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Prologue


Seven years earlier


The hemp sack over Prince Xian’s head smelled of animal feed. His hands were bound in front of him, his toes raw from being bitten by hungry rats in the windowless cell where his captors had imprisoned him for two days and two nights.


He hadn’t cried, though. At least not when they were around.


Growing up in the palace as the ten-year-old son of a consort among rival half brothers had taught him a lesson: Pride wasn’t just his armor. It was everything he had.


They were on the move. The wheels coasted over a pothole, and his head bounced against the side of the wagon. A mushy, grassy scent tickled his nose, and his skin prickled as he recognized the smell. His mother used to bring him out of the palace to play by the lake, and he’d thought the clouds of green and blue drifting in the water were pretty, but she’d told him some algae blooms were dangerous, even deadly.


He was close to home again. So close he could imagine standing on the shore of the West Lake. The three islands, floating on the water. The Broken Bridge—it wasn’t really broken, just looked that way when the snow melted on one side. Leifeng Pagoda in the distance, a sentinel on the southern shore.


The wagon slowed to a halt. Xian’s heartbeat quickened. Horses neighed as boots pounded back and forth on the summer-baked dirt. They manhandled him out of the wagon and yanked the sack off his head.


He squinted at the sudden brightness of the forest’s clearing. He was surrounded by armed mercenaries—but at the other end of the glade stood General Jian, his father’s most trusted official.


“Prince!” General Jian’s forehead was creased with worry. “Are you hurt?”


Relief rushed through Xian. He forced a brave face. “I’m—”


“You’ve seen the boy.” The mercenary leader pushed Xian behind him. His long hair was matted and straggly, his leather brigandine covered in bloodstains. “All fingers and toes intact . . . for the time being. Now—the pearl.”


Xian’s eyes widened. His father had told him that spirit pearls from the highest peaks of the sacred Kunlun Mountains could cure any illness . . . and even reverse death. Countless men had died in search of them, plunging into treacherous crevasses hidden by eternal snow.


General Jian’s expression was grim as he strode forward and handed over a wooden box. A murmur rose from the mercenaries. Their leader lifted a small spherical object to the sunlight—it was the size of a marble and glinted with an unnatural glow.


A spirit pearl can cure a bite from a white snake, his father had said. It will make your mother well again . . .


“No!” Xian burst out. “She needs it! Don’t give it to—”


A blast rocked the wagon behind Xian. The force flung him forward, and his hands, still bound, couldn’t break his fall. He landed on his face. The scent of burned gunpowder stung his nostrils—he couldn’t breathe, like the time his eldest half brother, Wang, had knocked him down and sat on his chest.


Xian raised his head as palace guards swarmed out from their ambush. The mercenaries shouted, their horses rearing in panic. General Jian, sword drawn, pushed through the chaos toward Xian—


Rough hands grabbed Xian from behind, and General Jian disappeared from view. Xian struggled as he was hauled toward another wagon and shoved into the back.


A second explosion hit. The rear wheel shattered, and Xian’s head struck the floor as the wagon lurched sharply. A man screamed as if he were being dragged to hell.


Pain reverberated through Xian’s skull, black and gray dots teeming like ants across his vision. But he forced himself upright. For the first time, he was unguarded. He had clenched his hands when they tied his wrists like his best friend, Feng, had taught him to, which made wriggling out of his bonds easier.


As he crawled out of the wagon, a horrible groan made him turn. A mercenary lay by the shattered wheel, his face contorted in agony as he clutched his mangled left thigh. The rest of his leg had been blown off.


A palace guard came up to him and drove a sword into his chest.


Xian recoiled.


The mercenary gurgled and went still. The guard pulled out the blade. Blood spurted from the wound.


As weapons clashed, no one seemed to notice Xian lying exposed on the ground. He flattened his body, trying to make himself as inconspicuous as possible. One of the mercenaries’ horses, unaccustomed to battle, charged toward him. Xian dived out of the panicked creature’s way a moment before its hooves landed on the spot where his head had just been.


He rolled over, panting hard. He had to find cover. As he crawled on elbows and knees toward a nearby thicket of bushes, his fingers dug into the soil. They closed around something small, hard, round . . .


Xian halted, unfurling his fingers. Nestled in his hand was an iridescent sphere, frosted with specks of dirt and dried grass.


The pearl. The tiny orb seemed to pulse in his palm like it had a heartbeat of its own. It felt strangely heavy, as if it contained the density of universes—it stared back at him, an otherworldly eye, and Xian couldn’t tear his gaze away—


A pair of boots slammed down in front of Xian. He blinked up at a mercenary’s roughened face. The man’s eyes locked on the pearl and widened in recognition.


“Give it to me,” he growled.


Xian leaped to his feet and ran.


His short, feverish strides instinctively led him toward the lake. Toward the mushy scent of poisonous algae, less deadly than the thundering footfalls gaining ground behind him. He propelled his legs faster, even though each step on his bare, torn soles was like running on burning coals.


Up ahead lay the Broken Bridge. He reached the middle and hoisted himself onto the parapet wall. His heart hammered, his breaths breaking in harsh stabs. The lake gleamed an unnatural green, forcing him to confront the one thing he was ashamed of: He couldn’t swim.


