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O, THERE IS A FOX,

HE SITS UPON THE DUNE.

SOAKING IN THE SUN,

WAITING FOR THE GIRL

TO RIDE PAST








Note from the Translator

The position of crown prince is always fraught, but it is especially so in the history of the various states that have constituted the history of China, where it is conferred not by accident of primogeniture but as a political calculation by a father who has survived the contention for the throne himself. The Chinese title for this novel, set in a fictional dynasty, is 东宫, The East Court, the name for the residence of the crown prince. The east, where the sun rises, is also the direction of spring, of new beginnings, of ascendancy—but it is an ascendancy that necessitates his father’s decline.

The relationship between a crown prince and the crown is existentially tethered—because a crown prince cannot be crowned until his father dies, he poses a mortal threat to the king. Yet a king who intends his kingdom to survive cannot be without an heir. They are family, but more than that they are lord and vassal, their relationship framed by power, politics, and state.

Crown princes have been the source of major political upheaval and succession crises throughout history and have fueled more than one rumor of legitimacy (or lack thereof). Crown Prince Liu Ju famously died after he was forced into rebellion by ministers who spread rumors that he was employing witchcraft against his father. Though his grandson would reinstate his line to the throne, and despite his own father’s grief and eventual regret, Liu Ju would never be king.

More than seven hundred years later, Li Shimin, who is otherwise considered a sage ruler, ambushed and assassinated his elder brother, Crown Prince Li Jiancheng, and aided in the assassination of his younger brother, Li Yuanji, in the Xuanwu Gate Incident. Within days of their deaths, Li Shimin was named the new heir and within months, his heartbroken father abdicated in his favor.

Nearly 1,100 years after that, the succession crisis caused by the Kangxi emperor’s death would fuel speculation and spawn countless rumors, novels, films, and television shows. It serves as the most succinct example of both the advantages and the pitfalls of this method of choosing a crown prince—in personally appointing his heir, the king can ensure that only someone truly deserving of the throne may sit on it. But it also fosters competition, backroom politics, and hostile takeovers. Nine of Kangxi’s twenty living sons were deadlocked in a struggle for the title, and his initial successor, the second prince, attempted to force an abdication by staging a coup d’état. Disgusted, the Kangxi emperor deposed the second prince and did not publicly appoint another heir, which caused his other sons to form allegiances with the fourth prince and the eighth prince, his two most likely candidates.

The Kangxi emperor placed the name of his successor in a box to be opened upon his death, but even that was not enough to quell gossip and unrest. His heir, the fourth prince Yinzhen, is widely speculated to have doctored the document, changing 传位十四子 (the throne to the fourteenth prince) to 传位于四子 (the throne to the fourth prince).

Though this rumor has no basis in reality (legal documents of the time were written in Manchu and Mongolian, in addition to Chinese), the conspiracy theories surrounding his right to rule had significant ramifications on Yinzhen’s reign, despite his general reputation as a hard worker, and many of his brothers lived the rest of their lives under house arrest.

Princes, then, had to be calculating if they wanted to inherit the crown, and ruthless if they wanted to live long enough to wear it. As Li Chengyin says, “The only place more dangerous than the palace is the crown prince’s manor, and the only thing harder to be than a king is his heir.”

It is not an easy environment for someone who is as naive, carefree, and impetuous as the titular crown princess to survive. Her encounters with the immovable machinations of imperial power are not ones that lay bare the best of humanity, for even good kings are cruel people—in fact, they must be in order to effectively wield the absolute power they are given. When you are a political institution unto yourself, is there anything of your personal life that politics does not taint?

This is the foundational problem of the narrative—a boy enmeshed in the games of power and a girl who cannot receive his personal affections separate from his political performance—and indeed, his cruelty is intended as a demonstration of his love, an attempt to protect her from the harms his position may bring. But at what point does the fact of the performance cease to matter, when all you receive of it is the real, lasting pain? Can intent be separated from impact? What is the value of love when it can only be filtered through abusive, dehumanizing systems? What is the value of feelings when they are not acted upon, only spoken of, or felt?

Is there room for love in a monarchy?






Note on the Translations

Chinese palaces are cities more than they are palaces in the European sense, composed of the “outer” ceremonial palace and the “inner” domestic palace, where the emperor, his wife and consorts, and his young children lived. The inner palace is divided into a series of interconnected courts over which higher-ranking or senior members of the family were given a level of administrative authority. The crown prince sometimes lived outside the palace in a residence of his own but more often lived as the head of his own household in the east of the palace. The palace is subsequently enclosed by the imperial city, which hosts the governmental and administrative buildings necessary for the day-to-day running of an empire.

For expediency, “manor,” “mansion,” and “Court of Spring” are used to denote the household of the crown prince, while “palace” is used to denote the household of the emperor, and “imperial city” is used to denote the entire palace complex.






PART ONE: 正直 Upright


I’ve fought with Li Chengyin again.

Every time we argue he ignores me for ages and won’t let anyone else talk to me either. So, like always, I slip out into the city with A’du.

I’d go out alone if I could, but A’du shadows me everywhere, even to the privy. Not that I mind her—she’s a little uptight, but she can fight, which comes in handy more often than not.

Today, we decide to go to the teahouse to hear some stories, but the man telling them is not that good, and his spittle flies everywhere as he expounds on a swordsman who can take someone’s head clean off from a thousand paces away.

I lean close to A’du. “Is that possible?”

A’du shakes her head.

I didn’t think so either.

I’ve seen A’du use her gold-inlay dagger and she’s quicker than lightning, so there definitely are master swordsmen in the world, but from a thousand paces away? That sounds like horseshit.

As we leave, I spot a circle of people at the other end of the street. I’m a born busybody, so of course I’m squeezing through the crowd faster to watch my fill.

It’s a girl in mourning robes, kneeling in front of a ratty bamboo mat. Two feet stick rigidly out from beneath it, and as she cries, the bystanders sigh and shake their heads, tutting at the length of white cloth she’s spread out. The words will sell body to pay for father’s burial are written across it in stark black ink.

“What a devoted daughter!” I say. “How much money do you think you’re worth, miss?”

Everyone turns to glare. I’ve forgotten that I’m still dressed like a man, so I shrink back and wet my lips nervously. A’du tugs at my hem, and I know exactly why she’s worried. She’s always fretting that I’ll get into a scrape again, but I swear, except for that time with the startled horse and the time with the hooligans and the very few other times we’ve chased after pickpockets, I do try to mind my own business.

I sneak around the crowd, taking measure of the body. Plucking a bit of loose straw from the mat, I squat down and twirl it against the bottom of the corpse’s foot.

Slowly, slowly, around and around.

I’m patient. I wait until the corpse can’t control himself anymore. He starts shaking, violently shaking, and people finally realize that something’s wrong. Some point at the mat with a shout, their teeth clattering so loudly I can hear them, while others yell, “Dead man walking!” But most are stunned into wide-eyed silence.

I don’t let up, not until the corpse stops resisting. He flings the mat off and leaps up, screaming, “Who’s the bastard tickling my feet?”

I needle him and he lunges, kicking at me. A’du darts between us in a flash and I’m safely behind her, making faces at the swindler.

He flies into a rage. He and his accomplice run toward us, and A’du, who doesn’t like to make a scene, grabs me by the hand and drags me away.

She’s such a wet blanket sometimes. Halfway through doing anything interesting, she always makes a deserter out of me. But her hand is a steel trap I can’t wriggle out of, so I have little choice but to follow after until, before a teahouse, I lock eyes with someone.

Someone beautiful. His eyes, crow-dark and piercing, are a sharp contrast to his moon-white robes. My heart pounds, though I’m not sure why.

A’du doesn’t let go until we reach the archway at the end of the avenue, and when I turn to look back, the stranger is gone.

She doesn’t ask what I was looking at—it’s what I like most about her, that she hasn’t too many questions. But then, I’ve been distracted all day. It’s all Li Chengyin’s fault. He never wins our fights, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have other ways of tormenting me, like telling people to ignore me. Sometimes I feel like I hardly exist. If I didn’t sneak out for the occasional breath of fresh air, I would have died of boredom a million times over.

I kick aimlessly at a pebble, which skips and rolls like a ball in a cuju match. He’s a brilliant player, Li Chengyin. Between his feet, the small leather ball is a living thing. Not that I’d know much about it, because I can’t play. I’ve asked to learn, but no one’s bothered to show me, because not only has Li Chengyin refused to teach me, he’s refused to let anyone else do it either. He’s petty like that.

With some force, I kick the pebble into a dark pool of water. The splash startles me out of my reverie, and when I look up I realize that I’ve wandered into a narrow alley. The walls of other people’s homes rise up on either side of me, capped by strangely shaped grotesques. They build so high here. I shiver, hair standing on end. There’s no sign of A’du when I turn.

I call out, but the empty alley echoes my words back. A’du hasn’t left my side once, not in the three years since we’ve been here, and now she’s disappeared. Terror rises in my throat.

Then I see him, the man in the moon-white clothing. He stands at the end of the lane. In a panic, I yell again for A’du.

I’m certain I don’t know him, but he’d looked at me oddly. He’s looking at me oddly.

“Hey,” I call. “Have you seen A’du?”

Instead of answering, he comes closer. The sun scatters across his face. It’s a nice face, handsomer than even Li Chengyin’s. His brows are straight and sharp like swords, his eyes glisten blacker than gemstones, and his nose is tall. Though his lips aren’t full, his mouth is well shaped, and the whole effect is pleasant.

He stops in front of me and bursts into a smile. “What’s this A’du you’re looking for?”

“My A’du, of course,” I say, impatient. What other A’du is there? “Have you seen her? She’s wearing a yellow tunic, like a little oriole.”

His smile turns lazy. “Wearing a yellow tunic, like a little oriole… now that you mention it, I have come across such a person.”

“Where?”

“Right here, of course.” He’s close to me, too close—I can catch the glint in his eyes. “Is that not you?”

I drop my eyes to my own top, pale yellow and cut in a man’s style, like A’du’s.

He continues, “Xiaofeng, it’s been a long time, but you haven’t changed a bit.”

Xiaofeng is my milk name. No one’s called me that since I arrived in Shangjing. I blink at him. “Who are you?”

His lips thin. “Of course, you don’t know who I am.”

“Did my father send you?” A’die had promised he would send people to visit me and bring me treats from home, but no one’s ever come, the liar.

He doesn’t answer this either. “Do you want to go home?”

Of course I do. When I dream, I dream of home.

“Did my brother send you, then?” I press, curious.

That smile again. “You have a brother?”

I have five. My fifth brother is the one who loves me most; before I left he cried and cried and made such a scene, lashing at the ground with his whip, but it was only because he couldn’t bear the thought of my leaving him for such a distant place. If this man doesn’t know that much, then my family can’t have sent him. Disappointment trickles through me. “How do you know my name, then?”

“You told it to me.”

I? Did I know him? I can’t remember him at all. But he doesn’t strike me as a liar, because no liar lies so conspicuously. I crook my head and consider him. “Who are you really?”

“Gu Jian.” He doesn’t explain further, like these words are answer enough. But I’ve never heard that name.

“I’m going to find A’du,” I inform him.

He calls after me. “I’ve been looking for you for three whole years and that’s all you have to say to me?”

What? “Why were you looking for me? Did we know each other?”

“You ran away from home three years ago,” he says, “because of me. I’ve been looking for you all this time. But you say you don’t know me anymore.”

