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For my father, the other storyteller of the Kwan family






Author’s Note

The Last Dragon of the East is a fantasy intended for adult readers.

While it is a hopeful tale of love and devotion, the journey on which our characters will embark is one steeped in war, violence, and death. Readers who may be sensitive to more mature themes of self-harm, suicidal thought, and torture are encouraged to take heed.

Now, set forth and find your Fated One.
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Part I The Thread-Seeker







1

Gēge! Please tell me what you see!”

The young woman peers up at me, her dark eyes wide and expectant as I carefully count the bronze coins she has paid. The money is all there and accounted for, but there’s no harm in double-checking my math. Being shorted out of a week’s worth of food once has taught me the value of diligence for the remainder of my lifetime.

Once satisfied with my tally, I tie the small purse of coins to the inside of my outer robe. “Very well, mèimei,” I say with an easy smile. “Raise your right hand, just so.”

She follows my instructions eagerly as she draws in a deep, excited breath. Her hands are those of a laborer: calloused palms and thick knuckles. She likely spends her days toiling in the neighboring rice fields. Her hands and nails are clean, however, scrubbed pink and practically raw to be rid of any dirt and grime.

She has a simple appearance. Her dull brown dress is cut from cheap, rough fabric. Her long black hair is pulled back into a simple braid that runs the length of her spine, cinched off with a short black ribbon. I can detect the faintest trace of floral perfume upon her hair, though the fragrance isn’t very strong. It’s clear that she has put a lot of effort into looking her best despite her circumstances—and likely spent well beyond her means for such a privilege—but I blame her not.

I, too, would want to look my absolute best, were I meeting my Fated One today.

I can see her red thread as clear as the blue skies above. The shimmering magic loops around her little finger and then trails off toward the center of the city. There’s a good amount of tension, no slack to be found, which informs me that the person on the other end must be close.

“Are you ready?” I ask her.

She nods quickly, her excitement palpable.

With my hand tucked just below her wrist, we start off on our merry way.

Her thread cuts straight through the marketplace by the harbor. The narrow streets of Jiaoshan are congested pipes, clogged with merchants and customers alike. Vendors eagerly peddle their wares while workmen treat themselves to well-deserved meals made up of spiced meats, steamed buns, and dumpling soups.

The air is chilly—winter’s first frost covering the rooftops—though the cold does little to dissuade people from going about their business. There are vibrant dyes freshly imported from the western kingdoms, exotic spices from overseas, and beautiful bejeweled hairpins and rare silks from the trade routes farther up north.

There is nothing from the South. Trade with our Southern brethren has dried up since the emperor’s declaration of war nearly a year ago.

The city of Jiaoshan—so I have been told—was once nothing more than a few straw huts built around the circumference of a large lake. The more people who gathered to call it home, the more they took from the water. Decades went by, the lake shrinking a few inches every year as the population grew. People raised their homes closer to the water’s edge, chasing after it, until the lake dried up and all that was left was the sprawling city built upon its muddy basin.

It’s just as well. I loathe swimming.

The hustle and bustle of the marketplace fills my ears, but as we venture through, the whispers and curious stares follow without fail. Even the scantily clad courtesans of the local pleasure house lean out from their windows to cast their judgment.

“Isn’t that him?” a woman comments, staring at me with barely veiled contempt. “The Thread-Seeker?”

“Who?”

“He looks a mere drifter.”

“Why’s he still here? Shouldn’t he be with the other conscripts?”

“Probably weaseled his way out of it.”

“Coward.”

“Is he swindling that poor girl?”

“No, no—it’s him, I’m sure of it. Sai was the one who helped my cousin find his husband not two moons ago!”

I ignore the comments and focus on the task—literally—at hand.

Because while it’s true that I can see my client’s thread, I can also see the ones belonging to everyone else. Vibrant red lines leading left, right, and center. They crisscross and tangle, weaving near and far. Some lie slack upon the ground, while others wrap over houses or get stuck in trees. Others are taut like clotheslines, or the snapped reins of a mule-drawn wagon. The threads of fate constantly shift throughout the day and night, much like a tangled pit of vipers, moving wherever the two souls on either end see fit.

Most days, I’m able to ignore it all. It’s an ever-present, confusing web of magic that I have learned to see past over the years; same as one would with a large, faceless crowd. The threads are intangible, easily passed through, so I’m never at risk of tripping over them. Having a gentle hold on her hand helps me focus; it is much like the hand of a compass, pointing me in the right direction.

The girl’s thread begins to vibrate, an overwhelming warmth radiating off the thin strand. She gulps, breaking into a light sweat despite the cold winter morn.

I continue to guide her through the market, climbing the base of the hill leading toward the Pearl District. The old wooden shanties that line the streets of the market slowly melt into bigger, grander homes, complete with tall cream walls, pointed roofs, and magnificent water gardens that have started to freeze over with the turn of the season.