The man approached. “Hand it over, boy.”


“Don’t come any closer!” Xian shouted. “Or I’ll jump into the lake!”


“I’ll let you go, promise.” The man held out a calloused hand. “You can run home to your mother—”


He lunged at Xian’s leg.


Xian dodged, but his foot slipped and his head tilted sharply backward—


Hitting the water was like being swallowed whole. In the green, opaque world under the surface, everything abruptly slowed and his limbs seemed twice as heavy. The algae blooms loomed like hulking monsters, their formless fingers stretching toward him.


He thrashed, kicking his legs frantically, his hand still curled in a fist. He couldn’t drown. He couldn’t lose the pearl that would cure his mother.


Something slithered along his arm. He froze. A flash of reptilian scales, so white they were luminous—then a long, limbless body was encircling him, graceful and terrifying, tightening around his sides like a giant tentacle.


Horror gripped Xian’s chest. He opened his mouth to scream—but only a trail of bubbles emerged, rising like a prayer to the pale, faraway light.


Then the bubbles ran out, and his world went black.
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Chapter 1


XIAN


“Copperhead.” Xian’s sturdy leather soles trod almost soundlessly over the leaves littered across the forest floor. “Also known as the hundred-pacer. They say after you’ve been bitten, you can take only a hundred steps before collapsing.”


“Sounds delightful.” Feng hung back, his hand poised on his sword hilt. “Nothing like fresh air, sunshine, and deadly venom to start our day.”


They’d agreed that Feng would cut off the snakes’ heads only if they unexpectedly attacked. Otherwise, Xian wanted them alive.


Summer had arrived, which meant snakes would venture farther from their dens for mating season. Early morning was the best time to catch them, after the rising sun had warmed the jagged, rocky outcroppings but before the scorching heat sent them back into their burrows.


“Haven’t you captured one of these before?” Feng eyed the reptile. “You’ve been working doubly hard since the Year of the Snake began.”


Xian pointed. “See that stripe down its back? Copperheads don’t usually have white markings.”


If not for the white pattern on its dorsal scales, the reddish-brown copperhead would have been almost indistinguishable from the fallen log under which it coiled.


Feng leaned closer for a better look. “You think it could be distantly related to the white snake that bit your mother?”


“I’ll ask Fahai when he gets back.” Xian stepped forward, tongs in one gloved hand, long hook in the other. His gaiters were made of alligator skin, thick enough to withstand the long fangs of pit vipers.


He grabbed the copperhead with the wide mouth of the tongs. Startled, the snake hissed and reared its triangular head. Xian snagged it with the hook, holding it at arm’s length—but the copperhead attacked, its fangs snapping within inches of Xian’s forearm.


Feng raised his sword. “Watch out!”


Xian struck the back of the snake’s head with the tongs in his other hand, knocking it out. It sagged, dangling limply from the hook.


Feng exhaled. “That was a little too close.”


“I had everything under control. Your protective streak is really appealing, though.”


“It’s not a protective streak. I’m your bodyguard.”


Xian put the unconscious snake into a double-stitched sack and tied it shut. He rubbed the back of his hand over his eyes and stifled a yawn.


Feng raised a brow. “Who was the boy last night?”


Xian gave his best friend an innocent look. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“Nice try. I know you slipped out through the Pavilion of Benevolence again.”


“Oh, right. You wouldn’t be a good bodyguard if you didn’t.”


When they were younger, Xian and Feng—General Jian’s eldest son—had found one of the secret escape routes that led out of the palace. The entrance was hidden behind the altar in the Pavilion of Benevolence, and the tunnel emerged in an abandoned grain silo on the other side of the outer wall. Xian had been putting the passageway to good use.


Xian grinned. “We arranged to meet in a hut near his father’s farm. He still thinks I’m the son of a merchant who procures tea for the king.”


Feng sighed. “I wish you’d try harder to be discreet.”


“Don’t worry, no one saw us.” Xian lifted his chin. “And even if people found out, why should anyone make a fuss? Emperor Ai took male lovers, as did all nine emperors of the Han dynasty before him.” One story of Emperor Ai was well known: When the emperor’s favorite lover fell asleep on his robe, Ai chose to cut off the sleeve of his imperial garment rather than wake the young man.


“Well, you can do whatever you want when you’re the king,” Feng replied. “But right now, you know that Wang is just waiting for you to slip up. Since his guān lǐ, he’s been trying extra hard to discredit you and gain your father’s approval.”


At the age of twenty, every noble male had his long hair—combed into a bun, as usual—crowned with a special headpiece. Two weeks ago, everyone had gathered outside the Ancestral Temple, huddled under umbrellas in the late spring rain, to witness his eldest half brother’s crowning ceremony. Xian was three years away from his own guān lǐ, so his topknot was secured with just a hairpin.


The gong in the palace’s wooden astronomical clock tower tolled in the distance, announcing the stroke of ten. The sun had ascended higher in the cloudless sky, and a trickle of sweat ran down Xian’s brow.


