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To all of you who’ve taken this journey with Lei, Wren, and me. May you make your own choices and fight your fears with fire forevermore. 
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ONE 


Wren 


Thwack! 


The smack of a hundred oak staffs colliding at the same time reverberated through the training pavilion. It was ear splittingly loud, echoing off the round walls, as though the pavilion were a giant drum and the warriors within it living batons, all beat ing to the same fierce rhythm. 


Wren’s muscles were on fire. Sand from the pit’s floor whipped her cheeks as she danced and spun her bo with split‑second precision, locked in formation with one of the Hanno warriors. Wren’s father had ordered her to monitor the drill, not participate in it, but Wren craved distraction. She needed to move, to fight, to feel the reassuring, body‑shocking crack of a weapon meeting another. 


This she could do. 


This she could control. 


“Hyah! Kyah!” 


Her sparring partner yelled with each movement while Wren parried in silence. 


Sweat dripped from Wren’s face. She didn’t usually perspire so much when she fought, but she wasn’t in her Xia state, her magic keeping her cool the same way normal shaman magic was warming. And it was hot in the pavilion. The circular wall was made of woven bamboo, and it trapped the midday heat. Light lanced in through the gaps, flickering over one hundred focused faces. 


There’d always been drills and battle practice. Ketai Hanno, Wren’s father and leader of the Hannos, Ikhara’s most powerful Paper clan, liked to keep his army prepared. But since war had been declared, there was an extra sense of urgency. 


An attack was imminent. What wasn’t sure was who would strike the first blow. Ketai, or the King? 


Locked in rhythm with the soldier, Wren was fully absorbed in each swing of her staff despite the pain of her month‑old injury— or perhaps because of it. It roared in her lower back and hips, her own silent battle cry. The sensation was deep, more a weight than anything, as though her sacrum were made of steel instead of bone. 


Pain wasn’t new to Wren. She’d been forged with it through her father’s and Shifu Caen’s training sessions from as early as she could remember. And though she was healed each time afterward quickly enough, magic didn’t erase memories, and the memories associated with this pain were infinitely worse than the pain itself. 


They were memories of demon roars and blood on desert sands. 


Of what was left once the screams and sword‑clash faded to nothing. 


Of a carpet of bodies—yet one even more terrible in its absence. 


Lei. 


Her name was the echo to Wren’s every heartbeat. It was both bright and dark, both wonderful and unbearable, both Wren’s strength and her deepest agony. 


It was why she couldn’t stand by watching this afternoon’s drill and not do something. Watching only reminded her how useless she’d been that night in the Janese deserts a month ago, and she couldn’t stand it. Her father and their doctors and shamans had ordered Wren to rest due to her injury. But rest and sleep were the last things Wren wanted. She knew who she’d find the moment she closed her eyes. And she knew the pain she’d feel once she woke to find the girl she was dreaming of not there. 


Crammed in with one hundred moving bodies, Wren licked the sweat from her lips and pushed her partner on, losing herself in the rush of her staff. As the warriors turned, switching into a new formation, Wren caught sight of a figure watching from the viewing gallery—where she herself should currently be. She had just enough time to register her father’s disapproval before his shout rang out. 


“Halt!” 


At once, the pit fell still. The soldiers dipped their heads respectfully, weapons lowered, panting hard. Only Wren kept her neck tall, locked onto her father’s inimitable stare. 


“Lady Wren,” he called in a good‑natured tone, leaning forward to grip the railing. “How is drill monitoring going? Well, I hope?” 


A few tentative laughs rippled through the hall. 


Wren swiped a rolled sleeve across her brow. She forced her expression to remain impassive, though now she’d stopped moving her injury was screaming more fiercely than ever, exhaustion rattling her bones. “Your warriors are so well trained my guidance is hardly needed, Father,” she replied. “I thought I may as well get a little practice in myself.” 


Ketai gave a generous laugh. “A good idea, daughter. Might I join?” 


He launched himself over the balcony without waiting for a reply. Then, tucking the hem of his long changpao shirt into the waistband of his trousers, he strode forward through the sea of parting soldiers. Wren’s sparring partner waited until Ketai reached them near the center of the pit before offering her training bo to him with a bow. 


“Thank you, Amrati,” he demurred, turning a twinkling smile upon her. 


Wren had to hand it to him. No one could fault the way her father made his clan members feel seen. While the Demon King ruled with fear and intimidation, Ketai Hanno commanded with grace, charisma, and a warm, true affection that sometimes felt just like love. 


Wren held her father’s gaze as they moved into position. His smile, moments ago so easy, now had a twist to its edges. Ever since her broken group arrived back, he’d been tenser, anger and disappointment running under his calm, friendly surface. 


It hadn’t been the triumphant return any of them had wished for. In fact, the outcome of the journey with Lei, Caen, Merrin, Nitta, Bo, and Hiro to gather the allegiance of three of the most important demon clans in Ikhara had been worse than any of them could have ever predicted. Not only had they lost one of their most important alliances—the White Wing—after their clan leader Lady Dunya was usurped in a coup by her own daughter Qanna, but Qanna had then convinced Merrin to betray their group by giving the King their location. 


None of them had expected it. Wren, who’d grown up with Merrin right here in the fort, wouldn’t have believed it herself if she hadn’t seen with her own eyes how his grief over Bo’s death had twisted his heart, coupled with his repulsion at Wren’s drive to win the war at any cost. All of which had led to that awful battle in 


Jana. 


A bloodied desert. 


Moonlight upon a sea of bodies. 


Merrin, Nitta, Lei—vanished. 


The White Wing had been integral to Ketai’s war plans. Since the coup, its remaining clan members still loyal to Qanna’s mother, Lady Dunya, were imprisoned in their own palace. Ketai was determined to free them. Yet no matter how many different ways they approached a rescue during their war councils, it always came down to one thing: they couldn’t reach them without bird demons of their own. The Cloud Palace was almost impossible to access on foot, and with Merrin still missing, they had no means to reach it by air. 


The White Wing’s support in the war wasn’t the worst of what they’d lost on that journey. Not by far. But at least alliances could be repaired—unlike hearts stopped by an arrow, or a young shaman’s bloody sacrifice, or a girl disappeared into the night. 


The soldiers packed to the walls to free up space in the pit. Directly across from Wren, Ketai adopted a defensive stance, lifting his oak staff. An invitation. 


Wren lifted her own in acceptance. 


Her father whirled into action so quickly she’d barely finished her breath before he was upon her. He struck with incredible strength. The impact jarred her teeth. She ground her heels into the dirt as he forced her back. But Wren had been trained by Ketai himself—she knew his fighting style inside out. She responded with a side‑duck then a jump‑kick, which he rebuffed with one arm before spinning low, aiming his bo at her feet. 


Wren jumped. Launched into a flurry of fast jabs that Ketai parried with ferocious grace. 