We receive more stares from those around us, but they’re not so much curious as they are disgruntled by our presence. Aristocratic women whisper behind their custom-made silk fans, pinching their painted faces at us as we carry on.

“Are you sure we’re in the right place, gēge?” the woman asks me when we approach an estate with a massive circular moon gate, its red wooden doors firmly shut. The design of a fearsome dragon has been etched around the circumference, gilded in gold leaf; its snarling teeth and sharp claws on display to scare off bad luck and spirits with cruel intentions.

I glance down at her hand again. Her red thread is taut and vibrating from the tension of her and her Fated One’s proximity. It begins to glow, a bright and rich crimson hue, sparkling like distant starlight. I’m the only one who can see the magic at work. The girl stares at me, none the wiser.

I nod encouragingly. “This is it, mèimei. Your Fated One is just beyond those walls.”

She takes a step back, shaking her head in abject horror. “That’s the councilman’s house! There has to be some kind of mistake.”

“Your red thread of fate is never wrong,” I tell her. “You are destined to be with whoever is on the other side of that gate.”

“But look at me. I don’t belong here.” Her bottom lip trembles, her thin brows knitting together into a steep frown. She tugs at the end of her braid, fraying her ribbon between her fingers. “What if they take one look at me and laugh? They’ll know the second they lay eyes on me that I have no dowry to give. This was a mistake. I never should have come. This whole thing’s been such a foolish endeavor.”

I place my hands on her shoulders and hold her gaze, calm and steady. “I know you’re afraid, but believe me when I say your Fated One will love you with all their heart. It matters not what you look like, nor how wealthy you are. True love will never fail you, but you must be brave enough to accept it in the first place.”

I give her the lightest of nudges toward the gate, taking a step back to watch it all unfold with the gathering crowd.

She reaches shakily for the iron door knocker and bangs it against the wood—once, twice. The silence that follows is thick and heavy. Not even the wind whistles past, afraid of shattering the suspense sizzling in the air.

At long last, the door creaks open on its hinges. A man steps out, dressed in deep purple robes and a heavy golden chain bearing the seal of the city council. He blinks down at the young woman, his brief confusion almost immediately washed away by curiosity. There’s warmth in his eyes, a kind smile tugging at the corners of his lips.

Between them, their thread sings. It glows with the brilliance of nine suns, their connection pure and true. Nobody else can see this blinding display, but they don’t have to. The way they look at each other in wonderment and awe is more than enough to understand what’s going on here.

It’s a beautiful miracle, unmatched in all things worldly or otherwise. Happiness is a contagious affliction, but I do my best not to look down at the thread wrapped around my own finger. I’m never pleased at what I see, and there’s no need to ruin my good mood.

I slip away into the crowd. My job here is done.



As exhausted as I may be after my morning spent matchmaking, there’s still much to be done around the teahouse.

By sì shí, the hour of the snake, I’ve wiped down all the tables and given the kneeling pillows a good fluff, ready to welcome the day’s first thirsty customers.

By noon, the hour of the horse, I’ve fixed the broken window shutters facing the street to better let in light, hoping the welcoming ambience will draw patrons into my family’s humble business. No one has stepped in yet, but I haven’t given up yet.

By shēn shí, the hour of the monkey, the sun is beginning to hang low in the sky. My optimism wavers, but I must take into account the dinner rush. The local farmers and fishermen will be passing through soon, done with their day’s work. Surely I can convince a few stragglers to come in for a lovely pot of tea and a plate of sweet almond cookies.

I spend the remainder of my afternoon flipping through the teahouse’s ledger, quietly lamenting the low figures. The coin I earned today should cover the teahouse’s losses, but that leaves little room in the budget for food. Perhaps if I have a little less to eat and fill up on water, I can ensure that A-Ma gets enough to fill her stomach. I’m still young and strong. A missed meal here and there won’t hurt me.

Just as I finish balancing the books, I hear my mother break into a coughing fit. The stairs creak beneath her weight as she descends, one step at a time, clinging to the rickety railing for stability. She’s been asleep all day, as per her doctor’s instruction.

“A-Ma, what are you doing out of bed?” I ask, hurrying over to usher her back upstairs. “You’re supposed to be resting. The doctor said—”

She waves me off, hacking into her elbow. “That doctor is a quack, Sai. An absolute quack! What harm is there in stretching my legs from time to time?”

I sigh, swallowing down the frustration burning in my chest. “Come, come. Let’s get you tucked in. Doctor Qi said not to put stress on your joints.”

My mother groans in irritation, but allows me to guide her back to her room.