“Fahai should’ve returned from his hometown visit by now. I’ll bring this copperhead to him and see what he thinks.” As Xian picked up the tied sack containing the snake, he noticed Feng’s hesitant expression. “What?”


“I overheard my father talking this morning,” Feng replied. “Fahai wasn’t visiting his family. Your father sent him west to Mount Emei to see the oracle.”


Mount Emei was the tallest of the four sacred mountains. The monastery where the reclusive oracle lived could be reached only by a narrow stairway of a thousand steps cut into the steep cliff face. Monks would carve a pilgrim’s request on an ox’s shoulder bone or a turtle’s plastron in the oracle’s ancient script. The bone or shell would be heated in a furnace, and if the oracle chose to respond, he would interpret the pattern of cracks.


Xian frowned. “What did my father want to ask the oracle? Whether he should choose Wang as the crown prince? Is that why Fahai didn’t tell me where he was really going?”


Feng attempted a nonchalant shrug. “He could be on official court business . . .”


Xian narrowed his eyes. “Feng, I have a deadly snake in this bag, and I’m not afraid to use it.”


“You knocked the thing out.”


“A snake’s fangs can still inject venom an hour after its head has been chopped off.”


Feng sighed. “I didn’t want to say anything . . . but I have a strong feeling Fahai’s mission to see the oracle has something to do with your mother.”


Xian’s heart pounded as he raced across the inner court of the palace.


Everything suddenly made sense. Why his mother had been sleeping more than usual. Why the palace physicians had begun prescribing opium-poppy medicines. They were meant to make her as comfortable as possible. Why hadn’t his father told him? Did his mother know her condition was getting worse? How—how much time did she have left?


His strides echoed on the wide marble steps leading to the king’s hall. Its yellow gabled roof and double eaves stood grandly above the rest of the palace buildings in Xifu, capital of Wuyue and home to the West Lake.


After the fall of the Tang dynasty, the land had fragmented into ten different kingdoms, and Wuyue carved out its territory in the east. None of the kings were strong enough to take up the mantle as Tang’s successor, and for a rare moment in history, there was no emperor, and each king—including Xian’s father—reigned independently.


Nine was an imperial number, and his father’s hall was the only building in the palace that could have nine jiān—the space between two columns—and five arches. None except the king could enter through the center arch, so Xian darted through the one on the left.


His father’s guards outside the throne chamber made a feeble attempt to stop him, but he shook them off and pushed the double doors open.


The throne stood on a raised platform facing south so anyone coming into the king’s presence would have to bow toward the north—a sign of respect. Tendrils of sweet smoke wafted from ornate red copper incense burners, and two huge bronze mirrors, one on either side of the throne, gleamed to ward off malevolent spirits.


Xian raised his eyes to the wooden plaque above the throne, where 一正壓百邪 was engraved in gold from right to left. One justice can overpower a hundred evils.


The sign wasn’t just decorative. Formerly, tradition dictated that the eldest son of the empress or queen would automatically be the crown prince, but Xian’s great-great-grandfather had eschewed the custom by declaring that any of his sons could be his heir. Infighting among his many sons from wives and concubines led the king to institute the practice of keeping the name of the chosen crown prince in a box behind the plaque that would be opened only upon his death. The box containing the decree was considered sacred, and anyone caught tampering with it would be put to death.


“Xian?”


Xian’s attention snapped back to the imposing man seated on the throne, who had deep frown lines etched between his brows. He was decked out in a bright yellow lóng páo, a regal robe that was embroidered with nine five-clawed dragons—five on the front, three on the back, and the ninth hidden inside the front panel. On his right thumb was a signet ring made of láng gān, a blue-green gemstone even rarer and more valuable than jade.


In front of the throne stood Fahai. In his early thirties, he was younger than the rest of the court advisers. He wore a red robe with wide sleeves, and his bŭ zi—the square insignia woven on the front of his robe—was emblazoned with a crane, a symbol of longevity and of the highest rank among scholars. His yú dài—the “fish pouch” around his waist—was another mark of his senior status in the king’s court.


Xian’s father glowered at him. “Have I not taught you proper manners, my son? What devil emboldened you to barge into my chamber when you have not been summoned?”


Anyone who came into the king’s presence without being called, even his wife or consorts, could be severely reprimanded. And Xian should’ve been attired in his round-collared golden-yellow court robe—the color of princes.


“Father, I beg your forgiveness.” Xian, still dressed in his hunting clothes, knelt and bowed. “I am willing to accept any punishment. But first, please tell me—what did the oracle say about my mother? Is she going to die? Is there any way to save her?”


Out of the corner of his eye, Xian could see the bases of the red columns surrounding the throne. His father used to tell him stories about the poets who wrote the verses painted on each pillar. The intertwined tenets of love and filial piety in his father’s favorite poems had inspired him to marry the noblewoman his parents had chosen—but he later took Xian’s mother, a commoner and his childhood sweetheart, as his first and most beloved consort.


Xian ventured an upward glance and caught his father’s expression softening.


“Fahai was about to reveal the oracle’s answer when you interrupted,” he told Xian. He extended his palm, signaling for Xian to rise, before giving Fahai a nod.