Caen once told Wren she fought like her father: elegant and unrelenting. A dangerous combination. But Wren had one key advantage. 


Her Xia blood. 


As they continued to dance across the pit, drawing gasps of awe from the watching soldiers, Wren felt her magic calling. It tingled in her fingertips. It whispered in her blood. She held it back, narrowing her focus to her body and movements; the dark flash of her father’s eyes and the grim line of his lips. 


Because of the state she’d been in after returning from the desert, Ketai had forbidden her to use magic, ordering her to rest to recoup her strength. So far, Wren had followed his orders. Yet as she fought now, pain and determination pulsed more keenly through her with each passing moment, as it had done every minute she spent without Lei, not knowing where she was, if she were even alive, and with it grew Wren’s craving for action, to be useful, to do something— 


Magic burst from her in an ice‑cold roar. 


It tore through the pavilion, a powerful wave that threw the sand of the pit outward. There were cries from the watching warriors. They scrambled to take cover as sand dashed against the bamboo walls, showering them in grit and dust. 


The magic sapped from Wren as abruptly as it had arrived. Before the Sickness, accessing her power was as easy as dipping a toe to a vast lake. Now, the lake’s once‑silky waters were thick as mud, and harnessing its might was a struggle. Yet another thing the King had stolen from her. Though they couldn’t be certain, almost everyone suspected the depletion of qi across Ikhara was his doing. 


Wren slumped to the floor. Shivers racked her body. Fighting to contain them, she lifted her head and saw her father being helped to his feet. 


He met her concerned expression, his jet‑dark eyes for once unreadable. Then, he smiled, brushing down his dust‑covered clothes. “My daughter,” he pronounced with a sweep of an arm. “What a warrior you have become.” 


He bowed, as was customary, congratulating her on her win. Wren returned it stiffly. When she straightened, her father was already striding forward. He clapped her on the shoulder as he passed, a little too hard. 


“Come,” he said. “I have as assignment for you.” 


The Jade Fort, the Hannos’ homestead in central Ang‑Khen, sat on a high viewpoint amid swaths of forested valleys. It had gotten its name from the sparkling jade of the pines that spread in all directions, shifting in the wind so it gave the appearance of an island in the center of a deep, golden‑green sea. The sounds of the training pavilion faded as Ketai led Wren across the grounds and into the fort through its grand entranceway, banners with the Hanno insignia fluttering overhead. 


Their clan members were quick to bow as they passed. This wasn’t new, but their attitude toward Wren was. It had shifted after New Year’s Eve, when she’d revealed herself as not the simple clan daughter they’d always thought her to be, but the sole descendent of the infamous warrior clan, the Xia. 


Wren held in her question for her father until they were in a quiet hallway on one of the higher levels. It was the same one she’d asked him almost every time they spoke, and she saw him stiffen in irritation as she repeated it now. 


“Wren, my answer has not and will not change. Our watchtowers are on high alert for an attack. We cannot spare any soldiers. Not to mention, you are still in recovery.” 


“I’m much better now,” Wren countered. “I’ve had plenty of rest since Jana. And I don’t need a big army. I could go alone, even—” 


“Enough.” Like all Ketai’s commands, it carried weight. He stopped, facing her. “I know she was your closest friend. I know she meant a lot to you.” 


Is, Wren corrected in her head. Means. 


“I can’t imagine how hard it must be for you to not know what has happened to her—or to Nitta, or Merrin. It’s been hard for all of us. But we need you, my daughter. I need you. Besides, Lei is the Moonchosen. If anyone is capable of surviving, it’s her. I have no doubt she will find her way back to us.” 


Unspoken words hung in the air between them. 


Survive what? Find her way back from where? 


In the aftermath of the desert battle, Wren had hunted through the bodies for any sign of Lei. She’d tried using magic to speed up the process, but she was emptied of power by then. She’d only stopped when Caen physically restrained her, telling her he’d seen Merrin flying off with Lei and Nitta in the midst of battle. 


“Where?” Wren had screamed. But none of them could answer her no matter how many times she shouted it. 


She’d eventually passed out from fatigue. When she woke, she was in the back of a carriage. They were traveling northward from the border of Ang‑Khen and Jana toward the Jade Fort. Lova explained everything that had happened, yet Wren hadn’t been able to get her own voice out of her ears, that eternal scream: Where where where where? 


She still was no closer to an answer. 


Now, Ketai passed a rough palm over her cheek and gave her an encouraging smile. “Gods‑willing, we will all be reunited in time. For now, though, we have work to do. I need your focus.” 


They were in a quiet wing of the fort, consisting mostly of spare rooms for guests and supplies, so Wren was surprised when they turned the corner to find a pair of guards standing by an unassuming wooden door. They bowed before letting Wren and Ketai inside. 


It turned out the assignment was a boy. 


A jackal Moon caste boy who looked barely old enough to be a soldier, though the red and black baju of the royal army he wore marked him as one. The clothes were too loose on his wiry frame. Blood had crusted his forehead where he’d been struck. 


“We caught him close to the river watchtower,” Ketai said. 


They stood over the demon’s unconscious form. The effects of the small room had been cleared and its shuttered window bolted tight. Unlike many clan homesteads, the Jade Fort didn’t have cells, and in all her life Wren had never known her father to take anyone prisoner. 


Perhaps he had, and this was the first time he was allowing her to see. 


“He’s so young,” she said, disgust turning her stomach. Was the King recruiting children now to throw to slaughter? “He was alone?” 


“A patrol is sweeping the area now, but I doubt they’ll find any others. The boy claims he’s a deserter, but refuses to talk.” 


“A deserter.” Wren didn’t sound convinced. 


Neither did her father. “There are no deserters of the King’s army. At least, none that live. They’d be captured and killed before making it five minutes from their station. You know, the King’s generals make the youngest members of their battalions carry out the execution? Says it hardens them.” After a pause, he placed a hand on Wren’s shoulder. “Find out what he knows.” 


A cold lick traveled Wren’s spine. 


Before she could object, her father came around to face her, blocking the boy from her sight. He braced her with both hands. “Everything the King and his demons do breeds young, hard boys like this with hatred for Papers in their hearts. Young, hard boys who grow up to be cold, hard men, who have taken the lives of so many we care for. They are what we are fighting against.” His eyes flashed. “You want to save Lei? This soldier might have information that could help us. If we have something more to go on, we can discuss her rescue seriously.” 


Lei’s face burned in Wren’s mind: those vivid molten eyes; her slight nose; the heart‑shaped chin Wren spent so many stolen nights grazing her lips along. 


Ketai squeezed her shoulders. “You told me you are tired of waiting. That you need something to do. Here is something.” 