We live on the top floor of the teahouse. It was supposed to be used for storage, but since Father’s passing all those years ago and Mother falling ill, money has been exceedingly tight. The few months following the funeral were particularly hard. More often than not, I found myself fretting over my choice between paying the rent and buying my mother’s medicine. Our previous landlord didn’t take kindly to my choosing the latter.

I’m thankful A-Ba left us the teahouse, at least, despite its disastrously red ledger. I know not how my mother would fare out on the streets, now that the nights are freezing. It’s drafty and uncomfortably cramped up here, but I’m grateful we have a roof over our heads nonetheless.

My mother’s pallet takes up the majority of the space, covered in all the blankets and pillows I have managed to collect from our more generous neighbors. We are surrounded on all sides by tall cabinets, jars of dried tea leaves stored away in each one of their drawers ahead of the slow trade season. The roads around the city become treacherous with winter storms, and merchants are far less willing to brave the weather. One of the first lessons my father taught me when I was a young boy was to stock up for the frigid months ahead.

Sometimes I wish A-Ba had been as good at squirreling away coin as he was with his beloved teas.

A-Ma settles in, but she does so with a pout. She was born in the Year of the Ox, so it makes sense that she’s as stubborn as a bull. “I’m feeling better,” she insists, then immediately coughs into her elbow. It sounds dry and excruciating, nails screeching across jagged bricks. “How did it go today?”

“It went well. We found him in the Pearl District. A councilman.”

“Ah, good for her. I pray they have a happy and prosperous marriage.”

I shrug off my outer robe, moving to drape it over my mother’s tiny lap for warmth. She has been getting thinner and thinner, shivering at all hours of the day.

“I finally have enough to buy that new medicine from Doctor Qi,” I explain. “He says his colleagues in the Southern Kingdom believe it to be one of the best remedies out there.”

“He says, he says,” my mother mutters bitterly. “Coins down the well, I tell you. You should be saving this money to fund your own search.”

I sigh. “We’ve been over this. I’m not leaving you here.”

“You should be married by now! With a house full of children.” My mother grasps my forearm and gives the meat of it a squeeze. “Who wouldn’t want someone as handsome and as strong as you for a husband?”

It’s only natural for a mother to sing her son’s praises. As I roll my eyes, I happen upon my reflection in the small upright mirror on the corner table. It’s true that I’m almost five and twenty, though I don’t look a day over nine and ten. Doctor Qi tells me my growth must be stunted. A-Ma has stood by her claim of my excellent genetics. I, however, prefer to think that I’m one of the Gods’ chosen favorites, blessed with dashing good looks and a winning personality.

I mostly take after my father. Wide shoulders and strong arms, but slender legs. My dark brown hair looks almost black most days, but standing beneath the sun reveals its richer reddish hues. I’m admittedly a bit soft around the middle, about which I’m mildly self-conscious. Growing up in a teahouse has meant easy access to sweet treats at all hours of the day. A-Ba was a fiend when it came to sneaking me an extra almond cookie or two—or five—while A-Ma was busy tending to guests. She would later scold us, the crumbs at the corners of our lips confessing to our crimes. It was a wonder we didn’t lose the teahouse to debtors, the way we ate into our profits.

My mother shakes her head. “You have been blessed with this wonderful gift by the Gods! Are you not curious at all about your Fated One?”

I glance down at my mother’s hand. Her red thread is no more. Instead, a closed black loop is wrapped around her little finger. The day my father passed, all I could do was watch in horror as the thread connecting my parents—two halves of a whole—disintegrated before my very eyes, their connection broken only in death.

It’s not a pleasant thing to dwell on, the death of one’s parents. But there are days that I think it cruel that they did not go together. While A-Ba passed on and his thread fell from around his finger, A-Ma’s turned black. These are a common sight when I am out and about. A mere glimpse is enough to make me hurt for others.

My mother has not been the same since my father passed on ten years ago. Her light has dimmed. She doesn’t laugh as hard as she used to, doesn’t smile as wide as I remember. Of course, I have to wonder if her grief is exacerbating her failing health.

All the more reason to see Doctor Qi as soon as possible.

“You could have found them three times over by now,” my mother continues. “You must seek out your other half before it’s too late.”

“Too late?” I echo her words, amused. “I’m still young; there’s no need for such dramatics.”

“What if they decide to settle and marry the wrong person? A tragedy for the ages, I tell you. Take the money you’ve earned today to fund your trek. There’s only one present, Sai. Follow your own thread and find them before your bones grow too weary for such a journey.”

I shake my head and laugh. “And what about you?”

“What about me?”

“Who will take care of you if I’m gone?”

“Your Auntie Ying.”

“I’ve been led to believe that Auntie Ying hates you.”

“She does, but she’s still obligated to help out her sister-in-law—”

A-Ma breaks into a sudden coughing fit, hacking and wheezing hard enough to rattle her bones. I’m quick to grab her a cup of water from the pitcher I’ve set just off to the side of her pallet, holding it to her lips so that she can take a long, careful drink.