Fahai came forward and presented a scapula-shaped bone wrapped in silk. Xian’s father held the cracked bone to the sunlight to see the slanted, hieroglyphic characters, the oldest ancestor of their written language, which few alive could read.


“What is the oracle’s interpretation?” the king asked.


“‘The cure you seek is in Changle of Min,’” Fahai replied.


Xian couldn’t believe his ears. The cure? Was there a way to not just save his mother’s life but completely heal her of the terrible paralyzing pain she had suffered for almost a decade since that fateful snakebite?


“Send me to Changle,” Xian blurted out.


His father shook his head. “The capital of Min is a ten-day journey from Xifu. You have never traveled so far from home on your own. General Jian will go.”


“Father—”


“No, Xian,” his father repeated more firmly. “Seven years ago, I took it upon myself to obtain a spirit pearl to heal your mother. As a result, I nearly lost you. Both of you—in your mother’s fragile state, grief would’ve overwhelmed her. I will not let that happen again.”


The king had refused to seek out another pearl, seeing the first one as a bad omen that had led to his son’s kidnapping. Unlike Xian, his father was deeply superstitious—probably why he had not offered a fake pearl in exchange for his son’s life, fearing that deceit would bring even more disaster.


Xian kowtowed so low that his forehead struck the floor with a loud thud. He knew which tiles had inverted mud jars placed beneath them—people believed that the more resonant the sound, the better the chances of winning the king’s favor.


“Father, you once told me that crows have the virtue of caring for their parents,” Xian said. “Now I implore you to allow me to do the same. I am my mother’s only son. Please let me go to Changle. I must be the one to find the cure. Otherwise, I shall live with this regret for the rest of my life.”


A long silence ensued. Filial piety was the foremost of all Confucian virtues, the reason both males and females kept their hair long—as a sign of reverence for their parents and ancestors. Xian invoking his filial duty would make it harder for his father to deny his request.


Xian waited. Finally, his father picked up a brush and wrote on a scroll. He took the royal seal, which had a pair of entwined dragons on the knob, dipped the square base in red ink, and pressed the insignia to the parchment.


“Prepare a delegation. You will leave for Changle at sunrise.” Xian’s father held out the scroll. “Fahai shall escort you on my behalf. Heed his advice as if it were mine. If this undertaking is the will of the gods, they will bless your journey and make the right path known when you arrive.”


“Thank you, Father.” Xian bowed as he received the royal edict with both hands. “I will not return until I have the cure.”









[image: An illustration of a partially viewed white snake extending its forked tongue. The body of the snake is covered by a series of symmetrical patterns.]


Chapter 2


XIAN


Philosophers taught that heaven was round and the earth was square. As an homage, Leifeng Pagoda had a square base anchored to the ground and octagonal sides that appeared round when viewed from above. Whenever the evening sky was clear, people would gather on the Broken Bridge on the opposite shore to admire the sunset glowing behind the tower’s vermilion brick walls. Its overhanging roof, five stories high, was covered with terra-cotta tiles glazed black, which was supposed to inspire the gods to descend to the earth. Bronze chimes hung from its wide eaves, tinkling in the wind; seen from the ground, its steeple appeared to pierce the clouds. People believed that a lightning strike to the iron spire could destroy demons.


Xian reined in his horse, dismounted close to the steps leading to the pagoda entrance, and dropped the wriggling snake in its bag to the ground. He had spent the entire afternoon preparing the delegation to Changle and requisitioning gold, jade, precious metals, and silk from the treasury. Royals often lavished gifts upon vassal states to emphasize their status as benefactors. Min was the newest vassal state of the kingdom of Wuyue; threatened by Southern Tang, the Min court had capitulated to its stronger ally in the north in exchange for protection.


Xian halted on the edge of the West Lake. Orioles warbled from the willows along the shore, and in the middle of the lake, three islands glimmered in the setting sun.


The smallest, Ruangong Islet, was where General Jian had found ten-year-old Xian, soaked and shivering after the battle with the mercenaries. Xian had clammed up whenever anyone tried to find out how he’d ended up there. People quickly stopped asking, afraid that talking about the ordeal would traumatize the young prince further.


Miè zú—execution of a criminal’s family to nine levels of kinship—was reserved for the worst crimes. Kidnapping a prince was one of them. The severed heads of the two court officials who had been forced by the mercenaries to smuggle Xian out of the palace to pay off their gambling debts were hung from the outer wall. But Xian’s mother had pleaded on behalf of the condemned men’s relatives, and his father spared their lives. He built an altar on Ruangong Islet to thank the gods for bringing his son safely out of the belly of the lake.


Only Xian knew the truth—what had saved him was no god.


No one knew he had fallen into the lake with the pearl in his hand, not even Feng. No one knew he had awakened on the islet, too frozen to react as the cure for his mother’s illness was swallowed right before his eyes by a large white snake.


The snake must’ve been attracted to the power of the pearl. It might even have been the same cursed creature that had bitten his mother in the first place. It dragged Xian out of the lake, not to save his life but to steal from him something almost as precious. Why it hadn’t strangled him after taking the pearl, he didn’t know.