Wren pushed out a breath, recalling how it felt to trawl through a sea of bodies, screaming Lei’s name in vain until her throat was ripped raw. And all the days and nights since, her heart still screaming, not knowing whether or not it was all for nothing. 


Her resolve hardened. “I’ll do it.” 


Her father smiled grimly. “Good. Tonight,” he said, “while everyone is at dinner.” He didn’t add why, though Wren knew. In case of sound. In case the boy needed a lot of...convincing to talk. He moved away, giving her full view of the jackal demon again. 


He was so young. 


But he was still their enemy. 


Wren pictured Lei alone somewhere, possibly at the mercy of demons—and really, whenever were Papers not? And the pain that furrowed through her cemented her decision. Her father was right. Demon boys like this grew into demon men who wouldn’t think twice before tearing their world apart. She knew; they’d done it to 


her and Lei. 


There was no space for mercy in war. 


Even though, as she gave the boy one last look before leaving, a small voice in her head reminded her Lei would say there was. 










TWO 


Wren 


That night, while her clan members headed to dinner, Wren went instead to the armory to choose a knife. She settled on a simple gutting knife: small, jagged, not yet cleaned from its last encounter. She liked the way it felt in her hand. The way it was the opposite of her own twin blades, which were elegant and long and spotlessly polished. They were a true warrior’s weapons. Honorable. Forgiving. Designed to let blood quickly and cleanly. 


This weapon was for ugly deeds done in darkness. It was neither honorable nor forgiving, and when it tore skin it would hurt. When she left the armory, Wren found Lova propped against the opposite wall. 


The lion‑girl’s arms were crossed. Her golden tail twirled lazily, the lustrous fur that clung to her body almost an exact color match for the wide marigold trousers and wrap shirt she wore, the top’s fastener loosely made so her generous curves spilled out. Lova was a perfect example of how striking Moon castes could be, her half lioness, half human features melded together in a way that brought out both beauty and power. 


She cocked her head knowingly. 


Wren strode past her. 


“I know what you’re doing,” Lova said, following. 


“I know what you’re doing,” Wren retorted. “You’re General of the Amala, Lo. Babysitting isn’t exactly befitting of your position.” 


“Aw, are you calling yourself a baby, now? How cute.” 


Wren gritted her teeth. “It was just a turn of phrase.” 


“I called you ‘baby’ once,” Lova pointed out slyly, flicking her tail against Wren’s side. 


“A long time ago.” 


“Something that can be readily amended.” 


Wren cut her a sideways look. “A long, long time ago.” 


They were crossing the stone‑floored atrium at the fortress’s entrance. Members of the clan hung around, talking in groups or pairs. Some stopped mid‑conversation to watch their Clan Lord’s daughter and the beautiful General of the famous Cat Clan, the Amala, pass. 


The pair had first met in this very spot. Wren’s father had called a summit between clan heads to discuss the Sickness. Wren had been mesmerized by the strident young lioness from the moment she’d prowled into the fort as if her very presence claimed whatever space she was in as her own. One evening, Lova had stopped her in a deserted hallway. Wren was shocked; she thought at first the girl was attacking her. But Lova only brought her hand to Wren’s cheek and announced boldly, without shame or hesitation, “You are the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. I can’t wait any longer to kiss you.” 


“You—you’ve only been here three days,” Wren had said, breathless. 


Lova’s lips sharpened into a hungry grin. “I’m not known for my patience,” she said, before leaning in. 


Two years, yet it felt like lifetimes ago. 


It was lifetimes ago. To Wren, time would forevermore be divided into her life before Lei and her life after. 


And this new, awful life without her. 


She flexed her fingers, steadying herself. If the young jackal soldier had information on Lei’s whereabouts, perhaps she’d soon be in a new lifetime—one where she and Lei were reunited. It was everything she longed for, yet it terrified her, too. 


I thought the King was our only enemy. Now I realize there’s been another one all this time—your father. The Hannos. 


You. 


It had been their last proper conversation, on Lova’s ground‑ship the night before the desert battle. And as much as Wren couldn’t ignore the thousands of sweet memories of Lei, there was this one, too, a poison in their midst, threatening to sour them all. 


She would find Lei. Wren didn’t let any other option bleed in. But once she did, what Lei would she find? The girl that had loved her so tenderly and fiercely in midnight rooms and rushing countryside and under the starlight on a rolling sea? Or the Lei she’d lost in the body‑strewn desert, who’d looked at her with such disgust, a roiling fury Wren never believed could be directed her way until the terrible moment it was? 


Lova and Wren’s footsteps rang off the high walls as they mounted the staircase that dominated the atrium. A canopy of banners fluttered overhead. There were hundreds of them, one for every member of the clan. It was an impressive sight, the mass of navy and white, like an upside‑down sea softly swaying in the breeze brushing in through the fort’s entranceway. Wren had practiced her magic here many times with Caen when she was younger, in the dead of night to ensure they weren’t seen. 


Following a sudden, childish urge, she snatched at some qi to whip up the wind, shooting a strong gust through the foyer and up into the banners, making them flap. There were shouts of surprise. 


Wren bit back a hiss at the energy this frivolous bit of magic cost her. She was still hurting from her time in the training pit, every bit of her aching. 


“It’s the injury again, isn’t it?” Lova said. “Let’s go back to the armory. Or fight me, if you have to. I could do with some practice. Things have been rather boring around here lately.” 


“Boring isn’t bad.” 


Lova huffed. “Says the sole survivor of Ikhara’s legendary warrior clan, who will soon defeat the King’s cruel rule to bring about a new age in our land’s history.” Her tone lost its teasing edge. “Boring wasn’t in your past, Wren Hanno. And it isn’t in your future.” When Wren didn’t respond, Lova caught her elbow. “This isn’t like you,” she said quietly. 


“Isn’t it?” Muscles tightened in Wren’s jaw. She remembered again Lei’s words: enemy, you. She sensed Lova wanting to continue the conversation, so she shot her a cutting look and they climbed the next few floors in silence. 


When they arrived at the room her father had shown her to earlier, the guards bowed, opening the door. 


“You don’t have to come with me, Lo,” Wren said. “Especially seeing how much you disapprove.” 


“Oh, honey,” Lova purred, “as if I’m one for doing the good, sensible thing.” 


She strode in without waiting for a reply, and Wren followed, a little lighter knowing she wouldn’t have to go through this alone. That was something Lei had taught her; burdens could be shared. Though Wren would never have wanted to share this with Lei. Lova, however...she, too, had been born with violence in her blood. She might not like what was about to happen, but she understood it. 


The jackal demon was still asleep, curled on his side. Gangly limbs poked from too‑wide hems. 


Wren felt a surge of pity—which only reminded her how little mercy the King and his men had ever spared them. 


She prodded him awake with her foot. 