He’s an unconvincing liar. Forget three years, I can recall things from thirteen years ago as if it were yesterday. Like once, A’niang gave me sour jam to eat, and I spat it out because I hated the taste. Or the time she held me in her arms and we watched my lord father ride back, lit by a blazing sunset. It had looked like he was wearing a suit of molten gold armor.

I’m no longer interested in this conversation and go in search of A’du, but I can’t help glancing back. Gu Jian stands right where I left him. He smiles when he catches me, but the smile is strained.

What a strange person. I wouldn’t know anyone like that.

When I come to the end of the alley, A’du is sitting on the railing of a small bridge. “Where were you?” I ask her. “I’ve been worried sick.”

But she doesn’t move, not even when I shake her.

Gu Jian reappears. He unseals A’du with a casual flick of the finger. She leaps up, pulling me behind her with one hand and unsheathing her dagger with the other.

“You fought me once, three years ago,” Gu Jian drawls. “I immobilized you just now. If it really came down to it, do you think you’d be the one to stop me?”

A’du glares up at him. When she gets like this, she looks like a mother hen protecting her chicks—she’d glared up at Li Chengyin like this once too, when the fighting got bad. I can’t fathom anyone being able to immobilize A’du. Most people can’t get close enough to touch her, much less paralyze her completely.

I gape at Gu Jian.

But he lets out a long breath. He looks between us one more time and, finally, walks away.

I stare after him until he disappears and the alley is empty again. Then I turn to A’du. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you at all?”

A’du shakes her head and signs something to me.

She wants to know if I’m sad.

But why should I be?

No one is behaving normally today.

As the day dims, I lead A’du to Wenyue Tower. We always dine here when we’re in the city, because their roast duck is the best in all of Shangjing. By the time it’s brought to our table, old Uncle He and his daughter, Fujie’er, have come to sell their songs. Uncle He is blind, but he can still play his huqin, so we order a ditty or two.

Fujie’er slips into a familiar curtsy when she sees us. “Master Liang.”

I ask her to sing me something, and she and Uncle He begin to play a song called “Picking Mulberry.”

Roast duck, warmed wine, Fujie’er’s voice—I can’t think of a better way to spend the evening.

Meat sizzles on the grill when A’du flips it, and she dips the cooked slices in sauce before setting them on my plate. As we eat, a rowdy group of men storm up the stairs, completely oblivious to the dirty glares thrown their way.

I’m less subtle in my disdain. “What a bunch of assholes.”

A’du doesn’t understand what I mean.

“They might be in their civvies,” I explain, “but look at their riding boots and swords. They’re used to cavalry footwear, and by their wrist and thumb guards, they’re used to archery, too. They’re wearing weapons in public and they’re made up like a bunch of useless dandies. Who could they be but the Yulin Guard?”

A’du nods emphatically. She’s no fan of the Yulin Guard either.

As the troops settle into their seats, one of them calls, “Hey you! Come sing us ‘Dreaming of My Love’!”

Uncle He is trembling and apologetic. “This young man has paid us for two songs, sir, and we’ve just finished the first. We can attend to you gentlemen once we’re done.”

“Heavens, who gives a fig if you’re finished or not?” The guard slams his fist against the table. “You’d better come over here if you know what’s good for you, you blind old bat.”

Another guard glances my way and guffaws. “Get a load of that one. Scrawnier than a girl, but he’s handsome enough, don’t you think?”

The first one looks me up and down. “He’s prettier than the singing chit, at least. Why don’t you join the boys and me for a round?”

I sigh and put my chopsticks down. I hadn’t wanted to brawl, but it looks like I’d only been delaying the inevitable. “What a shame,” I drawl. “This used to be such a nice establishment before they let in a herd of wild animals to spoil everyone’s fun.”

“What did you call us?” the guards snap.

I smile sweetly. “Beg pardon. Are you not fit to be even that?”

The first to have opened his mouth is also the first to lose his temper. Whipping his sword out, he lunges at us. A’du slams a hand against the table, but nothing moves except the canister that holds our utensils. She plucks out a single chopstick. Before the canister drops, the guard’s blade flashes, inches from our faces.

A’du plunges her hand down.

A terrible scream trills through the room. The sword clatters to the ground. The guard’s hand is nailed soundly to our table, leaking blood. Wailing, he tries to free himself, but he’s stuck fast.

His friends unsheathe their own weapons, but A’du pins them in place with a cold stare, hand coming to a rest atop the canister.

The one on our table howls like a stuck pig. I pluck an osmanthus cake from the platter and shove it into his mouth. He gags around it, but at least he’s gagging in silence.

I look around. “Who wants to drink?”

No one dares breathe too loud. I rise to my feet and take a step forward. The guards take a step back. I take another step forward. They take another step back, all the way to the doorway and the staircase beyond it.

Someone yells, “RUN!” and the whole hive buzzes back downstairs.

No one here is any fun at all. I don’t even get the chance to point out that, unlike A’du, I can’t shove a chopstick through anyone’s palm.

The guard is still pinned to our table when I return to finish my duck. The gamey smell of blood lingers, rancid, in the air, and I wrinkle my nose. A’du understands immediately. She wraps a hand around the chopstick and pulls it free, kicking the guard away.

Cradling his injured hand, the man all but crawls from the room, leaving his sword behind. A’du picks it up and offers it to me. Back home, you have to surrender your weapon if you lose a fight—A’du’s lived in Shangjing for the last three years, but she remembers our old ways.

But as I see the crest on the blade, all my excitement falls away, and I refuse it. “Give this back.”

By this time he’s reached the stairs, so A’du flings the sword. It lands with a thunk in the column next to him.

He gives a shout and scrambles off, too scared to look back. He tumbles cleanly down the steps like a cuju ball.

We leave Wenyue Tower when the moon has risen, a sliver of silver that hangs in the trees like a plump rice cake someone’s taken a bite out of, radiating a gauzy glow. But I can’t think about food. I’ve eaten too much. I inch down the street, bloated and uncomfortable. Based on my current crawl we probably won’t make it back until daybreak, but A’du waits ahead for me, as patient as ever.

A crowd of people floods out from a dim alley as we approach the corner, each armed to the teeth. Someone shouts, “That’s them!”

I realize too late that it’s the Yulin Guard—the Yulin Guard, and they’ve brought backup.

Why must every romp end in a brawl? I swear I’m not someone who goes around picking fights. I sigh over the sea of black heads. There probably aren’t actually hundreds of them, but it feels that way. A’du drops a hand to her dagger and looks to me, asking what we should do. My appetite for a brawl went the way of the roast duck the second I saw the seal and, absent that, we have one option: to run like hell.

A’du and I spring out of there. We aren’t the best warriors in the world, but I think we could lay a claim to being the most accomplished escape artists. In three short years, we’ve cultivated a network of shortcuts and side streets specifically for losing people in.

But the Yulin Guard are good. They’re close on our heels, and though we run in circles trying to shake them, they refuse to stay gone. I’m on the verge of hurling when A’du pulls me from the small street into a wider avenue—right into the path of another platoon.

I double over, hands on my knees, breathing hard. I don’t see a better way out—we may have to fight whether we want to or not.

The clamor grows as the bastards chasing us draw closer. But so too do the troops ahead and their swaying lanterns, and I realize with a start that I know the man who is leading the retinue.

“Pei Zhao!” I yell, delighted. “Over here!”

He doesn’t pay me any mind, so I call his name again, waving my arms until the lantern bearer at his side takes a step forward, illuminating my face.

Pei Zhao blanches and immediately dismounts his white horse. “You—”

I don’t give him the chance to finish that word. “We’re being chased,” I say. “Help me!”

“Of course.” He draws his blade, calling his men to attention. They unsheathe their weapons just as the guards chasing us burst from the alley, stumbling to a stop when they see the ocean of bobbing lights and Pei Zhao with his longsword out. Their ringleader forces out a smile.

“G-General Pei—”

“What do you think you’re doing?” Pei Zhao’s face is dark.

His official title is the Jinwu General, which means he is the commander of the Yulin Guard, and they are in a world of trouble. While everyone is distracted, I grab A’du and slip away.

We have to jump the gate to get back. Thank the heavens A’du is good at qinggong—she makes no sound at all as she carries me over the high walls. It’s late, later than I expected, and frighteningly quiet. Though I’m not sure why I’m surprised; it’s always quiet here. Quiet, and vast, and empty.

The two of us slip in, silent as mice. A smatter of distant lights is the only thing that breaks the pitch of night, and when we get back to my rooms, I feel for my bed, my wonderful bed, yawning, “I’m so tired—”

A’du leaps up, startling me from my comfort. Light floods the room as a mess of people burst in, some lighting candles, others carrying lanterns, but all of them led by Yongniang, who flings herself tearfully to her knees.

“Your Highness, please, just execute me—it’s easier than the torture you’re putting me through!”

I hate the kneeling. I hate Yongniang. I hate being called Your Highness. But most especially I hate all these people constantly moaning about how I’d better sentence them to death already because I was going to drive them to it someday.

“I’m back now, aren’t I?”

It’s the same dog and pony show every time. Yongniang may not have bored of it, but I have. Her tears are gone as quickly as they’d come and she orders the ladies-in-waiting to prepare me for bed. They peel away the soft clothes I have on and wrap me back in my shroud, layer upon layer of heavy fabric, until I’m swaddled into a human layer cake—the kind you have to dig through forever to unearth a single peanut.

At my ear, Yongniang mutters, “Don’t forget, my lady, that tomorrow is the Honorable Lady Zhao’s birthday. You have to at least make an appearance.”

But I’m so tired I can’t stand straight. Servants crowd me, washing my face, running combs through my hair, like I’m a puppet they’re arranging for a play. Whatever Yongniang is nattering on about goes in one ear and out the other, because I’ve already fallen asleep.

It’s a sweet sleep, a good sleep, a dreamless sleep, the kind you sink into when you’re worn out and comfortably full. But right as my sleep is at its soundest, a bang startles me awake.

It’s light, and Li Chengyin is storming into my room.

Yongniang and her retinue of ladies-in-waiting fall to their knees.

My hair is a mess and my face is crusted over, but I push myself to my feet. Not because I’m intimidated by his presence, mind, but because it’s impossible to win an argument while you’re horizontal. It undermines your authority.

And he’s clearly here to argue.

“You can rest?” He glares down at me.

I luxuriate in my yawn. “Why shouldn’t I?”

His eyes are shards of coldest ice burrowing deep into my skin. “Stop playing the innocent,” he says. “We both know what you did.”

This isn’t the usual script. I pause. “What?”

“You know exactly what. Lady Zhao ate the birthday noodles you sent over, and now she’s taken ill. Don’t you ever disgust yourself?”

“I didn’t send any birthday noodles,” I scoff. “It’s not my fault if she has the runs.”

“So you have the nerve to do it but not the courage to own up?” He burns with contempt. “I didn’t realize girls from Xiliang were so shameless.”

He knows just how to provoke me. “Girls from Xiliang only own up to the things we’ve actually done,” I retort. “Why would I admit to something I haven’t? If I had quarrel with your precious Lady Zhao, I’d take a knife and stab her; I wouldn’t poison her. You, on the other hand, throwing out baseless accusations—is that what Shangjing boys do?”

“Don’t think I won’t depose you,” he warns. “I’d sooner lose my title than put up with a viper like you.”

“Do it then,” I say. “Do it.”