But that was a decision the snake would live to regret.


Xian’s horse nudged his shoulder, asking for a treat. Ferghanas, slender and imposing, were the most prized horses in the land. Some believed they descended from the line of tiān mă—mythical steeds that carried their riders into the land of the immortals.


“Hungry, Zhaoye?” Xian stroked his horse’s lustrous black mane and coat. Zhaoye—meaning “shining night”—was a fitting name for him. “Want some fruit?” Zhaoye’s ears pricked up. Perhaps horses from the bloodline of celestial steeds could understand language. “All right. Let me see if I can get some for you.”


Xian found an apricot tree amid the blooming peonies, and a ripe fruit hanging from an outer branch came off with a slight twist. He took a dagger from his ankle sheath, cut the apricot in half, and dug out the kernel in the center before giving the slices to Zhaoye.


An approaching beat of hooves made him turn.


“Truly a sight to behold.” Fahai rode up on his bay horse, a smile playing on his mouth as he dismounted. “A prince serving fruit to his horse.”


Xian glared at the court adviser. “Don’t try to pretend nothing happened. After all this time we’ve been searching for a cure, don’t you think I deserve to know that my mother’s condition is deteriorating?”


Fahai sobered. “Your father made me swear not to tell you. I could not disobey his command . . . not even for you, Prince Xian. I’m sorry.”


Xian forced down the lump in his throat. “How much time does my mother have?”


“Her physicians said three months, maybe a little longer.”


Three months? The words cleaved Xian’s chest like his dagger had sliced open the apricot earlier. Would she be able to enjoy mooncakes under the harvest moon at this year’s Mid-Autumn Festival, her favorite celebration?


Fahai put a hand on his shoulder as if sensing his anguish. “Don’t give up hope, Prince Xian.”


Xian pulled himself together. “I captured a copperhead with unusual white markings.”


Fahai nodded. “Let’s speak inside.”


The base of Leifeng Pagoda was built on a double-layered stone pedestal, which hinted that as much of the structure existed belowground as it did above. Xian picked up the snake bag, and he and Fahai walked around the base platform to a nondescript iron door at the back of the pagoda.


Fahai took a key from his fish pouch and inserted it in the lock. The lock clicked and the door swung open, exhaling a breath of musty air. Fahai gestured for Xian to go first.


Xian descended the smooth stone steps into a familiar underground basement. Behind him, Fahai lit the lamps on the wall sconces, illuminating the space. A wooden worktable laden with cylindrical brass vessels of different sizes stood in the center. On a bench was a jumble of scrolls filled with formulas and calculations in Fahai’s handwriting. Several bookcases lined the far wall, their shelves sagging with thick alchemical texts. A sack of coal and a pair of wooden bellows lay next to a fireplace connected to a chimney.


This was the secret underground laboratory where Fahai had been working tirelessly for the past three years to carry out the king’s order: find a cure for his beloved consort.


At the opposite end of the room, two dozen cages of wood and bamboo were stacked on top of one another halfway to the ceiling. Their occupants coiled and uncoiled, glossy scales gleaming in the lamplight.


Fahai had asked Xian to bring him different types of snakes so he could study their venom. Some of Fahai’s tonics and poultices had given Xian’s mother a measure of relief from the symptoms, but so far, they had been unable to heal her. And now she was . . .


Xian turned to Fahai. “The cure is in Changle. What do you think we’ll find when we arrive? A magical spring deep in the forests of Min? A rare healing plant that only grows there? Or maybe a sage or shaman with the power to cure my mother?”


Fahai’s eyes glinted. “I think the oracle is leading us to Changle to find the final piece we’ve been searching for all this time.”


“What do you mean?”


“After three years of experimentation, I believe I’ve finally determined the precise alchemy for an antidote,” Fahai replied. “But we’re still missing one crucial ingredient for your mother’s cure.”


A prickle rose across Xian’s skin. “The white snake?”


Sand boas, pit vipers, coral snakes, pythons, copperheads, even cobras—Xian had hunted them all. But in the past seven years, he had never found another white snake. It wasn’t inconceivable that the white snake had left the West Lake after it took the pearl from him. Maybe it had escaped into the nearby Zhe Jiang, the longest river on the southeastern coast, which meant it could be anywhere by now.


Fahai didn’t know any of this, of course—no one did. Xian had never told a soul about the white snake or the pearl. And each time they tried and failed to heal his mother, no one knew the guilt that gnawed at him like a parasite sucking his marrow dry.


“I am still unsure exactly what part of the white snake will complete the antidote, whether it’s its venom, organs, or perhaps even its beating heart,” Fahai replied. “So we will not only have to find the snake, but also bring it back to this laboratory alive.”


Anticipation twisted in Xian’s stomach. The oracle had told them where to find the cure—the white snake itself. The balance of fate had decreed that the snake’s life would be the key to saving his mother. Xian would finally have the chance to face the creature once more—and this time, he would capture it and bring it back to Wuyue.


A large open receptacle on a low stool in the corner, apart from the cages, caught Xian’s attention. He didn’t remember seeing it the last time he was there. He walked over; inside the ceramic vessel was a tortoise with golden star-shaped patterns on its domed carapace.