The boy was alert in an instant, scuttling back, awkward in his binds. His sharp ears pricked. He’d looked innocent in sleep, but now he fizzed with frantic energy. “Keeda scum,” he snarled. His eyes shot to Lova. “Moon traitor.” He scoffed. “I don’t know which is worse.” 


Lova gasped dramatically. “How dare you! Of course I’m worse!” Her incisors flashed, and she leaned in. “Want me to show you just how much?” 


Wren held out a hand. “Let me make this easy for you,” she told the demon. “Tell me what you were really doing by our watchtower, or you can tell me in a few minutes—maybe even hours—from now. It’ll be the same outcome, but one way will be far more pleasant for you.” 


“Far more pleasant for all of us,” Lova added with a pout. “A lot of care goes into keeping this coat so glossy.” 


The jackal‑boy bared his teeth at her. “I’m not gonna help you with anything, keeda‑lover.” 


He was raspy with thirst. Wren considered getting him some water, but she didn’t have the time. Not if the boy had information she could use to find Lei. 


“So you’re choosing the difficult way?” she asked him. 


“Smart one, aren’t you?” His eyes flicked over her. His lips curled. “Aren’t you one of the King’s little sluts? I’m sure I’ve seen you at the palace.” 


At his words, the room went dangerously silent. Wren sensed Lova bristling, clearly struggling to hold back her rage. 


One of the King’s little sluts. 


Wren drew the gutting knife from the folds at her waist. She wanted this over with. She wanted all of this over with. This moment, this war, these children shaped by ugliness and malice. 


The jackal‑boy really was so young. And yet the contemptuous look on his face was as old and set as buried bones. 


His eyes darted to the knife, then back to Wren. “Do your best, keeda,” he sneered. 


She crouched over him. “As you wish.” 


They rushed from the room as soon as the full picture of the demon’s confession hit them. 


Clan members gave Wren startled looks as she and Lova flew down the main staircase, and she knew what she must look like, blood‑splattered and wild‑eyed. But there wasn’t any time to clean up. When they arrived at the atrium, Wren peeled off to find her father, while Lova paused, calling at her back, “I’ll send up a doctor and a shaman. To help with his...pain.” 


Wren paused, breathless, turning. “Thank you,” she said. She hated that she hadn’t thought of doing the same. 


Lei would have. 


Then again, Lei wouldn’t have done any of this in the first place. 


How many more murders will you commit in the name of justice until you realize you’re as bad as those we’re meant to be fighting against? 


Wren was thankful Lova’s amber gaze held no judgment. “You did well, Wren,” she said. “As well as that kind of thing can be done.” Then she was off, the hems of her trousers rustling on the stone floor. 


Wren hurried on to the dining hall. Wide eyes trailed her as she made her way through the vaulted room filled with noise and food smells, every table packed with Papers and demons. Wren’s father was sat at his usual table at the head of the hall. Caen was beside him. The two of them were on their feet before she reached them. 


“Our watchtowers have been compromised,” Wren told them at once. “The King’s soldiers have been taking control of them over the past week so we wouldn’t be alerted to his army’s movements. That’s what the boy was doing by the river watchtower.” 


Caen tensed. He shook his head. “We should have known.” 


“How long do we have?” Ketai asked. 


“Not we,” Wren corrected. “Nantanna.” 


For a moment, the two men looked confused. Nantanna was their province’s capital, and Ketai its steward. Though they’d heightened its security since the start of the war, it was the Jade Fort they’d been anticipating to come under attack. Naja, the King’s personal guard, had even threatened Lei with it when she’d attacked them during their journey to secure allies. Nantanna was the third largest settlement in Ikhara. Alongside Papers, thousands of demons lived and worked there, and unlike other places there’d been little evidence of rebellion against the King’s rule. Why would he attack one of his own cities? 


Understanding darkened Ketai and Caen’s faces. 


They’d been tricked. It was foolish of them to have ever thought the King would be concerned about popularity among his citizens after the war. He was reckless. He was blood‑hungry. The King would hurt Nantanna for the same reasons he’d hurt anything. 


Power. Pleasure. Revenge. 


“We leave at once,” Ketai said, already ordering Caen away to assemble reinforcements, while he himself started for the foyer. A few curious‑looking clan members had begun to gather nearby, and they startled as Ketai stormed past them. He shouted over his shoulder at Wren, “Stay here! In my and Caen’s absence, you are responsible for the protection of the fort.” 


Wren started forward. “Father, wait—” 


“There’s no time! Hold the fort.” 


He disappeared in a sweep of dark robes. 


The atmosphere of the hall was turning. Worried voices rose, clan members and allies crowding Wren, clamoring for her attention while she stood there, heart thumping. This was it. The attack they’d been waiting for. The first blow of the war—dealt by the King. But as terrible as that knowledge was, Wren’s mind was stuck on the information she hadn’t learned from the young demon boy. 


Lei’s whereabouts. 


The question that had haunted her for one long month echoed in her ears, louder than those of the demons and humans clustered around her. 


Where? 


Where was she? Where was Lei? Where where where— 


Stop, Wren ordered herself harshly, composing herself. From young, Caen had taught her there was a time and place for everything. She could sink into despair later, but right now, she had duties to uphold. 


She was a warrior. A Clan Lord’s daughter. 


And she had a responsibility to act like one. 


Wren took a deep breath before turning to address the anxious faces of her clan and allies, bracing for their reactions when they learned that the war had well and truly begun. 










THREE 


Lei 


This time when the guards come to my door, I am ready. I’ve been up all night, fashioning a loop of fabric from torn strips of my hanfu. Luckily it’s still cold enough for more than one layer of clothes. Seeing as a brazier or lantern would be too much ammunition in my hands, the guards have been giving me fresh sets of double‑layered robes every three days. Though it must be almost spring by now, it feels like winter in this windowless, marble room, and they can’t have me catching a chill and freezing to death on their watch. 


I am to die, but I am not theirs to kill. 


When I hear movement in the hall, I scramble up. I snatch my makeshift weapon and press against the wall to the right of the door. I rub my finger over the braided fabric wound around my palm as the steps approach. 


Demon steps. Not hooves, but heavy and dull and accompanied by clicking. Talons? Claws? After all this time locked up, I’ve grown adept at picking out the particularities of each guard’s gait. The heavier steps mean bird or reptile, though it’s more likely reptile since bird demons are rare. The other padded thuds sound as though they belong to a bear‑form. 


They always send the guards in pairs. After my first escape attempt a few days after Naja brought me here, they reduced my meals from two per day to one. After the second, they began putting soporific herbs in my food. After the third, they beat me until I passed out. When I woke, they’d removed the scant furnishings from my room—or cell, as I suppose it’s more accurately called. 


The Hidden Palace has always been my prison. 


I wait in the darkness. This will be escape attempt number four. 


