nonsense to me,” I said earnestly, twisting in the saddle, before coloring at the way his eyes took me in. He smiled crookedly, his hand brushing my own, before reining his horse at the end of my street. I hadn’t realized we were back in Willow District.


From where we’d stopped, I could see the gates to my home a little way away. He clearly did not know which one it was. That was good, I thought. Perhaps he hadn’t heard the rumors, then. I would die of mortification if he met Father in his current state.


I moved to dismount but he beat me to it, dismounting first, then offering me his arm. Just then, the gates opened. “Meilin!”


Xiuying and Uncle Zhou hurried outside. Xiuying was dressed in her gardening clothes, her skirt soiled and patched, and Uncle Zhou wore a motley assortment of jackets piled on top of one another, for he felt chills at night. I flushed, seeing our humble household through the prince’s eyes. Xiuying staggered to a halt upon noticing Prince Liu. She most likely did not recognize him but could tell he was from wealth.


Uncle Zhou did. “Your Highness.” He bowed. Xiuying followed with an elegant bow of her own.


“Thank you for returning Meilin to us,” said Xiuying. “We were so worried.”


“It was my honor,” he said, smiling kindly at me. “I ­hope—­”


Through the open gates, a pig ran out onto the street, dodging both Xiuying and Uncle Zhou. Prince Liu lunged for ­it—­and got a kick in the leg in return. I muffled a laugh while Xiuying cried out, apologizing profusely. Laughing, the prince limped after the pig and finally seized it, returning the resigned creature to Uncle Zhou. The pig was fat and near adult age. I had no idea where it had come from.


“Apologies, Your Highness,” Xiuying said, breathless but smiling. “We’re not accustomed to livestock in our house. Meilin’s dowry began arriving today, you see.”


Dowry. I saw the word sink into him. Prince Liu’s expression changed from surprise to disappointment to polite indifference. He turned to me and bowed once more, stiffly this time.


“Apologies for my forwardness, Lady Hai. Congratulations on your upcoming nuptials.” His voice was cool and impassive. “I shall take my leave.”


We all bowed, not daring to lift our heads until he was on his horse and down the street. Then Xiuying turned to me, her cheeks flushed. “What was that about?”


“He was impressed by my kung fu abilities,” I hedged.


She shot me an incredulous look as Uncle Zhou chuckled. “How can you get into so much trouble in one day?” Xiuying complained. I prepared myself for a scolding, but instead, she grabbed me, wrapping me in a tight embrace.


“Oh, Meilin,” she said, burying her head in my shoulder. “How I will miss you when you’re gone.”




FIVE
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The Tian word for slave is made of two characters: girl and hand. For the girl is the slave, and the hand is the means with which she serves.


—­BOOK OF RITES, 829


THAT NIGHT, I COULDN’T SLEEP. PRINCE LIU’S WORDS WHIRLED IN my head like a haixiao wave gathering power. If only my men riding out to war tomorrow could be half as fast and clever as you.


In the privacy of my chamber, I could admit it. Yes, I was fast. I was clever too. Not with words, surely, but in other ways. I had managed to stop that moving wagon with only an iron pole at hand. I could best Uncle Zhou in hand-­to-­hand combat by the time I turned thirteen. Though I had never touched a sword, I was skilled with the staff.


Outside of fighting, I knew how to scavenge for food and how to fashion a tourniquet. Xiuying had grown up in southern Anlai, the daughter of an herbalist in a rural farming village. She had taught me how to counteract poisons and brew herbal remedies against pain.


If those soldiers I had met outside the gambling salon were any indication of what I’d be facing, I could take them on.


In the darkness, the possibilities took hold of me. Sweat trickled down my back at the insanity of my own idea. Could I really go through with it? Could I leave this life behind, and everything I had ever known? In the looking glass, I saw my nightgown loose around my thin frame. The matchmaker had frowned at my lack of curves. But in a different life, perhaps they could become my means of escape.