“What’s this?” Xian asked. “You got a pet without telling me?”


Fahai smiled. “I found it a few days ago while I was taking an evening stroll around the lake. It had gotten into an unfortunate scuffle with a heron and its hind leg was bleeding. I brought it back here to recuperate.”


Fahai came over to Xian’s side. He took some leafy vegetables from his pocket and offered them to the tortoise, which raised its wrinkled head and eagerly munched the fresh greens from his hand.


“Are those from the palace kitchen?” Xian couldn’t suppress his amusement. “A court adviser handpicking vegetables for a tortoise that’s lucky to have escaped being a delicacy itself?”


Fahai chuckled. “I must admit I spoil it terribly. How barbaric to butcher such gentle creatures for their meat and beautiful shells. Dr. Ping from the infirmary keeps freshwater turtles as a hobby, and he has volunteered to take care of it while we’re away.”


Xian’s eyes cut to the cages of wood and bamboo. “What about these? Will they last until we return?”


“Snakes can survive up to a year without food,” Fahai replied.


Xian turned to him. “Thank you for working so hard to find a cure for my mother. My father doesn’t trust people unless he has known them for many years, but I can see why he made you his adviser after knowing you for only a relatively short while.”


“With time and patience, the mulberry leaf becomes a silk gown,” Fahai said solemnly. “The years have been long, but we have not stopped trying. I hope, in this Year of the Snake, we will find what we’ve been seeking.”
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Chapter 3


XIAN


Xian walked toward his mother’s bedchamber. The circular openings along the corridor and the latticed windows of her quarters did more than let in light and air—whenever she had to spend days or even weeks restricted to bed, they were her only portals to the world. Her windows overlooked gardens that were among the most beautiful on the palace grounds, landscaped with osmanthus trees, karst rock formations, and a koi pond.


His mother’s handmaids bowed as Xian approached her bedchamber. He acknowledged them with a nod before sliding open the wooden doors.


Inside, candles threw flickering shadows across the painted phoenixes on the joined panels of the píng fēng, a folding screen that shielded his mother’s bed from view. The windows were closed at this late hour to keep out night drafts, and the still air was suffused with the scent of sandalwood from the incense burners.


Xian shut the doors soundlessly behind him. He crossed to the dresser and opened a velvet box. Inside was a slender bamboo flute. He brought the mouthpiece to his lips and held the flute horizontally, his fingers moving smoothly over the holes along its hollow length. He continued to play as he walked to the folding screen and peeked around its outermost panel.


His mother sat in bed, leaning against the headboard, a luxurious embroidered quilt pulled up to her chest. Though she was not yet forty, strands of silver wove through her dark hair. Her sunken cheeks made the pallor of her skin starker, but her eyes still sparkled with warmth.


“Xian’er.” She held out her hand. “I used to play ‘The Song of the Crow’ when you were a baby to lull you to sleep. Now my ears prick up whenever I hear the tune, because it means my dear boy has come to see me.”


“Niang Qin.” Xian lowered the flute as he sat on the edge of her bed. “Sorry I’m later than usual tonight.”


His mother hid a smile. “I’m sure you had to make many preparations for your journey to Changle tomorrow.”


“Father told you?”


“Your first official diplomatic mission at the age of seventeen.” She beamed. “Your father has a great deal of faith in you to send you to the capital of Min. And I could not be more proud of my son.”


Xian’s father had instructed him to keep the oracle’s words and his real purpose in Changle a secret; they didn’t want to raise his mother’s hopes until they had the cure.


Xian took his mother’s hand in both of his own. Her knuckles were bony, and her skin felt as thin as rice paper. “My only regret is that I won’t be here to help you make zòng zi for the Duanwu Festival.”


The Duanwu Festival was celebrated on the fifth day of the fifth lunar month, coinciding with the summer solstice. People would watch dragon boat races and eat zòng zi—triangular sticky rice dumplings filled with sweet or savory ingredients such as chestnuts, jujubes, red beans, and minced pork meat. Other consorts in the palace delegated the laborious task of making the dumplings to their servants, but Xian’s mother’s zòng zi were his father’s favorite, and she took great pride in making them herself. Even after the snakebite had paralyzed her with pain and stiffness, she never missed a year. She taught Xian how to wrap the rice with two reed leaves, but he always squeezed too hard while tying the dumpling with colored string. His father remarked that he could tell which zòng zi Xian had made by the dents in them.


Last year, on the evening of the Duanwu Festival, his mother was well enough to leave her bedroom. Her attendants carried her out of the palace in a palanquin—a furnished wooden booth lifted with two long horizontal poles. She asked to be taken to the Broken Bridge, away from the crowds gathered on the eastern shore. Xian sat beside her on a cushioned stool, and they watched the dragon boats race as the sun set over the West Lake.


Now his mother winked. “Next year, I’ll hide the fattest zòng zi from your father and save them for you.”


Three months, maybe a little longer. Xian had to force himself not to react. Did she not know she was dying? Or was she trying to shield him from the truth?


His mother stifled a yawn, and Xian remembered the medicine with opium poppies that the physicians had prescribed for her.