I rub small circles against her back just as she did for me when I was a child, quietly troubled at how frail my mother has become. It feels like just yesterday she had all the energy in the world, nagging me about the teahouse as I giggled with glee. I might have been four or five then, though the memory is hazy. Now it’s my turn to do the nagging—drink more water, stay in bed, take your medicine.

“Get some rest. I’ll be downstairs preparing congee.”

“Will you add some ginger and soy sauce? I can’t taste it otherwise.”

I kiss the back of my mother’s hand and layer several blankets on top of her. “I’ll do just that. I even splurged at the market and grabbed us some eggs.”

My mother huffs, her lips thin and her eyes watery. “You’re too sweet, my boy. Always taking care of others. When will you let someone take care of you?”

I shrug easily in lieu of an answer.

I head downstairs to tidy up in our small kitchen nook, then prepare my mother’s dinner with the utmost diligence. One part rice to ten parts water. In go a dash of salt, a bit of diced ginger, some finely chopped green onions—exactly how A-Ma used to make rice porridge for me when I was sick as a child. I would spring for a bit of chicken to place on top, but meat has become increasingly difficult to come by since the emperor’s decree. Rationing for the army, now that we’re deep into wartime.

As I scoop the porridge into a big bowl for my mother and a smaller one for myself, I cannot help but glance down at my hand. The truth of the matter is, I am curious. But I have my own reasons for not setting out after my Fated One. I’ve thought of doing so many times before, yet I can’t seem to find the courage. It’s hypocritical of me, I know. A-Ma’s failing health just happens to be a convenient excuse to stay home.

Threads of fate are red, unbreakable, and linked to the other half of a person’s soul—destroyed only in death.

But my thread is a dull gray and fraying before my very eyes. It’s been in this state for as long as I can remember, lacking the warmth and crimson shimmer of magic that I see with so many others. I have never seen anything else like it before, nor do I know what it means.

Frankly, I’m too afraid to find out.
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According to legend, they were a family of three.

Rare, considering how their kind was known for their solitary and distrustful nature.

And yet, as the story goes, these mighty creatures adored and protected the lands and all those who resided within.

His Majesty, the red dragon, king of the mountaintops and the endless skies above, bestowed upon the people fortuitous rains in the dryer months and plentiful sunshine in those that were colder.

Her Majesty, the green dragon, queen of the bamboo forests and golden wheat fields, graced her people with bountiful harvests and plenty of game.

His Royal Highness, the blue dragon, young prince of the sparkling seas and iridescent rivers, gifted the people with calm waters, endless schools of fish, and rare pearls for those brave enough to dive down and claim them.

For centuries, the dragons lived their lives in peace and prosperity.

And then a stranger arrived from the lands beyond the horizon.
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Finding customers in want of my… unique service is a surprisingly difficult affair. Most people don’t believe me when I say I can help them find their Fated One for the low, low cost of ten bronze coins or a quarter of a silver nugget.

Any higher, and they claim I’m a charlatan.

Any lower, and they claim I’m a charlatan.

Even when they agree to my price, some still call me—surprise, surprise—a charlatan.

I receive referrals from time to time through my happy customers, but it’s hardly a steady stream of income. I’ve only just started matchmaking as an official business, and my reputation has yet to truly precede me. There are many who doubt my capabilities, scoffing at the mere mention of magic and threads of fate. Tall tales for children, they say. And why should they take me at my word when they could simply go to the local matchmaker, who has a proven track record and sway within the community?

But I digress.

The sun has not yet risen when I wake the following morn. My mother sleeps soundly, lying on her side. She claims it’s easiest for her to breathe that way. Carefully, I abandon my blankets and drape them over her brittle body for warmth before pulling on my outer robe to combat the frigid morning air.

I head downstairs, collect the four full coin pouches from my secret cache beneath the floorboards. It’s where my father used to hide the teahouse’s earnings from would-be thieves. I have since adopted it as my own. I count out every bronze coin and silver nugget as I hastily brush through my long dark brown hair and pin it back in a high bun tied by a thin piece of red ribbon.

In the Northern Kingdom of Xuě, most men and women alike wear their hair in such a way, for cutting a single strand would be a slight against the beloved parents who gifted us with our healthy locks. It’s why the most popular hauls of the traveling merchants are of sparkling hair clips and pins. The merchants make an enviable profit, certainly more so than my teahouse. The richer folk up in the Pearl District can afford to dress their hair with gold and silver, rubies and jade. The rest of us settle for lengths of ribbon; the more vibrant the color, the more expensive the dye—and therefore the more you have to pay for such a luxury.

Once every coin is accounted for, I set out to see Doctor Qi before first light.