Quietly, so as not to wake Rouha and Plum next door, I stripped my sheets from the bed and laid them next to the window. The moon was waning, and little light filtered in through the lattice window. No matter. Using the knife I hid beneath my bed, I cut long, uniform strips of linen.


By the time I was done, dawn was breaking. I had little time if I was to go through with my plan. In the dark of the night, the idea had felt surreal, like a dream. Like the consequences of my actions would not fall on my own shoulders. But with the light of day, the weight of what I was about to do struck me anew. I hurried to Xiu­ying’s room with equal parts fear and exhilaration in my heart. When I entered her chambers, she was ­bleary-­eyed but awake.


“You’re here,” I said, relieved. “I was afraid you’d be in Father’s bedchamber.”


“Oh, he hasn’t called for me in months,” Xiuying said with a yawn. “The opium tires him. Why? What’s wrong?”


Hesitantly, I moved closer to the window, so that she could see me in the light of dawn. Her mouth fell open.


“Meilin!”


“Shh,” I said. “You’ll wake the children.”


“You can’t be serious.”


“I am,” I said. “I must go.” She could see in my face that I wasn’t bluffing.


Xiuying rose and rubbed her eyes. “But why? You’ve seen the dowry, Meilin. Master Zhu is wealthy. You won’t go hungry anymore.”


I had wanted to spare her, ­but . . . “I saw him beat a serving girl,” I said, not wishing to go into detail. “He’s just like Father. And ­I . . . I can’t live like this anymore. I can’t. I can’t become what my ­mother—­” I broke off, suddenly out of breath.


Xiuying’s face changed, taking on a fierce, protective cast. I knew then that she was on my side.


“You are not your mother, Meilin. You do not have her madness.”


“I know.”


She worried her lip. “If you’re caught, they’ll believe you’re a man. Enter any village and they’ll impress you! Uncle Zhou told me they send deserters to the front lines.”


I shook my head. “They won’t need to impress me. I’m going to enlist.”


She gaped at me.


“You know it’s safer this way.”


“Safer?” she repeated, her temper rising.


“If I’m a man, then I must ­enlist—­or risk impressment. And if I’m a ­woman . . .”


Her eyes flashed with grim understanding. If I was caught as a woman, death would be preferable. “Yes, all right,” she said. “But, Meilin, the ­dangers—­”


“I won’t get caught,” I interrupted, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “Besides, Prince Liu said the war will be over in the blink of an eye.”


My words only further agitated her. “Even if you survive the war, do you think they’ll let you live?” Xiuying hissed. “They would never let a woman get away with something like this.”


I tried to take her hand, but she drew away from me. “Something like what?”


She swallowed hard. “They would never let a woman hold on to power.”


I shook my head at her. “Sister, I know all these things. My ambitions are small. I only wish to have a little more time. A few months, maybe more. Then I will be satisfied.”


I had wished to spare her, but now she understood. Her eyes welled with tears. “You would rather death out there in the wild, than death here, enslaved.”


I nodded.


“And I will never see you again.”


She didn’t let me answer her with false promises. Instead, she embraced me without restraint, something she almost never allowed herself to do. Muffling her sobs so that she wouldn’t wake the household, she cried into my hair, then rubbed my back. I was unsure who was comforting whom.


Outside the window, song thrushes were waking and trilling their morning greetings. I was running out of time.


“I’m going to enlist in Father’s place,” I told her.


Xiuying disentangled herself from me. “No. I already told the Imperial Commander’s messengers he’s ill.” Her voice still sounded congested, but she was alert now. “You can go as his son.”


“But there’s no record in the ­annals—­”


“A bastard son,” Xiuying clarified. I absorbed this idea, then nodded; Xiuying’s ideas were usually better than my own.


She left the room, returning a few minutes later with supplies for me. “Wear these instead,” she said. “They’ll fit you better.”


I’d been wearing Uncle Zhou’s old clothes, but she’d handed me a new set of tunic and breeches. “Where did you get these?”