He turns on his heel and stalks from the room.

I’m too angry to go back to bed, and my stomach has started aching again. Yongniang falls to her knees, trembling with terror. “Don’t mind him,” I tell her. “He threatens to depose me every year. He’s meeting his quota, that’s all.”

But this doesn’t comfort her.

“My lady, I’m the one who sent noodles to Lady Zhao. This is my fault.”

My eyes widen, but she doesn’t stop.

“I swear to you I didn’t put anything untoward in there. I only thought—it’s Lady Zhao’s birthday today, and if Your Highness didn’t favor her with anything, it might seem a little—a little—and you were sleeping so soundly, so I went ahead and had someone send it over, but I hadn’t imagined—”

“If we didn’t tamper with the food, then it’s not our fault,” I say. “Now get up, your kneeling’s going to be the death of me.”

Yongniang rises, but her eyes are damp. “My lady, you shouldn’t use that word. It bodes ill.”

Another rule I’ve forgotten about. They’ll be the thing that kills me if Yongniang doesn’t get there first. It’s only a word. Who on this Earth doesn’t die?

Since Lady Zhao’s birthday is thoroughly spoiled, Li Chengyin ends up making a fuss up at the palace. He can’t depose me—if his father doesn’t step in, the ministers will—but it doesn’t mean I escape punishment entirely. Li Chengyin rats me out to his great-grandmother, the grand-empress, and she has people send me copies of The Woman’s Manual and The Woman’s Guide, along with orders to copy them ten times in their entirety.

I’m confined to my rooms copying books from dusk till dawn when news comes that Li Chengyin’s gotten a maid pregnant.

I bet the Honorable Lady Zhao is pleased.

No one’s been pregnant yet since I’ve been here, so there’s nothing I want more than to go see the spectacle, but Yongniang puts her foot down.

“My lady, you mustn’t,” she begs. “They’re all saying that His Highness only spent the night with that girl because he was inebriated, so if you visit her today, Lady Zhao will think you’re doing it to spite her.”

But why should she? It has nothing to do with her. The logic in the Court of Spring goes around in circles and I can make neither heads nor tails of it, but if Yongniang says that that’s how Lady Zhao will take it, then perhaps she really will. I can’t afford another argument with Li Chengyin. If he goes to his great-grandmother again, she’ll sentence me to execution by pen.

That night, the empress summons me into the palace.

I’m rarely alone with her. Usually, I accompany Li Chengyin when he visits, but the most she ever says to me is rise or sit or you are dismissed. She hasn’t summoned him this time—only me—and Yongniang, ill at ease, insists on coming.

A’du isn’t allowed into the empress’s residence because she refuses to give up her dagger, so she waits for us outside the doors to Yong’an Court.

The empress is as beautiful as Li Chengyin, but she’s not his birth mother. His birth mother was the Lady Shu, who everyone says was as learned as she was lovely. The emperor had adored her. But she’d died giving birth, and as the empress hadn’t any children of her own, Li Chengyin was brought to her court to be raised, which is why he’d been the natural choice when it came time to appoint an heir.

The empress says a great many things, but in truth I understand very little. I’m barely fluent in the language of the Central Plains to begin with, and she speaks so formally that I’m lucky if I catch one word in three. She must see my expression, for she lets out a long breath.

“The trouble is, you’re still young, but why can’t you pay more mind to what goes on in your manor?” she says. “Never mind, I’ve ordered people to clean out a quiet courtyard in the palace for this Xu girl. As for Lady Zhao, you should spend some time with her, comfort her, and take some pressure off Yin’er.”

This, at last, is something I can comprehend, but she turns immediately back to address Yongniang, and I lose the thread of it again. I understand the gist, though, for Yongniang’s face is carefully blank and all she says is “It’s my fault, Your Highness.”

I stare down at the carpet. It’s a tribute gift from Tuhuolu, with long soft shag that feels like stepping onto a fresh snowfall. I trace a circle with my foot, and the print turns into a patch of white. I smooth it back, and the print is back, too. And when I draw another circle, it turns white again and—

The empress coughs. I snap my head up to see her staring at me. I sit up straight, slipping my foot guiltily under my skirts.

As we leave, Yongniang says, “Please, Your Highness, won’t you think of me a little before you get into any more scrapes?”

“I know, I know.” I wave her away. “But I’ve been locked in my rooms for days. How could I possibly get into any trouble?”

“Yes, yes,” Yongniang concedes. “You’ve been very good. But since the empress raised the matter, I think it’s best to do as she asks.”

I huff. “Li Chengyin told me I’m not allowed near that woman. I’m not going to visit her; it’ll only upset him.”

“It’s different this time,” Yongniang says. “You’re acting on Her Majesty’s orders, so you’re well within your rights to go. You can take this opportunity to make peace with her—she’s still angry about Miss Xu, and if you extend her a hand now, she’ll be grateful. And if you can get her on your side, it won’t matter whether the child in Miss Xu’s stomach is a boy or not.”

I don’t know what Yongniang spends her time thinking about, but I’m sure it must be clever, because she was once the grand-empress’s most trusted lady-in-waiting. When I was made princess consort, the grand-empress sent her to teach me etiquette for the wedding ceremony.

Back then, Li Chengyin liked to pretend that I didn’t exist. His servants had followed suit, for I was a newcomer, a foreigner, and I had no power to do anything to them. They all mocked me, including the scullery maids. I missed home, missed it like mad, and all I could think to do was cry until I cried myself sick.

He told everyone I was faking it. He didn’t let anyone send for the physicians and kept it from the palace. It had been Yongniang and A’du who sat by my sickbed, forcing down spoonfuls of medicine long after I could neither eat nor drink. They were the ones who dragged me bodily from the clutches of Lord Yama. It was the worst time of my life, and Yongniang spent it by my side.

So while I don’t understand Yongniang, I try to humor her.

“I suppose I’d better see her, then,” I say.

“Not ‘see her,’ ” Yongniang corrects. “You ought to bring her a gift, try to win her over.”

I don’t know what a gift entails, but after some careful consideration, I select a bow and quiver—tributes from Gaochang—two chess sets made from precious stone, a few pairs of knucklebones to play jacks with, and a tankard of tribute wine from Baiyi. Yongniang pales when she sees what I’ve chosen.

I peer at her, trying to gauge her reaction. “What’s wrong?”

Yongniang takes a breath. “Why don’t I prepare something?”

She ends up gathering a set of gilded jade bangles, an ornament made from gold and kingfisher feather, a set of coral hairpins, and a pearl-inlaid necklace in addition to tallow cream and jasmine powder and an assortment of sickly sweet-smelling things. I worry that nothing looks interesting enough, but Yongniang assures me that “Lady Zhao will appreciate the thought you’ve put into this.”

I am looking forward to seeing Lady Zhao, whatever the circumstances. I’ve met her just once, the day after the wedding, when she was made an honorable lady and had come to pay her respects to me. She had worn pale chrysanthemum-colored robes and had been perfectly mannered under a roomful of scrutiny, but she’d been standing too far away for me to see her face. I still can’t say exactly what she looks like.

He likes her though. Everyone says she’s the reason Li Chengyin had been such an unwilling groom. He’d only agreed to our wedding because the empress promised he could take Lady Zhao for a mistress if he married me, which is why he despises me—he’s constantly worried I’m going to do something to hurt her, so he won’t let her come to my court and doesn’t let me visit her, either.

I don’t know where he heard that Xiliang girls are dangerously jealous, but whoever told him that also told him that we poison and hex, too. So when we fight, all I have to do is mention his Honorable Lady Zhao and he’ll scamper away like a dog with its tail between its legs.

Girls from Xiliang may not be especially jealous, but I admit I sometimes am. I want someone to care that deeply for me. I want my family by my side. Yongniang is kind, but there are things I can’t say to her, things she can’t understand. How can I explain the way you could take a horse all the way into the heart of the desert, and the night wind would rustle the grass? The way the sky would press low, so dark it was nearly purple, as limpid as grape jelly, sour and cold against the tongue. Yongniang hasn’t even seen a grape.

A’du understands, but she doesn’t respond. All she ever does is stare calmly, quietly back at me, no matter how excited I am.

I miss Xiliang, my lively, noisy Xiliang. And the more I miss it, the more I hate Li Chengyin’s cold, desolate manor.

I visit Lady Zhao on a lovely clear afternoon, accompanied by Yongniang and twelve ladies-in-waiting. Some carry censers, some wave large fans, and others hold the brocaded boxes we prepared. With such a procession snaking through the manor, it’s no wonder Lady Zhao’s doors are flung wide open to greet us when we arrive.

She’s planted fragrant oranges in her courtyard. The trees are bursting with tiny green fruit, like a bush of colored lanterns. I’ve never seen their like and crane my neck to see, but the moment my attention drifts, I step on my own hem and pitch forward.

Lady Zhao rushes forward to help me up, looping her arm through mine. “Jiejie, are you hurt?”

In truth, I am the younger by two years, so if anything, I should be calling her jiejie, but I’m in too much pain to make a fuss. She doesn’t let go until we’re inside her rooms, where she orders someone to draw up a steep of tea. I sit gingerly on her daybed, trying to keep as still as possible. I’d fallen hard, and if I so much as twitch the pain scalds through me.

Yongniang takes my silence as an opportunity to order the ladies-in-waiting to bring in the presents. Lady Zhao rises to her feet and curtsies low. “Thank you, Your Highness, but this is too great an honor.”

I freeze, casting about for the appropriate response.

Thankfully, Yongniang steps in again and helps her up. “Please, Lady Zhao, there’s no need to stand on ceremony. Our princess has been meaning to call and was only waiting for the right time. Now that the servants are busy preparing to bring Miss Xu to the palace, Her Highness worried you might feel neglected, so came by specially to visit. If you find yourself in need of anything at all, please do not hesitate to ask—you are the princess’s right hand here in the manor, so you mustn’t feel a stranger.”

“I understand Your Highness completely.”

I’m not sure I understand. I only feel suffocated. Lady Zhao is not as beautiful as I imagined, but she is agreeable and her voice is soft. I can’t bring myself to like her, but I don’t dislike her either. In fact, I spend the entire afternoon with her. She seems quite pleased with Yongniang, smiling behind her sleeve as Yongniang talks and complimenting me on my accomplished attendant.

I run into Pei Zhao as we’re leaving. He’s on duty today and is clearly surprised when he sees whence I’m coming, but if he has any thoughts he keeps them to himself as he kneels to make courtesy.

“You can get up,” I tell him, adding, “Thank you for the other night.” It wouldn’t have been the worst thing in the world to get into another fight, but I’d recognized the insignia on the weapons. They’d been Li Chengyin’s guards. I would have been in hot water if they remembered me.

Pei Zhao’s face is expressionless. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about, Your Highness.”

Yongniang pulls me away before I can respond and begins to lecture me as soon as we’re safely back in my rooms. “It isn’t proper for you to spend so much time with outside men. My lady, you should stay away from the Jinwu General.”

If Yongniang knew how much time I spent with “outside men,” she might faint.

There’s a bruise blossoming on my thigh, so A’du goes to brew me some medicine to drink. I’ve finally finished the books I was sentenced to copy, and the old restless itch takes over—I’m dying to go into the city again, but Yongniang’s been keeping a tight watch of late. I toy with the idea of sneaking out after she’s gone to bed, but before I can do anything about it, Li Chengyin pays me a visit.