His shop is on the other side of the city near the markets, located in a rickety old shanty house. The whole structure leans slightly to the left, its foundation having been chipped away by decades of exposure to wind and rain, slowly sinking into the muddy, frozen remains of the emptied lake. Two small dragon figurines carved from bamboo sit atop his doorframe, diligently warding off evil.

I spot the doctor inspecting the rickety hinges of his shop’s front door.

“Ah, just the man I was looking for,” I say with a big grin. “How are you on this fine day, Doctor?”

Doctor Qi glares up at me, his one dead eye pivoting slightly to the left in its socket. “Must you always be so loud, boy?”

He’s a little stump of a man, coming up no higher than my chest. I have been told that the doctor was once incredibly handsome, with long black hair and the strength to move mountains. But I’ve always known him to be bald, scowling, and hunched over so severely his back is practically folded in two. Were it not for the cane he carries around, I doubt he could manage even two steps without falling over his own feet.

“But just the other day, you said I had a lovely voice. Who am I to deny you the sound of my golden pipes?”

“Grating,” he corrects. “I said you have a grating voice.”

“Ah, a great voice? That may be too much of a compliment.”

His good eye twitches. “Cease this unnecessary chatter and tell me what you want.”

“What I want? To spend some quality time with one of my wisest elders, of course.”

Doctor Qi snorts, knocking the side of my head with the handle of his cane. “Hurry up and come in. I have a long list of patients to see today; there’s a small outbreak of the pox in a village northeast of here, and I would prefer to head out as soon as possible.”

The inside of Doctor Qi’s shanty is a chaotic mess, every available surface covered in unfurled scrolls, vials of ointment, dried herbs, and other small items that I can’t even begin to name. It smells overwhelmingly of crushed gingerroot and dried mushroom, ingredients he no doubt bartered for down in the markets. In the corner, I spot the doctor’s wife quietly tidying, a large broom in her small hands. She gives me a polite bow, but she doesn’t seem to be in the mood to speak.

It’s hard for me not to notice their red threads leading in opposite directions from one another. Not a love match, then. Those are few and far between up here in the North—or anywhere, truly—since marriageable women are scarce, eligible bachelors are far too plentiful, and matches are decided between families with the strategic shifting of dowries top of mind. With the chances of a blissful marriage being so slim, I can understand why it’s preferable to at least aim for a tolerable one.

“Do you have the money?” Doctor Qi asks gruffly.

I reach into my outer robe and untie the pouches. They’re hefty, each weighing a good four or five pounds, packed full with the bronze coins and silver nuggets I’ve laboriously earned over these past few moons.

“It’s all there,” I assure him. “I triple-checked, just for you.”

The old man simply grunts and turns to pull a heavy trunk out from under his workbench. It’s sealed at three different points with thick iron locks, the keys located on a chain around his neck. He unlocks them one by one before finally pushing the lid back, exposing the small glass vial seated securely amid a bed of yellow straw. Doctor Qi picks the vial up, pinching it between his thumb and forefinger, and holds it against the light streaming in through the window.

Sitting at the bottom of the glass are two reptilian scales, shimmering like starlight despite their deep greenish hue. I can’t explain the warmth that blooms in my chest as I stare at them, transfixed, nor the way my heart drums loudly in my ears. These trinkets, more beautiful than emeralds and jade, are supposed to be A-Ma’s medicine?

“Crush these into a fine powder,” Doctor Qi whispers conspiratorially. “One scale in the morning and the other at night. Mix it in with your mother’s breakfast and dinner. It should provide her relief for at least a month.”

“A month?” I echo, taking the vial from him. “You told me this would cure her for good.”

He shakes his head. “I said it could, but only if I secured a higher quantity. Dragon scales aren’t the easiest thing to come by. Count yourself lucky my contact in the South managed to sneak it past the border at all.”

My eyes go wide.

Damn it, he really is a quack.

“Dragons don’t exist,” I state.

“Anymore,” he counters. “They were once as real as the air we breathe. Our ancestors have been using what remains of them for centuries. Their claws forged into weapons, their teeth sawed into jewelry, fragments of their scales”—he gestures toward the vial I now hold in my possession—“used as the most potent of medicines.”

A laugh bubbles past my lips. “You can’t expect me to believe this, surely.”

“There are a great many things your simple mind will never understand, boy.”

“Well, that was uncalled-for.”

“Like I said, dragons and magic might now be a myth, but that was not always the case.” Doctor Qi harrumphs. “Do you have any idea the lengths I went through to procure these? If one of the emperor’s soldiers caught me smuggling them over the border, they would’ve had my head on the spot. You think I hobbled all the way down there and back for nothing?”

I pause. Is this what I sound like when I try to convince people of my abilities? Wild and brazen and downright impossible? I feel foolish for even considering it, but something stirs in my stomach.