In Ikharan cultures, four is an unlucky number because of how similar it sounds to our word for death. Babies born on the fourth day of the month are said to be ill‑fated. We avoid lighting four joss sticks at a time so as not to taint our prayers. Tien—always the most suspicious out of my little herb shop family—would even skip counting the number. She’d push two of the bamboo beads of her abacus to jump from three to five, swift and precise, as if she’d be infected if she touched them too long. 


Thud, click. Thud, click. 


As the guards draw closer, I’m certain this attempt—unlucky number four—will be the one that works. After all, I want to bring death’s attention to my door. 


Crouched in the attacking stance Shifu Caen taught me, I twist my makeshift weapon and bounce on the balls of my feet. 


There’s the clunk of locks being undone. Then a crack of light slices into the room. 


The first guard enters. I was right; it’s a lizard demon. A flicker of puzzlement spreads across his scaled face when he doesn’t see me in my usual sleeping spot, but before he’s even had time to look around I leap at him and throw the noose high. 


It slips over his head before I barrel into him. 


He staggers back with a shout. Claw‑tipped hands fly up. He scratches me, lands punches to my thighs and sides. But I cling on, half straddling his neck, pulling the noose with all my force. 


The second guard barges into the room, saber drawn. She’s an intimidating panda‑woman bound with more muscles in one finger than I’ve got in my entire body. Yet instead of her sword, it’s her weaponless hand that flies toward me. 


I duck her reach, a manic grin twisting my lips. 


They can’t risk killing me. 


I’ve known it since I was brought here—before, even, when Naja found me one month ago, alone and blood‑soaked in the desert, and told me she was taking me home. I’m aware this protection is only temporary. The King wants to save all the damage, all the pain, all the revenge for himself. 


But right now, I don’t care. Right now, knees clamped about the lizard’s struggling shoulders, I strain to keep the noose tight, sneering at the soldier brandishing her useless sword. 


“The girl is escaping!” she yells into the corridor before trying again to grab me. 


I’m saved by the lizard’s knees giving way. We both go sprawling to the floor. I pin him down. His scaled hands flail. From behind, the panda‑woman grabs a fistful of the back of my flimsy, half torn‑ apart robes, yet her force only draws the noose tighter. 


The reptile guard splutters. It can’t be long now. 


Red pulses across my vision. A dark desire storms through my veins. More than desire: need. Need for this, for someone to take the fall for all that has happened. For some way to free the guilty anger that has been boiling inside me ever since that hopeless night at the desert. Ever since the last time I held her in my arms. Ever since we came across the burning wreckage in the middle of a paddy field. Ever since a laughing leopard‑boy was set into the ground. Ever since . . . since everything. 


And suddenly, as instantly as a match being struck, the rage and desperation and fire drop away. It’s as though my soul has come untethered from my body. Floating outside of myself, hovering above the scene, I see it laid beneath me like a violence‑soaked painting. 


A soldier strains to break apart two struggling figures on the floor, one of them a demon near death, pinned to the floor by a crazed human girl with bloodlust in her eyes. The girl’s head is tossed back. Her knuckles are white where they grip the noose she spent one long night making, all for this moment. Another death to notch to her list. 


I stare down, and the girl’s eyes lock with mine. 


Framed in thick lashes and bloodied whites, her irises are golden: clear, liquid, New Year–moon gold. But that’s all I recognize of them. Her feral look pierces me. She may as well be a stranger. 


Then the moment breaks. Everything comes roaring back. The lizard’s horrible sounds as he bucks beneath me. The panda‑ woman’s yelling. Running footsteps thunder down the corridor— more guards. 


I let go of the noose so suddenly it throws the panda soldier’s weight off. She tumbles back with a grunt. I fall against her, and the next moment other guards are upon me, too many to fight, powerful hands twisting my arms behind me. 


My mouth is prized open. Someone pushes the familiar bitterness of sedative herbs past my lips. 


I swallow them, and when the darkness comes a few seconds later to drag me under, what I feel is gratitude. 


For the first time since I was stolen back to the palace, I wake in a new room. 


The warmth gives it away. Eyes still shut, I feel sunlight and the softness of bedding, both foreign after weeks of darkness and cold stone against my spine. The air is sweet: peonies and tea, with an undercurrent of muskiness the pleasant fragrances fail to mask. Something about the odor tugs at my memory. As I blink my eyes open, still groggy from the herbs, I brush the blanket draped across my body—only to realize I’m naked beneath it. 


I jerk upright. Gripping the sheet to my chest, I look around wildly, teeth bared, primed to fight. But the room is empty. 


Slowing my breaths, I push the hair back from my face with my free hand. I’m expecting tangles; long weeks in a cell and countless interrogation sessions haven’t exactly done wonders for my beauty regime. But my fingers glide smoothly through. 


I’ve been washed. My stomach knots at the thought of hands on my body while I lay unconscious. Then I huff a barbed laugh. Why should I expect anything less? This is the Hidden Palace. Here, my body is something for demons to do with as they please. This is what the court does best: taking things and scrubbing them blank. Paper isn’t just a caste to them. It is a state, an expectation of what we should be. Weak. Blank. Something to tear. Something to use and discard without a second thought. 


My heart pulses darkly. Because I learned long ago that Paper has its own power—the ability to ignite, re‑form, evolve. And the young human girl they’ve brought back to the palace is not the same girl she was the first time around. 


Focus, I tell myself. Remember Caen’s training. Assess your surroundings. Everything has the potential to be your undoing—or your route to victory. 


I take stock of the room. Though carved from the same cream‑white marble of my cell, these walls and floors are softened with furnishings. Silks flutter over half drawn shutters. A rattan mat stretches from one end of the room to the other. I’m on a bed in one corner of the room. Across from me is a low table surrounded by cushions. The table has been set with two cups, one near empty, feathers of steam still rising from within. 


Someone was here recently. 


Under the tea, that sharp‑musky odor jerks my recollection again. But I still can’t place it, and instead of wasting time chasing old memories I turn my attention to the windows. 


I’m on my feet in seconds, wrapping the blanket around my body as I move to the nearest window and shove the folding shutters aside. I scramble onto the ledge, almost crying out at the blast of cold spring air, gloriously soul‑wakening with its birdsong and sunlight and the tantalizing promise of freedom— 


Talons click behind me. 


“Get down from there, Lei‑zhi,” orders a throaty voice. 


I freeze, still contorted in an awkward jumble of limbs, the blanket twisted so much it’s almost hiked up to my waist. But I don’t turn. Now my eyes have adjusted to the light, I can’t bring myself to look away from the view. 


We’re high up, at least three stories. Blocks of squat buildings stretch into the distance, punctured in places by green courtyards and wide squares. A river glitters under the noonday sun. My eyes are drawn to the far left, where a verdant landscape of gardens and forests rolls out. Birds wheel over the distant treetops in swirling formations, so familiar because of how many times I stared out of a different window in this same place, longing with all of my being that I could join them. 