He’s never come after dark, so no one’s ready for him. Yongniang is fast asleep in her room, the attendant on night duty is dozing, and A’du and I are playing cards—the loser has to eat a whole orange. A’du has won four hands in a row, so I’ve eaten four oranges in a row, and my stomach churns with sour bile, which is when he makes his entrance.

If I remember correctly, it’s my job to prepare for his arrival. I’m supposed to lay out his clothing, light the incense, spread balsam in the furnace, and brew tea for both the nighttime and morning rinse—at least, according to all the tripe I was forced to memorize before the investiture. Of course, the attendants have to do the actual work, but I’m supposed to supervise.

But then Li Chengyin didn’t come, so even Yongniang’s let things slip.

I’ve just drawn a good hand when I catch sight of him. At first, I think I must be dreaming, but when I lower my cards and look up again, he’s still there.

A’du gets to her feet immediately. Li Chengyin and I have never gotten along, and a few times it very nearly got physical, so she reaches for her dagger as soon as he steps into the room, her face pinched in warning.

His is acrid as he settles himself on my bed.

I stare blankly at him.

“Shoes,” he says coldly.

The attendant on duty has startled awake. She’d frozen when she saw the crown prince. At his words, she rouses herself and rushes forward, but Li Chengyin prods her away with his foot. “Tell your mistress to do it.”

I help her up. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“I’ll kick her if I want. I’ll kick you if I want, too,” he snaps.

A’du unsheathes her dagger. Frostily, I ask, “Have you come just to fight?”

He smiles oddly. “I haven’t come to argue. I’ve come to sleep.” He points to A’du. “Out.”

I don’t know what he has planned, but it’s clearly nothing good. The commotion has woken nearly everyone, including Yongniang, who is happy and alarmed all at once—alarmed because of the annoyance plain on his face, and happy because she probably thinks his being here is a good sign, whether or not he’s come to upset me.

Her arrival cools us both, and soon she’s busy directing water to be drawn, a washbasin prepared, and his nightclothes brought out from storage. My rooms explode into a bustle of activity, and I am surrounded by a crowd of people who wipe my face and comb my hair and stuff me into a nightgown. By the time I struggle free, Yongniang is tugging A’du away.

She resists at first, but Yongniang leans forward and says something that makes her face burn red, and she follows obediently after. Then she is gone, and I’m alone in a room with Li Chengyin.

I haven’t been alone with a boy in my nightclothes before, but I’m too cold to be shy and am tired from all the fuss, so I crawl into bed, pull up the covers, and try to sleep. As for Li Chengyin… his bedtime is his own business.

Sometime later, I feel him crawling into bed behind me, bumping my foot with his as he tugs at the blanket. “Move over.”

Docile in my doze, I offer him some of my blanket. He curls up in it, turning away from me.

I don’t get much rest though. I’m not used to sharing my bed, and he’s a fitful sleeper. Halfway through the night, he steals away my portion of the sheets. I wake up shivering, kicking him away and snatching them back, which is how we end up angry again at midnight.

He huffs. “I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for Sese.”

I think I see him soften when he uses Lady Zhao’s bower name. Then I remember what she said this afternoon, and also what Yongniang said, and I wish I hadn’t because when I put it together it only makes me sad. It’s not like I cared, back when he didn’t come. But now that he has, all it does is remind me of everything I’m missing.

It’s not like I don’t know married people are meant to share a bed. It’s just that I also know that he’s never thought of me as his wife. He’s only ever wanted her. I went to visit her today, and I brought her presents, and she pities me. That’s why she told him to come.

I don’t need anyone’s pity. I’m a Xiliang girl.

“You can go,” I say, sitting up.

“Don’t worry,” he says. “I’m leaving as soon as it’s light.” Then he turns and falls asleep again, and there’s nothing for me to do but get up and put on a robe.

There’s a lamp on my dressing table. The candle within is dimmed by its cover, but light seeps warmly out. Something is seeping from my heart, too. I miss A’die and A’niang. Miss my brothers, my little red horse. My home.

I’m so lonely here.

A pale shadow falls across the window.

My heart leaps into my throat, and I push open the pane. No one. Only a scatter of icy moon across the ground. Night’s brisk wind pierces me through, but as I’m closing the screen, I catch sight of a figure in white standing in a distant tree. When I squint, I can see the outline of a man.

I’m too surprised to react. The Court of Spring is the crown prince’s manor—how could an assassin have gotten into one of the most heavily guarded places in Shangjing?

I stare at him. He stares back.

The night is so silent that you could hear even the gentle breath of the moving breeze. The lamp on my table flickers. And he stands on a bough, gazing down. The leaves rise and fall. He rises and falls with them, bathed in a wash of light. Behind him, the bright wheel of the moon illuminates the billow of his hair and sleeves, as though he were caught inside of it.

I recognize him.

Gu Jian.

But he’s gone before I can be sure I’m not wrong, or dreaming, or both.

True to his word, Li Chengyin is gone by morning. Yongniang is delighted by the whole affair—her eyes light up every time she brings it up, and she brings it up a lot. I don’t have the heart to tell her the truth, that nothing happened. I may be young, but A’du and I have been to pleasure houses. We may not have eaten their pork, but that doesn’t mean I’ve not seen pigs run.

Grateful for Lady Zhao’s show of goodwill, Yongniang brings her over the day after to play cards with me.

I lose every round.

It’s one thing to lose to her in love, but to lose at gambling? Yongniang beams, clearly under the impression that I’ve taken her advice at long last and am doing it on purpose to make Lady Zhao happy.

It must work, because from that day on, Lady Zhao comes often to play cards. She’s charming, and she knows what to say to make people happy—like when she compliments my short boots, saying, “We don’t have leather as fine as that in the Central Plains.”

I’m so pleased I promise her on the spot that I’ll have someone bring a few pairs for her the next time A’die sends a caravan to Shangjing. But Lady Zhao looks down at her cards. “Your Highness,” she says. “When will you go see Miss Xu?”

I look at her, confused. Miss Xu is doing perfectly fine. The empress has a whole fleet of attendants looking after her, she doesn’t need me to visit. And anyway, Yongniang told me that Lady Zhao and Li Chengyin fought terribly over the Miss Xu affair, and that she cried until he swore he wouldn’t look at the girl again, no matter whether she had a son. So I don’t understand why Lady Zhao would bring it up and pretend to be so generous when everyone knows how much she hates Miss Xu.

Yongniang answers for me. “Miss Xu has been invited up to the palace, so without Her Majesty’s summons, even the princess consort will find it hard to visit.”

“Oh,” says Lady Zhao carelessly, as though she doesn’t give two figs.

Luck favors me today and I win some money, so I’m in high spirits when Lady Zhao leaves. But once she’s gone, Yongniang pulls me aside and says, “My lady, you must be more careful, lest you become the arm Lady Zhao uses to wield her sword.”

I puzzle at that turn of phrase.

Yongniang explains, “Lady Zhao is going to find a way to stop Miss Xu’s child from being born. Whatever her plans, Your Highness can by all means look the other way and let the chips fall where they may. But you must be careful not to get caught in her snares yourself.”

But the child is already in Miss Xu’s stomach. What could Lady Zhao possibly do to stop it from coming out?

“There are ways,” Yongniang says darkly when I prod. “But you are a good person, my lady, so you shouldn’t go around asking questions like that.”

She must say these things on purpose, because while I’m not especially good, the words guilt me into dropping the subject.

When the weather turns cool, I find my opportunity to slip from the manor.

I don’t realize how stifled I’ve been all summer until I’m in the city again, where the streets are full of people and carriages and horses. We go to the teahouse to listen to stories, but the old storymaster has been replaced by a new one, who has abandoned swordmasters in favor of recounting the Li dynasty’s westward wars decades ago.

“After such a terrible loss, and being cowed by our courageous generals, Xiliang got to their knees and acknowledged our emperor as their lord and ruler. Our emperor Xuan is a benevolent man, so he arranged for a treaty marriage to seal the accord. He sent his own sister, the Princess Mingyuan, to marry the khan of Xiliang, and the two kingdoms lived in peace for ten years.

“But when the old khan died, the new khan proclaimed himself emperor. He was a foolish man and a coward, and he tried to attack our troops, starting a war he couldn’t finish. Little did he know our mighty army would soon arrive at his border, and when he saw them he couldn’t bow quickly enough, offering up his own daughter for a new treaty marriage. With his groveling, he convinced our emperor to give him a second chance.”

The audience roars with laughter, but A’du leaps up, hurling a cup to the ground. She’s usually the one who stops me from getting into trouble, but today I pull her from the teahouse, worried she might hurt someone.

The bright sun flashes outside.

I remember Princess Mingyuan. She’d been so beautiful, but though she lived in Xiliang for decades, she always wore her own clothing and plaited her hair the way girls in Shangjing do. A’die had been heartbroken when she fell ill and passed away. He’d treated her well, because he said that, through her, he was treating the Plains well.

That’s the way it is in Xiliang—we repay kindness with kindness. It’s nothing like here, where people are constantly scheming, saying one thing to your face while doing another behind your back. Three years ago, I would have been as angry as A’du, but these days I’m too tired to care.

A’du and I rest beside a bridge, watching sails fill with wind on the canal. A captain raises his long pole and plunges it into the water, slowly backing his vessel away from the port.

We didn’t have boats back home, so when I first arrived I thought they were carriages that could walk on water, that bridges were rainbows someone constructed from stone. We have rivers, but none so wide, nor so deep and murky. Our waters are clear and shallow, like a sheet of gauze laid across the grasslands, and you can cross all of them on the back of a horse.

I’ve seen so many beautiful new things since coming to Shangjing. None of it makes me happy.

A distant splash catches my attention.

“Someone help! My gege’s fallen into the water!” A girl, about seven or eight, is sobbing as she shrieks, “Save him, please!”

A little head bobs beneath the surface of the canal. I jump in after him, only remembering when I start to sink that I don’t know how to swim either. By the time I grab hold of his arm, I’ve lost count of how many lungfuls of water I’ve swallowed, and it dawns on me that I’ve gotten myself into real trouble this time—I’m not going to save the child, and I’m going to drown, too.

I wouldn’t mind dying so much if it weren’t for A’du, for there won’t be anyone to look after her if I’m gone. I don’t know if she remembers the way home on her own. I choke and sputter as I descend. I’m seconds from losing consciousness when someone fishes me out.

A’du sets me down on a large boulder by the shore, and I cough up a stomach full of canal water. Her clothes are soaked through. She looks like she might burst into tears.

“Where’s the boy?” I manage blearily.

She lifts him up so I can see. He’s dripping too, and fixes me with a pair of dark eyes.

I push myself to my feet, my head spinning. People gather around to watch the commotion. It’s strange to be the person on display for once, instead of the person watching the fun. As A’du and I squeeze the water from our clothes, a man and a woman barge through the crowd, crying, “My son! My baby!”

They cling tightly to him, weeping loudly while their daughter stands to one side, rubbing her eyes.

My heart warms at the sight of them. All day long the teahouse masters tell stories of courageous champions, and now it’s my turn to be the hero. I’m relishing the thought of it when the boy bursts into heaving sobs. “A’die, he pushed me into the canal!”

He points straight at me.

I stare at him.

“I saw it happen!” the little girl chirps in a sweet, childish voice. “He pushed Gege into the water!”

Almost immediately the crowd surges forward to berate us.