Slowly, I rub my little finger, staring down blankly at my gray thread. It drags upon the ground: my Fated One is somewhere far, far away, perhaps forever beyond my reach. Perhaps Doctor Qi is correct. There are a great many things I don’t know, but there’s one thing I’m certain of: magic does exist.

Perhaps dragons did, too.

I pocket the vial and take a deep breath. I have little to lose at this point, desperation clawing at the nape of my neck. If I can help my mother feel even the slightest bit better, then this whole endeavor will be worth it.

“Do you offer receipts?” I joke lightly, doing my best to mask my unease. “In the unlikely case that I should require a refund.”

Doctor Qi waves his cane at me, but this time I manage to duck out of the way. “No refunds. Now, away with you!”

I leave with a light chuckle, a sliver of hope rising within me. What I wouldn’t give to see a true smile upon A-Ma’s face once more.

As I make my way home, I can’t help but feel like I’m being watched. There’s an almost palpable weight on my back, the heat of someone’s gaze trained on me as I move through the streets. When I throw a cautious glance over my shoulder, I see no one.

How curious, indeed.



I decide to cut through the markets on my way home, not to glimpse the day’s wares, but because it will shave a few minutes off my route. There’s no time to leisurely peruse the stalls and their lovely trinkets, and certainly no time for small talk with the merchants.

When I was a little boy, much to A-Ma’s chagrin, I would spend hours upon hours listening to their colorful tales, too enraptured by them to keep track of the day. Very little has changed since then—my imagination would only run wild if I stopped to listen. Yes, it is best that I keep going.

As I slip past the crowd, the heavy presence of armored soldiers doesn’t go unnoticed. Many of them appear fresh-faced and wide-eyed, likely recent recruits from the smaller towns farther north. There’s a good chance they’re only filtering through Jiaoshan on their way to the military base of Shéyǎn several hundred li south of here.

“Please, good sir. I must be on my way.”

It’s a young woman who speaks. Her silk robes are plainly colored, but still far too vibrant for her to be a mere peasant girl. Her short nails and dried-out hands are my next clue, while her lack of jewelry and hair ornaments is my third. A maid for one of the noble houses in the Pearl District, if I had the coin to wager.

“Please, sir, I have so very much to do,” she says timidly.

A gaggle of soldiers block her path forward, though the largest of the bunch stands at the front, keen on gaining her attention. He’s far more of a brute than his compatriots, sporting an ugly scar that bisects his right cheek. His armor is similar to theirs, except that it’s run-down and marred by all manner of dents and scratches. The badge on his shoulder signifies that he is a captain.

When I look down at their hands, I notice that his thread stretches off into the distance. Hers is a closed black loop.

“What’s your rush, little miss?” he asks, teasing. “Will you not join this honorable soldier for a cup of tea before I go off to war?”

“My madam has asked me to run a number of errands on her behalf. I really must away.”

“I’m sure you’ll have time to do them later.”

One of the captain’s compatriots pats him on the shoulder in the way one would dust off a prized trophy. “Do you have any idea who this is? Captain Tian was awarded his title by the emperor himself.”

The ruckus begins to draw the eyes of the market, though no one makes a move to help the poor girl. The bystanders are all too slack-jawed to move an inch. Curious whispers and hushed murmurs reach my ear, the mere mention of the emperor raising the fine hairs on my arms.

Emperor Róng—a name that, rather befittingly, translates to “glory.” No one dares speak it aloud, but not just because we commoners are unworthy of it gracing our tongues.

When I was a boy, A-Ma would tell me stories about the emperor when I couldn’t sleep. He was said to have brought fresh water to the people of the North, banished wild beasts to the shadows, and ruled the lands for thousands of years. Preposterous, of course, but it always made for a fantastic bedtime story. I was usually out cold by the time A-Ma got to the part where the emperor was said to have been crowned by the sun itself.

He is almost more myth than man, and perhaps that’s why I feel so unsettled by the soldier’s mention of him. No one has laid eyes upon the emperor in many years. I hear he has isolated himself in one of his many palaces scattered throughout the Northern Kingdom of Xuě. The rumor often floating around the teahouse is that he moves among these residences on a whim to keep his enemies at bay. The fact that Captain Tian has not only seen, but met our elusive emperor in person? It defies belief.

The young woman sighs, exasperated. Her attempt to sidestep the captain and his goons fails miserably. “Sir, I really must—”

“Don’t be difficult. Come and keep me company.”

I can’t listen to this nonsense any longer. I may be in a hurry to return home, but I can’t let this come to pass. Swiftly, I sidle up to the young woman and place myself between her and the soldier.

“There you are,” I say, putting on a mildly frantic tone. “The madam has been asking after you. Do you really mean to keep her waiting?”