And there, far in the distance—the reason I never could. 


Towering walls of midnight stone. 


I’d known where I was all this time, of course, but it hits me afresh to actually see it. I’d once believed I’d never see these streets and courtyards again. I’d been so sure of it. 


We’d been so sure of it. 


“Lei‑zhi!” The harsh voice barks at my back. “Get down from there at once! This is no way for a Paper Girl to behave.” 


Paper Girl. 


The words carry an extra weight to their usual sting. 


Wrestling my face into as neutral an expression as I can manage, I slide from the ledge. “Madam Himura,” I say graciously, turning to face her. “How wonderful to see you again.” 


She glares, her yellow eagle eyes narrow. The feathers at her neck are ruffled—a telltale sign of anger—and she’s gripping her bone‑ handled cane so tightly I’m amazed it hasn’t cracked. 


I hold myself tall, bracing for the inevitable attack, the violent force of Madam Himura we all grew so accustomed to. Though only a supervisor of courtesans, the old eagle‑woman has always carried herself with the authority of an army general, able to keep us in order equally viciously with words or blows. 


In the end, she only points a winged arm toward the table. “Sit,” she says, almost tiredly. “And don’t bother wasting any more of my time trying to escape. There are guards outside, and many more throughout the building.” 


“I could leave by the window,” I suggest stubbornly. 


“Can you fly?” 


“I’m not sure. I’ve never tried.” 


Madam Himura waves an arm. “Go ahead, then, girl. It makes no difference to me.” When I don’t move, she snaps, “I didn’t think so,” before stomping to the table. 


I don’t join her. Still glaring, I start, “Where are—” 


“We are in Royal Court, in the King’s palace. This is the Moon Annexe.” 


The Moon Annexe. Dimly, I recall an early lesson as a Paper Girl in our other warden Mistress Eira’s suite, where she described the various areas of the palace. The King’s fortress in Royal Court is the largest building in the Hidden Palace, carved from the same dark rock as the perimeter wall. Conversely, the Moon Annexe is a ring in the eastern part of the building cut from white marble, as recommended by the architects for optimal prosperity. If I’m remembering correctly, it houses offices for high‑ranking court members, along with rooms for entertaining and guest suites. 


I shoot a look at the door, then the window, trying to conjure up escape routes. Yet now I’ve seen exactly where we are, I know any attempts would be futile. 


At least, not without some proper planning. 


Reluctantly, I join Madam Himura at the table. She reaches to fill my cup, and I arch a brow. “No maids?” I’ve never seen Madam Himura so much as lift a winged arm for anything—apart from to hit us with. 


She sets the kettle down. “Not anymore.” 


My eyes flit over her. Under her drab hanfu, Madam Himura looks shrunken, her dark feathers flat and dull against her body instead of glossy with their usual oil and perfumes, and her movements are rigid, not quite as quick as before. 


I’ve seen too many women who’ve had their spirit broken not to recognize it now. Still, whatever the King had done to Madam Himura, he was careful not to leave to any visible signs of abuse. Did shamans work on her body the way they did mine after my nights with him? Did they lay their magic on her skin to lift her bruises without allowing their enchantments to penetrate further, so the pain would live on, an invisible reminder to never again cross him? 


My pity is short‑lived. Madam Himura never showed any of us kindness when we were hurting. She tossed Mariko out as if she were garbage. She was the one who asked the shamans to leave me in my suffering when I’d been battered by the King. 


Questions pour out of me in a rush. “Where’s Mistress Eira? Are the other girls safe? Where’s Kenzo? Lill? Why am I here?” 


I don’t say what I actually mean: why am I alive? 


Madam Himura glares. “I am not here to answer your questions, Lei‑zhi—even if you had the patience to ask them in the manner in which I trained you.” 


“Why are you here, then?” I say with a scowl. 


She answers as though it’s obvious. “What I have always been here for. To prepare you. You have an important dinner to attend tonight, and you must look your best for the King.” 


I laugh, the sound harsh. “You’re joking.” When Madam Himura doesn’t say anything, I push to my knees, shaking the table so forcefully in the process that my cup tips, tea spilling across the lacquered wood. Madam Himura looks at the mess disapprovingly, but I don’t tear my eyes from her. “You’re disgusting,” I spit. “All of you.” 


She clucks her tongue. “Calm yourself, Lei‑zhi.” 


“Oh, my apologies for not being dead inside.” My hands are trembling, a high‑pitched ringing in my ears. “That’s what you were always trying to beat out of us, wasn’t it?” I press on bitterly. “Life. Passion. Any semblance of humanity. Paper—that’s what you wanted us to be. Good little cut‑out girls with nothing but reams of blank pages in place of hearts.” 


For the briefest moment, an almost hurt expression crosses the eagle‑woman’s features. Then she gets to her feet, her face once more a cold shell. “The King has called for you, Lei‑zhi. You know what that means. Either you can let me prepare you, or we can drug you again and do it while you are unconscious. I shall let you decide.” 


“Fine,” I reply icily. “I’ll play along for now. But don’t expect it to last.” 


I know what the King has in store for me. A demon like him would never let someone humiliate him and go unpunished. It’s only a matter of time before an animal bores of playing with its food before devouring it. 


Unfortunately for the King, the same goes for human girls. 


The two of us have been toying with each other long enough. The last time I saw the King, I drove a knife into his throat. This time I know better. 


This time, I’ll aim for his heart. 










FOUR 


Lei 


Four hours, two shamans, six maids, and three ruined sets of robes later—I wasn’t going to make it easy for them, was I?—and I am new again. All signs of my interrogations have been enchanted away or are hidden beneath the gossamer‑thin layers of my black and gold hanfu. 


The King’s colors. No doubt this is his way of reclaiming me, of reminding both me and any who doubt it that I have, and always will, belong to him. 


Or so he likes to believe. 


At least the court are smart enough to know better than to expect my insides to have been so easily cleansed as my skin. They prepare an escort of no fewer than eighteen guards to accompany me to the banquet hall. Metal clinks as they march me down the hallways of the King’s fortress, weapons clasped in claws and talons and furred hands. I play the obedient prisoner, though when we pass other demons—shocked maids who grab their robes and press their backs to the walls, or court advisers who regard me openly with fear or disgust, or both—I can’t resist flashing them a grin. 


I even wave at a particularly nervous‑looking councilor, who leaps back with a cry as though I sent a cursed dao his way. 


I take stock of my whereabouts, committing every stairway and courtyard to memory. The more we walk, the more I remember. There: a curtained portico hiding a peaceful garden room filled with plants and bubbling fountains that I once took tea in with the other Paper Girls. Here: a long hallway we were led down on the evening of the Unveiling Ceremony. 