“What could a child possibly do to deserve that?”

“I guess you can’t judge a book by its cover!”

“We won’t let you get away with this!”

I look at A’du, but she’s as confused as I am.

“Take the child to a clinic,” someone says. “Have a physician look at him, make sure he doesn’t catch cold.”

“You should pay for the trouble you’ve caused,” says someone else. “You owe them that at least!”

“But we’re the ones who saved him,” I protest. “How can you accuse us of pushing him in?”

“If it wasn’t you, why jump after him?”

I gape at them. What kind of logic is that?

The boy’s mother gathers herself up. “Look at the state of him! You’d better hope you can afford a miracle worker.”

“That’s right!” one of the bystanders says. “We should send for someone and make sure he’s not hurt.”

“He seems fine to me,” I say. “And even if he isn’t, I’m the one who rescued him—why should I pay?”

“Fine,” the mother huffs. “If you don’t want to give us money for a physician, we can take this to the magistry.”

“Take them to the magistry!” the crowd roars. They’re so loud my ears ring.

I am fuming. If they want to bring this to a magistrate, then fine, we’ll take it there. If my body’s upright I needn’t fear a crooked shadow, and if I’m in the right, no one can make me believe I’m wrong. We spill into the streets, attracting a great deal of attention. “Come see how wicked the world’s become!” the boy’s parents wail. “How bold the liars are!”

A’du and I shield ourselves from the fruit rinds that are thrown at us, as we duck globs of spittle. She pulls me away from the line of fire, but the harder the crowd tries the angrier I become.

By the time we arrive at the Wannian County magistry, my temper’s cooled somewhat. Finally, a place where we can all be sensible. Because we’re in one of the two counties under the jurisdiction of Shangjing, court opens with great ceremony, first with the constables lining up and calling for order, and then with the magistrate himself striding in, taking his time to get settled before instructing us to report our case.

This is how I learn the family’s name is Jia, that they live on the banks of the Grand Canal, and that they sell fish for a living. When it’s my turn, I give them a fake name—Liang Xi, the one I always use outside the manor. But then the magistrate asks what I do for a living, and I’m at a loss for how to answer.

One of the constables interjects. “Then you’re without employment?”

It’s not far from the truth, so I nod.

After he finishes interrogating the couple, the magistrate turns to question their children, who parrot their parents’ every lie. Then he turns to me. “Do you know how to swim?”

“I don’t.”

The magistrate nods, considering. “It might have been an accident, but you nearly cost a child his life. What do you have to say for yourself?”

“I jumped in the canal because he was in the water—why would I push him?” I’m so angry that I stamp my foot. “What would I be pushing them for?”

“You don’t know how to swim,” says the magistrate slowly, “yet you went after him. If you weren’t the one who did the pushing, why would you risk your own life to save him?”

“It’s not like I thought too much about it,” I retort. “I saw him drowning, so I jumped.”

“You expect me to believe that?” he asks. “Man is selfish by nature and considers his own life precious above all. If, as you say, you don’t know him, what could your willingness to enter the water be but an expression of guilt? And if you weren’t the one who pushed him, why should you feel guilty? Since you clearly felt guilt, there can be no doubt you were the one who pushed him.”

There is a wooden plaque behind him that reads CLEAR MIRROR, HIGHLY HUNG. I bore holes in it with my eyes as my temple throbs, and with every pounding beat of my skull, the urge to roll up my sleeves and hit the magistrate grows stronger.

He mistakes my disbelief for affirmation. “I understand it was an accident, but you’ve caused the Jia a great deal of distress. Therefore, it is within my purview to sentence you to a fine of ten strings of copper, to be paid to the family as remuneration for their ordeal.”

I’m incredulous. “Is this how you hear crimes?”

“You think me unjust?” the magistrate says.

“Of course you’re unjust! You refuse to listen to anything I say despite the fact that anyone with eyes could tell you I wasn’t the one who pushed him!”

“And have you any evidence to corroborate this claim?”

I glance at A’du. “A’du saw me. He was the one who helped us both out of the canal.”

“Then have him step forward and give testimony.”

“He can’t.” I swallow my annoyance. “He doesn’t speak.”

The magistrate bursts into laughter. “So you want a mute to testify for you?”

It’s over the minute he opens his big mouth to laugh. A’du draws her dagger, and if I hadn’t pulled her back, the magistrate would have been short two ears. She glares at him as the constables object around us. “You can’t bring weapons into the magistry!”

But A’du is faster than they are. She barely moves—the tip of her dagger flashes, and then she draws her hand back into her sleeve. A sharp crack splits the room. The bamboo canister where the magistrate keeps his sentencing qian splits open, spilling the flat pieces of wood across the ground. Every last one is cracked from end to end, reduced to splinters.

Everyone gapes down at them. Onlookers crowding the magistry doorway murmur that this must be sleight of hand, but the court attendants know it’s no trick. It’s skill.

The magistrate’s face is ashen, but he swallows and forcibly composes himself. “How dare you bring arms into a court of law? G-guards!”

A few of the constables are brave enough to step forward, but I stop them short. “If you come any closer, I can’t be responsible for what happens next.”

“This is the magistry of the capital city,” the magistrate hisses. “What you are doing is treason!”

“Your Honor,” I start, “you misunderstand—”

“I’m warning you, if you don’t want to be prosecuted for contempt, you’d better hand over—” But then he catches A’du’s glare and withers beneath it. “You’d better put away your weapons!”

Seeing the dagger safely sheathed, the magistrate lets out a breath and exchanges a look with his secretary. The secretary walks over from the dais, saying softly, “My lord, do you have a patronage?”

I roll my eyes. “Say what you mean.”

The secretary swallows his temper and presses his voice lower still. “His Honor sees that your technique is impressive, and you look like you’ve had some training, so he is wondering if you were in the service of a lordship.”

I fight to conceal a smile. The bully’s scared of other bullies, then. Rather than getting us into bigger trouble, our little display has convinced him that we have powerful backers—he probably thinks we’re errant swordsmen, sponsored by a wealthy family. I consider this. If I use Li Chengyin’s name, he probably won’t believe me, but—

“My lord is the Jinwu General, Pei Zhao.”

“Of course.” The secretary dips into a shallow bow, hiding his stark white face. “No one but the Yulin Guard could be so remarkable.”

I hardly want to be lumped in with them, but I’m also not going to say that out loud. They have a saying in the Plains: a wise man doesn’t try to beat his odds.

The secretary returns to the dais to murmur something to the magistrate. I watch the magistrate’s face curdle slowly until he slams his gavelwood down. “If they’re the Jinwu General’s men, then he should be the one to deal with them!”

My heart pounds. The magistrate is wilier than I gave him credit for—if Pei Zhao’s on duty in the manor today, if he can’t come, if he sends someone who doesn’t know who I am, the water I’ve been treading is going to come to a boil. I try not to jump to worst-case scenarios, but the image of us fighting our way out of the courtroom and fleeing fugitive into the night does flash through my mind.

Afterward, Pei Zhao tells me that though the magistrate of Wannian County is a mere seventh-rank title, it’s a difficult office to fill because of its proximity to the seat of imperial power. Anyone who can sit on that bench is as slippery as a snake. Since we embarrassed the magistrate by making such a to-do in his courtroom, he sent for the general in order to resolve the whole affair and come out of it with his dignity intact. Pei Zhao spends ages trying to explain the politics to me, but I still don’t understand.

Luckily, Pei Zhao isn’t on duty, so when they ask for him, he comes.

Today he is wearing a set of heavily embroidered court robes I haven’t seen before, looking as soft and refined as a gentleman scholar. Pei Zhao has been on duty and in his light armor the handful of times we’ve met, so it takes me a moment to recognize him when he walks in.

If he’s surprised to see me and A’du, he doesn’t show it. The magistrate rises from his seat and steps off the dais in welcome, smiling wide enough to split his own face in two. “My apologies for having disturbed you, my lord. I would not have done so if I had any other choice.”

“I heard that two of my men had pushed a child into the canal,” says Pei Zhao. “Of course I had to come see for myself.”

“Naturally, naturally. Please, General, sit up on the dais.”

Pei Zhao declines. “This is your courtroom, Your Honor. Please, continue your investigation. I can stand to the side and listen.”

So the magistrate starts the whole ordeal over.

It bores me to death, especially when he starts repeating the bit about how man is selfish by nature, and I roll my eyes.

The children keep insisting, and I keep denying.

Finally, the magistrate, discomfort artfully displayed across his face, looks at Pei Zhao. “General Pei, as you can see…”

“May I ask the children a few questions?” Pei Zhao says.

“But of course.”

“Then please see the girl to the back rooms,” he says, “and give her some sweets. She can come back when I’ve finished talking to her brother.”

The magistrate agrees, and when the girl’s been led away, Pei Zhao turns to the boy. “You were playing by the shore when this man pushed you in, is that right?”

He doesn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

“Then you were pushed from behind?”

“Yes.”

“But you don’t have eyes on the back of your head, so how could you tell who pushed you?”

The boy opens his mouth to speak but can’t find the words. Then his eyes brighten. “I remembered wrong. He pushed me from the front—I fell backward into the water.”

“I see.” Pei Zhao turns to the magistrate. “Your Honor, this child needs a set of dry clothes; I fear he may catch cold if he stays in his own much longer.”

The magistrate sends the boy away, and Pei Zhao has the girl brought back out. Pointing to me, he says, “You saw this person push your brother into the canal?”

“I did.”

“And how was your brother pushed?”

“He just—just pushed him. He pushed my brother and my brother fell.”

“But did he push his front or his back?”

The girl pauses. Then she says, with certainty, “The back.”

“You’re sure? Think carefully.”

“Well, if it wasn’t his front then it was his back. My brother was sitting there and then this person came up from behind and pushed him.”

Pei Zhao turns back to the magistrate. “Your Honor, I’ve finished my examination. As their stories don’t align, I ask you to investigate further.”

The magistrate’s face has gone all blotchy. “Of course, my lord.” He bangs his gavelwood and orders the boy back.

The boy denies everything at first, but when the magistrate threatens him with a caning, he bursts into tears and lets the cat out of the bag: His parents live by the river, and this is a ploy they often use to extort money. Without any evidence to prove their innocence, most people pay up. They hadn’t expected I would drag them all the way down to the magistry.

“Now that the truth is out and my men are cleared of the charges against them, I ought to take my leave,” Pei Zhao says.

Looking slightly ashamed of himself, the magistrate says, “As you wish, my lord.”

But I’m not finished. “I have something to say.”

Pei Zhao shoots me a reproving glance, but I’ve already stepped forward. “You said that people are selfish, that we only value our own lives, that the only reason I would want to save a child is if I was the one who pushed him. But you’re wrong. I risked my life for him because he’s a child and I was scared he was going to drown. And that’s the way the world should be.

“Just because you’re selfish doesn’t mean everyone else is, and punishing me for helping is going to stop good-hearted people from stepping up in the future. I’m not saying I did anything impressive, but at least I don’t have any regrets. And I’d do it again if I had to.”

When I turn to leave, the people crowding the door begin to clap. Some even cheer for me, and I smile wide, feeling pleased with myself.

I have to run to catch up to Pei Zhao. I perk up when I see his steed. “General Pei, can I take your horse for a ride?”

Now that we’ve left the magistry, Pei Zhao has returned to being exceedingly deferential. “My lord, this horse is ill-tempered. Perhaps I could find you another—”

I swing onto it before he can finish the thought. It lays its ears flat and whickers gently, docile under the reins. Pei Zhao is surprised.