She blinks at me, stunned. “Who are—”

“Quickly, we must leave at once.”

I’m about to turn away when a hefty hand claps me on the scruff of my neck.

“Hey!” the captain snaps. “You got a problem?”

I set my jaw and regard him calmly. “No problem at all, my friend. Mèimei and I were just on our way.”

He snorts, nostrils flaring like those of a horse. “Why are you not in armor? Where’s your sword and shield, boy?”

“I have no need of them. I’ve not been conscripted.”

“Then you must enlist with this next draft. We’re to leave for the South by week’s end.”

“You misunderstand me, sir. I have an exemption.”

The captain’s lip twists up into a sneer. “What’s the meaning of this? It’s every man’s sacred duty to serve the emperor.”

“I understand, but—”

“Are you a cripple?” he asks dryly.

My fists ball up tight, my nails digging sharply into my palms. “No.”

“Infirm?”

“No.”

“A monk?” The captain takes a step forward, leaning into my space. His breath reeks abhorrently of garlic and sour milk. “Or, perhaps, are you a coward?”

Anger bubbles just below the surface of my skin. “I’m no monk,” I answer.

And then I promptly strike him across the face.

The captain stumbles back, clutching his jaw in surprise. He trips over his own boots, flailing as would a newborn goat, landing with a weighty thud.

“How dare—”

We run too quickly for him to finish his sentence, leaving the soldiers in our dust. The young woman and I don’t stop until we round the corner and are well out of view. She gives me a bow, her cheeks a light pink.

“Thank you, gēge. That man wouldn’t leave me alone.”

“No need to thank me,” I reply with an easy chuckle. “Best be on your way now.”

“Right, of course.”

With one last quick bow to one another, we go our separate ways.



Where did you sneak off to this morning?” my mother asks from the other room.

I’m in the kitchen preparing the leftover congee from last night, which I kept simmering above a low flame as we slept. It’s as tacky as it is tasteless, but at least it’s filling. I was unable to treat A-Ma to a helping of quail eggs today, as the purchase from Doctor Qi cleaned out my pockets. I won’t complain about having to resort to plain porridge, however, if it means my mother will finally get a reprieve from her constant coughing fits.

“Just to the markets,” I lie, keeping my tone light. The last thing I want is to worry her. “I thought I’d grab us a snapper for dinner, but I learned the fishermen won’t be bringing a fresh haul until tomorrow. Figured I should wait until then.”

“Good thinking,” she replies. “No sense in paying for week-old trout.” She sits at one of the teahouse’s many empty tables, a flat cushion beneath her as she pours us both a serving of tea. Her thinning black hair, oily and in need of a wash, is pulled up into a loose bun. I would take her to the public baths if only she had the energy to walk there and back.

I busy myself over the counter, my back facing toward her, as I quietly and quickly shake one of the scales out of the vial and into the base of a stone mortar. It’s an enchanting thing, truly more akin to a precious gem than a medicinal ingredient. It seems a pity to reduce such a thing to dust. Alas, I still pick up the stone pestle and grind away, holding my breath as small, brilliant sparks crackle inside the mortar.

Magic.

“Sai?” my mother calls. “Do you need a hand?”

I have no time to marvel at the glittering green dust. I hastily dump everything into her bowl of congee and mix it in thoroughly, topping both our meals off with a bit of green onion to disguise any discoloration. I join her at the table, kneeling on the bamboo floor as I set the food down before her.

“Enjoy,” I say. “Make sure to eat every bite.”

“You know I rarely have an appetite these days.” She picks up her spoon and takes a sip of her congee.

And then another, and another, and another, until—miracle of miracles!—she has polished off the entire bowl.

The effects are immediate.

Her sallow cheeks are awash with a pink, dewy complexion. The deep, dark circles beneath her eyes fade completely. Her hair now looks thick and shiny. My mother’s trembling hands finally still, her posture straightening as strength returns to her muscles and bones. In mere minutes, she looks twenty years younger.

“I thought I taught you that it’s rude to stare,” A-Ma teases lightly.

Picking my jaw up off the floor, I blink away my astonishment. “How are you feeling?”

“Famished. Is there enough for seconds?”

“You can have mine,” I say, willing my heart to remain calm as I slide my breakfast across the table.

Triumph rises in my chest. Could it be? Could it really, truly be?

My silent celebration does not last long, however, because the front doors to the teahouse slide violently open. The force is hard enough to rattle the rickety walls and knock the few framed calligraphy pieces we have askew.

A group of five heavily armored men step in—the very same ones I had the misfortune of running into not even an hour ago at the markets.

“You there,” the closest man snaps. I recognize him by the blooming purple bruise that my knuckles bestowed upon his jaw. Captain Tian. He points an accusatory finger at me, a vicious snarl exposing his crooked front teeth. “In the name of His Imperial Highness, I am placing you under arrest.”