“I’d been saving them for Plum,” Xiuying answered, businesslike. “I’ll rewrap your bindings. You did a good job, but you’ll need to make sure the bandages don’t peek through your neckline. And I’ll tie your hair up. I do your father’s hair quite nicely, don’t I?”


The weight on my chest began to lighten. “Sister,” I said. “I . . . thank you.”


“There’s something else,” Xiuying said abruptly, and by the way she spoke, I could tell she already regretted what she was about to say. “I don’t know if I should be giving this to you, but it’s your choice to make. It’s your choice what you do with it.”


“Do with what?”


With trembling hands, Xiuying withdrew a delicate necklace from her pocket. The cord was simple, nearly invisible in the dim light, but the pendant was not. The jade was unlike anything I had ever seen. Emerald green, dark, light, it seemed to change color every second, flickering like sunlight upon water. Engraved in the base of the stone, in tiny lettering no larger than a single grain of rice, were two characters: 青龍. Qinglong. Azure Dragon.


As if drawn by a magnetic force, I reached out to touch it, my fingers closing around the necklace before I realized what I was doing. It is greed, I realized. I was covetous for it.


“Your mother gave it to Uncle Zhou before she passed,” Xiuying explained. “She wasn’t in her right mind at the time. You know how she ­was . . . different then.”


Xiuying had never met my mother, but she had heard the stories. How my mother had once claimed to hear voices. How she had told my father that a powerful spirit lived in her ear. How in her final days, no one could enter her rooms. No one but me.


One serving girl had tried. Against instruction, she had tried to bring my mother tea and mung bean cakes. I was not present when it happened, but I’d seen the girl in the aftermath: collapsed on the ground, writhing like a snake in heat, her eyes white, her words nonsensical.


After that, no one else dared enter my mother’s rooms.


When my mother passed, we locked the door to her chamber. When the debt collectors came, we dismissed the remaining servants. Gradually, the memories became stories, stories like fiction. We moved on. We forgot. But still, there were times when I passed my mother’s locked door and felt the glittering dark of the space beyond, the weight of that air. Like an inhaled breath, waiting.


“Your mother gave Uncle Zhou strange instructions.” Xiuying swallowed, her expression pained; yet she was determined to go on. “She told him, ‘Give this to Meilin when she is ready to die.’ ”


Despite myself, I shivered.


“That’s why we didn’t want to give it to you,” Xiuying hurried on. “But it’s presumptuous of me to make the decision for you. It should be your choice what you do with it. Throw it into the sea for all I care. Or sell it in the market. By the quality of the jade, it could be worth several taels of gold.”


Xiuying wasn’t remotely superstitious. Most in Anlai were like her, believing that dragons and other spirits were nothing more than tall tales, meant to scare children into behaving. As for me, I did not know what to believe, but I’d known my mother; I’d seen how far she’d fallen into madness. I’d seen the way she’d convulsed with fear at the sight of the lily pond in our garden, which was barely deep enough to swim in. The way she’d refused drink in her last hours, though her lips cracked and her voice thinned to a sliver of a whisper. And ­then—­how they’d found her drowned body in the Wen River, so bloated and decayed she’d become unrecognizable. Uncle Zhou had not let me look at her, but I’d seen the funeral shroud slip off one bare foot before the burial, revealing a swollen, rotted blue.


We never did find out why she’d gone for a swim.


Now my hand tightened around the necklace. The wise choice, undeniably, was to listen to Xiuying and throw it into the sea. And yet, looking at its flickering, iridescent beauty, its subtle sweet fragrance like my mother’s, I knew I would ­not—­I could ­not—­give it up.


Instead, I tied it around my neck, tucking it beneath my bindings so that the pendant hung between my breasts. I could feel its strange sentient warmth thrumming against my sternum, its gentle pulse as rhythmic as the lapping of tides. In the dark, I imagined it was my mother’s heartbeat.