We stop at a grand archway. Beyond is a high‑ceilinged room, already filled with people, chatter spilling out. A red velvet carpet stretches beneath our feet, like the tongue of a beast laid open for its prey. As one of my guards talks to the servants welcoming guests, I suddenly recognize where we are; I’ve been here once before as a Paper Girl. Most of what I remember about that night involves Wren looking particularly striking in a deep plum‑colored hanfu embroidered with winding bronze threads, the robes drawn apart at the chest to show off her glitter‑dusted cleavage. I spent the whole night trying to sneak glances at her without being obvious. 


I was probably very obvious. 


Tears sting my eyes. Because tonight, there will be no Wren. There will be no raven‑haired, hip‑swaying, cat‑eyed girl in gorgeous robes waiting beyond the archway for me to try, and fail spectacularly, to ignore. 


Over the past few weeks, locked up with nothing but my dark imaginings for company, I dreamed a million scenarios as to where my cat‑eyed girl might be. The last time I saw her, she’d been a tiny figure on blood‑soaked sands, blades whirling as hordes of demon soldiers closed in. On good days, I’d envision those blades striking them down until not a single soldier is left. On bad days, I’d conjure up too many demons, a never‑ending sea of fangs and spiked horns, until Wren would be swallowed by them, cut down or beaten, or simply drowned in their ceaseless wave. 


On the worst days, she’d survive the onslaught but be too injured to make her way from the sands. She’d lie there—would still be lying there right now—the only living person in a sea of bodies, staring at the sky and wondering why I left her when I promised she’d never have to face the world alone again. 


Outside the banquet hall, I steel myself. “She’s alive,” I whisper. “You have to be alive, Wren.” 


The guard at the head of my group comes over. He’s a gazelle demon so tall he has to bend in half to grab my right hand. He shoves a bracelet onto my wrist, a heavy gold bangle. Though it’s unadorned, a faint shiver of magic lets me know it’s been enchanted. 


“A little gift from the Heavenly Master himself,” the guard says. “If you try to hurt anyone in this room, the bangle will shrink . . . and keep shrinking until it has cut off your hand.” 


One of the other guards mutters, “Should’ve made it a necklace.” 


“If she steps out of place,” another says, “next time, it will be.” 


“And before you decide to get self‑sacrificial,” the gazelle demon continues over their rumbling laughter, “this bangle has a pair. Right this minute, someone you know—someone we know is important to you—is wearing it. So unless you want them to suffer, too, be a good little keeda and keep out of trouble.” 


Then, smirking at the shock on my face, he pushes me toward the archway. 


I’m reeling from his revelation. It could be a bluff, but there are people within these walls I care about, and it wouldn’t be too hard for the court to find out who. As much as I hate to admit it, they know me well. The first opportunity I saw to kill the King, I’d have taken it—if I only had myself to endanger. But now, with the knowledge I might be hurting someone I love... 


I swallow my rage. I’m about to see the King for the first time in months. I will not let him see how much this move has shaken me. So, fixing a determined smile on my face, I step into the hall, back tall, chin tipped high. 


All talk ceases. Laughter sputters to nothing. Somewhere, a glass splinters. The joyful song musicians had been playing stutters as every head in the room swings my way. 


My smile trembles, but I hold it in place. It’s been a long time since so many demon eyes were upon me at one time. The gazelle demon leads me between tables and groups of guests, drinks held halfway to open mouths. 


“Is that—” 


“It can’t be—” 


“Why is she still alive . .. ?” 


“Dirty little keeda—” 


My hand twitches involuntarily toward my hip—but of course, I don’t have my dagger. The knife Wren’s father gifted me was taken by Naja when I was captured. 


By now, the musicians have started up again, a singer accompanied by erhu strings and a bamboo drum. Beautiful Moon girls glide through the crowd, balancing carafes of sake and platters of crystallized figs. The hall has been decorated to the full. Reams of crimson, mustard, and royal blue adorn the walls. Lanterns hang from the ceiling, suspended on long ropes twined with blooming flowers, petals cascading down only to dissolve magically over the heads of the guests. At the center of each table sit spun‑glass cases as delicate as spider silk, trapped fireflies glittering within. 


Is it in demon nature to capture pretty things only to watch them shine through the bars of a cage? Then I think of Ketai Hanno and his hold on Wren. 


No. This is something all castes have in common. 


My heart drums a frantic rhythm, knowing I’ll be coming face‑to‑face with the King any moment. At first, the hall is far too busy to see him. Then, as we reach the far side, the last of the guests move out of the way— 


And there he is. 


Risen from the dead. 


The demon that will always haunt me, no matter how many times I kill him. 


The King stands with his back to me, talking with a group of councilors. They’re looking past him, aghast to see me, but the King doesn’t turn. I take in those familiar sloping shoulders, the slim line of his waist and hips, surprisingly slender for a bull demon. Lantern light glints off his gilded horns as he takes a sip of his drink and murmurs something to the demon next to him. He would be the picture of composure, were it not for the fact we all know he’s been waiting for me. 


He can’t have missed the reaction when I entered, the whispers of the crowd. The King of before would have wanted to watch me approach. The King of before would have taken pleasure in seeing me squirm. 


A thrill runs down my spine. Because it seems that King is gone, and this one—the King of after I stuck a knife in his throat, after his world was shattered with the promise of war . . . 


This King is scared. 


My pulse spirals. He’s not the only one. Still, my fear is diluted by revulsion and fury and grim satisfaction, all of which shine so vibrantly I’m suddenly giddy with a mad kind of confidence as, finally, the King turns. 


This time, the smile that spreads across my lips is real. I take in the extent of the damage I dealt him months ago in one long, satisfied look. 


“Hello, my King,” I say. 


He watches me with his one eye, and replies in a scraping, ruined voice, “Hello, Lei‑zhi.” 


For a beat, we face each other in silence, almost as if each of us is daring the other to draw a blade or raise an arm, grab a neck and squeeze. 


But we both know that’s not how this can go. 


Instead, the King offers a fake, lazy smile, gesturing to the table closest to us. “Please,” he says. He angles his head, hiding the damaged side of his face. “Sit. You must be hungry, and we have so much to catch up on.” 


One of the councilors, a bison demon in rich fuchsia robes, splutters. “Heavenly Master, with all due respect, this—this girl—” 


“Lei‑zhi is our guest, Councilor Haru,” the King cuts him off swiftly. “I expect you all to treat her as such.” 


The demon’s cheeks color. 


I keep my hands planted firmly in my lap as we take our places around the circular table to mask their trembling—and to stop myself from reaching for something to bash his skull in with. I regard a chopstick wryly. I could stab his second eye and be done with it. Yet while I’d willingly lose a hand to maim the King, I won’t dare hurt one of my friends. 


The gold band weighs on my wrist. Who did they force its twin upon? Aoki? Lill? Chenna? Mistress Eira? Kenzo? I’m almost hopeful it is one of them, because at least it would mean they’re still alive. 