“It’s getting late.” He adjusted her quilt. “I’ll wish you good night now.”


“Wait.” She caught his hand. “I want to give you something before you leave on your journey tomorrow.” She reached behind her pillow and withdrew a jade amulet on a silver chain. “Before I left my hometown, my mother brought this amulet to the temple to be blessed by the priest. Then she gave it to me for protection. Light-colored jade is more valuable, but dark-colored jade gives strength to overcome adversity.”


Xian took the amulet. Instead of translucent emerald green, the weathered jade had a dusky shade, with dull veins and mottled specks.


“When I came to live in the palace, the jade worn by other women was so brilliant and lustrous,” his mother continued. “I was afraid people would laugh at my cheap amulet, so I kept it hidden. A prince should not be seen wearing jade of such low quality, but you can carry it in your pocket. Jade is a living stone that grows stronger the longer it is worn—this amulet will protect you and ward off any evil that tries to harm you.”


Xian looped the chain around his neck and slipped the amulet inside his shirt. The jade’s cool weight rested against his chest.


“I’ll wear it close to my heart,” he told her. “I’ll be home before you start to miss me.”


“That’s impossible. You’ll have to turn and come back the moment you walk out of my chamber.” His mother let out a watery laugh. “Oh, I’m just being silly. I promise to keep in good health and welcome you when you return. Bring home a souvenir from Changle if you can.”


Renewed resolve coalesced in Xian’s chest. He was closer than ever to finding the white snake. He could feel it in his bones, like a prophecy. Like a vow.


“I will, Niang Qin,” he replied.









[image: An illustration of a partially viewed white snake extending its forked tongue. The body of the snake is covered by a series of symmetrical patterns.]


Chapter 4


ZHEN


Zhen raised his gaze to the full moon. Strolling through the empty main street, devoid of its daytime clamor, he felt almost as if he were back in the forest. Insects buzzed incessantly, and trout lapped in one of the tributaries of the Min Jiang that flowed through the town square. Crickets chirped in the rice fields, where crops that had been sown in the spring were growing straight and tall. He sniffed the air; he could detect the faintest scent of crushed leaves from the harvest of spring tea.


“This itches,” Qing grumbled, scratching the back of her neck.


She wore an oversize rú qún—a roughly woven cotton blouse, a plain green skirt that reached to her knees, and a pair of trousers underneath. Zhen wore a coarse hemp tunic, and unlike the extravagantly wide sleeves on robes worn by noblemen, Zhen’s sleeves narrowed around his wrists—practical for commoners who spent their days working on farms. These were the cheapest garments and sandals they could afford with the coins they’d gotten from selling snake skin sheds to the herbalist in the small town they were in, which lay southwest of Changle.


“Just bear with the discomfort for now,” Zhen replied. The top half of his long hair was twisted in a knot secured with a bamboo stick; the rest hung down past his shoulders. Qing’s dark locks were tied back in two braids. “When we have more money, I’ll get you new clothes that fit better, all right?”


A red banner fluttered past, liberated by a stiff gust. On it was a pair of badly drawn snakes with huge eyes and forked tongues—a discarded decoration from the spring festival a couple of months ago that had marked the beginning of the Year of the Snake. He and Qing had perched on a high tree branch outside Changle watching people light water lanterns and release them on the Min Jiang, where they floated like flickering stars in an ever-changing constellation.


“Are you sure you know the way?” Qing puffed a stray strand of hair away from her face. “I don’t want to get lost. My legs are killing me.”


“I know where we’re going,” Zhen replied a little defensively. “Traveling through towns is trickier than navigating through forests, that’s all. The landmarks are different.”


“And we can’t read the signposts,” Qing said. “You know, we really should ask someone for directions or get a map or something.”


A woman’s singing accompanied by music from stringed instruments drifted through an open doorway, mingled with men’s voices talking and laughing. A yellow lantern illuminated a flag painted with the character 酒; it flapped in the crisp night wind.


Qing grabbed his arm. “Hey, I’ve never been inside a tavern. Let’s check it out.”


Zhen frowned. He had tasted wine before, but Qing had not. “No. We don’t have enough money for wine.”


“I never said anything about drinking,” Qing replied. “I just want to see what’s going on. Every time I pass by a tavern, the people inside sound like they’re having a great time.”


“Qing, we’re not supposed to draw attention to ourselves—”


“We’ll stay at the back! No one will even notice us.” Qing rolled her eyes. “If you’re going to be such a spoilsport, you can wait here—”


“There’s no way I’m letting you out of my sight.” Zhen sighed. “Fine. Just for a few minutes. We’ll keep close to the door. The moment there’s any sign of trouble, we get out. Agreed?”


Qing smirked and dragged him through the entrance.


Inside the dimly lit establishment, the jaundiced glow from torches in sconces threw gnarled shadows across the uneven stone walls. Bones of chicken and fish littered the floor, which was tacky with spit and spilled wine. Barmaids served overflowing goblets to men who sat at haphazardly arranged tables with half-logs for benches. Some were in rowdy groups; others sat sullenly on their own.