My mother gawks, quickly moving to her feet. “Under arrest? On what charges?”

“Dodging the draft, and the assault of a ranking officer this very morning.”

“What in the nine suns are you talking about? My son would never do such things!”

“Stand down,” a second soldier declares, roughly pushing her away. His hand hovers over the hilt of his sword, his threat unspoken.

Before I have a chance to protest, three of the men surround me, forcing me to my knees as they bind my arms behind my back. One of them searches my pockets and pulls out the small glass vial that Doctor Qi gave me, the remaining scale clinking around at the bottom.

“Looks like we can add the purchase and possession of an illegal substance to your list of crimes,” the guard says with a dark look in his eyes. “We might get to see a hanging tonight.”

My mother cries frantically as they drag me off, swearing that this whole thing must be a misunderstanding. I consider fighting back, but I’m not a betting man, and a five-on-one fight isn’t the fairest of odds.

Tears streak A-Ma’s cheeks as I’m thrown into the back of a waiting wagon. It’s designed with tall metal bars to keep prisoners locked in. There are people out and about now, some of them gathering in wide-eyed shock and sharing scandalized whispers.

“Isn’t that the—”

“Probably swindled the wrong person.”

“To the ice fields with him, says I.”

My mother grasps desperately at me through the bars, tugging at my outer robe. “Sai! Sai, what’s going on?”

“Please, don’t worry, A-Ma,” I reply, keeping my voice as calm and gentle as possible despite my rabbit heart. “Go back inside where it’s warm. I’ll have this whole affair sorted and be back by evening.”

“But Sai—”

With a startling crack of a whip, the two horses up front lurch forward with disgruntled whinnies. The wagon’s wheels squeak in protest as it is dragged over the uneven dirt streets.

My gut tells me to try to escape, knowing something terrible is coming. But between my bound hands, the iron bars, and the sword-wielding soldiers now following on foot, I know that would be a guaranteed death sentence. The only thing I can do for now is let them take me.

And pray I can talk my way out of this mess.
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The prison smells of sweat, piss, and shit.

They drag me through the winding labyrinth of stone, nothing but flickering torchlight to illuminate the way forward. The prison sits at the very edge of Jiaoshan, well hidden from the general public’s view. I can’t tell how deep we are underground, but there’s a stale dampness in the air that clings to my skin, chilling me to the bone.

The anguished groans and whimpers of prisoners, along with the haunting rattle of their chains, echo loudly off the walls. My eyes have not yet adjusted to the darkness, though I can still make out the bloodshot whites of their eyes as they grip the bars of their cells, desperately begging for water or food—or a merciful death.

The soldiers cut my bindings and throw me into a cramped cell like a sack of flour, dumping me upon a rough bed of moldy straw. It’s uncomfortably slimy, smearing my hands and knees as I scramble to my feet. They slam the cell door shut, the sickening scent of rusted hinges flooding my nose.

“Please,” I say hurriedly, “this is all a misunderstanding. You have to let me out. My mother needs her med—”

The captain surges forward and slams the scabbard of his sword against the bars. They ring out angrily, rattling my eardrums.

“Silence!”

“Listen, my friend, what happened between us earlier… I’m terribly sorry. Perhaps we can put this entire incident behind us? I’ll give you free food and drinks at the teahouse forever. What do you say?”

“I say I’ll cut your tongue out if you utter another word.”

Desperation claws at my throat. “My mother is very ill. I’m her only son, so I’m charged with her well-being. Please, find it in your heart to understand!”

“Listen here, you backwater degenerate—”

“That is enough, Captain Tian.”

The voice belongs to someone I can’t see, resonating from the safety of the shadows. Whoever he is, I figure he must be of great importance, because the captain’s whole body goes rigid before he bows deeply.

A man steps out, his features highlighted by the shifting orange glow of the torchlights.

He is, in every sense of the word, overwhelming.

Dressed in flawless silk robes whose threads are dyed in the rarest of golden pigments, the man is a walking tribute to all the kingdom’s splendor. The intricate pattern of a snarling five-clawed blue dragon is embroidered into the silk, starting with its tail on the bottom right corner, then wrapping all the way around his back, and over the shoulder to rest upon the man’s heart.

His hair is well-maintained and shiny, even in the dim lights of the prison, pulled into a regal bun held in place by an ornate pin sculpted of shimmering gold. His fingers are adorned with thick jade rings, and his fourth finger and pinky on each hand are protected by sharp, clawlike nail guards.

While most people would gape at his obvious and exorbitant wealth, the only thing that catches my eye is his thread.

It’s gray, just like my own, except his thread has been completely severed, dangling loose just inches from his little finger.
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