“You’re a fine rider, my lord. My beast is headstrong to a fault—it doesn’t usually let anyone else near.”

“This is one of our tribute horses from Xiliang,” I tell him, running a hand through its long mane. “I have a lovely red one exactly like it back home—it’ll be seven years old this year, I think.”

Pei Zhao orders two additional mounts to be brought to us—one for him and one for A’du. I watch him climb on, admiring his horsemanship. In Xiliang, men are judged by how well they ride, and he’s better than most.

There’s no room to gallop in the busy streets, so I’m reduced to meandering through the crowd. Shangjing is beautiful at the height of autumn, when the air is brisk and clear and the streets bustle with noise. Pei Zhao had been riding behind me and A’du, but the horse I’m riding is too sweet on its owner and refuses to outpace him, so in no time at all he catches up to us.

“What a day,” I sigh. “I can’t believe those people.”

Pei Zhao smiles wanly. “Human hearts are hard to read, my lord. You should take more care in the future.”

“Couldn’t be me,” I say breezily. “You all keep too much bottled up inside. Xiliang girls wear our hearts on our sleeves—I couldn’t act like a Shangjing girl if my life depended on it.”

Again, that faint smile. Did I say something wrong?

“But you’re not like the rest of them, General Pei,” I hasten to add. “You’re a good egg, I can tell.”

“You flatter me.”

A gust of wind billows past, cutting me off. My robes have all but dried in our long detour to the magistry, but my smallclothes are still damp, so when the breeze passes, the cold pierces my bones. I sneeze.

“There’s an inn up ahead,” says Pei Zhao. “If you have no objections, my lord, I can buy you something to change into. It’s easy to get sick wearing wet clothes in weather like this.”

This reminds me that A’du was soaked too, so I agree.

Pei Zhao walks us to the inn, where he books a luxury suite and, in no time at all, comes to deliver us a set of clothes. “I’ve sent all my people away,” he says, “so take as much time as you need. I’ll be outside if you need me.”

He closes the door behind him. A’du locks it as I open the bundle. Everything’s there—from smallclothes to jackets, right down to socks and shoes folded neatly inside. Once we’ve changed, A’du helps me tie my hair up, and I can feel clean again.

I open the door.

Pei Zhao stands at the far end of the long hallway. In the short time we’ve been apart, he’s changed into civvies, and with his hair tied back like that he looks more like a gentle scholar looking absently down at the street below than he does a commander of imperial guards.

“General Pei!”

He turns when I call.

He must have been quite deep in thought, for his gaze is odd when he sees me and A’du, and he glances quickly away. “I can escort you home,” he says.

“It was so hard to sneak out,” I grouse, slumping against the windowsill and following his gaze to the crowd below. “Come on, let’s stay out a little longer and go drinking. I know a place that sells this sorghum wine that will get you drunk so quickly—”

“I have duties, my lord,” says Pei Zhao. “Please, it really would be best if we returned to the manor.”

“You’re not on duty today,” I point out. “So you’re not the Jinwu General. And I don’t look like a princess. My day’s been bad enough, can’t you let me have a drink or two to ease my nerves at least?”

“It would be best if you allowed me to escort you back,” he repeats.

I huff, turning away from him, and pretend not to hear. My stomach gurgles—loudly—and I remember that I haven’t had lunch today. Pei Zhao must hear it too, for his face burns. He’s standing a few paces away, but I can see his blush clearly, and I smile—I haven’t seen a grown man glow quite that shade of red before.

“Now can we go eat?”

Pei Zhao sighs. “Yes, my lord.”

I’m not fond of his serious tone, but truth be told, he’s already saved us twice and I’m pretty grateful.

A’du and I lead him through the winding, narrow alleys until we arrive at Miluo’s tavern. Miluo rushes forward in a cloud of tinkling hairpins and golden bells and pulls me into a laughing embrace. “I saved some of our finest offerings specially for you,” she says to us.

She peers behind me to give Pei Zhao a once-over. Miluo has bright green eyes, so people are always caught off guard the first time they meet her, but Pei Zhao doesn’t seem surprised at all. It makes sense when I think about it—the Pei are a prominent Shangjing family, and they’re often invited to state banquets for foreign dignitaries. Not to mention that Shangjing attracts people from all over the world. Of course he wouldn’t find her eyes strange.

Miluo’s tavern is known for two things—their wine and their beef—so she has servers cut us a plateful of the latter. As she seats us, the sky outside opens up.

Autumn showers are melodies that linger, pattering softly against the roof tiles. A group of merchants from Bosi sits at the table next to ours, and one takes out his metal flute and starts to play. The flute is wailing and the tune is unlike anything I can remember hearing. Accompanied by the staccato of the rain, he fills the room with wonder.

Moved, Miluo sets down the jug of wine she’s holding and steps barefoot onto an empty table. Her figure is soft and full, and as she moves, she looks nearly boneless. The sound of the bells around her wrists and ankles is a hoarse twin to the rush of the rain as she twists, enchantingly snakelike.

The merchants clap, cheering her on. Leaping lightly from the table, Miluo approaches, circling us with her dance.

I haven’t laughed like this since I left home. Miluo is agile and lithe, like a ribbon of silk winding around me, like a butterfly that flits this way and that. I trace after her steps, but I’m not graceful like she is. A’du draws a reed flute from her lapels and stuffs it into my hands. I thrill at the chance to play again.

And I do—at least until the smell of beef drifts over to us, and then I shove it at Pei Zhao, saying, “You go!” and pick up my chopsticks to attend to the plate.

I hadn’t actually thought he’d know how to play, but he does—and he does it well. The reed flute is a melancholy instrument, while the metal flute is vibrant and strong, so together the two form a beautiful duet. At first, Pei Zhao is playing the harmony, but as he slowly takes over the melody, the tune takes on a passion that wasn’t there before.

It’s like a drift of desolate smoke from beyond the Yumen Pass. I can almost hear the chime of distant bells, see caravans as they crest endless dunes and fade back into the horizon. Then the tune erupts into life, like the gates have been flung open and a storm of soldiers is streaming through bearing rippling banners—bellowing—horses thundering—armor clanging—the wind—

The song races faster, faster, and Miluo dances faster, faster, spinning until she is a golden moth flitting all around me and I am dizzy from watching her.

Then the music takes a bleaker turn, and I’m reminded of the way an eagle soars up, up through the ninefold heavens, looking down at the soldiers and the horses from above. Rising as a gale whips up gusts of sand. By the time I’m finished eating, the eagle has flown to the top of the highest icy peak. When it sweeps past, a single feather falls from its massive wings, wafting down, floating in the wind, until it lands in front of a blossom of snow lotus. It lies there, half buried in the ice, as the breeze curls loose scatters of white over it. The petals tremble, and the desert sand comes to a halt at the summit of that mountaintop.

The tune drifts to an end, and the tavern is so quiet we can hear every raindrop. Miluo collapses against the table, unable to catch her breath, her green eyes bright and watery.

“I can’t—I can’t anymore,” she says, but the Bosi merchants burst into smiles. Someone pours her a cup of wine and, though she’s breathing hard, Miluo tosses it back in one gulp, turning to Pei Zhao with a winsome smile. “You play well.”

Pei Zhao says nothing in response, just uses alcohol to wipe down the flute, returning it to A’du.

“I didn’t know you could play,” I say. “Not many people in Shangjing can.”

“My father was once an envoy to the west,” Pei Zhao explains, “and when he came back, he brought a flute with him. I had too much free time as a child, so I worked it out.”

“I know!” I clap in delight. “Your father is General Pei Kuang. My a’die’s fought him—he said your father was a good leader.”

Pei Zhao demurs. “The khan is too kind.”

“My lord father doesn’t compliment just anyone,” I assure him. “If he says your father is a good leader, it’s because he means it.”

“As you say.”

With that dull response, he’s managed to kill all my interest in the topic.

The merchants at the next table have begun to sing, a soft and melancholy tune that’s wonderfully moving, though I don’t understand the words. Miluo translates in her lisping accent:


The moon here is boundless

Far from my hometown

It waxes and it wanes

But I cannot go back now

The stars here burn bright

Far from my homeland

The Silver River is shining

But I cannot go back again

The wind here is gentle

Billowing my old country robes

The sun here is dazzling

And shines on the old country, too

Know you, o know you,

Beneath which mountain I will die?

Know you, o know you,

In whose land I shall lie?



I try to sing along, but their sorrow dampens my spirits. Absently, I sip at another cup of wine. Pei Zhao nods sympathetically but says, “If they miss it so terribly, why not go back?”

“Not everyone’s like you,” I sigh, “lucky enough to not need to leave home. Who knows how much of a choice they had?”

Pei Zhao is silent for a long time. When I ladle myself another cup of wine, he interjects. “You’ve had too much to drink, my lord.”

With great feeling, I recite, “O, who can distract me from my sorrow? Only Du Kang!”1

He looks impressed, but I’m quick to put a stop to that. “Don’t think too well of me yet,” I say, holding up three fingers. “I know this many lines of poetry total.”

Finally, he breaks into a smile.

Miluo’s wine turns out to be quite formidable, and I turn out to have drunk far too much of it, for by the time we leave the tavern, my steps are faltering, as if I were walking on slips of desert sand. It drizzles still, and the sky is darkening. Distant fog rises into curls of white mist, embracing the hundred thousand homes of Shangjing, its canal-spanning bridges and its riverside pavilions a suggestion in the rain. Wind blows thin drops across my flushed cheeks, easing their heat. I stretch a hand out to these tiny gemstones and they pitter against my palm, unexpectedly ticklish.

Faraway lanterns bob and flicker while, along the road, the taverns and teahouses bloom into brilliance to meet the oncoming evening. In the riverhomes that float atop the Grand Canal, strings of fat red lanterns illuminate the passengers’ cooking smokes, which vanish into the fog.

Shangjing in the mist and the rain looks like a painting, though the artists in Xiliang couldn’t come up with such a sight—its splendor, its warmth—no matter how talented they are. This is a divine city, blessed by the gods, the capital of the empire, the liveliest corner of the universe, with a thousand vassals and a million citizens, but it can’t replace Xiliang in my heart. Shangjing is lovely, but it is not home.

Pei Zhao accompanies us all the way back to the crown prince’s manor, leaving once he sees us slip in through a side door. In the quiet, a wave of dizziness washes over me and I double over, retching. A’du pats me gently on the back. We squat there in the garden until the breeze clears my head enough that we can sneak back to our rooms.

Yongniang is waiting for us.

She offers no reproach for sneaking out, nor any rebuke for reeking of drink. She doesn’t even fault me for wearing men’s clothes. She only looks at me bleakly and says, “Your Highness, something’s happened.”

“What is it?” I ask.

“Miss Xu lost her child.”

My eyes widen, but Yongniang’s expression doesn’t change. “I took it upon myself to send someone to comfort her, but I fear Her Majesty may summon you for questioning.”

My brain hasn’t caught up to what she’s saying. “What would she want me for?”

“Her Majesty is the head of the imperial household, so anything that happens in the inner palace is her domain. Your Highness is the head of the Court of Spring. Miss Xu is under your care, so of course Her Majesty will want to question you.”

I haven’t so much as met Miss Xu—what answers could I give her? But Yongniang hasn’t been wrong before. If she says the empress is going to summon me, then the empress is bound to do just that.