The tables near the entrance were occupied, so Zhen and Qing had no choice but to sidle to a vacant table in the far corner with two barrels for stools. The female singer finished her song, and as she and the musicians stepped off the cramped stage at the front, a drunk man jumped up and started spewing rude poetry. Other patrons guffawed and threw groundnut shells at him.


Zhen glanced toward the door. The sooner they could get out of there, the better. Next to him, Qing looked around with wonder instead of wariness. She didn’t seem to notice men jerking their chins in their direction.


An unpleasant prickle went up Zhen’s spine. He put a hand on Qing’s arm. “I think we should go.”


“What? We just got here!” Qing shook his hand away. “Let’s see if the singer comes back after a break. I want to listen to one song before we head off.”


A muscled, bullnecked man detached himself from his table of friends and walked toward them.


Zhen tensed.


“Welcome to our humble tavern, young lady.” Bull Neck eyed Qing with interest as he offered a mock-gentlemanly bow. “Haven’t seen you here before.”


“Oh, we’re just passing through,” Qing replied. “By the way, do you happen to know which way out of town is better if we’re headed to Mount Emei?”


“Mount Emei? That’s over a thousand miles away.” Bull Neck cocked his head. “Why don’t you stay awhile? My friends and I would love to show you around.”


“Actually, we’re leaving.” Zhen stood, pulling Qing to her feet. “Have a good evening, sir.”


“It’s rude to reject a kind offer of hospitality, young man.” Bull Neck’s eyes glinted as he blocked Zhen’s path. He turned to his friends and whistled. “Brothers, we have newcomers. Let’s give them our signature hearty welcome!”


Dread curdled in Zhen’s stomach as two of Bull Neck’s friends maneuvered toward them from opposite directions. Bull Neck leered, reaching out to touch Qing’s cheek—


Zhen’s palm flew up, stopping the man’s hand even though it was nearly as big as a bear’s paw. Qing looked startled, and surprise crossed Bull Neck’s face at Zhen’s unexpected strength.


“We don’t want any trouble.” Although Zhen’s heart was pounding, he kept his tone steely. “But I must warn you to keep your hands off my sister.”


“Ah, she’s your sister, is she?” Bull Neck let out a bark of laughter. He beckoned to his friends, who drew closer, backing Zhen and Qing into the corner. “Seems like trouble has a way of finding you two.”


The tavern around them had gone quiet. The other patrons stopped what they were doing and turned to watch. The barmaids hung back nervously.


Qing glowered at Bull Neck. “You’re such a brute. Only cowards pick on strangers. Now, get out of our way before my brother kicks your—”


Zhen grabbed Qing and pushed her behind him. Bull Neck’s eyes narrowed dangerously.


He swung at Zhen’s jaw. Zhen dodged with lightning reflexes. Bull Neck lunged again, but Zhen evaded his strike with serpentine grace and Bull Neck collided with the wall behind them.


A scatter of laughter rose from onlookers.


Bull Neck growled as he heaved a large porcelain wine jar at Zhen, who dived out of the way. The wine jar hit one of Bull Neck’s friends instead, bowling him over before shattering on the floor and sending wine everywhere. Some patrons scrambled out of harm’s way while those at a safer distance roared with mirth and clapped.


“Zhen, look out!” Qing shouted.


Bull Neck barreled toward Zhen, a dagger in his hand. Zhen twisted away, narrowly avoiding the blade as it sliced past his ear. Bull Neck attacked again, aiming for Zhen’s ribs—Zhen swiveled out of reach just in time, and the dagger slashed across one of the sacks in a pile stacked nearby.


Raw soybeans burst out of the gash and spilled and bounced across the floor. One of Bull Neck’s friends slipped on the beans and fell, arms and legs flailing; he landed on his ass with a dramatic groan.


A pair of hands grabbed Zhen’s head from behind. Before he could turn away, someone threw pepper in his face. Zhen flinched, his eyes burning. A solid fist connected with his stomach, knocking the wind out of him, and he doubled over as blows rained down—


Qing screamed—but it wasn’t in fear.


Zhen focused his stinging eyes in time to see Qing leaping forward with reptilian agility, her face white with rage. Her forked tongue and fanged teeth flashed before her jaws clamped onto Bull Neck’s left forearm.


Bull Neck’s eyes went wide. The dagger in his raised right hand, poised to descend on Zhen, fell from his grip and landed with a loud clatter.


Qing let go.


Bull Neck staggered backward. He opened his mouth, but no sound emerged—instead, blood spurted out. His friends gasped and jumped away. Bull Neck’s eyes rolled back in his head as he keeled over. His arms were splayed out, revealing two stark puncture wounds on his left forearm.


Dead silence echoed before the tavern erupted in chaos.


Stools toppled over, and goblets and plates of food crashed to the floor as everyone yelled in wild panic, colliding with one another in a desperate scramble for the exit. Zhen jumped to his feet, rubbing the blinding grit out of his eyes, and pulled Qing toward the door—


The edge of a sword against his neck made him skid to a halt. Next to him, Qing did the same. Grim constables surrounded them on all sides, their swords drawn.


“Kneel!” one of the constables shouted. “Don’t move, snake devils!”
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