Xiuying had turned her face away from me. She busied herself with my hair, tying it into a topknot high on my head, then securing it with a wooden ji pin. “I’ll tell your father that you’ve left for Master Zhu’s house early because of the war. I doubt he’ll even notice your absence. He’s sated with the fats of your dowry and hiding from the warlord’s messengers as it is. I have a feeling he won’t leave the house until the war is over.”


Xiuying’s tone was casual, but I could hear the hard edge to her words. She was trying to be strong, for my sake. If things were to go wrong, she would bear the brunt of the aftermath at home.


She patted my shoulders and turned me toward the looking glass. “There,” she said. “That’s you.”


Under Plum’s tunic, my body was transformed. I was short for a ­boy—­no disguise could change ­that—­but my dark complexion and slender frame helped me. I smiled.


“It’s a good thing we spent all that time in the sun, foraging for roots,” Xiuying said jokingly. I could tell she was holding back tears. “Be careful, Meilin. Even if you don’t value your own life, know that I do.”


I turned toward her. We had little time before the sun rose, before I had to report for duty. There were so many things I wanted to tell her, so many feelings I wished to convey.


But I had never been good with words. I squeezed her hands with my own. “I’m sorry for leaving you alone with him,” I said quietly.


Xiuying’s eyes were full. “I’m sorry for letting you take his place.”


We embraced once more, both of us reluctant to draw away. “Go,” Xiuying finally said. “Before your father wakes.”


I lifted the traveling bag she’d assembled for me. She’d only had a few minutes to prepare, and yet she’d packed it brimful with supplies. It dawned on me that I would no longer have her steady optimism and wits to rely on. Out there I would truly be on my own.


In the hallway, I opened the door to Rouha and Plum’s room, peering inside. Their small figures were peaceful under the pale beams of early sunlight. As I looked in, Rouha muttered to herself and shifted in her sleep. Plum had his fist in his mouth, his hair mussed over his forehead.


I smiled at their sleeping figures, then closed the door softly. I should go, I told myself. But following a different impulse, I glanced down the hallway instead. My feet drifted toward the final door at the end of the corridor, shrouded in a thick layer of dust.


Perhaps it was the knowledge that this was goodbye. Or perhaps it was the insanity of the night. I did what I had not done in almost six years: I reached for the handle.


“You called for me.” A strange, lilting voice broke through the gloom, at once familiar and foreign. “I heard your call.”


I could feel the weight of the air beyond the keyhole: heavy, suffocating, like the sky before a lightning storm. One step, and I could drink from that well, feel its shimmering heat upon my ­skin . . .


“Meilin!”


Xiuying’s voice broke through my trance. What was I thinking? I bit my tongue and fled for the stairs. It was a strange lucid dream, brought about by the stress of goodbye. Nothing more.


“Coming!” I called, hurrying to the gate to find Xiuying waiting with Father’s draft letter.


“Take this.” She thrust the scroll toward me. “You’re his bastard son, yes?”


I nodded.


“Trust no one with your secret,” she said. “Men are wolves, remember this.”


I nodded again.


“Try to keep quiet. The nail that sticks out gets hammered down, remember.”


“Xiuying—­”


“Go!”


She pushed me out the door and slammed it shut. But before it closed, I heard her muffled sob.




SIX
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Find a man of strength and one will win a battle. But find a man of honor and one will win a war.


—­BOOK OF ODES, 856


THE ARMY CAMP WAS CHAOS. HORSES UNTETHERED AND ROAMING about, tents ­half-­erected—­some caught in the spring wind, floating away like billowing kites. Men everywhere. Laughing, sleeping, eating, fighting. More men than I had ever seen in my life.


Registration was over in a flash. All my prepared lies went unused; the army official barely even bothered to look me in the face. He documented my information with a few chicken scratches, then handed me an identity tag made of ­rough-­hewn wood. “Seventh Company, Third Platoon. Your lieutenant will decide your squad at the end of the training period.”


I cleared my throat. “Could you place me in a platoon not based in Chuang Ning?” I asked, knowing I’d have a higher chance of being recognized in the capital city. “Anywhere else is ­fine—­”
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