“Quick,” I yelp. “Quick, draw me a bath! Someone brew me a tonic!” I can’t show up drunk in front of the empress.

My attendants hurry to prepare. This is the fastest I’ve ever run to the washroom, and I leap in as soon as the water is heated. Watching me trip over myself, Yongniang can’t resist commenting, “If Your Highness only abided by the rules, you wouldn’t be in a position to hurl yourself last minute at the Buddha’s feet.”

Hurling yourself last minute at the Buddha’s feet is an apt phrase. “I’d suffocate,” I tell her. “If I have to hurl myself at His feet, then I’ll hurl myself at His feet. I trust Him to look after me.”

Yongniang’s face is as serious as ever, but her mouth twitches like she’s suppressing a smile, so I tug at the corner of her skirt with a dripping hand. “Yongniang, you’re a good person; you have to put in a good word for me when you pray. Thank you ahead of time!”

“Emituofo, how could you joke about the Buddha like that?” Yongniang folds her hands together. “Forgive us, Rulai.”

She says that, but her grin tells a different story entirely. When the tonic arrives, she brings it to me. “Drink up, or it’ll get cold and sour.”

It’s sour when it’s hot, too—I have to pinch my nose to get it down. Yongniang has people scent my clothing with incense so that I’m almost finished dressing by the time the empress’s ministresses arrive at the manor. I tell Yongniang to smell me for any lingering trace of alcohol. She does so carefully and sprays me heavily with flowerdew, sticking a perfumed pill between my lips. It’s bitter going down, but my breath does smell nicer.

I learn then that the empress has summoned me and Li Chengyin both.

It’s the first time in days that I’ve seen him, and for a moment I think he must have grown taller again, but it’s because we’re going to the palace, and so he’s covered his hair with a coronet. He’s wearing his court clothes, his fine jade pendants, his ornaments made from gold. He steps into the waiting carriage without a glance my way.

It’s the empress who tells me the full story.

Miss Xu had taken ill, and the physicians who examined her said she must have eaten something to induce labor. The empress ordered everyone who served Miss Xu locked up and had all the food and drink sealed into evidence and delivered to the Bureau of Investigations, who confirmed that Miss Xu’s miscarriage had been caused by a dose of something in her meal.

Every one of Miss Xu’s attendants was interrogated. Under duress, one servant cracked and revealed they were acting under orders.

The empress’s voice is as serene as ever, but her words are chilling. “I moved Miss Xu into the palace because I did not want anything to happen to the mother of my first grandchild. Never did I imagine she’d be attacked under my very nose. Hundreds of years has the Li family ruled this kingdom, and nothing like this has ever happened.”

Her tone is soft, but her voice is hard, and she has never sounded like this before. I hold my breath for fear of being too loud. I suspect everyone has the same thought, for the court is utterly still.

“Do you know who the servant accused?”

I look at Li Chengyin, and Li Chengyin looks straight ahead. “I don’t, Your Highness” are his only words.

The empress turns to one of her ladies-in-waiting. “Read the testimony to the crown prince and princess.”

And as she does, my shock turns into horror. “Your Highness, I had nothing to do with this!” I protest. “I didn’t bribe anyone to drug Miss Xu’s food.”

“All the evidence and the witnesses point to you,” says the empress calmly. “If you wish to contest it, you must provide me with proof.”

“Why would I hurt her?” I ask. “I don’t know her, I don’t know what she looks like, I don’t even know where she lives.”

Someone must really have it out for me today.

The empress turns to Li Chengyin. “Yin’er, what say you?”

He looks at me at last and then kneels at his mother’s feet. “I await your verdict, Your Majesty.”

“The crown princess is entitled to certain privileges,” says the empress. “And she is a princess of Xiliang besides. But if this is her doing, then perhaps she does not have the judgment needed to manage your court.”

Li Chengyin does not say anything.

I’m shaking, but it’s not because I’m scared. “I said I didn’t do it, and I’ll keep saying it all the way to the execution block if I have to. I don’t give a fig about being the head of any court, but I won’t be accused of doing something I didn’t do.”

“The testimony is all here,” the empress says. “Yin’er?”

“I await your verdict, Your Highness,” he repeats firmly.

The empress’s smile is tight. “They say it takes one hundred years to forget a single night of marriage. You do not seem to be having any such trouble.”

In a low voice, Li Chengyin says, “It’s because I must, Your Highness. A kingdom has its laws, and a family has its rules. They must all be followed, whatever our feelings may be.”

The empress nods. “Good, good. I am glad to hear you say it.” She turns to a lady-in-waiting. “Have Lady Zhao demoted, and escort her from the Court of Spring immediately.”

I’m afraid I’ve broken my brain trying to keep up with this, and Li Chengyin is more at a loss than I am. “Your Highness!”

“The testimony was real,” the empress explains. “And the servant who gave it took her own life, thinking that the trail would go cold with her death. But the Bureau of Investigations is nothing if not thorough. The maid was deeply indebted to the Zhao. A confession like hers could have implicated her entire family, but she was an orphan, with only a godmother who raised her. Would you like to know what we found buried beneath her godmother’s floorboards?

“Fifty pieces of imperial silver. The nice thing about imperial silver is that there are records of their provenance. I had the godmother brought in for interrogation, and she admitted they had been sent over by the Zhao. Your Honorable Lady certainly knows how to strike her birds and use her stones. Keeping a wretched woman like that in your court is a stain on this family and its heirs.”

“Your Highness,” Li Chengyin starts. “Please—there must be some mistake. Someone must be framing Lady Zhao. We ought to investigate more thoroughly and not rush to conclusions—please, Your Highness!”

It would have been better if he’d kept quiet. This isn’t stoking the flames—this is adding oil directly onto the fire.

“You have been utterly bewitched by that—vixen!” the empress snaps. “She was the one who made a fuss over Miss Xu, and she was the one who tried to frame your wife for poisoning the girl.”

But he just won’t shut up. “Please, Your Majesty, you must be rational—Lady Zhao is not that kind of person. Please, you have to look into it—”

“What is there to look into? Tell me, who has your child hurt that Lady Zhao would find it such a thorn in her side? Allowing her to stay in your court is inviting calamity in through our front doors.” The empress’s rage is like a rising storm; it thickens with every word.

“You did not have a single word of defense to say on your wife’s behalf, but now that you have heard the truth, you claim that that temptress was framed? You are the crown prince. Someday, you will be king. How could your reason be so easily swayed? How can I allow this to stand? No, that girl must be put to death. If she is not, who knows what ruin she might bring to this kingdom? If she asked you to give up the throne for her, would you do it?”

Li Chengyin looks so terrified that, however reluctant I am to do it, I bring myself to kneel next to him. “Your Highness, Lady Zhao made a rash decision when her judgment was impaired, but if you sentence her to death, then—then—”

I hadn’t really thought about how I could continue, but Li Chengyin is more than ready to plead her case. “Your Highness, Lady Zhao’s father and brother are both ministers, and His Majesty relies heavily on them. Please, on that account, you must reconsider.”

The empress’s laugh is cold. “You said it yourself—a kingdom has its laws; a family has its rules. You said you would abide by them, no matter your feelings.”

His face is ashen. Li Chengyin doesn’t protest anymore. He kneels there, a single plea on his lips: “Your Highness.”

“It is not my place to meddle in the princess’s household affairs, but I have no other choice. So allow me to be the villain here and bear the brunt of the blame.” She turns to an attendant, ready to issue her decree.

As a last resort, I clamber forward and cling like a child to the empress’s skirts. “Your Highness, can I say something? You’re right that the Court of Spring is my domain, and I know I haven’t done a very good job running it, but I want to speak.”

The empress softens. “Go on.”

“His Highness loves Lady Zhao, and if you sentence her to death, I don’t think he would recover. It’s true he has never found favor with me, but we’ve been married for three years, so I know His Highness well enough to know he cannot lose Lady Zhao. If he did, he would hate me forever. And—and she helps run the household—I don’t understand any of the ledgers or the account books, so if it wasn’t for her, nothing would be running at all.”

I look back at Yongniang. “Yongniang, you tell Her Majesty.”

“Yes, my lady,” she says, and pays her courtesies to the empress. “My queen, what the princess means to say is that Lady Zhao has been by His Highness’s side for many years, and she hasn’t misstepped once. She’s respectful to the princess and aids her in the day-to-day running of the manor. It’s true she was in the wrong, but as it was a momentary lapse, the princess hopes you will be merciful.”

The empress considers this. “Lady Zhao cannot stay in the palace. There will be no end of trouble if she does.” She sighs. “I remember the day the two of you were married. The emperor himself commented on what a fine pair you made, how lucky this family is to have you. But it has been three years, and there has not been so much as a whisper of an heir—and then this mess. How am I to be easy?”

Li Chengyin’s eyes may stare fixedly enough at the ground, but his mouth is quick to say, “It’s my fault, Your Highness.”

“If you really thought that you would spend more time with your wife instead of that Zhao girl.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

I open my mouth to say something, but Yongniang tugs on my skirt to warn me not to. The corner of Li Chengyin’s mouth moves slightly, but he doesn’t speak.

“Why don’t you get up,” the empress suggests. But he remains resolutely on his knees, so I have little choice but to follow suit. The empress ignores this. “Do not be upset about Miss Xu. You are young, after all.”

He stays wisely silent. I don’t think he’s upset about Miss Xu at all; if anything, he’s more upset about Lady Zhao.

“Miss Xu has had a rough couple of days,” the empress continues. “Why don’t you raise her by a few ranks so that she can stay in the manor with you?”

“I don’t want—I don’t think it’s proper for me to keep so many women in my court, Your Majesty.” Li Chengyin looks defeated.

I know why he’s so resistant—he’d promised Lady Zhao when he married me that she’d be the only other woman in his court—so I’m not surprised when the empress is annoyed.

“You are next in line for the throne, do not be so immature.” To me, she says, “Come, child, stand. Will you go sit with Miss Xu and comfort her on my behalf?”

I know when I’m being gotten rid of, so I leave Li Chengyin to his lecture. A page boy leads me to the out-of-the-way courtyard where Miss Xu lives, and it’s there that I meet her. She lies in bed, her face pale and worn, but beautiful. When her attendants announce my arrival, she struggles to push herself upright, and Yongniang hurries forward to ease her back down.

Not knowing how to comfort her, I repeat the empress’s words: “You needn’t be so upset; you’re young yet.”

Tears slide down her face. “Thank you, Your Highness, but all I can hope for is a quick death.”

“Don’t say that,” I say, a little embarrassed by her agitation. “Look at me! I’m trudging along, aren’t I?”

Yongniang coughs delicately. I’ve said something wrong again.

Last time I was sick, the empress had people check in on me, and they wouldn’t stop asking if I wanted anything to eat, if I needed anything to be sent for. But what would I need that I didn’t already have? Now I realize they were probably trying to show their concern. “Do you want anything to eat?” I ask. “I can have something brought over.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” Miss Xu says, but this doesn’t seem to comfort her much—she’s ashen and dull eyed, as though she has nothing more to live for. Yongniang steps forward to console her, but that doesn’t stop her tears. By the time we leave, she still hasn’t stopped weeping.