As long as I’m well‑behaved. 


The King kneels to my left. His ink and gold hanfu, which mine has been designed to match, pools on the floor around him, overlapping my own. 


I train my eyes on the table, heart hammering at his closeness. Under a glass covering, scenes from the Mae Scripts have been carved into the wood. Yet the King’s face is what my mind is focused on. That single, piercing, ice‑blue iris. Its pair a wreck of scar tissue, rough in shape but oddly smoothened from shaman work. Without the golden‑brown of his bull’s coat, it looks stark and raw, and I’m surprised he didn’t cover it with something. Then again, I suppose that would show weakness. An acknowledgment he’s ashamed of what one human girl did to him. 


I sneak a glance at his neck. The King’s robes have been placed in such a way they conceal the site of my attack without drawing attention to the fact, the gold trim high around his neck, almost like a collar, or the enchanted band circling my wrist. 


I picture that collar constricting. 


I want to jump up, shout loud enough for the whole hall, the whole palace, the whole kingdom to hear: I did that! That was me! They all know, of course. They must, given the way they reacted to my arrival. But to claim it publicly would be different. To look the King in the eye, bare my teeth, and remind him that for a few minutes at least, I ruled him. For the rest of his life he has to wear the marks of my hatred. My wrath. 


My power. 


We sit in taut silence as the final guests take their places. Naja is last to join us. A severe‑looking young lizard maid helps her kneel to the King’s other side. The white fox is draped in lapis robes woven through with silver thread, jewels dripping from her furred ears. She doesn’t miss a chance to shoot me a scathing expression, though with the King between us she resists saying anything. 


I glare right back. But as with Madam Himura earlier, I notice that something about Naja is off. 


It takes me a moment to make the connection. The last time I’d seen Naja was during the journey with Wren and the others to gather allies. She’d ambushed us on our way back from the White Wing’s palace. We’d fought. She’d almost killed me; I’d almost killed her. 


There’d been burning grasslands. A flash of silver. Naja’s wild, animal howl as Merrin’s qiang passed cleanly through her arm. 


She must have gotten to a shaman too late to save it. That’s why a maid helped her sit, when Naja would usually slice a servant’s hand off for touching her in public. I’d been too delirious to notice her injuries when she captured me weeks later in the desert, and I haven’t seen her since we got back to the palace. 


As with the King, I spare her no pity. In another life I might have admired Naja’s ambition. Her singular focus. I even understand her behavior toward me and the other Paper Girls, even if I still think it ugly—she’s a Moon, born already believing in her caste’s superiority. She probably truly believes her treatment of us is fair. But I’ll never forgive her for killing Zelle. Bold, smart, vivacious Zelle, the palace courtesan who taught me even before Wren did how much I am capable of. 


Finish it. 


Those had been Zelle’s last words to me. And though she was talking about the King, as I take in the grand hall, filled with demons who built this beautiful, abysmal place on the backs of Papers they crushed without a second thought, I know that in order to truly finish it, I can’t stop at taking the King’s life. 


I’m going to burn this whole godsdamned place to the ground. 


As I’m about to turn back to the table, I spot another familiar face. 


Mistress Azami, supervisor of the Night House concubines, where Zelle had worked. She’s one table over. Graying umber hair covers her wiry frame, her features part human, part canine. She’s deep in conversation with a demon at her side. Then one of her dog ears twitches, flicks my way. 


She glances up. Inclining her head just the slightest, she catches my gaze from the corner of her eye. 


And winks. 


It’s brief, but I know it’s meant for me. Because in that instant I’ve remembered something else Zelle told me the last time I saw her alive—Mistress Azami is working for the rebellion, too. She’s the one who helped Kenzo recruit Zelle in the first place. 


I take in the glittering hall with fresh eyes. Mistress Azami. Kenzo. The maid who slipped a razor into my hands the night of the Moon Ball. Those in the court who were working with last year’s failed assassins. Invisible as it may be, there’s a whole network here of demons and humans who all want the same things I do and are working secretly with the Hannos to achieve them. If I can get to them, I can find a way to help. 


Ever since I returned to the Hidden Palace, I’ve been trying to escape. But what if I could be of more help by fighting the King’s regime from the inside? After all, more clan lords have been killed by poison than a blade. Sometimes, the easiest way to destroy something is to let it rot from within. 


For the first time in weeks, I feel a spark of hope. 


And with it, a plan. 










FIVE 


Lei 


I’m anxious to speak to Mistress Azami as soon as possible, but the banquet drags on, course after course brought to our tables without any sign of stopping. Not that I’m complaining. Food is one thing the court has always gotten right, and after one month of imprisonment I relish each delicious chopstickful: soy‑marinated ginger root; tamarind duck slivers; oysters glistening in a rich rice‑wine sauce. Even the King’s presence barely sours each bite. Luckily, following his lead, none of the other guests at our table speak to me, despite their staring and pointed whispers. The King talks mostly with Naja. No matter how low he keeps his tone, the harsh rasp of his broken voice grates like wasp‑buzz, and I hope it hurts him to speak as much as it sounds like it does. 


A glass of sake rests untouched beside my bowl. I try to ignore it even as a dark twist of longing uncoils in my belly. What harm would a sip do? One glass, even? Traveling with Wren and the others, I used to drink much more. I know the burn the alcohol would make sliding down my throat. How the world would take on a warm, comforting fuzz that’d make all of this easier. Here, in the midst of all these demons, it’s too tempting to dream about sinking down and away. 


In the end, I deter myself by envisioning the cup filled not with sake but with my friends’ and family’s blood. Blood that will be spilled if I don’t stay focused. If I choose to sink instead of to rise. 


I must rise. My Birth‑blessing word isn’t flight for nothing. 


My hand drifts to my neck, brushing bare skin. Naja took away my Birth‑blessing pendant when they captured me. I’d woken in the cabin of a sand‑ship rocking over the Janese dunes to find both my dagger and pendant gone. The Birth‑blessing ritual is the most sacred tradition for all castes, and the thought of Naja’s claws on something so precious to me made me sick. But I guess she waged it too much of a risk. The chain could have been used to strangle her or one of the soldiers—or myself. 


Once the last of the plates have been cleared, the musicians finish their song and a pregnant hush falls over the hall. 


Two servants rush over. Kneeling, they offer the King their bowed heads for support as he gets to his feet. The heavy drag of hooves on marble as he adjusts his position pricks my nerves. I try to steady my breathing, but it’s difficult with hundreds of demon eyes on me and the King’s shadow casting me in his dark silhouette. To his other side, Naja stares up at him, her silver eyes reverent. 


It’s then that I notice the King’s hands. They hang at my eyeline, his furred fingers curled into fists. To demonstrate his power? Suppress his rage? 
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