When we get back to Yong’an Court, the empress has begun proceedings to promote Miss Xu. Li Chengyin’s face is dark. As we walk through the gates, I can hear the empress saying, “It’s better for everyone if your court can work together, but the princess is childish still, and there are many things she doesn’t know how to handle. It’s not a bad thing to get an extra pair of hands.” She looks up and, seeing me, gestures that I should enter.

I step forward, ready to make courtesy, but she snags me by the arm and helps me up. A thrill shoots through me—the empress is invariably dignified, and aloof. Her rare affection catches me off guard.

“Lady Zhao may escape execution, but she shall not escape punishment,” she says. “I want her demoted immediately and confined to her quarters for three months. The crown prince is not to see her. If he does, I will have her banished from the Court of Spring.”

Li Chengyin’s voice is tight, but as usual, he defers. “Yes, Your Highness.”

The second we leave the inner court, before we’ve even left the palace, Li Chengyin strikes me.

I have no warning—just the shock that stuns me into place. A’du rips her gold-inlay dagger from her belt and presses it to his throat as Yongniang shouts, “Don’t—!” but before either of them can do anything, I step forward and slap him back. I may not have any real training, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to stand here and be bullied. If he takes my eye, I’m taking his too.

Li Chengyin sneers. “Go ahead and kill me, then.” He jabs an accusing finger at me. “I know it was you. I know you were the one who poisoned Miss Xu and framed Sese for everything.”

“How dare you?” I’m shaking with anger.

“All you know how to do is play the innocent for Her Majesty. Acting like you’re so naive, like you have no idea what’s going on. Don’t think I don’t know you complain to her about how I neglect you. Don’t think I don’t know how much you envy what Sese has. You’re a poisonous snake, and if anything happens to her, you won’t get away with it. I can’t wait to depose you the second I’m king.”

“Do it, then,” I say. The blood rushes to my head as I push A’du away to step right up in his face. “Depose me. You think I wanted to marry you? You think I wanted to be your consort? There are a million men back home who’d die to marry me, and every one of them is better than you. What do you know how to do besides recite some stupid poems? You can’t shoot as well as me, you can’t ride as well as me—if you lived in Xiliang you couldn’t find a wife!”

Li Chengyin storms away in a tornado of fluttering sleeves. My heart is pumping frost straight into my veins. I’ve gone cold. I knew he disliked me—we’ve been bickering on and off for three whole years—but I couldn’t have imagined he actually hated me. Loathed me. Thought so poorly of me.

Yongniang helps me into the carriage. “Don’t take it to heart, my lady. His Highness is lashing out because of Miss Zhao.”

I know. Of course I know. He thinks Lady Zhao was wrongfully accused, and he’s taking it out on me. But I haven’t done anything wrong, so what gives him the right to treat me like I have?

He claims I envy her—and I do. I envy that she has someone who’s good to her, so good that he believes her no matter when or where or why. Someone who trusts her, who protects her, who looks after her. Apart from that? I don’t envy anything she has, and I wouldn’t do anything to hurt her.

I’ve always thought of Lady Zhao as a kind, gentle person. She’s clever—I know that from playing cards with her—but I hadn’t thought she could be so cruel. Not that the empress’s punishment seems like much of a punishment—at least, not if she intended to punish Lady Zhao. Miss Xu is so fragile—whether she is made a proper member of Li Chengyin’s household or not, the most she’ll be is another pitiable soul haunting the halls of the Court of Spring.

I’m too preoccupied to fall asleep that night. Sick of tossing and turning, I fling back my blanket and get out of bed.

“Do you think Lady Zhao is a bad person?” I ask A’du.

A’du nods—then reconsiders, shaking her head.

“I can’t understand what these Plains girls are thinking,” I say. “Men in Xiliang can marry lots of women too, but no one has to stay together if they can’t get along.”

A’du nods again.

“And anyway, what’s so good about Li Chengyin? He’s handsome, but his temper is so ugly—and he’s so petty!” I lie back down. “If I’d had a choice, I wouldn’t have married him.”

If I’d had a choice, it wouldn’t have come to this: forced to marry a boy who loved someone else. If I’d had a choice, I wouldn’t have a husband who hated me, but I didn’t, and since Lady Zhao’s been confined to her rooms, I’m sure he resents me more than ever. If I had a choice, I wouldn’t be miserable. I don’t want to be chained to someone who can’t stand the sight of me.

I would rather have married an ordinary man, a man from Xiliang. He would like me, and he would take me riding, take me hunting, play the flute for me. We would have a pile of chubby children, and every day would be happier than the last. But that life only exists in my dreams.

A’du grabs my hand to point out the windows.

I push them open to see someone sitting atop the glazed tiles of the building opposite mine. He’s dressed in pure white, striking against the black roofline. I know him—Gu Jian.

I hesitate, unsure if I should raise the alarm—but then he slips from the roof like a great bird riding a billow of wind to light at my window.

“What are you doing?” My eyes are wide.

He says nothing, just stares at my face. I draw back, self-conscious. It’s a little swollen where Li Chengyin struck me. Yongniang had iced it for me earlier, but it hasn’t stopped smarting. Not that I lost to him—my palm tingles from how hard I slapped Li Chengyin, and I’ll bet his face is at least as red as mine.

“Who hit you?” His voice is careful, but there’s an undercurrent I can’t quite place.

I rub my cheek. “It’s nothing. I returned the favor.”

But he won’t let it go. “Who did it?”

“Why are you asking?”

His face is blank as he answers, “To kill them.”

He scares me with his answer, but my alarm doesn’t deter him. “Who would dare hit the crown princess? Is it the emperor? The empress?”

I shake my head. “I’m not going to tell you anything, so you’d better stop asking,” I say.

To his credit, he does change the subject. “Will you come away with me?”

I scoff, shaking my head. He’s mad. I go to close the window, but he darts a hand out and catches the casement. “Are you still angry?”

“Why should I be?” I want to know.

“So you don’t blame me for what happened?”

“I really don’t know you,” I tell him, looking him dead in the eye. “You should stop coming here in the middle of the night raving about things that make no sense. This is the crown prince’s manor, and if anyone caught you, they’d use you as target practice, understand?”

Gu Jian smirks. “I wouldn’t be scared if this were the palace itself, much less a crown prince’s measly manor. I go where I want when I want. Who could stop me?”

I’m annoyed by his arrogance, but he does have a point—he probably does have the skill to come and go as he pleases. “What do you want?”

“I wanted to see you again,” he says, and then asks again, “Will you leave with me?”

I shake my head.

“But you’re miserable here.” He grabs my hand, clearly angry.

“Who said I was miserable? And even if I were, it doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

He reaches out for me again, but I pull away, hissing, “Let go!”

A’du rushes forward, but he forces her back several paces with a flick of his sleeve. Without waiting for her to recover, he grabs me and tugs. A lightness overtakes me as I’m pulled through the window. We flutter along, lighter than air, and I’m aware of nothing but the wind roaring in my ears until we find solid footing again on cold, slippery tiles. He’s taken me to the summit of the main hall, the highest point of Li Chengyin’s manor. It extends around us in a maze of silent edifices and splendid halls—the soaring, layered eaves, the ceramic beasts walking the ridges of the rooflines, all of it sunk in the sea of inky night.

I shake him off, catching myself so I don’t stumble. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Again he doesn’t answer. He points instead to the walls beneath our feet. “Look at this place, Xiaofeng. All these high walls, the way they close you in like a well that lets no sun in. How can you stand it?”

I don’t like the way he says my name. “That isn’t any of your business.”

“What will it take to get you to leave with me?”

I roll my eyes. “Nothing. I’m not doing it. You’re not invincible just because you’re a good fighter. If I start screaming, the Yulin Guards’ arrows will pierce you all the same.”

His face pinches into a smile. “Have you forgotten who I am? As long as I have a sword in my hand, all the Yulin Guards in the world could not stop me from doing what I wanted.”

Gu Jian’s arrogance sparks a flash of brilliance. “You must be unrivaled,” I wheedle. “I bet you haven’t lost to anyone before.”

He smiles, a real one this time. “That’s not true. Three years ago, I lost to you.”

My mouth falls open. “Me?” I point at myself. “You lost to me?” I can’t fight at all—I can barely lift a sword. I couldn’t win against his pinky finger.

“That’s right.” His face is peaceful. “The prize was the rest of our lives. If I lost, then I would marry you, protect you, cherish you until the end of our days.”

“And if I lost?” My mouth is wide enough that I could swallow a whole egg.

“If you lost… if you lost, you’d have to marry me and let me protect you and cherish you until the end of our days.”

I shake him off again. Heavens, this is not how you tell a joke.

“I didn’t let you win,” he continues, “but I had no defense against you, so the result was much the same.”

“But it doesn’t matter what the outcome was,” I remind him. “I don’t remember any of this, and I don’t know you, either. You can’t fool me so easily.”

Gu Jian pulls a pair of jade pendants from his sleeve. “When we were promised to each other, we split these yuanyang pendants in two. You kept one, I kept the other, and we arranged to meet on the fifteenth, right when the moon was roundest. I would wait for you outside the Yumen Pass and take you to my home.”

I inspect the pendants. Xiliang isn’t far from Hetian, where jade is mined, so I’ve seen hundreds of thousands of pieces of jadeware in my life, and since I’ve been in Shangjing I’ve seen hundreds of thousands of rare artifacts too, but no jade I’ve come across has been so pure, so white, so luminous.

High-quality lamb fat jade has the clarified translucency of a dewy complexion, and under the moon it radiates a soft light. “I don’t know what these are,” I tell him, but I am curious. “Why am I here then, if we were supposed to elope?”

Slowly, he lowers his hand. “It was my fault,” he says, his voice small. “Something came up and I couldn’t make our meeting date. By the time I arrived, three days had passed, and all I could find of you was your pendant.”

I crook my head, considering him. The regret on his face is real enough, but I’ve lost interest in his story. “If it was your fault, then there’s nothing more to say, is there? I promise I’m not lying—I really don’t know who you are. You’ve got the wrong person. And you’d better not come here anymore—you’re going to get me into trouble if you’re caught, and I’m in enough hot water as it is.”

The eyes on me are intent. “Xiaofeng, do you blame me?”

“I don’t care about you,” I say honestly.

He gazes at me for a moment longer. Then he sighs and digs into his lapel to pull out a whistling arrow. “Here. Use this to call me if you’re in danger.”

What danger could I get into while A’du is by my side? But when I don’t take the arrow, he shoves it into my hand and, without asking, swings me over his shoulder. Before I can gather my wits enough to protest, he’s deposited me on the ground in front of my bedchamber, and by the time I turn to look after him, he’s far away. When he arrives at the summit of the main hall again, he glances back at me and finally, mercifully, disappears into the dark.

“That Gu Jian’s certainly impressive, but he’s nuts to think we know each other. I don’t think I’d forget, do you?” I close the window, passing his arrow to A’du.

She looks at me with such soft pity. I crawl back into bed with a huff, wishing she could speak to me, wishing I knew what she was thinking.

Sleep is not restful, and I have unsettled dreams.

Someone plays a reed flute lowly, close to me but just out of my grasp. I want so badly to approach, but he’s shrouded by thick fog and I can’t see his face. I wander endlessly until at long, long last, I find him. But as I fly toward his open arms, I stumble and fall, fall into the deepest valley.

Despair overtakes me, but then he is there, catching me, pulling me into the warmth of his embrace. Cold air rushes past as we plummet down, until the sky is falling all around us, the stars coming down like sheets of rain, and all I can see between heaven and earth are his eyes—
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